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Abstract

Ibn Arabi's Sufi and Poetic Experiences (through his

collection of mystical poems Tarjuman al-Ashwag)

M. Saidi

MA Thesis, Department of Foreign Languages (Arabic), Faculty of Arts,
University of the Western Cape.

This study is a theoretical research concerning Ibn Arabi's Sufi
experience and his philosophy of the "unity of being" (also his poetical
talent). I therefore adopted the historical and analytical methodologies
to analyse and reply on the questions and suggestions I have raised in this
paper. Both of the methodologies reveal the actual status of the Sufism
of Ibn Arabi who came with a challenging sufi doctrine. Also, in the
theoretical methodology I attempt to define Sufism by giving a panoramic
history of it. I have also researched Ibn Arabi's status amongst his
contemporaries for example, Al-Hallaj and Ibn Al Farid, and how they

influenced him as a Sufi thinker during this time.

In the analytical study I explore the poems “Tarjuman al Ashwag” of Ibn

Arabi, of which I have selected some poems fo study analytically.
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Through this I discovered Ibn Arabi's Sufi inclinations and the criticisms
of various literary scholars, theologians, philosophers and also sufi
thinkers, both from the East and the West. In this analysis I have also
focused on the artistic value of the poetry which he utilized to promote

his own doctrine "the unity of being."
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Motivation for the research presentation.

The proposed topic is an outcome of my undergraduate interest, namely,
Moroccan literature and its relationship to that of Andalusian Arabic (Moorish
Spain) literature. In particular, I want to focus on the Sufi aspect of this
literature, via the figure of Ibn Arabi, [Born 17™ Ramadan, 560 AH (July 29,
1165) Died Friday 28™ Rabi-ul-Akhir 683 AH (AD 1240)], one of the greatest
exponents of Sufi thought. His impact is reverberated up until today in the two

literatures mentioned and upon Arab and Islamic thought as a whole.

In approaching this topic, one has to place Ibn Arabi within the Sufi tradition
which in furn leads to the first issue that we need to address, namely, what is
the definition of Sufism? This field is quite problematic because each Sufi
speaks from his own personal experience and due to the varying levels of their
experience, there are different modalities within Sufism. These different
modalities have in turn led scholars, from both the East and West, to give
contending definitions of Sufism. This is particularly the case with regard to
the controversial figure of Ibn Arabi. Thus our first objective would be to
place Ibn Arabi within the historical context of Arab literature and contending
definitions of Sufism. Our aim therefore would be to locate Ibn Arabi and his
Sufi experience within the social, political, economical and religious context in
which it was produced. This, together with his Sufi experience, in turn, impacts
upon the nature and structure of the poetry he wrote. Our hypothesis will be
that his poetry must be seen as a product of a symbiotic relationship with his
Sufi experience and social context. His poetry must thus be seen as an intrinsic
part of this experience and context and not simply an addition fo it. Seenin
this light, we will be challenging scholars who assert that this literary period

was marked by weakness in poetry.
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This criticism hinges on the fact that works of Ibn Arabi's poetry are classed
as 'religious’ and does not have any poetical talent. However, our contention is
that such views are very narrow, particularly since they do not take into account
the dialectical richness of experience and context which forms this poetry. The
poetry is not simply an addendum of the experience and context, but a
fundamental part of it. Therefore, it must be examined on its own terms and
when done so, as we will do by an intensive study of some of Ibn Arabi's poems -

the period can be seen as another flourishing of Arab poetry.

When Ibn Arabi passed on he left behind a legacy of Sufi thought which is still
reflected in Andulus literature today. Generally speaking, as we know, literature
is an artistic structure in its form and in its content in relationship to the
structure of society from which these creative people originated from. Indeed,
the interaction between the dialectical element and the literature guided the
movement of the history of society and controlled the mindset and personalities
of people. That is, literature was guided by society and history but in turn it

also guided its society and history.

