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Introduction: The writings of

Fatimid intellectuals, including
such figures as Abia Ya‘qub al-
Sijistani (d. after 361/971), Qadi
al-Nu‘man (d. 363/974), Hamid
al-Din  al-Kirmani (d. after
411/1020), al-Mu’ayyad fi al-
Din al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078) and
Hakim Nasir-i Khusraw (d.
after 462/1070), emphasize the
importance of understanding
the world and faith by
maintaining a proper balance
between their exterior, physical,
literal and apparent forms (their
zahir) and their esoteric,
spiritual, symbolic and
realities  (their
batin). The process of evincing

intellectual

the latter from the former is
known as ta’wil, or esoteric
restoration. The Arabic word
ta’wil is the verbal noun derived
from the second form of the
verb  awwala, to  cause
something to return to its origin
or source. Both Shi‘i and Sunni
Muslims who championed the
role of intellect in
understanding faith, advocated

the use of esoteric restoration

(ta’wil). Those who defended a
literal understanding of the
Qur’an castigated them, often
charging them with unbelief
(kufr). They did not hesitate to
respond in kind. For example,
the Mu'tazilites insisted that
scriptural references to such
things as God’s hand and face
must be understood
allegorically, using ta’'wil to
interpret what to them was
clearly symbolic. They mocked
the Hanbalis for refusing to use
the divine gift of intellect to
understand anthropomorphic
descriptions of God,
contemptuously calling them
hashwiyyah, “pillow stuffers” or
“simpletons.”

The Ismaili savant Nasir-i
Khusraw explained that by
revelation or tanzil, literally
“descent,” intellectual matters
are expressed in a perceptible
form. Meanwhile, by the
process of esoteric restoration,
or ta’wil, the perceptible forms
are taken back to their original
intellectual state. While many
exponents of ta’wil employed it
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primarily  to  understand
anthropomorphic descriptions
of God, the Ismailis believed it
was also to be applied to the
prophetic dispensation

(shari‘ah), sacred history, and
creation itself.

The authority to dispense the
ta'wil belonged exclusively to
those ~whom  God  had
specifically appointed to this
task. Qadi al-Nu‘man writes in
his Foundation of Esoteric
Restoration that just as the
Quran’s external form (zahir) is
a miracle exclusive to His
Messenger, its inner meaning
(batin) is the miracle of the
Imams from the people of his
household (ahl baytih) and is
exclusive to them. By applying
ta'wil to sacred history, the
Ismailis evolved a unique
historiographical perspective,
one that imbued the stories of
the Prophets and Imams with
deep symbolic significance,
essentially creating a
hierohistory.

Hierohistory thus led the adepts
from the confines of time to the
end-time, which is timeless. The
approach is well articulated by
Nasir al-Din al-Tuasi in his The
Beginning and The End (Aghaz
wa anjam), in which he explains
that the events of sacred history
we perceive in time and place
are really symbols of something
beyond time and place,
expressed in time and place only
because of the inability of
ordinary human beings to
comprehend them without such
references.

Qadi al-Nu'man and The
Foundation of Esoteric

Restoration

Among the pioneers who
sought to demonstrate an
esoteric counterpart to the
histories narrated in the Qur’an
was Qadi al-Nu'man. Best
known to us for | his
contributions to Islamic law,
this Fatimid jurist was a
consummate polymath. A poet
and scholar of the hadith
sciences, he was also the author



Philosophical Meditations, Vol. 15, Issue 36, 2026, pp 11-19.......cccoeiiviiiniiininniinninn, 14

of the most important Ismaili
history on the establishment of
the Fatimid caliphate, the
Commencement of the Mission
(Iftitah al-da‘wa). Hitherto less
studied are his contributions to
Muslim esoteric thought. His
Esoteric Restoration of the
Pillars (Ta'wil al-da‘a’im), for
example, explores the
symbolism of Islamic acts of
worship (‘ibadat), including
such things as prayer, fasting,
and  pilgrimage.  Religious
observances were not alone in
having an inner meaning. The
words of the Qur’an, including
the histories of the Prophets,
were also objects of the author’s
esoteric exegesis. This is most
apparent in his Foundation of
Esoteric Restoration (Asas al-
ta’wil). He explains the purpose
of writing this work as follows:

We have entitled this book The
Foundation of Esoteric
restoration (Asas al-ta’wil),
setting forth its principles as
cardinal among the stages [of
knowledge]. Our aim is to

explain the inner dimension

(batin) of what we laid out in the
book The Pillars of Islam
(Da‘a’im al-Islam), so that this
book may be a source for the
inner meaning (batin), just as
that one is for the external form
(zahir). We seek help from God,
and there is no power nor
strength except in God, the
sublime, the mighty.

