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Abstract

The present study aims to explain the characteristics and epistemological factors of mystical knowledge from the perspective of Imam
Khomeini (RA). This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on the examination of Imam Khomeini’s mystical, ethical,
and devotional works. The findings indicate that mystical knowledge in Imam Khomeini’s thought is presential, intuitive, heart-based,
and existential. It goes beyond conceptual and acquired knowledge and is realized through self-purification, adherence to Sharia, presence
of heart, remembrance, worship, and inner struggle. From Imam Khomeini’s perspective, reason has a preparatory and guiding role in
mystical knowledge, but access to ultimate truth becomes possible only through spiritual witnessing and inner purification. Authentic
mystical knowledge does not contradict Sharia; rather, it gains meaning within the framework of revelation, servitude, and religious ethics.
The most important factors in attaining this knowledge include divine nature, reason, the heart, revelation, Sharia, self-purification,
remembrance, and righteous action. Conversely, self-love, heedlessness, ignorance, prejudice, sensual desires, attachment to the world,
blind imitation, and weakness of will are among the main obstacles to mystical knowledge. The study concludes that Imam Khomeini’s
mystical epistemology offers a comprehensive model of knowledge in which cognition, ethics, Sharia, and human perfection are deeply
interconnected.
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Extended Abstract

Mystical epistemology occupies a distinctive position in Islamic intellectual tradition because it approaches
knowledge not merely as conceptual representation or discursive reasoning, but as a transformative mode of
presence, unveiling, and existential realization. In ordinary epistemology, knowledge is usually discussed
through questions of justification, certainty, representation, sensory experience, rational inference, and the
relation between mind and reality; however, mystical epistemology adds a deeper dimension by asking how
the human being may become inwardly prepared to receive truth through purification, remembrance, spiritual
discipline, and the illumination of the heart. In this framework, knowledge is not reducible to abstract concepts,
because the highest form of knowing is direct, immediate, and participatory. This distinction is central to the
Islamic philosophical and mystical tradition, where acquired knowledge is differentiated from immediate
knowledge, and where the latter is regarded as a more direct encounter with reality (4). The works of Imam
Khomeini provide a particularly rich field for studying this issue because his mystical thought integrates
metaphysics, ethics, worship, self-purification, divine unity, and commitment to Islamic law. In Misbah al-
Hidayah, knowledge is linked to divine vicegerency, guardianship, and the metaphysical station of the perfect
human being (7); in Sharh Dua al-Sahar, epistemic ascent is connected to divine names, supplication, and the
movement of the heart toward the manifestations of God (8); and in Forty Hadith, the value of knowledge is
repeatedly measured by its ethical and spiritual consequences rather than by its conceptual accumulation alone
(9). This study therefore examines the characteristics and epistemological factors of mystical knowledge from
Imam Khomeini’s perspective, with attention to its foundations, sources, criteria, obstacles, and transformative
effects.

The theoretical foundation of this study rests on the distinction between sensory, rational, revelatory, and
mystical modes of knowing. Western epistemological traditions often emphasize reason, experience, doubt,
certainty, and the limits of human cognition. Descartes placed certainty at the center of modern epistemology
through methodic doubt and the search for an indubitable foundation (2), while Locke emphasized experience
and the role of sensory perception in the formation of human understanding (3). Later philosophical
developments, including phenomenology, shifted attention toward consciousness and the structures through
which things appear to the knowing subject (14). Yet Islamic mystical epistemology moves beyond these
frameworks by insisting that the heart, when purified, can become a locus of unveiling and direct awareness.
Ibn Arabi’s mystical metaphysics provides one of the deepest theoretical backgrounds for this view, especially
in his analysis of divine self-disclosure, the perfect human being, and the relation between unity and
multiplicity (5, 6). Qaysari’s commentary on Fusus al-Hikam further clarifies how mystical knowledge
possesses an intelligible structure while remaining rooted in unveiling and witnessing rather than mere
conceptualization (10). Chittick’s interpretation of Ibn Arabi also demonstrates that imagination, heart,
unveiling, and divine names are essential to understanding the epistemological depth of Islamic mysticism
(11). Within this tradition, Imam Khomeini’s position is neither anti-rational nor merely speculative; rather, he
regards reason as valid but insufficient, revelation as normative, the heart as the central organ of mystical
realization, and spiritual discipline as the condition for the transformation of knowledge into existential
certainty.

