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Abstract

Discussions about “the unity of existence” (wabdat al-wujiid), which
is always considered together with the name of Ibn ¢Arabi, are com-
mon not only in Sufism but also in almost all domains of Islamic
thought. In this respect, the problem of the unity of existence is a no-
table and much-debated issue in the history of Islamic philosophy,
which results in countless comments on and approaches to the mat-
ter. Nevertheless, no solid conclusion or solution is attained. This is
primarily because of the lack of a precise explanation of the nature
and content of the unity of existence manifested by Ibn ‘Arabi and his
followers. The unity of existence seems to have two basic principles
that can be formulated as follows: “Existence as such is God, and im-
mutable entities (al-a‘yan al-thabita), the truth of contingencies, are
not created and existence is subsequently attached to truth.” These
two elements exclusively determine whether a doctrine is the unity of
existence, whereas the principles abovementioned are entirely
grounded on discussions about the relationship between essence and
existence. The first and second principles are conclusions of the fol-
lowing opinions, respectively: “The existence of Allah is identical with
His essence” and “among contingent beings, the existence is subse-
quently added to the essence.” In this context, this study therefore
seeks an evaluation not only of what unity of existence is but also of
the importance of the relationship between essence and existence in
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terms of the unity of existence as a notable discussion point in Islamic
thought.

Key Words: Unity of existence (wabdat al-wujiid), essence, existence,
Ibn <Arabi

Introduction

Essence and existence are among most essential and important
universal concepts of philosophy, kalam and Sufism within Islamic
thought. As Izutsu duly notes, the relationship between these two
concepts is one of the most original philosophical theses in Islamic
thought.! Obviously, discussions about the relationship between es-
sence and existence result from efforts to explain the relationship
between Allah and creation, which constitute the essence of Islamic
revelation, on a metaphysical basis. In other words, when it is neces-
sary, as a metaphysical problem or issue, to explain the relationship
between Allah and the universe, subject to the question of faith, the
disciplines are used to reveal possible problems regarding the rela-
tionship between Allah and the universe (creation) by means of solu-
tions generated on the axis of the relationship between essence and
existence — the various theses on the matter will be treated below. In
this respect, arguments and solutions concerning essence and exist-
ence provide us with notable clues about the studied disciplines’
points of departure and preferences. Nevertheless, it is possible to
assert that the discussions conducted and theses generated related to
essence and existence are the basis on which the entire structure of
Islamic thought is founded.”

In the history of Islamic thought, theologians and great philoso-
phers such as al-Farabi (d. 339/950) were the first to discuss the rela-

Toshihiko Tzutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Kuala Lumpur: Islamic
Book Trust, 2007), 133.

For instance, Henry Corbin assesses the views of al-Firabi on the relationship
between essence and existence as a milestone in the history of metaphysics,
whereas Hiiseyin Atay claims that the starting point of Ibn Sina’s philosophy is his
distinction between essence and existence. See Henry Corbin, History of Islamic
Philosophy (translated into English by Liadain Sherrard with Philip Sherrard; Lon-
don & New York: Kegan Paul International & The Institute of Ismaili Studies,
1993), 160; Huseyin Atay, Ibn Sina’'da Varlik Nazariyesi (Ankara: Gelisim Mat-
baast, 1983), 78.
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tionship between essence and existence; however, it was the great
thinker Ibn Sina (d. 427/1037) who provided the issue with various
new aspects and brought the studies to their peak.’ Indeed, the fol-
lowing discussions remain mostly within the boundaries prescribed
by Ibn Sina. For Ibn Sina, because the Necessary Being needs no
cause to exist — given that its definition excludes the need for cause'-
it is impossible to discuss any priority or separation between His es-
sence and existence. In this context, existence is neither an attribute
nor an accident of essence for the Necessary Being. In other words,
godhood as essence is not a prior essence, to which existence is sub-
sequently added as an attribute. On the contrary, because His essence
is His existence, no subsequence is related to Him, unlike contingent
beings.” According to Ibn Sina, contingent beings require a cause to
exist; as a result, their existence comes from another.’ In this sense,
Ibn Sina dismisses the distinction of essence-existence in the Neces-
sary Being and claims that the essence is prior to the existence, which
is added to the former afterwards, in contingent beings. This is be-
cause in the essence of all things, the conception of whose self does
not include its existence — namely, the contingent beings — the exist-
ence is not the constituent of essence. Therefore, existence is not a
necessary element within the essence of contingent beings; existence
is but a possibility for such beings.” As a result, for Ibn Sini, the exist-

Yor further information, see Izutsu, ibid., 108-132.

According to Ibn Sina, Necessary Being is necessary in His self and therefore
needs no cause: “Necessary Being has no cause; this is evident. If He had a cause,
He would have obtained His existence from such cause.” Abu “Ali Husayn ibn
‘Abd Allah ibn ¢Ali Ibn Sina, Kitdbu's-Sifd: Metafizik = Kitab al-Shifa’: al-
liabiyyad (translated into Turkish, with the original text, by Ekrem Demirli and
Omer Turker; Istanbul: Litera Yayincilik, 2005), I, 36. Also see Ibn Sini, fsaretler
ve Tembibler [= al-Isharat wa-I-tanbibal (translated into Turkish, with the origi-
nal text, by Ali Durusoy, Muhittin Macit, and Ekrem Demirli; Istanbul: Litera
Yayincilik, 2005), 124-132.

5 Ibn Sina, Isaretler ve Tembibler, 129-131.

® 1Ibn Sina says: “Anything whose truth in itself is a possibility cannot exist by
means of its own self. Its existence, which originates from itself, is prior to its ab-
sence due to contingency. Therefore, if one among two is prior, this is because
the former is either ready or lost. Therefore, the existence of anything, whose ex-
istence is contingent, comes from another.” Isaretler ve Tembibler, 127.

Ibn Sina says: “In essence of something, nothing can be common together with
necessary being. This is because the essence of every single thing other than it is
that the possibility of being is required for itself. As for being, it is neither essence
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ence is something more than essence in contingent beings; it is an
element added to essence.”

Pursuant to views of Ibn Sina, despite certain discipline-based var-
iations, the debates on the relationship between essence and exist-
ence concentrate on the ontological primacy of essence and exist-
ence with respect to one another and as to whether existence is iden-
tical with essence or whether it is an added attribute of essence. The
principal questions on the issue are as follows: Is essence primary
and existence (wujiid) accidental, or vice versa? Is the existence of
Allah prior or subsequent to His essence?

