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Part I
Philosophical Meditations

1. Art as It Is, and Art as It Should Be:
An Analytical Study of Farabi
Farabi discusses two kinds of art: art as it is, and art as
it should be – that is, utopian art. Art as it is contains
desirable and undesirable aspects. But t utopian art, the
art of the utopian artist, consists of only that which is
desirable. With reference to this art, Farabi explains
how it brings goodness and happiness into the
imagination, and moderates the feelings. Undesirable
and wicked art is just the opposite; it corrupts thoughts,
and inflames sensual impulses.
In Farabi‘s view, people come to comprehend
intelligible truths and meanings through the use of their
imagination. Furthermore, the arousal of people‘s
feelings

and

emotions

often

originates

in

the

imagination, and is caused by imaginary forms. The
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ultimate utopian goal for the public is to achieve
intelligible happiness. Given that the public, based on
their nature and general habits, are unable to perceive
intelligible truths, the path to intelligible happiness
must be presented to them via the imagination. The
utopian artist represents intelligible happiness through
the use of sensory and imaginary forms; thus, he or she
brings intelligible happiness to people's minds through
their imagination.
The Issues
What is art? Does Farabi answer this question? In
Farabi's works, there are several points at which he
speaks of art in general; he also makes reference to
particular art forms, such as poetry, music, singing and
visual art. Does Farabi's philosophy include a specific
definition of art? And does art have a function in
Farabi's utopia, ‗al-Madinah al-Fadilah‘— the Virtuous
City or Excellent City?1 If so, what is this function?

1

M. Fakhry, Al-Fārābī, Founder of Islamic Neoplatonism, 79; I.
Alon, ―Fārābī‘s Funny Flora Al-nawābit as Opposition,‖ Arabica
37(1990): 56.
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Types of Art
When describing the characteristics of a poem, Farabi
says, poetic speech consists of words that excite a mood
in the audience, or demonstrate something higher than
what it is or below the reality. These qualities refer to
descriptions

of

beauty,

ugliness,

magnificence,

disgrace, and the like. When listening to poetic words,
one‘s imagination creates sensations so real that they
resemble our feelings when we look (for example) at
disgusting objects.1
In this definition of poetry, Farabi emphasizes two
elements: poetry‘s ability to excite sensual emotions,
and its tendency to create strong responses in the
imagination. Elsewhere he divides the arts of singing,
music, and poetry into six types: three of these are
desirable, and the other three are not.
The first type of art, which Farabi describes as the
highest form, aims at improving the faculty of reason,
as well as thoughts and actions. It aims to produce
happiness; it leads the mind to consider divine actions,

1

Fārābī, I a al-Ulūm, trans., H. Khadīvjam (Tehrān:
Elmifarhangi, 2002), 66- 67.
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and it glorifies the virtues. The second type of art
attempts to moderate radical qualities and attitudes:
these

include

anger,

egotism,

possessiveness,

acquisitiveness, and the like. This second type of art
encourages the use of such emotions in order to obtain
goodness, rather than in ways that cause discord and
result in obscene expressions. The third type of
desirable art aims at the opposite qualities: that is, it
tries to do away with apathy and feebleness. This kind
of art tries to correct these deficiencies, to moderate
lassitude, fear, grief, etc. Again, in doing so, this type
of art aims at good behavior and thoughts.
Farabi does not describe the three kinds of undesirable
and wicked arts, except to say that these arts are of the
opposite of the three sorts mentioned above. The
wicked arts work to corrupt thoughts, and produce
immoderate, sensual qualities and moods.
This discussion begins with poetry, but by the end of
the section, Farabi clarifies that music, songs and
melodies are ordered in the same way.1 In short, when
describing the desirable arts, Farabi focuses on those

1

Farabi, Fu ūl Muntaza ah, 53-54.
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that

produce

goodness

and

happiness

in

the

imagination, as well as those that moderate the
emotions.
In many paragraphs of Kitāb al-Mūsīqī al-Kabīr, also
known as The Great Book of Music, Farabi discusses
melodies and notes. He believes that there are three
types of melodies: 1. Those that create pleasure and
comfort and have no other effect. 2. Those that create
pleasure and inspire the imagination to new ideas. 3.
Those that are inspired by jocund or painful emotions.
This division of melodies into categories (pleasing,
imaginative, or passive) is repeated later in the book.
When reviewing the motives for singing and playing
music, Farabi also describes three kinds: 1. Some croon
with the intention of attaining comfort and pleasure,
and to forget their fatigue and the passage of time. 2.
Some sing to strengthen or diminish their emotions and
sentiments. 3. Some sing in order to explain concepts,
to create visions.1

1

Farabi, Kitāb al-Mūsīqī al-Kabīr, 19- 24.
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In his discussion of melodies, Farabi further divides
this last category. He introduces four purposes for
melodies: 1. Melodies that please. 2. Melodies that
create sensual emotions like satisfaction, affection,
anger, fear, grief and the like. 3. Melodies that create
imaginary forms. 4. Melodies that enable humans to
understand the meaning of the words that accompany
the notes of the song. Of course, many melodies have
more than a single purpose.1
Farabi also pays attention to visual arts. He divides all
kinds of images, statues, and paintings into two
categories: useful and of little use. The latter sort
merely creates pleasure, whereas the useful sort, in
addition to causing pleasure, nourishes the imagination
and creates emotions that embody other meanings.2
Farabi also suggests a definition for art in general. At
the beginning of Kitāb al-Mūsīqī al-Kabīr, after
dividing music into practical and theoretical, he defines
art as a taste and a talent, combined with an intelligible

1
2

Ibid, 554-555.
Ibid, 559.
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element. These talents reflect concepts and imaginings
that exist within the soul.1
On the whole, when discussing art, Farabi focuses on
components such as taste, imagination, comprehension
(i.e., understanding the intelligible), sensual emotions,
and pleasure. Of course, it should be noted that, as
mentioned above, in his view, people come to
understand intelligible truths through the use of their
imagination. Furthermore, the arousal of feelings and
emotions often originates in the imagination, and in
imaginary forms.
Imagination
Farabi conceptualizes the imagination as including
three principal activities: 1. It stores sensory forms. 2. It
analyzes and synthesizes sensory forms. That is, the
imaginary faculty produces a variety of analyses and
syntheses that combine into infinite compositions and
decompositions. Sometimes these are in concord with
the sensible world, and sometimes they are not.2 For
example, the imagination invents the winged human
1

Ibid, 13.
Fārābī, rā hl al-Madīnah al-Fā ilah wa Mu āddātihā, ed.,
Ali Bumelham (Beirut: Dār wa Maktaba al-Hilāl, 2003), 84, 95.
2
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through combining the wings of the bird with the
human body. 3. The imagination uses metaphor and
embodiment. Among the different faculties of the soul,
only the imagination is able to portray the sensible and
the intelligible. It can even depict the intelligible truths
of utter perfection, such as the prime cause and abstract
beings. Of course, it embodies these truths using the
most exalted and most perfect sensible forms, beautiful
and stunning things. It also embodies the opposite –
imperfect intelligible affairs through the use of
despicable, ugly and imperfect sensible forms.1
Thus, the imagination is a force that stores, analyzes,
and synthesizes sensory forms, and utilizes them to
embody the sensible and the intelligible. For example,
the Iranian poet Sa‛dī has created one of the best
metaphors for analogizing the intelligible and the
sensible:
Adam's sons are body limbs, to say; For they're created
of the same clay. Should one organ be troubled by pain,
Others would suffer severe strain.

1

Ibid, 106-107.
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Thou, careless of people's suffering, Deserve not the
name, "human being".1
In this poem, Sa‛dī simplifies many intelligible
concepts such as sympathy, compassion, and sacrifice.
He makes them accessible to the imaginary faculty by
embodying human beings as organs of one body.
Before Farabi, Aristotle spoke about the nature of the
imagination in his discussions of the self. However, it is
held that, he did not consider the third feature
mentioned above.2 This fact has been demonstrated by
researchers.3
Happiness and the Imagination
According to Farabi, final happiness is the state in
which a human being successfully perceives the
intelligible, and achieves the nearest possible status to

1

M. Sa‛dī, Kulliāt Sa dī. ed., M. A. Furūghī (Tehrān: Behzād,
2009), 15. Poem translated by H. V. Dastjerdī, Mashriq Ma rifat
(Qum: An āriyān, 2006).
2

Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed., J. Barnes
(Princeton University Press: 1995), 427 a 18- 429 a 4, 432 a 9.
3
Black, D. L. ―Al- Fārābī‖, History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. S.
H. Na r and O. Leaman (London and New ork: Routledge,
1996), 185.
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the Active Intellect.1 For him, people who cannot
understand the rational nonetheless have full use of
their imagination.2 So intelligible truths – and thus,
happiness – should be somehow transferred to the
imagination of such people. This task should be
undertaken first by the Prophet, who has himself been
linked to the Active Intellect, and has thus received all
facts in their intelligible and imaginary forms.
According to Farabi, there are two ways to achieve
understanding: one can perceive the essence of a thing
and imagine it in its existing form, or one can imagine
an idea, and all the things similar to it.3 It is not
possible to speak of or bring into action the particular
details of that which is non-sensible – such as the soul,
the ten heavenly intellects, the hyle, and all abstract
beings. It is not possible, that is, unless they are formed
in the imagination. Although such things cannot be felt,

1

Fārābī, Risālah fī al-Aql, ed., M.Bouyges (Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholique, 1984), 31.
2
Fārābī, Al-Tanbīh alá Sabīl al-Sa ādah wa al-Ta līqāt wa
Risālatān Phalsaphīyatān, ed.,J. Āl āsīn (Tehrān: Hikmat, 1992),
129-130.
3
Fārābī, Al-Sīyāsah al-Madanīyah, ed., H. Malikshāhī (Tehrān:
Surūsh, 1997), 225.
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we can imagine them through analogy, parallelism, or
allegory.1
This relates to those concepts and beings that one
cannot explain or describe through the use of reason
alone. However, it is important to note that the majority
of people do not have the reasoning power, due to their
nature or habitude, to comprehend rationally even those
things that can be described in this way.2 In other
words, they are not used to reasoning about the
intelligible. In most people, the soul is attracted to the
imagination, and the imagination controls the self.
Bodily forces prevent the soul from being solely
concerned with its essence and rational perceptions. So,
the self finds a confidence in the sensible to the extent
that it denies the existence of the intelligible truths, and
considers them to be baseless delusions.3 Thus, the
proper method for educating the public on such affairs
is through transferring images and resemblances into
their minds through the imagination.4

1

Fārābī, Kitāb al-Mūsīqī al-Kabīr, 43.
Fārābī, Al-Sīyāsah al-Madanīyah, 225.
3
Fārābī, Al-Tanbīh alá Sabīl al-Sa ādah wa al-Ta līqāt wa
Risālatān Phalsaphīyatān, 129 -130.
4
Fārābī, Al-Sīyāsah al-Madanīyah, 225.
2
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Elsewhere, Farabi reiterates that the public is not to
follow the intelligible. Human actions are often guided
by the imagination, even though the imagination may
be in conflict with one‘s knowledge, or be subject to
one‘s suspicions.1 In some cases, one‘s beliefs are
actually contrary to what one imagines. One may be
quite sure that reality is different from what one
imagines. For instance, when a person merely imagines
something frightening, he or she feels a sense of horror
as if the idea were real.2 And most people would be
afraid to sleep next to a corpse, even though we know
that dead bodies are harmless.
Ultimately, in order to make people experience
happiness, it is necessary to transfer facts and
intelligible happiness through the use of images and
embodied forms.
Art as Embodiment of the Intelligible
Art serves a special function in Farabi‘s utopia. The
utopia is governed by five kinds of wise leaders. The
first section is composed of the sages, as well as those
1

Fārābī, l-Man iqīyāt, (Vol. 1), ed., M. T. Dānishpajūh, (Qum:
Maktaba al- Marashi, 1987), 502.
2
Fārābī, Fu ūl Muntaza ah, 52-53.

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 25

who are clear-sighted in important affairs.1 The
ultimate leader of the utopia, however, is none other
than the prophet. His government is blessed by divine
revelation, and all his actions and views are based on
heavenly inspiration.2 In second place, there are the
―religion-conveyers‖ including orators, missionaries,
poets, singers, writers and the like.3 Farabi places these
poets, singers and the like, all of whom he refers to as
artists, immediately after the prophet, and next in
importance to orators and religious missionaries.
Now we reach the function of the utopian artist. Among
the elements mentioned in Farabi‘s discussion of art,
imagination and the comprehension of the intelligible
are most useful in explaining the task of the utopian
artist. As mentioned above, Farabi believes that the
most exalted art is in the kind that uses imaginary forms
to lead the people to imagine divine thoughts and
actions. Moreover, desirable art, by nourishing the
imagination, works to moderate extremes of emotions.

1

Fārābī, Fu ūl Muntaza ah, 55.
Fārābī, l-Millah wa Nu ū Ukhrá, ed. M. Mahdī (Beirut: Dār alMashriq, 1991),44.
3
Fārābī, Fu ūl Muntaza ah, 55.
2
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According to Farabi's theory of the imagination, there is
a relation between the imagination and the intellectual
faculty: specifically, the imaginary faculties are able to
access the intelligible through imaginary and sensory
forms. The ultimate goal of the utopian rulers is to
provide the public with intelligible happiness. The
prophet, through revelation, perceives all the truths,
both rationally and in his imagination. He has the
ability to perceive the essence of truths; in addition, he
knows the metaphors and analogies through which to
describe these truths.
But since intellectual perception of true happiness is not
possible for the public, metaphors are provided that will
appeal to the peoples‘ imaginary faculties.
The utopian artist produces intelligible happiness
through creating sensory and imaginary forms. So, the
artist performs an activity similar to that of the prophet.
Conclusion
Farabi describes two kinds of art: art as it is, and art as
it should be— utopian art. ―Art as it is‖ includes
desirable and undesirable formations; these are
classified into six different kinds. Utopian art is
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produced by the utopian artist. The ultimate goal of the
utopia is to provide the public with intelligible
happiness. But, given that the public, based on their
nature and their habits, are unable to perceive
intelligible truths, intelligible happiness must be
brought to their imagination. The utopian artist is able
to convey intelligible happiness through his or her art,
using sensory and imaginary forms. Thus, the utopian
artist, like the prophet, brings intelligible happiness to
people's minds.
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2. Sohrawardi as the Philartist of Farabi’s Utopia
For Farabi, the ultimate utopian goal is to achieve
intelligible happiness. Given that the public, based on
their nature and general habits, are unable to perceive
intelligible truths, the path to intelligible happiness
must be presented to them via the imagination. The
utopian artist who brings intelligible happiness to
people‘s mind through their imagination might be
called a philartist.
Sohrawardi‘s fictions are in accord with Farabi‘s art
because of fleshing out rational issues by allegory.
Sohrawardi‘s wayfarer goes through sublunary world as
well as the spheres, searching for the Separate world
and intelligible happiness.
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Introduction
Farabi speaks of art in general, making references to the
particular branches of art, such as poetry, music,
singing and visual art.1 He gives an account of art
including its function in utopia.2 The utopian artist
represents intelligible truth and rational happiness
through the use of imaginary forms. Bilateral
connections between the multiple branches of art,
including literature, and different disciplines of science,
including philosophy, is widely reckoned as sciart.3
Some examples occur in astronomical art, sci-fi,
theater, poetry as well as literature.4 Such being the
case, Farabi‘s artist who generates some sort of relation
between philosophy and literature would be called a
philartist.
Sohrevardi who is acknowledged as the founder of the
School of Illumination, by and large, does this way in
his

1

allegorical

treatises.5

Fleshing

Farabi, 1998, 13, 19- 24, 554, 555, 559.
Farabi, 2004, 55.
3
Maftouni, 2015, 5.
4
Grünzweig, 2012, 61-182.
5
Sohrevardi, 1999.
2

complicated
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philosophical issues on by allegory, he might be
considered a philartist.
I lead off with capturing Farabi‘s account of
imagination and art, explicating the most profound
philart

issues

in

Sohrevardi‘s

allegories:

sense

perception, emanation, and cosmology.
Farabi’s Account of Imagination and Art
Farabi conceptualizes the imagination as including
three main activities; it keeps sensory forms; it analyzes
and synthesizes sensory forms; and it uses metaphor
and embodiment. Among the different faculties of the
soul, only the imagination is able to portray the sensible
and the intelligible. It can even depict the intelligible
truths of utter perfection, such as the prime cause and
abstract beings. Of course, it embodies these truths
using the most exalted and most perfect sensible forms,
beautiful and stunning things. It also embodies the
imperfect intelligible affairs through the use of ugly and
imperfect sensible forms.1

1

Farabi, 2003, 84, 95, 106-107.
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Farabi defines art in general as a taste and a talent,
combined with an intelligible element, reflecting
concepts and imaginings that exist within the soul.
When describing the characteristics of a poem, he says,
―Poetic speech consists of words that excite a mood in
the audience, or demonstrate something higher than
what it is or below the reality.‖ He stresses that when
we listen to poetic words our imagination creates
sensations so real that they resemble our feelings when
we look at the objects.1 In this account, he emphasizes
two elements: its ability to excite emotions, and its
tendency to create strong responses in the imagination.
Elsewhere he divides the arts of singing, music, and
poetry into six types: three of these are desirable, and
the other three are not. The first type described as the
highest form, aims at improving the faculty of reason,
as well as thoughts and actions. It aims to produce
happiness, glorifying the virtues; it leads the mind to
consider divine actions. The second type of art attempts
to moderate radical qualities and attitudes: these
include anger, egotism, possessiveness, acquisitiveness,

1

Farabi, 2002, 66- 67.
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and the like. The third type of desirable art aims at the
opposite qualities: that is, it tries to do away with
apathy and feebleness. This kind of art tries to correct
these deficiencies, to moderate lassitude, fear, grief, etc.
The three kinds of undesirable arts are of the opposite
of the three ones, working to corrupt thoughts, and
produce immoderate, sensual qualities and moods.1 In
short, when describing the desirable arts, Farabi focuses
on those that produce goodness and happiness in the
imagination, as well as those that moderate the
emotions.
Dealing with the motives for multiple branches of art
like singing and playing music, images, statues, and
paintings, he revolves around four kinds; to create
comfort and pleasure, and to forget their fatigue and the
passage of time; to create emotions like satisfaction,
affection, anger, fear, and the like; to create imaginary
forms; to enable humans to understand the meaning of
the words that accompany the notes of the song.2
To sum up, Farabi focuses on constituents such as
imagination,
1
2

understanding

the

Farabi, 2004, 53-54.
Farabi, 1998, 13, 19- 24, 554, 555, 559.

intelligible,

and
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emotions. Moreover, people come to understand
intelligible truths through the use of their imagination.
And feelings and emotions often originate in their
imagination.
Philart Generating Happiness
According to Farabi, final happiness is the state in
which a human being successfully perceives the
intelligible, and achieves the nearest possible status to
the Active Intellect.1 But there are two sorts of
perceiving: one can perceive the essence of something
and imagine it in its true form, or one can imagine an
idea, and all the things similar to it.2 It is not feasible,
however, to speak of or bring into action the particular
details of that which is non-sensible such as the ten
intellects. Although such things cannot be felt, we can
imagine

them

through

analogy,

parallelism,

or

3

allegory. In addition, the majority of people are not
used to reasoning about the intelligible. In most people,
the soul is attracted to the imagination, and the
imagination controls the self. Thus, the proper method
1

Farabi, 1984, 31.
Farabi, 1997, 225.
3
Farabi, 1998, 43.
2
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for educating the public on such affairs is through
transferring images and resemblances into their minds
through the imagination.1
Furthermore, Farabi reiterates that the public is not to
follow the intelligible. Human actions are often guided
by the imagination, even though the imagination may
be in conflict with one‘s knowledge, or be subject to
one‘s suspicions.2 In some cases, one‘s beliefs are
actually contrary to what one imagines. For instance,
when a person merely imagines something frightening,
he or she feels a sense of horror as if the idea were
real.3 People are afraid to sleep next to a corpse, even
though we know that dead bodies are harmless.
Eventually, in order to make people approach
happiness, it is necessary to convey intelligible
happiness through the use of imagination.
This devoir initially is undertaken by the Prophet, who
has himself been linked to the Active Intellect, and has
thus received all facts in both intelligible and imaginary
forms. In Farabi‘s utopia, some artists by and large do
1

Farabi, 1997, 225.
Farabi, 1987, 502.
3
Farabi, 2004, 52-53.
2
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this way. The utopia is governed by five kinds of wise
leaders. The first section is composed of the sages, as
well as those who are clear-sighted in important
affairs.1 The ultimate leader of the utopia, however, is
none other than the prophet.2 In second place, there are
the

―religion-conveyers‖

including

orators,

missionaries, poets, singers, writers and the like.3
Farabi places these poets, singers and the like, all of
whom he refers to as artists, immediately after the
prophet, and next in importance to orators and religious
missionaries.
Among the elements mentioned in Farabi‘s discussion
of art, imagination and the comprehension of the
intelligible are most useful in explaining the task of the
utopian artist. As mentioned above, Farabi believes that
the most exalted art is in the kind that uses imaginary
forms to lead the people to imagine divine thoughts and
actions. Moreover, desirable art, by nourishing the
imagination, works to moderate extremes of emotions.

1

Farabi, 2004, 55.
Farabi, 1991, 44.
3
Farabi, 2004, 55.
2
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According to Farabi's theory of the imagination, there is
a relation between the imagination and the intellectual
faculty. The imaginary faculties are able to access the
intelligible through imaginary and sensory forms. The
ultimate goal of the utopian rulers is to provide the
public with intelligible happiness. The prophet, through
revelation, perceives all the truths, both rationally and
in his imagination. He has the ability to perceive the
essence of truths; in addition, he knows the metaphors
and allegories through which to describe these truths.
But since intellectual perception of true happiness is not
possible for the public, metaphors are provided that will
appeal to the peoples‘ imaginary faculties.
The utopian artist produces intelligible happiness
through creating sensory and imaginary forms. So, he
or she performs an activity similar to that of the
prophet. Such artist would be called philartist.
Philart Issues for Sohrevardi
Philartist is exemplified clearly in Sohrevardi. He has
repeated attempts to allegorize philosophical issues and
intelligible happiness. In his allegorical treatises, some
wayfarer has journeys to the heaven spheres and the ten
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Separate Intellects, pursuing intelligible happiness.
There

are

three

profound

philosophical

issues,

Sohrevardi deals with: sense perception, emanation,
and cosmology.
The first problem I focus on is sense perception.
Avicenna is the first major thinker holding five exterior
as well as five interior senses.1 The latter consists of the
sensus communis or sensorium that intermingles what
it receives from the five exterior perceptions; the
imagination that keeps these forms deposited; the
imaginative power or active imagination that mingles
and separates forms kept in the imagination; the
estimative faculty that figures out the specific
significances, like the fear of one particular snake; the
memory that stores the specific significances.
Sohrevardi criticizes Avicenna‘s stance on five interior
senses, reasoning that there is at most one faculty for all
internal perceptions. Of the foundations of Sohrevardi‘s
disposition of the theory of imagination, the most
prominent is the principle of seeing, which he has
developed in multiple positions, and based on which he
1

Ibn Sina, 1997a, 308-404; 1983, 33-171; 1986, 321-330; 1953,
82-100; 1937, 7-10.
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has accounted for imagination as the illumination of the
soul.1 Apart from intuitive proofs, Sohrevardi‘s major
argument for illumationist imagination is the refutation
of manifold cognitive faculties. Notwithstanding all
this, he indicates the faculties of ten sense perceptions
in allegory.
The allegories of ten sense perceptions comprise ten
towers, ten straps, ten graves, ten flyers, ten wardens,
five chambers and five gates.
In ―Treatise on Towers‖ the towers are ten in number
with the five external towers, allegorizing the five
traditionally recognized methods of perception, and the
internal towers the five parts of the brain reputed to be
the seat of our mental capacities.2
In ―The Language of the Ants‖ we find the following
allegory of the ten senses. And so commences the story:
―Key-Khosrow had a cup that showed the whole world:
in it he could see whatever he wanted, be informed of
all things and gain access to hidden things. It is said
that it had a sheath of leather made in the shape of a

1
2

Sohrevardi, 2002a, 150, 214.
Sohrevardi, 2002b, 462-471.
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cone, and there were ten wide straps placed around it.‖
(Sohrevardi, 1999, 81) It is a long shot that we can
justifiably regard the ten wide straps as distinct from
the ten senses.
―A Tale of Occidental Exile‖ implies the allegory of ten
graves, where the wayfarer utters: ―And I cast the
sphere of spheres onto the heavens until the sun and
moon and stars were crushed, then I was rescued from
fourteen coffins and ten graves.‖1
―The Simurgh‘s Shrill Cry‖ includes the allegory of ten
flyers: ―Those who wish to tear down the spider‘s web
must expel nineteen pincers from themselves: of these,
five are visible flyers and five are concealed.‖2
In ―The Red Intellect‖ is amplified the allegory of ten
wardens. One day the hunters, Fate and Destiny, laid
the trap of Fore-ordination and filled it with the grain of
Will, and in this manner they caught the wayfarer and
appointed ten wardens to watch over him. Five of them
faced him with their backs towards the outside. These

1
2

Sohrevardi, 1999, 117-118.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 104-105
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five refer to the five external senses. The other five
wardens faced him representing five internal senses.1
Sohrevardi fleshes out the last allegory of senses, five
chambers and five gates in ―On the Reality of Love‖.
On his way, seeks the wayfarer the inhabited quarter
and reaches the city, catching sight of a three-storied
pavilion. The first story is fitted with two chambers. In
the first is someone extremely clever but his dominant
trait is forgetfulness. ―He can solve any problem in a
flash, but he never remembers anything.‖ This first
chamber alludes to sensus communis. The faculty of
imagination is epitomized by the next camber. ―It takes
him a long time to discover allusions, but once he
understands he never forgets.‖2 Then the wayfarer goes
to the second story. There are two chambers
representing the estimative faculty and the imaginative
power. The memorizing faculty exists in the third story,
storing specific significances. ―He is absorbed in
thought. The many things left to him in trust are piled
around him, and he never betrays anyone‘s faith in him.

1
2

Sohrevardi, 1999, 20-2.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 64-65.
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Whatever profit is made from these things is entrusted
to him so that they may be put to use again.‖1
On the way, confronts the wayfarer with five gates. By
the five gates, Sohrevardi alludes to the five exterior
senses. At first, the faculty of seeing is depicted: ―The
first has two doorways, in each of which is an oblong,
almond-shaped. Throne with two curtains, one black
and the other white, hung before. There are many ropes
fastened to the gate. On both of the thrones reclines
someone who serves as a look-out.‖2
The faculty of perceiving sounds is the next:
Going to the second gate, he will find two doorways,
beyond each of which is a corridor, long and twisted
and talismanically sealed. At the end of each corridor is
a round throne, and over the two reclines someone who
is a master of news and information. He has messengers
who are continually on the go seizing every sound that
comes to be and delivering it to the master, who
comprehends it.

1
2

Sohrevardi, 1999, 65.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 65.
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The power of smelling is represented by the third gate
having two doorways from each one the seeker will go
through a long corridor until he emerges in a chamber
in which there are two seats, on which someone sits.
―He has a servant called Air who goes around the world
every day and brings a bit of every good and foul thing
he sees.‖1
The fourth gate illustrates the mouth and teeth and the
power of tasting. ―This one is wider than the other
three. Inside is a pleasant spring surrounded by a wall
of pearl. In the middle of the spring is a divan that
moves and on it sits someone who is called the
Taster.‖2
The faculty of touching is the last gate which surrounds
the city. Everything that is in the city is within the
scope of this gate, around about which a carpet is
spread, and on the carpet sits someone ruling over eight
different things and distinguishes among the eight.3 The
eight different things hint at the eight tastes, usually

1

Sohrevardi, 1999, 65-66.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 66-67.
3
Sohrevardi, 1999, 67.
2
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enumerated as: sweet, greasy, bitter, salty, sharp, harsh,
salty like the sea, and vinegary.1
Emanation is the second philart issue I pointed it out.
The Peripatetic philosophers believed in ten separate
intellects emanate from the First Being. The tenth one,
the Active Intellect, generates the sublunary realm.2
The philosophers did not assert that they were
acquainted with the manner in which all the other
numerous

existents

emanated,

but

concerned

themselves only with the nine spheres. They have
claimed ten intellects, only because it is unfeasible for
there to be less than that in view of the nine universal
spheres and the sublunary realm. In traditional
cosmology, the nine spheres and the sublunary realm
managed by ten intellects are on the well-known
descending route of the Origin.
Nevertheless, in the book of Hikmah al-Ishraq
Sohrevardi concentrates on the manifold of planets
located on the sphere of the Fixed Stars, arguing that‘s
not feasible just one intellect emanates3 all of them.
1

Freedman, 2007, 168.
Ibn Sina, 1983, 386-393.
3
Sohrevardi, 2002a, 139-140.
2
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And this begged the question how many are the
intellects. Sohrevardi holds that the intellects are more
than ten, twenty, and two hundred. In Alvah Emadi, he
also emphasizes that there are too many intellects,
quoting Quran‘s verse: ―None knows the armies of your
Lord save Himself‖, yet in his allegorical treatises,
Sohrevardi symbolizes the theory of the ten intellects
and the nine spheres in which Avicenna believes.1
Sohrevardi briefly hints at ten intellects by ten old men
in ―Treatise on Towers‖.2
In ―The Sound of Gabriel‘s Wing‖, ten intellects are
symbolized by ten old men again. The wayfarer says of
them, ―When I looked, I saw ten old men of beautiful
countenance seated on a bench. I was so amazed by
their magnificence and splendor and so staggered by
the sight of their throne, their beauty, their white hair,
their garments and trappings that I could not speak.‖3
The old man who was on the end of the bench greeted
the wayfarer in a most kindly-disposed manner, saying,
―We are a group of abstracted ones, come from the
1

Sohrevardi, 2002b, 148-149; Ibn Sina, 1997b, 165-166; 1983,
401; 1986, 648; and 1985, 67-68.
2
Sohrevardi, 2002b, 470.
3
Sohrevardi, 1999, 9-10.
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direction of Nowheresville.‖ that denotes the ten
intellects are not from material world but are Separate
Intellects.
―Why do the elders seated above you keep silent?‖
asked the wayfarer. ―Because the likes of you are
unworthy to approach them,‖ responded the tenth and
last of them, the Active Intellect, ―I serve as their
tongue, for they will never deign to address the likes of
you.‖
In some cases, just the tenth intellect is mentioned. In
―A Tale of Occidental Exile‖ the Active Intellect is
allegorized by the father: ―I ascended the mountain and
saw our father, an old man from the brilliance of whose
light the heavens and earth were nearly split open.‖
narrates the wayfarer.1
The luminous elder, the first child of creation, and the
Red Intellect are other allegories of the tenth intellect
brought in the treatise of ―The Red Intellect‖. Here is a
short conversation the wayfarer struck up with him:
I said, ― oung man, where do you come from?‖

1

Sohrevardi, 1999, 120.
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―My son,‖ he replied, ―you have addressed me
mistakenly. I am the first child of creation. You call me
young?!‖
―Why are your features not white?‖ I asked. ―My
features are white,‖ said the Red Intellect. ―I am a
luminous elder.1
And in ―On the Reality of Love‖ the tenth intellect is a
young old man called Eternal Wisdom.
Above this nine-storied pavilion is a vault called the
City of the Soul. ... At the gate to that city is stationed a
young old man whose name is Eternal Wisdom... He is
old in years but has never seen the passage of time. He
is very, very old but is still untouched by decrepitude.‖2
The Active Intellect has never seen the passage of time
because he is the tenth Separate Intellect and there is no
time in their world. Consequently, he is young.
The nine-storied pavilion above which is the City of the
Soul hints at Sohrevardi‘s cosmology I will develop it
in the next section.

