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Cosmic Subjectivity in Ibn ‘Ajiba’s Qur’anic Exegesis

Ibn ‘Acibe’nin Kur’an Tefsirinde Kozmik Oznellik

Mariya GOLOVACHEVA*

Abstract

In his autobiography the Moroccan Sufi Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba cites an incident in which his saintly grandmother
gives a command to a snake and the reptile fulfils the lady’s order. Undoubtedly, the story demonstrates the
special powers granted to the saintly woman, but is the snake she interacts with also special? Or do natural
entities in general understand and know more than we ordinarily think? Whereas the Qur’an repeatedly
emphasises the “animated quality of nature,” portraying the conscious, knowing and even wise cosmos,
the works of exegesis often interpret such verses metaphorically (majaz) as eloquent expressions of God’s
power and universal submission to it. How to reconcile this widespread figurative understanding with the
numerous Sufi accounts of the alive, knowing, and understanding cosmos (similar to the incident menti-
oned by Ibn ‘Ajiba)? To answer this question and more broadly, to reflect upon the understudied issue of
cosmic subjectivity in the Sufi works of zafsir, this article looks into Ibn ‘Ajiba’s Qur’anic commentary
al-Bahr al-Madid (The Immense Ocean), which masterfully blends exoteric and esoteric approaches to the
scripture and which is aimed at general public (rather than the initiates on the Sufi path). Whereas the Sufi
master himself clearly perceives everything in creation as an understanding subject, he also succeeds in
seamlessly bringing together various interpretations (including purely metaphorical readings), recognising
their validity and suitability for different audiences. The highest level, however, is to realise that the literal
meaning of the Qur’anic description of the cosmos accurately captures the aspects of reality hidden from

*  ORCID: 0000-0001-8690-258X Graduate Student, Ibn Haldun University Alliance of Civilizations Institute,
mariya.golovacheva@stu.ihu.edu.tr.

Received: 16.01.2024 Accepted: 25.03.2024 Published: 31.05.2024

Cite as: Maria Golovacheva, “Cosmic Subjectivity in Ibn ‘Ajiba’s Qur’anic Exegesis”, Journal of the Institute for Sufi
Studies 3, 1 (2024): pp. 36-53.

This article is distributed under license CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 International (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)

36



MARIYA GOLOVACHEVA

senses: the spiritually enlightened actually “see” with the eye of basira that the cosmos is alive, conscious,
and knowledgeable, and that everything in it is ultimately a vessel manifesting Divine names.

Keywords: Sufism, Ibn ‘Ajiba, tafsir, subjectivity, consciousness, natural world, majaz.

Oz

Fasli stifi Ahmed Ibn ‘Acibe otobiyografisinde, biiyiikannesinin bir y1lana emir verdigi ve siiriingenin de
bu miibarek hanimin emrini yerine getirdigi bir olaydan bahseder. Kuskusuz bu hikéye bu aziz kadina
bahsedilen 6zel giigleri gostermektedir, ancak burada 6zel olan sadece o mudur yoksa iletisim kurdugu
yilan da 6zel bir varlik midir? Ya da genel olarak dogal varliklar normalde diisiindiiglimiizden daha fazlasini
anlay1p bilebilir mi? Kur’an, defaten, “doganin canli niteligini” vurgulayarak onu bilingli, bilen ve hatta
bilge bir kozmos olarak tasvir ederken, tefsir eserleri, bu tiir ayetleri genellikle mecazi olarak yorumlayarak
onlar1, Allah’in kudretinin ve alemin O’na zorunlu teslimiyetinin belagatli ifadeleri olarak goriir. O halde
bu yaygin sembolik okuma anlayisini, canli, bilen ve anlayan bir kozmosun (ibn ‘Acibe’nin bahsettigi olaya
benzer sekilde) sufilerin hayatlarindaki sayisiz tezahiiriiyle nasil uzlastirabiliriz? Bu makale, bu soruyu
cevaplamak ve daha genis anlamda, tasavvufi tefsirlerde az ¢aligilmis bir konu olan kozmik 6znellik meselesi
iizerine diisiinmek amaciyla, Ibn ‘Acibe’nin kutsal kitaba zahiri ve batini yaklasimlari ustalikla harmanlayan
ve (tasavvuf yolundaki saliklerden ziyade) halkin geneline yonelik telif ettigi e/-Bahrii’l-Medid (Ugsuz
Bucaksiz Okyanus) adli1 Kur’an tefsirini incelemektedir. Miirsidin kendisi yaratilistaki her seyi bilen birer
varlik olarak algilarken, ayn1 zamanda farkli yaklasimlar1 (tamamen metaforik okumalar da dahil olmak
tizere) sorunsuz bir sekilde bir araya getirmeyi, bunlarin gegerli ve farkl kitleler i¢in farkli uygunluklara
sahip oldugunu kabul eder. Bununla birlikte, buradaki en yiiksek seviye, Kur’an’in alem tasvirinin sozliik
anlamryla, hakikatin duyulardan gizlenen yonlerini isabetli bir sekilde ele geg¢irdigini fark etmektir: Ruhsal
olarak aydinlanmis kisi, kozmosun canl, idrak sahibi ve bilgili oldugunu ve igindeki her seyin, nihayetinde
[lahi Isimler’i tezahiir ettiren birer mazhar oldugunu basiret goziiyle gercekten “gdriir”.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tasavvuf, Ibn ‘Acibe, tefsir, dznellik, bilinglilik, dogal diinya, mecaz.

Introduction This anecdote, told by the Moroccan Sufi
Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba (d.1224/1809) in his auto-
biography (fahrasa), refers to his grandmother

Another woman had concerns about a

snake that came to devour all the worms - Fati b 4 saint
. sayyida Fatima, who was a renowned sain
she fed to her fowls. According to her own 204 T ) 5
i from ahl al-ighatha (people of assistance).
account, she asked the snake, in the name i
) . . Whereas the story can be examined from
of God and sayyida Fatima, to cease its . . . .
. ; . multiple angles, what is particularly pertinent
misdeeds. Fatima came to her and im- S
to the present article is the fact of seamless

mediately the snake placed its head by communication between sayyida Fatima and

(13 b : l’?” . .
the door. “Is it this one?” asked Fatima. the snake: the snake’s ability to understand

“By God, it is!” replied the woman. Then and fulfil the command exceeds the range

Fatima grabbed a pestle and, brandishing of faculties usually attributed to this animal.

it in the direction of the snake, told it: Undoubtedly, the incident demonstrates the

“By God, if you return to eat her worms, : A . .
2 Saints who function as intercessors and who manifest

[ will bury your head!” The snake never divine mercy through wonders, see Michon, “L’auto-
reappeared again.l biographie du Soufi Marocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Agiba”,
263; John Renard, Friends of God.: Islamic Images of
1 Jean-Louis Michon, “L’autobiographie du Soufi Ma- Piety, Commitment, and Servanthood (Berkeley and
rocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Agiba (1747-1809) I, Arabica 15, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2008),

