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Abstract

This study examines the epistemological status of bewilderment in the
works of ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami and explains the role of conscious
unknowing in the seeker’s transition from formal knowledge to mystical
intuition. Its central premise is that bewilderment in Jami’s thought is not
merely a psychological state caused by ambiguity, confusion, or insufficient
information. Rather, it represents an advanced form of epistemic self-
awareness that emerges when the seeker recognizes the limitations of
reason, language, and conceptual knowledge. Employing a descriptive-
analytical method and a hermeneutic approach, the study analyzes the
interconnected concepts of knowledge, reason, ignorance, incapacity,
bewilderment, love, annihilation, unveiling, and intuition in Jam1’s poetic
and prose works. The findings demonstrate that Jami does not categorically
reject formal knowledge. He regards it as necessary for intellectual
discipline, instruction, conceptual clarification, and the discernment of the
spiritual path. Nevertheless, formal knowledge becomes an epistemic veil
when the seeker equates concepts, technical terminology, and rational
arguments with the totality of reality. Conscious unknowing does not signify
a return to elementary ignorance; instead, it denotes a mature awareness that
finite cognitive faculties cannot encompass infinite truth. This awareness
weakens intellectual pride and the presumed autonomy of the knowing
subject, thereby preparing the seeker for a direct and participatory mode of
knowledge. Bewilderment thus signifies both the end of the claim that
discursive knowledge is sufficient and the threshold of mystical unveiling.
Moreover, bewilderment does not disappear after intuitive realization. It
becomes deeper as the mystic encounters the inexhaustibility and continual
renewal of divine self-disclosures. Accordingly, a distinction may be drawn
between preliminary bewilderment, which results from insufficient
knowledge, and transcendent bewilderment, which arises from the
perfection and deepening of knowledge. The study concludes that, in Jami’s
mystical epistemology, the perfection of knowledge consists not in claiming
exhaustive comprehension of truth, but in recognizing the limits of human
understanding, cultivating epistemic humility, and remaining continuously
open to the infinite manifestations of reality.

Keywords: Jami; mystical bewilderment; conscious unknowing; formal
knowledge; mystical intuition; unveiling; Islamic mysticism
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Mystical epistemology in the Islamic intellectual

tradition is grounded in a fundamental distinction
between discursive knowledge and transformative
knowledge. The former is acquired through
instruction, conceptual analysis, argumentation,
and the mastery of technical terminology, whereas
the latter emerges through spiritual discipline,
inward purification, experiential realization, and
direct awareness of reality. Within this tradition,
knowledge is not regarded merely as the possession
of correct propositions; it also entails a
transformation in the mode of existence of the
knower. Jami occupies a particularly important
position in this intellectual landscape because he
was simultaneously a scholar of the formal
sciences, a major Persian poet, a Sufi thinker, and
one of the most influential interpreters of the school
of Ibn ‘Arabi. His criticism of formal knowledge
therefore does not arise from hostility toward
learning, but from a sophisticated recognition of its
limits. Historical studies of his life and intellectual
formation demonstrate the breadth of his
engagement with theology, philosophy, literature,
and theoretical mysticism (Hekmat, 1941). At the
same time, his poetic and prose works repeatedly
distinguish between knowing about spiritual
realities and realizing them through lived
experience (Mirakhurli et al., 2021). The central
problem of the present study is the epistemological
status of bewilderment in Jam1’s works and the role
of conscious unknowing in the seeker’s transition
from formal knowledge to mystical intuition.
Bewilderment is understood here not as ordinary
confusion, psychological disorientation, or the
mere absence of information, but as a higher state
arising from the seeker’s awareness that finite
concepts, linguistic formulations, and rational
categories cannot encompass infinite reality. In this
sense, conscious unknowing represents neither
simple ignorance nor skepticism, but a mature
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recognition of the limitations inherent in human
cognition.
The conceptual framework of the study is based on
the interrelationship among knowledge, reason,
ignorance, bewilderment, unveiling, and intuition.
In mystical terminology, discursive knowledge
operates through mental representation and
preserves a distinction between the knowing
subject and the known object, while intuitive
knowledge is grounded in presence, tasting,
disclosure, and existential participation. Classical
Sufi  terminology consistently  differentiates
between knowledge transmitted through words and
knowledge realized through spiritual states
(Sajjadi, 1983). The epistemological significance
of mystical intuition lies precisely in this difference
of mode: intuition does not merely add a new
proposition to the seeker’s store of information, but
alters the relation between the knower and reality
(Javadi & Moazzami Goudarzi, 2008). Conscious
unknowing emerges after the acquisition of
knowledge, when the seeker realizes that
conceptual mastery does not amount to ontological
realization. It must therefore be distinguished from
simple ignorance, in which the individual lacks
knowledge, and from compound ignorance, in
which the individual falsely assumes complete
understanding. Bewilderment is the existential and
affective form of this reflective awareness. Studies
of bewilderment in Islamic mysticism indicate that
it intensifies as the seeker encounters the
inexhaustibility of divine manifestations, rather
than disappearing through the accumulation of
information (Sadeghi, 2006). The framework of
Ibn ‘Arabi is particularly relevant because it
presents divine reality as simultaneously
transcendent beyond all determinations and
immanent through innumerable self-disclosures.
Chittick explains that the divine can be known in
its manifestations but can never be exhausted by
any single manifestation or conceptual form
(Chittick, 1989). This tension between knowability
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and incomprehensibility provides the theoretical
foundation for Jami’s  epistemology  of
bewilderment.

