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Abstract 

This research-creation discovers the connection between what Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari termed as the Univocity of Being, and the Sufi and pantheistic concept 

of Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujud) founded by the Islamic philosopher/mystic Ibn 

al-‘Arabī (A.H. 560- 638/A.D. 1165-1240). I use the decolonizing historiography of 

the concept of univocity of being carried out by the scholar of Media Art, and Islamic 

Thoughts Laura U. Marks. According to Marks’ historiography, it was the Persian 

Muslim Polymath Abu ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sînâ (980-1037) who first initiated the 

concept of haecceity (thisness)--the basis of the univocity of being. The thesis 

examines transformative experimental cinema and video art from a mystical 

philosophical perspective (Sufism), and by defying binaries of East/West, it moves 

beyond naïve cosmopolitanism, to nuanced understanding of themes such as 

presence, proximity, self, transcendence, immanence, and becoming, in media arts. 

The thesis tackles the problem of Islamic aniconism, nonrepresentability, and 

inexpressibility of the ineffable; as it is reflected in the mystical/paradoxical concept 

of the mystical Third Script (or the Unreadable Script) suggested by Shams-i-Tabrīzī 

(1185- 1248), the spiritual master of Mawlana Jalal ad-Dīn Muhhammad Rūmī 

(1207-1273). I argue that the Third Script provides a platform for the investigation of 

the implications of the language, silence, unsayable, and non-representation. This 

perspective sheds a fresh light on Deleuze’s secular philosophy of immanence and its 

obsession with creation, becoming, and expression as opposed to representation. By 

connecting Persian mysticism to contemporary immanentism, I argue that what 

Deleuze and Guattari proposed as the unthought or the thought without image, is 
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enriched by the comparison to the inexpressibility of imageless Muslim God. For the 

purpose of contextualization, the thesis also engages with contemporary scholarships 

on global film/media such as accented, diasporic and intercultural cinema and video 

art. The creative component of the thesis was the production of five experimental 

videos that address the mystical philosophical ideas discussed in the thesis such as 

time, language, cine- thinking and visual thinking. The films and the theoretical 

component were developed in tandem, enriching and transforming each other. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
 

 

 

        Before my visible Form you flee into the invisible . . . 

       But truly my hearth and swelling are in the Invisible . .  . 

       O Maryam! Look well, for I am a Form difficult to discern. (Rūmī qtd. in    

       Corbin 171) 

 

All our attitudes, moral, practical, or emotional, as well as religious, are due to 

the ‘objects’ of our consciousness, the things which we believe to exist, whether 

really or ideally, along with ourselves. Such objects may be present to our senses, 

or they may be present only to our thought. In either case they elicit from us a 

reaction; and the reaction due to things of thought is notoriously in many cases as 

strong as that due to sensible presences. It may be even stronger . . . . in general 

our whole higher prudential and moral life is based on the fact that material 

sensations actually present may have a weaker influence on our action than ideas 

of remoter facts. Lecture III: The Reality of the Unseen. (James 46)  

 

  

This thesis uses tenets of Persian/Islamic mysticism (also known as Sufism) such 

as the ineffable and the invisible interpreted through Gilles Deleuze’s metaphysics of 

immanence. Immanence refers to the genetic and sometimes biological principle of 

creation that is inherent in reality; in other words, it is the vitalism, the invisible life force 

that animates matter while differing fundamentally from matter. In contrast, Islamic 

mysticism attributes these forces of creation to an absolute transcendence/ God that, from 

a higherposition) precedes reality and controls it from outside. Deleuze and especially his 

conceptions of the time-image have been used extensively in discussions of experimental 

cinema. I argue that by considering experimental cinema through a Sufi lens, especially 

the unrepresentability or invisibility—but omnipresence—of the image-less God, this 

approach will open up opportunities to encourage the vital practices of thinking and 

concept-making through experimental videos: a kind of thinking that subverts 
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conventional images of thought in order to achieve more abstract thoughts and images 

that express pure immanence. I use and connect mystical concepts, such as qaib (the 

world of Absence) and the Unity of Being (Existence), to several concepts from the 

philosophy of immanence, such as becoming-imperceptible and Univocity of Being.  

Already by the 13th-century, Persian Sufi mystics such as Rūmī (1207-1273) dealt 

with the ineffable, that which language fails to express and represent. They created 

incorporeal and elusive concepts as the means of expressing the ineffable God. Mystical 

experiences are so difficult to communicate that the mystic Sufi Shams-e Tabrizi (1185-

1248) proposed a mystical concept of the Third Script in order to refer to the 

inexpressibility of the ineffable Divine; this concept translates as the unreadable text--a 

text that does not have the physical format of a text and is usually referred to as the 

hidden embodiment of the knowledge of the ineffable (Divine God). If we de-

territorialize the concept of the Third Script from its religious context and re-territorialize 

it in the context of current scholarship, this unwritten text can be compared to the avant-

garde style of sefid-khani (reading blank pages) in conceptual poetry, to experimental 

films such as Flicker, and to abstract visual art. 

I refer to the unreadable and mute Third Script as a rich source for excavation of 

concepts such as silence, invisibility, and unknowledge and unthought. I build the basic 

relationship of the unsaid/unsayable in the Third Script with experimental cinema mostly 

through the theories of intercultural cinema conceptualized by the Canadian scholar of art 

history and media Laura U. Marks, in The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, 

Embodiment, and the Senses (2000). As Marks discusses, intercultural filmmakers come 

across feelings and circumstances that challenge representation. Marks further writes: 
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In Foucauldian terms, intercultural cinema works at the edge of an unthought, 

slowly building a language in which to think it. What can already be thought and 

said threatens to stifle the potential new thoughts. The already sayable against 

which intercultural cinema struggles is not only official history but often also 

identity politics, with their tendency toward categorization (29). 

 

By explaining some of the implications of Sufism in the works of predominant 

Persian medieval Sufi authors such as Rūmī and Suhrawardi, this research explores the 

vital formation of thoughts and concepts that directly deal with the inherent creativity in 

life (immanence). A major focus is applied to the works of late-20th-century philosophers 

such as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. This research provokes continuity of thought 

in order to achieve an imageless thought (the unthought) that subverts the restrictive 

legacy of meaning and reality, which, in return, encourages a platform for continuous 

becomings. By referring to non-representability of Muslim’s imageless God and 

discussing it through Deleuze’s concept of the unthought—a thought in philosophy that 

paradoxically “enfold” the fluidity and becoming of the universe as a whole—I argue that 

what Deleuze theorized as the Univocity of Being had been conceptualized by mystic 

authors and Sufi philosophers such as Ibn al-‘Arabī (1165-1240) who founded the 

concept of Oneness of Being (wahdat al-wujūd). I trace some of the implication of these 

concepts in the writings of medieval Persian mystical authors such as Rūmī. Ultimately, I 

argue that the concepts of nonrepresentational thought (the unthought) and the 

unsayability of the theophanic experience can be visually experimented with in a specific 

fraction of abstract experimental film and video—Mystical Experimental Film and Video 

Art. In addition to encouraging the conception of artistic and creative thought 

experiments in film and video, this project aims at investigating a radical transformation 
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of subjectivity and self, inspired by both the mystical unseen/untold and the generative 

forces of the immanence. 

 

1.1 Why am I interested in this research-creation? 

The sociocultural context 

 

(I)t is more useful to speak of what one has experienced than to pretend to a 

knowledge that is entirely impersonal, an observation with no observer. In fact 

there is no theory that is not a fragment, carefully prepared, of some 

autobiography. (Valéry 58) 

 

The present thesis engages several philosophical and mystical ideas and themes that 

initially are informed by my lived experiences in two previous decades in my home-

country, Iran, and in my new or second home-country, Canada. Therefore, I discuss 

below some of the social, political, and cultural events that led to the conception of this 

project. This will give the reader a general impression of why I decided to embark on this 

art-research scholarship. More importantly, this brief self-ethnography or alternative 

personal history, will help me and the reader to chronologically follow the influential life 

events and works of cinema that exerted unforgettable impacts on my interrelated 

indulgence with literature, art and philosophy and how they can be conditions of life-

changing events. The reader needs to note that this personal history has an idiosyncratic 

nature, by which I mean that I am not representative of any group; however, I hope that 

this discussion addresses some collective aspects of this personal history.   

The teenage period of my life (from 1980 to 1988) corresponded with the Iran-

Iraq war. The war was finally terminated with Resolution 598, a U.N.-brokered ceasefire 

that was accepted by both sides. However, eight years of war and the postwar climate of 
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frustration had strong effects on the youth of my generation. In short, in this period in 

Iran, people and media were obsessed with the celebration of sacrifice in both religious 

and political ways. Thousands of men (including my brother Amid) voluntarily 

participated in the war in order to defend the country against Iraq’s invasion—an 

invasion that was later supported by several Western countries such as America--many of 

the Iranian defenders were martyred, or paralyzed in the war. For the period of almost 

four years that my brother participated in the war, the media announced the list of martyrs 

usually after any attack in the War. During this time, all the members of my family, and 

many other Iranian families, experienced deep anxiety, worrying for their lives. I 

remember that every time the radio announced the names of martyrs, we were all 

worrying about my brother. However, we were not alone; many dear members of other 

Iranian families participated in the war to defend the country, and were among the 

martyrs. My family and my brother were very fortunate that he was not killed in the war 

although his health was severely affected by shell shock and Iraq’s extensive use of 

chemical bombs.  

It is not surprising that the religious authority in Iran gave the Iran-Iraq war a holy 

halo by naming it “Sacred Defense” Cinema. Similarly, the media and cinema of the 

time were glorifying the same ideas of martyrdom and sacrifice that induced a kind of 

spiritualism. Revayate-fath (The Conquest Narrative, 1985-1992) was a televised series 

of spiritual documentaries made by one of the intellectual and cultural engineers of the 

period, Morteza Avini—a post-revolutionary intellectual and theorist who was 

disaffected by Western culture and, as a result, resorted to religious thoughts. The impact 

of Avini’s authentic turn to religion has been so powerful and enduring among many post 
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79 revolutionary intellectuals and artists in Iran that he has been a role model, especially 

for those who prefer tradition to modernity and secularism in Iran. In Revayate-fath, 

Avini documented several important parts of the war and the spiritual atmosphere of 

sacrifice among the war participants. Avini’s own intimate, affective, and genuine voice-

over for the documentary gave it a lyrical and aesthetic dimension that enlivened the 

celebration of holy sacrifice/martyrdom. Four years after the end of the Iran-Iraq war, in 

an attempt to make a documentary about the martyrs of the Iran-Iraq war, Avini himself 

was martyred (as he was on duty) when he stepped on a an unnoticed live landmine.  

In regard to the complexity of film and media production and exhibition in Iran 

after 1979 Revolution, in Volume 3 of his magnum opus A Social History of Iranian 

Cinema: The Islamic Period, 1978-1984, Naficy investigates the deep impact of the 

Islamic Revolution on Iranian cinema and the film industry, including the period 

of Islamicization and the eight-year war. Naficy cites Farzin Vahdat’s argument to 

explain the dynamism at work during this period:  

Iran’s century-and-a-half experience with modernity should be understand in 

terms of a dialectical process involving aspects of modernity conductive to 

emancipation, on the one hand, and those more conductive to domination, on 

the other. In this process, different aspects of modernity were developed and 

elaborated upon by different social groups. (117) 

  

In his book, by using the term “Islamicate,” rather than “Islamic,” Naficy explains that 

not only Islamic traditions but also Persian traditions informed the values of the post-

revolutionary state, culture, and cinema. Accordingly, after the revolution, many Iranian 

cinemas were burned down and films made during the Pahlavi regime were subject to 

strict review, censorship, and banning; they were replaced with films appropriate to 

Islamicate values. However, out of this revolutionary chaos, Iran’s subsequent prolonged 
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war with Iraq, the segregation of the genders, and the imposition of the veil on women, 

certain ideological and aesthetic trends in film and media were encouraged; this resulted 

in the emergence of an “Islamicate” cinema and film culture. 

 In the following quote from volume 4 of A Social History of Iranian 

Cinema: The Globalizing Era, 1984-2010, Naficy introduces the discussion of the 

volume to explain the important sociocultural phenomena that influenced the cinema of 

the late-war period and the following decades:  

The revolutionary experience, the bloody eight-year war with Iraq, and the 

perceived Western cultural invasion of Iran all encouraged soul searching, 

national epistemophilia, and a desire for self-representation, resulting in an 

array of documentary films and film forms about the revolution, war, and the 

various social ills and inequalities that accumulated under the Islamist regime. 

The state-run television and fiction film industries, too, funded and supported 

filmmakers committed to Islam who made powerful “imposed war” [jange 

tahmili] movies in which sacred subjectivity replaced modernist subjectivity. 

(xxiv) [my italics] 

 

Avini was clearly against the modernist subjectivity, and his works especially Revayate-

fath were deeply rooted in the sacred subjectivity that he had developed during years of 

challenge with modernity and secular intellectualism.  

At the same time, and in addition to the promotion of cinemaye jangi (Cinema of 

War), Farabi Cinema Foundation, the state’s main sponsor of film production, started 

promoting films that encouraged a spiritual and mystical culture. Because of the 

government’s code of censorship and its official control over the production of films, 

Iranian filmmakers had to avoid depicting certain topics and themes that were forbidden, 

such as sexual relations. Instead, many Iranian filmmakers used symbolism (which was 

occasionally spiritual/mystical) and more covert ways to depict sensuality, or they 

completely turned their attention from material love/sex to a more spiritual realm.  
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Meanwhile, because esoteric Islam (mysticism) is a treasure of rhetorical, 

philosophical, conceptual, and linguistic strata, some intellectual filmmakers who had 

postmodern tendencies started using mysticism and spiritualism as conceptual and 

thematic elements in their films. By that, they aimed at a critical exploration of the 

contemporary implications of spiritualism in the transitory and uncertain post-war period. 

The growth of the production and screening of spiritual films with a philosophical bent 

during this period is good evidence of the state’s attempt to influence the audience in 

order to possibly reconcile the atrocities that war was causing in Iran, through 

encouraging mystical and spiritual (erfani) films1. As a result, the cinema of the post-war 

period in Iran was preoccupied with spiritualism.  

Saeed Ebrahimifar’s film Nar–o-ney [Pomegranate and Cane] (1989); Dariush 

Mehrjui’s trilogy of Hamoun (1990), Pari (1995) and Banoo [Lady](1999); Bahrām 

Beyzāi’s film Traveller (1991), in addition to the screening of spiritual, poetic films by 

Soviet Union filmmakers, such as Andrei Tarkovsky (1932-1986), Sergei Parajanov 

(1924-1990), and by the Polish filmmaker Andrzej Wajda were creating a taste and 

tendency for intellectual filmmakers to possibly make philosophical and esoteric films, 

and also for the audience to enjoy their serene and meditative characteristics, especially 

in the unstable and uncertain time after the war.2 

                                                        
1 It is not surprising that in the late ‘90s, some of the governmental sponsoring organizations such as DEFC 

(Documentary and Experimental Film Center) initiated a new category in their competitions entitled 

cinemaye mana-gera (spiritual cinema); this category has now extended into other film festivals inside 

Iran. 
2 It is important to note that in the ’90s, Iranian cinema gets global and transnational recognition, through 

the works of usually auteur cineastes such as Abbas Kiarostami. In the abstract of Naficy’s A Social 

History of Iranian Cinema, Vol. 4: The Globalizing Era, 1984–2010, he gives a brief account of the period 

and how it led to the global success of Iranian cinema. Naficy writes: “The postrevolutionary era bred 

its own parallel and dissident art-house cinema, involving some of the best Pahlavi-era new-wave 

directors and a new crop of innovative postrevolutionary directors, placing Iranian cinema on the 

map of the vital world cinemas. They brought self-respect and prestige for Iranians at home and 
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Disaffected by sociocultural outcome of theocracy, I, as a member of the youth at 

the time, like many other educated members of my generation, took refuge in books, art, 

theatre and cinema from the disappointing circumstances, encouraged by the hope of 

being able to create better possibilities, at least, at an individual level. Iran has a rich 

history of translation through which the works of foreign philosophers, cultural critics 

and writers were introduced to Iranians. The growing interest in, and, as a result, the 

translation of the works of the mid-century to late-century post-structural and post-

modern cultural theorists and philosophers, such as Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), Jean-

François Lyotard (1924-1998), Roland Barthes (1915-1980) and Jean Baudrillard (1929-

2007), in the ‘90s encouraged individual interpretation of sociocultural phenomena such 

as philosophy and art. 

However, one cannot ignore the occasional confusions that the translation of these 

foreign thinkers has caused among the youth, especially in a country that has been 

obsessed with religiosity for a long period of its history. The influence of Shi’a Islam can 

be seen on almost every aspect of life in Iran be it in the realm of social practice or the 

individual beliefs. It was at the end of Sassanid Empire as the result of the conquest of 

Persia by Muslims (637-651) and the eventual decline of the Zoroastrian religion in 

Persia. Since then, Islam has been the official religion of Iran (except for a short period 

                                                                                                                                                                     
abroad. The displacement, dispersion, and exile of a massive number of Iranians, many in the 

visual and performing arts and in cinema and television, resulted in new formations in Iran’s 

social history and cinematic history—a diasporic formation of people with a complex subjectivity 

and an “accented cinema,” made by first-generation émigrés and their second-and third-

generation descendants. Both the wide circulation of films made in Iran and those Iranians made 

in the diaspora, as well as the vast diasporic dispersion of Iranians, helped globalize Iranian 

cinema” (xxiv-xxv). See: Naficy, Hamid. A Social History of Iranian Cinema, Volume 4, the 

Globalizing Era, 1984-2010. Duke University Press, 2012. Print.    
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after Mongol raid in 13th-century). As well, Iran became an Islamic republic after the 

Islamic Revolution in 1979. As a result, religiosity is embedded in almost all social 

interactions and events. However, the intervention of usually Eurocentric philosophies in 

the context of Shi’a Islam diverted the attention of the educated and intellectually curious 

youth toward a more secular realm of philosophical and critical analysis of sociocultural 

events.  

 

1.2.a Iranian Alternative Cinema, Existential Philosophy, and the Question 

of Hope 

 

 

In addition to this cultural/political situation, the climate of frustration in the 

postwar period made intellectuals and artists question their past intellectual endeavours 

for freedom, and an existential discourse grew among some authors, artists, and 

filmmakers. The production and release of Mehrjui’s Hamoun was a big success in the 

period after the end of the war. Mehrjui, as one of the contributors to alternative 

filmmaking in Iran, and especially to Iranian New Wave Cinema, had first studied 

philosophy at UCLA, however because of his interest in cinema, as a means of 

intellectual and sociocultural inquiry, he preferred to make films. Mehrjui made Hamoun 

in a transitional moment in the history of modern Iran.  

As a result of the unsettled intellectual climate, suspended between Islamic 

mysticism and the Eurocentric fashion of thinking, the project of secularization has been 

distorted or partial in Iran. This condition is well reflected in Dariush Mehrjui’s film 

Hamoun (1990), which displays the life of a seemingly mystified yet secular intellectual 
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man who is almost lost in the struggles that he has with his spiritual beliefs, with his 

wife’s emancipation, and with his job as a sales agent.     

 

1.2.b Hamoun (1990)  

Adapted loosely from Saul Bellow’s 1963 novel Herzog, and inspired by Søren 

Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling (1843), Hamoun is a fragmentary look at the fictional 

character Hamid Hamoun and his intellectual, psychological, and spiritual engagement 

with the paradox of love, at both philosophical/spiritual and personal levels. The middle-

aged Hamoun, one may say, displays the hopelessness and helplessness of the generation 

of Iranian intellectuals who failed in their experience of modernity. This failure was 

reflected in Hamoun’s career, domestic life, and his prejudiced relationships with his wife 

who asked for a divorce. While Hamoun’s wife was deciding to leave him, he was 

desperately trying to keep his job as a sales agent and to finish his Ph.D. thesis, which 

was a philosophical investigation into Abraham’s love for his son and for God. God’s 

love put Abraham into a paradoxical condition: How can he kill his own son whom he 

loves, when God has asked him to do that? How is the love of God stronger than his love 

for his own son? Along the line of these questions, Hamoun’s crisis starts with his re-

evaluation of his own beliefs and feelings towards his life and wife/love. Hamoun is 

made of a series of flashbacks and dreams intertwined like in the stream of 

consciousness, which reminded some critics and cinephiles of Fellini’s surreal world of 8 

½ (1963). In this way, Mehrjui depicts the way that Hamoun recalls events and tries to 

figure out what he did wrong that made his life fall apart. At the end of the film, finally, 

in total frustration and despair, Hamoun runs into the sea in a suicide attempt that, in an 
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obscure way, turns into spiritual salvation–a mystical, existential rebirth. Ali Abedini and 

some lifeguards recover his apparently dead body from the sea and after they give him 

CPR and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, Hamoun starts coughing—a sign of returning to 

life--and the film ends. By making Hamoun, Mehrjui opens up different layers for 

observation and investigation of the old struggle between tradition/modernity and 

religion/secularism. Perhaps, one interpretation of Hamoun’s desperate condition—being 

caught between tradition and modernity—is the struggle that Iranians have been 

preoccupied with since the Constitutional revolution (1905-19011), which (despite all its 

shortcomings) was supposed to bring the social laws into practice, as the first step of 

modernity.  

In addition, Mehrjui’s film suggests secular philosophical questions: Why did 

Abraham, the father of faith, want to sacrifice his son? Wasn’t it insane? What sort of 

love is this, for which one needs to kill his son, in full resignation? All these questions 

were charged by references to mystical sayings that addressed the path to the knowledge 

and love of God as divine madness, due to the ecstasy that this knowledge (or as the 

scholar of Islamic studies Carl W. Ernst terms as “unknowing”) causes beyond human 

reasoning.3 Hamoun is full of intellectual spiritualism and philosophical discussions of 

faith and uncertainty. For example, almost at the middle of film when Hamoun is terribly 

confused about the paradox of Abraham’s love and how one can call it love, he asks his 

apparently enlightened friend and spiritual mentor Ali Abedini about the rationalization 

                                                        
3 In his study of Sufis’ “unusual and provocative forms of expression in shathiyat” (Sufis’ 

ecstatic utterances), Carl W. Ernst explains how variously it has been interpreted, and divine 

madness is one of the interpretations of shath. I will discuss it more in the first chapter. See: 

Ernst, Carl W. Words of Ecstasy in Sufism. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985. 

Print. 
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of Abraham’s decision to sacrifice his son for the love of God, and Ali justifies it by 

referring to the ancient Greek who called this sort of love divine madness. 4     

Mehrjui beautifully combined these inquiries with references to the supposedly 

first existential philosopher, the Danish poet and theologian Søren Kierkegaard (1813-

1855). Inspired by Kierkegaard—who left his beloved fiancée Regine Schlegel in order 

to achieve spiritual love—Hamoun is caught between agreeing to divorce and staying in a 

heated and revengeful conflict with his wife. Unable to leave his wife, after an 

intentionally failed attempt to kill her, Hamoun leaves all behind and, eventually, tries to 

kill himself. In the film, the reference to the theme of Abraham’s anxiety in addition to 

his spiritual hope in Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling (1843) is mixed with a quick 

addressing of German theorist of quantum mechanics Werner Karl Heisenberg’s (1901-

1976) uncertainty principle. As well, there are references to several esoteric yet secular 

and diverse authors and poets such as the Swiss psychotherapist C. G. Jung (1875-1961), 

the German/Swiss author and painter Hermann Hesse (1877-1962), the Iranian 

philosopher and post-modern cultural theorist Dariush Shayegan (1935), and the Iranian 

author Ahmad Shamloo (1925-2000). The film is filled with the spirit of existentialism,  

and the mystical/philosophical mood and tone of the film spoke very well to the post-war 

climate of exhaustion, uncertainty, and frustration in Iran. In addition, the fragmentary 

Hamoun is spiced and united by the Iranian composer Naser Chashm-Azar’s 

                                                        
4 Arguably, in spite of Hamoun’s ‘secular’ inquiries of mystical/spiritual themes such as faith, 

one can consider Ali Abedini as a pseudo-Khidr, a Sufi master in contemporary humans’ outfit. I 

have briefly discussed the concept of Khidr as the mystical alter ego in the second chapter. 
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interpretation of the Baroque piece Air (on a G-string) by German composer Johan 

Sebastian Bach (1685-1750).5  

Hamoun starts and ends with Hamid Hamoun’s two dreams, which reveal his 

psychological reailty. In the dream at the beginning of Hamoun, there is a wide-screen 

cinema at the top of a hill, showing Hamoun and other inhabitants of the dream, like a 

mirror reflecting them to themselves. This posed the first philosophical question that 

engages the ontology of cinema—what is the essence of cinema? And the mirroring 

image of the cinema screen in Hamoun’s dream addresses both reality, illusion and their 

influence on Hamoun’s life in the rest of the film. In the nightmare-like dream at the 

beginning of Hamoun, there are a series of important characters in Hamoun’s real life 

such as his wife, her suitor, and their psychoanalyst Dr. Samavati, who appears as a 

goblin who tries to bludgeon Hamoun to death. In this dream-sequence, everyone is 

against Hamoun and assists the goblin in his devilish act. However, Hamoun ends with 

another dream-sequence that Hamoun sees after trying to sink himself in the sea. In this 

dream, the same inhabitants of the dream as at the beginning of the film try to sympathize 

with Hamoun and help him reconcile his relationship with his wife and his surroundings. 

They hold an outdoor party in the beach that symbolically references a new wedding 

ceremony of Hamoun and his wife Mahshid. However, in the midst of Hamoun’s happy 

moments in the dream, a sudden draft of wind arrives and blows away the ceremonial 

                                                        
5 After more than two decades, the influence of Hamoun on my generation has been predominant 

enough that Iranian Deleuzean scholar and filmmaker Mani Haghighi made a documentary titled 

Hamoun-bazha (Hamoun lovers) in 2004. Haghighi’s film, sometimes cynically, investigates the 

influence of Hamoun on the younger generation of reformist intellectuals and pseudo-intellectuals 

in Iran.    
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elements of the wedding, such as the cloths on which the food, drinks and fruits were 

placed and served. In other words, Hamoun’s happy dream is destined to be shattered.    

The rest of the film happens between these two dreams and consists of different 

fragments of a day in Hamoun’s life, a mixture of his pleasant and bleak moments with 

his wife and son often displayed in flashbacks. Through the process of Hamoun’s life, the 

film proposes several crucial questions about patriarchy and gender inequality in Iran. 

The direct references to Muslim beliefs and motifs such as faith, Abraham as the father of 

faith, and the search for a reconciliation of Hamoun’s emotional and 

philosophical/spiritual crisis through literature and philosophy makes Hamoun a complex 

film.  

Hamoun evoked critical thinking among the new and older generations in Iran--it 

made them re-evaluate the validity of their conditions and beliefs: What were the causes 

of Hamoun’s intellectual cul-de-sac? Why was he confused? Like many others in the 

educated young generation in Iran, it was after watching Hamoun several times that I 

started looking more closely at the mystical motifs of love, faith, and sacrifice in life. The 

strange combination of secularism and spirituality in Hamoun provided viewers with a 

great opportunity for thought experiments. Cinema was no longer merely an entertaining 

medium: by including diverse concepts from many cultures, well incorporated in the 

everyday life of Hamoun as an Iranian intellectual, Hamoun showed the transforming 

power of film, of thinking, and of thinking through film (cine-thinking). 
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1.2.c Travellers (1991) 

One year after the release of Hamoun, Iranian viewers, especially fans of 

intellectual films, had the chance to watch one of the masterpieces of Iranian alternative 

cinema, a film from one of the founder of Iranian New Wave Cinema: Bahrām Beyzāi’s 

Traveller (1991). Beyzāi’s artistic and scholarly background in Eastern mythology, 

theatre and performing arts, in addition to his masterful and formalist cinematography, 

poetic plays, and movie scripts, enabled him to produce a modern allegory of hope drawn 

from the heart of despair and disappointment.  

Travellers starts with a happy family embarking on a road trip in order to go to 

the wedding of the mother’s younger sister. In less than a few minutes into the film, the 

mother of the family, in a Brechtian distancing technique, talks directly to the camera and 

informs the viewers about the fact that the family will be dead as a result of a collision. In 

the meantime, the young bride and her family joyfully prepare all the requirements for 

the wedding party and only await the Travellers’ arrival to start the wedding celebration. 

Once they know about the death of the Travellers in the auto accident, a dark atmosphere 

of despair and mourning ensues and the joyful wedding turns into a formalist and 

ceremonial mourning inspired by the religious/ritualistic passion plays (ta’ziyeh) in Iran.6 

However, the grandmother of the family refuses to accept the death of her daughter and 

insists on the fulfillment of her wish that the wedding should take place without the deep 

atmosphere of despair among all the family members. Besides, Travellers were supposed 

to bring the antique mirror that had been passed through generations as the (Iranian) 

                                                        
6 In theatrical convention of ta’ziyeh performance, there is a circular stage, in which performers 

appear on and off stage, and signal shifts in time/space through scripted announcements (such as 

“here comes A”). The focus of ta’ziyeh is usually on historical events such as the 

martyrdom/sacrifice of the saints and Imams, of which the audience are already aware. 
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symbol of hope, illumination and happiness. After almost 80 minutes of the intense and 

challenging ambiance of despair and hopelessness, the grandmother’s wish is 

miraculously fulfilled—like a Deus ex machine, all the Travellers appear at the door and 

enter the wedding hall in a quasi-avatar-like way while the older sister (who is one of the 

Travellers) holds the large mirror in front of her, which projects light onto the mourning 

crowd of the wedding-turned-into-funeral ceremony. One needs to note the celebration of 

the female gender in Travellers reflected both on the young bride and the old 

grandmother as archetypal figures of celebration of life, and creativity.7  

     Beyzāi’s skillful and contemporary treatment of Persian motifs and archetypes of 

hope and life in Travellers, made this film a well received and influential film of the 

period. It was through the tecniques of cinema and Eastern plays and story-telling that 

Beyzāi was enabled to create such an existentially hope-inducing film, relying merely on 

Persian archetypes without using Western philosophies. Even the so-called Brechtian 

distancing technique in Travellers originated in passion plays (ta’ziyeh), and some other 

Eastern forms of plays, such as Chinese traditional plays, long before the German poet 

                                                        
7 With reference to the Iranian-American scholar and film theorist Negar Mottahedeh’s Displaced 

Allegories: Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema (2008), I argue that the ending of Beyzāi 

Travellers is inspired by both ta’ziyeh performances and Sufic mystical, archetypal forms that are 

the result of mystical imagination--what Corbin terms as “imaginal” (Alam al-Mithal), which I 

discuss briefly in the second chapter. In this regard, Mottahedeh asserts that “the desire to 

articulate the national through an “imaginal”(a word that combines image and original), a 

timeless nowhere land (Na-koja-Abad), present in the past and future, as represented in ta’ziyeh 

performance. These theatrical conventions include a circular stage, in which performers 

appearing on/off stage signal shifts in time/space through scripted announcements (such as “here 

comes A”), and a focus on historical events that rely on audience foreknowledge. Such theatrical 

structures all contribute to the repertoire of auteurs’ cinematic techniques. This inherited 

“imaginal” is explicated in the author’s reading in chapter 1 of Bahram Bayza’i’s Bashu: The 

Little Stranger. Diverging from Hollywood, Iranian cinema, once purified, manifests national 

culture through its technological access to this sacral imaginal world. Iranian cinema evokes a 

“forked” enunciation, referring to the disjunctions in sound/image and conscious 

narrative/unconscious elements of political history and conditions of production” (14). 

See: Mottahedeh, Negar. Displaced Allegories: Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema. Durham NC: 

Duke University Press, 2008, 199 pages. 
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and theatre theorist Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) theorized that as distancing/alienation 

technique. 

 It is surprising that despite Beyzāi’s success and celebrated fame among 

intellectuals and educated youth in Iran and despite the success among viewers of 

whatever he produces, whether it was films or theatrical plays, both Pahlavi regime and 

the post-79 Revolution government in Iran often caused him difficulties whenever he 

decided to produce his films or his plays.8          

In Travellers, Beyzāi formally and conceptually, extracted both religious and 

mythological elements of Persian culture; elements such mourning (through the formalist 

use of religious performance ta’ziyeh and its mourning effect), in addition to the 

transformative element of hope at the end of film (through the use of Iranian mythology, 

such as a mirror as the symbol of light and elevated hope). In fact, Beyzāi used 

allegorical and mythological elements both from Islam (ta’ziyeh) and Iranian mythology 

(the mirror with the implications of good fortune, and the grandmother as the generator of 

hope who symbolically refers to Persian ancient knowledge/insight) in order to formally 

and conceptually construct Travellers. However, he draws the mythology of hope from 

the depth of the Islamic mythology of mourning/martyrdom, emphasizing the Iranian life-

affirming mythology and imagination.9 In conclusion, the use of allegory, symbolism, 

                                                        
8 In 2010, the Division of Literatures, Cultures and Languages at Stanford University hired 

Beyzāi and he is currently teaching Contemporary Iranian Theatre and Cinema as a visiting 

scholar of comparative literature. 

 
9 In spite of the huge success of both Hamoun and Travellers inside Iran, they have never gained 

transnational and international attention. The reason might be that their topics are  specific to the 

Iranian domestic culture and anthropology: for example, in the case of Travellers, it might be the 

subtle use of allegorical/mythological elements of Eastern traditions that Western audience 

usually find difficult to decipher. However, a few years after the release of these two films, 

another Iranian cineaste, Abbas Kiarostami, made another hope-inducing film, Taste of Cherry 
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mythology, mysticism, and philosopy from diverse sources of intellectual inspirations in 

making of both Hamoun and Travellers, made these films haunting.   

In addition to the influence of these alternative films, my educational experience 

in two schools of higher education both in Iran and Canada has helped me extensively to 

develop the thoughts and concepts with which I have been engaged for years. 

Specifically, the courses that I took while during my MA in comparative literature  

inspired me to think of working on the present project by proceeding on cultural studies’ 

promotion of interdisciplinary research. Although the inception of this thesis took shape a 

long time ago, it has grown into the present project in which I make sense of  

unorganizable and inexpressible thoughts and concepts by letting these mystical and 

philosophical concepts interact and converse. For example, after explaining shath (Sufi’s 

                                                                                                                                                                     
(1997), in which he used the ideas and characters of diverse minor ethnicities in Iran (Afghan, 

Kurdish, Lurs, and Azeri) in order to construct a collective insight into hope vs. suicide. One can 

argue that the universal themes of Kiarostami’s film caused its success at transnational and 

international levels: the film won the Palme d’Or at the 1997 Cannes Film Festival. In Taste of 

Cherry, Kiarostami investigates the attempt of a frustrated, middle-aged Iranian intellectual to 

commit suicide. In spite of the dominance of the theme of suicide, the film has a hopeful ending 

in which Kiarostami uses a Brechtian distancing technique (by breaking the fourth wall) in order 

to tear apart the illusion of the suicide attempt—in the final sequence the protagonist, after 

seemingly taking sleeping pills, lies back in his tomb, looks at the night sky and moon while 

waiting to die, there is a dissolve into portable camcorder footage of behind the scene that shows 

Kiarostami and his crew filming Taste of Cherry--the protagonist and filmmakers are shown as 

two members of a filmmaking crew sharing a cigarette together. This is followed by a scene 

showing group of soldiers with flowers at hand, the shining sun, and the blossoming tree, spiced 

by Louis Armstrong’s instrumental song Sometimes I feel Like A Motherless Child. The 

metaphysical hope in Kiarostami is rationalized via the folklore and tacit knowledge that a series 

of diverse characters explain to him in the form of a personal and sometimes sermon-like 

conversation they have with him, after knowing that he has decided to commit suicide and wants 

their help in putting soil on him when he is dead in his grave. Kiarostami’s film is directly 

affirming life through its own elements, and therefore it is a film in praise of immanentism. The 

celebration of life and its vitality is well addressed in the title of Kiarostami’s film, as well. 

It is important to note that, Kiarostami’s success in1997 Cannes Film Festival was the start of a 

continuous global success of Iranian films especially in the ‘90s. In the introduction to his book 

Iranian Cinema: A Political History, Hamid Reza Sadr states that Iranian filmmakers in the ‘90s 

made “one of the most ambitious groups of films in the world. . . . Through its cinema, Iran was 

breaking out of a cultural cocoon” (2). See: Ṣadr, Ḥamīd Reza. Iranian Cinema: A Political 

History. 7 Vol. The Hague: I.B. Tauris, 2006. Print. 
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ecstatic utterances), I investigate that through the implication of language as a means of 

expression rather than representation, conceptualized by Deleuze.  

 

1.3 Conceptual Framework 

The goal of this thesis is to prepare analytical conditions for establishing a dialogue 

between Islamic mysticism (Sufism) and the philosophy of immanence. I will, therefore, 

explore points of connection between the two, such as the relationship between mystical 

invisibility and Deleuzian becoming-imperceptible. The point of departure will be the 

work of scholar of media and Islamic Thought, Laura U. Marks’ Enfoldment and Infinity: 

Islamic Genealogy of Media Art (2010) in which she traces the contemporary relationship 

between information, image, and infinity in the new media and its algorithmic operation 

enfolded in traditional Islamic arts such as arabesque and tapestry patterns. In addition, in 

a separate article, “A Deleuzian Ijtihad: Unfolding Deleuze’s Islamic Sources Occulted in 

the Ethnic Cleansing of Spain (2013), Marks investigates the Islamic sources of essential 

concepts in Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence, such as the concept of Univocity of 

Being (which I discuss in the third chapter). She starts the article as follows: 

Deeply enfolded into the history of European thought live the philosophy, science 

and culture of the medieval Muslim world. Some of the deepest of those folds 

were made in the Iberian peninsula, over a long period from the establishment of 

the first Muslim caliphate in Andalusia in 756 to the expulsion of the last Muslims 

from Christian Spain in 1614. In these folds, I argue, lie the sources of many 

concepts central to Deleuze’s thought. (ADI 51)      

 

By gathering detailed historical facts and analyzing their relationship to the conception of 

Deleuze’s thoughts, Marks explains how Muslims, Christians, and Jews were 

collaboratively engaged in the transmission of Arabic philosophy into Latin via 

translations, which display the fact that “Islamic culture shaped the nascent Europe.” (51) 
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However, “[t]hose folds were seared shut in Spain in an ethnic cleansing based on a 

notion of Christian nationhood, in one of the first articulations of modern racism. 