3 (1968): 264. 89.
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special powers granted to sayyida Fatima, but
is the snake she interacts with also special? Or
do snakes in general understand more than we
ordinarily think, even though the majority of
human beings are incapable of perceiving this
reality? As Ibn ‘Ajiba himself states later in
his autobiography, when a person dedicates
themselves to God and His contemplation, the
creatures become related and bound to them.?
He narrates several incidents from his own
life, in which wild animals and birds accom-
panied him on his journeys and in moments
of solitude: once, when a jackal was follow-
ing him, Ibn ‘Ajiba commanded the animal
to stop and it did. But when he tried to give
it a piece of bread, the jackal fled,* indicating
that what attracted the animal was the inner
state of the righteous Sufi, not trivial hunger.
Such incidents leave little doubt that the natural
world possesses understanding and affinity
with humankind, even though this reality
lies hidden from the uninitiated. The idea is
not new and has been articulated by Sufis
throughout the ages, both in the accounts of
their lives and in their theoretical writings. The
wind being instructed to carry Habib al-‘A-
jam® or the docile gazelle suddenly turning
aggressive upon Abii Madyan’s unintentional
withholding of money meant for charity® bring
into relief both the universality of conscious-
ness and understanding, which apply even to
seemingly inanimate things, and the profound
wisdom that the natural world manifests in
its interaction with saints. When it comes to
the theoretical expression of this reality, Abt
Hamid al-Ghazali in his lThya ‘Ulam al-Din

3 Michon, “L’autobiographie du Soufi Marocain Ah-
mad Ibn ‘Agiba”, 266.

4 Jean-Louis Michon, “L’autobiographie du Soufi Ma-
rocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Agiba (1747-1809) 1117, Arabica
16, 2 (1969): 138.
Renard, Friends of God, 107.

6  Vincent Cornell, The Way of Abii Madyan: Doctri-
nal and Poetic Works of Abii Madyan Shu‘ayb ibn al-
Husayn al-Ansart (c.509/1115-594/1198) (Cambridge:
The Islamic Texts Society, 1996), 6.
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(The Revival of the Religious Sciences) argues
that “all the atoms of heaven and earth praise
God,”” while Jalal al-Din Raim1 in his Masnavi
justifiably wonders “if the fire of Nimrod has
no eye, how can it be explained that it takes
care to show respect to Abraham?””® Indeed, the
Qur’an repeatedly emphasises the “animated
quality of nature,” depicting the whole cos-
mos as an active participant in its narrative:
everything in creation glorifies God (tasbih)
(Q 17/44) and prostrates to Him (sujiid) (Q
22/18), God addresses the heavens, the earth,
the mountains (Q 33/72), and the fire (Q 21/69)
on different occasions, He inspires (wahy) the
earth (Q 99/5) and the bee (Q 16/68), the nat-
ural world plays a pivotal role in the stories
of the prophets David and Solomon (Q 27/16-
22), to give just a few most striking examples.

However, in spite of such a wealth of seemingly
incontrovertible scriptural evidence pointing
to the alive, conscious, understanding, and
knowledgeable cosmos, intimately related to
human beings, when it comes to the works of
tafsir, there is a well-established tendency to
often resort to metaphorical interpretations
(majaz) of such verses. Since the default state of
human beings is their inability to perceive and
comprehend cosmic tasbih, sujid, and commu-
nication, in order to fit human understanding
these phenomena are interpreted figuratively
as eloquent expressions of God’s incontrovert-
ible power and universal submission to it." In
addition to acknowledging the linguistic merits

7  Lynda Clarke, “The Universe Alive: Nature in the
Masnavi of Jalal al-Din Rumi,” in Islam and Ecol-
ogy: A Bestowed Trust, ed. Richard Foltz, Frederick
Denny, and Azizan Baharuddin (Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts: Harvard University Press, 2003), 60.

8 Ibid., 46.
9  Abdal Hakim Murad, Travelling Home: Essays of

Islam in Europe (Cambridge: The Quilliam Press,
2020), 275.

10 See, for example, al-Zamakhshar1’s al-Kashshaf, al-
Razi’s Mafatih al-ghayb, al-Qurtubl ’s al-Jami* li
ahkam al-Qur’an.
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of majaz," various exegetes also advocate met-
aphorical readings on theological and logical
grounds. For example, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi in
his influential tafsir Mafatih al-Ghayb argues
that since in the Ash’arite kalam tradition the
existence of life is predicated upon the attri-
butes of knowledge (‘i/m) and power (qudra),
consciousness and any kind of knowledge
are impossible in jamadat (inanimate things)
(at least in their “normal” state which can be
upended in exceptional circumstances through
God’s intervention).”? Interestingly, even Sufi
exegetes are sometimes unwilling to take the
Qur’anic descriptions of universal prostration,
glorification, and conscious celebration of the
Divine at face value: for example, Abt’l-Qasim
al-Qushayr1 understands cosmic tasbih lit-
erally only when it comes to living entities,
whereas in the case of jamadat he sides with
al-Razi, preferring a metaphorical reading."
The propensity among many exegetes for
either restricting or denying the existence of
life, consciousness, understanding, and knowl-
edge in various cosmic entities invites a natural
question of how this position can be reconciled
with the numerous Sufi accounts of an unmis-
takeably alive and knowing cosmos as well as
their theoretical arguments supporting a literal

11 According to one of the foremost literary theorists
of the Islamic world, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, imag-
ery exceeds plain truth in eloquence and its ability
to move the reader / listener: the subtlety of expres-
sion coupled with the depth of meaning produces
the most beautiful forms “that influence the heart
and the soul” (José Miguel Puerta Vilchez, desthet-
ics in Arabic Thought, trans. Consuelo Lopez-Mo-
rillas (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 51-2). See also Nadwa
Dawud, “Mustalahat al-taswir wa-I-tamthil wa-I-
takhyil ‘inda-1-Zamakhshari fi-lI-Kashshaf” (The
terms “taswir” (depiction), “tamthil” (allegory) and
“takhyrl” (visualisation, or imaginative representa-
tion) in al-Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf), Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 10, 2 (2008): 142-175.

12 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, also known
as al-Tafsir al-Kabir (Vols. 1-32) (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr,
1981), 20: 219.

13 Sarra Tlili, Animals in the Qur'an (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2012), 45.

39

understanding of the Qur’anic passages under
review. How to navigate such seemingly con-
tradictory views on the nature of the cosmos?
Can different cosmic entities be simultaneous-
ly alive and inanimate, conscious and lacking
awareness and understanding?

Ibn ‘Ajiba, whom we have already met at the
beginning of the Introduction, is a perfect can-
didate to answer these questions: belonging
to the Darqaw1 Shadhilt Sufi school, in his
Qur’anic commentary al-Bahr al-Madid (The
Immense Ocean) he masterfully blends the
exoteric and esoteric approaches to the scrip-
ture, addressing general public (rather than the
initiates on the Sufi path), acknowledging the
validity of non-Sufi views, and presenting Sufi
doctrines in the accessible language. Whereas
Sufis are generally known for their skilful
integration of the esoteric and the exoteric,
Ibn ‘Ajiba stands out for his ability to reveal
both dimensions in every single verse of the
Qur’an and to offer practical guidance to all
believers regardless of their spiritual level.* As
has already been demonstrated in the stories
from Ibn ‘Ajiba’s autobiography, the mufas-
sir clearly perceives the natural world as an
understanding subject, yet in his exegesis he
accommodates various positions (including
purely metaphorical readings), recognising
that even though on the surface they might
appear contradictory, they are best regarded as
complementary, enriching our understanding
of both the Qur’an and the world."® In what
follows we will look in detail into Ibn ‘Ajiba’s
perception of the cosmos and its subjectivity

14  Mohamed Fadel Elsayed, “Le Commentaire du Cor-
an par le Soufi Marocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba (1160-
1224/1747-1809): Méthodes et Themes” (PhD diss.,
University of Strasbourg, 2021), 248.

