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In the narrative heritage of Imamiyah, there is a report of Imran Sabi's debate
with Imam Reza (p.b.u.h), based on which Imam (p.b.u.h) gave a negative
answer to Imran's question about God's self-awareness. In resolving the
possible conflict between the rational principle and the narrative doctrine of
the necessity of divine knowledge, Shia thinkers have considered the question
of Imran to be related to a special type of self-awareness that requires
limitations and defects for God. Based on the induction, at least five major
explanations have been made regarding such an approach, that is, a kind of
deprivation of self-awareness from God. These explanations have failed to
provide the correct meaning of Imam's (p.b.u.h) statement. Of course, the
lack of these explanations does not mean the negation of the main approach
in dealing with the desired expression, but by maintaining this approach, it is
possible to provide a correct explanation of the narration.

Keywords: imam reza (p.b.u.h), Self-awareness, Acquired Knowledge, Knowledge by
Presence , Mental Object, compound knowledge, Imran Sabi

Extended Abstract

Divine knowledge and related issues have received significant attention in the legacy left by Ahl
al-Bayt (p.b.u.t). The attribution of knowledge to God, both in terms of self-knowledge and knowledge
of others, has been established as "eternal and necessary" (Kulayni, 1986, vol. 1, pp. 107-108, p. 113;
Ibn Babawayh, 1978, p. 38, p. 57, pp. 139-145, p. 192, p. 198, p. 309). Among the narrations, a
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statement by Imam Reza (p.b.u.h) can be found that may initially suggest a negation of God's self-
awareness.

In the conversation between Imam Reza (p.b.u.h) and Imran Sabi, it is mentioned that when
Imam (p.b.u.h) was asked, "Is the first being known to itself and in itself?" he responded using the term
"al-me‘lamah" (meaning "means of knowledge" or "knowledge")!. He stated: indeed, the "al-me‘lamah"
as an object serves only to negate that which is opposite to it, and until the object itself is revealed by
negating its otherness, there is no opposite object in the case of God from which He needs to dissociate
Himself based on His own perception (Ibn Babawayh, 1978, p. 491). 2

The negative response of Imam Reza (p.b.u.h) to Imran Sabi has sparked considerable debate
among commentators who have struggled to analyze its meaning.

Commentators of the Imam's (p.b.u.h) statement have not only considered the entire discussion
between Imam Reza (p.b.u.h) and Imran Sabi as an ambiguous hadith but have also emphasized the
complexity of this particular part of the dialogue. Some have highlighted its profound meaning,
suggesting that understanding this phrase requires deep familiarity with the seas of true knowledge and
the narrations of Ahl al-Bayt. According to some scholars, this statement by the Imam has been
overlooked in many books of explanation and interpretation of hadiths and Islamic teachings. This
statement contains one of the most important principles of theology that had not been mentioned in any
philosophy or school of thought before being proposed by the Imam (p.b.u.h). In explaining the meaning
of this term, three main approaches can be identified:

1. Imran's question pertains to a type of perception that implies a deficiency in God's attributes.

2. Imran's question relates to unconditional perception, and God's negation of this attribution arises from
His inherent qualities; attributing perception to God would imply limitation.

3. Imran's question is fundamentally unrelated to God's self-awareness. Regarding the first approach,
based on induction, at least five interpretations of "al-me‘lamah" as a type of self-consciousness devoid
of divine essence have been proposed in the works of Imami scholars:

1. "Al-me‘lamah" is understood as acquired knowledge that is absolutely denied from the divine
essence. In interpreting "al-me‘lamah" as acquired knowledge, at least three different perspectives can
be observed:

* (a) "Al-me‘lamah" is an acquired knowledge, but it abstracts from aspects that lead to external details.
* (b) "Al-me‘lamah" is an acquired knowledge, but it specializes in complex matters.

* (¢) "Al-me‘lamah" is an acquired knowledge that is denied by God due to its association with
limitation or the necessity of a community of equals.

2. "Al-me‘lamah" refers to knowledge of self-knowledge, which is negated as an essential
attribute of God.

3. "Al-me‘lamah" signifies knowledge that is superfluous to the divine essence, which is also
negated as an essential attribute of God.

1. Commentators provided a special interpretation of this word.
Lo sy 4 e o2l I3 (& J) 8ol 0500 Al = 5 Slin 055G o 5 Togmrge aie i Ly 4l s 1 0800 5 s 30 =l L1 (650 ) 2
ek

aA



Tavakoli Sophia Perennis 21:45 (2024) 112-132

) “Al-me‘lamah" refers to active knowledge, in contrast to passive knowledge, which is
absolutely denied from the divine essence.

(5) "Al-me‘lamah" signifies the "object of awareness" for the perceiver, against which the
"other" is considered, and this is absolutely devoid of the divine essence. Based on the study, all these
interpretations -some of which have different variations- are debatable regarding their alignment with
the apparent meaning of the Imam'’s (p.b.u.h) words and their theological accuracy. However, it should
be noted that interpreting "al-me‘lamah" as a form of self-awareness is entirely valid. The preferred
explanation is that this negated self-awareness pertains to self-acquired knowledge, conceptualized as
"I." The primary function of this concept and its descriptive interpretation, which is “I,” is to distinguish
oneself from the other. In the case of God, no plurality exists within or alongside His essence, and the
knowledge of presence in itself is fixed. Nevertheless, according to the statement of the Imam (a.s.),
since the concept of "I" arises from distinguishing "self" from "other," the acquired knowledge related to
realizing the concept of "I," at least as an essential attribute, is denied for God.
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