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Abstract

Seclusion (khalwa) refers to the seeker’s withdrawal from people and from all that is other than God in order to perform practices that
facilitate the traversal of mystical stations and the purification of the self, such as fasting, remembrance (dhikr), and similar disciplines.
I1zz al-Din Mahmud Kashani, a Sufi of the fourteenth century, represents a form of ascetic and devotional mysticism. In his view, the
benefit of designating a forty-day period for seclusion lies in the fact that signs of wisdom and the removal of veils and impurities generally
manifest within the seeker over the course of this duration. He maintains that seclusion is among the later practices and commendable
innovations of the Sufis, and that it was not practiced in this particular form during the time of the Prophet; although Muhammad, due to
the intensity of divine love and longing for the Truth, would himself seek solitude, occasionally retreating to the Cave of Hira, where he
engaged in remembrance, worship, and nightly vigils. According to Kashani, the wisdom behind prescribing forty days of sincere seclusion
is that with each day, a veil is lifted and the distance from the Divine diminishes, until, over the forty days of pure retreat, all such veils
are removed and the human being returns to proximity with the Divine—considered the source of goodness, beauty, knowledge, and
gnosis—thereby making the contemplation of the Eternal Beauty of God possible. Thus, anyone who resolves to undertake seclusion must
first purify their intention from worldly and otherworldly aims, including desire for paradise or reward. Sincerity in intention, maintaining
a state of ritual purity (wudu), fasting, eating little, sleeping little, and speaking little are among the principal conditions and etiquettes of
seclusion according to Kashani. This study is based on a library research method.
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Extended Abstract

Seclusion, or khalwa, occupies a central place in the ascetic and devotional tradition of Islamic mysticism,
where it functions not merely as physical withdrawal from society but as a disciplined spiritual practice aimed
at purifying the self, concentrating the heart upon God, and preparing the seeker for higher degrees of inner
knowledge. In the mystical vocabulary, seclusion has been defined as the seeker’s withdrawal from people in
order to undertake practices that assist the purification of the soul, such as fasting, constant remembrance,
vigilance, silence, and detachment from worldly distractions (5). It has also been described as the secret
conversation of the heart with the Divine, in which no other presence is allowed to intervene; in this sense,
outward isolation is only the external form of an inward reality, namely the severance of attachment from
everything other than God (6). Lexicographical and encyclopedic sources likewise present seclusion as
solitude, withdrawal, and one of the established disciplines of Sufi practice (3, 4). Within this framework, the
present study examines seclusion from the perspective of Ezz al-Din Mahmud Kashani, a prominent eighth-
century Sufi whose mystical outlook belongs to the ascetic, devotional, and law-oriented current of Sufism
rather than to the ecstatic and poetic current associated with figures such as Rumi. Kashani’s mystical thought
is especially significant because it interprets Sufi practice through obedience, worship, discipline, sincerity,
and adherence to religious law, and his Misbah al-Hidayah wa Miftah al-Kifayah systematically discusses
doctrines, sciences, mystical knowledge, Sufi terminology, commendable Sufi practices, etiquette, actions,
ethics, stations, and states (1). The central objective of this study is therefore to clarify Kashani’s understanding
of seclusion and forty-day retreat, and to explain the conditions, etiquette, and spiritual logic that he assigns to
this practice.

The study is based on a library and analytical method. Its primary textual basis is Kashani’s Misbah al-Hidayah
wa Miftah al-Kifayah, while supplementary mystical, lexicographical, and historical sources are used to situate
his account within the broader Sufi tradition. The research first examines general definitions of seclusion in
Islamic mysticism and then analyzes Kashani’s specific treatment of the subject, especially his discussion of
forty-day retreat, sincerity of intention, ritual purity, fasting, reduced eating, reduced sleep, silence, negation
of passing thoughts, and continuity of devotional practice. In the broader Sufi tradition, seclusion is not simply
a state of loneliness; rather, it is a structured discipline in which the seeker attempts to empty the heart of other-
than-God and to make the outward and inward self sincere before the Divine (7). Najm Razi states that the
foundation of spiritual wayfaring and the attainment of the stations of certainty rests upon seclusion and
withdrawal (2). Attar’s works similarly present seclusion as an elevated spiritual condition that requires cutting
attachment from all things, and he emphasizes that genuine solitude with the Beloved becomes possible only
when the soul separates itself from every alien presence (10, 12). In this study, these perspectives are not treated
as independent alternatives to Kashani’s position, but as the broader mystical context in which his view
becomes intelligible. Kashani’s account is distinctive because it combines the inward aim of divine proximity
with a precise set of practical disciplines and legal-moral safeguards, thereby presenting seclusion as both an
interior purification and an ordered devotional exercise (1).

