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Introduction	
	

The Ikhwan us Safa say that there are three broad categories of knowledge:                                                 
1. Primary Sciences, 2. Religious Sciences, 3. Philosophical Sciences. The first two 
categories were outlined in the third paper of this series (link). The third category is 
presented in this paper. It comprises the following subsections. 1. Fundamental sciences, 2. 
Logical Sciences, 3. Natural Sciences, and 4. Theological Sciences. 
 
1.	Al	Riyadiyaat	-Fundamental	Sciences		
 
(a)	Ilm	al-‘Adad	(Arithmetic)	
This ilm, apart from its practical applied aspect, also serves as a prelude to the study of more 
advanced philosophical sciences. It consists of the main characteristics of numbers, and is 
the root of all other sciences in as much as numbers reflect the configuration of existing 
things in this creation parallel with the metaphysical realities of the hereafter. 
 
(b)	Ilm	al-	Handasa	(Engineering)	
The core of this ilm is geometry, consisting of a basic knowledge of shapes and 
measurements, their characteristics and combinations. All constructions require this ilm. 
The architect or engineer has to visualise – based on the material world before him – his 
creation in his mind before it can be translated into a real physical structure. Then when 
looking at concrete structures, the mind trained in engineering can go from the concrete to 
the abstract, and from the physical to the spiritual, giving a sense of the transition in the 
process of the original Creation. 
 
(c)	Ilm	al-Nujum	(Astronomy	&	Astrology)	
Astronomy is the knowledge of the structure of the universe, the skies and the heavenly 
bodies – stars, planets, etc. – and the imaginary zodiac. Astrology deals with how these 
heavenly bodies influence the happenings on the face of the earth and the lives of humans 
– birth and death, generation and decay, fortunate and catastrophic events. The aim of this 
ilm is for man to look up at the grand magnificent vista of the universe and be filled with 
wonder and awe about the Creator. It should also inspire a belief in the predestined 
workings of Divine Providence, including the reality of the end of this world and in the 
existence of a hereafter beyond space.  
 
(d)	Music	
This ilm comprises taaleef, composition, and knowledge of nisab, the balancing of relative 
proportions to achieve harmony. The ilm of nisab is considered to be an honourable and 
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illustrious ilm. It is relevant to all other sciences, inasmuch as all things need to be in the 
correct proportion to be balanced and in their superior state. The Ikhwan us Safa say that 
harmony in the composition of music is the clearest example of nisab. It illustrates how 
things, which are different and even opposite in appearance, essence, energy and nature, 
can come together harmoniously and become and act as one single thing.  
 
(e)	Geography	
 This is the knowledge of the earth and everything in it. It leads one to look with curiosity 
and wonder at the diverse, intricate, and beautiful phenomena and marvels of nature, and 
ponder about the Creator. The study of geography establishes that everything in the world 
is interconnected, including the rational human being. It raises questions about why the 
individual rational soul has come into this world, and where it will go upon leaving the 
body.  
 
2.		Manteq	-	Logic	
This knowledge comprises of five interconnected disciplines: 

a) Maarefat	sinaat	al	shaer	-	knowledge	of	composition	of	poetry.		
b) Maarefat	sinaat	al	khotab	-	knowledge	of	composition	of	discourses.	
c) Maarefat	sinaat	al	jadal	–	knowledge	of	debate.	
d) Maarefat	sinaat	al	burhaan	–	knowledge	of	construction	of	logical	proofs.	
e) Maarefat	sinaat	al	mughaleteen	fil	munazara	–	knowledge	of	construction	of	illogical	

arguments	in	order	to	recognize	flaws	in	proofs/	debate.	
 
Among the many books on the subject of logic written by philosophers, old and new, the 
Ikhwaan us Safa have chosen to concentrate on five, four by Aristotle considered to be the 
‘father of logic’ and one by his disciple Porphyry. The books by Aristotle, are: Categories, 
Hermeneutics, Prior Analytica and Posterior Analytica; the book by Porphyry is his Isagoge. The 
main concern of the study of logic is how to reach logical conclusions with proper proofs, 
by means of a scale (burhaan) by which right from wrong and truth from falsehood can be 
discerned in theories and opinions, good from evil can be discerned in actions, and haqq 
from baatil can be discerned in matters of morality and faith.  
 
