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Chapter 1 Introduction – Why We Need to Understand Henry Corbin
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1.1 The Necessity of Reopening the Imaginal
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The twenty-first century stands amid a crisis of meaning. Humanity has accumulated immense knowledge but lost wisdom. Technology has expanded perception outward but dimmed vision inward. In this situation, the thought of Henry Corbin re-emerges not as an antiquarian curiosity but as a profound necessity. Corbin offers a metaphysical orientation that restores the vertical dimension of existence—the relationship between the visible and the invisible, the human and the divine. His philosophy invites us to rediscover the imaginal world (mundus imaginalis), a realm where reality reveals its symbolic depth. Understanding Corbin today means reclaiming imagination as an organ of knowledge and restoring sacred order to thought (Corbin 1972; Nasr 1993).

The neglect of the imaginal has left modern consciousness fragmented. The world has become object rather than revelation, and knowledge has become information rather than illumination. This fragmentation manifests in multiple domains: in philosophy’s retreat into skepticism, in science’s reductionism, and in religion’s confinement to dogma. Corbin’s work cuts across these divides by proposing a vision of knowledge that is neither purely rational nor merely devotional but imaginal—a mode of knowing through presence. His contribution is not to repeat medieval mysticism but to reinterpret it for a civilization that has lost its symbolic imagination. We need to understand Corbin not to escape modernity but to redeem it.
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1.2. The Major Problems Addressed in This Book
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This book begins from the conviction that the central problem of our age is the eclipse of the imaginal—the disappearance of the sacred from consciousness. Corbin diagnosed this eclipse as the root of both secularism and nihilism. When the imaginal world is denied, transcendence becomes inaccessible, and immanence loses meaning. The first problem, therefore, is ontological: how to restore the reality of the unseen in a world dominated by materialism. The second problem is epistemological: how to recover imagination as a legitimate organ of knowledge. The third problem is anthropological: how to rediscover the human being as mediator between heaven and earth. And the fourth problem is ethical: how to live truthfully within a cosmos understood as theophany (Corbin 1969; al-Attas 1995).

Modern thought, especially after Descartes and Kant, confined the human to the sphere of representation, turning imagination into subjective fantasy. Corbin reverses this confinement by asserting that imagination is the very bridge between spirit and matter. The imaginal world is objective, not psychological; it is the arena where divine meanings assume form. The problem is thus not that modernity lacks imagination, but that it mistakes the imaginary for the imaginal. The recovery of the imaginal is, therefore, a recovery of reality itself. This book addresses that recovery as a philosophical and spiritual task.
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1.3. Methodological Orientation
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The methodology of this study follows what might be called a metaphysical phenomenology of illumination. Rather than interpreting Corbin historically or sociologically, it approaches his thought as a living hermeneutic of being. This method operates on three levels. First, it reads Corbin’s metaphysics through the lens of ontological participation—the understanding that being is relational and luminous. Second, it employs hermeneutical reflection, treating all forms and symbols as signs of transcendence that must be interpreted rather than merely described (Gadamer 2004). Third, it applies spiritual anthropology, examining how knowledge and transformation are inseparable in the human journey.

This approach is consistent with both Islamic metaphysical tradition and modern phenomenological insight. It honors the hikmah (wisdom) of illuminationism and the experiential rigor of phenomenology. The aim is not to construct a system but to reveal a pattern: the continuity between light, knowledge, and being. Corbin’s philosophy cannot be captured by analytic logic alone; it demands symbolic and contemplative thinking. The methodology of this book is therefore synthetic: it combines textual interpretation, philosophical reasoning, and metaphysical meditation to recover the living meaning of the imaginal world.
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