15 Which agrees with Bauer’s thesis about the accep-
tance of and the comfort with quite high levels of
ambiguity in pre-modern Islamic worldview, see
Thomas Bauer, 4 Culture of Ambiguity. An Alter-
native History of Islam, trans. Hinrich Biesterfeldt
and Tricia Tunstall (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2021).
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and how he succeeds in seamlessly bringing
together various interpretations, accepting
them all while singling out the literal reading
as the deepest and most accurate depiction of
reality, that is understood, seen, and internal-
ised by the spiritually enlightened. What is
worth drawing attention to before proceed-
ing any further is that the literal reading of
“cosmic” verses in the Qur’an should not be
equated with the exoteric level of interpreta-
tion: since the Qur’anic portrayal of the alive
and knowledgeable cosmos goes against most
people’s routine perception of and interaction
with the natural world and challenges their
conventional way of looking at it, understand-
ing this portrayal literally without trying to
make it fit the necessarily limited human expe-
rience is actually closer to the esoteric level. To
perceive the cosmos as alive is to go beyond
the apparent to uncover the hidden.

Subjectivity and Its Criteria

Subjectivity is an ideal tool to study Ibn ‘Ajiba’s
understanding of the cosmos in the Qur’an as it
can be used as an umbrella term for such cru-
cial aspects as consciousness, aliveness, mental
states, agency, and relationality. Even though
there is no single universally agreed-upon
definition, the traits that constitute a subject
can be deduced from such attempts to define
subjectivity as “self-consciousness as the basis
of all possible knowledge,”'® or “the idea of
some ‘thing’ that is both the owner of certain
mental states and the agent of certain activi-
ties.”” Since Descartes, the approach to sub-
jectivity in the West has been rooted in cog-
nition making up a uniquely human subject,
distinct from surrounding objects upon which

16 Muhammad U. Faruque, Sculpting the Self: Islam,
Selfhood, and Human Flourishing (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 2021), 51.

17 Alain de Libera, “When Did the Modern Subject
Emerge?,” American Catholic Philosophical Quar-
terly 82,2 (2008): 181.

they exercise their thought processes.”® As a
backlash against this anthropocentric vision,
post-modernity has witnessed the emergence
of a strictly egalitarian outlook, which denies
distinctiveness to human subjects, emphasising
universal interconnection of all the entities in
the cosmos, whose fluid relationality produces
subjectivity.” While post-humanist versions of
subjectivity in their revolt against the Cartesian
binary outlook usher in a flattened cosmos,
the Sufi view is equally bent on overcoming
the subject — object dichotomy, preserving,
however, the existence of spiritual degrees and
levels in creation. God, the cosmos, and the
self represent three corners of a triangle with
God on top, being the ultimate Principle and
Source of both the cosmos and the self. Since
Divine names permeate the created world and
reveal themselves in its every nook and cranny
at varying degrees, both the cosmos and the
self are first and foremost manifestations of
God’s names. The process of spiritual unveil-
ing (kashf) attunes a Sufi practitioner to the
underlying relatedness of everything in the
cosmos: when one transcends the confines of
the nafs (lower self) and attains fana’ (annihi-
lation), they are able to presentially embrace
the whole cosmos (macrocosm) in their own
being and consciousness (microcosm).?’ What
William Chittick calls the anthropocosmic
vision bespeaks of the complementarity rath-
er than polarity: in line with a truly tawhidic

18 James Miller, China’s Green Religion: Daoism and
the Quest for a Sustainable Future (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 2017), 27.

19 See, Nathan Eric Dickman, “A Zhuangzian Tan-
gle: Corroborating (Orientalism in?) Posthumanist
Approaches to Subjectivities and Flourishings”,
Religions 10 (2019): 3; Jordi Vivaldi, “Xenological
Subjectivity: Rosi Braidotti and Object-oriented On-
tology”, Open Philosophy 4 (2021): 314.

20 Faruque, Sculpting the Self, 85. See also Olga Louch-
akova-Schwartz, “The Self and the World: Vedanta,
Sufism, and the Presocratics in a Phenomenological
View,” in Phenomenology/Ontopoesis: Retrieving
Geo-cosmic Horizons of Antiquity, ed. A.-T. Tymie-
niecka (New York: Springer, 2011): 428-30.
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vision, the cosmos and the self are merely two
mirrors reflecting the Divine.”! The idea of
the two mirrors is particularly stimulating in
the context of contemplating cosmic subjec-
tivity: if the cosmos reflects the same Reality
as human beings?> — namely, Divine names,
— should not its nature resemble that of bani
Adam?

The concept of subjectivity as such has become
prominent in Western thought since the human-
ist shift during the Enlightenment and does
not belong to Ibn ‘Ajiba’s Weltanschauung,
but the features of subjectivity are clearly
addressed in his exegesis. Three features of
subjectivity have been selected for the pur-
pose of this study, namely, consciousness / life,
knowledge / wisdom, and interrelatedness of
everything in creation. Subjectivity, especially
when applied to the natural world, provides a
useful framework to examine an active and
dynamic dimension of the cosmos in the Sufi
master’s fafsir: not only is it a seat of God’s
silent (albeit splendid) signs (ayat), but it is
also an indispensable vocal participant in the
events of this world, knowing and promoting
the good and the true and decrying the evil.

Consciousness/Life

As has already been indicated, Ibn ‘Ajiba in
general is very open to enlivening the whole
cosmos, while giving space to various posi-
tions expressed by scholars regarding the topic.
Adopting a balanced viewpoint, Ibn ‘Ajiba
often recognises the validity of multiple inter-
pretations of the verses hinting at cosmic sub-
jectivity. This stance agrees with the general
position of the Shadhili school articulated by
Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-IskandarT, who explains that

21  William C. Chittick, Science of the Cosmos, Science
of the Soul: The Pertinence of Islamic Cosmology in
the Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld Publications,
2007), 131.

Even though the clarity and comprehensiveness of the
reflected image might not be as sharp and precise.
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the commentary on Qur’anic verses should be
regarded as ta'wil: the interpretation which,
without departing from the original sense, goes
beyond it, revealing multiple possible ways of
understanding, none of which is definitive and
all of which resonate with different audienc-
es.” To illustrate how Ibn ‘Ajiba applies this
approach in his tafsir, one can have a look at
his commentary on the verse about amana
(trust) offered to the heavens, the earth, and
the mountains and their refusal to carry it out
(Q 33/72): in the exoteric section the mufassir
explains that amana can refer to the creation of
consciousness, life, and reason in those great
bodies or to the trust being offered to their
inhabitants (angels and jinn). The exegete also
includes a metaphorical interpretation, which
he attributes to al-Baydawt: had the offer taken
place and had those bodies possessed feeling
and consciousness, they would have refused to
accept the offer out of fear. And the purpose
of such a metaphor is to glorify obedience,
which in this case is called amana since it
requires implementation.”* While Ibn ‘Ajiba
seems to incline towards the literal meaning,
he does not plainly reject the figurative one.
And in the ishari section of the commentary
(the characteristically Sufi exegesis by sign or
allusion) Ibn ‘Ajiba clarifies that, unlike, on
the one hand, angels and jinn, overpowered
by abstract and spiritual meanings and having
no access to the sensible reality, and, on the
other hand, animals and jamddat, existing in
the domain of senses and clouded from hidden
lights and secrets, a human is the only creature
in which the opposites come together (subtle-
ty and coarseness, body and spirit, light and
darkness, meaning and sense).”> Whereas Ibn
‘Ajiba’s reflections unmistakably emphasise

23 Elsayed, “Le Commentaire du Coran par le Soufi
Marocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba,” 27.

Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid ft tafsir al-
Qur’an al-majid (Cairo: self-published, 1999), 4: 468.

