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Abstract

The study of Islamic esotericism, particularly the concept of

al‐bāṭiniyya, remains fragmented. While often studied un-
der various labels like “mysticism” and “occultism,” it is

widely equated to Sufism. Scholars still hesitate to use the

term al‐bāṭiniyya due to its historical pejorative connota-
tions, linking it to extremist adherence to esotericism and

sectarian views. Furthermore, al‐bāṭiniyya has faced

marginalization because of its association with narratives

of Islamic civilization's decline. Even when the decline

narrative is challenged, esotericism is often depicted as an

“intellectual defect.” This article examines the ways the

“esoteric” and “esotericism” have been studied, particularly

in relation to the study of Shīʿī esotericism and Sufism. It
also highlights developments in the scholarship on Islam

and esotericism, aiming to draw a picture of an emerging

coherence in the study of “Islamic esotericism.” This is

explored against the backdrop of twentieth‐century Islamic
discourses that grappled with the place of esotericism

within Islamic knowledge and pedagogy. Here, the focus is

on the “Islamization of Knowledge” project and its key

figures: Ismāʿīl al‐Fārūqī, Syed Naquib al‐Attas, and Seyyed
Hossein Nasr.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The subject of “esotericism” is a charged one socially, politically, and semantically. The term “esoteric” often clashes

with modern civilizational narratives according to which the “esoteric” is perceived as backward, superstitious

(often coded: “rural”), and irrational. In translation, the correspondence between the Arabic adjective bāṭin with the
English “esoteric” is not straightforward,1 especially that both of them are constructions whose meanings are

negotiated over centuries.2 As a field of study, the marginalization of the study of Islamic esotericism is at odds with

the centrality of the concept of al‐bāṭin in Qur'anic exegesis, Islamic cosmology, psychology, and theology. Wors-
ening the misunderstanding, esotericism in Islam has been studied fragmentarily under many names, such as

“mysticism,” and “occultism,” often understood exclusively as “Sufism.”3 Despite the widely acknowledged Christo‐
and Euro‐centric implications of the term “mysticism,” it remains widely used to discuss Sufism.4

Less foreign to the Islamic context, is al‐bāṭiniyya, translatable as “esotericism.” It is a historical product of
Islamic discursive processes that go back to the time of the Qur'an itself. By and large, scholars of Islam are more

hesitant to use it for several reasons. Al‐bāṭiniyya, has been historically used pejoratively as it is associated with an
“extremist” adherence to the esoteric seen to be at the expense of the Sharīʿa, and with sectarian views that saw
Ismāʿīlism as the epitome of this problem, especially from the Sunni point of view.5 Ismāʿīlī theology emphasizes the
distinction between the exoteric (ẓāhir) and esoteric (bāṭin) dimensions of truth revealed through prophets. Divine
disclosure contained in esoteric knowledge is mediated and embodied by the Imam:

This imam, who is also the inheritor of Muḥammad’s secret knowledge, is endowed by God with
special ʿilm, and has perfect understanding of the outward or exoteric (ẓāhir) and the inward or
esoteric (bāṭin) aspects and meanings of the Qur’an and the sacred law of Islam. […] In Shīʿī thought,
the imam’s all‐important spiritual function of interpreting the inner meaning of the revelation
announced by the Prophet is known as taʾwīl.6

Anti‐Ismāʿīlī polemics sought to present Ismāʿīlism's esoteric exegesis in direct opposition to the Sharīʿa.
Another factor to the side‐lining of “esotericism” is its association with the decline narrative according to which it is
a sign of civilizational stagnation. Even when the decline narrative is critiqued, esotericism is often depicted as an

“intellectual defect.”7 For example, the rejection of the decline narrative forms the foundation of Ahmad al‐
Shamsy's arguments in his Rediscovering the Islamic Classics.8 Yet, he correlates esotericism with a “postclassical”

decline of book learning, without offering a satisfactory definition of esotericism, which is here largely understood

to be Sufism.9 As Feras Hamza argues, in the case of Islamic Studies, it is imperative to find a definition which stems

from a direct historical record to identify suitable typologies.10 Hamza focuses on the use of the zāhir‐bāṭin di-
chotomy in the context of tafsīr discourse, highlighting the semantically asymmetrical way “esoteric” and “exoteric”
have been defined by Islamicists on the level of grammatical and lexicographical engagement with the Qur'an.11

In this present article my objective is to offer a non‐fragmentary view of the study of Islamic esotericism. I seek
to present it as integral to the study of Islam, against the backdrop of major twentieth‐century Islamic discourses on
the place of esotericism in Islamic knowledge and pedagogy. The first part provides an overview of the uncritical

use of the terms “esoteric” and “esotericism.” It also presents developments in the study of Shīʿī esotericism and
Sufism. The following section focuses on the debates surrounding the place of esotericism in the far‐reaching
project known as the “Islamization of Knowledge,” developed in the second half of the twentieth century. There

I will present the approaches of three of its major players: the Palestinian Ismāʿīl al‐Fārūqī (1921–1986), the
Malaysian Syed Naquib al‐Attas (b. 1931), and the Iranian Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933). I also dedicate a section
to important developments in the study of “Western Esotericism” which has been an important platform for the

study of Islam and esotericism.
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2 | MYSTICISM, OCCULTISM, OR ESOTERICISM?

