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The Institute of Ismaili Studies

The Institute of Ismaili Studies was established in 1977 with the object
of promoting scholarship and learning on Islam, in the historical as well
as contemporary contexts, and a better understanding of its relationship
with other societies and faiths.

The Institute’s programmes encourage a perspective which is not
confined to the theological and religious heritage of Islam, but seeks
to explore the relationship of religious ideas to broader dimensions of
society and culture. The programmes thus encourage an interdiscipli-
nary approach to the materials of Islamic history and thought. Particular
attention is also given to issues of modernity that arise as Muslims seek
to relate their heritage to the contemporary situation.

Within the Islamic tradition, the Institute’s programmes promote
research on those areas which have, to date, received relatively little
attention from scholars. These include the intellectual and literary
expressions of Shi‘ism in general, and Ismailism in particular.

In the context of Islamic societies, the Institute’s programmes are
informed by the full range and diversity of cultures in which Islam is
practised today, from the Middle East, South and Central Asia, and
Africa to the industrialised societies of the West, thus taking into
consideration the variety of contexts which shape the ideals, beliefs and
practices of the faith.

These objectives are realised through concrete programmes and
activities organised and implemented by various departments of the
Institute. The Institute also collaborates periodically, on a programme-
specific basis, with other institutions of learning in the United Kingdom
and abroad.

The Institute’s academic publications fall into a number of inter-
related categories:
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1. Occasional papers or essays addressing broad themes of the rela-
tionship between religion and society, with special reference to
Islam.

2. Monographs exploring specific aspects of Islamic faith and culture,
or the contributions of individual Muslim thinkers or writers.

3. Editions or translations of significant primary or secondary texts.

4. Translations of poetic or literary texts which illustrate the rich
heritage of spiritual, devotional and symbolic expressions in
Muslim history.

5. Works on Ismaili history and thought, and the relationship of the
Ismailis to other traditions, communities and schools of thought in
Islam.

6. Proceedings of conferences and seminars sponsored by the Institute.

7. Bibliographical works and catalogues which document manu-
scripts, printed texts and other source materials.

This book falls into categories three and five listed above.

In facilitating these and other publications, the Institute’s sole aim is to
encourage original research and analysis of relevant issues. While every
effort is made to ensure that the publications are of a high academic
standard, there is naturally bound to be a diversity of views, ideas and
interpretations. As such, the opinions expressed in these publications
must be understood as belonging to their authors alone.
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Introduction

Avicennan Allegory: Between Philosophy and Religion

In Muslim dream interpretation (or ‘oneiromancy’, ta‘bir), a pigeon is a
beautiful omen. The dove and pigeon family has potent scriptural and
cultural associations. While the Christian tradition even views the bird
as a symbol of the Spirit (following Matthew 3:16, where it descends
in a dove’s form on Jesus at his baptism), the Muslim tradition mainly
associates it with another narrative traceable to the Bible: the first
evidence for Noah that the world-destroying flood was receding was
that his dove returned to the ark with an olive branch.! This is clearly
a motif of great antiquity, as in the Epic of Gilgamesh (ca. 2100 BCE),
Utnapishtim also releases a dove to try to find dry land and return to
him. Such accounts rest on a fundamental behavioural feature of birds
of the genus Columbidae, namely, that they can return home from even
vast distances. The mysterious mechanism which underlies this ability
remains debated, some claiming that navigation is through the use of
infrasound, some that it is through an acute sensitivity to atmospheric
odours, and some that a specially adapted nerve allows ‘magnetoception’.
In view of this homing ability, pigeons were kept and bred as a popular
pastime in the great urban centres of the medieval Muslim world. The
objective of the sport of pigeon-flying (zajl) was to test from how great
a distance a bird could return to its dovecot, and it was claimed that the
champion birds (called ‘celestials’, samawiyyat) could fly, say, from the
Bosphorus to Basra at one stretch. From as early as the 3rd/9th century
trained carrier-pigeons also had a serious military and intelligence role
in Muslim lands by conveying long-distance messages.” In the medieval

1 Franz Rosenthal, tr., The History of al-Tabari (Albany, 1989), vol. 1,
p. 357. Also see Genesis 8:6-12.

2 For a detailed study of this subject see Youssef Ragheb, Les messagers
volants en terre d’Islam (Paris, 2002). Also see F. Viré, ‘Hamam’, Encyclopedia of

1



2 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

Arabic texts contained within this volume, the soul itself is presented as
a ‘homing pigeon’ par excellence - descending here from an impossibly
remote heavenly abode and then navigating all the way back to it.

This volume involves two distinctive philosophical artefacts from
the early 5th/11th century and the late 6th/12th century. The first
is a brief allegorical poem, the Qasidat al-nafs (“The Poem on the
Soul’), attributed to Ibn Sina (‘Avicenna’), the great master of Muslim
Aristotelianism, who was not generally known to be a poet; it is a
poem, moreover, with a seemingly anomalous, Platonic portrayal of
the soul as fallen down into its earthly, material embodiment which
it pre-existed, and from which it may well yet escape. The second is a
line-by-line commentary on this poem, entitled al-Risala al-mufida,
by ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid, an early leader (da‘7 mutlaq) of the
Tayyibi branch of Ismailism which took root and flourished in medi-
eval Yemen. His exegesis is based on Tayyibi cosmological teachings
which are, in some respects, cognate with those of the Gnostic move-
ments of late antiquity. Based on the idea that our physical universe
is overshadowed by, and results from, a primordial rupture in the
architecture of the higher, spiritual world, these are unusual doctrines
within the intellectual scene of medieval Islam.

Despite his great reputation as a Peripatetic (mashsha’i), Aba ‘Ali
al-Husayn b. ‘Abd Allah Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037) did not just re-work teach-
ings passed down from Aristotle but interwove certain Platonic and
Neoplatonic themes in a whole that was more than the sum of its parts.
A Platonic debt is felt, for instance, in certain texts by Ibn Sina on the
human soul’s predicament, development and final salvation. In such texts
he limns his teachings in stories rich in imagery, in a manner that echoes
Plato’s use of narrative. The latter had articulated his philosophical thought
through a dramatic, dialogic format, and also myth. Though the Corpus
Platonicum remained neglected in Arabic compared with the Corpus
Aristotelicum,® some knowledge of Plato, unmediated by Neoplatonism,
did percolate into Muslim philosophy, for example through quotations by
Claudius Galen (d. ca. 216 cg). These included a summary of the Timaeus,

Islam, 2nd ed. (EI2); and Adam J. Silverstein, Postal Systems in the Pre-Modern
Islamic World (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 113-114.

3 Dimitri Gutas, ‘Platon. Tradition Arabe’, in Dictionnaire des philos-
ophes antiques, ed. R. Goulet (Paris, 2012), vol. Va, pp. 845-863.
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that major case of the Platonic ‘reasonable myth’.* Ibn Sina remained
unsure of Plato’s value as a philosopher on account of the meagreness of
the textual evidence available to him, and Plato’s influence on his narra-
tive experiments is unlikely to have been direct.?

Allegories had already been circulating in Arabic philosophy before
Ibn Sind’s stories came to be viewed as their prime exemplar. It was
Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 260/873), the famous translator of Greek texts into
Arabic, who wrote down the first version of Salamadn wa Absal in Arabic,
distinct in its details from Ibn Sina’s tale a century and a half later.®
Many allegories feature in the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ (‘Epistles of the
Brethren of Purity’), dating from the first part of the 4th/10th century.
Ibn Sind’s older contemporary and a fellow ranking functionary of
the Buwayhids, the philosopher Ahmad b. Muhammad Miskawayh
(d. 421/1030) showed some interest in the genre, as demonstrated by his
text Lughz Qabis (‘The Riddle of Cebes’).® In view of such precedents,

4 Or ‘truth-like myth’ (Gk. eikds muthos). In addition to Galen’s
summary, the Timaeus came to exist in three translations in Arabic. Aba Bakr
Muhammad b. Zakariya al-Razi moreover wrote an Arabic super-commen-
tary on Plutarch’s commentary on the Timaeus. The Republic, the Sophist, the
Phaedo (also in Persian), the Crito, the Laws and the Symposium (but it seems,
only Alcibiades’ speech) were made available in Arabic in varying degrees of
expurgation, abbreviation and paraphrase. See R. Walzer, ‘Aflatan’, EI2. Also
see P. Kraus, R. Walzer, F. Rosenthal and F. Gabrieli, ed., Plato Arabus (London,
1951-1953), 3 vols.

5 Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition: Introduction
to Reading Avicenna’s Philosophical Works (Leiden, 1988), p. 38, quoting Ibn
Sina from the Epilogue to the Sophistics of the Kitab al-shifa’.

6 On a possible, remoter provenance of this story see Shlomo Pines,
“The Origin of the Tale of Salaman and Absal: A Possible Indian Influence?’,
in Sarah Stroumsa, ed., Studies in the History of Arabic Philosophy (Jerusalem,
1996), pp. 343-353.

7 The Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ adopt some material wholesale from Plato,
notably the Gyges story from the Republic, Book 2 (359d1 ff) which is reproduced
in Epistle 52, On Magic, ed. and tr. Godefroid de Callataj and Bruno Halflants
(Oxford, 2011), pp. 97-99. Also see a recent study of the Rasa’il’s narrative and
allegorical content by Shatha Almutawa, Tmaginative Cultures and Historic
Transformations: Narrative in Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa” (PhD thesis, University
of Chicago, 2013). An involved allegory about an island of apes is quoted from
the Rasa’il in the course of Ibn al-Walid’s commentary in our own text.

8 Miskawayh (alternatively, Miskayah), has here produced an Arabic
version of the Pinax or Kebétos Thébaiou, a book attributed to Cebes of Thebes,
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Ibn Sind’s symbolic narratives should be seen as forays into an already
attested philosophical genre in Arabic, not solely his invention.

Precedents from outside philosophy could also be pointed to. Despite
his ambivalent view of it, Ibn Sina’s reference to the apologue or animal
fable Kalila wa Dimna (by Ibn al-Mugqafta’, d. 139/756, in the earlier
Arabic version, and Radaki, d. 330/941, in the later Persian version),
means that it was familiar to him. Birds feature in his own stories, and
also other animals.’ Another likely, though less quantifiable, influ-
ence may be found in lateral oral traditions of didactic story-telling in
Sufism. The deep oral strata later drawn on by, say, the Mathnawi of
Jalal al-Din Balhki or ‘Mawlana Ramt’ (d. 671/1273), were partly laid
by Ibn Sina’s time."

Through Ibn Sina, allegory would presently be taken up by a line of
Muslim philosophers, such as Ibn Tufayl (d. 581/1185-6), Suhrawardi
(d. 587/1191) and Ibn al-Nafis (d. 687/1228),"! not to mention their
close philosophical kindred in the Jewish community (indeed, various
Hebrew adaptations of Ibn Sind’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan and the Risalat

a disciple of Socrates, but almost certainly in reality by a writer of the 1st or 2nd
century ck. The tale involves an old man who, for the instruction of some young
onlookers, interprets a mysterious picture from the temple of Cronos at Thebes
or Athens. The picture’s imagery concerns life’s pitfalls and the development of
character. See Ahmad b. Miskawayh, Le Tableau de Cébés (Laghz Qabis sahib
Aflatun), Arabic and French text, ed. and tr. René Basset (Algiers, 1898). Also see
Franz Rosenthal, “The Symbolism of the Tabula Cebitis according to Abt I-Faraj
Ibn al-Tayyib’, in Recherches d’islamologie: Recueil d’articles offert a G. Anawati
et L.Gardet par leurs collégues et amis (Louvain, 1977), pp. 273-283.

9 The third chapter of Kalila wa Dimna concerns, in part, the story of
a trapped pigeon which is freed with her companions through a rodent’s assis-
tance. This bears some comparison with Ibn Sina’s Risalat al-tayr, in which a
trapped bird is helped to freedom by other birds.

10 Cf. Margaret A. Mills, ‘Folk Tradition in the Masnavi and the Masnavi
in Folk Tradition’, in A. Banani, R. Hovannisian and G. Sabagh, ed., Poetry and
Mysticism in Islam: The Heritage of Rumi (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 136-177.

11 Al-Risala al-kamiliyya, ed. and tr. by M. Mayerhof and J. Schacht as
The Theologus Autodidactus of Ibn al-Nafis (Oxford, 1968). Ibn al-Nafis’s work is
based on the idea of a solitary, spontaneously generated individual, the ‘Kamil’
of the title, in this regard using the same starting point as Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn
Yaqzan (which has little connection with Ibn Sind’s allegory of that name, save
its title). Compared to Ibn Tufayl’s narrative, Ibn al-Nafis’s is more theological
and ethical/juridical in content.
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al-tayr are found).”” In another development, Sufi literature too would
come to be influenced by Ibn Sina’s philosophical stories. Majdad b.
Adam Sana’i (d. 525/1131?) composed a mathnawi, Sayr al-‘ibad ila
‘I-ma‘ad (“The Journey of the Devotees to the Place of Return’), whose
stylistic similarity to Ibn Sina’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan has been noted. The
famous extended mystical allegory Mantiq al-tayr (“The Conference of
the Birds’) by Farid al-Din ‘Attar (d. 618/1221) has been argued as devel-
oping the Risalat al-tayr (‘Epistle of the Bird’) of Abt Hamid al-Ghazali
(d. 505/1111), or possibly by his brother Ahmad al-Ghazali (d. 520/1126),
whose thematic inspiration has in turn been traced back to Ibn Sind’s
own Risalat al-tayr.® In due course, ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami (d. 898/1492)
would bear witness to the weighty debt of this whole Sufi genre to Ibn
Sina, by composing his mystical romance Salaman wa Absal.

Whatever their historical impact and specific interest, Ibn Sinad’s
philosophical narratives, as fictive and intentionally enigmatic, cannot
work in isolation as a basis for conclusions on his psychological and
soteriological teachings. There is also the likelihood that one or more
of the relevant texts are pseudepigrapha. The list covers the following:
Risalat al-tayr (“The Epistle of the Bird’), Hayy ibn Yaqzan, Salaman
wa Absal, a key case of allegoresis, namely the Mi‘raj-nama (‘Book of
the Ascension’), and our own Qasidat al-nafs (‘Poem on the Soul’), also
sometimes titled al-Qasida al-‘ayniyya.** The more cautious readings of

12 Sarah Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories: Aristotle’s Poetics
Reinterpreted’, in Arabica, 38 (July 1992), pp. 183-206, p. 186, note 19. Hayy
ibn Yaqzan was adapted into Hebrew by the Neoplatonist polymath Abraham
ben Meir ibn Ezra (d. 1167), and three different authors adapted the Risalat
al-tayr into Hebrew. See Gad Freudenthal and Mauro Zonta, “The Reception of
Avicenna in Jewish Cultures, East and West’, in P. Adamson, ed., Interpreting
Avicenna: Critical Essays (Cambridge, 2013), pp. 214-241, esp. pp. 224-225
and 229. On Ibn Ezra’s version of Hayy ibn Yaqzan, see Aaron W. Hughes, The
Texture of the Divine: Imagination in Medieval Islamic and Jewish Thought
(Bloomington, IN, 2004).

13 Badi‘ al-Zaman Furazanfar, Sharh-i ahwal wa naqd wa tahlil-i asrar-i
Shaykh Farid al-Din Muhammad ‘Attar-i Nishabuari (Tehran, 1339/1960),
pp. 336-345.

14 The Risalat al-tayr and Hayy ibn Yaqzan are listed in the so-called
‘Shorter Bibliography’ by Ibn Sina’s student and biographer Aba ‘Ubayd
al-Jazjani (respectively, no. 46, with the title Kitab al-shabaka wa ‘I-tayr, = The
Net and the Bird, and no. 37) and they are also listed in the anonymous ‘Longer
Bibliography’ (no. 24 and 18). Both bibliographies are found in William E.
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these texts will surely be in keeping with the psychology of Ibn Sina’s
more representative, expository texts, even where the match is elusive.

Reacting strongly against Henry Corbin’s valorisation of the symbolic
method in Ibn Sina’s writings, Dimitri Gutas quotes a lengthy state-
ment in which the ‘Chief Sheikh’ (al-shaykh al-ra’is) seems to place it
firmly beneath the demonstrative method, stressing that the style marks
no doctrinal split whatsoever.”® Yet the fact that a prime instance of it,
Salaman wa Absal, is found in an élite presentation of Ibn Sina’s thought
such as the Isharat (‘Allusions’),'s implies that the symbolic style was
not just aimed at the un-philosophical masses (jumhiir) but also had a
pedagogic role for intimate philosophical disciples. According to Gutas,
in their case its aim was to train them in decipherment and prompt their
further research,"” thus rather close to the indicative style of the Isharat,
which is also ‘to prompt the student to further investigation and train
him’*® Presumably, in the case of the indicative genre the challenge
to the student was to discover the correct syllogisms within different
kinds of enthymeme, whereas in the case of the symbolic genre the chal-
lenge was to interpret the images and tropes correctly, in relation to the
sheikh’s expository texts.

Gohlman, The Life of Ibn Sina: A Critical Edition and Annotated Translation
(Albany, NY, 1974). Salaman wa Absal is referred to in Ibn Sind’s Isharat,
although any full version by the author is lost (see note 16). In the discussion
below, the question of the authenticity of the Mi‘rdj-nama and the Qasidat
al-nafs will be touched upon.

15 Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, pp. 297-318.
In all, Gutas isolates four styles of discourse in Ibn Sina: (1) the symbolic, (2)
the indicative or ‘allusive’, (3) the syllogistic or demonstrative, and lastly (4)
the ‘mnemonic’ (e.g., rajaz poems on logic and medicine). Analysing a lengthy
passage on the function of allegory in prophetic communication with humanity
(from Ibn Sina’s Kitab al-shifa Ilahiyyat 442.10-443), Gutas concludes six
points on Ibn Sind’s theory in the passage, which involve allegory being aimed
at the un-philosophical masses with a status subordinate to the demonstrative
method.

16 More accurately, Ibn Sina refers his readers to it in the Isharat.
Although the original is lost, Nasir al-Din al-Ttsi supplies a summary version
of it at this point in his commentary, Hall mushkilat al-isharat. It is located
at the beginning of the Ninth Namat. Ibn Sina, al-Isharat wa’l-tanbihat with
Tasi’s and Tahtani’s commentary (Qum, 1375 Sh/1996), vol. 3, pp. 364-369.

17 Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, p. 302.

18 Ibid., p. 307.
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This last challenge falls short of the aim as understood by Corbin,
who shuns the very term ‘allegory’ as too base for the texts in question.
According to him, Ibn Sina’s naming his philosophical narratives by the
term gissa (story) must be taken seriously. One sense of the triliteral root
q-s-s is ‘to follow in a person’s footsteps’. Therefore, for Corbin, ‘the gissa
isindeed a «re-cital», in which the reader is called upon to situate himself
in the place of the hero and re-live his experiences’.”” In his major study
of Ibn Sina’s symbolic stories, he takes three of the relevant texts (Hayy
ibn Yaqzan, Risalat al-tayr and Salaman wa Absal) and treats them as a
unified ‘visionary cycle’ with a subtly cumulative construction.?’ Corbin
elsewhere stresses that “These are not allegories but symbolic recitals,
and it is important not to confuse the two. They are not stories about
theoretical truths which could always be expressed differently; they are
figures which typify an intimate personal drama, the apprenticeship of
an entire lifetime. The symbol is both key and silence; it speaks and it
does not speak. It can never be explained once and for all. It expands to
the degree that each consciousness is progressively summoned by it to
unfold - that is to say, to the degree that each consciousness makes the
symbol the key of its own transmutation.”

This view shares the high Jungian regard for myths - ‘public dreams’
just as dreams are ‘private myths’ — symbolic communications which
ultimately concern and further an individuation process. The symbols
of such narratives are taken to derive from the unconscious. That is, they
are liminal in character and are taken to form on an interface between

19 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, p. 194.

20 Henry Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, tr. W.R. Trask
(Princeton, 1988), pp. 35, 44-45 and 184. The reasoning behind Corbin’s
arrangement is that the first tale concerns the narrator’s initial education as
to his bearings, with the psychopomp-figure (Hayy ibn Yaqzan) literally
‘orienting’ the narrator by turning him from the occident to the orient. The
narrator is however told that he may not himself yet venture into these realms.
The Risalat al-tayr next expresses the soul’s awakening to itself and the ‘ecstasy
of mental ascent’. The bird-protagonist indeed ventures up through the various
cosmological levels and into God’s presence. Finally, the figure of Absal in the
last narrative of the cycle ‘dies, and his mystical death is a prefiguration and an
anticipation of the final ecstasy, of the journey into the Orient without return’.
ibid., p. 45.

21 Henry Corbin, History of Islamic Philosophy, tr. Liadain Sherrard and
Philip Sherrard (London and New York, 1996), p. 172.
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the conscious and the collective unconscious, which in certain ways
‘knows more’. Corbin believed such Jungian postulates to be foreshad-
owed in medieval Islam. He notably proposed the existence of a mundus
imaginalis, based on the Illuminationist (Ishraqi) teaching of a ‘World of
Image-Archetypes’ (‘Galam al-mithal).?* Corbin’s mundus imaginalis was in
turn warmly received by figures in the field of analytical psychology like
James Hillman, who advocated combining ‘Jung’s technique with Corbin’s
vision’.”® In sum, this premise of Corbin’s that the imaginal world has an
intrinsic, semi-autonomous reality made him distrust bids to exchange its
living symbols with terms drawn from Peripatetic psychology. Such reduc-
tions, he says, ensure that ‘the whole mental dramaturgy of Avicennan and
Suhrawardian recitals vanishes; nothing is left but pallid “allegories™’** He
dismisses such readings as merely ‘an exegesis of the texts, without exegesis
of the soul’.* In addition to the role of Jungian concepts in Corbin’s exegesis,
one should note here the strong impact on it of his tendency to construct
a ‘Suhrawardian Avicennism’, in germinal form, from Ibn Sin@’s largely
lost work ‘the Eastern Philosophy’ (al-Hikma al-mashrigiyya). According
to this understanding, alongside the sheikh’s regular, broadly Peripatetic,
thought he had advanced certain teachings diverging from the latter — and
it is this side of his philosophy to which his symbolic narratives suppos-
edly also bear witness. Gutas, in his article ‘Avicenna’s Eastern (‘Oriental’)
Philosophy: Nature, Contents, Transmission’, satisfactorily shows that ‘the
Eastern Philosophy’ can be reconstructed as fundamentally concordant
with the sheikh’s established thought.

22 Corbin explicitly links his own stance on ‘the world of symbols’” with
C.G. Jung’s, and, in passing, even critiques the ‘naturalistic interpretations’” of
Freudian psychoanalysis on Jung’s behalf (Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary
Recital, pp. 259-260). It has been pointed out that Corbin drew heavily on the
vocabulary of Jung’s Analytical Psychology and that Avicenna and the Visionary
Recital is ‘by far his most Jungian work’ (Steven M. Wasserstrom, Religion
after Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mircea Eliade and Henry Corbin at Eranos
(Princeton, 1999), pp. 186-187). Corbin was a regular participant at the famous
Eranos conferences at Ascona in Switzerland, which were strongly influenced
and guided by Jung.

23 James Hillman, ‘On the Necessity of Abnormal Psychology: Ananke
and Athene’, in J. Hillman, ed., Facing the Gods (Dallas, 1980), pp. 1-38,
esp. p. 33.

24 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 260.

25 Ibid., p. 167.
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In his more cautious view than Corbin’s, based on studying all the
relevant Ibn Sina texts, the late Peter Heath in effect weds facets of
both Corbin’s and Gutas’s reading. He observes that a major modern
scholar of Avicennism such as A.-M. Goichon has conveyed all the rich
narrative detail of Hayy ibn Yaqzan in terms of the psychological theo-
ries found in Ibn Sin@’s formal philosophical expositions - designated
his logos texts by Heath.?® Goichon’s reductive approach is, moreover,
in step with the medieval Avicennan tradition of interpretation itself,
for Ibn Zayla and Jazjani deciphered these texts in just this way and,
we note, being Ibn Sina’s direct disciples, may capture the spirit of the
author’s own oral commentary, if such existed.” Heath thus grants to
Gutas that these symbolic tales ‘do not represent doctrines, esoteric or
otherwise, substantially disparate from those embodied in Avicenna’s
philosophical system’.?®

Yet when he sums up his findings he resists demoting muthos beneath
logos in gauging the former’s significance within Ibn Sin&’s discourse.”
Heath states: ‘the investigation and depiction of the interaction between
human beings and the intelligible realm stretches conventional philo-
sophical terminology and modes of discourse to their limits. At this
point, the philosopher is compelled to abandon logical demonstration
and employ the creative “visionary” powers of metaphor, thus bringing
into play the “likely stories” of muthos.*° Heath concludes that these texts

26 Amélie-Marie Goichon, Le récit de Hayy ibn Yaqzan commenté par
des textes d’Avicenne (Paris, 1959). In respect to her conclusions in this study,
Goichon distinctly prefigures Gutas in his opposition to Corbin’s approach.
The conflict of Goichon’s and Corbin’s readings was adjudicated in George
Anawati, ‘Gnose et philosophie: A propos du Récit de Hayy ibn Yaqzan de A.-M.
Goichon’, in his Etudes de philosophie musulmane (Paris, 1974), pp. 291-305. My
thanks to Hermann Landolt for bringing this article to my attention.

27 Peter Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna (Ibn Sina)
(Philadelphia, 1992), p. 48.

28 Ibid.

29 Muthos refers to the mythopoeic and logos refers to reason.

30 Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna, p. 99. Heath’s middle
position here can be likened to that of Anawati (see note 26), who concluded
that Goichon’s approach, while ‘parfaitement autorisée’ and, indeed, ‘un travail
indispensable’, remained centred, so to speak, on ‘la cause matérielle’. Anawati
continues: ‘Il n’exclut pas la possibilité d’y déceler des “motifs”, une orientation,
une finalité proprement spirituels. Et de ce point de vue, les analyses, interpreta-
tions et reconstructions de M. Corbin, quoi qu’il en soit de caractére subjectif du
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have been formulated to bring about a step-change in the reader’s view-
point. He ventures in his study of the Risalat al-fayr that ‘the conscious
plan of the text is that the narrative, with its stylistic difficulties, rhetor-
ical obscurity, metaphorical riddles, and symbolic allegory, should serve
as ... an object of meditation aiming at provoking the attentive reader
into shedding one plane of awareness and adopting another.™

There is no scope here to delve further into this ternary of stances
on this small, but disproportionately intriguing, mythopoeic side of
the Avicennan corpus. Sarah Stroumsa’s findings may lastly be cited in
evidence. In an article published at the time of Heath’s study and thus
unmentioned in it, she likewise put forward a middle view, in some ways
like his, but resting on a key, if neglected, witness: Ibn Sina’s handling
of Aristotle’s Poetics in his Fann al-shi‘r min kitab al-shifa’ (‘Poetics of
the Book of the Healing’). Though not part of the central texts on logic
making up Aristotle’s Organon, the Poetics was given the respect befit-
ting a sub-department of Aristotle’s logic. Stroumsa notes that Ibn Sind’s
study is ‘a commentary in the strict sense of the word’.*?

In his Fann al-shi‘r Ibn Sina does not tidy over the mismatch between
Aristotle’s ancient Greek literary reference-points and contemporary
Muslim ones, unlike other Muslim commentators on Aristotle’s Poetics
(notably Ibn Rushd), who switch Greek poetical examples for Arabic
ones.” Rather, according to Stroumsa, Ibn Sina’s solution was to admit
the gap and himself create a genre to fill it. He thus takes up the Poetics’
principles and generates writings informed by them in his own tongue
or tongues - precisely, his philosophical stories.** The focus of Aristotle’s

plus grand nombre d’entre elles, ne laisent pas d’étre éminemment suggestive et,
jusqu’a un certain point, valables Anawati, ‘Gnose et philosophie’, pp. 304-305.

31 Peter Heath, ‘Disorientation and Reorientation in Ibn Sina’s Epistle
of the Bird: A Reading’, in Michel M. Mazzaoui and Vera B. Moreen, ed.,
Intellectual Studies on Islam: Essays Written in Honor of Martin B. Dickson (Salt
Lake City, 1990), pp. 163-183, esp. p. 180.

32 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, p. 197.

33 Ibn Rushd here follows a trend going back to Farabi’s teacher, the
Christian Arab philosopher Abu Bishr Matta, who translated Aristotle’s refer-
ences to Greek tragedy in terms of the Arabic poetic encomium or panegyric
(madh), and references to comedy in terms of Arabic satirical poetry (hija’). L.E.
Goodman, Avicenna (London and New York, 1992), p. 218.

34 ‘In writing his stories Avicenna applied principles derived from
the Poetics, and ... aimed at a literary form that would have the effect of
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Poetics was largely ancient Greek dramatic genres like tragedy. It is,
then, that essential component of any drama which is termed its ‘plot’
(Gr. muthos, Ar. gissa) in the Poetics, that mainly defines Ibn Sina’s own
narrative experiments, and gissa is the term he reserves for them, not shi‘r
(‘poetry’). It is through including this definitive component that his own
experiments qualified in his eyes as poetic, and the criteria of rhyme and
metre are of small concern to him.* Merely versified discourse fails to
meet the criteria most decisive for Ibn Sina such that his own mnemonic
rajaz verses on logic or medicine would not qualify, and likewise, versi-
fied history is precisely deemed history. All such texts are just ‘poetry-
like’ writings, not poetry — a distinction also made by Aristotle.*® These
genres may, like poetry, involve the technique of mimésis (imitation, Ar.
muhakat), but it is inferior in type.

The highly focused character of poetry’s subject matter is a key here.
Aristotle’s curious ruling that the subject of poetry does not relate to
‘what has happened’ but to ‘what is possible according to the law of prob-
ability or necessity’ is interpreted by Ibn Sina as referring, respectively,
to the phenomenal world and the intelligible world.”” In this way, Ibn
Sin@’s view of what is fit to be considered as poetry in the strict sense
rests on its ‘philosophical’ content and its focus on intelligible realities,
despite the fact that the vehicle for such truths here becomes aesthetic
and imaginative, not demonstrative. Though non-demonstrative, Ibn
Sina held that poetry could impart assent or conviction to its audience.?®

the literature described by Aristotle™ Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical
Stories’, p. 198.

35 Stroumsa nevertheless notes that one of the relevant Ibn Sina texts is
indeed fully a poem, namely, our own Qasidat al-nafs: ‘and it is hard to imagine
al-Farabi, Ibn Bagga or Averroes writing true poetry’ of this kind. It can also
be observed that in his non-versified symbolic narratives such as Hayy ibn
Yaqzan Ibn Sina does break into ‘rhyming prose’ (saj‘). Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s
Philosophical Stories’, pp. 195-196.

36 Poetics X1, 1-3, 1451a 36-1451b 5.

37 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, p. 201.

38 In one noteworthy formulation he says that poetry, through which ‘a
true saying is phrased in an unusual way’, can ‘impart both verification (tasdiq)
and imagination (fakhyil): (Stroumsa, ibid., p. 199). ‘Assent’ or ‘conviction’ is
arguably a more precise translation here of tasdiq than ‘verification’. Compare
Ismail M. Dahiyat, Avicenna’s Commentary on the Poetics of Aristotle (Leiden,
1974), p. 63.
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It complemented the demonstrative method, and was by no means
simply aimed at non-philosophers.*

A crux in the scholarly debate on Ibn Sina’s own understanding of
how to read the symbolic narratives in his oeuvre, is that in the Fann
al-shi‘r he demotes allegory, along with historical narratives. The overt
didacticism of the allegorical type of exercise is not to be compared with
the mimetic discourse focused on intelligibles that defines true poetry:
‘Know that the kind of mimésis which appears in parables and historical
narrative (al-amthal wa’l-qasas) does not belong to poetry in any way.*
It is the prose apologue Kalila wa Dimna which is the example Ibn Sina
specifically cites here. He states that even if this fable were written in
verse, it would notbe ‘poetry’ in his pointed understanding of the term. In
sum, Stroumsa suggests that Ibn Sina’s philosophical narratives are best
viewed as a kind of ‘Aristotelian dramaturgy’. Though rejecting Corbin’s
wholesale back-projection of Illuminationist notions onto this aspect of
Ibn Sina’s writing,*' Stroumsa makes clear that the author did not want
these texts read just parabolically, as cerebral challenges and philosoph-
ical games. Her view of course implies that philosopher-commentators
such as Jazjani, Ibn Zayla, later Nasir al-Din Tasi, and later still Mir
Damad, missed Ibn Sina’s deeper intent in their interpretations.

The three broad stances just outlined on these Avicennian narra-
tives could thus be summarised as proposing: (1) the monovalence of
Ibn Sina’s system of ideas and the relative insignificance he attributed
to the use of the symbolic genre in his corpus; (2) the bivalence of his
system and the symbolic genre’s significance; and (3) the monovalence
of his system and the symbolic genre’s significance. In regard to the
last stance it could be argued that, though untypical of Ibn Sina’s self-
expression as a philosopher, these (so to speak) prose-poems (and the
true poem, the Qasidat al-nafs) had the following, hidden distinction
within his wider corpus. In his view, religion and philosophy were the
obverse and reverse of one coin. Both articulate the same intelligible
realities and have the same salvific goal. Ibn Sina held that prophets

39 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, pp. 199-200.

40 Amended from Stroumsa, ibid., p. 201. The vowelling gasas (= ‘histor-
ical narrative’) seems preferable to gisas (= ‘stories’) here, as the latter is hard to
reconcile with the fact that gissa (‘story’) is elsewhere applied as a positive term
for the relevant ‘poetic’ genre of Ibn Sin&’s writings.

41 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, p. 194.
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paradoxically attain intelligibles more directly than philosophers but
communicate them more obliquely. Their ‘holy faculty of soul’ (quwwat
al-nafs al-qudsiyya) lets them reach, spontaneously, straight through
to the middle terms of syllogisms and, crucially, they express these
truths in rich symbols generated from the compositive imagination
(al-mutakhayyila). Through translating truths into somatic symbols,
prophets concretise them and render them operative for other humans,
thus compassionately helping them towards salvation.*?

In short, Ibn Sina saw scriptural locutions as enshrining an adjusted,
symbolic form of philosophical truth. In the light of this, it is noteworthy
that the passage Gutas puts forward to gauge Ibn Sind’s intent in using the
symbolic method concerns, in reality, the use of this method by prophets,
not philosophers, to communicate.” Extending this radically philo-
sophical way of thinking about prophetic speech, Ibn Sina finds hidden
within scripture the stock range of argument categories treated in philos-
ophy, such as demonstration (burhan), rhetoric (khitaba) and dialectic
(jadal).* This is bold, but there is evidence that he also explored the other

42 As the point is put in the Mi‘raj-nama: ‘The condition of prophets is
that they arrange every intelligible that they perceive as a sensible and put it into
speech so that the community can follow that sensible. They perceive it as an
intelligible, but make it sensed and concrete for the community.” (Heath, Allegory
and Philosophy in Avicenna, p. 121). But the details of Ibn Sin@’s teaching on this
are more elaborate than this quotation suggests. A prophet’s compositive imagi-
nation only acts in this way in the case of particular (juz’7) truths as passed
down by celestial souls. The universal (kulli) kinds of knowledge, passed down
by celestial intellects, are instead not subject to the action of the compositive
imagination of a prophet. See M.E. Marmura, ‘Avicenna’s Theory of Prophecy in
the Light of Asharite Theology’, in W.S. McCullough, ed., The Seed of Wisdom:
Essays in Honour of T.]. Meek (Toronto, 1964), pp. 159-178, especially p. 167.

43 The passage is quoted from Kitab al-shifa’ Ilahiyyat 442.10-443.12.
Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, pp. 300-301.

44 In the discussion of rhetoric in the Logic of the Shifd’, Ibn Sina puts
forward Q. 16:125 in evidence: ‘Summon to your Lord’s path with wisdom
(al-hikma) and with beautiful exhortation (al-maw‘iza al-hasana), and dispute
with them (jadilhum) with whatever is best ...” Ibn Sina holds that the Qur’an, as
promulgated by the addressee of the verse, Muhammad, is here specified to contain:
apodeictic demonstration (corresponding with ‘wisdom’, i.e., philosophy as such),
albeit usually in the form of incomplete syllogisms or enthymemes (damd’ir);
rhetoric depending on ‘suasive’ reasoning (corresponding with ‘beautiful exhorta-
tion); and lastly dialectic in the interests of criticism and polemic (corresponding
with ‘disputation’). Ibn Sina, al-Shifd’: La Logique VIII - Rhétorique (al-Khatabah),
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side of this equation: if scripture involves adjusted forms of philosophical
expression, then philosophical discourse might incorporate imageable,
motivational forms of expression akin to those of scripture. Ibn Sina had
experimented along these very lines in some of his writings, exposing
himself to charges of sacrilege and endangering his career. The writ-
ings in question bore the title al-Khutab al-tawhidiyya (“The Sermons on
Divine Unity’) of which only a single sermon survives.** The symbolic
narratives — for their part, thankfully extant — arguably belong to the
same broader experimental genre within the Corpus Avicennianum,
amounting to a bid to develop a mythopoeic dimension to his philos-
ophy. In their case, however, a chastened Ibn Sina obviously has shunned
anything that smacks, stylistically, of scripture.

Despite its controversy, this bridging of discourses was a key aim
of Ibn Sind’s intellectual project, and more could be said on it.*® For

ed. M. Salem (Cairo, 1954), pp. 1-6. Also see Goodman, Avicenna, p. 212 ff.

45 David C. Reisman, ‘The Life and Times of Avicenna: Patronage and
Learning in Medieval Islam’, in P. Adamson, ed., Interpreting Avicenna: Critical
Essays (Cambridge, 2013), pp. 7-27, especially pp. 17-19. Basing himself on the
surviving sermon (khutba) (found in M. Mayandarani, ed., Hikmat-i Bi ‘Al
Sina (Tehran 1038/1629) and MS Nurosmaniye 4894), Reisman plays down the
significance of the lost work (‘merely an exercise in using classical Arabic prose
to articulate Avicenna’s Neoplatonic cosmology and salvationist theory of the
human soul Reisman, “The Life and Times of Avicenna’, note 41, p. 17). But one
wonders why the ‘Sermons on Divine Unity’ had the potential to cause such a
furore, if the exercise was so modest. In fact Reisman reconstructs a scenario
in which the controversy haunted Ibn Sina for a number of years, even though
Juzjani contrives to mention nothing about it in his biography. According to
Reisman, the crisis was the probable cause for the sheikh’s precipitate depar-
ture in 1015 ck from his recently gained position in Rayy as the secreary (katib)
of the Queen Mother, al-Sayyida, and his relocation at the court of the rising
Buayid prince Shams al-Dawla in Hamadhan. It is likely that at the head of those
bringing the charge of imitating the Qur’an, was Abu ’1-Qésim al-Kirmani,
a would-be fellow philosopher, whom Ibn Sina came to detest. Reisman also
ventures that it is the basis of the petition found in Ibn Sina’s letter to Aba Sa‘d,
the Bayid wazir (‘It seems reasonable to assume that Avicenna was petitioning
Abt Sa‘d to intervene also in a legal capacity, perhaps with regard to the charge
of imitating the Qur’an’ Reisman, ‘“The Life and Times of Avicenna’, p. 18). See
Y. Michot, tr., Ibn Sind. Lettre au vizir Abii Sa‘d (Beirut, 2000).

46  The Baghdad Peripatetic School generally opposed this bridging
of discourses, and so Ibn Sin@’s experimentation in this area may have been
one way in which he marked out his own project from that school. See, for
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now, suffice to say that it had a vital epistemic corollary. The mutu-
ality between prophetic and philosophical ways of speaking was linked
to a claimed mutuality between prophetic and philosophical ways of
knowing. If, as Ibn Sina ventured, supreme rational acumen underlay
prophecy, there was, by turns, an intuitive (bi’l-hads) mode of knowing
- a lesser analogue of prophecy - at work in philosophical discovery.”
Ibn Sina stated that he had himself tasted epistemic prodigies of this
very kind. His own earlier progress, as he explains, sometimes involved
an experience of breaking through to solutions while asleep, dreaming
(ft manami) - presumably, in other words, in a symbol-laden, non-
discursive state.*® Gutas has proposed that such details of his life as a
thinker were mainly included in his Sira for Ibn Sina to offer himself as
a model for his intuition-based epistemic theories.”” In these aspects of
his perspective he was, arguably, building a case for a deep complemen-
tarity of philosophy and religion, driven by the concerns of his medieval
Islamic milieu.*

example, the account of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ by Ibn Sina’s contemporary, Aba
Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023), who extensively quotes Tawhid1’s teacher, Aba
Sulayman al-Sijistani. The latter sets religion and philosophical inquiry firmly
apart, and he roundly condemns the Ikhwan al-Safa’ for their bid to combine the
two. A likely reason for this hostility was the religious diversity of the Baghdad
school (e.g., SijistanT’s teacher was the Christian Yahya b. ‘Adi, and possibly also
Ibn Yanus), which predisposed it to maintain the strict secularity of philos-
ophy, and isolate it from the discourse of any given faith. See Joel L. Kraemer,
Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam: Abii Sulayman al-Sijistani and his Circle
(Leiden, 1986), pp. 232 ff. Also see Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of
Islam (Leiden, New York and Koln, 1992), pp. 168-174. My thanks to Omar
Ali-de-Unzaga for bringing these references to my attention.

47 Defusing any blasphemous implication of this epistemic accommoda-
tion, Ibn Sina stresses that prophethood is wholly rare and of unique authority.
For instance, he says: ‘If someone combines theoretical wisdom (al-hikma
al-nazariyya) with justice, he is indeed a fortunate man. And whoever, in addi-
tion to this, wins the prophetic qualities, becomes almost a human god (kada an
yasira rabban insaniyyan). Worship of him, after the worship of God, becomes
almost allowed (wa kada an tuhilla ‘ibadatuhu ba‘da ’Llahi ta‘ala). He is indeed
the world’s earthly master and God’s deputy in it.” Al-Shifa” Ilahiyyat, p. 455.

48  “Whenever sleep seized me I would see those very problems in my
dream; and many questions became clear to me in my sleep> Gohlman, The Life
of Ibn Sina, p. 31.

49 Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, p. 173.

50 On their mutuality in Ibn Sind’s thought, see Fazlur Rahman,
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Ibn Sina’s Symbolic Narratives

The Risalat al-tayr

The ‘Epistle of the Bird’ constitutes a valuable sidelight on our own
Qasidat al-nafs, more fully treating the same ideas and symbolic motifs
as are alluded to in it. In both allegories the soul is signified by a bird and
the location of the action is a mountain. The Epistle starts with this orig-
inally free bird joining a flock, only to be caught with the other birds by
hunters. They all begin trying to flee but, finding they cannot, they give
up hope of their erstwhile freedom and even wholly forget it. The bird’s
earlier freedom and forgetting of it, with the core message that a process
of anamnésis, or recollection, is the prerequisite for the bird’s (i.e., the
soul’s) salvation, is strikingly shared with the Qasidat al-nafs, as is the
premise that the soul pre-exists its state of embodiment. ‘Recollection’
could, at a stretch, be a trope for awakening to some new-fledged under-
standing of the higher, intelligible realm, but the outward sense of both
texts is more in step with Platonic, not Aristotelian, noetics.

