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Abstract 

This paper will compare two of the most prominent mystics of 

Islam and Hinduism on what may be called the “end of the 

mystical journey,” or mokśa in Hindu spirituality and fanā in 

Islamic mysticism. The interpretations of these two mystics are 

naturally developed according to their own epistemological and 

ontological bases. Thus, referring to their most significant 

principles of thought, the author has tried to examine three 

aspects of those concepts, i.e., the nature of mokśa and fanā, 
how these states can be attained, and whether or not religious 

obligations still need to be practiced after they have been 

attained. Having compared and summed up mokśa and fanā 
within the above contexts, the author has shown some striking 

similarities and considerable differences between them, both in 

their principles and in the three above aspects relating to their 

nature, attainment and obligations.  

Keywords: fanā (annihilation), baqa’ (subsistence) after fanā, 
mokśa, jivanmukti, and the abolition of obligation. 

 

Both Ibn Arabi and Adi Śankara are two prominent monist mystics 

within two different schools of Islam and Hinduism respectively. Not 

only have they left invaluable works on the principles of their ideologies, 

known in Islam as theoretical mysticism, but they were also people of 

spiritual wayfaring and of mystical experiences and stations. In Hindu 
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mysticism, the end of the spiritual journey is usually referred to as 

mokśa (lit. to release or let loose; normally translated as liberation), 

which is the ultimate ideal for all Hindu mystical and religious schools. 

Hindu scholars and mystics, however, have different interpretations of 

this final aim, with different prerequisites and results which significantly 

depend on their ontological and epistemological principles. We may 

come across dissimilar versions of mokśa even within the same school 

or darśana. A celebrated case of this issue can be seen in the school of 

Vedanta which introduces three different accounts of mokśa - the most 

important of which comes from Śankara, who was the most eminent 

intellectual of the absolute unity school or ―Advaitā Vedānta.‖ In Islamic 

mysticism and theosophy, this ultimate goal is construed as fanā 

(annihilation or absorption). Despite their description of fanā through a 

set of common characteristics, Muslim mystics have given different 

accounts of the concept, and have spoken of its different grades. One of 

the most eminent monist Muslim mystics who has discussed fanā is Ibn 

Arabi, the founder of theoretical mysticism. While studying Śankara‘s 

theory of mokśa and Ibn Arabi‘s concept of fanā, we may come across 

some considerable points of similarity and difference between the two 

mystics. In what follows, I will go on to deal with the issue in its three 

dimensions: the definitions of mokśa and fanā, how they can be 

achieved, i.e., the phases of the mystical journey, and the consequences 

of such a station - particularly whether mystics at this station can be 

exempt from their religious duties, which has been a prolonged dispute 

among scholars of the two traditions. 

 

1. Bases  

Adi Śankara, the founder of Kevalādvaita (the school of absolute unity), 

emphasizes in all of his works that ―… only unity is the supreme truth.‖
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When we ponder the things around us, we notice their continuous change 

                                                 
2. Śankara, Brahma Sūtra Bhāsya, I 1.1. 



 On the End of the Mystical Journey: Ibn Arabi and Adi Śankara 111 

and their mingling and interaction with the categories of time and place. 

This shows that they are unstable and dependent in their very essence 

which in turn demonstrates the existence of one absolute unity which 

maintains its unique entity through all those various manifestations.  

Having referred to a handful of phrases from the Upanishads, such 

as ―This whole world has that as its soul. That is reality. That is 

Ātman,‖
3
 ―Being (Sat), one only without a second,‖

4
 ―Aught else than 

Him is wretched,‖
5
 and similar phrases from Hindu holy scriptures, 

Śankara draws the conclusion that it is only the Absolute that really 

exists and other things are mere manifestations; therefore distinctions 

and differences are the results of nāma (name), rūpa (form) and 

upādhi (any limiting thing), which are the consequences of māyā or 

cosmological illusion, namely avidyā or ignorance. This unique truth 

is not only imperceptible, indefinable, and indescribable but also 

unreachable through reasoning and argument. This truth, Śankara 

holds, is nirguna Brahman (निर्गणु ब्रह्म, the supreme reality without 

form, quality or attribute), and is of the nature of sat (being), cit 

(cognition), ānanda (joy and bliss), and which can only be known 

through negative phrasing. 

Our real self, he says, or the deepest part of our existence - 

which he calls Átman - is radically different from our other aspects, 

such as our body or psyche. Like Brahman, it is of the nature of sat 

(existence), cit (cognition), ānanda (joy and bliss). In other words, 

the real selves of human beings and Brahman are consubstantial. 

Referring to the celebrated phrases of the Upanishads, which have 

been emphasized by the Brahmanic character of Átman and 

Brahman, Śankara expresses this doctrine as his most significant 

one: ―Tat Tvam Asi‖
6
 (That art thou) and ―Sarvam Idam 
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