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Divine knowledge and the issues related to it have received profound at-
tention in the intellectual and spiritual heritage of the Pure Progeny (‘Itrat
Tahirah, peace be upon them). One of the questions concerning the at-
tribute of divine knowledge is the self-awareness of the Almighty God.
Among the narrations that discuss the self-awareness of God, the negative
response of Imam Reza (peace be upon him) to ‘Imran al Sabi regarding
the question of “whether God, the Exalted, is known in Himself and to
Himself” is a striking statement, whose meaning commentators have ex-
plicitly found difficult to interpret. In their efforts to elucidate this hadith,
three main interpretive approaches have emerged:

1. Some scholars have regarded ‘Imran’s question as referring to a kind of
awareness whose affirmation for God would entail imperfection.

2. Others have understood it as referring to awareness in its absolute sense,
and have interpreted the Imam’s denial as a negation of the limitation that
would arise from affirming such an attribute for God, given His absolute
nature.

3. A third group has held that ‘Imran’s question is not, in fact, related to
divine self-awareness at all.

This article examines the existing interpretations of the narration primarily
through the lens of the latter two approaches.

Self-awareness; ‘Imran al Sabt; Hidden Identity (Huwiyyah Ghaybiyyah);
Absolute and Contingent; Presence; Level of Wahidiyyah (Unity).
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1. Introduction

Divine knowledge and issues related to it have been given much attention in
the legacy left by ahl al-bayt (p.b.u.t). Attribution of god to knowledge, both in
terms of self-knowledge and knowledge of others, has been proven as “eternal
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 statement
of imam reza (p.b.u.h) can be seen which, in the primitive opinion, may bring to
mind the negation of god’s self-awareness.

In the conversation between imam reza (p.b.u.h) and imran sabi, it is mentioned
that imam (p.b.u.h) in response to his question: “is the first being known to it-
self and in itself?” by using the word “al-me‘lamah (al-ma‘lamah)” (means of
knowledge or knowledge) !, said: indeed, the “al-me‘lamah” to the object is only
for the purpose of negation of the thing that is opposite to it and until the object
itself is revealed by negating others of it, while in the case of god, there is no
opposite object so that he needs to deny that object from himself because of what
he has perceived from himself (ibn babawayh, 1978, p. 491).2

The negative answer of imam reza (p.b.u.h) to imran sabi is a strange state-
ment that commentators have struggled to analyze its meaning. In explaining the
meaning of this word, three main approaches are seen:

1. Imran’s question is related to a type of perception, to which the attribution of
god requires his deficiency.

2. imran’s question is related to unconditional perception, and the negation of
god’s attribution to it is due to his inherent attribution; because attribution to
perception is the reason for being limited.

3. Imran’s question is basically not related to god’s self-awareness.

Regarding the second approach, qazi sa‘id qomi is considered the most promi-
nent commentator who has mentioned the debate between imam reza (p.b.u.h)
and imran sabi on various occasions in his numerous works. In “Sarh al-arba‘in”
he considered imam’s statement (p.b.u.h) to be related to pre-creation knowledge
and considered its content to be the negation of abstract and detailed objective
knowledge at the level of divine nature. Although he rejected the words of those
who considered the statement of the imam (p.b.u.h) to be related to the denial of
knowledge from god

The summary of qazi sa‘id qomi’s view of the discussed narration is that:

1. Commentators provided a special interpretation of this word.
DEACTEEER N R PN T SERE RN SR EOA FPE A PPE NP IR I SN E (1S N )
S s LI EE



9 Quarterly Scientific Journal of Farhang Razavi. Year 14, Issue 1, Spring 2026, Serial Number 53

A. God, in his essence, lacks any determination and limitations; and it has all the
perfections without any limitations (Qumi, 1999, p. 222).

B. Knowledge is the same as differentiation or requires differentiation (Qumi,
2000, p. 222; Qumi, 1994, vol. 1, p. 239; vol. 2, p. 451).

C. Knowledge in the divine nature requires the limitation of god’s nature, and
therefore, knowledge cannot be considered fixed in the divine nature (Qumi,
1994, vol. 2, p. 451).

D. Not proving knowledge in the divine essence does not mean proving igno-
rance; because ignorance itself is the reason for limiting essence, and essence is
beyond any limitations, whether ignorance or knowledge.

Qazi sa‘id qomi has considered the cessation of self-awareness on the existence
of “other” as a general rule and states that without “other”, there is no reason for
the self-awareness of the perceiver (Qumi, 2000, p. 291).

Qomi’s analysis is debatable from several aspects; first of all, this narration, the
entire debate between imam (p.b.u.h) and imran sabi regarding the proof of “a
unit that is independent of its oneness and does not have such an attribute other
than him” is formed. And imran has admitted that despite his many trips to dif-
ferent regions, he has not met anyone who has the ability to prove such a truth
!(ibn babawayh, 1978, p. 430).

And numerous evidences indicate that imran had this in mind by stating this
question: can god’s knowledge by himself prove another eternal truth - which is
“god’s self-awareness” - together with god?

In rejecting such an idea, imam (p.b.u.h) stated that such a knowledge, i.e. A
knowledge that is superfluous to the nature of the perceiver, depends on the exis-
tence of “another”. And there is no “other” in the supreme truth or in the pre-cre-
ation stage. The result is that, from the words of the imam (p.b.u.h), it does not
follow that knowledge is always something superfluous to the perceiver, and it
is also not inferred that knowledge is always dependent on the existence of “the
other”. Imam (p.b.u.h) considered “al-me‘lamah” to be dependent on another,
which can be a special type of knowledge, not absolute knowledge.

Secondly, qomi’s view about the nature of knowledge is that “knowledge is dis-
tinction or requires distinction”. This view is different from the famous view
of philosophers and many of them have not accepted such a thing. According to
philosophers, knowledge consists of “presence” and if the presence is related to
the presence of the perceiver himself, there is no distinction. Because there is no
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real relationship between the perceiver and the perceived, and the expressions
“to oneself”, “for oneself” in such a presence are all based on tolerance. And the
presence is the same as “self”. And there is no difference between “presence” and
“perceiver”. And just as the perceiver - at least in the case of god - is not limited
to the “other”, so “presence” has the same meaning. But in the “acquired knowl-
edge” in which “present” is considered in terms of “showing” something outside
of the perceiver’s essence, “present” in terms of showing something other than
itself, becomes the reason for distinguishing » perceived « from other things.
However, the philosophical criticism of his view is based on the criticism of his
philosophical basis, which requires an independent field.

Regarding the third approach, all the solutions provided by the commentators
indicate their departure from the debated content and misunderstanding of the
phrase. And it seems that only the first approach, i.e. Carrying “al-me‘lamah” on
a type of knowledge that proves it to god, requires his deficiency, and is consid-
ered a correct approach to the statement of the imam (p.b.u.h).
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