Responses to such questions are generally collected in three
groups:

1. Theologians such as Abt I-Hasan al-Ashcari (d. 324/935-936)
and Mu‘tazili Abt 1-Husayn al-Basri (d. 436/1044) argue that in both
necessary and contingent beings, existence is identical with self and
essence, because it is not an attribute.

2. As is seen above, Ibn Sina and certain philosophers assert that
no distinction between essence and existence is in question for nec-
essary being, while for contingent beings, existence is distinct from
essence and added to it afterwards.

3. According to theologians who follow al-Razi (d. 606/1210), ex-
istence is an attribute distinct from and added to essence in both nec-
essary and contingent beings.’

of something nor a part of the essence of something. I mean, existence is not in-

cluded in grasping things with essence. Rather, existence has come upon es-

sence.” Ibid., 131.

About the views of Ibn Sina on the relationship between essence and existence,

see Atay, ibid., 65-94; id., “Mahiyet-Varlik Ayirimi,” in Mijjgan Cunbur and Orhan

Dogan (eds)), Uluslararas: Ibn Sina Sempozyumu (Bildiriler) (Ankara: Basba-

kanlik Basimevi, 1984), 139-166; Mahmut Kaya, “Mihiyet ve Varlik Konusunda

ibn Rugd'tin Ibn Sind’y1 Elestirmesi,” in Aydin Sayili (ed.), /bn Stnd: Dogumunun

Bininci Yili Armagani (Ankara: Tirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1984), 453-459.

?  See Aba ‘Abd Allah Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, al-Maidalib al-
‘aliya min al-ilm al-ilabi (ed. Ahmad Hijazi al-Saqqa; Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-
‘Arabi, 1987), 1, 209-213; Abu I-Barakat Nar al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahmain ibn Ahmad
ibn Muhammad Jami, al-Durra al-fakbira fi tabgiq madbabib al-safiyya wa-I-
mutakallimin  wa-l-hukama al-mutaqaddimin (eds. Nicolas Heer and ‘Al
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Sufism is subject to reflections of problems and debates in Islamic
thought, as well as similar considerations. Apart from Ibn “Arabi (d.
638/1240), the greatest figure in Sufism, there are Sufis such as al-
Qunawi (d. 673/1274) and al-Qaysari (751/1350) who address the
relationship between essence and existence under different titles."
Although some Sufis do not directly study the matter, they are not
entirely indifferent to the question. For instance, studies by Ibn ‘Arabi
on various issues are necessarily related with essence and existence.
Why is the relationship between essence and existence important in
terms of Sufism? Or which objectives did Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers
pursue in discussions about this issue, and which conclusions did
they draw? We think that the issue of the relationship between es-
sence and existence in Ibn Arabi School is directly connected with
the unity of existence. The doctrine of the unity of existence wants to
explain the relation Allah, universe and man pursuant to observation
method and is necessarily based on the relationship between essence
and existence. In past and present studies, the unity of existence is
the most important and remarkable issue of Sufism. Studies of this
concept lay stress on two points: First, such studies stress when and
by whom was the term “unity of existence” used — a question outside
the scope of this study." Second, such studies analyze the meaning,
content, and basis of the term. This article aims to address the con-
cept of the unity of existence in this respect. Analysis of the content
and basis of the notion of the unity of existence leads us directly to an
analysis regarding the relationship between essence and existence.
This is because we believe that the principal propositions of the unity
of existence are derived from the relationship between essence and
existence. There are several reasons for this conviction. First, al-

Miuasawi Bahbahini; Tehran: McGill University Institute of Islamic Studies &
Dinishgih-i Tehran, 1980), 2.
1 Al-Qunawi treats this problem in his correspondences with Nasir al-Din al-Tas.
See Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishiq ibn Muhammad al-Qunawi, Sadreddin
Koneui ile Nasireddin Tiisi Arasinda Yazismalar: al-Murdsaldr (translated into
Turkish by Ekrem Demirli; Istanbul: iz Yayincilik, 2002), 53-63. Al-Qaysari ana-
lyzes the issue in the preface to his commentary on Fusiis al-hikam. See Sharaf
al-Din Dawud ibn Mahmad ibn Muhammad al-Qaysari, Sharh Fusis al-hikam
(ed. Jaldl al-Din Ashtiyani; Tehran: Sharikat-i Intisharat-i Ilmi va-Farhangi, 1383
HS), 13-42.
For discussions of the problem, see Su‘ad al-Hakim, al-MuSam al-sifi: al-Hikma
fi budid al-kalima (Beirut: Dandara li-1-Tiba‘a wa-1-Nashr, 1981), 1145-1157.
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Kashani (d. 730/1329), a notable commentator of Ibn ‘Arabi and per-
haps the first thinker to define the unity of existence as a concept,
grounds his definition of the unity of existence entirely on the con-
nection between existence and essence. Al-Kashani defines the unity
of existence as follows:

Unity of existence means that the existence is not divided as the nec-
essary and the contingent. According to this group, existence is not
what philosophers and theologians understand about it because most
of them consider it as accident. The existence, which they deem acci-
dent, is what realizes the truth of every present and if so, it cannot be
anything other than Haqq. The self, defined through the attribute of
unity, has two values: Firstly, the truths contained and engirdled by
the self are the same; they are not other than the self. In turn, exist-
ence is one of these truths and the most obvious and apparent faculty
of intellect. Thus, in this sense, existence becomes identical with the
self.'?

This definition by al-Kashani serves as an appropriate point of de-
parture for us. He principally insists that existence is not accident or
specific being. Rather, as al-Nabulusi (1143/1731) notes, existence
here is not existence as accident ascribed to a substance nor is it ei-
ther specific existence used for Allah. Al-Kashani indicates that Sufis
do not attribute being to a distinction between essence and existence,
and notes to the necessity of treating the unity of existence as “exist-
ence in itself.” At exactly this stage, the relationship between essence
and existence appears as problematic. Therefore, the relationship
between essence and existence determines what unity of existence is
or is not. According to Sufis, existence is not an attribute added to
essence or self but instead is identical with the self. Therefore, the
main principle of the unity of existence is the following phrase: “Ex-
istence as such is Haqq (al-wujiid min bayth" huwa huwa I-Hagq).”"
In other words, in consideration of the relationship between essence
and existence, what lies at the heart of the unity of existence is that
existence is not an attribute but is identical with the self.

