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Introduction 

In the Name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.

The Theme of the “Encounter with Islam”   leads us to reflect on a contemporary 
problem, the explosive nature of which is obvious enough. Since the 1990s, and more 
particularly since 11 September 2001, Samuel P. Huntington's formulation “The clash of 
civilizations,” a phrase seldom used discriminately, has continued to haunt both political and 
public discourse. The polemics that flared up around Pope Benedict's address, “Glaube, 
Vernunft und Universität,” at the University of Regensburg on 20 September 2006 have 
made one thing clear: anyone dealing nowadays with issues of “Orient” and “Occident,” with 
Islam and Christianity, is skating on thin ice. For these topoi and religions are rarely 
communicated with any sophistication, and their continued juxtaposition only really aids in 
the construction of essentialized images of mutual enemies. And so, in the midst of 
globalization, we seem to be experiencing not a positive process of the knitting together of 
our world but rather an increasingly stark polarization of cultures, as well as interpretations 
of cultural difference that tend toward the dogmatic. The challenge confronting us in 
cultural studies consists, therefore, in finding alternative models for thinking about the 
relationship between Occident and Orient — models that are designed to promote both 
“understanding” and “communication” (“Verstehen und Verständigung”) between these 
cultures.

More than most learned figures, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, (28 August 1749 – 22 March 
1832) perhaps the most prominent representative of German culture and literature, was 
actually ahead of us in this task. This explains the unanimous view in scholarship that 
Goethe’s engagement with the Islamic world remains groundbreaking to this day. On the 
one hand, Goethe’s writing on the topic highlights the urgency and the volatility of the 
cultural-political task of reflecting on intercultural encounters. On the other hand, it also 
exposes as absurd the assumption that encounters between cultures must necessarily lead 
to conflict.

The  history of the world ensures that few people are aware of the coded messages 
contained in some famous works of art. One of the finest literary creations in history, the 
greatest treasure of German literature, is Faust by Goethe. It’s the story, superficially, of a 
man who sells his soul to the Devil in return for ultimate knowledge. In reality, the story is 
nothing less than an account of the Human struggle for salvation, and few people were 
better placed to tell it than Goethe, a literary genius, polymath, and a Great Soul.

Carl Jung considered Faust a key work of Hermetic and alchemical thought, and Goethe as an 
alchemical Magus. He said, “I regard my work on alchemy as a sign of my inner relationship 
to Goethe. Goethe’s secret was that he was in the grip of that process of archetypal 
transformation that has gone on through the centuries. He regarded his Faust as an opus 
magnum or divinum [great or divine work]. He called it his ‘main business’, and his whole life 
was enacted within the framework of this drama.” 

Freudian Nations.



2

Freud's theory of the personality can be extended from individuals to nations. Freud argued 
that our personality is shaped by three components - the id, the ego and the superego - two 
of which are in conflict, with the third mediating between them.

The "Id" is infantile, narcissistic and pursues the Pleasure Principle. It wants self-gratification 
at every moment and resents anything that stops it getting what it wants. It's the ultimate 
spoiled, over-indulged child. Its supporters link it to freedom and self-expression. "Do 
whatever you want," is the id's mantra.

The "Superego" is the ultimate stern parent. It's obsessed with right and wrong, morality, 
conscience, rulebooks, law and order, discipline, and obeys the Control Principle. Where the 
id cares only for itself, the superego is preoccupied with others, with group dynamics, with 
society. Its supporters link it to maturity and consideration for others. "Do as you would be 
done by," is the superego's mantra.

The id and superego are always in conflict.

Between the id and superego stands the "Ego", which listens to both and takes action. The 
ego is the component most grounded in the world and deals with the art of the possible. It 
seeks to express the id while operating within the superego rules of society.

The tension between the id and superego is evident everywhere. Islamic nations of our times 
have become classic superego societies: black, drab, authoritarian. Islam of the 21th century  
is an example of the superego unrestrained. The id is suppressed, and the ego has no role.

Most Islamic nations are on the verge of a nervous breakdown. "We love death more than 
you love life," Muslims fanatics say to Westerners. This is a pathological statement, and 
fanatic Islam  is an anti-life ideology. Muslim fanatic’s collective mental illness makes them 
obsessed with suicide, which they choose to refer to as "martyrdom". Given that their lives 
are so lacking in pleasure, their love of death isn't surprising. Several fundamentalist 
Christian sects are also superego dominated, as are Orthodox Jews. Much of the trouble in 
the world stems from these inflexible societies. This is the world of the religious fanatic.. 
These societies are full of bitterness. They're suspicious of outsiders and terrified of change. 

The West is an unrestrained id culture. Everything is geared up for self-gratification. 
Capitalism is the delivery system - the addict's syringe - of the ultimate drug: pleasure 
around the clock, delivered to you whenever and wherever you want it. Fast food. Fast sex. 
Fast entertainment. Fast cars. Fast talk. Everything is fast in order to get your dose of 
pleasure to you without delay. Capitalism is the smack dealer standing on the street corner. 
It's drug pushing turned into a political and economic ideology. It creates endless junkies, 
obsessed with their next fix. They suffer appalling withdrawal symptoms if they don't get 
their hit for the day.

Ask any western woman what her favourite pastime is and she will say retail therapy. What 
kind of society has shopping as its most desirable activity? Ask any man and he will say 
watching sport. Does the meaning of life lie in football, baseball and basketball?
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Junk TV, junk computer games, junk Hollywood movies, peep shows, internet porn, social 
networking, theme parks, cheap alcohol, cheap drugs. The western world is Disney World 
run by drug pushers. The superego is extinguished. The West is the opposite of the superego 
societies. Whereas those are run by fanatics, western societies revolve around spoiled brats, 
men and women who never grow up, people suffering from arrested development, stuck in 
their baby phase. The West is an infantilised culture.

The credit crunch is the inevitable consequence of an unrestrained id ideology. In an id 
culture, no one holds back. Those who can be as greedy as they like, invariably take 
everything they can get, regardless of the consequences, and regardless of others. Why 
would they stop? They are simply fulfilling the core ideology of the society they live in. 
Regulation, the superego mechanism for moderating markets, was dismantled in the West. 
Their collective ideology was that markets were more efficient than anything else. In fact, 
markets are reflections of the id and are driven by first greed and then fear (boom and bust), 
and always lead to disaster if not curbed by strong regulation. The whole basis of the free 
market approach to social governance is flawed. Markets - id forces - only work if blended 
with effective regulation - a superego force. The members of the regulatory bodies have to 
be as well paid and as highly talented as the people in the institutions they are regulating. 
This has never happened under western capitalism. No one wants to break up the party. 
Greed is good, remember. In that statement is contained the credit crunch. The many pay 
for the greed of the few.

The members of the World Order prefer the Pleasure Principle society because this offers 
the best mechanism for manipulating the dumbed down, doped out, zombified masses. The 
World Order's greed can be indulged without restraint in such a society. Their ability to 
justify huge disparities in wealth is unchallenged. Wealth is control in id societies. If you have 
no wealth then you are a nobody with no future. Most people are nobodies with no future, 
but they have been conned into supporting the system that oppresses them.

In most societies, the ego - the component that is supposed to ensure a healthy balance 
between id and superego - is overwhelmed. In most societies, the id or the superego 
becomes luridly magnified, until it is unstoppable within a particular culture. The sensible 
ego obeying  a Higher  Spiritual Reality Principle is nowhere to be seen. All we get instead is 
the undiluted Pleasure Principle or the undiluted Control Principle.

A healthy society is one where the ego understands that his Soul is not for Sale, and the id 
and superego are each given healthy, but not excessive, expression. Sufism has been 
characterized as the science of the states of the lower self (the ego),  (This ego is our private 
devil, our worst enemy, who is living inside us, dominating and tyrannizing us and keeping 
our human soul imprisoned and forgotten in the depths of our subconscious)  and the way 
of purifying this lower self of its reprehensible traits, while adorning it instead with what is 
praiseworthy, whether or not this process of cleansing and purifying the heart is in time 
rewarded by the knowledge of God. 

This can be conceived in terms of two basic types of law (fiqh), an outer law concerned with 
actions, and an inner law concerned with the human heart. The outer law consists of rules 
pertaining to worship, transactions, marriage, judicial rulings, and criminal law—what is 
often referred to, broadly, as qanun. The inner law of Sufism consists of rules about 
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repentance from sin, the purging of contemptible qualities and evil traits of character, and 
adornment with virtues and good character.

Those few Westerners who have looked beyond the political situation of the countries 
where Islam is dominant have usually devoted most of their attention to Islamic legal and 
social teachings. They quickly discover that Islam, like Judaism, is based upon a Revealed 
Law, called in Arabic the Shari’a or wide road. Observance of this Law—which covers such 
domains as ritual practices, marriage relationships, inheritance, diet and commerce— is 
incumbent upon every Muslim.

But western scholars have shown far less interest in two other, more inward and hidden 
dimensions of the Islamic religion, mainly because these have had few repercussions on the 
contemporary scene. Even in past centuries, when Islam was a healthy and flourishing 
civilization, only a relatively small number of Muslims made these dimensions their central 
concern.

The more hidden dimensions of Islam can be called ‘intellectuality’ and ‘spirituality’. The first 
deals mainly with the conceptual understanding of the human situation and the second with 
the practical means whereby a full flowering of human potentialities can be achieved. They 
are important in the present context because they provide clear descriptions of human 
perfection and set down detailed guidelines for reaching it. If we want to discover how Islam 
has understood the concept of perfection without reading our own theories into the Qur’an 
or imposing alien categories on the beliefs and practices of traditional Muslims, we have to 
pose our question to the intellectual and spiritual traditions of Islam itself.

Those dimensions of Islam dedicated to providing the guidelines for the development of the 
full possibilities of human nature came to be institutionalized in various forms. Many of 
these can be grouped under the name ‘Sufism’, while others can better be designated by 
names such as ‘philosophy’ or ‘Shiite gnosis’. In general, these schools of thought and 
practice share certain teachings about human perfection, though they also differ on many 
points. Here we can suggest a few of the ideas that can be found in most of these 
approaches.

1 Human beings are God’s vicegerents (Khalifa) or representatives in this world. The cosmos 
as a whole represents an infinitely vast display of the signs of God. All the divine attributes 
are reflected in unfathomable diversity through the myriad worlds and the creatures 
scattered therein. But human beings are microcosms. Just as the universe reflects all the 
divine attributes in an infinitely vast display, so also human beings reflect all the divine 
attributes in a concentrated unity. Man is the mirror image of both God and the cosmos. 
Since man finds all things within his own being and awareness, he is able to rule the outside 
world. He recognizes all things within himself, and, knowing them, is able to control them. 
This provides him with the necessary qualities to be God’s vicegerent. But by the same 
token, he is responsible for the manner in which he interacts with the creatures under his 
power.
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2 The model for attaining to human perfection, also called the ‘vicegerency of God’, is set 
down in the divine word, that is—in the Islamic sense—the Qur’an. Without following the 
guidance set down in the Scriptures, human beings will fall short of their full humanity and 
fail to reach ultimate

happiness, which depends upon being true to their own nature. The divine guidance 
revealed in the Qur’an is embodied in the Prophet Muhammad.

Thus his wife A’isha remarked that those who wanted to remember the Prophet should read 
the Qur’an, since ‘his character is the Qur’an’. But emulating the Prophetic model does not 
mean simply conforming to the Prophet’s outward activity: it demands assimilation of his 
moral and spiritual traits as well. In other words, the Qur’an and the Sunna represent God’s 
guidance for the full actualization of human perfection on every level, from the outward 
levels—those of activity and social concerns— to the more inward levels, such as knowledge, 
morality, love, spirituality and every human virtue.

3 All human attributes are in truth divine attributes. Just as the cosmos and everything 
within it are nothing but the signs of God, so also man and everything within him are God’s 
signs. Every positive trait displayed by a human being derives from God. All human 
knowledge represents a dim reflection of the divine knowledge, just as all virtues—
generosity, justice, patience, compassion, gratitude, love—are manifestations of divine 
qualities.

A human being possesses nothing positive which he can claim as his own, since everything 
belongs to God. This holds for other creatures as well, but human beings, because of their 
peculiar synthetic configuration embracing all the divine attributes, are held responsible for 
their own choices and activities. The fact that most of them dwell in heedlessness (ghafla) of 
what they owe to God will not excuse them from being called to account.

(This concept of heedlessness, it should be noted, is as close as Islam comes to the concept 
of original sin.)

4 People are profoundly mistaken when they identify anything positive as their own. This 
holds not only for outward possessions, which are on loan from God, but also for inward 
possessions, such as the positive attributes and characteristics that go to make up their own 
specific identities. The only thing human beings may rightfully claim as their own are those 
attributes that define the distance that separates them from God. Existence and everything 
that goes along with it—such as life, knowledge, will and power—belong strictly to God, 
whilst non-existence and its concomitant qualities— such as ignorance, need, death and 
weakness—belong specifically to the creature.

5 Human beings on their own are nothing, but as representatives of God they are 
everything, since they manifest all the divine names and attributes.

However, the fundamental nature of this ‘everything’ is itself indefinable, since it is modelled 
upon God, who is ultimately unknowable. Full human perfection involves the actualization of 
all the divine attributes present in the human configuration, and hence it involves entrance 
into indefinability.
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When human beings identify the positive contents of their persons with any specific 
attribute or definition, they have failed to grasp their own true nature. Perfection demands 
the shedding of all attributes and definitions, since these are limitations. Perfect human 
beings manifest all divine attributes, so they are defined by none of them. They employ each 
divine attribute in the appropriate circumstances, recognize all things for what they are, and 
interact with all creatures in accordance with the creatures’ realities.

6 Though in theory any human being can achieve the fullness of human perfection, in 
practice only a tiny minority will reach it. Nevertheless, the majority will benefit from the 
human state if they observe the Law and strive to the extent of their own capacities, and 
they will benefit from all those who achieve human perfection, since it is the vicegerents 
who act as intermediaries between God and the cosmos, serving as channels for the divine 
replenishment that sustains the world.

7 The purpose of the social order is to provide a stable framework within which human 
perfection can be achieved, and all other goals are secondary. The more a society forgets the 
purpose of human existence, the further it moves from legitimacy. It is the duty of the 
learned to preserve to the fullest extent possible the teachings and practices of religion in 
order that the greatest number may attain ultimate happiness and the door to human 
perfection may always remain open.

The modernizing movements in Islam have been especially concerned with reformulating the 
concept of human perfection. In order to ‘bring Islam into the modern world’, it was necessary to 
provide a new portrayal of the human ideal, the Prophet Muhammad. The Islamic tradition as a 
whole, and the spiritual tradition in particular, had always recognized the supra-mundane

dimensions of the Prophet’s personality, dimensions that follow from the very definition of human 
perfection. The early Muslim modernists, in their zeal to set up a goal for human life commensurate 
with the idea of ‘reform’ in the western mode, set out from the beginning to ‘demythologize’ the 
Prophet’s person. The tradition had long interpreted the Qur’anic verse ‘Say: “I am only a human 
being like you”’ (18:110) to be a denial of Christianstyle incarnationism and a confirmation of the 
idea that all human beings are made on the divine model and should aspire to full perfection. For 
the modernists, this statement was taken to mean that the Prophet’s aspirations went no higher 
than their own. When he was commanded to say, ‘My Lord, increase me in knowledge’, he had 
chemistry and engineering in mind. In short, by rejecting the sublime dimension of the Prophetic 
personality, the modernists were able to turn attention away from the possibility of perfection in 
any mode but that defined by social and political categories derived from the West.

More recently, certain modernist groups—including some perceived in the West as fundamentalist— 
have attempted to overthrow the Prophetic model completely, claiming that ‘the Qur’an is enough 
for us’. Without the guidance of the Prophet and the traditional authorities, Islam becomes a 
weapon that can be wielded by anyone for any purpose whatsoever. Human perfection is what you 
say it is, and your view is as good as anyone’s.

In short, the entrance of Islam into the modern political scene has meant the eclipse of the 
highest and most sophisticated dimensions of the religion. An intellectual elite that had once, 
through teaching, writing and personal influence, been able to keep the goal of human spiritual 
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perfection always in view has all but disappeared, to be replaced by ideologues with 
prescriptions for human betterment foreign to the tradition. The survival of Islam as a religion 
serving the highest human aspirations will depend largely upon the ability of Muslims to reclaim 
this eclipsed spiritual heritage.
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Nasa-funded study: industrial civilisation
headed for 'irreversible collapse'?
Natural and social scientists develop new model of how 'perfect storm' of crises could 
unravel global system
SUMMARY

There is an intrinsic link between the challenge we face to 
ensure food security through the 21st century and other global 
issues, most notably climate change, population growth and 
the need to sustainably manage the world’s rapidly growing 
demand for energy and water. It is predicted that by 2030 the 
world will need to produce 50 per cent more food and energy,  
together with 30 per cent more available fresh water, whilst  

mitigating and adapting to climate change. This threatens to create a ‘perfect storm’ of global  
events. 
Science and technology can make a major contribution, by providing practical solutions. 
Securing this contribution requires that high priority be attached both to research and to 
facilitating the real world deployment of existing and emergent technologies. On food, we 
need a new, “greener revolution”. Techniques and technologies from many disciplines, 
ranging from biotechnology and engineering to newer fields such as nanotechnology, will be 
needed. On water, managing and balancing supply and demand for water across sectors 
requires a range of policy and technological solutions. Meeting the demand for energy, while 
mitigating and adapting to climate change, will require a mix of behavioural change and 
technological solutions.

This Nasa Earth Observatory image shows a storm system circling around an area of extreme 
low pressure in 2010, which many scientists attribute to climate change. Photograph: 
AFP/Getty Images

A new study sponsored by Nasa's Goddard Space Flight Center has highlighted the prospect 
that global industrial civilisation could collapse in coming decades due to unsustainable 
resource exploitation and increasingly unequal wealth distribution.

Noting that warnings of 'collapse' are often seen to be fringe or controversial, the study 
attempts to make sense of compelling historical data showing that "the process of rise-and-
collapse is actually a recurrent cycle found throughout history." Cases of severe 
civilisational disruption due to "precipitous collapse - often lasting centuries - have been quite 
common."

The research project is based on a new cross-disciplinary 'Human And Nature DYnamical' 
(HANDY) model, led by applied mathematician Safa Motesharrei of the US National Science 
Foundation-supported National Socio-Environmental Synthesis Center, in association with a 
team of natural and social scientists. The study based on the HANDY model has been accepted 
for publication in the peer-reviewed Elsevier journal, Ecological Economics.

It finds that according to the historical record even advanced, complex civilisations are  
susceptible to collapse, raising questions about the sustainability of modern civilisation:



"The fall of the Roman Empire, and the equally (if not more) advanced Han, Mauryan, and 
Gupta Empires, as well as so many advanced Mesopotamian Empires, are all testimony to the 
fact that advanced, sophisticated, complex, and creative civilizations can be both fragile and 
impermanent."

By investigating the human-nature dynamics of these past cases of collapse, the project 
identifies the most salient interrelated factors which explain civilisational decline, and which 
may help determine the risk of collapse today: namely, Population, Climate, Water, 
Agriculture, and Energy.

These factors can lead to collapse when they converge to generate two crucial social features: 
"the stretching of resources due to the strain placed on the ecological carrying capacity"; and 
"the economic stratification of society into Elites [rich] and Masses (or "Commoners")  
[poor]" These social phenomena have played "a central role in the character or in the 
process of the collapse," in all such cases over "the last five thousand years."

Currently, high levels of economic stratification are linked directly to overconsumption of 
resources, with "Elites" based largely in industrialised countries responsible for both:

"... accumulated surplus is not evenly distributed throughout society, but rather has 
been controlled by an elite. The mass of the population, while producing the wealth, is 
only allocated a small portion of it by elites, usually at or just above subsistence levels."

The study challenges those who argue that technology will resolve these challenges by 
increasing efficiency:

"Technological change can raise the efficiency of resource use, but it also tends to raise both 
per capita resource consumption and the scale of resource extraction, so that, absent policy 
effects, the increases in consumption often compensate for the increased efficiency of 
resource use." 

Productivity increases in agriculture and industry over the last two centuries has come from 
"increased (rather than decreased) resource throughput," despite dramatic efficiency gains 
over the same period.

Modelling a range of different scenarios, Motesharri and his colleagues conclude that under 
conditions "closely reflecting the reality of the world today... we find that collapse is 
difficult to avoid." In the first of these scenarios, civilisation:

".... appears to be on a sustainable path for quite a long time, but even using an optimal 
depletion rate and starting with a very small number of Elites, the Elites eventually consume 
too much, resulting in a famine among Commoners that eventually causes the collapse of 
society. It is important to note that this Type-L collapse is due to an inequality-induced 
famine that causes a loss of workers, rather than a collapse of Nature."

Another scenario focuses on the role of continued resource exploitation, finding that "with a 
larger depletion rate, the decline of the Commoners occurs faster, while the Elites are  
still thriving, but eventually the Commoners collapse completely, followed by the  
Elites." 



In both scenarios, Elite wealth monopolies mean that they are buffered from the most  
"detrimental effects of the environmental collapse until much later than the Commoners", 
allowing them to "continue 'business as usual' despite the impending catastrophe." The 
same mechanism, they argue, could explain how "historical collapses were allowed to occur  
by elites who appear to be oblivious to the catastrophic trajectory (most clearly apparent in the  
Roman and Mayan cases)." 

Applying this lesson to our contemporary predicament, the study warns that:

"While some members of society might raise the alarm that the system is moving towards 
an impending collapse and therefore advocate structural changes to society in order to avoid 
it,  Elites and their supporters, who opposed making these changes, could point to the 
long  sustainable trajectory 'so far' in support of doing nothing." 

However, the scientists point out that the worst-case scenarios are by no means inevitable, and 
suggest that appropriate policy and structural changes could avoid collapse, if not pave the  
way toward a more stable civilisation.

The two key solutions are to reduce economic inequality so as to ensure fairer distribution of 
resources, and to dramatically reduce resource consumption by relying on less intensive  
renewable resources and reducing population growth:

"Collapse can be avoided and population can reach equilibrium if the per capita rate of 
depletion of nature is reduced to a sustainable level, and if resources are distributed in a 
reasonably equitable fashion." 

The NASA-funded HANDY model offers a highly credible wake-up call to governments, 
corporations and business - and consumers - to recognise that 'business as usual' cannot 
be sustained, and that policy and structural changes are required immediately.

Although the study is largely theoretical, a number of other more empirically-focused studies 
- by KPMG and the UK Government Office of Science for instance - have warned that the 
convergence of food, water and energy crises could create a 'perfect storm' within about 
fifteen years. But these 'business as usual' forecasts could be very conservative.

Dr Nafeez Ahmed is executive director of the Institute for Policy Research & Development  
and author of A User's Guide to the Crisis of Civilisation: And How to Save It among other 
books. Follow him on Twitter @nafeezahmed
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FOOD, ENERGY, WATER AND THE CLIMATE: A PERFECT STORM OF 
GLOBAL EVENTS?

By John Beddington CMG FRS
Chief Scientific Adviser to HM Government

Government Office for Science
Kingsgate House
66-74 Victoria Street
London
SW1E 6SW

mpst.beddington@bis.gsi.gov.uk

SUMMARY

There is an intrinsic link between the challenge we face to ensure food security 
through the 21st century and other global issues, most notably climate change, 
population growth and the need to sustainably manage the world’s rapidly growing 
demand for energy and water. It is predicted that by 2030 the world will need to 
produce 50 per cent more food and energy, together with 30 per cent more 
available fresh water, whilst mitigating and adapting to climate change. This 
threatens to create a ‘perfect storm’ of global events.

Science and technology can make a major contribution, by providing practical 
solutions. Securing this contribution requires that high priority be attached both to 
research and to facilitating the real world deployment of existing and emergent 
technologies. On food, we need a new, “greener revolution”. Techniques and 
technologies from many disciplines, ranging from biotechnology and engineering 
to newer fields such as nanotechnology, will be needed. On water, managing and 
balancing supply and demand for water across sectors requires a range of policy 
and technological solutions. Meeting the demand for energy, while mitigating and 
adapting to climate change, will require a mix of behavioural change and 
technological solutions.
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THE DRIVERS BEHIND THE PERFECT STORM SCENARIO 
Background

After 20 years of low food commodity prices, the price shock of 2007/08 brought 
agriculture, food production and food security sharply back into the limelight. Wheat 
and maize prices peaked at around triple their early 2005 levels, with an even higher 
peak in rice prices (IMF 2008). High commodity prices quickly fed through into 
increased costs to consumers in developed and developing countries alike (FAO 
2008), escalating to civil unrest in some, ranging from strikes in Italy to riots in Haiti.

Whilst food prices have now stabilised we should avoid being complacent (current 
stocks of major cereals are at a 40 year low, which implies continued uncertainty). 
The predicted increase in demand for food, energy and water in the next 20 years, 
driven by the growing population coming out of poverty will ultimately put pressure 
on food prices. This is described below.

Population increase and urbanisation

Global population is set to increase to around 9 billion by mid-century, rising at a rate 
of 6 million people per month, with Africa’s population alone projected to double from 
1 billion to 2 billion (UNPD 2006) during this period. This continued population 
increase combines with other transformational change, particularly in the developing 
world as people move from rural livelihoods to cities, cities that will need to be 
serviced with food, water and energy. Half the world’s population now live in cities, a 
figure projected to rise to 60% by 2030 (UNPD 2007). It is estimated that there will 
be 29 cities with greater than 10 million inhabitants in 2025, up from 19 today. Half of 
these new ‘megacities’ will be in Asia.

Economic changes

Population increase will be coupled to increasing prosperity. Economic advances 
projected for the developing world will help lift millions from poverty, but in other 
respects will add to the challenges. As incomes rise in developing and middle 
income countries, people eat more meat and dairy products, causing a rapid growth 
in demand for agricultural commodities to feed livestock. Strong growth in demand 
over the past few decades has been driven particularly by rising consumption in 
China and Brazil, and the future trend is likely to be strongly influenced also by the 
extent of income growth in India and sub-Saharan Africa, where per capita meat 
consumption is still low (FAO 2003).

Rising demand for food, energy, water and land

The FAO projects total crop and livestock demand and production will rise by around 
40% between 2008 and 2030, i.e. a yearly increase of 1.5% (Figure 1). However, this 
overall figure conceals the larger increase in meat demand (FAO 2006, UNPD 2006). 
The World Bank predicts a 50% rise in cereals demand compared with an
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85% increase for meat between 2000 and 2030 (World Bank 2008). Other 
assessments predict a doubling of meat demand by 2050 (Beintema 2008). The 
overall projected rate of demand growth is lower than in previous decades (FAO 
2006, IPCC 2007), but must be met within the greater constraints on land, water and 
energy use outlined below.

Figure 1: Predicted world food requirements up until 2050

1969/71 1979/81 1989/91 1999/01 2030 2050

The predicted increases in food demand are predominantly through meat and dairy products. (UNPD
2006 and FAO 2006)

Energy demand is projected to increase by 45% between 2006 and 2030, based on 
the IEA’s reference scenario (IEA 2008). Biofuels for transport and biomass for heat 
and electricity will be used to meet some of this demand, leading to greater 
competition for land and crops between energy and food markets (Mitchell 2008). 
The majority of this energy demand rise is predicted taking place in the non-OECD, 
notably China and India, Proportionally, through the use of coal (Figure 2)

Figure 2: World primary energy demand by region

Energy demand in non-OECD is now greater than the OECD, predominantly in China and India
(IEA 2008)
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Today, 1.2 billion people live in areas already affected by water scarcity, and this 
figure is projected to increase as global water demand rises (IWMI 2007). Water 
demand is a function of population, incomes, diets and the extent of irrigated 
agriculture, leading to a wide range of projections into the 2020s and 2050s (IWMI 
2007, Shen 2008, Shiklomanov 2000). It has been estimated, based on mid-range 
population scenarios, that demand for water for agriculture could rise by over 30% by 
2030, while modelling based on the IPCC’s SRES scenarios suggests that total 
global water demand will rise by 35–60% between 2000 and 2025 (Chatres 2008, 
Shen 2008). Figure 3 shows the predicted global water withdrawal levels between 
1995 and 2025.

Figure 3: Predicted water scarcity and stress in 2025

Water withdrawal is defined as the loss of water for some use by humans. (UNEP 2008)

Agriculture is by far the largest user of water world-wide, at around 70% of total 
supplies (FAO 2007). The agricultural sector will increasingly need to compete with 
the world’s growing cities for water. As a result, it is unlikely that water will remain 
a ‘free’ commodity in the future

It seems inevitable that demand for land will progressively increase, both for food 
production and linked to the urbanisation and energy trends noted above (IWMI 
2007). This growing competition and concern can be illustrated by increased 
purchases of land in the developing world by some countries with hot and dry 
climates, such as Egypt, Libya, Saudi Arabia and China. Multinational companies are 
also investing in agricultural land.

The challenge for global agriculture is to grow more food on not much more 
land, using less water, fertiliser and pesticides than we have historically done.
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Climate change

The backdrop against which these demands must be met is one of rising global 
temperatures, impacting on water, food and ecosystems in all regions, and with 
extreme weather events becoming both more severe and more frequent.
Rising sea levels and flooding will hit hardest in the mega-deltas, which are 
important for food production, and will impact too on water quality for many.

Oceans will become warmer, more acidic, less diverse and over-exploited. The 
ocean acts as a reservoir for carbon dioxide, but the resulting increase in acidity, 
seriously impact ocean food webs and ecosystems, on which many of the world’s 
poor are dependant (Figure 4). Continued over-fishing is expected to further 
pressure these delicate resources.

Figure 4: Change in surface ocean pH over the last 25 million years and changes predicted if 
emissions continue unabated 

CO2 released into the atmosphere has been taken up by the oceans, a process known as ‘ocean 
acidification’. If greenhouse gas emissions continue unabated, the pH of the ocean could decrease by 

another 0.2 to 0.4 pH units by 2100, which would be a hundred times faster than any natural change 
over the past 25 million years. Ocean acidification is already affecting marine life, and the evidence 
indicates that it is likely to cause grave harm to important marine ecosystems if the concentration of 

CO2 in the atmosphere rises above 450 ppm.

Even since the last report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
in 2007, new evidence suggests that climate change is impacting the real world 
faster than the models predicted, and global greenhouse gas emissions are 
continuing to rise at the high end of projections. For example, in 2007 the IPCC 
concluded that large parts of the Arctic were likely to be ice-free in the summer by 
the end of the 21st century. Record lows in sea ice extent in 2007 and 2008, 
combined with other evidence on ice thinning and age, have caused scientists to 
radically review these estimates, with some analyses now suggesting the Arctic may 
be near ice-free by 2030 (Figures 5 and 6). This has major implications not just for 
the Arctic region but for the world as a whole, as strong positive feedbacks effects 
are expected to drive climate changes even faster.
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Figure 5: Uncertainty in predicting arctic sea ice extent

The dark blue line shows the average decline in Arctic sea ice extent predicted by 18 computer 
models, and the light blue shaded area shows the uncertainty around the modelled changes. The red 

line shows the actual rate of sea ice retreat, which is occurring at a faster rate than predicted by any of 
the computer models (National Snow and Ice Data Centre 2007)

Figure 6: Change in mass of the Greenland ice sheet 2003-08

The graph shows the loss of ice from the Greenland ice sheet over recent years, as estimated from 
satellite measurements. The red line shows the actual observations and the grey shaded area shows 
the 90% confidence level around the fitted straight grey line. On average, the loss of ice contributed 
0.5 mm/yr to global sea level rise, total sea level rise is approximately 3.1 mm/yr (from Synthesis 
Report of the Climate Change Summit in Copenhagen, March 2009).

The need is both to mitigate climate change and to adapt to that which it is too late 
already to avoid is clear. It has been suggested that global greenhouse gas 
emissions must be reduced by at least 50-60% by 2050 compared to current levels. 
The UK’s target to reduce emissions by 80% on that timescale means that all sectors 
must make a major contribution, achieving steps changes in past performance.



7

THE CONTRIBUTION OF SCIENCE AND TECHNNOLOGY

Science and technology has long been a major driver for UK and global prosperity, 
and has helped meet the ever increasing demand for energy, food and commodities. 
Global food production has more than doubled in the past 40 years, despite only an 
8% increase in the use of land for agriculture since the 1960s (IPCC 2007). Much of 
the success over this period can be attributed to technological and process 
innovations, such as the introduction of chemical pesticides, fertilisers, irrigation and 
crop improvement through breeding.

Science and technology must play a leading role in meeting increasing demand over 
the coming decades in a sustainable manner. Scientific evidence also underpins the 
range of domestic policies and international agreements needed.

On food, we need a new, “greener revolution”. Important areas for focus include: 
crop improvement to increase yields and tolerance to stresses such as droughts; 
smarter use of water and fertilisers; new pesticides and their effective management 
to avoid resistance problems; introduction of novel non-chemical approaches to crop 
protection; reduction of post-harvest losses; and more sustainable livestock and 
marine production. Techniques and technologies from many disciplines, ranging 
from biotechnology and engineering to newer fields such as nanotechnology, will be 
needed.

On water, managing and balancing supply and demand for water across sectors 
requires a range of policy and technological solutions. Agricultural water use 
efficiency can be improved through the development of drought resistance crops, 
and the use of low-cost and efficient drip irrigation systems by small farmers. 
Solutions for water storage, such as underground reservoirs, will be needed, 
particularly in areas where climate is expected to radically alter river flow patterns 
through melting of glaciers and changes in precipitation. In the home, recycling of 
domestic ‘grey water’ will be needed to reduce consumption.

Meeting demand for energy while mitigating climate change will require a mix of 
behavioural change and technological solutions. Renewable, carbon capture and 
storage and nuclear energy technologies are the options to de-carbonise electricity 
generation – which the Climate Change Committee estimates must be largely 
achieved within around two decades, but innovative technologies and processes will 
also be needed to radically reduce emissions from transport, buildings and industry, 
and increase the efficiency of energy use throughout the economy.
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CONCLUSIONS

The growing global population coming out of poverty will create an increased 
demand for food which will need to be produced on not much more land, using less 
water, fertiliser and pesticides than we have historically done. Through the 21st 

century this is achievable, but must be tackled coherently with other global 
challenges of climate change and energy, food and water security. It is predicted 
that by 2030 the world will need to produce around 50 per cent more food and 
energy, together with 30 per cent more fresh water, whilst mitigating and adapting to 
climate change. This threatens to create a ‘perfect storm’ of global events (Figure 7). 
The key questions for policy makers and scientists are these:

 Can 9 billion people be fed equitably, healthily and sustainably?
 Can we cope with the future demands on water?
 Can we provide enough energy to supply the growing population coming out 

of poverty?
 Can we do all this whilst mitigating and adapting to climate change?

These issues are inextricably linked. Science has contributed greatly in the past to 
finding solutions, and it can do so into the future if the investments are made. A new 
greener revolution can be built on the foundations of the first green revolution, but we 
will need to fully explore the range of science and technology opportunities at our 
disposal in the 21st century in order to overcome the greater constraints. This vital 
contribution from science will not happen by default.

Figure 7: The Perfect Storm scenario

It is predicted that by 2030 the world will need to produce around 50 per cent more food and energy, 
together with 30 per cent more fresh water, whilst mitigating and adapting to climate change.
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Faust and capitalist alchemy

Emblematic work of the German culture, "Faust" has generated over time curiosities and very 
different interpretations. Rather neglected in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG ) once , but 
interpreted in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) as symbolizing the construction of a new 
society , the play is now taking another dimension, in light of the crisis: Faust first contractor of 
globalization , has become a globally negative hero.  Bernard Umbrecht , October 2011

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote Faust in the industrial and political revolutions which upset the 
late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century Europe. It is the job of a lifetime. When he 
unearths old Dr. Faust - Figure legendary alchemist and scientist experiencing the desire for 
omnipotence , emerged in the German Middle Ages, and then fixed by the part of the Englishman 
Christopher Marlowe in the late sixteenth century - Goethe twenty years . After a first version ( 
Urfaust ) in 1775 , he published Faust I in 1808 , he completed the work over half a century later , in 
1831 , "under the influence of the revolution of July 1830 in Paris " Note Michael Jaeger, Professor of 
Comparative Literature at the Free University of Berlin (1) . This will Goethe Faust II under seal until 
his death in 1832 ( at the age of 82 years), remain long absent from German stages . Now it is again 
played , and in the light of new interpretations , including Hans Christoph Binswanger that of (2), it is 
surprising today by its resonance with the crisis of contemporary capitalism .

It will be remembered that Dr. Faust , master of an immense knowledge but who do not meet , made 
a bet with the devil if it helps to know the happiness here below, then Faust give him his soul.

"If I say to the moment: Stop! You're so beautiful!

So you can put me in irons

So I agree to destroy me Then the bell may ring ... (3) »

Along with Mephistopheles , the hero is going to leave his library and engage in the world, to exhaust 
his desires.

Goethe has keen interest in science, technology , economics . These are his skills in this area have led 
to him being appointed Minister of Economy and Finance in the duchy of Weimar. It is very busy 
practice not only finance but also public works and industry, mining and textiles. On the fiscal side, it 
must have almost eliminated the budget of the armed except what was necessary for parades. This is 
the first meaning of the action , the implications carried by the quest for progress , the limits of 
"modernity" he asks with Faust . This is particularly obvious for a contemporary look , in the field of 
economy.

Thus, to meet the needs of the emperor, whose coffers are empty , Faust and Mephistopheles create 
money : modern magic , alchemy continuation by other means , according to economist 
Binswanger , where he s ' is more to transmute lead into gold , but to transform a substance 
worthless value , paper ... money. Need supernatural miracles are natural, moreover, in the 
eighteenth century, the Duke of Orleans, after hiring the banker John Law, lay off his astrologers . 
In the play, the act of money creation - a little something chimisterie akin to a magic trick - is logically 
linked to the masquerade : the emperor, when he signed for the glow of the flames of the original 
banknote, disguised as Plutus , infernal god of riches buried in the ground .
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In Europe, unlike China , which had preceded it in this area, the creation of money was not the 
privilege of the state, but a private bank , equipped with state privileges. Goethe was inspired by the 
foundation in 1692 of the Bank of England by businessmen of the City, which was endowed by the 
king of the privilege of issuing paper money without the value emitted is completely covered by its 
gold value . This is the starting point of our current monetary system : the invention of credit later 
extend - by other means - money creation " fausto - mephistophelic ."

The second stage of the alchemical process is the creation of real value. Goethe clearly saw that the 
gold guarantee money is not enough. The money must be capital, it must be invested. Transmutation 
familiar to observers of the industrial revolution : " From this filthy sewer pure gold flows ," wrote 
Alexis de Tocqueville , for example, about Manchester. The money allows the action, the creation in 
the economic field :

"That's the power I want to conquer , property ,

The action is everything, the glory is nothing, " proclaims Faust .

But what is the purpose? On the threshold of his last great challenge , the hero of Goethe say this 
monstrous sentence he considers the "last word of wisdom "

" He alone deserves freedom as much as life,

Who every day must conquer them.

Thus surrounded by danger,

The child , the adult and the old well spent their working years .

I want to see that swarm there,

Keep me in a free land , with a free people.

To address this point, I could say :

Therefore stand still , you're so beautiful! "

This is his ideal setting in motion everything and mobility for all generalized to the whole society 
constantly at work without rest or interruption. A society that placed in permanent insecurity, not 
elsewhere longer exists as such, but becomes a partnership spectra. If we implement it in our 
contemporary terms , in this world there is neither retreat nor education - and of course working on 
Sundays. For Faust , there will be as eternal rest . But this constant restlessness is not supportable : 
excursions in the kitchens of witches concoct him drugs are needed to continue:

" Swallow so ! Go ahead without fear !

Mephisto whispers , before intimating him

Coming out soon , should not you rest . "

Money, property , energy and machinery, we are in the industrial revolution and the new religion of 
capitalism. " Transcendence man once sought in religion was transferred to the economy ," says 
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Binswanger , whose latest book , published in February 2011, entitled Community belief of 
economists. But if , for Walter Benjamin ( 4), " capitalism is essentially calming those worries and 
concerns that religions brought formerly an answer," the desire for action , progress, etc. . , Which 
animates can not , he subside. The room could ideally play headquarters of the International 
Monetary Fund ( IMF). But now allows Goethe to think , faced with this compulsive flood , the 
question of its limits.

For Binswanger , the tragedy of Faust is that of excess and " blinded by his vision of perpetual 
progress," Faust " will destroy itself the foundation of his economic plan , it will exhaust the 
world." Otherwise, the companions of progress will certainly be active, but also toxic ... When , for 
his "last and supreme conquest," Faust began to drain the swamps that stink "everything has already 
been conquered ," is , according to economist , victim of an illusion. This drying is not the completion 
of his great work ( the alchemical sense), but the simple need correcting negative externalities 
produced by its own previous work pipeline . Goethe followed carefully projects channels Suez, 
Panama , Rhine -Danube , which met these challenges.

But there are other "toxic assets" , plus ... spiritual . Faust , blinded by an allegorical character 
named Sorge ( "concern" , the word also means "care" in German) , believes that the picks and 
shovels that means transforming marshes. In reality, they dig his grave. And these are not humans 
who handle them , but the lemurs , ghosts, wandering souls , the only ones that remain. The dream 
of Margaret Thatcher has realized the company was destroyed. So what is the value that can give 
meaning to all this? Oskar Negt (5) , a former student of Theodor Adorno and collaborator Jürgen 
Habermas , who has devoted much of his time to the unions, centers its interpretation of Goethe 
Calvinist ethics of work, based on the spirit of capitalism by Max Weber.

"Since I am , I must also act

I would immediately roll up my sleeves and get to work . "

Is that the essence of being human , even if that work becomes an " addiction "? Faust eventually 
lead to a labor camp , and Negt can not help but see in this passage as a premonition of the 
concentration camp of Buchenwald (6) , near Weimar , the city of Goethe .

" In the beginning was the Action ," Faust said , after striking the Word, the Word and the Force. 
Bulimia action in the economic field reveals a frantic search for immortality here below. Hunting 
downtime kills time of death. But Faust , who wants to conquer the mastery of time , is bound to 
fail : Mephistopheles and announce that "time becomes the master " - the alchemical experiment 
failed , looking for unlimited Faust still face a finite world . In this reading , this dramatic poem 
appears as an attempt to Goethe to think through the Fable of the Bees by Bernard Mandeville and 
make this part of the lab its multiple consequences . His famous maxim foundation of liberalism, that 
" private vices are public good " about the wife of Mephistopheles when he declares to be "a part 
of that force which always wants evil and always does good ." But so is Faust , press the "strength" 
of the devil, if not free their impulses and pass " scanning step by step everything that hindered its 
development (7) " which is the principle of divine market ...

Bernard Umbrecht  Former correspondent for L'Humanité in Berlin



The Politics of Johann Wolfgang Goethe

[A version of this was published in The Wall Street 

Journal Europe, December 30, 1999.]

This year marks the 250th birthday of Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe. Most Europeans know that he 

was the greatest of all German writers and poets 

and one of the giants of world literature. Less well 

known is that he was also a thorough-going classical liberal, arguing that free trade and free 

cultural exchange are the keys to authentic national welfare and peaceful international 

integration. He also argued and fought against the expansion, centralization, and unification of 

government on grounds that these trends can only hinder prosperity and true cultural 

development. Because of his relevance to the ongoing construction of Europe, I'd like to 

nominate Goethe as the European of the millennium. 

Born in 1749 in the free imperial city of Frankfurt am Main into an upper-middle-class family, 

Goethe studied law in Leipzig and Strasbourg. However, on receiving his doctorate and 

practicing briefly as a lawyer, he set out on a spectacularly successful career as poet, 

dramatist, novelist, lyricist, artist, and critic of architecture, art, literature, and music. He 

was also a natural scientist and a student of anatomy, botany, morphology, and optics. To this 

day, he defines the meaning of genius, with a life oeuvre encompassing more than 60 volumes, 

including, besides his masterpiece Faust, such writings as Goetz von Berlichingen, The Sorrows 

of Young Werther, Torquato Tasso, Egmont, Iphigenia in Tauris, Clavigo, Stella, Hermann and 

Dorothea, Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship, Wilhelm Meister's Travels, Roman Elegies, West-

East Divan, Elective Affinities, Italian Travels, Metamorphosis of Plants, and Theory of Colors. 

In 1775, at the invitation of Duke Carl August of Saxe-Weimar, Goethe visited Weimar and took 

up residence there until his death in 1832, a stay that was interrupted by frequent and 

extended travels all across Germany, Switzerland, Italy, and France. It was surely while 

traveling that he developed his liberal political position. 



From the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia and until the Napoleonic wars, Germany had consisted of 

some 234 "countries," 51 free cities, and about 1,500 independent knightly manors. Out of this 

multitude of independent political units, only Austria counted as a great power, and only 

Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, and Hanover could be considered major political players. Saxe-

Weimar was one of the smaller and poorer units, encompassing just a few dozen villages and 

small towns. 

The Vienna Congress of 1815, which followed Napoleon's defeat, saw the number of 

independent German political territories reduced to 39. Owing to the family relationship of its 

ruling house with Russia's Romanoff dynasty, Saxe-Weimar grew by about one-third of its 

former size and became the Grand Duchy of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach. Still, it remained one of 

Germany's smaller, poorer, and politically less significant countries. 

Its capital, Weimar, was a small town of less than 6,000 inhabitants when Goethe moved there, 

and even at the time of his death in 1832 it had only grown to 10,000. Goethe had come to 

Weimar as Carl-August's favorite, and he and the Duke rode, hunted, and caroused together. 

At the behest of Carl-August, Goethe was given the aristocratic honorific "von" by the Emperor 

Joseph II. At various times, Goethe's duties as a member of the Privy Council involved the 

supervision of the Duchy's 600-strong army (he reduced its size to 293), the construction of its 

roads and mines, the management of its finances (he cut taxes), the operation of the court 

theater, and the oversight of its nearby University of Jena, which at that time included among 

its faculty Hegel, Fichte, Schelling, Schiller, Humboldt, and the brothers Schlegel. 

Already acclaimed throughout Germany when he settled in Weimar, Goethe's fame grew 

immensely in the following years. Whether it was on his travels or in Weimar, nearly everyone 

sought his company, including the likes of Ludwig van Beethoven, Empress Maria Ludovica of 

Austria, and Napoleon. Indeed, by the last decade of Goethe's life, he and Weimar had become 

synonymous with German culture, and Weimar and the Goethe residence became the objects 

of pilgrimages by members of the German Bildungsbuergertum (the educated bourgeoisie). 

It was during this last phase of his life when Goethe, in a conversation recorded by one of his 

devotees, Johann Peter Eckermann, commented on the relationship between Germany's 

political particularism (Kleinstaaterei) and culture. At the time these remarks were made, on 

Oct. 23, 1828, Germany had become increasingly affected by democratic and nationalistic 

sentiments as a result of the French Revolution and the subsequent Napoleonic era. Most of the 

German liberals had become democrats and advocates of a unified German nation-state. 



As a classical liberal, Goethe, wisely and with remarkable prescience, stood largely alone in 

firm opposition to this transformation of the liberal creed. In his view, democracy was 

incompatible with liberty. "Legislators and revolutionaries who promise equality and liberty at 

the same time," he wrote in his Maximen und Reflexionen, "are either psychopaths or 

mountebanks." Political centralization, as Goethe explained in his conversation with 

Eckermann, would lead to the destruction of culture: 

I do not fear that Germany will not be united; our excellent streets and future railroads will do 

their own. Germany is united in her patriotism and opposition to external enemies. She is 

united, because the German Taler and Groschen have the same value throughout the entire 

Empire, and because my suitcase can pass through all thirty-six states without being opened. It 

is united, because the municipal travel documents of a resident of Weimar are accepted 

everywhere on a par with the passports of the citizens of her mighty foreign neighbors. With 

regard to the German states, there is no longer any talk of domestic and foreign lands. Further, 

Germany is united in the areas of weights and measures, trade and migration, and a hundred 

similar things which I neither can nor wish to mention.

"One is mistaken, however, if one thinks that Germany's unity should be expressed in the form 

of one large capital city, and that this great city might benefit the masses in the same way that 

it might benefit the development of a few outstanding individuals," he added. 

Would that today's Brussels bureaucrats understood this! The single EU market has given the 15 

member states the open borders--to people, goods and capital--that Goethe praised in 1828. 

Free trade and migration are a reality. But what is not needed is a "large capital city" or a 

federal state to regulate, or further complicate, life. 

Goethe recognized that the genius of the people lay with the people, and not with the 

bureaucrats. He told Eckermann that "what makes Germany great is her admirable popular 

culture, which has penetrated all parts of the Empire evenly. And is it not the many different 

princely residences from whence this culture springs and which are its bearers and curators? 

Just assume that for centuries only the two capitals of Vienna and Berlin had existed in 

Germany or even only a single one. Then I wonder what would have happened to the German 

culture and the widespread prosperity that goes hand in hand with culture." 



"Think about cities such as Dresden, Munich, Stuttgart, Kassel, Braunschweig, Hanover, and 

similar ones; think about the energy that these cities represent; think about the effect they 

have on neighboring provinces, and ask yourself, if all of this would exist if such cities had not 

been the residences of princes for a long time." 

"Frankfurt, Bremen, Hamburg, Luebeck are large and brilliant, and their impact on the 

prosperity of Germany is incalculable. Yet, would they remain what they are if they were to 

lose their independence and be incorporated as provincial cities into one great German Empire? 

I have reason to doubt this." 

As highly as Germans revered Goethe as a national hero, they have not heeded his advice this 

century, not even at the end of the Cold War. Nor have most people in Europe paid heed to his 

warnings on the dangers of political centralization. Pertinent today as they were when written, 

Goethe's insights regarding the social and political foundations of culture still demand our 

attention. 

Hans-Hermann Hoppe, an Austrian School economist and anarchocapitalist philosopher, is professor emeritus of 

economics at UNLV, a distinguished fellow with the Ludwig von Mises Institute, and founder and president of 

The Property and Freedom Society. Send him mail. See Hans-Hermann Hoppe's article archives.
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In Part II of his greatest play, Faust (1832),* Goethe confronts the promises and pitfalls of the 
Industrial Revolution and the economic growth that it generated. As finance minister at the Court of 
Weimar he was well placed to comment on these developments, and his insights remain 
astonishingly relevant today. 

Goethe's protagonist is representative of modern man who, through science, seeks to subjugate 
nature and to build up a new economic realm of freedom and prosperity. Faust's exultation at the 
“lovely moment” (verweile doch, du bist so schön) that this would bring expresses the delight of 
modern man at the sheer cornucopia of these new riches. But not all is rosy in this economic garden, 
for Goethe warns that these riches may be built upon an unsustainable illusion. After all, 
Mephistopheles, who is “the spirit, that evermore denies,” is Faust's business partner! As we ponder 
whether the new riches that we have amassed are real or illusory, it is worth taking a closer look at 
how Goethe dramatizes this issue. 

Faust declares his aims as he looks out upon the sea and its ceaseless ebb and flow.

Onward it sweeps by courses numberless,

Barren itself, to squander barrenness;

Now swelling, growing, rolling on, it drowns

In desolation leagues of wasted downs;

There riots, wave on wave, with wanton force,

Then ebbs—and nothing's been achieved, of course.

I might despair, to see the aimless way

Such lawless elements exert their sway.

Yet no despair shall my resolve benumb;

Here I might struggle, here might overcome!
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Subsequently Goethe shows how, through a combination of economic activity and technological 
progress, the subjugation of nature and of natural forces—symbolized by ebb and flow—is effected. 
The section of coastline that Faust had observed is enclosed by a dyke and transformed into a garden 
“like an Eden.” This subjugation seems miraculous, like an alchemical process: What had hitherto 
been economically worthless has been transmuted into something economically valuable. 

Faust is a vigorous entrepreneur who drives his workers to their utmost. Yet Goethe realizes that 
entrepreneurial vision and human labor are not enough to achieve the great project. Money is 
required to pay the workers who, now far from home, have lost their means of subsistence. 
However, the limited supply of gold that can be mined is insufficient to supply the monetary 
requirement of the project. Faust has taken care of this with the help of the emperor, that is, the 
state, by founding a bank that issues paper money, a currency not convertible into gold: 

'Twere hopeless now the flying leaves to stop;

With lightning speed they spread through-out the land.

The state profits from the invention of paper money by using it to pay its debts. But Faust invests the 
money in the production of real goods and through this transaction creates an equivalence between 
manufactured goods and paper money, thereby turning valueless paper into an instrument of real 
buying power. The potency of this buying power derives from both traditional and new sources of 
energy. Faust no longer relies on human labor alone, but also on newly created, energy-driven 
machines because these are more efficient. The change seems almost magical: 

Vain all day is their hacking, tearing,

Pick and shovel, stroke on stroke!

Where night-long great fires were flaring,

Stood a bank when morning broke.

The prerequisite for this is the renewed establishment of the laws of property which grants mankind 
the right of absolute power over nature, and now Faust unabashedly proclaims, “Property and 
dominion I want to gain.” 

In Faust Goethe thus describes, with historical accuracy, the establishment of three crucial 
instruments that enabled economic growth and served as a motor for further development:

(i) The creation of paper money, which began with the issuance of bank notes by the Bank of 
England at the end of the 17th century and forms the basis of our global system of currency, 
with its potential for constant expansion; 

(ii) (ii) James Watt's invention of the steam engine at the end of the 18th century and the use of 
coal, which marked the beginning of the Industrial Revolution;

(iii)  (iii) the Roman property law of “dominium,” the ius utendi et abutendi re sua (the right not 
merely to use, but also to consume, one's private property) in the Code Napoleon—the new 
civil code created by Napoleon at the beginning of the 19th century. This concept of 
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ownership provides the necessary legal sanction for the increasing subordination of nature 
to the requirements of economic exploitation. 

Goethe not only reveals how Faust, the representative modern man, realizes this massive project of 
economic progress, but also shows the existing and potential dangers associated with it. Human 
progress entails curbing nature by constructing an artificial world consisting of cities, industry, 
transport, and intensified agriculture, symbolized in Faust by land reclamation through building of 
the dyke. With great insight Goethe tells us that the intervention into the natural environment that 
this demands may have unforeseen consequences because nature reacts according to its own laws, 
which humans can never entirely predict. Unintended or unanticipated consequences may wipe out 
wholly or in part the successes gained by earlier interventions or cast retrospective doubt upon 
them. In Faust Goethe draws attention to three dangers, in particular: 

(i) Environmental damage may ensue, exemplified by a “foul morass” in the reclaimed land, 
because there is no outflow for the stinking water. This is a consequence of the short-
sighted construction of the dyke, which has led to the formation of algae and the silting 
up of drainage channels. As attempts are made to correct these problems, new ones are 
created, which in their turn require further corrections. Thus Faust's megalomanic 
project is never-ending! 

(ii) (ii) To realize his plans Faust needs more and more land. So he drives out the established 
population—exemplified in Faust by the old couple, Baucis and Philemon—from the 
dunes above the newly embanked land. The beauty of the natural landscape, which had 
evolved and been carefully maintained over centuries—everything we associate with the 
idea of “home”—is now ruined.

(iii)  (iii) New risks arise that could completely destroy Faust's entire project. For example the 
dam, which Faust sets against the might of the ocean, could break! Faust knows this, but 
he believes that if all available forces are coordinated, then all possible dangers can be 
overcome: 

Howe'er may rage the angry baffled tide,

Striving to sap, to force an entrance, each

And all rush swiftly to close up the breach.

But Mephistopheles disagrees:

Yet all your labor's spent for us alone.

With your fine dams and bulwarks vast,

You're but preparing a superb repast

For Neptune, the sea-fiend, to feast upon.
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You're trumped and done for every way,

Into our hands the elements play,

Destruction onwards is striding fast.

The real danger is that Faust—modern man—will not acknowledge the need for careful planning to 
forestall such damage as he pushes on relentlessly, not seeing what is going on around him. Goethe 
symbolizes this blind irresponsibility by Faust's loss of eyesight. In other words, Faust is so obsessed 
with his plans to subdue nature that he loses sight of the realities that may require careful reflection 
and possibly a total rethinking of the project. Hence mankind compounds its natural limitations—its 
inability to fully understand nature's complexity—with a blindness induced by hubris. 

The Rio conference on “Sustainable Development” (1992) demonstrated that we live in a finite, 
limited world and that development is only sustainable if we take account of these limitations. This is 
a challenge for Faust, a challenge for modern man. Here, too, Goethe was prophetic. In his 
comments on “Contemplative Judgement” he writes: “Our aim must be, through contemplation of 
the ceaseless processes of nature, to make ourselves worthy to share spiritually in her 
productions.” ** In other words, we must be careful observers of nature's parameters and allow 
ourselves, more than ever before, to be guided by them. Instead of continuing our attempt to 
dominate nature with linear thinking, we must cultivate an intuitive sensitivity and responsiveness to 
her complexities. Science must respond to this reorientation by developing the corresponding 
technology. We need to develop products—consumer goods, machines, buildings—that produce less 
waste, last longer, are recyclable, consume less energy, and fit gracefully into the landscape and/or 
model themselves on natural forms (bionics). 

This is only possible if economists, too, understand that less can be more, that in economic 
production what matters is not so much the amount produced but its increased utility, and that, 
accordingly, both quantitative and qualitative growth can benefit mankind without damaging nature. 
Perhaps Faust, or modern man, may never, as Goethe once hoped, achieve a moment so lovely that 
he would want to hold on to it forever. But if we strive to develop a more respectful relationship with 
nature, we may very well come closer to creating just such a moment. 

↵* Translations of Faust in this essay are from Goethe's Faust, Parts I and II, translated by T. Martin 
[Dent, London, (Dutton, New York), 1954, reprinted 1971]. This translation was originally published 
as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, A Dramatic Poem, tr. T. Martin (Blackwood, Edinburgh, 
London, 1865). 

↵** Goethe's Samtliche Werke, in dreissig Banden (Cotta'scher Verlag, Stuttgart und Tübingen, 
1851), 30 Band, S. 345. 
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Abstract

According to Hegel, the basic assignment of philosophy is to capture the present in thoughts. When it 
comes to understanding our present, an assessment of the technosciences and their impact on our 
view on nature, society and ourselves must be of key importance. A prominent feature of 
contemporary technosciences resides in their pervasiveness: the extent to which they pervade 
nature, society and human bodies, even on a molecular level, as well as each other. On the one hand, 
the 20th century is the era of the elementary particles, of identifying the elementary subatomic and 
molecular building blocks of matter and life. On the other hand, it is the era of complexity, of 
evolving systems. In both directions, our understanding of ourselves is challenged and deepened by 
technoscientific explorations. Increasingly, moreover, our technologies tend become nature-like. This 
allows us to embed them more adequately in natural systems, but it also opens up unprecedented 
opportunities for modifying natural systems, including human bodies. How are we to address the 
bioethical and biopolitical prospects and concerns implied in these developments?

1. Introduction: Assessing the present and exploring the future: the basic assignment of philosophy

Das was ist zu begreifen, ist die Aufgabe der Philosophie …

[Sie ist] ihre Zeit in Gedanken erfasst (Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel)i

According to Hegel, the basic “assignment” of philosophy is to assess the present, to capture it in 
thoughts. When it comes to understanding our present (i.e. the contemporary world), science and 
technology, including their impact on contemporary knowledge societies, must evidently constitute a 
major target of reflection. Is it still possible, by way of a “Hegelian” effort, to capture the basic profile 
of the contemporary sciences in a single term? Such an effort would constitute a starting point for a 
systematic exploration of the future, while such an exploration in its turn would provide us with 
input on how to address the bioethical and biopolitical challenges of the present. In the first section, I 
will outline the idea that a rather prominent feature of the contemporary technosciences resides in 
their pervasiveness, the extent to which they are effectively pervading, and being pervaded by, each 
other, as well as by their scientific and social environments in various ways. They not only deepen 
and broaden our understanding of the world and of ourselves (section 2), but also produce new 
“biomimetic” technologies that allows us to interact with natural systems, both “internally” (inside 
our bodies) and “externally” (outside our bodies), in more intimate and effective ways, opening up 
prospects for modification that are as fascinating as they are uncanny.

2. Pervasive science

We are surrounded and embraced by her: powerless to separate ourselves from her, and powerless 
to penetrate beyond her… She is ever shaping new forms: what is, has never yet been, everything is 
new, and yet nought but the old. We live in her midst but know her not. She is incessantly speaking 
to us, but betrays not her secret. We constantly act upon her, and yet have no power over her...



These are the opening lines of the first issue of the journal Nature, published in 1869 and written by 
Thomas Huxley. Actually, these lines were borrowed from Goethe’s famous fragment Die Natur. The 
basic idea of this paper is that what Goethe has written so eloquently about nature can now be 
written about the contemporary technosciences using the very same terms: we are surrounded by 
them, powerless to separate ourselves from them, we constantly act upon them, yet have no power 
over them.

Thus, I take pervasiveness to be a key feature of the emerging technosciences. They pervade natural 
systems in various dimensions, from the immensities of the galaxy down to the nanoworld of 
elementary particles and the basic molecular structures of biomaterials and living systems. 
Moreover, technosciences are pervading the bioworlds of ecosystems and ecological networks, 
opening up unexplored realms of microbial life. But they also pervade us: our bodies and minds. 
Building on techniques ranging from genomics to brain imaging, they are analysing the dynamics of 
cognitive and emotional functions in a much more detailed way than ever before. Technosciences 
(ICT, genomics, nanoscience) are permeating everyday life, becoming ubiquitous, embedded and 
highly adaptive.

Technosciences also pervade each other. Disciplinary compartmentalisations give way to emerging 
supra-disciplinary fields, involving experts from a broad range of disciplines in large-scale research 
programmes. Traditional distinctions (science vs. technology, fundamental vs. applied research, 
nature vs. technology, subject vs. object) are increasingly difficult to uphold. Finally, emerging 
technosciences pervade and are pervaded by society in far-researching ways. They permeate the 
ways in which we communicate and interact with one another, significantly affecting social change in 
knowledge societies. At the same time, societal dynamics have a profound impact on the ways in 
which research is organised and research agendas evolve. Pervasiveness inspires both fascination 
and concern.

Although the societal import of pervasiveness will eventually present itself in terms of concrete and 
acute bioethical issues, the assessment of these issues must build on a thorough analysis of the 
manner in which new scientific insights and approaches actually “inform” society, notably by 
affecting the way we see ourselves, i.e. the way in which we assess our contemporary being-in-the-
world. This is done in two directions: firstly by deepening (on the molecular level) the molecular and 
genetic basis of our functioning as human beings; and secondly, by broadening (on the ecological 
level) our self-awareness of our embedding within complex and dynamical external networks. Thus, 
novel scientific approaches significantly influence the manner in which we assess our own 
functioning. Rather than expanding our knowledge of ourselves as human beings in an 
anthropocentric fashion, in isolation from the rest of the biosphere, our functioning is now explored 
and assessed against the backdrop of the internal and external networks that allow us to exist and 
are affected by our policies and behaviours, as individuals and as societies. Self-knowledge as such is 
not the end-point of our desire to know. On the contrary, as has been articulated by Nietzsche, 
Foucault and others, the will to know (ourselves) is inspired by a will to transform, to control and to 
improve (ourselves). In terms of our ecological functioning, new scientific insights may provide 
opportunities for more sustainable forms of interaction and co-development, but also for 
strengthening our technological sway of nature in more sophisticated and effective ways. In terms of 
physical and cognitive functioning, new scientific insights may provide opportunities for performance 
enhancement. Yet, in order to realize these opportunities, natural systems (including our own 



bodies) will be permeated by our probing and our modifications, and this process is bound to entail a 
plethora of (often unprecedented) bioethical quandaries. Although on the conceptual level the 
distinction between “Self” versus “nature” and between understanding nature (or ourselves) and 
manipulating nature (or ourselves) may be clear, in actual practice, in the context of emerging 
technosciences, these processes are often implicated in one another, so that manipulation enables 
us to further our understanding, while a refined and sensitive understanding may allow us to 
manipulate natural systems or human bodies in more effective ways. How should we assess these 
newly emerging avenues and opportunities for modification and self-modification? Before addressing 
the quandaries involved in bioethical and biopolitical terms, a thorough analysis of the type of 
knowledge involved is called for.

Regardless of whether this analysis is directed towards the micro-level of molecular functioning or 
towards the macro-level of ecological functioning, in both cases our will to know is inspired by the 
idea that novel technosciences may allow us to develop new generations of nature-like (bio-mimetic) 
technologies that may enable us to interact more directly and intimately with natural systems and 
processes, including ourselves. This is a perspective provokes both fascination and unease. In the 
next sections, two core aspects of pervasiveness will be explored more thoroughly. On the one hand 
the relationship between pervasiveness and the Self (pervasive Self-understanding) – or rather: the 
blurring of the boundaries between technology and the Self- – and on the other hand the 
relationship between pervasiveness and nature – or rather: the blurring of the boundaries between 
pervasive technologies and natural systems, represented by the emerging possibilities for biomimesis 
and biomimetic interventions.

Scientific research takes place in the context of a triangular relationship involving three “poles” that 
mutually imply and affect one another, namely the pole of knowledge or science (the 
technosciences), the pole of nature (natural systems) and finally the human pole, the pole of the Self 
(of individuals, communities and societies). None of these poles can be meaningfully studied in 
isolation from the others. Nonetheless, in the context of philosophical research activities, the focus 
of attention may temporarily shift from science, to nature, to Self and vice versa.

3. Pervasiveness and self-knowledge

“Know then thyself, presume not God to scan,

The proper study of mankind is man”

(Alexander Pope, Essay on Man)ii

Having identified pervasiveness as a key feature of contemporary research activities, the “second 
step” in the argument begins from the observation that the ultimate target of the pervasive research 
under study apparently resides in understanding, improving and managing human life itself. Thus, 
the outcomes of pervasive research are bound to significantly affect the ways in which we come to 
see, and subsequently to develop and manage ourselves. It is indeed astonishing that, regardless of 
the disciplinary backgrounds of the research communities involved – (bio)physics, (bio)chemistry, 
(bio)informatics, the molecular life sciences, etc. – they eventually are bound to contribute to the 
converging ambition of elucidating the functioning of ourselves as human beings. This is not to 
suggest that contemporary technosciences are anthropocentric in their basic orientation; rather the 



contrary is true. Paradoxically, although pervasive research entails important messages for self-
understanding, it eventually undermines rather than strengthens an anthropocentric understanding 
of ourselves. Through pervasive research we deepen and broaden our self-understanding in the 
sense that we become increasingly aware of the entanglement of our functioning within the webs 
and networks of life on all levels. In order to understand ourselves, pervasiveness allows and incites 
us to focus on understanding our relatedness with other species as well as with a broad variety of 
natural systems.

This “gathering” of research communities around the analysis of human life itself, is the outcome of a 
longer history. Whereas the first half of the 20th century is generally regarded as the Golden Age of 
modern physics, resulting in groundbreaking “applications” such as nuclear energy and the atomic 
bomb, most of which involved major and unprecedented ethical and biopolitical challenges, during 
the second half of the 20th century, the focus of the scientific revolution that began in 1900 (with the 
introduction of the quantum-concept, the mutation-concept, the rediscovery of Mendel, etc.) shifted 
towards the biofields, notably affecting the research practices that centred on elucidating human 
functioning. It is indeed astonishing that disciplines such as physics, chemistry, informatics etc. 
gradually shifted their focus of attention and by and large transformed themselves into biophysics, 
biochemistry, bioinformatics and the like. An important signal for this migration trend was the 
publication in 1944 by the prominent physicist Erwin Schrödinger of the scientific best-seller, What is 
life?, in which he urged physicists to turn attention to the elementary particles of life. The book 
coincided with the Manhattan Project and greatly influenced a whole cohort of physicists (Delbrück, 
Wilkins, Franklin, Crick, Collins, etc.) in migrating towards biofields – a development that has had a 
significant impact on methodologies, technologies and mind-sets of life-science researchers. The 
discovery of the structure of DNA in 1953 by a biologist and a physicist, building on physical and 
chemical technologies and methods such as crystallography and molecular model-building, 
symbolised this trend. And physics brought with it the use of large equipment and, eventually, of big 
science. Indeed, an important aspect of the transformations currently evolving in research are the 
remarkable increase of pace and scale as well as the role of high-tech equipment, notably ICT. 
Eventually, these variously evolving disciplines will begin to address some of the unexplored domains 
of human life, notably on the molecular and ecological level, such as our “internal” and “external” 
(genetic, molecular, neural, ecological, etc.) networks, thereby significantly challenging and affecting 
the way we look upon ourselves.

Elsewhere (2007) I have outlines how genomics has fuelled and revivified fundamental debates 
concerning our ambition to know ourselves. (Bio)physics, (bio)chemistry, (bio)informatics and a 
plethora of other emerging research practices increasingly focus on elucidating human behaviour 
and human functioning on all levels (genetic, physiological, cognitive, behavioural) and in various 
dimensions. Firstly, by focusing on the extremely small, the study of life “from molecule to man”. 
Thus, the analysis of our internal networks and pathways has become a converging field involving a 
broad range of experts from various scientific backgrounds (ranging from mathematics and physics 
up to the human sciences and humanities). Secondly, contemporary research practices are 
deepening our understanding of our embeddedness in socio-cultural and symbolical networks that 
greatly affect our cognitive functioning. Human intelligence is not only a result of our having a well-
developed brain, but also the fact that our cultural and symbolical environment facilitates intelligent 
behaviour. In other words, our intelligence is the outcome of a complex interaction between our 
neural networks on the one hand and our symbolical systems and networks (verbal communication, 



writing, mathematics, politics, ethics, etc.) on the other. Thirdly, we have become increasingly aware 
of our intimate entanglement in broader networks and webs of life in various ways (the analysis of 
our external biological networks). We increasingly see ourselves as elements in ecological networks 
whose “health” and functioning is greatly dependent on our decisions, policies and behaviour. 
Moreover, we increasingly see ourselves as “super-organisms”, as containers hosting a plethora of 
microbial life forms, on whose “labour” the greater part of our metabolism depends. Finally, we 
increasingly see ourselves as the outcome of a history that must be interpreted as a narrative of 
evolving ecological networks rather than as a single-species (anthropocentric) story (Jones 2001). Our 
history is basically a multi-species history, a co-evolution of human beings and various other species 
whose vicissitudes are intimately intertwined with ours, a story of interactions between human 
communities, domesticated animals, cultivated plants and modified environments. In other words, 
our understanding of ourselves is both deepened (on the molecular level) and broadened (on the 
socio-cultural level) and widened (on the ecological level). This increased Self-awareness opens up 
new challenges and possibilities for self-management (bioethics) and governance (biopolitics).

Self-knowledge is not an end in itself, in terms of the cognitive insights it provides, but also a 
precondition for managing and even improving ourselves: our functioning as well as our societal and 
ecological embedding. And pervasive research furthers this process not only by enriching our 
understanding, but simultaneously by providing new tools and technologies that may allow us to use 
these insights for governance (biopolitics) and self-management (empowerment). Notably, 
pervasiveness gives rise to a plethora of bio-mimetic technologies that can in theory be applied to 
manage and improve, in a “nature friendly” manner, both our own physiological, senso-motorial and 
cognitive functioning as well as the functioning of the ecosystems we inhabit.

4. Biomimesis as a key aspect of pervasiveness

Gardeners now use DNA kits... People are making genetically modified roses all over the world... The 
technology is everywhere... Michael Crichton Next

An important characteristic of emerging technosciences, and an important aspect of their 
pervasiveness, is their tendency to see themselves as much more “natural” (more adaptive to 
nature) than previous forms of human technology. Novel technosciences claim to be increasingly 
able not only to permeate and explore but also to mimic and imitate the technologies nature herself 
has produced in the course of billions of years of evolution. Ever since its introduction during the late 
1990’s, the concept of biomimesis (or biomimetics) has become popular in a number of research 
fields, such as material science (Mann 1997, Bensaude-Vincent 2002) and has made its appearance in 
top journals such as Nature (Ball 2001, Sanchez et al 2005). According to Sanchez, for instance, 
biomimesis is “one of the most promising scientific and technological challenges of the coming years” 
(p. 285). But what exactly is biomimesis?

Biomimesis refers to the objective of reinserting artificial (man-made) systems in natural systems in 
such a way that the artificial system becomes optimally embedded. The idea is that natural systems 
and materials display a high degree of sophistication and adaptability and that nature, in the course 
of evolution, has generated a plethora of techniques (solutions to functional problems of living 
systems) that can be studied and imitated by contemporary technoscience. The ultimate goal is to 
reintegrate the technosphere into the biosphere (mutual pervasiveness of technology and nature). 
Whereas in the past the focus was on using technology to improve nature, nature’s “pool of ideas” 



now increasingly becomes a source of innovation and improvement for molecular technology (Ball 
2001). Notably, the wasteful systems of human production might be replaced by the more cyclical 
and sustainable economies characteristic of natural systems. Indeed, the idea of biomimesis is closely 
linked to that of sustainability. Although the concept as such has a long history in aesthetics and 
architecture – in its present form it was introduced by Warren McCulloch in 1962 – it became a key 
term among life scientists only from the 1990s onwards.

In the past, a “Faustian” view of the relationship between science and nature was regarded as 
dominant. Science and technology were seen by their protagonists as instruments for gaining 
mastery over nature. The Faustian will to know gradually forced its way down to the basic and 
elementary building blocks of nature, as was articulated by Goethe in his famous lines from Faust, 
cited, for instance, in the novel Elementary particles by Michel Houellebecq (1998): Dass ich erkenne, 
was die Welt / Im Innersten zusammenhält. Yet, notwithstanding the Faustian desire to intimately 
explore the secrets of nature, the basic Faustian drive has always been to use this knowledge in order 
to go beyond nature, to transcend and improve nature. This is the basic Faustian ambition: from 
creating artificial human life in the laboratory (the homunculus scene in Faust) up to creating an 
artificial manmade landscape as a technological “paradise” (the polder scene in Faust).

This Faustian ideal also applies to “classical” biotechnology. Around 1900, biologist Jacques Loeb 
(1859-1924) voiced the idea that nature must be regarded as raw material, to be modified and 
improved by bioengineers (Pauly 1987). Biology’s core objective, Loeb said, is the improvement of 
nature. Why accept existing biological constraints as given? Why not use biological knowledge in 
order to improve life and – eventually – ourselves, much more directly and effectively than we have 
done so far? Why not prolong the human life-span or opt for artificial instead of sexual reproduction? 
Indeed, the famous first chapter of Aldous Huxley’s Brave new world, describing the “Central London 
Hatchery and Conditioning Centre” consciously echoes Loeb’s ideas. The first chapter describes how 
the chemical environments of embryos kept in vitro are systematically manipulated in order to adapt 
them to societal demands and actually contains references to Loeb’s views.

Thus, the Faustian ambition has been to use our knowledge concerning the building blocks of nature 
in order to transcend natural limits and to move human life into new, “postnatural”, directions. This 
is also the case in relation to the biotechnological revolution that emerged during the final decades 
of the twentieth century. Genes could now be deleted or inserted in order to transcends natural 
borders and boundaries (such as between species) and to produce new life forms. Thus, nature was 
the target, rather than the model, and the orientation of biotechnology was trans-natural. The 
bioengineer was the active agent who actively aimed at modifying nature. Through science and 
technology, landscapes could be cultivated and plants and animals could be adapted to human 
interests, either through genetic modification or otherwise.

Newly emerging pervasive technosciences, however, increasingly claim to incorporate a different 
vision of nature. It has become an important objective and promise of pervasive science to facilitate 
the emergence of new generations of nature-friendly and environment-respecting technologies that 
may allow us to interact with nature in a much more sustainable, fine-tuned and sensitive manner. 
The basic idea is that by permeating natural systems more intimately than ever before, technologies 
can now be designed that mimic and build on the “technologies” developed by nature herself, in a 



more refined fashion, allowing us to use the potentials and resources of nature (described as “Ali-
Baba’s cave of technology”, Sanchez et al 2005) in more intelligent and considerate ways.

Yet, of course, the new pervading technosciences may also be seen as pathways towards mastering 
and manipulating nature more effectively than ever before; our age is arguably becoming more 
Faustian than any previous century. An even more sophisticated will to power may, in a cunning 
manner, have appropriated the rhetoric of biomimesis and sustainability. Thus, in addition to a 
seismographic sensitivity for what is happening in contemporary research, contemporary 
philosophers of technology and science should maintain a healthy attitude of suspicion.

Nonetheless, the concept of biomimesis deserves to be taken seriously. In a much-cited review 
article, Viola Vogel (2002) addresses this development under the heading of “reverse engineering”: 
the basic effort to reorient the innovation process, taking molecular nature as the model. Her focus is 
on proteins: nature’s “workhorses”. According to Vogel, a fine-grained understanding of the 
underlying design principles that allowed proteins to evolve and to fulfil a plethora of functions can 
provide researchers with new insights into how to enhance the performance of synthetic artificial 
systems with increased sophistication. For example, proteins can specifically recognize other 
biomolecules with a selectivity and affinity several orders of magnitude superior to their synthetic 
counterparts, which offers prospects for biomimetic biodetection. Proteins can also be used as 
switches in artificial systems or as micro energy convertors or producers. A plethora of lessons can be 
learned from how nature solves the challenge of functional problems of living systems.

Thus, the idea of biomimesis (or homeotechnology, or reverse engineering) conveys the awareness 
that, while, thus far, technology has been primarily used to modify nature, the rich sources of 
inspiration produced by almost 4 billion years of biological evolution have only begun to permeate 
technology and engineering. Biology supplies examples of immense sophistication, starting with the 
cell with its thousands of chemical reactions that enable it to interact, carry out a broad variety of 
functions and reproduce, and extending to the complexity of organs and organisms. There is also a 
long list of natural “inventions”, like proteins, enzymes, DNA, membranes, fluids, sensory 
mechanisms, that can become a model for human design.

In the course of history we have used natural systems in various manners, as biological materials 
(leather, wood, bone etc.), as biological energy (pack animals), as biological sensors (watchdogs, 
birds etc.), and of course as micro-organisms in the context of fermentation and preservation. The 
prospects for biomimesis that are currently opening up are directed towards the molecular level, 
towards the building blocks, the proteins and biomaterials of living systems. As Ball (2001) argues, 
biomimetics has the potential to enrich many areas of technology, but requires an intimate 
understanding of natural mechanisms at the molecular scale. The idea is that in the near future it will 
become possible to imitate characteristics of living materials such as self-repair, self-assembly and 
recyclability. Indeed, the ultimate challenge in drawing inspiration from biological organisms is the 
creation of biomachines that can reproduce themselves.

5. Pervasive applications: philosophical reflections

The basic profile of pervasive science is as yet highly ambiguous. On the one hand, novel 
developments seem to offer ample opportunities for the development of sustainable and nature-
friendly technologies, for example through “ecogenomics” (the use of molecular and genomics 



technologies for improving our understanding of the functioning of ecosystems). On the other hand, 
these same developments may allow us to strengthen our technological sway over nature (both 
inside and outside human bodies) by increasingly allowing us to interact and intervene with natural 
systems in intimate and tailored ways. A similar ambiguity emerges when we consider the bioethical 
and biopolitical implications of pervasiveness.

On the bioethical level, it initially seems to favour empowerment by opening up new possibilities for 
self-management, creating new opportunities for developing what Michel Foucault has called 
“practices of the Self”. We may begin to influence our molecular, physiological and cognitive systems 
more effectively than ever before. At the same time, it is clear that these developments offer new 
possibilities for biopolitics, that is: for top-down initiatives directed at the management of 
populations. For example, new technologies may permeate the bodies of psychiatric patients, top 
athletes or Alzheimer patients in order to restore or improve their functioning, through biomaterials 
or genetically modified viruses designed to produce neurotransmitters or other “natural” substances 
whenever our bodies are insufficiently able to do so. Such technologies may enhance the 
opportunities for individuals to manage their own condition, but may also open up avenues for 
manipulation by various institutions.

By remodelling their genomes (“synthetic biology”), viruses can be used for producing biomaterials. 
By adding gene segments to plant viruses, self-replicating, biomimetic enzymes can be generated, for 
instance for producing cellular energy (ATP), hormones (testosterone), enzymes (insulin) or muscle 
tissue inside human bodies. Viruses can be used as synthetic platforms for producing self-replicating 
compounds or for self-assembling enzymes and catalytic products that stimulate various cellular 
processes (Comellas-Aragones et al 2007). Enzymes encapsulated in a virus can be used for 
biodetection inside human bodies or for setting up self-assembling systems for producing composite 
materials such as bone tissue (Kinsella & Ivanisevic 2007). Thus, “nature’s own approach” (self-
assembly) is used to produce a broad variety of biomolecules (Carette et al 2007). In laboratories, 
synthetic biology has already begun to pervade our bodies. In addition to therapeutic applications, 
other options come into view as well, notably in the context of special professions such as soldiers of 
the future, who may well be equipped with biosensors (miniaturised biomimetic sensing devices) or 
self-replicating systems for wound healing or intracellular production of biomolecules that increase 
strength, endurance and resistance to stress or disease. A report published by the National Research 
Council (2001) highlights how “pervasive” this research is becoming. Yet, beyond these “avant-garde” 
applications, more every-day, ubiquitous, or life-world applications, involves therapeutic applications 
and prevention, are coming into view as well.

Since the original demonstration in 1999 that measured electrical activity generated by neurons can 
be employed to control devices such as computers or protheses, research on Brain-computer-
interaction (BCI) has evolved at a stunning pace (Lebedev 2006; Birbaumer 2006). Applications focus 
on restoration of limb mobility in severely handicapped (paralysed) individuals through invasive and 
semi-invasive micro-recording devices. The focus is on revalidation (recovery of normal functioning), 
notably in the context of reduced mobility by providing subjects with feed back signals derived from 
their own brain activity, deciphering intentions through measuring the electrical activity of massive 
neuronal populations (Scott 2006). In the future, researchers envision that they will be fully 
implanting recording systems that wirelessly transmit multiple streams of electric signals derived 
from neurons.



Although the present context of application is mainly therapeutic, there are no obstacles, 
technologically speaking, to using these same techniques for enhancement in healthy individuals, 
thus pervading the realm of normal functioning, notably in situations where natural functioning 
seems unable to deal with the increasing complexities of emerging devices. A classical example is the 
fighter jet pilot. These pilots find themselves increasingly challenged by the swiftness and complexity 
of aircraft mobility. Some of the “deficiencies” of human behaviour (such as misguided impulsive 
responses) may not be amendable by training or by external equipment. Biomimetic electrodes may 
then be implanted as life-saving devices to overrule and counteract the pilot’s “inadequate 
intentions”. Again, our focus will be on more everyday scenarios involving techniques that may be 
employed for signalling and counteracting stress, depression and ADHD or other behavioural issues.

A bottleneck is the development of fully implantable biocompatible devices for recording 
electrophysiological activity by brain-derived signals. It is precisely here that some of the trends 
outlined in this paper may converge. The primary objective would then be to develop electrodes that 
become increasingly indistinguishable from their neural environments, produced from viral genomes 
to which particular gene segments are added for the production of biomaterials through self-
assembly. Thus, both trajectories eventually converge in a boundary zone where biomaterials 
facilitate “performance enhancement”, giving rise to “Science-fiction like scenarios”.iii

Big international companies such as IBM are developing futuristic playgrounds where pervasive 
technologies permeate everyday environments, connecting a plethora of novel devices in an 
apparently seamless computing environment. Pervasive computing is the technology that tries to 
make this possible. Islands of technologies are gradually converging into a comprehensive 
technological environment. In the near future, computing will no longer be an activity that is 
conducted behind desktops. Rather, an omnipresent network of devices is expected to facilitate all 
functions of life. The basic question once again is whether this will enhance empowerment (self-
management) or rather discipline and control (embedding human individuals as “elements” in digital 
networks). Human-computer interaction (HCI) is a research field involving issues of design, 
evaluation, adoption, and actual use of new information technologies. Emerging digital environments 
may come to include devices for diagnostic and prevention, thus enabling individuals (belonging to 
patient groups, risks groups, special professions, etc.) to monitor their health and condition, thereby 
providing tools for Self-management, but it may also allow Big Brother to monitor our behaviour 
more effectively than ever before. At a certain point, with the help of biomaterials (bioelectrodes, 
bioimplants, etc.) these technologies may begin to enter the bodies, blurring the boundaries 
between technology and Self.



Is Smartphone Photography Killing Our Memories and 
Experiences? 

 DL Cade · Jun 23, 2013

If you’ve gone to a concert or public event or even certain art openings recently, you’ll notice 
that something is amiss. In the past, people would look, enjoy and try their best to experience 
the moment when they attended such things. Now, many of them are doing their best to craft 
the most likeable smartphone photo.

The BBC’s Newsnight is troubled by this trend, and so they set out to discover if the 
smartphone photography movement is doing more harm than good.

One of the examples Newsnight’s Stephen Smith uses to illustrate the point is this viral 
comparison photo from earlier this year. At the top we have the view at the Vatican as people 
bid farewell to Pope John Paul II in 2005, and at the bottom the same ceremony for Pope 
Benedict XVI in 2013. Which crowd do you think remembers their experience best?



It could be that the 2013 crowd with their pictures and videos will remember the moment 
best simply because they have a record of it. But it’s also possible that they only actually 
experienced the moment on their smartphone or tablet screen at the time, not truly engaging 
with it.

It’s an interesting question that the report takes on from several angles — enlisting the help of 
curators, musicians and even a psychologist specializing in narcissism — and we’d like your 
input as well. What’s your take? Is smartphone photography killing our memories and 
experiences, or just helping us preserve them?

OC
Stempel

OC
Stempel

OC
Stempel

OC
Stempel

OC
Stempel



The Sorcerer’s Apprentice: Mind over 
Machinery

By DOUGLAS GERWIN, PhD

The term “media” has an interesting and surprisingly short biography. As recently as the 
1970s the Oxford English Dictionary listed only three meanings for this term––the oldest 
going back no further than the 1840s––and none of them had anything to do with newspapers, 
magazines, radio, film, or television, though the phrase “mass media” has circulated in 
popular American parlance since the 1920s.

Instead, “media” is listed in the OED as a biological term denoting the middle membrane of 
an artery, while in phonetics it refers to a soft mute sound, such as in the consonants “b”, “g”, 
or “d”.  The third definition is simply as the plural of the noun “medium”. On this view, iron 
bars or pools of water or even table tappers could be described as being “media” for sounds, 
waves, or disembodied spirits.

Today “media” is such common (and sometimes abused) currency that we all know––or think 
we know––what we mean by it. Let’s explore different aspects of what by now we call “the 
media”, especially in their relationship to technology as vehicles or platforms for education. . . 
.When Is Technology a Tool? When a Crutch?  The Role of Technology in 
Education

During the course of history, advances in technology have typically been accompanied by 
stern warnings about their false promises and dangers to our physical or mental health. Listen 
only to the words of Thamus, legendary king of Thebes, who according to Socrates had this to 
say to the divine Theuth when the Egyptian god presented the king with a new technology for 
recording events and memories called “writing”.

“If men learn this,” exclaimed the king, “it will impart forgetfulness in their souls; they will 
cease to exercise memory because they rely on that which is written, calling things to 
remembrance no longer from within themselves, but by means of external marks. What you 
have discovered is a recipe not for memory, but for reminder.”

“And it is no true wisdom that you offer your disciples,” he went on, “but only its semblance, 
for by telling them of many things without teaching them you will make them seem to know 
much, while for the most part they know nothing, and as men filled, not with wisdom, but with 
the conceit of wisdom, they will be a burden to their fellows.” [Plato, Phaedrus, 275a-b] 



Similar outcries during the Renaissance were launched against the printing press, and in more 
recent times we have heard laments about the corrosive effects on our language of the tape 

recorder, the typewriter, the word 
processor, spell check, and now e-
mail and Twitter and AAA –– the 
Age of Acronyms and 
Abbreviations. A modern-day 
Cassandra might well tweet, “OMG. 
How un42n8!”

Thamus’ words of caution did not 
prevent writing from becoming an 
increasingly widespread tool, first 
among priests and scholars and by 
now in the pudgy hands of every 
eager first grader. No elementary 
school teacher would wish it 
otherwise.

And yet there is prescience in 
Thamus’ warning. Our powers of 
memory today, it would seem, are 
no match for those of the Ancient 
Greek bards, who we are told could 

recite Homer’s epic poems by heart, hours at a time. And I hear high school teachers say they 
can tell by its tone and fluency whether a student’s essay was hand-written or composed on a 
keyboard.

Do I wish to imply that we should roll back the teaching of writing or extend “Screen-Free 
Week” to all electronic communication? No. (How, after all, could I expect you to be reading 
this article, if I did?)  Rather, my point is to suggest that Socrates’ cautionary tale hints at an 
aspect of technology we may be prone to overlook.

As the root meanings of the word suggest, technology [Gr. techne, “tool” and “way, 
means”] implies something about instruments, on the one hand, and something about 
ways to use them, on the other. Now, before you can make use of a tool, you need first to 
develop a measure of skill to carry out on your own the physical or mental deed that the 
tool is intended to make easier. Don’t give toddlers a hammer, for example, until they 
have mastered some level of skill at hitting things accurately. Keep calculators away 
from children until they have acquired some proficiency in arithmetic operations. In the 
first case, youngsters need to build up physical muscle before a hammer can serve as a 
useful (rather than as a recklessly destructive) tool; in the second case, children need to 
build up “spiritual muscle”––say, through mental math––before a calculator can 
function as a useful aid to intellectual operations rather than as a substitute for them.



Herein lies the key: give a child a tool early on in life, and it will supplant the very skill it was 
intended to supplement. In other words, tools become prosthetics, or crutches, if introduced 
too soon.  Their use also tends to become addictive.

The same case can be made about any piece of technology, to the degree that it enhances a 
human skill or way of doing something. Electronic media are no exception. The fundamental 
questions remain the same:

1. Which human skill are these electronic “tools” designed to assist or even mimic?
2. At which age will children have developed these skills sufficiently so that these 

“tools” can serve rather than subvert them?

Let’s take television, perhaps one of the more controversial examples. Television mimics the 
human ability to create pictures. According to Rudolf Steiner, children learn to think by 
inwardly creating mental pictures and mental images. If pictures are outwardly supplied ready 
made, they rob the child of the opportunity to build the “imaginative muscle” needed to 
become independent thinkers. Since the ability to think unfolds gradually, the age at which 
children can benefit from television, rather than become slaves to it, will vary. A general 
guideline, though, will be: the later, the better, recognizing that we cannot shut off our 
children from all exposure to these kinds of tool.

Indeed, Rudolf Steiner cautions against banning tools of technology outright. In a lecture 
given shortly after the outbreak of World War I [“Technology and Art”, Dornach 28 
December 1914], he declared: “It would be the worst possible mistake to say that we should 
resist what technology has brought into modern life, that we should protect ourselves . . . by 
cutting ourselves off from modern life. In a certain sense this would be spiritual cowardice.” 
[emphasis added]

Instead, Steiner goes on to say, the more we expose ourselves to technology (rather than flee 
from it), the more we need to strengthen in ourselves––for instance, through the arts–– 
precisely those human capacities that technology mimics or supplements.

In our present time, attention is turning to the appropriate use of computers in schools.  
Paradoxically, we read about kindergarten teachers who are encouraging the use of computers 
and tweeting in pre-school while some university professors are banning them outright from 
their lectures and seminars. In this hotly contested field of enquiry, the same questions 
suggested above can be posed:

1. Which human skills does the computer mimic or supplement?
2. At which age will children have developed these skills sufficiently so that the 

computer can assist rather than hijack them?



The first question: Which human skills does the computer mimic or 
supplement?

It is tempting to think of the computer as a fancy calculator or stern grammarian, and for 
many people (myself included) this device does indeed serve these functions. But what makes 
the computer distinctive from other technological devices is its ability to simulate human 

experience. In fact, as one respondent 
suggested, we should rename the computer 
“the simulator” in recognition of the 
tremendous benefits that the computer has 
wrought in our culture, especially in the 
fields of engineering, medicine, and––yes––
entertainment and even broadcasting.

Computer models allow us to test new 
engines, fly new airplanes, try out new drugs 
without even creating them in the physical 
world. Using virtual models, we are able to 
experiment with new designs and simulate 

their effects. By the same token, every weather map you see on the evening newscast and just 
about every vehicle or building you see get blown up in a scene of a so-called “action movie” 
these days is some kind of computer simulation. If you have remained seated in the cinema 
long enough for the end of the credits, you will know just how many people work on a film’s 
computerized “FX”.

So, what’s the problem with that? The problem is the same as for all examples of technology. 
It’s great when it supplements a skill you have already developed, and it’s not so great when it 
supplants it. If you have mastered some drawings of projective geometry, the computer can 
enhance your understanding and appreciation of this mind-bending subject through models of 
geometric forms set whirling in simulated motion.  But in teaching this subject, I would never 
wish my students to work with these simulations until they had first achieved a measure of 
skill in making their own drawings. It’s the difference between listening to a recording of 
music you don’t know and listening to a recording in which a skilled soloist plays precisely 
the piece you have struggled for months to play for yourself. The recording is all the more 
thrilling if it supplements your own experience rather than replacing it.

There, then, is the first point: the computer supplies us with a virtual experience that can serve 
to supplement our actual, that is to say lived, experience. The mischief––including, I would 
suggest, the beginning of addiction––begins when the computer supplants it.

Virtual experience is of a different order of being than lived experience. It is like an 
advertisement for a loaf of bread: the promise––but not the delivery––of nourishment. If 
anything, the image will stir the craving but not, of itself, relieve it.



The second question: At which age will children have developed these skills 
sufficiently so that the computer can assist rather than hijack them?

If we can recognize the specific genius of the computer as being its ability to simulate human 
experience, then (at least in an abstract way) we have already answered the second question. 
The child will be ready to benefit from simulated experience to the degree it has already 
engaged in its own lived experience.

But here’s the rub: who is willing––or even able––to withhold the computer from children for 
that long? As one set of parents reported in response to our questions, the more they try to 
keep the computer from their children, the more they run after it. So we need an alternative 
approach.

Here’s one. Let’s ask a practical question: what 
are children not doing while engaged with the 
computer that otherwise they might be doing? 
Three things come to mind:

1. They are not moving
2. They are not creating their own mental 

pictures
3. They are not engaged in lived 

experience

Empirically, we know that children need to exercise all three of these capabilities if they are 
to enjoy a healthy physical, emotional, and spiritual life, both in childhood and later in adult 
life. In the context of Waldorf education, we know that all three of these exercises involve the 
child’s developing sense of self, or “I”. When the child’s “I” is engaged, the child will 
develop healthily; when the “I” is not engaged, the child will not mature.

Empirical studies show that the “I” is most engaged when the child is stirred to physical 
movement (especially in the pre-school years), when it is inspired to create mental pictures 
(especially during the grade school years), and when it is motivated to embrace self-directed 
lived experience (especially in high school and in the years that follow). To the degree, then, 
that children spend their time on the computer at the expense of exercising these three 
capacities, to this same degree their caretakers––that is, we as their parents and teachers––
need to provide all the more opportunities to develop them.

A ratio of computer time to movement time; a ratio of computer time to mental creativity 
time; a ratio of virtual computer experience to lived experience needs to be calculated –– 
perhaps negotiated and modified, as the child gets older. The key point, though, is that 
movement, mental creativity, and lived experience are “front loaded”, so to speak. First the 
real, then the simulated, or e-real.



Otherwise, the child will run the risk of growing up without the full involvement of its 
“I” or ego. And when ego is treated as e-go, in time it will be e-gone.

This article originally appeared in Center & Periphery: A quarterly online newsletter of the 
Center for Anthroposophy. www.centerforanthroposophy.org

About the author: Douglas Gerwin is the Director of the Center for Anthroposophy and Co-
Director of the Research Institute for Waldorf Education, and has taught history, literature, 
German, music, and life science at the Waldorf high school level since 1983. He presently 
divides his time between adult education and teaching in various North American Waldorf 
schools. Douglas is the founder of the Waldorf High School Teacher Education Program at 
the Center for Anthroposophy and editor of several books related to Waldorf education.

Notes about the images and the title “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” -Ed. 

The images are from “Fantasia” by Walt Disney and from Goethe’s “Der Zauberlehrling.” 
The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (German: Der Zauberlehrling) is a poem by Goethe, written in 
1797. The poem is a ballad in fourteen stanzas. The poem begins as an old sorcerer departs 
his workshop, leaving his apprentice with chores to perform. Tired of fetching water by pail, 
the apprentice enchants a broom to do the work for him — using magic in which he is not yet 
fully trained. The floor is soon awash with water, and the apprentice realizes that he cannot 
stop the broom because he does not know how.

Not knowing how to control the enchanted broom, the apprentice splits it in two with an axe, 
but each of the pieces becomes a new broom and takes up a pail and continues fetching water, 
now at twice the speed. When all seems lost, the old sorcerer returns, quickly breaks the spell 
and saves the day. The poem finishes with the old sorcerer’s statement that powerful spirits 
should only be called by the master himself.

Der Zauberlehrling is well known in the German-speaking world. The lines in which the 
apprentice implores the returning sorcerer to help him with the mess he has created have 
turned into a cliché, especially the line Die Geister, die ich rief (“The spirits that I called”), a 
garbled version of one of Goethe’s lines, which is often used to describe a situation where 
somebody summons help or uses allies that he cannot control, especially in politics.Fantasia, 
the animated dialogue-free 1940 Disney film Fantasia popularized the story from Goethe’s 
poem, and the Paul Dukas symphonic poem based on it, in one of eight animated shorts in 
Fantasia based on classical music. In the piece, which retains the title “The Sorcerer’s 
Apprentice,” Mickey Mouse plays the apprentice, and the story follows Goethe’s original 
closely, except that the sorcerer (“Yen Sid”, or Disney backwards) is stern and angry with his 
apprentice when he saves him. Fantasia popularized Goethe’s story to a worldwide audience. 
The segment proved so popular that it was repeated, in its original form, in the sequel 
Fantasia 2000.

Some versions of the tale differ from Goethe’s, and in some versions the sorcerer is angry at 
the apprentice and in some even expels the apprentice for causing the mess. In other versions, 
the sorcerer is a bit amused at the apprentice and he simply chides him. The sorcerer’s anger 
with the apprentice, which appears in both the Greek Philopseudes and the film Fantasia, 
does not appear in Goethe’s Der Zauberlehrling



Goethe's "The Sorcerer's 
Apprentice": Metaphor for 
Modern Business & Politics

An Upcoming Movie Version Will 
Remind How Going Against the 
Boss Sometimes Leads to Disaster

The tale of "The Sorcerer's 

Apprentice" has been so much a part 

of Disney folklore for decades that 

most people have long forgotten 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

concocted the most realized form of 

the story in poetic form. While his 

philosophic visions are some of the 

greatest in world literature, the message behind "Apprentice" was one that was much simpler 

than his other ideas, yet one that managed to become timeless as the world of business and 

politics became more complex. This tale also managed to evolve (or really devolve) into slightly 

more complex territory as time went on--namely in how the sorcerer treats his apprentice after 

the major mishap caused by those anthropomorphic brooms.

When the sorcerer became more retaliatory in later variations, it more or less set the stage for 

Donald Trump's own real-life "Apprentice" and his quasi cobra-like "You're Fired!"

With a new movie adaptation of "Sorcerer's Apprentice" being filmed at the time of this writing 

starring Nicholas Cage, we'll eventually have a new vision of what this story means within the 

realms of American power and having to be trained by someone powerful. Through the original 

European prism in Goethe's work, there was more of a father-son relationship in the concept of a 

powerful person apprenticing someone. Mistakes were always going to be inevitable, and the 

powerful one teaching his young protégé would understand that learning through mistakes was a 

more fruitful path.



That philosophy was forwarded through into early America--right up through most of the 20th 

century before more cutthroat tactics developed in the high-end business world. Even though 

apprenticing was more docile in Europe, Goethe still understood the concept of power 

and how powerful business entities already had become. Goethe conceptualized his 

understanding of this power through epic tales involving the underworld as he did 

while working on "Faust" concurrently with the publication of "Apprentice." With 

"Faust", we also had a protégé who makes a pact with the devil just for the sake of 

obtaining an all-knowingness. While Faust theoretically signs his life way making 

this pact, the interim interaction with Mephistopheles is subservient in reverse with 

the powerful one serving the apprentice.

Never once does Mephistopheles show any anger and an attempt to torture Faust, even though 

we're to assume that'll happen later when taking his soul. But, of course, Faust is rescued by God 

in the end while Mephistopheles has a fit in anger over the deus ex machina. Through Goethe's 

philosophy, no matter our monumental mistakes (even ones on a cosmic scale), we're still going 

to be forgiven in some capacity.

That seems soft in the dark and highly cerebral literary time of Goethe. Yet the 

lessons learned had to be mined through the process of deduction and how the 

Sorcerer was really doing his apprentice a favor by letting the mistakes be a process 

of self-learning. No matter how monumental the mistake, the bigger it is, the more 

the protégé will learn in the end. There was also a warning in making sure you 

consult with the suits before making any major decision in the real worlds of 

business or politics on your own. 

_____

It goes without saying that the Ancient Greeks had a profound understanding of that concept, 

outside of going a different route to tell it. The Greeks were ones to believe in punishment for 

doing a major wrong in the universe--hence the Greek gods giving wise punishments to the 

mortals for sins. When the great Greek satirist Lucian of Samasota told a similar tale to 

"Apprentice" hundreds of years earlier, the sorcerer in question was an Ancient Egyptian mystic 

who happens to chastise his apprentice for making a mess of things. We're even led to believe that 

the apprentice is ultimately given a Trump-like dismissal in the board room for playing with 

literal fire.



With the same general philosophical warning intact, Lucian was really putting down the aspects 

of magic in his take, titled "Philopseudes." Long after Goethe's "Apprentice" was legendary, 

though, the lessons of not delving into powerful territory on one's own through the worlds of 

business or politics were being forgotten for the sake of advancing in those worlds. Nowhere was 

that more pronounced than during the advent of big business in America where corporate musical 

chairs began to be played on a daily basis. The idea of apprenticeships, however, has been one of 

the greatest alternatives to spending a fortune on a university where job prospects after 

graduation aren't always pretty.

Most apprenticeships I've seen have always gone the route of Goethe's vision where learning from 

one's own mistakes is used as the proper educational tool from the trainer. And, ultimately, there 

does seem to be quite a difference when a very powerful CEO apprentices someone. It doesn't 

necessarily have to be, outside of Donald Trump more recently setting a new bar of being brutal 

when a potential apprentice does something even minutely wrong.

All of the literary variations on this tale have sprung directly from the Lucian side of things, or, in 

a more apropos pop culture vein, Mickey Mouse in Walt Disney's "Fantasia." The Mick only gets a 

swat on the behind with the broom by the apprentice at the end of the segment, despite Paul 

Dukas' musical work (written exactly 100 years after Goethe's poem) having a final passage 

suggesting something much more violent. Whether suggested by "Fantasia" or not, modern pop 

culture's variations on the story couldn't help showing the anger of the sorcerer to perhaps show a 

wider dichotomy between a powerful position and a lowly apprentice.

With Donald Trump more or less making that irreversible now, it shouldn't be considered all that 

inane and surreal to tackle a new live-action take on the story in a film. As powerful as Trump 

nevertheless is, it might not be surprising to see one of his apprentices take matters into their own 

hands without consulting The Donald. Once that happens, the real-life variation of "The 

Sorcerer's Apprentice" will take place with Trump giving his cobra hand gesture to fire rather than 

swatting his apprentice on the butt with a broom...

Sources:

http://www.fln.vcu.edu/goethe/zauber_e3.html

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/6829
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The Faustian Pact

The secret history of the world ensures that few people are aware of the coded messages contained 
in some famous works of art. One of the finest literary creations in history, the greatest treasure of 
German literature, is Faust by Goethe. It’s the story, superficially, of a man who sells his soul to the 
Devil in return for ultimate knowledge. In reality, the story is nothing less than an account of the 
Gnostic struggle for salvation, and few people were better placed to tell it than Goethe, a literary 
genius, polymath, and a Grand Master of the Illuminati.

Carl Jung considered Faust a key work of Hermetic and alchemical thought, and Goethe as an 
alchemical Magus. He said, “I regard my work on alchemy as a sign of my inner relationship to 
Goethe. Goethe’s secret was that he was in the grip of that process of archetypal transformation that 
has gone on through the centuries. He regarded his Faust as an opus magnum or divinum [great or 
divine work]. He called it his ‘main business’, and his whole life was enacted within the framework of 
this drama.” 

The Faustian Pact

Faust is a tragic play/epic poem of the early 19th Century, which contemporary readers might find 
too alien and obscure for modern taste, but it massively rewards a patient and thoughtful reader. 
The story is fantastical, full of symbolism, illusion and allusion. The basic story is outlined below, with 
notes about some of the coded meanings, but there are many layers that we have deliberately not 
unpeeled. Those who have the necessary dedication and insight can attempt to fathom the myriad 
secrets of Faust by themselves.

Goethe's hero, Dr Heinrich Faust, a great scholar and physician, obsessively seeks knowledge and 
wastes no time on trivial pursuits. He has studied philosophy, science, medicine, law and theology, 
and everyone regards him as a good, worthy man, an exemplar to the rest of humanity. Naturally, he 
has come to the attention of the Devil (known in the story as Mephistopheles). The Devil wishes to 
corrupt the good, to take the souls of those most beloved by God. He cares nothing for the zombie 
masses; they already belong to him.

In a discussion between God and Mephistopheles, God specifically mentions Faust as a good man 
burning with passion for the truth and says, "I will one day lead him to the place of heavenly light." 
But Mephistopheles sees Faust's obsession with ultimate knowledge as his greatest vulnerability and 
declares that he can win Faust's soul.

God accepts the challenge, since he considers that Faust, even in his moments of darkest despair, will 
still recognise the path of righteousness, and he grants Mephistopheles permission to tempt Faust.

Faust, despite his immense knowledge, is all too aware that he knows next to nothing about the 
great secrets of the universe. Even by turning to magic, he has been unable to shed significant light. 
His despair has been so profound that he has contemplated suicide.

Wagner, Faust's loyal assistant, is also a disciple of knowledge and believes that if he could know an 
encyclopedia inside out, he would be the wisest of men. (Wagner represents the scientific rationalist, 
dazzled by "facts".) Faust knows that all of the information in all of the books in the world still 
wouldn't draw back the veils concealing the universe's innermost workings. Modern science, despite 
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its great power and many successes, still hasn't come anywhere near providing answers to any of the 
great philosophical and religious mysteries.

Mephistopheles first appears to Faust in the guise of a black dog (symbolising the attachment of 
humans to their lower nature). When Faust reads from the Bible, the dog barks, snaps and howls and 
Faust realises that it's possessed. He uses magic to release the true form of Mephistopheles, who 
appears in the typical garb of a scholar. (This symbolises that the Devil is no crude force of evil but, 
rather, is an expert in high learning, sophistry and can deploy any number of cunning and 
meretricious arguments that would satisfy most people. It must always be emphasised that the Devil 
is not a comic-book caricature of evil. Many Devil worshippers in this world would consider 
themselves anything but that, so subtly have they been enmeshed in Satanic deception.)

In return for Faust's immortal soul, Mephistopheles offers to reveal to him the secrets of creation. 
Also, he will act as Faust's servant on earth but, if he triumphs, Faust must be his servant in hell. 
Faust insists on one condition: before he dies, he must experience the most exquisite pleasure that 
any human can attain, so overwhelming that he will long for time to stand still. Mephistopheles 
agrees and the pact is signed in blood (to symbolise that the pact must be lived body and soul).

Mephistopheles teaches Faust to fly. They visit a tavern where Mephistopheles plays tricks on some 
revellers who are enjoying a carefree existence of basic pleasure seeking (like most people in our 
contemporary world).

Later, Mephistopheles, with the help of a witch's magic potion, gives Faust back his youth, 
transforming him into a handsome and rich young nobleman (this miraculous potion alludes to the 
alchemist's fabled elixir of youth). Also, Mephistopheles promises that from then on every woman 
Faust meets will seem to him to have the beauty of Helen of Troy. (All of the carnal pleasures of the 
world are opened to Faust.) 

Faust seduces a beautiful maiden called Gretchen (who likes to sing songs about legendary Thule), 
makes her pregnant then deserts her as he goes in search of other hedonistic experiences. However, 
he ends up in a duel with Gretchen's brother, who regards him as a vile man who has stolen his 
sister's virginity and ruined her life, and kills him. 

Faust, still entranced by new experiences and the desire for knowledge of all things, travels 
everywhere in the country and takes part in the annual Walpurgis Night celebrations of 30 April, 
mixing with sorcerers, witches and evil spirits. There, he has a vision that Gretchen has been 
imprisoned. It transpires that she has drowned her newborn baby (fathered by Faust) because she 
thought it was evil, and has been driven insane with guilt. Sentenced to death for murder, she is 
awaiting execution. She recovers her sanity when Faust visits her in her cell. Faust promises to rescue 
her, but, though she is terrified of what awaits her, she won't leave, knowing she must pay for her 
terrible crime. When she sees Mephistopheles, she recognises him as the Devil and begs for God's 
mercy. Later, as she is hanged, a voice from on high announces that she has been redeemed and will 
be granted a place in heaven. There, she prays for Faust's soul, knowing that underneath it all he is a 
good and virtuous man.

In Part 2 of Faust, Mephistopheles acts as the court jester to the Emperor and solves a financial crisis 
by instructing the Emperor to issue paper money that will be guaranteed by unmined gold reserves 
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(there is an implication that Mephistopheles will produce abundant gold via alchemical means). This 
scene symbolises how the Devil can act the fool yet still be pulling all the strings and conjuring 
miraculous rescues for the powers that be. (In the present day, the rich have been bailed out of the 
financial crisis by printing money and getting hard-pressed taxpayers to come to the rescue of 
bankrupt banks, where the rich fools who caused the financial crisis are still happily treating 
themselves to massive bonuses.) 

The Emperor, taking Faust for a great magician, wants him to conjure the spirits of Paris and Helen of 
Troy. "We made the Emperor rich, and now we must amuse him," Faust tells Mephistopheles. With 
Mephistopheles' help, Faust performs the task, causing the images of Paris, Helen, and a Greek 
temple to appear. Helen's beauty overwhelms Faust.

Later, Faust is back home. His assistant Wagner has been busy conducting an experiment in the 
laboratory and has created a tiny artificial man - small enough to fit into a phial - named 
Homunculus. This creature, like the android Data in Star Trek: The Next Generation, craves to be fully 
human. (The Homunculus is symbolic of the scientist's craving, like that of Dr Frankenstein, to create 
life.) When the Homunculus, via magic, consults two ancient Greek sages, they advise him that 
nature and the passing of time will achieve this aim for him. Hearing this, he elects to hurl himself 
into the sea, expecting to evolve in the same manner as the primordial life forms that eventually 
gave birth to humanity. This resembles an early version of the Theory Of Evolution: the Homunculus 
will become human not through an act of divine creation (as in the case of Adam and Eve), but 
through natural processes. 

Via magic, Faust traverses space and time, travelling to ancient Greece to meet the spirit of Helen of 
Troy. He woos and wins her and they have a son Euphorion. The son is brilliant and can walk and talk 
from the moment he is born. He thinks he can surpass his human limitations and fly, but, like Icarus 
before him, he plunges to his death. (Euphorion represents the spirit of recklessness and impatience 
that impels some people to go too far, too fast, with disastrous consequences. The search for the 
divine spark must be slow and steady, not a crazy dash for all of the answers all at once. Those 
seekers who failed to achieve the Grail often did so because of impetuosity; because they had failed 
to learn the value of patience and careful preparation. The search for the Grail is not a task to which 
you decide to allocate a few months before growing bored and moving onto something else. Rather, 
it's the very essence and purpose of your life. Only when you have understood that do you stand any 
chance of success in your quest for the Grail.)

Helen and Faust part after their son's death. While Faust grieves, Mephistopheles tries to tempt him 
with a final grand adventure, one filled with the promise of ultimate pleasure. But Faust no longer 
has any interest in sensual pleasures. Instead, he invents a scheme to reclaim land from the sea and 
put it to good use for the people. (Reclaiming the sea is symbolic of the conscious mind extending 
into the dark, unexplored regions of the unconscious and bringing to light the secrets of the 
unconscious that dictate so much of human behaviour.) 

Faust is now dying. Despite his many wondrous experiences with Mephistopheles and all the 
incredible things he has learned, he is coming to the realisation that man will never know everything 
about life's ultimate mysteries. He grows blind (symbolising his inability to see the final, great truths), 
but strives to continue with his reclamation project.
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Mephistopheles orders spirits to dig a grave for Faust, but Faust thinks the sounds of digging show 
that his project is going forward and will always go forward. At that moment, he experiences sublime 
joy, the divine moment he has always sought. He utters his last words and dies, at age 100. 
Mephistopheles is delighted, believing he can now rightfully claim Faust's soul. But, while he is 
distracted, angels carry away Faust's soul to heaven. God has claimed Faust's soul on the grounds 
that Faust wasn't experiencing a moment of selfish joy, but rather the transcendent ecstasy of 
benefiting others. Faust's deliverance came from his altruism triumphing over his hedonism.

The Old World Order, the Power Elite, those who do everything to secure wealth, fame and power 
are those who will never achieve the Holy Grail. The elusiveness of the Grail is due to the simplest 
reason of all - the selfish can never possess it, and most people are incapable of overcoming their 
selfishness. The Grail will always remain hidden from those who seek it as an end in itself rather 
than as an instrument to bring divine gifts to all of humanity.

People should have two objectives - to perfect themselves and perfect the community of which they 
are part. The vast majority of people fail in both regards. They simply want to glorify themselves and 
gain power over others. They are Mephistopheles' creatures, destined to remain locked forever in his 
world, permanently cut off from gnosis. 

Faust is the Gnostic seeker of truth who experiences the fall of the soul and then redemption. He 
achieves the alchemical task of converting base metal (his fallen state) into gold (his admission to the 
realm of light). Faust is a reflection of Goethe himself, and, going further back, of Simon Magus. 

Christian Lepinte said of Goethe: "[His] thinking is dominated by the idea of a society of initiates 
perpetuating a sacred myth … The poem Geheimnisse (Secrets) haunts his spirit. The monastic order, 
whose mysteries are revealed in the fragments of the poem, shares in the Order of the Templars, 
Rosicrucianism, and the mystic quest for the Holy Grail." 

Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh said, "Western Man - from the dawn of the Christian era, as much 
as before - has aspired to an imitation of Simon Magus; and he has used Hermetic thought in a 
fashion that makes not Jesus, but Faust, his 'role model'."

Faust has had a huge influence on the German mind and culture. Germany is the archetypal Faustian 
nation and Goethe is arguably its holiest prophet. Of all people, it was Goethe who came closest to 
Nietzsche's conception of the Superman. Every great German of the last two centuries has revered 
Goethe.

Mephistopheles is the Demiurge, seeking to ensnare the soul in the petty pleasures of the world. 
Mephistopheles means "not a lover of light" (as opposed to Lucifer, the Angel of Light, the light 
bearer). As well as being an external source of corruption, Mephistopheles represents Faust's 
primitive side, the aspect that holds him back from attaining his higher self. Mephistopheles comes 
across as sophisticated and intelligent, witty and urbane. He takes on numerous guises, reflecting the 
many temptations that beset humanity. Though these temptations may seem desirable and 
seductive, they are ruinous if allowed to run out of control.

The Devil is not the figure of pure evil that haunts the popular imagination, with horns, a tail, goat's 
legs and a pitchfork, but rather an ingenious psychologist whose self-appointed task was to create a 
realm that he would rule without interference, and in which he could trap souls, permanently 
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denying them the chance to be with the True God. In Faust, Mephistopheles knows he is subservient 
to God, but this was merely a plot device Goethe used for the play. The Devil, in reality, completely 
denies the existence of the True God. Indeed, he styles himself as "God") and even harbours the 
notion that he is good, and a benefactor for humanity, such is the extent of his self-delusion. Rather 
than as a demon of nightmare appearance, intent on gorging on evil, Satan should be thought of as a 
sharp-suited, clever but deluded, selfish egotist not unlike the self-serving captains of Wall Street of 
today, except on a much grander and more grotesque scale.

The True God is not all around us. Rather, it is the influence of the false God, Satan, that is all around 
us - hence why the earth is no place of goodness, justice, equality, peace, tranquillity and self-
fulfilment but rather a cruel, savage, greedy, unjust prison world and veritable hell.

However, the soul, the divine spark, the higher self - a fragment of the divine order - is within us and 
is our path to salvation. It is via our inner divinity that we will achieve gnosis, not through 
engagement with the external Satanic world. "As above, so below," is the ancient wisdom. The divine 
spark is the divine order "below" while the realm of the True God is the divine order above. By 
focusing on the "below" we can find our way to the "above". The essence of the Gnostic message is 
that the place to look for God is not outside but inside.

Nietzsche's concept of the Superman, if properly understood, is one means for allowing us to gain 
access to our higher self. If wrongly understood, it can be its Satanic opposite and lead to an 
outpouring of barbaric, unsublimated will to power and the tyranny of the strong over the weak. All 
means of accessing the higher self are invariably double-edged, and the greatest caution must always 
be exercised for fear of producing the opposite of the desired outcome.

Humanity is separated from God by so-called Creation, the handiwork of Satan, a minefield of 
obstacles placed between a soul and its true home. The soul is in an entirely alien, hostile and 
bewildering landscape. It's unsure where it is, what its purpose is, and where it's going. The test for 
the human soul in a sense could not be simpler - to get home.

Faust, accompanied by Mephistopheles, is given a personal guided tour of Satan's creation and 
everything it has to offer. It often has superficial attractions (which is why so many are seduced by 
it), but provides no proper sustenance for the soul and proves first of all unsatisfying and ultimately 
horrific. Satan's creation is characterised by selfishness and the kingdom of light by altruism. The 
choice is clear. Which path will you choose?

The greedy captains of Wall Street are damned to hell, while those people, like Faust, who come to 
their senses and work for the good of others are redeemed. Selfishness is reflected in our society 
most clearly by money. A few - the Old World Order - want as much of it as possible so that they can 
have power over the rest of us and indulge their selfishness to the maximum degree. To abolish 
selfishness, the first step is to remove the absurd disparities in the amount of wealth that people 
have. All creeds that worship Mammon - like free market capitalism, the libertarianism of Ayn Rand, 
and Christianity (especially Protestantism)  - are the root of evil. The disgraceful slave trade upon 
which much of Western wealth is based was a product of Christianity (especially that of the 
Protestant USA and the Protestant British Empire) and free market capitalism. Why have these vile 
systems still not been overthrown? It beggars belief.  
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Many enemies of the Faustian searcher are precisely those Protestant Christian Fundamentalists 
whose ancestors fought for the Confederacy to maintain the slave trade. (The notorious Albert Pike 
was such a person) It is never any surprise to us to be attacked and reviled by such people. They are 
right to oppose the  Faustian searchers because they certainly oppose them. Which side would you 
rather be on? - Illumination or those who hanker after the old Protestant, free-market capitalist 
Confederate States of America based on slavery?

Freemasons erected a statue of Albert Pike, a high-ranking Freemason, in Washington D.C. He is the 
only Confederate soldier to have an outdoor statue in the American capital. Pike was a founding 
member of the Ku Klux Klan (although Freemasons try to deny this). He was a member of the Know 
Nothing Party that despised the arrival of large numbers of Irish Catholics in America (a hatred that 
was still palpable a century later when Irish American John F. Kennedy ran for the Presidency.) All of 
the groups to which Pike belonged were pro-slavery, anti-immigration, anti-Catholic, anti-Semitic, 
anti-Communist, racist, pro-free market capitalism. (All of these elements appear in the propaganda 
that they spew out .They were white supremacists whose heartland lay in the Confederates States of 
America. It is the descendants of Pike and co who now form the core support of the Republican 
Party, who vote into power leaders of the Old World Order such as George Bush, father and son.

Returning to Faust, Gretchen symbolises the Gnostic goddess of wisdom - Sophia. Gretchen starts as 
a paragon of virtue but there is something condescending and off-putting about her. It is only when 
she has become fallen, thanks to Faust's seduction, and a murderer, by killing their baby, that she is 
able to see how arrogant and insufferable she was as a sinless person. "Sin" is what makes us human. 
Wisdom, if it is cut off from the Reality Principle, is a kind of madness. Gretchen, as an immaculate 
maiden, represents blind wisdom - wisdom based on dogmatic definitions of right and wrong i.e. no 
wisdom at all. Only when she is fallen does she gain true wisdom and knowledge (gnosis), bringing 
her to salvation.

Helen of Troy is another manifestation of Sophia, and she too must be removed from the pedestal of 
her perfect beauty to live in the real world of suffering and disappointment. True Wisdom is born in 
suffering and doubt. 

Faust, since he rejected the limits imposed on him by the Bible and the stifling teachings of the 
Church, would certainly have been damned to hell by Christianity. He was willing for his search for 
knowledge to take him anywhere. He was a great individual, not a member of a common herd.

Which Historical Figures Provide The Basis of Goethe's Faust?

The original model for Faust was said to be Dr Johann Georg Faust, a German alchemist, astrologer 
and magician. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, a contemporary of Dr Faust, also supplied inspiration for 
Goethe's fictitious Faust. Agrippa, the "Prince of Magicians", often described as founding father of 
occult philosophy, was a secret Illuminatus. He was accompanied everywhere by a black dog, which 
was regarded by his enemies as his "familiar". 

Simon Magus, who lived at the same time as Jesus Christ, often used the name Faustus - the 
"favoured one". His beautiful lover was Helena, a Greek prostitute whom Simon Magus said was the 
reincarnation of Helen of Troy. Like Christ, Simon Magus was associated with many miracles such as 
healing the sick, raising the dead, flying, making himself invisible, walking through fire, feeding 
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thousands from stones that he turned into loaves of bread, making trees bear fruit at any time of the 
year, creating great illusions such as phantom banquets, shape-shifting, bringing statues to life, 
controlling demons and creating living human beings. To learn the secrets of Christianity, he was 
baptised as a Christian, but he soon discovered the corruption and deceit that lie at the heart of that 
religion. To show his contempt, he offered to buy the secrets of Christianity (to show that he 
considered them mere tricks that could be purchased in the marketplace like anything else). This is 
the origin of the word simony - buying religious favours, powers, benefits, artefacts or knowledge.

Simon Magus travelled to Persia, Arabia and Egypt to delve into the mysteries known to the high 
priests and wise men of those places. 

In the Acts of the Apostles, it says: "Now there was a certain man named Simon, who before had 
been a magician in that city [Samaria], seducing the people of Samaria, giving out that he was some 
great one. To whom they all gave ear, from the least to the greatest, saying: 'This man is the power 
of God, which is called great.' And they were attentive to him, because, for a long time, he had 
bewitched them with his magical practices."

The "Magic" Religion

Humanity cannot proceed to the next stage of its development until the ancient wrong has been 
righted and Simon Magus assumes his rightful place, or a new religion is established that promotes 
similar values. Goethe's Faust is, in effect, the gospel of Simon Magus. It encapsulates the central 
idea of Gnosticism that souls find themselves under the power of the Demiurge (they have "sold" 
their soul to him, so to speak), and they then have to undertake the arduous task of finding the 
mystical knowledge that will lead them back to their home: the realm of light.  It's a deeply spiritual 
text, without being in any way conventionally religious. It's a message for which the world is crying 
out: one that awakens the human spirit while avoiding the horrific dogmas of the world's 
mainstream faiths. These Satanic religions seek to control people rather than liberating their minds 
and souls.

