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The mystics' perspective on the ineffability of the Divine Essence has been interpreted in
two ways: some have considered the "Essence qua Essence" (dhat bi-ma hiya dhat) as
transcendent beyond any attribute or description, regarding all descriptions of the Essence
as referring to the "Essence according to its determinations" (dhat bi-hasab al-ta‘ayyunat).
Others have claimed that the "Essence in respect of its absoluteness" (dhat bi-lihaz magam
al-itlaq) only rejects the attributes of conditioned entities (mugayyadat), and that
describing it with absolute attributes whose content involves no restriction, limitation,
deficiency, or descent for the station of absoluteness is valid. More precisely, absoluteness
itself as a divisive category (magsam) has attributes that do not pertain to any of the
determinations and conditioned entities, whether unconditional in a particular sense (la bi-
shart qismi), conditional upon negation (bi-shart 1a), or conditional upon something (bi-
shart shay’). Naturally, these attributes are absolute attributes qua absolute, not absolute
attributes qua determined. In this paper, using an analytical-descriptive method, we have
evaluated the evidence for the second interpretation and demonstrated that this
interpretation is neither consistent with the words of the mystics nor correct in itself.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The question of divine ineffability represents one of the most fundamental challenges in Islamic
mystical theology. Muslim mystics, like most Islamic thinkers, affirm both the possibility of knowing
and describing God, yet they maintain that the Divine can only be known and described through veils
and determinations (ta‘ayyunat), reflected in their manifestations and proportionate to them. Without
divine self-disclosures (tajalliyat) and determinations, they argue, it is absolutely impossible to know
or describe God, and our knowledge of the Essence devoid of determination remains negative and
general—though this too comes through determinations.

The mystics' discourse on the ineffability of the Essence, particularly the statements of al-QtGnawi and
some of his commentators, appears quite clear and explicit. However, perhaps because the ineffability
of the Essence seems contradictory at first glance, some mystics have offered a more limited
interpretation or explanation. According to their view, there are contextual clues in mystical discourse
indicating that the mystics' intended meaning of the Essence's ineffability is that the Essence without
determinations only rejects specific and conditioned attributes, while accepting absolute attributes.

This study employs an analytical-descriptive methodology to first briefly explain the ineffability of the
Essence through a passage from al-Qunawi, then examine and critically analyze the limited
interpretation of ineffability in detail. The importance and necessity of this research stems from its
consideration as a form of theological inquiry. Regarding its background, in the field of the first
interpretation of ineffability, reference can be made to the works of Imam Khomeini and Ayatollah
Javadi Amoli, where the doctrine of "ineffability of the pure Essence apart from determinations"” has
been accepted and its difficulties generally addressed.

Research Findings

The investigation reveals several critical problems with the limited interpretation of divine ineffability.
The analysis demonstrates that this interpretation suffers from both minor and fundamental flaws that
collectively indicate its inadequacy.

Among the minor issues identified: First, what is presented in the limited interpretation is more worthy
of being called "attribute-accepting” rather than "ineffability” of the Essence. As the term
"ineffability" suggests, God has no attributes, rather than accepting all absolute attributes while having
relative attributes negated from Him. Such a being would be more attribute-accepting than any other
entity.

Second, the proposition “the absolute in respect of its absoluteness has absolute attributes” appears to
be an analytical or quasi-analytical statement of little value. Third, ineffability in this limited sense—
that the absolute in respect of its absoluteness accepts some attributes while rejecting others—is not
among the exclusive claims of mystics in theology, nor is it a distinctive teaching of mystical
theology.
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More fundamentally, several critical objections emerge: The phrase "absolute attribute" (hukm itlaqq)
is contradictory, as every attribute necessarily constitutes a form of determination, specification, and
conditioning. When al-Qunawt states that "the essential and real unseen has no specific attribute," his
intention is not that the real unseen has non-specific attributes, but rather that it has no attributes
whatsoever.

Furthermore, we do not possess any attribute or concept without an opposite. Every specific meaning
necessarily has various forms of opposition. The concept of existence opposes both the concept of
non-existence and concepts such as necessity, absoluteness, knowledge, and power. While in external
reality nothing exists except existence itself, the discussion of the Essence's ineffability primarily
concerns our level of knowledge and cognition regarding external existence, and secondarily concerns
the description and characteriz ation of external existence.

A critical logical problem emerges: removing all conditioned attributes from "the absolute qua
absolute" necessitates the removal of contradictories (irtifa“® al-naqidayn). If we negate all conditioned
attributes from the station of the Essence in respect of its absoluteness, we must negate both sides of
every contradiction, since the negation of a conditioned attribute is also a conditioned attribute. This
leads to the logically impossible situation where God, in respect of His absoluteness, would be neither
the instance of a tree nor the instance of the absence of a tree, neither spatial nor non-spatial.

Additionally, every attribute, beyond being distinct from what it describes, is surplus to the described
in rational analysis. This surplus constitutes a form of determination for the absolute Essence. Any
essence that becomes a subject for description is determined, and we see and describe the subject only
to the extent of the predicate (attribute).

Finally, the comprehension of the unconditional-as-divisive-category (1a bi-shart magsami) is only
possible through the comprehension of its divisions. Humans can perceive the unconditional-as-
divisive-category according to one of three considerations—unconditional in a particular sense,
conditional upon negation, or conditional upon something—»but cannot observe the unconditional-as-
divisive-category without these three manifestations or veils.

Conclusion

The analysis conclusively demonstrates that the limited interpretation of divine ineffability is neither
consistent with the statements of prominent mystics like al-QanawT nor correct in itself. The research
establishes several key principles: God in respect of His absolute divisive category (itlaq magsami)
does not become a subject for discourse, neither for affirmation nor negation, rather than becoming a
subject from which all conditioned attributes are negated.

The phrase "absolute attribute” is inherently contradictory, and making attributions without
determination is meaningless. Every attribute and concept necessarily possesses various forms of
opposition, and removing all conditioned attributes from the absolute necessitates the logical
impossibility of removing contradictories.

The study confirms that in any proposition we make about the absolute, considering the predicate of
the proposition, a determination of the absolute's determinations becomes the subject, and in no
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proposition is the absolute qua absolute described. Even in second-degree propositions about
descriptions of the absolute divisive category, the "Divine Essence without determination” or "the
Essence in respect of absolute divisive category" refers to the essential identity through primary
predication (haml awwali), not essential identity through common predication (haml shayi®).

This research contributes to a more precise understanding of the mystical doctrine of divine
ineffability, clarifying that the authentic mystical position maintains the complete transcendence of the
Divine Essence beyond all forms of conceptual determination, while acknowledging that all
theological discourse necessarily operates within the realm of divine self-manifestation and
determination.
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