Nasir Khusraw’s Hermeneutic
Philosophical Theology

Parviz Morewedge

This text is of interest both to the specialist in Islamic studies
and to the lay person. The specialist finds here a philosophicat
system integrating purely Ismaili, Neoplatonic, and original
constituents which sheds light on both the intellectual history
of the Ismaili position and the originality of its author.'For the
general reader it provides an illuminating formulation of the
problem of alienation beyond its religious and historical con-
texts. Medieval Ismaili thinkers, such as Nasir Khusraw and
Nasir al-Din Tasi, perceived themselves not merely as theolo-
gians and spokespersons of their own religious community, but
as global thinkers proffering philosophical wisdom and spir-
itual therapy for humanity. They teach that true salvation is
achieved by a spiritual transformation of the human being from
an actuality, which is partially animal, to its potential perfec-
tion where it ranks with the angels. This metamorphosis takes
place by the rational path of knowledge, a knowledge which
includes the science of nature and recognizes that bodies are
positive icons and instruments for the spirit. The archetypal
appeal of Ismaili thought lies in its confrontation with the
universal problem of alienation, which contemporary psychoa-
nalysis, existentialism, and Marxism take to be the most serious
problem of humanity. It is beyond the scope of this introduc-
tion to expand on the variations of this macro theme; the
general theme is that we have suffered by becoming estranged
from our primordial state of peace and harmony, and need to
return to it through a therapeutic process of reintegration and
unification.
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Philosophical and Theological Contexts

The success of Ismaili doctrines such as ta 'wil or hermeneutic
return, lies in their proposal for de-alienation; they advocate a
spiritual therapy through the intellect and knowledge of the
spiritual basis of the cosmos that leads to a vision of unity
(tawhid). Besides having this specific existential appeal, the
Ismaili system of thought is the offspring of two great tradi-
tions, one philosophical, the other religious.

The philosophical paradigm of this vision is found in the
works of the Egyptian-Greek philosopher Plotinus (d. 270 AD),
who identified the ultimate entity as the One. On the one hand,
all existents emanate from the One in the following proces-
sion: the First Intelligence, then the World Soul, followed by
individual souls, and finally the realm of matter which is the
image of the Soul. On the other hand, souls aim to return to
the One as their archetypal source. Freedom, happiness, and
mystical union are achieved when there is no ‘otherness,” no
‘alienation’ (farag) between the individual soul and the One.
This emanation and return harmonize an integrated universe
which offered the Muslim monists, the followers of the tawhid,
a suitable framework in their quest for unity without aliena-
tion between the transcendent spirit and the receptacle of
nature. So inviting is this model — an archetypal vision of it is
also found in ancient Egyptian and Indo-Iranian cosmogonies
— that the majority of Muslim philosophers sought to accom-
modate the emanational doctrine of Plotinus to the creation
out-of-nothing frame of Biblical and Qur’anic cosmogony.

An objection may be raised to the primacy of Plotinus him-
self but not to Neoplatonism as such. After all, Neoplatonic
themes are based on the Platonic dialogues, and Plotinus and
all his disciples refer to Plato as their master. Such an objec-
tion may proceed in the following manner. Take any theme
used in Islamic mystical thought: for example, the cycle of rev-
elation—descent (fanztl) and of the hermeneutic return to the
primordial origin ({a’wil); these are isomorphic with the
Neoplatonic cycles of emanation and ascent. Plotinus’ doctrine
of the ascent, however, was borrowed from several Platonic
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accounts, such as the ladder of love in the Symposium (201d-
212c}) and the allegory of the cave in the Republic (514a~521b).
If this is so, then why not identify Plato as one of the sources of
the Muslim philosophers’ doctrine of unity? There are several
reasons for continuing to regard Plotinus as the true Greek
sheikh. He proffered the first complete philosophical system
that was consciously designed as an architectonic monism, with
its emanation and return dimensions, in which the uktimate
entity or the One is beyond all existents. Plotinus had to over-
come Aristotle’s criticisms of Plato by rejecting the categories
of both Aristotle and the Stoics, to respond to the option of-
fered by the Gnostics, and to integrate the ancient Egyptian,
Jewish (Philo’s synthesis of Hebraic and Platonic traditions),
and Oriental wisdoms of his time. Moreover, Plotinus’ system
differs essentially from Plato’s system. For example, Plato
equates the Good and the Beautiful, whereas Plotinus places
the Good above Beauty. Second, with a few exceptions, Pla-
tonic themes were imported into various Islamic medieval
religious systems indirectly through Neo-platonism, which were
often wrongly attributed to Aristotle.?