1
2

Sohrevardi, 1999, 21.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 64.
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The Red Intellect describes that every white thing that
is connected to light appears red when admixed with
black, like the sunset at the beginning of evening or the
end of dawn, which is white where it is connected to
the Sun‘s light. One side of it is toward the light, which
is white, while the other side is toward the night, which
is black. Therefore, it appears red. When the crescent
moon rises, although its light is borrowed, it is
nonetheless described as light. Since one side of it is
toward day and the other side toward night, it appears
red. A flame has the same quality.1
The white side is the allegory of the Separate Intellects
while the black side is the allegory of the sublunary
world. For the Active Intellect is the last Separate
Intellect and is responsible for the sublunary realm, he
has located between the white and the black sides.
Sohrevardi explains the relation between the intellects
and the spheres as well as the relation between the
intellects themselves. In ―The sound of Gabriel‘s
Wing‖, when the wayfarer asks the old man about a
basin with eleven layers, he explains the relation

1

Sohrevardi, 1999, 21-22.
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between the intellects and the spheres. The first layer
whose body is greater than any of the others, was
arranged and put together by the old man who is seated
at the highest level.
The second was done by the second one, the third by
the third, and so on down to me. These nine comrades
and companions produced the nine layers by their own
labor and handicraft. The two bottom levels, along with
the bit of water and sand, were produced by me. Since
their foundation is stronger, their handiwork cannot be
rent or pierced, but what I have made can be.1
Then the old man explains the relation between the
intellects themselves. The elder who is in the highest
place is the master teacher and tutor of the second
elder, who sits beside him. He has signed the second
elder‘s order of investiture, the second has signed the
third‘s order, the third the fourth‘s order, and so on
down to the tenth.2
As I remarked, the idea of the ten Separate Intellects
results in that of the nine spheres. In ―A Day with a

1
2

Sohrevardi, 1999, 11-12.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 11-12.
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Group of Sufis‖ Sohrevardi himself has decoded his
allegories about nine spheres. At first, he mentions the
theory in allegorical form. Then he explains his own
allegories. Given that Sohrevardi is clear about his
cosmology, we are allowed to decode his cosmology,
corresponding the allegories to the nine and eleven
spheres.
The master says, ―There is a well-known tale in their
craft, but no one tells it fully, and no one knows the
meaning of it.‖ ―What is this tale?‖ asks the wayfarer.
His master goes through the story:
Once, an engraver had a jewel. He wanted to display
his skill on it. So, from it he made a round shell like a
ball. Then, from the residue left in the middle of the
shell he made another shell inside the first. Again, from
the residue of the second he made a third, and so on
until he had made nine shells.
The engraver then polished the first shell and engraved
a few medallions on the second shell and gilded it. On
the third, fourth, and so on to the ninth shells he
engraved one medallion each.
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After the allegorical tale, Sohrevardi starts decoding it.
―When the Creator created these spheres, he sent a light
to the first sphere.‖ For a sphere is an intermediary
between being and non-being, the first sphere was too
subtle to bear it. It borders on existence. Then again, it
is continuous with nonexistence. As a consequence, the
light reached the second sphere, which was able to bear
it.
The light was broken up against the second sphere, and
every part became a star. What was left over from these
stars, came to the third sphere, and from that residue
Saturn came into being. Again, what was left over from
Saturn reached the fourth sphere, and the body of
Jupiter came into being. And so on, Mars from residue
of Jupiter, the Sun from the residue of Mars, Venus
from the residue of the Sun, Mercury from the residue
of Venus, and from the residue of Mercury, the Moon.1
Sometimes Sohrevardi speaks of the eleven spheres,
adding two spheres of zamharir and ether. In ―A Day
with a Group of Sufis‖, asked the wayfarer, ―Why is the
body of the Sun bigger and brighter than the other

1

Sohrevardi, 1999, 34-35.
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stars?‖ His master said ―Because it is in the middle.
The Sun is in the middle, provided you count the seven
planets. And just as there are two spheres above the
seven, there are two other spheres below them, ether
and zamharir. Therefore, by any reckoning the Sun is in
the middle.‖1
The eleven spheres, in ―The Red Intellect‖, are
symbolized by the eleven mountains.2 And in ―The
Sound of Gabriel‘s Wing‖ there are eleven layers of a
basin which the wayfarer saw in the courtyard.3 The
first level had no button at all, whereas the second level
had many luminous buttons on it. Because the first
level of the basin is allegory of the Sphere of the
spheres and the second level is the allegory of the
sphere of the Fixed Stars. ―On each of the remaining
seven of the upper nine levels of the basin a bright
button was fastened.‖ These buttons represent Saturn,
Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mercury, and Moon.4

1

Sohrevardi, 1999, 36.
Sohrevardi, 1999, 22.
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The wayfarer seeks the intelligible happiness, getting
away from sublunary realm and these spheres to the
Separate world.
Conclusion
The ultimate goal of the utopia is to provide the public
with intelligible happiness. But, given that the public,
based on their nature and their habits, are unable to
perceive intelligible truths, intelligible happiness must
be brought to their imagination. Farabi‘s utopian artist
visualizes

philosophical

issues

and

intelligible

happiness. That being the case, utopian artist might be
called a philartist.
Sohrevardi elaborates philosophical problems upon art
and literature. Taking account of his allegories, he
constitutes a philartist. In the problem of sense
perception, he allegorizes ten interior and exterior
senses by ten towers, ten wide straps, ten graves, ten
flyers, ten wardens, five chambers and five gates. In the
theory of emanation, the ten Separate Intellects are
allegorized by the ten old men, whereas the Active
Intellect by the father, the master, and the Red Intellect.
In cosmology, the spheres are symbolized by nine
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shells, eleven layers of a basin, eleven mountains, sons,
and mills. On his way, seeks the wayfarer intelligible
happiness, getting away from sublunary realm to the
Separate world.
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3. Suhrawardi as a Scientartist in Psychology
Scientart refers to bilateral relations between art and
science, including artistically-inclined science, scienceminded art or involvement, by and large, both artistic
and scientific approaches. Suhrawardī, as a scientartist
with both artistic and scientific approaches, having an
intellectual grip, conveys philosophical meanings and
rational issues with art and literature. In his psychology,
representing ten internal and external senses, he uses
five allegories: ten towers, ten graves, ten flyers, ten
wardens,

five

chambers

and

five

gates.

His

philosophical works and his artistic treatises are
intertwined.
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Introduction
Suhrawardī, otherwise known as Shaykh-i Ishraq, is
reckoned as the founder of the philosophical School of
Illumination in the Islamic East. Marcotte says of him:
Suhrawardī provided an original Platonic criticism of
the dominant Avicennan Peripateticism of the time in
the fields of logic, epistemology, psychology, and
metaphysics, while simultaneously elaborating his own
epistemological

(logic

and

psychology)

and

metaphysical (ontology and cosmology) Illuminationist
theories.
She deems that his new epistemological perspective led
him to critique the Avicennan theory of definition,
introduce a theory of presential knowledge, elaborate a
complex ontology of lights, adding imaginal world.
But there is another side to me: Suhrawardi as a
scientartist or sciartist.
Scientart might be deemed as an interaction between
the worlds of art and science.

Types of art and

disciplines of science commingle in scientart. For
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instance, Arthur Clarke raised the astronomical artist.
And Elaine Quave said, exhibiting their artworks:
―I‘m fascinated by scientific methods of observing,
collecting, dissecting, and classifying to define the
world around us...In my artwork I hope to challenge our
assumptions and to lead the viewer to a place where the
scientist‘s lab and the artist studio collide, a place
where the reflection of our selves can have a terrifying
beauty and an ethereal sensation.‖
I lead off with giving an account of scientartist.
An Account of Scientart
Scientart refers to bilateral relations between art and
science and we should be therefore clear about science
and art from start. Example fields of science include
different disciplines such as physics, metaphysics,
economics, and medicine. And in this analysis,
literature and different types of art as diverse as
painting, printmaking, sculpture, architecture, murals,
music,

poetry,

theatre,

film,

conceptual art are reckoned as art.

photography,

and
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Scientart means sort of relation between science and
art, for instance, science in theatre, sci-fi or science in
fiction, and science in poetry. As Copley holds, both art
and science, in spite of their divergences, are brought
about by creative process. In this process, they have
bilateral services to each other. Science may assist art
with enriching artworks, as I explain later in
philosophical fictions. Moreover, in some media, such
as computer graphics, holography, and space art
science have been applied for the creation of art. Art,
on the other hand, can assist science with presenting
scientific issues to the public as well as motivating their
creativity. The NASA Art Program was founded to
present NASA's cutting-edge research to the public in a
way more accessible than complex scientific reports.
And many scientific improvements inspired by sci-fi.
Categorizing in three main groups, a scientartist could
be an artistically-inclined scientist, a science-minded
artist or one involving both artistic and scientific
activities, albeit I cannot place distinct borders between
these three approaches.
Artistically-inclined scientists are the scientists who
inclined to artists. For example, they protect artists or
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perform art programs, like James Webb, who directed
the start-up of the NASA Art Program. He once put it
―Important events can be interpreted by artists to
provide unique insight into significant aspects of our
history-making advances into space. An artistic record
of this nation‘s program of space exploration will have
great value for future generations.‖ Science, in this
approach, is front-and-center and artists are following
it. The science-minded artist might be used to refer to
artists inspired by scientific issues or those inspire
scientists.
Producing

quasi-scientific

artworks

inspired

by

science, Joyce Yamade describes:
―Science is the lens through which I understand the
world, particularly paleontology and evolutionary
biology... Often without conscious intent, my paintings
reflect natural history and frequently contain oblique
references to whatever I am reading.‖
Sometimes, artists captivate and inspire scientists. Jules
Verne‘s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
could be counted as a quasi-scientific artwork which
fascinated American inventor Simon Lake, known as
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the father of the modern submarine. In 1914, H.G.
Wells published a novel, The World Set Free,
imagining the emergence of artificial atomic energy by
1933, followed by a devastating world war and the
eventual emergence of a peaceful global government.
Physicist Leo Szilard was inspired to solve the problem
of creating a nuclear chain reaction when read the
novel.
As I said, science includes, in this concept, all academic
disciplines form humanities and social sciences to
natural sciences.
Some artworks are equally involving both artistic and
scientific aspects. As an example, The Hellstrom
Chronicle, an American film released in 1971,
commingling elements of documentary and science
fiction to present a gripping satirical depiction of the
Darwinian struggle for survival between humans and
insects.
In the field of metaphysics, some authors describe
philosophical issues with stories. They are philosopher
as well as artist. Suhrawardi does this way in his ten
symbolic treatises: ―A Tale of Occidental Exile‖, ―On
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the Reality of Love‖, ―The Red Intellect‖, ―The
Simurgh‘s Shrill Cry‖, ―The Sound of Gabriel‘s Wing‖,
―A Day with a Group of Sufis‖, ―On the State of
Childhood‖, ―The Language of the Ants‖, ―The
Towers‖, ―The Treatise of the Birds‖.
Suhrawardī as a Scientartist in Psychology
Scientart issues in Suhrawardī‘s writings, especially
psychology, include these five treatises: ―Treatise on
Towers‖, ―A Tale of Occidental Exile‖, ―The
Simurgh‘s Shrill Cry‖, ―The Red Intellect‖, ―On the
Reality of Love‖.
The allegories of ten senses are ten towers, ten graves,
ten flyers, ten wardens, five chambers and five gates.
We lead off by ―Treatise on Towers‖. The allegory of
ten towers is seen in ―The Risālat al-Abrāj‖, ―Treatise
on Towers‖, otherwise known as al-Kalimāt alDhawqīya.

The first five towers refer to the five

external senses or five traditionally recognized methods
of perception: sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste.
The second five towers refer to the five internal senses:
the sensus communis or common sense

that
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intermingles the what it receives from the five sensory
perceptions; the imagination that keeps these forms
deposited; the imaginative power or active imagination
that mingles and separates forms kept in the
imagination; the estimative faculty that figures out the
individual meanings (e.g., the sheep that apprehends the
perceived wolf as something it should flee from); the
memory or memorizing power that keeps the individual
meanings.
The ten towers, for Reichert, undertake these activities:
The towers are ten in number with the five exterior
towers representing the five senses, and the interior
towers the five parts of the brain reputed to be the seat
of our mental capacities. In Suhrawardī‘s scheme, the
first of the interior towers corresponds to the
sensorium,

the

second

to

the

representative

imagination, the third to the estimative capacity of the
brain, the ninth to the active imagination (in the Ishrāqī
and Avicennian sense) and the tenth to the function of
memory.
The allegory of ten graves is used in ―A Tale of
Occidental Exile‖, where Suhrawardī utters: ―And I
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cast the sphere of spheres onto the heavens until the sun
and moon and stars were crushed, then I was rescued
from fourteen coffins and ten graves.‖
―The Simurgh‘s Shrill Cry‖ includes the allegory of ten
flyers: ―Those who wish to tear down the spider‘s web
must expel nineteen pincers from themselves: of these,
five are visible flyers and five are concealed.‖
The allegory of ten wardens is amplified in ―The Red
Intellect‖. Some dear friend wonders if the birds
apprehend each other‘s languages. ‗ es; they do,‘ the
wayfarer replys. ‗How do you know?‘ the friend askes.
‗In the beginning,‘ the wayfarer says, ‗When the
Former wanted to bring me into actuality, He created
me in the form of a falcon. In the realm where I was,
were other falcons, and we spoke together and
understood each other‘s words‘. ‗How did you get to be
the way you are now?‘ the friend askes. The wayfarer
replies that one day the hunters, Fate and Destiny, laid
the trap of Fore-ordination and filled it with the grain of
Will, and in this manner they caught him. Then they
took him from the realm where their nest was into
another realm, where they stitched their eyes shut, put
four different bonds on him and appointed ten wardens
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to watch over him. Five of them faced him with their
backs towards the outside, while the other five faced
him kept him in the world of perplexity so that he
forgot their nest, their realm and everything he had
known.
Suhrawardī uses the last allegory of senses, five
chambers and five gates, elaborating on details in ―On
the Reality of Love‖. The wayfarer seeks, in their way,
the inhabited quarter and reaches the city, catching
sight of a three-storied pavilion. ―The first story is fitted
with two chambers. In the first is a divan placed over
water, and on it reclines someone whose nature is
inclined to humidity. He is extremely clever but his
dominant trait is forgetfulness. He can solve any
problem in a flash, but he never remembers anything.‖
This first chamber alludes to sensus communis. The
faculty of imagination is epitomized by the next
camber: ―Next to him in the second chamber is a divan
placed over fire, on which reclines someone whose
nature is inclined to dryness. He is very nimble and
quick but unclean. It takes him a long time to discover
allusions, but once he understands he never forgets.‖
Then the seeker goes to the second story. There are two
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chambers representing the estimative faculty and the
imaginative power. The memorizing faculty exists in
the third story, storing individual meanings and ideas:
When he reaches the third story, he will see a delightful
chamber … He is absorbed in thought. The many things
left to him in trust are piled around him, and he never
betrays anyone‘s faith in him. Whatever profit is made
from these things is entrusted to him so that they may
be put to use again.
Thereafter Suhrawardī alludes to the five exterior
senses, sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell by the five
gates. ―When [the seeker] leaves there he will be
confronted with five gates.‖ At first, the faculty of
seeing is depicted:
The first has two doorways, in each of which is an
oblong, almond-shaped. Throne with two curtains, one
black and the other white, hung before. There are many
ropes fastened to the gate. On both of the thrones
reclines someone who serves as a look-out.
The faculty of perceiving sounds:
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Going to the second gate, he will find two doorways,
beyond each of which is a corridor, long and twisted
and talismanically sealed. At the end of each corridor is
a round throne, and over the two reclines someone who
is a master of news and information. He has messengers
who are continually on the go seizing every sound that
comes to be and delivering it to the master, who
comprehends it.
The power of smelling is represented by the third gate
having two doorways from each one the seeker will go
through a long corridor until he emerges in a chamber
in which there are two seats, on which someone sits.
―He has a servant called Air who goes around the world
every day and brings a bit of every good and foul thing
he sees.‖
The fourth gate illustrates the power of tasting. ―This
one is wider than the other three. Inside is a pleasant
spring surrounded by a wall of pearl. In the middle of
the spring is a divan that moves and on it sits someone
who is called the Taster.‖
The faculty of touching is the last gate.
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Then he will come to the fifth gate, which surrounds
the city. Everything that is in the city is within the
scope of this gate, around about which a carpet is
spread, and on the carpet sits someone so that the carpet
is filled by him. He rules over eight different things and
distinguishes among the eight. Not for one instant is he
negligent in his labor. He is called the Distinguisher.
Depictions of the five traditional senses as allegory
became a popular subject for seventeenth-century
artists, especially among Flemish and Dutch Baroque
painters. A typical example is Gérard de Lairesse's
Allegory of the Five Senses, in which each of the
figures in the main group hints at a sense: sight is the
reclining boy with a curved outwards mirror, sound is
the boy holding the triangle in one hand and the bar in
another hand, smell is alluded by the girl with flowers,
taste is embodied by the woman looking at the potato,
and feeling is illustrated by the woman bearing the bird.
Conclusion
We face three different types of connections between
science and art, called sciart: artistically-inclined
science, science-minded art and sciart with both artistic
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and scientific approaches. It's art that allows science to
be held up against peoples‘ minds. And it is science
that allows art to be held up against experimentation.
Scientartist would be applied to Suhrawardī, the
founder of School of Illumination. In his psychology,
for example, ten interior and exterior senses are
artistically symbolized by ten towers, ten graves, ten
flyers, ten wardens, five chambers and five gates.

72 | Nadia Maftouni

References
Algazel, Abuhamed,
bartholomew.stanford.edu/onsensesalgazel/intro.html,
9/12/2015
Buntaine, Julia, http://www.sciartinamerica.com, 6/10/2015
Clarke, Arthur C., Space Art and Astronomical Art Quotes
from Artsnova Digital Art Gallery, 4/12/2015
Foer, Anna F., http://www.sciartcenter.org/the-newunconscious.html 6/10/2015
Furness, Horace Howard, "King Lear", Shakespeare 5 (7th
ed.). Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co. 1880
Garfield, Eugene, ―Art and Science,‖ part 2, Current
Contents, no. 9, February 27. 1989, pp. 3-8.
Grünzweig, Walter (ed), The SciArtist Carl Djerassi‘s
Science-in-Literature Transatlantic and Interdisciplinary
Context, LIT Verlag, 2012
https://magazine.wustl.edu/2012/june/Pages/WhereArtMeets
Science.aspx, 4/12/2015
https://mdibl.org/events/art-meets-science, 3/12/2015

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 73

http://www.nasa.gov/connect/artspace/creative_works/featur
e-inception.html, 4/12/2015
https://www.newscientist.com/blogs/culturelab/2010/05/artmeets-science-aesthetics-politics-and-metaphysics.html,
6/10/2015
http://www.sciartinamerica.com/about.html, 6/10/2015
http://www.sciartcenter.org, 6/10/2015
http://www.sciartcenter.org/un-natural-nature-virtualexhibit.html, 5/12/2015
Lewis, Clive Staples, "Sense", Studies in Words (2nd ed.),
Cambridge University Press, 1990.
Maftouni, Nadia, Negarehay-e- Ishrāqī, Vaya Publication,
Tehran, 2015.
Marcotte, Roxanna, ―Suhrawardī‖, Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, Stanford, 2012.
McCleese, Jacob, Utopian Literature: Alluringly Gnarled
Reality,
http://coursesite.uhcl.edu/HSH/Whitec/LITR/5439utopia/mo
dels/finals/f2013/f13E2McCleese.htm 6/12/2015

74 | Nadia Maftouni

Reichert, Michelle, Between Courtly Literature and AlAndaluz: Oriental Symbolism and Influences, Routledge,
2014.
Simpson, J.A. and E.S.C. Weiner, (eds) Oxford English
Dictionary, 2nd ed., Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1989.
Suhrawardī, Shahāb al-Dīn ahya, ―A Tale of Occidental
Exile‖, in: The Philosophical Allegories and Mystical
Treatises, Edited and Translated by W. M. Thackston,
Mazda Publishers, Costa Mesa, California, 1999.
---, Majmū‘a-i Musannafāt-i Shaykh-i Ishrāq, vol. 3, Tehran:
Pajūhishgāh-i ‗Ulūm-i Insānī Wa Mutāli‘āt-i Farhangī Press,
1380 SH.
---, ―On the Reality of Love‖, in: The Philosophical
Allegories and Mystical Treatises, Edited and Translated by
W. M. Thackston, Mazda Publishers, Costa Mesa,
California, 1999.
---, ―The Red Intellect‖, in: The Philosophical Allegories
and Mystical Treatises, Edited and Translated by W. M.
Thackston, Mazda Publishers, Costa Mesa, California, 1999.
---, ―The Simurgh‘s Shrill Cry‖, in: The Philosophical
Allegories and Mystical Treatises, Edited and Translated by

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 75

W. M. Thackston, Mazda Publishers, Costa Mesa,
California, 1999.
---, Three Treatises on Mysticism, Edited and Translated by
Otto Spies & S. K. Khatak, Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer,
1935.
The Merriam-Webster new book of word histories,
Merriam-Webster, 1991.
Tyson, Neil DeGrasse, Space as Culture, 28th National
Space Symposium, Colorado, 18/4/2012.
Walbridge, John, ―The Devotional and Occult Works of
Suhrawardī the Illuminationist‖, Ishraq: Islamic Philosophy
Yearbook, N. 2, Moscow, 2011, pp. 80-97.
Webb, James, International Space Hall of Fame: New
Mexico Museum of Space History: Inductee Profile of
James Webb,
http://www.nmspacemuseum.org/halloffame/detail.php?id=1
22, 4/12/ 2015

76 | Nadia Maftouni

4. Farabi vis-à-vis Avicenna on Inner Perception1
Examining the issue of Inner perception, we are keying
on Farabi vs. Avicenna. Although both of Farabi and
Avicenna show some features of Aristotelian theory of
perception, they have expanded it thus actually new
phases are added to it. Conceptualizing imaginary
perception with its functions, Farabi deals with three
primary activities: storing sensory forms, composing
and

decomposing sensory forms,

and

imagery.

Avicenna defines what Farabi calls the imaginary
faculties as three inner perceptions, i.e., imagination,
estimative and memory faculties.

1

This paper is a work of mine and my dear colleague, Professor
Kouchnani.
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Introduction
Inner perception theory plays a key role in issues of
epistemological mindset. Any ambiguity in inner
perception theory results in various sophisms and
destroys its role from efficiency. Here we study the
problem of inner perception with comparative historical
approaches of Farabi (339-258) and Avicenna (373428). Farabi in terms of innovative theories about
various roles of perception and Avicenna in terms of
expansion in concepts of perception faculties are
important for the purpose of the field.
Some features of Aristotle's theory of perception are
included in Farabi as well as Avicenna‘s theory of inner
perception. Most of Aristotle‘s views on inner
perception theory could be seen in his book about
human soul called De Anima [Aristotle, 1995, 427a18429a4]. Explaining the nature inner perception,
Aristotle first gives a negative account about what
imaginary perception does not include. He emphasizes
on the difference of imagination with thinking,
judgment,

opinion,

belief,

conviction,

reason,

perceiving, knowledge and intelligence. He thinks that
imagination is different from thinking and judgment.
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Although imagination

can‘t

be created

without

perceiving, judgment is not found without imagination.
Therefore, the difference between thinking and
judgment is obvious, because imaginary perception is
in our control when we want and we can imagine a
picture.1
The idea that imaginary perception under human power
and desire do not merely mean being devoid of
imaginary perception because thinking is arbitrary too.
Therefore, thinking is bound to logical criteria that we
can obtain by following them whereas imaginary
perception is not bound to logical criteria and barriers.
The other point is that imaginary perception can rely on
practical wisdom due to its characteristics, under
human power and desire. Because the affairs belonging
to practical wisdom are under human power and free
will, whatever belonging to practical wisdom is worthy
to be judged. We have dealt in detail this issue in
problems of imaginary perception topics.

1

Aristotle, 1995, 427b14-19.
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Aristotle differs between imaginary perception and
opinion. His argument is that we are not free in forming
opinions and cannot avoid error or correct alternation.
In addition, when we think that something is horrible
or threatening, immediately interests and emotions are
produced inside our body as well as for something
reliable. But when we just imagine, we won‘t have
those regrets and are like those who are watching a nice
or horrible scene painting.1
Besides, opinion goes together with belief. Because
without belief in what we have opinion power, we
cannot have opinion whereas most animals have
imaginary perception not belief. Moreover, each
opinion is with belief, each belief is with conviction
and each conviction is with reason. But some animals
have imaginary perception without reason.2
Aristotle

separates

imaginary

perception

from

perceiving by the reasoning that the perceiving is
potential or actual. For example, visual potential and
act of seeing and imaginary perception occur in both

1
2

Aristotle, 1995, 427b20-24.
Aristotle, 1995, 428a18-23.
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absences as in dreams. The second reasoning is that
perceiving is always available unlike the imaginary
perception. The third cause is that if the actual
imaginary perception and perceiving were the same, all
animals should have imaginary perception. But it is not
so. For example, there is no imaginary perception in
ants, bees and worms. The forth cause is that perceiving
is always true unlike imaginary perceptions. The fifth
cause, when our sensory feelings pay attention to the
objects carefully, we don‘t say that we imagine this
object is for example a human. But when our sense
perception is vague about that object, we say that
sentence that maybe it is true or not. The sixth and the
last Aristotelian cause is that visual imaginary
perception appears even while our eyes remain closed.1
He separates imaginary perception from the affairs
which are always impressive like knowledge or
intelligence, because imaginary perception can be an
error.2
Studying the differentiation of imaginary perception
from perceiving and opinion, Aristotle shows that

1
2

Aristotle, 1995, 428a5-16.
Aristotle, 1995, 428a17-18.
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imaginary perception cannot be opinion in addition to
perceiving, or opinion resulted from perceiving or
combination of both. This is impossible, both due the
things we have mentioned and the causes that objective
opinion cannot differ from objective perception.1
Aristotle describes what imaginary perception is not.
But what is the imaginary perception? He reckons
imaginary perception as a movement that cannot be
created without perception. It means that it will occur
just in sensitive creatures and in to objects belonging to
them. And since movement can be produced from
actual perception and has a similar characteristic to the
perception itself, then this movement cannot be
separated from the perception or in the creature without
perception. Therefore, a person having imaginary
perception is the agent of many things and receptive to
them.2
The characteristic of imaginary perception is that it is
similar to perception except that perception has to do

1
2

Aristotle, 1995, 428a24-29.
Aristotle, 1995, 428b11-17.
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material objects and imaginary perception does not
have one.1
Aristotle concludes that if the imaginary perception
does not have other features except above mentioned
ones, then it should be a movement that results an
actual reaction from a perceptive origin.2
Mentioning in appellation of imaginary perception to a
Greek name phantasia from phaos, Aristotle stresses
that imaginary perception belongs to the perceiving act
and the most important sense is vision being impossible
without light.3
A word of warning is in order. Farabi has not used the
term phantasia and Avicenna has used phantasia and
bantasia as meaning sensus communis.
Motekhayelah and khiyal are not considered as two
faculties in Aristotle‘s works as we could see later in
conceptualization of Muslim philosophers especially in
Avicenna that formed under than the five senses.

