THE METAPHYSICS OF THE IKHWAN AL-SAFA' -
A PRELIMINARY SURVEY ON THEIR CONCEPT
‘ OF GOD

Fauzan Saleh

Abstrak

Tulisan ini mencoba menyoroti formulasi Ikhwan al-Safa® ten-
tang Tuhan sebagai suatu aspek penting dalam konsep metafisika
mereka. Diskusi ini menjadi menarik karena di satu pihak, sebagai
sekelompok filosof Muslim, mereka tidak dapat melepaskan diri dari
prinsip-prinsip ajaran Islam; tetapi di pihak lain, wacana kefilsafatan
mereka banyak dipengaruhi oleh Neoplatonisme yang memang menjadi
tema utama pada masa hidup mercka. Lalu, bagaimana doktrin mereka
tentang Tuhan?

Dimulai dengan penjelasan secara umum tentang Ikhwan dan
Rasa’il mereka, artikel ini mencoba menguak tentang siapa sebenarnya
khwan dan siapa pengarang Rasa'’i/yang sebenarnya, yang masih terus
diperdebatkan hingga saat ini. Tentu saja bahasan ini tidak lepas dari
pembicaraan tentang warisan Yunani yang sangat mewarnai pemikiran
Tkhwan.

Konsep tentang Tuhan dalam pemikiran kefilsafatan Ikhwan di
satu pihak terpengaruh oleh konsep emanasi yang dicetuskan oleh kaum
Neoplatonis. Tetapi, di lain pihak, terdapat perbedaan antara penjelasan
emanasi Ikhwan dengan Plotinus. Dalam hal ini, Ikhwan lebih dipen-
garuhi oleh Pythagoras. Secara singkat, Ikhwan mendasarkan doktrinnya
tentang Tuhan pada ajaran Islam, tetapi mencoba memformulasikan pe-
mahaman keislamaan mereka sendiri tentang Tuhan berdasarkan prinsip-
prinsip kefilsafatan. Ikhwan menerapkan doktrin tentang emanasi dan hi-
rarki sebagai solusi yang tepat untuk menjelaskan kesatuan Tuhan, karena
mereka yakin bahwa Shari ‘ah telah dinodai oleh kesalahan-kesalahan, dan
tak ada jalan lain untuk memperbaikinya kecuali lewat Fil§afat. .

Kritik tajam yang dapat diajukan kepada Ikhwan ad.alah keti-
dakkonsistenan ide-ide mereka. Berlawanan dengan Neoplatom_sme, yang
berpendapat bahwa penciptaan adalah suatu keharusan, Ikhwan berpen-
dapat bahwa penciptaan alam merupakan hasil perbuatan Tuhan atas ke-
hendak Suci-Nya. Kemudian Tuhan, dalam kaitannya dengan alam se-
Mesta, disebut dengan al-Mubdi’, al-Mukhtari, al-Muhdits, al-Khaliq dan
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al-Musawwir, yang sccara umum berarti Sang Pencipta. Pendapy |
n

tentu saja be
|.

dak memiliki sifat.
Tulisan ini banyak mendasarkan pada karya lan R. Nettop yang

berjudul Muslim Neoplatonism: An Introduction to the Though

Brethren of Purity (1982) dan karya Nasr An Introduction to lf/am‘)[
Cosmological Doctrines (1978). Karya Ikhwan sendiri baik Rasa’/ N
pun &/-Jami‘ah juga digunakan sebagai cross-reference. -
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This paper will attempt to describe how the Ikhwan al-Safa' for-
mulated their idea of God as an important aspect of their metaphysical
concepts. Basically, as a group of philosophers belonging to the Muslim
ummah, they retained the principal doctrines of Islamic belief, especially
in term of the concept of the unity of God. Although their philosophical
thoughts were greatly influenced by Neoplatonism, and they were accused
of being "Muslim Neoplatonists", their philosophical examination of the
existence of God is clearly dis-tinct from that of the Neoplatonists. This
paper will therefore be devoted to a discussion of the ways in which the
khwan al-Safa' used the Neoplatonic approach (particularly concerning
the concepts of "hierarchy" and "emanation”) as a basis for their elabo-
ration of God's unity. It will also include a discussion of the aspects in
which their concept is different from or similar to that of Neoplatonists.

In discussing this issue I will rely heavily on Netton's work,
Muslim Neoplatonists: An Introduction to the Thought of the Brethren of
Purity (1982), for its comprehensive and clear examination of the thought
of the Ikhwan. Not many books provide as much complete and com-
prehensive information on the Ikhwan as Netton's work. Nasr's work, Az
Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (1978), is another useful
resource for discussing this issue, especially concerning his examination
of the principles of the cosmos and hierarchy of the universe according to
the Ikhwan (Chapter Two of the First Part of the book). However, I will
also try to refer directly to the Ikhwan’s treatises, mainly their Rasa’il and
al-Jami‘ah. Since many of the important issues relating to their discussion
on metaphysics have been quoted by both Netton and Nasr, it is inevita-
ble that Ihave to make a cross-reference and compare what they write in
t!leir books with the original works by the Ikhwan. Other books and ar-
ticles are also consulted to expand more elaboration on the issue.
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I Ikhwan al-Safa’ and their Rasa’/ T .
- ' was a remarkable phllosophlcq-rcllglous sociely

Ikhwan al-Safa’ w which was both sympathetic to Shi‘ite idea
founded in the tenth Ccm-u'?:;tabliSth political order. Like many Shitie
and disaffected fro'm the ‘:‘d Mu‘tazilite views on free will and soughy
theological groups, it adoptc - ians who advocated ex