Philosophy, too, underwent an ethnic cleansing” (51). Marks draws direct connection 

between Deeluze’s concept of univocity of being and the work of the Persian Muslim 

Polymath Abu ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sînâ (980-1037) who originally initiated the concept of 

haecceity (thisness) that is the basis of the univocity of being.   

 In addition, the concept of invisibility of the Muslim God (and, as a result, 

aniconism in religious art) and its relationship with new computer-based and digital 

media arts is well explored and discussed in Marks’ groundbreaking book, Enfoldment 

and Infinity: An Islamic Genealogy of New Media Art  (2010). In this regard, Marks 

discusses how “in contemporary media culture what we see and hear is often the end 

result of processes of information: database and the algorithms that make them act” (2). 

According to Marks, just as the Muslim God is invisible, we come across a new level of 

invisibility in contemporary visual culture—information. 

Marks further explains how the presence of many digital screens that display 

images in our daily lives and in the urban environment demands our cognitive attention 

because the enfolded information in the images should be processed as opposed to the 

experiencing sensuous material. She refers to Gilles Deleuze’s prediction of “this shift 

from [a] visual to [an] information culture” which shows how data/information have 

replaced nature and how the brain city, the third eye, has replaced the eyes of nature. 

Consequently, she argues, “The new image is a window not out to the perceptible but into 

the legible. Legible worlds give a new kind of access to the invisible—whether spiritual, 

historical, social, or political” (3). After explaining the similarity between how the 
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enfolded code in digital images can unfold information and connect it back to the world, 

and the latent invisible presence of the Muslim God in Islamic arts, Marks concludes: “It 

is more than analogy: the Islamic quality of modern and new media art is also a latent, or 

deeply enfolded, historical inheritance from Islamic art and thought” (5). Marks accounts 

for various levels that mediate between user and hardware, or user and network in the 

digital media, and she draws an analogy with Islamic art: she discusses the “underlying 

code” that generates information and images in new media, and states that in Islamic arts, 

this “code” is God’s word (Qur’an):  

Islamic art could perhaps be described as a complex set of interfaces to the 

Qur’an, but the Qur’an is an interface to something infinitely large, indeed 

ungraspable, namely God. Many verses emphasize that God’s word is durable, 

complete, and perfect in its truth. We could say that the Qur’an itself is an index 

to a database that is permanent and infinite. Twice in the Qur’an this striking 

metaphor occurs: “Say [Prophet], ‘If the whole ocean were ink for writing the 

words of my Lord, it would run dry before those words were exhausted’—even if 

We were to add another ocean to it.” The speech of God is more infinite than the 

infinite capacity of writing. Umm al-kitab, the mother of the book, is what the 

Qur’an calls this meta-database. (9-10) 

  

 In addition and according to the philosophy of immanence, an abstract mind, 

spirit, or vital force pervades the world through unfolding, whereas in Sufism this spirit is 

transcendental—it is outside the world. However, if the spirit is interpreted as the vital 

force flowing in the universe, this mystical pantheistic vision is similar to the philosophy 

of immanence, in which life is a voice articulated by different entities. I will further argue 

that the dialogue between Sufism and immanence encourages thought experiments and 

vital concept-making in experimental film and video art through common themes such as 

time, becoming, and expression. By making concepts we shape new ways of looking at 

the world and create new relations among things; concept also helps shape an emotive 

response in the form of affect and sensations that often lead to new impersonal 
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knowledge about the world and life. 

For Deleuze, concepts have functions that simultaneously define and explain 

them. It is through concepts that the philosopher, artist or scientist captures events. 

However, it does not mean that concepts represent or even correspond to events and 

ideas. In fact, their relation to events/ideas is not ontologically special; concepts needs to 

be considered as something specific to philosophers, artists, and scientists. They are 

neither actual, nor are they processes of production of actual states of affairs. Rather they 

are virtual forms, which immanently insist within processes of production—they are, 

therefore, actualized in actual states of affairs. 

Conscious of the fact that experimental film and video art are too diverse to be the 

subject of generalization, I suggest a sub-genre (or sub-category) of experimental cinema, 

which I call Mystical Experimental Film and Video Art.  

I will briefly discuss several important concepts and ideas from Islamic mysticism 

and from the philosophy of immanence, in relation to experimental film and video, in 

order to inform the reader about their characteristics and implications. This thesis 

suggests the inter-relationship between mysticism and the philosophy of immanence as 

two rich sources for experimentation in the visual arts, especially in film and video. 

Consequently, this thesis introduces schools of thought from different locales (Persia and 

Europe) and different eras (13th century and the 20th century respectively), and it explores 

how they interact, conflate, and encourage new sensations, affects and percepts. For 

example, I explore how Deleuze’s emphasis on expression rather than representation can 

be connected to the mystical pantheism embedded in Islam and how its expression can be 

experimented with in film and video.   
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As a media artist, I like and use mysticism, because first and foremost I like the 

mystical function of cinema, especially cinema that investigates philosophical and 

spiritual concepts. I find the points that the two (mysticism and cinema) conflate or at 

least intersect, in order to make appropriate concepts for experimentation in film and 

video; concept such as presence, proximity, and becoming, to name a few. It is not 

surprising that the film scholar Markus Nornes in Cinema Babel: Translating Global 

Cinema (2007) refers to the representational ability of the language of cinema to go 

beyond borders and communicate to different cultures. For the same reason, cinema, 

especially intercultural cinema uses this “representability” in addition to displaying the 

hybrid and fragmented consciousness of those who live in-between two or multiple 

cultures and homes. In this regard, Nornes draws an analogy between cinema and 

mysticism by defining the function of cinema as “a mystical translation machine” (21). 

He refers to the ability of cinema as a shared language to speak to any nationality, and 

cinema’s “remarkably powerful ability to fathom other worlds” (22). In addition, cinema 

can conjure up different worlds by bringing them into appearance and making them look  

 In regard to the mystical relationship between the sacred and cinema, the film 

scholar Walid El Khachab, in his article Cinema as a Sacred Surface: Ritual 

Rememoration of Transcendence (2013), refers to S. Brent Plate’s Religion and Film: 

Cinema and the Re-Creation of the World, which shows the synthesis of cinema and the 

sacred by considering cinema as the “materialization of the sacred” and seeing it as the 

space in which “the sacred is performed.” El Khachab further develops his and other 

scholars’ arguments in order to conceptualize “cinematic pantheism”: “Following 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological considerations about the body’s perception of/in the 
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world, he [Plate] argues that film experience puts the viewer’s body in the world, of 

which the screen is part, yet the body keeps watching the screen in return” (El Khachab 

34). He validates Plate’s metaphor of a mystical experience for any film-viewing 

experience because film viewing evokes the interaction between viewer and film, which 

in return, engages perception, identification, blurring of subjectivity and/or of materiality 

and is considered the category of “cinematic pantheism”—as El Khachab has argued 

elsewhere (El Khachab, 2006). El Khachab refers to Plate’s suggestion that both film and 

religion re-create the world, and some intense viewing experiences make the body 

“merge” with the world of film. He further emphasizes that he prefers “to base this 

phenomenological inquiry on the paradigm of the sacred which exceeds that of religion” 

(El Khachab 34). El Khachab later supports his hypothesis by quoting the insights of the 

rebellious Italian filmmaker, poet, and intellectual Pier Paolo Pasolini (1922-1975), who 

saw parallels between the world, the sacred, and film: 

“Reality in itself is divine. [...] Reality (can be considered as) the emanation of 

(p.35) God’s language.” Since Reality is “in fact an infinite sequence shot” and 

that “cinema is nothing but a hypothetical, impossible, infinite sequence shot” 

(Pasolini, 2005, p.44, 70, 73), one can therefore infer that cinema is the site where 

Reality—revered or celebrated as an emanation of the Divine—is performed 

and/or expressed. (36) (….) There is an “everywhereness” about pantheism—i.e., 

the world/the sacred/the human are everywhere—that replicates the potential 

omnipresence of the camera in the world. In that sense, after a careful reading of 

Pasolini’s use of “hierophany,” one could assert that Pasolini’s conception of the 

dynamics involving the Human and the Divine is rather pantheistic and that 

film—as a pantheistic media—“mediates” between both. (37)  

Moving from pantheism more specifically to mysticism, I follow film and media 

scholar Michael Goddard who argued, that through a “Deleuzian synthetic approach” can 

see “the resonances between mysticism and cinema as two forms of visionary 

subjectivation or instances of the crystalline regime of signs” (Goddard 54).  Also, the 

function of mystical active imagination, apart from its religious implications, is similar to 
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the function of cinema, especially the non-representational images in experimental 

cinema. It is through mysticism, and especially through the active or theophanic 

imagination, that the Muslim mystics (Sufis) bring God’s attributes into appearance, 

which French philosopher of Islamic studies Henry Corbin (1903-1978) discussed as 

archetypal figures. This is the basic paradox of mysticism: it shows both the inability of 

humans to see God, and at the same time, it references mystical themes such as God’s 

omnipresence in spite of His absence or Sufic forms taking shape in mystical alam-al 

mithal, which is in-between the two worlds of corporeality and in-corporeality.  

In addition to the passion for cinema, my enthusiasm for Continental philosophy, 

poetry, especially Persian mystical poetry, and their revelatory aspects got me to think of 

Islamic mysticism as a good comrade for D&G’s philosophy of immanence. I had been 

curiously studying the works of diverse philosophers, from French philosopher Denis 

Diderot (1713-1784) to Iranian post-modern philosopher Dariush Shayegan; however my 

investigation was not organized. It was rather chaotic and dispersed, so in the process of 

this research-creation, I organize an un-organizable assemblage of thoughts. I wished to 

utilize ideas from mysticism and the philosophy of immanence in order to display the 

connection between seemingly irrelevant ideas. The goal is to encourage alternative ways 

of thinking in film and video and through them—thinking that may lead to no image of 

thought in the viewer’s mind.  

 With all this in mind, for me, making media arts, especially experimental films 

and video art, has been the means of exploring intellectual inquiries into self, becoming, 

presence, and time. In fact, the first and main connection between mysticism and some 

fraction of experimental cinema [such as American experimental filmmaker Stan 
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Brakhage’s works (1933-2003)] is the abstract visuals with which they both deal: the 

representation of the non-representational, the expression of the inexpressible. In some of 

Brakhage’s works the unconventional and non-referential visuals create a new visual 

language for the expression of visceral emotions; in Sufism there are Sufic forms that 

take shape in the world of archetypes (alam-al mithal) that are the result of the expression 

of Sufis’ inner world after theophany—they should express the meeting with an invisible 

God who is paradoxically omnipresent.   

In this regard, Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) and Félix Guattari’s (1930-1992) 

philosophy of immanence, and their emphasis on the virtual, thought without image, and 

becoming-imperceptible provided me with philosophical tools to investigate Sufism 

through a secular lens. Simply defined as “potential” the term virtual or virtuality in 

Deleuze’s philosophy has its roots in the system of thought of the eleventh-century 

Persian philosopher and polymath ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sînâ (980-1037), the thirteenth-

century philosopher/theologian John Duns Scotus (1266-1308), and of the twentieth-

century philosophers, the English mathematician and philosopher Alfred North 

Whitehead (1861-1947) the French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941) and the 

American philosopher and logician Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914). Deleuze referred 

to virtuality as an aspect of reality (along with the actual). A simple example would be 

the connotations of words in addition to their denotations; the nuances of meaning or 

sense. One needs to note that Peirce—the philosopher who deeply influenced Deleuze in 

his development of the term virtual, was himself influenced by the medieval philosopher 

John Duns Scotus’ same understanding of the virtual as something that is “as if” it were 

real. 
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However, as I will discuss more in the third chapter with reference to Laura 

Marks’ decolonized historiography of some of Gilles Deleuze’s concepts, (ADI Marks, 

2013), it was the tenth-century Persian polymath Neoplatonist philosopher Ibn Sînâ who 

articulated the concept of univocity of being, which Duns Scotus and Gilles Deleuze 

respectively adopted in order to explain the virtual. In addition, and in regard to the 

geneaology of the concept of the virtual, Marks believes that Ibn Sînâ was “the great 

protagonist of the Neoplatonist virtual” (14). Ibn Sînâ lived near Bukhara in present-day 

Uzbekistan in the tenth century. According to Ibn Sînâ, an entire virtual universe exists in 

parallel to the actual universe: 

[Ibn Sînâ] argued that God is the uncaused, while everything else is caused. Being 

uncaused, God is indivisible. From the fact that only God is uncaused, two 

categories result: that which exists because it was caused to exist, and that which 

does not exist but could be caused to exist. A final category is that which cannot 

be brought into existence, like a square circle. What results is a hierarchy of 

nonexistent things parallel to the hierarchy of existent things—virtual parallels to 

the actual . . . . Ibn Sînâ’s conception of the nonentity that mirrors every entity is a 

historical predecent of Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of the virtual and the 

actual. (14). 

 

Marks finds several other connections between Islamic Shi’a thought and Sufism (such as 

Zâhir, Bâtin and Fana’) and Deleuze’s concept of fold [which he adopted from German 

philosopher Leibniz (1646-1716)]. Marks discusses how Deleuze’s use of the concept of 

the fold addresses the word volvo, to encircle, implying the covering and protection that 

resonates with the Arbic word bâtin, meaning esoteric; in Islamic thought, interpretation 

is seen as an act of unfolding, and zâhir means the outer clothing of an inner truth (bâtin). 

For Marks, Zâhir implies outer forms, a surface--the unfolded planes that Marks refer to 

as information and image,   
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by contrast, Bâtin signifies enfoldedness--the deeper, implicit, potential meanings that 

can be explained by those who have the necessary knowledge. In this regard, she writes: 

“So while Zâhir focuses on the surface quality of the plane of immanence, Bâtin 

emphasizes the plane’s potential for movement” (15). 

The next connection that Marks makes is between the mystical unity of Islamic 

Neoplatonism and Sufism’s Fana’, and D&G’s concept of the plane of immanence, 

which they, like Plotinus, call the “One-All” (15). Marks continues: 

These concepts are not so different. To bring them together requires translating 

the transcendental infinite of Islam’s monotheist God into nondualist thought as 

an immanent infinite. It retains the mystical experience of the infinite, only 

slightly reinflecting its object. Deleuze writes in Bergsonism, “At the limit, it is 

the mystic who plays with the whole of creation, who invents an expression of it 

whose adequacy increases with its dynamism”: mysticism stretches the mind to 

comprehend the unthought. For Islamic mysticism, awareness of the nonexistent 

side of every existent thing stimulates fana’, the mystical obliteration of the 

difference between things and God, I and thou. This idea finds a parallel in 

Deleuze’s argument, following Bergson, that the more that perception becomes 

dissociated from our immediate needs, the further it opens onto the universe of 

images and opens us to the flow of time. The two processes, one mystical, one 

epistemological, are strikingly similar. (17) 

 

However, Marks insists on the fact that “Deleuze’s philosophical goal is not Fana’: it is 

creativity—the capacity for new perceptions, affects, and thoughts” (17). I will discuss 

the relationship between D&G’s thought and Islamic mysticism in detial in the third 

chapter.   

Following Marks, I argue that Persian/Islamic mysticism, and especially the 

Sufis’ expressions of theophanic experiences through active imagination, and through the 

lens of immanence are appropriate fields of virtual forces that can contribute to the 

extension and enrichment of thoughts about proximity, presence, being and becoming. I 

will explain fully all my findings in regard to the similarities and differences between 
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Islamic mysticism and immanentism mainly in the second and partially in the third 

chapter of this thesis: similarities and differences between concepts such as the Deleuzian 

concepts of the unthought and becoming and the mystical concepts of the imageless God, 

the Sufi path, and transformation. For example, I argue that since the unthought is a 

thought beyond representation, there is a connection between that and the Islamic 

mystical concept of the omnipresence of the imageless God. Eventually, this thesis 

conceptualizes a theory for Mystical Experimental Film and Video Art, a sub-genre of 

experimental film and video art.  

Experimental film and video, in fact, is a medium to bring visceral feelings and 

perceptions into expression. Both mysticism and abstract visionary experimental cinema 

deal with non- and anti-representation--neither God nor our perceptions of God bear any 

image in order to represent His invisible presence. Consequently, representation and its 

limited ability to depict mystical elements such as absence and invisibility are important 

factors in this discussion. In this regard, in the last chapter, I explain Deleuze’s emphasis 

on expression as opposed to representation [especially in The Logic of Sense (1969)]. I 

have to insist that non-representation is a very relative term because, for making works of 

arts, the artists can’t help using representation in order to communicate. One needs to 

note that even in experimental film and conceptual arts, which usually deal with non-

representation, we still can’t fully get rid of representation, as we still “show” something 

even if it is not defined in an arbitrary sign system.   

Because thinking through cinema or cine-thinking can bring the invisible and 

elusive mystical concepts into expression as modes of thought, I will further develop the 

discussion of cine-thinking in relation to one important goal of this thesis: to address the 
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spiritual dimension of the mind through mysticism. I explain that point through Deleuze’s 

idea of “spiritual automaton,” and I will argue that spiritual automaton is similar to the 

cultivation of spirituality through the mystical practices such as sama (Sufis’ whirling 

dance) and shath (ecstatic utterances).  

 

 1.3.a Blow-Up (1966): Cinema and Invisibility 

In addition to the films Hamoun and Travellers, my viewing of Michelangelo 

Antonioni’s modernist film Blow-Up (1966) in 2003 equally influenced the way I think 

about reality and illusion and their representation, about perception, and about the 

philosophical questions that are addressed by them through cinema. Blow-Up is not an 

experimental film; however, the ending of the film evokes essential questions and 

interpretations about the nature of invisibility and perception. I argue that within the 

context of Blow-Up being a modern murder mystery, the main character, Thomas, 

embarks upon a mysterious journey that engages the ancient mystical and possibly 

primordial elements of awakening and invisibility. Antonioni’s experiment is the ending 

sequence of the film in which Thomas interacts with a group of “jubilant clowns” who 

play with an imaginary tennis ball and racquets. Two of the (mime) tennis players begin a 

tennis match without racquets and balls. Antonioni’s editing and reaction shots of several 

other mime players, who are watching the match, makes the invisible world of the mime 

players look visible—the tracking shot of the imaginary “ball” across the grass to 

Thomas. The back and fro movement of the invisible ball and the gestures of the players 

and their spectators, persuade the viewer that there must be a ball—in spite of its 

invisibility. The camera pan provides perceptual action according to which the ball and 
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racquet enter the realm of visibility as Thomas enters the realm of invisibility by joining  

into the game. As well, the popping sound of the balls (made by the players [who are the 

film’s sound crew too]) adds to the mesmerizing ending. 

In the ending of the film, Thomas finds himself in a playful invisible world, 

independent of perception. He undergoes a shift of perception in order to find the truth: 

the killing of a man in the park that is suppressed in optics (photographs of a murder that 

he took in the park by chance) and no longer rests in reality. Thomas, the “alienated” and 

bored photographer, is conceptually similar to “characters in intercultural cinema [who] 

wander and contemplate” (Marks SOF 63). Just as the interstitial and liminal characters 

in intercultural cinema are disoriented due to the experience of being caught between two 

cultures and homes, Thomas is a bored wanderer in London who is confused by and 

caught between the visible world of reality and the invisible world of 

imagination/creativity. Just as intercultural characters are obsessed with longing, loss and 

nostalgia, Thomas, the English “ideal” masculine has an unfulfilled “Rosebud” 

syndrome. In order to avoid the boredom, Thomas randomly photographs people and 

events. The fact that he might have taken photos of a murder in a park does not reveal 

itself until he enlarges his negatives to uncover details that finally help him put the 

murder mystery together. This holds true especially with regard to the last sequence of 

the film. When the mime players start “playing” tennis in a tennis court with invisible 

tennis equipment, at first Thomas simply watches them because he is curious about what 

they are doing. Later on, when they invite Thomas to join them in their play, after briefly 

experiencing doubt, he finally joins them by throwing the invisible ball. He becomes 

what he was looking for: the mystic/artist who can see and meditate on the invisible. 
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One may argue that as a result of Thomas’s curiosity about the photographed 

murder, he becomes what Deleuze refers to as a “visionary; [a] seer” (CII 79): He is able 

to see the unseen, the murder of a man that becomes later invisible, as a result of theft. 

Thomas becomes the medium between the two cinematic worlds of the invisible (the 

virtual, or imaginary world of mime/play/creativity) and visible (reality). His shift of 

perception from the realm of sensory perception to the realm of invisibility (or the realm 

of infrasensory) makes Thomas a visionary. Deleuze and Guattari, in What is 

Philosophy? (1991), call any artist “a seer, a becomer” (171). In fact, according to 

Deleuze, there are fabulating, great, and “unbearable” lived experiences of life that pass 

through artists and give them a specific vision that is transformative and is usually 

reflected in their works; however, this vision does not have anything to do with memory 

or even fantasy. In this regard, D&G write: 

He [the artist] has seen something in life that is too great, too unbearable also, and 

the mutual embrace of life with what threatens it, so that the corner of nature or 

districts of the town that he sees, along with their characters, accede to a vision 

that, through them, composes the percepts of that life, of that moment, shattering 

lived perceptions into a sort of cubism, a sort of simultaneism, of harsh or 

crepuscular light, of purple or blue, which have no other object or subject than 

themselves. “What we call styles,” said Giacometti, “are those visions fixed in 

time and space.” It is always a question of freeing life wherever it is imprisoned, 

or of tempting it into an uncertain combat. (171) 

 

Thomas is such a “seer” and “becomer” as he explores and sees the “unbearable” 

experience of a man’s murder, all the evidence of which he loses (photographs that he 

incidentally took of the crime scene), and therefore he cannot communicate his (non) 

witnessing act with anyone. Besides, by the end of the film he “becomes” a different 

person who has now the ability to enter the invisible world of the mime-players. 
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  I was fascinated by both the enigmatic story of Blow-Up in which Thomas is 

finally able to communicate with the invisible world of the mime-players, and also the 

invisibility of the presence of God in Islamic mysticism. In fact, my anthropological life 

as an Iranian post-revolutionary subject is reflected in this thesis, and I resort to the 

philosophical implications of cinema in order to reconcile the contradictory facts of the 

reality of my life.  

In spite of their temporal and geographical distance, I suddenly imagined  

similarities between Blow-Up and Islamic mysticism: Blow-Up addresses a secular, 

figurative world of invisibility and absence in twentieth-century London depicted through 

a puzzle-like murder mystery and the performance of mime-players; the world of absence 

in Islamic mysticism addresses the inexpressibility of the image of God depicted in the 

medieval mystical Third Script (or the Unreadable Text) with which I was familiar and 

which I will describe in more detail in the first chapter. In addition, the very source of 

inspiration and theophany (proximity to the Divine) in Islamic mysticism is the invisible 

world of gaib (the world of absence). In order to experience theophany, Sufis need to get 

closer to this world, which they do through certain practices of meditation and dance 

(sama), and then communicate the ensuing revelations in the form of Sufic images and 

sayings.  

Similarly, but in a modern rendering of the world of invisibility as the source of 

creative inspiration/imagination, Thomas is eventually persuaded of the presence of the 

invisible world reflected in the mime players playing tennis with the nonexistent ball and 

racquets. The interesting fact of the film is that after being persuaded by the mime 

players, he finally believes in their invisible world (which in Blow-Up refers to the realm 
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of play, show, and imaginative creativity). Upon their encouragement and insistence, he 

throws the nonexistent ball and, in a close-up, we see his face mesmerized especially 

when he (and we as the viewer) hears the popping sound of the tennis ball hitting the 

racquets, and we also see his eyes moving left and right as if he were following the 

exchange of shots. After this scene, we see a close up of Thomas’s face for a few second 

which cuts into a long shot of him standing lonely and perplexed by what he witnessed. 

For almost 20 seconds we see Thomas takes his camera that was on the grass and 

suddenly “disappears” just before The End credit appears on the screen. In fact, he enters 

the realm of invisibility—what D&G termed as becoming-imperceptible.   

I argue that the mystical text of the Third Script, as a concept inspired by Rūmī’s  

Persian, Muslim, spiritual mentor Shams-i-Tabrīzī (1185-1248), embodies the invisibility 

of the realm of Sufic inspiration through active imagination, a virtual realm that is 

actualized. The Third Script is the embodiment of the invisibility (or absence) of the 

Divine God—aniconism, according to which God has no image and one cannot display 

God in any system of representation whether language, painting, or other visual system of 

representation. In aniconism art, as Marks argues, what we do not see is more significant 

than what we do (EI 5). The physical eye alone is not able to see these experiences; there 

must be insight, often called a third eye (in Eastern traditions) or a heart’s eye (in Persian 

mysticism), to be able to see and understand them. People who are said to have the 

capacity to observe such visions, auras, and out-of-body experiences are sometimes 

known as seers or heart-enlightened people. 

I must note that there is no thematic relationship between the film Blow-up and 

Islamic mysticism; however, as I pointed out before, watching Blow-up intrigued my 
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perception of the realm of invisibility in art and spirituality. I argue that what the secular, 

self-centered, nihilistic Thomas explores is the world of immanence that passes through 

everything and is present everywhere through the play of imagination. However, Islamic 

mysticism considers this invisible world as the realm of spiritual inspiration and 

revelation that can only be reached through active imagination.  

As an Iranian-Canadian media artist-researcher and immigrant whose present art-

research project is informed by his intercultural experience of living and working in 

diaspora, in addition to the use of Persian concepts in the context of Canada, I need to 

contextualize my experience in the studies of accented, diasporic, and intercultural art.   

 

1.3.b Immigration/Diaspora and the Experience of Alienation 

The experience of living between to countries/cultures or, life in a new 

country/culture has both merits and disadvantages. The cultural anthropologist James 

Clifford, in his article Diasporas (1994), notes that diasporic consciousness is constituted 

both negatively (through discrimination and exclusion) and positively (through feeling 

global), and also by different temporalities that the diasporic communities experience. 

Diaspora discourse prefigures both “loss” and “survival,” therefore there is always a 

“stubborn hope” for “coexistence” involved with diaspora, which should goe beyond the 

discourse of post-colonialism. At the end of his article, Clifford states that if we view 

diaspora from this perspective, then “the diaspora discourse and history currently in the 

air would be about recovering non-Western, or not-only-Western models of cosmopolitan 

life, nonaligned transnationalities struggling within and against nation-state, global 

technologies, and markets—resources for a fraught coesxistence (328). 
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In “Rethinking Diaspora(s): Stateless power in the Transnational Moment” 

(1996), the scholar of diaspora Khaching Tölölyan focuses on the “re-naming” of the 

communities of dispersion, exile, ethnic and racial minorities as diaspora. Some of the 

features of the forces that encourage this re-naming can be the question of identity facing 

systems of power, homeland’s and hostland’s nation-states and the re-articulation of that. 

However, dealing with these forces equips diaspora with power and possibilities of a 

hybrid identity and living in the “regimes of multiplicity.” Tölölyan considers diasporas’ 

“stateless power” a mode that addresses the political stance of diaspora as being equipped 

with “heightened awareness of both the perils and rewards of multiple belonging, and in 

their sometimes exemplary grappling with the paradoxes of such belonging, which is 

increasingly the condition that nondiasporan nationals also face in the transnational era. 

(Tölölyan 7-8)  

 My immigration to Canada in 2006 offered many liberating opportunities and 

professional developments coupled with a deep sense of alienation and displacement. As 

a result of being a “newcomer,” for a long while, I was unable to communicate with the 

surrounding environment and to find my own way of being in this new world. This 

interstitial condition was so difficult that it almost paralyzed me. However, the hope and 

vitality reflected in mystical literature and concepts and how they resonate with 

continental philosophy provided me with a platform to believe in the power of art, 

literature, and film. This encouraged me to keep finding my way in between who I was in 

Iran and who I was starting to become in Canada. The graduate studies at two universities 

in Canada (Western University, 2008-2010 and Queen’s University, 2010-present) took 

me to the point of writing this thesis as a transformative experiment with mysticism, 
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immanence in video art, and as a way of exploring the relationality among ideas as a way 

of inspiration.  

In addition, mystical thinking and studying Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy of 

immanence helped me, as a diasporic citizen, refigure and reread events that I was 

experiencing. They helped me to find a kind of formless form in the middle of the chaos. 

In fact, apart from all the difficult times that I experienced and survived, immigration 

gave me this chance to experience the “process” of revising myself and my life through 

the conversation between cinema, mysticism, and philosophy. I consider this a process of 

transformation and becoming, which is reflected in this thesis. 

Because I have been writing poetry that deals with intuition, I started thinking of 

theoretical ways that support the idea that intuition is immanent within nature, and the 

way that intuition is actualized, can be mystical. In this regard, the present thesis 

investigates questions such as, How can mysticism, which involves transcendence, be 

investigated and explained through the post-modern philosophy of immanence? How can 

the material world embed a kind of secular spirituality? 

 

 

*** 

 

1.4 Methodology 

 

 

Ideas are to objects as constellations [Sternbilder] are to stars. 

(Walter Benjamin qtd. in Cohen 107) 
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I will use a de-contextualized and oftentimes a-historical approach (known as 

practical criticism) as an ancillary method. Because of my background and interest in 

literary studies, and because of my frequent references in this work to mystic authors 

from occasionally different historical and sociocultural backgrounds, in this thesis, I 

follow a de-contextualized and re-appropriating approach in the discussion of mystical 

ideas and themes. I do that by bringing these mystical ideas out of their context through 

Deleuzoguattarian idea of deterritorialization and allowing them to restore their 

implications in the contemporary philosophical discourse through Deleuzoguattarian 

reterritorialization. The practical criticism approach to literature was pioneered by the 

Cambridge literary critic and rhetorician Ivor Armstrong Richards (1893-1979), who 

conducted a series of experiments for the interpretation of literary texts, especially 

poems. Richards gave his students poems without any authorial and historical 

information about them. He then analyzed the results of his experiments. By this 

experiment he encouraged the students to concentrate on “the words on the page”, rather 

than relying on preconceived or received beliefs about a text. Richards’s method called 

Practical criticism, became influential and utilized in Britain from the 1920s to the 

1970s; in America it was usually known as the New Criticism.  

By removing the authorial and contextual background, this approach allows me a 

close reading and studying of medieval concepts in order to be able to interpret them in 

the light of contemporary philosophy of immanence, and vice versa. As a result, this 

approach is often a-historical; that is, I usually attribute Deluzoguattarian ideas to Sufism 

a-historically in order to encourage thought experiments beyond the historical, cultural, 

and religious context of ideas.   
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This form of analysis and discussion ultimately encourages psychological benefits 

for the reader: by responding to all the currents of emotion and possible strata of meaning 

in the body of the dissertation, the reader will achieve an “organized response” out of the  

assemblage of ideas—that there can be points of connection between Sufism and 

philosophy of immanence through concepts such as invisibility, time, presence and 

becoming. Consequently, the reader will be able to clarify the various currents of thought 

in the thesis and achieve a corresponding clarification of their own emotions through the 

relationship that they establish with the affects and percepts produced through mystical 

ideas for experimental film and video art. The present thesis investigates invisibility as a 

concept that embodies both the realm of Islamic mystical revelation, and the realm of 

immanence and the virtual (in D&G’s philosophy). I will then explain how invisibility is 

made visible by mystical experimental cinema.  

I utilize constellation and rhizome as the two main methodological tools in the 

discussions in this thesis. These tools will produce relationality among different elements 

and, as a result, promote the confluence of some themes from both mysticism and the 

philosophy of immanence—such as univocity, unity, multiplicity, becoming, singularity, 

spiritual automaton and active imagination.  

In order to create such relationality and connections, the concept of constellation 

inspired me as an appropriate way of organizing the discussion. Introduced initially by 

the German philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) and developed 

by his friend, German philosopher and sociologist Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969), 

constellation is a method for structuring and understanding the disparate and fragmentary 

nature of modernity. Following Benjamin, Adorno developed the idea of constellation in 



 

 41 

order to construct his critique of juxtaposed and unharmonious industrialized modernity 

by analyzing and “deciphering” the composition of some pieces of classical music. As the 

American philosopher and intellectual historian Susan Buck-Morss argues: “Each of 

Adorno’s essays articulates an ‘idea’ in Benjamin’s sense of constructing a specific, 

concrete constellation out of the elements of the phenomenon, and it does so in order that 

the sociohistorical reality which constitutes its truths becomes physically visible within 

it” (96). Buck-Morss further explains the influence of Benjamin on Adorno’s approach to 

constellation:   

When Adorno introduced nature in order to give history, its polar opposite, true 

representation, when he pointed to their convergence in the moment of transiency, 

he was following Benjamin’s inspiration. The assumption which underlays this 

principle (…) was that reality was itself contradictory, that its elements formed no 

harmonious whole, not even within one particular phenomenon. Constellations 

were constructed to make this essentially contradictory character visible. (99-100) 

 

Buck-Morss explains how Adorno interpreted salon music and the military march as 

“constructed by nothing else but using force to line up atoms in a row” (qtd. in Buck-

Morss 100), and “ ‘Juxtaposing extremes’ meant discovering not only the similarity of 

opposites but also the connecting links (the ‘inner logic’) between seemingly unrelated 

elements of phenomenon” (100). Adorno considered the same contradiction and 

complexity in the essays he “composed” and believed that only interpretation can 

disentangle their “contradictory complexity.” As Buck-Morss writes: “there is no 

affirmation, no ‘closing cadence.’ The contradictions are unraveled; they are not 

resolved” (100).  

However, for the goal of creating relations between ideas from Sufism and 

immanentism, in this thesis I use a reversed format of Adorno’s use of the concept of 

constellation—by relying on a secular interpretation of Sufism, constellation thrives to 
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eliminate any challenging intensity between Sufism and immanentism through drawing 

imaginary connections between their elements. Apart from that, I agree with that part of 

Adorno’s discussion of constellation according to which constellation encourages the 

idea that critical interpretation should stay “immanent” in the phenomenon as a whole. 

One needs to note that my methodology is not pre-determined/over-determined but rather 

takes places in the practical process of doing research; in other words, it is a methodology 

in action. 

            In spite of the fact that Adorno used juxtapositions in constellations in order to 

“decipher a contradictory reality,” the goal of using the concept of constellation in this 

thesis is rather to develop a theoretical synthesis of diverse ideas, which are related 

invisibly. To this aim, ideas from 13th-century Islamic mysticism and 20th-century 

Continental philosophy are juxtaposed in this thesis, and constellation is an appropriate 

tool to make a better understanding of their invisible connecting points. Therefore, as 

explained before, constellation is used in an opposite way to Adorno’s approach to 

constellation because the aim of this thesis is to construct points of similarity out of 

contradictions by their juxtapositions; it is not to make possible contradictions of the 

phenomenon visible. 

It is through the concept of constellation that one can draw imaginary, invisible, 

and immaterial relations between real, visible, and material things. By imagining 

constellation and the shapes that we make through connecting apparently irrelevant 

points, we see into the world—something that is not in the world but lies between things, 

amongst them, but not of them. It is not a characteristic or feature that we attribute to 

them. Constellation creates relations between things without their permission or support. 



 

 43 

We usually use constellation and its imaginary relations for a purpose that could not be 

anticipated. This results in the assembling of distant thoughts together in order to create 

more becomings and multiplicities, allowing the forces of thought to be released through 

extension and exteriority. Assemblages encourage exchangeability, fluidity, and multiple 

functionalities. They seem to function as a whole, but they are actually coherent 

components of a system that can be “yanked” out of one system, “integrated” into 

another, and still work. Using the two concepts of constellation and rhizome allows me to 

connect distant points/ideas from Islamic medieval mysticism with ideas from the 

twentieth-century continental philosophy of immanence, in order to articulate a non-

discursive discussion about seemingly irrelevant themes, such as imageless thought, 

becoming, presence and proximity in a subgenre of experimental film and video: 

Mystical Experimental Film and Video.   

Because both Sufism and the philosophy of immanence encourage a cosmic 

perspective of the world in which entities are the result of the expression of either 

creative forces of life or a unified being, constellation is an appropriate way of treating 

ideas and concepts from the two fields. In spite of fundamental differences between 

Sufism and immanence, especially in terms of the old contradiction between 

transcendence and immanence, I rely on the device of constellation as a way of creating 

relations between the two, which, by highlighting similar attributes of them, coheres 

possible contradictions. These similarities are, for example, invisibility as a realm that 

embeds both spirituality and immanence, and becoming as the ultimate goal of both 

mysticism and immanence. Consequently, I made poetic and non-narrative films with 

impressionistic elements such as becoming, time, presence and proximity borrowed from 
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mysticism and immanentism, mystical experimental films and videos. This calls for 

viewers’ experience of a secular transcendence embedded in everything. This may lead to 

higher levels of (self)-awareness and consciousness about these themes, which finally 

reveals the conditions of change. 

Rhizome, in D&G’s system of thought, defies any origin, end, and hierarchy in 

order to evoke multiplicities—unities that are multiple in themselves. Therefore, the 

concept of a botanical rhizome will help us create more relations between ideas in this 

thesis in order to create more mystical-philosophical concepts for use in experimental 

film and video art. Rhizome associates many of D&G’ important concepts and themes 

such as: networking, anti-hierarchy, multiplicity, horizontal, connections, disparity, 

assemblage, relational, interrelations, as opposed to the “arborescent thought,” which is 

the basis of vertical totalitarism introduced by Hegelian dialectic of master and slave. 

The scholar of visual art and media Felicity J. Colman gives a thorough explanation of 

rhizome in D&G’s philosophical system. According to her, “‘Rhizome’ describes the 

connections that occur between the most disparate and the most similar of objects, places 

and people” (232). She refers to the ‘etymological meaning of rhizome and explains how 

“rhizo” means combining form and the biological term “rhizome” describes a form of 

plant that can extend itself through its underground horizontal tuber-like root system and 

develop new plants’ (232). Rhizomatic thoughts always seek connection in order to let 

the forces of thought be released and, as a result, create new concepts. In fact, rhizome 

escapes any system of representation because it is the representation that gives thought an 

image in order to fixate the flow of thought. Colman refers to D&G’s discussion on page 

10 of A Thousand Plateau: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1987) and further writes: 
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The rhizome conceives how everything and everybody–all aspects of concrete, 

abstract and virtual entities and activities–can be seen as multiple in their 

interrelational movements with other things and bodies. The nature of the rhizome 

is that of a moving matrix. (233) 

  

By the concept of rhizome, D&G suggest a system of thinking that is open-ended. 