2 Kamil al-Din ‘Abd al-Razzaq ibn Ahmad al-Kashani (as al-QashanD), Lata’if al-
a‘lam fi isharat abl al-ilham (eds. Ahmad ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Sayil), Tawfiq ‘Ali
Wahba, and ‘Amir al-Najjar; Cairo: Maktabat al-Thagafa al-Diniyya, 2005), 710.
Al-Qaysari defines it without mentioning the predicate as “existence as such (al-
wufird min bayth" buwa buwa).” See al-Qaysari, Sharh Fusiis al-hikam, 13.
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In light of al-Kashani’s definition, we believe that there are two
principal, interconnected and distinctive propositions related to the
unity of existence. First, “existence as such is Haqq,”"* and second,
the “truth of contingent beings is not created, existence is added to
them afterwards (question of al-a‘yan al-thabita).” The first proposi-
tion about the unity of existence refers to the relationship between
essence and existence in necessary being, whereas the second is
about the same relationship in contingent beings. Thereupon, the
unity of existence cannot be conceived without analyzing the rela-
tionship between essence and existence. Throughout the history of
Sufism, Sufis’ point of departure from various discourses has been the
criticisms of two previously mentioned propositions regarding the
unity of existence; as they developed systems related to these views,
the opposite approaches have also focused on essence and existence.
Consequently, we believe that the response to what unity of exist-
ence is should be searched within the framework of the relationship
between essence and existence. In this study, we preferred to address
the relationship between essence and existence separately in neces-
sary being and contingent beings. Therefore, this article will treat
these two issues and their relationship with the unity of existence.

A. Identity of Essence and Existence in Necessary Being:
Existence as such is Haqq

Being has been a principal concept since the beginnings of Su-
fism. Indeed, the first Sufis used wujid as a term that indicates the
conditions that confronted them during their course in the order. In
this sense, wajd (ecstasy), wujid (existence), and lawdjud (willful
rapture) — which is to force oneself to wajd — were developed under
the influence of primary Sufi discussions of human acts and brought
into the future. These words merged under the meaning “to find” or
“to know,” and over time, they gained new interpretation in connec-
tion with wujiid and mawjiid, which mean “existence” and “existing.”
In this respect, Sufi literature may provide Islamic thought with useful
contributions with respect to the settlement of words regarding exist-
ence and being. The sense “to find,” first ascribed by Sufis to the

""" For the use of this principle, see al-Qaysari, ibid., 13-14. This phrase is occasion-

ally formulated as “there is one existence, that of Haqq.” See ‘Abd al-Ghani ibn
Isma‘l al-Nabulusi, Gercek Varlik: Vabdet-i Viictid'un Miidafaas: [= al-Wujid
al-haqq wa-I-kbitab al-sidgl (translated into Turkish by Ekrem Demirli; Istanbul:
iz Yayincilik, 2003), 20.
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words, has been an explanation of the relationship considered by
Sufis to exist between being and existing."” In this context, existence
gained a meaning related to “to know” and “to be known” for Sufis in
almost every era. The term ahl al-kashf wa-l-wujiid (masters of mani-
festation and existence), used by Sufis to define themselves, became
synonymous with one who both possesses wajd and is ahl al-wujid,
that is, is able to obtain the Truth, al-Haqq. Following Ibn ‘Arabi and
al-Qunawi, theoreticians of new Sufism maintained the relationship
between existence and knowledge/knowing.

Following Ibn ‘Arabi, the Sufi conception of existence took form
as an extensive interpretation of the God-universe with God at the
center. On the one hand, this approach involves grounding the uni-
verse on God through causality, which enables us to obtain
knowledge about God, and explaining the problem of creation in this
respect — it is formulated as the relationship between knowing the
universe in broad sense and knowing both the self and God in the
narrow sense. On the other hand, the question concentrates on find-
ing an explanation of how and in what context the relationship of
God to both the universe and man continues. In other words, the
attempt was primarily intended to explain how and why the universe
exists, and accordingly, to determine how the relationship between
God and the universe is realized. This contemplation depends on the
proposition “Existence as such is Haqq.” This point is the primary
proposition of Sufi metaphysics. That the expression eventually be-
came Sufi literature’s motto is notable because the existence of this
fact shows its importance in Sufism. The phrase is occasionally for-
mulated as, “There is one existence, that of Haqq'® or “ Wjiid as such
is Haqq.” Certain points require understanding to permit a concep-
tion of the Sufi approach to the matter. First, the meaning of concept
of existence requires clarification. In fact, this may be as a continua-
tion of the difficulties caused by the word “existence” in metaphysics
generally. Attempting to explain the meaning of existence, Sufis note
that existence is outside all categories. For instance, Dawud al-
Qaysari indicates that in the Sufi explanation of “existence as such,”

About the use of this concept by early Sufis, see Abt 1-Qasim Zayn al-Islam ‘Abd
al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri, al-Risdla al-Qushayriyya (eds. Ma‘raf Mustafa
Zurayq and Ali ‘Abd al-Hamid Baltaji; Beirut: Dar al-Khayr, 1991), 61-64.
Al-Qunawi, Tasavvuf Metafizigi: Mifiab ghayb al-jam* wa-l-wujid (translated
into Turkish by Ekrem Demirli; Istanbul: iz Yayincilik, 2002), 21, 23; al-Qaysari,
Sharh Fusis al-hikam, 13; al-Nabulusi, Gercek Varlik, 20, 26.

16
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existence is outside any qualification such as universal, particular,
one or many. According to al-Qaysari, existence in “existence as
such” is neither substance, nor accident, nor even existence outside
or within the mind."” Later Sufis distinguish existence in this sense
from existence as “to be present;” accordingly, the mind searches for
the meaning of “to be present” in natural and general terms, whereas
existence is a kind of being present. As a result, Sufis treated the
problems arising from these meanings. Therefore, to understand the
Sufi view of existence, we first should examine the difference be-
tween existence and existing as a reality to which the mind naturally
steers and existence as a term that expresses God.

Another point to understand about existence is that it is not a con-
cept that has any antonyms whatsoever. This is the main reason that
existence cannot be known. Existence is not the antonym of nothing-
ness and in fact, there is no such thing as nothingness."® Nothingness
is only a potentiality that makes Being possible to emerge and ap-
pear.

In terms of the Necessary Being, the principal question about be-
ing is the relationship between existence and essence. The Sufi atti-
tude about this problem is as follows: Sufis discuss the personality,
attributes, and names of Allah in detail. These are issues with a cer-
tain turn of phrase and proper terminology. For example, Sufis cease-
lessly address theological and philosophical issues such as the rela-
tionship between the self and its attributes, the problem of the prima-
cy of attributes, the names of Allah, and how and by whom these
names will be determined. Moreover, Sufis insist that the source of
our knowledge about Allah is divine names. Through the use of such
concepts, Sufis attempt to explain how to envisage Allah and partici-
pate in discussion around those concepts. Nevertheless, a new ap-
proach comes to light, especially from Ibn ‘Arabi and al-Qunawi: to
attempt to address the God conception formed within the line of rela-
tionships between self and attributes, as Absolute Being and His

Al-Qaysari expresses the problem as follows: “It should be noted that existence
as such (min bayth" buwa) is different from exterior and intellectual existence,
since each of the latter is its kinds. Existence as such, namely, unconditional ex-
istence, is not restricted with absoluteness and constraint. Existence is neither
universal nor particular, neither general nor private, neither one with a unity
added to itself nor plural.” Al-Qaysari, ibid.,13.