1

Aristotle, 1995, 432a9.
Aristotle, 1995, 429a1-2.
3
Aristotle, 1995, 429a1-4.
2
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Therefore, takhayol and khiyal are used as synonyms in
the literal translation as imaginary perception.
Farabi’s Theory on Inner Perception
Unlike what we have understood about Aristotle, Farabi
does not point out what is imaginary perception as a
problem. He does not follow its essential analysis or its
conceptual analysis. In such situations as in planning,
one can obtain what is imaginary perception from his
view by an indirect approach. Therefore, we will
address his opinion about different perceptions, i.e.,
sensory

perception,

imaginary

perception

and

intellectual perception and self-intellective faculties
including the faculties of sensation, motekhayelah, and
rational.
Farabi conceptualizes intellective faculties from both
theoretical wisdom and practical wisdom whereas sages
after him paid attention to intellective faculties through
theoretical wisdom like Avicenna.
Farabi does not consider any difference between
imaginary perception faculty and motekhayelah. He
mentions one faculty doing both activities and often
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calls it motekhayelah faculty and sometimes imaginary
perception faculty.1
Avicenna explains these distinctions. Basically, we
cannot see Avicenna‘s explanation about fifth inner
senses as we found in Farabi‘s works.
Farabi does not express separately about nature of
perception. But he points to the kinds of perceptions in
his other discussions. For example, he expresses in his
talking about the first lover and pleasure that he enjoys
in it. Because of feeling or imaginary perception or
rational science2 and says in his analysis of psychical
faculties that the science will be realized by rational,
motekhayelah or sensory faculties.3
In his opinion, rational faculty is responsible for
intellectual

perception,

motekhayelah

faculty for

imaginary perception and appearance senses for the
sensory perception.
Avicenna completed this theory. He conceptualizes
illusion as a kind of perception. We cannot see this
1

Farabi, 1992, pp. 51-58.
Farabi, 2003, p. 85; 1997, p. 71.
3
Farabi, 2003, p. 156.
2
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term in Farabi‘s works. Farabi has defined illusion as
an imaginary perception for something that is not
existent.1
Farabi has not defined faculty in his discussions about
self-faculties. Avicenna believes that faculty means
both doing origin and acceptance origin. Because the
affairs out of self includes movement and perception
and faculty about perception means acceptance of
origin and stimulation means action from origin. There
is no preference to refer faculty to one of these two
cases and if one uses the term of faculty for both
perception and stimulation faculties, namely both
acceptance and doing origins; it will be due to sharing
of terminology.2
Farabi explains self-faculties according to its existing
order and expresses their activities.3 Among these
faculties is sensitive faculty including touch, sight,
auditory, taste and smell senses. There is a dominant
sense over appearance sense that is the focus of all
sensory perceptions, and senses act like its spies and
1

Farabi, 1987, p. 162.
Avicenna, 1983. P. 7.
3
Farabi, 2004, p. 10; 2003, pp. 151-155.
2
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each is responsible for a special case from information
and a special area of the body estate whereas the
motekhayelah faculty does not have several servants
and agents in the body and will act lonely.1
Motekhayelah faculty preserves the tangible images
that are stamped in the self and also it combines some
images with others or divides an image to some parts
and therefore creates a new image. After motekhayelah
faculty, rational faculty will be created that the human
can think by it.
Farabi has emphasized conceptualization of perception
faculties from practical wisdom in various situations.2
He knows rational faculty as a faculty that human can
differ between beautiful and ugly ethics and acts
through it and thinks that which action should be left or
continued and in addition finds that beneficial and
harmful

and

enjoyable

and

ornery,

whereas

motekhayelah can just perceive the beneficial and
harmful and enjoyable and ornery, and sensitive can
perceive just enjoyable and ornery.3
1

Farabi, 2003, pp. 153-154
Farabi, 2003, p. 152; 2004, p. 11; 1997, p. 33.
3
Farabi, 1997, p. 33.
2
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One of the definitions obtained through collection of an
object‘s definitions and works that is called compound
particular. Therefore, regarding the activities of
motekhayelah faculty, important thing is to reach what
it is.
Farabi has defined three important activities for
motekhayelah. First, it preserves sensory perceptions
after cutting sensory relation. Second, it combines or
decomposes

them.

These

combinations

and

decompositions are various and motekhayelah faculty
governs them desirably. Their results are sometimes
relevant and sometimes irrelevant.1 For example, it will
combine bird wing with the horse body or invent a
Pegasus. The third activity is imitation and illustration.
Only motekhayelah faculty can illustrate through
sensibles and intelligibles. Even motekhayelah can
imitate the intelligibles in the ultimate perfection like
the first principle and the non-materials. Of course, it is
illustrated by the most complete and highest objects
such as beautiful objects and in contrast, it imitates
incomplete intelligibles by incomplete and posts and
ugly sensibles.
1

Farabi, 2003, p. 154.
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Since Farabi does not analyze what imaginary
perception is, we focus on his other views like of
human faculties, Utopia ranks, stage of universe and
body members.
He begins description of this similarity with the stages
of universe. Creatures are continued from the most
completed one to the most incomplete one. The last
stage is that the creature‘s doings are just for service
and other things are not realized after him and never
does actions as headship. The first creature that is
superior never performs service and the middle
creatures perform headship rather than their lower
creatures to serve the first creature.
So there will be an order and relationship and
cooperation and community among stage of universal
and the stage of society are the same. The status of the
first header is like God in the universal system. The
same relation can be found in body members and also
in self faculties.1 This similarity means motekhayelah
faculty is under the service of rational faculty and
sensitive faculty is under the service of motekhayelah

1

Farabi, 1991, pp. 63-66.
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faculty. In terms of stage and headship and design, the
rational faculty is the first and motekhayelah and
sensation are next in status of headship.
Avicenna’s Theory on Inner Perception
What is imaginary perception can be conceptualized
from two positions in Avicenna‘s discussion: the first is
where he explains kinds of perceptions and the second
is where he divides internal faculties.
Imaginary perception theory has been ordered and
developed consequent to perception theory and
perception faculties. Avicenna first studied kinds and
essences of perceptions in al-Isharat va al-Tanbihat
and then analyzed internal perception faculties and
rational soul.1 He studied internal and external
perception faculties, rational soul and kinds of
perceptions in al-Shifa and argued in detail about each
internal and external senses.2

1
2

Avicenna, 1997, pp. 308-404.
See: Avicenna, 1983, pp. 33-171.
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Avicenna has divided perceptions into four kinds:
feeling, imaginary perception, illusion and intellection
in most of his works.1
Until there is a relation between external senses and
external object, sensory perception is resulted, if not, it
is imagined and its idea is exemplified inside. Like
Zayd who we saw him and then we imagined him while
he is absent.
Perception of particular meanings and belonging to
sensibles are called illusion. Like Zayd‘s kindness or
hostility. Intellection is resulted when Zayd is imagined
as a human, meaning that this meaning has been
realized in others too.
Avicenna has tripartite divisions of perception and does
not mention the illusion.2 In Sharh al-Isharat, Tusi has
all four divisions and tells the reason why the Avicenna
did not mention illusion that sensory and imaginary
conceptions are created alone and illusory perception is
not possible without participation of imaginary
perception and imaginary perception makes it particular
1

Avicenna, 1983, pp. 51-53; 1986, pp. 344-346; 1995, pp. 277278; 1985, pp. 102-103; 1984, p. 23; 1953, pp. 30-33.
2
Avicenna, 1997, pp. 322-323.
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and individualized. Because illusion is the perception of
intangible meanings like the qualities and relations
specific to a material object.1
After analyzing kinds of perceptions, Avicenna studied
internal intellective faculties. In his opinion, internal
perception faculties include sensus communis or
bantasia, imaginary perception or illustrated, illusion,
motekhayelah or thought. He discussed these faculties
with examples which will be discussed later.2
We see rain drops in straight line and a point which is
turning quickly as a circle; these apprehensions are
through sense, not imaginary perception or recollection.
On the other hand, only the opposite idea will be
stamped in the eye and the opposite idea of the rain
drop or the point turning is a point not a straight line or
circle. Therefore, the first painted idea will remain in
one of human faculties and the current idea will join it
and all sensory apprehensions will be gathered in that
faculty. This faculty is called sensus communis or
bantasia.

1
2

Tusi, 1997, p. 324.
Avicenna, 1997, pp. 331-346.
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The second faculty is imaginary perception that will
remain all paradigm of sensibles after getting hide
against external senses. Having these two faculties of
sensus communis and imaginary perception, human can
rule about the color and taste. For example, this black
date is sweet and this yellow lemon is sour.
The third faculty is illusion that understood intangible
detailed meaning in detailed tangibles like sheep that
knows the intangible meaning of horror in the wolf and
the lamb that knows the intangible meaning of kindness
in his mother.
The forth faculty is memory to remain detailed
meanings. This faculty is except imaginary perception
which remains particular forms. One of the other
human faculties can separate and combine the forms
that sense would conceptualize and the particular
meanings that illusion has them and also it can separate
and combine between forms and meanings. If this
faculty will be worked with wisdom is called thought
and if with illusion, will be called motekhayelah.

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 93

Tusi has called this faculty representation because it
occupies in perceptions. Avicenna has determined a
position for each kind of these five faculties in brain.
Comparing and Contrasting Farabi and Avicenna
Historical study of the views of the Farabi and
Avicenna concerning inner perception theory, explains
the evolution of this theory and the persistent effect on
posterity and innovations and inventions of each of
them. Aristotle has done researches on the nature of the
inner perception which are accepted by Farabi and
Avicenna as the basis-material hence they were not
elaborated. He analyzed imaginary perception as
distinct from feeling, thought, belief, opinion, science
and intellect, in addition to the imaginary perception
and feeling being similar and its relationship with the
judgment. These insights were kept in the later
philosophy.
Aristotle used the word phantasia for imaginary
perception. Farabi has not used this word to imaginary
perception and nor to any other thing. Avicenna applied
the words bantasia and phantasia based on common
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sense. While Aristotle called the common sense as
sensus communis.1
Farabi does not consider the conceptualization of
imaginary perception or its distinctiveness from
dubious and similar concepts as a problem. He received
the teachings of Aristotle via tacit means and deals with
activities and capabilities of imaginary perception and
its civil status. As Aristotle considered imaginary
perception and takhayol with a word phantasia, Farabi
too does not consider duality between imaginary
perception and takhayol in the infinitive and between
imaginary perception and motekhayelah in the meaning
of faculty.
He stated three tasks for motekhayelah based on three
imaginary forms that can be distinguished: imaginary
form that is sensible and is obtained from common
sense, imaginary form that motekhayelah makes with
possession in the first imaginary forms and their
analysis and synthesis, and imaginary form that
motekhayelah is invented by the representation of
intelligibles and sensibles.

1

Aristotle, 1995, 425b27, 450a1, 686a31.
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This tri-partite division is used in the conceptualization
of the creativity of imaginary perception. Especially the
performance of imaginary perception in imagining from
intelligibles makes possible the power and specific
capacity in order to form ideas and works of art. All
three types are common in clear and distinctive features
of substantive that Aristotle has expressed.
Farabi has also considered the ability of motekhayelah
in understanding helpful and harmful, pleasurable and
painful affairs.
Avicenna conceptualizes inner perceptive faculties. The
faculties are based on a branch called motekhayelah and
thought is considered as representation in five types and
if they are considered as two faculties they are six
types.
Are there any relation between faculties of imaginary
perception and motekhayelah in Avicenna with
motekhayelah faculty in Farabi? Avicenna knows the
imaginary perception as a treasury of common sense
which is responsible for maintaining sensibles forms,
namely the first task of motekhayelah Farabi is
independently for Avicenna imaginary perception.
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Avicenna‘s motekhayelah is responsible for analyzing
forms and their composition. It means to carry out the
second activity of Farabi‘s motekhayelah. Avicenna
considers perception as passion category and takes
from dominion in forms to act of motekhayelah.1 He
does not consider the third activity of Farabi‘s
motekhayeleah, namely the representation. It should not
be mentioned in addition to the perceptions and
interactions of faculties.
In summary, the same interaction which Farabi
considers for motekhayelah, Avicenna considers for
two faculties, namely imaginary perception and
motekhayelah and does not consider the representation.
It can be said that Farabi‘s motekhayelah includes
Avicenna‘s estimative faculty because Farabi considers
motekhayelah

faculty

capable

of

understanding

pleasure, pain, benefite and detrimental affairs. It
means Farabi‘s motekhayelah can find meanings in all
these.
While

Avicenna

considers

estimative

faculty

responsible for perceiving the sensibles, as Farabi has

1

Avicenna, 1983, p. 35.
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not differentiated the estimative faculty, it is not
necessary to separate the memory–that is, the treasury
of partial meanings. It seems that Avicenna considers
Farabi‘s motekhayelah faculty as one of the four
faculties of imaginary perception, motekhayelah,
estimative and memory. It is basically impossible to
separate sensible affairs in particular meaning from
sensible forms. So, Avicenna in his book of Isharat va
Tanbihat divides the perception in three kinds of
feeling, imaginary perception and intellection and put
illusion in his other works.
Another point that needs mentioning is that in some
works of Farabi we can see inner cognitive faculties. In
Fusus al-Hikam the faculties of representation,
imaginary

perception,

memory,

thought

and

motekhayelah are defined using the same terms as
Avicenna‘s works.1 Also, the common limit phrase is
mentioned between the outward and the inward that
exponents are stated for it equivalent of common
sense.2 In addition, in Uyun al-Masayel we have

1
2

Shanab Ghazani, 2003, p. 67.
See: Shanab Ghazani, 2003, p. 164; Astarabadi, 1980, p. 320.
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motekhayelah, imaginary perception, recollection and
thought without a definition for them.1
Various methods can be used to clarify this issue. One
is that Farabi uses different phrases in different places,
for the validities of cognitive faculties and he expresses
their differences are in terms of brevity and detail. This
probability is altered, because Farabi in motekhayelah
activities has not named detailed names of faculties.
In addition, Farabi defined illusion as follows: ‗the
illusion is that we have something in imaginary
perception while it does not exist‘.2 This definition is
equivalent to lexical meaning of illusion and does not
resemble Avicenna‘s conceptualization.
Another possibility is that Farabi changes his opinion.
This possibility is not very notable. In other words, the
path is not clear for such a change in the works of
Farabi. Another difference is that some works do not
belong to Farabi, as some Arab and European
researchers denied belonging Fusus al-Hikam to Farabi
while some have attributed it to Avicenna and also

1
2

See: Farabi, 1930a; 1930b, pp. 9-10.
Farabi, 1987, p. 162.
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there are serious doubts in the document of Uyun alMasayel and al-Daavy al-Qalbiyeh.1 Their approach is
mainly referring to the terms, concepts and theories
contained in these books and have deduced most of the
arguments from topics of the soul.
Conclusion
Maintaining strong flavor of Aristotelian theory of
perception, Farabi as well as Avicenna have appended
new phases to the theory. Depicting imaginary
perception with its crucial jobs, Farabi explains these
three activities: storing sensory forms, composing and
decomposing sensory forms, as well as imagery.
What Farabi names the imaginary faculties is
conceptualized

as

three

inner

perceptions,

i.e.,

imagination, estimative and memory faculties in
Avicenna‘s works.
In other words, Farabi conceptualizes motekhayelah
faculty as a faculty responsible for keeping sensibles
forms, their possessorship and representation of the
1

See: Georr, 1946, pp. 31-39; Pines, 1951, pp. 121-126; Strauss,
1934, pp. 99-139; Michot, 1982, pp. 50-231; Cruz, 1950-51, pp.
23-303; Rahman, 1979.

100 | Nadia Maftouni

intelligible and sensible by them. However, Avicenna
conceptualizes faculties of imaginary perception,
motekhayelah, estimative and memory rather than
Farabian motekhayelah faculty.
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5. A Global Language for Happiness: Rational vs.
Religious Approach in the Novel of Hayy Ibn
Yaqzan
Going to great pains to find a feasible global language
in the era of Islamic Golden Age, Ibn Tufail concocted
a philosophical novel named Hayy Ibn Yaqzan.
Hayy, the hero of Tufail‘s novel, is a child of nature.
Casting about for real happiness, he finds that real
pleasure and true happiness is just to view God.
Nature has a fundamental role in happiness of Hayy in
four main levels. First, his way begins from nature,
from which is created Hayy and in which is raised by a
roe. Second, Hayy realizes all natural things insofar as
becoming a leading scientist. Third, resulted in the
preceding stage, he ascertains rational reasoning.
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Fourth, proceeding with rational reasoning, Hayy
arrives at mystical experiences so that through all
natural beings conveys to God.
Finally, Hayy meets up with a religious stranger from
another island and learns that his devout beliefs are
totally in accordance with Hayy‘s own findings.
Introduction
How might we find a common language for all
religious and non-religious individuals and societies to
preserve peace and a sustainable future in the globe?
That is the point I want to make in this paper. Being a
politician, Ibn Tufail seemingly has an amazing
response.
A politician, novelist, philosopher, and physician, Ibn
Tufail (c. 1105 Spain–1185 Morocco) is an influential,
yet less known, Spanish polymath who has informed a
wide range of later thinkers. (Conrad 1996; Goodman
2009) While only one of his works has survived intact,
the impact of this one piece is visible on major works
of science and fiction. ―Hayy Ibn

aqzan,‖ i.e., alive

the son of awake, is regarded as the first recorded
writing in history that is intentionally cast as a
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philosophical novel, expressing Tufail‘s views via
imagery.
Hayy Ibn Yaqzan rendered in 1671 into Latin under the
title Philosophus Autodidactus. (Ockley, 1929) Among
other English and Arabic editions, (Ibn Tufai, 1929;
1993; 1996) more recently published an Arabic-English
version to which I will refer from now on. (Maftouni,
2017)
The star of ibn Tufail‘s novel, Hayy has truth and
happiness as his primary objective, striving to attain
these elusive concepts throughout the story. While
deprived of contact with other human beings and their
writings, Hayy goes on to discover the ultimate truth
and genuine happiness solely in interaction with nature.
Isolated in an island surrounded by the sea and
disconnected from any mainland, Hayy imagined that
there was nowhere in the world but that island.
It naturally seems that this island symbolizes the world
in which humanity needs happiness. In this island,
Hayy gets happiness figuring out that true happiness
and pleasure is quite simply to view God. At long last,
Hayy understands that the content of religion is nothing
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but the very lessons of nature.
In subsequent lines, I will analyze Hayy‘s endeavor in
his four journeys so as to show the role of nature in the
happiness of humanity.
The First Journey: Beginning from Nature
It is evident that Hayy is a child of nature in two
meanings according to two versions of the story
narrated by Tufail. Based on the first version, Hayy was
created in an island where human beings came into the
world without parents. He then was raised by a roe.
(Maftouni, 2017, 25) As per the second version, he was
born into a human mother and father who were living in
a great island—other than the island of our story—the
governor of which had a rather beautiful sister
prevented from marriage. At last, she married privately
a near relative called aqzan and gave birth to a son
called Hayy. Then ―being afraid that it should be
discovered, … she put him into a little ark.‖ (Ibid, 36)
All courtesy of the tide, Hayy was carried ashore on the
island of our story, Lone Island. Again, the roe in a
quest for her lost fawn, hearing a cry, believed it was
her fawn and came up to the ark. In this second
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narrative, likewise, Hayy was raised by a roe.
Whichever version is the case, Hayy is born in an
island without any other inhabitant, opening his eyes to
a roe-mother. His first journey, i.e., the first period of
his subjective movement, consists of three parts:
initially, Hayy learns all natural beings and becomes a
great physicist. Further, He learns from nature his acts.
Then he generates empirical sciences like anatomy,
autopsy, and vivisection.
The time is not exactly determined, though it is after
the age of two and before seven when he starts to think
about nature and learn whatever objects around him:
By this time he began to have the ideas of a great many
things fixed in his mind, so as to have a desire to some,
and an aversion to others, even when they were absent.
In the meanwhile, he considered all the several sorts of
animals, and saw that they were all clothed either with
hair, wool, or feathers; he considered their great
swiftness and strength, and that they were all armed
with weapons defensive, as horns, teeth, hoofs, spurs,
and nails. (Ibid, 55-56)
Next, Hayy learns from nature the way of life. He
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ponders over his points of strength and weakness vis-àvis nature. As a weak spot in nature, Hayy observes that
certain animals have some birth defects or weaknesses.
―Then he considered such animals as had any defect or
natural imperfection, but amongst them all he could
find none like himself.‖ (Ibid, 57)
As some points of strength in nature he observes:
whenever there happened any controversy about
gathering of fruits, he always came off by the worst, for
they could both keep their own, and take away his, and
he could neither beat them off nor run away from them
… He observed besides that his fellow-fawns, though
their foreheads were smooth at first, yet afterwards had
horns bud out, and though they were feeble at first, yet
afterwards grew very vigorous and swift … Besides, he
observed that their genital organs were more concealed
than his own were. (Ibid, 57-58)
Hayy considers all these topics, and he cannot
understand the reason of these differences. Moreover,
he involved a great grief because of these matters.
―When he had perplexed himself very much with the
thoughts of them, and was now near seven years old, he
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despaired utterly of having those things grow upon him,
the want of which made him so uneasy.‖ (Ibid, 59)
So, Hayy learns from nature to cope with the situation
and remedy his weaknesses. For instance, he ―got him
some broad leaves of trees, of which he made two
coverings, one to wear behind, the other before.‖ (Ibid,
59) In the meantime he was growing up passing his
seventh year. (Ibid, 61)
In this time strikes some important event, that is, the
death of his roe-mother, which induces a remarkable
growth in his scientific motives. ―She grew lean and
weak, and continued a while in a languishing condition,
till at last she dyed, and then all her motions and actions
ceased.‖ (Ibid, 63) Because of finding the problem of
the roe, Hayy pursues anatomy and autopsy.
So Hayy becomes one of the greatest scientists. ―He
arrived to the highest degree of knowledge in this kind
which the most learned naturalists ever attained to.‖
(Ibid, 89) ―He made all these discoveries whilst he was
employed in the study of anatomy, and the searching
out of the properties peculiar to each part, and the
difference between them; and all this before the end of
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that time I speak of, i.e. of the age of 21 years.‖ (Ibid,
97)
The Second Journey: From Nature to Rational
Reasoning
The second journey or second part of Hayy‘s
movement is that he begins to think in broad fashion—
that is, rational reasoning. The origins of rational
reasoning could be seen before his age of 21, when he
studies some kinds of animals. For example, he
concludes that each animal has a soul, requiring the
unity of the animal soul: ―This animal spirit was one,
whose action when it made use of the eye, was sight;
when of the ear, hearing; when of the nose, smelling;
when of the tongue, tasting; and when of the skin and
flesh, feeling. When it employed any limb, then its
operation was motion.‖ (Ibid, 91)
This reasoning happens when Hayy is 21 years old.
And after the age of 21, Hayy goes on with rational
reasoning in a serious way. As Tufail points it out:
―Then he embarked on the other methods.‖
Some English renderings lack this critical phrase. (Ibid,
17) This new methods are pertaining to his ways of
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thinking including two levels in the first of which Hayy
begins to put natural beings into some categories and
generalize them. The second level is that he goes on
with generalization, venturing in the mystical realm. He
goes on with generalization all the way to what could
be considered mystical territories.
The first level of generalization may well be seen in
following lines:
He then proceeded further to examine the nature of [all]
bodies in this world of generation and corruption, viz.
the different kinds of animals, plants, minerals, and the
several sorts of stones, and earth, water, vapor, ice,
snow, hail, smoke, flame, and glowing heat; in which
he observed many qualities and different actions, and
that their motions agreed in some respects, and differed
in others. (Ibid, 98)
By this way of thinking, Hayy figured out that ―a whole
species was one and the same thing, and that the
multiplicity of individuals in the same species is like
the multiplicity of parts in the same person, which
indeed is not a real multiplicity.‖ (Ibid, 103)
The second level: This way of reasoning leads Hayy to
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the spiritual world, however, he just touches on it. So, it
might be called a quasi-mystical experience. ―And thus,
he attained a notion of the forms of bodies, according to
their differences. These were the first things he found
out, belonging to the spiritual world; for these forms are
not the objects of sense, but are apprehended by
intellectual speculation.‖ (Ibid, 115)
Looking more deeply at the mind-blowing topics, Hayy
is affected and then has a retreat from intellectual world
to the sensible world until the next stage that he will be
absorbed in the spiritual beings:
When his contemplation had proceeded thus far, and he
was got to some distance from sensible objects, and
was now just upon the confines of the intellectual
world, he was diffident, and inclined rather to the
sensible world, which he was more used to. Therefore,
he retreated a little and left the consideration of
abstracted body (since he found that his senses could by
no means reach it, neither could he comprehend it) and
applied himself to the consideration of the most-simple
sensible bodies he could find. (Ibid, 130-131)
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The Third Journey: Mystical Thinking
Between his age of 21 and 28, Hayy‘s knowledge
grows up to the mystical experiences. He, for example,
thinks on proving some agent would be called God:
―Now he knew that everything that was produced anew
must needs have some producer. And from this
contemplation, there arose in his mind a sort of
impression of the maker of that form, though his notion
of him as yet was general and indistinct.‖ (Ibid, 133)
Form the age of 28 to 35, His state is so that he is
conveyed from every natural thing to intelligibles and
focuses on the God features. When intelligible
knowledge totally sheds light on his mind, in light of
this knowledge Hayy again begins to study nature
believing all actions of all beings owe to God: ―and it
appeared to him that those actions which emanated
from them were not in reality owing to them, but to the
efficient cause which produced in them those actions
which are attributed to them.‖ (Ibid, 134)
Now, when he had attained thus far, so as to have a
general and indistinct notion of this agent, he had a
most earnest desire to know it distinctly. And because
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he had not as yet withdrawn himself from the sensible
world, he began to look for this agent among sensible
things; nor did he as yet know whether it was one agent
or many. Therefore, he enquired strictly into all such
bodies as he had about him, viz. those which he had
been employed about all along, and he found that they
were all liable to generation and corruption. And if
there were any which did not suffer a total corruption,
yet they were liable to a partial one, as water and earth,
the parts of which, he observed, were consumed by fire.
Likewise, among all the rest of the bodies which he was
conversant with, he could find none which were not
produced anew and therefore dependent upon some
agent. (Ibid, 136-137)
In this point, Hayy puts them all aside, and passes his
thoughts just on the the heavenly bodies. And now he is
about the end of the age of 28. Then the whole world
appears to Hayy as one individual going so far as to see
all things other than God non-existents.
In like manner he enquired into all the attributes of
imperfection, and perceived that the maker of the world
was free from them all. And how was it possible for
him to be otherwise, since the notion of imperfection is
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nothing but mere non-existence, or what depends upon
it? And how can he any way partake of non-existence,
who is the pure existence, necessarily by his essence;
who gives being to everything that exists, and besides
whom there is no existence; but He is the being, He the
perfection, He the plenitude, He the beauty, He the
glory, He the power, He the knowledge? He is He, and
besides Him all things are subject to perishing. (Ibid,
162-163)
This reasoning occurs when Hayy is about the end of
the age of 35. (Ibid, 157) Such observation of the
supreme agent, or simply say God, is so deeply
established in Hayy‘s heart that departed from
considering anything else: ―… and his heart was
altogether withdrawn from thinking upon this inferior
world, which contains the objects of sense, and wholly
taken up with the contemplation of the upper,
intellectual world. (Ibid, 164)
In the meanwhile, Hayy begins thinking about himself
as a thinker who is able to find the supreme agent, and
infers that it should be an incorporeal being free from
all material properties. Having thus learned that his
essence was not that corporeal mass which he perceived
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with his senses and was clothed with his skin, he began
to entertain mean thoughts of his body, and set himself
to contemplate that noble essence, by which he had
reached the knowledge of that superexcellent and
necessarily existent being.
And whilst he was thus exercised, he used to wish that
it would please God to deliver him altogether from this
body of his, which detained him from that state; that he
might have nothing to do but to give himself up wholly
and perpetually to his delight, and be freed from all that
torment with which he was afflicted as often as he was
forced to avert his mind from that state by attending on
the necessities of the body.
Hayy proceeds in this manner till passing his age of 50.
(Ibid, 260)
The Fourth Journey: Returning to Nature
The fourth journey is the highest-mystical level of
Hayy‘s spiritual movement. He figures out that real
happiness and real pleasure is to view God. The
following shows his mystical position in the fourth
stage: ―When he had abstracted himself from his own
and all other essences, and beheld nothing existing but
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only that one, permanent being.‖ (Ibid, 229)
But he also finds out that nature and all natural beings
could very well function as the way of real happiness,
real pleasure, as well as salvation. So, he finds out the
he must take account of his body and the material part
of life. Just in this stage he becomes a nature
protectionist, ―When he saw what he saw, and then
afterwards returned to the beholding of other things.‖
Thereby Hayy returns to the sensible world protecting
nature. For example, he is used to removing all
impeding or harmful things from animals and plants, if
possible.
If he saw any plant which was deprived of the benefit
of the sun by the interposition of any other body, or that
its growth was hindered by its being twisted with any
other plant, he would remove that which hindered it if
possible, yet so as not to hurt either; or if it was in
danger of dying for want of moisture, he took what care
he could to water it constantly. (Ibid, 211)
Observing any weak creature pursued by any ferocious
animal, or caught up in a trap, or hurt ―with thorns, or
that had gotten anything hurtful into its eyes or ears, or
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was hungry or thirsty, he took all possible care to
relieve it. And when he saw any watercourse stopped
by any stone, or anything brought down by the stream,
so that any plant or animal was hindered of it, he took
care to remove it.‖ (Ibid, 212)
Conclusion
Searching a global language in the era of Islamic
Golden Age, Ibn Tufail devised a way of happiness for
humanity regardless of religion, albeit consistent with
it.
Nature plays a distinctive role in human happiness.
Depicting his views in the novel of Hayy, Ibn Tufail
explains following functions for nature:
1. Happiness begins from nature, from which is created
Hayy and in which is raised by a roe-mother.
2. His second step is learning all natural objects until
becoming a leading scientist, specifically in anatomy,
autopsy, and vivisection.
3. The third stage is to learn rational reasoning based on
the previous pace.
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4. Keeping rational reasoning, Hayy arrives at mystical
experiences so that through all natural beings conveys
to God. In this step, he returns to nature and becomes a
nature protectionist.
After all, Hayy encounters a religious stranger showed
up from another island, finding his beliefs in a complete
accordance with his own thoughts.
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6. Socio-Political Mysticism Vis-à-vis Mainstream
Mysticism has a range of formal outstanding people
like

Sheikh

Shahab

al-Din

Suhravardi,

Sheikh

Muhyiddin ibn Arabi al-Andalusi, Jalal al-Din Rumi,
and

Sheikh

Safi

al-Din

Ardabili.

Furthermore,

mysticism in its broader sense comprises many literary
people like Ferdowsi, Hafiz and Sa'di. Reviewing
quickly some examples of the mainstream mysticism, I
single out Sheikh Safi due to his socio-political
approach and develop his notions in greater detail. In a
comprehensive look at Sheikh Safi‘s movement, it
considered

of

long-lasting influence

in

Islamic

mysticism, art, civilization, political geography, and
international

relation

of

Shiism,

which

is

not

comparable to any of the other school of jurisprudence,
theology and philosophy, or military, political or
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cultural figures. However, the political aspects of
Sheikh Safi‘s movement sound much more astounding.
Introduction
Mysticism has a range of formal outstanding people
like

Sheikh

Shahab

al-Din

Suhravardi,

Sheikh

Muhyiddin ibn Arabi al-Andalusi, Jalal al-Din Rumi,
and

Sheikh

Safi

al-Din

Ardabili.