In the Risalat al-tayr deliverance only begins when the avian narrator
notices escapees from the nets and cages, so ‘they made me remember
what I had been made to forget (fa-dhakkaratni ma kuntu unsituhu), and
made loathsome that to which I had grown accustomed. The escapees
fly along with their snares still visible, clinging to their legs - referring
to the on-going trammels of material existence, even for those awak-
ened to philosophical contemplation of the higher intelligible world,
and thereby already, in principle, freed: ‘these [snares] did not burden
them, for deliverance filled them with determination (fa-tu‘assibuha
al-najat). Nor did the birds feel them, for life had become clear for them
(fa-tasfu la-ha al-hayat).** The escapees now in turn help the narrator
free himself from his cage, and he flies up the mountain with them, only
to be confronted by greater and greater peaks beyond them - eight in

Prophecy in Islam: Philosophy and Orthodoxy (Chicago and London, 1958),
esp. Chapter 2, p. 30 ff. Also see Marmura, ‘Avicenna’s Theory of Prophecy in
the Light of Ash‘arite Theology’.

51 Heath, ‘Disorientation and Reorientation in Ibn Sina’s Epistle of the
Bird’, p. 165. For the Arabic, see August F. Mehren, ed., ‘Risalat al-tayr’, in his
Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne (Amsterdam, 1979), 2nd fascicule, p. 44 (Arabic).

52 Heath, ‘Disorientation and Reorientation’, p. 165. Mehren, ‘Risalat
al-tayr’, 2nd fascicule, p. 44 (Arabic).
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all. If we recall that the birds have already mounted a first peak from
the lowest level where they were entrapped, we reach the tally of ten -
that is, the ten nested spheres which form the architecture of Ibn Sind’s
Ptolemaic cosmos. After pausing for rest to enjoy the exquisite environ-
ment of the seventh peak whose forms ‘filled our ears with rapturous
melodies and heartrending songs’, they press on to the eighth peak
where they meet and mingle with perfect, beneficent birds - apparently
standing for a summit of creaturely perfection identifiable with angels.
These, however, let it be known that the quest is not yet over and that
lying beyond their peak is an entire city, where the ‘Greatest King’ rules.

The birds fly on as directed, and passing through the palace court-
yards ‘whose vastness description does not encompass’, a veil is raised
and their eyes at last behold the King of whom Ibn Sina evocatively says:
‘in his beauty, he is all a Face; in his generosity, all a Hand’ (kulluhu
li-husnihi wajhun wa li-judihi yadun).> Listening to their story, the King
mysteriously explains that only the hunters themselves can undo the
snares still attached to the birds’ legs. He therefore promises to send the
hunters his own messenger who will demand of them that they fully
release the birds from the snares still on them. The hunters surely repre-
sent the terrestrial elements which temporarily imprison the bird of the
soul in its earthly embodiment. Heath thus states insightfully that the
King’s emissary here is Death personified: ‘After reaching an advanced
state of spiritual progress, one sees Death as an ally whose arrival is
welcomed rather than an enemy whose onslaught against bodily matter
is feared or hated. This is because only Death can fully and finally release
the soul from material bondage.”**

53 As per the translation given by Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in
Avicenna, p. 99, rather than Heath, ‘Disorientation and Reorientation’, p. 167.
For the Arabic, see Mehren, ‘Risalat al-tayr’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne,
2nd fascicule, p. 47 (Arabic).

54 Heath, ‘Disorientation and Reorientation’, p. 176. In this reading of
the symbolism Heath sides with Mehren (for whom the messenger is ‘I'ange de
la mort’) and rejects Corbin’s reading as ‘erroneous’, that the King’s messenger
is the Active Intellect. Ibid., p. 182, note 18, referring to F. Mehren, Traités
mystiques d’Avicenne, 2nd fascicule, p. 26 and p. 31, note 1 (French); and Corbin,
Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, pp. 194-195.
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Hayy ibn Yaqzan

Amongst Ibn Sina’s allegories Hayy ibn Yaqzan marks his fullest attempt
to represent his cosmological and psychological system in a narrative
with somatic imagery. The anonymous narrator, who stands for the
rational soul, is visiting a garden with three friends. There he meets the
charismatic old man whose name the tale bears, which can be translated
as ‘Alive, son of Awake’ (rendered by Corbin with the Latin “Vivens filius
Vigilantis’, that is, ‘the living one, son of the watchful one’). The sage
explains that his ‘profession is to be forever journeying, to travel about
the universe so that I may know all its conditions ... since my journey
embraces the whole circle of it, it is as if all the horizons of all the
climes were brought together before me.”” He has gained the keys to all
knowledge (mafatih al-‘ulam kulliha) through his father, the ‘watcher’
or ‘awakened one’, towards whom he is ever facing (wajhi ila abi).
Assuming that Hayy ibn Yaqzan himself personifies the Active Intellect,
his father stands for the first or Universal Intellect.”® Despite the ease
with which these figures can be matched with the elements of Avicennan
noetics, to view Hayy as no more than an amusing way of representing
the Active Intellect is contradicted by an odd detail recorded elsewhere
in the philosopher’s oeuvre: Ibn Sind mentions in passing that this figure
played a role in his inner life and records an experience of his apparition
approaching him to advise him. The context is evidently a recollection
and not fictive.”

55 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, pp. 137-138.

56 Alternatively, but less likely, the Active Intellect’s ‘father’ is its imme-
diate superior within the series of celestial intellects.

57 Though Corbin only alludes to this in a footnote, it lends weight to
his maximalist approach to Ibn Sina’s allegories, in terms of which Hayy ibn
Yaqzan is an archetype of the unconscious, in keeping with Jung’s theories.
Corbin specifically equates Hayy (surprisingly, not with the senex or ‘old sage’
archetype, but) with the puer aeternus or ‘eternal youth’ archetype explored by
Jung in ‘“The Psychology of the Child Archetype’, in C.G. Jung, The Archetypes
and the Collective Unconscious (New York and London, 1959), and presents him
as Ibn Sina’s spiritus rector (‘ruling spirit’). Quoting from Ibn Sina’s Risalat
al-qadar, Corbin describes an occasion when Ibn Sina and a friend from Isfahan
are arguing about the intractable subject of predestination, and they reach an
impasse. It is in the ensuing silence, ‘on the threshold of inmost consciousness,
that the person of Hayy ibn Yaqzan suddenly presents itself. “Lo, in the distance
a silhouette [reading shabh for shaykh in the Ms] showed itself. I soon discerned
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Hayy ibn Yaqzan strikes the anonymous narrator of our symbolic
story with his grasp of physiognomy (‘ilm al-firasa). He reveals that he
sees that the narrator’s traits are wholesome, yet his nature is impres-
sionable. He warns him that his friends might ruin him, as one is prone
to lie (‘he sullies truth with error’), another to violence (‘as if a bereaved
lion’), and the third to lechery (‘like a starving pig turned loose on
the dungheap’).”® The narrator is hereafter on his guard against their
influence. If the ‘dangerous friends’ are matched with the terms of
Avicennan psychology, they personify the potential bar to the rational
soul’s development, found, respectively, in the ambiguous management
by the sensus communis (al-hiss al-mushtarak) of percepts yielded by the
five senses, and then the so-called irascible appetite (ghadabiyya) and
concupiscent appetite (shawqiyya) which drive bodily movement in rela-
tion to the lower ‘animal soul’, namely the two impulses which would
now be termed aggression and libido. Hayy shows stratagems to master
them by using their own powers to moderate each other’s behaviour.
The concupiscent impulse can be dominated by the aggressive one, or if
needed, the aggressive one can be pacified by the ‘seduction of his gentle
and caressing companion’. Nor, Hayy advises, should the narrator shun
all that the talkative, but uncandid, friend says but he should learn to
sift it: “for, in it all, there cannot but be something to be received and
investigated, something whose truth it is worthwhile to realize.” When
the narrator next begs to launch out, like Hayy, into the world’s climes,
Hayy answers that he can never do so before ‘separation [from your
companions] comes to be your happy lot’ (yusiduka al-tafarrud) and
‘the moment comes when you will break with them wholly’ (hatta ya’ti
la-ka an tatawalla bar’ataka minhum).*

its aspect. By God, I said, that silhouette has all the appearance of Hayy ibn
Yaqzan!” Hayy ibn Yaqzan having thus appeared in the landscape of helpless
consciousness, he alone must be left to discourse on a subject that leaves those
who argue impotent.” Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 154. Also
see Mehren, ‘Risalat al-qadar’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 4th fascicule,
p- 1 (Arabic).

58 Mehren, ‘Risalat al-qadar’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 1st fasci-
cule, pp. 4-5 (Arabic). Compare Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital,
p- 139.

59 Corbin, Avicenna, p. 140.

60 Ibid., p. 141. The second statement implies that separation from
the dubious companions does not simply depend on bodily death but on the
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This blunt interdiction is not without poignancy. Both Juzjani’s
Biography and the Longer Bibliography®' state that Ibn Sina composed
his Hayy ibn Yaqzan while he was kept prisoner on the orders of
the Kurdish wazir Taj al-Mulk in the fortress of Fardajan outside
Hamadhan, only to be freed after four months in the course of
414/1023.% Imprisonment and exile are not only a strong theme in Hayy
ibn Yaqzan but also in the Risalat al-tayr and the Qasidat al-nafs.®* The
theme is, however, presented in tandem with the consoling promise
that deliverance of a kind is attainable through philosophical contem-
plation. Whereas existential freedom must wait, intellective release is
feasible immediately.

Thus, though Hayy (the personification of intellective liberation)
states that the earth-bound narrator is as yet barred from escape, he
yet transmits direct information to him on all the climes to which he
himself has free access. The middle ones, between the West and the East,
are familiar, but the West and East in themselves are only known to an
elect. This elect has gained the power to go beyond all normal, natural
barriers and enter these realms by bathing in, and drinking from, a
stream gurgling close to the motionless Spring of Life (al-ightisalu
bi-‘aynin kharraratin fi jiwari ‘ayni ’l-hayawan al-rakida).** Through
this immersion, the wayfarer even ‘climbs Mount Qaf without difficulty,
and its guards cannot fling him down into the abysses of hell ... he

narrator’s choice. Another translation might be: “Till it comes to you to under-
take to rid yourself of them. For the Arabic, see Mehren, ‘Risalat Hayy bin
Yaqzan’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 1st fascicule, p. 7. Note that Corbin’s
translation is of a Persian version, possibly by Ibn Sina’s student Ibn Zayla. The
Persian text is mostly a metaphrase of the Arabic.

61 Gohlman, The Life of Ibn Sina, pp. 91-113.

62 The reason given for this period of imprisonment was that Ibn Sina’s
secret correspondence with the rival ruler in Isfahan, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla, was
discovered. To judge from the verse Ibn Sina is quoted as having composed in
this situation, it was serious enough for him to doubt whether he would get out
alive: ‘As you can see, my going in [to Faradajan] is a certainty/And all the doubt
is on the point of getting out.” Ibid., pp. 58-61, and 96-97.

63 Corbin suggests that it is ‘possible or probable’ that the Risalat
al-tayr was also composed by Ibn Sina while incarcerated in Fardajan. Corbin,
Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 184.

64 Mehren, ‘Risalat Hayy bin Yaqzan’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne,
Istfascicule, p. 8.
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becomes so light that he can walk on water [and] can climb the highest
peaks without weariness.”> Those who go, in this way, into all orders
of reality, accessing astronomical zeniths and mastering the elements,
are surely none other than philosophy’s adepts. The baptism in the life-
giving spring-water, through which they gain their powers, must there-
fore signify their initiation into philosophy and its disciplines.®

Hayy next speaks of the West’s climes. The surreal details of these
landscapes and their inhabitants seem unintelligible, till it is noticed
that there is a chain of ten. The landscapes depict Ptolemaic cosmology,
describing its architectonics in dreamlike images: a vast map of the
material aspect of the universe. First of all, the settlers in the lowest
clime, by feeding on its grass and water, get coverings ‘strange to their
Form’ (ghashiyat-hu ghawashin gharibatun min suwarihim).” A human
there might gain the hide of some four-legged creature and come to be
covered in thick vegetation - symbolising our own sublunary realm,
where matter’s domination of form is strongest. The neighbouring

65 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 142.

66 Corbin accepts the interpretation in the commentary appended to his
study, probably by Ibn Sina’s direct disciple Juzjani (ibid., p. 129), that the spring
is a metaphor for logic. He adds: ‘But this is on an express condition that safe-
guards instead of degrading symbolic perception: it is Logic that must be raised
to the horizon of this symbolic perception’ (ibid., p. 160). Corbin’s warning to
treat cut-and-dried interpretations of the symbolism as a pitfall seems borne
out when Hayy ‘explains the spring more fully’. In his description its waters are
said to spread over an isthmoid barrier (barzakh) located in the circumpolar
darkness. If that darkness is fearlessly entered, one meets with a boundless,
light-filled space within which the spring may be found. The traveller hereby
reaches ‘one of the two circumscriptions by which this world is intersected’
(ibid., p. 142). This description alludes to facts of the earth’s physical geography
and the diurnal cycle at the poles, with their extremes of 24 hours of darkness
and sunlight in the course of the solar year. On the symbolic level, however, the
imagery relates to hylomorphism - the doctrine of a syzygy of matter and form,
foundational to the classic Peripatetic worldview. The dark West stands for the
purely hylic realm and the bright East stands for the purely morphic realm. The
spring of wisdom lies at the ideal, polar convergence-point of East and West.
Ibn Sina’s detail that this realm is, at first, wholly dark but then wholly light,
may hint that the luminosity of form is only to be reached by delving boldly into
the obscurity of matter, i.e., the philosopher’s route to the intelligible is, initially,
through the perceptible.

67 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 143. Mehren, ‘Risalat
Hayy bin Yaqzan’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 1st fascicule, p. 9.
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clime (i.e., the first celestial sphere) is the foundation of the heavens and
borrows its light from a foreign source (meaning the Moon).

Despite Ibn Sina’s refutation of astrology (al-Risala fi ibtal ahkam
al-nujim), the symbolism which he now takes up is astrological. The
nature of different planetary influences, as postulated by astrologers, is
assumed. The next clime’s denizens love the arts of writing and arcane
sciences like astrology and magic (alluding to Mercury, the second
sphere). The beautiful denizens of the next clime love festivity and
music, and are ruled by a woman (namely, Venus, the third sphere).
The inhabitants of the next clime are tall and fair, and greatly benefit
what is far but harm what is near (meaning the influence of the Sun,
the fourth sphere). The very fierce dwellers in the next clime are given
to killing and mutilating, though the red individual who rules them is
sometimes himself ruled, overwhelmed by his passion for the queen
of the clime previous to the one just mentioned (describing the traits
of Mars, the fifth sphere). The temperate, wise and pious denizens of
the next clime are of ‘extraordinary beauty and brightness’ and extend
friendship and compassion to both those near and far from them (repre-
senting the influence of the sixth sphere, Jupiter). Those who live in the
next clime have thoughts which are abstruse and tend to evil, but if they
lean instead to goodness, ‘they go to its utmost extreme’ (describing
Saturnine traits, i.e., those of the seventh sphere). The identification of
the next clime with the Sphere of the Zodiac, or eighth sphere, is obvious
given that ‘it is divided into 12 regions, which contain 28 stations. No
group goes up to occupy the station of another [group] except when the
group preceding it has withdrawn from its dwelling; then it hastens to
replace it.*® Finally, the starless, ninth, heaven, or Sphere of Spheres, is
virtually boundless and contains no cities. Its exclusive inhabitants are
spiritual angels (al-riahaniyyin min al-mald’ika) and ‘from it the divine
imperative and destiny descend upon all who occupy the degrees below’
(minhu yanzilu ‘ala man yaliha al-amru wa ‘l-qadar).®

Hayy ibn Yaqzan’s adumbration of the East likewise bristles with
strange detail. Since the East stands for the whole realm of form, it
seems that all the involved symbols pertain to ‘soul’ (understood in the

68 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 145.
69 Mehren, ‘Risalat Hayy bin Yaqzan’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne,
1st fascicule, p. 13.
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Aristotelian tradition as the form of the body). Thus the very first climes
which Hayy describes represent the lowest part of the soul’s hierarchy on
earth, which extends up to the human soul.”” The next set of symbols he
puts forward, such as different kinds of demonic troop, depicts elements
internal to the human psyche according to Avicennan psychology.” The
account then shifts up to the souls and intellects of the celestial spheres.
But these are not immediately accessible: it is in ridding themselves of the
demonic troops’ influence that some individuals manage to move into
the neighbourhood just beyond. Here the terrestrial angels (al-mald’ika
al-ardiyya) live, guided and purified by whom these individuals may go
on to attain ‘the course of the excellent spiritual beings’ (sayr al-tayyibin
min al-rihaniyyin).”?

70 To begin with, he gives symbols of the four elements (earth, water, air
and fire): ‘a vast desert, a flooding sea, imprisoned winds, a raging fire.” Next
a clime where these elements are found together with minerals; next a clime
where the elements and minerals are found with plant life; then a clime where
all these occur with animal life; and finally a clime where all the above are found
with human life.

71 Hayy thus states that ‘the Devil has two troops’ (fa-inna Ii’l-shaytan
qarnayn), of which the left one marches and the right one flies. The marchers
on the left themselves comprise two quarrelling tribes, the one as feral as beasts
of prey and the other as brutish as cattle (Mehren, ‘Risalat Hayy bin Yaqzan’,
in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 1st fascicule, p. 15). These, then, represent the
aforementioned impulses of aggression and libido, i.e., the irascible and concu-
piscent appetites of Avicennan psychology. The flyers on the right, for their part,
resemble Boschian figments, and Ibn Sina indeed says: ‘One would almost think
that the composite figures (al-tamathil al-mukhtalita) that painters represent
come from this clime!” (Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 146).
This alludes to the faculty of the imagination, and in particular the compositive
imagination, whose activity concerns re-combining sensible images stored in the
retentive imagination. Next, five closely-guarded thoroughfares are said to lead
into this realm of imagination on the right side of the easterly direction. The
thoroughfares evidently stand for the five external senses. Despite their bulwarks
and guards, the two kinds of demon from the left side of the easterly direction
sometimes do infiltrate these routes, and ‘insinuate themselves into the inmost
hearts [of humans] with their breath’. Thus a feral type of marcher-demon
‘nourishes hatred in the secrecy of [a human’s] heart; it urges him to oppress and
destroy’, whereas a bovine marcher-demon ‘never leaves off talking secretly to a
man, beautifying sins, unworthy acts, and scoundrelly behaviour’ (ibid., p. 147).

72 Mehren, ‘Risalat Hayy bin Yaqzan’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne,
Ist fascicule, p. 17.
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These angels are presented by Hayy in traditional religious imagery,
as descending and ascending divine functionaries, grouped to the
left and right. The ones on the left obey and act (mu’tamira ‘ammala)
whereas the ones on the right know and command (‘allama ammara).”
The nethermost representatives of these kinds of angel, which can come
into contact with earthly individuals, are explicitly equated by Hayy
with the angels known from Islamic traditions as the hafizan (the ‘two
guardians’).” However, the Persian commentator (probably Jazjani) is
clear that Ibn Sina is alluding by these angels on the left and right to the
key dyad of his noetics known as the practical intellect (khirad-i karkun)
and the theoretical intellect (khirad-i dana).” The former safeguards the
human individual’s body and its interests (including ethical and social
issues), while the latter is the subject of Ibn Sina’s elaborate noetics
(involving stages of progressive actualisation from the potential intel-
lect to the intellect in habitu, the actual intellect, the acquired intellect,
and then the ‘prophetic’ intellect). These are the lowest links extending
down from the series of celestial souls and intellects, also visualised here
as ‘angels’. The knowing commanders on the right are the celestial intel-
lects, ‘spiritual angels denuded [of matter]’, which Ibn Sina sometimes
terms the Cherubim (al-karrabiyyin).’® The obedient doers on the left
are the celestial souls, which Ibn Sina sometimes calls the ‘active angels’
(al-mald’ika al-‘amala).””

73 1Ibid., p. 18.

74 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 148. The hafizan are
the two angels said to accompany individuals throughout their time on earth.
See e.g., Q. 50:17-27, and Suyuti, al-Haba’ik fi akhbar al-mald’ik, hadith no.
312-406, as cited in S.R. Burge, Angels in Islam (London and New York, 2012),
pp. 72-73.

75 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 360. Hayy’s desig-
nation of the left-side angels as ‘ammala (actors) and the right-side angels as
‘allama (knowers) reflects the fact that the practical intellect is sometimes called
al-‘aql al-‘Gmil and the theoretical (or ‘speculative’) intellect is sometimes called
al-‘aql al-‘alim.

76 Ibn Sina, Tis‘ rasa’il (Istanbul, 1881), pp. 113-114.

77 Celestial souls and the practical intellect are congeneric, and
celestial intellects and the theoretical intellect are congeneric. Celestial
souls transmit particular truths to the practical intellect (which receives
them with the help of the compositive imagination), and celestial intel-
lects transmit universal truths to the theoretical intellect. See Dimitri
Gutas, Tmagination and Transcendental Knowledge in Avicenna’, in J.E.
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Ascending in this way there is finally an assurance that the indi-
vidual may find ‘an egress to what is beyond the celestial spheres’
(sabilun khalasa ila ma wara’a ’l-samd’i khulisan). Here one may
glimpse beings, ‘the posterity of the primordial creation’ (dhuriyyat
al-khalqi ’l-aqdam), ranked according to their degree of intimacy with
the King, who in Himself ‘escapes the power of the clever to bestow
qualifications’. The formulation is repeated from the Risalat al-tayr:
‘He is all a face by His beauty, all a hand by His generosity’ (kulluhu
li-husnihi wajhun wa li-jidihi yadun).”® His higher intimates have been
granted ‘to contemplate the face of the King in unbroken continuity’
(al-nazar ila wajhi ’l-maliki wisalan la fasala fihi), and have ‘the privi-
lege of being the final term to which all knowledge refers’.” The King’s
address (khitab) comes to them through their ‘father’, who is nearest in
rank to the King. The meaning here is clearly the mediating role of the
First Intellect, the ontological basis of all the other celestial intellects,
who are his ‘children’ (awlad).

Salaman wa Absal

The tragic allegory of Salaman and Absal is more narrowly focused on
the soul’s internal developmental struggle than Hayy ibn Yaqzan. Its
symbolism is narrowly psychological rather than cosmological, and
is restricted to the soul’s task within the confines of its earthly life.®
Through their mother, Prince Salaman is Absal’s older half-brother.
Absal grows up to be a paragon of inward and outward beauty and his
brother’s wife becomes obsessed by him. She convinces Salaman to
arrange Absal’s marriage to her own sister but in the darkness of the
wedding night she takes her place beside the groom. A storm is gath-
ering and lightning suddenly reveals her true identity to the horrified
Absal. To avoid her he throws himself into a warrior’s life, leading his
older brother’s army to all-round triumph, in both the West and East.

Montgomery, ed., Arabic Theology, Arabic Philosophy. From the Many to the
One: Essays in Celebration of Richard M. Frank (Leuven, Paris and Dudley
MA, 2006), pp. 337-354.

78 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 150. Mehren, ‘Risalat
Hayy bin Yaqzar’, in Traités Mystiques d’Avicenne, 1st fascicule, p. 18.

79 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 149.

80 Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Ibn Sina, p. 95, terms it a
psychomachia.
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But on his return he finds his sister-in-law’s unwelcome obsession undi-
minished. In a subsequent battle, the scorned woman bribes the other
officers to mutiny, and Absal is left almost dead. He escapes with his
life through the loving attentions of a maternal wild animal (murdi‘a
min hayawanati ’l-wahsh) who suckles him (fa-algamat-hu halamata
thadyiha). On returning to the court, he discovers that his brother has
almost been overwhelmed by foes but Absal defeats them and thus
saves the realm. Still bent on destroying him, his sister-in-law finally
bribes the cook and official ‘taster’ (ta‘im) to kill Absal with poison,
and they succeed. The distraught Salaman, having had enough of king-
ship, becomes a recluse. Communing deeply and confiding in God (ndja
rabbahu), he is presently shown his wife’s true nature and what she has
done. Incensed, he obliges her, the cook and the taster to take the very
poison by which they murdered his beloved younger brother.®

The allegory’s stock philosophical interpretation reads Salaman’s
wife as the animal soul with its drives which are by turns desirous and
aggressive, and the hero Absal as the acquired intellect. Absal’s intended,
rightful bride signifies the practical intellect, which the animal soul strives
to usurp. Escaping her, Absal masters the West (the realm of sensibilia)
and the East (the realm of intelligibilia), and brings their booty back to
his brother Salaman, symbol of the rational soul. The minutiae can thus
all be worked out according to Avicennan psychology, such that even the
wild creature that succours Absal and revives him signifies the immaterial
intellects and their intelligible emanations. The cook and taster who serve
the wife’s aims and end by destroying Absal, are the animal soul’s appe-
tites, counteracting the development and survival of intellect in humans.
Salaman’s unmasking and execution of his wife and her assistants, and his
culminating act of renunciation, convey an ideal of contemplative asceti-
cism - a final, full rejection of the animal soul and absorption in higher,
intelligible realities. Although Ibn Sina frames the remedy in harsher
terms here than in Hayy ibn Yaqzan, its thrust is similar. In Hayy the
obstructive elements in the animal soul are neutralised by playing them

81 For Tusi’s condensed version see Ibn Sina, Al-Isharat wa’l-tanbihat
with Tasi’s and TahtanT’s commentary, vol 3, pp. 367-368. Tusi’s commen-
tary also provides the reader with a synopsis of the ‘Hermetistic’ version
(pp. 365-367). For a summary and discussion, see Heath, Allegory and
Philosophy in Avicenna, pp. 94-96.
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off against each other,*” whereas in Salaman wa Absal they are actually
killed off by turning their own toxic products against them.

The Mi‘raj-nama

The Mi‘raj-nama, for its part, is a Persian-language philosophical alle-
goresis of the Prophet Muhammad’s heavenly ascension. Heath has
claimed that though its authenticity is in question, the evidence either
way is inconclusive and ‘one may in fact have to resort to creating
a category of Avicennian writings that falls between those writings
that are incontrovertibly authentic and those that are demonstrably
pseudonymous.® The text is, minimally, a highly detailed applica-
tion of Avicennan ideas on psychology and cosmology to that most
central model of spiritual ascent and transcendence in Islamic culture -
Muhammad’s journey through the heavens on the hybrid steed, Burag,
into God’s presence. The opening lines of the Mi‘rdj-nama present it as
an exercise in providing a methodical explanation founded on reason

82 See above p. 19.

83 Allegoresis, as distinct from allegory, is defined as ‘the interpreta-
tion of already existing texts according to extrinsic philosophical or dogmatic
criteria Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna, p. 7. Italics mine.

84  Ibid., p. 201. The work’s authenticity is put in doubt by its absence
from the Shorter Bibliography (in Jazjani’s Sirat al-shaykh al-ra’is) and Longer
Bibliography (anonymous) of Ibn Sina’s works. Some modern scholars hold that
the text’s true author was Muzaffar Mansur b. Ardashir ‘Ibadi (d. 547/1152), the
composer of the Sifi-nama, who is however described as a faithful ‘adherent
of Ibn Sina. Evidence suggesting (but by no means proving) Ibn Sind’s own
authorship of the Mi‘rdj-nama is Mahdi Bayani’s discovery of the earliest
manuscript of it, namely Sana 219 [6:481], Tehran (Munzavi 7866), dated
584/1188. The Ms, already attributing the work to Ibn Sina, was personally tran-
scribed by the famous Ash‘arite theologian Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Muhammad
b. “Umar al-Razi, d. 606/1209). (Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna,
p. 203.) Mayil-Heravi, whose critical edition is the basis of Heath’s translation,
argues that its author was Ibn Sina on the basis of a manuscript of the Majma’
al-bahrayn by Shams al-Din Ibrahim Abarqthi (fl. end 7th/13th century), who
introduces his book by explaining that a student of his gave him Ibn Sina’s
Mi‘raj-nama and asked him to render it more understandable by way of a para-
phrase (Ibn Sina, Mi‘rdj-nama, ed. N. Mayil-Heravi, 2nd ed. (Tehran, 1366 Sh),
p. 72). A close comparison of his Majma‘ al-bahrayn and the text of the Mi‘raj-
nama indicates that the content is indeed substantially identical. Shokoufeh
Taghi, The Two Wings of Wisdom: Mysticism and Philosophy in the Risalat
ut-tair of Ibn Sina (Uppsala, 2000), pp. 180-186.
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(bar tarig-i ma‘qul) of this focal religious narrative, in response to the
entreaties of an unnamed friend, and with the blessing of Ibn Sina’s
last great royal patron, the ruler of Isfahan, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla b. Kakaya
(d. 433/1041). Though the Persian text’s terms seem looser than those of
the sheikh’s Arabic expositions, the details arguably match well.

The whole first part goes over the salient ideas in Ibn Sind’s psycho-
logical theory,® and has a medical turn befitting the alleged author,
who was possibly the greatest Galenic medical theorist of all. More
quotations from the Qur’an and hadiths are enlisted than might be
expected in Ibn Sina’s writings, attributable, no doubt, to the strongly
religious subject matter of the interpretation. The first part ends with a
plea to keep the text from the unworthy, like the plea for withholding
(dann) found in Ibn Sina texts of unquestioned authenticity, notably
the Isharat. There then begins the text’s main discussion consisting of a
thoroughgoing philosophical commentary on the Mi‘rdj. The Prophet’s
initial slumber, for instance, is said to allude to the sleep of the senses;
the house which the archangel Gabriel enters and lights up stands for the
rational soul whose faculties are renewed through union with ‘the Holy
Spirit in the form of the (divine) Command’; the Prophet’s following
after Gabriel represents turning away from the world of sensibilia and
pursuing the intelligible emanation back to the Active Intellect, which
is symbolised by the unearthly steed, Buraq. The animal’s traits are all
viewed as philosophically meaningful: her intermediate size between
an ass and a horse refers to how the Active Intellect is more than the
human intellect but less than the First Intellect; her human face refers
to the Active Intellect’s character as an interface with humanity which it
compassionately instructs with ‘the same compassion for humans that a
genus has for its species’; her reach (lit. her ‘length in arm and leg’) refers
to the Intellect’s far-reaching beneficence; her shying when mounted
refers to the difficulty of coming into contact with the Active Intellect
due to continuing bodily concerns; the lone traveller’s anxious call to
the Prophet to stop as he first leaves Mecca on Buraq (at least, in this
version of the Mi‘rdj) stands for the dubious intrusions of the estimative
faculty (wahm), still asserting itself after the withdrawal from external
sense impressions; likewise, the alluring woman who tries (again, in this

85 Amounting to 11 out of the 27 pages of Heath’s translation in Allegory
and Philosophy in Avicenna, pp. 111-138.
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version of the Mi‘radj) to distract the Prophet from his journey but is
firmly countered by Gabriel, is the faculty of imagination (khayal).

As the Prophet ascends the heavens, each stage is tightly portrayed
in terms of the Ptolemaic spheres, so the given angel of each level is
explained in a manner combining notions of astrological influence
and Muslim religion. For instance the angel of the fifth level who is the
ordained proprietor of Hell, tormenting sinners, is identified with the
violent planet Mars, whereas the ever-praising angel of the sixth is said
to be Jupiter, that ‘most auspicious of the planets’ which ‘rules over folk
of rectitude, piety, and knowledge’. Ascending to the furthest confines
of the universe, before the ‘Lote Tree of the Far Boundary’ [Q. 53:15],
there is found a luminous world where spiritual angels do nothing but
praise God in ‘specified oratories from which they never depart’. The
Avicennan commentary identifies this as a reference to the 12 houses of
the zodiac, while the actual ‘Lote Tree, larger than all things, roots above
and branches below’ is identified as the Sphere of Spheres.

Beyond this summit of the physical universe, the Prophet encoun-
ters (amongst other things) an ocean without shore from which an
angel pours out water into a vast river, which conveys it to all places
below. Even Corbin has ‘no difficulty in here reading, with the commen-
tator [i.e., pseudo-Avicenna] a symbol of the First Intelligence, eternal
creation of the First Being, and first mediator of the divine effusion of
being ... 8 If the unbounded ocean is the First Intellect, then the river
flowing from it is interpreted to mean the First Soul - that of the Sphere
of Spheres. The prophetic saying is quoted here, according to which
“The first thing God created was the intelligence’,*” and in step with the
distinctions of Ibn Sina’s eternalist cosmology, this hadith is interpreted
to mean that the said Intellect is ‘first’ in the sense of the uppermost
in rank, not the earliest in time, ‘for that substance does not admit a
temporal beginning’.%

The final, climactic meeting with God is fully glossed in keeping with
Ibn Sina’s theology, in terms of the absolute simplicity of the Necessary

86 Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, p. 175.

87 Ahmad b. Taymiyya, al-Radd ‘ala’l-mantiqiyyin (Lahore, 1396/1976),
p- 196.

88 Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna, p. 134. The implicit refer-
ence here is to Ibn Sina’s distinction between temporal inception (al-hudiith
bi’l-zaman) and essential inception (al-huduth bi’l-dhat).
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Existent, who is also the Unmoved Mover of all else. Thus, the meaning of
the Prophet’s beinglastly borne ‘to a world in which I saw nothing like what
I had seen in this world’, is that the Necessary Existent is ‘neither body nor
substance ... it is unique in purity ... the multiplicity of number does not
exist in its unicity [yaganagi]. When the Prophet experiences only tran-
quillity (faraghat) in God’s presence, this means ‘In that Presence, there
is no movement [harakat]. Movement is change in an existent, either by
being acted upon in corporeal quantity and quality, or (by moving) from
place to place ...*? All things that are moved need a mover. But movement
is not admissible for it. The Necessary Existent is that which is the mover
of all things.*® However, the commentary does not just reduce the details
of the Prophet’s beatific vision in this way to the terms of Avicennan
philosophical theology. The meeting is also spoken of as spiritual ecstasy
(ladhdhat-i rizhani): ‘he attained pleasure (ladhdhat) the like of which he
had never experienced.” Moreover, when Muhammad is bidden ‘Praise!’
the commentary states that human speech is objectively unfit to extol the
Necessary Being. This is not only due to its phonic basis but also, crucially,
the logical categories from which human language cannot free itself: “This
type of [linguistic] praise is only connected with particulars or univer-
sals, but it is not appropriate for the Necessary Existent, which is neither
a universal nor a particular... The Necessary Existent is Single, One, and
Incomparable, so the praise of a human is not concordant with it.** In
the staunchly rational ambit of Avicennan thought, this ruling that God
is not just beyond human speech but also reason, is noteworthy. The
commentary ends with the Prophet’s return to his earthly home ‘where
the bed clothes were still warm’, which is read as meaning that, because
the journey was strictly intellectual (fikri), involving an intellectual
perception of ‘the order of existents until the Necessary Existent’, it was
not subject to normal constraints of time, so ‘when cognition [tafakkur]
was complete, he returned to himself. No time had passed.”

A remarkable unity can be seen in all the Avicennan texts sketched
above. They dramatise the rational soul’s embodied predicament

89 The list covers kinds of motion, according to Aristotle, but omits
substantial motion.

90 Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna, pp. 135-136.

91  Ibid., p. 137.

92 Ibid.

93 Ibid., p. 138.
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through ‘polysemous referential matrices’ and they depict its scope for
salvation, the journey to which they map.”* Making a motific composite
from the Risalat al-tayr, Hayy ibn Yaqzan, Salaman wa Absal and the
Qasidat al-nafs, Heath marks out six moments in ‘Avicenna’s configu-
ration of this psychic journey™ (1) the soul’s descent into corporeal
amnesia, (2) its awakening to an awareness of the existence of the spir-
itual realm of Intellect and of its own rightful place in this realm, (3) the
struggle that ensues between the material and spiritual souls for control
of the psychic ego, (4) the soul’s eventual deliverance from the control-
ling bonds of matter and its progressive return toward its final goal of
intellectual realisation, (5) its temporary return to participation in the
world of matter, and (6) its final release, through death, from the mate-
rial domain and subsequent eternal residence in the realm of Intellect.””
This list unifies the key episodes symbolised in Ibn Sind’s several narra-
tives, whose individual focus of course varies and may omit given
episodes. For instance Salaman wa Absal, which is uniquely tragic in
character, has a symbolism mainly to do with the psychic struggle under
(3). But amalgamating the content of these texts in this way brings home
their striking thematic cohesion. Though their imagery enfolds many
fields of Avicennan thought, from logic to theology, psychology, physics,
astronomy, astrology and even humoral medicine, it only does so in an
intensely focused context, namely, the soul’s salvation. The full range
of philosophical disciplines gains a strong tendential oneness in these
symbolic narratives. They seem Ibn Sina’s most pointed expression of
his, at bottom, ‘soteriological” sense of the whole philosophical project,
and philosophy is clearly framed here as a path of liberation.

The Qasidat al-nafs (Poem on the Soul)

In the double sense of having rhyme and metre, and meeting the phil-
osophical criteria mentioned in his Fann al-shi‘r, the Qasidat al-nafs
is a unique case of poetry attributed to Ibn Sina. It is also known as
al-Qasidat al-‘ayniyya because each of its 20 lines ends in a rhyme
using the Arabic consonant ‘ayn, vowelled with a preceding fatha (or

94 Ibid., p. 176.
95  Ibid., p.92.
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exceptionally, damma) and succeeding kasra (-a‘i). It is in the metre
known as Kamil. The poem has the bipartition of each line (bayt) into
complete hemistichs (sing. shatr), which is part of the definition of the
Arabic gasida. Otherwise, it is only given the title of gasida in the loosest
sense of this term.” But the poem’s designation as a gasida is not without
all significance. A gasida lends itself to performance and, in principle,
may be sung or set to music.”” Though Corbin does not discuss the
Qasidat al-nafs in his study of Ibn Sina’s symbolic texts, it distinctly
supports his view that they are ‘récits d’initiations’.

More than one recent scholar has viewed the Qasidat al-nafs as
pseudepigraphical.®® Its uniqueness in Ibn Sind’s corpus makes it

96 The topoi of the formal gasida can be faintly made out in Ibn Sina’s
poem, which concerns a desolate encampment (as the symbol of the soul’s
earthly exile) and describes the soul’s grief in this environment. Line 7 of the
poem explicitly refers to ‘the lowly traces of the camp’ (al-tuliil al-khudda’). This
nods at the fopos of the atlal (lit. the ‘ruins’, i.e., the abandoned tribal camp),
or more fully, al-buka’ ‘ala ’l-atlal (‘mourning over the camp ruins’), in the
traditional Arabic qasida. Again, when Ibn Sina’s poem alludes to the soul’s
journey that has been made down to this current place of exile, this hints at
another stock part of the traditional gasida, namely the rahil or delineation of
the journey made until the time and setting of the poem’s delivery. On these and
other criteria of the genre, see F. Krenkow[-G.Lecomte], ‘Kasida’, EI2.

97 In this connection it is significant that, till recently, the Qasidat
al-nafs was included in the nashid section of the prayer service of the Nizari
Ismaili community in Syria. In this context it was, of course, sung. See al-Majlis
al-Islami al-Isma‘ili al-A‘la, al-Andshid al-diniyya (Salamiyya, 1973), p. 14.

98 Some doubters are discussed in Fathalla Kholeif (Fath Allah Khulayf),
Ibn Sina wa madhhabuhu fi ’l-nafs (Beirut, 1974), in the section al-shakk fi
sihhati nisbati ’I-Qasidati ’l-‘ayniyya ila Ibn Sina, pp. 131-137. Kholeif points
out that some ‘historians’ (mu’arrikhiin) have tended to attribute the Qasida to
Abu’l-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri (p. 135). He specifically refers to Ahmad Fu’ad al-Ahwani
as disputing the poem’s authenticity mainly because it suggests that the soul
pre-exists embodiment, starkly at odds with Aristotelian doctrine. This impor-
tant point will be discussed below, but in any case, the Risalat al-tayr (whose
authenticity is not queried) enshrines the same teaching. Kholeif also refers
to Ahmad Amin who challenged the poem’s authenticity on separate, stylistic
grounds, since its elegance contrasts with Ibn Sina’s normally awkward use of
Arabic. He ventured that the real author was the poet-philosopher Muhammad
b. al-Husayn b. al-Shibl al-Baghdadi (d. 473/1080-1). Ibn Sina, however, does
have other Arabic poems to his credit and composed a work called Mu‘tasim
al-shu‘ara’ (‘“The Defense of Poets’, no. 57 in the Longer Bibliography). Kholeif,
for his part, accepts the poem’s attribution to Ibn Sina.
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suspect, as also the fact that neither of the authoritative records of
his works (the Shorter and the Longer Bibliographies) mention it. It
has, however, been rightly called ‘a miniature version of the Epistle of
the Bird™®® whose authenticity, for its part, is undoubted. The close-
ness of their tropes and terms lends weight to the poem’s tradition-
ally accepted attribution. Michot is not alone in seeing it as amongst
‘les oeuvres qui sont indubitablement d’Avicenne’'”® De Smet stresses
that it has always been popular in the East, for instance figuring as
an anthology piece in many Arabic manuals, particularly during
Ottoman times."”" Amongst a lengthy list of commentators, the poem
caught the attention of some Sufi thinkers of high renown including
‘Afif al-Din Sulayman b. ‘Ali al-Tilimsani (d. 690/1291) and Muhy1i
’1-Din ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) himself.!*

The poem’s scenario is straightforward (see p. 116 for the text). Ibn
Sina frames our earthly life as the soul having lost its way. Though a
painful exile, our time here below is providential and has a positive
function in the end. The human soul is represented throughout as an
ash-coloured dove or pigeon (warqa’, related to the noun warig, silver,
silver coins).'” Ibn Sina’s metaphor here is wholly inexplicit. It is the

99 Stroumsa, ‘Avicenna’s Philosophical Stories’, p. 196.

100  Jean Michot, La destinée de I’homme selon Avicenne (Louvain, 1986),
p. xiii.

101 Daniel De Smet, ‘Avicenne et I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide, selon La
Risala al-Mufida fi [dah Mulgaz al-Qasida de ‘Alib. Muhammad b. al-Walid (ob.
1215), in J. Janssens and D. De Smet, ed., Avicenna and his Heritage: Acts of the
International Colloquium, Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve September 8-September
11, 1999 (Leuven, 2002), pp- 1-20, esp. p. 6.

102 InIbn ‘Arabi’s work Muhadarat al-abrar (“The Descents of the Pious’)
he refers to the Qasidat al-nafs as a well-known poem without naming the
author. Franz Rosenthal, Tbn ‘Arabi between “Philosophy” and “Mysticism”,
Oriens, 31 (1989), pp. 1-35, esp. p. 17.

103 EW. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (Cambridge, 1984), p. 305l.
Kazimirski, after identifying warqa’ as the feminine of awraq, meaning ‘Gris
cendré (se dit du pelage des chameaux lorsqu’il est naturel et non pas contracté
par la fatigue)’, ‘Colombe’, and ‘Louve’(!), surprisingly adds the following
meanings: ‘U’ame de 'univers, qui est la méme chose que al-lawh al-mahfiz
ou lawh al-qadar ou lesprit soufflé par Dieu dans la matiére, la premiére des
choses créées par une cause premiére, c.-a.-d. al-‘aql al-awwal Qui existe sans
une cause premiére’ (A. De Biberstein Kazimirski, Dictionnaire Arabe-Francais
(Beirut, n.d.), vol. 2, pp. 1522-1523). Perhaps these last cosmological meanings
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maximally implicit type known as metaphor in absentia in which the
tenor is absent and only the vehicle present. It is the poem’s title which
alone informs the reader of the tenor here: Qasidat al-nafs."** The bird’s
original abode is described as ‘the highest place’, apparently a moun-
tain-peak sanctuary (himan) where she had happily dwelt for time out of
mind (‘uhid, ‘aeons’).'® The plane of delineation for the poem’s events is
thus vertical, not horizontal. Plummeting from the vertex to the base of
the cosmological mountain (described as ‘the barren plain’, dhat al-ajra’,
i.e., the earth), the bird is at first aloof from her new surroundings,
feeling herself to be quite alien in this terrestrial locale. But a process of
forgetting her origins takes place so that she has lost her bearings: ‘she
got used to ruin and the wasteland” and ‘forgot (nasiyat) her aeons in
the sanctuary and her [high] stations.” This, then, is a true nadir for her,
since she has not only fallen into the cosmological depth but has also lost
any conception of realities above it.