The findings indicate that mystical epistemology in Imam Khomeini’s thought has several defining
characteristics. First, mystical knowledge is immediate and presential; it is not merely knowledge about reality
but a direct existential awareness of truth. This corresponds to the broader Islamic philosophical distinction
between acquired knowledge and immediate knowledge (4). Second, mystical knowledge is theocentric and
grounded in divine unity. The mystic does not perceive beings as independent realities but as signs,
manifestations, and dependent modes of divine disclosure, a view deeply rooted in the metaphysical tradition
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of 1bn Arabi (6) and developed through later Islamic mystical philosophy (10). Third, mystical knowledge in
Imam Khomeini’s thought is inseparable from Sharia. Authentic unveiling cannot contradict revelation,
worship, or religious obligation, because Sharia provides both the path and the criterion for the validity of
mystical experience. This is visible in Imam Khomeini’s interpretation of prayer as a movement from outward
form to inward presence (12). Fourth, mystical knowledge is ethical and transformative. Knowledge that does
not purify the soul, humble the self, and reform action remains incomplete and may even become a veil (9).
Fifth, the heart is the central locus of mystical cognition. In this sense, the heart is not merely emotional but
epistemic; it receives truth when purified through remembrance, discipline, repentance, and divine orientation.
This view is consistent with classical Sufi accounts of the heart as the site of unveiling and realization (15, 16).
Sixth, mystical knowledge is comprehensive: it does not isolate spirituality from life, ethics, society, or
responsibility. Rather, true knowledge transforms the whole human being and reorganizes the relationship
between the self, God, creation, and action.

The results show that Imam Khomeini’s mystical epistemology offers a balanced model that avoids both
rational reductionism and uncontrolled subjectivism. It does not reject reason; rather, it assigns reason a
preparatory and clarifying function. Reason can organize concepts, prevent contradiction, and prepare the mind
for higher insight, but it cannot replace unveiling and presence. This position is compatible with the broader
Islamic intellectual tradition, where reason, revelation, and spiritual realization are not seen as mutually
exclusive but as different levels of access to truth (18). It also differs from epistemological approaches that
limit knowledge to empirical or conceptual structures, because Imam Khomeini regards knowledge as
incomplete unless it reaches the level of inner transformation. The study also shows that mystical knowledge
is vulnerable to distortion when separated from purification and Sharia. The main obstacles to mystical
knowledge are self-love, arrogance, heedlessness, ignorance, blind imitation, attachment to the world,
domination of passions, and weakness of will. Imam Khomeini’s warning against the ego is especially
important because the ego can appropriate even religious language and mystical terminology for self-
glorification (13). Therefore, a person may possess extensive religious or philosophical vocabulary while
remaining distant from real knowledge. This point corresponds to the classical mystical warning that
terminology is not realization and that true knowledge must be embodied in humility, sincerity, love, and
servitude (17). Furthermore, Imam Khomeini’s thought connects mystical epistemology with anthropology:
the human being is naturally oriented toward absolute perfection, but this orientation can be misdirected toward
limited worldly objects. This idea resonates with Islamic accounts of human nature and the innate movement
toward truth (21, 22). Thus, mystical epistemology is also a theory of human perfection, because the highest
knowledge is inseparable from the highest realization of the human self.

This study concludes that Imam Khomeini’s mystical epistemology presents knowledge as a path of existential
transformation rather than as a merely theoretical activity. Mystical knowledge, in this perspective, is
presential, theocentric, heart-based, Sharia-oriented, ethically transformative, and rooted in the human being’s
innate desire for absolute perfection. Its realization depends on purification of the soul, discipline of the heart,
remembrance of God, worship, self-struggle, and the integration of knowledge with action. Its obstacles are
not only intellectual but also moral and existential, because self-love, heedlessness, arrogance, attachment, and
passion distort the human capacity to perceive truth. The distinctive contribution of Imam Khomeini’s view is
that it unites metaphysical insight, religious discipline, ethical purification, and practical responsibility within
a single epistemological framework. In this framework, the aim of knowledge is not merely to know
propositions about reality, but to become transformed by truth, to overcome the veils of the ego, to see
existence in the light of divine unity, and to live in accordance with that vision.
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