Turning from philosophy to Islamic religious literature, we
note that the primacy of the doctrine of oneness and the unity
(tawhid) of God is expressed in two ways. First, it is the
foundational principle of religion (usul al-din), the other prin-
ciples being the necessity of prophecy and the Day of
Resurrection. Second, it is the doctrine of unity which is re-
interpreted as an essential core of Sufism. In this tenor
al-Ghazali states that while for the many the true doctrine is
‘there is but one God,’ for those who know ‘there is nothing
but It’. God, or in some mystical sense the Ultimate Being, is
interpreted as the inner essence (dhat) of all entities, which is
immanent in all existents, and all entities return to It as their
source. A popular Sufi mystical vision is the unity of all existents,
the wahdat alwujiid, according to which all elements are con-
nected in a living spiritual cosmos. Here, the inner essence of
the self and God merge, as the Prophetic tradition states: “Who-
ever knows his soul-self, knows his God.” What, one may ask,
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are the objections to such a prima facie attractive vision? Often,
such objections are rooted in an appeal to aset of bifurcations
ohserved between the transcendent sacred Divine and the secu-
lar nature, between the eternal or meta-temporal generator
and the contingent ephemeral generated, between the con-
tinuous mental and the divisible physical, between the sacred
Jaws of religion and the profane passions of human persons,
between the inner intentional existential phenomena and the
outer alienating extensional events, between spiritual wisdom
or the inner light of collective archetypal contemplation and
analytical discursive knowledge. The Ismaili unitive solution
to this set of bifurcations was to interpret the apparent physi-
cal, secular, outer, extensional dimension of life and its religious
consciousness as icons blessed by the Universal Intelligence
(or Intellect) which is the agent of the Divine. This vision cre-
ates an ecophilic perspective of nature that does not treat
human life as a moral fall embedded with the original sin and
all its psychological consequences. Its beauty has been totally
misunderstood by a number of intellectual historians. Trained
in simplistic Aristotelian psychology and in the psychology of
‘atoms of impressions or sense data,” they misinterpret the in-
tentional dimension of ta 'wil as a blanket term for ‘esoteric’
and apply it as a collective qualification to Ismaili doctrines. It
is true that, for a time, the Ismailis had to hide their true be-
liefs from their enemies by practising dissimulation (tagiyya).
But there is no magical mystery which is contrary to reason in
Ismaili doctrines. Nasir Khusraw in this text states explicitly
that only knowledge (danish) is the truc mediator to happi-
ness. Itis time to translate in clear language this positive Ismaili
message and sweep away the prejudicial misreadings; these are
projections of our fantasy of an Oriental, secretive, cult-like
order of esoteric ‘assassins’ into ‘the alienated other’.

The chief originality of the Ismaili methodology is a
phenomenological approach which integrates intentional epis-
temology with a monistic ontology. Such a system prevents the
formulation of an essential dichotomy between the physical
and the mental, between facts and values, and thus eliminates
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the philosophical problems of mind/body, spirit/nature, and
fact/value dualism as pseudo-problems. In addition to meth-
odology, the major originality of the content of Ismaili docirines
includes philosophical positions, such as explicating an exist-
ent in terms of time, depicting God as a supra-entity beyond
substantiality and existence, and the identification of the spir-
itual with the intellectual. As its title indicates, this work depicts
the doctrine of revelation (tanzil) and hermeneutic return
(ta'wil), a dialectical opening (gushayish) and a return to the
primordial origin that results in spiritual liberation (rahayish)
or revealment (kashf).

Historical Context

Let us begin with a brief account of the historical and religious
context of the Muslim world during the life of our author. An
eleventh-century Iranian, Nasir Khusraw became one of the
most important theologians of the Ismailis. The Ismailis form
the second largest community of the Shi‘T branch of Islam and
today live in different parts of the world, in particular India,
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Central Asia, Iran, Syria, East Africa,
Furope, and North America. To outsiders they are known by a
few confusing data — the negative connotations of the term
‘assassins’, which was in the past so often applied to them, or
the positive image conveyed by their modern social, economic,
and cultural programmes. Until a few decades ago, most re-
ports on the Ismailis were produced by hostile opponents and
ignorant historians. For example, the thirteenth-century Per-
sian mystic-poet Mahimad Shabistari calls Nasir Khusraw an
enemy of religion, empty of knowledge, wisdom, and unity, and
a pure infidel — even though there is a close affinity between
his own ideas and those of the Ismailis!® A cursory reading of
this text makes it evident that such allegations are totally
groundless.