Additionally,

comprises mysticism many literary figures like
Ferdowsi and Sa'di, in the broader sense.1 Reviewing
quickly some examples of the mainstream mysticism, I
single out Sheikh Safi due to his socio-political
approach and develop his notions in greater detail.
Suhravardi, ibn Arabi, and Rumi may well be regarded
as the paramount figures of the mainstream mysticism.
Shahab ad-Din Yahya Suhravardi (1154-1191) was a
Persian philosopher and the founder of the school of
Illumination, an important school in Islamic philosophy
and mysticism. Being affected by the sixth/twelfthcentury anti-Avicennan current which took its cue from
1

For instance, see Safavi, G., ―Mysticism of Ferdowsi‘s
Shahnameh: An International Epic, Mystical and Sagacious
Persian Masterpiece‖, pp. 321-332; Nazari, ―Sa'di va Irfan‖, pp.
19-36.
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Ghazali‘s Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahafut alfalasifa), the value of reason decreased in Suhravardi‘s
thought.1
Abu Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ali ibn Muhammad ibn
Arabi al-Hatimi al-Tai (1165-1240) is an Andalusian
mystic and philosopher of Islam, of Arab origin. He
also is regarded as a genuine saint and as the greatest
master, going by the names al-Shaykh al-Akbar (the
Great Shaykh) and Muhyiddin ibn Arabi.2
Henry Corbin3 and Toshihiko Izutsu4 introduced him to
the West as an extraordinarily broad-ranging and highly
original thinker with much to contribute to the world of
philosophy.5 The Journal of the Muhyiddin ibn Arabi
Society, which has been published since 1982, deals
with his thoughts, focusing on contemporary concerns.6

1

See also Shihadeh, ―A Post-Ghazalian Critic of Avicenna: ibn
Ghailan al-Balkhi on the Materia Medica of the Canon of
Medicine‖, pp. 135-174.
2
Al-Suyuti, Tanbih Al-Ghabi Fi Tanzih ibn Arabi, pp. 17-21; AlAlusi al-Hanafi, Ruh ul Ma ani fi Tafsir al-Quran al-'Azim wa alSab al-Mathani, vol. 7, p. 741.
3
Corbin, L imagination créatrice dans le soufisme de ibn rabi.
4
Izutsu, T., A Comparative Study of the Key Philosophical
Concepts in Taoism and Sufism.
5
See Chittick, ―Ibn Arabi‖.
6
http://www.ibnarabisociety.org/journals.html
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Chittick as an outline of some of the topics addressed
by ibn Arabi, mentions methodology, ontology, things
and realities, the return, and human perfection.1
Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi, also known as Jalal alDin Muhammad Balkhi, Maulawi, and Maulana (12071273) is a Persian poet, theologian, jurist, and one of
the greatest Muslim Sufis. He was born in 1207 in
Persia2 and died in 1273 in Konya.3 The fame of Rumi
has not waned with the passing of time. Affecting many
nations and cultures around the world, he considered
most popular poet and the best-selling poet in the
United States.4 In the 1960s and 1970s, allegedly
numerous Anglophone poets and readers discovered
Rumi, ―the thirteenth-century mystic, thinker, and poet

1

See Chittick, ―Ibn Arabi‖.
Aflaki Arefi (d. 1360) says: ―The form of address used for him as
khodawandgar is the statement of Baha Walad, may Allah be
pleased with him; His Majesty, Maulana, was born in Balkh on the
sixth of Rabi al-Awal in 604.‖ (Manaqib al-Arifin, p. 73; today
Balkh is situated in the northern part of Afghanistan.
3
On Maulawi‘s biography see also Alavi, ―Rumi‘s Life at a
Glance‖, pp. 243-264; Ritter and Bausani, ―DJalal al-Din Rumi b.
Baha al-Din Sultan al-Ulama Walad b. Husayn b. Ahmad
Khatibi‖; Franklin, Rumi- Past and Present, East and West: The
life, Teaching and poetry of Jalal al-Din Rumi.
4
―Rumi Rules‖, Time, 2014-04-22; ―The roar of Rumi—800 years
on‖, BBC News, 2007-09-30; ―Why is Rumi the best-selling poet
in the US?‖, BBC Culture, 2014-04-22.
2
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who was born in Vakhsh,1 contemporary Tajikistan,
lived most of his life and died in Konya, contemporary
Turkey, and wrote in Persian.‖2 As Patel remarks:
One of the best-selling poets in America is a 13th
century Muslim named Jelaluddin Rumi. His words are
read aloud at open-mike poetry nights and invoked at
wedding ceremonies. Mainstream bookstores carry well
over a dozen books of his poems and stories. And the
New York Times recently declared Rumi the most
influential poet in America since 1960s.3
Connected to the spiritual lineage of Najm al-Din
Kubra, Rumi‘s father, Baha al-Din Walad, was a
mystic, theologian, and jurist from Balkh went by the
name Sultan of the Scholars (Sultan al-Ulama).4 It
needs no explanation that Rumi is greatly affected by
two other Persian poets Attar and Sanai. Rumi himself
expresses this influence in verse:

1

Vakhsh was a village located on the Vakhsh River in the greater
Balkh region in today‘s Tajikistan, while the city of Balkh located
in presently Afghanistan.
2
Elmarsafy, ―User-Friendly Islams: Translating Rumi in France
and the United States‖, p. 264.
3
Patel, ―Islam and America: Poetic Connections‖, pp. 383-386.
4
Nasr, Islamic Art and Spirituality, p. 115.
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Attar has traversed the seven cities of Love. We are still
at the turn of one street. Attar was the spirit. Sanai his
eyes twain. And in time thereafter. Came we in their
train1
Rumi in turn proved greatly persuasive over time. His
major poetic work is the Mathniwi Ma nawi (Spiritual
Couplets) a six-volume poem containing approximately
27,000 lines of Persian poetry. Mathnawi is regarded
widely as one of the greatest works of mystical poetry.
Abd al-Rahman Jami (1414-1492), the greatest
Sufi poets of the 15th century, reckoned it as the
Persian-language Quran: ―What can I say in praise of
that great one? He is not a Prophet but has come with a
book. The Spiritual Mathnawi of Maulawi is the Quran
in the language of Pahlavi‖ Sheikh Bahayi (15471621), a great Iranian philosopher and jurist influencing
Mulla Sadra, said in verse about Mathnawi: ―I do not
say that this respected person is a prophet, but he has
the book. His Mathnawi is a guide like Quran that leads
some people and misleads others.‖2

1
2

Arberry, Sufism: An Account of the Mystics of Islam, p. 107.
Irfani, The Sayings of Rumi and Iqbal, 1976
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Named in honor of Rumi‘s master Shams, Diwan-e
Kabir (Great Work) or Diwan-e Shams-e Tabrizi is
Rumi‘s other major poetic work. In addition to about
35000 Persian couplets and 2000 Persian quatrains, the
Divan contains 90 Ghazals and 19 quatrains in Arabic,
a couple of dozen or so couplets in Turkish
(mainly macaronic poems

of

mixed

Persian

and

Turkish) and 14 couplets in Greek.
Fihi ma Fih (In It What s in It), Majales-e Sab'a (Seven
Sessions), and Makatib (The Letters) are Maulawi‘s
prose works in Persian. Fihi ma Fih contains seventyone talks and lectures given by Rumi on various
occasions to his disciples. Majales-e Sab'a includes
seven sermons (as the name implies) or lectures given
in seven different assemblies. Makatib contains Rumi‘s
letters to his family members, disciples, and men of
state and of influence.
Here, in a nutshell, we look at some philosophical
issues recently propounded in regard to Rumi. Perfect
Man1 in Rumi‘s works as one of the most important
1

Cf. Little, John T., ―Al-Insan al-Kamil: the Perfect Man
according to ibn al-Arabi‖, pp. 43-54; Arnel, The concept of the
perfect man in the thought of ibn 'Arabi and Muhammad Iqbal: a
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concepts of his spiritual thought compels attention. This
Perfect Man is the hero of Suhravardi‘s allegorical
novels--- the wayfarer who loves God, looking for the
right way to the Divine through spheres and intellects.
Rumi‘s Perfect Man is discussed in some respects such
as his position in existence, his attributes, and the
mutual relations between him and the spiritual
wayfarer. As for Safavi, this profound set of
characteristics identifies the Perfect Man:1
The Perfect Man is the vicegerent of Allah and is the
reflection of His Essence. He is the ‗alchemist‘, ‗elixir‘,
‗spiritualist‘, ‗the antidote of separation‘, ‗the door of
Divine mercy‘, ‗the shadow of God‘ and ‗the lion of
Truth‘. All of the different dimensions of Perfect Man
are in the state of perfection; these dimensions include
‗good speech‘, ‗good acts‘, ‗good ethics‘ and ‗unique
and exalted intuitive knowledge‘. He has annihilated in
Allah and has gained subsistence in Him. He is the

comparative study; Iqbal, ―Mevlana Rumi on the Perfect Man,‖
pp. 353-384.
1
We should not lose sight of the fact that the concept of Perfect
Man, in itself, does not used to exclude women.
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symbol of patience, bravery, chivalry, generosity and
justice.1
Clearly, leadership is a sine qua non for Rumi‘s Perfect
Man. So, in addition to private facets, this evidence
might suggest that Rumi‘s Perfect Man is concerned
with public aspects and socio-political tasks:2
Perfect Man is responsible for leading and guiding
humanity. The spiritual wayfarer must heed to the
commands and teachings of Perfect Man, and must be
‗observant of manners‘. Five spiritual manners that the
spiritual wayfarer must observe in relation to the sheikh
or pir or Perfect Man are: Purity of intention in relation
to the pir; Accepting the speech of the pir with desire
and certainty; Concealing the secrets of the pir;
Submitting to and having patience towards the
commands of the pir; Not objecting to the speech, acts
and states of the pir. The Perfect Man cares about the
spiritual wayfarers and guides them to the straight path.

1

Safavi, G., ―Perfect Man in Rumi‘s Perspective‖, p. 119.
The political sides of the Perfect Man are not overlooked in
Suhravardi. On this point see Maftouni, Negareha-ye Ishraqi
(Ishraqi Images), pp. 157-159.
2
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The prototypical examples of Perfect Man are prophets
and Shiite Imams, like Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses,
Jesus, Muhammad, ‗Ali, Hassan, Hussain and the
Mahdi of Fatima, one of which must exist in each era
―for leading and guiding humanity; the rest of the
Divine Saints are his vicegerents in different places and
societies.‖1 Depicting concrete examples of Perfect
Man, Rumi‘s spiritual Shiism recurs in another study.
Safavi takes textual evidence from Mathnawi for three
types of welayat: solar, lunar and stellar:
Shiism, in its true form, believes in the welayat
(authority) of Imam Ali and his eleven descendents
following the demise of Prophet Muhammad. Allah has
chosen Ali and his descendents, as the true spiritual and
religious successors of Prophet Muhammad, after
whom there will always be a representative from Ali‘s
family to guide and lead human kind.2
Discussing the Guardianship (wilayat) of Allah, wilayat
and love is also a main theme of the sixth book of
Mathnawi. ―He sees the true perfection of the human
being in annihilation in the essence of the Beloved and
1
2

Safavi, G., ―Perfect Man in Rumi‘s Perspective‖, p. 119.
Safavi, G., ―Rumi‘s Spiritual Shiism‖, p. 1.
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subsistence within the being of The Subsistent.
Reaching this most exalted station is possible by the
ladder of love.‖1
Another notion in Rumi‘s Mathnawi which came to
Safavi‘s notice is Reason. The third book of Mathnawi,
he argues, through hermeneutics and synoptic reading,
is constituted of three blocks, the first of which
discusses particular reason (‗aql juzei); the second, the
Divine intellect (‗aql rabbani) compared to particular
reason (‗aql jozei); and the third, the Intellect of
intellects or Universal intellect (‗aql Kulli). ―It can also
be said that the third book of Mathnawi explains how
one can pass particular reason and reach the Universal
intellect. The heart of the third book is Divine heart and
intellect, and its destination is the Universal intellect.‖2
Once again using the terms Theoretical and Practical,
Reason is classified into three main types: Universal
Reason or First Reason (Meta Theoretical and Practical
Reason), Theoretical Reason, and Practical reason.
―Everyone has Reason which upon finding a perfect
1

Safavi, G., and Alavi, ―The Structure and Hermeneutics of the
Sixth Book of Mathnawi‖, p. 288.
2
Safavi, G., ―The Structure and Hermeneutics of the Third Book
of Rumi‘s Mathnawi‖, pp. 31-32.
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man may help him to transcendent from particular
Reason to Universal Reason.‖1
As a final remark, I would like to stress that Rumi‘s
thought is still a viable link with a diversity of
contentions. Regarding his voice as user-friendly Islam,
it is said that ―the affinities between several strands of
the New Age movement and the openness of Rumi‘s
message paved the way for its widespread acceptance.
By 1997, several American newspapers declared Rumi
the best-selling poet in the United States.‖2 Considering
Rumi‘s defense by far more inclusive than most early
modern theories of toleration, it is held that Rumi
presents one of the most extensive and vigorous Islamic
theories of toleration—not only as a policy but also as a
language.3
Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili
Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili (1252-1334) is counted as
the origin of the later Safavid dynasty (1501–1736) in
1

Safavi, G., ―Rumi and Mulla Sadra on Theoretical and Practical
Reason‖, p. 19.
2
Elmarsafy, ―User-Friendly Islams: Translating Rumi in France
and the United States‖, p. 264.
3
Masroori, ―An Islamic Language of Toleration: Rumi‘s Criticism
of Religious Persecution‖, p. 243.
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Iran, and the founder of Safavid Sufi order, one of the
fourteen major orders of Sufism mentioned in classical
texts as follows: Bektarshi order, Chisti order, Khalwati
order, Kubrawi order, Marufiyah order, Noorbakshi
order, Naqsbandi order, Ni‘matullahi order, Qadri
order, Rifai order, Safavi order, Shadhili order, Shattari
order, and Suhravardi order.1
Sheikh Safi al-Din was the spiritual heir and son-in-law
of Sheikh Zahed Gilani, the Grand Master or the Great
Sufi Murshid. His sole surviving manuscript is some
mystic interpretations of Quranic verses and the
Prophet‘s Hadith in Ibn Bazzaz Ardabili‘s book, Safvah
al-Safa or Osos al-Mavaheb al-Saniya Fi Managheb alSafaviyya. Six chapters in the fourth part of Safwah alSafa attests to the Sheikh Safi‘s standing not only as a
politician leader, also as a knowledgeable learned poet.
In his interpretations, Sheikh Safi cites poems from
Rumi, Attar, Sanayi, Araqi, and Sa'di. Including some
Persian poems, another book, Qurra-e Majmu'a, is

1

amin, ―Sufism: The Mystical Path of Islam‖, p. 135.
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attributed to Sheikh Safi.1 Moreover, in biographical
texts, draw attention some quotes from Sheikh Safi.2
It is worth noting the Sheikh Safi‘s Khanegah and
Shrine in Ardabil of Iran, compels attention in both
spiritual

and

artistic

aspects.

Representing

the

fundamental principles of Sufism in words and
sentences from Quran, it has magnificent universal
value as an architectural masterpiece.3 A word of
warning is in order given the religious culture
prevailing in the Iranian mainstream:
One of the most important attributes of the Safavid
Dynasty was the formation of a strong cultural and
religious society; where the production of art was
directly connected to the religious, cultural, political
and historical events of the time. The Safavids tendency
1

See Ibn Bazzaz, Safvah al-Safa, part four, pp. 434-596; Velayati,
Taqvim-e Tarikh-e Farhang va Tamadon-e Islam va Iran, vol. 1,
part 2, p. 1403.
2
Katib Shirazi, Tazkerah Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili, p.527; see
also Alavi, ―The Principles of Safaviyyah Tariqah‖, p. 225.
3
For instance, see Safavi, H., ―A Hermeneutic Approach to the
Tomb Tower of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili‘s Shrine Ensemble
and Khanqah‖; cf. Melville, ―The Illustration of History in Safavid
Manuscript Painting‖, pp. 163-197; Losensky, ―Coordinates in
Space and Time: Architectural Chronograms in Safavid Iran‖, pp.
198-219; Golombek, ―A Safavid Bottle with Matchlock Hunt in
the Royal Ontario Museum‖, pp. 123-149.
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towards culture and religion created a bond between art
and religion which resulted in a proliferation of art and
architecture in Iran, which is the highest form of
Islamic-Iranian art and architecture including the
production of Sheikh Safi al-Din‘s shrine in Ardabil
alongside the Shah Square in Isfahan and the many
other great Safavid monuments.1
During his travel to Iran, Pietro Della Valle (15861652) described Sheikh Safi Shrine as the most sacred
for Iranians after Mecca and Ali and Hussein Shrines.2
Visiting Iran between the years 1096-1105 AH/1685-94
AD, Kaempfer (1651-1716) held the most prominent,
largest, and most beautiful holy Shrines in Iran are
undoubtedly as follows: First, Imam Reza‘s (peace be
upon him) Holy Shrine in Mashhad, second, the Shrine

1

Safavi, H., ―A Hermeneutic Approach to the Tomb Tower of
Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili‘s Shrine Ensemble and Khānqāh,‖ p.
9; Shaiestefar and Golmaghani, ―Katibe haie Namaie Biroonie
Bogh‘e Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili,‖ pp. 89-90.
2
Della Valle, Suite Des Fameux Voyage Pietro Della Valle, pp.
497-504. Pietro Della Valle was an Italian who traveled
throughout Asia during the Renaissance era. His work, Travels in
Persia (2 parts), was published by his sons in 1658.
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of his sister, Ma'soumeh (peace be upon her), in Qom,
and third, Sheikh Safi‘s Shrine in Ardabil.1
Looking across the breadth of the Sheikh Safi‘s
mindset, it expanded to an international plane beyond
Iran, in particular to Anatolia, Syria, and Diyarbakir.
Covering a really vast area, it stretched out to Ceylon2
and China in the East.3 In his 700th anniversary, Sheikh
Safi‘s historical stand is pointed out:
Although he is not as well known in Western
Orientalism as he should be, he is one of the most
important figures of Islamic history, not only in
tasawwuf, but also in history itself, because it was he
who founded the seminal and extremely important
silsilah/tariqah of tasawwuf two centuries before the
rise of the Safavid period; that in turn led to a
transformation of Iran into a state for the first time after
900 years; and so all Persians, and Persians of that time
included all of Afghanistan and much of Central Asia
1

Kaempfer, Journey notes in kingdom palace, p.136. Engelbert
Kaempfer, German naturalist, physician, and writer, is famous for
his tour of Russia, Persia, India, South-East Asia, and Japan
between 1683 and 1693.
2
Ceylon is the former name of Sri Lanka.
3
Ibn Bazzaz Ardabili, Safwah al-Safa, pp. 15, 714, 1119;
Petroshevski, Islam in Iran, pp. 3, 384.
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and Caucasia and for a while of Iraq, owe a great deal
to this remarkable man whose spiritual heritage is very
much alive in Iran today.1
Based on what is mentioned in Safwah al-Safa by Ibn
Bazzaz Ardabili, Sheikh Safi‘s credo is regarded as
some sort of conflation of Suhravardiah and Molaviah,
two prominent mystic schools of that time, however
distinct from each of them.2
Sheikh Safi‘s thought by which guided people over
thirty-five years is held to be the very principles of
Thaqalain, namely Quran and ‗Itrat.3 In greater detail,
Safavid credo is held based on eight following
principles:4 Thaqalain (Quran and Ahl al-Bait); The
rules of Shariah (the body of Islamic laws), Tariqah (the
Way), and Haqiqah (the Reality); Asceticism and love;
Zikr (invocation), Fikr (meditation), and Amal (act);
Social ethics; Love and knowledge; Khalwah (Spiritual

1

Nasr, ―Islamic Spirituality and the Needs of Humanity Today - in
commemoration of the 700th anniversary of the death of the
founder of the Safaviyyah Sufi order, Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili‖,
pp. 67-68.
2
Tabatabayi Majd, Dard-e Talab, pp. 6-8, 90-91.
3
Safavi, G., Thaqalain 'Irfan (Mysticism): Theoretical and
Practical Principles of 'Irfan and Safaviyya Spiritual Path.
4
Alavi, ―The Principles of Safaviyyah Tariqah‖, pp. 222-237.
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Solitude, seclusion, or loneliness) and Muraqaba
(meditation, to watch over, to take care of, or to keep an
eye); Politics.
The point to keep in mind is that Sheikh Safi‘s
influence is carried on out of Khanegah, affecting
socio-political areas. Although there is a long way
toward assessing and evaluating mystic schools, the
relevance of those that do not wield some sociopolitical

influence

to

human

civilization

being

discussed.
Consider

Bayazid

Bastami

(804-874),

Khwaja

Abdollah Ansari (1006-1088), Sheikh Ahmad Jami1
(1048-1141), Shah Nematollah Vali (1330-1431), even
Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-1273). Eminently they
possessed far-reaching thoughts and teachings but some
of them did not gain ground in an international plane.
Sheikh Ahmad Jami and his successors improved their
village, Ma‘d Abad2. Preaching to his followers, Sheikh
Ahmad built a Khanegah and improved just his
province,

Khorasan.

Compared

to

those

have

international reputation like Rumi, Sheikh Safi‘s
1
2

Ahmad Zhendeh Pil.
Torbat Jam.
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standing among different mystic schools would be
distinctive by virtue of his socio-political impact.
Focusing on Safavid social aspect, it is held that ―by
looking at history of Iran since the disintegration of the
Sassanid Dynasty until the establishment of the Safavid
Dynasty we can realize that active mysticism could
operate as a solidarizing force in making of social
cohesion.‖1
In a comprehensive look at Sheikh Safi‘s movement, it
considered of ―long lasting influence in Islamic
mysticism, art, civilization, political geography, and
international

relation

of

Shiism,

which

is

not

comparable to any of the other school of jurisprudence,
theology and philosophy, or military, political or
cultural figures.‖2 The political aspects, however,
seem much more remarkable:
The most important heritage of the spiritual movement
of Sheikh Safi al-Din is the independence of the
1

Miri, ―Eurocentrism and the Question of the Safavid Order: An
Alternative Perspective‖, p. 726; see also Pazuki, ―Safaviyya: The
Climax of the Iranian-Islamic Civilization‖, pp. 57-60.
2
Safavi, G., ―The Safavid order and the importance of Sheikh Safi
al-Din Ardabili in Shi‘a thought and modern history of Iran‖, p.
20.
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political geography of Shiism and creating a center of
power in Iran for Shias across the world as a unified
people. In Iran, it is famously said amongst the scholars
of Islam that if it was not for the Safavids, today we
would pray with our arms closed. Dhul Faqar the two
headed sword of Imam Ali became manifest in the
spirituality of sheikh Safi al-Din and in the sword of
Shah Isma‘il, and created a unique effect in the history,
culture and civilization of Shiism, the cultural and
political effects of which continue until today in
international relations.1
It should be noted that if the thinking method at hand
generates

the

political

constitution

and

major

institutions and social arrangement, then ipso facto it
plays a strong social and cultural role. In this regard,
Sheikh Safi al-Din is to constitute the hallmark of
mysticism.2

1

Safavi, G., ―The Safavid order and the importance of Sheikh Safi
al-Din Ardabili in Shi‘a thought and modern history of Iran‖, p.
20.
2
In the same vein are Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili‘ mysticism and
Imam Khomeini‘s one. Socio-political implications of Imam
Khomeini‘s mystic thoughts might be addressed in a broad
international and historical measure. The artistic narration of Imam
Khomeini‘s irfan on stage could be seen in Saer (published in
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Part II
Discussions
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1. A Conversation with Dudley Andrew
It began on 12/3/2020, when I sent an email to Dudley:
Dear Dudley,
I am a senior research scholar at Yale Law School and
an associate professor at University of Tehran. UT is
scheduling a webinar on your works. It will be held in
about two weeks. May I ask you to say a few words (20
minutes or more) about your book: What Cinema Is!
It would be a great honor for us.
Thank you,
Nadia
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And I so happily received this intimate reply in some
half an hour time:
Dear Nadia,
I answer immediately and positively.

I‘m quite

surprised and very pleased to have my ideas discussed
in Iran. As you may know, I was all set to give some
lectures there two years ago when Yale forbad my
travel. It was terribly disappointing. So, I will be glad
to introduce some ideas. If you or anyone at UT would
like to guide me more specifically, perhaps my remarks
would be made pertinent to those who are following the
webinar. Will these be people associated with the
literature or drama department? Any information you
can give me would be appreciated.
I‘ve been in Austin Texas all term, but leave to come
back to Yale tomorrow and should be there in a week‘s
time, traveling very carefully by car because of the
health issues involved. I‘ll expect to hear more from
you soon. And I thank you for sending me this
invitation.
Dudley
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This was my reply:
Great to hear! The participants are from the two fields
of philosophy and cinema, and any remarks you choose
would be good.
Is December 17th, 10 AM (ET) convenient for you?
For more details, we'll be in touch.
Regards,
Nadia

In the following days, Dr. Mahmoud Nuri, a filmmaker
and the expert of the field who supposed to be the host
of the webinar, joined us in this historic conversation:
Hi Dudley,
Hope you are safe and well. In a few days, Mr.
Mahmoud Nuri (PhD in History of Art, Tehran
University of Art), the host of the webinar, will
contact you. Please feel free to ask any questions about
details.
Nadia
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And then, Mahmoud wrote to Dudley on 12/10/2020:

Dear Professor Andrew,
I'm Mahmoud Nuri (filmmaker, PhD in History of Arts)
and I'm pleased to host the webinar which has the
honor of having you as the key speaker (Dec 17). It is
truly a great privilege for me since I am long familiar
with your works, now for more than a decade, ever
since I started my studies in cinema. At least two of
your books, The Major Film Theories and What
Cinema Is!, have been translated into Persian and the
former has been long circulated among the Iranian
academicians

who

work

on

film

studies.

Prof. Maftouni told me that you are on an almost long
journey back to New Haven. Whenever suitable for
you, I would be at your disposal to talk about any
inquiries
Warmest
regards,
Mahmoud

you

might

have

about

the

session.

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 155

Introduction to Dudley Andrew
M. Nuri: I‘d like to extend my warm welcome to all
who have attended and I‘m sure more people will join.
So, it‘s our immense honor and pleasure to welcome
Professor Dudley Andrew here, R. Selden Rose
professor of comparative literature and professor of
film studies at Yale, eminent scholar in area of film
studies and unquestionable expert on André Bazin.
Actually, we were so thrilled and gracious when he
accepted our invitation. And this session basically is a
webinar in honor of his lifetime achievements and the
effects that he has had directly on Iranian scholars.
Because as a student of cinema, for more than a decade,
I‘m familiar with Professor Andrew‘s works and for
those who might not be aware, his writings are one of
the sources that are used in the system which works
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here to enroll people in the universities. A keyword
cinema specialist who has worked on multiple national
cinemas and his attention to global cinema and his
quest to find the answer to the question, what cinema is,
has always been fruitful to numerous scholars. It is
truly a great privilege for me to welcome you here.
Another point that I‘d like to mention is that I believe
one could compare Dudley Andrew‘s role in film
studies with that of Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) in
philosophy. What Russell did in his book History of
Philosophy was not merely putting all these ideas near
each other and explaining the landmarks and the
important points that has happened in the history of
philosophy, but he gave us an insight to the history of
philosophy and the trade-offs between different ideas.
That‘s maybe similar to what Professor Andrew did in
his now very old and classic book The Major Film
Theories, published in 1976. So, dear participants even
though we can‘t here you back, give it up for our dear
guest, Dudley Andrew.
Dudley Andrew: Thank you very much, Mr. Nuri and
thank you also to Professor Maftouni for this invitation
to speak to the Iranian film scholars and philosophers
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of art who are interested in cinema. It‘s really a
tremendous pleasure. As some of you may know, I was
hoping to get to Iran. It would have been just not so
many years, well, like less than two years ago, when I
was blocked by my government from being able to
come. And I regret that missed opportunity. But now I
can speak to everybody and say something about the
ideas that have kept me going and how they‘ve
developed. It was a very gracious introduction and my
position has been pretty significant. I‘m proud to say at
this point; but not because of particularly things that I
have done through any kind of special brilliance, but
simply by being at the right place at the right time. And
that‘s really what I‘m going to talk about a bit. How the
development of my own ideas coincided with some of
the developments in the field that put me in the right
place to be able to write things that had some effect.
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Dudley Andrew on What Cinema Is in the Age of
TikTok
You know where everyone‘s talking about the same
thing in our field right now and in every field perhaps
it‘s the Covid pandemic, is their cinema today right
now, well at least around my life, we can‘t go to the
movie theaters. I just bought my first large screen
television. I always tried to keep away from such things
so that I would force myself to go to the movies, which
is what I love to do. But now I have a new large screen
TV in case I need to watch films that way. Our theater
is essential to cinema and what about the two-hour
standard time slot that most films 90 minutes to two
hours have used throughout the history of the art form
has television made this too obsolete. Maybe two hours
is just the feature film, is just one option among several
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others, TV series as you know go on for 30 hours or
more and then there are the very short clips of computer
animation descendants of MTV, music television. Let‘s
say if cinema is going to encompass such things and
include video games and uploads of home movies and
perhaps TikTok clips which I‘ve never seen, what is
left of the cinematic body that we used to love and
cherish and nourish with our attention and our
devotion. Personally, I guess I would say that just as
not every piece of paper that has writing on it is
literature, so not every clip of audio-visual file is
cinema. This is a philosophical question of nominalism.
It‘s important that cinema studies need to think about
these things. Maybe we need to change our name to
media studies. This is happening as if our object has
expanded to dissolve films within a much larger audiovisual complex. I think as my book What Cinema Is
makes clear, I think this could be a loss. Because
there‘s something specific and special about the
cinematic art as it has grown up to be. Otherwise, we
could end up having our journals publishing articles on
best practices in using Zoom, for instance, in this
particular webinar is that part of our field should we be
studying that somebody should study it definitely. I
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think it‘s extremely important but maybe something,
something in the field of sociology which I know very
little about, or somebody in the history of technology
which I know something about these fields that
sociology, technology edge up on cinema. But I think
only as helpful sub disciplines and I think there‘s
something special about what we do that can only be
done by close attention to the cinema itself. So, I guess
I‘m suggesting that the disciplines need to be
disciplined. They have to be. It‘s a conservation
position I‘m talking here. But I‘ve been speaking it.
There‘s a book that came out just this last week and if
you can see this called Post-Cinema, DAMN Press, and
I have the lead article in home era where I talk about
the discussions of the end of the film studies and that I
hope is helpful.
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André Bazin Believed that Cinema Will Die
There‘s a core that I think is at the basis of cinema
studies which is cinema and there‘s a core of cinema
which I think has to do with the development of film
texts as generally as works of art. But this includes
documentary for sure. To grasp what cinema is we
should start with ontogeny I was cued by this by Mr.
Nuri. The word comes up in my book What Cinema Is
and it‘s important to me. Because it was when I
realized that André Bazin was such an evolutionary
thinker. He thought terms of actual evolution. He was a
student of science as well as the arts … see that
evolution got into every aspect of his thinking. So, for
him there‘s a cinema. When he asked the question what
is cinema, he‘s not expecting a definitive answer.
Because he believes that cinema grows into what it is
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going to be. And it‘s not finished yet. Bazin was
developed in the 1950s where he played the idea that
cinema‘s ontogeny replicated that of any human being.
It‘s a brilliant little insight from birth to death in about
a hundred years. So, he said in 1953, cinema was about
55 years old or 60 years old. And it had become wise. It
was now ready to play a mature role in cinema. Before
that it had a rambunctious childhood in the very earliest
years and a very strong adolescence, when it reached
the narrative feature film in 1912 to 20 in the late silent
period it reached adulthood in … with sound and took a
very important role in society as adults do in its first
years when it was 40 years old, let‘s say, in the
classical period just before, right around World War.
After that, it finally did start to mature up to wisdom
that he thought it had achieved and made it worth more
than being an entertainment to study from the outside.
It‘s a clever idea; it suggests, in the 1950 he said that
cinema had risen to take its place alongside the novel as
the most important signpost of culture, something that
people could go to for a direction and for food, for
thought to help them, help the culture develop. He
didn‘t think … of course, he thought theater and poetry
and painting were crucial. He‘s a Frenchman and well
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educated. But he didn‘t think that those art forms
played the cultural role that the novel played in our era.
He didn‘t think this was immutable. It had been theater
in the 19th century, but in the late 20, in the mid-20th
century the novel was what people looked to when they
really wanted to talk about what direction is culture
heading. And he said cinema head now … was now the
equal of the novel in this. It hadn‘t been before. It had
been very strong and more popular but it hadn‘t had the
cultural purchase that it attained when it got to be
mature. By the same token, he wrote and finally a
brilliant little essay cinema is mortal, it‘s going to die, it
will most likely die. He even guessed that maybe in 20
years we won‘t have cinemas. We know it and we‘ll be
laughing at the kind of things we‘re saying about it
now. That wouldn‘t trouble him he said. Because it‘s a
technological art unlike the human arts of drama which
comes from people putting on skits for each other from
the time of the caveman to our own day or poetry
which comes from singing and from reciting that
people just do out of their own bodies. But cinema is a
technological art and it will die as the technology or it
will alter itself as the technology changes. It‘s in
principle quite mortal. So, that‘s his view. He didn‘t
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regret that he thought something new would come
about. He was more interested in the place of human
beings, in their relationship to art. And he thought in his
period cinema was the yard to study. Because he could
watch it alter itself and alter the other arts.
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Dudley Andrew on Ontogeny of Cinema
Cinema study has its own ontogeny and I also think it
might have the same length of time, life span as a
human being. That human being happens to be me. I by
happenstance happened to be born in such a moment so
that I grew into becoming a graduate student at the time
that cinema studies, was taking hold in universities and
in societies that studied it and in journals that were
devoted to it. Of course, there were a huge and
tremendous film ideas before 1950, but in the 50s when
you have the development of journals like Kaido
Cinema in England, in France, and Sighted Sounding in
England and Film Quarterly in the United States and
many

