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PREFACE

While in Jerusalem during his major journey, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī 
of Damascus (d. 1731 ce) received a letter from Ibn ʿAbd al-Razzāq, a 
devoted disciple whom he described as “our spiritual son.” Towards 
the end of the long letter, which passionately describes how much he 
misses his beloved master, Ibn ʿAbd al-Razzāq cites a line of poetry, 
which reads:

Though our bodies have been placed far apart
 the distance between the hearts remains close.1

The line eloquently describes how space is not always a medium of 
separation, how nearness and remoteness are not always measured by 
distance, and how distancing the body does not necessarily affect the 
closeness of the heart. ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s letters, presented here for the 
first time, are in many ways about closeness and distancing in social 
space, about the paradoxes of foreignness among close peers and inti-
macy among distant colleagues, and about the power of pen-friendship 
in bringing together individuals distanced in body but close in heart. 

The correspondence of ʿ Abd al-Ghanī documented here is selective, 
excluding his exchanges with his disciples as well as a range of other 
letters. Written over a period of twenty-nine years, the letters included 
in this collection were selected, compiled, and titled by the author 
himself as Wasāʾil al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq (The Means of Truth-
Seeking and the Letters of Providential Guidance). As means of truth-
seeking, the letters tell personal stories, map regional interests, and 
engage with hotly debated issues of the time, thereby shedding signifi-
cant light on the intellectual exchange taking place in the Middle East 
during the early modern period. As letters of providential guidance, 
they reveal ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s religious wisdom, spiritual authority, and 
wide influence as one of the leading Muslim thinkers of the time.

It is not uncommon for radical or controversial thinkers to face 
opposition and hostility from their conventional, and often more pow-
erful, adversaries, nor is it unusual for a religious or political establish-

1 Al-Nābulusī, Ḥaqīqa, 1: 381. 
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ment to dogmatically protect itself under the threat of new ideas. In a 
sense, this is an aspect of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s life experience that is indi-
rectly told by the letters of the Wasāʾil. Although he was not radical or 
controversial himself, ʿAbd al-Ghanī championed the ideas and teach-
ings of a highly controversial thinker, Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240 ce). He also 
passionately advocated for truth and social justice, and was open to 
the new social practices, such as smoking, drinking coffee, using musi-
cal instruments, and public entertainment, that began to transform 
urban life in many Ottoman cities, including his home town, Damascus. 
Not only did he adopt such new social practices but he also wrote 
lengthy treatises on their legality according to Islamic law. These were 
highly sensitive topics at the time and his letters show how uncompro-
mising his position was on these matters regardless of the negative 
impact such a position had on the popularity of his works.

In contrast to the preaching approach of other mystics, who often 
lament people’s preoccupation with worldly affairs but themselves 
refrain from entering social and religious battlefields, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
remained, for most of his life, actively engaged in the socio-religious 
affairs of the Damascenes, taking on the religious establishment, and 
writing against corrupt officials and ignorant jurists (fuqahāʾ). Aware 
of the growing complexity and demands of urban life, and especially 
the growing sophistication of urban learning, he often criticised the 
narrow-mindedness of the fuqahāʾ, once describing them as “villagers 
and tradesmen” (ahl al-qurā wa arbāb al-ḥiraf). 

Through his prodigious output, ʿAbd al-Ghanī achieved fame and 
exerted influence over a wide circle of followers, yet he also faced much 
aversion, antagonism, and hostility from the religious establishment. 
We do not know the specific details of the circumstances and events 
that led to this situation, but we do know the hotly debated issues about 
which he passionately wrote. But the issues in themselves do not tell 
the full story. The bitterness of his many scathing attacks on members 
of the religious establishment suggests something more than just dif-
ferences of opinion. Of course, local rivalry accounts for aspects of the 
attitudes of the religious establishment towards him, but there appear 
to be other, veiled complexities in the ambivalent relationship he had 
with the city and its people throughout his long life. The situation must 
have been so dire that it seems to have compelled the young, cheerful, 
and convivial scholar, while still in his twenties, to withdraw from 
public life and abandon social interaction, and later plunged him into 
a long period of depression. 
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Yet, even in retreat, he was not left alone. Away from people, he 
found himself obliged to explain his absence. In the treatise he wrote 
to do just this, he described the dead authors whose books he was 
reading in his seclusion as “the living ones,” and his living contempo-
raries, whom he chose to abandon, as “the dead ones.”2 ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
was not isolated in this view. In the memoir of his trip to Tripoli 
(Ṭarāblus), his colleague and friend Ramaḍān al-ʿUṭayfī presented a 
lengthy introduction studded with citations of poetry on the disregard 
and disrespect with which individuals are often treated in their home 
town, in contrast to the great respect and appreciation they receive 
abroad. 

Against this background, ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s correspondence appears 
to have, in addition to its explicit religious motive, an implicit socio-
political purpose: it was a response to the alienation he suffered over 
extended periods of his life. Such was the severity of his isolation in 
Damascus that he once wrote, “I felt extremely alienated from all peo-
ple, as I could not find anyone who would agree with me on clear 
matters of truth, let alone anyone who would support me.”3 It is little 
wonder, therefore, that he refers to his correspondents in the Wasāʾil 
as “the folks of fairness” (ahl al-inṣāf). The circle of the folks of fairness 
comprised mainly regional scholars and officials, Arabs and Turks, 
some of them high ranking in the Ottoman administration, who 
respected ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s spirituality, esteemed his knowledge, and 
valued his wisdom. 

The collection of letters presented here does not include all the let-
ters ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote and received in his life, but a selection that 
are concerned with religious matters, following what he considered to 
be the tradition of the early masters. Through his extensive correspon-
dence and epistolary exchange, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was able to project his 
ideas and teachings beyond the restrictive, parochial boundaries of 
Damascus, to impose a regional religious and intellectual authority, 
and to reveal aspects of his personality and inner struggle not captured 
in any of his otherwise dispersed autobiographical notes.

2 Al-Nābulusī, “Takmīl al-Nuʿūt,” 47.
3 Al-Nābulusī, Ghāyat, 148. 
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glossary xv

Aʿyān thābita “Affirmed Essences” or “Immutable Essences,” a theologi-
cal expression used in mystical literature to identify the 
abstract realities of all possible beings. In the process of 
universal manifestation, it refers to the initial state of dif-
ferentiation, to the presence of the world’s realities in 
God’s knowledge prior to their embodied existence. 

Ashʿarī, plural Ashāʿira A follower of al-Ashʿariyya, the theological school founded 
by Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī (d. 935/6 ce) in response to 
the rational theology advocated by a group known as the 
Muʿtazila. It has since become the predominant theologi-
cal school among orthodox Muslims.

Fatwā A “legal opinion” according to Islamic law, normally issued 
by a jurisconsult, a jurist, or a cleric well versed in Islamic 
law.

Fiqh  Literally, “understanding” or “knowing.” It is the technical 
term for “jurisprudence” in the Islamic sciences of reli-
gious law. Faqīh (pl. fuqahāʾ), “jurist,” is one who professes 
or practises the science of Islamic law.

Ḥadīth  Literally, “speech,” “saying,” and “talk.” In Islamic religious 
sciences, it refers to the reported sayings of the Prophet 
Muḥam mad. ʿIlm al-ḥadīth is the “science of prophetic 
traditions,” which deals with the authentication of the 
reported accounts of what the Prophet said or did.

Ḥanafī One of the four schools of Islamic law, the others being 
the Shāfiʿī, the Mālikī, and the Ḥan balī. It also refers to a 
follower of this school. It was the official school of the 
Ottomans.

Ḥaqīqa Literally, “truth” or “reality,” from ḥaqq, the “Real,” one 
of God’s ninety-nine most beautiful names identified in 
the Qurʾān. It is commonly used in mystical writing, in 
contrast to sharīʿa, “divine law.”

Jihād Literally, “struggle” or “hard labour” to achieve a particular 
goal, from jahd and juhd, “power,” “difficulty,” and “exer-
tion,” from which derives the legal term ijtihād, which 
refers to the exceptional ability of introducing novel judge-
ments based on new interpretations of Islamic law. It is 
commonly used to mean “holy war,” a religious duty to 
fight for the sake of Islam.

Khalwa  Literally, “seclusion” or “solitude,” a technical term used 
in mystical literature which refers to a core practice of 
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Sufism; that is, withdrawal from social life and devotion 
to inner reflection and spiritual growth. The Khalwatiyya 
Sufi order derives its name from this term. 

Khawāṭir, singular khāṭir The “quick-passing thoughts” that frequent one’s heart,  
as distinct from thinking, reflecting, imagining, and 
remembering, which are the functions of the mind. It is 
an important concept in premodern Islamic psychology 
and ethics. 

Kufr “Unbelief,” from which derives kāfir, meaning “infidel” 
and “unbeliever.” It derives from kafara, which literally 
means “to cover” and “to conceal,” and hence a farmer is 
called kāfir because he/she conceals the seeds in the earth.

Māhiyya, plural māhiyyāt “Quid dity,” a technical term used by Muslim philosophers, 
theologians, and mystics to identify the very essence of a 
thing that makes the thing what it actually is. Hot debates 
were associated with this term in premodern Islam, 
 concerning whether the māhiyyāt were created or are eter-
nal and whether the māhiyya of a thing is different from 
its being.

Muftī “Jurisconsult,” one who is officially appointed to give legal 
advice and issue legal opinions according to Islamic law. 

Murāsalāt “Correspondence,” from rasala, “to contact” or “to get in 
touch,” and arsala, “to send out” or “to dispatch,” from 
which rasūl, “messenger” or “envoy,” is the term used to 
describe the Prophet Muḥammad as the messenger of 
God, rasūl allāh.

Murīd A novice “seeker” on the mystical path, from the Arabic 
roots arāda, “to will,” and irāda, “will.” It designates the 
“seeker” as someone with will and determination to reach 
their spiritual goal.

Qudra “Power” or “ability” to do something, be it human or 
divine, from qadara, “to divide” and “to designate,” qad-
dara, “to design” and “to measure,” and qadar, “destiny” 
and “fate.”

Risāla, plural rasāʾil “Letter,” “message,” “epistle,” and “treatise;” it shares with 
murāsalāt, “correspondence,” the same root rasala, “to 
contact” or “to get in touch.” It is commonly used as “epis-
tle,” a written work (often short) of formal or scholarly 
quality. 

Shāfiʿī One of the four schools of Islamic law, the others being 
the Ḥanafī, the Mālikī, and the Ḥan balī. It also refers to a 
follower of this school.

Sharīʿa Literally, “law;” in the Islamic context, “divine law.” It is 
the system of rules, injunctions, and prohibitions that is 
derived from the Qurʾān and the prophetic traditions.
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Shīʿī A follower of the shīʿa sect, which emerged in the formative 
period of Islam after a political dispute involving ʿAlī, the 
Pro phet’s son-in-law. The shīʿa is the dominant sect in 
Iran.

Sunnī A follower of the sunna, the Prophet’s way of life, which 
came to represent orthodox Islam. The sunnīs, the ortho-
dox Muslims, are the dominant sect in Islam.

Ṣūfī “Mystic,” a follower of the mystical path. Historically, Sufis 
have had an uneasy relationship with mainstream Islam.

Taqwā “Piety” or “godliness,” from waqā, “to protect,” and 
wiqāya, “protection,” implying God-fear ing and righ-
teousness as means of protection. 

Tanzīh / tashbīh Literally, “in  com parability / resemblance,” a core binary 
in Islamic theology that equates to “transcendence / 
im manence” in Christian theology. The polarity describes 
the contrasting nature of divinity, which is thought of as 
being at once detached from and attached to the created 
world.

Ṭarīqa Literally, “way” or “technique;” in mystical literature, the 
“pathway” of spirituality, hence the common usage as 
“order;” a corollary of ḥaqīqa, “truth,” the destination of 
the spiritual journey.

Taʾthīr “An effect” and “causing an effect,” from aththara, “to 
impact,” and athar, “trace,” a technical term used in the 
theological debate on causality and natural process, the 
nature of human voluntary ac  tions, and the nature of 
divine engagement with the world. 

ʿUlamāʾ Literally, “those who know.” The term is used to identify 
both religious authorities and scientists, since the root ʿ ilm 
in Arabic means “science” and “knowl  edge.” In premod-
ern Islam, it referred specifically to the “jurists,” a powerful 
group of  clerics/scholars that represented religious author-
ity or the religious establishment.

Wujūd / Mawjūd  “Being” or “existence” / “a particular being” or “exis  tent,” 
from wajada, “to find,” from which the infinitive wujūd 
literally means “being found,” and wajd means “ecstasy” 
in the mystical sense. 
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ABBrEVIATIONS

For ease of identifying primary Arabic sources that are cited often in 
the study the following abbreviations of titles are used. Where appli-
cable, the author’s name is in brackets at the end of each entry, and 
the term MS identifies unpublished texts.

Burj Burj Bābel wa Shadwu al-Balābel (the published title of 
Khamrat Bābel wa Ghināʾ al-Balābel, al-Nābulusī).

Dīwān Dīwān al-Ḥaqāʾiq wa Majmūʿ al-Raqāʾiq (al-Nābulusī).
EI2 Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition.
Futūhāt Al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya fī Maʿrifat al-Asrār al-Mālikiyya 

wa al-Malakiyya (Ibn ʿArabī).
Ghāyat Ghāyat al-Maṭlūb fī Maḥabbat al-Maḥbūb (al-Nābu- 

 lusī).
Ḥaqīqa Al-Ḥaqīqa wa al-Majāz fī Riḥalt Bilād al-Shām wa Miṣr 

wa al-Ḥijāz (al-Nābulusī).
Kawākib Al-Kawākib al-Sāʾira bi-Aʿyān al-Māʾa al-ʿĀshira 

(al-Ghazzī).
Khulāṣat Khulāṣat al-Athar fī Aʿyān al-Qarn al-Ḥādī ʿAshar 

(al-Muḥibbī).
Majmūʿ Majmūʿ al-Fatāwā (Ibn Taymiyya).
Mashrab “Al-Mashrab al-Hanī fī Tarjamat al-ʿĀrif Sayyidī ʿAbd 

al-Ghanī” (al-Baytamānī, mS).
Nafḥat Nafḥat al-Rayḥāna wa Rashḥat Ṭilāʾ al-Ḥāna (al-Mu - 

ḥibbī)
Raf ʿ  “Raf ʿ al-Rayb ʿan Ḥaḍrat al-Ghayb” (al-Nābulusī, MS)
Salk Salk al-Durar fī Aʿyān al-Qarn al-Thānī ʿAshar 

(al-Mu rādī).
Ṣubḥ Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā fī Ṣināʿat al-Inshā (al-Qalqashandī). 
Ṣulḥ “Al-Ṣulḥ bayn al-IKhwān fī Ḥukm Ibāḥat al-Dukhān” 

(al-Nābulusī, MS)
Tarājim Tarājim al-Aʿyān min Abnāʾ al-Zamān (al-Būrīnī).
Wird “Al-Wird al-Unsī wa al-Wārid al-Qudsī fī Tarjamat  

al-Shaykh ʿAbd al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī” (al-Ghazzī, MS).
Wujūd Al-Wujūd al-Ḥaqq wa al-Khiṭāb al-Ṣidq (al-Nābulusī).
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NOTE TO THE READER

Unless otherwise stated all translations are mine. 
For the documentation of the Qurʾānic verses and prophetic sayings 

cited in the Wasāʾil, I have used Tāj al-Uṣūl al-Jāmiʿ li-Ḥadīth al-Rasūl, 
first edition, a searchable ḥadīth and Qurʾān encyclopaedia prepared 
and published on a CD jointly by al-Ḍuḥā li-l-Nashr wa al-Iʿlām and 
al-ʿAṣr li-l-Barāmij al-Islāmiyya. The encyclopaedia includes 49,000 
prophetic ḥadīth collected from twenty-eight core sources. For details, 
see the publisher’s website (www.tajalusool.com). 

Details of the ḥadīth sources are given in the footnotes as they 
appear in Tāj al-Uṣūl. For repetitive Qurʾānic verses, reference is given 
to the first appearance in the Qurʾān.

Many of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s citations from Arabic sources seem to be 
from his memorised recounting rather than exact textual transcrip-
tions. They therefore differ to a greater or lesser extent from the original 
texts. I have regularly used quotation marks even though the quoted 
text is often paraphrased, since al-Nābulusī’s intention to quote is evi-
dent in his saying intahā or intahā kalāmahu (م�ه� ��ب��ي�هى ك�لا ا و 

إ
ا ��ب��ي�هى   In .(ا

some places, however, when he says intahā bi-lafẓihī wa ḥurūfihī (ب��ي�هى��  ا
�ه و�حرو��ب�ه ���ب  ʿAbd al-Ghanī stresses that his citation is exact to the ,(�ب��لل��ب
letter.

Many sources of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s citations are either unpublished 
or inaccessible. Therefore I was unable to check all of his quotes against 
the original sources. 

Since punctuation was not used in premodern Arabic texts and there 
is no unified system of punctuation in modern Arabic, the punctuation 
of al-Nābulusī’s as well as other Arabic quotations has been adjusted 
for consistency.

Where a hamza is omitted for rhyming, as in ب� �� �ل��سش ا  وا لم�مب��ي�د �ب rather than ,ا
إ
�� �ل��سش وا  

إ
ا  .the expression is kept as it appears in the manuscript ,الم�مب��ي�د

However, it is adjusted in other places.
In the three manuscripts the yāʾ is generally used instead of the 

hamza in words such as ي��ك��ي� �ير and �م�لا �ع��  following a common practice ,���ش
in spoken Arabic. Except where it was necessary to keep the yāʾ for 
rhyming purposes, the hamza is used throughout, as required in formal 
Arabic.



note to the readerxxii

The Arabic manuscripts and sources cited in the Arabic section are 
listed in English in the relevant sections of the bibliography. A few of 
al-Nābulusī’s works are listed twice, under al-Nābulusī’s Published 
Work (in Arabic) and under Primary Arabic Sources Cited (in English). 

All references to age are according to the Islamic lunar (Hijrī) 
calendar.
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NOTE ON THE MANUSCRIPTS

Three manuscript copies of the Wasāʾil have been used in the construc-
tion and editing of the final Arabic text presented here. These are:

1. Princeton MS 1113, New Series, dated Wednesday 11 Muḥarram 
1162 h / 1 January 1749 ce.

2. Ẓāhiriyya mS 6078, dated Sunday 1 ramaḍān 1235 h / 11 June 
1820 ce. 

3. Vatican MS 1410 / Asad MS 615, dated Tuesday 25 Dhū al-Qaʿda 
1269 h / 30 August 1853 ce.

The Princeton manuscript, which was completed only about eighteen 
years after the death of the author, is the oldest of the three. A note of 
ownership on the title folio says, “It is owned by the poor ʿAbd Allāh, 
son of ʿUmar, son of Muṣṭafā, son of Ismaʿīl, son of the author, may 
God sanctify his secret, Amen, by legal purchasing at the end of year 
1263 h / 1847 ce.” The manuscript belonged to the Damascene ḥadīth 
scholar (muḥaddith al-Shām) shaykh ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Kizbarī, 
whose belongings were apparently up for sale after his death. The text 
is neatly written in black and red ink and the manuscript is in excellent 
condition, though several folios are missing from letter 3. This manu-
script version was adopted as the prime text and critical variations 
from it are noted in the footnotes. 

The Ẓāhiriyya manuscript is generally similar to the Princeton one, 
with only minor textual variations. The text, however, is not as neatly 
written, nor is the condition of the manuscript as good. There is also 
a lengthy part of letter 4 missing, due, it seems, to missing folios.

The Vatican manuscript is also generally similar to the other two in 
its overall content; however, it is slightly disordered. Letter 19 appears 
as an addition at the end after the colophon, while letter 63 is not in 
its proper place. The text is complete and neatly written, however.

The letters are presented chronologically, with some minor incon-
sistencies that are the same in the three manuscripts. For example, four 
letters (4, 5, 6 and 7) were posted on different dates in 1089 h, and, 
while letter 4 was posted after letter 7, in the text of the Wasāʾil it 
appears before it. The order of the letters is kept as it is in the Princeton 
and the Ẓāhiriyya manuscripts.



note on the manuscriptsxxiv

In the margin of the Arabic text, the folio numbers of the Princeton 
and Ẓāhiriyya manuscripts are given. Those of the Vatican manuscript 
are omitted because of the disorder in the text. The numbers given in 
the margin, as 2أ and 2/أ, for example, refer to the right and left folios 
respectively on each numbered image in the microfilm of the original 
manuscript ( أ ). The vertical stroke in the Arabic text ( | ) identifies the 
end of a page in one of the original manuscripts, whereas the double 
square brackets (⟦ ⟧) mark the beginning and end of missing pages 
from one of the manuscripts, as noted. 

Variations among the manuscripts are identified in the footnotes, 
and the following symbols are used to identify the manuscripts:

• (
إ
for the Princeton manuscript (ا

• ( for the Ẓāhiriyya manuscript (�ب
• (  .for the Vatican manuscript (�ي
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INTRODUCTION

Wasāʾil al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq (The Means of Truth-Seeking 
and the Letters of Providential Guidance) is a collection of seventy-two 
letters that ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote and received between 1675 ce and 
1703 ce. His correspondents were Arab and Turkish friends, col-
leagues, mystics, high-ranking officials, and individuals unknown to 
him, all residing outside Damascus in various cities in the region (see 
map in the section Places, Towns, and Correspondents). ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
selected, complied, and titled the collection himself, and cited the title 
in the list of works he included in al-Ḥaqīqa wa al-Majāz, the travel 
memoirs of his major journey to Syria, Egypt, and Ḥijāz. He listed the 
Wasāʾil under his writings on divine sciences (fann al-ḥaqīqa 
al-ilāhiyya). None of the three manuscripts used here mentions the 
date the original text was completed; they give only the date of copying. 
From his travel memoirs, however, we know that ‘Abd al-Ghanī listed 
his works in the license (ijāza) he granted, during the journey, to 
Sidon’s jurisconsult, shaykh Ruḍwān b. al-Ḥājj Yūsuf al-Ṣabbāgh, on 
16 Ṣafar 1105 h/14 November 1693 ce. Had the Wasāʾil already been 
completed by this date, it would have included only fifty-five letters. 
Clearly, ʿAbd al-Ghanī continued to work on the Wasāʾil after his 
return to Damascus in early 1106 h/ late 1694 ce. Based on these dates, 
and taking into account the change from the first to the third person 
in the headings of the last five letters, it is likely that the original text 
of the Wasāʾil was an ongoing compilation that was stopped around 
or shortly after 1703 ce, the date of the second last letter. Then, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī would have been sixty-four years old and still living at the 
family home near the Umayyad great mosque. Around that time he 
was given the teaching responsibility at al-Salīmiyya mosque in 
al-Ṣāliḥiyyā (Ibn ʿArabī’s complex), and soon after he commenced 
work on his own extensive commentary on al-Bayḍāwī’s popular com-
mentary on the Qurʾān. These demanding commitments may explain 
why work on the Wasāʾil stopped rather abruptly.

This introductory study to the Wasāʾil comprises three main sec-
tions. The first section offers necessary background information on 
the author and the socio-cultural and intellectual contexts in which he 
lived and wrote. This includes fresh biographical information about 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s life and personality, introductory discussion of postal 
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history and the culture of correspondence in the Islamic world, and 
critical analysis of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s practice of correspondence. It also 
includes a study of the intellectual milieu of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s time, 
focusing specifically on the theology of the Unity of Being (waḥdat 
al-wujūd), as it was a core preoccupation that coloured most of ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s works in the area of the divine sciences, including the 
Wasāʾil. ʿAbd al-Ghanī lived in the shadow of the intense debate 
 concerning the Unity of Being that raged between proponents of two 
influential thinkers who had a profound influence on the Damascenes: 
Ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240 ce) and Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328 ce). This section 
offers a phenomenological interpretation of the Unity of Being and a 
critical analysis of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique, in an attempt to clarify, 
with reference to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s insights, the main points of misun-
derstanding often associated with this controversial concept. 

The second section provides a bilingual list with a brief description 
of all the letters, maps the regions from which ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s corre-
spondents wrote, and gives the number of letters each correspondent 
received and/or sent; while the third section presents thematic com-
mentaries on, and selected translations of, the most important letters.
More details are provided in the introduction to each section.

ʿAbd Al-Ghanī and the Culture of Correspondence

ʿAbd al-Ghanī and Urban Sufism

The intellectual history of Islam in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries is yet to be written. The period’s main cultural features, intel-
lectual trends, leading figures, and key texts have not been thor ough ly 
mapped and studied. In the patchy picture we currently have, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī al-Nābulusī (1641–1731 ce) of Damascus stands out as both 
a leading thinker and a unique figure.1 His leadership is evident in the 
commanding presence of his large body of work, the significant con-
tributions he made to many fields of study, and the wide circle of 
influence he cultivated. His uniqueness lies in the remarkable complex-
ity of his personality, his self-made illustrious career outside, and even 
against, the political and religious establish ment, and his unsettling 

1 On al-Nābulusī’s life and work there are two published book-length studies in 
English (Akkach 2007a, Sirriyeh 2005); two Arabic books (Maṭlūb 2006, Al-Nābulusī, 
Adīb 1998); two unpublished PhD theses (one in English [von Schlegell 1997], the 
other in french [Aladdin 1985]); and a limited number of articles. 
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challenges to established social practices and prevailing public 
perceptions.2 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī was born on 17 March 1641 ce (4 Dhū al-Ḥijja  

1050 h) in Damascus, where he grew up, lived all his life, and died. 
Both his private study and his tomb are still standing there, in the house 
he himself built in the suburb of al-Ṣāliḥiyya at the foot of Mount 
Qāsiyūn, which dominates the city from the North.3 ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
descended from a family of religious scholars that included many emi-
nent teachers, scholars, and lawyers but no eminent Sufis. They were 
well respected in Damascus and admired for their scholarly con-
tributions.4 The Nābulusīs prided themselves on their ancestral lineage, 
which could be traced back to two eminent roots: the Jamāʿa and 
Qudāma families. Through the Qudāma family, the Nābulusīs can trace 
their genealogy back to the Prophet’s companion and the second 
Caliph, ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (d. 644 ce). Although the Jamāʿa family 
originated from the Syrian town of Ḥamā, both the Qudāma and 
Jamāʿa families had a long association with the city of Jerusalem, and 
were often referred to as al-maqādisa, “the folks from Jerusalem.”5 The 
family name al-Nābulusī, “the one from Nāblus,” however, identifies 
the family with the Palestinian city of Nāblus, a historic town of Roman 
origin located about sixty-three kilometres north of Jerusalem. This, 
newer appellation refers to a brief stay by ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s ancestors in 
the city of Nāblus while they were en route to Damascus, a reference 
that eventually eclipsed the identity of the familial roots.6

The family’s great fortune and great reputation were established by 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s great-grandfather Ismāʿīl, who was a distinguished 
Shāfiʿī scholar, a charismatic teacher, and a leader with considerable 
wealth and political clout. None of his ancestors had reached a similar 
status, al-Būrīnī writes; nor was any of his descendants able to match 
his wealth and political influence. In this regard, Ismāʿīl was unique in 

2 Aspects of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s life and work that have been discussed in some detail 
in my recent book on him (Akkach 2007a) are not dwelt upon here; however, there 
is some unavoidable overlap.

3 Since his death, ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s house has undergone several alterations and 
additions, the first being the addition of a mosque by his son Muṣṭafā. Today, the 
house functions as a mosque and a religious study centre.

4 For short biographies of ʿAbd al-Ghanī, his father, and his grandfather, see 
Al-Muḥibbī, Nafḥat, 2: 70–84; Khulāṣat, 1: 408–10, 2: 433–34. See also ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s autobiographical notes in his Ḥaqīqa, 1: 49–67. 

5 Sirriyeh 2001.
6 Al-Ghazzī, Wird, 10–26; Akkach 2007a, 9–24; Sirriyeh 2005, 1–4.
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the family.7 He was known to have owned a huge library, “the likes of 
which hardly any of his contemporaries was able to collect,” and to 
have bought the family home at the ʿAnbarāniyyīn market, adjacent 
to the southern gate of the Umayyad great mosque, where ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī grew up and spent most of his adult life.8 Ismāʿīl’s son ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī, our ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s grandfather, was an ordinary man of 
modest  abilities. His lavish generosity earned him the reputation of 
being the one who squandered much of the family’s wealth.9 By con-
trast, his son Ismāʿīl, our ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s father, turned out to be a 
brilliant scholar and was able to restore the family’s repute and emi-
nence. Following in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps, Ismāʿīl 
started his career as a Shāfiʿī scholar, but after a dispute with a Ḥanafī 
student over a legal issue he himself switched to the Ḥanafī school.10 
He travelled to Egypt to study with the leading Ḥanafī scholars of the 
time, and soon rose to fame and became known as “the best among 
his contemporaries in jurisprudence and the most conversant with its 
method.”11 He authored many works, the largest of which is a twelve-
volume commentary on Ḥanafī law, “al-Iḥkām Sharḥ Durar al-Ḥukkām 
wa Ghurar al-Aḥkām.”12 He died rather young at the age of forty-five, 
leaving behind a young family – his widow, three sons, and one 
daughter. 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī was only twelve when his father died. He was born 

in his mother’s parents’ home during his father’s stay in Egypt. A gifted 
child, he learned the Qurʾān by heart by the age of five, and his father 
used to distinguish him among his siblings, saying: “In him I see the 
signs of virtue clearly showing.”13 His mother, Zaynab, also treated 
him with care and affection and he remembered her fondly. At a very 
young age ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was eager to attend his father’s lessons as well 
as the lessons of the renowned ḥadīth scholar Najm al-Dīn al-Ghazzī 
(d. 1061 h/1651 ce), the author of the famous biographical dictionary 
of the time, The Orbiting Planets (Kawākib). He attended al-Ghazzī’s 

7 Al-Būrīnī, Tarājim, 2: 62.
8 For introductory biographies, see Tarājim, 2: 61–79, and al-Ghazzī, Kawākib, 3: 

117–21.
9 Ḥaqīqa, 1: 58; Tarājim, 2: 371–72. 
10 Ḥaqīqa, 1: 50.
11 Khulāṣat, 1: 408.
12 Ḥaqīqa, 1: 50. This was a commentary on a famous commentary by his Egyp-

tian teacher, Ḥasan al-Shurunbulālī. All of his works remained in draft form; he was 
able to finalise only the first four books of his magnum opus, al-Iḥkām. See Khulāṣat, 
1: 408. 

13 Wird, 31.
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classes for several years and was included in the general licence (ijāza 
ʿāmma) al-Ghazzī granted to his class for attending his ḥadīth les- 
sons. When ʿAbd al-Ghanī was eleven, his revered ḥadīth teacher  
died and a short time later so did his father. Yet, he continued his 
formal education, which, according to his great-grandson and main 
biographer, Kamāl al-Dīn al-Ghazzī, involved the most eminent teach-
ers of Damascus, such as Aḥmad al-Qalʿī (d. 1067 h/1656 ce), ʿAbd 
al-Bāqī al-Ḥanbalī (d. 1071 h/1660 ce), Muḥammad al-Maḥāsinī  
(d. 1072 h/1661 ce), Maḥmūd al-Kurdī (d. 1074 h/1663 ce),14 
Muḥammad al-ʿĪthāwī (d. 1080 h/1669 ce), and Ibn Ḥamza (d. 1085 
h/1674 ce). To what extent the sixteen teachers (excluding his father 
and his ḥadīth teacher) named by al-Ghazzī were influential in the 
making of ʿ Abd al-Ghanī is hard to tell, especially since several of them 
died when he was still young. One, ʿAlī al-Shibrāmilsī (d. 1087 h/1676 
ce), he had not met; and one, Muḥammad al-Usṭuwānī (d. 1072 h/1661 
ce), was an anti-Sufi fundamentalist.15 Of note too is the fact that 
al-Ghazzī’s list of formal teachers includes no Sufi masters. As for the 
two Sufi masters, ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kīlānī and Abū Saʿīd al-Balkhī, 
who initiated ʿAbd al-Ghanī into the Qādiriyya and Naqshbandiyya 
orders respectively, al-Ghazzī lists them separately to show the inner 
spiritual knowledge ʿAbd al-Ghanī had inherited from them without 
formal training, and to trace the origin of the spiritual knowledge both 
orders transmit through a chain of key masters back to the Prophet. 
In fact, of the sixteen teachers with whom ʿ Abd al-Ghanī is said to have 
studied after the death of his father and his ḥadīth teacher, he himself 
mentions with respect only one, Ibn Ḥamza, naqīb al-ashrāf, the Head 
of the Damascene “Nobles” (the descendants of the Prophet 
Muḥammad). This raises questions about the purpose of al-Ghazzī’s 
list: he seems to be interested more in establishing connections with 
celebrities than in detecting the truly influential figures in ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s life and thought.

From his early years, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was inclined to prayer, seclu-
sion, and spirituality, and his remarkable devotion to his religious 
duties attracted the attention of his father. The years of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s 
youth following the death of his father remain almost blank. We know 

14 Al-Ghazzī relies on and quotes al-Muḥibbī’s Khulāṣat extensively, and yet he 
gives a different date for al-Kurdī’s death—1094 h—rather than 1074 h as cited by 
al-Muḥibbī. Wird, 45–53.

15 Muḥammad al-Usṭuwānī was a member of the Qādīzādelī group that inflicted 
much pain and suffering on the Anatolian Sufis for more than eighty years in the 
seventeenth century. See Khulāṣat, 3: 386–89; Zilfi 1986. 
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very little about this crucial formative period, especially with regard 
to his mystical training and the development of his spiritual sensibility. 
All we know is that by the age of twenty ʿAbd al-Ghanī had mastered 
so many core texts of the exoteric sciences of the Arabic language, 
Islamic law, the prophetic traditions, Qurʾān recitation, and religious 
obligatory practices, that he began to show keen interest in the esoteric 
sciences of Sufism, and that he had already read the works of eminent 
Sufi masters, such as Ibn al-Fāriḍ (d. 632 h/1235 ce), Ibn ʿArabī  
(d. 637 h/1240 ce), al-Tilimsānī (d. 690 h/1291 ce), and al-Jīlī (d. 831 
h/1428 ce). It is likely that this unknown yet important phase in the 
forming of ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s personality was devoted, alongside his for-
mal education, to the extensive reading of Sufi literature. Although his 
father’s large library was all but lost by the time ʿAbd al-Ghanī took 
over the management of the family’s affairs, we know that he himself 
had amassed a large collection of books.
ʿAbd al-Ghanī inherited a reputation as a member of a highly 

respected family that had been anchored in Islamic law over several 
generations. His decision to break with a long family tradition and to 
choose instead the path of Sufism, at a time when anti-Sufi sentiment 
was high and Sufis were under strong attack from religious authorities, 
must have been a difficult one. Yet, he was passionate about spirituality 
from a tender age, and was even more passionate about the way it was 
developed, articulated, and taught by the most controversial Sufi of 
all, Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī (abridged as Ibn ʿArabī).16 He adopted 
Ibn ʿArabī as his spiritual master and saw himself as a reviver and 
defender of his teachings. This embroiled him in the master’s contro-
versies, in the shadow of which he lived, taught, and wrote.17 

In choosing the path of spirituality, ʿAbd al-Ghanī did not com-
pletely forsake his family’s long interest in Islamic law, nor did he 
abandon his engagement with the world. Rather, he tried to bring 
spirituality and worldliness, the truth and the law (al-ḥaqīqa and 
al-sharīʿa), into a new harmony. This was not easy, of course, especially 
in the context of Damascus, where the religious establishment was 
hostile to his ideas. We do not know much about the origin or basis 
of this hostility, but we know that he struggled against the culture of 
religious intolerance that his eminent predecessor Ibn Taymiyya (d. 

16 On the life and work of Ibn ʿArabī, see Addas 1993, Corbin 1969, Chittick 
1989, 1998, and Akkach 2005a. 

17 On the controversies and debates surrounding Ibn ʿArabī’s teachings, see 
Knysh 1999.
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1328 ce) had cultivated in the city.18 We also know that he struggled 
with the conflicting demands of his two-sided approach, which 
embraced the truth and the law, the divine and the human sides of 
being. One of his self-appointed tasks was to reconcile the ecumenism 
of the divine-oriented truth with the prejudice of the human-oriented 
law. This formed the basis of his philosophy of religion.19 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s time, as he saw it, was marked by spiritual, moral, 

and intellectual decline. In his own mind, he was certain of what the 
society needed and what he could offer. He passionately advocated for 
religious tolerance and social justice, and fought relentlessly against 
the narrow-mindedness of religious authorities and the corruption of 
officials, both Arab and Turkish.20 He was keen to broaden the Islamic 
horizon of religious truth and to cultivate a sense of universal piety 
that, he believed, all peoples share. Following a self-determined 
approach to spiritual enlightenment, he was able to lay the foundation 
for a rather “modern” model of what might be called “urban Sufism.” 
It is a personal, rather than an institutional, approach to spirituality 
that, on the one hand, focuses on the epistemological power of the text, 
while on the other, strives to accommodate the socio-cultural demands 
and growing complexity of urban life. True, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī considered 
himself a Qādirī by spiritual learning (mashraban) and a Naqshbandī 
by spiritual order (ṭarīqatan), but, as his close disciple al-Baytamānī 
clarifies, his affiliation with both orders was conferred as an honorary 
status “without seeking or service on his part” (bidūn suʿāl minhū wa-lā 
khidma), that is, in recognition of his spiritual promise rather than 
being earned through rigorous institutional training.21 ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
might have been at odds with the religious establishment, but his 
approach seems to have won him the hearts and minds of the 

18 for an introduction to Ibn Taymiyya’s life and works, see al-Bazzār’s biogra-
phy, cited in the introduction to Ibn Taymiyya’s Majmūʿ al-Fatāwā, 1: 5–28. On his 
views on the Sufis, see Homerin 1985, which presents a translation of Ibn Taymiyya’s 
al-Ṣūfiyya wa al-Fuqarāʾ.

19 See Akkach 2007a, “Religion and Otherness,” 104–19.
20 This can be traced in the legal opinions he gave on the corrupt practices ram-

pant among Ottoman and Arab officials, such as the confiscation of the heads and 
feet of sheep slaughtered in abattoirs to be sold for a profit, and the imposition of 
unfair taxes on certain villagers who left their villages for economic reasons and were 
prevented from returning. 

21 On ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s spiritual training, see Akkach 2007a, “Spiritual Call” and 
“On the Sufi Path,” 27–39. In his unpublished biography of ʿAbd al-Ghanī, 
“al-Mash rab al-Hanī,” Ḥusayn b. Ṭuʿma al-Baytamānī described the honorary con-
ferral of affiliation to the Qādirriyya and Naqshbandiyya orders by their leaders. 
Speaking of the exceptional virtues of ʿAbd al-Ghanī, he wrote:



introduction8

Damascenes, who deeply revered him as one of their most beloved 
saints. In Salk al-Durar, the renowned eighteenth-century biographer 
al-Murādī introduced ʿAbd al-Ghanī as follows: 

The teacher of all teachers, the most intelligent of all, the saint who 
knows, the spring of all knowledge and modes of knowing, the single 
imām, the magnanimous and unique, the learned and erudite, the 
understanding authority, the great sea, the illustrious cleric, shaykh 
al-Islam and most distinguished of the eminent imāms, the author of 
works that are celebrated in the East and the West, and are circulated 
among Arabs and non-Arabs, who is endowed with a pleasing charac-
ter and brilliant attributes, the pole of all poles, the likes of whom the 
ages have not been able to reproduce, the one who knows his Lord and 
is prized with the Lord’s love and proximity, who has manifested vir-
tues and dazzling revelations.22

ʿAbd al-Ghanī was the last eminent figure of the Nābulusīs, after whom 
the family’s commanding intellectual presence rapidly van ished, 
thanks largely to the modern reform movements that emerged at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century and led to the cutting of intel-
lectual ties with the preceding masters. Although he is the author of 
more than 280 works in various fields, today ʿAbd al-Ghanī is only 
faintly present in the collective memory of modern Muslims. Only 
fifty-three of his works have been published and very little has been 
written about him.23 Most of his works have remained in manuscript 
form buried in libraries around the world.