The findings show that, from Kashani’s perspective, seclusion should not be reduced to a mere forty-day
retreat, although the forty-day discipline holds special significance in the Sufi tradition. He maintains that
withdrawal from people and continuous occupation with remembrance of God constitute a highly praiseworthy
practice, and he considers the forty-day period beneficial because signs of wisdom, unveiling, and purification
generally begin to appear in the seeker during this span (1). Kashani explains that if a person is blessed with
the ability to spend life in obedience to God and freedom from excessive involvement with people, this is a
great blessing; however, if such continuous withdrawal is not possible, the seeker should at least undertake
seclusion periodically, preferably once every year. The purpose of this repeated retreat is not escape from
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society as such, but the formation of a stable spiritual habit. When the seeker disciplines the self during retreat
through reduced sleep, reduced food, constant remembrance, and vigilance, the effects of that discipline may
extend into times of social interaction; in this sense, the seeker’s public life becomes protected by the prior
discipline of seclusion, while seclusion itself strengthens and supports the proper ordering of public life (1).
Kashani also regards seclusion as one of the later commendable practices of the Sufis. He notes that this form
of retreat was not practiced in exactly the same way during the Prophet’s lifetime, when companionship with
the Prophet was the highest spiritual privilege. Yet he also argues that the Prophet’s retreat to the Cave of Hira,
his devotion to worship, and his longing for God provide a spiritual foundation for later Sufi seclusion (1).

A major part of Kashani’s theory concerns the philosophical and spiritual meaning of the number forty. He
derives the importance of the forty-day period from prophetic tradition and scriptural symbolism. The
prophetic report that whoever devotes forty mornings sincerely to God will have springs of wisdom flow from
the heart to the tongue is central to this interpretation (13). Kashani also connects the number forty to the
Qur’anic account of Moses’ appointed meeting with God, in which thirty nights were completed with ten more,
making forty nights in total. In his reading, Moses’ abstinence, worship, remembrance, and preparation for
divine conversation indicate that seclusion, fasting, silence, and remembrance are necessary means for
becoming worthy of proximity to God (1). Kashani further explains the symbolism of forty through the idea
that the human being was prepared through a process in which attachments to the world emerged and became
veils before the vision of Divine Beauty. Thus, the wisdom of forty days of sincere seclusion lies in the gradual
removal of these veils: with each day, one veil is lifted and the distance from God is diminished until the seeker
becomes capable of returning to proximity with the Divine, the source of goodness, beauty, knowledge, and
gnosis (1). In this framework, the sign of a valid seclusion is not the display of extraordinary powers, but the
emergence of wisdom, detachment from the world, purification of the soul, and the opening of the heart to
knowledge. Kashani compares seclusion to a furnace in which the self is melted by the fire of discipline,
cleansed of natural impurities, and refined until the form of the unseen may be reflected through it (1).
Kashani’s practical conditions for seclusion demonstrate the ethical and devotional rigor of his mystical
system. The first and most fundamental requirement is sincerity of intention: the seeker must purify the
intention from worldly aims, otherworldly greed, desire for paradise, desire for reward, spiritual pride, public
reputation, and the pursuit of miracles. For Kashani, any retreat undertaken for power, fame, or extraordinary
acts becomes a source of deception, arrogance, and spiritual ruin rather than purification (1). After sincerity,
the seeker must settle debts, remove resentment and envy, seek forgiveness from others, detach from
possessions that bind the heart, and enter the retreat in a state of outward and inward purification. Kashani then
lists additional disciplines: continuous ritual purity, continuous fasting, reduced eating, reduced sleep, reduced
speech, negation of passing thoughts, and continuity of spiritual action (1). Continuous ablution allows outward
purity to reflect inwardly and illuminate the heart; fasting weakens the lower faculties and strengthens spiritual
luminosity; reduced eating diminishes bodily heaviness and the density of the earthly constitution; reduced
sleep helps overcome heedlessness and revive the heart; and silence protects the seeker from the many harms
of speech (1). Kashani’s discussion of passing thoughts is especially important: he distinguishes among divine,
angelic, egoic, and satanic thoughts, yet advises the novice seeker to repel all passing thoughts through
remembrance because beginners cannot reliably distinguish their sources (1). Finally, he orders devotional
action according to the seeker’s condition: prayer, recitation, verbal remembrance, inner remembrance,
vigilance, and rest may each become appropriate according to the seeker’s strength, receptivity, and spiritual
state (1).

In conclusion, seclusion in Kashani’s mystical thought is the concentrated essence of spiritual wayfaring, but
it is not a rejection of human society in an absolute sense. Its purpose is to turn the heart away from dispersal,
distraction, egoic desire, and worldly domination so that the seeker may become oriented toward divine



ST 9 daudd o g

proximity. True seclusion is therefore both outward and inward: outwardly, it requires withdrawal from
distractions, disciplined worship, silence, fasting, reduced sleep, and reduced food; inwardly, it requires
sincerity, remembrance, vigilance, purification of intention, and removal of the veils that separate the human
being from the Divine. Kashani’s position also shows that seclusion is not meant to produce spiritual spectacle
or claims of superiority, but to establish humility, detachment, wisdom, and preparedness for divine
knowledge. The forty-day retreat functions as a symbolic and practical period of purification in which the
seeker gradually moves from multiplicity to unity, from heedlessness to remembrance, and from attachment
to nearness. At the same time, Kashani’s view implies that seclusion must remain connected to religious
discipline, ethical responsibility, and guidance by a spiritual master; otherwise, the path may become
vulnerable to illusion, arrogance, and deviation. Thus, his theory of seclusion presents a balanced model of
mystical discipline in which solitude is valuable only when it refines the soul, strengthens servitude, removes
inner impurities, and prepares the seeker to return to the world with a heart protected by remembrance and
oriented toward the ultimate Beloved.
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