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Abstrak

Hermeneutika Henry Corbin tumbuh dari pemahamannya atas filsafat
Barat, khususnya pemikiran metafisika Heidegger. Tetapi, dalam
perkembangan selanjutnya, Corbin lebih tertarik kepada filsafat Timur dan
mentransformasikan hermeneutika Heidegger ke dalam hermeneutika spiritual.
Postulat pertama dari "interpretasi spiritual" (spiritual interpretation,
hermeneutique dsotdrique, atav ta'wil) ini adalah kepercayaan bahwa dalam
segala sesuatu yang nyata @nhD terdapat sesuatu yang tersembunyi dan
bersifat spiritual @$in). Begitu pula, agama memiliki dua aspek, yaitu zahir
dan bitin. Corbin menegaskan bahwa untuk melacak makna yang benar dan
tersembunyi dari agama ini hanya dapat dilakukan dengan cara ta'wil.

Penting untuk digarisbawahi bahwa interpretasi spiritual bukan
merupakan interpretasi alegoris. Dalam pemahaman Corbin, alegori merupakan
representsi artifisial dari abstraksi-abstraksi yang dapat diekspesikan dengan
cara-cara lain. Sedangkan simbol merupakan satu-satunya ekspresi yang
mungkin bagi yang disimbolkan. Interpretasi yang membawa aspek-aspek dari
aguna ini kepada aspek esoteriknya, oleh Corbin disebut "fenomenologi".
Fenomenologi ini berarti "menyingkap penutup" atau kashf al'mahjib, yang
tidak memiliki hubrmgan dengan aliran fenomenologi di Barat'

Fenomenologi inilah yang merupakan metode interpretasi Corbin.
Dengan metode ini ia ingin menolak historisisme yang mereduksi peristiwa-
peristiwa sejarah ke dalam waktu historisnya dan menjelaskan peristiwa
tersebut sebagai produk keadaan atau lingkungannya.

f t t

The modern study of Islamic hermeneutics is in its infancy. One reason
for this is the vastness of its field. It involves dimensions of almost all the
"traditional" Islamic sciences: Qur'anic commentary, hadith (prophetic
tradition), jurisprudence, kaldm (theology), sufism, philosophy, etc. Each of
these areas created particular conceptions of textual interpretation and each
has its own methodologies which have been developed over centuries.r These
branches arose through the efforts of individuals to interpret the Qur'an in
response to the needs of particular environments and different situations.

The Arabic terms which are in various ways equivalent to the notion of
hermeneutics are many: tafsir, ta'wil, sharlt, or bayan - all of which reflect the
exegetical procedure.2 Of these terms, ta'vdl seems to be the most used
because it concerns itself with "the ultimate intent,"3 of a thing. The term
ta'wil (ma awwalahu ilayhi) etymologically means "that which brings itlhim
back or lead itArim back to itlhim." In the Shl'ite traditions, especially in
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Isma.ilism,a this term Cornes to mean "the exegesis which causes to return to

the origin, to its archetype (awwal/ma'al)'" This notion is in contrast with and

at the same tirne complementary to the word tanzil. While the latter means "to

cause something [revelation] to descend" from the higher world, ta'wil,

conversely, means i'to .uu." tb return" to an origin by bringing back the literal

form of scripture 1o the spiritual truth.s That is why Prof. Henry Corbin (1903-

1978),6 the French philoiopher and student of Islam, in his various writings

translates this /a 'wil as'sfiritual interpretation', 'herm6neutique 6sottirique,'
'herm6neutique transcendante. "

The present paper is an attempt to understand his notion.of spiritual

hermeneutics, which is in fact his very method of interpretation, My concem

also in this paper is how he employed this hermeneutical technique in reading

and studying Islam, a religion not his own.t And since his works number in the

hundreds, t will focus mainly, while sometimes referring to his other works, on

his summ4 entitled En Islan iranien.e The latter work comprises four volumes

summarizing all his major themes and interests resulting from more than

twenty years of research. Finally, in order to contextualize this discussion with

the contemporary work in hermeneutics, I will compare his method with the

theological hermeneutics of Rudolf Bultmann in Biblical interpretation,

especially with the concept of preunderstanding and de-mythologization'

I

It must be recalled, first of all, that Corbin was the first to translate

Heidegger's work into French. He translated Heidegger's Was ist Metaphysik?

into Qu'est-ce queJa M"fitaphysique? in 1939.10 At the same time, Corbin was

also the first to introducJ Iranian Islamic philosophy to French readers by

translating the works of Iranian philosophers or editing them' In response to a

question posed by Philip Nemo on how the translation of these two distinct

tiaditions (Germanic/occidental and oriental traditions) could be accomplished

by one single man, Corbin states that what he sought and found in Heidegger

he also sought and found in Irano-Islamic metaphysics.rr But in the latter, he

continues, he found new things which are different from the former' That is

why he was more attracted to the oriental philosophy than to Heidegger's.