However, the aim of this study is not to give a historical account of that erq,
but to study the Sufi experience of Ibn Arabi through his poetry, or poetic
expression. His thoughts are vital for the present day and for the future.
Through this avenue we will be able to explore how the socio-economic and

political status of that era had influenced his work as a Sufi and as a Poet.
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Research Questions:

The questions I would like fo answer in this study are: what is the importance
of studing Sufism? What was influenced Ibn Arabi sufi experience ?How his

poetry reflect his thoughts and his ideology?

Firstly, Ibn Arabi was one of the most famous Sufi thinkers of his time and
most distinguished amongst them. Distinguished because most earlier Sufis had
spoken about theoretical issues (as apposed to practical teachings) in a brief or
allusive fashion, whereas Ibn Arabi breaks the dam with a forrent of exposition
on every sort of theoretical issue related to the "divine things" which would
make him different to other Sufis such as Al-Imam Ghazzali, Al-Hallaj, Ibn
Hazam and Ibn Al Farid and many others. Is it his detailed elaboration that

made him different or also his different Sufi theory? (eq. Wahdat-al-Wuyjud).

Secondly, he left behind a vast legacy of philosophical literary and poetry works.
He was an extraordinarily prolific author, with 650 works attributed to him
(Osman Yahia) of which 700 are extant and over 450 probably genuine ranging
from the second edition of his Futuhat- al- Makiyya which fills thousands of
pages of Arabic, to innumerable small freatises no more than a few pages long of

which several have been translated into European languages.

His literary and poetical thoughts, expressed in the language of his intellectual
milieu were and still are a constant target by diverse scholars. Scholars of the
ancient, the modern, the present, from the East to the West - some of who
analysed, criticized and studied his valuable works. We specify amongst them

the ancient, especially Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Al Qayyim, Ibn Rushd, and Ibn Hazam.
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Furthermore there are many modern scholars from the East such as
Abdurrahman Al Badawi, Tawfig Al Tawil, Hussein Marwa, Hanna Al Fakhuri,
Mohammad A'bid Al Jabiri and from the West we specify Henry Corbin, William

C.Chittick, Reynold A.Nicholson and Stephen Hirtenstein o name but a few.

Also, various theologians took exception to the contents of his writings and
charged him with heretical doctrines such as Au/u/and /ttihad. Still he found
many followers and zealous defenders. Whilst Ibn Taimiyya, Al Taftazani and
Ibrahim ibn Omar al-Bika'i denounced him as a heretic, amongst his defenders
were found Abd al-Razzak al-Kashani, Al-Firuzabadi al-Zaiyat, etc." These
Arabic scholars have commented on the absence of analysis of Ibn Arabi poetry
from the point of view of art and style, and they say that the focus of research

has been mainly on the mystical insight of Ibn Arabi.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

In this attempt to study Sufism, many difficulties are encountered because
Sufism is a personal spiritual practice and everyone has a different experience
thereof. Also, although we find different definitions of Sufism, Sufism in itself
is a wholly spiritual experience, which cannot be described to the full extent,
but rather, experienced as a manifestation of consciousness, which would be

able to be described and expressed in its entirety only by Sufis themselves.

Even though we find this complication in defining Sufism, we will attempt to
present different definitions, which lead to an approach of the concept of
Sufism by utilizing different views, thoughts and definitions by scholars both

from the East and the West using Ibn Al Arabi as an example in our study.

He was a controversial and famous Sufi, and his work was often targeted as a
source of study for scholars, With regard to Ibn Al Arabi much ink has flowed
on the topic of Sufism relating to mysticism or metaphysics, disregarding his

work as a poet and an artist.

"In spite of the fact that Sufism has received considerable attention from both
Eastern and Western scholars, mystical Arabic poetry has almost been

nheglected." !

! Dr S.H. Nadeem. A critical appreciation of Arab mystical poetry. p.10, Delhi, 1993.
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From the aforementioned it can be seen that many studies have focused on Ibn
Al Arabi's work as a Sufi thinker, but have not focused on his work as poetry or

as an art form of literature except for a few which will be cited in this study.

This study however, will focus on the poetry of Ibn Al Arabi as literary art and
its relation with mysticism and metaphysical aspects. An attempt will be made
to answer the question on how to acquire the deeper meaning of his Diwan

Tar.juman al-Ashwag (The Interpreter of the Ardent Desires) by an analysis of

the literary and artistic characteristics of Ibn Al Arabi's poetry.