. claims of orthodox theologians _ o CXlreme

mode’rate the fd stinarianism, which left no room for human Initiative
t!u:oncs of p‘r ;Sthh group wrote many treatiscs concerning their do.
‘Tnhneesm:r:r:jb;r;il?)soph;cal thought which were Ifxtcr’ collected as ap ency.
clopedic work, known as Rasa’il lkhwan al-Safa wa 'Klzu//an al-Wafy
Yves Marquet suggests that the name /khwan al-$afa'was used to cop.
ceal the individual authors of the Rasail, as the extended the term j.
hwanuna, "our brothers", and awliya’ Allah, "the friends of Allah", inzad-
dressing their fellows to cover all initiates or adepts of their doctrines ! Iy
addition, the name was chosen, according to Tibawi, "as a protest against
the treachery and lack of social cohesion of their time and as an imitatiog
of the Sufi tendency to associate their name with safa’(purity), an imita-
tion which is supported by the Ikhwan's description of themselves in the
Rasa’il as Sufis".’ The gencrally acceptable translation of the name is "the
Brethren of Purity” or "the Sincere Brethren (and Loyal Friends)", that is
to say .... "those who arc united, in the spiritual city, by the purity of their
souls ... and the loyalty that flows from this, loyalty to one another, in
fact to all men, and perhaps above all to the true imam.’

However, the Ikhwan themselves provided one significant clueto
to real meaning of their name as mentioned /n al-Risalat al Jamiah, They
insisted that the Ikhwan al-Safa’ should be distinguished from the Jkhwan

al-Kadar Wa-al-Shaga' or the "brethren of turbidity and misfortune”, the

friends of Iblis. As al-safa'is the Opposite of a/-kadar -turbidity- it should

;I(()I;wb-e trz;nSlate»d N "Sinccmy"; itis, therefore, more accurate to translate
Sie «’lfi :’f-iafb’ as the .Brcthren of Purity" rather than the "Brethren of
: hasibsnobt; th nere are still more clues found in (he Rasa'i/such as its em-
P © necessity of purity ang Purification before entering Paradise.
- L ) n of pure minds as well as spe-
cialists on the subject of menta] and spiritual purity *
¢ frequenty complicated and repetitive, The
emerges from the delip ‘wn‘h’ Whl?h IS "very much like the material that
amed  society” i vast, ranging

Sic and logic, throy h mi
bryol ilosonhi... ’ Eh mincralogy, botany and em-
ryology, to philosophicy) and thcological topics. Hgg,w(:vcr‘ t{)c Ras'il
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remains one of the great works of Arabic literature. Scholars agree that
their epistles were written by a group of philosophers, traditionally be-
lieved to have lived in the Lower Mesopotamian river part of Basra
during the tenth or eleventh century AD.’

These treatises, comprising a total of fifty-two Rasa'’i], are divided
into four main sections, consisting of fourteen Rasa'i/on mathe-matical
sciences, seventeen on natural sciences, ten on psychological and rational
sciences, and eleven on theological sciences. In addition to this group of
fifty-two is a further Risalah which seems to have been intended as a
conclusion, entitled a/-Risalat al-Jami‘ah or the Summary. This "Sum-
mary" was intended to clarify the truths which were alluded to in the
other fifty-two Rasa’il According to Netton, however, the Jami ‘ah does
not really fulfil this promise, since the work is neither exhaustive nor
comprehensive. Overladen with Quranic quotations, it repeats itself fre-
quently.s

With regard to the authorship of the Rasa’/, it has been suggested
that the Rasa'i/were the product of meetings (majalis) convened by the
Brethren for purpose of philosophical discussion. The Brethren held spe-
cial meetings at set times, in which only admitted members were allowed
to participate, "where their secrets and esoteric knowledge can be dis-
cussed in peace.” Nevertheless, it is possible to assume that the Rasa’i/
were written by some individual authors, as there are occasional lapses
from the usual plural mode of address into the first person singular. This
single author could be anyone of these scholars: Maslamah al-Majriti (d.
1008), ‘Al (d. 661), Ja*far al-Siddiq (c.700-765), and Jabir b. Hayyan (c.
721-c. 815). Other possible writers of the Rasa’i/ include Abu Sulayman
Muhammad b. Ma’shar al-Busti, the Qad7 Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali b. Harun al-
Zanjari, Abii Ahmad al-Nahrajiri, and Abu al-Hasan al-Awfi.’

The scholars also differ in their views on the intellectual origins
of the Ikhwan. Ibn al-Qifti, for instance, considered that the Ikhwan to be
followers of the rationalist Mu‘tazilite school. On the other hand, Ibn
Taymiyah reportedly linked the Ikhwan to the Nusayris, as far removed
from rationalists as any Islamic sect. It is not surprising that some mod-
em scholars also claim that Ikhwan were Isma‘ilis. This claim is based
primarity on the great respect the Isma‘ilis paid to the Rasa'il, and their
extensive use of them, especially in the Yemen. More notably, "the work
is accepted by the Isma‘ifi as belonging to their religion, and is still re-
garded as esoteric.” The idea that the Ikhwan were Isma‘ili in nature is
also supported by A. Tamir in his very detailed and convincing account
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- : 10 owever, reject this idea. H.F.
of Isma‘lﬁ. philosophy. Oth(:dei;hz:nrz"]hﬁ ccholar, while admitting th
.al-Hamdam, ?,,fgﬁ%g [;‘ne Isma‘ili mission in Yemen, disagrees with
::::po?da:: ct}(x)at the Ikhwan were Isma‘ilis, and gttributcs the) treau:ses to
the ‘Alids. Another scholar, A.L. Tibawi, cqxsndcrs l'ha.l lhchlkhv;/,dn 0p-
posed the hereditary imamate and concealed /marm, (,Idxr?mg.l 1at the con-
nection between the Rasa’// and the Isma‘ilis is of later origin. He wgm
even further, stating that the Ikhwan al-Safa’' may be taken‘as symoboliz-
ing the Shi‘ah attempt at synthesis, similar llol the synthesization devel-
oped in al-Ghazali's works for the Sunni's part.