  

With the two metaphorical devices of constellation and rhizome in mind, I 

experimented with the intersection of 13th-century Islamic mysticism and the 20th-century 

philosophy of immanence, and how this intersection can be explored in video and 

conceptual arts. To track some concepts in both mystical/philosophical domains (through 

the spectrum of language, representation, non-representation, and expression), I will trace 

the literary-mystical-philosophical imagination of both East and West, featuring such 

concepts as silence, the unsayable, the nonrepresentational, proximity, and presence. In 

this comparative relationship, my research investigates the overlapping implications of 

Sufi concepts with immanence philosophy in order to evoke new thoughts and concepts 

about being, time, and proximity for use in the visual arts, especially video art. These 

new concepts are the conditions in which the virtual and creative forces of Sufism, in 

regard to time, presence and becoming, are released. 

The reader needs to know that this project’s references to mysticism should not be 

confused with mysticism’s various religious and historical associations; rather, mysticism 

needs to be considered as the embodiment of infinite visions about the celebration of life 

and its possibilities. In this view, mysticism is not simply the exploration of the unknown 

divine forces in life, but rather it is a symbolic and complicated language that admits and 

acknowledges the presence of life (or vitalism or pantheistic immanence) in any 

condition or entity. This presence is not necessarily recognized through rational means 

such as intelligence and academic knowledge. In this regard, the Syrian-born, Lebanese 
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poet and literary critic Adonis (pseudonym of ʿAlī Aḥmad Saʿīd, born 1930) argues that  

“mysticism transcends rationalism and its system of thought and goes beyond it to life 

and intuition” (172).   

In the current era of geopolitical, cultural, and religious misunderstanding, it is 

important to find ways to add/contribute to conceptual means of breaking down East vs. 

West binaries and show their similar philosophical preoccupations. This thesis calls for a 

more meditative discussion on important aspects of mysticism that resonate with the 

philosophy of immanence. For this reason, I de-contextualize mysticism and discuss 

some of its contemporary implications through the use of contemporary philosophical 

interpretations of time, duration and becoming.     

In a secular rendering of mysticism, it can be interpreted as a dimension of time 

that is not usually discussed in religious studies of mysticism. In this way, mysticism is 

closer to the concept of “durée” (duration) developed by the French philosopher Henri 

Bergson (1859–1941) in order to show the pure experience of time. I argue that such a 

mystical interpretation of time is similar to what Bergson discusses in his two seminal 

books Matter and Memory (1896) and Creative Evolution (1911) as intuition and durée, 

which are opposed to intellect and calculable time. In this regard, Gilles Deleuze later 

explains his interpretation of time in his second book about cinema, Cinema II (1989), 

and modifies durée as cinema’s “time-image,” through which one can come across the 

actual experience of something virtual: time. In this way, mysticism makes us share and 

experience the pure and immediate meaning of time as such.   

Obviously, time directly deals with movement and change; in fact, time is not 

movement but is an inseparable part of that which can be seen in both micro-organisms 
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and macro-organisms and in a holistic observation. The universe can be seen as a huge 

and non-stop movement. Adonis explains that vividly: “Unreligious mysticism looks at 

the world as an unending movement, and looks at creation as an infinite journey inside 

this movement” (173). It is not surprising that Sufi mystics’ ultimate goal is the 

experience of human perfection and that this state of perfection is usually compared with 

being reborn and initiating a new life: spiritual initiation into an Other Life/Self. 

In addition to the similarity in terms of the implications of time, there is also 

similarity between the implications of Bergson’s exploration of perception, vision, and 

intuition: the three core properties of Sufism and Islamic philosophy identified by Laura 

Marks. She discusses how in the late nineteenth century, when biologists began to 

understand the highly subjective nature of vision, the French philosopher Henri Bergson 

was redefining the subject of perception. In Matter and Memory (1896), Bergson 

invented a new model of “embodied perception,” which is “an ever-widening circuit in 

which perception calls up memory, memory enriches and refines perception, and action 

in turn becomes less reflexive. Like al-Haytham and other Islamic philosophers, Bergson 

describes an ideal subject suspended somewhere between an internal point and the 

external world, between memory and perception, between interiority and dispersal” (EI 

64).  

According to Marks, there are similarities between the fundamentally new 

conception of subjectivity initiated by Bergson, and the role of “spirit” in twelfth-century 

“Islamic Illuminationist thought.” While the Illuminationist philosophers differenciated 

“spirit” from “soul,” Bergson was differenciating “intuition” from “intellect.” In fact, 

Bergson championed intuition over intellect by arguing that we are not able to fully grasp 
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the free flow of life through intellect, by contrast, we can capture the virtual forces of life 

and flux of becomings through intuition. In this regard, Marks writes:   

Intellect is incapable of grasping its objects as they exist in time: it can come to 

terms with an object only partially, by immobilizing it according to particular 

interests. Intuition, by contrast, is the capacity to grasp an object in its entirety 

through duration, through a double movement inward (to memory) and outward 

(to the world). Intuition is instinct “that has become disinterested, self-conscious, 

capable of reflecting upon its object and enlarging it indefinitely.” Intuition is 

personal but not psychological; the person is no more than a site for action, 

reaction, and the gap that opens up between them . . . . In short, classical Islamic 

concepts of embodied, subjective, perception, and the somewhat dispersed 

subjectivity they imply, are revived with remarkable fidelity in Bergson’s 

philosophy that has so greatly influenced contemporary theories of perception. (EI 

64-5) 

 

 Similarly, Sufi mysticism and the outcome of its practice is to achieve this sort of 

intuitive perception or elevated awareness of the fact that God (which is here interpreted 

as life, being, and the virtual) is everywhere and close to us, and we need to build an 

intimate relationship to that through creativity and especially through making concepts. 

Experimental video and film are good media to practice making concepts that question 

the hierarchy and supremacy of religious spirituality because they can evoke and explore 

these elevated states of consciousness that can be interpreted as a kind of secular 

spirituality, or the trace of the outside within things.   

Finally, I acknowledge that this art-research project is idiosyncratic and peculiar 

to my individual experience of living in Iran and Canada in a specific time. In fact, the 

measure of analysis in this thesis is based my own experience as a cultural and 

intellectual citizen of two cultures that are often perceived to be at odds with each other. 

And I do not expect and mean to generalize it and extend it to the experience of all the 

Iranians. However, I hope that this research can reach to, and resonate with, members of 

my generation in Iran and to anyone curious about the connection between Islamic 
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Thought, and the philosophy of immanence, and their echo in experimental media.   
 

 

1.5 Abstract of the Chapters 

In the second chapter, I will give a short history of medieval Islamic mysticism 

(Sufism), including a brief discussion of certain mystical themes and ideas: such as the 

unseen, the ineffable, and the Third Script (the unreadable text). The focus is on the 

inability of any system of representation, such as language, to represent God’s imageless 

image and his paradoxical presence in absence (the unseen). Islamic medieval mystical 

literature, especially Persian mystical literature, provides a poetic platform for the 

celebration of a literary and lyrical vitalism. This project is about what Sufism, as an 

indigenous source of conceptual and cultural inspiration, might contribute to making 

concepts for vital experimentations in media arts. This sets the stage for finding 

connections between concepts from Sufism and D&G’s philosophy of immanence in the 

third chapter.  

In the third chapter, which is mainly the theoretical section of the thesis, by 

drawing connections between transcendence in mysticism and D&G’s immanentism, I 

will explain that the goal of both Sufism and D&G’s philosophy is transformation 

(becoming). Here, I will investigate the relationship between the concepts from the two 

(mysticism and immanence), especially mysticism’s concepts such as active imagination, 

time, invisibility, shath (Sufis’ ecstatic utterances) and Deleuze’s concepts, such as the 

time-image, spiritual automaton, becoming-imperceptible, and singularity. I will also 

present a brief literature review of D&G’s philosophy of immanence and a discussion of 
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some relevant themes and concepts such as singularity, the unthought, and univocity. I 

will further explore the relationship between transcendence and immanence and how the 

pantheism embedded in Sufism can be explained through the philosophy of immanence.  

In spite of the general attempt to read D&G through a materialist lens, film and 

media scholar Michael Goddard explains the relationship between mysticism/spirituality 

and Deleuze’s philosophy,  

Deleuze draws heavily on thinkers such as Bergson, Nietzsche, Leibniz and 

Spinoza, all of whom share a mystical affirmation of nature, joy or life, whatever 

their conceptual differences, and Deleuze and Guattari discuss spiritual 

phenomena such as sorcery, vampirism and Taoism in key sections of A 

Thousand Plateaus. (61) 

 

I argue that, according to the pantheistic aspect of mysticism in which the whole of 

creation is the manifestation of the Divine (God), the Divinity (transcendence) is already 

immanent in creation. To support this idea, I refer to the emphasis that Deleuze puts on 

the Univocity of Being, on the spiritual automaton, and on the importance of expression 

rather than representation associated with the mystical concepts of the Unity of Being and 

the non-representational image of (imageless) God.  

In the fourth chapter, after discussing the expression of the ineffable and its 

perception in experimental cinema, I review Laura Marks’ book Enfoldment and Infinity 

(2010) as the founding work in the synthesis of Islamic thought, Deleuze, and new media 

art. I will specifically extend her discussion of “the abstract line” and “haptic space” into 

my analysis and my own practice of media making in order to explore the enfolding 

unfolding aesthetics in experimental cinema. Accordingly, I will explain how 

experimental works deal with the non-representational/aniconism and the way the non-

representation can be acted out through expression. In addition, as a media artist and a 
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member of the Iranian diaspora with double citizenship (Iranian-Canadian), I 

experimented with some Persian mystical concepts in the context of a Western university 

(Queen’s). As a result, my practice can be classified as accented, diasporic, and 

intercultural video and film in experimental styles. Therefore, I give a short literature 

review of these post-colonial modes of artistic expression in the second half of the 

chapter. Finally, I discuss the five videos that I made for this project and highlight some 

of the ideas/concepts from mysticism and immanentism that I used in them. 
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Chapter Two 

 

 Islamic Mysticism 

 

 
 

2.1 Introduction  

  

 

 

“Seek the wisdom that will untie your knot 

Seek the path that demands your whole being. 

Leave that which is not, but appears to be 

Seek that which is, but is not apparent” (Rūmī 75)10 

 

 

This chapter begins by discussing Islamic/medieval mysticism (known as Sufism) as the 

esoteric/mystical dimension of Islam expressed in Persian mystic authors’ (Sufis’) 

writings. Islamic medieval mystical literature, especially Persian mystical literature,  

provides a poetic platform for celebration of a literary and lyrical vitalism and this project 

is about what Sufism, as an indigenous source of conceptual and cultural inspiration, can 

contribute to making concepts about presence, proximity, time and becoming through 

experimentation with them in media arts. The section continues with a discussion of the 

concept of the Third Script, mystical imagination, and mystical vision. This sets the stage 

for finding connections between concepts from Sufism and Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari’s philosophy of immanence in the second chapter.  

*** 

                                                        
10 I adopted most of Rūmī’s poems from a bilingual collection of a series of his poem (translated 

to English by Maryam Mafi And Azim Melita Kolin) entitled Rūmī, Hidden Music (2008). 

Whenever I use the citation from this collection, I use Rūmī as the author of quote however the 

page number refers to this partial collection of Rūmī’s poems; there are also cases that I quote 

Rūmī’s poems from on-line Farsi sources which I cite accordingly. 

Mafi, Maryam. And Azim Melita Kolin, Trans. Rumi, Hidden Music. Tehran: Yassavoli  

Publications. 2008 
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Islamic mysticism is an esoteric knowledge or gnosis of the Divine, and the 

mystical dimension of the tradition of Islam encourages the birth of the Sufi’s spiritual 

child that is usually followed by joyful and ecstatic speeches (shath). The mystical 

dimension of Islam is usually encouraged through esoteric interpretations of the Qur’an 

(as opposed to it exoteric interretations) that rely more on the followers’ inner 

relationship with the godhead. There is a difference in Islam between the esoteric (bāṭin) 

and the exoteric (ẓāhir). Bāṭin is the esoteric meaning folded within an exoteric concept 

or statement: ẓāhir (EI 24). The esoteric knowledge is a consequence of individual 

spiritual encounters and events that draw some Muslims’ attention to other meanings that 

they might otherwise have taken only in a literal sense, or bāṭin is concealed by the ẓāhir. 

In Sufism we encounter this esoteric dimension of Islam. However, as the Lebanese film 

theorist and author Jalal Toufic explains in his article Forthcoming (1999), “Sufism did 

not initiate the differentiation between the bāṭin and the ẓāhir; such a distinction first 

appeared among “extremist” Shi‘ites (ghulāt)” (47). 

 According to Islamic mysticism, in order to know God one needs to pass through 

certain stages of what is called tariq’a (the Sufi path, way or journey). The knowledge of 

God is achieved through heart, love, and compassion, and Persian Islamic mysticism has 

created some of the most vital, beautifully sophisticated, and thought-provoking poetry in 

among Persian authors in the medieval era. The importance of a mystical wisdom based 

on love, and of an interior vision that is shaped in one’s heart as the result of that love, is 

reflected in almost all the Sufis’ poetry. However, while this mystical love has created 

one of the most sensual literatures, it goes beyond the worldly human senses in order to 

help the Sufis transcend toward the ultimate love and beauty of the Divine; for example 
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the Persian Sufi poet Hafiz (1325/26–1389/90) writes:   

Listen to the lovers’ advice and come again through the door of joy 

As the mortal life is not worth suffering (Ganjoor, Sonnet 473)11  

 

In some cases, this mystical love gives birth to a new life through spiritual re-

birth, according to which a vision is shaped in a Sufi’s heart. As a result, the Sufi can 

only feel and see love everywhere. This mystical love, as the ultimate aim of Sufism, is 

attained through proximity to the Divine, however the Sufi is not able to explain that as it 

is ineffable: language is unable to represent the Divine. Accordingly, Persian Islamic 

mysticism offers an inner way to access this inaccessible and superhuman Divine. It does 

so through the creation and recitation of mystical themes, writings, and poetry. As 

opposed to exoteric ways of approaching God through Islamic laws and tradition 

(shari’a), mysticism is a more personal, embodied, and an immanent way to gain 

proximity to the ineffable God. It is thought of as a spiritual path (tariq’a) [meaning 

“way”]. The prominent scholar of Iranian literature, Abdol-Hosein Zarrinkoob (1923-

1999) broadly defines mysticism as “an attempt to attain direct and personal 

communication with the godhead” (143). In Arabic and Persian, this personal and ‘inner 

dimension’ of Islam is called (taṣawwuf) and (ʽirfan) which addresses the direct 

knowledge of the unknown (God). 

The following is a brief discussion of Sufism in order to explain the implications 

of mysticism in medieval Islam. After that, there will be overview of some of the 

important concepts in Sufism such as qaib (the World of Absence), Khidr (the mystical 

                                                        
11 Because of the inaccessibility to all the original sources of the Persian Sufi poetry, I used the 

on-line comprehensive archive of Persian poetry Ganjoor; and because I need to put the specific 

online URL for every single poem, I decided to include the URL of the main page of Ganjoor 

webpage in the bibliography so that the reader can easily find the original Farsi poem in Ganjoor 

webpage by the reference to the number of the poem and its author, which I provided after any 

poem. http://ganjoor.net 
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alter ego), and active or theophanic imagination supported by examples from the holy 

transcript the Qur’an and Sufi poetry. This discussion will allow me to relate Sufism to 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s philosophy of immanence in the second chapter in 

order to investigate the philosophical implications of Sufism such as the paradoxical 

omnipresence of God in spite of the absence of His image. As a result, I consider 

mysticism as a rich source of ideas for concept-making in contemporary arts and 

literature. As I will discuss in this chapter, it is apparent that Sufi authors had already 

explored the concepts of time, presence, self, being, and becoming, long before the 

twentieth-century European thinkers formulated theories for their philosophical 

investigations. However, in an attempt to avoid confusion (due to the complexities of the 

ideas), the relationship between these concepts and the philosophy of immanence will be 

discussed more specifically in the third chapter. The third chapter will engage with the 

problematic of representation, temporality, and above all ineffability. 

 

*** 

                       

 

2.2 Ibn ‘Al-‘Arabī’s and Sufism 

 

It is almost impossible to discuss Islamic mysticism, especially tariq’a (path/way), 

without reference and attention to Ibn al-‘Arabi’s influential works for the explanation of 

mystical ideas. His insight in theorizing mysticism has been so promionent that the 

acclaimed French scholar of Islamic studies Henri Corbin (1903-1978) believes that “Ibn 

‘Arabi was the disciple of Khidr” (32). 
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Corbin’s scholarly works on Sufism and the Sufi’s creative imagination, were 

almost impossible without Ibn al-‘Arabi’s development of mystical visions and especially 

his doctrine of “Oneness of Being (wahdat al-wujūd) in order to explain and interpret 

Islamic mystical concepts such as theophany and imaginal world (which I explain further 

in this chapter). One needs to note that during the discussion of Sufism and its ideas 

anywhere in this text, I usually refer to Henri Corbin’s scholarship on discussion of 

Sufism; however, one needs to be aware of the fact that Corbin takes many of his clues 

from studying Ibn al-‘Arabi’s work on mysticism.   

The Sufi mystic and philosopher of Islamic thought, Muhyī al-Dīn Muhammad 

ibn ‘Alī ibn al-‘Arabī (A.H. 560-638/A.D. 1165-1240) founded a very fundamental 

philosophy/school of Islamic mysticism known as “Unity of Existence” or “Oneness of 

Being (wahdat al-wujūd). He was born in Mursiya in al-Andalus (Murcia in present day 

Spain). In The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn ‘Al-‘Arabī’s Metaphysics of Imagination 

(1989) William C. Chittick, the acclaimed scholar of Islamic Studies explains Ibn al-

‘Arabi’s influential figure in the world of Muslim spirituality. Few Muslim spiritual 

authorities are so famous in the West as Muhyī al-Dīn Muhammad ibn ‘Alī ibn al-‘Arabī 

(A.H. 560-638/A.D. 1165-1240). In the Islamic world itself, probably no one has 

exercised deeper and more pervasive influence over the intellectual life of the community 

during the past seven hundred years. He was soon called by his disciples and followers 

al-Shakh al-Akbar, the “Greatest Master,” and few who have taken the trouble to study 

his works would dispute this title, though some would argue over the direction in which 

his greatness lies. 
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Chittick discusses how Ibn al-‘Arabī’s spiritual school “Oneness of Being” 

(wahdat al-wujūd) has not ever been employed by Ibn al-‘Arabī himself, however the 

idea reveals itself in his works once the readers are aware of the fundamental concept in 

Muslim faith which is tawhid (God is one and only), and different from pantheism: 

Simply stated, there is only one Being, and all existence is nothing but the 

manifestation or outward radiance of that One Being. Hence, “everything other 

than the One Being”—that is, the whole cosmos in all its spatial and temporal 

extension—is nonexistent in itself, though it may be considered to exist through 

Being. Stated in these terms, the “Oneness of Being may appear to some people as 

another brand of “pantheism.” But in fact, this simplified expression of what the 

Shaykh is talking about cannot begin to do him justice, especially since terms like 

“pantheism” are almost invariably employed with a dismissive and critical intent. 

When the Shaykh himself explains what he means by the statement that Being is 

one, he provides one of the most sophisticated and nuanced expressions of the 

“profession of God’s Unity” (tawhīd) to be found in Islamic thought. His teaching 

did not dominate the second half of Islamic intellectual history because people 

were simple-minded and therefore ready to accept “pantheism” in place of 

tawhīd—quite the contrary. What Ibn al-‘Arabī provides is an inexhaustible ocean 

of meditations upon the Unity of God and its relationship with the many-ness of 

all things, a synthesis of the various currents of Islamic intellectuality that yielded 

endless insights into the nature of existence. (79)   

 

According to Ibn al-‘Arabī’s theosophy all the creatures are God’s words: “Each 

creature is a word (kalima) of God” (127), and there is a mutual love relationship 

between the creatures and God, however there are veils between them that should be 

eliminated and vision (ru’ya) and audition (sama) are means to achieve it: 

God’s love for the creatures stems from His vision of them within himself as 

identical with Himself. Seeing them as the “Hidden treasure,” “He loved to be 

known.” The creature’s love for God derives from hearing the word “Be!”, which 

brings them into existence. They are, in effect, identical with this word; each is 

the word “Be!” in a specific form. (128) 

 

Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence deals with ontological univocity 

according to which being and all of its senses are affirmed in one voice. In this doctrine, 

being is, univocally, difference, which figuratively means that all the entities use the 
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same voice to express themselves yet with a different tone. On the other hand, the 

discussion of the mystical concept of oneness of Being/life needs to be addressed through 

a secular interpretation. In addition, more recent and progressive scholars of Islamic 

thought such as Walid El Khachab [in his article Cinema as a Sacred Surface: Ritual 

Rememoration of Transcendence (2013)] consider Islam as having pantheistic 

characteristics, which El Khachab addresses in order to show the similarity between 

cinema and pantheism embedded in Islamic Thought. Therefore, despite Chittick’s denial 

of the pantheistic nuances of Ibn al-‘Arabī’s theosophy, this research addresses the 

cosmic and pantheistic dimensions of Islamic mysticism (transcendence) as the major 

engagement with this school. In other words, this research explores the similarities of 

Deleuze’s immanentism with mystical pantheism embedded in Islam. By referring to El 

Khachab, Marks argues that “[t]ranscendence is finally a symptom of immanence, and 

not the other way around” (21). In El Khachab’s discussion, he refers to some pantheistic 

philosophers who consider transcendence as part of the world of immanence. He further 

explains that transcendence is not located in and/or “mixed” with a specific part or body 

because “[i]t simply has no location. It functions as an energy, coextensive of matter and 

does not belong to separate stratum” (qtd. in EI 21).  

      

  

 

2.3 Mysticism: Defining The Way 

Dao De Jing: Way-making (dao) that can be put into words is not really way-

making, And naming (ming) that can fix references to things is not really naming 

(Laozi 77).  

 

              Wake up lovers; it is time to start the journey! 

             We have seen enough of this world; it is time to see another (Rūmī 161) 
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Sufism is an Islamic current or orientation, a mystical and spiritual endeavour that 

involves understanding the ineffable Divine through different ways of treading the path 

toward God as a Divine reality. The experience of this proximity, however, cannot be 

explained through rational and discursive knowledge, as it is usually a spontaneous or 

cultivated experience beyond the realm of ordinary perception. However, being 

occasionally experienced through the senses, it is not surprising that some Sufis define 

Sufism as a taste (shahd/dhawa) or an aroma (atr).12 The direct experience of 

transcendent knowledge—the sensations and affects that it creates—is independent from, 

and in some cases, subversive to the logics of the cognitive mind. In the book What is 

Sufism? (1995), Martin Lings refers to Muhyi ‘d-Din Ibn ‘Arabi’s prayer in which he 

addresses God and “the Ocean of Thine Infinite Oneness” in order to define Sufism:  

From time to time a Revelation ‘flows’ like a great tidal wave from the Ocean of 

Infinitude to the shores of our finite world; and Sufism is the vocation and the 

discipline and the science of plunging into the ebbs of one of these waves and 

being drawn back with it to its Eternal and Infinite Source. (11) 

 

The Sufis’ nearness to this “Infinite Source” takes place after they delve into the 

waves of the ocean of divinity in a way that s/he loses his/her self through annihilation 

(fana).13 This nearness is conceptualized as “the eternal life” (Subsistence) [baqa]. In a 

more contemporary interpretation of Sufism, one can say that Sufism is the experience of 

                                                        
12 It is an interesting coincidence that the meaning of the name of one of the most original and 

influential Sufi poets Abū Ḥamīd bin Abū Bakr Ibrāhīm (c. 1145 - c. 1221) was  

Attar Neyshabori or simply Attar, meaning Perfumer. Attar was meant to refer to someone who 

sold perfumes, herbs, spices, and medicines. Sanā'ī Ghaznavi (11thand12thcentury), Attar, and 

Rūmī were the first and most influential Sufi poets; Among them Attar played a central role. 

There is a famous line attributed to Rūmī which addresses his emphasis on the importance and 

originality of Attar’s mystical vision: 

Attar peregrinated the seven cities of Love 

We are still staggering through one single alley. 
13 Claire Colebrook believes that annihilation means, “to reach what Freud elsewhere referred to 

as the ‘oceanic feeling’ ” (44). 



 

 60 

the godhead as the outside through the human’s interior vision. After passing through the 

seven stages of the Sufi way, Talab (Yearning), Eshq (Love), Marifat (Gnosis), Istighnah 

(Detachment), Tawheed (Unity with God), Hayrat (Bewilderment) and, finally, Fuqur 

(Poverty) and Fana (Selflessness and Annihilation in God), the Sufi’s self disappears and 

the spirit fills the emptiness.14 The Divine light of truth reflects onto the Sufi’s purified 

self and, as a result, a vision of the outside takes shape inside. Sufism involves the 

spiritual journey of the Sufi from the corporeal world to the incorporeal Divine through 

such practices as prayer, asceticism, and inner purification. This proximity to God 

constitutes a friendship between the Sufi and the godhead as shown in the Qur’anic 

verses below:  

And who can be better in religion than one who submits his face (himself) to Allah 

(i.e. follows Allah's Religion of Islamic Monotheism); and he is a Muhsin (a good-

doer). And follows the religion of Ibrahim (Abraham) Hanifa (Islamic 

Monotheism - to worship none but Allah Alone). And Allah did take Ibrahim 

(Abraham) as a Khalil (an intimate friend). (Qur’an, 4:125) [trans. by Muhsin 

Khan]15 

 

                                                        
14 One needs to note that, the actual Sufi brotherhoods or “orders” are also called tariqa, but here 

we deal with a different meaning. The stages of tasawwuf are not the Sufi order but the Sufi 

path—the Sufi orders or brotherhoods are such as the mevleviyya, naqshbandiyya, qadiriyya, and 

nurbakhshiyya. For example, according to the Persian Sufi Master of Illumination Shahab al-Din 

Suhrawardi (1155-1191) who was roughly Attar’s contemporary, the Sufi order has eight 

domains (hasht eghlim), and in the final domain spiritual entities and archetypal figures (Sufic 

forms) reside. Only the Sufi who has passed through all the stages and achieved the inner 

knowledge can reach this domain, which is symbolically located behind the Qaf mountain. He is 

considered to be the perfect man, as he will possess the power to create archetypes. This is “a 

state of being Suhrawardi calls ‘Be’ (kun) referring to the Quranic verse in which God creates the 

world by saying, ‘Be,’ and it was” (qtd in Amin Razavi 88). 
And the brothers in purity have a special status in that they are able to create archetypes that are 

self dependent, and that state is named “Be” (qtd in Amin Razavi 88). 

See: Amin Razavi, Mehdi. Suhrawardi and the School of Illumination. Surrey: Curzon Press, 

1997  

 
15 For the English translation of the holy Qur’an I used Mohsin Khan’s on-line translations, 

therefore from now on, I put the URL to any translated verse in the footnotes. 

http://www.comp.leeds.ac.uk/nora/html/4-125.html 

 

http://www.comp.leeds.ac.uk/nora/html/4-125.html
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And when My slaves ask you (O Muhammad SAW) concerning Me, then (answer 

them), I am indeed near (to them by My Knowledge). I respond to the invocations 

of the supplicant when he calls on Me (without any mediator or intercessor). So 

let them obey Me and believe in Me, so that they may be led aright. (Qur’an, 

2:186) [trans. by Muhsin Khan]16 

 

According to Sufi theology, once any distinction of the self from the Divine is 

removed from the heart through prayer and self-discipline, the gift of realization of the 

Divine settles in the heart and the mystical vision takes shape. The true essence of the 

ineffable divine is transmitted through the light of love to the heart and then the Sufi’s 

heart is filled with this love. Mystical utterances (shath) and Sufis’ poetry usually address 

the ineffable and the inability of the human mind to fully grasp this experience.  

 

2.4 The Third Script  

 

Shams-e Tabrizi, Saying No. 56: 

 

The calligrapher wrote three scripts: 

One he could read but no one else could … 

One both he and others could read …  

One neither he nor others could read.  

I am that third script that speaks  

Neither do I know, nor does other than me. 

  (qtd. in Saheb-Zamani 889) 

 

Everything is painted with the brush of the Invisible One 

Let us follow hidden signs and find the painter (Rūmī 161) 

 

People cannot understand this, nor do I have  

Permission to speak plainly (Rūmī qtd. in Chittick 266) 

 

Reading these two sayings, the influence of Sufi master Shams-e Tabrizi on Jalāl ad-Dīn 

Muhammad Rūmī (1273) is obvious, especially in terms of the importance of silence in 

their vision. In this famous saying, the spiritual and mystic inspiration and master of 

                                                        
16 http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=2&verse=186 
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Rūmī, Shams-e Tabrizi, refers to a Third Script that is the embodiment of God’s 

ineffability and presence through its non-existent text. In fact, the Third Script or “The 

Unreadable Script” in Persian mysticism is not an actual text of written words. It is an 

abstract concept introduced by Shams to explain the ineffable, the infinite, and the 

inability of the human mind to fully understand God’s words in the Qur’an. 

Below is a brief discussion of the concept of the Third Script, followed by an 

analysis of that concept through Islamic and Persian mystical concepts such as alam-e 

qaib (The Unseen/ the world of absence) and Sun as the source of mystical illuminations. 

Through this analysis, one can see how Sufis’ lives reflected their mystical ways of 

thinking and looking at the world. 

When the great Persian poet Rūmī met his master, the thirteenth-century Persian 

mystic and poet Shams-e Tabrizi, they started a conversation about mystical Islamic 

revelations and Shams described himself as the Third Script (خط سوم khate-sevom).17 

                                                        
17 There are several myths about the first meeting of Shams and Rūmī none of which has been 

fully approved by scholars. It seems that writers have used their own imagination in order to 

make the story more mysterious and interesting. However, here I briefly explain the most-cited 

story in order to just make the reader familiar with the themes and tones used in the depiction of 

this mystical meeting.  
In 1244 AD, Rūmī first met Shams-e Tabrizi, and his life was changed forever by the 

mystical shock he experienced in his first encounter with a man gifted with extraordinary esoteric 

knowledge of Solook (going on the mystical path toward proximity to God). Shams the mystic 

had achieved nearness to the godhead by submitting his self (nafs) to God to the extent that his 

heart was mirroring the reflection of the spirit in its depth.  

Rūmī was thirty-six when he met the sixty-year-old Shams. Rūmī was a Sufi jurist with 

accomplishments in religious sciences, including Qur’an, tradition, and fiqh (Islamic 

Jurisprudence). At the time, he was also leading a community of Muslims in Konya, and his fame 

as a mystic theosopher had spread beyond his area to Damascus and Aleppo. These were two 

major centres of learning for Islamic Jurisprudence where Rūmī had travelled in order to meet the 

academic requirement of a Faqih (Islamic Jurist). In spite of the fact that Rūmī had an honorable 

position among his peers, he felt a certain feeling of emptiness, an appetite, a craving, a yearning, 

a desperate need to go beyond the conventional knowledge and schooling to the world of the 

unknown divine. Like any Sufi, Rūmī knew that this path could not be taken without the guidance 

of a Sufi master to help him reach the higher realms of existence.  
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Neither Shams nor Rūmī provided a straightforward description of the Third Script; 

therefore, its explanation depends on our understanding of other Islamic mystical 

traditions such as tariq’a (the spiritual path or way toward the knowledge of God and 

Irfan (the esoteric knowledge or epistemology of God through its ontology in Islamic 

Sufism). The Third Script is the kind of thinking in Persian mysticism that proposes how 

one might find unexplored paths and undiscovered worlds. The epigraph that introduced 

this section records an exchange between Shams-e Tabrizi and Rūmī on their first 

meeting. Since then the unreadability of the Third Script has become one of the 

prominent themes in Persian mystical literature.  

The visionary scholar and artist Fariba Bogzaran (2008) interprets Rūmī’s 

meeting with Shams as “a mystical union that engendered the Third Script, a text that  

cannot be understood by the human mind but whose presence can only be felt” (28). This 

meeting encouraged Rūmī to write hundreds of inspirational and passionate poems for the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Shams-e Tabrizi was already an accomplished spiritual teacher under the guidance of 

several spiritual mentors, such as Baba Kamal Jundi in Tabriz (Iran), with whom he secluded 

himself for years, praying in chilla (a Sufi exercise in which the Sufi prays for forty days in total 

seclusion, seeking the Grace of God). After Rūmī told Baba Kamal that he had a lot in his heart 

that he couldn’t express with words, Baba Kamal predicted to Shams that he would soon meet a 

person (his alter-ego) who would become his tongue. Inspired by a dream, Shams went on a 

journey to Aleppo and then to Konya where he discovered the mystic poet he was looking for.  

  According to a legend, when Shams walked in as a wayfarer, Rūmī was sitting by a 

small river with his students and a pile of books. After greetings, Shams pointed to the books and 

asked Rūmī what they were. Rūmī cynically responded: “What would you know?”   Shams took 

the pile of books (Rūmī’s handwritten manuscripts) and threw them in the river. Rūmī became 

very upset and asked Shams why he had done that. Shams took the books from the river and gave 

them back to Rūmī. Rūmī noticed that the books were dry! Out of bewilderment, he asked: “What 

was it?” Shams responded with Rūmī’s own question: “What would you know?” and left. Rūmī 

ignored all the learning and knowledge that he had acquired by that time and started chasing 

Shams. He found Shams at Salahuddin Zarkob’s house where they both went into total seclusion 

in a room for a few months (some say forty days; others say two to six months). The only person 

who was allowed to go to their room was Salahuddin who would bring them food and water. 

After their Solook together, Rūmī came out of the room as a totally transformed person. He 

started dancing around while reciting poetry in   Persian, and a few of his students inscribed the 

ecstatic poems he recited. 



 

 64 

rest of his life. In Bogzaran’s words, this meeting “engendered a ‘Third Space’ of 

creativity between [the two men] that has the potential for art that manifests the invisible 

force of creativity” (28). The Third Script shows:  

a complex depiction of how two individuals’ meeting and interactions can evoke a 

third space-an atmosphere filled with creative potential. Such dynamism can be a 

trigger for great art, music, and poetry, and it can describe a path toward an 

invocation of the Absolute - the Essence of Love. The Third becomes the 

mystery, an invisible force, the catalyst for the unknown. (28-9) 

 

One should note that the meaning in the Third Script is hidden from what is called 

the “stranger's eye” (چشم نامحرم chashm-i nāmaḥram): the eye that is not familiar with the 

teachings of Sufis. In fact, Sufi literature uses arcane language, language used and 

understood by only a few. This typically involves writing in the form of innuendoes, 

metaphors, and allegories in order to protect the scripts from readability by any alien 

reader, Muslim and non-Muslim alike. Mystical texts refer to the spiritual and revelatory 

experiences of Sufis as the unknown and the unknowable. However, for Sufis, 

unknowability is not a barrier to developing spiritual capacity. “The unknown” opens the 

door for the flight of the mystic toward the Truth/Sun in order to achieve the 

intelligence/light of the heart.  

When Shams says, “I am that third script that speaks. Neither do I know, nor does 

other than me” (qtd. in Saheb-Zamani 889), he speaks in what Sufis would consider an 

undiscovered language. This refers not to some ancient, dead, or novel language, but to a 

realm of meaning that transgresses conventional knowledge. The Third Script is 

paradoxically both the space of absence/invisibility/the Unseen (alam-e-ghaib) and the 

main source of all mystical inspirations—how an unseen, absent and invisible God can 

encourage mystical explanations and saying that explain God’s omnipresence. One may 
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argue that it is a mystical space in Sufi literature, an imagining that Sufis adopt in order to 

express the beauty and knowledge of the holy God through their “proximity to Him.” In 

fact, this research strives to detach the Third Script from its religious origin and 

investigate the forces of language and images that the Sufis create in order to turn the 

concept of the Third Script into a space of possibilities in literature and art especially in 

experimental film/video.  

 

2.4.a “alam-e-qaib” (The Unseen, The World of Absence) 

Rūmī: 

 

The glory of the unseen form is too great for me to 

Beguile it with blessing or Paradise. (Arbery 213) 

 

Everything you see has its roots in the unseen. (Star 148) 

This section discusses the implications of the Unseen in relation to mystical poetry but 

also in relation to Islam in general. As God in Islam is present everywhere (omnipresent) 

and at the same time invisible (absent), his mysterious/paradoxical presence expressed in 

the mystical Third Script is the core of Islam: a mystical ontology. The fact that almost 

all the mystic poets and scholars regard the alam-e-qaib (The Unseen World) as their 

source of inspiration reflects the importance of this imaginal World in Muslim culture 

historically. The Arabic word qaib appears 17 times in 16 verses in Qur’an, and here I 

quote a couple of examples:  

That is of the news of the ghaib (Unseen) which We reveal to you (O Muhammad). 

You were not (present) with them when they arranged their plan together, and 

(while) they were plotting. (Yusuf, Chapter 12, Verse 102) [trans. by Muhsin 

Khan]18 

 

                                                        
18 http://www.comp.leeds.ac.uk/nora/html/12-102.html 
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And to Allah belongs the ghaib (Unseen) of the heavens and the earth, and to Him 

return all affairs (for decision). So worship Him (O Muhammad) and put your 

trust in Him. And your Lord is not unaware of what you (people) do. (Hud, 

Chapter 11, Verse 123) [trans. by Muhsin Khan]19 

 

Similarly Sufi poets such as Rūmī refer to the World of Absence in order to 

address the ineffable and how it operates:  

Look into qaib that is like alchemy 

That created you out of soil (Ganjoor, Shams’ Divan, Sonnet 251) 

 

Once again the world was filled with the sound of (angel) Israfil’s trumpet 

The trustworthy qaib (absence) appeared, who brought the soul into life 

(Ganjoor, Shams’ Divan, Sonnet 579) 

 

It is also believed that Prophet Mohammad was able to communicate with this 

World and bring his people the word of God in the form of Vahy (revelation). One other 

aspect of this world of invisibility, which is relevant in Shi’i Islam is the fact that Shi’i’s 

last Imam (the twelfth Imam) has disappeared two times. His disappearances/absences 

are known as qaibat-e-soghra (the short disappearance/absence) and qaibat-e-kobra (the 

long disappearance/absence). He is believed to be in his long absence now (for almost 

1300 years). Because he is beyond time and space, present day Shi’i Muslims believe that 

he might appear among them unrecognized at any time and place. It is interesting to note 

that he is generally called Imam-e-Zaman (the Disciple of Time) and it is believed that 

his reappearance will signal the end of time by bringing peace and justice to the world 

once and forever.   