، ��س���ل�ي�ل  �ل�ح�ل�مو��ي ي ا
� ا �لر�ز ��ي �ع��ز�د ا ، �����ل��ي�د �ي

لم����ح�ل��ي ���ز ا �ل�ع�ا ز ا
��ي���� �ل�����لش �يم�لع �ز�ا �حز ه، وا �ى م�حرو��س��ي ح���ا �ز�� لم�ا و�ص�ل اإ

إ
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�ز �ل�ك�ي�لا � ا د �ل�ل��ي�ا ��ي �ع��ز�د ا �ل�ل��ي��ط��ز �����ل��ي�د ا

�ل��ل�� ��سره،  ��س ا ، ��ي�د ىي
�ز �ل�ك�ي�لا � ا د �ل�ل��ي�ا �ل�����ل��ي�د �ع��ز�د ا ه ا �د �ي�ع��ي ع��لى طر�ي�ي �ز  �ل��ل�ص��ز�ا

ي
� ا �لر�ز ز �ع��ز�د ا

��ي���� �ل�����لش �� ا �يم�لع �ز��، ط���ل�ز �حز ��ز��ل�ص�ا ا

��ي��ي،  د �ل�ل��ي�ا �ي�ع�� ع��لى طر�ي�ي ا ��ز�ا
ل، ��ز �ل�ح�ا ا ا ���دز ��ر ��ز �م�ي ك لم �ي�����لش ا دز دز �ي اإ

�ز �ل�عز ز �ع��ز�د ا
��ي���� �ل�����لش �ز ا لم�دز�كو�. وك�ا ه ا �د �هي �م�سز �ز �ا ��سش �ز�اإ

ول 
�حز �ل�د �ى ا  اإ

دز �����ل��ي�ا
إ
ل� ا ا وا �ه�دز هم ��ي�د ط���ل�ز

، و� �ك��ط�����ز �م��ي وا �ل�حز�د ل� �ز�ع�د ا ��د، اإ
إ
لم�دز�كو� ل� ���لم ا

���لم ل� �ي����طو�ز طر�ي�ل���ي
��ز
إ
�مع ا

�زو 
إ
ز ا
��ي���� �ل�����لش �ل�ك ا ل. و�ك��ز �لكما �لل�ي�� �م�سز ا �ل�� اإ ���لم لم�ا �يوإل ��ا

��ي �م�م�ز ��ز ��سش �ل�ك �م�كك�ا �م��ي، ودز ل �م��ز�� ول� �ز�د و�ز ��سوإا ���لم �ز�د
ىي طر�ي�ل���ي

��ز

��س 
إ
�ي��ي �ع��ز�د �ا ��مز�ز�د �لل�ز��ي���ش �ي�ع��ي ع��لى طر�ي�ي ا ىي طر�ي�ل��ي��، �م��ز�ا

ول ��ز
�حز �� �ل��ل�د �ه وط���ل�ز ��ي�ا �حز �ل��ل�� ��سره، ا ��س ا ، ��ي�د ��ي ��مز�ز�د �لل�ز��ي���ش ��س�ع��ي�د ا

�مره 
إ
��ي وا ��مز�ز�د �لل�ز��ي���ش ىي طر�ي�ي ا

�ل��ي ��ز ه ���س�ا �ع��ط�ا
إ
م ا

ه، �ش �ز �م�سز �ي�د �ل�ع�كك�ا و�ل�� ا ، و�ز�ا �م���ش�ي �مع د �ا ىي �ز
م ��ز �ل����لا �ل��ل�� �ي�ح�ي� ع���ل�ي�� ا �ز�ي ا

�ز

�ي��ي ‘.”  ��مز�ز�د �لل�ز��ي���ش رح طر�ي�ل��ي��ي ا ىي ��سش
لم�ل�ع��ي��ي ��ز ��ي�اح ا ه ’�م�ل��ز �يماً �ل�ما

ر��اً �ع��طز ر�ح����ا ��سش ر�ح����ا �ل��، ��ز��سش  �ي��سش
�ز
إ
ا

22 Al-Murādī, Salk, 3: 31. 
23 A comprehensive list of al-Nābulusī’s published work is included at the end of 

the Arabic section.
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House of Knowledge 

The seventy-two letters that ʿAbd al-Ghanī included in the Wasāʾil 
al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq, presented here for the first time, are a 
valuable, yet hitherto unexamined, source on his personality, thoughts, 
and preoccupations, as well as on the socio-intellectual context in 
which he lived. The tone and content of the letters portray the image 
of a humble, pious, tolerant, yet authoritative teacher–scholar, one 
who devoted his life to God, spirituality, and the pursuit of truth, tak-
ing upon himself the onerous duty of guiding his fellow Muslims to 
the right path in matters of religion and morality. This self-assigned 
mission was predicated on a deep sense of despondency about the state 
of moral decline and corruption the Islamic community had reached, 
and also on a feeling of disappointment with the intolerance of, and 
lack of knowledge among, official jurists. The letters also reveal ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s intellectual rigour, his uncompromising stance on core 
issues of belief, and his creative ability to accommodate emerging chal-
lenges and enable new understanding. 

Venerable and admirable as it may be, this image reflects only one 
aspect of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s complex personality. Other, equally impor-
tant aspects can be gleaned from other works, and especially from his 
own self-reflections on the ways in which he engaged with his col-
leagues, disciples, and members of the wider community, sharing their 
diverse preoccupations, experiences, and concerns on both the spiri-
tual and the corporeal sides of life. Juxtaposing the contrasting aspects 
of his personality against one another gives us a deeper understanding 
of the true nature of his character.

In the introduction to his major anthology of poems (Dīwān 
al-Dawāwīn), ʿAbd al-Ghanī offers some brief, yet profoundly illumi-
nating, reflections on the inner texture of his thoughts.24 Both the 
Dīwān and the Wasāʾil were compiled in the latter part of ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s life, thus marking as it were the beginning of the concluding 
chapter of the master’s prolific and eventful career. The poems them-
selves constitute an extensive record of his life experiences, revealing 
many facets of his concerns, pleasures, and aspirations, while his intro-
ductory notes are carefully worded to explain the apparent contrasts 
and contradictions they expose. 

Divided into four distinct sections, each with a different title, “the 
anthology of anthologies,” as ʿAbd al-Ghanī describes it, is designed 

24 See al-Nābulusī, Dīwān, 2–17.
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to include the different kinds of poems he wrote throughout his life. 
Using an architectural metaphor, he likens his anthology to a “house” 
with four gates, a structure that in a sense reflects the architecture of 
his own self. For him, the “house” stands for the colourful make-up of 
humanity, the dwelling of his soul, the structure that embraces the 
inner spiritual reality he came to embody. Conceived in the image of 
a heavenly quadrangular structure common in medieval Islamic 
 literature, the house marks the centre from which four rivers of 
 knowledge flow in the likeness of the four rivers of Paradise. Each river 
flows from a gate of the house, representing a mode of knowledge and 
an access point to one section of the anthology. In fact, each section 
of this anthology forms a complete anthology on its own, and indeed 
two of these have been published separately.25

The first gate, Dīwān al-Ḥaqāʾiq wa Majmūʿ al-Raqāʾiq (The 
Anthology of Truths and the Sum of all Layers), ʿ Abd al-Ghanī explains, 
is the access point to “divine ecstasies, lordly revelations, and sacred 
disclosures,” representing the heavenly river of wine. The second gate, 
“Nafḥat al-Qabūl fī Midḥat al-Rasūl” (“The Southerly Breeze in 
Praising the Prophet”), is the access point to high praise, representing 
the heavenly river of milk. The third gate, “Riyāḍ al-Madāʾiḥ wa Ḥiyāḍ 
al-Manāʾiḥ” (“The Gardens of Praise and the Pools of Gifts”), is the 
access point to literary correspondence and exchange, representing 
the heavenly river of fresh water. And the fourth gate, Khamrat Bābel 
wa Ghināʾ al-Balābel (The Wine of Bābel and the Singing of Nightingales), 
is the access point to worldly love and passion, representing the heav-
enly river of honey.26 

This fourfold structure of the anthology is, on one level, a stylistic 
device to present a large body of diverse poems in a thematically coher-
ent way, yet on another, it is an expression of the complex intertwining 
of contrasts in ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s personality. ʿAbd al-Ghanī was aware 
of these contrasts and saw them as natural expressions of the multitude 
of human engagements in the world, his self being as it were a mirror 

25 Dīwān al-Ḥaqāʾiq and Khamrat Bābel wa Ghināʾ al-Balābel are the anthologies 
that have been published, the latter under a modified title as Burj Bābel wa Shadwu 
al-Balābel. For details, see the bibliography section Primary Arabic Sources Cited. 

26 Dīwān, 15. The house and four rivers imagery is based on the following 
Qur’ānic verse: “This is the similitude of Paradise which the righteous have been 
promised: therein shall flow rivers of water un-staling, rivers of milk unchanging in 
flavour, rivers of wine a delight to the drinkers, and rivers of honey purified” (47: 
15). On the celestial gardens in Islam and the symbolism of the four rivers, see 
Akkach 2005a, 130–34.
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for this plurality. Different groups, for whom different gates are set up, 
have different interests in life, finding delight in different preoccupa-
tions. The house of knowledge is thus poetically designed to accom-
modate this diversity. 

Through the first gate, ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains, “enters the knower 
into the paradise of spiritual knowledge;” through the second gate 
“enters the one travelling with worship on the pathway of devotion, 
command, and happiness;” through the third gate “enters the one who 
is like the worshiper but is not a traveller;” and through the fourth gate 
“enters the one preoccupied with the soul’s desires and passionate love 
that is attached to the perishable world.”27 While the gates offer differ-
ent access points to different people, ʿAbd al-Ghanī stresses that they 
are all legitimate entrances to his house of knowledge. Not only did he 
embrace them all, but, more importantly, he also lived and experienced 
them all. There is no exclusion or rejection from this house, wherein 
individuals can find, in one way or another, an extension or layer that 
connects them to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s soul. He explains:

In summary, each gate provides its folks with what preoccupies them, 
and speaks in their tongues words that express their situations. I am 
able to do this because I am in a [spiritual] station (maqām) that is 
inaccessible to them all, yet is coloured by all of their attributes. Thus, 
I extend into every disclosure what I have of it in myself, so that its 
folks are delighted with the abundant rain of its astounding cloud. 
When I opened these gates, I appeared in the state (ḥāl) of each group 
and wore their clothes. No-one knows me in my [elevated] station 
except those of my folks who have entered my house: the house of my 
essence, the place of my pains and pleasures. I have opened its four 
gates and allowed the water of its springing rivers to run so that every 
group seeks its desires, “and, surely, each people know their prefer-
ences” (2: 60). No-one can enter this house and turn around the four-
cornered Kaʿba, for which I have built it, except he for whom one of 
these gates is opened, he who belongs to those who believe in it, and 
who has purified himself with the water of courtesy. Otherwise, he 
would be like the one catching water with his hand, believing that his 
palm was scooping and his heart was comprehending: “Among those, 
some will listen to you, but when they leave you, they ask the people 
of knowledge: what did he say just now?” (47: 16).28

27 Dīwān, 16.
28 Dīwān, 16–17. The text is in rhymed prose:

ل�  �ل�ك اإ ��ي�ه. و�م�� دب
�ي ��ب �ك�����م �ب�كك��ل�ص�� ��وا

إ
لم���عر�ب�هي �ع��ب ا ����م ا

�ل��س��مب��ي
إ
��ي�ه، و��ي�ب����ي ع��لى ا

هم ��ب
�ه��ل�ه �بم�� �

إ
�ب �يم�د ا ���م��ل�هي، ��ب�كك�ل �ب�� �ل�حب “و�ب��

ر��و�ب 
�ه��ل�ه �ي����ب

إ
�ب ا

إ
ىي �ب�ح�مي��ش ا

��ي�ه �م�ب
�ل �بم�� ��ب �حب

�م�د ك�ل �ي
إ
���م��يع، ��ب�� �ل�حب ��ب ا و�ص��

إ
 �ب��

م �ع��ب ك��ل�����م �م�مب��يع، و�هو �م�مي���ص�ب ىي �م����ي��
ىي ��ب

�ب
إ
ل�
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Contrast and Confluence

The fourfold anthology paints a colourful picture of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s 
rich experiences at the spiritual, rational, and sensual levels. It tells a 
compelling story about a life-long journey of ninety-three years, full 
of joy and pain, delight and depression, enlightenment and despair.29 
Along with the hundreds of poems he composed throughout his life, 
he also wrote the letters presented here, which he compiled, it seems, 
at around the same time as he compiled his poems. Thus, it might not 
be a mere coincidence that the first letter in the Wasāʾil and the first 
dated poem in the fourth part of his anthology, Khamrat Bābel, were 
both originally written in 1085 h/1675 ce.30 Then, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī would 
have been thirty-five years old. In this year he wrote several works, the 
most distinctive of which were his hermeneutical texts, such as al-Fatḥ 
al-Rabbānī wa al-Fayḍ al-Raḥmānī (The Lordly Disclosure and the 
Merciful Effusion), and “Thubūt al-Qadamayn fī Suʾāl al-Malakayn” 
(“The Firmness of the Feet in the Questioning of the Two Angels”), 
which is the first lengthy letter of the Wasāʾil (letter 1). Written about 
the same time were the early sensual love poems in Khamrat Bābel, 
the sensuality of which stands in stark contrast to the strong religious 
sentiment that inspired his letters, his spiritual poems, and his herme-
neutical writings. His worldly poems presented poetic exchanges that 
took place during regular recreational gatherings in various private 
and public gardens in Damascus. They were mainly love poems and 
amatory elegies—some of which were engrossingly sensuous and 
erotic—but also included poetic descriptions of gardens and land-

. ول�  �ب وا
�ش
إ
ل� �ب��س�ً� �م�� �ي��ل��مب��سو�ب�ه �م��ب ا ر�ي�ي ول�

ل ك�ل ��ب ��راً �ب�ح�� �� ، �ب �ب �بوا
إ
ل� ه ا ��ي �ع��ب�د ��ب��ي���� �ه�دب

ب
لممر�يع. و��ي�د �ل��م �ب�ه ا �مي��ش ��س�ح�� �ب�عب

�ب�ه  �بوا
إ
. و��ي�د ��ب��ي�������ي ا ىي

�ي ا مىي و�ل�دب ل�
آ
، وم�ح�ل ا ىي

�ي ا �ل�دب ��مي��ي ا �ل��ب �ب�ه ا ��إ
. ��ب مىي وا

��ي
إ
ا �م��ب ا ىي �ه�دب

�ب�ل �ب��مي�ي ل� �م��ب د ، اإ مىي ىي �م����ي��
ىي ��ب

�ي�عر��ب�ب

 � رهي:06(. ول� �ي����ي�د
��ي �ل��ب ����م‘ )ا ر��ب ��� �م��سش �ب��

إ
����م، ’و��ي�د ع��لم ك�ل ا ���ب

إ
ر�ي�ي �م��

�مي�����ل��ب ك�ل ��ب
لم�مب��ب�ع�هي، ��ب �ه ا ����

��ب
إ
ر��ي��ي ا �حب

إ
��ب�ع�هي، وا

إ
ل� ا

��د 
إ
ل� ك�ل �م��ب ��ب��ي���� �ل�ه ا ، اإ �مي��ي

ىي �ك����� �ب��مب
�ل��ي ��ب�ع�هي ا

إ
ل� �ب ا �ك�ا

إ
ل� �ي ا ا �ل�����ع��ب�هي دب ه ا ���دب ، و�ي���و��ب ��ب ��مي��ي �ل��ب ا ا

�ى �ه�دب �ب�ل اإ  �ي�د
�ب
إ
��د ا

إ
ا

���ب�ً�، و�ي�ح��س�����ب  ��ب �ك����ب�ه عب�� ء، �ي���ب لم�� ب ع��لى ا
�ب���� �ل����ي�� �ب�ه ك�ا ��إ

. واإل� ��ب �ب ا د
آ
ل� ء ا ��ط���ر �بم��

 �ب�ه، و��ي�د �ي
�ب �يم�� ل�إ �ه�ل ا

إ
�ب �م��ب ا ، وك�ا �ب �بوا

إ
ل� ا

�ً�‘)محمد:61(.”  �ب����ب
آ
ل ا ا ��ي�� دب ل�ع��لم �م��

� وا ا
و�ي

إ
�ي�ب ا

�لوا �ل��ل�دب ك ��ي�� وا �م��ب �ع��ب�د ر��ب ا �حب دب ى اإ
�ل��ي�ك ���ي ����م �م��ب �ي��س����مي���مع اإ

���ب�ً�: ’و�م�م�ب �ه ع�� ��ل��ب
��ي

29 All references to age in the text are according to the Islamic lunar calendar.
30 The anthology Khamrat Bābel was edited by Aḥmad al-Jundī and published 

under a modified title, Burj Bābel wa Shadwu al-Balābel. Substituting Khamrat 
(wine) with Burj (tower), and Ghināʾ (singing, especially by humans) with shadwu 
(chirping), reflects a desire to avoid the reference to “wine” and human “singing,” in 
the title. Hereafter, I will refer to the anthology by its published title.
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scape.31 An early, undated poem written around 1085 h/1675 ce or 
even earlier appears to encourage the pursuit of impiety and youthful 
pleasure: 

Respond to the callers for youthful desires and support the group,
 and replace abstention from love with openly seeking pleasure.
And adhere to excessive desires and burning passion, and leave
 behind the words of advisers, and stop listening to them.
Only the brave wins the pleasure, while
 the coward and the hesitant fail to reach it.
Do not think that happiness will last; nor
 will sadness: endless as it may seem, it will come to an end.32

This avowed interest in worldly pleasures should not be seen as neces-
sarily irreligious or anti-religion. In fact, it is consistent with ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s understanding and practice of “urban piety,” which is not 
against recreation, public sociability, entertainment, and material 
wealth. Indeed, through his life experience and his works ʿ Abd al-Ghanī 
expressed a remarkable intertwining of religious and worldly interests, 
presenting a model for a creative confluence of spiritual and sensual 
pursuits. 

Khamrat Bābel is not the only work that displays an interest in 
worldly matters. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s travel memoirs, which document the 
itineraries and recreational activities of his regional journeys, show 
clearly his worldly engagement and witty character, reinforcing  
the image one gets from Khamrat Bābel.33 To what extent such a   

31 See Akkach 2007b. The nature of “secular” urban life in Middle Eastern cities 
in the early modern period is attracting growing interest among scholars. See Hama-
deh 2008, Sajdi 2007, and Grehan 2007. 

32 Burj, 21. 

�ع��ـه �ل�حب�لا �ك���و�ى �ب�� ىي ا
�ل��مب��س�ك  ��ب ل ا �ب�د ع�هي   وا ���م�� �ل�حب ّ ا

�ك����م��ب�� و�ل��ب  ا
هي ع�� ��ب د “��بِ

ع�ه �يرك ��س��ـ�م�� �ل��ب���صوح وا ا م  م ودع �ع��ب��ـك ك�لا �ك�����ي�� ��ط���� وا �ل��مش ا م 
�لرب  وا

�ع��ـه �ل��ل�كك�ا ا �ب  ��ب��ـ� �ل�حب ا ل�  اإ �ع��ب�ــ����  ��ي���سر  و�م��   ‘ ُ
��سو�

ّ
�ل�حب ا هي  �ل��ل�دب �ب�� �ب  ’��ب��

ع�ه” �ب����ي����� �ىي ا �د  ��ي�ب
ل ���و��ب �ب واإ�ب ��� ب

�ل�ح��ـ� ى ول� ا
��ي �ل��سرو� ��ي�ب ��ب ا ل� �ي���ب

The Arabic word khalāʿa, from khalaʿa, to “remove” or “break apart,” has several 
meanings. In the contemporary context, it generally refers to “impiety,” “overindul-
gence,” and “moral decadence.” Here, it seems to signify being libertine and openly 
seeking pleasure.

33 At the age of twenty-five, ʿAbd al-Ghanī made his first and only trip to Edirne 
and Istanbul. Twenty-five years later, he embarked on an expansive travel expedi-
tion, during which he journeyed into various regions of Syria, Lebanon, and Pales-
tine, as well as Egypt and the Ḥijāz. Between 1688 ce and 1700 ce, he made four 
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confluence of contrasts expressed a wider local and regional trend in 
the early modern period is difficult to ascertain without further 
research. While urban recreation, public sociability, and entertainment 
had always been well-established practices in the Damascene urban 
culture, as can be gleaned from biographical and other historical liter-
ary evidence,  recent studies indicate that, in the Ottoman capital at 
least, there was a noticeable social outburst into the public space in the 
eighteenth century.34 

Notwithstanding ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s worldly interests and engage-
ments, it is important to point out that most of his works focus on 
religious and spiritual issues, with some works devoted to dealing with 
literary, historical, philosophical, and even scientific matters. Religious 
guidance, an underlying theme in the letters of the Wasāʾil, is also a 
recurrent theme in ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s works, which can be located some-
where between the second and third gates of his house of knowl- 
edge. 

According to his personal notes, the disciplines of knowledge to 
which he contributed were: divine sciences (fann al-ḥaqīqa al-ilāhiyya), 
prophetic traditions (fann al-ḥadīth al-sharīf), theology (fann ʿaqāʾid 
ahl al-sunna wa al-jamāʿa), jurisprudence (fann ʿ ilm al-fiqh al-sharīf), 
Qurʾān recitation (fann al-tajwīd), history (fann al-tārīkh), and litera-
ture (fann al-adab).35 His long list of works, ranging from one-page 
epistles to multi-volume books, includes theological, exegetical, legal, 
and literary studies, four travel memoirs, four major collections of 
poetry, scores of mystical texts, a major index of prophetic traditions, 
a treatise on architecture, a book on agriculture, a volume on dream 
interpretation, and a large number of commentaries on mystical poems 
and religious texts.36 It also includes many responses to, and critiques 
of, the works of his contemporaries, revealing rigorous intellectual 
exchanges across the Islamic world. 

journeys, which he documented in four travel memoirs. He first journeyed to 
Baʿlabak and the Biqāʿ Valley, now in Lebanon, in 1688 ce. In the following year he 
travelled to Jerusalem and other places in Palestine. After a break of about four years, 
in 1693 ce, he began his great journey in the regions of Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and 
the Ḥijāz, during which he visited Mecca and Medina and performed the pilgrimage. 
In 1700 ce, he made his final journey, to Tripoli, now in Lebanon. For more details, 
see Akkach 2007a, 39–43.

34 See Hamadeh 2008 and Sajdi 2007. On everyday life in Damascus, see Grehan 
2007.

35 See Ḥaqīqa, 1:266–80.
36 For a comprehensive list of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s works, see Aladdin 1984.
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Correspondence and Postal Systems 

The culture of correspondence in the Islamic tradition has a long his-
tory that goes back to the early days of Islam. Early Arab Muslims, who 
took over parts of the Byzantine and Sassanid empires, adopted their 
already-developed official postal systems. The official service of the 
Post, Barīd in Arabic, operated from the early Umayyad period, and 
the renowned mamlūk scholar al-Qalqashandī (d. 820 h/1418 ce), in 
his monumental reference work on secretarial writing, Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā 
fī Ṣināʿat al-Inshā (The Morning of the Dim-Sighted on the Craft of 
Writing), credits the first Umayyad caliph, Muʿāwiya b. Abī Sufyān  
(d. 60 h/680 ce), with the establishment of the official postal system. 
After the settling of internal religious and political upheavals, Muʿāwiya 
is said to have set up a postal system, adopting the Persian and 
Byzantine practices, in order to remain informed about what was hap-
pening in the various parts of his newly formed and rapidly expanding 
empire. His successor, ʿAbd al-malik b. marwān (d. 86 h/705 ce), is 
said to have strengthened its organisation.37 After that, postal systems 
evolved separately in various parts of the Islamic world but retained 
some common features: they remained messenger services that relied 
mainly on horses, stations, and defined routes to communicate mes-
sages between the capital and the provinces.38 Government correspon-
dence relied on official postal systems, such as the Arabic Barīd, the 
Mongol Yām, and the Ottoman Ulaq, and al-Qalqashandī’s fourteen-
volume reference work on the craft of secretarial writing shows the 
high level of  sophistication official correspondence had reached during 

37 Al-Qalqashandī, citing Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī and Aḥmad b. Faḍl Allāh 
al-ʿUmarī, Ṣubḥ, 14: 413.
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38 For a detailed account of the postal systems in the premodern Islamic world, 
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the Mamlūk period.39 Non-official correspondence, on the other hand, 
relied on travel and constant people movement for the purposes of 
trade, pilgrimage, and visiting, as well as on the limited services of 
private couriers. This continued in various forms until the invention 
of the telegraph and new modes of transport that led to the establish-
ment of modern postal systems in the nineteenth century.

While private correspondence communicated mainly family and 
business news, exchanges between scholars were more sophisticated 
in style and content, following different genres, of which we have many 
fine examples. One of the earliest known of these is the letters of ʿAbd 
al-Ḥamīd Ibn Yaḥya al-Kātib (d. 132 h/750 ce), secretary to the last 
Umayyad caliph, Marwān Ibn Muḥammad (d. 132 h/750 ce).40 From 
Iraq and Iran we have the famous Arabic letters of Ibn al-ʿAmīd 
al-Kātib (d. 359 h/970 ce), the exchange between Abū Bakr 
al-Khawārizmī (d. 383 h/993 ce) and Badīʿ al-Zamān al-Hamadhānī 
(d. 398 h/1008 ce), the exchange between Abū Isḥāq al-Ṣābī (d. 384 
h/994 ce) and al-Sharīf al-Raḍī (d. 406 h/1016 ce), and the exchange 
between Nūr al-Dīn al-Isfarāyīnī (d. 717 h/1317 ce) and ʿAlāʾ al-
Dawala al-Simnānī (d. 736 h/1336 ce). From Turkey and Iran we have 
the epistolary exchange between Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī (d. 673 h/1274 
ce) and Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 672 h/1274 ce); from the Indian sub-
continent we have the extensive Persian letters of Sharafuddīn Manerī 
(d. 782 h/1381 ce) and Aḥmad Sirhindī (d. 1030 h/1621 ce); from 
Morocco we have the letters of Ibn ʿAbbād of Ronda (d. 792 h/1390 
ce); and from Sudan we have the letters of Aḥmad Ibn Idrīs (d. 1252 
h/1837 ce).41 We also know of extensive correspondence between 
other scholars, such as Shihāb al-Dīn al-Suhrawardī’s (d. 631 h/1234 

39 Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad b. ʿAbd Allāh b. Aḥmad al-Qalqashandī, from Qal-
qashanda, a village to the north of Cairo, Egypt, was an eminent Shāfiʿī scholar and 
an outstanding linguist. He joined the Mamlūk court during the reign of Sultan 
al-Ẓāhir Barqūq (d. 801 h/1398 ce). His reference work is based on that of his cele-
brated senior contemporary Aḥmad b. Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī, particularly al-Taʿrīf 
bi-l-Muṣṭalaḥ al-Sharīf. See the introduction to Ṣubḥ, 1: 3–28.

40 See Kurd Alī 1913.
41 A fine manuscript version of the letters of Ibn al-ʿAmīd al-Kātib is kept at 

Princeton University Library (MS Garrett 4059Y). The letters of al-Ṣābī and al-Sharīf 
al-Raḍī, and the exchange between al-Qūnawī and al-Ṭūsī, have been published (see 
Najm 1961 and Schubert 1995); those by Manerī, Ibn ʿAbbād, and Ibn Idrīs have 
been translated into English (see Manerī 2004, Ibn ʿAbbād 1986, 1980, and Ibn Idrīs 
1993). For more details on the culture of correspondence in North Africa, see Nwyia 
1961; on the exchange between al-Isfarāyīnī and al-Simnānī, see Landolt 1972.
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ce)42 exchange with Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 605 h/1209 ce), Ismāʿīl 
al-Nābulusī’s (ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s great-grandfather, d. 993 h/1585 ce) 
exchange with shaykh al-Islam Jiwīzade (d. 954 h/1547 ce), Darwīsh 
Muḥammad’s (known as Ibn Ṭālū, d. 1014 h/1606 ce) exchanges with 
many scholars, and Ḥāmid Afandī al-ʿImādī’s (Damascus’ Ḥanafī muftī 
and ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s  student, d. 1171 h/1758 ce) exchanges with col-
leagues and government officials.

To these examples, the letters of ʿAbd al-Ghanī add yet another 
valuable one—a substantial collection that documents important 
aspects of the intellectual and religious exchange between scholars in 
the eastern Ottoman provinces in the early modern period. Among 
the above-named authors there are several Sufi scholars, whose letters 
often shared a preoccupation with spirituality, piety, and religious eth-
ics. In addition, ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s letters reveal an engagement with 
hotly debated theological issues, such as causality, free will, and Unity 
of Being; the latter has been, of course, a significant theme in Sufi 
thought ever since Ibn ʿArabī.

Despite correspondence being common among Muslim scholars, 
we do not have many examples of letters being intentionally collected, 
compiled, and titled by their authors as was the case with ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s Wasāʾil. The only other example we know of from the same 
city is the correspondence of Ibn Ṭālū (d. 1014 h/1606 ce), who, 
according to al-Būrīnī, compiled his letters himself in an anthology 
that he titled “al-Sāniḥāt.”43 We also know little about the mechanics 
and frequency of non-official correspondence and the nature of the 
private mail arrangements. Goitein’s “The Commercial Mail Service 
in Medieval Islam” is one of the very few studies that shed some light 
on this issue.44 He presents a brief yet valuable description of the com-
mercial courier service that was available for a set fee to the lay and 
business communities. The service he described followed the routes 
and techniques of the official Barīd system, and was operating during 
the early Mamlūk period in the thirteenth century, mainly between 
Egypt and Tunisia, and occasionally between Egypt, Bilād al-Shām 
(Syria), and Irāq. Regular, mostly reliable, and certainly affordable, this 

42 Abū Ḥafṣ ʿUmar, author of ʿAwārif al-Maʿārif, not to be confused with 
al-Suhrawardī al-Maqtūl. 

43 Tarājim, 2: 213. According to Ṣalāh al-Dīn al-munajjid, the editor of al-Būrīnī’s 
text, a manuscript copy of “al-Sāniḥāt” exists in the oriental collection in Leningrad. 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī has an unpublished work titled “al-Sāniḥāt al-Nābulusiyya.” 

44 Goitein 1964.
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commercial postal service was used to transmit important business 
and confidential news, as well as mundane everyday and family news. 

The Arabic term used for this service was fayj (originally derived 
from the Pahlavi term payg, “courier”), plural fuyūj, which literally 
means “to spread out,” “to extend,” from which al-ifāja means “fast 
walking,” and “running.” According to Ibn Manẓūr, al-fayj is “the 
Sultan’s messenger travelling on foot,” “the one who travels with let-
ters,” and “the fast-walking messenger who carries the news from one 
city to another.”45 But this was in pre-Ottoman times and we do not 
know whether the same or a similar commercial service was available 
during ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s time. Ibn Ṭūlūn, the celebrated sixteenth-cen-
tury Damascene historian and ḥadīth scholar, who witnessed and 
documented the Ottoman takeover of Bilād al-Shām in general and 
Damascus in particular, referred in his daily chronicle of the first half 
of the sixteenth century to the regular arrival of letters with the pilgrim-
age caravans. He cited a letter he received from his Meccan colleague 
shaykh Jār Allāh b. Fahd, in which the latter referred to his contact 
with another colleague in yaman, saying: “I met with him and he [cur-
rently] corresponds with me (waqad ijtamaʿtu bihī wahuwa yukāti-
bunī).”46 This suggests, though indirectly, that the non-official postal 
services, private and public, were not interrupted by the Ottoman 
takeover.

Adam Silverstein, in his book Postal Systems in the Premodern 
Islamic World, presents a detailed and coherent picture of the Islamic 
postal systems up to the end of the Mamlūk period.47 This commend-
able study discusses in some detail the continuity between the pre- and 
early Islamic postal systems that operated through the system of Barīd, 
the developments during the Umayyad and Abbāsid periods, the 
Mongol Yām, and finally the Mamlūk Barīd. He considered the 
Ottoman period to be outside the scope of the “premodern” for two 
reasons: modern techniques of telecommunication, particularly the 
telegraph, emerged during the Ottoman period, and the Near Eastern 
postal systems were privatised in the sixteenth century. These are flimsy 
grounds for omitting three centuries of Ottoman postal history, since 
the Ottomans did not adopt the telegraph until the mid-nineteenth 
century, while the privatisation of postal systems during this period 
was restricted to the Chapa-Khāna system in Qajar Iran (the eighteenth 

45 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān, “f.y.J.” See also Silverstein 2007, 48, 77. 
46 Ibesch 2002, 289.
47 Silverstein 2007. 
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and nineteenth centuries), which was of course distant from the 
Ottoman Empire.48 Thus, from the Ottomans’ takeover of the Arabic-
speaking lands in the early sixteenth century (1516–17 ce) until the 
end of the eighteenth century, we are left with little about the develop-
ment of postal systems and the culture of correspondence. 

In the Encyclopaedia of Islam, under Ulaq (“Ulak’,” EI2), Colin 
Heywood presents a brief history of the Ottoman postal system, 
explaining that the official courier service, Ulaq, which the Ottomans 
had developed, carried the same basic features as the Mongol Yām and 
the Arabic Barīd. It was developed in an ad hoc way during the first 
century of the empire until the reforms undertaken by the Grand Vizier 
Luṭfī Pāshā (r. 1539–41 ce), which resulted in “the gradual introduc-
tion from the middle years of Süleymān’s reign of a network of staffed 
posting-stations (menzil-khāne) on the major routes (ulu yollar) of the 
empire.”49 With Istanbul as the hub, six major postal routes were estab-
lished, reaching out to the frontiers of the empire. One of these routes 
went through Aleppo (Ḥalab) and Damascus to Cairo, Medina, and 
Mecca. Not only was this a busy postal route but it was also the most 
important travel route since it connected the capital, Istanbul, by land 
directly with Damascus, the assembly point in the yearly pilgrimage 
to the holy lands in the Ḥijāz.50

While we can be sure that by ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s time the Ottomans 
had an established official postal system in place, necessary for their 
centralised imperial government, we do not know what system ordi-
nary citizens—Arabs and Turks—used for their correspondence. One 
of the reasons behind Luṭfī Pāshā’s reform of the postal system was the 
abuse of resources by high officials, but there is nothing to suggest that 
the official postal service was available to the wider community. ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s correspondence, however, suggests (backed by many refer-
ences in his travel memoirs), that people had easy access to regular 
postal services.51 Inferring from the Wasāʾil, it seems to have been just 
as easy for ʿAbd al-Ghanī to post a few lines sending compliments to 
Istanbul, or his condolences to Cairo, as to send a lengthy epistle to 
Medina. As he travelled through Syria and Palestine on his way to 
Cairo and Mecca, he was also able to remain in touch with family and 
friends and to receive letters from his disciples. On the sixty-eighth 

48 See Bektas 2000 and floor 2001.
49 EI2, “Ulak’.”
50 The other assembly point, for the western regions, was Cairo.
51 See particularly the memoirs of his major journey within Syria and then to 

Egypt and Ḥijāz, Ḥaqīqa. 
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day of this journey, while in Jerusalem, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī received several 
letters, from which he chose to mention only four: one from his brother 
Yūsuf, and three from his disciples. “As for the rest of the letters,” he 
wrote, “they contain news and what is not suitable to be mentioned in 
these memoirs.”52 Nineteen days later, while in Gaza, he received a 
letter from Jerusalem’s chief judge and responded on the same day; 
and eleven days after that, while still in Gaza, he received a second 
letter from his disciple Suʿūdī. These examples as well as the frequency 
of his correspondence, as shown in the Wasāʾil, suggest, without his 
commenting on the method of posting, that postal services, whether 
commercial or private, were a taken-for-granted function of urban life 
at the time. 

Various references in the Wasāʾil and in ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s travel 
memoirs indicate that both private and commercial postal services 
were available. In letter 6 of the Wasāʾil, addressed to Mulla Aḥmad 
of Hayrabolu, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī concluded somewhat abruptly, telling his 
friend that he would have expanded further except that he was hurried 
by the short time left before “the brothers would travel towards you 
(safar al-ikhwān ilā janābikum).”53 The reference to “brothers” here 
might suggest travelling friends or colleagues, yet it might also be a 
general reference to merchants or operators of a commercial courier 
service. While ʿAbd al-Ghanī was in Gaza, his son, Ismāʿīl, arrived, 
bringing with him letters from Damascus; and while he was in Cairo 
his friend Ibn al-Ḥāfiẓ arrived, bringing with him the “Damascene 
correspondence” (al-makātīb al-shāmiyya).54 While ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was 
in Medina, however, “a riding postman (najjāb) arrived from the direc-
tion of Egypt,” carrying with him two letters from his dear friend Zayn 
al-ʿĀbidīn and one from Ibrāhīm al-ʿUbaydī.55 Reference to najjāb 
appears more than once in his memoirs, suggesting the existence of a 
commercial postal service independent of travelling friends and rela-
tives. Lexicographer Ibn Manẓūr (d. 710 h/1311 ce), who was well 
familiar with the function of fayj in the Islamic postal system, makes 
no reference to najjāb. This may suggest that the term is of later origin; 
however, al-Qalqashandī’s reference to the term in association with 
ʿImād al-Dīn al-Zankī’s state (al-dawla al-zankiyya: al-Zankīs ruled 
Syria from 1146 ce to 1174 ce),56 indicates that it was known by the 

52 Ibid., 1: 381.
53 See Arabic text, letter 6.
54 Ḥaqīqa, 1: 473, 2: 90.
55 Ibid. 3: 201.
56 Ṣubḥ, 14: 415. 
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twelfth century. A kind of commercial postal service, referred to by 
the same term, was obviously operating in the eastern Ottoman prov-
inces during ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s time. 

Examining the dates of posting in the Wasāʾil gives us an idea about 
how frequently one was able to dispatch letters and whether there were 
particular dates for posting. Late Ṣafar, for example, appears as a recur-
rent date for ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s postings to Turkey. Ṣafar, the second 
month in the Islamic calendar, coincides with the return of the Hajj 
caravan, and it seems to have been a set date for regular travel, particu-
larly to Ottoman Anatolia (Bilād al-rūm). Letters 5 and 6 were sent 
together in late Ṣafar of 1089 h/1678 ce to Tekirdağ and Hayrabolu 
respectively, yet only a month later letter 7 was sent to Istanbul. Letters 
8 and 9 were sent together too, in late Ṣafar of 1090 h/1679 ce, but 
letter 10 was not sent until ten months later in the same year. Letters 
11 and 12 were sent to Nāblus within a period of one month in late 
1091 h/1680 ce. Letters 13 and 14 were sent together to Istanbul and 
Hayrabolu respectively in late Ṣafar of 1091 h/1680 ce, yet letter 17 
was sent to Hayrabolu in early Rabīʿ al-Awwal of 1093 h/1682 ce (per-
haps the late Ṣafar service was slightly delayed), while letter 18 was sent 
later in the same month (Rabīʿ al-Awwal) to Nāblus. Considering that 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī was in principle able to post letters in almost all months 
of the year, with some months used more often than others for certain 
routes, we can infer that effective non-official postal services, com-
mercial and private, were available to members of the public.  

The Folks of Fairness

Although a highly sophisticated culture of correspondence, official 
and non-official, was well established in the Islamic tradition, surpris-
ingly, there are only a few examples of murāsalāt presenting a collec-
tion of an author’s own letters collected, compiled, and distinctly titled 
by the author himself. Most collections of letters are collected and 
complied by someone other than the author. Besides ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s 
Wasāʾil, as already mentioned, only one other example is found, Ibn 
Ṭālū’s “Sāniḥāt.”57 It is rather curious that an eminent Sufi and reli-
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57 This is still unpublished and not easily accessible. Ibn Ṭālū was known for his 
literary skill and his letters are likely to belong to what ʿAbd al-Ghanī calls “literary 
correspondence” (murāsalāt adabiyya). 
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gious scholar such as ʿAbd al-Ghanī should consciously compile his 
correspondence. What prompted him to do so? And who was his 
intended audience? Explaining the reasons behind collecting and com-
piling his correspondence, ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote:

These are the correspondences (murāsalāt) that took place between me 
and some of my brothers, whom I presently know and do not know, 
of the folks of fairness who live away from Damascus in distant and 
remote places. I have gathered them for fear they might be lost, and in 
the hope that they will be of use to other brothers in future. I have 
titled them Wasāʾil al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq (The Means of 
Truth-Seeking and the Letters of Providential Guidance).58

In this brief explanation, ʿAbd al-Ghanī makes two important refer-
ences: one to his correspondents; the other to his intentions. First, he 
refers to his correspondents, not all of whom were his acquaintances, 
as “the folks of fairness” (ahl al-inṣāf ) who were living away from 
Damascus. Knowing the ill-treatment he had received throughout his 
life from members of the religious establishment in Damascus, whom 
he would call “the folks of unfairness,” by compiling the letters he 
exchanged with regional colleagues who treated him with respect and 
admiration, ʿAbd al-Ghanī seems to be showing that his correspon-
dence had compensated for the lack of local empathy. Although he 
had himself refrained from personal attacks, and urged others to follow 
his example, as can be seen in some of his letters, he did reveal else-
where, including in several disparaging poems, his bitter relationship 
with the ʿulamāʾ of Damascus, describing them as envious, devious, 
expedient, untrustworthy, and unenlightened hypocrites.59 In Ghāyat 
al-Maṭlūb fī Maḥabbat al-Maḥbūb (The Ultimate Purpose in Loving 
the Beloved), a book he wrote during his main retreat in 1686 ce at the 
age of forty-seven, he bemoaned the state of moral and spiritual decline 
the society had reached and grieved over the disrespectful, unenlight-
ened attitude of the people of Damascus.60 Referring to the Damascenes’ 
profanities and recurrent swearing at the Prophet Muḥammad in pub-
lic, he wrote with some bitterness:

58 Wasāʾil, 2. The term tawfīq in the title, translated as “providential guidance,” 
normally refers to divine-directed circumstances leading one unselfconsciously 
towards success and doing the right thing.