Conceming the nature of the Ikhwan, Nasr suggests lhat the Ikh-
wan left some clues in their Rasa’/that can help to clarify their position.
They write, for instance, "the reason why the Brethren of Purity assemble
is that each of them sees and knows that he cannot attain what he wishes
concerning his well-being in this world and the attainment of success and
salvation in the next world except through the cooperation of each ope
them whith his companion.” Based on this idea, the aim of the Ikhwan
is neither no merely collect facts nor simply create some sort of eclecti-
cism as which some authors accuses them of. but rather, according to
their own definition, their purpose seems to be educational in the sense of
the word: “to bring to fruition and perfection the latent faculties of man
so that he may gain salvation and spiritual freedom. "The Ikhwan em-
phasized that the world is a prison for the human soul, and reminded the
Brethren to free themselves from this earthly prison through knowledge.
All the sciences are discussed, nor for the purpose of "a purely theoreti-
cal or intellectual interpretation or for their practical application, but to
help unite the knots in the soul of the reader by making him aware, on the
onc hand. of the great harmony and beauty of the universe and, on the
other, of the necessity for man 1o g0 beyond material existence.”"? All
these admonitions aim to achieve an ideal type of human feature, by bor-

rowing from the characteristics of various nations. T"J. de Boer, restating
this ideal type, explains :

Thi's igieal, and morally perfect man, should be of East-Persian
dcnvatlo.n‘ Arabic in faith, of Irak, i.c Babyloniap in education, a
chrgw I astuteness, a disciples of Christ in conduct, as pious as
a Syrian monk, a Greek ip the individual sciences, an Indian in the

interpretation of g mysteries, but last] i sufi i
X O 8, and especi; Sufiin
his whole spiritual lifc.'y Y pectally a Suf
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It is alsq noteworthy that the aim of the Ikhwan was to combine
religion and philosophy. They intended to cleanse the sharf‘ah of all im-
purities by combining it with philosophy, and to reveal the essential
truths of philosophy by going to its very source. They often speak of the
virtues of philosophy as a way of finding the truth and their desire to
combine it with the divine law of the prophets. However, they did not
mean by philosophy as the rationalistic, syllogistic meaning given to it by
the Aristotelians, rather they identity philosophy with hikmah.'"* More
clearly, philosophy for the Ikhwan is "the similitude as much as possible
of man with God." It is the means which draws the elite of men or the
angels on earth near to the Creator the Most High.”

With regard to the true identity of the Ikhwan, in fact, scholars
still hold many contradictory opinions. According to Nasr, it can be as-
serted that the Ikhwan must be excluded from the school of the
Mu‘tazilites as well as from the followers of Aristotle. That is because
the Tkhwan were more inclined to cosmological and symbolic rather than
rationalistic tendencies. On the other hand, they can be connected with
Pythagorean-Hermetic doctrines, popularized in the Muslim world
through the writings of Jabir b. Hayyan. Moreover, the Ikhwan can be
loosely connected with Isma‘ilism on the grounds that the Rasa’7/were
used extensively by the Isma‘ilis during later centuries; and that certain
basic ideas such as ra'wi/were widely known in both groups, especially
concerning the so-called "Isma‘ili gnosis". However, it is still more sig-
nificant to describe the Ikhwan as a Shi‘ite group, especially in respect
to their cosmological doctrines. Their exposition of the cosmological sci-
ences, with a tendency towards Sufism, became greatly influential in
many Muslim communities during later centuries. Their conception of
nature has been similarly influential on both Shi‘i and Isma‘ili thought.
Their cosmological doctrines and the similarities between the Rasa’%/ and
tasawuf influenced both al-Ghazali and Ibn al-‘Arabi to draw many for-
mulations.®

This Rasa'’il soon gained wide popularity and great importance
due to its attempt to develop a synthesis of thought on the part of the
Shi‘ah during the fourth century of Hijrah. It was widely read by most
learned scholars of later periods, including Ibn Sina and al-Ghazali; and
later on it was translated into Persian, Turkish, and Hindustani. Nasr
considered the Rasa’i/ among the most popular Islamic works on learning,
since its extant manusripts are now present in various libraries in the
Muslim world."’
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The Rasa'il as an encyclopedic work, seems to have bccr! formu.
lated in the broadest sense, including all dil'f'crcnl. cgrrcntsof Ihou_gh[
prevailing at the time of its composition. IF also §1gnlﬁcs the Ikhwan'
inclination to be tolerant towards many different ideas, not only those
belonging to “the people of the book™ (ahl al-kitab), but others going.far
beyond the limited standards of early Islam. They tended to be accepting
of other branches of knowledge and schools of thought (madhahib), refus-
ing to dissociate themselves from any book written by philosophers angd
wise men. This does not mean that they did not want to rely on the or-
thodox teachings of the prophets and the inspiration received by them
through the angels. Their ideas and particular school of thought, however.
embrace all schools and unite all branch-es of knowledge. They empha-
sized that these different schools of thought and different religions could
serve as beneficial treatment for sick souls and as means of salvation from
the "sea of matter and bondage of nature”. This measure obliged the Ik-
hwan to cultivate a comprehensive mastery of all branches of knowledge
in both external and internal aspects. '*