25 Ibid., 4: 469.
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the specialness of hani Adam, they also shed
further light on the exegete’s perception of the
cosmos. First, in the esoteric realm Ibn ‘Ajiba
takes the literal understanding of the offer of
amana to the heavens, the earth, and the moun-
tains for granted, simply stating its occurrence.
Second, by grouping jamaddt and animals
together and by attributing the sensible per-
ception of reality to them, the exegete makes
it clear that consciousness exists not only in
animals but also in what is ordinarily regarded
as inanimate. Overall, in both the exoteric and
the esoteric parts of the commentary Ibn ‘Ajiba
favours the non-figurative interpretation of the
actual exchange between God and the mighty
cosmic entities without, however, rejecting the
validity of the metaphorical reading. It appears
that to him different interpretations can co-ex-
ist, reflecting the richness and polyphony of
the Qur’anic text.

We can discover the same pattern of inclu-
sivity in Ibn ‘Ajiba’s reading of other verses.
Commenting on the prostration (sujiid) of
shadows (Q 16/48-9), he argues that it can be
understood both as hagiga (reality) and majaz.
Dahhak narrates that when the sun reaches
its zenith, everything in creation (specifically
plants and trees) prostrates in the direction
of the gibla. This is the reason why the righ-
teous prefer to pray at that specific time to
align their worship with the universal choir
of worshippers.?® In his explanation of another
verse addressing sujiid (Q 22/18), Ibn ‘Ajiba
conveys al-Kawash1’s report that the stars, the
sun, and the moon prostrate when they set,
and do not rise again until they are permit-
ted to do so. Likewise in a hadith narrated in
al-Bukhar1’s collection, it is clearly stated that
the sun does not rise before it prostrates and
gets permission.”’ This vision of the conscious
spiritually-motivated worshipping cosmos is

26
27

Ibid., 3: 134.
Ibid., 3: 522. See al-Bukhari, “Bad’ al-khalg”, 10.
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expressed side-by-side with a metaphorical
reading of prostration as submission and obe-
dience. Al-Baydaw1 in his tafsir refers to sujid
as submission, either natural (bi-/-fab ) or by
choice (bi-I-ikhtiyar). A palm tree prostrates if
it bends out of the heaviness of its fruits, and a
camel prostrates if it lowers its head to allow
mounting.”® The fact that all inanimate things
are submissive to their Lord and obedient to
His commands is compared to the prostra-
tion of the legally accountable (mukallafin),
which represents the highest degree of obe-
dience.” Interpreting the instances of cosmic
prostration, glorification, and other apparently
conscious acts as majaz aimed at emphasising
universal obedience to the Creator does not
necessarily mean that the natural world is not
conscious: sujiid in the sense of submissiveness
might not be of the same lofty stature as liter-
al prostration, but it feels like it still requires
consciousness.

Regarding the issue of fasbih, Ibn ‘Ajiba, fol-
lowing his proclivity for accepting and validat-
ing a variety of opinions, in his detailed com-
mentary on Q 17:44 brings forward a number
of possible meanings of universal glorification.
He starts with clarifying that tasbih denotes
exaltation and that the earth and everything
on it point to the exalted status of God and the
impossibility of Him having a partner or a son.
How exactly do various creatures convey this
message? Ibn ‘Ajiba describes five scenarios:

1. They do it through their very existence,
namely, by being possible (as opposed to
necessary) and created, they bespeak of the
Creator, who is Ever-Lasting and whose
being is necessary. The whole creation
thus glorifies God through lisan al-hal (the
language of its state), which constitutes
tasbih al-hal, or figurative tasbih. Even
though Ibn ‘Ajiba starts with this opinion

28
29

Ibid., 3: 134 on Q 16/48-9.
Ibid., 3: 522 on Q 22/18.
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advocated by al-Baydaw1, he makes it clear
that he himself believes that tasbih magali
(literal glorification using words) is a more
likely interpretation.

2. According to another figurative reading of

the verse, glorification also implies that
everything contains in itself a feature
pointing to its Creator, and this realisation
prompts whoever witnesses and contem-
plates the world (meaning, human beings)
to engage in fasbih. Ibn ‘Ajiba conveys
this interpretation from Ibn ‘Atiyya as
one of opinions of ahl al-‘ilm (people of
knowledge) without commenting on it:
after all, does not the verse refer to all-en-
compassing glorification which inevita-
bly takes different forms due to its sheer
scale? Once started, it is bound to produce
aripple effect, bringing in more and more
singers of God’s praise in a universal choir.
Both the first and the second versions of
tasbih do not necessarily require aware-
ness on the part of cosmic entities.

3. Another opinion (articulated by another

group of ahl al-‘ilm in Ibn ‘Atiyya’s clas-
sification) ascribes glorification to every-
thing that is alive and growing, excluding
inanimate things from the choir of wor-
shippers, since they are regarded as dead.
Hence, a tree literally glorifies God, but
when it is later carved into a table, not
only does it lose life, but it also loses the
ability to glorify its Creator. According to
this interpretation, life and consciousness
go hand in hand, with the latter extending
to all living things.

4. Universal tasbih can actually be real (tas-

bih al-haqiqa), expressed through words
(magqalr) by everything in creation. This
position is closest to Ibn ‘Ajiba’s heart
and is also upheld by the third group of
ahl al-‘ilm according to Ibn ‘Atiyya. The
words do not have to be the same as those
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used by human beings (subhan Allahu
wa-l-hamdu li-I-Lahi), because every-
thing glorifies in a way that best suits their
state.’® In a rare explicit reference to Ibn
al-‘Arabi,*' the Moroccan Sufi cites the
Andalusian sheikh’s statement, accord-
ing to which whoever does not hear the
variations of fasbih in the universe, does
not hear it at all, but is only conscious of
their own state. According to Prophetic
sayings, “neither a fish that swims in the
sea nor a bird that flies in the air is caught
but it results in the lessening of tasbih”
and “as long as there is still God’s cre-
ation, it will glorify God upon the rising
of the sun, with the exception of Satan
and the most arrogant of human beings.”
Ibn ‘Ajiba also cites his teachers’ teacher,
sheikh ‘Abd al-Rahman al-‘Arif al-Fas,
who believed in the generality of tasbih,
given such well-known incidents from the
life of the Prophet as the glorification of
the pebbles in his hands, the weeping of
a tree trunk upon its separation from the
Prophet, the love that the mountain Uhud
felt for the believers, and the tasbih of the
food heard by the Companions. Sheikh
al-Fast assumed that limiting glorifica-

30

31

The only exception to this rule seems to be the moun-
tains’ glorification alongside David: their tasbih did
not differ from human glorification and was audible
to everyone, which was one of the prophet’s miracles
(mu'jiza), see Ibn ‘Ajiba al-Bahr al-madid, 4: 476 on
Q 43/10. What a majestic scene and a marvellous ex-
perience it must have been, looking at the solid and
stately mountains and hearing them repeat subhan
Allahu wa-I-hamdu li-1-Lahi!