About the mentioned aspect of wujiid, see al-Qaysari, ibid., 13-22.
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emergence and manifestations. The relationship between the essence
and existence of God is considered a part of the question regarding
the relationship between His self and qualities. Thereupon, another
problem comes to the fore: Having the problems and terminology
descending from kalam tradition, Sufis began to confront a rich con-
ceptual world through philosophical heritage. Along with some other
factors, this fact paved the way for a rich terminology; consequently,
the interpenetration among concepts and topics from various sources
became one of the primary difficulties involved in understanding Sufi
texts.

With respect to Allah, it is possible to discuss an essence and an
existence. Essence is expressed by the terms such as the self of Haqq,
His truth, origin, or identity. Allah also has an existence. Accordingly,
what is the relationship between His existence/essence and truth? In
other words, is existence identical with His self, or is it an attribute
attached to self? This is clearly the primary concern of the Ibn ‘Arabi
School. Al-Qunawi moves from two points of view in analyzing this
problem. First, he seeks an explanation that does not injure the sim-
plicity and unity of Self; second, he attempts to avoid the delusion
that He is dependent or in need of anything whatsoever. Therefore,
in addressing the essence and existence of God and their intercon-
nection, one must demonstrate the simplicity and unity of Allah on
the one hand, and to determine that He is the self-sufficient existence
that needs nothing, on the other hand."” In other words, the solution
to the problem is based on the analysis of the concept of necessary
being.

Next, through the perspective of the commentators of Ibn ¢Arabi,
the first thing to understand with respect to the being of Allah is that
existence i{s not an addition to His essence. This is because if wujiid is
considered an addition to the essence of God, then God incorporates
both an existence and an essence. In that case, God is a being who is
a compound of essence and wujiid. However, our most explicit ver-
dict about God is that He is both simple and one. Because God can-
not be considered composite in any sense, existence cannot be as-
cribed to His truth. Once we accept that existence of God is added to
His truth, we would be asked from whence such existence was
gained. His existence would be either autogenous or dependent on
something else. If His existence were via itself, then a second primacy

Y Al-Qunawi, Yazismalar, 185.
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should have been present. However, this is impossible, because God
is one. Alternatively, existence is gained from something else or is
created by God, whereupon the existence of God should either be
grounded on something else or be related to a changing thing. Never-
theless, both are impossible for God, because they contradict the idea
of a “necessary being.” Another aspect of the problem concentrates
on the question of wuwnity and multitude. 1If existence and truth are
considered separate, then God should have a truth and an existence.
However, God is one and simple in an absolute sense. Therefore, in
God, existence or truth is one and identical. Accordingly, if God is
existence with no essence other than His existence, namely, if His
existence is the same as His self, then our knowledge about His exist-
ence — and the knowledge of the human mind about God consists of
knowing him as sheer existence — means to know God entirely.
However, we know that our knowledge about God is limited. It is
impossible for us to know one aspect of His being and not another,
because His being is one and simple. If He is known on one side and
unknown on the other, then His being is a composite concept. This
would also contradict the idea of the Necessary Being. This problem
is solved by interpreting Absolute Being as a negative, not positive
expression or definition. Absolute Being or One is merely an exist-
ence to make an expression and indication possible. In this respect,
being or One is not a positive qualification, it is a negative one. As al-
Qinaw1 states, the negative does not express knowledge.” The Sufi
distinction in this respect is often overlooked. Al-Nabulusi says:
“When we call Haqq as wujiid, we mean an expression that approx-
imates Him to human mind.”" The essence and self of God is one
and the same. However, wuyiid, in the sense of the self and the es-
sence of God, is an ambiguous and negative qualification. Otherwise,
to know His existence would be synonymous with knowing His self,
which is impossible. Therefore, according to Sufis, for God, existence
is not an attribute ascribed to self — it is identical with the self. Pursu-
ant to the definition of the unity of existence by al-Kashani, “unity of
existence means indivisibility of existence as necessary and contin-
gent. Thereupon, existence is not an accident, but it is what realizes

20

% For assessments by al-Qunawi on the issue, see Yazismalar, 53-58.
?I Al-Nabulusi, Gercek Variik, 20.
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the truth of every present thing and such a thing can be nothing but
Haqq. In this respect, existence has become identical with self.”*

Why do the commentators of Ibn ¢Arabi such as al-Qunawi, al-
Qaysari, and al-Nabulusi always ground on the relationship between
existence and essence in analyzing the unity of existence? In other
words, with respect to Allah, why do those interpreters consider ex-
istence identical with essence (self) and not as its attribute?

We believe that the principle of identity of essence (self) and ex-
istence was obligatory to justify the unity of existence, because the
proposition “existence as such is Haqq” necessitates considering ex-
istence as the primary element in the doctrine of the unity of exist-
ence. Otherwise, if existence was an attribute ascribed to essence
(self), we would have overlooked the fact that His existence is both
simple and single (one). However, simplicity and absolute unity in-
validate the compound character that there is an essence and an ex-
istence separate from one another. Therefore, to discuss the unity of
existence means to discuss the unity of something that corresponds to
Haqq, in other words, the absolute unity that is necessarily present in
the phrase “existence as such is Hlaqq.” Accordingly, the identity of
essence and existence in God is the primary principle of the unity of
existence, which means that being cannot be divided as necessary
and contingent. Through the means of “existence as such is Haqq,”
the advocates of the unity of existence have justified that God is an
absolute being within the scope of the relationship and duality be-
tween God and the universe and that such is the existence of Haqq.

