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This book did not begin as a comparison between two thinkers. It began as a question that pressed on me with the force of both necessity and discomfort—a question as much about my own intellectual inheritance as about the fate of philosophy: what remains of ontology after the end of metaphysics? Once the metaphysical God has been dismantled, once Being has been separated from beings, once foundation has been suspended, what form of articulation remains possible? Must ontology remain austere, horizontal, and finite—a discipline of renunciation? Or can it risk depth, not as a return to nostalgia, but as an opening to lived meaning, without collapsing into regression?

The encounter between Martin Heidegger and Henry Corbin provides a uniquely fertile ground for this inquiry. Heidegger’s relentless destruction of onto-theology did more than reshape twentieth-century philosophical seriousness; it marked the terrain upon which my own thinking was forced to reckon with finitude. No longer could Being be safeguarded as the highest presence. The ontological difference became a demand for vigilance, an insistence that manifestation must not be grounded in any supreme entity. Ontology, under this pressure, became disciplined by finitude—a discipline that left its mark not only on philosophy at large, but on the very grammar of my own philosophical imagination.

Corbin, who was deeply shaped by his early engagement with Heidegger, did not reject this discipline. Nevertheless, he moved in a direction that appears, at first glance, to contradict it. Through his retrieval of Islamic visionary metaphysics—particularly the imaginal world and angelology—Corbin articulated a vertical differentiation of manifestation. Angels, archetypes, and imaginal presence reentered philosophical vocabulary. The immediate suspicion is obvious, and I have not been immune to it: does this not undo Heidegger’s achievement? Or does it gesture toward a depth that Heidegger’s austerity could not—or would not—permit?

This book takes that suspicion seriously—indeed, it is the suspicion that animates these pages. I do not assume that Corbin supplements Heidegger, nor that Heidegger corrects Corbin. Instead, I treat their divergence as structural, not merely historical. Heidegger secures ontology by binding it to finitude and by resisting hierarchical articulation. Corbin tests whether articulation can occur without reinstating the foundation. The tension between them concerns not only theology, but the very grammar of manifestation—the way in which reality comes to presence, and the kinds of depth it might still admit.

The chapters that follow pursue this tension with deliberate care. The first half reconstructs Heidegger’s ontology in close detail: the clearing, the ontological difference, ecstatic temporality, and finitude as closure. Only when this discipline is fully reckoned with does the imaginal enter—not as a mystical supplement, but as an ontological response to the very limits of horizontal disclosure. Angelology and vertical temporality appear not as doctrinal assertions, but as bold experiments in reimagining what manifestation can mean.

The aim here is neither apologetic nor polemical. It is, at its core, existential: to ask whether the ontological difference can withstand its own expansion, and whether philosophy, in the wake of metaphysics, still dares to risk depth without lapsing into illusion. Should imaginal articulation dissolve into metaphysical hierarchy, Heidegger’s austere vigilance remains our necessary limit. Thus, if it can safeguard the ungraspable character of Being while unfolding a richer grammar of manifestation, then perhaps the horizon of ontology is wider—and more generous—than post-metaphysical caution would permit us to imagine.

This inquiry is, above all, methodological rather than confessional. It neither advocates a religious ontology nor dismisses the rigors of phenomenological restraint. Instead, it asks whether ontology is truly fated to choose between the silence of humility and the fixity of system—or whether it can sustain a disciplined articulation that ventures beyond the limits of finitude. The dialogue between phenomenology and angelology thus serves as a crucible in which that possibility is tested.

The risk of misunderstanding here is considerable—and I have not been immune to its burden. To invoke angels in contemporary philosophy is to risk caricature and dismissal; to defend the primacy of finitude is to court accusations of reductionism. Yet, after the end of metaphysics, philosophy finds itself unable to evade risk. The question of Being remains not only open but urgent, precisely because it eludes the safety of foundation and resists the stillness of caution. If philosophical seriousness retains any meaning in our moment, it lies in the courage to inhabit this risk—to remain vulnerable, even personally, before the unknown to which Being gives a name.

If this book succeeds, it will not resolve the tension between Heidegger and Corbin. Rather, it will illuminate it—drawing out its contours and exposing its stakes. The future of ontology, I suggest, may hinge less on choosing sides than on the difficult art of sustaining the fragile, living space between safeguarding and expansion. In that space—tremulous, ungrounded, yet insistently real—the question of Being persists, and we, as its questioners, are drawn into its ongoing drama.