II. The Greek Legacy

It is plausible to assume that the Ikhwan were very much influ-
enced by the philosophical heritage of the Greeks, as a result of their in-
creasing contact with the Hellenistic world. Among the Greek philoso-
phcrs_ or the schools of philosophy having the strongest influence on the
Ikhwan was Pythagoras, Aristotle and Neoplatonism. Netton maintains
that the Rasa’i/ of the Ikhwan al-Safa' were permeated throughout with
the spirit of Pythagoras and the Pythagorean. The Pythagorean influence
on the Ikhwan is most obvious ip their devotion to the study of mathe-

matics, which led them to believe that mathematical principles were the

basis of everyt hing. Number, as Pythagorean held, constituted the first of

these  principles, and many resemblances were detected between numbers
and material and spiritual phenomena: the whole universe was modelled
on numbers. The Ikhwan urged their fellows 1o acquire a good knowledge
of the science of mathematics before proceeding 1o a study of other ad-
'ancf:d s_cicnccs such as logic, physics and divitity.'"” The by
phasazed further that the man who acquires a knowledge of number with
its laws, nature, kinds and properties will be familiar with the number of
kinds of created things.

This cmp_hasis on the importance of a  knowledge of number
held by the Tkhwan was primarily devoted 10 4 study of God's unity.
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Through 2 kanledge of number, the Ikhwan try to explain how the uni-
verse was originated by God. God, they claimed, existed before the
Universal Intellect in the same way that number one must exist before
the number tWo. This explains how creatures grow and reach perfection
through emanation. More clearly, the issue has been paraphrased by Net-
ton as follows:

Creatures grow and reach perfection from the emanation of the
Creator and His generosity in the same manner that a number in-
creases by the repetition of one. Just as two is the first number
to be produced from the repetition of one, so the Universal Intel-
lect is the first created being to emanate from the Being of the
Creator. The parallelism is continued, with the number three being
compared to the Universal Soul and the number four being com-
pared to Matter, until the thousands are reached, which are com-
pared to the animals. The whole complex symbol is reduced to
unity again in the phrase 'The mixture [of all] is like the one',
which perhaps reflects the belief that all things are one in matter
but many in form. 20

Nasr pays special attention to this issue. He explains that the
Ikhwan considered that the science of number ( ‘i/m al-‘adad) would lead
the way leading to the group of Unity, a science which stands above Na-
ture and is the principle of beings and the root of the other sciences.
More deliberately, the first effusion (fayq) of the Intellect is imprinted
upon the Soul and the "tongue which speaks of Unity and transcendence."”
Metaphysically speaking, as Nasr further reveals, the relation of God to
the world is comparable to that of One to other numbers. Another ex-
planatory note given by Nasr states that the creatures proceed from God
and return to Him, just like the generation and reduction of number in
respect to unity. Following Pythagorean tradition, number becomes not
only the instrument of division but also that of unification and integra-
tion, due to its symbolic aspects. Nasr also quotes from the esoteric a/-
Risalat al-Jami‘ah that Being (a/- Wul/'lid) corresponds to one, and the In-
finite, or the Divine Essence, to zero.” ;

Besides the emphasis on the meaning of number, the Ikhwan z‘also
endorse the concept of purification formulated by Pythagorean doctrine.
The Rasa'ilincludes a number of quotations from the Pythagorean legacy
asserting the necessity of the purity of soul. More obviously, it was men-
tioned in the Rasa’i/ that purity of the soul was one of the necessary at-
tributes for admission to Paradise, besides maintaining righteous man-
ner (istigamat al-tarigah).’> But, unlike the Pythagorean who regarded
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purity as an element in their soul's long journey of successive incamna-
tions towards ultimate bliss and immortality, the Ikhwan concluded tha

achieving purity of the soul in this life is an infallible passport to Para-

. 3
dise.2

Another influential figure in shaping the philosophical concepts
of the Ikhwan was Aristotle. The Ikhwan particularly 'adopl.cd the idea of
First Philosophy, employing a number of basic Aristotelian term§ apd
concept, such as substance and accident, matter and fprm, potentlghty
and actuality, and the four causes (material, formal, cfﬁcwm: final - *///ah
hayulaniyah, suriyah, fa‘iliyah, tamamiyah). For the Ikhwan, substance
and accidents were fundamental concepts of their metaphysics, although
they also added some new elements, as they developed them zilong Neo-
platonic rather than traditional Aristotelian lines. The Ikhwan ir_lsisted
that all things are of two types: substances and accidents (yawahir wa
a‘rad); and that all substances are of one kind and sclf-existent (ga'imah
bi-anfusiha) while accidents are present in substances as attributes (sifar)
of them. However, they did not describe God as either accident or sub-
stance, since He is the Originator and the Creator of all things.*”

What brings the philosophy of the Ikhwan closer to that of Aris-
totle, claims Netton, is their definition or description of a substance as
something "self-existent and receptive of attributes (sifan"** However,
the Ikhwan brought this Aristotelian term of substance and accident into
Neoplatonic hierarchy, in which they considered substance in terms of
matter and form.”* The Ikhwan continued to retain some Aristotelian
characteristics for these terms, however, The description given by the Ik-
hwan for the meaning of matter and form is not too far apart from Aris-
totle's definition. According to Aristotle, matter js that "which in itself is
neither a particular thing nor a quantity, nor designated by any of the
categories which define being. "While for the Ikhwan, matter (hayu/d) is
"ev.ery substance receptive of form (surah); form is ¢very shape and trace
which t.he substance accepts."?’ This also signifies that neither the Ikhwan
nor Aristotle distinguished clearly between matter ang substance. Aris-
totle explains: "That matter is also substance js evident ?®

In addition_ to Pythagoras and Aristotle, Neoplatonism also in-
fluenced the Ikhwan grcat.ly. The lkhwan adopted 1wo important con-
. T comet o sty o 24 errhy T Nt
Good, Intelligence or Intellect. and go;; Thrf? pnnc1plgs: The One or the
tases are above Matter. Accordi ' ese three principles or hypos-

r. According to Plotinus, the father of Neoplato-
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/

ism, the Oneor the Good is beyond being while the second hi
;:tellect is said to be both Being g’nd the Intellectual Principll‘:l'.la‘lll;‘:;rya(r);
followed .immediately by the Soul.