In the poem’s sixth and seventh lines, this low point in the soul’s fate
is formulated in terms of Arabic letters, which may contain some recon-
dite symbolic or even numerological significance: ‘So that when by the
ha’ of her hubut (“falling down”) from the mim of her markaz (“central
position”) she arrived (hasalat) at the barren plain/The tha’ of thaqil

have developed out of the basic sense of waragq, ‘leaf’ or ‘paper’ - but they fit,
surprisingly tightly, Ibn al-Walid’s Tayyibi interpretation of the symbol of the
dove in the poem.

104  Metaphorical language has two levels of reference: the ‘vehicle’ is the
image for the thing being compared; the ‘tenor’ is the actual referent or the
thing itself which is being compared. In the Qasidat al-nafs, the vehicle is the
dove and the tenor is the soul. The basic scale of kinds of metaphor is then as
follows: simile (‘the soul is as an ashen dove that alights’); metaphor in prae-
sentia (‘the ashen dove of the soul alights’); and metaphor in absentia (‘the ashen
dove alights’).

105 It may be observed that the poem’s repeated reference to ‘the sanc-
tuary’, described in the first line as the ‘higher (or highest) place’, depends on
the vowelling al-hima. Vowelled as al-hama it could mean ‘the doves’ and might
be interpreted as an ellipsis for burj al-hamam (= dovecot or pigeon tower).
See Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, p. 637; also see F. Steingass, A Comprehensive
Persian-English Dictionary (London, 1977), p. 431. The interpretation of the
imagery in terms of a mountain top sanctuary is, however, supported by other
references in the poem, notably line 10, where a ‘high, vast peak’ is mentioned
as the dove’s original abode.
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106 and she came to her senses between land-

(“heavy”) was joined to her,
marks and the lowly traces of the camp.” Notwithstanding the enigmatic
symbolism, the main thrust of the lines is straightforward: the soul’s
advent in its earthly body is likened to the bird waking up (asbahat) in a
new place and forgetting how she came to be there.

In his book-length study of the Qasida in Arabic, Kholeif gives no defi-
nite solution to the puzzle of these lines, only cautiously observing that
they must involve the metonymic substitution of a whole word with one
of its letters, namely the first.!”” The 7th/13th century Sufi commentary by
‘Afif al-Din al-Tilimsani offered a highly original explanation of the letters
(which Tilimsaniquotes from a certain Shaykh Hamam al-Din). According
to this interpretation, it is the actual shapes of the letters in Arabic orthog-
raphy which are the key to their use here in the poem. The ha’ of hubit
thus means ‘this world of sense-perception, since the fall of the soul ends
up here and the ha’ (¢) is compararable with this world in regard to orthog-
raphy through what it contains by way of knots (‘ugad) such as are involved
in this world.” The mim of markaz means ‘the intellectual world, since the

106  Alternatively: ‘she was united with’, adopting the variant ittasalat.
Although in his critical edition, De Smet opts here for hasalat based on his
selection of Mss, he yet says: “Toutes les autres versions donnent ittasalat, ce qui
est certainement la lecture correcte: «une fois qu'elle s’est unie» [as opposed to:
«Ainsi, une fois arrivée»].” De Smet, ‘Avicenne et I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’,
p- 10, note 34.

107 ‘Ibn Sina symbolises the word with one of its letters, so the ha’ is a
symbol of the hubit (“fall”) from the highest to the lowest, the mim is a symbol of
the markaz (“centre”) or the mabda’ (“origin”) or the first mawtin (“homeland”),
from which she was separated. The tha’is a symbol of the thaqil (“heavy”) which
is the body or the lowest centre in which the soul comes to her senses after its fall
and its separation from the highest centre. The body is “heavy” because it consists
of clay and earth.” (Kholeif, Ibn Sina wa madhhabuhu fi ’I-nafs, p. 149, transla-
tion mine). Kholeif goes on to mention a basis for such letter-metonymy (kindya)
in the Qur’an itself, taking it that the dismembered letters (muqatta‘t) are best
understood in this way, such that, say, Ha’ Mim [Q. 40:1; 41:1; 42:1; 43:1 44:1; 45:1;
and 46:1] is a metonymy for al-Rahman (‘the All-Merciful’), etc. Kholeif addition-
ally mentions the phenomenon in Arabic grammar termed tarkhim, the abbrevia-
tion of a name in the vocative by eliding the final consonant, e.g., ‘Ya Jabi! for ‘Ya
Jabir!’ and ‘Ya Hari!” for ‘Ya Harith!” Kholeif also mentions Dawud al-Antagi’s
proposal that Ibn Sind’s poem resorts to letter symbolism here (a) to prompt the
intellect to think about the subject of this trial that befalls the soul through its fall
from the noblest to the basest state; and (b) ‘the gravity of the wisdom (khutirat
al-hikma) entails that we are taught it in a symbolic fashion: ibid., p. 150.
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soul is [initially] restrained from it and [later] reverts to it, so it is, to begin
with and in the end, like the mim (p) at the start of its construction.’ Finally,
the significance of the tha’ of thagqil is again attributed to the orthography
of the Arabic letter tha’ (<), with three dots cupped by a horizontal stroke
beneath. Taking this underlying stroke to signify the body, Tilimsani and
his source view the three cupped dots as signifying the soul once incepted
in the body, for it is always found there with two other entities that depend
on it (muta‘alligat al-nafs), namely, the heart and the animal spirit.!®

Another possible answer to the enigma of the letters can be suggested
here, starting from Kholeif’s basic assumption that the key to the puzzle is
letter-metonymy. The soul’s fall may be articulated in terms of Aristotelian
natural science as elemental change and the mingling of the four elements
(al-arkan al-arba‘a). These last indeed may be Ibn Sina’s allusion below
in the poem’s ninth line, when he speaks of the ‘ruins’ of this sublunary
realm as ‘effaced by the recurrence of the four winds’ (al-riyah al-arba’),
though this also conceivably refers to the four humours of the body in
Galenic medical theory, each of which was understood to correspond
with a given element.'” At any rate, the soul itself has its natural locus
above, like fire. Indeed, vital spirit could be viewed as corresponding with
elemental fire whose nature is to rise and, correspondingly, Ibn Sina refers
to the soul as ‘flashing lightning’ (barqun taallaqa) at the end of his poem.
The loss of the soul’s levity and its subjection to gravity (thigal) takes place
through intermixture with the other elements. Elemental earth, with its
weightiness, is represented by the tha’ of this last word, tha’ also being the
first letter of the Arabic word tharan (‘soil’, ‘earth’). Ibn Sina, moreover,
evidently alludes to elemental earth in these lines as the ‘barren plane’
(dhat al-ajra’). The ha’ then seems to stand for hawa’ (elemental air) and
the mim stands for ma’ (elemental water). This explanation remains tenta-
tive but seems to be in the right direction.

The dove next gets her bearings, marking a turning point in her fate
and in the poem. A hemistichal parallel stresses that this is indeed a
crux. Whereas the first hemistich of line 5 stated ‘she forgot (nasiyat) her
aeons in the sanctuary’, the first hemistich of line 8 now describes how

108  “Afifal-Dinal-Tilimsani, al-Kashf wa ’I-bayan fi ‘ilm ma‘rifat al-insan,
King Sa‘tid University, Riyad, Ms 2662, folio 12, line 3 ff.

109  The correspondence is as follows: blood = fire; black bile = earth;
phlegm = water; yellow bile = air.
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‘she weeps when she recalls (dhakarat) her aeons in the sanctuary’.'® The
bird has thus recovered the homing ability (= ihtidd’, in the terminology
of pigeon-flying) that is her defining characteristic. This instinct is argu-
ably so important as to constitute the true tertium comparationis (the
‘third part of the comparison’) of the entire extended metaphor explored
in the poem: it is the shared trait that forms the true basis for likening
the human soul to the dove. The return of the dove’s innate direction-
ality is critical, but still not enough, for even after she has recalled her
old habitat and feels impelled to leave her surroundings, she finds that
she is held back by nature’s fierce bonds. Her dense form (shakl kathif) -
that is, the material body enclosing the soul - constitutes a ‘cage’ (gafas)
that hinders her from acting on her homing instinct."!

This same juncture in the Risalat al-tayr - where the symbolism
undergoes ampler elaboration than in the Qasida - involves the bird
and its companions actually ascending the cosmological mountain
range despite their snares still clinging to their legs. The juxtaposition
shows that this same crucial phase in the allegory, in which the soul
has re-awakened to the reality of the intelligible world while embodied,
is framed in distinct ways in the two texts. In the Risalat al-tayr Ibn
Sina presents this awakening as already a release, despite the lingering
of bodily bonds; the Qasida instead stresses the on-going insurmount-
ability of those bonds, only framing the awakening as a preparation for
release, pending death. Whereas the former allegory marks the crux by
the bird’s companions releasing her from her cage, our poem speaks of
the bird as still held back from the high peak within the confines of the
body. With the same implication, Hayy ibn Yaqzan informs that allego-
ry’s narrator that he cannot yet accompany him into the higher realms,
since the narrator is held back by the ‘animal soul’ in the form of his
wayward companions.

The symbol of the soul’s cage (qafas) used in the Qasida follows
naturally from the extended avian metaphor and is also suggested by

110  Some Mss however have nasiyat (‘she forgot’) in both lines (De Smet,
‘Avicenne et I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 8, note 8). This reading seems to
remove the interest of the parallelism and reduce it to mere repetition. It most
likely originates in a copyist’s slip, specifically homoeoteleuton.

111  Note, however, the variant reading here which has nags ‘an (‘a dimin-
ishment from’ or ‘lowering from’) instead of gafas ‘an (‘a cage against’). This has
been adopted by De Smet in his edition, ibid., p. 8.



38 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

the structural form of the body (qafas can mean the thorax or ribcage,
confining the heart). This trope for embodiment additionally has deep
roots in Platonism. In Plato’s dialogue Phaedo, he has Socrates liken
someone whose soul has awakened to philosophy to a prisoner peering
out from his cage."> A famous, closely related comparison of Plato’s
sprang from his wordplay, or rather ‘semantic etymology’, linking the
Greek words séma (‘body’) and séma (‘tomb’).""* This too chimes with
the imagery of the Qasida in which Ibn Sina seems to speak of the whole
material, sublunary realm as a graveyard, a depository for corpses, soon
to be fled by the soul when ‘she comes to leave behind her everyone
staying on as an ally of the graves, not given the last rites (halif al-turab
ghayr mushayya®).""* The soul does not belong to this place of morbidity
and must not identify with it.

The ten lines forming the latter part of the poem then deal with the
soul’s homeward flight and ponder the rationale for her strange exile.
The dove’s approaching ‘departure for the widest expanse” when finally
‘the veil has been drawn back so she beholds what no slumbering eyes
have perceived’, surely signifies the body’s death, which eventually frees
the soul to go back to its original realm and revert to the latter’s intel-
ligible realities. Fluttering back atop her peak at last, the dove warbles
(tugharridu). Ibn Sina indicates that it is not only the onset of physical
death that has allowed this return to her native environment but also
her anticipatory familiarity with the realities of that realm, so that when
the time comes, she willingly abandons those aforementioned stragglers
‘staying on as an ally of the graves’. Release is thus the combined effect
of the lapse of any practical impediment and the understanding which
had already orientated the soul in anticipation, for ‘knowledge elevates
the rank of the one who was not elevated’. She has re-inhabited her peak
even before the event, in her inner virtuality. Implicitly, Ibn Sina’s view
of philosophy here is as an ars moriendi, a preparation for the afterlife.

What then, asks Ibn Sina, could have occasioned this adventure in the
first place, by which this bird of the soul was ‘made to fall (uhbitat) from

112 Plato, Phaedo 82 d-e.

113 Plato, Gorgias 493 a. The derivation of the formula séma séma is origi-
nally Orphic.

114  Instead of halif al-turab here, De Smet opts for a variant, khalif
al-turab, and translates it accordingly: ‘les chemins de poussiére’. De Smet,
‘Avicenne et 'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 10.
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the lofty and sublime to the lowest depth of the foot of the mountain’?
The agnostic note sounded at this point of the poem should be noted.
The tone adopted here by the seasoned philosopher is one of bafflement
concerning the reason for the soul’s tortuous fate. Ibn Sina frankly
demurs that the deity’s wisdom in bringing all this about is ‘concealed
even from the singular, the understanding, the most pious’. This tenta-
tive, questioning tone is at odds with that of our Tayyibl commentator
who, as will be seen, feels quite assured of the answer on the basis of
his esoteric cosmological doctrine, and takes it that Ibn Sina shared the
same certainty. His assumption was encouraged by a variant in the text
of the poem which confronted Ibn al-Walid. His text (as published in
the present volume) has the categorical formulation: ‘her fall, no doubt
(hubutuha la shakka), was a necessary blow’, whereas other versions have
the more tentative, conditional formulation: ‘if her fall was (hubituha in
kana) a necessary blow.'* Be that as it may, Ibn Sina proposes here (be it
tentatively or certainly) that the reason for immersing the soul in matter
for a time was that this was a ‘necessary blow’ to right its negligence and
restore to it a knowledge ‘of every mystery in the two worlds™ (bi-kulli
khafiyyatin fi’l-alamayn). The author thus frames the dove’s wanderings
as a purgatorial pilgrimage imposed with the loving aim of enlightening
her and developing her understanding. This ideal of ‘intellectual eudae-
monia’, or salvation through the perfection of knowledge, is typical of
Avicennan soteriology.

The last two lines talk of the soul’s sheer speed of passing from the
earthly realm, likening it to a setting star and the intense brightness of
lightning which straightaway ‘disappeared as if it had not lit up’. These
images draw the reader into deeper layers of figuration. Given that the
immediate subject of this imagery is the dove which itself, in turn, repre-
sents the soul, these are both tropes within tropes - to the third degree."®

115 Also see note 274 below.

116 Soul > dove > lightning/star. Note that the lightning trope is explicit
but the star trope is implicit. That is, the former is a simile marked out by the
words ka-anna-ha barqun (‘It is as though she were lightning’), but the latter
is a metaphor in absentia, for Ibn Sina only speaks elliptically, of something as
setting (gharabat) and of its dawning (matla‘). This star trope thus leaves the
poem’s audience itself to supply all the references, upto the third degree: (1) the
initial vehicle, a star; (2) the tenor of this vehicle, the ash-grey dove; and (3) the
soul as the ultimate tenor of the dove as a vehicle in its own right. Depending
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At any rate, these final images in the poem, linked to sources of stellar
or atmospheric light, are ultimate transformations of the poem’s focal
symbol for the soul, the warga’ or silvery dove, which was introduced in
the first line. In the two last lines it is transfigured and a full circuit has
been traced.

The Puzzle of the Qasida’s Neoplatonic Psychology

A specific problem is raised by the variants for the penultimate line,
likening the dove to a star or asterism. With the variant reading
confronting Ibn al-Walid and so chosen in Wilferd Madelung’s edition,"”
the line has the words la-qad gharabat bi-‘ayni ’I-matla‘i which may be
rendered ‘she has set at the very place of dawning’. It emerges that Ibn
al-Walid sees this last expression as a buried reference to the psychology
he inherited from earlier Ismaili thinkers, notably Hamid al-Din
al-Kirmani (d. after 411/1020). To anticipate, in passing, the forthcoming
discussion of his commentary: Ibn al-Walid’s theory of the soul’s emer-
gence on earth takes it to involve a double movement - both a devolution
and evolution. The descent of ‘soul’ from the higher, intelligible realm
heralds an ascent from the lower, elemental order of the earthly realm
itself. Ibn al-Walid has earlier alluded to this prima facie evolutionary
aspect of his theory in commenting on the poem’s opening line which
concerned the dove’s fall. The soul’s fall from the intelligible realm is the
prelude to its graduated climb within the physical realm, so the same
event is by turns spoken of in the descensional framework of meta-
physics and the ascensional framework of natural science. This, then, is
supposedly the right way to understand the expression in question from
the poem’s close: the soul’s setting at its ‘very place of dawning’ refers
back to its earlier climb from the kingdoms of nature, but now taken in
reverse at the time of death, such that the life force on earth lastly disap-
pears into the mineral realm, whence, from the natural viewpoint, it had
earlier emerged into this world. Kirmani is quoted here in the commen-
tary as stating that gypsum (al-jiss, hydrous calcium sulphate or chalk)
is the crucial lowest mineral substance in the ‘great chain of being’. This

on one’s viewpoint, this doubled metaphor in absentia is either tropologically
virtuosic or the stylistic vice of ‘mixed metaphor’.
117 See Arabic text, p. 5.
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is the precise point of the emergence of ‘soul’, generically speaking, into
our material realm, like the heliacal dawn of a star.'®

However, the words as found in most manuscripts are la-qad gharabat
bi-ghayri ’l-matla‘i, which may be translated: ‘she has set somewhere
other than the place of dawning’.'"” These words have caught the atten-
tion of at least one commentator, in the context of a poetic statement in
which Ibn Sina has strongly implied certain Platonic and Neoplatonic
teachings instead of his usual, broadly Peripatetic, ones. The implied
teachings include anamnésis (the theory that learning involves recalling
what is already known before birth), the equation of the state of igno-
rance with forgetting, and the soul’s pre-existence of the body. Another
theory closely linked with these doctrines is that of reincarnation or
metempsychosis.'® The significance of the variant ‘she has set some-
where other than the place of dawning’ relates to this last teaching.

Some hundred years ago Baron Carra de Vaux edited an anonymous
and undated commentary on the Qasida found at the bottom of two
manuscripts from the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris.”! The unknown

118 Gypsum, vitriol and the varieties of alum were held to mark the lower
border of the mineral realm, adjacent to earth, whereas the upper border of
the mineral realm was held to be gold and sapphire (yaqgit). (See e.g., Ikhwan
al-Safa’, On the Natural Sciences: An Arabic Critical Edition and English
Translation of Epistles 15-21, ed. and tr. Carmela Baffioni (Oxford, 2013),
p. 340). De Smet points out that gypsum is, as it were, the precise point at which
the return (in‘ikas) begins to take place within this entire cosmology: ‘le gypse
[est] le degré le moins noble du monde minéral, le point précis s'opére I'in‘ikas,
le “retournement”, le point de jonction entre processio et reditus.’ De Smet,
‘Avicenne et 'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 14.

119  De Smet (ibid., p. 11) translates bayt 19 as follows: ‘C’est elle dont le
temps a coupé la route, de sorte qu'elle s’est couchée pour ne plus se relever.

120 A locus classicus for all these ideas in the Corpus Platonicum is the
myth of Er, son of Armenius, presented at the very end of Plato’s Republic. Er
is killed in battle but returns to life on his funeral pyre and reports what he has
seen. In the course of describing his complex vision, he says that he has seen
souls selecting their next incarnations, including as animals and birds, but just
before re-incarnating they all camp by the river called Léthé (Greek, ‘forget-
fulness’), and drink of its waters. Those predisposed to wisdom in the coming
incarnation, drink less. Plato, Republic, 620a-621b.

121 Mss 1620 and 2541 of the Fonds Arabe, Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris.
See B. Carra de Vaux, ‘La qagidah d’Avicenne sur I’dme’, Journal Asiatique,
series 9, vol. 14 (1899), p. 157 ff.
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commentator in question was concerned to reconcile the poem with what
was known of Ibn Sina’s psychology, assuming no ultimate conflict. In
what survived of his Kitab al-insaf (‘The Book of Impartial Judgment’)'*
and also other texts,'” the sheikh precisely rounded on Platonic and
Neoplatonist theories of the kind. In the variant wording in question (‘she
has set somewhere other than the place of dawning’) Carra de Vaux’s anon-
ymous commentator found clear evidence that Ibn Sina indeed wished
to safeguard his audience against any literal, Platonic understanding of
his Qasida. For in these words is he not precisely countering the idea of
rebirth? He is stating, expressly, that upon leaving this world, the soul
does not revert to it; it departs elsewhere than where it dawned. The
anonymous commentator remarks: the expression declares the falsity of
metempsychosis (butlan al-tanasukh).!** In the light of this, Ibn al-Walid’s
own variant seems the more striking, as it lends itself to the opposite,
emphatically Platonic, reading of Ibn Sina. His differently worded version
seems to say that the soul sets precisely where it presently dawns (bi-‘ayni
"I-matla’), that is, just as a star would, appearing with a cyclic regularity
on the earth’s horizon. It is intriguing that his Tayyibi Ismaili text of the

122 The huge, 20-volume Insdf was Ibn Sina’s systematic commentary on
Aristotle’s works. It was tragically stolen during his lifetime by the troops of
Sultan Mas‘id of Ghazna in 421/1030, and only survived in fragments mainly
transmitted by Ibn Sina’s third generation student, ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Sighnakhi.
What thus survives, however, does contain the following, very valuable mate-
rial: two overlapping recensions of Ibn Sin@’s detailed commentary on the major
Neoplatonist work the Uthulujiya Aristatalis (“The Theology of Aristotle’),
which is in fact a paraphrase of Plotinus, and commentaries on Aristotle’s De
Anima and on Book Lambda of his Metaphysics. See Gutas, Avicenna and the
Aristotelian Tradition, pp. 130-140.

123 E.g., Ibn Sina, Ahwal al-nafs, ed. A.F. al-Ahwani (Cairo, 1952). See
especially the section Fi ibtal al-tanasukh, pp. 106-107.

124 Wilferd Madelung, ‘An Ismaili Interpretation of Ibn Sind’s Qasidat
al-Nafs’, in Todd Lawson, ed., Reason and Inspiration in Islam: Theology,
Philosophy and Mysticism in Muslim Thought, Essays in Honour of Hermann
Landolt (London and New York, 2005), pp. 157-168, esp. p. 165. The anony-
mous commentator seems here to interpret the word matla‘as the verbal noun
or masdar (‘dawning’) rather than as the nomen loci or ism al-makan (‘place
of dawning’), such that the star has set ‘without dawning again’. However, this
interpretation is weakened by the presence of the definite article: the expression
is bi-ghayri ’lI-matla’, not bi-ghayri matla‘in, though the article may have been
retained to fit the metre.
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Qasida had this particular variant, as metempsychosis is an occasional
but discernable thread in the long history of Ismaili thought, though its
formal acknowledgement was muted and it was often denounced.'”
Perhaps it is precisely through such strictures that Ibn al-Walid’s
commentary discreetly reads these words as alluding not to reincarna-
tion but, simply, to how the life-force fades at death, back into the mineral
realm’s depths, as just mentioned. De Smet has however claimed to find
definite reincarnationist undercurrents running through Ibn al-Walid’s
commentary, reflecting the guarded acceptance of this teaching in his
Tayyibi milieu. De Smet cites certain Tayyibi writings including those
by his older contemporary (and fellow chief missionary, da‘7 mutlaq)
Ibrahim al-Hamidi (d. 557/1162), which state that there is a human,
natal hierarchy, defined by such factors as ethnicity and aptitude.'*
Furthermore, in contrast to more moderate versions of the theory, De
Smet maintains that Tayyibi teaching of the time even extended to
maskh, ‘transformation’, the embodying of human souls in animals,
by way of correction.'” Such mechanisms of rebirth, according to De

125  E.g., Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani was charged by Birani with maintaining
a version of rebirth in his Kashf al-mahjib which confined it to a given species,
‘never crossing its limits and passing to another species’. The extant Persian
paraphrase of this text is expurgated and omits this teaching. According to
Nasir-i Khusraw, Sijistani later relinquished belief in all versions of the doctrine
when instructed to do so, presumably by the Ismaili Imam himself. Thus, in his
evidently later Tanbih al-hadi wa’l-mustahdi, he has a chapter refuting metem-
psychosis. Paul E. Walker, ‘Metempsychosis in Islam’, in Wael B. Hallaq and
Donald P. Little, ed., Islamic Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams (Leiden,
1991), pp. 219-238, esp. pp. 230-236. Also see Wilferd Madelung, ‘Aba Ya‘qab
al-Sijistani and Metempsychosis’, in Iranica Varia: Papers in Honor of Professor
Ehsan Yarshater (Leiden, 1990), pp. 131-143.

126  De Smet, ‘Avicenne et 'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 15, citing texts
such as Ibrahim al-Hamidi, Kanz al-walad, ed. M. Ghalib (Wiesbaden, 1971),
p. 309.

127 ‘La doctrine tayyibite admet effectivement le maskh, la réincarna-
tion dans des espéces inférieures en guises de punition: De Smet, ‘Avicenne et
I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 16, note 72. For further details on the teaching of
metempsychosis in such contexts as Tayyibi Ismailism, De Smet refers readers
to R. Freitag, Seelenwanderung in der islamischen Hiresie (Berlin, 1985),
pp. 170-182. In a recent article De Smet again cites this book in connection
with a claim that transmigration and metamorphosis (maskh) ‘deviendront des
theses centrales dans 'ismaélisme tayyibite qui sest développé au Yémen dés le
milieu du XIe siécle’. (Daniel De Smet, ‘La transmigration des &mes. Une notion
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Smet, are implicit in Ibn al-Walid’s discussion of the legitimate anxiety
about dying that is felt by God’s friends, in commenting on line 3, ...
yet perhaps she is loath to be separated from you’. De Smet takes him
to mean that their anxiety is that, deprived of further opportunity to
perfect themselves in their current incarnation, they may reincarnate
in countless other fleshly forms (‘innombrables autres envelopes char-
nelles’) and even fall into a downward arc by rebirth into ‘un corps
moins noble’, removing them further from their ultimate goal.'”® The
mechanism’s upward arc is instead referred to, according to De Smet, in
Ibn al-Walid’s commentary on line 14: ‘And she warbles in the morning
above a lofty peak, and knowledge elevates the rank of the one who
was not elevated.” Ibn al-Walid says: ‘By “lofty peak” [Ibn Sina] means
the upright stature [that a soul] ultimately gets to, similar to the first
essences relating to origination, [the soul] progressing by steps through

problématique dans 'ismaélisme d’époque fatimide’, in Orkhan Mir-Kasimov,
ed., Unity in Diversity: Mysticism, Messianism and the Construction of Religious
Authority in Islam (Leiden and Boston, 2014), pp. 77-110, esp. p. 78). It is hard to
pronounce generally on this teaching, however, and some hold that the doctrine
of metempsychosis is simply alien to Tayyibi Ismailism. See, e.g., Farhad
Daftary, The Isma‘ilis: Their History and Doctrines (2nd ed., Cambridge, 2007),
p. 273.

128  De Smet, ‘Avicenne et I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’, p. 16. Studied
with this premise, further putative references to reincarnation could be found
in the commentary. A possible allusion to the mechanism’s negative, down-
ward aspect is contained in an allegory about an island of apes. In explaining
line 4 of Ibn Sinad’s poem (‘but when she continued, she got used to ruin and
the wasteland’) Ibn al-Walid quotes the allegory - to be discussed later in this
introduction more fully - in its entirety from the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’. A
central point of the quoted story is that, for all but lucky exceptions, souls
stranded on the ape island risk becoming apes themselves. While the parable
only speaks of the castaways inter-breeding with female apes, the simian
imagery could hint at the debated tenet of maskh, as transformation into
apes was a stock example of maskh, following the major scriptural proof-texts
claimed for this teaching, Q. 2:65, 7:166 and 5:60. The yet remoter transmi-
grationist teaching of faskh (‘disintegration’) — the soul’s embodiment in the
mineral realm - could be read into Ibn al-Walid’s aforementioned statement
that the soul extends down, even to the level of gypsum. Reading this as an
allusion to faskh turns on whether this comment is taken to refer to ‘soul’ in a
generic sense or to individual souls, and whether it is interpreted as a unique
or arecurring, cyclic process. If the reference is indeed to individual souls and
a recurring event, this would signify faskh.
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the degrees of the dignitaries, and ascending on its stairway consisting
of the stations of ascent, so it gets to be in the exalted summit’!¥

It is questionable whether any of these statements in Ibn al-Walid’s
commentary puts forward reincarnation unambiguously. It moreover
seems highly unlikely that Ibn Sina would himself have consciously
alluded to reincarnation in any of the poem’s relevant lines. He instead
embraced a theory of the soul as the ‘entelechy’ (approximately ‘actuality’
or ‘completeness’) of the body, as formulated by Aristotle. The mature
Aristotle’s psychology was defined by his rejection of Platonic notions of
the soul’s pre-existence, which he himself had earlier propagated in his
dialogue, Eudemus.”*® In his later, anti-Platonist, theory, laid out in De
Anima II, the soul was taken to enter existence in a co-dependent rela-
tionship with the material body, just as form exists with matter - in line
with the wider Aristotelian hylemorphic framework. Thus the individu-
ated human soul only comes into being twinned with the human body.

Ibn Sina inherited this fundamental position, although it had been
duly nuanced in the meantime by Aristotle’s commentators to accom-
modate the soul’s afterlife — a concern central to Judaeo-Christian, thus
also Islamic, eschatology."” In interpreting Aristotle’s definition of the

129  De Smet comments: ‘Dés lors, la colombe qui roucoule sur le plus
haute sommet (vers 14 de la Qasida) se référe a l'allégresse de ’ame qui, parv-
enue au plus haut degré de perfectionnement, ayant pleinement actualisé son
intellect et transmué son corps de camphre, échappe enfin aux cycles des rein-
carnations successive.” (De Smet, ‘Avicenne et I'Ismaélisme post-Fatimide’,
pp. 15-16). The ‘body of camphor’ mentioned here, refers to the belief that even
the élite of souls, such as prophets and imams, who ascend to the cosmological
heights, are embodied in some sense. They supposedly gain a camphoric body
(jism kafuri), a mysterious, sublimated body. This is explicitly alluded to at this
juncture of his commentary by Ibn al-Walid, as discussed below.

130  See Anton-Hermann Chroust, ‘Eudemus or On the Soul: A Lost
Dialogue of Aristotle on the Immortality of the Soul’, in Mnemosyne, series 4,
vol. 19, fasc. 1 (1966), pp. 17-30.

131  In the history of interpreting Aristotle’s psychology, a pivotal role
was played by Ammonius, son of Hermeias (ca. 570 cg). Ammonius had moved
from the ‘hard’ position adopted by Aristotle’s great commentator, Alexander
of Aphrodisias (ca. 205 cE), who stressed the soul’s inseparability from the
body. On the basis of lateral statements in Aristotle which presented the soul as
the (separable) efficient and final cause of the body, not just its formal cause, the
Ammonian commentarial tradition put the soul’s afterlife on a firmer footing.
Ibn Sina would inherit the Ammonian standpoint and develop it further.
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soul as the body’s entelechy, Ibn Sina’s models stressed the soul’s ultimate
separability. The soul, he stated, is the body’s entelechy just as the king is
his city’s entelechy and the pilot is his ship’s entelechy."*> Another, well-
known, facet of his teaching on the body-soul relation is his thought-
experiment known as the ‘suspended man’ (al-rajul al-mu‘allaq), which
is again conducive to some idea of the soul’s ontic autonomy.'** Finally,
Ibn Sina singled out the rational facet of the soul as the best basis for
the individual’s post-mortem survival.** Notwithstanding these modi-
fications, Ibn Sina firmly upheld the Stagirite’s fundamental hostility
towards the Platonic notion of the soul’s pre-existence and reincarna-
tion, which Ibn Sina too strenuously argued against in the course of his
writings. He held that, while the soul may not perish once it exists and as
such, survives the body, neither may it pre-exist the body.’*®

For De Smet, however, Ibn al-Walid’s reincarnationist readings of
Ibn Sina’s Qasida are not just misunderstandings sprung from his quite
different intellectual background. In reality, Ibn Sina’s original forma-
tion was not so far removed from that same background. Ibn al-Walid’s

Robert Wisnovsky, ‘Avicenna and the Avicennian Tradition’, in Peter Adamson
and Richard C. Taylor, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy
(Cambridge, 2005), pp. 92-136.

132 Fa-inna’l-malika kamalu ’lI-madinati wa’l-rubbana kamalu ’l-safina.
Fazlur Rahman, ed., Avicenna’s De Anima (London, 1959), p. 6.

133 The ‘suspended man’ or ‘flying man’ was not put forward as demon-
strative but ‘in the manner of prompting and reminding’ (‘ala sabili ’I-tanbihi
wa ’l-tadhkir) and was presented by Ibn Sina in slightly different ways. For
the version in the Shifd’, see Rahman, Avicenna’s De Anima, pp. 15-16; for the
version in the Isharat, see the very beginning of the Third Namat in Ibn Sina,
Le Livre des Théorémes et Avertissements, p. 119. In brief, the reader is asked to
imagine a person without any sensory inputs via the body. The subject would,
allegedly, nevertheless still have consciousness and self-awareness. See the
recent study by Jari Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy: Avicenna and
Beyond (Cambridge, 2015).

134 Wisnovsky, ‘Avicenna and the Avicennian Tradition’, p. 101.

135  Hence the heading of the relevant section in Ibn Sin&’s De Anima is
‘On the fact that human souls neither perish nor do they transmigrate’ (Fi anna
"l-anfusa ’l-insaniyyata la tafsidu wa la tatanasakhu) (Rahman, Avicenna’s De
Anima, p. 227). Ibn Sind@’s basic line of argument here against metempsychosis
is as follows: if the soul is taken to be the human body’s entelechy, the entry
into existence of the body already assumes an animating soul. Metempsychosis,
then, absurdly proposes the entry of a second, alien, soul into this self-same
body, naturally endowed with a soul on pain of non-existence: ibid., p. 234.
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own Tayyibi Ismaili tradition was elaborating teachings which may well
have been known to Ibn Sina himself in his family environment some
150 years earlier, for he had been raised in an Ismaili family culture in the
great Samanid capital of Bukhara, as recorded in the autobiographical
section of the Sirat al-shaykh al-ra’is.’® The sheikh even mentions that
Ismaili teachings on the soul and the intellect were the topics specifically
debated in those years with his father and younger brother, Mahmuad."”
Ibn Sina goes on to declare that, notwithstanding their appeals, his
own ‘soul would not accept it’ (la tagbaluhu nafsi).*® For Ibn al-Walid,
however, such a disavowal could only have been dissimulation (tagiya).
As pointed out by both Madelung and De Smet, his clear assumption was
that Ibn Sina had truly held to beliefs in step with Ismailism, encrypting
them in the poem where he himself could unearth them a century and a
halflater. As far as he was concerned, Ibn Sina had secretly been a fellow

Ismaili.’®

136 ‘My father was one of those who responded to the propagandist of
the Egyptians (da‘7 al-Misriyyin) and was reckoned among the Isma‘iliyya*
Gohlman, The Life of Ibn Sina, p. 19.

137  DeSmethas even conjectured that the missionaries to whom Ibn Sina’s
father played host in the family home in Bukhara were specifically drawing on
Abu Ya‘qab al-SijistanT’s works, given the latter’s authority for the Ismaili move-
ment in Khurasan and Transoxiana in the second half of the 10th century ck.
If this hypothesis were true, the relevant teachings on the soul’s pre-existence,
etc., are to be found in works like Sijistani’s Kitab al-nusra, Yanabi‘ and Ithbat
al-nubuwwa. De Smet, ‘La doctrine avicennienne des deux faces de ’ame et ses
racines ismaéliennes’, Studia Islamica, 93 (2001), pp. 77-89, especially p. 86.

138 Gohlman, The Life of Ibn Sina, p. 19.

139  De Smet draws attention to the esteem implicit in Ibn al-Walid’s
way of speaking of Ibn Sina (al-ra’is, ‘the chief”) and his placing the honorific
formula gaddasa Llahu rithahu (‘may God sanctify his spirit’) after his name.
He ventures that this is a ‘eulogie que les Ismaéliens n'appliquent a vrai dire
jamais a une personne étrangére a la secte’> De Smet, ‘Avicenne et 'Ismaélisme
post-Fatimide’, p. 11. Madelung points out that the commentator’s whole
manner of broaching the Qasida at the opening of the Risala mufida, presup-
poses the poem’s Ismaili complexion: ‘[Ibn Sina] obscured the meanings and
hinted at esoteric mysteries (asrar haqiqiyya). The author’s purpose in doing so
was, Ibn al-Walid suggests, to reserve its noble concepts and subtle sciences for
those whom God has blessed with seeking them from their owners (arbab) and
aiming for them through their gates (abwab), while withholding them from the
partisans of the satans and devils who claim the ranks they do not deserve. By
the owners and gates of the esoteric science, Ibn al-Walid evidently means the
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However unlikely this might seem, Ibn al-Walid’s vested assumption
is admittedly based on a stubborn fact: in a text like the Qasidat al-nafs
(as in the Risalat al-tayr) within the Corpus Avicennianum’s allegor-
ical part, the sheikh’s message is unmistakeably couched in terms of
Platonic doctrines centring on the soul’s pre-existence — doctrines in
common with the Tayyibi Ismaili tradition. In reality such teachings
would not only have been known to Ibn Sina from childhood encounters
with Ismaili teaching; he had, after all, met with them in the received
Aristotelian canon itself. Given the latter’s inclusion of pseudepigraphy,
Ibn Sina encountered both hostile and non-hostile references in it to
the teaching of the soul’s pre-existence. Aristotle attacks such doctrines
in his De Anima I - with Ibn Sina even taking over the same strate-
gies'? — but the Pseudo-Aristotle material commented on by Ibn Sina in
his Kitab al-insaf actively promotes the Platonic teachings in question.
The key Pseudo-Aristotle text known as Uthalajiya Aristatalis (“The
Theology of Aristotle’), proclaimed these doctrines, and Ibn Sina had to
negotiate this as part of his exegete’s duties, notwithstanding his doubts
that the work was truly Aristotle’s at all.'*!

The source of the Uthalujiya is, by now, well-known to be Plotinus’s
Enneads IV-V1."? A prominent subset of modern Plotinus scholars

Ismaili Imams. He is thus implying that Ibn Sina, or the author of the poem,
was in fact a disciple of the Imams who veiled the spiritual truths so that the
members of their community might discover them through the teaching hier-
archy of the da‘wa. It may be recalled here that Ibn Sina’s father and brother had,
according to his own testimony, been attracted to Ismaili teaching by a Fatimid
da‘i’ Madelung, ‘An Ismaili Interpretation of Ibn Sind’s Qasidat al-Nafs,
pp. 157-158.

140  Notably, Aristotle, De Anima, 407 b 13-25, where he attacks any idea
of the soul’s connection with the body being merely contingent, rather than
necessary. Pythagorean (and Platonic) ideas of reincarnation instead suppose
‘the soul to be inveigled into the body quite haphazardly’. In such a scenario,
the condition of the body disposed to receive this soul must be looked into, says
Aristotle. It would already need to have a shape and a ‘form’ or soul. Compare
this with Ibn Sind’s argument mentioned above, note 135.

141  Ibn Sina expressed this reservation in his Letter to Kiya, stating ‘the
Uthalijiya is somewhat suspect’. Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition,
p. 131

142 The details of how the “Theology of Aristotle’ was put together and
transmitted, and how it precisely maps onto the text of the Enneads, have been
explored exhaustively in FW. Zimmermann, “The Origins of the so-called
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holds that rebirth was significant or even central to his Neoplatonic
psychology.** Though Plotinus partly approaches the doctrine didacti-
cally, using it to inculcate political virtue while maintaining that the
serious man (spoudaios) does not really concern himself with such
matters, he also treats it literally and views the bi-form soul as an objec-
tively transmigrant entity from one, albeit inferior, angle.** Although
large portions of Plotinus’s text are passed over in the Arabic, it happens
that already in the very first book (mimar) of the Uthalijiya the problem
of the soul’s pre-existence, fall and rebirth (which he terms metenso-
matdsis), is probed. In the context of our present enquiry, this heightens
the interest of Ibn Sina’s comments on this text, since they will show how
he sought to resolve these stances which were, seemingly, so much at
odds with each other - his own Aristotelian soul-theory and a Platonic
one. The solution to our puzzle will be found in these aspects of the
sheikh’s exegesis of the Uthalijiya Aristatalis.

The first passage,'*® matching Ennead IV.7.13.1 ff, speaks of how the
soul, driven by desire, split away (faraqat) from the intelligible world
and descended (inhadarat) into this sensory world of ours, and so came
into the body. Plotinus insists that the soul is in fact Janus-faced, so its
facet which is of the intellect stays above and is forever un-descended.
However, another facet does become linked with the body through some
kind of desire (Gk. orexis; Ar. shawq) or eager intent (Gk. spoudé; Ar.
hirs). Plotinus by turns speaks of this facet of the soul as entering the
sensory world but also, mysteriously, as actually constructing it (Gk.
démiourgei) or generating it (Gk. gennésthai; Ar. yatamakhkhadu).

Theology of Aristotle, in J. Kraye, W.F. Ryan and C.B. Schmitt, ed., Pseudo-
Aristotle in the Middle Ages: The Theology and Other Texts (London, 1986),
pp- 110-240. See also the review of Zimmermann’s study by E.K. Rowson, ‘The
Theology of Aristotle and some other pseudo-Aristotelian texts reconsidered’,
in Journal of the American Oriental Society 112, 3 (1992), pp. 478-484, and also
Cristina D’Ancona, ‘Pseudo-Theology of Aristotle, Chapter I: Structure and
Composition’, Oriens, 36 (2001) pp. 78-112.

143 See Giannis Stamatellos, ‘“Plotinus on Transmigration: a
Reconsideration’, in Journal of Ancient Philosophy (English edition), vol. 7, no.
1 (2013), pp. 49-64. He cites A.N.M. Rich, ].M. Rist, H.J. Blumenthal and A.H.
Armstrong as holding that Plotinus viewed transmigration as significant.

144  Ibid,, p. 59 ff.

145  ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi, ed., Aflatin ‘inda ’I-Arab (Qum, 1977),
pp. 18-19.
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Picking up on the extended metaphor used in Plotinus’s text, this last
Arabic term quite pointedly means giving birth, with Plotinus here
likening the soul, infused with the beauty it witnesses beyond in the
intellect, to a pregnant woman undergoing labour pains (makhad),
such as to bring forth what is in her womb (li-tada‘a ma fi batniha), so
giving birth to the sensory world. Ibn Sina’s comment on this striking,
last metaphor, though negligible, clearly shows that he concedes, in the
frame of the Uthalijiya commentary, to speak as if the soul pre-exists:
‘It must be said: [the soul’s] desire is fierce towards the sensory world,
because of what we explained, consisting of the fact that the world that
[the soul] is as yet in strives to be abstracted from matter.*® Ibn Sina
possibly fails to comment on the idea of the soul giving birth to the
material realm, because he takes it in his stride as alluding, not to the
individual soul, but to celestial soul’s status as genetrix of our terrestrial
realm — uncontroversial in the cosmology inherited by him.