59 See Burj, 107 and Akkach 2007a, 36–39. 
60 See Ghāyat, 148–59. See also the introduction to an earlier work, Īḍāḥ 

al-Dalālāt, 15–27. 
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When this terrible thing happened in our town, Dimashq al-Shām 
(Damascus), and when the seriously disastrous affairs took hold of this 
country, there occurred deep inside me something that necessitated 
that I should abandon meeting with people, except those who believe 
in my words and share my approach to the truth. I therefore commit-
ted myself not to leave my house except occasionally, and only if neces-
sity called for that, because of the appearance of unbelief and its 
widespread incidence among the people without any critics at all. I 
adhered to God-most-high and counted on him to help me bear the 
harm and be patient with the misfortune that was inflicted by much 
hypocrisy and explicit division. I felt extremely alienated from all 
 people, as I could not find anyone who would agree with me on clear 
matters of truth, let alone anyone who would support me, because of 
the widespread corruption at this time, and the immorality and mis-
guidedness rampant among both the low and the distinguished… And 
by my life, this has been the habit of the people of our town, Dimashq 
al-Shām: they disregard the ʿulamāʾ and the people of virtue, and they 
antagonise, slander, and harm them. They abolish their sciences and 
perfections and allow their disrespectful fools and rejects to pester 
them. How many works of erudite men of knowledge, of men who 
grew up among them, have they disregarded and lost, neither respect-
ing them nor taking note of their books and writings until they had all 
disappeared and perished? And surely there was among them the best 
man of knowledge and the pride of all ḥadīth scholars, Ibn Ṭūlūn 
al-Ḥanafī, yet they disregarded him and lost his books and works, of 
which hardly any are now left; and those that are left are still in his 
own handwriting, since no-one cared to have them copied. And so they 
did to Ibn ʿAbd al-Hādī al-Ṣāliḥī: they lost his books and works, and 
they did the same to Raḍiyy al-Dīn al-Ghazzī… and to his son shaykh 
Badr al-Dīn al-Ghazzī and to his son shaykh Najm al-Dīn al-Ghazzī, 
the seal of the ḥadīth scholars (ḥuffāẓ). They disregarded them all and 
lost their numerous beneficial works… And the enmity of the people 
of Damascus towards the knowers of mystical truth (al-ʿārifīn 
al-muḥaqqiqīn) at all times is too well known to be concealed from the 
folks of fairness and submission (ahl al-inṣāf wa al-idhʿān). How much 
they hated the perfect knower, Ibn al-ʿArabī, and disparaged him with 
much derogation, and none of them had benefited from him. And the 
same happened to the late knower al-ʿUmarī, the author of the Dīwān, 
most of which was devoted to their derision. They dismissed and 
harmed him because of the deep hatred and enmity they hold towards 
the sciences of the truth and divine knowledge.61  

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s harsh criticism was directed particularly towards the 
religious establishment and its circles, and not at all the people of 
Damascus as the generalisation in the passage might suggest. Such 

61 Ghāyat, 148–53.
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generalisation, as he explains in letter 17, is necessary, especially in 
criticism and dispraise, in order to avoid accusing and hurting indi-
viduals. If his generalisation had been true of all people of Damascus, 
one would wonder how the city continued to attract and produce some 
of the most eminent scholars and scientists in Islamic history, includ-
ing ʿAbd al-Ghanī himself. His zealous advocacy for Sufism in general 
and for Ibn ʿArabī in particular at a time of strong anti-mystical 
 sentiment, as well as his unconventional and challenging views, had 
alienated him from the top religious circles, yet he certainly entertained 
wide popular support and a large circle of followers. Thus, compiling 
his correspondence was a way of showing his detractors that he was 
not in need of local empathy, and that his social and intellectual circle 
was in fact broader, extending way beyond Damascus. This explains, 
in part at least, why he kept copies of even very brief and trivial letters, 
while the frequency of his exchanges and the wide circle of eminent 
correspondents were sufficient to confirm his active connection to the 
social and intellectual life of the region. 

This leads us to the second important point he makes concerning 
why he collected his letters: his “fear that they may be lost.” Since this 
seems to apply only to his exchanges with regional colleagues, it raises 
a question as to whether he saw the social and intellectual value of such 
exchanges to be beyond his personal issues and circumstances. Does 
his hope that they might be “of use to other brothers in future,” imply 
an awareness of the importance of being part of a wider community 
of intellectuals not bound by local boundaries and parochial concerns? 
If not, then what usefulness did he have in mind for the letters he 
included in the Wasāʾil that were no more than a few words of compli-
ment to help him remain in touch? 

Keeping Copies

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s letters are important not only because of their content, 
but also because of his self-conscious practice of keeping copies, moti-
vated, it seems, by an awareness of their epistemological and social 
value. The letters were written over a period of twenty-nine years, 
between 1085 h/1675 ce and 1114 h/1703 ce. For ʿ Abd al-Ghanī to be 
able to gather and compile his letters he must have kept copies for 
himself of most, if not all, of them. This raises several questions about 
the techniques of making copies, the reasons for making copies, and 
whether this was an individual practice of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s or a com-
mon cultural practice among scholars in Damascus and in the wider 
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region. Regarding the techniques of making copies, did he write his 
letters twice, or did he have his originals copied by a scribe before 
posting them? Or did he dictate the text to two or more of his disciples 
for multiple copies? Since we do not have ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s original 
letters or the original manuscript of the Wasāʾil, it is difficult to ascer-
tain what copying techniques were used, and whether ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
himself rewrote the entire collection at the time of compiling the 
Wasāʾil. 

Each letter begins with the heading wa min dhālika mā arsaltuhu 
ilā, “and among these is what I sent to,” followed by the name of the 
city, then the posting date, and then the words wa ṣūratuhu, “and its 
text is,” followed by the body of the letter. The use of the word ṣūra—
literally, “image,” “copy,” “picture,” and “form”—to indicate the exact 
text clearly points to the idea and practice of copying, and suggests 
that ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was rewriting from a copy he had kept of the origi-
nal letter. The headings of the last few letters refer to the author in the 
third person, yet reference to the ṣūra remains, indicating that, for one 
reason or another, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was perhaps unable to copy them 
himself. 

As for the reasons behind keeping copies, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was never 
a member of the established officialdom, and so he could not have kept 
copies for official purposes, as was the case with his contemporary the 
chief Ḥanafī jurisconsult, Ḥāmid al-ʿImādī (d. 1171 h/1758 ce), who 
seems to have kept copies of his correspondence with Ottoman 
officials,62 nor can we assume that keeping copies was a kind of habit 
for ʿAbd al-Ghanī because there is no evidence to suggest that he kept 
copies of other works. Although correspondence among scholars 
seems to have been a common practice in the region, we do not know 
of many collections of letters similar to this one (other than Ibn Ṭālū’s) 
during his time. Thus, keeping copies of one’s own correspondence 
was most likely an individual practice, especially for those with an acute 
awareness of the inherent worthiness of their writings for posterity.

Religious and Literary Letters

Whatever might have been the reasons for, and the technique of, keep-
ing copies, the seventy-two letters of the Wasāʾil were not, as already 
mentioned, all the letters ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote. A comment he made 
in the first letter in this collection indicates clearly that he had written 

62 See Mubaiḍīn 2005, 490–91; and Ẓāh. MS 9637.
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many more, of which he either did not keep copies or chose not to 
include in the Wasāʾil. In this first letter, sent to shaykh Ramaḍān, he 
wrote, “Correspondence among brothers, following the widely known 
literary style (ʿalā al-ṭarīqa al-adabiyya), is a practice we are bored 
with.”63 This clearly indicates that before that point in his life ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī was engaged in correspondence following the literary style. 
So what was the reason behind the sudden change in style and the 
emerging desire to keep copies? As shown above and elsewhere, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s dissatisfaction with the moral and religious decadence of 
the city, as well as the hostile reaction to his ideas, had led him to retreat 
from public life on many occasions. His apparent sudden change in 
attitude towards the literary style of correspondence could have been 
associated with one of his retreats, which he used to devote to his 
spiritual growth. This seems to be in line with the style of correspon-
dence he opted for: “the style of the righteous predecessors in gener-
ously counselling and helping in matters of religion.”64

When ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote the first letter included in the Wasāʾil 
he might have been bored with literary correspondence, but he did 
return to that practice later on, especially during his major journey, 
through Syria and Palestine, to Egypt and Ḥijāz (1693–94 ce). In his 
extensive memoirs of this journey, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī gave many examples, 
some quoted in full, of letters written according to the literary style. 
While in Jerusalem, for example, he received correspondence from his 
disciples, friends, and relatives. He listed the ones he received from his 
brother Yūsuf, from his disciples Ibn al-Kharrāt, and Ibn ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq, each of whom he described as “our spiritual son,” and from 
shaykh Suʿūdī, whom he described as “our virtuous pupil.”65 He gave 
a brief summary of his brother’s letter, in which his brother informed 
him of his intention to join the group, and asked him to suggest a 
meeting place. Yet, he cited in full the letters from his disciples. Ibn 
al-Kharrāt, referred in his letter to a letter he had received from ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī, and ʿ Abd al-Ghanī himself recorded on many occasions that 
he responded to his correspondents from various places during his 
long journey. In the memoirs, ʿAbd al-Ghanī cited the contents of 
several letters he had received and others he had sent out at various 
stations along the way. 

63 Letter 1.
64 Ibid.
65 Ḥaqīqa, 1:369–81. 
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The letters ʿAbd al-Ghanī cited in full in his travel memoirs were 
clearly of the genre he identified as “literary correspondence” 
(murāsalāt adabiyya). This type is characterised by exchange of com-
pliments presented in flowery language ornamented with poetry and 
rhymed prose. The letters he received from his disciples, for example, 
were meant to show the deep affection they had for their beloved mas-
ter and how badly they missed him. It took shaykh Suʿūdī six pages of 
tightly spaced prose and some fifty lines of poetry to convey this simple 
message. Clearly, such letters functioned as a currency of social inter-
action and were appreciated and entertained for their literary quality. 
Beyond the social and literary purposes they served, they were, as ʿ Abd 
al-Ghanī put it, “of no benefit and inconsequential.”66 For this reason, 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī dismissed literary correspondence as having little merit, 
and expressed a preference for “religious correspondence” (murāsalāt 
sharʿiyya), in which he followed “the approach of past generations in 
offering guidance and support in matters of religion.”67 

In a sense, this marks a conscious shift towards a mode of corre-
spondence that reflected an awareness of his growing authority as a 
religious leader at the local and regional levels. In most of the letters, 
he adhered to serious religious and ethical issues, dwelling upon them 
at various lengths and degrees of profundity, while the wide-ranging 
guidance and advice he offered on matters of faith, morality, and theol-
ogy were ultimately meant for the benefit of the whole community. 

When ʿAbd al-Ghanī compiled the Wasāʾil later in his life, was he 
still concerned with the shift he had made some thirty years earlier? It 
is difficult to answer this question with certainty. What is certain, how-
ever, is that ʿAbd al-Ghanī was selective in his compilation of the 
Wasāʾil. It is likely that he regarded certain letters to be different in 
form and content from other correspondence that he wrote for literary 
exchange and social interaction. As we saw earlier, he devoted the third 
part (“Riyāḍ al-Madāʾiḥ wa Ḥiyāḍ al-Manāʾiḥ”) of his fourfold anthol-
ogy to literary correspondence and exchange.68 This explains the basis 
of his selectivity, the thematic coherence of the Wasāʾil, and why, for 
example, he excluded the exchanges he had with his most illustrious 
disciple, muṣṭafā al-Bakrī al-Ṣiddīqī, who included excerpts of these 

66 Letter 1.
67 Ibid.
68 I have not been able to locate and examine this work. See Wird, Chap. 8.
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exchanges in the eulogy he wrote for his venerable master.69 Yet, this 
does not explain the exclusion of the lengthy letter he sent to the Sultan 
of Ḥijāz Saʿd b. Zayd (the Sharīf of Mecca), or his correspondence with 
the Turkish mystic Maḥmūd al-Uskudārī.70

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s concept of religious correspondence is predicated 
on a number of inter-related religio-ethical principles. First, he speaks 
of al-ukhuwwa al-īmāniyya, “brotherhood in faith,” to describe the 
relationship that bound him to his correspondents. He does not dwell 
on this notion to suggest that the group he was corresponding with 
was consciously aware of being a distinct regional community or a 
faithful fraternity bound by shared ideals. It is, in my view, more likely 
to be a spontaneous feeling that ʿAbd al-Ghanī had towards members 
of this circle of correspondents, which brought him out of his local 
isolation. Interestingly, he uses the metaphor of “chain,” or “link” (sil-
sila), to describe the ties that bound him to other correspondents, and 
he describes his correspondence with this group as an act of “moving” 
the chain or “activating” the link to alert his correspondents and keep 
in touch with them. He even used this metaphor in the title of the 
friendly critique he sent to Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī of Medina.71 

The other notion involved in the concept of religious correspon-
dence is that of munāṣaḥa, “reciprocal advising,” or tawāṣī, “reciprocal 
counselling,” in matters of faith and religion. This is based on the 
Qurʾānic verse that refers to those who have faith, who do the right 
things, and who “counsel each other (tawāṣaw) with truth, and counsel 
each other with patience” (103: 3). In letter 7, ʿAbd al-Ghanī says that 
al-tawāṣī, “counselling one another,” mentioned in this verse, means 
tafāʿul, “interaction.” “God commanded us to counsel each other,” he 
adds, “and showed us what to counsel each other with: truth and 
patience.”72 It is this divine command for interaction and exchange on 
matters of faith and religion that ʿAbd al-Ghanī presents as the driving 
force behind his religious correspondence (murāsalāt sharʿiyya). 

69 Al-Bakrī, “al-fatḥ al-Ṭarī.”
70 He titled his letter to Saʿd b. Zayd “al-Jawāb al-Sharīf li-l-Ḥaḍra al-Sharīfa,” 

and the epistle he sent to Uskudārī “Lamaʿāt al-Barq al-Najdī Sharḥ Tajalliyāt 
maḥmūd Afandī.” Both are unpublished.

71 Letter 4.
72 Letter 7.
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Correspondence, Urban Sociability, and the Public Sphere

Notwithstanding the overtly religious tone of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s letters 
and his explicit religious motivation, the practice of correspondence 
itself, as a community-building device and a potent medium of the 
public sphere, was in fact an integral part of the emerging modern 
secular culture. It has been said of French society during the 
Enlightenment, for example, that as cultural exchange intensified, 
postal services improved, and secular urban life became more sophis-
ticated, new modes of urban sociability prospered and people came to 
value reciprocal exchanges based on a new model of friendship.73 
Conventional historiography of socio-urban transformation in early 
modernity has tended to focus exclusively on Europe, while concurrent 
changes that were taking place in the Islamic world have often been 
overlooked. ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s Wasāʾil tends to show that correspon-
dence, as an urban practice, began to assume a new function in an 
urban lifestyle that valued public recreation, urban sociability, and 
regional friendship. For he was not writing to disciples or seekers of 
mystical knowledge, but to friends and colleagues to share ideas and 
concerns, offer advice and compliments, and debate important issues. 
When juxtaposed against his parallel recreational activities, travel 
memoirs, and the sensuous poetry recorded in Khamrat Bābel, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s correspondence enables us to appreciate the sophistication 
of early modern urban culture in a provincial centre such as Damascus, 
wherein religiosity intertwined with worldly culture in a remarkable 
way. Aware of the growing complexity and demands of urban life, and 
especially of the growing sophistication of urban learning and intel-
lectual exchange, ʿAbd al-Ghanī often criticised the narrow-minded 
and ignorant fuqahāʾ, “most of whom,” he once said, “were villagers 
and tradesmen” (ahl al-qurā wa arbāb al-ḥiraf).74 

The transformation of urban life in the early modern period in 
Europe was associated with the emergence of the public sphere and 
related spaces of public sociability such as salons, coffee houses, and 
Masonic lodges. One of the most iconic institutions of modern secular 
urban life, the coffee house, was apparently first established in ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s home town, Damascus, in the first half of the sixteenth 

73 See Goodman 1994.
74 Al-Nābulusī, Īḍāḥ al-Dalālāt, 20.
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century.75 Not only were coffee houses widespread there, but so also 
were the worldly cultural practices associated with coffee-drinking, 
such as smoking, eating, singing, and entertaining in public. These 
were widespread among both men and women during ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s 
time. In his daily chronicles of 1750 ce, the eighteenth-century 
Damascene diarist–historian, Aḥmad al-Budayrī al-Ḥallāq, wrote, 
describing one of his recreational outings:

On Thursday the eighteenth of Rabīʿ al-Awwal (26 February 1750), we 
went out with some of our loved friends for a picnic on the high plateau 
(al-Sharaf) that overlooks the Marjeh. The time was the beginning of 
the blossom season. We sat there overlooking the Marjeh and the Taki-
yya al-Salīmiyya,76 and we were surprised to see more women than men 
sitting on the side of the river, eating, drinking coffee, and smoking, 
as men usually do. This is something the like of which we have not 
heard of happening anywhere until we witnessed it ourselves.77  

This gives an interesting glimpse of the urban context in which ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī lived. Not only did he himself drink coffee, smoke, and enter-
tain in public, but he also wrote lengthy treatises on the legality of these 
new urban habits from the Islamic perspective.78 As letter 25 shows, 
his controversial views were not always welcomed by members of the 
religious establishment. The significance of the worldly urban culture 
lies as much in the novelty of the activities themselves as in the tumul-
tuous history that led to their normalisation. Correspondence forms 
an integral part of this history. 

The coffee house (maqhā) is said to have emerged in Damascus in 
the first half of the sixteenth century, more than one hundred years 
before its emergence in Europe and more than two hundred years 
before al-Budayrī’s observation.79 For Damascene women to be able 

75 Al-Ghazzī credits a mystic named Abū Bakr al-Shādhilī al-ʿAydarūsī of Yaman 
(d. 914 h/1508 ce) with the discovery of coffee beans and the promotion of their use, 
which started in Yaman and the Ḥijāz and then spread to Syria and Egypt (see 
Kawākib, 1:115). For more information on the socio-urban history of the sixteenth 
century, see his Luṭf al-Samar. On the introduction of coffee and the appearance and 
rapid spread of coffee houses in Damascus, see Pascual 1995–96.

76 This should be al-Sulaymāniyya. Al-Salīmiyya is the one Sultan Salīm built on 
the tomb of Ibn ʿArabī in al-Ṣāliḥiyya upon his capture of Damascus in 1516 ce. 

77 Al-Budayrī, Ḥawādith Dimashq al-Yawmiyya, 193–94.
78 In letter 25, ʿAbd al-Ghanī said that he neither smoked nor liked smoking. In 

“al-mashrab al-Hanī,” however, his disciple al-Baytamānī mentioned that his master 
did smoke occasionally. 

79 for a cultural history of the coffee house, see Ellis 2004 and Hattox 1985. 
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to go about their secular social habits in the normal way described by 
al-Budayrī, the Damascenes had to go through two hundred years of 
hard intellectual and religious struggle to protect and normalise their 
urban inventions. Many treatises were written and exchanged by lead-
ing scholars from both sides of the intellectual battlefield, debating the 
legality, socio-moral impact, and scientific merit of coffee-drinking, 
smoking, using musical instruments, and entertaining in public. And 
many urban dwellers who took up and enjoyed the new social habits 
suffered the violent reactions of members of overzealous religious 
groups after many fatwās were issued banning such activities. In 1543 
ce, Ibn Ṭūlūn wrote, the chief judge of Damascus, Yūsuf b. Ḥusām 
al-Rūmī, warned the Damascenes that “coffee should not be drunk in 
coffee houses in groups, nor should there be singing and cheerful 
 circulation of China cups, and that inspections would be conducted 
without prior warning.”80 The Damascenes did not heed the warning 
and defied the order, prompting the judge to inspect the shops himself, 
catch the offenders, and have them beaten up one by one.81 Such con-
frontations were not restricted to Damascus but extended further, to 
Mecca, Cairo, and Istanbul.

These novel urban practices might have been normalised by ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s time but the intellectual struggle was still raging on, more 
perhaps with regard to smoking, the use of musical instruments, and 
public entertainment, than to coffee-drinking. Through his correspon-
dence ʿAbd al-Ghanī projected his views on these issues beyond 
Damascus and extended his influence into the Ottoman heartland. His 
letters show how interpretive and hermeneutical he could be with 
regard to expanding the intellectual horizons of Islamic thought, and 
how challenging and uncompromising he could be with regard to per-
sonal ethics and fundamental tenets of faith. 

80 Ibn Ṭūlūn, cited in Ibesch 2002, 357.
81 Ibid. 
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The Intellectual Milieu

The intellectual milieu in which the letters of the Wasāʾil were written 
was dominated by the rise of an anti-Sufi sentiment and associated 
debates concerning the merit of mystical ideas and practices.82 
Theologically, the most contentious issue was that of the “Unity of 
Being” (waḥdat al-wujūd), which was central to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s 
thought and life experience. Not only was the issue a recurrent theme 
in many of his works, including the Wasāʾil, but it was also the focus 
of his relentless struggle against its growing number of opponents at 
the time. After a dismissive critique by the famous Ḥanbalī theologian 
Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728 h/1328 ce), the theology of the Unity of Being 
faced growing opposition from mainstream Sunnī theologians. 

Ibn Taymiyya of Ḥarrān (b. 661 h/1263 ce) moved to Damascus at 
the age of six as a refugee fleeing the Mongol occupation of his home 
town. He grew up in Damascus to become one of its most eminent, 
prolific, and influential figures.83 A brilliant yet highly controversial 
scholar and erratic public figure, he was imprisoned three times for 
his “heretical” ideas and eventually died in the prison of al-Qalʿa in 
Damascus. Ibn Taymiyya’s self-assigned life mission was to revive the 
true fundamentals of the Islamic religion and to purify Islam from all 
“contamination,” whether intellectual or practical.84 For him there 
could be only one true indubitable doctrine of faith, which he referred 
to as the “doctrine of the people of the Prophet’s tradition and the 
community” (madhhab ahl al-sunna wa al-jamāʿa).85 This was reflected 
in his dismissive and exclusive attitude towards all trends of thought 
that did not fit his strict model of orthodoxy, wherein religious other-
ness had no place. In Ibn Taymiyya’s monochromatic world, one is 
either in or out; and those considered to be out ranged in their posi-
tions of unbelief from free thinking to heresy, infidelity, pantheism, 

82 This was associated with the rise of the Qādīzādelī movement in the seven teenth 
century. See Zilfi 1986.

83 for an extended introduction to Ibn Taymiyya’s life and work, see al-Bazzār’s 
biographical account cited at the beginning of his Majmūʿ (5–28). See also 
al-Dhahabī’s Tadhkirat al-Ḥuffāẓ, 4: 192–93; EI2, “Ibn Taymiyya.”

84 The famous traveller Ibn Baṭṭūṭā (d. 1377 h) described him as a mentally 
un stable lunatic (see Riḥlat Ibn Baṭṭūṭā, 95–96). For a critical examination of Ibn 
Baṭṭūṭāʾs comments, see Little 1975. 

85 Ibn Taymiyya dwells on this concept in various parts of his works. See, for 
example, in his Majmūʿ, “Qāʿidat Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jamāʿa,” and “al-Waṣiyya 
al-Kubrā,” 3: 152–232. 
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polytheism, and atheism. On the issue of faith, he divided the com-
munity into three groups: theologians (al-kalāmiyyūn), mystics 
(al-ṣūfiyyūn), and people of knowledge and faith (ahl al-ʿilm wa 
al-īmān). Only the faith of the third group did he consider to be rightly 
guided and complete, whereas that of the first two was misguided and 
inadequate. The main shortcoming of the theologians, he wrote, was 
their preoccupation with words over deeds, while the main shortcom-
ing of the mystics was their preoccupation with devotional deeds with-
out true knowledge. “The deranged ones among the theologians bear 
similarities to the Jews,” he added, “while the deranged ones among 
the Sufis bear similarities to the Christians. This is why the former were 
preoccupied with letters (ḥurūf) and the related outcomes of knowl-
edge and belief, while the latter were preoccupied with sounds (aṣwāṭ) 
and the related effects of ecstasy and motion.”86 

Despite his strictness, or perhaps because of it, Ibn Taymiyya was 
widely revered, loved, and admired among the Damascenes for his 
knowledge, piety, and unwavering defence of true Islamic belief against 
all forms of misconception and innovation.87 He was known as a vehe-
ment opponent of Ibn ʿArabī, who, in the latter part of his life, also 
adopted Damascus as his home town and had a profound and lasting 
influence on its people.88 The concept of the “Unity of Being” is often 
attributed to him, and he did indeed develop it into a highly complex 
theology.89 ʿAbd al-Ghanī grew up in the shadow of the fierce debates 
that raged between followers of these two giants, and struggled against 
the well-rooted fundamentalist and dismissive theology of Ibn 
Taymiyya. He sided with Ibn ʿArabī, adopted him as his spiritual mas-
ter, and wrote in defence of Sufism and the Unity of Being.90 Aspects 
of the philosophical theology of the Unity of Being are present in a 
number of letters, and especially in his early letter to Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī 

86 Majmūʿ, 2: 24. Ibn Taymiyya was not against Sūfīs in general, but was vehe-
mently against some of their core ideas and antinomian practices. For his views on 
Sufism see his “al-Ṣūfiyya wa al-Fuqarāʾ,” Majmūʿ, 11: 5–13; for an English transla-
tion, see Homerin 1985.

87 In his memoirs, Ibn Baṭṭūṭā wrote, “يم�
�ل��ي�����ب �د ا ���ش

إ
��مو�ب�ه ا �ي �ي�����ب �م��سش �ه�ل د

إ
�ب ا  Riḥlat Ibn ”.وك�ا

Baṭṭūṭā, 95. 
88 For a comparative study of Ibn Taymiyya’s and Ibn ʿArabī’s relationship with 

Damascus through the treatment of their graves, see Yahya 2006. 
89 On Ibn ʿArabi’s Unity of Being, see Chittick 1989, 79–96, Addas 2000, 79–90, 

and Akkach 2005a, 57–82. 
90 He wrote the first treatise in defence of Ibn ʿArabī, “al-Radd al-Matīn,” at the 

age of thirty-three.



introduction34

(letter 4), which deals with free will, causality, and the nature of God’s 
engagement with the world, and his later exchange with Aḥmad 
al-Kasbī (letters 61 and 62), on issues of cosmogony.91

Throughout his life, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was constantly preoccupied with 
this highly contentious concept and wrote several works on it, the most 
substantial of which is al-Wujūd al-Ḥaqq wa al-Khiṭāb al-Ṣidq (The 
Real Being and the Truthful Discourse), which he completed in 1104 
h/1692 ce. In the book, ʿAbd al-Ghanī appears to be systematically 
addressing the key points of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique, even though he 
does not refer to him directly in the text. After the latter’s powerful 
attack, however, all subsequent polemics revolved within the sphere 
of his critique. ʿAbd al-Ghanī referred to Ibn Taymiyya in his com-
mentary on the mystical disclosures of Maḥmūd al-Uskudārī, describ-
ing him as one with an “abhorrent innovation” (bidʿa shanīʿa), and his 
followers as “a group of ignorant and pretentious jurists.”92  

The Unity of Being

One of the most perplexing questions in religious thought is how to 
keep God effectively engaged in the affairs of a perishable and changing 
world while maintaining his transcendence, immutability, and eternity. 
From the religious perspective, God cannot be seen as being completely 
detached, leaving humans to mind their own business and be in charge 
of their own destiny. While being transcendent, God has also to be 
immanent and everywhere in order to run the world according to his 
eternal plan. Transcendence and immanence (tanzīh and tashbīh in 
Islamic theology) thus became a highly sensitive theological polarity, 
wherein a satisfactory middle position was extremely difficult to find 
without its proponents being accused of either taʿṭīl (divine inactivity) 
or ḥulūl (pantheism). This is where disputes start among advocates of 
different interpretations. A safe way to deal with this thorny issue 
would be to start by separating God completely from the world, and 
then finding ways to explain his immanence. This separation ensures 
God’s transcendence above, and distinction from, everything worldly 
and human. Ibn Taymiyya, along with mainstream Muslim theologians 

91 Shaykh Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Kasba al-Ḥalabī al-Qādirī; see al-Nabhānī, 
Jāmiʿ, 1: 562–63. Other than al-Nabhānī’s brief biography, which is quoted from 
muṣṭafā al-Bakrī’s al-Suyūf al-Ḥidād, no information has been found on him, and 
the correct pronunciation of the name “Kasba” could not be verified. 

92 Al-Nābulusī, “Lamaʿāt al-Barq al-Najdī,” 12. 
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of the time, took up this position, emphasising the distinction between 
God and the world and differentiating sharply between two modes of 
being (wujūd): the divine eternal and immutable mode, and the world’s 
temporal and mutable mode. With this sharp distinction, the absolute 
transcendence of God is predicated on an irreconcilable and irreduc-
ible duality, within which God’s being and man’s being can never be 
conflated into one. They necessarily have to remain distinctly different 
for God to remain God and man to remain man, so that divinity is not 
confused with humanity and vice versa. 

In contrast to the mainstream theologians’ position, the mystics 
generally argue that starting with two distinct modes of being breaks 
the continuity between divinity and humanity, making it impossible 
for God to be immanently engaged with the world’s affairs. For them 
there can be only one mode of being (wujūd) that binds God and the 
world, hence the name “Unity of Being” or “Oneness of Being” (waḥdat 
al-wujūd). This proposition necessarily leads to a highly contentious 
conclusion: God is being. For if there is only one mode of being (wujūd) 
and God necessarily is (mawjūd), then God and being must be either 
the same or different. Difference amounts to duality, which contradicts 
the Islamic principle of absolute unity; hence, God and being must be 
one and the same. With this rather radical concept, the Sufis struggled 
against mainstream theologians, who accused them of pantheism 
(ḥulūl) on two critical points that led necessarily, in their view, to the 
belief that God is present in all natural objects: first, that being is one, 
and second, that God is being.93

In al-Wujūd al-Ḥaqq, ʿAbd al-Ghanī attempted to clarify in a sys-
tematic way all misconceptions about the Unity of Being and to address 
all objections levelled against it. Clearing the widespread misunder-
standing that confused being (wujūd) with a particular being (mawjūd), 
he wrote: 

93 A linguistic difficulty emerges here: in Arabic there is only one word, wujūd, 
for Being/being, Existence/existence. There is no upper- and lower-case differentia-
tion, nor a conceptual polarity as in “being” and “existence”. When reference is made 
to God’s being, man’s being, the world’s being, or a thing’s being, the same word is 
used. This is confusing in English, where upper and lower cases, as in Being/being, 
are available and have always been used to differentiate between upper and lower 
worlds. many scholars have maintained the polarity of Being/being when explaining 
the theology of the Unity of Being. This, in my view, undermines the very essence of 
the mystical concept, which stresses that there is only one mode of being. Here I use 
“being” in lower case consistently, except where I refer to the “Unity of Being” as the 
technical name of a theological concept.
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Know that when you hear us speak of the Unity of Being, you should 
not assume that we are speaking of it according to what the people of 
ignorance, obstinacy, misguidance, and dismissal believe in. When we 
speak of it, we clearly distinguish between the unity of wujūd (being) 
and the multiplicity of mawjūd (a particular being)...94

 Know that a difference between being and a particular being is, in 
our view, necessary and qualified. For beings are many and different, 
while being is one and the same in itself: it is, in our view, one reality 
that does not divide, or have any parts, or multiply with the multiplic-
ity of beings. Being is an origin, while beings are associated with it, 
arise from it, and subsist by it. Being rules over beings with whatever 
it wills of changes and transformations. As for the meaning of a par-
ticular being: it is a thing that has being, as we will explain, not being 
itself. Thus, our speech is on the unity of being, not the unity of a 
particular being.95 

And on the equation of God with being, he explains: 
Know that when you hear us say, “being is God-most-high,” you should 
not assume that by this we mean, “beings are God-most-high,” regard-
less of whether these beings are sensible or intelligible. What we mean 
by this is that “being whereby all beings subsist is God-most-high,” 
since his names include “the Living (Ḥayy), the Subsistent (Qayyūm)” 
(2: 255). The most high also tells us that heaven and earth subsist by 
his order (30: 25). 
 There is no doubt that the truthful being, transcendent and most 
high, is [at once] manifest and hidden: manifest to every sight and 
insight and hidden from every sight and insight. In respect of its being 
manifest, all sights and insights see it but cannot know it—“Their 
knowledge cannot encompass him” (20: 110). And in respect of its 
being hidden, minds and thoughts know it but cannot see it. Thus, it 
is manifest in itself but hidden in its names and attributes, because 
being itself is a truthful reality, absolute in the real sense, transcending 
all limits, even the limit of absoluteness. This is why being can be seen 
[in its manifest forms] but not known. As for its names and attributes, 
they are states and relations that have no [supporting] realities other 
than transcendental being itself. This is why being can be known 
[through various qualifications] but not seen.96

The perennial question of being is complex and perplexing. The para-
dox inherent in its very nature is that its self-evident, universal pres-
ence—“manifest to every sight and insight”—is what makes it 
ungraspable and undefinable—“hidden from every sight and insight.” 

94 Wujūd, 13.
95 Ibid., 19.
96 Ibid., 11.
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Being is manifest in all beings, sensible and intelligible, and this is 
where “all sights and insights see it but cannot know it,” because the 
human mind is unable to define and grasp in an affirmative sense the 
fundamental reality that underlies the inexhaustible multiplicity of 
beings. Being also has a complex network of invisible forces—“states 
and relations”—whereby it dictates “changes and transformations,” 
and such that “minds and thoughts know it but cannot see it.” In reli-
gious terms, the complex network of invisible forces is thought of as 
God’s names and attributes that are present in the form of “states and 
relations” that “can be known but not seen.”

The Game’s Spirit

The concept of “being,” thus understood, is similar to such universal 
notions as “culture,” “economy,” and “polity,” which represent states 
of affairs that are graspable at the level of particular events, actions, 
and behaviours but not at the universal level of the notion itself. At the 
universal level, these concepts are elusive: they can be thought of and 
understood in terms of their visible and tangible traces, while them-
selves remaining invisible and intangible. The most important aspect 
of this understanding is the realisation that these states of affairs, once 
created by human interactions, assume an autonomy of their own that 
dictates their workings at the level of the particular. For example, once 
a group of people creates a culture or an economy, they become subject 
to the dictates of cultural and economic forces that somehow remain 
beyond the control of individuals. In Truth and Method, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer illustrates the working of this dialectic relationship between 
the universal and the particular through his phenomenological expla-
nation of the nature of conversation and play.97 Explaining the nature 
of conversation, he wrote: 

We say that we conduct a conversation, but the more fundamental a 
conversation is, the less its conduct lies within the will of either partner. 
Thus a fundamental conversation is never one that we want to conduct. 
Rather, it is generally more correct to say that we fall into conversation, 
or that we become involved in it. The way in which one word follows 
another, with the conversation taking its own turnings and reaching 
its own conclusion, may well be conducted in some way, but the  people 

97 These experiential examples are directly relevant to understanding the working 
of not only the Unity of Being but, as we shall see, also of natural causes and human 
voluntary actions according to Ashʿariyya theology, as discussed by ʿAbd al-Ghanī in 
his letter to Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī (letter 4). 
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conversing are far less the leaders of it than the led. No one knows 
what will ‘come out’ in a conversation… All this shows that a conver-
sation has a spirit of its own.98 

What does it mean for the conversation to conduct itself, lead the 
participants, and have a spirit of its own? What is the nature of this 
spirit? And how does it work? These are the kind of questions the 
answers to which underlie an understanding of the Unity of Being. 
From ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s perspective on the Unity of Being, a conversa-
tion—as an event of being—occurs through two modes: revealed and 
concealed. The revealed mode is the acts and speech of the participants 
that are visible to “every sight and insight,” while the concealed mode 
is the invisible forces, or “spirit,” as Gadamer calls it, that control the 
flow and turnings of the conversation. These two modes are at once 
attached to and detached from one another. They are attached because 
a conversation would not occur without their simultaneous presence, 
yet they are detached because the controlling spirit remains, in certain 
respects, independent of the consciousness of the conversing individu-
als or groups, of their will, motives, and intentions, and of the purpose 
of the conversation itself. If this were not so, then the participants 
would be able to control the conversation and dictate its moves and 
turns, in which case the conversation would become predictable and 
lose its spirit. It would become a pre-planned mechanical exchange 
with a predetermined outcome. 

A true, engaging conversation, however, does not unfold in this 
manner. If we know beforehand what will come out in a conversation 
it will turn into a contrived theatrical show, not a spontaneous dia-
logue. True, the participants will have some control over the unfolding 
of the exchange, but it is the inherent unpredictability of any such situ-
ation that makes it engaging for both the participants and the audience. 
The secret of this unpredictability lies in the nature of the concealed 
spirit that the revealed acts of the participants create in the first place, 
but only to instantaneously succumb to its control. Yet, while the spirit 
of the conversation assumes autonomy the moment it is created, its 
concealed presence remains dependent on the revealed act of con-
versing. This is a fundamental aspect of being in general, and of being-
together and being-in-the-world in particular, that conditions all 
existential engagements.99 

98 Gadamer 1975, 345. 
99 On the phenomenological theory of “being-in-the-world,” see Heidegger 1962 

and Dreyfus 1991.
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The concept of “play” and the nature of the game provide yet another 
expressive example of this existential condition. Just like the conversa-
tion, Gadamer explains, the game has two states: revealed and con-
cealed. The revealed state is the actual playing by the players, their 
to-and-fro movements, and their interactions in a particular place, 
over a specific period of time, and in accordance with certain rules. 
The concealed state is the game’s own spirit that “holds the player in 
its spell, draws him into play, and keeps him there.”100 And just like 
the spirit of the conversation, the spirit of the game, while it is attached 
to the acts of the players, remains detached from their moods, inten-
tions, and consciousness, as well as from the purpose of the game itself. 
“This difference of mental attitude in the playing of different games 
and in the desire to play them is a result and not the cause of the dif-
ference of the games themselves,” Gadamer explains. “Games them-
selves differ from one another by their spirit. The reason for this is that 
the to-and-fro movement, which is what constitutes the game, is dif-
ferently arranged.”101 

Ontologically, the dynamics of the game are the same as those of 
the conversation. The moment playing starts, the spirit of the game 
takes control of the players. The players train, learn all the rules, and 
know how to play the game well; however, they do not know what all 
these things mean when the game takes control and they lose them-
selves in playing. Effective playing occurs, Gadamer explains, when 
the players lose their self-awareness of what they are doing and become 
absorbed in the game. At that moment the unpredictable, dictating 
spirit takes control, unfolding the events of playing moment by 
moment. Without the presence of this invisible force, there would be 
no true game. The challenge and excitement for both the players and 
the spectators lie in the fact that no-one knows how the game will 
unfold, how the players will perform, and how the game will end. The 
same teams or individuals may play at different times, and on each 
occasion the game will unfold in a completely different manner. This 
is what makes the game engaging and exciting. For the players to be 
able to control the game they would have to be able to predict how it 
would unfold, and this is not possible. Predictability negates the game’s 
spirit. Yet, while the spirit of the game transcends the skills and  
mental states of the players, and is, in this sense, self-sufficient and 

100 Gadamer 1975, 96.
101 Ibid.



introduction40

autonomous, it remains dependent on their playing; that is, their pres-
ence, actions, and interactions. Paradoxically, the game becomes onto-
logically distinct only through the players and cannot exist without 
them. To conflate the two, however, is to reduce the game to its visible 
evidence—the players and their actions—and, consequently, to fail to 
understand the true nature of playing and to recognise the full scope 
of the game’s ontology.

The Game of Being

If we are to see our entire existence, with its complex life processes, as 
a “game” and all beings as “players” interacting at many levels and in 
different ways, we can begin to see the main point of the Unity of Being. 
The coexistence of all beings, human and non-human, in the universal 
game of being, as the coming together of players in any specific game, 
conceals a controlling force, a spirit, that is at once attached to and 
detached from all beings and their deeds. The concept of the Unity of 
Being hinges on this spirit: the one and only being that at once supports 
and controls the whole. The theology of the Unity of Being is thus 
devoted to understanding the double-sided nature of this being and 
the way it operates at the divine and human levels. It is through its 
attachment to the world that being can be seen but not known, and 
through its attachment to God that it can be known but not seen. A 
widely cited Sufi poem captures this elusive and rather confusing 
nature of being:

The glass has thinned and so has the wine,
 so they become similar and people are confused.
To some, there appears a glass without wine,
 and to others, there appears wine without a glass.102 

The Sufis capture the double-sided nature of the spirit of the game of 
being through the concept of “presence” (ḥaḍra), which emphasises 
the complex web of intangible relationships that beings spawn by their 
very physical existence, and by the influences they exert through their 
web of connectedness. The “presence” of a particular being or beings 
thus embraces, in addition to their tangible existence, intangible layers 
of impacting qualities that complement their objective physical proper-
ties. The spell of the game that binds the players and the spectators 
together, driving them sometimes to act in irrational, violent, and 

102 Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt, 1: 107. 
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 inexplicable ways, and causing millions of people watching on televi-
sion thousands of miles away to respond, is one powerful example of 
the notion of “presence.” Every game, including the game of being, has 
a presence, and as such, it cannot be reduced to just the players and 
their playing, which, in the game of being, include all beings and their 
visible modes of interaction. 

In the game of being, al-wujūd is the controlling presence, the spirit 
of the game that runs the show of being-together and being-in-the-
world. Through its ontological attachment to the players, this presence 
is directly influenced and manipulated by their affairs and interactions, 
and through its detachment it exerts its own influence and imposes its 
own destiny. In ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s terms, the attachment represents the 
revealed aspect of the wujūd, while the detachment represents the con-
cealed aspect. This helps us understand the Sufis’ equation of God and 
being in the theology of the Unity of Being. God’s attachment to the 
world represents his immanent, revealed, and, hence, comprehensible 
aspects that can be understood in one form or another, while his 
detachment from the world represents his transcendental, concealed, 
and, hence, incomprehensible aspect, which is inaccessible to human 
understanding. The Sufis identify God’s revealed states as those associ-
ated with his names and attributes that are gathered under the all-
encompassing states of divinity (ulūhiyya) and lordship (rubūbiyya). 
These mediating states bind God to the created world in a dialectical 
relationship, for there can be no ulūhiyya without a maʾlūh (worshiper) 
and no rubūbiyya without a marbūb (servant). These revealed states 
are meaningful and effective only through the creatures that reveal 
them. In other words, divinity becomes known and effective through 
the worshiper, and lordship through the servant. God’s essence or 
reality, which is detached from the world, becomes being (wujūd) in 
its most transcendental, most primordial, most fundamental, and most 
universal mode, which is beyond definition and comprehension. 
No-one knows what this really means, because, lying beyond every-
thing that is humanly imaginable, it is inaccessible to the human mind.

