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Abstract

This study examines the epistemological and dialectical understanding of reason in Sultan
Bahu’s thought, focusing on his treatise Aql-e Bidar. Although Bahu is known chiefly for
his poetic language and mystical depth, a systematic reconstruction of his theory of reason
remains absent from contemporary scholarship, which has concentrated on literary,
devotional, or historical dimensions and overlooked the logical structure underlying his
reflections on reason. Employing qualitative content analysis with critical hermeneutics,
this article reconstructs Bahu’s conceptual framework within broader epistemological
debates. The analysis shows Bahu advances a two-level epistemology: reason as divine
light — an ontological principle — and as a cognitive faculty through which humans
acquire, organise, and verify knowledge. A key distinction between “particular” (ordinary)
and “universal” (intuitive) reason implicitly critiques instrumental rationality and
anticipates present-day concerns over calculative reason; rather than rejecting rationality,
Bahu redefines it, calling for its elevation through spiritual discipline. The study identifies
three major internal tensions — divine endowment versus human free will, the absence of
precise criteria for distinguishing levels of reason, and friction with intense asceticism —
which nonetheless form a dialectical structure of dynamic interaction between reasoning
and mystical discovery, opening avenues for dialogue between Eastern and Western
epistemology.

Keywords: Sultan Bahu, epistemology of reason, dialectical analysis, Sufi philosophy,
particular and universal reason.

Introduction

The relationship between reason and intuition holds a central place in the intellectual
history of Islam: philosophers regarded reason as the foundation of knowledge, whereas
some Sufi traditions held direct intuition to be the sole path to truth. Sultan Bahu (1039-
1102 AH), a prominent Sufi and founder of a major branch of the Qadiriyya order in the
Indian subcontinent, offers an integrated synthesis of these two traditions: reason is a divine
gift that becomes an instrument of true metaphysical knowledge only when cultivated
through moral discipline and spiritual practice. In Aql-e Bidar, he presents reason as a
dynamic phenomenon evolving from a partial state to an intuitive one — a
conceptualisation that stands in contrast both to the extreme Sufi view that calls reason the
“greater veil” and to exclusive rationalism. Even so, few studies have systematically
examined the epistemological structure of his thought: existing scholarship has either
confined itself to biography and historical background, or analysed his poetic language
while neglecting epistemological rigour, or remained within narrow comparative Sufi
discussions; even international studies of Sufi rationality (such as the work of Chittick and
Schimmel), which treat the concept in general terms, have overlooked Bahu. Accordingly,
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the primary aim of this study is to critically analyze the epistemological position of reason
in Sultan Bahu’s thought, reconstructing his conceptual framework, examining the
distinction between particular and universal reason in light of classical and contemporary
philosophy, and identifying and accounting for the internal tensions of this theory through
modern epistemology — an endeavour that ultimately also explores the possibility of
dialogue between Bahu’s thought and contemporary virtue epistemology.

Research Findings

This study rests on qualitative content analysis of the primary texts — Agl/-e Bidar and
Mahak al-Faqr al-Kalan — read through critical hermeneutics and the analytical tools of
contemporary epistemology. The findings show that reason, in Bahu’s thought, operates on
two levels: an ontological dimension, in which reason is divine illumination and inherently
transformative, and an epistemological dimension, in which reason is a practical instrument
for acquiring, organising, and verifying knowledge. The distinction between
particular/ordinary and universal/intuitive reason, noted above, in fact anticipates a
contemporary critique of instrumental rationality and opens the way to redefining reason
rather than rejecting it. The analysis further reveals three major internal tensions in Bahu’s
theory: first, the intricate interplay between the divine endowment of reason and human
free will; second, the absence of precise criteria for distinguishing levels of reason; and
third, the possible friction between rational reflection and the intense ascetic practices to
which Bahu himself was committed. Nevertheless, the study shows that these tensions do
not constitute a weakness but instead produce a dialectical structure in which rational
reasoning and mystical discovery interact dynamically — an interaction that facilitates a
more holistic understanding and spiritual awakening, and that displays, contrary to
prevailing assumptions, the internal coherence of Bahu’s thought.

Conclusion

In Agl-e Bidar, Sultan Bahu presents reason as both a divine gift and a practical instrument
binding rational knowledge to mystical discovery. His dialectical framework, comprising
an evolution from partial to universal understanding, anticipates present-day critiques of
instrumental rationality. By offering a systematic epistemological reconstruction of this
framework, the study highlights Bahu’s importance for contemporary philosophy and
shows that reason and intuition — despite their internal tensions — are complementary
rather than opposed. The research thus provides a firm foundation for future dialogue
between Islamic mystical epistemology and modern analytic philosophy.
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