Far from being on the fringes of the Islamic civilization, the
Ismailis established powerful states twice in medieval times, First
in North Africa and Egypt, under the Fatimid caliphate, the
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Ismailis made significant contributions to Islamic intellectual
life through institutions like al-Azhar, which was originally
founded in 969 to propagate the Shi‘lvision of Islam. Such an
intellectual innovation forced the Seljugs and their celebrated
vizier Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092}, to establish their own institu-
tions of learning where Sunni scholars, among them al-Ghazali,
taught and sometimes wrote against the Ismailis. This is an
example of how the Ismailis encouraged an intellectual climate
in the Muslim world. The second was the Nizari state in Iran
and Syria which was eventually uprooted by the Mongol hordes
in 1256. From early on, the Ismailis achieved considerable suc-
cess in theology and philosophy, as evident in the works of Abiu
Hatim al-Raz (d. 934), Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Nasafi {d.
943), al-Qadi al-Nu‘min (d. 974), Aba Ya'qub al-Sijistani (d.
after 971), Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. after 1020), al-Mu’ayyad
fi’1-Din al-Shirazi (d. 1078), Nasir Khusraw (d. after 1072), and
Nasir al-Din Tusi (d. 1274). Tisi is, I believe, one of the most
versatile thinkers of medieval Islam and, with respect to philo-
sophical originality, second only to Ibn Sina (Avicenna). As a
mathematician, theologian, logician, and astronomer, he revo-
lutionized intellectual Islam by following Nasir Khusraw in
integrating theology and philosophy into one discipline. This
synthesis was very effective in bringing about a renaissance of
philosophy and theology in the eastern parts of the Muslim
world, as exemplified by the school of Isfahan which focuses
on Shi‘i philosophical theology. The amazing similarity be-
tween Tusi’s system and that of the German philosopher
Leibniz supports the thesis of Harry A. Wolfson concerning an
atfinity between Spinoza and his contemporaries and the
Judaeo-Islamictradition.*

Nasir Khusraw lived during a period of political and cul-
tural turmoil in the Muslim world prior to the Mongol
onslaught. The first four caliphs (632-660) envisioned them-
selves as vicegerents of the Prophet Muhammad, implementing
the Islamic aspiration for the actualization of one spiritual glo-
bal world. After the death of ‘Ali, the fourth caliph and the
first Shi‘i Imam in 661, the vision of expansion and the rule of
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spirit were transformed into the pragmatic agenda of the secu-
lar dynasties of the Umayyads (661-750) and the Abbasids
(750-1258). The unity of the Islamic empire was being chal-
lenged from the inside on two fronts. First, in provinces such
as eastern Iran, local feudal rulers began to oppose the reign
of dynasties perceived to be primarily Arab. Second, a minor-
ity of Muslims had identified themselves with the party (sh: ‘a)
of ‘Ali, who was the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, and the
spiritual figure most closely associated with him. They claimed
the right of ‘All and his descendants to the Prophet’s succes-
sion as the temporal and spiritual leaders of Islam on the
principle that the genuine legitimate ruler must also embody
the moral ethos of the Prophet, since human beings are both
physical and spiritual beings - or as Plotinus put it, the human
soul is an amphibian creature. Some of them attempted to syn-
thesize the theoretical and pragmatic wisdom of Plato’s
philosopher-king with the spiritual Imam, leading to the inte-
gration of the City of God with the City of Earth. A serious
hope for such an integration appeared when the first Shi‘1state,
the Fatimid caliphate, was established in North Africa. This
reality promoted much hope among the reformers, including
Nasir Khusraw, who undertock a pilgrimage to Mecca and Cairo
to seek wisdom and to preach it to the world. This is the con-
text in which he was born and flourished.