A true religion that suits the needs of humanity must be one that grows and evolves with humanity. 
The distance between the mainstream religions and today's world grows greater every day, and with 
each passing day the spiritual side of humanity dies just a little more and the hedonism and trivia 
grow just a little stronger.

Nothing is more important than the creation of a non-dogmatic religion that suits the times and, 
above all, helps each person to find their spiritual self in a way tailored to their own individuality. 
Each soul is unique. We each have to find it in our own way: not by being lectured by someone in a 
pulpit demanding that we do such and such or we're going to hell. Those preachers are psychotic.

Simon Magus's religion - Illumination - was a religion designed for those who wanted to find God in 
their own way, but even Illumination was a product of its time and used a vocabulary alien to 
modern ears. Many people, especially the people of "faith", drift through life in a kind of daze, taking 
things for granted, never challenging the powers that be, spending their time in endlessly trivial 
pursuits. The clock ticks down and they have nothing to show for their time on earth. On their 
gravestones, you could carve the words, "I watched every show of American Idol." Would any 
dignified human being want that as their epitaph? Is that what human life is all about - watching junk 
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TV? Yet if you examined the lives of the vast majority of the people in the West you would see that 
watching rubbish on TV, playing computer games, spending hours on Facebook, buying gadgets and 
eating junk food is how they choose to spend their free time. How you use your free time defines you 
and most people are therefore defined as spiritually and intellectually dead.

In Britain, one of the world's leading nations, the great debate of the hour is whether to watch 
Strictly Come Dancing or X-Factor on Saturday night because the two shows are on at the same time. 
Britain is a joke of a nation. There is nothing "Great" about it.

The triumph of the Old World Order is already close to completion. What we see all around us is their 
vision of how things should be. Capitalist democracy - the "freedom" to shop, the opportunity to 
lavish your free time on mind-numbing garbage, the "freedom" to elect carefully chosen candidates 
who promise to give you more of what you've been brainwashed into thinking you want - is what 
underpins their Satanic control. 

They need no soldiers, microchips in the head, concentration camps or whatever other paranoid 
fantasies are summoned up, to control the people. They understand the great and simple secret of 
how to manipulate the people: give them a tedious job to occupy them for most of the week, then 
endless ways to fritter away the time they have when they're not at work. Result? - a zombie 
population, docile, blinded by glitter and bling, with neither the ability nor motivation to resist. 
"Shall we start a Revolution?" we say. "No, we'd rather watch American Idol and eat popcorn, 
thank you very much," they reply. That's the world of today.

Goethe's play shows that God is tolerant towards Faust's craving to understand the universe, that 
God has no requirement of churches, organised religions. It's your individual actions and your 
personal relationship with God that matter. Even an action such as selling your soul to the Devil in 
the search of divine knowledge is preferable to doing nothing spiritually. God does not punish effort, 
striving and mistakes; he rejects those who take no steps towards him, those who are passive and 
who suck up the easy nostrums of false prophets, those who live their lives stuck in ancient dusty 
words of "holy" books.

Faust, in order to learn and grow, knows he must make errors and go down wrong paths. It is from all 
of those experiences that he gains the ability to distinguish between good and evil, right and wrong, 
selfish and altruistic. An individual such as Faust is always preferred over an unthinking robot that 
has mindlessly memorised someone else's words and never once dared challenge them. God can 
forgive those who have erred provided they choose the path of goodness. Robots don't choose; they 
simply follow their programming. Life moves on. Humanity moves on. Religion moves on. Religion, to 
be meaningful, must be right for its time. A religion that is incapable of moving on is a religion that is 
already dead. The concept of "Sin for Salvation" is consistent with the Faustian worldview. Everyone 
must experiment, challenge conventionality, flout old, outdated rules and regulations.

Freedom is the preserve of those who struggle for it and work for it daily; not those who take it for 
granted and never exercise it except in the most trivial of ways. You cannot be free if you choose to 
follow a restrictive creed that demands slavish obedience to ancient customs and commandments. 
All organised religion is deadly for human freedom and spirituality, which is why Satan loves the 
mainstream religions.
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A true religion is one that concerns personal growth in a personal context. Others can assist you, but 
ultimately you are on your own spiritual odyssey, not theirs. Only you can take your path. To truly 
grow, you must stretch the boundaries, try to break out of the limitations of your normal self to find 
your higher self.        

The Ignavi

Near the beginning of Dante's Inferno (Canto III), Dante encounters a vile group of damned souls, a 
group that represents most of the people in the contemporary world. Dante and his guide, the 
ancient Roman poet Virgil, pass through the great gate of hell that bears the chilling warning, 
"Abandon all hope, ye who enter here." All around them, they can hear the screams of torment and 
anguish of the souls of the damned. They find themselves in a dark, dismal landscape, the vestibule 
of hell, reserved for people who are rejected by both heaven and hell. Hell itself lies across the River 
Acheron, and Charon, the infernal boatman, is charged with ferrying the damned across the dreadful 
river. (The River Styx lies deeper within the circles of hell.) But here, in the waiting room of hell, a 
great host is permanently trapped. They will never escape through hell's gate, and nor will they ever 
cross the river. They are in an eternal nowhere. 

This is the Vestibule of the Indifferent, the Indecisive, the Neutrals. They are called the "Ignavi" - the 
lukewarm or cowardly souls who never committed themselves to any cause. They refused to make a 
choice in life. They were apathetic neutrals, those who remained on the sidelines while great events 
transpired. They were too weak, feeble and pathetic to reach a conclusion about anything.

The Ignavi are those who leave no mark on the world. They drift through life: non-committal, half-
hearted, bland, dreary and grey. They make no meaningful contribution. There are billions of such 
people. They have never been truly alive; they have never explored their potential and have no 
concept of living life to the full. They are the anti-Faustians. Most people in the world of this type - 
zombie consumerists and office workers whose most difficult task each day is shuffling a piece of 
paper from the in-tray to the out-tray, or deciding what meaningless trinket they will purchase to 
make them feel good about themselves. They neither know nor care about great causes, about 
heroic struggles and campaigns to change the world. They would rather watch American Idol. 

The Ignavi are condemned to eternally follow a banner (representing the type of cause they always 
rejected in life), at a furious pace and which is constantly buffeted by a great wind, causing its 
direction to change continually (just as the Ignavi could never follow a straight, sure path in a noble 
cause). The banner has no discernible features and can never take a stand, just as those who follow it 
never could. It is aimless, directionless, vague, anonymous, unspecified, just as they were. They are 
those who have made the Great Refusal to be anything and anyone because it would take too much 
effort. Even the powers of hell are repelled by them and want nothing to do with them.

Hornets and wasps continually sting them (to try to provoke them into action because they could 
never make up their minds to act one way or the other on earth). Their non-lives are relentlessly 
parodied by the punishment they receive. This is true justice. It is the law of "contrapasso" - the 
punishment exactly reflects the crime. These souls, in life, chose no banner to follow and now they 
must run after one forever, desperate to attach themselves to something meaningful. The banner 
symbolizes the pointless, aimless existence of those who make no moral judgments in life, those who 
stand aside from the great issues of their time. 
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"This miserable state [Virgil informs Dante] is endured by the dreary souls of those who lived without 
blame and without praise. They are mixed with the cowardly choir of angels who were not rebellious, 
nor were loyal to God, but were for themselves. Heaven drove them forth to keep its splendour from 
being sullied; and the depths of hell receives them not, for the wicked would thus have some glory 
over them…The world allows no report of them to exist. Mercy and justice disdain them. Do not 
speak of them, but look and pass on."

"And [Dante says] I looked and saw a whirling banner that went by so quickly that it seemed it would 
never pause; and behind it came so long a train of people that I should never have believed death 
had undone so many…These wretches, who were never truly alive, were naked and viciously stung by 
wasps and hornets that made their faces stream with blood, which, mixed with their tears, dripped 
to their feet, and disgusting maggots collected in the pus."

These souls of the damned have no names. The world did not record that they ever existed. They 
made no impression on life whatever. The world's graveyards are overflowing with them. They are 
barely distinguishable from animals. They never exercised their free will, never made the choices that 
are demanded of all human beings. 

Agnostics - those who can't or won't make up their minds about whether God exists - are in danger 
of becoming Ignavi. Agnosticism, as a phase, is fine. If that phase endures for a whole lifetime it's a 
catastrophe. Who would want it written on their gravestone that they couldn't make up their mind? 
That's the fate of every lifelong agnostic. They are too skeptical, too cynical, too indecisive to seize a 
banner. The whole point of life is to take a stand despite having insufficient data. If all of the answers 
were readily available, we would have no stand to make. Everything would be easy. The information 
we need comes to us after we've made our stand, not before.

In terms of David Riesman's method for classifying people in The Lonely Crowd, the Ignavi are the 
"Other-directed", those who always look to others for their cues, those who do not have the courage 
to act independently of the opinions of those around them. 6,000 people control the world, fewer 
than one in a million, precisely because the vast majority of people on earth are other-directed and 
cannot move without the say-so of the crowd or the "leaders". Nietzsche derisively referred to these 
people as the "common herd". The 6,000 order the common herd to obey and that's exactly what 
the herd does. Never have so many cows trotted so willingly into the abattoir. 

The characters in Beckett's Waiting for Godot are Ignavi. Why are they forever waiting? Why don't 
they act? Why don't they make a choice? They will wait forever for someone else - Godot - to choose 
for them. But Godot is never coming. These are the modern and postmodern damned. How many of 
us are waiting? The clock is ticking and our lives are rushing by, yet still we wait. What are we waiting 
for? Isn't it time to act? Most of humanity has spent its time awaiting the Messiah - Godot - yet, as 
Kafka pointed out, he always arrives too late, a day too late. There is no time left for waiting.

The great issue of our time is whether or not we will resist the Old World Order. Will you be neutral, 
indifferent, apathetic? Or will you make a stand? The Power Elite will never be overthrown unless 
people take actual steps to bring about their downfall. In the last year, the world has endured a 
financial catastrophe and yet, with the exception of a few sacrificial victims thrown to the lions to 
appease the mob, all of the same people, institutions and systems of government and economics, are 
still in place. Why were the whole lot of them not thrown out? Why did everything not change? Why 
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do we refuse the call of justice? Too lazy, too stupid, too brainwashed, too comfortable? Why does 
"boom and bust" happen? Because nothing changes. The same systems that caused busts centuries 
ago are still in place now. Why do we never learn? Never has there been a better hour to change the 
world than now, and yet still no one moves a muscle.

So, what are you doing? Do you have a name, or are you just one of the legions of nameless Ignavi 
who shrug their shoulders and take neither side? You know the fate that awaits you.

The religion of Faust is the antidote to the Ignavi. The Faustian knows that no one is coming to save 
him. He must save himself. He will try anything, go anywhere, in his quest for the Holy Grail. He 
commits himself unreservedly to the greatest cause of all - to discover the innermost secrets of 
creation. And only one person possesses those secrets: God. And that is Faust's sacred and infinitely 
inspiring quest - to want to become God himself.  He is the Nietzschean Superman. He has no limits, 
he bows to no false prophets, he needs no ancient books full of rules and commandments and silly 
parables and stories. 

Goethe's Faust presents the framework for an alternative to fanatic religion. Faust serves as a symbol 
of the soul striving for ultimate knowledge, power and spiritual satisfaction. Keep striving. Keep 
seeking knowledge. The quest for understanding will take you higher and higher on the ladder of 
truth and moral development. Faust, like great Odysseus in Homer's Odyssey, is willing to go on the 
most of perilous journeys in pursuit of knowledge. Both men represent the Jungian archetype of the 
wandering man seeking supreme, transcendent knowledge. 

The Old World Order are terrified of Faust. In a world of Fausts, they could not exist. The Fausts 
would never swallow their propaganda. They would see right through their lies, right through the 
illusion of their power. The only power the OWO have is that which we allow them to have because 
we are are too craven to stand up to them. That can change at any time we choose.

Those who follow the Faustian religion are those with an insatiable desire for the unattainable, the 
perfect, the absolute.

The quest for higher knowledge through conventional channels is futile. If you wish to quench your 
thirst for knowledge, you must be bold and adventurous, willing to search in many places. You must 
not be committed to dogma that blind you to other ideas and experiences. Look at Islam 
Fundamentalism , Orthodox Judaism and Christian Fundamentalism. They are intolerant in the 
extreme. You can be confident that the followers of these religions have never read the holy texts of 
their rivals, so how can they be so sure they are right and their opponents wrong? The truth is they 
are in the grip of fanaticism and are blind and deaf to all other influences. These are the most closed-
minded, blinkered bigots on earth and yet they claim to be on the side of the True God. How 
disgraceful. The True God wants nothing to do with them. He wants only those who set their sights 
on the highest goals and pursue them with open minds and brave hearts. 

To show his disregard for Judeo-Christianity, Goethe, in Faust, often makes incorrect references to 
the Bible, and sometimes twists the references to make them blasphemous. Judeo-Christianity is 
portrayed as just another myth. Goethe makes many mythological references to show that Faust is 
no longer a Christian and has turned to pagan lore, alchemy, Hermeticism and Gnosticism for the 
truth of existence. Everyone else should do likewise. 
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Isn't it time for the secret religion of Goethe?   Isn't it time to become Faust? Isn't it time for 
Illumination?

Salvation comes to those who strive for the divine, not those who pick a holy book from the many 
available and slavishly follow it like robots. Nothing is more disgusting than to see the masses of 
Christian, Jewish and Muslim androids, believing themselves to be human when they are merely 
machines. Anyone who seeks an instruction manual craves to be instructed. That is not the road to 
salvation. Salvation doesn't lie in a rulebook. What matters is whether you have lived in the right 
way, with the right priorities and, above all, as an individual rather than a machine. God is inside you. 
The righteous always save themselves.

The Pied Piper of Hamelin

This too is a coded Gnostic tale. The rats that infest the town 
are symbolic of all the sins, corruption and false beliefs that 
plague the people. The Pied Piper is an Illuminatus who 
comes to show the people the path to the light. He asks for a 
vast reward since he knows that this is the supreme test of 
the townspeople. If they have listened to his message, they 
will have no more need of their gold because they will have 
lost their materialistic greed and they will no longer worship 
money. They will be happy to pay him the agreed sum 

(symbolising that they have progressed from the materialistic to the spiritual plane).

The Piper succeeds in driving out the rats (the moral pollution) from the community, but it is a short-
term success. When the time comes for the townspeople to pay the Piper, they are still wedded to 
their old greed and materialism and they don't give him his due. The Pied Piper realises that these 
adults are incapable of changing their wicked ways, so he leads the children to salvation instead, 
ensuring that they are cut off forever from the malignant influence of the adults. This is symbolised 
by the magic mountain opening, the children going inside and then vanishing forever from the 
knowledge of the townspeople. The only child who fails to gain admission to paradise is the crippled 
boy (symbolising that he has been too badly injured by the beliefs and corruption of the townspeople 
to take the decisive step to gnosis). 

There are many other coded Gnostic stories, paintings, poems, sculptures, fairytales, operas, myths 
and legends. They are all around you. Can you see? Can you hear?
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Plato: The Failure of Democracy
Plato (427-347) is often described as the greatest Western 
philosopher. 11istorians like to quote A. N. Whitehead 
who said: "The safest general characterization of the 
European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a 
series of footnotes to Plato."

Plato was born into an aristocratic Athenian family, and he 
grew up during the Peloponnesian War. It is likely that he 
served in the cavalry in various campaigns against Sparta. 
Disgusted by the belligerent and self-destructive policies of 
his native city, he stayed out of politics and spent most of 
his time and energy pursuing philosophy. 11e became 
Socrates' most illustrious student.

When Socrates was executed in 399, Plato left Athens. 11e 
studied mathematics in the neighboring city of Megara, 

and then spent a decade or so traveling to various places around the Mediterranean Sea.

When he returned to Athens around 388, he founded what was later described as the first 
European university, the "Academy.” For the rest of his long life Plato was a teacher and 
administrator of this school, which quickly attracted a great number of outstanding students 
and faculty. Aristotle, for example, both studied and taught at the Academy before he founded 
his own school. Plato's school-related activities were interrupted a couple of times because of 
invitations to visit and teach in Syracuse. Plato accepted these invitations because he hoped 
that the rulers of Syracuse would install the constitution and government that he had designed 
as part of his innovative social philosophy. Nothing came of this political ambition, however, 
and Plato had to content himself with being a teacher of ideas.

Plato’s best known and most comprehensive work is the Republic, possibly published around 
377. The following notes focus on the political and pedagogical ideas of this book.

The two political parties or social classes that vied for power in classical Athens, as in most 
other Greek city states, were the oligarchs and the democrats. The oligarchs tried to 
establish a state in which only owners of substantial amounts of property could vote and hold 
public office, while the democrats insisted that all male citizens have the same rights. "An 
oligarchy is said to be that in which the few and the wealthy, and a democracy that in which 
the many and the poor are the rulers," as Aristotle put it in his Politics. (1)

Athens was a democracy throughout most of the 5th and the 4th century. Only in 411 and 404 
did oligarchs succeed in establishing a government where the few and wealthy ruled over the 
many and mostly poor. Neither oligarchic regime lasted even as long as a year. But tensions 
between oligarchs and democrats were always present in Athenian politics. There was rarely a 
time when the democrats did not suspect the oligarchs of conspiring against the democracy, or 
when the oligarchs did not fear hostile encroachments on their privileges and wealth.
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Commenting on the ever present antagonism between the two classes, Plato notes in the  
Republic that every city consists really of "two cities that are at war with each other."(2)

While the class war in Athens was not quite as gruesome as, for example, in Corcyra, where 
the democrats butchered almost the entire oligarchic ruling class, it was nevertheless bloody 
at times. In 411 the Athenian oligarchs executed a great number of their democratic 
opponents, and forced many others into exile. Even in exile death squads and other 
supporters of the oligarchic regime assassinated particularly popular leaders of the 
democrats. But the oligarchic junta of 411 was moderate in comparison with the terror that 
the oligarchs unleashed when the Spartans, after their victory over Athens, installed them as 
rulers of the city in 404.

Two relatives of Plato, his uncle Critias and his cousin Charmides, were then part of the 
ruling junta, and they were among its bloodiest and most extremist members. Their crimes 
were the reason why Plato declined to become involved in oligarchic politics, even though he 
was invited by his relatives to do so. Critias in particular ordered the cold-blooded execution 
of numerous democrats—often for no other reason than to confiscate their property to 
replenish the city’s depleted treasury. The dictatorial rule of the oligarchs eventually became 
so egregious that the democrats rose up en masse and defeated their oppressors in a series of 
dramatic battles. The Spartans withdrew their garrison from the Athenian Acropolis, and 
democracy was restored. A generous amnesty succeeded in preventing any further bloodshed 
among Athenians.

Plato was in his early twenties when Athens was defeated by Sparta, and when the second 
oligarch dictatorship was established. His inclination was to turn his back on politics—it 
seemed altogether too hopeless a mess. He had no faith in the rule of the rich, nor any 
confidence in the ability of ordinary citizens to run a city like Athens. The rich, as he saw, 
had mostly their special interests in mind, and during the time of their short-lived regimes 
they had shown to what length they could go to defend the advantages of the few against the 
majority of ordinary people. But the rule by the many was no remedy for the ills of 
oligarchy, according to Plato, because ordinary people were too easily swayed by the 
emotional and deceptive rhetoric of ambitious politicians. It was the demos, after all, the 
majority of ordinary people, who time and again had supported the disastrous campaigns of 
the Peloponnesian War by their votes, who had condoned numerous atrocities and breaches 
of the law, and who were also responsible for the questionable trial and execution of 
Socrates. Athenian politics, in other words, seemed an irremediably corrupted affair, and all 
a rational person could do was to attend to personal matters, and to pursue wisdom in the 
privacy of one’s solitude and a small circle of friends.
Such a retreat into privacy went strongly against the grain of Greek thinking, however. The 
citizens and inhabitants of Greek city states were generally far too aware of the social base of 
their personal lives to simply ignore the politics of the community on which they depended 
in one way or another. An individual who retreated from politics and public life was called 
an idiotes--a person who lacks the knowledge and social skills that mature individuals can be 
expected to posses. Even Socrates, an outspoken individualist, had always been concerned 
with Athens as a community in which his, as well as everyone else’s, life was inescapably 
grounded.
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In the end Plato could not see himself living a private life of the mind; he felt that he had to 
make his contribution to the construction of a rational and just society. Reason and justice, he 
thought, could not be a matter of personal conduct alone; they had to become attributes 
of society at large. A rational state of affairs could not come about on the basis of 
Athenian politics-as-usual, however. For more than a generation politics-as-usual had 
produced an incessant series of wars and civil strife. If peace and just conditions were to 
be secured in the future, an alternative to the limiting choice between oligarchy and 
democracy had to be found. A convincing blueprint for such an alternative was the task that 
Plato set for himself in writing the Republic.

In mapping out the constitution for his utopian society or state, Plato starts out with a 
schematic description of the human soul. Every soul, according to him, is composed of three 
parts: bodily desires and appetites, “spirited emotions” like ambition and courage, and finally 
the faculty of knowledge and reason. In a healthy individual all three parts fulfill their proper 
function. Bodily desires and appetites secure the physical survival of a person, the spirited 
emotions inspire his more far-reaching plans and projects, and the intellectual faculties make 
sure that all enterprises remain reasonable and under rational control. Plato lays great stress on 
the disciplining function of reason. Without the self-discipline imposed by reason a person  
may easily turn into something like a self-destructive glutton, or into a person carried away by 
foolish emotions and thoughtless ambitions. Informed reason, according to Plato, is the faculty 
best suited to make all the right and necessary decisions in a person’s life.

The utopian society described in the Republic has a similar tripartite structure as the human 
soul. Corresponding to the bodily desires and appetites of the soul is the class of people who 
are involved in the economy of a state. This class constitutes the vast majority of the people,  
and it comprises such diverse groups as craftsmen, farmers, merchants, manufacturers, and  
money changers or bankers. Plato classifies all of them as “lovers of money.”

Corresponding to the spirited emotions in the soul is the much smaller class of the armed  
forces, the class of professional warriors that is responsible for the safety of the community.  
Plato calls them “lovers of honor.” Their main desire is to gain fame and admiration by 
serving their fellow citizens—for whom, in extreme situations, they are willing to sacrifice 
their lives as well as their material possessions.

Corresponding to the faculty of reason is the smallest class of people—scientists, scholars,  
high-level experts, and similar sophisticates. Plato calls them “lovers of wisdom,” i. e.,  
“philosophers.” Their most passionate interests are understanding and knowledge, and their 
greatest pleasure a lively life of the mind.

As a just and healthy person is governed by knowledge and reason, a just society must be 
under the control of society’s most cultivated and best informed minds, its “lovers of 
wisdom.” Just societies cannot be run by big money or armed forces with their too 
narrow agendas. Limitless desire for wealth and blind ambition must be watched and 
contained as potential public dangers. The most informed minds must determine 
objectively, with due consideration of all points of view, what the most healthy and 
practical goals for the commonwealth are.

This rule by society’s best minds is the core concept of Plato’s so-called “philosopher kings.” 
Until now crucial decisions concerning war, peace, and the welfare of society had always been 
left to corrupt or incompetent politicians, ignorant voters, over-ambitious generals, and
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other people unsuited to run a state. Bloodshed, hatred, waste of resources, and deplorable 
conditions had usually been the result. There is no chance for things to become better unless 
knowledge and reason are put in command—the best knowledge and the most competent 
reason that society can muster. Lovers of wisdom may not be eager to govern, as their main 
passions are more intellectual pursuits. But since they are the best trained and best informed 
minds, they must be obligated by law to run the state—as a sort of committee of technocrats. 
"Until philosophers are kings, or the kings and princes of this world have the spirit and 
power of philosophy, ... cities will never have rest from their evils,” as Plato suggests in 
the Republic. (3)

Plato was fully aware of how outlandish such an idea must have sounded in the ears of most 
of his contemporaries, an idea that was rendered even more fantastic by his contention that 
women are as capable of being philosophers and governors as men, and that no member of the 
government should be allowed to own or accumulate property while in office. Plato himself 
poked subtle fun at the strangeness of what he was proposing, and some scholars are not sure 
just how seriously Plato took the proposals of the Republic himself. Still, the book’s 
discussion of good government provides arguments that give philosophers and political 
scientists pause. The Republic’s critique of democracy in particular is too substantial to 
be simply dismissed as excentric speculation.

Plato’s Ship Analogy

Plato compares the state to an elaborate and expensive ship. A ship, to accomplish a safe and 
successful journey, needs an expert navigator at the helm, a captain who knows the capacities 
of the vessel, geography, meteorology, water currents, navigational astronomy, supplies 
management, and other related matters. An ignorant and untrained person at the helm of a 
ship would endanger vessel, cargo, crew, and passengers alike. Similarly, Plato suggests, the 
ship of state needs expert governors at the helm, governors who are well informed about such 
things as law, economics, sociology, military strategy, history, and other relevant subjects. 
Ignorant and incompetent governors can be and have been disasters for citizens and states.

Democratic self-government does not work, according to Plato, because ordinary people have  
not learned how to run the ship of state. They are not familiar enough with such things as  
economics, military strategy, conditions in other countries, or the confusing intricacies of law  
and ethics. They are also not inclined to acquire such knowledge. The effort and self-
discipline required for serious study is not something most people enjoy. In their ignorance  
they tend to vote for politicians who beguile them with appearances and nebulous talk, and  
they inevitably find themselves at the mercy of administrations and conditions over which  
they have no control because they do not understand what is happening around them. They 
are guided by unreliable emotions more than by careful analysis, and they are lured into 
adventurous wars and victimized by costly defeats that could have been entirely 
avoided. This is how the Republic portrays politics in a democracy:

Imagine then a ship or a fleet in which there is a captain who is taller and 
stronger than any of the crew, but who is a little deaf and has a similar infirmity 
in sight, and whose knowledge of navigation is not much better. The sailors are 
quarreling with one another about the steering—every one is of the opinion that 
he has a right to steer, though he has never learned the art of navigation ... (4)
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The captain in this analogy is the owner of the ship or fleet; he represents the demos, 
the majority of ordinary people. The sailors are the politicians who compete to be at the 
helm. It had been their incompetence, as well as that of the owner, that has brought 
Athens to ruin in the past:

[The sailors] throng about the captain, begging and praying him to commit the helm to them; 
and if at any time they do not prevail, but others are preferred to them, they kill the others or 
throw them overboard, and having first chained up the noble captain’s senses with drink or 
some narcotic drug, they mutiny and take possession of the ship and make free with the stores, 
thus eating and drinking. They proceed on their voyage in such a manner as can be expected 
of them. Him who is their partisan and cleverly aids them in their plot for getting the ship out 
of the captain’s hands into their own whether by force or persuasion, they compliment with 
the name of sailor, pilot, able seaman, and abuse the other sort of man, whom they call a 
good-for-nothing; but that the good pilot must pay attention to the year and seasons and sky 
and stars and winds, and whatever else belongs to his art, if he intends to be really qualified 
for the command of a ship, and that he must and will be the steerer, whether other people like 
it or not—the possibility of this union of authority with the steerer’s art has never seriously 
entered into their thoughts or been made part of their calling. (5)

The way to avoid the serious shortcomings of democracy as well as oligarchy is the 
installation of the government of technocrats that will make all relevant and necessary 
decisions on the basis of objective analyses and unbiased deliberations. Since neither the 
demos nor ordinary politicians can be expected to acquire this sort of competence, it will 
have to be the committee of philosopher kings (and philosopher queens) that guarantees 
justice, public welfare, and peace.

The idea of such a dictatorship of reason has been criticized as follows: Even if one admits 
that expert knowledge is necessary for the government of a commonwealth, and that most 
ordinary people do not have a sufficient grasp of all the social, administrative, legal, and 
other relevant details that go into running a government, people nevertheless need not 
relinquish their right to appoint the officials of an administration, or to recall them, if the 
results of their performance seem unsatisfactory. The owner of a ship may not know how to 
navigate, but he or she still has the right to determine where the ship will go. Hired expert 
navigators may be necessary to figure out the best means of getting to some place, but the 
owners of the ship should still be able to determine the ends. Voters in a democracy may not 
know all or even  any of the technicalities of running a government, but they surely can judge 
the results. What  is essential for a democracy is not that citizens be able to understand and 
do everything  themselves, but that they be able to determine the major outcomes and their 
over-all destiny as a community. 

Turning the ship analogy against Plato in this way is a persuasive move, but it ultimately 
does not take care of Plato's challenge. For if it is plausible to argue that voters may be too 
uninformed to decide on the best means to reach a certain goal, then it is also plausible to 
argue that they may not be informed enough to choose the right ends. A serious lack of 
knowledge can manifest itself not only in the way a state is run, but also in the choice of 
destinations. What can and has to be criticized is not only a citizenry's possible ignorance of 
the measures that a government might take to reach certain goals, but also their ideas and 
expectations about where their society ought to go--what goals they want to reach as a 
commonwealth. The democratic election of a leader who plans to replace a capitalist 
democracy with a fascist warfare state, for example, is a case in point. Hitler, it is worth
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remembering, was elected by a democratic vote, and it is surely not irrelevant to ask whether 
those who voted for him did not suffer from an unacceptable degree of ignorance and lack of 
political education.

The democratic decision to engage in a series of expansionist wars, as sanctioned by the 
Athenian Assembly, is a similar case in point. What Plato witnessed as a young man was 
not a lack of understanding of the technicalities of governing on the part of the demos, but 
rather poor judgment in the choice of major goals. Major political destinies can be judged 
in terms of wisdom, feasibility, logic, moral responsibility, and other criteria that 
make the general intellectual competence of an electorate a relevant and urgent issue. 
It is obviously not a foregone conclusion that whatever the majority decides is also the 
best— or even acceptable. Both short-term and long-term expectations and decisions of a 
democratic polity may be quite thoughtless, ill-advised, stupid, illusory, dangerous, or 
outright insane. In spite of the above critique of the ship analogy, in other words, Plato's 
challenge to the idea of democracy stands.

Granted, then, that sound political decisions concerning means as well as ends require not only 
reliable knowledge of such things as economics, geography, sociology, and military strategy, 
but also something like moral competence, the question arises as to how this sort of 
preparedness can be acquired. Plato's emphatic answer is: by a sound and systematic 
education. No good government—democratic or otherwise--is possible without an adequate  
amount of knowledge and understanding. It is for this reason that education is the most central 
concern of Plato’s Republic. 

The best known summary of Plato’s idea of education is his Allegory of the Cave. It 
expresses both the great liberating and emancipating force of knowledge and understanding, 
and the deep-seated dislike that most people seem to have of anything that smacks of 
disciplined study, intellectual effort, unaccustomed ideas, or innovative ways of thinking. In 
Book VII of the Republic Socrates presents the allegory as follows.

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave

Behold! Human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open 
towards the light and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their 
childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so they cannot move, and can 
see only before them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their 
heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the 
fire and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low 
wall built along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in front 
of them, over which they show the puppets. (6)

The tightly chained prisoners, as Socrates then points out, can neither see each other nor 
themselves. Nor can they see the puppets and objects that the puppeteers carry along the 
walkway in front of the fire and behind their heads. All the prisoners can see are the 
shadows of the things carried in front of the fire—the shadows cast on the wall of the cave. 
Naturally,  the prisoners think that the shadows are real things. And when the puppeteers 
talk, the  prisoners think that the shadows are talking. The prisoners are caught in a world 
of illusion. 
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But what would happen, Socrates asks, if one of the prisoners were released from his chains 
and forced to turn his head, walk around in the cave, and even look at the fire? Will he not be 
in pain because of the sudden bright light, and will he not have trouble seeing those things 
clearly whose shadows he had seen so distinctly before? And, Socrates continues,

conceive some one saying to him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but 
that now, that he is approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned towards 
more real existence, he has a clearer vision,--what will be his reply? And you 
may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they pass 
and requiring him to name them,--will he not be perplexed? Will he not fancy 
that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are 
now shown to him? (7)

The answer to these questions is, of course, that the ex-prisoner’s liberation from his 
past illusions is painful, and that at first he will have a hard time getting used to seeing 
real things. And still further difficulties lie ahead. For if somebody dragged him by force up 
the rough and steep path to the entrance of the cave, and if that person didn't let go of him 
until he had dragged him out into broad daylight, the liberated prisoner would be thoroughly  
confused and quite angry. For one thing, his eyes would get hit so hard by the sunlight that 
he could not possibly recognize any of the things that exist on the surface of the earth. Only 
gradually would he see all the things after which the puppeteers’ objects are modeled. And  
only at last would he be able to look at the sun itself, the source that makes not only  
everything visible, but ultimately also produces all things. 

Reflecting on what has happened to him, the ex-prisoner would surely consider himself 
fortunate, in spite of all the pain, and remembering his former fellow-prisoners, he 
would take pity on them. He would feel obliged to return to the cave and liberate them, 
too. This, however, turns out to be far more difficult than he thinks. There is, for example, the 
fact that his eyes are now used to the bright light of day, and groping about in the dark cave 
again, trying to recognize the puppeteers’ objects and their shadows, he cuts a rather poor 
figure. Seeing him stumbling about in the dark, the prisoners have a great time making 
fun of him.
The prisoners are, indeed, not dumb when it comes to shadows on the wall. They observe 
them closely, and some of them are quite impressive in recognizing and predicting the 
sequences in which the shadows appear, and they are awarded honors and prizes by their 
fellow-prisoners. The fact that the objects of their observation are only shadows, and not real  
things, naturally does not bother them. And if the returning ex-prisoner had to compete with  
the cave dwellers in the observation of shadows, everyone in the cave would think that the ex-
prisoner had ruined his eyesight, and that going outside the cave is a waste. So hostile are the  
troglodytes to the idea of leaving the cave, in fact, that they would eagerly kill anyone who  
tried to lead them out into the light. (8)

The Meaning of the Allegory

The Allegory of the Cave describes four stages through which a person has to pass to get a  
sound education. These stages are distinguished by what a learner is able to see. An ignorant 
person can see only shadows—without even suspecting that they are not real things. A fully 
educated person can see the shadows, the puppets that cast the shadows, the original things 
after which the puppets are modeled, and the sun that makes the original things visible.
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Since the tale of the cave is an allegory, the question is what all these things mean. What do 
shadows, puppets, original things, and the sun stand for? And what exactly does getting out of 
the cave symbolize? The Republic suggests the following translation:

The shadows on the wall stand for the notions of things that people have in their minds, 
notions that are more or less closely related to the things of which they are notions. People 
may have a certain notion of what a rhinoceros is, or what the living conditions in some 
foreign country are like. There often is a considerable difference between such notions and the 
real things. People may be mistaken about any number of details concerning rhinos, or they 
may have rather distorted notions of conditions in other countries. There is often no incentive 
or opportunity to check one's notions against the real world, and thus many people may live 
their whole lives in a largely illusory world of unquestioned assumptions. Like the chained 
prisoners in the cave who think that the shadows are real things, they are condemned to 
believe that their notions of the world are reality.

The puppets and objects from which the shadows are cast stand for what we call real things-- 
real rhinos, real countries with their actual living conditions, and anything else that one 
encounters in the world. Cave dwellers who are not chained anymore can compare shadows 
with the things from which the shadows are cast; they are free, that is, to compare the notions 
in their minds with the things in the world. They still live in the cave, to be sure, but they have 
ceased to be helplessly fettered to dubious and unexamined conceptions. By having become 
able to distinguish between true and false notions they have reached the first stage of 
their intellectual emancipation.

The most dramatic step in a person’s education is the ascent from the cave to the light of the 
outside world. Leaving the darkness of the cave suggests enlightenment, and emerging 
from the womb of the earth the beginning of a new life. The things that the learner  
encounters outside the cave stand for ideas, and in their entirety these ideas constitute a new 
kind of world in which a learning person begins to feel at home. 

Ideas in Plato’s sense are different from the notions mentioned above. They have their origin 
in the way Socrates formulated his basic philosophical questions. As described earlier, 
Socrates went around Athens asking such questions as "What is knowledge?", "What is 
beauty?", "What is art?", "What is justice?” and so forth. He always expected an answer that 
would pinpoint what is common to a certain class of objects: Beauty is that which all beautiful 
things have in common, art is that which all works of art have in common, justice is that 
which all cases of justice have in common, and so forth. What is common to a class of 
phenomena is the idea of that class—also referred to as its definition. What all beautiful 
things have in common is the idea or definition of beauty, what all triangles have in common 
is the idea or definition of a triangle, and so forth.

While beautiful things can be seen or otherwise perceived by the senses, the idea or definition 
of beauty cannot be perceived in this way, it can only be thought. An idea or definition is a 
concept, not a percept. It is gained by an act of abstraction—the process of singling out the 
common or essential characteristics of an object from a host of characteristics that are only 
accidental or inessential. An idea belongs to the realm of thought, not to the world of physical  
things that can be seen, touched, or otherwise perceived by the senses. The general or abstract  
idea of beauty is thus a radically different kind of thing than an individual beautiful object. 
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In Plato’s philosophy there are thus two distinct worlds, and it is these two worlds that 
are symbolized in his allegory by the cave on the one hand, and the outside world on the 
other. The cave represents the world of the senses, while the outside world stands for the 
world of abstract ideas. Cave dwellers are captives of the senses ("lovers of sounds and  
sights”); they cannot rise above things that can be touched, seen, or otherwise perceived  
through the body. Learners who manage to climb out of the cave are persons who have  
become empowered to move freely and with ease among abstractions and conceptual  
relations. Their knowledge is wider and more comprehensive than that of the troglodytes: they 
are not limited to what lies within reach of their immediate experiences and sensual 
awareness; they can think far beyond such limited horizons.

Learners outside the cave appreciate not only individual beautiful things; they also understand 
the general nature of beauty. They are not only familiar with this or that person or group, but 
comprehend human nature in general. Justice for them is not just the justice of Athens or  
Sparta or any other particular community, but universal justice, justice as such. They can  
avoid one-sidedness and partiality because their research is not limited to concrete and  
individual cases. It is always their power of abstraction, their ability to transcend sense  
perception and immediate experience that enables such learners to expand and improve their  
understanding and knowledge of things. 

The sun in Plato’s allegory stands for the idea of goodness or "the Good."  An understanding 
of "the Good" is the necessary completion of a person's education because the mere  
knowledge of facts and concepts can still leave one at a loss. To make any sense of things one  
needs to know something about ultimate purposes and values, and about the ways in which  
important matters are distinguished from trivial ones.  In contrast to many modern 
theoreticians, Plato did not think that a “neutral” or “value-free” description of the 
world and human affairs is possible, let alone desirable. Competent governors in 
particular must be more than walking data banks without an idea of why things ought 
to be done one way rather than another. The ability to deal with valuations, therefore, is 
the necessary completion of a student’s education; it lays the foundation for a person’s 
ability to give sufficient reasons for living a certain kind of life.

While Plato thus describes the liberating and empowering nature of education, he was 
deeply pessimistic with regard to its popularity. In the tale of the cave great emphasis is 
placed on the difficulties of acquiring knowledge, and on the hostility and mistrust that many 
people feel toward education and educated people. The ascent out of the cave and into the  
light is neither easy nor necessarily voluntary, and it requires a persistence and  
willingness to undergo changes that most people would find too strange to consider, or  
too painful to endure. Not only do cave dwellers dislike leaving the cozy darkness to which 
they are accustomed, they also hate and mistrust those who have been outside and who have 
come back to improve things. Most people dislike being told that they lack knowledge; 
disturbing gadflies like Socrates are rarely respected for their critical remarks and demanding 
ideas. What people basically like is having fun and being left alone.

And that, according to Plato, is the reason why democracy does not work. Good 
government requires a sufficient degree of knowledge and understanding, and democracy in 
particular presupposes a competent citizenry. His experiences in Athens convinced Plato not 
only that the demos of his native city was incapable of making rational decisions, but also that 
it is simply not in the nature of most people to exert themselves in the pursuit of a serious 
education--to become competent governors of themselves. It will, Plato thought, always be
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just a small number of people who will be willing to develop their intellectual faculties to a 
point where they can be trusted to make informed and well reasoned decisions.

Platonic Elitism in Modern Times

For a modern reader of the Republic it is not necessary to summarize its author's discussions 
as an argument against democracy. One can also read the book as a reminder of what would 
have to be the case for a genuine democracy to function. For the major point of Plato's  
discussion of knowledge, education, and democracy is the contention that democracy will not  
work--will not be a true democracy--unless its citizens are sufficiently prepared for it. This is 
a point that many modern democrats share. As prominent a founding father as James Madison 
maintained: "A people who mean to be their own governors must arm themselves with the 
power knowledge gives. A popular government without popular information or the 
means of acquiring it is but a prologue to a farce or a tragedy, or perhaps both." (9)

The challenge that Plato's critique of democracy still poses is the question 
whether the citizens of today's democracies are interested and informed enough 
to participate meaningfully in the democratic process. Are today's self-
proclaimed democracies in fact societies where people are "their own 
governors”-- where they are well enough informed to be effectively in control of 
their commonwealth and their lives? Do the citizens of these societies really 
understand why wars are declared, resources committed, debts incurred, 
relations denied, and so forth? Could it be that a majority of citizens live in a 
cognitive haze that reduces them to voting on the basis of uninformed 
convictions, catchy slogans, and altogether vague hunches and feelings?

The image of Plato's cave is strongly reminiscent of today's media scene-- particularly the  
situation created by motion pictures as the main medium of communication and 
entertainment. When movie theatres had the most dominant position in the entertainment 
industry, millions of people sat motionless in dark caverns, all mesmerized by the same 
shadows that moved across the big screens. And when television became the primary
medium, people spent even more time as semi-hypnotized consumers of an endless stream of 
moving images and manipulative sounds. It is not far-fetched to see today's television 
consumers as masses of mental prisoners who get their values and views of the world 
from the images and programs that powerful corporations or governments keep feeding 
into their minds. Most viewers are in no position to check what they receive from the screen 
against the facts of the real world. The world in which they live emotionally and 
cognitively is a television world, a world produced and explained by Strongly 
manipulative information and entertainment industries. Like Plato’s chained troglodytes, 
viewers rarely even wonder whether what they see and think corresponds to reality or not. To 
a large extent they simply take what they see to be the world. 

Many theoreticians, particularly those on the Left, argue that the distortion or abrogation of the 
democratic process is due to the "brainwashing" and "manipulation" of the masses by the 
media and other institutions--particularly however by TV. Being kept busy by making a living 
during most of the day, most people are too exhausted during their time off to do much else 
except watch television programs that make no intellectual demands on them. And the ruling 
elites, so the argument goes, have no interest in changing this situation in any event; they 
would not like an alert and informed citizenry that can read budgets and ask critical questions.



11

They have, on the contrary, always had an interest in keeping the majority of the people in a  
state of benightedness--in the same way in which slaveholders once had an interest in 
keeping  their slaves in a state of illiteracy, ignorance, and thus helplessness. And since 
most of the important media are either owned or controlled by wealthy and otherwise 
privileged groups, it is next to impossible to really enlighten the masses--to liberate 
them from their "false consciousness." It will only be in certain crisis situations, such as 
times of unpopular wars or severe economic depressions, that ordinary people will wake up 
from their troglodyte torpor and begin to seriously inform themselves. Without such a crisis, 
however, the  stranglehold of manipulative media on the minds of the voters is too strong to 
be broken. The  reduction of potential voters to an apathetic and poorly informed mass of 
television  consumers works too well for the privileged to be seriously questioned by anyone 
in power.  The manufacturers of "false consciousness" are forever making sure that the 
demos will not  be able to use the democratic process effectively on their own behalf and for 
their own  advantage. 

There is no such explanation or excuse for the problematic state of democracy in Plato's 
thinking. If a democracy is dysfunctional, then this is only a natural state of affairs, a 
logical outgrowth of the natural constitution of most human beings. The majority of 
people are simply not made to be interested students and disciplined citizens, according to  
Plato, most people just desire amusement and the freedom to do what they like. This is how  
the Republic describes the prevalent disposition of “democratic man”: 

He lives from day to day indulging the appetite of the hour, and sometimes he is lapped in 
drink and strains of the flute; then he becomes a water-drinker, and tries to get thin; then he 
takes a turn at gymnastics; sometimes idling and neglecting everything, then once more living 
the life of a philosopher; often he is busy with politics, and starts to his feet and says and does 
whatever comes into his head; and, if he is emulous of any one who is a warrior, off he is in 
that direction, or of men of business, once more in that. His life has neither law nor order; and 
this distracted existence he terms joy and bliss and freedom; and so he goes on. (10)

If the majority of the people are too uninformed, lackadaisical, or apathetic to make the 
democratic process rational and effective, then they just reveal their inherent nature, 
according to this thinking. It is not an upper class that keeps the demos unenlightened, 
but it is the people's own disposition that makes them eschew enlightenment, and thus 
dependent on some sort of rulers. If people did not naturally have the disposition they 
display in a dysfunctional democracy, other people would not be able to exploit and mislead 
them the way they do. Ruling elites do not create popular ignorance and apathy, a 
defender of Plato might say, they only use it for their own purposes--in the same way in 
which a seller of dubious merchandise does not create lack of buyer discretion, but 
simply exploits that deficiency.

For Platonists, in short, the incompetence and victimization of the masses are a more or less 
permanent condition. The eventual education and emancipation of the demos envisioned by 
the Left is a baseless hope in their eyes. To a large extent they would agree with what the 
conservative scholar and journalist H. L. Mencken once wrote in a letter to the Socialist 
Upton Sinclair: "The longer I live, the more I am convinced that the common people are 
doomed to be diddled forever.” (11) The critical ideas of Plato's Republic thus survive--in 
the gap between an acknowledged ideal of democracy and a largely undemocratic 
reality.
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The Neoplatonist Roots of Sufi Philosophy 

Kamuran Godelek 

ABSTRACT: Neoplatonism strongly influenced the development of Sufism. Neoplatonism, as 

developed by Plotinus conceives God to be the source and goal of everything. Islam qua institution is 

closed to all critical and philosophical thought, but Sufism enjoys a more liberal and critical approach. 

It is probable that the translations of Plotinus have provided the necessary philosophical ground for 

Sufism. An examination of both Sufism and Neoplatonism reveals close similarities with regard to the 

nature of God, the soul, the body, concepts such as goodness, evil and beauty, death and life, and 

creation. 

 Islamic thought was influenced by Greek philosophy, especially the ideas of Aristotle and Plato. 

Sufism is a sect of Islam which has rather a different way of thought. "Sufi" is applied to Muslim 

mystics who, as a means of achieving union with Allah, adopted ascetic practices including wearing a 

garment made of coarse wool called "sf". The term "sufism" comes from "sf" meaning the person, 

who wears "sf". But in the course of time, sufi has come to designate all Muslim believers in mystic 

union.  

In the roots of sufi philosophy there are influences other than neoplatonist philosophy. Ascetic 

practices within the sufi philosophy are associated with Buddhism. The notion of purification 

(cleaning one' s soul from all evil things and trying to reach Nirvana and to become immortal in 

Nirvana) plays an important role in Buddhism. The same idea shows itself in the belief of "vuslat" 

(communion with God) in Sufi philosophy.  

Sufism was also influenced by Orpheus and related beliefs, and consequently by Pythagoras and his 

teachings, because Pythagoras was closely interested in Orpheus beliefs. Orpheus was a poet who 

lived in Anatolia in the 6th and 7th centuries BC. He was believed to have divine characteristics such 

as being able to influence wild animals with his music. He believed that the human soul can reach 

the highest level only by refining itself from all passions and worldly possessions. Soul travels from 

body to body in order to purify itself from its sins, disabilities, and guilts, and only after passing all 

these levels can it reach to its highest level, to its exalted spot. Pythagoras adopted Orpheus beliefs 

about soul, and integrated it with his own ideas. Later, the Neopythagoreans regarded Pythagoras as 

the source of divinely revealed knowledge. They accepted as truth whatever appealed to them in the 

writings of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics 

The attempts to construct a religious philosophy on the basis of Greek thought and especially the 

theories of Pythagoras culminated in Neoplatonism. Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism, took 

Plato's theory of ideas and reinterpreted them from Protagoras' point of view. According to 

neoplatonism, God is conceived as the source and goal of everything; from him everything comes, to 

him all things return; he is the alpha and omega, the beginning, middle and end. Communion with 

God or absorption in God, therefore, is the real purpose of all our strivings, and religion the heart-

beat of the universe. The principal doctrine of Plotinus stated that there is just one exalted God, that 

is a supreme power, the final cause , the cosmic force. God is the highest spiritual, and creative 

Being.  
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Although the world proceeds from God, he did not create it; the universe is an emanation from God, 

an inevitable overflow of his infinite power or actuality. Plotinus employs several metaphors to 

suggest the meaning of emanation. God is a spring from which the spring flows without exhausting 

its infinite source; or, God is the sun from which the light radiates without loss to the sun. The 

absolute being (God) is higher than beauty, truth, goodness, consciousness, and will, for all these 

depend on him. The farther we are from the sun, the source of light, the nearer we are to darkness 

(matter). Beauty is in the structure of divine existence. Other types of existence such as matter and 

body are not beautiful in themselves, but rather they are beautiful as a reflection of God's beauty. 

Among all beings in the universe human beings are the closest to the divine essence because they 

have souls that strive to turn in the direction of pure thought. The truthfulness, beauty or goodness 

of a human being depend on its soul's actions within its body; the closer the soul of a human being 

gets to the source of light, the more it acquires the qualities such as truth, goodness, and beauty. 

Human beings reflect the appearance of God in themselves more than other life forms, and 

consequently they are the highest in the scale of being. 

There is no aspect of Sufi philosophy that is not influenced by neoplatonism. According to Sufi 

philosophy, Absolute being is also Absolute beauty, and since beauty tends toward manifestation 

Absolute being developed the phenomenal world. Human beings in this phenomenal world are the 

only ones that share a unity of essence with God, because they have souls. After a human being 

dies, his/her soul goes back to its source, to the Absolute being, while his/her body dissolves and 

decays. Since the soul makes a human being a person, one should practice the quiestic virtues such 

as poverty, austerity, humility, fortitude, and discipline; devote oneself to the ways of inwardness 

such as withdrawal, silence, solitariness, and self-examination; and keep in mind a constant 

awareness of God with faith and desire. This way, one can achieve a sense of direct communion with 

God which is the Absolute being behind the phenomenal world.If one follows these directions with 

sufficient perseverance, one will advance through the standard mystic stages of concentration, 

appreciation of the oneness of everything, epiphanies, i.e., sudden and unpredictable illumination, 

blissful ecstasy, sense of union with the Deity, sense of one's own nothingness, and sense of the 

nothingness beyond nothingness. 

Neoplatonism is the closest doctrine of thought to Sufi philosophy in terms of their system of belief. 

Now, let's compare these two doctrines more closely and describe the similarities between them in 

detail.  

In Sufism, the universe is just an appearance of God, and does not have an independent existence. To 

think of the universe and the God as being separate is to deny the "Oneness" and to suggest a 

"duality" between God and the universe. But in reality, the God and the universe are the "One" and 

the same thing such that God reflects himself as the universe. It is not possible to think of God and 

the universe as separate entities because God is not something outside the universe as Islam favors, 

but rather something within the universe. As seen above, this belief was initially suggested by 

neoplatonism. They both see the existence of the universe as an emanation from God.  

Sufism assumes that there is a union of God, universe and humans, and that human beings are an 

appearance of God; but God's appearance in the shape of a human being cannot be thought of any 

further than just an appearance.The reality is not a duality between God and humans, but rather a 
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sameness, oneness between them. A person is a talking, thinking, acting God. This idea is beatifully 

expressed in Yunus Emre's following verse: 

I didn't know you were the eye inside of me 

You were a secret essence both in body and soul 

I asked you show me a symbol of you in this world 

Suddenly I realized you were the whole universe. 

This poem expresses the idea of the oneness of God-universe-human beings. It is possible that the 

belief of oneness of humans and God in sufism is carried from neoplatonism. In the trilogy of God-

Universe-Humans, God has the highest position, second is the universe, and third is human beings. 

Even though humans rank last in the trilogy, they are very close to the God, and almost identical to 

him because of the soul they have. 

Sufism and neoplatonism share the same beliefs about the soul. According to neoplatonism, the soul 

is a divine essence, a substance, the source of all existence. The soul is the effect, image, or copy of 

pure thought, namely God. It is immortal, infinite, and separate from the body. The body is a cage 

where the soul is trapped, and it can be freed when the body dies. The soul, by its nature, always 

tends toward perfection, beauty, goodness and exaltation. In sufism the soul is treated similarly, and 

expressed as a divine essence in humans. 

The body, like soul, is also treated similarly in both sufism and neoplatonism. According to 

neoplatonism, the body is mortal, temporary, and not divine. The body tends not towards beauty 

and goodness, but towards ugliness and evil. What is beautiful, good, valuable and divine is not body, 

but the soul. The body tends towards temporary desires and wishes. The task of the soul is to purify 

the body from evil tendencies, and its deficiencies. The body is a cage for the soul. Sufism shares the 

same belief. The body is created from the earth, and will go back to the earth, and decay there. For 

this reason, the body is not important, and a person should not follow the desires of his/her body, 

but rather should turn from sensuous life to thought, and through it, to God.  

For neoplatonism beauty means much more than mere symmetry. It involves a close relationship to 

the ideal reality; it is an appearance of God over the objects of the universe. Whatever the divine 

light shines on becomes beautiful. Sufism thinks exactly the same about beauty. In sufism, beauty is 

expressed with "cemal" meaning human face, the beauty of human face. What is really expressed in 

"cemal" (human face) is the appearance of divine light in the face of a human. Neoplatonism 

identified beauty with divine essence, and sufism adopted the same idea. This is beautifully 

expressed in the following verse from Husrev: 

Want to understand an example of the real essence of God 

Look at the face of a beautiful woman and there see the face of God. 

Realizing divine characteristics in human beauty might be an influence of neoplatonism in sufi 

philosophy.  
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Both neoplatonism and sufism believe that, just as beauty, goodness is also a divine virtue. Goodness 

is the most important among the characteristics that exalt a human being to the highest stage of 

being. Both in Islam, and in sufism, goodness as a divine virtue is associated with God's will. The 

belief that God will recompense good deeds in blessing to human beings is not something new or 

original in Islamic philosophy. Goodness was first formulated systematically as a philosophical 

problem in Plato. Goodness, honesty, bravery, wisdom, and virtue are the main topics of Etik in 

Plato's philosophy. Later Plotinos reconciled Plato's philosophy with religion under the teachings of 

neoplatonism. Thus, the idea of goodness as a divine virtue in sufism is probably carried over from 

neoplatonism. In both of these doctrines, the more the soul purifies itself from temporary passions, 

wishes and desires, the more harmonious it becomes with goodness. 

Both neoplatonism and sufism believe that death is a separation of body and soul. When a person 

dies, the soul as a divine essence does not die, and travels to another body while the body 

decomposes, decays and becomes earth again. Death is a dissociation of two entities, the soul and 

the body.  

Sufism sees the creation as an emanation from God, as an "appearance" of God. This notion of 

creation is quite different from Orthodox Islamic belief of creation as coming to existence from 

nothing. According to this belief God created the universe, mankind, and all other living creatures 

from nothing but out of self-love. This belief is adopted by all monotheistic religions, such as 

Christianity, Judaism and Islam which assume the existence of only one God, and it probably first 

originated in the Old Testament. Sufism, like neoplatonism, explains creation in a pantheistic fashion.  

Both sufism and neoplatonism claim that the soul can reach exaltation by passing through certain 

stages.  

- First of all, the exaltation of the soul depends on purifying itself from passions, sensual desires and 

wishes. 

-  Secondly, the soul, because of its divine nature, is immortal and its tendency towards temporary 

beings can cause it to degenerate and deteriorate. In order to prevent this, the soul must turn to 

itself, and try to understand its meaning. 

- Thirdly, the soul can reach exaltation by knowing itself. The way to know thyself is through love. 

Love is the appearance of God, and by love one can achieve a special knowledge, knowledge of one's 

own self. Self-knowledge can be achieved through introspection.  

At the last stage, as a person knows oneself , and understands the essence of the soul, one realizes 

that one is identical with the universe and all other creatures, and that God is the only being showing 

itself in all creation. Hence, one frees oneself from dualism. This is the stage of unification of God, 

humans and the universe. At this stage, words, such as you, and I , which imply separation and 

differentiation, lose their meaning; there is only "One", and this "One" is a unification in the essence 

of God. This is the highest stage of exaltation for a person, and once one reaches this stage, one sees 

God in one's own self, and understand that God is the only being in the universe, and that one's self 

is nothing but God.  
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As seen above, there are close similarities between sufism and neoplatonism. How they came to 

interact is really a question of the social and cultural environment in which sufism flourished. As is 

well known, Islamic philosophy has its roots mostly in the works of Aristotle which were all translated 

into Arabic. Islamic philosophers interpreted Aristotle from an Islamic point of view, and established 

their theories on the basis of Aristotle's philosophy. Through the translations of the writings of Plato 

and Plotinus, they also were introduced into the Anatolian culture and mingled with different ancient 

Anatolian beliefs, such as Orpheus. The mystic elements within neoplatonism, woven together with 

ancient Anatolian beliefs (eg, the sacredness of natural events such as the sun which is incorporated 

in sufism in the belief of God's resemblance to the sun), prepared the way for liberal interpetations 

of Islamic principles in sufi philosophy. Neoplatonism seems to be the most probable underlying 

philosophical system of thought for sufi philosophy.  

Early Christian and Medieval Neoplatonism[edit] 

Certain central tenets of Neoplatonism served as a philosophical interim for the Christian theologian 

Augustine of Hippo on his journey from dualistic Manichaeism to Christianity. As a Manichee, 

Augustine had held that evil has substantial being and that God is made of matter; when he became 

a Neoplatonist, he changed his views on these things. As a Neoplatonist, and later a Christian, 

Augustine believed that evil is a privation of good and that God is not material. When writing his 

treatise 'On True Religion' several years after his 387 baptism, Augustine's Christianity was still 

tempered by Neoplatonism. 

Many other Christians were influenced by Neoplatonism, especially in their identifying the 

Neoplatonic One, or God, with Jehovah. The most influential of these would be Origen, the pupil of 

Ammonius Saccas and the fifth-century author known as Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, (whose 

works were translated by John Scotus in the 9th century for the west) and proved significant for both 

the Eastern Orthodox and Western branches of Christianity. Neoplatonism also had links with 

Gnosticism, which Plotinus rebuked in his ninth tractate of the second Enneads: "Against Those That 

Affirm The Creator of The Cosmos and The Cosmos Itself to Be Evil" (generally known as "Against The 

Gnostics"). 

Due to their belief being grounded in Platonic thought, the Neoplatonists rejected gnosticism's 

vilification of Plato's demiurge, the creator of the material world or cosmos discussed in the Timaeus. 

Neoplatonism has been referred to as orthodox Platonic philosophy by scholars like Professor John D. 

Turner; this reference may be due in part to Plotinus' attempt to refute certain interpretations of 

Platonic philosophy, through his Enneads. Plotinus believed the followers of gnosticism had 

corrupted the original teachings of Plato. 

 Despite the influence this pagan philosophy had on Christianity, Justinian I would hurt later 

Neoplatonism by ordering the closure of the refounded School of Athens.[37] After the closure, 

Neoplatonic and or secular philosophical studies continued in publicly funded schools in Alexandria. 

In the early seventh century, the Neoplatonist Stephanus brought this Alexandrian tradition to 

Constantinople, where it would remain influential, albeit as a form of secular education.[38] The 

university maintained an active philosophical tradition of Platonism and Aristotelianism, with the 

former being the longest unbroken Platonic school, running for close to two millennia until the 15th 

century[38] In the Middle Ages, Neoplatonist ideas influenced Jewish thinkers, such as the Kabbalist 

Isaac the Blind, and the Jewish Neoplatonic philosopher Solomon ibn Gabirol, who modified it in the 
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light of their own monotheism. Neoplatonist ideas also influenced Islamic and Sufi thinkers such as al 

Farabi and Avicenna. Neoplatonism survived in the Eastern Christian Church as an independent 

tradition and was reintroduced to the west by Plethon. 

Renaissance Neoplatonism[edit] 

"Of all the students of Greek in Renaissance Italy, the best-known are the Neoplatonists who studied 

in and around Florence" (Hole). Neoplatonism was not just a revival of Plato's ideas, it is all based on 

Plotinus' created synthesis, which incorporated the works and teachings of Plato, Aristotle, 

Pythagoras and other Greek philosophers. The Renaissance in Italy was the revival of classic 

antiquity, and this started at the fall of the Byzantine empire, who were considered the "librarians of 

the world," because of their great collection of classical manuscripts, and the number of humanist 

scholars that resided in Constantinople (Hole). 

 Neoplatonism in the Renaissance combined the ideas of Christianity and a new awareness of the 

writings of Plato. 

Marsilio Ficino (1433–99) was "chiefly responsible for packaging and presenting Plato to the 

Renaissance" (Hole). In 1462, Cosimo I de' Medici, patron of arts, who had an interest in humanism 

and Platonism, provided Ficino with all 36 of Plato's dialogues in Greek for him to translate. Between 

1462 and 1469, Ficino translated these works into Latin, making them widely accessible, as only a 

minority of people could read Greek. And between 1484 and 1492, he translated the works of 

Plotinus, making them available for the first time to the West. 

 Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463–94) was another excelling Neoplatonist during the Italian 

Renaissance. He could not only speak and write in Latin and Greek, but he also had immense 

knowledge on the Hebrew and Arabic languages. The pope banned his works because they were 

viewed as heretical - unlike Ficino, who managed to stay on the right side of the church. 

 The efforts of Ficino and Pico to introduce Neoplatonic and Hermetic doctrines into the teaching of 

the Roman Catholic Church has recently been evaluated in terms of an attempted "Hermetic 

Reformation."[46] 

 Cambridge Platonists[edit] 

In the seventeenth century in England, Neoplatonism was fundamental to the school of the 

Cambridge Platonists, whose luminaries included Henry More, Ralph Cudworth, Benjamin Whichcote 

and John Smith, all graduates of Cambridge University. Coleridge claimed that they were not really 

Platonists, but "more truly Plotinists": "divine Plotinus", as More called him. 

 Later, Thomas Taylor (not a Cambridge Platonist) was the first to translate Plotinus' works into 

English.[47][48] 

 Modern Neoplatonism[edit] 

 In the essay "Inner and Outer Realities: Jean Gebser in a Cultural/Historical Perspective", Integral 

philosopher Allan Combs claims that ten modern thinkers can be called Neo-Platonists: Goethe, 

Schiller, Schelling, Hegel, Coleridge, Emerson, Rudolf Steiner, Carl Jung, Jean Gebser and the modern 
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theorist Brian Goodwin. He sees these thinkers as participating in a tradition that can be 

distinguished from the empiricist and materialist Western philosophical traditions.[49] 

 In the philosophy of mathematics, in the early 20th century, the German philosopher, Gottlob Frege, 

renewed the interest in Plato's theory of mathematical objects (and other abstract objects, in 

general). Since then, a number of philosophers, such as Crispin Wright and Bob Hale have defended 

and developed this neo-platonist account of mathematics. 

Some cite American poet Ezra Pound as a Neo-platonist, albeit from a rather Confucian perspective 

due to his great admiration for Plotinus and his writings on philosophy and religion.[clarification 

needed] Religiously he described himself in public as a Hellenistic Pagan.[citation needed] 

 Other notable modern Neoplatonists include Thomas Taylor, "the English Platonist," who wrote 

extensively on Platonism and translated almost the entire Platonic and Plotinian corpora into English, 

and the Belgian writer Suzanne Lilar. 
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Goethe and the Arabic world   by CATHARINA MOMMSEN

To speak of Goethe's relationship to the Arabian world is to enter a new 
intellectual realm; for this relationship-despite its intensity and productivity-was for a 
long time concealed by the poet's more obvious relationship to other oriental cultures. 
Normally, when one refers to Goethe's relationship to the orient, it is the 65-year-old 
poet's encounter with the collection of poems known as the "Divan" by the Persian poet 
Hafis, which occupies the center of attention. It was this epoch making confrontation 
which resulted in Goethe's own "West-East Divan", his most important work in the 
oriental style; a collection of two-hundred- and-fifty poems, followed by an extensive 
prose commentary, the so-called "Notes and Essays".
Very different domains of the orient are extolled in Goethe's "Divan". The Persian middle 
ages occupy the center of attention, embodied in the works of Hafiz, Saadi, Ferdusi, and 
other poets whose greatness Goethe enshrined in his own works. Anyone who more closely 
examines Goethe's works, however, cannot overlook the fact that the poet repeatedly and 
enthusiastically paid homage to the Arabian world, precisely the subject which concerns us 
here, and a subject which has unfairly received much too little attention up to the present 
day. This is truly strange; for while many essays have been written about Goethe's interest 
in far more distant oriental lands, ( particularly about his discussions of Indian and Chinese 
literature), his enthusiasm for the world of Araby took on the aspect of a secret love. No 
one has apparently tried to assess clearly the dimensions of this devotion. Literary research 
provides no systematic elaboration of this sizeable complex, although astounding isolated 
facts about his relationship to the Arabian world are by no means concealed or unknown. 
One knows, for instance, that early in his life, the twenty-three-year-old Goethe 
spontaneously conceived a liking for the Koran. During this period be wrote out many Suras 
from .various translations of the Koran, and worked out a transcription of the sixth sura 
using a Latin version as his model. These early studies of the Koran led the young Goethe 
to material describing the life of the Prophet, and this again led him to plan a full-scaled 
tragedy about the life of Mahomet (Mohammed). Only a few of his sketches have 
survived, but these fragments already demonstrate quite clearly the admiration with 
which Goethe regarded the Arabian Prophet, a respect which remained with him his 
whole life through. when his patron, the Duke Carl August, later pleaded with Goethe to 
make a translation of Voltaire's tragedy, "Mohammed, or, The Fanatic" for his theatre, 
only with the greatest inner conflict could the poet resign himself to the wishes of his 
princely friend. Voltaire's negative attitude toward Mohammed in this drama was so 
irritating to Goethe that it was extremely difficult for him to concern himself with a 
translation of this play in particular.

Moreover, Goethe's special reverence for the Arabian Prophet is to a certain 
extent linked with the intellectual movements which, especially during the period of 
his youth, were supported by the thinking elite of the time. This was the period of the 
struggle for religious tolerance, the period when Lessing composed his "Nathan the 
Wise", when Goethe's friend Herder declared his enthusiasm for the ancient Persian 
"Zend Avesta''. European eyes were opened for the first time to the fact that also in 
other religions were to be found values and historical personalities which need not be 
classed as secondary to those of Christianity. Thus, Goethe spoke of great figures like 
Socrates, Christ and Mohammed in the same breath, in order to demonstrate his belief 
that a divine power resided in all three.
No less important was a further encounter with the Arabian world in the year 1783. In 
this case, Goethe became acquainted with the "Muallaquat", the famous landmark of 
pre-Islamic Bedouin poetry, and this in an English translation by William Jones that 
had only just been published. Once again he was stimulated to make his own trans-
lations in order to become familiar with what had so newly impressed him. A version 
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of the beginning of the Kasside by Imriolkais has survived from this period, which 
Goethe and Herder had translated together. Herder, the poet's friend, was five years 
older, and had an immense knowledge of world literature. During this period he was a 
sort of intellectual mentor for Goethe, but quite apart from that, he became the 
teacher of generations of Germans through his path breaking ideas and achievements. 
Both friends, Herder and Goethe, were completely in sympathy with their estimation 
of the value of early Arabian poetry. They knew that they had here stumbled upon 
treasures which belonged to the very first rank of world literature. We find an echo of 
this mutual enthusiasm for early Arabian poetry in Herder's "Ideas for a History of 
Mankind". In his chapter on the language and literature of the Arabs, he writes: "To the 
Arabs,their language was their most precious inheritance...Science, Philosophy and 
Poetry were cultivated in this rich and beautiful language.... The art of poetry was its 
ancient heritage, a daughter of freedom which flowered long before Mohammed; for 
the spirit of the nation was poetic, and a thousand things awoke this spirit. Their 
country, their way of life, their pelgrimages to Mecca, the poetry competitions at Okhaz, 
the honour in which a rising poet was held by his tribe, the pride of the nation in its 
language and its traditions, its inclination to adventure, to love, to glory; even its 
solitude, its vengefulness, its nomadic way of life; all of these things aroused it to poetic 
expression, and its poetic muse distinguished itself with the power of its vision, grand 
and proud perceptions, by shrewd proverbs, and something unmeasurable in the 
perfection or faultiness of the things it chose to glorify".

Herder continues, "Their convictions stand there like jagged cliffs reaching toward 
heaven; the Bilent Arab speaks with the flame of the word as with the lightning of the 
sword, with arrows of perceptiveness like those of his quivers and his bows," and 
Herder closes with the astounding words; "No people can pride itself on having had so 
many patrons of poetry as the Arabs during the height of their culture". Goethe 
himself, in later years, expressed his enthusiasm for Arabian poetry in similar tones. It 
is all the more remarkable as both friends were specialists in and passionate admirers 
of Greek and Roman antiquity, remarkable too, because these emphatic words about 
Arabian poetry were written during a period when "Classicism" was at its height, in 
other words, when the tendency was not to recognize anything as being exemplary, 
except the works of ancient Greece and Rome.

Here then, Herder and Goethe broke through the canon of the classicist point of 
view with their spontaneous enthusiasm for Arabian poetry. It really took courage, 
during the age of classicism, to claim that no people-not even the Greeks and Romans-
could pride itself on having so many patrons of poetry as the Arabs during the height 
of their cultural development.
Three decades after his first meeting with early Arabian poetry, Goethe once again 
praised the "Muallaquat" in his "Notes and Essays" to the "West-East Divan". He 
refers to it there as "the glorious treasure of the Arabs", and gives an equally 
charming as understanding characterization of these lyrics. His observation closes 
with the words, that in these poems is reflected the high culture of the Koraischit 
tribe, the tribe which brought forth the Prophet himself.

When Goethe wrote these comments he had already considerably enlarged his 
knowledge of Arabian poetry. He even began, in his sixty fifth year, to practise Arabian 
speech and writi ng. During his youth that is to say, during the period of his earlier 
Koran studies - he had already made a start with Arabic, but despite his efforts had 
not made much progress. We possess, however, a large number of pages with Arabic 
script in his handwriting, dating from the years 1814 to 1819, that is to say, the years 
between the poet's sixty-fifth and( seventieth birthdays. Among these are also several 
particularly successful copies of the one-hundred-and-fourteenth Sura. These studies, 
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conducted with the help of scholars who were specialists in the field, led Goethe to 
recognize that, "In no other language is the spirit, word and script so primordially 
bound together" as in the Arabian language. The poet quite naturally delighted in once 
again trying his hand at translation. With the help of a latin version, he transcribed 
one of the most famous passages of old Arabian poetry from the Hamássa, the 
vendetta poem of Taabatta Scharran, which Goethe published in his "Notes and 
Essays" to the "Divan" in order to give his readers a conception of the art of Arabian 
poetry other than that of the Muallaquat. The extent to which this poem, with its 
verve, strength, masculinity and aggressive elan, had impressed Goethe, is 
demonstrated by an occurrence which one of his visitors towards the end of the year 
eighteen-thirty-one (1831) has described, a young orientalist who visited the old poet 
a year before his death. The discussion soon turned to the "West-East Divan". Goethe 
took the opportunity to mention that Arabian culture and poetry had much occupied 
his attention during his own youth, whereupon the visitor, an expert in this area, 
expressed his admiration of Goethe's admirable, indeed exemplary transcription of an 
antient Arabian epic
poem. He meant the Dirge of Taabatta Scharran i.s*) who had
revenged himself on the Hudseilit tribe, one of whom had murdered his mother Amina's 
brother. As the discussion turned to this poem, Goethe raised his head high and, although 
confined to his easy chair because of a foot ailment, seemed to his young visitor, to grow 
before his very eyes, while with majestic grandeur, like olympian Zeus he began to speak:

Under the Cliffs on the road, Stricken, he lies.
No dew trickles down
Into his own blood .

At midday, we youths began The hostile march,
Moved the whole night through Like soaring clouds, 
restless.

Ea-LI was a sword, Sword girded,'
Torn out of the scabbard,
A gleaming flash.

They quaffed the spirit of sleep; But as their heads 
nodded, We routed them,
And they were destroyed.

While Goethe recited these verses with full voice-(incidentally, what an amazing 
memory for an old man of 81)-it seemed to the young visitor who witnessed the scene 
as if Goethe seized in an ecstasy of poetic rapture, was inveming the verse on the spot : 
his eyes were large and so wide open that lightning seemed to flash out of them. The 
impresssion was so overwhelming that the young man remembered it for the rest of his 
life, as various reports of his prove. These constantly express his astonishment that 
although Goethe was ill and shortly to be claimed by death, he was able to recite this 
poem from memory when the conversation accidentally turned in this direction. He 
repeated his description of this scene on many different occasions : the handsome old 
man sits erect, and sparks seem to flash from his eyes as he recites that Arabian poem 
like a wide-eyed Bard of Old, seized in a rapture of poetic ecstasy. T have purposely 
spent a little more time on this scene because it conveys, even more directly than the 
prose portions of the "Divan", how vital Goethe's connection to that Arabian poem 
was, despite its theme which must have been remote from his thoughts and feelings. 
He had never written a warlike poem himself, not even during the period of the Wars 
of Emancipation when so many other German poets wrote fanfares of martial verse, 
and the same was expected of him. Nevertheless, the warlike spirit of this thousand-

81
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year-old Arabian poem fascinated him. He sensed here something genuine, primaevally 
original, imposing in its brevity and striking means of expression. That the puik Goethe 
had truly made this vendetta poem of Taabatta Scharran his own, that even in his old age 
he was so thoroughly saturated in it, proves clearly how deeply the spirit of that poem 
had moved him, for we must not forget that it had been over 12 years since he had 
translated the 28 stanzas of the 'poem.

Another piece of warlike Arabian poetry which Goethe made his own in his "West-East 
Divan" is called, "The Winter and Timur". This is a word for word reproduction of a section 
out of Timur's biography written in rhymed prose by the Arabian annalist Ibn Arab schah, 
a bit of real Arabian poetry in which a personified winter prophesies terrible revenge on 
Timur and his lords. Here again, the subject is revenge, struggle, heroism, war, danger and 
terrror. Goethe's "Divan" at this point took over particularly characteristic Arabian 
elements which the poet could not have found in the realm of Persian poetry. nis "Divan" 
thus received something masculine, austere, serious, and incidentally, melancholy, which 
contrasted with the high-spirited world of Hafiz. But I would like to draw attention to a 
few other very different connections between our poet and the world of Araby—. Goethe, 
strikingly enough, chose an Arabian pseudonym for himself as poet of the "Divan". In one 
poem he says that he will name himself Hatem from that point on, so that he may thus be 
recognized by his readers. He was drawn to this name by the many impressive anecdotes 
which told of the proverbial generosity of the legendary Hatem Thai. It should not appear 
"pretentious" that he adopted this name. "Not Hatem Thai, not the all giving" could he be 
in his poverty, but "to keep one's sights on him", should "not be considered wrong". The 
Arabian name Hatem conceals the German poet in many verses of the "West-East Divan", 
particularly when he appears as lover. He gives the name Suleika to the lady-love 
celebrated in these poems. Goethe thought in terms of pharaoh's daughter and wife of 
Potiphar, who is celebrated as the ideal of feminine beauty in many oriental poems. 
Goethe knew from Djamis' "Jussuph and Suleika", as well as from other oriental poems, 
that a positive estimation of Suleika was current in the Orient,in contrast to Europe, 
where only the Biblical tradition was given credence. Goethe, however, made the attitude 
of the Moslems his own who, in connection with the twelfth Sura of the Koran entitled 
"Jussuf", saw Suleika's love for the latter as an example of burning but chaste passion, 
which sprang from the sight of Jussuph's extraordinary handsomeness and was supposed 
to have led to love for God. Goethe is thinking of Suleika when he refers to the Suleika 
celebrated as his lady-love in the poem. But the name also carries with it quite a different 
meaning, for Goethe used it as a pseudonym for the, wife of a friend of his to whom he 
wanted to pay verbal tribute. Their love for one another also stood in the shadow of the 
commandment of chastity, and found expression only in verse; in the alternating songs of 
the "Bonk of Suleika", some of which were even written by the poetically gifted lady herself.

Moreover, Hatem is not the only mask behind which Goethe, as poet of the "Divan" 
hides. He also plays with other possibilities of transformation, and Hatem is not the only 
Arabian name that he
assigns to himself.For example, in one poem he slips into the role
of a famous Arabian poet who 'had lived in Aleppo• nine-hundred years before him : 
Motanabbi. In order to please Suleika he wants to transform himself into the shape of 
Motanabbi-a graceful compliment to the Arabian poet who, in this case, was also his 
colleague.

A poem of Motanabbi's in which he descibes himself as a "Martyr to Love" 
impressed Goethe particularly, above all because he had read in a commentary to that 
poem, that those who had lost their reason or forfeited their life for love were honoured 
with the name of martyr by the, Moslems. Tiny regarded tragic love in this sense, as a 
tribulation sent by God, and looked upon those who suffered from tragic love as God-
chosen sufferers if they endured their hour of tribulation. This concept, which he derived 
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from the commentary on Motanabbi, pleased Goethe so much that he used it in the last 
book of the "Divan", the "Book of Paradise". He depicts here how he, in some future 
time, is received by a Houri at the gaten of paradise. The Houri hesitates to let him in 
because the German arouses his suspicions, and he questions him as to whether he is 
also "quite actually related" to the Moslems, whether struggle and merit "have sent him 
to paradise". He is supposed to justify his claim by showing his wounds, in response to 
which the poet invokes not only his "life-wounds of malice", but also "love's wounds of 
pleasure", (the idea derived from the Motanabbi poems). This martyrdom brings with it 
the right to claim access to paradise.
Goethe ran across the motif of "martyrdom for love" once again in an Arabian figure, 
the famous and unhappy son of the desert, Keis, with the nekname "Medschnun". The 
'touching love story of Medschun and Leila, which recalls the sad fate of "Romeo and 
Juliet", or "Petrarch and Laura" in Europe, was celebrated by many oriental poets, and 
held a strong fascination for Goethe. The word Medschnun actually means a person who 
is posessed by another spirit, a raver, (made delirious by a sacred or profane love). The 
unhappy lover Keis was given this name because of his burning love for the pure, 
glowingly innocent but unattainable Leila, and it was this name which Goethe also claimed 
for himself. In the "Book of 111-Humor" he claims that he should not be "condemned" for 
"praising himself (with the name) Medschnun". In the first poem of the "Book of Love" he 
glorifies Medschnun and Leila as an example for all true lovers, and in the last poem of the 
same book, his thoughts are with the dying Medschnun.

Just as Medschnun,who has lost his reason because he is separated from his beloved 
Leila, writes verses glorifying her in the desert sand, so also Goethe, as Hatem, writes his 
verses in the ever-changing, windblown dust. In one poem which was only published after 
his death and later included in the "West-East Divan", the poet compares himself once 
again with the famous lovers of Araby. The poem expresses his conviction that some future 
wanderer who may tread the place where the poet wrote his verses in the sand, must 
sense the power of his love.
The Wanderer not know if it was Medschnun or another happy
sufferer, hut he will feel the magnetic force of a great love which remains, "to earth 
enchained".

The subject of love occupies the central place in the "West-East Divan", just as in 
Arabian poetry where it had always been a favourite theme. Goethe announces, quite 
programmatically that, "Love is, before all else/Our theme, when we sing". Goethe was 
inspired to write one of his most beautiful love poems by the early Arabian poet 
Imriolkais, whose famous poem belongs to the seven Muallaquat. As Goethe sought 
poetic expression for the despair of his situation after he had taken final farewell of 
Suleika, the example of this Muallaquat Kasside from the pre-Islamic period called forth 
the verses in which he puts himself in the position of a sorrowing Bedouin, weeping in 
the endless waste of desert after the separation from his beloved. Using turns of phrase 
suggested by the Arabian original, Goethe wrote the following lines :

Let me weep! enfolded by night, In the unending 

desert,
Carnets rest, ti-F.4r drovers do the same.
The Armenian watches, quietly reckoning, But I, at his side, 
count the miles,
That separate me from Suleika, repeat The path-prolonging, 
irritating twistings... Let me weep, Tears animate the dust. 
Already it is stirring.

85
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The German poet thinks of himself as being in a caravan in the desert. It is the 
same situation that forms the basis for all of the Kassids of the, Muallaquat poets. The 
Muallaquat are, after all, Bedouin poems sung in the desert and at the oases amongst 
shepherds and camel drivers. Goethe's chief motive is that of weeping because of the 
absence of the beloved, a motive which returns in all seven Kassids of the Muallaquat, 
and at that, exactly as it stands at the beginning of Goethe's poem. The most thorough 
as well as the most beautiful fashioning of this motif is to be found in Imriolkais poem 
which, like Goethe's begins with the plaintive pattern, "Let me weep". Even the strange 
word that, describes the path prolonging "twistings" is to be found in the Arabian 
prototypes. And there is yet another striking correspondence in the general content. 
Goethe's poem closes with an optimistic turn. The, tears animate the dust, and out of it 
comes fresh green; new growth-out, of sorrow and tears. This is a symbolical 
expression for the thought that the pain of parting from the beloved is a stimulating 
grief for the poet-out of sorrow, blossoms new poetic inspiration. This is completely in 
line with Goethe's own experience, for it was always the distant and somehow 
unattainable beloved who most inspired his works. "The sorrow of love" thus often 
functions for Goethe as the doorway to new creative activity. A very similar 
phenomenon is to be found in the poets of the Muallaquat, for with them it is a kind of 
rule to give the beginning of each Kasside the, character of a love larment. Only by 
these means is the path to poetic expression and evolution made free. This is required 
by the traditional scheme of thinks. Goethe recognized something special in the, early 
Arabian Muallaquat poems that corresponded in the most curious way with the 
organizational rules of his own works. It is an extremely interesting fact that Goethe, 
when suffering himself from a particularly tragic love, remembered that it was the 
Muallaquat more than any other poetical work in the literature of the world, which 
placed the sorrow of separation in the foreground, richly varying and meaningfully 
characterizing the motif of a great love which for some reason 
bas been lost forever. It was the dialogue of a great poet with other great poets, 
bridging the gulf of a thousand years, and all the attendant differences of peoples 
and cultures.

The proportion of poems from Arabian models which proclaim love's bitterness 
are nevertheless fewer in number in Goethe's "Divan", than those with a 
predominantly happy note. Goethe is allo indebted to the Arabian world for some 
ideas which stimulated him to write these more cheerful poems. Let me but name a 
few of these Arabian motifs. The alternating songs of Hatem and Suleika refer to a 
turban of white, silverstriped muslin, that the beloved winds about the head of the 
poet. To Hatem, such a turban seems to be the proudest and most beautiful head 
adornment for a man.

A poem in the first book of the "Divan", the "Book of the Singer" praises the turban as 
the finest possible head 'adornment. Entitled " Four Favours", this poem is derived from an 
Arabian proverb. lt re ads

To the Arabs, joyfully moving In their portion (of 
the world), Allah has given four favours For the 
general welt-being.

First the turban, which adorns better]
Than all the crowns of emperors ;
A tent, so that a man can move from one place And live everywhere;

A sword, which protects more effectively Than cliffs and high 
walls,
And a little song, that pleases, and is useful Because the girls are 
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waiting to hear it.

The turban, the tent, the sword, and the gift of song-these four favours given to the 
Arabs by Allah are praised many times by Goethe in the "Divan". The free life of the 
nomadic Bedouins, unstable and constantly threatened by danger, is just as mach the 
subject of his poetic invention as their pride and aggressive elan.

This "dreaming of himself" into the restlessness of the nomad life, and indeed 
into what was a totally strange world for the poet, had an astounding effect on him; 
he feit himself refreshed and fired with enthusiasm. Through this contact with the 
shepherd and warrior life

of primordial Araby, the poet felt himself to have been "newly born", and the cxpression 
is his own. From this comes the poem "Reckoning", which originally had the significant 
title of "Caravan". The poet says here, "Within the immeasurable distance/In an ocean 
of stars/.I was not lost/But as if newly born/—White billows of sheep/Spread over the 
hills/Sheltered around by serious shepherds/Gladly sparing their scanty hospitality/So 
quietly—dear people,/That each one gladdens me". Hard on the heels of this joyful and 
peaceful shepherds' idyll comes a depiction of the dangers among which the Bedouins 
live : "In the terrifying nights/Menaced by battle/The moaning of the camels/Pierces the 
ear, and the soul". Toward the end of the poem comes a penetrating picture of the life 
of the nomad, in which the poet symbolically expresses the precepts of his own life-
rhythm : "And always it went further/ Betoming ever wider/And our constant 
moving/seemed a little like fleeing./Blue, behind the desert and the multitude/A strip of 
false sea".

In this caravan poem, Goethe gives us a picture of the restless nom ad existence 
which early Arabian poetry had enabled him to envision. The whole "West-East Divan" 
is shot through with something of this nomadic restlessness. Already in the first great 
poem entitled "Hegir" the poet alludes to Arabian life and traditions. His own 
"Hedschra" is an intellectual emigration to a simpler state of existence which seems to 
him to be purer and righter than his own immediate world. Thus he calls out to himself 
:

You must flee to the pure east
To savour the air of the patriarchs
There, amongst the pure and the right,
T want to fathom
The origins of human kind,
Where they stilt receive, from God,
Heaven's teachings in the language of the land,
And don't have to worry their own heads ....
I want to move among shepherds,
Refresh myself at oases
When I, living the wandering life of caravans,
Barter with shawls, coffee and musk;
I want to tread every path
From the desert to the city "

These lines come from the poem "Hegire", and have the quality of exposition. They 
provide information for the meaning and intern of the entire work, As the poet 
himself says in his commentary to the "Divan". "The Poet", continues Goethe, "sees 
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himself here as a traveller. He has already arrived in the Orient. He takes pleasure in 
the customs and usage, in the wares, religieus convictions and opinions, and does 
not even reject the supposition that he himself may be a Moslem"! Goethe's 
astounding confession Boes this far, and shows us with what pleasure he lived 
among the Araby in his thoughts, discovering so much of the custom of patriarchal 
times in their way of life. There is proof of this love for the world of Araby which had 
fascinated him from his youth in even other works of his. "The Journeyman Years of 
Wilhelm Meister", for example, contains a passage in praise of the Bedouins. This is 
obviously no accident. In this great novel of his old age, Goethe wanted to show that 
all truc men are wanderers, that wandering is a condition of human existence. All the 
same, the Bedouins are the wanderers par excellence, the prototype of wandering 
mankind, and as such do they appear in Leonardo's speech of praise within Goethe's 
great novel.

But enough of this topic, ladies and gentlemen, for I want to speak to you about 
something else in the short time that remains, something very important for our subject, 
and that is of Goethe's connection to the `Thousand and one Nights', that is to say, to a 
work which already because of its language belongs completely to the Arabian world, 
and whose subject is at least in many sections of Arabian origin. During Goethe's time, 
one spoke of the work simply as "Arabian Tales". The connection between the poet and 
"A Thousand and one Nights" is particularly interesting because firstly, we are concerned 
here with one of the great standard works of world literature,and secondly, because the 
extent of its influence on Goethe in this case is positively enormous. Because I have 
already spoken about the, relationship of Goethe to "A thousand and one nights" in 
another lecture, I should here like only to refer to some of the high points, without 
looking too closely at the details.

Goethe had loved the fairy-tale of Scheherezade from his childhood, and during all 
periods of his poetic creativity, he let Scheherezade inspire him to works of his own. 
Even in a few of his most famous poems, Scheherezade had served as godmother for 
particular motifs, characters, or turns of plot. In his old age too, Goethe lost none of his 
love for "A thousand and one nights", for these tales drove away the 
depression oecasioned by illness or long winter nights. And those who surrounded Goethe in 
his old age were amazed at the intensity and perseve lunet; with which the agéd poet read 
and re-read the many volumes
of thousand and one nights". References to the work are to be
found i n dozens of Goethe's letters, diaries and transmitted conversations, and these 
remarks in their totality already provide extremely important information. One obtains here 
a completely new conception of Goethe's art of storytelling and of hisinventive fables, 
particularly if one takes note of their long overlooked relationship to "A thousand and one 
nights". Goethe consciously and repeatedly compared himself with Scheherezade

storyteller and poet, and this comparison is reflected in particular aspects of his 
writings which have always seemed obscure and difficult to rescarchers and specialists. 
His liking for a kind of loose organization, evident in certain of his works, is here 
explained. Just for this reason, people have puzzled their heads about the organization 
of his novel "The Journeyman Years of Wilhelm Meister", the structure of which is 
handled in a particularly free manner. They ask themselves if a hidden unity and formal 
compactness could not be found in the novel if one were to search for it in an 
appropriate way. All these questions become superfluous when one remembers that 
Goethe, as he himself expressed it, handled his materials in the manner of 
Scheherezade. It is therefore by no means a sign of comfort in old age that the form in 
"Wilhelm Meister" appears to have been slighted. Rather, the whole way in which very 
different stortes are linked to one another, the procedure of "interweaving", the form 
of a "wreath of flowers", of "garlands" — remember that I am quoting Goethe's own 
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expressions -all this rests upon a consciously organized principle of style, and Goethe 
expressly confesses, that it was "A thousand and one nights" which led him to this 
principle of organization. He wrote the "Journeyman Years", so he said, in the manner 
of the Sultana Scheherezade.
But this discovery also leads to an explanation for other things. Goethe had a 
pronounced, almost obstinate preference for presenting his large-scale works- 
(mostly stories, bul also some dramatic works) — to the public, not in their entirety, 
but in serialized episodes. It was part of the nature and pleasure of storytelling that, 
and I quote his own words, through "curiosity", even when it appeared to be 
"aroused in a frivolous way", the story teller could delight his hearers, and grasp 
their attention by "interruptions", thus extending their interest by "every possible 
artifice". In his "Conversations of German Emigrants", a work which he also allowed 
to be published in serialized form, he said so many words and with preconceived 
intention, and I quote "He proceeds in the manner of "A thousand and one nights" 
»here, as he says, "one event is encased, one interest displaced by another".

But Goethe also handled his own autobiographical writings, particularly "Poetry 
and Truth", in the same manner as an Arabian storyteller, at least as far as the 
structure is concerned. All the forms and artifices of which we spoke are also to be 
found here, and the volumes of "Poetry and Truth" appeared, exactly like the 
"Memoirs of his Italian Journey", at widely separated intervals. We find an 
explanation for this in the manner in which he referred to this work as "the thousand 
and one nights of his own wayward life". "The Journeyman Years of Wilhelm Meistel" 
appeared by no means all at once hut also in serialized form, as did the second part of 
his "Faust" tragedy. And when, at the end of one of these partial publications, Goethe 
wrote the laconic comment, "to be continued", we need no longer puzzle over the 
reasons. For he always considered himself in such cases (and for this there is plenty of 
evidence available) to be emulating Scheherezade. But even more interesting than the 
influence of "A thousand and one nights" on Goethe's formal organization, are the 
countless cases where the poet was actually stimulated by motifs and material out of 
the Arabian anthology. Poems from all periods of his life give evidence of such 
stimulation, beginning with the earliest dramatic work "The whims of a lover", to the 
last, the second part of his great tragedy of "Faust". It partly concerns characteristic 
details which Goethe borrowed, striking motifs or personalities, and partially 
character traits, which helped Goethe to spread an atmosphere of enchantment over 
particular sections of his works. But it is also finally demonstrable that he adopted, in 
extremely interesting cases, whole chains of motifs, patterns of plot, and the story 
telling scheme as such from "A thousand and one nights". In the limited time at our 
disposal it is only possible for me to give you a few examples, hut you will perhaps 
allow me to mention at this point, that T published a book on the subject of "Goethe 
and a thousand and one nights" in 1960, which, I am happy to say, is now also being 
translated into Arabian.

Already, in an early work by the seventeen-year-old Goethe, "The whims of a 
lover", the Arabian name of the heroine, Amina, is borrowed from a story in "A 
thousand and one nights". And much more than the name is adopted at that. The 
shape of Amina's personality and the character traits of a person tormented by 
jealousy were also taken over. Not only this, but the moral of the piece is also in 
accorda 

nee with "A thousand and one nights". Here, just as in the source material, an 
cxtremely jealous man is brought to regret his suspicion and his brutally egoistic 
behaviour. I should like to mention in addition, (luit espccially in Goethe's own fairy 
tales is to be found a profusion of eharactcristics which can be shown to have been 
based upon "A thousand and one nights". This applies to the fairy tales called "The 
new Paris", and "The new Melusine", as welf as to the fairy tale in the "Conversat ions 
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of German Emigrants". In "The Journeyman Years of Wilhelm Meister" the poet alludes 
very clearly to "Aladdin and his magie lamp" and "The Barber of Baghdad". The tale of 
Abdulhassan and SchemseI ni har from "A thousand and one nights" also served as the 
subject matter for the final portion of Goethe's novel "The Relatives by choice", white 
the poet made use of the fairy tale of Prince Ahmed and the Fairy Paribanou in his 
Novella.

The most astounding influences of "A thousand and one nights", neverthless, 
can be discovered in the second part of "Faust". Here, whole acts are based upon 
motifs from stories out of "A thousand and one nights", for example, Faust's 
courtship of the beautiful Helen of Troy, and nuptials. The scenes at the Emperor's 
court in the first act are also strongly influenced by the fairy-tale world of the Orient. 
Here too, Goethe purposely paid homage to Scheherezade and "A thousand and one 
nights" in the words of the Emperor addressed to Mephistopheles, his master of 
pleasure. The Tines are as follows :

What kind fortune hast thee here but sent,
Direct from 1001 nights to Occident
Shoudst with Scheherezade's fancy thine compare, Thou'lt receive 
from me great honours, that T swear Be always ready, when our world 
of day,
As often happens, sore displeases me.

At this point in "Faust", Goethe expressed clearly bis own gratefulness to these 
Arabian fairy tales. At the time that he wrote this homage to Scheherezade, he owed 
her in one way or another — and more than at any time in his literary career — the 
most decisive debt of gratitude. Large sections of the second part of "Faust" were 
inspired by "A thousand and one nights", for just at the time that he was forinuat i ng 
them, a new study of the fairy-tale collection came into his hands. when one knows 
this, it is much easier to understand why Goethe felt al t his time the necessity of 
expressly acknowledging Scheherezade as his mentor, by specifically honouring her 
name. It is no accident that the line "Should'st with Scheherezade's fancy thine compare" 
appears exactly this way in his first sketch,just as the line originally flowed from his pen; 
"As mentor dost thou know Scheherezade".

But we have yet another beautiful testimony of the gratitude of the seventy-five-
year-old poet to his work which embodies the art of Arabian storytelling, a work which 
had give n wi ngs to his imagination. As he succeeded in completing that scene from 
"Faust" to his own satisfaction, assisted in one way or another by "A thousand and one 
nights", he wrote a short poem on a page which contained sketches for the lines from 
"Faust". This is an obvious allusion to the integration of both western and eastern 
elements which even his work on "Faust" had unexpectedly assumed. And this poem of 
Goethe's forms a fitting conclusion to our discussion :

He who knows himself and others Recognizes also here :
Orient and Occident
Are no longer different spheres.

By reflecting, not disputing,
I seek to sway between two worlds;
So to move twixt east and west, That is truly for the 
best.
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Goethe's 
Relationship to 
Islam

DR. KATHARINA MOMMSEN

The relationship of Goethe to Islam and to 
its founder is one of the most astonishing 
phenomena, not only within Goethe's own life, 
but within the historica) epoch in which he 
lived.

Goethe was only 23 years old when he wrote 
a wonderful hymn in praise of the prophet 
Muhammad. But even when he was 70 years 
old, the poet declared quite publicly that he was 
considering "devoutly celebrating that holy 
night in which the Koran in its entirety was 
revealed to the prophet from on high". Between 
these two dates lies a long life, during which 
Goethe testified in many forms to his 
veneration for Islam. This was expressed 
primarily in that work which, alongside 
"Faust", we today consider one of his most 
essential poetic bequests: the "West-Eastern 
Divan", a collection of 250 poems in an 
oriental style. In a pre-publication 
announcement of this work—in which he came 
closer to the orient than any German writer 
before or after him—we can even find the 
remarkable statement that the author of the 
book would not deny the allegation that he 
himself was a Muslim.

It is hard for us to conceive of the incredible 
boldness that lay behind such convictions and 
particularly of making them public, and what a 
provocation they must have been to his readers, 
unless we call to mind what Goethe's 
contemporaries thought about Islam and its 
founder. To understand this, however, we must 
first turn back even further into the past.

The verdict of the Christian world on 
Muhammad and his followers, was from the 
start anything but impartial or positive. This is 
not surprising when one considers how many 
areas, which Christendom had won during a 
six hundred years' struggle, had since been lost 
to Islam, once it began to spread outside of 
Arabia by the power of the sword. It was 
particularly painful for Christian Europe to see 
the cross thrown down where it had first been 
raised—at the Holy Sepulchre and at the places 
hallowed by the Saviour himself. The victory 

of the crescent over the cross in the countries 
of the Orient, and each triumph of the new 
religion in the provinces of the Byzantine 
Empire were defeats feit bitterly by the 
believers of the older religion. Furthermore, 
the Christian countries of Europe had feit 
seriously meriaced, ever since the Arab 
invasion of the Spanish peninsula in 711, 
when their victorious advance from the 
South-West seemed irresistable. Then, 
South-Eastern Europe was threatened by the 
Islamic Turks who laid siege to Vienna (for 
the last time) in the year 1683. In all the 
hostilities between Islam and Christianity 
lasted with interruptions of course for more 
than a thousand years. From the middle of 
the 7th to the end of the 17th century.

No wonder then that European Christen-
dom for hundreds of years looked upon 
Islam merely as a rival and dangerous 
enemy, and that—true to human nature—all 
verdiets of the enemy were coloured by 
hostility and prejudice. This was necessarily 
true of both sides: for both reaped the 
harvest of slander and utter ignorance. Both 
parties accused each other of paganism, 
idolatry, cruelty, crime, immorality, 
treachery and every conceivable kind of 
vice. The cruder the ignorance of the writer, 
the cruder was the slander. Let us leave 
behind, as quickly as possible, this rather 
discouraging period of history!

Until the end of the 17th century there 
were not even attempts made to consider 
this relationship in an impartial and 
unprejudiced way. Up to that time hardly 
anyone in Europe had concerned himself 
with the Koran, the essential key to Islamic 
doctrine. Only after the threat of war had 
vanished, did a shift of judgments slowly 
become apparent. .Whereas up to that time 
the writings on Islam and its founder were 
purely tendentious and clearly betrayed the 
confessional and polemic intentions of their 
authors, efforts to establish more impartial 
reporting and the securing of exact informa-
tion, became discernible.

In the year 1698 the sext of the Koran, 
together with a translation into Latin, was 
published by the former Father Confessor of 
Pope Innocent XI, the Italian priest, Father 
Ludovico Maracci. Here, too, however, this 
theological scholar was principally concerned 
with refuting and combating Islam and its 
founder. He did this by means of a long 
introduction and many notes comment-
ing on the individual Surahs. Nevertheless, 



we must consider it a step towards better 
understanding that, for the first time, the 
whole text of the Koran was available to 
Europeans in a Latin translation. (The first 
German translation of this Latin Koran text 
was published as early as 1703, and opened up 
the world of Islam to any interested German 
layman.)

The next phase is characterized by the fact 
that, from then on, not only churchmen 
participated in the writing about the Islamic 
problem—who were, of course, tempted to put 
their confessional zeal first—but also men 
from other professions, Europeans who had 
travelled in the Orient, who knew the language 
and were the forerunners of modern 
scholarship on the Orient, etc. Foremost 
among these was the Orientalist and protestant 
scholar Hadrian Reland, from Utrecht, whose 
book "De Relgione Mohamedica", which 
appeared in 1705, attempted the first honest 
appraisal of Islam. Islam could never have 
attracted millions of followers, Reland 
declared, had it been as senseless as European 
portrayals time and again had claimed. It was 
absurd, he said to for a conception of a 
different religion on the basis of the 
representations of its opponents. Therefore it 
was necessary to have Islam explained by 
those who believed in it. Mutual goodwill was 
the pre-reouisite for a religious discussion.

Reland specifically avowed his faith in 
Christianity, in order to protect himself 
against the suspicion that he was trying to 
rehabilitate the religion of Islam. This was 
certainly the least that was required of a 
scholar of that time, if he wanted to protect 
himself against the difficulties which might 
have arisen from such a work and the way of 
thinking clearly apparent in it.

Another important step was made by an 
English lawyer, who devoted his leisure hours 
to the study of Arabic—George Sale. In 1734 he 
published an English translation of the Koran, 
which soon thereafter was translated into 
German, Dutch and French. For a century it 
remained one of the main sources from which 
educated Europeans informed themselves on all 
questions involving the Koran. Sale looked 
upon his work chiefly as a vindication of a 
much maligned book. In his introduction he 
refrained from almost all temptations to 
polemize. On the contrary, he pointed out the 
many correspondences with the Christian faith, 
for instante, when he emphasizes that the 
fundamental teaching 

of Muhammad was based on the Oneness of 
God. Sale stressed particularly what a noble 
and praiseworthy effort it had been to convert 
the Arabs from idolatry to the acknowledge- , 
ment of One God. He also pointed out that the 
exhortations to good morals and virtue 
contained in the Koran were in part so 
excellent that a Christian might well observe 
them.

George Sale repeatedly refers to the 
"Bibliotheque Oreintale" published in 1697 in 
Paris by Batholomee d'Herbelot, a pioneer-
work who for the first time printed everything 
worth knowing about the religious, social and 
literary institutions of the Arabs, Perisnas and 
Turks.

All three of the publications we have jast 
mentioned, must be looked upon as products 
products of the Age of Enlightment, the 
influence of which was decisive in Goethe's 
youth.

A Frenchman, Count de Boulainvillier, 
wrote a biography of Muhammad in this 
same spirit of enlightenment, which was 
published after his death in London in 1730. 
Unlike all previous disparagements of 
Muhammad, it can be considered an apology. 
Boulainvillier saw Muhammad principally as 
the reformer of his people and the creator of 
a rational religion. Twenty years later his 
book was translated into German. In his 
preface, the German translator confesses his 
surprise that the author had been able to 
escape the holy inquisition.

Boulainvillier's work had a great influence 
on, among others, one of his most famous
contemporaries, Voltaire. In Voltaire's
"Essay sur les moerus", written in 1765, much 
was said about Islam which showed its 
derivation from Boulainvillier's portrayal. Here 
Muhammad's religion was characterized as one 
of the greatest facts of world history. The 
Koran was praised as an excellent book, 
containing, sublime passages
and excellent laws. In this account of
Voltaire's, the prophet was portrayed as a 
great man, as another Cromwell, who as 
conqueror, law-giver, ruler and preacher all 
in one—had played the most important role 
anyone could possibly play on this earth. 
Voltaire counted Muhammad among the 
three greatest law-givers of the world, along 
with Confucius and Zoroaster. He recog-
nized him as one of the truly inspired vision-
aries.

How then can we understand the malice 



Voltaire poured into his drama "Le Fana-
tisme ou Mohamet le Prophete", in which
the hero appears as a hypocrite, a swindler and a 
tyrant, driven by sensuality ? Voltaire knew that 
the portrait of his stage-hero did not correspond 
to reality. The whole intrigue on which the plot 
of the play is based, was entirely his own 
invention. In this play, however, he was not at 
all concerned with historical truth or with the 
prophet from Mecca. It can be surmised that 
Voltaire's intention was directed toward a quite 
different goal. As a free thinker he had often 
crossed swords with the French clerics, and now 
he consciously created a stage-play as a polemic 
against "religion as such, against fanaticism,
cleriéal craftiness, and superstition. He
would have taken the subject matter for his 
play from Christian sources had he had the 
necessary audacity and temerity. But that was 
too much of a risk, and so he preferred to make 
use of Muhammad—the founder of a foreign 
religion as a figure with which to illustrate and 
combat the phenomenon of fanaticism. It was a 
camouflage on Voltaire's part, to avoid 
personal difficulties and Bangers. He chose a 
period a thousand years in the past, but was• 
referring to the present. He spoke about Mecca, 
but was pointing at Rome. The author's 
intention, however, became apparent, and the 
play was officially banned from the Paris stage 
after its third performance, as a danger to 
religion. It took much clever manoevering on 
the part of the author before the play was again 
allowed to be performed.

If we now turn to Germany, we find first of 
all three men among Goethe's predecessores 
and contemporaries who acted as pioneers for 
a more humane and rational attitude toward 
religions—Leibniz, Lessing, and Herder.

Already in his "Theodizee" (1710) Leibniz 
praised Muhammad for not having deviated in 
any way from the natural religion whose great 
precepts had been set up by Abraham and 
Moses, and to which Jesus then imparted the 
significance of a generally accepted dogma. 
But Muhammad's followers were to be given 
credit for having spread the religion of the 
sages which, through Jesus, had become a 
religion for all peoples, among the nations of 
Asia and Africa, in this way destroying in 
many countries heathen superstitions and 
opposition to the faith in the one good God, 
creator of all things, and which also 
contradicted the true doctrine of the 
immortaility of the soul and retribution in the 
life to come.

Now with regard to Lessing, we have a 
passage that he wrote as a twelve-year-old 
in a school essay, advocating tolerance 
toward the Muhammedans, among whom 
there were men just as righteous as among 
the Christians. I quote: "Deus ipse dixit: 
Ne judicate, ne damnate! Nolumus 
damnare Mohametanos: etiam inter 
Mahometanos probi hominus sunt". In this 
spirit—that is in the spirit of tolerance 
Lessing worked all his life. Relying on 
George Sale's translation of the Koran and 
on Harian Reland's book on the Islamic 
religion, he called for impartial judgment 
of other religions. The religion of Islam 
should be viewed with as much justice as 
unbiased and trusted scholars in modern 
times deemed necessary to concede to it. 
This was Lessing's demand in his "Gar-
danus". The violence of the prejudices he 
had to combat is best illustrated by his 
repeated assertions that Muhammad was, 
not a fraud, and that his religion was not 
of the devil, but rather in accord with 
reason. Like Leibniz, Lessing found in the 
Koran all the essential articles of natural 
religion, stressed the agreement with 
Christian dogma in the doctrine of the 
One God, and—like Sale before him—
evaluated the ethical precepts of the 
Koran in such a way that they might well 
recommend themselves to a Christian. It 
is hard to imagine in our day how much 
courage it took at that time to

publish such ideas. Thus Lessing—the
protestant pioneer of reason and tolerancewas at 
odds with the powers of the Counter-
Englightenment and intolerance all his
But through Lessing's attitude many people 
were led to a more humane and liberal way of 
thinking. Without his preparatory work it 
might perhaps have been impossible for a 
protestant theologian to write as impartially 
about Islam, as Herder did only a few years 
later (1791) in his "Ideas on the Philosophy 
of the History of Mankind". In this book 
Herder tried from the point of view of cul-
tural history—to assess Muhammad as the 
last founder of a religion. Although grounded 
in theology, Herder did not divide world 
history into sacred and profane areas, but 
placed the Islamic world right in the midst of 
universal history. In Muhammad he saw 
combined all that nation, tribe, time and place 
could contribute: in him were conjoined the 
qualities of merchant, prophet, orator, poet, 
hero and legislator, all in an Arab style. 



Herder praised "Muhammad's noble enthusiasm 
for the doctrine of the One God" and for "the 
way of serving Him through purity, devotion 
and good deeds". "Corrupt tradi-
tions of Jewry and Christianity", the poetical 
caste of mind of the Arabic nation, the idiom 
of his tribe and his personal talents "were-
according to Herder—the pinions, as it were, 
which bore Muhammad out of and beyond 
himself".

Thus we see that in Goethe's era efforts were 
initiated to look upon Islam in a more liberal 
and unprejudiced way than had been the Nabit 
for hundreds of years. But we must not forget: 
it was only a few individuals who were 
capable of rising to such an unbiassed 
viewpoint. Only the few exceptionally fine 
minds of that time truly endeavoured to over-
come narrow-minded concepts, enlighten the 
perceptions of their countrymen and ennoble 
their ideas and ways of thinking. On the other 
hand, the rest of the scholarly world, in so far 
as it took notice of Islam at all remained 
mostly intolerant and unsympathetic.

As far as Goethe was concerned, his attitude 
toward Islam—and this is decisive—was from 
the very beginning not exclusively from the 
very beginning not exclusively determined by 
an attitude of progressive enlightenment and its 
aspirations toward tolerance. Goethe's 
relationship to Muhammad, and his religion 
was of a much more personal nature. That is 
also the reason why his comments on Islam far 
surpassed in provocative daring anything that 
had been said in Germany before his time. 
Goethe achieved a truly positive relation to 
Islam by finding certain major precepts in 
accord with his own thinking and beliefs. This 
aroused in him a deep-seated sympathy, and 
from this sympathy resulted the tenor of such 
sincere conviction as we have already cited.

I would now like to elaborate on those chief 
points of the Muslim religion that had such 
an attraction for Goethe. Up to now there had 
been no clear conception of this. And yet, the 
true nature of Goethe's relationship to Islam 
cannot be fully understood, unless we answer 
this question: What was it that so attracted 
him to the Muslim religion, what was it that 
seemed to be so close to his own way of 
thinking?

A decided affection for the oriental world 
manifested itself in Goethe's life at an early 
stage. He tried to get as much information as 
possible about it. The first piece of evidence 
for his interest in Islam dates from Julie, 1772. 

We find it in the famous letter to. Herder, 
containing the avowal of his passionate 
search for ways to achieve what he called 
"mastery" and genuine "virtuosity".It was the 
Greek poet Pindar who was to become his 
guide here, and this is chiefly
what his letter deals with. But at the end of this 
acknowldgement of Pindar we read: "I would 
like to pray like Moses in the Koran: Lord, 
make room in my narrow breast".

Here Goethe quotes the 20th Surah of the
Koran. The essential meaning of this
becomes clearer, when one reads the con-
tinuation of this Surah. (Goethe noted it 
down at the time in his excerpts from the
Koran, of which we shall speak later.) It
says here: "0 Lord, make room in my 
narrow breast. Make also my task easy.
Loosen the ties of my tongue". This proves
to us that the verse from the Koran in the 
letter to Herder was also expressing the idea
of longing for "mastery", for lightening of
his "task", for the loosening of his tongue, 
that is, for the final release of his creative
powers in the right way. Goethe's simur-
taneous reference to, the Koran and Pindar in 
this connection throws a sudden light upon 
the poet's evaluation of the former even at 
that time.

We know how Goethe came in contact 
with the Koran when he was 23 years old.
In the year 1772, a German translation of the
Koran was printed in his native city, prepared 
by the Frankfurt professOr Megerlin. Even
before this book appeared in the « autumn
book-fair, Goethe got possession of the 
proof-sheets, possibly because the publisher
sent them to him for a review. Goethe, as you 
know, was a contributor to the "Frankfurter 
Gelehrten Anzeigen", ,a publication devoted 
solely to reviews.

Megerlin was the first German scholar who 
translated the Koran from the original text
into German, and thus answered an urgent
need of the time. In his intellectual attitude, 
however, he in no way showed himself
modern, or even impartial and unbiased. To 
him the Holy Book of Islam appeared to be a 
"book of lies" and. Muhammad as a false 
prophet and Anti-Christ.

Goethe was obviously deeply disappointed in 
Megerlin's work. A review in the "Frank-
furter Gelehrten Anzeigen" was devastatingly 
critical, at any rate. The reviewer clearly 
showed that his concept of the Koran was a 
completely different and higher one than 



Megerlin's translation was able to, convey.
The reviewer expressed the wiste that a different 
translation might, be prepared "under
oriental skies, by a German reading the Koran 
in his tent with due poetic and prophetic 
feelings, and sufficient sensitivity to
grasp the whole". The review mentioned 
George Sale's English translation of the 
Koran, the tenor of which was naturally more 
congenial to Goethe than Megerlin's polemic-
ridden work. But to Goethe, Sale's translation 
seemed antiquated too. None of the existing 
translations could measure up to his demands. 
Goethe was very sensitive to the linguistic 
beauty of the Koran. Even in his late years he 
praised this beauty in the "West-Eastern 
Divan" where he says: "The style of the Koran 
is severe, elevated, formidable, in parts truly 
sublime". If one is acquainted with Goethe's 
way of expression, one knows that the words -
"truly sublime" belong to the highest 
attributes which he could assige to a literary 
landmark.

The young Goethe was at that time seriously 
studying the Koran. He seemed to have made 
his first attempts at learning to speak and write 
Arabic. We know this from a number of papers 
which contain excerpts in his own handwriting 
from Megerlin's translation and from 
Maracci's Latin Koran. There he wrote down a 
considerable number of verses from ten 
different Surahs. His choice of verses is very 
revealing. For the first time we can recognize 
some of those aspects of the Islamic religious 
doctrine which Goethe considered relevant to 
his own ideas. To begin with, we must 
mention here the basic concept, so typically 
Goethean, that God reveals Himself in all of 
nature. Without a doubt he was thinking of this 
conviction of his when he noted down the 
following verses from the Koran : "The rising 
and setting of the sun are the Lord's and 
wherever you turn, there is God's 
countenance". "He has given us abundant signs 
in the creation of the heavens and the earth, in 
the change of night and day . . in all these are 
signs abundant of his oneness and goodness 
for those peoples that are observant of them". 
The last words also reflect the doctrine of the 
unity of God, a concept which certainly did 
not find its way into Goethe's notes acciden-
tally, for it was precisely the emphatic 
pronouncement of this doctrine which the poet 
considered one of the main achievements of 
the prophet Muhammad. We shall come back 
to this later.

Other verses from the Koran written down 
by Goethe at this period, refer to a subject 
that the youthful Goethe was much con-
cerned with: that God had spoken and was 
still speaking to makind, not only through 
one mediator but through many. I quote: 
"Thus Mohammed is also nothing but 
amessenger among you, and many 
messengers have died before him. If he 
should now die, would you therefore turn 
back on your heels" ? "God is not given to 
making known what is secret, but he elects 
a few of his messengers as he sees fit: that 
they (the nations) may believe in God and 
in his messenger".

As is well known, the young Goethe 
debated at great length, especially with the 
Swiss theologian Lavater, the question whe-
ther it was Jesus Christ whom we had to 
consider the sole Messiah of God, or whether 
we should acknowledge others to have this 
same mission. This was one of the points of 
dispute that finally led to his break with 
Lavater, for Goethe could not accept the
strictly Christian view of his friend. It
surely was no coincidence that the personal 
diary of Lavater shows the Koran also to have 
been the subject of discussion between Goethe 
and himself. By referring to Muhammad, 
Goethe probably tried to explain to Lavater that 
history also knows other great founders of 
religion, outside the realm of Christianity. 
Furthermore, Goethe's Koranic excerpts betray 
his special interest in Muhammad's effect upon 
a whole people and their attitude towards him. 
Thus we find Goethe taking down the 
following lines from the Koran (from Surah 
29): "The signs are with God, I am but a 
manifest preacher", and from Surah 13: 
"Furthermore some unbelievers say of you: has 
there not been a wondrous sign sent down upon 
him by his Lord? But you are only a preacher, 
and every people has been given a teacher for 
its instruction".

It has been proven that Goethe, all his 
life, had a special liking for this last verse 
from the Koran. Even in 1819, he quotes it 
in a letter to a young scholar: "What God 
says in the Koran is true: We have never 
sent a prophet to any people, except in its 
own language". And in a letter to his 
Scottish friend, the writer Carlyle, in 1827, 
he again mentions this quotation from the 
Koran, where he writes : "The Koran says: 
God has given a prophet to every people in 
its own language". And Goethe repeats this 



same sentence in an essay of the year 1828.
The Koranic verses from Goethe's notes, 

which I just mentioned, speaking of the 
unbelievers' expectation of miraculous signs 
from Muhammad, also had a prolonged effect 
on Goethe. Alluding to these verses, a literary 
appendix of a much later date that is, from the 
period of the "West-Eastern
Divan"—reads as follows: "1 cannot perform 
miracles, said the prophet. The greatest miracle is 
that 1 am".

Goethe's concern with the Koran in the year 
1772, led to extraordinarily important 
consequences. They inspired him to outline a 
whole tradegy that was to be entitled 
"Mohomet". Although this plan was not 
carried out, Goethe did write down a number 
of crucial passages, which we still possess. 
Even with regard to these passages it must be 
said that they represent probably the most 
significant homage a German poet ever paid to 
the prophet of Islam. The fragments of this 
tragedy are important for our considerations 
here, because in them the essence of Goethe's 
strong personal interest in Islam becomes truly 
apparent. First of all, it was the figure of the 
prophet Muhammad himself, and secondly one 
of the doctrines he taught, which aroused 
Goethe's susceptibilities even in his youth.

To speak first of the figure of Muhammad 
—Goethe was interested in the type and fate of 
a founder of religion who spread his message 
not only by the word, as did Jesus Christ, but 
also by aggressive secular meansby the sword. 
For Voltaire it was exactly this latter aspect 
that led him to such an unjustly negative 
portrayal in his Mahomet-tragedy. Goethe 
intended to give a much more positive 
portrayal, even if a certain amount of criticism 
was unavoidable.

Among the preserved fragments, it was
mainly the famous song of praise_____Maho-
met's Gesang—The Song of Mahomet, 
originally meant as a dialogue sung by Ali and 
Fatima that expressed Goethe's interest in 
Muhammad as a person. Here Goethe portrays 
the nature of the prophet of a spiritual leader of 
mankind, in the symbol of a stream. He chose 
this symbol to illustrate how the spiritual 
power, from the smallest beginnings, grows 
into a gigantic force, through unfolding and 
expanding, and comes to its glorious fulfilment 
by flowing into the ocean, which here is made 
the symbol of divinity.

This simile is mainly based on the concept 
that the religious genius carries the other 

people as his brothers, bears them along with 
him, like the large river the smaller brooks 
and streams, on its way to the sea. It is this 
very motif that is emphatically illustrated. 
Let me remind you of the famous verses 
where it is said of the river:

And now, silver-resplendent, 
It enters the plain . . .
And the rivers of the plain
And the streams from the mountains 
Shout to him in exultation—Brother! 
Brother, take your brothers with you, 
With you to your ancient father, To 
that everlasting ocean,
Who with outstretched arms
Awaits us . . .

Later it reads, slightly transformed:
Take your brothers from the plain.
Take your brothers from the mountains 
With you, to your father!

And Goethe's Mahomet hymn ends:
And he carries thus his brothers 
All tumultuous with rapture To 
their waiting Maker's heart.

These verses reveal most clearly how 
Goethe, throughout the whole song, also 
points to himself. This was the way he feit 
about his task, his mission as a poet: to 
work for mankind, as for his brothers, to 
carry them along, to bear them upward to a 
higher form of life. In this sense all his 
poetic work took on for him an ultimately 
religious aspect. And Goethe did in fact 
become the spiritual guide and prophet for 
many people.

In the same way, however, all the frag-
ments of the tragedy that are concerned with 
Muhammad himself, bear the marks of the 
young Goethe. At that time the poet had in 
mind a number of dramatic plans, whose 
centre was to be occupied by some great 
figure from history or mythology; in this 
way he wanted to symbolize what he, as a 
young man, felt to be his own uniquesness ; 
the magnitude and force of his creative 
powers, which he regarded as something 
divine, but which at the same time seemed 
to him his special task and mission, his 
divine call.

I already mentioned that the fragments of 
the Mahomet-tragedy reveal Goethe's special 
interest in one main doctrine of Islam. It is 
again the doctrine of the unity, the oneness 
of God. He expressly points to this doctrine 
in the hymn at the beginring of the drama. 
Alone, under the starry skies, Mahomet 
sings this hymn which begins with the 
words: "The fervency of this soul I cannot 
divide among you".



Praying, Mahomet first turns to all the stars, 
then to single, more important heavenly bodies: 
to Jupiter, to the moon and the sun. Here again, 
Goethe's reverence in the face of nature accords 
with Islamic conceptsi It is characteristic, 
however, that Goethe's hero endeavours to raise 
his eyes beyond the multiplicity of the 
divinely-given natural phenomena to the vision 
of the One, HighestGod. In his autobiographic 
"Dichtung und Wahreit" where, in a 
consideration of his Mahomet fragment, 
Goethe discusses this hymn, we read: 
"Mahomet . . . raises himself to God, the One, 
the Everlasting, Unlimited, to whom . . . all 
limited glorious beings owe their existence".

It was this doctrine of the Oneness of God, 
of His uniqueness, that Goethe always valued 
most highly, and when we speak of this poet's 
relationship to Islam we will have to recognize 
this doctrine of the unity of God as the main 
source of Goethe's indebtedness. It is 
significant here that Goethe's hymn to the 
heavenly bodies was written in direct reference 
to one of the Surah of the Koran—something 
that isn't mentioned in "Dichtung und 
Wahrheit". It is the 6th Surah, translated from 
the Latin version by Goethe, and also contained 
in his excerpts from the Koran previously 
mentioned.

Let me just mention the short dialogue scene 
among the fragments of the Mahomet tragedy, 
in which once more the topic of the unity of 
God is made the central theme, again, 
characteristically tied up with the subject of the 
veneration of nature. Mahomet says here, that 
God appears to him "at every quiet spring, 
under each blossoming tree with the warmth of 
his love". At the same time the prophet 
combats the false belief, so prevalent among 
his people, according to which many gods are 
venerated "like minor lords". "God has no 
partners". "If he had any", Mahomet says, "if 
he had any, would he be God"?

Let us recapitulate: It was, in the first place, 
the whole personality of the prophet that 
mainly interested Goethe in Islam ever since 
he had planned a Mahomet tragedy in his 
youth; in the second place, it was the doctrine 
of the unity of God. Concerning Muhammad's 
personality, Goethe was fascinated even by 
such traits as seemed questionable. On this 
point we find a detailed account in a passage 
of "Dichtung und Wahrheit", where, he 
comments on the Mahomet work of his early 
years. To judge by this passage, the projected 
drama was supposed to show Muhammad as a 

general, who often had to employ terrible 
means to advance his good ends—like any 
general or conqueror. Thus, in the course of 
the action, it happens—and I quote—that 
"the secular world grows and expands, the 
divine retreats and is tarnished". The end of 
the tragedy, however, was to let the prophet 
appear in 1'1111 glory. As Goethe writes: he 
was "to depart from this world highsouled, 
worthy of admiration, purifying his doctrine 
and establishing his empire".

