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One of the central topics explored by mystics is the relationship between meaning and
language. In Islamic mystical thought, meaning is often regarded as having an antecedent
identity (huwiyyat-i mutagaddim), contrasting with the modern linguistic perspective that
considers words to have primacy over meaning. Ibn ‘Arabi delves deeply into the primacy
of meaning, conceptualizing it under the framework of the "spirit of meaning." He posits
that the meaning of a word represents a singular semantic essence, capable of manifesting
across various contexts in a real, albeit gradational, manner. This perspective is deeply
rooted in Ibn ‘Arabi's theological foundations, which we have analyzed from both
epistemological and ontological angles. My hypothesis is that Ibn ‘Arabi’s pantheistic
approach to meaning, along with its epistemological and ontological underpinnings, leads
to distinctive conclusions about the nature of language. While his views often diverge from
contemporary linguistic and semantic theories, they reveal certain points of convergence.
Among these conclusions is the gradational nature of the act of imitating God, a concept
that necessitates new insights into the essence and origin of words. In articulating his views
on meaning and language, Ibn ‘Arabi ultimately identifies God as the creator of both
meaning and words. Furthermore, the idea that the act of imitating God is gradational
allows for attributing both the metaphorical and transcendent dimensions of language to
God.

Cite this article: Boodaghi, Hojjat, Rasmi, Sakineh. (2024). The Epistemological and Ontological Foundations of the Theory
of Meaning in Ibn ‘Arabi’s Mysticism and their Implications. Journal of Islamic Mysticism, 16 (31), 50-68. DOI:

© The Author(s).

http//doi.org/10.22034/16.31.7

Publisher: Scientific Association of Islamic Mysticism of Iran.

DOI: http//doi.org/10.22034/16.31.7



http://orcid.org/0000000340009635
http://orcid.org/0000000280728733

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 16, Issue 31, 2024 51

Extended Abstract
Introduction

Ibn ‘Arabi's approach to “meaning” must be understood within his doctrine of the unity of existence
(wakdat al-wujid), through which he analyzes all phenomena. His theory posits that words are
established for the spiritual essences of meanings, which manifest in hierarchical degrees. This view
contrasts with modern linguistics, which generally give primacy to words over meanings. The present
study examines how Ibn ‘Arabi's mystical worldview, and particularly concepts like Divine names
(asma’), Fixed Essences (al-a ‘yan al-thabita), and the mediating role of imagination, provide
foundations for his theory of meaning.

Research Findings
This study identifies several key foundations of Ibn ‘Arabi's theory of meaning:

1. Ontological Foundations:

- Divine Speech (kalam ilahi). Ibn ‘Arabi sees Divine speech operating at three levels: Divine
knowledge, the Muhammadan reality (al-khagiqa al-muhammadiyya), and perfect man. These levels
demonstrate how meaning descends from Divine to human realms.

- Fixed Essences: These entities represent the eternal, unchanging realities of beings in Divine
knowledge, providing a metaphysical basis for Ibn ‘Arabi’s conception of meaning while allowing for
manifestation in different forms.

- Divine Names (asma’): Divine Names mediate between Divine essence and the creation, structuring
how meaning manifests in existence through hierarchical degrees.

2. Epistemological Foundations:

- Imagination (khayal): Serves as an intermediate faculty bridging spiritual and material realms,
explaining how abstract meanings take concrete linguistic form.

- Divine Imitation (taglzd): Ibn ‘Arabi argues that true knowledge comes through imitating God, for it
is only God who has immediate and essential knowledge of beings.

- Revelation (kashf): Provides immediate access to meanings beyond conventional linguistic
understanding.

Our study finds that the preceding foundations yield several important implications including:
1. Meaning precedes language while remaining simultaneously present with it.

2. Language has both outer (zahiri) and inner (batini) dimensions.

3. Understanding involves both conventional linguistic knowledge and spiritual insight.

Conclusion

Ibn ‘Arabi's theory offers a sophisticated understanding of “meaning” grounded in mystical
metaphysics while yielding insights relevant to contemporary discussions. His view of “meaning” as a
hierarchical phenomenon and his conception of the mediating role of imagination provide helpful
insights for thinking about language's relationship to reality. His theory suggests that meaning operates
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at multiple levels (conventional, symbolic, and spiritual) simultaneously, while maintaining these
levels are interrelated rather than opposed. This offers a more complex view than either purely
conventionalist or purely referential theories of meaning.
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