While Shams-e-Tabrizi did not disappear from earth like Imam-e-Zaman, he 

maintained a similar pattern of back-and-forth movement, travelling from one place to 

another. Dr Saheb-Zamani, the acknowledged scholar of Shams and his thoughts, gives a 

                                                        
19 http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=11&verse=123 
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full account of Shams’ personality, sayings, and life events in his book Khat-e Sevom 

(The Third Script) (1972). Among several accounts of Shams’s life, one can find many 

moments of his disappearance and his moving about to other places. As Saheb-Zamani 

notes: “Shams was called ‘bird’ by light-hearted travelers due to his moving around the 

world. No one knew who he was and where he was from” (23) . . . “In Shaval 21st he had 

disappeared and no one knew where he was gone” (24). It seems that Shams’ character 

was as elusive as his mystical thoughts and teachings!  

The mystical presence of Shams, at least for Rūmī, was so important that once 

Shams disappeared, Rūmī almost stopped talking to anyone, but he continued uttering 

ecstatic poetry, which was usually inscribed by a few of his followers. Rūmī was so 

fascinated by Shams’ revelatory speeches and teachings that many of his poems allude to 

Shams. The fascination went so far that Rūmī composed a full collection of poetry, 

Shams’ Divan, appreciating Shams’ mystical knowledge of the heart. 

As a relevant side note that sheds lights on the movement of some of Islamic 

thoughts into latency, I shall briefly discuss Jalal Toufic’s concept of “the withdrawal of 

tradition following a surpassing disaster.” In the article “Forthcoming” (Forthcoming, 

2000), Jalal Toufic introduces this concept in order to explain how through the Islamic 

history the tradition of Islam has moved to latency due to historical events such as 

Sunni’s and Shi’a’s selection of the Imam and Caliphate, and also due to catastrophies 

such as the Mongol invasion (52). According to Toufic, when a catastrophe happened 

that threatened the religious beliefs and identity of Muslims, they usually enacted 

Taqiyya (dissimulation) and sitr (occultation) during the time of fear due to the 

surpassing disaster(s). Accordingly, they covertly stayed religious even if they might 
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have publicly denied their faith in Muhammad or God. In this regard, Toufic argues that 

“Nizārīs and Qarmaṭīs, who abrogated the Muhammadan revealed religion and its law, 

are Muslims, for it is in reaction to Muslim surpassing disasters that their abrogations 

were enacted” (53). This is why Sufism usually references sitr (the occultation) and 

hidden meanings in Islamic mystical texts, which were introduced prior to the notion and 

function of Nā’ib al-‘āmm was introduced. However, this move alleviated the occultation 

of the imām—the sensibility to the withdrawal, in the guise of the imām’s occultation, 

continued despite Shi‘ite rule (60). Meanwhile, by referring to a Kashaya Pomo chief and 

scholar [who] recently expressly discontinued the transmission of a Native American 

tribal dance to contemporary dancers, Toufic suggests that “in case what was suffered 

was a surpassing disaster, one must be sensitive to the eventuality of the withdrawal, and, 

in the absence or failure of the resurrection of tradition, of the obligation to suspend 

transmission, so as not to hand down counterfeit” (82).  

   Accordingly, in order to move forward this scholarly discussion apart from its 

religious context, by referring to Toufic’s concept of “the withdrawal of tradition 

following a surpassing disaster,” I need to point out that the aim of this discussion is not 

to reinforce appropriation of religious Islamic thoughts for Muslim believers. Instead, this 

discussion strives to unfold the intellectual and creative dimensions of Islamic thoughts 

for artists. 

 

2.4.b Sun: the mystical source of illumination 

It is important to note that the name Shams in Arabic means sun (which is an important 

mystical theme in Persian Sufism). Here I give a couple of examples from his collection 
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in which Rūmī uses Shams as a pun in order to celebrate both Shams-e Tabrizi and his 

enlightening knowledge symbolized as sun. In the last line of the sonnet no. 64 in Shams’ 

Divan, Rūmī refers to Shams as a sun that doesn’t belong to any physical location along 

its normal orbit: 

He (shams) is a sun neither eastern nor western, beyond place (Ganjoor, Shams’ 

Divan, sonnet no 64). 

 

Similarly, in sonnet 75, Rūmī compares Shams to a sun that enlightens people’s 

souls and acknowledges that he believes that even the heat of the sun is owed to Shams’ 

illuminations: 

Oh, the True (Shams) sun of Tabriz, whose east is people’s souls 

The heat of the sun must be the result of your shining (Ganjoor, Shams’ Divan, 

sonnet no 75). 

 

“Sun” has many mystical/religious/visual implications that had already started 

operating within Islam. In its figurative implication, the sun is the source of light and it is 

only light that brings humanity out of darkness. Sun-as-spiritual enlightenment is a motif 

repeatedly used in the Qur’an, especially in the nur (Light) verse: 

Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The parable of His Light is as (if 

there were) a niche and within it a lamp, the lamp is in glass, the glass as it were 

a brilliant star, lit from a blessed tree, an olive, neither of the east (i.e. neither it 

gets sun-rays only in the morning) nor of the west (i.e. nor it gets sun-rays only in 

the afternoon, but it is exposed to the sun all day long), whose oil would almost 

glow forth (of itself), though no fire touched it. Light upon Light! Allah guides to 

His Light whom He wills. And Allah sets forth parables for mankind, and Allah is 

All-Knower of everything. (Qur’an surah 24 verse 35; translated by Mohsin 

Khan)20 [my emphasis] 

There is a full Surat in the holy Qur’an named after the sun, Surat Al-Shams (The 

Sun), that starts with God swearing by the sun: “By the sun and its brightness” (Qur’an, 

Surat Ash-Shams 91:1). One may argue that the Third Script is the embodiment of the 

                                                        
20 http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=24&verse=35 
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manifestation of the source of mystical illuminations and that the language of the Persian 

mystic philosophers and authors such as Rūmī and Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi (1155 - 

1191) is an attempt to write, as it were, in the light of the Third Script.  

It is very important to acknowledge the fact that the quest to gain proximity to 

God must be always guided by a Sufi master who has already mastered the virtues 

necessary to travel the way to the knowledge of God through long Sufi practice and the 

self-purification. A look at the life of Rūmī as an inspirational Sufi thinker explains the 

importance of Sufi masters in the illumination of their pupils’ hearts. One may argue that 

if Rūmī hadn’t met Shams-e Tabrizi, he would have never turned into a universal Sufi 

author. The ultimate Sufi master is Khidr, the mediator between the unseen/invisible and 

the corporeal/visible world. Through him the divine spirit meets the Sufis and they 

become travellers on the road to the knowledge of the heart, the domain of the unknown. 

One may argue that Shams can be considered as the manifestation of Khidr for Rūmī. 

 

2.4.c Suhrawardi’s vision  

The Persian illuminationist philosopher and Sufi Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi known as the 

master of illumination, is believed to have adopted his idea of light and illumination 

from. In spite of his short life—he was executed for heresy when he was 36—Suhrawardi 

was successful in bringing the wisdom of old Persia and their “doctrine of Light and 

Darkness” to life again. Corbin believes that “the result was the philosophy, or rather, to 

take the Arabic term in its etymological sense, the 'theosophy of Light’ (hikmat al-

Ishraq) to which we find parallels in many pages of the work of Ibn ‘Arabi. In 

accomplishing this great design, Suhrawardi was conscious of establishing the ‘Oriental 
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wisdom’ to which Avicenna too had aspired and knowledge of which reached Roger 

Bacon in the thirteenth century” . . .  “The effects of Suhrawardi’s theosophy of light 

have been felt in Iran down to our own time. One of its essential features is that it makes 

philosophy and mystical experience inseparable: a philosophy that does not culminate in 

a metaphysics of ecstasy is vain speculation; a mystical experience that is not grounded 

on a sound philosophical education is in danger of degenerating and going astray” (20) 

  In illuministic philosophy, as Firoozeh Papan-Matin argues “The knowledge past 

reason is a spectrum similar to light; it illuminates what is still not in sight” (80)  

In her study of Ayn al-Qudat’s philosophy, Papan-Matin points to the importance of light 

in Muslim mysticism and how it reflects the presence of God in everything: “God is 

manifest as light in all of creation, which is but different gradations of light” (95). The 

Sufi’s task is to search this light and ignore the darkness, which symbolically stands for 

evil or for Satan. Once the Sufi mystic gains this light, which is the knowledge of God, 

s/he will be able to see God everywhere. According to Sufi teachings, this knowledge is 

the true reality that is hidden or latent in the dark and the Sufi (who is a traveller or 

wayfarer in the world in search of this knowledge/light) obtains it “when the inner sight, 

or vision, ‘sees’ types of truth. Consequently one realizes there are more objects (non-

corporeal as they maybe) awaiting on the path” (80). In other words, this knowledge is 

achieved by “proximity to God (al-‘ilm al-ladunni)” (150). 

Suhrawardi’s vision, in spite of having several similar themes, differs from other 

Sufis’ vision to the extent that he believes that Existence (wujud), Presence (hudur) and 

‘revealedness’ (zuhur) are equal. Mehdi Amin Razavi explains: 

Suhrawardi formulates a theory of vision based on his illuminationist ideas. 

According to him knowledge by presence, the epistemological basis of the ishraqi 
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school, provides a framework which explains vision, in both its physical and its 

intellectual sense. Suhrawardi argues that ‘vision’ (mushahadah) can only take 

place in accordance with the principle of illumination. (Amin Razavi 89) 

 

Suhrawardi’s vision relies the existence (wujud) of an entity on its presence (hudur),  

which is to be realized by the “rational self” (al-nafs al-natigah) “once it is within the 

domain of its presence” (89). In order for this to happen, “there has to be the absence of a 

veil (hijab) between the knower and the known” (89).  

 This vision can be achieved when the heart is so pure that it can mirror the 

presence of God and “is only possible for the brethren of purity.” In this case, seeing 

and/or being an entity equals the knowledge as presence: “This presence or mode of 

knowledge which belongs to the intellectual elite is only attained after one has come to 

know one’s self” (Amin Razavi 90). 

In other words, and as explained earlier, the Sufis’ self is the veil between their 

and the presence (hudur) of the divine. Once the Sufi arrives at the state of full 

knowledge of his/her self, s/he “is” present in the source of all illuminations (God).  

Amin Razavi refers to a formula that shows Suhrawardi’s view of the relationship 

between knowledge and presence:  

Existence (wujud)= Presence (hudur)= ‘revealedness’ (zuhur). To argue for 

position, Suhrawardi first demonstrates that “I” is nothing but pure light in its 

ontological sense. He then uses this conclusion in order to formulate his theory of 

knowledge by presence. … Suhrawardi’s argument can be demonstrated as 

follows: 

1. Knowledge of the self is the same as the very reality of the self. 

2. The reality of the self is light. 

3. Knowledge of the self is light. 

4. Light can be understood only by being in its presence. 

5. Knowledge of the self can only be understood by its very presence (91). 

 

Self in this case is the medium through which one knows God, and once one understands 

that the self is incorporeal light, then it is clear that God is the source of that light: 
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Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth [Chapter 24, sūrat al-nūr (The Light) trans. 

Mohsin Khan]21 

 

 

 2.5 The Ineffable  

 

To get far in thinking about knowledge, meaning or thought, anyone has to 

wonder about language. Philosophy of language is wondering about how 

language and thought make each other possible. (Noam Chomsky, qtd in Berger 

6) 

 

The term “ineffable” is usually used in religious contexts that address the inability of 

language to expressing the Divine godhead. The ineffable embodies all forms of deity, 

apart from their different historical and geographical contexts. The names “Jehovah” in 

Judaism, “Jesus” in Christianity, and “Allah” in Islam, are simply words in language that 

name and address the ineffable. Religion tends to create embodiments of the ineffable 

through different utterances, whether they are scriptural verses, proverbs and fables, or 

what are considered to be revelations.  

There is a contrast between Islamic theology and even Qur’anic thought and 

Christianity in regard to the idea of transcendence. Muslim God has no corporeal body or 

an image that represents Him, whereas in Christianity the Christ has a corporeal and 

worldly form, which addresses the humanity/divinity of Christ through Christian 

incarnationist doctrines. However, the problem of transcendece is a significant one for 

each of these monotheistic religions but particularly sharply drawn for Muslim 

spirituality and mysticism where the orthodox concept of God is of tawhid, the unique 

                                                        
21 http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=24&verse=35 
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and transcendent Oneness of God, that needs to be apprehended somehow by the mystical 

seeker.   

 The voice of Allah is, however, represented in the holy Qur’an, consisting of 

verses that are the exact words of Allah descended to the Prophet Mohammad. Of course, 

Judaism and Christianity offer linguistic embodiments of the ineffable, too. In fact, in 

both Islam and Christianity, language and speech are the medium through which God 

starts creation: 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God. (John 1:1)22 

 

It is He Who has created the heavens and the earth in truth, and on the Day (i.e. 

the Day of Resurrection) He will say: "Be!", - and it is! His Word is the Truth. His 

will be the dominion on the Day when the Trumpet will be blown. All-Knower of 

the unseen and the seen. He is the All-Wise, Well-Aware (of all things). (Surat al-

An’am, 6:73) [trans. by Muhsin Khan]23 

 

However, according to aniconism in Islam, God cannot be described in the system of 

representation in either language or visual images at all. Paradoxically, He has a mystical 

omnipresence through this invisibility. Scholars of Islam refer to this paradox as “the 

world of the absence” (alam-e ghaib) when they want to address Allah and His world.24  

On the other hand, there are several verses in the Qur’an that refer to the beauty of 

God or to God as the absolute Beauty which is omnipresent. However, it is the artist who 

seeks and finds it; just as God’s omnipresence, which is sought and explained by the 

Sufis. In his full study of Sufi imagination and thoughts Alone With The Alone (1969), 

Henri Corbin refers to a few verses in the Qur’an in order to explain that:  

                                                        
22 http://biblehub.com/john/1-1.htm 
23 http://www.searchtruth.com/chapter_display.php?chapter=6&translator=5&mac= 
24 There are many Ahadith (sayings by Prophets and Imams) and Qur’anic verses that confirm the 

fact that Prophet Mohammad saw Allah in Me’iraj (ascension), in dreams, and in this world. 

However, nowhere in Ahadith and Qur’an is it mentioned that Allah has a human-like corporeal 

body.  
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‘God is a beautiful Being who loves beauty’ and who in revealing Himself to 

Himself has produced the world as a mirror in which to contemplate His own 

Image, His own beauty–and since if it is written that ‘God will love you’ (Koran 

III:29), it is because He loves Himself in you–all love would seem eo ipso to 

warrant the epithet ‘divine.’ Virtually, no doubt; but to suppose this to be the 

actual reality would be to suppose the existence of an ideal humanity, made up 

entirely of Fedeli d'amore, that is, of Sufis. (Corbin 148) 

 

Following the same tradition, Sufi poets describe God and His love as Beauty:  

 

I will tell you what made my heart enlightened and accepted 

It’s because the mirror of my heart reflects your beautiful face. 

(Ganjoor, Shams’ Divan, Sonnet 1611) 

 

As a consequence of the impossibility of otherwise representing God (through 

image, etc.), language has remained one of the media through which one can at least get 

closer to this world of absence, which is in fact the world of spirit (or mystical 

nothingness). Among the several branches of rhetoric in Islam that appreciate and 

celebrate the presence and proximity of God, Islamic medieval mysticism (Sufism) as a 

language-based practice has used the language and literature that paradoxically addresses 

both the impossibility of the representation of God while bringing the theophanic 

experience into expression through Sama dance (Sufis’ whirling), Shath (Sufi’s 

theophanic/ecstatic utterances) or Sufic forms and images all of which will be explained 

later in this chapter.  

In fact, as I briefly pointed out before, in the stages of fana (annihilation) and 

baqa (Subsistence) Sufis articulate certain utterances that famously made that grasp the 

paradox of the mystical presence of God in His absence. One can argue that these Sufi 

utterances are quasi-divinely inspired language. For example Shams-I Tabrize’s famous 

saying (as the introducer of the unreadable Third Script) or the way his other famous 

book of Qur’anic tales and fables, the Masnavi, is sometimes called the Qur’an in Farsi. 
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One should note that the experience of knowing God cannot be replicable in language—

one has to know through the spirit not in language. For the same reason, Ibn al-‘Arabi 

examines visions and such experience as “images”—khayal—that he accords a quasi-

reality on a different plane of existence: alam al-mithal. All the Sufi writers say, reading 

mystical writings isn’t sufficient because it is impossible to express the truth and 

understand it simply through reason and in clear language—however they stress the role 

and value of paradox in both prose discourse and in poetry to capture the sense of 

ineffability. The Third Script, a script that is not readable, is the manifestation of this 

paradox.   

Language has the capacity to make statements about the state of affairs and 

entities that are located in the world outside, such as cars and buildings, and also about 

those that are in the inner world such as thoughts, perceptions, and feelings. However, 

language seems unable (at least to Muslim mystics) to fully embody the ineffable God. 

On the other hand, there is a saying of the Prophet often quoted by Sufis as a Holy 

Tradition (hadith qudusi), that refers to Gnosticism at the heart of Islamic cosmology.  

Some do call it pantheistic monism (the belief that there is one single spirit or mind that 

flows in the universe) when relating to Ibn al-‘Arabi, however creation is an act by the 

Divine which creates a special theomorphic relationship with humanity that allows him to 

be known through our spiritual relationship with the Divine. In this saying the whole 

creation is the manifestation of the Muslim God: 

I was a hidden Treasure and I yearned to be known. Then I created creatures in 

order to be known by them. (qtd. in Corbin 114) 

 

One may say that this saying justifies the mystical dimension of the concept of the 

Third Script--the mystical writing white-board. However, in the present discussion, my 
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emphasis will be on the inability of language to express the presence of God and the way 

this inability is reflected in the Third Script: the paradox of presence through absence. In 

so doing, I also pursue the general argument that language itself has a paradoxical nature: 

It conveys meaning with words that had no meaning before the arbitrary attribution of 

meaning to them by us. 

Sufis’ poetry and writings frequently refer to the Divine’s ineffability and how 

unsayable the nature of the Divine is. As a result, the Sufis usually refer to silence when 

it comes to the experience of the ineffable. In regard to the inexpressibility and silence in 

mysticism, the German philosopher of language Ludwig Wittgenstein refers to what the 

scholar Russell Nieli calls the “urge to the mystical” (Nieli 124). In his seminal book 

Tractatus (1922), Wittgenstein attempts to formalize an approach to describing the 

ineffable, mystical (das Mystische) nature of language and what can be said and cannot 

be said: 

What can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we 

must pass over in silence. (qtd. in Berger 23) 

 

             It seems that Shams-e Tabrizi and many other mystics already theorized what 

Wittgenstein would eventually describe as the mystical concept of silence and the non-

script. Similarly, the scholar of English literature Gerald Bruns refers to the late 

Heidegger’s thinking about language in which Heidegger “consistently and frequently 

gives listening and silence a strange priority over speaking: The unspoken is the true 

source of what is said . . . Stillness is something you can hear if you listen for it. . . . 

Language speaks as the peal of stillness . . . . The peal of stillness is not anything human” 

(Bruns qtd in Berger 40). One may argue, therefore, that silence is an element that refers 

to both the inability of human language in articulating the ineffable and also to the 
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serenity and profoundness of the ineffable. 

It is not surprising then that Shams-e Tabrizi, Rūmī’s master and source of 

inspiration, occasionally refers to the inability of communication and expression of 

mystical experiences as “mute dreams”:  

I saw a mute dream and the whole world was deaf.  

I am unable to say and people are unable to hear. (qtd. in Fischer 1) 

 

As the Middle East anthropologist M. J. Fischer argues, this poem alludes to the Prophet 

Mohammad’s experience of God’s love, compassion, and the unexplainable 

enlightenment that follows. In this way, what can be communicated through language and 

representation all too often fails to convey the essence and is, in any case,  

unreceivable/unhearable by others. Similarly, in another poem Rūmī refers to silence as 

the sources of all the secrets: 

But in silence 

The secrets speak (Rūmī 97) 

References to silence in Sufis’ writing address the nonrepresentational aspects of 

the ineffable in the realm of hearing, which complements the unreadability of the Third 

Script. 

 However, one needs to note that the contemporary implications of silence, 

especially in Western and Eastern literary texts go beyond mere unreadability and 

addresses more complicated themes such as psychoanalysis, history and political 

thoughts. The scholar of comparative literature Jason Bahbak Mohaghegh gives a 

thorough analysis and discussion of silence in Silence in Middle Eastern and Western 

Thought: The Radical Unspoken (2013). Mohaghegh’s book involves the comparative 

study of silence in the East, specifically in the work of modern Iranian authors such as 
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Ahmad Shamlu, Sadegh Hedayat and Forugh Farrkhzad investigated by the theories of 

the philosophers and literary scholars of the West such as Gilles Deleuze, Maurice 

Blanchot and Gaston Bachelard. His analysis of silence in literature clearly displays the 

theoretical functioning of silence in Sufism and especially in the Third Script especially 

when he refers to Deleuze by arguing that Deleuze’s philosophical interests often 

suggested the imperative of a “becoming-silence”:  

namely, a final threshold at which Being is dragged into flux and therefore has no 

recourse but to convey itself through indistinct articulations (nonsense, the stutter, 

the refrain). This becoming-silence can only execute its vitality in writing by 

forsaking the concept of the author, and thus opening the doors to a post-

subjective orbit that privileges both multiplicity and singularity. It is at this stage, 

moreover, that literature seeks the instantiation of its own limit—a supra-

linguistic juncture wherein the tyranny of expression ceases and the rein of the 

unspeakable begins. (xiv-xv)  

 

In his discussion and analysis of Iranian modern poet Ahmad Shamlu (1925-

2000), he refers to silence as a counter-historical force that subverts the idea that we are 

shaped by our experiences in the past, and also “as the aesthetic climax of the 

imagination, one whose ante-world potentials bear the ability to carve out a trans-psychic 

region beyond the unconscious” (xv). 

In The Writing of the Disaster (1980) Maurice Blanchot argues that ‘silence does 

not come from any language, it is, however language’s outside’ (Blanchot 57). These 

interpretations seem close to the mystical silence where language starts stuttering at the 

climax of expression of the ethereal and the elusive mystical truth. One may argue that 

Shams’ concept of the Third Script is the ultimate expression of this mystical truth in 

absolute silence-it calls for expression while one loses all the means of expression due to 

the inability of human language because the mystical truth stands beyond and outside of 

language and, therefore, becomes-silence.  
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2.6 Mystical Alter-ego: Khidr 

What you seek for, you become (Rūmī 79).  

In Islamic tradition, Khidr is a mystical master who is beyond time and space and can 

appear to Sufis in different shapes at different places and times. In fact, he is a quasi- 

metaxu [between] who intermediates between the holy spirit (God) and the traveller of 

the knowledge of God. He is the mediator between the invisible and the visible, between 

Heaven and Earth. As Corbin argues, Khidr is the master of masterless Sufis and usually 

appears in their way in order to guide them toward knowledge of God, giving them 

theophanic experience, a visible manifestation, in the mid-ground (alam-al mithal) 

between the spirit and the human. The theophanic experience of meeting Khidr brings the 

presence of God into the physical world of humans by connecting the spirit from Heaven 

to the Earth. In fact, through a vertical line of connection between God and human, Khidr 

enlightens the heart of the wayfaring Sufi. In many cases, this experience is considered a 

mystical re-birth in which the wayfarer’s spirit’s eye is opened.25 

Hafiz: 

 I was saved from the sorrows in the dawn 

As I was given the water of life in the dark of night 

I lost my self because of the sparkling rays of the spirit 

                                                        
25 Henri Corbin’s analysis of Khidr’s importance in Shi’i Sufism beautifully explains that:  

What we have learned about the 'disciples of Khidr,' the transhistorical meaning of the affiliation 

which unites them vertically with the invisible celestial assembly, implies the idea of a tradition 

whose line is vertical, longitudinal (from Heaven to Earth), a tradition whose moments are 

independent of the causality of continuous physical time but relate to what Ibn 'Arabi calls the 

tajdid al-khalq, the recurrence of the creative act, that is, the Theophany. Iconographically 

speaking, the contrast between the two concepts of tradition might be linked to the contrast 

between an image whose elements are disposed according to the laws of classical perspective and 

an image in which they are superimposed in accordance with a vertical projection, as in Chinese 

painting or the image of the Ka’ba (in miniatures) (91). 
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I was given wine from the goblet of revelations 

(Ganjoor, Sonnet 183) 

 

It is not surprising that the Persian Sufi poet Hafiz (1325/26–1389/90) wrote this poem 

about the early morning epiphany that transformed him into a mystic poet. Note that 

Hafiz in Farsi means “someone who has memorized all the verses of Qur’an,” or 

someone who knows Qur’an by heart, and that is why he was also known as lesan-al qaib 

(the tongue of the absent). Figuratively, this epithet meant that he had the knowledge of 

the qaib (the Absent) and could speak on behalf of the absent. In fact, it is believed that 

after years of reciting Qur’anic and mystical sayings, Hafiz bore what is known as “a 

spiritual child” through an epiphany. As Corbin explains, it is impossible to prove God, 

therefore there is no other answer than to “make oneself capable of God.” Corbin further 

explain this by referring to Rūmī in Mathnawi:  

each of our eternal individualities is a word, a divine Word, emitted by the Breath 

of Divine Compassion. When this Word penetrates the mystic’s heart (as it 

penetrates Maryam through the Angel’s Breath), that is, when the ‘secret of his 

Lord’ unfolds to his consciousness, when divine inspiration invests his heart and 

soul, ‘his nature is such that there is born within him a spiritual Child (walad 

ma'nawi) … (172) 

 

This Spiritual Child is created when the soul gives birth to the mystical self. As 

previously explained, the Sufi must look after this child and nourish its spirit through 

moraqaba (self-maintenance). Once the Sufi’s spiritual child is born, the heart of the Sufi 

starts shining as an interior vision. In other words, because of the theophany or the 

experience of the proximity to God (as the outside) the Sufi experiences the epiphanic 

knowledge of God. The Sufi empties himself of his ego (nafs), the spirit enters his soul, 

and a new mystical self (jan) is reborn. This process of mystical individuation and 
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transformation is the major goal of Sufism, and the Sufi oftentimes achieves it at the price 

of the denial of the ego.  

 

2.7 Shath: the selfless Sufi’s ecstatic utterance 

 

I examined the circumspect wisdom, 

(And) I will eventually make myself mad 

(Rūmī, Mathnavi, Second Vol., Part. 54) 

 

All true language is incomprehensible, like the chatter of Beggars’ Teeth 

(Attributed to Antonin Artaud) 

 

 

In his study of Sufis’ ecstatic expressions (shathiyat), Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (1985), 

Carl W. Ernst uses works of famous Sufis such as Ruzbihan and Sarraj in order to 

investigate the implications of shath (Sufis’ ecstatic utterances and speeches). He 

believes that “the first and most important feature that can be investigated through shath 

is the nature of selfhood, divine and human. The second feature is transcendence of the 

created, expressed as ‘the isolation of the eternal from the temporal,’ which is the way of 

unification—once the Sufis experience the proximity to God, they enter into the realm of 

eternity, which is reflected in their temporal experience of time. The third feature is the 

paradoxical stress on ‘unknowing’ as “the only way to reach real knowledge” (Ernst 25). 

Ernest goes further to explain the unusual and provocative forms of expression in 

shathiyat, which are interpreted as “divine madness,” “perception of the divine presence 

in nature,” and “saintly boasting” (25). In Sufi literature, usually this state of ‘divine 

madness’ is expressed through the concept of shaydaee (mystical euphoria), which 

usually comes after the theophanic experience, a state in which the Sufi becomes selfless 

(az khod bi-khod) yet so happy at theophany that he or she seems and sounds euphoric.   
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It is believed that in extreme cases of the denial of the self in order to let the spirit 

enter the Sufi’s soul, the Sufi experiences a kind of intoxication and ecstasy that leads 

him/her to utter speech that sounds heretical and nonsensical. However, Sufis 

experiencing this theophany believe that it is the spirit that speaks through Sufis as  

medium. This speech is called shath (ecstatic utterance), and is said to demonstrate the 

loss of human selfhood and attainment of the divine self.  Speaking to this kind of 

chanelling, a famous Sufi named Bayazid once said: “My ‘I am’ is not ‘I am,’ because I 

am He, and I am ‘he is he.’” (qtd in Ernst 26). As Ernst writes:  

This saying reports on an experience of deification that the Sufis codified under 

the phrase, “he is He (huwa huwa).” This phrase stands for the doctrine of God’s 

gift of divine qualities to the primordial man in the pre-creational state. … In 

another saying, made perhaps after his thirty years of incredible austerities, 

Bayazid addressed God thus: “you were a mirror for me, and then I became the 

mirror.” This metaphor is one of the fundamental symbols in mystical literature 

throughout the world; the mirror held up to the divine reality denotes the purified 

conscience that reflects the form of the real self without obscurity or distortion. … 

Later mystics will call this the clothing with divine selfhood (iltibas). Bayazid has 

also presented transformation of identity in the opposite image of a snake 

shedding its skin: “I shed my self (nafs) as a snakes sheds its skin, then I looked at 

myself, and behold! I was He (ana huwa). (Ernst 26)  

 

These are wonderful examples of symbolic speech that demonstrate the Sufi sense of 

radical transformation of the self. The renowned shath by Mansur al-Hallaj (Abū al-

Muġīṭ Husayn Manṣūr al-Ḥallāğ) (858–922) is one of the most quoted examples of 

Sufis’ ecstatic utterances. In this speech, Hallaj feels that his self is replaced by the Truth 

(God):  

Is it You or I? That would be two gods in me; 

    far, far be it from You to assert duality! 

The “He-ness” that is Yours is in my nothingness 

        forever; 

     my “all” added to Your “All” would be a 

        double disguise. 

But where is Your Essence, from my vintage point 
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         when I see You, 

      since my essence has become plain in the  

           place where I am not? 

And where is Your face? It is the object of 

my gaze, 

     whether in my inmost heart or in the glance 

 of my eye. 

Between You and me there is an “I am” that 

      battles me, 

       So take away, by Your grace, this “I am” 

 from in between. (qtd. in Ernst 27-28)  

  

And: 

A’nal Haq: I am the Truth.  

 

And: 

I saw my Lord with the eye of the heart 

I asked, ‘Who are You?’ He replied, ‘You.’ (qtd. in Eliade 523) 

 

Despite that conservative Muslims at the time accused him of heresy and later executed 

him, Hallaj’s utterances actually refer to a Qur’anic truth that is believed by Muslims to 

explain the intimacy/proximity of godhead and humans in Islam in general: 

And indeed We have created man, and We know what his ownself whispers to 

him. And We are nearer to him than his jugular vein (by Our Knowledge). 

(Qur’an, verse 50:16) [trans. By Muhsin Khan]26 

 

When the gnostic like Hallaj, returned from their ascent into the divine realm to the 

worldly reality, they confess that they saw no existence there except One Real Being 

(God). Consequently, they see that all multiplicities—the distinct, separate entities of 

everyday life—fade away and they feel drowned in absolute Oneness, and their 

intelligence is lost in the higher intelligence of God. Therefore, once they come back 

from this higher state of mystical drunkenness they become dumb and can’t recall 

anything—even themselves—but God. (Rūmī beautifully explains this condition in his 

poem “Mute dream” which I explained earlier in the text). Some Sufis believe that these 

                                                        
26 http://quran.com/50/16 
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utterances shouldn’t be exposed to the public and need to be hidden among Sufi teachings 

to be discussed only by reliable Sufis because they are often misunderstood and 

misinterpreted by those who do not know the utterances’ deeper implications of these 

utterances. In fact, they dramatize the key point about language and the unsayable—i.e. a 

whole category of language as experience is invented here in forms of paradox, verbal 

play and spiritual boasting that is supposed to embody spiritual truth and the experience 

of divine unity.   

 

 

2.8 Mystical Vision 

 

Hatef Isfehani (1783): 

 

Open the heart’s eye to see the soul 

To see what can’t be seen 

You’ll go beyond the limits of directions 

To see the width of nowhere land 

You’ll hear what the ear hasn’t heard 

And you’ll see what the eye hasn’t seen. (Ganjoor) 

 

Rūmī: 

There are thousands of years of distance between you and the Unseen 

(but) once you go through the heart’s way, it’s (only) one step (Ganjoor, Shams’ 

Divan, Sonnet 435). 

 

The ultimate goal of Sufi teachings is to achieve the knowledge of God through the union 

of the Sufi’s self with God’s spirit. Once this union takes place, a vision starts growing in 

the Sufi’s heart. In Sufism, the concept of the heart’s eye or the spirit’s eye refers to the 

Sufi’s interior vision of God. The heart’s eye usually addresses metaphysical and 

incorporeal entities that will never come to the domain of eyesight; it refers to the interior 

vision that the Sufi achieves by meditating on the outside (God) in order to transcend the 

limits of conventional observation and knowledge. When this happens, the brain’s 
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spiritual sensitivity can be raised up to a higher level. In fact, understanding the ineffable 

God requires a specific insight and vision that can be achieved through esoteric 

meditation.27  

The birth of this interior vision gives the Sufi the ability to experience the Real 

life where God is omnipresent, and as a result this vision gives him/her the ability to be 

transformed into a higher life and the ability to transform other entities.  

It is a form of mysticism that is transformative since it is constantly acting to 

present the world in new and different images, through new and different 

experiences. (Adonis 173) 

 

The transformative characteristic of mystical vision is reflected in many Sufi 

writings, where it is sometimes referred to as “alchemy.” Shah Nematollah Vali (1330 - 

1431), a Persian Sufi mystic and poet who studied the writings of the Sufi philosopher 

and mystic Ibn ‘Arabi, in one of his poems displays the creative forces of mystical 

“seeing” and shows how it can be a transformative means of both expression and 

teaching when practised properly by the mystics: 

By our gaze, we turn the dust of the way into the alchemy  

We heal hundreds of heart-aches by a look from the corner of our eye 

We are so glad and happy despite the fact we are imprisoned in our appearances,  

Watch what we do in the realm of meaning!  

(Ganjoor, Sonnet 1211) 

 

                                                        
27 Although the Muslim mystical concept of the heart’s eye can be compared to the Eastern term 

“third eye” or “heaven’s eye” in Chinese Qigong, it is fundamentally different from them. While 

a Sufi’s heart’s eye is opened by the light of God (which is God’s love), which is sought in the 

Sufi’s journey toward the knowledge of God, the Eastern and Chinese concepts of the third eye or 

heaven’s eye refer to a symbolic point or aperture that can be opened in order to let the energy 

vibration of the brain correspond with the energy around one and with nature. It is believed that 

when this happens one sees things that are beyond what people who have not opened their third 

eye can see. In the Chinese and the Eastern contexts (which are influenced by Chinese Qigong), 

the third eye is located at the end of the spiritual valley, which allows the echo or resonant energy 

to exit and enter. It is believed that by opening the third eye, one also might attain the capability 

of telepathy.  

 



 

 87 

The Sufi poets use language to create images that show the power of the alchemy 

of language to shape thoughts. At the same time Sufis strive to penetrate into the deeper 

levels of life where the mysteries of existence lie. In this way, Sufis wish to elevate life 

and themselves to a transcendent level. Sufis’ heart’s eye vision enables them to both 

visualize and feel the presence of the ineffable. In this mystical imagination, they create 

mystical forms—forms that are both real and unreal as they are shaped in the in-between 

space of the sensible and the invisible.  

 

2.9 Mystical Imagination 

 

No matter how long I may look at an image, I shall never find anything in it but 

what I put there. It is in this fact that we find the distinction between an image and 

a perception. (Sartre ii) 

 

Imagination, in a general sense, is the faculty that helps us form new ideas, images or 

concepts in relation to external objects that are not present to our senses. As a result, it is 

a means to understand and perceive art, literature, and mysticism. Imagination is a faculty 

of the mind that plays an important role in understanding elusive entities. Here I turn to 

French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) and his discussion of imagination. 

Sartre makes a distinction between perception and imagination. According to him 

imagination does not involve the perception of “mental images,” it rather reveals the 

capacities of consciousness in understanding of phenomena. The contemporary 

translators of Sartre’s book The Imagination (2012) [1936] Kenneth Williford and David 

Rudrauf aptly explains in the introduction of the book that “the imagination is the vehicle 

of relation to nothingness par excellence” (xiii). In other words, imagination is the 

medium for understanding the world even when it looks strange and incomprehensible. 

http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/faculty#m_en_gb0284790.001
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/view/
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/idea#m_en_gb0398320.001
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/view/
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/concept#m_en_gb0169720.001
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/external#m_en_gb0282230.001
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/view/
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/search?q=not
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/present#m_en_gb0658880.001
http://english.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/sense#m_en_gb0755150.001
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Obviously in English the word is the same but the Sufi mystical theosophical idea about 

the “Imagination” is completely different from later ideas of creative invention on the 

face of it. In Sufism, it is through a specific mystical faculty of imagination (Active 

Imagination) that Sufis relate to God (as nothingness/invisible). Imagination helps us 

create images in the consciousness in order to understand things.  

Things keep emitting ‘simulacra’, ‘idols’, which are just sheaths. These sheaths 

have all the qualities of the object–content, shape, etc. And it is exactly the case 

that they are objects. Once emitted, they exist in themselves, just like the emitting 

object, and can wander in the air for some undetermined time. Perception will 

occur when a sensory apparatus encounters and absorbs one of these sheaths. 