The Life and Works of Nasir Khusraw

In one of his poems, Nasir Khusraw gives his birth date as 1004.
He was born in Qubadiyan, a district of Balkh in eastern Iran,
to a family of landowners. His early education was multifac-
eted, and included a mastery of the Qur’an and Islamic
theology. His works show familiarity with Aristotle and the Peri-
patetic tradition, as well as the Islamic philosophies of
al-Sijistani, al-Farabi, and Ibn Sini.*For example, in the Jam:
al-hikmatayn he quotes Aristotle directly, and in the Zad al-
musafirin he discusses the position that the soul is not a harmony
of elements in a manner that recalls Aristotle’s views as ex-
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pressed in his book On the Soul (407b26-409a30).5 He tasted
the pleasures of a secular life while working for the local gov-
ernment. Having experienced an existential crisis and a
spiritual vision, he resigned from his position in the year 1045
to nurture his spiritual rebirth through the archetypal experi-
ence of the withdrawal and return of the hero. He began a
seven-year journey with two major destinations, one being
Mecca, the sacred locus of Islam, and the other Cairo, the capi-
tal city of the Fatimid Ismaili state, the living power of what he
took to be the true successors of the Prophet. His journey took
him to several other cities such as Tabriz and Jerusalem before
he finally arrived in Cairo in 1047. From his account of the
journey given in his Safar-nama, it is evident that in addition to
having a philosophical mind and a spiritual temperament, he
was an acute observer of nature and societies. He wrote exten-
sively about specifics such as the physical features of the Nile,
earthquakes in Tabriz, and the three bazaars in the city of Bagra.
His journey broadened his learning and increased the logical
strength of his theological argumentation. It nurtured in him
the mission of interpreting Ismaili theology as the true vision
of Islamic unity with respect to both knowledge and spiritual-
ity. After three years in Cairo, he left for his homeland and
arrived in Balkh in 1052. Nasir Khusraw was now seasoned as
an original theologian, philosopher and poet. As noted in sev-
eral of his works, he became the Aujja (proof) or the chief da
(missionary) of Khurasan and also travelled to other regions,
such as Mazandarin in northern Iran, to preach Ismaili Islam.
In this period, he wrote some of his masterpieces of theology,
philosophy, and poetry in Persian. As might be expected, in
Khurasan he was confronted by the hostile ‘ ulama of the Seljuq
state, In his hometown of Balkh, he was harassed and his house
destroyed. He escaped to the Ismaili-controlled district of
Yumgan in Badakhshan, where he composed most of his po-
etry and some of his philosophical works, including the Jami °
al-hihmatayn. He remained in Badakhshan for at least fifteen
years and died not long after the year 1072. Nasir Khusraw
lived between the reigns of the Ghaznawids and the Seljugs, a
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period which witnessed a number of very creative thinkers in
Iran, including the poet Firdawsi (d. 1020), the master-phi-
losopher Ibn Sina (d. 1037), Aba Rayhan al-Birani (d. after
1050), and al-Ghazali (d. 1111)}. Nasir seems to have felt that
his theology revealed the essence of Islam. In his writings he
invited Muslims and humanity to return to their monotheistic
roots of Divine unity ({awhid). According to his own account of
the principle of the intellectual jihad, no Muslim theologian
can be sectarian, alienating his community with a peculiar the-
ology suited to a limited audience. Nasir’s universalism follows
essentially from his religion of unity.

Perspectives on Nasir Khusraw

In spite of the philosophcal content of many of his works, Nasir
Khusraw has not received due recognition as a major philoso-
pher. Some implicitly dismiss or ignore him. For example, in
the standard texts used in academic institutions, such as Majid
Fakhry's A History of Islamic Philosophy, only brief references are
made to Nisir Khusraw’s general position, and in his recent
hook on Islamic ethics Fakhry does not mention him at all,
even though his works are suffused with a profound ethical
consciousness.” Often he is referred to as a philosophical poet,
as noted by Sa‘1d Nafisi, the late Iranian scholar and editor of
the Gushayish wa rahayish: ‘The great poet Nasir Khusru (394/
1004-481/1088} expounded philosophical thought in all his
poetical works in addition to a few books of philosophy that he
wrote in Persian prose from the Isma‘ilite point of view’.® Jan
Rypka noted his ‘complicated personality’ and calls him a “free
thinker, a heretic, and a poet’. E. G. Browne labels him ‘the
celebrated poet, traveller and Isma‘ili missionary’.!” Many rec-
ognize Nasir Khusraw’s fame as a poet but regard his theological
works as influenced by others. Paul E. Walker cautiously sug-
gests that Nasir’s ‘Ismaili works depend on those of al-Sijistani
in part, although how and in exactly what respects remains to
be investigated.”'! In contrast, a few others view him as a major
thinker. In this tenor, Henry Corbin identifies Nasir Khusraw
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as a leading Ismaili theoretician whose criticism of Abii Bakr
Muhmmad ibn Zakariyya al-Razi’s concept of time makes him
an original Muslim thinker."* A more balanced view is presented
by Farhad Daftary, who takes Nasir Khusraw to be ‘a promi-
nent Isma'ili dignitary ... a da %, a philosopher, a traveller, as
well as a renowned poet who in fact ranks among the greatest
of the Persian poets.””* The solution to this question of the
extent to which our author is a philosopher and the originality
of his thought may be found only by an analytic investigation
of his works.

