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This study undertakes a comparative philosophical examination of the
approaches of three prominent contemporary non-Muslim scholars in
interpreting the thought of Muhyl al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi—namely James
Morris, William Chittick, and Denis Gril. Each of these thinkers
approaches the worldview of the “Great Master” (al-Shaykh al-Akbar)
from a distinct methodological perspective. Morris, with a
phenomenological and ontological outlook, focuses on Ibn ‘Arabi’s lived
mystical experience and his hermeneutical language, seeking truth within
the horizon of the seeker’s lived encounter. Chittick, through an analytical
and systematic approach, reinterprets concepts such as creative
imagination, the Perfect Human, and the Divine Names, thereby
constructing a theoretical bridge between Islamic mysticism and Western
philosophy. In contrast, Gril adopts a historical-cultural perspective,
emphasizing the social, sectarian, and literary contexts of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
works and tracing the evolution of their reception within the history of
Sufism.

The aim of this article is to analyze the points of convergence and
divergence among these three narratives across three central axes:
mystical ontology, the concept of the Perfect Human, and mystical
hermeneutics. The findings indicate that, despite methodological
differences, all three scholars contribute to elucidating the multilayered
depth of Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought. Overall, this study arrives at an
interdisciplinary and multidimensional understanding of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
mysticism, paving the way for philosophical and spiritual dialogue
between East and West and for rethinking the global significance of
Islamic mysticism.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Knowledge (ma‘rifa) holds a foundational position in Islamic philosophy and is inseparably
linked with the ontological status of the soul. Among Muslim philosophers, Avicenna (Ibn Sina)
presents one of the most sophisticated and systematic accounts of cognition, in which
epistemology, psychology, and metaphysics form an integrated whole. In Avicenna’s view,
human cognition is not a purely mechanical or sensory-based process; rather, it is grounded in
the gradual perfection and immaterialization of the soul.

Central to Avicenna’s epistemology is the idea that the human soul possesses different degrees
of preparedness (isti‘dad) for knowledge. This preparedness is not merely intellectual but also
moral and existential. Numerous Qur’anic insights and philosophical arguments emphasize that
the purification of the soul (tahdhib or tazkiyat al-nafs) plays a decisive role in unveiling reality
and attaining true understanding. In this context, Avicenna introduces the concept of the Active
Intellect (al-‘aql al-fa“‘al) as the ultimate source of intelligible forms and the final stage of
cognitive perfection.

The present study aims to examine the effectiveness of self-purification in the process of
cognition from Avicenna’s perspective. It seeks to clarify how purification strengthens the
soul’s capacity to connect with the Active Intellect and how, through this connection,
knowledge is realized. The primary purpose of the article is to demonstrate that, in Avicenna’s
philosophical system, cognition culminates not simply in rational abstraction but in the
existential readiness of the soul to receive intelligible realities.

Research Questions

This study addresses the following main questions:

What is the role of self-purification in Avicenna’s theory of cognition?

How does purification of the soul affect its ability to connect with the Active Intellect?

How does Avicenna conceptualize knowledge as the actualization of the soul’s potential
through this connection?

Methodology

The research adopts a descriptive—analytical approach, relying on a close reading of Avicenna’s
philosophical writings, particularly his works on psychology, epistemology, and metaphysics.
The study analyzes Avicenna’s discussions of the soul, intellect, sensory faculties, and
intelligible knowledge, focusing on conceptual coherence rather than historical comparison or
empirical observation.

Primary philosophical texts are examined to extract Avicenna’s views on the gradation of
knowledge, the structure of the human soul, and the function of the Active Intellect. By
synthesizing these discussions, the study articulates the link between ethical purification and
epistemic fulfillment. The methodology is entirely theoretical and philosophical, aiming to
clarify Avicenna’s internal conceptual system without imposing later interpretations.

Findings

The findings reveal that Avicenna understands cognition as a gradual and existentially grounded
process. Knowledge does not arise solely from sensory perception or discursive reasoning;
instead, it unfolds through the soul’s progressive refinement. The soul initially acquires sensory
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images through external and internal senses, then abstracts universal meanings by means of the
rational faculty. However, this abstraction alone does not constitute complete knowledge.

According to Avicenna, intelligible forms ultimately emanate from the Active Intellect. The
human intellect does not create these forms independently; it receives them once it achieves
sufficient preparedness. Self-purification plays a crucial role in this process by freeing the soul
from domination by bodily desires and material attachments. When the soul becomes purified,
it increasingly resembles the immaterial order of intellects, making it receptive to intelligible
effusion.

The study shows that purification is not an alternative to rationality but a condition for its
perfection. As the soul moves away from sensory distractions and passions, its cognitive clarity
increases. This clarity strengthens the soul’s connection with the Active Intellect and stabilizes
the cognitive process. Thus, purification directly enhances the soul’s epistemic capacity rather
than functioning merely as a moral ideal.

Discussion

The analysis highlights the deep integration of ethics and epistemology in Avicenna’s system.
Knowledge, in this framework, is inseparable from self-cultivation. Learning is not conceived
as the accumulation of information but as the maturation of the soul’s existential condition. The
Active Intellect stands as the mediator between the intelligible realm and the human intellect,
while purification ensures that this mediation becomes effective.

Furthermore, Avicenna’s theory challenges purely empiricist or formalist accounts of
knowledge. Sensory perception provides only the raw material for cognition, and rational
analysis organizes it, but neither guarantees access to truth without the soul’s readiness. This
readiness is achieved through distancing oneself from material preoccupations and aligning the
soul with intellectual realities.

The study also demonstrates that Avicenna’s conception of purification does not negate rational
inquiry. On the contrary, it reinforces the reliability of reason by grounding it in an ontologically
purified subject. Reason functions most effectively when the soul is balanced, disciplined, and
oriented toward intelligible realities. This harmony between rationality and spirituality
constitutes a distinctive feature of Avicenna’s epistemology.

Conclusion

This study concludes that self-purification occupies a central and indispensable role in
Avicenna’s theory of cognition. From his perspective, true knowledge emerges when the soul,
through ethical and spiritual refinement, becomes capable of receiving intelligible forms from
the Active Intellect. Cognition is thus understood as the actualization of the soul’s latent
capacities rather than a purely technical operation of the mind. By emphasizing the epistemic
significance of purification, Avicenna offers a holistic model of knowledge in which morality,
ontology, and rationality converge. This model presents cognition as a transformative process
that perfects the soul and aligns it with the intelligible structure of reality. The findings of this
study contribute to a deeper understanding of Avicenna’s philosophical anthropology and
highlight the enduring relevance of his integrated view of knowledge.
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