From the perspective of this phenomenological understanding, we 
can identify two related points of misunderstanding among Muslim 
theologians who dismiss the Unity of Being as pure pantheism. One 
lies in conflating the game itself with playing it; the other lies in sepa-
rating the detached and attached aspects of the game’s spirit. This leads 
to their eliminating a crucial ontological mediation and ending up with 
the irreconcilable duality of God and the world. The duality, valid 
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though it may be as a starting point, does not help us understand how 
God’s opposing attributes of immanence and transcendence work 
simultaneously together. Quite the contrary; in fact, the sharp duality 
tends to impede our understanding because it leads to an unproductive 
separation of two distinct modes of being. From the perspective of the 
Unity of Being, duality is unproductive; the basis of production is tri-
plicity. In the game of being, triplicity arises from seeing both God and 
the world as having revealed and concealed sides, and seeing the 
revealed side of God as tied to or identical with the concealed side of 
the world.103 This way the polarity of being and beings is overcome, 
and being and beings are brought together through the game of life, 
which is the mediating presence that unites the concealed side of 
worldly existence with the revealed side of God. It is through this vital 
connection that the game of being is played by divine rules, according 
to which both God and the world subsist through mutual depen - 
dency.104 

Ibn Taymiyya’s Critique

Maintaining an irreconcilable duality of God and the world, Ibn 
Taymiyya presented a detailed critique of the Unity of Being, focusing 
on two foundational points: one point concerns the idea that God and 
the world share one and the same being (wujūd); the other concerns 
the nature of the eternal plan according to which the game of being is 
played. His critique of the first point hinges on the distinction he main-
tained between the divine and human modes of existence, which is 
predicated on the separation of the detached and attached aspects of 
the game’s spirit. This naturally leads to the Unity of Being appearing 
as pantheism, pure and simple. His critique of the second point, how-
ever, relates specifically to Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of “Immutable 

103 On the hierarchy that binds the revealed side of God to the concealed side of 
the world, see Akkach 2005a, 85. 

104 Ibn ʿArabī sums up eloquently the working of the game of being in the follow-
ing poetic explanation of how fate (qadar) works, cited in Dīwān Ibn ʿArabī, 216:
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Essences” or “Affirmed Essences” (aʿyān thābita).105 With this concept 
Ibn ʿArabī argued that the world has an eternal presence in divine 
knowledge in the form of abstract realities or original ideas.106 From 
the religious perspective that considers the world to be “designed” 
according to an eternal divine plan, knowledge of this “design” must 
be differentiated, in one way or another, in God’s mind in order for 
the creation of the world not to become purely accidental. Ibn ʿ Arabī’s 
Affirmed Essences constitute, as it were, the fundamental elements of 
this design. The Sufis call this conceptual presence of the world the 
state of “First Differentiation” or “First Determination” (al-taʿayyun 
al-awwal), and liken it to the concealed form of the tree in the seed 
before its external materialisation. These Affirmed Essences are con-
ceptual considerations that Ibn ʿArabī qualifies as “not having smelt a 
scent from the existent.”107 This often misunderstood concept calls for 
some clarification. 

As already explained, the game’s essence lies in its unpredictability, 
which derives from the game’s own plan that no-one knows. In its 
detached state, the game’s spirit dictates the play according to its own 
“will,” so to speak, which no-one questions. When the game ends, the 
interest of all participants (players and spectators) is sustained by the 
unknown of the next encounter. In the game of being, wherein every 
creature has only one chance to play, the plan becomes the destiny 
inherent in God’s knowledge of his creation. With the great emphasis 
religions place on post-game events, divine intention has been the 
subject of reflection and debate throughout human history. While no-
one really knows the eternal plan of existence, or whether there is one, 
humans have always been eager to read the mind of God through 
reflection on and interrogation of the universal laws and consistent 
workings of nature. For example, at present, understanding the ways 
in which the invisible genetic codes imprinted in DNA at the individual 
and universal levels work is one frontier at which scientists are, in a 
sense, attempting to read the mind of God and understand the eternal 

105 Ibn ʿArabī was not the first to introduce this concept. Ibn Taymiyya credits 
the idea to Abū ʿUthmān al-Shaḥḥām, the teacher of Abū ʿAlī al-Jubbāʾī, a key figure 
of the Muʿtazila school. Majmūʿ, 2: 75. 

106 Ibn Taymiyya’s critique of the Unity of Being pays special attention to the 
writings of Ibn ʿArabī, and is motivated by deep resentment, antagonism, and hostil-
ity towards his ideas. Yet, he admits that Ibn ʿArabī’s teachings include many good 
ideas and that he is the closest to Islam among the pantheists. Majmūʿ, 2: 75.

107 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, 1: 76. ”ود لمو��ب �ح�هي �م��ب ا
�إ �ل�شمّ��ي �ا “�م��
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plan of existence. The Sufis, through the theology of the Unity of Being, 
have also reflected on this issue, and Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of “Affirmed 
Essences” is one way of describing the original and most fundamental 
codes that make individual creatures who and what they are. But of 
course the Sufis were not concerned with the workings of these codes 
at the physical level; rather, they were concerned with the original ideas 
they represent at the divine level. Viewed from their perspective, the 
specific DNA structure that produces and sustains the human race, 
with all of its variations, for example, appears as an earthly embodi-
ment of the idea of “humanity” that originally (in the divine mind) 
differentiated humans from other creatures and things. The same goes 
for the identities of particular beings: as a fruit seed will produce only 
a particular kind of fruit tree, the essence of that tree can be affirmed 
as existing in the seed even when the tree itself is non-existent. The 
Affirmed Essences thus stand as a set of original ideas, only conceptu-
ally articulated in the non-differentiation of non-existence (ʿadam), in 
order to mediate—in the form of an eternal design or blueprint—
between the incomprehensible creator and his tangible creations.108

Ibn Taymiyya polemically dismissed the idea of “Affirmed Essences” 
on the basis that the non-existent (al-maʿdūm) cannot be affirmed in 
non-existence (ʿadam); that is to say, in the state of nothingness there 
is simply nothing. He also took issue with the nature of the presumed 
differentiation between God and the essences, pointing to an inherent 
contradiction in considering the Affirmed Essences to be at once iden-
tical with and yet differentiated from God in non-existence. He wrote:

And those who say that the non-existent is an affirmed thing in non-
existence—regardless of whether they consider the thing’s being to be 
of God’s creation or God himself—also say that quiddities (māhiyyāt) 
and essences are neither made nor created, and that the being of 

108 In Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Ibn ʿArabī explains his concept of “universal realities” or 
“original ideas,” 1: 51–52.

���ب�هي ل�  �هىي �ب��
، ���ب �ه��ب �ل�دب ىي ا

�ك ��ب  �ب�لا ���ش
و�ل�هي �م�ع��لو�م�هي

�هىي �م�ع����ي
����، ���ب ىي �ع�مي�م�ب

ود ��ب  لم �ي����ب �ك����� و��ب
�ل�كك��ل��ي�هي، واإ�ب �مو� ا

إ
ل� �ب ا

إ
ع��لم ا

“ا

�ي  ا ود لمو��ب �ب ا �ع��ي��
إ
ىي ا

�ع�ب
إ
��ير�ه��، ا

���� ل� عب ، �ب�ل �هو �ع�مي�م�ب ىي
ود �ع�مي�ب �ل�ه و��ب ىي ك�ل �م��

�شر ��ب
إ
ل� �ل�ح�كم وا ، و�ك����� ا ىي

�ل�ع�مي�ب ود ا �لو��ب ل �ع��ب ا ا �يرب

���ب�هي �م��ب ���مي��ش  �� �ل��ب ، كما �هىي ا �ي ا ود لمو��ب �ب ا �ع��ي��
إ
��رهي �م��ب ���مي��ش ا �� �ك���ب �هىي ا

��م�����. ���ب ىي �ب����ب
و�ل�هي ��ب

���� �م�ع����ي
ل �ع��ب �كو��ب �ي�هي، ولم �يرب

�ل�ع��ي��مب ا

ىي 
�ه�� ��ب ود �ل�ع����ي�ل، ول� �يم����ب و��ب ������� �ع��ب ا

ىي ل� �يم����ب �����ب
�ل��ي �ل�كك��ل��ي�هي، ا �مو� ا

إ
ل� ه ا ىي �ك����دب

ود �ع�مي�ب د ك�ل �مو��ب �����مي�ب�� ����، ��ب�� و�ل�مي�م�ي
�م�ع����ي

لموإ��ي��ي  ��س�����ب�هي ا
، �ب ��ير �موإ��ي��ي

و عب
إ
 ا

ً
ىي �موإ��ي��ي��

�ل�ع�مي�ب ود ا �لو��ب �ل�ك ا �ب دب ء ك�ا و�ل�هي. و���وا
�ب �ي��و�ب �م�ع����ي

إ
ول �ب�ه �ع��ب ا اً �يرب ود �ل�ع��ي�ب و��ب ا

هي.”  ��د ��س�����ب�هي وا
ول �ب

لم���ع����ي �ل�كك��لىي ا �مر ا
إ
ل� ا ا �ى �ه�دب لموإ��ي��ي اإ ��ير ا

وعب



the intellectual milieu 45

 everything is an added mode to the thing’s quiddity. They may also say 
that being is an attribute of a particular being. This view, while it seems 
similar to the one that maintains the eternity of the world, or the one 
that maintains the eternity of its substance and materia, as distinct 
from its form, is not quite the same, even though there is some overlap 
between them. For the created form of animals, plants, and minerals 
is not eternal by agreement among all sound thinkers. These now are, 
after they were not. And so are the attributes and accidents that subsist 
in the bodies of the heavens, and the transformations that occur in the 
elements, such as the motions of planets, the sun, the moon, clouds, 
rain, thunder, lightning, and so forth. For anyone with a healthy sense, 
all of these are created and not eternal, as one can see with one’s own 
eyes. As for those who say that the non-existent’s essence is affirmed 
in eternity or that its substance is eternal, they also say that the essences 
of these things are affirmed in eternity, and that all the substances of 
the world, but not their forms, are eternal.109 

Ibn Taymiyya recognises God’s knowledge of the world prior to its 
existence as being the theoretical basis of the Affirmed Essences, and 
he also acknowledges the difficulty involved in imagining and exposing 
the fallacy of this position. Explaining the misunderstanding involved 
in this concept, he wrote: “They regarded the non-existent that God 
creates as being differentiated in his Knowledge, Will, and Power, so 
they imagined that in such differentiation it had an affirmed essence 
[prior to its existence], but the reality is not like that.”110 While accept-
ing the premise that the world must have been differentiated before its 
existence in God’s knowledge, Ibn Taymiyya does not accept the con-
clusion that such differentiation amounts to the affirmation of essences 
in non-existence. He explains the nature of this differentiation by com-
paring it to our mental grasping of things, and the imagining of various 
non-existent entities, without these entities having Affirmed Essences 
outside our knowledge. He explains:

109 Majmūʿ, 2: 76. In the Futūḥāt, 3: 48, Ibn ʿArabī points out that the dividing 
“line” or “state” between existence and non-existence is an elusive imaginary concept 
that cannot be said to be either existing or non-existing, and, hence, the distinction 
between existence and non-existence is equally elusive and imaginary. 
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110 Majmūʿ, 2: 76.
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These things which we know and imagine, regardless of whether we 
negate or affirm their external existence or whether we are unsure 
about that, their essences would not, by our mere imagining them, be 
affirmed externally outside our knowledge and our mind. As when we 
imagine a mountain of sapphire, a sea of mercury, a man of gold, and 
a horse of stone—the affirmation of the thing in knowledge and think-
ing is not the same as the affirmation of its essence externally. In fact, 
one can know something, speak about it, write it, and neither is the 
thing’s essence affirmed externally nor does it exist in the first place.111 

Ibn Taymiyya’s polemic falters on this point because neither Ibn ʿ Arabī 
nor others say that the affirmation of the essences in non-existence 
amounts to their existence, internally or externally. In his reply to 
Aḥmad al-Kasbī (letter 62), ʿAbd al-Ghanī dwells on this point to 
clarify the meaning of “affirmation” in Sufi cosmogony. Comparing 
God’s mode of knowing to the human mode of thinking is, as we shall 
see, also invalid because of the inherent difference between God and 
humans. God and humans do not think and imagine in the same way, 
and, in Ibn ʿArabī’s view, the faculty of thinking (tafkīr) is exclusively 
human: we cannot say that God thinks as humans do.112 In a profound 
sense, Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of “Affirmed Essences” (aʿyān thābita), 
which “have not smelt a scent from the existent” (mā shammat rāʾiḥa 
min al-mawjūd), is not in disagreement with Ibn Taymiyya’s position. 
In fact, there is apparent concurrence between the views of Ibn ʿArabī 
and Ibn Taymiyya that the original realities in God’s knowledge are of 
a completely different nature from their external materialisation. Their 
affirmation simply means their conceptual differentiation in divine 
knowledge, without any distinction or externalisation, as Ibn Taymiyya 
claims. The fundamental difference between Ibn ʿArabī and Ibn 
Taymiyya on this point is that Ibn Taymiyya, in wanting to emphasise 
creatio ex nihilo (creation from nothingness), maintains that God’s 
knowledge of the world before its existence amounts to nothing, 
whereas Ibn ʿArabī argues that it amounts to something, and tries to 
explain how and what. 

Ibn Taymiyya explains his belief with regard to this issue, which he 
identifies as being the one held by “the people of the Prophet’s tradition 

111 Ibid., 2: 77.
112 Futūḥāt, 2: 227.
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and the community” as well as by “all the sound thinkers of Adam’s 
posterity,” to be based on the following principles. First, “the non-
existent in itself is nothing, and its affirmation, existence, and becom-
ing is one thing.” This, he says, is in accordance with the Qurʾān, the 
Prophet’s tradition, and the consensus of early scholars.113 Second, 
“quiddities are made (majʿūla); the quiddity of everything is none other 
than its being (wujūd); and the thing’s being is not something addi-
tional to its quiddity.” Third, “in external existence there is nothing 
other than the thing, which is the thing itself—its essence, its self, its 
quiddity, and its reality—and its external existence and affirmation are 
not an addition to that.”114 Put simply, Ibn Taymiyya rejects all con-
ceptual differentiation in the creative process and accepts only the 
tangible reality of material existence. 

From this polemical perspective, Ibn Taymiyya attacked all Muslim 
individuals and groups that maintained, in one form or another, an 
eternal presence of the world in an essential or conceptual form, and 
especially those who argued that a thing’s being is an addition to its 
quiddity, and that quiddities are not made or created. By contrast, Ibn 
ʿArabī’s position on these issues is always more nuanced than the 
black-and-white picture Ibn Taymiyya tends to paint. Through the 
idea of the “Affirmed Essences,” Ibn ʿArabī was able to accommodate 
the arguments for the eternity of the world in a sophisticated model, 
the multidimensional hermeneutics of which go way beyond Ibn 
Taymiyya’s often one-dimensional critique. In Ibn ʿ Arabī’s multi-level 
world, one can find more common ground with Ibn Taymiyya over 
fundamental issues than the latter was able to recognise. For example, 
on the issue of existence (wujūd) and non-existence (ʿadam), and the 
way in which they can be thought of in relation to the existent (mawjūd) 
and the non-existent (maʿdūm), Ibn ʿArabī writes:

Know that existence and non-existence are not something additional 
to the existent and non-existent; rather they are the same as the existent 
and non-existent. Imagination, however, makes one think that exis-
tence and non-existence are two attributes of the existent and non-
existent. One imagines them as a house into which the existent and 
non-existent have entered, as when some charlatans say, “This thing 
has entered into existence after it was not,” meaning that this thing 
exists in itself. Existence and non-existence are two expressions for 
affirming the thing’s essence or negating it. Once the thing’s essence 

113 Majmūʿ, 2: 82–83.
114 Ibid., 2: 83.
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is affirmed or negated, then it is possible for it to be ascribed with 
existence and non-existence simultaneously, but only through addition 
and relation. Thus, Zayd, who exists in himself, can be said to be 
(mawjūd) in the market and not to be (maʿdūm) in the house. If exis-
tence and non-existence were among the qualities that could be attrib-
uted to the existent, like blackness and whiteness, it would not have 
been possible to describe the existent with both terms at the same time. 
For if a thing is non-existent, it cannot be existent, as when it is black, 
it cannot be white. It is possible, however, to describe a thing as existent 
and non-existent at the same time. This is relative existence and non-
existence after the affirmation of the existent’s essence.115   

This shows that Ibn ʿArabī and Ibn Taymiyya are not as far apart as 
the latter had made it to be. While sharing some common ground with 
Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ʿArabī tends to reflect more profoundly on the 
shared fundamentals than does his foe, whose main strategy was to 
attack the foundational elements of his opponents’ theology, and to 
raise sufficient doubts about the validity and merit of their core ideas 
in order to dismiss them completely. With the sharp distinction 
between physical and mental existence he employs in his dismissal of 
Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of “Affirmed Essences,” Ibn Taymiyya does not 
reflect deeply on the nature and implications of the examples he uses. 
While he confirms God’s differentiated knowledge of the world, he 
does not reflect on the nature of this knowledge beyond comparing it 
to human mental processes that involve no tangible entities. This is 
where he differs from Ibn ʿArabī, who explores his ideas at a deeper 
level and from different angles to present richer interpretations.

Maintaining pre-creation nothingness was adequate for Ibn 
Taymiyya to doggedly defend the dogmatic notion of creatio ex nihilo. 
But it was not so for Ibn ʿArabī, who argued that creation was at once 
from nothing and from something. It was from nothing because it had 
no preceding model, and it was from something because it was neces-
sarily based on God’s knowledge, whatever that might be. Here Ibn 
ʿArabī takes his thought to levels that are not addressed by Ibn 
Taymiyya. First, he asserts that when one creates something in accor-
dance with a mental form already present in one’s mind, one cannot 
be regarded as creating from nothing, because one would be creating 
from something, however abstract that something might be. 
Accordingly, his Affirmed Essences are considered to be pure mean-
ings with no forms whatsoever. They are identical to God’s knowledge 

115 Ibn ʿArabī, Inshāʾ al-Dawāʾir, 6–7.
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and distinct from the forms of the world. Here Ibn ʿArabī makes a 
crucial distinction between knowing and imagining that seems to have 
been lost on Ibn Taymiyya and other critics. For him, God’s knowing 
of the world is not the same as his imagining its forms, and, therefore, 
human mental processes, wherein knowing and imagining are often 
conflated, cannot be compared with those of the divine. God’s imagin-
ing the forms of the world, Ibn ʿArabī explains, coincides with its cre-
ation and material existence.116 Reflecting on the notion of “originality” 
(ibdāʿ) in the creative act, Ibn ʿArabī writes:

God-most-high says: “The originator (badīʿ) of the heavens and the 
earth” (2: 117); [he described himself as badīʿ] because the heavens and 
the earth were created according to no preceding model. The first thing 
God created was the Intellect, which is “the Pen” (al-qalam); it was the 
first “original creation” (maf ʿūl ibdāʿī) manifested from God-most-
high. And every creation made without a preceding “model” (mithāl) 
is “original” (mubdaʿ), and its creator is its “originator” (mubdiʿ). So, 
if knowledge is conceiving the form of the known, as some people 
maintain in the definition of knowledge, that created thing will not be 
“original” (mubdaʿ), because it will have in the self of one who origi-
nated it a model, in accordance with which he had brought it into 
existence. This means that that which is in God’s self has, according to 
this definition of knowledge, never ceased to be a “necessary being” 
(wājib al-wujūd), and that God did not “originate” (ibtadaʿa) it in his 
self, as does the innovator when he originates. Nor has anything been 
brought into existence but according to the form which exists in the 
self of the form-Giver, for [the sake of things to be in] its likeness, not 
for its own sake. for [God’s self] is not the place of what he creates. It 
follows that God is not badīʿ (according to the people who maintain 
that knowledge is the form of the known imprinted in the soul of the 
knower); but he is. So he has in himself no form of what he originates, 
nor has he conceived of its form [before originating it]. This is a prob-
lematic matter. For among the “knowable things” (maʿlūmāt) there are 
those that admit forms and others that do not, though they are know-
able. Hence the definition of knowledge is not conceiving of the form 
of the known. And so likewise is the one who knows: he could be 
amongst those who are able to conceive of forms, being endowed with 
an imagining faculty, or he could be amongst those who know without 
imagining—the notion of giving form [from within] being inapplicable 
to him (as is the case with God). Thus [for God,] imagining (that is, 
form giving, taṣawwur) is an act that occurs “from without” (min 

116 On Ibn ʿArabī’s differentiation between knowing and imagining, at the human 
and divine levels, and on cosmic imagination, see Akkach 2005a, 40–49, 115–20, and 
Chittick 1989, 112–43.
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khārij), and he does not receive within his self what he “gives form to” 
(ṣawwara) from without, but he knows it. And know first that “original 
creation” (ibdāʿ) is not possible except with “forms” (ṣuwar) in par-
ticular, because they can be created and can, therefore, be originated. 
As for “meanings” (maʿānī), none of them are “originated” (mubtadaʿ), 
because they cannot be created and, therefore, cannot be originated, 
but they can be comprehended as affirmed essences. This is the pres-
ence of true meanings.117

Through this articulation of the cosmogonic process, it is clear that 
Ibn ʿ Arabī concurs with Ibn Taymiyya on the issue of creatio ex nihilo, 
but this is not the whole story, as there is always another side to Ibn 
ʿArabī’s interpretations, which Ibn Taymiyya tended either to ignore 
or not to see. The intricacy and complexity of Ibn ʿArabī’s thinking on 
cosmogony appear as an object of theological debate in ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s 
Wasāʾil. In contrast to Ibn Taymiyya’s dismissive attitude, both ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī and his correspondent, Aḥmad al-Kasbī, reveal the inspiring 
and multivalent nature of Ibn ʿArabī’s ideas, which continued to pro-
voke and stimulate scholars’ profound reflections centuries after his 
death.

In the same way in which he attacked the idea of Affirmed Essences, 
Ibn Taymiyya tackled the other core point he took issue with: “that the 

117 Futūḥāt, 2: 414–15.
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being of tangible essences is the same as God’s being.”118 Starting from 
the mainstream theological position that emphasises two distinct 
modes of being, divine and human, Ibn Taymiyya was, of course, 
unable to see the complex ontology of the game of being, nor was he 
in a position to appreciate the dialectical, interdependent relationship 
between the players and the game, as discussed above. Anyone who 
understands the Unity of Being, he wrote, will realise that it amounts 
to denying God’s distinctive being and his continuous creation of and 
control over his creatures. Not only that, but it also amounts to denying 
the existence of the creative Lord and the distinction between the Lord 
and the creature. The equation of God with being, he added, also 
amounts to denying that both being and the world are subject to God’s 
complete control. And if one accepts that the Affirmed Essences are 
eternal, then one must also accept that their inherent possibilities are 
eternal, and whatever they have come to manifest in their external 
existence is, therefore, of their own creation. God’s creative responsi-
bilities thus become confined to differentiating them in the state of 
non-existence.119 

These conclusions arise from Ibn Taymiyya’s part misunderstanding 
of the Sufi ontology of the game of being and the double-sided nature 
of the game’s spirit. Yet, despite his misunderstanding and frequent 
misrepresentation of Sufi ideas, Ibn Taymiyya’s critique of the Unity 
of Being and other mystical ideas was nonetheless rigorous and more 
extensive than the brief coverage presented here. On the positive side, 
it has led to vigorous debates that in turn have resulted in considerable 
theoretical clarification and refinement by succeeding scholars, includ-
ing ʿAbd al-Ghanī himself. The main problem with Ibn Taymiyya, 
however, was not his critique as much as his intolerant, dismissive, 
and exclusive attitude, which left no space for religious otherness. A 
growing number of later theologians who followed in his footsteps, 
some of whom are mentioned in the Wasāʾil, spread his influence and 
promoted his intolerant stance. His fundamentalist legacy prospered 
in Damascus, creating an intellectual milieu that was inhospitable for 
open-mined thinkers with mystical inclinations, let alone those, such 
as ʿAbd al-Ghanī, who openly pursued the ecumenism of Ibn ʿArabī 
and rose to the defence of his ideas and teachings. 

118 Majmūʿ, 2: 84.
119 Ibid., 2: 85.
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In his Anthology of Truths (Dīwān al-Haqāʾiq), cited earlier in con-
nection with his all-embracing house of knowledge, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
presented many poetic reflections on the nature of truth, showing its 
multifaceted, elusive nature, as well as the futility of a theological 
polemic that tries to capture it through rational argument. Residing 
aloof in a lofty place, Truth’s transcendental beauty can only be tasted 
by those few to whom she chooses to disclose her own spectacle:

The Truth has appeared through her concealments,
 with an intimacy after long estrangement.
And she smiled in the face of her passionate lover, 
 who was enraptured with the intensity of her revealment.
Concealed, yet not concealed, revealed, yet not revealed,
 a concealment inherent in her revealment.
A veiling without veiling, and an unveiling without unveiling, 
 of her among those preoccupied with her engagements.
Whoever says: who is she? I say: who is she? just like him, 
 a saying that makes me realise the imminence of her announce-
ment.
With her the One with the veils glitters with beauty,
 transcendent as she is in her lofty palaces.
She restricts her beauties for the eyes of her passionate lovers,
 so her spectator always longs for her own spectacle.120

120 Dīwān, 254–55. The translated lines are selected from a longer poem.

و��ه��
�ب��س�����ي �م��ب �ب�ع�د �ول �ب����ب

إ
��س�����ي�� وا ل ��س�����يو��ه��   ��ي��ي�هي �م��ب �ب�لا

�ل�ح����ي �ي ا “�ب�د

و��ه��
�ش�عب ب 

�� ��ب�ي�� ىي 
��ب  ���� �م�م�ب م  �ه�� ��ي�د  �ىي   �ل�دب ���� ا ��ـ���ي ��سش �ه ع�� ىي و�ب

و�ي��مب��س���م��ي ��ب

��و��ه�� �ب��ط�ب �ه��  وإ �� ����ب م ��ب ��ر�ي و��ي��
ط�ب ��ر�ي و�م��  

�مي��ي و��ي�د ط�ب
����ب �مي��ي و�م�� ��ب

����ب ��ب

�مو��ه��
إ
ا �ه�ل 

إ
ا �ع��ب�د   ���� �م�ي

��ب ء  �� ��ب��سش اإ ء ول�    ��ـ� ��ـم واإ��ب��سش
��ـم ول� �ل���ي

�ل���ي

و��ه�� ��س��ـد �بو�د  ىي 
�ي�ح����ي����ي�ب  

ً
ول�

��ي ل �م��ب �هىي ��ي��ل��ي �م��ب �هىي �م��ش��ل�ه    �م��ب ��ي��

��ي���صو��ه�� �ي  �ل��ي�� ع�� ىي 
��ب �ه��ي  و�ي��برب ����ـهي   �ل��س�����يو� �م�لا �ي ا ا �ه��ي دب ���� �ب و��ب

و��ه��”
�م�مب���ب �ى  اإ ر�ه�� 

طب �ب�� ي 
� ��ي�� ��س���ش ��ب��   ����

���ي ��ـ� ���� ع��لى �ع��سش ��س����م�ب ��ي���سر�ي م�ح��

ل �����س�تـور�ه�ا �ل�ح�س��ـ�تـ��ـ��ـ �م��خ �خ�لا �ـ ا “�خ�د

��ـ �ل�دخ ا ���ا  ��س���ـ ���ش ع�ا  �� و�خ �ـ 
��خ و��ـ�مخ����س�م��ـ 

��ر�ـ و�م�ا
�م�ـ�ـ و���ـد ��خ �س��خ �م�ـ�ـ و�م�ا ��خ �س��خ ��خ

ولا ء  ��خ���ش���ا واإ ��س�ت�ـ�سم  ولا  ��س�ت�ـ�سم 

�م�تش��ل�� �ه�ـ  �م��خ  ���ـ�ل��ـ  �ه�ـ  �م��خ  ل  ���ـا �م��خ 

������ـ �������س�تـور �م�لا ا �ـ  ا �ه��ـ �خ ���ا رخ و��خ

���ـ���ا �ع���ش���ا ع��ل�  ���ا  �����س���خ م�ح�ا ���ـ��صر�ـ 

ور�ه�ا
�خ�����س��ـ �م��خ �خ�ع�د طول �خ�س��خ

إ
�����س�ت�ـا وا

ور�ه�ا
�ش�عخ خ 

�� �سخ�ـ�ا �ـ 
��خ ���ا  �م���خ م  �ه�ا ���ـد 

��ور�ه�ا �خ����خ �ه�ا  وإ �ا �س��خ ��خ م  و���ـا ��ر�ـ 
��خ

�مور�ه�ا
إ
ا �ه�ل 

إ
ا �ع�تخ�د  ���ا  ���ـ

��خ ء  �ا ��خ���ش اإ

ور�ه�ا ������د �خور�  �ـ 
��ـح�س��ـ�س��ـ�خ  

ً
��ـولا

���ـ��صور�ه�ا �ـ  ��س�ـ�ا ع�ا �ـ 
��خ �ه��ـ  و��ـ�خ�خ

ور�ه�ا”
�م��خ��طخ ل�  اإ ر�ه�ا 

�خ �خ�ا ـ 
� �ت�ـا �����سش ��خ�ا

ل �����س�تـور�ه�ا �ل�ح�س��ـ�تـ��ـ��ـ �م��خ �خ�لا �ـ ا “�خ�د

��ـ �ل�دخ ا ���ا  ��س���ـ ���ش ع�ا  �� و�خ �ـ 
��خ و��ـ�مخ����س�م��ـ 

��ر�ـ و�م�ا
�م�ـ�ـ و���ـد ��خ �س��خ �م�ـ�ـ و�م�ا ��خ �س��خ ��خ

ولا ء  ��خ���ش���ا واإ ��س�ت�ـ�سم  ولا  ��س�ت�ـ�سم 

�م�تش��ل�� �ه�ـ  �م��خ  ���ـ�ل��ـ  �ه�ـ  �م��خ  ل  ���ـا �م��خ 

������ـ �������س�تـور �م�لا ا �ـ  ا �ه��ـ �خ ���ا رخ و��خ

���ـ���ا �ع���ش���ا ع��ل�  ���ا  �����س���خ م�ح�ا ���ـ��صر�ـ 

ور�ه�ا
�خ�����س��ـ �م��خ �خ�ع�د طول �خ�س��خ

إ
�����س�ت�ـا وا

ور�ه�ا
�ش�عخ خ 

�� �سخ�ـ�ا �ـ 
��خ ���ا  �م���خ م  �ه�ا ���ـد 

��ور�ه�ا �خ����خ �ه�ا  وإ �ا �س��خ ��خ م  و���ـا ��ر�ـ 
��خ

�مور�ه�ا
إ
ا �ه�ل 

إ
ا �ع�تخ�د  ���ا  ���ـ

��خ ء  �ا ��خ���ش اإ

ور�ه�ا ������د �خور�  �ـ 
��ـح�س��ـ�س��ـ�خ  

ً
��ـولا

���ـ��صور�ه�ا �ـ  ��س�ـ�ا ع�ا �ـ 
��خ �ه��ـ  و��ـ�خ�خ

ور�ه�ا”
�م��خ��طخ ل�  اإ ر�ه�ا 

�خ �خ�ا ـ 
� �ت�ـا �����سش ��خ�ا
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LIST AND DESCRIPTION 

The following is a bilingual list of the seventy-two letters of Wasāʾil 
al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq, ordered and numbered as they appear 
in the original Arabic manuscripts. A brief description of the content 
of each letter is given in English and in Arabic. In the English list, I 
have used the Arabic spelling of Turkish words, such as Afandī and 
Bāshā, as they appear in the original text; however, I have used the 
current names of the known Arabic and Turkish cities, towns, and 
places mentioned in the letters. In the Arabic list, I have retained the 
names of the cities, towns, and places as they appear in the original 
manuscripts.

1.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Ramaḍān1 of Antep (or Gaziantep), now 
in Turkey, sent on friday 25 Dhū al-Ḥijja 1085 / 22 march 1675; a 
lengthy epistle, titled “Thubūt al-Qadamayn fī Suʾāl al-Malakayn” 
(“The Firmness of the Feet in the Questioning of the Two Angels”), 
on the fundamentals of the Islamic faith.

������ل����� 
إ
ىي �يرك�ي�� ، ا

�ل��ي�ً� ��ب ��� ،( �ب و �ع��ي��مب�ي��
إ
�ب (ا ىي ع��ي�ب �ي��

�ب ��ب �� ب ��م���صب
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 1- �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ىإ  د �ل�هي �و�ي��ل�هي �ع��ب �م��ب�� � 1675، و�هىي ������ ا دب
آ
22 ا  /1085 �هي  �ل�ح�����ب و ا

25 دب ���م�ع�هي  �ل�حب ىي �يوم ا
��ب

“. لم��ل��ك��ي�ب ل ا ىي ���وإا
�م��ي�ب ��ب �ل����ي�د �ه�� ”��ش�بو�ي ا ا

ّ
�م��ي�هي �ل�م ����لا ل�إ هي ا ��ي�د

�ل�ع����ي ا

2.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to an un-named correspondent in Istanbul (or Con-
stantinople), Turkey, sent in 1087 / 1676; a response to a letter he 
had received discussing the concept of “piety” (taqwā).

م  ىي ع��
������ل����� ��ب

إ
��ب�بول(، ا ��س�����ي�� و ا

إ
�ي�هي )ا

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا
��ير �م��س���مى ��ب

�ي�ي عب �ى �ص�د ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 2- �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

��وم  ىي �ع��ب �م�����ب
�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي

�ش ��ب �ب����ي�ً� �ي�سي�ح�د ��س�����ي��ل�ص����� ����� �ل�هي ا �ب ع��لى ������ وا 1676، و�هىي ��ب  /1087

و�ى.” 
�ل��ي��ي “ا

1 The name of the correspondent, shaykh Ramaḍān, is not mentioned in the 
manuscript copies of the Wasāʾil, but is mentioned in another manuscript copy of 
this epistle: Ẓāh. mS 4008. 
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3.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to an un-named, high-ranking official in Istanbul, 
Turkey, sent in late Shawwāl 1088 / late December 1677; a lengthy 
epistle on the symbolic significance of struggle (jihād) in Islam 
titled “Lamḥat al-Alṭāf wa Ḥaḍrat al-Itḥāf” (“The Glance of Provi-
dence and the Presence of Guidance”). 

��ب�ي�هي،  �ل�ع�شما  ا
�هي ا د ل�إ ىي ا

�هي ��ب �لر��ي�ب �ىي ا �ي�هي ع��
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

��ير �م��س���مى ��ب
�ي�ي عب �ى �ص�د ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 3 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ش  �ل�هي �و�ي��ل�هي �ي�سي�ح�د ول 1677، و�هىي ������
إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا
إ
/ ا ل 1088  وا ر ���ش �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ا

 ”. ��ب �ح��
�ي ل�إ رهي ا

��ب و�����سب �ك�����
إ
ل� �ه�� “لم������هي ا ا

ّ
م �ل�م ����لا ل�إ ىي ا

د ��ب ���� �ي�هي �ل��ل������ب
�لر�مرب ىي ا

�ب لم���ع�� �ع��ب ا

4.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī of Medina, Ḥijāz 
(today Saudi Arabia), sent in Shawwāl 1089 / November 1678; a 
lengthy epistle discussing critically al-Kūrānī’s misinterpretation 
of the Islamic theory of causality according to Ashʿariyya theology 
titled “Taḥrīk Silsilat al-Widād fī Masʾilat Khalq Af ʿāl al-ʿIbād” 
(“Activating the Link of Friendship on the Issue of the Creation of 
the Servants’ Actions”).2 

ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا �ب �� �ل�ح�����ب ىي ا

لم��بو�هي ��ب ��ي�ب�هي ا لم�د ىي ا
ىي ��ب

�ب �ل��و�ا �ه�يم ا �برا  اإ
ب

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  4

ىي 
د ��ب ا �لود �حر�ي�ك �����ل��س��ل�هي ا

�ه�� “�ي ا
ّ
�ل�هي �و�ي��ل�هي �ل�م ىي 1678، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� ر�ي�ب ا
/ �ي��سش ل 1089  وا ���ش

�ل�هي 
إ
�����م�� �م��س�� �م�ي

رح ��ب ىي �ي��سش
�ب �ل��ي��ي�ب �ل��ل��و�ا ىي ������

�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي
د،” �ي��مب�ي��ي�د ��ب �ل�ع��ب�� ل ا ����ب�ع��

إ
�م��س�����إ��ل�هي �ب��ل�ي ا

 . �عر�ىي ���ش
إ
ل� ��لر ا �ل����ب �ى ا  اإ

اً د �����مي�ب�� د ا �ل�ع��ب�� ل ا ����ب�ع��
إ
�ب��ل�ي ا

5.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to ʿ Ali Afandī of Tekirdağ, Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 
1089 / mid-April 1678; a short letter discussing the concept of 
“piety” (taqwā). 

 /  1089 ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا ب

اع ىي �ي��لرد
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ى ع��لىي ا لمو �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب – �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  5

و�ى.”
�ل��ي��ي ��وم “ا ىي �ع��ب �م�����ب

�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي
�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1678، و�هىي ������  �ب��مي��س��
�م�مب�مي���ص�ب

6.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mulla Aḥmad of Hayrabolu in the province  
of Tekirdağ, Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1089 / mid-April 1678; a 

2 Since the letters are  compiled  chronologically, this letter should have been 
listed after letter 7; however, this is how it appears in the three manuscript copies 
used here. 
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short letter providing religious advice on devoting oneself to 
spirituality.

ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا ب

اع ل �ي��لرد �ع����
إ
ىي �ب��يره �بول �م��ب ا

ح���د ��ب
إ
لم�لا ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  6

�ي����ي�ه ع��لى  ىي �ص�د
�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي

���ص��يرهي �ي�ح��ش ��ب
�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1678، و�هىي ������  �ب��مي��س��

/ �م�مب�مي���ص�ب  1089

��س�د. �ل�حب  �م��ب ا
ً
�لروح �ب�دل� ل �ب�� �� ��ي�عب ��س���ش ل� ا

7.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to an un-named correspondent in Istanbul, Turkey, 
sent in late Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1089 / mid-April 1678; a short letter 
discussing the concept of religious “counselling” (tawāṣī).

ول 
إ
ل� ر ���ب�يع ا �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
�ي�هي، ا

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا
��ير �م��س���مى ��ب

�ي�ي عب �ى �ص�د ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  7

�لو��م��ي�هي”  ىي �ع��ب “ا
�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي

�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د
�ل�هي ��ي � 1678، و�هىي ������ �ي��

إ
/ �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ا  1089

م.  ����لا ل�إ ىي ا
��ب  ” ��ىي �ل��يوا و“ا

8.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mulla Aḥmad of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in late 
Ṣafar 1090 / early April 1679; a short response to a letter he had 
received, wishing Mulla Aḥmad a speedy recovery.

�إ�ل  وا
إ
ر 1090 / ا

ر �ص��ب �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
ح���د ��ب

إ
لم�لا ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 8 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل. �ب �ل�ع�� ء ا �� ��ب �ل��سش ى �ل�ه ا
�ه و�ي�يم�ب ىي �مر�صب

�ي����ي�ه ��ب ���� �ص�د �م�ي
�ل�ىي ��ب  �يوا

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1679، و�هىي ������ �ب��مي��س��

9.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in late 
Ṣafar 1090 / early April 1679; a letter discussing at some length the 
nature of God’s power and control over human activities and 
man’s necessary submission to God’s will.

ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  9

 ”� �ل����ي�د ء وا �� �ل����ي���صب ��وم “ا ���� �ع��ب �م�����ب �م�ي
�ش ��ب �ل�هي �ي�سي�ح�د 1679، و�هىي ������ �ب  �إ�ل �ب��مي��س�� وا

إ
/ ا  1090

. �ل�ي �ل�حب�� هي ا د �ا رو�هي ل�إ
�ك���سب  �ب��

�ب �ب��س�� ل�إ وع ا
���صب و�ع��ب ��ب

10. ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mulla Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Istanbul, 
Turkey, sent on 22 Dhū al-Ḥijja 1090 / 24 January 1680; a short 
letter informing al-Ḥumaydī of his seclusion at home and his 
utter devotion to reading, studying, and writing.
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ىي 22 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ل�ح��حب ا لم�لا محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 10 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�إ�ه  وا �برب  �ب��
�ي����ي�هي ���� �ص�د �م�ي

���ص��يرهي �ي�حب��بر ��ب
�ل�هي ��ي ىي 1680، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب �هي 1090 / 24 ك�ا �ل�ح�����ب و ا

دب

. �ل��ي�ب
إ
�ل��ي�� �ي�ب وا

�ل��ي���ص��مب �ي وا �ل�ع�� لم����� �و��� وا �ل�د �م�ل �ب�� �ل�كك�ا �ل�ه ا �� �عب �ب��سش ��مي��ي وا �ل��ب ىي ا
��ب

11.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, 
Palestine, sent on Tuesday 13 Shawwāl 1091 / 5 November 1680; 
a brief letter with some religious advice regarding the purity of 
one’s heart and devotion to the love of God.

ء  �ش�� �ل��ش�لا ������ل����� �يوم ا
إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب 11 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

و�م�هي ع��لى  ا لم�د ���� �ب�� �م�ي
 �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي ىي 1680، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� ر�ي�ب ا
ل 1091 / 5 �ي��سش وا 13 ���ش

�ل��ل�ه. ىي ا
ىإ ����ب�ً� ��ب

�ى ك�ل �ل�ش دب
إ
�ك���ص��بر ع��لى ا � وا �ك���ص�د �م�هي ا ����لا

12.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, 
Palestine, sent on Thursday 12 Dhū al-Qaʿda 1091 / 5 December 
1680; a brief note advising him to persevere in the practice of 
invocation or God remembrance (dhikr).

���م��مي��� 
�ل�حب ������ل����� �يوم ا

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب 12 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

م  وا ���� �ب�د �م�ي
 �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب

��ب�هي
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1680، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب هي، 1091 / 5 ك�ا �ل����ي�ع�د و ا
12 دب

�ل��ل�ه. �هي ع��لى دب�لر ا ��ب���ب لم������� ا

13.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mulla Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Istanbul, 
Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1091 / late march 1680; a short letter 
explaining the nature of true love and necessary detachment from 
worldly matters.3

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  13

�ش  �ل�ه و�ي�سي�ح�د ���� �ع��ب ��� �م�ي
 �ي�����م�مإ��ب�ه ��ب

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي � 1680، و�هىي ������ ا دب

آ
ر ا �حب وا

إ
/ ا ر 1091 

�ص��ب

��ب�ي�هي. �� �ل����ب ��ب�ي�� ا �ل�د ���ب ا �ب�� د �ع��ب �ب ��ب�ي�ع�� ل� رو�هي ا
لم�������ب�هي و�سب ���� �ع��ب ا �م�ي

��ب

3 Letters 13 and 14, which seem to have been posted together to Turkey, were 
written earlier in the year 1680, and should have been listed in the Wasāʾil before 
letters 11 and 12. 
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14.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late Ṣafar 1091 / late march 1680; a short letter sent together with 
an epistle titled “Raf ʿ al-Rayb ʿan Ḥaḍrat al-Ghayb” (“Clearing 
the Doubt Concerning the Presence of the Unseen”). The epistle, 
which was not included in the Wasāʾil, was written in response 
to Ibrāhīm Afandī’s questions concerning quick-passing thoughts 
(khawāṭir). The letter discusses the mystical approach to high 
spiritual attainment. 

ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 14 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

ع 
�ب “�����ب  �ب�ع��بوا

�ل�هي �و�ي��ل�هي �ي �م������� ������
���ب

إ
���ص��يرهي ا

�ل�هي ��ي � 1680، و�هىي ������ ا دب
آ
ر ا �حب وا

إ
/ ا  1091

 ���� �م�ب
ي
�لرو����ي�هي، �ل��م لم���عر��ب�هي ا �ى ا ��ي�هي �ل��لو�صول اإ

�ك���صو��ب ���� طر�ي�ي ا �م�ي
رح ��ب �ي��سش  ” �مي��ب �ل�عب  ا

رهي
��ي��ب �ع��ب �����سب

ّ
�لر ا

. �ىي ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ي�ه �م��ب اإ �ي و�د �ا ��س�� ��س�����ي��ب �ب�ً� ع��لى ا وا ��ب

15.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to un-named correspondents seeking legal advice 
from Istanbul, Turkey, sent in 1092 / 1681; a short letter provid-
ing legal opinion according to Islamic law on issues concerning 
punishment and repentance.

ر�ع��ي�هي،  �هي ��سش �� �����مي��سش ا وا �م��ب�ه  ىي �يرك�ي�� ���ل��ب
�ي�هي ��ب

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ا ىي 
ء ��ب ��ي�� �ص�د

إ
�ى ا اإ ىي 

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   15

لممر�����ل�هي ��ول  �هي ا �� �����مي��سش ل� ���� ا �م�ي
ح ��ب

 �يو��ب
���ص��يرهي

�ل�هي ��ي 1681، و�هىي ������ ىي ��س�����ب�هي 1092 / 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ا

رع.
�ل��سش �ى ا  اإ

اً د �����مي�ب�� �ي�ه ا
إ
و�ب�هي و�ي����طىي �ا

�ل��ي و�ب�هي وا
�ل�ع����ي ا

16.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mulla Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Istanbul, 
Turkey, sent in early Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1093 / mid-march 1682; a 
short letter discussing Sufi asceticism and the struggle against the 
soul’s desires.

������ل����� 
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�لرومىي ��ب �ىي ا �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ل�ح��حب محمد �ب�ب �ع�مر ا �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 16 – �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

���� �ع��ب  �م�ي
�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي ��ي � 1682، و�هىي ������ ا دب
آ
ول 1093 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ا

إ
ل� �إ�ل ���ب�يع ا وا

إ
ىي ا

��ب

��ب�يو�ي�هي. �ل�د ��� ا �ل��ب��ب �ي ا ��ب��
�د ��عب ��� �صب �ل��ب��ب د ا ���� �ه�د و�ع��ب ���ب �لرب ا

17.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
early Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1093 / mid-march 1682; a short letter advis-
ing his friend to have good faith in people and to transcend 
worldly concerns.
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�إ�ل ���ب�يع  وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 17 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

 ��� �ل��ب�� ��ب �ب�� �ك���ب ���� �ب�ح��س����ب ا �م�ي
 �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي � 1682، و�هىي ������ ا دب

آ
ول 1093 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ا

إ
ل� ا

�ه. ��ل��ب
��ب�ي�� �م��ب ��ي �ل�د ع ����ب ا

�م�هي و�����ب ع��

18.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, Palestine, 
sent in late Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1093 / early April 1682; a brief note 
on vigilance in religious matters.

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  18

و� 
�ل�����صب م ا وا ���� �ب�د �م�ي

 �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب
���ص��يرهي

�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1682، و�هىي ������ �إ�ل �ب��مي��س�� وا
إ
ول 1093 / ا

إ
ل� ���ب�يع ا

. �ي�ب �ل�د �مو� ا
إ
ىي ا

��ب�هي ��ب
��ي لممرا وا

19.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
early Ṣafar 1094 / late January 1683; a response to a letter from 
Ibrāhīm seeking clarification on a treatise criticising Ibn ʿArabi’s 
teachings that was in wide circulation, which Ibrāhīm thought 
had been wrongly attributed Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī because it 
contradicted another by him in which he praised Ibn ʿArabī.

ر 
رهي �ص��ب

ىي �عب
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  19

���� �ع��ب  �م�ي
��سر ��ب �ه�يم �ي��س�����ي��ب �برا �ل�هي �م��ب اإ �ب �لر����� وا ىي 1683، و�هىي ��ب

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا

إ
/ ا  1094

��ب  �ب�ب �عر�بىي و�ي���ب � ا ��ب�كك�ا
إ
��ي�ه ا

ب ��ب
ىي ��ي�ب��ي����

�ب ا �ب ��ي�� �ل��ي��ب �ي�ب ا �ل�د �ى ����ع�د ا  اإ
���� �م��مب��سو�ب�هي

��ب
إ
��ب ا  �ي���ب

�ل�هي ��ي��ي�هي ������
������ي

لم��مب��سو�ب�هي. �ل�هي ا �لر����� ب ا
��ي���� �ب�ب �عر�بىي ��ي�ب�� ىي �م�دح ا

�ل�هي �ل�ه ��ب ك ������ �ب �ه��ب��
إ
ا

20.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, Palestine, 
sent in late Jumādā al-Ākhira 1094 / late June 1683; a short letter 
containing some hermeneutical reflections on the relationship 
between truth and law (ḥaqīqa and sharīʿa) in the Islamic faith.

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  20

��ب��ب �م��ب  �� ���� �ب �م�ي
��سر ��ب  �ي����ب

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1683، و�هىي ������ �يرا

ر �حرب �حب وا
إ
/ ا رهي 1094  �حب

آ
ل� �ى ا د حب����

. مىي ����لا ل�إ �ي�ب ا �ل�د ىي ا
ر�ي�ع�هي ��ب �ل��سش ��ي��ي�هي وا

�ل�ح����ي  �ب��ي�ب ا
��ي�هي �ل�ع�لا ا
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21.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, 
Palestine, sent on 11 ramaḍān 1094 / 3 September 1683; a brief 
note on truth and patience.

ىي 11 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  21

��ىي  �ل��يوا �ل�ح�ي وا ��ىي �ب�� �ل��يوا ��ب�هي �ع��ب ا
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب �ي��لول 1683، و�هىي ������

إ
3 ا  / �ب 1094  �� ��م���صب

�ك���ص��بر. �ب��

22.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, 
Palestine, sent in 1094 / 1683; a brief note on the outer and inner 
types of knowledge.4

ىي ��س�����ب�هي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  22

، ع��لم  ���ب �� �ل��ب ��ر وا �� �ك���ب ا ل�ع��لم 
� ا �ى ��ي��س���مىي  اإ  ���� �م�ي

��ير ��ب  �ي��سش
��ب�هي

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب 1683، و�هىي ������  /  1094

. �ل����ي��ل��ب �ب وع��لم �ب�� �ل��ل��س�� �ب��

23.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī, who 
seems to have moved to Edirne (Adrianople), Turkey, sent in late 
Ṣafar 1095 / mid-february 1684; a brief note with some reflections 
on the notion of “repentance.”

��ب�هي  د
إ
�ى ا ��ب�ي��ي�ل اإ �ب�ه ا

إ
و ا �د �ىي ��ي�ب �ل�دب �ىي ا �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب 23 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  

��ب�هي 
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ط 1684، و�هىي ������ ��ب�� / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ��س���ش ر 1095 

ر �ص��ب �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب

و�ب�هي.”
�ل��ي ��وم “ا ���� �ع��ب �م�����ب �م�ي

�ش ��ب �ي�سي�ح�د

24.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Ṣāleḥ of Sombor, Bilād al-rūm (today 
in  Serbia), sent in late Ṣafar 1095 / mid-february 1684; a short 
letter with some reflections on piety and repentance. 

4 ʿAbd al-Ghanī writes that this letter (22) was sent on the same date as the previ-
ous letter (21); however, it is not clear whether by “date” he meant the same day and 
month, or the same year. If he meant the same year, then it is probable that both 
were addressed to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī. However, if he meant the same day 
and month, then it is questionable whether he would have sent two separate brief 
notes to the same person on the same day. Yet, we have no evidence to suggest that 
he had a correspondent in Nāblus other than shaykh Aḥmad. 
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ر 1095 / 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
�لرو�م، ا د ا ىي ��س�����ب��بر �م��ب �ب�لا

ح ��ب
�ل ب �ص��

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 24 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

و�ب�هي.
�ل��ي و�ى وا

�ل��ي��ي �ش �ع��ب ا ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د
�ل�هي ��ي ط 1684، و�هىي ������ ��ب�� �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ��س���ش

25.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Edirne, 
 Turkey, sent on 14 ramaḍān 1095 / 25 August 1684; a short 
response to al-Ḥumaydī’s request that ʿAbd al-Ghanī remove his 
problematic reference to the lawfulness of smoking from his 
major commentary on al-Ṭarīqa al-Muḥammadiyya (The 
Muḥammadan Way). 

 14 ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب�ه ��ب د
إ
ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  25

ىي 
�ب �ل�عب  �ع��ب�د ا

�ب دب
إ
�ىي �ي��س�����ي�� ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ب �ك�����ل��ب �م��ب محمد ا وا �ب 1684، و�هىي ��ب

آ
�ب 1095 / 25 ا �� ��م���صب

�ي�هي �ل�كىي  لم��������م�د �ك��طر�ي����ي�هي ا ��ير ع��لى ا �ل����ب ر��ه ا �ب �م��ب ��سش �ب�� �ل�د ��هي ا �ب��  اإ
���ع �ع��ب �م��س�����إ��ل�هي ��ب �م����ي�� ىي ��دب

��ب

.��� �ل��ب��  �ب��ي�ب ا
ً
ول� ا رح �م�ع��ي��براً و�م��ي�د �ل��سش �ي���ص��ير ا

26.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Ṣāleḥ of Sombor, Bilād al-rūm, sent on 
9 Shawwāl 1095 / 19 September 1684; a brief note on the transient 
nature of the world. 

ل 1095  وا ىي 9 ���ش
������ل����� ��ب

إ
�لرو�م، ا د ا ىي ��س�����ب��بر �م��ب �ب�لا

ح ��ب
�ل ب �ص��

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 26 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل��ي�هي.  �� �ل��ب ��ب�ي�� ا �ل�د �ه �م��ب ��ب�مي��ب�هي ا
��ب�هي �ي�ح�دب

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب �ي��لول 1684، و�هىي ������
إ
19 ا  /

27.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Edirne, 
 Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1096 / late January 1685; a brief note 
with religious advice. 

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب�هي ��ب د
إ
ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  27

ح 
�إ �ل��ب���ص�� ب ا

���م��ب �ب������ ��ب�هي ��ي�ي����مب
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ىي 1685، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا

إ
/ ا ر 1096 

�ص��ب

�ي�هي.
�ي��مب �ل�د ا

28.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late Ṣafar 1096 / late January 1684; a brief note with religious 
advice.
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ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 28 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ي�هي.
�ي��مب �ل�د ح ا

�إ �ل��ب���ص�� ب ا
���م��ب �ب������ ��ب�هي ��ي�ي����مب

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ىي 1685، و�هىي ������
�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا

�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا
إ
1096 / ا

29.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Muḥammad Afandī who was in Istanbul, Tur-
key, sent on 3 rajab 1096 / 6 June 1685; a short letter on the 
relationship between the purity of the heart and the spiritual ben-
efits of invocation (dhikr).

ىي �يرك�ي��، 
�ي�هي ��ب

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ا ىي 
ً ��ب

�ب ����ي��مب�إ�دب �ىي ك�ا �ل�دب ا �ىي  ��ب��ب�د
إ
ا �ل�ح��حب محمد  ا �ى  اإ ىي 

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   29

���� �ع��ب  �م�ي
�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1685، و�هىي ������ �يرا
6 �حرب  / ��ب 1096  ىي 3 ���ب

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ا

�لرو����ي�هي �ل��ل�دبِ�لر. ع ا
����ب لم��ب�� �ل����ي��ل��ب وا ء ا ��  �ب��ي�ب �ص��ب

��ي�هي �ل�ع�لا ا

30.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of 
Edirne, Turkey, sent on 7 rajab 1096 / 10 June 1685; a letter dis-
cussing the legality of the use of musical instruments and the 
Islamic understanding of the concept of “entertainment” (lahū).5

ىي 7 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب�ه ��ب د
إ
ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  30

�حر�يم 
ىي �ي

ر�عىي ��ب �ل��سش  ا
إ
�ل��ب����� ���� �ع��ب ا �م�ي

�ش ��ب �ل�هي �ي�سي�ح�د �ب 1685، و�هىي ������ �يرا
10 �حرب ��ب 1096 /  ���ب

م. ����لا ل�إ ىي ا
��ب �ل��ل���و”  ��وم “ا ��ي�هي �م�����لل��ي�ً� و�ع��ب �م�����ب

لمو��س�����ي��ي �ي ا ل�
آ
ل� ����يماع ا ا

31.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Ḥārithī (al-Nābulusī) of 
Nāblus, Palestine, sent on 5 ramaḍān 1096 / 6 August 1685; a 
response advising al-Ḥārithī that he had received his letter and 
asking him to remain steadfast on the path of piety and to seclude 
himself from the public. 

ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

( ��ب �ب��ل���ىي �ل��ب�� ىي )ا
�ش � �ل�ح�� ح���د ا

إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 31 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل��ي�ه و�ي�����ل��ب �م��ب�ه  �م�ه �لر����� ��س�����ي�لا ��ي�ه ا
�ب �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب وا �ب 1685، و�هىي ��ب

آ
6 ا �ب 1096 /  �� 5 ��م���صب

�م�هي. �ل�ع�� د �ع��ب ا ��ب�ي�ع�� ل� و�ى وا
�ل��ي��ي �برهي ع��لى ا لم��ش�� ا

5 This and the previous letter (letter 29) were sent to the same Muḥammad 
Afandī within four days and to two different cities, Constantinople and Edirne. From 
these and subsequent letters, it seems that Muḥammad Afandī had been shuttling 
between the two cities and that ʿAbd al-Ghanī was aware of this.
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32.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late ramaḍān 1096 / late August 1685; a response concerning the 
disrespectful behaviour of a certain Maḥmūd Afandī, who 
attended some of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s classes and then went on,  
as reported by Ibrāhīm Afandī, to misreport his teachings and 
badmouth him in Turkey. 

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   32

�ي  �ل��ي���سر��ب�� ����م��ي�ل ا
�ل��ي��ب ىي �ب��

�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي
ح ��ب

 �يو��ب
�ل�هي �ب 1685، و�هىي ������

آ
ر ا �حب وا

إ
�ب 1096 / ا �� ��م���صب

�ب��بره 
إ
ىي �يرك�ي�� كما ا

ع ع��ل��ي�ه ��ب
��ب  �ي��س���ش

�ب�دب
إ
م ا

�و����ه �ش ر د
�ىي �����سب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�إ����ي�هي �ل��سش�����ب���� �ي�د�عى م�ح���مود ا �ل�لا ��ير ا

عب

. �ىي ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ح�ً� اإ

�ل�ك �م��س�����يو�سب �ب�دب

33.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī who was in 
Istanbul, Turkey, sent in mid-Ṣafar 1097 / mid-January 1686; a 
short letter to update al-Ḥumaydī on the works he had completed 
over the past year.

�ي�هي 
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

ً ��ب
�ب و��ي�مي��إ�دب �ىي ك�ا �ل�دب �ىي ا �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  33

�ل�هي  ىي 1686، و�هىي ������
�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا

�ب / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا ر 1097 
ىي �م�مب�مي���ص�ب �ص��ب

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب

. ىي
��ب لم�� م ا �ل�ع�� ىي ا

���� ��ب �ي���ب
م �ي���ص��مب

إ�ي
ىي ا

�ل��ي �ل���مي��ب ا ���� �ع��ب ا �م�ي
 �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب

���ص��يرهي
��ي

34.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
mid-Ṣafar 1097 / mid-January 1686; a short letter advising him 
not to be suspicious.

ىي �م�مب�مي���ص�ب 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 34 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

د  ��ب�ي�ع�� ل� ���� �ب�� �م�ي
 ��ي�ب���ص������ه ��ب

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي ىي 1686، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب ر 1097 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا

�ص��ب

. ��ب �ك���ب �ع��ب ا

35.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, Palestine, 
sent in Shaʿbān 1097 / June-July 1686; a response informing him 
that he had reviewed the anti-Sufi treatise sent separately by 
another shaykh Aḥmad, and that he had found that writing a 
rebuttal was a waste of time.
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�ب  �ع��ب�� ىي ���ش
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  35

��ي�هي 
�ي�هي �ل��ل���صو��ب د لم���ع�� �ل�هي ا �لر����� ىي ا

ر ��ب
�ب�ه �ب��طب

إ
���� ا �م�ي

 �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب
�ل�هي -�يمو�ب 1686، و�هىي ������ �ب �يرا

1097 / �حرب

. ع�هي �ل��لو��ي��ي �� �صب ���� اإ �لرد ع��ل���ي �ب ا
إ
ح���د وا

إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش ������ل����� ا

إ
ىي ا

�ل��ي ا

36.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī who was in 
Istanbul, Turkey, sent on 7 ramaḍān 1097 / 28 July 1686; a brief 
response acknowledging receipt of al-Ḥumaydī’s request of a 
copy of his commentary on Ibn ʿArabi’s Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam.

ىي 
�ي�هي ��ب

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا
ً ��ب

�ب و��ي�مي��إ�دب �ىي ك�ا �ل�دب �ىي ا �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 36 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�م�ه  ��س�����ي�لا ���� ا �م�ي
 �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب

�ل�هي �ب 1686، و�هىي ������
آ
28 ا  / �ب 1097  �� ىي 7 ��م���صب

������ل����� ��ب
إ
�يرك�ي��، ا

لحكم. ص ا صو
ف
ر��ه ع��لى � �هي �م��ب ��سش �ه �ل��مب��س�����ب ���ل��ب

37.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Muḥammad Saʿīd Afandī, the Judge of Tripoli, 
Lebanon, sent on 8 Dhū al-Qaʿda 1097 / 26 September 1686; a 
response to a letter from the Judge requesting some details on the 
mystical science of letters.

ىي 8  
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا �ب ىي �ل�مب��ب��

�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي طرا
��ب �ىي ��ي�� ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ى محمد ����ع��ي�د ا لمو �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  37

���� �ع��ب  �م�ي
ل ��ب

إ
ىي �ي��س��

��ب �ل����ي�� �ل�هي �م��ب ا �ب �لر����� وا �ي��لول 1686، و�هىي ��ب
إ
26 ا  / هي 1097  �ل����ي�ع�د �ىي ا دب

��ي�هي.
�ل�حر��ب �ل�ع��لوم ا  �ب��

لم��ي�ع��لل��ي�هي ��ي�هي ا
�لو��ب����ي �ب ا ��س�����ب��

إ
ل� ا

38.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī of 
Istanbul, Turkey, sent in Ṣafar 1098 / December 1686; a brief 
response acknowledging receipt of his letter informing ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī of the religious unrest that was taking place in Turkey.

ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ا ىي �يرك�ي��، 

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ا ىي 

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د ا ب محمد 
��ي���� �ل��س���ش ا �ى  اإ ىي ��بم�� 

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   38

ىي 
�ل��ي �ل��ي�ه ا �م�ه �لر����� ��س�����ي�لا ���� ا �م�ي

 �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب
��ب�هي

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1686، و�هىي ������
إ
و�ب ا

�ب ر 1098 / ك�ا
�ص��ب

ىي �يرك�ي��. 
�ب ��ب

��ي �ل����ب �ي�دب�لر ا

39.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī of 
Istanbul, Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1098 / mid-January 1687; a 
brief response acknowledging receipt of two letters from 
al-Ḥumaydī, and informing him that he had already completed 
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copying the first half of his commentary on Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam for 
him. 

ر 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د
إ
ب محمد ا

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 39 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل�مي��ي�ه  م ������ ��س�����ي�لا ���� �ب�� �م�ي
 �ي�ع��ل�ص�ه ��ب

��ب�هي
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ىي 1687، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا  1098

�ب����ي�ً�. �ه ����� �ىي ���ل��ب �ل�دب لحكم ا ص ا صو
ف
ر��ه ع��لى � ول �م��ب ��سش

إ
ل� ء ا رب �ل�حب ب ا

م �ب��س����
إ�ي

�ب�ه ��ي�د ا
إ
و�ي�حب��بره �ب��

40.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, written 
on Saturday 6 Shawwāl 1098 / 16 August 1687; a short letter advis-
ing him to increase his prayers for mercy.

�ل��س��مب��ي  ىي �يوم ا
ىي �يرك�ي��، �حر��ه�� ��ب

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 40 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ي  �ك���ص��لوا � �م��ب ا ��
ش
ل�إك� ���� �ب�� �م�ي

 �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب
���ص��يرهي

�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1687، و�هىي ������
آ
16 ا ل 1098 /  وا 6 ���ش

�لرح���هي. ىي ���ل��ب ا
��ب

41.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, 
Palestine, sent on 8 Shawwāl 1098 / 18 August 1687; a short letter 
with some reflections on faith and unbelief.

 8 ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ا ح���د 
إ
ب ا

��ي���� �ل��س���ش ا �ى  ىي ��بم�� اإ
�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  41

�ش�هي:  �ل��ش�لا ��� ا �ل��ب�� ��ي��ب ا �ش �ع��ب �مرا ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د
�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1687، و�هىي ������

آ
18 ا  / ل 1098  وا ���ش

ر.
��ب �ل�كك�ا ، وا ����ي �� �ل����ب ، وا لموإ�م��ب ا

42.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, Palestine, 
sent in late Dhū al-Qaʿda 1098 / early October 1687; a brief note 
on the high status of the saints in Islam.

�ىي  ر دب �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 42 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

���� �ع��ب ع��لو  �م�ي
�ش ��ب ��ب�هي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1687، و�هىي ������
إ
ل� ر�ي�ب ا

�إ�ل �ي��سش وا
إ
/ ا هي 1098  �ل����ي�ع�د ا

م. ����لا ل�إ ىي ا
ء ��ب و�ل��ي��

إ
ل� �ب�هي ا �م�كك�ا

43.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late Ṣafar 1099 / late December 1687; a brief note on the meaning 
of submitting to God’s will.
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ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   43

�ل��ل�ه. �ل��يوك�ل ع��لى ا ى ا
���ص��يرهي �ع��ب �م�ع�ب

�ل�هي ��ي ول 1687، و�هىي ������
إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا
إ
/ ا ر 1099 

�ص��ب

44.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥu-
maydī of Istanbul, Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1099 / late December 
1687; a brief note on piety.

������ل����� 
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
ب محمد ا

��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ
�ب �ل�عب 44 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

 ���� �م�ي
�ش ��ب ��ب�هي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب 1687، و�هىي ������ ول 
إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا
إ
/ ا  1099 ر 

ر �ص��ب �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

��ب

و�ى.
�ل��ي��ي �ع��ب ا

45.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Luṭfī al-Ṣaydāwī of Sidon, Lebanon, sent in late 
Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1099 / late January 1688; a short letter with some 
reflections on the meanings of some divine names.

ول 
إ
ل� ر ���ب�يع ا �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا �ب ىي �ل�مب��ب��

ا ��ب ىي ��م��ي�د
و�ىي ��ب ا �ك����م��ي�د ىي ا

�ى �ك�������ب ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 45 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

ب 
�ب������ ىي 

�ب ���� �ع��ب �م�ع�� �م�ي
�ش ��ب �ي�سي�ح�د ���ص��ير 

�ل�هي ��ي 1688، و�هىي ������ ىي 
�ب �ل��ش�� ا و�ب 

�ب ر ك�ا �حب وا
إ
ا  /  1099

�ك�����ي�هي. ل�إ ء ا �ل�ما
إ
ل� ا

46.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī of Nāblus, Palestine, 
sent on 12 muḥarram 1100 / 6 November 1688; a brief response 
with notes on piety.

ىي 12 م�حرم 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ح���د ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  46

و�ى.
�ل��ي��ي ل �ب�� �� ��ي�عب ��س���ش ل� ��ي�ه �ب��

��ب �يو��م��ي�ه ��ب �ب �م����ي�مي����مب وا ىي 1688، و�هىي ��ب
�ب �ل��ش�� ر�ي�ب ا

6 �ي��سش  /  1100

47.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī, probably to shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of 
Edirne, Turkey, sent on 7 Ṣafar 1100 / 30 November 1688; a short 
letter with some reflections on the nature of saints. 

ىي 7 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

��ب�ه ��ب د
إ
ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي ��بم�� اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  47

ء. و�ل��ي��
إ
ل� ��ب�هي �ع��ب ��مب��ي�ع�هي ا

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ىي 1688، و�هىي ������
�ب �ل��ش�� ر�ي�ب ا

30 �ي��سش  / ر 1100 
�ص��ب

48.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late Ṣafar 1100 / mid-December 1688; a letter highlighting the 
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degeneration of Islamic faith among both lay people and religious 
leaders of his time, and the general moral decline of the age.

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   48

ىي ع��لى 
�ب �ل�عب ���� �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي

����ب ��ب
إ
�ل�هي ��ي�ي�� ول 1688، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا ر 1100 
�ص��ب

ىي 
��ي �ب�لا

إ
ل� ط ا �������

�ب ل� �ب�ه وع��لى ا �م�� ىي �ب
�ص�هي ��ب �ل�حب�� �م�هي وا �ل�ع�� مىي �ب��ي�ب ا ����لا ل�إ �ي�ب ا �ل�د ل ا ��وا

إ
�هو� ا �ي�د

م �ل��لل�����سر. �ل�ع�� ا

49. ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in 
late Ṣafar 1100 / mid-December 1688; a brief note on the impor-
tance of belief in the prophets.6

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ل�ح��حب اإ �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب ا - �م��ب �ع��ب�د   49

�ه����ي�هي 
إ
�ى ا ���� اإ �م�ي

��ير ��ب  �ي��سش
��ب�هي

�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1688، و�هىي ������
إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا ر 1100 
�ص��ب

�لر����ل.  �ب��
�ب �يم�� ل�إ ا

50.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī of 
Istanbul, Turkey, sent in late Ṣafar 1100 / mid-December 1688; a 
brief note on piety, gratitude, and patience.

ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 50 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

و�ى، 
�ل��ي��ي  �يو��م��ي�ه �ب��

��ب�هي
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1688، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب ر 1100 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ا

��لو�ى. �ل��ب �ك���ص��بر ع��لى ا ��م، وا
�ل��ب ��لر ع��لى ا �ل��سش وا

51.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad b. al-Ḥārithiyya al-Nābulusī of 
Nāblus, Palestine, sent in late Ṣafar 1100 / mid-December 1688; 
a brief note on utter devotion to the love of God.7

������ل����� 
إ
، ا ��ل��م�����ي�ب

ىي ��ب
�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي �ب��

�ب��ل���ىي ��ب �ل��ب�� ���ش�ي�هي ا �ل�ح�� ح���د �ب�ب ا
إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا  51

ب 
رع

�ل��ي��ب ��ب�هي �ع��ب ا
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1688، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ك�ا ر 1100 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

��ب

�ل��ل�ه. م لم�������ب�هي ا �ل��ي�� ا

6 It seems that this and the previous letter (48) were written at about the same 
time and sent separately to Ibrāhīm Afandī.

7 Letters 48–51 seem to have been written and posted at about the same time.
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After this letter there was a hiatus, during which ʿAbd al-Ghanī made 
a forty-five-day journey to Jerusalem, leaving Damascus on Monday 
17 Jumādā al-Ākhira 1101 / 27 March 1690, and returning to Damascus 
on Wednesday 1 Shaʿbān 1101 / 10 May 1690. While in Jerusalem, ʿ Abd 
al-Ghanī was receiving letters from his friends and disciples.8

52.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ibrāhīm Āghā of Shaqḥab, Syria, sent at the end 
of Muḥarram 1102 / beginning of November 1690; a short letter 
with notes on the need for utter dependence on God in all human 
activities.

م م�حرم 1102  ��ي�� ىي ��ب
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي ���و��ي��، ا

��ي�������ب ��ب ر�ي�هي ���ش
ىي ��ي

عب�� ��ب
آ
�ه�يم ا �برا �ى اإ ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 52 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل�ي  �� ي �ل��ل�����ب
��لو� لم�����ب � ا ��ب��ي��ي�� ���� �ع��ب ا �م�ي

�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د
�ل�هي ��ي ىي 1690، و�هىي ������

�ب �ل��ش�� ر�ي�ب ا
�ي�هي �ي��سش ا / �ب�د

�ل�ه. ��وا
إ
ىي حب����يع ا

��ب

53.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to the Vizier muṣṭafā Bāshā Ibn al-Kuprilī (muṣṭafā 
Köprülü) of Istanbul, Turkey, sent on 3 Shawwāl 1102 / 29 June 
1691; a short letter discussing the Islamic view of divine victory 
and the role of the poor and the powerless in such a victory.

ىي �يرك�ي��، 
�ي�هي ��ب

�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا
�ىي ��ب �ل��ك��بر �ب�ب ا �� ا ���ش ل �ب�� ى كما

�ير �م���ص�������ب
�لو�ب �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 53 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

���� �ع��ب  �م�ي
�ش ��ب ���ص��يرهي �ي�سي�ح�د

�ل�هي ��ي �ب 1691، و�هىي ������ �يرا
ل 1102 / 29 �حرب وا ىي 3 ���ش

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ا

��ي�ه.
ء ��ب �� �ع����ب �ك���صب ء وا را

�ل����ب����ي و� ا م و�ع��ب د ����لا ل�إ ىي ا
�ك��هىي ��ب ل�إ �ل��ب���سر ا ى ا

�م�ع�ب

54.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Yaḥyā Afandī b. Nūḥ Afandī al-Wānī of Van 
(Wān), Turkey, sent in Ṣafar 1103 / October-November 1691; a 
response explaining the nature of spiritual revelation and the 
limitation of human reason in understanding it.

ر 
ىي �ص��ب

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ب ��ب ىي وا
ىي ��ب

�ب �لوا �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
وح ا

�ب�ب �ب �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ى �ي�ح�يى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 54 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ي  ��ل��ي�� �ل��ي�����ب ��ي�ه �ع��ب ��مب��ي�ع�هي ا
�ش ��ب �ب �ي�سي�ح�د وا ىي 1691، و�هىي ��ب

�ب ر�ي�ب �ش��
ول-�ي��سش

إ
ر�ي�ب ا

/ �ي��سش  1103

�ا�ك�����. د �ل�ع����ي�ل �ع��ب اإ ��ب�ي�هي و��ي���صو� ا �لرح���� ا

8 See al-Nābulusī, al-Ḥaḍra al-Unsiyya.
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55.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to an un-named correspondent of Hayrabolu, Tur-
key, sent in Shaʿbān 1103 / April-May 1692; a response to a legal 
question received in Turkish, inquiring about the legality of danc-
ing during religious invocation sessions.

�ب 1103  �ع��ب�� ىي ���ش
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
��ير �م��س���مى ��ب

����ل عب �ى �مرا ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 55 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل�ح�كم  ر�ل��ي�هي ��ول ا
�ل��ي �ل��ي�ه �ب��  اإ

�ي ر�ع��ي�هي و�د �هي ��سش �� �����مي��سش �ب ل� وا � 1692، و�هىي ��ب �ي��
إ
-ا �ب �ب��مي��س��  /

�ل�دب�لر.  �ي ا ىي ���لل��ي��
�لر��ي���� ��ب �ل ا

ّ
��يِ����� ر�عىي ع��لى �مُ��س���ْ �ل��سش ا

After this letter there was a hiatus of more than three years. During 
this period ʿAbd al-Ghanī went on his great journey to Syria, Egypt, 
and the Ḥijāz region, which took 388 days, starting on Thursday 1 
Muḥarram 1105 / 1 October 1693, and ending on Saturday 5 Ṣafar 1106 
/ 25 August 1694. On his way, ʿAbd al-Ghanī received and sent many 
letters which were not included in the Wasāʾil.9 While in Sidon he 
granted an ijāza to its muftī, in which he listed one hundred and forty-
four titles of his works, including Wasāʾil al-Taḥqīq.

56.  Muḥammad Afandī, Head of Nobles in Aleppo (Ḥalab), Syria, to 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī, and ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s response, sent in early Dhū 
al-Qaʿda 1107 / mid-June 1695; a brief exchange of compliments 
and praise.

ىي 
�ب �ل�عب  �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

ّ
، و�د ىي

�ب �ل�عب �ى �ع��ب�د ا ىي ���و��ي�� اإ
��ب ���ل��ب ��ب را ��سش

إ
�ىي �ب����ي�مي��ب ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
56 - �م��ب محمد ا

���م�مب��ي��  �ب �ي����مب وا �ل�حب �ل�هي وا �لر����� �ب 1695، وا �يرا
هي 1106 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب �حرب �ل����ي�ع�د �ىي ا �إ�ل دب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل�ه ��ب
إ
ا

�يح. لم�د ء وا طرا ��ب �ل�لاإ ل �م����ي�مي����مب د �� ��ي�ب

57.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Muḥammad Afandī al-Ḥumaydī, Tur-
key, sent in Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1108 / October 1696; a brief note with 
good wishes.

ىي ���ب�يع 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
�لرو�م��ي�هي، ا د ا �لا �ل��ب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب �ل�ح���م��ي�د �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل�ح��حب محمد ا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 57 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

. �ي م�مب��ي��
�ل�ي ��مي��ب ا

إ
���� ا �م�ي

�ي�ه ��ب ���د
ُ
 ��ي

��ب�هي
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1696، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� ر�ي�ب ا

ول 1108 / �ي��سش
إ
ل� ا

58.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Naṣūḥī Afandī al-Uskudārī of Uskudār, Turkey, 
sent in Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1108 / October 1696; a brief response with 
warm friendly wishes.

9 See Ḥaqīqa.
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ىي 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

� ��ب ا �����ك��
إ
ىي ا

��ىي ��ب ا �����ك��
إ
ل� �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ى �ب���صو�حىي ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 58 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�هي  ��ي�ه �ع��ب �حرا
��ب �ي�ع��بر ��ب �ب �م����ي�مي����مب وا 1696، و�هىي ��ب ول 

إ
ل� ر�ي�ب ا

1108 / �ي��سش ول 
إ
ل� ���ب�يع ا

. �ب وا
��ب ل�إ  �ب��ي�ب ا

هي لمود ا

59.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Maʿnawī Afandī Ibn shaykh Qarahbās ʿAli 
Afandī, Turkey, sent in Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1108 / October 1696; a 
brief response with praise and good wishes.

�لرو�م��ي�هي،  د ا �لا �ل��ب ىي ا
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
��� ع��لىي ا ره �ب��

ب ��ي
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ب�ب ا �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ى �م�ع��بو�ىي ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 59 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�يح  لم�د ��ب �م��لىإ �ب�� �ب �م����ي�مي����مب وا ول 1696، و�هىي ��ب
إ
ل� ر�ي�ب ا

/ �ي��سش ول 1108 
إ
ل� ىي ���ب�يع ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ا

�ك����مي��ب�هي.  ا
و�ي�هي

��ب
إ
ل� �ي ا م�مب��ي��

�ل�ي وا

60.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Abū al-mawāhib al-Bakrī al-Ṣiddīqī of 
Cairo, Egypt, sent in Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1108 / October 1696; a brief 
note sending his condolences for the passing away of Abū 
al-Mawāhib’s brother.

������ل����� 
إ
ىي �م���سر، ا

��رهي ��ب �ل����ي�� ىي ا
ىي ��ب

�ي����ي
ّ
�ك���ص�د ��لر�ىي ا �ل��ب �ه��ب ا لموا �بو ا

إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 60 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

��ي�ه.
��ب

إ
���� �بمو�ي ا �م�ي

�ي�ه ��ب
 �ي�عرب

��ب�هي
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب ول 1696، و�هىي ������

إ
ل� ر�ي�ب ا

ول 1108 / �ي��سش
إ
ل� ىي ���ب�يع ا

��ب

61.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh Aḥmad al-Kasbī of Aleppo, Syria, sent 
on 7 Muḥarram 1109 / 26 July 1697; a brief letter seeking al-Kasbī’s 
insights into a complex question on cosmogony posed by Ibn 
ʿArabī.

ىي 7 م�حرّم 1109 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي ���و��ي��، ا

ىي ���ل��ب ��ب
��س�بىي ��ب

ِ
�ل�� ح���د ا

إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 61 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ل�هي  �كو��ب�ي�هي �عو�ي���ص�هي طر������� 
إ
�ل��ي�ع����ي�مي��ب ع��لى �م��س��  �ي�����ل��ب �م��ب�ه ا

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي / 26 �يمو�ب 1696، و�هىي ������

. �ب�ب �عر�بىي ا

62.  Shaykh Aḥmad al-Kasbī of Aleppo, Syria, to ʿAbd al-Ghanī, and 
a response by ʿAbd al-Ghanī, sent in late Ṣafar 1109 / mid-Sep-
tember 1697; a lengthy exchange that includes three letters from 
al-Kasbī and a response from ʿAbd al-Ghanī, discussing some 
complex aspects of Sufi cosmogony according to the theology of 
the Unity of Being.



the letters of the wasāʾil72

 ، ىي
�ب �ل�عب �ب �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا وا ىي و��ب

�ب �ل�عب �ى �ع��ب�د ا ىي ���و��ي�� اإ
ىي ���ل��ب ��ب

��س�بىي ��ب
ِ
�ل�� ح���د ا

إ
ب ا
��ي���� �ل��س���ش 62 - �م��ب ا

�ش�هي  ���م��ب �ش�لا �ل�هي �و�ي��ل�هي ��ي�ي����مب �ي��لول 1697، و�هىي ������
إ
ر 1109 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ا

ر �ص��ب �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ا

لم  �ل�ع�� د ا �� �ي�حب �ل��و��ب�ي�هي واإ �ي ا �ل��ي�ع�ميّ��ب�� ���� ��ب��لرهي ا �م�ي
�ب ��ب ىي �ي�سب�ح��ش��

�ب �ل�عب �ب �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا وا �ل����س�بىي و��ب ��مي��ب �م��ب ا
�ي �م�كك�ا

��ي�هي.
�ك���صو��ب ود ا �لو��ب هي ا � و��د ��ب�كك�ا

إ
�ب�ح��س�����ب ا

63.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Qabalān muḥammad Bāshā of Tripoli, Lebanon, 
sent in late Ṣafar, 1109 / mid-September, 1697; a brief note extend-
ing his praise and good wishes.

ر 1109 
ر �ص��ب �حب وا

إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
، ا �ب ىي �ل�مب��ب��

�ب��ل��� ��ب ىي طرا
�� ��ب ���ش �ب محمد �ب�� ��ب�لا

�ى ��ي ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 63 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ك����مي��ب�هي. �ي ا م�مب��ي��
�ل�ي ء وا �ل�مش��ب�� �ح���م�ل ا

���ص��يرهي �ي
�ل�هي ��ي �ي��لول 1697، و�هىي ������

إ
/ �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ا

64.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Yaḥyā Afandī al-Wānī of Van, Turkey, sent in 
late Jumādā al-Thāniya 1109 / early January 1698; a lengthy 
response explaining the various statuses of people of knowledge: 
those who deal with Islamic theology and law (ʿulamāʾ al-sharīʿa), 
those who deal with mystical knowledge and practice (ʿulamāʾ 
al-ṭarīqa), and those who deal with divine truth (ʿulamāʾ 
al-ḥaqīqa). 

ر  �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ب ��ب ىي وا
ىي ��ب

�ب �لوا �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د
إ
�م�هي �ي�ح�يى ا �ل�ع�لا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 64 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

��ي��ب  ��ي�ه �مرا
رح ��ب �ب �و�ي�ل �ي��سش وا ىي 1698، و�هىي ��ب

�ب �ل��ش�� و�ب ا
�ب �إ�ل ك�ا وا

إ
��ب�ي�هي 1109 / ا �ل��ش�� �ى ا د حب����

��ي��ي�هي.
�ل�ح����ي ء ا �ك��طر�ي����ي�هي، وع��ل�ص�� ء ا ر�ي�ع�هي، وع��ل�ص�� �ل��سش ء ا : ع��ل�ص�� لم��س��ل�ص��ي�ب ء ا ع��ل�ص��

65.  Shaykh al-Islam Fayḍ Allāh Afandī to ʿAbd al-Ghanī, received  
in Shawwāl 1109 / April-may 1698; a short letter seeking ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s prayers in support of the embattled Ottoman army in 
its war with the infidels.

 / ل 1109  وا ىي ���ش
������ل��ي ��ب

إ
، ا ىي

�ب �ل�عب �ى �ع��ب�د ا �ىي اإ ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل��ل�ه ا ب ا

�مي����
م ��ب ����لا ل�إ ب ا

��ي���� - �م��ب ��س���ش  65

ء  ع�� �ل�د ء ا �ك���ص��ل������� ىي و�م��ب ��و�ل�ه �م��ب ا
�ب �ل�عب ���� �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا �م�ي

و ��ب  �ير��ب
�ل�هي � 1698، و�هىي ������ �ي��

إ
-ا �ب �ب��مي��س��

.� �� �ل������ب �د ا ىي �حر�ب�ه �صب
ىي ��ب

�ب �ل�ع�شما ��مي���ش ا �ل�حب �ل��ب���سرهي ا

66.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh al-Islam Fayḍ Allāh Afandī of Istanbul, 
Turkey, sent in Shawwāl 1109 / April-may 1698; a response offer-
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ing his prayers and support and reflecting on the Islamic under-
standing of war and victory.

