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​INTRODUCTION Ibn ​Sīnā, Henry Corbin, and the Recovery of a Philosophical Tradition
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This book is the tenth volume in the Henry Corbin Studies series published by KBA13 Insight. Across its preceding nine volumes, the series has constructed a sustained, cumulative philosophical portrait of Henry Corbin — one of the twentieth century's most original and underappreciated thinkers — by situating his work in dialogue with the thinkers, concepts, and traditions that shaped and were shaped by his philosophical vision. The series' foundational volumes established the theoretical architecture of Corbin's thought, examining the metaphysics of the imaginal world, the ontological dimensions of the mundus imaginalis, and the hermeneutical framework through which Corbin approached Islamic philosophical and spiritual texts (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025g, 2025f, 2025d, 2025e). Subsequent volumes broadened the scope of inquiry by tracing intersections between Corbin's philosophy and major intellectual interlocutors: his dialogue with Ibn ʿArabī's ontology of self-disclosure (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025h); the phenomenological encounter with Martin Heidegger (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025a); the illuminationist philosophy of Suhrawardī (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025b); the esoteric dimensions of Shīʿism and the imaginal world of Iran (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025c); and the relevance of Corbin's vision for constructing an Indonesian Islamic intellectual identity through dialogue with Charles Taylor and Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas (Bustamam Ahmad & Zulfidar, 2025). The present volume, for the first time in the series, turns to the philosopher who stands at the very origin of Corbin's engagement with Islamic thought: Ibn Sīnā.

There is a certain philosophical justice in arriving at Ibn Sīnā at this stage of the project. Corbin's landmark work, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, published in French in 1954 and translated into English in the Bollingen series, is not merely an interpretation of Ibn Sīnā but a declaration of method — a programmatic statement about how Islamic philosophy ought to be read and what is at stake when it is read reductively. In that foundational text, Corbin argues that Ibn Sīnā's allegorical and visionary writings — above all the Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān and the Risālat al-Ṭayr — are not peripheral ornaments attached to a rationalist core but philosophical documents in their own right, articulating a conception of knowledge as transformative participation that the dominant rationalist tradition of Avicennian scholarship has consistently failed to comprehend. Previous volumes in this series have drawn on Corbin's insights as a general methodological and philosophical resource. This volume subjects that originating encounter — Corbin reading Ibn Sīnā — to systematic philosophical scrutiny for the first time.

The book is organized into seven chapters. Chapter I examines the problem of reading Ibn Sīnā, tracing the historical formation of the Avicennian canon, the dominant rationalist trends in modern interpretation, and the philosophical crisis those trends have produced. Chapter II reconstructs Corbin's philosophical method in detail — his appropriation and transformation of phenomenology, his rejection of positivist historiography, his conception of hermeneutics as participatory engagement, and his understanding of philosophy as a practice of existential transformation rather than a system of abstract propositions. Chapter III undertakes a systematic reinterpretation of Avicennian epistemology through a Corbinian lens, arguing that Ibn Sīnā's conception of knowledge is relational and transformative rather than representational and cumulative. Chapter IV investigates the philosophical significance of narrative and symbolic expression in Ibn Sīnā's visionary recitals, demonstrating that these texts are not illustrative supplements but irreducible philosophical achievements. Chapter V examines the anthropological dimension of Corbin's reading, focusing on the philosophical status of the individual as the indispensable site of knowledge. Chapter VI develops a sustained critique of rationalism and reductionism, situating Corbin as a philosopher who reopens epistemology to non-discursive dimensions of understanding that the dominant tradition has systematically excluded. Chapter VII draws together the philosophical implications of the preceding argument, repositioning Ibn Sīnā within intellectual history and reflecting on the significance of the Corbinian reinterpretation for Islamic philosophy and contemporary thought.