One of the most persisting hinderances to thinking critically about Islamic esotericism is the use of “occult” and

“esoteric” interchangeably. The term “occult sciences” reflects the Arabic term al‐ʿulūm al‐khafiyya (hidden or occult
sciences), and widely known as al‐ʿulūm al‐gharība (the unusual, strange sciences).12 In the pre‐modern Islamicate
context, the “occult” is an ontological category referring to the hidden causes of natural phenomena (astral in-

fluences: astrology; intuition: divination; occult properties: magic/medicine; transformation of natural substances:

alchemy). Whereas the “esoteric” denotes an epistemological strategy whereby natural phenomena are tran-

scended, either via intellection or revelation, to know the Divine who has decreed natural and celestial order.13

Secrecy is another concept informing some scholarly uses of “esoteric” and “esotericism.” For example, the

Moroccan scholar Muḥammad al‐Bughālī, in his recent study Al‐Bāṭiniyya: bayna al‐ḥikma wa al‐taṣawwuf (“Islamic
Esotericism: Between Philosophy and Sufism”) argues that secrecy is a condition for the existence of Islamic

esotericism as it is the mechanism for contolling the disclosure of exclusive wisdom.14 In his study of Aḥmad al‐Būnī
(active in 1220s), Noah Gardiner writes that the Sufi‐occultist belonged to “a transconfessional efflorescence of
esotericism in the Mediterranean of the sixth/twelfth and seventh/thirteenth centuries,” in reference to what

historian of Jewish thought Moshe Halbertal has described as “the age of esotericism and its disclosure.”15 This

gives way to what Gardiner refers to as a “post‐esotericist” phase in the history of Islamicate occult sciences,
particularly ʿilm al‐ḥurūf (the science of letters). Therefore, the social strategies of disclosure and discretion are
central to the meaning of “esotericism” that he adopts, defining it as:

An epistemic framework in which three elements figure prominently: the embrace of a Koranic

hermeneutics which posits that the holy text is possessed of both apparent and hidden (ẓāhir and
bāṭin) layers of meaning, the latter intended only for a spiritual elite; an accompanying rhetoric of
elitism and exclusivity, including the assertion that the majority of Muslims are incapable and/or

unworthy of comprehending the true and complete nature of God’s book; and, of decisive importance,

actual practices of secrecy intended both to protect initiates from the disapproval of the “vulgar”

masses and to prevent the exposure of initiatic knowledge to the same.16

Secrecy in this sense may be relevant in the context of Sufism. In the context of Shīʿism, its esotericism has been
connected to the concept of taqiyya.17 However, the causes of discretion were different for different milieus; it

could be a response to the brutal forces of a constructed religious “orthodoxy,” instrumentalized for establishing

intellectually and economically profitable communities of expertise, or for coping with political and sectarian un-

rest.18 Strategies of discretion, including initiation, do not seem to form an element of cohesion to Islamic

esotericism by and large, especially if we consider the fact that philosophers and non‐Sufis have participated in
esoteric discourse prior to the rise of Sufism, such as Ibn Masarra (d. 931), and Maslama al‐Qurṭubī, widely
accepted to be the author of the tenth‐century esoteric‐occult magic text, Ghāyat al‐ḥakīm (“The Goal of the Sage”).
To avoid taking contingencies for essences, I suggest seeing an inherent semantic “exclusivity” in the trans‐linguistic
aspect of esoteric discourse.19 For the renowned theologian and jurist, al‐Ghazālī (d. 1111), for example, verbal
language used to translate spiritual states is deficient in communicating the insights perceived by esotericists (ahl

al‐bāṭin).20 Esoteric language can thus only be coded. In Asās al‐taʾwīl (“The Foundation of Interpretation”) the
Ismāʿīlī jurist al‐Qāḍī al‐Nuʿmān (d. 974) explains that the exoteric obligation is the first to be taught to a child and
perfected. The “sense of the bāṭin” is subtle and is perceived in codes and allusions which excite the growing child's
senses, leading to wisdom.21

In an article entitled “What is Islamic Esotericism?”, I maintain that al‐bāṭiniyya is a discursive construct that
was shaped, negotiated and contested according to specific historical contingencies, proposing four principles

around which historical debates on the bāṭin (esoteric) and al‐bāṭiniyya (esotericism) revolve:
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1. Exegetical principle: Qur'anic exegesis is central.

2. Epistemological principle: The consideration of the intellectual or revelatory capacity for obtaining hidden

knowledge about nature, the celestial world, and the Divine realm.

3. Eschatological principle: Personal or collective salvific investment through the enlightenment and perfection of

the human soul and/or the restitution of a community.

4. Trans‐linguistic principle: The impossibility of the full articulation of divine truths, which demands the use of
symbols and allegory in disclosing them.22

A central theme in the discourse on esoteric exegesis and its validity revolves around the relationship between

the ḥaqīqa (Truth) and the Sharīʿa (Islamic Law). For esotericists, the ultimate goal is attaining the ḥaqīqa, the
esoteric apprehension of the Divine. Sufi hagiographer Abū ʿAbd al‐Raḥmān al‐Sulamī (d.1021) addresses this in his
landmark work, Ṭabaqāt al‐ṣūfiyya (“The Ranks of Sufis”). He defines the Sharīʿa as “the obligation to adhere to
servitude” to God, emphasizing the importance of following Islamic Law. The ḥaqīqa, on the other hand, is described
as “witnessing the Divine,” representing the direct, revelatory experience of God. Significantly, al‐Sulamī empha-
sizes the interconnectedness of these concepts, stating that “every law that is not buttressed by the truth is un-

acceptable and every truth not buttressed by the law is unacceptable.”23 This highlights the view that the ḥaqīqa
must be grounded in the Sharīʿa. Further corroboration comes from al‐Ghazālī. In his magnum opus, Iḥyāʾʿulūm al‐dīn
(“The Revitalization of Religious Sciences”), he warns that “whoever says that the ḥaqīqa contradicts the Sharīʿa or
that the bāṭin contradicts the ẓāhir, it is closer to apostasy (kufr) than to faith (īmān).”24 This statement underscores
the anxiety about esoteric interpretations and their potential to deviate from the established legal framework.