������ل����� 
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ي�هي ��ب
�ل����ي��م����مب�����ي��مب ىي ا

�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د
إ
�ل��ل�ه ا ب ا

�مي����
م ��ب ����لا ل�إ ب ا

��ي���� �ى ��س���ش ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 66 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

��ي�ه 
�ش ��ب �ع���ه و�ي�سي�ح�د �إ�ه ود ع�� ��ي�ه د

�ب �ير����ل ��ب وا � 1698، و�هىي ��ب �ي��
إ
-ا �ب / �ب��مي��س�� ل 1109  وا ىي ���ش

��ب

م. ����لا ل�إ ىي ا
�ل��ب���سر ��ب �ل�حر�ب وا ��وم ا �ع��ب �م�����ب

67.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to an un-named correspondent of Jerusalem 
neighbourhood, Palestine, sent in Ṣafar 1110 / August 1698; a 
brief response with notes on spiritual learning.

ىي 
��ب ������ل����� 

إ
ا  ، ��ل��م�����ي�ب

��ب ىي 
��ب  ��� �ل����ي�د ا �حىي  وا

�ب ىي 
��ب �م��س���مى  ��ير 

عب ����ل  �مرا �ى  اإ ىي 
�ب �ل�عب ا �م��ب �ع��ب�د   -  67

�ي �ع��ب ��مب��ي�ع��ي�هي  �� �����ب لم�لا ا ب 
�ب������ ��ي�ه 

��ب ��ب  �م����ي�مي����مب �ب  وا 1689، و�هىي ��ب �ب 
آ
/ ا  1110 ر 

�ص��ب

. ي
� وا

دب
إ
ل� ع��لوم ا

68.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh al-Islam Fayḍ Allāh Afandī, sent in Ṣafar 
1110 / August 1698; a short letter offering more prayers and sup-
port in response to Fayḍ Allāh’s earlier plea (letter 65).

�ب 
آ
ر 1110 / ا

ىي �ص��ب
������ل����� ��ب

إ
، ا �ىي ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ل��ل�ه ا ب ا

�مي����
م ��ب ����لا ل�إ ب ا

��ي���� �ى ��س���ش ىي اإ
�ب �ل�عب 68 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�ب�هي  �� ��س�����ي�����ب لم��س��ل�ص��ي�ب ا عم �ل��ب���سرهي ا
�ل�د� ء وا ع�� �ل�د �ي�د �م��ب ا

لممرب ���� ا �م�ي
م ��ب  �ي����ي�د

���ص��يرهي
�ل�هي ��ي 1698، و�هىي ������

. �ب�ي �ل��س�� �ل��ل�ه ا ب ا
�مي����

�ك�����ل��ب ��ب

69.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Mirzā Afandī, Turkey, sent in Rabīʿ al-Awwal 
1110 / September 1698; a short letter with notes on the ethical 
practices of pious Muslims.

ول 1110 / 
إ
ل� ىي ���ب�يع ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
�لروم، ا د ا ىي �ب�لا

�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د
إ
ا ا �ى �مر�ب لمو �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 69 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

. لموإ�م��ب �ب ا �ب��س�� ل�إ �ي ا �م�لا ي و�م�ع��
� �ب�لا

إ
�ى ا  اإ

�ي �ا �� ���ش ���� اإ �م�ي
���ص��يرهي ��ب

�ل�هي ��ي �ي��لول 1698، و�هىي ������
إ
ا

70.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Yaḥyā Afandī Ibn Nūḥ Afandī al-Wānī of Van, 
Turkey, sent in mid-Rabīʿ al-Awwal 1112 / late August 1700; a 
response to a letter received on 15 Jumādā al-Ākhira 1111 / 7 
December 1699, in which Yaḥyā sought advice on three hotly 
debated issues: the faith of Firʿawn (Pharaoh), Ibn ʿArabī’s work 
on the Unity of Being, and the legality of smoking. 
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ىي �م�مب�مي���ص�ب 
������ل����� ��ب

إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

�ب ��ب ىي وا
ىي ��ب

�ب �لوا وح ا
�ب�ب �ب �ىي ا ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ى �ي�ح�يى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 70 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

ىي 
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�ي�ه �م��ب �ي�ح�يى ا �ل�هي و�د �ب �لر����� وا �ب 1700، و�هىي ��ب

آ
ر ا �حب وا

إ
ول 1112 / ا

إ
ل� ���ب�يع ا

�ل�هي 
إ
�إ�ل: �م��س�� �ش�هي �م��س�� ىي �ش�لا

��يره ��ب ��سش
ول 1699، �ي��س��مي

إ
ل� و�ب ا

�ب رهي 1111 / 7 ك�ا �حب
آ
ل� �ى ا د 15 حب����

 . �ب �ب�� �ل�د ��هي ا �ب��  اإ
�ل�هي

إ
ود، و�م��س�� �لو��ب هي ا ىي و��د

�ب�ب �عر�بىي ��ب و�ل�هي ل�
، و�م����ي ر�عو�ب

�ب ��ب �يم�� اإ

71.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to Ayyūb Afandī of Hayrabolu, Turkey, sent in late 
Ramaḍān 1114 / mid-February 1703; a short response offering 
some reflections on the relationship between human and divine 
powers.

�ب  �� ��ر ��م���صب ر ��م�ش �حب وا
إ
ىي ا

������ل����� ��ب
إ
ىي �يرك�ي��، ا

ىي �ب��يره �بول ��ب
�ىي ��ب ��ب��ب�د

إ
�يو�ب ا

إ
�ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 71 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

�هي  �ل����ي�د رب وا �ل�ع����حب �ي �ع��ب ا �م�لا
إ
���� �ي�� �م�ي

���ص��يرهي ��ب
�ل�هي ��ي ط 1703، و�هىي ������ ��ب�� 1114 / �م�مب�مي���ص�ب ��س���ش

. ي
��لو� لم�����ب �ل�ي �ب�� �ل�حب�� ��ي�هي ا وع�لا

72.  ʿAbd al-Ghanī to shaykh ʿArābī of Ḥamā, Syria; an undated brief 
response with some metaphoric reflections on mystical states and 
spiritual experiences.

��ب�هي 
�ل�هي �م����ي�مي����مب �يحب، و�هىي ������ � و�ب �ي�� ىي ���و��ي��، �ب�د

هي ��ب ىي ح����
�بىي ��ب �ل��س�����ي�د �عرا �ى ا ىي اإ

�ب �ل�عب 72 - �م��ب �ع��ب�د ا

��ب�ي�هي. �لرو��� ر�ب�هي ا �ل��ي����حب ��ي�هي وا
�ك���صو��ب ل ا ��وا

إ
ل� �ي�هي �ع��ب ا

�ب �� �ب��ير م�حب ���� �ي�ع�� �م�ي
��ب
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PLACES, TOWNS, AND CORRESPONDENTS

The circle of ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s correspondents includes, as already men-
tioned, Arab and Turkish friends, colleagues, mystics, high-ranking 
officials, and individuals he did not know. All of his correspondents 
resided outside Damascus in sixteen cities located in what were then 
known as Bilād al-Shām (today Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine), 
al-Bilād al-rūmiyya (today Turkey and parts of the Balkan Peninsula, 
then known as Rūmeli), Ḥijāz (today Saudi Arabia), and Miṣr or 
al-Bilād al-miṣriyya (today Egypt). I was able to identify and locate all 
the towns and cities referred to in the Wasāʾil, as shown in the map 
included here, except for one, س�����ب��بر�� (s.n.b.r.), which ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
describes as being a “frontier town for the lands of the infidels” (sarḥad 
li-bilād al-kuffār). If by “the infidels” ʿAbd al-Ghanī was referring to 
European Christians, as is most likely, then it is possible that this town 
was located somewhere at the Ottoman frontier regions in the Balkans. 
The closest name in this region is the town of Sombor, today in Serbia, 
located near the borders with Hungary and Croatia. The town was an 
Ottoman/Habsburg military frontier and was also known by the names 
Sonbor and Sanbur. 

As for ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s correspondents, a few were highly eminent 
figures, such as Grand Vizier Muṣṭafā Köprülü, Shaykh al-Islam Fayḍ 
Allāh (or Feyzullah), and the leading theologian Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī, 
while others were high-ranking officials, such as an un-named military 
chief, the head of the nobles in Aleppo, Muḥammad Afandī, and the 
chief judge of Tripoli, Muḥammad Saʿīd Afandī. Those who received 
most letters, however, such as shaykh Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī, shaykh 
Ibrāhīm Afandī, and shaykh Aḥmad al-Nābulusī, were hardly known, 
as they were not mentioned in the main Arabic sources of the period.
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Edirne
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Damascus

S e a

A map of the Eastern Ottoman Provinces, showing the places and towns of  
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s correspondents (Source: Author)
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Turkey

 

Istanbul Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī 11 letters: 1680 (2L), 
1682, 1685, 1686 (3L), 
1687 (2L), 1688, 16961

Fayḍ Allāh, Shaykh al-Islam 3 letters: 1698

Muṣṭafā Köprülü, Grand 
Vizier 1689–91

1 letter: 1691

Un-named 4 letters: 1676, 1677, 
1678, 1681

Edirne Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī 5 letters: 1684 (2L), 
1685 (2L), 1688

Hayrabolu Ayyūb Afandī 1 letter: 1703

Ibrāhīm Afandī 11 letters: 1679, 1680, 
1682, 1683, 1685 (2L), 
1686, 1687 (2L), 1688 
(2L)

Mullā Aḥmad 2 letters: 1678, 1679

Un-named 1 letter: 1692

Tekirdağ ʿAlī Afandī 1 letter: 1678

Antep Shaykh Ramaḍān 1 letter: 1675

Van Yaḥyā al-Wānī 3 letters: 1691, 1698, 
1700

Uskudar Naṣūḥī al-Uskudārī 1 letter: 1696

Sombor Shaykh Ṣāleḥ 2 letters: 1684, 1684

Turkey (al-Bilād 
al-Rūmiyya) 

Maʿnawī Afandī 1 letter: 1696

Mīrzā Afandī 1 letter: 1698

Syria Aleppo Muḥammad Afandī, Head of 
Nobles

1 letter: 1695

Aḥmad al-Kasbī 2 letters: 1696, 1697

Hama Shaykh ʿArābī 1 letter: no date

Shaqhab Ibrāhīm Āghā 1 letter: 1690

Palestine Nablus Aḥmad al-Nābulusī 12 letters: 1680 (2L), 
1682, 1683 (3L), 1685, 
1686, 1687 (2L), 1688 
(2L)

Jerusalem Un-named 1 letter: 1698

1 The usage “2L” etc. refers to the number of letters (in this example, two)  written 
to a correspondent; the usage “1680” etc. refers to the date of the letter/s.
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Lebanon Tripoli Muḥammad Saʿīd Afandī 1 letter: 1686

Qabalān Bāshā 1 letter: 1697

Sidon Luṭfī al-Ṣaydāwī 1 letter: 1688

Saudi 
Arabia

Medina Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī 1 letter: 1678

Egypt Cairo Abū al-Mawāhib al-Ṣiddīqī 1 letter: 1696
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CONTENT AND SIGNIFICANCE

The letters of the Wasāʾil al-Taḥqīq wa Rasāʾil al-Tawfīq vary in length 
and content but are similar in style. The early letters are longer and 
thematically specific, whereas the later letters are shorter and general 
in nature. There are three lengthy letters that were written more as 
epistles, or treatises, and were given specific titles. The first of these, 
“Thubūt al-Qadamayn fī Suʾāl al-Malakayn” (letter 1), is on faith and 
belief; the second, “Lamḥat al-Alṭāf wa Ḥaḍrat al-Itḥāf” (letter 3), is 
on personal struggle and the symbolism of war; and the third, “Taḥrīk 
Silsilat al-Widād fī Masʾilat Khalq Af ʿāl al-ʿIbād” (letter 4), is on free 
will and God’s role in natural causes and human actions. In addition 
to these three lengthy epistles, letter 14 had a lengthy attachment that 
was not included in the Wasāʾil; it is on the nature of the unseen and 
spiritual knowledge and is titled “Raf ʿ al-Rayb ʿan Ḥaḍrat al-Ghayb.” 
It is not clear why ʿAbd al-Ghanī did not include this epistle in the 
Wasāʾil when he did include the epistles that comprised letters 1, 3, 
and 4. However, manuscript copies of this epistle can be accessed at 
the national library of Damascus. I have included it in my thematic 
discussion of letter 14 because I considered it to be an integral part of 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s correspondence and of a similar magnitude to the first 
three epistles. In addition to these four lengthy, theoretical, and the-
matically specific epistles, ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s lengthy exchange with 
Aḥmad al-Kasbī on cosmogony and the Unity of Being (letters 61 and 
62) are also thematically specific, complex, and profound. 

Letters 6 and 10 refer to the practice of solitude (khalwa), shedding 
light on an important, yet often misrepresented, phase of ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s life and spiritual experience, while letter 25 refers to smok-
ing, then a new social habit that was spreading rapidly and causing 
much controversy and social unrest. Because of their thematic signifi-
cance, the contents of these selected letters are discussed in detail 
below, followed by a concluding overview of the common themes of 
the Wasāʾil: piety, spirituality, and religious ethics.

Regarding ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s style of writing and the linguistic quality 
of his text, notwithstanding the frequent use of rhymed prose, which 
was common in traditional literary works, the letters are written in a 
formal style closer in its idioms and structure to modern than to tra-
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ditional Arabic. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s writing, in general, is clear, lucid, well 
structured, and easy to follow, even when he is dealing with complex 
or esoteric topics. The precision and sophistication of his terms, expres-
sions, analyses, and analogies, both linguistically and conceptually, are 
remarkable, and so are the breadth of his knowledge and his ability to 
communicate to audiences of varying preoccupations and intellectual 
capacities, including his correspondents, the wider community, and 
even the succeeding generations to whom he alludes in his preface to 
the Wasāʾil. 

In the following presentation of specific letters, unattributed quotes 
refer to the letter being discussed.
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On Understanding Islam: Letter 1

The first letter of the Wasāʾil is addressed to shaykh Ramaḍān of Antep, 
now in Turkey. The thirty-five-year-old ʿAbd al-Ghanī presents his 
friend with some advice on piety and religious ethics. The introductory 
notes suggest that ʿAbd al-Ghanī had met shaykh Ramaḍān, become 
his friend, and exchanged visits with him while the latter was staying 
in Damascus. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was prompted to correspond with shaykh 
Ramaḍān by what he had heard about his preoccupation with “provid-
ing religious advice to the brothers, of the unitarians” (bi-munāṣaḥat 
al-ikhwān min al-muwaḥḥidīn). From the content of the letter, it is 
not clear whether shaykh Ramaḍān was a professional mosque 
preacher, a cleric, or just an ordinary pious man trying to spread good 
words about the Islamic faith. Nor is it clear whether the term 
muwaḥḥidīn (unitarians) refers generally to believing Muslims or spe-
cifically to a particular group with mystical tendencies who believed 
in the Unity of Being, for example. Elsewhere in the letter, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī refers to “the faithful unitarian” (al-muʾmin al-muwaḥḥid), 
in the sense of a devout believer. The term makes better sense when 
juxtaposed against the concept of “hidden polytheism” (al-shirk 
al-khafī), which he alluded to in a hermeneutical treatise he had written 
only a few months before this letter, and elaborated further in a com-
mentary on shaykh Arslān’s treatise on unity, completed three years 
later.1 Whatever he may have meant, ʿAbd al-Ghanī introduces his 
letter with general advice to shaykh Ramaḍān, enjoining him to remain 
strict in observing religious duties, and be fully devoted to his task of 
guiding people without fearing their rejection or being distracted by 
worldly concerns. 

After some introductory remarks on the ethics of preaching, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī dwells on the fundamental issues of faith and belief through 
a rationalisation of the Islamic concept of the “grave trial,” which 
involves the first assessment all Muslims undergo upon their death. 
According to a reported prophetic tradition, two angels named Munkir 
and Nakīr are assigned to question the newly dead in their graves about 
essential matters of faith, in order to test their belief and religious 
understanding. It is the first station of assessment before the final 
judgement on the day of reckoning. These are the “two angels” ʿAbd 

1 The first treatise is al-Fatḥ al-Rabbānī, the second (the commentary) is Kham-
rat al-Ḥān; see the list of Primary Arabic Sources Cited for details.
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al-Ghanī refers to as al-Malakayn in the title of this letter, “The 
Firmness of the two Feet in the Questioning of the two Angels” 
(“Thubūt al-Qadamayn fī Suʾāl al-Malakayn”).

According to the prophetic tradition, the angels will ask three ques-
tions: Who is your Lord? Who is your Prophet? And what is your 
religion? ʿ Abd al-Ghanī uses the ḥadīth to lay down the proper under-
standing of the fundamental articles of faith. Since everyone knows 
that the angels’ questioning is inevitable, he advises shaykh Ramaḍān 
to teach his community the answers to the three questions, and to 
encourage them to prepare well by telling them, “If you do not listen 
to me now, while I am of your kind, and you have space to learn the 
answers and time from me to prepare, you will hear the same from two 
stringent and unfriendly [beings] who will not be patient with you, not 
for an hour, nor even for a fleeting moment. So think what you want 
to do.” He asks shaykh Ramaḍān to articulate the answers provided in 
the letter in his own language (Ottoman Turkish) in order for his audi-
ence to understand them profoundly. For the meaning should “inhere 
in their spirituality,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains, “in order for them to 
benefit from that [knowledge] in the grave’s world, because in that 
world the souls will speak with what they have; they cannot do other-
wise. Memorising through the tongue will not help in that world, 
because, with the discontinuity from the current world, judging by the 
outer [deeds] will cease; only judging by the inner [beliefs] will 
persist.”
ʿAbd al-Ghanī uses the three questions from the two angels to articu-

late his view of the core elements of the Islamic faith and to construct 
a general framework for true belief in God, the Prophet, and Islam. 
His sophisticated articulation goes way beyond the commonly known 
basics, such as the testimony and the other four pillars of Islam. In fact 
he does not even mention those. Instead, he tries to search for the inner 
challenge concealed in each question. The challenge in the first ques-
tion, who is your Lord? lies in the fact that no-one knows the Lord. 
“The Lord worshiped by communities of believers, no-one knows 
him,” he writes, “nor can anyone ever know him except with reference 
to a particular state or degree, but not with reference to inner reality 
and essence.” For these are inaccessible by the human mind. Thus, the 
question becomes one of understanding being (wujūd), and its states 
and hierarchy, within the framework of which a relationship between 
the creator and the creature can be articulated and a way of knowing 
the Lord may be reached.
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The challenge in the second question, who is your prophet? lies in 
understanding the nature of prophecy, which hinges on the belief in 
the unseen that exposes the supra-rational aspects of faith. For ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī the main reason for asking this question is not to know 
whether one is a follower of Muḥammad, Christ, Moses, or other 
prophets, but to see whether one understands the true nature of proph-
ecy. Thus, as with his take on the previous question, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
tends to focus on the universal realities that relate to all religions and 
not just to Islam, although his articulation is naturally grounded in 
Islamic ideas and presented from an Islamic perspective. “Know, O 
my brother, that believing in prophecy is believing in the unseen,” he 
writes. This is so for those “with proper reason,” he adds, and even for 
the companions who saw the Prophet, “because they saw only his out-
ward [form], yet they believed in his inner [reality], having faith in the 
unseen. They themselves were not prophets to have access to the 
unseen, and so there is no difference between them and us except with 
regard to their seeing the visible form of the Prophet.”

Understanding the nature of prophecy, ʿAbd al-Ghanī argues, pre-
supposes an understanding of the hierarchy of believers and their 
 corresponding phases of belief. He identifies three phases (aṭwār) of 
spiritual growth: faith (īmān), sainthood (wilāyā), and prophecy 
(nubuwwa). Faith is the general phase of all believers; sainthood is a 
phase restricted to the elite; while prophecy is a phase for the divinely 
chosen ones. The difference between the levels of knowledge in these 
phases, he explains, is similar to the difference between the mental 
capacity and understanding of a child, an adolescent, and a mature 
adult. Just as there is a natural progression and expansion in one’s 
knowledge from childhood to maturity, so likewise is there an expan-
sion in one’s spirituality and religious horizon from one phase to 
another. Knowing God through “disclosure and witnessing” (al-kashf 
wa al-ʿayān) is thus superior to knowing him through “evidence and 
argument” (al-dalīl wa al-burhān), which is in turn superior to know-
ing him through “imitation and submission” (al-taqlīd wa al-izʿān). 
These three modes of knowing God do not map directly over the three 
phases of spiritual growth, as the highest mode relates to both saint-
hood and prophecy, whereas the lower two modes relate to the various 
levels of understanding and corresponding degrees of faith.

To illustrate this point further, ʿAbd al-Ghanī gives an example of 
a colour-blind person, explaining that one’s belief in prophecy should 
be similar to the colour-blind person’s belief in colours. Just as a 
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colour-blind person cannot use other senses to compensate for their 
visual deficiency, nor can they use their reason to see colours, likewise, 
people cannot compensate for their spiritual deficiency that differenti-
ates them from prophets, nor can they use their senses and reason to 
grasp what prophecy is. He writes:

The way for the colour-blind to believe in colours is to believe that 
there are things called “colours,” which are unlike the kind of things 
he perceives through his four senses and his reason. And that he is 
necessarily incapable of perceiving them because of his lacking the 
sense whereby they are perceived. He should fault all other perceptions 
with certainty and without any confusion, and believe that God has 
created others who are able to see and who, unlike him, have the visual 
sense that enables them to perceive colours. His believing in that is 
thus a belief in the unseen, and the belief in the prophecy of Muḥammad 
… is of this kind.

As for the third question, what is your religion? the challenge lies in 
understanding the true nature of Islam, which forms the universal core 
of all religions. “Know, O my brother,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī writes, “that 
al-dīn (religion) is that to which man yudīn; that is, ‘succumbs’, ‘fol-
lows’, ‘obeys’, and ‘submits’, in accordance with the certainty of tradi-
tion (al-ikhbārāt al-yaqīniyya) and the formation of divine law 
(al-inshāʾāt al-sharʿiyya)… And al-Islam is ‘surrender’ (istislām) and 
‘obedience’ (inqiyād), and so it shares with ‘religion’ the same mean-
ing.” This way, the question becomes concerned with the universalities 
of religion, such as believing in the existence of God and his attributes, 
his prophets, his scriptures, his angels, his punishment and reward, 
and so forth. 

The ultimate challenge of the trial by the two angels seems to lie in 
one’s ability to articulate sound rational answers to the three questions, 
as presented by ʿ Abd al-Ghanī, but without surrendering one’s horizon 
to the dictates of rationality, because with matters of the unseen one 
cannot simply rely on one’s reason:

The reason behind the unbelief of the philosophers, the Dahriyyīn,2 
and the rest of the misguided and deviant groups, is the application of 

2 The “Dahriyyūn,” from the Arabic “dahr,” “aeon,” “a long period of time,” 
refers generally to a sect of materialist thinkers who believe in the eternity of the 
world, as opposed to those who attribute to it a creator or a cause. Al-Sharastānī 
refers to al-Tabīʿiyyūn al-Dahriyyūn as those who negate the intelligible, denying the 
existence of anything beyond the sensible world. See al-Milal wa al-Niḥal, 2:3, and 
EI2, “Dahriyya.”
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rational understanding to what cannot be understood by reason. It is 
like someone holding a small scale used for measuring gold and being 
adamant that he will not believe the weight of anything unless he mea-
sures it using his scale. When he is presented with a rock or a mountain 
and is told its weight, he tries to measure it with his scale but he can-
not because of the large size of the object and the minute size of his 
scale. At this point happiness is differentiated from misery: happy is 
the one who attributes deficiency to his scale and believes in what he 
is told, believing in the unseen… While miserable is the one who 
accuses the reporter of lying, thinking badly of him, while adhering to 
his scale, emphasising it, and depending on it.3 

3 Letter 3.
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On Struggle (Jihād): Letter 3

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s third letter in the Wasāʾil, sent in late December 1677 
ce, was addressed to an un-named correspondent in Istanbul. It is  
a lengthy epistle on the types and symbolic significance of human 
 struggle (jihād) in Islam titled “Lamḥat al-Alṭāf wa Ḥaḍrat al-Itḥāf” 
(“The Glance of Providence and the Presence of Guidance”). ʿAbd  
al-Ghanī’s introduction as well as other remarks suggest that his cor-
respondent was a high-ranking official in the Ottoman army respon-
sible for “managing the affairs of the soldiers.” Since we know very 
little about his connections with Ottoman officials, it is difficult to 
guess who that person was. During his brief visit to Istanbul ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī met with several military judges, but that was about thirteen 
years earlier. If he was writing to a particular judge in this instance, 
then the friendly tone of the letter suggests a continuous contact, about 
which we know almost nothing. “I felt an acceptance from you for what 
you were receiving from my words,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote, suggesting 
that this was not the first communication between them. Yet, no replies 
or references to replies from the Ottoman official are included in the 
Wasāʾil. As for the main purpose of the letter, it was prompted by the 
news that the Ottoman army had embarked on a campaign for a war 
(ḥaraka jihādiyya) against the infidels. On this important occasion, 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī felt obliged, as he puts it, to “activate the link of brother-
hood in faith in order to disclose some advice in accordance with the 
demands of Islamic love.” In other words, he felt the need to advise 
his friend about the true meaning and significance of jihād in Islam, 
so that his brother in faith might “perfect his righteous deeds.”

After extended citations of prophetic traditions on the need for soli-
darity among Muslims in moments of crisis, and on Islamic war ethics, 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī reminds his friend of the two types of “war” or “strug-
gle” (jihād): minor and major. The minor jihād, he explains, is one’s 
struggle against one’s external enemies, the infidels, whereas the major 
jihād is one’s struggle against one’s internal enemies, the bad and sinful 
thoughts and deeds in one’s own self. The major jihād is more impor-
tant for Muslims than the minor one, he adds, because the existence 
of infidels and their persistence in their unbelief do not cause any harm 
to Muslims in matters that concern faith. The inner sinful thoughts of 
Muslims, however, do cause them harm by prompting them to commit 
sins and do the wrong thing. “The faithful is in a constant struggle 
against his self in order to avert its corrupting tendencies until he dies,” 
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ʿAbd al-Ghanī writes, “whereas his struggle against the infidels is dif-
ferent: it is on at certain times, and off at others.” 

In the major jihād, ʿAbd al-Ghanī refers to the role of khawāṭir, 
“quick-passing thoughts,” an important concept in Islamic psychology 
and morality discussed in some detail in the attachment to letter 14. 
The importance of khawāṭir lies in their evanescent nature: although 
they are subjective ideas related to an individual’s personal experiences 
and their connections with the world, they lie outside the mental con-
trol of individuals. Their inexplicable, rapid, and random appearance 
and disappearance distinguish them from deliberate thinking, reflec-
tion, remembering, and imagining. Ontologically, they belong to the 
spirit of the game of being, constituting one of its controlling instru-
ments.4 Thus, it is their being outside the individual’s control that 
makes them dangerous, rendering bad khawāṭir as the real enemies 
against which muslims are enjoined to struggle. But since their emer-
gence in the heart—where Muslim scholars place them in order to set 
them apart form normal mental activities—is beyond individual power 
to prevent, their mere passing through is not sinful. Their quick passing 
prompts the mind to respond and the body to act and this is where 
one’s constant struggle lies: in fighting off bad and evil khawāṭir and 
nourishing good and pious ones. Speaking of khawāṭir, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī 
explains:

If they (that is, bad khawāṭir) pass through one’s heart and one rejects 
them, they will not harm him, but if he accepts them then they will 
become related to him and he will be judged by their merit. This is like 
a situation in which a Muslim and an infidel are imprisoned together 
in one cell. If the infidel speaks his words of unbelief and worships 
other than God-most-high, this will not harm the Muslim because he 
neither agrees with what is being said nor accepts it from the infidel, 
yet he cannot part company from him.

After further citations from the Prophet and eminent Muslim scholars 
to support his argument that the inner struggle against the soul’s carnal 
desires is the real jihād, ʿAbd al-Ghanī turns to illustrating this inner 
struggle analogically with military imagery and war metaphors. Setting 
up his hermeneutical strategy, he writes:

Now that it has been established through this that the target is the 
edification of the outward and the inward, this can be achieved by 

4 On the cosmological significance of khawāṭir, see Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt, 1: 796–
97 and Akkach 2005a, 191–92.
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knowing the major jihād, which is the struggle of the soul, [and know-
ing] the enemy waiting to fight you in this [major] jihād, their soldiers, 
the king to whom you belong in this jihād, the Muslim soldiers on your 
side, the forts, castles, and secrets upon which the jihād occurs, and 
the weapons used in the jihād by the two sides.

 In setting up his metaphoric scenes of the battlefield and the fighting 
armies, ʿAbd al-Ghanī introduces the major jihād, not as a subjective 
personal struggle, but as an existential one with cosmic magnitude. 
After all, the emergence and free roaming of khawāṭir, good and bad, 
are neither of man’s own making nor under his mental control. They 
belong to the conditions of being-in-the-world and to the controlling 
forces of the game of being. Detailing the existential picture of the 
battlefield, ʿAbd al-Ghanī writes:

And of the existing universes there is the world of earth and heaven 
and that which is in-between, the so-called “lower world” (al-dunyā). 
The same can be found in the world of man: his body corresponds to 
earth, his soul’s world corresponds to heaven, and the ethics that lie 
in-between [the body and the soul] correspond to the lower world and 
its people. Vigilance is one of Islam’s kings, whose soldiers are good 
thoughts, while negligence is one of unbelief’s kings, whose soldiers 
are bad thoughts. Reason acts as a minister for the king of Islam, when 
he is winning, managing all of his affairs correctly, and acts as a min-
ister for the king of unbelief when he is winning, managing all of his 
affairs erroneously. Faith and Islam are two forts protecting the wor-
shiper, lofty and impenetrable in the likeness of Mecca and Medina. 
The five prayers, fasting, praying, alms giving, and pilgrimage corre-
spond to the forts and citadels, while religious duties, traditions, and 
desirable practices correspond to the protective fences for these forts 
and citadels. Lawful, doctrinal, and practical issues correspond to 
weaponry and the ammunition of war. The king of Islam, who is always 
vigilance, is constantly at war fighting the king of unbelief, who is 
negligence. And the former’s soldiers, who are the good thoughts, are 
battling the latter’s soldiers, who are the bad thoughts. In this war there 
perish from the two sides those whom God wills to perish, and survive 
those whom God wills to survive. Battling and fighting are always pur-
sued in order to take control of the mentioned forts and citadels. Every 
fort claimed by the king of vigilance is built and maintained by sincer-
ity, certainty, and piety, and each fort claimed by the king of negligence 
is destroyed and ruined by hypocrisy, scepticism, and arrogance.

After this scene-setting, ʿAbd al-Ghanī begins to discuss in detail suc-
cessive events of fighting, identifying the fortresses under attack in 
each event, the conflicting thoughts and reasoning involved, and the 
fighting tactics each knight uses. The first fortress that comes under 
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attack is the “fortress of faith” (ḥiṣn al-īmān), being the first to be built 
in one’s heart, the greatest, and “the most noble for the sultan of vigi-
lance.” In fact, it is “the seat of this sultan” and the centre of his king-
dom. And such is its nobility that it represents the fortress of Mecca 
among all the fortresses of the world. The fight over the fortress of faith 
centres on the relationship between God and man, divinity and human-
ity, involving weaponry of rationality and revelation. The knight of the 
good thoughts defends faith in God’s transcendence with weapons of 
revelation and tradition, while the knight of the bad thoughts attacks 
faith in God’s transcendence using weapons of reason and scepticism. 
This is followed by the battle over the fortress of Islam, which repre-
sents the revelation of one’s faith. In the world of the human body, the 
status of this fortress is in the state of Medina among the fortresses of 
the natural world. After this comes the battle over the fortress of fast-
ing, then over the fortress of alms-giving, and so forth. These battles, 
which constitute the major jihād for ʿAbd al-Ghanī, are not restricted 
to issues of religious morality and personal ethics but extend to the 
battle of faith and reason, the mother of all battles during his period. 
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On Causality: Letter 4

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s letter to Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī (d. 1690 ce) is the longest 
and perhaps the most important epistle in the Wasāʾil, as it deals with 
the critical issue of causality, which was also the subject of profound 
rethinking in Europe at the time. Al-Kūrānī, a leading scholar and 
influential theologian based in Medina, has been identified as a key 
figure in a wide circle of religious renewal and reform.5 Two treatises 
by al-Kūrānī on the nature of voluntary human actions reached ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī through some friends, and he felt the urge to respond with a 
lengthy critique. It is not clear what had prompted al-Kūrānī to write 
his first treatise, “Maslak al-Sadād fī Masʾilat Khalq Af ʿāl al-ʿIbād” 
(“The Right Approach to the Issue of the Creation of the Servants’ 
Actions”), which he completed in mid-1085 h/1674 ce.6 In the opening 
passage he refers to the different views people have on this issue and 
his desire to clarify the right approach, but it is not clear whether he 
is referring to the old theological disputes or to a renewed debate at 
his time. The scant evidence we have suggests the latter, or at least some 
resurging public interest in the topic. Al-Kūrānī’s treatise prompted a 
lengthy response from an un-named colleague, asking for detailed 
clarification of many of the terms, concepts, and arguments used in 
the Maslak. This response was titled “al-Istiʿdād li-Sulūk Maslak 
al-Sadād” (“Preparing to Follow the Right Approach”).7 This prompted 
al-Kūrānī to respond with his second lengthy treatise, “Imdād dhawī 
al-Istiʿdād li-Sulūk Maslak al-Sadād” (“Supporting the One Preparing 
to Follow the Right Approach”), in which he addressed the questions 
raised and added more clarification. We do not know when his col-
league’s treatise was written, but al-Kūrānī completed the second trea-
tise three years after writing the first, in mid-1088 h/1677 ce. ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī received the two treatises, studied them, wrote his lengthy 
critique, and posted it within a span of fifteen months from the comple-
tion date of Kūrānī’s second treatise.8 He titled his critique, which 

5 See Levtzion and Voll 1987.
6 In the title of this treatise, the word sadād can also be read as sidād (as it 

appears in one of the manuscripts), to rhyme with ʿibād, in which case the title would 
read as “The Adequate Approach to the Issue of the Creation of the Servants’ 
Actions.” 

7 This treatise is cited in al-Kūrānī’s “Imdād Dhawī al-Istiʿdād li-Sulūk Maslak 
al-Sadād.”

8 This shows the remarkable speed with which exchanges and ideas travelled in 
the region, facilitated probably by an efficient postal system and most certainly in 



content and significance: letter 4 91

comprises letter 4 of the Wasāʾil, “Taḥrīk Silsilat al-Widād fī Masʾilat 
Khalq Af ʿāl al-ʿIbād” (“Activating the Link of Friendship on the Issue 
of the Creation of the Servants’ Actions”). Then, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was 
thirty-seven, and al-Kūrānī was sixty-three. Despite hoping for a 
friendly response, even a brief one, from the renowned master, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī does not seem to have received a reply from al-Kūrānī, who, 
understandably, may have been displeased by such strong criticism 
from the young Damascene scholar. Whatever the case may be, the 
four treatises (including the one by the unknown author), along with 
several others on the same topic by the two scholars, deserve a separate 
lengthy study.9 Here, I can refer only briefly to some of the key points 
of the debate. 

The central topic of the debate was the nature of God’s activities in 
the world; that is, his role in the creation of human actions and natural 
causes. The main concern was the degree of autonomy that can be 
ascribed to human conduct and the processes of natural phenomena. 
In a much earlier debate, between the Muʿtazila and the Ashāʿira, a 
conceptual distinction emerged between the notion of “power” (qudra) 
and the notion of “effect” (taʾthīr), and the relationship of both to the 
acting agent that causes an effect.10 While cause and effect may appear 
to be bound by a straightforward linear relationship, the roles indi-
vidual and divine powers play in the process of causing an effect are 
not. In fact, one of the clarifications sought by al-Kūrānī’s un-named 
colleague was the meanings of both al-taʾthīr and its parallel, al-qudra, 
and the degree of overlap between them. When a person stands up or 
fire burns, for example, the contention was about whether or not it is 
the person’s individual power that causes the effect of standing or 
nature’s power that causes the effect of burning. If not, as was the posi-
tion of official orthodoxy, which adopted the Ashʿariyya’s view, what 
then is the nature of God’s involvement in both processes, and how 
does God cause an effect through humans and natural forces without 
these becoming passive instruments in his hand?

this case by the annual pilgrimage that brought together on a regular basis scholars 
and students from all over the Islamic world.

9 Al-Kūrānī wrote several other treatises on the topic, such as “Maslak al-Iʿtidāl,” 
“al-Ilmāʿ al-Muḥīṭ,” “al-Mutimma,” “Dhayl al-Mutimma,” and ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote 
at least one more, “Radd al-Jāhil.” See the bibliography section Unpublished Arabic 
Man  uscripts Cited for details. 

10 See al-Ashʿarī, Al-Lumaʿ.
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To simplify the complex polemics surrounding these issues, let us 
return briefly to the game of being. As already explained, the players 
through their playing unfold the game as a state of being with a spirit 
of its own that controls their playing and prevails over everyone 
involved, including the spectators. Thus, while the players appear to 
be acting and interacting according to their own individual will and 
power, they are in reality under the controlling forces of the game’s 
spirit. In the old debate, the Muʿtazila emphasised the roles of the play-
ers, granting them almost total autonomy in their actions on the basis 
that it is they who unfold the game in the first place. For them, it is the 
players who create their fortunes, good and bad, and are eventually 
fully accountable for their deeds. The Ashāʿira, on the other hand, 
emphasised the controlling role of the game’s spirit, granting the play-
ers only relative autonomy in their actions on the basis that the “effect” 
(taʾthīr) is in reality caused by the game’s spirit, which has the ultimate 
control, and not the players. And in order for the players not to appear 
as passive instruments in the game’s hands, the Ashāʿira proposed that 
the game causes an effect at (ʿind) the player’s action, not by (bi) it. The 
“at” seems to refer to the circumstantial forces always at play, prompt-
ing players to act and interact in different ways on different occasions. 
Thus, although players appear to have power to act and free will to 
choose when and how to do so, these remain subject to unpredictable 
circumstantial forces inherent in the game’s spirit that are completely 
outside their control. This way, the Ashāʿira were able to hinge al-taʾthīr, 
“causing an effect,” onto the interplay between an unpredictable cir-
cumstance and a predictable human action or natural cause. And, with 
the spirit of the game of being representing God’s control over the 
world’s affairs, the Ashāʿira succeeded in keeping God engaged with 
the world while granting both man and nature relative autonomy. 
Their theology and ontology prevailed in the Sunnī world.11 

In his first treatise, al-Kūrānī seems to make a subtle modification 
to the Ashʿariyya’s principle—that God creates at, and not by, natural 
causes and human actions—by introducing the notion of divine “per-
mission” or “authorisation” (idhn), and arguing that individual power 
and natural causes produce their effects by the mediation of God’s 
permission and not autonomously. In other words, when a person 
stands up or fire burns, the effects of standing and burning are medi-
ated by a divine permission that allows the process to take place and 

11 The Ashʿariyya was a relative improvement over the old Jabriyya, in both its 
concepts and its subtlety. 



content and significance: letter 4 93

the effects to occur. The notion of divine “permission” introduces an 
unpredictable factor into causality and natural processes that deprives 
them of the relative autonomy they entertained under the Ashʿariyya 
theology. Hinging everything on a divine permission that is necessarily 
inexplicable and unpredictable not only increases God’s dominance 
over the natural world but also undermines the autonomy of natural 
processes and the predictability inherent in the consistency and uni-
formity of natural laws. 

It is not clear whether al-Kūrānī’s theory was intended to strip 
humans and nature of the relative autonomy they had entertained for 
a long time, or whether it was simply a misreading of the sources. 
Al-Kūrānī says nothing about his intentions but states that he was 
basing his exposition on the last and most reliable work of al-Ashʿarī, 
al-Ibāna ʿ an Uṣūl al-Diyāna (Clarifying the Principles of Religion).12 In 
his critique, ʿAbd al-Ghanī identifies, discusses, and dwells upon the 
implications of al-Kūrānī’s novel interpretations, presenting them 
more as a misunderstanding of the sources than a deliberate rethinking 
of the theory. This might be so; however, it is hard to imagine that an 
outstanding and sophisticated theologian such as al-Kūrānī, who wrote 
several other treatises on the topic, would misunderstand such a sig-
nificant and widely discussed theory. 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s thorough and systematic critique covers many 

aspects; however, his main points of contention were, first, al-Kūrānī’s 
view that individual power causes an effect with divine permission, 
not autonomously, and, second, that this view is based on the Qurʾān, 
the prophetic traditions, and the teachings of al-Ashʿarī. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī 
seemed extremely concerned that al-Kūrānī not only misinterpreted 
his sources but that he also presented his ideas as being universally 
shared by Sunnī Muslims. “We were greatly startled over this matter” 
(ḥaṣala ʿ indanā waqfa ʿ azīma fī hādhā al-amr), he wrote in his opening 
remarks. He went on to interrogate al-Kūrānī’s statements through 
several scenarios, to discuss the implications of the concept of divine 
“permission” with regard to the relationship between divine and 
human powers, and to present his own interpretations of the Ashʿariyya. 
The conclusion one can draw from ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s long and meticu-
lous critique is that al-Kūrānī’s proposition—“that individual power 
causes an effect by God’s permission, not autonomously”—is, first, 
meaningless and absurd however one looks at it, and, second, not in 

12 Al-Ashʿarī, al-Ibāna; see also his Maqālāt and al-Lumaʿ for more details. 
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line with the Ashʿariyya’s view or with other credible interpretations 
by Muslim theologians and mystics. 

