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MALEK ABDUL QADER
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Letters and Existence: A Comparative Study between
Sefer Yetzirah and Ibn Arabi
Harfler ve Varlik: Sefer Yetzirah ve Ibnii’l-Arabi Arasinda
Karsilastirmali Bir Calisma

Abstract

The Muslim world in the Middle Ages witnessed a remarkable ac-
tivity of Islamic and Jewish mysticism. This common geo-historical and epis-
temological backgrounds were reflected in the mystical output of the two
mystics. It is clear that there is an interaction between these two streams, as
appears in the works of the mystics of that era, especially the Jewish ones.

This paper seeks to study one aspect of the mystical interaction be-
tween the medieval Islamic and the Jewish mysticism which is the letters and
their relation to existence through studying the works of Muhyiddin ibn Ara-
bi and Sefer Yetzirah (The book of creation) which is one of the most important
books of Kabbalah attributed to the Prophet Ibrahim. The study examines the
points of convergence and divergence between Sefer Yetzirah and Ibn Arabi by
studying several issues on both sides, including: the formative role of the let-
ters, the nature of these letters, their order and their entities or corresponding
ones. The study noticed that there are many points of convergence between
Ibn Arabi and Sefer Yetzirah, as well as many points of difference.

The study concluded that the possibility of Ibn Arabi being influ-
enced by Sefer Yetzirah is lacking for evidence, especially if we take into con-
sideration that Ibn Arabi relayed on Quran and prophet traditions to support
his thoughts. Besides, there is no decisive historical evidence for this claim.

Keywords: Arabic Language, Sufism, Kabbalah, Sefer Yetzirah,
Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi, ‘Ilm al-Huraf, Existence.

Summary

This study deals with the formative role of the letters between Sefer
Yetzirah and Ibn Arabi. Sefer Yetzirah, which means the book of creation, is
a book of great importance in the Qabalah. It talks about the role of the let-
ters in creation. There is a controversy regarding its author and the year of
its writing. It was unanimously agreed that this book was written before Ibn
Arabi. The study was based on observing the similarities and differences in
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this regard between this book and Ibn Arabi. The study, also, examined the
points of convergence and divergence between Sefer Yetzirah and Ibn Arabi by
studying several issues on both sides, including: the formative role of the let-
ters, the nature of these letters, their order and their entities or corresponding
ones. The study in its final parts, also, tried to explain the probability of the
influence of Sefer Yetzirah on Ibn Arabi works.

The study concludes that Sefer Yetzirah and Ibn Arabi agreed on that
the letters have a formative role and all of the creation and its details have
emerged from formative letters. However, Ibn Arabi combines the formative
and the symmetrical with the existence, humans, and the divine self, qualities,
actions and angles and demons. As for the letters and their nature, the two
parties vary. Sefer Yetzirah depends on the consonants for the formative role,
but it doesn’t adhere to the alphabetical and auditory order from which the ar-
ticulation takes place in. On the other hand, Sefer Yetzirah classifies them into
three sections: three mother letters, seven double letters, which they are seven
written letters represent fourteen different sounds, and twelve simple letters.
However, Ibn Arabi depends on the Arabic letters (consonants and vowels) in
terms of their phonetics, names and orthography, being voiced and voiceless,
whether the letter was single, inflectional or a pronoun and its context in the
Quranic text. As for the order, Ibn Arabi basically depends on in his division
of the places of the articulation in a way corresponds with their existential
parallels, abstract and concrete meanings. The closer we get to the concrete,
the closer the corresponding letter will be to the lips. The further we get to
the abstract, (absolute imagination realm), the closer the corresponding letters
will be to the larynx. It is worth mentioning that Ibn Arabi is, barely, has a
similar point of view of Sefer Yetzirah in which the latter orders the letters ac-
cording to their emergence from concrete to abstract. Nevertheless, they were
different regarding the place of the articulation and the emerged entities.

As for the nature of the formative role of the letter, Sefer Yetzirah sets
general founding entities for each level of the letters and other restricted ones
which was the same point of view of Ibn Arabi, but the latter dwells on deal-
ing with the restricted founding entities and speaks concisely about the gen-
eral formative letters.