Looking at this tension between the Sharīʿa and the ḥaqīqa and the aforementioned principles enables us to
subsume a wider range of Islamic currents including Shīʿī and Ismāʿīlī esotericism, the esoteric milieu of Ibn Masarra,
al‐Muʿtabirī tradition, the Ghulāt, the Ḥurūfīs, Western forms of Sufism, Islamic twentieth‐century Traditionalism
(discussed more below) and more.

3 | ESOTERICISM AND THE ISLAMIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE

In the year 1977, the First World Conference on Muslim Education was held in Mecca. It inaugurated an influential

project that came to be known as the “Islamization of Knowledge.” It was attended by its forefront representatives,

Ismāʿīl al‐Fārūqī, Syed Naquib Al‐Attas, and Seyyed Hossein Nasr. According to this milieu, in “Classical Islam,”
revealed Islamic knowledge and acquired human knowledge were deemed complementary. The former provides the

religious orientation of knowledge, and the latter presents the outcomes of observing and experiencing the natural

and celestial realms. These two are deemed split in the modern Muslim world, and as a result universities adopt

secular knowledge, compartmentalizing the study of the Sharīʿa, whereas Islamic seminaries focus exclusively on
traditional Islamic theology.25 Secularization was understood to have caused what al‐Fārūqī calls “dualism in

Muslim education.”26 Stressing the impact of colonialism and imperialism, the Islamization of Knowledge was a pan‐
Islamic movement responding to secular modernity and the “Westernization of Education.” Espousing anti‐Salafī
sentiments, it sought to implement an Islamic epistemological framework in education that integrates traditional

sciences and allows for revelatory knowledge. This is in the interest of the social transformation of the ummah.

The limited success of the Islamization of Knowledge notwithstanding,27 as Mona Abaza states: “Perhaps,

instead of just passing harsh judgments on the discourse, we can view this abundance of publications as an

expansive form of Islamic mass culture,” and one, I add, that negotiated the meaning and place of esotericism in

society at large.28 The Islamization of Knowledge is not a finished project, but an ongoing central debate in Muslim

intellectual and political discourses on education and beyond, that includes the negotiations of Muslim diasporic

communities as Merin Shobhana Xavier stresses in her recently published monograph Rumi, Whirling, and the

Making of Sufism in Canada.29 Therefore, attention to local and global conversations about education and knowledge
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production is necessary to engage non‐West‐Centric perspectives on Islamic esotericism. In this section, I will
outline the attitudes towards Islamic esotericism in the thought of the aforementioned “Islamizers.”

3.1 | Esotericism between embrace and rejection: Ismāʿīl al‐Fārūqī and Syed Naquib al‐
Attas

Although he owed Syed Naquib Al‐Attas for the notion of “Islamization,” it was al‐Fārūqī who developed the
concept of the “Islamization of knowledge” (IoK hereon). The movement rejects insider and outsider accusations of

Islam being behind “backwardness” and “superstition” in the ummah. Important to highlight here is the adoption of a

post‐Enlightenment notion of “superstition” to which “the esoteric” and the “occult” are often lumped. Therefore, al‐
bāṭiniyya—the historical Islamic construct—was often read through the lens of “superstition.” Nevertheless, Muslim
participants in the Islamization project place a central focus on the role of esotericism in the integration of Islamic

knowledge into modern education. In fact, the aberration is al‐Fārūqī who saw the esoteric explicitly as a symptom
of the backwardness he was pushing against. In advocating “a balanced practice of Islam” as the core of education,

al‐Fārūqī is critiquing two extremes: the rigidification of the Sharīʿa by the absence of ijtihād (rationalist argu-
mentation for the exercise of legal interpretation) and the spread “of manifold esoteric (bāṭinī) sects,” especially
Sufism.

Esotericism, according to al‐Fārūqī, emerged due to the influence of “Gnosticism” and Greek philosophy with its
“rationalization” of the divine world. In the modern era, secularism, established by colonialism and leading to the

estrangement of Muslims since WW1, had a direct impact on modern pedagogical practices.30 This continuum

depends on reading ʿaql not as the “intellect” of Aristotle and Plato but rather as post‐Enlightenment's “reason.” Al‐
Fārūqī considers Sufism as purely intuitive and anti‐reason: “Unlike those religions that sought to overwhelm man's
understanding and to overpower his conscience so as to surrender to the irrational [esotericism] or even the

absurd, the call of Islam was rational and critical.”31 This rationality overtly shuns the occult sciences and dismisses

Islamic esoteric currents, deeming them embarrassing.32

Syed Muhammad Naquib al‐Attas is a prominent Malaysian thinker and scholar in the field of arts and culture.
In contrast to al‐Farūqī, many of his writings revolved around Sufism such as his monumental works The Mysticism

of Hamzah Fansuri (1970) and Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam: An Exposition of the Fundamental Elements of

the Worldview of Islam (1995), among many. Regarding esotericism, or ʿilm al‐ladunniyya (the knowledge of the inner
realm) to him, al‐Attas sees it as a crucial part of the conversation about integrating Islamic knowledge in education,
since it is a field of Islamic knowledge that remains central to the debates about revelatory knowledge. He does

emphasize that “spiritual knowledge and ḥikma (wisdom)” should be kept in line with the Sharīʿa.33 Al‐Attas's call to
integrate esotericism into educational programs is supported by his view that the educational system is the means

to the fulfillment of the Muslim “man's” status as a microcosm.34 His objective is to align education with the Islamic

principles of hierarchical organization, and the harmonious integration of knowledge within the broader context of

the ḥaqīqa.35 In addition to attesting its place in traditional education, al‐Attas modernizes esotericism by under-
standing intellect as elevated reason informed by his “épistémologie ghazalienne‐akbarienne” as analyzed by Fadila
Ezzat. Accordingly, part of this strategy is to “rationalize” the heart (qalb), the locus of revelatory experience,

emphasizing that “ʿaql is synonymous with qalb in the same way as qalb, which is a spiritual organ of cognition, is

synonymous with ʿaql.” This ensures the legitimacy of kashf (revelatory) experiences and the knowledge they
produce.36

