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Abstract

This article is a study of the Brethren of Purity’s thirty-seventh epistle, The
Essence of Love. It is quite understandable that the subject of divine love in
Islam and its symbols in the earthly realm has fascinated scholars. Muslim
literatures are a rich mine for such inquiries. However, the result has been
that, comparatively, scholarship has neglected the topic of love between
human beings in Islamic thought. Therefore, this study focuses on how the
Epistles of the Brethren of Purity (Rasa’il Ikhwan al-safa’) treat this subject.
It also explores the approach to this matter in treatises on love written by the
leading representatives of the Peripatetic (Mashsha'l), Illuminatonist
(Ishraqi) and Transcendental (Muta ‘aliya) schools of Islamic philosophy, Ibn
Sina, Suhrawardi and Sadr al-Din Shirazi (known as Mulla Sadra, respectively.
Specifically, the inquiry compares the Brethren’s thirty-seventh treatise, The
Essence of Love (FI mahiyyat al-‘ishq), with Ibn Sina’s Epistle on Love
(Risala fT’l-‘ishq), Suhrawardi’s Epistle on the Reality of Love, also known as
The Solace of Lovers (Risalat haqgiqat al-‘ishq ot Mu'nis al-‘ushshaq) and
sections from the seventh volume of Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy:
The Four Journeys of the Intellect (al-Hikma al-muta‘aliya fi’l-asfar al-arba‘a
al-‘aqliyya). A fundamental distinction of the Brethren’s approach is their
positive impression of love between human beings, including its romantic and
conjugal components. Such love is not entirely under human control; the
celestial spheres also exercise their influence. The Brethren contend that
society and civilization prosper because of love. Unlike several others, they
are intent on reconciling divine or “real” love with love between individuals.
While the Brethren praise the benefits of romantic love and conjugal
relations, Ibn Sina judges them harmful, and Suhrawardi a distraction. Mulla
Sadra, though, takes an intermediate position, influenced by both the
Brethren and Ibn Sina.

Keywords: Ikhwan al-safa’; love, sexuality, Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, Mulla
Sadra, Islamic Philosophy.

1. Corresponding author, Distinguished Professor of Islamic Studies at the University of Toronto and the Founding Director

of the Centre for South Asian Civilizations ant the University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada, Shafique.virani @utoronto.ca

2.Ph.D. at Jurisprudence and Islamic Law, Research Affiliate, Professor Shafique N. Virani Research Team, University of

Toronto, Toronto, Canada. javad.fakhkhar @utoronto.ca

3 . Ph.D. Student in Islamic Studies at the Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal, Canada,

seddigheh.kardan @mail.mcgill.ca



42 The Brethren of Purity’s Conception of Human Love .../ Shafique N. Virani et-al

Background: Studying Love

Poetry and treatises about love are legion in the Muslim world and have attracted tremendous scholatly
attention. After all, the concept of love permeates Islamic tradition in fields ranging from cosmology
and mysticism to anthropology and sociology. Many Muslim thinkers undertook serious inquiries on
the subject, giving it a prominent place in Islamic philosophy. They discussed the nature of love and its
various dimensions, and several based their ontology on love. It was common for Muslim philosophers
to distinguish between “real” (hagigi) and metaphorical (majazi) love, the former being heavenly and
divine, and the latter earthly and human.

Most scholatly studies on love in Islamic thought focus on divine love, commonly called “real”
love (al-‘ishq al-hagiqi), rather than love between human beings, which Muslim thinkers often referred
to as “metaphorical” (majazi). This study takes the opposite approach to uncover discussions of human
love in Islamic thought. The study introduces the aforementioned four representatives’ writings on love;
presents their definitions of love, whether explicit or implied; explores the causes of love they suggest;
and analyzes the judgments they pass on love between human beings. It then probes the connection
the Brethren draw between love and aesthetics, their belief that love between individuals is an essential
station on the path to divine love, and their discussion of the role of love in developing society and

civilization.