Even though Ibn ‘Ajiba’s tafsir carries a perceptible
Akbarian fragrance, he openly refers to the sheikh
(calling him al-HatimT1) only nine times (Elsayed, “Le
Commentaire du Coran par le Soufi Marocain Ah-
mad Ibn ‘Ajiba”, 111), most likely out of caution to
make sure that his commentary remains accessible to
and acceptable by the general public, including those
who might not yet walk the Sufi path (Omneya Ayad,
“Ibn ‘Ajiba’s ‘Oceanic Exegesis of the Qur’an’: Meth-
odology and Features”, Journal of Qur’anic Studies
23,3 (2021): 97; Elsayed, “Le Commentaire du Coran
par le Soufi Marocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba”, 114, 337).
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tion to living things is erroneous, since
their tasbih is one specific case of a more
universal phenomenon: jamadat, deriving
their continued existence from God, do not
need to be alive to engage in glorification.
Furthermore, Ibn ‘Ajiba finds support for
the universality of tasbih in the standard
position of ahl al-sunna, according to
which there is no correlation between a
natural constitution (binya) of any entity
and its ability to accept knowledge and
life, therefore, jamadat are perfectly capa-
ble (even in theory) to display humility,
awe, and glorification. Ibn Hajar, relating a
Prophetic report about the weeping of the
tree trunk, finds in it a confirmation that
God can create awareness (idrak) in inani-
mate things, that is similar in nature to the
one possessed by the noblest of animals.

5. The last scenario, found in the ishari sec-
tion of Ibn ‘Ajiba’s commentary, adds a
distinctly Sufi flavour and a metaphysi-
cal dimension to the theme of universal
tasbih: everything that exists in the world
stands between sense (kiss) and meaning
(ma'na), the former related to the material
reality and the latter connected to the spir-
itual abode. Hence, from the perspective
of senses, everything glorifies through
their states, and from the perspective of
meaning, everything glorifies with their
tongues, but human preoccupation with
the material blinds them to higher realities.
Whoever burns the veil of illusion sepa-
rating them from their Lord, will leave the
circle of senses and will understand that
all created entities simultaneously glorify
through words (in the realm of meaning)
and through state (in the realm of senses).*

In both the exoteric and esoteric sections of
Ibn ‘Ajiba’s commentary on the universality of
tasbih, he gravitates towards its literal under-

32 Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 3: 202-4.
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standing, which unveils a deeper and more
accurate picture of reality, even if this picture
is not immediately accessible to human senses.
At the same time, the exegete also recognises
the validity of metaphorical and in-between™®
readings: is not it befitting God’s majesty that
He is glorified in a multitude of ways? Ibn
‘Ajiba masterfully weaves the literal and the
figurative together to portray a cosmos man-
ifesting God through its every fibre, with uni-
versal consciousness (enabling literal tasbih)
being one of the paths through which the One
and His attributes are revealed.

Remembering that Ibn ‘Ajiba, in spite of his
openness to exoteric positions, is nevertheless
primarily a Sufi, it is appropriate to finish the
analysis of his view on the consciousness of
the cosmos with the words of Riizbihan Baqlt
that the Moroccan exegete cites in his tafsir:
commenting on the imaginary revelation of the
Qur’an to the mountain (Q 59/21), the Persian
mystic warns the seekers on the path against
the deceiving and rationalising eloquence of
theologians, who claim that the mountain
cannot possess reason. There are spirits and
minds known only to God. Had the mountain
not been able to understand the discourse, it
would not have been addressed.* Ibn ‘Ajiba
is in total agreement with Baq]i, certain that
inanimate things have consciousness, reason,
and knowledge even if the matter is outwardly
hidden.*

Knowledge/Wisdom

Attributing knowledge and wisdom to the
cosmos is a much more daring step than con-
ceding that it might after all possess conscious-

33 Literal glorification in the case of living entities and
figurative in the case of inanimate things, which cor-
responds to the third position outlined above.

34 Razbihan Bagqli, 4ra’is al-bayan fi haqd’iq al-

Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2008), 415.
35 Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid [T tafsir al-
Qur’an al-majid (Maktaba Shamila, 2019), 2179.
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ness. The Enlightenment thinkers would raise
their eyebrows at the very idea of non-human
knowledge, but even those authors who pro-
mote post-anthropocentric subjectivity do not
go as far as to acknowledge that the cosmos
is actually characterised by knowledge and
wisdom. Their primary goal is to dethrone
human beings, not to elevate the natural world.
But Ibn ‘Ajiba is perfectly at ease with the
Qur’anic stories portraying the sage cosmos:
he even adds to the scriptural narrative to
weave a tapestry of a strikingly enlightened,
perspicacious, and morally upright universe,
whose knowledge at times even exceeds that of
the prophets. In the famous encounter between
Solomon and the ant (Q 27/18-9), it is not even
the ant’s timely warning of the approaching
army that bespeaks of its shrewdness: in fact,
the wise ant did not even fear for its com-
panions’ physical safety. It had much loftier
concerns, being worried that its fellow ants
would crave what Solomon had been given and
would get distracted from their tasbih.** What
is more, Ibn ‘Ajiba recounts a conversation
between Solomon and the ant that is not found
in the Qur’anic text, which indicates the ant’s
knowledge of the matters concealed from the
prophet: the animal informs him of the wisdom
behind his own and his father’s names and
the reason for the wind’s subjugation to him.*’

Moving on to another type of creatures, the
birds, Ibn ‘Ajiba’s exegesis contains striking
examples of their knowledge as well. Since
all that most of us as human beings hear from
them is their melodious chirping, we are unable
to appreciate just how sagacious they are. But
Solomon was given the understanding of their
language (mantiq al-tayr) (Q 27/16) and he
conveyed to us the content of their speech,

36 Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4: 185.

37 For instance, Solomon was given this name becauu
se he is spiritually safe, since his heart does not rely
on what he possesses (relying instead on God alone).
See, Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4:185.
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which consists of constant reminders of the
fleeting nature of this world and the need to
do good deeds: everything that is alive will die
and everything that is new will turn to rags;
woe to the one whose concern is this world;
as you sow so shall you reap; whoever is silent
is saved; remember God; whoever does not
show mercy, will not be treated with mercy,
etc.® A famous story about Solomon and the
hoopoe® explicitly indicates the bird’s vast
knowledge, since the hoopoe comprehend-
ed what the prophet did not comprehend (Q
27/22). In the knowledge that God granted the
hoopoe is a test for Solomon, but more gener-
ally for scholars, who must always remember
that whatever knowledge they have is a mere
gift from God, who can give more of it to any
creature, even the lowest and weakest one,
since knowledge comes from Him alone.*

Not only animals display impressive intelli-
gence in the Qur’anic narrative about Solomon,
but even plants and inanimate things teach the
prophet important lessons. Astounding as it
may seem, it was a tree in Solomon’s prayer
chamber (mihrab) that informed the proph-
et of his impending death.*! And it was the
wind subjugated to Solomon that instructed
one of the best of bani Adam on the virtue
of humility: in his ishari commentary, Ibn

38 Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4:181-2.