(Sartre 6)   

 

It seems that the Sufi imagination works in the same way that Sartre explains the function 

of imagination: 

  Hafiz: 

   Oh deliverer of the wine, give me a glass of wine because it is not clear 

What the writer (transcriber) of the Unseen (qaib) did behind the sheath of 

secrets. (Ganjoor, Sonnet 141) 

 

  In other words, Sufis must use their imagination in order to perceive God. And it 

seems that Sufi poets’ imagination embeds both the definitions provided by Sartre, but 

there are a few more features that differentiate the meaning and implications of 

imagination in Sufis’ mystical writing and activities. The first distinctive difference is 

that Sufi’s imagination is a means that mediates the presence of the Divine. According to 

aniconism in Islam (opposition to the use of icons or visual images to depict religious 

figures) we are not able to comprehend God and create a just image of Him as He is 

beyond understanding and images. In other words, our human imagination is unable to 

depict the image of God.28  

                                                        
28 God is the only entity that can create everything through simply imagining which makes them 

“Be.” The following Qur’anic verses refer to the Muslim belief that God created the world by 
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  However, Sufis believe that there is an elevated and spiritually charged 

imagination. It is the result of achieving the mystical vision that can work as a mediator 

for understanding the image and presence of God through creating specific Sufic forms 

and images. Following Sufi scholars such as Ibn ‘Arabi, the scholar of Islamic studies 

Henri Corbin (1930-1978) have called this kind of imagination “Active” or “theophanic” 

imagination--a faculty of mystical imagining in-between human imagination and the 

divine God. Active imagination creates forms that address the presence of God and the 

holy in spite of the fact that Sufis acknowledge the impossibility of the expression of the 

face of God. Al-Niffari argues: “The more you see, the narrower the means of expressing 

it” (qtd. in Adonis 95). God in Sufism is a constant mystery present at any moment 

however there are moments that Sufis feels the presence of God, in those moments the 

invisible (God, Absolute, Infinity) becomes visible as revelation. In his regard, the Syrian 

poet and writer Adonis makes a distinction between Greek and Muslim artists:  

Artists in Islam replace imitation with the creation of ‘artistic things’, as opposed 

to things in reality. Those before them [especially the Greek] try to ‘depict’ the 

world, in one form or another, whereas the Muslim artist tries to construct another 

world inside this world. The primary interest of the former is the thing, but the 

primary interest of the Muslim is to create because the thing represents a link and 

it did not have an existence on its own. Before Islam the artist saw with the eye of 

the body, but in Islam the artist sees with the eye of the heart” . . . “The first 

perceive the world as an existence–perched in front of him, which has material 

weight. The second sees the world as postponed Suspended . . . The first is 

concerned with the objectivity of existence while the second is concerned with its 

essence. (Adonis 175-76) 

                                                                                                                                                                     
saying, “Be”: 

He created the heavens and Earth with truth. The day He says “Be!” it is. His speech is Truth... 

(Surat al-An'am, 73) 

Our Word to a thing when We will it is just to say to it “Be!” and it is. (Surat an-Nahl, 16:40) 

[trans. By Mohsin Khan) http://quran.com/16 
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The “essence” of existence is immanent in all creation but cannot be seen or be 

depicted by human eyes, that is why it is “suspended” for almost all humans. However 

the Sufis achieve an insight in their path toward the knowledge of God that helps them 

see this essence and bring it into expression and presence through a specific kind of Sufi 

imagination: theophanic or Active imagination. 

 As Henri Corbin argues “…the soul itself is His organ of perception” (151). 

 It is important to note that spiritual experiences that refer to the perception of God are 

not necessarily sensory perceptions; rather they are what Henri Corbin calls “imaginal” 

(xi) experiences, which border the spiritual and the material. The “imaginal realm,” 

according to Corbin, is the place of Shi’a Sufi creativity. It is a concept generous enough 

to embrace both the spiritual and the aesthetic (Corbin xix). Corbin further writes: “The 

active Imagination guides, anticipates, molds sense perception; that is why it transmutes 

sensory data into symbols . . . This theophanic perception is accomplished in the ‘alam 

al-mithal, whose organ is the theophanic Imagination” (80). It is in the theophanic 

Imagination that the encounter between Heaven and Earth, the invisible and visible takes 

place. 

            Alam al-mithal, or the imaginal realm/world is the realm where the reason and 

imagination meet—a sort of imagination that mediates between human reasoning and 

divine being. This mediated realm is displayed in two directions: on one hand, human 

reason transcends itself by rising above itself toward the divine and, as a result, attaining 

the plane of active imagination (a quality that is shared by lower levels of the divine 

realm). On the other hand, divinity has created a range of “internmediate beings” such as 

angelic forms that co-create the universe, in order to bring into expression the concrete 
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forms of the world.  

In Beyond Death (2010), Firoozeh Papan-Matin writes: “The knowledge past 

reason is a spectrum similar to light; it illuminates what is still not in sight” (79). It is the 

light of heart that illuminates the creation of both its tiniest entities and the universe as a 

whole. The more one gets closer to God the more enlightened the world becomes to 

him/her. The main tool for achieving this knowledge is the love of God. Cultivating this 

love starts with the practice of loving everything in the universe as creations of God and 

reflections of His proximity. This is why most of Sufi writing is immersed in love and 

sensuality (especially Rūmī’s texts). In other words, it is this love that opens the heart’s 

eye to the unseen. Through the practice of love, all the wonders of creation are revealed 

in one’s “inner sight” (infitah). As the Sufi gets closer to God s/he sees more intense 

wonders and illuminations, which as ‘Ayn al-Qudat believes, cannot be expressed in 

language. These wonders are inaccessible to language because they are ineffable: beyond 

the kind of meaning that language usually communicates.  

He (‘Ayn al-Qudat) explains that insight (basirat) attains pre-eternal truths 

through intuition (hads). At this stage, the act of perception as well as the 

perceived are still mediated. The relationship between insight (basirat) and the 

obtained truths is established through sense perception (al-idrak al-hissi). This 

understanding involves traversing an infinite distance that has no terminus. 

Paradoxically, this distance consists of stages whose finitude becomes apparent 

only when any given stage is mastered by the wayfarer. (Papan-Matin 79-80)  

 

However, Persian Sufis demonstrate that there is an in-between space where these 

wonders and illuminations can be partially manifested. The Sufi reaches this in-between 

space after passing through several stages of tests and trials. Having finally reached it, 

Sufi theology holds that the perfected Sufi can communicate with an Angel that delivers 

divine knowledge. Henri Corbin elaborates:     
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Iranian Islam preserved the objective existence of the intermediate world, the 

world of subsistent Images (‘alam al-mithal) or immaterial bodies, which 

Suhrawardi calls the cosmic ‘Intermediate Orient.’ Concomitantly it preserved the 

prerogative of the Imagination which is the organ of this intermediate world, and 

with it the specific reality of the events, the theophanies, enacted in it, a reality in 

the fullest sense, though it is not the physical, sensory, historical reality of our 

material being. This world is the scene of Suhrawardi’s symbolic dramaturgy. His 

work includes a complete cycle of Recitals of Initiation in Persian, which are a 

continuation of the Avicennan Recitals. … The theme is always the Quest of, and 

encounter with, the angel who is the Holy Spirit and the Active Intelligence, the 

Angel of Knowledge and Revelation. (21-22) 

  

Suhrawardi called this alam al-mithal the ‘ “Middle Orient” of celestial Souls, whose 

organ is the “theophanic Imagination” ’ (36).  This is “the world of real and subsistent 

Images” (39).  

After studying both Ibn ‘Arabi’s and Suhrawardi’s interpretations of the Sufic 

forms and images that indirectly reflect the presence of the divine through the act of 

Active Imagination in the Middle Orient, one can assume that both writers meant the 

same thing although they used different terms. These images are  “theophanic forms” 

(mazahir) that are neither merely corporeal nor merely spiritual.  

In Suhrawardi and the School of Illumination (1997), the scholar of religion 

Mehdi Amin Razavi refers to works of Suhrawardi such as The Chant of Gabriel’s Wing 

in order to show that these theophanic forms are “archetypal realities.” Suhrawardi’s 

writings reflect his belief that only those whose hearts are illuminated through Sufism can 

witness these archetypal realities: 

The nature of the archetypal world is such that human consciousness can have a 

vision of these abstract and incorporeal beings. Imaginal beings are realities that 

transcend place and time but are as real, if not more real, than the corporeal world. 

… Describing the archetypal worlds, Suhrawardi uses several terms that are 

uniquely his own such as “nowhere but prosperous land” (nakuja abad), “Ruinous 

but prosperous land” (kharab abad) and “the city of the soul” (shahristan-i jan), 

all of which he identifies as the eighth domain (iqlim-i hashtum). Henri Corbin 

refers to this domain as mundus imaginalis and considers it to be a level of reality 
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that has no external existence and yet is real, in fact, more real than the external 

world, the seemingly real. This real world therefore is the “imaginal” as opposed 

to “imaginary” which implies both non-real and non-existence. (Amin Razavi 87).  

 

 Referring to Suhrawardi’s unique vocabulary, Amin Razavi explains that 

according to him, this “imaginal domain” is seen as “the ontological origin of the 

corporeal world” (87). The imaginal forms that are suspended in the in-between world of 

the imaginal are not fixed entities like those in the world of Plato’s Ideas. The Sufi 

imaginal forms suspend between the two material world and spiritual world. 

It seems that the invisible presence of God is the condition of possibility for the 

creation of these forms, and they cannot be seen by unbelievers or by those who do not 

pay specific spiritual attention to the teachings that Sufis suggest. However, once the  

“eyes of heart” start looking for these forms, they appear as visions and insights about 

God’s proximity to humanity. In other words, the Sufi practices that encourage spiritual 

insight enables the Sufi to “see” what is unseen.  

It is important to know that for Suhrawardi these “suspending archetypes” 

(muthul mu’allaqah) are different from Plato’s forms or archetypes, which he regards to 

be in the fixed world of archetypes. The suspending archetypes, which are between the 

corporeal world (alam-i barzakh), and the angelic world (alam-i qahriah) are not only 

numerous but also independent of place and time, which explains why the external senses 

are unable to see them except in rare and small glimpses.  

The imaginal world is the spiritual topography of a domain that can only be seen 

by those who have turned away from the sensus communis (common sense) and rely on 

spiritual hermeneutics (ta’wil). … Seeing the archetypes requires transcending all 

obstacles in order to go beyond what Suhrawardi symbolically refers to as the Qaf 
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mountain. Then one reaches the mysterious cities of the world of suspending archetypes 

where such spiritual entities reside. In the Hikmat al-ishraq, Suhrawardi mentions several 

cities of the imaginal world, all of which belong to the eighth domain. They are Jabilqa, 

Jabirsa and Hurqalya, the cities which are “nowhere”. According to Suhrawardi, in the 

last one, wonders exist.  

For Suhrawardi, Hurqalya represents the archetypes of the heavenly bodies whose 

harmonious functioning produces a sublime music that only those who are discoverers 

and seekers of the truth can hear. In fact, the beauty of the wonders of Hurqalya, which 

those who have purified themselves can only experience through the inner senses, 

represents the sacred world of the Sufis whose journey has reached its climax. 

Suhrawardi analogizes the status of this perfect man with God since both the Sufi master 

and God can create archetypes, a state of being that Suhrawardi calls “Be” (kun), 

referring to the Qur’anic verse in which God creates the world by saying, “Be”, and it 

was. …Suhrawardi concludes by saying that the outward beauties, shapes and forms of 

this world have their ontological roots in the mundas imaginalis, a world that is real but 

accessible only to a few. “Nowhere land”, therefore, is the place that transcends the world 

of forms, time, and space. It is a land only reached by the seeker of truth who has 

suffered on the path and whose psyche has been opened to the unseen worlds (Amin 

Razavi 88-89).  

In regard to the contemporary interpretation of the Unseen and the inability of 

humans to represent that through conventional sign systems, in his fascinating book 

Sufism and Surrealism (2005), the Syrian-Lebanese author/poet Ali Ahmad Said Esber, 

known usually by his pseudonym Adonis, investigates a specific convergence of ideas in 
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Sufism and Surrealism. While they may initially look as two opposite extremes, Adonis 

draws convincing parallels between Islamic mysticism and aesthetic and atheistic 

surrealism. He believes that atheism does not necessarily imply a rejection of Sufism, just 

as Sufism does not necessarily imply a belief in a traditional religion or faith; they are 

both related to the metaphysical, and both seek to say what cannot be said. Adonis’ 

analysis explores the similarity between surreal images/ideas and Sufic imaginal forms. 

Adonis draws analogies between the work of French surrealist poet Arthur Rimbaud  

unknown layer(s) of reality in which new and unconventional forms and ideas take shape.   

 

 

2.10 Mystical Time 

 

The representations of time in Sufism are different from the linear time that is estimated 

by clocks. Since the Sufi’s goal is to communicate with the invisible God who is beyond 

worldly time and space, Sufi’s temporality addresses aspects of time that are not 

perceivable by regular means. Heart, as explained before, is one important means of 

perception in Sufism, and Sufis occasionally refer to the heart when they want to address 

Sufic time (dahr). The clock time is usually mere relations between points originating in 

time. When we speak of time, we usually refer to an entity that we can divide into 

different parts with the concepts of beginning, middle, and end. Even linear conceptions 

of universal clock time admit of sub-patterns that continuously repeat, like days or 

seasons. According to Sufism, on the other hand, there are two major types of time, 

zaman-e sarmadi (continuous) and zaman-e dahri (timeless/eternal). There are several 

Qur’anic examples of using sarmadi (continuous) time that refer to the continuous flow 

of time without an end: 
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Say (O Muhammad PBOH): “Tell me! If Allah made night continuous for you till 

the Day of Resurrection, who is an ilah (a god) besides Allah who could bring you 

light? Will you not then hear? (Qur’an, Al.Qasas 28:71) [trans. By Muhsin 

Khan]29 

 

The Sufi understanding of time as something that has a definite end is influenced, 

like many other motifs, by the conceptualizations of time in the holy Qur’an and ḥadīth 

qudsī. The apocalyptic appearance of the twelfth Shi’i Imam mahdī is conceptualized in 

terms of eternal time. The Qur’an prophesies that Mahdī will restore Islam at the end of 

time; in other words, he will terminate the worldly time that exists outside an eternal time 

that has no beginning and end, no before and after—just a mystical nothingness (adam).  

However, the main mystical time in Sufism is zaman-e dahri (God’s Time) which 

considers God as the Time—God is eternity, He is beyond the worldly time which means 

that He is before and after all the entities. 

In his article “Ibn al-‘Arabī’s Concept of Time” Gerhard Böwering refers to the 

works of Annemarie Schimmel, who addresses the concept of time in the mystical poetry 

of Jalāl ad-Dīn ar-Rūmī and other Persian mystics. Böwering shows how Ibn al-‘Arabī 

created a vision of time that links three principal notions that had been part of Islam for 

centuries: dahr, zamān and waqt. His philosophical thoughts combine an “atomistic” 

notion of time as waqt, a theological vision of time as dahr, and a partly cosmological, 

partly relative understanding of time as zamān (112). However, in this discussion, the 

focus is more on the theological vision of time as dahr, which is “the time possessed by 

God” (116); dahr has no beginning and end (azal and abad). With reference to Ibn al-

‘Arabī’s work entitled The Book of Time (Kitāb az-zamān), Böwering continues:  

                                                        
29 http://quran.com/28 
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Ibn al-‘Arabī (d. 638/1240), a roughly contemporary mystic (to Rūmī) and an 

important philosopher writing in Arabic, was captivated by the canonical tradition 

of a ḥadīth qudsī, “I am time (dahr),” a majestic utterance of the Eternal calling 

Himself dahr. With this tradition and its variant, “God is time (dahr),” as starting 

point, Ibn al-‘Arabī developed a vision of time that is unique in medieval Islam. 

(Böwering 108-9) 

 

It is not surprising that, as explained before, there is a special focus on the human heart as 

the means to attain proximity to the godhead. And as “God is time (dahr),” there is an 

immediate relation between the human heart and godly time (dahr, or Eternity). In a 

discussion that may confuse the reader due to the complicated implications of time in 

Islam, Böwering refers to Ibn al-A’rabi’s development of the theory of dahr (God as 

time) and compares its nature to the nature of the human heart (qalb). As qalb in Arabic 

means heart, it directly associates dahr (God) because the meaning of qalb is change. In 

fact, “God makes the heart fluctuate from one mood to another (taqlīb)” and God (dahr) 

is the source of all the changes:  

The nature of time (dahr) also includes change; its inherent quality is transition 

(taḥawwul) and alteration (qalb). God is time. He undergoes transition in 

fashioning the forms (ṣuwar) of creation and “every day (yawm) He is upon some 

task,” as stated in the Qur’ān (55:29). . . . This insight into the presence of 

changing time in God, moreover, is rooted in the old Sufi maxim, “He who knows 

his own self, knows his Lord (man ‘arafa nafsahu ‘arafa rabbahu). (Böwering 

117)  

 

Paradoxically, while anything in the universe can be an entity, “the object ‘time’ 

is itself a nonentity. Time is an imaginary continuum that has no limit at either end” 

(121). However, the temporalities that the Sufi experiences can be a reflection of a parcel 

of that eternal time. Ibn al-‘Arabī differentiates between zamān as “some imaginary flux 

of time” and dahr as the God’s eternal time. However, he believes that the Sufi’s 

“imagination captures a trace of that dahr in the time of the present moment” (122). 

Finally, Böwering concludes: 
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there are two levels of time: that of God and that of man. Yet both levels 

transcend what we ordinarily call time because God’s time stretches out to 

eternity while man’s time shrinks to the mere instant, a dot without duration. 

Caught between these two modes, the divine everlastingness and the human 

momentariness, we humans entertain a notion of time, zamān, that is imaginary 

and subjective, though inspired by the real and objective time of dahr and waqt. 

(122) 

 

In spite of the fact that time (zaman) is a “product of our imagination,” it helps 

Sufis to interact with eternity by activating the virtual potential of that through visionary 

practices that lead the Sufi closer to God (dahr) and His eternity. “Eternity belongs to 

God alone, but God’s creature has the present moment” (123).  

In order to understand better the complicated function of time in mysticism, let us 

now look at how Rūmī uses the implications of dahr (God’s Time/God as Time) in his 

writings. Rūmī refers to the word bi-saati or bi-zamani (timelessness) in order to address 

zaman-e dahri (God’s Time), which is eternal. For Rūmī, zaman-e dahri is the 

embodiment of the presence of the ineffable God. God is beyond time: “He is the Time.”  

However, Rūmī refers only to certain theophanic moments in his experience of 

God’s Time. One should note that the only way to have access to mystical time is through 

the transcendence of the mind. Rūmī has written several poems that refer to this 

transcendent experience for which he uses the concept of time as bi-saati (timelessness). 

In the beautiful story of Daghoghi, which takes the form of a long poem, Rūmī refers to 

bi-saati to explain the almost unattainable realm of theophany. In his seminal book 

Mathnavi, Rūmī tells the story of Daghoghi, who has entered the realm of mystical time 

or timelessness and after his return from this theophanic experience. This character 

explains his experience in mystical symbolic terms. The concepts of mystical light, Sun, 

and meeting with Sun refer to the Sufi’s vision (theophany) and his inability to express it 
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in language. The following brief synopsis of the story highlights the Rūmī’s depiction of 

mystical time and its relationship to theophanic experience.  

Given that there is no known historical person by the name of Daghoghi in the 

time of Rūmī, many scholars believe that Rūmī was telling his own story through the 

character of some unknown Sufi. The Rūmī scholar Karim Zamani is certain that 

Daghoghi is Rūmī himself and believes that this story covers many aspects and themes in 

Sufi mysticism (or irfan and tassavof) (Zamani 500) [Translated from Farsi to English by 

the author]. The story of Daghoghi, a traveling Sufi, is an astonishing report of a mystical 

journey in the borderline between land and sea. His quest is to find the ‘friend in 

humans,’ ‘the Qalzam port in a drop’ [of water] and the ‘sun in an atom’, all of which 

address proximity and nearness to the godhead and its divine presence in the smallest 

entities.   

In Daghoghi’s journey, he reaches the seashore and suddenly seven candles 

appear to him with bewildering lights that ascend to the sky. No one can see the candles 

but Daghoghi. The seven candles become one candle and then that single candle becomes 

seven candles again. This astonishes Daghoghi to the extent that he faints. When he 

wakes up, the seven candles have turned into seven illuminated men whose light ascends 

to the sky. The seven men also become seven trees with branches full of fruits. 

Bewildered, Daghoghi asks himself why so many men and women pass by these trees but 

don’t see them. The seven trees become one before again splitting into seven trees. 

Finally, they stand for prayer while becoming seven men again.  

With astonishment, Daghoghi approaches them in order to see who they are and 

greet them. They call Daghoghi’s name to say hello back and Daghoghi is surprised that 
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they know his name. They say that they know all secrets because Sufis see every secret of 

the world in their mystical vision, and therefore they also know the reason for his 

bewilderment and wonder. They ask Daghoghi to become the Imam of their collective 

prayer, and he and they start praying toward the sea. During his prayer, Daghoghi sees a 

ship lost among huge sea waves and hears passengers screaming in fear. Daghoghi and 

the seven men start praying for the passengers and, as they do, the ship gently approaches 

the shore, bringing the passengers to safety. The seven men start discussing among 

themselves whose prayer saved the passengers and the ship. Suddenly Daghoghi turns 

around and sees that there is no sign of the men—it is as if they just disappeared. He 

stays sad for years with the hope and the wish to see them again but cannot find the 

slightest mark of them. 

Rūmī’s story vividly addresses important themes in Sufism by including essential 

elements of one of the important philosophies/schools of Sufism founded by Ibn al-

‘Arabi—the “Unity of Existence” or “Oneness of Being (wahdat al-wujūd). Rūmī’s 

theophanic/active imagination creates a surreal Sufi journey. Prominent mystical themes 

such as ‘unity in multiplicity’ (wahdat dar kesrat) and ‘multiplicity in unity’ (kesrat dar 

wahdat) are conveyed through the transformation of the candles to men and trees, and of 

the seven to one and to seven.  

To this I need to add the use of the number seven as a mystical number, which is 

repeated in many Sufi writings. In this beautifully described story by Rūmī, Daghoghi 

enters into a mystical time (beyond worldly time). Below is the English translation of a 

brief passage in which Daghoghi explains his theophanic experience after meeting those 

seven disappearing men: 
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An hour of meditation with that selected group 

I was separated from myself 

 

It was in that hour that my soul got rid of the time 

Because time makes the young go old 

 

All the vanity rise from time 

The one who gets rid of time will get rid of the vanity 

If you get out of time for an hour 

Since there will be no veil, you will lose your appearance (become invisible)  

 

Time is not aware of the timelessness 

Because only bewilderment is the way to that. 

(Ganjoor, Mathnavi, Daghoghi story) 

 

 

From Rūmī’s story of Daghoghi one may draw the argument that we often live in the 

worldly time that connects our actions together in a linear way that can be estimated.  

However, once, we experience a theophany, we enter the realm of bi-saati (in Rūmī’s 

words), which is timelessness/eternity and equal to (zamane dahri, God’s Time). In other 

words, we must overcome the course of worldly time in order to enter into the experience 

of pure Time, which is God’s in Islamic mysticism.  

 

*** 

 

2.11 CONCLUSION 

 

Rūmī: 

Even though you tie a hundred knots 

the string remains one. (Shah 228) 

In conclusion, one can argue that even a contemporary rendering of Persian medieval 

Islamic mysticism can lead us to claim that the goal of Sufism is creation through 

transformation. In support of this claim, the mystical themes and concepts discussed in 
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this chapter will be connected, in the next chapter, to themes and concepts in Gilles 

Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence. This branch of philosophy, initially developed by 

the Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632 –1677) addresses continuous genesis by the 

divine forces of “creative nature.” Making this connection will show the supremacy of 

creation, expression and imagination in both Persian medieval Sufism and immanence 

philosophy over representation. In other words, Sufi aesthetics encourage immanent 

thinking, imagination, and creation, which are all pivotal elements of the philosophy of 

immanence.  
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Chapter 3 

 

 Philosophy of Immanence 

 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 

A new image of thought—a new conception of what thinking means is the task of 

philosophy today. This is where philosophy, no less than the sciences and the arts, 

can demonstrate its capacity for mutations and new “spaces.” (Deleuze DI 93) 

 

How does perception work when it comes to complicated ideas such as God’s 

presence, spirit, and immanence? In order to find an answer to this question, this chapter 

gives a brief explanation of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s philosophy of immanence 

and combines their ideas in a discussion with some ideas and concepts from Sufism. The 

aim of this chapter is to show the relationship between mysticism’s transcendence and 

Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence: How can the transcendent experience of proximity 

to the Divine (God) be an immanent experience? In other words, how can the outside 

operate from inside? I argue that, according to the pantheistic aspect of mysticism in 

which the whole of creation is the manifestation of the Divine (God), the Divinity 

(transcendence) is already immanent to creation. To support this idea, I refer to the 

emphasis that Deleuze puts on the univocity of Being, on spiritual automaton, and on the 

importance of expression rather than representation associated with the mystical concepts 

of the Unity of Being and the non-representational image of  (imageless) God.  

While in mysticism the whole universe is the expression of a Divine Being (God) 

that cannot be represented, Deleuze also believes that the whole universe and all the 

entities are the expression of One Being/life. Following Spinoza, Deleuze believes that 

there is no external origin to Divine creation; however, one cannot represent this Divine 



 

 104 

creation because it expresses itself through the invisible flow of life that passes through 

everything. This leads us to consider spirituality as an important element in Deleuze’s 

apparently materialistic philosophy. Once, according to Deleuze, we become 

imperceptible by losing subjectivity, the empty space of the self should be filled with 

something; otherwise we will become mad.  

The task of perception entails pulverizing the World, but also one of spiritualizing 

its dust. (Deleuze F 99) 

 

3.2 Philosophy of Immanence 

The concept of immanence is pivotal to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s philosophy. 

Deleuze was not the first thinker who referred to immanence: Long before his 

philosophical conceptualization of immanence, philosophers such as Spinoza, Kant, and 

Hegel also worked with this concept. However, Deleuze, with the collaboration with 

Felix Guattari, especially in their last book What is philosophy? (1991), contributed a 

different meaning to the history of the concept of immanence. Although for D&G 

immanence serves several meanings, for this thesis, their use of the conception of 

immanence is discussed in the light of Neoplatonism and Spinoza’s conception of 

immanence--an ontotheological, pantheistic concept. In what follows, after a brief 

biography of the two thinkers, I will discuss the relationship between immanence and 

transcendence. 

 

Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995), who characterized himself as a “pure 

metaphysician,” was one of the most influential and prolific post-structuralist and 

materialist European thinkers of the second half of the twentieth century. Deleuze 
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conceived of philosophy as the production of concepts and assemblages of thoughts and 

ideas that mean to change life. In his magnum opus, Difference and Repetition (1968), he 

tries to develop a metaphysics adequate to contemporary mathematics and science—a 

metaphysics in which the concept of multiplicity replaces that of substance, event 

replaces essence, and virtuality replaces possibility. Deleuze is noteworthy for his 

rejection of the Heideggerian notion of the “end of metaphysics.” His friend Michel 

Foucault once quipped that the 20th century will be “Deleuzean.”  Whether Foucault was 

right or wrong doesn’t matter, but Deleuze’s influence has reached beyond philosophy.  

 

Pierre-Félix Guattari (1930-1992) was a French psychiatrist and philosopher 

and a leader of the antipsychiatry movement of the 1960s and ‘70s that challenged 

established thought in psychoanalysis, philosophy, and sociology. Trained as a 

psychoanalyst, Guattari worked during the 1950s at La Borde, a clinic near Paris that was 

noted for its innovative therapeutic practices. It was at this time that Guattari began 

analysis with the celebrated French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, whose re-evaluation of 

the centrality of the “unconscious” in psychoanalytic theory had begun attracting many 

disciples. In the mid-1960s Guattari broke with Lacan, whose thinking he felt remained 

too closely tied to Freud’s, and he founded his own clinics, the Society for Institutional 

Psychotherapy (1965) and the Centre for Institutional Studies and Research (1970).30 

 

3.3 Deleuze and Guattari’s Collaboration 

 

Inspired by the student’s anti-establishment uprising in Paris in May 1968, Deleuze and 

                                                        
30 Extracted from on-line Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
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Guattari started to collaborate and from that moment on, they engaged in a long and 

productive partnership, collaborating on several important works, including Anti-Oedipus  

(1972), A Thousand Plateaus (1980) and What Is Philosophy? (1991). Their influential 

two-volume work of antipsychoanalytic social philosophy, Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia, continues to inspire and change the philosophical, social, and political 

scene. In volume 1, Anti-Oedipus (1972), they drew on Lacanian ideas to argue that 

traditional psychoanalytic conceptions of the structure of personality are used to suppress 

and control human desire and indirectly to perpetuate the capitalist system. 

Schizophrenia, they continued, constitutes one of the few authentic forms of rebellion 

against the system’s tyrannical imperatives. In place of traditional psychoanalysis, they 

recommended a new technique inspired by the antipsychiatry movement, 

“schizoanalysis,” in which individuals are analyzed as libidinally diffuse “desiring 

machines” rather than as ego-driven Freudian subjectivities. The second volume: A 

Thousand Plateaus (1980) came out almost a decade after the first volume.31 Brian 

Massumi, the English translator of A Thousand Plateaus believes that the composition, 

content and tone of that differ extensively from Anti-Oedipus. Massumi considers A 

Thousand Plateaus, as “less a critique than a sustained, constructive experiment in 

schizophrenic, or ‘nomad’ thought” (Massumi 4). 

It is difficult to immediately understand Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s 

philosophy of immanence. This is especially so if the reader is not familiar with D&G’s 

specific style, which involves making and introducing new philosophical concepts and 

specific terms such as Body without Organs, multiplicity, becoming, deterritorialization,  

                                                        
31 Extracted from Richard Wolin’s accounts on the Encyclopedia Britannica  
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and so forth. In her overview of Deleuze’s philosophy Gilles Deleuze (2002), the 

Australian cultural theorist and scholar of Deleuze and Guattari, Claire Colebrook aptly 

writes about this difficulty: 

[Deleuze] invented his style and vocabulary with each project. No term in his 

work is capable of being defined in itself; any single term makes sense only in its 

relation to the whole which it helps to create. . . . The difficulty of Deleuze is 

tactical; his works attempt to capture (but not completely) the chaos of life. (4)  

 

Colebrook, argues that, like almost all the French post-structuralist philosophers, Gilles 

Deleuze believed that it is impossible to found knowledge on either ‘pure experience 

(phenomenology) or systematic structures (Structuralism)’: However, Colebrook believes 

that Deleuze’s thought “can be seen as a radicalisation of phenomenology” (Colebrook, 

GD 6). She writes: 

In Deleuze’s case, like many other post-structuralists, this recognized 

impossibility of organising life into closed structures was not a failure or loss but 

a cause for celebration and liberation. The fact that we cannot secure a foundation 

for knowledge means that we are given the opportunity to invent, create and 

experiment. Deleuze asks us to grasp this opportunity, to accept the challenge to 

transform life. (2) 

 

As the two thinkers decided to separate themselves from the previous 

philosophical discourse and seek a new image of thought that would change the path of 

philosophy, they tapped into a new area of concept-making. In fact, they created an 

assemblage of specific ideas, concepts, and terms in order to explain their philosophy, 

and one cannot fully understand this philosophy without familiarity with the implications 

of these terms. It is important to note that a huge, growing source of interpretation of 

Deleuze’s concepts has already been established in current social, political, feminist, and 

gender theories, and especially in cultural studies’ inter-disciplinary/post-disciplinary 

scholarship. In other words, the implication of Deleuze’s terms and concepts have been 
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transformed once they have been properly appropriated into any system-assemblage of 

theory, and this productive and creative transformation is what exactly Deleuze has asked 

all the interested scholars, artists, and theoreticians to celebrate and encourage.  

On the other hand, sometimes the implications of these terms and concepts, and 

the style of using them, have changed in the analyses and writings of other scholars 

because the terms usually refer to elusive contents. This should be taken into account 

once one starts utilizing D&G’s ideas. For example, how one can define Body without 

Organs (BwO) when it is supposed to defy signification? How can plane of immanence 

be different from BwO when they both are supposed to refer to ‘swarms of experiences’ 

and the way that vitalism moves within us, transforms others and us, and becomes human 

and inhuman experience in life.  

*** 

 

3.4 Immanence 

 

Deleuze certainly doesn’t acknowledge any transcendent idea of God. 

Nevertheless, in a number of important ways his work is consistent with the 

general logic of a cosmic pantheism, i.e. the notion that the universe and all it 

contains is a facet of a singular and absolute creative power (cf. EP, 333). 

(Hallward 4) 

 

Being inspired by both Baruch Spinoza’s (1632–1677) pantheistic philosophy and 

Fredrick Nietzsche’s (1844–1900) life-affirming philosophy, Deleuze is acclaimed as the 

“prophet of immanence” (Haynes 5). Deleuze’s key contribution to philosophy is his 

opposition to a fixed image of thought. According to him, philosophy has been occupied 

by one single image of thought and as far as we are not able to break free from that and 

create new images of thought we are not able to think in an authentic and creative way 
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that can transform life. To improve immanent thinking, Deleuze invented a series of (an 

assemblage of) theoretical concepts (such as difference, repetition, immanence, time-

image, and Body without Organs) in order to explain different aspects of his philosophy, 

including psychoanalysis, metaphysics, political theory, the history of philosophy, the 

aesthetic philosophy of arts, and science. One needs to note that in spite of the different, 

distinct phases in D&G’s philosophy, they display an internal coherency.  

Following Heidegger, Deleuze emphasized the forces of thought as a capacity that 

forms relations in order to create concepts. For example, the main reason for Deleuze’s 

obsession with the time-image is the fact that he sees the possibility of creating a concept 

(image) that can think independent of any thinking subject, a thinking that is able to 

create connection with reality in order to inspire or, to use Deleuze’s words, to “intuit” 

reality. Whereas, Heidegger suggested the end of metaphysics, Deleuze’s philosophy is, 

in fact, the introduction of a new metaphysics – usually referred to as a metaphysics of 

becoming, difference, sense, immanence, and the in-between. Deleuze insists that the task 

of philosophy is to create that “image of thought” that can create more connections 

between different and separate ideas, objects, and entities in order to show the ever-

growing relationship between different aspects of thought and reality. Accordingly, he 

expects that arts, literature, sciences, and philosophy should make concepts. As Jean-Luc 

Nancy writes: “The word ‘concept’ means this for Deleuze – making cinematic” (qtd. in 

Flaxman 7). Consequently, Deleuze’s fascination with cinema and especially the 

treatment of time in cinema led him to write two books on cinema: Cinema I (The 

Movement-Image) [1983] and Cinema II (The Time-Image) [1989].  
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Rhizome is another important term in Deleuze’s system of thought; he uses it to 

signify the architectural blueprint of almost endless connections and relations that it 

creates. It is through the net-like extension of the rhizome that a thought can release its 

virtual forces and, as a result, expand, transform, and make other thoughts transform. The 

creation of assemblages evokes new virtual forces that finally bring into the expression 

and actualize the potential forces of virtual thoughts. Deleuze believes that language, the 

unconscious, art, nature, and social practices all embody these relations in various ways, 

and therefore they embody “thought”.  

Deleuze also intended to challenge common sense, its representation of the state 

of affairs, and the established beliefs about signs and the self. Accordingly, he developed 

several original theories for understanding power, politics, social science, rituals, and the 

unconscious, which helped thinkers, artists, and researchers have a fresh understanding of 

literature, cinema, and visual arts. Because he has influenced many conceptual theories 

about the above-mentioned, he has also deeply influenced cultural studies’ critique of 

them. The cinema scholar Reidar Due, in his study of Deleuze’s philosophy, presents it as 

both a “philosophical system” and a “critical enterprise”.  

The system contains a philosophy of the mind and its place in reality. This 

philosophy of mind is applied within various domains of social reality and 

epistemology, giving rise to a series of original theories of language, sexuality, 

art, politics, history and science. The critical enterprise lends force to this system 

and its applications. The philosophy of Deleuze questions some of our most 

deeply entrenched and widely shared beliefs about thought, experience and 

reality. One can say about Deleuze’s philosophy what is often said about French 

surrealism, namely, that it aims to produce a revolution in the mind, a 

fundamental change in how we think . . . .  Deleuze seeks to replace the practical 

and rational view of reality that we derive from everyday experience with a 

philosophical speculative account of reality. A central feature of this new account 

is that the human being is not presented as a conscious centre of action and belief.  

In the philosophical tradition the concept of the ‘subject’ grants precisely such 

privileged role to human being and to self-conscious thought. Deleuze’s 
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philosophy is therefore also a critique of the concept of subject. This critique is 

not a straightforward attack or rejection; his philosophy constructs different and 

quite sophisticated arguments to show that what the philosophy of the subject 

takes as an origin or a basic premise (self-consciousness, individual freedom) is in 

fact derived from or produced within a larger process bearing no resemblance to 

objective experience. In Deleuze’s account of reality, the human being occupies a 

limited place as a process unfolding amidst other processes to which it is 

subordinated and with which it interacts (1-2).   

 

Human beings in their own way, consist of possibilities of creation through thought-

making and concept-making. These thoughts and concepts are the result of continuous 

‘becoming’ due to the vital forces of life, which can be found in any entity, at least at the 

level of the virtual. For Deleuze, the virtual is as real as the actual; however, it must pass 

the process of actualization-becoming. The virtual is the vital potential in things. It is not 

surprising that, as explained before, there is a growing field of research and creation in 

the field of vitalist philosophy of immanence. 

