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Abstract

In Shia traditions, there are noble hadiths that present intellect (‘aql) as the first created
being and the most obedient creature of God. These traditions, which subsequently refer to the
obedience of intellect to the divine command to "move away" and "draw near," carry a
profound meaning that necessitates even more serious contemplation. The primary concern of
this research is the interpretation of these traditions and approaching the intended meaning of
the Speaker [God].

When reviewing the legacy of divine philosophers, in the works of Plotinus we encounter a
creation called "Intellect" (Nous), which is situated at a level after the One—who stands at the
summit of the hierarchy of existence. The characteristics of the Plotinian Intellect closely
correspond to the "Compassionate Breath" (Nafas-e-Rahmani) in Islamic mysticism. This
research concludes that not only does the Plotinian Intellect and the Compassionate Breath in
mysticism share more than a mere verbal similarity with the intellect mentioned in the
traditions, but they also share a conceptual correspondence. This is because all three are
introduced as the first emanation and serve as a substrate for the extension and diffusion of the
Truth (God) throughout existence.

Using a descriptive-analytical method and by comparing the doctrine of the Plotinian
Intellect with the mystical Compassionate Breath, this paper has successfully mapped the
characteristics of the Plotinian Intellect, the Compassionate Breath, and the intellect mentioned
in the traditions as the first created being onto one another, thereby offering a clearer
understanding of "intellect" (‘aql) in Shia traditions
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Extended abstract

In Shi ‘i narrations, there is a well-known hadith attributed to Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (peace be
upon him), with a similar content narrated from Imam Msa al-Kazim (peace be upon him), in
which the Intellect (al- ‘ag/) is presented as the first created being and as the first emanation
from the Divine Essence. This creature is said to have been created from the highest ontological
station: it is described as being “on the right side of the Throne,” while its source is identified
with the Divine Essence itself, rather than even with the Divine Names and Attributes. The
profound semantic dimensions of this narration have led many scholars and thinkers to
investigate the nature of the Intellect referred to therein. Consequently, numerous theological,
philosophical, and even mystical commentaries have been written on this illuminating
narration, some of which have made significant contributions to understanding the nature of the
Intellect as the first created being.

What can therefore be established with certainty is that these narrations possess profound
meanings that call for more serious and sustained reflection. Interpreting these narrations in a
manner that brings us closer to the intended meaning of the Speaker constitutes the principal
concern of the present study. Accordingly, the author adopts a comparative methodology as a
step toward a deeper understanding of the true meaning of the Intellect in this narration, since
such an approach has been less frequently employed in relation to this particular narration and
offers greater comprehensiveness and, consequently, a greater possibility of approaching the
intended meaning of the Speaker.

One of the principal obstacles preventing the researcher from reaching the deeper meaning of
the Intellect as a sublime and simple created reality is the tendency to identify the Intellect in
this narration completely with the multiplicity of particular intellects (al- ‘uqil al-juz’iyya),
which constitute one of the levels of the human soul. Although the relationship between the
Intellect as a being at the summit of unity and the multiplicity of particular intellects is also
examined in this study, identifying the two completely and unconditionally would lead to a
misleading interpretation. Likewise, the terminological resemblance between the Intellect
mentioned in this narration and the Intellect in the works of Plotinus proved fruitful as a starting
point for a comparative and profound approach to understanding the meaning of the Intellect as
the first created being in Shi‘i narrations.

Against this background, the present study, employing a descriptive-analytical methodology
and drawing upon library-based sources, seeks, through the perspective of comparative
theology, to provide a clearer understanding of the Intellect in Shi‘i narrations as the first
emanation. In this endeavor, a review of the intellectual heritage of the Divine philosophers
leads us, in the works of Plotinus, to an entity designated as the Intellect (Nous), which occupies
the level immediately subsequent to the One (to Hen), situated at the summit of the hierarchy
of being. On the other hand, the characteristics attributed to the Plotinian Intellect correspond
to a remarkable degree with those of the Divine Breath (Nafas al-Rakman) in Islamic
mysticism.

In the first stage of this study, attention is directed to the characteristics of the One in Plotinian
theology and its correspondence with the station of the Divine Essence (magam al-Dhat)—the
Unseen of the Unseen (ghayb al-ghuyib)—in theoretical mysticism ( ‘irfan nazari). Given that
the noble narration likewise describes the Intellect as emanating from the station of the Divine
Essence, the scholarly hypothesis that identifies the Intellect mentioned in the narration with
the Plotinian Intellect and the Divine Breath is thereby strengthened.

Subsequently, by examining the characteristics of the Plotinian Intellect and the Divine
Breath—including their status as the first emanation, their absoluteness and lack of
determination, their supreme simplicity and unity at the level subsequent to the Divine Essence,
their function as the ontological medium through which all created beings come into existence,
and the nobility and exalted status attributed to this creature before the Lord—the research
develops further toward its intended conclusion. The study then examines, through various
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indications and arguments, the dimensions of difference, similarity, and even identity between
this Intellect, understood as a simple reality and a created being originating from the highest
ontological realm, and the particular intellects, whose characteristics and attributes are
mentioned in humerous narrations.

Finally, the findings obtained through the comparative examination of these concepts may be
summarized as follows:

1. A distinction exists between the Intellect presented in the central narrations of this study as
a simple and transcendent reality and the first created being, on the one hand, and the
multiplicity of particular intellects described and characterized in a number of narrations, on
the other. This distinction is supported by multiple indications found within the narrations
themselves.

2. A relationship nevertheless exists between this Intellect, understood as an absolute reality,
and the particular human intellects. In this sense, particular intellects can, by actualizing their
latent capacities, realizing the divine gifts deposited within the treasury of human reason, and
following the Perfect Human (al-Insan al-Kamil), attain a form of unity with certain levels or
degrees of the Simple Intellect and the Divine Breath.

3. The principal and ultimate conclusion of this study is that the Plotinian Intellect and the
Divine Breath of Islamic mysticism do not merely share a verbal or terminological resemblance
with the Intellect described in the narrations as the first created being; rather, they also exhibit
a conceptual correspondence. This is because all three are presented as the first emanation and
as an ontological medium through which the Truth (al-Haqq) unfolds and extends throughout
existence.
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