Historically, the course of discussion among Sufis regarding the
unity of existence clearly shows that the main principle of the unity of
existence is the identity of essence and existence. Indeed, Sufis, who
object to the unity of existence, primarily concentrate their criticisms
on the problem of the identity between essence and existence. For
instance, it is notable that ‘Ala> al-Dawla al-Simnani (d. 736/1336),
one of the first Sufis to criticize Ibn ‘Arabi and the unity of existence,
grounds his criticism on the definition of Allah as “absolute being” by
Ibn ‘Arabi.” The assessment by al-Simnani is apparently directed to
the basic proposition that “existence as such is Haqq,” which consti-

# Al-Kashani, al-Risdala, 710.
»  <Abd al-Rabhman Jami, Nefahdtii’l-iins [= Nafabat al-uns min bhadarat al-quds|
(eds. Siilleyman Uludag and Mustafa Kara; Istanbul: Marifet Yayimlari, 1995), 658.
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tutes the basis of the unity of existence. al-Imam al-Rabbani (d.
1034/1624), a follower of al-Simnini, also concentrates his criticism of
the unity of existence on the principle of the identity between es-
sence and existence. Indeed, in one of his letters, al-Rabbani indi-
cates that he observes that the truth of Haqq cannot even be called as
existence once one has attained the ultimate point of Sufi experi-
ence.”' For al-Rabbani, whereas existence logically requires nothing-
ness as its antonym, the truth of self is excluded from concepts in
need of antonyms. According to him, “how can an existence, which
can be replaced by its antonym, attain the rank of self? If we call this
rank as existence, it is due to the shortage of expression. Such nomi-
nation refers the existence which nothingness cannot attain.”” There-
fore, the self, which is beyond our knowledge and intelligence, is
even excluded from existence as an attribute. With respect to whether
existence is an attribute or whether existence is added to essence, al-
Imam al-Rabbani seems to be in the camp claiming that existence is
an attribute of the self and thus adds to it. Such an approach is an
explicit criticism of the first proposition of the unity of existence,
namely, “existence as such is Haqq.”

At this point, the discussion of the relationship between the unity
of existence and the identity of essence and existence between ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Jili (d. 826/1423), a disciple of Ibn ‘Arabi School, and
‘Abd Allah al-Basnawi (d. 1054/1644), a strict defender of Ibn ‘Arabi,
is very interesting and provides a better understanding of the matter.
As seen above, the basis of the unity of existence is that existence is
not an attribute of, but is identical with, the self. Indeed, Ibn ‘Arabi
and later his commentators believe that with respect to the ranks of
existence, the self cannot be defined through any name, attribute,
qualification, or connection and that the first rank, namely, abadiyya,
is the rank of absolute being, which means that existence is not an
attribute, because when we refer to the self as existence, we provide
no information about the self. In the words of al-Qaysari, “If existence
were accident, it would have existed with a subject matter that exist-

# Aba |-Barakit al-Imam al-Rabbani Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Ahad ibn Zayn al-<abidin
al-Sirhindi, Mektiibdt al-Maktiuball (translated into Turkish by Abdulkadir
Akcicek; Istanbul: Fatih Kitabevi, n.d.), 1, 244-245.

#  Al-Imam al-Rabbini, ibid., I, 244.
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ed before it. Then, a thing should have existed prior to its self... This
is why it is impossible that existence is added to its self. 726

Here, al-Jili develops an interpretation that contradicts the above-
mentioned fundamental connection, although he does not directly
criticize Ibn ‘Arabi and his commentators. According to al-Jili, “exist-
ence is an attribute of the self.””” Thus, al-Jili defines the first rank,
indicated as absolute being and abadiyya by the commentators of
Ibn ¢Arabi, as “nothingness which precedes existence.” This means
that at this rank the self, which is exempt from all connections, does
not even possess a connection to existence. The second degree,
however, can only be referred to as an absolute being and abadiyya:
“The second rank is inferior to the first, because at this stage, the ex-
istence becomes visible in the self. Whereas at the first rank, the self
is exempt from connection with existence.” According to al-Jili, in
the first rank, in the event that the self is excluded from any name,
attribute, or connection, we cannot ascribe any predicate or decree to
it. Accordingly, the self, which has not become visible in any manner,
is far from becoming the object of any type of knowledge. In such a
case, existence (which joins the self afterwards, namely, at the second
rank (called by al-Jili as lahig: one who attains®™), also includes a
judgment because we now refer to the existence of the self, a trait
that was not present during the first stage.

Therefore, unlike Ibn ‘Arabi and his commentators who defend
the identity between existence and self during the first phase, al-Jili
starts from the fact that existence is an attribute and only later consid-
ers existence as attached to the self. For us, this nuance shows how
al-Jili differs from Ibn ‘Arabi school in the context of the most funda-
mental principle related to the unity of existence. Accordingly, in Ibn
‘Arabi tradition, the doctrine is primarily grounded on existence,
whereas according to al-Jili, the system is primarily based on the self,
rather than existence. The interesting point is how and in which con-
text the views of al-Jili, who believes that existence is added to es-

% Al-Qaysari, Sharp Fusas al-bikam, 13.

7 Qutb al-Din ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili, a/l-Kamadlat al-
ilabiyya fi I-sifat al-Mubammadiyya (ed. Sa<d ‘Abd al-Fattah; Cairo: Maktabat
<Alam al-Fikr, 1997), 71.

Al-Jili, Maratib al-wujid wa-bhagiqat kull mawjnd (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira,
1999, 17; id., al-Kamalat al-ilabiyya, 506.

Al-Jili, al-Kamalat al-ilabiyya, 50.
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sence, are addressed by the commentators of Ibn ‘Arabi. Indeed ‘Abd
Allah al-Basnawi, a serious defender of Ibn ‘Arabi, severely criticizes
al-Jili for his abovementioned approach, pursuant to the claim that
the identity between essence and existence is the fundamental prin-
ciple of the unity of existence. Quoting al-Qunawi, al-Bisnawi states
the two fundamental propositions of the tradition, namely, existence
is identical with the self at the first stage and for those other than the
self, existence is added to essence. Next, al-Bisnawi analyzes the
views of al-Jili. The basis for al-BasnawT’s criticisms of al-Jili is that if
we are to assert that existence is a connection and becomes visible in
self at the second stage, then we will have to accept that the self does
not exist at the first stage when it lacks the quality of wujiid and that
the existence infiltrates the self at the second stage. This means that
whereas al-Jili argues that the self is exempt from a connection with
existence, al-Buasnawi ascribes the connection of “nothingness” to the
self. Al-JilI’s mistake is to rely on the judgment that existence is an
attribute and to refrain from calling the self an “absolute being.” For
al-Busnawi, al-Jili is right in not ascribing any attribute to the self.
However, wujid is not an attribute that we can ascribe to the self. In
the words of al-Busnawi, we cannot say that “a thing belongs to itself.
Because, that thing is itself;” therefore, because existence is already
identical with the self, we do not ascribe it to the self.” Indeed, al-
Busnawi criticizes al-Jili for defending the addition of existence to the
self and considers the attachment of existence to the self as a devia-
tion from the unity of existence. This means that (at the very least), al-
Blsnawi’'s opposition to Sufi tradition is confirmed by a defender of
Ibn <Arabi.