From this statement we will see that although Corbin's hermeneutics

grew out of Heidegger's, he went further by transforming it into spiritual

hermeneutics. In his introduction to Ki6b al-Masha'ir (Le Liure des

Pdndtrations mdtaphysiques) of Mulla Sadra, an Iranian philosopher, where he

compares the ontology of Mulla Sadra and that of Heidegger, he states

explicitly how limited and distorted is the discussion which occupies the main

currents of Western philosophy. Because of that limitation, he chose no longer
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to follow Heidegger's metaphysics and instead moved on to the Oriental spirit
of Iranian theosophy.r

It is not to be wondered at then that, although in his books Corbin does
not state explicitly where his position is when explaining Shi'i- theosophy, he
should at the same time be endorsing it. This can be seen for example from his
method, which is similar to that of the Shi'i i.e., spiritual interpretation.

II

The central postulate of spiritual interpretation is the belief that to
everything that is apparent, literal and external there corresponds something
hidden, spiritual and esoteric.t' Th" terms in Arabic ne zahir and batin, which
correspond perfectly with the words exoteric and esoteric, exterior and interior,
apparent and hidden, phenomenon and noumenon. Similarly, religion has two
aspects: zahir and batin. The apparent aspect consists of the apparent meaning
of the religion, while the latter comprises its hidden and inner meaning. The
true and hidden meaning, Corbin claims, can only be reached by spiritual
hermeneutics (ta'wil'1, that is, by bringing the literal aspect of religion to the
spiritual, to its archetype.

It is important to note that spiritual interpretation does not start with a
symbol and then proceed to the enunciation of a general proposition. It rather
starts with a reality whether in physics, in history, in ritual or in religious
prescription, in order to disclose the vision ofthe archetype by elevating this
reality to the level of symbol. The archetype is not the symbol but that which
is symbolized, or in Corbin's terms: "Le ta'wil ne consiste nullement i
desymboliser la r6v6lation litt6rale, mais au contraire d transmuer la lettre en
symboles."lo

To explain this phenomenon, Corbin quotes the statement of Nasir
Khusraw, one of the gteat Isma'ili philosophers of the fifth/eleventh century:

Positive religion (syad'4 is the exoteric aspect of the ldea (haqiqa),
and the Idea is the esoteric aspect of positive religion... Positive
religion is the symbol (mithal), the Idea is that which is symbolized
(mamthil).15

The spiritual interpretation, therefore, is not allegorical interpretation.
Corbin took much pain to explain the differences between the two. Allegory,
according to him, is a more or less artificial representation of generalities and
abstractions which can be perfectly well grasped and expressed in other ways.
Symbol, on the other hand, is the only possible expression of that which is
symbolized.16 Allegorical interpretation interprets allegory and tries to
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paraphrase or explain it in different ways, the symbolical interpretation, on the
other hand, transforms the reality to its symbol, its idea.

This interpretation which carries the exoteric aspect of religion into the
esoteric is also called by Corbin "phenomenology," whose meaning, however,
is quite distinct from that widely used in the West. Corbin himself admits that
the term does not have any connotation with any school of phenomenology in
the West.rT Phenomenology in his view is "to cast aside the veil," which in
Arabic is called kashf at-mahjib.lt The phencimenologist in this sense is
therefore the one who unveils the hidden and esoteric truth, or the one who
participates in the process of kashf al-mahjnb. Corbin informs us that since his
youth he has practiced this kind of phenomenology in his studies.re

III

In his discussion of the etymology of the word "phenomenology,"
Corbin points out that the original Greek (sdzein ta phaihamena) means "to
save or preserve the phenomena" (sauver les phdnomdnes),20 by encountering
them "where they take place and where they take their place."tt Religious
events and consciousness, for example, happen in the souls of believers;
therefore, the hermeneutical phenomenologist is said to unveil the hidden truth
(in the souls) which is beneath their appearance. The soul is, in other words,
the place where the religious events take place and take their place.

Phenomenology, in Corbin's understanding, therefore consists in
preserving the phenomenon while disengaging or unveiling the hidden thing
that reveals itself beneath that appearance. The logos of this phenomenology is
the hidden and the invisible thing beneath the visible.

According to Corbin, with this phenomenology, we can save the
phenomenon of the Sacred Book for its believers. The religious community that
owns the Book is characterized in the Qur'an as A]il al-Kitab (People of the
Book); they are the people whose religion is founded on a Book that 'came

down from Heaven' and is revealed to a prophet.2z Properly speaking, according
to Muslims, the People of the Book are the Jews, the Christians and the
Muslims.

