[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2025-09-07 ]

[ DOI: 10.22034/16.2.12 ]

—

S

Scientific Association of
Islamic Mysticism of Iran

—  Journal of Islamic Mysticism

Print ISSN: 2538-5135 Online ISSN:2980-8421

erfanmag.ir

Persuasive Methods and Rhetorical Strategies of Ibn Arabi in the Theory of

"The End of Hell"

Fatemeh Rahimit

1. Assistant Professor, the Department of Philosophy and Islamic Theology, Payam-e Noor University / E-mail:

fatemeh.rahimi@pnu.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Article history:

Received 10 May 2023
Accepted 6 September 2024
Published online 22 July 2025

Keywords:

Ibn Arabi, rhetorical strategies,
cessation of punishment,
persuasive methods,

Islamic mysticism.

Muhyiddin lbn Arabi, in articulating his controversial theory of "the cessation of
punishment" and attempting to normalize and reconcile it with religious propositions, has
employed effective rhetorical strategies to persuade his audience, independent of the
theological aspects of his theory. Identifying and analyzing these textual methods and
lexical-linguistic mechanisms represents a novel critical approach that can reveal Ibn
Arabi's unconscious thought processes in formulating and presenting this theory.
Accordingly, the present study examines Ibn Arabi's persuasive techniques in proposing
his theory of the cessation of punishment by analyzing these textual mechanisms. The
findings indicate that Ibn Arabi, in structuring his theory, utilizes linguistic capabilities and
the logic of difference, leading to semantic shifts in the words and concepts involved in his
theory and the generation of new meanings. Ibn Arabi's innovative and norm-challenging
semantic constructions in the process of altering the meanings of words and symbols result
in the creation of paradoxical concepts such as “cold fire" and "painless punishment™ in his
theory, which substantially increases the complexity and interpretive difficulty for his
audience. Ibn Arabi's rhetorical strategies in these semantic transformations occur within a
framework of monologism and interpretive authoritarianism, relying on persuasive
techniques to reproduce dominance for pluralistic and inclusivistic discourses while
disrupting rival discursive systems. This article employs a descriptive-analytical method to
reexamine Ibn Arabi's persuasive techniques and rhetorical strategies in proposing the
theory of the cessation of punishment, focusing on his most significant works.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The concept of eternal punishment has been a subject of theological debate throughout Islamic
intellectual history. Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi (1165-1240 CE), one of the most influential figures in
Islamic mysticism, adopted a controversial position regarding the destiny of hell's inhabitants through
his theory of "the cessation of punishment" (inqita“ al-‘adhab). This theory, which posits that divine
punishment in hell is not eternal but will eventually transform into a form of mercy, represents a
significant departure from mainstream Islamic eschatology and has generated considerable discourse
among theologians and scholars of mysticism.

Ibn Arabi's articulation of this theory did not rely solely on theological arguments but employed
sophisticated rhetorical strategies and linguistic techniques to persuade his audience and reconcile his
position with religious texts. While previous scholarship has predominantly focused on the theological
implications and doctrinal validity of Ibn Arabi's theory, there remains a significant gap in examining
the rhetorical mechanisms and linguistic strategies through which he constructed and advanced his
arguments.

This research adopts a discourse-analytical approach to investigate the persuasive methods and
rhetorical strategies employed by Ibn Arabi in formulating his theory of the cessation of punishment.
The study examines how Ibn Arabi's rhetorical techniques facilitate semantic transformations of key
religious concepts and terms to support his eschatological vision. Rather than engaging with the
theological or doctrinal validity of his arguments, this research focuses on the linguistic mechanisms,
semantic reconfigurations, and discursive strategies Ibn Arabi employs to advance his position within
the competitive landscape of Islamic theological discourse.

The methodological framework for this research combines textual analysis with discourse theory,
examining Ibn Arabi's most significant works, particularly the Futuhat al-Makkiyya and Fusus al-
Hikam, to identify patterns of argumentation, semantic innovations, and rhetorical techniques that
characterize his articulation of the theory. By analyzing these rhetorical strategies, the study aims to
uncover how Ibn Arabi's language constructs new meanings for established concepts and resolves
apparent contradictions between his theory and religious propositions that seemingly contradict it.