The method throughout is rigorously academic: citations are verified, arguments are developed with logical precision, and the full complexity of the scholarly debate is acknowledged. At the same time, the book is animated by the conviction — consistently pursued by the Henry Corbin Studies series — that philosophy is not merely an academic enterprise. It is, as Corbin himself insisted, a transformative practice: a mode of engaging with reality that changes the one who undertakes it. This book aspires to embody that conviction as much as to argue for it.
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​CHAPTER I The Problem of Reading Ibn Sīnā
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​1. The Formation of the Avicennian Canon

Ibn Sīnā occupies a singular place in the history of philosophy, distinguished not only by the originality of his thought but also by the persistent reconstruction of his intellectual persona across successive epochs of transmission, translation, and interpretation. What has come to be called "Avicennian philosophy" does not offer a comprehensive account of his oeuvre; it is, rather, a historically contingent canon that privileges select works — above all the Kitāb al-Shifāʾ and the Kitāb al-Najāt — while relegating a substantial portion of his corpus to the margins of scholarly attention. Among those marginalized are his allegorical compositions, poetic texts, and speculative treatises such as Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān and the Risālat al-Ṭayr. These works, saturated with symbolic narrative and philosophical inquiry pursued through imaginal modes, probe the depths of the soul's journey and the transformative potential of genuine understanding. The systematic exclusion of such texts from the core philosophical canon narrows the interpretive horizon considerably, sustaining an image of Avicennian thought as internally coherent and rationally unified — a coherence that, upon rigorous scrutiny, proves to be historically constructed and philosophically incomplete (Corbin, 1954/2014; Gutas, 2014). The consequences of this construction have been examined from various angles in the preceding volumes of this series: the concept of the imaginal world that Corbin recovers from Ibn Sīnā's visionary recitals has been shown to be foundational to his entire philosophical project (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025g; Bustamam Ahmad, 2025e), and the ontological implications of that recovery have been traced in relation to the mundus imaginalis as a philosophical concept (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025f). The present chapter returns to the formation of the canon itself to establish, on the basis of a critical historical analysis, why a systematic reinterpretation of Ibn Sīnā is both philosophically necessary and intellectually urgent.

The emergence of this canon reflects the aspirations of later intellectual traditions to impose order and continuity on the richly diverse legacy of Ibn Sīnā. Driven by the pursuit of philosophical stability, these traditions elevated systematic clarity to a normative standard, reducing the intricate plurality of his explorations to a rationalist core aligned with the prevailing interpretive agendas of their time. This process of selection and simplification not only made his work more accessible to subsequent generations but also fundamentally transformed its philosophical significance — channeling scholarly attention toward those aspects most amenable to rational analysis while obscuring the experiential, imaginative, and mystical dimensions that are equally constitutive of his thought. Such acts of selection and reinterpretation reveal that the construction of a philosophical canon is inseparable from the epistemological assumptions and historical contingencies that govern it (Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010; Reisman, 2002).

Canon formation operated through deliberate selection, favoring logical and metaphysical treatises while systematically sidelining other genres. Works that complicated the prevailing portrayal of Ibn Sīnā as a strictly abstract and systematic thinker were either omitted from scholarly circulation or treated as exoteric ornaments rather than as philosophically serious documents. This selective practice diminished the visibility of his poetic, allegorical, and mystical writings, obscuring what would otherwise appear to be a complex and multidimensional intellectual project. The canon, in this sense, not only established criteria for what counts as philosophy but also determined which aspects of Ibn Sīnā's oeuvre would receive sustained critical attention. Such privileging of certain texts over others reveals that philosophical tradition is always already guided by interpretive frameworks, historical contingencies, and institutional priorities that operate prior to and independently of the texts themselves (Corbin, 1954/2014; Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010; Reisman, 2002; Adamson, 2016).

The Avicennian canon rests on philosophical presuppositions whose influence permeates every stage of interpretation. By foregrounding texts that align with rationalist and systematic modes of inquiry, the canon authorizes certain lines of questioning while constraining or silencing alternative interpretive possibilities. Its selectivity channels scholarly attention toward metaphysical and logical treatises while marginalizing the poetic, allegorical, and mystical dimensions that are essential to Ibn Sīnā's thought. The resulting interpretive framework reflects the philosophical, historical, and institutional priorities of those who construct and perpetuate the canon — priorities that have been critically examined within the Corbinian tradition in successive volumes of the Henry Corbin Studies series (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025g; Bustamam Ahmad, 2025d; Bustamam Ahmad, 2025e; Bustamam Ahmad, 2025f). The constructed character of the canon is not merely an academic observation; it is the indispensable point of departure for any philosophical engagement that aspires to do justice to the full complexity of Ibn Sīnā's intellectual legacy (Corbin, 1954/2014; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; Reisman, 2002; Adamson, 2016).

