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Imaginal Worlds: 1bn al-“Arabi and the Problem of Religious Diversity

by W. C. Chitck

Albany: State University of New York, 1994, 208 puges.
b al-SArabi is acclaimed as the “greatest master” in Sufism. His greatness, |
think, lics in the way he combines contrary ideas with his notion of imagina-

tion. For example, in his Taqunui:: al-Ashwdq he wriles:

i My longing sought the Upland and my alfliction the Lowland
3 > - ... they are two contraries which cannot meet; hence my
a e o disunion will never be repaired. What am ['to do? What shall
5 @ v § b [ devise? Sighs have risen aloft and tears . . . The camels,
- o E;f i footsore from the journcy, long for their homes and utter the
n uE-l 3 - :‘g 5 plaintive cry of the frenzied lover.
g e g Coaerad®

% 0 K ﬂ}}vﬁﬁfrﬂ jf[g_ﬁ E “Upland" here refers to the realm of the Divine; the higher reaches of the Divine
b ‘? i _' 4 J ]g ‘E throne, the place of victory. “Lowland” refers to the realm of humans; the place of
4 > B : NacL Y i ¥ LI7H defeat. These contraries can never be reconciled uxi,‘f!csllially. Arc sighs and longings
@ 5" > 3 futile, then, or do they serve some purpose? lbn al-Arabi teaches that human long-
w - . ing expresses itsell in the imagination of union/reconciliation, just as camels footsore
O S & from a journey in the descrt “reach” home through their “lofty thoughts” ie. im-
w 3 4 agination. In other words, although disunity is not overcome existentially, it can be
S : overcome in thought.
= 2 The importance of imagination is highlighted in the story of Ibn al-“Arabi’s
= meeting with Nizim, a woman renowned for her beauty, eloquence and asceticism.
v ' Ibn al-Arabi seems to have longed for an intimate fricndship with her, but could not
Z hope for the possibility of physical union owing (o her ascetic way of life. He thus
> found thought/imagination as the vehicle of “union”. Thought, for him, was actuality;
> ; a state prior to actuality. It was perhaps this methodology of union/harmony which he
E i; applicd to the Upland/Lowland poles. That is to say, although existential union of
< o 7 God with humans is not possible in the Reality of this life, it is possihle through
= < f J Imagination (also called voluntary death or mawt irddi); a point which Ibn al-‘Arabi
o : ; -'-:-.; "0 emphasizes I-.u.ui wh_lt.h is well brought out by both Henry Corbin (Creanive Imagna-
x B8 v :.:.;': ton) and Wlllaum L.]n_lllck. _ _
2 =2 '3 e There is a sense in which Chittick's much larger and more comprehensive wurlvlc.
% 2 ; ;.:,‘ > Sufi Path of Knowledge (with its extensive (ranslations of passages from Funihd) 1s

. ‘ Ry closely connected to the volume under review, a collection of cssavs written between
uIJ o) : 1984 and 1992 and edited alresh for the purpose of publication. In his own words:
’— > ~ e C -

In ... Sufi Path of Knowledge, 1 proposed that Ibn al-"Arabi’s
teachings on Imagination may suggest that something was lost

when the mnnstream intellectual tradition in the West dis-
missed Tmagination as a faculty that can acquire real and
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sipnilicant knowledge. My attempt in the present book firag

nal Worlds is to show how an undesstanding of the cosmic and

even metacosmic sole of hmagination can help students of

telipgion Tocns on issues that are centeal to the preat com-

mentarial traditions but tend to be pmshed aside in modern

studics becaunse of disintesest in Tmaginal Worlds,

In uther words, Chittick’s main objectives in putting together Jmaginal Worlds are:

e 1o develop Ihn al-“Aralii’s teachings on Imagination in the
context of the modern prefesence for a scientific method-
ology which not only seduces Reality to (he phenomenal
world, but trics to wnderstand this Reality by teeating it as
a machine with countless separate pasts, which can be
studicd and defined by using reason;

o 1o show that Imagination as a faculty can acquire real and
significant knowledge.
He tries to achicve these goals by:

e cxpounding the human faculty of Imagination in the light
of the cosmic and metacosmic role of Imagination;

e cxpounding how and in whitt scnse the knowledge thus
gained is real and signilicaint for buman existence on
carth — in the present case, in the specilic context of
rcligious diversity.

Obviously, the cemtral question the seadee Laces is how the seetion on “Religious
Diversity” fits into Chittick's explication of 1bn al-“Arabi’s concept of human or
cosmic Imagination. What has Imagination to do with “solving the problem” of reli-
pious diversity?

