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If anyone asked me to recomm end a book whi ch would serve as an intro d uction 
to the thought of Ibn al-'ArabT, this would be it. It is unu sua l to find such 
clarity and unity in what was origina lly a series of different lectu res, especially 
in conn ection wit h a thinker who produced so much difficul t material as Ibn 
al-'Arabi. Chirrick is of cou rse well kn own as an interpreter of the laner's 
thought, and here he cakes as the main theme the issue of religious divers ity. 
Jbn al-'Arab i docs not see th e ex isten ce of religious diversity as a source of 
confusion, but rat her as o ne of th e many signs that God' s mercy is greater 
than his anger, so that ultimate salvation is available to all his creatures. Th e 
Prophet incorporated in his ow n self all the human perfections held by all the 
previous prophets, and th e revela tion he received- the Qu r 'an - collecrs all 
propheti c knowl edge in a single who le. Other prophets also have a valid view 
of divine rea lity, albeit possibly not such a comp lete on e, and can offer guidan ce 
to hum anity. Of crucial s ignificance here is th e idea on w hich Ibn al- 'Ara hi 
places so mu ch we ight , of human activit y on ly taking us as far as the door to 
approach God . Ir is for God to decide whet her or not to ope n the door and 
allow the seeker in, and God ca n do thi s, Chittick suggests, regar dle ss of the 
precise religious background of the seeker . 

Chittick picks out as worth y of special attention th e theory of imag ination. 
Here he claims th at lbn al- 'Arabi differ s from ot her thinkers in giving 
imagination a grou nd in objective realit y . Imagina tion beco mes the principa l 
constitutive eleme nt in both th e mind and th e univer se. The form s which 
fill th e uni verse, includin g us and our mind s, are relat ed to God as the comenrs 
of dreams arc related to the dreamer. Chittick claims tha t this repre sents an 
important break from ot her, and pr edo min antly Western, forms of thou ght, 
which tended co dism iss the idea of im agina tion as a faculty that can provide 
genuine and significam know ledge . Ima ginatio n rends to operate as a barzakh, 
an interm ed iary between rwo forms of reality or world, as a notion which 
needs to be defined in terms of both. Thi s is a very fruitfu l notion for lbn 
al- 'Arab'i's meta physi cs, since it enabl es him to link three distinct levels of 
rea lity- the univ erse as a whole, th e macrocos mic world , and the micro cosmic 
world. When he ca lls the universe 'imagination' he is pointing to its intermedi
ary status between the abso lute w ujiid of Go d and un er not hingn ess. We 
cannot say that both God and the world exis t, since th at is to imply th at th e 
world exists in the sam e sense that God ex ists, which is plainly just wrong, 
and so we are driven to say th at the world does not ex ist. Yet we know that 
in a sense it does exis t, and indeed that God's signs are displayed within it. It 
is like the images we see in dreams. In a sense th ey do not exist, since nothing 
objecrive correspo nds with them to mat ch the wa y we experience th em . On 
the other hand, th ey do exi st in the sense that when we arc drea ming we treat 
them as rea l and having importance for us. Imagination is the intermediary 
between the sp iritual and the co rpore al worlds, and its intrinsic amb iguity 
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represents the basically illusory nature of the distinctions which we make from 
our limited points of view. 

The analysis of imagination connects with the earlier discussion of mercy 
having precedence over anger. Imagination links the different aspects of reality, 
while reason distinguishes between them. People who use reason alone tend to 
separate reality into its different constituents, which results in a loss of an 
understanding of the divine presence in everything. Imagination can repair this 
defect and allows us to establish links and weaken differences. What is required 
is a balance of reason and imagination, but imagination should be in the 
controlling position. God's identity with reality is more fundamental than his 
difference, although the latter is imponant also, since without it we fall into 
shirk, associating God's manifestations with God himself. Reason alone allows 
us to understand that reality exists behind each image, but extended too far it 
destroys the imaginal coherence of the nature of reality as propounded by faith. 
We end up with the notion that . each revealed religion represents a unique 
imaginal world with the aim of allowing human beings to move from illusion 
to reality. Each religion expresses in its own terms the goal of human existence 
through distinguishing between what people are now and what they might be, 
and in presenting practical advice as to how to establish greater harmony 
with reality. 

I have three reservations. It is not at all dear that Ibn al-'Arabi's views on 
imagination are as distinctive as Chittick suggests. Cenainly the way in which 
he applies imagination to the nature of reality is distinctive, but the basic 
notion of imagination as a source of objective knowledge is firmly represented 
in Western philosophy, and it runs as a theme right through the works of 
Aristotle, Kant, and Wittgenstein. Secondly, it would have been useful to have 
known how far Chittick secs himself as going in a different direction from 
Henry Corbin on the imaginal, since there seems to be a very close link between 
their views and even terminology. Finally, on religious diversity I am not at all 
sure whether Chittick is arguing that the idea that God's wisdom demands 
religious diversity follows from Ibn al- 'Arabi's thought, or whether it is directly 
established in his thought. That is, is this a conclusion which Ibn al-'Arabi 
directly made, or is it something which Chittick is arguing he could (or should) 
have made?. Like all good books, this one raises more questions than it settles, 
and we owe a tremendous debt to Chittick for throwing so much light on such 
a difficult and yet imponant area of Islamic thought. 
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In the year 1085, after Alfonso V had take the ancient capital of Toledo, the 
Christians there began to study Isla , for missionary and controversial 