The second and the third hypostases, as well as all things, origi-
pated from the One through the image of generation or emanati(;n. This
concept of hierarchy is adopted by the Ikhwan, who divide it into four
canks of hierarchy: the Creator (a/-Bari), the Universal Active Intellect
(a-Aql al-Kulliy a]:Ff‘_‘al), the Universal Soul (a/-Kulliyyah), and the
Prime Matter (al-Hayula_aI-Ula).m The Ikhwan mention this issue in sev-
eral places in their Rasa'il. The main idea insists that this hierarchical
scheme resembles the generation of numbers from the number one:

Know, O brother, that the first thing which the Creator origi-
nated and invented from the light of His unity was a simple es-
sence called the Active Intellect, just as He produced two from
one by repetition. Then He created the Universal Celestial Soul
from the light of the Intellect, just as He created three by addition
of one to two. Then He created Prime Matter from the movement
of the Soul just as He created tour by adding one to three.’!

This quotation shows clearly that the Ikhwan considered Matter a
full member of emanationist hierarchy. Unlike Plotinus, who considered
Matter a principle of evil and source of any weakness in the soul - there-
fore he did not include it in his emanationist hierarchy - the Ikhwan re-
garded it as a positive spiritual principle.

I The Concept of God in the Ikhwan's Philosophical Thought

The concepts of hierarchy and emanation drafted by the Neopla-
tonists as a means to elaborate how beings originated from God, the
One, and to describe the relationship between the various members of
the hierarchy greatly influenced the Ikhwan. Using the term fayd for
emanation, which literally means "pouring forth" or "flood", the Ikhwan
tried to relate how the generosity and virtues which were in Go.d ema-
nated (afads) from Him "by necessity of wisdom " (bi-wajib al-hikmah),
0 the same way that light and brightness emanate from the sun. The
Product of this unbroken emanation is called the Active Intellect (a/-‘Aq/
a-Kulliy al-Fa“‘al), from which, in turn, emanates the Passive Intellect
(a-“Aql al-Munfa‘il) or Universal Soul, and finally, Prime Matter ema-
tates from the latter. o

On the other hand, the Ikhwan's exposition of emanation is not
aclly the same as that forwarded by Plotinus. As shown by the above
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— e diemyreci tion is believed to
, khwan's discussion on cmana ' ave
explanation, the f:ucnced by Pythagorean thoughts. According to thej

n strongly in a0 . e
beﬁc )liongthc emanation of all things from God was compared 10 tp,
. (44 ’ . o . ]
L?nanzition of all numbers from the number one. More significantly, em,.
c

nation and creation did not occur involgntan’ly as Plof:'jnus’lhioughl.'/\o
cording to Plotinus, the One nc?lhcr willed nor pliﬂ’f."- the emanatiopg
which proceeded from It; "the universe came 1nto f..mg"not as the {esu-][
of some carefully reasoned plan, but out gf necessity. .The Ikhwan, i
contrast, insisted that the process of emanation and creation were the re.
sult of the Creator's choice and dcliberate action. The phrase "by the peg.
essary wisdom” signifies something which (}o.d has .comple(e contro]
over. In other words, the universe did not come into being purely as a re.
sult of a natural dispensation or order over which God exercised no choice
whatsoever, but was rather due to the will and choice of God the Creator.
Accordingly, the Ikhwan did not accept resemblance of the sun's light in
the atmosphere in describing their concept of emanation.*

Unlike Plotinus, who made only a simple triad structure of ema-
nation, the lkhwan reveal that the creation of the world by God or the
manifestation of existence by Being is divided into nine "states of being."
This division is of course more claborate than the structure of emanation
forwarded by Plotinus. Based on their great concern with the science of
number (‘//m al-‘adad), the Ikhwan insist that nine, due to its nature at
the end ofthe decimal cycle, closes that cycle, and symbolically brings
the .ser§cs of numbers to an end. Accordingly, the creation of the universe,
b.egmmng wil.h the existence of the Creator, descending through the mul-
;:g}l(e ::‘:1 (1):, 3:;%8:(1 an ;r{ding will? the tcrrcslrial creatures whose final
B, who. i o Lsimy ]lct ItKthIn 'm the cnsuing order: | Crcalcfr(al-
which is of two l;indszlznr;a:ceg:s : ,dnd~ p‘cr‘man‘cnt: > Inlcll‘ect (81.- Agl
three  species: vegetative animaldfq;'ud" 1. Soul (al-Naf). which has
which is of four Kiegs. mat‘ter i n.?n 'ranon-al: 4 Matter (al—Hayu/é).
ter, and original matter: s Natua ‘l a/CIS._pl?.)ISIcaI n?altc.r, universal .malj
celestial nature and the t(;ur 'elemc;:.(la -:Tab/ #h). which is Of. five km.ds.
has six directions: above, below t‘rodl r:,‘-ll}lrcs; . Body (ak-Jism). which
(al-Falak), which has i ch‘;n T ‘df-'k‘ lc!i.. zmdﬂnght: 7. The Sphere
which have cight qualitiey as lhf dn.t‘lb‘ 8. The l:lcfncn_ls (al-Arkan).
original clements: Earth -co‘ld and d rt:;,m of the combination ofthc four
and wet; and Fire - warm and drv- ;’)’ 'dter.- colq and wet; Air - warm

ry: 9. Beings inhabiting in this world (4"
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Muwalladat), whic}l; are the mineral,
(hree parts in each.
with regard to the production of the “great chain of Being"