Introduction: The Problem of Ontological Translation

––––––––
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Beyond Influence: Rethinking the Corbin–Heidegger Encounter

The intellectual encounter between Henry Corbin and Martin Heidegger is frequently portrayed as a matter of influence: Corbin attended Heidegger’s lectures in Freiburg, translated his work into French, and openly acknowledged how decisive Heidegger’s ideas were for his own philosophical development (Corbin, 1981; Heidegger, 1962). Yet reducing this relationship to a straightforward narrative of influence risks flattening its true philosophical significance. Influence merely traces lines of reception and transmission; it does not account for the profound transformation that occurs at the level of ontological architecture. What is truly at stake is not the simple transfer of concepts between thinkers, but a fundamental metamorphosis in the very way reality itself is conceived and expressed. The dialogue between Corbin and Heidegger operates at a depth where intellectual debts are not merely acknowledged, but are reworked into a new pattern of thought—one that challenges and redefines the boundaries of both Western and Islamic philosophical traditions. In this way, the Corbin–Heidegger encounter becomes a dynamic site of creative tension, in which the question of Being is not only inherited but also fundamentally reimagined.

The crucial question is not whether Corbin merely borrowed concepts from Heidegger (see Corbin, 1981; Heidegger, 1962). Rather, it is what became of the Heideggerian question of Being when it entered a cosmological and metaphysical universe structured by Shi‘ite esotericism and imaginal realism (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998; Shihadeh, 2011). Here, we are not dealing with a simple case of adding religious vocabulary to phenomenology or grafting Islamic themes onto existential analysis. Instead, Corbin’s approach entails a fundamental shift in the ontological regime within which Being itself is conceptualized. His work reconfigures the existential analytic in light of imaginal and esoteric dimensions that are pivotal to Islamic metaphysics (Faivre, 1994; Cheetham, 2008).

Heidegger reopened the question of Being by dismantling the metaphysical tradition that had reduced Being to presence and to the highest entity (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 21–35). His analytic of Dasein sought to retrieve the ontological difference between Being and beings, exposing the structures of finitude, temporality, and historicity as the horizon in which Being becomes intelligible. Corbin recognized the radicality of this move (Corbin, 1964). He saw in Heidegger a philosopher who had restored the gravity of the question—a thinker who dared to interrogate the foundations of philosophical tradition itself. For Corbin, Heidegger’s existential analytic was not simply a technical exercise in phenomenology but a call to recover the lost urgency of metaphysical inquiry. This recognition catalyzed Corbin’s own philosophical journey, compelling him to explore how the question of Being might be carried beyond the limits of Western existentialism into new metaphysical territories.

Yet Corbin did not remain within the existential analytic. Instead, he transported the reopened question of Being into a cosmological domain where manifestation unfolds through imaginal forms and angelic hierarchies—key concepts in his interpretation of Islamic metaphysics (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). This move was not merely decorative or supplementary to phenomenology; it fundamentally reconfigured the field of ontology. The horizon of finite existence, so central to Heidegger’s analytic, was radically rearticulated by Corbin as a vertically structured cosmos in which levels of reality mediate between the sensible, the imaginal, and the intelligible (Cheetham, 2008). In this reimagined framework, the very structure of Being is transformed, making room for the mediatory role of spiritual entities and the ontological significance of visionary experience.

Rethinking the Corbin–Heidegger encounter requires a fundamental shift in perspective. Rather than focusing narrowly on the transmission of concepts or the simple influence of one thinker on the other, we must engage with the deeper process of ontological translation—the manner in which each philosopher’s approach to Being is structured by radically different intellectual grammars (Faivre, 1994; Cheetham, 2008). Heidegger’s philosophical grammar is shaped by the existential realities of finitude, temporality, and historicity (Heidegger, 1962). Corbin’s, by contrast, is marked by epiphany, mediation, and the vertical articulation of worlds (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). The significance of their encounter only becomes fully apparent when we see it as a transformation in the very grammar of reality—a process that reveals how philosophical questions migrate, mutate, and take on new meanings across cosmological and cultural boundaries.

This transformation does not imply a simple rejection or abandonment of Heidegger’s thought. Corbin remained profoundly indebted to Heidegger’s phenomenological method and his relentless questioning of the metaphysical tradition (Heidegger, 1962; Corbin, 1981). However, Corbin refused to confine the question of Being to the existential horizon of Dasein, which for Heidegger signified the limits imposed by finitude and temporality. Instead, Corbin sought to expand the ontological inquiry by situating it within a cosmological and metaphysical framework in which Being is disclosed through imaginal presence, angelic mediation, and eschatological orientation (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). In this way, Corbin’s project both acknowledges its Heideggerian inheritance and decisively re-orients it, opening the question of Being to new dimensions rooted in Islamic esotericism and the reality of the mundus imaginalis.