The Major Works of Nagir Khusraw

There are some seven basic works of Nasir Khusraw in exist-
ence, as well as a number of other writings attributed to him.
To begin with there is the Diwan, the collection of his poetry,
which includes close to 11,000 verses,'* and his famous tray-
elogue, the Safar-nama.’® He has written several texts on
philosophical theology or pure theology, the most important
of which is the Wagh-i din,'® the others being Jami ‘ al-hikmatayn,
Shish fasl,'"and Khwan al-ikhwan.”® The Wajh-i din { The Counte-
nance of Religion) is a sophisticated account of Ismaili doctrines
in which Nasir presents a detailed analysis of topics such as the
Imamate, spiritual cycles of time, and a depiction of the crea-
tive icons. In this text he declares the sacred position of
intelligence and knowledge as second to none but God. For
him pure knowledge ( ‘ilm-i makd) is both a command (amr)
and the mercy (rahmat) of God. Consequently, the more a per-
son acquires knowledge, the more he or she becomes proximate
to God. The entire cosmos, according to Nasir Khusraw, is know-
able in terms of whether it is apparent {zahir) or hidden (batin).
"The apparent is received through the external senses, while
the hidden insights about topics such as the intelligibles, the
nature of human life, and the generation of the contingent
world from the eternal or atemporal, are availabie to us through
intelligence and the knowledge-sciences. Wisdom is a divine
gift which makes the human being a creator, like an oyster that
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produces pearls out of rain water, or a silk-worm that turns the
leaves of a mulberry tree into silk. A large portion of the text is
devoted to the intellectual and spiritual significance of the pil-
lars of Islam and religious rituals. For example, Nasir Khusraw
distinguishes between the physical and spiritual senses of the
Jthad, and studies the affinity between prayer and pilgrimage.
His aim is to present what he considers to be true Islam — that
is, areasonable and rational religion which accepts the exigen-
cies of this world and looks forward to the promises of the next.

The Jami* al-hikmatayn (A Synthesis of the Two Wisdoms) is an-
other important work in which Nasir Khusraw seeks to
harmonize religious and philosophical themes of major im-
portance, such as the nature of unity, universals and particulars,
Aristotle’s classification of four types of expressions, the cogito,
seven layers of light, and so on. This book is an essential refer-
ence work on the contextual meanings of the philosophical
and theological vocabulary of the Ismailis. Nasir Khusraw’s most
extensive philosophical text is the Zad al-musafirin ( The Travel-
lers’ Provisions), which contains an elaborate treatment of topics
such as: knowledge and its sources; the generation of the cos-
mos; the nature of prime matter, motion, the soul, time, place,
and composite bodies; ten proofs for the existence of the Maker
and why God did not create the world earlier; the holy book
and the sayings of the Prophet; human existence, the relation-
ship of soul and body, and an analysis of pleasures; the coming
and departure of persons to and from the world; as well as a
theodicy of reward and punishment. Our present text, the
Gushayish wa rahayish, is a smaller independent work on philo-
sophical theology that deals with certain topics treated in the
Zad al-musafirim without being a summary of the latter. As such,
it is a very useful introduction to the philosophical thought of
Nasir Khusraw.
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Organization of the Text

The Gushayish wa rahdyish constitutes Nasir Khusraw’s responses
to a series of thirty inquiries on philosophical and theological
topics put to him, presumably by a member of the Ismaili da ‘wa
whose identity remains unknown. His discussion of these top-
ics can be organized conveniently under the following headings:
(a) chapters 1-5 begin with an analysis of a cosmogony deal-
ing with the origination of the generated from the eternal, with
a consideration of temporal ‘physical’ and ‘non-physical’ is-
sues; (b) chapters 6-11 examine the meaning of ‘existent,’
‘not-being,’ and the ‘mind-soul problem’; (c) chapters 12-20
explore the physics of certain material phenomena; (d) chap-
ters 21-25 are concerned with salient topics of philosophical
theology, such as the question of the Qur’an being created or
eternal, the Divine Word, and the Unity of God; (e) and fi-
nally, chapters 26-30 focus on issues of theodicy related to
free-will, determinism, and the good life.

As explained in detail in the next section, the text oudines a
particular Ismaili cosmology according to which the world is
originated by the Divine Word or Command through the Uni-
versal Intellect (or Intelligence) and the Universal Soul.
Salvation is achieved by means of a hermeneutic return (fa 'wil)
to the spiritual origin (asl, arche) of the self, via knowledge as
related to the Intellect. While the author does not directly men-
tion the Sunni position, in chapter 21 on the status of the
Qur’an, he refers to them politely as ‘the people of tradition
and community’. Sometimes he departs from standard medi-
eval formulations, as indicated in the fourth inquiry where he
implies the faculty of nuwition {(khwuranda) as a mark of an
animal, which is different from the peripatetic tripartite clas-
sification of the soul (vegetative, animal, and rational)
according to the faculties of nutrition, sense perception, and
intelligence. Occasionally he replicates an argument from an-
other text, as for example his refutation of the doctrine that
the soul is a harmony of the elements in chapter 8 of this text,
which is a summary of the same topic in the seventh chapter of
the Zad al-musafirin.
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Nasir Khusraw and Greek Philosophy

As Farhad Daftary states, ‘Isma‘ili Neoplatonic cosmology came
to be generally advocated in its essentials by Fatimid authors,
including Nasir Khusraw, who refined and elaborated various
aspects of it in his own metaphysical system.’" In this section
we shall examine the specifics of how Nasir's views embody
some — but not all - elements of the Neoplatonic system. For
example, he holds to the Neoplatonic creative order of the
One to the Intellect, the Soul, and the individual souls, with
some major modifications. In the Neoplatonic system, the In-
tellect and the Soul are generated from the One by a process
of emanation, whereas for Nasir Khusraw these are originated
ex nihilo through the Divine Word which is intermediary be-
tween God and the Universal Intellect. While in many passages
Plotinus takes matter as a mere icon of the lower perspectives
of the Soul, Nasir Khusraw follows the model of the
Empedoclean elements of fire (hot and dry), air (hot and wet),
water (cold and wet), and earth (cold and dry). Plotinus re-
jected the Aristotelian categories, while Nasir uses them to
define the individual soul as a substance (jawhar) which inte-
grates opposite elements due to the power that God has
bestowed on it.