[khwan explain:

The first thing which the Creator produced a i

istence is a §imple, spiritual, extrem[;.ly perfect :gdc:)lclsgll;ﬁios%:
stance in wWhich the form of all things is contained. This substance
is called the Universal Soul (a/-Nafs al-Kulliyah). From the Uni-
versal Soul proceeds another substance which is below the Soul
and which is called Original Matter. The latter is transformed

.

into the Absolute Body, that is, into Secondary Matt i
length, width and depth.>* ry Matter which has

plant, and animal kingdoms, with

, the

This explanation reveals how God, the Creator, brought all beings
into existence through the process of emanation. Yet, the Ikhwan main-
tain that there is a great distinction between God and the universe He
produced. The universe, as the Ikhwan define it, is "all the spiritual and
material beings who populate the immensity of the skies, who constitute
the reign of multiplicity which extends to t spheres, the stars, the ele-
ments, their products and to man."*® After all, the Ikhwan insist that
God is above Being and is fundamentally distinct from the universe. This
universe, however, is always dependent on and related to God by its exis-
tence (wujud), its persistence in being (baqad), its completeness (tamam),
and its perfection (kamal). The Ikhwan insisted on this in their a/-Risalat
al-Jami‘ah, explaining that all beingsin the universe are encompassed
within the order of God, nothing can exist or happen beyond His will.
The first and the highest existent being, according to them, is the Univer-
sal Intellect. Its existence is the closest to God and becomes His great
veil and the great gate to His unity.”® This Universal Intellect, in turn, in-
herits the four virtues from God and transmit them to the Universal Soul,
which remains passive and feminine in respect to the Intellect.”

In addition to the above exposition, in their attempt to describe
the relationship between God and the universe, the Ikhwan also make
use of the symbolism of love ( ‘ishq) in terms similar to those used by th.e
Sufis. Basically, in Sufi terms, the relationship between God and the uni-
verse can be called a relationship of attraction, through which the whole
world seeks the Creator and loves Him. For the Sufi, who treads a path
followed by the Ikhwan, the Creator is really the only Beloved (al-
Ma'shig) and the only object of desire (al-Murad). This is particularly to
®mphasize their understanding of the Qur'anic enactment that every be-
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ing_exists only to praise and glorify God.™ They mfI irfi)lri;ilshsrijn;mg )
tasbip (to praise or to glorify) as ahastening 1o Iu he Wil
and become closer to Him.”” Morcover, they claim that the power which
propelled the universe into existence was the pqwcf j)r Yfé""}ﬂg (al-
shawg), appropriate as "God is the first Bclovcd of l‘hc Universe”. Ev§ry
being in the universe proceeds from Him and aspires to ":“”':1 to Hlm.
This aspiration is the law of the Universe or namus, andughelrophetkls
therefore called Sahib al-Namus, the possessor of the Law.™ The I!(hwan
also emphasize that it was through shawq for Allah that the llnlversal
Soul brought the outermost sphere of the Universe, called a/—MUl)l!, into
being. A/-Muhit, in turn, rotated to form the sphere below n,“and this
process continued all the way down until the sphere ofthf: moon.

In regard to the nature of the Universe, the Ikhwan claim it is not
cternal (gadim) but created or muhdath. 1t came into being after it had
been non-cxistent (ka‘in ba‘da an Jam yakun), and it came into being as
it was created by God. These ideas are contrary to those adopted by the
followers of Hellenistic philosophy and cosmology who believed in the
eternity of the world. God has created the first four universal beings in
the series of cmanation (fayd) instantancously. The other existent beings,
however, were brought into existence directly by the Universal Soul,
which act with the permission of God the Most High. The Ikhwan main-
tained that God's relationship to the world is different from that of, for
instance, a mason to a house or a writer to a book. This idea was clearly
manifested by the Ikhwan in their Rasa’/ as follows:

The  world in relation to Allah is like the word in relation to him
who speaks it, like light, or heat or numbers to the lantern, sun.
hearth or the number One. The word, light, heat and number exist
by their respective sources, but without the sources could neither

CXisl nor persist in being, The cxistence of the world is thus de-
termined by that of Allah.

) 'The above discussion brings up another distinction between the
Ikhwan's theory of emanation from that of Plotinus. Plotinus claimed that

cmanation and creation were involunlary, which The One neither willed
nor planned the emanations which proceede

universe came into being out of necess;j

names ascribed by other religions.
One Itself is not the Creator, and
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cannot be called First Cause. The One in Plotinian concept is "lonel
majest)’"a and it is impossible that it holds any “prediction of action".z
This idea is rejected by the Ikhwan who hold that God is the Originator
and the Creator of all beings. In terms of this ascription the Ikhwan called
God al-Mubdi’, al-Mukhtari’, al-Muhdith, al-Khaliq and al-Musawwir, all
of which mean Creator and Originator.* ' ’

On the other hand, both Plotinus and the Ikhwan agreed that the
mntellect and the Soul played an intermediary role in the creation of the
material world. The Ikhwan admitted in the Rasa’l, that the Soul was
created through the medium of the Intellect,’ then God created other
living beings from Matter and arranged them by means of the Intellect
and the Soul.*® This intermediary role seems to mean that God did not act
directly in creating the lower rank of the existent beings (the rest of the
living beings), but rather with the assistance of other angelic agents,
such as Nature (al-Tabi‘ah).”’