It is from "Dichtung und Wahrheit" that we 
also learn why Goethe was equally fascinated 
by the negative aspects of Moham-
mad's personality. Repeatedly he had
observed at that time, that well known con-' 
temporaries, appearing in the role of religious 
prophets, could not keep aloof from certain 
errors. In pursuing their spiritual aims, they 
often did not seem able to avoid making use 
of very worldly means. It was mainly in the 
personality of Lavater that Goethe observed 
such traits. He thus developed the suspicion 
that the religious prophet in general had 
something questionable about him. He 
always observed the same phenomenon: that 
all too easily the higher is sacrificed to the 
lower. In pursuing his goal, the religious 
prophet can hardly maintain his purity intact : 
too often his paths lead him to destruction 
instead of to salvation—as Goethe says in 
"Dichtung und Wahrheit". So Goethe decided 
to portray dramatically by the example of 
Muhammad, what he as a poet had 
recognized as a characteristic, or inner 
principle, of any religious prophet. On the 
other hand, he reports that he in opposition to 
many of his contemporaries "could never 
look upon Muhammad as a fraud". He had at 
that time just been reading and studying with 
great interest the life of the oriental prophet. 
That inspired him to outline this tragedy in 
which, furthermoreand I quote again—"all 
that was to be portrayed which genius, 
through strength of character and mind, can 
effect in men". "All that genius can effect in 
men"—these words prove once again how 
the phenomenon of the spiritual educator, of 
the religious leader influencing mankind, 
both so important to Goethe, were so closely 
connected in his mind with Muhammad's 
personality. It is obvious that the Mahomet 
drama projected by the young Goethe, would 
have been fundan-ientally different in a 
positive way from Voltaire's Mahomet. Many 
years later Goethe translated Voltaire's 



"Mahomet" and produced it on the Weimar 
stage. But let it be clear—this did not show a 
change of conviction, for it was only with 
considerable inner resistence that he decided to 
translate it, precisely because he did not agree 
with Voltaire's polemically distorted portrayal 
of the prophet. That he did it at all, was only 
because the Duke of Weimar, Carl August, 
desired it and Goethe could not refuse.
* Goethe (1749-1832), was a German writer universally 

acknowledged to be one of the giants of world 
literature. He was also an outstanding critic, journalist, 
statenman and natural philosopher.



Katharina Mommsen

Goethe’s Relationship to the Turks as Mirrored 
in his Works*

We can say with full confidence that the Turks appeared on Goethe’s 
horizon very early since we find sentences in his Latin exercise book 
relating to 16th-century Ottoman history, written when he was 8 
years old. Here is what little Wolfgang noted in March, 1758 about 
Sultan Selim I: “Selimus became emperor in the Turkish kingdom 
after he had killed his father Bayezid and banished his brother 
Zizimus.”1 It was surely no coincidence that this example sentence 
given by a German teacher to his pupil to be translated into Latin 
speaks of horrific acts of a Turkish ruler and raises the accusation of 
patricide, however unprovable it may be.

Whereas pupils in Turkey learn about the same transfer of royal 
power: that the pious and frail Bayezid II abdicated from the throne 
after 30 years of rule with the words, “I hereby bestow my kingdom 
upon my son Selim, May God bless him!”2 Practice sentences like the 
ones in Wolfgang’s Latin notebook seem guaranteed to create 
aversion in young minds. Yet even if this might have been the case 
when Goethe was a young boy, his later comments about the Turks

* Translation courtesy of Martin Bidney
1 Cf. the German source in: Der Junge Goethe. Edited by Hanna Fischer-

Lamberg. Berlin 1966 . Vol. III, p. 33 f.
2 Cf. Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall, Geschichte des Osmanischen Reiches.

Pesth 1840. Vol. I, p. 683.
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demonstrate that such attempts at indoctrination failed miserably 
when confronted with the intellectual independence of this free 
thinker.

It is significant that Goethe incorporated verses written by Selim 
I, the feared conqueror of Syria, Egypt, Mesopotamia, Arabia and 
several Persian provinces, into his West-Eastern Divan and even used 
them as a motto to the Suleika Nameh (Book of Zuleika).

Admittedly, this occurred only after he had immersed himself in 
the work Selim I., Man, Poet, Man of Letters, and Regent3 and thus 
gained insights into this ruler as a praiseworthy emperor and man of 
dignity whose sense of justice, humanity and generosity were praised 
even by his opponents.

In the 18th century there were still reasons enough for the repre-
sentatives of the church and upper levels of society to keep anti-
Turkish sentiments alive and well. The literature of the Baroque 
contributed greatly to this prejudice with its depictions of extreme 
despotism and brutality that were meant to instruct readers about the 
horrors perpetrated by the Turks. After all, the Holy Roman Empire 
of the German Nation had seen Islam as the militant enemy of Chris-
tendom for more than a thousand years.

During the Middle Ages, however, the positive impressions 
about the bravery and chivalry of the Turks that had been gained on 
the crusades still outweighed the negative impressions.

We know that Goethe had an ambivalent view of the crusades 
because of the short chapter Pilgrimages and C rusades from the 
Notes and Essays on the Divan from 1819. There he argues for 
recognizing and respecting the point of view of one’s opponent, 
employing the crucial words “one-sidedness” and “limitation.”

3 Selim I., als Dichter und Mann von Geist, als Regent und Mensch - such is the
title of a chapter in the book by Heinrich Friedrich von Diez, 
Denkwürdigkeiten von Asien. Vol. I. 1811, pp. 239-302 which is mainly 
based on Turkish sources.
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Goethe always makes use of these words when he warns us of 
falling prey to partisan judgements: “The one-sidedness of the Chris-
tian perspective that sees [the Turks] as enemies limits us by its 
limitation that is broadened in our modern times only by degrees, as 
we gradually learn about the events of the wars from oriental 
writers.”4

On the other hand, Goethe expresses his own gratitude for the 
fact that Europe did not fall under the yoke of foreigners, and praises 
the “conservation of the circumstances of educated Europe” as the 
merit of Christian warriors: “For all that, we remain indebted to all 
the agitated pilgrims and crusaders, since we owe the protection and 
conservation of the circumstances of educated Europe to their reli-
gious enthusiasm, their vigorous, untiring resistance against eastern 
pressures.”5

In the same vein in a conversation with his friend Eckermann, 
Goethe describes the “crusades toward the liberation of the Holy 
Grave” as “clearly a false tendency; but the good thing is that the 
Turks were weakened and hindered in their attempt to take control of 
Europe.”6

Since the fall of Constantinople in 1453, a distorted picture of 
the Turkish enemy as a wild, barbaric warrior people had spread 
throughout Europe, even more as the threat posed by the Ottoman 
campaigns in the Balkans, the Aegean and on the Mediterranean 
coasts became more and more concrete. Under Suleiman the

4 All Goethe quotations from Werke. Hrsg. im Auftrage der Großherzogin
Sophie von Sachsen. Abt. I – IV. 133 Vols. (in 143). Weimar 1887-1919. The 
so called Weimar Edition here abbreviated WA . The above quotation see in 
Noten und Abhandlungen zum West-östlichen Divan chapter Wallfahrten und 
Kreuzzüge: WA I, 7, p. 184.

5 See Noten und Abhandlungen, chapt. Wallfahrten und Kreuzzüge: WA I, 7, 
p.
184.

6 Cf. Johann Peter Eckermann, Gespräche mit Goethe [any edition; 
conversation
dated]: 1829, April 12.
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Magnificent, the son and successor of Selim I., who extended the 
empire in Asia, North Africa and Europe during his reign of 40 years, 
Turkey controlled even parts of Poland and Hungary, Bosnia, Serbia 
and Wallachia, as well as Greece, Syria, Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria 
in the Mediterranean region.

Particularly since the time of the great southern European offen-
sives from the years 1529, 1663 and 1683 that led to the sieges of 
Vienna, resulting in panic throughout the Habsburg Empire, the 
notion of Turks in the popular imagination was largely characterized 
by fear. This was especially true since tendentious exaggerations and 
horror propaganda were spread in order to encourage the hesitant 
princes to lend their aid to the Christian cause.

As we know, Goethe studied the Qur’an with great respect from 
an early age and took inspiration from it for poems and drama frag-
ments in praise of the founder of Islam.7 When a translation of the 
Qur’an appeared in Frankfurt in 1772 under the title The Turkish 
Bible, the author of which declared the holy book of Islam to be a 
“book of lies,” Goethe dismissed the translation as a “m iserable 
piece of work.” According to the stated purpose of the fanatical 
author, the Frankfurt professor Megerlin, the so-called Turkish Bible 
was intended “to teach the Germans to better know the Antichrist 
Mohammed [...] and to ask God to make a quick end to this violent 
empire and its superstitious religion in the Qur’an [...], that Jesus and 
his blessed gospel was the sole reigning gospel and would rise again: 
when the Muslims, Jews and heathens were led to the sheep’s stable
of Christ in good time.”

Goethe replied to this tendentious translation of the Qur’an with 
the following words: “We only wish that one day a different transla-
tion might be completed under the eastern skies by a German who

7 For the following quotations see K. Mommsen, Goethe und die Arabische
Welt. Frankfurt am Main 1988, pp. 157-217.
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would read the Qur’an in his tent with all the poetic feeling of the 
prophet and who would have enough insight to grasp the entirety of 
it.“

Megerlin’s mentality, which was not only one-sided and partisan 
but also of a poisonous militant quality as it overflowed from his 
supposed Turkish Bible was so distasteful to Goethe that he decided 
to undertake retaliatory measures. In his work, The Pastor’s Letter in 
the City of *** to the New Pastor in the City of ***, written in 1773, 
he created the character of a p eace-loving, tolerant, enlightened 
protestant pastor to whom he gave the voice of his own convictions. 
For him, “God and love are synonyms.” For this reason he entrusts 
even “all non-believers to everlasting, restorative love” and confesses 
enthusiastically:

What bliss it is to think that the Turk who takes me for a dog, the 
Jew who takes me for a pig, will one day be overjoyed to be my 
brothers.8

Incensed by the intolerance of a colleague, Goethe’s pastor makes a 
highly surprising remark for a man of the cloth: “If one views it in the 
right light, everyone has his own religion.” He warns vehemently: 
“Beware of the false prophets. These worthless flatterers call 
themselves Christians and under their sheepskins they are vicious 
wolves.” Here he is taking aim at militant orthodox fanatics like 
Megerlin. The positive character of the Protestant minister gave 
Goethe a way to speak for brotherly feelings toward Turks and Jews.

Soon thereafter he did this again in a c arnival play, 
Fastnachtsspiel vom Pater Brey, with the creation of the negative 
character, the “Pfaff” (pulpiteer):

8 The German original cf. in Der Junge Goethe Vol. III, p. 111.
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Having, with words of spirit-grace,
While travelling to every place,
From unwashed rabble the chance to choose
Who lived like heathens, Turks, and Jews,
I’ve gathered a community
Who May-lambs filled with charity
For self and spirit-brothers be.9

Goethe’s caricature of a C hristian clergyman in the Fastnachtspiel 
stems from the same Enlightenment impulse that led him to create the 
positive figure of the pastor in The Pastor’s Letter as a contrast to 
zealots like Megerlin. It was impossible for the young Goethe to 
share the usual notions of Turks as “the enemy of the Empire and of 
Christians” that had been common parlance for centuries.

It was natural for the German populace to side against the Turks 
in the territorial struggles for power between the Ottoman Empire, the 
Habsburgs and the Russians. But during the time when Goethe was 
young, people’s thinking began to change. Strangely enough, Goethe 
in his autobiography, Poetry and Truth, tells of a parson’s daughter 
who “wishes to go to Turkey.”10

When Goethe was growing up, his mother declined to speak out 
against the Turks in the usual political conversations. We can see this 
in her correspondence: “You know that I am not political by nature 
— and the Kaiser and the Turks and the Turks and the Kaiser interest 
me as much as the man in the moon.”11 This excerpt from her letter

9 All poetical translations in this text are due to the courtesy of my friend and
colleague, the poet Martin Bidney .For his complete English translation of 
Goethe’ s West-Eastern Divan see West-Eastern Divan. The poems, with 
Notes and Essays. Translated by Martin Bidney. New York: Global Academic 
Publishing. 2010.

10 Cf. Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth) book 11 (WA I, 28, p. 36).
11 Katharina Elisabeth Goethe to Karl W. Unzelmann, 1788 July 18. In: Frau Aja. 

Goethes Mutter in ihren Briefen. Edited by Käte Tischendorf. Ebenhausen
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reveals indirectly that “the Kaiser and the Turks” were indeed 
frequent topics of conversation.

Goethe’s own opinion of the usual political blathering is re-
vealed in his early comedy Die Mitschuldigen (The Accomplices) of 
1769, in which he introduces a philistine holding forth on politics, 
one year after the start of the Russo-Turkish war: “The barkeeper in 
his bathrobe, in an easy chair, behind a table with a light soon to go 
out, some coffee, pipes and the newspapers [...]”:

The Poles? not doing well, so far as I can view,
We’ll wait and soon can tell what more the Turk will do. 
If wise, he’ll grab the chance; he’ll gain the most that 
way; They’ve got the guys can lead the Rooskie troops 
astray. When once you start to shoot, he rages like a bear! 
Here’s what I’d do if I, a Turk, were waiting there: I’d 
march to Petersburg as fast as I was able
And rifle-blast the court, and hunt a little sable...12

Goethe ultimately omitted this passage from the final version of The 
Accomplices — after the Russian victory.

Even in a comic poem dated Frankfurt, January 1773, Goethe 
makes ironic reference to this sort of philistine politicizing and the 
typical description of the Turks as the “enemy of the Empire and of 
Christians.”

So let the empire’s, Christians’ foe, 
And Russian, Prussian, Belial go 
Dividing up the earth-ball so,

bei München 1914, p. 147.
12 Cf. Die Mitschuldigen, ein Lustspiel in Einem Acte (Scene 7) in: WA I, 53 , p. 

59.
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If just our German home can stay 
Out of the great dividers’ way...13

Clearly, Goethe enjoyed poking fun at political opinionators of the 
day, as evidenced in the Easter stroll scene from Faust. A “burgher” 
speaks (v. 860 ff.):

On Sundays, holidays, there’s naught I take delight in
like gossiping of war and war’s array.
when off in Turkey, far away,
those foreign armies are a-fighting.
One at the window sits, with glass and friends,
and sees all sorts of ships go down the river gliding;
and blesses then, as home he wends
at eve, our times of peace abiding.

Admittedly, the “burgher” speaking here is to be understood as a 
contemporary of the historical Faust, but historical reasons did not 
stop Goethe from attributing thoughts to this character that he had 
witnessed in his own contemporaries. The Turkish wars in far-off 
lands in the 16th century were no less than in Goethe’s times the 
everyday accompaniment to political life and as such, in a sense, the 
spice of life. Since the outside world is always distinguishing itself 
“with the same movements [...] and we seem to be spinning on our 
own axis of world history as well as the earth’s,” Goethe referred to 
his early lines from Faust as late as 1828: “That off in Turkey, far 
away, / those foreign armies are a-fighting.“14

13 Cf. An J. C. Kestner. Frankfurt, Januar 1773: „Wenn dem Papa sein Pfeifchen 
schmeckt...“ (WA I, 5.1, p. 62 f.)

14 Letter to C. F. v. Reinhard, 28 January 1828. In: WA IV, 43, p. 266 f.
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Thus, the foreign armies “off in Turkey, far away” offered fuel 

for discussion to the citizens of central Europe in earlier and later 
centuries.

Such “conversation about the war and war’s array” has not let up 
to this day, when television directs our attention to conflicts in other 
parts of the world or shows us even bloody battles or victims of 
terrorist attacks in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan and other Asian coun-
tries as well as in North Africa. Most people react as spectators, just 
as Goethe shows the good burghers reacting as they read the newspa-
pers, who partake of the fortunes and misfortunes of others, in a 
lively yet imaginary way.

The young Goethe witnessed several countries gaining their 
freedom from Turkish sovereignty in the Mediterranean region. Ali 
Bei restored the Mamluk regiment to its old independence and the 
Bedouin sheik Daher created an independent state in Akka. They 
seem to have been the heroes of the day for the citizens of Frankfurt 
if we consider the nicknames “Ali Bei” and “Sheik Daher,” given to 
children in a family of Goethe’s circle. Goethe mentions them by 
these nicknames in a versified letter from 1775.15

In his autobiography, Goethe took the opportunity to articulate 
the Germans’ opposition to the Turks. When speaking of the Russo-
Turkish war of 1768-1774, he reports with tangible irony how the 
“quiet, well-kept burgher” innocently engages in “prejudice” and how 
this partisan “limitation” ultimately leads to the “Turks” being 
regarded as if they were “not human beings,” while the Russians 
strive to “expand the power of their ruler [Catherine the Great ].” 
Goethe notes: “since this happened to the Turks, whose contempt we 
are wont to return in spades, then it seemed as if no sacrifices at all 
were made when these non-Christians fell in their thousands.” 16

15 Letter to Johann Georg and Rahel d’Orville, on September 3, 1775 see in Der 
Junge Goethe Vol. V, p. 254.

16 Cf. Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth) book 17 in WA I 29, p. 66 f.
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With these comments, Goethe is referring to the roots of a dead-
ened capacity for feeling that is widespread in our era of mass 
media. Television, of course, shows us the victims and blood in the 
streets close up. The theatrical way in which Goethe’s 
contemporaries perceived sensational political events happening far 
away is demonstrated by the brilliant Russian victory in battle at the 
Bay of Çeşme, a port on the west coast of Asia Minor across from 
the island of Chios. In 1770, the entire Turkish fleet was set on fire 
there and annihilated.

This battle at sea was a clear sign of the decline and gradual dis-
solution of the Ottoman Empire, which was then almost 500 y ears 
old. Goethe reports: ”The burning fleet in the harbor of Çeşme caused 
an outpouring of jubilation across the civilized world and everyone 
participated in the victorious high spirits when a warship was 
exploded over the Rhede of Livorno so that the artist [Philipp 
Hackert] could study it as a model for his paintings of Çeşme, creat-
ing a genuine picture of this great event for posterity.”17

Goethe recognizes in his autobiography that it is almost impos-
sible to overcome our own limitations and blind partisanship — it’s 
just human nature. It is also revealing for Goethe’s analysis of the 
hatred toward the Turks that he sees his fellow countrymen’s con-
tempt as reciprocation for the Turks’ own contempt of the Germans. 
In writing his autobiography, Goethe uses this neutral perspective to

17 Cf. Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth) book 17 in: WA I 29. p. 67. The 
last sentence applies to the command of prince Orlow, to blow up a n old 
frigate in the roadstead of Livorno, to offer the artist Philipp Hackert an 
opportunity to witness the explosion of a ship with his own eyes, because 
Hackert was commissioned by the St. Petersburg court to paint a r ealistic 
picture of the Russian victory over the Turks. See in Goethe’s Biography of 
Philipp Hackert the passage WA I 41.1, p. 27 f. and also the section about the 
battle of Çeşme (Schlacht bei Tschesme) in WA I, 46, p. 130-138 and the 
extensive description Ausführliche Beschreibung der sechs Gemälde, die zwei 
Treffen bei Tschesme vorstellend (WA I, 46, p. 340-347).
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relativize this contempt, since he shows it to be reciprocal. In this 
way, he creates a level of self-knowledge in which those who despise 
and those who are despised appear on equal footing — like enemy 
brothers in the same family.

Incidentally, not long after he wrote the section on the war be-
tween the Russians and the Turks for his autobiography, Goethe 
consulted a report from the Turkish point of view entitled Essential 
Observations or: A History of the War between the Ottomans and the 
Russians from 1768-1774 by Resmi Achmed Efendi.18

Goethe’s study of this text allowed him to “enlighten himself on 
the more modern way of thinking about the current situation.”19 The 
conversations recorded by Goethe’s friend Eckermann reveal that the 
Greek war of liberation from the Turks as well as the recent conflicts 
between Turks and Russians and “quarrels in Turkey” were topics of 
conversation in Goethe’s house in Weimar. It is also significant to 
note that the poet Goethe, who despised anything having to do with 
campaigns undertaken to conquer new territory, once praised the 
Russians for calling a halt to battle. It was “very grand” of them -- he 
says -- that they had “shown moderation after the capture of Adrian-
ople and not marched on to Constantinople.”20

In earlier centuries during which the Ottomans gained control of 
the Mediterranean countries without having access to a sufficiently

18 The book is still in Goethe’s personal library in Weimar: Achmed Efendi, Resmi: 
Wesentliche Betrachtungen oder Geschichte des Krieges zwischen den 
Osmannen und Russen in den Jahren 1768 bis 1774. Aus dem Türkischen 
übers. u. durch Anm. erläutert von Heinrich Friedrich von Diez. Halle u. 
Berlin: 1813. 307 pages. Cf. Goethes Bibliothek. Katalog. Bearb. Hans 
Ruppert. Weimar 1958. No. 3484.

19 See Goethe’s letter to H. F. v. Diez, dated November 15, 1815 (WA IV, 26, p. 
153). Diez , the translator and editor of the book had send it to Goethe in July 
of 1815.

20 Cf. Johann Peter Eckermann, Gespräche mit Goethe [any edition; conversations 
dated]: 1827, July 5.; 1829 April 1.; 1829 April 7; 1829 April 11 and 1829 
December 6.
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large fleet, terror reigned due to the many battles at sea and pirate 
attacks on all the coasts as far away as Spain. Blame was laid largely 
at the feet of the Turks, although the looters in fact came from all 
over the region. Interestingly, Goethe does not pass up the oppor-
tunity in his drama Faust to portray a typical 16th-century pirate 
attack. Mephistopheles relates this event to Mrs. Marthe as the 
alleged death bed confession of her husband (v. 971 ff.):

Meph.:.. “When I from Malta went away
my prayers for wife and little ones were zealous,
and then good luck from Heaven befell us.
We made a Turkish merchantman our prey,
that to the Sultan’s bore a mighty treasure.
Then I received, as was most fit,
since bravery was paid in fullest measure,
my well-apportioned share of it...”

The fantasizing about the “mighty treasure” of the Sultans corre-
sponded to the images of incredible wealth ascribed to the Ottoman 
Empire in the popular imagination of 16th-century Europeans; yet it 
is striking to note that in Faust the Turks are not the pirates but rather 
those being plundered.

Goethe used the opportunity to create a counter- image of the 
usual portrait of the enemy. This is typical for Goethe because 
throughout his work whenever the Turks are the topic at hand, he 
maintains his intellectual independence. Usually he conveys an air of 
neutrality, but it is not unusual for him to use his works as a vehicle 
for “clever stratagems,” as he termed them, when he wanted to go 
against the grain of accepted prejudices.

This approach is quite clear even in the earliest draft of his first 
great dramatic work, Götz von Berlichingen. This drama, written in 



honour of a 16th-century hero, contains numerous references to 
theTurks. This was a natural development in the play since the 
historical Götz had taken part in the campaign against the Turks in 
1542. In keeping with the historical character of the piece, the Turks 
are described as the “sworn enemy” in all versions of the play.

Yet just in the way he employs the image of the Turks as the en-
emy, Goethe is careful to ensure that they are never condescended to 
and the wars with them are shown to be extremely problematic.

In the first act, when domestic problems of Germany are being 
discussed, Weislingen mentions the possibility that “the lands of our 
dear Kaiser are vulnerable to the violence of the sworn enemy,” but 
Götz, who has no illusions about the selfishness of the German 
princes “is prepared to swear that there are those who thank God in 
their hearts that the Turk is holding back the Kaiser.”21

The scene in the bishop’s palace in Bamberg underscores the 
same issue when Olearius asks “What are people saying about the 
Turkish campaign, Your Grace?” and the bishop replies:

The Kaiser has nothing more urgent than to first reassure the em-
pire, abolish the feuds, and restore the respect of the courts. 
Then, people are saying, he will personally set off on a 
campaign against the enemies of the empire and of Christendom. 
He still has personal business to attend to and the empire is still 
a den of thieves despite 40 peace treaties. [...]22

The pompous formulation “enemies of the empire and of Christen-
dom” seems void of meaning in this context since the actual problem 
is a domestic German one.

In the second Act Goethe addresses the topic once again. 
Weislingen’s argument is blatant. He says “The Kaiser is demanding
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aid against the Turks and it’s a ch eap price if he’ll stand by us 
again”23 and we can see that the Kaiser’s vassals care only about their 
own advantage. They set the “Turks” against their own Kaiser the 
way chess players move their pieces on the chessboard. The lack of 
conscience displayed by those of privilege, the territorial lords and 
fawning courtiers thinking only of their own advantage is laid bare 
for all to see.

In the third act we read of the German knights who are meant to 
place themselves “at the empire’s border, against the Turks, those 
wolves, [and] against the French, those foxes.”24 The term “wolves” 
for Turks is striking.

Such comparisons with animals have been part of the clichés 
that comprise propaganda about the enemy for millennia, especially 
during wartime. But Goethe, even as a young author, ensures with his 
word choice that we the reader recognize this usage immediately.

A closer reading actually reveals that the Turks come off better 
than the others depicted by animal names in this play. Götz pities the 
Kaiser because he has to “catch the mice” for the titled upper classes. 
Elsewhere, Götz states “the rats are gnawing away at his properties.” 
The comparison to destructive rodents is aimed at those who have 
caused Germany’s domestic troubles, in particular the fawning 
courtiers. The princes, who wish to “put pressure on the little man,” 
so to speak, seem to Götz (Act I) to be like “birds of prey” who want 
to “devour their prey at their leisure.” Götz scornfully calls his cam-
paign against the troops of the empire a “rabbit hunt.” The peasants in 
revolt call their formal feudal lords rabbits as well. After the tables 
have turned, they seem to be “like the rabbit being flushed from its 
den” or “like frogs croaking” in fear.

Compared to these animal analogies, referring to the Turkish 
wolves seem much more respectful. And incidentally, the hero
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himself is compared to a wolf even in Act I when Weislingen makes 
the accusation: “You regard the princes like the wolf does the shep-
herd.”25 Götz also regards himself as a “wolf” (Act III) who proves to 
be too much for a whole herd of sheep.26

Another thing to remember is that Goethe was called Wolf 
because of his name Wolfgang and sometimes identified with being a 
wolf for the same reason and was also occasionally described as a 
“wolf” by others. All things considered, the term “wolves” seems 
more like a respectful term of address for the Turks than a form of 
slander.

Act III contains a particularly interesting and illuminating re-
mark about Turkey. The general complains about Götz — in the 
enemy camp — as follows: “He goes through masses of soldiers in 
battle and the ones who don’t die and get captured would rather run 
in God’s name to Turkey than back to camp.”27

The point made by Goethe here is astounding: The soldiers of 
the imperial troops appear to prefer imprisonment in Turkey to what 
they must reckon with in Germany! This means that they expect a 
lesser degree of punishment from the Muslim “sworn enemies” of 
Christendom than what awaits them from their own countrymen in 
their own country.

Act V presents us with an even stronger pronouncement in favour 
of Turkey as compared to German domestic affairs through an 
exclamation made by the hero. Götz who had placed himself at the 
head of the rebels for a short time during the peasant revolt. As soon 
as he hears of the terrible excesses of the perpetrators, he calls out in 
desperation: “The murderers! Incendiaries! I’m done with them! [...]

25 WA I, 8, p.31.
26 WA I, 8, p. 88.
27 WA I, 8, p.97.
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If only I were a t housand miles away, lying in the deepest pit in 
Turkey!”28

Goethe has his hero declare that he would rather be marking 
time under the harshest conditions of imprisonment in Turkey than 
tolerate murder in his own country in which he feels complicit.

There are no references for either of these last quotations 
regarding Turkey in Goethe’s source materials. He added them him-
self. A hundred other exclamations would be possible at this point to 
dramatize the hero’s desperation about the current situation in his 
own country. So then we ask ourselves, why does Goethe mention 
Turkey in this instance, why does he place this unusually strong 
emphasis, breaking through the stereotypical notions of the excessive 
brutality of the “sworn enemy of Christendom.”

We are meant to reflect on the fact that instead of these stereo-
types, the Ottoman Empire is held up as a sort of refuge within 
Goethe’s own dark landscape of the 16th century. The characters 
strive to reach this refuge because the moral and cultural bankruptcy 
of the circumstances in their own country has made existence there 
unbearable.

The young author knew, of course, that comparing the 
Germans to the Turks at such great disadvantage was an affront to 
his country-men. But clearly Goethe enjoyed being controversial 
and used the opportunity in Götz to shake these clichéd notions to 
the core — even before Lessing in 1780 gave the most famous 
example of how to fight prejudice from the stage in Nathan der 
Weise (Nathan the Wise) with the noble characters of Sultan Saladin 
and the wise Jew Nathan.

The demand for tolerance raised by Enlightenment thinkers cre-
ated an intellectual climate that was amenable to a revised image of 
the Turks, especially since thriving trade relationships had begun to

28 WA I, 8, p. 149.
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replace the military conflicts. And gradually the thinking turned 
toward all the positive contributions the Turks had made.

Among the treasures of the Orient that western civilization 
owed to the Turks were many works of literature. Poetry had always 
enjoyed a place of honor in the Ottoman Empire. All the Ottoman 
rulers competed in their patronage of poets and support of scholars 
and even wrote poetry themselves, albeit with differing levels of 
success.

Selim I. was the first to publish his own poems in the Persian 
language, which he preferred. Given Turkey’s geographical location 
as a natural bridge between Asia and Europe, the Turks were the ones 
through whom Europeans had the most direct contact with the Orient, 
and they became the most important means by which Europeans 
gained access to examples of eastern literature. In fact, many works 
of Persian and Arabic origin were preserved only in Turkey, thanks to 
the Ottomans’ love of and respect for literature.

In other Islamic countries, their chances for survival were slim, 
at least at certain times. Of all the many works that came through the 
Sublime Porte into the west, I will name only one example that was 
dear to Goethe all his life, the collection of 1001 Nights.29 Throughout 
the centuries the Turks distinguished themselves again and again with 
their particular brand of liberalness in literature. In this way they 
became the guardians and preservers of literary treasures that would 
have been lost to the world forever.

29 The first Arabian manuscript of the Arabian Nights arrived in Paris in the last 
quarter of the 17th century through Marquis Nointel, the French ambassador in 
Constantinople. He was accompanied by the scholar Antoine Galland, who 
later on translated the Arabian Nights in 12 volumes under the title Les mille et 
Une nuit. Contes arabes, traduits en Français par Mr. Galland. Paris 1704- 
1717. The influence of this work on the western literature cannot be overrated. 
The Arabian Nights had a very strong and lifelong impact particularly on 
Goethe. See. K. Mommsen, Goethe und 1001 Nacht. 3rd edition. Bonn 2006.
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During the time of the greatest expansion of the Ottoman 
Empire, even the right to protect the holy sites of Islam in Mecca and 
Medina had transferred to the Turkish sultans. The fate of the poets 
and their works that were under attack by orthodox theologians 
depended on the official condemnation or tolerance by the muftis, 
especially by the Grand Mufti in Istanbul.

Selim I. and his son Suleiman the Magnificent, who viewed 
themselves as su ccessors to the caliphs, took questions of religion 
very seriously, as did Selim II. When the most famous grand mufti of 
such powerful rulers, Ebusuud Efendi, who died in 1574, used his 
stature as the highest representative of religious law to protect the 
Divan of the great Persian poet Mohammed Schems-eddin Hafiz, he 
earned Goethe’s admiration and gratitude.

The first Fatwa poem in the Hafiz Nameh of Goethe’s West-
Eastern Divan demonstrates this:

FATWA

Hafiz’ lyric writings boldly show you
Truths enduring, firm, uncontroverted.
Here and there, however, little items
Fall outside the bounds of the commandments.
If you’d walk secure, you must be able
Theriac and venom to distinguish.
Yet, with gladdened spirit to surrender
To the pure delight of noble action,
Meanwhile warding off, in thought well-pondered,
Things that only lead to endless torment,
Is the way mistakes may be avoided.
This was written by poor Ebusu’ud,
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Be his sins by God in mercy pardoned.30

So does the following poem in the Hafiz Nameh : 

THE GERMAN OFFERS THANKS                                            

Holy Ebusu’ud, yes, you’ve got it!
Here, the holiness the poet wanted;
For precisely to these little items
Found outside the bounds of the commandments
He, high-spirited, is heir apparent,
Ev’n in sorrow happy moving freely.
Theriac and venom well may
Seem to take one form and then another.
Death’s not in the latter, life the former.
For eternal innocence of conduct
Is the truer life, that so is proven
As it injures no one but the doer.
So the poet, old, continues hoping
That, well pleased, in Paradise the houris
Welcome him in blooming youth transfigured.
Holy Ebusu’ud, yes, you’ve got it!31

Here Goethe sounds a particularly strong personal note by declaring 
the Ottoman legal scholar to be “holy”, a saint, in a certain sense, the 
patron of poets. Such a call for sainthood might be shocking to 
Christians, but Goethe does not shy away from publicly honouring 30 
Cf. the German original of Fetwa. “Hafis’ Dichterzüge sie bezeichnen...“ in WA I, 6, 
p. 36.
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that wise Turk who claimed a space for poets beyond dogma and 
morality.

Goethe’s second Fatwa poem in the Book of Hafiz was written 
to glorify another Turkish legal scholar.

FATWA

The Mufti works of Misri had perused, One 
then another – till the lot were done – Then 
prudently consigned them to the fire: A 
finely written book, and quite destroyed. 
Said the high judge, “Let anyone be burned 
Who speaks, believes like Misri – he alone 
The one exception to the penalty:
For Allah lent His gifts to many a poet. 
If in a sinful life he misapply them,
Let him see to it, making peace with God.” 32

The mufti praised here had saved a poet from being burned at the 
stake at the end of the 17th century, even though he was not able to 
save his poems. With all three of the poems cited here, Goethe 
created eternal monuments to the artistic understanding and liberal-
ness of important Turks.

Among the other accomplishments of Ottoman high culture that 
were transmitted to westerners by the Turks were many products of 
their highly developed art of horticulture. The first tulip bulbs, hya-
cinths and lilies and also the first lilacs arrived in central Europe in 
the 16th century by way of a Flemish messenger at the Sublime Porte. 
The famous cultivation of tulips in Holland goes back to Turkish 
predecessors.
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We know that Goethe appreciated what the Turks had achieved 
in the realm of horticulture due to his charmed reaction to Sheik 
Muhammed Lalézari’s book Scale for Flowers, a small volume On 
the Cultivation of Tulips and Narcissus in Turkey.33 Goethe wrote an 
ode on the spot praising the translator Heinrich Friedrich von Diez 
who had arranged for Goethe to receive the book.34 The messenger, 
Ferdinand Hand, reported back to the Turcologist Diez: “Mr. Privy 
Councillor Goethe asked me to thank Your Grace most kindly for the 
book you sent him and to assure Your Grace that he not only read it 
but studied it most assiduously.” Hand makes a special note about the 
“book which offers so much information about tulips and narcissus” 
and continues as follows:

There is truly a broad understanding of the world of flowers con-
tained in this text, and one can see how far we are in this regard 
from the important ways of thinking and perceiving common to 
the Orient. 35

Incidentally, Goethe shared the information about the book on tulips 
and narcissus with a botanist at the university of Jena and arranged

33 German title: Wage der Blumen Vom Tulpen- und Narcissen-Bau in der 
Türkey. Aus dem Türkischen des Scheïch Muhammed Lalézari. Übersetzt 
von H. F. v. Diez. Halle u. Berlin 1815.The book is still in Goethe’s personal 
library in Weimar (Hans Ruppert: Goethes Bibliothek. Katalog. Weimar 
1958. No. 1773).

34 Goethe published the poem “Wie man mit Vorsicht auf der Erde 
wandelt...”(„How to be prudent in our wanderings...”) in the chapter Von 
Diez of the Notes and Essays of the West-Eastern Divan. See West-Eastern 
Divan.The poems, with Notes and Essays. Translated by Martin Bidney. 
New York: Global Academic Publishing. 2010, p.273.

35 Ferdinand Hand in a letter to H. F. von Diez, dated July 31, 1815. Cf. K. 
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for the court gardener to plant a tulip bed “in accordance with the 
advice of the Turkish flower expert.”36

Another area in which the west owes a debt of gratitude to the 
Turks is the field of music. Among the instruments borrowed from 
the enemy Turks by western musicians were the cymbals, which were 
used in the music of the janissaries. Goethe was aware of this when 
he sent his duke Carl August, a military enthusiast, the poem

TO SHAH SHUJA AND THOSE LIKE HIM

Mid Transoxanian song
Of crowning praise
Our hymns are loud and strong
To laud your ways!
From every fear set free,
We live in you.
Live long! Your realm let be
Longeval, too!37

Goethe makes reference in the poem to the music of the janissaries 
that he had read about in the Book of Kabus. According to this book, 
the music came from Transoxiana, across the Oxus river in what is 
now Kazakhstan, Uzbekhistan and Tajikistan. The music was charac-
terized by such “heartiness and fearlessness” that its “upbeat melo-
dies [...] were well-suited to the actions of warriors and generals.”38

36 Cf. Goethe’s letter to the botanist 
Friedrich Siegmund Voigt in Jena, dated April 22, 1815 (WA IV, 25, p. 280). 
and K. Mommsen, Goethe und Diez, p. 82.

37 The German original. Schach Sedschan und Seinesgleichen. „Durch allen Schall 
und Klang der Transoxanen...“ in WA I, 6, p. 87.
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We shouldn’t neglect to mention the fascinating material goods 
that those in the west came to enjoy, thanks to the Ottoman world 
empire. The many objects of trade include precious fabrics, carpets, 
faience, perfumes, spices and luxury articles, particularly coffee, 
which was highly desirable. Goethe was clearly thinking of these 
goods that were still considered exotic in central Europe when he 
writes in his great opening poem Hegire of the West-Eastern Divan, 
about the poet as a merchant: “...when with caravans I wander, / 
Coffee, shawls, and musk up yonder...”

At the time that Goethe composed the Hegire verses, the fear of 
Turks syndrome had largely been replaced by many symptoms of a 
love of Turkish fashion. The shift in attitudes toward Turkey was 
primarily caused by France’s politically savvy policy of alliances. 
The thriving trade relationships that stemmed from this policy insti-
gated the love for all things Turkish in Europe.

It became chic to dress up in Turkish style at parties and to 
have one’s portrait painted in Turkish costume. The fashionable 
world now connected all that was Turkish with fantastic notions of 
boundless hedonism, exotic luxury and fairy tale magnificence in 
the Serail.

The Sultan’s harem probably stimulated the imagination of 
many painters and their public to such a great extent because they had 
so little opportunity to experience anything authentic about life in a 
harem. Goethe did not reveal any particular interest in such modern 
European imaginings; it was only on the occasion of a stay at the spa 
in Karlsbad that he made note in his diary of a joke about a harem 
told by a Prussian officer during a meal at the Duke’s table. After the 
assembled group claimed the newspaper was uninteresting, the 
officer “read” an alleged article from and about Constantinople in the 
following way: ”The new Sultan Mustapha found that, upon
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closer examination, the entire serail of his predecessor Selim con-
sisted of virgins.”39 This kind of joke among men in a health-resort 
had certainly to do with the fact that shortly before, Sultan Mustafa 
IV. (1779-1808) had become the successor of his childless cousin 
Sultan Selim III. (1761-1807).

Everywhere in Europe popular Turkish operas, ballets and Sing-
spiele produced a fascination that stemmed from the elegance of the 
serail.40 They showed a temptingly colourful Orient and also positive 
characters such as the magnanimous Selim Bassa in Mozart`s 
Abduction from the Seraglio (1782).

In his own one-act play of 1814, Was wir bringen (What we 
bring), Goethe used the Turkish ambience of this popular opera by 
Mozart to express joy over the peace and unity of the reconciled 
Turkish and Spanish characters after the German wars of 
liberation.41

Ever since the Prussian King Frederick the Great established his 
policy of alliances, there had been a shift in attitude to Turkey’s ad-
vantage in Prussia so that even in Berlin the Turkish fashion held 
sway. Just as in other European capital cities, the turban became a 
favoured head covering such that the King quipped “Eating dates is 
de rigeur in Berlin; the fools plant a turban on their head.”42

39 Cf. Goethe’s diary of June 28, 1807 
(WA III, 3, p. 232 f.)
40 Only Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail survived the ca. 100 Turkish 

operas of the time; cf. Gerhard Rohde: Einflüsse türkischer Musik auf das 
Abendland. In Türkei. Abendland begegnet Morgenland 16.-18. 
Jahrhundert. Internationale Tage Ingelheim. Mainz 1992, p. 155-161.

41 At the end of the play, the well known illuminated ship of Bassa Selim was shown 
on the stage while Belmonte, Constanze, Pedrillo, Blonde and Osmin appear 
together jubilantly singing in chorus. There is prove that Goethe as the director 
of the Weimar theatre repeatedly showed Turkish roles on the stage.
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In Weimar, Bertuch’s Journal of Luxury and Fashion recom-
mended “bonnets â la turque” and “robes â la turque.” Napoleon’s 
Egyptian campaign in 1798/99 meant that the popularity of oriental 
dress increased even further, although Napoleon felt the turban was 
not becoming to him.

However Goethe enjoyed disguising himself with a turban occa-
sionally as a fun “masquerade.” In the West-Eastern Divan he 
praised the turban as a head covering that “decorated better than 
any Kaiser’s crown.”43 In this book he also makes the following 
claim about the turban: “The most beautiful decoration will always 
be the muslin.”

For his 65th birthday, his beloved Marianne Willemer gave him 
a “turban of the finest muslin”. When several of the poems from the 
West-Eastern Divan were published in a Pocket Book for Ladies for 
the Year 1817, Goethe chose a turban as the decoration for the book 
cover. Presumably this illustration of the turban suited the female 
readership’s taste for the fashionably exotic.

From early on, it was clear for Goethe that he wanted the West-
Eastern Divan to contain Turkish as well as Persian and Arab ele-
ments. When he first discussed the project with his publisher, Goethe 
emphasized, “The Turkish poets shall not be ignored.”44

Historical and literary studies had shown him that the strands of 
Persian, Arab and Turkish religious, cultural, and literary history 
were tightly interwoven indeed. And so it comes as no surprise that 
fragments of Turkish writing in his own hand were found among the 
papers in his literary estate. A copper engraving “in the 
Ottoman style” appearing on the frontispiece of the first edition 
of the Divan signaled also that the Turkish element would not 
be “ignored.” Since there is not enough time here to illuminate 
the amazing number of Turkish elements in the West-Eastern 
Divan and Goethe’s intensive study of Turkish poets and 
Turkish literature, I would like to let you know that I am 
working on a book on this theme and hope to be able to finish 
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Mysticism in the Ottoman Empire
NIKI GAMMISTANBUL- Hürriyet Daily News

The Mevlevi Sufi order is probably the most famous mystical sect in Ottoman 
and Turkish history, especially because of Rumi, who is commemorated every 
Dec 17

Each sect, or ‘tariqa,’ started from one teacher and usually had a permanent central location starting from where 
this particular person was. The main practitioners were men. 

Mysticism, or Sufism as it was called among the Ottomans, was very much a part of 
Ottoman society in spite of a large, conservative religious establishment and an 
educational system that was based on the Quran and shariah law. At its foundation 
was the idea that there was a path that one could travel to become a perfect human 
being or saint and, in many cases, achieve union with the divine truth or God. This of 
course differs from orthodox Islam in which God is the Creator and mankind the 
created and man could never reach him. 

People who followed mystical paths were considered heretics at the beginning but 
over the centuries the teaching of the Sufis was accepted. Even members of the 
religious establishment joined these groups. Two schools arose – an Iranian 
mysticism based on ecstasy and divine love and an Iraqi school based on asceticism. 
Several sects followed the conquest of much of Anatolia by the Selçuk Turks and had 
established themselves there by 1299 when the Ottomans, under Osman, began 
expanding in force. 

Each sect had differing paths by which one was to achieve perfection with different 
sets of rituals, practices and even wearing apparel including their headgear. Each 
sect, or “tariqa,” started from one teacher and usually had a permanent central 
location starting from where this particular person was. The main practitioners were 
men but women were also involved.



2

Several mystic sects were prominent in the Ottoman Empire, including the Bektaşi, 
Halveti, Mevlevi, Rifai, Qadiri, Naqshbandi and Bayrami. Of all of these, the Ottoman 
rulers were probably closest to the Mevlevis, undoubtedly from the time of Osman. It 
was the Mevlevi Sheik Edebali who girded him with a sword that became known as 
the Sword of Osman and every sultan after that had to be girded with it on his 
accession to the throne. The Mevlevi sheik who was leading the tariqa at the time 
would be summoned to Istanbul from Konya especially for that purpose. 

Bektaşi order 
The Mevlevis and the Bektaşis have their roots in 13th century Konya. 

The Bektaşi order was founded on the teachings of Hacı Bektaş Veli, who was 
originally Persian. He drew followers in both rural areas in Anatolia and in the 
Ottoman military. In fact, the Bektaşis were the official sect of the Ottoman army’s 
famed Janissary corps. They also were popular in the southern Balkans where there 
are still followers.

The second important order was the Mevlevis whose founder, Mevlana Jalaladdin 
Rumi, taught “unlimited tolerance, positive reasoning, goodness, charity and 
awareness through love.” The day he died, Dec. 17, 1273, is still celebrated 
throughout the world as his wedding day, that is, the day he was united with God. 
His followers are known for their whirling ceremony through which they attempt to 
reach union with the divine. In spite of the Turkish ban on Sufi sects in 1925, the 
Mevlevis were not persecuted to the extent that other sects were, and republican 
founder Mustafa Kemal Atatürk is thought to have been responsible for this. For 
many years it was an open secret that they met in each other’s homes and held their 
whirling ceremonies; today they can carry this out in public.

The Naqshbandi order is the only Sufi sect that can trace its origins back to the first 
century of the Prophet Muhammad, making it the oldest tariqa. Today it still has 
followers in the millions around the world. As a sect it and the Halvetis were 
particularly popular among theologians and government officials. 

During the years of conquest, Sufis, or dervishes as they were known, formed 
groups who fought in the numerous battles that occurred. Later the tariqas played an 
important role in the areas that were conquered, influencing the people there to 
accept Islam. One only has to glance through the vast literary output of the 
Ottomans to understand just how great the Sufi influence was; the concepts and 
vocabulary reflect the influence that it had on writers

The Ottoman Empire and Sufism
During the seven centuries of its existence the Ottoman State developed a 
strong, yet distinctive, relationship with Islam. In the service of the state, 
Islam was a popular political medium that was enormously influential and 
authoritative among the empire’s Muslim population. In order to justify 
the use of Islam as a channel for political stability, the empire took great 
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efforts to preserve the religious administration, the class of ulema (which 
was granted enormous authority), in order that it could serve the 
wellbeing and stability of the state.

At the same time, other groups within the empire developed 
interpretations of Islam that were often independent and at odds with 
state-sanctioned dogma. These were the spiritual fraternities, or tarikats. 
In contrast to the ulema, the tarikats were theoretically independent of 
the state, and on the whole they represented diverse social and 
occasionally political segments of the Ottoman population. Nevertheless it 
would be a mistake to consider the tarikats and the ulema as incessantly 
conflicting forces, since membership in both regularly overlapped. Most of 
the Sufi orders during this period of Ottoman history were clearly 
orthodox in outlook, namely the Naqshibandis, conformist Melami-
Bayramis, Qadiris, Rifa’is and the very influential Khalwatis. Like the 
ulema class, the power and influence of the tarikats was widespread 
within the Ottoman Empire. Yet tarikat association encompassed 
individuals from all social, economic, and political spheres, ranging from 
the lowest peasant to the palace, whereas members of the ulema tended 
to be drawn from particular sections of society.

As mentioned above the majority of Ottoman tarikats were supporters of 
the existing order, including the ulema establishment and its official 
dogma that was upheld by the state. Nonetheless, there were a number of 
tarikats whose affiliates espoused radical interpretations of Islam, and 
who would often turn out to be embittered opponents of the ulema class 
and, by extension, the state. The central administration spent a great 
amount of effort to control or eradicate these groups, and at times went 
as far as executing their leaders. The Ottoman State, which used Sunni 
Islam to legitimize its power, could hardly tolerate nonconformist 
departures from official dogma.

In essence the difference between the so-called orthodox and heterodox 
tarikats lay in their doctrines. While most tarikats (even normative ones) 
approved of the concept of vahdet-i vucud in one form or another, and 
had often visibly Shi’i propensities, heterodox groups were generally 
charged with taking these two concepts to extremes. The notion of 
pantheism (an immoderate reading of the widely acknowledged notion of 
vahdet-i vucud) that developed in heterodox Sufi movements also merged 
with the notions that these groups ascribed to their şeyhs, their spiritual 
guides. 

Before the 13th century Sufis were seen more or less as religious teachers 
or exemplary ascetics rather than divine intermediaries and 
wonderworkers. But as the tarikats developed more defined hierarchical 
structures in the wake of the Mongol invasions, the position of the şeyh 
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(the spiritual master and guide) was advanced to that of a holy man, one 
who exerted spiritual command as a mediator between man and God, and 
who possessed Divine grace (keramet). Despite their seemingly 
otherworldly concerns, the beliefs of these Sufis did on occasion have 
serious political repercussions. If a certain şeyh was able to amass a 
considerable following of loyal followers, and if that şeyh’s followers 
believed that he was indeed the kutb (axis) of the universe, then the 
status of the Ottoman sultan (or any other secular ruler for that matter) 
would be in question. The kutb was seen as being the real sovereign of 
both spiritual and material worlds bestowed with the ability to transform 
social unrest into revolutionary action.

A şeyh’s spiritual magnetism allowed him to form a single, united 
movement from very diverse elements and backgrounds. When these 
tarikat or quasi-tarikat groups crossed the fine line between the spiritual 
and political realms, the Ottoman state intervened, frightful of the appeal 
of these movements which often combined assertive messianic themes 
with programs of social and political reorganization. Many of the early 
movements (like the Kızılbaş, Celalis and Bedrettinists) presented a 
significant threat to Ottoman power, especially when they found support 
from rebellious princes or in neighboring Safavid Persia. One of these 
movements that were consciously blurring the lines between spiritual and 
political domains was the Bayrami-Melami tarikat.

The Place of Poetry in Ottoman Sufism

Poetry in the Ottoman Empire was the chief means of expression for 
lovers, mystics, and revolutionaries who used it as a medium for 
conveying all sorts of messages, ideas, and doctrines. It was a highly 
developed, complex, and sophisticated literary art. At its heart was love 
poetry, written to a beloved that more often than not used very 
ambiguous language. The obscurity of the beloved’s true identity can 
range from gender-ambiguity to the unclear distinction between man and 
God.

It is important for us two to make mention of Turkish poets here because 
they both directly or indirectly influenced Mulhid Vahdeti’s work: Yunus 
Emre (d.1320) and Nesimi (d.1404). Yunus Emre shaped a poetic style 
that became the standard for a poetry that led to unifying Anatolian 
culture, which was in turn inherited by the Ottomans. Yunus Emre was the 
first Turkish language poet to unmistakably express the concept of 
vahdet-i vucud in his writings, which according to him gives meaning to 
the purpose of human existence and undermines the concept of death as 
the final end of all things:

Now I have found my own true self within.
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It has happened – I saw God Almighty,

I had qualms about what might happen then.

Love of God becomes the driving concept behind this type of poetry, and 
the centrality of humanity are emphasized so much that man becomes the 
center of the universe. The late 14th century brought yet another poet to 
the fore who took these concepts a step further. It was the gifted poet 
Nesimi who greatly influenced most Ottoman poets and whose poetry 
would have long-raging effects on many Sufi orders, among them the 
Melami-Bayramis (and Hamzevis). Nesimi was obviously influenced by 
both al-Hallaj and the Hurufi movement, and it is even said that he was 
personally acquainted with Fazlullah Astarabadi.

The central concept that recurs throughout Nesimi’s quatrains (and a clear 
reflection of Hurufi thought) is the Divinity of man (in the figure of Adam) 
in whose face God and His Word are manifest. 

O thou whose face it is wherein is knowledge of the Book,

Through thy comeliness came the command, “Say: Enough”.

Thy countenance is the Truth. Take away the mask from the Truth.

This is the truth, and Allah knows best!

The Hurufis related to the physical body what, by normative Sufi 
standards, was meant only to be applied to the soul. In standard Sufi 
parlance the ‘beloved’ is nothing other than the Divine, yet for Hurufis the 
‘beloved’ is none other than man as a Deity, containing all the attributes 
of God, and the love for him is not a spiritual longing but it is real and 
tangible. Nesimi laid the foundation for all later Hurufi poets in the Turkic 
milieu, including our poet Mulhid Vahdeti, who himself wrote poetry in 
Turkish, and without doubt must have been acquainted with Nesimi’s 
poetry.



Spiritual Life in Ottoman Turkey

Abdal Hakim Murad

During the first, formative centuries of its existence, the Ottoman state typically 
grounded its claims to legitimacy in its successful implementation of the gazi 
tradition of triumphant war against Byzantium. Dwelling in retreats in the mountains 
of north-western Anatolia, from which they descended gradually to wrest control of 
the Bithynian plain from their Christian foes, the first Ottomans were typically men 
of the sword with little time either for a sophisticated contemplative mysticism or for 
formal scholarship. 

As the rulers of villagers and nomadic pastoralists with no longstanding institutions 
of Islamic learning, the early Anatolian Turks practised a distinctive version of Islam 
nourished in part by their Central Asian roots. Those roots were ultimately 
shamanistic: before their conversion to Islam the Turkish religious life had centred 
on the ozan, the shaman who made auguries for his clan, cast spells, and presided 
over its collective rites. The slow infiltration of Islam among the Turks from the ninth 
century onwards replaced the ozan with the Muslim figure of the ata, who 
transmitted a rudimentary form of Sufism to his people. The ata also taught the 
virtues of the gaza, the war for God, which would inculcate the virtues of self-denial 
and chivalry, and bring to the sincere gazi the prospect of everlasting reward in 
Paradise.[i]

This Sufi vision cherished by simple cavalrymen gave the Turks a military prowess 
whose achievements in some ways recalled the early conquests of Islam. The first 
Ottoman sultans were urged to continue the fight for the faith by spiritual guides 
whose fame and sanctity had brought them into the intimate circle of the ruler, 
thereby adding to his charisma. The most prominent example was Ak Semseddin 
(d.1459), the physician, mystic poet and Sufi instructor (seyh) who encouraged 
Mehmed II to conquer Constantinople, and who preached the first Friday sermon at 
the former cathedral of Aya Sofya.[ii] The power of his spiritual impact, as well as the 
Islamic sophistication of the ruler, are evident in much of Mehmed’s poetry, as in a 
lyric poem where the sultan uses the classical Sufi metaphors of spiritual 
drunkenness to affirm his dependence on his preceptor:

Again, let us away, intoxicated, to the tavern of ruin,



Let us boast of our service to the wine-presser!

Let us watch as he brings from the wine-jar something for the world.

Let us scale Mount Sinai and again commune with God.[iii]

The Conqueror’s refined spiritual literacy was the product of over a century of 
cultural development in the Ottoman realm. Following the capture of Bursa in 1326 
and the subsequent creation of a large Ottoman urban class, the unlettered Turkish 
nomads who migrated to the cities had been introduced to a more classical Islamic 
piety by Sufi poets of a didactic and orthodox tendency, who wrote in the vernacular 
so as to be understood. Among these masses, particularly influential were works such 
as the Mevlid of Süleyman Çelebi (d.1422), a great anthem for the birthday of the 
Prophet, which unlike most earlier attempts at creating a Turkish Islamic poetic 
tradition was much more than the mere translation of a Persian original. Prose works 
began to appear, chief among which is the Muzekki en-Nufûs of Esrefoglu Rumi of 
Iznik (d.1469). His declared intention of writing ‘in simple Turkish’ to attract support 
among ordinary people without a high Islamic education is also evident in his popular 
collection of mystical poems.[iv]

Thanks to such literary proselytising, and under the sultans’ guidance and patronage, 
by the time Constantinople had been won for Islam in 1453 the Ottoman state and 
much of the urban population had committed itself definitively to the orthoprax 
Hanafi school of law, the orthodox Moturidi theology, and to a variety of Sufi tarikats. 
In the complex patterns of post-conquest Ottoman society, three hierarchies came to 
wield spiritual power over the populace and maintained a stable ascendancy which 
only began to be broken with the onset of Westernising reform in the mid-nineteenth 
century.

Firstly, there was the ilmiyye (‘learned’) institution which provided the muftis, 
judges, schoolteachers and mosque imams for the empire,[v] a single hierarchy which 
culminated in the supreme office of the seyhülislam, who handed down authoritative 
doctrine and legal opinion to the entire empire. This ‘official’ Islam, which legitimised 
and in turn enjoyed the financial patronage of the state, provided the formal religious 
backbone of Ottoman Muslim society.

Secondly, there was the self-financing but officially sanctioned network of guilds 
(esnaf). These, which evolved more complex forms in Ottoman society than 
elsewhere in the Islamic world, grew from informal fraternities of young men, often 
bachelors known as ahis, who subscribed to the canons known collectively as 



fütüvvet, a principle which may lie at the source of the chivalric ideal in the West. 
Mutually supportive, morally upright, and devoted to the ideal model of fütüvvet that 
was the caliph Ali (r.a.), these groups had by the fifteenth century evolved into formal 
guilds which probably included almost all urban craftsmen. The governing 
documents of these guilds, known as fütüvvet-nâmes, detailed not only the religious 
and moral duties of the guild members, but also the degrees of rank which stretched 
from the humble grade of apprentice up to the headship of the guild. Often each 
apprentice (nâzil) would be allocated a ‘senior on the path’ (yol atasi) and, from 
among more senior apprentices, two ‘brothers’ (yol kardesleri) to assist and counsel 
him. The organisation of some vocations was much more hierarchically rigid than 
others, and the leatherworkers, in particular, came to recognise one universal ‘guide’, 
the Ahi Baba, whose grand lodge was at the Anatolian town of Kirsehir, and whose 
authority was often acknowledged by other guilds as well.[vi]

The third spiritual hierarchy in Ottoman Turkey was provided by the Sufi orders 
(tarikats). Many dozens of these groups appear down the six centuries of Ottoman 
history; but for our purposes it will suffice to summarise two broad tendencies.

The first is represented by the Sufi cults of the tribal hinterlands where the high 
Islamic teaching of the religious colleges (medreses) had not penetrated. These 
tarikats grew up around charismatic leaders who were prone to making dramatic 
claims to mahdistic or messianic status, and whose attitude to the orthodoxy 
preached by the ulema was, more often than not, somewhat contemptuous. An 
example was Barak Baba of Tokat, an early fourteenth century dervish whose 
appearance strongly recalled the Turcoman shamanistic patrimony. He wore only a 
red loincloth and a turban adorned with two buffalo horns. Wandering the streets 
with his similarly attired disciples, he would blow a horn, play a drum, and dance. 
While he beat soundly any of his followers who neglected the canonical prayers, he 
failed to keep the fast of Ramadan. His beliefs, apparently shared by many others, 
involved faith in reincarnation, and an extreme devotion to the caliph Ali.[vii]

Such antinomianism drove a range of other movements. One such was the loosely 
defined Kalendar brotherhood of ragged wanderers, often indifferent to the 
normative rules of Islamic practice (sari‘at), who gathered in their own lodges 
(kalendarhanes) where, at least according to the chroniclers, all manner of 
wickedness took place. The chiliastic beliefs of some of these tarikats did more than 
simply scandalise the orthodox: they could end in open rebellion against the 
authorities. The most disastrous from the Ottoman viewpoint was the Safavid tarikat, 
which, although founded by the orthodox Safi al-Din Ardabili (d.1334), was suddenly 



converted to extreme Shi’ism at the hands of his fourth successor, Seyh Cüneid 
(d.1460). Cüneid’s grandson Isma’il (d.1524) claimed to be both God Himself and a 
reincarnation of Ali.[viii] Under Isma’il, whose deputies were mainly Turcoman 
nomad chieftains from Anatolia, the formerly Sunni country of < w:st="on">Iran was 
forcibly converted to Shi’ism amid extreme scenes of massacre and religious 
persecution which are more reminiscent of sixteenth-century European history than 
of that of the Middle East.[ix]

Such examples drove the Ottomans to suppress the extreme (ghulat) Shi’i tarikats on 
their territory. This was partly achieved through the execution or deportation of those 
of their members who were in rebellion against the state, and partly through the 
official encouragement of other popular tarikats which contrived to combine a 
devotion to the figure of ‘Ali with a loyalist attitude to the Ottoman rulers.

Most significant in this category was the Bektashi order of dervishes. Its founder, 
Haci Bektas, was an immigrant who came to Anatolia from Khurasan at some point in 
the late thirteenth century. A work reliably attributed to him, the Makalat, shows him 
to have been a learned Sufi who recognised the necessity of adherence to the sari‘at. 
He describes the forty ‘stations’ of the Sufi path, ten under each of the classic heads of 
Sari‘at (the Law), Tarikat (the Way), Hakikat (the Truth), and Ma’rifat (Knowledge). 
The stations of Tarikat, for instance, are: repentance (tevbe), aspiration (iradet), 
dervishhood (dervislik), mortification (mücahede), service to the brethren (hidmet), 
fear of God (hawf), hope in Him (ümid), the special dress code and regalia of the 
Bektashi way, love for the absent Beloved (muhabbet) and passion upon experiencing 
Him (ask).[x]

Despite the seemingly mainstream origins of the Bektashis, the process which had 
subverted the Safavis was soon at work, and subsequent generations of rural Turks 
introduced the ghulat beliefs which are said to characterise the tarikat to this day. But 
despite the hostility of the ilmiyye institution, the staunch loyalism of the Bektashis 
offered the sultans a means of harnessing the Alid piety of the Turcomans in the 
service of the state. The Janissaries, the slave-infantry which made up the core of the 
Ottoman army until the early nineteenth century, were usually affiliated to this 
tarikat.

The second type of Ottoman Sufism is represented by a range of more solidly 
orthodox tarikats. Among the most conspicuous of these was the Naksibendiye, 
founded by Baha’ al-Din Naqshband of Bukhara. Within a century of its founder’s 
death in 1389, the first Naksibendi tekke (dervish lodge) had been established in 



Istanbul by Molla Abdullah Ilahi, an itinerant scholar from the Anatolian town of 
Simav who had received the Naksibendi initiation from Khwaja ‘Ubaydullah Ahrar in 
Samarqand. After his return to < w:st="on">Turkey, Molla Ilahi launched a large-
scale mission among the Turks, calling them to orthodox Islam. His literary legacy in 
three languages includes works such as the Way of the Seekers (Maslak al-TalibIn), 
and his famous Travelling-fare of the Lovers (Zad al-Mushtaqin). A ‘second founder’ 
of the Naksibendi order in < w:st="on">Turkey was Mawlana Khalid Baghdadi 
(d.1827), a Kurd who brought the Naksibendi-Mujaddidi order from Delhi and 
worked to ensure its diffusion throughout the empire.[xi]

Partly because their staunch orthodoxy recommended them to the ulema, the 
Naksibendiye were among the most widespread and politically and socially influential 
Ottoman tarikats. Their impact today on many Turkish religious politicians is said to 
be considerable.[xii]

Other key tarikats included the Kadiriye, founded by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani of 
Baghdad (d.1167). The principal Turkish representative of this order, Haci Bayram 
Veli of Ankara (d.1430), was a pupil of the ascetic Hamiduddin Aksarayi (d.1412). 
While he left no literary legacy other than a couple of poems, his sanctity and the 
profusion of his acolytes established the Bayramiye as a noteworthy tarikat in its own 
right.[xiii] Two of his deputies, Ak Semseddin, the spiritual guide of Sultan Mehmed 
the Conqueror, and Esrefoglu Rumi, have already been mentioned. A later branch of 
this popular tarikat, the Celvetiye, was founded by Aziz Mahmud Hudâ’i (d.1629), 
theorist of the incantatory properties of the Divine Names. It was expounded by the 
prolific Ismail Haqqi of Bursa (d.1724), whose Ruh al-Bayan, a ten-volume 
commentary on the Koran, is considered one of the major literary monuments of later 
Sufism.[xiv]

Another Bayrami saint was Dede Ömer Sikkini of Göynük (d.1475), an austere figure 
who revived the early Khurasani tradition of the ‘path of blame’ (melâmatiye), which 
seeks to achieve true sincerity by performing actions which, although not sinful, bring 
public contempt upon the spiritual wayfarer. The Bayramiye-Melâmatiye tarikat 
persisted through Ottoman history, and, while sometimes frowned upon by the 
ulema, spurred other tarikats to introduce elements of the melâmati philosophy.[xv] 

The Suhrawardiye was another urban tarikat, founded by ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi 
(d.1234), whose classic Arabic manual of Sufism, ‘Awarif al-Ma’arif was translated 
into Turkish by Ahmet Bigâwi (d.1458). The main Anatolian branch of this tarikat 
was the Zeyniye, named after Zeyneddin Hafi of Khurasan (d.1438), whose two 



Anatolian missionaries Abdurrahman Merzifoni and Abdullatif-i Kudsi spread the 
order throughout the Central Anatolian towns.[xvi]

One of the most intricate stories in Ottoman Sufism is that of the Halveti tarikat, 
founded in Tabriz by ‘Umar Khalvati (d.1397), whose disciple Yahya Shirvani (d.1464) 
became the order’s missionary to Anatolia. The important Sa‘baniye branch of this 
order was established by Sa‘ban-i Veli of Kastamonu (d.1568), celebrated, along with 
Rumi, Haci Bektas and Haci Bayram, as one of the Four Pillars (aktab-i arba‘a) of 
Anatolian Sufism. Like the other ‘Pillars’, he was celebrated for urging the army to 
show courage, and for bringing Islam to many Christian regions of the empire. In this 
respect, the Four Pillars can be compared to the Wali Songo, the Nine Saints of Java, 
who brought about mass conversions to Islam in South-east Asia during the same 
period. 

The Egypt-based Gülseniye founded by Ibrahim Gülseni (d.1533) was a Halveti sub-
branch whose influence in < w:st="on">Turkey came largely via the intellectualised 
mystical poetry of its founder. Another branch was the Misriye, named for the 
talented poet Niyazi Misri (d.1694). A further branch, the Cerrahiye, was founded by 
Nureddin Cerrahi (d.1722), whose lodge in the Karagümrük quarter of Istanbul is 
today the main conservatory of the traditions and particularly the musical heritage of 
later Turkish Sufism.[xvii]

The Rifai order, which traced its lineage back to Ahmad al-Rifa’i of Basra (d.1182), 
came to Anatolia in the fourteenth century, and thence penetrated < 
w:st="on">Bosnia and the territories of the Volga Tatars. The Rifai seyh Abu’l-Huda 
of Aleppo (d.1909), in particular, was known as one of the spiritual directors of Sultan 
Abdülhamit II.[xviii]

The Kazeruniye tarikat, founded by Abu Ishaq al-Kazaruni of Shiraz (d.1034), which 
arrived in Anatolia in the fourteenth century, was famous for its proselytising zeal 
among non-Muslims and the enthusiasm with which its members took part in the 
gaza.[xix]

Better known than all these tarikats was the Mevleviye, founded by Jalal al-Din Rumi 
(d.1273). This was an élite tarikat, which numbered ulema, senior bureaucrats and 
even sultans among its members: the early Ottoman rulers and princes wore the 
woollen Mevlevi (‘Hurasani’) cap,[xx] while the reforming Selim III (1789-1808) was 
an enthusiastic member and patron of the order. A small number of disciples were 
authorised to perform the devrân, the famous slow turning rite on account of which 
European travellers styled them the ‘Whirling Dervishes.’ Intellectually and 



aesthetically inspired by the poetry of Rumi, the Mevlevis produced some of Turkey’s 
finest musicians and calligraphers, and also the Turkish language’s most 
sophisticated religious poet, Gâlib Dede of Galata (d.1799), whose brilliant extended 
poem Beauty and Love (Hüsn ü Ask) belies the stereotype of Muslim ‘cultural decline’ 
during that period.[xxi] Another feature of the later Mevlevis, as with many Halvetis, 
Bayramis, and some others, was a strong devotion to the family of the Prophet, an 
attitude which some of them pushed beyond the point usually reached in Sunni piety, 
so that pilgrimages to Karbala, commemorations of the death of Imam Hüseyin and 
other devotional emphases more usually associated with Shi’ism became widespread. 
However, this ‘devotional Shi’ism’, a characteristic of Turkish piety even outside the 
tarikats, almost never stepped over the dividing-line into ‘sectarian Shi’ism’. As the 
Mevlevi poet Esrar Dede (d.1797) expressed it:

I am the slave of the lovers of the Prophet,

Neither a Kharijite nor a misled Shi’ite am I;

I am the bondsman of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman,

And I travel upon the path of ‘Ali, God’s saint.[xxii]

All these orders, while differing very widely in their rituals, shared some important 
common functions within Ottoman Turkish society. The silsila, the initiatic chain 
which linked the living, through the dead masters of the order, to the Prophet 
himself, was proof of the integration of an Anatolian or Rumelian, however recent his 
conversion, into the mainstream of Islamic society. The tekke of each tarikat provided 
both a refuge from the upheavals of the outside world and a consoling context for 
recalling its transient status. A few Sufis, particularly the kalendars, chose the life of 
mendicancy, while others became hücrenisins, residing permanently in the lodges; 
but the great majority remained part of the wider social matrix, following the 
principle of khalvat dar anjuman - ‘spiritual retreat in the midst of company’. For 
many Turks, most aspects of life were guided by and interpreted in terms of the 
teachings of the seyhs, while the initiation (bay‘at) into the order formed an 
important rite of passage for young people. Through participating in the chants and 
songs handed down in the lodges, the new generation acquired a familiarity with a 
large body of Turkish literature; while in the Mevlevi tekkes a knowledge of Persian 
was also inculcated. The lodges provided, too, opportunities for organising the public 
virtues required of pious Muslims. Travellers, even of other tarikats, could expect to 
find refuge within their walls. Special meals were provided for Ramadan and the five 
‘candle nights’ (kandil geceleri) of the year. Soup kitchens for the poor, medical 



services, public scriptoria, hostels for students or other worthy paupers, refuges for 
dismissed statesmen, mediation for family or tribal disputes: these and other social 
services were regularly dispensed by the larger dervish lodges.[xxiii]

Not infrequently a tekke would be attached to the tomb of a saint, in which case it was 
termed a dergâh. The Companions had visited the Prophet’s tomb in the early days of 
Islam, and following this precedent many mosques have included or been attached to 
tombs. The Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, for instance, where the jurist Ibn 
Taymiyya worshipped, contains the domed mausoleum of John the Baptist (Yahya). 
In < w:st="on">Turkey, this tradition was continued, and contemplative visits 
(ziyaret) to the graves (türbe) of important saints and holy warriors remain an 
important part of conservative religious life. The Companion of the Prophet Abu 
Ayyub el-Ansari has his tomb by the Golden Horn, abutting a courtyard where for 
centuries new sultans would be invested with the sword of office, often by the Çelebi 
of the Mevlevi dervishes.[xxiv]

No account of Turkish spirituality would be complete without a mention of the 
tekkes’ contribution to musical life. Many tarikats, particularly the Mevleviye and 
Halvetiye, used instrumental music as part of their ceremony (samâ‘), and over the 
centuries a large and highly sophisticated repertoire was evolved which provided the 
fertile core of Turkish music generally. Drawing from Byzantine, Islamic and Turkish-
folk precedents, Ottoman sacred music in turn influenced the music of the court, the 
army and the secular music of society at large. The ilahi genre of hymns, often with 
words by the early dervish Yunus Emre or by Bektashi poets, was set to a rich variety 
of rhythmic patterns and melodies, helping to popularise Muslim teachings among 
the population.[xxv]

While the dances and errant doctrines lurking in some tekkes often drew sharp 
criticism from the ulema, it is nonetheless true that throughout the Ottoman period 
the ilmiyye institution looked with favour on most of the tarikats. The best known of 
all Turkish müftis, Kemâlpasazâde (d.1534), had written a fatwa commending the 
Spanish Sufi Ibn ‘Arabi,[xxvi] while his near contemporary Tasköprüzâde, author of 
the definitive biographical dictionary of early Ottoman ulema, heaps praise on those 
scholars who were also Sufis. The life of formal mosque worship, the moral discipline 
of the guilds, and the emotional intimacy of the tekkes generally coexisted in a 
complementary relationship, providing a triple source of nourishment for the Turkish 
soul.



All the above relates to the Muslim majority population. But it should briefly be 
recalled that the Ottoman Empire was also home to large Jewish and Christian 
communities, which, despite some legal handicaps, found that the new dispensation 
generally allowed them to live and worship in faithful adherence to their laws and 
traditions. The Muslim conquest had preserved the Greek Church from the threat of 
annihilation by the growing power of the Latin West; as the Grand Duke Loukas 
Notaras wryly acknowledged on the eve of the conquest: ‘It would be better to see the 
turban of the Turks reigning over the city than the Latin mitre.’[xxvii] Moreover, it 
seems that these Muslim and Orthodox worlds overlapped in more than the simple 
geographical sense. It is probable that many of the spiritual exercises of the 
Hesychast movement championed by St Gregory Palamas, who had spent a year at 
the Ottoman court debating with Muslims, were derived from Sufi and Islamic 
practices.[xxviii] More generally, the Ottoman system seemed to provide an 
opportunity for Muslims to seek perfection through the exercise of political power, 
and for Christians to seek perfection by renouncing it in the manner required by the 
Gospels.

Such an equilibrium proved ill-equipped to survive into the modern age.



Goethe's Arabic Title Page

West-östlicher Divan by Goethe (1st edition)

Here the reader is confounded once again with a stark and monumental polarity. Although now 
rarely recognised, it is clear that this 1819 publication bears a double title, one in German and one in 
Arabic. The German title is well known to us—West-Östlicher Divan—i.e. ‘The West-Easterly Poetry 
Collection’. The other, facing, title in Arabic is not customarily cited, and reads: المولف الشرقى الديوان 
.’The Eastern Poetry Collection of the Western Author‘ الغربى

Surprisingly, the very title of Goethe’s work is a conscious mistranslation of itself, and consequently, 
at the very inception of the 1819 Divan, we are reminded that we are entering not one, but rather 
two works. One text bears an ‘Occidental’ title of synthesis, of amalgamation; the other text bears an 
‘Oriental’ title of separation, of distinction. In the language of Europe, the poem is a mixture of East 
and West, but in the language of the Near East, the ‘Collection’ is itself wholly Eastern and the 
‘Author’ is wholly Western: the الدوان (\ad-diwan\Poetry Collection) is  الشرقى(\ash-sharqi\Eastern) and 
the للمرلف (\li’l-mu’allif\Author) is الغربى (\al-gharbi\Western). According to his Arabic title, Goethe’s 
work is not dialogical but monological, not synthetic but integral.  

One could of course ask the question, which came first, the German or the Arabic title? Goethe is 
working with and from Hafiz’s poems — though most likely more with the new translation into 
German, than with the Arabic text itself,  though who is to say? 
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A Journey Toward Self-Discovery:

Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan and the Future of East and West

By Jesse Yates Goplen

Abstract

Goethe’s West/östlicher Divan often elicits contradictory responses – for some, it is a beacon of 
tolerance and engagement, and for others, an appropriating Orientalist discourse. In this essay I 
argue that both definitions apply to different portions of the work: the voice of der alte Dichter 
himself speaks in the poems, whereas Goethe affects the Orientalist mode of discourse that 
characterizes his source materials in the “Noten und Abhandlungen.” Goethe’s own label for his 
undertaking in the Divan, Hegire, is discussed, as well as the Islamic context of the essays and the 
reactions of readers from Hegel and Nietzsche to the present, with a primary focus on the evolution 
of Edward Said’s perspective on the Divan and the relevance of the work for today’s Europe. While 
the prose portion of the Divan may devolve into Orientalist discourse, I argue that the work as a 
whole does not contradict Goethe’s assertions that he believes in the truth of Islam. Rather than 
rejecting or distancing himself from Islam, as some have claimed, Goethe saw his own worldview and 
aesthetic principles confirmed in the Qur’an and the poetry of Hafez.
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A Journey Toward Self_Discovery: Goethe’s West.östlicher Divan and the Future of

West and East

Introduction

This essay attempts to answer a very basic question: what type of work is Goethe’s West-östlicher 
Divan? The first chapter explores this issue of definition through the label Goethe applies to his 
journey (“Hegire”) and in light of Edward Said’s writings on ‘Orientalism,’ while in the second chapter 
I relate this term hijra to its meaning for Muslims who undertake a journey. The third chapter briefly 
discusses the significance of the Islamic figure Chiser, while the fourth chapter examines Goethe’s 
very personal approach to his subject matter as a source of peace (‘im Reinen’) and refuge. 
Nietzsche’s relationship to the Divan, Hafez, and Islam – and the preeminence of Western ‘classicism’ 
– is the subject of the fifth chapter. Chapter 6 examines Goethe’s maintenance of his own identity 
and its relationship to Hegel’s effusive praise of the Divan, and the confirmation of his own 
worldview that Goethe found in Islamic monotheism is the subject of chapter 7. The eighth chapter 
explores Mommsen’s argument that the Divan offers a positive view of woman’s role in Islam and 
compares this with a feminist reading of the Qur’an. In chapters 9 and 10, I examine some of the 
modern criticisms of the Divan that focus on the “Noten und Abhandlungen,” urging readers toward 
the poems rather than the affected Orientalist discourse of the essays. In the eleventh chapter I 
assert a connection between Goethe’s proclamation of Islam to the ‘West’ and Malcolm X’s own 
suggestions that Islam would be, in essence, a way out of racism for a racist white America. Chapter 
12 focuses on the poem “Vorschmack” as a clue to Goethe’s adoption of Hafez’s style, and attempts 
to put to rest any charge of blasphemy that might result from the poem’s characterization of 
Muhammad. The thirteenth chapter explores the reproduction and internalization of this division in 
Europe today, while the final chapter concludes with Barenboim and Said’s West-Eastern Divan 
Orchestra project as a vision of an East and West united in peace, in whose realization I hope the 
reader will share.

1. Goethe’s Hijra

Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan has been described as an Orientreise, a Morgenlandfahrt, a 
pilgrimage, a caravan, and innumerable other metaphors of travel and journey. But what type of 
journey is it? How does Goethe approach his subject matter? How are we to understand Goethe’s 
message today, and what relevance does the Divan have for a modern audience? These are 
questions - admittedly basic, but therefore perhaps all the more important - that I hope to address in 
this work. Is the German Divan necessarily part of the European project of “political imperialism” Said 
claims “governs an entire field of study, imagination, and scholarly institutions” (14)? Or is Goethe’s 
work in fact critical of this tradition? What are we to make of Goethe’s affinity for Islam and Hafez - 
and where exactly is the West-East?

The first question - what type of journey Goethe is on - is both simple and difficult to answer. There 
can be no doubt that it is a journey, first of all. “Der Dichter betrachtet sich als einen Reisenden,” 
Goethe wrote in the Morgenblatt für gebildete Stünde in 1816, introducing the work to his audience 
(HA 2:268). Goethe gives us a word whose function appears to be to define this journey: Hegire, an 
Arabic word that was most likely pronounced by Goethe, according to Divan expert Katherine 
Mommsen, with the French j or Levantine Arabic pronunciation of the letter (jeem), as in beige1. The 
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accent is on the second syllable of the word, accenting a vowel that does not actually exist in the 
Arabic original.

“Hegire,” the first poem in the Divan, is quoted in Said’s Orientalism; indeed Goethe is one of the few 
German authors dealt with in any depth in Said’s paradigm¬shifting work that dissects the European 
intellectual enterprise of the same name2. As he himself states: “my discussion of [British and 
French] domination and systematic interest does not do justice to ... the important contributions to 
Orientalism of Germany, Italy, Russia, Spain, and Portugal” (Said 17). German Orientalist scholarship 
was for Said a sort of secondary and derivative process that worked with the primary sources and 
material first selectively obtained and transmitted by British and French scholars and that was “then 
elaborated upon by Germans” (18). Said also states that “by 1830 ... [although] German scholarship 
had fully attained its European pre-eminence”:

There was nothing in Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence in India, the Levant, 
North Africa. Moreover, the German Orient was almost exclusively a scholarly, or at least a classical, 
Orient: it was made the subject of lyrics, fantasies, and even novels, but it was never actual, the way 
Egypt and Syria were actual ... There is some significance in the fact that the two most renowned 
German works on the Orient, Goethe’s Westöstlicher Diwan and Friedrich Schlegel’s Über die 
Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, were based respectively on a Rhine journey and on hours spent in 
Paris libraries. (19)

While Said’s initial characterization of Goethe’s Divan might seem derogatory, it is true in a literal 
sense. Goethe never visited the ‘East’ - so there can be no question that the Divan is the story of a 
fictitious journey, a trip left untaken, a journey of the imagination. There were in fact several boat 
trips involved by the time the Neuer Divan was finished. One German scholar describes the origin of 
the Divan in much the same way as Said, albeit in greater detail:

Der von Hafis ausgelöste Impuls setzte sich mit Goethes Antritt zur Rhein¬Main-Rheise am 25. Juli 
1814 durch: Aufbruchstimmung und Eindrücke von der realen Reise koinzidierten mit der imaginüren 
‘Flucht’ in die hafische Lyrik. Eruptiv brach sich die Inspiration Bahn, und Goethe verfaßte innerhalb 
nur einer Woche bis zur Ankunft in Wiesbaden am 31. Juli mehr als 15 ‘Gedichte an Hafis’. Den Kern 
dieser ltesten Sammlung bildete eine Art ‘poetisches Reise-Tagebuch’ aus den ersten, auf Hafis und 
die Reisesituation gleichermaßen bezogenen Gedichten. (Bosse 113)

Said calls Goethe a “gifted enthusiast” (51) and “Mahometsgesang” (the young Goethe’s song of 
praise) a “valorization” of the Prophet (100). But Said is critical of such ‘controlled derivations,’ 
Foucault’s term that Said adopts for these European works seemingly constructed of inspiration, 
works that depended upon selectivity and “imagination” to create a counterfactual, ‘magical’ Orient:

 imagination was “a place preferable, for the European sensibility, to the real Orient” (101). Goethe’s 
romanticized East had never undergone the process of demystification and demythologization that 
necessarily occurs through contact with what Said called the “mundane Orient” (100).

1 “War Goethe ein Muslim?” Speech by Katharina Mommsen.

2 Said defines Orientalism as 1) an academic discipline focused on areas that have been considered 
part of the ‘Orient’; 2) a way of understanding the world that implies a contrast between Orient and 
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Occident; and 3) as “a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 
Orient” (3); under this system, the “positional superiority” of the West is maintained (7).

When confronted with Said’s interpretation of “Hegire,” the initial reaction for the German scholar is 
likely amazement at the mangling of the poem’s language. Words are missing, misprinted, and the 
sense is at times utterly lost in the 1978 edition: “Flüchte du, im reinen Osten” (HA 2:7), for example, 
has become “Fluchte du, in reinen Osten” – nota phrase I would encourage anyone to pull out of 
their lexicon and try on an unsuspecting German. “Nord und West und Süd zersplittern” has been 
mercifully shortened, however, so that now only “Nord und West Süd zersplittern.” Another is “Dort, 
im Reinen und in Rechten” (instead of ‘im Rechten’) (Said 167).

But the point he makes is worth contemplating. Said notes that Western authors have often viewed 
“the Orient [as] a form of release, a place of original opportunity, whose keynote was struck in 
Goethe’s ‘Hegire’”: the poem is for Said an equation of the East with a type of frontier, not unlike the 
way the Americas were viewed by European settlers around the same time period. “Hegire,” Said 
argues, represents a certain stereotype of the East as “unbegrenzt, boundless, Goethe said, older and 
younger than we Europeans” (168). Said goes on to discuss a certain pilgrim/pilgrimage stereotype 
using works other than the Divan as examples.

 The nature of Goethe’s approach toward the ‘Orient’ is a central concern throughout this essay, but 
what motivates him on this journey is first and foremost his dissatisfaction with his own cultural 
milieu and the wartime upheaval he has gone through. The work self-referentially declares itself an 
attempt on Goethe’s part to escape the temporal confines of his current reality and enter a timeless 
world, to flee Europe and conduct a type of spiritual emigration, joining Hafez in Allah’s metaphorical 
tavern. The emphasis Goethe places on this poem as a key to understanding the Divan as a whole 
cannot be overemphasized. “Das erste Gedicht,” he tells us, “Hegire überschrieben, gibt uns von Sinn 
und Absicht des Ganzen sogleich genugsame Kenntnis” (Morgenblatt für gebildete Stünde, HA 
2:268):

HEGIRE

Nord und West und Süd zersplittern, Throne bersten, Reiche zittern, Flüchte du, im reinen Osten 
Patriarchenluft zu kosten, Unter Lieben, Trinken, Singen Soll dich Chisers Quell verjüngen. (HA 2:7)

These first seven lines bring us immediately into the less-distant past - as the world exploded 
around Goethe, he sought refuge ‘im reinen Osten.’ He is fleeing from the chaos of his time, not by 
leaving in a physical sense to escape the wars he describes as exploding around him, instead he 
embarks upon a spiritual leave-taking, a flight for the sake of a mental refuge that he finds 
elsewhere. The verb ‘flüchten’ is related to Flüchtling - refugee - and this is one way he defines his 
journey.

To come as a refugee implies a humility of approach - he is no ‘Goethe of Arabia,’ he hasn’t come 
with any designs to conquer or control, he has no agenda or mission, no colonial power behind him 
(at least not in that part of the world – the German Empire didn’t possess its first handful of colonies 
until 1884 and lost them after World War I under the terms of the Versailles Treaty). But neither is 
Goethe really a refugee in the sense of giving up what he has left behind. According to Said, there is a 
model that “every major work belonging to a genuine if not always to an academic Orientalism took 
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its form, style, and intention from the idea of pilgrimage there”: “the Orient was a place of 
pilgrimage” for the European imagination (168). Is it possible that Goethe’s Divan fits this model of 
the pilgrimage to the Orient that Said says defines the Orientalist enterprise? The label that Goethe 
applies to his ‘Orientreise’, Hegire, offers a clue.

What does this word hijra tell us about the Divan and its author’s intended ‘journey’? The word 
Hegire, or hijra, as it’s usually spelled in English, has a rich meaning in Arabic and Islam, 
encompassing not only the idea of emigration, or “Auswanderung,” as Trunz defines the term in his 
notes to the Hamburger Ausgabe of Goethe’s works, but also the idea of flight or exodus, as some of 
the earliest commentators, for example Christian Wurm, have noted: “Das Wort bedeutet Rückzug 
oder Flucht und hat Âhnlichkeit mit dem Exodus der Juden” (Wurm 22). In Hans Wehr’s Modern 
Standard Arabic dictionary, the meanings listed for the noun include “departure, exit; emigration, 
exodus; immigration (to); abandonment, giving up (of s.th.), renunciation (of)” (1194). Goethe 
appropriately uses the indefinite Hegire (‘a hijra’) rather than the definite al-Hijra, which would refer 
specifically to the early Muslim community’s emigration from Mecca to Madinah. This was a 
foundational event in the Islamic world; it is the starting point from which years are numbered in the 
Islamic calendar, while Madinah is considered the second holiest city in Islam after Mecca. The verb 
hajara, the basic root on which the noun is based, incorporates the ideas of dissociating oneself, 
seceding, parting company, giving up something, as well as departing or emigrating (Wehr 1194).

Among the various connotations of this word Goethe uses to define the project he is undertaking in 
the Divan, it’s interesting to note that the word Hegire, if it were pronounced according to the 
normal rules of German pronunciation by a reader unfamiliar with the term, might seem to contain 
the phrase ‘heg’ Irre’: to maintain or even cherish [that which others may consider] folly, or to 
adhere to that which others do not adhere to, even ‘to nourish deviance’ might all be possible 
subtextual or even subliminal interpretations of the poem’s title (“das Abweichen vom rechten 
Wege, und der Irrweg selbst, eigentlich und bildlich” is one definition of the substantive Irre found in 
Grimm’s Wörterbuch, 10:2162). Goethe uses the common verbal construction ‘irre gehen’ elsewhere 
in Buch Suleika with this approximate meaning (to go astray): “Der Liebende wird nicht irre gehn / 
Wär’s um ihn her auch noch so trübe...” (HA 2:64). Bidney’s ever masterful translation of these lines 
reads: “The lover won’t go wide astray / Ev’n when distraught...” (Goethe, West-East Divan 89).

The misinterpretation of Hegire is made all the more likely for a modern German audience by the 
fact that the word is no longer the standard German word for hijra – today, it is spelled (in a far more 
accurate transliteration of the Arabic) as Hidschra or Hedschra. This is hardly an isolated incident; the 
entire work is peppered with obsolete transliterations drawn, not from the clear fusha (Classical or 
Modern Standard Arabic) pronunciation, but from a range of dialects and transliteration schemes 
that have been filtered first through other languages. So opaque are the references that a rather 
sizeable dictionary specific to the work has been published (and is quite helpful to any reader who 
wishes to tackle the syntax), Dill’s large¬format 488-page Wörterbuch zu Goethes West-östlichem 
Divan. It is really a testament to the depth of Goethe’s engagement with the subject matter (not to 
mention Christa Dill’s) that such a book exists.

But the conjectural double meaning of Hegire, interesting as may be, is certainly secondary in 
importance to the literal meaning of the word as a type of exodus away from the West. The poetry 
of Hafez, the wisdom and lyrical perfection of the Qur’an, and Islam as a religion give Goethe the 
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means to escape the trouble of his times and locate himself in a milieu that he finds more 
conducive to his aesthetic productivity. It is a journey of self-discovery in the context of Islam. 
Goethe writes to Zelter in a letter of May, 1820:

Diese mohammedanische Religion, Mythologie, Sitte geben Raum einer Poesie, wie sie meinen 
Jahren ziemt. Unbedingtes Ergeben in den unergründlichen Willen Gottes, heiterer Überblick des 
beweglichen, immer kreis- und spiralartig wiederkehrenden Erde¬Treibens, Liebe, Neigung zwischen 
zwei Welten schwebend, alles Reale geläutert, sich symbolisch auflösend. Was will der Großpapa 
weiter? (quoted in Wurm, Zu Goethes West-östlichem Divan 23).

This ‘unconditional submission to the inscrutable will of God’ he speaks of can mean only one thing, 
of course: it is as good a definition of the word Islam as you might find in the German language. 
Goethe’s question – ‘What more could grandpa want?’ – suggests that Goethe found exactly what 
he was looking for in Hafez and the Qur’an and the harmony of the aesthetic vision they offered 
him, that this was directly related to that particular period in his life, and further that it was just 
the antidote he needed – this ‘unbedingtes Ergeben’ – as a remedy for the Weltschmerz, or 
perhaps more accurately the Europaschmerz that he felt after the end of the Befreiungskriege.

The first four lines that open the Buch des Süngers (“Zwanzig Jahre lieg ich gehn...” – a prelude to the 
initial poem “Hegire”) place the reader immediately in the context of the poet’s life prior to the 
upheaval of 1806. The twenty years before the Battle of Jena and Auerstadt seemed to Goethe like 
the ‘good old days’ in comparison to the violence and disruption that characterized the era of the 
wars of liberation. As Loeper noted in his 1872 commentary on the Divan, the book’s “Geburtszeit” 
left its mark on the Divan, indeed, the opening poem Hegire implies that it is in fact the years of war 
that led to Goethe’s engagement with Hafez and conditioned the origin of the book: the “Charakter 
jener Kriegsjahre” set the tone for the work, and “[wier beim Lesen des Divan die geistigen und 
politischen Strömungen, aus denen damals das neue Deutschland geboren wurde, sich gegenwärtig 
zu halten vermag, wird das Buch doppelt genießen: die Poesie wird ihm ihr Bild aus dem Strome der 
Zeit entgegenstrahlen” (25). The opening lines of Hegire set the book against the backdrop of war, of 
that there can be no doubt, while the work is one of setting aside differences that have defined 
opposing sides in a millennial conflict, bolstered perhaps by the happiness that France and Germany 
might someday enjoy a friendly relationship now that the war had ended.

Although the imprint of the time is unmistakable, Loeper also notes that “[dier Divan enthält jedoch 
keine Zeitgedichte im eigentlichen Sinne” (25). The metaphor of East and West coming together, for 
example, might seem to represent a veiled vision of France and Germany at peace, but this is a 
difficult metaphor for a number of reasons, not the least of which is the title that Goethe gave 
himself, the “Western author,” in the Arabic title of the book, “Der östliche Diwan des westlichen 
Verfassers” (Birus 876). Not only does Goethe clearly represent the West, but to suggest that Hafez 
represents Germany as the East would be unfaithful to the basic vision of the book, a traveler’s 
desire to escape the problems that plagued this poet from the West by seeking refuge in the 
magically amorphous Arab-Persian world of Hafez and the language of the Quran. The depth and 
detail with which Goethe immerses himself in his subject hardly permits an allegorical reading of the 
entire work, though individual lines or words do often have a great complexity of meaning and 
application, it is likewise safe to assume.

2. Hijra as Muslim Obligation and Metaphor
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This label Goethe applies, Hegire, carries with it a great complexity of meaning. To define one’s 
journey as a hijra is embued with religious significance for Muslims: as a practical concept in the lives 
of Muslims since the time al-Hijra, the Muslim community’s flight from Mecca to Madinah, the word 
hijra is used to refer to any migration that takes place for the sake of Islam - for example, if a Muslim 
is unable to practice Islam where he or she lives, many Islamic scholars view it as incumbent upon 
the Muslim to move to join the Muslim community, usually in a Muslim country, provided they are 
able.

Masud summarizes the scholarly debate over whether hijra is still today fard (a religious obligation 
for Muslims) by dividing the commentary into three general categories. First, there are some scholars 
who have argued that hijra is no longer a religious obligation for Muslims: 

There are numerous hadiths describing hijra as an obligation.

However, the hadith literature adds a new dimension to the Quranic injunction. It also refers to 
situations where hijra is no longer obligatory. …

Ibn Khaldun (AD 1332"1406) explained these texts by saying that hijra meant migration to join the 
Prophet Muhammad. Hijra might have continued to be an obligation after the conquest of Mecca, 
but it was definitely not required after the death of the Prophet …

[Al later hadith scholar ... showed that a number of the Companions of the Prophet, including Ibn 
Abbas (d. AD 687), and his contemporaries Ta’us, Mujashi’, Ibn Jurayj, ‘Ata’ and ‘A’isha, perceived 
hijra only as migration from Mecca to Medina. Hence, after Mecca was conquered no hijra was 
required. (Masud 33)

Other schools of Islamic thought see hijra as a religious duty that is still today necessary, particularly 
for new Muslims or when an area that was formerly Islamic becomes ‘dar al-Kufr’ (a term for lands 
which lie outside the political control of a Muslim government). The “Kharawij, Azariqa, and Sufriyya” 
schools of thought argue that hijra remained incumbent upon the Muslim:

In order to justify their jihad and hijra, the Kharawij raised the question of the original status of 
territory. According to them, all territories were dar al¬kufr until they were brought in to the fold of 
Islam. A territory could turn again into dar al-kufr if its rulers denied the sovereignty of Allah, or 
committed a major sin, whereby they became kafirs. In these circumstances, hijra from such a 
territory and jihad against it become obligatory. (Masud 34)

Between these two opposite interpretations, however, the most popular understanding of hijra 
arose, which, according to Masud, is as a spiritual act of ‘withdrawal’ for the sake of Islam. To 
determine the appropriateness of Goethe’s hijra metaphor, therefore, we need to look to the Sufi 
view of hijra as a spiritual rather than physical endeavor. Can a hijra - which is not a pilgrimage like 
the Hajj but rather a move undertaken for the sake of Islam - be spiritual and internal, like Goethe’s 
journey, rather than physical? Masud explains:

The majority view was that the higher levels [of Iman, or faith] called for jihad and that jihad was a 
fard kifaya (a collective duty) not required of each and every Muslim, and not to be undertaken 
individually. Hijra, according to this majority view, was a jihad-related obligation. The only hijra that 
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could be performed individually was withdrawal in the heart. Such interiorisation of hijra in the 
esoteric sense was popularized by the Sufis. …

The Sufi commentators of the Qur’an usually explain that the obligation of physical migration was 
repealed. The only hijra required was spiritual. (35-6)

Goethe is therefore, when we apply this perspective on hijra that emanates from the same Sufi 
tradition as Hafez, defining his journey in accordance with what Masud calls the ‘majority’ Islamic 
understanding of the concept of hijra. While there may be no evidence suggesting that Goethe was 
aware of the definition of the concept of hijra in the sense described here - the word “Hegire” is not 
found in the Divan of Hafez, for example - the aptness of his description is difficult to dismiss as a 
mere coincidence.

The appropriateness of the hijra metaphor thus lies in its very Goethean multilayered meaning. The 
Hijra (al-Hijra), that is, the actual historical flight of the Muslim community from Mecca to Madinah, 
which was led by Muhammad, was a physical rather than purely spiritual or intellectual journey, and 
is undeniably evoked by the word in any context. Like the Divan of Hafez on which it is based, words 
like Hegire potentially carry hidden spiritual, esoteric meanings - and the way Goethe is using the 
word here to define his journey is completely compatible with both the Sufi-influenced Islamic 
concept of hijra as well as the standard Arabic meaning of the word. Goethe’s hijra is both a spiritual 
withdrawal into the world of Islam and a flight away from the dar al-kufr in which he finds himself, 
while at the same time it is motivated by a search for refuge on a spiritual plane of existence that is 
far removed from the turmoil of his native Europe.

3. Chisers Jugendquell and the Color Green

If there is any doubt about the religious nature of the journey, it would have to be erased when 
Goethe mentions, in the final line of the first stanza of “Hegire,” the mysterious figure, Chiser, or al-
Khidr in Arabic, which literally means ‘the green one’: “Unter Lieben, Trinken, Singen, / Soll dich 
Chisers Quell verjüngen” (HA 2:7). Khidr is mentioned by name fourteen times in Hammer-Purgstall’s 
translation of Hafez’ Diwan, for example:

Was man vom Paradies erzählt, Ist eine Fabel deines Gaues. Was von Huris man uns erzählt, Das gilt 
von deinen Wangen. Des Herren Jesus Wunderhauch Geht aus von deinen Lippen, Und deines 
Mundes Welle ist  Das Lebenswasser Chisers. (376)

Al-Khidr is traditionally regarded as an intermediary between God and prophet in Islamic thought, 
and his green color is the green of Islam. This green represents the green of new life, the green of 
new growth on a tree, of a healthy green plant.

In Hammer-Purgstall’s preface to Hafez’s Diwan is a short biography of Hafez in which he writes that 
“[els war Chiser, der Hüter des Quells des Lebens, der Hafisen davon zu trinken vergönnte, und ihm 
unsterblichen Ruhm verhieg” (xxiii). Goethe is thus headed for the well and source of life itself, to 
drink from the same well as Hafez and the prophets, when he speaks of al-Khidr.

In the 1817 Taschenbuch für Damen, one finds a different version of the last line: “Soll dich 
Jugendquell verjüngen” (reprinted in Birus, 555). This change alters the meaning little, other than to 
remove the Islamic overtone of the particular phrase, but it does make the image he is trying to 
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convey clearer for a non-Muslim audience. It might be an indication that Goethe was beginning to 
realize how impenetrable his Arabicisms were for the early 19th century German literary audience.

Al-Khidr is not mentioned by name in the Qur’an, but in the story of Moses, Moses is being led by a 
‘servant’ of Allah in Surah 18 (al-Kahf – The Cave), asking questions as this servant carries out 
inexplicable acts: this ‘servant’ of the Almighty is understood to be al-Khidr. In his commentary to 
this verse, Yusuf Ali explains the basic tradition surrounding the ‘green one’:

One of our servants: his name is not mentioned in the Qur’an, but Tradition gives it as Khidr. Khidr 
means ‘Green’: his knowledge is fresh and green, and drawn out of the living sources of life for it is 
drawn from Allah’s own Presence. He is a mysterious being, who had to be sought out. He has the 
secrets of the paradoxes of Life, which ordinary people do not understand, or understand in a wrong 
sense... (727)

This ever-living guide to the prophets, alive with the green of God’s vibrant life-energy, the very 
picture of nature and God as one and the same, inspired both Hafez and Goethe, it seems, from the 
words of the Qur’an and the traditions that have been handed down. For Goethe, God and nature 
remained intimately connected concepts, and this Islamic equation of green plant growth and the 
wellspring of life itself, feeding poets and prophets with eternal youth, was an amazing vision 
indeed, striking enough that Goethe included this figure of al-Khidr in the very opening poem of 
the Divan.

4. At peace – Goethe mit Gott und sich selbst ‘im Reinen’

This initial poem, “Hegire,” doesn’t set up an allegorical interpretation that is maintained, however, it 
is more of a Rahmenhandlung designed to introduce the Divan before proceeding to the real subject 
matter at hand, which takes place “[d]ort, im Reinen und im Rechten”:

Dort, im Reinen und im Rechten,

Will ich menschlichen Geschlechten

In des Ursprungs Tiefe dringen,

Wo sie noch von Gott empfingen

Himmelslehr in Erdesprachen

Und sich nicht den Kopf zerbrachen. (HA 2:7)

The phrases ‘im Reinen und im Rechten’ and ‘im reinen Osten’ further define Reinen’ in “Hegire” is of 
particular interest, coming as it does so early in the work and as an appellation to the ‘East.’ In Said’s 
Orientalism, the lines beginning ‘dort im Reinen und im Rechten’ are translated as: “[t]here in purity 
and righteousness will I go back to the profound origins of the human race” (167), while Bidney 
translates the same lines as: “[t]here, in what is pure and right / Generations I, with might, / Urge to 
depth of origin” (Goethe, West-East Divan, 1). Certainly pure and right are accurate translations, but 
the phrase here, it seems to me, also reflects Goethe’s internal mental state, in addition to describing 
the ‘East’ as the surface meaning implies (and which the two translations make clear).
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As an adjective, ‘rein’ (usually translated as pure or clean) has many meanings in German:

1. sauber, klar, frisch gewaschen

2. unberührt, keusch, unschuldig, ohne Falsch

3. echt, lauter, unvermischt, keine andersartigen Bestandteile enthaltend, unverfälscht

4. ohne Abzüge

5. vollkommen, fehlerlos

6. <schweiz.> feingemahlen

7. <fig.; als Verstärkung vor Substantiven> 7.1 nichts weiter als 7.2 <umg.> absolut. (Wahrig 
Deutsches Wörterbuch, 1216"17)

Other than definition #6 above, any and all of these could apply, in a very positive sense, in Goethe’s 
categorization of the ‘East’ as ‘rein’. The word ‘rein’ also figures heavily in Luther’s translation of the 
Bible into German, particularly in the declaration of certain animals, practices, or people into ‘rein’ 
and ‘unrein’. Already in the seventh chapter of Genesis, verse 2, the Lord says to Noah: “Aus allerlei 
reinem Vieh nimm zu dir je sieben und sieben, das Männlein und sein Weiblein; von dem unreinen 
Vieh aber je ein Paar, das Männlein und sein Weiblein” (Lutherbibel 1912). Thus ‘rein’ in a biblical 
context is often like the Islamic concept of halal, i.e., that which is not forbidden by God as unclean: 
pork, as an example, would be considered ‘unrein’ according to the standard German translation 
(though certainly not, of course, in German culture) and haram (the opposite of halal) according to 
Islamic doctrine.

While nothing negative can be construed from this adjective rein as applied to the East, it is not only 
the bare adjective that the opening stanza of “Hegire” emphasizes through repetition, it is the phrase 
‘im Reinen’ that is repeated - and this phrase would seem to have more to do with Goethe state in 
the presence of the ‘East’ than the ‘East’ that it superficially appears to describe.

Rather than fleeing to a particular physical destination, Goethe is fleeing without changing his 
location. He is withdrawing, in the sense of the spiritual hijra in Sufi Islam, from dar al-kufr - or dar 
al-harb (the house of war), as central Europe might more appropriately have been called at this 
time - to an interior, spiritual refuge that he finds in Islam and the Sufi poetry of Hafez.

To be ‘im Reinen’ means to be at peace. But it is a peace that is based on coming to terms with 
someone or something, with oneself, with God. The most accurate translation of a phrase like ‘ich 
bin mit Gott im Reinen’ would be ‘I am at peace with God’. The reader who is familiar with Islam will 
already anticipate where this argument is headed, for the word Islam itself means the same thing as 
‘im Reinen sein’: to be at peace, through submission to the will of Allah, to have reconciled and 
submitted to that which one has no control over is actually even closer to the sense of being ‘im 
Reinen’ than even the phrase ‘at peace’ in English. At peace with oneself, with others, or with God, 
all of these could be expressed with the phrase ‘im Reinen’ in German:
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Mit etw. (jem.) im reinen sein: sich mit etw. (jem.) ausgesöhnt haben; sich damit abgefunden haben. 
Man sagt auch: ‘man muss mit sich selbst ins reine kommen’ und meint, man muss zuerst seine 
eigenen Probleme lösen. (Röhrich, 1241)

Goethe found peace in Islam, a universal peace that is for all to find, if we but recognize the fact: 
“In Islam leben und sterben wir alle” – ‘in Islam’ here might even be considered a synonym for ‘im 
Reinen’ (HA 2:56). It is a common misconception that Islam literally means ‘peace’: the consonantal 
Arabic root " – # – (S – L – M) is the root of Islam and salaam and many words that mean peace, 
but Islam literally means ‘submission’ - as in to surrender one’s will to Allah. It is through this 
submission – this coming to terms with God through prayer and following the deen (religion) as given 
in the Qur’an – that peace is achieved, and living in peace with others (so long as they desire peace) 
is one of Allah’s commands. As-Salaam is one of the ninety-nine names (or perfect attributes) of Allah 
(the Peaceful). The Islamic greeting as-salaamu alaikum means ‘peace be upon you’, i.e., the peace of 
Islam.

There is a fundamental truth to the characterization of Islam as a religion of peace, both in terms of 
doctrine and in terms of the actual effect it seems to have on Muslims psychologically – a peace with 
God, an inner peace, that accompanies the ‘reiner Tisch mit Gott’ – and Goethe certainly wasn’t 
alone in his experience of Islam as bringing a sense of peace into his life, the experience of finding 
inner peace in Islam seems all but universal among practicing Muslims. Sherine Hafez quotes a 
Muslima named Laila who describes the general phenomenon:

When you are angry or stressed, the blood vessels in your body contract, and the level of stress 
hormones rises in the blood; these are physical reactions to anger. You learn to accept them, and you 
also learn to overcome them. Islam helps me do this. It allows me to put things in perspective. To be 
calmer, at peace, when something bad happens, because you have belief in God. (39)

Even though Laila describes her experience in physical and emotional terms, it is clear from her 
description that this is an all-encompassing inner and outer peace. Harmonious relationships result 
when people are able to overcome anger, and this sense of analytical detachment, this overcoming 
of emotion and being able to step back and see what is happening in the moment in a larger 
context, it is an ability to take oneself away from the frustrations of the present. When Laila says 
that Islam ‘allows me to put things in perspective,’ this wisdom she has gained stems from her 
submission to the will of Allah. It is perhaps paradoxical to the uninitiated - but also readily visible in 
the success of groups like Alcoholics Anonymous - that giving control over oneself away and placing it 
in the hands of a ‘higher power’ actually allows for greater self-control. But this peace is such a 
provably common experience that it is no wonder Muslims like Laila feel that Islam is “a kind of 
science” that enables one to grow in ways that were not possible before conversion: “the more you 
discover in it, the more this science grows” (39). On his website, Yusuf Islam’s conversion to Islam 
(the famous and former Cat Stevens) is described very simply, simply stating that he has “found 
peace” (yusufislam.com). Lauren Booth (sister-in-law of former British Prime Minister Tony Blair) said 
she felt a feeling of “complete peace and contentment” during her conversion (“Lauren Booth 
explains”).

If we think of the opening of Goethe’s poem Hegire, he’s really describing something very similar: 
there is conflict from which the poet is fleeing – “Nord und West und Süd zersplittern, / Throne 
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bersten, Reiche zittern;” – and there, in this spiritual oasis, he feels both a sense of peace and 
embarks upon a mission to tell others about it.

Goethe’s experience of the spiritual enlightenment of Islam as ‘rein’ – and feeling himself made ‘im 
Reinen’ by its presence in his life – is also reminiscent what the Prophet Muhammad is reported to 
have said about the purifying, cleansing effect of prayer:

Narrated Abu Huraira: I heard Allah's Apostle saying, "If there was a river at the door of anyone of 
you and he took a bath in it five times a day would you notice any dirt on him?" They said, "Not a 
trace of dirt would be left." The Prophet added, "That is the example of the five prayers with which 
Allah blots out (annuls) evil deeds." (Sahih Bukhari, Book 10, 506)

There is here an explicit connection between the forgiveness of a compassionate, merciful God for 
one’s sins – virtually every Surah in the Qur’an starts with the words bismillah-ir-rahman-ir-rahim” 
(“In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful”) – and the feeling of peace and cleanliness 
of soul, the clear conscience that Islam brings. For Goethe, the wisdom he saw in Islam was not just 
a rejuvenating Jugendquell and source of inspiration, but a welcome respite from care and worry 
as well. He felt himself not just liberated from the past, but enthralled in the presence of this 
divine light of Islam, drawn toward the demise of his own identity, to die in order to erase who he 
had been, and to become, in the process, something new: “Stirb und werde!” is the clamactic note 
on which the Buch des Süngers ends (HA 2:19).

What that means for us is that Goethe is defining his journey in very personal terms. When Edward 
Said characterizes Goethe’s Divan as “based ... on a Rhine journey” in Orientalism, this is accurate 
because Goethe’s personal experience – his experience of identification with Hafez and Islam – forms 
the centerpiece of the Divan (19). The story the Divan tells is nothing less than the author’s own 
spiritual journey toward Islam, which did in fact take place in settings like ‘a Rhine journey.’ Seen 
this way, ‘im Reinen’ and in the ‘Frieden seiner Hände’ really more appropriately describe the poet’s 
state; the feeling that he receives in the presence of the Qur’an, under the intoxication of the wine-
glass that Hafez has filled for him, all of which he experiences through the language of literature and 
worship as intermediaries, rather than directly through experiential knowledge of the geographical 
location itself. And what he experiences – finding peace by submitting to the will of Allah – matches 
the accounts new (and lifelong) Muslims give us of their experience of feeling ‘at peace.’

That’s not to say that Goethe converted in the same sense as those mentioned above who made a 
lifestyle decision to become practicing Muslims, this Goethe never did. But he did accept the truth of 
what he read in the Qur’an and reconciled it with his own beliefs, feeling similarly at peace and 
offering sincere prayer when the opportunity arose.

 5. Classicism and Western Civilization: Barriers to Reception

Goethe’s audience and the list of prominent scholars who have commented on his works could 
hardly be larger, but the Divan is something of an exception and has often been overlooked by both 
readers and critics alike. The book didn’t sell well and often met with lukewarm reactions, even from 
Goethe’s greatest admirers. The reason for this, I believe, has to do with Goethe’s embrace of subject 
matter that was outside of the ‘classical’ canon or any ‘European’ folk tradition and therefore also 
outside of the frame of reference of many members of his audience.
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Wilhelm von Humboldt documents his reaction to poems from the Divan in a letter dated November 
19, 1823:

Gestern gab [Goethe] mir ein Buch des ‘Divans’, zu dem er mehreres neu hinzugedichtet hatte. Es 
war sehr Hübsches darunter, doch nichts, was einen bei Goethes früheren Sachen verwundern 
konnte.

Quality material, Humboldt opines, but nothing really surprising – after all, this is Goethe we’re 
talking about. The tepid indifference becomes more apparent when we compare these with the 
glowing comments he makes, in the same letter, regarding another poem from Goethe’s hand:

Heute gab er mir ein eigen gebundenes Gedicht, eine Elegie. Ich sah schon, da sie sehr zierlich und 
sorgfältig ugerlich in Band und Papier behandelt war. Sie war ganz von seiner Hand geschrieben; er 
sagte mir, es sei die einzige Abschrift, die davon existiere; er habe sie noch niemandem, ohne 
Ausnahme, gezeigt und werde sie noch lange nicht, vielleicht nie drucken lassen. Er habe sich aber 
auf meine Ankunft gefreut, weil er vorher wisse, ich werde mit ihm fühlen. Er sagte das alles in einem 
bewegteren und sich mehr erschliegenden Ton, als ihm sonst eigen war. So fing ich an zu lesen, und 
ich kann mit Wahrheit sagen, da ich nicht blo von dieser Dichtung entzückt, sondern so erstaunt war, 
da ich es kaum beschreiben kann. Es erreicht nicht blos dies Gedicht das Schönste, was er je gemacht 
hat, sondern übertrifft es vielleicht, weil es die Frische der Phantasie, wie er sie nur je hatte, mit der 
künstlerischen Vollendung verbindet, die doch nur langer Erfahrung eigen ist.

Humboldt continues on like this for quite some time, singing the praises of the poem, having 
dismissed the Divan poetry almost immediately. The full text of Humboldt’s effusive praise is 
reprinted in Trunz’s notes to the Marienbader “Elegie” in the Hamburger Ausgabe (1:761-62).

My goal in citing this letter is certainly not to disparage Humboldt, who himself studied Arabic and 
had more than a passing engagement with Arabic and Persian literature, as especially Euro-centric, 
but to show a certain pattern of preference for Goethe’s ‘classical’ works among the intelligentsia of 
the 19th century. Humboldt finds this poem far more moving with its final stanza’s resolution to 
classical Greek polytheism; it speaks to Humboldt in a way that the Divan does not:

Mir ist das All, ich bin mir selbst verloren,

Der ich noch erst den Göttern Liebling war;

Sie prüften mich, verliehen mir Pandoren,

So reich an Gütern, reicher an Gefahr;

Sie drängten mich zum gabeseligen Munde,

Sie trennen mich, und richten mich zu Grunde. (HA 1:385)

Nietzsche thoroughly enjoyed Goethe’s Divan, perhaps because he, unlike Humboldt, was able to 
connect his love of all things classical and Greek to the Divan. He appreciated the genius of both 
Goethe and Hafez, to be sure, but he seems to proceed as one of the ‘worst readers’ he himself 
complains of, those who read seeking only what they themselves would like to find or use. Instead of 
appreciating the work as it is, Nietzsche only has eyes for the classical in the Divan. In the fifth
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 book of The Gay Science he creates an image of a sagacious Goethe casting a Homeric halo upon his 
Islamic subject matter:

Der Wille zum Verewigen bedarf gleichfalls einer zweifachen Interpretation. Er kann einmal aus 
Dankbarkeit und Liebe kommen: - eine Kunst dieses Ursprungs wird immer eine Apotheosenkunst 
sein, dithyrambisch vielleicht mit Rubens, selig-spöttisch mit Hafis, hell und gütig mit Goethe, und 
einen homerischen Licht" und Glorienschein über alle Dinge breitend. (KSA 3:622)

Nietzsche tends to view the world through Greek glasses - and lest the reader think that this is an 
exceptional case, Jaspers collected a series of quotes from Nietzsche’s works that illustrate the 
philosopher’s Greek worship:

Der Grieche ist der “Mensch, der es am weitesten brachte,” das griechische Volk “das einzig geniale 
Volk der Weltgeschichte,” “die Griechen sind gewiss nie überschätzt worden.” Da das griechische 
Altertum “die rechte und einzige Bildungsheimat” ist, “die griechische Welt als die einzige und tiefste 
Lebensmöglichkeit” begriffen ist, so gilt für Nietzsche: Die “höchste Bildung erkenne ich bis jetzt nur 
als Wiedererweckung des Hellenentums.” (239)

This enshrinement of his own taste for the ‘classical’ was, however, nothing more than another 
demarcation of West and East, a singling out of some traditions over others in the construction of a 
European intellectual heritage and identity, one that, after the ‘death of God,’ could now proceed 
unhindered by the weak slave morality of the Christian religion. Goethe’s own grecophilia 
emphasized what Nietzsche calls the apollinisch - Nietzsche’s focus on the dionysian represented a 
revision of the typical Greek worship of nineteenth century Germany.

Where Islam proposed a radical equality before God, Nietzsche proposed radical inequality. Ever the 
prophet of elitism, Nietzsche also used the metaphor of drink to describe his spiritual endeavor. If for 
Hafez and Sufi Muslims the language of drunkenness and intoxication describes spiritual ecstasy 
and union with the divine, then Nietzsche’s choice of beverage must be considered equally 
metaphorical.

Nietzsche gives a name to those who drink neither the wine of Islam or the beer of European 
Christianity: Wassertrinker. For Nietzsche, wine is also the perfect metaphor for religion in that it 
offers a pleasing inebriation and dulls the fervor for a harsh confrontation with life itself that filled his 
notebooks. The self-styled water drinker makes clear that his refusal of wine is a refusal to accept the 
cup offered by Hafez, the draught of Islam or religion itself in his posthumously published poem 
entitled “An Hafis. Frage eines Wassertrinkers”:

Die Schenke, die du dir gebaut,

ist größer als jed<es> Haus,

Die Tränke, die du drin gebraut,

die trinkt die Welt nicht aus.

Der Vogel, der einst Phönix war,

der wohnt bei dir zu Gast,
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Die Maus, die einen Berg gebar,

die – bist du selber fast!

Bist Alles und Keins, bist Schenke und Wein

Bist Phönix, Berg und Maus,

Fällst ewiglich in dich hinein,

Fliegst ewig aus dir hinaus –

Bist aller Höhen Versunkenheit,

Bist aller Tiefen Schein,

Bist aller Trunkenen Trunkenheit

– wozu , wozu dir – Wein? (KSA 11:316)

The smell of wine wafts from the pages of Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan. It is a wine perfected over 
centuries, a wine more pure and more potent than the beer of Goethe’s Heimat– a wine of mystic 
intoxication found only in Gottes Schenke.

 Nietzsche detested exactly what Goethe was drawn to - where Goethe felt the urge to explore and 
‘orientalize’ himself, to change and grow within the context and confines of a social order, Nietzsche 
rejected this outright. Any sort of equalizing religion was like a poisoned well for Zarathustra: “Das 
Leben ist ein Born der Lust;” Nietzsche’s Anti-God proclaims, “aber wo das Gesindel mit trinkt, da 
sind alle Brunnen vergiftet” (KSA 4:124). It’s all the same to Zarathustra, foreign or not, rabble is 
rabble: “Unter Völkern wohnte ich fremder Zunge, mit verschlossenen Ohren: dass mir ihres 
Schacherns Zunge fremd bliebe und ihr Markten um Macht. Und die Nase mir haltend, gieng ich 
unmuthig durch alles Gestern und Heute: wahrlich, übel riecht alles Gestern und Heute nach dem 
schreibenden Gesindel!” (KSA 4:125).

The dismissal of Islamic wisdom for Western subjectivity, the relegation of Islam to outsider status, 
denouncing Christianity yet preserving and enshrining its attendant cultural biases as somehow 
free of the taint of their archeological origin through the grand and false idea of ‘Western 
Civilization’ - all of which we find in Nietzsche - defines one secular and implicitly exclusionary ideal 
type of the modern ‘Western’ attitude toward Islam.

Nietzsche did sometimes praise Islam at the expense of Christianity, however. Almond argues that 
Nietzsche’s ‘engagement’ with Islam was a “combative, antagonistic,” arbitrary use of the religion as 
merely another weapon in his arsenal against Christianity, and in this case, a weapon that he hadn’t 
been trained to use:  Nietzsche’s Islam is ultimately vacuous: a constructed anti-Christianity, 
admittedly associated with some figures and places, but fundamentally built on a certain Gefühl, one 
which feeds on anecdotes lifted out of Orientalist texts or gropes for symbolic figures like the 
Assassins or Hafiz in order to justify its assertions. Nietzsche’s Islam never loses this combative, 
antagonistic function: Islam is incorporated into Nietzsche’s vocabulary, adapted and utilised as a key 
motif in his argument, but never emerges as an object of interest in itself.
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…

[W]hich Islam is Nietzsche’s Islam? Epileptic prophets or manly warriors? A carbon copy of Judaeo-
Christian mendacity or a wholly positive, life-affirming faith? An Islam based on control and 
submission, or one of joy and celebration? The absence of any real substance to Nietzsche’s 
understanding of Islam renders such questions superfluous. (Almond 6-9)

When Nietzche did praise Islam, it was because he found the religion, certainly Goethe would believe 
incorrectly, suitably elitist and misogynist. In short, he found it Greek enough for his taste. Here 
Nietzsche blends Greek, Persian and Muslim cultures into one shining example of inequality:

...bei Griechen, Persern und Muselmännern, kurz überall, wo man eine Rangordnung und nicht an 
Gleichheit und gleiche Rechte glaubte... (KSA 5:48)

This quote is merely the prelude to a generalized attack on religion in this aphorism, however, 
deflating even the backhanded compliment he offered:

Allerwelts-Bücher sind immer übelriechende Bücher: der Kleine-Leute¬Geruch klebt daran. Wo das 
Volk isst und trinkt, selbst wo es verehrt, da pflegt es zu stinken. Man soll nicht in Kirchen gehen, 
wenn man reine Luft athmen will. (KSA 5:49)

The Qur’an is an ‘Allerwelts-Buch’ if ever there were one, so it seems safe to conclude that Nietzsche 
would have found the air of the mosque just as unrein as that of the church. An aphorism like this 
one embodies the larger inconsistency within Nietzsche’s weaponized use of Islam noted by Almond 
above.

 It also seems that Nietzsche is including Islam in the following broad generalization, given the 
arbitrary lumping together of cultures above. For Nietzsche, the entirety of Asia and any location 
considered ‘oriental,’ as the Near and Middle East were at the time in Germany, make the grade here 
as misogynist role models in his male domination fantasy:

Ein Mann hingegen, der Tiefe hat, in seinem Geiste, wie in seinen Begierden, auch jene Tiefe des 
Wohlwollens, welche der Strenge und Härte fähig ist, und leicht mit ihnen verwechselt wird, kann 
über das Weib immer nur orientalisch denken: er muss das Weib als Besitz, als verschliessbares 
Eigenthum, als etwas zur Dienstbarkeit Vorbestimmtes und in ihr sich Vollendendes fassen, - er muss 
sich hierin auf die ungeheure Vernunft Asiens, auf Asiens Instinkt-Überlegenheit stellen: wie dies 
ehemals die Griechen gethan haben, diese besten Erben und Schüler Asiens, welche, wie bekannt, 
von Homer bis zu den Zeiten des Perikles, mit zunehmender Cultur und Umfänglichkeit an Kraft, 
Schritt für Schritt auch strenger gegen das Weib, kurz orientalischer geworden sind. Wie nothwendig, 
wie logisch, wie selbst menschlich-wünschbar dies war: möge man darüber nachdenken. (KSA 5:175)

Nietzsche praises Islam only when he feels it advances his own agenda, portraying himself as aloof 
and superior, and he projects this assumption of his own ‘positional superiority’ onto Goethe when 
he characterizes Goethe as the Homeric hero figure who, like the classical “Esoteriker” views Islam 
“von Oben herab,” i.e., from a position of implicit cultural and personal superiority (KSA 5:48). 
Nietzsche’s misogynist Islam is a far cry from the equality before God that the Qur’an teaches and 
that Goethe himself arrived at, despite the poor guidance of his European contemporaries on the 
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issue of gender in Islam, whose relevance for the Divan is explored in the chapter below, “Goethe’s 
Feminist Islam.”