The study employs a descriptive-analytical and
hermeneutic method, drawing on a close
conceptual reading of Jami’s major poetic and
prose works, especially Lawa’ih, Naqd al-Nusiis,
Al-Durrah al-Fakhirah, and Nafahat al-Uns. These
texts are examined alongside studies of Ibn
‘Arab1’s metaphysics, Sufi epistemology, mystical
language, the perfect human, and the historical
development of Persian Sufism. Jami’s Lawa ik
offers a concise but highly suggestive account of
divine unity, manifestation, and the relation
between the Absolute and phenomenal multiplicity
(Jami, 1906). Nagd al-Nusizs provides a more
systematic explanation of the metaphysical
vocabulary associated with determination, divine
self-disclosure, and the hierarchy of being and
knowledge (Jami, 1977). Al-Durrah al-Fakhirah is
particularly important for comparing the
epistemological claims of theologians,
philosophers, and mystics and for demonstrating
that rational demonstration, while valid within its
proper domain, cannot replace direct realization
(Jami, 1979). Nafahat al-Uns supplies a narrative
account of the states and experiences of Sufi
masters, showing that authentic knowledge is
embodied in spiritual conduct, humility, discipline,
and  transformation  rather  than  verbal
sophistication alone (Jami, 1957). The analysis
focuses on passages involving reason, formal
learning, language, silence, love, unveiling,
annihilation, unity, and perplexity. Particular
attention is given to the rhetorical functions of
metaphor and paradox, since mystical poetry
frequently  uses  apparently  contradictory
expressions to represent the simultaneous unity and
multiplicity of reality. Research on Timurid
mystical poetry has shown that paradox is not
merely ornamental but functions as an epistemic
device for expressing experiences that exceed
binary logic (Tafsiri & Taheri, 2022). The study
consequently treats Jami’s literary form as
inseparable from his theory of knowledge.