3.	Al	Tabi’iyyaat	-	Natural	Sciences	
(a)	Ilm	al	Mabade’,	Knowledge	of	the	Foundational	and	Structural	Principles	of	Nature	
This is the knowledge of the reality of matter, form, time, space, and motion, the laws of 
physics in general.  
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(b)	Ilm	us	Samaa,	Knowledge	of	the	universe	
This ilm comprises the knowledge of the essence of the substance of the skies and the 
planets, and the reasons for their particular movement. It establishes that the mover of this 
universe is the Divine Spirit known as Ruh al Qudus or Nafs Kulliyah, who is empowered by 
God. It also includes knowledge of metaphysical concepts such as the throne of God.  

(c)	Ilm	al	kaun	wal	fasaad,	Knowledge	of	the	Cycles	of	Generation	and	Decay	
This is basically the knowledge of the four elements, fire, air, water and earth – how they 
change form, how they combine to produce minerals, plants, animals and man, and then 
decompose to be redistributed. These cycles are produced by the movement of the universe 
and the rays of the seven heavenly bodies known as the mudabberaat (the seven directors), 
which in turn are driven by the Nafs Kulliyah. 

(d)	Ilm	al	Hawadis	al	Jawwiyah,	Meteorology	
 This ilm studies the changes in weather conditions and their relation to the effects 
produced on the elements by the movements and rays of the seven heavenly bodies. One 
of such effects that has been discovered by science is the relation between the moon and 
the tides.    

(e)	Ilm	ul	Ma‘adin,	Mineralogy	
 This is the knowledge of minerals, metals and precious stones, their different types, how 
they are formed etc. Maadin is matter at the lowermost level of “mawaleed”, the first product 
of nature emerging from the asfala safeleen, the nethermost level of matter at the centre of 
the earth. This matter will then go higher and higher: the highest of the metal is connected 
to the bottom level of plants; the highest of the plants is connected to the lowest of the 
animals; the highest of the animals is connected to the human being; and the highest of 
humans is connected with the angels. Thus matter rises through different levels to reach 
the a‘ala illiyeen, the level of the purely spiritual beings.  

(f)	Ilm	un	Nabaat,	Botany	
 This is the knowledge about the plant kingdom. While matter at the level of ma‘adin has 
entered the stage of ‘kaun’ or ‘being’, it is at the level of plants that it passes into the category 
of ‘living things’ and acquires a ‘soul’, the nafs namiyya, the soul of growth. 

(g)	Ilm	al	Haywaan,	Zoology	
 This is the knowledge of animal kingdom. Here matter acquires, in addition to the nafs 
namiyya, the nafs hissiyya, the soul of senses and movement. 

(h)	al-Insaan,	the	Human	Being	
 It is in the human being that matter acquires, in addition to the nafs namiyya and hissiyya, the 
nafs nateqa, the rational soul, which may be equated with ‘aql’, intellect. The aql, the rational 
soul, is the highest level of nafs, and the upright human form is the most advanced of 
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physical ‘beings’; the human being is therefore the highest form of creation on this earth. 
It is to the rational human being that the dawat of God is presented; if he accepts, his soul 
goes to heaven, if he doesn’t, he is sent back into the cycle of generation and decay. Thus 
the human being, say the Ikhwaan us Safa, is the siraat al mamdood, the laid out road between 
heaven and hell.  

The Ikhwan us Safa say that the seven heavenly bodies affect the conception of the human 
baby and its development in the mother’s womb; they affect the form and personality of 
the baby. And this birth in human form is called ‘the first perfection’, a ‘perfection’ that is 
ultimately realised upon reaching puberty and attaining the capacity to reproduce another 
human being.  The Ikhwan us Safa picturize the human body – with its different organs 
and functions, its faculties of the five senses – as a grand city with a rational soul, with its 
five mental faculties, as the king. From the time he is born into this world, his soul has the 
potential to accept knowledge and training in good character, and act accordingly, to 
eventually reach his second perfection, the perfection of the soul.  

The core of the study of the human being according to the Ikhwan us Safa, is discovering 
the hikmat, the reason why the rational soul has been joined to the human body, what is life 
and what is death, and the human soul’s potential for everlasting life. They exhort one to 
prepare for the afterlife while the instrument of the body – that human beings have been 
given for just this reason – is still living, so that, when it is time for the soul to leave the 
body – which is called ‘death’ – the mortal body will start to decay, but the purified immortal 
soul will embark on its eternal life. As the Imam says, inna al-mawta hahuna la’aynul hayaat, 
“death in this instance is eternal life”. Just as the body has been given the potential to 
experience pain and pleasure, so is the soul able to experience its own pains and pleasures, 
which ability continues after death: the souls in paradise will experience all the pleasures 
they desire, while in hell there is only pain.  