Consequently, the view of the Ibn ‘Arabi School about the rela-
tionship between essence and existence — in logical terms, the propo-
sition “there is self,” — is (pursuant to Kantian classification) an analyt-
ical proposition. Although “there is” is a predicate in terms of gram-
mar and logic, it is actually different from the predicate in, for exam-
ple, the proposition “man is mortal.” In the latter example, the predi-
cate adds something that was not already present in the subject,
whereas “there is self” adds nothing to the subject. Existence is al-
ready within the scope of the concept of self. That the existence is not

% Yor al-Busnawi’s views, see ‘Abd Allah ‘Abdi ibn Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-
Basnawi, Kitab al-girar al-ritht al-mamduid li-l-adyaf al-waridin min maratib
al-wujind (MS Istanbul: Stileymaniye Library, Carullah Efendi, no. 2129), 1a-27b.
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an addition to or an attribute of essence, on the contrary, that it is the
same as essence, entails the proposition “existence as such is Haqq,”
which means that existence is both single and indivisible.

B. The Status of Existence as Attachment to Essence in
Contingent Beings: al-A ‘yan al-thabita or the Nonactual-
ization and Nonexistence of Contingent Truths

In terms of Haqq, Sufis derived from the identity of essence and
existence the primary proposition of the unity of existence, namely,
“existence as such is Haqq;” thus, they not only indicated that exist-
ence is the primary element but also proved that there is a single ex-
istence in an absolute sense. However, if the universe also exists
within the scope of the relationship between Allah and the universe,
and if this existence entails plurality, how can we explain such plural-
ity and how can we talk about absolute unity in spite of that plurality?
This is one of the main problems faced by Sufis who defend the unity
of existence. This problem impels us to analyze and search for a solu-
tion to the relationship between essence and existence in contingent
beings. Sufi thought (which defends the unity of existence) consider-
ing the relationship between essence and existence in contingent
beings can be summarized in the following words of al-Qunawi: “For
Haqq, existence is same with the essence. As for those other than
Haqq, existence is an addition to the truth.”' Pursuant to his defini-
tion, in contingent beings, essence and existence are separate, exist-
ence is added to essence and existence is obtained from some other
thing. The concept of contingency means “something whose exist-
ence and absence is identical;” therefore, contingent beings need
something else in order to exist. Indeed, the meaning of the concept
is most clearly expressed in the opening phrase of al-Futihat al-
Makkiyya by Ibn ‘Arabi: “Thank God who brings things into being
from nothing and absence of nothing.”**

With respect to contingent beings, essence is used as synonymous
with truth. Nevertheless, Sufis use “identical (‘ayn)” for the single
essence or existence and “truths (a%an)” for all contingent beings.

31

Al-Qunawi, Tasavvuf Metafizigi, 23.

2 Aba ‘Abd Allah Muhyi al-Din Muhammad ibn “Ali Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Futithatr al-
Makkiyya (ed. ‘Uthman Yahya; 2" edn., Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-1-
Kitab, 1985), I, 41.
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Ibn ‘Arabi adds an attribute to this concept and attains al-a‘yan al-
thabita (immutable entities). For al-Qunawi, the immutable entities in
the Sufi concept of immutable entities correspond to “certain ab-
sence” and “invariable thing” in Mu‘tazili terminology.”” In this re-
spect, immutable entities signify the truth and essence of contingent
beings; research on the relationship between essence and existence
in contingent beings requires an analysis of immutable entities.

In Sufi literature, immutable entities include meanings such as
“truths of things,” “effects of names and attributes,” “knowledge of
Haqq,” and “images of beings for divine knowledge.”" Pursuant to
such definitions, immutable entities are a store of divine knowledge
that includes the content of the attribute of knowledge for divine es-
sence and the truth and presence of contingent beings in divine
knowledge in terms of the universe; in other words, it is a store in
which things subject to knowledge of Allah and the reality of particu-
lar beings in universe take place.” In this respect, the truth is distin-
guished by its feature of “being around” because of the ontological
relationship between Allah and the universe. Moreover, He is passive
in terms of the attribute of knowledge ascribed to Him and is active in
proportion to the contingent beings that He determines. Things in the
domain of phenomenal being were already potentially present in
divine self before becoming reasonable and sensible objects. The
category of created beings is the truths that have been actualized in
line with their truths in divine knowledge.

As a constitutive and decisive concept in the relationship between
Allah and the universe, immutable entities are the sole concept that
enables determining the position and actuality of contingent beings
with respect to Allah. Accordingly, immutable entities are the funda-
mental concept that causes us to render a judgment about the es-
sence and content of the unity of existence. The definition “existence

33

Al-Qunawi, Tasavvuf Metafizigi, 23.

¥ For the concept, see Ibn ‘Arabi, Fustis al-hikam (ed. Aba 1-°Ala “Afifi; Beirut: Dar
al-Kitab al-<Arabi, 1980), 60, 81, 99, 111, al-Jili, al-Insan al-kamil fi ma‘rifat al-
awakbir wa-l-awa’il (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Azhariyya, 1963), 15, 51.

For an assessment of invariable truths, see Abu 1-*Ala <Afifi, Nazariyyat al-
Islamiyyin fi I-kalima (The Logos) (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Ma‘had al-<Ilmi al-Faransi li-
I-Athar al-Sharqiyya, 1934); Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of
Key Philosophical Concepts (Berkeley & Los Angeles, CA: University of California
Press, 1984), 159-196.
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is an addition to truth in those other than Haqq” in the beginning of
this chapter can now be re-established as “existence is an addition to
truths in contingent beings.”

Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers advanced two fundamental proposi-
tions about immutable entities to ensure a more direct understanding
of the unity of existence:

The first is that truths are uncreated things.

Al-Qunawi treats the question of contingent essences in his corre-
spondences with Nasir al-Din al-TGsi, and asks whether contingent
essences are created.”® Al-QGnawi not only analyzes the knowledge
and final verdict of mind about contingent essences but also assesses
various possibilities. The mind can attempt to prove that essences are
either created or not created. However, both cases may result in
problems. If essences are not created, they should not have existence.
If we assert the contrary, essences would have to be the same as the
Necessary Being due to the necessity of their existence and spontane-
ity, whereupon they could not be contingent. Contingency means
that something possesses the characteristics of possibility and re-
quirement, which necessitates that it obtains its existence from some
other thing. If something did not feature contingency due to its exist-
ence, then it should have been necessary. Conversely, if contingent
essences have a type of existence even prior to creation, they will
escape their essential characteristics (possibility and requirement).
Sufis and the scholars on truth agree about the rule that truths are
subject to no variation or alteration. Therefore, judgment about con-
tingent essences should not result in a verdict that is different from
their added features and that derive themselves from such a feature.