39 Who was later selected by Farid al-Din ‘Attar to lead
the birds on their spiritual quest in his Conference of
the Birds.

40 Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4: 189.

41 Solomon would isolate himself for extended perioe
ds of time in his mihrab. When the appointed time
of his death approached, a new tree would appear in
the mihrab every morning. Solomon would ask those
trees about the reasons for their being in his prayer
chamber and they would reply. One day a carob tree
emerged and, upon the prophet’s question, replied:
“I am planted for the destruction of this mosque.”
Solomon exclaimed that God would not destroy the
mosque as long as he was alive, so he deduced that
his own death was imminent and asked God to make
the jinn oblivious to his death so as to reveal their
ignorance of the affairs of the unseen (a/-ghayb). See
Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4:483 on Q 34/14.
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‘Ajiba explains that once the wind was car-
rying Solomon, but as soon as the prophet
affectionately looked at his splendid clothes,
the wind brought him down, explaining that
it (and other cosmic entities) obeyed him only
as long as he obeyed God. Upon the slightest
trace of Solomon’s attachment to the world,
the bond of obedience was broken and it was
restored only after the prophet’s repentance.
This story can serve as a perfect illustration of
the exegete’s argument in his autobiography
cited in the Introduction that whoever dedi-
cates themselves to God finds all the creatures
bound to them: when Solomon was indifferent
to the world, focusing on his Lord alone, the
wind did all his bidding, but once the prophet
got distracted, the wind, somehow aware of
this inner deviation, ceased being Solomon’s
obedient servant.

A clarificatory remark is in order here: since
Solomon was the prophet, the spectacular
interactions he had with different creatures
and the natural world’s knowledge and wisdom
demonstrated in those encounters might be
the prophet’s miracle (as the vocal tasbih of
the mountains echoing David’s praises is an
example of Solomon’s father’s mu'jiza). Ibn
‘Ajiba does not deny the miraculous elements
in Solomon’s story, but what is more signifi-
cant for the Sufi mufassir is that the openings
that the prophet was given reflect his station
and the state of his heart. A deeper look into
this dimension of Ibn ‘Ajiba’s reflections on
cosmic subjectivity will be taken in a later
section (“The art of seeing”).

What is more, even though the sagacity of the
natural world is particularly conspicuous in
the story of Solomon, it is not limited to it.
For example, according to one of the accounts
about the dog in the story of the Seven Sleepers
(ashab al-kahy),” the youths came across a dog
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Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 4:186 on Q 27/17-9.

A very similar account of the story is attributed by
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who started following them and then, being
given the faculty of speech by God, spoke as
follows: “Friends of God (awliya Allah), do not
be afraid that I will attack you, indeed, I love
the lovers of God, so sleep and I will guard
you.** Whereas Ibn ‘Ajiba clearly indicates
that the ability to speak was bestowed upon
the dog at a particular point by God, he does
not see the need to explain how the dog was
able to know and discern in the young peo-
ple their high spiritual status and then take
a decision to be their guardian. Whereas the
dog’s ability to use human language is indeed
extraordinary, given the accounts from Ibn
‘Ajiba’s own life depicted in his autobiography,
the animal’s perspicacity in identifying the
righteous and its desire to seek their company
should not come as a surprise, since it agrees
with the general pattern of animal behaviour
experienced first-hand by Sufi saints. They
bear witness to the fact that the cosmos has
in-built knowledge, first, of God, and second,
of what is good, using this knowledge to assist
the propagation of virtue.

An insight into the ubiquitousness of the
knowledge of the Divine can be gleaned from
one of the ishart sections of Ibn ‘Ajiba’s exe-
gesis. Commenting on Q 22/18, the Moroccan
mufassir cites one of the wisdoms from Ibn
‘Ata’ Allah’s famous Kitab al-Hikam, which
confirms that everything knows God: “You
have made Yourself known to everything and
nothing is ignorant of You,” which is the reason
why the whole creation glorifies God and pros-
trates to Him. This reality is concealed from
most people behind the veil of materiality and
spiritual heedlessness, but those who plunge
into the sea of meanings perceive the knowl-
edge of the Creator reverberating through the
whole cosmos.*

al-Razi in his fafsir to the companion Ubayy b. Ka'b
(21:102).

Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 3: 256 on Q 18/18.
Ibid., 3: 522.
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Interrelatedness

As has already been mentioned, universal
interconnection and relationality are the fea-
tures of subjectivity according to post-modern
thought: the boundaries between different enti-
ties, solid at first glance, crumble upon closer
examination, as subjects emerge only through
constant fluid interaction. On the one hand, Ibn
‘Ajiba cannot adhere to the idea of total parity
between everything in creation: as has already
been discussed, he attributes the uniqueness of
human beings to their ability to combine the
opposites, the bodily and the spiritual, light
and darkness, the subtle and the coarse, mean-
ing and senses, the heavenly and the earthly.*
Furthermore, the Moroccan sheikh does not
deny that everything in creation serves human
beings. In the words of God: O bani Adam, 1
created things for your sake, and I created
you for My sake, do not let what I created for
you distract you from what I created you for.*’
On the other hand, Ibn ‘Ajiba acknowledges
the existence of intimate connection (not only
physical, but more importantly moral and spir-
itual) between everything in creation, the con-
nection that affects the cosmos in a profound
way, bringing forth its ability to empathise,
express emotions, and appreciate righteous-
ness. And on a more esoteric level, he upholds
the Sufi belied that everything in creation is
after all equal in its being a manifestation of
the Divine in His manifold aspects.

To start with a more straightforward dimen-
sion of relationality, the innate interrelatedness
of the world is brought into relief in the exo-
teric section of the commentary on the verse
describing the fate of tyrannical and oppres-
sive communities, which states that neither
the heavens nor the earth weep for them (Q
44/29). First acknowledging the possibility of
interpreting the weeping metaphorically (as
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Ibid., 4: 469.
Ibid., 3: 112.
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an expression of contempt in which the whole
cosmos holds the evildoers), Ibn ‘Ajiba then
proceeds to providing evidence to support the
literal reading. He cites several Prophetic tra-
ditions to explain how the whole cosmos and
different entities in creation literally mourn
the passing of a righteous soul, whether they
have ever come into direct contact with it or
not. When a scholar dies, not only their riding
animals, but also the fish in the sea, the birds
in the sky, the vermin and the livestock on
the earth — the creatures inhabiting different
abodes — all weep over the loss of the vir-
tuous and knowledgeable person. According
to another hadith, two doors in the heavens
are assigned to every servant of God: through
one door their provision descends and through
another door their deeds ascend; and when
they die, these doors miss them and cry over
them.*® A place where a believer used to pray
and worship is also affected and laments their
desertion® — in sum, everything in the cosmos,
whether animate or inanimate, having an inti-
mate bond with the deceased or no apparent
bond at all, is somehow aware of the loss and
mourns it.

Another form of relationality affecting the
physical aspects of cosmic entities can be
observed in the story of Abraham being thrown
into the fire (Q 21/69). In the ishari section
of his commentary Ibn ‘Ajiba clarifies that
Abraham was filled with God’s light, therefore
the customary laws of nature no longer applied
to him. Had the fire remained in its natural
state, it would have been extinguished by the
light that filled Abraham’s being, therefore,
God commanded the fire to change its nature,
so that its outward properties were visibly
the same, whereas its burning essence was
replaced by coolness. In the same vein, on
the Day of Judgment the hellfire will report-
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al-Tirmidhi, 47: 307.
Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 5: 287.
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edly say: “Pass, o believer, for your light has
extinguished my flame,”® confirming that
the interaction with the righteous has a direct
effect on the nature of the fire, transforming
its physical properties.!