Writing about Love

The thirty-seventh epistle of the Brethren’s Rasa’il is about love and forms part of the volume on the
Sciences of the Soul and the Intellect. It aims to discuss what love is, its various types, how it begins, its
cause and reason, and its ultimate purpose. They write, “We intend to discuss love as the general public
knows it. What they name ‘love’ is naught but what people feel for another human being, whether a
male or a female.” The Brethren’s emphasis on love between individuals is conspicuous compared to
the Peripatetic and Illuminationist treatments. Though Ibn Sina’s Epistle on Love comprises seven
sections, he dedicates only two of the twenty-seven pages in this treatise to love between people. The
HNluminationist Suhrawardt’s Epistle on the Reality of Love is cast as a story that focusses almost exclusively
on love for the divine and on metaphysical principles. The Transcendentalist Mulla Sadra discusses love
in the latter part of the eighth halting-place and at the beginning of the ninth halting-place of the seventh
volume of his Four Journeys. He explains the love that all beings have for God, incorporating many of
Ibn Sina’s views on the subject, while also critiquing some of them. He examines how beings differ in
accepting God’s manifestation and hence find themselves attracted to different beloveds. His discussion

begins and ends with discourses on non-divine love, including human beings’ love for one another.
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Defining Love, The Causes of Love, Judging Love, and Love and Aesthetics

The Brethren see human intimacy, including romantic and carnal love, as falling within their definition
of love as being “the intense longing for union.” However, for Ibn Sina, love means “appreciating good
and admiring what is in harmony with the soul.” Human intimacy in general and conjugal relations in
particular do not find a comfortable place in Ibn Sina’s conception. Suhrawardi, too, offers an
interpretation in which love between individuals plays no salutary role. Mulla Sadra adopts the
Brethren’s definition on the one hand, but on the other, like Ibn Sina, minimizes the role of love
between human beings.

One of the most noteworthy aspects of the Brethren’s treatment of love between human beings is
their discussion of its origins. It is not only earthly, but celestial, the design of the planner of the universe.
They hold that love begins with a single glance. They attribute both the origin and vagaries of love to
the spheres’ vicissitudes and transmutations throughout the year, the planets’ positions in their various
constellations, and similar factors. Love between human beings is thus part of the divine plan. The
Brethren invoke the intrinsic factor of the levels of the soul in accounting for the causes of love, a factor
Ibn Sina supports. He notes that the animal soul’s characteristics are essential in human beings.
However, when a person’s longing for a beautiful beloved is specific to the animal soul, it results in vice.
A balance between the animal and rational souls’ desire is praiseworthy. Suhrawardi believes the pursuit
of perfection causes love. The conception of love in Mulla Sadra’s Transcendental Philosophy is heavily
influenced by the Brethren’s writings, among others.

The Brethren laud the positive educational and social effects of affection and love. Love guides the
sense of human aesthetics and leads humankind to divine love, rather than distracting from it. It
motivates people to achievements in education, work, crafts, and civilization. While all the other
philosophers dwell mostly on love for the divine, the Brethren, while not ignoring the divine by any
means, dedicate most of their treatise to love between individuals.

The other significant feature of the Brethren’s treatment is their consideration of factors beyond
human control as operative in fostering love between people. Love is thus a component of the divine plan
and influenced by the celestial spheres. For Ibn Sina, by contrast, love between individuals is a completely
human matter, arising from the animal soul’s domination. It is not part of a greater universal order, and
conjugal relations are only acceptable when engaged in for the logical purpose of maintaining the species
and for the greater aspiration of divine love. Suhrawardr’s suggestion that the search for perfection causes
love connects the concept solely to divine love. Love between human beings is a distraction. Mulla Sadra,
once again, shows multiple influences. Like the Brethren, he seems to acknowledge the power of the

celestial spheres. At the same time, he considers the animal soul’s dominance to be of tremendous import.
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Conclusion

This study places the Brethren of Purity’s treatise on love in juxtaposition with comparable treatises of
Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, and Mulla Sadra. The Brethren’s positive view of human intimacy stands out in
its assessment of this phenomenon as normal and instinctual with beneficial social effects and not
entirely under human beings’ control.

The Brethren’s views are in sharp contrast with those of Ibn Sina, who considers love between
human beings to be a disease and mental disorder, and those of Suhrawardi, who deems love between
people to be a distraction at best. In this regard, Mulla Sadra’s assessment draw on elements from the
philosophies of the Brethren and Ibn Sina. Influenced by and elaborating on the Brethren’s opinions,
he lays out the positive educational and social effects of love between individuals. At the same time,
under the influence of Ibn Sina, he divides love between human beings into two types: spiritual (nafsani)
and animal (hayawani). In language similar to Ibn Sina’s, he values love between individuals only when

it is devoid of sexual desire.
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