During his doctoral studies in the School of Oriental and African Studies (University of London), he counted

among his teachers Martin Lings “who by the end of the twentieth century would become one of the most

important Traditionalist Sufis,”37 and Toshihiko Izutsu.38 The latter was a prominent scholar of Islam, comparative

religions and “Oriental philosophy” which, to him, is essentially “mystical.” A perennialist Orientalist, he started

participating in the Eranos Conference in Switzerland in 1967, and lived in Iran until 1979, returning to Japan after
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the Islamic Revolution.39 His most important works include Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Philo-

sophical Concepts (1983), wherein he dedicates a chapter on “Man as Microcosm” heavily reliant on Ibn ʿArabī’s
esoteric thought.40 It is important to note, however, that al‐Attas's views of esotericism cannot be described as
perennialist like his teacher's. He even rejected the orientalist narrative that Malaysia's acceptance of a “mystical”

Islam was facilitated by Hinduism and Buddhism. In fact, it is in order to counteract those who insist on this position

that al‐Attas proposed the Islamization of knowledge. As laid out in his book Islam and Secularism, al‐Attas defines
Islamization as “the liberation of man first from magical, mythological, animistic, national‐cultural tradition opposed
to Islam, and then from secular control over his reason and his language.”41

Arguably, al‐Attas became the most successful Islamizer of Knowledge, integrating Sufism to some level in
Malaysian higher education.42 He founded the International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization in Kuala

Lumpur, which was officially opened in 1991, and affiliated to the government‐supported International Islamic
University of Malaysia (IIUM)—an institution conceived at the Mecca conference.43 Al‐Attas's followers have
become part of mainstream Islam in Malaysia, and his writings such as Sufism as Practised and Understood among the

Malays have gained importance during the post‐colonial period with his aim to “reconstruct Malay Sufism for

Modern purposes.”44

It is important to place esotericism in relation to the discourse on revelation and its connection to scientific

paradigms of knowledge, which is central to the mission of the IoK. In this context, “revealed knowledge” is a

category whereby the exegetical and legalistic framework, based upon the status of the Qur'an as revelation, in-

tersects with a more esoteric notion of ḥaqīqa as gnosis (maʿrifa) received by esotericists (here specifically, the Sufis)
seeking a “wisdom”‐centered (ḥikma) approach to knowledge. This is emphasized in their mission “to nurture a

breed of dedicated scholars, who are multi‐disciplinary and exemplifying sound knowledge, wisdom and virtues of
Islamic Civilization and its worldview for the benefits of the Ummah and humanity.”45 As a result, they offer “Islamic

Revealed Knowledge Programmes.”46 This is achieved by the IoK's strategy of “relevantization” which can be seen

as its method of “disclosure” within an educational structure. This refers to making Sufism relevant by tying it to a

civilizational mission.47 However, this strategy does not mean a “liberalization” of Sufism, as it involves construc-

tions of “orthodoxy,” as exemplified by IIUM‐Press publication From Mosques to Khanqahs: The Origins and Rise of

Sufism and Sufi Institutions by Omer Spahic. Spahic makes a distinction between “pseudo‐Sufism” and “authentic
Sufism.” The former is described as “theosophical” and “as a repugnant innovation,” due to its “excessive asceticism

and monasticism, religious laxity, and an evolution from religious innovations to heretical beliefs,” and the dismissal

of the Sharīʿa.48

3.2 | Seyyed Hossein Nasr: Centering esotericism

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, professor of Islamic Studies at the George Washington University, is described as “one of the

most important and foremost scholars of Islamic, Religious and Comparative Studies in the world today.” He is

known as having “Traditionalist perspectives” informed by Nasr's intellectual affinity with René Guénon, Frithjof

Schuon, Titus Burckhardt, and Martin Lings among others.49 In hisMan and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis in Modern Man

(1968), Nasr reflects on modern movements of the “revitalization of the traditional sciences.” He insists that the

ultimate aim of education is the “sacralization of the cosmos”50 and “to teach the significance of the tree as the

symbol of the multiple states of being, or of the mountain as the symbol of the cosmos, or the sun as the symbol of

the intelligible. The Principle of the Universe does not in any way detract from the discoveries of botany, geology or

astronomy.”51

Nasr's “Traditionalist perspective” has been almost exclusively understood in relation to European Tradition-

alism52; however, it also reflects his involvement in the Islamization of Knowledge project. In Traditional Islam in the

Modern World, Islamic esotericism is at the center of Nasr's pedagogical vision. He distinguishes himself from “two

forces at play in this endeavor to Islamize education and the sciences.” First, the fundamentalists who “see the
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success of this process as being nothing more than the result and consequence of the re‐establishment of the
Shari'ah in society.”53 The second is Traditionalism which,

Seeks to achieve the same goal of Islamization, but through recourse to the complete Islamic intel-

lectual tradition combined with a critique in depth of the modern world itself based on traditional

principles… this latter group believes that the challenge of modernism cannot be answered until the