 Inherent in the demarcation of cultural and academic territory as ‘classical’ - in this case primarily 
Greek and Latin language, literature, philosophy, and history - is the exclusion of other languages and 
literatures from the classical umbrella. The classical definition extends, however, to include the 
European aesthetic based on a claim of intellectual chain of custody: Goethe and Beethoven then 
become synonymous with Klassik. This claim to a specific cultural and intellectual heritage was a 
fundamental component of German and European education and identity; it was the basis of 
Germany’s perceived status as a ‘civilized’ country, it formed the core of German cultural identity 
and gave privileged status to certain aesthetic traditions, classical and Christian modes of expression, 
over all others. The persistent re-construction of a discriminatory legacy underlies these seemingly 
value-free, ‘objective’ categories of cultural geography still today.

The construction of ‘Western Civilization’ is thus at its heart a project of exclusion; it is a rejection 
of Islam or any other religion that conflicts with reigning orthodoxy on the basis of identity politics. It 
is a rejection of non-classical, non" Christian cultures and literatures, and an establishment of 
boundaries both physical (as in the defense of Vienna against Ottoman sieges in Luther’s time or 
the borders of the European Union today) and mental. This is essentially Said’s argument regarding 
German academic Orientalism — that it was an act of domination, an assertion of superiority, to 
define this ‘Orient’ in opposition to accepted categories of Western identity. And it is this very 
construction that Goethe is attempting to demolish in the Divan, just as Said would ultimately come 
to appreciate.

The ongoing and pliable construction of this East and West dichotomy, very real in its consequences, 
was forged in the fire of the hapless Crusades. It intensified during Luther’s time with the siege of 
Vienna in 1529. Although Luther urged Protestants to fight against the Turks using the language of 
biblical Apocalypse, he stopped short of calling for a holy war or crusade; nonetheless, Luther 
claimed that “a Christian fighting under the leadership of the emperor should not worry about 
spilling innocent blood among the Turks, as the Turk is the archenemy of Christianity. And if a 
Christian should die at the hand of the Turks, what better fate can happen to a believer than to 
become a martyr, to die an ‘honest holy death?’” (quoted in Berman 76).

Luther placed German and European identity solidly within the ‘feste Burg’ of Christian religion; 
the Muslims were for Luther simply barbarians at the gates of fortress Europe. Luther thus 
represents a specific ideal type of religious rejection of the Islamic world and an active hostility 
toward its culture and people, while Nietzsche could be said to represent a second type, one who 
rejects both Christianity and Islam, but whose thinking is nonetheless defined in terms of 
classicism and the racial, exclusionary category of the Occident, or West, that Goethe is attempting 
to tear down in his work.

Zarathustra may have freed Germany’s cultural superiority complex from its religious roots, but the 
Socratic God failed to strip the nascent Übermenschen of their nationalism. It never occurred to 
them that the Gesindel their prophet was speaking of may have been staring back at them in the 
mirror. The modernist notion of the “West” or “Occidental” world recognized only the classical 
influences. Nietzsche may have proclaimed the death of God, but he also heralded the birth of a 
‘klassischer Pessimismus’ that rested on a presumed greater cultural affinity for Greek culture over 
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the moralizing subterfuge of a German Christianity. The term ‘classical’ or ‘classic’ today in English 
preserves this racially charged definition. In the term ‘classic’ rock, for example, ‘classic’ amounts to 
little more than a racially-coded euphemism for whiteness: it excludes most blues music, for 
example, but not Stevie Ray Vaughan. Unpacking the term ‘Western’ really means unpacking not only 
the concept of ‘whiteness’ in all its Euro-centric, colonialist glory. The term classic was in fact an 
elitist conception from the very first moment of its use:

[I]t was Aulus Gellius, a second-century author who was himself something of a snob, who first 
applied the term classic to an author. And the classicus scriptor, according to Gellius, is specifically 
non proletarius. The word classic, then, has clear social implications, if we trace it back to its 
philological origin, with the very kind of elitism that many critics find offensive today.

(Shankman x)

Goethe’s straying from the comfort of his ‘classical’ refrains - his Irre from the perspective of his 
readership, perhaps - was quite simply a journey that few were willing to accompany him on. He had 
left his own culture, his own identity behind, engaging in a search for truth that was not restricted by 
the customary German and European prejudice against Islam.

 6. Hegel and the Question of Identity

G.W.F. Hegel’s evangelism of the Divan presupposed, however, that the text “incorporat[ed] Oriental 
poetry in contemporary art without losing its own identity” (Taylor 80). Hegel’s lectures on aesthetics 
and the philosophy of history3 refer to Goethe’s Divan and offer a competing understanding for the 
development of European identity that centers around the idea of opposition while simultaneously 
appropriating and imitating Arabic science and philosophy. Hegel saw the Divan as a model 
expression of an expanding, appropriating ‘Occident’ that shrewdly recognizes how much it has to 
gain from the ‘Orient’:

Im Kampfe mit den Sarazenen hatte sich die europäische Tapferkeit zum schönen, edlen Rittertum 
idealisiert; Wissenschaft und Kenntnisse, insbesondere der Philosophie, sind von den Arabern ins 
Abendland gekommen; eine edle Poesie und freie Phantasie ist bei den Germanen im Orient 
gezündet worden, und so hat sich auch Goethe an das Morgenland gewandt und in seinem ‘Divan’ 
eine Perlenschnur geliefert, die an Innigkeit und Glückseligkeit der Phantasie alles übertrifft. 
(Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte, quoted in HA 2:546)

Hegel is making a point that Said makes in Orientalism: “European culture gained in strength and 
identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self” (3). 
The social cohesion of Christian Europe was reinforced through separating itself from precisely that 
part of the world from which they had drawn their religious, literary and scientific inspiration. 

3 Relevant excerpts from Hegel’s lectures are included in the Hamburger Ausgabe edition of Goethe’s 
works (2:545-48).
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 Goethe’s maintenance of his own identity in the Divan gives the work an honesty of engagement 
that would be lacking, were he to allow himself to freely float into the realm of fantasy. Said links 
knowledge of the Orient to one’s own identity and perspective, to where one is coming from when 
approaching this ‘Orient’: “it must also be true that for a European or American studying the Orient 
there can be no disclaiming the main circumstances of his actuality” (11). Goethe makes no attempt 
to disclaim his own identity, despite the thin charades of Hatem and Suleika that appear. A poem like 
“Der Deutsche dankt, which speaks of “der alte Dichter” hoping to be received in an Islamic paradise, 
could hardly be referring to anyone other than Goethe himself (HA 2:22)

Hegel also emphasizes Goethe’s Spinozan leanings toward a type of evangelical pluralism that 
Einboden refers to as “kerygmatic pluralism” (238). What he terms kerygmatic pluralism isn’t 
necessarily that different, however, from an Islamic view of the three major Abrahamic religions as 
merely expressions of the same religion and that all three worship the same God.

For Hegel, Goethe “hat ... wohl den morgenländischen Grundton in Rücksicht auf den östlichen 
Charakter der Situationen und Verhältnisse durchweg angeschlagen, ebenso sehr aber unserem 
heutigen Bewusstsein und seiner eigenen Individualität das vollständige Recht widerfahren lassen.” 
Hegel praised the Divan for its “reines Gefallen an den Gegenständen” and its “unerschöpfliches 
Sich¬Ergehen der Phantasie” (quoted in HA 2:546). The Divan achieves a type of “’wahre 
Objektivität,’” according to Hegel (quoted in Finley 81).

 It is often remarked that critics of Goethe’s Divan fall into two categories, one negative and one 
positive. The negative reviewer may see the book as Euro¬centric, part of the European project of 
Orientalism, a process by which various peoples and cultures are defined out of the ‘West’ or 
‘Europe’. To this sort of reader, Goethe’s work represents an appropriation, an la carte arrangement 
of Persian poetry and Islamic wisdom drenched in a heavy sauce of German subjectivity. Hegel is 
something of an anamoly in that what he likes about the book are precisely these characteristics.

The positive reviewer is apt to consider the work a masterpiece of pluralist multiculturalism, a 
beacon of tolerance and engagement with a foreign other. From this perspective, Goethe’s Divan 
stands out, along with Lessing’s Nathan der Weise, as a model for a postcolonial conversation and 
engagement. The title of the Divan makes this point as clearly as the poems: west-östlich. It 
belongs to a third, non" exclusive category, outside the false ‘either/or’: it is both East and West.

Among the many possible distinctions one might make to categorize the Divan’s reviewers, I find one 
particularly useful: their choice of metaphorical beverage. Goethe’s fast embrace of the wine 
metaphor reflects perhaps a deeper understanding than Ralph Waldo Emerson’s characterization of 
Hafiz’s poems as “erotic and bacchanalian” (118). The language of drinking and drunkenness in 
general, poetic expressions for a state of Islamic spiritual intoxication achieved through dhikr — the 
remembrance and praise of Allah - are generally not taken literally by Sufis today, although Hafez, 
coming from Shiraz, famous for its wines, may have been an exception to the rule, certainly.

While it may be debated whether or not Hafez’ wine metaphors encompass both meanings, that is to 
say, not only the figurative spiritual meaning that they most surely contain but the literal meaning as 
well, it is difficult to imagine that Goethe’s poems do not encompass both meanings. Goethe’s 
mistrust of mutually exclusive dichotomies is almost a fundamental axiom of Goethe scholarship. 
Goethe’s joining of East and West, like his joining of religious identities within himself, is a great, 
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cosmic ‘und’ that combines supposed opposites, locates the one in its other and often leaves the 
reader unsure as to which might was intended 4. 

4 I am indebted here to Professor Clifford Bernd’s insistence upon the centrality of the word und for 
understanding Goethe’s works.

7. Islam and Goethe’s Weltanschauung

Hegel, although a glowing positive reviewer, doesn’t ‘drink the wine’ that has been offered to him by 
the cupbearer. He might be willing to sit with the two old drunkards at the bar, but he isn’t ready to 
experience the divine ecstasy of Sufi Islam himself or go along with Goethe on this journey in any 
spiritual sense.

This moment of distance introduced by the listener, who isn’t willing to entertain the possibility that 
they might find themselves – a better self, but still the same self, in Islam, as Goethe did – is a 
moment of rejection. This rejection of Islam’s spiritual message is at the heart of this turning away, 
the denial of the seriousness or the message.

Goethe’s acceptance of Islam as truth, on the other hand, and representing his own small-u unitarian 
monotheism, defines the religious content of the work, and as such it defies categorization as purely 
‘emic’ or ‘etic.’ In fact, it is likely that Goethe saw, as Link argued in the Frankfurter Allgemeine, a 
fundamental compatibility between Spinoza’s unitary God and Allah. “Für Goethe,” he writes, 
“waren seit dem ‘Spinozismus-Streit’ ... alle positiven Religionen in ihrem jeweiligen ‘wahren’ Kern 
blo ‘symbolische’ und insofern ‘poetische’ Botschaften des spinozistischen Hen kai pân (des Alleinen, 
wie es in vielen ‘Divan’-Gedichten besungen wird).” Philosophically, lyrically, spiritually, Islam was 
an arrow headed straight for the poet’s heart - and it had been fired from Hafez’ bow.

His all-encompassing monotheism was part of the reason that Goethe was attracted to the message 
of the Qur’an - he found it compatible with his own independently developed beliefs, and he had 
always had a deep respect for the Prophet Muhammad. Link made the connection during the recent 
Divan-Debatte:

Allerdings wertete Goethe dabei, wie es scheint, den Islam insgesamt höher als das Christentum. Wie 
es in einem Gedicht aus dem Umkreis des ‘Divan’ heigt: ‘Jesus fühlte rein und dachte / Nur den Einen 
Gott im Stillen, / Wer ihn selbst zum Gotte machte / Kränckte seinen heilgen Willen. // Und so muß 
das Rechte scheinen / Was auch Mahomet gelungen; / Nur durch den Begriff des Einen/ Hat er alle 
Welt bezwungen.’ Dem Anschein nach stimmt Goethe damit der islamischen These zu, das 
Christentum sei mit seiner Trinitätslehre vom strengen Monotheismus abgefallen. Aber auch hier gilt: 
Der ,,Eine“ ist als Symbol des spinozistischen All-Einen zu lesen.

The deep compatibility Goethe saw between a philosophical monism and Islamic monotheism 
mirrors, in a broader sense, the compatibility of Europe and Islam that Goethe experienced, as well 
as Islam’s compatibility with a scientific worldview. Goethe saw his own worldview confirmed in an 
exceptionally powerful way, and for him the Divan was ultimately a journey of self-discovery in the 
teachings of Islam and a confirmation of his deepest convictions. It is at times difficult to separate 
the poetic voice from its author in the Divan. It’s tempting to see the “Noten und Abhandlungen” as 
the voice of the detached author stepping in, something like the narrator in Werther, but the 
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orientalist discourse of the “Noten” is, I would argue, actually more affected than the poetic voice in 
which Goethe speaks from the heart.

Just as Goethe obscures the barrier between the lyrical Ich and the author’s own voice, he also blurs 
the supposed line demarcating East and West, a division both arbitrary and false in a geographic and 
in a social sense. The so-called ‘West’ may in fact lie to the east of the East. The Western extent of 
the Roman empire was marked by the city of Volubilis in Morocco, far to the west of both Germany 
and even the Greenwich Meridian. For well over a millennium, Morocco, whose name in Arabic, al-
Maghreb, simply means ‘the West,’ has marked the Western extent of both the Islamic and Arabic-
speaking world.

Goethe seems to play with the indefiniteness of ‘Eastern’ or ‘Western’ space as well. As Haque 
illustrates, even the slippery and transformative spatial cues of the Divan work to break down this 
East and West narrative of separation: space in the world Goethe creates in the Divan is “unstable” 
and “serves to elide the difference between East and West” (235). Space shifts and melts 
boundaries in this charmed world to show the falseness, the unsure footing of the identity the 
West considers so foundational.

Goethe’s abhorrence of the narrow dichotomization of complex reality realized its zenith in his 
attacks on this false East-West division - it was a moment when his aesthetic and moral compasses 
aligned, when a purely intellectual struggle to bring down a falsely erected barrier within the 
collective unconscious of Europe gave the poet the youthful vigor to unleash a torrent of brilliant 
poetry beginning in Wiesbaden in 1814.

8. Goethe’s Feminist Islam?

All this is not to say Goethe checks his own values at the door before entering into this realm of 
fantasy, blindly accepting everything that is given to him under the name of Islam. Goethe resisted 
the misogynist content of some of the ahadith that he read, arriving, according to Mommsen, at a 
vision of gender equality in Islam. He intuitively rejected rash blanket gender indictments based on 
his own values and his knowledge of the Qur’an. His poems present an Islam that, at least in terms of 
gender, could be seen as more closely representative of the Qur’an itself, at least as interpreted in 
Wadud’s Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Qur’an from a Woman’s Perspective. Wadud’s 
perspective “place[s] greater significance on the Qur’an” than on the ahadith, or the potentially 
fallibly reported sayings of the Prophet that are not to be confused with the literal Word of God 
contained in the Qur’an (xvii). Wadud describes her methodology as follows, regarding the exegetical 
precepts she follows to arrive at a feminist reading of the Qur’an (a type of progressive or feminist 
tafsir):

While I accept the role of the prophet both with regard to revelation, as understood in Islam, and to 
the development of Islamic law on the basis of his sunnah or normative practices, I place greater 
significance on the Qur’an. This is congruent with the orthodox understanding of the inerrancy of 
Qur’anic preservation versus historical contradictions within the hadith literature. Furthermore, I 
would never concede that the equality between women and men demonstrated in the Qur’an could 
be removed by the prophet. (xvii)
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Mommsen quotes numerous ahadith Goethe came across - and whose content he apparently found 
it difficult to come to terms with - in Goethe und der Islam (253-254). One of them might serve as a 
representative example of the pattern Goethe was confronted with:

The Prophet said: "I was shown the Hell-fire and that the majority of its dwellers were women who 
were ungrateful." It was asked, "Do they disbelieve in Allah?" (or are they ungrateful to Allah?) He 
replied, "They are ungrateful to their husbands and are ungrateful for the favors and the good 
(charitable deeds) done to them. If you have always been good (benevolent) to one of them and then 
she sees something in you (not of her liking), she will say, 'I have never received any good from you 
5.” (Bukhari, Book 1, Vol. 2, 28)

5 The translated text of the ahadith cited in this essay are taken from the online database of hadith 
available from the USC Center for Muslim-Jewish Engagement at 
http://www.cmje.org/religious"texts/hadith/. I wish to make no representations as to the relative 
soundness of any particular hadith quoted in this essay.

The extent to which the image of a discriminatory Islam that confronted Goethe may actually be 
considered more of a European defense or even projection of its own gender inequality, whose 
religious basis lies in the doctrine of ‘original sin,’ is an important undercurrent in Mommsen’s 
discussion of Goethe’s “Auseinandersetzung mit dem Frauenbild der islamischen Tradition” (250). 
“[Dlie Frage,” she writes, “ob die muslimischen Frauen vom Paradies ausgeschlossen seien,” seems to 
have particularly interested the (male) European authors who wrote about the ‘Orient’ in popular 
travel narratives (Mommsen 265). The Arnold" Sale translation also espoused the view that, 
according to the Prophet Muhammad, only four women achieved ‘perfection,’ whereas the same 
was true of any number of men (quoted in Mommsen 264). Goethe was influenced by and 
responding to this apparently widespread impression (widespread among Europeans, at least) that 
Muslim women were essentially excluded from Paradise, except for the three or four specifically 
named ‘perfect’ female saints in Islam: “Asia, Maria, Khadidja, and Fatima” (Mommsen 255). But 
Goethe did not subscribe to this view, nor, happily, does this view accurately represent the fate of 
Muslim women according to the Qur’an.

While there is no direct evidence for any restriction on women entering al¬Jannah (Paradise) in the 
Qur’an or the Sunnah, there is in fact at least one hadith that specifically relates an instance of the 
Prophet Muhammad promising the reward of paradise to a woman other than these four, a woman 
whose jurisprudential significance in the particular hadith appears to be that she is faultless for her 
lapses in covering her body due to a medical condition and will still, therefore, enter Paradise. This 
saying of the Prophet Muhammad is recorded in Book 70 of Sahih Bukhari, “Patients”:

Narrated 'Ata bin Abi Rabah: Ibn 'Abbas said to me, “Shall I show you a woman of the people of 
Paradise?" I said, "Yes." He said, "This black lady came to the Prophet and said, '1 get attacks of 
epilepsy and my body becomes uncovered; please invoke Allah for me.' The Prophet said (to her), '1f 
you wish, be patient and you will have (enter) Paradise; and if you wish, 1 will invoke Allah to cure 
you.' She said, '1 will remain patient,' and added, 'but 1 become uncovered, so please invoke Allah 
for me that 1 may not become uncovered.' So he invoked Allah for her." (Sahih Bukhari, Book 70, 
555)
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Gender clearly poses no barrier to Paradise in this hadith. Mommsen writes that Goethe so rebelled 
against this image of women populating hell that he was determined to give women an equal 
footing. He ultimately felt the need to make himself heard on the issue “in drastischer Weise” (262), 
but first in a more subtle fashion in “Auserwählte Frauen”:

Frauen sollen nichts verlieren

Reiner Treue ziemt zu hoffen;

Doch wir wissen nur von vieren,

Die alldort schon eingetroffen. (HA 2:109)

Goethe is questioning, although he is wading into the waters gently, the wisdom of what he has read 
in the ahadith from Hammer-Purgstall’s translation, argues Mommsen:

Der Widerspruch, auf den Goethes Formulierung hinweist, spiegelt nun aber verblüffend genau die 
Widersprüchlichkeit, mit der er in seinen Quellen die Frauenfrage behandelt fand. Einerseits 
konzediert der Koran dem ‘weiblichen Geschlecht’ überhaupt die Hoffnung aufs Paradies. Anderseits 
gesteht die islamische Überlieferung nur drei oder vier Frauen ‘Vollkommenheit’ zu. Man erkennt: 
Goethes ‘Doch wir wissen nur von vieren’ spielt ironisch auf seine Quellen an. Diese macht der 
Dichter für die geringe Zahl verantwortlich, er selbst distanziert sich mit dem Wink: was hieran 
verwunderlich ist, stammt nicht von mir, ich referiere nur, was die Überlieferung meldet, und finde 
es selbst sonderbar. (269)

it’s also noteworthy that Goethe makes a change as he recounts the four ‘perfect’ females, including 
Suleika as the first of these: Erst Suleika, Erdensonne, Gegen Jussuph ganz Begierde, Nun, des 
Paradieses Wonne, Glänzt sie, der Entsagung Zierde. (HA 2:109)

Goethe thus invokes not only the story of Yusuf and Suleika from the Qur’an, but apparently also the 
Suleika - that is to say, Marianne von Willemer - “des Divan”, as Mommsen notes: it was “gerade 
Goethes Absicht” to place “auch eine Frau, die ihm selber begegnet war,” on the same level with 
these ‘perfect women,’ she argues (269-70). Mommsen locates the significance of this stanza from 
“Auserwählte Frauen” in the “in ihr liegende Opposition gegen den islamischen Vollkommenheits-
Kanon” (270).

As further evidence that Goethe was uncomfortable with limiting the presence of women in Paradise 
to just four canonical female Muslim saints, Goethe’s original version of “Auserwählte Frauen” 
contained the line at the end: “Doch sind hnliche zu Hundert / Freundlich dir im Paradiese” (quoted 
in Mommsen 271). Possibly because this could have been understood as merely a reference to the 
huris mentioned in numerous passages in the Divan, Goethe left this final stanza out. But its presence 
in the original may tell us something about his thought process: Mommsen’s argument here is that 
Goethe was already engaging the “Problem des numerus clausus” - namely, this perception that only 
four women were allowed entrance to al-Jannah (Paradise) — from the very beginning (271).

Mommsen sees this redacted stanza as the seed that was ultimately expressed in Goethe’s final word 
on the subject, which comes in the poem “Höheres und Höchstes,” included in the Neuer Divan. In 
this poem Goethe portrays a
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paradise full of souls of both genders, after first begging forgiveness from the reader for espousing a 
theological position the author believes may well be heretical:

Da wir solche Dinge lehren, Möge man uns nicht bestrafen: Wie das alles zu erklären,

Dürft ihr euer Tiefstes fragen.

Und so werdet ihr vernehmen,

Da der Mensch mit sich zufrieden,

Gern sein Ich gerettet sähe, So dadroben wie hienieden.

Und mein liebes Ich bedürfte

Mancherlei Bequemlichkeiten; Freuden, wie ich hier sie schlürfte, Wünscht ich auch für ewge Zeiten.

So gefallen seine Gärten,

Blum und Frucht und hübsche Kinder, Die uns allen hier gefielen,

Auch verjüngtem Geist nicht minder.

Und so möcht ich alle Freunde, Jung und alt, in eins versammeln, Gar zu gern in deutscher Sprache 
Paradieses Worte stammeln. (HA 2:116)

Goethe’s expression of equality before God might not match the aforementioned ahadith and 
commentary that gave him pause, but there is a higher authority in Islam than the hadith, or the 
sayings and example of the Prophet, and that is of course the Qur’an, which is the word of Allah. It is 
difficult to doubt the hermeneutical superiority of the Qur’an, as there are times when the Qur’an 
itself admonishes Muhammad for what he has said; this would seem to establish a sound basis for 
Qur’anic abrogation of the hadith where there is an irreconcilable conflict.

 Goethe begs the reader’s forgiveness because he feels he is going out on a limb that trembles under 
his weight. The poet hesitates; he finds himself a little embarrassed at his own timerity, to presume 
that he had something to ‘teach’ the world about Islam (lehren is the verb used in the original); “gar 
zu gern” Goethe ‘stammers’ these words of a paradise in Islam “in deutscher Sprache.” Unlike the 
omnisicient Orientalist narrator tone adopted in the “Noten,” the humility with which Goethe 
approaches Islam is unmistakeable in this poem. He will not, however, accept the imposition of a 
universal damnation of women that he sees implied in the works of western Orientalists as part of 
Islam.

But Wadud arrives at the same conclusion as Goethe: that Paradise is full of women. Based on a 
reading of the Qur’an alone on this issue, Wadud finds no discrimination in matters of heaven and 
hell. As regards al-Jahannam (hell), she states that “there is no gender distinction supplied or 
assumed in terminology or interpretation” in determining who suffers the torments of hell (52). This 
seems justified in light of the Qur’an’s specific guidance on the issue, which proclaims repeatedly and 
explicitly that Paradise is open to both men and women, as here in the thirty-third surah:
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(33:34) For Muslim men and women— for believing men and women, for devout men and women, 
for true men and women, for men and women who are patient and constant, for men and women 
who humble themselves, for men and women who give in charity, for men and women who fast (and 
deny themselves) for men and women who guard their chastity and for men and women who engage 
much in Allah's praise— for them has Allah prepared forgiveness and great reward. (Yusuf Ali 
translation)

 Goethe’s interpretation represented an independence of thought, certainly, but I don’t think it can 
be said that he distanced himself from Islam here - if anything, he moved closer to the Islam set forth 
in the Qur’an and away from the second- or third-hand interpretations, mediated in selection and 
translation by Orientalisten unqualified in the science of hadith, interpretations that may have in fact 
obscured the precepts set down within the holy book.

Goethe may certainly have felt himself straying from the religion of Islam as it was presented to him 
on this point, however. Goethe’s afflicted insistence on the possibility of universal salvation, in 
seeking to overcome the presumption of gender inequality in Islam that European Orientalist 
scholarship maintained in contradiction to the message of the Qur’an (a similar hegemonic critique 
might reasonably be made of the patriarchal interpretation of religion in any Christian or Muslim 
country), is really a portrait of the poet’s inner struggle to reconcile this conflict. Consciously or 
intuitively, Goethe’s vision favors the gender neutrality of the Qur’an over the often historically 
contingent ahadith whose chain of transmission may or may not be secure, or may perhaps reflect 
male assumptions of patriarchy that the Qur’an does not: a premonition, in a way, of the evolving 
methodology of progressive and feminist Islamic scholars today.

9. Criticism of the Divan

A recent critic described the first seven lines of “Hegire” as “contain[ing] all that Goethe perceived as 
the Islamic Orient.” Focusing on the line about ‘loving,drinking, and singing,’ Reeves characterizes 
Goethe’s understanding of Hafez as rather more of a misunderstanding:

It is seemingly in the spirit of Hafez, his muse, that the figure of the poet in Goethe’s Divan gives 
himself up to the youthful joys of intoxication, celebrating life on earth in a state of drunkenness. The 
depth of Hafez’s experience and his quest for reunion with God are completely missing. Goethe 
approaches the question of God, afterlife, the system of punishment and reward with ironic distance 
and at times with cynicism. (223)

For this critic, Goethe is not referring to wine in the Sufi sense as the experience of the divine as 
received by the human vessel; instead Goethe has misunderstood Hafez, a la Emerson’s “Bacchus,” 
as a laughing, inebriated poet of decadent, hedonist, sensual Dionysian revelry. Emily Dickinson’s “I 
taste a liquor never brewed” is in fact a more faithful transposition of the same metaphor. There is 
some evidence that Goethe may have taken his pledge “Wie Du zu lieben und zu trinken / Das soll 
mein Stolz, mein Leben sein” literally (HA 2:23). Wilhelm von Humboldt remarks in another letter to 
his wife Karoline from November 17, 1823, for example:

Ich stehe einmal am Rande des Abgrundes, und einen Schritt weiter, so schwimme ich im Bier. Ach 
Gott! liebes Kind, Goethe hat auf nichts Appetit, nicht auf Bouillon, Fleisch, Gemüse - er lebt von Bier 
und Semmel, trinkt große Gläser am Morgen aus und deliberiert mit dem Bedienten, ob er dunkel- 
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oder hellbraunes Köstritzer oder Oberweimarisches Bier, oder wie die Greuel alle heigen, trinken soll. 
Doch geht er meist in eine andere Stube dazu, wenn ich da bin.

The tinke-tinke of Goethe’s morning glass(es) of beer could hardly be mistaken for the call of the 
muezzin, it’s true, but there is much in Goethe’s work to suggest that he had the specifically religious 
or mystical meaning in mind. Perhaps we know a little too much about the Dichter’s personal life, 
making biographical conclusions that de-center the written text all too tempting.

In a poem like “Elemente,” in which Goethe gives fine instruction in the art of lyric poetry, Goethe 
makes a conscious connection with Hafez. The answer to Goethe’s question (“Aus wievielen 
Elementen soll ein echtes Lied sich nähren?”) is four: Liebe, Klang der Glüser, Waffenklang, and 
Schönheit. This Klang der Glüser that both Hafez and Goethe employed as a powerful lyrical device 
has a suggestive effect on memory - the sensations of wine intoxication, the feeling of being 
inebriated - the onomatopoeia Klang instantly makes a connection with the subconscious and 
Goethe’s slow development of the metaphor is akin to pouring a glass of wine for the listener. Trunz 
notes that while these may be the four primary ingredients of Hafez’ Divan, one is missing from 
Goethe’s Divan, and by its very absence it may tell us something about Goethe’s approach: “Es fehlt 
der Waffenklang” (HA 2:577). Whatever we are to make of his journey in this book, it seems clear 
that the purpose is to escape violence rather than to find it.

Reeves’ work makes similarly disparaging claims regarding Goethe’s understanding of Islam, 
specifically Paradise. Coincidentally, Goethe’s original hand" written copy of the poem “Hegire” 
shows that he first placed the word Paradies where Patriarch is now found - “Paradieses Luft zu 
kosten” in the original (Birus 885). According to Goethe in Dichtung und Wahrheit, ‘Patriarchenluft’ 
here means “die Atmosphäre der biblischen ‘Erzväter,’” while Grumach claims that “Goethe strich 
die mehr beiläufige Erwähnung des Paradieses, um den Paradiesesgedankenerst am Ende der Hegire 
aufleuchten zu lassen” (quoted in Birus 886). The use of the term ‘Patriarch’ here subtly inserts what 
will be a growing theme in the work, the unity of the three Abrahamic faiths. Non-Muslims are often 
surprised to find the Qur’an filled with stories of Moses, Abraham, Jesus, and most of the other 
major Judeo-Christian figures. Goethe’s association of Patriarchenluft with the figures of the Old 
Testament in Dichtung und Wahrheit in no way diminishes the Islamic reference in the title and 
throughout the poem, but it is decidedly less obvious than stating immediately in the opening poem 
that the purpose of his journey was a type of Himmelfahrt, or ascension to heaven. It may help us to 
understand the work as a whole better, however, if we keep this image in mind, the poet who hopes 
somehow to peek behind the veil of Paradise. But just what kind of Paradise would this be?

Reeves argues that it is “[i]n Goethe’s Divan [that] the traditional Western misconception of the 
Islamic Paradise reaches its height. It is a place where free rein can be given to a man’s erotic 
fantasies, a place populated with voluptuous young girls and blessed with unceasing fountains of 
intoxicating and delectable wines” (224). But it’s important to remember that Goethe has been 
inspired by Hafez, whose imagery of wine, women and inebriation exceeds all boundaries in an effort 
to capture the divine rapture of Islam: “traditional readers in the Iranian and Indo¬Muslim worlds 
perceived Hafiz’s Divan to be a pre-eminent allegory of Sufi love and mystical frenzy,” Barry (217) 
argues, while Ilahi-Ghomshei calls Hafez “Persia’s greatest erotic lyricist who remains the supreme - 
and in some senses the last - prophet of the Religion of Love in Persian literature” (83).
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Like other imagery in Hafez’s poetry, there are levels of spiritual and metaphysical meaning regarding 
both love and wine that eclipse the mere surface understanding, something that was certainly not 
lost on Goethe; in fact he makes this clear already in Hegire:

Will in Bädern und in Schenken Heil’ger Hafis, dein gedenken, Wenn den Schleier Liebchen lüftet, 
Schüttelnd Ambralocken düftet. Ja, des Dichters Liebeflüstern Mache selbst die Huris lüstern. (HA 
2:8)

Hafez’s Liebeflüstern is directed toward heaven, not merely to earthly erotic pursuits, but it uses 
the power of the language of love to express in worldly terms the might of his devotion to Allah. 
Goethe himself claims that he has included such meanings in his poetry, specifically pertaining to 
the language of love:

Das Buch der Liebe, heige Leidenschaft zu einem verborgenen, unbekannten Gegenstand 
ausdrückend. Manche dieser Gedichte verläugnen die Sinnlichkeit nicht, manche aber können, nach 
orientalischer Weise, auch geistig gedeutet werden. (HA 2:268)

The celebration of beauty in the poem seems to have a spiritual dimension as well. “Since the 
beloved is the epitome of beauty, he or she shared a mystical relation to all that is beautiful, from 
the tiniest creature to the highest ideals of religion,” writes al-Shabrawy (61), describing the language 
of Hafiz, an understanding of which she finds incorporated in the Divan poem “In tausend Formen 
magst du dich verstecken” that concludes Buch Suleika:

In tausend Formen magst du dich verstecken Doch, Allerliebste, gleich erkenn ich dich; Du magst mit 
Zauberschleiern dich bedecken, Allgegenwärtige, gleich erkenn ich dich. (HA 2:88)

 The final stanza of “Hegire” also leaves no doubt that these poems are to be interpreted in a 
spiritual manner:

Wolltet ihr ihm dies beneiden

Oder etwa gar verleiden,

Wisset nur, dass Dichterworte

Um des Paradieses Pforte

Immer leise klopfend schweben,

Sich erbittend ew’ges Leben. (HA 2:8)

Goethe crafts an image of the words themselves rising toward heaven, making the reason why Hafez 
has brought them into existence - not to mention Goethe’s understanding of Hafez’s metaphorical 
meaning behind the language of love and eroticism - crystal-clear.

Perhaps nowhere is the metaphor of longing and love drawn more powerfully and memorably than 
in Goethe’s “Selige Sehnsucht.” The image of the moth being drawn toward the flame has long been 
a staple of Arabic poetry and Sufi literature; the annihilation of the moth symbolizes “the soul of a 
mystic, drawn and reduced to ashes by Divine Beauty”: union with God results in annihilation of the 
self (Abahsain 22). Goethe replaces the white moth, however, with a more colorful butterfly. If the 
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white moth represents the Sufi clothed in white wool, then perhaps we might similarly imagine this 
German butterfly in Werther’s famous blue and yellow. The annihilation of the self that the Sufi 
image represents is, of course, not exactly part of canonical Islamic doctrine.

 10. The “Noten” as Orientalist Discourse

Perhaps the most fundamental concept to arise from the Divan is that of Weltliteratur. Goethe 
wouldn’t use the term for many years after the Divan was finished, but the Divan exemplifies his 
vision of a world literature that is in direct contrast to the idea of national literature6

6 Goethe’s conception of world literature, while expansive, remains critical and “elitist” according to 
Damrosch: “It is popular poetry, of whatever origin, that has only limited appeal for Goethe, and the 
world literature he prefers is the production of a guiding elite whose international brotherhood 
compensates for their small numbers and neglect by the masses” (13). While I’m concerned that this 
is too broad a brush with which to paint the poet’s taste, he certainly did have what one might call 
discriminating taste. Goethe paints a portrait of himself and Hafez as ‘connoisseurs’ in “Im 
Gegenwärtigen Vergangenes” that seems to fit this elitist conception: “Und mit diesem Lied und 
Wendung / Sind wir wieder bei Hafisen / Denn es ziemt des Tags Vollendung / Mit Geniegern zu 
genießen” (HA 2:15).

 It’s easy to criticize Goethe’s faults, but it’s far more difficult to argue that he should not have 
engaged with literature outside his own cultural background in any way. Of course it cannot be 
unconditionally negative to engage with literary traditions that others may label as non-Western, so 
how do we evaluate the merits of the process?

May articulates the most cogent arguments against Goethe’s Divan as a co¬opting, appropriating 
work. She claimed, for example, that Goethe, because he was unable to read Hafez in the original 
Farsi, is trading in “mediated, second-hand insights” (94). At least one scholar who is, however, a 
native speaker of Farsi has argued that this is not the case, that Goethe in fact “overcame” the well-
noted deficiencies of the Hammer-Purgstall translation “to reconstruct the fundamentals of Hafez’s 
message” (Kalatehseifary iv).

 Like Fink’s “Orientalism Restructured,” most of the applications of Said’s theories in Orientalism 
have been to the prose portion of the Divan, the “Noten und Abhandlungen,” while my analysis here, 
admittedly, favors the poems at the expense of these essays essentially tacked on at the end of the 
book, which I believe are less important both aesthetically and in terms of content, and which often 
detract from the work as a whole.

May also claims “the creative distance that Goethe maintains in dealing with Islam is ignored or 
overlooked” (95). Goethe may have reserved judgment on various issues and may not have accepted 
what others informed him was Islam at face value (what Muslim does?), but he never denied that he 
was a believer. Goethe wrote in his own description of the forthcoming work:

Der Dichter betrachtet sich als einen Reisenden. Schon ist er im Orient angelangt. Er freut sich an 
Sitten und Gebräuchen, an Gegenständen, religiösen Gesinnungen und Meinungen, ja er lehnt den 
Verdacht nicht ab, dass er selbst ein Muselmann sey (HA 2:68; quoted in Polaschegg, 305).
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It’s tough to reconcile the claim that Goethe is maintaining a creative distance when he takes on the 
very identity of a Muslim, Hatem, yet there is a common criticism of the Divan that resonates with 
just such an understanding – it is “das alte Klischee” that is periodically warmed over and served 
once more, the ridicule of Goethe as a Westerner in an “’islamischen Kostüm’” (von Arnim 435).

Costumes like the Arab sheikh or ‘Suleika’ are a staple of German Fasching celebrations. This 
perception of Goethe’s fascination for the Orient as something silly and affected, as somehow 
inappropriate or artificial for a Western poet, had indeed been the dominant reaction, in one form or 
another, for quite some time. In his commentary to the 1949 Zürich edition of Goethe’s works, 
Beutler comments that Goethe’s contemporaries “lehnten den Divan als gekünstelten Versuch eines 
unpersönlich und formelhaft gewordenen Greises ab. Das Missverständnis hielt für ein Jahrhundert 
an, so dass noch vor dem ersten Weltkrieg Exemplare der Originalausgabe unmittelbar vom Verleger 
zu beziehen waren” (3:795). The label that Goethe himself had applied to his work made it 
unpalatable on sight to an audience who would rather blame him for their own lack of intestinal 
fortitude.

Beutler rails against this ‘Islamic costume’ argument as a complete misunderstanding of the depth of 
Goethe’s affinity for and identification with the subject matter:

So war der Versuch eines ‘Deutschen Divan,’ wie das Werk zunächst heigen sollte, keine Flucht in ein 
bisher nicht geahntes Gebiet der Weltbetrachtung, sondern der Ausdruck längst durchdachter und 
erlebter Existenzgrundlagen. ... Mit der morgenländischen Tracht bereicherte er nur seinen 
dichterischen Phantasieschatz und Ausdruck... Seine eigenen, aus der europäischen 
Kulturentwicklung erwachsenen Erkenntnisse sah er bestätigt in den Gedichten des persischen 
Lyrikers. Wenn er seinen Namen übernahm, so sprach er doch immer im eigenen Auftrag zur 
Gegenwart und zum eigenen Volk. Das unterscheident seine Verse von den späteren der Rückert, 
Platen, Freiligrath und Bodenstedt, die als Romantiker eine entlegene Welt durch Kostümzauber 
erobern wollten. (3:797)

What Hegel and Beutler see as positives – that Goethe maintains his own voice and speaks to his 
audience as he finds it – are for May, understandably, a “eurocentric bias”: “[t]he fact alone that, in 
compiling his work and in engaging with Islam, Goethe relied entirely upon materials from the 
European reception of the Orient means that his work already comes with a eurocentric bias that 
simply cannot be excised from the Divan” (96-7). It’s true that in the “Noten und Abhandlungen” 
Goethe does not allow the cultures to speak for themselves, and judging by modern standards we 
are in fact witnessing the imposition of European representation upon a subaltern other, of that 
there can be no question - but when we read commentary like that in the Sale-Arnold translation of 
the Divan that Goethe was using, it’s certainly a revolutionary step forward.

But the work doesn’t speak with one voice - not only is Marianne Willemer’s voice present, of course, 
but Goethe speaks with more than one voice as well. Some of the finest parts of the Divan take the 
form of a duet, something that only fully came to light with the publication of Hermann Grimm’s 
1869 essay “Goethe und Suleika,” containing confirmation directly from Marianne Willemer herself 
that the Suleika poems were hers, only very minimally altered by Goethe (and not always for the 
better, she maintains). It’s obvious that Goethe recognized the young Willemer’s poetic ability; he 
calls “Buch Suleika” (this duet portion of the Divan) “ohnehin das stärkste der ganzen Sammlung” (HA 
2:201).
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Nor does the voice of the essays in the back of the book seem to evoke the same persona of the poet 
from the first portion of the book. May critiques Goethe’s handling of religious topics in the essays as 
decidedly ‘colonialist’:

Goethe’s comments on the relationship between Christianity and the other faiths reveal a colonialist 
approach to religion on his part, not a conception of religious equality. Particularly disconcerting is 
the fact that the positive image of Islam cast in the excerpt from the poem is at best downplayed - 
though not actually reversed - in the ‘Noten’” (102).

 This is an important point that May makes regarding the essential difference between the poems of 
the Divan and its attendant lectures. The “Noten and Abhandlungen” are hardly the equal of the first 
half of the Divan. The intended audience for the first section of the book, the poems, remains 
unbegrenzt: Goethe even addresses Hafez directly at times. The poems give us Germany’s finest 
Dichter and some of his finest poetic expressions - the duet between Goethe and Marianne Willemer 
that became Buch Suleika, “Selige Sehnsucht” - addressing a transnational, timeless audience.

The essays in the second portion of the book, however, address a far more limited audience, in more 
than one sense of the word. Disgusted by how little his audience in Germany really knew about Islam 
or other topics that were considered part of the nascent discipline of ‘Orientalist’ studies, Goethe is 
speaking in these essays as one might to a child, or a group of students who haven’t done their 
homework. He assumes an affected manner in the “Noten und Abhandlungen”; he takes on the role 
of the Orientalist professor, and it is at this point that he introduces distance between himself and 
his subject matter. Goethe walks up to the podium, puts his metaphorical reading glasses on, and in 
so doing, drops into the orientalist mode of discourse that he had so successfully avoided in his 
customary role as Dichter. The discourse he engages in at this point is no longer the ‘der alte Dichter’ 
speaking from the heart, he speaks in the unmistakeable tones of a supposed ‘value-free objectivity’ 
that the field of Orientalism claimed for itself and its etic representations.

That religions should be judged by their ultimate effect might seem like the product of a 
condescending European Orientalist seeking an objectifying, positivist classification scheme, 
imposing colonial order, imprinting his subjective classification scheme. But his functionalist analysis, 
anticipating Durkheim, Foucault, and Talcott Parsons’ concept of social equilibrium, is also not 
incompatible with Islam. The Qur’an itself asks us in many ways if we cannot see with our own eyes 
the signs, the evidence that is present for the real and positive consequences of practicing Islam, of 
believing in Allah and the Qur’an. How often the Qur’an asks the reader to bear witness to the fate of 
the unbeliever here on earth. We have already heard from a Muslim woman who sees Islam as 
nothing less than the science of life itself, of finding the best life, here on earth, it is possible to find 
for oneself, within the constraints we have simply to recognize we have no control over.

Ultimately, defending Goethe is made most difficult on this point by the indefensibility of his 
comments regarding Hinduism. But his attitude is not necessarily inconsistent with a fundamentally 
Islamic worldview here either. His preference for monotheistic religions is the most striking 
conclusion one can draw from this lecture, delivered in an almost condescending tone for those who 
need these basic categorization schemes (‘What’s the difference between a Muslim and a Hindu?’ 
one might imagine his audience members asking). His answer draws on a narrow and stereotypical 
view of Hinduism as a sort of handy foil to influence the less knowledgeable reader to at least include 
Islam among the monotheistic faiths that trace their lineage to the Jewish scriptures:
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 Die indische Lehre taugte von Haus aus nichts, so wie denn gegenwärtig ihre vielen tausend Götter, 
und zwar nicht etwa untergeordnete, sondern alle gleich unbedingt mächtige Götter, die 
Zufälligkeiten des Lebens nur noch mehr verwirren, den Unsinn jeder Leidenschaft fördern und die 
Verrücktheit des Lasters, als die höchste Stufe der Heiligkeit und Seligkeit, begünstigen.

Auch selbst eine reinere Vielgötterei, wie die der Griechen und Römer, mu te doch zuletzt auf 
falschem Wege ihre Bekenner und sich selbst verlieren. Dagegen gebührt der christlichen das 
höchste Lob, deren reiner, edler Ursprung sich immerfort dadurch betätigt, da nach den grö ten 
Verirrungen, in welche sie der dunkle Mensch hineinzog, eh man sich's versieht, sie sich in ihrer 
ersten lieblichen Eigentümlichkeit, als Mission, als Hausgenossen- und Brüderschaft, zu Erquickung 
des sittlichen Menschenbedürfnisses, immer wieder hervortut. (HA 2:149; also quoted in May 101"2)

Here Goethe praises monotheistic faiths like Christianity over the Vielgötterei of the Greeks and 
Romans, indicating a real aesthetic preference for the harmony he found in the purer monotheism 
(he rejected Trinitarian views) over the discord of competing passions he found to characterize 
polytheistic faiths, although he seems to place Hinduism in this category of a less pure polytheism 
than the Greeks and Romans, but this is incorrect in that Hinduism defies such a categorization, and 
many faithful Hindus consider themselves monotheists.

This explanation in no way excuses these (and other) unwarranted, embarrassing comments Goethe 
makes about the Hindu religion, and in all fairness, it should be noted that Nietzsche was especially 
enamored with Hinduism and made many positive comments regarding how wonderfully ‘Dionysian’ 
it was. Nonetheless Nietzsche’s praise of Hinduism was of a different character than Goethe’s 
acceptance of an Islam in which everyone can be understood to live and die. The two authors simply 
had different tastes and aesthetic goals, as Schober writes, 

“[s]ucht Nietzsche in Indien eine Bestätigung für seinen Kampf gegen Religion und Moral, findet 
Goethe im Islam den Wert der Religion bestätigt” (88).

Goethe’s somewhat irritated didactic style of the Noten und Abhandlungen is not without its dry 
humor, but the overall tone is that of an educator unamused by the creative efforts of his pupils, 
perhaps even a little condescending. It is altogether a different audience that he is speaking to in this 
portion of the work, those who don’t need the refresher course from Professor Goethe may gleefully 
skip it.

 Another way he asks attention  two remarquable books ( O kind of Gazali an Qabus Nameh)  see 
attachements

11. The Relevance of the Divan Today

The poems of the Divan are not only still of relevance - because they express a vision for change, a 
change that must necessarily come from within those who define Germany and Europe as a place 
where Islam is unacceptable - they may still today remain ahead of their time. Goethe’s poems are a 
treasure map that lead the treasure-seeker to the poet’s chosen destination, where the heavenly 
wine flows, a timeless, endless spring of divine peace that is Europe’s unclaimed birthright.

The opposition of East and West, the false dichotomy of us-and-them that traps both in a sad game 
of cultural and physical exclusion, is exploded not by Goethe, but by the Qur’an itself, which claims 
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all for Allah: both Orient and Occident are Gottes and nicht mehr zu trennen. For those who believe 
the Qur’an is the word of God - and Goethe never denied that he did — Allah has issued a divine 
injunction against the division of East and West, especially as it concerns religion. In the context of 
Islam, where God is an undeniable, ineffable force behind all that has existed and will exist, almost a 
religious shorthand for an all-encompassing concept that combines fate, society, creation, ethics, and 
the practice of living in this unlimited sphere of a divinity which may be ameliorated, mitigated, but 
never controlled - a God that most Muslims see as eminently compatible with a modern scientific 
worldview, who has given Muslims a religion of truth: that which is true, that which exists, from 
mountains and valleys to the Qur’an itself, all of these are proof (signs) of a power greater than 
ourselves, a power that dwarfs our tiny, insignificant lives and yet seems to somehow care and 
provide for all of creation - to deny that the West belongs to Allah is so patently absurd within this 
system of thought as to render it meaningless. It’s like saying that Europe doesn’t exist. Goethe’s ‘In 
Islam leben und sterben wir alle’ expresses exactly this point: regardless of whether you accept it or 
not, whether or not you submit willingly to the religion of Islam, there can be no exit from the totality 
and singularity of the will of Allah, therefore one may as well recognize the fact and see it as a 
positive - an outlook not dissimilar in practice to Nietzsche’s amor fati.

Goethe is merely the conduit for this divine wisdom, a wisdom that asserts the essential equality of 
humanity before this awesome, simultaneously fear¬inducing and tranquility-bringing force that 
none of us may understand - the brotherhood and sisterhood of man, to use a phrase that has 
become quite antiquated.

Goethe is far from alone in bringing the message of Islam to the ‘West’ and using it as a battering 
ram to knock down falsely erected social barriers. Malcolm X experienced this same feeling of “true 
brotherhood” and equality during his performance of the Hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca that is a 
religious duty for Muslims who are able to afford it):

America needs to understand Islam, because this is the one religion that erases from its society the 
race problem...We were truly all the same (brothers) - because their belief in one God had removed 
the ‘white’ from their minds, the ‘white’ from their behavior, and the ‘white’ from their attitude.

I could see from this, that perhaps if white Americans could accept the oneness of God, then 
perhaps, too, they could accept in reality the Oneness of Man - and cease to measure, and hinder, 
and harm others in terms of their ‘differences’ in color. (X 454"55)

Both Goethe and Malcolm El-Shabazz brought, late in life, the message of Islam to a ‘Western’ 
audience whose racial and/or religious identity prohibited such allegiances. Both saw Islam as a 
remedy that would erase this falsely constructed racial identity that separated the world into the 
colonizing relationships of privilege and power that Said delineates in Orientalism, and would 
replace this identity with that of a Muslim who has withdrawn from a consensus of exclusion and 
false representation.

12. Poets and Prophets

While Goethe’s heart had never been far from the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad, Goethe’s 
Neuer Divan poem “Vorschmack,” written in 1820, might literally be called a flirtation with death:
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VORSCHMACK

Der echte Moslem spricht vom Paradiese, Als wenn er selbst allda gewesen wäre,

 Er glaubt dem Koran, wie es der verhiege, Hierauf begründet sich die reine Lehre

Doch der Prophet, Verfasser jenes Buches, Weig unsre Mängel droben auszuwittern, Und sieht, da 
trotz dem Donner seines Fluches Die Zweifel oft den Glauben uns verbittern.

Deshalb entsendet er den ewigen Räumen

Ein Jugendmuster, alles zu verjüngen;

Sie schwebt heran und fesselt ohne Säumen

Um meinen Hals die allerliebsten Schlingen. (HA 2:107)

This characterization of Muhammad as the author of the Qur’an is inconsistent with Islam, but 
Goethe’s own description of Muhammad in the prose portion of the Divan indicates that he may not 
have been fully versed in the divine origin of the Qur’an:

Da wir bei unseren Betrachtungen vom Standpunkte der Poesie entweder ausgehen oder doch auf 
denselben zurückkehren, so wird es unsern Zwecken angemessen sein, von genanntem 
augerordentlichen Manne vorerst zu erzählen, wie er heftig behauptet und beteurt: er sei Prophet 
und nicht Poet und daher auch sein Koran als göttliches Gesetz und nicht etwa als menschliches Buch 
zum Unterricht oder zum Vergnügen anzusehen. … Der Prophet [unlike the poet] sieht nur auf einen 
einzigen bestimmten Zweck; solchen zu Erlangen, bedient er sich der einfachsten Mittel. Irgendeine 
Lehre will er verkünden und, wie um eine Standarte, durch sie und um sie die Völker versammeln (HA 
2:143).

‘Göttliches Gesetz’ instead of ‘Wort Gottes’ – a fine distinction, perhaps, but a distinction 
nonetheless. Goethe also uses the indirect speech verb form ‘sei Prophet’ instead of ‘ist Prophet’ – 
this is exactly what critics like May refer to when they talk about Goethe maintaining a distance from 
Islam. Goethe here finds himself discoursing at length, sounding for all the world like a German 
Orientalist, but we have to think about who is talking and what his circumstances are. Goethe, as a 
poet, has written a work that in all its complexity fails to connect with a German audience. He is 
comparing his failure with Muhammad’s success at spreading the message of Islam, first of all. 
Second, Goethe’s mistake is not as offensive as it might seem in light of the fact that Goethe states 
unequivocally in his autobiography Dichtung und Wahrheit that Muhammad, “den ich nie als einen 
Betrüger hatte ansehn können,” was (if not a deceiver, then necessarily) a true prophet of God (HA 
10:39).

Third, although Goethe is specifically referring to the way the Qur’an repeats simple, profound 
messages, his description of how the prophet then uses it to rally the community around, does in fact 
have validity. Islam has a simple message that is part of its brilliance – to become a Muslim, all you 
must do is witness that there is no God but Allah, and that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah (the 
shahada). This principle of tawhid (the singularity of God, i.e. monotheism) is the rock upon which 
Islam is built; it is the First Pillar of Sunni Islam. Muslims raise the index finger of the right hand to 
indicate there is only ‘one God’ when saying the shahada in prayer, and if a Muslim is sick or dying or 
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for any reason unable to speak, they may hold up this one finger to bear witness that there is no God 
but God. The violation of tawhid by worshipping other gods is the only unpardonable sin in Islam 
(known as shirk).

The quote from Goethe’s descriptions of the roles of prophet and poet above also serves to illustrate 
the contrast in tone between the poems and the Divan’s “Noten und Abhandlungen.” ‘Irgendeine 
Lehre will er verkünden’ is far from the almost celebratory poetic tone of the Divan proper, and the 
difference, in a book so concerned with unity, is unfortunate, to be sure.

He is nonetheless a believer in the truth of the Qur’an, as he says, and in describing the Divan, he is 
coy about his own Muslim identity as well (“[the poet] lehnt den Verdacht nicht ab, da er selbst 
Muselmann sey”) (Morgenblatt für gebildete Stünde, HA 2:268). Is this a contradiction? By calling 
referring to Muhammad as the ‘Verfasser jenes Buches’ he seems to be denying a central tenet of 
Islam, the divine origin of the Qur’an. The tenth surah of the Qur’an explains:

(10:36) This Qur'an is not such as can be produced by other than Allah; on the contrary it is a 
confirmation of (revelations) that went before it, and a fuller explanation of the Book― wherein 
there is no doubt from the Lord of the Worlds.

(10:37) Or do they say "He forged it"? Say: "Bring then a Surah like unto it, and call (to your aid) 
anyone you can, besides Allah, if it be ye speak the truth!"

(10:38) Nay, they charge with falsehood that whose knowledge they cannot compass, even before 
the elucidation thereof hath reached them: thus did those before them make charges of falsehood: 
but see what was the end of those who did wrong! (Yusuf Ali translation)

Unequivocal, certainly, but let’s assume for a moment that Goethe may not have been familiar with 
this particular verse. The Qur’an that he used is certainly difficult to navigate, even lacking verse 
numbers, and for this reason alone I find it fair to give him the benefit of the doubt. But the message, 
once one is able to find it, is clear:

Dieser Koran hätte von niemand anders, als Gott selbst, abgefasst werden können; Und er ist eine 
Bekräftigung dessen, was vor demselben geoffenbahret worden, und eine Erklärung der Schrifft, so 
von dem Herrn und Schöpfer aller Dinge herabgesandt worden; Es ist kein Zweifel hieran: Wollen sie 
sprechen, der Mohammed hat solchen geschmiedet? Antworte, so bringet doch ein Capitel her, das 
solchem gleich sey: und ruffet zu euern Beystand, wen ihr wollet, ausser Gott, wenn ihr wahr redet. 
Allein sie haben dasjenige mit Falschheit beschuldigt, was ihrem Verstand unbegreiflich ist; So haben 
sie auch die Auslegung desselben nicht überkommen. Auf eben solche Weise beschuldigten die, so 
vor ihnen waren, ihre Propheten der Trügerey; Aber sehet, was war das Ende der Ungerechten. (Sale-
Arnold translation 241)

In a phenomenon that appears to mirror the difference between the two starkly contrasting portions 
of Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan, (Theodor Arnold’s German language translation of) George Sale’s 
introduction to the Qur’an differs enormously from the message of the Qur’an contained in the same 
book. Goethe’s copy of the Qur’an features this almost perversely negative commentary that speaks 
of Muhammad “feigning” ascension to heaven7 and all types of other blasphemies imaginable (Sale 
61).
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7 Sale wrote the following (which is of course found translated in the German version on pages 59-
60):

In the twelfth year of his mission it was that Mohammed gave out that he had made his night journey 
from Mecca to Jerusalem and thence to heaven, so much spoken of by all that write of him. Dr 
Prideaux thinks he invented it either to answer the demands of those who demanded some miracle 
as a proof of his mission; or else, by pretending to have conversed with God, to establish the 
authority of whatever he should think fit to leave behind by way of oral tradition, and make his 
sayings to serve the same purpose as the oral law of the Jews. But I do not find that Mohammed 
himself ever expected so great a regard would be paid to his sayings, as his followers have since 
done; and seeing he all along disclaimed any power of performing miracles, it seems rather to have 
been a fetch of policy to raise his reputation, by pretending to have actually conversed with God in 
heaven, as Moses had heretofore done in the mount, and to have received several institutions 
immediately from him, whereas before he contented himself with persuading them that he had all by 
the ministry of Gabriel.

However this story seemed so absurd and incredible, that several of his followers left him upon it; 
and it had probably ruined the whole design, had not Abu Becr vouched for his veracity, and declared 
that, if Mohammed affirmed it to be true, he verily believed the whole. Which happy incident not 
only retrieved the prophet's credit, but increased it to such a degree, that he oooooooo was secure 
of being able to make his disciples swallow whatever he pleased to impose on them for the future. 
And I am apt to think this fiction, notwithstanding its extravagance, was one of the most artful 
contrivances Mohammed ever put in practice, and what chiefly contributed to the raising of his 
reputation to that great height to which it afterwards arrived. (61-2)

It is a potential source of Goethe’s confusion then, unfortunately, that in the introduction to this 
version of the Qur’an that Goethe used while writing the Divan, there is a view of Muhammad 
expressed that is contrary to the translation from the same book quoted above, calling Muhammad 
the ‘creator’ and the ‘inventor’ of the Qur’an:

Al-Isra, the night journey, and al-Miraj, the prophet’s ascension, are two different things, but they 
occurred on the same night, which is usually celebrated on the 27th of the month of Rajab on the 
Islamic calendar, particularly in the Sufi tradition. It is during this night that the five prayers, one of 
the Five Pillars of Sunni Islam, were, through the intercession of Muhammad, reduced from Allah’s 
original command of fifty down to five. One of the standard volumes of tafsir, the Tafsir al-Jalalayni 
(‘The Exegesis of the Two Jalals’) explains in the commentary to Surat-ul-Isra (verse 17:1 in the 
Qur’an), taken from ahadith (sayings of the Prophet) considered to be sahih (sound) by the scholars:

He [the Prophet] continued: ‘God then revealed to me what He revealed and prescribed for me fifty 
prayers each day and night. I then descended until I reached Moses and he said, ‘What has your Lord 
prescribed for your community?’ I said, “Fifty prayers each day and night”. He said, “Go back to your 
Lord and ask Him for an alleviation, for your community will not have the capacity for it: I have tried 
the Children of Israel and have experience of them [not being up to the task].” I then went back to 
my Lord and said ‘My Lord! Lighten that [prescription] for my community’, and so He reduced it for 
me by five. I went back to Moses who asked me, “What did you do?” I said to him, ‘He has reduced it 
for me by five,’ to which he said, “Your community will not have the capacity for this; so go back to 
your Lord and ask Him for an alleviation for your community”. Thus I kept going back and forth 
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between my Lord and Moses, with Him reducing it by five each time until He said, ‘O Muhammad (s)! 
They shall be five prayers each day and night, every prayer will be worth [the reward of] ten 
[prayers]; that then makes fifty prayers. (Mahalli 250)

 Da Mohammed wirklich der Urheber und vornehmte Erfinder des Korans gewesen, darin ist wohl 
kein Zweifel. Obschon höchst wahrscheinlich ist, daß er keinen geringen Beystand in seinem Anschlag 
von andern gehabt, wie ihm seine Lands-Leute vorzuwerffen nicht vergessen haben. 1) Alleine sie 
traffen in ihren Muthmassungen wegen der besondern Personen, die ihm solchen Beystand geleistet, 
so wenig miteinander überein, 2) da sie, die Beschuldigung darzutun, nicht vermögend waren: Weil 
Mohammed, vermuthlich, seine Maasregeln viel zu schlau genommen hatte, als da er entdeckt 
werden können. (sic, Sale-Arnold 81-82)

While Goethe’s mischaracterization of Muhammad as Verfasser might seem like an obvious act of 
kufr (unbelief), the arguments made in the Qur’an are such that it really matters very little who he 
may say the author is if he believes it contains the words of Allah. To illustrate how minor the 
difference might really be - and because I feel it would be wrong to condemn Goethe as insincere 
without convincing proof - we need only look at one of the many verses in the Qur’an that quote 
Allah by name.

Verse 3:55 from Surat-ul-Imran begins with “ith qala Allah ya Isa” which is translated by Yusuf Ali as 
“Behold! Allah said: ‘O Jesus!’” It would be an unfortunate but understandable error for Goethe to 
assume that the narrator portion of this quote, the ‘Allah said’ portion, was Muhammad speaking. It 
would be in fact a natural mistake for someone who has read the Bible to read the Qur’an this way 
by default. As long as he believed that Muhammad was the Prophet of God and that Muhammad was 
relating the word of God as revealed to him, it would be eo ipso an impossibility for Goethe, who 
believes Muhammad is a true prophet, to then actually be denying that the Qur’an contains the 
words of Allah. Goethe was hardly an Islamic scholar, to be sure, and he may have followed the ribald 
example of Mohammed Schemsed-din Hafez, and further he may not have felt himself exclusively 
Muslim, but I have yet to see a reason to consider him a nonbeliever.

The Qur’an’s 10th surah also precedes the discussion of the Qur’an coming from Allah with the 
argument that virtually everything comes from Allah (unless it is error), which, given Goethe’s 
expansive definition of Islam, might also be taken to mean that the difference in saying that 
Muhammad is the divinely inspired author and Allah is the author is actually a matter of semantics, if 
one takes this argument from the Qur’an into account:

(10:30) Say: "Who is it that sustains you (in life) from the sky and from the earth? Or who is it that 
has power over hearing and sight? And who is it that brings out the living from the dead and the 
dead from the living? And who is it that rules and regulates all affairs?" They will soon say "Allah." 
Say "Will ye not then show piety (to Him)?"

(10:31) Such is Allah your real Cherisher and Sustainer: apart from Truth, what (remains) but error? 
How then are ye turned away?

(10:32) Thus is the Word of thy Lord proved true against those who rebel: verily they will not believe. 
(Yusuf Ali translation)
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These verses demonstrate a concept of God that is uncompromisingly all" encompassing: everything 
belongs to Allah, and Allah is truth, Allah is nature, life, the sky, the heavens: the description here is 
eminently compatible with the Spinozan equation of God and nature, or in other words the relatively 
strict monist/monotheist view that defines Goethe’s religious aesthetic in the Divan. But thinking 
another level deeper, it is also then the perfection of the Qur’an that becomes the ultimate sign of 
the truth of its revelation; the fact that it is free of error is the confirmation and seal of its divine 
origin, in light of this Surah. There is much error in all that humans do, and only that which comes 
from Allah is entirely free of error. The Qur’an itself makes this very point, challenging the reader 
who doesn’t believe to produce its equal.

It is possible that Goethe was misled, as I believe I’ve established, but I don’t think it’s possible to 
escape the fact that the tone here, writing in 1820, is different from the earlier poems from 1814 and 
1815, the question is in what way. The reading of “Vorschmack” that seems most convincing to me is 
that Goethe’s style has actually evolved closer to that of Hafez, who was himself considered a 
blasphemer by many Muslims. Goethe’s depiction of earthly beauty as a taste of heaven, for 
example, is reminiscent of Hafez’ “Was von Huris man uns erzählt, / Das gilt von deinen Wangen” 
quoted above (376).

I think what we have here in the poem “Vorschmack” is a playful heresy that is hardly meant to be 
taken seriously, due to the change in subject from ‘der echte Muslim’ who believes in paradise to a 
lyrical ‘ich’ who does so as well, modeling the behavior of the ‘genuine Muslim’. The first stanza of 
the poem speaks of this true Muslim who believes in paradise as promised in the Qur’an. The second 
stanza speaks of the Prophet Muhammad in the third person, sees the believers embittered with 
doubt, and in the third stanza he dispatches a female Jugendmuster to paradise, but suddenly this 
Jugendmuster, this inhabitant of the hereafter, is interacting directly with the poet.

Thus it is Death itself that is visiting, entrancing Goethe as an angel of paradise, comforting him and 
bringing him youth, Schlingen here might mean locks of hair as Birus (1683) suggests – or it might 
mean the ‘dearest nooses’ or ‘snares’ (one might imagine delicate fabrics) that this vision of paradise 
places around his neck, to lead him away from this world, toward the paradise that awaits the 
believer. Or it might be both. And believe he does:

Auf meinem Schog, an meinem Herzen halt’ ich

Das Himmelswesen, mag nichts weiter wissen;

Und glaube nun ans Paradies gewaltig,

Denn ewig möcht’ ich sie so treulich küssen. (HA 2:107)

This foretaste of paradise, really a foretaste of death in Islam, is enough - the poet need know no 
further. In this poem Goethe expresses what might be considered the very pinnacle of Islam, the 
highest expression of submission to the will of Allah, in that he has lost his fear of dying through his 
belief in paradise. His soul is at peace - ‘im Reinen’ - with death, so long as he dies as a believer.

Goethe’s expression of Muhammad dispatching angels to heaven, of being the ‘Verfasser’ is the 
humor of a believer, one who, like Hafez, crosses the line at times, but remains steadfast in his faith 
in paradise, as he himself declares in the final stanza.
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The vision of Goethe ascending to a Muslim paradise as an eternal kiss with the angel sent by 
Muhammad is powerful, but it is perhaps not the only vision of Goethe in a Muslim paradise we 
might find in Goethe’s poetry. The second Wandrers Nachtlied (“Ein Gleiches”), arguably Goethe’s 
most famous poem, begins: “Ober allen Gipfeln / ist Ruh’” (HA 1:142). In Arabic, ‘Ruh’ means soul, 
but also wind or breath, or life-breath, and it has the aspirated letter ‘h’ at the end (a breathy ‘h’ not 
present in English). The Hebrew ruah has the same basic meaning of Geist (spirit) but also wind or 
breath, as Hebrew and Arabic are related languages – and Goethe studied both of them, Hebrew 
from an early age. Hans Wehr’s Arabic dictionary defines ruh as “breath of life, soul; spirit (in all 
senses); human life; ghost; essence” (423). Thus ruh is a synonym for Geist, Seele, Lebenshauch, 
menschliches Wesen. As an adjective, ruhi, it means “spiritual,” while raaha, derived from the same 
three root letters, means “rest, repose; recreation; ease, leisure; vacation; comfort” – almost the 
same meaning as Ruh’ in German (Wehr 423). The preservation of the metaphor with “kaum einen 
Hauch” (‘hardly a breath’) gives the poem a remarkably unified message across languages.

13. The Maintenance of East and West Today

Goethe’s Divan has been brought into the contemporary political debate over immigration, 
integration and Islam in Europe by a former SPD politician named Thilo Sarrazin, whose now famous 
misquote of Goethe’s Divan has only served to underscore the significance of Goethe’s work for a 
Europe where Muslims form the largest religious minority. In his Christmas, 2010 article in the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine, Sarrazin touched off what came to be known as the Divan-Debatte in the 
German press, eliciting a flood of articles and opinions regarding both Goethe’s Divan and his 
relationship to Islam. Already in Sarrazin’s article, entitled, modestly enough, “Ich hätte eine 
Staatskrise auslösen können,” the lines are drawn: to attack former Bundespräsident Christian 
Wulff’s citation of Goethe’s Divan in support of a tolerant, multicultural Germany with respect to 
Islam, Sarrazin quotes the Divan back at him. The former had taken his quote from the Divan proper, 
while the latter draws his respective Goethe citations from the “Noten und Abhandlungen” in a 
rather sternly worded (and, as I argue, misleading) rebuke.

Wulff cited one of the most familiar passages in the Divan, a poem whose language comes originally 
from the Qur’an, as originally featured in this translation on the title page of the 1809 Fundgruben 
des Orients, edited by Hammer-Purgstall, itself a major source Goethe draws on in the Divan. The 
poem is “Talismane,” which opens with the following stanza:

Gottes ist der Orient!

Gottes ist der Okzident!

Nord- und südliches Gelände

Ruht im Frieden seiner Hände. (HA 2:10)

The first two lines of this poem are from Surat-ul-Baqarah (The Calf), while the second lines were 
added by Goethe and merely emphasize God’s omnipresence and the peace that this brings. Sarrazin 
admits as much in the article (he calls the section, accurately enough, “eine freie Übersetzung der 
zweiten Sure des Koran”). The original verse, of course, doesn’t use the terms Orient and Occident 
(the Qur’an has al-Mashriq wa al-Maghreb in verse 2:142, literally ‘the East and the West’), but the 
truth of the statement is retained in Goethe’s formulation, while simultaneously rendering it more 
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directly applicable for the audience who - Goethe feels - ought to stop dividing the world in such a 
fashion. The verse is, however, referring to the direction of prayer, which had changed from 
Jerusalem (the holy place, bayt al¬Maqdis) to the Ka’abah in Mecca as a result of Quranic revelation. 

Sarrazin misunderstands even this Surah, however, seeing it as a threat: “Übersetzt man Gott mit 
Allah, dann ist dieses Zitat Ausdruck des umfassenden Machtanspruchs des Islam,” he states. This 
couldn’t be further from the truth, in fact the very same verse (2:142) continues (from Fundgruben 
des Orients): “Er leitet, wen er will, den wahren Pfad.”8 The verse explicitly states that there can be 
no compulsion in religion, because it is for Allah and no one else to decide whom he guides to the 
‘straight path’ of Islam - the message conveyed is in fact the opposite of Sarrazin’s ‘Machtanspruch 
des Islam.’

8 Yusuf Ali’s translation of the portion of the verse (2:142) under discussion is: “To Allah belong East 
and West: He guideth whom he will to a Way that is straight.”

Sarrazin then commits a type of journalistic sin in his quotation of Goethe’s remarks on the Qur’an. 
Goethe describes the “Stil des Korans” as “seinem Inhalt und Zweck gemäß streng, gros, furchtbar, 
stellenweis wahrhaft erhaben” at one point in the Divan (HA 2:144). Sarrazin truncates this quote 
after furchtbar, which, left to its own devices, means ‘terrible,’ but its meaning is modified by 
‘stellenweis wahrhaft erhaben.’ Bidney’s translation captures the sense of this perfectly, as Seibt 
notes in a review of the work:

Den von Thilo Sarrazin gegen den Koran gewendeten Goethe-Satz, dessen Stil sei ‘streng, gros, 
furchtbar, stellenweis wahrhaft erhaben’, gibt Bidney so wieder: ‘the style is austere, grand, 
fearsome, and in places truly sublime’. Das triviale Missverständnis, Goethe habe den Koran 
‘furchtbar’, also ‘terrible’, genannt, wo es doch um eine sthetische Feststellung geht, ist damit 
vermieden - ‘furchterregend’ ist er.

Sarrazin then, in a more expansive inaccuracy, misconstrues both the Divan and Goethe’s entire 
relationship with Islam:

Der hellsichtige Goethe spielte sthetisch und ironisch mit dem Islam, aber von der totalitären Gefahr 
dieser Religion verstand er vor zweihundert Jahren mehr als heute die Redenschreiber unseres 
Bundespräsidenten. Wie schön wäre es, wenn unsere politischen Führer nicht nur über die 
Halbbildung ihrer Redenschreiber, sondern über eigene Bildung verfügten! (“Ich hätte eine 
Staatskrise auslösen können”)

I can think of no point in the Divan where recognition of the ‘totalitarian danger’ of Islam comes 
across, so I’ll have to rely on the evidence Sarrazin provides in his essay. The only other passage that 
he cites to support his polemical thesis (again from the “Noten und Abhandlungen”) is similarly 
truncated: Goethe argued, Sarrazin claims, “[dlie muslimische Religion lässt ‘ihren Bekenner nicht aus 
einer dumpfen Beschränktheit heraus.’” But once more, if we look at the full quote, Goethe actually 
praises both Judaism and Islam (unfairly, as noted above, at the expense of Hinduism and also the 
Greek and Roman ‘Vielgötterei’):

Die jüdische Religion wird immer einen gewissen starren Eigensinn, dabei aber auch freien Klugsinn 
und lebendige Tätigkeit verbreiten; die mahometanische läßt ihren Bekenner nicht aus einer 
dumpfen Beschränktheit heraus, indem sie, keine schweren Pflichte fordernd, ihm innerhalb 
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derselben alles Wünschenswerte verleiht und zugleich durch Aussicht auf die Zukunft Tapferkeit und 
Religionspatriotismus einflögt und erhält. (HA 2:149)

Clearly there is a pattern of brazen misrepresentation of Goethe’s Divan in Sarrazin’s essay regarding 
Goethe’s relationship with Islam. Goethe’s work could hardly be more fundamentally opposed to the 
anti-Islamic message that Sarrazin claims for it.

The argument Sarrazin advances in his book Deutschland Schafft Sich Ab is largely the same as that 
put forth by the Norwegian serial killer Anders Breivik in his 1500-page manifesto: political 
correctness, multiculturalism and tolerance are ruining Europe by allowing Muslims to live there and 
enjoy equal status, thereby doing away with Europe in all its Christian glory once and for all.

Sarrazin paints a “nightmare” scenario (“Albtraum” in the German) of a Germany of 2020 in which 
the “Gleichberechtigung der verschiedenen Kulturen” would be more strongly encouraged, 
ultimately leading to plays in Turkish and Arabic in German theaters and book-burning in the library 
in Weimar, lower test scores, and basically the end of German culture and complete loss of all 
control to Muslim politicians (396-404). Breivik, the Norwegian mass murderer who carried out his 
atrocities hoping to launch a retaking of Europe from the clutches of what he termed ‘cultural 
Marxist’ and ‘multiculturalist’ actors, likewise paints a nightmare scenario:

The resettlement of millions, mass building of new housing units, financial compensation for up to 
several millions will bankrupt any multiculturalist European country and will force them to halt all 
Muslim immigration. Furthermore, it will cause the regime to cut all funding of minority groups and 
foreign aid and instead focus on rebuilding. The costs will be astronomic and in today’s currency 
amount to as much as 1000-5000 billion Euro which is enough to bankrupt any regime. The regime 
will have no choice but to drastically reduce their over-inflated public sector resulting in hundreds of 
thousands of unemployed. All Western European countries will be forced to immediately halt all 
Muslim immigration as they are forced to help the internally driven European ‘refugees.’ (1032)

If l seem dismissive of these slippery-slope arguments, it may be because l’m making one of my own. 
I believe that this type of thinking - call me crazy - leads to violence.I1 hope you’ll permit me an 
example.

The brutal 2009 murder of Marwa al-Sharbiny in a Dresden courtroom should have shocked 
Germany’s conscience, but the public’s reaction was muted and delayed by under- and misreporting 
in the German press. Here was a racist, Islamophobic NPD supporter who threatened and then 
stabbed the 31-year-old pregnant mother - “18 Mal in 32 Sekunden,” reports Die Zeit — leaving her 
to bleed to death from her wounds there in court as her three-year old son looked on (Denso et al.). 
The German media dealt with the story in an almost counter-intuitive manner - it seems like the kind 
of case the media might sensationalize to sell newspapers - burying the fact that this was even a hate 
crime: “Das ‘plötzliche Ausrasten’ in einem ‘ganz normalen Beleidigungsprozess’ wurde breit 
gemeldet, doch der politische Hintergrund der Tat lieg SZ, FAZ und ‘Tagesthemen’ anderthalb 
Wochen lang, den Spiegel zweieinhalb Wochen und ‘Kulturzeit’ bis heute kalt” (Sezgin). The 
now¬convicted murderer Alex W. was in court for his public harassment of al-Sharbiny, who was in 
court as a witness against him:
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Die Zeugin im Beleidigungsprozess vor dem Dresdner Landgericht am Vormittag des 1. Juli ist gerade 
angehört worden. Da bittet der Angeklagte, der die kopftuchtragende Âgypterin auf einem Spielplatz 
als ‘Islamistin’, ‘Terroristin’ und ‘Schlampe’ beschimpft hatte, darum, eine Frage stellen zu dürfen. 
Die Kammer lässt sie zu. ‘Haben Sie überhaupt ein Recht, in Deutschland zu sein?’ fragt Alex W. 
Marwa al¬Scherbiny. Er selbst gibt die Antwort: ‘Sie haben hier nichts zu suchen.’ Dann droht Alex 
W., so berichten Anwesende, ‘wenn die NPD an die Macht kommt, ist damit Schluss!’ (Denso et al.)

Al-Sharbiny’s husband, Elwy Okaz, attempted to help his wife and suffered tremendously as a result, 
as Dernbach reports:

[Okaz] hatte am 1. Juli seiner Frau zur Hilfe kommen wollen, auch ihn traf Alex W.s Messer 16 Mal. 
Nach zwei Operationen braucht er noch Krücken - der Bundespolizist, der ihn fälschlich für den Täter 
hielt, hatte ihm am Tattag in den Oberschenkel geschossen.

 The question that Alex W. asks his victim before murdering her and her unborn child so viciously - 
‘Do you even have a right to be in Germany?’ - is a gruesome but necessary point for intervention.

This question really gets to the heart of racial nationalism, the idea that certain people are 
unwelcome based on their ethnic or geographic background. The racist murderer was given one 
chance to ask one question, and he summoned up the best possible argument he could think of, 
from the depths of his constructed racial identity as a ‘Westerner’ and ‘German,’ and labeled this 
woman, a headscarf¬wearing married Muslim woman, as existing outside of this definition, this 
pedestal upon which he placed himself and his culture. From the golden throne of his own 
superiority, this man could not bear that an Egyptian woman would dare to think that she could 
occupy the same treasured place in the heart of Europe that he did. As a Muslim woman, she was not 
a ‘Westerner’ or a ‘German’ to Alex, a feeling he believed so strongly that it motivated him to kill her 
for daring to assert her rights as an equal participant in a society he saw as belonging to him, while 
excluding her.

There is in Europe’s internal struggle with Islam today a class element that cannot be ignored. The 
division of the labor market prevents the labor class from unifying to seek greater compensation and 
protection from the capitalist class, therefore the most powerful have a vested interest in a divide et 
impera approach that pits constituencies (typically different cultural or ethnic groups) within the 
lower and middle classes against one another. When European workers and the unemployed blame 
Muslims living in Europe for their problems instead of joining with them as natural allies who share a 
common oppressor, when lower-class Germans fall for the Sarrazin slippery-slope narrative and 
blame immigrants for the inequality they experience at the hands of post-industrial capital, then the 
divided working class suffers, while transnational capital benefits.

But if we can imagine a world where this exclusionary norm is reversed, where the Divan’s poems are 
taught alongside Werther and Faust, we might also imagine a world where this false, self-defeating 
self-oppression cannot be stoked by a selective journalism that buries the violent consequences of its 
own divisive discourse. Goethe’s denial of these exclusionary categories in fact dovetails perfectly 
with the point that Said is making in Orientalism, and I believe it can be part of a healing process for a 
‘West’ that needs to accept Islam - not as its only religion - but as one of its own.
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14. Conclusion

Thankfully, Edward Said’s Orientalism isn’t his final word on the subject of Goethe’s Divan. In the 
recorded conversations between Said and the famous conductor Daniel Barenboim, which took place 
in New York and Weimar between 1995 and 1999 and published in their jointly authored Parallels 
and Paradoxes: Explorations in Music and Society, Said’s view of the Divan has come full circle. After 
conducting a workshop in Weimar “[omn the 250th anniversary of Goethe’s birth,” where Barenboim 
and Said formed an orchestra consisting of Arab, Israeli and German musicians, the pair formed the 
West-Eastern Divan Orchestra (Guzelimian, quoted in Barenboim and Said 6).

Goethe’s artistic vision served as a model for their project. According to Said, Goethe’s willingness to 
change himself, to put even his own identity in play, serves as a counterpoint to an age where the 
“affirmation of identity, on the need for roots, on the values of one’s culture and one’s sense of 
belonging” all seem so important:

The interesting thing about Goethe - and also about our experience in Weimar - was that art, for 
Goethe especially, was all about a voyage to the “other,” and not concentrating on oneself, which is 
very much a minority view today. ... It’s become quite rare to project one’s self outward, to have a 
broader perspective. (Said, quoted in Barenboim and Said 11)

Said sees in Goethe’s Divan an anamolous Sicheinfügen, a willingness to forget his own culture and 
take this journey that, although it was not a physical journey, nonetheless took Goethe away from 
and outside of his own culture. The space created by the Divan is a special place outside of East or 
West; it is exactly this type of space that Barenboim and Said hoped to create by bringing these 
musicians together. It is a space where one must be willing to change oneself for the sake of 
harmony with the group, where compromise and cooperation can occur despite the looming 
background of cultures in conflict.

Said states that the “spirit of Goethe” was central to the project, which they initially thought “might 
be an alternative way of making peace”:

From my point of view, the idea was to see what would happen if you brought these people together 
to play in an orchestra in Weimar, in the spirit of Goethe, who wrote a fantastic collection of poems 
based on his enthusiasm for Islam. Goethe discovered Islam through Arabic and Persian sources – a 
German soldier who had been fighting in one of the Spanish campaigns in the early part of the 
nineteenth century brought back a page of the Koran for him. Goethe was transfixed. He started to 
learn Arabic, although he didn’t get very far. Then he discovered Persian poetry and produced this 
extraordinary set of poems about the “other” really, West¬östlicher Diwan (The West-Eastern Divan), 
which is, I think, unique in the history of European culture. (quoted in Barenboim and Said 7)

Barenboim and Said’s project represented the possibility of cultures coming closer together in that 
magical realm of imagination in which art takes place, a space of dreaming and vision, a place of new 
and old imagined realities. It was a personal coming together as well – he as a Palestinian, and 
Barenboim as an Isreali, as well as of course the musicians from Arab and Israeli backgrounds – and 
they settled on Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan as the source of the name for this project that 
embodied their hopes for peace and cooperation. Said ultimately recognized the power of Goethe’s 
work and the spirit in which it was written and chose to enshrine the name in one of the great 
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achievements of his own life, seeing it as a natural extension of the work he had done for the sake of 
peace. Given the “Noten und Abhandlungen,” it would be going too far to say that Goethe’s 
engagement with Islam is free of the taint of orientalism that Said’s 1978 work sees in the Divan, but 
if we are to view the project as a whole (and the “Noten” in their context as essentially remedial 
lectures), I think it is difficult to see Goethe’s journey as anything but a sincere giving of himself over 
to the wisdom he found in the Qur’an and in Hafez.

 I find it highly appropriate, then, that the Muslim community in Weimar has named Goethe an 
honorary Muslim.

 In 1995, the Muslim community in Weimar issued a religious ruling (fatwa) declaring Muhammad 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe a posthumous Muslim, concluding the following:

Nach Prüfung des obenstehenden Beweismaterials und der Einsicht in die gleichlautenden Belege in 
den Schriften seiner engen Freunde Thomas Carlyle und Schiller ist es möglich, zu einem klaren 
Beschlu ohne Zweideutigkeit und Zweifel zu gelangen.

Der gesamte Inhalt seiner naturwissenschaftlichen Schriften, besonders diejenige ‘Zur Morphologie’, 
steht für die lebenslange Verbreitung der Ansicht, da das Universum die Schöpfung eines göttlichen 
Wesens ist und da der Schöpfer keinen Aspekt besitzt, der mit Seiner Schöpfung zu verknüpfen wäre.

Obwohl er sein Leben im Lande der Ungläubigen verbrachte, übernahm und verkündete er ganzen 
Herzens die Verpflichtung zur doppelten Schahada und bestätigte, da es keinen Gott geben kann, au 
er Allah, den Einen, und da Sein Gesandter und das Siegel der Gesandten Muhammad war- möge 
Allah ihn segnen und ihm Frieden geben!

Ohne in Salat (Gebet), Zakat (Armensteuer), Sawm (Fasten) und Hadsch (Pilgerreise nach Mekka) 
eingewiesen worden zu sein, nahm er nichtsdestotrotz die seltene Gelegenheit war, an einem 
Dschumm'a-Gebet teilzunehmen. In alledem wird klar, da er den Islam als seinen eigenen Din ansah.

Aus den verschiedenen berühmten und bestätigten Hadithen in Muslim, Bukhari und den Sunnan-
Sammlungen ist bekannt, da die Bestätigung Allahs und Seines Gesandten die unzweifelhafte Tür zum 
Islam und der Schlüssel zum Dschannah (Paradiesgarten) ist.

Somit kann eindeutig angenommen werden, da Europas grö ter Dichter und der Ruhm der deutschen 
Sprache und ihres geistigen Lebens gleichzeitig auch der erste Muslim des neuzeitlichen Europa ist; 
erneut erweckt er in den Herzen der Menschen die Sehnsucht nach Wissen von Gott und Seinem 
Propheten, ein Wissen, das seit der Dunkelheit, die über das islamische Spanien hereingebrochen war, 
in tiefen Schlaf sank.

Im Lichte seiner überwältigenden Bestätigung des Propheten - möge Allah ihn segnen und ihm 
Frieden geben! - soll er bei den Muslimen von nun an bekannt sein als Muhammad Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe. (al-Murabit)

This conclusion has been met with skepticism, however, particularly as regards the exclusivity of 
Goethe’s Islam: . I don’t think there is any doubt he would have appreciated the honor immensely. 
Goethe has offered Europe a vision that is a way out of a particular legacy of past discrimination, and 
the solution to a ‘Western’ identity based on exclusion. Although it has had little impact in the past, 
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the book’s relevance has increased exponentially: Goethe’s Divan can be seen as nothing less than a 
blueprint for the emerging Western multiculturalism that doesn’t blindly discriminate, a push down 
the road toward redemption for a stodgy, clinging ‘West’. Nonetheless, this is merely an artistic 
vision; the difficult work of implementing it still lies ahead, nearly two centuries later.

That Europe now has the potential to envision Goethe’s dream of a tearing down of this false division 
within the minds of the believers and non-believers alike, this split within the soul of monotheism, is 
both an opportunity and a challenge for everyone involved. Goethe may not be perfect, and he 
certainly wasn’t perfectly or exclusively Muslim - but he recognized the truth of Islam, and he saw 
Allah as the same God that all of the prophets of the Abrahamic tradition - including, of course, Jesus 
Christ - had revealed. He didn’t undergo a Yusuf Islam or Malcolm X style conversion, but for that it 
may be all the better because it is the model of the first step that needs to be taken to build a bridge 
across the false dichotomy, the cultural divide that separates two worlds that belong together as 
one. The conversion that needs to occur in the ‘West’ is the conversion to a rational perspective 
concerning its own beliefs and their relationship to Islam, not necessarily a full adoption of the 
religion - this would, in any case, be a more likely first step toward conversion (if that is one’s goal) 
than to satisfy what often becomes a Christian pre-occupation with miracles-as-proof that is not as 
much a part of Islam.

Goethe may not have converted to Islam in the sense of adopting it as his sole religion, but he 
certainly felt drawn to it, accepted it as true, and felt at home and at peace within it. I see it as a 
middle ground - or perhaps a no man’s land - finding commonality and drawing strength from it.

Mitte der neunziger Jahre begannen deutsche Islamische Gruppen in ihren Da’wa-Publikationen 
Goethe als Muslim darzustellen, um so die Vorstellung eines typischen ‘deutschen Islams’ zu fördern, 
erfüllt von deutschen Werten und verwurzelt in der deutschen Geschichte. Diese Rhetorik entspricht 
den Forderungen Murads und Ramadans, Da’wa solle gemeinsame Werte zwischen Islam und Europa 
betonen. Mit Ausnahme eines Artikels aus dem Jahre 1997, der den Nachweis zu erbringen versucht, 
dass auch Immanuel Kant auch ein Muslim gewesen sei, ist Goethe bis heute die einzige 
Persönlichkeit der deutschen Geschichte, die in Da’wa-Publikationen für diese Zwecke benutzt wird. 
... Die Behauptung jedoch, dass er darüber hinaus auch zum Islam konvertierte, findet sich nur in den 
Veröffentlichungen islamischer Da’wa-Organisationen. (Wiedl, 231)

For Goethe’s audience in the West, instead of trying to refute the effusive praise that authors like 
Said have for Goethe, I think it would be more worth our while to see what we, those of us who feel 
that we need to make a change in ourselves, to broaden our own perspectives, can learn from 
Goethe’s example. Writing in 1994, Şenocak singled out Goethe’s Divan, lust as Said would, as a truly 
unique work in German literature:

Goethe ist vielleicht die Persönlichkeit der abendländischen Literaturgeschichte, die das Wesentliche 
der sogenannten orientalischen Dichtung, ihren Geist durchdrungen und erfaßt hat, durch die 
Dichtung von Hafis. Goethe liebte das Spielerische, und gerade die Unbestimmtheit in der 
Hafis’schen Dichtung reizte ihn, der leichte Ernst, die Standpunktlosigkeit, der weise Ton gegenüber 
der Finsternis des Schicksals und der Bigotterie. Goethe erkannte in dem von Hafis besungenen Wein 
ein Mittel der Erkenntnis, das nicht nur mystisches Symbol ist, sonder gerade auch ein Symbol für 
Sinnlichkeit und Lebensfreude. (41)
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Goethe got it — he understood Hafez and his playfulness in the context of Islam, and he did it despite 
the obstacles and shortcomings of his time and the research available to him. The fact that he 
already serves as a Vorbild for German and indeed world literature, that he addresses a ‘Western’ 
audience with humility and respect despite our shortcomings, inspiring through his own inspiration, 
all of this makes him the ideal standard-bearer for the emerging European multiculturalism that must 
recognize Islam as a valid and true religion of God, the same God foretold by all of the prophets, as 
valid as Christianity and deserving as respected a place in European culture.

There are numerous recorded sayings of the Prophet Muhammad that state there is a blessing for 
every step one takes toward the masjid (place of prayer) - the Prophet assures one believer that 
“your steps are recorded” (Sahih Muslim 4:1407), while in another instance preventing worshippers 
who wish to move closer to the mosque from doing so:

Jabir b. 'Abdullah narrated: Our houses were situated far away from the mosque; we, therefore, 
decided to sell our houses so that we may be able to come near the mosque. The Messenger of Allah 
(may peace be upon him) forbade us (to do so) and said: There is for every step (towards the 
mosque) a degree (of reward) for you. (Sahih Muslim 4:1406)

The rewards that Europe and the so-called ‘West’ will experience for every step that is taken toward 
an acceptance of Islam and Muslim identity as an integral part of the ‘West’ are not to be dismissed 
lightly. There is an inevitable reciprocity that brings rewards far greater than the effort one puts in 
when seeking peace through equality. Another hadith states that for every step a person takes 
toward Allah, Allah takes many more toward them:

(The Holy Prophet) further said: By Allah, Allah is more pleased with the repentance of His servant 
than what one of you would do on finding the lost camel in the waterless desert. When he draws 
near Me by the span of his hand. I draw near him by the length of a cubit and when he draws near 
Me by the length of a cubit. I draw near him by the length of a fathom and when he draws near Me 
walking I draw close to him hurriedly. (Sahih Muslim 37:6610)

Taking this first step may enrage the Thilo Sarrazins and the Anders Breiviks and the Alex W’s of the 
world. It might even result in a whole new era of terrorist violence from anti-multiculturalists, but I 
believe Goethe’s engagement with Islam serves as a model for how to take that first step toward 
accepting that we are all one human race with one source and one set of laws that govern our 
physical and spiritual world, call them science or call them the will of Allah, it matters not so long as 
truth is the standard. This step toward understanding is not something that can be legislated, 
purchased, or enacted; it has to come from the heart and mind, the domain of the poet and the 
prophet. If Europe wishes to make this change, wishes to take that first step, then someday Goethe’s 
Divan may be considered one of his greatest works. But this can only come about through a 
separation of the wheat - the poems of the Divan proper - from the chaff contained in the “Noten 
und Abhandlungen.”
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Goethe and his poem “Hegir” : Hijra

when one speaks of the Hijra one is not merely speaking of a journey 
from Mecca to Medina, or the starting point of a calendar; one is 
speaking of a new start for humanity. 

The Hijra is symbolic of changing those conditions that cause problems and that 
clash with ideals and beliefs, as well as the search for new opportunities.
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What the Emigration Demands of Usi

COMMENT

Starting from a narrow family-tribal environment Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) underwent 13 
years of hardship and torment in Meccan society; with the immigration (Hijra) to Medina, a 
new stage began. This stage, if one takes into consideration the time that it took all religions 
to spread, is the starting point of one of the fastest religious developments in recorded 
history. In this sense, when one speaks of the Hijra one is not merely speaking of a journey 
from Mecca to Medina, or the starting point of a calendar; one is speaking of a new start for 
humanity. 

The Hijra is symbolic of changing those conditions that cause problems and that clash with 
ideals and beliefs, as well as the search for new opportunities.

The Hijra, as is expressed in a variety of verses, was extrication from a difficult and stressful 
situation with the aim to widen the belief and the ideals, and a search for new possibilities 
and new places. From this aspect, the Hijra is not something that was realized as part of a 
certain process or a completed historical event in the life of Muslims. The Hijra is symbolic of 
changing those conditions that cause problems and that clash with ideals and beliefs, as well 
as the search for new opportunities. Thus, the Hijra, which includes certain preconditions, is 
a moral duty and responsibility for every individual.

Prophet Muhammad placed the Hijra in the minds and hearts of the Islamic community with a 
hadith (Prophetic tradition) that expresses two basic interconnected matters. The first is a 
general principle which, in particular, is considered to be one of the reference points in the 
evaluation of laws for Islamic jurists. This principle is connected to intentions in 
behavioral values, as it is the intention that gives behavior direction. As we know 
the Hijrawas the first and most important social movement of the young Islamic society.

As is to be expected with all social movements, it is only natural that there were people who 
had different intentions when participating in the emigration led by Prophet Muhammad. 
Prophet Muhammad drew attention to this situation and stated that those who performed the 
same action received different responses, each according to their intention. The matter 
expressed in the hadiths is concerned with a Meccan Muslim who had joined the emigration 
and come to Medina to marry the woman he loved. The ruling that Prophet Muhammad gave 
concerning this person can be considered to be a universal principle compulsory for all 
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Muslims to take into account when performing an action. Prophet Muhammad said: "Actions 
are according to intentions, whoever emigrates to Allah and His Prophet, that emigration is to 
Allah and His Prophet, whoever emigrates to marry a woman, his emigration is to marry a 
woman..." The idea of actions and behavior being judged according to intention is the 
clearest and most immutable rule that stands against those who desire to hide their personal 
or prosaic intents behind ideals and virtues. 

The most important principle to learn from the Hijra is the constant observation of 
intention. In particular, Sufis consider the constant observation and control of intent 
to be a basic principle for attaining ikhlas (sincerity). From this aspect, Sufism can be 
considered to be a total investigation and interrogation of intention.

In other words, the thing that determines the value of a person's action is the intention, 
and nothing else. In this direction, the most important principle to learn from the Hijra is the 
constant observation of intention. In particular, Sufis consider the constant observation 
and control of intent to be a basic principle for attaining ikhlas (sincerity). From this 
aspect, Sufism can be considered to be a total investigation and interrogation of intention.

There is another dimension to the hadiths; in particular, this aspect is widely interpreted by 
the Sufis. In the above hadith, Prophet Muhammad said "Whoever emigrates to Allah and the 
Prophet." The Sufis carefully emphasize the phrase "Emigration to Allah and His 
Prophet." What does emigration to Allah mean? Here, while speaking the emigration to 
Medina, the direction is changed and the Prophet speaks of "emigration to Allah and His 
Prophet". This approach alone gives the possibility that the Hijra is something that 
every Muslim can repeat over and over again. While the emigration to Medina was a 
historical event, emigration to Allah and His Prophet is not limited by history or 
location, and thus is always possible.

In this sense Hijra gains a meaning that is parallel to the Sufi term of tawba, adding a wider 
interpretation to the Hijra. The general meaning of tawba (repentance) means "to repent of a 
sin and to decide not to repeat the sin." The Sufis have added a special meaning to this 
general definition; tawba has come to mean "turning" and is thought of as an action. But, 
what are people turning to? To find the answer to this question we need to contemplate the 
question of where do people go when they sin and why they are considered to have left 
somewhere. When people sin, they distance themselves from Allah and they are left with 
their nafs. Sufis see the nafs and its desires as something that straitens people and limits 
them. In contrast to this, repentance turns people back to Allah; that is, it turns them to the 
wide expanse of the divine after the straits of the nafs and its desires. In this situation tawba 
and hijra take on the same meaning. Thus, for Sufis, the Hijra is the action that every person 
constantly experiences, internally and externally. People emigrate from bad actions and evil 
morals to virtues and good behavior. In this situation the emigration is towards Allah, and in 
response Allah turns to us. 

Thus, there are two important principles or duties that the Hijra demands of us.

Thus, there are two important principles or duties that the Hijra demands of us. The first is to 
constantly control our intentions; we must establish our "personal place and 
stance". Everyone is responsible only for their own intentions and actions, and it is these 
same intentions and actions that will save them. The second principle is to remove the 
connection of the Hijra with actual places and times. Hijra is a turning and a change in the 
mind, belief, action or morals; everybody can do this at any time and in any place.
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SUFI SYMBOLOGY : The Prayer Beads, The Turban, The Cane

BismillahirRahmanirRahim

We are, as sufis, we are disciplining our own selves. Now we are coming to that part, 
how sufis are working.

In disciplining our own ego and disciplining our own self, we have to do a certain 
amount of remembrance every day. We cannot just say, I did this much today, 
tomorrow I don’t have to do. So, for instance, I have to do 10,000 time la ilaha 
illallah. 10,000 times Allah. This many times giving praises to Prophet (SAWS). This 
many times declaring the Oneness of our Lord. So now there is so many other things 
coming in it. So now this, these beads here, it is a tool for me to be able to make my 
remembrance properly, and exactly that amount.
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So if I finished that amount that day, in earlier time, then I am free to do much as I 
want more. But we are concentrating to do certain amount, we give remembrance to 
people according to their time.

Some people they work 8 hours, they don’t have too much time, we give them less. 
Some people works 2 hours, they have too much time, we give them more. So that 
time, the more you do, the more you progress in your own self. Because you cannot 
cheat yourself, you say, “I have to say la ilaha illallah, la ilaha illallah, la ilaha illallah, 
this many times.’

The more you say, in Turkish we say, “if you remember something 40 times, it will 
happen to you. If we believe something 40 times every day. It will start happenning.” 
So, what if you are remembering your Lord 100 times, 1000 times, 10,000 times a 
day. It will make progress on you.

So this tasbih, this is what it is.

The turban is representing, as you know, Muslim religion. When we die, they 
don’t put us in the coffin boxes, to make us to wear suits and tie, to put nice makeup. 
Instead, they put you in it, they cover you, because it is forbidden to look at the dead 
person’s face, according to Islam. It comes with a very heaviness after a while. So you 
wrap him up, the whole body in a white cloth. In the judgment day, everyone is going 
to rise from the grave. We believe that we are going to be raised up, not naked, but 
with the cloth that is wrapping us around.

The white cloth that is on my head, this is my shrouds, they are going to take this, 
open it, and wrap me in it, and to bury me with it.

So we say, when you are carrying your 
death cloth on your head, how are you 
going to think about bothering other 
people. That is a reminder to you, to 
be a good one. Not to be a bad one.

Of course there are different styles. 
Different colors represent different 
things.
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I am a traveler, I have no place on this earth. I’m 
travelling, So anywhere I go, I go with my white 
turban. And if something happened, and I die, which 
of course that was in the old days. Today we are just 
doing because, we are following the tradition. In the 
old days, people they were coming from central Asia 
to come to Mecca. On the way they die, their family 
doesn’t know. They wrapped them up, and they 
buried them right the way there, where they died.

So this is to remind us, remind me, all the time, I’m 
travelling, and I may die, so it is on my head to bury 
me. Of course, my friends they are not going to let me 

be here, they are going everywhere taking me, in the plane, putting more difficulty to 
me during these days. But it’s a reminder.

They are wearing a green turban. Green in Islam representing paradise. And the 
green is representing their hometown. This is their hometown, they are Americans. 
This is their hometown, so they are in their hometown. So they are wearing the green 
turban.
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Of course different shapes of hats, covering, cones, and the wrapping the turban, that 
represents different tarikats, different sufi ways, and different masters.

In these days, so many people they are not looking to that. In the old day, when the 
two sufis, far away they see each other, right the way they know from the figure, the 
way of their turbans, they know this is Qadiri, this is Nakshibendi, that one is 
belonging to this, meaning that they belong to that university, to that teaching from a 
high station university.

Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi

So it’s representing, making people to understand, to look where you learn, which 
tarikat, which masters. The colors are representing their nationality, which part of the 
world, which continent they are coming from.

Of course in these days, so many are not looking at that. And we are not expecting 
them to look at that. The person likes to wear green, so he chooses to wear green. So 
many doesn’t like to wear white, because if you are remembering the death, it’s 
a death cloth. (Shaykh Efendi laughs.)

But I’m a traveler, I have to wear white.

So that is what it is representing.
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The cane is representing when Adam a.s has been sent down from paradise. The First 
man. He was sent down to earth. When he came down, he looked and saw all the 
animals surrounding him.

He said “Oh my Lord, I’m your weak servant. You throw me from paradise to this 
world. I am all alone, you took my wife away, I cannot see, I have no protection. 
These animals they are ready to attack me. What am I going to do?”

So, Lord of Heavens saying, “hold the cane in your hand, and that dog, touch his 
head.’

So when he touched the head of the dog,  it  turned around and started barking at the 
wild animals, and the wild animals ran away.

And Allah swt said,“ that cane, hold it, because shaytan is running away from you 
when you are walking around with that cane.”

We believe that and we are trying to carry because we believe every Prophet has that. 
And we are trying to walk down to the tradition of the Prophets.

Wa min Allahu Taufiq

Bi hurmatil Habib, Bi hurmatil Fatiha



A Song to Mahomet (1772- 73)
 

See the mountain spring
Flash gladdening

Like a glance of stars;
Higher than the clouds

Kindly spirits
FuelIed his youth

In thickets twixt the crags.
 

Brisk as a young blade
Out of cloud he dances
Down to marble rocks

And leaps again
Skyward exultant.

 
Down passages that hang from peaks
He chases pebbles many-coloured,

Early like a leader striding
Snatches up and carries onward

Brother torrents.
 

Flowers are born beneath his footprint
In the valley down below,

From his breathing
Pastures live.

 
Yet no valley of the shadows

Can contain him
And no flowers that clasp his knees,

Blandishing with looks of love;
To the lowland bursts his way,

A snake uncoiling.
 

Freshets nestle
Flocking to his side. He comes

Into the lowland, silver sparkling,
And with him the lowland sparkles,

And the lowland rivers call,
Mountain freshets call exultant:

Brother, take your brothers with you,
With you to your ancient father,

To the everlasting ocean,
Who with open arms awaits us,
Arms which, ah, open in vain

To clasp us who are craving for him;
Avid sand consumes us

In the desert, sun overhead
Will suck our blood, blocked by a hill
To pools we shrink! Brother, take us,



Take your lowland brothers with you,
Take your brothers of the mountains,

To your father take us all!
 

Join me then!
And now he swells

More lordly still; one single kin,
They loft the prince and bear him high

Onward as he rolls triumphant,
Naming countries, in his track
Towns and cities come to be.

 
On he rushes, unrelenting,

Leaves the turrets tipped with flame,
Marble palaces, creation

Of his plenitude, behind him.
 

Cedar houses he like Atlas
Carries on his giant shoulders;

Flags a thousand rustling flutter
In the air above his head,
Testifying to his glory.

 
So he bears his brothers, bears

His treasures and his children surging
In a wave of joy tumultuous

To their waiting father’s heart.

Translated by Christopher Middleton



(55) [HEINRICH FRIEDRICH] VON DIEZ [1786-1817]

An important influence on my studies, which I thankfully acknowledge, is that of the prelate von 
Diez. At the time when I was carefully researching Oriental poetry, the Book of Kabus came into my 
hands. It seemed so important that I devoted much time to it and invited many friends to have a look 
at it. Through a traveler I transmitted my sincere thanks to that estimable man from whom I had 
learned so much. He kindly sent me in return a little book about tulips. I had a sheet of silky paper 
which I directed to be adorned with a splendid golden floral design. On that sheet I wrote the 
following poem:

How to be prudent in our wanderings - Uphill, or down, departing from a throne — Dealing with 
people, horses, other things ¬All a king teaches to his son — you've shown. Through your fine gift, 
such knowledge now is ours. To that, you even add a tulip bloom! Were this gold frame not narrowing 
my powers, To sing your praise I would need endless room.

And so developed a conversation in letters, which the worthy man continued, in an almost illegible 
hand, amid sufferings and pains, until the end of his life.

Since I have so far become acquainted with the customs and history of the Orient only in a general 
way, and with its languages not at all, such kindness was most important to me. Because I was 
working in a planned, methodical way, I needed accessible information that would have required 
time and energy to locate in books. So when in doubt I consulted him and always got an adequate, 
practical reply to any question. The content of these letters would make them worthy of printing; 
they would serve as a monument to his knowledge and benevolence. As I knew his strict and 
distinctive cast of mind, I was careful not to mention certain topics. But, quite in contrast to his usual 
mode of thought, when I wished to learn about the personality of Nasreddin Khodja, merry travel- 
and tent-companion of the global conqueror Timur, von Diez obligingly translated for me some of the 
anecdotes. These showed once again that many audacious fairytales, which Westerners have treated 
in their own way, have their origin in the Orient but in being transformed have lost their special 
coloring, their true, appropriate tone.

Because the manuscript of that book is now to be found in the royal library of Berlin, it would be 
highly desirable for a specialist to offer a translation. Perhaps it might be most properly undertaken 
in Latin so the scholar would be the first to know it fully. One might then make a decent translation 
of some excerpts available to the German public.

The present collection of essays may serve as proof that I have made good use of that friend's 
additional writings, such as the Memorabilia of the Orient etc. It is riskier to admit that his not always 
admirable quarrelsomeness also profited me a good deal. But let me recall how, during my years at 
the university, I would rush to the fencing room to watch masters or seniors try their force and 
dexterity against each other. This undeniably gave me a chance to Mark strengths and weaknesses 
that would have eluded anyone who had not seen such a contest.

Doubly dear to me, the more I read him, is the author of the Book Kabus [Qabus Nama, or Mirror for 
Princes], namely Kai Ka'us [ibn Iskander, eleventh century], king of the Dilemites. He lived in the 
mountainous region of Ghilan, which hides the Euxine Bridge to the south. Carefully educated as 



crown prince for the freest, most active life, he left the country to acquire further culture and 
practical training farther in the East.

Shortly after the death of Mahmud (whose glorious achievements I earlier had occasion to 
summarize), he came to Ghazna, where he was well received by the latter's son Mesud and, in the 
wake of many a service in war and peace, was married to one of Mesud's sisters. At the court where 
Firdusi had written the Shah Nameh just a few years before, where a great assembly of poets and 
talented men continued to flourish, and where the new mier, courageous and bellicose like his 
father, valued the society of the clever and gifted, Kai Ka'us could find the most precious opportunity 
for further instruction.

But I need to speak first of his education. To perfect his physical training, his father had entrusted 
him to an excellent teacher. From this man the boy acquired practice in all the chivalrous arts: 
shooting, riding, equestrian shooting, spear throwing, and hitting a ball adroitly with a polo mallet.

After all this had been superbly achieved and the king seemed to be satisfied, he praised the teacher 
but added: "You have instructed my son in all the activities he needs implements for. Without a horse 
he cannot ride. He cannot shoot without a bow. What is his arm, if he has no javelin? Polo, without 
mallet and ball? You have not taught him the one activity where he needs only himself alone, the one 
most necessary and where no one can help him." Standing there ashamed, the teacher heard that the 
prince lacked the art of swimming. So the prince learned it, though with some reluctance, and it 
saved his life when, on a voyage to Mecca, his boat, filled with pilgrims, ran aground in the 
Euphrates. Only he and a few others survived.

That he was just as thoroughly educated in matters of intellect is proved by the good reception he 
found at the court of Ghazna. He was appointed companion to the prince, which at the time meant a 
good deal, because he had to be smart enough to give a reasonable and agreeable report of 
everything that went on.

The succession to the throne of Ghilan was made as insecure as the realm itself by powerful, 
warmongering neighbors. Finally, after the death of his royal father, who had been deposed and then 
restored to rule, Kai Ka'us ascended to the throne with great wisdom and with full awareness of its 
likely hazards. Foreseeing, in his old age, that his son Ghilan Shah would held a position even more 
precarious than his own, he writes this memorable book, in which he tells the youth "that he wishes 
to educate him in the arts and sciences for a twofold reason: that through any art necessary he may 
gain a means of livelihood, should destiny place him in that position; or if not, that he may at any rate 
be well instructed in the reasons for things if he should remain in power."

If only in our time such a book had been available to noble emigrés who with admirable resignation 
often supported themselves by the work of their hands — how consoling it would have been for 
them!

That such an excellent, invaluable book has not become better known may be largely due to the fact 
that the author published it at his own expense and the Nicolai publishing firm has taken it only on 
commission, which in the book trade will bring such a work immediately to an initial standstill. But to 
let the country know what treasures the book holds, I will sum up the contents of the chapters and 
request that respected daily papers such as the Mogenblatt and Gesellschafter make known to the 



general public the edifying, entertaining anecdotes and stories and the incomparable maxims the 
work contains.

Contents of the Book Kabus by chapters:

1) Knowledge of God.

2) Praise of the Prophet.

3) God is praised.

4) Fullness in godly service is necessary and useful.

5) Duties toward father and mother.

6) Lineage shall be elevated through virtue.

7) Rules governing speech.

8) The last teachings of Nushirwan.

9) Condition of old age, and that of youth.

10) Decency and rules at meals.

11) Behavior when drinking wine.

12) How guests are to be invited and treated.

13) How to have fun, to play at stones and chess.

14) Conduct of lovers.

15) Use and harm of cohabitation.

16) How to bathe and wash.

17) State of sleep and rest.

18) Organization of hunting.

19) How to practice playing hall.

20) How to confront the enemy.

21) Means of increasing one's property.

22) How to preserve and to give back goods one has been entrusted with.

23) Purchase of male and female slaves.

24) Where to buy possessions.

25) Purchase of horses and traits of the best.



26) How the man is to take a wife.

27) Rules for the education of children.

28) Advantages in making friends and choosing them.

29) Not to be careless about the plots and schemes of the enemy.

30) It is meritorious to forgive.

31) How to seek knowledge.

32) Business.

33) Rules of doctors, and how to live.

34) Rules of astronomers.

35) Attributes of poets and poetry.

36) Rules of musicians.

37) The way to serve emperors.

38) Conduct of confidants and companions of the emperor.

39) Rules of the chancelleries.

40) Organization of the office of vizier.

41) Rules for commanding an army.

42) Rules of emperors.

43) Rules of plowing and agriculture.

44) Benefits of virtue.

A book with such contents promises, beyond question, a broadened knowledge of Oriental 
circumstances, and we will doubtless find a wealth of analogies that can teach us about our 
European condition and how to evaluate it.

At the end a short chronological summary: King Kai Ka'us came to power approximately in Heg. 450 = 
1058, was stil ruling in Heg. 473 = 1080, and had married a daughter of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna. 
His son, Ghilan Shah, for whom he wrote the work, was robbed of his lands: we know little about his 
life, nothing of his death. See the translation by Diez, Berlin 1811.

I would ask the bookshop that has undertaken to publish Book Kabus or taken it on commission to 
include this information. A low price will facilitate wider sales.



(56) [JOSEPH] VON HAMMER [1774-1856]

Every part of my little book demonstrates how much I owe to this worthy man. I had long been 
aware of Hafiz and his poems, but nothing I had found in literature, travel books, journals, or other 
documents had conveyed any sense of the merits of this extraordinary man. When I finally 
encountered a complete translation of all his works in the spring of 1813 [1814], I felt I had grasped 
his inner nature with a special affinity and tried to establish a relation to him through my own 
production. This collegial activity helped me get through precarious times and allowed me finally to 
enjoy in the most agreeable way the fruits of the peace I attained.

For some years I had known in a general way about the flourishing enterprise of the Fundgruben 
[Oriental Sources; see Bibliography], but now came the time for me to take full advantage of it. This 
work pointed in many directions, arousing and satisfying the needs of the time. Here again 
experience confirmed a basic truth: our contemporaries aid us most rewardingly when we are willing 
to apply their worthy contributions with cordial gratitude. Well-informed men teach us about the 
past, indicate starling points for present ventures, and point out the next road we may take. 
Fortunately the splendid Oriental Sources is now being supplemented with the same zeal, and 
though I have to backtrack to keep up, I always gladly return with renewed interest to what is so 
freshly enjoyable and useful from many perspectives.

One thing should be noted: I could have used this important collection even more efficiently if the 
editors, whose efforts and contributions are targeted toward specialists, had also focused attention 
on laymen and amateurs. Had they prefaced at least some of the articles with brief introductions 
about historical contexts, people, and places, they would have spared an eager student many a 
wearying, distracting search.

But whatever that presentation left to be desired is now amply compensated by everything I was 
taught about the history of Persian poetry in such an invaluable work. I will gladly admit that as early 
as 1814, when the Gijttinger Aneigen offered a tentative account of the book's contents, I 
immediately organized my studies according to the given rubrics, which profited me greatly. When 
the whole work, so impatiently awaited, finally appeared, I found myself at once in a familiar world, 
whose circumstances I could note and observe in detail, no longer in a generalized way as if through 
shifting, misty veils. I hope you will be reasonably satisfied with the way I have used this work, 
intending to attract those who might otherwise never have heard of such an abundante of treasures.

Surely we have now acquired a basis on which to display the magnificence of Persian literature. Using 
this model we may similarly elevate the positron and advance the appreciation of other literatures. It 
would remain highly desirable to preserve chronological order and not attempt to arrange the poetry 
according to its different genres. With Oriental poets everything is too interwoven to allow items to 
be isolated. The character of the era and of the poet in his era is the only enlightening context to 
enliven each poet. I recommend that my method continue to be used.

I hope readers will acknowledge the special merit of the splendid "Schirin" [Hammer, "Schirin"], the 
amiably and earnestly instructive "Clover leaf" [Hammer, "Morgenlndisches Kleeblatt"] which I have 
placed with such pleasure at the end of this work.  

See here also  his translation of “O Kind  “ to my Beloved Son “ of Gazali
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Dear

Beloved Son
By Shaykh (Imam) Abu Hamid Muhammad

Al-Ghazali (RA)
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Who was Imam Ghazali (RA)?
Imam Ghazali (RA) [1058-1128 CE] is most famous for his contributions in philosophy, religion and 
Sufism. He is also known as Algazel in the West. Abu Hamid Ibn Muhammad Ibn Muhammad al-Tusi al-
Shafi'i al-Ghazali was born in 1058 C.E. in Khorman (Iran). His father died while he was still very young 
but he had the opportunity of getting education in the prevalent curriculum at Nishapur and Baghdad. 
Soon he acquired a high standard of scholarship in religion and philosophy and was honored by his 
appointment as a Professor at the Nizamiyah University of Baghdad, which was recognized as one of the 
most reputed institutions of learning in the golden era of Muslim history.

After a few years, however, he gave up his academic pursuits and worldly interests and became a 
wandering ascetic. This was a process (period) of mystical transformation. Later, he resumed his teaching 
duties, but again left these. An era of solitary life, devoted to contemplation and writing then ensued, 
which led to the authorship of a number of everlasting books. He died in 1128 C.E. at Baghdad.

Imam Ghazali (RA) made major contributions in religion, philosophy and Sufism. A number of Muslim 
philosophers had been following and developing several viewpoints of Greek philosophy, including the 
Neoplatonic philosophy, and this was leading to conflict with several Islamic teachings. On the other 
hand, the movement of Sufism was assuming such excessive proportions as to avoid observance of 
obligatory prayers and duties of Islam. Based on his unquestionable scholarship and personal mystical 
experience, Ghazali sought to rectify these trends, both in philosophy and Sufism.

In philosophy, Imam Ghazali (RA) upheld the approach of mathematics and exact sciences as essentially 
correct. However, he adopted the techniques of Aristotelian logic and the Neoplatonic procedures and 
employed these very tools to lay bare the flaws and lacunas of the then prevalent Neoplatonic philosophy 
and to diminish the negative influences of Aristotelianism and excessive rationalism. In contrast to some 
of the Muslim philosophers, e.g. Al-Farabi (RA) he portrayed the inability of reason to comprehend the 
absolute and the infinite. Reason could not transcend the finite and was limited to the observation of the 
relative. Also, several Muslim philosophers had held that the universe was finite in space but infinite in 
time. Imam Ghazali (RA) argued that an infinite time was related to an infinite space. With his clarity of 
thought and force of argument, he was able to create a balance between religion and reason, and identified 
their respective spheres as being the infinite and the finite, respectively.

In religion, particularly mysticism, he cleansed the approach of Sufism of its excesses and reestablished 
the authority of the orthodox religion. Yet, he stressed the importance of genuine Sufism, which he 
maintained was the path to attain the absolute truth.

Imam Ghazali (RA) was a prolific writer. His immortal books include Tuhafat al-Falasifa (The 
Incoherence of the Philosophers), Ihya al-'Ulum al-Islamia (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), "The 
Beginning of Guidance and his Autobiography," "Deliverance from Error." Some of his works were 
translated into European languages in the middle ages. He also wrote a summary of astronomy.

Imam Ghazali (RA)’s influence was deep and everlasting. He is one of the greatest theologians of Islam. 
His theological doctrines penetrated Europe, influenced Jewish and Christian Scholasticism and several of 
his arguments seem to have been adopted by St. Thomas Aquinas in order to similarly reestablish the 
authority of orthodox Christian religion in the West. So forceful was his argument in the favor of religion 
that he was accused of damaging the cause of philosophy and, in the Muslim Spain, Ibn Rushd wrote a 
rejoinder to his Tuhafat al-Falasifa.
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Introduction to the Book

It has been learned that one of the students of Imam Ghazali (RA) who acquired a lot of knowledge and 
spiritual benefits from him over a number of years, had a thought in his heart. He thought that he spent a 
lot of time learning from Imam Ghazali (RA) over a number of years from different branches of religious 
knowledge and gave a lot of sacrifices towards that end. However, he still did not know which branch of 
knowledge from among the branches of knowledge he studied, would be of real help to him, would 
illumine his grave, would be beneficial to him on the Day of Judgment and which branches of knowledge 
would not be of benefit to him on the Day of Judgment, so that he could refrain from those branches of 
knowledge because Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

“I seek Allah's refuge from the knowledge which is of no benefit”.1

This disciple of Imam Ghazali (RA) kept thinking along these lines for a few days and then wrote a letter to 
Imam Ghazali (RA) with the view of getting an answer to his dilemma along with some other questions. 
Furthermore, he asked in his letter to Imam Ghazali (RA) for some advice and to teach him a supplication 
that he could always recite. He wrote in his letter that although Imam Ghazali (RA) has written numerous 
books on this issue such as “Ahya al-Uloom ad-Deen” (Revival of the Knowledge of the Path to God), 
“Kimiya as-Sa'ada” (Alchemy of the Ultimate Success and Happiness), “Jawahir ulQuran” (Priceless 
Gems of the Holy Quran), “Arba'een” (Forty Steps), “Minhaj ul „Aabedeen ila Jannatu Rabbul „Aalameen” 
(Best Way for the Worshippers of God Leading them Towards the Paradise of the Lord of All Universes), 
etc., this weak individual is in need of something that he could always study and always act upon its 
injunctions. In reply to his letter, Imam Ghazali (RA) sent him the following advices.

1 Zaid Bin Arqam (RA) reported: I am not going to say anything but only that which 
Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu ‘alayhi wa sallam) used to say. He used to supplicate:" O Allah, I seek refuge in Thee from 
incapacity, from sloth, from cowardice, from miserliness, decrepitude and from torment of the grave. O Allah, grant to my 
soul the sense of righteousness and purify it, for Thou art the Best Purifier thereof. Thou art the Protecting Friend thereof, 
and Guardian thereof. O Allah, I seek refuge in Thee from the knowledge which does not benefit, from the heart that does 
not entertain the fear (of Allah), from the soul that does not feel contented and the supplication that is not responded."seek 
refuge in you from knowledge which does not benefit, from a heart which does not feel humble, from a soul that does not 
feel contented and from an invocation that is not answered." (Muslim)
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Fifth Counsel - Evaluation
My dear son...
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May Allah (SWT) grant you a long life as His obedient servant and may He place you in His service alone. 
May Allah (SWT) guide you to the right path of those who love Him and are loved by Him. Know, my 
son, that real advice should be sought in the Revelation and the Sunnah of Sayyidina Rasul-ullah 
(Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam). If you have attained advice from it, what need have you of my advice? 
And if not, then tell me what you have attained in these past years.

Second Counsel - Time
My dear son...

Among he many pieces of advice which the Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) gave to 
the Muslims was the following:

"The sign that Allah (SWT) has turned away from His worshipper is his busying himself in that what does
not concern him; and if a man has passed an hour of his life in other than for which he was created, it is

certainly fitting that his grief should be prolonged [on the Day of Resurrection], and whosoever has
reached [the age of] forty, and his good does not surpass his evil, let him prepare for the Fire."

This piece of advice should suffice the people of knowledge.

Third Counsel - Knowledge
My dear son...

To advise others is an easy matter, the difficulty is accepting advice, since it is bitter for those who follow 
their own inclinations and desires. They love the forbidden from the depth of their hearts. This is more 
applicable to seekers of knowledge and students of learning, those of them who are busy in the grace of 
spirits and the benefits of this world. They believe that mere abstract knowledge, without proper action, 
will rescue them. This is the belief of the philosophers. Praise and Glory be to Allah (SWT), the Greatest 
of all. They do not know this much, that when they acquire knowledge, if they do not work according to it, 
the indictment against them is certain. Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

"The person most severely punished on the Day of Judgment is the learned one who did not follow Allah
(SWT)'s guidance and did not benefit from his knowledge."

It has been narrated that someone saw Al-Junayd (RA)2 after his death in a dream. Al-Junayd (RA) was 
asked: "What news do you have, Abul Qasim?" He replied:

"Perished are the speeches and vanished are the allusions, nothing benefited us except the prostrations
which we made in the middle of the night."

2 He is Junaid ibn Muhammad Abu al-Qasim al-Khazzaz al-Baghdadi (830-910 AD) a great 
Scholar who rejected many of the practises which had crept into the science of Tassawuff and asserted that Tassawuff is 
what is contained in the Qur'an and noble Sunnah.



http://www.central-mosque.com/ Page 7 of 21

Fourth Counsel - Allah’s Mercy
My dear son...