The basic problem faced by the People of the Book is: How do they
understand their Holy Book? How do they understand its true meanings? In
the Qur'an, for example, there are many narrations of past evenls, figures and
actions. Do they still have meaning for the present? Does their meaning in the
past differ from that in the present? To answer these questions, Corbin begins
by citing the speech of Imam Muhammad Baqir (the fifth Imam of the Twelver
Shi'a) who states that:
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If the revelation of the Qur'an only had meaning to person or group of
people at the moment of such and such verse were revealed, then all the
verses of the Qur'un these days are dead. No, the Holy Book, the

Qur'an, is alive; it never dies; its verses will give benefit to future
generations as they had given it to previous ones.
(Si la revdlation du Qoran n'avait de sens que par rapportd l'homme ou
gtoupe d'hommesd I'occasion desquels tel et tel verset furent r6vel6s,
alors tout le Qoran aujourd'hui serait mort. Non pas! Le Livre saint,
le Qoran, est vivant, jamais ne meurt; ses verset s'accompliront chez
les hommes de I'avenir, commes ils se sont accomplis chez ceux du
pass6).4

The narations in the Holy Book, Corbin believes, are not the dead
historical past. It is by phenomenological hermeneutics that the phenomena of
the Book can be safeguarded from the dead historical past. To save the
revelation from this death, the Qur'an must be made present in the experience
of the believer. Only by making the literal Qur'an of the past present to oneself
in its inward meaning is one capable of transmitting it to generations to come.

Corbin further asserts that the verses of the Qur'an are described as
'signs' (ayat); and this is precisely the way to understand the verses of the

Qur'an; i.e., to understand them as they address you.to But here the modes of
understanding (modi intelligendi) are conditioned by the modes of being (modi
essendi) of him who understands; correspondingly, there are different levels of
understanding as well as different levels of being.T

Conceming the different modes of understanding, Corbin cites a
prophetic tradition which says: "The Qur'an has exoteric and esoteric

meanings, the esoteric meaning, in tum, conceals another esoteric meaning till

seven meanings."26 This tradition reveals that meanings of the Qur'un are not
only two: literal and spiritual, but comprise seven levels of spiritual meaning,
the understanding of which depends on the mode of being and its interior
aspect. The purer the being, the more spiritual his understanding.

IV

The idea that the true meaning of the phenomenon of the Book can be
grasped only from the subject who views them, I think, is in agreement with

the "presuppositionful subject" of Bultmann." The interpretation of any text,

according to Bultmann, depends upon the "living relationship" or "existentielle
relation" between the reader or interpreter with the subject matter. "The

presupposition for underctanding", Bultmann states, "is the intetprcter's
relationship in his life to the subject which is directly or indirectly expressed in
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thte text."28 One only understands a mathematical text if he has a relationship
to mathematics; or understands history if he is familiar with historical life.
This preunderstanding is also shaped by the "interest" of the reader which will
guide him in interpreting the text.

For Corbin, however, it is not only a simple relation, but rather a
"spiritual relationship," because the true meaning of the text does not lie in its
apparent aspect. It is the inner aspect which is the true one and it can only be
gained through spiritual interpretation. Accordingly, only spiritual people or
mystics ever reach these spiritual meanings.

This idea seerns to origrnate from the hermeneutics of Heidegger who
sees the mode of understanding as being conditioned by the mode of being.2e
But having leamed the metaphysics of Mile Sadra and those of other Iranian
theosophers, Corbin gives new attributes to the concep of being. While in the
Heideggerian concept the end of humanity is characterized as "Being-towards-
death" (L'6tre-pour-la-mort/Sein zum Tode),s "being, for Corbin, is for
something beyond the death" (l'€tre-audel6deJd-mort/Sein zum Jenseits des
Todes).3r This eschatolory, in other words, which Corbin found is missing from
the philosophy of Heidegger, is however to be found in Iranian Islam.

V

At the outset of this paper w€ said that Corbin's method of
interpretation is phenomenology, which he defined as "unveiling or exposing to
view something that is hidden." By this phenomenological approach, Corbin
wishes to refute historicism which reduces historical events to their historical
time and explains them causally as the products of their circumstances.32
Historicism views past events as ddpassie and. ddmondie h our time and
believes that true historicity lies only in being in his time (6tre de son temps).