Ibn Sina’s commentary is found to be peppered by such locutions
that imply the soul’s reality before embodiment and its subsequent entry
into it, e.g.: ‘the soul is something intellectual, essentially separate from
matter, to which the form of a yearning for the sensorial world has come
about (gad sarat la-hu siratu shawqin)’; ‘the soul comes to adhere to
the body (lasiqat bi’l-badan)’; ‘when the soul becomes corporeal (idha
sarat al-nafsu badaniyyatan)’, etc. Such expressions seem at odds,
however, with the basic trend of Ibn Sin&’s commentary, in which he
strives to interpret the text through Aristotle’s established psychology,
as he inherits it. His commentary opens with an outright denial of the
outward sense of the whole passage: ‘[Pseudo-Aristotle] does not mean
that the soul of the human being for some period pre-existed the body,
neither does it migrate (tanzi‘u) into a body, nor come into association
with it (fulabisuhu), and [only] then it betook itself to it — for the impos-
sibility of this scenario has become obvious in [Aristotle’s] writings.” Ibn
Sina says that all that the soul’s so-called ‘coming down’ into the body
really means here is that it is necessary for the soul (wajaba la-ha) not
to be abstracted from the material body (mujarrada ‘an al-badan) - in
contrast with the purely intellectual entities. This connection with and
tendency towards the body exists for the soul in its very beginnings (fi
awwali ’l-amr). Though Ibn Sina teaches that it later separates, at the

146  ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi, ed., Aristi ‘inda ’I-Arab (Cairo, 1947), p. 39.
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start of its life, it only exists bonded with the body and actively wants this
relation. The soul’s ‘desire’ mentioned here in the Uthalijiya, suppos-
edly merely refers to the usefulness or instrumentality of the body for
the soul, as it is only through the body that the soul develops towards
perfection. On the grounds of this instrumentality, the soul prizes its
embodied circumstance: [The soul] is a substance which is perfected
(yustakmalu) through what accrues to it by some sort of acquisition
(kasb) and seeking (talab), and [pseudo-Aristotle wants to explain]
that an innate desire (shawq gharizi) is entailed for it, to seek that
perfection.”” Notwithstanding his accommodation of the Uthilujiya’s
expressions as facons de parler, Ibn Sina’s hermeneutic of Plotinus here
studiedly eliminates the idea of any life for the individual human soul
antedating the body.

By this manoeuvre, he wholly undermines the Plotinian doctrine of
the soul’s biformity with which the first mimar (‘book’) of the Uthulujiya
emphatically opens. In this teaching it is not just the case that the soul
pre-exists and descends into embodiment, but that one aspect of the
soul never really descends, and remains above. This undescended aspect
is the very basis of its salvation."® Here again, Ibn Sina affects to keep
the nominal form of the teaching, while he eliminates its original signif-
icance. As De Smet argues, Ibn Sina actually adopts this Neoplatonic
notion of the soul’s two faces but limits them to aspects of the embodied
soul itself, thought of according to his Aristotelian notions. Each soul
has two faces, an upper one disposed in such a way that, through it,
the soul’s contiguity (muwasala) with the world of the intellect may be
perceived, and a lower one disposed in such a way that its contiguity with
the sensorial world may be perceived."*® The first is covered by the term
‘the speculative faculty’ (al-quwwa al-nazariyya) whereby the mate-
rial intellect (al-‘agl al-hayilani) develops gradually towards contact
with the Active Intellect; the second is termed ‘the practical faculty’
(al-quwwa al-‘amaliyya), comprising the internal and external senses.

147 See, for the series of references in this paragraph: Badawi, Aristi ‘inda
’I-Arab, pp. 39-40, 41 (line 10), 42 (line 1), and 37.

148  ‘That intellectual substance abides in the intellectual world (sakin fi
’I-'alami ’l-‘aqli), ever-subsisting in it, not passing away from it nor entering
into any other place’> Badawi, Afliatin ‘inda ’I-Arab, p. 18. Compare Ennead
1V.7.13.1-5.

149  Badawi, Aristu ‘inda ’I-Arab, p. 69.
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Though some idea of the soul’s two faces has been retained, the teaching
has been purged of its original significance and there is no question of
an ‘undescended’ aspect of the soul.”*

However strained these readings, they show Ibn Sina’s will to indulge
the Uthalajiya’s gamut of Neoplatonic formulations of the soul’s predic-
ament, on a nominal level. The teachings of the soul’s discarnate pre-
existence, misplaced desire, fall into embodiment and two faces are
all adjusted to Ibn Sina’s Aristotelian framework. After all, the party
responsible for these formulations in this particular text had, to all
appearances, been Aristotle himself. These formulations, then, must
have been meant by him as motivational manners of speech - mytho-
poeic developments of the known architecture of Peripatetic psychology.

A key case of Ibn Sina’s wider commentarial stance is his discussion
of reincarnation, to which the Uthalujiya repeatedly alludes in these
pages. Again, the sheikh firmly rejects its literal truth, while having to
explain its use in the text more sympathetically, within the parameters
of his regular psychological teachings. One relevant passage, repre-
senting Ennead IV.7.14.1 ff, concerns the radical transmigrationist thesis
of maskh or rebirth into other animal species: ‘As for the soul of other
animals - such amongst souls that proceed faultily (khata'an) betake
themselves into the bodies of predatory beasts ... etc.”*' Ibn Sina’s rejec-
tion of this prospect may be sketched as follows. Souls freed from their
bodies by death are in complete stasis, and if impure, they would keep
the impurities (awsakh) from their recent embodiment unless ‘nature’
gave them further scope for development and cleansing. Ibn Sina then
presents a destructive trilemma, rejecting all three disjuncts: either the
opportunity is given through (a) rebirth as an animal, or (b) rebirth
as a human, or (c) kinetic input from the celestial rotations. Then (a)
is rejected because nature would not, absurdly, offer a soul the oppor-
tunity of cleansing itself from the forms of embodiment, through an
animal embodiment even more subject to impurities. Next, (b) is
rejected because nature would not, absurdly, offer a soul the opportu-
nity of cleansing itself from the forms of embodiment, through a human

150 De Smet, La doctrine avicennienne des deux faces de I'ame’,
pp- 86-87.

151  Wa amma sd@’iri ’l-hayawani fa-ma salaka minha sulikan khata’an
fa-innaha sarat fi ajsami ’l-siba‘. Badawi, Aflatin ‘inda ’l-Arab, p. 20.
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embodiment equally subject to impurities. Lastly, (c) is rejected because
a discarnate soul is held to be, by definition, immaterial. It thus lacks
the material constitution on which the physical motions of the heavens
could work their influence. What is chiefly of note in this thinking is
Ibn Sina’s wholesale rejection of rebirth, which he even stresses with the
rhetorical question: ‘Is the great majority’s lot merely to gain possession
of the sensory faculties in bodies?!""** That is, if most souls, carrying the
on-going forms of pollution from embodiment, are only to be offered
further embodiments, this would hardly help them get beyond their
polluted state.'>

Though in this way Ibn Sina denies the objective coherence of the
Uthalujiya’s talk of reincarnation, he feels that he must still put forward
a positive explanation for its repeated allusions to the teaching. He
rules that, though rebirth is objectively impossible, it is yet possible as
a subjective experience undergone by the base or vicious soul (al-nafs
al-radia). This explains why Pseudo-Aristotle has referred to it repeat-
edly. The experience arises through a kind of auto-suggestion on the
part of a soul steeped in bodily forms, on its separation from the body:
“The interpretation (fa’wil) in regard to some of them invoking rebirth, is
that the vicious soul, subsequent to separating from the body, remains in
base bodily forms. In that case it is precisely the latter’s discomforts that
it is given to experience. So it is as if (ka-anna-ha) it were returned to
the body, and that is perhaps making the soul imagine a sort of illusion
(rubbama kana dhalika yukhayyilu ilayha naw'an min al-takhayyul)
which has been referred to in [Pseudo-Aristotle’s] writings.”>*

Next, the elements of Platonic psychology, mentioned so far, have an
epistemological corollary, namely anamnésis or ‘Platonic recollection’.
Ibn Sina is found to tread a similar line here. In his symbolic texts such
as the Qasidat al-nafs, he frames the descended soul’s awakening to
intelligibles (the objects of the intellect, as distinct from the objects of
sense perception) in terms of recollection (dhikr), but in his Uthalajiya
commentary he refutes recollection as a literal model, while (as with the
other Platonic doctrines mentioned) accommodating it nominally. In a

152 Badawi, Aristu ‘inda ’l-Arab, p. 43.

153 Ibid., pp. 42-43.

154  Badawi, Aristi ‘inda ’l-Arab, p. 45. Also see De Smet, ‘La doctrine
avicennienne des deux faces de I’ame’, pp. 79-80.
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notable passage in the second mimar of the Uthulijiya, Pseudo-Aristotle
invokes memory in presenting the soul’s relationship with intelligibles.
Intelligibles cannot just be integral fixtures of the soul’s awareness, he
rules, insofar as their actualisation depends on its anamnestic activity,
summoning them by effortful thinking. Ibn Sina’s comment uses the
initial point that the soul must exert itself in attaining intelligibles, to
overturn the very idea of memory as an objective model for intellec-
tion. In reality, the soul’s identity does not incorporate intelligibles at
all. They never belong to it but always belong to the Active Intellect,
which transcends the soul as such. The soul’s access to intelligibles
is through contact with the Active Intellect, just as its deprivation of
them is through non-contact with it. In Ibn Sina’s psychology, memory
(al-dhakiralal-hdfiza) is a highly specific faculty. It is a constituent of
the animal aspect of our identity, one of the five internal senses, and is
presented as a kind of storehouse situated in the brain’s rear ventricle.
All five internal senses are, in one way or another, engaged in processing
percepts from our five external senses. The rational soul is over and
above all such animal functions. Its knowledge comes about through
turning away from bodily concerns and achieving contact with the
Active Intellect, which in itself transcends the entire human identity-
complex, including the rational soul itself. Yet let it be noted that, even
here, Ibn Sina salvages Platonic recollection on the level of terminology.
For he ends by saying that the term dhikr, when attributed to the rational
soul, means its seeking to dispose itself to gain full contact with the
Active Intellect.'

Is there any attenuated sense for Ibn Sina, in which ‘soul’ has pre-
existed earthly embodiment? I argue that only a premise of the
embodied soul’s links with its precursive celestial bases may explain
some of Ibn Sind’s bolder formulations.”*® Celestial souls are, indeed,

155  ‘What the soul has is conjunction and disjunction [with the Intellect],
and ‘remembering’ is a searching for the disposition for fully accomplished
conjunction. So if [the soul in question] cogitates and comprehends, its lot is to
have conjunction as and when it wants to: Badawi, Aristu ‘inda ’I-Arab, p. 73.

156  An example of such a formulation is when Ibn Sina glosses the state-
ment in the Uthalijiya, ‘Next [the soul cleansed from bodily impurities] reverts
to its own world from which it [earlier] emerged (alladhi kharajat minhu)’.
Our commentator bluntly states: “That is, [the soul] survives, characterised by
the region (or ‘direction’, jiha) of its own world from which its existence first
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eternal components of Ibn Sinad’s cosmology. These, moreover, consti-
tute the prior existentialising factors which combine to generate the
embodied soul on earth, the latter being congeneric (mmujanisa) with
them. The soul qua ‘species and meaning’ (al-naw‘wa ’l-ma‘na) is a kind
of unity. The soul, moreover, is precisely the form (siira) of the body, and
forms are emitted down into the sublunary realm by the Active Intellect
in its role as the Giver of Forms (wahib al-suwar). In this carefully
couched sense, soul’s reality does antedate the body-soul syzygy. On the
other hand, in the psychology of his various summae and in al-Risala
al-adhawiyya, Ibn Sina argues strenuously against the pre-existence of
the individuated soul."”” Through dis-ambiguating the sense of ‘soul” he
plotted his course in interpreting the psychology of the Arabic Corpus
Aristotelicum, including its pseudepigrapha.'*® By embracing the very
same ambiguity, and actively equivocating, Ibn Sina allowed himself in
his allegories to speak as if the soul pre-exists its embodiment.

In sum, Ibn Sina’s commentary on the Uthilijiya shows in detail how
he felt able to appropriate, tropologically, various Neoplatonic teach-
ings on the soul in texts such as the Qasidat al-nafs. Philosophy shifts

began (alladhi minhu ibtada’a wujiduha), without perishing or passing away’
(Badawti, Arista ‘inda ’I-Arab, p. 43). The statement seems unambiguous, but
the very careful way that Ibn Sina has put it is crucial: it is not the individuated
soul as such but its existence which has ‘descended’.

157  Ibn Sina states that souls may pre-exist as individuated in one of two
ways: as multiple or as single. He rules that the former is absurd because matter
is precisely the means by which a species proliferates as multiple individuals,
and these souls are as yet, ex hypothesi, not combined with matter. He then rules
that the latter scenario too is absurd - a scenario in which a single, pre-existent,
individuated soul undergoes fragmentation or partition, to become manifold.
But if two or more later souls were parts of a self-identical, individual soul, in
that case an entity lacking all spatial extension or volume is treated as divisible.
Ibn Sina declares this to be absurd ‘according to the principles established in
physics’ (Rahman, Avicenna’s De Anima, pp. 56-57). An allied argument found
in the Shifa’ reasons that if multiple souls are fragments of an individual soul,
they should all share the same knowledge. But clearly souls are not like that. Ibn
Sina, al-Shifa’ al-Tabi‘iyyat (6), al-Nafs, ed. G.C. Anawati and S. Zayid (Cairo,
1975), pp. 199-200.

158 A useful start has been made to the task of unravelling these equiv-
ocations by the late Michael Marmura in his ‘Some Questions Regarding
Avicenna’s Theory of the Temporal Origination of the Rational Human Soul’,
Arabic Sciences and Philosophy, 18 (March 2008), pp. 121-138.
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in these texts, from an ‘objectivist’ project of comprehending the world,
to a fully soteriological project, engaging us in our deepest subjectivity
to aspire to perfect and save ourselves. In this figurative, motivational
discourse, Ibn Sina made free use of a gamut of Neoplatonic notions on
the soul, each in the end, however, interpretable according to his own
Aristotelian psychological system. Thus, the soul’s ‘pre-existence’ is its
congenericity with celestial souls; its ‘descent’ is its initial inability to
subsist in abstraction from the body; its desire for embodiment is its
valuing the body as an instrument for its perfection; the soul’s two faces
(the one incarnate but the other forever discarnate) become two aspects
of the fully incarnate soul; anamnésis is not so much the soul recol-
lecting what it already knows but its predisposing itself for contact with
the Active Intellect; and metempsychosis is no more than the reflex of
a deep-rooted ‘perceptual fallacy’ explicable within Ibn Sina’s psycho-
logical theory - a telling illusion generated by the habits of base souls,
fixated with the concerns and pleasures of their bodies.

‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid and his Historical Context

Much of Ismailism’s characteristic development in Yemen can be traced
to the specifics of the 64-year reign of the great Sulayhid queen, Arwa
bt. Ahmad, generally known as al-Sayyida (‘the Lady’), or more fully,
al-Malika al-Sayyida al-Hurra, who is also celebrated with the epithet
Bilgis al-Sughra (“The Lesser Queen of Sheba’)."” The career of ‘Ali b.
Muhammad b. al-Walid would shortly unfold within the religio-polit-
ical order that she forged. The initial basis of her power lay in the retire-
ment of her ailing husband al-Mukarram from active rule to the fortress
of Dhu’l-Jibla, where he was ultimately to die in 477/1084.%° Al-Sayyida’s
awe for the imamate and sense that her own mandate rested on its
historic mission, seem to have been in tension with an independence

159  On the inception of the Ismaili da‘wa in Yemen and its history up to
the time of Arwa, see Shainool Jiwa, ‘The Genesis of Isma‘ili Da‘wa Activities
in the Yemen’, in Bulletin (British Society for Middle Eastern Studies), 15 (1988),
pp. 50-63; and Daftary, The Isma‘ilis, passim.

160  Al-Mukarram apparently suffered from a form of paraplegia. Delia
Cortese and Simonetta Calderini, Women and the Fatimids in the World of
Islam (Edinburgh, 2006), p. 130.
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of personality and a mistrust of the Fatimid court which found cause
to deepen through her reign. This drove the dramatic shifts of her rule.
She was, from the start, intimately identified with the Ismaili hierarchy
and its sacred aura. In the year of al-Mukarram’s death she had been
awarded by al-Mustansir bi’llah (significantly, the last Fatimid Ismaili
Imam common to both the Nizari and Mustali traditions) the very
exalted rank of hujja or ‘Proof’, for her high dedication and learning
in the cause of the da‘wa. This was the highest rank in the hierarchy
after that of the Imam and his Bab (‘Gateway’), and its possession by
a female was all the more noteworthy. It was a higher degree than that
of ‘absolute missionary’ (da7 mutlaq). All the same, Queen Arwa’s
strongmindedness could make itself felt in her relationship with her
Imam, al-Mustansir, as when he directed her, in the aftermath of her
husband al-Mukarram’s death, to re-marry, putting forward the name
of the warrior-da‘7 Saba’ b. Ahmad. Accounts vary as to whether she
reluctantly agreed to the match but refused to consummate it, or that
Saba’ gracefully gave up the marriage proposal as soon as he realised
her disinclination. Either way, in the matter of her second marriage she
had made her feelings clear, even in the face of the Imam’s own bidding.

Until the later years of her reign, open autonomy was, however, untyp-
ical of her. Queen Arwa’s resolute habit had been to defer to the caliphal
centre’s authority, as seen in her response to the Nizari-Musta‘li schism.
This split followed the death of the Imam al-Mustansir in 487/1094 and
witnessed the emergence of Nizari Ismailism under the leadership of
Hasan-i Sabbah (d. 518/1124) in Iran. These events were partly rooted
in the machinations of a disproportionately powerful Fatimid wazirate.
To all appearances, the meddlesome figure of al-Afdal, son of the great
Armenian general Badr al-Jamali, and inheritor of his absolute, waziral
powers, had gone against al-Mustansir’s designation of Nizar in favour
of his younger son Abu’l-Qasim Ahmad. The latter, who was married
to al-Afdal’s sister, was hurriedly enthroned with the regnal name
al-Mustali. After a brief campaign and siege of the great port-city of
Alexandria, which was loyal to Nizar and his place of refuge, he was
captured in 488/1095 and taken back to Cairo where his younger brother
al-Musta’li summarily commanded him to be walled up alive. The conse-
quences for the wider support-base of the Fatimids were absolutely cata-
strophic. Almost all communities which had been loyal to them in the
Muslim East, now shunned any further allegiance to Cairo and, under
the leadership of Hasan-i Sabbah, split away into the separate, Nizari
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Ismaili da‘wa. Throughout these momentous events, however, Arwa had
resolved to keep her loyalty to the caliphal centre and had confirmed her
allegiance to al-Musta‘li.

But the Queen’s confidence in the Cairene magisterium and its
administration was to ebb in the end. With hindsight, the critical blow
heralding her final decision to break away, came during the reign of
al-Musta‘li’s successor, al-Amir bi-Ahkam Allah - a blow dealt in the
form of the career of a certain Ibn Najib al-Dawla. This figure, who was
steeped in Ismaili learning and who, in Cairo, had been the librarian of
the aforementioned wazir al-Afdal, was chosen by him in 513/1119 for an
important mission to bring Queen Arwa’s state under the direct control
of the Fatimid court. Operating in Yemen with a troop of Armenian
fighters, he quickly alienated the populace and its ruler alike — though
he was officially engaged in compelling the smaller Yemeni principali-
ties to accept Sulayhid rule. But finally, in 522/1128,'" his true intentions
became all too clear when he confronted the Sulayhid queen’s own posi-
tion and tried to have her placed in seclusion, stripped of her powers.
Next, according to the most plausible view: “The Queen contrived to
have him arrested and drowned, although she managed to conceal her
responsibility for the act and continued to make a show of obeying the
commands of the Fatimid court.'®?

Al-Sayyida’s own military chiefs, for their part, emboldened her by
their staunch loyalty. Al-Khattab b. al-Hasan al-Hamdani (d. 533/1138),
in particular, played a vital protective role in her last decade of rule and
barely outlived her. It is noteworthy that in his work Ghayat al-mawalid,
al-Khattab spoke strongly in favour of Arwa’s claim to the rank of hujja,
likening her in this regard to cases such as the Prophet Muhammad’s
daughter Fatima, his first wife Khadija, and even the Virgin Mary.'®®

161  The earlier date 519/1125 is cited in Daftary, The Isma'ilis, p. 263.

162 Abbas Hamdani, The Precious Gift (London 2012), p. 29. An alterna-
tive reading of the event, which exculpates the queen, is that Ibn Najib al-Dawla
was a secret Nizari agitator. After his intrigues in Yemen against the reigning
Fatimid, al-Amir, were uncovered, he was arrested at the latter’s own command
and so Queen Arwa had sent him back, not without personal regret, by ship
from Aden. The ship, however, was wrecked en route to Egypt, drowning all on
board. F. Krenkow, ‘Sulayht’, EII.

163 Hamdani, The Precious Gift, p. 29. Also mentioned in the list of prece-
dents are Safiyya (the daughter of Muhammad’s grandfather ‘Abd al-Muttalib),
Fatima bt. Asad (the mother of ‘Ali), and Sarah (the daughter of Aaron). For an
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Such credence in her religious mandate now combined with her own
mounting suspicion of the intrigue and power-play in the far-off Fatimid
court. The memory of the episode of Ibn Najib al-Dawla was still fresh
when the events took place that triggered her decision to withdraw her
community from Cairo’s influence forever.

Since the death of the Imam-caliph al-Must‘ali in 495/1101, his son
al-Amir had been ruling, to whom al-Sayyida had remained loyal now
for nearly 30 years, but the unforeseeable events of 524/1130 changed
everything. A sijill was sent to her by al-Amir in which he gave the auspi-
cious news of the birth of a son, al-Tayyib, on 4th Rabi* II (17th March).
The same document (referred to as the sijill al-bishara, ‘the Annunciation
Document’) also designated the infant as the next imam and bade Arwa
to proclaim this to all her territories, which she did. Shockingly, within
a few months, further news came that al-Amir had been murdered.
In the aftermath, the late Imam’s first cousin ‘Abd al-Majid became
regent on behalf of the baby boy al-Tayyib, with the title al-hafiz li-din
Allah (‘Protector of God’s Religion’), which, as Hamdani points out,
‘smacks of regency — one who is preserving the imamate for someone
else’'®* Queen Arwa and her da7s had initially supported al-Hafiz in
his capacity as an interim ‘Protector of the Muslims’ Trust’ (wali ‘ahd
al-muslimin), but they were taken aback by the change in his tone when
shortly later, in an official missive he instead spoke of himself as ‘the
Commander of the Believers’ (amir al-mu’minin), at which Arwa was
quoted as exclaiming: T am [still] the daughter of Ahmad, whereas he
was wali ‘ahd al-muslimin yesterday and today is amir al-mu'minin! He
is entering a field that is not his and he is claiming a rank which is not
his place to claim.®

exploration, prompted by the case of Arwa, of the possible recognition of female
authority figures within Fatimid Ismaili teaching, see Karen Bauer, ‘Spiritual
Hierarchy and Gender Hierarchy in Fatimid Isma‘ili Interpretations of the
Qur’an’, Journal of Qur'anic Studies, 14: 2 (2012), pp. 29-46. The article shows
in detail that al-Khattab’s arguments for Arwa’s rank have deep roots in earlier
Fatimid teachings, but his use of these theoretical teachings to defend the prac-
tical authority of ‘a real woman’, his historical contemporary Queen Arwa, is a
remarkable development. Also see the discussion on the true extent of Arwa’s
religious authority in Cortese and Calderini, Women and the Fatimids in the
World of Islam, pp. 136-138.

164  Hamdani, The Precious Gift, p. 31.

165  Ibid., p. 31, quoting Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Uyan al-akhbar wa funin
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Thus it was, that in the course of 526/1132 when ‘Abd al-Majid
al-Hafiz claimed the imamate, Queen Arwa declared her support for
al-Tayyib, initiating the independent Tayyibi da‘wa, and she and the
Fatimid centre in Cairo now parted ways. The infant al-Tayyib’s own
survival of these events was, to all appearances, unlikely, yet Tayyibi
Ismaili belief rests on the claim that, against all odds, he did survive
in concealment. Some three centuries later, the major Tayyibi histo-
rian, Idris ‘Imad al-Din (d. 872/1468) gives historical substance to this
article of belief, explaining that al-Tayyib had been placed in the safe
protection of a certain Ibn Madyan, an erstwhile confidant of the child’s
father, al-Amir.!® Be that as it may, the shift to this new ‘cycle of conceal-
ment’ (dawr al-satr), established Arwa’s Tayyibi Ismailism and the local
Yemeni da‘wa hierarchy which was its vehicle, as independent of the
Fatimid regime and as a de facto free-standing entity.

In the short term, however, the effect was to shatter whatever soli-
darity Yemeni Ismailism had enjoyed and to give the restless Ismaili
dynasties that rivalled the Sulayhids an alternate religious identity:
Hafizi loyalism. This path was eagerly adopted by the whole Hamdanid
dynasty of San‘@’ and the Zuray‘ids of Aden, who chafed at their subor-
dinate, feudatory, relationship with the Sulayhid queen, having tried,
periodically, to free themselves from it. As it turned out, the Hafizi
da‘wa was short-lived and could not sustain itself much beyond the end
of the Fatimid caliphate in 567/1171.1¢" The Tayyibi da‘wa, on the other
hand, has survived to this day.

The Queen herself incepted the shift in strategy to which Tayyibi
Ismailism’s remarkable endurance is largely owed. While the aforemen-
tioned al-Khattab b. al-Hasan al-Hamdani, initially provided much

al-athar, vol. 7, ed. Ayman F. Sayyid, with summary English trans. by Paul
E. Walker and Maurice A. Pomerantz as The Fatimids and their Successors in
Yaman (London, 2002), pp. 265-271.

166  Discussed in Abbas Hamdani, “The Da‘1 Haim Ibn Ibrahim al-Hamidi
(d. 596 H/AD 1199) and his Book Tuhfat al-Qulab’, Oriens, 23-24 (1970-1971),
pp. 258-300.

167  Sulayman Badr al-Din, the great-great-grandson of al-Hafiz, died
as a prisoner of the Ayyabids in Cairo in 645/1248, without progeny. Though
someone claiming to be his son emerged in Upper Egypt in 697/1298, the Hafizi
da‘walost all its adherents in the course of the following 8th/14th century, with
its very last believers lingering in villages in the Baqi‘a mountains near the town
of Safad in Palestine. Daftary, The Isma'lis, p. 255.
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needed military protection for the newly fledged Tayyibi da‘wa, Arwa
had the foresight to lessen the da‘wa’s dependence on her state and its
military. As well as having two surviving daughters, she had given birth
to two sons who had, however, both died young. Arwa’s lack of surviving
sons and concern for the future of the Tayyibi da‘wa in Yemen prompted
her in her final years to put in motion a retreat from statehood. The
teaching hierarchy now began taking over as the main basis for the
da‘wa’s vitality and survival. In view of the kingdom’s glaring vulner-
ability to military vicissitudes, succession crises and other historical
challenges, this policy proved crucial to the success of Tayyibi Ismailism
in the coming centuries, allowing it to thrive in Yemen, Gujarat on the
western seaboard of India, and later, even further afield, unbound to the
fate of this or that state or dynasty.

Thus, beginning from the close of Queen Arwa’s rule, the unfolding
story of the Tayyibi da‘wa entirely merged with the story of its line of
chief missionaries (duat mutlaqin). The old Fatimid ideal of a sacred
imperium became wholly reconfigured in terms of an ecclesia (consisting
of both teachers and learners). The line of chief da‘s issued from within
Arwa’s reign, starting with Yahya b. Lamak (d. 520/1126). After Yahya’s
death came the chief da7 al-Dhuwayb b. Musa, whose career straddled
the seismic shift when al-Hafiz’s claim was rejected and any further
answerability to the Egyptian headquarters was abandoned. Al-Dhu’ayb
started in his position in 520/1126 and was occupying it at the formal
inception of the Tayyibi da‘wa in 526/1132 when the religious circum-
stances had so radically changed. The opening of the new dawr al-satr
now made al-Dhu’ayb the effective hierarch of Ismailism in its Tayyibi
form, and he is taken to be the first in its long line of du‘at mutlaqin.
Incidentally, his appointment to this rank by Queen Arwa was indica-
tive of her even higher position,'*® and his exercise of the sole leadership
of the Tayyibi da‘wa can only be said to begin from the date of her death
in 532/1138.

Al-Dhu’ayb appointed to the next highest position after himself,
that of the chief missionary’s assistant (ma’dhiin), a man who would
be the main founder of the idiosyncratic architecture of Tayyibi
thought. The authority in question, Ibrahim al-Hamidi, must be
counted as a significant figure of Ismaili thought and Muslim

168  Bauer, ‘Spiritual Hierarchy’, p. 41.



62 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

esotericism. He was to become the second da‘7 mutlaq on al-Dhu’ayb’s
death in 546/1151. In works such as his Kanz al-walad (‘The Child’s
Treasure’) Ibrahim al-Hamidi laid out the distinctive haqad’ig-system
transmitted in the Tayyibi tradition till today. This system takes
over the earlier, plenary framework of the great Fatimid philoso-
pher, Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. after 411/1020), whose elaborate
cosmology is substantially resumed in Tayyibi thought. Ibrahim
al-Hamidi, however, made this authoritative cosmological model the
vehicle for certain doctrines which had been hitherto left unvoiced,
perhaps due to their controversy. De Smet and others have suggested
that features of Ibrahim al-Hamidi’s thought recapitulate the teach-
ings of certain Gnostic movements in late antiquity - ideas latent in
the earlier Ismaili tradition and transmitted in virtual secrecy until
the circumstances were ready to register them.' The retreat from
the central, state-supported Fatimid vision of the cosmos (in addi-
tion, perhaps, to the impact of a compensatory reflex reacting to the
suspended relationship with the ‘Imam of the Time’) let these aspects
of the teachings surface and find voice in the Tayyibi da‘wa in Yemen,
in a manner bearing comparison, mutatis mutandis, with the Nizari
da‘wa tradition in the Iranian regions. The works of our commen-
tator, Ibn al-Walid, mainly develop the ideas of Ibrahim al-Hamidji,
who was probably his foremost teacher, and these ideas are assumed
in his interpretation of the Qasidat al-nafs. Another side of this debt
is found in Ibn al-Walid’s extensive use of the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’
in the commentary, a trend also owed to Ibrahim al-Hamidi.

On his death in 557/1162 Ibrahim al-Hamidi was succeeded by his
son Hatim b. Ibrahim al-Hamidi. Holding his position as the third da‘7
mutlaq for 37 years, he was not only a prolific writer but a major figure in
spreading the Tayyibi da‘wa in Yemen. Events would confirm the need
to step back from reliance on military power, but at first he embraced
this time-honoured means, engaging the Hafizi Hamdanid ruler of
San@’ in three years of fierce fighting (561/1166 to 564/1169). When the
war ended in decisive defeat for Hatim b. Ibrahim, he retreated to the
mountains of Haraz and focused on converting its largely Hafizi popu-
lation to the Tayyibi da‘wa.

169  De Smet, La Quiétude de DIntellect, p. 249. Possible parallels with
Valentinian Gnosis are further discussed below, p. 83 ff.
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The strategic bankruptcy of military force was finally set beyond
doubt by the arrival of Ayyabid power in Yemen. The originally Kurdish
Ayyubid dynasty had been incepted by Salah al-Din Yasuf b. Ayyab
(ie., ‘Saladin’, the gallant enemy of the Angevin king of England and
Crusader, Richard the Lionheart). In addition to his wars against the
Crusaders, Saladin had been responsible in 567/1171 - in the course of
Hatim’s period of leadership of the Tayyibi da‘wa in Yemen - for ending
Fatimid rule in Egypt when he had had the official sermon (khutba)
given in Cairo in the name of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mustad?’. Days
later the last Fatimid ruler, al-‘Adid, died, aged 21 years old. Saladin
had already been busily dismantling the Fatimid government since
564/1169, working on this, by a grim irony, while exercising his nominal
role as Fatimid wazir which he had taken over that year. He would now,
amongst other things, go on to destroy the priceless Dar al-Ilm library of
the Fatimids. The fate of the Hafizi imamate in Cairo was not bewailed
in Hatim b. Ibrahim al-Hamidi’s Tayyibi community in Yemen, who
viewed it as having usurped the imamate in the first place. That said,
the same events heralded the intrusion of the conquering Ayyubids into
Yemen itself for over half a century from 569/1173 until 626/1229. In
this troubled period the Ayyibids, under leaders like Saladin’s brothers
Taranshah b. Ayyab and his successor Tughtakin b. Ayyab, went on to
dismantle all the petty principalities of Yemen. Only the Zaydi imamate
held out as the local bulwark against what was viewed as a foreign occu-
pation. The Tayyibi da‘wa, for its part, survived perforce as a strictly
faith-based community.'”°

Despite the Ayyubid takeover, Hatim b. Ibrahim kept up his energetic
efforts to protect and even extend the Tayyibi da‘wa, holding lecture
sessions (majalis) in a cave since known as al-kahf al-na‘im (‘the Serene
Grotto’) beneath the fortress of Hutayb in Haraz which he used as the
headquarters of his, by now, international da‘wa organisation. Not
only Yemeni da7s were in attendance at Hutayb, but also those from
different regions of the Indian subcontinent (both Sindh in the north-
west, and ‘Hind’, that is, primarily Gujarat, are referred to). Hatim had
been countering the influence of the Hamdanid dynasty, which held
sway in San@’ and remained Hafizi, through his highest representative
in the city, Muhammad b. Tahir al-Harithi (his designated successor

170  Hamdani, The Precious Gift, p. 40.
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as chief da%). But the nature of al-Harith’s task changed in the after-
math of the Ayyubid takeover which began in 569/1173. A refugee crisis
developed, brought about by the exodus of the resident Ismailis from
the city into Haraz. When al-Harithi, seemingly overwhelmed by his
responsibilities,””" died in 584/1188, Hatim b. Ibrahim replaced him in
this crucial role in San@’ with al-Harithi’s foremost student and assistant
in the city - our own ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid,"”> who was by then
already a venerable figure of around 63 years old. Al-Harithi‘s weighty
mantle now passed to Ibn al-Walid.

The situation confronting Ibn al-Walid in San@’ was oppressive.
Relations with the Ayyabid overlords were particularly strained under
Tughtakin b. Ayytab, who in 578/1183 had succeeded his brother
Taranshah in Yemen and had embarked on more ambitious campaigns
of regional conquest than him. Ibn al-Walid evidently refers to the
circumstances of Tughtakin’s rule in San@ in his poetic diwan. He
alludes to the afflictions to which the ‘religion of God’ (din Allah) was
subject, and the return of the din Umayya (the religion of the Umayyads,
i.e., Sunnism). He speaks of the inability even to mention the names of
the Imams in public, so that the eulogies of ‘Ali’s descendents are only
uttered ‘in our own district (bi-suq‘ina) but no other (wa ma dhukiri
bi-suq‘in thani)’. It is speculated that this alludes to the Ayyubid impo-
sition of restrictions on religious expression at the time."”* In certain
qasidas Ibn al-Walid speaks of the Ayyubid demolition of the communi-
ty’s religious infrastructure: ‘And you have mosques, tombs, and shrines
which they pull down (hadam), so it is as though they had never been
built*™ A project of dismantling the Ismaili legacy, notably in San@,
would have extended to Yemen the same Ayytbid policy which had been
implemented in Egypt. Additional evidence that this was indeed the case

171 Ibid., p. 44.

172 His name is recorded more fully as ‘Ali b. Muhammad Ibrahim b. Abi
Salama, with the agnomen Ibrahim al-Anf b. Abi Salama. Idris ‘Imad al-Din,
Nuzhat al-afkar, 1S Library (Hamdani Collection) Ms 1527, p. 112, line 17.

173 Rabab Hamiduddin, ‘The Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah and the
Diwan of Syedna ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Walid (d. 612/1215)’ (PhD Thesis, SOAS,
University of London, 2000), p. 108. The bayt is quoted by Hamiduddin, who
gives the reference ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid, Diwan, Ms Hamd., p. 9 -
apparently a privately held Ms.

174  Hamiduddin, “The Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah’, p. 109. Quoted
from ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid, Diwan, Ms Hamd., p. 107.
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is found in the Zaydi historian Yahya b. al-Husayn (d. ca. 1100/1688)
who mentions in his Anbad’ al-zaman how Tughtakin razed the shrines
of Hamdan al-Isma'iliyya in Sand’ and built a palace for himself where
they had been.'”

So it was that the exacting responsibility of safeguarding the Tayyibi
community in San@’ in these straightened circumstances fell to Ibn
al-Walid. The relationship between Hatim b. Ibrahim and Ibn al-Walid
was evidently one of the deepest mutual trust and admiration. After
Hatim had become the chief da7 in 557/1162, when Ibn al-Walid would
have been around 37 years of age,'” the encomia in the latter’s poetic
diwan overwhelmingly praised Hatim."”” The high praise that Hatim
in turn poured on Ibn al-Walid in his Tuhfat al-qulib (“The Precious
Gift of Hearts’) confirms that after al-Harithi’s untimely demise, he had
meant him to have the official designation (nass) as the next da‘7 mutlaq
in the event of his own death.”® That this did not happen was largely
due to Ibn al-Walid’s retiring nature, it being recorded that he strongly
demurred and urged Hatim instead to name his own son ‘Ali b. Hatim.
He had actually been delegated by Hatim to act as a mentor to ‘Ali b.
Hatim and tutor him in the intricacies of Tayyibi thought. But despite
this teacher-student relationship, Ibn al-Walid now insisted in the letter
in question that ‘Ali b. Hatim, not he, should be the nominated successor
(mansis). His pupil, he protested, was worthier as he was now fully his

175  Hamiduddin, ‘The Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah’, pp. 108-109.

176 ~ On the assumption that he was born around 515/1125.

177  Hamiduddin, “The Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah’, p. 98.

178 1 translate a representative passage of praise by Hatim that has
been quoted in the sources as follows: “The da‘7 Hatim (may God sanctify his
spirit), concerning the merit [of ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid] said: “As for
glory, leadership, asceticism, governance, acquisition of the best moral quali-
ties, bestowing liberally on the path of God, carrying out the works of the
holy law, condemning repugnant, forbidden things, purity, piety, chastity,
worship, devoutness, saintliness, etiquette and praiseworthy traits - such [a
list] might only be found in him and none can compare with him!” Next he
said: “Understand that when we sought the existence of these characteristics,
they were only to be found in their entirety in the august and praiseworthy
sheikh, ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid (may God undertake to protect him). As
for nobility of lineage, he was from the noblest of his generation in lineage, the
highest of them in repute, the foremost of them in the guiding mission, and the
pre-eminent of them in accomplishing gratifying works”. Arabic text as cited in
Hamiduddin, “The Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah’, p. 98.
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teacher’s equal in learning and virtue but also had a further merit that
was decisive, namely, he was Hatim’s own son. On receipt of the letter,
Hatim exulted in Ibn al-Walid’s selflessness and his devotion to the
da‘wa." Tt has been speculated that, besides his humility, his originally
non-Yemeni pedigree could have contributed to the decision to forego
the overall leader’s role at this stage. His was a high lineage, as beto-
kened by his title al-anf (‘pride’ or literally, ‘the nose’)."® But, for all its
aristocracy, it was traceable to none other than the Bana Umayya - the
‘Alids’ arch-adversaries. Perhaps there was a mutual understanding that
the Yemeni community ‘was not yet ready to have a Qurashi northerner
as a chief da7.'®

Nevertheless, when ‘Ali b. Hatim took up his position as the fourth
da‘c mutlaq of the Tayyibi da‘wa in 596/1199, he straightaway appointed
his old teacher Ibn al-Walid as his second in command (ma’dhin) and
named him as his choice as the next chief missionary. For his part, Ibn
al-Walid’s encomia effused with pious feeling for his former student, now
his senior in the da‘wa hierarchy. The new chief da7 clearly relied, as much
as ever, on his long-term mentor (who would have then been around 74
years old), at a time when even the continuing location of the Tayyibi
headquarters at Hutayb was thrown into question because of internecine
strife amongst the surrounding Yaabur tribesmen. Ibn al-Walid did what
he could by counselling the tribe from afar, and in a qasida which he
addressed to them (quoted by Idris in his Nuzhat al-afkar) he remon-
strates with them and speaks of the gravity of the situation. In the event,
the chief da7 ‘Ali b. Hatim decided that it would be unwise to stay in
Haraz, and, abandoning Hutayb, he withdrew to Sana’ where he rejoined
Ibn al-Walid. It may be that ‘Ali b. Hatim hardly expected that the saintly
old figure would survive him, but it was destined to be otherwise. When
‘Alib. Hatim died in 605/1209, Ibn al-Walid was, indeed, finally to become

179 Ibid., p. 111.

180  Idris writes: ‘He had the agnomen Ibrahim al-Anf b. Abi Salama, on
account of his having precedence over his peers as the mustache (sic. al-sharib)
precedes the face, and [on account of] his being amongst those distinguished in
purpose and nature” Idris, Nuzhat al-afkar, p. 112, line 17 - p. 113, line 1.

181  Hamdani, The Precious Gift, p. 44. Ibn al-Walid is stated to have been a
direct descendant of al-Walid b. ‘Utba of the ‘Abd Shams branch of the Quraysh
of Mecca. It is unclear if the ancestor in question was al-Walid b. ‘Utba b. Rabi‘a
or al-Walid b. ‘Utba b. Abi Sufyan.
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the fifth da‘T mutlaq at around 83 years of age. The man nicknamed ‘the
father of all’ (walid al-jami‘) was by now a sagely figurehead. Though he
held the post for barely seven years, dying aged over 90 in 612/1215, the
rank would thereafter stay (with the exception of two individuals) in his
line of descent for around three centuries, until the death of the 23rd da‘%
mutlaq in 946/1539 - a fitting irony, given Ibn al-Walid’s reluctance to
put himself forward for the position.

Despite his age and characteristic modesty, Ibn al-Walid showed he
was still formidable in serving the cause of the da‘wa and its teachings.
The case of the rebel da7T Muhammad b. Ahmad b. ‘Abbad al-Ahwari
was a noted feature of his career as chief da7, as recorded in Idris’s
Nuzhat al-afkar, though its somewhat generic and euphemistic descrip-
tion makes a precise reconstruction difficult. Ahwari seems to have
been a travelling missionary from the years of Hatim b. Ibrahim’s lead-
ership of the da‘wa, undertaking expeditions (fusah) around Yemen to
spread the Tayyibi creed. In Hatim b. Ibrahim’s Tuhfat al-qulib, he is
duly listed in the ranks of the meritorious on account of his ‘saintliness,
piety, asceticism, and worship’!®? In particular, his work for the da‘wa in
Aden and Lahij is mentioned approvingly."®® It was under Hatim’s son,
the fourth chief da‘7 ‘Ali b. Hatim, that the first signs of trouble emerged.
This is couched by Idris in terms of Ahwarf’s ‘excess’ (ghuluww) — a term
hinting at antinomianism and a leaning to apotheosise the Imams."*
Idris goes on to say that Ahwaril fomented trouble in that ‘he sent agita-
tors (ahl al-daghayin, lit. ‘people of hatreds’) in amongst the tribal chiefs
and he sped in amongst them as would a disloyal liar (wa sa@ baynahum
sa‘ya’l-ma’ini ’l-kha’in) "%

Although ‘Alib. Hatim wanted to excommunicate Ahwari (an yamhu
‘an al-da‘wati ismahu, lit. ‘to blot his name from the da‘wa’), this was
not accomplished before his death and the transfer of the leadership to
Ibn al-Walid, and so it fell to him to revoke the erstwhile da7’s rank and
function. Ahwariwas, predictably, deeply aggrieved by this. At that time,

182 Ibid., p. 113.

183 Ibid., p. 119.

184  ‘Then [al-AhwarTs] inclination became apparent to the da7 ‘Ali
b. Hatim, away from the middle way on which the people of the mission of
the Imams stand, towards excess™ Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Nuzhat al-afkar, p. 115,
line 3 ff.