Be not bankrupt of good deeds, nor void of [spiritual] status. Know for certain that abstract knowledge 
alone will neither increase you in power nor strengthen your situation. Likewise, if a brave warrior in 
possession of ten Indian swords and other weapons was alone in the wilderness, and a great ferocious lion 
attacked him, do you think the weapons could defend him if they were not used against the lion? It is well 
known that arms cannot defend people unless they are brought into use. By the same principle, if a man 
read a hundred thousand scientific theories, they would be of no use to him if he did not try and apply 
them. Similarly, if a man suffering from fever and a kidney disorder, he should be treated with ginger and 
[other] plants. Without treatment no recovery is achieved. A poet once said:

Though you measure two thousand bottles of wine

Unless you drink, no thrill is thine

If you studied a hundred years and collected a thousand books, you would not be prepared for the mercy 
of Allah (SWT) the Exalted, except by action. Allah (SWT) says:

"Man shall have nothing but what he strives for. [53:39]” 

"Whosoever expects to meet his Lord, let him work righteousness. 

[18:110]" "A recompense for what they used to do. [9:82]"

“As for those who believe and do good work, they will have for them the gardens of Paradise as an
abode. No change will they desire from them. [18:107]"

"Except he who repents, believes and does good work. [25:70]" 

Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) also said:

"Islam is built on five pillars: testifying that there is no deity but Allah (SWT) and that Sayyidina Rasul-
ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) is the Messenger of Allah (SWT), establishing the prayer, paying the 
zakah, fasting in Ramadan and performing hajj of the sacred house for those able to do so."

Iman (faith) is confession with the tongue and belief with the heart and performance of the pillars of 
Islam. There are countless proofs on the necessity of actions; this is despite the fact that the servant shall 
attain Paradise by the grace and favour of Allah (SWT) the Exalted, but such [grace] follows the servant’s 
readiness to obey and worship Him. Verily the mercy of Allah (SWT) is very close to the doers of good.

It may be said that the slave may reach that status through faith alone. We say 'Yes', but when will he be 
able to reach it? How many obstacles will he be faced with? The first of these obstacles is the ravine of 
Iman and who is secure [enough to guarantee] that he will not lose his Iman? And if a man loses his Iman, 
he will be bankrupt and be dismayed in the Hereafter. Hasan Al-Basri (RA)3 said:"Allah (SWT) will say to 
His slaves on the Day of Judgment: 'Allow My slaves to enter Paradise by My Mercy and divide it 
amongst them according to their deeds." 3 This is Abu Sa'id al-Hasan ibn Abi-l-Hasan Yasar al-Basri (642-728), also 

known as Imam Hasan al Basri (RA), who was from the Salaf, a well-known Sufi Muslim theologian and scholar of Islam who 

was born in Medina from Persian parents 



Fifth Counsel - Evaluation
My dear son...
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He who does not work shall have no reward. It is reported that a man of the Bani Israel worshipped Allah 
(SWT) the Exalted for seventy years. Allah (SWT) intended to test him before the angels, so He sent him 
an angel to tell him that he did not merit Paradise even with this worship. When the angel informed him 
of this the worshipper replied:

"We are created for worship and we can but worship Him." 

The angel returned saying:

"O my God, you know best what he said."

Allah (SWT) the Exalted said:

"Since he did not turn away from worshipping us, then with grace we shall not turn away from him. O my 
Angels, bear witness that I have forgiven him."

Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

"Evaluate your works before you are asked to account for them. Weigh your works before you are
evaluated." Ali said: "Those who think that they can achieve their aims without work are dreaming, and

those who think that they will attain the goal through exertion alone are self-confident and consider
themselves self-sufficient."

Hasan Al-Basri (RA) said:

"Seeking and demanding Paradise without actions is a sin from amongst the sins." 

He also said:

"The sign of [attaining] reality is in giving up regard for work, not in giving up the 

work." Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

"The wise man is he who judges himself and works for what is after death, and the fool is he who pursues 
his desires and [vainly] longs for Allah (SWT) the Exalted."
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Sixth Counsel - Intention
My dear son...

How many nights you have remained awake seeking knowledge and reading books, forbidding yourself the 
pleasure of sleep! I do not know for what purpose [you did this]. If it was for attaining worldly benefits and 
securing its vanities, its status and position and asserting your superiority over your peers and brothers, then 
woe to you and again woe; but if your purpose was to revive the Shari'ah of Sayyidina Rasul-ullah 
(Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) and to train your character, and break the Nafs Al-Ammarah (the soul 
commanding to evil), then blessed are you and again blessed. The poet spoke truly when he said:

“To spend the night awake and weeping for others than Allah is a foolish waste.”

Seventh Counsel - Death
My dear son...

Live as long as you may, for verily you must die. Love whoever you wish, for one day you shall taste its 
separation, and do what you will, you will be rewarded accordingly.

Eighth Counsel - Hypocrisy
My dear son...

So what have you gained from learning scholastic theology, medicine, administration, poetry, prosody, 
astronomy, syntax and morphology except to waste your time against the will of the Lord of Majesty. I 
saw in the Gospel of Sayyidina Isa (AS) that he said:

"From the moment that a corpse is placed on the funeral bed until it is placed at the edge of the grave, 
Allah (SWT) by His Greatness will ask him forty questions. The first of which is: 'O my servant, you have 
purified [yourself in] the sight of mankind for years and not for one hour have you purified [yourself] for

Me.' Everyday He looks into your hearts and says: 'What are you doing for other creatures though you
are surrounded by my kindness? Are so you deaf that you cannot hear?"'

Ninth Counsel - Action
My dear son...

Knowledge without action is insanity and action without knowledge is vanity. Know that knowledge 
today will not distance you from sins, nor bring you into obedience, nor distance you from the fire of Hell 
tomorrow. If you do not act today and do not derive lessons from your past days, you will say on the Last 
Day:

"Return us to our previous life and we will do good deeds" 

and it will be said to you:

"O fool, it is from there that you have come."
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Tenth Counsel – The Grave
My dear son...

Plant resolution in your spirit, and place defeat in your lower self and death in your physical body. For 
your true destination is the grave and the people of the grave are awaiting you at every moment. Take 
care, beware lest you arrive without provision for the journey. Sayyidina Abu Bakr Al-Siddiq (RA)4 said:

"These bodies are but cages like those of birds, or like the stables of animals; so consider for yourself of 
which you are. If you are of the heavenly birds, when you hear the roll [of the drum]: 'Return to 
your Lord', you will fly upwards until you reach the highest towers of Paradise."

As Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

"The throne of the Compassionate shook at the death of Sa'd Ibn Mu'adh5."

May Allah (SWT) save you if you were as one of the animals, as Allah the Exalted says:

"They are like cattle, nay more misguided. [7:179]"

So do not consider yourself safe from the removal of the security of your home to the fire of Hell.

It was narrated that Hasan Al-Basri (RA) was given a drink of cool water. He took the glass whereupon it 
fell from his hands and he fell unconscious. When he regained consciousness, he was asked:

"What is the matter O Abu Sa‟id (RA)?"

He said:

"I remembered the desire of the inmates of Hell when they say to the people of Paradise: 'Give us some of 
the water or some of the provisions that Allah has granted you [7:50]"

4 He is Abdullah ibn Abi Qahafa (RA) [573-634] and considred to the most superior of 
human beings after the Prophets (AS) and the one who succeeded Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu ‘alayhi wa sallam) as 
the first Caliph of the Muslims.
5 He is Sa’d ibn Mu'adh (RA) a chief of the Banu Aus tribe in Medina and converted to Islam in 622 (1 AH), when 
Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu ‘alayhi wa sallam) arrived in Medina.
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Eleventh Counsel - Sleep
My dear son...

If mere knowledge were sufficient for you and you do not need any work other than this knowledge, then 
the call [of Allah (SWT)]:

"Is there anyone supplicating? Is there anyone who seeks forgiveness? Is there anyone who wants to
repent?"

would have been useless. It was narrated that a group of Companions (RA), mentioned Abdullah Ibn 
Umar (RA)6 to Sayyidina Rasul-ullah Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) and he said:

"An excellent man he, if only he would pray at night." 

Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said to one of his Companions:

"O [so and so] do not sleep too long in the night, for much sleep makes one impoverished on the Day of
Judgment."

Twelfth Counsel - Dhikr
My dear son...

"Awaken at night to pray [tahajjud7]. [17:79]"

This, my son, is a command.

"And in the hours of the early dawn, they were found praying for forgiveness. [51:18]"

This verse indicates thankfulness.

"And those who pray for forgiveness in the early hours of the morning. [3:17] " This verse indicates dhikr
of Allah the Exalted.

Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said:

"Three voices are beloved to Allah the Exalted: the voice of the cock, the voice of the one who reads 
the Qur'an and the voice of those seeking forgiveness in the early morning.”

Sufyan Al-Thawri (RA)8 said:

"Allah the Exalted has created a breeze which blows in the early hours of the morning, that carries the 
dhikr and the supplications to the Supreme King."

He (RA) also said:

"In the early hours of the night, a caller from under the Throne calls: 'Let the worshippers rise', and they 
will get up and pray till the early hours of dawn. At that point a caller will call: 'Let those who pray for

6 He is Abdullah (RA) the second son born to Sayyidina Umar ibn al-Khattab (RA) 
and his wife Zaynab bint Madh'uwn and accepted Islam at a young age.
7 The optional night prayers in Islam which is considered extremely virtous and beneficial in getting one close to Allah (SWT).
8 He is Sufyan al-Thawri ibn Said (716–778) was a Tabi'i Islamic scholar, Hafidh, Jurist, and a Hadith compiler, of whom 
a great number of anecdotes are recorded.
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forgiveness arise', they will get up and seek forgiveness. At dawn a caller will say: 'Let the heedless
arise', and they will get up from their beds as the dead resurrected from their graves."

Thirteenth Counsel - Tahajjud
My dear son...

It is narrated in the testaments of Luqman (RA)9 the wise that he said to his son:

"O my son, let the cock not be more clever than you - it calls at the early hours of dawn while you are
asleep."

Assuredly he said well who said:

The pigeon cooed in the darkness of the night

On a branch, in weakness, while I was asleep.

I lied; for I swear that were I [Allah's] loved

Not the pigeons alone, but I too would weep;

I think I am lovesick, excessively lovelorn

For my Lord - but I weep not, though animals weep!

Fourteenth Counsel - Obedience
My dear son...

The essence of knowledge is to know what obedience and worship are.

You should know that obedience and worship is to conform to the law in the commands and prohibitions 
in word and deed. This means that what you say, do and forsake should be according to the Shari'ah.

Thus fasting on the day of Eid10 and the three appointed days [of pilgrims in the valley of Mina11] is a sin, 
and if you pray in a usurped garment, this too is a sin although it appears to be a form of worship.

Fifteenth Counsel – Shari’ah
My dear son...

Your words and deeds should be according to the Shari'ah since knowledge and action without 
observance of the Shari'ah is deviation. Do not be deceived by ecstatic utterances and vehement cries of 
the Sufis, because this path can be traversed by fighting one's whims and selfish desires through [spiritual] 
exercises, not through falsity and wrong practices.

9 Luqman (also known as Luqman The Wise) was a wise man for whom Surah Luqman 
the thirty-first sura (chapter) of the Qur'an, was named, he was believed to be from Africa.

10 Muslim festival after the fasting in the month of Ramadhan.
11 A valley where Muslims performing Haff (pilgrimage) stay.
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You should know that a fluent and quick tongue and a closed heart full of heedlessness and lust are signs 
of unhappiness. Until you annihilate your selfish lower self of desires and lusts through strict and sincere 
mujahadah (self-disciplinary exercises), your heart will never become illuminated with the light of 
knowledge.

You should be aware that some of your questions addressed to me cannot be answered in writing or in 
speech. If you attain that station you know what it is, otherwise it is impossible to know since it is a 
matter known by experience, and whatever is known by experience cannot be described in words. It is 
known that the sweetness of sweet and the bitterness of bitter cannot be known except by tasting. It is 
narrated that an impotent man wrote to his friend asking him to describe the pleasure of love-making. 
His friend replied:

"O [so and so] I had thought that you were merely impotent but now I have come to know that you are a 
fool as well; assuredly this delight is known by experience. If you attain it you will know 
it, and if not, it cannot be described in writing or speech."

Sixteenth Counsel - Aqidah
My dear son...

Some of your questions are of this type, but the portion which can be answered, we have mentioned in 
Ihya Ulum al-Din and other works. We shall mention here some of the relevant extracts: The traveller of 
the path must be in possession of four things:

1. The first: Correct Aqidah (belief) free of Bid'ah (heretical innovation).
2. The second: Sincere repentance that prevents him from returning to sin which is humiliation.
3. The third: To settle all dues even with your foes so that there will remain no one who has a right 

over you.
4. The fourth: To attain enough knowledge of the Shari'ah that suffices you to comply with the 

Commands of Allah (SWT) the Exalted. Then a share from other sciences [disciplines] that leads 
one to salvation in the Hereafter.

It is narrated that Al-Shibli (pA)12 served four hundred teachers and said:

"I read four thousand Ahadith (traditions) and selected one of them for practice, because having
pondered over it and considered it seriously, I realised that here lay my salvation, since it embodied the

knowledge of the predecessors and those who followed them. And that [tradition] was, that the
Messenger of Allah said to one of his Companions: "Work for your world according to your position in it.

Work for your Hereafter according to the length of your remaining in it. Work for Allah (SWT) the
Exalted according to your need of Him and work for the Fire according to your endurance in it."

Seventeenth Counsel - Companionship
My dear son...

If you understand this tradition, there is no need for too much knowledge. There is also another story to 
meditate and reflect over. Hatim Al-Asam (pA)13 was among the friends of Shaqiq Al-Balkhi (pA)14.
12 He is Shaykh Abu Bakr Shibli (861 – 946 CE), a Jurist (of Maliki School), a Sufi and a discple of Junayd Baghdadi.
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One day Shaqiq (RA) asked Hatim (RA):

"You have kept my company for thirty years; what have you gained in the course of these years?" 

Hatim (RA) replied:

"I have gained eight benefits from the knowledge which is sufficient for me. I hope my salvation and
safety are embodied in them."

Shaqiq (RA) asked Hatim (RA) to mention them. Hatim Al-Asam (RA) said:

1. “The first benefit is that I observed the creation and saw that everyone had a loved one and one 
passionately desired whom he loved and longed for. Some of the beloved accompany the lover up 
to the brink of sickness and death and others to the gate of the graveyard. All of them return and 
leave him there alone. No one goes into the tomb with him. I looked into the matter and said to 
myself: 'The best beloved is that which would enter the tomb with the lover to console him'; I 
found it to be nothing else than good works, so I took this as my beloved, to illuminate my grave 
for me and to comfort me in it and not leave me alone.

2. The second benefit is that I saw that people were following their lusts and hastening towards the 
desires of the souls; and I meditated on the saying of the Exalted: "But as for whoever has feared 
the majesty of his Lord and has refrained his soul from lust, truly the Garden shall be his dwelling 
place. [79:40/41]”. Convinced that the Qur'an was true and right, I began to deny my soul [its 
pleasures] and hurried to combat it and refuse it its passionate desires, until it enjoyed real 
satisfaction in obedience to Allah (SWT) the Exalted.

3. The third benefit is that I saw that every human being trying his best to accumulate as much as he 
can from the wreckage of this world and then holding on strongly to it. I meditated on the Qur'anic 
verse: "What is with you must vanish; what is with Allah (SWT) must endure. [19:96]” So I gave 
freely my worldly possessions for His sake by distributing them among the poor so that it would 
be my provision in the future with Him the Exalted.

4. The fourth benefit is that some people whom I observed think that their dignity and honour lie in 
the multitude of their family and large clans. They were fascinated by these things. Others 
claimed honour and dignity in abundance of wealth and children and they were proud of it. Some 
believed honour and power abide in appropriating the wealth of others, doing injustice to them 
and shedding their blood. Others considered dignity to consist of extravagance and spending 
wealth in a foolish manner. I meditated upon the saying of the Exalted: "The most honoured of 
you in the sight of Allah is he who is the most righteous of you. [49:13]" I chose righteousness for 
myself, convinced that the Qur'an is right and true and those claims and opinions of the people are 
all false and temporal.

5. The fifth benefit is that I found the people slandering each other and speaking ill of one another 
out of envy of fortune, power and knowledge. I meditated upon the saying of Allah (SWT): "It is 
We who divide their livelihood among them in the life of this world. [43:32]. I realised that the 
process of dividing livelihood is entirely in the hands of Allah (SWT) since the beginning of 
time. Therefore I never envied anyone and was satisfied with the distribution of Allah (SWT) the 
Exalted.

13 A contemporary and a friend of Shaqiq Al-Balkhi (RA).
14 He was a great ascetic who passed away in 810 CE.



6. The sixth benefit is that I saw people becoming enemies of each other for different reasons. I 
meditated upon the saying of the Exalted: "Verily Satan is an enemy to you, so treat him as an 
enemy. [35:6]" I became aware that enmity with anyone but Satan was not permissible.

7. The seventh benefit is that I saw everyone working very hard, exhausting himself to obtain food 
and sustenance, tempted by doubts and forbidden things. They degrade themselves in humiliation. 
I pondered over the saying of the Allah the Exalted: "There is no moving creature on earth but its 
sustenance dependent on Allah. [11:6]" I knew that my livelihood is guaranteed by Allah (SWT) 
the Exalted so I engaged myself in worship and cut off my covetousness of all else, other than He.

8. The eight benefit is that I saw that everyone relied on some created thing, some on the dinar and 
dirham, some on wealth and property, some on trade and craft and some on creatures like 
themselves. I meditated upon the saying of the Exalted: "And whosoever places his reliance on 
Allah (SWT), sufficient is [Allah] for him. For Allah (SWT) will surely accomplish His purpose. 
Verily for all things has Allah (SWT) appointed a due proportion. [65:3]" I therefore placed full 
trust in Allah the Exalted. He is sufficient for me and He is the best Disposer of affairs.'

At this point Shaqiq (RA) said:

"May Allah bless you and grant you success. I looked into the Old Testament, the New Testament, 
the Zabur and the Qur'an and have found that the four books revolve around these eight 
benefits. Whoever works according to them is working according to these four books."

Eighteenth Counsel – Spiritual Guide
My dear son...

You must have learned from these two accounts that you are not in need of multiplying knowledge. Now 
I shall attempt to clarify for you what travelers of the right path should do. You should know that the 
traveler should have a shaykh or a murshid (spiritual guide or teacher) to instruct him and cleanse him of 
bad manners through the process of tarbiyah, and replace them with good character. The concept of 
tarbiyah resembles the farmer's action of extracting thorns and weeds from amongst his crops so that they 
may grow better. The follower of the path requires a murshid to improve his character and guide him 
upon the path towards Allah (SWT) the Exalted. Allah (SWT) sent Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu 
„alayhi wa sallam) to the people to guide them to His path and when he passed away he left behind him 
his representatives and successors in his place so that they may direct the people towards Allah (SWT) the 
Exalted.

The condition of the Murshid15 to be a deputy of Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) is 
that he must be learned - not that every learned one is fit for it. I will point out to you certain signs so that 
not everyone can claim he is a murshid. We say that the Murshid is the one who turns away from the love 
of this world and the love of prestige and power, and has followed another man of insight in a chain that 
reaches up to the master of the messengers.

The Murshid should have excelled in disciplining himself in scarcity of food, speech and sleep and in 
abundance of prayer, charity and fasting. He should have kept the company of a shaykh with deep insight 
so that the qualities of good character have become his way of life such as the qualities of patience and 
perseverance, prayer, gratitude, reliance upon Allah (SWT), conviction, generosity, contentment and

15 Arabic for "guide" or "teacher". The path of Sufism starts when a student 
takes an oath of allegiance (Bay’ah) with a teacher. After this oath, the student is called a Murid.
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tranquility of the soul, moderation, humility, knowledge, truthful sincerity, modesty, trustworthiness, 
dignity, serenity, deliberation and other similar characteristics. He is then a light from the lights of 
Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) and can be taken as a Shaykh16 (Murshid). But the 
presence of such people is rarer than red sulphur.

He who is fortunate enough to find such a Murshid [with the qualities that we have mentioned] and the 
Murshid accepts him, [then he] should respect him outwardly and inwardly.

Outward respect entails that he should not argue with him or engage in discussing each and every question 
even if he knows that the shaykh is wrong. He should not spread his prayer mat before the Shaykh, except 
at the time of salah and when he completes his Salah, he should remove it. He should not offer excessive 
optional salah in the presence of the Shaykh and he should do whatever the Shaykh commands him 
according to his capacity and ability.

As for inward respect, this requires that whatever he hears and accepts from his Shaykh outwardly, he 
should not deny inwardly, neither in deeds nor in words, lest he be branded with hypocrisy. If this is not 
possible, then he should leave the company of the Shaykh until his inner state of affairs is in complete 
harmony with his outward self.

He should be warned to refrain from keeping the company of immoral people, so that he may oust from 
the courtyard of his heart any loyalty of friendship with the Satan from among Jinn and human beings and 
purify himself of satanic habits. In any event, he should choose poverty over wealth.

Know that Tasawwuf17 has two characteristics: steadfastness and serenity from the creation. Whosoever is 
steadfast and makes his manners and morals most beautiful in dealing with people and treats them with 
forbearance, is a Sufi18.

Steadfastness entails that he should take for himself only so much as he deserves. Dealing with people in a 
beautiful manner entails that you do not burden people according to your own desires, but burden yourself 
according to their desires so long as they do not violate the Shari'ah.

Then you asked me about ubudiyyah (becoming a servant of Allah (SWT)); it comprises three things:

1. The first: the careful observance of the command of the sacred law.
2. The second: satisfaction with decree, fate and the dispensation Allah (SWT) the Exalted.
3. The third: forsaking pleasing yourself in order to seek the pleasure of Allah (SWT) the Exalted.

You asked me about Tawakkul (total reliance on Allah (SWT)): it means that you should strengthen your 
belief in everything promised by Allah (SWT) the Exalted, that is, that you believe that whatever has been 
destined for you will reach you inevitably, even if everybody in the universe should strive to keep it from 
you and whatever has not been written for you will never reach you even if all of creation assisted you.

You asked me about Ikhlas (sincerity): it entails that all your actions should be for the sake of Allah (SWT) 
the Exalted. Do not allow your heart to take pleasure with the praises of people, nor to be saddened by 
their condemnation.

16 A synonym for Murshid as used in this context.
17 The science of Spirituality in Islam.
18 The one who is a student of the science of Tassawuff.
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You should know that Riya (hypocritical show) is born from exalting mankind. Its remedy is to perceive 
them subjugated to the Power [of Allah (SWT)] and to consider them even as inanimate objects in their 
inability to attain contentment and misery. In this way you may escape from showing off to them, for as 
along as you regard them as possessing power and free will, the desire to show off will always be there.

Nineteenth Counsel – Referral
My dear son...

The remainder of your questions have either been answered in my books, so seek [the answers to] them 
there. Writing the answers of some of the questions is forbidden. You should act according to what you 
know so that the matters which you were unaware of will be disclosed to you.

Twentieth Counsel - Rationale
My dear son...

After this day, question me not except by the language of reason. As He the Exalted says:

"And had they waited patiently until you came forth to them, it would have been better for them. [49:5]"

Accept the advice of Al-Khidr (AS) when he said:

"Ask me no questions about anything until I myself speak to you concerning it. [18:70]"

And do not be in a hurry to reach the time when it shall be disclosed to you. Allah the Exalted says:

"I will show you My signs so do not be in a hurry. [21:37]"

So do not ask me before the time is ripe. Be sure that you will not reach [a station] except by traveling 
[towards it]:

"Do they not travel through the earth and see? [30:9]"

Twenty First Counsel - Devotion
My dear son...

By Allah (SWT)! If you travel you will see wonders at every stage. Devote your soul, for the most 
important thing in this matter is devotion of the soul. Dhun Nun Al-Misri (RA)19 said to one of his 
disciples:

"If you have the power to devote your soul, come to me; and if not, then do not busy yourself in the idle
practices of the Sufis."

19 He is Dhul-Nun al-Misri (796-859) an Egyptian Sufi saint, hence commonly known as Al- Misri (The Egyptian).
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Twenty Second Counsel - Dawah
My dear son...

I advise you regarding eight things. Accept them from me lest your knowledge becomes your enemy on 
the Day of Judgement. Perform four of them and avoid four of them.

Those that you should forsake:

1. Firstly, do not dispute with anyone in any matter as far as possible. For in argumentation lies much 
harm and its evil is greater than its benefit. It is the source of all reprehensible qualities such as 
showing off, envy, arrogance, rancour, enmity, boasting, etc. Of course, if there arises a question 
between you and an individual or a group and your intention is that truth may become manifest 
and not lost, debating is permissible. But there are two signs of such a desire:

a. That it makes no difference whether the truth is revealed by your tongue or the tongue of 
another.

b. That you prefer discussion in private than in public.

Listen carefully and I will draw your attention to a helpful point. Know that asking the shaykh 
questions about problems, is just like presenting the sickness of the heart to the doctor, and the 
answer lies in your struggle to treat the sickness.

You should know that the ignorant are those whose hearts are diseased, while the learned are the 
doctors; the partially learned cannot perfect the treatment and the perfectly learned do not treat 
every sick person, but will treat those whom he hopes will respond to the treatment and the cure. 
If the malady is chronic or incurable, then he will not give any treatment, for this is a waste of 
time.

Then know that the sickness of ignorance is classified into four types; one of them is curable and 
the others incurable:

a) He whose questions and objections stem from envy and malice and every time you reply to 
him in the best, clearest and most eloquent answer, it only increases his malice, enmity and 
envy. The method [of dealing with him] is not to occupy yourself with answering him. It is 
said:

One hopes for the removal of every enmity Except enmity arising from 

envy. It befits you to shun and leave him in his sickness. Allah (SWT) the Exalted says:

"Therefore shun those who turn away from Our Message and desire nothing but the life of this world.
[53:29]"

In all that he says and does, the envious person sets fire to the fruit of his knowledge. 

"Envy eats up good deeds as fire eats up wood."

b) He whose sickness arises from stupidity is also incurable. As Isa (AS) said: "Indeed I did not 
fail in bringing the dead to life, but I failed in curing the stupid." The fool occupies himself 
with acquiring knowledge over a short span of time and learns a very little share of the 
intellectual and religious sciences. This fool knows not and thinks that which is obscure to him
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is also obscure to the great scholar. If he does not know this much, [then obviously] his 
question will originate from folly and you must not attempt to answer him.

c) He who is seeking guidance and whatever he does not understand of the speech of the great 
scholars, he lays to the defects of his own understanding. His questioning is in order to seek 
benefit; but he is slow-witted and cannot arrive at the truth of things. Again, you must not 
attempt to answer him, as Sayyidina Rasul-ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) said: "We, the 
Prophets, have been commanded that we speak to people according to their level of 
understanding."

As for the disease which is curable, it is that of the intelligent seeker of guidance, who is not overcome 
with envy, anger, or the love of lust, prestige and wealth. Moreover, he is seeking the Straight Path and his 
questions and objections do not arise from envy, aberrant argumentation or testing the Shaykh. His 
sickness is curable and it is permitted to attempt to answer him, rather it is a must.

2. The second thing to avoid is to guard against and shun becoming a preacher and warner, since its 
harm is much unless you practice what you preach first and then preach it to the people. Think 
then about what was said to Isa "O son of Maryam, preach to yourself, and when you have 
preached to yourself, then preach to others; or otherwise be ashamed before your Lord." If you are 
entrusted with this task, avoid two characteristics:

a. Beware of artificiality in speech in explanations and allusions and vehement cries and 
versification and poetry because Allah (SWT) the Exalted hates pretension and the person 
pretentious beyond bounds gives evidence of inner confusion and a heedless heart.

The meaning of Tadhkeer (reminding) is that the servant should remember the Fire of the 
Hereafter and his own shortcomings in the service of the Creator. He should reflect on his 
past life which he squandered in what did not concern him. He should think about the 
challenges that lie before him, such as the possible invalidity of his iman at the end [of his 
life], his condition at the time that his soul is seized by the Angel of Death and whether he 
will be able to answer the questions of the angels Munkar and Nakir in the grave.

He should think of his condition on the Day of Judgment at its various stages, and whether 
he will be able to cross the Bridge safely or will fall into the Fire of Hell. He should 
continue to think of these matters in his heart so as to shake its placidity and make it alert. 
Tadhkeer is lamenting for these calamities, telling people about them, warning them about 
their flaws and negligence, showing them the defects of their souls so that the heat of 
these fires will touch the people of the assembly, and these afflictions make them 
impatient to rectify the past years according to their ability and regret their past days 
passed in other than obedience to Allah (SWT) the Exalted. All this carried out in this way 
is called 'preaching'.

It is as though you saw a flood approaching someone's house while he and his family were 
within, and you cried: "Danger, danger, flee from the flood!" Would your heart desire in 
this situation to convey your news to the man of the house in pretentious sentences, 
accompanied by gestures and jokes. No one would wish such a thing at all. Such is the 
status of the preacher and he must avoid such things.
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b. The second characteristic to avoid is that your concern in preaching be not that people 
become wrought up in your assembly and show excitement and tear their clothes, so that it 
be said: "What an assembly this was!" For this is all a product of inclination to this world 
which is born from heedlessness. In fact your purpose and concern should be to summon 
people from this world to the Hereafter, from disobedience to obedience, from cupidity to 
abstinence, from stinginess to generosity and from delusion to piety.

You must make the Hereafter beloved to them and make them hate the world. Teach them 
the science of worship and renunciation, because their temperaments lean towards 
deviation from the way of Religion and indulging in what is displeasing to Allah the 
Exalted and acquiring evil attributes. Cast awe into their hearts and warn them of fearful 
matters to come. Their inner characteristics may change and their outward dealings may 
improve. Maybe they will show the yearning to obey and to withdraw from disobedience. 
This, then, is the correct way to preach.

Preaching that is different from this is a burden for he who speaks and he who listens. In 
fact, it has been called a ghoul, and a devil that snatches people away from the Path and 
destroys them. People must flee from such a preacher because the mischief that he makes 
in their religion cannot be achieved by Satan himself. He who is able and powerful enough 
should bring him down from the pulpit and prevent him from continuing his activities, 
because this is included in the framework of enjoining good and forbidding evil.

3. The third thing that you should forsake is that you should not mingle with the princes and the 
sultans, and nor should you see them, for seeing them, sitting with them and mixing with them is a 
great mischief.

If you are impelled to do this, refrain from praisingand speaking well of them, for Allah (SWT) is 
angered when when the wrongdoer and the unjust is praised. And whoever prays [to Allah (SWT) ] 
to lengthen their lives, has wanted that Allah (SWT) should be disobeyed in His Hand.

4. The fourth thing to avoid is not to accept anything of the gifts of the princes, though you know it is 
permissible, because coveting what they possess corrupts the religion. This is because it results in 
compromise to and tolerance of wrongdoing, consideration of their status and agreeing with their 
oppression. All of this corrupts the religion and the least of its evil is that when you accept their 
gifts and benefit from their world, you become fond of them; and whoever loves another 
obviously loves the prolonging of his life and presence, and in loving the continuance of the life of 
the oppressor, there is a willingness [to continue] the oppression of the worshippers of Allah 
(SWT) the Exalted. What can be more harmful to the Deen and the Hereafter than to want 
destruction in the world?

Beware, beware, that you may be deceived by the suggestion of Satan or by the words of people 
who say: "It is better to accept their dinars and dirhams and distribute them among the poor and 
destitute, for they spend in the way of wrongdoing and disobedience, while your spending on the 
weak is better than their spending it." Verily the cursed one has cut off the necks of many people 
by this evil whispering; and its mischief is excessive (we have discussed this in Ihya Ulum al - Din, 
so refer to it).”
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As for the four things that you should do, they are as follows:

1. First: that you make your dealings with Allah (SWT) the Exalted such that, if your servant acted 
thus with you, you would be pleased with him and you would not think ill of him nor become 
angry. Whatever you would not expect from your slave in the metaphorical sense, accept not for 
Allah (SWT) the Exalted who is your Real Lord and Master.

2. Second: in all your dealings with people, treat them as you would be pleased to be treated by 
them, because the iman of a worshipper is incomplete until he loves for all other people what he 
loves for himself.

3. Third: if you read or pursue knowledge, your knowledge should reform your heart and purify your 
soul, just as if you discovered that you had one week to live, you would of course not occupy 
yourself studying the science of jurisprudence, morality, principles [of jurisprudence], scholastic 
theology and the like; because you would know that these disciplines would not help you. You 
would rather engage yourself in monitoring the state of your heart and in apprehending the 
characteristics of your soul, shunning attachment to the world, purifying your soul from the 
blameworthy characteristics, occupying yourself with the love and worship of Allah (SWT) and 
adopting the praiseworthy characteristics. No day or night passes upon a servant in which his 
death may not take place.

4) Fourth: do not accumulate of this world more than what suffices for one year, as Sayyidina Rasul-
ullah (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) never exceeded that for some of his wives and said: "O Allah (SWT), 
make the provision of the family of Muhammad (Sallallahu „alayhi wa sallam) sufficient", and he did not 
accumulate it for all his wives. In fact he used to prepare it only for her whom he knew had weakness in 
her heart. As for the lady of yaqeen (perfect conviction), he used not to accumulate for her more than the 
provision of a day and a half.

Twenty Third Counsel - Contemplation
My dear son...

Hear one more thing from me and contemplate about it until you find salvation. If you were informed 
that the sultan was going to select you for appointment as a minister, know that in the course of this 
period you would not engage in anything but improving your garments or body, your house or its 
furnishing, upon whatever you thought the sultan's eye would be cast upon Now think about what I have 
indicated to you, for you are quick-witted and a few words are sufficient for you. Did not (Sallallahu 
„alayhi wa sallam) say:

"Verily Allah looks not to your outward appearances, nor to your actions, but he looks to your hearts and
your intentions."

If you wanted to know the [different] states of the heart then look in the Ihya Ulum al-din and my other 
works. This science is fard 'ayn (obligatory upon every individual), and other disciplines are fard kifayah 
(obligatory for some individuals in the community) except to the extent that it facilitates performance of 
the obligatory duties enjoined by Allah (SWT) the Exalted, and He will give you success in achieving that 
knowledge.
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Twenty Fourth Counsel - Dua
My dear son...

I have written in this chapter the answer to your request, so you should act accordingly and do not forget 
[to mention] me in your most righteous du'a (supplications).

As for the dua which you asked me to teach you, you will find it among the supplications of the Sihah 
(authentic collections of ahadith). Read this du'a at different times and especially after your prayer:

O Allah (SWT), I ask of You complete blessings, lasting protection from sin, comprehensive mercy, 
acquisition of well-being [in this world and in the next], the best provision, the happiest life, the most 
complete favour, the most generous blessing, the sweetest grace and the closest gentleness.

O Allah (SWT), be for us and not against us. O Allah (SWT), seal our lives with happiness and good 
fortune, realise our aspirations accompanied with further increase. Combine our mornings and evenings 
with safety and make Your compassion our return and our last resort and pour the best of Your 
forgiveness over our sins and favour us with the reform of our defects. Make piety our provision and 
grant us interpretative judgment in Your religion, and make us depend on You and have confidence only 
in You.

O Allah, make us firm on the path of steadfastness, and safeguard us in this world from matters that will 
bring shame on the Day of Judgment, and lighten for us the burden of our sins, and grant us lives of the 
righteous and protect us from the evil of the evil ones. Save our necks and the necks of our fathers, 
mothers, brothers and sisters from the fire of Hell by Your compassion, O Most Powerful, Most 
Forgiving, Most Generous, Concealing of our faults; O You Most Knowledgeable, Most Overwhelming, 
O Allah (SWT)! O Allah (SWT)! O Allah (SWT)! By Your Mercy, O Most Merciful of the mercifuls, O 
Thou First before the firsts, Last after the lasts, O Possessor of Strength, Everlasting, Compassionate to 
the destitute, Most Compassionate of those who are compassionate. There is no god but You, glory be to 
You, verily I am of the wrongdoers. And may Allah bless our Prophet Muhammad and all his followers 
and Companions. All praise belongs to Allah, the Lord and Cherishes of all the worlds.



 Tales for Transformation

. . . where the sacred harmony springs from life itself and where life evolves according to the 
principle of harmony . . . only here will spirit and senses develop a receptive and cultivating power 
within the happy symmetry which is the soul of beauty and the condition of humanity

—Schiller

Sparks from the athanor, the Vase of Hermes, tikker in and out of these tales about self-mastery 
and transformation, for the incubation of Genius was the Great Work of Goethe's early aesthetic 
education. In 1768, at the age of 19, he and his friend Susannah von Klettenberg began to study the 
hermetic literature suggested by a Pietist doctor whose alchemical powder had effected Goethe's 
recovery from a severe illness. In the following years, Goethe immersed himself in the Hermetic 
tradition, studying Georg von Welling's Opus magocabalisticum, the works of Paracelsus, Basilius 
Valentinus, von Helmont, Starkey and others. He read from the Kabbalah, Neoplatonism, Gnosticism, 
the writings of Jacob Boehme, Heinrich Khunrath, Cornelius Agrippa and Nostradamus. He even set 
up an alchemical laboratory and attempted to make an elixir of immortality.

Although he eventually gave up his empirical alchemical experiments, he was to believe 
in the validity of the Great Work for the rest of his life.

Alchemical symbolism is prominent in many of his works, including Faust, and it is particularly 
abundant in the first tale of this collection "Fairy Tale" ("Mkchen"). In his Goethe the Alchemist, 
Ronald Gray presents an alchemical interpretation of this story in which the River is the Hermetic 
Stream, the marriage of the Lily and the Youth represents the mysterium coniunctionis, Lily herself 
is the Philosopher's Stone, the Will-o'-the-wisps "must surely be the Aurum Potabilus of Paracelsus" 
and so on. The theosophist Rudolph Steiner and the Jungian psychologist Alice Raphael (Goethe and 
the Philoso¬pher's Stone) have also written related analyses of this enigmatic tale that has inspired 
a whole literature of interpretation.

After reading J. V. Andrea's Chymical Wedding of Christian Rosencreutz, Goethe wrote to his 
friend Charlotte von Stein that "there will be a good fairy tale to tell at the right time, but it will have 
to be reborn, it can't be enjoyed in its old skin." Whether or not this was the inspiration for Goethe's 
"Mkthen," Goethe himself called the story "a fairy tale that will remind you of everything and 
nothing," and he refused to divulge its meaning "until 99 others had failed to do so."

"Fairy Tale" is the last narrative in Conversations of German Emigrants, a cycle of stortes told by 
the aristocracy who had been driven from their homes during the tumultuous years of the 
Revolu¬tion. Goethe did not intend to stir up revolutionary fervor but to temper unleashed 
passions and, because his own aristocratic conser¬vatism was out of step with the times, his book 
did not find popular favor. Though he wrote against sans-culottism, Goethe was also com¬mitted to 
the liberation of the human soul. Repelled by the violent atrocities of the Reign of Terror, both he 
and Schiller who published the stortes in installments in the journal Die Horen proposed the 
Py¬thagorean principle of harmony and the disinterested appreciation of beauty as the 
prerequisites for a transition to a free society. Aesthetic education was to be the foundation of a 
truly moral social order in which individuals could unfold their latent capabilities in an organic way. 
Today, as liberal education becomes replaced by the legitimating program of corporate techno-
barbarism, reducing subjectivity to col¬onized appetites, Goethe's idea of education stands totally 
opposed to the American false consciousness that Brecht once called "the mauso-leum of easy 
going."

From Conversations, too, is "The Counselor," a subtle adaptation of a 15th-century French story 
about a young wife's struggle to over¬come the temptation of illicit passion. It is an excellent 
example of the "moral tale," the name given by Goethe to the genre before the term "novelle" 
came into use. In comic contrast to "The Counselor," "The New Melusina" offers a parallel story of 
temptation, this time about an intemperate man who is fascinated by a woman whose every test 
he fails. Goethe had probably read Paracelsus's De pygmaeis, which introduces the idea of a 
mercurial melusina who has the power to change shape and to cure. Goethe's version of this 
universal folk theme is among the best, and he is said to have enjoyed reading it aloud to small 
audiences throughout his life.

The harmonious reconciliation of polar opposites is a striking motif in many of Goethe's stortes, 



and the relationship between man and woman frequently serves as matrix for a finally attained 
balance. In "The Good Women," a discussion among six writers and artists illustrates some of 
Goethe's views on the cultivation of aesthetic sen¬sibility and the power of art to attune the soul to 
a loftier music. Here, too, is a good example of Goethe's trope of the Amazon, the perfect blend of 
male and female so reminiscent of the alchemical androgyne.

Defending the rights of women, the character Armidoro presents Goethe's own view when he 
says "there's no question that in all civi¬lized nations, women must gain superiority; for in 
reciprocity, the man must become the feminine and this is a loss to him because his merit is not in 
moderate but in disciplined strength. Yet if a woman acquires something from a man, it's to her 
advantage, for if she can better her position with energy, the result is a being which could not be 
more perfect!'

"Novelle," Goethe's finest short work of prose, was begun as a lyrical poem (the poem appears 
as a song within the completed tale), but it was not published until thirty years later, in 1828. This 
tale about the taming of the passions is both the example of and a state¬ment on the classical 
German novelle. Here, the contradictions be¬tween nature and art, emotion and reflection, 
barbarism and civiliza¬tion are ultimately resolved in "the sacred harmony that springs from life 
itself." As in many works by Goethe, the attainment of symmetry and repose is suggested through 
music. Only when music speaks to the unworthy lover of the "New Melusina," is he finally able to 
un¬derstand his errors. In "Novelle," Prince and Princess come together, and all are momentarily 
reconciled as the gypsy boy plays his flute:

Everyone seemed tempered, each heart touched in its own way The Prince, as if only now able 
to overlook the trouble which had threatened him earlier, looked down at his wife. . . . A perfect 
silence ruled the crown and the dangers . . . seemed to have been forgotten.

Goethe began to write a sequel to Mozart's opera The Magic Flute in 1795, and he intended to 
use the same characters, the same actors, costumes, and stage decor so that audiences would have 
no difficulty making the transition. In January of the following year, he asked his friend Paul 
Wranitzky to compose the music. However, various complications arising out of the continuing 
performance of the original opera forced Wranitzky to decline his offer. Karl Aelter, another friend, 
who set a number of poems by Goethe and Schiller to music, seemed to be interested but had 
actually misunderstood the offer, thinking he was being asked to compose new music for the 
original Magic Flute instead of Goethe's sequel.

The fragment, as it now stands, was essentially completed in 1795, though some emendations 
were made three years later. The song be¬ginning "of all the pretty wares" was published 
separately in Johann Voss's Musenalmanach of 1796. The bookdealer, Friedrich Wilmans, published 
the complete text in 1802 with the intention of helping Goethe find a composer, but no music was 
ever composed for the piece, even though Goethe pursued the project on and off for twenty years.

Emanuel Schikaneder, Mozart's librettist, drew from two earlier sources: Liebeskind's Lulu oder 
die Zauberfleite (Lulu or the Magic Flute) of 1789 and Pater Terrasson's French novel, Sethos, 
histoire ou vie tirée des monumens anecdotes de l'ancienne Egypte; traduit d'un manuscript Grec, 
of 1731, (The Life of Sethos, taken from private Memoirs of the Ancient Egyptian; translated from a 
Greek Manuscript into French and now done into English by M. Lediard). The novel details the trials 
and initiations of a young Egyptian prince into the mysteries of Isis, Osiris, and Horus, and its 
mystical content provided Schikaneder and Mozart (both of them Freemasons) with the oppor-
tunity of bringing Masonic pageantry to the Viennese stage. The es-sential idea of the opera was 
the triumph of light over darkness, a Masonic theme developed through Pythagorean number 
mysticism: three lodge officers, three years of novitiate, three great and smalllights at the lodge's 
entrance, three knocks at the door, three ground pillars, the Queen's three attendant women, the 
three slaves, three corporeal and three spiritual trials, and so on.

Goethe's sequel takes its inspiration from a moment in Schikane-der's story when the evil 
Monostatos, unable to win Pamina's love, has joined forces with the Queen of the Night in order to 
gain Pamina's hand as a reward. Monostatos returns, having stolen Pamina and Tamino's child and 
imprisoned him in a golden sarcophagus which, however, proves to be too heavy to lift. 
Monostatos then seals it shut with the Queen's seal. To this is added the Queen's curse: should 
Pamina and Tamino look at each other, they'd go mad; and should they see their child, he would 
die. The story culminates with the reunification of the King and Queen and the liberation of Genius, 
their child. The trial by water and fire at the close of the piece derives from the Sethos novel and the 



initiation into the mysteries of Isis and Osiris.
Scholars have found in the capture and liberation of Genius inti-mations of the Euphorion-

Faust-Helen scene in Faust II; and the dia-logue between the two watchmen at the close of the 
fragment has been likened to the dialogue between the subterranean kings and the Old Man with 
the lamp in Goethe's "Fairy Tale."

Goethe's friend, Karl Ludwig Knebel, expressed his admiration: "Goethe has painted delicate 
and penetrating hieroglyphics in his sec¬ond part of the Magic Flute." Those who are interested in 
Goethe's Masonic involvement will find this unusual opera fragment worth deeper study. Goethe, 
speaking to Eckermann, remarked: "the higher sense (of the Magic Flute II) will not elude the 
initiated." Whether or not the reader is an adept of higher orders, this tale of transforma¬tion, 
liberated genius and the magical nature of music may strike a sympathetic chord and illuminate this 
lesser known aspect of the last renaissance titan, Europe's greatest man of letters.

—Scott Thompson
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MOZART'S MAGIC FLUTE:
Overview and an Interpretation

 by Judith A. Eckelmeyer 
                                                                           
Mozart’s Magic Flute, one of the most popular operas in the repertoire, has a longstanding reputation 
as being confused, somewhat disconnected, and certainly full of symbols at once puzzling and vaguely 
sinister. The plot seems so scrambled that many productions seek to “correct” the story or, as an 
extreme measure, leave some of it out. The text has been much abridged and modified over the two 
centuries since it saw daylight. It has become fair game for just about any kind of mutation to ensure 
audience satisfaction. The only constant is the music that Mozart wrote. And even that has been 
subject to reordering, supposedly to support a “clarification” of the story.

So much lore surrounds the opera, much of it associated with the history and rituals of Freemasonry, 
that today it is hard to penetrate to the original work.

Another entry on this website, Magic Flute (north direction on the compass rose) “Basics”, will provide a 
careful synopsis of the opera as well as foundational information about the work; you are invited to 
visit that section at your pleasure.

Much of the information that flows from performances of The Magic Flute today, or commentaries 
about it in newspapers and magazines available to the general public, touches little of recent research 
about the opera. I hope to promote a better understanding of this important information for those who 
know and love the opera and would like to deepen their appreciation of the remarkable details it 
contains.

Is there a “real” Magic Flute? Is there a purpose or meaning intrinsic to the opera’s unusual plot, text 
and stage design? Was it the product of only two people—Mozart and the named librettist Emmanuel 
Schikaneder—or were there more hands involved? And why?

These are some of the questions that I will address in this. I hope it will encourage you to see for 
yourself more reasons why The Magic Flute is worthy of further study as well as frequent performance.

I. INTRODUCTION

In August of 1791, Mozart interrupted the completion of The Magic Flute to compose La Clemenza di 
Tito to fulfill a commission for the occasion of the coronation of Leopold II, in Prague, as King of 
Bohemia. Leopold had in the previous year already been crowned Holy Roman Emperor, succeeding his 
late brother Joseph II, who had just died. But Leopold’s accession specifically to the throne of Bohemia 
had particular ramifications, as we shall soon see.

Leopold undertook his reign as Holy Roman Emperor and Emperor of Austria seated on a virtual 
dynamite keg. Joseph, before him, had introduced a number of reforms emanating from his 
Enlightenment convictions. Many saw his policies as irresponsible, if not downright dangerous, to the 
stability of the Austrian Empire. The extreme of reform activity had been undertaken two years earlier 
in France, with the beginning of the Revolution there. Austria was particularly sensitive to the potential 
vulnerability of the monarchy not only because of the controversy over Joseph's reforms but also 
because Marie Antoinette, wife of Louis XVI, was the sister of Joseph and Leopold. Leopold, with his 
own more careful and cautious approach to governance, began reversing some of the reforms that 
Joseph had undertaken. In support of Leopold observers began publishing opinions that his reign 
would be a time of peace and prosperity in Austria—an AGE OF GOLD. 

In September of 1791, after the premiere of La Clemenza di Tito, Mozart returned to Vienna, 
completed The Magic Flute, and saw its premiere on September 30 in the popular Theater "Auf der 
Wieden", just outside the city's walls. The opera continued in production there with great success. A 
year later, the original Viennese production was taken to Prague. Thereafter, the opera was performed 
in numerous locations in local productions which adapted the work for their own region.

From the very first performance, however, the opera generated many questions. Its music was seen to 
be on a higher plane than the libretto. The libretto exhibited strange shifts in literary style and even 
seemed to break off at the end of Act I and move in a new direction, suggesting a kind of interruption 
in the writing process. Scholars found the work unusually eclectic in its symbols and themes, drawing 
from widely unrelated sources. Until the last three decades of the 20th century, the accepted principal 
sources for themes in the work generally encompass the following:
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 Ignaz von Born’s essay on the Egyptian mysteries of Isis and Osiris in Journal für Freymaurer, 1783

 Freemasonry’s symbols and rituals, including the day/night or light/darkness dichotomy                     
                             

 Fairy tales collected and edited by Christoph Martin Wieland in Dschinnistan, 1786

 Orpheus legend and other classical myths

 Shakespeare’s The Tempest

 Abbé Jean Terrasson’s Sethos, 1732, about a fictional Egyptian prince       

 Viennese Singspiel tradition and the “magic opera” tradition     

This list of extraordinarily diverse feeders for the opera gives an idea of the confusion that has sent 
scholars on a hunt for the "real" Magic Flute for the last two centuries. In addition to these, new 
research in the 20th century has added several more source themes:

 The deep cultural memory of initiation into mystery religion

 Spiritual/psychological wholeness 

 Mining and mineralogy 

 Numbers

 Alchemy

I will discuss these new themes in subsequent sections. However, it has been my contention for a long 
time that the themes within the opera are interlocked in a common stream; no one theme is the “real” 
story. My own interpretation, which I present in the next section, works in generalities of process 
rather than in allegorical or metaphorical specificity. I believe it will be possible to see that, in many 
ways, the new themes, along with the earlier ones, are not mutually exclusive when interpreting the 
opera for meaning or purpose. I hope to reveal the correlations as this essay progresses.

II. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MUSICAL STRUCTURE AND PLOT TOWARD A MEANING FOR THE 
OPERA 

My own studies have found that the music of the opera is uniquely unified. I prepared two extensive 
examinations of the musical unity: Recurrent Melodic Structures and Libretto Continuity in Mozart’s 
“Die Zauberflöte, UMI ATT 6907734, and “Structure as Hermeneutic Guide to The Magic Flute”, The 
Musical Quarterly (New York: Macmillan, Inc.) 72:1 (1968), 51-73. Further, I have found that there is a 
recognizable coherence in the plot, if one takes into account not only the sung text but also the 
spoken dialogue, a characteristic of the theatrical genre called Singspiel that was being created here. 
The complete text and stage directions are available in Vol. 2 of my monograph, The Cultural Context 
of Mozart's "Magic Flute" (The Edwin Mellen Press, 1991). Once the coherence of both plot and music is 
understood, and joined to a body of cultural connections (more fully explored in Vol. 1 of The Cultural 
Context of Mozart's "Magic Flute"), one begins to recognize the meaning that is ultimately imparted by 
the work as a whole. This meaning is the larger subject of this essay. 

The macrostructure of the opera is key to understanding the meaning of The Magic Flute. The plot 
functions like a Hegelian dialectic, parallelled exactly by the musical process called sonata-allegro 
form, the overall construct of the music in the opera. Here is the organization in a nutshell:

     Thesis = Overture, in the key of E-flat, through Pamina/Papageno duet in roughly the middle of Act 
I, just before the Finale 
     begins. This section musically functions as the “first theme group” of a sonata-allegro 
structure. Dramatically it is dominated 
     by the Queen of the Night. In this section the Queen commissions Prince Tamino to rescue her 
daughter Pamina from the 
     evil Sarastro. Tamino is given a magic flute to help him, and the birdcatcher Papageno is sent with 
him, and also has magic 
     bells to help him.

     Antithesis = Act I Finale beginning with Tamino's being guided by Three Boys into Sarastro's realm. 
The key is C major; 
     musically this section functions as the “contrasting key group” of a sonata-allegro 
structure. Dramatically, in this section 
     Sarastro's society dominates, and a new perspective is introduced in the plot: that Sarastro may not 
be evil, and that to 
     rescue Pamina, Tamino will have to prove himself worthy in the eyes of the Initiates of the Temple 
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of Wisdom.

     Synthesis is in 2 parts:

     Act II beginning, with early trials of Tamino, Papageno and Pamina's trials, including her repudiation 
of both Monostatos, 
     her lecherous overseer, and her mother, the Queen of the Night, who had tried to force her to 
commit murder. Musically this 
     section is the “development” portion of the sonata-allegro structure; the keys of the successive 
numbers vary greatly, but 
     in general move away from the home key of E-flat and then back toward it.  

     And:

     Act II Finale, beginning at Pamina's attempted suicide, from which the Three boys rescue 
her. Musically this is the 
     “recapitulation” of the sonata-allegro structure. The key is once again E-flat major; there are 
parallels with the opening of 
     the opera, and the work concludes in E-flat. Dramatically, all threads are tied up, each character 
reaches his/her final stage, 
     the goal of the hero and heroine is achieved. Pamina is recognized as a worthy partner to Tamino, 
and the two are united 
     through the trials of fire and water. As they complete these trials, a brilliant light shines from within 
the Temple of Wisdom 
     and voices invite them to enter. Papageno is saved from suicide by the Three Boys and is united 
with his mate Papagena. 
     The Queen and her followers fail to overcome Sarastro and his followers and sink into the shadows. 
As the sun rises, 
     Tamino and Pamina, in priestly garb, appear with Sarastro and the Initiates of the Temple of 
Wisdom, dedicated to Isis and 
     Osiris. At this final moment of the opera, the libretto states that the entire theater becomes a sun. 

This summary generates three principal observations:

     The dialectic process underscores the process of change, of improvement, of becoming; 

     The structure replicates the concept of the alchemical process, and especially the heirosgamos -- 
isolation or identification, 
     purification, and union of noble metals gold and silver, achieving the "philosopher's stone" or 
eternal life (incorruptibility, 
     imperishability, etc.)

     The Magic Flute is a didactic opera intended to affect the audience; the creators of it presented:
          aphorisms, short statements of moral tenets in simple poetry that the middle- and lower-classes 
in the audience would 
          understand immediately;

          the internal (small) enlightenment of Tamino and Pamina;

          the external (universal) enlightenment of audience at the end, when the theater (the stage) 
becomes a sun.

I suggest that these three aspects together support a purpose for the opera, namely: to point the way 
to social and political reform in Austria at a time when a new, young ruler had ascended the throne of 
Austria and the Holy Roman Empire, and when this ruler's sister and brother-in-law in France were 
removed from power by the revolution there. The goal, then, was a bloodless revolution in Austria. As I 
have explained in both The Cultural Context of Mozart’s “Magic Flute” and my article “Novus Ordo 
Seclorum: Some Political Implications in the libretto of The Magic Flute” in Eighteenth-Century 
Life (University of Pittsburgh) 5:4 (1979), 78-89, this was not to advocate overthrow of the monarchy 
(for Tamino and Pamina retain their status as royalty and anticipate that they will rule as king and 
queen), but rather an attempt to effect wise governance by a new ruler who will have been enlightened 
by purifying and educating trials so as to bring about a new beginning for Austria—an Age of Gold, a 
New Jerusalem, a veritable second Eden. Fuller support for this position will be given in Sections IV-VI 
below.

III. NEW THEMES: CULTURAL MEMORY OF MYSTERY; SPIRITUAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL WHOLENESS; 
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METALLURGY; MINING; NUMBERS; ALCHEMY

If the history of research on The Magic Flute is any indication, the 21st-
century world has not yet found a common satisfactory interpretation of 
the opera. In fact, one wonders if it is indeed possible to come to a 
unified understanding of this multilayered work, interwoven as it is with 
so many cultural threads. However, from the middle of the past century, 
a number of scholars have presented new directions for seeing the 
specifics. Each interpretive configuration has its benefits and contributes 
to our better understanding of the richness of the supposed fairy-tale 
opera.   

Cultural memory of the Mystery

Although it seems on the surface quite obvious that The Magic Flute is 
about an Egyptian mystery religion, until recently no one has seriously tackled the “elephant in the 
room”. In the early 2000s, the noted Egyptologist Jan Assmann contacted me to ask about my study of 
the opera’s music. I had read Professor Assmann’s Moses the Egyptian some years before and was 
surprised by his interest in the Mozart opera, which I had thought was using the Egyptian setting for 
effect rather than for a genuine representation of the mysteries of Isis and Osiris. By that time I had 
obtained Ignaz von Born’s article “Ueber die Mysterien der Aegyptier”, which was the cornerstone of the 
first issue of the Journal für Freymaurer in 1783; the article was well known to have provided some of 
the details within the opera. (An English translation of the article, by Renata Cinti, is available in 
Volume 2 of my Cultural Context of Mozart’s “Magic Flute”.) Professor Assmann, though, saw the opera 
as much more than a linking of the Egyptian mystery religion and its pair of divinities with 18th-century 
Freemasonry. In his Die Zauberflöte, Oper und Mysterium (Carl Hanser Verlag, 2005), he interprets the 
opera as a presentation of a mystery—a sacred, restricted experience that transforms the initiate with 
special understanding of life. In this, he argues, the opera conveys a spiritual connection with very 
ancient human cultural memories, of which the mystery religions of antiquity were a part. Professor 
Assmann’s work brings to light a depth of recognition which the opera’s creators had for the nature of 
the mystery religion (indeed, in the three years of its existence, the Journal für Freymaurer contained 
articles on a number of mystery religions of ancient cultures) and the relationship between mystery 
initiation and ancient drama. As I have already commented, the concept of a transformative experience 
for the initiate—the audience member—is built into The Magic Flute in its very libretto. And it is my 
contention that the opera was about this transformative experience.   

Spiritual/Psychological Wholeness

Three scholars have approached the opera from the standpoint of human spiritual or psychological 
experience. 

Erich Neumann, a student of Carl Jung, interpreted the story in Zur Psychologie, in 1953; Esther 
Doughty’s English translation of Neumann’s essay was published in Quadrant, 2 (1978) 5-32, the 
journal of the C. G. Jung Foundation for Analytical Psychology. Neumann holds that the multiple layers 
of the opera function like a dream, drawing from the conscious and the unconscious. Using archetypal 
events and characters the opera depicts the initiation and “night journey” of the hero, the individuation 
of the feminine lead character (Pamina), and the coniunctio of the hero and his consort. 

In “A New Metaphor for The Magic Flute” in European Studies Review, 5 (1975) 229-275, Dorothy 
Koenigsberger examines the opera in the context of the history of science, medicine, natural 
philosophy, and alchemy. Reaching back to ancient writers, she sees in the opera not only the symbols 
of initiation, but more—an allegory of the progress of a single soul, through purification and joining of 
the anima and animus, that is the female and male aspects of the individual, to wholeness, to 
perfection. Each character in the opera is an aspect of the psyche. Koenigsberger is perhaps the first to 
have commented that the various symbols in the opera relate to each other like a “layer cake”, all of 
them complementary and all with a common dramatic purpose. Her article is well worth reading for its 
rich analysis of the opera.

Jocelyn Godwin, in “Layers of Meaning in ‘The Magic Flute’” in The Musical Quarterly 65 (1979) 471-
492, reads the opera from both eastern and western esoteric traditions. He ultimately explains the plot 
in Jungian terms, which he sees connected to the long history of esotericism that also found its way 
into Freemasonry, and thus into Mozart’s milieu.  

Metallurgy and Mining
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In the 1980s and 1990s, two scholars from related scientific fields undertook research to learn of 
relationships between their disciplines and The Magic Flute. I met Andrew Lux first because of his 
having recognized in the script and stage sets described in the opera’s 1791 libretto a connection to 
the mining industry, with which he was quite familiar. A Hungarian-born physicist, metallurgist and 
music enthusiast, Lux, a graduate of the Mining Institute of Technology at Selmec, Hungary, delivered a 
paper at the 250th anniversary of that institution. In it, he demonstrated that The Magic Flute is 
penetrated with mineralogical and mining-industry allusions, and further, contains pointed to 
references to developments in experimental sciences in the circle around Ignaz von Born.

The second scientist who has contributed significantly to my understanding of the opera is Alfred 
Whittaker, whom Andrew Lux contacted, again because of the science/opera interest. An English 
geologist now an Honorary Research Associate of the British Geological Survey, Whittaker’s discussions 
and correspondence with me have reshaped my understanding of many symbols in the opera and my 
recognition of the role of Karl Ludwig Giesecke as contributor of much of the libretto of The Magic 
Flute. Whittaker’s “Mineralogy and Magic Flute”, a lecture to the Austrian Mineralogical Society in 
October 1998, is, I think, a seminal work in exposing the deep connection between 18th-century 
science and the opera. (Please CLICK here to go to the Kaleidoscope section of this website to find this 
article in its entirety.) In the course of this article, we learn a great deal not only about mining, 
chemistry and geological matters but also about the close connection of those sciences to the history 
of alchemy. Further, we are introduced to the connections between numbers, particularly as symbols in 
Hermetic language (which includes alchemy) and again in The Magic Flute. Whittaker shows that 
numbers and the language and the physical processes of alchemy are deeply imbedded in Mozart’s 
opera. His exposition of the alchemical equivalence of the opera’s plot was a revelation to me, as it 
must have been to scholars of the generation of M. F. M. van den Berk, whose study I will discuss later 
in this essay. Four further articles, “Karl Ludwig Giesecke: His Life, Performance and Achievements”, 
“Karl Ludwig Gieseke: His Albums and His Likely Involvement in the Writing of the Libretto of Mozart’s 
Opera The Magic Flute”, and “Some Central European Geoscientists of the 18th Century and Their 
Influence on Mozart’s Music” were published by the Austrian Mineralogical Society in 2001, 2009, and 
2010 respectively, and “The Travels and Travails of Sir Charles Lewis Giesecke”, a special publication of 
the Geological Society of London, 2007. These articles add more than substantially to our knowledge 
of Giesecke’s life story and, particularly for this essay, his work in theater. 

Both Lux and Whittaker present two figures as heavily influential—nay critical, in one case—to creation 
of The Magic Flute. Ignaz von Born (1742-1791) and Karl Ludwig Giesecke (aka Johann Georg Metzler, 
1761-1833) were inextricably entwined in the late 18th century scientific community. Giesecke knew 
von Born in Vienna and may have assisted him in his amalgamation experiments. Although von Born 
was not associated with the production of the opera (he was critically ill in his later years), Giesecke 
was not only an actor and writer for the opera but completely familiar with the scientific milieu of his 
time. We’ll look at each of these men in some detail next.  

Ignaz von Born 

Ignaz von Born was the premiere Austrian scientist of the second 
half of the 18th century, a chemist, metallurgist, and mineralogist 
who started his career in Hungary, where he was badly burned in a 
mining accident in 1770. Empress Maria Theresa, Joseph II’s 
mother, called him to Vienna in 1777 and appointed him the 
General Director of Mining, Mint and Technical Educational 
Institutions in Vienna. He served his government exceedingly well 
by inventing a new technique for amalgamating gold and silver, 
saving Austria considerable money in the process of extracting 
those valuable metals; for this achievement Joseph II awarded him 
the title “Knight of the Realm”, and Mozart composed his 
cantata Die Maurerfreude, K. 471, for a celebration of the event. 
Von Born’s knowledge of ores and metallurgy would have 
extended to the process of alchemy, which was in his time but a 
step away from modern understanding of physics and chemistry. 

Von Born’s scientific interests extended also to botany and 
zoology, and he generously fostered the dissemination of research 

of all kinds through international scientific conferences and articles. He was not only a Freemason but, 
particularly, the Master of the lodge Zur wahren Eintracht (True Harmony) in Vienna, a research lodge, 
and took interest in broader Masonic matters. His interest in history and letters led him to study 
ancient mystery religions. It is his article on the mysteries of Isis and Osiris for the first issue of 
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the Journal fűr Freymaurer in 1784 that is generally considered the source of the allusions to those 
deities in Mozart’s opera seven years later. Von Born was also a member of the Illuminati. 

Von Born was such a luminary in the scientific and the masonic community that he was seen by many 
to be the model for the figure of Sarastro in The Magic Flute. (So also was Joseph II, in other quarters.) 
His masonic lodge, True Harmony, was the gathering place for the major figures of the day: scientists, 
writers, musicians, artists, statesmen, clerics, and royalty. The lodge meetings apart from the ritual 
may have served as a kind of academy at which current scientific or philosophical topics were 
presented to the brothers. This would be the “work” of a research lodge. The mix of personalities and 
backgrounds must have been a heady brew, enabling an electric exchange of ideas of many 
persuasions—constructive, subversive, creative, and more. We know through the work of H. C. Robbins 
Landon that Mozart and many of his associates in the preparation and performance of The Magic 
Flute attended this lodge upon occasion. There can be no doubt that in such an environment they were 
able to be in direct contact with scientific and political ideas, and tap concepts of the Enlightenment 
culture rampant in Europe of the time.   

Karl Ludwig Giesecke 

Karl Ludwig Giesecke has the distinction of having stepped aside 
from a scientific career for a while and participating in what was the 
less respected world of theater. (Alfred Whittaker’s research 
provides the basis for this summary of his career relating to The 
Magic Flute.) He began his university studies in 1781 at Göttingen 
in law, but then became interested in mineralogy. In the first half of 
the 1780s he also travelled frequently within Germany, apparently 
following the career of a young actress. After her death in 1783, he 
joined the Grossmann theater company in Frankfurt and made his 
acting debut there. Leaving Frankfurt in 1784, he went to 
Regensburg and became a writer and actor in the Bock company. 
Continuing his theatrical career he moved to a number of cities, 
including Salzburg, Linz, Graz, and finally, in 1789, Vienna, where 
he became associated with the Theater auf der Wieden, the site of 
the premiere of The Magic Flute, and which Emanuel Schikaneder 
would take over. While in Vienna, he may have also found time to 
assist von Born in his amalgamation experiments. However, 

Giesecke continued to work with Schikaneder until leaving in 1800, at that time reentering his 
interrupted scientific career. He would go on to fulfill a distinguished career as a renowned 
mineralogist, with extensive research in Greenland, and finally as professor of mineralogy at the Royal 
Dublin Society, Ireland. 

Alfred Whittaker’s examination of Giesecke’s part in writing the libretto of The Magic Flute is 
particularly important to those wishing clarification on the authorship of the libretto. Whittaker located 
two of five diary albums of Giesecke in which several entries underscore the probability of Giesecke’s 
having written a good portion of the opera’s libretto. Gieseck was also a participant in the original 
Vienna production, taking the role of First Slave and, significantly, functioning as stage manager. I 
examined the printed libretto bearing Giesecke’s name and handwriting. In it he gave titles to several 
scenes in Act II that capture the style of the scenes in terms such as “Moon theater”, “Sun theater”, “Fire 
theater”, as if these were symbolic moments. Strangely, he was thinking more symbolically than 
literally, for the scene which he designated as “Moon theater” has no indication of a moon in its stage 
directions—the moon is referred to in the text of Monostatos’ aria some 20 scenes earlier. 
Nevertheless, we must conclude that Giesecke was greatly involved in the preparation of The Magic 
Flute, and as such certainly shaped its contents, verbally and visually. 

Numbers

One characteristic of the work that both von Born and Giesecke engaged in was the attention to 
numbers; and we should remember that Mozart himself was fascinated with numbers and mathematics 
throughout his life. Numbers play an interesting role in The Magic Flute. Studies on the issue can be 
found in Whittaker’s writings, and as well in Joseph Irmen, Mozart: Mitglied geheimer Gesellschaften 
(Prisca-Verlag, 1998) and in I. Grattan-Guinness, “Counting the Notes: Numerology in the works of 
Mozart, Especially Die Zauberflöte”, Annals of Science 49, 201-232. I will be preparing a separate essay 
having to do with numbers in the opera for a later time. However, here is an introduction to several 
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kinds of numerical uses in the opera. 

First, of course, are the symbolic references to Freemasonry. The number 3 pervades the opera, as is 
well known. Three opening chords; three temples; three Ladies serving the Queen of Night; three Boys 
working in Sarastro’s realm; three slaves; and so on. Even the main key of the opera has three flats in 
its signature, forming the shape of a triangle. The association with Blue Lodge Masonry is clear: upon 
being raised in the work of the third degree the candidate becomes a Master Mason. But beyond the 
third degree of Blue Lodge Masonry are upper degrees in two possible tracks, the York Rite or the 
Scottish Rite. The eighteenth degree of the Scottish Rite is the “Sovereign Rose-Croix Degree”—the Rose 
Cross—already in existence and known in Mozart’s time. I will explore more about the Masonic 
numerical references in a future essay, and the discussion of the Rosicrucians (and thus Rose Cross) 
occurs later in this essay.

A second kind of numerical use in the opera is symbolic. Hermetic, alchemical, gematria (numerical 
equivalents to letters), and the Golden Section (.618) are some of the applications, and they are 
especially relevant to alchemy. Of major importance are the numbers 1 (the mystical unity), 3 (other 
than the Christian Trinity, a perfect whole having beginning, middle and end, and a combination of the 
previous two numbers), and 7 (natural phenomena such as moon phases, number of planets and 
metals of early science), and additives, multiples, and combinations of these. 

For instance, the number 3, so important to Freemasonry, is apparent in the many occasions of triadic 
melody construction and repetitions of chords. In combinations of 3s, we have already seen the use of 
the number 18, in the reference to the Scottish Rite degree of the Sovereign Rose Croix. This is 
obviously a multiple of 3 (3 x 3 x 2) and  is applied in The Magic Flute in several ways: Sarastro enters 
in the 18th scene of Act I; there are 18 seats and 18 priests in the conclave at the beginning of Act II; 
the trials of fire and water occur in the 18th scene of Act II (in which the chorale tune begins in the 
pick-up to the 18th measure); Tamino’s first measure of singing is in the 18th measure of the opening 
scene of Act I. This last point may seem pedestrian until we consider that the normal phrase length in 
Mozart’s time would be in multiples of 4, so we would more likely expect an entrance on measure 16, 
not 18. 

The number 7, likewise, is represented in numerous occurrences in the opera. The seventh eighth-note 
of the Allegro section of the Overture is marked forte and begins a turning figure, breaking up the 
repetition of a single pitch; this rhythmic pattern occurs three times in each of the statements of the 
fugue-like subject before the entrance of the next voice. Moreover, there is a sforzando on the third 
eighth note of the countersubject! Scales of seven pitches, upward and downward, permeate the opera. 

The Golden Section, is a ratio in which a small unit relates to a larger unit as the larger unit relates to 
the sum of both units, or, a:b::b:(a+b). The percentage is expressed as .618. The Golden Section can be 
determined in a number of passages in the opera, especially within sections in the Introduction (the 
opening scene, through the departure of the Three Ladies) and several arias and shorter pieces. For 
example, in the Queen's first-act aria, there are 103 measures in total; the Golden Section, measure 74, 
marks the beginning of the Queen's commission to Tamino to rescue Pamina ("Du, du, du wirst sie zu 
befreien gehen"). In the prayer to Isis and Osiris at the beginning of Act II, for Sorostro and men's 
chorus, the Golden Section marks the significant moment in which Sarastro refers to the descent to the 
grave should the candidate fail in his initiation (measure 35 of 56).  There are many more instances, all 
of which would reveal Mozart’s structural and symbolic thinking. 

Alchemy

What is alchemy, and how is it relevant to The Magic Flute other than in number symbolism?

The alchemical tradition, which extends far back into antiquity, is often perceived as a form of black 
magic or at best a pseudo-science which fraudulently claimed to transmute base material into gold or 
great wealth. But alchemy was, in fact, much more than these fraudulent "puffers'" arts. There was a 
physical aspect of alchemy, that is, work performed in laboratories, which was on one hand associated 
with healing, thus an early stage of apothecary science, and on the other hand, allied with metallurgy 
and chemistry—in other words, it was a stage in the development of the modern physical sciences. In 
addition, however, in early seventeenth-century northwestern German states, where Lutheran 
Protestantism flourished, alchemy was also a philosophic art. Its terms for processes and materials 
were metaphors for stages in spiritual development, and thus associated with theology. In many 
instances the three aspects—healing, physical science, and spiritual or mystical thought—were 
interrelated in symbolic terms. The tradition of alchemy was well known in Mozart’s time. Just how well 
known can be assessed by the fact that Mozart and several of his associates who had collaborated in 
the creation of The Magic Flute had also collaborated in writing another Singspiel, Der Stein der Weisen 
oder die Zauberinsel (The Philosopher’s Stone or the Magic Island), with an alchemical plot, in 1790. 



8

What can be said of the hermetic art of alchemy? The desired goals of the Great Work, as it was termed, 
were the heirosgamos or sacred marriage of the noble king and queen, and the creation of the 
philosopher’s stone, which conferred immortality. However, the reports and descriptions of the actual 
processes for achieving these goals were murky at best, presumably to protect the art or craft from 
insincere practitioners. There were numerous variants in both the order and the listing of the 
procedures, resulting often in contradictory “recipes” for achieving the perfection of the work. 

One recent scholar, M. F. M. van den Berk, has with considerable success shown the connection 
between the alchemical process and the plot of The Magic Flute by interpreting the characters as 
physical elements—chemical or metallurgical—and showing how their interaction equates to an 
alchemical procedure. Here is a summary of the process of the alchemical Great Work, as provided in 
van den Berk’s The Magic Flute: Die Zauberflöte: An Alchemical Allegory (Brill, 2004), p. 229. I am 
including van den Berk’s assignments of the process to sections in Mozart’s opera, with my 
clarifications. 

First of all, the main characters’ alchemical roles need to be explained. There are, to begin, three 
(again!) primary substances—salt, sulfur, and mercury—which are the foundation materials of the Great 
Work:

     Pamina is salt, a solid, non-active fundamental substance that can heal, destroy, give flavor, purify, 
and is characterized 
     by bitterness and wisdom. Among “planets” she is the moon.
     Tamino is sulfur, a volatile burning, corroding, poisonous, foul-smelling substance that is needed 
to “free up” salt. He is 
     represented by the sun.            
     Papageno/Papagena (androgynous couple) are mercury, with characteristics of liquid, solid and 
gas, necessary to 
     amalgamate gold and silver, thus able to purify both metals. Mercury is the mediator between salt 
and sulfur, enabling the 
     conjunction of the two. Van den Berk states that the combination of Papageno and Papagena 
constitutes the Rebis (a dual 
     thing), a hermaphrodite, the sublime form of the “Mercury of the philosophers”. 

Other substances are also needed. 

     The Queen’s late husband is the Prime Material (this in conflict with Andrew Lux, who sees the 
Queen herself as the 
     Prime Material), the raw stuff out of which the salt, sulfur and mercury must be taken. He is the 
Dead King (Long live the 
     King!), akin to the mortally ill Grail King, or Osiris, or Dionysus, from whose death comes the 
opportunity for regeneration 
     and life. Often represented as a green lion, he could also be shown as a serpent, or a gray wolf and 
associated with Saturn, 
     and the metal lead. This is a huge role for a character that does not even appear in the opera! 
     The Queen of the Night is the Anima Mundi, the soul of the world, Isis, black earth, the universal 
mother who 
     nurtures all, but eventually will overwhelm and destroy, and thus must be cast off to allow the salt, 
sulfur and mercury to 
     continue their life. 
     Sarastro is the alchemist, the magician whose offices make the Great Work, the sacred wedding 
(the heirosgamos) of 
     Tamino and Pamina, possible. In effecting the Great Work, van den Berk shows, there are three 
stages of process: 

Initial marriage (first conjunction) (Tamino seeing the portrait of Pamina? J.E.), which needs to be 
dissolved, leading to:

     Nigredo (blackening) = confusion, chaos. The prime material(s) are extracted from the earth, then 
represented as falling 
     apart (solution or dissolution), breaking down (putrefaction); bride and groom have a limited 
(impure) meeting 
     (conjunction) (at the end of Act I, where they meet face to face and are separated, J.E.) and need to 
die to begin the next 
     process. Act I encompasses the Nigredo.
     Albedo (whitening or purification) = repeated cleansing operations. The prime material is subjected 
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to washing, 
     distillation, calcination and other purifying processes. This ends with a second, purer meeting, 
corresponding to the
     part of Act II ending just before the Finale (Pamina seeing Tamino and being told that this is the last 
time they will be 
     separated, J.E.) (N.B.: There is one meeting not accounted for in van den Berk’s schema: when 
Pamina finds Tamino and he 
     will not speak with her, J. E.).  
     Rubedo (reddening) = coagulation, or final conjunction. The prime material receives its final set of 
operations, a repeat of 
     the previous two in compact form, a “final cooking”, corresponding to the trials of fire and water in 
Act II. Note that the 4 
     elements, earth, air, fire and water are referenced here, and two mountains in which the trials take 
place (“sun rock” of fire, 
     “moon rock” of water). In the “bath”, the king and queen have intercourse and fertilize each other 
[sic]. This is the perfect 
     union, the heirosgamos, which yields the transformation of Mercury into the Child of Wisdom, in the 
following actions:
     Multiplication: Papageno is united with Papagena (who looks like him in all but gender, and they 
have many, many 
     Papagenos and Papagenas. In this stage one sees the “peacock’s tail”*, the multiple colors that 
indicate the fulfillment of 
     the operation.
    *See the comments on Papageno’s tail below.
     Projection: Use of the Philosopher’s Stone to purify other metals. Stage directions for the final 
scene indicate this process.
     Exaltation: Tamino and Pamina celebrated at the end of Act II.

Van den Berk’s analysis, employing one of many versions of how to achieve the Great Work, answers a 
number of questions about why characters change so radically (the Queen truly becomes evil, 
Monostatos is cast off, and so on), for their nature must not be understood from the beginning as that 
of a “normal” individual but rather as alchemical elements affecting and affected by a larger process. 
Unfortunately, Van den Berk’s writing occasionally misrepresents the libretto. He implies, for example, 
that Tamino and Pamina, rather than Tamino and Papageno are to be veiled and sent through trials, 
and says that Sarastro is “worshipped” in the opera as an idol, rather than held up as a hero or wise 
leader (which I think is closer to the text). He also states that images of Papageno show him with a 
peacock’s tail, but this is inaccurate: Papageno’s tail in the image at the end of his book is not a 
peacock’s but rather an eagle’s or at best a parrot’s, lacking the eye typical of the peacock. Where the 
peacock’s eyed feathers are in evidence are on Papageno’s legs, resembling stockings. Do these details 
make a difference? Probably only in terms of the degree of care with which his analysis should be read. 
In the main, however, van den Berk has performed a great service in explaining the alchemical nature 
of The Magic Flute.

But why go to the trouble to embed alchemy into a popular entertainment? Why and how did the 
creators of The Magic Flute even lock onto the alchemical theme in the first place?

IV. THE ROSICRUCIAN MOVEMENT, ITS DOCUMENTS AND THE MAGIC FLUTE

Alchemy, the symbolic heart of The Magic Flute, is the language of the hermetic tradition extending 
into antiquity. A number of philosophers, writers, and artists participated in this tradition, but of 
greatest importance to understanding Mozart’s opera is the Rosicrucian movement. In Mozart’s time a 
New Order of the Gold- and Rosy Cross gathered a considerable following, and a number of the nobility 
with whom Mozart associated were members of the organization. Although it worked in an alchemical 
symbolism, it is quite different from the earlier, “original” Rosicrucian movement, which, as I will 
demonstrate, impacted the opera. The 18th-century “new” Rosicrucian organization drew from the 
earlier Rosicrucians’ documents and in many ways assured that they, and alchemy, were concepts in 
wide circulation in the second half of the century. But I shall be focusing on the earlier Rosicrucians, 
and the reason for that will become evident.

In the course of my study of the opera’s music and libretto, a colleague at Cleveland State University 
introduced me to Frances Yates' remarkable work, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1972, and Shambhala, 1978). This book ultimately directed my thinking in a totally new 
path and opened a door to recognizing a new dimension to the opera, and suggested a purpose until 
then unexplored for the work. The reading of The Magic Flute which I presented earlier—the opera as a 
guide to a bloodless social and political reform—is reinforced by parallelisms between the opera's plot 
and the material of the Rosicrucian documents of the early 17th century, and by the parallelism 
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between the circumstances of that movement and the situation in which, nearly two centuries later, the 
creators of the opera found themselves. These parallelisms strike me as being so strong and so 
compelling that I see the Rosicrucian movement and documents as sources for significant portions of 
the opera's plot and worthy of joining the list of other now-accepted sources for the work.

The suggestion of Rosicrucian connections to the opera was not original to my study. Two 20th-century 
monographs on The Magic Flute—Jacques Chailley’s Magic Flute, Masonic Opera (tr. H. Weinstock, 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1971), and Alfons Rosenberg’s Die Zauberflöte, Gesichte und Deutung von Mozart’s 
Oper (Prestel Verlag, 1972—pointed out that the opera used Rosicrucian symbols and tracts as sources 
of the alchemical union of Tamino and Pamina, and that these sources were the connection to both 
mid-eighteenth-century Freemasonry and an organization called the New Order of the Gold- and Rosy 
Cross. However, neither Chailley nor Rosenberg elaborated further on the Rosicrucian connection to 
some of the more deeply woven threads in the opera's plot. Upon examining the primary Rosicrucian 
tracts, I thought it evident that details of the opera’s plot were surely derived from them. I also found 
that their historical situation was very similar in some respects to the period in which Mozart 
composed his opera.

The 17th-century Rosicrucians

The term "Rosicrucian" is widely understood to derive from the name 
of a fictitious and allegorical figure, Christian Rosenkreuz, a German 
who supposedly lived from 1378 to 1484. A philosopher and deeply 
religious Christian, he is described as having followed scientific and 
spiritual paths toward a more perfect knowledge of God and Jesus 
Christ. His story relates that he travelled to Arabia, Damascus, Egypt, 
Fez and Spain in his search for learning, and established an 

association with three other seekers with whom, through example and through study and writing, he 
might bring about the reformation of the whole world (I found the phrase particularly striking in my 
evolving understanding of the opera). Eventually this small core grew to eight members who obligated 
themselves to heal the sick, remain unobtrusive wherever they went, meet together annually on 
Christmas Day, search for worthy successors, keep their fraternity secret for a century, and travel 
extensively to increase their own knowledge. After the death of Rosenkreuz and the original members, 
the younger generations of brothers continued on in a pattern of activities and convocations 
established by their founder in a private, irregular and unobtrusive manner. A brother's accidental and 
unexpected discovery of Rosenkreuz's tomb, rich with symbolic construction and contents, signalled to 
the fraternity that they should make public their origin and their purpose: namely, to instruct, urge 
and proclaim a world-wide reformation and an era of truth and right (again, a remarkable 
precedent for Mozart’s opera).

This fictitious Rosenkreuz and his order of reformers were the supposed antecedents to a group of 
visionaries in the early seventeenth century who, through their publications about Rosenkreuz and his 
Order, became referred to as Rosicrucians. Illustrations in their writings showed that the Rosicrucians 
saw their movement or "college" as winged and on wheels, thus "moveable," and their literature 
referred to them as "invisible," that is, not a publicly-known formal organization. The effect of their 
writings was broad enough to suggest that their views concretized a rather widespread interest in 
reform. Although generally localized in Western Germany, the Rosicrucians became a very real source 
of concern in other parts of Europe as sympathetic publications appeared in those regions. The Thirty 
Years' War ended their publications and drove the movement underground, but a century or so later, in 
the mid 1750's, a New Order of the Gold- and Rosy Cross became a formally structured organization 
attracting many members from among other societies such as Freemasonry and the Illuminati. This 
new organization took the principal writings of the 17th-century Rosicrucians as their founding 
documents and continued to espouse the symbolic purposes and language of the earlier movement. 

There is some disagreement about the meaning of the name Rosenkreuz. Traditionally it is translated 
as "rose cross," but there is reason to believe that it originated from a subtler alchemical tradition in 
which "ros" meant "dew," a solvent of gold, and the cross referred to light. This interpretation points to 
the fact that the Rosicrucian movement rested largely on the symbolic language of alchemy. The 
connection of the opera to alchemy is highly significant. It was pointed out in Dorothy Koenigsberger’s 
“A New Metaphor for The Magic Flute” in European Studies Review, 1975, and explored in great detail 
in M. F. M. van den Berk’s The Magic Flute: Die Zauberflöte: An Alchemical Allegory in 2004 (which we 
have already examined in regard to alchemy). We will examine some aspects of this connection in the 
following section.

Social and Political Impact of the Rosicrucians

Frances Yates showed that the seventeenth-century Rosicrucian documents touched not only religious 
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life but social and political reform as well. These writings suggest that the "moveable and invisible 
college" intended particularly to allegorize the 1613 marriage of the Protestant Frederick V, Elector 
Palatinate (1596-1632), to Elizabeth (1596-1662), daughter of England's James I, as the union of 
Protestant Europe with Protestant England. In actuality, this union eventually united not only England 
and north Germany but also, later, Bohemia, where Frederick was elected king, against the extension of 
Roman Catholic Hapsburg power and the then-ascendant Counter-reformation within the Catholic 
Church. In the course of Frederick’s very brief reign as King of Bohemia, events unfolded into the 
beginning of the vicious, sectarian Thirty Years’ War. When Frederick’s forces were defeated in the 
Battle of the White Mountain (1630), he took his family to the Netherlands, where they remained for the 
rest of their lives.

Yates shows that a great many of the intellectuals associated with Frederick's court in Heidelberg were 
steeped in the symbolism of alchemy and hermeticism with which the Rosicrucian literature abounds, 
and these figures were strongly associated with the Rosicrucian movement. Yates suggests that the 
marriage of Frederick and Elizabeth provided for this circle the living model of alchemical unity which 
otherwise would have been merely an abstract mystical symbol of the Rosicrucian's religious and 
political aspirations.

The Rosicrucian Documents

The seventeenth-century Rosicrucian movement produced overt evidence of its existence from about 
1610 through 1623 in a group of publications describing the origins and philosophy of the order. In 
several of the documents there was a clear attempt through symbolic language both to articulate and 
to encourage a spiritual awakening in Europe, especially Protestant Europe, in an effort to effect a 
return to a simpler, more heartfelt practice of Christ's teachings and to counteract the secularization of 
the European community at large. 

The principal Rosicrucian documents which give the central myth and symbolism of the movement are 
these:

     Fama Fraternitatis (The Story of the Fraternity), 1614, which tells the life history of Christian 
Rosenkreuz and the founding of 
     the Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross by his followers; 

     Confessio Fraternitatis (The Confession or Creed of the Fraternity), 1615, which gives the ideals of 
the Brotherhood; 

     Chymische Hochzeit Christiani Rosenkreuz (the Chemical—i.e., Alchemical—Wedding of Christian 
Rosenkreuz), 1616, which 
     recounts Christian Rosenkreuz's experiences at a seven-day festival celebrating the wedding of a 
royal couple. 

Additionally, Radtichs Brotofferr's Elucidarius Major, oder Erleuchterunge [sic] über die Reformation der 
ganzten weiten Welt, 1616/1618 (The Great Elucidations or the Enlightenment concerning the 
Reformation of the Whole Wide World) is the commentary on the Chemical Wedding. 

Many scholars believe the author of the first three documents was Johann Valentin Andreae (1586-
1654), a Lutheran pastor and theologian, and grandson of the noted theologian Jakob Andreae. (With 
the beginning of the Thirty Years' War in 1618, Andreae published what many historians consider to be 
recantations of his earlier enthusiasm for Rosicrucian ideals). These works, together with Andreae's 
utopian book, Christianopolis, 1624, and Christopher Kotter's Lux in Tenebris, written probably in 
1624 but published in 1675, urging Frederick's Protestant forces not to lose courage after their 
defeats, constitute the main bulk of literature in the Rosicrucian movement; there were also numerous 
open letters either praising or condemning the principles and philosophy propounded in the 
Rosenkreuz adventures. 

I found the early seventeenth-century Rosicrucian documents to be far more significant to the opera's 
plot and libretto than is generally recognized. These documents and the Rosicrucian movement which 
they represent account for a number of important details in the opera that are not touched by 
previously known sources, although recent scholars like van den Berk are now recognizing them. 
Among these details are the intricate history of Pamina's abduction and her trials at the hands of 
Monostatos; Papagena's peculiar appearance as an old woman throughout most of her stage activity; 
and a host of clearly symbolic details throughout the opera. 

The most extensive points of correspondence from this body of literature to The Magic Flute come 
from the Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreuz and the commentary on it, the Great Elucidation, 
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as well as the somewhat later Christianopolis. I would like to show you the full range of 
correspondences that I have located, but in the interest of a more manageable length for this essay I 
will concentrate on a few which concern primarily the Chemical Wedding and, secondarily, the Great 
Elucidation. For a fuller exploration of the relationship between the Rosicrucian documents and The 
Magic Flute, please see my Cultural Context of Mozart’s “Magic Flute, Vol. I. 

The Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreuz

The Chemical Wedding contains two extensive threads that occur in the opera: the concept or vision of 
an alchemical union or wedding, and a story line that has a parallel in Pamina's experiences in the 
opera. There are as well several other less extensive but very clear correlations to the plot and stage 
details, many of which concern Papageno and Papagena. That The Magic Flute as a whole is an 
alchemical metaphor has already been well established through the work of Koenigsberger and van den 
Berk, especially; the Chemical Wedding's unquestioned use of the alchemical process to bring about 
the heirosgamos or sacred wedding makes it a particularly strong paradigm for the opera's theme of 
unifying Tamino and Pamina, and, in parody, Papageno and Papagena. 

However, the alchemical symbolism goes far deeper than the obvious heirosgamos, and we need to 
examine some details. 

The Chemical Wedding is narrated by Christian Rosenkreuz, who has been summoned by a mysterious 
invitation to be a guest in the week-long celebration of festivities around the wedding of a young royal 
couple. The invitation itself contains a curious reference to three temples on a mountain, the vantage 
point from which all of the wedding events will be seen. Rosenkreuz dons his distinctive attire: a white 
coat, a red ribbon draping from his shoulder across his body, and a hat decorated with four red roses. 
He finds the proper path to the royal palace and passes into the grounds through several portals, one 
of which is guarded by a lion. Along with the other guests he is shown the magnificent rooms, library, 
grounds, and a lion fountain in a garden, and eventually taken on a tour of an underground vault 
lighted by glowing red gems and containing a sepulchre on which are unusual inscriptions. On the 
Sixth Day, he and the other guests observe the alchemical creation of life; in this case the new being is 
a bird with many-colored feathers. On the Seventh Day before their departure for their homes, he and 
the other guests are made Knights of the Golden Stone, celebrated with procession and pomp, and 
given a book of rules which the Knights of this order must observe. Rosenkreuz, however, is not 
permitted to go home but must, rather, take over the duties of the porter at the gate, in punishment 
for letting his curiosity lead him to forbidden rooms in the palace during the Fifth Day. His release is 
implied in a postscript explaining that in the narration contained in several lost leaves of the 
manuscript, Rosenkreuz finally arrived home.

The union of the royal couple in the Chemical Wedding is, of course, the foremost point which this 
fable has in common with The Magic Flute, in which the union of Prince Tamino with Princess Pamina is 
the crux of the plot. But other points of similarity are evident, from even the most superficial 
observation, to those who know the opera’s story and stage directions. The three temples in which the 
royal wedding will occur in Andreae's work are mirrored in the three temples in Sarastro's realm (I, xv). 
The lion that Rosenkreuz meets in the entry to the palace grounds has a parallel in the lions which 
draw Sarastro's chariot (I, xviii) and which threaten Papageno during the trials (II, xix). The 
underground vault with its glowing gems suggests the sparkling cavern out of which the Queen of the 
Night first appears (I, vi), but its function as a tomb is more closely allied with the underground 
chambers in which Tamino and Papageno must reflect in their trials (II, ii-vi). The multicolored 
alchemical bird created in the Sixth Day suggests Papageno himself, who is a birdcatcher camouflaged 
by being covered with feathers (I, ii). Even though these points of commonality lie on the surface of the 
works, however, they are far from insignificant. They represent principal themes and images which are 
central to both works. But in addition to these relatively overt points, there are others which provide 
even more detailed links between the two works and require closer examination.

The explicit duration of the Chemical Wedding's celebration is very important, for, as the Great 
Elucidation points out, the week-long festival is a clear and unmistakable allusion to the Biblical 
creation of the world in seven days. As I have stated earlier, The Magic Flute has as a primary theme 
the regeneration of the individual and society, cast as an image of a new Eden. But the Biblical creation 
story has even more relation to the opera. 

Each day of the Chemical Wedding has its own unique imagery for paralleling the alchemical process 
symbolizing the Biblical creation. However, the fourth day—the  central day—is exceptionally 
important. In the Bible, the fourth day of creation has significant symbols: the separation of night from 
day, the creation of the stars, the creation of greater and lesser lights to rule day and the night, and to 
mark seasons and years. The Biblical night-day dichotomy and cyclic changes echo the Light vs. 
Darkness theme in The Magic Flute's libretto, and very soon after the opera’s premiere these were 



13

recognized as important to the opera's symbolism. 

But in addition, the specific events of the fourth day in the Chemical Wedding are particularly 
significant with regard to The Magic Flute. The day's events fall into three parts: a seven-act play, 
termed a "comedy," performed by students for the benefit of the court and guests, and the pre- and 
post-performance actions of Rosenkreuz and his associates in the royal court in relation to the bride- 
and groom-to-be. These parts of the fourth-day narration contain information which we can trace 
in The Magic Flute.      

Let us first consider the comedy which the students present to the court on the fourth day in 
the Chemical Wedding. This play tells the story of a young, unnamed princess. Pamina's story in The 
Magic Flute appears to parallel many aspects of the student's drama. Several points of correlation 
between the Chemical Wedding drama and the opera are clear. Both Pamina and the princess of the 
students' drama are abducted and fall under the domination of an evil Moor whose power includes 
sexual control and other forms of humiliation. Each is finally "rescued" through the efforts of a young, 
loving prince and united with him in a kind of apotheosis at the end of the story. Both have the 
assistance of an older man whose authority is over a kingdom or community, and who have a 
significant paternal function toward the young prince. In both stories, the older man and the young 
prince are aligned with concepts of modesty, consideration and goodness, and the principal plot is the 
emergence of the princess from the shadow of impure love to be united with the prince in a pure love. 
The conclusion of both play and opera consists of a choral acclaim in three parts including references 
to a wedded royal couple, beauty, and an unending victory.

There are several particular points of correspondence between the Chemical Wedding drama and The 
Magic Flute that show the subtlety with which the Rosicrucian materials were incorporated into the 
opera. One of them concerns the idea with which the students' play ends: the chorus' wish that 
"thousands" will issue from the bride's "own proper blood," and that the couple will, through 
generations, produce many descendants from the chosen wife, whose lineage is not only "correct" but 
"pure," even "sanctified" as well. The parallel situation in the opera involves not only Pamina, who with 
Tamino will be responsible for a people they will govern, but also Papagena. Papagena first appears as 
an old woman and later undergoes a transformation into a young woman dressed like Papageno. In 
their final scene, II, xxix, Papagena is presented to Papageno as his wife. The couple sings a delightful 
duet in which they celebrate their union and look forward to the prospect of parenthood and "many, 
many Papagenos and Papagenas."  It would appear that the opera's creators have taken the elements of 
the students' three-verse carol and divided them between the "serious" royal couple, Tamino and 
Pamina, and their shadow couple, the earthy comic pair Papageno and Papagena.

Besides these examples of a subtle use of direct correlation, there are several instances of seemingly 
inverted correlation, which upon closer consideration show further correspondences between the two 
works. For example, in the Chemical Wedding drama the princess' behavior is specifically "wanton," and 
when the Moor attempts to take advantage of this she actually becomes his "concubine". In the opera, 
however, it is clear that Pamina's actions are at no time wanton and that she utterly and consistently 
rejects Monostatos as a lover. On the other hand, Papagena, Papageno's wife-to-be, might well have 
absorbed the element of wantonness in her guise as the old woman, for she is Papageno's pursuer. In 
her first appearance on stage, II, xv, she is an old woman who offers Papageno a goblet of water, then 
chatters and banters with him, and finally explains coyly that she has a boyfriend who is about ten 
years older than she, and that this boyfriend is Papageno himself. In a later scene, II, xxiv, still an old 
woman, she again showers Papageno with notice of her affection, suggesting that in return for his 
fidelity she will love him tenderly and will "embrace...caress...press [him] to [her] heart." As with the 
situation around the final chorus, it appears that the opera's creators have applied an element of the 
students' drama to Papagena rather than to the principal royal character, Pamina. When we consider, 
however, that Papagena and Papageno are the shadow couple, the complimentary pair to Pamina and 
Tamino, the seeming contradiction is clarified: Papagena as Pamina's extension carries out the ignoble 
(but not evil) aspect of the Chemical Wedding's princess.

Another point of inverted correlation between the two works may be seen in the character of the 
drama's Ancient King, the father of the Young King who rescues and marries the princess: in 
the Chemical Wedding drama, the Ancient King is the antithesis of the King of the Moors, under whose 
aegis the princess remains for a time. We would expect the Ancient King's equivalent in the opera to be 
Sarastro, and yet Sarastro is neither Tamino's father nor, originally, the Moor's enemy; further, it is he 
who abducted Pamina from her mother before the opera began. However, nowhere in the opera text is 
he referred to as a king. Only two figures in the opera are designated kings: Tamino's father, whom the 
prince recalls when he tries to understand the mysterious reference to a "star-flaming queen," I, ii; and 
Pamina's father, whose "all-consuming sun circle" he gave to Sarastro rather than his wife, thus 
contributing to the Queen's desire for vengeance, and whom Pamina remembers as associated with 
good, wise and understanding men of Sarastro's community, II, viii.
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Is there a parallel to the drama's Ancient King in the opera?  There are perhaps two instances in which 
he is conveyed into The Magic Flute. The character of Sarastro is vital to seeing the relationship to 
the Chemical Wedding King. As the heir in an ethical bequest from Pamina's father, Sarastro carries a 
philosophical or spiritual lineage rather than blood-line; having inherited the sun-circle, as a spiritual 
leader, he abducts Pamina from her mother to rescue the child from the Queen of the Night, "that 
woman [who] imagines herself great, and hopes through illusion and superstition to deceive the people 
and to destroy our secure temple" (II, i). There is some indication by the end of Act I that perhaps 
Sarastro had intended to win Pamina's love for himself and to marry her, for he acknowledges her wish 
to escape and recognizes that her affection is clearly directed toward a new "other:" "...without first 
pressing you I know more about your heart--you love another very much. I don't intend to force you 
into love, but I am not giving you your freedom" (I, xvii). In this instance, Sarastro appears to parallel 
the role of the Young King in the Chemical Wedding, the rescuer of the princess and later refused as a 
lover when the princess' attention turns elsewhere (in the Chemical Wedding, to the Moor himself). 
However, an important transition occurs by the first scene of Act II in the opera, providing the second 
parallel with the Ancient King. 

In II, i, Sarastro specifically identifies the prince Tamino as young and virtuous and chosen by the gods 
to wed Pamina; and significantly, Sarastro points out that "Tamino, the gracious youth, shall strengthen 
[the structure of the temple] with us, and as Initiate shall become the reward of virtue but the 
punishment of vice."  He is not only Pamina's intended spouse but virtually the cornerstone of the 
community which Sarastro leads. From this moment, Sarastro assumes the function of a father to both 
Tamino and Pamina, much as the Ancient King did in the students' drama when he raised the young 
princess in his court and then designated his son as the princess' intended spouse.

The transfer of role-parallels from Sarastro to Tamino suggests a break in the plot's continuity in a 
manner not previously considered in analyses of the opera. One might construct a cynical 
interpretation of the role-transfer by suggesting that the opera's authors in fact deny the validity of a 
non-royal partner for the princess; but this argues against everything that the opera's overt ethics 
proclaim: equality based on character and the quality of the heart rather than on blood lineage. The 
more consistent reading is that the opera's authors completely discounted the issue of royalty and 
were intending to communicate a model for gracious acceptance of change, be it the union of a people 
with the "proper" political system or the fulfillment of a "true-love" bond. This interpretation is given 
credence by the fact that a similar thread occurs in La clemenza di Tito, K. 621, which, as I mentioned 
earlier, Mozart composed in the same summer as The Magic Flute. In Tito, the title character, like 
Sarastro, expects to marry a worthy woman but finally yields his intention to marry her when he 
realizes how deeply she loves one of his good friends. Both Tito and The Magic Flute were written at 
the time of governmental transition, when Joseph II's successor Leopold II was being crowned Emperor 
of the Holy Roman Empire. This fact, when considered with the structure of The Magic Flute and its link 
with the dialectical process, makes the aspect of transfer from Sarastro to Tamino become not just 
believable but inevitable. (For other examples, see my Cultural Context….)

The Age of Gold

The seventeenth-century Rosicrucian documents and The Magic Flute also have in common a basis in 
fantasy: they project a utopian world in which the ideals of humanity are shown in a social and political 
milieu held out to be approaching, if not actually achieving, perfection. They are concerned with the 
ideal, perfect society as attainable through human effort, and, indeed, they teach the reader or 
observer what must be done to attain the incorruptible state of perfection. While these works may not 
be prophetic as such, that is, literally expecting the state of perfection to arrive, yet they urge and even 
induce change toward perfection through their intense didacticism. Each aims the reader toward the 
Age of Gold, a second Eden or New Jerusalem and provides seemingly endless examples of how to hit 
the mark. Even documents which ridiculed the failure of the Protestant forces against the Hapsburgs 
early in the Thirty Years' War were clear that the Rosicrucians were linked with the Protestant 
movement, represented by the Palatinate Elector and Bohemian (Winter) King Frederick, and that the 
purpose of the Protestant enterprise was "to bring every thing to the state/In which Adam found it....'" 
(The quote is from a book of caricatures translated by E. A. Beller, and is available in Yates’ Rosicrucian 
Enlightenment, p. 57.)

The authors of the seventeenth-century works, living in a fast-changing world and, ultimately, a world 
in cultural, religious and political crisis, had ample reason to try to encourage reforms and a search for 
what Sarastro termed a "better land" (II,xii). I think that the creators of The Magic Flute, too, saw 
themselves in a time of momentous changes--political, social, scientific. Their aim toward the "better 
land," however, was through a secular fantasy, even a syncretistic fantasy, which nevertheless had 
spiritual overtones and borrowed from both religious and secular sources to build its message. There 
is every reason to believe that the creators of the opera knew and consciously used materials from 
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these seventeenth-century documents, and that this borrowing was purposeful.

V. TRANSMISSION OF ROSICRUCIAN DOCUMENTS AND IDEAS TO CREATORS OF THE MAGIC FLUTE

I have noted earlier that the Rosicrucian movement of the seventeenth century was revived in a formally 
established organization called the New Order of the Gold- and Rosy Cross in the middle of the 
eighteenth century. Mozart was not a member of this society, nor were either of the primary librettists 
of the opera, Emanuel Schikaneder and Karl Ludwig Giesecke. Through what agency, then, did the 
numerous details of the 17th-century Rosicrucian documents and ideas reach the creators of the opera 
in 1791? 

Several possibilities have emerged in the years since my Cultural Context of Mozart’s “Magic Flute” was 
published. One of these is the fascination with alchemy in the popular culture of Vienna, particularly as 
manifested in entertaining plays and musical theater. In 1997, David J. Buch announced that he had 
discovered a manuscript score of a Singspiel, Der Stein der Weisen oder die Zauberinsel (The 
Philosopher’s Stone or the Magic Island/Enchanted Isle), from 1790, with music by Mozart, Benedikt 
Schack (1758-1826), Franz Xaver Gerl (1764-1827), Johann Baptist Henneberg (1768-1822), and 
Emanuel Schikaneder (1751-1812). (The work was recorded in 1999 by the Boston Baroque, directed by 
Martin Pearlman, on the Telarc label.) This cluster of individuals forms the nucleus of The Magic 
Flute’s cast in the next year.

Peter Clive’s Mozart and His Circle: A Biographical Dictionary (Yale, 1993) provides enlightening 
information about these men. Gerl was the original Sarastro in The Magic Flute. Schack, who would go 
on to play Tamino in The Magic Flute, was not only an excellent singer but a composer as well; his wife, 
Elisabeth, sang the Third Lady in The Magic Flute. Schack and Gerl were two of the three close friends 
of Mozart who sang through Mozart’s Requiem with the composer shortly before Mozart died. 
Henneberg was resident composer of Schikaneder’s company from 1790 to 1803. He directed 
rehearsals of The Magic Flute when it was in preparation for the premiere while Mozart was away in 
Prague; then, after Mozart himself conducted the first two performances, Henneberg conducted the 
subsequent performances.

Emanuel Schikaneder (1751-1812) was a jack of all trades in the entertainment industry of the time. His 
entire career was in the theater and encompassed the range of repertoire from Shakespeare to comic 
opera and epic drama. He took over the Freihaus-Theater Auf der Wieden in 1789, producing primarily 
Singspiels. Der Stein der Weisen, adapted by Schickaneder from one of the stories in Christopher 
Martin Wieland’s collection Dschinnistan, enjoyed a 24-year life in repertory. Schikaneder played 
Papageno in original production of The Magic Flute in Vienna; his brother Urban sang the role of First 
Priest, and Urban’s daughter was First Boy—and twenty years later would sing the Queen of the Night 
at the Theater in der Leopoldstadt. Other members of the 1790 cast of Der Stein der Weisen also 
participated in The Magic Flute the following year. 

The title of Der Stein der Weisen suggests an alchemical plot. There are indeed magical 
transformations, a magic bird, a good magician and an evil magician (both male), and searches for lost 
loved ones. The title object, the Philosopher’s Stone, is delivered by an eagle at the end of the opera in 
response to young Nadir’s decision to yield the magic sword with which he might have killed his friend, 
and the revelation that he is the son of the good magician Astromonte. A number of plot details are 
also similar to a number of moments in The Magic Flute. Although there appears as yet to be no 
structured analysis of alchemical symbolism for Der Stein der Weisen such as the one by van den Berk 
for The Magic Flute, the earlier work seems less capable of interpretation as an allegory of the Great 
Work. The characters do not go through a ritualized process of purification, and although lovers are 
brought together at the end in marriage, even in a temple, the busy activity of the characters up to that 
time lacks the depth or clarity evident in The Magic Flute’s trials. And clearly Der Stein der Weisen lacks 
the musical unity that is so evident in The Magic Flute.

Was the experience of working on the production of Der Stein der Weisen sufficient for the five 
composers to build the substance of the alchemical process into The Magic Flute? No one has ever 
suggested that either Schack or Gerl had a hand in composing any of the music of The Magic Flute. If 
they influenced Mozart’s work, it would have been through the creation of the libretto or the plot. Both 
knew Giesecke, of course, and may have contributed through him. Schack and Gerl both had scientific 
backgrounds (medicine and physics, respectively.) Both had participated in other magic stage works; 
Schack sang in Wranitzky’s Oberon, for which Giesecke had created the libretto. Would they together 
have formed an intention to present the message of transformation to the general public, as I believe 
happened in The Magic Flute? I have found no information to suggest that either was involved in the 
politically radical Illuminati organization, or that they were associated with the Rosicrucian organization 
of that time, so in spite of their learned backgrounds they seem unlikely candidates to generate the 
purposefulness of The Magic Flute. And that The Magic Flute was purposeful may be deduced by its 
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musical unity, above all!

What, or who, might have been a likely source for not only the politically volatile concept of the 
transformation of governance but also the detailed connection to the 17th-century Rosicrucian 
documents which we have examined earlier?  

I believe that the principal resource for this information was the immense Court Library, of which Baron 
Gottfried van Swieten was Prefect. Van Swieten is barely recognized in historical discussions of Austria 
at this time, except to say that he had been Austria's ambassador to Prussia and key agent in the first 
partition of Poland. Music historians, however, recognize his importance as a remarkable patron of 
Mozart and Haydn and, later, Beethoven; in fact, Beethoven's first symphony is dedicated to van 
Swieten. There is, however, a great deal more to be said about him in regard to Mozart and to his likely 
influence on the creation of The Magic Flute.

Van Swieten was the son of Gerard van Swieten, Maria Theresa's personal physician and Prefect of the 
Hapsburg Imperial Library. After Gerard's death, Maria Theresa appointed Gottfried Prefect of the 
Imperial Library, and after Maria Theresa's death, Joseph appointed him head of the Imperial Education 
Reform and Censorship Commission. Although released from the Education and Censorship 
Commission when Joseph's successor, Leopold, disbanded it in 1791 (within days of Mozart's death), 
van Swieten maintained his prefecture of the library until his death in 1803. During his prefecture he 
effected a monumental change in the way the library's holdings were catalogued: he used—perhaps 
invented—a "Zettel" system: individual sheets of paper for each book, a prototype of the card catalog 
system. Among the works recorded in this new so-called Josephinian catalog in the early 1780's 
were The Chemical Wedding and many works associated with the Rosicrucian literature, or related to it, 
by such authors as Jacob Böhme, John Dee, Basil Valentine, Robert Fludd, and others. Without doubt, 
van Swieten knew a great deal about the holdings in the library, and had his finger on the pulse of 
most of Austria's publications and developments in education. He was in a unique position to have 
known much of what was conveyed as symbolic detail into the opera from the old literature and the 
new trends in science as well.

European scholar Dolf Lindner states that van Swieten was a close associate of a number of major 
members of the new Rosicrucian society in Vienna. Besides this, the Mozart and Haydn scholar H. C. 
Robbins Landon has provided evidence of a list of people thought to be members of a Prague-based 
lodge of the Illuminati--the most politically radical of societies in the late 18th century. The Prague 
lodge was considered to have been engaged in clandestine activity in Bohemia against the Hapsburgs. 
Among the names on that list is that of Baron Gottfried van Swieten. Lindner writes that van Swieten 
was considered a “key figure” among the Austrian Illuminati (Ignaz von Born: Meister der Wahren 
Eintracht, 1986, p. 153).

As a close associate of Mozart throughout the 1780's and even in Mozart's final illness, van Swieten 
had the means and the opportunity to convey information about the early Rosicrucian documents and 
ideas to those working on The Magic Flute. If, as Robbins Landon indicates, van Swieten was involved 
with the Bohemian Illuminati in an attempt at reforming the Austrian Empire, he would also have had a 
motive in bringing the Rosicrucian elements to the attention of the opera's creators. It should be 
remembered, too, that it was van Swieten who introduced Mozart to the music of the Bach family in the 
early 1780s; and that van Swieten had been in Berlin as Austrian ambassador, gaining access to the 
royal family and to musicians there. It was there, I believe, the van Swieten well could have come to 
know a specific chorale that Bach had used: “Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein”. The chorale’s text 
refers to the purification of the true believers like purifying silver, seven times in the fire. At the very 
least this is a metallurgical reference, but it certainly also imparts an alchemical message. Mozart 
employed the chorale tune, sung by two armored men with a new text, to introduce the grave trials of 
fire and water in The Magic Flute. Whether van Swieten suggested this chorale to Mozart for the 
purpose, or introduced the chorale tune to him in the course of introducing the music of Bach to 
Mozart some nine years earlier, is impossible to say. However, when we remember van Swieten’s active 
involvement in Franz Joseph Haydn’s writing of The Creation, suggesting musical effects and providing 
the text for the work, it is not beyond reason to think that van Swieten made some suggestions of a 
similar nature to Mozart for an opera with a reforming and transformative purpose. Among all of 
Mozart's associates, I see van Swieten as the primary suspect for having influenced the creators of The 
Magic Flute to employ Rosicrucian themes, story lines from 17th-century documents, and ideas in the 
opera.

VI. THE BOHEMIAN CONNECTION: EARLY IMAGES OF THE MAGIC FLUTE.

As has been mentioned earlier, the opera's premiere performance was on September 30, 1791. There is 
hardly any documentary evidence of what that first production of the opera looked like—its actual 
stage designs, costumes, action. Mozart's letters to his wife in October have some discussion of what 
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was happening in performances. His descriptions suggest improvised comic business in Papageno's 
scenes, so it is possible that even the libretto printed by Ignaz Alberti in 1791 was not followed exactly 
in the Vienna performances.

The Magic Flute became an international success very soon after its Vienna premiere. Among the 
productions in Bohemia was Karl Hain's in Brno, in 1793, which was taken the following year to 
Olomouc. Josef and Peter Schaffer prepared six illustrations of this Brno production probably in 1793; 
they appeared in 1795 in the Allgemeines Europäisches Journal. These illustrations provide evidence of 
a further remarkable connection to the early Rosicrucian movement. 

It is very possible that the Schaffer’s illustrations in general depict the original Vienna production, for 
the degree to which they adhere to the stage directions and scene designs from the printed libretto of 
1791 is very high. However, several details show slight variants, which may have been introduced in 
the 1792 Prague mounting of the original production, or may have been introduced by the Schaffers 
themselves. For example: the figure of Papageno is said to be the likeness of Schikaneder, who played 
the role of Papageno in the Vienna production. This strengthens the theory that these illustrations 
represent the original Viennese production, since Schikaneder was not known to have participated in 
the 1792 Prague presentation of the original production. 

In another situation, however, the illustrations may connect to the Bohemian production, and there may 
be a reason for the Schaffers’ having modified their illustrations to deviate from the stage directions in 
the original libretto. For example, in one scene, the Schaffers represented serpent which pursues 
Tamino at the beginning of Act I as having been sliced into 3 parts. This is not called for in the original 
1791 libretto OR in Mozart's autograph score. Why did the Schaffers depict the serpent this way? There 
is a strong probability of a source for the change:  Christopher Kotter's Lux in Tenebris, published in 
1675, but written prior to 1626, at the beginning of the Thirty Years' war. The tract was written when 
Frederick V, leading the Bohemian Protestant forces against a rebellion of Bohemian Catholics, was 
defeated at the Battle of the White Mountain in November, 1620. From that point Austria assumed 
control of Bohemia. She exiled the Protestants or forced their conversion to Catholicism; repression 
also took the form of language restrictions: the Bohemians were prevented from using the Czech 
language in public and made to use German instead. Frederick and his wife, Elizabeth, fled from 
Bohemia and went to the Netherlands. Frederick was stripped of his Electorship by the Holy Roman 
Emperor Ferdinand (whom Frederick had preempted as King of Bohemia by being elected to that 
position by the Bohemian Diet). Meanwhile, what was to become the Thirty Years' War had begun, and 
in the first three years the Protestant forces were defeated by Hapsburgs and Hapsburg allies until a 
treaty was enacted in 1623. Kotter's prophecy was written the next year, at a time when it was thought 
and hoped that Frederick would eventually rally to victory. 

One reading of the illustration, derived from the text associated with the picture in the tract, would be 
that the lion is Frederick V, Elector Palatinate and King of Bohemia (whose symbol was in fact the lion), 
shown as the Lion of Judah, defending his people from the "hypocritical serpent" (the Hapsburg "viper") 
by cutting it up. Another interpretation, derived from Frances Yates' The Rosicrucian Enlightenment:  
the lion is Frederick V, Elector Palatinate, King of Bohemia, having suffered defeat, but rising again to 
victory against the Hapsburgs and to apotheosis. The segmented serpent in the sky is the constellation 
Serpentarius, in which could be read a prophecy of Frederick's success against the Hapsburgs. His 
defeat in 1623 meant the prophecy had failed, and Serpentarius, therefore, is decimated.

Why is this detail included here? I think it becomes a portion of the overall message of the Schaffers' 
allusion to Bohemian history; we will see the direction confirmed in the next illustration.

In Act I, scene 18 of The Magic Flute, six lions draw a victory chariot bearing Sarastro. Lions, we note, 
are the symbol of Frederick, Elector Palatinate, NOT the Hapsburgs, whose sign is an eagle. Seated with 
dignity upon the elevated crimson seat in his chariot Sarastro is attired in an ermine short-sleeved coat 
over a knee-length blue tunic. On his chest is a radiant sun, created with a circular stylized face 
encircled by outward-pointed rays. Of utmost importance is Sarastro’s facial appearance. He is 
relatively young, as evidenced by a dark turned-up moustache, small, dark, pointed beard, and 
shoulder-length brown hair. A curiously-shaped hat is on his head: it is gold-colored, perhaps metallic; 
the crown is brought to a gently rounded peak, and there is a front panel which resembles a rough 
attempt at a visor in raised position. His attire, like that of his attendants, is not Egyptian, but is even 
less Turkish than theirs. His curious cap is not a crown. He is not distinctly priestly. And, most 
significantly, the style of facial hair is completely unlike any other illustration of this character at that 
time or afterward. It is the facial hair which sets this Sarastro apart and raises once more the question 
of a source for such an anomaly

That the Schaffers’ illustrations were published in Bohemia presents us with a strong likelihood that 
there is a connection between the representation of Sarastro and Bohemia’s history, particularly at the 
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time of the 17th-century efflorescence of the Rosicrucian movement and its documents. The figure of 
Frederick V, who was, according to Frances Yates, the Alchemical King, leads us to consider a portrait 
of him created by Gerard Honthorst (1590-1656) in 1630. He was nicknamed “Gerardo della notti” 
during his years in Italy because of his Caravaggio-influenced manner of showing figures in a darkened 
space illuminated only by a candle that was shaded by a hand or an interposed body. Hontorst was 
commissioned by Frederick’s brother-in-law, Charles I of England, to paint a series of portraits of 
Frederick and his family while they lived in the Netherlands. 

Click here to access the Honthorst’s image of Frederick.

Click here to access the Schaffers’s image of Sarastro.  

The Honthorst portrait of the  “Winter King” of Bohemia bears striking similarity to the Schaffers’ 
rendering of Sarastro, particularly in the face. The style of facial hair that the two images have in 
common is not to be found in portraits or other images of Mozart’s time—neither cleric nor laity, 
neither old nor young, neither aristocrat nor commoner. Typically, by the late eighteenth century men 
are shown clean-shaven, or very rarely with just a moustache. Sarastro’s style of facial hair in the 
Schaffers’ illustration is a relic of the early seventeenth century. In addition, Sarastro’s hat—one could 
not rightly call it a crown—has the very rough outline of Frederick’s hair (above the forehead) and 
laurel chaplet. The impression of the stylized shape of Sarastro’s hat in comparison to Frederick’s hair 
and wreath is one of an imperfectly recalled detail transcribed into a functional piece of attire. The 
visor-like section of Sarastro’s hat is roughly the dimension and shape of the area of Frederick’s hair 
under the laurel wreath; the top of Sarastro’s cap, reaching its soft peak, roughly duplicates the gently 
rising angle of the converging ends of the laurel chaplet on Frederick’s head. And finally, Sarastro’s 
eyebrow arch and suggestion of large, deep-set eyes recall the dark eyes shaded by broad brows in 
Honthorst’s portrait of Frederick; Sarastro’s attendants’ eyes are not nearly so deeply set. The 
aggregate of points of agreement between Honthorst and the Schaffers suggests that Frederick was the 
visual model for the Schaffers’ Sarastro.

Why did this portrait serve as a model for the Schaffers? I believe the Schaffers saw in the opera a 
message of reform, "bloodless revolution", the opera’s purpose which I have earlier suggested. They 
used this basic message, but particularized it for Bohemia because they were working when the 
Austrian Empire was under the rulership not of the "enlightened" Joseph II, nor of his somewhat more 
conservative but very careful brother Leopold II, but of Leopold's son, Francis II, who ascended to the 
throne in 1793. In Bohemia, this was the beginning of curtailment of hard-won acknowledgements of 
Bohemian heritage. For example:  

 Religious tolerance, reinstituted in Joseph's time for the first time since prior to the Thirty Years' War 
(ca. 1618), allowed Protestant worship in Austria. Maria Theresa (Joseph's mother) had considered 
Protestantism treason, a capital offense, as late as 1752. In Bohemia, however, there remained a 
segment of population who practiced Protestantism in private, a kind of underground religious 
movement and a remnant of the Bohemian national church that had flourished prior to the Thirty 
Years' War.     

 Another example: Leopold had established a chair of Czech language in Prague University and he had 
intended to permit Czech language in Bohemian schools, but died before this could be accomplished. 
Like the issue of religion, the Czech language was a nationalistic issue. Francis' hard-line rule 
suppressed the reemergence of the Czech language. 

By alluding to Frederick V in the representation of Sarastro in 1793, it appears that the Schaffers were 
reminding observers of the increasing conservatism of the Austrian Emperor, and that they were 
referring to the independence that the Bohemian Diet had exercised against the Hapsburgs when they 
elected Frederick of the Palatine, a Protestant, as King of Bohemia in opposition to Ferdinand of Styria, 
a Catholic Hapsburg, who was the "natural" choice. This was a NATIONALISTIC, EVEN SEDITIOUS 
ILLUSTRATION, supporting a nationalistic movement in Bohemia at the time. The history of their nation 
was being revived in the wake of the hope that Joseph II had held out to the Czech lands. But there 
were other recent reminders of that history such as  Friederich Schiller’s “Geschichte des 
Dreissigjährigen Kriegs” (“History of the Thirty-Years’ War”) in the 1791 Historischer Calendar für 
Damen…1791, soon after republished as a separate book, and illustrations of Frederick and Elizabeth 
for that article by Daniel Chodowiecki (1726-1801). The Schaffers applied the Rosicrucian connection to 
history of Bohemia and referenced them in illustrations for The Magic Flute as a message to the people 
of their own time.
Given the relative obscurity of the opera's potential as a tool for political and social reform, it is most 
interesting that the connections to the old Rosicrucian literature and the concomitant career of 
Frederick V, King of Bohemia, were realized in Bohemia within four years of the Viennese premiere. The 
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Viennese libretto of 1791 held in it the nuggets of references to the old literary sources. Josef and 
Peter Schaffer’s illustrations indicate that they recognized these references and built their allusion to 
Frederick on them. Perhaps precisely because of the location of the Bohemian productions, removed 
from the Austrian capital and in the midst of an increasingly self-aware populace, The Magic Flute was 
able to acquire in Bohemia, at least in the mind and art of the two illustrators, a degree of specificity 
necessarily lacking in the original Viennese production.  

VII. CONCLUSION

I believe that the creators of The Magic Flute intentionally incorporated allusions to seventeenth-
century Rosicrucian documents to convey the message that there was a need for a reformation of 
Austrian government and society, and that there was a way to accomplish that reform without 
bloodshed. The Schaffers evidently recognized this message in the opera. Their blending of Sarastro 
with the once King of Bohemia had the potential for revolutionary application. But the mixture of 
resources which can be traced in the opera was evidently simultaneously its salvation and its undoing. 
The unprecedented juxtaposition of themes and plot styles protected the work from unfriendly 
discovery so that it survived the increasingly repressive era in Austria under Francis II and found favor 
throughout Europe under conditions of the greatest diversity during the following two centuries. On 
the other hand, this mixture also produced a blurred Gestalt, obscuring the connection to many 
sources, including the less familiar literature of Christian Rosenkreuz from a bygone age. The most 
salient themes of the opera—the struggle between Darkness and Light, particularly—became fuel for 
many interpretations, some of which argued toward completely contradictory ends. Increasing 
recognition of sources for the opera over the course of some 200 years caused further confusion as 
each source was used to present a new point of view about the meaning of the work. 

