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Abstract

The science of letters (‘ilm al-hurtif), as an ancient branch of esoteric disciplines in
Islamic mysticism, has always been situated between two opposing poles of mystical
endorsement and rational-theological rejection. The main problem of this study is to
determine the epistemic status of this science within the structure of Islamic
knowledge, especially in relation to the tension between reason and intuition.
Accordingly, the aim of the article is to provide an analytical examination of both
affirmative and critical approaches to the science of letters and to clarify the scope
and limits of its epistemic validity. Employing an analytical-comparative method
and drawing on textual and documentary sources, the study first expounds the
ontological and symbolic foundations of the science of letters in the thought of
mystics such as Ibn ‘Arabi, Sayyid Haydar Amuli and Imam Khomeini, and traces
its historical development and spiritual functions. It then analyzes the main
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philosophical and theological critiques advanced in modern scholarship. The
findings indicate that, despite methodological challenges such as reliance on
individual intuitions and the lack of clear criteria for verification, the science of
letters constitutes a complex and multilayered structure within Islamic mysticism, in
which religious experience, symbolic language and esoteric exegesis play a central
role.

Keywords: science of letters; Islamic mysticism; Ibn ‘Arabi; Imam Khomeini;
reason and intuition.

Problem Statement

Statement of the Problem

The Science of Letters (‘Ilm al-Huriif), as an esoteric and symbolic discipline
grounded in the interpretation of letters and numbers within ontological and mystical
frameworks, stands at the intersection of two foundational epistemological
orientations in Islamic thought: demonstrative rationalism and mystical intuitionism.
In the mystical tradition, figures such as Ibn Arabi, Sayyid Haydar Amuli, and
Ruhollah Khomeini have regarded the Science of Letters not merely as a set of
numerical calculations or abjad correspondences, but as a sacred language through
which the inner strata of being may be disclosed, the Qur’an symbolically
interpreted, and the relationship between Divine Names and ontological degrees
articulated.

By contrast, many Muslim theologians and philosophers, appealing to criteria such
as conceptual definability, logical coherence, internal verifiability, and reliance upon
authoritative textual evidence, have questioned its epistemic legitimacy. From this
perspective, the Science of Letters has often been classified among the occult
sciences (‘uliim gharibah) or reduced to a form of experiential knowledge lacking
demonstrative probative force.

This profound divergence in evaluation indicates that the issue of the Science of
Letters is not merely a marginal or historical dispute; rather, it reflects a fundamental
question concerning the structure of knowledge in the Islamic intellectual tradition:
What is the relationship between reason ( ‘ag/) and mystical unveiling (kashf)? To
what extent does each contribute to the production and validation of religious
knowledge? Within this broader inquiry, the Science of Letters emerges as a
paradigmatic case for examining the boundaries of Islamic rationality and the
epistemic possibilities of intuitive knowledge. It occupies a liminal space—between
language and being, exoteric form and esoteric meaning, private experience and
publicly binding proof.

Despite numerous references to the Science of Letters in mystical, philosophical, and
exegetical texts, as well as scattered contemporary discussions on occult sciences
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and symbolic hermeneutics, a comprehensive and systematic study that
comparatively analyzes both affirmative and critical perspectives within the
framework of the reason—intuition nexus—and that rigorously evaluates its
epistemic status—remains lacking. Existing scholarship has either confined itself to
internal, descriptive expositions of the discipline or adopted an exclusively critical
stance, without sufficiently distinguishing between its various functional levels or
clarifying the scope of its epistemic claims.

Accordingly, the principal problem of this study may be formulated as follows: What
is the epistemological status and validity of the Science of Letters within the
architecture of Islamic thought, and how may this status be articulated in light of the
relationship between reason and intuition? More specifically, can the Science of
Letters be regarded as a legitimate discipline within the Islamic epistemic system? If
affirmed or rejected, upon what methodological and epistemological grounds should
its scope and limits be determined?