4.	Theology	-	al	Uloom	al	Ilahiyyah	
(a)	Rational	&	Intellectual	principles.		
The knowledge of the principles on which this whole creation is created. All has come from 
the creator al Baari, by way of emanation in stages.  

(b)	Al	Aql	wal	Ma’qool,	Intelligent	and	Intelligible	
 It is the knowledge of the categories of the intellect, physical (brain?), potential, actual, 
acquired and active. The aim here is to understand that it is the intellect which defines a 
human being, makes him human. It studies issues such as the essence of the rational soul, 
the accumulation of knowledge in it, the formation of the luminous ‘surat’ (form) in it, and 
ultimately its eternal life through the eternal active intellect.  
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(c)	Ilm	al	Nafsaniyyat,	Knowledge	of	Souls	
 This is the knowledge of the different spiritual forces which move the skies and the planets, 
and the souls which are present in and drive different corporeal bodies on this earth, namely 
animals, plants and humans.  

(d)	al-Aalam	Insaan	Kabeer,	The	Universe	is	a	Macrocosmic	Human	Being	
 The Ikhwan us Safa say that the earth in its entirety is like a living being with an intellectual 
soul, like one human being doing everything in coordination, obedient to and worshipping 
its Creator. Everything in the world is interconnected, all the levels of existing things are 
linked to each other, from the topmost ‘falak ul-muheet’, the sky which is the boundary of 
space, to the lowermost ‘markaz’ or core of the earth. The Quran says: (Surat al-Isra’: 44) 

There is nothing (in this entire world, 
including animals and plants and 
inanimate things) but does tasbeeh of 
Allah but yet you understand not. 

وإَِن مِّن شيَْءٍ إِلَّا يسُبَحُِّ بحِمَدِْهِ ولََٰكِن 

 لَّا تفَْقهَوُنَ تسَْبيِحَهمُْ 
 

(e)	Ilm	al	Ruhaniyaat,	Knowledge	of	Spiritual	Being	
This is the knowledge of the jawahir baseeta, spiritual beings who are without bodies and 
cannot be seen except rarely, by some people; their presence can sometimes be sensed, 
though, and their actions are manifested in material things. The Ikhwaan us Safa mention 
mala’ekat,  shayateen and jinn. The mala’ekat are angelic beings who are good, sincere in their 
worship of God, and are assigned duties in this world by God; for instance, the mala’ekat 
of the sea, land and sky came to offer their services to Imam Husain SA, and a group of 
mala’ekat were seen to be guarding the Dai Sayyedna Ismail Badruddin RA. The shayateen 
are evil, devilish beings, who help those similar to them, people who are evil, and do fitnat 
and fasaad in the Dawat. The evil jinn, mazmoom, try to scare and do harm to people and 
property, while the good jinn, mahmood, help people, for instance by showing the way to 
someone who is lost. The aim of this ilm is to clarify that there are other effectors of actions 
besides physical beings in this world. 

(f)	Mahiyat	al	Ishq,	The	Essence	of	Ishq	
 Ishq is the instinct and passion to unite. It underlines how everything in the world and 
beyond happens through the principle of cause (illat) and effect (ma’lul). The Creator is the 
First Beloved for whom the whole Creation longs and is moving towards; ishq is what drives 
the soul to reach its perfection, to be purified and completed, in order to unite with its 
Creator.  
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(g)	Siyasaat,	Organization,	Diplomacy	&	Government		
The word siyasat can include the various meanings of management, organization, 
diplomacy, and government. The Ikhwan us Safa outline five types of siyasat: prophetic, 
kingly, public, personal and individual. The Creator, the First Hakeem, is the saa’is, the 
manager / director / organiser of all humans and everything in this Creation. Those who 
are more diligent and deep-thinking in their perception of God’s Creation, its laws etc. will 
be more cognizant of His wisdom; they will consequently be better in the management and 
direction of those under their administration, they will be more just, and ultimately higher 
in status, nearer to God: 

i.	Prophetic	-	Siyasat	Nabawiyah	
 This siyasat comprises the prophets’ approach in establishing a new deen (shariat) amongst 
the people: how they bring people from other religions to the true right deen, how they 
awaken them from their sleep of unawareness to look towards the aakherat, how they deal 
with people who stop them from establishing the true deen.  