other

places

we

suddenly

have

some

sophisticated ideas that start to get coordinated and I‘ve
always thought that the work of Jean Mitry (1907-
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1988), an early friend of mine, is crucial here. Because
in 1965, he had published right in those first few years
of the 60s five volumes of the History of Cinema and
two volumes called Esthétique et Psychologie du
Cinéma about the film theory where he put together
encyclopedias o all ideas and about all films he thought
and that was a kind of groundwork, a foundation from
which serious film that they could begin. I‘m not sure if
that‘s true, but it served that role and actually was the
starting point for Christian Metz (1931-1993) in the
French school of structuralism that came after me.
Well, I got to, I learned French by reading me three, I
guess, and I began to look at films through my cine
club at the university in the late 60s and did my
dissertation when I was starting to teach film at the
University of Iowa on André Bazin (1918-1958) and
his ideas. I did this personally, you don‘t need to know
this, but I did this in part because I had a strong
background

in

philosophy

especially

Catholic

philosophy and some theology. And I knew a lot of
literary criticism especially that coming out of French
tradition that would be part of that. I could understand
Bazin‘s metaphors and his writings better than my
students could. Because they didn‘t have that
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background, most of them didn‘t. So, I really studied as
much as I could about … from Henri Bergson (18591941) and Charles Péguy (1873-1914) up to Bazin‘s
time to try to put Bazin‘s ideas into a philosophical and
theological context, so that his notions of realism would
be clear. And that was my dissertation which I never
published.
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Dudley Andrew Meets
François Truffaut, Orson Welles, Éric Rohmer,
Alain Resnais, and Jean Renoir
In 1973 and 74, I went to Paris for first time, the first
time I got a passport and in that period of a couple of
years, I both wrote The Major Film Theories just doing
one chapter per month. Because I had been teaching
film theory and trying to … I wrote about Bazinic right
clearly about him. I had to learn about the other
theorists that I was discussed there. And at the same
time, I researched the biography of Bazin, since I knew
quite a lot about his ideas. And I got to know François
Truffaut. Because he was impressed that someone
would spend a dissertation on his foster father really.
So, he put me in touch with many many great, all of the
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famous filmmakers from that period: Alain Resnais
(1922-2014) and Éric Rohmer (1920-2010) and Chris
Marker (1921-2012), all of them I got to meet and talk
about Bazin with them. There‘s fantastic experience of
learning that. I was also sitting in the seminar of
Christian Metz (1931-1993) who was just developing
his ideas about ―Le Signifiant Imaginaire‖, The
Imaginary Signifier, the second stage of his own film
theory. So, I was involved also in the development of
French film theory in the early 70s. When I came back
to U.S., I managed to publish The Major Film Theories
and The Biography of Bazin. It gave me many
openings. I got to meet Orson Welles (1915-1985), talk
to Orson Welles who was supposed to write the preface
for it, because … not because of me, but because
Truffaut asked him to do that. I got to meet Jean Renoir
(1894-1979) just before he died. And … so it was very
important to me to be with Bazin at that point even
while his own reputation in the field of film studies has
dropped dramatically. People were not reading Bazin
and I didn‘t really even teach him that. This was a
period of structuralism and post-structuralism. And his
people associated him with realism and with the auteur,
both topics of which were being demoted in the 70s,
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late 70s and early 80s. But in that period … and I think
the most important period for my own work … and I
even believe it‘s a crucial period generally in film
studies and literary studies is 1975 to 85. I‘ll be
teaching a Yale seminar next semester about Paul
Ricoeur (1913–2005) and Fredric Jameson (1934-)
whose work really grew there. Jameson worked on
allegory. Ricoeur worked on metaphor. These were
crucial to me and I studied as much as I could how film
studies could profit from these two literary and
philosophical scholars.
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Films as Solutions to Problems We Don’t Quite
Understand
So, I guess the next moment of my career that is
important to me was 1984 and 85. And I had two books
come out at that time. The first was this complementary
book in major film theories called Concepts in Film
Theory which is my way of trying to explain for
students and for myself — I needed to try to figure out
how all the new topics in structuralist film theory
related to traditional ones. It ends with two major
terms; one is interpretation and the other is figuration.
So, after going through questions of representation,
signification, identification and so on, all the big words
that were being used in so-called French grand theory
to explain how films are determined by processes that
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are larger than human, I came back to very humanist
ideas of art works being figured as proposed solutions
to problems that we don‘t quite understand. And I
wanted to explore it, thought I had been exploring films
as beautiful solutions to something which we are still
struggling to figure out.
We don‘t know what we are asking even and art moves
into these dark and foggy zones and comes up with
elegant

solutions

or

ways

of

dealing

with

incomprehensible and difficult mysteries. And I loved
certain films that did that, not the common genre of
film because those were simple solutions to problems,
we already understood but works that were more
experimental in their narrative form.
And so, I published what probably is my personally
most favorite book of mine which is Film in The Aura
of Art (1984) with essays about Gucci, about Vigo, the
filmmakers that I loved, Orson Welles. And I tried to
make the articles themselves interpret them in ways that
show how the figurations in a film led to an
understanding of not just human problems but also
what cinema could do, it was why was it working in the
way that it was that proved to produce such satisfying
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and long-lasting works as these. So, I didn‘t think and
don‘t think that cinema is standard art, I think it‘s quite
different from normal arts but it does serve some
artistic functions that have been … have gone on since
time immemorial.
The other aspect of this is I‘ve already used the word
―interpretation or hermeneutics‖, these I picked up
specially from Paul Ricoeur but also a bit from
Jameson, and so it suggested to me that the way we
advanced as film scholars in culture is not to try to get
to basic principles that you can get through logic or
even semiotics but to interpret films and the
interpretation of films as to is a development of our
own sense of the growth (connection lost) medium
through the growth (connection lost / almost?) continue
to growth in what they mean on the backs of
interpretations that mount up year after year, so while I
wrote about the film Sunrise, for instance in 1978
originally. I continued to write about it later on and did
so on the backs of interpretations by scholars like Mary
Ann Doane (1952-) and Philip Rosen (1928-) and
others who written about it.
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And I reapproached that film today, both I and the film
have grown in relationship to it and this is a recur idea
that is ... maybe probably fairly common. But I still
think it's the main work that film scholars have. We can
discuss that if you‘d like later on.
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Dudley Andrew on Significance of Gilles Deleuze
and Bordwell and the Year 1985 in Film Studies
1985 is a crucial year in the history of film studies for
two reasons. One it‘s the year that Gilles Deleuze
(1925-1995) finished his two-volumes cinema books
and it‘s also the year that in the United States David
Bordwell (1947-) and his wife, Kristin Thompson
(1950-), Janet Staiger (1946-) wrote the classical
Hollywood cinema a tremendously powerful book in
terms of how to study cinema, being part of what they
thought of as a human system that has ways you can
study it logically. Bordwell was my student, actually
was my first student and so we‘ve stayed in touch with
very different views on many things. But I admired that
book and it‘s quite opposed to the Deleuze‘s books. But
those two monumental books really shaped, I think,
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what happened for the next ten years. I‘ll jump quickly
to 1995 and because in the meantime in the 10 years
between 85 and 95 I ingested Deleuze‘s books and was
teaching him, I wrote a lot about Deleuze. Actually, I
got tired of him and writing about it. But he‘s still
magnificent. I go back to it. It was an important period,
but most important for me at this period was to try to
move in my idea of interpretation from the individual
film like Sunrise (1927) or L'Atalante (1934) of Vigo or
Jules et Jim (1962) of Truffaut, films that I spent a lot
of time with to try to move from those to cultural
history, to try to get rid of the idea that, I‘m not rid of
but to transcend the idea that a film exists only in
isolation. Although I think you can study it as I was
doing a film at a time, I continue to do that. The
development, the growth of cinema in a particular
cultural, it‘s not that we have direct communication
with an author. There are lots of mediating situations,
and so the whole cultural milieu that a film comes out
of and the one into which it is received makes a great
deal of difference in how it develops … that the film
has its own ontogeny. Each film in a way is like a
person that grows and develops depending on who
encounters it and how it responds to those encounters in
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the writing of criticism and in the discussions that
follow. So, I picked a specific time in period. I was
always involved in France in the 1930s, the era of Front
Populaire, The Popular Front. And I studied and went
to France a number of times and wrote two very large
books about France in the 1930s, the first of which
came out, if you can get, this one. It‘s called Mists of
Regret. It‘s a very large book. It‘s not my most
scholarly book, lots and lots of footnotes! And I still
like it. I really know the French film of the 1930s in
roadship to the period. And a second book I did with a
colleague called Popular Front Paris came out about
ten years after that. So that‘s my deep knowledge is that
period but it put me in touch with the new
historiography of Le Goff (1924-2014) and Michel de
Certeau (1925-1986) mostly French scholars, Carlo
Ginzburg (1939-) the Italian. And I really enjoyed
learning about how to do film history through the lens
of interpretation theory that I have already discussed.
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Dudley Andrew on Collecting Complete André
Bazin Writings and His Rebirth in 21st Century
At the same time in 1995 that those books came out
Mississippi came out in 1995, I also was collecting all
of André Bazin‘s writings. And this has finally resulted
in the complete works of Bazin. It took us 25 years to
get them out, two vast volumes, almost Bazin wrote in
his 15 years of writing have now been collected in
French. And it was I and actually my family, my
daughter and son who went and they xeroxed almost
everything they could find. And then with the help of
the British Film Institute we put together a huge Bazin
collective, archive at Yale. And there was one in France
that my colleague here Veggie Burlinson worked on.
And he‘s the one that produced this definitive edition.
Doing that brought me back to Bazin at a time when he
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was coming back because of the digital concerns that
people had about what cinema is and so I began to talk
about Bazin again. I hadn‘t done that for 20 years. I
kept quiet about him, thinking that he was out of
interest to people and I didn‘t want to force him down
people‘s throats. But suddenly people were asking what
is cinema and the question of the ontology of the
photographic image and questions of the evolution of
art forms began to reappear and people were
mentioning his name and I had access to all of his
writings and I found fantastic things in the 3000
articles. Because most people had only read about,
there were only about 220 available in French or
English up to huge percentage of his work hadn‘t been
translated yet or been even collected. So, with that I
was able put together a series of conferences and a big
book called Opening Bazin in 2012 which is the same
time that What Cinema Is came out, the other book that
I‘m so happy has been released in Persian translation.
Because that‘s really what I, where I say what I think, I
guess. I‘m not sure how well I say it. I hope it‘s really
well translated. But I did my best to try to suggest that
cinema is a very special something which is not a
quasi-art, not quite an art, but something special that we
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shouldn‘t lose even as the medium changes and we
become more interested in spectacle than in the pursuit
of cinema as an instrument of discovery of the world
and of human interiors. So, those all that happened in
2012 and 10 and 12 and so on, and I continued since
then to work on topics that Bazin opens up for me. I
translated his work on what I call his new media, 3D
television, Cinerama, cinemascope. And I‘m right now
finishing a set of translations about his works on
adaptation theory and on French and English and
Russian literature. He wrote quite a lot about he was a
literary scholar and they‘re brilliant things I‘m just
discovering each moment. So, I like to do this. I write
long introductions to them. My next project with him
will be Bazin and the cinema of exploration and
documentary where there are tremendous essays that
are out and people are now recognizing that. Maybe
cinema‘s most important role has been that of pursuing
curiosity allowing human beings to access a world
which is larger than they are. That‘s how I want to end
this, I guess. I‘ve finished an essay which has been
translated into Japanese. But I haven‘t published it in
English yet. It‘s a long essay about the idea of a spatial
volume in Bazin. But it‘s not just Bazin. It‘s what is
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spatial volume, what is the idea of the cinema taking on
a large volume of space and operating within it as
opposed to all the attention that cinema‘s relationship to
time has been given us. I‘m writing a short history of
French film which is almost finished … this book on
Bazin and adaptation.
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Dudley Andrew Elaborates on Bazin's View about
Cinema's Journey from Stage to Novel, 21st
Century Challenges for Novel, and How Novel,
Theater and Cinema Have All Been Challenged
Let me go back now and then repost this question about
cinema‘s role in the 21st century in relationship to other
art forms as a way of getting questions from you and
maybe opening up any kind of discussion we can have
in the time that‘s remaining. So, the idea is fairly
simple. I‘ll make it as simple as possible. When cinema
arose in the, let‘s say, the beginning of the 20th century,
it emulated or felt it was in competition with or in the
same game as theater, for obvious and practical reasons
it was staged. And its first relationships were with
theater. And it learned a lot from dealing with theater.
It, I would say, outgrew that or it grew into something
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more and different as it confronted in the era of sound
especially the novel. And that was what it was when
Bazin wrote so often about cinema and novels. He was
less interested in 19th century novel edit, pick up some
the moves the stylistic moves that were, that he found
in American novelists like Faulkner (1897-1962) and
Hemingway (1899-1961) and André Malraux (19011976) in his own country and then in the new novelists
like Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008) and Nathalie Sarraute
(1900-1999) and Marguerite Duras (1914-1996).
The novel was where things were happening. And he
thought cinema was trying the best cinema, the most
interesting, the most powerful. Cinema was trying to
operate with new syntax in order to up topics that the
novel was already working on. And he thought that the
cinema might be able to make some gains and to do
things that the novel could then learn from as well. And
I think that has happened. I think he was quite right and
that‘s mostly what we teach. I believe that‘s why
cinema did become mature and was taken up in
departments of comparative literature, sometimes even
philosophy. And there was wide programs and cinema
studies developed so thoroughly. But the novel, I‘m
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thinking and I‘m being told, is having its own, I
wouldn‘t say death throws, but its own crisis. And it‘s
easy enough to see that in the era of the cell phone that
some of the things that make the novel important like
suspense, what‘s going to happen next have been
compromised. You can‘t have of knowledge of
something that other people won‘t have for later on in a
Jane Austin novel. You know her novels. She sent this
is in the 1805 or so she sends letters by horseback to
confidants or lovers, potential lovers and they don‘t get
them for several days and she doesn‘t get a response for
a month. In between we have two different kinds of
times happening. And the difference of those times the
suspense produces some of the tension that allows the
novel to develop what it does. Today, everybody sends
a text message as soon as they have a thought. And the
other person understands it and everybody knows
everything. So, it‘s very hard to develop the sorts of
things that happen in novels in the way they used to.
There have been many compromises, many different
kinds of compromises and changes the novelist
undergone to try to alter what it does to deal with the
current information world. And sometimes cinema does
run up to these in fact in a film like Cloud Atlas.
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So, there‘s some other postmodern novels quite a few
that the cinema is adapting. And it is now running into
issues of, often issues of virtuality, where one character
may have several lives, some of them virtual, some of
them real, artificial intelligence, quick return not just
flashbacks in the past but where different time zones
coexist. Some of this though, I think, is more related
less to the novel‘s development than to the idea of the
computer screen which has multiple windows on it.
Then you can move from window to window and have
several things happening simultaneously. It‘s very
interesting and many of you perhaps have already tried
to work on films of this sort or on other cultural
products. But I think we‘re in a realm of new forms of
organizing information and life patterns that the cinema
is having to respond to.
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Dudley Andrew on Iranian Cinema, Persian Poetry,
and Their Contribution to the World Cinema
Andrew: I can close it out now by just saying,
suggesting something very important to me that I want
to make sure you heard. Because you know all about
this, that just as I'm trying to figure out how the cinema
is reacting to the new art forms or the new media of our
era including video games that may produce new forms
that the cinema may grow into or maybe the cinema
will just dissolve, as we said. But when I think about,
when I teach Iranian cinema which I do in my class on
world cinema I teach a big chunk of it, I adore the films
at least the ones that a certain segment of them like
many people I'm really attached to. And I suggest to my
students in U.S. that they need to understand the crucial
relationship of cinema to poetry in Iran as the great
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tradition of Persian poetry continues not necessarily by
the cinema but the people that are making and watching
such films are steeped in a poetic tradition that is way
more everyday than it is for us in the U.S. We don't
have a poetic tradition that operates that way. And there
had been less at least until the 1920s and so on had
been less of the novel in Iran and I don't know where
the novel stands in Iran but it's less of a reflex is it than
it is in the U.S.
So, if I'm right about the fact that cinema grows on the
basis of its relationship to other art forms, it has grown
because Iranian cinema has contributed tremendously
to it at least since the 1980s. And it has done so because
it has put cinema in touch with a poetic tradition that is
not common and goes around the novelistic tradition.
And we in the West, in the U.S. anyway and France
recognize the fantastic possibilities of this. But it's not
common for us. So, I don't know whether or not this
situation is changing in the era of new media and social
media and so on there or whether or not you find
yourself confronted with the same kinds of issues that I
was talking about that face U.S. scholars. So, with that
I'll turn it over to you and would love to be able to
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speak more if you have questions from what I've said or
your own views.
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Maftouni on Farabi's Philartist and
Dudley Andrew's Take on His Neo-Platonic View
M. Nuri: If you allow me, I will give a short
introduction to Nadia Maftouni and then I think we will
have time to elaborate on the questions a little bit.
Professor Maftouni has a distinguished background in
philosophy and Islamic theology. She specializes in
philosophy of art. She's also an artist herself and she
has held many exhibitions all over the world including
two exhibitions in Paris in 2004 and 2010. And she's a
professor at the University of Tehran and a senior
research scholar at Yale Law School. Her works on
medieval philosophy, its effects and its rendering in
modern times has been intriguing for many scholars
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and academicians. So, Professor Maftouni, could you
join us?

Maftouni: I‘m so pleased to welcome you in this
webinar, and I‘m grateful to you for accepting the
invitation, actually warm accepting.
Pardon me if the following minutes would annoy you.
I‘ve prepared a few paragraphs, just to say a few words
in honor of you. And it‘s not supposed to be useful to
you. Thank you in advance for your patience.
When I was reading the section of ―cinema and
perception‖ from your book, Concepts in Film Theory,
sprang to my mind to present Farabi‘s theory on
perception vis-à-vis art. He is an early Muslim
philosopher of 9th and 10th century.
Farabi defines the imaginary perception as including
three main jobs: keeping sensory forms, analyzing and
synthesizing sensory forms, and using all those forms
for metaphor and embodiment. Among the different
powers of mind, only imagination is able to portray the
sensible as well as intelligible beings. It can even depict
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the intelligible truths of utter perfection, such as the
prime cause and abstract beings.
On the other hand, Farabi defines art, poetic speech,
singing, and music. In his book on music, he defines art
in general as a taste and a talent, combined with an
intelligible

element,

reflecting

concepts

and

imaginings.
When describing the features of a poem, he says,
―Poetic speeches consist of words that create a mood in
the audience, or demonstrate something higher than
what it is or below the reality.‖ He stresses that when
we listen to poetic words our imagination creates
feelings so real that they resemble our feelings when
we look at the objects. In this account, Farabi
emphasizes two aspects of the poems: the ability to
excite emotions, and the tendency to create strong
responses in the imagination.
Also, he divides the arts of singing, music, and poetry
into six types: three desirables and three undesirables.
Describing desirable arts, or say literature and arts,
Farabi focuses on those that produce virtues and
happiness in the imagination, as well as those that
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moderate the emotions. The three kinds of undesirable
arts are opposite, working to corrupt thoughts, and
produce immoderate qualities and moods.
Dealing with singing and music, images, statues, and
paintings, Farabi speaks about a few objectives: to
create comfort and pleasure, and to forget fatigue and
the passage of time; to create different emotions like
satisfaction, anger, fear, to name a few; to create
imaginary forms; and to enable individuals to
understand the meaning of the words that accompany
the notes of the song.
In short, Farabi focuses on imagination, understanding
the intelligible, and emotions, when defining art. And
feelings and emotions often originate in

their

imagination.
The final happiness is the state in which a human being
successfully perceives the intelligible, and achieves the
nearest possible status to the Active Intellect.
However, Farabi argues, the public usually don‘t
follow the intelligible. It is not feasible to speak of or
bring into action the particular details of non-sensible
beings such as ten intellects. You can only imagine
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them through analogy, parallelism, or allegory.
Moreover, the majority of people are not used to
reasoning about the intelligible. In most people, the
soul is attracted to the imagination, and the imagination
controls the mind. In effect, the proper method for
educating the public is transferring images and
resemblances of intelligible truths and intelligible
happiness into their imagination.
Well, in Farabi's theory of the imagination, there is a
relation between the imagination and intellectual
faculty. The imaginary faculties are able to access, the
intelligible through imaginary and sensory forms. But
since intellectual perception of true happiness is not
possible for the public, metaphors do this job.
Farabian artist, that I call philartist, that is, philosopherartist, she produces intelligible happiness through
creating sensory and imaginary forms. So, she shares
philosophers in some aspects or some tasks.
That was an effort to explain my terminology philartist.
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M. Nuri: Thank you Professor Maftouni for Farabi‘s
notes on imagination. And the idea is that he talks
about projections in mind and the relation to reality,
sometimes makes us think that his views and the views
of some medieval philosophers are quite related to
cinema. Do you find it relevant, Professor Andrew, to
connect those ancient ideas of people who couldn't
imagine that there is going to be such a medium? Do
you find it relevant connecting those ideas with the
medium of cinema?

Andrew: Very relevant and excited to learn about
Farabi. I knew just tiniest things about him and so I will
now look much more deeply into him. What is
especially

impressive

is

he

sounds

like

very

sophisticated in a relationship of imagination to the
intellectual faculties. And at the time I can see in a kind
of Neoplatonic way, he might be interested in having
the pure intellectual relationship to happiness be a final
step. That is only achievable through climbing, I guess,
a ladder of metaphors and analogies that artworks can
help develop. I've always had some attraction to that.
I'm also a little disappointed for art in that. It's a means,
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it's a kind of, it's a ladder to get to something which
pure intellection that philosophers can get to, if they
think very deeply without art at all. And as I mentioned
in my … the importance that figuration plays to me
which I get from Erich Auerbach's (1892-1957) study
of medieval and classical artworks, figuration is a way
maybe the only way, I think, I don't think there is I
guess I would say a direct access through intellect to
truths or happiness. The other things I would say that
put Farabi in a more difficult position in relationship to
modern culture, to today's culture, are two things. First
is the insistence on the emotion of comfort and
happiness.
Well, happiness is something else. But the emotions,
the issue of comfort that art exists so that it can lead us
to pleasurable feelings and reduce discomfort. And it's
hard to imagine at least in Western art a world, in
which most artists are trying to make us uncomfortable
be less complacent with our situation and maybe try to
disturb us in order to reach some higher truth. That art
is a kind of goad that produces difficulties. On the other
hand, even the most uncomfortable artworks, the novels
of Faulkner (1897-1962) for instance, the films of
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Terrence Malick (1943-) let's say, or whatever
filmmaker you …, filmmakers that I love, there is a
final feeling of genuine happiness that someone has
comprehended. That's recurrence term gotten their arms
around. Completely understood and made possible are
thinking about issues that argued uncomfortable. It
gives us a way to operate in a difficult world. So, I
don't know what Farabi would say about that. And of
course, he's writing for a different public in an
extremely different period.
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Dudley Andrew on Religions and Economy of
Images, Islam on Images and Iranian Cinema's
Constraints
Andrew: The final thing I would ask and it's a more
uncomfortable question, I guess, because it has to do
with the ideologies or the consequences of different
religious systems, but I can think of three religious
systems maybe four if we take Islamic Catholicism
Byzantine Catholicism Byzantine Christianity and
Judaism they all as we know have very different
relationships to the image and it's fascinating that
Farabi's main concerns are music and poetry these are
not where images do not really appear there have been
some and i think at the end of what cinema is I talk
about Marie Jose Monzan's ideas about the Byzantine
icon these icons were produced in exactly the period of
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Farabi in the 8th and 9th centuries in in Western Europe
especially in Greece and they are crucial to she believes
the development of Christianity people were able to
deal with images of the sacred and it was a kind of what
she calls an economy whereby you could work with
images of things and find yourself in relationship to
sacred ideas and that according to her and according to
Jean-Michel Frodone the recent editor of Cahiers du
Cinéma produces has produced the western idea of
motion pictures that probably without byzantine and
catholic artworks the even the grotesque artworks of the
middle ages they would be hard to have the kind of
motion pictures that we have today you don't get it
from

the

Jewish

intellectuals

even

if

Jewish

entrepreneurs were crucial to Hollywood they were
working with he thinks western ideas are what an icon
is and how you can traffic in them and get to something
sublime through even deformed icons so I don't know
what Farabi would say about that and whether or not
then this has always been the question about Iranian
cinema and Islamic art itself is whether or not there is a
blockage any kind of blockage between spectacle and
cinema and the last I want to add a code to that is in my
own view and I believe with Jean Louis Kamuli and
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Bazin said it too cinema is not a spectacle and we
should be looking for what is not seen in movies so to
that extent Bazin and certain French theorists that I
follow are much closer to the maybe an Islamic notion
of art that than the current Hollywood or even global
notion that we should try to make everything visible
which I find kind of grotesque personally.

M. Nuri: What you just said reminds me one of your
own quotes ―what cinema is what we don't see.‖ Right?

Andrew: Yes, maybe.

M. Nuri: I know that there are some people working on
the genealogy of new media art and seeking its relation
with the Islamic civilization. I don't know to what
extent it could be relevant. Because I know that there
were many different views in the history of Islamic
civilization on vid imagery, some of them contradicting
each other. As you know a new problem is the protests
that are held in the Islamic countries against the
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depictions of the prophet and there's also protests not
just to the cartoons when an Iranian filmmaker Majid
Majidi made a movie about prophet's childhood many
other Islamic traditions protested against the depiction
of the prophet. Even though he didn't depict his face,
but they were even against the mere notion of seeing
the prophet's body or his hair or you shouldn't show it
at all. I mean that's the major belief in many Islamic
countries.But it hasn't been the predominant idea in all
of those ages. But I think one of the points that made
the Iranian cinema probably more interesting after the
revolution was the fact that many filmmakers were
banned to show stuff. So, as they were banned to show
stuff, they started to use metaphorical images. Do you
think it's true?

Andrew: I absolutely believe that constraints always
produce new kinds of new kinds of beauty and new
kinds of intelligibility my view is as you may know if
you've read what cinema is that cinema depicts is it a
way to get toward the truth that the viewer is led to and
a beautiful film is one which leads you seductively and
intelligently and cleverly toward to discover things that
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you would that are not on the screen but that you are
implied and that you need to need to pursue through the
traces that are there so I definitely think that filmed by
the filmmakers that I watch I mean definitely are led
through constraints to have to imagine what we do not
see so I think that's absolutely the case it's been true arts
all along it's true of the films today of or in our century
of even of Eric Romer and Hong Song Su who's a little
bit like Eric Romero you get very reduced and
repetitive visual things in order to try to find new
variations of human activity and of things that are even
beyond the human so i certainly definitely believe that
and it's one of the reasons i love to watch new Iranian
films as they come out we asked professor Andrew for
only one hour of his precious time so there's a question
that do you have any recommendations for film
students nowadays well to watch lots of films from lots
of places and to try to identify those moments in the
films that you see that you think are fertile enough to
pursue I think that's what I try to teach my students who
are just wanting to know what to do with films as for
filmmaking I don't teach filmmaking I played around
with it a little bit Mr. Nuri could tell us much more
about this but I consequent of what I just said is I would
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suggest that people try to give themselves exercises that
are very constraining and to see how to come up with
imaginative solutions I remember one of your own
most famous filmmakers Abbas Kiarostami asking the
his students in England to create films of just a few
minutes inside an elevator they all had to work inside
the elevator that was the that was the constraint and the
solutions that people came up with were fantastic he
got great I guess he got great results from taking that
little project and you can see from his other films how
he likes those kinds of constraints I'm not saying that
all cinema needs to be this way but I think for students
that don't have finances to find ways to have to deal
with constraints is a way to exercise your visual
imagination and that can then play out in other ways
later on so I would still continue to believe that you
want to look at the most interesting and powerful films
that you can find and I keep watching them and talk to
people about them there's nothing better.
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On Andrew's Note about What's Going to Happen
to Cinema
Participant: On Professor Andrew's note about what's
going to happen to cinema in today's time, I've had
conjectures about it and I'd like to ask Professor
Andrew's opinion on this. I think cinema, as it is,
cannot

survive.