To illustrate his understanding of the Ashʿariyya, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
cited the verse “And of his wondrous works are ... the sun and the 
moon” (41: 37), with reference to which he then assimilated the rela-
tionship between God’s and man’s power with that of the sun and the 
moon. Just as the light of the moon is an effect of the light of the sun, 
so is man’s power an effect of God’s power. “If one reflects carefully 
on this,” he wrote, “one will realise that one’s created power is an effect 
(athar) of his Lord’s eternal power. One will also realise how actions 
occur with God’s sole power working at one’s power, not by it.” 
Viewing man’s power as essentially an effect rather than a cause main-
tains God as the sole cause of all effects in the world, including man’s 
voluntary actions. An effect can be a cause, in itself producing another 
effect, however, as when the light of the moon dispels the darkness of 
the night, but the moon’s capacity to dispel darkness is inherently 
dependent on the power of the sun, even though the latter is invisible 
at night. This is how God’s ultimate power becomes “veiled by its effect, 
which is the servant’s power.” He further explains:

What appears in the night of [natural] creations is the moon of the 
servant’s power, illuminating with an illumination that conceals the 
appearance of the illuminating sun of God’s power, which is hidden in 
the night of creations. So when we say it is the light of the moon that 
dispels the darkness of the night, according to what appears to the 
senses, we actually mean that what dispels the darkness of the night is 
the light of the sun alone, which creates the light of the moon, at the 
moon’s capacity to shine, [not by it]. The attribution of the dispelling 
power to the light of the moon is true only insofar as it is being sup-
ported by the light of the sun, and insofar as the appearance of this 
dispelling power is at that support, not by it. And so are voluntary 
actions: God creates them at the individual power, not by it.

With this critique, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī upheld the Ashʿariyya’s view on cau-
sality. While maintaining God’s infinite power as being ultimately 
responsible for all effects in the natural world, he argued for the relative 
autonomy of natural processes, and the need for the mediation of cause 
and effect. With this position he could accommodate—as a legitimate 
interpretation—the rational views that attribute effects to human 
actions, an issue he discussed in a separate treatise fifteen months later.13 

13 Al-Nābulusī, “Radd al-Jāhil ilā al-Ṣawāb;” see Unpublished Arabic Manu-
scripts Cited.
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If the natural world is not ascribed a degree of autonomy, all beings 
become merely passive instruments in God’s hand, and the religious 
system of obligations, reward, and punishment becomes meaningless. 
Al-Kūrānī’s concept of divine permission is shown to be an unneces-
sary mediation that only undermines the consistency and predictability 
of the natural system. 
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On Solitude: Letters 6 and 10

Solitude (khalwa) is a common Sufi practice intended to isolate the 
devotee from worldly attachment so that their attention is devoted 
solely to God. According to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s main biographer, Kamāl 
al-Dīn al-Ghazzī, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī secluded himself for seven continuous 
years, between 1091 h/1681 ce and 1098 h/1687 ce. In my book on 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s life and work, I cross-examined al-Ghazzī’s story 
against other references and contested the accuracy of his account.14 
Letters 6 and 10 of the Wasāʾil, sent to Mulla Aḥmad of Hayrabolu and 
Mulla Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of Constantinople respectively, offer 
further evidence supporting my argument that there was no such long 
uninterrupted period of solitude, but rather a series of retreats that 
started twelve or thirteen years before these letters were written. These 
two letters also offer insights into ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s understanding of 
the meaning of “solitude” and the way it should be practised. In addi-
tion, the thirty-three letters (letter 11 to letter 43) written during the 
assumed seven years of solitude give us a good idea about the range of 
intellectual and religious issues he was engaged with. When these pre-
occupations are laid over the recreational events recorded in his 
anthology The Wine of Bābel during the same period, it becomes clear 
that we are not dealing with total seclusion as al-Ghazzī would like us 
to believe.  

In letter 10, sent on 22 Dhū al-Ḥijja 1090 h/24 January 1680 ce, 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī apologised to his friend for not corresponding with him 
as frequently as he would have liked because of his many preoccupa-
tions. He then added: 

And God-most-high has endowed us with a retreat and house seclusion 
away from social exchange, and he preoccupied us—by the pure benef-
icence he bestowed on us—with study, reading, compiling, and writing, 
according to what he, who is in charge of all situations, allows to take 
place. 

This is the first reference in the Wasāʾil to ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s abandoning 
of public life and entering into solitude. In two letters sent earlier in 
the same year, to Mulla Aḥmad and Ibrāhīm Afandī respectively, ʿ Abd 
al-Ghanī made no reference to his solitude. Although one cannot auto-
matically conclude that he was not in retreat then, this makes it more 

14 See Akkach 2007a.
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likely, with the support of other evidence, that he entered this particu-
lar solitude some time between Ṣafar and Dhū al-Ḥijja of 1090 h/1679–
80 ce. The available evidence does not corroborate al-Ghazzī’s story 
that this solitude went on uninterrupted for seven years. 

In letter 6, ʿAbd al-Ghanī spoke of his approach to “inner piety” 
(al-taqwā al-bāṭiniyya) and explained what it entails. His explanation 
offers us valuable insights into his understanding of the nature, func-
tion, and practice of solitude, confirming that the real solitude for him 
is a spiritual one. Physical solitude, though necessary to reach spiritual 
solitude, can, and in fact should, be abandoned once spiritual solitude 
has delivered the desired outcome. Addressing his friend Mulla 
Aḥmad, he wrote:

I have heard about you, O my brother, that you are vigilant in your 
religion and strict in following the commands and interdictions, and 
I love you because of that. Hence, I love for you what I love for myself; 
that is, to adopt the approach of “inner piety” (al-taqwā al-bāṭiniyya) 
in order for both the outward and the inward to be perfect for you. By 
“inner piety” I mean your passage from the outward forms into the 
intelligible realities, so that you witness with the eye of insight that 
every move of a prayer’s postures, as well as other aspects of worship, 
has Lordly references and merciful secrets. And every application of 
the divine law’s rulings has an outer and an inner function: the ruling 
of the law is a body, while the divine wisdom is a spirit for that body. 
Do not be content with the bodies over the spirits, nor preoccupy your-
self with the spirits over the bodies. You should bring together both 
the outward and the inward. And my friend, may God protect him, 
should know that, to achieve that, there is no escape from entering 
“lawful solitude” (al-khalwa al-sharʿiyya) and undergoing its “lawful 
training” (al-riyāḍa al-sharʿiyya). By “solitude” I do not mean other 
than your individual witnessing of the real actor (fāʿil), not the meta-
phorical one; then witnessing the real object of attributions (mawṣūf), 
not the metaphorical one; then witnessing the real existent (mawjūd), 
not the metaphorical one; then maintaining this witnessing until it 
consumes the senses and the mind. This is real spiritual solitude. As 
for metaphorical bodily solitude, it is to imprison your body in a law-
ful house and [restrict it] to lawful food, and cut yourself off, outwardly 
and inwardly, from everything outside that house by negation or affir-
mation, until you find real solitude and then you can go out of meta-
phorical solitude. Among the things that can lead you to achieving this 
is your celebrating and engaging with the books of the mystical sci-
ences, such as those by Ibn ʿArabī, Ibn Sabʿīn, al-ʿAfīf al-Tilimsānī, and 
the like, may God sanctify their secrets, after cleansing your insight 
from the contamination of rejecting any of them, until the gate of their 
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luminous secrets opens to your heart, and the truth of their resting on 
the centres of Muḥammadan law is revealed… And by “training” 
(riyāḍa), wherever I have mentioned it, I meant training the soul to 
perceive the truth, and letting it be accustomed to that in every situa-
tion gradually; that is, by attachment to and adopting of the traits of 
the evident Real; and then by becoming truthful (al-taḥaqquq): this is 
true spiritual training. As for metaphorical bodily training, it is by 
reducing food and water drinking… This training is sought for other 
ends, not for itself. It is thus a part of the whole approach and helps 
attain spiritual training, but only if it is not excessive, which would 
result in unhealthy delusions and be forbidden and harmful. 

Solitude and reading mystical texts go hand in hand in ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s 
approach to inner piety. Elsewhere I drew attention to the emphasis 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī placed on the epistemological power of the text in the 
search for spiritual attainment.15 It was the model he followed and the 
one he recommended to others at a time when true spiritual masters 
were hard to find. This formed the basis of his individual approach to 
“urban Sufism.” In letter 9, to Ibrāhīm Afandī, he reiterated this. 
“Reflect upon what I wrote in this paper, O my brother,” he wrote, 
“and keep turning your reflection upon it until you understand it pro-
foundly. By doing this you can do away with the help of the perfect 
spiritual guide and with meeting him. For even when one meets with 
a prophet, it is not in the prophet’s power to make one reach 
God-most-high.”16

15 See Akkach 2007a, 33–35, 46–48.
16 Letter 9.
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On Quick-Passing Thoughts (Khawāṭir): Letter 14

Letter 14 is a short note attached to a long treatise that is not included 
in the Wasāʾil. ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote the treatise, “Raf ʿ al-Rayb ʿan 
Ḥaḍrat al-Ghayb” (“Clearing the Doubt Concerning the Presence of 
the Unseen”), in response to a request he received from Ibrāhīm 
Afandī, to whom letter 14 was addressed.17 In length, Raf ʿ al-Rayb is 
similar to the previous treatises that he included in full in the letters 
themselves and not as attachments. Here he decided to keep the letter 
short and attach the treatise as a separate document. “You had men-
tioned to us the writing of something on resisting quick-passing 
thoughts (khawāṭir) and perseverance in the practice of invocation 
(dhikr),” ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote in letter 14, “so we wrote to you this 
treatise, which I called ‘Raf ʿ al-Rayb ʿan Ḥaḍrat al-Ghayb’, and sent it 
to you with the person carrying this letter.” This makes it clear that the 
treatise was not meant to be included as part of the letter itself as was 
the case with the previous ones; however, since the attached epistle is 
an integral part of his correspondence we need to dwell on its content 
briefly here.

Letter 14 and the epistle attached to it deal with the concept of 
khawāṭir (quick-passing thoughts), which was a central concept in 
premodern Islamic psychology and religious ethics. The extensive lit-
erature available on the psychology of khawāṭir in premodern Islamic 
thought testifies to its significance. The term khawāṭir, plural of khāṭir, 
derives from the noun khaṭar, “danger,” “clout,” “power,” and the verb 
khaṭara, “to strut”, “to prance.” Describing their nature, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
wrote, “al-khawāṭir appear in the heart and disappear quickly; thus, 
they belong to the heart and are of a source that is outside man’s power. 
The khāṭir does not stand firm unless it is tied down by man.”18 Thus 
understood, khawāṭir are clearly distinguished from the mind’s mental 
processes—tafkīr, “thinking,” and naẓar, “reflection”—through which 
an individual “ties down” the flashes of the heart. The significance of 
khawāṭir hinges on three basic propositions: first, that fleeting thoughts 

17 In fact, ʿAbd al-Ghanī received many such requests from regional colleagues to 
which he responded; yet, for unknown reasons, he chose not to refer to or include 
them in the Wasāʾil. 

18 Raf ʿ, 22. This and the following Arabic citations from “Raf ʿ al-Rayb” are based 
on two manuscripts from the Ẓāhiriyya collection , mS 1377 and mS 1418.

�حب �ع��ب  ، ومم�� �هو �ب�� �ل����ي��ل��ب ��لىي �ب��سرع�هي، و�هىي مم�� �ي��ب���� ا �حب
�ل����ي��ل��ب و�ي�سب ب ع��لى ا

طر‘ �ي�عر�� وا
�ل�حب طر‘، و’ا طر‘ حب��ع ’�ب�� وا

�ل�حب “’ا

 ”. �ب �ب��س�� ل�إ  �ير�ب����ه ا
�ب
إ
ل� ا �مب��ي اإ

طر‘ �هو مم�� ل� �ي��مش �ل�حب�� ’ا ، �كب�ـ �ب �ب��س�� ل�إ �هي ا ��ي�د
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bring ideas and instigate actions; second, that they belong to the realm 
of the heart and not the mind; and third, that the cause of their random 
appearance lies outside self-consciousness and individual rational 
power. The concept of khawāṭir presents an area of fundamental dif-
ference between premodern and modern psychology, which invented 
the idea of “the subconscious” in order to accommodate what is inex-
plicable in rational terms.

To explain the role and working of khawāṭir in human affairs and 
social interactions, let us turn again briefly to the game of being meta-
phor introduced earlier in this discussion. One of the main differences 
between a game of sport and the game of being is the pace of the play. 
In a game of sport the pace is fast, while in the game of being it is 
comparatively slow. The speed of the play in a game of sport reduces 
the span of thinking before acting. The idea of the game’s spirit taking 
control over the players’ actions and interactions in their playing can 
be explained by reference to the fact that the players have no time to 
think. Their split-second decisions to act or react in certain ways are 
based on bodily training and not careful mental deliberation. In the 
game of being, however, players have ample time to think, plan, negoti-
ate, deliberate, revise, and so forth, and with these mental activities 
they appear to be in control of the game and their own destiny. Indeed, 
this view generated a whole new understanding and ways of playing 
during the Enlightenment, when European thinkers placed unprece-
dented emphasis on human mental capacity. From a premodern 
Islamic perspective, however, this unique and powerful mental capac-
ity gives only the illusion that the players are in control of the game. 
In reality, the game remains in control, and one of its controlling 
instruments is khawāṭir. The celebrated theologian Ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyya (d. 1350 ce) (an eminent disciple of Ibn Taymiyya) for exam-
ple, recognises khawāṭir as “the starting point of every theoretical 
science and every voluntary action.”19

In the complex network of forces that governs the game of being, 
khawāṭir can be described as the impulses the game generates through 
these forces to prompt the players to act or respond in certain ways. 
In the fast unfolding of games of sport there is no room for thinking, 
but as the speed of interactions drops fleeting thoughts emerge. In the 
seemingly slow pace of the game of being these incessant fleeting 
thoughts randomly frequenting one’s heart play a vital role in directing 

19 Ibn Qayyim Al-Jawziyya, al-Fawāʾid, 175.
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one’s engagement with the world. By keeping khawāṭir within the 
realm of the heart, not the mind, premodern Muslim thinkers recog-
nised a difference in nature between one’s erratic flashes of thought 
emerging in the heart, and deliberate and directed thoughts occurring 
in the mind. With this recognition they emphasised that, while the 
human mind can, through deliberate and directed thoughts, capture, 
tie down, and act upon randomly fleeting ideas, the source of the latter 
remains outside the control of the self-conscious mind.20 

A key concept in Islamic ethics that goes hand in hand with the 
concept of khawāṭir in acknowledging the presence of external forces 
that dictate one’s actions is that of tawfīq, “guidance to do the right 
thing.” In the Islamic context, an individual cannot be said to guide 
him or herself to do the right thing: tawfīq can happen only through 
the help of an external power. ʿAbd al-Ghanī tells his friend Ibrāhīm 
in the attachment to letter 14:

Know, O my brother, that al-tawfīq, mentioned by the ʿulamāʾ of the 
doctrinal sciences as well as others, is extremely important in itself and 
in its implications, and the obligated individuals cannot attain it by 
their own efforts. It has no means other than imploring God with much 
or little persistence. Yet among the things that lead to it are good inten-
tion, sincere heart, purity of the chest from envy of colleagues and 
ill-thought of one’s contemporaries, abandoning arguing with one’s 
brothers completely, and sleeping and waking up without any evil 
thought for any human.21 

20 In Raf ʿ, 22, ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains the psychology of khawāṭir as follows:

���� �م��  رهي، و�م�م�ب
ه �ب����ب �د ��وهي‘ ، و�صب ا �يم����ب �ل�مىي ’��م�ش دب ا اإ

���دب
، ���ب �ي

��ب �ى �م�� �يوا احب �م��ي�لاً اإ لممرب ���هي ا ب �م��ب ���ب
طر �م�� �ي�عر�� وا

�ل�حب “��ب����ب ا

ب 
��مي�إ�هي‘، و�م��ب�ه �م�� �ي�عر�� ا �يم����ب �ل�مىي ’�م��سش دب ��إ

�ع�ل، ��ب �ل����ب �ع��ش�ً� ع��لى ا  �ب��
ب

ا �يم����ب �ل�مىي ’�ه���هي‘، و�م��ب�ه �م�� �ي�عر�� دب ��إ
�هي، ��ب  �ل�مب��ي�ل ���ي�ب

ب
�ي�عر��

��ي��ي�هي �ل�ه ع��لى �����مب�ي�ل 
 �ب�دب�لر �م�� ل� ������ي

ب
�ب �عر�� ��إ

‘، ��ب
ً
�كك�ا اً �ل�مىي ’���ش د �ب �م��يرد ا �يم����ب �ل�مىي ’ع��ل�ص�ً�‘، واإ�ب ك�ا دب ��إ

�ل��لل��ي��، ��ب ل ا �� ��س�����ي�ع�����ب �ب��

”.����
��ب���ص�ّ

ء �ي �ل�ما
إ
ى �يم���مب��ي �ل�م�مي��ي �ب��

طر �م�ي وا
ل ��ب �ل��ب���ص�� ي وا

� �ب�لا
إ
ل� ���م��يع ا �ل�حب ���لاً‘، و �ي �ل�مىي ’���ب �ل�مش��ب�� ا

21 Raf ʿ, 21.

�ل��ل�ص�كك��لل�ب  ��س�يم، و�هو ل� �ي�����ص�ل  �ب�ه ��ب
إ
�� �يم و���ش

�مره �ع���ب
إ
هم، ا

��ير�
�إ�د وعب �ل�ع����ي�� ا ء  �ىي دب�لره ع��ل�ص�� �ل�دب ‘ ا ��ي�ي

�ل��يو��ب �ب ’ا
إ
ىي ا

�حب
إ
ع��لم �ي�� ا

“ا

�ل�مب��ي�هي و�ب��لو��  �ب�ه ����س����ب ا ��س�����ب��
إ
��ل��ي�ل. و�م��ب ا

�ك������م�هي و��ي ��ير ا
ش
�ى �ب�كك�ل �ل�� �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �ى ا رع اإ

�ل��ي���سب ل� ا �ل��ي���������م��ي�ل، و�ل��مي��� �ل�ه �����مب��ب اإ �ب��

�ب 
إ
، وا �ب وا

��ب ل�إ ����ً� �مع ا
إ
�ل�هي �ا د �� لم�����ب ، و�يرك ا �ب �م�� �لرب ء ا ��ب�ب��

إ
�ب ل�

�إ �� �عب �ك���صب �ب وا را
��ي �ل�ح��س�د �ل�لاإ � �م��ب ا �ك���ص�د �م�هي ا �ك���و�ي�هي، و����لا ا

 ”. �ب �ب��س�� �ه ���وء ل�إ ��ل��ب
ىي ��ي

�ب و�ي����م��ب���� و�م�� ��ب �ب��س�� ل�إ �ي ا �� ��ي�ب
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Achieving these qualities is directly related to managing one’s khawāṭir; 
that is, finding ways to disable and resist bad thoughts and to enable 
and nourish good thoughts. This is a crucial part of the Sufi’s spiritual 
training that aims to eliminate bad thoughts and harness the power of 
good ones. “You have asked me, O my brother…,” wrote ʿ Abd al-Ghanī, 
referring to his friend’s request, “to write you something on the repres-
sion of the khawāṭir that invade the heart and confuse the inner eye, 
thereby limiting one’s perception to the phenomena of the physical 
world and rendering one unable to rise to the mysteries of the spiritual 
world.”22 Confusing the inner eye is the danger, which khawāṭir have 
inherent in their very nature, that impedes divine guidance to doing 
the right thing (tawfīq) and limits one’s spiritual growth. 

To manage the danger inherent in khawāṭir, the Sufis teach the 
practice of invocation (dhikr), a repetitive recitation of words, prayers, 
or supplications aimed at engaging the mind and training the heart to 
repress the appearance of quick-passing, negative thoughts. Limiting 
one’s social interaction also reduces one’s intensity of playing and 
exposure to the game’s undesirable influences, while at the same time 
increasing the effectiveness of invocation. “If you, O my brother, 
reduce your mixing with people, and your engaging and interacting 
with them, to essential necessities,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī advised his friend 
Ibrāhīm, “then, God willing, the khawāṭir you dislike will retreat away 
from you.” As for the practice of invocation, ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains, 
one can either repeat a prayer orally or observe it in the heart. “The 
aim,” he writes, “is for you not to feel any pretence in the continuous 
remembrance of God in your heart and mind, and to be invoking in 
every situation. And you should not invoke God believing that it is you 
who is invoking by the power of your self, but you should invoke 
believing that it is he who is invoking himself through your tongue 
and your heart.” Using the analogy of how a particular medicine is 
prepared to cure an illness, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī further explains how invoca-
tion works and how one can increase its effectiveness:

22 Ibid.

�ي�د �بره  �ب�� ع��لى �عوا رهي واإ�ي�� �حب
آ
ل� ىي ا

��ب�ي�� و��ب �ل�د هي ا �ل�ح��ي�� ىي ا
ك ��ب را �حب

إ
، وا ىي

�ل�حب����ب �ه ا �ب�� �ب��ل�������ب �ى واإ�ي�� �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �م��ل�ك ا ، ع�� ىي
�حب
إ
ىي �ي�� ا

�ل�مي�ب
إ
�����“

�ل�ك  ك �ب��س��مب��ب دب �ا د ل�إ ��ي��ي�مي���سر ا
، ��ب �ل��ل��ب و���ش ع��ي�ب ا �ل����ي��ل��ب ��ب��مي��سش هم ا

ىي �ي�د�
�ل��ي طر ا وا

�ل�حب ىي ا
��مي�إ�ً� ��ي�ي�ع��ل�ي ��ب�ب��ب ��ب �ل�ك ���ش

ي
�ل��م

إ
�ب ا

إ
، ا ىي

�ل�ح����ب ا

 ”. لم��ل��و�ي لم ا �ير ع�� �ى ��سرا ى اإ
��ي لم��ل�ك، ول� �ي��ير لم ا ��ر ع�� وا

ع��لى �ب
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Know, O my brother, may God take you by the hand in all goodness, 
that the effect of these and other supplications, as well as the effect of 
the divine names, for whatever reason they are invoked, depend, in 
reaching a complete result, on crossing the distance of the world of 
divine actions and reaching the [state of] witnessing the world of names 
and attributes. For as long as the invoker continues to recognise in 
himself and in other creatures will and power, and bases his invocation 
and supplication on the idea that there are actions caused by other than 
God, even if this is due to negligence rather than firm belief, there will 
be no outcome for his invocation and appeal other than whatever 
occurs in his heart of humility and exaltedness. The letters of the divine 
names are in the state of ingredients from which a medicine is made 
for a particular illness. If the ingredients from which the medicine is 
made were used separately before being combined together, or were 
combined incorrectly, with regard to the technique used in cooking 
and combining, then the outcome would be of no benefit for the 
intended use. Here, the preparedness of the heart and seeing God as 
being solely responsible for all actions, alone, without any creature 
whatsoever, is like cooking the ingredients of the divine names’ letters, 
and is similar to combining them in order to make them productive. 
Thus, every time one invokes the ingredients need to be cooked and 
combined according to the mentioned method of preparation. Empty-
ing the heart completely from everything except God at the time of the 
invocation is like sterilising the container in which the ingredients are 
combined to prevent contamination that would destroy its effectiveness 
and quality. The heat of passion and desire, and a wholehearted 
approach to drawing near to God and attaining the state of knowing 
him, are in the likeness of the fire: it accelerates the cooking so that 
the perfection of the medicine occurs with every invocation of one of 
God’s names. The divine names are all exalted and majestic and have 
universal benefits in the way they edify the invoker’s state and change 
his tenebrous substance into the world of illumination and the station 
of luminous spirituality. Some of the names have a faster effect than 
others in the way they work, and the invoker himself should know 
which of the names is faster in effect than others.23 

23 Ibid., 26.

و��ب 
�ي �ل�ه، �مو��ي �يما ��يُ���ص�د

�ل��ل�ه ��ب ء ا �ل�ما
إ
�ش��ير ا

إ
��ير�ه��، و�ي��

�ع��ي�هي وعب د
إ
ل� ه ا �ش��ير �ه�دب

إ
�ب �ي��

إ
ىي ك�ل �ب��ير، ا

ك ��ب �ل��ل�ه ��ب�ي�د  ا
�ب�دب

إ
، ا ىي

�حب
إ
ع��لم �ي�� ا

“وا

�ب  ��إ
. ��ب �ي �� �ك���ص��ب ء وا �ل�ما

إ
ل� لم ا ��ود ع�� �ى ��م�ش �لو�صول اإ �ك�����ي�هي وا ل�إ ل ا ����ب�ع��

إ
ل� لم ا ��ب�هي ع�� �م�هي ع��لى ��ي�����ع �م��س�� �ل��ي�� �هي ا ��ي�����ب

�ل��ب��مي ������م��ي�ل ا
ىي �ي

��ب

�هي  د �ش�هي �ص�� د ��� 
ً
ل� ����ب�ع��

إ
ود ا �لو��ب ىي ا

�ب ��ب
إ
و�����ل�ه ع��لى ا

ه و�ي ء ع�� ىي د
، و�ي��مب�ب �ل�حب��ل�ي ��يره �م��ب ا

وهي، و�ل�عب
 و��ي

ً
���د �ل�ه ��ول� م �ي��م�ش ا د �عىي �م�� ا �ل�د ا

وع 
�ل�حب��سش �ه �م��ب ا ��ل��ب

ىي ��ي
ع ��ب

رد �م�� �ي����ي ��ير م�حب
�ي�ه عب دب ��س�����ي�ع�� �هي �ل�دب�لره وا ��ي�����ب

د، ��ب�لا �ب��مي �ع��ي��ي�� ل� ��ل�هي ل� ا �ل�عب����ب �ى، و�لو �ب�ح��س�����ب ا ��يره �ي�ع��
�م��ب عب

ىي 
�ل��ي ء ا ا رب �حب

إ
ل� ء. وا ا �عول �ل��ل�د لم�������ب ء ا وا �ل�د ���� ا ىي �ي��ير�ل���ب �م�م�ب

�ل��ي ء ا ا رب �حب
إ
ل� �ل�هي ا  �بم��برب

�ك�����ي�هي ل�إ ء ا �ل�ما
إ
ل� �ب �حرو��ب ا ��إ

�يم. ��ب
�ل��ي�����ب وا
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 ���� ��ي�هي ���ب������ب
ىي �ل��ي��ب

�ب ��ب �ك���صوا ��ب �م�� �هو ا ���� ع��لى �ب�لا و ��ل���ب
إ
����، ا ��ب�ل �ير�ل��مي�م�ب

هي ��ي رد
ب �م��ب��ب

لممر�ي���� ��س�����ي�عم��ل����� ا ا ا دب ء، اإ وا �ل�د ���� ا �ي��ير�ل���ب �م�م�ب

ل  ����ب�ع��
إ
ل� �ى �ب�� �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� د ا را

�ب����ب �ي�هي ا
�ل����ي��ل��ب و�وإ ىي ا

� ��ب �� ��س�����ي��������صب ل� لم����ي���صود. و�������ب�� ا ع ا
�ل��ب��ب ع ا

����ب ��ير �ب��
ء عب وا �ل�د رحب ا

����، �ي�حب و�ير�ل��مي�م�ب

 .���� ���ب م ��ب�ي��
ى �ي�ي

���� ���ي �ل�هي �ير�ل��مي�م�ب �ك�����ي�هي، و�بم��برب ل�إ ء ا �ل�ما
إ
ل� ء �حرو��ب ا ا رب �حب

إ
ب ا
�ل�هي ���ب���� �ل�حب��ل�ي �م�����لل��ي�ً�، �بم��برب ��دً �م��ب ا

إ
و�ب ا ك��ل�����، د

�ى  �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �ل����ي��ل��ب مم�� ���و�ى ا ب ا
ر�يع

لم�دب�كو�، و�ي����ب � ا �� ��س�����ي��������صب ل� ر�ل��مي��ب �ب��
�ل��ي ء وا ا رب �حب

إ
ل� ب ا

�ى ���ب���� �ح��ي��حب اإ
�ل�دب�لر �ي ��ب�كك�ل �مرهي �م��ب ا

 ،���� �ص��مي��ي �ه��ب �ب�� �مي�مب����ل �ع����ل����� و�ي�دب
�ب���، ��ب ��ي�ه �ل��إ�لا ��ي�ي�د

ء ��ب ا رب �حب
إ
ل� ع ا

و�صب
�ىي �ي �ل�دب ء ا �ب�� ل�إ ��س�ل ا �ل�هي �عب �ل�دب�لر �بم��برب ىي و��ي��ي ا

�ل�كك��ل��ي�هي ��ب �ب��

�ل 
ّ
�، �يُ�ع�����ب �ل��ب�� �ل�هي ا ��ي�ه �بم��برب

م �م�عر��ب ������م��ي�ل �م����ي��
�ى وع��لى �ي �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �ى ا ر�ب اإ

�ل����ي �ل����ي��ل��ب ع��لى ا ل �ب�� ��ب��
��ي ل�إ ��ب�هي وا

�لر�عب ي وا
و� �ل��سش �هي ا و�حرا

��ل��ي��ل�هي، �ك�����  �مي���م�هي �ب �ك�����ي�هي ك��ل����� �ع���ب ل�إ ء ا �ل�ما
إ
ل� �ى. وا �ب�ه و�ي�ع�� �إ�ه ��س�����ب������� �ل�ما

إ
���م �م��ب ا ىي ك�ل دب�لر ا

ء ��ب وا �ل�د م ا �ل �يم�� ب و�يُ�����صّ
�ك�����ب���� ا

��ب�ي�هي،  �ل��بو�ا ا ��ب�ي�هي  �لرو��� ا م  ي و�م����ي��
� را ��سش ل�إ لم ا �ى ع�� اإ  

��ب�ي�هي ��ل�ص�� �ك���ب ا �ب ���ي��مب�ي�ه  �ب����ي�لا ا�لر وا �ل�دب ا ل  �ص����لاح ��� ىي ا
ع ك��ل��ي�هي ��ب

����ب �م��ب��

لم�دب�كو�.”  �ل�عم�ل ا ىي ا
ب ��ب

��سرع �م��ب �ب������
إ
���� ا و�ل����ب �ب�����ص�ب



content and significance: letter 25 105

On Smoking: Letter 25

During ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s time, the new social habits of smoking and 
coffee-drinking became the topics of heated debate and the cause of 
serious social unrest in Ottoman cities, and provincial centres such as 
Damascus. Strict religious clerics moved to ban them, while Ottoman 
and Arab officials wavered in their responses as the new habits became 
rampant in high social circles. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was openly and unreserv-
edly against the ban and against the narrow, subjective, and misguided 
legal interpretations the clerics had presented in their drive to prohibit 
these foreign habits. In late 1092 h/1681 ce, while in solitude, ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī wrote a long treatise (sixty-one double-page folios in tight 
script), critically examining the legal, medical, and social evidence on 
smoking to show that it was not only perfectly legal and socially accept-
able to smoke but also that smoking was beneficial for the health.24 

24 ʿAbd al-Ghanī opens his treatise on smoking with the following long, rhymed 
introduction which outlines the debate and sums up his position. Ṣulḥ, 331:

م؛  ��س�� ��ب
إ
ل� ىي ا

هي ��ب �ي�د ا �لرب �ي ا �لر�و�ب�� �ه ا ��ي��ب
����ب �حب

����ب�ع�ً� �ب�سي �ب �ب��
�ل��ي��ي �ب ا �ب�� ل د ��س�����ي�عما �ع�ل ا �ىي ����ب �ل�دب �ل�ح���م�د �ل��ل�ه ا �لر���يم. ا �لرح����ب ا �ل��ل�ه ا “�ب���م ا

ىي 
��ب لم�������ي��مب��س�هي  ا �ل��لر�ي��ح  اً  �د م؛ و��� �ك������ع�� ا �ش����ي�ل  هي  لم���ع�د ا ماً �ع��ب  م، و�م�������ب

��لل��ب �ل��ب ا  
�هي و�ب �لرب �م��ب   � �ك���ص�د ا ىي 

��ب �ش���ب  لم�� �ي�كك�ا وم�ح��ل�لاً 

 ����
ر�ى �ي�عر���ب �حب

إ
ع ا

����ب م؛ وكم �ل�ه �م��ب �م��ب�� ����
���ب
إ
ل� هي ا ، و��د ب

�م��ع �ل�د �ى ا ع�د اإ �ك���ص�� � ا �� �ل��ب�����ب  ا
��ي�هي

�ك����مب��ي�ع�هي، و�ي���ص��ب  ا
و�ي�هي

، و�ل�ه �ي����ي ي
�ل�عرو� ا

�ع�ه  �ل��ي���سر�يح ��ب�ب��ب ء �م��ب ا ���ب��
إ
ل� ��ب ا

ي
����م �بم�� �ل��م

ر��ب��ي �حب
�ي �ي �ي�د

إ
م؛ ول� ����يما و��ي�د �ي�� �ب��

إ
ل� هم �م��ب ا

��ير�
ع��لم �ب�ه �م��ب عب

إ
����م ا

��ب
إ
ر�بو�ب �ل�ه، ل� لم����حب ا

�هي  �ك���ص�������ي��ب ه ا ىي �ه�دب
م؛ كما �����مي�ي��لى ع��ل��ي�ك ��ب را

�حب
�ب ��ير ا

�ب�ه �ك���و �م��ب عب �� �ب �ب د
إ
، وا اً د ما ر�ب�ً� و��ب

، ��سش ر�ب
�ل�ع����ي ���صو�ص�ً� ���م ا �ل��س���موم، ��ب �م��ب ا

�ل�ك  ىإ �م��ب دب
ود �ل�ش م و��ب �ل�ع����ي�ل �ب�ع�د �ب وا �د �ل��ب ىي ا

رهي ��ب
لم���سب �ل��ي�ه ا ول �م��ب �ب��س�����ب اإ

د ��ي ��ر ��ب��س��
ط�ب
إ
�ل�ه ا �ب�ه �م��ب اإ ��س�����ب�������

م؛ ��ب �ل�كك�لا �م��ب ا

ب 
�ب�ً� �مر�� �ب ��ب�لا

إ
�ص�لاً ا

إ
ىي �ع�مر�ب�� ا

ى لم �ب��س���مع ��ب
م؛ ���ي �عوا

إ
ل� ��و� وا �ل��م�ش �ي و�ي���و�ي�ل ا و��ي��

إ
ل� ا ا لم��س�����ي�عم��ل��ي�ب �ل�ه ع��لى �م�د ��د ا

إ
ىي ا

��ب

ر�ه 
�ب �سب ��د، ك�ا

إ
�ل�ك ل� ىإ �م��ب دب

ى �����ص�ل �ل�ش
م؛ و�م�ي �ي��

إ
ل� ىي �يوم �م��ب ا

ل �ع����ي��ل�ه ��ب ا و �ب
إ
�ي �م��ب�ه، ا �ب�ه �م��

إ
و ا

إ
، ا �ب

�ل��ي��ي ر�ب ا �م��ب ��سش

ا ل�  د ع��ل��ي�ه، و�ك����دب �ع��ي�� �ل����س�ل، لم��ب ا ل ا وا �ل��م���ر و�ب ط وا �� �ل��مب��سش �ل�ه ا ��س�����ي�عما ىي ا
م؛ واإ�بم�� ��ب ��و ع��ل��ي�ه �حرا

��يره، ���ب
و�ب عب �ص�ً� �ب�ه د �ب��

م؛  �ل��ي�� �ه ا �لو�ب ل ع��لى ا �ع���� ���ي�ه �ل�لاإ �ب��ل��ي�هي �م��ي�ع�� ىي ��ي��
 �ب�ه ��ب

�ب�هي ��س�����ي�ع�� ل� ،  �ل�����صول ا ��ي�ه، ول� �ل�ع��ب
م؛ ول� �ك���و ��ب لم�لا ��ي�ه ا

ه �ي��س���مع ��ب �يرا

هي  �ك���ص�لا م؛ وا �ش��
آ
ل� ول ا �ل��ي�د �ع��ب ��ي�ب�� ، و�ي�ح��مب��� ا �ب �ل��ك��ب �مي��ب�هي وا

�ل�عب �ب �ع��ب �م��ش�ل ا �ل��ل��س�� �ل ا �عب �ل�ه �ي��سش ��س�����ي�عما �ل�هي ا ���صو�ص�ً� و�هو ��� ��ب

�ع�ل  ء: 95(، �ب�لا ����ب �ل��مب��س�� �كم‘ )ا
�مر �م��ب

إ
ل� �ىي ا و

إ
�لر���ول وا ���ي�عوا ا

إ
�ل��ل�ه وا ���ي�عوا ا

إ
ل ع��ل��ي�ه ’وا لم��برب �ب�� محمد، ا م ع��لى ��س�����ي�د �ل��س�لا وا

����م، 
م �ع����م���م�م�ي لم���ص��ل������هي �ل��ب�� �م��ب ع�د ����م �ب��

�ع�م�ي �مي��ي�د ���
�مر‘، �ل��ي��ي

إ
ل� �ىي ا و

إ
���ي�عوا ا

إ
 لم �ي����ي�ل ’وا

�مر، ���مي��ش
إ
ل� �ىي ا و

إ
ع�هي �م��س�����ي��ي��ل�هي ل� �ك����� ا

�هىي  �ل���ب م؛ ��ب�� �ل�ع�� �� وا �ل�حب�� ر�ي�ه �ب��ي�ب ا
�عو�ى �م���سب ��ب��ي د

�ع�ه، و�ك��ب �� �ب����ب ىي �يرك �م�� ��ب��سش
�ي�هي �م���ص��ل������هي ��ب

إ
م؛ وا ����لا ل�إ ء ا ر�ه ع��ل�ص��

كما ��ي

و�م�هي 
��ب ��ي�ه و�ب م؛ و�ل��مي��س�����ي �مرا ���يرا ل� و�ب ا ىي و��ب

، ل� �ي����ي�مي����ب �ل�ع����ي��لىي �ىي ا
إ
�لرا �ل��ي������كم �ب�� ���، وا �ل��ب��ب ، و�هو ا �هىي �ل��مي��م�ش رّد ا �ع��ب�ه لم����حب
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Explaining the reason behind writing the treatise, which he called 
“al-Ṣulḥ bayn al-Ikhwān fī Ḥukm Ibāḥat al-Dukhān” (“Reconciling 
the Brothers over the ruling on the Permissibility of Smoking”), ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī refers to the widespread anxiety associated with this issue: 

This is a brief treatise the brothers have repeatedly asked me to write; 
they have long been begging for it and the grounds of their wishes have 
greatly expanded. And by the one and only God, what prompted me 
to write it is not my love of smoking, or my fanatic disagreement with 
anyone of this time, but rather the intent of fairness in clarifying the 
issue, and of preserving the rulings of the sanctified law against the 
intrusion of [unfair] additions and deductions. And my support for 
the ruling of permissibility is for the sake of clearing the [misconcep-
tions] regarding this particular plant that are not based on legal evi-
dence or texts but rather on mere rational analogy and subjective 
conjecture.25 

Letter 25 reveals the growing sensitivity among the Turks towards this 
issue, indicating that ʿAbd al-Ghanī was perhaps among a minority 
arguing in support of the new habit. Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī of 
Edirne, one of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s closest correspondents, had been 
actively spreading ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s teaching in the Ottoman heartland. 
He wrote to ʿAbd al-Ghanī in 1095 h/1684 ce with a serious concern 
that ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s reference to the lawfulness of smoking in his 
major commentary on al-Birgīlī’s al-Ṭarīqa al-Muḥammadiyya (The 
Muḥammadan Way), a popular and useful book, was likely to attract 
criticism that might result in its banning from public use.26 He there-

ا  ��ي�ي �ه�دب
�ح����ي

ىي �ي
ىي ��ب

�ي
إ
�هي، كما ��س�����ي�� ��ل���ب �ل�عب �ه�ل ا

إ
و�ب ا لم���ع��ي��برو�ب د هم ا

� �ل�ه، و� �ل��مي��س�� �ه��ي�هي وا �لر��ب�� �ه�ل ا
إ
ل ا ��س�����ي������لا �مب��ش�ً�، ل� �ي�ح��ي�ه ��ب �ا

����م 
ر���ب �ب ��سش �ب��  �ب�د

هي �� �ل�ع����ب م ا
إ�ي

�ي�ب �ي��
�ل�دب �، ا �برا

إ
ل� �إم�هي ا

إ
ل� هي ا د �ل��س�� ، ا �ب �س�ح�� إ

ل� ل وا
آ
ل� �ى ع��لى حب����يع ا �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �ب ا وا

م؛ و��صب لم����ي�� ا

”.� ����ه �ب��
إ
ىي �ا

�ب�ه ع��لم ��ب
إ
�، وك�ا ��ي�����

إ
ل� ىي ا

�يح ��ب �� �ل����ب ا
25 Ṣulḥ, 331.