In addition, for Nasir Khusraw, time in its primary sense is a
measure of motion, as it is for Aristotle in his Physies (219b1-
2). Plotinus’ doctrine of time is complex and its exposition
beyond the scope of this essay, but he states variously in The
Enneads that the World Soul generates time (vi.4.15-17), indi-
vidual souls make time (i1i.7.11-12; 1ii.11.18), and that time is
an entity imperceptible in itself (iii.7.12, 25-33).2° Nasir
Khusraw is very much aware of the various theories on time, as
is evident from his discussion of this topic in the tenth chapter
of the Zad al-musafirin. Here, he rejects the views of Abti Bakr
Muhammad ibn Zakariyya al-Razi and others that time is a sub-
stance. He argues that if time were a simple substance, then it
‘would not be divisible; moreover, if time were a substance, it
would be impossible for it to pass from an existent entity into
no-thing, since the time that has passed no longer exists.?!
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Third, unlike Plotinus’ shunning of the body, Nasir Khusraw
regards the body as an indispensable icon and instrument of
spiritual salvation, that is salvation prescribed according to the
religious law established by the Prophet. He classifies five lev-
els of ethical balances of spiritual reward and punishment which
are isomorphic with the five mathematical balances and meas-
ures assigned to bodies. Also the scale in which gold and silver
are measured and balanced corresponds to the measure and
the balance of the Universal Soul. For him, the Universal Soul
1s the maker of the world which it does by using the six entities,
that is, the heavenly sphere, space, time, motion, the elements,
and the planets,

One cannot label Nasir Khusraw as an Aristotelian, for the
entire concept of the soul’s return is absent in Aristotelian
philosophy. According to Aristotle, the Ultimate Being or First
Mover is a substance, whereas Nasir agrees with Ibn Sina and
Plotinus that the Ultimate Being or God is not a substance.
While Aristotle holds on to co-eternity, Nasir like Ibn Sina and
Plotinus maintains the temporal nature of creation. Nor is he
a follower of Ibn Sina for whom God is the Necessary Existent,
whereas Nasir places God above the Necessary Existent. For
Ibn Sind, an existent is either a concatenation of necessity with
being (thus the Necessary Existent) or a contingent entity which
has a cause, but Nasir specifies existents in term of time, up-
holding that only entities in present time exist.

On God, Being, Time and Existence

Nasir Khusraw presents two remarkable ontological doctrines
in this work. One is a radical development of the Neoplatonic
idea that existence (hasfi) cannot be attributed to God and
that, unlike the Avicennian tradition, the Necessary Existent is
the Universal Intellect and not the Ultimate Being analogous
to the God of monotheism. The other is an original doctrine
that specifies existence in terms of the ‘present time’.

Let us investigate these doctrines in their historical settings.
Graeco-Islamic ontology makes a sharp distinction between
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the two central notions of being and existent. Being applies to
any meaningful concept including an impossibility (such as a
round square), a contingency which may be realized (such as
Socrates) or not realized (a dragon), or the Necessary Being.
The term ‘existent’ is reserved for actual entities, that is, con-
tingent entities which are realized by an agent. The character
of an entire metaphysical system is affected by its specifications
of being and existent. Plato’s universe is depicted in many dif-
ferent ways. If one emphasizes the Republic over Timaeus and
The Sophist, the universe is depicted in a model of a divided
line in which there is a continuum of ontic and epistemic hier-
archies. The Ultimate Being of this version of the Platonic
model] is the Form of the Good which is a supra-being or be-
yond being (Republic, 509B) and a source of all other entities,
But all forms as such are existents and they are the only perma-
nent existents. For Aristotle, ‘the first teacher’ of the Muslim
Peripatetics, being falls into the categories of substance and
accidents. Paradigm cases of accidents are quantity, quality,
relation, place, and time. According to Aristotle, an accident is
realized only by the mediacy of a first substance; for example
the quality ‘red’ is realized only when it applies to a flower or
an apple. Aristotle’s ultimate entity is the non-material, non-
moveable, non-sensible substance which is co-eternal with the
rest of the world, being its first mover. For Ibn Sina, being and
its modalities of necessity, contingency, and impossibility are
the two a priori notions of the mind. Once we conceive the
concatenation of necessity (wajib) with being {wujud), by the
second ontological argument the reality of the Necessary Ex-
istent (wajib alwujid) is implied, because a necessary being
necessarily exists; then the emanation of other existents are
mmplied from it by its feature of being the supra-perfect (fawq
al-tamam).