Islamic intellectual and spiritual tradition is resuscitated and revived in all its totality. It maintains that

only the spiritual, inward and esoteric aspects of religion are able to provide the remedy for certain

cracks which appear in the wall of exoteric religion as a result of the attacks of secularized and

antitraditional forces.54

Despite his affinity with Traditionalism, he is critical of both approaches for their contribution to seculariza-

tion by:

their wish to sweep the already century‐old “modern” educational institutions aside completely, in
many of which generations of devout Muslims have sought to create some kind of bridge between the

traditional schools and new ones and have even sought to mold the classical Islamic scientific vo-

cabulary of such languages as Arabic and Persian to become suitable vehicles for the expression of

contemporary scientific disciplines.55

Although Nasr's “Traditional Islam” implies “the sacred, the eternal, the immutable Truth; the perennial wisdom,

as well as the continuous application of its immutable principles to various conditions of space and time;” never-

theless, it “defends the Shari'ah completely,” while allowing for opening the creative ways of ijtihād. Esotericism of
“Traditional Islam” reflects attitudes prior to the advent of puritanical and modernist movements, namely “that it is

the means for the attainment of sanctity.”56

As noted above, the conversation about esotericism takes place adjacent to the question of the role of

revelations in the IoK. To understand this, we could highlight the contrasting epistemological approaches of the

International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT)57 and students affiliated with Nasr. Al‐Fārūqī’s vision of the IoK
offered the model for the IIIT which he co‐founded in 1981 in the United States. Its first international conference
was held in Islamabad, Pakistan in 1982 in cooperation with the International Islamic University located there.58

Abdul Hamid Abu Sulayman took over the position and made some revisions to al‐Fārūqī’s plan after his death,
emphasizing three steps to resolve the Muslim intellectual crisis and the need for Islamizing political science. In the

absence of Abu Sulayman who was in Malaysia, Taha Jabir al‐Alwani assumed the office of the presidency of the
IIIT, who made further revisions in his 1995 edition. Al‐Alwani championed a “two readings” principle. He posits
that a comprehensive understanding of the universe necessitates a dialectical convergence of revelation (the

Qur'an and Sunnah) and the data gleaned from the observable cosmos. Both constitute the epistemological bedrock

for attaining verifiable knowledge. Al‐Alwani emphasizes the interdependence of these sources, arguing that
isolating one from the other leads to an impoverished understanding, incapable of guiding humanity towards a

flourishing civilization or fostering knowledge worthy of preservation, development, and exchange.59

In contrast, Nasr's students posit a hierarchical framework that distinguishes between primary knowledge and

secondary knowledge. Revelatory knowledge through communion with God is the wellspring of “principle knowl-

edge,” deemed inerrant by virtue of its divine origin. Secondary knowledge is considered derivative, accessible

through reason and observation, but inherently fallible. This framework underscores the centrality of a correct

metaphysics in comprehending the universe, conceived as a stratified reality with both horizontal and vertical

relationships. Their perspective highlights Western science's limitations, confining it to the realm of fallible sec-

ondary knowledge of our immediate horizontal plane. In contrast, a true Islamic science, grounded in infallible

primary knowledge, transcends such limitations. Here, knowledge is unveiled progressively, not through a linear
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process of accumulation, but through a continuous process of uncovering the pre‐existing, divinely ordained truths.
Islamic science and Sufism, from this vantage point, represent an unchanging essence, devoid of progress—it is a

matter of unveiling, not inventing.60

Providing another contrast is al‐Alwani's critical approach to Sufism. He views it as one facet of the vast
heritage of Islam, subject to examination and evaluation. He further proposes a bifurcation within Sufism into

“taṣawwuf Sunnī” (Sufism in line with the sunna) which aligns with the broader Islamic framework and represents a
legitimate dimension of Islamic “spirituality,” and “taṣawwuf bidʿī” (innovative Sufism) which encompasses practices
or doctrines that deviate from Islamic “orthodoxy.” This distinction becomes particularly relevant in al‐Alwani's
classroom setting as described by Christopher Furlow. During a class specifically focused on Sufism, which Furlow

attended, al‐Awani encouraged students to debate the boundaries between permissible and “unorthodox” Sufism.
The class was divided on the issue, with some students advocating for a broader definition of permissible Sufism

(including Nasr's students), while others argued for a more stringent interpretation. This comparison highlights two

distinct epistemological trajectories: al‐Alwani's emphasis on a dynamic interplay between revelation and reason,
and Nasr's students' focus on unveiling an immutable, divinely ordained knowledge structure.61 As Furlow notes,

for Nasr, “authentic Sufism” draws from the “Islam of the ‘Golden Age’ of Islamic civilization.” Unlike al‐Awani, Nasr
embraces the elements often swept under an ahistorical notion of “theosophy” by its opponents, validating epis-

temological foundations based on Greek psychology that al‐Awani and al‐Farūqī critique.
If IIUM's strategy of disclosure is “relevantization,” as highlighted earlier, for Nasr this is “nativization.” Furlow

notes: “the advocates of a nativization approach hold that the modernist model of science […] is a new and different

science that must be built upon an Islamic epistemological foundation […] In Nasr's view, the goal of Islamic science

is ‘demonstration of the interrelatedness of all things’.”62 Nasr's nativization is thus related to his perennialism.