It

can't

survive

the

cutthroat

competition in social media. Not to mention the
increasing impatience of today's audience. But I think
cinema is more likely to evolve than die. And the
reason is the enormous capital both human and
financial that's behind it and benefits from it. The
average youtuber doesn't possess anything like MGM's
endowment. We probably won't recognize tomorrow's
cinema but we can take that to mean cinema will be
dead only if we're prepared to accept that cinema died
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with the advent of the talkies or the color film or 3D.
Now, how will it exactly evolve I can't be sure but if I
may venture a technical projection. I think the future
cinema will be perhaps among other things what I like
to call immersing cinema. I predict there will be 3D
projections on all the walls not just one a character's
scream on your left or the sound of an explosion behind
you will attract your attention to the next scene.
Andrew: Can I respond to that by all means, okay so
yeah this is exactly what I fear! It's very well stated. It's
likely … I think what you say is probably likely that
there is has been always as Bazin said the myth of total
cinema our desire to have the world twice over the one
that we live and then the one that we imagine and can
also live in the virtual world. So, I think that that may
come and it may be a financial and cultural giant that
strides the earth. But for me, cinema will not die not
because of that but because I think there will still be
film people who want to work and struggle with film
images on a smaller level, that is, I guess creating
works of art with motion pictures this doesn't so. I
never felt that the cinema's greatest moment was when
it had the greatest attendance which would have been
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1946. It was a good moment but not because so many
people went to the films. The great moment of 1946 is
Paisan of Rossellini not that many people saw Paisan
but it's one of the great history moments in film history.
Because a small sketchy film made out of six little short
stories managed to live even today at least in my
classes and on criterion cinema on Youtube everywhere
you can see Paisan. So, I think there will continue to be
Rossellini's in 2030 and 2040. They will not be
working in immersive cinema. There may be some
great artists that work in immersive cinema just as there
have been in the Imax in the from avatar on there's
certainly going to be some fantastic entrepreneurs and
entertainers that can really develop it. But I personally
am going to be looking for I guess intelligent cinema.
That doesn't put us in everywhere to give us airsoft's
experience that we could have that that we want to
have. But, in fact, one that is more I guess
contemplative where there's some distance required and
that's the difference that I see in art that you need to
have some distance and immersion eliminates the
distance. And I think that's I think you're right it's
happening and that's right. It takes money and I think
you're right. I think it will happen. It's just that,
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I'll be personally a little bit less interested in that. But
I'm not, I never got into this. Because I was interested
in the history of entertainment. I was interested in the
history of ideas and in how they are made and they
they're made with visual figures visual and oral figures
and that happens in smaller works usually so that's my
position.
After the Webinar
The webinar entitled Philosophy of Cinema was held on
Dec 17, 2020 on the Zoom platform. On the day after
the webinar wrote Dudley to me:
Dear Nadia,
The session was not long enough to permit me to learn
something of the concerns and enthusiasms of Iranians
who care about cinema. I spoke too long.
Your own exposition already has put me on a new
track. I care a great deal about medieval philosophy in
the West, Augustine, Duns Scotus, sometimes Thomas
Aquinas. It would take me another lifetime to learn the
great thinkers of the Middle East, but Farabi is one I
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should start become at least familiar with. Thanks for
your work on him, which I realize is extensive.
Best wishes on your work and in your life, for the new
year and beyond.
Dudley

And Professor Andrew also wrote to Dr. Mahmoud
Nuri:
Dear Mahmoud,
This session was important for me as well. It has made
me think through the trajectory of my work and reframe
a bit what I am currently doing. You and Nadia were
so kind to arrange it and to bring it off with such
care. I‘m told by one Iranian friend that the news
agency‘s report was quite accurate, done by someone
who cared. That is very good to know.
Best wishes to you and your parents. You are all so
productive and positive, models of what is needed in
the world everywhere.
Dudley
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Mahmoud‘s reply follows:
Dear Professor Andrew,
Many thanks for your kind remarks, we are truly happy
to know you were pleased with the program. I'm certain
that it will have subsequent effects in Iran as more
people get to know about the webinar and the ideas that
were exchanged.
And thank you for your nice note about my family, they
have always been my source of inspiration and
persuasion.
Very best regards,
Mahmoud

In another email, Mahmoud send the questions of
students:
1. You mentioned David Bordwell's work and that you
shared some views and had some differences. You also
talked about your view on films as phenomena attached
to culture. Although incomparable with Žižek's ideas
on culture in any sense, we'd like to know your stance
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on the Bordwell-Žižek conflict and the quarrel between
formalism and cultural interpretation.
2. Some believe Iran's heyday in world cinema was at
the turn of the century as Hollywood films were
blowing people's minds with computer effects whereas
Iranian films were producing the antidote with simple
and ultra-realistic stories. If we avoid being deceived
by the glamour of today's festivals and Farhadi's
Oscars, can we say the above-mentioned binary no
longer holds and that the Iranian cinema has
experienced a downturn in highbrow international
circles?
3. Considering your reference to the growth of Art
Films in Iran and China, could one draw a correlation
(if not downright causation) between the rise of
totalitarianism and art films?
4. A lot of students have asked how they can get
admitted to Ivy League graduate schools, especially
your program in Film Studies at Yale or related fields
like philosophy of arts, sociology of arts etc. The gist of
their question is, Iranian STEM students are admitted to
MIT, Stanford, Harvard etc. all the time. But almost
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none from the social sciences. This has created a
vicious circle. To be admitted, you should be from a
department that has sent successful students to Yale in
the past, and have letters of reference from professors
they know (and ideally have trained). But how can that
even begin to jump-start when nobody is ever
admitted?
Dudley‘s answers were rich and insightful:
Dear Nuri,
I attach my ideas stimulated from the very pertinent and
sophisticated questions you sent me. It was good to
remember our session and very good to realize how
many truly thoughtful people in Iran are watching films
very closely. I encourage you and them.
Thanks for the experience,
Dudley
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Reflections on Questions Submitted by Students
Attending the Webinar with Dudley Andrew, Jan
2021
Q1. David Bordwell and I have a relationship that goes
back fifty years. He was my first graduate student at
Iowa and his was the first dissertation I directed.
Naturally we saw each other a great deal, since he was
a professor at Wisconsin which is the state neighboring
Iowa. We share most ideas and continue to be in touch
with each other. There have been a couple moments of
debate between us, even brief ruptures.

The most

important of these occurred when I edited an issue of
IRIS on ―cognitive approaches to film study.‖ I was,
and remain, a partisan of ―interpretation‖ over more
―scientific‖ approaches, although I really do pay close
attention to studies in perception and in mental schemas
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for processing images and narratives. But his book,
Making Meaning, effectively dismissed interpretation
because it fails to produce knowledge, or progress in
understanding the phenomenon of film. It produces
opinions about individual films or confirmation of
tendentious approaches (Freudian, Marxist, feminist,
etc.).
a. But when Robert Ray subjected Bordwell‘s
monumental Classical Hollywood Cinema to an all-out
attack in the journal Strategies in 1989, I came to
Bordwell‘s defense in a reply which I will attach.

ou

can see that I situate myself between Bordwell‘s
―march‖ toward progress and the sort of surrealist
―errance‖ (wandering) that can produce exciting chance
encounters. This is what was espoused by Robert Ray. I
choose a middle method, which I named ―excursus‖ …
to take an excursion where you set out with a goal in
sight but allow yourself to be guided by what you meet
along the way, i.e., films you meet. I let the films guide
me, but guide me toward a goal I intuit is there.
b. In the early 2000s I was quite excited by Žižek‘s
position and supported his attack on Bordwell in The
Fright of Real Tears. Žižek had a strong but brief hold

Philosophical Meditations and Discussions | 213

on me, and I still practice his method of discovering an
element in a film that breaks the frame in which we
watch the film, so that some other dimension can enter.
When a film poses a contradiction, it can be solved
only at another level. I have used this technique to
account for some films that deeply move me and that
‗get somewhere.‘ I am thinking of Kieslowski (studied
by Žižek) but also of Bi Gan (Kaili Blues) and the work
of Edward Yang and Hou Hsiao-Hsien…and also of
course some Iranian masters, especially Panahi. But
Bordwell defended himself brilliantly against Žižek and
showed how Žižek promotes literal non-sense just to
come up with an exciting idea. Your question makes
me want to return to this debate, since I am pulled by
both sides, as I was in the Strategies debate. Bordwell
and I have lately had some long phone calls about the
discipline of film studies in the era of cultural studies.
We agree on almost everything. Both of us want to
maintain our focus on what cinema has uniquely
accomplished among the arts and on what its cultural
role has been. We don‘t want to see it dissolve into the
vast sea of media, even if it is also a medium.

214 | Nadia Maftouni

Q2. Iranian films today still hold out a promise to
everyone who attends film festivals. I pay close
attention to the titles and directors names, even when I
have not seen the films. I believe the aura of the Iranian
antidote, as you call it, still is powerful. Iranian films
come as 90 minutes of images that provoke thought and
subsequent feeling. They are poetic, in that sense. And
the world is awash in the long narrative forms of the
TV series. We need Iran.
Q3. Even before Iranian and Chinese art cinemas
excited the world, I was declaring to my students that
totalitarianism often is the context for the most vibrant
and innovative art. This was true in the Renaissance
with the Medici family in Florence and in Louis XIV
France (Racine, Pascal). In cinema, I point to Brazil
whose cinema became world famous under the military
dictatorship of the 70s and early 80s. Once democracy
was restored the films became less urgent and exciting.
Moreover, a democratic government doesn‘t subsidize
the arts when it has social needs to meet. Whereas a
dictatorship can provide opportunities for artists to
create great works that make the country famous. And
if the films are most often anti-governmental in
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orientation, the government can take credit for allowing
dissent. It is a safety pressure valve. Look also at the
last years of the Soviet bloc cinema in Poland, say.
Fantastic and urgent films were made in the 80s. By
1995, nothing interesting came from that country
because they were celebrating the pleasures of
neoliberalism and enjoying Hollywood imports or
copying them. This doesn‘t mean I am in favor of
totalitarian regimes, of course, but it is a contradiction
built into the historical system of arts, especially
expensive ones like architecture and cinema.
Q4. We are having graduate admissions meetings at
this very moment. I am sensitive to the problems that
students from some regions experience in getting a
chance in the system. In fact, non-American students
are not a priori at a disadvantage.

But American

applicants, and those from Western Europe, seem to
know the current ‗discourse‘ in the humanities and can
more readily show how they contribute to it. I still
believe that gifted applicants from Iran or from
anywhere can be admitted if they submit a stunning
piece of writing that shows how they work, together
with a compelling letter indicating the kind of scholar
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they think the world needs and that they want to
become. Usually the other materials (transcripts of
grades, letters of recommendation) confirm this. It is
true that there is an advantage to having a letter from
someone who is known to some of the committee
members, but more important is to have someone write
letters who knows the candidate thoroughly and can
attest first-hand to the candidate‘s qualities. There are
schools beyond the Ivy League to pay attention to.
Yale takes less than 5% of applicants to its film studies
program. But other schools can take more. I always
point to my former school, University of Iowa, which
continues to have a really fine program and probably
receives fewer applicants. Those interested in media
and new entertainment could look to University of
Texas etc. At the moment there is concern that we have
too many people studying subjects for which there is
less need, because education is becoming increasingly
aimed at solving immediate social and scientific issues.
So, it is a difficult moment to want to spend your life
teaching and writing about great films or about the arts
in general. I would hope that more scholars would
begin to teach in high schools so that arts education,
including cinema, would become part of the experience
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of all young people, who would then clamor for better
and more wonderful films.
Dudley Andrew

Replying Robert Ray
When Mahmoud asked his reply to Robert Ray's article
against Bordwell, Professor Andrew replied:
Dear Mahmoud, I‘ve been able at last to scan my short
piece, now thirty years old. It formed part of a debate,
as you‘ll see. The Robert Ray essay to which it
responds is very long and I cannot scan it. I doubt you
can find it; I just hope that my response makes clear the
positions involved, though from my perspective.
Thanks for your interest. And if you like, let me know
what you think.
Dudley
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The following article (pp. 157-164) by Dudley
Andrew—a response to Robert B. Ray's "The Bordwell
Regime and the Stakes of Knowledge," published in
Strategies No.1—inaugurates what will be a regular
section devoted to continuing debate over issues raised
in Strategies. Further contributions are encouraged—
Eds.
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The Limits of Delight: Robert Ray's Postmodern
Film Studies
Dudley Andrew
I
Of all the strident responses directed recently at David
Bordwell's stupendous output the last few years in film
theory and history, Robert Ray's, published in the first
issue of Strategies, is the one to provoke me. Bordwell
would find this curious. He has been angry at Bill
Nichols'

accusations

concerning

his

social

irresponsibility in the recent South Atlantic Quarterly
(1) and he has volleyed rather intensely (are they tennis
balls or grenades?) with Rick Altman whose extended
piece in that same South Atlantic Quarterly (2)
questioned the refinement of the historical vision
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advanced in The Classical Hollywood Cinema.
Bordwell has argued vehemently with Barry Salt, Noel
Burch and many others, but Ray's essay he has let slide
by. Doubtless he deems it windblown fluff.
Yet Ray is out to be provocative and in me he has
struck a nerve. How can anyone at the end of the 1980s
lay out film studies as a battlefield?

Such rhetoric

belongs to the Seventies when Althusserians took on
auteurists, when several editors at Screen resigned over
the Lacanian dogmatism of other editors. But as the
recent

Society

for

Cinema

Studies

Conference

demonstrated, film studies has become greatly nuanced
and generally pluralistic. Ray didn't attend that
conference.

In his mind the field is in danger of

capitulating to a powerful and suffocating orthodoxy;
hence his urgent, nearly religious tone.
This representation of the field I believe to be
rhetorically useful but virtually paranoid. In his most
recent essay ("A Case for Cognitivism," just out in the
journal IRIS I edited that is entirely devoted to
cognitive psychology and cinema) Bordwell repeats his
plea for "middle scale" studies rather than massive
overviews. Ingenuously he begins that essay, "I have
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tried to avoid another cliché—the blithely sententious
air that all problems are on the threshold of solution. It
seems to me that no single megatheory can comprehend
the diversity of cinematic phenomena ... "(3)
Ray may credit such a sober view but only to find it
consistent with something more central than a theory,
even a megatheory; he would find it of a piece with an
attitude toward film studies that has become the
dominant paradigm. Ray is out to counter this with a
different paradigm, one over which he proudly raises
the multicolored flag of postmodernism.
Bordwell could have but little patience here, where the
very grounds for what constitutes research or
reasonability seem up for grabs. But I find I need to
have patience, for the alternatives Ray so crudely paints
have troubled me a while. In fact, I shamelessly confess
to my hesitancy at the end of the Preface to the current
issue of IRIS. As Bordwell's editor in this case, I clearly
have a stake in setting off his paradigm handsomely
and in making it possible to have its fullest effect. But
I'm not yet certain what that effect should or will be,
not on me, nor on the field as a whole. This is why its
allergic effect on Ray is so important.
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I don't intend to dissect Ray's eloquent essay, but
instead, taking my cue from him, to meditate on the
consequences of the drama he lays out, a drama
between a modern and a postmodern style of research,
teaching, and writing. Ray may at one time have
acceded to the protocols and projects governing
standard academic research, but he has changed now,
changed for the better he is glad to announce. Whatever
projects he now envisions, they will make use of skills
different from those of Bordwell (such things as
thorough research, meticulous reading and

viewing,

tentative hypothesizing, careful argumentation, and
occasional verification through testing). This is the
classical routine, away from which Ray cavalierly skips
so as to join another game. One can hear Bordwell
chuckle at this move. Let Ray and his friends go
elsewhere if they prefer the little thrills of postmodern
play to the genuinely progressive work of scholarship.
In Bordwell's view film studies doesn't need them in the
least. They have renounced responsibility for the
delights (and effects) of the moment. No cosmetic term
(not ''baroque" nor "decadent," nor for heaven's sake
"postmodern") can hide that fact.
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But Ray is not willing to concede the trophy of
"knowledge" to classical

scholarship. (4) First of all,

he practices a familiar rhetorical irony by employing
over a hundred footnotes in an argument designed to
overthrow the regime of a paradigm where the footnote
is the guarantee of authority. Whether as a display of
mastery in the face of the enemy, or as a private ritual
to instill self-confidence, Ray needs to parade his
traditional skills before demeaning them as antique, as
part of the machinery of official knowledge. In his
view, of course, there are many ways to know, none of
them sacred. Indeed, he implies that his unpredictable
routes are more likely to come upon fabulous
discoveries than Bordwell's slow conquest of a domain.
Ray poses issues baldly so as to make one opt for the
institutional or for the experimental. And he thinks to
win us over by relativizing knowledge (via Thomas
Kuhn and Michel Foucault), while exemplifying how
appropriate is his own postmodern approach in today's
world

and

how

inappropriate

(edging

up

on

reactionary) is Bordwell‘s stodgy with method and
facts. It is a seductive rhetorical strategy, permitting
Ray to praise Bordwell as untouchable in a realm that
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unfortunately is now far out of touch with anything
interesting.
In a cloyingly conciliatory conclusion, he recognizes
The Classical Hollywood Cinema as a hugely
impressive project that must be read and praised but
that should not particularly inflect other ways of doing
history or receiving the American cinema. He cites
Roland Barthes: "Knowledge like delight dies with
each body.

Whence the vital idea of a knowledge

which circu1ates, which ‗mounts up‘ through different
bodies, outside of books. Learn this for me; I ll learn
that for you."(5) Ray generously acknowledges that
Bordwell and company have indeed

learned

something for him, but he suspects (rightly) that
Bordwell wouldn‘t be interested in learning anything
from him in exchange. For as much as Bordwell may
believe that knowledge ―mounts up‖ through shared
endeavors, he would be among the last to link it to
bodily "delight" the way Barthes does, and he would
never oppose it to the regime of books.
Let me speak for myself now in questioning the
disingenuous analogy between what we always think of
as the innocence of delight as oppose to the
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sophistication of knowledge. The analogy is terribly
enticing in that it insists on the biological foundation of
all human enterprise. But delight disappears in a trice, I
am sorry to say, even when it is passed on to doers who
feel it ―right now.‖ Whereas knowledge, as Adam and
Eve quickly learned, is hard to escape once it is
attained. This is as true for individuals as it is for
libraries, both of which are progressively weighed
down more than buoyed up by experience.
One can readily psychoanalyze these paradigms now
that they have been so dramatically set against one
another by Ray. Bordwell and his confrere, Noël
Carroll, would be counted among those in current
cinema studies who seek the secure and solid in their
pursuit of knowledge, who reject all flights of fancy,
including precious metaphors, and who prefer whatever
is consistent with, if not testable by, an explicit method.
That method Ray declares is one derived from scientific
forbears (from Bacon to Popper) who stand over them
like implacable fathers whom they must obey and
whose work they are obliged to continue. Ray believes
himself released from this retrogressive Oedipal
trajectory of inquiry. His Thebes not only sports
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postmodern architecture; it has no ru1er. Thus, Ray
sees a potential sphinx in every pussycat, significance
in every pun.
From this perspective, the classicists can be said always
to have aligned themselves with eternity; the historical
matters they do address are inevitably measured against
timeless principles. Thus, in his forthcoming book on
film criticism, Bordwell will account for various types
of analyses of films as local solutions to problems in
signification that can be described and enumerated in a
realm of theory outside of history. This would be the
counterpart to his research into various historical styles
of film. Similarly, Noël Carroll patronizes Rudolf
Arnheim and André Bazin for not recognizing that their
so-called theories of film were actually parochial
advocacy of historically contingent attitudes toward
cinema. (6) The Bordwell regime, as Ray terms it, is
the regime of the timeless. If he demands a "lowering
of the stakes" in film theory, (7) it is because he
approaches the timeless with the respect it deserves—
hesitantly.
As a self-styled postmodernist, Ray could

care less

about the timeless; it is the moment that intrigues him,
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goads him on, tells him that he is alive. His is nearly a
panic response to the suffocation he feels in the face of
eternity. Reading "timelessness" as "death," Ray, like
the Barthes he loves to quote, flies to the immediacy of
the body as his final criterion. Knowledge doesn't exist
in books but in the bodies of those who know; thus, the
goal of scholarship must be to quicken those bodies
while time still permits. From the perspective of the
grave, the library of knowledge accumulated over the
years provides small solace. Ray wants to feel the
effects of knowledge, if not knowledge itself, in his
flesh.
II
Enough of such glib caricature, inspired though it has
been by Ray's dramatistic overview of contemporary
scholarly mentalities. The lines are now drawn up
clearly enough for me to weave my way between them
as is my habit of mind. If the classical mentality is fixed
on the timeless, and if the baroque mentality is fixed on
the moment, then let me proclaim, in the name of
hermeneutics, the paradigm of historicity. And let me
begin discussing history with a logical, indeed,
syllogical conundrum:
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Formerly I wrote film theory.
Now I write film history.
Therefore, history exists.
As a product of the theoretical imagination, this
syllogism provides me with myself as an example of
the historical process, of knowledge acquired via
attention to the formerly and the now, of the present
existing as pressure now to understand the values that
have come to be.
Bordwell's march of method manages to rule history by
turning up and organizing its facts according to
theoretical principles. Where Ray abruptly abandons
this field, declaring a guerilla war elsewhere, the
historicism I want to consider interacts with logic and
method in potentially productive ways. Most radically,
historicism can put in question those very logical
principles that a moment ago I hastily characterized as
timeless. In a powerful review in IRIS Francesco
Casetti (once again thanks to Michel Foucault and
Thomas Kuhn) scolds Noël Carroll for methodological
arrogance. (8) Logic itself has a history, Casetti
reminds him.
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History, we know, can carry itself to Hegelian heights
where it thinks to account for the development of
logic(s) within the totality of those possibilities realized
in existence.

It can, in other words, become a

superlogic out to vie with the

logic of philosophers.

But the historicism of hermeneutics backs off from
such an Olympian struggle for dominance, to propose
instead specific, alternative

ways

of engaging the

objects that draw its attention, of engaging, in our case,
the

cinema.

This

century has

developed

such

alternatives in Les sciences humaines which can serve
as examples for film studies. When Ethnography
developed the investigatory and writing practices that
have permitted it to bring out in foreign cultures that
which western logic would never have come up with
through

its

age-old

methods,

and

when

psychoanalysis pursued its own idiosyncratic logic in
the encounter of analyst and analysand, film historians
were handed examples

to be put up

against the

methods of the natural and social sciences that have
controlled their young discipline.
To treat cinema historically is not to make of it a
diorama that lets us oversee what we have organized
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from our perspective, but to interact with it in a shifting
field of values. Indeed, history, as I would characterize
it here, is nothing other than such shifting values and
our knowledge of their causes and consequences.
Instead of method, the historian counts on a practice of
"reading values" in situations. Method gives way to
intuitions at moments when a phenomenon brings itself
to light in the mobile consciousness of the historian.
Bergson and Merleau-Ponty are the most eloquent of a
number of philosophers who have ceded knowledge to
such hermeneutic practices, offering philosophy not as
a final criterion but as a discourse meant to protect
human practices, these human sciences.
I've written too many apologies for hermeneutic
historiography to repeat the plea
clarify

the

differences

here. (9) But I can

among

cognitivism,

postmodernism, and hermeneutics (the big names
characterizing our paradigms) and I can do so most
quickly by expanding the conceit suggested in the term
"march of method," employed earlier with reference to
traditional academic research. Disciplined, regular, and
under orders, film studies envisioned by Bordwell takes
whatever ground lies within its reach. Binoculars at the
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ready, it watches the future merge into the timeless at
the horizon line; from the hills under its command, it
surveys the frontiers and prepares the next day's march.
Ray's postmodernism I would associate with another
mode of ambulation altogether, with the random,
impulsive gait of the surrealist wanderer, or of
Baudelaire's

flâneur.

Louis

Aragon,

before

he

committed himself to marching with the Communist
Manifesto, was the most eloquent of wanderers. His
Paysan de Paris develops what he is glad to call
(despite the oxymoron) a method

of error. (10)

Straying from the known, straying unmethodically
produces surrealist intuitions because it maximizes the
objective chances for the fruits of chance. The surrealist
would be a knight errant for our era by counting on the
uses of error. To "err" we must recall means before
anything else to stray or wander. Ray proceeds by puns,
connotations, and other accidents of language with a
belief in "erring" as fierce as Bordwell's belief in
method, and with an attention to the immediate present
as vigilant as Bordwell's clear-eyed view of the future.
What shall we

then

say of the paradigm of the

historical? Dangerous though the analogy may be, let
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me tag along with Claude Lévi-Strauss who found
himself at a similar crossroads in the 1920s and 30s.
The alleatory meandering of the surrealists were to him
ultimately inconsequential; yet the forward march of
philosophy he felt was artificial. In Chapter 6 of Tristes
Tropiques (called "How I became an Anthropologist")
he ridicules the "advance of knowledge" within the
hothouse of the university. He sought instead a genuine
encounter with something outside himself, with the
earth and the past in geology and with other worlds and
world-views in anthropology. His "excursions" (as he
terms them) "are a very different thing from just
walking or from the straightforward exploration of a
given area. What seems mere incoherent groping to an
uninformed observer is to me the very image of
knowledge-in-action, with the difficulties it may
encounter and the satisfactions it may hope to
enjoy."(11) Lévi-Strauss recognizes that the dark
continents he is drawn to have their counterpart in the
human psyche through which Freud had learned to
travel with the same agility. These nascent human
sciences, including Marxism, developed a new ethos:
how to make an excursion without merely finding
oneself (the danger of surrealism) or of plundering what
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one discovered (the danger of rationalism). "In all cases
the problem is the same: the relations, that is to say,
between reason and sense-perception; and the goal we
are looking for is also the same: a sort of superrationalism

in

which

sense-perceptions

will

be

integrated into reasoning and yet lose none of their
properties."(12)
As his later work made increasingly clear, Lévi-Strauss'
conception of "super-rationalism" may be as Olympian
as anything metaphysics has given us. But in his desire
to establish a shifting ratio between perception and
knowledge, between the past and the present, and
between tradition and experience, indeed in his very
vocation as an ethnographer, he exemplifies a mode of
research film studies can profess. And not just of
research. In the rhetorical format known precisely as
the "excursus" the writer neither hides himself in
reporting the results of some impersonal methodology
nor foregrounds himself in expressing merely personal
response, but nimbly interprets the phenomena under
scrutiny, allowing it to make itself present in the
contours of his writing.
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Analogies extended as far as this one can easily tumble
under their own weight. "Excursion" must shed the
connotation of "vacation" it carries in English. As LeviStrauss' treks into Central Brazil make clear, his
excursions were made neither for pleasure nor for the
exotic, but as a risk for knowledge. Perhaps the current
coinage "nomad thought" would suit me better, or
introduce a further complication. In any case, I trust I
have made clear why Robert Ray recoils from what he
sees as Bordwell's literally superhuman trajectory
toward an abstract science of cinema; even clearer
should be my greater qualms about Ray's panic flight to
the immediate, the fortuitous, and the merely delightful.
Neither paradigm works on a human scale, at least in
the caricature I have provided after Ray. Between the
timelessness of one and the biological time of the other,
I have called on historical time as central to the
enterprise of film study. Here I once again take my cue
from Paul Ricoeur and from a hermeneutics that would
respect the practices of filmmaking, film reception, and
film

discourse by striving to

comprehend

the

possibilities they body forth in our careful reading of
them.
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Ricoeur's famous distinction, between "Structure,
Word, Event,"(13) whose usefulness has never been
exhausted for me, helps deliver a final sorting out of
these paradigms. Cognitive science looks to the
structure of cinema and of the mind, aiming as often as
possible to predict actual moments of experience by
understanding that structure. Postmodernism, at least
the sort to which Ray subscribes, looks to the
unforeseen possibilities of the event. Novelty, not
consistency and generality, teases its play with new
canons, new methods, new forms of viewing, reading,
thinking and writing. Hermeneutics, disguised here as
the historical, is the paradigm for which the word is
central, for the word bears with it the marks of its
former uses in its etymology and connotations. Where a
cognitivist like Noël

Carroll demands univocal

acceptations of words so that the structures of meaning
may stay in place, hermeneutics stands prepared to
follow out the odd detours of meaning and value that
history has brought to us and that the word delivers
everytime we hear or speak it with care. Films, and
statements about film, are "words" in (take your pick)
the dialogue, debate, chorus, or noise of culture.
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The debate or dialogue to which these few pages
contribute is aimed at Robert Ray far more directly than
at David Bordwell whom I have allowed Ray to
characterize for me. It is to Ray that I must in all
innocence ask: in what ways can and should
postmodern

film

studies

be

methodical

or

be

responsible to anything outside the energy of its own
impulsiveness? For energetic it certainly is, if Ray's
piece be representative. To someone concerned with
culture and specifically with film culture, such energy,
erudition, and rebelliousness is precious. It ought not be
frittered away in anxiety or opportunism but should
contribute its friskiness, its wanderlust, to a genuinely
interdisciplinary conception of film studies.
Let me put it this way, how could I write off Ray's
work when he depends so heavily on the divigations of
the words he employs. Ray's "wordplay," following
Derrida, would undo tradition. Mine, following
Ricoeur, would stretch us to comprehend tradition, and
would stretch tradition to comprehend what needs to be
said or thought. Figures of speech (figuration in film)
respond, I believe, not to our imagination alone, nor to
the materials of signification that constitute them, but
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through these to be the world they seek to express, a
world whose solidity is measured exactly by that of the
values that give words whatever strength and life they
possess. In short, cinema and film studies exist in and
as culture. Ray worries that Bordwell's project tries to
surpass culture in a trajectory toward the timeless; I
worry that, having realized that films and interpretation
are the playthings of culture, Ray has lost faith in their
seriousness, or at least in their persistence. But the
values of cinema like those of culture are neither
abstract nor of the moment. Culture is not timeless but
precisely time-full.

Hence our movement with and

through it must not be careless but care-full.