Thus, the encounter between Heidegger and Corbin should be understood as a philosophical experiment—an attempt to probe the limits and possibilities of ontology in the face of the crisis of metaphysics diagnosed in twentieth-century European thought (Heidegger, 1962; Faivre, 1994). Rather than remaining within the boundaries of cultural or intellectual comparison, this experiment asks whether the philosophical resources of Islamic metaphysical traditions—especially those articulated by Corbin through Shi‘ite esotericism and the concept of the mundus imaginalis (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998)—can offer genuine responses to the impasses of Western philosophy. The true significance of this experiment, therefore, lies not in the juxtaposition of two traditions but in the possibility of a radical ontological reconfiguration that emerges from their creative encounter (Cheetham, 2008).

The Question of Being and Its Displacement

Heidegger’s fundamental claim—that Western metaphysics had forgotten the question of Being—radically reoriented the course of twentieth-century philosophy (Heidegger, 1962). By equating Being with presence or identifying it with the highest entity, classical metaphysics had, in Heidegger’s view, obscured the ontological difference: the crucial distinction between Being as such and particular beings. The analytic of Dasein in "Being and Time" was crafted to reopen this difference, rigorously examining the existential structures—such as care, temporality, and historicity—through which Being is disclosed in human existence (Heidegger, 1962, §§1–44; Kisiel, 1993).

In this phenomenological framework, Being is not simply another object among objects; rather, it is the fundamental condition that allows beings to appear at all. For Heidegger, the primary task of philosophy is not the construction of new metaphysical systems, but the clarification of the conditions under which disclosure—what he terms the "unconcealment" of Being—takes place (Heidegger, 1962, §§28–44). The existential structures of care (Sorge), temporality, and finitude collectively constitute the horizon within which such clarification becomes possible, grounding the possibility of meaning and presence.

Corbin encountered this question at a pivotal moment when European thought was grappling with the collapse of inherited certainties and the experience of intellectual crisis. The crisis of metaphysics in the twentieth century was not merely a theoretical impasse; it was deeply historical and existential, marked by the erosion of traditional frameworks and the rise of nihilism (Corbin, 1981; Faivre, 1994). The question of Being thus emerged, for both Heidegger and Corbin, as a response to the exhaustion of theological guarantees and the urgent need for a renewed source of meaning beyond the confines of dogmatic metaphysics.

Yet Corbin did not interpret this crisis as necessitating the evacuation of the sacred from philosophical inquiry. Instead, he perceived that the very forgetting of Being, as diagnosed by Heidegger, might also be understood as a forgetting of the symbolic and imaginal forms of mediation that connect the human and the divine (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). For Corbin, the displacement of the sacred from ontology is not merely a byproduct of modernity, but a symptom of a deeper metaphysical reduction that impoverishes both thought and spiritual life.

The question of Being, once displaced into the imaginal universe, undergoes a subtle but profound transformation. No longer does it appear solely as the horizon of finite projection or existential disclosure. Instead, it becomes entangled with questions of manifestation, revelation, and theophany—the appearance of the divine through visionary and symbolic forms (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). In this setting, Being is not only that which is disclosed to human existence, but that which actively discloses itself through imaginal and symbolic mediation.

This displacement does not negate Heidegger’s critique of onto-theology. Corbin shares the suspicion that reducing Being to a supreme being is problematic. But he refuses to conclude that the sacred must therefore be excluded from ontology. Instead, he seeks a mode of thinking in which manifestation does not collapse into metaphysical objectification.

The question of Being is thus neither abandoned nor simply extended in Corbin’s work; rather, it is transposed. Its existential urgency, as articulated by Heidegger, remains intact—but its ontological setting is fundamentally transformed. What had been a question rooted in finitude and existential limitation is reoriented toward the possibility of vertical mediation, angelic presence, and eschatological fulfillment (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). In this new cosmological context, Being is encountered not only within the horizon of mortality, but as that which is revealed through a hierarchy of worlds, opening the path to spiritual ascent and metaphysical plenitude.

From Finitude to Vertical Ontology

Heidegger’s ontology is fundamentally grounded in the concept of finitude. The analytic of Dasein, as articulated in "Being and Time," culminates in the recognition that Being is disclosed only within the horizon of mortality (Heidegger, 1962, §§46–53). The notion of Being-toward-death becomes central: it is through the anticipation of one’s own mortality that Dasein confronts the ultimate limits of projection and encounters the possibility of authentic existence. In this framework, finitude is not a contingent limitation but an essential and constitutive feature of disclosure itself. It is through the acceptance of finitude that the meaning of Being emerges with greatest clarity, revealing the existential seriousness at the heart of Heidegger’s thought.