Regarding perennialism, he often refers to his intellectual companion Henry Corbin whose influence on the study of

Islamic esotericism, especially within the study of Western Esotericism, is to this day immense. On the one hand,

Nasr confirms:

“Corbin made clear once and for all the significance of the non‐Sufi mode of Islamic esotericism,” meaning Shīʿī
esotericism, the teachings of Ibn ʿArabī, and the Illuminationism of al‐Suhrawardī.63 On the other hand, Hamid
Algar, in his article, “The Study of Islam: The Work of Henry Corbin,” critically identifies Corbin's “cure by oppo-

sites” approach which reduces Shīʿism “to merely a political question and instead emphasizing its role as the

sanctuary of Islamic esoterism.” Such a perspective leads to a distortion of both Sunni and Shīʿi Islam, as it portrays
Sunnī Islam as a mere legalistic version of the religion downplaying Sufism's significance in comparison to Shīʿism's
more profound nature. As a consequence, Corbin underplays the “exoteric” and “legal” authority in the construction

of Islam.64 One wonders if Nasr was aware of this “distortion” when he insists that his construction of Traditional

Islam “reiterates the view of authorities such as al‐Ghazālī, in the Sunni world, and Shaykh Bahāʾ al‐Dīn al‐ʿĀmilī, in
the Shi'ite world, who have been masters of both the exoteric and esoteric sciences.”65 Corbin's Persophilia,

recognized by Nasr,66 pushes al‐Ghazālī outside of the conversation on Islamic esotericism, in a way it does not with
Nasr or al‐Attas. According to Corbin, Western scholarship was wrong in believing that Islamic philosophy died only
due to al‐Ghazālī’s critique of it. The triumph of Ibn Rushd and his restoration of Aristotle dealt the “death blow to
‘Arab philosophy’.” Meanwhile, the Neoplatonically‐orientated Avicennan traditions in Persia, represented by al‐
Suhrawardī’s Illuminationism and the “mysticism” of Ibn ʿArabī in al‐Andalus, preserved and developed Islamic
philosophy within a decidedly esoteric framework and set of objectives.67

In contradistinction to Corbin's narrative of esotericism as “heterodox,” Nasr articulates a pedagogical vision

that seeks to show Islamic esotericism, in its Sunnī and Shīʿī forms, as “orthodoxy‐aligned,” with Traditionalist
objectives. About Corbin, Nasr writes: “he was also not attracted to the Traditionalist perspective of Réné Guénon,

Frithjof Schuon and Titus Burckhardt, an orthodox and at the same time esoteric perspective which I share and

which I discussed often with Corbin.”68 Despite Nasr's intellectual affinity with Traditionalism and perennialism, it

has been moderated to some degree by his stronger adherence to historical methods and his engagement with the

Islamization of Knowledge since the Mecca conference, 2 years before the Iranian Revolution. It seems that the
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Islamization of Knowledge's pan‐Islamism and Nasr's exile from Iran complicated, but did not extinguish, his in-
tellectual affinity with Corbin's Perso‐centrism.

Nasr admits that the influence of Corbin in the Arab world is limited compared to Iran where he was the

director of the department of Iranology of the Franco‐Iranian Institute of Tehran from 1946 to 1970, becoming a
reference “for many Persians who have studied in the West and who are more at home in French than in their

mother tongue.”69 The influence of Nasr and Corbin is considerable prior the Islamic Revolution especially due to

their intimate relationship with the Pahlavi throne.70 Matthijs Van den Bos remarks:

Corbin and a group of Iranian friends and colleagues defined Shīʿism as an essentially immanent and
transhistorical esoteric tradition, far removed from any worldly, material and political concerns. A

major context for this late twentieth century configuration was a state interest in Sufism, which was

in some ways beneficial to the definition of a national identity and as a counterweight to political

Islam. [..] His esoterism and the construction of a quietist Shīʿism thus came full circle with his death in
1978.71

Their impact on Iranian educational and cultural spheres following the Islamic Revolution remains to be

properly studied.

In the context of Islamic studies, the Corbinian framework remains embedded in the academic conversation

about the esoteric.72 Furthermore, in the Western and particularly American context, as Marcia Hermansen shows,

perennialism and Traditionalism have a continuing role in the study of Islam through generations of Nasr's students.

It is true that Orientalist studies of Sufism and its instrumentalization by Traditionalists as means to heal mod-

ernity's malaise were major factors in Sufism's globalization.73 As analyzed by Alexander Knysh, the influence of

Traditionalist and perennialist ideas is evident in the mobilization of Sufism in Russian politics, including in the

thought of Aleksandr Dugin (b. 1962), the main ideologue of far‐right neo‐Eurasianism.74 Here it is important to
note that over‐adherence to Traditionalists' narratives in Western projections of Islamic history has led to
whitewashing cultural institutions' investment in exploitative structures that were supported by colonialism, as Nur

Sobers‐Khan, Oleg Grabar and Ziauddin Sardar have argued.75 This can be redressed by looking at al‐bāṭiniyya as an
Islamic construct that interacted with various traditions throughout history. This enables us to see Traditionalism's

“esoteric Islam” and Corbin's esoteric phenomenology as cases of the global entanglements of Islamic esotericism.

This perspective assuages two co‐existing tendencies: “Corbinophobia” in Islamic Studies and “Corbinophilia” in the
study of esotericism as a whole.

4 | ISLAM IN THE STUDY OF “WESTERN ESOTERICISM”

We turn our attention to the depiction of Islamic esotericism within the study of “Western esotericism.” We do not

stray far here as Seyyed Hossein Nasr recognized Corbin's influence in the study of Islamic esotericism through the

latter's activity in the Eranos group. It was in this configuration that Corbin influenced Antoine Faivre, whose works

cemented Western esotericism as a field of study.76 In his criticism of Corbin, Hamid Algar compellingly observes

that by over‐adherence to Corbin's vision of “Iranian Islam” one fails to recognize that Corbin's esoteric vision
remains Christocentric. He gets to Iran via the “canon” belonging to “Western esotericism” (the Knights Templar,

Swedenborg, Meister Eckhart, and others). The reliance on the Corbinian perspective in the study of Western

esotericism is, therefore, not surprising.