The Ikhwan also held the idea that God did not move the world
directly, rather it was moved by the power of the Universal Celestial
Soul to whom God had entrusted "the relation of the spheres and the
movement of the stars and what is under the sphere of the moon."*® This
concept is similar to that adopted by Plotinus, which stated that "the
Universal Soul... operated directly on the material world with what it re-
ceived from the Intellect. God's gifts, for example, were poured firstly
onto the Intellect and then received by the Universal Soul which poured
them forth, in turn, onto Matter."¥

Another interesting aspect of the Ikhwan's discussion of their
metaphysical concepts involves the problem of the attributes of God.
Like Plotinus, the Ikhwan describe God as an almost unknowable subject.
This supports their idea that God is incompatible with any being whatso-
ever, which is clearly formulated in their concept of tanzih. Due to the
extreme degree to which they developed this idea, they came to the con-
clusion that no attribute can be ascribed to God. Any attribute predicat-
ed to Him might seem to detract His divinity and make Him appear in
same way human.”® On the other hand, this is also intended to uphold
their intention of proclaiming the unity of God (al-tawhid) as the funda-
mental doctrine adopted by their fellows -- as always stressed throughout
the Rasa’il -- which, consequently, necessitates their belief that God
should be freed from any anthropomorphic element.>'In this respect, then,
they can be compared to the Mu‘tazilite school of Islamic theology.
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The Mu‘tazilite school of theology is WC“-.I(I)OWI.l for the' ratno;x‘;l-
istic tendencies, on which they established their main doctnlnesl. lhe
Mu'tazilites held five principal doctrines which had to be completely im-
plemented in their daily lives. The first and n.lost. fundamf:nla]f(;‘f tzo:e
five principal doctrines was a/-rawhid or belu?fxp the unity of Go -In
their endeavor to establish this principle they insist that .lherc no attrib-
ute should be ascribed to God. From their point of view, if Goq had at-
tributes, the attributes must be as eternal as His essence, and 1fth.e at-
tributes are eternal, then there would be a multiplicity of eternal beings,
a belief that is nothing less than polytheism. Therefore they.do not regar'd
knowledge, power, life etc. as attributes of God. They continue to ?dmn
that God has knowledge, power, life and other qualities; y;:zl they simply
deny that these qualities are attributes in their real meaning. ]

God's having knowledge or knowing ( ‘a/im), according to Abu al-
Hudhay! al-*Allaf, one of the most prominent figures among the Mu'-
tazilites, means that God knows through knowledge, which is He Him-
self.” The Mu'tazilites insist that God knows by His own essence ( ‘alim
bi-dhatih), not because of a supplementary knowledge added to His es-
sence (/a bi-‘ilm za'id ‘alg dhatik). The same notion goes for His other
qualities, like living (hayar), being powerful (qudrah), and having a will
(iradah), and so on.* Moreover, they also emphasize that God is know-
ing, powerful and alive because of His own essence, not because knowl-
edge, power, or like are eternal attributes with an independent meaning;
because, as they argue, if those attributes share eternity with Him, it
implies that they also share in God's divinity. Another Mu‘tazilite
scholar, al-Khayyat, tried to clarify this issue by stating that God knows
by His essence and not by an additional knowledge supplemented to His
essence. If this were true, argues al-Khayyat, knowledge can be either
cternal or created (muh-dath). However, this knowledge cannot be eter-
nal, as that would imply that there are two cternal beings, which is im-
possible. On the other hand, it can be ncither non-eternal or created
(muhdath), because, if that were true, it would further imply that God

Himself is created, which is of course inconceivable too. %} The Mu'-

tazilites intended to emphasize the meaning of tawhid as the negation of
the eternal attributes of God and the defense of His absolute unity.*®
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when the Ikhwan adopted the general view of Mu'tazilj

.. thought, they also advocated the idea of negati Citethe-
ologicd > : : gating the attripytes
of GOd as a basis for their Ul’ldel‘stanfhng of God's absolute uni[y. o
wver, this does not mean that the Ikhwan were able to solve all difficy]ties
o their exposition of the concept of God. In short, like the Mu‘tagjjites
the [khwan denied the ascription of attributes to God. But, if God |5 n(;
attributes, and if He f:annot be qualified, He cannot be said to haye di-
yine will, and all notion of divine will becomes superfluous.”” Here we
find @ contradiction in the Ikhwan's theological concept. Previously we
joted that, in contrast to Plotinus, the Ikhwan insisted that God mapjfest-
od His will in creation and emanation. Now in order to safeguard he
concept of tanzih, this divine will is denied. The divine will is of ¢oyrse
one of God'sattributes, through which He exercises His power, as  map;-
fested in creation and emanation.

Realizing this difficulty, the Ikhwan tried to modify their posi-
tion by adopting the metaphorical expression ( ‘a/a sabil al-majaz) in their
treatment of divine will. Netton is right, therefore, when he says that
actually the Ikhwan admitted anthropomorphic ascription to the deity,
such as sitting on a throne in heaven. But this ascription is designated
for the belief of unscholarly people (the common people, al-‘ammah),
since it may help them to believe in the very existence of God. o T
ever, it also indicates that, to some extent, the Ikhwan did not fo]low
Neoplatonist thought consistently, as it is doubtful whether or not they
really considered that God was within or beyond being. In addition, the
Ikhwan sometimes tried to give a clear description of God like that of-
fered by traditional Islam, acting for and guiding all mankind directly.
They continued to emphasize that God will reward the good and punish
the wicked. In other words, they put aside the role of the Intellect or Uni-
versal Soul as Judge - as in the Neoplatonic concept - since judgment is
the work for God alone. The Rasa’il reveals that clearly:

The souls of the believers among the saints of God and His good
servants will be raised after death to the Kingdom_of Heaven and
the expanse of the spheres ..... As for the souls of infidels and the
profligate and the evil, they will remain, in their blindness and ig-
norance, tormented, in vaingggrievmg and sad, fearful and appre-
hensive, until Judgment Day.

