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A Comparative Study of the Concept of Absolute
Truth in the Thought of Nagarjuna (from
Mahayana Buddhism) and Ibn Arabi (from

Sufism).

The discussion of absolute truth, which is in fact the discussion of the
transcendent essence ( Jlzs i3), has been one of the most important topics

in religions and mystical schools throughout history. In The Ibn Arabi
school, essence of the real (s~ <13) is the mystery of mysteries (< i)

and without any manifestation, even the hidden manifestation (_..& =)

and is a truth free from name and adjective. The issue of absolute truth in
the thought of Nagarjuna and Ibn Arabi, is rooted in religious and sacred
texts. In Buddhist and Islamic sacred texts, Truth as essence is beyond the
phenomenal world, and distinct from creation, and in its transcendence and
sacredness has nothing to do with existence. So trying to figure it out is

futile. Truth in level of essence (o3 olis ;5 —ii~) is indescribable, and the

only way to describe it is silence.

The absolute truth in Nagarjuna's thought, as the founder of the
Madhyamika school, is significant that in Buddhism, unlike the Abrahamic
religions, does not have the concept of a personal god. In the sacred texts of
Pali, there is no mention of the Creator God or the Creator and Ruler of the
world, but also do not mention the Creator God or the Creator and Ruler of
the universe, but the pieces of evidence in these texts show that the Buddha
believed in absolute truth but considered language incapable of describing
that truth.

Absolute truth is often expressed in Nagarjuna's thought with concepts such
as Slinyata and Nirvana. Nirvana in Nagarjuna's works has been described
with (fi/fferent approaches, the most common of which is the negative
approach. In the this approach, nirvana is immortal, indestructible,
inexhaustible, unborn, deceptive, uncreated, unwilling, ageless, without
reincarnation and unlimited. Nirvana is unpredictable and unattainable in
the negative state.
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Another approach of Nagarjuna that is influenced by the teachings of
Buddha, is the positive approach, which in this interpretation, nirvana
means the perfection of human life. In this approach, nirvana is the absolute
truth, which is equivalent to dharmakaya and, of course, completely
indefinable.

The concept of $tinyata or emptiness in Nagarjuna's view can be analyzed
from two perspectives. In the first place, this concept can be understood by
looking at the phenomena of the tangible world. In this view, $tinyata means
that everything in this world is empty, because all beings in the world and
its phenomena are interdependent, and none of them has a fixed,
independent, and intrinsic existence. Therefore, they lack a fixed existential
truth and essence. In the second place, $tinyata can be interpreted as
absolute, that emptiness is the attribute of absolute truth that is self-
existent, absolute existence and beyond this world, and because it is
absolute and infinite, does not fit into any definition and description.

In Ibn Arabi's thought, the absolute truth or the truth of existence is in fact

level of essence, from which it is called as "hidden treasure"( ix. ;s), "
mystery of mysteries"(C ;sll_s), "pure existence" (< ,» 5,5 ), "absence of
ipseity"(c. ;2 .2 ), and "essential unity" (4315 <yu~1). According to Ibn Arabi,

Divine essence is unlimited and indefinite, indescribable and infinite, and
beyond Transcendence( « ;3) and immanence(«.:5) . Ibn Arabi believes that

the Divine essence has no manifestation in this level and so, there is no
plurality.

Sometimes in Ibn Arabi's thought, absolute existence is interpreted as
absolute non-existence( ;s e-e). Because, absolute non-existence . __Y)

(_=>has no ability to appear and is absolute nothing and there is no object

in it to appear. In Ibn Arabi's metaphysical system, absolute truth is, in its
absoluteness(sybl ), a completely unknown mystery that goes far beyond

human knowledge.

The concept of "absolute truth" in Nagarjuna's thought has similarities and
in some cases differences with Ibn Arabi. Absolute truth is rooted in both the
philosophy of Nagarjuna and the mysticism of Ibn Arabi in sacred and
religious texts, with the difference that Nagarjuna, unlike Ibn Arabi, does
not believe in a God who creates. Both thinkers believe that it is impossible
to know the absolute truth; Because being perceptible and accessible to
human cognition is a limitation, and absolute truth, one of the
characteristics of which is infinity, cannot be made available to human
beings (limited). Nagarjuna, however, explains that it is possible to achieve
this truth in an experience free of duality; Just as the Buddha came to
understand that truth, nothing can be said about its quality and manner. In
addition to being unrecognizable, indeterminate, lacking a name and
adjective, are other common features about the essence of truth. Both
thinkers have sometimes described that truth in a negative way, and
sometimes they have expressed it based on their religious texts with a
paradoxical approach.
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