ii.	Kingly	-	Siyasat	Mulukiyya	
This siyasat pertains to the ‘khulafa’, the successors, of the Prophet – the Imams and the 
Dais of the Satr. It governs how the ahkaam of the shariat, once established by the Prophet, 
are enforced in the ummat-e islam, and in particular in the Dawat. These khulafa’ are also 
responsible for protecting the shariat from any tehreef tabdeel, falsification and distortion.  

iii.	Public	-	Siyasat	Aammiyah	
This siyasat applies to leaders of countries and cities, commanders of armies etc. It is the 
knowledge of how to best preside over and organise different social groups, classes and 
communities.  

iv.	Personal	-	Siyasat	Khassiyah	
This siyasat deals with the organisation of one’s personal household or workplace. It 
includes the management and care of one’s family, children, servants, relatives, neighbours, 
colleagues, workers taking into consideration their rights over him and his rights over them. 

v.	Individual	-	Siyasat	Zaatiyah	
This siyasat teaches how each individual should recognise his strengths and weaknesses in 
organising his life, and plan it with due deliberation. It teaches how one should conduct 
oneself in terms of training character and behaviour, with constant self-appraisal of one’s 
actions and one’s dealings with others. 

(h)	Ilm	al	Deen,	Religion	
The Ikhwan us Safa say that religion is like medicine for the sickness of the soul, and the 
Prophet is a Tabeeb Ruhaani, a Doctor for Souls, to ‘cure’ the soul by freeing it from the sea 
of matter. There are a multitude of different religions and schools of thought; one should 
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understand the reason for this diversity, and come to a recognition of which is the right 
deen, which will truly lead one towards God.  

After discovering the right deen, all effort should be made to learn what actually Imaan is, 
what the faith comprises of, and what the virtues of the true believers are. The ilm of deen, 
contained in the Holy Prophetic books, comprises deep spiritual knowledge and secrets, 
and leads the seeker to the core of the Divine shariat and the sublime grandeur of spirituality.  

After adherence to the right deen and the true aqeeda, the Ikhwan us Safa also advise mumineen 
how they should live with one another with sincerity and mutual corporation. Mumineen are 
spiritual brothers and sisters, that bond should be the factor which brings them together in 
this world and will keep them together in the aakherat.  

(i)	Ilm	al-	al	Ma‘ad/	Aakherat,	Knowledge	of	the	Hereafter	
 The knowledge of the aakherat, of eternal life after death, is the lubbul lubaab, the crux and 
the quintessence of all ilm, and the root of all hikmat. It is the most noble and exalted ilm 
after the ma’refat of Allah. This classified ilm is revealed to the awliya’ ullah through wahye 
and is their sole prerogative. It is difficult for the common person to even comprehend 
and grasp, let alone picture or imagine; only those who have reached the required high 
level of knowledge and are sincere and pure of heart are permitted access to it. Those who 
are not fortunate enough to obtain this ilm have to have faith, believe. 

This ilm begins with the knowledge that the essence of one’s existence is one’s soul. The 
soul is a jawhara ruhaaniyah, spiritual in its essence, alive in itself, potentially knowledgeable 
and innately active; it is able to change from one state to another to reach towards 
perfection. The Ikhwan us Safa exhort all to pursue the knowledge of one’s soul, to learn 
where this wondrous nafs has come from, why it has come and where it will go. Knowledge 
of one’s soul is the necessary prelude to the knowledge of the soul’s journey through this 
world and its eternal life in the hereafter. 

 The ilm al-ma’ad includes the knowledge of the eras and epochs and cycles of cosmic times 
with the aim of understanding the beginning of the world, its principles of progression, its 
limit and how it will end, and the life force that holds it together. It goes on to study the 
reality of the resurrection (ba’s) of the soul upon the death of the body, the Day of Judgment 
or Qayamat, the scales (mizaan), hisaab, reward for the believers in jannat and punishment for 
the sinners in jahannam. 

(j)	Ma’refat	al-Baari,	Knowing	the	Creator	
Knowledge of the Creator, Allah, is the most noble, exalted, lofty and profound of all ilm. 
It is the quintessence and the qutb, the pivot, of all ilm. It brings with it the kamaal ul insaan, 
the perfection of the human state. However, the Ikhwan us Safa say that this ilm consists 
of an unfathomable paradox: while on the one hand it is very near – creation leads directly 
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to the Creator – on the other hand, it is the utmost limit of human knowledge since the 
kunh, the true core of the identity of the Creator remains forever unattainable. As the Quran 
says (Surat al-Noor: 39):  

...as a mirage which the thirsty person 
considers to be water, but when he reaches 
for it he finds there is nothing. 

