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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the structure of the degrees of divine unity in the
contemporary mystical traditions of Najaf and Qom and to explain the
gradual movement from the annihilation of acts to the annihilation of
attributes and ultimately to the annihilation of the essence. The central
question concerns how the stages of annihilation correspond to the degrees
of divine unity and what spiritual and epistemological logic explains the
relationship among these stages. The study adopts an analytical-interpretive
approach and focuses on the conceptual reconstruction of mystical teachings
related to divine unity, annihilation, self-knowledge, existential poverty, and
subsistence. The findings indicate that the annihilation of acts represents the
first level of negating independence, in which the spiritual traveler no longer
perceives personal agency or worldly causes as independent of divine will
and bestowal. At the level of the annihilation of attributes, this negation
becomes deeper, as qualities such as knowledge, power, will, and virtue are
no longer regarded as independently possessed perfections. The annihilation
of the essence constitutes the final stage, in which the perception of the self
as independently existing is removed and human existence is understood as
essentially poor and dependent upon the Divine. The results show that these
three levels are not separate experiences but form a continuous, hierarchical,
and gradational structure in which each stage negates a deeper form of
perceived independence. The distinction between the Najaf and Qom
traditions lies primarily in their modes of articulation: Najaf emphasizes
practical spiritual discipline, vigilance, and teacher-guided training, whereas
Qom more often formulates the same path through philosophical, exegetical,
and ontological concepts. Ultimately, annihilation in this tradition signifies
not the destruction of human identity, but the dissolution of the illusion of
independence and the realization of subsistence within the horizon of divine
unity.

Keywords: Annihilation, Divine Unity of Acts, Divine Unity of Attributes,
Divine Unity of Essence, Najaf Mystical Tradition, Qom Mystical Tradition
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the structure of the

degrees of divine unity in the contemporary
mystical traditions of Najaf and Qom, with
particular emphasis on the progressive movement
from the annihilation of acts to the annihilation of
attributes and, ultimately, to the annihilation of the
essence. In Islamic mysticism, divine unity is not
confined to a doctrinal affirmation of God's
oneness, but is understood as an existential and
experiential realization through which the spiritual
traveler gradually abandons the perception of
independent agency, independent perfection, and
finally independent existence. This distinction
between conceptual knowledge of divine unity and
existential realization is fundamental to the
mystical understanding of fana. Classical Islamic
sources provide the theoretical foundations for such
an interpretation. Ibn Arabi explains multiplicity as
manifestation rather than autonomous existence
and situates created acts and attributes within a
broader ontological dependence upon the Divine
(Ibn Arabi, 1999). In a related manner, al-Ghazali
interprets spiritual progress as a process of
purification in  which  self-centeredness,
attachment, and claims to autonomous possession
are gradually dissolved (Al-Ghazali, 2015). The
language of annihilation becomes more intense in
the mystical expressions attributed to al-Hallaj,
where ordinary structures of self-awareness are
transformed through overwhelming consciousness
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of divine presence (Al-Hallaj, 1974). In Persian
mystical literature, Rumi presents annihilation not
as the termination of human existence but as the
precondition for a higher mode of subsistence and
spiritual life (Rumi, 1925), while Chittick’s
analysis of Rumi clarifies that divine love functions
as a force through which the autonomous ego is
destabilized and reconstructed in relation to the
Absolute (Chittick, 1983). Accordingly, this study
approaches annihilation as a  structured
transformation of self-awareness rather than as
psychological self-destruction or ontological
disappearance.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on
the correspondence between three degrees of divine
unity and three degrees of annihilation. The first is
the annihilation of acts, which corresponds to
divine unity at the level of agency. At this stage, the
spiritual traveler ceases to regard human and
worldly causes as independently effective, while
still recognizing their relative and instrumental
roles. The purpose is not to negate causality, moral
responsibility, or voluntary action, but to deny
ultimate independence to created agents. Such an
understanding is consistent with Ibn Arabi’s
account of divine manifestation, in which all
created acts depend ontologically upon the Divine
as the ultimate source of existence and efficacy
(Ibn Arabi, 1999). The second degree is the
annihilation of attributes, in which the seeker no
longer regards knowledge, power, will, virtue,



ol O e 9 S 20

spiritual insight, or moral excellence as
independently possessed perfections. Rather, these
qualities are perceived as dependent manifestations
of divine perfection. This stage is especially
important because spiritual pride may survive even
after attachment to external possessions and
worldly status has weakened. Al-Ghazali’s analysis
of vanity, ostentation, and self-admiration
demonstrates that religious and spiritual
achievements themselves may become instruments
through which the ego reconstructs its claims to
superiority (Al-Ghazali, 2015). The third and
deepest degree is the annihilation of the essence, in
which the seeker no longer perceives the self as an
independently existing reality that subsequently
enters into a relationship of dependence upon God;
rather, dependence itself is recognized as
constitutive of human existence. This interpretation
is compatible with classical formulations of divine
transcendence and the denial of autonomous
existence to anything other than God (Qazi Saeed
Qomi, 2002). It also clarifies why annihilation
must be understood in relation to subsistence, since
mystical extinction is completed not by
nonexistence but by a transformed mode of
existence in and through divine dependence
(Hojjari & Nasr Esfahani, 2020).