Within this existential analytic, transcendence is always internal to finitude: Dasein transcends individual beings by projecting possibilities and opening worlds, yet it remains inescapably bound to the temporal and mortal condition of existence (Heidegger, 1962, §§62–83). Even when the sacred or the divine appears in Heidegger’s later writings, it does so only obliquely and with great reticence—never as a determinate ontological structure, but as a hint or trace within the clearing of Being itself (Heidegger, 1971). Thus, Heidegger’s thought resists the temptation to posit transcendence as a separate metaphysical sphere, insisting instead that all modes of disclosure remain anchored in the finite horizon of human existence.

Corbin’s ontology introduces a vertical dimension that exceeds this horizon. Reality is articulated in levels, and the imaginal world occupies an intermediate region between the sensible and the intelligible (Corbin, 1972). This verticality is not metaphorical. It describes a mode of being that cannot be reduced to subjective imagination or conceptual abstraction. In Corbin’s framework, the imaginal serves as a real ontological region with its own laws and structures—a place where symbolic forms and spiritual presences manifest in ways irreducible to both physical sense-data and intellectual abstraction. By positing this vertical structure, Corbin opens a pathway for re-envisioning the cosmos as a living hierarchy, in which the ascent of knowledge and the journey of the soul are part of an ontological drama that far surpasses the existential limits of Dasein. The imaginal world, then, is not merely a theoretical invention but a necessary dimension of reality that mediates between the seen and the unseen, the finite and the infinite.

In a vertically structured ontology—as articulated by Corbin—finitude no longer exhausts the horizon of disclosure (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). Death ceases to function as the absolute and final boundary of existence; instead, it becomes a transition, a passage within a broader cosmological and metaphysical drama where the soul traverses multiple levels of reality. Temporality, in this vision, is not limited to linear progression but is enriched by cyclical, archetypal, and liturgical dimensions that intersect and transcend chronological time. This multidimensional temporality opens the possibility for ongoing revelation and spiritual ascent, situating individual existence within a much vaster structure of meaning.

This transformation does not negate the existential seriousness foregrounded by Heidegger; rather, it reorients it within a wider ontological context. Finitude becomes one significant moment within a larger structure of manifestation and spiritual journey. The self, in Corbin’s cosmology, is no longer defined solely by its projection toward death or its confrontation with nothingness, but by its participation in an ascending hierarchy of being, where each level mediates new possibilities of disclosure and presence (Corbin, 1998). In this way, existential authenticity is reframed as openness to vertical mediation and theophanic experience.

The movement from a focus on finitude to a vision of vertical ontology marks a decisive divergence between Heidegger and Corbin. Heidegger’s thought remains largely within the horizon of this-worldly, finite existence, where transcendence is internal to the structures of Dasein (Heidegger, 1962). By contrast, Corbin’s thought situates human existence within a cosmos in which transcendence is not only possible but is actively mediated and structured through imaginal and angelic hierarchies (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). This cosmic architecture fundamentally alters the terms of ontological inquiry, introducing new possibilities for understanding presence, meaning, and spiritual ascent.

The central philosophical question, then, is whether this vertical articulation genuinely deepens the question of Being or risks displacing it into the realm of theological narrative. The answer to this question hinges on whether Corbin’s angelology can be interpreted as a robust ontological framework—one capable of mapping the structures of manifestation and mediation—or whether it merely reintroduces mythological elements into philosophical discourse (Faivre, 1994; Shihadeh, 2011). This remains a crucial site of debate in the interpretation of Corbin’s legacy.

The Imaginal as Ontological Region

The mundus imaginalis is central to Corbin’s project (Corbin, 1972). It designates a domain that is neither sensible nor purely intelligible. It is not reducible to subjective fantasy, nor is it identical with abstract intellect. It constitutes a real mode of being. For Corbin, the mundus imaginalis is a world in which archetypal realities, visionary experiences, and spiritual presences assume ontological validity. This region is the locus of theophanies, angelic encounters, and revelations that shape the soul’s journey. Within this framework, imagination is not a faculty of invention or psychological projection, but a mode of access to a domain of reality that is as objective in its own order as the empirical world is in ours. The concept of mundus imaginalis thus challenges modern reductions of spiritual vision to mere subjective experience, restoring the imaginal to its rightful place as a bridge between the finite and the infinite.