Nasir Khusraw has a different theory. His cosmology includes
God, the Word (kalima) or Command of God (amr bart), and
two kinds of existents, the necessary and the contingent. The
Command of God is the Absolute Existent, under which there
is the Necessary Existent, the Universal Intellect, followed by
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the Contingent Existent, the Universal Soul, which is the ac-
tual maker (sani ‘) of the world of contingent existents. God is
not an existent and His essence is above the attribution of an
entity with an opposition; since notbeing is the opposite of
being an existent, neither existence nor non-existence can be
ateributed to God. The model closest to Nasir Khusraw’s cos-
mogony is the Neoplatonic system as expressed by Plotinus and
Proclus, according to which the One is hyperousia (Enneads, vi.
9, 3 and 5, The Elements of Theology, proposition 20) which may
be translated either as supra-existent or beyond-existent.?2 Thus,
our text warrants that Nasir Khusraw rejects the Platonic, Aris-
totelian, and Avicennian models and accepts the Neoplatonic.
However, one should not hold him to be the follower of Plotinus
or Proclus for the following reason: Nasir Khusraw notes that
the expression ‘is’ is applicable only to that which endures at
the present time. A full elaboration of this doctrine is found in
the Zad al-musafirin (pp. 354-64), where he clarifies that just as
the statement ‘x existed’ or ‘x was’ means that there was a past
in which x’s state (hal) was realized (hasil gasht), while the state-
ment ‘x exists’ or ‘x is” applies to a state of an entity as it endures
today, in a similar manner the existence of the universe rests
{muta ‘allag) on the particular time which is ‘now’ (aknun).2
An important problem in monotheistic systems, in which
God is a transcendent entity, is to clarify the relation between
the eternal and the generated. Nasir Khusraw affirms that there
is no need to postulate a time between the phase when the
contingent was not generated and the phase when the contin-
gent became generated, because in this context time is not a
self-existent entity. Time has neither a beginning nor an end,
and consequently the question of ‘whether or not God created
in time’ implies a categorical mistake as time is a constituent
of other entities and not an independent entity. His view is
analogous to Immanual Kant’s phenomenological sense of
time, namely that it is a transcendental condition of having an
experience of any entity. For Nasir Khusraw time is a
phenomenological feature of the conceptual imagination
(wahm).* In the Zad al-musafirin, he uses time to make a dis-
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tinction between concrete sensibles and abstract categories,
noting that whereas the sensibles are in time, categories such
as quantities, qualities, and relations are not in time. But he is
careful not to identify time with the essence of an entity, since
being in time is a condition of the life of an entity, while the
essence (dhat) of'an entity relates to the definition of an entity.®

Besides Nasir Khusraw, two other philosophers have placed
the priority of time in their ontology. In the Islamic tradition,
we may note Sadr al-Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadri) who consid-
ered time as a substantial and necessary constituent of
existents.*® Mulla Sadrd’s theory of time escapes the criticism
of Nasir Khusraw because for the former time is not a selfin-
dependent entity but a necessary constitutent of other existents.
For example, it is not logically possible that there could be a
world in which only time exists, but any world of objects must
necessarily-include the temporal dimensions of those objects.
The other is Martin Heidegger for whom the primary meta-
physical notion is Dasein, meaning ‘being present in the
world’ #” Neither of these doctrines is explicitly equivalent to
that of Nasir Khusraw. For a fuller explanation of his view of
time-experience, one needs first to proceed in the manner of
Henry Corbin’s analysis of the Ismaili notion of time and then
take the concept of ta’wil or hermeneutic return in a
phenomenological sense.?® The full notion of Ismaili time
brings us to a Ghazalian view of mystical virtues where
phenomenological presence is mixed with dhgkrand other con-
cepts in mtentional phenomenology.?® Both al-Ghazali and
some mystics view active normative epistemic processes as an
imitation of God'’s love, command (ams), and grace (karama),
Accordingly, ultimate realities are not substances nor external
processes but intentional, inner vectors of the spiritual will.
One of the most sophisticated notions in these proposed sets
of inner (batin) mystical phenomenological concepts is the
notion of {a'wil. Moved by an ethos similar to that which led
the ancient Egyptians to create their pyramids as a gesture to-
wards the descent of the Sun-God’s love to the world, Nasir
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Khusraw formulates the process of ta ‘wilas a move towards the
revelation-descent (tanzil) of God.