What are the objectives and artistic elements which can help to clarify and

classify Ibn Arabi's poetry in terms of content, form and rhythm?

The aim of the study is to answer these questions. Nicholson is one of the
foremost western scholars that translated a numerous variety of Ibn Al Arabi's
work including his collection of poems “Tarjuman Al Ashwag". This Diwan was
compiled in 1215/Ramadan 611 in Makkah. Although written over a long period
with a subsequent commentary composed later in the same year in Aleppo "This
poem with an English franslation of both poems and commentary has been
authored by R.A. Nicholson The Tarjuman Al Ashwag, (A Collection of Mystical
Odes, Vol XX London 1911 I)". !

L T.H. Weir, First Encyclopedia of Islam. Vol 11, p.362. 1913-1936,M.Th. Housma, A.J. Wensinck,
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Which literary theory can be used to develop a criterion by which we may

evaluate Ibn Arabi's poetry?

How can we place Ibn Arabi's poetry within its proper historical and literary

context?

Ibn-Al Arabi's Diwan Tarjuman Al Ashwag was dedicated to a specific person:
Nizam, the daughter of the Sufi Sheikh Rustum Ibn Abi Araja. Ibn Arabi used
to listen to Sheikh Rustum'’s lectures on Hadith and Figh and his explanation of

the book of Tirmidhi.

The Diwan "comprises of 61 love poems dedicated to Nizam, alluding to the real

secrets of mystical love and prophetic inheritances."!

According o Nadim, Nicholson focused more on Ibn Arabi's mysticism than on
his poetic talent. We will attempt to prove in our study, whether this statement
is true. Poetry is a good medium of expressing mystical thought, therefore, we
do a study of Ibn Arabi's poetry to enrich our insight into his mystical thought

and experience.

It can be deduced that even Nicholson's view of Ibn Al Arabi is that he was
quite controversial as a Sufi figure - but once more the mysticism and not the

art of the poetry was focused on.

! Appendix I of the Unlimited Mercifier by Stephen Hirtenstein (Internet)
http://www.ibnarabisociety.org/articles/selectedworks.html
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Our main aim is to present this Diwan for study and analysis because it has not
received the attention to detail which it deserves. Yet, we also find that the
content of Ibn Arabi's writing was controversial in his fime and still so today.
"However, he holds a supreme position among Sufi authors, as attested by the
titles Posterity has accorded to him, widely known by the surname Muyi al-Din

(the Reviver of Religion)" !

Western scholars, in their attempts to categorise Ibn Al Arabi's complex
system, “have tagged him with several labels, including Pantheist, Pantheistic,

Monist and Existential Monist." ?

We can confirm that the majority of the scholars have almost neglected doing a
critical analysis on Ibn Al Arabi's poetry in its artistic form, but for a few

exceptions, who mentions his style of poetry in passing only.

For example, Stephen Hirtenstein : "He was inspired to compose his famous
collection of poems, the 'The Interpreter of Desires' - love poems that give
astonishing insight into the moods and conditions of the spiritual path. Many
people were scandalized by their apparently erotic and sensuous imagery and he
was compelled to write a commentary on them in his own defence."3 He also
mentioned in an article that "Ibn Al Arabi wrote some of the finest poetry in
the Arabic language. These extensive writings provide a beautiful exposition of

the unity of being." 4

! James Royster, Muslim World Vol. 17, 1987, p.43
2 James Royster, Muslim World Vol. 17, 1987, p.44

3 Stephen Hirtenstein, The Treasure of Compassion
www.ibnarabisociety.org/treasureofcompassion.html.1993 http://

4 Stephen Hirtenstein, Appendix I of the Unlimited Mercifier/Society Journal
http://ibnarabisociety.org/ibnarabi.html


http://www.ibnarabisociety.org/treasureofcompassion.html.1993
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Most scholars were also prejudiced in their evaluation of the Andalusian and
Moroccan literature, especially poetry as an art form. Most of the critics
accused Arabic poetry specifically the one which has been produced after
Abbasid time, of having lost its artistic value and it became a fabrication of
speech, and that it descended to a very low and ignoble rank, and that it
appealed more to the intellect than o emotions. So what criteria did they use

to evaluate or judge a literary work?