Curiously, the various themes and plot origins can now be seen to parallel a common track, best 
manifested in the alchemical process. The many “sources” for the plot, whether Masonic, fairy tale, 
ancient mystery religion or myth, have at their core the same prospect of the transformation and 
preparation of the “hero”—or a people—for a life of wisdom which then regenerates society.     

The Magic Flute, II,28.
"(Die Liebe) mag den Weg mit Rosen streun, weil Rosen stets bei Dornen sein"

"(Love) may strew the path with roses, because roses always come with thorns"
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The Alchemical Drama of Goethe's 

Faust Adam McLean ©

Goethe's Faust is rarely performed in the English theatre. The work is too arcane and often disturbs 
and confuses its audiences, also the stage effects, particularly the transformation scenes in Part II, 
are so difficult to stage convincingly, that it is no surprise that directors and theatrical managers 
steer clear of this classic work. However, the recent production of the two parts of Goethe's Faust at 
the Lyric Theatre in Hammersmith tackled the work energetically and did not shy away from 
stressing its alchemical facets.

The alchemy in Goethe's Faust is central to its dramatic conception, and is not merely added for 
effect. For Goethe's working of the Faust story differs from other dramas based on the archetypal 
legend of a conjuror who sells his soul to the devil, sealing his pact with a drop of blood, ultimately 
to suffer the fires of Hell, in that Goethe reveals through his drama various transformational 
processes working in the human soul, personified in Faust. Goethe struggles to weave the personal 
inner journey of Faust towards some enlightenment, together with the collective social forces that 
are undergoing transformation through the historical process, so here Faust is also a representative 
of Northern European humanity striving for evolution from the limitations and strictures of the 16th 
century Reformation to the new aspirations of humanity that Goethe saw developing during the 18th 
century Enlightenment era.

The work is too complex and multi-faceted for me to do more here than point to some alchemical 
themes in the play. In my Commentary to Goethe's Fairy Tale , I showed something of how Goethe, 
who had early in his life extensively studied alchemical literature, was able to fashion an elaborate 
alchemical allegory. The Fairy Tale (Marchen ) is an allegory of inner transmutation of the soul, in 
which various polarities emerge and are brought together again. In the Fairy Tale the two lands 
separated by a river are brought together through the alchemical transmutation taking place in an 
underground temple. In his Faust Goethe again presents the separation of polarities that are 
brought together in a new transformation. Part One of Faust follows the structure of the Faust myth 
quite closely, though in the details of the action Goethe introduces broader themes that are 
developed further in the second part of the play.

Part One opens with Mephistopheles entering into a bargain with God for the soul of Faust. Faust 
has struggled long for enlightenment, has studied deep, and thirsts after knowledge and 
understanding. God indicates that Faust serves His plan uncomprehendingly and that he will 
eventually be led towards the light, but He grants Mephistopheles the freedom to lead Faust astray. 
Thus Goethe subtly alters the Faust story at its outset by paralleling it with the testing of Job.

In the first part of the play, Faust is tricked into the pact with Mephisto and casting off his scholars 
gown leaves his study and his mean scholar's cell behind, to immerse himself in the action of life. His  
lofty pursuit of knowledge and study of Philosophy, Law, Medicine, Theology and the Sciences had  
repressed his experience of human feelings, and when Mephistopheles allows free rein to his  
emotions then it is not altogether surprising that these emerge in an adolescent and unintegrated  
form. With Mephisto's guile and cunning, Faust pursues the young virgin Gretchen and ultimately  
corrupts her and destroys her life. As is presented in his Fairy Tale , for Goethe the initial problem of 
humanity lay in its inability to relate to the feminine component of its nature. For Goethe, the proper
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development of the human soul lay in its forming a proper relationship between its 
feminine and  masculine facets. Thus Part One of Faust sets before us the central problem of 
Faust's soul, his  difficulties in relating to the feminine side of his being. 

Part Two of the work is a truly alchemical drama whose five acts weave together a complex net 
of themes. Goethe wrote Faust over a period of nearly sixty years, and the struggle he had with 
this material shows in the seeming incoherence of the second part of the drama. If one reads the 
play as an hermetic allegory, the inconsistencies of the drama dissolve away as one senses the 
structure that underpins the various disparate scenes.

Part Two begins with Faust recovering through the power of Nature from the emotional buffeting he 
has undergone in the disastrous episode with Gretchen. With his constant companion 
Mephistopheles, Faust attends the Emperor's court. The empire is in financial ruin through the 
extravagance of the court, but Mephisto and Faust offer a solution to these problems. Till now the 
currency of the empire has been Gold, but there is not enough to support the extravagant spending. 
Mephisto suggests an easy answer - since there is undoubtedly much gold as yet undiscovered 
beneath the land, which belongs to the Emperor, then surely a promissory note can be made for the 
value of such gold. He showers the Court with the new paper money. The foundation of the empire 
has been moved through Mephisto's cunning from the solidity of metallic gold to insubstantial 
promises on paper. Faust acting the role of magus is asked by the Emperor to conjure up the spirit of 
Helen of Troy. Goethe is here drawing upon the story about Johannes Trithemius conjuring spirits 
before Emperor Maximilian. (This scene was also included by Marlowe in his Tragicall History of the 
Life and Death of Doctor Faustus (1593). Interestingly, Trithemius seems to have met, and had scant 
regard for, the historical personality Georgius Sabellicus, a conjuror adventurer who acquired the 
name and reputation of Faust in the early 16th century.)

Again Faust seeks to make some contact with the feminine, this time in the idealised form of the 
beautiful heroine of Greek legend. To achieve this he must enter the realm of the Mothers, deep 
within the earth and outside of space and time. The spirits of Paris and Helen are summoned, and 
the court witnesses their encounter as a kind of tableaux. Faust, besmitten with the beauty of 
Helen becomes jealous of Paris embracing her, and forgetting himself leaps into the magic circle 
with the spirits and tries to seize Paris. Faust falls unconscious.

The second act takes place in Faust's old laboratory, where his pupil, Wagner, following up his 
master's studies, has just completed the alchemical work and produced an homunculus, a little man 
living in the flask. Wagner has produced this homunculus outside of the normal natural means of 
conception. This little man in the flask lies outside of the domain of Nature, a soul and spirit without 
a proper material body. Homunculus takes Mephisto and the still unconscious Faust to the classical 
world of Ancient Greece, where he seeks to become a full human being outside of his retort. 
Homunculus is a being of fire, his flask glows with a strange light, and through a discussion with two 
ancient Philosophers he decides he must seek union with the water element in order to attain to a 
full birth, and become a real being outside the enclosed world of his flask. He meets Proteus, the 
shape-shifting God of metamorphosis who constantly transforms himself from one form to another, 
and they approach the ocean. With the encouragement of Proteus, Homunculus enters the waves in 
his flask and seeks to unite with Galatea, the sea-nymph, or Goddess of the Ocean. The light of his 
retort illumines the waves and beneath the feet of Galatea his flask breaks and his fiery essence
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enters the water. The four elements are brought into a new harmony through this kind of mystic 
sexual union. This voluntary submission of Homunculus to the Ocean, here pictured as the feminine 
element, is contrasted later in the play with Faust's own attempt in Act four to contain and bind up 
the Ocean's elemental forces, a kind of act of rape committed against the natural order that directly 
leads to his downfall.

Through the figure of Homunculus, central to the play, Goethe illustrates that the path of humanity 
seeking a rebirth of enlighten- ment in their being, lies within themselves - the recognition and 
acceptance of the feminine component of the soul. It is Faust's avoidance of his feminine side that 
leads him into all his difficulties, for he chooses always to be guided by Mephistopheles. If we think 
of Mephisto as a part of Faust's soul, an alter-ego, it is significant that this trickster figure has a very 
masculine, even chauvinistic, perspective. Faust always projects the feminine outside himself.

The next part of the action has Faust pursuing Helen into the underworld on the back of the 
centaur Chiron, and with the help of Manto the Prophetess.

Mephisto, assuming a disguise as Phorkys, deceives and persuades Helen to go to live with Faust at 
his castle in the North. Helen here represents classical beauty but also the unrepressed sensuality of 
the Greek world - a world which Mephisto finds uncomfortable as it lacks a decent sense of sin, and 
without such dualism he has nothing to work his deceptions upon. Faust lives with Helen and they 
bear a boy-child, Euphorion. Euphorion is impetuous, he seeks like Faust to rise above the earthly 
world, to soar into the heights and take heaven by storm. Faust now lives in harmonious happy 
union with Helen, there is no sense now of his former tortured struggles within himself. This has 
been projected upon Euphorion. After trying to force himself upon a woman, Euphorion dies like 
Icarus, trying to fly high in the sky. The union of Faust and Helen is broken, and Helen returns to 
Persephone's underworld realm with the soul of their child.

The next act takes us back to the Emperor who is now at war. Faust, with the ever helpful 
Mephistopheles, assists the Emperor and enables him to triumph over his enemy, in return 
for the rights of the coastline of his realm. Faust's great plan now is to extend the land out to 
sea, by damming up the ocean.

The last act finds Faust having accomplished most of his grand design of pushing back the primal 
energies of the Ocean, and establishing his own land, attempting to redesign the natural 
environment. He is frustrated by an old couple, Baucis and Philemon, who hold a cottage and chapel 
on strategic high ground which Faust wants to mould to his design. Goethe weaves into his play, the 
classical myth of Baucis and Philemon. (These were an old couple in Phrygia who provided shelter for 
Zeus and Hermes while they were wandering incognito through that land. Everyone else had refused
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the travellers hospitality, so they sent a great flood upon the land. Only Baucis and Philemon were 
saved and rewarded by having their cottage changed into a temple where they held priestly 
office). In the last act of Goethe's play, Faust wishes them to move from their sacred spot and 
Mephisto sends his henchmen to evict them, however, the old couple die in the struggle and the 
house is burned to the ground. Through this tragedy Faust loses his sight.

In his final hours he tries to press on with his great scheme to drain the marshes and establish a 
great paradise on Earth won from the ocean bed, where he believes humanity through struggling 
against the forces of nature will become free. Ironically, Mephistopheles leads the blind Faust to 
believe his workmen are completing his life's work, when they are actually digging his grave. Faust 
dies believing that his plan was nearing fruition.

Goethe brings the play to a close with a scene which is difficult to grasp. Mephistopheles comes 
forward at the burial to seek the soul of Faust to which he has every claim. However, Angels come 
down from on high, and while some of them distract Mephisto by flirting with him, others raise the 
soul of Faust heavenwards. The spirit of Faust is led by the Angels through a chorus of anchorites 
and blessed souls into the presence of Mary, Mater Gloriosa ( bismillah ir Rahman ir Rahim). The 
spirit of Gretchen now appears and intercedes for him and the Divine Mother says his spirit can pass 
on to the highest sphere. The final words of the play echo the importance of the feminine to this 
process of redemption.

All that shall pass away is but reflection. 

All insufficiency here finds perfection. 

All that's mysterious here finds the day. 

Woman in all of us show us our way.

The closing scene in Goethe's Faust had always been, to me, unsatisfactory, leaving many energies 
of the drama unresolved. Seeing the production did not entirely remove my doubts, though it 
seemed to work well enough dramatically, providing a resolution or release after the climax of Faust 
being raised to Heaven. Later, after meditating on the experience, I came to see more clearly what 
Goethe intended.

Faust was written over many years and one can see that Goethe was trying to rework the dualistic 
Reformation myth of Doctor Faustus selling his soul to the devil, into a new alchemical conception of 
the transformation of Faust through his harsh experiences of the polarities within his being. On an 
initial viewing or reading of the play, the closing scene does not present us with a Faust who has 
effected the inner transformation of his being that he should be allowed to escape the pact with
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Mephistopheles - instead Mephisto is deceived by the Angels by a trick worthy of himself. 
Gretchen appears as the penitent soul interceding with the Mother of God and offering to act as 
a guide to Faust's soul in the spiritual realm. But this is initially disconcerting, for our perception 
of the true alchemical path must surely be that we attempt to achieve this inner meeting with 
the feminine facet of our soul within our incarnation, and not postpone such inner development 
to a life after death in the spirit world.

Faust's ascension into the spirit comes quite unexpectedly in the drama. It resolves various polarities 
- the Father God at the beginning of the play puts Faust into his difficulties, whereas the Mother 
Goddess releases him from his bonds and allows him enter the spirit world. It is easy to view this 
resolution as rather stylised and imposed on the flow of the drama. Goethe, of course, was a deeper 
soul, and would not have stooped to tacking on a happy ending in Hollywood style.

It seems to me that if we focus on Faust as the main character in the allegory then we will not find 
the transmutation or interior development that satisfactorily resolves the allegorical drama. If we 
follow the interpretation I advanced of Goethe's Fairy Tale , where I showed how all the individual 
characters underwent some transformation, and further that in a sense all these individual 
characters could be seen as part of our own soul, then perhaps Goethe's Faust will begin to cohere.

We have to come to see Faust and Mephistopheles ( ego) as two parts of the human soul. Mephisto is 
not the archetypal devil, but a part of Faust which has been repressed by his immersion in a  
Philosophy and Theology which stressed the Patriarchal God. The Mephisto aspect bargains with 
this Patriarchal figure at the outset of the play for an opportunity to reveal himself and influence 
Faust's life. Faust's early attempts at conjuring in the first scenes of Part One are failures because he 
attempts to dominate and impose his will on the elemental spirits from his book learning, but when 
Faust meets his repressed facet Mephisto then he abandons his earlier work. If Faust had remained 
true to his alchemical philosophic work (as was undertaken and continued by his pupil Wagner) then 
he would have fashioned the Homunculus, a being of soul and spirit but without embodiment. 
Homunculus must also be seen as an aspect of Faust a facet which is able to make a submissive 
relationship with the feminine. Gretchen again can be perceived as an aspect of Faust, which 
emerges after his meeting with the Mephistopheles facet. The Faust figure at this stage is still unable 
to recognise the feminine in himself so he uses the Gretchen figure selfishly and ultimately she is 
executed for his actions.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sufipsychology

The killing of the Gretchen aspect at the close of Part One is a powerful event in the play. In the 
Second Part, Faust instead of looking deeper within his being for the feminine, turns to the 
idealised and mythical feminine figure of Helen.

Mephisto also undergoes some transformation, for under the prompting of Homunculus all three go 
off to classical times in pursuit of Helen. Interestingly, in all the scenes where Homunculus appears 
Faust is unconscious or absent from the scene. We must therefore see in the character of Faust, a 
failed alchemist, as one who has neglected to work upon himself in the interior retort to pursue the



6

hermaphrodite in the soul. However, in Goethe's drama, the alchemical transformation 
continues in the wider context of the human soul of which Faust, Gretchen, Mephistopheles, 
Helen and Homunculus are but parts.

Sufi psychology

Nafs is considered to be the lowest principle of man. Higher than the nafs is the Qalb (heart), and the 
Ruh (spirit). This tripartition forms the foundation of later, more complicated systems; it is found as 
early as the Koranic commentary by Ja'far al-Sadiq. He holds that the nafs is peculiar to the zalim 
(tyrant), the qalb to the muqtasid (moderate), and the rūh to the sābiq (preceding one, winner); the 
zālim loves God for his own sake, the muqtasid loves Him for Himself, and the sābiq annihilates his 
own will in God's will. Bayezid Bistami, Hakīm at-Tirmidhī, and Junayd have followed this tripartition. 
Kharrāz, however, inserts between nafs and qalb the element tab', "nature," the natural functions of 
man. The spiritual body (soul) was created in adult form of the living body.

At almost the same time in history, Nūrī saw in man four different aspects of the heart, which he 
derived from the Koran:

Sadr (breast) is connected with Islam (Sūra 39:23); qalb (heart) is the seat of īmān (faith) (Sūra 49:7; 
16:106); fuad (heart) is connected with marifa (gnosis) (Sūra 53:11); and lubb (innermost heart) is the 
seat of tauhīd (Sūra 3:190).

The Sufis often add the element of sirr, the innermost part of the heart in which the divine revelation 
is experienced. Jafar introduced, in an interesting comparison, reason, aql, as the barrier between 
nafs and qalb -- "the barrier which they both cannot transcend" (Sūra 55:20), so that the dark lower 
instincts cannot jeopardize the heart's purity. Each of these spiritual centers has its own functions, 
and Amr al-Makkī has summed up some of the early Sufi ideas in a myth:

God created the hearts seven thousand years before the bodies and kept them in the station of 
proximity to Himself and He created the spirits seven thousand years before the hearts and kept them 
in the garden of intimate fellowship (uns) with Himself, and the consciences—the innermost part—He 
created seven thousand years before the spirits and kept them in the degree of union (waṣl) with 
Himself. Then he imprisoned the conscience in the spirit and the spirit in the heart and the heart in the 
body. Then He tested them and sent prophets, and then each began to seek its own station. The body 
occupied itself with prayer, the heart attained to love, the spirit arrived at proximity to its Lord, and 
the innermost part found rest in union with Him.[1]

Nafs[edit]

"Nafs" (self or soul) is the aspect of the psyche that can be viewed along a continuum, and has the 
potential of functioning from the grossest to the highest level. The self at its lowest level refers to our 
negative traits and tendencies, controlled by emotions, desires and its gratification. Sufic psychology 
identifies seven levels of the nafs, which have been identified in the Quran. The process of growth 
depends on working through these levels. These are: tyrannical self, regretful self, inspired self, serene 
self, pleased self, pleasing self and the pure self.[2][3]
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Qalb[edit]

In Sufi psychology the heart refers to the spiritual heart or qalb, not the physical organ. It is this 
spiritual heart that contains the deeper intelligence and wisdom. It holds the Divine spark or spirit and 
is the place of gnosis and deep spiritual knowledge. In Sufism, the goal is to develop a heart that is 
sincere, loving and compassionate, and to develop the heart's intelligence, which is deeper, and more 
grounded than the rational, abstract intelligence of the mind. Just as the physical heart supplies blood 
to the body, the spiritual heart nourishes the soul with wisdom and spiritual light, and it also purifies 
the gross personality traits. According to Sufic psychology emotions are from the self or nafs, not from 
the heart. The qalb mediates between the Nafs and soul. Its task is control the nafs and direct the man 
toward the spirit.

Ruh[edit]

The spirit or ruh is in direct connection with the Divine, even if one is unconscious of that 
connection. The spirit has seven levels or facets of the complete spirit. These levels are: mineral, 
vegetable, animal, personal, human, secret and secret of secret souls. Each level represents the 
stages of evolution, and the process that it goes through in its growth. The spirit is holistic, and 
extends to all aspects of the person, i.e. the body, the mind and the soul. Each level of the spirit has 
valuable gifts and strengths, as well as weaknesses. The goal is to develop the strengths and to 
achieve a balance between these levels, not forgoing the lower ones to focus only on the higher 
ones. In traditional psychology, Ego psychology deals with the animal soul, Behavioral psychology 
focuses on the conditioned functioning of the vegetable and animal soul, Cognitive psychology deals 
with the mental functions of the personal soul, Humanistic psychology deals with the activities of 
the human soul and Transpersonal psychology deals with ego-transcending consciousness of the 
secret soul and the secret of secret souls.

During the visit to the Classic Greek Walpurgis Night of the Witches, Mephisto shows his ‘human' 
weaknesses in this unfamiliar territory where the Northern European Protestant sense of sin does 
not work so strongly. He discovers that he is powerless against those who do not have a sense of sin 
founded upon dualism. Mephisto is changed inwardly by his experiences and later in the closing 
scene, his flirting with the angels loses him the soul of Faust. The dynamic relationship of the Faust 
and Mephisto facets which has energised the play from the beginning, is then severed by Mephisto's 
dalliance with the angels. The Mephisto character at the beginning of the play would have been too 
cynical ever to fall for this trick, indeed through the action of the play, by the end of Part Two 
Mephisto seems to have absorbed something of the Faust character's weaknesses.

The main characters in the play are thus polarised facets of the one human soul, whose 
journey to enlightenment is demonstrated in the drama.

Helen

Homunculus - Faust - Mephistopheles 

Gretchen
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We can see Faust as the core of a complex being living within a net of polarities. Helen the ideal 
archetypal feminine, and Gretchen the earthly female from which he cuts himself off. Homunculus 
a potential inner hermaphroditic soul guide, whom he could have developed in his being had he 
stuck to his alchemical work, however, he turns to the Mephisto facet for guidance. At the end of 
the play he has been stripped of all these polarities and lies open and vulnerable in death.

If we see Faust in this way, then the difficulties posed by the final scene dissolve and the alchemical 
allegory reveals itself clearly. Goethe wanted us to read the entire drama and not to identify with 
the Faust character, but with the wider web of characters which are parts of the whole figure he 
wished to put before us . Goethe always tried purposively to mystify his audiences and readers, as 
he wanted to lead them beyond intellectual appraisal of his ideas. To grasp the allegorical riddles in 
Faust requires no mere intellectual analysis of the drama and characters but an encounter with the 
Mephisto, Gretchen, Helen, Homunculus as well as the Faust within ourselves.

Mephisto

The word could derive from the Hebrew mephitz, meaning "destroyer", and tophel, meaning 
"liar"; "tophel" is short for tophel shequer, the literal translation of which is "falsehood 
plasterer".[1] The name can also be a combination of three Greek words: "me" as a negation, 
"phos" meaning light, and "philis" meaning loving, making it mean "not-light-loving", possibly 
parodying the Latin "Lucifer" or "light-bearer".[2]
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Homuncli, Golems, and Artificial Life

The notion of “man-made humans,” or other living creatures fashioned by human hands, has a long history in 

mythology and folklore. In recent years, with the development of genetic engineering, virtual reality, and artificial 

life of various sorts, it has gained a new significance. But our current fascination with—not to mention dread 

over—the increasing likelihood of genetically modified and artificial humans is not, in essence, a particularly new 

development. It touches on some of the central themes of religion and the occult and magical practices that 

emerged from a once-powerful but now submerged spiritual belief 

 The Kabbalah, for example, includes legends and stories about the 

alchemical homunculus, or “little man,” and the golem, a kind of proto–

Frankenstein’s monster. In both cases the idea is that through certain 

secret magical practices, human beings can share in the creative power 

of God. To the orthodox believers of both Judaism and Christianity such a 

notion is considered blasphemous and betrays either the hubris of 

humanity or the work of the devil. How much the orthodox 

misunderstanding and rejection of these ideas helped to distort them is 

unclear, and space and time prevent me from exploring this question. 

Although ostensibly concerned with very similar objectives—the creation of an 

“artificial man”—the alchemical homunculus and the kabbalistic golem are quite 

different. The popular understanding of these esoteric themes has for the 

most part focused on a literal interpretation, and their resurgence in our 

contemporary consciousness threatens to take that literalism seriously.

Prior to the rise of science and the mechanical vision of human life and the 

universe, the idea of creating human  simulacra had a strong organic 

foundation. The homunculus was something one grew; the popular belief was 

that homunculi could be grown from the mandrake root, whose shape lent 

itself to anthropomorphic speculation. The golem, too, although not quite as organic as the homunculus, was  

nevertheless not pieced together bit by bit, as Mary Shelley’s monster would be; it was fashioned, molded from 

clay or soil and then miraculously brought to life.

 To be sure, the prescientific age had mechanical marvels as well. Hero of Alexandria in the second century wrote 

manuals on how to construct moving god images and other automated devices. Using steam and sand, Hero was 

able to animate singing mechanical birds, to rotate statues, and to power a miniature puppet theater. There is 
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evidence that such mechanical wonders were used as much for entertainment as for religious purposes. And we 

also know that animated statues played an important part in the religious rites of the NeoPlatonic schools of late 

antiquity, a practice that resurfaced in the folk traditions of the Middle Ages. Pope Sylvester II was said to have 

consulted a mechanical “talking head,” and the same was said of the monk Roger Bacon and the Dominican friar 

and natural philosopher Albertus Magnus.

As Victoria Nelson shows in her fascinating book The Secret Life of Puppets, this tradition of animated god 

images carried on in the popular fascination with puppets. The ancients, however, didn’t view their animated 

images as human simulacra but more as a kind of magical magnet used to attract divine energies. To animate a 

god image was to perform theurgy, to create the god, to bring the god to physical manifestation. For ancients like 

the philosophers Plotinus, Proclus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus, this meant drawing down the god-force that resided 

in the stars and embodying it in the image of the god. Although this was a form of “giving life” to inanimate 

objects, it was concerned not with creating humans but with making the divine present.

The question arises then: What is the homunculus and what is the golem? Franz Hartmann’s 1896 Life of 

Paracelsus defines homunculi as “artificially made human beings, generated from the sperm without the 

assistance of the female organism (black magic.)” The Swiss alchemist Theophrastus Bombast von Hohenheim, 

otherwise known as Paracelsus (1493–1541), is recognized by many as an early master of holistic medicine and 

natural healing. It was from Paracelsus that Goethe, a great reader of alchemical and occult literature, got the 

idea of the homunculus which he used in the second part of Faust. Paracelsus offered a complete recipe for 

creating a homunculus:

If the sperma, enclosed in a hermetically sealed glass, is buried in horse manure for forty days, and 

properly magnetized, it begins to live and move. After such a time it bears the form and resemblance 

of a human being, but it will be transparent and without a body. If it is now artificially fed with the 

Arcanum sanguinis hominis until it is about forty weeks old, and if allowed to remain during that time in 

horse manure in a continually equal temperature, it will grow into a human child, with all its members 

developed like any other child, such as could be born by a woman; only it will be much smaller. We 

call such a being a homunculus, and it may be raised and educated like any other child, until it grows 

older and obtains reason and intellect, and is able to take care of itself.

Hartmann notes that Paracelsus has been taken to task for believing in the literal creation of such a being, but in 

Paracelsus’s defense, he offers a story purporting to give evidence for the reality of such things. It’s easy to 

assume that Paracelsus was taken in by the common, literal understanding of what the homunculus is. But 

there’s also the possibility that Paracelsus was aware of this understanding and used the superstition to 

communicate secret teachings. References to the need to bury the sperm in horse manure, to keep it there for 



3

forty days, and to feed it with the Arcanum sanguinis hominis, the “secret blood of man,” suggest that Paracelsus 

may have been making reference to mythic rather than literal ideas.

Ronald D. Gray, in his book Goethe the Alchemist, argues that there’s a great deal of evidence showing that the 

homunculus was one of many names used by the alchemists to designate the secret aim of the alchemical 

Great Work. To most of us, alchemy is a primitive forerunner of chemistry, and if we know anything about 

alchemy it’s that it was concerned with turning lead into gold. Many calling themselves alchemists convinced 

themselves and many others that this was indeed the aim of the Royal Art and that it was possible. Many sought 

the secrets of alchemy out of sheer greed, and many would-be alchemists found a comfortable niche or, perhaps 

more often, an undesirable end, in the employ of a king or queen.

But there’s another way to read the alchemical project, and that is that the transformation had more to do 

with the alchemists themselves than with a lump of metal. 

Turning lead into gold was a symbolic way of describing the true aim of alchemy: the spiritual transformation of 

the alchemist. If one takes the time to read the alchemical literature, it’s easy to come away feeling absolutely 

muddled. Strange creatures, impossible landscapes, paradoxes, and downright illogic seem to dominate; the 

closest thing to any modern is the writings and art of the surrealists, who, ironically, looked to the alchemists for 

inspiration or interpretation of dreams.

It is in the psychological literature of the last half century, especially in the Jungian school, that we find great 

correspondence with alchemical thought. The true goal of the alchemists, the real aim of all the preparation 

and cumbersome apparatus, was to unite their earthly, mortal soul with that of the Creator, to participate 

in the divine, to reawaken their spiritual consciousness, and to grasp the secret forces at work behind the 

natural world.

 In this the alchemists carried on the same work as their Neoplatonic forebears.

Success in this work depended on following the proper procedures, which included astrological concerns, 

exemplifying the alchemist’s belief that the cosmos was a unified whole and that each part of it embodied the 

divine force animating everything.

 For the alchemist, matter was not the dead, inert stuff it is for us: it was a living body, one that could 

respond to a person’s attention. As the alchemists transformed the matter in their alembic through the 

alchemical process, their own inner world experienced similar changes. 
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The entire process centered on the idea of rebirth. The alchemists were to “die” in a sense—to lose their 

earthly, mortal being—and, if the procedure was successful, would be reborn.

Death was an essential aspect of the alchemical process; it was out of death that new life could emerge, as it did 

in the Frankenstein’s monster. 

In Paracelsus’s recipe for the homunculus, the horse manure represents the putrefaction needed to begin 

the process of rebirth. 

This is the first step in the alchemical work. The old self, the old Adam, must be broken down until we 

arrive at the prima materia, the primordial stuff, the unformed matter out of which any future 

creation can take place. 

The forty days in which the sperma is buried in the horse manure parallel Christ’s forty days in the desert, when 

he is tempted by Satan. This means that the alchemist must undergo trials, must endure some suffering, and that 

the alchemical process is not something going on outside of oneself but is something that must be lived through. 

This is also suggested in the idea that the homunculus, the little man who is the alchemist reborn, must be fed by 

the alchemist’s own secret blood. The alchemist’s attention, concentration, mind, or soul must 

be completely focused on the task variously known as the creation or discovery of the philosopher’s stone, 

the elixir of life, potable gold, the universal solvent, and, very often, the creation of the homunculus depicted in 

numerous alchemical illustrations, often as the god Mercury encased in the alchemical vessel.

That the alchemists would speak of this in parable, allegory, and obscure language shouldn’t be surprising. It’s 

difficult enough for us, who have the advantage of familiarity with self-help and psychotherapeutic literature, to 

grasp the meaning of rebirth. For the literal-minded of the Middle Ages, who were taught that all magic and occult 

knowledge was the work of the devil, this would be a subtle notion indeed. 

The idea that by going through the alchemical rebirth, one would become as Christ—regenerated—would strike 

them as blasphemous. What was left was the literal idea of making an actual man or woman, just like the idea of 

making actual gold from lead or finding an actual stone. Yet a famous alchemical maxim reads: “Our gold is not 

the vulgar gold.” Clearly, making material gold was not what they were after. Creating an actual tiny human being 

was always recognized as a display of power that went beyond nature. This is a dim and distorted echo of the 

alchemists’ belief that their art was against nature in the sense that it both sped up a natural process and 

redeemed its practitioners from a life lived solely at the natural, Adamic, unregenerate level.

The legend of the golem has also suffered from a too-literal interpretation. Probably the most well known version 

of the golem story is Gustav Meyrink’s classic expressionistic novel The Golem, published in 1915. Several film 
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versions of the golem story have been made; the best-known is probably Paul Wegener’s 1920 version. In the 

first film to deal with the theme, Otto Rippert’s 1916 Homunculus, a scientist creates an artificial man and endows 

him with more than human powers. When this superman discovers his true origin—that he is not human at all and 

can never feel love—he reacts violently and inaugurates a reign of terror that leads to his destruction. This notion 

of a lack, of something missing, also haunts homunculi in future storytelling.

The popular idea of the golem had its start in the 1890s, when the creature became associated with the 

legends surrounding the famous Rabbi Loew of Prague, an almost mythic figure of the sixteenth century. 

In one version, Rabbi Loew creates the golem to protect the Jewish population of Prague from one of Emperor 

Rudolph II’s pogroms. Prague is perhaps the most occult and alchemical city in Europe; aside from the golem 

legends, it has a long tradition of puppets, dolls, and magic shows of various kinds.

Although the popular idea of the golem is associated with the magical powers of Rabbi Loew—and there is no 

evidence that the rabbi himself ever attempted to make a golem—the term has a long. if obscure history in 

Talmudic literature. The word golem is mentioned once in the Bible, in Psalm 139; today it’s often translated as 

“embryo.” Golem itself means “unformed”; it’s the hyle of the ancients, the chaotic, inchoate state of matter 

before it is given form by the Creator. The similarity between this and the alchemical prima materia seems clear. 

In the Talmudic Aggadah, Adam is referred to as “golem.” In a midrash from the second and third centuries, Adam 

is described as a kind of cosmic golem, an immense being whose body is as large as the universe and who can 

see the entire history of the world, its past and future—an echo of Madame Blavatsky’s akashic record.

This description relates to the kabbalistic idea, also shared by hermetic, alchemical, and Gnostic beliefs, that the 

universe itself is a kind of man, Adam Kadmon, and that each of us is a microcosm, a universe in miniature: the 

universe is a Great Man, and we are all little universes. There is a story that when God was creating the world, he 

made Adam first but left him unfinished, in a golem state, fearing that if he completed him and then went on to 

create the universe, Adam himself might get the credit for the work (which implies something about the character 

of the Creator). So God left Adam unfinished, and only after creating the world did he breathe life into him. 

One symbolic interpretation of this story, which relates to the alchemical “little man,” is that we all are 

golems until the breath of the divine enters us. We are all unfinished, incomplete, until regenerated.

The kabbalist scholar Gershom Scholem tells us that “the golem is a creature, particularly a human being, made 

in an artificial way by virtue of a magic act, through the use of holy names.” In kabbalistic tradition, the golem, like 

Adam, is made of clay or soil. He is molded into human form, and then the mystical name of God, the 

Tetragrammaton, JHVH, is written on a piece of paper and placed on his mouth. The motif of a magical word or 

name shows the importance of writing and language in the Jewish mystical tradition. Kabbalah itself is a mystical 
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interpretation of the Bible, and the interplay of words, their rearrangement into other words, and their numerical 

values all play an important role in understanding the secret laws behind creation. Whereas in the alchemical idea 

of the homunculus the alchemist himself is re-created, here the kabbalist echoes God’s creative power and 

creates a kind of life himself.

There is some practical value in this, in that the golem is often used as a kind of slave or worker who, takes care 

of many otherwise onerous tasks, similar to the modern robot or android. The golem, however, is a kind of 

sorcerer’s apprentice, and, as in the Frankenstein tale, the monster gets out of hand. In many versions, 

the golem continues to grow and grow and soon becomes too big 

for the magician to handle.

 There are different versions about how the golem is stopped. In the 

most popular one, the word emeth, “truth,” is written on the golem’s 

forehead, and this gives it life. In order to stop it from destroying the 

ghetto, the magician rubs out the first letter of the word, leaving meth, 

which means “death.” The man of clay then tumbles to the ground and 

shatters. In Gustav Meyrink’s novel the golem, a metaphor of the 

novelist’s true self, is brought to light through the act of writing. In one of 

the many film versions, the golem falls in love with the magician’s 

daughter and, like the homunculus, turns violent and has to be destroyed. Gershom Scholem points out that, in 

keeping with kabbalistic tradition, the golem always lacks some essential quality. In some versions it lacks the 

power to speak, emphasizing that the magical power of words is reserved for God and his devout believers. In 

others it lacks intelligence or some other positive human quality. All golem stories, however, portray the golem, no 

matter how strong, as less than fully human. The imperfection of their creature shows that the magicians, no 

matter how knowledgeable, are still far short of God, a point that contemporary advocates of “man-made humans” 

may wish to ponder.

Gary Lachman is the author of In Search of P.D. Ouspensky: The Genius in the Shadow of Gurdjieff  (Quest 

Books, 2004). His most recent book is A Dark Muse (Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2005). He is currently writing a book 

about Rudolf Steiner, to be published in 2007.
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The Golem as a Transpersonal Image: 

1. A Marker of Cultural Change

Brian L. Lancaster, School of Human Sciences, Liverpool John Moores University, Trueman Building, 
15-21 Webster Street, Liverpool L3 2ET, UK..

Abstract: The golem a human creature brought into being by ritual means is a recurring theme in 
Jewish mysticism and folklore. Qualitative changes in the portrayal of the golem may be discerned 
from the mediaeval period down to our day. The nature of these changes is examined for the light it 
casts on currents in European thought as the proto-scientific worldview and the Age of Reason were 
developing. The motif has particular relevance to Wilber s (1995) distinction between the path of 
ascent and that of descent in psychological and religious terms. The golem relates to those 
mysteries of incarnation and resurrection which are central to the conflict in worldview between 
Judaism and Christianity, an understanding of which is relevant to issues of a transpersonal nature 
in our day.

His disciples said to him, From above to below we know but from below to above we do not know. 

He replied, Is it not all one from below to above and from above to below? 

They asked further, Master, ascending is not the same as descending because one who descends may 
do so running, which is not the case with ascending. Not only this, but ascending may be achieved 
through diverse paths which is not the case with descending. 

He said to them, Go out and observe. 

The Bahir

The aims of the Transpersonal Psychology Section make explicit reference to Eastern psycho-spiritual 
traditions, an emphasis which led me to the question, What of Western psycho-spiritual traditions? 
Of course, there is sufficient breadth within the other stated aims for any such traditions to be 
included within the Section s scope. Nevertheless, the emphasis leads to a consideration of what 
exactly we both we in this Section, and we as a society more broadly mean by the term, Eastern. My 
intention here is briefly to examine this question by way of introducing a discussion of a specific 
strand of Jewish mysticism, the tradition of the golem a human creature formed by magical means. 
In this article I focus on the history of the idea of the golem and its cultural context, illustrating the 
way in which its relationship to currents in European thought becomes relevant to transpersonal 
psychology. In Part Two I shall examine the ritual of the golem in more detail in order to focus on its 
psychological features.

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines Eastern as Of or pertaining to the East side (sic) of the 
World. But where exactly does this side begin and end? The OED s other offering, Oriental, is more 
helpful since this is defined as referring to lands east of the Mediterranean. It is clear, however, that 
in most cultural uses, and certainly in juxtaposition to psycho-spiritual traditions, Eastern and 
Western are not being used in simply a geographical sense. As has frequently been remarked in 
relation to left and right, there are deeper symbolic meanings to spatial directions (Daniels, 1992, pp. 
18-27; Domhoff, 1973; Walker, 1977, pp. 146-150). In particular Eastern and Oriental refer to the 
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direction of sunrise. Etymologically, East derives from a range of words referring to dawn and to gods 
associated with the sun. The OED records a view that Easter celebrating resurrection, and in this 
sense the rising of light over dark seems to have gained its name from Eostre, a goddess whose 
festival was celebrated at the vernal equinox. Even the word yeast, the rising agent, may be derived 
from this etymological complex. The whole range of meaning connected to East thus revolves around 
the bringing of light and the arising of the new.

The etymology of West ties it in with evening. Other cognate words include waste: the sun wastes as 
it sets. Colloquially, something has gone west when it is old and broken.

I would argue that our conceptions of Eastern and Western depend as much on these deeper 
psychological associations as they do on our perception of the obvious differences in wealth between 
developed and third world countries and/or our knowledge of any differences in religious traditions.

Returning to the aims of the Transpersonal Psychology Section, the emphasis on Eastern traditions 
must reflect this sense of the new arising in the East to rejuvenate a wasting West. But, 
geographically speaking, stultified traditions, as well as those which continue to give rise to genuinely 
challenging experiences, may be found across the globe. The important point for transpersonal 
psychology is to find the appropriate language with which to reformulate spiritual traditions 
wherever they may be found in ways more generally accessible than may be the case were they to 
remain confined within the parent culture. Such a challenge will, hopefully, not only enrich 
psychology but also bring fresh insights to the religious tradition in question. One only has to 
consider, for example, the impact that Jungian psychology has had on many contemporary 
theologians to recognise this influence from psychology to religion.

An equally fundamental issue is, what exactly constitutes a psycho-spiritual tradition? The problem 
with this term is that it tends to perpetuate the dualism in our thinking which I believe transpersonal 
psychology should seek to reduce. The term seems to imply that the physical realm is divorced from 
where the action really is, namely in the psychological and spiritual realms. The term might be 
classed a form of cultural imperialism, for it derives from an essentially Christian worldview, in which 
the physical world in general and the body in particular is somehow antithetical to spiritual progress. 
Neither Islam nor Judaism ever embraced such a worldview. Using Wilber s recent framework, 
psycho-spiritual is a term biased towards ascenders (Wilber 1995, 1996). 

Wilber s distinction between religious, psychological, or philosophical movements focused in 
ascending and those focused in descending strikes me as highly pertinent, since, unlike the East-West 
distinction, it suggests what kind of models transpersonal psychology might usefully employ. For 
Wilber, ascenders seek the One which lies behind the many forms of experience, and generally deny 
the physical; descenders emphasise the descent of the One into manifestation, and tend to affirm 
the physical. Each movement on its own is imbalanced; the ideal is for an integration of the two an 
ideal which transpersonal psychology should seek to foster. Although Wilber may be correct in 
suggesting that [a]n almost exclusively Ascending ideal dominated European consciousness for a 
thousand years (Wilber, 1996, p. 257), that is until the time of Copernicus, there can be little doubt 
that more esoteric traditions within Europe maintained the quest for balance, as the extract at the 
head of this article intimates.
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The golem tradition superficially represents one of the more extreme examples of the descenders 
art. Like the Alchemists, the adept engaged with physical matter in order to progress towards his 
aim. In this case, he would mix earth and water to make the form which he intended to bring to life. 
Moreover, the many literary and cinematic versions of the basic myth, Frankenstein for example, 
tend to emphasise the darkness and physicality surrounding the magical procedure itself. (Cinematic 
use of copious bubbling liquids and sizzling electrical arcs ensure the audience s recognition of the 
role of magic in the procedure.) Whilst meditation and allied practices are currently typically viewed 
as Eastern and therefore motivated towards the light (see above), this golem ritual is seen as 
darkness-motivated. As Cohen remarks in relation to Frankenstein, The monster is a symbol of the 
darker side of his maker s self (Cohen, 1980, p. 61). I wish to i, however, that such a dichotomy is not 
only a simplification but, more importantly, serves to hold back our quest for integrative models 
which may be of value for the development of transpersonal psychology. Descent into the physicality 
of the golem was, in fact, primarily employed by mediaeval Jewish mystics as a means of ascent to a 
state of imitatio Dei. As Knapp (1979) suggests, the whole ritual of the golem engages the 
transcendent function. Exactly how we might understand the transpersonal features in the golem 
ritual will be explored in Part Two. My interest for the moment lies in the history of the idea of the 
golem for the light it casts on various changes in European culture, an understanding of which is 
relevant to the aims of transpersonal psychology.

The key early references for the entire golem tradition appear in the Babylonian Talmud (redacted 
fifth century CE) and the Sefer Yezirah, thought to have been composed in the Land of Israel around 
the fourth century CE. Whilst the tradition s inception thus lies East of the Mediterranean, its major 
elaboration in the mediaeval period was in Northern France and Germany. Of more interest than 
this trivial East-West question is the substantial split in the development of the Jewish mystical 
tradition between the communities of Northern Europe (Ashkenazi) and those of Southern Europe, 
especially Spain (Sefardi). Despite its extremely short length, the Sefer Yezirah formulates two key 
ideas. 

Firstly, it states that a system of ten emanations, or sefirot, are the means through which God 
created the world a notion undoubtedly influenced by Neoplatonism. 

Secondly, it explores the role of Hebrew letters as agents of creation and their relationships to 
structures of the human body. In essence, the former doctrine became the centre of the Spanish 
tradition and the latter underpinned the golem tradition as it developed in Northern Europe.

Idel (1990, p. 278) explains this split in terms of the impact of alien philosophical theologies on the 
respective Jewish populations. The Jewish élite in Spain from the tenth to the twelfth centuries had 
considerable dialogue with Islamic philosophers, and Neoplatonic and Aristotelian concepts 
strongly penetrated their thought. The Northern European Jews, by comparison, were considerably 
more isolated intellectually from their Christian fellows. The reasons for this are many and complex 
and would take us on too long a historical detour, but essentially reflect the isolation forced on the 
Jewish community as a result of Christian anti-Semitism. Most importantly for our present purposes, 
there was a fundamental conflict of worldview between Judaism and Christianity, which was not 
the case between Judaism and Islam. This conflict of worldview reverberates down to our day and is 
therefore of considerable importance for an understanding of Western spirituality. In Wilber s terms, 
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the more mediaeval Christianity stressed the ascending movement, the more Judaism was viewed as 
espousing the descending. 

Despite this intellectual conflict between Judaism and Christianity, there can be little doubt that major 
currents in the wider society did influence Jewish culture, especially as the impact of the Renaissance 
reached these Northern regions. In fact, the history of the golem idea symbolically mirrors those 
currents quite clearly. In mediaeval manuscripts, the golem is not depicted as a creature having any 
existence or function separate from the ritual in which it is created. The creation of the golem which 
some manuscripts imply was of the nature of thought forms (Scholem, 1969, p. 188; Idel, op. cit., p. 
111-3) was apparently an end in itself. By the sixteenth century, however, the golem began to be 
viewed as an externalised automaton, accompanying its maker and even waiting on him (Scholem, 
op. cit., p. 198-9)! Finally, in this transformation of the golem, the seventeenth century sees it 
growing to enormous size and becoming potentially uncontrollable. Foreshadowing Hollywood s 
Terminator of our day, this trend culminates in eighteenth-century rabbinic concerns that such a 
golem might even destroy the world.

I would suggest that these transformations in the idea of the golem reflect shifts in European 
outlook related to the origins and developmental course of modern science. As Wilber has 
suggested, the rise of modern science generally dated from Copernicus publication of De 
Revolutionibus in 1543 only came about once the emphasis on the ascending movement had been 
replaced by that on descent. As he remarks, [from the Renaissance onwards] the Ascenders were 
out, the Descenders were in (Wilber, 1995, p. 370). The seeds of the age of Reason were being 
sown:

Reason, fed up with a millennium of (frustrated) upward-looking, turned its eyes instead to the 
glories of this manifest world, and followed that descending God who finds its passion and delight 
and its perfect consummation in the marvels and the wonders of diversity (Wilber, op. cit., p. 370).

The first mention of the golem as an external being created to serve the needs of its creator appears 
to be in the German Christian scholar, Reuchlin s De Arte Cabalistica, published in 1517. It seems that 
Reuchlin added this idea himself since it is an emphasis completely absent from the thirteenth-
century Hebrew golem text which he was translating (Idel, op. cit., pp. 67 & 177-9). The late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries witnessed a rare degree of interchange between Jews and Christians 
(the Jews concerned having converted to Christianity), and spurred the development of the 
Christian Kabbalah (see Yates, 1979). These currents played a major part in the development of the 
Renaissance, for, as Masters notes, Kabbalah contributed significantly to the renewal of spiritual 
awareness on the part of Renaissance humanists (Masters, 1992, p. 148). Following Reuchlin s work, 
and the printing of a Latin edition of Sefer Yezirah in 1552, the Jews golem tradition became one of 
the kabbalistic ideas which fascinated many European thinkers. Perhaps, bearing in mind Wilber s 
formulation above, this interest may be attributed to the golem s apparent place in the descenders 
arsenal.

The golem was, of course, irrevocably distorted through this encounter. It is especially noteworthy 
that the externalisation of the golem as a serving creature came about through Reuchlin s 
translation. The golem, as it were, escaped from its hermetically sealed (Jewish) world and became a 
victim of the nascent dualistic spirit. By dualistic, I refer to a worldview in which the physical world 
becomes separable from thought. For the mediaeval Jewish mystic, the golem was not conceived of 
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as an external creation, for the simple reason that the physical world itself was not an external entity 
not, at least, in the sense of being independent of thought. The physical world had mentalistic 
properties, and thought forms generated that world, be they human thought forms or, more 
generally, those of God.

The externalisation of the golem seems to have been one of the first manifestations of the 
shift in European thought towards an emphasis on permanence, which Whyte (1962) sees 
as marking the rise of modern consciousness. His statement that, around 1600-1700 ... 

transformation was apparently reduced to permanence could aptly be applied to the golem. 
Moreover, the growth of the golem into an ever larger and more dangerous creature marks its 
development from victim of the developing scientific worldview to a status as Jungian shadow of 
the collective mind which began to embrace science and technology with unchecked enthusiasm. 
The golem is in this respect certainly the forerunner of Frankenstein s monster, which in both its 
inception and its transmutations in the popular mind, may be seen as a shadow of scientific progress.

As with other esoteric traditions, the sacrifice of the golem was the price to be paid for the all-
conquering march of the dualistic worldview which became a necessary forerunner of the growth of 
science and the Age of Reason. But there is, perhaps, a peculiar poignancy in the fate of the g. The 
golem can be viewed as an image which goes right to the heart of the split between Judaism and 
Christianity. Creating a golem entailed vivifying matter, an act which bears comparison with the 
Resurrection. However, the human role is crucially reversed in the two myths. 

For Christianity, God descends into the body of Jesus, and the role of mystics became focused on 
the upward movement represented in the Resurrection and Ascension.

 In the case of the golem ritual, it is the human who descends to base matter in order to ascend to 
the divine by imitation of His act of breathing the spirit of life into Adam. Under the influence of 
the cultural pressures discussed above, the second, ascending, limb of the Jewish ritual became 
compromised, and, where the Eucharist had introduced the mystery of transubstantiation in 
ascended form, the golem came to represent the same mystery in descended form.

This fundamental conflict lies at the root of the divergence in the respective religions view of the 
creation of artificial life. Any parallel to a golem tradition in Christianity became associated with the 
devil.

 It is reported of St. Thomas Aquinas that he was on one occasion greeted by a robot created by his 
teacher, Albertus Magnus. Conceiving the robot to be the work of the devil he cast it into a fire 
(Cohen, 1966). Similarly, Faust s powers to create artificial life were granted by the devil. Judaism, 
by comparison, viewed such creation in a positive light: Jewish sources endorsed the propriety of the 
artificial creation of life as an act of imitatio Dei and as an experience of mystical rapture (Sherwin, 
1995, p. 317). 

The Maharal of Prague writes of the mystic s use of Sefer Yezirah for this purpose that it is in accord 
with the natural order of the world, a point with interesting ramifications for transpersonal ecology! 

Let me focus the argument and draw out its relevance to contemporary transpersonal psychology. 
With very few exceptions, any and all spiritual traditions Western or Eastern comprise elements 
potentially of interest to transpersonal psychologists. Beyond the particularities of specific teachings 
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and practices, however, questions of worldview should occupy a prominent place. Transpersonal 
psychology does not merely seek to add to the subject matter of psychology, but rather it questions 
the scientific worldview upon which its parent discipline is based. Whether we like it or not, it is 
inherently radical. Central to its aims, therefore, should be a project to comprehend those historical 
changes in European society which enabled secular science to develop.

The history of the golem casts a two-fold light on those changes. 

Firstly, the golem s historical transformations seem to index the psychological impact of the rise of 
scientific dualism.

 Secondly, its shadowing of the risen Jesus intimates the conflict between Christianity and Judaism 
which saddled pre-Renaissance European culture with an imbalanced worldview, one, that is, in 
which the descending spiritual limb was squeezed from the picture. This conflict was, accordingly, at 
the root of the subsequent pendulum swing to an over-emphasis on the descending dimension, 
which catalysed the growth of science. In seeking to conceptualise the transpersonal quest in 
contemporary psychological terms, we should note that this conflict amounts to a split in the 
European psyche, for it transcends the particularities of each individual religion. It is a split that, 
significantly, Wilber overlooks. The events of World War Two, however, testify to the power of that 
split to penetrate even secularised elements of society. Insights from Eastern traditions can 
certainly blow a breath of fresh air through tired religious forms. But a transpersonal psychology in 
Europe should, perhaps, also be especially cognisant of its own backyard.

What of our day? I would argue that the idea of the golem very much lost its worth as a 
transformative experience from the time that it began to be viewed as a creature having its own 
existence independent of the adept and of the ritual involved in its creation. Clearly we cannot turn 
the clock back; we cannot simply reject the cult of individuality to which we are heirs. But, through 
examining exactly how the golem ritual in its mediaeval form embraced the balancing of descent 
and ascent, we may at least attempt to translate its transformative potential into terms which 
transpersonal psychology can begin to digest. As the great scholar of Kabbalah, Gershom Scholem, 
famously wrote at the end of his essay on the golem, the historian s task ends where the psychologist 
s begins (Scholem, op. cit., p. 204). I turn to this task in Part Two of my article.

2. Psychological Features in the Mediaeval Golem Ritual

Brian L. Lancaster, School of Human Sciences, Liverpool John Moores University, Trueman Building, 
15-21 Webster Street, Liverpool L3 2ET, UK..

Summary Sentences

Two phases may be discerned in the golem ritual as practiced by mediaeval Jewish mystics. The first 
drew on the principle of male-female polarity in forming a man out of earth and water; the second 
employed what were thought of as the fundamental agents of divine creativity the Hebrew letters to 
activate this magical being. These two phases are analysed here as engaging complementary aspects 
of the transcendent function, leading to self-realisation. The golem triggers a projection of self, 
through which the mystic encounters the creative essence of God.

Introduction: levels of analysis
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The talmudic source for the golem tradition is a passage which comes in the context of a discussion 
concerning magical practices and their status as permitted or proscribed behaviour:

Rava said: If the righteous wished, they could create a world, for it is written, “Your iniquities have 
divided you from your God” (Isaiah 59:2). Rava created a man and sent him to Rav Zeira. The Rabbi 
spoke to him but he did not reply. He [Rav Zeira] said: You are from the fellow scholars [possibly, 
magicians]. Return to your dust! Rav Hanina and Rav Oshaya spent every Sabbath eve busy with the 
Sefer Yezirah A three-year-old calf was created by them and they ate it (Babylonian Talmud 
Sanhedrin 65b).

The latter act, that of creating a calf, is specifically described as permitted behaviour, and the 
implication that the creation of an artificial man is also permitted is clear.

Before focusing specifically on the golem tradition based on Rava s creation of the man, it is worth 
considering the sequence in this passage. There seems to be an allusion to the status of man as 
reflective of a world, i.e., as a microcosm. The calf is a further reflection of the primary ideal of 
creating a world . There may be a hint of criticism in this instance however: an early mediaeval 
manuscript cited by Scholem (1969, p. 176) states that as soon as they slaughtered the calf, Rav 
Hanina and Rav Oshaya forgot their esoteric learning. Taken together with a possible allusion to the 
golden calf worshipped idolatrously by the Children of Israel (Exodus 32), the message seems to be 
one of the potential misuse of esoteric, or magical, knowledge. Idolatry substitutes personal and 
immediate gain ( eating it) for the higher goals of esoteric practise. Moreover, there may perhaps be 
an intimation of the danger of misunderstanding the kind of realities that are here being discussed: 
Do not believe the craziness of those who study Sefer Yezirah in order to create a three-year-old calf, 
since those who strive to do so are themselves calves! writes an anonymous author in the circle of the 
thirteenth-century Abulafia (cited, Idel, 1990, p. 105). 

In confronting a tradition of such long standing, it would be misguided to expect full consistency 
across diverse ages. Whilst the above anonymous extract stresses the non-physical reality of any 
creature generated through esoteric study, other sources seem to imply that the calf and the golem 
were considered to exist physically. The ontological status of the golem is confounded by the blurred 
boundary between mystical texts drawing on an author s experience, and writings which are more 
polemical and frequently draw on legend. In considering the appropriate level of analysis to apply to 
the golem, Wilber s (1979) tripartite division, itself based on St. Benaventura s distinctions between 
the eyes of flesh, mind, and spirit, might be applied. For Wilber, each sphere, the physical, the 
psychological, and the transpersonal, has its own dynamics and reality . 

In this sense, we might entertain three dimensions in relation to the golem ritual. 

Physically, the adept works with clay, which can activate various psychological realities involving 
projections onto the figure and, potentially, an inward shift to a higher state of consciousness. 

At the spiritual level, the ritual is directed to an experience of imitatio dei, for, as discussed below, 
the ritual appears specifically designed to recapitulate God s creation of man. The mystic aspires to 
attain the experience of the creative moment of God (Idel, ibid, p. xxvii).

I suspect, however, that the Talmud itself in the above passage is hinting towards a slightly different 
conception of three levels of meaning: the mundane ( eating a calf ), the human microcosm ( golem ), 
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and the macrocosmic ( a world ). The human is the essential bridge between the world of nature and 
the macrocosm which depicts the ground plan on which all is designed. It is for this reason that these 
levels are presented within the context of a discussion of what in contemporary terms concerns 
creativity and morality.

 The human challenge is to unify these apparently distinct levels. The passage hinges on the idea that 
our iniquities have divided us from [our] God in the sense of inhibiting our powers of creativity, the 
ultimate divine attribute. The subtle subtext concerns the relationship between the perfect human 
and the divine being on the one hand, and the perfect automaton and the human on the other. The 
passage intimates that Rav Zeira recognised the man as a golem because it lacked the power of 
speech. Indeed, the role of language, both in its psychological and transpersonal aspects, becomes 
the central key to the entire golem tradition.

Elements of the golem ritual 

The talmudic passage contains a further cryptic allusion, namely to the role of language in the 
procedure for producing a golem. The Aramaic original, translated as Rava created a man is Rava 
bara gavra which involves an almost mantra-like set of permutations on the letters of bara, the word 
for created. In their various permutations, the three Hebrew letters alef, bet and resh not only 
generate Rava s name and the verb, to create, but also the Hebrew eiver, meaning limb . The 
kabbalists drew heavily on these connections, understanding that the pinnacle of creativity was the 
generation of a complete set of limbs (by which was meant all constituent parts of the body), as in the 
golem, and that the key to such creativity lay in the technique of permuting Hebrew letters.

Central to this key is the Sefer Yetzirah. Rabbinic thought in general conceived language to be the 
hallmark of God s creative power. Letters present themselves as the fundamental units of written 
language and were accordingly thought of as the archetypal elements of creation. In a famous 
talmudic passage, for example, Bezalel, the architect of the biblical Tabernacle, is described as 
knowing the secret of combining the letters with which heaven and earth had been created 
(Berakhot 55a). In the Sefer Yetzirah God s technique of using the letters is elaborated:

He placed them in a circle like a wall with 231 gates. The circle oscillates back and forth.... He 
permuted them, weighed them, and transformed them: alef with them all and all of them with alef; 
bet with them all and all of them with bet.... And we find that all that is formed and all that is spoken 
emerges from one Name. (Sefer Yetzirah 2:4-5)

The exact nature of these permutations has engaged many minds and filled numerous manuscripts. 
231 is mentioned since it is the number of two letter permutations from the Hebrew alphabet of 
twenty-two letters, without including reversals. A separate tradition holds the number of gates to be 
221. The Sefer Yetzirah goes on to indicate how letters are related to specific limbs of the body. Thus, 
for example, bet corresponds to the mouth, gimel to the right eye, dalet to the left eye, and so on 
(although, again, diverse traditions are found). These correspondences become a further cipher for 
the initiate attempting to foa golem. As Kaplan writes, stressing the psychological nature of the 
golem, by chanting the appropriate letter arraysÖ the initiate could form a very real image of a 
human being, limb by limb (Kaplan, 1990, p. 127).
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Further aspects of the golem ritual were written down by mystics in northern Europe in the 
mediaeval period. A particularly detailed discussion of the ritual is found in R. Eleazar of Worms 
commentary on the Sefer Yetzirah. He writes of one who would make a golem that

It is incumbent upon him to take virgin soil from a place in the mountains where no one has plowed. 
And he shall knead the dust with living water, and he shall make a body [golem] and shall begin to 
permutate the alphabets of 221 gates, each limb separately, each limb with the corresponding letter 
mentioned in Sefer Yetzirah.... And always, the letter of the [divine] name with them (Cited in Idel, 
op. cit., p. 56). 

He goes on to detail the elaborate arrays of letter-vowel combinations which were chanted in 
combination with the letters of God s name.

The physical aspect of the golem ritual clearly draws on the symbolism of sexual polarity, the male 
principle of living water (e.g., spring water) being brought together with the female principle, 
virgin soil . The sexual imagery is reinforced by various aspects of the ritual mentioned in different 
manuscripts. One tradition, for example, insists that the union of water and earth take place on the 
floor of a temple, alluding to a whole variety of imagery connecting the Temple with fecundity and 
the act of creation. As Levenson writes, The Temple is a visible, tangible token of the act of creation 
(Levenson, 1984, p. 283). A further development of the sexual theme arises from texts which require 
the golem to be buried prior to its being brought to life. This instruction relates to a wealth of rebirth 
symbolism connected with the fecundity of the earth.

We thus find two major themes within the golem ritual. Firstly, in connection with the physical 
working with clay, imagery is activated related to sexual polarity with reference to the generative 
function. Secondly, the linguistic phase which activates the form of the golem, draws on the mystic s 
sense of God s powers of creation. These two were construed to parallel the two stages in God s 
formation of the first human: And the Lord God formed Adam [of] dust from the ground, and He 
breathed into his nostrils the soul of lifeÖ. (Genesis 2:7). In the religious sense, this was the essential 
parallel, for the goal of the mystic was exactly that: to directly imitate the peak of God s creative 
work. The Jewish mystic aspired to union with the divine through this form of active imitation: A 
perfect Golem “ can be created by a perfect man who is in a state of perfect mystical union, i.e., in a 
state of union with the Divine Intellect “(Idel, op. cit., p. 107).

Psychological Analysis : Intimations of Self

The enlivening of some kind of second body is a theme with extensive developments in the literature 
of the world s spiritual traditions. The Taoist Secret of the Golden Flower, for example, describes an 
esoteric practice of circulating light within the body which eventually crystallises, forming the natural 
spirit-body, or, in Jung s phrase, the incorruptible breath-body which grows in the golden flower 
(Jung, 1967, p. 51). In his commentary, Jung relates this development to a shift in the centre of 
gravity of the personality from ego to self, from a state where only consciousness is acknowledged to 
one in which the unconscious is recognised as a co-determining factor in one s life.

Uitleg Kalachakra initition and Tantra

The hypothesis I intend to explore, namely that the golem ritual entails a similar realisation of self, 
may be supported for a further reason along Jungian lines. Jung s studies of alchemy and other 
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traditions of symbolism led him to emphasise the role of the union of opposites in the process 
culminating in self-realisation: 

The coniunctio oppositorum engaged the speculations of the alchemists in the form of the”ìChymical 
Wedding”.... The dual being born of the alchemical union of opposites, the Rebis or Lapis 
Philosophorum, is so distinctively marked in the literature that we have no difficulty in recognizing it 
as a symbol of the self. Psychologically the self is a union of conscious (masculine) and unconscious 
(feminine). It stands for the psychic totality (Jung 1968, p. 268).

As we have seen, the imagery of sexual polarity is pronounced in the golem ritual. Moreover, a 
poignant, esoteric relationship between the sexual function and the power of language is 
articulated in many kabbalistic texts. Wolfson (1995) has illustrated the way in which allusions to 
this relationship in early rabbinic literature were explored more explicitly in later mystical writings. As 
he asserts, the power of the Hebrew language to engage the mystic in an intimate relation to the 
divine was seen as complementary to the sexual function itself. The Sefer Yetzirah connects this 
relationship to the work of golem-making, stating that when Abraham was successful in making 
golems:

Immediately there was revealed to him the Master of all, may His Name be blessed forever. He 
placed him [Abraham] in his bosom and kissed him on his head and called him, Abraham my beloved 
(Isaiah 41:8).... He made with him a covenant between the ten fingers of his hands - this is the 
covenant of the tongue - and the ten toes of the feet - this is the covenant of circumcision (Sefer 
Yetzirah 6:7).

The two covenants depicted in this extract symbolically express man s power of creativity, firstly, 
in an intellectual sense (the tongue, i.e. language) and, secondly, in the physical sense 
(circumcision, i.e. sexuality). The golem ritual is essentially concerned with harnessing such 
creativity to a spiritual end.

In both its phases, therefore, the golem ritual seems to have activated the transcendent function 
through its engagement with forces of polarity and complementarity. Firstly, bringing together water 
and earth depicted the immediate physical union of opposites, and secondly, the linguistic phase, in 
which letter combinations were chanted and/or visualised, drew on the implicit relation between 
language function and sexual symbolism. There can be little doubt, however, that the dominant 
concern in the second phase was the unification undertaken between limbs and letters on the one 
hand, and letters and the divine name on the other. The union of opposites which Jung viewed as 
critical to self-realisation may have been seeded by the background of sexual symbolism, but the 
foreground was focused in the generation of wholeness though the image of a whole body unified in 
its association with the name of God. As Idel remarks, It was the linguistic alchemy which interested 
the Jews (Idel, op. cit., p. 186. Italics added).

This conception of the mystical use of language in generating, or, more accurately, re-membering, a 
higher, more complete body very much goes to the heart of the entire Jewish corpus. In Part One of 
the present article I remarked that the golem tradition of the mediaeval northern European Jews 
represented a split from the Sefardi Jews whose interest was in the sefirotic system as intermediary 
to the divine. The quest to unify a higher body unites the two traditions, for the sefirotic tradition too 
was focused on the human/divine image, and on the role of the mystic in enlivening, or completing 
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that image. The sefirot form a whole world depicted in human form: [T]he figure of Man ...is 
portrayed as a most perfect and exalted image, which ... constitutes the overall symbolic framework 
of the sefirotic system (Tishby, 1989, p. 295). Through appropriate religious practices, the kabbalist 
acts to influence the dynamics of the sefirotic system, and, via the sefirot, God Himself. All features 
of normative religious observance were construed as promoting this end of unifying higher and lower 
limbs of the ultimate body.

Although still obedient to the divine will..., the Kabbalist must invest particular energy in his 
performance of commandments, which alone have theurgical repercussions. A Kabbalist following 
ritual becomes a cooperator not only in the maintenance of the universe but also in the 
maintenance or even formation of some aspects of the Deity (Idel, 1988, p.181).

I have argued elsewhere (Lancaster, 1997b) that the kabbalistic view of humanity as engaged in a 
transpersonal quest to re-unify, or heal, the Godhead, the world and their own selves each of 
these levels being an inseparable aspect of the others represents a stimulating myth for our day. It 
bears a number of features which might usefully be introduced into the contemporary discipline of 
transpersonal ecology. A link between the concept of the golem and that of the transpersonal, 
collective human form is provided by a Midrash (homiletic story) thought to date from the eleventh 
century, in which God is said to have created man as a golem on day one at the beginning of 
creation. Finally, on day six, He cast the soul into him and set him down and concentrated the whole 
world in him (cited in Scholem, op. cit., p. 162). The golem might then be regarded as a means 
whereby the mystic engages with the formative power of the divine, unconsciously retracing his own 
constitution to a more primordial, and therefore more open, state. I am reminded again of Jung s 
conception of the self, which, in addition to its status as goal of individuation, carries a primordial 
quality: The beginnings of our whole psychic life seem to be inextricably rooted in this point, and all 
our highest and ultimate purposes seem to be striving toward it (Jung, 1977, p. 236). It is relevant to 
note in this context that the only use of the Hebrew word golem in the Bible comes in the passage, 
You [God] covered me in my mother s wombÖ. My substance was not concealed from You when I 
was made in secret and wrought in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my golem and in Your 
book all of them [my parts?] were written (Psalm 139:13-16). In the Talmud, the foetus is depicted as 
all-knowing, having the benefits of an angel to teach it and enjoying the ability to see from one end of 
the world to the other. Perhaps one who had mastered the golem ritual had, as it were, drawn on this 
primordial potential, necessarily re-creating himself as much as any external creature in the process.

In considering the psychological significance of the linguistic procedure used in the golem ritual, the 
complex of meaning of the English re-member can be a helpful guide. The appeal to memory, 
paralleling Plato s anamnesis, seems to me poignant not only in relation to the primordial quality 
of the self/golem but also because the body image is the primary vehicle for our sense of I and 
therefore of mundane consciousness. The procedure of meditatively connecting limbs with Hebrew 
letters and with the divine name might be regarded as effecting a major shift of scale in the mystic s 
psyche. With a successful golem ritual, the bodily frame of reference for memory and thought shifts 
from the purely physical and personal to that of the collective, divine body .

From a psychological perspective, one of the most interesting exponents of the mystical use of 
Hebrew was the thirteenth-century Abulafia. He describes his technique as: 
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“The method of returning the letters to their prime-material state and giving them form in 
accordance with the power of wisdom that confers form. This is the inner path of Kabbalah and is 
called among us by the general name the wisdom of letter-combination which includes seventy 
languages. Regarding this [method] it is stated in Sefer Yetzirah: Twenty-two cardinal letters; He 
engraved them and hewed them and weighed them and permuted and combined them and formed 
by their means the souls of all formed beings and [the souls] of all that in the future will be given 
form” (cited in Idel, 1989, p. 97).

The intimate relation between language and thought implies that such deconstruction of language 
(to the letters prime-material state ) constitutes an interruption in the structure of thought. As with 
other meditative processes, the automaticity of mental process is challenged (Deikman, 1966). 
Central to such automaticity is the relation between memories and one s sense of I , a relation I 
have elsewhere conceptualised by suggesting that our memories are stored in association with I -tags 
(see, e.g., Lancaster, 1997c). I believe that all serious mystical work in some way challenges the 
automaticity in this relationship of I with memories. In the present case, the deconstruction of 
thought/memory contingent upon the linguistic practice in the golem ritual is conducted in order 
to substitute a higher construction of self for the personal I , a goal achieved by dint of the letters 
root in the creative life of the divine. The golem, in this formulation, appears as a new 
constellation of limbs , conformed not as a mundane body-image centred on the personal ego ( I ) 
but as a re-membering in the divine image.

The golem today?

“[The myth of the golem] is based on a faith almost as old as the human species namely, that dead 
matter is not really dead but can be brought to life. I am not exaggerating when I say that the golem 
story appears less obsolete today than it seemed one hundred years ago. What are the computers 
and robots of our time if not golems? “Isaac Bashevis Singer 

The aspiration to create artificial life has a long and rich history, and is significantly entwined with the 
greatest advances in human culture. Daedelus, named after the daedala ancient statues is perhaps 
one of the most influential mythical characters for our age. According to Plato, his statues were so 
life-like that they had to be restrained to prevent them running away! Ayrton (1962) ranks Daedalus 
as the greatest mythical progenitor, after Prometheus, of what the artist is. His claim on our age 
derives from his invention at least in the mythical realm of artificial wings, which brings humanity to 
a new sphere of endeavour. Prometheus himself, fashioner of man, is also bringer of fire, and 
thereby awakener of consciousness (Knapp, 1979). And in our day, the most morally acute questions 
of consciousness, life and death still revolve around the border of the possible where our powers of 
creativity fence with science.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daedalus :

…“This story thus encourages others to consider the long-term consequences of their own inventions 
with great care, lest those inventions do more harm than good. As in the tale of Icarus' wings, 
Daedalus is portrayed assisting in the creation of something that has subsequent negative 
consequences, in this case with his creation of the monstrous Minotaur's almost impenetrable 
Labyrinth which made slaying the beast an endeavour of legendary difficulty. Additionally, Daedalus' 



13

legend evokes the virtue of humility as the Daedalean labyrinth was defeated by a simple ball of 
thread that its architect had ostensibly failed to consider…

Key issues such as machine consciousness are often pronounced upon by means of thought 
experiments (see, e.g., Dennett, 1991). The golem provided the rabbis with their own version of such 
experiments and they used it to explore, in particular, the nature of idolatry. A golem, representing 
perfection at the physical level, was thought to be open to higher influence. The mystic, armed with 
elaborate linguistic meditations, attempts to harness such higher influence for a positive purpose. 
But in the traditions of Midrash repository of countless thought experiments it was sometimes Satan 
who entered to animate the golem. For the rabbis, here was the essence of idolatry a device 
seemingly possessing the characteristics of a higher realm would trick the fallible human mind. 
Perhaps the golem may yet carry a message for our day...? 

What of the practical interest in the golem? It seems to me that the golem ritual can offer insights in 
two contemporary spheres, the therapeutic and the spiritual . A potent medium for the therapeutic 
analysis of subtle influences on one s sense of self is provided by doll-work . When an individual 
produces a (preferably life-size) human form, complete with clothing and jewellery etc., in a setting 
conducive to therapeutic analysis, a plethora of reverberations of distant influences becomes 
unearthed. Indeed, any work directed to producing a significant other can be highly revealing, as 
Turkle (1997) notes in connection with Internet groups. Such activities draw on rich personal 
material going back to our early years when imaginary companions, or at least animated soft toys, 
significantly influenced our lives.

On the spiritual plane, the seeds of what I regard as viable contemporary meditative and 
visualisation practices can be found in the earlier literature. Idel, drawing on fourteenth-century 
texts, postulates that at least one tradition employed colour as the basis for a golem technique. 
Specific colours visualised in conjunction with each limb would have taken the place of physical dust. 
Abulafia certainly had already internalised the entire technique, asserting that the letters be sounded 
and visualised in relation to the mystic s own bodily structure. Thus, for example, he advises 
sounding the letter heh in the middle of your head, and draw[ing] it within your head as if you were 
contemplating and seeing the center of your brain (cited in Idel, 1990, p. 101). Esoteric practices of 
breath control accompanied such inner chanting and visualisation.

See Kalachakra and Naqshbandi

The connections between these kinds of practice and those found in Eastern spiritual traditions will 
be clear to anyone who has studied them. It is to be hoped that transpersonal psychology will find 
ways of integrating these diverse traditions without compromising the integrity which inspired their 
development. Through such a path we may find ways of re-vitalising our sense of connection to the 
collective body of humanity the ultimate golem.
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Laboratory produced life
In science, laboratory produced life or 
synthesis method refers to any of a number of 
attempts, hopes, or objectives of producing, 
creating, or synthesizing life or an aspect of 
life under controlled experimental laboratory 
conditions.

In terms of classification, the synthesis 
method, according to American quantum 
physicist Michael Brooks, wherein one 
attempts to “build something that is ‘alive’ 
from scratch”, such as by taking certain 
chemicals and putting them together in ways 
that might make them alive, is classified as 
the traditional second option of ways to 
unravel the essential nature of life; the first 
being the trace method, i.e. to trace the tree 
of life or the mechanism of life back in time to 
the point where it all started and where all that 
existed was chemistry or chemicals; the third 
being the definition method, where one sits 
down and tries to think up a suitable definition 
that distinguishes living matter from non-living 
matter. Brooks notes that the third method is 
the most well-trodden, but also the one widely 
admitted to be a dead end. [1] 

History
The hope or object of ‘producing life in the 
laboratory’, according a 1946 review by 
Belgian-born American thermodynamicist Alfred Ubbelohde, has a long and somewhat 
disreputable ancestry. [2]

The earliest idea, supposedly, traces to the alchemical experiments and theories of Swiss-born 
Austrian chemist Paracelsus and his homunculi or “receipt to make a man without conjunction”. 
[3] 

Ubbelohde cites the literary examples of English writer Mary Shelley’s 1818 ‘Frankenstein’ 
(depicted below) as well as German polymath Johann Goethe’s 1832 Dr. Faust and his little 
chemical-laboratory synthesized character ‘homunculus’ (depicted adjacent)

The recent idea of ‘robots’ or artificial life, as the subject is called in modern terms (or even the 
physical science based premise of physical intelligence, as the US government has recently 
attempted to formulate), is another example. [4]

In Shelley’s version, she was said to have been inspired to outline her scientifically created life 
fiction/non-fiction version by both her knowledge Paracelsus and the recently published 1791 
dead frog leg twitching electrical experiments of Italian physician Luigi Galvani. 

In his talk with Eckermann, Goethe is supposed to have said that Homunculus is virtually the 
same as the Leibnizian entelechy or monad, according to John Williams. [12]

a 19th century engraving of Wagner, a famed sorcerer's 
former student, creating Homunculus in the chemical 
laboratory using fire (or heat) and some type of chemical 
apparatus, as described in German polymath Johann 
Goethe's 1832 Faust part II. [5]
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Romanian historian Radu Florescu notes that Shelley’s father, William Godwin, and her husband, 
Percy Bysshe Shelley were both quite familiar with the lives and works of alchemists like 
Paracelsus and others. Florescu also suggests that Johann Conrad Dippel, an alchemist born in 
Castle Frankenstein whom he believes may have been the inspiration for Victor Frankenstein, 
was a student of Dr. David Christianus.

In Goethe’s version, as depicted above, the famed sorcerer's former student, Wagner, create a 
homunculus, who then carries out extended conversations with Mephistopheles as well as travels 
with him to the Pharsalian Fields to save Faust.

In 1952 the famous Urey-Miller experiment was conducted in which the so-called proto-life 
chemicals were synthesized in a beaker over several days via the action of electrical sparks.

An illustration from a book by Italian Luigi Galvani showing him 
conducting experiments in 1791 of the ability of electricity to produce 
movement in dead matter (what he termed as "animal electricity"); a 
further perusal of his 1771 discovery that dead frog legs can be made to 
twitch when connected to an metal-junction type of electrochemical 
circuit (frog legs suspended by copper hooks on an iron rail, the arc or 
switch made by touching a scalpel of the foot to the rail). [6] These 
experiments served as the basis to Mary Shelley's famous 1818 story of 
Frankenstein. 

An 1831 Illustration, by Theodor von 
Holst, of the laboratory creation of 
Mary Shelley’s 1818 story of 
Frankenstein, a scientifically-created 
living human made by surgically re-
connecting the severed dead parts of 
various corpses and then reanimating 
the body with electricity. [7] 
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In origin, in circa 1950, American planetary chemist 
Harold Urey, a former student of Gilbert Lewis, 
speculated that the early terrestrial atmosphere was 
probably composed of ammonia, methane, and 
hydrogen. To test this hypothesis, Urey then directed 
his new graduate student Stanley Miller, a newly-
forming biochemist, to see if an atmospheric of such 
mixture is exposed to electric sparks and to water, 
whether or not it can interact to produce amino acids, 
commonly called the "building blocks of life", which are 
precursor units needed to make proteins.

Laboratory measured life
In the theme of laboratory produced life, there have 
been a number of noted attempt to measure life (vs 
death) quantitatively in controlled laboratory 
conditions.

One of the more famous experiments is Italian physician Francesco Redi’s series of experiments, 
published in 1668 as Esperienze Intorno alla Generazione degl'Insetti (Experiments on the 
Generation of Insects) which is regarded as one of the first steps in refuting "spontaneous 
generation", a theory also known as Aristotelian abiogenesis. At the time, prevailing wisdom was 
that maggots formed naturally from rotting meat. In his experiment, Redi took six jars, which he 
divided in two groups of three: in the first jar of each group, he put an unknown object; in the 
second, a dead fish; in the last, a raw chunk of veal. Redi took the first group of three, and 
covered the tops with fine gauze so that only air could get into it. He left the other group of jars 
open. After several days, he saw maggots appear on the objects in the open jars, on which flies 
had been able to land, but not in the gauze-covered jars. 

He continued his experiments by capturing 
the maggots and waiting for them to 
metamorphose, which they did, becoming 
flies. Also, when dead flies or maggots were 
put in sealed jars with dead animals or veal, 
no maggots appeared, but when the same 
thing was done with living flies, maggots 
did. [10] The earliest outline of this ideology 
of quantitatively weighing the state of life as 
compared the state of death traces to the 
circa 2,500BC Ra-theology based 
conception of the weighting of the soul after 
death in the judgment hall, depictions of 
which abound on the tombs of ancient 
Egypt. 

Thermodynamic soul weighing
See also: soul snow
The first attempt to prove or disprove this 
life-death weight distinction was the circa 

1670 famous weighing problem of King Charles II who in question of whether 'life' can be 
weighed, compared the weight of a live and a dead fish. [8] Charles II, the founder of the Royal 
society, initiated the problem to solve the so-called supposed finding that a dead fish weighed 
more than a live fish.

A variation of this experiment was then again carried out with a dying person in 1901 by American 

American biochemist Stanley Miller 
demonstrating the outline of his famous 1952 
spark-creating life experiment.

A 2011 artistic rendition of soul weighing, i.e. of a person's 
soul or spirit leaving their body at the point of death, such as 
would have been conceived by those as King Charles II 
(c.1670) or Douglas MacDougall (1900) in their death 
weighing experiments. [11]
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physician Douglas MacDougall, who theorized that if the soul exists it "must exist as a space-
occupying body" and thus have a measurable mass; his measurements found that the average 
"soul substance" weighs 3/4th of an ounce (or 21 grams). This value soon entered urban legend.

In 1905, German-born American physicist Albert Einstein introduced his famous mass-energy 
equivalence formula (E = mc²), which showed that mass and energy were equivalent. In 1939, it 
was noted that Einstein's formula implied that a small amount of mass might be converted into a 
large amount of energy or came to be known as "nuclear energy" and this prompted the famous 
"Einstein-Szilard letter" (written by Leo Szilard), which led to the Manhattan Project (1942) and 
thus to the 1945 atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. These showings instilled the 
possibility that the soul might be related to nuclear energy, in some round-about way.

The pros and cons of this premise was touched, in terms of mass converting into nuclear energy 
by both Belgian-born American thermodynamicist Alfred Ubbelohde (1946), in verbal 
thermodynamics discussion, and American chemical engineer and physician Gerard Nahum 
(1998), in formulaic thermodynamic discussion as well as proposed experimental outline.

Test tubers and cloning
A variation of laboratory produced life, although not 
as famous as the philosopher's stone quest for the 
synthesis of the so-called "life" from the so-called 
"non-life", is the process of test tube babies or in 
vitro fertilization (sperm and egg joined outside of the 
body), the first human created via this method being 
the 1978 Louise Brown, and cloning (creation 
starting with a somatic cell), the first animal creating 
via this method being the 1996 sheep named “Dolly”. 
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Alchemy in the Middle East

By Christopher Danieli

I have always been fascinated by the history of alchemy, especially in connection to the Middle East: 
from its conception, its development from Ancient Egyptian times, to the early Islamic world and 
finally its decline in the 12th century onwards. What has particularly amused me, in my studies of 
alchemy, has been people's ideas of the science which focuses primarily on an archaic image of 
magic and potions. A time in which wizards and practisers' of magic would toil over bubbling 
cauldrons, in an attempt to change metals of lesser value into precious gold, while living in secrecy.

This, however, is a rather misconceived image. Although, there were a minority of alchemists who 
stirred their cauldrons, the reality is very different. For instance, many alchemists were also infamous 
scientists and respected theologians, who are still respected today in the East and the West. And, 
although, alchemy can involve transmutation: the change from one substance into another, it is not 
the sole purpose of alchemy, with transmuting only representing a small segment of the science.

The word "Alchemy" roughly translates into "Chemistry" in Arabic: its origins springing from the word 
"Al-kimya".1 Some believe that "Kimya", comes from the archaic Egyptian word "Kemi"2 meaning 
black. However, others believes it's originates from ancient Greek, from the word "Khymeia"
meaning "fusion": referring to the Ancient Greeks practice of chemical transmutation. Alchemy 
itself is composed of many different sciences such as chemistry, physics, metallurgy and even 
astrology. In many ways, alchemy is a way of understanding the natural world around us: from 
both a scientific and mystical view.

Alchemy's history in the Middle East

Alchemy can trace its history as far back as Ancient Egypt and the worshiping of ancient Egyptian 
Gods. The Egyptian god Djehuty, has been attributed with the creation of Ancient Egyptian alchemy 
through the god's composition of the Emerald Tablets. The Emerald Tablets were a set of mythical 
texts, which were believed to contain occult knowledge; such as secret formulas for alchemical 
transmutation. Alchemy in Egypt played a major role in everyday life, and especially with the cult of 
the dead and mummification, all forms of Egyptian alchemy.

However, it is the development of the art of alchemy in the early Islamic world, which has fascinated 
me the most, especially since learning more about orthodox Islam, which forbids many alchemic 
practices. Through the spread of Islam in 7th and 8th centuries, the early Islamic community quickly 
absorbed other local traditions and cultures including alchemic practice.
From the rule of the Roman Emperor Diocletian's (ruled from 284 AD-305 AD) a tradition of 
destroying science, especially alchemic text had been popular and so by the time the early 
Islamic Caliphs conquered Egypt, the majority of alchemic documents had long since been 
destroyed. However, of those that did survive, such as: "Papyrus Graecus Holmiensis"4; (an 
alchemical text containing recipes for dyes, procedures for cleaning gems) were primarily of 
Greek origin or from the Ptolemaic period. Upon the Arabs conquest of Egypt, Islamic scholars 
dedicated vast amounts of time translating Egyptian and Greek manuscripts; stimulating a new 
scientific curiosity which, in turn, promoted learning and education in alchemy and the other 
sciences, spreading a tradition throughout the empire and a legacy for science throughout the world. 
The epitome of alchemic tradition in the Middle East had begun.
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Baghdad: the centre of the World

Baghdad, today still recovering from years of war and suppression, was once the Abbasid capital of 
the Islamic Empire and considered the centre for intellectualism and scientific development 
throughout the world. Baghdad, as a centre of learning, was affirmed with the foundation of the 
institute known as "Bayt al-Hikmah Bayr", or "The House of Wisdom": a library built for the 
institute to store rich texts from preceding scientists, mathematicians and alchemists to be used by 
the city's intelligentsia. This golden age of learning in Baghdad (751 AD to 1300 AD5), saw the city 
become a haven for alchemists such as Jabir ibn Hayyan, (721 AD - 815 AD).

Jabir ibn Hayyan, (better know in the West as "Geber"), was one of the most famous scientists 
and alchemists in Medieval Middle East, with his major contributions leading to developments 
in astronomy, chemistry and alchemy. His many writings are compiled in works such as the 
"Book of Mercury" and the "Book of Concentration".

Jabir ibn Hayyan developed the theory that all metals contain some amount of Sulphur and 
Mercury. Each metal with a different ratio: this was known as the "sulphur-mercury theory".

Jabir ibn Hayyan also built upon a Greek theory that was widely accepted by Islam. It stated that 
there were 4 natural "qualities" in the world: Earth, Water, Fire and Air. When 2 of these qualities 
were combined with a substance, it automatically created a compound. Jabir ibn Hayyan, although 
approved of this theory, perceived it as too vague and impractical. Jabir ibn Hayyan aimed to build 
upon this theory with his own ideas, in an attempt to make the theory more credible. He believed 
that there were 2 gaseous exhalations: "earthy smoke" and "watery vapour". When these 2 
exhalations were trapped within the ground, they were automatically converted into either sulphur 
or mercury. The sulphur and mercury then combined to form metals. Jabir ibn Hayyan believed the 
reason that there were many different metals was because of the imbalanced ratio of mercury and 
sulphur upon combination.

Jabir ibn Hayyan also believed that if the ratio was balanced, pure metals, such as gold could be 
created. This paved the way for other alchemists to develop and experiment with transmutation 
theories, while also contributing to alchemy's modern day image of wizardry, bubbling cauldrons 
and a lust for gold.
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Thanks to modern chemistry, we now know that metals are not composed of sulphur and mercury, 
and that Jabir ibn Hayyan's sulphur-mercury theory was fundamentally flawed. Despite this, Jabir 
ibn Hayyan's theories, which were based on extensive research and experimentation, led to a large 
amount of detailed study, knowledge and evidence available to later scientists.

As well as Jabir ibn Hayyan, during this period saw the rise of other notable alchemists, including 
Ibn Sina (980 AD - 1037 AD) and Muhammad ibn Zakariya al Razi (865 AD - 925 AD), who all 
contributed to the development of alchemy within the Islamic Empire.

But it is Jabir ibn Hayyan, who stands out as one of the great Middle Eastern alchemists of his 
time, his commitment to the artificial 'Creation of Life' through his takwin theory, is a reflection 
of alchemy in Islam, and throughout the golden period of Islamic rule.

The end of Alchemy in the Islamic World

Under the rule of Harun al-Rashid, the "Bayt al-Hikmah"6, was formed in Baghdad to promote 
continued study of alchemic thought7 and other forms of science. However, the institute was 
destroyed in the 13th century, resulting in the decline of alchemy in the Middle East and throughout 
the world. Like many events of destruction during this period, this was due to the with the arrival of 
the Mongols8. With the destruction of Baghdad's libraries, which held a vast resource of alchemic 
and scientific knowledge, and the change in Islamic thought, resulting in the closing of the gates of 
ijtihad, also brought to an end of any official development of alchemy in the Middle East. The golden 
age of Islam, and the traditions of practical alchemy were over.

Alchemy and its importance to the development of Islamic sciences and to modern science, is often 
forgotten today. And unfortunately, it may always retain the image of the Alchemist peering over 
his cauldron attempting to change a substance into precious gold, however the great contributions 
of Jabir ibn Hayyan, Ibn Sina and al Razi to alchemy and to science as a whole, will always be valued 
by the scientific community.
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Islamic Alchemy: The Sufi Vision

  Sufism

Islam has a highly developed system of spiritual alchemy that has as its basis the mystical experiences 
of Mohammed himself. By the fourth century, most of these mystical practices were embodied in a 
branch of Islamic philosophy called "Sufism." The word comes from the Arabic word for "wool" (suf) 
and refers to the practice by early Sufi mysitcs of wearing rough, white, woolen robes that
symbolized their purity and rejection of the world.

One of Sufism's major voices was Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, a thirteenth-century Persian poet. Like 
the spiritual alchemists of Europe, he described two ways of knowing reality. One is the intellectual 
(or Solar Consciousness), and the other is intuitive (Lunar Consciousness). For the Western mind, the 
nature of Lunar Consciousness, which comes from direct illumination and inspiration, is the hardest 
to understand. Rumi described it thus:

"Do you know a name without a thing answering to it? Have you ever plucked a rose from R, O, S, E? 
You name His name; go, seek the reality named by it! Look for the Moon in the sky, not in the Water! 
If you desire to rise above mere names and letters, make yourself free of self at one stroke. Become 
pure from all attributes of self, that you may see your own bright essence. Yea, see in your own heart 
the knowledge of the Prophet -- without book, without tutor, without preceptor."

Quotations Reflecting the Operations of 

Alchemy Calcination 

Like the Sun of neither east or west nor of anyplace when that Sun arrives.

- "Subtle Degrees" by Rumi (translated by Daniel Liebert in The Rumi Collection, Threshold 
Books, Brattleboro, VT 1996.)

Dissolution 

When a seed falls into the ground, it germinates, grows, and becomes a tree: if you understand 
these symbols, you'll follow us, and fall to the ground, with us.
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- "With Us" by Rumi (translated by Nevit Ergin and Camille Helminski in The Rumi 
Collection, Threshold Books, Brattleboro, VT 1996.)

Desire only that of which you have no hope; seek only that of which you have no 

clue. Love is the sea of not-being and there the intellect drowns.

- "Subtle Degress" by Rumi (translated by Daniel Liebert in The Rumi Collection, Threshold 
Books, Brattleboro, VT 1996.)

Separation 

You are cold, but you expect kindness. What you do comes back in the same form. 
God is compassionate, but if you plant barley, don't expect to harvest wheat.

- Unseen Rain: Quatrains of Rumi by John Moyne and Coleman Barks (Threshold Books, 
Battleboro, VT 1986.)

Conjunction 

Burning with longing-fire, wanting to sleep with my head on your doorsill, my living is composed 
only of this trying to be in your Presence.

Wine to intensify love; fire to consume. We bring these, not like images from a dream reality, 
but as an actual night to live through until dawn.

- Unseen Rain: Quatrains of Rumi by John Moyne and Coleman Barks (Threshold Books, 
Battleboro, VT 1986.)

Fermentation

The wine we really drink is our own blood. Our bodies ferment in these barrels. We give 
everything for a glass of this. We give our minds for a sip.

- Unseen Rain: Quatrains of Rumi by John Moyne and Coleman Barks (Threshold Books, 
Battleboro, VT 1986.)

Distillation

Wandering the high empty plain for some indication you've been there, I find an abandoned 
body, a detached head.

- Unseen Rain: Quatrains of Rumi by John Moyne and Coleman Barks (Threshold Books, 
Battleboro, VT 1986.)

Coagulation 

Lying back in this Presence, no longer able to eat or drink, I float freely, like a corpse in the ocean.

- Unseen Rain: Quatrains of Rumi by John Moyne and Coleman Barks (Threshold Books, 
Battleboro, VT 1986.)



Takwin: The Concept of Alchemical 
Creation of Life 
The concept of the alchemical creation of life (takwin) found within 
medieval Islamic alchemy expresses the metaphysical and material 
process of the generation of life (animal, vegetable, and mineral).

The textual occurrence of this concept and 'experiment' within the 
works of a semi-legendary eighth-century alchemist, Jabir ibn 
Hayyan, is examined through selective translation and analysis. This 
expression of artificial generation is compared and contrasted with the 
other concepts which relate to the creation and generation of living 
things from the broader spectra of medieval Islamic alchemical, 
magical, mystical, and cosmological works, as well as from Islamic 
revelatory and prophetic literature (Qur'an and Hadith Qudsi).

This work explores the religious nature of alchemical creation as a 
theurgic act. From the emic perspective of the alchemist, the act of 
takwin was an emulation of the divine creative and life-giving powers of 
Genesis and Resurrection and tapped the physical and spiritual forces 
in nature. At the same time it was an act through which the alchemist 
was inwardly transformed and purified, a spiritual regeneration.

Such an act highlights the creative and often uneasy interrelationship 
of Islamic magic and science with Islamic revelation and tradition. 
Through the examination of alchemical creation as both a magical and 
profoundly religious act, this dissertation offers a reflection on the 
religious nature of magic within Islam and suggests this perspective as 
a useful theoretical approach to the subject of magic within the history 
of religions.

Geber; Jaber ibn Hayan, chemist/ Alchemist

Abu Musa Jabir ibn Hayyan (Arabic: حيان بن جابر) (c.721–c.815), known also by his Latinised name 
Geber, was a prominent Islamic alchemist, pharmacist, philosopher, astronomer, and physicist. 
His ethnic background is Persian. Ibn Hayyan is widely credited with the introduction of the 
experimental method into alchemy, and with the invention of numerous important processes still 
used in modern chemistry today, such as the syntheses of hydrochloric and nitric acids, 
distillation, and crystallisation. His original works are highly esoteric and probably coded, though 
nobody today knows what the code is. On the surface, his alchemical career revolved around an 
elaborate chemical numerology based on consonants in the Arabic names of substances and the 
concept of takwin, the artificial creation of life in the alchemical laboratory.



Biography

Jabir was born in Tus, Khorasan, in Iran, then under the rule 
of the Umayyad Caliphate; the date of his birth is disputed, but 
most sources give 721 or 722. Hayyan had supported the 
revolting Abbasids against the Umayyads. He was eventually 
caught by the Ummayads and executed. Jabir grew up and 
studied the Koran, mathematics and other subjects under a 
scholar named Harbi al-Himyari. After the Abbasids took 
power, Jabir went back to Kufa, where he spent most of his 
career.

Jabir's father's profession may have contributed greatly to his 
interest in alchemy. In Kufa he became a student of the 
celebrated Islamic teacher and sixth Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq. 
He began his career practising medicine, under the patronage 

of the Barmakid Vizir of Caliph Haroun al-Rashid. It is known 
that in 776 he was engaged in alchemy in Kufa.

His connections to the Barmakid cost him dearly in the end. 
When that family fell from grace in 803, Jabir was placed 
under house arrest in Kufa, where he remained until his 
death. The date of his death is given as c.815 by the 
Encyclopædia Britannica, but as 808 by other sources.

The word alchemy comes from the Arabic al-
kīmiyaˀ or al-khīmiyaˀ (الكيمياء or الخيمياء), which 
is probably formed from the article al- and 
the Greek word chumeia (χυμεία) meaning 

"cast together", "pour together", "weld", "alloy", etc. (from khumatos, 
"that which is poured out, an ingot"). 

Some believe that the Arabic word al-kīmiyaˀ means "the Egyptian 
[science]", borrowing the Coptic word kēme (or from the mediaeval 
Bohairic dialect of Coptic, which wrote the word khēme), meaning 
"Egypt". The Coptic word derives from Demotic kmỉ, itself from ancient 
Egyptian kmt. The ancient Egyptian word referred to both the country 
and the colour "black" (Egypt was the "Black land", by contrast with 
the "Red land", the surrounding desert), so it is thought that such a 
borrowing in Arabic was appropriate for "Egyptian black arts".

However, a decree of Diocletian, written about 300 CE in Greek, speaks 
against "the ancient writings of the Egyptians, which treat of the 
khēmia [transmutation] of gold and silver". The Arabic therefore could 
derive from a purely Greek word, not Coptic, and have been later 
connected with ancient Egypt through what linguists term a "folk 
etymology."
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Jesus in the Quran: an Akbari Perspective

Ibn 'Arabi refers to Jesus as" symbol of engendering" (mathalan bi-takwin). It is my intention in 
this paper to show that, in the metaphysical perspective of Ibn 'Arabi's school, one of the most 
important principles of which the "Qur'anic" Jesus stands forth as a "symbol", sign, and concrete 
embodiment, is the following:mercy and compassion are the fruits of the realization of the true 
Self - or self of the Real, the Nafs al-Haqq, as Ibn 'Arabi calls it. Compassion, in turn, should be 
understood not only morally but also, and a priori, metaphysically, in terms of the bestowal of 
life:God gives life to the cosmos out of compassion for His own hidden qualities that long to be 
known; and man participates in this process both positively - through being compassionate 
towards his own self, as well as towards others - and inversely, by enlivening his own soul and 
that of others through the knowledge of God. The Qur'anic narratives concerning Jesus, together 
with the esoteric interpretations thereof from the Akbari perspective, illuminate these intertwined 
realities of selfhood and compassion in a particularly fruitful manner. Jesus is described in the 
Qur'an "as a sign for mankind and a mercy from Us". Ibn 'Arabi draws out, in a most instructive 
way, how these two aspects of Jesus can be spiritually understood: what Jesus is a sign of, and 
how this relates to mercy or compassion.

I shall begin this paper by referring to the Qur'anic passages in the Sura Maryam that relate the 
stories of the births of John and Jesus. For it was reflection upon these passages that formed the 
starting-point for the series of observations that are the subject of this paper. One observes a 
number of remarkable similarities in these two passages. There is in both cases - to Zakariah, the 
father of John, and Mary, mother of Jesus - the apparition of an angel to announce the news of 
the imminent birth of a son; the words addressed to them by the angel, and the responses given 
by them are similar; several of the phrases used to describe John and Jesus are identical; a vow 
of silence is observed by both Zakariah and Mary after their vision of the angel, etc. But there are 
also notable differences between the two narratives, in particular the following one: whereas it is 
the angel who describes John, it is Jesus who describes himself, through the miraculous words 
uttered by him as a baby still in his cradle. Indeed, it is the degree of miraculousness that, in 
general, distinguishes the two narratives: the birth of Jesus to the Virgin was a more absolute 
kind of miracle as compared with the lesser prodigy of John's being begotten by Zakariah, though 
"my wife is barren and I have reached infirm old age" (XIX:8). But one should pay particular 
attention to the words at the end of Jesus' discourse: "Peace be upon me the day I was born, the 
day I die and the day I shall be raised up alive."In the case of John, it is the angel who invokes 
peace upon him: "Peace be upon him the day he was born, the day he dies and the day he shall 
be raised up alive."

The reader is struck by the contrast between the invocation of peace upon oneself and the invoking 
of peace on another. Furthermore, it is peace with the definite article, al-salam, that Jesus invokes 
upon himself, whereas it is the indefinite form, salamun, that is invoked by the angel on John. It is 
as if there is a deliberate juxtaposition here between the the divine attribute of peace, in respect of 
Jesus, and the general quality of peace - ultimately divine, in its essence, but considered here at 
the level of its formal manifestation -in regard to John. This contrast might be interpreted as an 
allusion to the fullness of divine life, and the totality of supreme Self-consciousness that infused the 
human substance of Christ from his very inception, this substance itself being the very Word of



2

God. In this connection, Ibn 'Arabi alerts our attention to an extremely important analogy. The 
Qur'an tells us that Jesus was indeed God's word, "cast unto Mary, and a spirit from 
Him."(IV:171). Ibn 'Arabi comments upon this, saying that Gabriel transmitted this Word to Mary 
just as a prophet transmits God's word to his community. Ibn 'Arabi thus shows that there is 
something in the very substance of Jesus that is, in and of itself, a revelation, "a sign for 
mankind", as the Qur'an says (XIX:21). Such a view of Jesus narrows, in certain respects at least, 
the gap that separates a Muslim from a Christian conception of the "message" of Christ.

In the Fusûs al-Hikam , we find Ibn 'Arabi commenting on this contrast between the two greetings 
of peace. In the chapter on John we read:

If the speech were that of the spirit: Peace be upon me the day I 

was born, the day I die, and the day I shall be raised up alive - 

that is more complete as regards the reality of union and as 

regards doctrine, and more lofty in interpretation.

'Abd al-Razzaq Kashani provides just such a "lofty interpretation" with his comment on this 
invocation of peace upon oneself:

God bestows on Himself the salutation of peace, because of His own Self-determination within the 

'Isawi substance; and this also shows the perfection of Jesus' station in the witnessing of this 

oneness.

In other words, it is God Himself who greets Himself within and through the very form of Jesus. 
Now this touches on many key themes of Ibn 'Arabi's metaphysics, but let us note the following 
point: the greeting offered to God by Himself through another can be taken as a symbol of the 
principle that God reveals Himself through the whole of creation. As we saw earlier, Ibn 'Arabi says 
that Jesus is a symbol of takwin, of engendering, or of creative activity. This comes in the following 
poem, which opens the chapter of the Fusus on Jesus:

From the water of Mary or from the breath of Gabriel,

In the form of a mortal fashioned of clay,

The Spirit came to be in an essence

Purified of nature, which you call Sijjin...

A Spirit from God, not from anything else.

Thus he raised up the dead and made birds from clay...

God purified him in body and exalted him in spirit,

And made of him a symbol of engendering.

Let us briefly consider this "symbol of engendering" in four ways. First, the creation of Jesus 
himself - by means of a breath, a word, a spirit, cast into Mary - is a miraculous sign of God's 
creativity in general, of the way in which the spirit enlivens matter. Secondly, the creation of Jesus 
is a recapitulation of the specific miracle of the creation of Adam. Thirdly, at the level of 
cosmogenesis, the birth of Jesus to the Virgin Mary expresses the principle by which the cosmos 
itself is brought into being. According to Ibn 'Arabi, the universe originates in the epiphany of the
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"Muhammadan Reality" (al-haqiqa al-muhammadiyya), this reality being the most receptive of all 
realities - contained within the primal "Cloud" - to the creative Light of God. It is by virtue of the 
Prophet's total receptivity to this Light that his passivity (infi'aliyya) is transformed into activity 
(failiyya):

Muhammad was created as a slave, in principle; he never raised 

his head seeking leadership, nay, he ceaselessly prostrated in 

humility, standing [before his Lord] in his condition of passivity, 

until God engendered (kawwana) from him all that He 

engendered, bestowing upon him a rank of activity (fa'iliyya) in 

the world of Breaths...

One is reminded here of the words addressed to Mary in the Qur'an by the angels:

O Mary, Truly God has chosen you and purified you, and preferred you above all women of
creation. O Mary, be obedient to your Lord, prostrate to Him and bow with those who bow (III:42- 

3).

It is not Jesus alone who was made a"sign" but he and his mother 

together: And We made the son of Mary and his mother a sign (XXIII:50).

Thus Jesus can be seen as a symbol of the cosmos itself, the "fruit" of the activity that is rooted in 
total, virgin receptivity to the Word from above, Mary's role here mirroring that of the 
Muhammadan Reality.

Finally, continuing this process of fa'iliyya, Jesus' own activity positively reflects this divine 
creativity: his healing of the blind, the leper, his creating a bird from clay, and most importantly, 
his raising up of the dead. As the Qur'an tells us, Jesus says:

Truly I come unto you with a sign from your Lord. Truly, I create for you out of clay the shape of 

a bird, and I breathe into it, and it becomes a bird, by God's permission. I heal him who was born 

blind and the leper, and I give life to the dead, by God's permission (III:49).

It is very instructive to see how Kashani draws out the esoteric meaning of these miraculous acts. 
In his Tafsir he gives the following commentary:

Truly I create for you, through spiritual discipline and purification and realized wisdom, from the clay 

of souls still deficient but nonetheless receptive, the shape of a bird, one that flies to the realm of 

holiness through the intensity of its longing.Then I breathe into it the breath of divine knowledge 

and true life, through the influence of my presence and my teaching. And it becomes a bird that is, 

a living soul, flying with the wings of longing and aspiration towards the Real.I heal the blind, the 

one who is veiled from the light of the Real, one whose eye of insight had always been closed, and 

had never seen the sun of the face of the Real, nor its light...and the leper, the one whose soul is 

disfigured by the disease of vices and corrupt beliefs, blemished by the love of this world and
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besmirched by the stain of concupiscence. And I give life to the death of ignorance with the life of 
knowledge.

In the spirit of this kind of commentary, one might venture to add that the words of the Qur'an, by 

God's permission, which qualify the miraculous acts of Jesus, can be understood, esoterically, as 
meaning that these acts were performed by Jesus in perfect conformity with his knowledge of who 
the agent really is; who the true Self is, within him, that is performing these acts. In other words, 
Jesus was not veiled from the Divine reality by his own performance of these acts: he knew that 
God was acting through him. The fact that God is the sole agent emerges in the Akbari perspective 
as an inescapable subjective corollary of the objective oneness of being, or, to use Ibn 'Arabi's own 
words, of the reality "that there is nothing in Being but He."Ibn'Arabi comments in many places on 
the ontological implications of the verse in the Qur'an, which states "You did not throw when you 
threw, but God threw"(VIII:17). The following few instances will suffice for our purposes:

You did not throw, so He negated, when you threw, so He affirmed, but God threw, so He 

negated the engendered existence (kawn) of Muhammad, and affirmed Himself as identical 

('ayn) with Muhammad...

Such ambivalent negations and affirmations give rise to bewilderment: 

You are not you when you are you but God is you.

But they reveal the truth that it is God alone who is the agent of all acts, the agent who acts 
through all the faculties of man. This truth is affirmed by Ibn 'Arabi by reference to the words of 
the famous hadith qudsi, known as the hadith al-taqarrub, "drawing near", in which God says 
that when He loves a servant, He is "the hearing with which he hears, the sight by which he 
sees, the hand with which he strikes and the foot whereon he walks."Ibn 'Arabi draws attention 
to the important fact that God speaks in the present tense, saying "I am his hearing, his sight, 
and his hand":

God's words "I am" show that this was already the situation, but 

the servant was not aware. Hence the generous gift which this 

nearness gives to him is the unveiling of the knowledge that God is 

his hearing and his sight.

What this implies is that there is no change of ontological agency: God does not "become" the 
faculties of the servant after having allowed the servant to enjoy, in his previous condition, the 
prerogative of autonomous agency. God is, and cannot but be, the true agent of all the servant's 
actions and perceptions. The only change is in the awareness of the servant, his assimilation of the 
truth that God's sole reality includes all other agencies and excludes all ontological alterity, a truth 
from which the servant had been veiled by his own faculties. But it is important to add that, if one 
must not be veiled by the creature and its activities from true Selfhood, one must also avoid the 
opposite veil; that is, one must not allow the Real to veil the creature from the property that 
accompanies him perpetually, the property of slavehood. The relationship between the receptivity 
of pure slavehood and the activity of engendering was noted above; but at this point, what should
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be stressed is that one of the fruits of this paradoxical combination of realized Selfhood and 
immutable slavehood is compassion, as the following lines from the chapter on Jesus tell us:

I worship truly, and God is our Master; and 

I am His very identity, so understand. When 

I say "man", do not be veiled by man, for 

He has given you proof.

So be the Real and be a creature.

You will be, by God, compassionate.

The last line expresses the essence of the argument of this paper: "being" the Real - while 
remaining a creature - means "being" compassionate, merciful, kind. The one cannot "be" without 
the other. When Ibn 'Arabi writes takun bi'Llahi rahmanan, this sounds rather like an oath: by God, 
you will be compassionate - in the measure that you realize the true Self, which is veiled by your 
outer self, your ego. It should be noted that it is not a question here of realizing "one's true Self ", 
inasmuch as the Self cannot be the property of any individual;the only thing that the individual can 
be said to possess is the property of essential poverty. In this perspective, no individual owns 
anything, on the contrary, all individuals "belong" to the Self. This point emerges clearly from the 
following ta'wil by Kashani of the verses in the Qur'an in which God addresses Jesus"

O Jesus, son of Mary, did you say unto people: worship me and my 

mother as two gods beside God? He said: Glory to You, never could 

I say what I had no right to say...(V:116) Did you invite people to 

your own soul and to your mother - or to the station of your heart 

and your soul; for truly he in whom subsists the reality of egoity 

(ana'iyya) and the residue of the soul and passion, or in whom 

there takes place the fluctuations of the heart and its manifestation 

through its quality - such a one invites the creature to the station 

of his soul or to the station of his heart, not to the Real.He said: 

Glory to You, never could I say what I had no right to say, for 

indeed I have no being in reality, nor is it appropriate or correct for 

me to utter speech which I do not really possess; for truly speech 

and act, quality and being - all of this belongs to You.

If, then, compassion flows from the creature, this is nothing but the compassion of God, not that of 
the creature; and this compassion flows all the more strongly in the measure that the creature does 
not appropriate it to himself. Ibn 'Arabi tells his readers to be the Real and a creature, only then will 
compassion flow from them; and then, not from them in respect of their own creaturely properties, 
but from them bi'Llah, by or through God. If the consciousness of being the Real is not balanced by 
the consciousness that one is a creature, a slave, at the same time and for as long as one persists 
as an individual, then the result is in fact far from compassion, it is pride, selfdelusion, and self-
divinization. In other words, humility and compassion are two complementary virtues that flow from 
a proper awareness of reality: a "proper" awareness being one that puts each thing in its right 
place, knowing that the creature is nothing but the Real, in respect of ItsSelf-
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manifestation within and through it, and that the creature is nothing before the Real. In both 
cases, the individual as such is reduced to nothing: self-effacement is the conditio sine qua non of 
Self-realization.

If one only has awareness of being a creature, however, with no sense of the inner reality of 
divine Selfhood , then one's virtues, compassion included, will lack that all-embracing totality and 
that infinite depth which comes from realized spiritual knowledge. The more one is aware of the 
sole reality of God as the true ontological agent, the only true Self, the more naturally and 
spontaneously will compassion flow forth. In other words,the closer the individual comes to the 
source of compassion, the more fully will compassion be manifested through him; that is, such a 
one becomes not only a marhum, one upon whom compassion or mercy is bestowed, but also a 
rahim, one who bestows mercy to others. This is what distinguishes the "veiled ones"(al-

mahjubun) from the "folk of unveiling"(ahl al-kashf). As Ibn 'Arabi says:

The veiled ones, in accordance with their belief, ask the Real to 

have compassion upon them, while the folk of unveiling ask that 

the compassion of God abide through them. They ask for this with 

the name Allah, saying"O Allah, have compassion upon us", and 

He only has compassion upon them by causing compassion to 

abide through them. Compassion has a property which in reality 

belongs to the essence of "that which abides through a locus" (al-

qa'im bi'lmahall).

Kashani comments:

The property of compassion rules over them, for that which abides through a locus exercises its 

ruling property over the receptacle, in accordance with its reality; so He only has compassion 

upon them by causing compassion to abide through them, thus making them compassionate ones 

(rahimin)...

Those who have been rendered compassionate in this way are said to find the property of 
compassion by way of mystical "taste" (dhawqan); their spiritual intuition not only gives then a 
taste of the essence of compassion, but shows them also that compassion is the very essence of the 
Real. There are many indications that compassion expresses the fundamental nature of God. The 
Qur'an tells us that "My compassion encompasses all things" (VII:156). The name of God, al-

Rahman, is practically synonymous with Allah: "Call upon Allah or call upon al-Rahman" (XVII:10). 
Repeatedly in the Qur'an al-Rahman is referred to as the divine creative force from which all things 
arise. According to Ibn 'Arabi, it was precisely because of His compassion that God created the 
world: the whole of creation is thus itself amarhum, an object of compassion. Every mawjud is a 
marhum: every thing that is made existent is an object of compassion. This perspective on creation 
might be seen as a commentary on one of the most important "explanations" of the reason behind 
the creation of the world by God. According to a famous holy utterance, a hadith qudsi which Ibn 
'Arabi often cites, God says: "I was a hidden treasure and I loved to be known, so I created."Here 
the purpose of creation is explicitly tied to God's desire to be known; He wished to manifest His 
inner perfections; and this is one way of becoming known, that is, knowing Himself outwardly, as
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distinct from knowing Himself inwardly. As the opening lines of the chapter on Adam in the Fusûs 

have it:

The Real willed, by virtue of His Beautiful Names, which are 

innumerable, to see their identities - if you wish you can say: to 

see His identity - in a comprehensive engendered being that 

comprises the entire affair... His mystery is manifest to Himself 

through it, for the vision a thing has of itself in itself is not like the 

vision it has of itself in another thing, which will serve as a mirror 

for it.

One of Ibn 'Arabi's most startling declarations comes, though, when he says that the first object 
of God's compassion was not in fact the creation, it was God Himself. In other words, God had 
compassion for His own Names and Qualities that wished to manifest themselves, but were hidden 
in His own essence. In other words, He had compassion for His own hidden "treasures". As Ibn 
'Arabi writes:

Through the breath of the All-Merciful, God gave relief (tanfis) to 

the divine names... He relieved the divine names of the lack of 

displaying effects.

So the supreme archetype or model of all compassion, of all love and feeling for the "other", is 
this love of God's Essence for Its own Self-manifestation, for Its own theophany to an "other", and 
through the "other": everything is ultimately manifested by compassion, is woven of compassion, 
and returns to compassion: "My compassion encompasses all things", as we saw earlier. Ibn 
'Arabi stresses that everything returns to mercy and compassion, but this does not deny the 
terrible reality of hell nor does it preclude the wrathful side of God. Ibn 'Arabi often cites the 
hadith in which it is stated that God's compassion takes precedence over His wrath, but he does 
not deny the reality of this wrath:he attributes it, though, not to God's intrinsic nature, but to the 
creature's wilful rejection of the mercy that is being offered to him "ontologically", that is, by 
virtue of the compassion that is inherent to the very nature of being. As Kashani says, in his 
commentary on the opening line of the chapter on Zakariah:.

For compassion is of the Essence, as it is generous by nature, 

overflowing with generosity from the treasure of compassion and 

bounty. Being is the first effusion of the all-embracing compassion 

which encompasses everything. But as for wrath, it does not 

essentially pertain to the Real, rather, it consists in a property of a 

non-existential nature (hukm 'adami), arising out of the absence of 

receptivity (ladam qabiliyya), on the part of certain things, to the 

perfect manifestation of the effects of Being and its properties 

within them... This absence of the effusion of compassion over a 

given thing, resulting from its lack of receptivity, is called "wrath"
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in relation to that thing, in the face of the compassionate one(al-

rahim).

Therefore the compassion of being not only takes ontological precedence over the non-existential 
property of wrath, it also prevails, ultimately over the accidental properties of evil and suffering, 
the concomitants of non-being: "Everyone will end up with mercy". This truth is grasped in the 
measure of one's awareness - spiritually and not just notionally - of the absolute and infinite reality 
of goodness and the relative and limited reality of evil.

Jesus in the Quran: an Akbari Perspective - Part two

Returning to the theme of selfhood and compassion, the following affirmation by Ibn 'Arabi is of 
great importance:

God is qualified by love for us, and love is a property that demands 

that he who is qualified by it be merciful towards himself.

We have seen how God has mercy upon His own Names and Qualities; on the human plane, 
this"self-compassion" implies radical objectivity towards one's own self. This idea is expressed in a 
most incisive manner by Ibn 'Arabi in the following dialogue with his own soul: the very fact of the 
dialogue itself implies the "otherness within", the objectivity that one must have towards one's own 
soul. The dialogue involves two of the greatest saints of Islam, Mansur al-Hallaj and Uways al-
Qarani. Ibn 'Arabi's soul argues that al-Hallaj surpassed the degree of Uways because, while Uways 
satisfied his own needs before giving away his surplus in charity, al-Hallaj was prepared even to 
sacrifice his own needs for the sake of others. To this argument of his own soul Ibn 'Arabi replies:

If the gnostic has a spiritual state like al-Hallaj, he differentiates 

between his soul and that of others: he treats his own soul with 

severity, coercion and torture, whereas he treats the souls of 

others with preference and mercy and tenderness. But if the 

gnostic were a man of high degree... his soul would become a 

stranger to him: he would no longer differentiate between it and 

other souls in this world... If the gnostic goes out to give alms, he 

should offer it to the first Muslim whom he meets... The first soul 

to meet him is his own soul, not that of another.

To digress a little, although the focus of this paper is on the "Qur'anic" Jesus, the perspectives 
opened up by Ibn 'Arabi enable one to see the biblical message of Jesus, also, in quite a new light. 
Through the Akbari perspective on ontological compassion, one comes to appreciate deeper 
aspects of Christ's biblical injunctions: For instance in Mark:

The Lord our God is one Lord. And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all 

thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment. And the 

second is like, namely this, thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself (Mark, XII:29).
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The meaning of "loving oneself" is altogether transfigured in Ibn 'Arabi's metaphysics of Self-
compassion. It is also significant that the second commandment is described as "like" the first. In 
Ibn 'Arabi's perspective, it is likely that the word 'ayn would be used: it is identical to the first. For 
he would stress that there is but one God, one reality; thus love of God must be directed to the 
divine nature in itself, above and beyond all creatures, but also to the divine nature immanent 
within all creatures, the divinity that constitutes the true being of the creatures. Both modes of 
love relate to the one and only Beloved. One recalls here another of Christ's sayings:

Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me 

(Matthew, XXV:40).

And this saying in Luke, after taking a child's hand:

Whosoever shall receive this child in my name receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, 

receiveth Him that sent me (Luke, IX:47).

The idea that every mawjud is by definition already a marhum raises the pitch of Christ's message 
of charity and compassion, a message that is so often limited to a purely moral application. For 
example:

Love your enemies, do good to them which hate you, bless them that curse you..ye shall be the 

children of the Highest: for He is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil. Be ye therefore merciful 

as your Father is merciful (Luke,VI: 27-8, 35-6).

This verse from Matthew evokes with particular clarity the universal compassion that embraces all 
things by virtue of giving them life:

... your Father... maketh His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sendeth rain on the just 

and the unjust... (Matthew, V:45).

It was stated above that it was not just compassion but also humility that flows from an 
understanding of true Selfhood. Returning to the verses in the Sura Maryam with which this 
discussion began, it is important to note that the first words of Jesus in the cradle were "Truly I 
am the slave of God" (XIX:30). Now it might seem at first sight that creaturely slavehood and 
divine Selfhood are diametrically opposed, yet in Ibn 'Arabi's perspective, as we have observed 
above,only he who knows that he is a slave of God will come to know that God is the only true 
Self of all. In his description of the climax of his own spiritual ascension, Ibn 'Arabi makes clear 
the relationship between slavehood and Selfhood:

God removed from me my contingent dimension (imkani). Thus I 

attained in this nocturnal journey the inner realities of all the 

Names, and I saw them all returning to One Subject (musamma 

wahid) and One Entity ('ayn wahida):that Subject was what I 

witnessed and that Entity was my being. For my voyage was only 

in myself and pointed to myself, and through this I came to know 

that I was a pure 'slave' without a trace of lordship in me at all.
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Again, let us note that the first thing that he says after this remarkable experience of tawhid in 
subjective mode, that is, the realization of the oneness of true Selfhood, is that he came to know 
his own slavehood. What this shows clearly is that self-effacement is the consequence of true Self-
realization. When the subjective core of individuality is effaced, there can be nothing to which 
pride can attach itself: with the effacement of individuality, there is the uprooting of pride, and the 
consummation of a humility that is as ineradicable as the knowledge upon which it is based is 
indubitable.

To complete our reflections on the relationship between Selfhood, slavehood and compassion, let 
us consider the following remarkable commentary by Kashani on verses in the Sura al-Insan. Here, 
self-extinction is seen as inextricably tied to self-giving. In the verses in question we are presented 
with a distinction between the righteous (al-abrar) and the slaves of God ('ibad Allah):

Truly the righteous shall drink from a filled cup [containing a drink] flavoured with Kafur - A 

fountain from which the slaves of God drink, making it flow with greater abundance (LXXIV:5-6).

Kashani interprets this fountain as a symbol of the divine Essence, beyond the divine qualities. The 
righteous, he writes,

are the joyous ones who have gone beyond the veils of traces and actions, and are now veiled by 

the veils of the divine qualities. But they do not completely stop at this level, rather, their 

orientation is towards the Fountain of the Essence... they are midway along the Path.

The slaves, on the other hand, who drink directly from the fountain itself, without diluting the drink 
at all, are distinguished by their exclusive devotion to the unity of the Essence:

Their love is for the Fountain of the Essence beyond the Qualities, not differentiating between 

compulsion and kindness, gentleness and harshness... Their love abides in the midst of contraries, 

their joy remains in the face of graces and trials, compassion and distress...

The important point comes now. It shows the clear relationship between slavehood, selfhood, 
and self-giving: for these slaves not only love the Fountain of the Essence, they are submerged 
in it, totally and indistinguishably one with it. The words of the Qur'an powerfully evoke this 
identity, yufajjirunaha tafjiran, they make the fountain flow all the more abundantly, the more 
they drink from it. Why is this? Because,the slaves, according to Kashani,

are [themselves] the sources of this Fountain; there is no duality or otherness... were it otherwise, 

it would not be the Fountain of Kafur, because of the darkness of the veil of egoity (ana'iyya) and 

duality.

There is no ego-consciousness in the Essence, for there are no distinct egos, although all are 
nonetheless mysteriously contained by the Essence, in absolute non-differentiation; there is but 
the one Self, the Nafs al-Haqq, the self of the Real, and there are no distinctions, no tafadul, 
therein. It is only in the Paradises that one finds such ranking in the degrees between the 
prophets, saints, martyrs and righteous ones. In the Futuhat one finds Ibn 'Arabi making this 
point by means of distinguishing between "essential (dhati) perfection" and "accidental ('aradi)



11

perfection", the first pertaining to pure "slavehood" ('ubudiyya), the second to "manliness" 
(rajuliyya):

The degree of the essential perfection is in the Self of the Real 

(Nafs al-Haqq), while the degrees of accidental perfection are in 

the Gardens... Ranking according to excellence (tafadul) takes 

place in accidental perfection, but not in essential perfection.

In other words, "accidental perfection" pertains to the individual, whether in the world or in the 

heavens - this mode of unavoidable self-affirmation is thus "manly", in contrast to the ontological 

effacement of the individual in the highest realization, such effacement being evoked by the term 

"slave". Thus, to return to Kashani's ta'wil,the drinking of the "slaves of God" at the fountain of the 

Essence - together with the fact that such drinking only increases the flow of the fountain - 

symbolises their inner identity with the Essence, but as persons they remain distinct in the various 

levels of Paradise. And, one might venture to add, in the spirit of this perspective, this is not just 

the case in the Hereafter, it is also the situation here-below: the prophets and saints are inwardly 

at one with the Essence, while outwardly, as slaves, they imbibe from this fountain, the source of 

essential identity, the one and only Self of the Real; and this is why they are not just slaves, but 

veritable streams of grace by which the infinite compassion of Al-Rahman flows through the veins 

of the entire cosmos:

And We sent you not save as a mercy to all the worlds. (XXI:107)



Mystical Commentary Blessed Virgin Mary
by Sheik Muzaffer Ozak Al-Jerrahi

To advance along the ascending way, one enters solitude and seclusion - not necessarily in a literal 
sense, but even while remaining within the context of family and social responsibility. These 
communal responsibilities are the sacred temple of human existence. However, solitude alone will 
not be sufficiënt. One must remain oriented toward the mystic east, the direction of prayer. One 
must learn to gaze at the perpetual dawn of Divine Wisdom. This
implies full participation in the science of prayer, as expressed within an authentic sacred tradition.