Theodicy, Ethics and Salvation

For Nasir Khusraw, the physical bodies in this world are sym-
bols, icons, and mediator figures in order to be used for their
spiritual significance. For example, the so-called sirat physically
and externally depicts a bridge over Hell, which is thinner than
a hair and sharper than the edge of a sword. But intentionally,
itis a moral path of choosing virtue and goodness since man is
a being between angelicity and animality. Both angels and ani-
mals are determined in their acts and, thus, not rewarded or
punished. In contrast, since human beings are free and they
can use their divinely bestowed intellect and sense of shame-
modesty (sharm), their acts take moral significance and they
have to reckon with the consequences of their actions. This
Ismaili doctrine is in fact an Islamic agenda against pure as-
ceticism which considers the body to be evil instead of an icon
for spirituality. The fundamental formula for human salvation,
for crossing the sirat in particular and attaining bliss in gen-
eral, is achieved through knowledge (danish). There are two
senses of knowledge, the macro theoretical one, and the prac-
tical one which is the implementation of that knowledge
through receiving the archetypal and iconic expressions of the
religious laws specified by the Prophet, and a hermeneutic re-
turn to the Intellect which is our primordial origin. Knowledge
allows us to transform our ethical being from animality to
angelicity. Faith is the psychic state between fear and hope,
but the actual saviour is knowledge. Allegorically, the creative
process is a descent which transforms the spiritually subtle into
the earthly dense; it is the Universal Soul which embodies the
subtle knowledge in the dense cosmos; a part of this task has
been transmitted to the Prophet who delivers the knowledge
in the form of religious expressions. The hermeneutic return
or ascentis analogous to the transformation of the earthly dense
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into the spiritually subtle element; that is, by imitating the
Universal Soul, one can become iis embodiment.

Conclusion

Pedagogically, the popular misunderstanding of the Ismaili
intellectual tradition can be divided into four arcas of misin-
formation. The first common mistake has been brought to our
attention by recent scholars: it concerns the Crusader type of
thinking which perceives the Ismailis in terms of an ‘order of
assassins’ led by an ‘Old Man of the Mountain’.* The second
kind of misinformation is found in the works of the opponents
of the Ismailis, such as al-Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyya, who mis-
interpreted and misrepresented their doctrines as ‘heretical’.
The third is that of the historians of Ismaili thought who at-
tempt to minimize the originality of their views by labeling them
as Muslim Neoplatonists, as if the Ismailis merely copied the
works of past philosophers and mixed their axioms with their
own contingent theses. Finally, the fourth mistake is the ten-
dency to present Ismaili doctrines as sectarian variations of
certain other religious traditions. Indeed, the opposite is true:
the significance of the Ismailis lies, among other things, in their
global and archetypal visions such as that of hermeneutic knowl-
edge as the path to salvation.

We hope that this text and the introduction to it will shed
light on two themes in particular: first, that the Tsmaili theo-
ries are not just concatenations of Greek sources but contain
original creative ideas, both in phenomenological method and
content; second, that it is a serious mistake to view the Ismaili
vision as a doctrine peculiar to the Ismaili experience and to
study their works simply to emphasize their differences from
other creeds — this would be like inspecting a mirror for its
metallic and glass parts instead of the image reflected in it.
The value and beauty of the Ismaili contribution lies in the
archetypal message of a universal model of spiritual therapy;
in their recognition of the primacy of knowledge, the knowl-
edge that true happiness lies in the intentiona! dimension
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(batin) and a non-alienating return to the primordial origin
(ta 'wil); and finally in the genius of their prescription of an
individuation-self-realization process in which the Jungian
mediator figure is the science of nature and a spiritual aesthet-
ics of physical icons. One wonders why, in spite of persecution
and misrepresentation, the Ismaili tradition has produced great
thinkers and persisted in its intellectual vigour. One reason
may be the universality of its creative message as an answer to
alienation, a problem expressed in legends and world litera-
ture, from the story of Jacob and his brothers to the
philosophies of Marx and Sartre. In sum, the Ismailis have pro-
vided humanity with a vision of a cosmos in which alienation
cannot be formulated, because the physical-ephemeral and
the spiritual-eternal are interrelated by an iconic relationship,
and the human world is harmonized through a hermeneutic
phenomenology.

The Institute of Ismaili Studies should be commended for
having produced this work. Unless such primary texts are made
available, there is no way to analyze their doctrines and to evalu-
ate their import. Translation of technical medieval Persian and
Arabic texts into philosophically clear English is a very diffi-
cult task. The world of scholarship in Islamic studies owes Faquir
Muhammad Hunzai and Kutub Kassam a great debt of appre-
ciation for their labour in editing and translating Nasir
Khusraw’s Gushdyish wa rahayish.
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