Notes
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2. A Conversation with Dimitri Gutas
Dimitri Gutas is a professor of Arabic and Islamic
Studies in the Department of Near Eastern Languages
and Civilizations at Yale University.
Maftouni: It‘s a plain good sense, I mean it‘s a rare
opportunity to have a colloquium with you for the
second time in 4 months. If I‘m not wrong, it happens
by dint of Covid19. Cause it has contributed to shifting
to online events which weren‘t at all easy at least here
for my colleagues.
Gutas: It is great! Now that we cannot really travel and
go to in-person conferences this is the best alternative, I
guess. But even so, thank you very much for the
opportunity.
Maftouni: I do get to underscore your approach to Ibn
Sina, which I absolutely give a preference to. It‘s
worth, I believe, recapping over and over.
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Gutas: and I'll be glad to say a few words about the
Western, my approach to the study of Avicenna which
sort of is being generalized, I think I dare say. But I will
explain. And the best way to start is to tell you how I
came to study Ibn Sina—and call him his proper name
to study Ibn Sina—and to study him in this particular
way. Already when I was a student in university, I was
taking a class on Islamic philosophy and we had some
papers to write for something to study and work on.
And at the time, I had worked a little bit on Farabi. And
I thought perhaps I should have a look at Ibn Sina. But
then the prevailing approach to Ibn Sina at the time that
is early 70s—all right, I'm getting really very much
ahead in years; that was in the early 70s—the
prevailing approach to Ibn Sina was basically that he
was yes, a philosopher, but primarily he was a mystic, a
sufi, and ishraqi, an illuminationist; that is what was
understood to be his Hikmah Mashriqiah was the
guiding of the real expression of his philosophy and so
on.
So, I thought well, I was not very much interested in
mysticism, in sufism. Well, I was a little bit in the early
sufis especially I liked very much Bistami and of
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course Hallaj and all those great figures. But I was
much more interested in philosophy. So, I said let me
see what Ibn Sina did. And I chose as a subject for the
paper I wanted to write for that course—I chose as a
subject Ibn Sina's Commentary on the Anima, Finnafs
of Aristo. He has a hashia on the Finnafs of Aristo was
published by Badawi in the Aristo indal Arab. And it
was available in print at the time. So, I thought well, let
me see what Ibn Sina has to say about Aristotle's views
on the soul which is a highly philosophical work. And I
said how much can he make mysticism out of it. That's
interesting to see exactly what Ibn Sina's approach
would be.
And well, it turned out that—to cut a long story short—
as I was reading, I found nothing mystical about it but
extremely

interesting

and

philosophically

acute

analyses of Aristotle. And I was delighted; I said well;
wonderful this is. And then of course I try to
understand better what Ibn Sina says obviously. He said
a few things but he doesn't explain all that much most
of the time. So, I said well, the way to find out about
this is to read some more Ibn Sina. So, I started reading
the Shifa and this and that and the other. And of course,
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the more I read the more enchanted I was by the power
of the thinking by the power of his thought by his
arguments by the whole system that he was putting
together in there. So then as I was trying to, then
decided to edit anew this al-Hashiah fi Kitab al-Nafs.
I was trying to edit it again. But of course, in there as
you know he mentions the Hikmah Mashriqiah; he
mentions the Mashriqioon. He says if you want to find
out more about this subject go and read what the
Mashriqioon have to say. So well, who are these
Mashriqioon? That‘s always been a problem and again
the available literature at the time said that the
Mashriqioon

were

the

Eastern,

the

Oriental

philosophers. Again, no name; well perhaps the ancient
Iranian

philosophers,

the

pre-Aristotelian

Greek

philosophers; primarily what Suhrawardi has to say
about some of the earlier tradition. Well, that didn't
really seem very right to me. And I said I have to look
around and what Ibn Sina really means with
Mashriqiah. And it turns out of course he was referring
to his own brand of Aristotelian philosophy as he
developed it.
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And of course, with Mashriqiah he only meant not
Orient as the scholars of Corbin and Seyyed Hussein
Nasr believe, is not the Orient; it is simply Khurasan.
Mashriq just as Maqrib is west, Mashriq of course is
east and most near east that is the Khurasan. And he
was of course from Khurasan himself. So Hikmah
Mashriqyah refers to his own brand of philosophy that
he developed at a certain point. Because in many other
works of his, he speaks how the philosophers from
Baghdad, the Aristotelian philosophers are not saying
this properly and they're making mistakes here and
there. So, he corrects them. So, this is what he was
talking about. So just then as I was trying to see then
what he meant by this I had to read more and more Ibn
Sina and find out what the whole thing was all about.
So, I had to leave aside my edition of his commentary
on the Anima of Aristotle and I tried to see how to read
Ibn Sina and his works and that's what gave rise to my
book

Avicenna

and

the

Aristotelian

Tradition

Introduction to Reading Avicenna's Philosophical
Works. As I was trying to teach myself how to read Ibn
Sina, I thought I would put it down in writing and have
people read it themselves as well and the approach then
it turns out is simply just read what he says don't
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assume that he's this or that or the other but read every
work of his and try to understand it what he says
precisely and to do this you have of course to be able to
read all the literature that was available to him at the
time which is all the translations that were available to
him and of course all the other works that were written
by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars before him well
certainly the Baghdad Aristotelians who were not all
Muslims and the
of course the kalam works etc. the theological works
that were written and this is the kind of background that
one needs to be able to read Ibn Sina and see what he
has to say so on that basis I went ahead and I tried to
understand what he says the issues that were most
crucial about his mysticism or his oriental philosophy
turned out not to be that and as it turns out I found out
that he's a highly a logical author a rationalist author I
should say who sets very great store by the rational
method and especially syllogistic thinking and I figured
out that one term that he was using very frequently in
his analysis his logical analysis was the term hads
which is as you know the ability to find the middle term
of a syllogism so as he says in his autobiography when
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he was young and he was studying philosophy he
would sit down and write in cards almost like our in a
card file so to speak all the arguments that he was
reading in Aristotle presumably and tried to figure out
what the logistic reasoning was in there along with all
the middle terms and all the syllogisms and this is how
he went ahead so nowhere in his works does he say that
we can have knowledge that is not
logically derived basically there are some primary
notions which we simply have the awaliat which he
says but these are simply the way in which our intellect
works that we have and then everything else depends
on the information we get from the senses so he was an
empiricist in a way as I also write in one of my articles
and he constructs this wonderful philosophical system
putting together the different parts and analyzing it so
that was as I said my approach because I did not come
with any as a matter of fact I did not come with any
preconceived notions about what he should be saying
rather I just wanted as a matter of fact I came against
the preconceived notions that he was a mystic.
Maftouni: Let me turn to a brief discussion of my
paper written in honor of Professor Gutas: ―Avicenna‘s
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Influence on Suhrawardi in Form and Content.‖ It‘s just
to say a few words in honor of you. I mean it‘s not
supposed to be useful to you.
I‘ll argue that Suhrawardi is crucially affected by
Avicenna both in form and in content. As you‘re all
aware, people say Suhrawardi is the founder of the
Illuminationist School. It doesn‘t matter, believe or not
believe in Illuminationist School, I‘ve argued in my
paper that in his nine/ten symbolic treatises, Suhrawardi
fleshes out some philosophical issues of Avicenna by
allegories. The number of his treatises would be nine, if
you exclude the Birds and consider the Birds a Persian
rendering of Avicenna‘s treatise. If you include the
Birds and consider the Birds a dependent treatise, the
number would be ten. For me, it‘s just a Persian
rendering of Avicenna‘s. But Suhrawardi gives the
bats‘ heroic role to moths (shabpareh).
Related to these treatises, I‘m centering around two
points: First, you find Suhrawardi a storyteller like
Avicenna in the Treatise of Birds. Second, his
allegorical views are Avicennian through and through.
In brief, you see in Suhrawardi a storyteller who tells
the story of Avicenna, even in the Red Intellect, for
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example. For now, I will not consider the Avicenna‘s
contentions, nor except in passing, those of Suhrawardi.
I just hint at three issues of sense perception,
emanation, and cosmology for which you see allegories
as diverse as ten towers, ten graves, ten flyers, ten
straps, ten wardens, five chambers versus five gates, ten
old men, nine shells, eleven layers, eleven mountains,
and so forth. All of these allegories allude to
Avicenna‘s

views.

That

is,

Suhrawrdi

encrypts

Avicenna‘s stance by allegory, in lieu of his own
illumationist views.
The first issue I focus on is sense perception. Avicenna
is the first major thinker holding five interior senses
vis-à-vis five exterior senses. Suhrawardi criticizes
Avicenna‘s stance on five interior senses, however, he
indicates the faculties of ten sense perceptions in
allegory. The allegories of ten sense perceptions
comprise five chambers and five gates in the Treatise
on Love/On the Reality of Love, ten towers in the
Treatise on Towers, ten straps/ten wide straps in The
Language of the

nts, ten graves in

Tale of

Occidental Exile, ten flyers in The Simurgh s Shrill Cry,
and ten wardens in The Red Intellect.
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Emanation is the second issue. The Peripatetic
philosophers believed in ten separate intellects emanate
from the First Being. The tenth one, the Active
Intellect, generates the sublunary realm/ɛ. In traditional
cosmology, the nine spheres and the sublunary realm/ɛ
are managed by ten intellects. But in the book of
Hikmah al-Ishraq Suhrawardi holds that the intellects
are more than ten, twenty, and two hundred. In Alvah
Emadi, he also emphasizes that there are too many
intellects, quoting Quran‘s verse: ―None knows the
armies of your Lord save Himself‖.

et in his

allegorical treatises, Suhrawardi symbolizes the theory
of ten intellects and nine spheres in which Avicenna
believes. He briefly hints at ten intellects by ten old
men in the Treatise on Towers. In The Sound of
Gabriel s Wing, ten intellects are symbolized by ten old
men again. In some cases, just the tenth intellect is
mentioned. In A Tale of Occidental Exile the Active
Intellect is allegorized by the father.
The luminous elder, the first child of creation, and the
Red Intellect are other allegories of the tenth intellect
brought in the treatise of The Red Intellect. And in On
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the Reality of Love the tenth intellect is a young old
man called Eternal Wisdom.
Cosmology is the third issue. The idea of ten Separate
Intellects results in that of the nine spheres. In A Day
with a Group of Sufis, Suhrawardi himself has decoded
his allegories about nine spheres. At first, he mentions
the theory in allegorical form. Then he explains his own
allegories, corresponding to the nine and eleven
spheres.
When the wayfarer said to his master, ―The engraver‘s
craft is amazing,‖ said his master, ―There is a wellknown tale in their craft, but no one tells it fully, and no
one knows the meaning of it.‖ ―What is this tale?‖
asked the wayfarer. His master went through the story:
―Once, an engraver had a jewel. He wanted to display
his skill on it. So from it he made a round shell like a
ball. Then, from the residue left in the middle of the
shell he made another shell inside the first. Again, from
the residue of the second he made a third, and so on
until he had made nine shells.‖
Sometimes Suhrawardi speaks of the eleven spheres,
adding two spheres of zamharir and ether in A Day
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with a Group of Sufis and in The Sound of Gabriel s
Wing. In The Sound of Gabriel s Wing the eleven
spheres are allegorized by the eleven layers of a basin
which the wayfarer saw in the courtyard: a basin with
eleven layers. In The Red Intellect, there are eleven
mountains surrounded by Mount Qaf hint at the eleven
spheres. For the sake of economy, I don‘t mention The
Language of the Ants and On the State of Childhood. In
brief, Suhrawardi elaborates philosophical issues as a
storyteller. In the field of sense perception, ten interior
and exterior senses are allegorized by ten towers, ten
wide straps, ten graves, ten flyers, ten wardens, five
chambers and five gates. In the theory of emanation,
the ten Separate Intellects are allegorized by the ten old
men, whereas the Active Intellect by the father, the
master, and the Red Intellect. In cosmology, the spheres
are symbolized by nine shells, eleven layers of a basin,
eleven mountains, sons, and mills.
Ten sense perceptions, ten intellects, and nine or eleven
spheres are modules of Avicenna‘s philosophy. And the
form of storytelling at least in Muslim philosophers
originated by Avicenna. And that's it; sorry for
bothering you Professor Gutas.
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Gutas: No; thank you very much! I hadn't put all these
ten numbers together. Well, I have not read Suhrawardi
as carefully as you have. But it is very illuminating to
me as well to see that this is so. No, no, perfectly fine!
And there's always something to learn from everybody.
So, thank you very much for that. This is really
wonderful; especially the five internal senses which is
real original innovation of Ibn Sina and a wonderful
scientific advancement. I mean, this is after Aristotle
that was the most major scientific advancement in
psychology since Aristotle basically and then after that.
I don't know perhaps we'd go with Freud or whatever it
is, it was a very big step forward, so to speak. So, it is
interesting to see that he put together with the external
senses of course to get the ten. That is wonderful.
Thank you very much Nadia.
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3. A Conversation with Slavoj Zizek
Slavoj: Hi!
Nadia: Hello!
Slavoj: Are you in Tehran or in Yale? Or in United
States?
Nadia: For now, I'm in Tehran. And thank you so
much!
Slavoj: It was my pleasure. I'm very honored for this
invitation.
Nadia: I wanna mention, in my papers and books I
usually quote this sentence of yours: "Cinema doesn't
give you what you desire. It tells you how to desire." I
love this sentence of yours Slavoj.

Slavoj: And you are not hidden from me; I also love
your work, your readings—the way you approach the
Iranian tradition; more about this a little bit later. So,
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you are all on my radar! Let me begin by sincerely
thanking you. And of course, I follow the work of
Nadia Mafouni for very precise reason. It's not just
generally that I favor her work. I think what she is
doing with her focus on imagination, that if we focus in
a correct way onto this notion, this throws in a new
light, an extraordinarily productive perspective; the
way we should read today our philosophical, religious,
and so on tradition. So, what do I know about Iran? My
selection here will be that of a half educated western
intellectual of course. I know some films, not only of
Kiarostami, your great Kiarostami, but mostly by him,
and what I appreciated in Kiarostami—because some of
my friends even met him, Joan Copjec, who is also
fascinated by Iranian thought. And they admired his
stance. He was of course a little bit critical towards the
Iranian regime, had some minor troubles. But he didn't
want to simply play the dissident card, move to the
west, and so on. He absolutely wanted to remain in that
intermediate space which I think was the correct
decision. From Iranian past, it's an obvious choice even
just before Islam came, thinker theologist Mazdak who
is according to some classifications the first socialist or
even communist in the history of world philosophy.
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I think he was an extraordinary phenomenon and he
wasn't afraid to engage himself. He was I think even
some kind of an advisor or connected with the king at
that point. And then there was a counter-revolution
against his orientation. He was publicly killed and so on
and so on. Then this will not surprise you. But the one
philosopher whom I really relatively know is of course
the great Mulla Sadra. He is quite a cult figure in our
circles. My American friend Joan Copjec started to
learn Iranian, the language, because of him. Because in
her extraordinary experience, she was a movie theorist,
she began with Kiarostami, and then with her focus on
what happens in Kiarostami‘s films with images, the
role of image, imagination, and so on, she simply
moved her interest onto Mulla Sadra and I think that he,
Mulla Sadra, is very important. No wonder books are
written on him even in French especially. Because he
does something which is I think quite extraordinary.
Now, I'm not going into details of course. But what
fascinates me is that he is a monotheist, formally, like
one God, the one; but in a subtle way he demonstrates
precisely by evoking all those shadows, virtual
traditions, imagination, and so on, that the one is
always at the same time less and more than the one.
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In this sense, he demonstrates that monotheism can be
more open and fragile than polytheism. In polytheism
this inner tension of the one gets dissipated. You know,
you have this feature, that feature, like in Scandinavian
Viking religious space. You have Odin for this, you
have Freyja for love, you have Thor for natural force,
whatever, the tension is lost. So, I think if you should
think inconsistency and all that inner tensions, you need
correct monotheism.
Here now I come with what the work of Nadia
Maftouni means to me. Maybe this is a little bit of a
wild reading but I will brutally impose my view. In her
dealings of imagination, she goes and she demonstrates
that already ancient Islamic philosophy went this way;
namely she goes beyond Aristotle. Aristotle has a
theory of imagination and if we take away some
subversive hints it's a pretty traditional theory of
imagination. My main point is this one. We in the West
we usually reduce imagination to something subjective
as opposed to objective reality. Things are out there,
they are what they are in their identity, maybe this
identity is not fully known to us but it exists out there.
And then imagination is subjective. We project
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something on the objects, we fill in the gaps in our
knowledge and so on and so on. But I think what we
learn from the tradition which is close to me from
German idealism, Hegel and others, of course in the
20th century, up to—if I may engage in this wild
speculation—up to philosophical implications of
quantum physics is that objectively also things are not
simply what they are. What a thing is, imminently
implies the space of some kind of I would even call it
ontological imagination—imagination in the thing
itself—what this thing might have been but didn't
become, what is a secret potential in the thing. So, to
understand a thing means not only forget about your
mind, focus just on what that thing really is. No! to
understand a thing means to include into its identity, all
these potentialities.
The clearest example of this is of course the domain of
ethics. Let's say you were supposed to do something in
a very tense socio-political situation, your duty, and
you knew it, was to do this. But you were too scared,
you failed, you didn't do it. And this not doing it can be
a stain which defines, marks, your entire life. You
remain, if not for others, then in your own conscience
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you remain the man who failed to do that. A step
further here I want to do is that for me again the
ontological vision beneath this is what I try to develop
as an ontologically incomplete reality. Reality is not
full.

There

are

gaps,

inconsistencies,

unused

opportunities, potentialities in reality. And it's not just
our mind that projects this onto reality. This opening is
in the reality itself. It's a pretty paradoxical view but I
think the only consequent view imposed even by the
modern science.
Now, I come to my crucial point about cultural—and
not only cultural exchange or interchange—I think that
if we approach our exchanges or generally exchanges
between different cultures in this way then we should
abandon this boring identitarian view which tells us that
―okay; you have your culture, I have my own culture,
we can just try; we cannot ever really understand each
other; so as if we are separated islands and we can try
to understand each other but we always fail.‖
No, the first thing to add, it's a crazy thesis, is that the
problem is not if I understand you; the problem is that I
probably or and for sure already don't really understand
myself. And the contact I'm in my identity always
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traversed inconsistent, inconsequential, and so on and
so on, so that the contact and exchange with other or
others, persons, cultures at the global level, can make
me understand better than I understand myself.
Because, as I said as a general thesis, every specific
culture is ontologically open. For example—and then I
will apply this also to relations with Iran—for example,
my standard example, I'm sorry if it's a little bit boring;
Shakespeare. It‘s a false question to ask can we
understand what Shakespeare really meant in the figure
of Hamlet. In some sense, I claim he himself didn't
know it. There are in Shakespeare some features,
characteristics, which obviously he as a great writer just
put down without being aware of all the implications,
presuppositions, and so on and so on. So, I claim it's
not that since we don't know the historical context, we
cannot really know what Shakespeare meant. No;
Shakespeare didn't know it. And later interpretations
are like new perspectives but not simply external to
Shakespeare, new perspectives which bring out what
was only late and virtual in Shakespeare. And this is
my hope for international intellectual exchanges. For
example, going back to Shakespeare—I don't know
how you deal with Shakespeare in Iran, but I was very
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glad to learn of two great writers, I don't like the other
one; he is too spiritual in a fake way for me—but
Shakespeare and Dostoyevsky. It's undoubtedly, all real
movie lovers know this, that the best version of Hamlet
for me is the one shot, I think, in early 60s by
Kurosawa in Japan. It's a Hamlet set in modern Japan.
A student, who is son of a rich industrialist, comes back
from his studies in America and discovers that his
father was killed by, the usual story, his uncle. So, it's
different time, different culture, but you see their
dimensions, the dramatic core of Hamlet; all its
ambiguities, much more clearly than in Shakespeare
himself. For example, it's clear to every attentive reader
that the true bad guy in Shakespeare is not Claudius
who killed the king but the king himself. He must have
been an evil king. Okay, I will not lose time here. The
same surprise, you know that, also Kurosawa I think,
did the best version of Dostoyevsky's Idiot that I know.
Set in contemporary Japan, idiot is the soldier who
returns to his home from the war broken down and so
on and so on. So, you see my point; we shouldn't say
okay we have Shakespeare's Hamlet and we have what
the Japanese did with Hamlet. No; it's all intertwined,
interconnected. Walter Benjamin whom you know said
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somewhere that some works of art, and I would add
even philosophy, are like shots of a film in a traditional
reel, cinematic track, for which only a later generation
invents a developer so that you can see the precise
image that you shot. I think it's like this, for example,
Shakespeare became Shakespeare, I claim maybe even
after romanticism, only in the 19th century, unique time
from distance. It's true that sometimes distance is an
obstacle, you don't understand what is a certain
civilization, but maybe you can understand it even
better. And this is, I think, our situation today. It's not
that out of some politically correct desire to understand
the other, that I'm interested in Iranian philosophy,
Indian, Chinese philosophy, and so on. It's to
understand myself only through another size can I see
what is hidden in myself.
And this process is always mutual in the sense that it
goes for all parties. Reality is incomplete. And if we
use here the notion of God, divinity, for me, God is not
the ultimate guarantee of identity. God is precisely one
of the names of this openness. The divine dimension is
there, when you read a classical text of art in a certain
traditional way, and then you discover another virtual
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dimension. In our ordinary experience, here the divine
dimension enters. In this sense, for me, God is linked
with love. Love means precisely this. Love does not
mean idealization. The object beloved, man, woman,
remains the same. But love allows you to think an
ordinary person with this extraordinary divine spark in
it.
Now what does this mean? Now, finally I'm coming to
censorship and so on. I would have said that it's our
duty as intellectuals to be always attentive, that is to say
always when a certain view is presented to us as the
final solution, like: This is it! This is what we have to
strive for! Always ask yourself: but what are the
potential problems, contradictions, dangers even, in that
ideal that we are striving for. For example, some of the
Western critics of Iran, even sympathetic critics, claim
that we have a simple measure of how democratic and
free a country is and that what they wish for Iran is
simply what Jürgen Habermas demanded of East
Germany after German reunification. His notion is "Die
nachholende Revolution", a catch-up revolution, like, to
put it bluntly: we in Western Europe and United States,
we

already

have

the

best

possible—in

these
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circumstances—socio-political system, and the only
way for you in Iran is to, maybe slowly in one way or
another, to catch up with us.
Maybe I'm doing him an injustice but in an interview
Richard

Rorty,

the

pragmatic

philosopher

who

otherwise was not an idiot, he predicted 20 years ago a
figure like Trump. But this was I think, if I'm not
wrongly informed, his advice to you Iranians: Just try
to get our Western democracy. I think that, okay, I will
not teach you and I will not tell you. You should tell
me. What I want to warn you is that what we are
witnessing now and here, we in the developed West,
need your, maybe not help, but your insight. Isn't it
clear in the last decade or two that in the West, which
always praised itself as a beacon of democracy,
something is happening which is no longer just the
protest against local forms of oppression, like we are
not truly in a democracy in the usual parliamentarian
sense and so on, but a more radical protest which casts
a doubt upon the very model of western liberal
democracy? What I mean by this? Look at yellow vests
in France. This was precisely a massive protest against
the form of democracy that they have in France; the
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representative parliamentary democracy. The shock of
this protest was that the demands of the people, I don't
agree even with them but the point is, it was not
possible to translate them into the form of political
parties, political representation.
So, while you should, maybe—it's not for me to tell
you—strive for the fuller measure of some freedoms
that we have in the West, at the same time bear in mind
that the West itself is in a deep, deep crisis now. What
is happening is what? Every society relies as we know
not only on its explicit constitution, legal regulations,
but on what always fascinates me credibly: the set of
silent unwritten rules. We never have judged the laws.
We have unwritten customs, manners which tell us how
to apply these rules. Quite often there is a contradiction
here.
Those who know my works know that I am quite
obsessed by this phenomenon; how the hegemonic
ruling discourse often prohibits something but you are
discreetly solicited to violate this prohibition. That's
how sexual prohibitions mostly work. At the same time,
we have a much more interesting opposite paradox.
Something is allowed; you are even solicited to do it.
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So, you're given a free choice but on condition that you
make the right choice. You know, like you have
freedom to vote but only if you vote for the right guy.
All these paradoxes are exploding today and for
example United States it's now at the edge of an
ideological civil war. You have two camps whose
language is getting so different that I don't see any
possibility of a synthesis like: Trumpians and
democrats will come together invent one America. No!
Because the conflict is precisely in what this one
America will be. So again, when you fight for your
freedoms, please always be aware that there is no clear
established model of what to follow.
Now, you mentioned these forms of censorship and so
on and so on. And it's good that you mentioned also
digital control, new forms of unfreedom in the West.
Because from my own experience, I think that I almost
have a half nostalgic memory of the time when
Yugoslavia was a socialist country. Because then the
censorship rules were clear and it was even easy to
violate them. The example 300 Greeks who were
Persians, all that confusion; well, probably since you
Iranians translate many books, read a lot, since you are
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not idiots, probably, probably this was even a big
propaganda for the film. You know, people were telling
to each other these jokes. This was an example of
counterproductive censorship. But the censorship we
are getting today more and more in the West it's much
more dangerous. First, because of technological
control—all the mechanisms of face recognition and so
on—because of technological control and at the same
time the exchange of data between big corporations like
Facebook, Google, and so on and state security
agencies, the control is very strong; they are almost
approaching the state of directly controlling our mind.
For example, I learned just now when you buy on
Amazon a book on Kindle, Amazon gets the data not
only which books you bought but through that reading
machine, with what intensity, how much of the book
did you read, which chapters, and so on and so on. The
same with a modern TV set that you get.
So, one of the lessons in the West is that maybe the
most dangerous kind of unfreedom is the unfreedom
which you individually experience as the very form of
your freedom. Take an average American: You are free,
you go out to eat, you buy what you want, you chat
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with friends, and so on. You do what you want but you
are totally controlled and in subtle ways regulated. In
censorship, in direct censorship, there is at least a space
for metaphoric and other ways to subvert the censorship
rules. Here you are not even aware what the
prohibitions are, usually. So, there is not even a way to
subvert it. It's a much harsher closure. So, just be aware
of this. This is what, from your perspective, your fight
for freedom should be. Yes, we want more freedom,
political, of the press; but look carefully at what
happens in the West and beware that in the West we
also have our own forms of control. For example; I will
be critical, not too much, of Iran. Probably with you, if
you want to get a big university post you have to be
approved by some, I don't know what, body. But we
now learn that in United Kingdom, England, the beacon
of liberty, you know that discreetly MI5 or 6—I don't
know which of the two is for domestic dangers—is
doing exactly the same; every university post, all trade
union
posts and so on, student organizations, are all closely
discreetly controlled. You are not even aware of it but it
works. And back to philosophy to conclude; my big
fear here is the next step, I've written a book about it,
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it's of course still not realized but it's coming close to it;
what I called a wired brain: the direct link between our
brain, at least the main lines of the thoughts in my brain
and an external machine, so that a machine will be able
to communicate directly with my brain and of course
then those who control the machine will be able to get
access to my brain.
Now, I don't think that this will totally deprive us of our
freedom. But just be a good Hegelian. By Hegel, the
great philosopher, I mean that—Hegel was almost the
opposite of Marx and I tend more towards Hegel
today—his idea was not even when there is a
catastrophe look for the good side of it, like out of
every catastrophe something good can come.
No, Hegel‘s point was more; when you triumph and
succeed look at the new dangers. Hegel was always
fascinated by how like, I don't know, French
Revolution began as universal freedom you get
revolutionary terror. But that's not even a good
example. I have sympathies for Robespierre. I would
have said look at the October Revolution; undoubtedly
at the beginning: emancipatory event, then in 15, 20
years you get Stalinism and so on.
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So, philosophy I think today—I doubt if it can give you
big new answers.
But the main task of a philosopher today is to raise the
right questions and to make you attentive to the
potential dark sides of even big emancipatory events.
So, with all this whatever we call them—populist
revolutions—I'm not saying we should not fight for
freedom. I'm just saying be very careful. Freedom is
such a fragile thing; it can always turn into its opposite
imminently

following

its

own

inner

logic.

And the second thing; here you being neither East nor
the West but in the middle, here between far East and
West, you Iranians should be aware of this everyday
experience that Americans I think are not fully aware
of. We need some substantial, what Hegel called
Sitten—categories of not individual ethics but public
common customs, mostly unwritten rules—to be
actually free.
Look, to think freely you need … we think in language,
you have to obey the rules of language fluently to be
free socially. It means I go out, I chat with friends, I do
what I do, but this means that I should rely on a set of
rules. When I walk on the street, I will not be simply
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killed by somebody, people will obey certain manners
and so on and so on. Freedom is not abstract. Freedom
is always a freedom in a social context and for that we
should fight, not for freedom as such. You always have
the freedom to kill yourself or whatever. But we should
fight for the social network of rules within which our
freedom can only thrive. And here again nobody has a
privilege. We in the West can learn from you. For
example, it was Christian Jambet who wrote a nice
book 20, 30 years ago on Mulla Sadra in French.
You know what interests me in his reading? That he
didn't

do

it

in

this

patronizing

way:

―Oh, let's see how intelligent Iranians are. Did they
already have some insights?‖
No, he did it because before that, he was a Maoist,
politically: This strict ascetic revolutionary logic. And
then his Maoist view got in a deadlock. So, you see he
went to Mulla Sadra to resolve the unbearable deadlock
of his own situation. It's to get out of the trouble I am in
that I go out to you. That's, I think, the only way to be
truly respectful in intercultural communications, not
this patronizing respect: ―Oh look you are not stupid!
ou already see!‖ No; you enable me to see myself.
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You help me to get out. At this base, I must say, Iran is
today with all its unfreedoms and so on, but at the same
time—I'm aware of it—with an incredible intellectual
life, Iran is one of the countries which most interests
me today.
But let me return to Shakespeare. Because it's a
universally known simple example. I know we often
hear this point: You have to know the entire history of
Elizabethan England, the political ideological struggles
and so on, and to put Shakespeare into his context. Of
course, up to a certain point this is true but what I'm
saying is that even to a greater point the opposite holds.
It's not only that to understand Shakespeare you have to
study Elizabethan history. It's also that if you want to
understand spiritually the reign of Elizabeth, that
epoch, you will learn much more from Shakespeare's
plays than from reading detailed history of that era.
Second thing, great works of art are universal but not in
some boring UNICEF, United Nations sense that "in
spite of all our differences we share some universal
features." No! The paradox of true historicity is that
some work is universal, has found universal echo,
precisely by being fully immersed or fully located in
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certain historical context. Because historical contexts
themselves have a universal dimension in them.
What do I mean by this? For example, as I already
began returning to my point, namely I think that the
greatness of Shakespeare is that even if you don't know
his context his texts tell something to you. Or even
more, to really understand Shakespeare—now this is a
crazy thesis—maybe it's better not to know too much
about his context. Because if you know his context you
become a specialist and this time in a bad sense. And
you learn all the details, you know, like: Ah! He meant
this! That! He referred to that event! But the basic
spiritual constellation, you miss it. This is why I even
go a step further here. A French author, Pierre Bayard I
think, b-a-y-a-r-d, wrote a wonderful book which is
slightly ironic, but basically serious. The title is how to
talk about works, books, that you haven't read. And he
does it in an experimental way. He takes, for example, I
think it's Marcel Proust, he does something wonderfully
mischievous evil. He spoke with as many as possible of
authors who wrote big fat volumes on Proust. And he
then privately went to them—not mentioning their
names, it would be indiscreet—and asked them: But did
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you really read all those, how many parts of 'Search for
Lost Time'? eight, nine, I don't know—And those who
wrote the best books on Proust admitted that they
haven't read all of it. Maybe only one and so on and so
on.
Let's go to Hegel. I know very good books on Hegel
from contemporary era. And I spoke with them and
they admitted me: Ah! Who can read all of Hegel! I
read a little bit of 'Phenomenology of Spirit'. And this is
not such a paradox. Because a true power to grasp
something is always the power of abstraction. Now
don't misunderstand me. I'm not saying: Don't read a
lot! Just bluff with your interpretations! You should
read, study, and so on. But true interpretation is always
an abstraction. Because if you look closely, empirically,
every author is everything.
You have this, you have that, he goes a little bit into
that direction, and so on. But to grasp the essential, the
great human creativity of our spirit is the power of
abstraction. You see a mass, then you say: No! Sorry!
This feature, this is what really matters.
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So again, in this sense, while I give all the respect to
those who follow details, for example, of an author's
political

engagement.