Our aim is to focus on Ibn Al Arabi's Sufi and poetic experiences through his
collection of poems “Tarjuman Al Ashwag”which many scholars have commented
on “he also wrote some of the finest poetry in the Arabic language, these

extensive writings provide a beautiful exposition of the Unity of Being".

Henry Corbin also commented on “Tarjuman Al Ashwag” in his book

" L'imagination dans le soufisme d* Ibn Al Arabi" as a human being he wrote his
Diwan Tarjuman Al Aswan as a dedication to a woman whom he loved and admired
and he tried to express this feeling for her with erotic and sensuous imagery in
his poetry. He then followed this Diwan with a defensive commentary, trying to
create a comparison from this love, to the divine love. "Ainsi gqu Ibn Arabi fut
conduit a ecrire lui-meme un long commentaire de son Diwan pour montrer que
L'imagerie amoureuse de ses poemes, ainsi que la figure feminine centrale et
dominante”. !

He also quotes explaining that the ideal love, is actually the absence and proof
of divine love. He combined that love with the divine love ‘alishq alilahi' *pour /a
fidelle damour cela sappelle absence et preuve, car il peut arriver que /aime

mystigue prefere [absence et la separation, alors que mon fidele desire [union,

et pourtant ne doit-il pas aimer ce guaime laime.”*?

! Henry Corbin: “L’imagination dans le soufisme d’Ibn Arabi, flamarion Idees et recherches collection
dirigree par Yves bonnefoy 1996 p.111.

Henry Corbin: “L’imagination dans le soufisme p.115
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He sacrificed himself in order to became one with God, making this his Sufi
experience and proof of his divine love. This also promotes his idea of unity of

being - "wahdat-al- wyjud"”.

Below is a list of Arabic literature that will be used as the material for the
"discourse analysis" of the poetry of Ibn Arabi, which may lead to an

understanding of his Sufi experience through his collection of poems.

Badawi Abdurahman, 1975 Tarikhal- Tasawwuf al Islami minal bidayah hatta
nihayat algarn IT Kuwait, Wiqaalat Al Matbu'aat.

Al Tawil Toufiq, 1985 Fi-Turathina Al Arabi Al IslamiKuwait, Al Majlis Al
Watani Lithagafa Wal Funun Wal Adaab.

Khalaf Mohamed Ahmad, 1988 Majallat Al Wahda Al Nagd Wa Al Ibd'a’Al
Arabi.

Magazine Majalat Al Wahda, 1986 No.49
Mohamed Ahmad Khalaf, An-nagd wal ibd-daa al‘arabi,

Ibn Al Khattib Lisan Ad Din, 1968 Rouwdat Al Ta'rif Bi Al Hubb
Al Sharif. Realisation, Commentary & Presentation Abdul Qadir Ahmad
A 'ttaa. Dar Al Figr Al Arabi. Beirut, Lebanon.

Al Wazzani, At-Tuhami 1989 A/ Kitaba At Tassawwuf, Al Tarikh
Ittihad Kutab Al Maghréb. Rabat, Morocco.

Ibn Arabi MuhiDin, 1981. Tarjuman A/ Ashwag. Dar Beirut.
Beirut, Lebanon.

Marwa Hussein, 1979. An Nazz'al Maddiya Fi Al Falsafa Al Arabia Al Islamia
Beirut Dar Al Farabi. Beirut, Lebanon.
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Al Wazani At-Tuhami, 1989. A/ Kitaba At-Tasawwuf at- Tarikh. Ittihad Kutab
al-Maghréb. Rabat, Morocco.

Al Maqdisi, 1986. Mukhtassar Man Haaj Al Qasidien. Beirut, Lebanon.