 In her other book, Deleuze and the Meaning of Life (2010), Colebrook aptly 

explains the implication of the urge to vitalism:  

We can understand the current and self-proclaimed turn to vitalism in two senses: 

first as continuation of Platonism (the Idea) that would be critical of any external 

or transcendent norm imposed upon life, or as in Henri Bergson, the assertion of 

the dynamism of spirit over the seductive inertia of matter. Second, and with a 

greater degree of complexity, there would be a vitalism of a quite specific and 

narrow nature that would consist of positing, in addition to life as it is given, some 

mysterious extra principle or mystical life force – an irreducible spirituality that 

would be required to explain the complexity of the world as it is. (4)  

 

This research intends to use vitalism in both its philosophical and mystical senses 

in order to investigate the life-affirming characteristic of both philosophy and mysticism. 

Life and its flow of forces and energies formulate its own ethics independent of human 

intervention. However, the task of artists, scientists, and philosophers is to facilitate this 

process through creating assemblages of concepts, multitplicities, and events. Colebrook 
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argues: “Vitalism is not one ethic among others but the way in which ethics is 

established: always on the basis of life” (44). Deleuze believes that creation and vitalism 

are inherent in life and reveal their dynamism through different concepts such as 

becoming and line of flight, which are two of several features of the ethics of the 

immanence. 

It is not surprising that Deleuze is usually known as the “philosopher of  

immanence.” One of the goals of Deleuze’s philosophy has been to encourage “belief in 

this world” (RBW 47) for the benefit of life itself. Deleuze’s philosophy opens up new 

doors for celebration of life as it is, without the imposition of abstract principles ascended 

by entities like God who controls/defines human identity and its relationship with reality. 

In this regard, Deleuze follows Spinoza, who initiated the theology and cosmology of 

‘Divine nature’ in which there is no God outside of reality that is going to transcend 

nature: For Spinoza, there is only one God, which is the desire of creation inherent, that is 

immanent, within Divine nature.  

Deleuze refers to Spinoza’s interpretation of nature as Natura naturans (Nature 

naturing) to discuss how, through unfolding, ‘Divine nature’ expresses itself in all things, 

which results in the evolution and creation in life. In fact, for Deleuze the cosmos 

consists of Divine nature in its “active sense.” Meanwhile, the human mind and 

subjectivity as a part of the cosmos affects it through the release of the mind’s virtual 

forces: thoughts. Reidar Due argues: “Immanence is the ideal of understanding reality, 

not as it appears in experience, but as it unfolds according to its own intrinsic genetic 

processes” (6). Due further argues that 

this expressive relationship entails a particular notion of causality: the expressive 

principle is cause of the finite Being that it expresses itself through, but this cause 
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is nowhere visible within experience in the manner of physical causes. The 

expressive reality by imposing its control and creative agency. As Deleuze says, 

pure immanence is ‘that which must be thought and that which cannot be thought 

. . . . It is the most intimate within thought and yet the absolute outside–an outside 

more distant than any external world because it is an inside deeper than any 

internal world’ (WIP 59). By referring to Deleuze’s argument above, Haynes 

shows the problem of the duality of transcendence versus immanence: 

Immanence purified of all relations to transcendence paradoxically becomes 

indistinguishable from transcendence. But this need not be a problem for Deleuze 

because pure immanence, or life, effectively confounds the distinction between 

immanence and transcendence such that we may view life as an immanent 

transcendence. (Haynes 15) 

 

The Medieval philosopher and theologian John Duns, usually known as Duns 

Scotus (1266-1308), and Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) had used the 

concept of univocity long before Deleuze and Guattari. He was the first thinker who 

devised the doctrine of “univocity of being,’ according to which the most abstract 

concept as existence is applicable to everything that exists. Univocity displays the 

distinction between different aspects of the same thing; it is haecceity: a person’s or 

object’s thisness--the discrete qualities, properties or characteristics of a thing which 

make it a particular thing. It is what lies in each individual thing that makes it an 

individual.  

However, for developing the concept of univocity, Deleuze rather uses Spinoza’s 

Ethics in order to show how the univocal Being can become the expression of pure 

difference. The fact that Deleuze uses accounts of a spiritual philosopher such as Spinoza 

implicates his engagement with a sort of spirituality. According to Spinoza, there is only 

one substance–God or Nature as the Divine creator–that expresses itself in the infinite. 

This is quite similar to the way that Muslims believe that God expresses Himself through 

the whole of creation. The difference is that Deleuze replaces the Divine God and 

substance with immanence and life, which is the expression of pure difference. In fact, 
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for Deleuze, substance is a living and creative force rather than a fixed entity such as 

God. In this way, whatever that is, is an expression of this creative force--life--that comes 

to expression through a process of creative differing.  

Laura Marks convincingly argues that we need to consider the Islamic inception 

of the concept of univocity as the origin of Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence. That 

Deleuze has been read only through Western modernist/postmodernist paradigms is a 

result of ghettoization of Islamic philosophy. In response, in “A Deleuzian Ijtihad” 

(2013), Marks historicizes and re-contextualizes the philosophy of immanence’s reliance 

on Deleuze’s several Islamic antecedents. Marks discusses the connection between 

Deleuze and Islamic thought by decolonizing the European philosophy and investigating 

its Islamic origins through Ibn Sînâ’s work, especially Al-Shifâ (The Healing). As Marks 

asserts, Al-Shifâ originates some of the occulted sources in Deleuze. She shows that, in 

his overturning of the subject (anti-Platonism), Deleuze found several “allies, including 

Leibniz, Spinoza, and Duns Scotus. . . . These allies, in turn, relied on concepts 

developed in Islamic Philosophy. Their source, and therefore Deleuze’s, for the concept 

of the univocity of being was ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sînâ (980-1037), the great Persian 

philosopher who lived in Bukhara and wrote in Arabic. Like other classical Islamic 

thinkers, Ibn Sînâ struggled to come up with a concept of causality that is not 

representational, responding to the Muslim concept of God as a Being beyond 

comprehension” (51-2). 

In the next section, I will discuss Deleuze’s philosophy in more detail in order to 

explore further the occasional indistinctiveness of transcendence and immanence. This 
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will reveal the similarities between Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence and mysticism’s 

pantheistic aspects. 

 

3.5 Deleuze’s Univocity of Being and Mysticism’s Unity of Being32 

 

The concept of oneness and unity is essential both to D&G and Islamic mysticism, 

however in mysticism the oneness corresponds to God as One being and entities as the 

projection/expression of that being; whereas in D&G’s philosophy the multiplicities are 

united as one without the supremacy of one over them. In fact they both deal with a 

paradox: Deleuze explains the ontology of univocity as contained in the paradoxical 

formula of ‘pluralism equals monism’ (ATP 20). Long before D&G, the mystical 

concepts of multiplicity within unity and unity within multiplicity, show how this paradox 

is reconciled in mystical Islamic Thought. On the other hand, Islamic mysticism is 

founded on the paradox of God’s omnipresence in spite of his absence, which can be 

similar to Deleuze’s contemporary rendering of univocity. As in mysticism, everything is 

the expression of an invisible/absent God. The three quotes from Deleuze and mystical 

writers below will figuratively explain this:   

A single and same voice for the whole thousand-voiced multiple, a single and 

same Ocean for all the drops, a single clamour of Being for all beings. (Deleuze 

DR 378).  

 

Rūmī: 

 

This is not incarnation, we are talking about the mere unity … 

A drop separated from that sea which is not separate … (Ganjoor, sonnet 639) 

 

You are the sea and I’m a drop, oh soul 

But the part can be the whole. (Ganjoor, sonnet 684) 

                                                        
32 I need to acknowledge that the insightful discussion of theology/Deleuze scholar Kristien 

Justaert in her book Theology After Deleuze (2012) greatly helped me in understanding and 

developing the relationship between transcendence and immanence in this chapter.   
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Following Spinoza, and by bringing together the infinite (the Divine Creator) and the 

finite (the earthly creatures), and by encouraging the subject-less ground for thinking in a 

purely pantheistic way, Deleuze problematizes transcendence and celebrates immanence. 

However, Deleuze’s thoughts can be interpreted as a kind of metaphysics that celebrates 

the divinity of life by freeing the God from His transcendent position. Deleuze’s 

metaphysics, then, will be immanent with a strong spiritual dimension that questions 

itself permanently in order to delimit its boundaries. Deleuze defies the absolute principle 

(God) and suggests a metaphysics in which he replaces the absolute principle with 

“Being” or “life.” While absolute transcendence assumes a sense of duality in its 

ontology (according to which it is assumed that God and His creation are two different 

ways of Being), Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence encourages the univocity of being 

from which the concept of the ‘plane of immanence’ emerges. According to univocity, 

Being is only one, which ‘expresses’ itself in all entities in the same way. However, it 

was Spinoza who initially defied transcendence in an attempt to make it clear that Being 

is shared by all entities without any hierarchy. In several parts of The Logic of Sense 

(1990), Deleuze beautifully explains that 

The univocity of Being signifies that Being is Voice that it is said, and that it is 

said in one and the same “sense” of everything about which it is said. (LS 179) 

 

… one Being and only for all forms and all times, a single instance for all that 

exists, a single phantom for all the living, a single voice for every hum of voices 

and every drop of water in the sea. (LS 180)  

 

Deleuze introduces the potential of the virtual and explains how it comes to 

expression through being actualized. The relationship between the virtual and the actual 

complicates the implications of transcendence and immanence to the benefit of  
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immanence. For Deleuze, transcendence is not creative enough as it explains the 

relationship with the world from a higher hierarchical position; however, transcendence is 

present in the plane of immanence. In this regard, Kristien Justaert in Theology After 

Deleuze (2012) writes: 

The couple ‘transcendence-immanence’ does not even belong together: that is, for 

Deleuze, transcendence is merely a (negative) phenomenon that needs to be 

critiqued because it cannot cover the complexity of relations with being. At most, 

transcendence is a secondary and temporary phenomenon or effect (never a 

cause!) taking place purely within the plane of immanence. (14) 

 

In What is philosophy? (1991), Deleuze explains this relationship, which eventually 

encourages the primacy of immanence: 

The [virtual] event might seem to be transcendent because it surveys the state of 

affairs, but it is pure immanence that gives it the capacity to survey itself by itself 

and on the plane. What is transcendent, transdescendent, is the state of affairs in 

which the [virtual] event is actualized. But, even in this state of affairs, the event 

is pure immanence of what is not actualized or of what remains indifferent to 

actualization, since its reality does not depend upon it. (WP 156) 

 

However, as explained earlier, by decolonizing these European thoughts, Marks 

creates a strong reliance of Delauzian immanence on Islamic philosophy through 

concepts of univocity of being and the Virtual and Ibn Sînâ’s “category of the necessary 

of existence”: 

The clearest resonance of Ibn Sînâ’s thought is that of Deleuze is the concept of 

the univocity of being. . . . [I]t derives, via Duns Scotus, from Ibn Sînâ’s doctrine 

of the ontological indifference of essence, which arises from the category of 

necessary of existence in itself. … [In addition], In the Logic of Sense Deleuze 

acknowledges Ibn Sînâ’s doctrine of the ontological indifference of essence and 

the categories essence in itself, essence as a mental object, and essence in actual 

existents, which he takes from Étienne Gilson’s 1948 L’Étre et l’essence (2002). 

Having converted the concept essence to sense, and again echoing Ibn Sînâ’s 

propositional logic, Deleuze plays Ibn Sînâ off Lewis Carroll to demonstrates that 

sense is indifferent of the modality of the proposition, as Ibn Sînâ demonstrated 

that essence is indifferent to existence. (ADI 58) 
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By showing the relationship between Ibn Sînâ’s innovative distinction between 

necessary, contingent and possible being, and Deleuze’s Bergsonian concept of the 

virtual, Marks proposes their synthesis. Marks writes, “The virtual . . . is the field of all 

nonexistent; it is the necessary being from which every being either arises or does not 

arise (Marks 2010: 14). She further continues: 

Ibn Sînâ’s metaphysics permits the existence of non-being, a concept he gained 

from the Stoics via Plotinus. The Stoics’ criticism of Aristotle stated that the 

broadest category is not being but being and non-being, subsumed in the Stoic 

category ‘the something’, entities, including all that are or are not but can be 

spoken of (Goodman 1992: 69). The category of ‘the something’ thus includes 

both virtual and actual beings (a concept that informed both Spinoza’s Ethics and 

Deleuze). Plotinus, whose philosophy was foundational to Islamic Neoplatonism, 

adopted the Stoic approach in his critique of Aristotle. Ibn Sînâ in turn adapted 

the Islamic Neoplatonist conception of a One that contains both being and non-

being to his concept of the Necessart Esistence. Here Lies the Ibn Sînâian origin 

of Deleuze’s famous ‘clamour of being’ (1994: 35): Being is full existence that is 

not actualised. Being is greater than existence, for we can conceive of the being of 

things that do not exist. Existence or actuality is the tip of the iceberg of essence 

or virtuality. (ADI 59) 

  

Now let us continue the discussion of the virtual and the actual in light of both  

 

mysticism and Marks’ reading of Deleuze’s philosophy.Only from the position of an 

(actual) subject is the virtual transcendent because it cannot be grasped in categories. For 

Deleuze, however, the subject is eventually an illusion, just as any form of representation 

or transcendence is an illusion for him (DR 334; WP 49-50). Even if the subject is real, 

so to speak, it cannot function as a ground. The virtual, on the other hand, consists of 

intensities; it is a series of pure ‘becomings’ that are expressed within the actual and yet 

are separate from it. These intensities cannot be understood as objects of knowledge (they 

defy identity), and, as a consequence, the virtual can only be grasped through creative 

experimentation.  
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There is not something like an‘ontological difference’ between the virtual and the 

actual–there is a difference only in velocity or intensity: the virtual moves at infinite 

speed, whereas the actual wants to reduce the velocity to zero. The virtual, in other 

words, is the plane of immanence on which processes of actualization take place (Justaert 

14-15). Through Spinoza’s concept of univocity, we can relate Deleuze to spiritual 

metaphysics because Spinoza relates immanence to (Divine) life. Similarly, in mysticism, 

the universe is a plane of immanence upon which entities transcend by the name of God. 

One may argue that the mystical Divine (God), in spite of being transcendental, needs the 

plane of immanence (the universe) in order to express His Being. In fact, the early 

mystics, especially those practicing the Moulavi’s (Rumi’s other name) order believed 

that God and the world are one in a way that the world was an emanation of the deity:  

I was a hidden Treasure, I yearned to be known. That is why I produced 

creatures, in order to be known in them. (qtd. in Corbin 184) 

 

The above mystical saying by God resonates with the univocity and Divinely 

immanennce once it is taken out of its theological context and seen as a spirituality 

caused by the actualization of the virtual. In mysticism, the abundance of Divine life has 

no limit and therefore is not separate from creation but is immanent in all created things. 

In fact, God, nature, and man use the same voice to express themselves, although they 

say different things. In this regard, Justaert supports the idea of Canadian political 

philosopher Peter Hallward who considers the concept of Being as “a theophanic 

conception, according to which everything is taken to express, maybe not the God of the 

Christian tradition but a secularized or ‘de-theologized’ immanent creative force” 

(Justaert 30). Sufism’s unity of existence, which is encouraged through its multiplicity 

(the Unity within Multiplicity and vice versa), seems very similar to Deleuze’s monistic 
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view of creation in which entities are related to one another and to God through the act of 

expression. 

Similarly, Deleuze’s explanation of the relationship between a part and the whole 

is very similar to the mystical principle of “unity within multiplicity” and “multiplicity 

within unity”: “The multiple is in the one which complicates it, as much as the one is in 

the multiple which explicates it” (TRM 266).  

It is not surprising that Deleuze always encourages expression over representation 

because for him, God and other entities are constantly expressing themselves and the 

expression of one is a condition for the expression of the other. Justaert writes:  

Indeed, in more theological terms, Deleuze’s (and even Spinoza’s) metaphysics 

reflect a holistic and monistic view of creation: the One (God/Being) and the 

many (creation/beings) are two sides of the same coin. They are related to each 

other through the act of expression: God expresses Himself in the whole of 

creation in the same way. Of course, this does not mean that everything (i.e. every 

being) is the same. Being is equal for everything--every being expresses the same 

‘amount’ of Being–but not everything is equal. That is why Deleuze defines 

Being as difference, as a continuously differentiating creative force. (Justaert 30) 

 

Mysticism attributes all the forces of change and transformation to the Divine 

God (transcndence) and His will, and God’s will is expressed through His creation. In 

fact, God also needs expression in order to be known, and as an act of expression He has 

created the world. In this way, any expression by God will be an act of actualization of 

His will. One may say that the actualization of God’s will happen through 

transcendentalization of the immanence while the worldly things will be the expression of 

this singular phenomenon. If we push this argumentation further, we can conclude that in 

Sufism, transcendence (God) is immanent to the world as the world is a 

reflection/expression of God’s will.  
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Whereas, according to Deleuze, the world is the result of the unfolding, folding, 

and expression of virtual forces, in Sufism, the world is the result of the uncovering and 

unfolding of God’s compassion as an imageless thought. Laura Marks discusses the main 

distinction between Ibn Sînâ’s and Deleuze’s rendering of the virtual:  

However, Ibn Sînâ’s category of the necessary of existence through another states 

that what is caused must exist. In this, as Goodman (1992) notes, he fell into 

Aristotle’s trap of thinking that whatever is truly possible will become actual. 

Non-being exists, but impossible objects do not. Thus the main difference 

between Ibn Sînâ’s necessary being and Deleuze’s virtual is that the latter’s 

concept of the virtual is vaster – more infinite, we can say precisely – because it 

encompasses the impossible. (ADI 59)  

 

Perhaps, one can argue that mysticism’s God can stand as Deleuze’s virtual: a virtual 

source of changes, creation, transformation, and expression. In order to reconcile 

transcendence and immanence, as Justaert argues, “we need to trace transcendence back 

to its immanent causes: we need to think the becoming-immanent of transcendence,” 

(34). In the next section I will explore the possibility of the relationship between 

transcendence and immanence. 

 

 

3.6 Transcendence in Immanence  

 

If we, like the French post-sctructuralist and post-modern philosopher Jacques Derrida 

(1930-2004), believe that the events of difference are actually the transcendence that 

stays in a non-representable and non-knowable way in the middle of Being, we see 

similarities between that and Deleuze’s form of transcendence. According to Deleuze, 

one is not able to represent Being (as it is non-representational) and, as a result, from the 

point of view of the subject, it is “epistemologically transcendent.” Deleuze insists that 

transcendence should not be considered as a cause, and we need to note that what causes 
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transcendence is immanence. In other words, transcendence is an immanent unthought 

that needs to be thought in spite of the impossibility of that. As Miguel de Beistegui 

poetically formulates it:  

thinking with immanence, then, or thinking immanently, does not mean to 

eliminate all traces of transcendence. Like couch grass among flowers, 

transcendence grows rather spontaneously, on the back of immanence”. In 

Deleuze’s metaphysics, the “Taylorian” dualism between the secular and the non-

secular (the sphere of believers) is overcome: the immanent (‘secular’) becomes 

divine! The bottom line is that transcendence seems inevitably to be and to remain 

a relational term (one always has to transcend ‘something’), whereas it is possible, 

as Deleuze tries to demonstrate throughout his oeuvre, to think immanence 

independently. (qtd. in Justaert 34) 

 

Justaert gives examples and argumentations from scholars who discuss a “non-

hierarchical, immanent view of creation.” (35) She refers to Sallie McFague, one of the 

“mothers of ecotheology,” who defines creation as the “body of God”. According to  

Justaert: There is still room for transcendence in McFague’s world view, but she 

redefines transcendence in such a way that it almost becomes “Deleuzian”: 

In [McFague’s] body model, God would not be transcendent over the universe in 

the sense of external to or apart from, but would be the source, power, and goal– 

the spirit–that enlivens (and loves) the entire process and its material forms. The 

transcendence of God, then, is the preeminent or primary spirit of the universe. 

(qtd. in Justaert 35)  

 

However, the implications of the spiritual and transcendent in Deleuze’s work is 

not clear because his philosophy is usually considered a materialistic philosophy. One 

can trace transcendence within the body of his work if one can find the relationship 

between thinking and Being--something that Deleuze encourages.33 According to 

                                                        
33 Despite that this thesis seeks to connect Sufism (transcendence) to Deleuze’s philosophy, it is 

important to emphasize that Deleuze is not a transcendental philosopher, however one may argue 

that Deleuze’s philosophy is the metaphysics of the virtual. In fact, Deleuze is a transcendental 

empiricist, however transcendental has a different meaning here. It has two different implications: 

1- methodological which makes the philosopher a transcendental one, and 2- ontological (e.g. the 

“transcendental field”). Once a philosopher embarks of a transcendental methodology, s/he 
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Deleuze, thinking is being (which manifests itself through becomings) and being is 

thinking. In Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (1988), Deleuze borrows the term 

“parallelism” from Spinoza (instead of speaking about materialism) in order to 

deconstruct the dualism of mind-body to the benefit of transcendence within immanence; 

he writes: “What is an action in the mind is necessarily an action in the body as well, and 

what is a passion in the body is necessarily a passion in the mind. There is no primacy of 

one series over the other” (PP 18). Convincingly, Kristien also believes that “by defining 

the material in terms of flows and energy (and in-line with contemporary physics), 

Deleuze can be said to “spiritualize matter”, or at least to appear as someone for whom 

the dualism of spirit and matter is dissolved in the cosmic energy of being” (40).  

The plane of immanence is where the virtual starts getting actualized without 

creating a dualism of the actual/virtual, and this leads to the transcendence of the actual 

by the virtual. In fact, they both exist on the plane of immanence independent of a 

hierarchical order/system. Deleuze’s philosophy implies defiance of the visible realm, 

which is always the realm of symbolic order and representation; and instead, he 

encourages creating a link with the invisible. Meanwhile, becoming (woman, literature, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
investigates conditions of possibility (following Kant’s project of the conditions of the possibility 

of experience). Deleuze’s ontological implication of transcendental addresses the conditions 

themselves, such as pure forms of intuition. Deleuze does not seek conditions of possibility, 

because transcendental in transcendental empiricism is the ontological sense which refers to the 

conditions themselves. In fact, Deleuze encourages transformation of the conditions of possible 

experience to conditions of real experience. For Deleuze, the transcendental is merely the virtual. 

However, transcendental enquiry leads to the structure of virtuality, because in a 

methodologically transcendental way, one cannot uncover the conditions of real experience, and 

because the specific situation in which they are actualized determines them. In fact, they are real 

factors that govern the genesis of certain state of affairs, rather than the general forms in which 

one can think of any state of affairs.  
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minor, animal and so forth) is a process that takes place in the realm of the invisible and 

non-representational.    

For Deleuze, there is always the possibility of the interference of transcendence 

and subjectivity in thought and Being, and achieving “the plane of immanence” almost 

impossible when these interferences are at work. In other words, the plane of immanence 

can be transcended if we get rid of our subjectivity and live an immanent life—connect 

with the invisible/virtual forces of life. The biographies of many Sufis, such as Hallaj, 

shows that they had similar sensitivities: to empty out their mind from subjectivity; 

however, they did that in order to replace subjectivity with God. Deleuze asks us to be 

more creative and start to have “belief in this world”; through the formation of a mystical 

vision/subjectivity our whole life can change.  

As explained before, Deleuze’s spiritualism can be traced back in his fascination 

with Spinoza’s concept of Natura naturans, which refers to “nature in the active sense,” 

or nature naturing, or the “Divine nature/creation” in which the Divine spirit of nature 

expresses itself in the form of all entities. Justaert states: 

In Deleuze’s attack on everything ‘worldly’, worldly knowledge and worldly 

difference, he demonstrates–according to Hallward–similarities with the 

spirituality of the apostle Paul and (of course) with Spinoza. One has to die to this 

world in order to be reborn in the Spirit–a Spirit that is unlimited by worldly 

mediations like subject and object, language and representation. The self becomes 

God as it were; it shares in the divine life, a life without otherness, without 

selfhood, with only intensities on a plane of immanence: ‘we experience pure 

forces, dynamic lines in space which act without intermediary upon the spirit, and 

link it directly with nature and history’ (DR, 12). This is also the core of 

Spinoza’s philosophy–we are situated here on the third level of knowledge, the 

level on which God knows himself. (44-45) 

 

Deleuze encourages becoming a “spiritual automaton” at the cost of the loss of 

subjectivity, and this is what happens among real mystics such as Hallaj who loses his 
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subjectivity by replacing it with the Divine, uttering: “I am the Truth” (qtd. in Eliade 

523). 

 

3.7 Immanence and Mysticism 

There is a deep obsession with vitality and life in both Deleuze’s philosophy and Persian 

Islamic medieval mysticism. Whereas the former admires the presence of the virtual 

forces of life almost everywhere independent of God, the latter encourages a transcendent 

life that goes beyond the boundaries of the entities and enters the Divine realm of the 

ineffable God. In addition to Deleuze’s philosophical engagement and appreciation of 

Spinoza and Nietzsche, he was deeply inspired by French philosopher Henri Bergson’s 

(1859 –1941) spirituality and vitalism.  

James Williams’ description of the difference between transcendence and 

immanence in philosophy sheds light on the two concepts in order to have them clearly 

understood: 

Immanence and transcendence are terms about the relations that hold at the heart 

of different metaphysics. Are the privileged relations in a philosophy of the form 

of a relation ‘to’ something, or of a relation ‘in’ something? If it is ‘to’ then it is 

philosophy of transcendence. If it is ‘in’ then it is immanence. Deleuze is radical 

about immanence, that is, his philosophy is to be thought strictly in terms of 

relations ‘in’. (128) 

 

The scholar of cultural studies Michael Goddard refers to Henri Bergson’s 

concept of élan vital (vital essence, vital impetus or simply driving force of all life) to 

explain how official religion usually tries to refer to transcendence as the source of life, 

while mysticism can encourage immanentism by referring to the expression of the vital 

forces of life: 
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This is Bergson’s account of mysticism in terms of the élan vital: static religion is 

the maintenance of transcendence as a defense against the becoming of life or the 

creative evolution of the élan vital, while the attempt to directly perceive, 

incarnate and extend the élan vital in a domain of pure immanence is mysticism. 

This distinction renders clearly the affinity between Deleuze and Guattari’s 

concept of immanence and the practice of mysticism, in that mysticism is 

understood entirely in terms of immanence. (59) 

 

In fact, according to Bergson, mysticism actualizes the inner and hidden flow of 

the virtual forces of life (élan vital) that is immanent in all living entities. And the 

Deleuzian time-image or time crystals are ways of the actualization, extension, and 

expression of the direct perception of élan vital in the form of affects and sensations that 

can transmit the experience to the others; however, in official static religion, it is 

interpreted as the experience of unity with the love of God. Goddard further explains 

“how, in the name of difference and multiplicity, the spiritual is effectively excluded 

from Deleuze’s work because it (spirituality) is conventionally understood in terms of 

unity and transcendence.” He explains: 

Instead, the ‘spiritual’ or ‘spirit’, rather than Spirit can be conceived of as 

virtually inhering in the material world in the form of temporalities, or conversely 

the material world can be conceived of as existing in the spiritual or in God in the 

same way that it exists in time. The spiritual and the material are simply two 

distinct yet indiscernible sides of the same fold. This way of thinking is in line 

with the immanent ‘spiritual philosophies’ of both Bergson and Spinoza, and, like 

the transcendent conception of Spirit, does not betray Deleuze’s own thought. 

This entirely immanent relation to the spiritual is also what mysticism actualizes 

through a complete immersion in life and in love as a process of metamorphic 

subjectivation and the elaboration of a crystalline regime of signs. (62) 

 

In regard to Deleuze’s appreciation of life and immanence and their relationship  

with transcendence, Kristien Justaert in Theology After Deleuze (2012) writes; 

Life is an immanent process for Deleuze…. It takes place on a ‘plane’ of   

immanence, which can be described as a transcendental field. The conditions for 

life, in other words, are immanent to that life. There exists no hierarchy on this 

plane (all beings and events are equal expressions of being), for hierarchy would 

introduce the transcendence of one thing to another. It is also a life of spirituality, 
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for it is no small task for human beings to leave behind their subjectivity (even if 

this subjectivity is constructed and not given) and be absorbed in the stream of 

being–to live an impersonal life. (Justaert 2) 

 

What is common in Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence and Persian Islamic 

mysticism is that life in both is a ‘transcendental field’ through which a person 

transcendentalizes the immanent and material life. Another common trait is the way that 

Sufism also encourages man “to live an impersonal life.” Once Sufis undergo the 

theophanic experience, they no longer have normal ego-stricken lives because they 

unconditionally mobilize love and compassion among others. This condition can go so 

far that the Sufi becomes imperceptible and invisible, appearing in different shapes and 

places to different longing hearts in order to inspire them in the path toward the 

knowledge of God. As explained in the second chapter, Khidr is the perfect example of 

that—the master of the master-less Sufis who makes a link between two singular points: 

the nasoot (the visible earthly life) and lahoot (the invisible spirituality).  

In addition, there is a spiritual dimension to mysticism that considers the presence 

of the Divine both in the entire universe and also as a transcendence outside that. One 

may say that mysticism is the experience of meeting and living with this ‘outside’ while 

one lives ‘in’ life among other beings. If immanence and its forces are invisible, the 

invisibility of this inherent principle of creation that is immanent to reality is very similar 

to the invisibility of the Muslim God who created the universe. However, while 

immanence is a dynamism operating from within the entities, the transcendent God 

operates from outside the entities. In other words, immanence operates “in” reality while 

transcendence performs its functional agency “out” of reality. According to the concept 
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of transcendence, reality and its components acquire value through their relationship with 

the transcendence (God).  

On the other hand, Deleuze encourages a metaphysics of pure immanence, which 

is supported by the concepts of univocity and expression; in this way, the duality of the 

one and the many is resolved through transformation. However, it doesn’t mean that he 

prioritizes difference over unity because he considers pure immanence as having two 

sides: actual differences and virtual differences that are at the heart of any difference. 

Deleuze’s differentiation of the virtual and the actual are similar to Islamic mystical 

imagination and the forms that it produces: The Sufic imaginal forms also have both an 

actual and virtual side. On one side, they need to be actualized through mystical 

imagination, and on the other side, there is a ray of God’s light (the virtual) at the heart of 

every entity that should be explored and praised by Sufis. Hypothetically, if God can be 

considered as the virtual substance of things, the actual is the expression of this substance 

in the form of the universe. For Deleuze, the virtual is the flow of intensities toward 

becoming extensive (being actualized, expressed). Haynes further explains this process:    

Actual objects ‘incarnate’, as it were, the creative dynamic and intensities of the 

virtual. Crucially, the actual does not add existence to the virtual, but expresses it 

in unanticipatable ways. Furthermore, the process of actualization effectively 

slows down and ‘cuts up’ the continuous flow of intensive, virtual life (which is 

becoming at infinite speed) and, thus, expresses life in extensive (divisible), 

material, relatively stable forms. (17) 

 

Life is creation expressed in the form of multiple creations in a way that, as 

Deleuze wishes, avoids the duality of one and many, creator and creations, and infinity 

and finitude; however, ‘relationality’ between them as a strategy for articulation of the 

immanence is an important element. Haynes elaborates:   

Deleuze’s careful elaboration of pure immanence proceeds by secreting the one 
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into the many. With pure difference presented as multiplicity, Deleuze liquefies 

the relation between the one and the many to the point where we could say pure 

immanence just is pure relationality. Thus, each individual creation (or rather 

creating) expresses, albeit in a singular way, the entirety of immanent life. (17) 

 

In regard to the Muslim faith, which celebrates transcendence, I argue that 

according to several sayings by prophets and mystics and one saying from Qur’anic 

verses, such as Surah Qaf 16:50, God can be a transcendental immanence in reality, a 

way in-between the two (immanence and transcendence) or a combination of the two 

concepts that makes transcendence descend into reality as a singular intensity that 

releases its vital forces within reality.  

And indeed We [Allah] have created man, and We know what his ownself 

whispers to him. And We are nearer to him than his jugular vein (by Our 

Knowledge). (Qur’sn, Surat Qaf 16:50) [trans. By Muhsin Khan] 

 

That Qur’anic verse and some religious sayings, such as God’s claim that “I was a hidden 

treasure, I created the world in order to discover me,” clearly show the invisible presence 

of the Muslim God in life and reality, similar to the invisibility of the forces of 

immanence. It is not surprising that once the Sufi sees God (transcendence) everywhere, 

many of the mystical interpretations affirm the immanent presence of God within the 

universe; as a result, mysticism, at times, is very similar to pantheism. In fact, Sufism, 

especially its interpretation by the Spanish mystic Muhyi ‘d-Din Ibn ‘Arabi (AH 

560/AD1165), consists of both transcendent and immanent dimensions of the presence of 

God, which is also clearly elaborated in Qur’anc verses: 

… wherever you turn yourselves or your faces there is the Face of Allah (and He 

is High above, over His Throne). Surely! Allah is All-Sufficient for His creatures’ 

needs, All-Knowing. (Quran, 2:115 sūrat al-baqarah [The Cow]) [trans. by Muhsin 

Khan] 
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Through this interpretation, God, as the main principle of creation and change, 

can spread His creative forces within and among all the entities, no matter if they have or 

don’t have life. God, in this way, is a virtual force that creates the actual reality--a 

singular intensity (transcendence) that releases its forces of creation through extensities in 

the form of life (immanence) and reality. In this way, material entities are the expression 

of transcendence. In fact, God brings everything into existence and Being by letting them 

become what they are through the release of the forces that are embedded in them. 

On the other hand, Deleuze’s ontology is the ontology of becoming. Things are 

not what they are, they are what they become ceaselessly through creating multiplicities 

when they meet other entities that are equally transforming to express their Being--things 

are as far as they become. In this regard, Deleuze claims: 

. . . there is no being beyond becoming, nothing beyond multiplicity; neither 

multiplicity nor becoming are appearances or illusions. But neither are there 

multiple or eternal realities which would be, in turn, like essences beyond 

appearance. Multiplicity is the inseparable manifestation, essential transformation 

and constant symptom of unity. Multiplicity is the affirmation of unity; becoming 

is the affirmation of being. (NP 23-24) 

 

The following Sufi saying, attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi, beautifully shows the immanent and 

pantheistic aspect of Sufism:  

God sleeps in the rock 

Dreams in the plant 

Stirs in the animal 

And awakens in man.  

 

While conventional religious dogma considers a transcendent God as the 

organizer of the universe, Deleuze considers the transcendence as immanent to the 

universe. In this way, things become and transform from within without the effects of a 

God who is supposed to influence them from a higher position of knowledge or power. 
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Similarly, the transforming and creative component of thought is within that thought, 

independent from any thinker. However, there must be someone who thinks that thought, 

and this explains how transcendence is immanent to thinking.  

 

3.8 The Unthought: Thought beyond Representation 

 

Creative and vital forces of the mind, thinking, and thought are pivotal to Deleuze’s 

philosophy. For Deleuze, thought needs to be characterized by its creativity rather than 

by its representational capacity. Deleuze believes that the virtual forces of thought lie in 

what is not thought in a thought–which encourages thought to become different: “The 

unthought is therefore not external to thought but lies at its very heart, as that 

impossibility of thinking which doubles or hollows out the inside . . . . Following 

Blanchot and Foucault, Deleuze calls this thought “the outside” (le dehors)” (Rodowick 

193). According to Deleuze, there is unthought in thought, which must be thought in spite 

of the impossibility of reaching it by thinking. The unthought is the double of the outside 

in the inside (interior); it is its fold.  

The unthought cannot come to expression through a system of representation 

because it is an immanent nonrepresentational quality. Consequently, the relationship 

between thought and image becomes important, and, for Deleuze, it is cinema that can 

help us break free from the “representative image of thought” in order to achieve a 

thought without image--pure immanence. This can refer to the metaphysical form of 

thinking that is beyond any image and system of representation. For Deleuze, thought 

that can have an image can be recognized by almost everyone, as it refers to what we 

already know. However, thought with an image doesn’t let us think beyond what can be 
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thought--the unthinkable. In other words, the representational image of thought is not 

able to depict the real difference, which causes change and transformation.  

 

3.9 The time-image  

 

In his second book on cinema, Cinema II (1989), Deleuze theorizes a concept about the 

relationship between time and philosophy and how this connection can be achieved by 

cinema’s time-image. Deleuze believes that the time-image opens a space in which the 

full potential for thinking can be activated, which consequently shows the logic of 

thought beyond representation. It is through cinema of the time-image that we can go 

beyond representation and create a purely cinematic logic that is defined by uncertainties, 

irrationalities, and ambiguities. This leads to the viewer’s inability of giving a single and 

fixed interpretation of the image by opening up possibility of endless interpretations.  

In this regard, Ils Huygens aptly writes: 

The impossibility of giving the film a single and unitary interpretation makes us 

think and rethink the image in an endless chain of possible interpretations, in a 

continuous exchange between image and viewer, between brain and screen. 

(2007) 

 

For Deleuze, the time-image creates unthoughts that are imageless, and as a result 

they do not show us anything but let us be immersed in the affective movement of  

knowledge or feelings. As the result of the effects of film and the time-image, the viewer 

experiences shocks and vibrations in his/her thoughts. Consequently, s/he starts feeling 

things apart from hearing and seeing them. The time-image creates intensities in the form 

of raising affects and emotions in the viewer and, in cinema, this causes sudden 

disruption and suspension of the narrative. In this way, the image of time as duration is a 

flow of intensities that become the virtual aspect of the images, ‘confronting us like the 
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direct image of time, with the reverse side of thought, with something too powerful, too 

beautiful or too intolerable for our mind to grasp’ (Huygens 2007). 

Deleuze believed that, from the Second World War, this time-image has exerted 

its influence on many filmmakers, especially certain modern Italian Neorealist and 

French New Wave filmmakers (such as Vittorio De Sica, Michelangelo Antonioni, and 

Robert Bresson) whose films, according to Deleuze, consisted of crystal-images of Post-

World War II. For example, what Ricci, the main character in De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves 

(1948) experiences is the direct experience of his time: the unemployment and the 

economical depression in post-World War II Italy.  