If we are to assume that contingent essences exist in any manner
even though they are uncreated, then it is necessary to distinguish the
relationship of the existence obtained from God between that of ex-
istence possessed of contingent beings. If both existences are the
same, this leads to a tautology, which al-Qunawi often mentions and
calls impossible; consequently, God provides no meaning for exist-
ence. If we accept that they are two separate existences, this would
also be impossible, because it has already been admitted that there is
a common and single existence among all contingent beings. Another
consequence follows if we accept that contingent essences are not

% Al-Qunawi, Yazismalar, 59.
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created: we accept that all contingent essences revert from the status
of necessity to contingency and from eternal and private abstemious-
ness to the rank of being created. In that case, we must admit that in
the course of acquiring existence, contingent beings proceed from
perfection towards insufficiency. Thus far, we have seen the possibili-
ties and contradiction to emerge once we assert contingent essences
as uncreated.

Can we protect the mind from encountering contradiction by ac-
cepting that contingent essences are created? If so, Haqq should be
the origin of infinite absences and the reason for differentiation
among them. Accordingly, the consequence of the effect of Haqq
would be a nonexistent situation in a nonexistent thing, because
those that do not exist cannot differ from one another in the state of
nothingness.”’

With respect to the matter of the relationship between essence and
existence in God, the objective of al-Qunaw1 is to prove the impossi-
bility of attaining definitive judgments about contingent essences
merely through the mind. According to him, the answers to be pro-
vided by the human mind about contingent essences can always be
disproved in various aspects. The precise information in this respect
can be information acquired through pleasure and pursuant to that
information, “essences are uncreated and have a kind of existence.””®

What does it mean when we say that immutable entities are un-
created as essence and truth of contingent beings? What is the con-
nection between such fact and the unity of existence? The response
by al-Qunawi includes the following assessment. As noted above, the
truths of contingent beings cannot be qualified as being created. In-
deed, “to be created” means to be present, otherwise something that
has no existence cannot be created. If we admit that truths are creat-
ed, then eternal knowledge should have had an effect on the appear-
ance of the known in eternity. However, the truths known by
knowledge are not outside the one who knows them. In other words,

For details about the analyses by al-Qunawi on the problems that will unfold
through the judgment of the mind regarding whether invariable truths, as contin-
gent essences, are created, see Yazismalar, 59-63.

®  Al-Qunawi says “The true observation and authentic pleasure signify that the
essences are uncreated and that they have a kind of existence; this very existence
is the one which belongs to essences in the way they become apparent in eternal

and everlasting knowledge of Haqq.” See Yazigmalar, 61.
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we can discuss a kind of existence of the truths within the self of one
who knows them, because they are nonexistent in themselves. If to
be created means to exist, the truths should have been equal to the
Haqq who knows them in terms of being or Haqq should have been
a space for acceptance of the effect from Himself to Himself, and a
quality for others to be able to consider truths as created.”” According
to al-Qunawi, all such claims are void. For us, the consequence of al-
QunawT’s efforts to prove that the truths of the contingent are uncre-
ated is relevant to the content of the unity of existence. Accordingly,
to claim that the truths of contingent beings are created would point
to their existence independent from Haqq, which would constitute a
contradiction with absolute unity. “The to-be-created of truths of the
contingent impairs the absoluteness of the unity of Haqq,” says al-
Qtnawi."”

Therefore, the main principle is that existence and essence are
separate, and the contingent being obtains its existence from Neces-
sary Being. The first result of this principle is that essences are uncre-
ated. That essences are uncreated is the most fundamental issue re-
garding the conception of the unity of existence. If essences are un-
created, the tension between an existence and an existing plurality
dies out; namely, it becomes possible to explain plurality in the uni-
verse of beings through the doctrine of the unity of existence based
on absolute unity. That truths are uncreated means that they have no
reality independent of a knowledge of Allah and that absolute unity is
preserved in the system of the unity of existence. Therefore, one of
the fundamental propositions and inclusions of the unity of existence
is that in divine knowledge, the immutable entities of contingent be-
ings are uncreated.

Second, existence is atiached to immutable entities, which is the
truth of contingent beings.

Ibn ‘Arabi formulates the problem as follows: “One who is invari-
able in nothingness has not even smelled existence. They remain in
their original condition even though their images in beings repro-
duce. The truth in all of them is one. The plurality is in the names.”"'

¥ Al-Qunawi, Tasavvuf Metafizigi, 23-24.
0 Al-Qanawi, ibid., 24.
1 Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusits al-hikam, 76.
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What does this mean? To understand, we should know that Ibn
‘Arabi and his commentators discuss two modes of existence, name-
ly, thubiiti and wujidi existence. In the terminology of Ibn ‘Arabi,
thubiit means the existence of contingent essence in the knowledge
of Allah; therefore, it principally signifies nothingness. Therefore,
despite being invariable within the knowledge (wisdom) of Allah,
immutable entities are actually nonexistent because they have no
independent and autonomous state of existence.” In other words, to
be absent means to be nonpresent. Wujiidi existence means to have
an existence in outside world; Sufis call this the presence of truths.
Therefore, particular beings are immutable entities disguised in exist-
ence. The assertion by Ibn ¢Arabi that truths cannot even smell exist-
ence can be evaluated in this respect. Accordingly, it is necessary to
distinguish between the hubiti presence of contingent essences in
the knowledge of Allah and their existence outside. At this point, we
can indicate that immutable entities are uncreated because they do
not exist in terms of being present within the knowledge of Allah;
moreover, pursuant to the definition of contingency, they have ob-
tained their existence from another being. Thereupon existence opts
for truth afterwards. Ibn ‘Arabi expresses the status of contingent
being before necessary being as follows:

That which exists afterwards precisely needs one to make it exist due
to the subsequence and self-possibility of the former. Therefore, the
being of the thing which exists afterwards originates from another.
There is a relation of indigence between the subsequent existence
and that who makes it exist. The being, which the subsequent exist-
ence is grounded on, should essentially be the Necessary Being.*

Ibn ‘Arabi clearly indicates that the contingent being, namely, the
truths, obtain their existence from Haqq. Thus, existence is added to
contingent truths from outside. Ibn ‘Arabi often defines contingency
as a “state of want.” Contingency includes the meaning of the “state of
needing another for existence.”" This is a crucial point, because Tbn
‘Arabi, claiming that the essences of contingent beings are uncreated,
equally asserts that it is Allah who provides them with existence and

For thubuti and wujindi existence, see al-Qunawi, al-Nafabat al-ilabiyya (along
with al-Sirr al-rabbani al-ma‘rif bi-I-Nusiis, ed. Ahmad Farid al-Mazidi; Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-<Ilmiyya, 2007), 26-30.