185  Ibid., p. 115, line 6.
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according to Idris, ‘this Ahwari came to visit [Ibn al-Walid] through
vexation, rancour, being choked by his admonition and constricted with
emotion. [Ahwari] said, “Far be it that you would revoke the pledge I had
(ma kana Ii al-‘aqd), and that you would debar me from it. People like
me are not to be debarred (fa-mithli la yusaddu)!” So the most splendid
da‘ [Ibn al-Walid] replied to him: “Do not wrangle about that or dispute
with me. For I am in God’s faith and am not to be deceived!”*¢ Idris
goes on to say that although Ahwari made a show of obedience after this
reproof, ‘when he finally reached his residence in Dayhab he declared
his hypocrisy to his people openly, neither fearing nor respecting God.
He maintained he was worthier of the da‘wa [than Ibn al-Walid]... and
he claimed his rank was the leadership of the da‘wa (wa idda'a marta-
batahu al-qiyamu bi’l-da‘wa)." The text records how he received a
fierce rebuke (tanif) from the Tayyibi dignitaries (kubara’u ahli’l-
da‘wa) and, in particular, it quotes at length the words of remonstration
with him by the da7 ‘Ali b. Hanzala b. Abi Salim al-Wadi‘7, who would
shortly succeed to the role of da‘7 mutlaq on the death of Ibn al-Walid.
His speech opens: “Would that I knew how it is you deceive yourself
that you are worthy of being ranked at the level of your master [Ibn
al-Walid] (annaka tastahiqqu ’l-tarattuba fi rutbati mawlaka), were it
not for whom you would have no understanding [at all]’.**® The long list
of virtues and achievements that follows, to which it would be absurd for
Awhari to lay claim, doubles as a eulogy to Ibn al-Walid himself.

Ibn al-Walid went on to replace the excommunicant with another
da‘, referred to as Sheikh ‘Abd Allah." When we read the list of places
which now passed under the latter’s control, and that ‘most of these
places had been under Ahwart’ (wa kana ila ’I-Ahwari aktharu hadhihi
’I-bilad), it emerges that not only theological excess but also thwarted
ambition had brought about AhwarT’s clash with Ibn al-Walid.”® Not
only had he controlled a swathe of the Tayyibi community in Yemen,

186  Ibid., p. 115, lines 10-15.

187 Ibid., p. 115, lines 16-17.

188  Ibid., p. 116, line 8 ff.

189 The full name is given as al-Shaykh ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd Allah Abi
Mansir b. Abi ’1-Fath.

190  The places listed are: ‘Dhakhr, Ma‘afir, Lahij, Abyan, Zabid, Aden and
its suburbs (nawahiha) and the Tihama and what is adjacent to it ibid., p. 119,
top lines.
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but also viewed himself as equally worthy of the chief da7’s position.
Be that as it may, his final end was, seemingly, simply the humiliation
of total obscurity: “The trace of him was blotted out from these places,
and the mention of him was obliterated - as just requital for what his
hands earned.”™"

The Ahwari affair seems to have been the main disturbance internal
to the Tayyibi da‘wa in Yemen during the years of Ibn al-Walid’s leader-
ship. But wider Ayyubid affairs were in tumult, with grave implications
for Yemen’s stability. At this point of Idris’s annal there are two and a
half pages which begin by outlining how (in 598/1202, during the da‘-
ship of ‘Ali b. Hatim) Tughtakin’s son Isma‘il b. Tughtakin b. Ayyub had
been assassinated by his military bondsmen, or mamliiks, and the infant
al-Nasir b. al-‘Aziz Tughtakin, the effective inheritor of two Ayyubid
crowns, ruled in his place, under Atabeg Sunqar’s regency. The boy
came to take up residence in San@, where his fate was an unhappy one.
He would end by being poisoned in 611/1214, after which, according to
Idris’s account, Yemen descended into anarchy. Ibn al-Walid’s passing
away at Aghmaur, Haraz, shortly after this event, is finally recorded as
follows: “The demise of the glorious da7 ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid
(may God sanctify his spirit) was at midnight before the daybreak of
(f’I-nisfi’l-laylati ’I-musfirati ‘an) Sunday 27th of the noble month of
Shaban of the mentioned year, 612 [= 20th December, 1215], and his age
(may God sanctify his spirit) was in excess of (qad awfa ‘ala) 90 years —
he yet being in perfect health (sahih al-jawarih).'*?

Ibn al-Walid had dedicated a whole epistle to critiquing Ahwari, titled
Risalat al-bayan wa mudhidat al-buhtan (‘The Epistle of Clarification,
Invalidating the False Accusation’),’® scrutiny of which would bring
other details of the Ahwari affair to light. Two sides of Ibn al-Walid’s
outlook and personality are indicated, on the one hand, by the number
of such refutations in the list of his works, and on the other hand, by the
intense eulogy of Tayyibi leaders and figureheads found in his poetic

191  Ibid., p. 119, line 9.

192 1Ibid., p. 122,line 7 ff.

193 Ismail K. Poonawala, Biobibliography of Isma‘ili Literature (Malibu,
1977), pp. 160-161. The title given has a typographic error (mudhida: mudkhisa).
Another Risalat al-bayan refuting Ahwarl is attributed to a certain ‘Ali b.
Muhammad al-Harithi. Poonawala proposes that the Risala is the same as the
one by ‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid, and has been erroneously ascribed.



70 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

diwan.®* In this his corpus expresses deep reflexes of wider Ismaili
thought which would come to be specifically formulated in the parallel
Nizari Ismaili system as the mutual principles of opposition (al-tadadd)
and hierarchy (al-tarattub). The polemical side of his writings was
partly responding to local Yemeni threats and rivalries; hence his attack
on Ahwarl and his ironically titled Risalat tuhfat al-murtadd (“The
Epistle of the Precious Gift to the Apostate’), which is a critique of the
competing Hafizi Ismaili da‘wa.”*> Before this (because referred to in it)
Ibn al-Walid had also written another polemic against the Hafizi da‘wa,
the Risalat al-radd ‘ala ’l-mariqin (‘The Epistle of the Refutation of the
Renegades’).””* Much wider in its sweep was his work titled Mukhtasar
al-usil (“The Synopsis of Principles’), in which he criticises Sunnism,
Mu‘tazilism, Zaydi Shi‘ism and Muslim Peripatetic philosophy."”

Note on Ibn al-Walid’s Critique of al-Ghazali

Undoubtedly the best known of Ibn al-Walid’s refutational works is
his intricate reply, in two volumes, to the attack on Ismailism by Abu
Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111). A few comments are
due on this noted part of his corpus. Ghazali’s critique is generally
known as the Mustazhiri after the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mustazhir bi’llah
(d. 512/1118) who had directly commissioned him to write it, but its full
title is Fada’ih al-Batiniyya wa fadd’il al-Mustazhiriyya (‘The Infamies
of the Esotericists and the Virtues of the Partisans of al-Mustazhir’).'*
The practical motive of responding to this work should not be underes-
timated. The Ayyubids stood for the same assertive Sunni neo-ortho-
doxy for which Ghazali had been the figurehead under the Seljuqgs
- with whom the origins of the Ayyubids had indeed been closely

194  Ibn al-Walid’s ‘sacred panegyric’ is explored in Hamiduddin, ‘The
Qasidah of the Tayyibi Da‘wah’, Chapter 2, pp. 50-88, also p. 116 ff.

195  Poonawala, Biobibliography, p. 160.

196  Ibid, p. 161.

197 A translation and edition of this text has recently been completed.
Monica Scotti, “The Mukhtasar al-Usil of ‘Ali ibn Muhammad ibn al-Walid.
Critical Edition and English Translation’ (PhD thesis, University L'Orientale of
Naples, 2014).

198  For an English translation, see Aba Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali,
Fadd’ih al-Batiniyya wa fad@il al-Mustazhiriyya, tr. R.J. McCarthy as Freedom
and Fulfillment (Boston, 1980), Appendix I, pp. 151-244.
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linked."”® The Ayyubids imported into their realm a very similar religio-
legal programme by inviting scholars from the east and the widescale
construction of madrasas and Sufi khanaqahs.

As an adept of kalam dialectic and philosophical argument, Ghazali
claimed in his book to confute Ismailism on apodeictic, rational
grounds,®®® but as a ShafiT legist he also urged a religious judgement
against it of the utmost severity, stating that ‘the allowability of killing
[Ismailis] is not peculiar to the state of their fighting [i.e. when they actu-
ally engage in combat], but we [may] even assassinate them and shed
their blood.”**! This implacability was predictable in the climate in which
the work had emerged. A dominant anxiety centring on the activities of
the Fatimid da‘7 Hasan-i Sabbah had taken hold in the territories of the
Seljugs. The fortress of Alamat in Daylam, northern Iran, south of the
Caspian Sea, had been gained by him in 483/1090, signalling a momen-
tous strategic shift in the Ismaili da‘wa’s activity in the region, and in
485/1092 the assassination of the famous Seljuq wazir Nizam al-Mulk
took place. The deed was ascribed to the Ismailis and had a personal
significance for Ghazali who had been Nizam al-Mulk’s protégé and
appointee. Against this background, Ghazali’s polemic was framed
as a defence of the rule of the new ‘Abbasid caliph, al-Mustazhir, who
acceded to the throne at the very time that the book seems to have been
composed, early in 487/1094. The new caliph is referred to in the intro-
duction in the highest terms as ‘the Leader of our Community... the
Glory of our Religion ... the Delight of Nations, the Commander of the
Faithful, obedience to whom is enjoined by the Creator of Creatures and
the Lord of the Worlds.?> Ghazali alludes here to the caliph’s commands
as ‘noble, sacred’, and even ‘prophetic’. He seems to be consciously extol-
ling al-Mustazhir against the Ismaili Imam’s claims. When Hasan-i
Sabbah broke with Cairo in the following year, far from dwindling, the
tension he occasioned only deepened. He now galvanised his move-
ment around an unrepealable loyalism towards the allegedly concealed
claimant to the Ismaili imamate, Nizar himself or, according to the later
accounts, Nizar’s son, for whom he spoke as sole representative.

199  The Ayyubids had first emerged as provincial Seljuq governors in the
Iraqi city of Takrit.

200  Ghazali, Fada’ih, pp. 154-156.

201  Ibid., p. 229.

202 Ibid., p. 153.
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It is, however, important to note that Ghazali’s polemic shortly pre-
dates this Nizari-Musta‘li split itself. Ibn al-Walid was thus by no means
responding to a critique which concerned Nizari Ismailism (which he
would not have wished to do), but to an assault on the, as yet, common
Ismaili heritage.”®” Both the arrangement of the discussion and the vehe-
mence of the tone of Ghazali’s Mustazhiri are mirrored in Ibn al-Walid’s
answer, which bears the title: Damigh al-batil wa hatf al-munadil (“The
Refuter of the False and the Death of the Combatant’). In his reply he
repays Ghazali’s pious censure in kind, repeatedly speaking of Ghazalt’s
straying from Islam (muriquhu ‘an al-Islam), calling him an apostate
(mulhid) from the true faith, and even a man guilty of shaytana or
tashaytun (‘devilry’, translated by Corbin as Satanism).***

In his article on the text, Corbin states that Ibn al-Walid’s ‘immense
work, to give a pertinent response to Ghazali, is required to take up all
the major themes of Isma‘ili gnosis’,* but he goes on to concede that, on
closer scrutiny, many counter-arguments in Damigh al-batil carefully
skirt the Tayyibi haqa’ig-system. As he suggests, there was a good reason
for this strategy: Ibn al-Walid’s reluctance to right possible distortions
of Ismaili teachings or excurse on details of Tayyibi doctrine, and his
leaning instead to ad hominem responses, are symptoms of his esoteric
faith. As Corbin says: ‘he has obeyed to the letter the strict rule of the
esotericist: Return the opponent’s attack and undermine his positions,
but without betraying one’s own secrets, the sirr al-hikma with which
one has been entrusted. This is the way a true batini should behave.’?
Notwithstanding certain stable fundamentals, Ismaili doctrine is neither
diachronically nor synchronically monolithic. It might change and
develop over history, but also might vary at a single time within a single
system, on the basis of an initiatory ladder or ‘tiered hermeneutics’. It is,

203  The point is made by Ismail K. Poonawala, ‘An Isma‘ili Refutation of
al-Ghazalt, in Graciela de la Lama, ed., 30th International Congress of Human
Sciences in Asia and North Africa 1976: Middle East 1 (Mexico City, 1982),
pp. 131-134, especially p. 132.

204  Al-Da‘Tal-Mutlaq ‘Alib. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil wa hatf al-munadil,
ed. Mustafa Ghalib (Beirut, 1403/1982), 2 vols., vol. 1, p. 9; Henry Corbin, “The
Isma‘ili Response to the Polemic of Ghazalf, tr. James W. Morris, in S.H. Nasr,
ed., Isma'ili Contributions to Islamic Culture (Tehran, 1398/1977), pp. 69-98,
esp. p. 72.

205  Corbin, Tsma‘ili Response’, p. 73.

206  Ibid., pp. 78-79.
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moreover, likely that Ibn al-Walid’s circumspection was heightened by
his historical milieu, dominated as it was by the Ayyubid conquerors in
Yemen and their Sunni programme.

A typical case of Damigh al-batil’s strategies against Ghazali concerns
his repeated charge that the Ismaili theory of time involves eternal recur-
rence. Ghazali, for instance, explains the term ‘Seveners’ (for Ismailis)
as referring to their heptadic concept of sacred history, and he adds that
they believe that ‘the succession of [sevenfold] cycles has no end (inna
ta‘aquba’l-adwari la akhira la-ha).*” In response, Ibn al-Walid turns the
charge of eternalism (dahriyya) against Ghazali himself. This counter-
allegation is based on his (in fact, pseudepigraphical) text al-Nukat wa’l-
‘uytin (“The Anecdotes and Choice Remarks’), where it is ruled that the
idea of the celestial spheres ever passing out of existence is inconceiv-
able. Ibn al-Walid goes on to deny, categorically, that the Tayyibi Ismaili
teaching, for its part, involves eternal recurrence: “‘We declare someone
who holds that doctrine to be an unbeliever (nukaffiru qa’ila dhalika),
and we are acquitted of it. We rather say: the world below must pass
away, and the hereafter must go on forever.*®

207  “Ali b. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil, vol. 1, p. 79. This statement is not
represented in McCarthy’s translation, which evidently follows somewhat
expurgated Mss of Ghazali’s Mustazhiri relied on in ‘A. Badawi’s Cairo (1964)
edition.

208  “Ali b. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil, vol. 1, p. 79. The reposte here is
alluded to in Corbin, ‘Isma‘ili Response’, pp. 76-77. The vehemence of Ibn
al-Walid’s repudiation shows the need to interpret any formulations of the
Tayyibi theory of time which outwardly appear eternalist, firmly in the light of
a cardinal belief in ‘the return’ (al-ma‘d), i.e., the eschatological culmination
of the created universe. An example is when Hamidi speaks of seven periods
of 50,000 years’ length associated with each of the seven planets — from Saturn
to the Moon. In speaking of the final passing of all seven ‘days’, within this
overall ‘week’ of 350,000 years, he says: ‘Creation passes away. Clouds and ice
mount up and the deluge overwhelms. So after the completion of seven ‘days’
the affair is as it was to begin with, since each planet constitutes a ‘day’ and hasa
cycle of 50 millennia — and it goes on like that eternally and forever’: Ibrahim b.
al-Husayn al-Hamidi, Kitab kanz al-walad, ed. Mustafa Ghalib (Beirut, 1979),
p. 148, as referred to by Madelung, ‘Cosmogony and Cosmology in Isma‘ilism’,
Encyclopedia Iranica, vol. V1, pp. 322-326, esp. pp. 324-325. Also see Daftary,
The Isma'lis, pp. 272-273, where a vast, but ultimately finite, timescale is
presented for the ‘grand cycle’ (al-kawr al-azam) according to some Tayyibi
accounts, namely, 150 billion years.
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Ibn al-Walid is eager to quash another charge which Ghazali repeats
often in the Mustazhiri — that of antinomianism. Ghazali states that
the Ismailis inter alia justify this through their claim to have knowl-
edge of the esoteric, spiritual interpretation of the sacred law (hence
their common designation as the Bdatiniyya or ‘Esotericists’): ‘For he
who rises to the knowledge of the inner meaning is relieved of prescrip-
tion and freed from its encumbrances; these are the ones meant by the
Most High’s saying “and who removes from them their burden and the
fetters which were upon them” [Q 7:157].%% Another verse that Ghazali
alleges that they quote to excuse suspending the law through grasping
its spiritual hermeneutics, is ‘And a wall shall be set up between them
having a door in the interior (batinuhu) of which is Mercy, and facing its
exterior (zahiruhu) is Torment’ [Q. 57:13]. In other words: whereas the
esoteric (batin) is the sphere of mercy, the exoteric (zahir) is the sphere
of pain and toil. Thus according to Ghazali: “Their ultimate goal is to
destroy revealed laws.” But the Tayyibi da‘7 answers without hesitation:
“The statement of this renegade, concerning what he quoted from [the
Ismailis] in this section is an allegation without any evidence behind
it, to be counted as part of the sum of his raving — and if quoted accu-
rately, it is patent unbelief!?® The point reverts on several occasions in
the text. Ghazalj, for instance, equates the Ismailis with the Mazdakite
dualist movement of the Khurramiyya, accused by some of libertinism,
and he declares that the Ismaili teaching is, likewise, ‘to render men free
to follow all their pleasures and passions’. But Ibn al-Walid retorts: “We
swear by God that we have nothing at all to do with anyone who would
perform the sort of actions that this heretic has been told about.*! He
quotes letters of the Fatimid Imams which stress the strict necessity to
combine the outer law with its higher interpretations.”? Ibn al-Walid’s
protest of orthopraxy here is accurate. Although his Tayyibi teaching
developed many esoteric virtualities within earlier Ismaili cosmology, it

209  Ghazali, Fada’ih, p. 157. Discussed in Corbin, Tsma‘ili Response’,
pp- 79-80.

210  ‘Alib. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil, vol. 1, p. 65.

211 Wa nahnu ila ’Llahi ta'ald minhum wa mimman yaf‘alu shayan
mimma hakahu min afalihim bur@’. ‘Ali b. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil, vol. 1,
p. 67. Corbin, Tsma‘ili Response’, p. 86.

212 “Alib. al-Walid, Damigh al-batil, vol. 1, p. 70 ff. Referred to by Corbin,
ibid., p. 88.
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nevertheless prolonged the older Fatimid ethos by staying firmly within
its legal parameters.?"?

Content of Ibn al-Walid’s al-Risala al-mufida

The present discussion is supplementary to an earlier article by Wilferd
Madelung, which explored the text’s ideas in detail and which interested
readers are advised to consult.?** The following analysis should also be
co-ordinated with the text of Ibn al-Walid’s commentary, which follows
the Introduction.

One motive suggested by our Tayyibi exegete for the symbolic way
in which the noted philosopher has couched his message in the Qasidat
al-nafs involves a pedagogy based on ‘remembrance’ - an important
theme presented above in my own discussion of the poem. The challenge
of working out the poem’s meanings makes it function as a ‘reminder’
(tadhkar) or anamnestic tool. The test of decrypting its sense makes
it serve as ‘an awakening from the slumber of forgetfulness’ (iqaz min
sinati ’I-ghafla). This explanation of its enigmatic style fits in with the
poem’s own hinted Platonic epistemic framework, insofar as the poem
presents the dawn of a philosophical orientation in life on earth as the
bird of the soul summoning back to mind what it had once known -
thus, a reorientation rather than an orientation. But our exegete also
proposes that Ibn Sina had a contrary aim: not to coax readers towards
his intended meaning but to push them away from it. Ibn al-Walid thus
states (without sensing any contradiction) that, additionally, a simple
concern for secrecy had prompted Ibn Sina to speak in a pervasively
tropological way in his Qasidat al-nafs.

Our commentator refers to the famous philosopher in terms of great
respect as al-ra’is (‘the Chief’, echoing his customary title al-shaykh
al-ra’ts, ‘the Chief Master’), and tellingly, he follows his name with the
laudatory formula ‘may God sanctify his spirit’.** Implicitly viewing

213 Corbin concludes: ‘Our Yemeni da7, ‘Ali b. Muhammad represents
in its complete and authentic form what is usually called the da‘wa qadima, the
ancient da‘wa, which continued the Fatimid da‘wa in the Yemen after the actual
disappearance of the Fatimid Caliphate’. Corbin, ‘Isma‘ili Response’, p. 91.

214 Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s Qasidat al-Nafs’.

215  See note 139 for De Smet’s comment on this.
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him, in this way, as a fellow adept and religious insider, Ibn al-Walid
states confidently that Ibn Sina concealed his poem’s meanings as they
were rooted in ‘secrets pertaining to realities’ (asrar haqigiyya). In the
fifth da‘7T mutlag’s technical vocabulary, the phrase must betoken the
haqa’ig-system resumed in Tayyibi Ismailism. He indeed says that a
reader is only equipped to understand the poem by already knowing its
obscure subtle sciences (al-‘ulim al-ghamida al-latifa) through having
been lucky enough to take them ‘by direct dictation from the authorities
in them’ (al-istimla’ la-ha min arbabiha); in other words, he should be a
person to whom God has sent gracious aid ‘by way of the Keepers of the
Houses of Wisdoms’ (sic, min khuzzan buyut al-hikam). Such phrases in
this context surely mean the imamate and its high representatives.?¢ On
the other hand, religious outsiders who are ‘amongst the parties of the
demons and devils, pretenders to degrees to which they have no right’,
are kept from fathoming Ibn Sin&’s allusions. The claim is thus that only
a ranking Ismaili initiate can truly grasp Ibn Sin@’s drift. The commen-
tary’s mise-en-scéne is also relevant here. Ibn al-Walid says: ‘one of the
learned brethren’ (presumably a fellow Tayyibl missionary) has come
across the poem and begged him to explain its enigmas. Fulfilling the
anonym’s request is a duty, on the basis of the Prophetic ruling that it
is as reprehensible not to share wisdom with those qualified for it as
to share it with the unqualified.?”” This original exchange from which
the commentary grew predetermines its elaborate, highly defined, inter-
pretation. It imposes the character of our commentator’s distinctive
‘hermeneutic circle’.

Ibn al-Walid thus discovers the semantics of the text at one remove
from its more obvious sense. The key given in the title, “The Poem on the
Soul’, unlocks the obvious sense of this extended metaphor in absentia:
the ash grey dove is simply the individual soul which has come down into
our world, and forgotten whence she came, so compounding her entrap-
ment here. She then remembers, and so is freed again to live on happily
in her erstwhile home above. Finding this message within the poem,

216  As suggested by Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s
Qasidat al-Nafs’, pp. 157-158.

217 ‘Do not bestow wisdom on those unworthy of it and thus mistreat
it, neither withhold it from those worthy of it and thus mistreat them.” Majlisi,
Bihar al-anwar (Beirut, 1403/1983), vol. 74, p. 179. Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili
Interpretation of Ibn Sind’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, p. 158.
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given its title, is no great task of unriddling; finding meanings, as does
our exegete, based on the elaborate Tayyibi haqa’ig-system is more of an
interpretive feat and is even, arguably, a case of ‘radical interpretation’.?®
The claimed decipherment does not view the poem as a straightforward
symbolisation of the individual soul’s fall into matter, but as alluding
to the whole complex of Tayyibi cosmology, with its evocation of the,
originally, Gnostic teaching that the entire material universe has resulted
from a ‘fall’ on a cosmic scale — the fall of the individual soul being but a
metonymy of this cosmic fall. Thus the commentary needs a commentary
and its own cosmological references and idiom need to be explained. Ibn
al-Walid is aware of this and warns the reader about it. He says that, in
his commentary, he has adopted ‘the method of allusion close to explicit
expression’ (tariq al-isharati al-qaribati min al-‘ibara). We are told,
in other words, to expect an element of encryption in his decryption:
obscura per obscuriorem (explaining the obscure by the more obscure).
This proves to be true in more than one way. For example, a given hemi-
stich may be commented on by quoting an allegory at length. In this, Ibn
al-Walid is effectively explaining one allegory through another: an image
in interpretation of an image in interpretation of a reality. The parable of
the island of apes will be discussed shortly.

That said, there is little cryptic about the Ismaili Shi‘i allegiance
itself that forms the context of al-Risala al-mufida, which Ibn al-Walid
declares in his doxology. In its opening lines he celebrates the privilege
of being numbered amongst the followers of the Prophet’s Folk (atba‘
al Muhammad) and one of their partisans (ashyda‘uhum). The illumi-
nation of the minds of the Shi‘a is said to flow straight from one of
the great secrets of the universe (asrar al-khilga), namely, the benefic
substances (mawadd rahimiyya) of the Imams.?* Blessing is heaped on
‘Ali b. Abi Talib as the Prophet’s legatee, whose hermeneutics vivify the
holy law as the breath of life does an inanimate body. Fatima al-Zahra’,

218  On radical interpretation in hermeneutics, see Gerald L. Bruns,
Hermeneutics Ancient and Modern (New Haven and London, 1992), Chapter 4,
‘Allegory as Radical Interpretation’, pp. 83-103. The term is borrowed from
Donald Davidson, who in turn adapted it from W.V.O. Quine’s ‘radical trans-
lation’. Radical interpretation is defined as ‘the redescription, in one’s own
language, of sentences from an alien system of concepts and beliefs ibid., p. 83.

219  This expression might also be rendered with the less cryptic phrase
‘benevolent services’, but both meanings are evoked by the term mawadd.



78 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

the Prophet’s daughter and spouse of ‘Alj, is hailed as the progeni-
trix of the imamate, a ‘high tree of many imamite branches (dawhat
al-aghsan al-imamiyya) and the abode of the Islamic élites.’”* The
descendents of her son al-Husayn are hailed as the ‘houses of the lights
of the Almighty’. The Imam of the Time is declared to be al-Tayyib Aba
’I-Qasim, the eponym and raison d’étre of Tayyibi Ismailism, who was
believed to have lived on since his disappearance many decades earlier
in 526/1132. It is evidently al-Tayyib’s help that is invoked with God’s,
when Ibn al-Walid presently launches his explanation of the poem: ‘We
say, with God’s aid (Exalted is He) and His guidance, and with the help
of His sainted friend on His earth (God’s blessings upon him) and his
intimation’. The claim is thus that Ibn al-Walid’s commentary is guar-
anteed through the help (madda) and intimation (ifdda) of the Imam of
the Time himself. The same authority is implicitly asserted at the end of
the commentary when the author invokes blessings on al-Tayyib, whose
‘various kinds of learning’ (‘ulimuhu) preserve his elect followers from
‘the harm of specious arguments’ (al-shubuhat).

We may conjecture about the exact nature of the dependence on
al-Tayyib that our commentator is claiming. That it involves no sugges-
tion of a literal, physical link becomes clear when he praises the Imam in
his doxology as ‘the Seal of the Cycle of Witnesses and the Inaugurator
of the Cycle of Substitutes’ (khatam dawr al-ashhad wa muftatah dawr
al-abdal). The idea of a hierarchy of substituted saints (abdal) is more
familiar from Sufism??; in the fifth da7 mutlaq’s lexicon the sense of
abdal is not the same. The two cycles to which he refers are respectively
synonymous with the ‘cycle of unveiling’ (dawr al-kashf) and the ‘cycle
of veiling’ (dawr al-satr) in Tayyibi hierohistory.””> Al-Tayyib’s disap-

220  Dawha also means ‘genealogical table’. The idea seems to be that the
imamate’s entire genealogy is metonymically identified through Fatima, its
ancestress. Hence the nisba Fatimi.

221  The Sufi teaching in question was that the continuous presence of a
community of hidden saints in the world was vital to its existence, as certain
divine functions were carried out by them. The belief was based on prophetic
hadiths, e.g., Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, 1.112.

222 The terminology of satr and kashf is also central in Nizari Ismailism,
but with an augmented sense. It does not only betoken the veiling and unveiling
of the Imam but also the veiling and unveiling of the hagiqa (‘reality’), respec-
tively signified by the practice and suspension of the exoteric law: Daftary, The
Isma‘ilis, pp. 238-239 and 380-381.
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pearence from history marks the momentous shift from the time when
the Imam was openly available to his partisans, who accessed him
through direct witnesses (ashhad), to the time when the Imam is veiled
from them and his authority is instead expressed solely through the
Tayyibi da‘wa, whose hierarchic placements are ever filled by substi-
tuted functionaries (abdal). This seems to be the sense of the epithets
given here to al-Tayyib by Ibn al-Walid.

Besides our commentator’s Ismaili ShiTidentity being openly signalled
in his doxology, its principles also inform it at a deeper level. Ismaili
premises, for instance, underlie the manner in which Ibn al-Walid
praises God in opening his commentary. He stresses God’s transcend-
ence of human praise — a paradox rooted in the radical apophaticism of
Ismaili theology. He writes:

We bear witness that there is ‘no god but God’, who has veiled
intellects — those that are high of them as well as those that are
low - from characterizing Him, so they bow down in obedi-
ence, confessing perplexity and inadequacy, and who has
debarred minds from qualifying Him, so they strain their necks,
acknowledging their incapacity to get what they sought and their
weak-sightedness.

Ibn al-Walid states that our inability to praise God reflects a funda-
mental metaphysical asymmetry: ‘how might what is incepted and
made encompass Him who incepted it and made it, or how might what
is created and is originated ex nihilo find any way to the attribute of Him
who created it and who originated it ex nihilo?’ The antinomy that true
praise of God is acknowledging that one is incapable of praising God,
seems typical of Ismaili theology, which takes God’s transcendence to
its furthest conclusions.

Another glimpse of buried traits from the Ismaili worldview comes
at the close of the introductory section, just before the Qasida is quoted
in toto. In explaining his use of the aforementioned ‘method close to
explicit expression’, Ibn al-Walid voices the fear that his commentary,
consisting of ‘the secrets of the friends of God’, might be found out and
misunderstood by hostile outsiders. The latter are put down in rhyming
prose as ‘the ignorant rabble (al-ra'a al-juhhal) ... the undeserving from
amongst the wicked, with their pigheadedness and error (dhawi ’I-‘inad
wa’l-dalal)’. In contrast with this scornful tone is Ibn al-Walid’s next,
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parting statement, which is an expression of deep humility: whatever is
wrong in the commentary that follows is due to the ‘dullness of my intel-
ligence and the inadequacy of my formation’, whereas whatever is right
is due to ‘the blessings of my benefactors and the means of my guidance’.
It was noted earlier that the same counterpoint informs the whole of
our author’s oeuvre, with its overarching themes of polemic and eulogy,
traceable to twin reflexes of medieval Ismaili thought.

Ibn al-Walid’s line-by-line glosses use technical terminology en
passant, rooted in the Tayyibi system of cosmology. The prime interest
of the commentary is how its author has ingeniously construed the
whole symbolic scenario of Ibn Sin&’s gasida in terms of his own esoteric
cosmological architecture. The Tayyibi doctrines assumed in inter-
preting the poem may find themselves supported with Qur’anic quota-
tions, put forward, however, with unexpected meanings. The ashen bird
which is the poem’s only protagonist, remains the symbol of a ‘lost soul’
but not that of any human individual in particular. It is instead under-
stood to refer to the Third Intellect (known as the ‘second emanation’,
al-munba‘ith al-thani) of the pleroma of intellects which collectively
precede the material universe.

In Tayyibi hermeneutics any fall (hubit) tends to signify this arche-
typal fall in the intelligential pleroma. In our commentator’s under-
standing, the fall of Ibn Sind’s dove closely parallels the prime scriptural
symbol, the Edenic Fall, in signifying this archetypal event. Just as the
Edenic Fall incepts the hierohistory of the human race, the pleromatic
fall incepts the time of the material cosmos. In commenting on the crisis
in the pleroma, Ibn al-Walid quotes God’s order to Adam and Eve during
their expulsion from the Garden of Eden: ‘Go down, one of you an enemy
to the other, and there will be for you on earth a habitation and provision
for a time’ (Q. 2:36). Not only the emergence of time but also of space,
in consequence of the pleromatic fall, as a precondition for all bodily
existence, is likewise glossed through the Qur’an: ‘Depart you to a shade
with three branches - no relief nor shelter from the flame!” (Q. 77:30-1).
According to their outward sense, these words are addressed by God to
the ‘rejecters of the truth’ (mukadhdhibin) on the Day of Resurrection,
but Ibn al-Walid applies them here to the entity whose departure from
the intelligential pleroma brings about the cosmos. He takes the Quran’s
mysterious mention of an infernal ‘shade with three branches’ to mean the
three spatial dimensions of breadth, height and depth, which constitute
the ‘essence of bodies’ (al-ab‘adu al-muqawwimatu li-dhawati ’l-ajsam).
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Tridimensional space, as a precondition for all corporeity, is viewed as a
direct consequence of the entity’s fall, as is also the case with time.?**

The Tayyibi cosmological system is thus assumed from the first line
onwards of the commentary on Ibn Sina’s poem. The Qasida states that
the dove has come down here ‘from the highest place’. Ibn al-Walid takes
this summit to refer to the ‘world of origination’ (‘alam al-ibda‘). Ibda‘
connotes the process by which the first effect comes about in eternity
from God and from nothing else. The realm of origination at the cosmo-
logical summit signifies the primordial situation in the immediate prox-
imity of the Creator. It is as yet ‘prelapsarian’ in the sense that it is the
state of affairs before the fall from which our material and time-bound
world has come about.

In the same line, Ibn Sina describes the bird originally inhabiting this
high-altitude realm as ‘endowed with pride and defiance’. This is taken to
refer to how the Third Intellect was subject to the wilful impostures which
brought about its catastrophic fall. These failings are said to include laxity
(futar), lagging behind or retardation (takhalluf), ‘readiness to turn away
(nukis) after being forgiven’ and coarsening or densening (takaththuf).
Time and matter, the fundamental facts of our existence, can ultimately
be traced to aspects of this list — respectively, the Third Intellect’s lagging
behind and coarsening. Ibn al-Walid never explicitly names the Third
Intellect here and refers only to ‘the one lax in responsiveness (man fatara
‘an qabiil al-ijaba) in the world of origination’. But the distinctive phrase-
ology he uses for its failings clearly evokes the central Tayyibi cosmological
myth, dubbed ‘le drame dans le ciel’ (the drama in heaven) by Corbin.***
According to this hub of the haqa’ig-system, the three entities topping
the cosmic hierarchy beneath God, are: (1) the First Intellect, known as
the first originated being (al-mubda’ al-awwal), which results from the
process of creatio ex nihilo; (2) the Second Intellect, known as the first
emanated being (al-munba'ith al-awwal), which emerges from the former
by a process of emanation rather than creation; and (3) the Third Intellect,
known as the second emanated being (al-munba‘ith al-thani), which also
emerges from the First Intellect by a process of direct emanation.

223 Compare Ikhwan al-Safa’, Risalat jami‘at al-jami‘a, ed. ‘Arif Tamir
(Beirut, 1959), p. 185.

224  Henri Corbin, Trilogie ismaélienne: textes édités avec traduction fran-
caises et commentaires (Tehran and Paris, 1961), pp. 135-136.
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A key to this cosmology is that it explains the position of a given
entity through its own willed behaviour and the just desert for it. The
ranks are not really based on a natural causal sequence and there is
no objective hierarchy separable here from the subjective intent of the
beings which constitute it. In this may be glimpsed a deeper function
of the Tayyibi cosmological myth, namely, to find an ultimate arche-
type for the dynamics of the earthly da‘wa - to locate the latter’s basis
in the very mysteries from which the cosmos supposedly arises. In line
with this emphasis, it is even proposed that the first originated being
(al-mubda‘ al-awwal), which is the highest in the sequence of intellects,
is actually co-originated with them; it is not the case that their exist-
ence presupposes its prior existence. The intelligential pleroma in reality
enters existence as a synthetic unity.””” Why, then, is the ‘first originated’
so designated at all? This is said to be because it is the intellect foremost
in recognising its divine Originator (al-mubdi‘).?¢ Its depth of humility
makes it the highest entity and the closest to God, through a basic spir-
itual principle of inverse proportionality between inner effacement and
outer rank: in such matters ‘less is more’, and incommensurably so.?”
Similarly the Second and Third Intellects are both intrinsically capable
of being second in rank after the first originated being, and the texts
speak of the ‘rivalry of the two emanants’ (tasabuq al-munba‘ithayn).?*
The drama of their rivalry unfolds through their dissimilar reactions.
The Second Intellect, through the sheer speed and energy of its self-
submission in acknowledging what is above it — the divine Originator
and the first originated being — duly attains its place beneath the latter.
It expresses the same ‘simultaneity of obedience and prerogative’*” in
which the first originated being leads.

225  ‘The existence of origination was all at once’ (wujid al-ibda‘i kana
duf‘atan wahidatan). Hamidi, Kanz al-walad, p. 78.

226  Daftary, The Isma‘ilis, pp. 269-270.

227  This principle of ontological transparency is also expressed in terms
of ‘vectorial simplicity’. The simpler an entity is the closer it is to God. The First
Intellect, for its part, has maximal simplicity. This is enshrined in Kirmani’s
formula kullu man kana ila’l-wahidi aqraba fa-huwa absat (‘Whatever is
nearer to the One is simpler’), in his Rahat al-‘aql, ed. M. Kamil Husayn and
M. Mustafa Hilmi (Cairo, 1953), p. 261.

228  Hamidi, Kanz al-walad, p. 78.

229  Corbin, Cyclical Time and Ismaili Gnosis, tr. Ralph Manheim and
James W. Morris (London, 1983), p. 39.
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But the Third Intellect’s reaction is confused and all problematic or
negative aspects of existence may ultimately be traced to its confusion.
Through hubris, the Third Intellect refuses to accept its subordination
and only acknowledges the precedence of God, the Originator. In this
state of ‘stupor’ (sahw) it falls from its position. On coming to its senses
it finds that it has lost its rank in the intelligential pleroma and now
lies subordinate to seven further intellects which have ensued in their
proper positions lower down, each having duly responded to the first
originated being’s summons (da‘wa). These seven interjacent minds
correspond with the seven planetary spheres — from Saturn down to the
Moon. A full restoration can now only come about by the fallen Third
Intellect slowly climbing back through these seven stages in between.
This great endpoint, or apocatastasis, is gradually being converged on
over the course of ‘sacred time’, which thus gains its sevenfold periodi-
sation in the Tayyibi Ismaili teaching. Each planet determines the char-
acter of a given era (dawr) of hierohistory. Time is seen here as a hiatus
between two eternities — one lost and one to come. In this theory, time is
viewed as a sevenfold process through which the prelapsarian condition
of timelessness is being retrieved — hence Corbin’s designation of the
doctrine as ‘retarded eternity’.>*

Meanwhile, the fallen Third Intellect is ranked as the lowest intel-
lect of the tenfold hierarchy, its fall engendering the world of nature.”
It is thus positioned at the upper bound of the entire physical cosmos,
which reaches from the highest celestial sphere down to our own
earthly domain in the lowest depths of the physical realm. It presides
over this whole world, acting as its demiurge or ‘controller’ (mudabbir).
This distinctly echoes the defining idea of various pre-Islamic Gnostic
cosmologies, that our world is produced by a fallen or errant power which
has been exiled from the divine pleroma. In particular, the descended
Third Intellect has been likened to the fallen aeon Sophia Achamoth in

Valentinian Gnosis.?*?

230 Ibid., pp. 30, 39-41.

231  Daniel De Smet, La Quiétude de Iintellect: Néoplatonisme et gnose
Ismaélienne dans l'oeuvre de Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (Xe/XIe s) (Louvain,
1995), p. 249.

232 Ibid.,, p. 249. Heinz Halm has also proposed a link with Valentinian
Gnosis. Although Corbin does make reference in his discussion to
Valentinianism, he prefers to attribute this body of teachings to the influence
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This was one of the most long-lived Gnostic schools, and Valentinian
strains are attested in the Near East as late as the 7th century ce.*
Valentinianism claimed to enshrine secret teachings from St Paul,
whose direct disciple Theudas had supposedly taught Valentinus, the
sect’s founder and eponym. The latter’s brilliance and charisma were
such that he is even said to have nearly become Bishop of Rome, losing
the papal election by the narrowest margin.*** Within a Christian
framework, loosely defined, the school advanced one of the most radical
and elaborate versions of Gnosticism.?* The basic focus for the school’s
contemplations was an aeonic hierarchy of demanding complexity. It
consisted of a pleroma of 30 aeons, no less, arranged into an Ogdoad,
Decad and Dodecad. The aeons within these groupings are characteris-
tically arranged in male-female pairs. The phenomenal world, however,
is not born directly from these sexual polarities in the noumenal realm,
but from a crisis brought about by the lowest aeon. This is the extratem-
poral transgression (paraptéma) of the aeon Sophia (‘Wisdom’).?*

Valentinianism, like other Gnostic systems, is known for the manifold
and variable character of its formulations. However, one of the several
ways that the school framed Sophia’s transgression seems of note in the
present context: she is said to have proudly wished to know, without
mediation, the absolutely transcendental ‘Primal Father’ himself
(termed Buthos, ‘Depth’ or ‘Abyss’).?*” In her resulting fall she is said to
have been aided and redeemed by her ‘bridegroom’, the acon called Sétér

of Zervanism. Corbin, Cyclical Time and Ismaili Gnosis, pp. 178, 180. Baffioni
has additionally suggested Valentinian echoes in some teachings of the Ikhwan
al-Safa’. Ikhwan al-Safa’, On the Natural Sciences, note 118, p. 68.

233 The Quinisexta of the Penthekte Synod of 692 ck reflects the presence
of neo-Valentinian groups in Asia Minor, extending into the Muslim era. See
the appended patristic sources for the study of Valentinianism after Irenaeus, in
M. Krause, ed., Gnosis and Gnosticism (Leiden, 1981).

234  Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (Harmondsworth, 1982), p. 45.

235  For a classic presentation of the details of Valentinianism, see Hans
Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings
of Christianity (Boston, 1963), chapter 8: ‘The Valentinian Speculation’,
pp. 174-205.

236  See].Zandee, ‘Gnostic Ideas on the Fall and Salvation’, in Numen, vol.
11, Fasc. 1 (Jan., 1964), pp. 13-74, especially pp. 23-27.

237  Irenaeus of Lyons, Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies), 1:2: 2-3.
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(‘Saviour’) whose identity, naturally, is related to Jesus of Nazareth.*®
It is as if the ‘Christic’ truth on earth echoes the same truth within the
pleroma, where disregard for it was implicated in the pre-cosmic fall.*
A similar co-ordination is a fundamental message of the Tayyibi myth:
an ultimate archetype of the denial of the da‘wa is seen as having caused
the pre-cosmic fall, and by implication, the cosmic restoration is aided
by faithful involvement with the da‘wa on earth.**°
Broader parallels of this kind link Valentinianism and other Gnostic
schools with the Tayyibi conceptual system, though a definite transfer
of teachings is undemonstrable and ultimately, fundamentally specula-
tive. The parallels, for all that, remain intriguing - not least the shared,
core teaching that the world as we know it results from the prideful
fall of a mind in the higher world. In Valentinianism, while the acon
Sophia’s original form, known as ‘the Undescended Sophia’ or ‘the
Higher Sophia’ (hé ané Sophia), remains in the pleroma, her fallen form,
known as Sophia Achamoth or ‘the Lower Sophia (hé katé Sophia), is
exiled and bears ultimate responsibility for our world.**' Tayyibism like-

238  The significance to the Valentinian system of the link between the
aeon Sotér and Jesus of Nazareth has been long noted in scholarship on the sect,
e.g.: ‘With this celestial Soter of the Valentinians and the redemption of Sophia
through him is connected, in a way which is now not quite intelligible to us,
the figure of Jesus of Nazareth and the historical redemption connected with
his name. The Soter, the bridegroom of Sophia, and the earthly Jesus answer to
each other as in some way identical.’” “Valentinus’, Encyclopedia Britannica (1911
edition).