Research Findings

The analysis reveals several distinctive rhetorical strategies and persuasive techniques employed by
Ibn Arabi in advancing his theory of the cessation of punishment:

Semantic Transformation of Key Concepts: Ibn Arabi systematically reconstructs the meanings of
pivotal eschatological terms. Most notably, he transforms the concept of "punishment" (‘adhab) by
etymologically connecting it to "sweetness" (‘adhb), suggesting that punishment ultimately becomes
palatable to those in hell. This semantic reorientation represents a radical departure from conventional
interpretations and enables him to maintain the letter of religious texts while fundamentally altering
their implications. Similarly, he decouples the concepts of "fire" and “punishment,” arguing that
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perpetuity in hellfire does not necessitate eternal suffering, thus creating the paradoxical concept of
"cold fire."

Creation of Conceptual Distinctions: Ibn Arabi employs sophisticated distinctions to resolve apparent
contradictions between his theory and religious texts that explicitly mention eternal punishment. He
distinguishes between "eternity in punishment” and "eternity in painful punishment,” arguing that
while punishment may be eternal, the experience of pain associated with it is not. This distinction
creates space for his theory while seemingly preserving the literal meaning of religious texts
mentioning eternal punishment.

Strategic Reversal of Burden of Proof: When confronting textual evidence that explicitly supports
eternal punishment, Ibn Arabi employs a rhetorical technique of burden reversal. Rather than
addressing these texts directly, he claims that there is "no definitive textual evidence for eternal
punishment,” thus shifting the burden of proof to opposing viewpoints. This rhetorical maneuver
allows him to avoid direct confrontation with challenging texts while positioning his interpretation as
the default.

Monologic Interpretation and Interpretive Authoritarianism: Ibn Arabi often presents his
interpretations as definitive, displaying what can be characterized as interpretive authoritarianism. He
reduces the polysemic nature of religious texts to a single narrative that aligns with his theory,
effectively silencing alternative readings. This monologic approach positions him as having privileged
access to textual meanings, allowing him to dominate the interpretive field.

De-metaphorization of Metaphorical Language: When confronted with metaphorical expressions in
religious texts that support eternal punishment (such as "until a camel passes through the eye of a
needle"), Ibn Arabi deliberately interprets these metaphors literally, stripping them of their
metaphorical significance to neutralize their implications for his theory. Conversely, he employs
metaphorical readings when literal interpretations would contradict his position.

Anthropological and Theological Presuppositions: Ibn Arabi's rhetorical strategies are grounded in
distinctive theological and anthropological presuppositions that facilitate his arguments. He posits an
innate monotheistic disposition in all humans, including disbelievers, which serves as the
anthropological foundation for his theory that divine mercy will eventually encompass all beings.
Similarly, his emphasis on divine mercy over divine justice creates a theological framework that
predisposes acceptance of his theory.

Conclusion

This analysis reveals that Ibn Arabi's theory of the cessation of punishment is advanced not merely
through theological argumentation but through sophisticated rhetorical strategies and linguistic
manipulations that transform established concepts and reorient religious discourse. By reconfiguring
the semantic field of eschatological terminology, Ibn Arabi creates conceptual space for his theory
while appearing to maintain fidelity to religious texts.

The significance of these findings extends beyond understanding Ibn Arabi's specific eschatological
views. They illuminate broader patterns in how theological innovation occurs within traditional
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religious frameworks, particularly how linguistic and rhetorical techniques facilitate conceptual
transformation while maintaining an appearance of continuity with tradition. The study demonstrates
how Ibn Arabi's discourse operates within a competitive field of rival interpretations, employing
strategies of semantic transformation, conceptual distinction, and interpretive authoritarianism to
establish dominance for pluralistic and inclusivistic discourses.

This research contributes to the growing field of discourse analysis in Islamic studies by highlighting
how theological positions are not merely propositional claims but are constructed through complex
rhetorical strategies and discursive techniques. It suggests that a comprehensive understanding of
Islamic theological development requires attention not only to the content of arguments but to the
rhetorical mechanisms through which these arguments are constructed and advanced.

Further research might explore how Ibn Arabi's rhetorical strategies influenced subsequent mystical
and theological discourse in Islam, and how similar techniques are employed in other contexts of
religious innovation and reinterpretation. Additionally, comparative studies examining rhetorical
strategies across different religious traditions could yield valuable insights into the common linguistic
mechanisms through which theological innovation occurs within traditional frameworks.
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