The influence of the Avicennian canon extends across diverse philosophical and cultural traditions, each of which has reconstructed Ibn Sīnā's legacy in order to serve its own interpretive and doctrinal purposes. This dynamic has contributed to the enduring perception of a singular and coherent Avicennian system — a perception that frequently owes more to the work of later commentators and institutional authorities than to the multifaceted character of Ibn Sīnā's own corpus (Corbin, 1954/2014; Gutas, 2014). Through processes of selection, translation, and exegesis, the canon accrues new layers of meaning and authority, enabling various schools — whether situated within Islamic, Christian, or Jewish intellectual milieus — to appropriate, reinterpret, or contest Avicennian thought for their own ends (Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010; Adamson, 2016). Consequently, the unity attributed to Avicennian philosophy is less a reflection of intrinsic coherence than a product of historical negotiation, hermeneutic intervention, and philosophical polemic (Reisman, 2002; Janssens, 2006). Recognizing this constructed character opens a path to more nuanced readings, attentive to both the diversity of Ibn Sīnā's writings and the plurality of their receptions across intellectual traditions.

Recognizing the constructed character of the Avicennian canon provides a decisive philosophical impetus to scrutinize its foundations and question its apparent stability. The boundaries that define what is deemed "philosophical" in Ibn Sīnā's oeuvre are shaped by historical contingencies, interpretive frameworks, and institutional practices that are themselves in constant flux (Corbin, 1954/2014; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010; Reisman, 2002). These boundaries are neither immutable nor neutral; their critical contestation enables scholars to revisit and re-engage Ibn Sīnā's texts from perspectives that transcend inherited limitations. Such interrogation of canon formation opens pathways for expanding scholarly inquiry and invites renewed dialogue about the multidimensional legacy of Ibn Sīnā. More fundamentally, it reveals the extent to which the very possibility of understanding Ibn Sīnā depends on the interpretive frameworks through which his thought is approached — frameworks that must themselves become objects of critical philosophical reflection.

​2. Dominant Trends in Modern Interpretation

CONTEMPORARY SCHOLARSHIP approaches Ibn Sīnā predominantly from a rationalist vantage point, foregrounding his contributions to logic, metaphysics, and systematic philosophy (Adamson, 2016; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010). This interpretive tendency emphasizes clarity, coherence, and argumentative rigor as the defining hallmarks of his thought, often aligning him with the canon of Western philosophical rationalism (Griffel, 2015). Such readings primarily attend to the logical structure of Ibn Sīnā's thought, concentrating on works such as the Kitāb al-Shifāʾ and the Kitāb al-Najāt, and position him as a pivotal figure in the development of philosophical systems whose influence extends from Baghdad to medieval Paris. By privileging these dimensions, however, modern interpreters inevitably risk marginalizing alternative currents within his intellectual legacy — including the poetic, mystical, and experiential orientations that permeate his allegorical writings and visionary recitals (Corbin, 1954/2014; Shihadeh, 2012). This rationalist focus not only shapes the academic image of Ibn Sīnā but also determines the questions scholars pose and the boundaries they draw within the field of Avicennian studies.

The dominance of rationalist interpretive conventions reflects a broader epistemological commitment to abstraction, formal rigor, and systematic coherence as the standards by which philosophical worth is measured (Adamson, 2016; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992). This orientation has led interpreters to foreground Ibn Sīnā's writings that exemplify logical precision and metaphysical comprehensiveness, while treating his poetic, allegorical, and mystical texts as secondary or derivative. The consequence of this selective engagement is a reduction of Ibn Sīnā's intellectual legacy to a narrow rationalist paradigm — one that overlooks the rich diversity of epistemic modes in his corpus and fails to do justice to the philosophical seriousness with which he pursued questions of spiritual realization, inner transformation, and the soul's ascent toward intelligible reality (Davidson, 1992; McGinnis, 2010). The present series has consistently challenged this paradigm: beginning with the recovery of the imaginal world as a foundational philosophical concept (Bustamam Ahmad, 2025g), the series has argued that Corbin's reading of Islamic philosophy — and of Ibn Sīnā in particular — reveals dimensions of meaning that rationalist approaches systematically exclude.