In his work Access to Western Esotericism, Faivre seeks to move away from any notion of a universal esotericism

resulting from a religionist attitude. He advocates the “methodological agnosticism of the scholar.”77 On this basis,

he defines “Western esotericism” as a distinct form of thought characterized by six fundamental components

(correspondences, living nature, imagination and mediation, experience of transmutation, concordance, and
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transmission).78 He restricts his construction of “Western esotericism” “to several western European countries and

the United States.”79 Nevertheless, Faivre admits that “some esotericism” is found in other cultures,80 and so in the

bibliography of his work, he offers a section on “Esotericism and Islam” which includes the works of Corbin,

Mohammad Ali Amir‐Moezzi, William Chittick, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Pierre Lory, Fuat Sezgin and Manfred Ull-
mann.81 However, in his construction of an esotericism that is “Western,” Faivre views Judaism and Islam as merely

“visitors” to the West. Critics like Kocku Von Stuckrad have rightly highlighted this problematic idea, referring to

the entanglement of Christian/European identity with Islam and Judaism.82

The works of Wouter Hanegraaff has continued to successfully promote “Western esotericism” as an academic

study, maintaining that it is a “modern scholarly construct” in contradistinction to the religionism that characterized

the Eranos enterprise.83 He critiqued Faivre, arguing that his characteristics are “empty containers that may be

filled with almost anything, theosophical or otherwise. […] rather than demarcating a field, it ends up dissolving its

boundaries.”84 In his own works, Hanegraaff adopts a longue durée approach to studying a Western esotericism

that emphasizes a historical continuity and interconnectedness of esoteric traditions since the Renaissance,

drawing from classical antiquity (Neoplatonism and “Hermetic philosophy” or, more recently, “Hermetic spiritual-

ity”). This narrative maps onto the decline narrative, bypassing the medieval period and accepting “Arabic in-

fluences” as cultural transference, while reproducing Corbin's favoriting of al‐Suhrawardī and Ibn ʿArabī as carriers
of the perennial philosophy definitive of “Western esotericism.”85 Although Hanegraaff stresses “the importance of

interconfessional exchange and ‘discursive transfer’ across cultures,” he writes in hisWestern Esotericism: A Guide for

the Perplexed “that Jewish and Islamic forms of ‘esotericism’ have emerged and developed as largely self‐contained
and relatively autonomous traditions, accessible during most of their histories only to pious Jews and Muslims

within their own respective communities.”86 In recent years, however, instead of insisting on the “Western” in

“Western Esotericism,” Hanegraaff has instrumentalized the notions of “Western culture” and “Western civiliza-

tion” in his study of esotericism, as demonstrated by the title of his books including the forthcoming Esotericism in

Western Culture. In a recent blogpost, he declares his focus on “the true history of the West [which] remains largely

unknown, its place having been taken by those well‐known hegemonic narratives of Western superiority.”87 But as
Kwame Anthony Appiah notes in his The Lies That Bind, the very idea of “the West,” and “Western culture” as

objects of study emerged in the 1890s, during an intense era of imperialism, gaining wider currency in the twentieth

century. As such, he describes it as a modern invented “fable” that runs a narrative “from Plato to NATO.”88

Therefore, adopting such a fable as a conceptual framework for writing history is more disorientating than illu-

minating. Furthermore, this approach, runs the risk of homogenizing the diverse “cultures” of Europe, North

America, and Australasia, and in particular the erasure of indigenous cultures, the “inclusion” of whom necessitates

talking about the West's history of colonialism and slavery, and their role in the construction of a “Western”

identity. When it comes to Islam, following criticism, Hanegraaff has revised his position regarding Judaism and

Islam being “self‐contained” traditions. He writes: “From a perpective (sic) of cultural and intellectual history, it is
essential to see that Islam is not some kind of ‘outsider’ to ‘Western culture’ but an integral and essential part of

it.”89 Nevertheless, this notion of “inclusion” to the West reinforces Western hegemony and cultural imperialism

where the dominance of “Western culture” is maintained by subsuming other cultures into its narrative, while

adopting an imperial historiographic framework (Alexandrian conquests—Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman empires)

for writing the history of esotericism in the West.90

Meanwhile, within the study of “Western esotericism,” research on the diverse ways Western esoteric currents

engage with Islam and Islamic esotericism has grown. At the forefront of this research are the works of Mark

Sedgwick who contributed to understanding the complex interplay between Western esoteric traditions and Islam,

and Sufism in the West.91 Significant scholarship on Islam and/in Western Esotericism has developed, such as

Francesco Piraino's works on Sufism and the New Age,92 and Makhabbad Maltabarova's Western Esotericism and

Islamic Mysticism: Rethinking the Place of Sufism in the Work of George Gurdjieff (2023). However, the first major

intervention to the Euro‐centric and Christo‐centric approaches that characterized the study of Western esoter-
icism is delivered in the volume Esotericism in African American Religious Experience: There is a Mystery… edited by
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Stephen C. Finley, Margarita Simon Guillory and Hugh R. Page Jr, scholars of African American culture and religion.

Mapping out the field of “Africana Esoteric Studies,” the editors highlight the racial dimensions of the “Western” in

“Western esotericism.”93 In a recent publication entitled “Africana Esoteric Studies and Western Intellectual He-

gemony: A Continuing Conversation with Western Esotericism,” Stephen C. Finley, Biko Mandela Gray, and Hugh R.

Page Jr. assert that “the discourse of methodology carries with it and disguises a theory of race and cultural

privileging that remains unacknowledged and undisclosed. And blackness becomes a secret, as the underside of the

West.”94 Failure to account for diversity, and complexity “does intellectual and existential damage to the claims of

Africana peoples about their own naming of realities.”95 The works of these scholars thus constitute the first

systematic effort to challenge the monopoly of the West and Whiteness in the academic discourse of “Western

esotericism.”

Another major shift was signaled by the publication of the edited volume New Approaches to the Study of

Esotericism (2021) which presents the ways the study of esotericism can progress towards methodologically in-

clusive ways, making it less Eurocentric and more global.96 The volume rejects the view that esotericism is a

particularly “Western” undertaking consisting of religious, philosophical, and ritual traditions that go back to

Mediterranean antiquity.97 The editors Egil Asprem and Julian Strube draw attention to the “cultural essentialism

that sneaks in with the term ‘Western’” which has sanitized the established longue durée narratives from any

reference to colonialism and colonial exchanges. They highlight the importance of engaging with “scholars have

been able to produce great work on ‘esoteric’ subjects without the concept of ‘Western esotericism’.”98 Based on

the premise that “West” and “East” are ever‐shifting constructs based primarily on political, cultural, and economic
aspirations of different groups at specific periods of time, my contribution to the volume outlines the way “Western

esotericism” has neatly followed the European trajectory of modernity and appealed to Europeanist civilizational

narratives that begin in ancient Greece and the decline narrative.99 In the case of Islam, as Feras Hamza warns,

inferring the meaning of Islamic terms from the field of Western esotericism risks ignoring political and cultural

specifics.100

Within the study of Islam and esotericism, there have been two intersecting conversations. The first is con-

cerned with the place of Islamic esotericism, specifically Sufism, in the West, and its influence on the thought and

development of Western esoteric currents. The second is more recent and it is concerned with the global entan-

glements of esotericism and Islam. The conversations merged with the establishment of the European Network for

the Study of Islam and Esotericism, under whose aegis two publications cemented the interdisciplinary and global

approaches to the study of Islam and esotericism: a special issue on Islamic esotericism, published by Correspon-

dences: The Journal for the Study of Esotericism,101 and the volume Esoteric Transfers and Constructions: Judaism,

Christianity, and Islam, edited by Mark Sedgwick and Francesco Piraino.102

From an institutional perspective, beyond the popular study of Sufism from different disciplinary perspectives,

there are important hubs for the study of Islamic esotericism. Shīʿī esotericism's most successful and globally visible
intellectual and academic promoter has been the Institute of Ismaili Studies established in 1977. Their mission to

preserve and study the intellectual and literary heritage of Shīʿī and Ismāʿīlī traditions has produced a large number
of publications pertaining to Islamic esotericism, including their project of producing critical editions and trans-

lations of the Rasāʾil Ikhwān al‐Ṣafāʾ.103 In France, Mohammad Ali Amir‐Moezzi is the director of studies at the
Religious Sciences Section of the École Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris, holding the chair of “Exegesis and

Theology of the Shia Islam,” occupied before him by Louis Massignon and Corbin. He is also a Senior Research

Fellow at the Institute of Ismaili Studies and has written extensively on Shīʿī esotericism. Of note are two IIS
publications, The Spirituality of Shi'i Islam, Beliefs and Practices (2011) and The Divine Guide in Early Shi'ism: The Sources

of Esotericism in Islam (1994). The establishment of the Centre for the History of Hermetic Philosophy and Related

Currents” in 2009 has been central to the development of the study of Western esotericism.104 Initially having a

modern and early modern focus, it extended the chronology to antiquity and the Middle Ages in 2021. It was then

that I joined HHP as a scholar of Islamic esotericism and a medievalist, marking a step towards the institutional-

ization of a non‐fragmented study of Islamic esotericism.
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In the context of the West, the study of “esotericism” is predominantly situated within “religious studies.”

However, the absence of the discipline of religious studies in many Muslim countries poses a challenge to devel-

oping the study of Islamic esotericism in local academic institutions. In many cases, this absence results from official

ideologies that seek to define Islam's place in society, often endorsing an “official” or “officialized” version of Islam,

which then affects the study of Islam and other religions by extension.105 This is what Muhammad al‐Bughali
observes to be the cause of the scarcity of Arabic research on the subject of Islamic esotericism, confined to a

few unpublished academic dissertations.106 Jacques Waardenburg suggests that sociological, anthropological, and

art historical research in contemporary Muslim societies could offer promising perspectives for Muslim studies of

religion, and I would add the study of esotericism. He also emphasizes the importance of creating institutional

structures that encourage the study of other languages to facilitate the study of other religions.107 However, it is

fair to say that the failure to institutionalize “religious studies” in Muslim countries raises questions about the

limitations of the discipline itself and its global utility.
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76 Wouter Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the Academy: Rejected Knowledge in Western Culture (Cambridge University Press,
2012), pp. 355–362.
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83 Wouter Hanegraaff,Western Esotericism: A Guide for the Perplexed (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013),
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84 Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the Academy, p. 360.

85 Wouter Hanegraaff, Hermetic Spirituality and the Historical Imagination Altered States of Knowledge in Late Antiquity
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93 Stephen C. Finley, Margarita Simon Guillory and Hugh R. Page Jr, “Introduction: Africana Esoteric Studies: Mapping a

New Endeavor,” Esotericism in African American Religious Experience: There is a Mystery (Leiden: Brill, 2014), pp. 1–20.
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pp. 147–167; Hugh R. Page, Jr. and Stephen C. Finley, “What Can the Whole World Be Hiding?”: Exploring Africana

Esotericisms in the American Soul‐Blues Continuum,” in New Approaches to the Study of Esotericism, pp. 168–181, and
Mariano Villalba, “The Occult among the Aborigines of South America? Some Remarks on Race, Coloniality, and the

West in the Study of Esotericism,” in New Approaches to the Study of Esotericism, pp. 88–108.

98 Asprem and Strube, “Esotericism's Expanding Horizon,” p. 6.
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