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"The Doctrine of Absolute Unity as Expounded by Abdul Karim al-Jili"
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The student of Islamic Mysticism who is anxious to see an all-embracing
exposition of the principle of Unity, must look up the heavy volumes of the

Andalusian Ibn al-‘Arabi, whose profound teaching stands in strange
contrast with the dry-as-dust Islam of his countrymen.3
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Al-Jili was born in 767 A.H., as he himself says in one of his verses, and
died in 811 A.H. He was not a prolific writer like Shaikh Muhy al-Din ibn
'Arabi whose mode of thought seems to have greatly influenced his teaching.
He combined in himself poetical imagination and philosophical genius, but
his poetry is no more than a vehicle for his mystical and metaphsical
doctrines. Among other books he wrote a commentry on Shaikh Muhy
al-Din ibn 'Arabi',s al-Futuhat al-Makkiya, a commentary on Bismillah, and
the famous work Insan al-Kamil (printed in Cairo).4
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The principle of Unity as a Philosophical ground of all that exists, in but
dimly perceived at this stage of intellectual evolution in Persia. The
controversy among the followers of Zoroaster indicates that the movement
towards a monistic conception of the Universe had begun; but we have,

unfortunately, no evidence to make a positive statement concerning the
pantheistic tendencies of Pre-Islamic Persian thought.¢
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It is, therefore, clear that some of the rationalists almost unconsciously
touched the outer fringe of later pantheism for which, in a sense, they
prepared the way, not only by their definition of God, but also by their
common effort to internalise the rigid externality of absolute law.”
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In the 18th Century history of European thought we see Fichte, starting with
a sceptical inquiry concerning the nature of matter, and finding its last word
in Pantheism. Schleiermacher appeals to Faith as opposed to Reason, Jacobi,
points to a source of knowledge higher than reason, while Comte abandons
all metaphysical inquiry and limits all knowledge to sensuous perceptions.$
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With their view of the nature of substance, the Asharite, rigid monotheists as
they were, could not safely discuss the nature of the human soul. Al-Ghazali
alone seriously took up the problem, and to this day it is difficult to define,
with accuracy, his view of the nature of God. In him, like Borger and Solger
in Germany, Sufi pantheism and the Asharite dogma of personality appear to
harmonise together, a reconciliation which makes it difficult to say whether
he was a Pantheist, or a Personal Pantheist of the type of Lotze.?
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The soul, according to Al-Ghazali, perceives things. But perception as an
attribute can exist only in a substance or essence which is absolutely free
from all the attributes of body. In his Al-Madnun, he explains why the
Prophet declined to reveal the nature of the soul, There are, he says, two
kinds of men; ordinary men and thinkers. The former, who look upon
materiality as a condition of existence, cannot conceive an immaterial
substance. The latter are led, by their logic, to a conception of the soul which
sweeps away all difference between God and the individual soul. Al-Ghazali,
therefore, realised the Pantheistic drift of his own inquiry, and preferred
silence as to the ultimate nature of the soul.10
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It is, therefore, the combined force of these and other conditions of a similar
nature that contributed to drive away spirits of devotional character from the
scene of continual unrest to the blissful peace of an ever-deepening
contemplative life. The Semitic character of the life and thought of these
early Muhammadan ascetics is gradually followed by a large hearted
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pantherism of a more or less Aryan stamp, the development of which, in fact,
runs parallel to the slowly progressing political independence of Persia.!!
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There are some of the chief verses out of which the various Sufi
commentators develop pantheistic views of the Universe. They enumerate
the following four stages of spiritual training through which the soul the
order or reason of the Primal Light ("Say that the soul is the order or reason
of God.") has to pass, if it desires to rise above the common herd, and realise
its union or identity with the ultimate source of all things. 12
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The teachers of this school adopted the Neo-Platonic idea of creation by
intermediary agercies; and though this idea lingered in the minds of Sufi

writers for a long time, yet their Pantheism led them to abandon the
Emanation theory altogether.!3
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The school became wildly pantheistic in Husain Mansur who, in the true
spirit of the Indian Vedantist, cried out, "I am God" - Aham Brahma asmi. !4
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Speaking from a purely philosophical standpoint, the last movement is most
interesting. The history of Thought illustrates the operation of certain
general laws of progress which are true of the intellectual annals of different
people. The German systems of monistic thought invoked the pluralism of

Herbart; while the pantheism of Spinoza called forth the monadism of
Leibniz. The operation of the same law led Wahid Mahmud to deny the truth
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of contemporary monism, and declare that'Reality i's not one, but many. !5
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Such is the philosophy of the great Persian martyr. He is, properly speaking,
the first Persian systematiser who recognises the elements of truth in all the
aspects of Persian speculation, and skilfully synthesises them in his own
system. He is a pantheist in so far as he defines God as the sum total of all
sensible and ideal existence.!®
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No Persian thinker is more alive to the necessity of explaining all the aspects
of objective existence in reference to his fundamental principles. He
constantly appeals to experience, and endeavours to explain even the
physical phenomena in the light of his theory of illumination. In his system
objectivity, which was completely swallowed up by the exceedingly
subjective character of extreme pantheism, claims its due again, and, having
been subjected to a detailed examination, finds a comprehensive
explanation.!”
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This instance leads him to guard against the of looking upon God as
immanent in nature, or running through the sphere of material existence. He
says that immanence implies disparity of being; God is not immanent
because He is Himself the existence. Eternal existence is the other self of
God, it is the light through which He sees Himself. As the originator of an
idea is existent in that idea, so God is present in nature. The difference
between God and man, as one may say, is that His ideas materialise
themselves, ours do not. It will be remembered here that Hegel would use
the same line of argument in freeing himself from the accusation of
Pantheism. 18
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We have already noticed that man in his progress towards perfection has
three stages: the first is the meditation of the name which the author calls the
illumination of names. He remarks that "When God illuminates a certain
man by the light of His names, the man is destroyed under the dazzling
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splendour of that name: and "when thou calleth God, the call is responded to
by the man." The effect of this illumination would be, in Schopenhauer's
language, the destruction of the individual will, yet it must not be
confounded with physical death; because the individual goes on living and
moving like the spinning wheel, as Kapila would say, after he has become
one with Prakriti. It is here that the individual cries out in pantheistic mood:
She was I and I was she and there was none to separate us.!?
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There are, therefore, two weak points in their systems:
1- Naked Dualism.
2- Lack of analysis;
The first was remedied by Islam, The second by the introduction of Greek
Philosophy. The advent of Islam and the study of Greek Philosophy,
however, checked the indigenous tendency towards monistic thought; but
these two forces contributed to change the objective attitude characteristic of

early thinkers, and aroused the slumbering subjectivity, which eventually
reached its climax in the extreme Pantheism of some of the Sufi schools.2°
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According to Muhyuddin Ibn al-Arabi, Dahr is one of the beautiful names of
God, and Razi tells us in his commentary on the Quran that some of the
Muslim saints had taught him to repeat the word Dahr, Daihur, or Daihar.?8
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Kant's view of the thing-in-itself and the thing as it appears to us very much
determined the character of his question regarding the possibility of
metaphysics. But what if the position, as understood by him, is reversed?
The great Muslim Sufi philosopher, Muhyddin Ibn al-Arabi of Spain, has
made the acute observation that God is a percept; the world is a concept.2?
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All of these accusations are false, however, because they mistake the
metaphysical doctrines of Ibn Arabi for philosophy and do not take into
consideration the fact that they way of gnosis is not separate from grace and
sanctity.*0
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