كَسرَاَبٍ بقِيِعةٍَ يَحسْبَهُُ الظَّمْآنُ ماَءً 

 حَتَّىٰ إِذاَ جاَءهَُ لمَْ يَجدِْهُ شَيئْاً
 

The ma’refat of the Creator is generally known as Ilm al-Tawheed, knowledge of the 
Oneness of Allah. At the general level, the ma’refat of the Creator consists of knowing He 
is the illat, the Cause/ First Principle, of all existing things and their Creator. He is the 
source of all virtues and goodness, and He emanates benevolence. He is the mudabbir, the 
controller/ regulator, Who protects the order and continuity of existence. He is the knower 
of all ghayb, nothing is hidden from Him. He is merciful, He listens to and answers the doa 
of His worshipers.  
 
God cannot be truly understood, not because He is so concealed, but because He is so 
present everywhere, because of which people pursue knowledge about Him like they seek 
knowledge of all other things – what? where? why? These questions cannot be asked for 
God. When the mushrekeen asked Rasulullah these questions, God told Him to answer 
simply “qul huwallahu ahad” “ ٌأحََد ُ  Say, Allah is One. Many scholars have spoken ,”قلُْ ھوَُ اللهَّ
and given different opinions about the essence of God’s identity. Those with moderate 
knowledge say that Allah is a ruhaani surat, a spiritual force present in all existing things. It 
is only the learned who know that He is the huwiyyat wehdaaniyah, the singular entity, about 
which no created thing or being can know what or where or how It is.  

Man cannot even determine the essence of 
his own soul, so how will he determine the 

essence of the Creator in His eternity. 

 كَيفْيِةَُ النَّفْسِ ليَْسَ الَمْرَءُْ يدُْركُِهاَ

 مِ الَقْدَِ وكََيفَْ كَيفْيِةَُ الَْجبَاَّرِ فيِْ 
 

Professing the Oneness of God and his tanzeeh – his isolation from all descriptive attributes 
– is called ibadat falsafiyah, philosophical worship, by the Ikhwan us Safa. It is the taweel and 
haqeeqat knowledge of the Dawat, which show how all knowledge, begins with the 
knowledge of God and ends with it, how the kalema of tawheed contains everything. So that 
there is a world of difference between the la ilaha illa Allah  at the beginning of the journey 
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of knowledge and the la ilaha illa Allah  at the end.  This is the true Tawheed of God, which 
is a secret classified ilm only belonging to and revealed by the awliya’ ullah. Only those who 
learn from them will do saheeh tawheed, all others will go astray. Sayyedna Taher Saifuddin 
expresses it thus: 

Whosoever professes the oneness of Allah 
deviating from the path of the imams, 

Will not, I swear by Allah, succeed in going 
beyond personification and atheism 

 طَرِيقْتَكِمُْ  عنَْ  ميَلْاً الَلهَّٰ  دَ حَّ وَ  منَْ 

 الً تعطيْ وَ  تشَْبيِْهاً تاَللهِّٰ  يعَْدُ  لمَْ 
 

Conclusion	
The Ikhwan us Safa’s classification of knowledge includes all fields of knowledge, from the 
mathematical and logical sciences to the natural and corporeal to the psychological and 
finally the theological (deen). The Ikhwan have a holistic approach to knowledge and 
philosophy; it embraces a realistic view towards the material needs of man, and those 
sciences today seen as ‘secular’ are included in their curriculum. 

 However, the ultimate focal concern of the Ikhwan is the knowledge of deen -- of 
spirituality, soul, and God. The fundamental aim of all knowledge, they say, is to gain 
recognition of the spirituality of one’s own soul and its Divine Creator. This is the reason 
that we see that all the divisions and subdivisions of knowledge lead toward this principle. 
All types of knowledge can be fruitful if that knowledge leads ultimately to the final goal of 
understanding the ‘self and its Creator; ie. all knowledge leads to God. 

After having gone through just the classifications of knowledge one cannot but be 
amazed/overwhelmed by the vastness, breadth and depth of the knowledge covered by the 
Ikhwan us Safa. The deeper one plunges, the more depth one discovers, leading to the 
realisation that, as the saying goes, ‘the more you know, the more you know how much you 
do not know,’ how much there is still to know -- “arifta shay’an wa ghaabat ‘anka ashyaa’u”. 
And finally, when you reach the highest level, tawheed, comes the realisation that after all 
this knowledge, where the essence of God is concerned you can know nothing, as the 
Quran says, “lekay la yaalam baada ilmin shay’an”. 

 