In pursuit of this central inquiry, the present study addresses the following subsidiary
questions:

1. What are the ontological, linguistic, and epistemological foundations underlying
the affirmation of the Science of Letters in the Islamic mystical tradition, and how
are these foundations articulated in the intellectual systems of Ibn ‘Arabi, Sayyid
Haydar Amuli, and Imam Khomeini?

2. What are the principal theological and philosophical critiques directed against the
Science of Letters, and upon which methodological and epistemic criteria are
these critiques based?

3. How has the Science of Letters been assessed within contemporary Islamic
discourse, and what relationship has it assumed with the concept of “valid
knowledge?

4.1Is it possible to distinguish between the symbolic—spiritual function of the
Science of Letters and its claim to produce demonstrative knowledge, and, on this
basis, to redefine the limits of its epistemic validity?

Employing an analytical-comparative method and drawing upon mystical,
theological, and philosophical sources, this study seeks, on the one hand, to extract
and systematize the principal components of affirmation and denial concerning the
Science of Letters, and, on the other, to facilitate a theoretical dialogue between
reason and intuition in evaluating this discipline. The structure of the article reflects
this objective: first, the theoretical foundations and research background are
reviewed; second, affirmative interpretations are analyzed; third, theological,
philosophical, and contemporary critiques are examined; and finally, through a
comparative synthesis of these two trajectories, the epistemic position and scope of
the Science of Letters within the horizon of Islamic thought are clarified.



Method

The study employs an analytical-comparative method with a critical approach,
grounded in conceptual analysis and the systematic comparison of affirmative and
dissenting perspectives. The data are collected through library-based research and
evaluated epistemologically within the framework of the reason—intuition
relationship.

Findings and Results

The findings of this study indicate that the epistemological dispute over the Science
of Letters (‘I/m al-Huriif) is rooted not merely in disagreement over particular
doctrines, but in fundamentally divergent conceptions of knowledge, language, and
ontology within Islamic thought. The affirmative tradition—articulated most
coherently in the works of Ibn Arabi, Sayyid Haydar Amuli, and Ruhollah
Khomeini—is grounded in a metaphysical worldview in which letters are not
arbitrary linguistic signs but ontological realities that correspond to levels of being
and manifestations of Divine Names. Within this framework, the Science of Letters
functions as a hermeneutical and contemplative discipline that discloses symbolic
correspondences between the macrocosm, the microcosm, and the revealed word. Its
epistemic validity, however, is internally conditioned: it presupposes spiritual
discipline, ontological insight, and the integration of unveiling (kashf) with scriptural
fidelity. The study demonstrates that, in its most rigorous formulations, the Science
of Letters is not presented by its proponents as a substitute for demonstrative
reasoning, but as a complementary mode of knowing operating within the horizon
of metaphysical symbolism.

Conversely, the critical philosophical and theological perspectives reveal that
objections to the Science of Letters arise primarily from concerns regarding
methodological verifiability, universality, and the risk of epistemic subjectivism.
From a demonstrative standpoint, knowledge must be communicable, conceptually
precise, and grounded in rational or textual proof; hence, a discipline whose claims
rely on symbolic correspondences and experiential unveiling is viewed as lacking
binding probative force. The study finds, however, that much of the historical
critique conflates distinct levels of the discipline—failing to distinguish between its
symbolic—spiritual function and exaggerated claims of predictive or occult efficacy.
By analytically separating these layers, the research concludes that the Science of
Letters may be accorded a limited but coherent epistemic status: not as a
demonstrative science in the strict philosophical sense, but as a symbolic—
hermeneutical mode of insight whose legitimacy depends on clearly defined
metaphysical presuppositions and disciplined interpretive constraints. Thus, the
debate ultimately clarifies the broader architecture of Islamic epistemology,
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revealing that the tension between reason and intuition is best understood not as
mutual negation, but as a question of scope, hierarchy, and epistemic function.
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