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ABSTRACT

The problem of evil and suffering in Islamic mysticism has traditionally been addressed within
ontological and ethical frameworks. One of its less explored dimensions, however, is the
relationship between evil and femininity, and the role femininity plays in the formation of
structural gendered suffering. In a significant portion of the classical mystical tradition, particularly
in the works of figures such as al-Ghazali, Sana’1, ‘Attar, Jami, and Rum, femininity is frequently
associated with symbols such as the lower self (nafs), the world (dunya), desire, and temptation.
This symbolic language has contributed to the normalization of gender hierarchies and the
reproduction of structural forms of suffering. By contrast, the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, grounded in the
metaphysical doctrine of the Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujtd), conceptualizes femininity (ta nith)
not as a moral or symbolic category but as a fundamental ontological principle of manifestation.
Within this framework, the distinction between woman and man is understood as relative and
contingent upon degrees of manifestation rather than as rooted in the essence of the human being.
Employing an analytical-comparative approach, this study argues that much gendered suffering
results from a misunderstanding of femininity and its reduction to a hierarchical value system.
Reconsidering the ontology of femininity in Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought offers an internal and
emancipatory basis for critiquing discriminatory structures and rearticulating the relationship
between evil, suffering, and gender justice.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The problem of evil and suffering is one of the most fundamental issues in the
philosophy of religion and mysticism. It plays a decisive role in shaping human
understanding of being, goodness, perfection, and the path of spiritual wayfaring,
and it acquires meaning in relation to the ontological and anthropological
assumptions of different thinkers. The discussion of evil is not limited to a
theoretical inquiry into its origin or to the classical theological problem of
reconciling evil with the existence of God; rather, it involves questions
concerning different types of evil, the forms of suffering they generate, and the
possibilities of mitigating them. Contemporary philosophy has increasingly
drawn attention to forms of evil that are articulated through narratives, myths,
symbols, and meaning-making systems within religious and cultural traditions.
Through this process, such evils shape our perception of the world and of
ourselves. In other words, these are evils that emerge from linguistic, symbolic,
and social structures over the course of history (Ricoeur, 1967, pp. 6-19).

Within the Islamic mystical tradition, the problem of evil is likewise not confined
to natural or moral evils. Rather, it is closely intertwined with metaphors,
symbols, and cultural structures that constitute an essential part of mystics’
understanding of the human being and the world. One of the most complex and
yet neglected dimensions of this discourse is the relationship between evil,
suffering, and femininity in Islamic mysticism. An examination of classical
mystical texts reveals that femininity has often been defined through binary
oppositions such as reason/desire, perfection/deficiency, and agent/receptacle.
Over centuries, these symbolic patterns have gradually and institutionally
sedimented within religious and mystical culture (al-Ghazali, 1386, vol. 2; al-
Ghazali, 1383, vol. 1, p. 314; SanaT, 1383, p. 663; Jami, 1337, p. 330). Contemporary
philosophical and feminist analyses indicate that such symbolic constructions
can contribute to the production of structural evil—an evil that does not
originate in individual intention but rather arises from the normalization of
discrimination in language, narrative, and social institutions (Young, 2011, pp.
45-58; Butler, 2004, pp. 41-47; Arendt, 1963, pp. 276-296).

In contrast to this imaginal and symbolic framework, the school of Ibn ‘Arabi
offers a fundamentally different horizon. Drawing on his ontological vision, Ibn
‘Arabl understands femininity (tanith) not as a merely natural or biological
attribute but as an ontological principle. He argues that every locus of
manifestation is “feminine” insofar as it possesses receptivity, a quality that
bears no intrinsic relation to biological sex. Contemporary scholarship confirms
that in Ibn ‘ArabT’s system, femininity denotes an ontological capacity for
receiving divine manifestation rather than a biological or social characteristic.
Accordingly, woman and man are equal in their humanity, ontological capacity,
and potential for spiritual realization, and no apparent or historical difference
can serve as a basis for ontological valuation (Chittick, 2007, pp. 142-150; Murata,
1992, pp. 88-92).

Despite the importance of this issue, relatively few studies have systematically
examined the relationship between evil, suffering, and femininity in Islamic
mysticism or undertaken a comparative analysis with Ibn ‘ArabT’s ontological
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framework. This scholarly gap is largely due to the absence of a sustained
comparative engagement between Ibn ‘Arabi’s mystical metaphysics and
contemporary theories of structural evil and gendered suffering.

On this basis, the present study adopts a comparative approach to demonstrate
how symbolic representations of women in parts of the Islamic mystical tradition
have contributed to the production of gendered suffering, and how the ontology
of femininity in Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought can provide an internal epistemic
foundation for critiquing these patterns and rethinking gendered suffering. The
methodology combines textual analysis of mystical sources with an examination
of symbolic structures, interpreted in light of contemporary theories of evil and
structural discrimination.

Accordingly, this introduction outlines the general framework of the study: it
elucidates the role of language, symbols, and mystical narratives in the formation
of gendered suffering; analyzes the emancipatory potential of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school
for reinterpreting femininity; and demonstrates that overcoming structural
gendered evil is possible only through the simultaneous reconstruction of
epistemic, symbolic, and social domains (Young, 2011, pp. 92-101) — a process that
finds ontological support in Ibn ‘Arabi's notion of femininity (Chittick, 2007, p. 145).