Walayah, the concept that
God’s supreme authority must
always have a representative in
creation, is foremost among
what al-Nu‘man identifies as
the pillars of Islam, which thus
differed from those found in
some other schools of Islam.
Walayah is thus intimately
connected with iman or faith.
Submission to walaya,
manifested in God’s Prophets
and Imams, was what imbued
with meaning and efficacy all
the other pillars of Islam such as
prayer, fasting, pilgrimage and
so on. While the symbolism of
the secondary pillars was
expounded upon in the book
The Esoteric Restoration of the
Pillars of Islam (Ta’wil Da‘a’im
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al-Islam), the central pillar,
walayah, deserved its own
exposition. Thus, the
Foundation of Esoteric
Restoration (Asas al-ta’wil),
after an introduction
expounding on the necessity,
meaning and importance of
ta'wil, turns to a spiritual
exegesis of the history of
walayah, the lives of the
Prophets and the Imams who
succeeded them from the time

of Adam through Muhammad.

Sacred Biography,
Hierohistory, and the Spiritual

Hierarchy (hudud al-din)

Prophetic biography occupied a
special place in  Islamic
historiography, constituting its
own genre, known as gisas al-
anbiya’. Among the most
famous exemplars of this genre
are al-Tha‘labT’s Brides of the
Assemblies (‘Ara’is al-majalis)
and various versions of the
stories  attributed to an
otherwise unknown “al-Kisa'1.”
Often, the prophetic stories
were embedded in universal

histories, such as the famous
History of Prophets and Kings
by al-Nu‘man’s elder
contemporary, al-Tabari (d.
310/923) which, similar to many
other exemplars of this genre,
were meant to edify and instruct
the reader.

Among the Muslim interpreters
of prophetic history were those
who maintained that these
narratives  held  profound
symbolic import. One of Ibn al-
‘ArabT’s (d. 638/1240) most
influential works, the Bezels of
Wisdom (Fusas al-hikam),
which interprets the teachings
of twenty-eight prophets from
Adam to Muhammad, is
perhaps the most famous
illustration of this. It was
followed in the same vein by the
Esoteric Restoration of the
Events in the Mysteries of
Prophetic Tales (Ta’'wil al-
ahadith fi rumuz qisas al-
anbiya’) by the influential
Indian reformer Shah Wali
Allah (d. 1176/1762). 'The
earliest exemplars of this genre,
however, appear to be those that
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were composed under the rule
of the Fatimids, including the
closely related works of Abu al-
Qasim Ja‘far b. Mansar al-
Yaman (d. ca. 346/957), the
Secrets of the Heralds (Sara’ir
al-Nutaqa’) and the Mysteries
of the Heralds (Asrar al-
Nutaqa’). These two works
were joined by al-Nu‘man’s
Foundation of Esoteric

Restoration.

For al-Nu'man and other
exponents of the Fatimid
Imams, the science of esoteric
restoration (ta’wil) was
premised on the concept of the
spiritual hierarchy, or hudad al-
din. On the physical plane, the
Natiq, or Herald (i.e., the
Prophet), is the highest hierarch
(hadd) in his time, as is the
Imam in his time. Both the
Herald (Natiq) and the Imam
are therefore known as Sahib al-
‘Asr or Sahib al-Zaman, the
Lord of the Age or the Lord of
the Time. The hierarchs, al-
Nu‘'man tells us, are therefore
those through whom
humankind comes to know the

Creator, and their invitation or
summons to humankind to
recognize God’s sovereignty is
known as the da‘wah. The six
Heralds (Natigs) are charged by
God  with
exoteric, formal aspect of a

conveying  the

revealed religion. They include
Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses,
Jesus, and Muhammad, who
each brought a new heavenly
scripture in the language of
symbols. The seventh Herald
(Natiq) is the Qa’'im, the
Resurrector, who is unique, in
that he does not bring a new
revelation. Rather, he unveils
the inner meaning of all
revelation, and represents the
pinnacle and purpose of
creation. Because of him, the
Universal Soul attains
completion and reaches the
rank of the Universal Intellect.
Each Herald inaugurates an age
(dawr) of humankind. The task
of the Imams, by contrast, is to
expound upon the esoteric
mysteries of the revelation.
Below the Heralds and Imams is
a spiritual hierarchy charged



Hierohistory in Qadial-Nu 'man's Foundation . .../ Virani and Kardan 17

with guiding humankind to
recognize the Creator.

The article concludes with an
example. It is an extract from al-
Mu’ayyad fi’d-Din al-Shirazi’s
hitherto unpublished Persian
translation of al-Nu‘man’s
work: the interpretation of the
birth of Jesus as narrated in the
Qur’an, 3:42-3:48 (cf. 19:16-34).
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