Within the contemporary mystical traditions of
Najaf and Qom, these degrees are not treated
merely as speculative doctrines but as stages of
spiritual  discipline. The Najaf tradition,
particularly in its modern Shi'i context, tends to
emphasize practical methods of self-purification,
including vigilance, self-accounting,
remembrance, regulation of thoughts, observance
of religious obligations, and close guidance under
a spiritual teacher. In this framework, annihilation
is understood as the gradual outcome of disciplined
spiritual practice rather than as an isolated ecstatic
experience. The central role of self-knowledge is
especially significant, because the spiritual traveler
must first identify the structures through which the
ego attributes independent agency, perfection, and
existence to itself. The doctrinal foundation for this
process is deeply rooted in Shi'i discussions of

V¥

divine unity, which deny limitation, likeness, and
independent partnership with the Divine (Ibn
Babawayh, 1978). In the Qom tradition, many of
the same spiritual principles are articulated through
a more philosophical, exegetical, and ontological
vocabulary, particularly by drawing on discussions
of existential poverty, the manifestation of divine
names, and the gradation of unity. Javadi Amoli’s
account of the annihilation of those brought near to
God reflects this conceptual tendency by presenting
spiritual annihilation as the abandonment of the
perception of independent possession and as an
ascent toward more comprehensive awareness of
divine presence (Javadi Amoli, 2009). Therefore,
the difference between Najaf and Qom should not
be understood as a radical doctrinal opposition, but
rather as a difference in intellectual language and
modes of transmission: Najaf more strongly
privileges practical spiritual training, whereas Qom
more  frequently  provides a  systematic
philosophical and theological articulation of
comparable mystical experiences.

The analytical findings indicate that the movement
from the annihilation of acts to the annihilation of
the essence is best understood as a continuous and
hierarchical reduction of perceived independence.
These stages should not be treated as entirely
separate or mechanically sequential. Instead, each
higher stage deepens and reinterprets the one
preceding it. The annihilation of acts weakens the
ego’s claim to autonomous agency, but this claim
may continue in the subtler form of ownership over
attributes such as knowledge, will, and spiritual
achievement. The annihilation of attributes
therefore moves beyond the question of who acts to
the question of who truly possesses perfection.
Once attributes are no longer regarded as
independently possessed, the seeker confronts a
deeper structure: the assumption that there exists an
independent self to which acts and attributes
belong. At this point, annihilation reaches the level
of essence. This logic reveals that the three stages
represent a movement from external manifestations
of egohood to its ontological root. Shabistari’s
mystical account of divine unity is relevant here
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because it preserves phenomenal multiplicity while
denying ultimate independence to multiplicity
itself (Shabistari, 1969). Likewise, contemporary
comparative studies of the mystical self emphasize
that spiritual realization often involves a transition
from an autonomous and self-centered identity
toward an identity understood through unity,
dependence, and divine love (Kumar, 2022). The
logic of the Najaf-Qom tradition may therefore be
summarized as a shift from “I act independently,”
to “I possess perfection independently,” and finally
to “I exist independently,” with each Ilevel
becoming the object of a deeper form of mystical
negation.

The study further finds that the concept of
subsistence after annihilation is indispensable for
avoiding reductive interpretations of mystical
experience. If annihilation were understood as
literal destruction of personality or loss of human
identity, it would be difficult to explain the
continued importance of moral responsibility,
religious practice, social conduct, and spiritual
discipline after mystical realization. The classical
pairing of annihilation and subsistence indicates
that the aim is transformation rather than
obliteration. Research on annihilation and
subsistence in Persian mystical traditions similarly
shows that annihilation reaches completion through
a new form of spiritual continuity rather than
through ontological extinction (Hojjari & Nasr
Esfahani, 2020). Studies of annihilation in
mystical literary traditions also emphasize the
transformation of identity and perception as
essential dimensions of the concept (Fadavi &
Toghiani, 2010). In this framework, the seeker
continues to act after the annihilation of acts,
continues to possess qualities after the annihilation
of attributes, and continues to exist after the
annihilation of essence; however, these dimensions
of life are no longer interpreted as autonomous
possessions. This transformed consciousness has
ethical consequences. A person who no longer
attributes independent efficacy to the self has less
ground for pride; one who no longer regards
spiritual qualities as personal possessions has less

o

basis for superiority; and one who perceives
existence itself as dependent is more likely to
develop humility, responsibility, and reverence.
Contemporary discussions of annihilation also
confirm that authentic mystical transformation
should manifest itself in changes in identity,
conduct, and spiritual orientation rather than
merely in extraordinary interior experiences
(Isazadehfar, 2017). Consequently, the validity of
annihilation within the Najaf-Qom tradition is
measured not only by the intensity of mystical
states but also by the enduring ethical and spiritual
transformation of the seeker.

In conclusion, the structure of divine unity in the
contemporary mystical traditions of Najaf and Qom
can be understood as a coherent model of
progressive  deconstruction  of  imagined
independence. The annihilation of acts removes the
claim to autonomous agency, the annihilation of
attributes removes the claim to autonomous
perfection, and the annihilation of the essence
removes the claim to autonomous existence. These
three degrees are not isolated experiences but
interconnected dimensions of a single movement
from ego-centered perception toward
comprehensive  awareness  of  existential
dependence upon God. The distinction between
Najaf and Qom lies primarily in mode of
articulation rather than in the underlying spiritual
logic: Najaf generally expresses this path through
practical discipline, vigilance, spiritual guidance,
and purification of the self, while Qom more
frequently formulates the same movement through
philosophical, exegetical, and ontological
categories. The study therefore proposes that the
most adequate conceptual key for interpreting this
tradition is the notion of the gradual negation of
independence. This interpretation also resolves
several ambiguities  surrounding  mystical
annihilation, because it preserves human
individuality, responsibility, and ethical agency
while denying that they possess an autonomous
ontological foundation. In this sense, annihilation
does not culminate in the disappearance of the
human being, but in a transformed understanding
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of what it means to act, to possess qualities, and to
exist. The path from the annihilation of acts to the
annihilation of the essence is thus best understood
as the internal realization of divine unity within the
structure of human self-awareness, culminating not
in nothingness but in a form of subsistence
grounded in complete existential poverty and
conscious dependence upon the Divine.
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