Most of Sufi Historians confirmed that Sufism originated during the movement
of Zuhd (ascetiscism). During the first century (a.h.) and with time, this
movement changed to a philosophical view which was based on love and
knowledge. However, some scholars denied the fact that the beginning of
Sufism started with the movement of Zuhd and instead viewed it as an
origination from the holy Quran and from the nature of the Islamic Ummah, as
Hanna Fakhouri mentions in his book that from the Holy Quran the Muslim
repeats the recitation of the Holy Quran and then ponders about its verses and
tries to practice its compulsory commands and teachings. Through this
environment, Sufism developed and progressed. We can therefore understand
from Hanna Fakhouri's speech/writings that Sufism originated from the Quran
and Sunnah. From this we can also understand that his view represents the

scholars who promote and defend Sufism.

The other view is that of the theologians, other philosophers and orientalists,
who believed that instead of the aforementioned, that Sufism did not originate
from Arabic-Islamic cultures, but it was influenced more by foreign ideas and
ideologies such as Greek philosophy, for example Plato, resulting in Neoplatism,

Christianity, and Persian and Indian philosophy.
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These scholars also confirmed that Sufism developed in different stages until it
became a complete ideology in its actual form, especially with Ibn Al Arabi, since
which time Sufism became a target of accusations. Sufis were accused of being
unbelievers and heretics, especially from theologians such as Ibn Taymiyya and
even Shi'ites accused the famous Sufis such as Ibn Al Arabi and Abdur-Razzak
al Kashani that they were unbelievers. It was for this reason that Ibn Al
Arabi's collection of poems, Diwan A/ Ashwag was formulated as a requital for
these accusations, and more than this, Ibn Al Arabi presented an esoteric
explanation (prose) concerning all his poems, in that the real meanings in his
poetry were actually esoteric and hidden which was contrary to the literary
meanings which appeared in his texts. From his Diwan we will select some poems
to study analytically to make the readers and the critics closer to its context
and meaning including Ibn Al Arabi's style of thinking and writing, which will be

further developed in the following chapter in the Arabic language.

To conclude, it was found that most Western critics have similar opinions to
that of Arab scholars and most of them focused more on the mysticism of Ibn
Arabi than on the art of his poetry. It is the literary art of his poetry which
represents his Sufi experiences as a thinker and reflects the realities of his
time, that is, economically, socially and politically. We cannot study any literary

work ignoring the realities which produced this kind of thought.
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METHODOLOGY/RESEARCH APPROACH

This study is a historical account of the literature and society during the
Andulus period, concerning the works of Ibn Arabi. Hence not a qualitative, nor
a quantitative method can be used, but a discourse analysis, whereby the
collection of poems will be critically analysed for its use of language by which
Ibn Arabi artistically expressed himself. Thus it will answer the question raised
about his artistic talent and his Sufi inclination through his literary work. The
manner in which the discourse will run, is to show the historical account of the

literature in comparison to the social circumstances of the time.

This will not imitate previous critics, but it will be a fresh or new way of

critically analysing the literature. In addition fo an appreciation of the

dialectical relation between the historical circumstances and the content of Ibn

Arabi's poetry, we will also examine its literary and esoteric value.

We will select and justify a particular literary theory and use it as a point of
departure for an analysis of the selected poems from the Diwan of Ibn Arabi.
We have in mind, in particular, the stylistics of Abdul-Salaam al-Musadi, a
modern Arabic author and critic of Arabic literature. We choose this literary
theory because it lends itself to a comprehensive analysis of the selected
poems. That is to say, through it, we will be able to develop a critical

appreciation of Ibn Arabi's poetry, both its form and its deeper meaning.
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“ Ainsi qu’Ibni Arabi fut conduit a ecrire lui-meme un
long comentaire de son diwan pour montrer que

I’imagerie amoureuse de ses poemes ainsi que la figure

centrale et dominante” (1).

(1) Henry corbin: “ L’imagination dans le (1)
soufisme d ‘Ibn Arabi , flamarion Idees et
recherches collection dirigee par yves bonnefoy

1976 p 111.
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( Pour la fidele d’amour . cela s’appelle absence et

epreuve, car il peut arriver que 1’aime mystique, prefere

I’absence,et la separation alors que mon fidele desire

I’union, et pourtant ne doit il pas ce que ce qu’aime )

(1).

(1) Henry Corbin “ L’imagination dans le soufisme d’Ibn Arabi” p: 115.
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