239 A valuable recent study notes how some versions of the Valentinian
myth attributed Sophia’s fall to her neglecting the vital role of her consort, ‘the
Saviour’ ‘In keeping with the traditional myth, it is told that Wisdom caused a
rupture in the divine realm because she acted on her own, without her consort
... According to [one] version, she wanted to understand the Father’s greatness™
Ismo Dunderberg, Beyond Gnosticism: Myth, Lifestyle, and Society in the School
of Valentinus (New York, 2008), p. 98.

240  On the fundamental Tayyibi notion of the double da‘wa (insofar as it
is both in heaven and on earth), see Daftary, The Isma‘ilis, p. 271, and Corbin,
Cyclical Time and Ismaili Gnosis, p. 39 (referring to Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Zahr
al-ma‘ani, Chapter 8). Closely linked with the same notion is the parallelism
between the degrees of celestial intellects and the degrees of functionary in the
Ismaili organisation. See e.g., Corbin, Cyclical Time, p. 89.

241  In line with the trend of Valentinianism to think of a given aeon’s
function as its separate product rather than integral to its identity, even Sophia
Achamoth does not directly engender the world. Instead, it is declared to come
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wise frames the fallen second emanation’s identity as bi-form: outside
time it is the third in the hierarchy, but inside time it is the tenth and
bears responsibility for our world. Both systems view cosmic time as
under the control of the seven planets, as represented in scripture by
the seven days of creation.””* Both doctrines see the course of time,
imposed by these planetary influences, as inexorable. Valentinianism’s
‘metaphysical alienation” and anti-cosmic impulse took the imposed
patterns more negatively, as heimarmené (allotted destiny, fate), to be
escaped only by gndsis; Tayyibism instead viewed the fixed heptad of
sacred history as providential (indeed, salvific) in intent. The intellects
presiding over the relentless cycles of the Tayyibi cosmos are, unlike
Gnostic archons, fundamentally benefic, and the world, for all its fall-
enness, remains an essentially benign mechanism to bring about final
restoration. As Ibn al-Walid’s commentary states: ‘the only deliverance
for [the world-soul] from the malady that clings to its essences [sic]
was through the sequence of times, the motions of the heavens and the
mixture of elements.” Juxtaposing Tayyibi and Valentinian teachings
thus reveals some common motifs but these shared motifs may be given
quite different interpretations by the two systems.***

Contrastingly, the Tayyibi ‘drama in heaven’ and wider haqd’ig-
system have a direct, well-founded pedigree closer to hand, in certain
teachings of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ (mainly as presented in the synoptic
Risalat al-jami‘a) and the thought of the Fatimid da7 and philosopher
Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. after 411/1020). The tenfold pleroma is
drawn from Kirmani who was looked back to as a prime authority by
the Tayyibi tradition from its beginnings. Kirmani marked a decisive
turning point in Ismaili cosmology. Prompted by the definitive Ismaili
ideal of merging the twin wisdoms of religion and philosophy, he refor-
mulated Ismaili cosmology in terms of the most recent developments in
Graeco-Arabic philosophy - specifically, the cosmological trends started

about through her product, the demiurge Jaldabaoth, the God of the Old
Testament.

242 TIrenaeus of Lyons, Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies), 1:5:2.

243 A study of the possible links of Gnosticism with these and other
aspects of Ismaili thought is Heinz Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der friihen
Isma‘iliya. Eine Studie zur islamischen Gnosis (Wiesbaden, 1978). For allusions
to Valentinianianism and its possible influence, see pp. 21, 24, 49, 78, 90, 108

and 123.
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by the great Muslim Aristotelian Aba Nasr al-Farabi (d. 339/950). It was
Farabi who, in Islamic thought, first framed a rounded cosmological
system based on Ptolemaic astronomy, as encapsulated in Claudius
Ptolemy’s famous work, the Almagest. Farabi had proposed that each of
the eight planetary spheres,*** known from this authoritative tradition
of observational astronomy, is governed by a given immaterial substance
or ‘intellect’ (‘aql), and that each intellect emanates from the next
one above. Furthermore, he added a starless Sphere of Spheres (falak
al-aflak) above the rest, following through on a hypothesis proposed by
Ptolemy himself.*** The intellect of this invisible, encompassing sphere is
the highest in the series, and is the first effect of the Godhead.

Kirmani took over this basic scheme but modified it in ways which
Farabiwould have found hard to recognise. Farabi calculated the number
of celestial intellects on the basis of the apparent structure of the physical
heavens (since he assumed that each sphere must be the responsibility of
a given intellect), but other concerns weighed on Kirmani than the need
to tie the intellects to brute astronomical facts such as the motions of
the spheres. To Farabi’s nine intelligences descending from the starless
Sphere of Spheres to the sphere of the Moon, Kirmani adds a tenth. In
his scheme, the First Intellect is above the intellect governing the star-
less, uppermost sphere, which is in fact co-ordinate with the Second
Intellect.**S Kirmant’s First Intellect is thus raised outside the whole
intelligential architecture and mediates between God and it. It corre-
sponds with the ultimate hypostasis known in wider Ismaili thought
as al-amr, ‘the Command’ of God. Kirmani goes further. Though he
continues to ascribe the chain of intellects with the responsibility for the
nested spheres of the Ptolemaic cosmos, he yet insists — against Farabi’s
model - that all these intellects be removed from the whole domain of

247

matter.”*” They are declared by him to exist in a completely transcen-

244  The Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and the
Zodiac.

245  Ptolemy hypothesised it in Book II of De hypothesibus planetarum,
which has only survived in an Arabic translation. Claudius Ptolemaeus, Opera
astronomica minora, ed. J.L. Heiberg (Leipzig, 1907), pp. 123-125. The Arabic
fragment is translated into German by L. Nix.

246  Paul E. Walker, Hamid al-Din al-Kirman: Ismaili Thought in the Age
of al-Hakim (London, 1999), p. 97.

247  De Smet, La Quiétude de I'Intellect, p. 283:En d’autres termes, les dix
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dental realm as a hierarchic pleroma in their own right, not in tandem
with the planetary spheres known from observational astronomy, as
if they themselves, rather than their effective power, penetrated down
into the spatio-physical universe.?*® The shift from Farabl’s scheme
establishes the idea of a community of aeons, or an interrelationship of
minds, wholly outside the material cosmos.

This aeonic community provided Tayyibi thinkers with the context
for the mythologem that is the central mystery of their system - the
‘drama in heaven’. De Smet holds that the ‘drama in heaven’ is, in fact,
itself also extrapolated from Kirman’s cosmological thought, in which
itis already virtually present. Kirmani alludes to the underlying identity
of the Tenth and Third Intellect. Though high in the chain of intellects,
the Third Intellect is the ultimate bound of ontic potentiality, which is
analysed in terms of matter-form composition. It is thus, in some rare-
fied sense, a matter-form composite presiding over the whole universe of
matter and form that stretches beneath the other intellects.”* In certain
formulations, Kirmani explicitly speaks of this key intellect as having
to climb from the world of nature through a process of acquisition by
action and knowledge, back up to its proper position parallel to the
Second Intellect.?*

Intelligences de Kirmani forment un monde a part entiére; elles existent en soi
et pour soi et peuvent étre dissociées des spheres.

248  Kirmani’s theory of how the intellects generate the spheres insists on
the mediatory, demiurgic role of the lowest, Tenth Intellect, which receives the
spheres’ forms from the intellects above it: ‘les Intelligences en acte conférent au
démiurge les Formes qui lui permettent de fagonner 'univers sensible: De Smet,
La Quiétude, p. 274. This is a wholly different theory of intellectual agency from
the Farabian theory, which postulates that the intellect accompanying each
celestial sphere brings it about as a by-product of its self-contemplation.

249  De Smet, La Quiétude, p. 240 ft.

250  Huwa ’l-‘aql al-murtaqi min ‘alam al-tabi‘a bi’l-iktisab ‘amalan wa
‘ilman ila muwazati ’l-inbi‘athi ’l-awwal. Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, Kitab
al-riyad, ed. ‘Arif Tamir (Beirut, 1960), pp. 158-159. My thanks to Maria De
Cillis for pointing out this reference. Some scholars even trace this motif of the
cosmological fall in Ismaili thought to the writings of Muhammad al-Nasafi
(d. 332/943), around a century before Kirmani. Although the latter’s great Kitab
al-mahsil is lost, the writings of his student, Sijistani, are argued to contain
this motif - notably his Kitab al-yanabi‘ and quotations from his non-extant
Kitab al-nusra (in which he defended Nasaff’s teachings). Sijistani conveys the
teaching that the Universal Soul inclines downwards on one side to obscurity,
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This mytho-cosmology frames Ibn al-Walid’s whole discussion which
he actually begins with one of his most direct allusions to ‘the drama in
heaven’ when Ibn Sin@’s first hemistich speaks of the dove as ‘endowed
with pride and defiance’. The words are stated to refer to ‘what had taken
place earlier, consisting of being too proud to submit to whoever came
earlier than them [sic] in its response, and their defiance in obeying Him
whom they had been commanded to obey. Commenting on the later
line ‘So for what reason was she made to fall from the lofty and sublime
to the lowest depth of the foot of the mountain?” Ibn al-Walid likewise
states: ‘that is due to her backwardness (or ‘retardation’, takhalluf)
in adhering to the rank of the one elevated over her, and her lagging
(ta’akhkhur) in maintaining obedience to the one to whom obedience
is enjoined and assigned to her’ In the next gloss, the commentary
mentions the loving aid of all the other intellects in the cosmic project
of her restoration. Their role is decisive in the fallen world-soul’s rescue,
and Ibn al-Walid speaks of ‘the tender sympathy of the intellects of the
world of origination and their empathy with [the lapsed soul], through
affectionate feeling and the outflow of noble sentiments of love to it, to
give it the perfection that eluded it’.

But for the most part our commentator is constrained by the poem’s
clear focus on the human soul’s origin, terrestrial exile and final libera-
tion. His prime concern is with narrower questions of ‘psychogenesis’
and salvation. In other words: how does the soul come about in embodied
human beings, and how is it freed? Ibn al-Walid’s commentary largely
tackles these matters through quotations from earlier sources such as
Kirmant’s magnum opus, Rahat al-‘aql, and the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’.
He routinely attributes the latter to an anonym, ‘the noble individual,
author of the Epistles (the peace of God be upon him)’. From this lauda-
tion formula we take it that the reference is to an Ismaili Imam. The
Imam in question can be identified as Ahmad b. ‘Abd Allah (the grand-
father of the founder of the Fatimid caliphate, ‘Abd Allah al-Mahdi).
Tayyibi thinkers commonly ascribed the authorship of the Rasad’il to

leading to a fall in which she forgets her origin and loses herself in matter. Her
fate corresponds with that of individual human souls which constitute actual
parts (ajza’) of the Universal Soul, and not merely her traces (athar). Halm,
Kosmologie, p. 112. Also see W. Madelung, ‘Kawn al-‘Alam: the Cosmology of
the Isma‘ili da‘7 Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Nasaft, pp. 23-24.
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this authority from the early 3rd/mid-9th century.®' In this way, the
individuality of Ibn al-Walid’s exegesis is muted, and he depersonalises
and dignifies it through the prime sources of his Tayyibi tradition. He
has picked these quotations with deep attention to their relevance to his
own readings of the poem’s hidden meanings. In some cases the rele-
vance is not immediately obvious, and requires reflection.

Synopsis of Ibn al-Walid’s Glosses

The exegesis of the poem will now be broken down into six movements
of very different length: (I) on psychogenesis (commenting on lines 1
and 2 of the poem); (II) on the ambivalence of the soul’s embodied state
(commenting on line 3); (III) on a Platonic diagnosis and therapeutics
for embodiment, in terms of the soul’s amnesia and recollection of its
original habitat (lines 4 to 9); (IV) on the soul’s felicity, once freed from
embodiment (lines 10 to 14); (V) on why the soul’s fall was providential
- a theodicy of embodiment (lines 15 to 18); (VI) on the soul’s transit
from the bodily state and evanescence within it (lines 19 and 20).

(I) The first discussion begins by broaching the top-down struc-
ture of the physical world, as expressed successively in the ranking of
the elements, the celestial spheres and the ‘kingdoms of nature’. After
stating that Ibn Sina’s words ‘a dove endowed with pride and defiance’
allude, in the first place, to the pride and defiance of the entity respon-
sible for the cosmic fall, Ibn al-Walid ingeniously traces the hierarchy of
physical elements to different responses to this primordial fall. He states
that the poem’s words refer to the elements’ ‘division in that regard,
into: (1) one who is remorseful and seeks forgiveness after its inability;
(2) one complaining and bewildered, which in actual fact is these three
elements; and (3) one who is stubborn and haughty, which is the divi-
sion of the earth, upon which is the centre-point and place’. Evidently,
the uppermost, ‘remorseful’ element is ether;*? the three intermediate,
‘bewildered’ elements are air, fire and water; and the lowest, ‘haughty’

251  Daftary, The Isma‘lis, p. 100. The Nizari tradition has instead attrib-
uted the Rasa’il to other ‘hidden’ Imams, namely Muhammad b. Isma‘il and
‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad. Yves Marquet, La Philosophie de Thwan al-Safd’
(Algiers, 1975), p. 8.

252 Also called the ‘fifth nature’ (al-fabi‘a al-khamisa). See Ikhwan
al-Safa’, On the Natural Sciences, pp. 162-163.
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element is earth.?> Ibn al-Walid goes on to say: [The words also allude
to] whatis from the All-Arranger (exalted is He) who ordained it through
fixing every division of these three [= each mentioned level, 1, 2 and 3,
of the elements] in the position it deserves in line with justice, when He
examined it prior to their intentions...” Our commentator sees no real
clash between the view that the elements get their ranks through their
different reactions and that they get them through divine regulation, as
he takes it that God’s wisdom dicates each element’s rank through its
own intent. The mentioned Tayyibi trend is again seen here, to explain
hierarchic order through the subjective intent of its members. ‘Intent’
implies a kind of consciousness in the physical elements — a panpsy-
chism basic to Ibn al-Walid’s whole commentary in which he will pres-
ently state: ‘no part of the macrocosm and its natural kingdoms is free of
life, nor is anything amongst corporeal existents devoid of it

The ranks of the spheres of the macrocosm are next differentiated on
separate grounds, analysed in terms of the form-matter distinction. The
more that form (the subtler, superior aspect of the two) predominates,
the higher the sphere’s degree. The more that matter (the grosser, infe-
rior aspect of the two) predominates, the lower the sphere’s degree. For
instance, the Sphere of Spheres is almost spiritual, and as the ‘purest
and noblest of what fell down, the closest in correspondence with what
is above it... its matter is virtually at one with its form’; the earth is
instead the furthest sphere from the intelligential pleroma, for ‘its form
is virtually the same as its matter’. It is on earth, finally, that the succes-
sive kingdoms of nature emerge from the bottom up: the mineral, the
vegetal and the animal kingdoms. These are produced by the interac-
tion of the two kinds of entity just mentioned - the elements and the
planetary spheres. In a pointedly sexual metaphor, the kingdoms of

253 This differs, however, from the identification based on al-Husayn b.
‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid, Risalat al-mabda’ wa’l-ma‘ad. According to
this view the highest is ether, the middle three are air, water and earth, and
the lowest is rock (sakhra) at the centre of the earth (Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili
Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, note 7, p. 167). Note that the general
trend to explain fundamental features of the cosmos through the fallen entity’s
emotions also typifed earlier Gnostic cosmologies. Valentinianism, notably,
traced the corporeal foundations of the world back to the distress of Sophia,
and traced the origins of hylic substance to her passion and of psychic substance
to her conversion. Dunderberg, Beyond Gnosticism, pp. 100-102.
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nature (literally ‘offspring’, mawalid) are said to be engendered by the
planetary ‘fathers’ on the elemental ‘mothers’. The entire teleology of
these processes is to produce the ‘perfect son’, namely the ‘true human’
(al-insan al-haqiqi), who is evidently held to transcend the animal
kingdom since our commentator declares him to constitute, in his own
right, the culminating kingdom of nature.

Ibn al-Walid puts forward a key teaching from the Rasa’il Ikhwan
al-Safd’ that particular souls are to be identified with a ‘power (or faculty,
quwwa) spread forth from the Universal Soul’. He refers more than once
to this deep linkage of the particular with the universal,* as it is the
foundation of his deeper view of what the individual human soul’s liber-
ation signifies: it is ultimately inseparable from the world-soul’s libera-
23 The individual soul is, as it were, in a synecdochic relationship
with the Universal Soul: pars pro toto. This deeper animic identity-rela-
tion yields a distinct view of the motives of religious praxis. The indi-
vidual’s participation in the terrestrial da‘wa, or in the terms which the
commentator quotes here, ‘the responsibility of offering worship [and]
the rigour of exercising obedience through the bodily instrument’, is
inseparable from the repentance of ‘soul’ tout court. Our individual
acts of piety are thus an aspect of the repentence of the world-soul itself,

tion.

254  E.g., The same linkage is mentioned in glossing line 12 of the poem,
which speaks of bodily death as the time when ‘[the soul] comes to leave behind
her everyone staying on as the ally of the earth, not given the last rites.” Ibn
al-Walid says that when the body returns to its place, ‘the soul [too] returns to
her place and the particulars of her go back to the universal of her.

255  There seems to be a formal problem here which is not addressed in the
commentary. The problem has been noted in passing by Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili
Interpretation of Ibn Sind’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, p. 160. Namely, in the Tayyibi
cosmology adopted from Kirmani, the Universal Soul is, strictly speaking,
identified with the undescended first emanation (= the Second Intellect). The
First Intellect is identified with the Universal Intellect, while the fallen second
emanation (= the Third Intellect), for its part, is identified with Universal
Nature. Let us take it then, that Universal Nature is the entity which is actu-
ally susceptible to descent and scission into incarnate individuals, while the
Universal Soul stays above. It is Universal Nature which is, in effect, the world-
soul, not the Universal Soul. It is to be noted that, in the formulation quoted
here from the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safd’, particular souls are attributed to a faculty
of, or power from, the Universal Soul, not the Universal Soul itself. Presumably
our commentator identifies this distinct ‘power’ with Universal Nature, the
fallen Third Intellect.
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through which it makes good its error and reverts to its proper position
amongst the entities arrayed in God’s presence. Conversely, the individ-
ual’s impious rejection of the da‘wa is, at bottom, inseparable from the
world-soul’s original imposture and compounds its material fallenness.

Thus, in the words quoted here by Ibn al-Walid from a discussion in
al-Risala al-jami‘a on the fact that the cosmos is a ‘great man’,”® the
referent at first seems to be the individual soul, but is in fact the world-
soul: Tf it repents and turns in regret, it reverts to “rest and refreshment”
and a Lord who is not wrathful. But if it is defiant, scornful, recalci-
trant and haughty, playing truant from those who give warning, if it is
reminded yet does not remember, and if it is made to see yet does not
see, [then] it gets confused and is cut off as though by the flood that
goes down from the mountain peak into the confines of the earth, and it
comes to be in the dark shadows of the “lowest of the low”.*” In reality,
this passage’s referent can simultaneously be taken to be the individual
soul and the world-soul. The two are aspects of one reality: the micro-
cosmos and the macro-anthropos.

Another, cognate esoteric tradition likewise put forward this highly
distinct idea that the earthbound human being could contribute to
the solemn project of countering the exile of the lowest entity within
the divine pleroma and upraising it. The tradition in question was

256  Al-Risala al-jami‘a (“The Comprehensive Epistle’) exists in two
versions and was historically misattributed to Maslama b. Ahmad al-Majriti
(d. 398/1007), the mathematician and astronomer. Some scholars have dated
it to the time of the main corpus of the Rasa’il on stylistic grounds. See Yves
Marquet, La Philosophie de Ihwan al-Safd’, pp. 16-17; also see L.R. Netton,
Muslim Neoplatonists: An Introduction to the Thought of the Brethren of Purity
(Ikhwan al-Safa’) (London, 1982), pp. 2-3. It seems likely that al-Risala al-jami‘a
was by Maslama al-MajritT’s namesake, compatriot and older contemporary, the
traditionist, alchemist and theorist of magic Abu ’I-Qasim Maslama b. Qasim
al-Qurtubi (d. 353/964). See Maribel Fierro, ‘Batinism in al-Andalus. Maslama
b. Qasim al-Qurtubi (d. 353/964), Author of the Rutbat al-Hakim and the Ghayat
al-Hakim (Picatrix)’, Studia Islamica, 84, 1996, pp. 87-112, esp. pp. 107-108.
Also see Wilferd Madelung, ‘Maslama al-Qurtubi’s Contribution to the Shaping
of the Encyclopedia of the Ikhwan al-Safa”, in Festschrift for Carmela Baffioni,
ed. Antonella Straface et al. (forthcoming). Also see Michael Ebstein, Mysticism
and Philosophy in al-Andalus: Ibn Masarra, Ibn al-Arabi and the Ismali
Tradition (Leiden and Boston, 2014), pp. 29-30 and 45-46.

257  [Maslama b. Ahmad al-Majriti], al-Risala al-jami‘a, ed. J. Saliba
(Damascus, 1368/1949), vol. 2, pp. 38-39.
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the Kabbalah, and the resonances are striking. The sefirothic tree of
the Kabbalists and the intelligential pleroma of the Tayyibis are both
tenfold. In both doctrines our world ensues from a crisis in the realm of
these higher entitites.”® In Kabbalist teaching the lowest of the sefirot,
Malkuth, suffers from exile (galuth), just as the lowest of the intellects of
Tayyibi Ismailism. In the case of both doctrines there was some trend
to link this grand metaphysical exile with transmigrations of the terres-
trial soul.” In the Kabbalah the metaphysical exile is specifically under-
stood in terms of the disunion of Malkuth (‘Kingdom’ = female, equated
with the Shekhinah) and Tif eret (‘Foundation’ = male) at four positions
higher in the sefirothic tree. Most importantly, the task of restitution
(tikkun) - that is, raising Malkuth and restoring her to her ‘husband’
Tif’eret — is a mystical goal of carrying out the religious command-
ments.”® In a teaching at one with the Tayyibi view just outlined, even
the tiniest act performed with the right intent can aid the project of
‘world-restoration’ (tikkun ha-olam). The Kabbalah, of course, also read
the scriptural account of the Edenic Fall as deeply relating to the crisis

258  Corbin, en passant, draws attention to this parallel. He compares
the Tayyibi ‘drama in heaven’ to the Sefirothic crisis as specifically framed
in Lurianic Kabbalah, in which it is designated ‘the breaking of the vessels’
(shevirat hakelim): Corbin. Tsma‘li, p. 78.

259  Speaking of the doctrine of metempsychosis (gilgul) in Lurianic
Kabbalah, Scholem states: ‘all transmigrations of souls are in the last resort
only migrations of the one soul whose exile atones for its fall. In addition, every
individual provides, by his behavior, countless occasions for ever renewed exile’:
Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1995), p. 282.

260  ‘Mystical devotion during prayer and fulfilment of the commandments
(misvot), accompanied by the appropriate contemplative kabbalistic intentions,
rigorous ascetic behaviour, and ethical deeds, would lift the Shekhinah out of
Her exile and restore the divine realm to its original state> Lawrence Fine, tr.,
Safed Spirituality (New York, Ramsey and Toronto, 1984), translator’s introduc-
tion, p. 9. Scholem, in discussing the teaching of Isaac Luria (d. 1572 cg) and his
school, refers to the negative implication of this same teaching: ‘{We,] in the last
resort are ourselves responsible for the continuation of the Galuth [= exile of
Malkuth]: Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, p. 274. These teachings
predate Lurianic Kabbalah, and are already found in the Zohar and the system
of Kabbalah which emerged in 13th-century Spain through the influence of
Moses de Leon (d. 1305 ck). For the history of the concept of tikkun, see Gilbert
Rosenthal, ‘Tikkun ha-Olam: The Metamorphosis of a Concept’, The Journal of
Religion, 85: 2 (April, 2005), pp. 214-240.
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in the sefirothic world. Ibn al-Walid, for his part, presently quotes from
a Tayyibi version of the Jami‘at al- jami‘a (the ‘Epitome of the Epitome’
of the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safd’) to the effect that the story of the genesis
of Adam and Eve, the Devil, the Forbidden Tree and the ‘act of disobe-
dience which happens in the realm of the soul’, applies equally on the
universal, cosmological level and on the particular, human level. There
is no difference, substantially, in purport, since ‘difference and disparity
are only found in the implications that appear within estimative facul-
ties and imaginations’.

The main issue of this first broad discussion of the six making up
Ibn al-Walid’s commentary (concerning how the soul comes to be
materially embodied on earth) is dealt with through an extended
quotation from Kirmani’s Rahat al-‘aql. The proper subject of the
passage (from the first mashra® of the fifth sir) is in fact ‘life in actu-
ality, emitted from the world of the holy’. This ‘life’, however, subsumes
the various subtypes of soul and is what underlies the soul in all its
forms. It explains automotion in the broadest sense, and so explains
natural phenomena as diverse as the spherical movement of the celes-
tial spheres, the upward movement of fire, the downward movement of
water, the growth in plants, the pleasure-seeking drive of animals and
the intellectual drive in human beings. Kirmani gives a typical account
of the ‘great chain of being’, starting with minerals, then plants, then
crawling animals, then humanity, ascending finally to the “posessors of
divine support, that is, prophets and imams, who even attain contact
with angels. The lifeforce ascends through all of these creaturely levels.
In the lowest, mineral realm, life remains as yet latent. But even here it
can supposedly be witnessed in certain phenomena such as the force of
magnetism and the force of ‘aversion between lead and diamond’. This
last relates to the medieval belief that the only substance capable of
breaking diamond was lead, notwithstanding its malleability amongst
the metals.*' Between the mineral and plant realm, Kirmani places
coral ‘which in respect of its body is a mineral but in respect of its
generation in the sea is a plant’.

Next, when life rises to the level of plants its activity is much more
obvious than in minerals. The augmentative soul which functions in the

261 E.g. Ikhwan al-Safa’, On the Natural Sciences, pp. 255 (English) and
pp. 308-309 (Arabic); also p. 275 (English) and p. 339 (Arabic).
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vegetal kingdom has gained seven faculties: the attractive, the adhesive,
the digestive, the propulsive, the alimental, the accretive and the forma-
tive faculty. Plants have their own hierarchy, which is said to culimi-
nate in the palm tree, ‘which from the viewpoint of its form is a plant,
but from the viewpoint of its properties and products is comparable
with an animal’. The palm tree, for instance, is found as either male or
female, and ‘only bears fruit through the impregnation of its females by
its males’. Ascending from here to the level of crawling animals, ‘life’ or
the soul gains the five senses of hearing, sight, smell, taste and touch.
Again, the animal hierarchy culminates in one animal species which
forms a link with the next stage in the zoic chain, which is humanity.
The linking species is said to be the horse ‘which from the viewpoint of
its corporeal constitution is amongst the sum of animals but from the
viewpoint of its natural characteristics resembles humanity’. In human
beings, ‘life’ or the soul finally attains the upright stature and gains a
set of new faculties which transcend those of animals: imagination,
memory, ratiocination, and so forth.?s

Life thus ascends within the natural world as a great chain or hierar-
chic ladder in which there are no gaps. This highly graduated, develop-
mental process ends with the emergence of the human being, through
whom it at last has the opportunity to revert fully to its pleromatic
origins. Inevitably, the question arises whether Kirmani’s notion here of
the upward graduation of life implies a temporal, phylogenetic process,
that is, an evolutionary model. Certainly, the whole passage frames the
unfolding of the soul within the cosmos as ‘the emergence of this latent
life from potentiality to actuality’, and the ascending stages are explic-
itly presented using temporal locutions such as ‘when (idhad) this life
ascends’ from such and such a level to such and such a level. However,
this patently evolutionary model is nevertheless premised on a prior
devolution of life from the pleroma beyond the physical cosmos, and to
this extent, seems at odds with evolutionist theory in the conventional
Darwinian sense. Though life ascends gradually from the mineral realm
in its cosmic manifestation, it only does so insofar as it has already
descended into the cosmos from the higher spiritual world, which
remains its proper abode.

262  See Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili Interpretation of Ibn Sind’s Qasidat
al-Nafs’, pp. 160-161.
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(II) The second movement of Ibn al-Walid’s commentary, broadly
concerning the ambiguity of the soul’s embodied state, takes its cue
from line 3 of the poem: ‘She reached you under compulsion, yet perhaps
she is loath to be separated from you, having experienced distress.’ This
refers to the paradox that though the body imprisons the soul, the soul
clings to it. The long comment on this line begins with the ‘compul-
sion’ spoken of in the hemistich. Ibn al-Walid refers afresh to the idea
of the drama in heaven (pertaining to the Third Intellect) by which ‘life’
was compelled to leave the pleroma (‘that noble luminous world, that
holy spiritual abode’) and to descend into this world. Here it is subjected
to space-time and natural determinism. Thus Ibn al-Walid says ‘the
glooms of the three dimensions [of space] encompassed it” and also ‘the
sequence of times’. The natural world that it now inhabits is arranged
‘in its degrees as passive and active, that being the manner of compul-
sion and coercion whereby [life] has no free disposal in any of it by its
own will and choice’. These constraints, however, are imposed through
wisdom and are purely remedial in intention. The soul’s subjugation by
nature and the removal of its choice is a hiatus occurring for the dura-
tion of cosmic time: a moment of imprisonment in an eternity of liberty.
Two apocatastases flank the soul’s state of subjection, on either side -
Corbin’s ‘retarded eternity’. Hence Ibn al-Walid states here: In reality it
is a compulsion between two choices [= states of free will] and a hard-
ship between two [states of] ease, and none understands it except those
who know ... [God] put compulsion between the two of them since He
considered it in regard to wisdom as more fitting.’

The commentator’s main discussion here concerns the specific words,
‘perhaps [the dove] is loath to be separated from you’. He explores the
paradox that, despite having been forced into constraint by the body, the
soul actively resists being freed from it by death. This holds true for all
embodied human souls. Ignorant souls are in a state of amnesia about
the higher world and sceptical of the reality of the afterlife. They thus
fear their lives ending here below and instead ‘opt to hold fast to these
rotting bodies’. Awakened souls are instead well aware of the reality
of the ‘place of return’ but, to that end, want to ‘acquire good deeds
by means of this body as long as they are in this place of acquisition’.
Therefore, both ignorant and awakened souls are averse to dying.

Our commentator quotes at length on this theme from the Majalis
al-tanazzuf (“The Sessions on Purification’) in the Rasd’il Ikhwan
al-Safd’, evidently attributed, as before, to Imam Ahmad b. ‘Abd Allah.
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The text in question is not extant.>®* The quoted passage can be summa-
rised as follows. The rational soul, which sets humans apart, is endowed
with faculties of speech, deliberation and preferential choice. Through
these faculties it gains access to guidance, religion and self-improve-
ment, and in turn bestows these on the less perfect. A pedagogic order
between teacher and taught is therefore implied. The Majalis al-tanazzuf
proceeds to present a great creaturely hierarchy of ten members in all, if
we include its reference to angels. The first to be mentioned are prophets
who mediate between the Creator and creatures, souls ‘divinely
protected from destructive faults’, ‘expounder[s] of the enigmas of
[God’s] scriptures’, etc. The text presently states that above this echelon,
‘the most receptive [souls of all] are the “angels brought nigh™. On the
other hand, below the prophets are ranked ‘the righteous caliphs and
the rightly guided imams’. The first of these expressions normally desig-
nates the first four caliphs of Islam, and prima facie fits a Sunni, not
Shi‘i context — a reference here, perhaps, to the Fatimid ‘caliphs’. Next
come the great religious scholars and sages, followed in succession by
the learnéd in general, the human commonalty, four-legged animals,
other animals, plants and, finally, inanimate species. Souls within the
mentioned hierarchy greatly vary in their ability to receive the light with
which God is to be identified. The author continues, highly evocatively,
that ‘all existents come into being, safeguarded, intelligible, luminous,
shining through the conveying of His guidance [which is] pervasive,
circulating, superabundant and streaming in the world of sublimity and
of the nadir, the great and the small’

In a richly analytical presentation, the upward, perfective dynamics
of the levels within this hierarchy are explained through the Aristotelian
form-matter duality. Entities on each level are subject to God’s adminis-
tration (siyasat Allah) which has three aspects: wisdom, generosity and
determination. God’s wisdom guides the entity to benefits through its
form; God’s generosity transfers the entity from potentiality to actuality
through its matter; and God’s determination underlies the entity’s drive
to endure through its individualised composite of form and matter.
In being a link within the hierarchy, each entity acts on what is below
through its form, is receptive through its matter to what is above, and
perfects its own essential identity through its individual form-matter

263 Ibid., p. 161.
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composite. It is thus an intermediate reality, between two sides, neither
simply active nor passive.

Ibn al-Walid then gives the reason that the good, just as the bad, shrink
from losing their bodies, as follows. Human souls in general are stimu-
lated by the divine light in creation to cleave to the functions specific
to them, some of which are enacted through the soul itself and in isola-
tion from the body, but many of which are only carried out through the
body. The ‘friends of God’ who ‘set out on the right side’ are dedicated to
good deeds and they thus view the soul’s link with the body as precious
capital, and ‘transact by it’. Clearly, the paradigmatic good deed in the
author’s mind here is teaching and providing spiritual instruction, such
as to ‘bring the dead to life, liberate bodies from the bondage of passions,
the fetter of fallacies and the snares of sins’. Likewise, he speaks of their
aim ‘to summon [human beings] to God and guide them to the revela-
tion which leads to Him and the sign [presumably the Imam] which
points to Him’. In short, the virtuous cleave to the body to engage, above
all, in the da‘wa.

In contrast, the ‘enemies of God’ who ‘set out on the left side’ are quite
‘blind to the parameters of insight’. Whereas God’s friends cleave to the
body, in a sense, because of their belief in the afterlife, this broad group
cleaves to it through disbelief in the afterlife. Insofar as they see life as
under the control of an absolutely blind force (al-dahr, ‘time’ or ‘fate’),
they view death as sheer annihilation, and so fear it. The author differ-
entiates four sub-groups here: atheistic sceptics, hypocrites who verbally
affirm the afterlife while inwardly disbelieving, mindless ‘imitators’
without any grasp of the true meaning of the resurrection, and finally,
hedonists addicted to bodily pleasure. All these categories spurn death.
The passage goes on to state that animals in general shrink from death
due to their ‘survival instinct’ and the pain which usually accompanies
the dying process, and it ends by observing that the fear of death is truer
of the common people than the elect. The elect are assured of their post-
humous state and their joys in the afterlife, and so their natural fear of
dying is much diminished.***

(III) The commentary’s next discursive movement diagnoses the
embodied soul’s state in terms of it forgetting its origin in the intelli-
gible world. This idea is developed in discussing Ibn Sina’s line: ‘She was

264 Ibid,, p. 161.
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disdainful, unaccustomed, but when she continued she got used to ruin
and the wasteland.” The section consists, almost entirely, of an allegory
quoted by Ibn al-Walid from al-Risala fi bayan i‘tiqad Ikhwan al-Safa’
wa madhhab al-rabbaniyyin (‘Epistle on the Exposition of the Belief of
the Brethren of Purity’) in the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’.**® Thus, as already
pointed out, this is an allegory explaining an allegory.

The brief tale begins on a paradisiac island where a city stands on the
summit of a mountain. Its inhabitants are blessed with a climatically
ideal environment, and live in perfect plenty and co-operation. For
some unstated reason, a group of them take it into their heads to set
out to sea. But they are shipwrecked and washed up on an island, very
different from theirs: wild, dank, and inhabited by apes. The apes’ lives
are dominated by a monstrous bird of prey which regularly attacks
and picks them off in ones and twos. The castaways try to survive on
the island as best they can, subsisting on its unsatisfying fruits and
foetid water, and pathetically gathering leaves from the woods to use
as rough clothing. Some mate with the female apes and so a mixed
progeny begins. Utterly forgetting their origins, the castaways now
simply want to live permanently on the savage island. They begin
hoarding its fruits and competing for the attentions of the female apes,
so that wars take place.

But one night, one of the castaways has a vivid dream that he is
being welcomed back with great joy to the paradisal city from which
the unfortunate band had set out long before. The amazed and joyous
inhabitants wash him, give him fresh garments and concernedly cross-
question him about the others left behind. The dreaming man is over-
whelmed by a feeling of relief, thinking how God has rescued him from
the harsh island and the fellowship of apes. He is therefore absolutely
dismayed to stir from sleep, only to find himself right back there. An
ultimate lucidity has paradoxically come through a dream: the dream
within the ‘dream’ of his amnesiac state has served to awaken him from
it. He confides his dream to a brother and they privately decide to build
a boat to try to return to their original homeland. When they launch a

265  Rasad’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ wa khillan al-wafd’, (Beirut, 1957), vol. 4,
pp. 37-40,loosely translated by Eric van Reijn, The Epistles of the Sincere Brethren
(London, 1995), pp. 32-34. Also see Madelung, ‘An Isma‘li Interpretation of
Ibn Sind’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, pp. 162-163.



Introduction 101

campaign to remind the others of their forgotten origins, bringing them
back to their senses about the reality of their present condition, many
more join their bid to escape. At this point the monstrous bird decides to
strike. It snatches a man (we presume, the very castaway who has had the
dream) and carries him off. But in its flight it notices after a while that it
has caught a human, not an ape. So instead of eating him, it flies to the
paradisal island and leaves him on the roof of his old home in the city
there. The parable states lastly that though the companions left behind
mourn him deeply, if they only knew their brother’s true fate they would
long for it to befall them too.

A key to the symbolism is given at the end of the quotation: the strange,
harsh island is this lower world, the apes are its folk, the monstrous bird
is death, the castaways are God’s friends within this world, the paradise-
island is the spiritual world hereafter. In a recent study of the allegory, the
cross-bred, human-simian offspring have been interpreted as follows:
“The mating of some of the survivors with female apes and the warlike
offspring resulting from this unnatural union should be conceived of
as symbolizing, with an awe-inspiring metaphor, the ever-growing
degeneration of souls originally pure when they are linked to the perish-
able bodies of this world.**¢ The details of the symbolism demand to be
taken yet further: the castaway who has the dream seems to represent
a prophet, his ‘true dream’ represents divine revelation, the brother in
whom he confides represents his legatee or imam, the grand project of
building the ship to escape represents the community co-operating in
the interest of shared salvational goals, and the campaign to awaken the
other, still oblivious, survivors to the reality of their circumstances and
the memory of their true home, represents the da‘wa.**”

266  Godefroid de Callatay, ‘The Two Islands Allegory in the Rasa’il
Tkhwan al-Safa”, in Yanis Eshots, ed., Ishraq: Islamic Philosophy Yearbook, no. 4
(2013), pp. 71-81, esp. p. 75.

267  De Callataj equates this aspect of the story’s symbolism with the
covert propoganda carried on by the Ikhwan al-Safa’ themselves. He asks:
‘Had the objective been the salvation of all those living on the island, would
there need be of a stratagem or a pact between only a handful of people? The
secrecy of these preparations and the careful selection of companions in the
story reflect the Brethren’s own concern about targeting their propoganda on
only those whom they deem worthy of it” (ibid., pp. 78-79). It is probably signifi-
cant that the allegory, in its original position in the Rasa’il, comes immediately
before the beginning of Epistle 45, ‘On the modalities of the relations of the
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The parable could be seen as putting forward a Platonic epistemic
alternative of amnesia and anamnésis — a reading confirmed by the two,
much shorter, comments which follow it.?*® The first gloss takes up line
5 of the poem, ‘I think she forgot her aecons in the sanctuary and her
stations...” Ibn al-Walid links this line straight back to the ape-island
allegory and ‘the forgetfulness of those people whom the ship was
wrecked with, who alighted at that island [and] forgot their city which
they had left...” The hemistich thus ‘underlines what we have mentioned,
namely, [souls’] being bound to the world of bodies and their forgetful-
ness of the subtle world (nisyanuhum li’l-‘alam al-latif)’. Skipping the
lines which present the soul’s fall into material embodiment through
letter symbolism (on which the commentary sheds little light), line 8
then announces the great turning point when the dove again begins
to recall her homeland - a trope for the soul’s anamnestic conversion.
Ibn Sina, significantly, presents this awakening in terms of the dove’s
nostalgia: ‘She weeps when she recalls her aeons in the sanctuary, with
tear-ducts flowing’. The commentator states here that through this
inward remorse experienced by the soul, ‘her climbing of the stairway of
ascension takes place’. The soul’s nostalgia thus empowers it to traverse
the pathway back to the higher, spiritual world — namely the pathway of
the da‘wa, consisting of ‘her cleaving to those giving guidance, who are
the Imams and the dignitaries [of the religious hierarchy]’. This notion
of an indispensable ‘soteriological energy’ featured in Tayyibi Ismaili
teaching. The tradition sometimes framed it as a specifically feminine
energy: insofar as the fallen director of the material world was identified
as the ‘spiritual Adam’, the effective power without which he could not
ascend to his lost place in the pleroma was identified as his consort, the
‘eternal Eve’. The latter was viewed as personfying his nostalgia, without
which, he is spiritually powerless.?®

Brethren of Purity’. A French translation of the whole Epistle 45 is found in
C. Bonmariage, ‘De I'amitié et des freres: ’Epitre 45 des Ras@’il Ikhwan al-Safa”,
Bulletin d’Etudes Orientales, 58 (2009), pp. 315-350.

268  AllIbn al-Walid’s glosses shrink from line 5 of the poem onwards.

269  ‘Here we have a magnificent symbol. The repentence and nostalgia of
the [fallen] Angel are conceived as an energy penetrating the entire universe:
the spheres, the elements, and the adepts - that is to say, the human beings of
the posterity of the spiritual Adam. This energy is the leaven of the original
existentiation (al-khamira al-ibda‘iyya); it is the eternal Eve of the Angel of
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(IV) The commentary’s fourth movement concerns the freed soul’s
state of felicity. This passage starts, fittingly, from its current state of
captivity, as encapsulated in Ibn Sin’s trope here of the body as caging
the bird of the soul, keeping it back from its home on ‘the high, vast
peak’. According to Ibn al-Walid, the ‘tenebrous frame’ of the body,
which must be left behind as a corpse by the soul, is what is meant by
Ibn Sina’s words, ‘the ally of the earth, not given the last rites’.?® The
rest of his comment exemplifies the circumscript, high-definition char-
acter of his interpretation - his commitment to a Tayyibi hermeneutic
circle. The poem’s reference to the time ‘when the sanctuary draws near
and the departure for the widest expanse approaches’ is not interpreted
expectedly. If Ibn Sina seems to be speaking of the soul’s joy when freed
from the body by death, his commentator instead takes him to speak
of the soul’s joy while still in the body, thanks to its membership of
the da‘wa. He takes the line to allude to the culmination of the soul’s
gradual ascent through many lower forms of material embodiment up
to the human state where it can at last participate in the da‘wa. The soul’s
slow climb has thus ended in it gaining ‘the upright stature (al-qamat
al-bashariyya) and the human form’, its primary perfection, whence it is
placed to mount ‘the stairway of salvation’ (sullam al-najat), evidently a
reference to the da‘wa hierarchy. If further given God’s aid, it may ascend
through ‘the gates of felicity’ and attain its secondary perfection, intel-
lectual actualisation. Ibn Sind’s reference to the soul’s ‘departure for the
widest expanse’ is taken by Ibn al-Walid to mean ‘the ability to travel in
the vast, holy, spiritual expanse’, as a da‘wa-adept. The idea of the da‘wa
as a salvational Jacob’s Ladder is underlined in the next comment, which
speaks of how the soul emerges ‘into the sphere of existence through
subjecting herself to obedience to the Imams of right guidance, and she
ascends the psychic stairways (al-maraqi al-nafsaniyya), mounting the
degrees of the corporeal dignitaries [on earth] and the holy spiritual
dignitaries [in heaven]’.