However, in most cases, according to Deleuze, the audience is not expected to 

read the image as a narrative. It is, rather, a concept hidden in the narrative that creates a 

relationship with the human mind, and as a result, a new image of thought is formed in 

the viewer’s mind. The concept of time-image is a good tool for understanding how time 

operates through cinema. The vitalist philosopher Henri Bergson and his thoughts on 

time and memory in his seminal books Matter and Memory (1896) and Creative 

Evolution (1907), especially his work on memory, inspired Deleuze to theorize the 

concept of time-image and crystal-image (of time)--a depiction of “the foundation of 

time, non-chronological time” (Deleuze Cinema II 79). Bergson claimed that the 

experience of pure time can be possible through a concept that he termed duration (La 

Durée): the non-linear, non-sequential, and non-chronological part of time. He explained: 

Pure duration is the form taken by the succession of our inner states of 

consciousness when our self lets itself live, when it abstains from establishing a 

separation between the present state and anterior states. (100) 
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Bergson believed that there are two aspects of memory: spontaneous and habitual 

memory. Habitual memory is the actual engagement with the present; for example, bikers 

automatically and almost unconsciously pedal their bikes to go in a direction that they 

know but once they get to the destination they can’t remember the details of the journey 

because they have done the pedaling and moving in a habitual/automatic and mechanical 

way. Spontaneous memory is the virtual past that is present in the images; in fact, it 

mainly engages with the past and therefore releases the forces of the virtual (past) in the 

present. Bergson suggested that, in order to show how the past lives/flows in the present 

and how there is always a split between present and past, we should make an interaction 

between the habitual and spontaneous functions of memory. For example, this would help 

distinguish the virtual (pure memory) from the actual (pure perception). Bergson believed 

that duration depicts the gap between the two by bringing into expression the amorphous 

and in-flux characteristic of time.  

The time-image that actualizes the “crystalline regime” of time depicts both the 

direct presentation and the representation of time--“a becoming-in-the-world” in 

Constantine Verevis’ word (Vervis 50). As a result of the crystal image, the actual and 

virtual are united in an indivisible way. Deleuze later used this Bergsonian notion to 

theorize the time-image. Time-image is not necessarily visible but it should be read, and 

once read it can create the schema of time in the viewer’s mind: 

It (time-image) prompts the spectator to think through the signs with which it 

articulates narrative matter…, in the time-image, perception becomes a 

‘perception of perception’, offering a shift of emphasis that is witnessed in the 

image itself rather than the linkages (or cuts) between images. (Conley 286)   

 

The concept of time-image created a revolution in understanding cinema, memory, 

image, and time, which caused a paradigm shift specifically in understanding and 
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analyzing film and visual arts. It is through the time-image that new hopes for the 

philosophical and productive influences of cinema are born.  

Deleuze believed that, as philosophy has been obsessed since Plato with an 

improper “image of thought” that binds its realm of operation and functionality, we need 

to break free from that image of thought. To do so, Deleuze believed that we must think 

beyond the image of thought--and that cinema is a proper means to do that. Cinema can 

bring philosophical concepts into expression by creating an image of thought. Deleuze 

believed that the ultimate goal of philosophy should be thinking about the (un)thought 

that cannot have an image in its conventional meaning but must be imagined through a 

concept that connects that to reality.  

The time-image is able to create such a conceptual image through making 

duration felt by the audience. Duration is a component of time at its infinite level, a 

temporality that becomes real once it can connect to the reality of the mind (which is 

thought), and in this way the virtual (time) becomes the actual (event). As Tom Conley 

explains, ‘time-crystal’ is “ a way of being that is discovered in a time inside of the event 

that allows it to be perceived” (286). Conely further explains the continuum of the past in 

the present in which “cinema becomes a site where thought itself acquires a force of 

becoming unknown to historical time. It is a power of the irrational or unthought that is 

essential to all thinking: something incommunicable, something that cannot be uttered, 

something undecided or undecidable” (287).  

Similarly, the mystical images and thoughts expressed in poems and writings by 

Persian medieval authors address the impossibility of grasping the image of the infinite 

God. In addition, the mystical implications of time seem similar to the direct experience 
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of time through duration and cinema’s time-image, concepts that were introduced by 

Deleuze. I argue that the Sufis’ concept of time as dahr (timelessness/Eternity) [which I 

explained in the second chapter] is very similar to Bergson’s and Deleuze’s concepts of 

duration and time-image. Dahr is theoretically beyond the estimated time in past and 

future; it is the immediate experience of pure time that Sufis experience when they get 

closer to the knowledge of God and attain mystical visions. In this regard, Goddard refers 

to Deleuze’s “time-image” and draws an analogy between mystical visions and “time 

crystals”:  

In accordance with Deleuze’s approach to cinema, particularly in Cinema 2: The 

Time-Image, mysticism can be understood as a practice which actualizes a 

prediscursive seeing and hearing, a vision and a voice that otherwise would have 

remained virtual and which constitutes an ecstatic experience of the outside. (54)  

 

In this way, mysticism and cinema can be seen as two forms of “visionary 

subjectivation” or instances of “the crystalline regime of signs”. Mysticism makes it 

possible to experience the unknown/the outside, which cannot be represented through 

signs. As a spiritual experience, mysticism can be integrated into social life through 

mystical practices such as prayers, Sufi whirling (sama), or pilgrimages. However, 

through the subjective experience of pure time, which is expressed through duration and 

time crystals, it is possible to integrate mysticism into visual practices that engage 

different implications of time while keeping the singularity of mysticism. Visual media 

arts, specifically video art, are able to express the mystical experiences by a “crystalline 

mode of expression” in order to communicate esoteric ecstasy through emergent symbols 

and language: as an affect in time (temporality) or the embodiment of that affect in time 

(reality).  
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In fact, the mystic who undergoes the experience of mystical vision and time 

expresses this experience through ecstatic utterances and speeches, such as shath, a sign 

of the mystic’s transformation and becoming. Deleuze explains how, through the time-

image, cinema is able to express the pure experience of time; similarly the time-image is 

an appropriate way to express the mystical ecstasy of “the loss of self” and proximity 

with the Divine. Goddard stated: 

The mystic retains a recollection of the ecstatic experience, however distanced, 

and, even if they are unable to recreate or re-experience the ecstatic sense of the 

loss of self, it can still be maintained in another form by finding a crystalline 

mode of expression with which to communicate the ecstasy. Thus mysticism is 

not only a process of affective metamorphosis, but also the transmission of this 

experience via the fabrication of a crystalline regime of signs. (56) 

 

In fact, as the French Jesuit and scholar Michel de Certeau (1925–1986) argues, 

after hearing “the music of meaning,” the mystic “somatises’ and shares it with others by 

interpreting it through his/her bodily gestures, dances, and utterances that embody a 

minor and “spiritual language.”  These bodily and perceptual transformations are the 

result of the virtual forces that are actualized and translated through mystical practices 

and expressions; for Deleuze this process is the process of becoming. 

There is another point of connection between Sufism, especially Suhrawardî’s 

Illuminationist (Ishraqî) thought that “figures this world as a mirror of the divine” (EI 

281) in addition to Bergson’s and Deleuze’s interpretations of time.  According to 

Suhrawardî’s cosmology of light, all entities are images that reflect one reality—God. In 

this regard, Marks discusses Al- Suhrawardî’s Illuminationist development of Ibn Sînâ’s 

thought, which emphasizes the fact that light causes all reflections. Al- Suhrawardî’s 

Illuminationist philosophy is located in the geneaology of the thoughts of philosophers of 

light, beginning with Hermes and including Zoroaster. For Al- Suhrawardî only when the 



 

 138 

“light of Lights,” or God, illuminates bodies, which are dark in themselves, are they 

perceptible. As a result, self-reflection is essential to Al- Suhrawardî’s philosophy. He 

argued that the universe is illuminated by a flow of light, which is “strikingly similar to 

Henri Bergson’s and Bergsonian argument of Deleuze’s cinema books. Both 

philosophers, seven hundred years apart, argued that the human purpose is to strip away 

local concerns that inhibit us from perceiving the universe. The difference is that for Al- 

Suhrawardî, the light has a single source in God, whereas for Bergson, it flows in every 

direction (EI 281-2). Similarly, Marks explains that Ibn al-‘Arabi’s philosophy considers 

the whole universe as “God’s hall of mirror, in which therefore no image is false. This 

concept resonates profoundly with Deleuze’s concept of the crystal image, in which 

virtual and actual images reflect each other until it becomes meaningless to pronounce 

one of them the true image” (EI 282).  

Furthermore, in an interesting argument, Marks draws analogies between Al- 

Suhrawardî’s and Ibn al-‘Arabi’s “imaginal realm” and the current growing field of 

virtual reality and its productions in the form of avatars in virtual programmes and games 

such as Second Life. As she compares the loss of the ego in mysticism with the loss of 

the “I” in “online immersive multiplayer worlds” (into what Alaon Badiou termed as 

“universal subjects”), Marks further argues that if this is a true similarity, these virtual 

spaces in the Internet “are surely one of the sites where we can begin to grasp the 

immanent infinite, the immanent mysticism of our time, because they perceive their 

intextricable connections with others” (EI 283). However, Marks does not naively 

romanticize this analogy and rather suspects the efficiency of the Internet (and especially 

the Second Life programme) in this regard. On the other hand, she believes that the focus 
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of the critique of virtual games is on the technical means of Second Life, whereas we 

should pay more attention to “its quality as a collectively imagined world” (283). 

Referring to the Algerian scholar Mohammed Arkoun who believes that “the imaginal 

realm is the source of creative social thought,” Marks makes an important observation 

and analysis: 

Arkoun’s argument is crucial to a progressive Muslim social order, which is 

reducible to neither Western-style rationalism nor the unthinking faith of 

fundamentalism. It might also offer a criterion for the less important conundrum 

of how to define a meaningful experience in digital games and online worlds. The 

best such experiences, we could say, occur between the algorithmic construction 

(reason) and the narrative fantasy (faith), in a way that demands creative thought, 

or ijtihad, from the players. We will be most creative when the outcome matters 

socially. (283) 

 

It is interesting that, apart from the real capacity of the virtual games such as Second Life 

in “retooling” people as “dividuals,” and conformist subjects of advanced capitalism; 

these virtual fantasy worlds can be sites for “radical becoming,” according to a “utopian 

view,” as argued by Marks.  

 

 

3.10 Becoming 

 

Inspired by Nietzsche’s concept of eternal return, Deleuze developed philosophical 

theories of difference, repetition, and becoming. Nietzsche devised eternal return in order 

to free philosophy and the human consciousness from the ties and boundaries imposed 

upon human psyche by civilization and especially modernity. Deleuze uses eternal 

recurrence (of difference), which is pure difference that is in the process of becoming; it 

is the repetition of that in the given (different) moment in order to create newness in a 
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process heading toward somewhere that has no particular outcome--the outcome is 

‘becoming difference.’ Cliff Stagoll’s explains Deleuzean becoming: 

Taking his lead from Friedrich Nietzsche’s early notes, Deleuze uses the term 

‘becoming’ (devenir) to describe the continual production (or ‘return’) of 

difference immanent within the constitution of events, whether physical or 

otherwise. Becoming is the pure movement evident in changes between particular 

events. This is not to say that becoming represents a phase between two states, or 

a range of terms or states through which something might pass on its journey to 

another state. Rather than a product, final or interim, becoming is the very 

dynamism of change, situated between heterogeneous terms and tending towards 

no particular goal or end-state. (26) 

 

In other words, difference repeats itself in different times, but it is never the same:  

It is different any new time. However, it cannot undergo the process of subjectification 

and identity as it is in the process of becoming--a productive cycle. Through this process, 

we are enabled to conceive the world anew. It is always different, no matter how many 

times it is repeated, insofar as it is in the process of becoming, releasing the virtual forces 

of eternal recurrence by bringing it into dialogue and relationship with any event of 

reality in order to produce new events.  

As Reidar Due argues: “The subject of becoming, is a subject that escapes social 

integration as it is defined in terms of its own desires and passage through time” (Due 4). 

However, the subject needs to maintain a vague relationship in its society in order to 

subvert that by denying subjectification/identity and following the process of becoming 

through nomadic thoughts and movements that lead to creating more multiplicities. The 

subject is, in this way, freed from the binding ties of the dominant structure of society 

(hegemony) while staying in that in order to create confluences that lead to 

transformation and change--becoming as “The ‘imperceptible is the immanent end of 

becoming, its cosmic formula’” (D&G ATP 308). 



 

 141 

 

3.11 Becoming-imperceptible 

 

Becoming-imperceptible is a process of elimination whereby one divests oneself 

of all coded identity and engages in the abstract lines of a nonorganic life, the 

immanent, virtual lines of continuous variation that play through discursive 

regimes of signs and nondiscursive machinic assemblages alike. (Bogue 1997, 

109) 

 

For we are sick, so sick, of our selves! (D&G AO xxi). 

 

Rūmī: 

That moon who has hidden herself from us 

Came face to face with us without our selves. 

We happened to take a journey without the presence of our selves 

In which our heart was opened without the presence of us 

 

Never bring us into your memories 

We are the very ‘presence’, ‘Being’ without the presence of our selves 

Without us, we are freed from the good and evil 

From obedience and from corruption  

(Ganjoor, Shams’s Divan, Sonnet 128). 

 

 

 

 For Deleuze and Guattari, the end goal of all becoming is becoming-imperceptible 

(ATP 279). The imperceptible can mean several things, such as the unknown, evanescent, 

undistinguished, unrecognizable and reluctant against fixed and presupposed systems of 

sign and identity. It is, in fact, when the difference differentiates itself and a new form of 

expression of Being emerges. As explained before, Deleuze’s philosophy encourages us 

to inverse the subject in order to destabilize the grounds of knowledge that were made by 

the subject. Deleuze does that to free the human mind from the subjective obstacles that 

may stop the free flow of life and its transforming forces. We are not wrong if we 

conclude from Deleuze’s insistence in defying the subject that, according to him, the best 

way to let the eternal flow of life and becoming pass through us is to disappear. As a 

result of the denial of the subject, we surrender the self and virtually die (disappear). It is 
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at this moment that the subject dissolves into all the forces (human and non-human) that 

surround him/her. In the disappearing moment, the self becomes one with the 

immanence: the flow of life and the self merge. Haynes describes this process as the stage 

in which the boundaries between dualities disappear and they resolve into each other in 

an indistinguishable way. Haynes writes:  

When one reaches the stage of becoming-imperceptible, the distinction between 

the infinite and the finite, the absolute and the relative, becomes indistinct. One 

thus enters, Deleuze tells us, ‘the haecceity [thisness, essence] and impersonality 

of the creator. One is then like grass . . . . one has suppressed in oneself 

everything that prevents us from slipping between things and growing in the midst 

of things’. . . . Deleuze’s becoming-imperceptible looks very much like an 

individual’s mystical union with the divine, albeit a thoroughly immanent 

divinity. (20) 

Similarly, the basic goal of Sufism is to join the source of life and creation at the 

price of the denial of subjectivity and self. It is the selfless Sufi (such as Hallaj) who 

finally reaches the stage that s/he doesn’t see and feel anything but the presence of the 

Divine. It is not surprising that when talking about becoming-imperceptible in A 

Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari usually refer to the East (or the Orient). 

Justaert’s reflections explain well Deleuze and Guattari’s tendency to the East: 

If becoming-imperceptible can be associated with a spiritual project, it should in 

any case be a project with eastern characteristics. Every time Deleuze and 

Guattari refer to China or to the East in general in their book A Thosand Plateaus, 

it is in the context of the process of becoming-imperceptible. Exactly what is the 

relation between an eastern logic (if this can be captured in one term) and 

becoming-imperceptible? First of all, an eastern logic is an immanent one, 

opposed to the eternal Western inclination for transcendence, something which 

they dismiss as a ‘typical European disease’. The East thinks in rhizomatic 

structures, comparable to the structure of grass, for example, as grass always, 

eventually wins the fight against the larger tree-like structures around it; it grows 

over and between everything and serves as a figure of a way out of fixed 

structures. (54-5) 
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Following the same logic, the self is not a fixed entity. It is always in the process of 

change and becoming to the point that it loses its sense of selfhood in order to vanish and 

be able to move freely within all the entities. In Shams’s Divan, Rumi writes: 

He said that I became candle, Qiblah (direction) in the group 

I’m not of group, neither am I candle, 

I became the fluid smoke. (Ganjoor Sonnet 1393) 

 

It is through becoming-imperceptible of the self that one enters the plane of immanence 

where there are all the nonrepresentational conditions of transformation and life; 

according to D&G, it is where the becoming of the self ‘over-spills the limits of the 

signifying system’ (TP 115). According to mysticism, God is the source of all beings and 

life; however, one cannot know and represent God in the form of images. The self should 

disappear so that the divinity or mystical presence (God) enters into it and transforms the 

Sufi. Justaert explains how the Belgian-born French philosopher, feminist and cultural 

theorist Luce Irigaray similarly consider God as a Divine “field of creativity”: 

God is not an omnipotent super-being for her (Irigaray), but ‘a name to describe the 

possibilities of awareness, and transcendence’–transcendence here understood as a type 

of ‘horizontal transcendence’, indicating an overcoming of static subjectivities. Feminist 

thinker Elisabeth Grosz describes the divine in Irigaray as a ‘field of creativity’: 

For Irigaray, the divine is not simply the reward for earthly virtue, all wishes 

come true; it is rather the field of creativity, fertility, production, an always 

uncertain and preempted field. It is the field or domain of what is new, what has 

not existed before, a mode of transcendence, a projection of the past into a future 

that gives the present new meaning and direction. The divine is a movement … a 

movement of love . . . . (qtd in Justaert 60) 

 

Justaert goes further to explain how mysticism in a body of religion is usually marginal to 

the religious tradition: 

Especially in the sense that what is at stake in the mystical experience cannot be 

represented. Mysticism, in short, is about avoiding the logic of representation . . . 

Mystical trends in thought might serve as ideal conversation partners with 

Deleuze as the result of the marginality of mysticism and its resemblance with 
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pantheistic, heretical positions at which ‘tradition’ has often looked suspiciously 

(60).  

 

One of the important mystical themes is love. In fact, in mysticism, the love and 

divinity of God are two sides of one coin. There are several mystical poems and writings 

that attribute the whole of creation as an expression of God’s love. In some cases, the 

sensual language that the Sufi authors use resonates with human earthly love. Some 

Muslim scholars believe that the love that Persian mystics such as Hafiz and Rumi talk 

about in their poems is the Divine love of God, which is both transformative and 

blessing. For Hafiz, mystical love is so important in Sufis’ life that humans and angels 

are symbolically considered as its parasites: 

Humans and angels are parasites of love 

Show your respect to become happy (Ganjoor, Sonnet 452) 

 

Similarly, Hafiz emphasizes the vital forces of mystical love in a way that it becomes the 

source of life without which the Sufi is not alive:   

The doctor of love has the breath of Messiah and is your friend 

(but) when he can’t see pain in you, whom can he cure? 

Whoever hasn’t come to life by love is dead. (Ganjoor, Sonnet 187) 

 

This is why the light of heart and the eye of heart are important features in Sufis’ pursuit 

of God’s knowledge. In fact, love is considered as the heart’s intelligence, a faculty that 

sheds light on the darkest riddles of existence and reconciles all the contradictions and 

paradoxes that appear to the Sufis. In Sufi poetry, usually this love is expressed toward a 

feminine subject and this reflects the light of heart. The feminine is the 

mystical/archetypal source of creation and rebirth, which is known as “the Creative 

Feminine” (Corbin 163). However, in mysticism, the feminine beauty is not the Sufi’s 
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ultimate goal but rather it sets the stage for the Sufi to achieve his goal: to meet God 

through beauty, as God is beautiful.  

The beauty of creation is everywhere and in everything, but we sometimes are not 

able to see that because the preoccupations of the materialistic life usually distract us 

from seeing. Therefore, the heart should be enlightened by virtuous practices such as 

prayers and meditations in order to be able to gain the insight of seeing God’s love and 

beauty everywhere. It is not surprising that Sufism frequently uses the word ‘love’ as the 

supplier of life and interchangeably uses the word ‘love’ and ‘God’; as in the following 

mystical saying: “Love is closer to the lover than is his jugular vein” (156). In other 

words, love is the mediator between transcendence (the invisible) and immanence (the 

visible). The experience of mystic love that connects the corporeal to the spiritual and lets 

the invisible ascend into the visible comes to occurrence through the energy of Active 

Imagination. As Ibn ‘Arabi discusses, this is a creative way of imagining the invisible and 

having a theophanic experience. Active Imagination, as a means of transforming the 

sensible, has the ability and power of displaying the “angelic function of beings,” which 

leads to visionary insights about the Divine. 

According to Persian Islamic mysticism, the whole of creation is the 

manifestation of God as “Being”. As the ineffable God cannot be represented and known, 

we can consider God (“Being”) as the Divine creativity: the realm of Divine virtual. In 

addition, because in Islam believers live a temporary life in the earthly world (nasoot), 

which must be a passage to the unworldly realm of the Divine (lahoot), one may argue 

that this whole mystical endeavour can be explained by a Deleuzian materialist 

perspective: “Everything comes forth from the virtual, and goes back to it; the actual is 
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‘only’ a temporary coagulation of the virtual” (Justaert 62). When the Sufi passes through 

the stages of the Sufi path such as “detachment” and “bewilderment” in order to attain the 

Divine self that is selflessness, the Sufi empties the self in order to make space that 

God/Love can occupy. In fact, the concept of ‘becoming-empty of oneself’ is Sufism’s 

main system of ethics by which the Divine god-head takes the place of the Sufi’s self; 

and God is all “Being” and “Beauty,” therefore Being is Beauty.  

This immanent ethics help us resolve the contradictions of reality and will prepare 

beautiful and meaningful conditions over the plane of immanence, which can not be 

represented through images and fixed identities because individual subjectivity is 

diffused in God’s Divinity. This happens when the Sufi reaches beyond image and 

representation in the stage of detachment, in which s/he finds himself/herself in the god-

head. When the Sufi finally enters the stage of fana (nothingness/annihilation/oblivion in 

God), which is followed by the stage of baqa (subsistence), this process of becoming-

imperceptible is complete because the Sufi has gotten rid of the image of thought and of 

any illusion of identity. Such is the condition of mystic figures who underwent all the 

stages of Sufism and were resolved in the Divine, like Persian revolutionary mystic and 

writer Mansur Al-Hallaj (858-922). Hallaj was executed for heresy by the orthodox 

Muslims of the time as he sought union with the Divinity which he believed he achieved 

by saying Ana ‘l-Haqq (I am the Truth). In this way the transcendent God becomes 

immanent through the Sufi path. The Sufi’s stage of fana (annihilation) can be equal to 

Deleuzian liberation if we decontextualize the Sufi path from its religious context and 

consider a secular rendering of the stage of fana (Annihilation) in which the subject 

dissolves in Divinity. As a result, there will be an awareness and rediscovery that the 
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subject is merely an illusion. According to Deleuze’s univocity everything including 

human subject is expressing the same voice, which can be compared to “holistic 

spirituality” or Pantheism according to which the same God/spirit/intellect pervades all 

being.  

Hallaj’s achievement of the state of fana’ (annihilation of the self to the 

knowledge of God) in addition to ecstacy of awareness, as explained before, are the main 

golas of mysticism. In addition, Hallaj’s case shows the relationship between the part and 

the whole, or between the individual and God. As Marks explains, reaching mystical 

fana’ is, literally speaking, reaching a vast openness. In chapter 9 in Enfoldment and 

Infinity, Marks discusses the Islamic mystical arts, especially in relation to the 

combination of Shi’a thought and Neoplatonism that produced Illuminationist or Ishraqí 

(literally, “rising in the east”) thought (EI 253). She writes: “Mysticism demonstrates the 

paradox that an individual is one with the infinitely large open” (EI 254). Marks 

thouroughly discusses this mystical relationship between the smallest part and the whole 

with reference to the implication of the point in Arabic calligraphy. She beautifully 

explores how calligraphy (as an element of zâhir) embeds the presence of the infinite 

(bâtin) and how, in Arabic, the point can be a fold (or enfoldment) so that, literally, all 

creation is the result of its unfoldings. In fact, the point is the mystical “virtual” that can 

be actualized through unfolding: “The point [nuqta] symbolizes the divine essence, 

origin, and return and creates all the other letters” (EI 254). In this way, Marks draws 

analogies between mystical arts and new media arts in which the code, similar to the 

point in calligraphy, generates infinite surfaces. In order to illustrate this relationship, 

Marks refers to one of the poems by the Canadian visual poet Lionel Kearns (1937), Birth 
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of God/uniVerse (1965), which, consists of a 0 formed of arrays of 1s, in the middle of 

which is a 1 composed of an array of 0s. Marks writes: “it fittingly describes the 

infinitesimal universe that exists inside the smallest figure” (EI 260). She further refers to 

a digital adaptation of Kearn’s poem by Jim Andrews that “honors Kearns as an 

originator of digitally inspired concrete poetry. Kearns quotes Marshall McLuhan on 

Leibniz’s imagining of the birth of the universe from the zero of the void and the one of 

the divine unity, the creative conflict of nothing and something. . . . Digital media’s 

greatest contribution to an infinitesimal sublime is its capacity to extract the actual from 

the virtual at extremely fine levels of resolution” (EI 262). 

                                     
                                                  Birth of God/universe 

                                                  Lionel Kearns, 1965 

 

In regard to the relationship between Islamic Neoplatonism and new media arts, 

and their connection with Monadology, Marks’ accounts are insightful:  
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Both Islamic art and new media art are often characterized by monadic structures, 

whereby each individual element provides access to the whole, from its point of 

view, like looking through a fish-eye lens. Neoplatonist and Sufi thought embrace 

the belief that God encompasses all things and that things are ultimately not 

distinct from God. Every individual is a monad, from whose point of view the 

universe, hence God, can be grasped. (EI 270) 

 

However, Marks admits the fact that this view is “anathema” to many Muslim thinkers, 

and as an example she reminds us of the crucifiction (or hanging) of Hallaj due to his 

self-deprivation in God and seemingly resultant heresical saying: “I am the Truth!” 

Similar to self-oblivion in God (fana’) as the ultimate goal of mysticism, 

spirituality for Deleuze is also about the denial of the subject in order to transcend 

subjectivity so that it, like a Leibnizian monad, can relate and connect to the divinity that 

is life itself. As Justaert argues, “Deleuze’s spirituality is thus a relational spirituality, 

directed at a ‘new earth’, a new community (WP, 109)” (68).  

In Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence, Being should occupy the individual’s 

subjectivity through constant becomings: the intensities express the dynamic of Being by 

coming to expression through different becomings. Accordingly, as Justaert aptly writes: 

Instead of diluting his thought in the general, the philosopher should concentrate 

it in individual. . . .The object of metaphysics is to recapture in individual 

existences, and to follow to the source from which it emanates, the particular ray 

that, conferring upon each of them its own nuance, reattaches it thereby to the 

universal light. (DI, 25) 

  

With this task, the philosopher is very close to the mystic; and so, Deleuze refers to a 

domain beyond representation that, from the representational perspective, remains a 

mystery: “At the limit, it is the mystic who plays with the whole of creation, who invents 

an expression of it whose adequacy increases with its dynamism” (B, 112) (qtd. in 

Justaert 69).    
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It is not surprising that Deleuze’s metaphysics, following Spinoza and his focus 

on the metaphysics of Being, encourages the ethics of production, invention, and creation 

of the new in concrete forms such as “ways of life.” Deleuze’s discussion of the virtual as 

“the condition of a possibility for creation” (Justaert 75) shows that the virtual is not 

transcendent; however, when one creates something in this possibility for creation, one 

has thought the transcendental in an immanent way. In other words, it is the virtual that is 

the condition of possibility while it constantly changes through actualizations. In fact, the 

virtual consists of forces that work immanently within life itself, and those forces are the 

result of the becoming-imperceptible of the self.  

 

3.12 Spiritual Automaton     

Between the two sides of the absolute, between the two deaths—death from the 

inside or past, death from the outside or future—the internal sheets of memory 

and the external layers of reality will be mixed up, extended, short-circuited and 

will form a moving life, which is at once that of the cosmos and of the brain, 

which sends out flashes from one pole to another (Deleuze CII 209).  

 

Deleuze: 

The brain is the screen. (qtd. in Pisters 124) 

the spiritual and the material are two distinct yet indiscernible sides of the same 

fold. (Bryden 2001: 241)[qtd in Pisters 130] 

Cinema gives us [the] experience of perpetually renewed spiritual decisions, 

every time a sensation on the brain gives us a flash of insight. (Pisters 133) 

 

One may argue that in Deleuze’s philosophy, there is a sort of spirituality that emerges as 

a result of influences between the brain, cinema and the world. The spirituality of 

Deleuze’s philosophy can be seen through cinema, and its time-image and the way it 

embeds what Spinoza initially termed as “spiritual automaton,” which Deleuze considers 
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as the spiritual dimension of human mind. In addition to becoming-imperceptible, 

Deleuze uses spiritual automaton as another way that an individual can connect with and 

enter into the invisible innermost depth of life where s/he becomes the continuation of the 

creative forces of life. For Deleuze, thinking and the process of thought formation have 

spiritual dimensions (How the thought comes to the mind or is shaped/inspired is still 

under scientific investigation, especially in the field of philosophy of mind.) However, 

despite Deleuze’s materialistic philosophy, his suggestion of the term spiritual automaton 

and a few other references that he makes to spirituality in his works are evidence of the 

importance of a kind of secular spirituality in his philosophy.    

The occasional use of “restoring a belief in the world” (Deleuze RBW 47) by 

D&G is evidence of their engagement with a sort of undecided spirituality and its 

function in their thinking system. However, as explained before, this spirituality has 

nothing to do with a belief in a Divine entity (transcendence) that is higher than  entities.  

On the other hand, when Deleuze claims that “the brain is the screen” (qtd. in 

Pisters 124), he evidently makes a direct connection between the human mind and its 

capacity to be influenced by cinema. As life and movement are intertwined concepts in 

Deleuze’s vitalist philosophy, they are two sides of the same fold. According to Deleuze, 

since the images in film move (film is known as ‘moving images’), it has and creates 

impulses of life, which have the potential power to influence the brain. As the scholar of 

cinema Patricia Pisters explains, at the end of his cinema books Deleuze concludes that 

cinema constitutes a whole psycho-mechanics, a spiritual automaton that can indicate the 

highest exercise of thought, but can also become possessed of the automatization of the 

masses … (CII 266).  



 

 152 

Deleuze believes that spiritual automaton will change with the development of 

technology and cinema in the depiction of stories and characters. Because the brain has a 

direct experience of time, it experiences the virtual and the actual separately; however, 

sometimes the brain experiences both the virtual and actual in a way that cannot be 

distinguished. In other words, as Pisters shows, cinema creates a reality of illusions, 

which, in return, expresses the reality of the virtual. In Cinema II: The time-image, 

Deleuze gives a lot of value to the images and how the performative aspect of them can 

transform things as, in cinema of time-image, the images become part of reality (268). In 

fact, it is through image and spiritual automaton that cinema tells stories, performs 

different sensations, and fabulates the reality and human mind--by finding connections in 

the chaos of the cosmos or in what Deleuze and Guattari term as “chaosmos” in What is 

Philosophy? (204). It is the ‘articulation’ of immanence in the chaos that gives it ways of 

expression and re-expression. The reason that Deleuze philosophically invests in cinema 

is the contingent possibilities that cinema provides for the expression of this 

“articulation” at the heart of chaos, which can be interpreted as suggesting transcendence. 

Haynes explains: 

Without its articulation, absolute immanence would remain at the level of sheer 

chaos. And yet to the extent that the dark precursor affirms the immanent whole 

as an unsystematic consistency (that is, more than mere chaos but less than a 

teleologically ordered universe), it functions suspiciously like a transcendent 

origin, for it must stand outside immanence in order to affirm it. When Deleuze 

tells us that ‘immanence is the very vertigo of philosophy’, I believe he points to 

the difficulty of conceiving the immanent affirmation of absolute immanence 

without secretly re-introducing transcendence. (Haynes 19) 

In addition, Deleuze believes that since modernity has broken the link between us 

humans and the world, cinema can be a means through which we can regain “a belief in 

this world.” In this regard, he argues: 
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This link must become an object of belief: it is the impossible which can only be 

restored with a faith . . . . Only belief in the world can reconnect man to what he 

sees and hears. The cinema must film, not the world, but belief in this world, our 

only link . . . . Whether we are Christians or atheists, in our universal 

schizophrenia, we need reasons to believe in this world. (Deleuze CII 172) 

  

 In What is philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari write about this belief that philosophy, art 

and science all seem to bring something from the outside (chaos) into the world and into 

our brains. Like a zombie who speaks half as a dead man from a virtual place in the 

cosmos, the philosopher, the scientist, and the artist also seem to return from death, the 

chaos, and vastness of the universe (202).  

In Deleuze’s philosophy, the spiritual automaton is the spiritual and nonpersonal 

dimension of brain, which is supposed to bring the “chaos and vastness of the universe” 

into our mind through images and perception. Images have both a materialistic and 

cinematic quality, and the “time-image” works as both the cinematic and spiritual 

dimension of cinema. In fact, it is possible that the spirituality emerges from within the 

image that the human mind is going to look at and become inspired, intuited, or at least 

affected by. In this way, Deleuze’s spirituality is not transcendent but rather is immanent 

to the images.  

How can one make her/his mind a part of the cosmos? By imagining the same 

cosmos in the human mind and imagining the relationship between these two singular 

points, which is spiritual. Cinema displays the conditions of spirituality with its ability to 

show both things that are there and things that are not there. The similarity of the 

ontological aspect of cinema to that of God is surprising as according to God’s mystical 

ontology He is and He is not.  
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Patricia Pisters shows how, instead of the Big Bang Theory, Deleuze believes that 

the universe was made by sudden connections between singular points of energy that the 

flash of immanence had created—something like a lightning strike rather than a Big 

Bang. It is not surprising that Deleuze suggests “zigzag” (le zigzag) instead of Big Bang. 

According to him, the philosopher, artist, and scientist need to find a connection between 

two singular points of different sources of energy and life in the chaos of universe, and 

once this connection occurs like a lightening strike, a new awareness and vision will 

emerge. Pisters explains the importance of connection in Deleuze’s philosophy and how 

they create trajectories of “insight”: 

According to Deleuze, everything consists of connection, and these connections 

are rarely made in a linear or predictable fashion. Each connection is however 

prepared by a ‘sombre precursor’. The trajectory of the sombre precursor is barely 

noticed, but brings about a reaction between two points/forces. And then we have 

the lightening, ‘le zigzag’, that creates an insight (‘l’éclair qui fait voir’). This 

lightening (seen as a metaphor, but also literally as strikes of lightening and 

geometric patterns) can be brought about by philosophy, art and science. And 

what’s more, philosophy, art and science need [one another] for comprehension. 

(124-5) 

 

Figuratively, similar zigzags occur in the brain when it makes a connection 

between two different ideas in order to create a concept or thought. For Deleuze, the 

movement of thought in the brain is a (zigzag) lightening, too, in which the 

electromagnetic waves move in the brain once a thought causes insight. This is why 

Deleuze relates cinema to philosophy: they both influence each other, especially when 

cinema’s time-image can work as an impulse to affect the brain in order to cause new 

thoughts. For Deleuze, the whole transformative process of generating thoughts through 

the influence of the time-image is the formation of spiritual automaton that transforms 

both the materiality of the brain and its abstract subjectivity: 
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We have seen that subjectivity already emerged in the movement-image; it 

appears as soon as there is a gap between a perceived and an executed movement, 

an action and a reaction, a stimulation and a response, a perception-image and an 

action-image. And if affection itself is also a dimension of this first subjectivity, it 

is because it belongs to the gap, it constitutes its ‘insides’, it in a sense occupies it, 

but without fulfilling it. Now, on the contrary, the recollection-image comes to fill 

the gap and really does fulfill it . . . . Subjectivity then, takes on a new sense, 

which is no longer motor or material, but temporal and spiritual (1989: 47). (qtd. 

in Pisters 129) 

 

In this regard, it seems that spirituality is a product of mental electromagnetic waves that 

take place in the brain when the brain comes across the world and its perception by the 

mind as “[s]pirituality is related to movement of the mind” (132). Similarly, through 

mysticism the Sufis also form a subjectivity in a spiritual way that is ready to meet the 

Divine. If, in a secular/critical interpretation of religion, we consider God as an illusion, 

the time-image and the spiritual automaton within the illusion can capture the reality of 

this illusion. It is not surprising that the time-image, according to Deleuze, brings the 

direct and pure experience of time, which is another illusion, into reality of cinema. Even 

in a mystical interpretation of time, as explained in the second chapter, mystical time 

(dahr) can be similar to “duration” since “God is time (dahr)” in Sufism. In fact, if the 

time-image is able to bring the experience of pure time into expression, it can also 

express God (which is time).  

In other words, one can say that cinema (similar to mysticism) can encourage 

theophanic experiences as “contact with the outside”. For Deleuze, the sensation in the 

brain caused by the arts (especially cinema) produces the spiritual automaton--the 

spiritual dimension of the brain. In fact, the brain’s nerves, its cerebral, and the way they 

are affected by images, are the source of spirituality. Patricia Pisters explains further what 

Deleuze means by spirituality:      
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In this vitalistic conception of spirituality, when speaking of the soul, or force of 

life that art can make us feel, it is interesting to inquire a little further into the 

nature of this force of life, that is so fundamental to the sensations that cinema can 

bring about. According to Deleuze, spirituality has nothing to do with dreams or 

fantasy, but it is rather ‘the domain of cold decision, of absolute obstinacy, of the 

choice of existence’ (Flaxman 2000: 366). The cold choice seems to contradict 

the sensations that go with it, but in fact it is completely logical from a vitalistic 

perspective that sees the universe full of microbrains that are constantly moving, 

acting and reacting, but in sensations find a moment of pause, where all options 

are still open, and a decision has to be made. (132) 

 

The spiritual automaton has a direct relationship with time and thought. Clayton 

Crockett discusses this relationship in Deleuze Beyond Badiou: Ontology, Multiplicity, 

and Event (2013): “It is the shock of this automatic spiritual automaton that forces us to 

think, and ultimately to think time as such” (175). The link between spirituality and time 

can be likened to the link between Muslim God and time (dahr), which is the eternal 

meaning of time.  

Once practised as concepts for cinema, the mystical implications of time and 

proximity with the Divine can be almost expressed and communicated through time 

crystals (the time-image) or what Goddard calls the “the crystalline regimes of signs” 

(60). In this way, cinema can become a spiritual tool, capable of facilitating a singular 

“experience of ecstatic subjectivation in which spectators experience cinema as a pure 

optical and sound situation, a vision and a voice, a scattering of time crystals that lead 

them beyond the boundaries of their static selves and into profound contact with the 

outside” (62).  