Academic institutions and disciplinary conventions play a decisive role in consolidating this rationalist orientation. Philosophers commonly approach texts primarily as objects of argumentation, dissecting propositions for their formal coherence while marginalizing alternative modes of engagement — mystical intuition, poetic imagination, and existential reflection. This methodological orientation not only frames the reading of Ibn Sīnā but also delineates the boundaries of legitimate philosophical discourse more broadly (McGinnis, 2010; Reisman, 2002). Many contemporary scholars focus on argument and system, neglecting the experiential, symbolic, and transformative elements woven throughout his corpus. In contrast, Corbin's interpretive tradition — developed and extended across the Henry Corbin Studies series — has demonstrated that philosophy pursued in this mode is not a retreat from rigor but an extension of it. The rationalist image of Ibn Sīnā is not an inevitable reading of the texts but a historically particular construction that reflects the epistemological priorities of a specific intellectual tradition, one that Corbin explicitly and systematically challenged.

Recognizing these dominant trends requires a critical examination of their epistemological and institutional foundations. A persistent focus on rational structures in Ibn Sīnā's philosophy has led interpreters to overlook substantial domains of his thought that resist assimilation into formal logic or systematic analysis (Adamson, 2016; Corbin, 1954/2014; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992). These neglected domains often operate according to alternative logics — symbolic, poetic, mystical, or existential — that elude conventional philosophical categorization (Corbin, 1954/2014; Shihadeh, 2012; Janssens, 2006). Acknowledging the limitations of prevailing interpretive paradigms does not entail rejecting rational analysis; rather, it calls for situating rational inquiry within a more expansive and inclusive interpretive framework — one capable of engaging the full spectrum of philosophical meaning in Ibn Sīnā's writing (Adamson, 2016; Corbin, 1954/2014; Griffel, 2015).

​3. The Rationalist Construction of Ibn Sīnā

THE WIDESPREAD CHARACTERIZATION of Ibn Sīnā as a rationalist philosopher is not merely an empirical observation drawn from careful reading of his texts; it is the outcome of a selective interpretive strategy that foregrounds only those aspects of his corpus that align with the ideals of systematic logic and conceptual clarity (Adamson, 2016; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; Griffel, 2015; Corbin, 1954/2014). This approach distills his philosophical legacy into a simplified, internally consistent structure, thereby overlooking the complex interplay of mystical, poetic, and experiential elements that infuse much of his writing (Corbin, 1954/2014; Shihadeh, 2012; Janssens, 2006; Reisman, 2002). The pursuit of conceptual coherence and systematic abstraction, while possessing genuine pedagogical and analytical value, often yields an interpretation that effaces ambiguity, suppresses depth, and eliminates precisely the interpretive multiplicity that makes Ibn Sīnā such a philosophically rich and irreducible figure (Goodman, 1992; McGinnis, 2010; Griffel, 2015).

This interpretive construction assumes that philosophy is fundamentally rational, placing logical consistency and systematic coherence at the apex of philosophical achievement. By applying these criteria to Ibn Sīnā's entire corpus, scholars present him as an embodiment of the rationalist ideal, aligning his intellectual legacy with the canons of medieval and early modern philosophical rationalism while minimizing or excluding dimensions that resist such categorization (Corbin, 1954/2014; Shihadeh, 2012; Janssens, 2006; Reisman, 2002). This process systematically abstracts Ibn Sīnā from the particularities of his historical and intellectual milieu, repositioning his thought within a modern rationalist paradigm whose categories and priorities are far removed from those of eleventh-century Khorasan (Adamson, 2016; Gutas, 2014; Goodman, 1992; Griffel, 2015). Such abstraction alters not only the hermeneutical lens through which his writings are viewed but also the very substance of their philosophical meaning, generating an image of Ibn Sīnā that reflects contemporary scholarly priorities as much as the content of his own texts.

The rationalist interpretive model achieves its apparent coherence by systematically excluding or reconfiguring dimensions of Ibn Sīnā's philosophy that resist assimilation to its preferred criteria. Such selective omission or reinterpretation not only marginalizes
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