The 13th line commented on here, involves the image of a veil ‘drawn
back so [the soul] beholds what no slumbering eyes have perceived’.

mankind. It is at the same time his nostalgia and his return to Paradise’ Corbin,
Cyclical Time and Ismaili Gnosis, p. 42; also see p. 83 note 61, and p. 183.

270  The commentary here also quotes an unnamed Ismaili authority who
likens the soul within the body to a pearl in an oyster shell.



104 Avicenna’s Allegory on the Soul

Ibn al-Walid brings forward quotations which have this same trope of
veiling and unveiling in common. ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib’s saying is quoted
according to which, ‘If the veil were drawn aside I would not increase
in certainty. An excerpt is quoted from a gasida by ‘the most glorious
sultan’ al-Khattab b. al-Hasan, which also contains this imagery.”" It
evocatively addresses the poet’s earthly self as his own ghost which
holds him back from his real aims (ya shabahi al-‘awwagq Ii ‘an ma’aribi),
and it continues: ‘I associated with you since there was a covering over
my eye. So when it was removed, I emptied my vessel of you.” Another
reference to a veil or covering in the verses quoted here from the poem
is: Tknow through knowledge, not by opinion, what it is that I return to
at the time that my veil is lifted.” These statements from Imam ‘Ali and
Sultan al-Khattab indicate that an antemortem unveiling heralds the
postmortem unveiling. They hint at a possibility of liberation through
contemplative certainty and inward alignment with the higher world,
even while embodied. This notion is supported by the next line 14 of Ibn
Sind’s poem which states: “... she warbles in the morning above a lofty
peak, and knowledge elevates the rank of the one who was not elevated.
In his gloss, Ibn al-Walid refers to knowledge as the ‘greatest magnet’
which ‘attaches [souls] to the shining bright lights of the higher world’.
In this perspective knowledge is already incipient or virtual salvation, as
confirmed by what our commentator quotes here from ‘Ali b. Abi Talib:
‘God does not give someone knowledge without Him someday giving
him deliverance through it.”?”?

The gloss on this same, last line 14 of the poem confirms the point
that the apex to which the soul rises when freed from the body;, is prefig-
ured in its apical state within the body. According to our commentator,
what is really referred to in this line is inclusion in the hidden ecclesia of
the da‘wa, assuring the soul of its postmortem elevation, not the post-
mortem state itself. The lofty peak on which she sings is thus, supposedly,

271  See LK. Poonawala, al-Sultan al-Khattab: hayatuhu wa shi‘ruhu
(Beirut, 1999), pp. 212-221, especially pp. 215-216. Sultan al-Khattab b.
al-Hasan al-Hamdani al-Hajari (d. 533/1138) has already been mentioned in
this Introduction as a major supporter of Queen Arwa bt. Ahmad. He was
a tribal chief of Bani Hamdan, as well as holding the rank of ma’dhiun (the
‘authorised’ second in command) in the da‘wa hierarchy.

272 “Ali b. Abi Talib, Nahj al-balagha, ed. Subhi al-Salih (Beirut,
1967/1387), hikma 407, p. 548, with some difference of wording.
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the blessed state of human embodiment on earth, and her warbling is
her giving expression to the esoteric sciences to which she has gained
access, along with her yearning for fellowship with other votaries, who
are quite separate from ‘the rebellious adversaries of religion’ (i.e.,
Islam’s majoritarian representatives). She thence climbs through the
da‘wa’s ranks and initiations or, as the commentary has it, ‘progesses by
steps through the degrees of the dignitaries, and ascends on her stairway
consisting of the stations of ascent’. In step with Tayyibi notions, the
votary’s ultimate aspiration is ‘the epiphany in the supreme luminous
station and the most excellent kdfiiri (‘camphoric’) apparition’. The
‘Kafuari apparition’ (shabah kafuri) or ‘Katari body’ (jism kafiiri) refers
to a docetic doctrine current in Tayyibi Ismailism, according to which
the Imams have special, subtle bodies which they have assumed at will.
Virtuous souls pass into more and more luminous subtle bodies and, on
reaching salvation and escaping the process of transmigration they gain
their own camphoric body similar to that of the Prophets and Imams.*”
Attainment of the camphoric body is the summit of the votary’s hopes
and Ibn al-Walid expresses the event in patently mystical terms: ‘at that
time, the light of light (nair al-niir) breaks forth from her, and the Truth
(al-Haqq) is manifest through her at the moment of epiphany.’

(V) The commentary’s penultimate discussion concerns why the
cosmic fall is good - reflecting the content of lines 15-18 of the poem.
Ibn al-Walid’s gloss stresses that the harsh experience of subjection to
the cosmos, and incarnation in it, are constructive and fundamentally
loving. The experience is to educate the pleromatic entity which has
erred: ‘to raise up what has turned away in it, to give it the perfection
that eluded it, through which the completion takes place of its substance,
and by which it fully registers what its earlier slip and monstrous disa-
vowal veiled it from’. As Ibn Sind’s poem states here, ‘[the dove’s] fall, no
doubt, was a necessary blow for her to become attentive again to what
she was inattentive to.** The commentator envisions a path of salva-

273 See Daniel De Smet, La philosophie ismaélienne: un ésoterisme chiite
entre néoplatonisme et gnose (Paris, 2012), pp. 133-134, and p. 145.

274  As noted by Madelung, these lines in the version of Ibn Sina’s text
confronting Ibn al-Walid contain two variants distinct from other versions.
This shifts the meaning from a more tentative, conditional statement, to a cate-
gorical statement, which in turn imposes the commentator’s categorical inter-
pretation. The version of the line found in other Mss may be translated: ‘If her
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tion through esoteric knowledge; thus the poem’s next words ‘for her to
become knowing again of every mystery in the two worlds’ are read to
mean the ‘well-guarded, treasured-up kinds of wisdom through which
is the perfection of her substance’. The two worlds referred to in the
hemistich here are the physical cosmos and the pleroma, ‘the world of
density (‘alam al-kathafa) and the world of limpidity (‘alam al-safa’).
It is through her becoming acquainted with the mysteries of these two
worlds (ittila‘uha min asrar al-‘alamayn) that her ignorance is set right
and her bondage undone (yu‘taqu bi’l-ittila‘i ‘alayhi rigquha).

(VI) The final discussion is on the speed of the soul’s passage from
its embodied state. The gloss starts with the mysterious statement in
line 19 that the soul sets at the same place that it dawned. To restate
the point made earlier, the commentator was faced by a variant with
the words bi-‘ayni ’lI-matla‘ (‘[she sets] at the very place of dawning’)
instead of bi-ghayri’l-matla® (‘[she sets] somewhere other than the
place of dawning’). He thus takes the line to mean that the soul, having
descended from the intelligential realm, enters this lowest cosmological
realm, the earth, through its own lowest levels of entity. As the discus-
sion of psychogenesis explained, there is, supposedly, already some kind
of life that stirs on earth in minerals and metals, observable in forces
like magnetism. The soul dawns from this point on earth because it was
the end-point of its cosmological fall. As Ibn al-Walid states: ‘the rank
of the mineral in it, which is the first degree... is the place of setting and
the very point of rising.””®

fall was (in kana) a necessary blow for her to become attentive again to what she
was inattentive to/And for her to become knowing again of every mystery in
the two worlds, then (fa-) - her tear is [as yet] un-mended.’ The line as quoted
in al-Risala al-mufida is instead: ‘her fall, no doubt (I shakka) was a neces-
sary blow for her to become attentive again to what she was inattentive to,/And
for her to become knowing again of every mystery in the two worlds, her tear
[as yet] being (wa- = waw haliyya) un-mended.’ In the first version the poet
observes, questioningly and in an agnostic tone, that if the aim of the soul’s fall
was to correct it, it seems to have remained uncorrected so far. In the second
version used by our commentator, the poet simply asserts that the soul’s fall was
indeed to correct it when it as yet remained in its uncorrected state. Madelung,
‘An Isma‘ili Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, p. 165.

275  Ibn al-Walid here schematises this descending and ascending path,
drawing on a work (= Risalat al-dil°) by his uncle, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn b. al-Walid
(d. 554/1159). The figure is of a triangle, with descent taking place from the apex,
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Line 20 lastly likens the dove in her speedy departure, to ‘lightning
flashing in the sanctuary’. The ‘sanctuary’ has been mentioned three
times earlier in the poem and taken to refer to the pleroma on high.
But this final reference to the sanctuary is instead read in terms of the
soul’s present, embodied existence, not its beatific future existence. Ibn
al-Walid interprets the sanctuary here to mean the human body (‘the
Adamic shape’). The soul makes her appearance within the matrix
of the latter (zaharat bi’l-qalab al-bashari), like a fulgurating light,
shining all too briefly while the period of life runs its course. The trope
thus gives expression to the instability of the earthly body and the
speed of its dissolution. According to the commentator, the real intent
of this metaphor is not descriptive but hortative: Ibn Sina is urgently
‘directing the foremost to get provision for the Day of Return’, that is,
he is encouraging God’s partisans to make full use of their life on earth
while they still have it. They must energetically engage in the ‘greater
holy war’ which is fighting against themselves and the ‘irascible soul’
within. They should adopt God-consciousness, which our orthoprax
Tayyibi commentator stresses is a ‘combination of the two kinds of
worship, the one involving deeds and the one involving knowledge’
(al-jam* bayn al-‘ibadatayn al-‘amaliyya wa ’l-‘ilmiyya) - the classic
Fatimid Ismaili formulation to maintain the balance between the
exoteric and esoteric aspects of faith. He seals the specificity of his
interpretation by adding that Ibn Sina’s allusion to life’s transience is
a summons ‘to follow God’s sainted friends and their [hierarchy of]
dignitaries who are the best of creation’, in other words, to submit
oneself to the structures of the da‘wa.

down the right side, through material ‘essences’. The base of the triangle reached
by this descending path is the kingdoms of nature. Ascent then begins from
these kingdoms up the left side of the triangle, through forms (that is, grades of
soul). A further detail is added on the authority of ‘our master Hamid al-Din
Abu “AlT’, according to whom the material aspect of reality (‘{material] essences
without form’) is subject to determinism, while the formal aspect of reality
(‘forms without [material] essences’) - identifiable with the soul in its levels of
manifestation - is subject to free will. All entities which combine matter and
form fall somewhere between these two realms, the world subject to necessita-
tion (‘@lam al-majbiir) and the world subject to free will (‘Galam al-mukhtar). The
second of the works cited here (= Risalat al-dhat wa ’l-siira) is not extant. On its
author’s possible identity, see Madelung, ‘An Isma‘ili Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s
Qasidat al-Nafs’, p. 168, note 19.
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The commentary thus ends as it began, as a thoroughgoing appli-
cation of Ismaili ideas and especially the Tayyibi haqa’ig-system. The
highly compressed psychological teachings of the poem are caught and
refracted through this hermeneutical prism. Each minutia is expanded
as if the famous allegorical poem were a compact witness to the entire
system. The premise that the philosopher-poet had been an authority in
doctrines which later came to characterise Ibn al-Walid’s own esoteric
school, is of course questionable; yet Ibn al-Walid’s assumption has led
him to a hermeneutic feat. A paradox, however, marks the real relation
of the commentary to the poem. The latter’s Platonising references to the
soul’s pre-existence, fall into material embodiment, recollection of the
intelligible world and, dove-like, its final ‘homing’, typify the discourse
of the Chief Sheikh’s allegories. His glosses on the Uthalajiya show
precisely how he meant such formulations to be reconciled with the
denial of the individual soul’s pre-existence that in some ways defined
his own Aristotelian psychology. In place of this minimalist reading,
Ibn al-Walid’s is maximalist. For him, the pre-existence and fall referred
to in the poem are meant neither figuratively nor to be restricted to the
level of individual souls. They ultimately refer to the objective pre-exist-
ence and primordial fall to which the world-soul itself was subject. The
metaphor at the heart of the poem was, thus, arguably intended and
interpreted in wholly antithetical ways: the intention was Aristotelian
but the interpretation was Gnostic - if not in its immediate sources,
then, at least, in spirit.
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Note on the Arabic Edition

Professor Wilferd Madelung’s edition of the Arabic text of al-Risala
al-mufida is based on three manuscripts in possession of The Institute
of Ismaili Studies in London. They are:

1. Ms. 140, described in A. Gacek, Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts
in the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies, vol. 1, London 1984,
p. 98. This manuscript is identified in the annotation by the letter .

2. Ms. 673, described also in Gacek, Catalogue, p. 98. This manuscript is
identified in the annotation by the letter <.

3.Ms. 875, described in D. Cortese, Ismaili and Other Arabic Manuscripts
in the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies, London 2000, p. 78.
This manuscript is identified in the annotation by the letter <.

Among these manuscripts, Ms. 673 (<) generally offers the least corrupt
text and has been chosen as the basis text for the edition.
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‘Ali b. Muhammad b. al-Walid

Al-Risala al-mufida fi idah mulghaz al-qasida

The Epistle Useful in Elucidating What is
Enigmatic in the Qasida

English Translation






The Epistle Useful in Elucidating What is
Enigmatic in the Qasida

By our lord ‘Ali b. Muhammad [b. al-Walid] - may God exalt his sanc-
tity and bestow his intercession and his intimate friendship upon us.

In the Name of God, the Infinitely Merciful, the Compassionate.

[1] Praise be to God who, with the light of right guidance, illumines
the interior vision of the partisans of Muhammad’s family (peace be
upon them); who informs them through the latter’s benefic substances'
- amongst the great secrets of creation — about what is hidden from
those too proud amongst creatures to be obedient to [Muhammad’s
family], which was revealed concerning [Muhammad’s family] and
their ancestor, the Chosen One (God’s blessings be upon them all): ‘You
[Muhammad] are but a warner and a guide for every people’ [Q. 13:7].
We praise Him since He bestowed benefit on us by way of adherence
to them, and we thank Him in that He made us amongst their parti-
sans, with the praise of whoever knows the proper grounds of praise and
thanks, and so praises and gives thanks, and who is made to suffer in
love for them, and so is content anticipating his reward and is steadfast.

We bear witness that there is ‘no god but God’, [He] who has veiled
intellects — those that are high of them as well as those that are low - from
characterising Him, so that they bow down in obedience, confessing
perplexity and inadequacy, and who has debarred minds from quali-
fying Him, so that they strain their necks, acknowledging their inca-
pacity to get what they sought and their weak-sightedness. And how
might what is incepted and made encompass Him who incepted it and

1 Bi-mawaddihim al-rahimiyya. Madda, in addition to meaning ‘matter’
(here translated as ‘substance’), can mean ‘mystic aid from a saint (wali)’ (Lane,
Arabic-English Lexicon, p. 2697). This may be an additional intended sense
evoked here.
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made it, or what is created and originated ex nihilo find any way to the
attribute of Him who created it and originated it ex nihilo? Majestic is
His laudation and exalted is He above that very greatly!

And we bear witness that Muhammad is the most excellent of those
elected, chosen by Him to convey His message, and the most noble
of those sent, sent by Him to guide His creation; the divine Mercy
appearing in human shape for the faculties of sight; the holder, among
the degrees of divine support, of the holy station. May God bless him
and his legatee (wasi), the son of his paternal uncle, the one who settled
his debt? and removed his anxiety, ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, who breathes the
spirit of life into the body of His purified, holy law by explaining its
hidden sense, who makes plain the noble meanings veiled within
the content of revelation, and who guides whoever follows him as an
example amongst the Muslim community to the goal of the way. [May
God also bless] his dark-eyed consort Fatima the Radiant, the high tree
of many imamite branches and the abode of the Islamic élites. [May He
also bless] her two sons, the virtuous Imams and good, perfect grand-
children, the depository (mustawda‘) of the secret of the imamate and
its resting place (mustaqarr),’ the holders of the rod of its glory* through
the nobility of prophethood and executorship. [May He also bless] the
Imams amongst the progeny of Husayn b. ‘Ali, the guides of creatures
and the houses of the lights of the Almighty, the Creator, the travellers
with their partisans on the noblest of roads and the clearest of paths.
[May He also bless] him, ahead of whom glad tidings and annuncia-
tion came, prior to his becoming an individual, the butter from which
are churned the nights and the days, our liege lord and our master, the
Imam of our time, the Imam al-Tayyib Abua ’1-Qasim,’ the Commander

2 The epithet refers to the event, heralding the flight from Mecca to
Medina in 622 cE, when the Prophet delegated ‘Ali to return, on his behalf,
whatever things had been entrusted to him to their owners and to pay his debts
fully. See al-Shaykh al-Mufid, Kitab al-Irshad, tr. 1.K.A. Howard (Horsham and
London, 1981), p. 33.

3 In the Ismaili genealogy of the Imams, the mustawda’is al-Hasan and
the mustaqarr is al-Husayn.

4 Qasab fakhriha. See Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, p. 2529, column 2.

5 The 21st and last Imam of the Tayyibi Ismailis, al-Tayyib was either
murdered in his infancy following the assassination of his father al-Amir in
524/1130 or, according to Tayyibi tradition, he survived and went into conceal-
ment (satr). See Daftary, The Isma'ilis, pp. 261-262.
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of the Faithful, the Seal of the Cycle of Witnesses and the Inaugurator
of the Cycle of Substitutes;® and [may He also bless] the Imams from his
pure, glorious progeny — and may He give [all these listed above] peace.

[2] As for what follows: One of the learnéd brethren - may God (Exalted
is He) multiply them and advance them, may He protect them from
calamities in their faith and in their worldly affairs, and may He safe-
guard them - stumbled on a gasida poem attributed to ‘the chief’” Aba
‘Ali b. Sina (may God sanctify his spirit), whose meanings he obscured
and whose foundations he based on real secrets at which he hinted.
[Ibn Sina did this] so that none may extract its hidden treasures, nor
dive for its precious pearls, nor be guided to the noble meanings and
obscure, subtle sciences that he included in it, except someone whom
God has favoured with taking them by direct dictation from the author-
ities in them, and someone to whom He has sent subtle grace via the
Keepers of the Houses of Wisdom,® by virtue of that person’s aiming
for [those subtle sciences] through their proper gateways. [Ibn Sina also
obscured the poem’s meanings] so that no-one whom a wretched fate
had overtaken would get acquainted with them, [persons] from amongst
the parties of the demons and devils,’ pretenders to degrees to which
they have no right, clambering up to brawl over ephemeral vanities
and mutual rivalry. [He also obscured the poem’s meanings] so that
the symbols it contained would, for the discerning, be an awakening
from the slumber of forgetfulness, so that they might inquire into its
hidden secrets, and [the symbols would be] a reminder for those who
possess high-mindedness, so that they should rise to peruse its riddles
and concealed meanings.

6 On the interpretation of the expressions ‘the cycle of witnesses’ and
‘the cycle of substitutes’, see Introduction, pp. 78-9.

7 The reference is evidently to Ibn Sin&’s traditional title, “The Chief
Master’ (al-shaykh al-ra’is).

8 The phrase ‘the Keepers (or Treasurers) of the Houses of Wisdom (lit.
wisdoms)’ (khuzzan buyit al-hikam) evidently refers to the Imams and their
representatives. Various Shi‘i hadiths refer to the Imams with phrases such
as ‘the treasurers of God’s knowledge’ (khuzzan ‘ilm Allah), e.g., al-Shaykh
al-Sadugq, ‘Uyan akhbar al-Rida, ed. M.H. Lajevardi (Tehran, 1398/1978), vol. 1,
chapters 19-20. Also see note 216 above.

9 The expression ‘the parties of the demons and devils’ apparently refers
to the imamate’s antagonists.
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[That learned brother] asked me to explain the subtle secrets that [Ibn
Sina] put down in [the poem] and spoke about in riddles, the noble truths
that he hinted at in its contents and of which he spoke symbolically. So
the duty of answering him was binding on me, in compliance with his
hope and in response to his invitation, through longing for God’s reward
for spreading wisdom amongst those who seek it from its own people,
[and] for conveying it to those who yearn for it and, recognising its
merit, lay claim to it — in view of the statement of the Prophet (may God
bless him and his family): ‘Do not bestow wisdom on those unworthy of
it and thus mistreat it, neither withhold it from those worthy of it and
thus mistreat them.’ So I put that into this epistle and named it “The
Useful in Elucidating what is Enigmatic in the Qasida’; and from God I
seek aid and in Him place my confidence. Help for what I thereby turn
to do is drawn from His blessing, whose circuit contains me and whose
celestial sphere encompasses me - and reliance is on Him.

[3] In what I mention I will not go beyond the method of ‘allusion close
to explicit expression’, so as to safeguard wisdom lest it fall into the hand
of someone not entitled to it from amongst the ignorant rabble, and so
as to protect the secrets of the friends of God lest the undeserving from
amongst the wicked, with their stubbornness and error, get hold of them.
Whatever unintentional mistake or inadvertent slip that it contains is
attributable to the dullness of my intelligence and the inadequacy of my
formation, and whatever is correct is from the blessings of my benefac-
tors and the means of my guidance. I take refuge in God (Exalted is He)
and in their blessings, from error and slipping up. I ask divine aid for
guidance as to what is correct in speech and deed, and there is no power
and no strength save in God, the Exalted, the Mighty.

[4] [Ibn Sina’s] Poem

There came down to you from the highest place an ash-grey dove,
endowed with pride and defiance, [1]

Veiled from every staring eye - she being the one who bared her face and
wore no veil. [2]

She reached you under compulsion, yet perhaps she is loath to be sepa-
rated from you, having experienced distress. [3]

10 Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar, vol. 74, p. 179.
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She was disdainful, unaccustomed, but when she continued she got used
to ruin and the wasteland. [4]

I think she forgot her aeons in the sanctuary and her [high] stations - yet
she was unhappy with her separation, [5]

So that when by the ha’ of her hubit (‘falling down’) from the mim of her
markaz (‘central position’) she arrived at the wide plain, [6]

The tha’ of the thaqil (‘heavy’) was joined to her, and she came to her
senses between landmarks and the lowly traces of the camp. [7]

She weeps when she recalls her aeons in the sanctuary with tear ducts
flowing, and when she pecks up [8]

And goes on cooing among the ruins which are effaced by the recur-
rence of the four winds. [9]

And then dense form hindered her and impeded her, a cage against the
high, vast peak, [10]

So that when the journey to the sanctuary draws near and the departure
for the widest expanse approaches, [11]

And she comes to leave behind her everyone staying on as the ally of the
earth, not given the last rites, [12]

She coos, and the veil has been drawn back, so she beholds what no
slumbering eyes have perceived. [13]

And she warbles in the morning above a lofty peak, and knowledge
elevates the rank of the one who was not elevated. [14]

So for what reason was she made to fall from the lofty and sublime to the
lowest depth of the foot of the mountain? [15]

If it was the deity who made her fall due to some wisdom concealed even
from the singular, the understanding, the most pious, [16]

Then her fall, no doubt, was a necessary blow for her to become attentive
again to what she was inattentive to, [17]

And for her to become knowing again of every mystery in the two
worlds, her tear [as yet] being un-mended. [18]

She was the one whose way time severed so that she has set at the very
place of dawning. [19]

It is as though she were lightning flashing in the sanctuary, then it disap-
peared as if it had not lit up. [20]

[5] Section

We say, with God’s aid (Exalted is He) and His guidance, and with the
help of His sainted friend on His earth (God’s blessings upon him) and
his intimation:
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[6] By his statement, ‘“There came down to you an ash-grey dove from
the highest place, endowed with pride and defiance’ [line 1], [Ibn Sina]
means the laxity (futir) that took place, of the one [who was] lax in
responding in the world of origination, and its falling behind, its readi-
ness to turn away after being forgiven, and its coarsening;' and [Ibn
Sina also means] the fact that, when it climbed down and retreated, it
was addressed by the True One (glory be to Him) with His statement
(Exalted is He): ‘Depart you to a shade with three branches - no relief
nor shelter from the flame!’ [Q. 77:30-31] - they being the three dimen-
sions constituting the essence of bodies,'* with which [the soul] goes
down to the lowest levels of inferiority from the ranks of perfection and
completeness. [It was also addressed at that time] with His statement
(glory be to Him): ‘Go down, one of you an enemy to the other. On earth
you will have a habitation and provision for a while’ [Q. 2:36 and 7:24]
— [that is], go down from the world of subtlety to the locus of gross-
ness, and from the vastness of the exalted lights to the locus of decaying
bodies and the captivity of nature, the ocean of matter with its clashing
waves, the darkness of the world of coming to be and passing away, and
the realm of intermixture.

[7] His statement, ‘a dove, endowed with pride and defiance’, alludes
to what had taken place earlier,"”* namely, being too proud to submit to
whoever preceded them' in its response and their defiance in obeying
him whom they had been commanded to obey. [It also alludes to] their
division in that regard - into one that is remorseful and seeks forgive-
ness after its inability; one complaining and bewildered, which in actual
fact is these three elements; and into one that is stubborn and haughty
- which is the division of the earth, upon which is the centre-point and

11 Coarsening, i.e., becoming corporeal.

12 The reference is to the three spatial dimensions of breadth, height and
depth, as noted in the Introduction.

13 ‘What had taken place earlier’ (ma kana sabaqa) refers to the events
preceding the fall, occurring in the World of Origination.

14 The third person plural pronoun “hum’ recurs in the text here despite
the reference being to the Third Intellect in its fall. Ibn al-Walid’s use of the
plural is perhaps in view of his belief that the multiple souls of the cosmos are
intimately linked to this fallen Third Intellect.
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place.” [It also alludes to] what is from the All-Arranger (Exalted is He)
who ordained [the world] through fixing every division of these three
[divergently reacting kinds of element] in the position it deserves in line
with justice, when He examined it prior to their intentions, and the hier-
archy of everything of that in the place it merits. Since [God] knows,
from inside their whorls,' heavens and stars which are the fathers, and
elements which are the mothers, so that the result may be the realms
of nature,” the first of which is minerals and the last of which is the
true human being who is the ultimate objective.’® And reliance is upon
him, the beginning of thought and the conclusion of action, the perfect
son who attains what transcends [even] the degree of perfection and
completeness, the lieutenant of the One who made him exist in his posi-
tion and his place, and of the One who directs what is devoted to him,
consisting in the heavens of the world and its elements.

So [it was, that] the All-Arranger (mighty is His power) made the parts
of the macrocosm ordered, one of them upon the horizon of another.
[He did this] so that, through the coming together of correspondence,
resemblance, similarity and likeness, the union might come about of
one opposite with another one contradicting it, and that through the
union of one with another the objective might result, aimed at by the
one entrusted with His command and His work. So the highest bound
of it, which is the encompassing sphere, is the purest and noblest of what
fell down (habit), the closest in correspondence with what is above it and
the subtlest, and its matter is virtually at one with its form because of its
subtlety and because of its being in the utmost readiness for what comes
about through it, owing to its simplicity and its translucence. [On the
other hand] the earth, which is at the lowest bound of the universe, is

15 A possible identification of these elements was suggested in the
Introduction: the highest, remorseful’ one is ether; the middle, ‘bewildered’
ones are air, fire and water; and the lowest, ‘haughty’ one is earth.

16 Arabic, min batini tawiyyatihim. The image of the whorls, rolls or
folds of the heavens is perhaps in reference to Q. 21:104, where God is said to
roll up heaven, at the end of time, like a scroll (natwi ’I-sama’a ka-tayyi ’I-sijill).

17 ‘Realms of nature’ = al-mawalid, sing. mawlid. The three realms of
nature (al-mawalid al-thalatha) are animals, plants and minerals. Note that
mawalid also means ‘babies’, extending the metaphor of the stars functioning
as fathers and the elements as mothers.

18 The ‘true human’ which Ibn al-Walid speaks of here and in the
following lines is understood to be a prophet or imam.
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the most gross of its parts, the most intense in darkness, the most remote
from that noble world and the least receptive to what is meant to emerge
through it, by virtue of justice and wisdom, so that its form is virtually
the same as its matter due to the remoteness of its link - in its resem-
blance — with the world of lights and [due to] the fallenness of its degree.
Whatever lies between these two extremities, consisting in the orbicular
heavens and the moving spheres - the nearer it is to the highest bound
the more subtle and noble it is, its form being more predominant than
its matter, and the closer it is to the lowest bound the more deficient and
gross it is, its form being similar to its matter and closer to it. “That is the
ordainment of the Mighty, the Knowing [Q. 6:96 and 36:38] - ‘and your
Lord is not tyrannical towards [His] servants’ [Q. 41:46].

[8] The noble individual, the author of the Rasa’il, has mentioned that
in many of his honoured epistles.”” Some of it he hints indirectly and
some of it he declares quite explicitly, amongst which is his statement
in al-Risala al-jami‘a (the ‘Comprehensive Epistle’),” in his discussion
in the epistle [entitled] “The World is a Great Man’. Namely: “‘When the
philosophers say “particular souls” what they mean thereby is the power
spread forth from the Universal Soul, falling down into the low lying
centre, carried away to the world of nature, holding back from receiving
intellectual effusion — which [power] was overtaken in the locus of
lights by laziness in praising and glorifying, so it was cast down to the
depth of the centre, to the responsibility of offering worship, the rigour
of exercising obedience through the bodily instrument, and as natural
individuals. [The fallen soul once] belonged to a species to which it no
longer belongs, and it will return to it when it repents of its offence and
apologises for its slip. On account of that, the Universal (al-kull) will
take pity on it and be kind to it. He sent prophets who gave warning and
assisted them with “angels brought nigh” [Q. 4:172]. So if it repents and
turns back in regret, it reverts to “rest and refreshment” [Q. 56:89] and a
Lord who is not wrathful. But if it is defiant, scornful, recalcitrant and
haughty, playing truant from those who give warning, if it is reminded
yet does not remember, and if it is made to see yet does not look, [then]

19 As noted in the Introduction, Ibn al-Walid, as not uncommon in
the Tayyibi tradition, maintained that the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safd’ had been
composed by one of the Ismaili Imams.

20 See note 256 of the Introduction.
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it gets confused and is cut off as though by the flood that goes down
from the mountain peak into the confines of the earth, and it comes to
be in the dark shadows of the “lowest of the low” [Q. 95:5]. Sometimes it
sinks down through corruption (fasad), sometimes it rises up through
generation (kawn) to the locus of bodies, and sometimes time and the
variation of days act unrestrictedly on it, [so] it is spread in the horizons
- and the nations are divided up!*

[9] Next is what is mentioned by him (peace be upon him)* in the
Jami‘at al-jami‘a (Epitome of the Epitome),” when he mentions the
‘universal Adam’, his [universal] spouse, the ‘universal Devil’ and the
Forbidden Tree, namely [in] his statement: “‘What one comes across in
the Command® on that subject, about genesis, about the act of diso-
bedience which happens in the realm of the Soul, how the Command
is carried through and the power of the soul (al-quwwa al-nafsaniyya)
is diffused in the first human individual, namely the Adamic form, he
being the “particular Adam” who is disobedient and through whom the
order not to eat from the vegetal tree comes about - the explanation of
[all] that lies in his genesis in the state of primary, simple elements up
to the time of his manifestation in the microcosm, since what appeared
only potentially in the simple elements, appeared in the world of compo-
sition actually” Upto his statement, peace be upon him, in this section:
‘Since there is no difference in the substantive reality (jawhariyya) of
[this] genesis, relative to the originational nature (al-khilqa al-ibda‘iyya)
- difference and disparity only being found in the implications that
appear within estimative faculties and imaginations.” This is his state-
ment (peace be upon him). If we wanted to quote at greater length on

21 ‘And the nations are divided up’ is an allusion to Q. 7:160 and 7:168.
The passage is quoted from [Majriti], al-Risala al-jami‘a, ed. J. Saliba, vol. 2,
pp. 38-39. Also see ‘Arif Tamir, ed., Risalat jami‘at al-jami‘a (Beirut, 1959),

pp. 80-81.
22 See note 19 above.
23 The Jami‘at al-jami‘a is an epitome of the epitome (i.e., of al-Risala

al-jami‘a) of the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safd’. See Farhad Daftary, Ismaili Literature:
A Bibliography of Sources and Studies (New York and London, 2004), p. 167. The
text quoted by Ibn al-Walid evidently differs from the Risalat jami‘at al-jami‘a,
edited by ‘Arif Tamir. See Madelung, ‘An Ismaili Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s
Qasidat al-Nafs’, note 9, p. 167.

24 Le., in holy scripture.
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that subject from the noble epistles, from other pronouncements of our
masters (may God bless them and give them peace) and the works by
their dignitaries (may God exalt their sanctity and their ranks), that
would go beyond the scope of the basis of this epistle. Just a little of that
[in practice] suffices the person who seeks a lot of it.

Our master, the Commander of the Faithful ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (God’s
blessings upon him) has hinted something of that in passages of his
discussion in Nahj al-balagha and other pronouncements. Amongst that
is his statement: ‘Let each one of you consider whether he is wandering
or returning, for he reached here from the Hereafter and he will return
to it.”> What we quoted [above] from His Word (glory be to Him) is suffi-
cient in that respect: ‘Depart to a shade with three branches - no relief nor
shelter from the flame!’ [Q. 77:30-1] and His statement (Exalted is He):
‘Go down, one of you an enemy to the other. On earth you will have a
habitation and a provision for a while...’ [Q. 2:36 and 7:23]. Then He said
(glory be to Him): ‘O soul at peace! Return to your Lord well pleased and
well pleasing’ [Q. 89:27]. It may be understood from [common] speech
that no-one is told to return to such and such a place unless he has
already been there. In [just] a little of this there are riches for someone
whom God aids in His gnosis and whom He guides to conceive of His
reality. May God place us amongst those granted success in accepting
the truth, the ones rightly guided, and may He not place us amongst
those subject to divine wrath, nor those who go astray - through His
grace and His bounty.

[10] Section

By [Ibn Sina’s] statement, ‘Veiled from every staring eye — she being the
one who bared her face and wore no veil’ [line 2], he means this fallen
life, which has already been mentioned. Since the billows of confu-
sion enveloped [this life] and it got clothed in bodies, the canopies of
doubts encompassed it and it fell into the dark nights of gloom, it being
expressed allusively sometimes as nature, sometimes as pervasive life,
and sometimes as the creational nucleus, of which God (Exalted is He)
said: ‘He it is who brings out what is hidden in the heavens and the earth’
[Q. 27:25]. So no part of the macrocosm and its natural kingdoms is free
of [life], nor is anything amongst corporeal existents devoid of it — and

25 Compare ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, Nahj al-balagha, sermon 154, pp. 215-216.
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how would it be free of it, [life] being the substance bearing its accidents,
thereby eventually winding up at the most excellent of [the macro-
cosm’s] states and the most perfect of its ends? It is as our lord Hamid
al-Din [al-Kirmani] (may God exalt his sanctity) said about it in the first
chapter® of the fifth part? of the book Rahat al-‘aql (‘Quietude of the
Intellect’) when he mentions the two parts which are matter (al-hayiila)
and form (al-siira) — the explanation of it being that nature is the nobler
part of the two, metonymically expressed as ‘form™ ‘We say of [form]
that it is life in actuality, emitted from the world of the holy, not inde-
pendent in its existence in itself, nor free from another upon which its
existence is conditional’,?® namely, the matter which is its bearer.

[11] Then [Kirmani] said: ‘[Life] pervades the world of the body [and] the
heavens and the earth have been filled by it, so nothing is free of it, nor
is anything distant from it which it acts upon. It bestows on everything
its first perfection, which pertains to [the thing’s] becoming existent. So
when [this life] has come into relation with the existents whose existence
is through it in general, proceeding by way of encompassing [existence’s]
act, it is then a mover of everything in respect of which it is a perfection
for its existence; and in particular which is, commensurate with [exist-
ence’s] acts, in every single bit, so when it moves the celestial bodies
in a circle it is a sphere, when it moves fire and air up high it is a light-
ness of weight, when it moves water and something heavy down low it is
gravity, when it moves plants due to growth it is an augmentative soul,
when it moves animals to seek pleasures it is a sensorial soul, and when
it moves humanity to comprehend existents it is a rational soul. And the
universal, in being an agent, is a single nature, and through its acts by
way of the disparate matters on which [life] acts, is multiple [natures]’ ...
to the end of what he mentioned (may God exalt his sanctity).*’

[12] Next we say: Because of the emergence of this latent life from
potentiality to actuality, the heavens are set in motion, fortunes are
assigned, mothers go into labour, the mineral and the plant emerges, the

26 Literally, mashra® denotes a ‘watering place’.
27 Literally, siir denotes an ‘enclosure’.

28 Kirmani, Rahat al-‘aql, p. 149.

29 TIbid., pp. 149-150.
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horizontal animal appears,* and the endpoint is reached in the exist-
ence of the human individual which is the intended objective. That is
insofar as the first of the natural kingdoms to appear was the mineral
and this life was entirely latent in it, unmanifest [as yet] in its prod-
ucts, except for the properties witnessed in [the mineral kingdom] -
such as magnetite, iron, diamond, gold, the mineral known as ‘hatred
of vinegar’,® and the aversion between lead and diamond such that
anything other than [lead] cannot break it despite [lead’s] weakness and
softness, and diamond’s power and strength, and so on by way of what
experts know about stones’ special properties. Thus this life goes on
developing upwards in species of minerals till it ends up at the highest
of them such as coral, which in respect of its body is a mineral and in
respect of its generation in the sea is a plant.

[13] When this life appears in the body of plants, it becomes more
obvious there in activity and more effective. It acquires the seven facul-
ties of the augmentative soul, namely the attractive faculty, the adhe-
sive faculty, the digestive faculty, the propulsive faculty, the alimental
faculty, the accretive faculty and the formative faculty. So by the attrac-
tive one it attracts the subtlety of the mineral, and it adheres to it by
the adhesive one; then it digests it so that it is agreeable to its body and
it becomes fit for mixture through the digestive faculty; it propels it to
the places appropriate for it by the propulsive faculty; it is fed thereby by
the alimental faculty; its limbs and branches grow through the accretive
faculty; and it forms what it needs consisting of leaves, seeds, berries,
and so on, by the formative faculty. Through this life at this [vegetal]
level a consciousness comes about in order to find nutriment from the
places in which there is moisture and to swerve away from hard places.

30 Literally, ‘the prostrated animal’ (al-hayawan al-makbab). Cf. Q. 67:22.

31 Al-hajar al-musamma [bi-]baghdadat al-khall. Also sometimes called
bughd al-khall and baghid al-khall. This mineral was reputed to move away from
vinegar if placed in contact with it and was cited, along with magnetism, in
medieval mineralogical texts and texts on ‘wonders’ (‘aja’ib) as symptomatic of
life in minerals. According to Ttsi, who admits to having never seen it himself,
it is found in Egypt. (Nasir al-Din al-Tusi, Tansikh-nama-i Ilkhani (Tehran,
1348 Sh), vol. 1, p. 143.) The description of the mineral’s reaction closely corre-
sponds with that of calcium carbonate which, because of its alkalinity reacts
against an acid (such as acetic acid, contained in vinegar).
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So it goes on being graduated in species of plants till it culminates in
an objective like the palm tree, which from the viewpoint of its form
has come to be a plant, but from the viewpoint of its properties and its
products is comparable with an animal. That is insofar as it only bears
fruit through the impregnation of its females by its males, and when
their ‘heads’ are cut down [palm trees] become dry and wither; and its
plant form is on the basis of a trunk comparable with the upright stature.

[14] Then when this life ascends from this level to the level of the hori-
zontal animal, it climbs up in the levels of its species, grade by grade, and
acquires the five senses, namely hearing, sight, smell, taste and touch
- sense by sense. The sense of pain comes about for it and the means of
propulsion - either by way of fleeing or self-defence — and the faculty
of transferring from one place to another by choice and free will. So it
goes on advancing in the species [of horizontal animal] till it reaches
the noblest and highest of it, such as the horse which, from the view-
point of its corporeal constitution, is amongst the sum of animals, but
from the viewpoint of its natural characteristics resembles humanity. So
when this life appears with the upright stature [of human beings] it gets
other things, nobler than the degrees which it gained that preceded, and
of loftier value than the previous faculties which it owned and gained,
namely the faculty of imagination, memory, ratiocination, recollec-
tion, intelligence, artisanal skill, discrimination and deliberation. So its
modality goes on culminating in the [various] ranks of the species of
humanity till it attains the endpoint of [humanity’s] final objective and
mounts up ‘from level to level’ [Q. 84:19] till it reaches its limit, namely
the ranks of the ‘possessors of divine support’™
the angels brought nigh, through their subtle souls and not through their
dense bodies. That is the final objective [which life] reaches and gets to,
if divine assistance for that joins with it. The worker stops working and
the last unites with the first.

Thus the meaning of what [Ibn Sina] mentions in the verse of poetry,
about [the dove’s] veiling, is what we have mentioned consisting in [life’s]
gradual progress in these stages, from the lowest of them to the highest
of them, and its rising up in the course of its stairway till it reaches its

who are in contact with

32 “The possessors of divine support’ (dhawui al-ta’yid), refers in Ismaili
doctrine to the prophets and imams, p 97.
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endpoint. Understanding that is hard and instruction in it obscure save
for whomever God (Exalted is He) inspires to learn it from his masters,
the guides of the community and the gateways of mercy.

[15] As for his statement, ‘she being the one who bared her face and
wore no veil’, it means what we explained consisting of the appearance
of [life’s] products, of which bodies [per se] are incapable — [as is known]
upon carrying out research and clarification. It is only through [life] that
[bodies] can produce any of them, based on what is directly perceptible,
free of the need to establish any argument or proof. So understand that!

[16] By his statement, ‘She reached you under compulsion, yet perhaps
she is loath to be separated from you, having experienced distress’ [line
3], what he means is the aforementioned falling down of [the soul] into
this world forcibly, not by choice, its descent being compulsory [and] by
virtue of coercion. That is [due to] the fact that, when the thing that we
determined came about through her, consisting in [her] playing truant,
persistence in evasion and self-conceit, then the glooms of the three
dimensions encompassed her and the divine wisdom deemed dismissing
and exiling her to be necessary; and the one commissioned with [the
divine wisdom’s] command knew that there was no place for her in
that noble luminous world, that holy spiritual abode, and that the only
deliverance for her from the malady that clings to her substances (min
da’iha al-mulazim li-dhawatiha) was through the sequence of times, the
motions of the heavens and the mixture of elements. So [the one commis-
sioned] made one part of her to be a means for another part of her and
arranged her in her degrees as passive - in conformity with justice - and
active, that being the manner of compulsion and coercion whereby [the
soul] has no free disposal in any of it by her own will and choice, being
driven in it through to the first corporeal perfection which is the indi-
vidual with the human mould. That is the meaning of his statement ‘she
reached you under compulsion’. In reality it is a compulsion between two
options and a hardship between two [kinds of] ease,”® and none under-
stands it except those who know. So glory be to Him who originated His
creation, giving it choice (bi-‘I-takhyir) in conformity with justice, and

33 Cf. Q. 94:5-6. On the possible interpretation of Ibn al-Walid’s
meaning here, see the Introduction, p. 97.
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who repeated it. He put compulsion between the two of them since He
considered it in regard to wisdom as more fitting and more binding — and
there is no god except Him, the Lord of the Mighty Throne.