In Heidegger’s analytic, worldhood is disclosed through practical engagement, interpretation, and the fundamental structures of care and involvement in the world (Heidegger, 1962). For Heidegger, the world is the horizon of significance—the matrix within which beings appear and attain meaning through Dasein’s projects and concerns. The imaginal world, in Corbin’s metaphysics, stands in sharp contrast: it is not simply an expanded horizon of meaning, but a distinct ontological level with its own laws and forms of manifestation (Corbin, 1972).

To call the imaginal a region is to insist on its irreducible structural necessity within Corbin’s ontology. The imaginal mediates between transcendence and immanence, functioning as the necessary ontological bridge that allows symbolic forms, visions, and archetypes to carry real ontological weight (Corbin, 1972; Cheetham, 2008). Without the imaginal, the process of revelation risks collapsing either into literalist dogmatism or empty abstraction, undermining the possibility of meaningful spiritual experience.

Crucially, the imaginal does not compete with Heidegger’s ontological difference. Rather, it articulates a space or interval in which disclosure takes on a visionary and symbolic form, preserving the tension between hiddenness and manifestation (Corbin, 1972). In Corbin’s model, the imaginal safeguards the possibility of revelation without collapsing the divine into the merely present or reducing spiritual phenomena to psychological projections.

This region enables a conception of reality in which spiritual experience is not reduced to psychological projection or subjective fantasy, but is instead recognized as participation in an objective, ontologically real dimension (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). In such a framework, hermeneutics is grounded in ontology itself: interpretation becomes an act of participation in being, rather than a merely intellectual or subjective exercise. The imaginal thus serves as the locus where meaning, presence, and spiritual encounter coincide.

Within this framework, Being is not simply that which is disclosed through existential structures or finite projection, as in Heidegger. Rather, Being is manifested and revealed through imaginal forms that possess their own ontological consistency and structure (Corbin, 1972). Thus, the imaginal provides a necessary supplement to existential phenomenology, broadening the field of what can be meaningfully disclosed.

The imaginal thus marks the most radical point of divergence from Heidegger’s existential phenomenology. By introducing a dimension that existential analysis cannot accommodate without a fundamental transformation of its own premises, Corbin’s ontology challenges the boundaries of phenomenological inquiry and opens new possibilities for understanding the relationship between Being, meaning, and spiritual experience (Cheetham, 2008).

Angelology as Structure, Not Symbol

In modern discourse, angels are often relegated to the domain of myth or poetic symbol. Corbin resists this reduction (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). For him, angelology articulates a structure of mediation intrinsic to reality. Angels, in Corbin’s vision, are not decorative fictions or literary metaphors; they are ontological agents whose existence underpins the very architecture of reality. Each angel mediates specific qualities, knowledge, and presences from the divine to the created world, ensuring that the relationship between transcendence and immanence is not left unstructured. The angelic hierarchy thus becomes the scaffolding upon which revelation, meaning, and spiritual ascent are made possible. Through angelology, Corbin elevates the question of mediation to the heart of metaphysics, insisting that the sacred is always communicated through ordered levels of being rather than through abstract generalities or direct, unmediated presence.

Angels, in Corbin’s metaphysics, are not supernatural intrusions that break into an otherwise closed or self-sufficient world. Rather, they represent essential modes of manifestation and mediation (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). Each angel corresponds to a distinct level of ontological disclosure, marking the dynamic interval between the hiddenness of Being and the emergence of manifest beings. In this sense, angels articulate the graded architecture of reality, ensuring that the relationship between transcendence and immanence is always mediated, never collapsed or bypassed (Cheetham, 2008).

Heidegger dismantled onto-theology precisely to preserve the ontological difference—the distinction between Being itself and any particular being or highest entity (Heidegger, 1962). In his effort to avoid conflating ontology with theology, Heidegger eliminated any notion of structured mediation between the divine and the world. In his framework, Being reveals itself directly, without recourse to angelic or hierarchical intermediaries. As a result, the sacred in Heidegger’s thought remains unnamed, elusive, and often appears only as a hint or trace within the clearing of Being (Heidegger, 1971; Faivre, 1994).

Corbin’s angelology, by contrast, restores the principle of mediation at the heart of ontology, but does so without reverting to the rigid metaphysical hierarchies of classical thought (Corbin, 1972; Corbin, 1998). For Corbin, angels are not substitutes for Being, nor do they represent a highest entity in the sense of onto-theology. Instead, they articulate the subtle gradations of manifestation
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