After entering that "solitary room facing east", which is inwardness and simplicity of mind and heart, 
one can contemplate Divine Beauty manifest through the transparent creation - the universe in its 
pristine nature, untouched by conventional conceptuality but illumined instead by prophetic 
revelation. 
Gradually, one's being becomes more peaceful, harmonious, integrated. Divine Light begins to 
manifest directly.
Within this ineffable brightness, the conventional structures of society and our own habitual forms of 
perception are no longer visible. Within this dimension of sheer radiance, both waking visions and 
mystical dreams occur.

These subtle experiences are indications of progress along the evolutionary way, the steep path 
spoken of by Allah Most High in His Holy Quran. They can be accurately interpreted by a sheikh, or 
spiritual guide, who has received empowerment from a previous guide in the unbroken lineage of 
the Prophet Muhammad to carry on this sacred task of dream
interpretation. The combined inspiration and intention of disciple and guide, murid and murshid, 
sparks the alchemical process which is called inward birthgiving. The heart becomes unaccountably 
pregnant and a totally unexpected spiritual state is delivered, or brought into being, like a child of 
light.

The mystical dreams of both male and female dervishes often contain the concrete imagery of 
childbirth.
The angelic emissary in this Quranic passage represents the sheikh, who is essentially none other
than Divine Light, manifesting through a human form which is perfected and made subtly beautiful 
by spiritual awakening or enlightenment. The dervish, represented in this passage by the blessed 
Virgin, is not attracted to the sheikh as a separate personality, but always turns directly towards 
Allah, the sole Source of Light and Beauty. 
In Islamic spirituality, one longs not for union with a human form but with the formless Divine 
Reality. The sheikh is simply servant, instrument and vessel of this Reality. The virginity of
the dervish is his or her turning constantly and exclusively to the Suprème and Only Reality for
teaching and protection. This condition of spiritual virginity makes possible the direct impregnation 
of the heart by Divine Light, shining through the figure of the sheikh.

After this immaculate conception, this pregnancy of the heart to which ancient Syrian Christian Saints 
also refer, the dervish withdraws to the secret oasis of inwardness. There, he or she performs the
contemplative exercises suggested by the sheikh to accelerate the growth of the holy child within the
heart's womb. The period of gestation is not regular, as in biological childbirth. 



The new spiritual state comes forth from the heart in a period of days, hours or even minutes, as in 
this Quranic passage. Or the process may take many years.

The trunk of the palm tree represents the constant affirmation of Divine Unity, la ilaha ilallah, which 
is both place and mode of delivery. The astonishment and even bewilderment generated by this 
birthgiving are so intense, its implications for one's life so radical, that the habitual self cries out in 
despair. 
This cry is natural and human. No person can receive the prophetic word casually or complacently. 
But the newborn spiritual understanding speaks miraculously and calms the mind and heart of the 
awakened dervish.

The spring of fresh water and the dates represent the Divine Gifts of clarity and tenderness which are 
now abundantly and readily available to the dervish, who is consciously sustained and refreshed 
solely by Allah Most High.
 The vow of silence is enjoined because no stranger, or non-initiate, can understand this miraculous 
birth and might disturb the serenity of heart necessary during the initial period of adjustment.

At the next stage, the dervish becomes strong enough spiritually to return with this new evolutionary 
state, this child of light, into the conventional human family.
The reaction of the mundane world to the unveiling of profound spirituality is always abrasive, even 
when it  wishes to be sympathetic and receptive. 

This spontaneous childbirth, or enlightenment, is too much of a challenge to its accepted norms. The 
mystic way is an ineffable love affair which insults the egocentric world by transcending it.
The deep serenity of realization, or mystic union, has now dawned in the dervish heart, so the return 
to the world of separation and fragmentation can proceed safely. This confrontation with obtuseness 
and refusal to understand is inevitable and necessary. Why?

Because the prophetic word always enters into the mainstream of culture, never remaining in elite or
ascetic isolation but always engaging in acts of spiritual responsibility for all the people.
The ego no longer speaks to the world but asks the newborn child to speak. This reliance on the
miraculous voice of the newly unveiled spiritual state further intensifies the world's negative 
reaction. The conventional parental voice of society cries out: "Be serious. Be rational. Be practical." 

But the sweetness and clarity of the new spiritual state silences and astonishes those persons who 
can actually hear the words of this luminous infant, inspiring them and elevating their understanding.
The new spiritual state, or child of light, now manifests a further degree of maturity, declaring itself 
humbly yet confidently as the prophetic word.

This word is the very life of any civilization. This word, or light of guidance, is a blessed current that 
flows unpolluted beneath the chaotic surface of history, a current that eventually overcomes every 
obstacle to its manifestation. This is the flow of perpetual prayer, unceasing awareness of the 
Ultimate and Ever Present Source of every universe.



The nature of the mature state of constant Divine Remembrance is not to seek solitude but to serve,
bringing the entire spectrum of tender assistance to human beings, from physical comforts to 
spiritual illumination. The awakened dervish becomes "a channel of Divine Love for all future 
generations."
The essential characteristic of this child of light, which has now fully evolved, is peace - the peace 
which fully embodies Divine Unity. The prophetic word now speaks forcefully through the dervish 
who has become a sheikh, a guide for persons who are sincerely seeking the Way of Unity. Allah has 
once more manifested clearly to humanity by "channeling His Word of Love through a living person."

The blessed Virgin Mary and the fruit of her womb are the icon of true humanity. The Holy Quran 
calls our fully awakened humanity the Crown of Creation. To be an eternal human soul in conscious 
union with its Lord is a higher calling than to be an angel circling the Divine Throne.
O dervish, welcome to the Garden of Essence.

Nur al-Jerrahi
Ramadan 1411
Feast of Annunciation, 1991

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqVwdPD9fbU



1

Anima Mundi: Awakening the Soul of the World
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Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee

God redeems humanity, but nature needs to be redeemed by human alchemists,

who are able to induce the process of transformation, which alone is capable of liberating the 
light imprisoned in physical creation.

— STEPHAN HOELLER(1)

The world is a living spiritual being. This was understood by the ancient philosophers and the 
alchemists who referred to the spiritual essence of the world as the anima mundi, the “Soul 
of the World.” They regarded the World Soul as a pure ethereal spirit diffused throughout all 
nature, the divine essence that embraces and energizes all life in the universe.

Throughout history our understanding of the world as a living being with a spiritual essence has 
dramatically changed. Plato understood that “the cosmos is a single Living Creature which contains 
all living creatures within it.”(2)While this tradition was carried on by the Gnostics and later the 
alchemists, the Church fathers imaged a world that was neither divine nor sacred. A transcendent 
divinity was the source of all creation, and humanity lived in exile from heaven in a state of sin. This 
doctrine created a split between matter and spirit, causing the world to be seen as separate from its 
creator.

The understanding of the world as sacred resurfaced from time to time over the next centuries. In 
the Gothic revival of the twelfth century, and later in the Renaissance, the created world was 
briefly seen through the image of the World Soul. In their cathedrals the Gothic architects 
reflected their  vision of a sacred order within creation that belongs to this feminine divine 
principle. The World Soul animated and formed nature according to divine proportions, which the 
architects, masons, sculptors, and stained glass artists imaged in their creations.(3)

Again during the Renaissance nature was briefly seen as a living spiritual essence:

If medieval theology had removed God to a wholly transcendent sphere, to the Renaissance  
Platonists nature was permeated by life, divinity, and numinous mystery, a vital expression of 
the  World Soul and the living powers of creation. In the words of Richard Tarnas, “The garden 
of the world was again enchanted, with magical powers and transcendent meaning implicit in 
every part of nature.”(4)

In the Renaissance the World Soul was understood as a spiritual essence within creation, guiding the 
unfolding of life and the cosmos. In the words of the Renaissance philosopher Giordano Bruno, the 
World Soul “illumines the universe and directs nature in producing her species in the right 
way.”(5)The World Soul was also the creative principle that the Renaissance artists sought to channel
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in their work. Their art was based upon the same sacred proportions they saw in nature, and 
they understood the imagination as a magical power that can “lure and channel the energies of 
the anima mundi.”

The Renaissance left us great wonders of art and the imagination. It was a brief flowering, 
however.  The orthodoxies of the Church re-established the split between matter and spirit, and 
the rise of science began to image the natural world as a machine whose disembodied workings 
human beings could rationally understand and master. The magical world of creative mystery 
infused with divine  spirit became a dream belonging only to poets and the laboratories and 
symbolic writings of the  alchemists. 

The alchemists continued to explore the anima mundi. While the Church looked for light in the  
heavens, the alchemists sought the light hidden in matter. They understood that there was a 
sacred essence in the fabric of creation, which through their experiments and imagination they 
worked to release. For the alchemists the anima mundi is the divine spark in matter, the 
“philosophical  Mercury,” which is the “universal and scintillating fire in the light of nature, 
which carries the  heavenly spirit with it.” 

Alchemy is concerned with turning lead into gold, liberating the light hidden in the darkness—“the 
fiery sparks of the world soul, i.e. the light of nature ... dispersed or sprinkled throughout the 
structure of the great world into all fruits of the elements everywhere.”(6)The alchemists also  
understood that there is a connection between the anima mundi and the soul or innermost secret 
of man. The source of the wisdom and knowledge of the all-pervading essence of the anima mundi 
was  “the innermost and most secret numinosum of man.”(7) 

In the last century Carl Jung rediscovered the wisdom of the alchemical opus and showed how 
alchemical symbols image the process of inner transformation that can release this hidden light. 
Jung differentiated between two forms of spiritual light: lumen dei, the light proceeding from the 
spiritual  realm of a transcendent God, and lumen naturae, the light hidden in matter and the forces 
of nature.  The Divine Light may be experienced through revelation and spiritual practices that give us 
access to our transcendent self. The Light of Nature needs to be released through inner alchemy so 
that it can work creatively in the world.

The tradition of alchemy reinterpreted into the language of inner transformation is a key to help us  
to liberate our natural light and to transform the world. The alchemical light hidden in darkness is 
our own light, which is also the divine spark within matter. Our natural light is part of the light of the  
World Soul. This alchemical unlocking of matter can be associated with freeing, or awakening, the  
world soul, the anima mundi. As a microcosm of the whole, the individual can participate directly in  
the alchemical process that liberates this light, a light that is needed to understand the mysteries of  
creation and the ways of working with its magical nature. With the lumen naturae we can once 
again  learn how to unlock the secrets of nature, so that we no longer have to attack and destroy the  
natural world in order to survive. 

Alchemy is our Western tradition of inner transformation. Sufis have always known about the 
inner process of alchemy.(8)One of the early Sufi masters, Dhû-l-Nûn, was described as an 
alchemist, and a great twelfth-century Sufi, al-Ghazzalî, titled one of his most important books 
The Alchemy of Happiness.
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Sufis have mastered the alchemy of the heart, through which the energy of love transforms the 
individual to reveal the light hidden within the darkness of the nafs or lower self. They developed a 
detailed science for working with the chambers of the heart to effect an inner transformation that 
gives the wayfarer access to the light of his true nature. This work does not belong just to the  
individual, but can have a direct relationship to the whole of creation and the heart of the world.  
Once we recognize the mysterious connection between our own innermost essence and the soul of 
the world, we can use the tools of inner transformation to work directly with the soul of the world, to  
help the anima mundi reveal its divine light and awaken. 

AS ABOVE SO BELOW

As a result of Jung’s writings on alchemy, we have begun to understand the nature of the 
inner alchemical work. The work on the alchemical lead—the prima materia, that which is 
“glorious and vile, precious and of small account and is found everywhere”(9)—is the work on 
the shadow, the  rejected and unacknowledged parts of our psyche.

The philosopher’s stone, the gold made from the lead, is our own true nature, the Self. Rather than 
a transcendent, disembodied divinity, alchemy reveals a divine light that exists in the very depths 
of our psyche. This light hidden in darkness, the lumen naturae, is also our instinctual self and 
natural way of being, which until it is revealed is covered over by patterns of conditioning and the 
layers of the false self.

What is the difference between the light discovered in the depths of the psyche and the light of our 
transcendent divine Self glimpsed in meditation or other experiences? It is the same light experienced 
in different ways. The Sufis know that the Beloved, the source of all light, has both an immanent and 
a transcendent quality. He whom we love is both “nearer to him than his jugular vein” and “beyond 
even his idea of the beyond.” The Self, “larger than large and smaller than small,” has the same dual 
quality.

The yogi deep in meditation and the alchemist in his laboratory are seeking the same light, the 
same divine nature. Everything that we experience has a dual nature, a masculine and a feminine 
aspect, and the same is true of the light of the Self. It can be experienced in its masculine form as a 
pure transcendent light, consciousness without the constrictions of the psyche or the physical 
world. In meditation we can first glimpse and then rest in our eternal and infinite nature, and come 
to know a reality not defined or constricted by our body or the manifest world. This is a reality of 
light upon light, our colorless and formless essence.

We can also come to know our divine nature in its feminine, embodied nature, as the light of being, 
our natural wisdom, the gold of our true nature. In this light we experience and know the divine 
within creation, the way our Beloved reveals Himself in a multitude of forms, each form a 
different expression of His infinite being. We see how each color, each smell, every taste, even 
every thought and feeling, is a unique expression of the divine. In this way we come to know Him 
in His creation in a way that is hidden in the transcendent. In this revelation we see that each 
thing is unique and that all things are one, and we discover the relationship of the parts to the 
whole—the interconnected wonder of creation. We see the rich tapestry of life and know that it is 
one Being revealing Itself in so many ways.
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If we are not to remain in the paradigm of duality, living our inherited split between masculine and 
feminine, spirit and matter, we need to acknowledge both of these aspects. We cannot afford to 
follow the footsteps of the patriarchal Church fathers and seek only a transcendent light, look 
only towards heaven. We also need to know the light hidden in matter and understand the 
magic of creation that it reveals. We need to know the mysteries of creation as celebrated in the 
most sacred text of the alchemists, the Emerald Tablet, attributed to Hermes Trismegistos:

What is below is like that which is above, and what is above is like that which is below, to accomplish  
the miracles of the one thing.(10)

The light hidden in matter is the one light experienced within the mystery of creation, the hidden 
treasure revealed through the dance of multiplicity. The creation of the manifest world is a 
revelation of the hidden nature of the divine, as expressed in the hadith, “I was a hidden treasure 
and I longed to be known, so I created the world.” But we can only experience the wonder and 
know the true nature of this revelation through the light hidden within it. Just as He has hidden His 
secret within us—“Man is My secret and I am his secret”—so has He hidden Himself within His 
creation. Sometimes, in moments amidst the beauty or glory of nature, in the vastness of the stars 
or the perfection of the early morning dew on a flower, we glimpse this wonder. The light hidden 
in matter breaks through and we stand in awe before our Creator, as reflected in the words of the 
poet Gerald Manley Hopkins:

The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.(11)

Through this light we can awaken to the divine nature of life and experience the real beauty of His 
revelation. There is only one light—“as above so below”—and yet in His creation He reveals Himself 
in a way that is not revealed by His transcendent light, the Lumen Dei. What is true for the Creator is 
also true for us who are “made in His image.” The light that is discovered in the depths of the 
psyche, through the work on the shadow and the inner alchemical opus, reveals part of our divine 
nature that is hidden from a purely transcendent consciousness. We come to know ourself and our 
Beloved in a new way. For each of us this revelation is unique. Part of the wonder of creation is how 
she offers a different experience to each of us; even the same apple tasted by two people will be a 
different experience. Through His light we can see life as it really is, in the uniqueness of our own  
experience of it and not just through the veils of our projections, and so taste the divine uniqueness  
of each moment. At the same time we experience this uniqueness as part of a greater oneness. We  
see the threads that connect together all of life; we see how each part reflects the whole. 

Whoever can’t see the whole in every part plays at blind man’s 

bluff; A wise man tastes the Tigris in every sip.(12) 

CONNECTIONS OF LIGHT

In our deeper knowing we understand this deep connectedness of all of life. And yet the Church, the 
rise of Western science, and a growing culture of materialism have effectively banished the anima 
mundi from our collective imagination, until, in the words of Jung, “man himself has ceased to be
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the microcosm and his anima is no longer the consubstantial scintilla or spark of the Anima Mundi, 
the World Soul.”(13)

How can we redeem this relationship, recreate this connection in our imagination and inner 
work?  How can we return our light to the World Soul? 

Once we make the simple acknowledgement that we are a part of the whole, then a connection 
is made between our light and the world. We make this connection with our consciousness and 
with our imagination; then through this connection our light begins to flow. In this way we begin 
to redeem the work of the whole. These connections create pathways of light that find their way 
through the darkness of the collective psyche. Just as in our personal psyche, there are blocks and  
places of resistance to this flow of light; and there are also places of power, creativity, and  
unexpected qualities. 

The World Soul is not a fixed or defined substance, but a living substance made out of the hopes,  
dreams, and deepest imaginings of humanity and of all creation. This is the home of creation’s 
collective memories and the myths of humanity. Here are the archetypes and powers that define 
our life. Here are hidden places of magical meaning, places where dreams can come into being. We 
have lived for so long in the stark barrenness of a rational landscape that we have forgotten the 
potency that lies beneath the surface. Flowing through the pathways created by our conscious 
connection to the anima mundi, our light will find its way to places of power that are within the 
world, places where deeper layers of meaning are waiting to come alive.

We presently see the material world as something apart from ourselves, a solid and enduring 
object without life or magic. Like the seventeenth-century scientists who decided animals had no 
feelings and thus could be dissected without suffering, we feel free to inflict our will upon our 
world, pillaging it for our own gain without any thought to the suffering and damage we are 
subjecting it to.

Caught up in our materialistic drives, we may not recognize that this image of the world is an 
illusion, an insubstantial dream that can easily alter or dissolve as new forces come into play. As 
our light makes its connections within the World Soul, it will activate some of these forces, 
energies that are waiting to liberate the world from this destructive illusion. We know how this 
works in our own  alchemical journey, how what we find beneath the surface changes our values in 
unexpected ways,  how connections are then made and synchronicities occur that before would 
have been  unbelievable. As we make these connections, we will begin to see that the world and our 
own selves  both are more magical than we know. 

This work of connecting our light to the world does not need to be done through a mass movement, 
or by millions of people. For centuries a few alchemists held these secrets of inner transformation 
against the powerful forces of the Church and establishment. The real work is always done by a small 
number of individuals. What matters is the level of participation: whether we dare to make a  real 
commitment to the work of the soul. Unlike the alchemists living in their laboratories, we do not need 
to give up our ordinary outer life—everyday life can also be a necessary balance and protection 
against the strange delusions so easily created by the inner world. But we do need to recognize that 
there is a certain work that needs to be done, and that we can no longer stand on the sidelines and 
watch our collective dreams spin out of control.
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Our culture may have isolated us within our individual self, separated us from the magic of life—but 
once again this is just a surface mirage. We are all connected and part of the living substance of 
creation. Within every cell of our being, every spark of consciousness, we have a knowing of oneness. 
Our own inner journey cannot be separate from the journey of the whole. An inner journey separate  
from the whole is no real journey; it is just another illusion created by an ego that wants to protect  
itself. 

The substance of our soul is part of the fabric of life, the tapestry of creation in which are woven 
the unicorns and monsters of our dreams as well as the skyscrapers of our cities. The inner and 
outer worlds are not separate—despite all the efforts of our rational culture to have us believe 
they are. The recent dramas of terrorism have once again brought demons into our living rooms, 
and we sense there is nowhere really safe from these shadows. But we do not need to simply be 
victims of these archetypal nightmares. By evoking the real magic that comes from within, we can 
work to balance the light and the dark, and creatively participate in changing the dreams that 
define our collective life.

The light of the World Soul is waiting to be used to connect us with the inner powers that belong to 
matter and to life itself. The real world is an enchanted place, full of magical powers waiting to be 
used. And, as the alchemists understood, the anima mundi is a creative force: “it is the artist, the 
craftsperson, the ‘inner Vision’ which shapes and differentiates the prime matter, giving it form.”(14)

AWAKENING TO THE PURPOSE OF CREATION

The World Soul is not just a psychological or philosophical concept. It is a living spiritual substance 
within us and around us. Just as the individual soul pervades the whole human being—our body, 
thoughts, and feelings—the nature of the World Soul is that it is present within everything. It 
pervades all of creation, and is a unifying principle within the world. The alchemist-physician 
Thomas Browne saw it as “the Universal Spirit of Nature, the anima mundi or World-Soul 
responsible for all phenomena and which binds all life together.”(15) Marsilio Ficino saw the World 
Soul flourishing everywhere:

The soul is all things together... And since it is the center of all things, it has the forces of all. Hence it 
passes into all things. And since it is the true connection of all things, it goes to the one without 
leaving the others. ...Therefore it may rightly be called the center of nature, the middle term of all 
things, the face of all, the bond and juncture of the universe.(16)

The soul of the world permeates all of creation like salt in water. The physical world is the 
denser plane, and within it and sustaining it is the reality of the soul, which contains the Higher 
Intelligence that is the creative and ordering principle of life.

This divine intelligence is in everything. It is the spark within matter, the light within a human being. 
When we isolate ourself from our own soul, we deny ourself conscious access to this light, to its 
guidance and intelligence. Then our life becomes without meaning or purpose, “a walking shadow... 
signifying nothing.” Without real purpose, our life is just a physical existence. When we reconnect  
with our soul, the magic and meaning of life come alive both within us and around us. 
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Our real gift to life is an awareness of its purpose. When we are aware of life’s purpose, the light 
of the soul shines in our life, and its secret hidden within the world comes alive. And the light that 
is  within us is within everything; it is “at the center of all things.” When our light comes alive 
within us,  it comes alive within all of creation. It reveals to creation its true purpose. At the 
present time our collective culture sees life primarily from a material perspective—we worship 
the god of consumerism, making acquisition our life’s goal. We are imprisoned within matter. We 
have  forgotten the symbolic and sacred meaning of the outer world. Alienated from our soul, we 
have  alienated creation from its deeper meaning. And because we have denied the world its 
divinity, it is  slowly dying. 

The real alchemical work is to liberate creation from this imprisonment—to awaken life to its 
meaning. We have to free the light that is within us and within the world. A transcendent image of 
the divine will only give us access to a transcendent light. We need the light hidden in matter, the 
gold that is within lead. When this light comes alive within life, it can change the patterns of 
creation and create the forms of the future that will bring life back into harmony. It can manifest its 
unifying nature.

The alchemists understood the nature of this light:

It is the father of every miraculous work in the whole 

world... Its power is perfect if it is converted to earth.(17)

Working within the world, this power is the light and power of the divine made manifest. The light  
that is within our own psyche is the light within the anima mundi. In the depth of ourself we 
discover  this essential oneness. This is the same awareness as the yogi’s realization that one’s true 
nature and  unchanging self (atman) is the Universal Self (Atman). What is within us is within 
everything. Once we  understand this truth, we step outside of the parameters of our individual self 
and come to realize  the power that is within us. This shift in awareness is a very simple step that 
has profound  consequences. 

IMAGINING THE WORLD

At the moment, the world is asleep, suffering the dreams of humanity, which have become a 
nightmare of desecration and pollution. In our hubris we have forgotten that the world is more than 
our collective projections, that it is more mysterious and strange than our rational minds would like 
us to believe. Quantum physics has revealed a fluid and unpredictable world, in which consciousness 
and matter are not separate—whether a photon of light behaves as a particle or wave depends 
upon the consciousness of the observer. But we remain within the images of Newtonian physics: 
matter that is dead, definable, and solid, and consciousness that is objective, safely divorced from 
the physical world. Matter and spirit remain split, and we continue in the patriarchal fantasy that we 
can  have control over our world. 

As we have already seen, the physical world was not always experienced as so isolated. Many 
cultures have been more concerned with the relationship between the worlds. In the medieval 
imagination the physical world was just one part of the Great Chain of Being. Medieval cathedrals 
imaged a symbolic and geometric relationship between the different parts, with the maze that 
symbolized our journey through this world, mirroring the rose window’s image of a higher reality of



8

light. In the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabî, the worlds were seen as connected by the symbolic world of 
the imagination, which acts as a bridge or an “intermediary between the world of Mystery 
(‘alam alghayb) and the world of Visibility (‘alam al-shahadat).”

In their retorts and crucibles the alchemists were working not just with chemical substances but 
also with the inner energies of life. Their symbolic writings describe both the mixture of tinctures 
and the marriage of the king and queen, the union of sun and moon. The alchemists took their 
work seriously, knowing the real responsibility involved.(18) They knew that they were working 
with a secret substance in life, “mercury” or “quicksilver,” a catalyst that can transform whatever it 
touches. The way their chemicals changed and transformed imaged how life can be changed with 
the correct mixture of ingredients. They knew that matter and spirit are not separate. Modern 
science is now revealing the same thing to us. Vet how the inner and outer worlds relate, and how 
our consciousness affects the physical world, remain for us still a great mystery.

Once we surrender our safe concept of a separate, static, and defined world, we open to a 
more dynamic reality in which life is an energy field with which our consciousness and 
unconscious interact: a pulsating Indra’s Net being continually woven by the soul, through 
which our consciousness takes on form, our dreams come into being.

LIBERATING THE ANIMA MUNDI

We need the magical powers within nature in order to heal and transform our world. But awakening 
these powers would mean that our patriarchal institutions will lose their control, as once again the 
mysterious inner world will come into play, releasing forces once understood and used by the 
priestess and shaman, whose existence the patriarchal world has forgotten. The science of the future 
will work with these forces, exploring how the different worlds interrelate, including how the  
energies of the inner can be used in the outer. The shaman and the scientist will work together, the  
wisdom of the priestess and wisdom of the physician renew their ancient connection. 

But the first step is to awaken these powers, not just individually but for the whole world. We 
are moving into a global era, and any real changes need to be made globally. If we try to grasp 
powers  for our own individual use, we risk descending into black magic, which is the use of inner 
powers  for the purposes of the ego. Our next step in evolution is to realize the primal truth of 
oneness and  to reunite our individual light with the whole. 

The work pioneered by Jung has given us access to the science of alchemy, revealing this hidden part 
of our Western esoteric tradition. Psychological techniques have been developed to help reveal an 
inner world of energy, power, and creative potential. We no longer need to stay locked in the surface 
world. But our tendency has been to take this access for our individual selves, our own inner journey,  
and not realize its larger implications. 

Real alchemical work was always for the sake of the whole. In our inner journey, our own alchemical 
process, to work for the sake of the whole means to acknowledge the dimension of the anima mundi. 
The light we discover in our own depths is a spark of the World Soul, and the world needs this light in 
order to evolve. When we make this connection in our consciousness and our imagination, we begin 
to change the fabric of life. The alchemists knew the potency of this spark, this philosophical
mercury. The same substance that transforms our individual self is the primordial world-creating



9

spirit, the “universal and scintillating fire in the light of nature, which carries the heavenly spirit with 
it.” When we liberate it within ourselves but do not claim it just for ourselves, solely for our own  
inner process, we create certain connections through which this energy can flow into the core of life.  
We participate in the alchemical work of liberating the anima mundi. This is the first step in the work. 

What does it really mean, to liberate the anima mundi?

In our individual alchemical opus we experience the effects of freeing the light, energy, and creative 
potential that lie within us. We know how this liberation can radically change our vision and 
experience of life. We are taken into a different dimension of our self, and life begins to magically 
open doors that before were closed or hidden. Of course these changes are not always what we 
may want—they do not fulfill our surface desires, but they have a deeper meaning and purpose. 
Something within us awakens and the life of the spirit begins. The alchemists understood that the 
individual is a microcosm of the whole, and that what can happen to each of us can happen to the 
world.

When the light of the soul returns, a grey world of drudgery begins to sparkle; the multihued 
qualities of creation become visible. Instead of the endless pursuit of pleasure, life beckons us on a 
search for meaning: the colors of life speak to us, telling us their story, singing to us their song. The 
music of life returns, a music that is creation alive. A real dialogue between our inner self and our 
outer life begins to unfold as we directly participate in the hidden mystery of life coming alive: it 
comes alive within ourself and within the world. In the light of the soul the barriers between inner 
and outer dissolve, and we no longer have to dig beneath the surface for some semblance of 
purpose to our lives.

The light of the soul returning to the anima mundi will free us from the stranglehold of materialism, 
because it will awaken us to different qualities within life, give us different dreams to follow. In this 
light we will see life differently; a different world will become visible. When matter is dead and the 
soul is asleep, we are easily seduced by the attractions of materialism: we see nothing else to fulfill us. 
But we know in our own journey how we can suddenly be awakened to a different reality that was 
always around us and yet hidden from sight, a world that does not belong to buying and selling but 
to the mystery of the soul. Then a sense of wonder and awe returns. The same can happen with the 
world. We are longing to participate in a life that is multidimensional and full of beauty rather than 
just pursuing our own pleasure. Who would not turn from lust to love? The light of the soul is the 
spirit within matter that makes life dance. It awakens us to the simple joy of what is:

i thank You God for this most amazing

day:for the leaping greenly spirits of trees

and a blue true dream of sky;and for everything

which is natural which is infinite which is yes

(i who have died am alive again today,

and this is the sun’s birthday;this is the birth

day of life and of love and wings:and of the gay
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great happening illimitably earth)(19)

This is the world into which we were born. Even our city streets and shopping malls are alive in a 
way that is presently veiled. Creation is sparkling in so many ways, though its spectrum of colors 
is at present only partly visible. We have created a prison of materialism, but it is just an illusion. 
If we let life speak to us, it will show us the way to unlock this door, pull down these walls, 
dissolve this nightmare. There are forces within life more powerful than our corporations and 
politicians. And these forces do not play by the rules we have created. With laughter and a glint of 
mischief, they can rearrange our lives.

Our world is presently asleep. Its magical powers are for the most part dormant, but they are 
present, waiting to be used to transform our world. We have confined miracles to the safety of small 
events, but the whole world is miraculous. We may talk about the “miracle of life,” but we place this 
miracle within the safe container of what we expect to happen. We do not dare to recognize that a 
real miracle is the unexpected, the divine waking up in life. We may try to block off this dimension 
that is pure joy and light, to remain within the confines of our egos and expectations. But to do that 
is to deny the divinity of creation, deny that there is an Intelligence continually recreating the world 
according to divine principles that are beyond our rational understanding.

On our individual inner journey we begin to glimpse the workings of our soul, how it helps to create 
our outer life in an often-miraculous way, as well as rearranging our inner selves. As we turn away 
from the ego towards the soul, we see more of its power and purpose. Its light is the ordering 
principle in our lives; it can create harmony out of the disparate aspects of our psyche, bring the 
mandala of the Self into being. Through the workings of the soul we begin to have an outer life in 
balance with our inner self. It is no different for the world. The anima mundi is the ordering and 
creative principle in creation. Without her presence we experience only the fractious elements of our 
egos, the greed, insecurity, and power dynamics that are so visible in our contemporary landscape. 
When her light is awakened, then she can bring the world into harmony and balance. This simple and 
radical truth was known to the alchemists: it is the light hidden in matter that will redeem the world.
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THE ISLAMIC CONCEPT OF HUMAN PERFECTION 

William C.Chittick

The name ‘Islam’ refers to the religion and civilization based upon the Qur’an, a Scripture 
revealed to the Prophet Muhammad in the years AD 610–32.

About one billion human beings are at least nominally Muslim, or followers of the religion of Islam. 
The modern West, for a wide variety of historical and cultural reasons, has usually been far less 
interested in the religious dimension of Islamic civilization than in, for example, that of Buddhism or 
Hinduism. Recent political events have brought Islam into contemporary consciousness, but more as 
a demon to be feared than a religion to be respected for its sophisticated understanding of the 
human predicament.

Those few Westerners who have looked beyond the political situation of the countries where Islam is 
dominant have usually devoted most of their attention to Islamic legal and social teachings. They 
quickly discover that Islam, like Judaism, is based upon a Revealed Law, called in Arabic the Shari’a or 
wide road. Observance of this Law—which covers such domains as ritual practices, marriage 
relationships, inheritance, diet and commerce— is incumbent upon every Muslim.

But western scholars have shown far less interest in two other, more inward and hidden dimensions 
of the Islamic religion, mainly because these have had few repercussions on the contemporary 
scene. Even in past centuries, when Islam was a healthy and flourishing civilization, only a relatively 
small number of Muslims made these dimensions their central concern.

The more hidden dimensions of Islam can be called ‘intellectuality’ and ‘spirituality’. The first deals 
mainly with the conceptual understanding of the human situation and the second with the practical 
means whereby a full flowering of human potentialities can be achieved. They are important in the 
present context because they provide clear descriptions of human perfection and set down detailed 
guidelines for reaching it. If we want to discover how Islam has understood the concept of perfection 
without reading our own theories into the Qur’an or imposing alien categories on the beliefs and 
practices of traditional Muslims, we have to pose our question to the intellectual and spiritual 
traditions of Islam itself.

Muslims look back to the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad as the primary 
sources for everything authentically their own. These sources provide a number of teachings 
concerning the nature of reality, which are accepted by all Muslims and, as it were, instil the myth 
of Islam into the Muslim consciousness. The most succinct expression of these teachings is found in 
the Islamic testimony of faith: ‘There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of God/ 
All Muslims have faith in God and in the Qur’an, the divine word brought by God’s Messenger. 
More generally, according to the Qur’anic formulation, Muslims believe in God, the angels, the 
Scriptures, the prophets, the Last Days and predestination. From these basic objects of faith, the 
later authorities derive three principles that form the core of all Islamic intellectuality:

the declaration of God’s unity (tawhid),prophecy, and eschatology, or the return to God.

In theory all Muslims agree on these concepts, but in practice they have interpreted their meanings
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in a wide variety of ways. Naturally, the majority of Muslims have not been concerned with anything 
more than the basic catechism. The interpretation and exposition of the principles of faith have been 
left to those with an intellectual bent, and it is these learned classes of society who founded the 
various schools of thought in Islamic civilization.

Most of the vast literary output of the Islamic intellectual and spiritual traditions over the centuries 
has dealt directly or indirectly with the question of human perfection and the manner in which it can 
be achieved. Nothing is more central to the concerns of the religion. But the Islamic world-view 
differs profoundly from that of the modern West; before we can even begin to ask what constitutes 
a perfect human being a few general trends in Islamic thinking need to be brought out. Three of 
these are of particular interest:

Islam’s theocentric view of reality, its cosmological presuppositions, and its idea of 

hierarchy. THE UNDERPINNINGS OF ISLAMIC THOUGHT

Islam begins with the statement ‘There is no god but God’, and all thinking that has an Islamic 
element to it takes this ‘declaration of God’s unity’—the first principle of faith—as its point of 
reference. In brief, God, the ultimate reality, is one, and everything other than God comes from 
God and is related to Him. No true understanding of anything is possible unless the object in 
view is defined in relationship to the divine. All things are centred on God.

Theocentrism gives Islamic cosmology its peculiar contours and differentiates it sharply from 
everything that goes by the same name in the modern West. In the Islamic view, cosmology serves 
to describe the existential situation of human beings in relationship to God and the universe, thus 
allowing people to understand the purpose of life in the context of the world around them. 
Interestingly, those traditional Muslims who still study and understand Islamic cosmological 
teachings feel in no way threatened by contemporary cosmology or the findings of modern science, 
since these pertain only to one of the several worlds with which Islamic cosmology concerns itself.

Muslim thinkers look upon the world with a view towards the symbolic significance of phenomena. 
All things are—to use the Qur’anic expression— signs (ayat) of God, pointing towards invisible 
realities lying beyond outward appearances. In contrast, modern cosmology deals strictly with 
what the Muslims call the visible realm (shahada) so it has nothing whatsoever to say about the 
most significant dimensions of the universe, the unseen (ghayb) realities that are hidden from 
ordinary sense perception. It might be suggested that modern physics deals largely with unseen 
phenomena, but this would be to ignore their inherent qualities as discussed in Islamic thought: 
everything unseen is alive and aware. The invisible realm is not found in the outward world of 
quantity and dispersion, but in the inward world of quality and unification. It lies in that dimension 
of reality that stands beyond the inanimate realm on a curve ascending from life, to consciousness, 
to enlightenment, and beyond.

The cosmos as a whole—often defined as ‘everything other than God’— derives from God and 
manifests His signs. Its invisible and visible dimensions can be viewed either synchronistically or 
temporally. From the first point of view, the universe might be compared to a vast globe, whose 
surf ace is the sensory world and whose centre is God’s own Spirit, to which all the angels and 
other invisible beings are subordinate.
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Invisible things stand closer to ultimate reality than visible things. Hence they are more real. They 
manifest God’s signs more intensely than the objects of sense perception. Since angels are made 
out of the light of selfawareness, they are direct manifestations of God, who is ‘the light of the 
heavens and the earth’ (Qur’an 24:35). They possess the divine attributes—such as life, knowledge, 
will, power, speech, generosity and justice—with an intensity not found in the creatures of the 
lower worlds. At the opposite end of the ontological spectrum, inanimate objects fail to manifest 
any of these qualities, except in a dim and indirect fashion. Those creatures that have both visible 
and invisible dimensions—such as plants, animals and humans—possess the divine qualities in 
various degrees of intensity. Hence, for example, the divine attribute of awareness is only weakly 
present in a plant (and even then in a rather metaphorical manner), while it shows itself clearly in 
the higher animals, and may reach intense degrees of actualization in human beings.

It is important to note the special place of human beings in this picture of the cosmos. The Qur’an 
expresses the peculiar human situation in its own mythic language when it says that God created 
Adam by kneading a handful of clay and breathing into it from his own Spirit. Hence human beings 
represent a mixture of clay and spirit, darkness and light, ignorance and knowledge, activity and 
passivity. In fact, all the divine attributes are present in man, but they are obscured by those 
dimensions of existence that manifest a lack of the same divine attributes. The most invisible 
dimension of the human being reflects the divine light directly, while the bodily or visible dimension 
reflects it only dimly or not at all. Between the divine Spirit and the body stand many degrees of 
relatively invisible existence where the divine attributes manifest themselves in all sorts of mixtures 
and permutations.

This whole intermediate domain of the human microcosm is often called the soul or imagination.

When we take the temporal dimension of existence into account in describing the Islamic cosmos, 
we perceive immediately that things have a beginning and an end. At present we find ourselves 
situated within a visible domain, but in the future we will enter into a realm known as the ‘next 
world’ that is now wholly invisible to us. There human beings will face reward and punishment for 
their activities in this world, or, as the intellectual tradition prefers to put it, they will possess 
modes of existence totally appropriate to their own true natures. Those who have followed a 
course in life that has strengthened their inner participation in the luminous ontological attributes 
of God will manifest openly and with great intensity the qualities of existence that they have 
acquired, such as life, knowledge, will, power, speech, generosity and justice. But those who have 
dispersed their spiritual light and failed to orientate their lives towards the divine unity will remain 
in a world of multiplicity and dispersion, far from the luminous qualities which bring about 
happiness and wholeness.

A final guiding idea of the Islamic world-view is hierarchy. The cosmos just described is ranked in 
degrees. Thus the angels, in respect to the intensity of the divine attributes manifest within them, 
stand at a higher level than other creatures, and the creatures whose bodily forms are present in the 
visible world—human beings, animals, plants and inanimate objects—are also ranked according to 
the same qualities. This ranking in degrees is especially important in the human domain, where no 
two individuals possess the same qualities and characteristics. Though all human beings are created 
by God and are commanded to serve Him, nevertheless, ‘God charges no soul, save to its capacity’



4

(Qur’an 2:286). Each person has a unique capacity to receive God’s charges. This capacity goes 
back to a number of factors.

The intellectual tradition often describes these factors in terms of the degree to which a person acts 
as a mirror for the attributes of God, and this in turn is determined by a host of secondary causes 
related to factors such as heredity, physical constitution, individual aptitude and environment.

Perhaps the most important of the divine attributes that human beings manifest are knowledge 
and understanding. Certainly, as Franz Rosenthal has shown in Knowledge Triumphant, no religious 
tradition places more emphasis upon the importance of knowledge than Islam. The Qur’an and the 
Islamic tradition recognize that no two people have the same degree of knowledge, since the divine 
attributes have been distributed unequally among creatures. ‘God has preferred some of you over 
others in provision’ (16:71).

That is why the Qur’an can say, ‘Above everyone who knows is a knower’(12:76). The excellence 
of knowledge is stressed repeatedly. ‘Are they equal’, asks the Qur’an, ‘those who know and 
those who know not?’ (39:9).

This recognition of differing human capacities has had profound practical repercussions throughout 
Islamic history. For example, it has meant that Islamic societies have never tried to coerce the masses 
into striving for the highest ideals of the religion. Rather, Islam has set down the path of perfection 
for those who have the interest and aptitude to undertake the arduous journey themselves. At the 
same time, there has never been any suggestion that knowledge has limits that might define an 
educated person. On the contrary, the quest for knowledge is never-ending, and those with the 
necessary preparedness must pay close attention to the advice which God addresses to the most 
perfect and knowledgeable (in the Islamic view) of all human beings, the Prophet Muhammad: ‘Say: 
“My Lord, increase me in knowledge”’ (Qur’an 20:114).

THE ROAD TO PERFECTION

With these general presuppositions of Islamic thought, we can turn to the specific question of 
human perfection. Islam’s three principles demand the interrelationship of all things in a manner 
that is intimately connected to human becoming.

First, the declaration of divine unity demands that all things come from God and return to 
Him. Hence, human perfection needs to be understood as a harmonious relationship with 
all things established on the basis of the underlying unity of reality.

The second principle of Islam—prophecy—sets down the path whereby perfection can be actualized. 
The Qur’an and other Scriptures are God’s guidance, sent to mankind in order to show the way to 
the perfect human state. On their own—that is, without divine guidance—human beings remain 
ignorant of the nature of their own selves, since human nature derives from the divine nature, and 
God in Himself is unknowable. He is only known to the extent He chooses to make Himself known. 
‘God knows what is before them and what is after them, but they comprehend nothing of His 
knowledge save such as He wills’ (Qur’an 2:255). God makes Himself known through the prophets, 
setting down the proper human relationship with Himself and the cosmos.
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The third principle of Islam, eschatology, deals with the actual mode of the return to God. The 
prophets bring guidance in order that human beings might attain to perfection and realize 
ultimate happiness, which depends upon their being fully themselves—or fully human, which 
is the same thing.

A foretaste of ultimate happiness may be found in this world to some degree, but for the most part it 
is stored away for the next world, where each individual’s true nature will be made manifest.

The question of how the divine guidance revealed in the Qur’an should be understood marks the 
point where the different perspectives within the religion begin to diverge. But until very recent 
times, all Muslims have agreed that the Prophet Muhammad embodies the divine guidance 
perfectly. To follow the Prophet is to follow God. In the words of the Qur’an, ‘Say (O Muhammad!) “If 
you love God, follow me, and God will love you”’ (3:31).

The codification of the prophetic model is known as the Sunna, the wont or custom of the Prophet.

The Sunna can be viewed on a number of levels. To begin with, it lays down the model for correct 
activity. The Shari’a, or Revealed Law, represents those elements of the Sunna that are incumbent 
upon all followers of the religion. Every believer must perform the five daily prayers, fast during 
the month of Ramadan, pay the alms tax, and so forth. These activities were legislated by the 
Qur’an in general form, while the Prophet, through his specific activities during his lifetime, set 
down the details of how these rules and regulations must be put into practice. This is not to deny a 
certain divergence of views as to what the Prophet actually said and did. The five major ‘schools of 
Law’ codify the traditional range of this divergence.

One of the many concrete results of the Islamic conception of hierarchy has to do with the esoteric 
orientation of much of Islamic learning. The sciences were not concealed from people, but it was 
recognized that not everyone would be able to make full use of the available resources. Learning 
was viewed as one of the chief means by which the way to human perfection could be clarified and 
pursued. But few individuals have the interest or aptitude even to come to an understanding of the 
full reality of human perfection, much less to undertake the disciplined training that leads to it. At 
the same time it was recognized that not all seekers would attain to the same state of perfection, 
since each human being represents a unique capacity for knowing and understanding, and God 
expects from each person only ‘to the extent of his capacity’ (Qur’an 2:286).

In broad outline, this hierarchical view of knowledge and learning meant that all Muslims were 
expected to follow the Revealed Law, since only a minimal understanding of Islamic teachings, 
accessible to any sane person, was necessary in order to put the basic injunctions of the Law into 
practice. Hence Islamic Law defines an adult simply as a person who has reached physical maturity 
in control of his or her rational faculties. All who become adults are required to observe the 
injunctions of the Law, whereas before adulthood they are not answerable to God for the Qur’anic 
commandments. From the point of view of the Revealed Law, ‘human perfection’ can mean no 
more than careful observance of the Qur’anic legal injunctions and imitation of the Prophet’s 
Sunna. The Law deals only with activity and does not ask about intentions or the moral and spiritual 
dimensions of the person who performs the activity. As far as the Law is concerned, the right and 
wrong ways of doing things are at issue, not love for God and neighbour or the moral attitudes and 
spiritual realization that are the inward complements of correct action.
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Islam’s intellectual and spiritual dimensions take the legalistic concept of adulthood as the first 
step in a process of realizing the fullness of humanity, a process that will occupy a person until 
the end of his or her life. The Prophet had intellectual, moral and spiritual qualities that are 
more central to human perfection than activity. Activity, after all, while answering to certain 
outward circumstances, must be grounded in those inward and unseen dimensions of the 
human being which precisely set human beings apart from other creatures. But most human 
beings are hardly aware that these invisible dimensions exist, and it does little good to tell them 
unless they have the capacity to understand. And then they must discover the practical 
significance of these dimensions for themselves.

The Law provides the framework within which the moral and spiritual attributes potentially present 
in human nature can be protected and nurtured, but it cannot guarantee their continued growth; 
nor will all people have the capacity to devote themselves to developing and strengthening these 
qualities.

The Law stipulates the minimum requirements for living up to the divine standards for mankind and 
for fulfilling the goal of human existence. If the Law is observed ‘to the extent of one’s capacity’, God 
will see to it that the person ends up in a happy state of existence after death. But capacities are 
diverse. What is sufficient for salvation for one person may be insufficient for another, since God 
demands ‘to the extent of capacity’. People may observe the Law but nevertheless live below their 
capacities. In other words, they may have the aptitude for developing their intellectual and spiritual 
dimensions but fail to do so, being distracted by affairs of ‘this world’, that is, anything that turns 
them away from activity for God’s sake and understanding with a view towards God.

THE GOAL OF HUMAN LIFE

Those dimensions of Islam dedicated to providing the guidelines for the development of the 
full possibilities of human nature came to be institutionalized in various forms. Many of these 
can be grouped under the name ‘Sufism’, while others can better be designated by names 
such as ‘philosophy’ or ‘Shiite gnosis’. In general, these schools of thought and practice share 
certain teachings about human perfection, though they also differ on many points. Here we 
can suggest a few of the ideas that can be found in most of these approaches.

1 Human beings are God’s vicegerents (Khalifa) or representatives in this world. The cosmos as a 
whole represents an infinitely vast display of the signs of God. All the divine attributes are reflected 
in unfathomable diversity through the myriad worlds and the creatures scattered therein. But 
human beings are microcosms. Just as the universe reflects all the divine attributes in an infinitely 
vast display, so also human beings reflect all the divine attributes in a concentrated unity. Man is 
the mirror image of both God and the cosmos. Since man finds all things within his own being and 
awareness, he is able to rule the outside world. He recognizes all things within himself, and, 
knowing them, is able to control them. This provides him with the necessary qualities to be God’s 
vicegerent. But by the same token, he is responsible for the manner in which he interacts with the 
creatures under his power.

2 The model for attaining to human perfection, also called the ‘vicegerency of God’, is set down in 
the divine word, that is—in the Islamic sense—the Qur’an. Without following the guidance set down 
in the Scriptures, human beings will fall short of their full humanity and fail to reach ultimate
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happiness, which depends upon being true to their own nature. The divine guidance revealed 
in the Qur’an is embodied in the Prophet Muhammad.

Thus his wife A’isha remarked that those who wanted to remember the Prophet should read the 
Qur’an, since ‘his character is the Qur’an’. But emulating the Prophetic model does not mean simply 
conforming to the Prophet’s outward activity: it demands assimilation of his moral and spiritual traits 
as well. In other words, the Qur’an and the Sunna represent God’s guidance for the full actualization 
of human perfection on every level, from the outward levels—those of activity and social concerns— 
to the more inward levels, such as knowledge, morality, love, spirituality and every human virtue.

3 All human attributes are in truth divine attributes. Just as the cosmos and everything within it are 
nothing but the signs of God, so also man and everything within him are God’s signs. Every positive 
trait displayed by a human being derives from God. All human knowledge represents a dim reflection 
of the divine knowledge, just as all virtues—generosity, justice, patience, compassion, gratitude, 
love—are manifestations of divine qualities.

A human being possesses nothing positive which he can claim as his own, since everything belongs to 
God. This holds for other creatures as well, but human beings, because of their peculiar synthetic 
configuration embracing all the divine attributes, are held responsible for their own choices and 
activities. The fact that most of them dwell in heedlessness (ghafla) of what they owe to God will not 
excuse them from being called to account.

(This concept of heedlessness, it should be noted, is as close as Islam comes to the 
concept of original sin.)

4 People are profoundly mistaken when they identify anything positive as their own. This holds not 
only for outward possessions, which are on loan from God, but also for inward possessions, such 
as the positive attributes and characteristics that go to make up their own specific identities. The 
only thing human beings may rightfully claim as their own are those attributes that define the 
distance that separates them from God. Existence and everything that goes along with it—such as 
life, knowledge, will and power—belong strictly to God, whilst non-existence and its concomitant 
qualities— such as ignorance, need, death and weakness—belong specifically to the creature.

5 Human beings on their own are nothing, but as representatives of God they are everything, 
since they manifest all the divine names and attributes.

However, the fundamental nature of this ‘everything’ is itself indefinable, since it is modelled upon 
God, who is ultimately unknowable. Full human perfection involves the actualization of all the divine 
attributes present in the human configuration, and hence it involves entrance into indefinability.

When human beings identify the positive contents of their persons with any specific attribute 
or definition, they have failed to grasp their own true nature. Perfection demands the 
shedding of all attributes and definitions, since these are limitations. Perfect human beings 
manifest all divine attributes, so they are defined by none of them. They employ each divine 
attribute in the appropriate circumstances, recognize all things for what they are, and interact 
with all creatures in accordance with the creatures’ realities.
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6 Though in theory any human being can achieve the fullness of human perfection, in practice only a 
tiny minority will reach it. Nevertheless, the majority will benefit from the human state if they 
observe the Law and strive to the extent of their own capacities, and they will benefit from all those 
who achieve human perfection, since it is the vicegerents who act as intermediaries between God 
and the cosmos, serving as channels for the divine replenishment that sustains the world.

7 The purpose of the social order is to provide a stable framework within which human perfection 
can be achieved, and all other goals are secondary. The more a society forgets the purpose of human 
existence, the further it moves from legitimacy. It is the duty of the learned to preserve to the fullest 
extent possible the teachings and practices of religion in order that the greatest number may attain 
ultimate happiness and the door to human perfection may always remain open.

The contemporary situation

The past two hundred years have witnessed profound changes in the social and political situation of 
Islamic countries. For a great variety of reasons, not the least being the pressures of western political 
intervention and cultural colonialism, the Islamic intellectual and spiritual traditions have become 
peripheral if not extraneous to the events taking place in the Islamic world.

The traditional educational system was structured in a manner which encouraged a never-
ending search for knowledge and established close personal relationships between teacher and 
student, or better, master and disciple. Education was viewed as a lifelong process of developing 
the human personality in the fullest sense, especially its moral and spiritual dimensions. The 
most gifted students were led by their innate desire for learning and a system that emphasized 
praxis as much as theory to a personal quest for tawhid, or the right relationship between 
themselves and God on the deepest levels of awareness and existence.

As a result of the vast changes that have overcome the Islamic world, the nature and goals of 
education have been radically altered. In order to meet the challenge of the western powers, the 
political authorities have exerted all their efforts towards training young people according to the 
norms of western education. The great desire for ‘development’ has pushed most traditional 
concerns into the background. Gifted students are attracted to fields like engineering and 
medicine, while only a small minority follow the traditional path of education. Even in former 
times, only a relatively small number of the learned had the proper qualifications and aspirations to 
come to an understanding of the nature of human perfection and enter into the path of achieving 
it. Now practically all the young are drawn into fields that yield quick and concrete results, and the 
possessors of the traditional learning are hard pressed to transmit even the basics of the Shari’a. It 
has become more and more difficult to find students prepared to receive the far more 
sophisticated intellectual and spiritual teachings.

It is true that not all intellectually gifted young Muslims study modern western disciplines, but even 
most of those who study their own traditions do so in accordance with western norms of learning. 
‘Critical editions of texts’ are frequently published, but all too often the contents of these texts are 
not understood, and certainly not perceived as a programme for human life. To the extent that 
‘objectivity’ in the western academic mode has become established, the living spiritual tradition has 
been strangled.
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Education is no longer an end in itself, a road leading towards the personal actualization of the 
highest ideals of a religion. On the contrary, it has become a matter of developmental policy. 
National and social goals take precedence, and the very idea that there might be an individual road 
to human perfection is ridiculed. Islam is no longer a wide road aiming at bringing about ultimate 
happiness for the greatest number of people and human perfection of the gifted few, but an 
ideological tool, subservient to the goals of political factions. To the extent that any idea of human 
perfection is discussed in Islamic terms, it is now orientated towards social and political 
objectives— objectives inspired by those dominant currents in the modern world which see 
material gain as the highest good.

Some western observers tell us that the highly visible movements found in Islamic countries today 
represent a return to Islamic ideals. But those more sensitive to the intellectual and spiritual 
dimensions of Islam know that most of the visible activity represents an intensified destruction of 
Islamic values. The Islamic concept of human perfection has been banished from the stage, to be 
replaced by various types of outwardly orientated human endeavour borrowed from 
contemporary ideologies. The traditional Muslim quietly set out on a personal quest, while the 
modern zealot shouts slogans from the pulpits with the aim of reforming everyone but himself.

The modernizing movements in Islam have been especially concerned with reformulating the 
concept of human perfection. In order to ‘bring Islam into the modern world’, it was necessary to 
provide a new portrayal of the human ideal, the Prophet Muhammad. The Islamic tradition as a 
whole, and the spiritual tradition in particular, had always recognized the supra-mundane
dimensions of the Prophet’s personality, dimensions that follow from the very definition of human 
perfection. The early Muslim modernists, in their zeal to set up a goal for human life commensurate 
with the idea of ‘reform’ in the western mode, set out from the beginning to ‘demythologize’ the 
Prophet’s person. The tradition had long interpreted the Qur’anic verse ‘Say: “I am only a human 
being like you”’ (18:110) to be a denial of Christianstyle incarnationism and a confirmation of the 
idea that all human beings are made on the divine model and should aspire to full perfection. For the 
modernists, this statement was taken to mean that the Prophet’s aspirations went no higher than 
their own. When he was commanded to say, ‘My Lord, increase me in knowledge’, he had chemistry 
and engineering in mind. In short, by rejecting the sublime dimension of the Prophetic personality, 
the modernists were able to turn attention away from the possibility of perfection in any mode but 
that defined by social and political categories derived from the West.
More recently, certain modernist groups—including some perceived in the West as fundamentalist— 
have attempted to overthrow the Prophetic model completely, claiming that ‘the Qur’an is enough 
for us’. Without the guidance of the Prophet and the traditional authorities, Islam becomes a 
weapon that can be wielded by anyone for any purpose whatsoever. Human perfection is what you 
say it is, and your view is as good as anyone’s.
In short, the entrance of Islam into the modern political scene has meant the eclipse of the 
highest and most sophisticated dimensions of the religion. An intellectual elite that had once, 
through teaching, writing and personal influence, been able to keep the goal of human spiritual 
perfection always in view has all but disappeared, to be replaced by ideologues with 
prescriptions for human betterment foreign to the tradition. The survival of Islam as a religion 
serving the highest human aspirations will depend largely upon the ability of Muslims to reclaim 
this eclipsed spiritual heritage.



Sufism is Ancient Wisdom

Sufism is as old as humanity. Traditionally, however, Sufism has been associated with Islam. Although Sufi 
saints existed even before Prophet Muhammad, but before the Prophet they were not called Sufis. It was 
only after a few centuries that they were called Sufis

Prophet Muhammad is said to have received a two-fold revelation. One, the knowledge of the Absolute Truth, in 
his heart and the other that is embodied in the content of holy Qur’an. While the Qur’an was conferred the 
status of the Holy Book to govern the conduct of the Muslims, the transmission of knowledge of the Absolute 
Truth in the heart of Prophet Muhammad was meant only for a few, from heart-to-heart, through the line of 
succession i.e. from the Master to the disciple and so on. All the Sufi tariqats (different Sufi Orders), therefore, 
trace their origin in Prophet Muhammad.

It is believed that a large number of prophets of God preceded Prophet Muhammad. In Islamic traditions, 
the number of prophets is put at 124,000 and that of messengers of God at 313. The early prophets were 
monotheists and they brought the message of the one true God. They wished to reform the society and 
opposed idolatry

- Sufism, to its followers meant to acquire the inner knowledge, the enlightenment that could enable them 
to realise the Truth, which is also the underlying objective of all the religions. This being central to all 
religions, the Sufi fundamentals existed in all religions and, therefore, Sufism travelled beyond the 
borders of religion. The essential of Sufism found an expression in all societies trying to achieve 
perfection

- Sufism is the way of purifying the heart from bad manners and characteristics under the 
guidance of a Sheikh.

- What is a Sheikh?

A Sheikh is someone who has inherited what the prophets brought and who is authorized to convey 
these teachings and secrets to those who take his hand as teacher. A true Sheikh is the one that has 
mastered his lower self’s bad characteristics through devotion and sincerity towards His Lord. For that 
reason he is able to guide his students to mastery of their own lower selves, opening the way to reach 
unlimited potential of their spiritual realities.

- Our way is the companionship ( Sohba) and all benefits are in fraternal meeting “

The purpose of Sohba:....”Tariqatuna as-sohba; our way is through sohbat. Our way is being Ahbab, our way is 
love, respect, salamat /safety...” Shaykh Muhammad Nazim Al-Haqqani An-Naqshibandi Sohba, means 
conversational companionship. The purpose of Sohba is always the sharing of Blessing and the cultivation of 
Soul, Love, Friendship and Saintliness. This is the way of the great Sufi Guides, and it is walked in their spiritual 
company.
Sohba is related with the Arabic term aṣ-ṣaḥābah (Arabic: ا. باحص ة , “the companions”; from the verb ح 
 accompany”, “keep company with”, “associate with”) refers to the companions, disciples, scribes“ ,ص
and family of the prophet Muhammad ( sal).

Companion, comes from Old French compagnon “fellow, mate, friend, partner” (12c.), ” from Latin com- 
“with” + panis “bread”. actually,” one who shares bread with another “cum,” with, “and panis,” bread

How should bread give strength until it is broken? Rumi

The testimony of the companions, as it was passed down through chains of trusted narrators (isnads), was the 
basis of the developing Islamic tradition. From the traditions (hadith) of the life of Muhammad and his 



companions are drawn the Muslim way of life (sunnah), the code of conduct (sharia) it requires and the 
jurisprudence (fiqh) by which Muslim communities should be regulated.

-How does one reach spiritual levels in Sufism?

The main methods of attaining spiritual progress in Sufism are:

1. Following the guidance and instructions of an authorized Sheikh or guide.

2. Performing dhikr, the remembrance of your Lord through reciting his Holy Names and Attributes, 
glorifying Him and praising the Creator of all.

3. Attending the advice and dhikr gatherings held in the presence of the Sheikh or his representative; 
sitting together, praying together, welcoming all that come to praise their Lord.
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SEVEN LEVELS OF BEING(NAFS)

By Shaikh Tosun Bayrak Al-Jerrahi

From the beginning of our entrance into the school of Sufism, we have been taught about the seven 
levels of being. These seven levels are like grades in any educational system which one must pass 
through in order to graduate. In our system, however, evaluations are made by a Higher Authority 
than the teacher.

 Passing and failing grades are made known through real dreams, through the interpretation of which 
the teacher gives new responsibilities and duties to the seeker. But what is most important is that 
the seeker himself should be able to realize his own states so that he can live up to the next level to 
which he aspires. Obviously, first it is necessary that he be conscious, aware of his character and 
actions, and be sincere in looking at himself. But it is also necessary to thoroughly know the 
characteristics of each level, especially the level in which he is presumed to be, and the next level, in 
which he hopes to be.

 Therefore, once again we should study the characteristics of the seven levels of being(Nafs) and try 
to see where we are. Hopefully this attempt will increase our efforts to reach the next highest level, 
and will make us careful not to revert to a lower level.

 There is no question that complete potential for perfection is contained within every human being, 
because Allah Most High has placed His own Divine Secrets in the essence of man, in order to bring 
from unknown realms into evidence His Beautiful Names and Attributes. But we have forgotten the 
perfection placed in us before we arrived in the world clad in flesh and bone. Our physical being and 
its attachment to the world in which it lives, covers and leaves in darkness the beauty and wisdom 
hidden within us, has made us forget our origin, and left us in a state of ignorance.

Allah in His Mercy has revealed instructions in His Divine Books, and has sent His prophets and saints 
as guides and examples to teach and to lead us back to heedfulness, to light from the darkness with 
which we have covered ourselves. Those of us who are able to wake up, who rediscover that which is 
holy in ourselves, and who wish and will to come close to our Creator and to our origin, which is 
perfection, are promised that if “We take a step towards Allah, He will come running to meet us.”

Man has two souls. One is called Ruhu Hayvani, the animal soul, and the other is Ruhu Insani, the 
human soul. The animal soul is a created, refined substance which controls life, mind, senses, 
feelings, emotions, will, and movement of the physical body. And our being, which relates to this 
animal soul, is called the “animal self,” the self ruled by the desires of our flesh or Nafsi Ammara, the 
evil commanding self which is the first and lowest of the seven levels of being.

 Nafsi Ammara is a manifestation of the animal soul in man, while the six steps above the evil 
commanding ego are the development of the human soul, which is also called the Nafsi Natiqa, the 
being who can communicate with speech, or the Rational Being.
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 The next six levels are: Nafsi Lawwama, when man hears the voice of his conscience and tries to 
resist his carnal desires; Nafsi Mulhima, when man receives direct instructions through inspirations 
from his Lord; Nafsi Mutmainna, when man is freed of self-indulgence and finds peace and 
tranquility in his state of piety and obedience to his Lord; Nafsi Radiyya, when man accepts all that 
happens to him without any resentment or pain, and when good and bad become equal to him, and 
he is pleased with his lot; Nafsi Mardiyya when man assumes the Divine Attributes, leaving his 
materiality, and Nafsi Safiyya, when man reaches the purity of perfect harmony.

1- Nafsi Ammara

 In this first level of the development of man, the rational self and human conscience have been 
defeated by lust and carnal desires. At this stage, our self does not recognize any rational or moral 
barriers to get what it wants. It expresses itself in selfishness, arrogance, ambition, stinginess, envy, 
anger, cynicism, laziness and stupidity. Originally, nafs, ones self, identity, ones own personality and 
reality, is one of the Creator’s gifts to man. But because we allow it to lean towards material values, 
to take pleasure only in worldly life, and because we succumb to fleshly lusts, it has turned ugly and 
become almost animal-like, while its shape remains that of a human being. It is a fauve camouflaged 
in the appearance of man, a mad wild animal which bites and claws itself as well as others. This ego is 
our private devil, our worst enemy, who is living inside us, dominating and tyrannizing us and keeping 
our human soul imprisoned and forgotten in the depths of our subconscious. If we are fortunate 
enough to be led by a guide to seek a better state, then the devil whispers in our ear: “What business 
do you have to be on this path? Don’t you see that everyone who was on this Path sooner or later 
died? All that remains of them is a few words. I know that you want the Truth, but where are the 
wise ones who would be able to teach you anything? Show me a single saintly man who receives 
revelations, who can show miracles! They belonged to another time. Now is the time of facts, of 
science, of prosperity, and the good life. If you want to be religious – all right! Go to the mosque, 
pray, fast, and pray that the spirits of these holy men of the past help you, for there is no teacher 
alive worth your while!”

Thus the devil hides the truth. Kufr, infidelity, means covering, hiding in Arabic ( coffer in english). 
Kafir, the infidel, means the one who hides something. The devil conceals the fact that at all times 
there are perfect men in the world and worthy teachers who can lead one to salvation.

 Our Master, The Messenger of Allah (saws), has two aspects. One is his prophethood, hubuwwa; the 
other is his sainthood, his friendship, closeness to Allah, or walaya. He is Hatemul Enbiya: the last, the 
Seal of Prophethood, but his other aspect of sainthood has always been and will always be inherited 
by perfect men, who love and imitate him, and they will exist at all times, until the end of time.

 But if the seeker pays any attention to the insinuations of the devil, he suffers doubt about his 
teacher, he is called away from the Path, his efforts are slowed down, and he will lend his ear to the 
whispers of the accursed devil again. This time he will say, “Allah is forgiving, count on His Mercy; He 
does not dislike people who do things which He permits. Be kind to yourself and don’t tyrannize 
yourself. If you are kind towards your ego and give it things it wants, then it will obey you!” If the 
seeker is fooled by these temptations, he will start having doubts; he will then be unclear as to 
whether things are lawful or unlawful, whether they are right or wrong. When that happens, he is 
more likely to opt for the unlawful, since it is usually more pleasing to the senses. And the more his 
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senses are satisfied, the more his heart will be blinded and hardened, and the more he will be led 
towards evil.

 On the level of the evil commanding ego, all these influences are very heavy. To get out from under 
them, someone strong has to hold you by your hand and extricate you. It is very difficult if not 
impossible to do it by yourself.

 But through Allah’s help, you may hear the voice of reason which says, “To do what Allah permits 
one to do out of His Mercy, instead of doing that which He orders us to do, is the profession of 
creatures who are lazy.” For the true servants of Allah, it is an obligation to live according to the rules 
of Shariat and the ideals of the Tariqat.

 And if we either follow this rational decision, which is an undeserved gift of Allah Most High, or we 
are rescued from our misery by a strong teacher, then we may rise to the second level of Nafsi 
Lawwama. Thus the soul is pulled out from the dark dungeon of the ego to the light of conscience, 
and we will see our arrogance being transformed into humility, vengefulness and hate into love, 
anger into kindness, lust into chastity. . . If Allah so wills.

2- Nafsi Lawwama

 This is the second step in the development of man, when man becomes aware of his actions, is able 
to differentiate right from wrong, and regrets his wrong doings. Yet he is not able to totally stop 
doing wrong because it is very difficult to break the habits of his previous state. He tries to follow the 
obligations of his religion and he prays, fasts, pays alms and tries to behave properly. But he wants to 
be known as a reformed person. He publicizes his piety, his good deeds, and expects appreciation 
from people. This makes his behavior hypocritical. Sometimes he realizes this, regrets it, and tries to 
change. Hypocrisy, a major sin, is the principal danger in this state.

 There are two other grave dangers as well: arrogance and anger. Every little attempt to be good, 
compared to the previous state, seems like a major achievement. So we think we are the best, and 
get angry with others who do not seem to respect us. Arrogance, lying to ourselves, hypocrisy, anger, 
and intolerance are the soldiers of the devil. At the level of Nafsi Lawwama we are not safe from the 
devil, who injects his character of arrogance into our veins and whispers into our ear: “You are as 
good as your teachers now; not only do you know as much as they do, the way you behave is better. 
If they were able to apply what they teach in their own lives they wouldn’t be half what you are. You 
don’t need their preaching or their advice. Now let people see your wisdom and your deeds so that 
you will be an example to them.” Not only the whisperings of the devil, but all worldly life, is against 
the seeker at this stage. Certainly the world cannot lose its attractiveness for him; it calls to and 
tempts him.

 If the resolve of the seeker is weak, he will be afflicted with arrogance, not listen to good advice, and 
in fact, fight with the ones who wish for his well being, thinking they are belittling him and behaving 
in a superior manner. In anger, he may attempt to do much greater deeds than he is incapable of, 
and fail. Failure will further anger him. His mood will become dark, disappointed; he will think he 
took the wrong way, that he was better off before, and he may blame the ones who led him to this 
Path, falling back to his previous condition of being an animal in human shape.
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 If he is warned at the beginning of the second step of Nafsi Lawwama of these dangers, and if he is 
intelligent enough not to release the hand which leads him, and if he follows the advice on how to 
fight the three enemies of hypocrisy, anger, and arrogance, he will pass this stage quickly. The longer 
one lingers in this transitory stage, the worse will be the trials.

 The cure for hypocrisy is to realize how the value of everything in the world, including the opinions 
of others, is temporal, inconstant and subjective, changing from minute to minute, from place to 
place, from person to person, and finally disappearing. Therefore, one should opt for that which is 
permanent, eternal, and powerful instead of something which may be here now and gone tomorrow. 
What fool lights a candle when the sun is out? Do not count on the respect and the praise of others, 
and do not fear them. For it is said, “Whoever praises you is your enemy because he is the ally of 
your enemy, and whoever points out what is wrong with you is the enemy of your enemy.”

The cure for arrogance is to remember that your beginning came from a drop of semen from your 
father and an ovum in your mother’s belly, and that your end will be as a rotten corpse in the 
ground. Beauty, strength, intelligence, will soon dwindle and disappear. All your fortune, properties, 
reputation, and friends will be excluded when you are lowered alone into your tomb. Your prayers, 
piety and good deeds, if performed to impress others, will evaporate, and worse still, may turn 
against you.

 Realize that all you have, including your body and your very life, is not yours, but lent to you and 
entrusted to you by your Creator. Your actions are also His if they are good, and when they are bad, 
it is you who are tyrannizing yourself. Offer thanks for everything, and feel shame your wrongdoings; 
then you will be humble. The fall of the one who stands low is much less painful than the one who 
falls from high.

 The cure for anger is basically accomplished if you can cure your arrogance. It is the arrogant one 
who becomes angered by adversity, or even by lack of sufficient rewards which he thinks he is owed. 
The negative emotion of anger, when it flares up, is faster than the rational effort to suppress it. 
Once anger has caught fire it is difficult to extinguish. Like fire, it burns all that is human in us; 
compassion, love, gentleness, generosity, the ability to communicate, to think of consequences, and 
intelligence are all reduced to ashes. All that remains is a dangerous wounded wild animal.

 As a remedy to recall and remember our humanity, The Messenger of Allah (saws) suggests that 
when anger strikes, immediately you should change your posture. If you were standing, you should 
sit. If you were sitting you should fall to your knees. It is difficult to shout and curse in the most 
humble position of kneeling.

 Or you should lie on your back and pray: “Oh Lord, enrich me with knowledge, beautify me with 
kindness, give me the gift of piety and the fear and love of You and sanity and health, Amin”

Or you should go and take ablution with cold water.

 If we could avoid these dangers, with Allah’s will and the guidance of our religion, and the help of 
our teacher, and our wish to advance, we might rise to the third level of Nafsi Mulhime, the level 
where we receives the Lord’s inspirations.
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3- Nafsi Mulhima

 This is a stage when the seeker is rewarded for his efforts, persistence, and obedience to his teacher. 
Now he occasionally receives messages from inside of him: soundless wordless inspirations which 
give him direction, encouragement, and the strength to continue in his advancement. Yet there are 
still grave dangers, the worst of which is that the devil is capable of imitating divine inspirations, and 
the seeker may not be able to differentiate between them. That is why at this stage the guidance of a 
master is so necessary, one who will be able to distinguish the true inspirations from the false 
imaginations inspired by the devil.

 It is during this period that the relation between the seeker and his master has to be the closest. The 
seeker should not hide anything from his teacher: he should reveal all his hopes, his fears, his faults; 
even if he feels resentment or opposition to his teacher, he has to confess these to him. They are like 
the symptoms of a disease which a sick person must reveal to the doctor in whom he has confidence. 
Just as he heeds the advice given or the diet prescribed, or diligently takes the medicine given, if he 
obeys the counsel of his master, he will be able to advance.

 The voice of the ego could easily be mistaken for inspiration, especially when the ego changes its 
vocabulary from material to spiritual. Its aim is to isolate the seeker from his fellow seekers and from 
their teacher. His brothers on the Path may appear to him as obsequious slaves of the master, and 
the master as a self-centered tyrant taking advantage of his followers; actually, his brothers and his 
masters are the mirrors in whom he sees his own ugliness.

 When this happens, the accursed devil speaks to him, pretending to be an inspiration, and says; 
“Now you have seen and understood everything. Now you know it all. You are a wise man, a teacher 
yourself. Why do you have to obey, and do all these unnecessary things which your teacher imposes 
on you. He is trying to pretend that he is still above you. Let him and his followers who have not 
penetrated to the inner meaning of things keep doing the exterior work of praying and serving. You 
are now at a level where your Lord talks to you directly. So do the inner work: meditate, try to listen 
to the secret messages coming to you…”

In this storm, the only life preserver which will save him from drowning will be the rules of his 
religion. He should pray, fast, and give alms with more fervor and attention than he ever did. Above 
all he should try to revive the feelings of love in him which he once felt for the shaikh and his 
brothers on the Path. For love cures all ills and the lover is able to follow all the wishes of the 
beloved.

 Another affliction during this period is a change in understanding and sensibility. It is as if he forgets 
all that he knew, even his idea of himself. New impressions do not correspond to the old ones. He is 
apt to see things differently, to misunderstand them, to make mistakes. He feels as if he does not 
exist. He may imagine that he has reached the final level of Fana Fillah – to lose oneself in Allah. But 
this feeling has nothing to do with that high state. He should realize that it is a state of helplessness, 
of emptiness, a state of desperate need, the state of Fakr, the state which is praised by our Prophet 
(saws), who said, “I am proud of my fakr.”

But, if the seeker has tired of waging battle against his ego and has become reluctant in the 
performance of his religious duties, then he hears the voice of the devil again, “Your Lord is your 
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secret and you are the secret of your Lord. You have reached the final goal of losing yourself in God, 
the Eternal One. All that was forbidden or were obligations for his other servants do not apply to you. 
Whatever comes to your mind, do, for all you do is from Him and is right. You have no 
accountability.”

May Allah protect us from such an eventuality, for failing in this state is like falling down from a high 
roof top. It is deadly. It kills the heart. The one without a heart has no conscience or fear of God; he 
becomes a toy of the devil. He steals, kills, drinks, debauches; there is no limit to the sins he commits. 
He is also blinded when he is about to fall into the pit of hell; when his shaikh and his brothers on the 
Path try to hold him, he kicks and tears at them, and there is danger that he may pull them down to 
hell with him.

 But Allah, the All-Powerful, will save the ones who are heedful to the warnings, and who hold on to 
their religion and to the hand of their teacher, and who nourish the love which they feel for their 
shaikh and their brothers on the Path for Allah’s sake. And surely he will be pulled to the level of 
peace and harmony in the realms of Nafsi Mutmainna.

4- Nafsi Mutmainna

 This stage is the safe place reached by the seeker after a long and difficult struggle with his private 
devil, his ego, and the army of devils tempting him in his worldly life. To be able to reach this level, he 
must have subdued both of them. Thus he is comparatively free of dangers. Now he is under the 
command of his human soul, which takes pleasure in following the rules of the religion and the 
example of the Prophet (saws). He possesses the qualities which Allah praises: he is kind, generous, 
patient, forgiving, sincere, thankful, content, and at peace. He has heard Allah say:

“O the one who has found peace

 Return to your Lord, pleased with Him

 and He with you.

 And become amongst my good servants

 And enter my Paradise.”

He finds his peace, his happiness, his delight, in his Lord. He has been given heaven on earth. He 
enters Paradise in this very life.

 Every word which comes from his lips is either from the Holy Qur’an, or from the tradition of the 
Prophet (saws), or from the teaching of the saints. His worship and devotions are nourishment for 
the growth of his soul. He is a teacher not only through words, but by example. Miracles which 
transpire through him, he attributes to other causes, never claiming them, disowning them to the 
point of denying them. His every action corresponds to the rules of the religion. He has regained his 
name of Insan, a true human being; the name is derived from the word uns, being close, intimate 
with ones Lord. Thus his Lord will take him by the hand, and lead him forward without much 
difficulty from now on.
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5- Nafsi Radiyya

 Alas! Very few men can aspire to reach this high state. Up to and including this level, the seeker is 
taught by words and/or examples of others than himself, through Ilm al Yaqin, acquired knowledge. 
Now he has approached the level of knowledge through personal experience and revelations: Ayn al 
Yaqin, Certitude. Up until now, everything was relative. Now he is offered the Truth. The 
manifestation of this state is love, all-enveloping love. He sees all and everything as Allah’s perfect 
acts, thus loving them as the actions, fil, of the Beloved. He achieves perfect submission to 
everything which happens. That is the “Truth of Islam”. There is perfect harmony, of which he is 
aware. There are no possibilities of error as he is the master of his ego, and the ego itself has become 
a Muslim, submitting to its Lord. He does not want anything other that what he has. Therefore he 
does not ask for anything for himself from Allah. But when he prays for someone else, his prayers are 
immediately gratified. He is seated on the throne in the spiritual realm, while the exterior world is in 
attendance to serve. His acceptance, submission, pleasure, thankfulness, and love of his Lord are so 
perfect that the Lord responds with His pleasure for His servant in return.

6- Nafsi Mardiyya

 At this level is manifested the bond between the Creator and the created, with a love common to 
both. The Creator finds in the perfect man the qualities which He has bestowed on him when He 
created him, as He says,

“Certainly we created man in the best form. . .”

His own Beautiful Names, His Attributes which He taught to our father Adam, become manifest in 
the seeker. Thus the perfect man who has attained the level where he deserves Allah’s pleasure has 
lost all of his physical animal characteristics as well as his imperfect human aspects under the 
command of his ego. Now Allah’s Divine Attributes are manifest in him, and he sees the Real Reality, 
the Truth, because he is blessed with Ayn al Yaqin, Certitude. He sees beauty in everything, loves 
everyone, forgives the faults of those who do not know, he is compassionate, generous, giving, never 
asking, serving with all he has to bring others to the light of the soul, and to protect them from the 
dangers of their egos and the darkness of their worldliness. All this he does for Allah’s sake and in His 
name.

 It is difficult to recognize these beings. Their state cannot be described in words. They cannot be 
compared to concepts one ordinarily knows. One identifiable characteristic particular to them is that 
they are always in a state of perfect balance, like the center of a circle, like the fulcrum of a balance: 
right in the middle, neither more nor less, the medium. Allah asks usto, the Prophet (saws) advises us 
to, everyone wishes to, but no one succeeds in achieving this goal of balance except these perfect 
ones.

7- Nafsi Safiyya

 In the middle of everything, having found the center, the soul finds its proper place. It is a point, 
without length or width, not covering any area or space. Thus it is pure. There is no wish, no claim. It 
is the beginning and the end. As it is with the dot under the Ba and the dot over the Nun, all 
knowledge is contained within it. When the being who possess this pure soul moves, his movement is 
beneficent power; when he talks it is wisdom, and music to the ears; when he appears it is beauty 
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and joy to the beholder. His whole being is worship; every cell in his body is in continuous praise of 
his Lord. He is humble. Although he is sinless, he sheds tears of repentance. His joy is to see man 
reach for his Lord; his pain is to see him go astray. He loves the ones who serve Allah more than 
anything. He is angered at the ones who revolt. All he wants for mankind is what Allah wants, and he 
fears for the fate of the faithless. He is just, more than just! He is the one who will intercede for the 
sinners.

Allah knows best. May He guide us to the Straight Path and lead us to levels which meet His approval 
and give us patience, perseverance, strength and wisdom to succeed in the Path. Amin.

adapted from the

 Marifetname of Hd. Ibrahim Hakki Erzurumi (1703-1780)

by Shaikh Tosun Bayrak al-Jerrahi

 Zul-Qi’dah, 1420

Taken from www.jerrahi.org with permission of Shaikh Tosun Bayrak Al-Jerrahi. May Allah bestow 
HIS Rahmat(Mercy) upon him for his selfless service on the path of Allah. 

Hd.Ibrahim Hakki Erzurumi(K.S) was a muslim saint, astronom, physicist,sociolog and a theologian 
who lived in Turkey in 18th century. Some brief information can be found about him in following link:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%B0brahim_Hakk%C4%B1_Erzurumi
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7 COLOURS AS THE LANGUAGE OF THE EYES
7 LEVELS OF SOUL( NAFS) AS THE LANGUAGE OF 
THE HEART

By Latif YILDIZ (KULIHVANI)

A lightless eye, a soundless ear and a senseless heart is 
like the dead..
Insan [1], who looks at the Uni-VeRSe by using his 
Aql(mind), will see the
colour of the System, will hear it’s Sound and sense it’s 

Cause and
Effect. Everything within the universe(Alam) exists within Adam as well.
Every knowledge, the finding and the formation wihtin the universe and applied
science exist in Muhammadian Tasawwuf [2] as well. 

Normal human mind(Aql) will Cognize, Meet, Form with the
Transmission of Divine Knowledge(Ilahi Naql) and act it’s roles in the play of
servanthood(Abdiyyat)which is a test of opportunities, in order to
comprehend and live by it’s own destiny and capacity.

While Material,The Event and Time is coming and passing by as Sunnatullah 
(Operating system of ALLAH [3]) , will see it’s appearance, attitude and manner in the 
source of Will of God (Muradullah) and live in the light(Noor) of the Command of God 
(Amrullah). It is really wonderful to read, understand and live the applied science in the 
divine knowledge and Muhammadi Manner of Mind(Aql) in order to experience the 
cycle of knowledge(ilm)-will power(irada)-comprehension(idraq)-participation(ishtiraq), 
which is a must in every situation.
How magnificient the unification of 7 colours in science and 7 level s of Soul(Nafs) in 
Tasawwuf.

Isac Newton had closed him self in to a dark room, from 
where the light
was coming in then he had put a triangular prism in 
front of that light
and had seen that the light was constituting 7 coloured 
rays. Before
Newton had discovered this in 17th century, al-Haytham 
had already
discovered what Newton found in 11th century [4]. 
However, many islamic
scientists are not known to west side of the world much. 
The ones who
search it well will see that Isac Newton had also 
published more articles in Religion than  Applied Science 
and he was one of those scientists who
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had confirmed the prophethood of Prophet Muhammad PBUH by writing a letter
to his German colleague. Somehow this is also not mentioned by media in
western world.

The colours that Newton had seen were Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue,
Darkblue and Violet!..
This was what a physical eye was seeing through the prism.

Eye of the spritual heart will also see in it’s own essence the colours of
enlightenment(Kamalat) of the Soul(Nafs)… 

In ether-vacum, the electromagnetic energy in a certain wavelength (λ) has
a frequency(f) and the energy of proton(E), which are in direct proportion
with that wave length (λ).

That is why the electromagnetic spectrum can be described by using any of
those three scales(unit of measurement).

The light waves, which are outside the visible wave length bands of
between 400 and 700nm, can also be detected by using Spectroscopy.

A normal labaratory spectroscobe can detect the wave lengths between 2nm
and 2500nm easily.

A lot of data related to the physical features of objects, gasses, and
even stars and galaxies may be learned by analysing the electromagnetic
radiation by means of the spectroscobes. Electromagnetic radiation is
classified mainly under seven categories.
These are the radio waves from low to high frequency, microwave,
infrared, visible light, ultraviolet, X-rays and Gama rays.

Colors are classified between themselves by well known names.
Red, Yellow, Orange are classified as Hot colours.

Green, Blue and Violet are also classified as Cold colours. It is possible
that they get these classifications through the natural presentations e.g
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the Fire and Ice. Red and Blue colours are known as the sources of hot and
cold colours respectively.
They are also separated from each other as the contrast colours.
You can see this from the picture easily.
Colours facing each other are contrast colours e.g Green and Red, Yellow
and Violet.
When the colours are observed with black background they get hardnes, and
when they are observed with white back ground , they get softness.
However, the neutral(unbiased) colour,”Grey“, takes the contrast colour
whenever it is put beside any colour except its self..

Red-Blue-Violet-Green-Orange-Yellow.

This order is the order of the influence of the colours over mankind.

After the findings of Al-Haytham and Newton, German Optician Joseph Von
Fraunhofer discovered the dark absorbtion lines in rainbow spectrum(
approx.600 lines). This information about rainbow spectrum is still given

as foundation in the Painting Classes today.

In application of Science to Islamic Tasawwuf:

When looked at the colours as the phases (steps or 
levels) of Soul’s life
long enlightenment and maturation( Kamalat of 
Nafs) , a perfect match will
be seen.
What is within Âlam(World) is also within Âdam [5]..

This is explained more in our book of Tasawwuf in 
our main site in Turkish
(www.muhammedinur.com) and it will be translated 
to English and put in our
English site gradually in time. This document was put 
here for people who
has some knowledge about the levels of Nafs(Soul) so 
that he will be able
to see this information through the application of 
Science. Because

Zahir(Visible-Outer) and Batin ( invisible-Inner) are harmonius with
each other for the ones who can see. However, for people who don’t know the levels of 
nafs , we have quoted an article which is explaining the levels of Soul(Nafs)in our 
website on following link:
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http://www.muhammedinur.com/En/islam/seven-levels-of-beingnafs.html

Lets represent the adaptation of colours between Matter and the levels of
Soul’s enlightenment:

The ones going in to Zat-i Nafs such as Ultraviolet lights do not interest
us that much.
However, I am giving the list of lower nafsanic levels, which are
animalistic level or even lower than that e.g. Infrared Lights, and I am
leaving you to think and ponder over them, my brothers and sisters who
have understanding:

+ Infinite Nafs-i Aqdas

…+7 Nafs-i Safiyya
+6 Nafs-i Mardiyya
+5 Nafs-i Radiyya
+4 Nafs-i Mutmaiyna
+3 Nafs-i Mulhima
+2 Nafs-i Lawwama
+1 Nafs-i Ammara

N A F S

-1 Nafs-i Fasad



13

-2 Nafs-i Fasiq
-3 Nafs-i Fajir
-4 Nafs-i Mudzlim
-5 Nafs-i Munafiq
-6 Nafs-i Munkir
-7 Nafs-i Mushrik
….

- Infinite Nafs-i Adlal

It is clearly seen that the plug of Nafs-i Aqdas, which is Rasulullah (SAW)’s Wahdat of 
ONEness , will lead to the Fellowship(party) of Allah (Hizbullah) [6], and the plug of 
Nafs-i Adlal, which is the KASRAT of DUALity represented by Iblis, will lead to 
Fellowship(party) of Satan(Hizbushshaiytan).[7]

With Muhammadi Muhabbat.. 

Translated by Barbaros Sert from the writing of Latif Yildiz, “Gozun dili 7 
renk, Gonlun dili 7 Nefs”. 

6th of March 2009

GLOSSARY
[1] Insan : (arabic word). Alive beings who, live as public around a 
cultural environment, have ability of thinking and speaking, comprehend 
the universe as total, can change it and shape it as a result of their 
findings.

As insan has mind(Aql), conscious and faith(iman), he/she is different 
from the other living beings and most mukarram creation of Janab-i 
Hakk. The name,”insan” was given to him as insan is forgetful of 
Rabbani ni’mats(Divine boon and benefections.* Insan is a living being 
who has a quality to obtain character and morals(ahlaq).

[2] Tasawwuf : 

Tasawwuf, Tazkîyah al Nafs, Tasfîyyah al Qalb, Irfân, Sufism, Islâmic 
Mysticism, Esoteric or Inner Dimension of Islâm, Purification of the 
Heart/Self/Soul and more recently Islâmic or Sufic Psychology are 
used inter-changeably.

Tasawwuf is an acronym made up of the four consonant letters: t, s, w, 
and f.
t stands for tawbah, repentance
s stands for safa, purity, peace and joy
w stands for wilayah, the sanctity of the lovers and friends of Allah
f stands for fana, the annihilation of self into the nothingness.

from ‘The Secret of Secrets’ by Hadhrat Abdul Qadir Jilani (raa)
translated by Sheikh Tosun Bayrak al Jerrahi al Halveti. 
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[3] Sunnatullah: Sunnatullah is the law of Allah or course of Allah. 
Sunnatullah is not only a written Holy book listing the laws of Allah, but 
also an alive (HAYY) operating system. Written holy books which have 
come to the prophets along the ages explain how this system works to 
the people in their own periods so that people can know, find, become 
and live(Participate) this Sunnatullah and become a proper servant of 
ALLAH(Abdullah). Sunnatullah means the creation of MUradullah by the 
wish of Kaza-destiny(Qadar)-will power(Irada) , 

and the method of actioning, functioning and the operation of the 
Human Mind, which is in the scene of servanthood, in the direction of 
Amrullah. 

[4] Al-Haytham: An Arab polymath lived in 11th century. Please see the
link for his life: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibn_al-Haytham

[5]What is within Âlam(World) is also within Âdam: Sunnatullah 
applying to
the cell, also applies to the sphere as well. Sunnatullah is the law of
Allah or course of Allah. Law of Allah applying to the cell will also
apply to the whole as well. Particle resembles the whole. What applies to
micro will apply to makro as well. 

[6] Qur’an [Al-Maidah 5/56]:

الْغَالِبُونَ هُمُ اللّهِ حِزْبَ فَإِنَّ آمَنُوا وَالَّذِينَ وَرَسُولَهُ اللّهَ يَتَوَلَّ وَمَن

Wa Man Yatawalla Allāha Wa Rasūlahu Wa Al-Ladhīna ‘Āmanū Fa’inna 
Ĥizba Allāhi Humu Al-Ghālibūna : As to those who turn (for friendship) 
to Allah, His Messenger, and the (Fellowship of) Believers- it is the 
Fellowship of Allah that must certainly triumph.

[7] Qur’an [Al-Fatir 35/6]:

السَّعِيرِ أَصْحَابِ مِنْ لِيَكُونُوا حِزْبَهُ يَدْعُو إِنَّمَا عَدُوًّا فَاتَّخِذُوهُ عَدُوٌّ لَكُمْ الشَّيْطَانَ إِنَّ

‘Inna Ash-Shayţāna Lakum `Adūwun Fa Attakhidhūhu `Adūwāan 
‘Innamā Yad`ū Ĥizbahu Liyakūnū Min ‘Aşĥābi As-Sa`īri : Verily Satan is 
an enemy to you: so treat him as an enemy. He only invites his 
adherents, that they may become companions of the Blazing Fire.

Qur’an [Al-Mujadila 58/19]:

الْخَاسِرُونَ هُمُ الشَّيْطَانِ حِزْبَ إِنَّ أَالَ الشَّيْطَانِ حِزْبُ أُوْالَئِكَ اللَّهِ ذِكْرَ فَأَنسَاهُمْ الشَّيْطَانُ عَلَيْهِمُ سْتَحْوَذَا

Astaĥwadha `Alayhimu Ash-Shayţānu Fa’ansāhum Dhikra Allāhi ‘Ūlā‘ika 
Ĥizbu Ash-Shayţāni ‘Alā ‘Inna Ĥizba Ash-Shayţāni Humu Al-Khāsirūna : 
The Evil One has got the better of them: so he has made them lose the 
remembrance of Allah. They are the Party of the Evil One. Truly, it is the 
Party of the Evil One that will perish!

This entry was posted on Cuma, Mart 6th, 2009 at 21:00 and is filed under Islam, Kulihvani. You can 
follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed. You can leave a response, or trackback
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Reflections on the Existence of Evil
Nothing can happen except with the permission of Allah Almighty, and so Satan exists 
and is active here by Allah’s leave. Satan is the principal of evil in the universe and Allah 
could have destroyed him, or He could have created a world without evil but He gave 
respite to Satan until the Last Day because it is part of His plan to do so. We must 
understand this. 

If we contemplate a little, we can understand why Allah has done so: Good in this world 
cannot exist without bad, as they are two sides of the same coin, and both are relative 
concepts. For instance, to give money to a beggar is good work; but this is possible only 
when someone is begging, which is a negative thing. That is to say, you have a chance to 
do good work only when there is a need, which in itself is “evil”, or at any rate not 
“good”. You replace that evil or the absence of good with good. The imperfections and 
shortcomings of this world provide ample opportunities for you to make efforts for 
improvement; and this makes our lives and work meaningful. 

Imagine the situation if Satan did not exist, and we were all programmed to do only 
good. In that case there would be no scope for freedom of will or choice; we would be 
mere automatons. 

But Allah has willed that humans are not like His other creatures. He made them His 
khulafaa’ (vicegerents) on earth. This means that Man is gifted with freedom and 
intellectual capacities—though within limits. It is the status of Man as Allah’s khalifah 
(vicegerent) on earth that gives him his unique status among Allah’s creatures. 

As Man is gifted with freedom of will and action, he can choose his actions after 
exercising his power of judgment about that which calls for actions. He may choose the 
right action following the guidance of Allah, or he may choose the wrong action following 
the promptings of Shaytan (the Devil), the Evil One. 

Life in this world is meant to be a testing ground for all of us. If the test should take 
place, there should be freedom to do good or bad as we choose. 

Devil in the Triangle of Rumi, Goethe and Iqbal 
(Dr. Javid Iqbal) 

The problem of evil has baffled many thinkers. Evil is not mere darkness that vanishes 
when light arrives. In other words, evil does not have a negative existence. This 
darkness has as positive an existence as light. The problem is how to account for evil in a 
world created by an All Good God? Rumi’s answer is that the existence of evil is 
necessary for the fulfillment of the divine plan. Goethe thinks that evil is the reverse of 
good. Without evil, it would not be possible to identify good. Iqbal is of the view that the 
running parallel lines of good and evil meet in infinity. He points out in one of his 
quatrains: 

How may I describe good & evil? 
The problem is complex, the tongue falters, 
Upon the bough you see flowers and thorns, 
Inside it there is neither flower nor thorn. 
(Paym i Mashriq)

Rumi’s long poem titled “Mu`awiyah & Iblis”, Goethe’s Faust and Iqbal’s verses dedicated 
to Satan can be considered as great diabolical apologies in the world of literature. The 
three poets blend the “classical” with the “romantic”, and despite the gaps in the times of 
their lives, their ideas on the role of evil in the spiritual and material development of Man 
are similar. 

In Iqbal’s poetic vision, Rumi and Goethe meet in paradise. Goethe reads out to him the 
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tale of the pact between the Doctor and the Devil, and Rumi pays tribute to him in these 
words:

O portrayer of the inmost soul 
Of poetry, whose efforts goal 
Is to trap an angel in his net 
And to hunt even God. 
You from sharp observations know, 
How in their shell pearls form & grow, 
All this you know, but there is more. 
Not all can learn love’s secret lore, 
Not all can enter its high shrine, 
One only knows by grace divine, 
That reason is from the Devil, 
While love is from Adam. 
(“Jalal and Goethe”–Payam i Mashriq)

When Goethe became acquainted with Rumi’s Mathnavi through German translations, he 
found it too complicated and confusing as he initially failed to fathom the depths of 
Rumi’s thought. Iqbal had an identical experience of lack of comprehension and in his 
early stage of life mistakenly believed that Rumi was a pantheistic Sufi. 

In the revealed scriptures, evil is connected with the story of the creation of Adam. When 
Allah informed the angels that He was about to place Adam on Earth in His stead, and 
that Adam would be granted freedom of choice, they expressed apprehensions that Adam 
would do ill therein. But Allah admonished them that they knew not what He knew. Since 
the disobedience of Adam by partaking of the forbidden fruit was his first act in 
exercising freedom of choice, he had to choose between good and that which is its 
reverse. Therefore it was necessary to introduce evil by deputing a “tempter” to mislead 
Adam before he was to exercise freedom. It is probably in this context that Iqbal is 
prompted in one of his verses to blame the Creator for allowing Satan to conspire against 
Man. He wonders suspiciously:

How could he (Satan) have the courage to 
refuse on the day of creation? 
Who knows whether he is your confidant or mine? 
(Bal i Jibril)

Goethe’s view of evil is Pelagian when he claims that evil is merely the reverse of good. 
The forces, good and evil, apparently working in opposite directions, in fact work in 
cooperation in order to carry out the divine plan. The action and reaction of good and evil 
or the succumbing before temptation and the resulting remorse in the course of conflict 
between the Devil and Man, according to Goethe, brings out the best in Man. 

Iqbal supplements Goethe when he affirms “evil has an educative value of its own. 
Virtuous people are usually very stupid”. ( Stray Reflections) 
He says: 

I asked a sage: “What is life?” 
He replied: “It is wine whose bitterness is the best.” 
I said: “They have put evil in its raw nature.” 
He answered: “Its good is in this very evil.” 
(Payam i Mashriq)

While the positive existence of evil is acknowledged by Rumi, Goethe and Iqbal, the 
nature of evil can only be poetically illustrated through a reference to the Devil. 
Therefore, Iblis (Satan) in Rumi, Mephisto in Goethe and Shayṭan in Iqbal represent 
different aspects of the same “cobweb” personality. 



3

Rumi’s Iblis wakes up Mu`awiyah at dawn reminding him to offer the morning prayers 
before the time runs out. A dialogue ensues, in the course of which Iblis tries to convince 
Mu`awiyah that he adores God. It was the hand of God’s bounty that sowed his seed and 
brought him into being from nothingness. God procured milk during his infancy. God 
rocked his cradle. Therefore God’s wrath is only temporary like a mother’s anger. The 
doors of His grace are not permanently shut on anyone. 

“My refusal to bow before Adam”, Iblis argues, “did not amount to disobedience of God’s 
command. On the contrary, it resulted from my extreme love of God. Has He not Himself 
commanded ‘do not bow before any other except Me?’ This forehead which has always 
bowed only before God cannot bow before anyone else even at His bidding.” 

Iblis contends, “This was a game between lover and beloved. He commanded me to play 
and I played the predetermined hand of lover. Thus I did what I was destined to do and 
was made to accept His wrath.” 
Iblis advances the argument that although virtue and vice are opposed to each other, 
their operation is complementary. He asks: “How can I be held responsible for 
transforming good into evil. I am not the Creator. The Creator makes Man good or bad. I 
am only expected to hold a mirror through which virtuous and vicious can see their faces 
and identify themselves.” According to Iblis’s reasoning evil circulates in every drop of 
human blood and yet Man blames Iblis for his own frailties. 

Rumi’s Iblis is equipped only with reason, like a snake who attacks with his head. None 
can controvert his arguments, and no one can get out of his snare except through divine 
grace. However, Mu`awiyah is not persuaded by Iblis’ articulate apology. He finds it 
deceitful and consisting of a pack of lies. When Iblis sarcastically claims that Man is 
incapable of distinguishing between truth and falsehood, Rumi steps in and points out 
that falsehood always agitates the heart whereas truth provides solace and satisfaction. 
Eventually Mu`awiyah overpowers Iblis who confesses that he woke up Mu`awiyah 
because had he missed the morning prayers his remorse would have earned him more 
grace. Iblis remains a liar until the end when he defends his act as based on envy, that 
is, as a lover of God he is envious of Man. 

Rumi’s portrayal of Iblis depicts him as a lover of God. But a heartless being is incapable 
of loving, and herein lies his deceit. Therefore, when Iblis claims that all envy arises from 
love, for fear lest another becomes the chosen of the beloved, he is lying. In fact, Rumi’s 
Iblis is nothing but reason ( `aql), the reverse of love (`ishq). According to him, Adam 
lapsed because of his stomach and sexual passion. Whereas Iblis was accursed because 
of pride and ambition engendered in him by reason. Rumi also shows to us that Iblis, not 
only instigates Man to commit sin, but sometimes also persuades Man to perform a 
virtuous act in order to deprive him from earning a higher reward. 

In Goethe’s Faust the role of Mephisto is not that which is usually attributed to the Devil. 
He represents a spirit of nihilism, negation and contradictions, which is inimical to all life 
and higher forms of existence. Goethe first takes up the conflict of good and evil on a 
subjective plane and thereafter on the cosmic level. It is only when Faust rejects all 
pretensions of knowledge that Mephisto appears at Faust’s own craving. The events that 
follow take the reader through the problems of human innocence, suffering, love, hate, 
desire, appetite and sin. It is the unique quality of Goethe’s genius that he picked up an 
ordinary legend and filled it with the experiences of the entire human race. According to 
Goethe, evil is a stepping-stone to virtue in a mysterious way, and this is conveyed 
through the words of Mephisto in Faust:

Part of that power, not understood, 
Which always wills the Bad, 
And always promotes the Good.
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The pact that Mephisto made with Faust was to dissuade him from striving in life. He 
offered Faust all forbidden worldly pleasures that Faust readily accepted but his nature 
did not change. He was only temporarily lulled to sleep. According to Goethe it is in the 
nature of Man to move from a lower to an ever higher plane and from there to still higher 
planes, and it is only by constant striving that Man can carve out his destiny. Faust went 
on striving without regard to good and evil as, in the eyes of Goethe, to strive is an act of 
will and an act of will does not fall in the realm of freedom, but to that of nature. 
Mephisto used all his devices to lure Faust into accepting conditions which were not 
conducive to the fulfillment of the divine plan. It was not only striving for a virtuous life 
that ultimately won Faust the divine grace. It was fear and hope which elevated him to 
forgiveness. He was delivered in the end and God’s faith in Man was vindicated. Mephisto 
did not succeed in dragging Faust down to nihilistic depths of hell. 

Thus restless activity in the nature of Faust did not hinder him in any manner even to 
wager his soul to the Devil:

To hear the woe of earth and all its joys, 
To tussle, struggle, scuffle with its storms, 
And not fearful in the crash of shipwreck.

On the other hand, when the Devil confronts God in the “Prologue in Heaven”, he 
complains that Adam is not his match, but is only a “long legged grasshopper.” Mephisto 
sarcastically affirms:

My Lord! I find things there [on earth], 
Still bad as they can be, 
Man’s misery even to pity moves my nature, 
I’ve scarce the heart to plague the wretched creature. 
................ 
When a corpse approaches, close my house, 
It goes with me as with the cat the mouse.

It is interesting to note that Goethe refrained from describing the nature of God. Faust 
only explains that He is All Embracing and All Preserving and therefore cannot be named. 
Faust says:

Call it Bliss! Heart! Love! God!, 
I have no name thereof, feeling is everything, 
The name is sound and smoke, only to obscure celestial fire.

When Eckermann asked Goethe about the nature of relationship of the Divine with the 
Daemonic and the incompatibly of one with the other, he answered: 

“Dear boy! What do we know of the idea of the Divine, and what can our narrow 
conceptions presume to tell of the Supreme Being? If I call Him by a hundred names, like 
a Turk (Muslim), I should yet fall short and have said nothing in comparison to the 
boundlessness of his attributes.” 

Iqbal was profoundly influenced by Rumi who was his spiritual guide. On the other hand, 
he was also a great admirer of Goethe. Yet Goethe’s spirit, like the Urdu poet Ghalib’s, is 
that of a poet, whereas Iqbal’s spirit, following in the footsteps of Rumi, is more of a 
religious nature. 

Iqbal is acknowledged as the poet of khudi (self/ego). khudi has many dimensions and 
forms. Therefore, Iqbal’s Satan is one of the forms of khudi. Since Iqbal believed in the 
greatness of the human ego and was a poet of action, he could not resist being attracted 
by the dynamic personality of the Devil. 

Iqbalian Satan is a gigantic five dimensional figure. His first dimension is that no one 
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can surpass his deceit, cunning, remarkable planning and constant striving for the 
realization of his objective. He is not evil incarnate. His self-confidence, determination, 
pride and ambition are the qualities that make him a model of selfhood (Khudi). 
Like Rumi and Goethe, Iqbal believes in restless and feverish activity for attaining the 
goal. The goal itself has no significance to Iqbal. It is the striving for the goal, the energy 
for tireless effort, and the strength to always continue to remain a wayfarer that matters. 
Life is a chase after a goal which must go on changing. 

Iqbal, like Rumi and Goethe, believes that evil is necessary for the development of Man. 
Had there been no evil, there would have been no conflict, no struggle, and no striving. 

Iqbal does not want Man to get involved in the controversy of virtue and vice or good and 
evil, but must only concentrate on striving for better destinations. Life which leads to 
paradise is a life of passivity, inactivity and eternal death. 

The second dimension of Iqbal’s Devil is his cheeky confrontation with God. Addressing 
God, he claims that he is no less than Him! 

The third dimension of Iqbal’s Devil is that he is the first lover (of God’s Oneness). He 
unhesitatingly accepted God’s wrath by his disobedience. But even in the state of 
negation, he fulfilled the inner will of God. 

The fourth dimension of Satan that fascinated Iqbal is his pride and rivalry with his 
adversary, Man. Here, Iqbal follows Rumi by affirming that satanic reason is the basis of 
the Devil’s entire activity. 

Iqbal’s Devil like Goethe’s, shows his disgust for the weakness of his rival. His Satan’s 
complaint to God in Javid Namah sounds very much like that of Mephisto. 

The fifth dimension of Iqbalian Devil is political, that is, how he, on the national and 
international planes, carves out earthly devils in the form of political leaders who through 
their strategies lead to war, death, misery and the destruction of mankind. In his poem, 
“Satan’s Parliament” (Armaghan i Hijaz) Iqbal’s Devil prophesizes that since he himself is 
the founder and protector of capitalism, he is not afraid of the communist revolution of 
tomorrow. 

But Iqbal’s Devil is as miserable as Man in this world full of complexities. In one of his 
quatrains Iqbal says:

From me convey the message to Iblis, 
How long he intends to flutter, 
Twist and scuffle under its net? 
I have never been happy with this world, 
Its morning is nothing but a prelude of the evening.

On another occasion, Iqbal entreats the Devil for cooperation. If divine help is not forth 
coming, why not ask the Devil:

Come! Let us cooperate and lead the life of harmony. 
Our mutual skills can transform 
This wretched planet into a paradise 
Under the skies, if we together 
Disseminate love and healing, 
And banish jealousy, hatred, disease & misery.

To sum up, good without evil amounts to the passivity of paradisal rest. Therefore, it is 
disapproved by the three poets as being against the divine plan. Man’s destiny lies in 
constant creative activity. Iqbal is categorical when he asserts:
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When act performed is creative, 

It’s virtuous, even if sinful.

The crux of the message of the three poets is that the creation of Adam is not a 
“‘wasteful effort”. It must be clearly understood that under the divine plan Man is still in 
the state of becoming. Rumi says, “Man has taken millions and millions of centuries to 
evolve, from insect to plant, from plant to animal, and from animal to Man. The evolution 
continues and through Man’s ceaseless efforts he is bound to cross higher stages of life 
and presumably go beyond angels”. As for Goethe, he also lays emphasis on the 
achievement of higher forms of life by Man. Iqbal through the constant strengthening of 
the “ego” expects Man to become a co-worker or rather a counselor of the Divine Being 
in creating a more perfect universe. He hints that Man would perhaps eventually 
democratize the arbitrary divine system, so much so that if a destiny is to be changed, 
action would be taken by God in consultation with and according to the will of Man. 
However, this indeed would be the Man of distant tomorrow, the aspiration of the 
triangular poets, who, with the assistance of the Devil, would want to go beyond good 
and evil. But he justifiably cannot be found today, as Rumi in his famous quatrain 
asserts:

An old man carrying a lamp, 
Was seen wandering in the streets. 
When asked: “What are you looking for?” 
Replied: “I am sick and tired of the beasts, 
And look for a real man.” 
I said: “You can’t find him 
Our search was in vain.” 
“This is what I look for” he said, 
“That which can’t be found.”

On the other hand, I invite you to have a quick look on some Qur’anic verses which 
reflect on the issue. The Qur’an says what means: 

*{Did ye think that ye would enter Heaven without Allah testing those of you who fought 
hard [in His cause] and remained steadfast?}* (Aal `Imran 3: 142)

*{And We shall try you until We test those among you who strive their utmost and 
persevere in patience; and We shall try your reported [mettle].}* (Muhammad 47: 31)

*{And surely We shall try you with something of fear and hunger, and loss of wealth and 
lives and crops; but give glad tidings to the steadfast, 
Who say, when a misfortune striketh them: Lo! we are Allah's and lo! unto Him we are 
returning. 
Such are they on whom are blessings from their Lord, and mercy. Such are the rightly 
guided.}* (Al-Baqarah 2: 155-157)

*{What is with you must vanish: what is with Allah will endure. And We will certainly 
bestow, on those who patiently persevere, their reward according to the best of their 
actions.}* (An-Nahl 6: 96)

*{Do men think that they will be left alone on saying, "We believe", and that they will 
not be tested? }* (Al-`Ankabut 29: 2)



Mephistopheles: The man behind the Horns

Origins of the word Mephistopheles

There are several meanings of the name. Some argue that it stems 
from the Greek words “Me” meaning Not, “Phos” meaning Light 
and “Philos” meaning Lover. 

One could also argue that the word stems from Hebrew using the 
word for liar “Mephiz” and the word for destroyer “Tophel”

The Latin word Mephitis is another possibility as it means ‘He who is the worst type of help” This can 
also be linked with the Greek word Anopheles which means, ‘the reverse of help’. Interstingly 
Anopholes is the term of a genus of mosquito. This has connotations of a figure that draws blood 
from man…?



Why Does Allah Allow Suffering and Evil in the World?

In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.

All praise and thanks are due to Allah, and peace and blessings be upon His 
Messenger. 

“Indeed Allah is All-Powerful (Al-`Aziz) and He is able to do all things (`ala kull sha’in 
qadir). The Qur’an has mentioned this hundreds of times. It is also mentioned in the 
Qur’an that Allah is the Creator and He is the Best Creator. “Glory be to Allah, the 
best Creator.” (Al-Mu’minun: 14) 

But then the question comes why do pain and sufferings exist in the world. We find 
sickness, old age and death. We see things that are ugly, people who are insane and 
foolish. There are storms, earthquakes, floods, draught and famine. We also see people 
commit sins, show disloyalty, unfaithfulness, greed and insincerity. We see people 
commit rapes, murders; they fight and make wars. We know all these and many more 
problems. There are evils caused by human beings and there are natural disasters. There 
are suffering for individuals and there are those that involve a large number of people. 

But we also know that this is not the whole story. Besides all these negative things, we 
also see beauty, health, prosperity, life, birth, wisdom, intelligence, growth and progress. 
We also see goodness among people, faith, sincerity, charity, love and the spirit of 
sacrifice. We also see a lot of virtue and piety. It is wrong to see one side of the coin and 
not to see the other side. Any philosophy that concentrates on one aspect of the creation 
and denies or ignores the other side is partially true and partial truths are no truth at all. 

It is also the fact that the element of good is more in the creation than the element of 
evil. We all see that there are more people who are healthy than those who are sick. 
There are more that eat well than those who starve. 

There are more that lead decent life than those who commit crimes. Goodness is the rule 
and evil is the exception. Virtue is the norm and sin is the aberration. Generally trees 
bear fruits, the flowers bloom, the winds move smoothly. 

But then the question is why does Allah allow these exceptions to the rules? 

Let us ask this question to understand Allah’s ways in His creation. The Qur’an tells us 
that good, evil and whatever happens in this world happens by Allah’s Will (mashi’at 
Allah). Only Allah knows fully His Will. We finite beings cannot grasp fully His infinite Will 
and Wisdom. He runs His universe the way He deems fit. The Qur’an tells us that Allah is 
Wise and everything that Allah does is right, just, good and fair. We must submit and 
surrender to His Will. The Qur’an has not given us all the details about Allah’s Will, but it 
has enlightened us with the guidance that is useful and sufficient for us. There are 
several points that we should keep in our mind to understand this issue: 

1. First of all, Allah did not make this world a permanent world. This is a temporary world 
and everything here has a time limit. When its times comes it will die, come to an end 
and finish. Neither the good things of this world are forever, nor the bad things eternal. 
We are here for a short time and we are being tested. Those who will pass this test will 
find an eternal world that is perfect and permanent. Those who will fail this test shall see 
the evil consequences of their sins and corruption. 

2. Allah has placed a physical law and a moral law in this universe. Allah allows suffering 
to occur when one or more of these laws are broken. The physical law is based on cause 
and effect. Sickness comes if one does not take care of one’s health or is exposed to 
infections. A car accident occurs when one is not alert, or drives in a careless manner, or 
if the cars are not checked, roads and freeways are not made and kept in right shape, or 
the traffic laws are not right or not properly enforced. Study of causes and effects is very 



important to facilitate safeguards. Even here we should keep in mind that Allah often 
saves us and He does not let us suffer from every negligence. How many times it 
happens that we are not careful and still we reach safely to our destinations. The way 
people drive in some cities, it is a miracle that more accidents do not happen and more 
people do not suffer. Allah says: 

“(Allah) Most Gracious! It is He Who has taught the Qur’an. He has created 
man: He has taught him speech (and Intelligence). The sun and the moon follow 
courses (exactly) computed; and the herbs and the trees both (alike) bow in 
adoration. And the Firmament has He raised high, and He has set up the 
Balance (of Justice), in order that you may not transgress (due) balance. So 
establish weight with justice and fall not short in the balance. It is He Who has 
spread out the earth for (His) creatures." (Ar-Rahman:1-10) 

The way we exceed the measures set by Allah and violate His laws of cause and effect is 
incredible. It is really the mercy of Allah that we are saved. Strictly speaking, the 
question should not be why does Allah allow suffering, but how much Allah protects us 
and saves us all the time in spite of our violations and negligence. The Qur’an says: 

“If Allah were to punish people according to what they deserve, He would not 
leave on the back of the (earth) a single living creature: but He gives them 
respite for a stated Term: when their Term expires, verily Allah has in His sight 
all His servants." (Fatir:45) 

But sometimes Allah does punish people because of their violations of His laws whether 
they are physical or moral. The Qur’an tells us that many nations and communities were 
destroyed because of their sinful lifestyles: 

“If they treat thy (mission) as false, so did the Peoples before them (with their 
Prophets), the People of Noah, and Ad and Thamud. Those of Abraham and Lut; 
and the Companions of the Madyan people; and Moses was rejected (in the 
same way). But I granted respite to the Unbelievers, and (only) after that did I 
punish them: but how (terrible) was My rejection (of them)! How many 
populations have We destroyed, which were given to wrong-doing! They 
tumbled down on their roofs. And how many wells are lying idle and neglected, 
and castles lofty and well-built?" (Al-Hajj: 42-45) 

3. Suffering can also be a test and trial for some people. Allah allows some people to 
suffer in order to test their patience and steadfastness. Even Allah’s Prophets and 
Messengers were made to suffer. Prophet Ayyub is mentioned in the Qur’an as a Prophet 
who was very patient. Good people sometimes suffer but their sufferings heal others and 
bring goodness to their communities. People learn lessons from their good examples. 
Martyrs die for their faith, soldiers give their lives for their nations and this brings 
liberation and freedom for their people. 

4. Allah sometimes allows some people to suffer to test others, how they react to them. 
When you see a person who is sick, poor and needy, then you are tested by Allah. Allah 
is there with that suffering person to test your charity and your faith. In a very moving 
Hadith Qudsi (Divine Hadith) the Prophet, peace be upon him, said: 

“Allah will say on the Day of Judgment, ‘O son of Adam, I was sick and you did 
not visit Me.’ He will say, ‘O my Lord, how could I visit You, when you are the 
Lord of the Worlds.’ Allah will say, ‘Did you not know that My servant so-and-so 
was sick and you did not visit him? Did you not know that if you had visited him, 
you would have found Me there?’ Allah will say, ‘O son of Adam, I asked you for 
food and you fed Me not.’ He shall say, ‘O my Lord, how could I feed you and 
you are the Lord of the Worlds?’ And Allah will say, ‘Did you not know that My 
servant so-and-so was in need of food and you did not feed him? Did you not 
know that if you had fed him, you would have found that to have been for Me?’ 
‘O son of Adam, I asked you for water and you did not give Me to drink.’ The 



man shall say, ‘O my Lord, how could I give You water, when You are the Lord 
of the Worlds?’ Allah will say, ‘My servant so-and-so asked you for water and 
you did not give him to drink water. Did you not know that if you had given him 
to drink, you would have found that to have been for Me.’ (Muslim, Hadith no. 
4661) 

Prophet `Isa (Jesus), peace be upon him, is also reported to have said something 
similar. (See Matthew 25: 35-45) 

So to summarize, we can say that sufferings occur to teach us that we must adhere to 
Allah’s natural and moral laws. It is sometimes to punish those who violate Allah’s 
natural or moral laws. It is to test our faith in Allah and to test our commitment to 
human values and charity. Whenever we encounter suffering we should ask ourselves, 
“Have we broken any law of Allah?” Let us study the cause of the problem and use the 
corrective methods. “Could it be a punishment?” Let us repent and ask forgiveness and 
reform our ways. “Could it be a test and trial for us?” Let us work hard to pass this test. 

Believers face the sufferings with prayers, repentance and good deeds. The non-believers 
face the sufferings with doubts and confusions. They blame Allah or make arguments 
against Him. 

May Allah keep us on the right path, Amen! 

Allah Almighty knows best.

OC
Stempel



How to Stop Evil and Serve Allah

In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.

All praise and thanks are due to Allah, and peace and blessings be 
upon His Messenger. 

One should bear in mind that if he manages to escape the punishment 
meted by others in this life, he will never escape the punishment of Allah 
in the Hereafter unless Allah forgives him. It is never too late for a true 
Muslim to repent to Allah and to shed tears for the wrongdoing he has 
committed. After sinning, one should not feel despair. Rather, he should 
sincerely repent to Allah and rest assured that Allah Almighty will forgive 
his sin.

“If you committed evil but have repented sincerely and have changed your 
life around for the better, then Allah has certainly promised to grant you 
mercy and forgiveness. It is one of the basic principles of belief in Islam 
that Allah is All-Relenting, All-Forgiving and All-Merciful.

Following are a few verses that clearly convey this crucial concept:

“Do they not know that it is Allah Who accepts the repentance of 
His servants and receives (approves) their charity, and that Allah 
is the Relenting, the Compassionate?” (At-Tawbah: 104)

“Say: ‘O My servants who wronged against their souls, do not 
despair of Allah’s mercy! For Allah forgives all sins; for He is 
indeed Forgiving, Compassionate.” (Az-Zumar: 53)

So do not put off repentance; take the necessary steps immediately, for 
no one can tell when death will overtake him. The door of repentance is 
open so long as we are not in the throes of death, for the Prophet (peace 
and blessings be upon him) said, “Allah accepts the repentance of His 
servant so long as death has not reached his collar bone.” But since 
we have no way of knowing when death will overtake us, we must never 
be complacent or slack in hastening to taking steps towards repentance.

While speaking of repentance, I must hasten to add that repentance 
cannot be considered valid unless one takes the following steps:

First, one must feel deep remorse for the sins he has committed. 

Second, one must refrain from the sin totally while also abstaining from 
all those leads or circumstances that led him to such a sin in the first 
place.



Third, one must be firmly resolved never to sin again and immediately 
become occupied in whatever good deeds that he can in order to wipe out 
his past sins. 

All of the above involve sins involving the rights of Allah. If, however, 
one’s sins involve the rights of human beings, then he must also do 
whatever it takes to return, compensate or redress the grievances of the 
person he has wronged. Paying him his dues or compensating him in 
whatever ways possible becomes an essential condition of valid 
repentance.

Once repentance is accomplished as described above, one’s sins will be 
undoubtedly wiped out and he is guaranteed a clean record. The Prophet 
(peace and blessings be upon him) said, “One who has repented of a 
sin (sincerely) is like one who has never sinned at all.””

OC
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F A C I N G  A P O C A L Y P S E

An apocalypse (Ancient Greek: ἀποκάλυψις apocálypsis, from ἀπό and καλύπτω meaning 

'un-covering'), translated literally from Greek, is a disclosure of knowledge, i.e., a lifting of 

the veil or revelation, although this sense did not enter English until the 14th century.[1] In 

religious contexts it is usually a disclosure of something hidden. In the Book of Revelation 

(Greek Ἀποκάλυψις Ἰωάννου, Apocalypsis Ioannou), the last book of the New Testament, 

the revelation which John receives is that of the ultimate victory of good over evil and the 

end of the present age, and that is the primary meaning of the term, one that dates to 

1175.[1] Today, it is commonly used in reference to any prophetic revelation or so-called End 

Time scenario, or to the end of the world in general.

A n  e p i p h a n y  ( f r o m  t h e  a n c i e n t  G r e e k  ἐ π ι φ ά ν ε ι α ,  e p i p h a n e i a ,  

" m a n i f e s t a t i o n ,  s t r i k i n g  a p p e a r a n c e " )  i s  a n  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  

s u d d e n  a n d  s t r i k i n g  r e a l i z a t i o n .  G e n e r a l l y  t h e  t e r m  i s  u s e d  t o  

d e s c r i b e  s c i e n t i f i c  b r e a k t h r o u g h ,  r e l i g i o u s  o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  

d i s c o v e r i e s ,  b u t  i t  c a n  a p p l y  i n  a n y  s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  a n  

e n l i g h t e n i n g  r e a l i z a t i o n  a l l o w s  a  p r o b l e m  o r  s i t u a t i o n  t o  b e  

u n d e r s t o o d  f r o m  a  n e w  a n d  d e e p e r  p e r s p e c t i v e .

, maieutic concepts historically have their origin in Plato's dialogues of Socrates.

In The Symposium, Socrates repeats the words of the priestess or wise woman Diotima of 
Mantinea who suggested that the soul is pregnant and wants to give birth, but the delivery 
requires assistance. Thus according to Plato, the role of the philosopher is to assist in this 
delivery, as would a midwife. From this dialogue comes the word "maieutics", the 
"spiritual midwife."  to  give birth to wisdom 

In Theaetetus, Socrates is presented as a "spiritual midwife" and in Meno, by posing questions 
to a slave who never learned geometry, Socrates leads him to “remember” how a square is 
doubled.

F A C I N G  A P O C A L Y P S E

And 1 saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were 
passed away; and there was no more sea.

And I John saw the holt' city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, 
prepared like a bride adorned for her husband.

And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, 
and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them and be their God.

And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, 
neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the farmer things are 
passed away.
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Re v. 21 :1-4

IE WE SUBSCRIBE to a spirituality that would be invalidated by an end to the world, then 
our spirituality is not true. The same can be said, however, for a spirituality which requires 
the end of the world in order to validate it. The purpose of meditation upon the end of 
things is twofold. First, since the possibility of the end of human existence on the material 
plane is an inescapable part of the quality of our time, we need to have doctrinally 
orthodox and spiritually fruitful ways of relating to it. Secondly, the end of things is always 
there, no matter what period of history we live in. All things are impermanent; death 
comes to all. The end of things remains a reminder that we must put our hands to the 
plough and accomplish our salvation while we still can, since time is always short. It is also 
a perennial metaphor for the true death, which is the death of the ego, and the true 
immortality, which is the eternity of the Rock of Ages, impervious to the waves of time, the 
cycles of creation, and dissolution which break against it.