In addition to the above explanation, the I@wén en“lphasi%e the
necessity of God's direct guidance to achieve salvatloq. T@elr R'a:say[ fre-
quently mentions the prayers which ended many of their discussions, that
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God may "grant you and us and all our brothers success in doing the flgh!
thing, and guide you and us and all our brothers along the Palh of nghl-
cousness.” This is quite different from the way Neoplatonists perceived
The One or The Good, which they did not consider a source of guidance.
Furthermore, the lkhwan also maintain that, in accordance to lheir‘ prayer,
they should implement the notion of secking guidance in their da.lly lives
among the members of their society: "each man must work out his salva-
tion within the framework of the society in which he lives." Realizing
that he cannot achieve this by his own effort, he must pursue it through
the guidance and help (ma‘upah) of those who are better instructed and
more qualified than he, for example the Ikhwan, who regard themselves,
metaphorically, as one soul in several bodies.®

The above phrase seems to have its own significance for the
Ikhwan, since they considered that cach man's soul is, in fact, part of a
great kingdom of souls which draw their power from the same Universal
Soul. Based on this perspective, the Ikhwan identify a similar source of
power on the social level. They emphasize that salvation “may be better
achieved through membership of a society in which the concept of mu-
tual help or cooperation (1a‘awun) is the principal driving force than in
the solitary cave of the anchorite who has shunned all contact with

n6l

men.

Concluding Remarks

The Ikhwan tried to formulate their own Islamic understanding
of God based on the philosophical principles which were penetrating the
Islamic world during their age, especially Neoplatonist influences. They
benefited from the use of emanation and hierarchy as suitable solutions
to explain God's unity in the face of philosophical doctrines. That s be-
cause they believed that the shari‘ah had been st ained or spoiled (tadanna-
saf) by ignorances and errors, and there Was no way to restore it except
through philosophy.®

Actually the Ikhwan did not see the necessity of affirming the
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If the existence of God ca?n be reliably proven through a consid-
.~ eration of natural phenomena, belief in the unity of God requires another

geliberate scrutiny. The Ikhwan attempted to formulate this issue on the
pasis of their philosophical thinking by relying on the concepts of hierar-
chy and emanation adapted from Neoplatonic ideas. The Ikhwan affirm
that the whole universe was created by and originated from God through
emanation. Through this emanation, God, the Creator, invented the first
being in the form of a simple essence called the Active Intellect from "the
light of His Unity". The way that God invented this essence resembles
the way He produced two from one by repetition. In turn, the third being
called the Universal Celestial Soul, was created from the light of Intel-
lect, just as He created three by the addition of one to two. The same way
was repeated in the creation of the next being, the Prime Matter, from
the movement of the Soul. The remaining existent beings were not cre-
ated directly by God, but rather through the role of the Universal Celes-
tial Soul, to whom God had entrusted the operation of the material world
with what it received from the Intellect.

By adopting this theory of emanation, the Ikhwan tried to defend
their doctrine of the unity of God. They emphasized that there should be
no etemal being other than God. God alone is eternal, an idea which
means that there cannot be any attribute to be ascribed to His majesty.
He must be freed from ascribing attributes, since otherwise the attributes
will be eternal as well. This will further imply that there is more than
one eternal being, which negates the idea of raw/hid. The use of the the-
ory of emanation also helps the Ikhwan to explain the problem of the
origination of the universe, concerning the question of the original sub-
stance out which the universe was created. In the theory of emanation,
such a question can be suspended, since the first being created by God
was the Active Intellect which emanated from the light of God’s Unity.
However, it is not yet clear whether or not the Ikhwan advocated the idea
of creatio ex pihilo. But one thing is known: for the sake of the defense
of God's unity, they did not accept any other being as sharing the eter-
nity of God, not even His own attribute.

Nevertheless, the Ikhwan were not consistent in these ideas.
T_"eif €xposition on the way this emanation proceeded from God shows a
different point of view. In contrast to Neoplatonism, which holds tht}t
“feation i3 involuntary, the Ikhwan maintain that the creation of the' uni-
verse was the result of God's exercise of His divide will. God, in His ‘re-
lation to the universe is then called al-Mubdi", al-Mukhtari', al-Muhdith,
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al-Khalig and al-Musawwir, names d".”'vc‘.’ the 'QU".’ an which meay
('reator or the Originator. Having su.ch idcas in mind, it seem P'_aUSib]em
say that thenegation of God's attributes adopted by the Ikhwan contry,
;licts this idea. However, the Ikhwan get around this by suggesting thy
this idca is specified for the common or uszcho!arly people, to make thep,
believe in the very existence of (’?d' For this purpose too, the Ikhway
then describe their concept of God in thc'samc clcarten-ns as traditiogy]
Islam, acting and guiding all mankind dircctly to the nghlgousway of
behaving. "Our Lord is He who gave to each (created) thing its forp
and nature, and further, gave (it) guidance” (Q.S. XX:50).
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p. 111.

*°Zuhdi Hasan Jar Allah, al-Mu'tazilah, p. 5.

::Ncllon, Muslim Neoplatonists, p. 39, citing from Rasa'il, Vol. II, p- 338.

Ibid., p. 40.

Z: Rasa'il Ikhwin al-Safd', Vol. IIL, p. 290, as quoted in Netton, bid

MR"'”"/ Ikhwan al-Safs’, Vol. IV, p. 48, as quaoted in Netton, sbid., p. 42.

szctlon, ibid.

Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, Kitab al-Imta* wa-al-Mu'snathab (Beirut: al-
Maktabat al-*Asriyah, 1965), Pan I, p. 5.
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