3 Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusits al-hikam, 53.

“  Ibn ‘Arabi, ibid., 54.
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that the creation thus actualizes. However, it is worth noting that for
Ibn ‘Arabi, creation is not from nothing, instead it instills existence to
truths that are invariable within divine knowledge or wisdom.

What is the relationship between this problem and the unity of ex-
istence? The following statements by al-Qunawi may help us under-
stand the meaning of the provision of existence to contingent essenc-
es by Haqq in terms of the unity of existence:

Since One can not manifest any other than One, only ‘One’ emerges
from Haqq regarding unity of existence. For us, that One is ‘the gen-
eral being who inspires truths’ on existent or nonexistent things
whose existence eternal knowledge decides.” Contrary to views of
theoretical philosophers, general being is common among al-galam
al-a‘la, the first existent called al-‘aql al-awwal, and other beings ...
Thus, it is certain that the known things are not uncreated in the men-
tioned manner and that there are not two separate existences in ques-
tion. On the contrary, the being is one, this being is common among
others and is obtained from Haqq.”

At this stage, al-Qunawi notes a notable problem. All categories of
being have taken their being from general existence; in this respect,
all those who exist are common in terms of existing. Therefore, we
refer to a single existence with respect to all categories of being. What
emerges from Absolute Being is merely the manifestation of being,
and the being is equal among all contingents. This fact reminds us
again of the following definition by al-Kashani: “Unity of existence
means indivisibility of existence as necessary and contingent.” Ac-
cordingly, the common element in all categories of being is general
existence with respect to the relationship between Allah and the uni-
verse. Then, again, what is the source of difference among the con-
tingent? If existence is equal for all the contingent beings, it cannot be
the origin of differences. Sufis, who defend the unity of existence,
principally refer to immutable entities as the primary fact in order to
explain differences in the universe and among those who exist. The
differences among the contingent originate from their uncreated dis-
positions. What leads to differences and reproduces existences are
the uncreated dispositions and essences. Al-QUnawi explains this by
saying that “the state of contingency reproduces the Only Existent
emerging from Haqq as the absolute and peculiar being by means of

S Al-QUnawi, Tasavvuf Metafizigi, 23-24.
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its restrictions and various dispositions.”® The origin of shortages in
the contingent beings is the contingent beings themselves and their
uncreated essence. Ibn ‘Arabi indicates “the plurality is in nomina-
tion. The names are connections, which are, in turn, the ‘nonexistent
things.””” Therefore, the origin of difference among contingent es-
sences is not their existence but their uncreated dispositions.

As for the relationship between essence and existence in contin-
gent beings, essences are not created, and Haqq provides them with
existence. What does this mean with respect to the relationship be-
tween Allah and the universe? To say that contingent essences are
uncreated will render impossible that they have an autonomous ex-
istence independent from knowledge of Allah; moreover, it enables
us to explain and reduce both plurality and difference. Indeed, the
plurality in the universe is absent in divine knowledge, and this fact
does not prejudice divine unity. However, contingent essences have
been able to become existent by obtaining their existence from Haqq.
Because all categories of being, including the contingent, obtain ex-
istence from general existent and because the general existent is
common in all existents, we talk about not two, but only one domain
of existence, which enables the preservation of the unity of existence
with respect to the relationship between Allah and the universe.
Thereupon, in terms of unity-plurality and Allah-universe relations,
the unity of existence is based not only on the unity and singularity of
existence in all categories but also on the variety and plurality of dis-
positions in divine knowledge.

Conclusion

The unity of existence is a Sufi term that explains the relationship
between Allah-universe and man via observation and that expresses
the doctrine by Ibn ‘Arabi. The first user of the term is a notable ques-
tion, as is the analysis of its meaning, content, inclusions, and
grounds, and require significant research. Ibn ‘Arabi has been the
subject of several accusations due to the difficulty and complexity of
a determination on the content of the concept. In this regard, it is
crucial to determine the content and inclusion of the concept of unity

S Al-Qunawi, Fusisii’l-Hikem'in Sirlari: al-Fukiak fi asrar mustanidat bikam al-

Fusis (translated into Turkish by Ekrem Demirli; Istanbul: iz Yayincilik, 2002),
147.
7 Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis al-hikam, 76.
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of existence. What is the unity of existence? In this article, we at-
tempted to assert that the fundamental principle underlying the unity
of existence should be sought in the relationship between essence
and existence, a point of debate in Islamic philosophy and theology
and that the relationship between essence and existence entails the
unity of existence.

Sufis, who defend the unity of existence, formulate the relation-
ship between essence and existence as follows: “The existence for
Haqq is identical with His self. For all others, it is an addition to the
truth.” With respect to Haqq, Sufis consider existence as identical
with self, and an addition to it. Accordingly, they see the concept of
existence as the primary element and in this way, they attain the fun-
damental proposition of the unity of existence, namely, “existence as
such is Haqq.” This proposition includes both the absolute unity (sin-
gularity) and simplicity of existence and advances that existence con-
sists of Haqq. With respect to the term “contingent” in the definition
“existence is an addition onto the truth of the contingent,” Sufis iden-
tity this concept with immutable entities in Sufi terminology. For Su-
fis, the immutable entities, which are the truth of contingent beings,
comprise the intermediate category that makes up the Allah-universe
or unity-plurality relationships. Thus, this is the exclusive concept
that explains how plurality emerges from unity. Next, two principles
related to the abovementioned concept can be determined. First, the
truths are uncreated; second, because truths do not even have a smell
of existence, the latter is later added to truth. Through the first princi-
ple, Sufis ensured that the truth of contingent beings is certain in di-
vine knowledge and that such truths was neither autonomous nor
independent because they lacked an outside existence. Moreover,
Sufis preserved the principle of absolute unity by relating the plurality
to the names and dispositions of truths. Conversely, the assertion that
existence is added to truths afterwards enables the preservation of
creation in the sense of providing truths with existence. In addition,
because truths obtain existence from that of Haqq, namely, the gen-
eral existent, it is possible to defend the idea of single existence with-
out dividing it in two categories such as necessary and contingent.
This single existence is common in both Haqq and contingent beings.
Therefore, the second proposition about the unity of existence is rel-
evant to immutable entities. Truths are uncreated and existence is
added to them afterwards. Accordingly, the unity of existence is also
based on the relationship between essence and existence in Allah
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and contingent beings. In short, the unity of existence consists of the
following proposition: “existence as such is Haqq; immutable entities
are uncreated and existence is added to them afterwards.”
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