The philosophical influence of cinema and the link that it creates between the 

human mind and its spiritual dimension can work toward the transformations and 

becomings that correct humans’ relationship with the world they are living in. 

Consequently, that transformation can also raise political awareness and alternative ways 
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of thinking about politics in a way that subverts the dominant hegemony of thought. 

Cinema, in this way, becomes a “philosophy machine” (Brown 5) that, as Deleuze 

suggests “opens us up to the inhuman and the superhuman and allows us to go beyond the 

human condition” (B 28). I would like to close this discussion by a long citation from the 

scholar of philosophy Joshua Alan Ramey in The Hermetic Deleuze (2012): 

 

For Deleuze, the auteurs who renew belief in the world do so by working with 

affects and percepts that are impersonal and preindividual, untied to the sensory-

motor links of a body with a world. Films like Last Year at Marienbad, or even 

Godard’s Breathless present the way lives are crosscut by other lives and times 

never directly present to them, and demonstrate the way the lived coherence of 

time is riven with faulty memory, and how identity is haunted by the various 

personae we play out along our life lines. The effect of being confronted with 

these other dimensions in film is, according to Deleuze, a kind of second birth, the 

birth of a “spiritual automaton” more plastic than the lived body, capable of more 

profound links between affects and their milieus than habit and memory 

ordinarily allow. In a world that challenges all hope, all belief, we film the world 

in order to rediscover our links with it: “The less human the world is, the more it 

is the artist’s duty to believe and produce belief in a relation between man and the 

world, because the world is made by men” (C2 , 171). (151) 

 

 

3.13 Singularity and Mysticism 

Singularity is a key concept in Deleuze’s ontology and it is hard to find an exact 

definition for it because it is extremely elusive. Singularities and events are the virtual 

things that pass the process of actualization on the plane of immanence. It seems that 

Sufism’s concepts can be considered as singularities because they are filled with virtual 

forces that become actualized through Sufis’ Active Imagination and practices.     

 

3.13.a Singularity 

 

Singularities are unique events full of virtual forces that can transform and change shape. 

They constitute the virtual proper Being of things, their unique way of Being, their 
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thisness. They are not qualities such as shape, taste, or colour that illustrate a thing; 

rather, they are characteristics that are immanent within things. Once a thing comes 

across a particular field of energy and virtual force, singularities start generating qualities 

such as shapes, colour, texture, and odour. Singularities are never present as qualities but 

once they conflate and enter into different virtual zones they create change and 

transformation and as a result new forms and qualities emerge.  

In Deleuze’s Dictionary, Tom Conley refers to the histories of cartography to 

show that the word singularity is “a term that replaces that of the mirror” (254). He 

further traces back its implications in the Old and New Testament and argues that in the 

Middle Ages it was mirror of human salvation: “The mirror was that which assured a 

reflection of a totality and presence of God, a reflective surface, resembling perhaps the 

pupil of an eye on which were gathered and assembled the variety and wealth of Divine 

creation” (255). Open totalities, another Deleuze’s term is also a reference to 

singularities--those things that appear in different times and places by changing and 

revising themselves: they are “new shapes of alterity [otherness] and difference coming 

from distant spaces” (255).  

Singularity as used by Deleuze, needs to be always understood with this historical 

background in mind. Thinking gives a philosopher the ability to have infinite lines of 

flights (of thoughts) by which s/he virtually travels to distant places anywhere in the 

world to make trajectories and connections in order to create new concepts. However, 

first and foremost among and between all the trajectories, the philosopher is led through 

thinking to “conceptual islands or points of singularity”. Singularities, therefore, are like 

islands and counties, the places “where perception is felt in movement” (255).  
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According to Deleuze, “singularity allows the subject to perceive the world in 

both ways, infinitesimally and infinitely, in hearing the whir of a familiar watermill, in 

being aware of waves of water striking the hull of a boat, or even in sensing music that 

accompanies a ‘dance of dust’ (D 1993a: 86)” (qtd. in 255-6). In his further discussion of 

singularity, Conley refers to Deleuze: “[Deleuze] notes that great writers possess 

‘singular conditions of perception’ that help them shape visionary insights (D 1997b: 

116)” (qtd in Conley 256). Conley continues:   

Indeed singularities allow great writers to turn aesthetic percepts into veritable 

visions; in other words, to move from a unique site of consciousness to an oceanic 

one. Such is what makes the writer change the world at large through 

microperceptions that become translated into a style, a series of singularities and 

differences that estrange common usages of language and make the world of both 

the writer and those in which the reader lives vibrate in unforeseen and 

compelling ways. . . . Like other keywords in his [Deleuze’s] personal dictionary, 

singularity shifts and bears different reflections in different contexts but is always 

related to perception, subjectivity, affectivity and creation. (256)        

     

Singularities are not noticeable, but they can be understood and known once one 

interacts with things. In The Logic of Sense, Deleuze gives some examples of 

singularities: 

[s]ingularities are turning points and points of inflection; bottlenecks, knots, 

foyers, and centers; points of fusion and condensation, and boiling; points of tears 

and joy, sickness and health, hope and anxiety, ‘sensitive’ points. (63) 

 

For Deleuze, matters/things are already populated by singularities, which are the 

“energetic” dimension of matter that contributes to the things’ thingness--what the thing 

will be in a play of forces; for example, the pot is the product of the singularity that 

populates the clay and comes to Being when it meets the assemblage of the potter’s hand 

and the pottery wheel. What we have here is a play of forces between the potter, the 

wheel, and the clay that makes the pot. In fact, it is not only the potter who imposes shape 
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over the clay but the clay itself has a singularity that generates a quality of shape. In fact, 

all three elements here contribute equally to the final product of the pot. Singularity here 

can be observed once it has taken its shape as the pot. Here, art is as much a result of the 

matter as it is of the tools used and the artist who uses them. Singularities are like 

pregnancies within things whose baby will be delivered once the conditions are set. 

Singularities are capable of generating a variety of actualized forms but have none of 

these forms a priori. Singularities make the connection between humans and things 

possible because they are the immanent thingness in everything, which can come together 

with other elements and create an assemblage through which they come into Being. 

Everything is populated by singularities, and they actualize themselves in different ways 

(with a unique quality), depending on the zones of attractions that draw them to fields of 

forces. 

 

3.13.b Singular Image 

 

Muslim’s concept of the imageless God is very similar to Deleuze’s concept of the 

“unthought”:  an imageless thought or something that can’t be expressed and known but 

never defies “Being.” In regard to the singular image of God, it is an image that does not 

represent anything but is the expression of Being--an image that has no point of reference 

but itself, an image that is the image of itself. Because according to Islamic mysticism, 

the Muslim God paradoxically has no image and the universe is the reflection of His 

image, God’s imageless-image is a singular one. One may argue that God’s singular 

image can be like the image of a person in front of a mirror while the image in the mirror 

has a relationship with the mirror, too—that is, to perceive this image, the Sufi’s heart 
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should reflect the Divine and live with the singular image of God’s reflection. This 

reflective relationship can surpass and exceed the Sufi’s human qualities and, as a result, 

it can create transformation both in the Sufi and in the world through the Sufi. The Sufis’ 

whirling dance (sama) and their ecstatic utterances (shath) are the result of these singular 

percepts, affects, and sensations of this transformative phenomenon.   

Divine love is an important means for mystical illumination because the heart has 

singular perception of the Divine that, once achieved, can be a transformative element; 

that is, love overflows the Sufi’s soul and usually this condition is followed by the 

euphoric and ecstatic joy expressed in shath. Similarly, Deleuze’s and Guattari’s concept 

of the Body without Organs shows how desire and its affects and sensations move; and 

therefore, as they argue, “BwO is also full of gaiety, ecstasy and dance” (D&G ATP 

150).  

In addition, singularities are domains of virtual energies that usually move in 

spiral shapes within entities in order to penetrate between things and transform them. One 

may argue that the Sufis’ whirling dance is the expression of the movement of the Divine 

singularity within the universe. In other words, through the sama dance, the Sufis 

penetrates Divinity through the singular percept and affect of their enlightened heart. 

Sufic “imaginal” forms are singular images that are and are not because they are formed 

in the in-between space of the real and the imaginary, in what the Illuminationist 

philosopher Suhrawardi calls alam al-mithal (the world of archetypes). These singular 

images are not only the link between the worlds of the invisible and the visible, they are 

also evidences of the transcending of shapes and forms in Sufis’ cosmology, which is 
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similar to Deleuze’s fascination with intuition and illumination. In the introduction to Out 

of This World: Deleuze and the Philosophy of Creation (2006), Peter Hallward explains: 

Rather than represent the world in a reliable way, Deleuze maintains that our real 

concern is to ‘know how the individual would be able to transcend his form and 

his syntactical link with a world’ so as to become the transparent vessel for that 

‘nonorganic life of things which burns us . . . which is the divine part in us, the 

spiritual relationship in which we are alone with God as light’ (LS, 178; C1, 54). 

As we shall see, in many ways Deleuze’s project resonates with and renews that 

‘Oriental intuition’ which Hegel found at work in Spinoza’s philosophy, 

‘according to which everything finite appears as something merely transient and 

ephemeral’–that ‘oriented’ conception of the absolute conceived as ‘the light 

which illumines itself. ’ (16)  

 

The singularity of the image of God can be explained through the relationship 

between light and image. As we know, in photography we need light in order to be able 

to form the image or picture of anything; similarly, light is a mystical element in Sufism 

that bring things into Being. However, the singularity of the image of God is in its denial 

of representation. In other words, light brings things into appearance, whereas nothing 

can represent light; no one can give an exact image of light but to show the way it affects 

things and brings itself into expression. Similar explanation can be given to the 

implication of time (dahr) as God, and the pure experience of that as duration and the 

time-image. In this regard, Deleuze’s ideas of cinema, as described in his seminal book 

Cinema 2: the Time-Image, have a lot to do with the materialization of time as an abstract 

and virtual force of Immanence into images: 

The indiscernibility of the real and the imaginary, or of the present and the past, 

of the actual and the virtual, is definitely not produced in the head or the mind, it 

is the objective characteristic of certain existing images which are by nature 

double. (69)  

This means that we are not able to see the image of Immanence, but we might be able to 

see the images that the imagination of the Immanence creates as reality. We might also be 
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able to see immanence’s “double” on the screen of cinema through its time-image. 

Colebrook claims: “Cinema, therefore, has the power of taking thought beyond its own 

fixed images of itself and the world; we can think of images that are no longer images of 

some being” because they “are” before and after “Being”, independent of a thinking 

subject (54). 

 Meanwhile, when, in Sufism, the Sufi refines her/his soul through tariq’a (path), a 

singular image of the God is created in his/her soul that s/he cannot explain. The Sufi 

becomes a form that contains the image, and they become one. This image is the reality 

of God’s beauty and love. However, as Chittick explains in The Sufi Path of Love: The 

Spiritual Teachings of Rumi (1983), from the mystical standpoint, 

meaning transcends all formal representation: The Beloved [God] lies beyond His 

Image. So even if the Beloved’s Image is incomparably more real than this world, 

it is still less real than the Beloved Himself. Union with the Image is an exalted 

station on the Path, but union with the Beloved is far beyond it. (265) 

 

Rumi uses this concept in several parts of his works; below are a few examples of Rumi’s 

poems adopted from Chittick’s book mentioned above (pp. 265-6-7): 

His Form is a pretext—He is the Light of  

Heaven: Pass beyond picture and form—His Spirit is sweet, His Spirit! (Dīvān-e Šhams-e 

Tabrīzī 13373, 75) 

 

Whatever gift I received from Thee I entrusted  

to Thy Image, for Thy sugar-sweet Image has Thy Glory and Countenance. 

              No, I am wrong, for though Thy Image is not like other images, all its 

beauty and fairness are Thy gift (7952-53) 

 

  I have sought the likeness of Thy moonlike 

Image, oh Image-less One, as far as the seventh heaven—there is none (4481) 

 

What forms are possessed by the Formless Ones! 

What do you know of their forms (28167) 

 

  The spirit cannot bear to see Thy Face 

Unveiled, and Thy Beauty is greater than whatever I say (2331) 
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Since His image is so, behold how His Beauty must be! His Beauty 

displays itself in the Image, which cannot display Him. 

His Image is sunlight shining upon the spirits, 

His Beauty the sun burning in the fourth heaven (24336-39) 

 

 

 3.13.c Singularity of the Mystical Ann  

Another point of connection between Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence and especially 

his reference to singularity and spiritual automaton is the poetic and mystical concept of 

Ann (durationless instances). Persian mystic authors, especially Hafiz, occasionally uses 

Ann to refer to the unexplainable yet embedded (vitally theophanic) qualities within 

entities; however he never gives a specific definition to Ann:  

The blessed is not the one with good appearance 

Be fascinated by the one with Ann. 

(Hafiz, Sonnet 125). 

 

According to the definition provided by Moeen Farsi Dictionary, Ann is “a term in 

Sufism that refers to a kind of beauty and virtue that can be understood but can never be 

described.” It seems that Ann refers to something indefinable in a character or thing, 

something like an aura or the uncanny, which rests there while defying definition and 

outer appearance.  

One may argue that there are things that already have the traces of the Divine in 

their soul and can be distinguished by the more experienced mystics, and in this way they 

embody the singular experience of proximity to the Divine. Ann can be also considered as 

a reflection of God’s beauty within an entity, and as Ann has the implications of mystical 

time (dahr), Ann also refers to a sparkle of an eternal beauty (or of eternity itself) in 

someone or something. Therefore, there are entities that embed transcendence as it is 
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immanent within them. In fact, their soul is so polished that, like a mirror, it can reflect 

the image of God.   

 

*** 

3.14 CONCLUSION 

Although immanence and transcendence seem like two totally separate concepts, there 

are pantheistic aspects of Islamic medieval mysticism such as the mystical concept of  

Unity of Being that resonate in significant ways with Deleuze’s immanentism and and 

concept of univocity of being. While Deleuze emphasizes that transcendence denies “the 

intensification of life” (WIF 74), some of his interpreters, such as Peter Hallward in Out 

of This World: Deleuze and the Philosophy of Creation (2006), occasionally refer to a 

kind of spirituality that is mysteriously embedded in life and as a result provides a 

mystical observation of life. Both Deleuze and mysticism encourage liberation from an 

image of thought that restricts life and Being in order to give the self more freedom and 

possibilities to express the creative (Divine) sources of vitality that are embedded and 

flowing in all the living. 

 If, for Deleuze, the ultimate goal of all life is to become-imperceptible and, as a 

result, to be able to transparently connect with the vitalism that is immanent in life, for 

the Sufis it is through annihilation that the self dissolves in transcendence (God), which is 

paradoxically immanent to the Sufi because in Sufism all entities are expressions of the 

same source and substance (God). The Sufis’ experience of proximity to the Divine 

usually puts them into ecstatic trances, to the extent that the Sufi loses his/her Self (fana, 

annihilation) in order to grow somewhere in the image of the imageless Divine (baqa, 
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eternal life). It is the loss of the self in the Holy in mysticism, and the flow of desire 

through the BwO that is the result of the presence of the immanent in philosophy of 

immanence. In annihilation, the Sufi dissolves in Being (God), just as the follower of 

Deleuze’s thought dissolves and becomes one with the creative and virtual forces of the 

universe. In What Is Philosophy?, Deleuze writes: 

We are not in the world, we become with the world; we become by contemplating 

it. Everything is vision, becoming. We become universes (169). 

Mystics, as experiencing a mode of existence, believe in the Divine God as the creator of 

the universe; Deleuze’s emphasis on the cosmic forces of life is similar to the pantheism 

embedded in mysticism. Many references to sky, stars, sun, and cosmic entities in the 

Qur’an show the mystical cosmology that is similar to Deleuze’s cosmic thinking. In this 

regard, the philosopher of Islamic thought Mulla Sadra (c. 1572–1640) argues: “Through 

philosophy, man acquires a resemblance to the Creator and ascribes a rational order to the 

cosmos” (23). Deleuze, like Spinoza, also believes in the spiritual aspect of the mind: It is 

the relationship between the human brain and the cosmos that is usually attained once the 

artist, scientist, and philosopher brings the chaos of the cosmos into his/her mind in order 

to make sense of it through making concepts. For Deleuze, it is cinema with its effective 

power that inspires this “spiritual automaton” in the viewers’ mind. 

 The next chapter provides a discussion of the importance of expression in 

Deleuze’s philosophy as opposed to representation, and how this expression can be 

linked to the non-representational presence of the Divine in Sufism. This will be 

accompanied by a brief history of ex-cinema and video arts in order to contextualize and 

discuss the five ex-videos in this project. 
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        Chapter 4 

 

                  Ex-Cinema/Video Arts 

 

 
 

4.1 Introduction 

 

 

The body without organs is not God, quite the contrary. But the energy that 

sweeps through it is divine, when it attracts to itself the entire process of 

production and serves as its miraculate, enchanted surface, inscribing in it each 

and every one of its disjunctions. (AO 13) 

The act of filming renders the multiplicity of beings in a unified flattened form, 

where both immanence and transcendence are unequivocally the simultaneous 

result of that act, since both come to being when projected on the screen. It is thus 

safe to argue that cinema materializes the “unity of Being”, which proposition is 

a medieval formulation of the concept of pantheism. Cinema is par excellence the 

space where the Cartesian opposition between spirit and matter disappears, 

which opposition is seminal to a hierarchical worldview where the former 

dominates the latter, where transcendence acts as the organizing spirit of the 

matter constitutive of immanence. . . . Cinema in that sense [its mystical 

dimention that has a pantheistic nature] is more than the media of epiphany, more 

than the locus of the mere manifestation of the invisible. It is the realm of an 

activity producing simultaneously the visible and invisible, immanence and 

transcendence. This equalization of beings in a sort of visual unity amounts to 

“performing” pantheism. (El Khachab 39) 

Experimental media offer more promising possibilities that both satisfies as 

illusion and leads the user to its algorithmic construction, and, another level 

down, to the universe of meanings from which it draws. (EI 279) 

 

There are different theories of representation that allow researchers to explore 

how non-iconic images make meaning and function. In addition, there is a vast literature 

on experimental cinema’s profusion of non-representational practices, and a well-

theorized body of literature on aniconism in art history. However, ex-cinema of 

immanence constructed through the lens of Islamic mysticism calls for conceptualization, 
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which I did in this thesis. The previous chapter explored the relationship between 

immanentism and Islamic mysticism. I explained that the ineffable 

(immanence/transcendence) is an appropriate concept in order to create non-discursive 

knowledge and affective thought processing in ex-cinema of immanence. In this chapter, 

I initially discuss how the mystical ineffable can be experimented with in cinema; this is 

followed by a full review of Laura Marks’ Enfoldment and Infinity (2010)--especially her 

concepts of the “abstract line” and “haptic space”--in which she thoroughly explores and 

analyzes the connections between the Islamic Thoughts/Arts and contemporary new 

media. Marks’ discussion is complemented by my exploration of two other film scholars, 

Walid El Khachab and Jalal Toufic, who have also investigated the relationship between 

cinema and the sacred. After that, I provide a brief discussion of perception in ex-cinema 

followed by a discussion on experimental styles in diasporic and intercultural cinemas as 

a contextualizing section. Finally, I discuss the five ex-videos that I made for this project.    

 

4.2 The Mystical Ineffable and Cinema 

 

The cinema has always been interested in God, . . . the cinema is in itself already 

a kind of miracle. (Bazin qtd. in Pence 44) 

In cinema I have always distinguished a quality peculiar to the secret movement 

and matter of images. The cinema has an unexpected and mysterious side which 

we find in no other form of art. (Artaud 65)   

In film 

The spirit can haunt the machine. (Thesis’ author)  

 

Love, interiority, desire, and God resist representation; one cannot make an image of 

them. The paradox of showing what cannot be shown is a continuous issue in the fields of 

both film and metaphysics, and it often engages philosophical discussions about the 



 

 169 

invisible and its possible representation/expression/perception. Film and religion both 

deal with magic and miracles. In regard to metaphysics, in the mystical Third Script there 

is no word or verbal expression or explanation about God because, according to 

aniconism, it is impossible to show God’s image. For the same reason, there are many 

occasions in which Sufi authors refer to silence when they are supposed to talk about 

God. In fact, ineffability is one of the characteristics of God, which is addressed by 

invisibility and silence. It seems that the unique characteristic of film lies in its ability to 

show us what isn’t there: to make absence present by projecting appearances onto the 

screen. 

 Rūmī recited a few allegorical stories in order to explain that the full perception of 

Truth (God) is impossible, and as a result almost everyone has a different perception of 

the Truth. Rūmī’s allegorical tale of “the elephant in darkness” beautifully explains 

humans’ inability to fully perceive the ultimate aspects of truth. In Rūmī’s version of the 

story, in the night a group of Hindus brings an elephant to a town.34 Because the town-

people are too impatient to wait until dawn to see the elephant, they rushed into the dark 

room where the elephant is kept. They are not able to see the animal without light, so 

they start to touch the elephant in order to perceive it. Every person touches a different 

part of the elephant’s body, and as a result each person describes the elephant differently. 

One, who has touched its ear, describes the elephant as similar to a fan; another, who has 

                                                        

34 In his article “An Islamic Language of Toleration,” Cyrus Masroori traces back the origin of 

“the elephant in darkness”. “The story had been told before Rūmī, and has its roots in the 

Buddhist tradition (Baqeri 1991).
 
At least two other medieval Sufis, Muhammad Ghazali and 

Abulmajd Sana`i, recounted similar stories in their Persian texts (Sana`i 2001, 32–33; Ghazali 

2004:1, 59). It is important to point to an essential difference between Rūmī’s version of this 

story and those of Ghazali and Sana`i. While Ghazali (2004) and Sana`i (2001) describe those 

who visited the elephant as blind, in Rūmī’s version, the visitors’ inadequate perception is due to 

the darkness of the room and not physical disability” (Masroori 250).  
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touched its trunk, says that it is like a rope; a third man, who has touched its leg, 

describes the elephant as similar to a pillar. Finally, a person who has touched its back 

compares it to a bed. Rūmī concludes: 

If each of them had a candle at hand 

There would be no difference in their statements. (qtd. in Masroori 466)  

 

The similarity of Rūmī’s version of the “elephant in the darkness” to Plato’s “allegory of 

the cave” is quite apparent. The two stories suggest similar conclusions: human beings 

are imprisoned by their perceptions. Moreover, the ineffable is invisible and can’t be 

literally touched; in other words, it is there and not there.  

It is not possible to bring ineffability into expression through representation; 

however, nonrepresentational arts can be a proper space for the expression of the 

ineffable. Mysticism provides the conditions of making the relationship with this 

ineffable world and the invisible spirit in a more unorthodox way--a way of relating to 

the sacred. Meanwhile, cinema works with images that, in spite of being originally 

elusive, can create the illusion of presence and reality, and this makes cinema work in an 

elusive and mystical way, too: making moving images appear as reality. In the words of 

the scholar of religious and spiritual studies Darrol Bryant, cinema occupies a privileged 

position in ‘‘modern technological culture [; it] has inherited the alchemical dreams of 

the past’’ (105).  

Cinema has the power to represent several dimensions of life. Cinema can 

produce a deep understanding of reality through the impressions that it makes by its 

narrative and visuals. Cinema has also the power to create fascinating illusions of reality 

in such a way that audience members willingly suspend their disbelief and take what they 

see as real. The ability of cinema can go so far that the audience sees the created illusion 
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as a new reality. Jeffrey Pence argues: “Cinematic realism thus raises questions about the 

nature of belief and reality that are perennial, yet acutely contemporary” (29). Separate 

from religious films that usually deal with religious stories and characters drawn from 

holy books, the genre of mystical or spiritual film often investigates the relationship 

between the unknowable and the outside--and the way to depict it. Mystical film calls for 

a different kind of perception through the senses, as its goal is to share an interior 

experience of the outside with the audience. The power of cinema to show appearances 

that look like real phenomena can be seen in the first Lumiere brothers’ “actualities” such 

as Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1896), which reportedly astonished the audience at its 

first screenings. Cinema’s power to influence the audience can go even further to show 

the potential significance of aspects of reality that otherwise can stay invisible.  

Next I will discuss Martin Arnold’s relatively contemporary experimental film 

Pièce touchée (1989). This discussion help us come closer to artists’ interior vision, the 

inability to express that in realistic film, its relationship to the outside, and its expression 

through nonrepresentation in experimental cinema, along with the illustration of the 

implications of the invisible and the unreadable in experimental cinema and video arts. 

The contemporary Austrian experimental filmmaker, Martin Arnold, has created a 

body of work from 1985 to the present that illustrates the function of cinema as a memory 

machine. Here I briefly discuss how in Pièce touchée (1989)35, the first of his found-

footage trilogy, Arnold is engaged with his main obsession: the manipulation of found 

footage in order to bring the invisible to the surface of the film. He usually works on 

short fragments of found footage by repeating some part of the fragment forward and 

                                                        
35 Pièce touchée. Dir. Martin Arnold. Austria.16min. 1989 
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backward often in slow motion. This technique gives a ghostly aura to his films, as if the 

film is haunted by a specter within it; the manipulation of the images makes it seem as if 

there is an exorcism happening. The ghost is not necessarily an evil one, but rather it is an 

invisible thing in the film that is trying to come into expression. On the other hand, the 

ghost can be read as the memories in the found footage, which Arnold is trying to bring 

to sight.  

According to Lippit, Arnold’s ‘recycled’ films “point to the place of a machine, 

an apparatus for collecting and redistributing memories in particular–a memory machine 

that preserves interiority outside, ex machina” (56).  

Pièce touchée is a fifteen-minute recollection of eighteen seconds of a classic 

found footage: a man, who resembles a father, struggles to pass through a door, enters a 

living room, and kisses the assumed mother. Lippit interprets that as follow: 

It is a child’s view, a primal movie scene and an umbilicus to the imaginary. The 

insignificance of the view is undermined by its fixation. The seemingly innocent 

act that forms the nucleus of the scene–a kiss–is reworked in the spectator’s 

imaginary into a series of violent gestures and assaults. (Lippit 63) 

 

Arnold’s film addresses his disappointment with the illusions of Hollywood 

cinema, despite that he was fascinated by those films in his childhood. Through the 

mechanics of cinema, Arnold’s films illustrate how memory is hidden/invisible in things, 

waiting to be extracted and drawn to the surface. Lippit adds that Arnold’s ‘cinema 

machine,’ especially in his found-footage trilogy, is “a kind of mnemographic machine, 

an apparatus that writes and rewrites memories on the surfaces of film” (59). ‘Pièce 

touchée features concussions and traumas through minimal movements that are the result 

of the function of his own memories of childhood immersed in cinema’ (63). In fact the 

film is cut between the desire within the film that needs to find an escape to the outside 
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while being suppressed by the very film. As a result of this conflict and its resolution, as 

Lippit argues, “The screen memory is produced” (63) in order to reconcile the desire to 

remember and the need to suppress the constant flow of that desire (which is usually 

sexual).      

The digital technologies of new media and their facilitation of the manipulation of 

the material of digital images are appropriate means for expressions of the ghost locked 

in the machine. However, as Marks explored, one can see major elements of Islamic 

thoughts as the blueprint of the new media art. Marks deliberately traces back the 

influences that made this blueprint and, by borrowing from Deleuze and Guattari, she 

uses the two concepts of “the abstract line” and “haptic space” in order to explore what 

has been mapped onto layers of latency (like the ghost locked in the machine) and has 

been unfolding through these two concepts. In the following section, I will discuss 

experimental cinema’s work with perception more generally, followed by discussion of 

Marks’ arguments in regard to enfoldment and unfolding of the aniconic in experimental 

cinema.   

 

4.3 Ex-cinema and Perception  

The soul is roused beyond the limits of representation. A kind of virtual force of 

images opens up unrealized possibilities at the depth of spirit . . . . This is why 

cinema seems to me made above all to express the stuff of thought, the interior of 

consciousness, and not only by the play of the imagery but by something more 

imponderable that confronts us with interiority through direct matter, without 

interventions, without representation. (Artaud qtd. in Murray 36) 

 

Let us now look at how experimental cinema deals with perception and especially 

perception of the ineffable. One of the main aims of experimental cinema is to delve into 
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the expression of visceral feelings and perceptions through non-representational means. 

On the face of it, experimentation with Muslim medieval and mystical concepts, such as 

the unseen world and the Third Script (an unreadable script that actually has no written 

text) through a visual medium such as cinema seems impossible. However, some 

scholarship and theories about cinema, especially Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the time-

image, gives us enough theoretical tools to conceptualize a theory of experimental 

cinema with the use of mystical ideas in order to make philosophical and cinematic 

concepts. I will discuss more about the theoretical aspects of this experiment in the 

second half of the chapter. Cine-thinking or thinking through images of cinema is an 

opening to new dimensions of philosophy and cinema—dimensions such as the spiritual 

one that can be experimented with in new media/video arts.  

The development of digital visual technology has introduced new areas into the 

study of the virtual realm of visuals. As a result, experimentation with film and video has 

already expanded into the realm of new media arts. In his book EX-Cinema: From a 

theory of experimental film and video (2012), Akira Mizuta Lippit explains what it means 

for contemporary film and video to be experimental. Lippit’s discussion is framed by the 

concept “ex-“--meaning from, outside, and no longer. He explores the aesthetic, 

theoretical, and technical implications and impacts of avant-garde film and video. 

According to Lippit, Ex-Cinema is a sustained reflection on the ways in which 

experimental media artists move outside the conventions of mainstream cinema and 

initiate a dialogue on the meaning of cinema itself. 

The main theme in this dissertation is experimenting with the possibility of the 

expression of the ineffable in experimental cinema/video arts. According to mysticism, 
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the ineffable keeps leaving its trace on reality in spite of being outside it. Lippit refers to 

cinema scholar Jonathan Walley’s essay about the ‘60s and 70s, The Material of Film 

and the Idea of Cinema: Constructing Practices in Sixties and Seventies Avant-Garde 

Film (2003); following Walley, Lippit insists that “the essence of cinema does not lie 

somewhere else, somewhere other than the specificity of the medium, but precisely in the 

elsewhere” (4). He further writes:   

For Walley, cinema is virtual and its actualization in specific forms, iterations, 

and instances represents only a temporary and provisional realization of a cinema 

that remains ultimately elsewhere, diffuse, a potential rather than an instantiation. 

Following Bazin, Walley concludes that cinema is “an idea that has temporarily 

taken the form of certain materials.” His argument eventually puts the 

experimental cinema of this period in dialogue with Conceptual art, which 

similarly sought to “dematerialize” art, to liberate artworks from specific 

materials and media. (4-5) 

 

By referring to philosophical themes and ‘dematerializing art’ from restrictive media, 

conceptual arts enable artists to create a relationship between the most abstract concepts:  

their interior vision and the outside. Similarly, the Sufic vision creates forms that are 

from the outside although they may appear in-between the material and metaphysical 

worlds. I argue that these Sufic forms are not the copy and mediator of any transcendental 

entity, but rather they are the product of Sufis’ Active (or theophanic) Imagination over 

reality. The virtual forces of Sufis’ thoughts create appearances that are attributed to the 

Divine, and it is through the sensation raised by the Sufic images that a relationship 

between them as concepts and Sufis as part of reality can be built--they are concepts that 

are in search of becoming subjects freed from any sort of media. Lippit further claims:  

The “Idea of cinema without organs, without bodies, or rather with multiple bodies and 

part of bodies--took place within cinema, as cinema, as the specter of an idea of cinema 

that doesn’t require its dematerialization or dismantling, its displacement into a radical 
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exteriority, but as an exergue within the body cinema, of film, framed within the frame 

but always at an irreducible distance” (5)  

One may argue that in contemporary ex-cinema the medium is thought--the 

movement of a wave from one thought (or from a thinking person) to another without the 

intention of being fixed but seeking connection and passage through another medium.  

The visibility of cinema itself through the medium is one of the conceptual frameworks 

of experimental cinema: How can the filmmakers make the invisible visible? Cinema 

brings absence into presence through appearances—remember my discussion of 

Antonioni’s Blow-Up in the introduction. However, these appearances address the 

invisible presence of life and the vitality immanent in it. There are several verses in the 

Qur’an that address God as being in the outside (the sky); for example: 

 “Do you feel secure that He, Who is over the heaven (Allah), will not cause the 

earth to sink with you, then behold it shakes (as in an earthquake)?” (Qur’an, 

Surat Al-Mulk [The Sovereignty] 67:16) [trans. By Muhsin Khan] 

 

However, there are also a few verses that address His presence within; for example:  

And indeed We [Allah] have created man, and We know what his ownself 

whispers to him. And We are nearer to him than his jugular vein (by Our 

Knowledge). (Qur’an, Surat Qaf 50:16) [trans. by Muhsin Khan]  

  

Mysticism is the specific interior vision that is achieved through one’s inner relationship 

with the Holy that starts from within. This concurs with Lippit’s main argument about 

Ex-cinema that the outside already operates within the body of certain experimental video 

and video arts. In this way, there is usually an unclear, obscure and nonlinear message in 

the video arts or experimental films that seeks a way of expression other than what the 

viewers see on the cinema screen.  
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In fact, this message or trace of the outside struggles with what is actually being 

shown while seeking a way of expression. Therefore, it is possible to experiment with the 

representation of the outside/Divine in video arts in such a way that viewers will be 

subjected to the realm of thinking. In fact, in experimental film/video, there is always a 

trace of the outside hidden inside the work waiting to be decoded/expressed/represented 

in spite of the fact that it usually fails to be fully understood. In this regard, in Enfoldment 

and Infinity, Marks discusses how the virtual (in media art and vistual reality) and the 

divine infinite (Muslims’ God/the outside) unfold their vital/virtual forces, forces that 

cannot necessarily have a representational image. In the next section, I will discuss the 

Islamic-influenced approaches to cinema that make the imperceptible perceptible, along 

with Marks’ relevant concepts such as “the abstract line” and “haptic space.”  

The reader needs to note that here I am not deciding to relate experimental cinema 

to new media art because much recent experimental video, including my work, is digital 

only incidentally. However, using “the abstract line” and “haptic space,” and their 

performative nature helps me characterize experimental cinema as aniconic. Therefore, I 

use Marks’ enfolding-unfolding aesthetics and Toufic’s ideas to explain enfoldment and 

revelation in experimental cinema. 

 

 

 

4.4 The Abstract Line and Haptic Space 

 

Art is aniconic when the image shows us that what we do not see is more 

significant than what we do. In both Islamic art and new media art, the most 

important activity takes place at a level prior to the perceptible image . . . 

Contemporary art is aniconic when it consists of carrying out ideas and creating 

social interactions. These are not especially perceptible forms of expression: the 

image is the trace, effect, or document. (Marks EI 5)  

 



 

 178 

 

In the second chapter of Enfoldment and Infinity, Marks explains that several 

features that are common to both Islamic art/thought and the contemporary abstract and 

new media art. Unity is the first common feature, as Islamic art/thought is founded on 

tawhid (the Unity of God/Being), which is expressed in the Qur’an. In new media art, 

there is the unity of the code, and this unity gives rise to multiplicity and infinity in both 

fields. They also both deal with unfolding whose nature is performative. Meanwhile, 

Islamic aniconism evokes “abstract line” and “haptic space,” which are privileged by 

D&G and are ways that the visible can unfold without generating a figurative image. The 

last common feature is “the embodied perception” with which both Islamic art and 

contemporary abstract art engage (32-3). In the following section, after giving an 

overview of Marks’ Enfoldment and Infinity, I will briefly discuss her account about the 

“abstract line” and “haptic space” using her own descriptions. 

Sufis’ relationship to the godhead is oftentimes through their relevatory 

imagination, which is inspired by the presence of the divine in qaib (the world of 

absence), the unseen and the invisible. Marks begins her book by drawing astonishing 

analogies between the installation Hemisphere (2006-2007) by the German visual artist 

Ulf Langheinrich and a fourteenth-century dome of the Friday Mosque at Yazd, Iran 

(1324-1328); she argues “Islamic art is the strongest parallel to the visual media of our 

age” (EI 5). Marks explains how the viewers of these two seemingly distant art works 

share the “hypnotic” sensation and “dizziness” of the experience of viewing and being 

engaged with the works’ patterns, in a way that “each [viewer] is lost in his or her 

perceptual space” (EI 1). She further argues that “[i]n both cases, an abstract and 
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algorithmic pattern passes through the beholder’s body and lifts her consciousness out of 

herself” (1). She considers “such profound parallels in the experience of algorithmic, 

nonimagistic art in two historically and geographically distinct practices—the formative 

centuries of Islamic art, spanning centuries, and recent decades of abstract, algorithmic, 

and digital art” to be the inspiration for her groundbreaking book Enfoldment and Infinity 

(2010) (1). Marks’ main engagement is with the expression of the invisible source of 

Islamic art (qaib) and digital media art (data) through bringing them into the realm of 

visibility.  

As Marks argues, “what we see and hear is often the end result of a processes of 

information: databases and the algorithms that make them act. What we perceive is more 

than ever before generated by an underlying code. . . .  Since Hegel, a definition of art has 

been the sensible presentation of the idea: art is supposed to make the invisible visible. 

What is different now is a new level of invisibility: information” (2). By referencing the 

French philosopher Gilbert Simondon (1924-1989) Marks argues that “contemporary 

visual culture is really information culture, for though we in the postindustrial world are 

using our eyes more than ever before, it is not to look at pictures but to read information” 

(2). According to Marks, the enfolded digital art unfolds itself on the screen in the form 

of information for the eye to read and, as a result, “[to] connect it back to the world” (4). 

Marks further discusses how the Islamic aesthetics has migrated to the West during the 

early modern period and afterwards: 

[N]ew media art, considered Western, has an important genealogy in the 

aesthetics, philosophy, and science of classical Islam. The historical properties of 

Islamic art … reemerge in new media art independent of the new media artist's 

intentions. They express a sort of Islamic Kunstwollen immanent to computer-

based media. (149) 
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In this way, she reimagines the history of the production of visuals in the West as a 

response to Islamic art and the subjective impressions that viewers experience. