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The main issue of this paper is to examine Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi's argument in defense of
the validity of mystical intuition. First, his argument is formulated, which can be briefly
stated as follows: A) [As claimed] there are two ways to acquire correct knowledge: reason
and intuition; B) Reason does not lead us to correct knowledge; Therefore: Intuition is the
only way to correct knowledge. Qunawi presents several reasons to prove the second
premise of his argument, which in our view is primarily based on the idea of
"epistemological disagreement among speculative thinkers." Based on this idea, he adopts
a form of relativism or agnosticism regarding rational knowledge. In examining Qunawi's
claim, this paper rejects both his argument against rational knowledge and his overall
argument in defense of mystical intuition. The main criticism of the former is its self-
refuting nature, and regarding the latter, it emphasizes that deficiencies in rational
knowledge cannot establish the validity of intuitive knowledge; rather, establishing its
validity requires direct positive evidence. However, inspired by Qunawi's discussions, one
might develop a somewhat moderate dialectical argument within the framework of

epistemological rationality in defense of mystical intuition.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

This research examines Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi's (d. 673/1274) epistemological argument for
defending the validity of mystical intuition (shuhiid 'irfani). As one of the most prominent figures in
theoretical mysticism (‘irfan-i nazari) and Ibn 'Arabl's foremost disciple, Qunawi developed a
distinctive approach to epistemology that attempted to establish mystical intuition as a reliable source
of knowledge. While several studies have addressed Qunawi's critique of reason, less attention has
been given to his positive argument defending mystical intuition as an epistemologically valid source
of knowledge.

In contemporary epistemology, five sources of knowledge are generally recognized: sense perception,
memory, introspection, reason, and testimony. However, some philosophers argue for expanding this
list to include religious experience, mystical intuition, moral sense, or religious faith. To add mystical
intuition to this list, its epistemological validity must be demonstrated. The fundamental question is
whether mystical intuitions can be knowledge-conferring—whether propositions can be justified based
on mystical intuition, such as the truth of the theory of the unity of existence (wahdat al-wujud) or the

existence of a supernatural being or God.

In the history of Islamic philosophy, despite the trust placed in mystical intuitions by major
philosophers like Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra, systematic epistemological discussions concerning the
validity of mystical intuition are relatively scarce. These philosophers typically approached mystical
intuition from a metaphysical perspective rather than an epistemological one. For them, mystical
intuition primarily served an inspirational or guiding role, but as Ibn Sma noted, until rational
demonstration is established for these propositions, they remain in "the domain of possibility" (buq'at

al-imkan).

However, a few theoretical mystics in the Islamic tradition attempted to defend the epistemological
validity of mystical intuition from an epistemological perspective, with Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi being
among the most important. This research aims to articulate, analyze, and evaluate Qunawi's
epistemological argument for the validity of mystical intuition, primarily as presented in his works "al-
Mufsiha" and "I'jaz al-Bayan."

Research Findings
Qunawi's basic argument can be formulated as follows:

e Premise A: [As claimed] There are two ways to acquire correct knowledge: reason and intuition
e Premise B: Reason does not lead us to correct knowledge

e Conclusion: Therefore, intuition is the only way to correct knowledge


http://dx.doi.org/10.22034/16.2.5
http://erfanmag.ir/article-1-1605-fa.html

[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2026-01-29 ]

[ DOI: 10.22034/16.2.5]

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 16, Issue 2, 2025 220

While Qunawi does not extensively defend the first premise, his primary focus is establishing the
second premise—the inadequacy of rational knowledge. His approach to demonstrating reason's
inadequacy follows two main strategies:

First, he argues for the cognitive limitation of reason, suggesting that what can be known through
reason is limited, and many forms of knowledge are accessible only through intuition. This is the
familiar notion of "a domain beyond the domain of reason" (tawr wara’ tawr al-'aql). For Qunawi,
human knowledge objects can be divided into those that can be independently perceived by
conventional faculties (sensible and intelligible objects) and those that cannot be independently
perceived, such as God's essence, divine names, attributes, and the reality of divine action.

Second, he contends that theoretical reason is deficient even within its own domain. He claims that
establishing rational proofs for intellectual matters in a way free from theoretical doubts and
dialectical objections is either impossible (muta'adhdhir) or extremely difficult (muta'assir). The
central argument for this claim is based on the existence of irresolvable disagreements among

speculative thinkers, which Qunawi believes indicates the unreliability of rational knowledge.

The research examines four explanations Qunawi provides for why these disagreements are

irresolvable:

1. The epistemological explanation based on the possibility of error in knowledge
2. The ineffectiveness of logic in resolving disagreements

3. Ontological explanations attributing disagreements to the manifestation of divine names in
different receptacles

4. The limitation of reason as a particular faculty that can only grasp particular aspects of things

Qunawi anticipates the objection that disagreements also exist among mystics and intuitive knowers.
He responds by distinguishing between "limited intuitions" (adhwaq muqayyada), which are subject to
disagreement, and "intuition of proximity" (shuhiid qurbi), which occurs in the state of annihilation
(fana’) and reveals the truth of things as they exist in God's knowledge.

The research critically evaluates Qunawi's argument on multiple levels:

1. His critique of reason potentially falls into self-refutation, as it uses reason to argue against the
reliability of reason

2. The inadequacy of one knowledge source (reason) cannot establish the validity of another
(intuition)

3. The first premise of his argument either commits a logical fallacy of limited options or begs the
question by assuming what needs to be proved

4. His reliance on a specific metaphysical framework and mystical ontology creates a potential
circularity, as this framework itself derives from intuition
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Conclusion

The research concludes that while Qunawi's original argument faces significant problems both in its
critique of reason and in its defense of intuition, a more modest reconstruction might be possible. This
reconstructed argument would take a dialectical approach, suggesting that if one accepts reason
despite its limitations, one might similarly accept intuition despite its challenges. This approach shifts
from Qunawi's maximalist claims to a more modest position that argues for the reasonableness of
accepting mystical intuition within an epistemological framework that already accepts imperfect

knowledge sources.

Additionally, Qunawi's critique of reason and advocacy for mystical intuition can be understood as a
practical invitation to the mystical path rather than merely a theoretical argument. By highlighting
reason's limitations and offering the prospect of certain knowledge through intuition, he provides
motivation for others to enter the path of mystical discipline.

This research contributes to our understanding of how theoretical mysticism has approached
epistemological questions and offers insights into alternative epistemological frameworks that might

accommodate non-rational sources of knowledge like mystical intuition.
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