�ىي ل�  �ل�دب �ل��ل�ه ا ، و وا ىي
�ل�يم�ب ط ا �ي��سع �ب��س�� هم وا

ر�حبىي �ك����� �ع��ب�د�
�ل��ي ل ا ، و��� ىي

���� �م�ب ىي ���ل���ب
�ب ��ب وا

��ب ل�إ ر ا
ش
�ك��

إ
�ل�هي م�حب�مي���سرهي ا ه ������ “�ه�دب

، واإ�بم��  �ب �م�� �لرب �ه�ل ا
إ
��د �م��ب ا

إ
��ي�ه �مع ا

�هي ��ب �ل����ب �� لم�����ب ������م�بىي �ب��
، ول� �ي �ب �ب�� �ل�د ل ا ��س�����ي�عما ىي ل�

���� م�ح�مب�ي �ي���ب
ىي ع��لى �ي���ص��مب

ل� �هو �م�� ح����ل�ب �ل�ه اإ اإ

هي  د �ي��
�لرب ىإ �م��ب ا

��ل����� �ل�ش �ب ى ل� �ي�د
لم��ط���رهي ���ي ر�ي�ع�هي ا �ل��سش م ا ��كك�ا

إ
�هي ع��لى ا ��ب���ب لم������� �ب وا �ل�مب��ي�� ىي ا

��ب ��ب �ب���ص�� ل�إ �ل�ك ��ي���ص�د ا ىي ع��لى دب
�ب�ع�مش�ب

ر�ع��ي�هي ول� �ب���صو��، �ب�ل  �ل�هي ��سش د
إ
��ير ا

لم�����ب���صو��، �ب�عب �ي ا �ل�مب��ب�� ا ا
ول �ع��ب �ه�دب  �يرب

�ب
إ
��هي ا �ب�� ل�إ � �ل�ح�كم ا ��ب�ي���ص�� ل� ، وا �ب �ل��ب��ي���ص�� وا

��ب�ي�هي.” ��س�� �ل��ب��ب �ي ا �ل��يو�ه���� ��ل��ي�هي وا
�ل�ع����ي �ي ا ����� ��ي��

�ل����ي رد ا �بم����حب
26 See al-Nābulusī, al-Ḥadīqa al-Nadiyya Sharḥ al-Ṭarīqa al-Muḥammadiyya.
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fore sought ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s permission to remove the part on smoking 
from the commentary, and advised him to do so in order to ensure 
maintenance of people’s access to it. ʿ Abd al-Ghanī received the request 
graciously, thanked his friend for his genuine concern, and replied, 
saying:

But we say to you now that what you have mentioned is correct with 
regard to the condition of this world, to the promotion of knowledge 
in it, and to the high esteem among its people, so that one may enter-
tain holding a religious office with a worldly status. But this is some-
thing for which we have no desire, nor is there an urge for it in us. 
And we have never written a book seeking with it the favour of any 
creature, God willing. And how can it be fitting for us to mention in 
that book the topics of hypocrisy, fame, and showing off, and explain 
these matters to show the depravity of working for other than God, 
and then do the same ourselves and conceal it? This is for us the worst 
misconduct, from which we ask God to purify us. We have mentioned 
the issue of the permissibility of smoking in the mentioned commen-
tary as well as in other books of ours. In fact we have written a complete 
book, extensive with seven chapters, explaining in it this permissibility 
to the elite and the public; this is despite the fact that we do not smoke, 
nor do we like it, nor do we have any personal conflict over it with 
anyone in the first place. But our nature’s dislike of it does not, on its 
own, necessitate in us a legal dislike. So we intended with that to move 
with the responsibility of the legal (sharʿī) knowledge that we have in 
us to advise the community of Muḥammad, may God’s prayer be upon 
him, on the matter of their dispute and the confusion over this permis-
sible matter. Thus, if God wills an acceptance of our books among the 
people nothing will stop that, regardless of whoever may discredit us 
deceptively. And if God does not will an acceptance of our books 
among the people, would anything we do work against the will of God-
most-high? As for our mentioned commentary, it should remain as is, 
in the form that God has enabled us to write, and so should remain 
the rest of our books. 

In his lengthy treatise on the permissibility of smoking, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
provides interesting remarks on the social history of smoking in the 
Islamic world. He also makes many references to the history of coffee-
drinking and the social upheaval it caused in Mecca and Cairo, where 
coffee sellers and drinkers were attacked violently and coffee-making 
and drinking equipment was destroyed. As for the origin of smoking, 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī says that the Europeans, having discovered its many 
benefits, were the first people to use it in their lands.27 The first time it 

27 Ṣulḥ, 342.
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appeared in the Islamic lands, he adds, was towards the end of the 990s 
H/1580s ce; and it was the Christians who first brought it, from the 
land of the English. A Jewish doctor first introduced it to the land of 
the Maghrib (Morocco), and from there it spread into Egypt, Ḥijāz, 
Yaman, India, and the rest of the Islamic countries. According to 
al-Lāqānī, it appeared in the Sudan in the land of Tinbaksh in 1005 
h/1596 ce, and according to Najm al-Dīn al-Ghazzī, it appeared in 
Damascus ten years later, in 1015 h/1606 ce.28

28 Ibid., 343.

ول 
إ
رهي. وا ��سش �ل�ع�� �إ�هي ا لم�� ر ا �حب وا

إ
م ا ����لا ل�إ � ا �ي�� ىي د

لم�����ب���صو�ص�هي ��ب ��ي�هي ا
�ل����ي��ب �ب �ب��

�ل��ي��ي ا ا ل �ك����دب ��س�����ي�عما ل� و�ش ا ء ��د ا ��ب�ي�د  ا
�ب “وك�ا

ر�ب  لم���عب ب ا
���

إ
ىي ا

�ش�ه ��ب ��د
إ
ول �م��ب ا

إ
‘، وا �ب�كك��ل��يرب ل�إ لم��س���مى �ب�ـ ’ا ��ب�ل ا �ل�حب ��ى �م��ب ا �ل��ب���ص�� �م��ي�هي ا ����لا ل�إ د ا �لا �ل��ب �ى ا �ه اإ ��ل��ب �م��ب �ب

 � ��ي�����
إ
�ل��ب ا �ك�����ب�د وعب�� �ل�يم��ب وا �ب وا �� �ل�ح�����ب �ى �م���سر وا ��ل��ب اإ م �ب

هي، �ش �ي�د ع ع�د
����ب ر، ودب�لر �ل�ه �م��ب��

�م و�ب��ش
��ي�ه �ب���ب

�ىي �ل�ه ��ب ����يم ��ي��ود

ىي 
�ب ��ي�� �ل�لا ا دب�لر ا ، �ك��ب �ب�����ش

د �ي��مب ىي �ب�لا
�ل���ب ��ب

إ
ل�  �ب�ع�د ا

�م��س�هي �ل�حب�� �ل��س�����ب�هي ا ىي ا
�ب ��ب ا �ل��سود د ا ىي �ب�لا

��ر ��ب
�م��ي�هي. وط�ب ����لا ل�إ د ا �لا �ل��ب ا

 ، ����ب�عىي �� �ل��سش �ىي ا رب �ل�عب ��م ا �ل��ب�����ب ا دب�لره ا ، �ك��ب �ل���ب
إ
ل� ر �ب�ع�د ا �ب ��س�����ب�ه حب����� �ع��سش م ك�ا �� �ل��سش �ي ا �م��سش ىي د

��و�ه ��ب
�ل��ل�ه، وط�ب ، �ح���ه ا �ل�كىي لم�� ا

�ير.” �� �ك���ص�عب �ير وا �ل�ك�ب�� ىي ا
� ��ب �د �ل��ب ��ب�ي�ه ا

إ
و�م�هي ا

ر��ه ع��لى �م�مب���ب ىي ��سش
�ى، ��ب �ل��ل�ه �ي�ع�� �ح���ه ا
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On Cosmogony and the Unity of Being: Letters 61 and 62 

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s exchanges with shaykh Aḥmad al-Kasbī of Aleppo 
(Ḥalab) involve lengthy reflections on cosmogony and the Unity of 
Being presented in five letters: an initial inquiry from ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
(letter 61), followed by three replies from al-Kasbī and a response from 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī (all in letter 62). The exchange is significant for revealing 
a sophisticated discussion of a complex aspect of Ibn ʿArabī’s articula-
tion of the Unity of Being, and for introducing al-Kasbī as an important 
figure, although he was little known. There are two curious things 
about ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s first letter. First, it is the only occasion in the 
Wasāʾil, and indeed in almost all of his works, on which ʿ Abd al-Ghanī 
appears to be seeking the advice and insights of another authority. On 
almost all other occasions, he appears as the leading authority of the 
time, the one who receives and answers questions, and the one who 
offers insights, guidance, and advice. Second, the letter does not include 
the introductory compliments found in all the other letters, in which 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī often introduces his correspondent. In this atypical let-
ter he starts directly with the subject of his inquiry. Reciprocally, 
al-Kasbī’s first reply includes only a brief introductory paragraph but 
no complimentary statements about whether he holds ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
in high esteem. Then, ʿAbd al-Ghanī was sixty-nine years old and 
already widely famous among Arabs and Turks, as can be sensed from 
other letters. Even the highest religious authority in Istanbul, Shaykh 
al-Islam Fayḍ Allāh (or Feyzullah), addressed him in one letter as the 
“pole of the circle of righteousness, and the centre of guidance and 
good deeds.”29 This level of formal courtesy common in correspon-
dence is missing in this exchange between al-Nābulusī and al-Kasbī, 
perhaps because the two were too close or too foreign to one another 
(more likely the latter), so that they chose to leave out the customary 
introductory compliments and flowery rhetoric.30 Whatever the case 
may be, the exchange testifies to al-Kasbī’s high standing in theology 
and philosophical mysticism that prompted ʿ Abd al-Ghanī to approach 
him in the first place. Yet, it is curious how little we know about him.

In Jāmiʿ Karāmāt al-Awliyāʾ al-Nabhānī (d. 1350 h/1931 ce) pres-
ents a brief biography of al-Kasbī quoted from muṣṭafā al-Bakrī’s 

29 Letter 65.
30 There is a tone of arrogance in this exchange from both sides, suggesting a 

sense of rivalry. 
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al-Suyūf al-Ḥidād, wherein he introduces al-Kasbī as shaykh Aḥmad 
b. muḥammad b. Kasba al-Ḥalabī al-Qādirī. Al-Bakrī, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s 
most illustrious disciple, describes al-Kasbī as one “who likes loneliness 
(waḥda), isolation from people, and devotion to God at all times.”31 
During a visit to Damascus in 1122 h/1710 ce, al-Bakrī took a group 
of close friends to visit al-Kasbī, who also happened to be in Damascus 
at the time. Al-Kasbī welcomed the group and spoke to them at length, 
during which he said: “It is necessary for man, when God inspires him 
to write poetry or prose, not to be self-deluded and preoccupy his heart 
with that, but rather one must tear or burn it (that is, what one has 
written) because God has what is higher than that.” After the meeting, 
al-Bakrī wrote, “I tore up the poetry I had composed, the beneficial 
texts I had written, and the litanies I had made, until I had torn up a 
great number of things. Yet, I had benefited from him a great deal 
during that meeting. Afterwards, I was not able to meet with him again 
because he had secluded himself from people. He knew God’s book 
well and was well versed in the intellectual and traditional sciences. As 
he loses himself while speaking, perhaps the listener will find his words 
lacking in clarity.”32 Al-Bakrī also referred to al-Kasbī’s exchange with 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī and to his wide popularity in Aleppo.33 

Turning to the content of the exchange, in his first brief letter (letter 
61) ʿAbd al-Ghanī sought al-Kasbī’s insights into a question of cos-
mogony concerned with the initial stage of universal manifestation. 
The question relates to a line of poetry by Ibn ʿArabī from Tarjumān 
al-Ashwāq (The Interpreter of Passions), in which he wondered about 
the order of universal manifestation:

She revealed her front teeth and lightning flashed,
 so I knew not which of the two rent the gloom.34 

Here Ibn ʿArabī refers to the initial cosmogonic moment that brought 
the world out of primordial darkness into the light of existence. This 

31 Al-Nabhānī, Jamiʿ, 1: 562. 
32 Ibid.
33 Ibid., 1: 563.
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cosmic birth coincided with two events: the disclosure of Truth’s 
essences, or the realities of being, symbolised by the revealing of the 
“front teeth,” and the self-manifestation of being, symbolised by the 
flash of lightning. This introduces two simultaneous sources of light: 
the glowing whiteness of realities themselves, and the flashing light of 
being. With this perplexing duality, Ibn ʿArabī wondered which of the 
two initially tore up the darkness (shaqq al-ḥanādis) of non-existence. 
In letter 61, ʿAbd al-Ghanī asked al-Kasbī for insight into Ibn ʿArabī’s 
uncertainty over this issue, which resonated with his own uncertainty. 
ʿAbd al-Ghanī wrote:

There is no doubt that these “universal designations” (al-taʿayyunāt 
al-kawniyya) are subsisting eternally in their designator; that is, the 
absolute, truthful being. Then these were manifested from their pure 
“affirmative designation” (taʿayyunihā al-thubūtī) into realising their 
“existential designation” (taʿayyunihā al-wujūdī). We are inquiring 
about this aspect of their manifestation, how should it be considered? 
Should it be considered from the aspect of the designations themselves, 
subsisting as they were in their designator, meaning that their designa-
tor turned towards them and caused their manifestation? The name of 
their eternal designator [in this case] is “knowledge” (ʿilm)... Or that 
knowledge manifested them with the name it is [also] known by under 
another consideration; that is, “command” (amr)? … Or that the des-
ignations themselves were manifested in the order of manifestation 
[predetermined] in the “primordial command” (al-amr al-qadīm) 
directed upon them?   

Al-Kasbī’s reply came in three successive esoteric letters, all of which 
showed the lack of clarity al-Bakrī had referred to. In the first, he 
explored the implications of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s questions. In the second, 
which was more poetic and obscure than the first, he reflected on key 
notions such as “light,” “direction,” and “name,” dwelt on Ibn ʿArabi’s 
lines of poetry, and discussed its metaphors. And in the third, he 
returned to the concept of “universal designations” and discussed the 
notion of “subsistence” (qiyām). In his letters, al-Kasbī examined ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī’s questions in a nuanced and sophisticated way. He inter-
rogated the questions from various angles and discussed their implica-
tions critically, showing the many problems they entailed. His approach 
was that of philosophical mysticism, and he cited eminent mystics, 
such as Jāmī, al-Shādhilī, and Ibn ʿArabī, as well as eminent Eastern 
illuminationist philosophers, such as al-Dawānī, al-Shīrāzī, and Mīr 
Ḥusayn. The crux of his response was that these were unanswerable 
questions and their pursuit was rather futile. 
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In contrast to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s inquiry, which focuses on the uni-
versal and the absolute, al-Kasbī seems to give precedence to the con-
fined and the particular: “There is nothing but the confined that 
dissolves into the absolute; and the particular in the general, as a form 
in matter, the end of which can never be realised.” Pointing to the 
inherent dilemma in this polarity, he wrote, referring to the “universal 
aspect” ( jiha) that ʿ Abd al-Ghanī was inquiring about: “the ‘intellectual 
aspect’ (al-jiha al-ʿaqliyya) does not designate the target, and the ‘sen-
sible aspect’ (al-jiha al-ḥissiyya) does not adequately convey the form 
of the beloved.”

Referring to ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s proposition regarding the manifesta-
tion of universal designations, al-Kasbī said that when we say:

…these were manifested from their “affirmed designation” (taʿayyunuhā 
al-thubūtī) … into realising their “existential designation” (taʿayyunuhā 
al-wujūdī)—if by “manifestation” (ẓuhūr) we mean the opposite of 
“concealment” (khafāʾ)—then this is an incorrect statement with regard 
to being, because these [designations] were never manifested nor will 
ever be manifested, definitely as confirmed by consensus and knowl-
edge.

As for the “affirmed designations,” which are none other than Ibn 
ʿArabī’s “Affirmed Essences” (aʿyān thābita), discussed above, al-Kasbī 
defines them as “the realities themselves considered in one’s conjecture 
(wahm).” These realities, he adds, are non-existent originally, neither 
in the real sense, because it is impossible, nor in the sense of their 
attachment to being, because in their conceptual mode they have no 
attachment to being at all. Furthermore, searching into the nature of 
beings and universal designations, al-Kasbī argues, leads us to search-
ing into the nature of being. Yet, since being is something that includes 
no otherness, it simply cannot be searched into. Also, since universal 
designation (taʿayyun) is only conceptual and non-existent, thinking 
cannot grasp non-existence. Metaphorically, however, universal des-
ignations are distancing meanings in the mind that emerge into being 
through other things. Thus, he adds, our profound reflection (naẓar) 
can be attached only to the simple being that conceals the conceptual 
essences, while our conjecture (wahm) can only perceive the forms of 
these meanings, which are separators, definers, and figures. 

In many ways, al-Kasbī’s position overlaps with Ibn Taymiyya’s on 
negating the affirmation of the non-existent essences in non-existence 
(ʿadam), showing the enduring influence of the latter’s theology. 
Interestingly, however, it also shows how informative and constructive 
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such a debate can be once stripped from Ibn Taymiyya’s intolerant 
dogmatism and ideological fundamentalism. 

In response to al-Kasbī’s elaborated critique, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī clarified 
the notion of “affirmation” (thubūt) with regard to universal designa-
tions, raising a valid point that neither al-Kasbī nor Ibn Taymiyya 
dwelt upon in their critiques. The polarity of existence and non-exis-
tence (al-wujūd wa al-ʿadam), ʿAbd al-Ghanī argues, should not be 
conflated with the polarity of affirmation and negation (al-thubūt wa 
al-nafī) because they are of different orders. When the two polarities 
are conflated, affirmation coincides with existence, leading to misun-
derstanding. To illustrate his point he presents the following 
example: 

The palm tree, for example, is affirmed in the date pit and not negated 
from it. However, the plum or apricot tree is negated from that pit and 
not affirmed in it, despite the fact that neither the palm tree, nor the 
plum tree, nor the apricot tree exists in the pit in the first place. All of 
these are non-existent in the pit. Thus, both affirmed and non-affirmed 
essences share in their being possible designations, and while not every 
possible is affirmed, every affirmed is possible. 

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s point here is that once God’s knowledge and not igno-
rance is taken as the basis of creation, then this necessarily leads to the 
conceptual—not existential—affirmation of the known, whatever the 
nature of that known may be. “It is in this sense that the Affirmed 
Essences are themselves called designations,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains, 
“because they were designated by knowledge, whereby they became 
differentiated from one another.” 
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On Piety, Spirituality, and Ethics: All Letters

In several letters of the Wasāʾil ʿAbd al-Ghanī expressed his deep con-
cern about the widespread religious decadence and spiritual decline 
of the time. He was under attack for his mystical and liberal views and 
seemed to be at odds with the religious establishment, whom he held 
responsible for the state of decadence. He was so disenchanted with 
everything around him that he frequently found solace in solitude and 
social disengagement. Being well-off helped him remain independent 
of both the religious and the political establishment, and this in turn 
reinforced his zealous advocacy for truth and social justice, and ener-
gised his relentless efforts to restore piety, spirituality, and religious 
ethics into the Damascene society. The letters of the Wasāʾil were, in 
many ways, channels to break the hostile, intolerant, and uninspired 
circles of religious authority in Damascus, and to reach out to the 
“people of fairness” who seemed to be eager to share his ideals. The 
practices of munāṣaḥa, “reciprocal advising,” and tawāsī, “reciprocal 
counselling,” in matters of religion were the techniques he used to 
establish a presence beyond his hostile parochial social environment. 

Piety, spirituality, and religious ethics are recurrent themes in most 
letters of the Wasāʾil. His advocacy for the restoration of these core 
values was driven not only by his dissatisfaction with the social and 
religious decadence he was confronted with, but also by a Sufi sense 
of ecumenism and tolerance. With reference to various Qurʾānic 
verses, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī stressed repeatedly that piety (taqwā) is the single 
most important character that God demands from all people, irrespec-
tive of their religion. It is the common ground where all religions meet, 
and it was the cornerstone of his ecumenism. In letter 5, he wrote:

I entrust you, O my brother, to do what God entrusted all communities 
to do when he said, speaking in the Arabs’, not the foreigners’, tongue: 
“We have entrusted the people of the book before you, and you too, 
that you act piously towards God”(4: 131). Thus “piety” (taqwā) is 
God’s recommendation to all past communities as well as to this 
favourable one in all the world. Taqwā means “being careful” and “cau-
tious” in situations involving sensible and intelligible demise, in reli-
gion, in this world, and in the hereafter.

In ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s teachings, piety becomes the foundation of a mul-
tifaceted code of conduct inspired by spiritual asceticism, religious 
ethics, and mystical virtues. Humility, sincerity, unconditional love, 
and purity of heart are among the key virtues of a good faithful Muslim. 
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In letter 6, ʿAbd al-Ghanī commended his friend Mulla Aḥmad on his 
strict perseverance in his religious duties, assuring him of his love for 
this, and advising him to adopt the practice of “inner piety” (al-taqwā 
al-bāṭiniyya). “Inner piety,” ʿAbd al-Ghanī explains, is the crossing 
from “sensible phenomena to intelligible realities,” so that one wit-
nesses with the eye of insight the inner meanings and hidden secrets 
of all acts of worship. Every aspect of the divine law has an outer and 
an inner function: the divine ruling in every situation is a body, the 
spirit of which is the divine wisdom behind that ruling. Valuing the 
spirit and seeking divine wisdom, ʿAbd al-Ghanī advises, should not 
result in abandoning the body. Inner piety demands that one always 
strives to understand and accommodate both the inner and the outer 
aspects of religion, the spirit and the body. In letter 11, ʿAbd al-Ghanī 
advises his correspondent to strive for self-purification, goodness, and 
virtuosity. “We advise you to maintain purity of the chest from all evil,” 
he wrote, “for one must not sleep and wake up while in one’s heart 
there is harm for any of God’s creatures at all, even if that creature is 
an unbeliever (kāfir) in God-most-high. For unbelief (kufr) is an attri-
bute of the unbeliever, not his essence, and so is faith.” Humanity, the 
essence all humans share, is inherently good and is, therefore, more 
valuable than the ephemeral attributes.  

Notwithstanding his mystical tendencies and his disappointment 
with the social and religious decadence of the time, ʿAbd al-Ghanī,  
as already discussed here and elsewhere, was an urban person in the 
full sense of the term. He had inherited properties and material wealth 
in Damascus from both parents and chose to manage them him- 
self. Thus, his advocacy for piety and spirituality did not mean social 
disengagement, although he was forced to disengage on several occa-
sions. His position on this becomes clear in the distinction he makes 
between what he calls the “asceticism of Muḥammadans” (zuhd 
al-maḥamadiyyīn) and the “asceticism of [Christian] monks” (zuhd 
al-ruhbān). Islamic asceticism, according to ʿAbd al-Ghanī, aims to 
train one not to be entrapped with worldly affairs, while acknowledging 
their necessity and inevitability in social living (letter 17). It is an urban 
approach to piety and spirituality, as already mentioned, that does not 
see an inherent conflict between material wealth and spiritual preoc-
cupation. Seeking inner rather than outer detachment from material 
wealth, ʿAbd al-Ghanī, in his approach to urban spirituality, does not 
see living in comfort as necessarily the antithesis of being with God or 
being devoted to God. In letter 16, to Muḥammad al-Ḥumaydī, ʿAbd 
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al-Ghanī explains this concept, providing some Qurʾānic references 
for it:

And know that “my advice” (waṣiyyatī) to you is to give up the world 
in your heart, so that you are neither concerned with it nor with aban-
doning it, neither approaching it nor turning away from it, and this is 
the asceticism of the [true] muḥammadans (zuhd al-muḥammadiyyīn), 
not the monks, as we mentioned, which does not prevent one from 
accumulating money lawfully or from possessing wealth and attaining 
[one’s worldly desires]. One of the prophets, peace be upon him, said, 
“O Lord, grant me wisdom and join me with the righteous” (26: 83), 
while another said, “entrust me with the treasures of the earth; I am 
protective and knowledgeable” (12: 55). Yet another said: “grant me 
wealth and power the like of which no-one shall attain after me” (38: 
35).

This rather unique approach to urban piety and spirituality is not in 
line with common Sufi teachings and practices, in general, or with 
those of ʿ Abd al-Ghanī’s early spiritual master, Ibn ʿ Arabī, in particular. 
Spirituality and material wealth, devotion to God, and preoccupation 
with the world, are opposites that are extremely difficult, if not impos-
sible, to reconcile. Remarkably, ʿ Abd al-Ghanī not only advocated this 
paradoxical approach but he also lived it fully himself and conducted 
his life according to the demands of its ethics. He presented himself to 
his disciples as well as the wider community as an example of what he 
taught. The secret of his success in having a foot in both worlds lies in 
the self-denial that one can reach through the major jihād, already 
discussed. In the context of the game of being, self-denial means sur-
rendering oneself to the spirit of the game, and giving up the will to 
gain power and control. Once one achieves self-denial and is able to 
maintain it, ʿAbd al-Ghanī says, worldly engagements become no 
obstacle to spiritual growth or hindrance to spiritual attainment. This 
seems to be the ultimate aim of ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s teachings and ethics 
as articulated in the Wasāʾil. In his first letter he explains, with refer-
ence to the practice of preaching, how the morality of self-denial works:

And beware not to desire praise from them by preaching, or to let such 
thought cross your heart, or to believe that you have a status above 
them, or to intend to [indirectly] praise yourself through showing your 
innocence of the matters against which you are preaching to them. And 
be sure that if any such thoughts occurred to you, they would be from 
your enemy, Satan, who wants to trick you in matters you have been 
lenient about. And know that preaching to people with good advice 
and teaching is one of the attributes of the prophets and messengers. 
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So observe carefully how you conduct yourself and how you adopt the 
etiquette of those whom you are representing among his community. 
This is why it is said, “The knowers (ʿulamāʾ) are the inheritors of the 
prophets.” And it is reported that Sahl al-Tustarī had said: “He who 
wants to see the sessions of the prophets should observe the sessions 
of the ʿulamāʾ; so acknowledge that to them.” And beware not to 
become arrogant because of that towards those who come to you, for 
this would be at your peril. And know that there is no difference 
between yourself and those present before you, except that God has 
created in you what he manifests through you to them in the form of 
preaching, after he has created in you the power and will to do so. You 
are, in your entirety, created for God: your choice, your power, and 
your deed. The credit in that is to God over you, in creating that for 
you; you have no credit over others except by the rendering of God-
most-high, not by your own merit. 

ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s piety, spirituality, and ethics were aimed at city dwell-
ers embroiled in the complexity of urban living, and were articulated 
within the framework of the new sense of religious rationalism that 
emerged during this period. Although ʿAbd al-Ghanī advocated 
strongly and repeatedly against the limitations, the undependability, 
and even the danger of human reason in many instances, in the letters 
and elsewhere, he attempted, perhaps unself-consciously, to rationalise 
mythical and non-rational religious ideas and beliefs. Understanding 
the limitations of human reason does not mean, of course, that one 
gives credence to irrationality, but rather that one recognises the limi-
tations of rationality and chooses not to abide by its bounds alone. 
Such awareness tends to impose a degree of rationality on one’s 
approach almost by default. This seems to be the case with ʿAbd 
al-Ghanī, whose religious hermeneutics involve systematic reasoning 
and rational certainty to a certain level at least. The first letter in the 
Wasāʾil, on the implications of the grave trial for living Muslims, is a 
good example. ʿAbd al-Ghanī’s hermeneutics responded to another 
type of religious rationalism that supported the rise of anti-mystical 
sentiment during his time, peaking with the fanatical and often violent 
movement of the Qādīzādelīs in Turkey. In many ways, the letters of 
the Wasāʾil were attempts to counter the growing Islamic fanaticism 
with a powerful message of humility, tolerance, and love. 
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� �Ð+�,� -� ���Ò��\mǹ H�ß �������<  .«����� �� !KLM�N(

 ���\/�D�(��< ���18/ ª&�q� ،�� ª&�q�
-� ��*C��Ò��*# �©+�,� ����� �¹

-� �½
�Öç/�D�(��< �½Lð

¡ñ�&����*+�,� ��1�H���*#
�§|< !KLM�N( �½

�Öç/ ª&�q� �¹
-���q� «����� �ª)£ =¡ �½

�Öü��*#�§|< eÍn1
�QR

 %&��|<��< .�½�Öv±� ��� �ì+
�T( !KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � �¹ -��1�{|< !KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � eÍn1

�QRD �¥+ �©# �"abc ���< ،�P@N( ��̀ 
9:�� � «�#����� �!K�L|< �����|< � ���AB

 ��
�De�������< .�P@�q����z��� � �[�£ ¨�]�1�8®ð¡ñò�� � �!�� -� [٢٢٢ ،��D�¥+ �Ñ��� � ] ﴾ �[�]̂ �q� ����z��� � �õvV�w Prstu � �¹ -�  ﴿ :!KLZ� ��*#�$� ~Ã� ��1�{|<

 �¹
-� ��<

-� ،ª&-q� ��*#ù����� D �¥+ �©#�$� ����
� !KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � �¹ -� �����

�
��

�ì+�,� �¹
-� �½L�

=¡���q� -���<  .
�P@ �̀TÛB�#ó��� � ��̈ �]�� =¡ �P@�q����z��� � �� �� "�=¡ �[\/

 �[\/ � �%&*C �¹ -����|<  .
�=>?@�AB

-� �P@ �̀TÛB�#ó��� � !KLZ� -� «����� �� %&*# �$� %&��Ù#$�
� � %&12#�$� ef�

�� � �� -� ����� -� 345
6kB�µR ����� �P@1�QR���z��� �

 �[\/ �P@1�QR���z��� � �õ�¬_ ��êÆ=ë � �� -���<  . �[\ËÀF�Y�� � !KLZ� -� ��D�¥+,�� � �[¶( �¹ ��18
9�� -����
� � ¦#:k³

�́ ��+�Ñ��� �¹ ��k³�́ �µ �a
9:�� � %&1�8® =¡

 �P@��� �̈ �]�1�Þ�ß D �EFl� �õ �v± ���< �x|<���ì+�V�Z� � � � � -� ~� ���� ، �x|<���ì+�V�Z� � � � � -� ��*�3³�́ D ��bc �[\/ [����ÿ����|< � ����Ù#$�
� � �x|<���ì+�±

/١١٩



�!�0��������� ������� � �!���1�2#$�� � %&��'( �34 �567�8
9:�� � ١٨٤r 22 

 efg
h�N( %&1�8 �Ð+�,� �½7�� �Ð+,�� �  � �%&12C��<  .[!́ =>?@�ÔÕ -����

� ���<  ،�P@1�8�®|< �D�f��� ���<  ، �Ú|<���èV�Z
� ���<  ،�P@1�8�¬_ ��ÝÞî�� �vV�Z� ���<  �P@ �̀ �T����*+,�

� �

 �õÂ
9v± !KLM�N( efg
h�*#$Z� �  �õ���k³�́ �µR �!K�ÀF-� ���q�  «�������*#�§|<  .¦#

�§|< ������� �  efg
h�*#$Z� �  ��äC��<  ، �õ����*+,�� �  efg

h�N( ��äC��<  ، �[A³�́ ������
� �

 �[�£
�� ���./ � DEF��< .[!́ =>?@�ÔÕ -����

� � P@1 �o±��< !KLM�N( ~Ã� ��<
-����� � «����� D�
�������_ |ef�

�� �¹ -� �!K�L� ������� � �½7�� �Ð+,�� � � �%&12C

 ��18/ !KLM�N( �� � ���q�
�� D�fÞ�ß

-���q� �������< . �¹ ���AB��+ �Ñ��� ���< |
�� � ���q�

�D£�� � �[\/ ��GH�Ä�"|< �
�%�&ÔÕ ���< ،«��̀ 
� �Ð+�,� �!K�L|< �P@12#�$�D

��
9:�� �

 ،[�� �Ð+ �Ñ��� �  [�� ���	bc��<  �õ���� �i± ���<  .P@��'( � ��GH�ß ��18/ !KLM�N( �� � ���q�
�� P@1�8���=_  �������<  ،«���q�� P@�q�  �D�/-�

 ،�P@��A�µ�� -����
� � �� ��G�Ç	iÕ-����� � ���	bc -��\/ �[£ =¡��< ، �!KLM��*+©#$�

� � �[�]̂18
�vV�j��Z� ���q� %&��Ù#�$� �������< ،!������µ�� ���q� ~��\mn12#�$� �������<

.� � %&�*C !KLZ� ���z��_ P
rstu ���<  ، ��� � � ��\m �é+�Ñå�=¡ ��1�HQ#Ø/ � ��

٥٤

١١٩



�xy�z7�{|<��}z��� � ~�-��� ��̀ bc����< �xy�z7�2+�V�j��Z� � ~�-��� ��̀ bc��<١٨٣ r 22 

[ ���
���������! "����#$%& � ./�Ð���È·

5� �rs� �
�$	=�k-� ����-5� "��Ð����í� ،{UV ١٠٩٤ �R�

��#$d�] .٢٢]

 ،���� =¡
�%&���� �  �

34 �w� ������� �  �!K�L|<  �P@18bc��<DUVý�� �  [�������� ���q�  �� %�&ÿ�����  !KLZ� -�  P@1�8���̀ bc�
-�  ��\/  ��� ��AB�µR-�  «����� ��  �[\/��<

:P@�q����zAB��<

 �[ �£ �  �!���1�2#$�� �  %&��'(  ̈ �]�1�2+ �©+,�� �  %&��Ù#$�
� �  �[\/  .

 ����� -� P@��� -� ����� �!�� �ª����� � «������
� -� P

rstu � %�&ö÷ø°�5
�6�|<  :%&12# �$� ��\/

-� ،!KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � �[�£ � �!K�L|<  P@1�8 �v±-� !KLZ� -� ، �!���������� ������� �

 ~M�Ý÷ú=ë-���< ، �� ��1�8vV
�j��Z� � �Ú|<D ��bc -� �½Lð

¡ñ�&��� -� �!��%&GH�ß��< |،�P@�q��� �z
��_ ª����� ���< �P@���â��=_ ª����� � �P@1�8�®|< ��*#$�� � !KLM�N( �D£ð¡ñ �"
9����< ،��äC

 � �!���ïc ~M@G�Ç	�ò P
rstu ���<  P

rstu � �½Lð
¡ñ"����*#�$���<  P

rstu � ���
�ì+�,� ���< ﴿ :!KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � ~Ã� ��1�{|<  . �� �����å|< �����

� �  �� ��ÝÞ�îü��̀ 
������ �

 �õ���k³�́  ،~Ã� ��<
-����� � �½7�� �Ð+,�� � . �[�]̂1�Þî�9

�®|< !KLM�N( efg
h�*#$Z� � �õ���k³�́  �¹

-� �!K�ÀF-� ���q� efg
h�N( � [٢٨٢ ،��D�¥+ �Ñ��� � ] ﴾ eÍn1�8���N(

 . �¹ ��� �è± -����
� � ¦#Ø/ eÍé� ��+�Ñ��� ���< ، �õ�T®ð¡ñò�� � �P@12#$�� ��k³�́ º/��< ،�

34�w �� �̀
�Ï��� � !KLM�N( �� � �D�¥+,�� ���< ،�P@18bc� � %&���� ���q� efg
h�*#$Z� �

 Prstu � !KLM��AB ~Ã� ����|<  . �¹ ��18
������� � !KLM�N( �!�� �ª����� � efg
h�*#$Z� � ��äC��<  ،D¥C �� �k³�́µ�� � efg

h�N( %&1�8 �Ð+�,� ���Þ�ß -� �½7�� �Ð+,�� � � �%&12C��<

 «����� �%&��|<  ، �õ����*+,�� � !KLM�N( �xy�z�Ù+�V�w P@��� [������
���<  ، �¹ ��18
������� ���q� efg

h�N( ١٩٨«. �¹ ���gh�N( efg
h�*#$Z� �» :efg

h�̀ bc��<  P@1�8���N(

 !�����ì+�Ñ��� ���q� efg
h�*#$Z� � �õ���k³�́  ، �!K�L� ������� � eÍn18
� �Ð+,�� ���< .¦#

�§|< ������� � efg
h�*#$Z� � «����� �%&��|< ، �õ����*+,�� ���q� efg

h�N(��< ،� ��1 �8ÛBµ�� � efg
h�*#$Z� �

/١١٨

 «،                ،
          

 :    » ١٩٨
 .١:١ ،       ،            ،   ،���

�üK� �./�n� � �9lm
�����\] ،    

 .       



�!�0��������� ������� � �!���1�2#$�� � %&��'( �34 �567�8
9:�� � ١٨٢r 21 

[ ���
���������! "����#$%& � ./�Ð���È·

5� �rs� �
�$	=�k-� ����-5� "��Ð����í� ،{UV ١٠٩٤ �9: "��

��|}G~78� ٢١. ١١]

 D¥H �Äïc �[\/ D ��
9�( �!�� � ���V�Z� � ���� �z��� � �!K�L|<  �P@18bc��<DUVý�� � [�������� ���q� !KLZ� -� P@1�8���̀ bc�
-� ��\/ ��� ��AB�µR-� «����� �� �[\/��<

:P@1�QR���zAB��< ،������ =¡
�%&���� � �P@ �̀a
9:�� � | �[\/ �¹ �� ��ABº/�

 �P@ÿ���AB  P@�q�  ~���AB�V�w  ��\/  �Ú|<D ��bc -�  �¹ -�  .
 �[\/ ���������.|<  
��

=>?@̀ bc ،�� �D �¥#$�� ���<  �x|<�� �	
9:�� � �� � �� ����Ò���*+,�
� � P@1�QR �;+²³�́ ��*#�Ñ��_ ��\/ ~M�Ý÷ú=ë-���<  ،�� ��1o±�

-����� �

 �xyèV�Z� ���q� ���zAB �����R��< ﴿ :!KLZ� ��*#�$� Prstu � ~Ã� ��1�{|< .�½�Ö
�B�̀ 
9�� �[\/ ��GH �ÀF ��D�/ �P��� =¡� ����ç/ �P@��iV

�w��< ،eÍn1�8v±� � ���
 %& ��AB  ��äC��<  |، �xyèV�Z� ���q�  

��� ��AB�# �$�  �½Lð
¡ñ �&AB�# �$�  �!��AB�� �z���  �!�� -�  [٣  ،D�ÛB�#$�� � ] ﴾ � � 18ÛBµ�� ���q�  ���zAB �����R��<

 �!��AB���z�����<  ،�P@�q� %�&ö÷ø°ý�� �  �P@*#�$�D
��
�������  �P@1�2+ �Ó|< ������

� �  ~Ã� ���è±
-����� ���<  ،~Ã� ����.|<

-����� ���<  ،~Ã� ��12#�§|< -����� �  �[\/  ~��k³�́ ������
� �

 P@1�8�Ð+ �Ó|< ���./ �xyèV�Z� � �¹
-� !KLZ� -� ��� �� �̀bc -� P@1�8�®|<��<  . �xyèV�Z� � «����� �� �� ª&�q� ��G�Ç	ç/ !KLM�N( ̈ �]�18ÛBµ�� ���q� 

��� ��AB�# �$� �½Lð
¡ñ �&AB�# �$�

 Prstu � ���q�D�/ -� ��ÝÞ�ß � �pJ
-���q� �!K�ÀF-� ���q� �[vV�w��< .P@�����N( ̈ �]�18ÛBµ�� ���q� ���q�D�/ -� � �%&GHY�

�
��< ،���./ -����� � �õÐ#ÑAB-� �[\/

 �xyèV�Z� �  ¤
������_ -�  �P@18/ �� =>?@\/ !KLM�N( �� �̀ �T���=_  

�x|< ���̀ �TÏ��
� ����|<  .¨ �]�18ÛBµ�� ���<  �xyèV�Z� �  �[\/ P@�q�  !��AB ����z ��_  �¹

-� !KLZ� ��*#�$�

 .�P@*#Ø/ �����  �P@1�8�¬_ ������R  �P@�Vý�� ��<  ،�P@*#Ø/ �� �ÔÕ �P@ �̀TÛB��<  �!KæC��<  .���./ -����� �  ¦#�ÑçË �ÀF �!K�L|<  P@�����N(  ̈ �]�18ÛBµ�� ���<

 ،D�£ %&��|<  «����� ��  !KLM�N(  P@�q� -�  ، �xy �Sa
9��  �� � �%&N(  ̈ �]�1�(  �[\/  P@��ç�ÀF�  D�¥+ �(a
9¿/  �!K�L|<  ��1�8Ð#ØË �¼V�w  Prstu ���<

.D�£ %�& �ÔÕ �P@�q� �� �ÔÕ -����
� ���q���<

/٥٣

١١٨



�xy�z7�{|<��}z��� � ~�-��� ��̀ bc����< �xy�z7�2+�V�j��Z� � ~�-��� ��̀ bc��<١٨١

 ����������.|<  |� �%&*C��<  .�D�bc  Prstu �  [�� %&1�{|<  �!KLM��� �iV�Z� �  ��
=>?@GÆ=ë !K¾X�Ä�£ �  ١٩٧«. �!�� � ��GHY�

� �  Prstu ���<  .«��̀ 
� �Ð+�,�

 .«����� �� �[\/ ���-� �â� �̀bc P@1�8¿/ �xy�ì+�V�j �6ò ef�
�� ��\/ ��

=>?@̀ bc -����
� � �D¥C �� �k³�́  �[¢ÞIJ %&Îo±-� �!K�L|< ����� �A³�́  -!���9�� ����� ���q�

-� ¦#Ø/

 P@Î�8���N( Prstu � !KLM��AB %�&ö÷ø°pJ �P@\/ -� �[\/ %&1o±
-� �!K�L|< �¹���z �A³�́µ�� ���q� �½Lð

¡ñiV�w �������< ، �!K�ÀF-� ���q� «����� �ª)£ =¡ �õ�¬_ -� �[£ð¡ñ�&�����<

 .�=>?@�AB
-�  ~�������<

-������� �  ~���Þ�îDV�w �����  P@ �ÔÕ��<  !KLM�N(  �¹ �� �̀ �T:�
� ���<  �¹ ��1�8Ð#$�

� ���q�  «����� ��  �;+ �Ø
�®ð¡ñ�&��_  ef�
��  ��\/  efg

h�̀ bc��<

 ��äC��<  ،[!́��zAB ��V�Z� � ����� ����.�%#$�� � !KLM�N( � �%&1o± ���<  ،P@����
� -� 34

�5 �6ÔÕ ����|<  ~�������<
-���������� �=>?@Ý÷ø°pJ �� %�& �ÔÕ��<  !���Î8/��<

.�� ���< ª����� � !KLM�N( ��
=>?@̀ 
9:�� ���<  .~Ã� ��Ý÷úÇûòZ� � ~��*C

-� � �D�/

/١١٧

     ،(١٣٦٥-١٤٢٨ / ٧٦٧-٨٣٢)               ١٩٧
         .                          

     
      ،             

    
          .  

 LMNO�
5Q � �� 5&�� � �� ?

�@Ép � �� 5&�� � �R��e�SË)*+�78 ���
���y LM

NO�ý "��̀ªbG�& � �9: "���\�
��>5&�� �                    . 

 .(١٩٩٧ ،       :  )



�!�0��������� ������� � �!���1�2#$�� � %&��'( �34 �567�8
9:�� � ١٨٠r 20 r 20 

 |،eÍn1�HÄ��
�Ð+�,� -� �F³�́ �� ��³�́�± �!K�L|<  Prstu ���q� eÍn12�º/ �����å|<��<  ،�n1 �o±l����� �  ̈ �]�1�( ��\mǹ H�Äç/ %&1o± ���<  ~M@GÆ=ë eÍn12�.��*# �í±
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