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The term “essence” (dhat) and the expression “the station of the Essence as
the Unseen of the Unseen (ghayb al-ghuytib)” refer to the consideration of the
Essence qua Essence (min haythu hiya). By contrast, “manifestations” or
“multiplicities” signify the Essence insofar as it is viewed through the specific
conditions of ontological loci and levels of existence. The mystics describe
the Essence qua Essence as an utterly indeterminate horizon which, by reason
of its absolute (genus-level) unconditionedness, admits of no name,
description, or determination. Consequently, the doctrines advanced by the
mystics concerning the Essence are fundamentally apophatic in character. In
this vein, Imam Khomeini holds that human knowledge of the Essence—and
awareness of that absolute Reality—is restricted to knowledge of the Divine
Names and Attributes. In order to clarify what it means to consider or “take
into account” the Essence qua Essence, Imam Khomeini enumerates certain
apophatic features or components within a broader ontological system.
Remaining faithful to the implications of his own position, he maintains that
the station of the Divine Essence in its most hiddenness—ghayb al-ghuyib—
is not even the object of worship for the worshippers. Furthermore, he regards
the acknowledgment of the Essence‘s unknowability and the admission of the
insufficiency and incapacity of human cognition to grasp it as the foundational
principle of spiritual wayfaring. This study analyzes these apophatic
components and elucidates his ontological perspective on this question.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The doctrine of tanzih, as is well known, stands in contrast to za ¢l (negation of all attributes) and zashbih
(anthropomorphism). It analyzes the Divine Essence in such a way that, on the one hand, God's
transcendence and freedom from all imperfections and limitations is preserved, and on the other hand,
knowledge of His attributes and perfections becomes possible.

Theologians, philosophers, mystics, and other adherents of monotheistic thought have each approached the
subject of Divine transcendence in different ways. It should be noted that affirming fanzih and negating
tashbth and ta ‘til are among the foundational principles of monotheistic thought. For this very reason, each
of the philosopher, theologian, and mystic has addressed it according to their own method.

Imam Khomeini, one of the most significant interpreters of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school in the contemporary period,
articulates the transcendence of the Divine Essence within an ontological system at the highest level of
conceptual analysis. His unique formulation of this apophatic system is grounded in an unprecedented
understanding of the station of “the Divine beyond all names and marks” — a notion for which no explicit
precedent exists in the writings of earlier masters of gnosis.

The innovation of this study lies precisely in examining the tanzih of the Divine Essence within an
ontological framework. In fact, according to this research, the mystics have perceived the doctrine of
transcendence as a systematic teaching manifested across the degrees of existence. To achieve this, the term
dhat (Essence) is first examined in its linguistic sense and then in its semantic transmission into the science
of gnosis. Linguistically, the word dhat in Arabic derives from dhi, whose final root letter (ya‘) has been
elided. When the term denotes a descriptive state, it is written with a ta' — as in dhat al-jamal (the Essence
of Beauty) or dhat al-husn (the Essence of Grace) — since dha is a noun, and dhat al-shay * denotes the
reality and quiddity of a thing, pointing to its “inner hiddenness.” It is clear that the technical meaning of
the term in gnosis stems from this linguistic root.

Discussion

In Islamic mysticism, the term Essence (dhat) refers to a station in which God, exalted is He, has no
determinations whatsoever by which He could be described with name, mark, or rank. Mystical “ranks”
(maqamat) are, by definition, finite delimitations that distinguish one level from another; but the Divine
Essence, by virtue of its absolute and undelimited nature, admits no boundary or qualification.

A crucial aspect of Imam Khomeini‘s treatment of the Essence and the Absolute Identity of God is his
precision in articulating the most subtle dimensions of this theme. Concerning the “Hiddenness of the
Essence” (ghayb al-dhat), he emphasizes that human beings gain only incomplete knowledge of the Divine
Names, and that the station of the Essence lies entirely beyond the scope of the knowledge of humankind
— including even the Seal of the Prophets.

According to Imam Khomeini, the station of the Essence is a realm without manifestation — or beyond
manifestation altogether — and the Essence, insofar as it is Essence, is never reflected in any mirror. For
this reason, neither seekers (salikiin) nor saints and possessors of illuminated hearts (arbab al-qulib and
Divine friends) can witness this degree. In this perspective, “the Hidden” (ghayb) is an absolute hiddenness,
distinct from the hiddenness of the station of akadiyya (the level of pure unity) or the first determination
(ta ‘ayyun awwal), or the station of ahadiyya. This reality has neither name nor mark; it cannot even be
indicated. It is, in this precise sense, “the Hidden of the Hidden” (ghayb al-ghuyiib). In such a framework,
one cannot even aspire to know or imagine understanding this station. Imam Khomeini goes further,
declaring that this degree is inaccessible to all — even to the prophets — precisely because absolute
undelimitedness entails such impossibility.

As noted, in Imam Khomeini‘s mystical thought, the Essence qua Essence never manifests in any mirror;
meaning that even the Divine Names and Attributes have no access to this station. Furthermore, the Names
and Attributes are always accompanied by determination and limitation, whereas the essential absoluteness
of God refuses any qualification. The key point in Imam Khomeini ‘s analysis is that the Hidden Identity of
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the Essence is not the source from which manifestations and emanations proceed; for “manifestation”
inherently involves delimitation, and the absolutely undetermined Essence never manifests in this way.
Regarding the “inwardness” (bugizn) and hiddenness of the Essence, Imam Khomeini refers to a unique
mode of hiddenness, one that even the Divine Name al-Batin does not fully express. The inwardness
associated with this level has no opposite. He shows that there is a profound difference between this
inwardness and the hiddenness found at the level of wahidiyya (the plane of Divine Names). For the
hiddenness at the level of wakidiyya is itself one of the manifestations of God, whereas at the level of the
Essence, there is no manifestation at all.

Accordingly, Imam Khomeini, employing a mystical methodology rooted in direct spiritual insight,
analyzes the transcendence of the Essence in ontological terms: The Essence qua Essence is absolutely
unknown. It cannot serve as the subject of any predicate and accepts no judgment. It transcends any possible
conceptual attribution. It is pure, sheer existence; and by virtue of this essential absoluteness, it lies beyond
all name, description, or ruling, and no composition or multiplicity can be ascribed to it. Naturally, a station
to which no name can be given cannot fall within the scope of human knowledge.

On this basis, Imam Khomeini characterizes the inwardness and hiddenness of the Essence as an ontological
property distinct from the hiddenness found in the levels of ahadiyya or wahidiyya. For hiddenness in those
levels is a form of manifestation, whereas the Essence qua Essence is beyond manifestation and does not
appear in any mirror.

Conclusion

These transcendental features are ontological characteristics of the Essence that Imam Khomeini presents
with remarkable precision and subtlety. Accordingly, he analyzes the transcendence (tanzih) of the Divine
Essence as an ontological degree and thereby links the unknowability of the Essence with its transcendence.
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