[17] The meaning of his statement, ‘yet perhaps she is loath to be sepa-
rated from you, having experienced distress’ [line 3], is that all good
and bad souls are loath to die. As for the bad souls, since they are on
intimate terms with the natural, animal world, are steeped in the ocean
of tenebrous matter, have forgotten the noble spiritual world that they
have withdrawn from, their circumstances being hidden from them,
and their origin and final end veiled from them, they [in consequence]
desire the enjoyment of this transient worldly life. They opt to hold fast
to these rotting bodies and are loath to die through ignorance on their
part, because of what they imagine of [death], and through fear for what
they are venturing upon. As for the good souls, since the friends of God
are sure about the tribulation they have fallen into, have understood
what the slip and the mistake was which entailed that offence, and regret
what happened and transpired in their affairs, they [in consequence]
take refuge in the place of return, and they get to acquire good deeds by
means of this body as long as they are in the place of acquisition, and it
is because of that they are loath to die.

[18] The noble individual, author of the Rasd’il (the peace of God be
upon him) has explained that fully, saying in the Majalis al-tanazzuf
(“The Sessions on Becoming Clean’),** on the purity of souls, a state-
ment which we quote here in its entirety because of what it comprises by
way of subtle meanings and recondite, deep items of wisdom, in regard
to which the sharp-witted become bewildered and from within whose
expressions the splendour of lights flashes forth on the powers of under-
standing, namely:

‘Know (may God assist you and us by a spirit from Him) that death is
loathsome for most human beings - for everyone hates it arriving and its
advent grieves him - not just for one reason but for various reasons. The
reason for which the friends of God are averse to dying is not the reason
for which the enemies of God are averse to dying.

34  As was mentioned in the Introduction, the Majalis al-tanazzuf has
not survived. It is now quoted at length by Ibn al-Walid, to paragraph 30 below.
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[19] ‘Before speaking about the explanation of that, let us set forth
an introduction which will be a briefing and preparation for what we
present. So we say: The rational soul in the human being is endowed
with three functions amongst the [various] subtle, goodly, noble
functions: (a) one kind of which the soul carries out in association
with the body, namely speech that is apparent to sense perception - I
mean the expression of the rational subject’s speech and allusion by
talk flowing on the tongue from the talk conceived in the heart, and
in general the outward articulation of [what is in] the mind and the
communication of the things hidden in the heart;** (b) another kind
of which [the soul] carries out by the faculty of thought, summoning
up memory, and the application of reflection and deliberation in
order to deduce hidden things by analogy with external, manifest
things, and the discovery of fine, veiled ideas; and (c) another kind of
which [the soul] carries out by the faculty of opinion, planning, stud-
ying things and estimating, it being to prefer the optimal of what is
in the manner of contingency and to choose the best of what is within
the bound of possibility. So you understand hereby that [the soul’s]
essence, though characterised by unity, is nevertheless multiple from
the viewpoint of its faculties, and that the most general of its facul-
ties is outward speech, that is, expression by talking, diction by the
tongue and the articulation of the mind; and the noblest and most
specific of its faculties is to choose the optimal of what is within the
bound of possibility - to prefer the best of what is in the manner of
contingency.

[20] By this last faculty the soul comes to know itself, to be exposed by
it to the concepts of what purifies it, to be set apart by the excellence of
its choices, to get what it has acquired for itself, to be elevated by it to the
noblest sincerity, and to turn by it to salvation and deliverance. Next, by
this [same] faculty it comes to give imperfect souls direction, to bestow
on them knowledge and wisdom, to draw them by gradual education,
elevation, training and preparation to the noblest virtue and the reality
of the means.*

35 “Things hidden in the heart’ = dhat al-sudir. Cf. e.g. Q. 3:119.
36 Hagiqat al-wasila. Presumably, the realisation of the means of
salvation.
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“The most excellent degree of [the soul] and the highest rank of it is
prophecy, the degree of messengerhood, the reception of revelation and
conversance with the mysteries of the unseen, which is the last rank
attained by mortal souls and human individuals, it being proximity
to the reality of God and mediation between the Creator and creation.
When some soul is fortunate enough to reach it - and some individual
[even] goes beyond it —*7 in that case it is designated a translucent soul,
a sanctified spirit, a messenger, a prophet, an ambassador, a trustee,
a speaker, an inspired man, a saint, a bosom friend [of God], a vera-
cious one, a witness, a seer, one divinely aided in a preference for salv-
ific, praiseworthy deeds and divinely protected from destructive faults;
and he comes to be a summoner unto God (Exalted is He) and unto
His good pleasure, one who annunciates His scriptures and messages,
who informs about the mysteries of His unseen realm, an expounder of
the enigmas of His scriptures, who stands between God (Exalted is He)
and His creatures, who strives for God with fitting effort, publicly and
privately, secretly and openly, one who warns and announces to people
what comes down to them, who acquaints them with what their duty is.
As He said (Glorious is He who speaks): ‘We dispatch no messenger except
with his people’s language, so as to explain [matters] to them’ [Q. 14:4],
and He said (Exalted is He): ‘We sent down to you the Remembrance for
you to announce to humanity what is sent down to them, and perhaps
they will reflect’ [Q. 16:44].

[21] ‘Next, after them are the deputies who follow the right way*® and
the rightly guided Imams who give judgment by the truth and do justice
through it. Next, after them are the scholars of the religious communi-
ties, the guardians of the denominations, the pious friends of God, the

37 It is difficult to see what Ibn al-Walid means by the class of individual
that goes beyond the paramount station of prophethood and messengership -
perhaps angels?

38 Al-khulafa’ al-rashidin. In Sunni texts the expression (generally
translated as the ‘righteous caliphs’) refers to the first four leaders of Islam after
the Prophet, but in the Tayyibi Ismaili context of this work it appears to refer
either to the Fatimid caliph-imams (i.e., an Ismaili Imam who was in power
and wielded actual political authority), or else it refers to the direct deputies
(khulafa’) who represent an Imam who is not openly accessible.
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substitutes,* the virtuous, the theologian-sages and philosophers of the
Lord (al-falasifa al-rabbaniyyin). Next are the learned* who are acquitted
and the people of intellect who are purified. Next are the commonalty of
humanity and the masses. Next are the four-legged beasts, then the [other]
animals, then the trees and plants, and then the [inert] bodies and inani-
mate objects, and so on to the last of the existents, distinguished on account
of [the soul] through the variation in its forms, the disparity in its kinds and
its movements. [God] it is who ties its degrees to the properties of its ranks,
as He said (glorious is His majesty), ‘God is the light of the heavens and the
earth’ [Q. 24:35], and like His statement, ‘It is God who upholds the heavens
and the earth, lest they cease’ [Q. 35:41]. For souls vary in receptivity to
this light, the most receptive ones being the ‘angels brought nigh’, next the
prophets sent as messengers, next the imams, saints, substitutes, sages, the
virtuous and the scholars, next the exemplary, and more exemplary, the
nearer and nearest. So all existents come into being, safeguarded, intel-
ligible, luminous, shining through the conveying of His guidance [which
is] pervasive, circulating, superabundant and streaming in the world of
sublimity and of the nadir, the great and the small.

[22] ‘He goes further in guiding creation, insofar as He makes all
substances exist in a state of readiness for the benefits set up for them,
trying to last for as long as all that the possibility of each of them
involves, bringing out whatever lies in its potential into actuality, that
is, everything casts light through this light and through it sees what-
ever is better for it. [He goes further in guiding creation] also insofar as
[guidance] takes the place of life for substances which have the faculty
of sense perception, and insofar as [guidance] secures for the substances
the benefit of rational souls, repose and confidence in their cognitions,
and likewise a longing for consciousness and perception, such that it
fulfils the human capacity [even] in the state of sleep, a fortiori of waking.

39 Substitutes = abdal. In line with prophetic hadiths, these were gener-
ally believed to be a hidden hierarchy of saints necessary for the maintenance
of the world. Ibn al-Walid, who also uses this designation in his doxology
(para. 1), clearly has in mind a meaning specific to his Tayyibi tradition. See the
Introduction, pp. 78-9.

40  Al-fudald’ may also simply mean ‘the excellent’, but the association of
this group with the following ‘people of intellect’ (‘ugala’) suggests that it must
be rendered as ‘the learned’.
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[23] ‘As for the faculty of bringing the act out, the sages have designated
it “God’s generosity™; as for its trying to last, the sages have designated
it “God’s determination”; as for being guided to benefits, the sages have
designated it “God’s wisdom”; and these three as a whole are designated
“God’s administration” (siyasat Allah). The world is safeguarded and
intelligible in its subsisting and its arrangement, through the perfect-
ness of His administration, that is, through His “generosity”, His “deter-
mination” and His “wisdom”. So every single one of all the existents
functions by itself through this illuminative guidance, which is (a) being
guided to benefits, (b) the transfer of what is potential to actuality, and
(c) trying to endure - three activities the first of which comes down
to its form, the second to its matter and the third to the perfecting of
itself and its individual identity which is compounded from [matter and
form] - so that it acts by its form on what is below it, it receives through
its matter the activity of what is above it, and it perfects itself through
its individual identity. I mean it perfects itself and its individual identity
through both [its matter and form], since it is what comes about between
two extremes, and is the middle between two borders, taking a share
from each of the two - so it is neither simply passive nor is it simply
active, rather both together.

[24] “Then if this is established, we say: These divine things, which
in general illumine all creation, in particular fill human souls with
longing to get the functions specific to them which we explained
above. They come down to two divisions: either they carry them out in
association with the body, or they carry them out themselves, in isola-
tion and separate from the body. So what [souls] carry out in isolation
is permanently theirs and does not escape them at all since there is
no cause for that other than themselves and the particularity of their
attributes, for they have no need in that for other than themselves, and
nothing comes between the function and them as long as they stay
free of any trammel and clear of uncleanness. The associated ones are
not like that, which they gain by means of the body. For they seek to
capture that, avail themselves of it, and desire a long postponement [of
death] so that by means of [the body] they might gain their deeds and
might procure the advantages that come about on account of it for as
long as the body is their companion, knowing that they will be unable
to do that when separated from it, and will remain in possession of
what they gained.
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[25] “This, then, is the reason why the friends of God are averse to
dying, which is the separation of soul from body, and why they love
life, by which the association is brought about between the two of them.
Very great, through that [association], is their application to good deeds
whose slipping away they fear - that being what keeps them back from
the good deeds whose slipping away they don’t fear, I mean those they
enact through their own souls. They are quite right to be averse to dying
on these grounds because they find a capability from this body and an
opportunity from its being alive, to set out on the ‘right hand side™
through it, believing that it will convey them to security and shelter,
and to ‘rest and refreshment’ [Q. 56:89], and that this soul of the body is,
as it were, their capital and they see in it much profit for them and valu-
able benefit. When they transact by it, they safeguard it, so are averse to
separation from it, fearing lest the expected profit and the anticipated
benefit in it might escape them - in that the friends of God view this
body and the instruments of its constitution as [being like] the inter-
preter mediating between [on the one hand] the Speech of God (Exalted
is He) and the symbol of His mysteries, consisting of His truthful,
speaking verses (ayatuhu ’l-ndatiqa), and [on the other] the languages
of human beings, the variety of their tongues and the disparity of their
expressions, so as to summon them to God and guide them to the reve-
lation which leads to Him and the sign which points to Him. As long
as the instruments of this body remain with them, [the friends of God]
can put off their passing, ‘bring the dead to life’,** liberate bodies from
the bondage of passions, the fetter of fallacies and the snares of sins,
and become the masters — thus belong to the successful ‘party of God’
and His righteous servants - of the kingdom of the hereafter and of
everlasting sovereignty. There are their deputies who take their place,
follow their custom, bring their souls alive with knowledge and [God’s]
remembrance, and suchlike things to which the soul may lead through
its association with the body. Thus prolonging their lifespans amounts
to increasing their good deeds, as [the Prophet] said (peace be upon
him): “Glad tidings are for whoever has long life and does good.” On

41 The imagery evidently refers to the Qurlanic contrast between the
Companions of the Left (ashab al-shimal) and the Companions of the Right
(ashab al-yamin), e.g., Q. 56:41 and 56:27.

42 Compare Q. 2:73 etc.

43 According to some transmissions, this prophetic hadith was addressed
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that account the friends of God are averse to dying, and love life and
length of days.

[26] ‘God’s enemies hate dying contrariwise, that [in contrast] being
because when they find power over this body and the prolonging of their
lifespan, they set out on the ‘left hand side’ through it - for they are
blind to the path leading to truths and the parameters of insight. They
believe that death is a passing away and perishing for them and that
the status of humanity is the same as that of plants and animals, in that
they contemplate their affairs and ponder, and find that the plant enters
existence, springs up and attains its object and the beginning of its end;
next, it withers, decays, vanishes and passes away and a new one like it
enters existence. The case of the animal is similar to that. When [God’s
enemies] see that, as we describe, they view it as analogous to the predic-
ament of the human being. So they say: “We spring up, mature, die and
live, and nothing destroys us save time (al-dahr).” But God (Exalted is
He) says: “They have no knowledge of that” [Q. 45:24], “... Only following
opinion and what their souls desire” [Q. 53:23], and God (Exalted is He)
says “Opinion is of no avail against the truth” [Q. 53:28 and 10:36]. On
account of that they hate dying, since they believe that it conveys them
to non-being which has no existence accompanying it, nor life [to be
found] beside it. And some of them acknowledge resurrection verbally
while disbelieving in its reality, “saying with their mouths what is not
in their hearts” [Q. 3:167], despairing of God’s mercy since they set out
on the left hand path. Thus they were ousted from the signs of God and
came to be veiled from God’s gateway, comprehending nothing but the
life of this world, so hating to be separated from it and viewing death as
conveying them to annihilation. Amongst them are those who affirm
the resurrection with their tongues without their conceiving of it in their
hearts, nor understanding its reality in their minds. So their acknowl-
edgment is [mere] faith in, and assent to, the speech of the prophets
(upon them be peace) and an unquestioning imitation (taqlid) of them in
what they say, and they thus waver between power and potential (bayna
’I-hawl wa ’l-quwwa), despair and hope, not knowing what the upshot
of their affair will be, nor the conclusion of their span of life. So they are

to ‘Ali in person. See al-Shaykh al-Saduaq, Kitab man la yahduruhu al-faqih ed.
‘Ali Akbar al-Ghaffari (Qum, 1404/1984), vol. 4, p. 355.
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averse to dying due to their being unconvinced of what things will be
met with and what state they will be changed into. [Finally], amongst
them is someone placing confidence in this world and inclining to the
externals of its affairs, misled by the vanities of its illusion, and addicted
to the passions of this body and its pleasures arising for them via the
senses. They hate dying because of the separation from [their senses], the
discontinuation of their pleasures and the passing away of their passions
that it involves.

[27] ‘In sum, the friend and the enemy [of God] are both averse to dying,
both steer clear of passing away, and both are in distress and torment
on account of separation from this body. As for the friend, he sees by its
separation the passing away of the profits and benefits which arise for
him by means of the body and the good deeds which come to his hands
through association with it; and the enemy sees the loss of life, the onset
of his demise, the constant refrain of his regret and distress for what was
lost to him and what he failed to act on thoroughly.

[28] Know — may God (Exalted is He) support you and us with a spirit
from Him - that all kinds of animal hate to die and yearn to survive, on
account of what we specified at the beginning of this section and what
we will also mention at the end of it. That is because there are two causes
for the love of creatures for life and their aversion to death: the first of
them is the pains and sufferings that overtake their souls, and the tribu-
lation and decay [that overtake] their bodies at the time of dying; the
second cause is the yearning for survival and fleeing whatever conveys
them to extinction, which is found in the natures of existents and the
instincts of their substances, as we have explained above. That is the
prevenient guidance of God, effective in all existents.

[29] ‘Know that the cause for these two states existing in the natural
disposition of creatures and in the instinct of their substance - I mean
the yearning to survive and aversion to passing away — is because when
the Creator (majestic is the praise of Him) came to be the inceptor of
existents and the cause of beings, making them endure and perfecting
them whereas He Himself is eternal, everlasting and necessary in
existence, He put into the innate disposition of their constitution the
yearning to endure, which is existence, and aversion to passing away,
which is non-existence. So they naturally gravitate towards surviving
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through longing, and away from extinction through fleeing. And since
their reception of existence is some sort of motion through which they
emerge from non-existence into existence, by His profound wisdom He
[also] makes a sort of motion the cause of their survival - I mean the
thing through which [their] seeking to survive and fleeing from extinc-
tion takes place. For this love and hate induce souls to seek the materials,
the causes and the factors through which their survival is brought about,
and which make them reach the most perfect of objectives and most
advanced of ends.

[30] ‘Know that common people have a stronger aversion to dying than
others. That is because many people do not realise the fact of their final
destiny and their ultimate abode, the manner of their resurrection and
final resting place. They do not understand the outcome of their affair
and the conclusion of their span of life, nor what their coming destina-
tion is to be. So they have a fiercer aversion to dying than others.’

This is his statement (may God exalt his sanctity)** and it is suffi-
cient to explain [Ibn Sin@’s] statement: ‘yet perhaps she is loath to be
separated from you, having experienced distress’. And praise be to God
who bestowed on us the guidance of His friends, and protected us from
falling into His enemies’ snares — with copious praise!

[31] Section

The meaning of his statement, ‘She was disdainful, unaccustomed, but
when she continued she got used to ruin and the wasteland’ [line 4], is
what has already been commented on in the section prior to this chapter,
namely, [the soul’s] getting used to the world of bodies, after being proud,
and her inclining to the swindles of nature, so ruinous for her. The author
of the Rasa’il (the peace of God be upon him) has produced a metaphor
for that, by which he makes allusion to the separation that took place of
souls from the abode of spiritual simplexes and their becoming joined
up with compound bodily frames, their getting used to them after [their
initial] disgust and alienation, and their amorous desire for them after
confusion and alarm at the time of falling into them. We mention it here

44 Le., this concludes the long quotation from the Majalis al-tanazzuf,
which Ibn al-Walid assumes was composed by the Ismaili Imam Ahmad b. ‘Abd
Allah - hence the laudation formula ‘may God exalt his sanctity’.
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in summary for the salutary counsel it contains, the lucid and abundant
wisdom, the clear allusions to the concept of the mabda’ and the maad
(the Origin and the Return), and the skillful reminders for anyone with
uprightness and soundness. It is his statement (peace be upon him) in
the Risalat bayan i‘tiqad Ikhwan al-Safa’ (‘Epistle on the Exposition of
the Belief of the Brethren of Purity’):

[32] “They say there was a city on a mountain peak on one of the islands
in the sea — very fertile and with many blessings, relaxing, excellent in
climate, with sweet waters, rich soil, many trees, delicious fruits, and
many kinds of animal in proportion to what the soil, climate and waters
of that island entailed. Its people were siblings and cousins from the
progeny of a single man, their way of life being most wholesome. The
amity, love, affection and gentleness between them was ever new — with
no antagonism, nor envy, nor any enmity and the different kinds of
evil to be found amongst folk in cities that are unjust, opposed in their
natures, clashing in their energies, divergent in opinions, vile in deeds
and wicked in their characters - they used, instead, to be upright in
[their] characters. But then a group of them sailed across the ocean and
the ship was wrecked with them, the waves casting them onto another
island on which there was a wild mountain. There were high trees on
it, on which there were tiny fruits and low-lying springs with turbid
waters, and there were dark caves on it and ferocious beasts of prey. The
common folk of that island were apes. Now on some other island in the
ocean there was a bird of huge stature and extreme strength, which had
been given power over them. Every day and night it would swoop down
on them and seize a number of those apes. Next, the group that had
escaped the ship dispersed on that island, and in the mountain valleys
searched for fruits from it for them to eat, due to the hunger and thirst
that overtook them. They drank from the water of those springs, covered
themselves with the leaves of the trees and, at night, took refuge in those
caves, protecting themselves in them from the cold and heat.

[33] “Those apes befriended them and they befriended them, so the
female apes felt desire for them, and whoever of them harboured lust
for the female apes desired them in turn. So they got pregnant by
them, reproduced, multiplied and proliferated. Time went on, and they
became acclimatised to the island. They took refuge in that mountain,
became habituated to those conditions and forgot their original country,
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the comfort they had had, and their own people. They set about building
houses from the stones of the mountain, were intent on collecting those
fruits and hoarded them. They competed with each other over the female
apes and envied whoever had a share of them. They wanted to stay there
permanently. Enmity and hatred broke out between them, and the fires
of war flared up amongst them. Then a man amongst them in his sleep
had a dream that he had returned to his city from which he had come.
When the people of his country heard of his arrival they came out
rejoicing and received him outside the city. They saw him transformed
by the journey and exile, and were loath for him to enter in that condi-
tion. At the gate of the city there was a spring of water, so they bathed
him, shaved off his hair, trimmed his nails, clothed him in new garments
and put perfume on him. They mounted him on a horse and entered the
town with him. They began cross-questioning him about his compan-
ions and their journey, and what had become of them. They gathered
around him, amazed at him and at his return after giving up all hope,
and he rejoiced at them and because God (Exalted is He) had saved him
from exile and being drowned, from the companionship of those apes
and that harsh way of life. He thought he was seeing all that while awake,
[but] when he actually woke up, lo and behold, he was amongst those
apes! So he became utterly depressed and broken-hearted, refusing to
have anything to do with the place, grieving, pensive and yearning to
go back to his country. Then he told his dream to one of his brethren
and that brother was reminded of the circumstances of their country,
their respective families and the comfort they lived in, which time had
made him forget. So they consulted one another on the matter at hand,
weighing it up thoroughly and asking: what is the way to get back and be
saved? Then the right expedient came to their mind - that they should
help one another, gather up some of the wood of the island, construct a
ship in the ocean and return to their country.

[34] ‘So between them they made a deal and an agreement that they
would not slacken but would struggle together as one man. And when
they made up their mind that if they had a third [person] he would
help them in that, and the more their number grew, the more effective
it would be for reaching their intended aim and objective, they then
set about reminding their brethren whose country they had come out
from, awakening in them a desire to return and arousing a revulsion in
them for staying, such that a group of the people gathered round them.
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So when a group of the people agreed to build the ship, sail in it and
return to their country, while they were struggling away in that task,
cutting down trees and carving out the wood for the construction of
the ship, the bird came which was forcibly snatching the apes, and it
snatched a man from amongst them and flew with him into the air to
gobble him up. While it was busy flying, it looked carefully at him, and
lo and behold, it was a human being, not one of the apes which it was in
the habit of eating. So it went on flying till it got back to the island from
which he came, flung him down on the roof of his house and left him.
When he took in the location, he was back in his native country and his
own house. So he began to wish, “If only that bird each day would snatch
one after the other of my brethren and bring him back to his country, as
it has done with me.”

[35] ‘As for those people [themselves], after it snatched him they began
weeping over him and lamenting, remaining grief-stricken at his sepa-
ration [from them], as they did not know what that bird had done with
him. If they had known that, they would have wished for what he wished
for! What the Ikhwan al-Safa’ believe regarding anyone whose death has
taken place prior to his companion, ought to be just the same as that,
since this world is like that island, its people are like those apes, death is
comparable to that bird, God’s friends are comparable to the people with
whom the ship was wrecked, and the hereafter is comparable to that
island where their home country and families were located.*

This is his statement (may God’s blessings be upon him) whereby
the content of the aforementioned verse has been explained. So under-
stand that!

[36] Section

As for his statement (may God exalt his sanctity) in the next line, ‘I
think she forgot her aeons in the sanctuary and her [high] stations -
yet she was unhappy with her separation’ [line 5], it underlines what we
have mentioned, namely, [the soul] being bound to the world of bodies
and her forgetfulness of the subtle world, the locus of the chosen elect
consisting of the noble angels, as already mentioned in the story quoted

45 Ras@’il Ikhwan al-Safd’ wa khillan al-wafa’, vol. 4, pp. 37-40, under
the title al-Risala fi bayan i‘tiqad Ikhwan al-Safa’ wa madhhab al-rabbaniyyin.
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in the section before this; [thus also] the forgetfulness of those people
whom the ship was wrecked with, who alighted at that island, forgot
their city which they had left, having lived in, and the perfect blessings
and comprehensive ease they had enjoyed there. And in a little of that
there is enough regarding this idea.

[37] Section

As for his statement, ‘So that when by the ha” of her hubit (‘falling
down’) from the mim of her markaz (‘central position’) she arrived at
the wide plain,/The tha’ of the thaqil (‘heavy’) was joined to her, and she
came to her senses between landmarks and the lowly traces of the camp’
[lines 6-7], what it means is the subject repeatedly commented on [here],
namely, what results from the fall [of the soul] and from connection
with the body that is figuratively expressed by the tha’ of al-thaqil (‘the
heavy’), at the time of dropping down and reaching the ‘centre’ which is
the earth, with its expansion and contraction. So understand that!

[38] Section

His statement, ‘She weeps when she recalls her aeons in the sanctuary
with tear ducts flowing, and when she pecks up/And goes on cooing
among the ruins which are effaced by the recurrence of the four winds’
[lines 8-9], is a metaphor for the remorse and regret that overtook [the
soul] for the reality of existence which had slipped from her when she
found herself in the realm of non-existence. Through this remorse
which arises with her, her climbing takes place on the stairway of ascen-
sion, her clinging to the long rope of life and her cleaving to those giving
guidance, who are the Imams and the dignitaries (al-hudid).

[39] Section

His statement, ‘And then dense form hindered her and impeded her,
a cage against the high, vast peak ...*/And she comes to leave behind
her everyone staying on as the ally of the earth, not given the last rites’
[lines 10-12], alludes to the dense, tenebrous body to which [the soul]
was joined, and the tenebrous frame with which she was entangled, thus

46 Line 11 is omitted here from Ibn al-Walid’s quotation: ‘So that when
the journey to the sanctuary draws near and the departure for the widest
expanse approaches’. He returns to quote it and deal with its meaning in his
comment in the next section.
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indwelt, such that it hindered her from returning to her noble world and
from going back to her proper place - both luminous and subtle - from
which she had become separated. His statement, ‘the ally of the earth,
not given the last rites’, means [the body’s] return to the earth, in which
it was [originally], upon which it came into being and from which it
derived its nourishment, when the soul returned to her place and the
particulars of her went back to the universal of her, achieving security,
emerging in the abode of permanence. As one of the dignitaries (may
God sanctify his spirit) said:

‘Since each kind joins [its own] kind, consisting of an outer shell (min
sadafin) that will stay in the abode of sense perception,
And a jewel that will join the Holy Spirit ...’

May God join us to our purified masters! May He gather us in their
troop, and may He not deprive us of what He accepts of their interces-
sion, nor from being in their group, by His bounty, His largesse, His
generosity and His mercy!

[40] Section

By his statement, ‘So that when the journey to the sanctuary draws
near and the departure for the widest expanse approaches’ [line 11], he
intends the arrival of this material life [i.e., the soul fallen into matter]
at the upright stature and the human form - which is the end point of
essential existence and the starting point of formal existence - after it
has passed beyond the reverse path and the crooked deviating path, and
has come to stand on the ‘straight path’ [Q. 1:6] in a state of prepared-
ness. If divine aid joins forces with it for it to enter through the gates of
the gardens of felicity and to mount the stairway of salvation, it gains
the second perfection, attaining the ability to travel in the vast, holy,
spiritual expanse. So understand that!

[41] Section
His statement ‘She coos, and the veil has been drawn back, so she beholds
what no slumbering eyes have perceived’ [line 13], means that at the time

47 The distinction seems to be between corporeal and ideal existence. By
‘essential existence’ Ibn al-Walid apparently means the physical realm and by
‘formal existence’ the intelligible realm.
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when the journey is completed by her to this level, which is the last of the
gates of the world of generation and corruption, and [the soul] emerges
into the sphere of existence through subjecting herself to obedience to
the Imams of right guidance, and she ascends the psychic stairways,
mounts the degrees of the corporeal dignitaries and the holy spiritual
dignitaries,*® her essence coming to be inscribed by the sciences, and
whatever of that mystery is concealed from others becomes clear to
her in proportion to her rank, the veil being drawn aside from what
is hidden of the mysteries, and enigma disappears for her, so that she
regards what was covered up of them with the eyes of insight — at that
time she awakens from the sleep of forgetfulness. She seizes the chance
to gain gnostic cognitions in moments of leisure, and speaks with the
tongue of wisdom and contemplation, expressing what is concealed in
her inmost core, yearning for contact with the righteous in their [own]
outward forms and via their brethren, as the poet says: ‘Longing went
beyond bounds one day, when the abodes drew close to the abodes.” And
as the Commander of the Believers, ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (God’s blessings be
upon him), said: ‘If the veil were drawn aside, I would not increase in
certainty.” He also said at the time of the fatal sword blow, on account
of his consciousness of the great favour and close relationship, the high
rank and exalted degree that God had for him: T have triumphed, by the
Lord of the Ka‘ba!”® As one of them - I mean the most glorious sultan
al-Khattab b. al-Hasan (may God exalt his sanctity) — said within the
totality of a poem by him:'

48 The phrase ‘the corporeal dignitaries’ (al-hudid al-jismaniyya)
evidently refers to the ranks of the Ismaili da‘wa, and ‘the spiritual dignitaries’
(al-hudnd al-rihaniyya) probably refers to the hierarchy of intellects through
which the fallen Third Intellect must ascend to retrieve its original heavenly
status.

49 Quoted in Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futahat al-Makkiyya (Beirut, n.d.), vol. 3,
p. 223.

50 According to some accounts, these are ‘Ali’s words at the time of being
fatally wounded by Ibn Muljam al-Muradi’s sword blow while he was at the
dawn prayer in the mosque at Kafa. He died some days later on Ramadan 21,
40/January 31, 661. Muhammad al-Rishahri, ed., Mawsa‘at al-imam ‘Ali ibn Abi
Talib fi’I-kitab wa ’l-sunna wa’l-tarikh (Beirut, 1421/2000), vol. 7, p. 240.

51 On this figure of major importance in the historical emergence of
Tayyibi Ismailism in Yemen, see the Introduction, p. 58 and p. 60.
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‘In the course of living I got weary of the abode of sense-perception, my
imprisonment, my punishment thereby and my languishment ...*

So this long journey of mine - it might be that the One who decreed you
decrees my return and my fulfilment.

And you ghost of me, hindering me from my aims — wherever you may
be amongst my accompanying spirits I am rid of you!

I kept company with you since there was a covering over my eye. So
when it was removed, I emptied my vessel of you.

Do you want some disunion that severs us with the parting of a sharp,
weighty [sword] and a great distance?

Each kind of us joins its own kind and what resembles it, consisting of
earth and heaven,

And verily I hope for that, and God is the guarantor of my expectations
and the attainment of my hope.

I know through knowledge, not by opinion, to what it is that I return at
the time that my veil is lifted,

And when I wish to describe the bliss I will meet, my thought and my
intelligence are incapable.

I see death as a bridge with my dear friends beyond it, and he who crosses
over it is one of the most joyous of people...’

To the end of what he mentioned of this poem. This, then, is the meaning
of what [Ibn Sina] mentioned in the verse. So understand that!

[42] Section

As for his statement in the following verse, ‘And she warbles in the
morning above a lofty peak, and knowledge elevates the rank of the one
who was not elevated’ [line 14], we say: The explanation of this verse
has already come in the one before it, namely, what is signified by her
warbling and her cooing, and the fact that that is her giving expression
to the sciences she studies which pertain to the Lord and the inscrutable
secrets and spiritual realities whose gnosis she attains, and her yearning
for contact with devotees like herself and her people who are separate
from the rebellious adversaries of religion. By ‘lofty peak’ he means the

52 In Poonawala’s edition, this is the very first line of the qasida from
which the other lines have been quoted. Ibn al-Walid evidently cites it as the
title of the poem. I.K. Poonawala, al-Sultan al-Khattab: hayatuhu wa shi‘ruhu
(Beirut, 1999), p. 212.
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upright stature [the soul] ultimately gets to, similar to the first essences,
relating to origination,* she progressing by steps through the degrees
of the dignitaries, and ascending on her stairway via of the stations of
ascent. So she gets to be in the exalted summit, coming into posses-
sion of both the essential and the formal perfections, longing for the
epiphany in the supreme luminous station and for the most excellent
‘KafarT apparition.> So at that time, the light of light (niir al-niir) breaks
forth from her, and the Truth (al-Haqq) is manifest through her at the
moment of epiphany.

As for his statement, ‘and knowledge elevates the rank of the one
who was not elevated’ — how would that not be so, it being the greatest
magnet (al-maghnatis al-akbar) which attracts noble souls to the
abode of return and protects their essences from ruin and corrup-
tion? [Knowledge] colours them with the beautiful, radiant dye of
God, attaching them to the shining bright lights of the higher world.
It strips them of vile habits and animal characteristics. It imparts
pleasing, angelic dispositions to them. It makes their essences substan-
tial after they were numbered amongst accidents. It decrees for them
the perpetuity of bliss and the attainment of goals. It raises them to
the neighbourhood of the Omnipotent King, and causes them to attain
the garden of repose, safe from downfall and loss, perpetuating them
through the passing of the aeons and ages. [Knowledge is] the firm ‘rope
of God’ [Q. 3:103 and 112], to which whoever clings triumphs and is
saved, and it is His ‘firmest bond’ [Q. 2:256], to which whoever cleaves
emerges into the glow of the lights from the shades of gloom. ‘Ali b.
Abi Talib (God’s blessings be upon him) said: “‘When God humiliates
someone, He debars him from knowledge.” He also said (may God
bless him and give him peace): ‘God does not give someone knowledge

53 Origination (ibda"), i.e., God’s direct creation of effects from nothing-
ness. The ‘primordial originational essences’ (al-dhawat al-aila al-ibda‘iyya) are
the intellects beyond the material universe, which the commentary repeatedly
refers to as ‘the World of Origination’.

54  Al-shabah al-afdal al-kafari. Kafar is mentioned in the Qur’an as a
spring of Paradise. A possible interpretation of this phrase has been mentioned
in the Introduction, p. 105.

55 The saying is usually found with the word ardhala (‘disowns’) not
adhalla (‘humiliates’). Muhammad Salih al-Mazandarani, ed., Sharh usul
al-kafi (Beirut, 1421/2000), vol. 2, p. 205; also see Jurj Jurdaq (George Jordac),
ed., Rawa’i‘ nahj al-balagha (Beirut, 1417/1997), p. 230.
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without Him some day giving him deliverance through it.* Those who
came before, in ancient times, surpassed in it, and through its blessing
(baraka) those who come later emerge into existence from the domain
of non-existence. It is the greatest elixir and the noblest, brightest
standard. The description of those who describe it does not encompass
its rank, and the imaginations of gnostics do not reach up to the extent
of its excellence. So understand that!

[43] Section

As for his statement (may God exalt his sanctity) in the following verse,
‘So for what reason was she made to fall from the lofty and sublime to
the lowest depth of the foot of the mountain?’ [line 15] we say: We have
made clear the cause of [the soul’s] fall in the discussion above, and her
becoming encompassed by the strictures of the world of bodies, and
the fact that that is due to her backwardness (takhalluf) in adhering to
the rank of the one elevated over her, and her lagging (taakhkhur) in
maintaining obedience to the one to whom obedience is enjoined and
is assigned to her. So that veiled her from contact with what she was
allotted, consisting in the second perfection,” and it entailed her depar-
ture to the ephemeral, transient world. There is no need to repeat what
has already been said about that.

[44] Section

Concerning his statement, ‘If it was the deity who made her fall due to
some wisdom concealed even from the singular, the understanding,
the most pious’ [line 16], we, for our part, say: The statement has been
repeated on what the cause was that brought about the fall of what
came down from the high locus, on its decline through cleaving to the
dense decaying world of the body, and what resulted from the tender

56 The corresponding statement, as found in Nahj al-balagha, is: ‘God
does not entrust a man with an intellect without Him some day giving him
deliverance through it’ (ma ’stawda‘a ’Llahu imra’an ‘aglan illa *stanqadhahu
bihi yawman). ‘Alib. Abi Talib, Nahj al-balagha, hikma 407, p. 548.

57 The distinction of the first and second perfections is traceable to Book
Delta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. The first perfection is the integral completeness
of the substance in question (‘when in respect of its proper kind of excellence it
lacks no part’), whereas the second perfection is when it truly serves its purpose.
Jonathan Barnes, ed., The Complete Works of Aristotle (Princeton, 1984), vol. 2,
p. 1613.
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sympathy of the intelligences of the world of origination and their
empathy with it, through affectionate feeling and the outflow of noble
sentiments of love to it, in order to perfect what is deficient in it, to
raise up what has turned away in it, to give it the perfection that eluded
it, through which the completion takes place of its substance, and by
which it fully registers what its earlier slip and monstrous disavowal
veiled it from - in line with what [Ibn Sina] mentions in the verses
following this one. None attains to this wisdom which is concealed
from people’s hearts, except by the tongues of God’s friends and those
possessed of veracity. None understands [this wisdom] except whoever
they confer it on amongst those that are worthy, and none drinks the
pure water of its wellspring except whoever amongst their honest
friends they guide. So understand that!

[45] Section

As for his statement, “Then her fall, no doubt, was a necessary blow for
her to become attentive again to what she was inattentive to,/And for
her to become knowing again of every mystery in the two worlds, her
tear [as yet] being unmended’ [lines 17-18], it is as if [Ibn Sina] intends
by that the aforementioned concealed sciences connected to [the soul’s]
essence. [That is, he means] the well-guarded, treasured-up kinds of
wisdom through which comes about the perfection of her substance, the
ennobling of her breed and her cognisance of the mysteries of the two
worlds, the world of density and the world of limpidity. [All this is] in
contrast with what she had [previously] within the border of conceal-
ment and hiddenness, prior to her torn state being mended through
reaching it, and her bondage being undone through [her] becoming
informed about it. So understand that!

[46] Section

By his statement, ‘She was the one whose way time severed so that she
has set at the very place of dawning’ [line 19], he means that when [the
soul] came under the imperatives of time, the motions of the spheres
and the mixture of elements (arkan), she was united with the poten-
tial of the material substances (‘andsir) and the ‘mothers’, and she was
joined through mixing and mixture to the first of the kingdoms of
nature, that being the level of the mineral, which [is what] he alludes
to figuratively as the places of dawning and setting because of it being
the last thing she reaches on descending and going down, and from it
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her ‘dawning’ takes place, going back to the correspondence with first
principles. That is what [Ibn Sina] meant in saying ‘so that she has set
at the very place of dawning’. Our master Hamid al-Din [al-Kirmani]
(may God exalt his sanctity) has mentioned that in his book Ma'alim
al-din (‘The Lineaments of the Faith’),”® when he described the first
of the degrees of the mineral which is gypsum, saying: “That is when
nature appears through inversion, reverting to correspondence with
the First.” The most illustrious sheikh ‘Al b. al-Husayn b. al-Walid (may
God exalt his sanctity)® based his epistle on that, known as al-Dila’
(“The Side’),* that being because he made the right hand side (al-dila‘
al-ayman) of the triangle, which he set down in it, the path of the fall
through essences; he made its left hand side the path of the ascent
through forms; and he made the base of the triangle the position of the
kingdoms of nature, they being the end of the descent and the begin-
ning of the ascent. Thus the rank of the mineral in it, which is the first
degree, in that case is the place of setting and the very point of rising.
Our master Hamid al-Din Abu ‘Alj, the gate of gates (may God exalt his
sanctity), said in the Kitab al-dhat wa ’I-siira (“The Book of Essence and
Form’)® in regard to the matter whose meaning was discussed above:
“The world subject to determinism consists of essences without form,
and the world subject to free will consists of forms without essences,
and what is between the two of them consists of essences and forms.
So through the essences our descent takes place from that world to this
world, and through the forms our ascent takes place from this world to
that world.” So understand that!

58 Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, Kitab ma‘alim al-din (al-Risala al-wadi‘a fi
ma‘alim al-din), ed. Muhammad Tsa al-Hariri (Kuwait, 1987), p. 127.

59 Le., Ibn al-Walid’s uncle and original teacher, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn b.
Ja‘far b. Ibrahim b. al-Walid (d. 554/1159).

60 The Risalat al-dila’lal-dil‘ is also called Risalat tuhfat al-talib wa
umniyyat al-bahith al-raghib. Poonawala, Biobibliography, pp. 140 and 146.

61 Al-Dhat wa ’l-siira is only attested through quotations. Ibn al-Walid
apparently ascribes its authorship here to the Fatimid da7 Aba‘Ali al-Hasan b.
Ahmad ‘Bab al-abwab’ (the ‘gate of gates’) (d. 321/933), who was said to have
been called Hamdan Qarmat earlier in his life. See Madelung, ‘An Ismaili
Version of Ibn Sin&’s Qasidat al-Nafs’, p. 168, note 19.
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[47] Section

By his statement, ‘It is as though she were lightning flashing in the sanc-
tuary, then it disappeared as though it had not lit up’ [line 20], [Ibn Sina]
means what characterises [the soul’s] state when she appeared in the
human mould and became individuated in the Adamic shape, and [he
means] the period of her life and the imminence of its passing, and the
variability in the structure of her body and the swiftness® of its dissolu-
tion, comparing that to a lightning flash and the rapidity of its fading
away, directing the foremost to get provision for the Day of Return and
to hurry to do good deeds and exert themselves, to restrain the iras-
cible soul from blameworthy characteristics and vile deeds — which is
the reality of ‘holy war’ — and inviting them to the performance of acts
of worship, to acquire enduring good deeds, to bedeck themselves with
the attire of God-consciousness which is the union of the two kinds
of worship, the one involving deeds and the one involving knowledge,
and to follow God’s sainted friends and their [hierarchy of] dignitaries
(upon them be blessing and peace) who are the best of creation, in order
[that the soul] win eternal graces, intellectual effusions and endless joys
in her afterlife.

Therefore every understanding, reasonable person of firm resolve -
alert, unimpaired and civilised — must exploit the opportunity of this
brief life and seize the period of this short sojourn in it, which he likens
to ‘lightning’ due to the rapidity of its passing and vanishing, [and the
rapidity of] the approach and the drawing near of its anticipated dead-
line, before its lender asks for the loan back, such that regret would occur
- and it is no longer the time for regret!®> And He to whom they ulti-
mately return will arrest their breathing, and through his deeds a person
will run the hazard of what he sent on in advance, and the one appealed
to for help has vanished, so in that case there is no helper, and the way
to proceed has become too narrow, so there is no way forward on that
day. We ask God (Exalted is He) that He seal our lives and those of all
believers as He sealed the lives of His sainted friends brought nigh, that
He place us amongst those whom the angels receive in death as good
people, and He distinguish us from the folk who wrong their souls, for

62 Wushk: washik. Though not attested as a variant in any of the manu-
scripts used, the noun seems to fit the context better than the adjective.
63  Cf.Q.383.
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their excuse will not benefit them, neither will they be regarded [by
God] with favour.

[48] We seal the epistle by praising God for His continuous benefits
and for His constant, successive graces, and by invoking blessing upon
that heaven of transcendent wisdom, Muhammad who was announced
amongst bygone nations; upon his legatee (wasi), our master ‘Ali b. Abi
Talib, in whom the proponents of noxious and extreme creeds perish;
and upon the Imams consisting in the descendants of both, the well-
springs of whose protection guard the territory of the faith against the
injury of the back-stabbing innovators, the radiant suns of the Truth
and its shimmering lights; and upon our lord and master, the Imam
al-Tayyib Abu ’l-Qasim, the Commander of the Faithful, whose various
kinds of learning draw aside the harm of specious arguments for his
distinguished followers, and may He grant them peace. And God
suffices for us, an excellent trustee, an excellent patron and an excellent
defender. And there is no power nor strength save through God, the
Exalted, the Mighty.
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