Conclusion

The present study, through a comparative examination of the problem of evil,
suffering, and femininity in the Islamic mystical tradition and in Ibn ‘ArabT’s
ontological framework, demonstrates that femininity in mysticism is not a
marginal ethical issue or a merely symbolic theme, but a fundamental question
situated at epistemological, ontological, and cultural levels. Analyzing three
principal layers of this issue—the classical mystical tradition, the school of Ibn
‘Arabi, and contemporary philosophical and feminist theories—the study reveals
that gendered suffering arises not primarily from the “essence” or “nature” of
woman, but from structural evil. This form of evil has sedimented within
language, narrative, metaphor, moral judgment, educational systems, and social
institutions, and has been reproduced quietly, continuously, and in normalized
ways over the course of centuries.

In the first part of the study, it became clear that many classical mystics,
including al-Ghazali, Sana1, and Jami, interpreted woman within binary
frameworks such as reason/desire, perfection/deficiency, and agent/receptacle.
Even when presented in the form of moral exhortation or mystical allegory, these
dualistic patterns gradually provided the epistemic, emotional, and cultural
foundations for gender discrimination. Such perspectives diminished women’s
spiritual and ontological dignity, restricted the understanding of humanity and
its existential possibilities, and contributed to the production of structural
suffering at individual, familial, and social levels. As Young, Butler, and Arendt
have shown, gendered suffering operates precisely through symbolic and
institutional structures that render discrimination “normal,” “necessary,” or
even “divinely ordained,” thereby implicating victims themselves in the
reproduction of evil.

In contrast to this dominant current, Ibn ‘ArabT’s epistemic-ontological system
offers an internal and critical horizon for reform. By elevating femininity
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(ta’nith) from the level of metaphor and ethics to that of an ontological principle,
Ibn ‘Arabi shows that femininity constitutes a fundamental mode of
manifestation rather than a psychological or merely social attribute. For him,
woman and man are equal at the level of ultimate reality, and their differences
are not essential but contingent upon bodily conditions, formative contexts, and
modes of manifestation. This conceptual shift has significant implications for the
problem of evil: evil is not an independent entity but a mode of privation and
deficiency in receptivity. Accordingly, attributing evil to the “essence” of woman
or to femininity as such is inaccurate and incompatible with the principles of
Islamic monotheism. In this way, Ibn ‘ArabT’s school provides a metaphysical
foundation for critiquing gendered structures and demonstrates that justice and
human flourishing are possible only when both poles of masculinity (tadhkir) and
femininity (ta'nith) are fully actualized within the human being.

The comparative dimension of the study further reveals significant convergences
between Ibn ‘Arabi’s mysticism and contemporary philosophical and feminist
approaches. Both emphasize that gender discrimination is structural rather than
essential. Language, symbols, and narratives play a fundamental role in
producing suffering, and the transformation of these structures requires a
combination of rational critique and the reconstruction of collective imagination.
Concepts such as justice as the dismantling of structural domination, gender
hegemony, and the normalization of evil provide analytical tools for identifying
the roots of discrimination, while Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought offers an ontological basis
for critiquing and overcoming them.

Based on this analysis, the study concludes that liberation from structural
gendered evil cannot be achieved solely through legal reforms or moral
prescriptions. Rather, it requires three interrelated transformations: epistemic
revision, involving the critique and reinterpretation of intellectual and mystical
frameworks that associate femininity with deficiency, desire, worldliness, or
passivity; symbolic-imaginal transformation, involving the reshaping of images,
metaphors, and narratives that portray women as obstacles, trials, or inferior
others; and institutional-social transformation, involving the reform of
educational, interpretive, religious, and cultural structures so that women are
recognized as bearers of full human and spiritual capacity and their participation
in scientific, social, and ethical spheres is regarded as self-evident rather than
exceptional.

These three levels—knowledge, imagination, and institution—can lead to genuine
reform only when they operate simultaneously and coherently, just as Ibn ‘Arabt
understands reason and imagination as complementary faculties in the path
toward knowledge and liberation. Looking ahead, this research opens avenues for
cross-cultural comparisons of femininity in other mystical traditions, for
applying the ontology of femininity to education and ethics, for analyzing the
psychological effects of this anthropology on experiences of suffering and hope,
and for examining representations of femininity in contemporary art and media.
Such studies may demonstrate how transformations at the ontological and
imaginal levels can lead to concrete changes in social structures and in the lived
experiences of women and men.

Ultimately, the Islamic mystical tradition—especially in Ibn ‘Arabi’s
interpretation—can shift from being part of the problem of structural evil to
becoming part of its solution. In this horizon, femininity is not a sign of
deficiency or temptation but a mode of manifestation and a condition for the
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possibility of disclosure, and humanity is defined not by the superiority of one
gender over another but by the harmony and flourishing of the two poles of
masculinity and femininity. On this basis, a mystical rethinking of femininity
emerges not merely as a theoretical project, but as a necessary step toward
realizing justice, safeguarding human dignity, and deepening a monotheistic
understanding of the world and the human being.
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