This does not mean, Corbin argues, that history has no meaning.
"should mankind give up knowing and studying its history," Corbin explains,
"it would become amnesic (humaniti amnisique), "like an individual who loses
his memory."33 

'What 
he is protesting against is the conception of historicism

which limits the significance and range of historical events to the epoch when
it makes its appearance, as though the epoch were its sole explanation.34 This
"horizontal" causality which assumes that the happenings in this world are
perceptible only in an empirical and causal way, will lead to agnosticism which
closes off all avenues that might lead to anything beyond this world.

In the metaphysics of Iranian philosophy, however, Corbin suggests,
there is a concept of life tradition which will transmit the action into the future.
It holds that the past and death do not occur in the physical Fing, but in the
soul. In the end, it is up to the soul to awake itself from death."
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Therefore, according to Corbin, it is not "man as being in history'
(defined thus because he conceives ofhistory as external, exoteric) which sinks
under the burden of an historical causality; rather "the history is in man' "Only
with man does anything like history begins. Therefore, man essentially will
bring with him something prior to history, something he will never cease to
carry in himself that will save him from external history.36

This internal history is called by Corbin meta-histoty, which occurred
prior to our empirical history. This primordial fact is expressed in the divine
question which human spirits were required to answer before they were placed

in the tenestrial world: 'Am I not your l,ord?' (Qur'an 7:172).37
ln Arabic, history is expressed by the term hikay4 which also has

another meaning, i.e., imitation (in Greek mimdsis). Therefore, all historical
events in this world the exlernal history ftistoire extdtieure), symbolize and
imitate the intemal history which is in the soul. This hidrchistoite, i.e., sacral
history, cannot be perceived by the senses because their signification refers to
another world. Only spiritual hermeneutics can preserve the true meaning of
hlkayaand the true meaning of the prophetical narrations in the qur'an.38 This
is because ta'wil knows the spiritual meaning of this events in the time they
occurred.

In this respect, I think, corbin rejects the idea of "de-mythologization"
held by Bultmann. Bultmann was conscious that there are past stories or - to

express it in the terms that he used - "m1rths" in the New Testament.3e To
preserve the truth of the proclamations ofthe New Testament, he proposes, one
must demythologize them.a This does not mean that the kerygma is to be
eliminated as well. Only the mythologies are to be demythologized through
existential interpretation. Bultmann, therefore, is of the opinion that
existential interpretation is the only solution for demythologization and not
cosmological or anthropological interpretation.ar According to this
interpretation, the mythology is not in its imagery with its apparent objectivity
but in the understanding of human existence ofthat time.

This kind of interpretation, in corbin's view, also falls into the trap of

historicism, even though Bultmann himself wished to refute it. The reason for

this is that he tried to interpret the myth as the people of that time understood
it. Or to use P. Ricoeur's words "to realize the intention of the text which

speaks not of itself biut of the event.'4 Corbin would suggest that this myth be

interpreted not aS an "external event" but as an "internal event" which oCCurred
in metahistory.

Corbin claims that his research originated in his analysis of Heidegger,
which showed the ontological roots of historical science, emphasizing that

there is historicity "deeper" and more "primitive" than the history of external

events. Corbin, however, holds that if there is a meaning in history, that
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meaning does not lie within the history of external events, but within the
secret, occult, esoteric and ontological roots of history.

VI

In his studies, we see that Corbin put himself in the place of those
whom he studied. He participated sympathetically with them and identified
himself as one of them. This is a phenomenological approach. But his
understanding of phenomenology is different. In his preface to Ea Islam
iranien, as we have seen, he defined phenomenology as:

To save the phenomena, i.e. by encountering them where they take
place and where they take their places. In religious sciences, this
means encountering them in the souls of believers.a3

This phenomenolory is not the one Western philosophers developed. It
may be better to call his approach "phenomenolory of the spirit,'4 because it
is the spiritual and internal aspect about which he was concemed.

Even though his concern was with the intemal aspect, it is not true to
claim that the religious fact exists only in the souls of the believers. It also
exists on the historical level which conditions the religious consciousness and
is conditioned by it too.a5 To ignore one of them is unjust, because the two
complement each other. Furthermore, even if there is a spiritual 6eaning for
every thing we still cennot claim that our understanding or our ta'wil is the
right one, for we are not a referee who can judge between these understandings.

Furthermore, phenomenological method in its classical terms, which
approaches any subject matter "from within," besides offering positive sides,
has also provided a negative side. One comes to suspend his critical judgment
toward it. This is quite apparent in Corbin's studies; he hardly criticized the
philosophical views of the Slii'i theosophers, he even defended them.

This criticism is not to belittle Corbin achievements. The most
important contribution of his is his fundamental question to the self-assurance
of traditional Western positivism. He continually criticized the reductionistic
approach of "scientism," "historicism," and sociologism.'s This approach, in
his view, reduces phenomena to the horizontal dimension only and refuses to
recognise the "vertical dimension. "
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