\§

The findings indicate that Jami does not reject
formal knowledge, but redefines its legitimate
scope and function. Discursive learning is
necessary for intellectual discipline, the
interpretation of religious teachings, and protection
against confusion and false claims; however, it
becomes a veil when the seeker mistakes
conceptual representation for reality itself. This
transformation of knowledge into a veil occurs
when technical vocabulary, doctrinal identity, and
scholarly authority reinforce the ego of the knower.
Historical studies of Persian Sufism have
repeatedly shown that Sufi criticism of scholars
was directed primarily against pride, formalism,
and the substitution of verbal expertise for spiritual
realization (Zarrinkub, 1983). Jami’s critique
follows the same logic. His works suggest that the
most subtle form of selfhood is the identity of the
“knowing subject,” who imagines that truth can be
possessed, classified, and controlled. Reason
becomes problematic not because it is false, but
because its divisive and representational operation
is inadequate to comprehend absolute reality.
Theoretical analyses of Ibn “Arabi’s view of reason
emphasize that rational cognition reaches maturity
when it recognizes its structural inability to
encompass the divine essence (Mortezaei, 2012).
The distinction between theoretical and intuitive
intellect further clarifies that intellect can either
remain confined to abstraction or become receptive
to supra-conceptual insight (Gorjian & Hashemi,
2012). In Jami’s thought, therefore, the proper
culmination of reason is not self-destruction, but
self-limitation. Once reason acknowledges its
boundaries, it ceases to function as an obstacle and
prepares the seeker for a form of knowledge based
on receptivity rather than domination.

A second major finding concerns the role of
language and love in the production of conscious
unknowing. Language is indispensable because
mystical experience must be communicated,
interpreted, and incorporated into tradition;
nevertheless, every linguistic expression fixes what
is fluid and limits what is inexhaustible. Studies of
mystical language have demonstrated that words
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simultaneously disclose and conceal spiritual
experience, since no verbal formulation can
transmit the full immediacy of witnessing
(Hosseini Shahroudi & Sadafi, 2012). Jami
responds to this limitation through metaphors of
mirrors, light, oceans, waves, lovers, and beloveds,
all of which indicate a relationship between unity
and multiplicity without reducing one to the other.
The mirror reveals the form while possessing no
independent reality; the wave is distinct in
appearance but inseparable from the sea. Yet these
images are themselves provisional and must not be
mistaken for complete definitions. Conscious
unknowing therefore extends to language: the
seeker uses words while remaining aware that they
are signs rather than the reality signified. Love
deepens this epistemic transformation by
disrupting the distance between observer and
object. In ordinary cognition, the knower stands
apart from what is known and seeks analytical
control; in love, the seeker becomes existentially
involved and undergoes transformation. The
classical Sufi tradition consistently represents love
as a force that breaks self-centered calculation and
prepares the soul for annihilation (Schimmel,
1975). In Jam1’s anthropology, the perfect human is
not one who accumulates the greatest number of
concepts, but one who transcends the narrow self
and becomes a comprehensive locus of divine
attributes (Mohammadian et al., 2013).
Bewilderment, love, and annihilation thus form
interconnected stages in the transition from
possessive knowledge to participatory realization.
The study concludes that bewilderment in Jam1’s
works is both the threshold of mystical intuition
and one of its highest fruits. Before intuition,
bewilderment marks the collapse of the seeker’s
confidence in the sufficiency of formal learning,
conceptual thought, and linguistic representation. It
breaks the rigidity of inherited categories and
creates an epistemic openness through which
unveiling becomes possible. After intuition,
bewilderment persists in a higher form because
every disclosure reveals not only an aspect of truth
but also the inexhaustibility of what remains
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undisclosed. This distinction makes it possible to
differentiate preliminary bewilderment, which
results from insufficient understanding, from
transcendent bewilderment, which results from
deepened realization. The former may diminish
through education, whereas the latter intensifies as
the seeker becomes increasingly aware of the
infinity of reality. Jam1’s epistemology is therefore
neither irrationalist nor skeptical. Reason,
language, and formal knowledge retain
indispensable functions, but their legitimacy
depends on their recognition of their own limits.
Mystical intuition does not abolish knowledge; it
transforms knowledge from an instrument of
possession into a mode of presence. Conscious
unknowing is the mediating stage in this
transformation, because it frees the seeker from
compound ignorance—the false belief that
conceptual understanding is exhaustive—without
returning the seeker to simple ignorance. The
mature knower does not deny truth, but refuses to
equate truth with any single formulation,
experience, or manifestation. Accordingly, the
perfection of knowledge does not consist in the
disappearance of mystery, but in the capacity to
dwell consciously, humbly, and creatively within
it.
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