When one abandons the coarse physical abode
and rises into subtler realms, what they discov-
er, according to a characteristically Sufi out-
look, is that the boundaries between different
creatures are ultimately ephemeral. There is
underlying metaphysical unity in the cosmos,
since everything is a mere vessel reflecting
God who manifests through whatever object
He chooses.** Every creature in the heavens
and earth is “a light from the lights of the Most
Merciful, and a secret from the secrets of His
essence” (in addition to being His slave).*
Beyond the outward multiplicity of appear-
ances lies the unity of essence: everything
ultimately is both God’s slave and His light
and secret, and it is the possession of these
characteristics that constitutes the kernel of
every created thing.

Furthermore, Ibn ‘Ajiba repeatedly emphasis-
es the paramount importance of Divine attri-
butes of power (qudra) and wisdom (hikma),
explaining that in the Sufi vocabulary, power is
regarded as the secrets of the Divine Essence,
whereas wisdom depicts the lights of His attri-
butes and their effects in this world. Every
created being stands between power and wis-
dom, in that power makes things apparent and
wisdom veils them, linking them to physical
reasons (asbab).>** Another way of referring
to the same duality between the hidden and
the manifest, or the inward and the outward
is to juxtapose maani (eternal meanings) and

50 Ibid., 3: 477.

51 In addition to demonstrating its consciousness, un-
derstanding, and intelligence, whose existence is tak-
en for granted and not even analysed by the mufassir.

Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-madid, 5: 456 on Q 50/30.
Ibid., 3: 366 on Q 19/88-95.
Ibid., 1: 303.
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awani (receptacles, or created vessels): the for-
mer display the unchanging meanings of the
Creator, while the latter both obscure those
meanings through bodily and sensible forms
and protect them, serving as their containers
in this world.” Everything in creation contains
both dimensions, but while most people stay
within the realm of the sensible, a gnostic (‘arif
bi-I-Lah) pierces the veils of the receptacles
and discerns eternal meanings behind them,
being thus liberated from the prison of cre-
ation and ascending to the witnessing of the
Creator. The cosmos does not exist by itself,
but exists only to display eternal meanings.
Ibn ‘Ajiba compares a multitude of creatures
immersed in the sea of eternal meanings with
the shadows of trees reflected in the sea: as
their shadows do not prevent ships from cross-
ing the sea, so the shadows of created beings
should not prevent the ships of contemplation
from plunging into the seas of eternal mean-
ings.’ Therefore, outward vessels, although
manifold and diverse, are mere illusory shad-
ows, while reality belongs to the unchanging
oneness underlying them, since creation in its
innermost core is the place of Divine manifes-
tation (fajalli). Whoever understands this, sees
the Creator wherever they look, oblivious to
the outward forms of created beings.”” It can
be said that the Qur’anic verses portraying
the natural world are interpreted in the eso-
teric sections of Ibn ‘Ajiba’s commentary as
allusions to spiritual illumination, al-fath, in
which all cosmic events are constantly reori-
ented towards God, eternally unveiling the
Divine.*® Given that human beings are also

55
56
57
58

Ibid., 3: 112.

Ibid., 4: 106-7.

Ibid., 3: 542.

Ruggero Vimercati Sanseverino, “Commentaire Cor-
anique, Enseignement Initiatique et Renouveau Soufi
dans la Darqawiyya. Le Bahr al-Madid fT Tafsir al-
Quran al-Majid ’Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba (m. 1223/1809)”,
Studia Islamica 107 (2012): 230.
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vessels of Divine manifestation,* from this
perspective, there is not only interrelatedness,
but also equality between everything in cre-
ation.

The Art of Seeing Cosmic Subjectivity

Having analysed how the three criteria of
subjectivity — consciousness, knowledge, and
interrelatedness — are applied by Ibn ‘Ajiba to
the natural world, we have discovered that the
Moroccan Sufi mufassir clearly perceives the
cosmos and its entities as subjects, brimming
with consciousness, understanding, wisdom,
intimately related to human beings, and, at
their core, containing Divine light and attri-
butes and manifesting God. Even when Ibn
‘Ajiba accepts metaphorical interpretations in
his inclusive and polyphonous fafsir, he clearly
does not reduce non-human creation to “a set-
ting and a decorum”® for human activity: the
cosmos that is obedient and submissive to God,
even if even it does not literally prostrate to the
Creator or engage in a dialogue, still seems to
possess awareness and understanding, provid-
ing an example of proper behaviour for human
beings. And in his distinctively Sufi passages
Ibn ‘Ajiba unambiguously describes the whole
of creation as a seat of abundant subjectivity.
The question that naturally follows is why a
lot (if not most) of human beings are unable
to perceive the aliveness, wisdom, and depth
of the natural world? Why do human senses,
and primarily eyesight, which is their major
doorway to the world, fail them?

The paramount importance of seeing in inter-
preting the world is well-attested, even lin-
guistically: for example, the saying “knowing
is seeing” can be found in all Indo-European

59 Elsayed, “Le Commentaire du Coran par le Soufi
Marocain Ahmad Ibn ‘Ajiba”, 333. Ibn ‘Ajiba states
in his tafsir that “there is nothing in creation except
the manifestations of the Most-High, the Great”. See
Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-Madid, 2: 392.

60 Tlili, Animals in the Qur’an, ix.
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languages,” and in the Islamic tradition, the
link between having a visual experience and
obtaining conviction is encapsulated in the
second stage of certainty, ‘ayn al-yagin (eye
of certainty). Hence, it should come as no sur-
prise that in his exegesis Ibn ‘Ajiba discusses
the mechanics of seeing at some length. He
consistently refers to the heart as the main
organ processing and interpreting our visu-
al experiences. Whereas on the surface level
it is the eyes that see, they merely constitute
an entry point and must convey their experi-
ence to the heart to properly understand the
perceived scenes. Hence, seeing is a two-step
process which should not stop with the eyes
receiving the visual input. Interestingly, com-
menting on Q 22/46 about the hearts rather
than the eyes being blind, Ibn ‘Ajiba argues
that human beings have four eyes: two of them
are located on the head and called basr (or
physical vision), and two are situated in the
heart and called basira (denoting intuitive and
intellective insight and discernment).®* Basr
operates on a sensory level, only seeing cre-
ated things, which are necessarily temporary,
whereas basira penetrates into the level of the
timeless, discerning the fundamental mean-
ings of things beyond their shadowy forms
(al-awani vs. al-maant discussed in the previ-
ous section)® and, ultimately, sees the Creator
in and beyond His creation. The sensory serves
as a container for supra-temporal and meta-
physical meanings.

Having explained how vision works, Ibn
‘Ajiba then elucidates why the eyes of the heart
(basira) can become impaired. The reasons are
exclusively spiritual: to see better, one needs
to purify their heart rather than work on fixing

61 lain McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary: The
Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
2019), 161.