According to the Traditionalists, the latter days are not without their own particular 
blessings and spiritual opportunities, which could exist at no other point in the cychi The 
first is the comparative case of spiritual detachment, to thos ho are at all inclined in that 
direction. In Martin Lings' words, `Detachment is an essential feature of the sage, and this 
virtue, which in better times could only be acquired through great spiritual efforts, can be 
made more spontaneous by the sight of one's world in chaotic ruins:

--- The second blessing is that of encyclopedic knowledge. `If human se,cieties degenerate 
on the one hand with the passage of time; says Schuon, `they accumulate on the other 
hand experiences in virtue of old age, however intermingled with errors these may be.' 
Knowledge of the great spiritual traditions of the world, such as made possible the writing 
of this book, was rnuch more difficult to access even a few decades ago.

-The third blessing, in this extreme old age of the macrocosm, is 'the enhanced 
possibility of spiritual serenity and insight. In The Eleventh Hour, Martin Lings writes:

There is ... a feature of normal old age, the most positive of all ... in virtue of which 
our times are unique. It is sometimes raid of spiritual men and women at the end of 
their lives that they have `one foot already in Paradise: This is not meant to deny that 
death is a sudden break, a rupture of continuity. It cannot but be so, for it has to 
transform mortal old age into immortal youth. None the less, hagiography teaches 
that the last days of sanctified souls can be remarkably luminous and transparent. 
Nor is it unusual that the imminente of death should bring with it special graces, such 
as visions, in foretaste of what is to come. The mellowing of spirituality, which is the 
highest aspect of old age itself, is thus crowned with an illumination which belongs 
more to youth than to age ... in the macrocosm, the nearness of the new Golden Age 
cannot fail to make itself mysteriously feit before the end of the old cycle.... (p66)

THE SYSTEM OF ANTICHRIST According to Rev. 20:7-8,

When the thousand years are expired [the millennium during which the devil is bound, 
identified by Orthodox theologians as the church age], Satan shall be loosed out of his 
prison, and shall go out to deceive the nations which are in the four quarters of the 
earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them together to battle: the number of whom is as the 
sand of the sea.

According to The Apocalypse of St John: An Orthodox Commentary by Archbishop Averky 
of Jordanville, the meaning of Gog in Hebrew is 'a gathering' or `one who gathers, and of 
Magog `an exaltation' or `one who exalts. `Exaltation' suggests to me the idea of transcen-
dence as opposed to unity, `gathering' the idea of unity as opposed to transcendence. The 
implication, here, is that one of the deepest deceptions of Antichrist in the last days of the 
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cycle will be to set these two integral aspects of the Absolute in opposition to each other 
in the collective mind, and on a global scale, in 'the four quar- ,ters of the earth'. As for the 
economic and political expression of this barren satanic polarity, the false cohesion of 
left-wing tyranny, as well as today's global capitalism, would fall under Gog, while both 
the false hierarchicalism of right-wing tyranny and the violent absolutism of the various 
`tribar separatist movements opposed to grobalism, both ethnic and religious, would 
come under Magog. In terms of religion, those liberal, historicist, evolutionist, quasi-mate-
rialist and crypto-Pagan theologies which emphasize God's immanence as opposed to His 
transcendence are part of Gog, while those reactionary theologies which exalt 
transcendence over immanente, look on the material world as a vale of tears, denigrate 
the human body, and view the destruction of nature with indifferente if not secret 
approval, since the best we can hope for is to get it all over with, are part of Magog. The 
conflict between the two is precisely the satanic counterfeit of the truc eschatological 
conflict described in Rev. 19:11-2o, between the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, and the 
Beast with his false prophet. 

And the fact that, in so many ancient traditions, demonic forces are pictured as coming out 
of the North indicates both the rigor of Transcendente, and the fact that the way back to 
Hyperborea, in this cycle, is closed; the gates of Eden are blocked by the Cherubim and the 
flaming sword which turns every way (Gen. 3:24). The seat of the Tribe of Dan, for example, 
from whom the Antichrist is supposed to emerge, is in the extreme north of Israel. In other 
words, we can't ignore time; we must conform our spirituality to the needs of the particular 
point in the cycle where we find ourselves, or risk invoking demonic energies. And this 
means, among other things, that shamanism is not what it used to be. To practice it this late 
in the cycle, especially if one is not bom into one of the primal religions, is to encounter 
spiritual dangers which did not exist when the cycle was young. Undoubtedly some of the 
primal traditions are stil host to powerful, balanced shamans dedicated to spiritual 
enlightenment and human service—and God knows best.

According to Guénon, Melchizedek represents the Primordial Tradition for the Abrahamic 
religions; but it is probably simpler and more enlightening to say that the King of the 
World is Adam, in line with the Muslim doctrine that man is not only God's abd or slave, 
but also His khalifa or vice-regent. The metaphysical principle, here, is that since every fall 
is from a relatively more real and more eternal plane of being to a relatively less real and 
more temporal one, there is always a sense in which the fall in question never took place; 
a fall into illusion is always, in one sense, illusory. (Herman Hesse's novel Journey to the 
East is'all about this.) As the Buddhists say, 'all beings are enlightened from the 
beginning.' So the Adam who never feil, the archetype of Man in the subtle material 
plane, who is Yima, the Hindu Manu, and Melchizedek, is, in a way, still ruling us. If he 
were not still there on the subtle plane we would not still be here on the material plane, 
since he is part of our 'stem, our living and ongoing connection with our Creator via the 
Unseen World.t The question is, can we turn to him as a `Pole' in any real and spititually 
effective sense? Much water has flowed under the bridge since the Golden Age, and it 
keeps flowing faster and faster. Primordial spiritualities can still look to that one who is 
called by the Mandaeans of Iraq 'the Secret Adam', but historical man is not counterfeit 
war between elements which ought to be reconciled, because they are essentially parts 
of the same reality as seen in a Bistorting mirror, will miss their call to fight in the true 
war between forces which neither should nor can be reconciled: those of the Truth and 
those of the Lie. (Note: Globalism, insofar as it sets the stage for the emergence of 
Guénon's `inverted hierarchy, also contains the seed of Magog, while tribalism, as the 
common inheritance of all who are excluded from the global elite, holds the seed of 
Gog; in the Jatter days, no party or class or sector can long retain its ideological stabilit 
the `rate of contradiction' approaches the speed of light.)
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In ta-world profoundly polarized between the Gog of syncretist globalism and the 
Magog of exclusivist `tribalism' —a word which is beginning to denote what used to be 
called `nationalism' or cpatriotism' or loyalty to one's religion'—the Transcendent Unity 
of Religions clearly represents a middle path, or third force, at least in the religious field. 
It is equally opposed to the universalism of the global elites and the violent self-assertion 
of the fundamentalist `tribes' oppressed and marginalized by these elites. Perhaps this is 
one reason why groups and individuals who hold to this doctrine have been subjected to 
the immense degree of psychic pressure which observers on the outskirts of the 
Traditionalist School, such as myself, cannot fail to note. It is reasonable to conjecture 
that Antichrist would like nothing better than to subvert and discredit the Traditionalists, 
since the Transcendent Unity of Religions is one of the few worldviews that could 
possibly stand in the way of the barren and terminal conflict between globalism and 
tribalism which is the keynote of his 'system' in the social arena.

If all possible alternatives to the struggle between globalism and tribalism disappear 
from the collective mind, then Antichrist has won. He can use economic and political 
globalism and the universalism of a `world fusion spirituality' to subvert and oppress all 
integral religions and religious cultures, forcing them to narrow their focus and violate the 
fullness of their own traditions in reaction against it. He can drive them to bigoted and 
terroristic excesses which will make them seem barbaric and outdated in the eyes of 
those wavering between a global and a tribal identification, and set

them at each other's throats at the same time. Unite to oppress; divide and conquer.
In this light, we can see that the exclusivism of conservative and/ or traditional 

Christianity is both its greatest strength and its greatest weakness; the same could be 
said, with certain reservations, of Judaism and Islam. The exclusivism of these Abrahamic 
religions allows them to consciously fortify themselves against the System of Antichrist—
Christianity by its `catacomb spirit, its ability, ultimately derived from monasticism, to 
build spiritual fortresses against the world, and Islam by the fact that dar al-Islam 
remains the largest bloc of humanity which, in part, is still socially and politically 
organized around a Divine Revelation, although to greatly varying degrees, as were 
Medieval Europe and the Byzantine Empire. On the other hand, their very exclusivism 
has prevented these religions, in all but a few instances, from making common cause 
against globalist universalism and secularism. They remain vulnerable to the 'clivide and 
conquer' tactics of the system of Antichrist, a phase which could well be the prelude, if 
traditional eschatological speculations such as those found in Dennis E. Engleman's 
Ultimate Things are to be believed, to a later `unite to oppress' phase—a capitulation by 
the exhausted exclusivists, longing for the end of endless conflict, to the satanic 
universalism of Antichrist himself.

According to Ultimate Things, Antichrist will reveal himself in Jerusalem and proclaim 
himself King of the Jews; the Jewish nation, as well as many Christians, will accept him. 
From the Islamic perspective, however, any world ruler who begins as a King of the Jam 
and is later submitted to by the Christians would be immediately and universally 
recognized as Antichrist himself. It is inconceivable, unless traditional and even 
fundamentalist Islam were to virtually disappear, that such a figure could tempt Muslims 
to accept him as the Mahdi or the eschatological Jesus. So if the predictions Engle• man 
recounts are in any way accurate, he is in fact presenting, as the most likely eschatological 
scenario, a mass apostasy of Jews and Christians which would leave only the Muslims 
aware of who Antichrist really is, and ready to do bank with him. How then could 
Antichrist emerge as a true global monarch, albeit a satanic one?

Perhaps the militant opposition of an Islam discredited in the eyes of the rest of the world 
to an almost universally admired `savior' is the very thing which will ultimately 
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consolidate his power. I hasten to say that this is in no way a prediction; God forbid. I am 
simply allowing myself to imagine various scenarios based on the quality of ultimate irony 
and self-contradiction which is the keynote of all historical forces in these latter days. And 
one of the twists of this irony is the fact that many semi-secularized Muslims—Dodi al-
Fayed, for example—seem much more in tune with the mores of postmodern globalist 
culture than any Christian I could name.

   If the greatest strength and greatest weakness of traditional Chris-
tianity is in its exclusivism, the comparable strength and weakness
of Buddhism, especially in the West), is in its ability to 'fit in. (The
same goes for heterodox Westernized Hinduism and various influ-
ences, such as Feng Shui, Taoist meditation, and Sino-Japanese mar-
tial arts, originating in the Far East.) At its best, this represents a

radical detachment from the norms of 'the world, allowing it to avoid all forms of 
dogmatic literalism and fundamentalism, and the marginalization such a stance often 
entails. At its worst, it indicates a capitulation to the collective egotism of this very 
`world. In the United States at least, Buddhism is an acceptable part of the general Neo- 
Pagan cultural drift, which, while it may not identify with globalism, nonetheless often 
ends by serving it. (The same is true of certain strands of American Sufism, especially 
those which attempt to separate the Sufi tradition from Islam.) As a religion which recog-
nizes a fall (into ignorance) and posits a goal of salvation (via enlightenment), it 
`naturally' has a much greater affinity with the Abrahamic religions than with a Paganism 
which accepts the ontological status quo and seeks only to profit from it. But that's not 
how things have worked out sociologically. American Buddhism, as a non-theistic religion 
(though certainly not an atheism, since it possesses a doctrine of the Absolute), has been 
attractive to many people—especially, as it turns out, many American Jews—who are in 
flight from their own narrow-minded and superstitious ideas of God. An acquaintance of 
mine, a traditional Catholic who studied for years under the Hopi elders, tells the story of 
a `Buddhist Halloween party' where a well-known American Buddhist teacher dressed as 
a `Sufi, made the statement that Buddhism is better than the Abrahamic religions because, 
just like the Native Americans, the Buddhists don't believe in God—a statement which my 
friend knew, from long personal experience with Native American spirituality, to be totally 
false. It was nonetheless an idea which would 'play well' to the general liberal, New Age 
and Neo-Pagan culture from which this teacher draws his students, the kind of people 
whose appreciation for the American Indians is even more destructive to Native American 
spirituality than their attraction to Buddhism is to Buddhism.

The false ecumenism of Neo-Pagan, New Age culture is the seedbed for that `world 
fusion spirituality' in which fragments of every spiritual tradition are promiscuously 
thrown together, to their mutual corruption. True ecumenism on the other hand—the 
outer expression of the 'esoteric ecumenism' of the Transcendent Unity of Religions, 
which understands the very uniqueness and particularity tof the authentic religious 
traditions as the transcendent basis for their unity— is not a syncretistic amalgam or a 
diplomatic glossing over of doctrinal differences, but a united front against a common 
enemy: that unholy alliance of scientism, magical materialism, idolatry of the psyche and 
postmodern nihilism which is headed, with all deliberate speed, toward the system of 
Antichrist.

Leo Schaya, writing primarily from the standpoint of Jewish esoterism, sees the 
eschatological mission of Elias as a re-establishment of the `unanimous tradition' in 
preparation for the advent of the essiah. Before the event known in Genesis as the 

`confusion of Ntongues' which followed the fall of the Tower of Babel, humanity spoke a 
single religious language. After that time, however, God's Self-revelation to Man took the 

form of discrete religious traditions, each one self-enclosed and self-sufficient. The Tree of 
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Life, which had been a single trunk, now divided into several branches. According to 
Schaya, however, the primordial unanimity is destined to be re-established before the end 

of the cycle:

According to Jewish tradition, the entire Torah of Moses amounts to no more than a 
single line of the Sepher ha-Yasher [the `Book of Justice' which Elias must bring with 
him , which means that this Book, by virtue of not being `scriptural' but

coperative' in nature, will be the veritable final accomplishment of Scripture, the 
<realization' which by definition goes immeasurably beyond the 'letter. At the same 
time, Judaism tacitly places the remaining %nes' of this `Book' at the disposal of all 
the Divine revelations, whatever they may be, each one formulating or announcing in 
its fashion the same Eternal Truth and the same Destiny of man and the world. The 
`Book' of Elias is the integral Wisdom of the unanimous Tradition and the 
eschatological Manifestation of the one and only Principle. For the Jews, Elias 
represents the transition from traditional exclusiveness to the universality which they 
too possess, since they affirm that the Tishbite will raise his voice so loud to announce 
the spiritual peace that it will be heard from one end of the earth to the other; and 
the Doctors of the Law teach that 'the righteous of all nations have a portion in the 
life to come' or, again, that 'all men who are not idolaters can be considered 
Israelites.'

Elias must re-establish all things in the name of, and for the
sake of, that spiritual `peace' which the Messiah will bring once
and for all: it will be crystallized forever in the New Jerusalem
`founded by—or for —peace, according to the etymology of
Yerushalem or Yerushalaim. Elias came down, and has come
down for centuries, to the world below to prepare, with the ,,concurrente of those 

he inspires, this final state of humanity. e reveals, little by little and more intensively 
and generally oward the end, the spiritual and universal essence, the transcendent 
unity of all authentic religions. It is as if the radiant city were being patiently built by 
putting one luminous stone after another into place. The motivating power of this task 
can be called the Iliatic flow, at least in the orbit of the Judeo-Christian tradition, 
whereas other traditions will each use their own terms to describe this same universal 
flow. According to the terminology of Jewish esoterism, this flow belongs to the `river 
of highest Eden, the `river of Yobel' or `great Jubilee' which is final Deliverance. 
Apocalypse calls it 'the river of the water of life, clear as crystal' Rev. 22:1); it will be 

crystallized in the `precious stones, the unquenchable lights of the New Jerusalem.1

The doctrine of 'the Book of Elias' is strictly paralleled by the Shiïte Muslim doctrine that 
when al-Mahdi emerges from his occultation he will bring a new Book. That this Book 
represents the Primordial Tradition itself, which transcends the revealed traditions 
without negating them, is indicated by the tradition that the Mahdi will
the people of the Torah according to the Torah, and the people of the Gospel according 
to the Gospel, and the people of the Koran according to the Koran.' (Nasir al-Din Tusi, 
Ghayba). That the Mahdi will restore the scriptures of Adam and Seth, and tear down the 
Kaaba so as to rebuild it as it was in Adam's time, also refers to the Primordial Tradition. 
The same order of truth is perhaps symbolized in Rev. 7:4-8 by the `144,000 sealed' who 
are drawn (12,000 at a time, like the 12,000 followers of Ali who will rise from the dead 
to follow the Mahdi) from each of the twelve tribes of Israel, and who in this context 
cannot be strictly identified with the Jews, but must represent twelve separate facets of 
the human form, and also by the fact that the Heavenly Jerusalem will contain no 
temple, `for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are the temple of it' (Rev. 21:22-23). In 
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the words of Jesus, `other sheep have I.'
The prophecy that the primordial unity of religious truth will be re-established before 

the end can also be found in the Zoroastrian tradition. According to the Vendidad 
(2),Yima, the first man, the Zoroastrian Adam, was the human being to whom Ahura 
Mazda first preached the Ahuric or Zoroastrian religion; likewise Jews and Muslims, on 
the same plane of understanding, see Adam not only as the first man but also the first 
prophet. After expanding, cultivating and ruling the world of manifestation for (as I read 
it) 1,800 years, Yima was summoned by Ahura Mazda, who predicted that bad winters 
would come to the material world, one of which would be especially destructive. (This is 
substantially the same doctrine as the eschatological Fimbulwinter of Norse mythology; 
the name Yima is n 'The Mission of Elias, Studies in Comparative Religion, vol. 14, nrs 3 
and 4,

also related to the Norse Ymir, the original giant who was slaughtered to create 
the material world, whose bones became the mountains, whose blood the rivers, 
etc.). Ahura Mazda then commanded Yima to build a var (`enclosure') with a 
square floor-plan, stock it with golden hay, and gather into it the seed of the best 
plants, the best animals, the best human beings, 1800 persons in all, as well as 
the sun, moon and stars, which, in the var, can be seen setting and rising only 
once a year. However, to the inhabitants of the var, each day will be as a year. 
(1800 x 8o = 144,000, the number of the elect in the New Jerusalem.) There is to 
be a river watering the var, which will also contain meadows, houses—the whole 
manifest world in microcosm.

The Var of Yima, then, is the Zoroastrian equivalent of Noah's ark, though the 
world-destroying catastrophe is seen as a freeze rather than a flood. It is also 
similar in some ways to the New Jerusalem, which is likewise four-square and 
watered by a river. Yima's Var, however, seems to be underground; it is an 
enclosure, a cave, and also an ancient subterranean kingdom, like the Celtic realm 
of `faerie, whose denizens reside in `fairy hills' —the barrow tombs which dot the 
Western European landscape; as such, it is analogous to the kiva of the Ant People 
of Hopi myth. (The birthplace of

hrist in a stable or cave surrounded by animals, his crib a manger filled with hay, 
and his visitation by three `wise men' who are usu1 ally considered to have been 
Zoroastrian Magi, would tend to identify him with Yima, at least in the eyes of 
Zoroastrians, but also perhaps to those Jews, such as the Essenes, who may have 
maintained ongoing Zoroastrian connections.)

According to the story, Yima's Var was designed to help humanity and nature 
survive a series of hard winters; yet it is also said that the Var of Yima will only be 
opened at Frashegird, the end of time. So it becomes clear that the 'hard winters' 
actually represent the freezing and contraction of the cosmic environment, 
including human perception, which must worsen as the cycle unfolds. As Blake 
identified Noah's flood as an overwhelming of the Atlantean Golden Age by 'the Sea 
of Space and Time, so the 'bad winters' of Zoroastrian myth represent in some ways 
the increasing materialism of human society, and the consequent relegation of the 
vision ofEternity to a mythological underground kingdom. 'Underground' equals 
crepressed'; what was once an immediate sensual vision of the natural world sub 
specie aeternitatis is now hidden away, for safe-' keeping, in 'the cave of the Heare.

In 1927, Guénon published a bookentitled Le Roi du Monde, 'The King of the 
World'. It dealt with the myth of the sacred Center in various religions (Mecca, 
Jerusalem, Olympus, etc.) and posited the existence of a Primordial Center, an 
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original Hyperborean Paradise, from which all others derive, an assertion which has 
led some to criticize him for indulging, like Gurdjieff and Idries Shah, in occultist 
geographical romanticism of the `Shangri-La' variety—ShangriLa itself, of course, 
being a late literary rendition of the same myth of Hyperborea, the land of eternal 
spring which lies in the extreme North, `behind the North Wind. This original Center 
is the source of the Prirnordial Tradition, whose representative, in terms of the 
Abrahamic religions, is Melchizedek. In the book of Genesis, Melchizedek, King of 
Salem and Priest of the most high God, blesses Abraham, in what Guénon identifies 
as a ceremony of initiation. Melchizedek is also mentioned in Ps. 11o:4: `The Lord 
swore and will not repent: thou art a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.' 
Jesus comments upon this psalm in Mark and Luke, as does Peter in his Pentecost 
sermon as recounted in Acts. Guénon compares Melchizedek with the Hindu Manu, 
and other original priests and lawgivers.

It is fairly clear that the Zoroastrian Yima is another version of this `King of the World. The 
Sufis too have a concept of 'The Pole of the Age' —obviously a Hyperborean symbol—which 
is similar in many ways to the Shiïte doctrine of the Mahdi, the occulted Twelfth Imam; Shiïte 
esoterism in fact identifies the Mahdi with Melchizedek. The lineage of this unknown Pole, 
or Qutub, would therefore appear to be the Sufi version of the primordial priesthood of 
Melchizedek, who, since he had no father or mother, is in a certain sense immortal: unborn, 
thus never to die. This places him in the same category as the immortal prophets' Enoch, 
Elias and the Sufi Khidr, 'the Green One, identified by Muslims with both Elias and St George. 
As Melchizedek was Abraham's master in the Old Testament, so Khidr is the name given by 
Sufis to the master And the fact that, in so many ancient traditions, demonic forces are 
pictured as coming out of the North indicates both the rigor of Transcendente, and the fact 
that the way back to Hyperborea, in this cycle, is closed; the gates of Eden are blocked 
by the Cherubim and the flaming sword which turns every way (Gen. 3:24). The seat of 
the Tribe of Dan, for example, from whom the Antichrist is supposed to emerge, is in the 
extreme north of Israel. In other words, we can't ignore time; we must conform our 
spirituality to the needs of the particular point in the cycle where we find ourselves, or risk 
invoking demonic energies. And this means, among other things, that shamanism is not 
what it used to be. To practice it this late in the cycle, especially if one is not bom into one 
of the primal religions, is to encounter spiritual dangers which did not exist when the cycle 
was young. Undoubtedly some of the primal traditions are stil host to powerful, balanced 
shamans dedicated to spiritual enlightenment and human service—and God knows best.

According to Guénon, Melchizedek represents the Primordial Tradition for the Abrahamic 
religions; but it is probably simpler and more enlightening to say that the King of the World 
is Adam, in line with the Muslim doctrine that man is not only God's abd or slave, but also 
His khalifa or vice-regent. The metaphysical principle, here, is that since every fall is from a 
relatively more real and more eternal plane of being to a relatively less real and more tem-
poral one, there is always a sense in which the fall in question never took place; a fall into 
illusion is always, in one sense, illusory. (Herman Hesse's novel Journey to the East is'all 
about this.) As the Buddhists say, 'all beings are enlightened from the beginning.' So the 
Adam who never feil, the archetype of Man in the subtle material plane, who is Yima, the 
Hindu Manu, and Melchizedek, is, in a way, still ruling us. If he were not still there on the 
subtle plane we would not still be here on the material plane, since he is part of our 'stem, 
our living and ongoing connection with our Creator via the Unseen World.t The question is, 
can we turn to him as a `Pole' in any real and spititually effective sense? Much water has 
flowed under the bridge since the Golden Age, and it keeps flowing faster and faster. 
Primordial spiritualities can still look to that one who is called by the Mandaeans of Iraq 'the 
Secret Adam', but historical man is not

primordial now, except in essence. The cycle has moved on; we have entered the world of 
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fall and redemption, and so must turn to saviors instead, prophets like Abraham, Moses 
and Muhammad, avatars like Rama, or Krishna, or Jesus. Certainly religions still exist which 
look back to the Primordial Ancestor rather than to the Savior, already come or yet-to-
come, as their spiritual focus; this is true of many African religions and of totemism in 
general, as it was of the ancient Chinese worship of the Yellow Emperor. But virtually all 
these religions show signs of serious degeneration. And the lateness of the hour is further 
reflected, in a way I take to be normative, by the fact that the cult of Brahma the Creator 
has essentially died out in Hinduism; Hindu devotees now look either to Vishnu the 
Preserver or Shiva the Destroyer. Furthermore, history has proceeded so far toward the 
end of the aeon that the expected advent of Kalki, or Maitreya, or al-Mahdi, or the 
eschatological Christ begins to exert its magnetic attraction, and become our new spiritual 
Center. Cyclically speaking, this leaves the primordial Adam far behin d.

And yet eternity is never `behind'. The truth that Adam, in a specific sense, never really 
fell, will always be there in the background of this fallen world. It is in some ways closer in 
Islam than in Christianity, at least Western Christianity, since Muslims do not recognize a 
total fall of man, a corruption of the human substance itself, but only ghaflah, `heedlessness, 
the Platonic amnesia—though the consequences of this heedlessness are as dire as those 
of any original sin. In Islam, a human being can still stand as Adam before God, in his 
original unfallen nature, his fitrah. But as Blake shows through his figure of Albion the 
Ancient Man, the King of the World is, in a very real sense, fallen or deposed. Within the 
Christian universe, he needs Christ to redeem him; this is what is meant by 'the harrowing of 
heli' which follows the crucifixion and precedes the resurrection. (Yima, too, is falen in one 
way, unfallen and eternal in another.) As in Blake's Jerusalem, Jesus must awaken 
Albion/Adam from his death-like sleep upon the Rock of Ages, where he lies submerged, like 
the lost Atlantis, beneath the Sea of Space and Time.

Guénon in The Reign of Quantity says that Antichrist will be a kind of inverted 
Chakravartin, a false World King. So the question 

irievitably arises: What does this false King have to do with the true King of the World 
supposedly still reigning in Shambhala/Belovodia/Avalon? Are they at war in that other 
world? If the King of the World is in one sense unfallen and still reigning, and in another 
sense deposed, and if the Antichrist is destined to appear as a false World King, then 
exactly what is the eschatological role of le Roi du Monde?

In C.S. Lewis' That Hideous Strength a war is fought between the powers of Light and 
Darkness to see if the ancient Pagan magic represented by Merlin—who himself had no 
human father, and who never died (like Elias, Enoch, Khidr, and the Twelfth Imam) but 
was `occulted'—will fall under the power of the forces of Truth, or those of Antichrist. If 
we take Merlin as representing the Primordial Tradition, at least to Lewis (who 
furthermore relates Merlin to the priesthood of Melchizedek), we can support him in 
his intuition that the remnants of certain archaic spiritualities can and will support the 
forces of Light in the eschatological combat: According to the relevant Zoroastrian 
doctrine, during Frashegird the Var of Yima will be opened; its inhabitants will emerve 
and join the cosmic struggle until the final triumph of the good. So primordiality joins 
forces with eschatology, just as one's original nature as created by God joins forces with 
redemption and divine Grace; Yima supports Saoshyant; the first `savior' fights by the 
side of the last. In the same way, Shiïte eschatology envisions a return of the most 
righteous as ' well as the most unrighteous of the dead before the general resurrection, 
giving the righteous an opportunity to triumph at last over their oppressors. The most 
common epithet of the Shiïte Mahdi, al, Qaim, 'he who rises, denotes both the 
resurrection of the dead and to a `rising up' against tyranny. When John the Baptist, 
dressed in animal skins and eating gathered rather than cultivated food, 4 announced 
the advent of Jesus Christ, I believe he was consciously enacting the part of the 
Primordial Adam (possibly in his Essene/ Mandean rendition) as herald and ally of the 
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Savior.

Since the eschatological event is a breakthrough of Eternity into time, it has to include 
all the manifestations of Divine Truth comprised within the cycle which is coming to a 
close; it must be a summing up as well as a death and rebirth. The emphasis of the 
Traditionalist writers on the Primordial Tradition and the Transcendent Unity of 
Religions is therefore a necessary and providential expression of spiritual truth for these 
latter days.

TO FIGHT OR NOT TO FIGHT

The looming One World Government shows many signs of being the predicted regime of 
Antichrist. But as I have already pointed out, it's not quite that simple, since the `tribal' 
forces reacting against globalism are ultimately part of the same system. According to 
one of many possible scenarios, the satanic forces operating at the end of the Aeon 
would be quite capable of establishing a One World Government only to set the stage for 
the emergence of Antichrist as the great leader of a world revolution against this 
government, which, if it triumphed, would be the real One World Government. Or the 
martyrdom of Antichrist at the hands of such a government might be a deliberate or 
even staged self-sacrifice, counterfeiting the death of Christ and leading to a counterfeit 
resurrection. I am not saying that this will happen; I am not prognosticating. I only wish 
to point out that Antichrist, as a counterfeit manifestation of the Divine universality, will 
have the capacity to use all sides in any conflict, including a global one, to build his 
power—except the ultimate Messianic Conflict, called Armageddon in the Apocalypse, 
which is initiated and concluded by God Himself.

The `discernment of spirits' in apocalyptic times can perhaps be reduced to the 
ability to answer, in many different circumstances, a single question: what is the 
real war? If the Antichrist can tempt us to fight prematurely, or on too restricted a 
field—or, conversely, if he can influence us to delay too long before choosing 
sides—then he :has won. Here, however, is the danger of the approach 1 have 
taken, that of multiplying the criteria by which the coming Avatara can be 
distinguished from Antichrist. The danger is that we may become stuck in a kind of 
paranoid infinite regression, as in the world of espionage where every double agent 
is really a triple agent and things are never what they seem. Because, in another 
sense, things k are always what they seem—to the pure in heart. If you know 
yourdwn ego, you know the Antichrist; if you know the God within you, you know God. 
The criteria by which we can recognize the Antichrist are the same as those by which 
we can recognize sin: If we understand what Divine Wisdom is, we will recognize what 
is contrary to that Wisdom; if we know what Divine Love is, we will be sensitive to what 
violates that Love. The signs of the end in the various traditional eschatologies cannot 
be applied directly to history, without first being applied to the state of one's soul. Only 
after 'the discernment of spirits' is established within our own intellect, will, and 
affections can we turn and see the forces operating in these lat-ter days of world 
history in the light of objective truth. If we know how the ego operates, especially when 
it attempts to appropriate our struggle against temptation in order to claim holiness for 
itself, or break its way into the mysteries of God in order to claim wisdom, then we will 
not be fooled by the analogous moves of the Antichrist on the field of history.

Antichrist's ability to fight simultaneously on all sides in a war in order to spread 
delusion, paranoia and self-perpetuating conflict, which is a satanic parody of God's 
bidden presence behind every human mask, is perhaps nowhere better illustrated 
than in contemporary Israel. Every act of oppression and/or legitimate self-defense by 
the Israeli government, every act of terrorism and/or legitimate self-protection by the 
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Palestinian `extremists, every act of self-contradictory `moderation' by the PLO, and 
every act of intervention and/or neglect by Iran, Russia, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, 
the United States, Western Europe, or the U.N., produces—after a certain point—the 
identical effect: the hartlening of lines, the escalation of conflict. This is not to say that 
some lines of action are not better than others, only that the situation bas a life of its 
own, and possesses the power to impose its tax upon all conceivable ways of relating 
to it.

It is quite astounding to realize that, according to one view of the situation, the same 
socio-political `slots' exist in Palestine today as in the time of Jesus, two thousand years 
ago, though they are occupied by profoundly different forces. The Israeli Government 
stands where the Scribes and Pharisees then stood. The militant Palestinians occupy 
the niche of the Zealots. The United States and/or the

U.N. can stand-in for the Roman Empire. And the unique position of Jesus, at the crux or 
cross where all contemporary social forces converged, is now occupied by Yasser Arafat, 
crucified as he is on the horns of every contradiction... but clearly Arafat is no Jesus; he in no 
way transcends the conditions he occupies; he is merely the puppet of them.

Jesus of Nazareth was deeply aware of contemporary political forces. On the human 
level, he had to be. This did not mean, of course, that he was some kind of political 
revolutionary; he may in fact have needed a certain political savvy simply to avoid being 
forced to take sides—for or against the party of the Temple in its accommodation with 
Rome, for or against the Zealots—in a world where everyone apparently had to take sides, 
where everything was moving inexorably toward the Jewish Revolt of AD 66 For example, 
when his opponente challenged him to answer, in public, whether or not it was lawful to 
pay the Roman tax, they thought they had him. If he had said 'yes, he would lose his 
following in the Zealot sector, who, because they interpreted the tax an act of emperor-
worship, which had been officially established in some Roman provinces, considered it a 
blasphemy against Yahweh, especially since the Roman denarius in which the tax was to be 
paid bore an image of the emperor, seen by the Zealots as an idol, a 'graven image. He 
would also have lost his moral authority to criticize the Scribes and Pharisees, who had 
made an accommodation with the Roman colonial government. He would have been drawn 
into the party of the temple authorities, at least in the eyes of the people, which would 
have alienated him from both the Zealots and the Essenes. On the other hand, if he said 
'no, he would have been simply identified with the Zealots, and would have lost touch with 
his wider public. He would also have been liable to premature arrest on a provable charge 
of sedition; consequently his death would have meant no more than the death of, say, 
someone like Barabbas. Like thousands of other, he would have died as a `one-dimensional' 
rebel against Rome, and been forgotten.

His way of passing through the `symplegades' of this socio-political contradiction 
represented a masterpiece of `sublimation, and may give us a clue as to how to avoid 
being drawn into false ornarrowly-defined conflicts, and travel instead the path which 
leads to the true war. First, he asked someone in the crowd to hand him the coin of 
tribute, thus demonstrating, first, that he had no money himself, that he was of the 
'poor' to whom he came to preach the `good news'—in Arabic,fitqara, the plural of fakir 
which is synonymous with `Suft'—and secondly that the 'idolatrous' coin in question was 
in free circulation. Secondly, when he asked `whose image is this?' and was answered 
'Caesar's; he was distancing himself from 'the Zealots by clearly demonstrating that the 
coin could not be an idol for the simple reason that Caesar was not God, which is why 
one could render to Caesar what was Caesar's without committing blasphemy. At the 
same time he was saying, in effect, that to send the image of the little false god back to 
him was in no way to worship him, but could even be seen as an act of condescension on 
the part of the Jews, who knew and worshipped the Living God; their self-respect, their 
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privileged position as the chosen people could in no way be violated by humoring the 
petty narcissism of these little self-appointed Caesars. So without a marvelous degree of 
political and psychological savvy, Jesus would have inevitably been drawn into political 
conflict, and his mission would have failed. (This, of course, is the situation seen from the 
standpoint of Jesus' humanity; from the point-of-view of His Divinity, His mission was 
ordained by God; it could not fail.) And this object-lesson on how to avoid heing drawn- 
too far into premature and narrowly-defined political conflicts which compromise one's 
spiritual perception and one's readiness to heed God's true call also has its esoteric side, 
as a 'parable-in- action' of how to pass beyond the pairs-of-opposites and realize the 
Absolute. The Eastern Orthodox Christians interpret `what is Caesar's' as the coin's 
weight in gold, and 'what is God's' as the shape of a human being stamped upon it, made 
in the image and likeness of God. The matter of our lives will always belong to this world; 
our wealth will pass to others, as our bodies to the earth. But our form belongs to God in 
eternity, unto ages of ages. This is why, in the resurrection, it is capable of being newly 
'incarnated' in a glorious and incorruptible substanceThe lesson is: that it is not the 
matter of our lives we must protect from the Antichrist—as certain survivalists clearly 
believe—but our form. In the latter days, as always, the real struggle is not to retain our 
possessions, or even our lives, but to avoid losing our souls. Ultimately, this is all that is 
required of us.

In a world defined by false conflicts of every kind, what is the truc war? The Muslim 
answer is: 'The Greater Jihad, the war against everything in oneself that is opposed to 
God.' But the Greater and the Lesser Holy Wars—the Lesser Jihad in this case being the 
struggle in the outer world against all that would attack or subvert religion—are not 
unrelated. All we can hope for in the end timesand it is really the greatest hope 
humanity can ever be blessed with—is that we ourselves will remain faithful to the 
Truth. But sometimes, in order not to be driven away from that Truth by fear, or lured 
away by satanic seduction, it must be actively defended in the outer world, either by 
word or by deed. If we are not willing to risk our reputations, our livelihoods or our lives 
when circumstances demand it, how can we be sure that our inner faithfulness to God is 
anything more than lip service, or spiritual pride? On the other hand, if we had truly 
defeated the Beast within, the <commanding self, the world's terror and seduction 
would have no power over us. So the Lesser Jihad, no matter how necessary in certain 
circumstances, is always in one sense a 'projection' of the Greater Jihad on the world 
stage; it is the war against the commanding self fought in allegory, and by proxy.
Perhaps the best answer to the question `to fight or not to fight?' is: Learn to deal only 

with the single enemy, inner or outer, who is directly in your path. If you try to fight 
somebody else's battle, God will not support you. And if you depart from your own truc 

path because you are hungry for conflict, or just impatient to get it all over with, then 
you have already been defeated. This is why it is so '\ important to know your path as it 

really is, so you can tell the difference between God-given talents which must not be 
buried, and self\. imposed agendas which need to be sacrificed.

The least that can be said in concrete terras is that a denunciation of the regime of 
Antichrist, such as that by the `two witnesses' in the Apocalypse, will be appropriate in many 
circumstances—though clearly not in all, since concealment for self-protection, or protection 
of others, will sometimes be called for. But we must always remember that the war against 
Antichrist in the outer world—and even more so the inner world—is also fertile ground for 
the growth of spiritual pride. What could be more heady than the belief that one is part of 
an elect remnant called on by God to defy the Beast? We have seen plenty of heartless 
political and religious fanatics possessed by this idea, and we are destined to see many 
more. Luckily, triumph in worldly terms is ultimately not possible to the faithful in the Jatter 
days, though small victories can stil be won. The best we can hope for is that we all— from 
whatever truc and God-given religion we may arise—will some day find ourselves with our 
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backs against the same wall. 0 fortunate wall! Every hope will be realized there, by those 
who, through God's grace, have been left with no other hope but Him.

According to some Sufis,Antichrist is precisely the nafs al-ammara, the commanding self or 
`demanding ego'; the conflict between globalism and tribalism is a reflection of the apparent 
conflict, in the nafs, between complacent pride and violent rebelliousness. The following 
passage is from Marmuzat-e asadi of Najmo'd'Din Razi; citations are from the Koran:

Now, in exposition of the truth about Jesus and the Antichrist and the respective 
contrast and similarity between them, it may be said that the similarity is superficial 
and the contrast fundamental. From the point of view of appearance they are both 
called the `Messiah', and both have a donkey, and they are both alive, and they both 
bring the dead to life.

Now, Jesus is called the `Messiah' through traveling the heavens, while the Antichrist is 
called the `Messiah' by traveling the earth from cast to west. Jesus is heavenly and the 
Antichrist is earthly. Jesus has vision and confers vision on others; visionary because in his 
infancy he said, 'Indeed I am the devotee of God' (`Mary', 3o), and conferring vision by 
virtue of healing 'the blind and the leper' (`The Family of Imran', 49; 'The Table Spread, 
no), while the Antichrist is blind and a blinder of others, for he presents the Truth as 
falsehood and falsehood as the Truth. Now, Jesus brings the dead to life as a miracle to 
provide grounds for faith, while the Antichrist quickens the dead as a demonstration of 
powers to

lure one into denying faith. And the emergence of Antichrist out of the earth serves to bring 
about a reign of oppression and corruption on earth, while the descent of Jesus from heaven 
is to bring about a reign of equity and justice.

Be aware that all in the realm of form is a reflection of that which is in the realm of spirit, 
and all that is in the realms of form and spirit is represented in man.Hence the `Jesus-ness' in 
you is your spirit, as of Jesus it is said: 'We breathed of Our Spirit into it [Mary's womb] (`The 
Banning', 12), while of you it is said: 'I breathed My Spirit into him [Adam] (`Al-Hije, 29). 
Jesus brings the dead to life, as the spirit brings life to the lifeless frame. Jesus had a mother, 
whereas the Divine Breath served in place of a father for him; likewise the spirit (of each 
person) is mothered by the elements and fathered by the Breath.Jesus is sublime and the 
spirit is sublime; Jesus is the Word and the spirit is the Word, as indicated by the expression 
that the 'spirit is by command of my Lord' (`The Night Ascension, 85). Jesus rode a donkey, as 
the spirit rides the body.

And the Antichrist is represented in you by your 'clemanding ego. The Antichrist is one-eyed, 
just like your ego, seeing only the world and being blind to the hereafter. Whatever the 
Antichrist presents as heaven is actually heil, and what he presents as heil is really heaven; 
by the same token, the ego presents carnal passions and pleasures as paradisical, though 
they are actually infernal, and it presents one's spiritual devotion and worship as hellish, 
though they are really heavenly in nature.

The Antichrist mounts a donkey, and your ego possesses bestial qualities. The mystery of 
it all is that, though Jesus was in the world, as was the Antichrist, Jesus was carried up to 
heaven for a while, while the Antichrist was locked up in the bowels of the earth. Then, 
Antichrist will first be brought out to rampage over the earth and create havoc and wreak 
corruption, claiming divinity. Next, Jesus will be brought down and given dominion, 
claiming to be the devotee of God. He will succeed in slaying the Antichrist, then set 
about establishing a reign of prosperity, justice and equity. After a time, he will pass from 
this world, and the Day of Judgement will be at hand.

In the same way, spirit and ego are brought together in the world of humanity. 
However, the spirit is taken up into the heaven of the heart, while the Antichrist of the 
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ego is confined in the earth of the human state. It takes several years for humanity to 
develop its full potential and for the constituents of the body to properly mature. First, 
the Antichrist of the ego emerges from the confines of infancy, mounted on the ass of 
animal qualities, launching forth on its program of wreaking havoc in the world, 
claiming divinity in the manner of 'Have you seen the one who makel desire his god... 
?' (`Kneeling, 23), and exhorting one toward the hell of greed and lust as the heavenly 
goal, while decrying the heaven of devotion and worship as hell. He slays the believers 
of praiseworthy, angelic qualities with the unbelievers' hands of satanic and 
condemnable qualities, raising the dead powers in human nature, until, all of a sudden, 
the grace unimaginable bears from on high the Jesus of spirituality, mounted on the 
regal wings of the Gabriel of the Law, taking flight from the lofty heaven of the heart to 
descend into the world of humanity.

Reason, left behind, gazes as his departing stirrup, While Love surges ahead, 
mounted by his side.

Jesus slays the Antichrist of the ego, by severing his head of material nature, and 
establishes the dominion of the justice and equity of spirituality in the world of humanity, 
destroying the swine of greed, shattering the cross of fleshly nature, and slashing the 
bonds of passion.2

When the Antichrist rises, Christ is near. When the ego comes into plain view, the spiritual 
Intellect, since it sees the whole system of it, is no longer veiled by it; the Eye of the Heart is 
open. When what we thought was a solid object is seen to be a shadow, then, like all shad-
ows, it bears witness to the Light.

2. Jesus in the Eyes of the Sufis, Dr Javad Nurbakhsh, pp 61-64.

Evil, like everything else, is here to teach us. In the beginning it teaches us its own 
massive reality as a wall which separates us from God, a power to be combatted without 
quarter. In the end, it teaches us its own emptiness, its fundamental unreality. But until we 
know its reality, we can never know its emptiness. Until we know that the struggle against 
evil is entirely up to us, and that the battle will never end, we will never know that, in reality, 
the struggle against it is God's business alone, and the battle is ended already. It was never 
necessary. It never began. When, as is predicted in the Hindu scriptures for the end of the 
cycle, 'a hundred suns arise at once in the sky, no nothingness can be located; no shadow 
appears. When God Himself takes the field of battle, He encounters no reststance: because 
only God is.

We must begin the war against the passional soul, whether seen on the world stage or 
recognized within, in a state of holy seriousness, fully cognizant of the formidable nature of 
the evil to be combatted, which initially seems to cover all things. But how can we know evil 
as evil, if evil is all there is? What are we comparing it to in order to make that judgement? 
What and where is the Light by which we can say `this is light, and this is darkness?' To ask 
this question is the first stage of the journey from self-involved illusion to Divine Reality. This 
journey can be mapped in 7 stages:

(1) We accept conditions with our ego, by identification. Evil is not real, or is at most 
identified with my experience of suffering, which is a meaningless misfortune to be 
avoided, even if I must become unreal to do so—as if unreality were a kind of security 
rather than a name for heil.

(2) Evil is real and external, though basically material. It is not simply my suffering, 
but the suffering of others too. We must combat it.
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Evil is real, internal, and psychological. It is an expression of the `berd instinct, the mass 
subjectivity which controls our feelings, thoughts, and actions by means of the 
`collective unconscious. It is combatted through a psychological understanding of our 
beliefs and motivations, leading to a de-identi fication with the unconscious mores 
collective of society, Jung's process of 'individuation.

(4) Evil is real, external, and spiritual. We must witness against it in order not to be 
seduced by it, but we can't overcome it; only God's representative on the field of history, 
only the Messiah, can defeat the Antichrist.

(5) Evil is real, spiritual, and transpersonal. It is a product of conscious spiritual entities in 
rebellion against God. It is combatted through the spiritual power of prayer and exorcism.

(6) Evil is real, internal, spiritual, and a concern of myself alone; it is the activity of the 
commanding self. It is overcome through the act of forgetting self and remembering God.

(7) Since all the evil of the world is merely my own, it is ultimately unreal. Only God is 
real; there is no god but God, no reality but the Reality. The Buddha secs only Buddhas. 
What on lower levels we must still call evil is revealed as necessary to God's 
manifestation, an expression of His Majesty and His Justice.

But the fact that all events are ultimately acts of God, Who is the Sovereign Good, does not 
absolve us of personal moral responsibility; we have no right to say `God made me do it."There 
needs be evil; said Jesus, `but woe to those through whom evil comes.' Nor should taking 
personal moral responsibility be used as a pretext to deny the reality of demonic influence, any 
more than we should use our recognition of such influence to conceal the ways in which we 
are affected by the emotions and belief-systems of collective society. Our concentration on 
these emotions and belief-systems should not blind us to the apocalyptic events in the world 
around us, nor should the recognition of apocalyptic signs prevent us from doing what little we 
can in concrete terms when the opportunity for service arises.

Each higher level of our understanding of evil does not negate those below it, but 
embraces them. The higher level is the true `informing context' of the lower, which 
reveals both its necessary limitations, and its precise role in the scheme of things. 
Therefore the ultimate context, even for concrete service and political action, is the 
understanding that all events are acts of God; the cliturgicar way of action in light of this 
knowledge is simply to play one's role as God has assigned it, assuming He has also given 
us the light required to recognize it.

THE ESOTERIC APOCALYPSE

When consciousness is centered on the plane of the psyche, experiences arising on the 
material plane are interpreted according to whether they support or threaten our sense 
of identity, which is psychic. When consciousness begins to be withdrawn from the 
psychic plane to the plane of Spirit— which, as pure Witness and pure Knowledge, 
necessarily transcends experience—then all experiences, including sense experiences, are 
understood as emanating from the psychic level, and known, simultaneously, both as 
possible temptations and as actual manifestations of God. Insofar as these

experiences have the potential of seducing consciousness into a re-identification with 
the psychic level, thus reinforcing the sense of a limited, subjective experiencer, they are 
temptations. Insofar as these temptations are resisted, the events in question can no 
longer be called experiences, but are revealed as aspects, or instances, of the Self-
manifestation of the Absolute.

On the psychic level, the world we experience is necessarily interpreted in terms of good 
and evil. And since consciousness fixed on the psychic level cannot witness that level, the 
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contents of the psyche must appear in `projected' form as the events of our lives. (For all 
his metaphysical errors, Carl Jung knew this, teaching that `whatever is repressed is 
necessarily projected:) But when consciousness begins its pilgrimage from the level of 
psyche to the level of Spirit, the psyche emerges from that unconsciousness; it is unveiled 
before the face of the Spiritual Witness. And when, by virtue of that Witness, all events, 
including material events, are known as emanating from the psychic plane—just as the 
psychic plane as a whole is known as a dramatization of those truths which reside eternally 
on the Spiritual plane—then the psychic projections upon the material plane are 
withdrawn. The world ceases to be an object experienced by an individual subject, and is 
transformed into a visionary apparition contemplated by the Divine Witness— or, in 
Buddhist terms, by no one.

As consciousness continues to move from psyche to Spirit, events begin to be seen not as 
good or evil influences, but as forces which either in fact do, or in fact do not, pull our 
consciousness to identify them, causing it to abandon the Spiritual level and return to the 
psychic. This is what Sufis mean when they say that 'the sin of the _ believer is 
concupiscence; the sin of the gnostic is heedlessness. ( Events apparently good can tempt to 
heedlessness, just as events apparently evil can support mindfulness and spiritual vigilante.

terms of intellectual warfare, of the struggle to overcome error and embrace Truth, 
the shift from psyche to Spirit causes the errors we recognize, in ourselves or others, to 
manifest themselves directly. As we begin to witness them instead of simply criticizing 
them or struggling against them, they appear before us; they are concretely embodied and 
fully enacted. In other words, they become lessons — if, that is, we resist the temptation 
to identify with them —and an error that is really a lesson is no longer a form of falsehood, 
but a form of Truth. When error is fully embodied as Truth through our own actions, the 
result is deep and spontaneous remorse. When error is fully embodied as Truth through 
the actions of others, the result is deep and spontaneous gratitude.

The motion of consciousness from psyche to Spirit, during which latent errors arise, 
fully-formed and fully-enacted, until they are revealed as forms of Truth, is the esoterie 
significance of apocalypse, which means `revelation: Physical death is a symbol of the 
death of the ego—of the belief that the human psyche is autonomous and self-created. 
The end of the world is a symbol of the <recollection' produced by the death of the ego—
the gathering together of the scattered fragments of the psyche through withdrawal of 
the projections of that psyche into the abstract wilderness of matter, energy, space and 
time.

Experience is inseparable from the sense that someone exists who is capable of having 
experiences. At the ultimate end of the cycle of manifestation, which is the world—at the 
ultimate end of the cycle of experience, which is the ego —this `someone' is confronted by
Kali, the Black One. She is Maya, she is Mahashakti—at once both the unknowable Divine 
Essence, and every veil that simultaneously hides and reveals this Essence, with absolutely 
no distinction between them. To the degree that we try to hold on to our life in the face of 
Kali, she takes that life. To the degree that we let go of our life in the face of Kali, she is 
that life.

Experience is Maya, it is Shakti. If we identify with it, it becomes part of Avidya-maya, of 
the stream of God's cosmic manifestation, the ultimate end of which is 'the death of God: 
If we break identification with it, it becomes part of Vidya-maya, of the stream of God's 
redeeming and re-integrating mercy, the ultimate end of which is final Liberation from the 
bonds of contingent existence.

THE APOCALYPTIC
FUNCTION OF ANTICHRIST

Antichrist is the great scapegoat, who extraets from the soul all that is subhuman, 
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abortive and exhausted, leaving the human substance purely receptive to the light of God. 
He is not the compassionate scapegoat as Christ is, who bears our impurities willingly, 
thereby demonstrating that even our deepest flight from God actually takes place in God, if 
we only knew it. As foreshadowed in the figure of Judas, he is nothing but the vehicle 
which transports all that has failed to attain integral form into the lires of annihilation, 
because it has refused to submit to God's will, refused to be fully created by Him, and has 
therefore never known Him. And here is perhaps the deepest counterfeit the Antichrist is 
capable of: to portray the sullen, meaningless, barren suffering of the ego unwilling to let 
go of itself as the self-sacrificial suffering of that divine Love which `bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things: In the face of Antichrist, his 
fascination and his horror, his despair and his blindness, and his unutterable boredom, all 
one need do is choose the Real and reject what never could be real: simply, at whatever 
tost, like Christ when he overcame Satan in the desert, like the Buddha when he withstood 
Mara the Tempter, under the tree of Enlightenment, on the adamantine spot. The Tibetan 
Buddhists say: 'ron all blames into one: In the process, the crimes of a cruel and 
mysterious fate become the fruits of karma, the consequences of the deliberate actions 
of sentient beings. The karma of all sentient beings becomes my own karma, the 
structure of my ego. And finally the crimes and sufferings of my ego become the 
inevitable shape of THE ego, void of all substance in the face of the Absolute. All are 
forgiven because no one is to blame but him—and 'he' is no one.

The esoteric meaning of the Antichrist is: that there is only one ego. My ego is THE ego; 
the God Who dwells in my Heart is THE God. When my ego is annihilated, all ego is 
annihilated, because there is no other ego. When the God in my Heart is unveiled, He is 
unveiled for everyone, for all beings, because there is only one Heart. When a saint cries 
out, 'I am the worst of sinners!' the inner meaning is: I am the ONLY sinner. I am Adam 
eating the forbidden fruit; by the same token, I am Christ suffering the consequences of 
this act, triumphing over them, and rising up out of the ruins of them. I am the Buddha 
gaining enlightenment for himself, and thereby for all sentient beings, because in the 
eyes of the enlightened Buddha there are no such things as `numberless sentient beings 
to be enlightened' nor 'the Buddha who vows to enlighten them.' Enlightenment is One. 
God is One. There is no god but God.

When I first saw the Antichrist, my response was: 'This means that I no longer have a single 
enemy on this earth. May all beings be well; may all beings be happy: When Antichrist lived 
with me in my own house, he perverted my view of God's universe, he whispered 
accusations against this person or that person, this group or that group; he claimed they 
were followers of the Antichrist. But when he left my house to go out into the world and 
spread devastation, when I saw him rising like a shadow over all the earth, not a shred of 
hatred was left in my heart. He had nothing more to teach me, except his own emptiness, 
his shadow-nature. By revealing himself as pure shadow he bore witness to the Light, the 
great penetrating, searching, unveiling, unmanifesting, and healing light of God now 
breaking over the world. The breaking of that Light is eternal. It is at the core of every 
moment. The end of the world lies hidden in every moment. The termination of the cycle, 
the dissolution of all things, the passing away of heaven and earth, the dawning of the new 
heaven and the new earth, is always there, in time present pregnant with time future, 
where the whole creation groans to be delivereduntil now. 'When a man rejects error and 
embraces truth,' said William Blake, 'a final Judgement passes upon that man:
The proper use, the specific spiritual practice of apocalyptic times is: To let everything be 
taken away from us, except the Truth. When Blake cried, `Whatever can be destroyed must 
be destroyed!' this is what he meant. Whoever can—with the aid of Heaven—not reverse, 
but simply resist the tremendous centrifugal, scattering, attenuating and sinking forces 
active at the end of the Aeon, will find that all the dross in his soul, all the sin, all the 
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spiritual heaviness and intellectual darkness of the Jatter days, has been stolen from him by 
the Antichrist. He is welcome to it. By a radical catharsis analogous to the one attempted by 
the Greek playwrights, enacted not on the Athenian but the world stage, and that of the 
human soul, Almighty God, through the agency of Antichrist—if, that is, we recognize that 
Deceiver and inwardly resist him—will literally scare the heil out of us. He will burn out 
sorrow with sorrow and fear with fear, since only in the presence of God's Mercy can we 
face the full depth of the sorrow and fear all of us feel at the end of the cycle, and witness 
their essential emptiness. If we can resist despair in all its forms, including violent panic, 
cold-heartedness, and false luciferian hope, then, after all the karmic residues of the entire 
cycle have been torn away from us, there we will stand, naked, in utter simplicity, before 
the face of God. This is the meaning of 'for the sake of the elect those days shall be 
shortened; and 'the meek shall inherit the earth: Whatever in us `crystallizes, to use one of 
Schuon's favorite terms, in the presence of Absolute Truth, will be `gathered into the barns' 
where the fertile potentials, the `seed torn' for the next Aeon, are stored. 'He that shall 
endure to the end, the same shall be saved': he shall be saved up. Whatever withstands the 
end of time stands at the beginring of time. Whatever is beyond time withstands its end. If 
'time is the moving image of eternity, then that in us which remains untouched by time is 
part of That of which the image is made. The 'New Age' believes that certain `highly 
evolved' human beings can survive on earth to become the spiritual and even temporal 
leaders of the next Golden Age; but this is merely the literalistic counterfeit of the true 
doctrine. The truth is simply that whatever in us resists the temptation to flee from God by 
taking refuge in chaotic dissolution—to hide from the destruction of matter, or the fear of 
this destruction, in matter itself, which is one meaning of `they shall pray for the mountains 
to fall and cover them'— but dies instead a vigilant and obedient death before the face of 
the One Reality, will enter the feast of the Pirs, the Shaikhs, the Tzaddiks, the deified 
Ancestors who are the fathers and prototypes of all cycles of manifestation, they who are 
called in the book of Apocalypse 'the twenty-four Elders before the Throne of the Lamb.' As 
it was in the end. As it is in the beginning.

THE PRACTICE
OF APOCALYPSE

In my humble opinion, the tentral spiritual `gesture' for apocalyptic times is the following:
When you find yourself in a state of fear or grief over the evil of the world, the 

degeneration of humanity and the ruin of the earth, know that this evil, ruin and 
degeneration are nothing but the mass resistance of the world to the impending advent 
of the Mahdi, the Tenth Avatar, the Messiah—and that the fear or grief you are presently 
experiencing are your way of participating in that resistance. Knowing this, simply stop 
resisting Him, and let the Messiah come. Stop trying to maintain the world in existence by 
the power of your ego; let it go. Let it end. Let your ego end. You've been fighting off the 
Messiah: cease hostilities now, `resist not evil' (which is how our ego experiences Him), 
lay down your weapons, and let Him reak through 'the clouds of heaven, the clouds of 
individual and collective egotism which have separated earth from its divine Source ever 
since the fall of man.

ed my spiritual advisor to comment on the above paragraph,
since advising an unknown public on questions of spiritual practice is not something I have 
either the right or the capacity to do on my own slim authority. His response was, 
`Remember, though: the world is perfect.'

In other words: the Messiah is already here. He has always been here. In each spiritual 
moment, the world comes fresh from the hand of the Creator. As God is perfect, so His 
expression is perfectif, that is, we can witness it, with all its wonders and horrors, as His 
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immediate manifestation. This is the real Revelation: `Behold, I make all things new' (Rev. 
21:5). May God, through the grace of my Master, grant me the capacity, and the humility, 
to know this not only with the mind, but with the whole Heart.

I will end this book, as is appropriate, with the words of Frithjof Schuon:

Even believers themselves are for the most part too indifferent to feel concretely that 
God is not only 'above' us, in Ileaven, but also `ahead' of us, at the end of the world, or 
even simply at the end of our own lives; that we are drawn through life by an 
inexorable force and that at the end of the course God awaits us; that the world will be 
submerged and swallowed up one day by an unimaginable irruption of the purely 
miraculous— unimaginable because surpassing all human experience and standards of 
measurement. Man cannot possibly draw on his past to bear witness to anything of the 
kind, any more than a may-fly can expatiate on the alternation of the seasons; the 
rising of the sun can in no way enter into the habitual sensations of a creature bom at 
midnight whose life will last but a day; the sudden appearance of the orb of the sun, 
unforeseeable by reference to any analogous phenomenon that had occurred during 
the long hours of darkness, would seem like an unheard of apocalyptic prodigy. And it is 
thus that God will come. There will be nothing but this one advent, this one presence, 
and by it the world of experiences will be shattered. 
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A SUFI MESSAGE OF SPIRITUAL LIBERTY

London 1914

GOD

Beloved ones of God, you may belong to any race, cast, creed, or nation, still you are all 
impartially beloved by God. You may be a believer or an unbeliever in the supreme Being, 
but He cares not. His mercy and grace flow through all His powers, without distinction of 
friend or foe.

'Every leaf of tree, Allah's praise displays,
Only the pious mind can hear their sacred lays.'

The sun, moon, and stars give light; the timely change of seasons promotes health and 
cheerfulness; the rain grows corn, fruits, and flowers; and the alternation of day and night 
provides the opportunity for work and rest.

'Earth, water, fire and air,
All work harmoniously.
For thee they always food prepare,
Thou shouldst not eat unthankfully.
For how each day the sun shines and serves, 
All praise from thee Allah deserves.'

If you study your own body, you will find its mechanism to be the original model of the 
artificial mechanism of the world. Art and science fail if compared with that of His nature. 
The ear, eyes, and all other organs, how perfectly they are adapted in shape and mechanism to 
the purpose which they must serve! How liberally the needs of life, water, air, and food, are 
supplied; even milk is prepared in the mother's breast for the unborn infant. Should we not 
appreciate the liberality of the Creator, and thank him each moment with all humility and 
gratitude? 'Praise be to Allah, the worship of whom is the means of drawing closer to Him, 
and the giving of thanks to whom involves an increase of benefits. Every breath which is 
inhaled prolongs life, and when exhaled it quickens the frame. In every breath, therefore, two 
blessings are contained, and for every blessing a separate thanksgiving is due' (Sa'di).

He has fashioned and molded you after His own image, and made you Ashrá f al-Makhluá t, 
the highest of all beings and the pride of the universe, having given you command over all 
other beings of both worlds. As is said in the Qur'an, 'Do you not see that Allah has subjected 
all things on earth to you?' And at the same time He has given you, by His grace, the 
attributes of humanity: kindness, gratitude, faithfulness, justice, modesty, piety, sympathy, 
reverence, bravery, patience, love, knowledge, and wisdom. This is an open proof of your 
being the real object of creation and the most beloved of God.

NATURE

The argument has been raised that all manifestation is due to the interaction of natural 
elements, working by their own force; every cause has its effect, and the effect again becomes 
a cause for the reaction; thus nature works unaided. The answer is, that every cause must have 
some preceding cause, or first cause, to produce it; and logically one cause may produce many 
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effects, which effects again become second causes, producing new reactions, 'While 
intellectual minds are seeking second causes, the wise man only perceives the first cause. Air, 
earth, water, being second causes, the precedent cause, which makes them act and pause, is 
hidden.'

THE PERSONAL BEING

Granting that we see nature, and also admitting its original cause, upon what grounds do we 
consider the cause to be a personal God, meriting worship? The answer is that nature itself 
consists of different personalities, and each of them has its peculiar attributes. The sum total 
of all these personalities is One, the only real personality. In relation to that One all other 
personalities are merely an illusion. Just as, in a limited form, a nation or a community is the 
sum of many personalities. Just as nature manifested in numerous names and forms is still 
called nature, singular not plural, just as the individual combines within himself the different 
parts of his body, arms, limbs, eyes, ears, and is possessed of different qualities yet is one 
person, so the sum total of all personalities is called God.

He is the possessor of all the visible and invisible attributes of the Absolute, and has different 
names in different languages for the understanding of man. It may be said that the personality 
of a man is quite comprehensible, since his actions exhibit him as a single individual, whereas 
God's personality has no clear identification of its own. The answer is, that variety covers 
unity. 'Hidden things are manifested by their opposites, but as God has no opposite He 
remains hidden. God's light has no opposite in the range of creation whereby it may be 
manifested to view' (Jelal-ud-Din Rumi).

The wise man by studying nature enters into the unity through its variety, and realizes the 
personality of God by sacrificing his own. 'He who knows himself knows Allah' (Sayings of 
Mohammed). 'The Kingdom of God is within you' (Bible). 'Self-knowledge is the real wisdom' 
(Vedanta).

God's relation to nature may be understood by analysing the idea expressed in the words, 'I 
myself'. This affirmation means the one individual; at the same time it identifies the dual 
aspect of the One. In this phrase 'I' is the possessor, and 'myself' is the possessed. So also God, 
the unmanifested, is the possessor; and nature, the manifestation, is the possessed, which has 
its source hidden within itself.

The possessed could not have been created from anything other than the possessor's own self, 
as there existed none but the possessor. Although the possessor and the possessed are 
considered to be two separate identities, in reality they are one. The possessor realizes the 
possessed through the medium of his own consciousness, which forms three aspects, the 
Trinity, of the one Being. The German philosopher Hegel says, 'If you say God is one, it is 
true; if you say He is two, that is also true; and if you say He is three, that is true too, because 
it is the nature of the world.'

God is regarded from three points of view: personality, morality, and reality. According to the 
first view, God is the most high; man is dependent upon Him and is His most obedient 
servant. According to the second view, God is the all-merciful and all-good Master of the Day 
of Judgement, while all evil is from Satan. The third is the philosophic view that God is the 
beginning and end of all, having Himself no beginning nor end. As a Sufi mystic has said, 
'The universe is the manifestation of Allah, where from His own unity He created, by 
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involution, variety — the state of various names and forms — , thereby distinguished as 
Allah, worthy of all praise and worship.'

DUAL ASPECT

According to Sufi tenets the two aspects of the supreme Being are termed Zá t and Sifat, the 
Knower and the Known. The former is Allah and the latter Mohammed. Zát being only one in 
its existence, cannot be called by more than one name, which is Allah; and Sifat, being 
manifold in four different involutions, has numerous names, the sum of them all being termed 
Mohammed. The ascending and descending forms of Zát and Sifat form the circle of the 
Absolute. These two forces are called Nuzul and Uruj, which means involution and evolution. 
Nuzul begins from Zát and ends in Sifat; Uruj starts from Sifat and ends in Zát, Zát being the 
negative and Sifat the positive force.

Zát projects Sifat from its own self and absorbs it within itself. It is a rule of philosophy that 
the negative cannot lose its negativeness by projecting the positive from itself, though the 
positive covers the negative within itself, as the flame covers the fire. The positive has no 
independent existence, yet it is real because projected from the real, and it may not be 
regarded as an illusion. Human ignorance persists in considering Zát to be separate from Sifat, 
and Sifat independent of Zát.

WORSHIP

We may ask: why we should worship God, and whether the theoretical knowledge of His law 
in nature is not sufficient For the highest realization. The answer is: no. Theoretical 
knowledge of a subject can never take the place of experience, which is necessary for 
realization. Written music cannot entertain us unless it is played, nor the description of 
perfume delight our senses unless we smell it, no recipes of the most delicious dishes satisfy 
our hunger. Nor can the theory of God give complete joy and peace; we must actually realize 
God or attain that state of realization which gives eternal happiness through the admiration 
and worship of nature's beauty and its source. 'The Beloved is all in all, the lover only veils 
him; the Beloved is all that lives, the lover a dead thing' (Jelal-ud-Din Rumi).

TRUTH

Different methods called religions and philosophies have been adopted by different nations at 
various periods. Though the form and teachings of the several religions appear so unlike, their 
source is one and the same. But from the very beginning the differences have created 
prejudice, envy, and antagonism between man. Such dissensions occupy a large portion of the 
histories of the world and have become the most important subject in life.

'So many castes and so many creeds,

So many faiths, and so many beliefs,

All have arisen from ignorance of man,

Wise is he who only truth conceives.'

A wise man realizes that the fundamental basis of all religions and beliefs is one: Haq, or 
truth. The truth has always been covered by two garments: a turban on the head, and a robe 
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upon the body. The turban is made of mystery known as mysticism, and the robe is made of 
morality, which is called religion. Truth has been covered thus by most of the prophets and 
saints, in order to hide it from ignorant eyes, as yet too undeveloped to bear it in its naked 
form. Those who see the truth uncovered, abandon reason and logic, good and bad, high and 
low, new and old; differences and distinctions of names and forms fade away, and the whole 
universe is realized as nothing other than Haq. Truth in its realization is one; in its 
representation it is many, since its revelations are made under varying conditions of time and 
space.

As water in a fountain flows in one stream but falls in many drops, divided by time and space, 
so are the revelations of the one stream of truth. Not everyone can comprehend the idea of 
different truths being derived from the one truth. Common sense has been so narrowly trained 
in this world of variety, that it naturally fails to realize the breadth and subtlety of a spiritual 
fact so far beyond the reach of its limited reasoning.

THE SUFIS

The word Sufi is derived from Safa meaning pure, purified of ignorance, superstition, 
dogmatism, egotism, and fanaticism, as well as free from limitations of caste, creed, race, and 
nation. The Sufis believe in God as the Absolute, the only Being; and that all creation is the 
manifestation of His nature.

There have been Sufis at all periods of human history. Though they have lived in different 
parts of the world, speaking different languages and born into different faiths and beliefs, they 
have recognized and sympathized with each other, through the oneness of their understanding. 
Yet with their deep knowledge of the world and of spiritual mysteries, they have concealed 
their beliefs from the multitude, and have pursued in secret their way of attainment to the 
highest bliss.

SELF-KNOWLEDGE

Nature has been involved through spirit into matter, and evolves through different stages. Man 
is the result of the involution of spirit and the evolution of matter; the final effect of this cause 
is 'self-realization', which means that the Knower arrives at that stage of perfection where He 
can know Himself...

'Thou art a mortal being,

And thou art the Eternal One;

Know thyself, through light of wisdom,

Except Thee there exists none.'

The human being is inherently capable of self-knowledge; but to know oneself means not 
only to know that one is John, Jacob, or Henry, or short, tail, or of normal height, or to know 
that one is good, bad, and so forth, but also to know the mystery of one's existence, 
theoretically as well as practically: to know what one is within oneself, from whence and for 
what purpose one was born on earth; whether one will live here for ever, or if one's stay is 
short; of what one is composed, and which attributes one possesses; whether one belongs to 



5

angels, contemplating the beauties of God's nature, or if one belongs to the animals, who 
know nothing other than to eat, drink, and be merry; or whether one belongs to the devils. It 
requires perfection in humanity to attain self-knowledge. To know that I am God, or we are 
gods, or to know that everything is a part of God, is not sufficient. Perfect realization can only 
be gained by passing through all the stages between man, the manifestation, and God, the only 
Being; knowing and realizing ourselves from the lowest to the highest point of existence, and 
so accomplishing the heavenly journey.

LOVE

The greatest principle of Sufism is, 'Ishq Allah, Ma'bud Allah' (God is love, lover, and 
beloved).

When Ahad, the only Being, became conscious of his Wahdat, only existence, through His 
own consciousness, then' His predisposition of love made Him project Himself to establish 
His dual aspect, that He might be able to love someone. This made God the lover, and 
manifestation the beloved; the next inversion makes manifestation the lover, and God the 
beloved. This force of love has been working through several evolutions and involutions, 
which end in man who is the ultimate aim of God. The dual aspect of God is significant in Zát 
and Sifat, in spirit and matter, and in the mineral, vegetable, animal, and human kingdoms, 
wherein the two sexes, male and female, are clearly represented. The dual aspect of God is 
symbolized by each form of this wonderful world. This whole universe, internally and 
externally, is governed by the source of love, which is sometimes the cause and sometimes the 
effect. The producer and the product are one, and that One is nothing but love.

'A church, a temple or a Ka'ba stone,

Qur'an or Bible or a martyr's bone,

All these and more my heart can tolerate,

Since my religion now is Love alone' (Abul Ala).

Sufis take the course of love and devotion to accomplish their highest aim, because it is love 
which has brought man from the world of unity to the world of variety, and the same force 
can take him back again to the world of unity from that of variety.

'Love is the reduction of the universe to the single being, and the expansion of a single being, 
even to God' (Balzac).

Love is that state of mind in which the consciousness of the lover is merged in that of the 
object of his love; it produces in the lover all the attributes of humanity, such as resignation, 
renunciation, humility, kindness, contentment, patience, virtue, calmness, gentleness, charity, 
faithfulness, bravery, by which the devotee becomes harmonized with the Absolute. As one of 
God's beloved, a path is opened for his heavenly journey: at the end he arrives at oneness with 
God, and his whole individuality is dissolved in the ocean of eternal bliss where even the 
conception of God and man disappears.

'Although love is a sweet madness,



6

Yet all infirmities it heals.

Saints and sages have passed through it, 

Love both to God and man appeals.'

PERFECTION

The ideal perfection, called Baqa by Sufis, is termed 'Najat' in Islam, 'Nirvana' in Buddhism, 
'Salvation' in Christianity, and 'Mukhti' in Hinduism. This is the highest condition attainable, 
and all ancient prophets and sages experienced it, and taught it to the world.

Baqa is the original state of God. At this state every being must arrive some day, consciously 
or unconsciously, before or after death. The beginning and end of all beings is the same, 
difference only existing during the journey.

There are three ways in man's journey towards God. The first is the way of ignorance, through 
which each must travel. It is like a person walking for miles in the sun while carrying a heavy 
load on his shoulder, who, when fatigued, throws away the load and falls asleep under the 
shade of a tree. Such is the condition of the average person, who spends his life blindly under 
the influence of his senses and gathers the load of his evil actions; the agonies of his earthly 
longings creating a hell through which he must pass to reach the destination of his journey. 
With regard to him the Qur'an says, 'He who is blind in life, shall also be blind in the 
hereafter.'

The next way is that of devotion, which is for true lovers. Rumi says, 'Man may be the lover 
of man or the lover of God; after his perfection in either he is taken before the King of love.' 
Devotion is the heavenly wine, which intoxicates the devotee until his heart becomes purified 
from all infirmities and there remains the happy vision of the Beloved, which lasts to the end 
of the journey. 'Death is a bridge, which unites friend to friend' (Sayings of Mohammed).

The third is the way of wisdom, accomplished only by the few. The disciple disregards life's 
momentary comforts, unties himself from all earthly bondages and turns his eyes toward God, 
inspired with divine wisdom. He gains command over his body, his thoughts and feelings, and 
is thereby enabled to create his own heaven within himself, that he may rejoice until merged 
into the eternal goal. 'We have stripped the veil from thine eyes, and thy sight today is keen', 
says the Qur'an. All must journey along one of these three paths, but in the end they arrive at 
one and the same goal. As it is said in the Qur'an, 'It is He who multiplied you on the earth, 
and to Him you shall be gathered.'

PROPHETS

It is hard for intellect alone to believe in the possibility of prophetic inspiration. Intellect is the 
consciousness reflected in the knowledge of names and forms; wisdom is consciousness in its 
pure essence, which is not necessarily dependent upon the knowledge of names and forms.

The gift of wisdom gives vision in. to the real nature of things as the X-ray penetrates material 
bodies. Wisdom has been specially bestowed upon certain persons, and in these rare cases the 
receivers of it are more than merely wise, and may be regarded as the very manifestation of 
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wisdom. They are the prophets, who have foresight, inspiration, intuition, clairvoyance, and 
clairaudience as their inborn attributes.

A Sufi considers all prophets and sages, not as many individuals, but as the one embodiment 
of God's pure consciousness, or the manifestation of divine wisdom, appearing on earth for 
the awakening of man from his sleep of ignorance, in different names and forms. Just as one's 
own sub-consciousness would awaken one at a certain time, if previously warned, in the same 
way the consciousness of God is the agency for awakening His manifestation, projecting itself 
through different names and forms to accomplish His desire of being known. All these causes 
of wisdom are the manifestation of the one cause, Haq.

The prophetic mission was intended to train the world gradually in divine wisdom according 
to its mental evolution, and to impart it to man, according to his understanding, in forms 
suitable to various lands at different periods. This is why numerous different religions are still 
in existence, although the moral principles of all are the same.

Each prophet had a mission to prepare the world for the teaching of the next; each one 
prophesied the coming of the next, and the work was thus continued by all the prophets until 
Mohammed, the Khatim al Mursalin, the last messenger of divine wisdom and the seal of the 
prophets, came on his mission, and in his turn gave the final statement of divine wisdom: 
'None exists but Allah.' This message fulfilled the aim of prophetic mission. This final 
definition is a clear interpretation of all religions and philosophies in the most apparent form. 
There was no necessity left for any more prophets after this divine message, which created the 
spirit of democracy in religion by recognizing God in every being. By this message man 
received the knowledge that he may attain the highest perfection under the guidance of a 
perfect murshid or spiritual teacher.

Sufis have no prejudice regarding any prophets and masters. They look upon all as divine 
wisdom itself, the highest attribute of God, appearing under different names and forms; and 
they love them with all adoration, as the lover loves his beloved in all her different garments, 
and throughout all the stages of her life. Sufis also respectfully recognize and offer devotion 
to their Beloved, the divine wisdom in all her garments, at all times, and under such different 
names and forms as Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed. Mohammed teachings are 
studied and followed by the orthodox as religion, and by the deep thinkers as a philosophy.

SUFISM

Sufis, who had received spiritual training from all previous prophets and leaders, likewise 
received training from Mohammed. The openness of Mohammed's essential teachings paved 
the way for them to come forward into the world without the interference they had previously 
experienced, and a mystic order called the Saheba-e-Safa, Knights of Purity, was inaugurated 
by the Prophet, and afterwards was carried on by Ali and Siddiq. The lives of these knights 
were extraordinary in their wisdom, piety, bravery, spirituality, and great charity of heart. 
This order was carried on by their successors, who were called Pir-o-Murshid, Shaikh, etc., 
one after another, duly connected as links in a chain.

The spiritual bond between them is a miraculous force of divine illumination, and is 
experienced by worthy initiates of the Sufi Order; just as the electric current runs through all 
connected lamps and lights them. By this means the higher development is attained without 
great efforts. Sufism was unostentatiously practiced in Arabia during the period of Sahabis, 
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Taba'in, and Taba'-i-taba'in. Charity, piety, spirituality, and bravery are the real proofs of Sufi 
advancement.

The sensational Sufi movements which took place in Persia in the later periods, have won all 
the credit of Sufism for the Persians, and Sufism came to be regarded as a Persian philosophy. 
Imam al-Ghazali, Juneyd-e Baghdadi, Farid-ud-Din 'Attar had taken the lead in advancing 
Sufism in the world at large. Shams-e-Tabré z, Sa'di, Khagani, Firdausi, Omar Khayyá m, 
Abdul Ala and other great Sufi poets, have very substantially established the reputation of 
Sufism by their inspired poetical works on divine wisdom. Sa'adi's works (Gulistan and 
Bostan) illuminate the intellect; the Divan of Hafiz expands the heart with divine love; Jelal-
ud-Din Rumi's poems, the Masnavi e Ma'navi inspire the soul.

These works were originally composed in Persian, but are now translated into many other 
languages. They have been a most important source of education for humanity, and are 
studied as the most popular treatises on the divine wisdom of the East.

The spiritual part of Sufism was most miraculously realized by Abdul Qadir Jilani, Moin-ud-
Din Chishti, Bahaud-Din Naqshband, Shihab-ud-Din Sohrawardi, and others.

India, being greatly addicted to philosophy, was well suited for Sufism, where, in ancient and 
modern records, a great many Sufis with miraculous careers are to be found. The tombs of 
Moin-ud-Din Chishti, Nizam-ud-Din, Sharif-ud-Din, Bandeh Navaz, Mohammed Gauth, are 
visited with much reverence and devotion by people of various nations and many beliefs, in 
thankful remembrance of their great careers.

Sufism, as a religious philosophy of love, harmony, and beauty, aims at expanding the soul of 
man until the realization of the beauty of all creation enables him to become as perfect an 
expression of divine harmony as possible. It is therefore natural that the Sufi Order should 
stand foremost as a spiritual power in the East, and that it is rapidly becoming recognized in 
the West.

Many Sufi saints have attained what is known as Godconsciousness, which is the most all-
inclusive realization of the meaning of the word 'good' attainable by man. Strictly speaking, 
Sufism is neither a religion nor a philosophy; it is neither theism nor atheism, but stands 
between the two and fills the gap. Among the religious, Sufis are considered to be free-
thinkers; while among intellectual philosophers they are considered religious, because they 
make use of subtler principles in life to elevate the soul than can readily be followed by 
material logic.

Sufis have in many cases realized and shown the greatest perfection in humanity. And among 
the lives of the Sufi saints may be found some of the most divine models of human perfection 
in all capacities, from a king to a laborer. The idea that Sufism sprang from Islam or from any 
other religion, is not necessarily true; yet it may rightly be called the spirit of Islam, as well as 
the pure essence of all religions and philosophies.

A true Sufi remains in the thought of truth continually, sees the truth in all things and never 
becomes prejudiced, but cultivates affection for all beings. A Sufi accomplishes the divine 
journey and reaches the highest grade of Baqa during this life, but people of all beliefs arrive, 
eventually, at the same level of understanding and realization which Sufism represents.
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Sufism contains all branches of mysticism, such as psychology, occultism, spiritualism, 
clairvoyance, clairaudience, intuition, inspiration, etc., but that which a Sufi particularly 
wishes to acquire is not necessarily any of the above-named powers; because the object of all 
these powers is towards greater individuality, and individuality itself is only a hindrance on 
the Sufi's path towards the accomplishment of his highest perfection. Therefore the main 
object of initiation in the Sufi Order is to cultivate the heart through renunciation and 
resignation, that it may be pure enough to sow the seed of divine love and realize the highest 
truth and wisdom, both theoretically and practically, thereby attaining the highest attributes of 
humanity.

Divine perfection is perfection in all powers and mysteries. All mysteries, powers, and 
realizations gradually manifest themselves to the Sufi through his natural development, 
without his specially striving for them.

Self-realization is the highest and most difficult attainment of all; it is impossible to acquire it 
in the manner of sciences and arts, nor is it possible to attain it as health, wealth, honor, and 
power can be obtained by certain means. For the sake of selfrealization, thousands have 
renounced family and all worldly possessions, and kings their kingdoms, and they have retired 
to desert, jungle, or mountain fastness, striving to find in asceticism the secret of this bliss.

SUFI TRAINING

The murshid prefers a mureed whose mind is unembarrassed by other methods of training; 
who is free from worldly considerations, and is possessed of whole-hearted perseverance; 
who is capable of committing himself with perfect faith and devotion to the guidance of his 
murshid.

The practice of harmony and temperance is essential, but the murshid never prescribes for his 
mureeds the ascetic life; rather it is a peculiarity of the Sufi training that the mureed is 
quickened to appreciate and enjoy the world more than others. The murshid at first creates 
divine love in the mureed, which, in the course of time, develops and purifies his heart so 
much that it permits the virtues of humanity to develop freely of themselves. He then receives 
more and more divine wisdom from the appointed channel, and at last arrives at complete 
self-realization.

There is no common course of study for mureeds; each receives the special training best 
adapted to his requirements. In other words, the murshid, as a spiritual physician, prescribes a 
suitable remedy for curing every mureed. There is no limit of time for the advancement to a 
certain degree. To one, realization may come the moment after initiation; to another it may 
not be vouchsafed during his whole life. Among the Sayings of Mohammed one finds: 'It 
depends upon nothing but the mercy of Allah whomever He may kindly choose for it.'

Still, there is hope of success: 'Whoever walks one step towards the grace of Allah, the Divine 
mercy walks forward ten steps to receive him' (id.).

MANIFESTATION

The only Being has manifested Himself through seven different planes of existence, to 
accomplish His desire of being recognized:
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Tanzih

1. Zát — the unmanifested

2. Ahadiat — plane of Eternal Consciousness

1. Wahdat — plane of consciousness 

1. Wahdaniat — plane of abstract ideas

Tashbih

5. Arwah — the spiritual plane

6. Ajsam — the astral plane

7. Insan — the physical plane

There are, again, seven aspects of manifestation:

1. Sitara — planetary

2. Mahtab — lunar

3. Aftab — solar

4. Madeniat — mineral kingdom

5. Nabitat — vegetable kingdom

6. Haywanat — animal kingdom

7. Insan — human kingdom

Insan, being the ideal manifestation, recognizes God by the knowledge of his own self. Man 
reaches this perfection by development through five grades of evolution:

1. Nasut — material plane

2. Malakut — mental plane

3. Jabarut — astral plane

4. Lahut — spiritual plane

5. Hahut — plane of consciousness

Each grade of development prepares a person for a higher one, and perfects him in five 
different grades of humanity:
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1. Adam — the ordinary man

2. Insan — the wise man

3. Wali — the holy man

4. Qutb — the saint

5. Nabi — the prophet

The five natures corresponding to these five grades are:

1. Ammara — who acts under the influence of his senses;

2. Lauwama — one who repents of his follies;

3. Mutmaina — one who considers before taking action;

4. Alima — one who thinks, speaks and acts aright;

5. Salima — one who sacrifices himself for the benefit of others.

The following is a diagram illustrating the planes of Nuzul and Uruj (evolution and 
involution): 

All planes of existence consist of vibrations, from the finest to the grossest kind; the 
vibrations of each plane have come from a higher one, and have become grosser. Whoever 
knows the mystery of vibrations, he indeed knows all things. Vibrations are of five different 
aspects, appearing as the five elements:

1. Nur — ether

2. Baad — air

3. Atesh — fire
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4. Aab — water

5. Khaak — earth

In relation to these elements, mankind has five senses:

Senses Organs

Basarat — sense of sight the eyes

Samat — sense of hearing the ears

Naghat — sense of smell the nose

Lazzat — sense of taste the tongue

Muss — sense of touch the skin

Through these senses and different organs of the mental and physical existence the Ruh, the 
soul, experiences life; and when the Ruh receives the highest experience of all phases of 
existence by the favor of the murshid, then it will have that peace and bliss, the attainment of 
which is the only object of manifestation.

INTEREST AND INDIFFERENCE

Interest results from ignorance and indifference results from wisdom; still it is not wise to 
avoid interest as long as we are in the world of illusion. It is the interest of God which has 
been the cause of all creation and which keeps the whole universe in harmony; nevertheless 
one should not be completely immersed in phenomena, but should realize oneself as being 
independent of interests.

The dual aspect of the only Being, in the form of love and beauty, has glorified the universe 
and produced harmony.

He who arrives at the state of indifference without experiencing interest in life is incomplete, 
and apt to be tempted by interest at any moment; but he who arrives at the state of 
indifference by going through interest, really attains the blessed state. Perfection is reached 
not through interest alone, nor through indifference alone, but through the right experience 
and understanding of both.

SPIRIT AND MATTER

From the scientific standpoint, spirit and matter are quite different from each other, but 
according to the philosophical point of view they are one.

Spirit and matter are different, bust as water is different from snow; yet again they are not 
different, for snow is nothing other than water. When spiritual vibrations become more dense 
they turn into matter, and when material vibrations become finer they develop into spirit.
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For a Sufi at the beginning of his training the spiritual life is desirable, but after mastering it, 
material and spiritual lives become the same to him, and he is master of both.

THE HEART AND SOUL

Man's heart is the throne of God. The heart is not only a physical organ but is also the 
function of feeling, placed in the midst of the body and soul. The heart of flesh is the 
instrument which first receives the feeling of the soul, and transmits its effect through the 
whole body. There are four aspects of the heart:

1. 'Arsh — the exaltation of the will

2. Kursi — the seat of justice and distinction

3. Lawh — the fount of inspiration

4. Kalam — the source of intuition

Breath keeps body, heart, and soul connected. It consists of astral vibrations, and has much 
influence upon the physical and spiritual existence. The first thing a Sufi undertakes in order 
to harmonize the entire existence, is the purification of the heart; since there is no possibility 
of the heart's development without devotion, so the faithful mureed becomes a Sahib-e Dil, as 
the easiest and most ideal way of development.

INTELLECT AND WISDOM

Intellect is the knowledge obtained by experience of names and forms; wisdom is the 
knowledge which manifests only from the inner being; to acquire intellect one must delve into 
studies, but to obtain wisdom, nothing but the flow of divine mercy is needed; it is as natural 
as the instinct of swimming to the fish, or of flying to the bird. Intellect is the sight which 
enables one to see through the external world, but the light of wisdom enables one to see 
through the external into the internal world. 

Wisdom is greater and more difficult to attain than intellect, piety, or spirituality.

DREAMS AND INSPIRATIONS

Dreams and inspirations are open proofs of the higher world. The past, present, and future are 
frequently seen in a dream, and may also be revealed through inspiration. The righteous 
person sees more clearly than the unrighteous. There are five kinds of dreams:

1. Khayali — in which the actions and thoughts of the day are reproduced in sleep.

2. Qalbi — in which the dream is opposite to the real happening.

3. Naqshi — in which the real meaning is disguised by as symbolic representation which only 
the wise can understand.

4. Ruhi — in which the real happening is literally shown.
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5. Elhami — in which divine messages are given in letters or by an angelic voice.

Dreams give, sometimes clearly, sometimes in a veiled form, warnings of coming dangers and 
assurance of success. The ability to be conscious of dreams and their meaning varies with the 
degree of development attained.

Dreams have their effect sooner or later, according to the stars under which they take place. 
The dream seen at midnight is realized within one year, and the dream of the latter part of 
night within six months; the dream of the early morning is realized soon after. At the same 
time the manifestation of dreams is subject to qualification according to the good or bad 
actions of the dreamer.

Inspirations are more easily reflected upon spiritual persons than upon material ones. 
Inspiration is the inner light which reflects itself upon the heart of man; the purer the heart is 
from rust, like a clean mirror, the more clearly inspiration can be reflected in it. To receive 
inspirations clearly the heart should be prepared by proper training. A heart soiled with rust is 
never capable of receiving them. There are five kinds of inspiration:

1. Elham-e-'Ilm — inspiration of an artist and scientist

2. Elham-e-Husn — inspiration of a musician and poet

3. Elham-e-'Ishq — inspiration of a devotee

4. Elbam-e-Ruh — inspiration of a mystic

5. Elham-e-Ghayb — inspiration of a prophet

Inspirations are reflected upon mankind in five ways:

1. Kushad der Khyal — in the wave of thought

2. Kushad der Hal — in emotions and feelings

3. Kushad der Jemal — in the sufferings of the heart

4. Kushad der Jelal — in the flow of wisdom

5. Kushad der Kemal — in the divine voice and vision

Some are born with an inspirational gift, and to some it appears after their development. The 
higher the development in spirituality, the greater the capacity for inspiration, yet the gift of 
inspiration is not constant; as the saying of Mohammed declares, 'Inspirations are enclosed as 
well as disclosed at times; they appear according to the will of Allah, the only Knower of the 
unknown."

LAW OF ACTION

The law of cause and effect is as definite in its results in the realm of speech and thought as in 
the physical world.
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Evil done, when it is considered evil, is a sin; and good done, when it is considered good, is a 
virtue, but one who does good or bad without understanding, has no responsibility for his sins 
nor credit for his virtues; but he is liable to punishment or reward just the same.

Man forms his future by his actions. His every good or bad action spreads its vibrations and 
becomes known throughout the universe. The more spiritual a man is, the stronger and clearer 
are the vibrations of his actions, which spread over the world and weave his future.

The universe is like a dome: it vibrates to that which you say in it, and echoes the same back 
to you. So also is the law of action: we reap what we sow. 

It is impossible to differentiate between good and bad, because the thing seen is colored by 
the personality of the seer; to the bad view, all good is bad, and to the good view, even the bad 
seems good in a certain sense; so the wise keep silence in distinguishing good from bad. The 
most essential rule is not to do to others that which you would not have done to you. That 
action is desirable which results from kindness, and that action is undesirable which is unkind. 
Doubtless also, might is often right, but in the end, right is the only might.

There are different principles for life in different religions, but a Sufi's will is the principle for 
himself. He is the servant, who surrenders himself to principles; and he is the master, who 
prescribes principles for himself. One who has never been commanded in life, never knows 
how to command; in the same way, to be the master, one must first be the servant.

The murshid as a physician of the soul prescribes necessary principles to the mureed, who 
after accomplishing the training, arrives at that blessed state where he overcomes virtues and 
sins, and stands beyond good and bad. To him happiness no longer differs from sorrow, for 
his thought, speech, and action become the thought, speech, and action of God.

MUSIC AMONG SUFIS

Music is called Ghiza-i-ruh, the food of the soul, by Sufis. Music being the most divine art 
elevates the soul to the higher spirit; music itself being unseen soon reaches the unseen; just 
as only the diamond can break the diamond, so musical vibrations are used to make the 
physical and mental vibrations inactive, in order that the Sufi may be elevated to the spiritual 
spheres.

Music consists of vibrations which have involved from the top to the bottom, and if they 
would only be systematically used, they could be evolved from the bottom to the top. Real 
music is known only to the most gifted ones. Music has five aspects:

1. Tarab — music which induces motion of the body (artistic)

2. Raga — music which appeals to the intellect (scientific)

3. Qul — music which creates feelings (emotional)

4. Nida — music heard in vision (inspirational)

5. Saut — music in the abstract (celestial)
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Music has always been the favorite Sufi means of spiritual development. Rumi, the author of 
the Masnavi, introduced music into his Maulvi Order, and enjoyed the memory of his blessed 
murshid's association while listening to it. Since that time music has become the second 
subject of Sufi practices. They declare that it creates harmony in both worlds and brings 
eternal peace.

The great mystic of India, Khwaja Moin-ud-Din Chishti, introduced music into his Chishtia 
Order. Even today musical entertainments for the elevation of the soul, called Suma, are held 
among Sufis.

ECSTASY

Ecstasy is called Wajad by Sufis: it is especially cultivated among the Chishtis. This bliss is 
the sign of spiritual development and also the opening for all inspirations and powers. This is 
the state of eternal peace, which purifies from all sins. Only the most advanced Sufis can 
experience Wajad. Although it is the most blissful and fascinating state, those who give 
themselves entirely to it become unbalanced, for too much of anything is undesirable; as the 
day's labor is a necessary precursor of the night's rest, so it is better to enjoy this spiritual bliss 
only after the due performance of worldly duties.

Sufis generally enjoy Wajad while listening to music called Qawwali, special music 
producing emotions of love, fear, desire, repentance, etc.

There are five aspects of Wajad: Wajad of dervishes, which produces a rhythmic motion of 
the body; Wajad of idealists, expressed by a thrilling sensation of the body, tears and sighs; 
Wajad of devotees, which creates an exalted state in the physical and mental body; Wajad of 
saints, which creates perfect calm and peace; and Wajad of prophets, the realization of the 
highest consciousness called Sadrat al Manteha. One who by the favor of the murshid arrives 
at the state of Wajad is undoubtedly the most blessed soul and deserves all adoration.

CONCENTRATION

The entire universe in all its activity has been created through the concentration of God. Every 
being in the world is occupied consciously or unconsciously in some act of concentration. 
Good and evil are alike the result of concentration. The stronger the concentration, the greater 
the result; lack of concentration is the cause of failure in all things. For this world and the 
other, for material as well as spiritual progress, concentration is most essential.

The power of will is much greater than the power of action, but action is the final necessity 
for the fulfillment of the will. Perfection is reached by the regular practice of concentration, 
passing through three grades of development: Faná -fi-Shaikh, annihilation in the astral plane, 
Faná-fi-Rasul, annihilation in the spiritual plane, and Faná-fi-Allah, annihilation in the 
abstract.

After passing through these three grades, the highest state is attained of Bá qi-bi-Allah, 
annihilation in the eternal consciousness, which is the destination of all who travel by this 
path.

Breath is the first thing to be well studied. This is the very life, and also the chain which 
connects material existence with the spiritual. Its right control is a ladder leading from the 
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lowest to the highest stage of development. Its science is to be mastered by the favor of the 
murshid, the guiding light of God.

MALE AND FEMALE ASPECTS OF GOD

The only Being is manifested throughout all planes of existence in two aspects, male and 
female, representing nature's positive and negative forces. In the plane of consciousness there 
are two aspects: Wahdat, consciousness, and Ahadiat, eternal consciousness, and thus also 
spirit and matter, night and day, signify the dual aspect on lower planes. In the mineral and 
vegetable kingdoms sex is in a state of evolution, but the highest manifestation of male and 
female is man and woman.

Man being the first aspect of manifestation, is the more spiritual and nearer to God; woman 
being the next manifestation, is finer and more capable of divine knowledge. Man's natural 
tendency is towards God, while woman's tendency is towards the world. These contrary 
tendencies result in balance. Therefore man needs woman to direct his life, and woman needs 
man for her guidance and protection, both being incomplete in themselves.

The problem of the emancipation of woman may be studied by a comparison of her position 
in the East and in the West.

The Oriental woman, whose freedom is restricted, is the better wife from the individual point 
of view, but the enforced inactivity of half the population is not beneficial to the nation. The 
Occidental woman who is given entire freedom is less anxious for and less capable of home 
life, but being out in the world her influence promotes the advancement of the nation.

At first sight it would appear that woman is more respected by man in the West, but in reality 
the East gives her the greater reverence.

Man has more freedom than woman throughout the entire world because he has more strength 
and power; and the fineness of woman needs protection, just as the eye, being the finest organ 
of the body, has been protected by nature with eyelids. Both excel in their own characteristics.

A virgin is idolized by man because she is the model of high manifestation; woman's virtue is 
a greater ideal than her physical and intellectual beauty. Nature has placed her under the 
protection of man, but what is most desirable is that man gives her freedom and that she 
appreciates it by making the best use of it.

There are three kinds of virgins. One, commonly considered a virgin, who has never had 
association with a man; another is the virgin in heart, whose love is centered in one beloved 
only; and the third is the virgin in soul, who considers man as God. She alone can give birth to 
a divine child. 

A woman may become a doctor, solicitor, or minister, but it is incomparably greater if she can 
become a good wife and a kind mother.

Monogamy and polygamy are inborn human attributes. They also exist among birds and 
beasts. Each individual is born with one of these tendencies, but sometimes one rather than 
the other is developed by the effect of the atmosphere and surroundings. These tendencies 
also depend upon the climatic and physical conditions of different countries and races. 
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Polygamy may be natural to man, and monogamy to woman, as the former helps 
manifestation while the latter destroys it. Illegal polygamy is worse than legal, because it 
creates deceit and falsehood. Monogamy is the ideal life which is a comfort in this world and 
the next, and perfects one in love.

Absolute renunciation is as undesirable as is the blind attachment to the world. The ideal life 
is detached interest in the world, which is best accomplished by man and woman together.

Woman is a mystery within herself, owing to her subtle nature. Sages who made the mistake 
of considering woman to be of lesser spiritual importance forgot that they themselves were 
the product of woman.

The majority of prophets and masters have been men because man is the higher manifestation, 
as is signified by the myth of Adam and Eve, in which Eve was born from the rib of Adam, 
meaning that woman is the later manifestation; the fruit means that woman directed man's 
thoughts towards procreation. The interpretation of Adam and Eve's exile from heaven is the 
fail of mankind from the state of innocence to the state of youth. The separation and 
unhappiness of Adam and Eve show the object of God to manifest in the dual aspect, that He 
may accomplish his real desire of love. According to the Vedanta half of the divine body, 
Ardhangi, is womanhood, proving that unity of both is the complete life.

Sufis consider a life of complete unity the most balanced, if it is true and harmonious. Love 
and wisdom create harmony between man and woman; but these being absent, harmony 
ceases to exist. 

A child inherits more attributes from its mother than from its father, therefore the mother is 
more responsible for its merits and defects and if she has knowledge she can train the soul of 
her child even before its birth by the power of her concentration, molding the child's future 
according to her own will.

Harmony between truer persons is more lasting than the affections of average mankind. 
People of angelic qualities have everlasting harmony between them, in which God Himself 
accomplishes His object of manifestation.

Mankind is born with a worshipful attitude, and as all attitudes demand satisfaction by 
expression, so the attitude of worship finds its object of adoration. The ancient Greeks and 
Shiva Bhaktas of India worshipped both aspects of manifestation in the names of gods and 
goddesses. Sufism, being the essence of all religions and philosophies, looks upon both the 
opposite aspects of nature as one in reality, and calls it Safat Allah. Sufis reach realization of 
God by adoring His nature, calling on Him saying, 'Kull-i shayin Há l-i kull', which means, 
'Everything will perish except His own Face.' They look upon all names and forms as the 
means of realizing the One, the only Being.
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Was Goethe a Muslim? 
by Shaykh 'Abdalqadir Al-Murabit, Authorized by the Amir of the Muslim 

Community in Weimar, Hajj Abu Bakr Rieger, Weimar, 19th December 1995

Goethe said that there is "much nonsense in the doctrines of the [christian] church." 
(Conversations with Eckermann, 11.3.1832) In his "Divan" Goethe stresses the value of 
the precious present moment rather than having the Christian attitude of only waiting for 
the next life and therefore, disgracing what God gives man in every moment of his life. 

Goethe refuses the christian view of Jesus and confirms the unity of Allah in a poem of 
his "Divan": 

"Jesus felt pure and calmly thought
Only the One God;
Who made himself to be a god
Offends his holy will.
And thus the right(ness) has to shine
What Mahomet also achieved;
Only by the term of the One
He mastered the whole world"

"Jesus f|hlte rein und dachte
Nur den Einen Gott im Stillen;
Wer ihn selbst zum Gotte machte
Krdnkte seinen heil'gen Willen.
Und so mu_ das Rechte scheinen
Was auch Mahomet gelungen;
Nur durch den Begriff des Einen
Hat er alle Welt bezwungen." 
(WA I, 6, 288 ff)
Besides Jesus and Muhammad - may Allah bless him and give him peace! - in the 
following verses Goethe also names Abraham, Moses and David as the representatives of 
the Oneness of God. It is a known fact that Goethe felt a strong dislike for the symbol of 
the cross. He wrote: 
"And now you come with a sign ... 
which among all others I mostly dislike.
All this modern nonsense
You are going to bring me to Schiras!
Should I, in all its stiffness,
Sing of two crossed wooden pieces?"

"Und nun kommst du, hast ein Zeichen
Dran gehdngt, das unter allen ...
Mir am schlechtesten will gefallen
Diese ganze moderne Narrheit
Magst du mir nach Schiras bringen!
Soll ich wohl, in seiner Starrheit,
Hvlzchen quer auf Hvlzchen singen?..."
Und sogar noch stdrker: 
"Mir willst du zum Gotte machen
Solch ein Jammerbild am Holze!"
Also in Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre Goethe quite frankly wrote that it is a "cursed 
insolence ... to play with secrets that are hidden in the divine depth of suffering" One 
should rather "cover it with a veil". 
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Finally, in the poem of the Seven Sleepers of his "Divan" Goethe calls Jesus a prophet: 
"Ephesus for many years/ Honours the teaching of the Prophet Jesus. (Peace be upon the 
good one!)" (WA I, 6, 269) 

Sufism / Practice of Dhikr

Goethe is fascinated by Saadi's metaphor of the "fly in love" flying into the light where it 
dies as the image for the Sufi. See here especially the poem of the "Divan" about the 
butterfly flying into the light "Blissful yearning / Selige Sehnsucht" whose earlier titles 
were "Sacrifice of the self / Selbstopfer" and "Perfection / Vollendung". In the chapter 
about Rumi, Goethe acknowledges the invocation of Allah and the blessing of it: "Already 
the so-called mahometan rosary [prayer-beeds] by which the name Allah is glorified with 
ninety-nine qualities is such a praise litany. Affirming and negating qualities indicate the 
inconceivable Being [Wesen]; the worshipper is amazed, submits and calms down." (WA 
I, 7, 59) 

Goethe and Islam

As a young man Goethe wanted to study oriental studies - but his father finally wanted 
him to study law; he always admired the first travellers to Arabia (Michaelis, Niebuhr), he 
was fascinated by it and read everything they published about their trips. In 1814/15 at 
the time of his "Divan" Goethe trained himself with the professors for oriental studies 
Paulus, Lorsbach and Kosegarten (Jena) in reading and writing Arabic. After looking at 
his Arabic manuscripts and having known about the Qur'an, Goethe felt a great yearning 
to learn Arabic. He copied short Arabic Du'as by himself and wrote: "In no other 
language spirit, word and letter are embodied in such a primal way." (Letter to Schlosser, 
23.1.1815, WA IV, 25, 165) 

At the age of 70 Goethe writes (Notes and Essays to the Divan, WA I, 17, 153) that he 
intends "to celebrate respectfully that night when the Prophet was given the Koran 
completely from above" He also wrote: "No one may wonder about the great efficiency of 
the Book. That is why it has been declared as uncreated by real admirers" and added to 
it: "This book will eternally remain highly efficacious/effective" (WA I, 7, 35/36) 

Still today we have the handwritten manuscripts of his first intensive Qur'an-studies of 
1771/1772 and the later ones in the Goethe and Schiller-Archive in Weimar. Goethe read 
the German translation of Qur'an by J. v. Hammer (possibly as well from the more 
prosaic English translation of G. Sale) out loud in front of members of the Duke's family 
in Weimar and their guests. Being witnesses Schiller and his wife reported about the 
reading. (Schiller's letter to Knebel, 22.2.1815) Goethe always felt the shortcomings 
of all the translations (Latin, English, German and French) and was constantly looking for 
new translations. In his "Divan" Goethe says: 

"Whether the Koran is of eternity? 
I don't question that!... 
That it is the book of books 
I believe out of the muslim's duty." 

"Ob der Koran von Ewigkeit sei? 
Darnach frag' ich nicht ! ... 
Da_ er das Buch der B|cher sei 
Glaub' ich aus Mosleminen- 
Pflicht"
(WA I, 6, 203)
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He studied Arabic handbooks, grammars, travel-books, poetry, anthologies, books on the 
sira of the Prophet Muhammad - may Allah bless him and give him peace! - and had a 
widespread exchange with oriental scholars about these matters. Goethe liked the 
German translation of Hafis' "Diwan" by Hammer (May 1814) and studied the different 
translations of Qur'an of his time. All of this inspired him to write his own "West-stlicher 
Divan" and of course many poems of the "Divan" are clearly inspired by and relate to 
different Ayats of Qur'an (see Mommsen, p. 269-274). 

Goethe bought original Arabic manuscripts of Rumi, Dschami, Hafis, Saadi, Attar, Qur'an-
Tafsir, Du'as, an Arabic-Turkish dictionary, texts on matters like the freeing of slaves, 
buying and selling, interest, usury and Arabian scripts from Sultan Selim. 

Goethe considered it not to be a mere accident but rather as meaningful incidents, in fact 
as part of his decree and signs of Allah, when in Autumn 1813 he was brought an old 
Arabic handwritten manuscript from Spain by a German soldier coming from Spain which 
contained the last Surat An-Nas (114). Later Goethe tried to copy it himself with the help 
of the professors in Jena who had helped him in finding out the manuscript's content in 
January 1814 he visited a prayer of Bashkir Muslims from the Russian army of Zar 
Alexander in the protestant gymnasium of Weimar. 

See the letter to Trebra, 5.1.1814 (WA IV, 24, 91) where he says: "Speaking of 
prophecies, I have to tell you that there are things happening these days, which they 
would not have allowed a prophet to say. Who would have been allowed some years ago 
to say that there would be held a mahommedan divine service and the Suras of Koran 
would be murmured in the auditorium of our protestant gymnasium and yet it happened 
and we attended the Bashkir service, saw their Mulla and welcomed their Prince in the 
theatre. Out of special favour I was presented with a bow and arrows which for eternal 
memory I will hang above my chimney as soon as God has decreed a lucky return for 
them." 

In a letter to his son August from the 17.1.1814 (WA IV, 24, 110) he adds: "Several 
religious ladies of us have asked for the translation of the Coran from the library." 
Goethe's positive attitude towards Islam goes far beyond anyone in Germany before: He 
published on 24.2.1816: "The poet [Goethe]... does not refuse the suspicion that he 
himself is a Muslim." (WA I, 41, 86) In another poem of the "Divan" Goethe says: 

"Stupid that everyone in his case
Is praising his particular opinion!
If Islam means submission to God,
We all live and die in Islam."

"Ndrrisch, da_ jeder in seinem Falle 
Seine besondere Meinung preist! 
Wenn Islam Gott ergeben hei_t, 
In Islam leben und sterben wir alle." 
(WA I, 6, 128)
Apart from Goethe's - the poet's - fascination for the language of Qur'an, its beauty and 
sublimeness, he was mostly attracted by its religious and philosophical meaning: the 
unity of God, the conviction that God manifests in nature/creation is one of the major 
themes in Goethe's work. During his first intensive Qur'an-studies Goethe copied and 
partly put right the text of the first direct translation of the Qur'an from Arabic into 
German in 1771/1772. 
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Goethe wrote down different Ayats of Qur'an which teach man how he should see nature 
in all its phenomena as signs of divine laws. The multiplicity of the phenomena indicates 
the One God. The relation towards nature as the Qur'an presents it connected with the 
teaching of the kindness and oneness of God - as Goethe writes it down from the Ayats 
of Sura No. 2 - became the main pillars on which Goethe's sympathy and affinity towards 
Islam was based. Goethe said we should realize "God's greatness in the small" - "Gottes 
Gr'e im Kleinen" and refers to the Ayat of Surat Al-Baqara, vers 25 where the 
metaphor of the fly is given. 

Goethe was very impressed about the fact that Allah speaks to mankind by prophets and 
thus he confirmed the prophet Muhammad - may Allah bless him and give him peace!: In 
1819 Goethe writes (referring to Sura "Ibrahim", Ayat 4) "It is true, what God says in the 
Qur'an: We did not send a prophet to a people but in their language." (Letter to A.O. 
Blumenthal, 28.5.1819, WA IV, 31, 160) Referring to the same Ayat Goethe repeats in 
a letter to Carlyle: "The Koran says: God has given each people a prophet in its own 
language." (20.7.1827, WA IV, 42, 270) It appears again in 1827 in an essay of Goethe 
in: German Romance. Vol. IV. Edinburgh 1827 (WA I, 41, 307) 

Goethe affirmed the rejection of the unbelievers' challenge to the prophet Muhammad - 
may Allah bless him and give him peace! - to show them miracles where he says: 
"Wonders I can not do said the Prophet, / The greatest miracle is that I am." 
(Paralipomenon III, 14 of the Divan, WA I, 6, 476) 

In "Mahomet" Goethe wrote the famous song of praise "Mahomets Gesang". The 
meaning of the prophet is put into the metaphor of the stream, starting from the 
smallest beginning and growing to be an immense spiritual power, expanding, unfolding, 
and gloriously ending in the ocean, the symbol for divinity. He especially describes the 
religious genius in carrying the other people with him like the stream does with small 
brooks and rivers. On a handwritten manuscript of the Paralipomena III, 31 of the 
"Divan" Goethe writes on the 27.1.1816: 

"Head of created beings / Muhammed". (WA I, 6, 482) 

Furthermore that true religion is shown by good action. Here Goethe especially liked the 
action of giving Sadaqa, giving to the needy. In several poems of the Divan, "Buch der 
Sprche" Goethe speaks about "the pleasure of giving" / "die Wonne des Gebens" / "See 
it rightly and you will always give" - "Schau es recht, und du wirst immer geben" (WA I, 
6, 70) which already in this life is full of blessings. 

Goethe is also well known for his rejection of the concept of chance/accident: "What 
people do not and can not realize in their undertakings and what rules most obviously at 
its best where their greatness should shine - the chance as they call it later - exactly this 
is God, who here directly enters and glorifies Himself by the most trifling." 
(conversation with Riemer, November 1807) 

The increasingly firm belief in the decree of God (conversation with chancellor Mller, 
12.8.1827, WA I, 42, 212, WA I, 32, 57) and the verse of a Divan-poem: "If Allah had 
determined me to be a worm;/ He would have created me as a worm." (WA I, 6, 113) 
and more "they [-examples of metaphors used in the Divan -] represent the wonderful 
guidance and providence coming out of the unexplorable, inconceivable decree of God; 
they teach and confirm the true Islam, the absolute submission to the will of God, the 
conviction, that no one may avoid his once assigned destiny." (WA I, 7, 151ff) resulted in 
his personal attitude of submission under the will of God, i.e. Goethe saw it as an order 
to accept it thankfully and not to rebel against it. See famous examples for this in his 
"Egmont", "Dichtung und Wahrheit", "Urworte Orphisch" and "Wilhelm Meisters 
Wanderjahre" etc. 
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A deeply moving example from his own life was his reaction to the accident of his coach 
when he started his third journey to Marianne von Willemer (July 1816), who he 
intended to marry after Christiane had died about which he felt extremly unhappy. 
Goethe took this as a clear warning not to pursue his wish anymore and completely 
refrained from his original intention. After that Goethe wrote: "And thus we have to 
remain inside Islam, (that means: in complete submission to the will of God)..." (WA IV, 
27, 123) He said: "I cannot tell you more than this that also here I try to remain in 
Islam." (Letter to Zelter, 20.9.1820, WA IV, 33, 240) 

When in 1831 the cholera appeared and killed many people he consoled a friend: "Here 
no one can counsil the other; each one has to decide on his own. We all live in Islam, 
whatever form we choose to encourage ourselves." (Letter to Adele Schopenhauer, 
19.9.1831, WA IV, 49, 87) 

In December 1820 Goethe wrote thanks for the gift of a book of aphorisms of his friend 
Willemer and says: "It fits ... with every religious-reasonable view and is an Islam to 
which we all have to confess sooner or later." (WA IV, 34, 50) 

As a participant in the war of 1792 against France Goethe said that this belief in the 
decree of God has its purest expression in Islam: "The religion of Mohammed gives the 
best proof of this." (WA I, 33, 123) 

According to Eckermann's conversations with Goethe (11.4.1827) the latter said to 
the first speaking about the education of the muslims by constantly seeing opposites in 
existence, therefore meeting doubt, close examination of a matter and thus finally 
arriving at certainty: "That philosophical system of the mohammedan people is an 
excellent measure which one can apply to oneself as well as to others in order to know 
on which station of spiritual virtue we actually are." 

About the unity of Allah Goethe said: "The belief in the one God has always the effect to 
elevate the spirit because it indicates for man the unity within his own self." (Noten und 
Abhandlungen zum West-stlichen Divan, chapter Mahmud von Gasna, WA I, 7, 42) 

Goethe tells about the difference between a prophet and a poet and the confirmation of 
Muhammad - may Allah bless him and give him peace! - as a prophet: "He is a prophet 
and not a poet and therefore his Koran is to be seen as a divine law and not as a book of 
a human being, made for education or entertainment." (Noten und Abhandlungen 
zum West-stlichen Divan, WA I, 7, 32) 
  

Conclusion

After examining the material evidence above and recognising its corroborative proofs in 
the writing of his close friends, Thomas Carlyle and Schiller it is possible to come to a 
clear conclusion without ambiguity or doubt. 

Everything contained in his scientific writings, especially "Zur Morphologie" stands as a 
lifetime's propagation of the view that the universe is the creation of a Divine Being and 
that the Creator has no connected aspect to His creation. 

At the end of his work, Goethe could also write Arabic itself . Thus, in his recording e.g. get some 
basmala and short suras written off by him . See for example his signature to the poem : Four graces.
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 An episode of his death illustrates the special relationship to Islam. it  is said while dying , he has 
drawn a large letter " W" with his fingers on his chest. This was interpreted as the initial letter of his 

first name (J W: Johann Wolfgang)  . It seems very unlikely and most childish that  Goethe writes 

his own name on his chest!    These  two letters are to the word Allah  

While he lived his life in a non-Muslim country, he wholeheartedly adopted and declared 
commitment to the double Shahada and confirmed that there can be no god but Allah, 
the One, and that His messenger, and seal of the messengers was Muhammad, may 
Allah bless him and give him peace. 

Uninstructed in Salat, Zakat, Sawm and Hajj, he nevertheless proudly and with deep 
emotion took the rare opportunity to attend the Juma'a. In all this it is clear that he saw 
Islam as his own Deen. 

From the several renowned and confirmed Hadith in Muslim, Bukhari and the Sunnan 
collections it is known that confirmation of Allah and His messenger was itself the 
indisputable door of Islam, and the key to Jannah. 

Thus it can be clearly accepted that Europe's greatest poet, and the glory of the German 
language and intellectual life is also the first of the Muslims in modern Europe, re-
awakening in the hearts of people desire for knowledge of God and His messenger, a 
knowledge that had lain dormant since darkness had descended on Islamic Spain. 

In the light of his dazzling confirmation of the prophet, may Allah bless him and give him 
peace, he should be known among the muslims as Muhammad Johann Wolfgang Goethe.



Message of Maulana Sheikh Nazim for our 
Times: “Be Rabbani”
You Played with Technology and Defied Reality!

By Maulana Sheikh Nazim , Lefke, 08.01.2012

“ Haqq (swt) says, “O My servant! Obey Me and I will make you Rabbani. I will give you 
knowledge. O My servant!” That knowledge could make a person of zero value reach to 
a level where if he says to something “Be,” it will be ( Kun faya Kun). There is no need to 
exhaust yourself with technology, no! Obeying the Lord will open for you an area that you 
never thought about or that you can ever understand. Allahu Akbar! Forgive us, O Lord.”

Astonishing! Astonishing! Allah! With the power of the spirit (…)

قَلِيالً قَلِيالً إِالَّ الْعِلْمِ مِّن أُوتِيتُم وَمَا رَبِّي أَمْرِ مِنْ الرُّوحُ قُلِ الرُّوحِ عَنِ وَيَسْأَلُونَكَ
wa yasa’loonak `ani ‘r-rooh quli ‘r-roohu min amri rabbee wa maa uteetum min al-`ilmi illa 
qaleelan. Say (O Muhammad), “The soul is from the affair of your Lord, but what you 
have been given of knowledge is very little (O men).” (17:85)

Human beings have such power that their vision can reach galaxies or any distance in an 
instant. Allahu Akbar! The deputies of Allah (swt) have been created with different 
abilities. SubhanAllah. They say the light of the North Pole star reaches the Earth after 
forty light years and that is how our power reaches.

الْكَرِيمِ بِرَبِّكَ غَرَّكَ مَا اإلِْنسَانُ أَيُّهَا يَا
Yaa ‘ayyuha ‘l-’insaanu maa gharraka bi Rabbika ‘l-Kareem. O Man! What has made you 
careless concerning your Lord, the Bountiful? (al-’Infitaar, 82:6)

SubhanAllah! Our bodies are considered as nothing, but the power Allah (swt) granted 
from His bounty to servants is astonishing! You may ask about this matter, but what can 
you understand of it? You do not understand and the only answer is, “Say, ‘The spirit 
comes by the command of my Lord.’” Allahu Akbar al-Akbar. Allah, Allah! Galaxies are 
described as being millions, trillions, or quadrillions of light years away. So far their light 
doesn’t reach us, but with the vision of human beings who are just one step higher, he 
can see that galaxy!

آدَمَ بَنِي كَرَّمْنَا وَلَقَدْ
wa laqad karamna Bani Adam. We have honored the Children of Adam. (Surat al-’Israa, 
17:70)

Allahu Akbar al-Akbar! SubhanAllah. Sultan Allah. Tawbah, yaa Rabbee. Tawbah, yaa 
Rabbee.

Tawbah, astaghfirullah. The human being must value himself; now he does not value 
himself or any other human being. They think we are worthless and of course we are not!



حِسَابٍ بِغَيْرِ أَمْسِكْ أَوْ فَامْنُنْ عَطَاؤُنَا هَذَا
Haadha `ataa’una famnun ‘aw ‘amsik bi ghayri hisaab. This is Our gift to grant or 
withhold. (Surat as-Saad, 38:39)

SubhanAllah! SubhanAllah ‘l-`Aliyyu ‘l-`Azheem. Now the human being does not value 
himself or any other human. Allah (swt) granted human beings something of which even 
they, who are granted generously from their Lord, are not aware! If he knew what he has 
been granted, he would not oppress or disagree with anyone (as he would respect all 
others). Allah (swt) has granted value to the Children of Adam, but between themselves 

they do not value that!

Subhaanahu wa ta`ala. Yaa Rabbee. Tawbah, yaa Rabbee. 
Tawbah, yaa Rabbee. Tawbah, yaa Rabbee. Tawbah. He does 
not get occupied with one matter over any other! Who has the 
right from among the Children of Adam? Some are dressed with 
an order, and they value themselves and others. This value 
cannot be measured with a scale or other forms of 
measurement; rather, we must look to ourselves, who have 
been created by Al-Haqq (swt)!

الْحَكِيمُ الْعَزِيزُ هُوَ إِالَّ إِلَـهَ الَ يَشَاء كَيْفَ األَرْحَامِ فِي يُصَوِّرُكُمْ الَّذِي هُوَ
Huwa ‘l-ladhi yusawwirukum fi ‘l-’arhaam kayfa yashaa’u. He is 
Who shapes you in the wombs as He pleases. (Aali-`Imraan, 
3:6)

Who is Huwa, “He”? He (swt) has no limit: “He is Who shapes 
you in the wombs as He pleases.” He did not say, “Allah is the 

One Who…” but He said, “He is the One Who…” Where is He?

One time a Jewish man asked Sayyidina `Ali (r), “Where is Allah?” and he replied, “The 
One Who created ‘where’ has no ‘where.’”

“Where” is from the creation of Allah (swt). To define realities for Man from the Unlimited 
Ocean is considered nothing (so small in the Divine scheme). Allahu Akbar, Allahu 
Akbar, laa ilaaha illa-Llah. Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar, wa lillahi ‘l-hamd!

It is a pity that human beings in this time do not put any effort into knowing about things 
related to Heavens, but instead they are busy with things that they have no chance to 
attain. No! Allah (swt) has put boundaries and limits for everything. It is impossible for 
you to go beyond your boundary. Your vision is something and his vision (pointing to 
someone) is something else.

Allahu Akbar! Subhaanahu wa Ta`ala, yaa Rabbee! Teach us, so we may stop the 
pointless and tasteless arguments between ourselves. Why are there wars and 
arguments between people and for what reason are they divided? They are divided from 
beginning to end, but then they leave or are taken away and they drop everything. No 
one will take anything from this material world to the spiritual world, no! When Man’s 
spirit is fully active then he can say to something “Be!” and it is. What would he want from 
the whole world when he is in that state?



One day a young graduate of the University of Damascus knocked on the door. I opened 
it and he said, “I wanted to visit you, O shaykh.”

I said, “Welcome to you.” He told me about himself, and then I said to him, “If you have 
graduated from the University of Damascus, tell me one hadith or something that you 
have learned.”

فيكون كن لشي تقول ربانيا اجعلك اطعني عبدي يا
Yaa `abdee ati`anee aj`aluka Rabbaniyyan taqoolu li shay’in kun fayakoon. O My 
servant! Obey Me and I will make you Rabbani, you can say to a thing “Be!” and it will 
be.

He said, “Allah (swt) said through the Prophet (s), ‘O My servant! O My servant!’” (To be 
addressed by Allah) is an endless honor! “O My servant! Obey Me. I will make you 
Rabbani.” (Hadith Qudsi) He will make you Rabbani. Then the Prophet (s) explained Al-
Haqq’s words to His servants by saying, “If you say to a thing ‘Be!’ it will be.”

“I will make you Rabbani.” “Rabbani” is related to the Lord, but a human being can 
be Rabbani and say to a thing “Be” and it will be! However, human beings in our time 
now, which is the time of the first ignorance and the worst also, do not look at the hadith 
that Allah (swt) granted to the Prophet (s). He (swt) said, “O My servant! Obey Me and I 
will make you Rabbani. If you say to something ‘Be,’ it will be.” Laa ilaaha illa-Llah 
Sayyidina Muhammadun Rasoolullah (s).

Now people in our time are busy with useless things. They say, “We are in the era of 
technology. We do everything with the technology that we have.” Haqq (swt) says, “O My 
servant! Obey Me and I will make you Rabbani. I will give you knowledge. O My servant!” 
That knowledge could make a person of zero value reach to a level where if he says to 
something “Be,” it will be. There is no need to exhaust yourself with technology, no! 
Obeying the Lord will open for you an area that you never thought about or that you can 
ever understand. Allahu Akbar! Forgive us, O Lord.

Fatihah.
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