We may say that varicty in religions represents varions epistemologics or ways of
rcducing rational or imaginal perceptions into dogmas, laws, theologies or, in
Chittick's terminology, “knots”. This naturally results in conflict, for cach “knotling”
is dillerent from the other. This is why diversity is perccived as a problem.
Chittick, however, tries to show that religious diversity is not a problem. It is a
way the Real “desires to bring about human whoeleness and felicity.” The purpose
of “knotting” is to “cnable humans to move {rom discquilibrium to harmony, from
many to the One . .. from dispersion (o wnity, from ipnorance to knowledpe .7
“Knottings” achicved through reason enable humans 1o oriem themselves toward
the Real; Imagination enables them to move beyond cach “knotting™ toward the goal
ol Unity (the Real), the particular manilestation of which are “knots” of belicfs,

There are, thus, two basic human outlooks: the Intellectual (reason) and the
Intuitive. These orientations are contraries which do not seem possible to reconcile.
Oue leads to the “knotting” of expericace, the other to “dis-knotting”. The Intellee-

101

NOOK REVIEWS

tual orientation defines experiences aod things and, in so doing, alicnates itself from
other definitions of similar things and experiences, Wis exclusivistic and, in the realm
of religion, is compared with the external forms of religion which stand on (heir own
“knotting™ vis-a-vis the pasticular others (seligions). W allinns diversity in a negative
senses that is, diversity is a problem o be solved. Much of the sesousces of religious
people are thus spent in accounting for the existence of other relipions, Olten other
religions are branded as spwiions, wceding correction or assimilation. In contrast,
the Intuitive orientation does not defing anything. It accepts ambivalence, contradic-
tions and change. Excessively flexible, it is compared to the esotetic forms of reli-
gions. It aflivms the notion of unity and ignmces the seality of diversity. The locus for
the imagination is the hewst (af galb). As 1 al-" Avabi wiites,

My heart has hecome capable of every form: it is a pasture for
gazclles and convent lor Christian monks, and a temple for
idols and a pilgrim’s Ka“ba and the tablets of the torah and the
book of the Qur'in; 1ollow the religion of love, whatever way
love's camels take, that is my religion and my faith.

Chittick highlights these two orientations and sces them as two extremes which
need to be balanced or reconciled. In the context of Istam, one extreme is repre-
sented by “those who focus . . . exclusively on Shari€ah and the divine rigor.” This
group is quick to condemn anyone who does not follow their way, Conflict is thus
incvitable. The other extreme is represented by “those who . . . {define] human
relationship with God almost completely in tenms of Love.” The tendeney here s to
ipnore Diversity in the nome of God's all cmbaacing Mesey. Uity is taken (o be the
reality, and the real existence of diversity is denicd.

Chittick disapproves of the mainstecam intellectual tradition in the West which is
comparable (o the lntellectual orientation and dismisses an Intuitive orientation a
prioni. Ve underlines the need for Intuitive aricntation and recalls b al-*Acabi's
obscrvation that

He who docs not know the status of Imagination has no
knowledge whatsoever.

In other wards, il one's Intuition is not employed in the human quest for the
knowledge of “Upland”, no true understanding is possible. No knowledge of God is
complete through the intelleet alone, for teason is an insnflficicot guide to feliciry,
Chittick, howeven, is not proposing that scason mnst be abandoned in favour of
an Intuitive oricntation in one’s search for knowledge. s not a question of cither/or;
rather, Chittick sces both orientations as necessary. The third approach he proposes
is based on tha al-“Asabi's own reconciliatory methedolagy, which seeks the reconcil-
iation of contrarics, rather than balancing or sepaation. He explains that the First
Approach (the way of Reason) affinms and creates diversity, viewing it as a problem
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1o be solved. Here the principle of Exclusivism rules. The Sceond Approach (the way
of love/intuition) aftirms unity, disregarding diversity. The Third Approach appreci-
ates diversity and guides movement toward felicity through various essential “knot-
tings”, combining both reason and love. The “knots” arc essential for two reasons:

® they create a positive orientation toward the seal, the goal of
humin quest;

e an affirmation of “knots” resulls in actual and specific phe-
nomenal knowledge of the Real in pasticular Joci, and affirms
the pacticulasitics of this Woild.

Thus the aflirmation of “knots” maintains the Master's (the Rcal) roots in this
world while He remains the perpetual goal to be realized. Reason necessitates reduc-
tion of the Real in “knottings”. Indecd, without “knotlings” the world would not exist.
Reason thus maintains a scparation of He/mot He, Diversity/Unity, God/not God,
Human/God . . . This separation nced not be maintained in Imagination which can
cross delimitations and boundaries of separation in knowing felicity and unity, de-
spite phenomenal diversity. Diversity is neither ignored nor deemed a problem. Itis a
blessing, maoving the sceker in the direction of felicity, In clucidating this, Chittick has
produced a commendable work of scholarship which is a feast for every student of
Religion, and particularly the student of Ibn al-*Arabi’s thought.
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