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ABSTRACT

The theory of the Perfect Human (al-Insan al-Kamil) constitutes one of the most fundamental
concepts in Ibn Arabi’s thought and has served as a cornerstone for the development of Arabic
mystical narratives. Examining literary works that engage with Ibn Arabi’s life and doctrines not
only reveals the narrative techniques employed to embed mystical concepts and Sufi teachings
within literary forms but also offers readers an accessible pathway to grasp abstract mystical ideas.
Accordingly, this study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to investigate key tenets of the
Perfect Human theory-such as the descending and ascending arcs (qaws al-nuzal wa al-su ‘td) and
the creative Feminine Principle (al-tanith al-khallaq)-as manifested in the novels Mount Qaf and
Small Death. The findings indicate that Mount Qaf portrays the Perfect Human through themes
such as the Divine Names and conceptual metaphors like the library and the descending arc. In
contrast, Small Death frames its narrative as the protagonist’s journey, depicting Ibn Arabi’s quest
to identify his spiritual supports (awtad) and his efforts to complete the ascending arc in order to

attain the station of the spiritual Pole (Qutb) .
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Arabic literature has long provided a fertile ground for the manifestation of the
ideas of the “Greatest Master,” Muhyi al-Din Ibn Arabi. Among its various forms,
Arabic novels have played a significant role in introducing the thought of this
foundational figure of Islamic mysticism to broader audiences by incorporating
elements of his theoretical framework. Creative imagination constitutes a shared
dimension between literature and Ibn Arabi’s mystical worldview, and it has
served as the underlying motif for many narratives associated with this
influential Islamic thinker. In addition, concepts such as the arc of descent and
the arc of ascent—both of which play a crucial role in structuring the doctrine of
the Perfect Human (al-Insan al-Kamil) in Ibn Arabi’s thought—have appeared
prominently in mystical narratives, particularly in works that draw upon or
parallel the biographical trajectory of Ibn Arabi. The composition of the two
novels Mount Qaf & Small Death represents part of the efforts undertaken by
Arab writers to interpret and celebrate the intellectual and spiritual stature of
Ibn Arabi. The success of these novels in attracting readers is evident in the
literary recognition they have received. A Small Death, which won the 2017
International Prize for Arabic Fiction (Arabic Booker Prize), exemplifies the
growing interest among contemporary generations in understanding this
prominent figure and his intellectual legacy. Furthermore, Ibn Arabi’s ontological
discussions—particularly regarding creation and his perspective on women—
have drawn attention to the notion of creative femininity (al-tanith al-khallaq)
within literary discourse. The importance of engaging with Ibn Arabi’s ideas as a
major theorist of Islamic mysticism becomes more evident when considered
alongside the efforts of Western philosophers and scholars in fields such as
ontology, epistemology, and phenomenology—disciplines that likewise address
themes such as imagination, the nature of existence, and the problem of
knowledge and consciousness. Consequently, examining literary works that
reflect the life and theories of Ibn Arabi not only reveals the narrative techniques
through which mystical concepts and Sufi teachings are incorporated into
literary storytelling, but also offers an effective means for conveying the abstract
notions of mysticism to broader audiences. Accordingly, the present study adopts
a descriptive-analytical approach in order to examine teachings related to the
doctrine of the Perfect Human, the arcs of descent and ascent, and the concept of
creative femininity through an analysis of the two novels Mount Qaf & Small
Death.

Conclusion

Both Mount Qaf & Small Death chronicle the life of Ibn Arabi. However, a notable
distinction between these narratives lies in the authors' approach to the theory
of the Perfect Human. Given that this theory can be examined through both a
descending and an ascending arc, each novel focuses on a specific aspect. Mount
Qaf primarily addresses the descending arc of creation, while Small Death centers
on the ascending and developmental arc of humanity. In essence, these two
novels complement each other, collectively enabling the representation of the
cyclical system of human perfection as posited by the theory of the Perfect
Human.The authors of both novels portray Ibn Arabi as the protagonist—a hero
who embodies the Perfect Human, thereby illustrating the stages of this theory
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through the lens of his own life experiences. Both novels employ linguistic and
literary techniques, such as conceptual metaphor and the hero's journey, to
articulate mystical themes Mount Qaf, utilizing the conceptual metaphor «God's
Throne is a library», effectively frames concepts related to the creation of beings
and humanity through terms like «word, inkwell, pen, and tablet». Conversely,
Small Death, by emphasizing the narrative trope of the journey, portrays Ibn
Arabi as a hero who successfully achieves self-realization and spiritual perfection.
It is worth noting that the characteristic of creative femininity (al-tanith
al-khallaq) is manifested in the character of Nizam, the daughter of Shaykh Zahir
al-Isfahani, who facilitates Ibn Arabi's journey of self-discovery. Broadly,
contemporary literature and novels can serve as valuable platforms for
expressing and applying ancient mystical theories, including that of the Perfect
Human.
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