62 Ibn ‘Ajiba, al-Bahr al-Madid, 3: 541.
63 1Ibid., 3: 542.
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the acuity of their eyes. Basira gets clouded
because of one’s failure to stick to morally
upright behaviour, namely, when people dis-
obey God, follow their blameworthy desires
(ahwa’), exert a lot of efforts for the sake of
this lowly world (dunya) and very few efforts
for the sake of God, and are absorbed in heed-
lessness (ghafla).** The accumulation of sins
blinds the hearts not only to the all-pervasive
traces of God’s presence in the world, but also
to perceiving the cosmos as alive, attuned to
the Divine and engaged in constant worship. In
order to be able to perceive the eternal mean-
ings (al-ma'ant) behind the created receptacles
(al-awant), one needs a proper understanding
of tawhid, or God’s absolute oneness, reaching
the station of fana’, or complete annihilation of
one’s self in the witnessing of the all-embrac-
ing presence of God.* Undoubtedly, this sta-
tion is attainable only by the few, but everyone
can start walking the path of self-purification
and in the process achieve a certain level of
spiritual acuity.

The influence of one’s inner state on their
ability to read and decipher subtler meanings
that the cosmos generously pours out is again
brought into relief in the ishari section of Ibn
‘Ajiba’s commentary on mantiq al-tayr (Q
27/16): the sounds of birds, predators, and the
movement of celestial objects are all differ-
ent means of communication that God uses to
interact with the prophets and the messengers,
the gnostics and the truthful, who understand
the intended messages through their states
and stations. Whereas Solomon was given a
unique gift of comprehending the language
of birds and the faculties of other prophets
were expanded by wahy, or revelation, most
frequently the understanding of awliya and the
righteous (as well as the prophets in non-wahy
situations) in this subtle communication with

64 Ibid., 3: 541-2.
65 Ibid., 3: 542.
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the natural world is determined by their states
and stations (magamat). Even though they do
not know the language of other creatures, they
have openings in their hearts, inspiring them
(ilha@m) with understanding.®® The higher one’s
spiritual station is, the more profound their
perception of the cosmos will inevitably be.
Ibn ‘Ajiba cites one of the maxims from Ibn
‘Ata’ Allah’s Kitab al-Hikam several times in
the esoteric parts of his tafsir, stating that “you
are with the creatures as long as you do not see
the Creator, and when you see the Creator, the
creatures are with you.”” Whoever turns to
God completely and obeys Him in everything,
the veils between them and the rest of creation
are burned and the world becomes transparent
and obedient to them.

Conclusion

Ibn ‘Ajiba, coming from a sharif *®® family of
renowned Sufi practitioners and devotees of
God and being the foremost master of the spir-
itual path himself, lived a life conducive to the
opening of the inner eye and the acquisition of
the subtlety of perception. However, his fafsir,
written for the general public and not devoted
solely (or even primarily) to spiritual adepts,
acknowledges the difference of opinions exist-
ing in the Islamic scholarly tradition and recog-
nises the validity of various interpretations of
the Qur’anic text, all of which contain a seed
of truth and all of which address the needs of
different people. Applying this approach to
the scriptural depiction of the natural world
and the question of its subjectivity, Ibn ‘Ajiba
usually enumerates various, metaphorical and
literal, interpretations. The inclusivity of the
exegete’s commentary emphasises, on the one
hand, the impressive nature of the cosmos,
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bespeaking of the Creator and characterised
primarily by the unwavering obedience of all
natural entities to God (according to most fig-
urative readings) and on the other hand, the
ability of the natural world to literally know
God, glorify Him, prostrate to Him, experi-
ence rightful anger, sorrow, and other emo-
tions, share wise reminders and advice, and
support the virtuous. The metaphorical and
the literal complement each other. The Sufi
mufassir himself clearly gives preference to the
literal perception of everything in creation as
a conscious, living, knowledgeable, and wise
subject, attuned to bani Adam and contain-
ing God’s lights and meanings, but he realises
that this way of seeing the cosmos might not
be for everyone. And this is what makes Ibn
‘Ajiba’s perspective fascinating, giving a lot of
food for thought to the 21 century reader who
is environmentally conscious and loves the
natural world: the exegete contends that most
people are unable to perceive the subjectivity
of everything in creation (which would natu-
rally increase one’s appreciation of and care
for nature) because of their spiritual blind-
ness. In order to attain spiritual acuity, one
needs to engage in assiduous work of purifying
their heart. The idea is not new, as even the
very first book of Islamic environmentalism
released back in 1968 already had a telling sub-
heading “the spiritual crisis of modern man.™®
But Ibn ‘Ajiba makes his argument not out
of concern for the ever-deteriorating state of
the natural world that we witness today, but
through his lifelong study of and contemplation
on the Qur’anic text. And in his commentary
he leaves room for people at different stages
of their spiritual development to appreciate
the message of the scripture and to connect
to the natural world. If the human self and
the cosmos are both mirrors reflecting the

69 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature. The Spiritual
Crisis of Modern Man (London: Unwin Paperbacks,
1968).
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Divine and if Sufi commentaries themselves
are also “a play of mirrors between the inward
(batin) of the mystic and the inward (batin) of
the scripture,””” the accumulative result is an
endless dazzling collection of reflections, all
of which capture different parts of the whole
with varying degrees of accuracy and preci-
sion. The reflection seen by those who are
completely heedless is all blurred, as they are
unable to comprehend or derive any benefits
from repeated Qur’anic descriptions of the
cosmos. The reflection of those who are not
totally hopeless, but are only spiritually defi-
cient is clearly visible, but it lacks precision
and needs polishing. They are the ones who
can benefit from metaphorical interpretations:
even though those readings reveal only part of
the reality, they can be seen as the first step
towards spiritual awakening, encouraging the
heart to reflect on the splendour of the cosmos
and its absolute submissiveness to the will of
the Creator. If a person continues their spiri-
tual journey, painstakingly and diligently, the
reflection in their mirror will start shining
brightly, displaying more and more details
of the Reality. The eye of their basira might
eventually open, allowing them to see the alive
and wise cosmos, a servant and a friend of the
righteous, and a container of timeless Divine
meanings.

Ibn ‘Ajiba’s comprehensive approach to cos-
mic subjectivity, which is not homogenous and
accepts levels, can encourage a more thought-
ful and contemplative engagement with the
natural world on the part of different readers.
What has remained outside the scope of this
paper is a broader look at different works of
Sufi exegesis to identify to what extent Ibn
‘Ajiba’s interpretation is representative of the
Sufi tradition. Given that this paper emerged
as a result of the author’s interest in the percep-

70 Annabel Keeler, “SufT tafsir as a Mirror: al-Qushayr1
the murshid in his Lataif al-isharat”, Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 8, 1 (2006): 1.



COSMIC SUBJECTIVITY IN IBN ‘AJIBA’S QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS

tion of the cosmos and its subjectivity in the
wider tafsir genre (including various non-Su-
fi works), it is merely an introduction to the
understudied topic of the subjectivity of the
natural world in Sufi exegesis as well as an
invitation to those who might be interested to
pursue this subject. The author also hopes to
continue the project by examining a broader
spectrum of Sufi works of tafsir, both “mod-
erate” and “‘esoteric/ecstatic” (to use Gerhard
Bowering’s terminology),” to be able to draw
more definite conclusions about the way the
cosmos has been understood by the masters
of the spiritual path and to benefit from their
reflections in the 21st century, in which we are
so often disconnected from the rest of creation.
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