The general founding entities in the book of the creation are air, water,
fire of the mother letters, abstract values and general directions of the double
letters, and tangible values and restricted directions of the simple letters. Ibn
Arabi agrees with this structure in dealing with the “imperative be” (kun)

Journal of Divinity Faculty of Hitit University, 2019/2, Volume: 18, Issue: 36 |501]



MALEK ABDUL QADER

which are not only almost similar to the mother letters in Sefer Yetzirah, but
also its entities include abstract and tangible values which are similar to the
seven double letters and the twelve seven letters of Sefer Yetzirah. Moreover, he
writes in details regarding the rest of the letters in terms of their role in crea-
tion as he does with the three letters. The letters in general for Ibn Arabi repre-
sents existential parallels, not letters of creation, which is completely different
from the book of the creation in which the latter deals with great balance with
all letters and consideres them all letters of creation.

The restricted founding entities of the letters in Sefer Yetzirah include
the entities that are divided in three divisions and they are: the universe, the
year (time) and the climate, and the body of the male and the female. Ibn Ara-
bi’s works covers vaster and more detailed aspects of this subject with more
reasonable explanations.

The study concludes that the possibility of Ibn Arabi being influ-
enced by Sefer Yetzirah is unsubstantiated, especially if we take into consider-
ation that Ibn Arabi relayed on Quran and prophet traditions to support his
thoughts. Besides, there is no decisive historical evidence for this claim.
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Oz

Miisliiman diinya orta gagda Islam ve Yahudi tasavvufunda dikkat
cekici faaliyetlere tanik olmustur. Bu tarihi, cografi ve epistemolojik ortaklik,
Islam ve Yahudi tasavvufuna bir ¢ok iiriiniin ortaya ¢ikmasi olarak yansimis-
tir. Bu donemdeki mistiklerin, 6zellikle Yahudi mistikleri, ¢alismalarina ba-
kildiginda, Miisliiman mistikler ve Yahudi mistikleri arasinda bir etkilesimin
oldugu acikga goriilmektedir.

Bu calisma orta ¢agdaki Islam ve Yahudi mistikleri arasindaki etkile-
siminin agik gostergelerinden birisi olan harfler ve varlik mistikleri iliskisini
her iki kesimin ortaya koydugu belli bagh ¢alismalardan yararlanmak sure-
ti ile incelemeyi amaglamaktadir. Calismaya dair temel alinan eserler, Islam
diinyasmin seckin sahsiyetlerinden Ibnii’l-Arabi (1156- 1240) ve te’lifati, Ya-
hudi diinyasindan da, Kabbala'nin en énemli kitaplarindan birisi olan ve b-
rahim’e (a.s) atfedilen Sefer Yetzirah (Yaratilis Kitabi)'dir. Calismamiz Ibnii’l-A-
rabi’'nin eserleriyle Sefer Yetzirah’i karsilastirarak onlar arasindaki benzer ve
farkli yonleri tespit etmeyi amaglamaktadi. Incelememizde iki tarafin harf-
lerin mabhiyeti, siralanmasi, harflerden ortaya ¢ikan veya harflerle uyumlu
olarak meydana gelen varliklar hakkindaki goriisleri ve son olarak ta Sefer
Yetzirah'in Ibnii’l-Arabi iizerindeki muhtemel etkileri tespit edilmeye caligil-
mistir. Nihayetinde galismada Ibnii’l-Arabi ile Sefer Yetzirah arasindaki ortak
ve farkli yonler bulundugu sonucuna varilmaistir.

Yapilan incelemeler neticesinde Ibnii'l-Arabi goriislerini genellikle ki-
tap ve siinnet ile temellendirdiginden, onun Sefer Yetzirah’dan etkilenme ola-
silig1 ispata muhtag bir mesele oldugu goriilmiistiir. Zaten Ibnii’l-Arabi'nin
Sefer Yetzirah isimli eserden haberdar oldugunu gosteren ne yazili ne de sozlii
bir delil yoktur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Arap Dili ve Belagati, Tasavvuf, Kabbala, Sefer
Yetzirah, Muhyiddin Ibnii’l-Arabi, Ilmii'l-Hurdf, Varlik.
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