For

example,

some

new

biographies of Hegel paint a rather nice picture of him.
Although he was close, in his last years, to a state
philosopher, he reached his career, he helped students
who were imprisoned and so on. But the author, I think
his name is Vivek, the author of this biography admits
himself that: It's not that you learn something
tremendously new in this way. The truth of Hegel is in
his theory. And again, I'm ready to go here to the end
and claim to understand Hegel you don't have to study
his private life. On the contrary, to understand why
Hegel lived in a way he did privately, you have to know
his philosophy. I am here quite a naïve, in a good sense,
idealist. I believe in the power of ideas. Especially
today when in many western liberal countries, the
predominant notion is cynicism: "Don't take too
seriously ideas! Everything is just about sex, power,
and so on!" No! Often, we are—although sometimes in
a wrong fundamentalist violent way—we often believe
more than we think that we do believe. Today's age is
not the age of agnosticism or cynicism. It's, at the same
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time, the age of belief, more than ever. You know once
we say: "Today we are cynical!
In the old times people believed!" Did they? I often
mention the book 'Did the Ancient Greeks Believe in
Their Gods?' [Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths?]
and he proves conclusively that Greeks were not idiots
they didn't think if you climb on the mount of Olympus,
you will see Zeus and Aphrodite there or whatever.
Believing didn't mean for them this literal belief. This
literal belief emerged maybe only with Protestantism,
with modernity in Europe. So, you know belief is a
very complex category. You can pretend to believe but
privately be cynical. But you can also act as cynical,
but in reality, you believe more than you think you
believe.
So again, just to conclude the writer misunderstanding,
by saying that we always read a work of art from our
own epoch—I don't have time to explain this now
but—I'm not a historicist-relativist. I'm not saying
everything is relative and so on and so on. I think that
in a further analysis you can show that there are crucial
historical epochs which you should study to understand
the entire history. Like, in some epochs something
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emerges which provides the key for universal history.
Maybe he was wrong but this was the idea of Marx
about capitalism. He says the opposite of the usual
stupidity, that, "to understand capitalism you have to
know its genesis, previous ..." No! Marx's point is that
"to know pre-capitalist history, you should begin with
capitalism." Capitalism retroactively provides the key
for the entire history. So, beware of some of today's, in
the west, populist conservatives who seem to defend
traditional values.
Let's be clear! Donald Trump was for me the most
relativist-cynical-historicist-postmodern president that
there ever was. The true moral majority is for me
somebody like Bernie Sanders who sympathizes with
ordinary people and so on and so on. And this I think is
what

the

progressive

left

should

do

today.

To stop playing this game that "if you are doing
obscene gestures or using dirty words, that you are
doing something subversive." Sorry, but those in power
in the west today are already obscene enough. I'm not
ashamed to say that today the left should rediscover
simple dignity, morality, and so on.
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And my special message to Nadia: If you will still be at
some point in United States, we should maybe, if you
are in Yale when you are there, we should maybe meet
and drink a coffee and have a debate on monotheism
and

imagination.

Nadia: For now, I'm physically in Iran, but when I will
be able to go to New Haven, I will inform you.

Slavoj: Okay! Because I will also... You know I have
to go, if for no other reason, my good friend, the old
Marxist Fredric Jameson, is now very old and ill. And I
want to be brutal, I want to meet him before we both
die. And incidentally, I know this will appear very low,
but I mean it so sincerely. It made me cry when I read
about this. Listen Nadia! Sincerely, all the best to your
husband.
Naida: You know him?

Slavoj: No, but I read about it. I saw. I know the case.
My friends who visited Iran, all told me the surprise
was that beneath this slightly oppressive surface, you
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have an incredible intellectual life there. It's absolutely
incredible. Iran is a country which gives hope. Because
today, forget about economy, ultimately the crisis is
spiritual. And we need intellectual life more than ever
today. Not specialist life, but this global intellectual
reflection. It's maybe—who knows—the ways of God
are improvisable, but it's maybe one of the places
where something new effectively may happen. So, it's
my honor to be here and to talk to you. Thank you very
much for your patience.
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4. A Conversation with Noam Chomsky
Maftouni: Hi Professor Chomsky!
Chomsky: Pleased to be with you.
Host: So, I would like to begin with one of the
questions that I received before the session. Your view
transcends the left-right dichotomy. One finds it hard in
every country with free political parties to reach
prominence outside of this dichotomy, even artists and
academicians. How was it in your case that you gained
such wide prominence without hanging to any one of
these sides, but even criticizing them?
Chomsky: Well, my constituency, the audience I'm
interested in addressing and becoming involved with is
not the political parties. Those are representatives of
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power interests. It's pointed out years ago, the United
States is basically a one-party state with two factions;
the business party which has two factions, one a little
more oriented towards service to business, the other
little less, and I'm interested in the general public which
is not really… only partially represented by the party
system. In fact there's a significant work in the
mainstream of academic political science which
investigates this question. So it's been found that it's a
very easy question to investigate. You can ask how
people are represented by the representatives they vote
for. So compare people's wishes, preferences, choices,
with the votes of their representatives. Straightforward,
we can find out about what people want by extensive
polling which is carefully done, quite accurate, we can
see how the representatives vote. For about 70 percent
of the population there's essentially no correlation, the
lower 70 on the wealth skill. The representatives are
listening to different voices, among them the voices of
the donors for their next campaign. If you want to win
an electoral campaign you have to have funding. You
can almost, you can very closely predict the outcome of
an election just by the concentration of the funding
from big donors who the representatives have to listen
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to. So it's not that the political system doesn't function,
it does. There is an effective public opinion. But the
effect of public opinion comes from organizing and
activism. So let's take the major issue that human
beings face today. The most important issue that's ever
arisen in human history. Will the human species
survive for another several decades? That's not a joke.
We are facing an environmental crisis which will either
be resolved now, or else in several decades it'll be too
late to resolve. It it's not that everyone will die. It's that
the world will be headed on an irreversible course
towards destruction of the human species and a good
deal of life on earth. We're seeing early signs of it now.
Early

signs

in

droughts,

floods,

superheated

environment. But that's a bare foretaste of what's
coming, if we don't do something about it. Now we
have a several decades in which we can do something
about it. It's not going to be done by the leadership.
They're listening to other voices. It can be done if there
is enough popular pressure on political leaders, to
compel them to act. And that's a very concrete issue in
every

country.

Talk

about

the

United

States;

overwhelming power, so the most important country.
Under very extensive popular pressure President Biden
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has put forth a program on paper which is not perfect
but it's the best program of, certainly the best one ever
in the united states, but probably the best one of any
country in the world. That's the program. Then come
the actions. So let's take a look at the actions. Monday
last week the IPCC, the international group of
scientists, 200 countries that assesses the climate
situation, Monday last week they came out with their
latest report. The report was dire. A dire warning that
we must very quickly eliminate fossil fuels or we will
pass irreversible tipping points. Can't do anything about
it anymore. That was Monday. What happened
Tuesday. Tuesday President Biden issued an appeal to
OPEC, the oil cartel to increase production! Increase
production! Because he wants gas prices in the United
States to be lower, which will help his electoral
prospects. So there's rhetoric and there's action. Same
in Europe, same elsewhere. What can bridge this gap is
the same popular pressure that compelled Biden to
develop the rhetorical program that's on paper. So if
you ask who I'm interested in, it's the public, the people
who can act to compel these things to happen. You
don't contact the political leaders. They know what
they're doing. What you do is approach, try to organize,
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educate, among the general public, so that they will
then carry out the actions that will impose the pressures
that will compel political leaders and in fact corporate
leaders to behave differently. So corporations now,
major corporations, are entering what they call a new
phase in which they're not going to be just working for
profit, but they're going to be working for the common
good. That's the rhetoric, and the rhetoric came about
because they're under very serious public pressure.
Then comes the question of turning them from rhetoric
to action and that requires more intensive, more
effective public pressure. So I think that's the way
major things happen. That's the way major changes take
place. That's the way slavery was abolished. It's the
way women's rights were obtained to some extent. It's
why workers' rights to a limited extent were obtained.
Any progress in history has worked this way. Not
through political parties. They will act if they're under
pressure.
Host: As you mentioned the corporations I've received
the

question

about

one

of

your

ideas

about

corporations. About your notes on job insecurity and
how the corporations use it, how it functions to
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subordinate the workers. This person asks doesn't job
insecurity produce more productive people as security
usually produces lazy workers who are confident about
their income? When the corporation says if you don't
do it for 10 bucks I've got someone who does it for 7
bucks in India, isn't that a natural comparison between
a mankind in the U.S. and a mankind in India? And
looking from a global point of view, isn't it fair for the
Indian worker to have that opportunity? Isn't that a
more egalitarian world?
Chomsky: Indian workers should have the same
opportunities that other human beings have, to be
engaged directly in the decisions that affect their lives.
So suppose I get a job in an auto plant, ford motor
plant. In our current system I am saying I agree to be a
slave for most of my waking life. I don't agree with
that. I don't think people should agree to be slaves for
most of their waking lives. If I take a job in an auto
plant I'm a servant to a master. What the master says I
have to do. Master says you have to wear these clothes,
I have to wear these clothes. Master says you can take
five minutes to go to the bathroom at three o'clock in
the afternoon, I do that. My master says here's the
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number of turns on a screw that you have to make, you
have to make 78 turns every minute, I have to do that.
I'm a slave. That's slavery for most of one's waking life.
Well do we have to accept that as a way of life? I don't
think so. Nor did American workers or other workers in
the early stages of the industrial revolution. When they
had a free independent labor press they vigorously
opposed the subjugation to masters, they called it wage
slavery. This was such a popular position that it was
even the position of Abraham Lincoln's republican
party in the mid-19th century. Same in England. Same
in other industrial countries as the industrialized. It took
an enormous amount of propaganda, indoctrination,
control, to get people to accept what is totally
intolerable.

And

there

are

alternatives.

Many

alternatives. Working people can control the workplace.
Why not? They should be in control of the conditions
of their lives. Not impossible. In fact it's done in many
places.

One

of

the

major,

most

successful,

conglomerate in the world, is in the Basque country in
Spain, Mondragon founded in the 1950s under church
auspices. It's a huge conglomerate owned by the
workers, directors picked and selected, appointed by
the

workers,

can

be

replaced

by

them.

It's
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manufacturing,

banks,

housing,

hospitals.

Very

successful. One of the few enterprises that survived the
financial crisis in 2008. There are many other smaller
examples. These are not impossible. There's no reason,
I don't think, why life should be organized so that for
most of a person's waking life they are subordinate to
masters. No economic reason, no political reason,
certainly no reason in terms of human rights and human
dignity. So I think those are things we can aspire to.
They're not out of the question.
Host: I received another note, it's an old quote in the
documentary about the effect of media on the
populations, you've once said "I'm rather against the
whole notion of developing public personalities who
are treated as stars of one kind or another, where
aspects of their personal life is supposed to have some
significance."
Chomsky: A person's personal life is their own. It's
nobody else's business. Yes; we should have freedom
and control over our personal lives. Of course there's a
limit. You have a limit on your personal life when you
begin to interfere with the personal lives of others. So
let's take a very immediate, concrete instance. I'll again
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talk about the United States but it's quite general. A
large part of the population now says I don't want to be
vaccinated. That person is saying: I want to be a killer,
I want to be able to go out freely and kill other people.
Because that's what it means not to be vaccinated. If
someone says I don't want to take a polio vaccine
they're not permitted to go in public, they're not
permitted to enter schools, correctly. Because they are
essentially killers. And that's what we're seeing now.
It's as if somebody said: I don't want to obey traffic
rules, I want to drive on the wrong side of the road, I
want to go through red lights. Well at that point your
freedom ends. The community has a right to protect
itself against people who seek to destroy other people's
lives, survival, health, and so on. So yes, there's a limit
to personal freedom. Any community will have to
accept that. And it happens to be a very live issue
today. It's an issue which in fact is causing great danger
to the entire human species. It's happening in the global
south, so-called third world, south Asia, Africa, Latin
America, many. There are very few vaccines available.
India is a little better but most of Asia and most of
Latin America, terrible situation in Africa. The rich
countries

are

monopolizing

the

vaccines

for
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themselves. That means, first of all, that an enormous
number of people in the world are going to suffer
severely. And it also means that the virus will mutate as
happened in India when the delta variant appeared,
which will be of great danger not only to the people
where it appears, but to the entire world. Almost all the
infections today in the United States are the delta
variant. That's what happens when you permit a virus to
mutate. The virus will go on its merry course, mutating,
creating new variants. Some of them may be lethal,
some highly contagious, some may be both lethal and
highly contagious, some may be beyond the control of
possible vaccines. Nevertheless the rich countries, and
here Europe is actually worse than the United States,
are hoarding the vaccines for themselves and even
protecting the rights of the major corporations to keep
the vaccines and the mode of production secret. Even
protecting that right that is built into the so-called free
trade agreements. They're highly protectionist, they're
radically opposed to free trade, they're imposed by
private and state power, and they have extremely
harmful consequences, in this case lethal consequences.
So all of these things have to do with personal life,
community responsibility, what it would be like to live
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in a society in which people care about each other and
their fate. It's all intertwined.
Host: I've mentioned that to part of our audience before
and I'd like to mention it now again that I'm particularly
thankful to professor Chomsky for giving us the chance
to have direct communication with him and it's not the
first instance that professor Chomsky has had direct
communication with his audience inside Iran. Now I'm
receiving some questions about linguistics. Mr.
Nazarnejad says: ―Professor Chomsky, as you know
Greek and Latin languages play a crucial role in
structuring western civilization and their legal systems.
Is it possible for Iranians to develop their socio-cultural
structures by learning their principle ancient languages
as western civilizations did?
Chomsky: Iranian civilization is far deeper than
western civilization. It goes back thousands of years as
a rich cultural tradition. Most of that time, until very
recently, the west was a group of barbarians wandering
around northwest Europe. The centers of civilization
were China, India, Iran, Central Asia. Those were the
main centers of civilization until quite recently. In fact
it was just imperial conquest, starting mainly in the
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17th and 18th century, that made so-called western
civilization preeminent. It's not permanent in history
and it's even changing right now. We could go through
the details of what happened. But as far as Iran is
concerned, a country with a rich history, a rich cultural
tradition, and becoming immersed in it, carrying it
forward, it is a major contribution not only to Iran but
to world culture in general. Yes; it's necessary for
people in Iran, in India, in Africa, in Brazil, to enter, in
some fashion that they should choose, into the
dominant power system of the last several centuries,
what's called western civilization. And there's a lot to
learn there. There are major achievements. Major
scientific achievements, technological achievements,
cultural advancements, great deal to learn. And
achievements even in creating partial democracies more
than elsewhere. Much to learn. But plenty of internal
sources to draw from in entering into this world. So it's
not an ―either or situation‖ but rather a ―both and‖
situation. Enter into world of the reigning power
systems, learn and acquire what one can from them,
draw from our own internal resources, to amplify,
enrich, world culture and world civilization.
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Host: I have another note about the issue of languages.
It says there is a view on language which seems to be
inseparable from Abrahamic religions. The bible begins
with ―In the beginning was the word, and the word was
with God, and the word was God.‖ What's similar in
the Islamic tradition is that God has taught man how to
read and write. I'd like to know, in your view, is it a
surprise that Abrahamic religions give such a central
character to language while the evolutionist view finds
it mostly a developed tool for communication?
Chomsky: Well, the ancient texts have to be
interpreted today in a metaphoric fashion. We can't
interpret them literally. I think that's understood by
religious leaders the more. Certainly in the western
tradition which is what I know best that's accepted by
major figures like Thomas Aquinas and others. On the
Indian tradition far back as 2500 years ago it was
already pretty well accepted. When we do interpret it
metaphorically, there are some similarities. So for
example we have pretty good reason to believe that
language is unique to human beings. Its major
properties are common to the species, but they have no
analogues anywhere in any other species. Should say
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there are communication systems in just about every
species down to bacteria. Organisms can, trees can
communicate

through

their

root

systems.

Communication is everywhere in nature, but language
is not. It happens to be used for communication but it's
not fundamentally a system of communication.
Language is a system of creation and use of thought.
That's unique to humans. When did that develop? Well
we now have a fair amount of information about it. We
know that humans around the world share this capacity.
There's no known differences among humans. And we
also know from genomic studies that humans began to
separate roughly 150 000 years ago. That's an instant in
evolutionary time. So it's not surprising that we're all
pretty much identical. If you ask when humans
appeared? Not long before that. The archaeological
evidence indicates that modern humans, people like us,
emerged roughly two to three hundred thousand years
ago. Notice that these are flicks… an eye blink in
evolutionary time, almost instantaneous. And there's no
indication in the archaeological record of any
meaningful symbolic activity before human beings
appeared, comes not long after that. So putting this all
together it seems that humans appeared… some
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rewiring of the brain appeared, maybe a small rewiring
led to modern humans. Modern human language came
almost immediately as a consequence of this, shared by
the species. So in a sense, from an evolutionary point of
view, it developed almost instantaneously. Of course
from an evolutionary view, instantaneously can mean a
hundred thousand years. That's evolutionary time. So
going back to ancient texts, there is a metaphorical
interpretation of them which has some relation to what
modern science has so far illuminated.
Host: Another question on the function of media:
Regarding your notes on how the media controls the
masses, I think we have a surprising situation in the
Iranian society. We are not under the hegemony of the
international media; at the same time our own media is
not as powerful as to be able to recruit every person in
the society. As an outcome people have diverse
thoughts and flexible minds. Now can we credit the
government for that or is it just an unwanted
byproduct?
Chomsky: Thomas Jefferson once said that it's more
important to have independent media than a democratic
government. Without independent media the population
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is basically controlled by power systems. It doesn't
matter if they have formal democracy, they won't be
able to exercise informed judgments. So free and
independent media are a critical element of any healthy
society. If we take the united states again, along with
Britain the earliest modern formal democracies, the
founders of the United States insisted in the U.S.
constitution a crucial provision calling for free and
independent media. Those are not the words. What's in
the constitution is establishment of the post office.
What was the post office in the 18th century? The post
office was a subsidy to free an independent media.
Virtually all of post office traffic was journals. And
they gave very low cost. So they were essentially
subsidizing free and independent media that was a
critical

element

of

the

establishment

of

U.S.

democracy. Now power systems don't like that and
they're working very hard to undermine it. So right now
in the United States you can read the republican party,
which is super reactionary party, is trying essentially to
destroy the post office. Why? Because it serves public
interests. It in fact even serves the interests of free and
independent media which they don't want. It reaches
people all over the country, could have a much broader
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function, could be the place where people do their
banking, most of their activities. But it's under control.
It's a government institution so therefore it's under
public control to the extent that the government
responds to the public. Put it under private control as
the right wing wants, it's under the control of tyrannies
which have no accountability to the public. As far as
the press is concerned it eliminates the support for a
free and independent press. Now when we look at the
media there's been a battle all through history as to
whether they should serve the public or serve private
interests. The United States is in some ways the most
free country in the world. But it's also the most
business-run country among the advanced societies. So
business is much more powerful in the United States
than it is in England, Europe, others. It's powerful there
too, but not to the same extent. And we see one
consequence of that in the media. The United States is
the only major country that does not have public media,
like the BBC in England, Deutsche Welle in Germany.
Most countries have public media. Well public media
are free to the extent that the country is free. If it's a
totalitarian state, state media are agencies of state
power. If it's a country like, say, England, moderately
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free, then the BBC to some extent is free and
independent. Corporate media are quite different.
Corporate media are owned by private power. They are
funded and supported by private power, advertisers.
And what they are in effect is major corporations
selling audiences to other businesses. Well, the owners
and the purchasers of course have a significant effect
on media content. It interacts with the general
intellectual culture which is subject to similar
influences. And major corporations are of course
closely linked to state power. In fact they substantially
control it. So we have a network of systems of control
which constrain and shape what the media present. And
that's extremely important for the general public to
come to understand… The first thing I do every
morning is read the New York Times. It's the major
newspaper in the world, it's the best source of general
information, but you have to read it understanding that
it's selecting what to report, and shaping how it reports
it in the interests of private and state power and the
dominant intellectual culture. Those are factors tightly
interlinked which shape and control what you read and
you see it every time you open the newspapers. So take
yesterday, last newspaper I looked at, major story
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ridiculing a leader of the Taliban to show how
ludicrous and ridiculous they are. This was not just the
New York Times. Every major newspaper in the west,
the London, Guardian, the French press, everywhere,
ridiculing this crazy guy who said the following. Look
at what he said. He said when the U.S. invaded
Afghanistan 20 years ago, it did not know that Osama
Bin Laden was responsible for 9/11. How ridiculous!
How ludicrous! How awful these people are! Except
that it happens to be true. It happens to be absolutely
true, and easily documented. Eight months after 9/11
the head of the FBI, the main investigative institution,
Robert Mueller after the most intensive investigation
that had ever been taken place in the world, after eight
months he informed the press we suspect that Osama
Bin Laden was responsible for 9/11, but we are not able
to establish it. So what the Taliban leader said
happened to be exactly correct. But in order to
recognize that, you have to be willing to go back 20
years, look at the facts, explore them, and you have to
violate doctrine. Doctrine says that the United States
invaded Afghanistan because it knew that Al-Qaeda
was responsible for 9/11. That's religious doctrine. It's a
fatwa from the government and the main institutions.
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You have to believe that. Even though it happens to be
false and easily demonstrated to be false, and the
Taliban leader happened to be telling the truth. Well
that's a typical example of the way the news gets
shaped, formulated, in the interest of private power.
Now I don't say that the editors and the reporters were
lying. When they said the Taliban leader was lying they
believed it. That's what they've been taught. That's what
they've been indoctrinated in. People who live under
religious control should be very familiar with this, you
hear the fatwa, you repeat it, everyone says it, it's got to
be true. Then it just becomes part of your background
belief system. Well to a certain extent that's even true in
the freest and most independent democratic societies. I
mentioned one example but could go on and on. So you
can… it's a very good thing to have partially
independent media, we learn a lot from them, but we
have to approach them with an open critical mind,
willingness to explore the facts for ourselves. They're
there. They're not hidden. It's not quantum theory, very
hard to understand. It‘s easy to understand. Just takes
an open mind and some work. We might think of what
Emanuel Kant said about the enlightenment. It was
asked to the question what is the enlightenment? And
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his answer was the enlightenment is courage. Courage
to use your mind freely and question accepted doctrine
and dogma. That's the enlightenment. Well to a certain
extent it succeeded, to a limited extent we have to carry
it further, each in our own way, each society in its own
way. Have the courage to use your minds freely and
independently.
Host: as you were talking about politics, Mr. Firoz asks
―Professor Chomsky, the history of conflict between
Palestine and Israel has been going on for nearly eight
decades and day after day it has been getting worse for
the people of Palestine. Do you see any feasible
peaceful solution for this conflict? What do you think
about the so-called resistance approach as it is
promoted by the Iranian government?
Chomsky: Well, I won't go through the whole history
but let's start in 1967 when Israel conquered the west
bank, the Gaza strip, and the Golan Heights. That's
when a new period develops. Since that time Israel has
been following a very systematic policy, has deeper
roots, the policy is to construct a greater Israel which
will include a vastly expanded Jerusalem. What's called
Jerusalem now is about five times its size ever in
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history, incorporates Palestinian towns and villages in
the surrounding, take over this greater Jerusalem,
establish it as the capital of Israel, ensure that there's a
substantial Jewish majority by kicking out Palestinians
from their homes as is happening right now, it's what
led to the may uprising, and so on. Meanwhile take
over everything that's of value in the West Bank. Gaza
has been turned into just a prison which you crush. So
put that aside. Golan Heights has been annexed
illegally. In fact everything that Israel is doing is in
violation of international law, of the judgment of the
world

court,

of

the

Geneva

conventions,

and

furthermore they know it, their leading legal advisors
back in 1967 already pointed out to them that all these
plans are illegal. They can continue to pursue them
because the United States supports them. I'll come back
to that. The plan is take over… Gaza is a prison, the
Syrian Golan Heights we just annex, the west bank we
vastly expand Jerusalem, we take over… Israel takes
over everything that's of value in the west bank. So the
Jordan valley, it's about a third of the viable land, towns
in the center of the west bank like Ma'ale Adumim,
infrastructure, highways which reach to it bisect the
west bank to the north, Ariel Adumim. Take over
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everything that's of value but not the population
centers. So they are not incorporated. Israel doesn't
want Palestinians in greater Israel. So it doesn't take
over Nablus. It doesn't take over Tulkarm. Of course
there are plenty of Palestinians left in the areas that
Israel does take over. And they are placed in about 165
small enclaves surrounded by Israeli troops and
checkpoints, so they can't get out to their olive groves,
their agricultural lands, unless an Israeli soldier decides
to let them out. They can't get to the water supplies.
Constant atrocities taking place by settlers, by the army,
but at a low level so they don't reach international
attention. That's the plan. It's being implemented. It's
been implemented for 50 years. It can continue because
the united states supports it and because Europe is too
cowardly to challenge the United States. So Europe
doesn't like it and Europe rebuilds what Israel destroys,
and then it destroys again, but it won't do anything
about it. Because it's afraid of the United States. The
United States is basically the Godfather, the mafia Don.
You don't want to offend him. As long as that
continues, there's not going to be much hope for the
Palestinians. But it can change. It can change by the
means that we described at the outset of this discussion.
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By public pressure and activism which will change
American policy. And that's not a dream. American
public has changed enormously in the last few years.
The main impact has been the Israeli attacks on Gaza
which are so savage and brutal that they cannot be
concealed and they have had a major effect on public
opinion. I've been involved in this actively for 50 years.
For a long time I literally had to have police protection
if I wanted to talk about this at a university. That's
changed. And it changed in the last 10 or 15 years. The
Gaza attacks were a large part of it. By now people who
call themselves liberals are more supportive of
Palestinian rights than of Israel. That's particularly true
among younger people. The major support for Israel
has shifted far to the right. It's among evangelical
Christians who have some story about Armageddon and
Christ returning and so on, and ultra-nationalists, and
the military and security sectors. That's where support
for Israel is. In fact support for Israel is among rightwing republicans. This has not yet affected policy. But
it can, with more organization, more activism, serious
solidarity groups, could have the same kind of effect
that it's had in other cases. In China, Central America,
South Africa, others. Took time, took pressure, took
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work, but it finally led to changes in attitudes. You
have to bear in mind the way things that have happened
in the past. Take South Africa; until 1988 the United
States was strongly supporting the apartheid regime. In
1988 the United States called Mandela's National
African Congress one of the world's more notorious
terrorist groups. Nelson Mandela himself was barred
from entry into the United States without special
dispensation.

Until

2008

when

a

congressional

resolution said yes, he's not one of the more notorious
terrorists in the world. Well, by 1990 apartheid had
collapsed. That was after many years of work. Just two
years after the African National Congress was
designated one of the world's leading terrorist
organizations. Took plenty of work on the ground, not
just in the United States, in other countries. But it can
happen, and it's happening case after case. That's the
hope for the Palestinians not just in the United States,
in Europe, and other countries and so on. It's a
possibility. It's not immediate. It'll be plenty of work
and effort, but it's not impossible.
Host: Thank you so much. we have reached the onehour limit that we've had in mind for this session. I'm
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receiving lots of questions, I'm receiving lots of thank
notes, but I simply can't go through all of them. So, I
just want to thank you on behalf of the students,
graduate students, and faculty members of different
universities.
Maftouni: I should say you waste no words. I've
exchanged emails with many top scholars, each of them
one of a kind in their own field. A unique feature
appears in your emails. Actually, you waste no words.
Even just one word. You use the least needed words
and it suggests, as the father of modern linguistics,
you‘ve gotten the harness of words at your hands.
Chomsky: Thank you very much.
Host: I just want to mention a trivial point about
Professor Maftouni. I'm not sure if it's appropriate, and
if she likes me to bring that up. But her husband is a
person who was tortured before the revolution, in 1972,
for writing a political satire criticizing the Shah regime
and defending human rights. At that time Nixon was
the president of the United Stated and the security in
Iran was really tight. So as a result, he was caught and
he was tortured, and he lost his ability of using his
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hands and legs. He was painting before that and then he
became a mouth-painter. And Nadia met and married
her after the revolution knowing the fact that he is a
man in wheelchair. So, I just wanted to mention that to
say your thoughts and your words, when you talk about
U.S. foreign policy, it has a direct effect on people in
Iran who are thankful for your notes.

Chomsky: Thank you very much, thank you. It's a
great pleasure to be with you.

Host: Also, a pleasure for us.
Mafouni: Thank you and bye.
Chomsky: Bye.
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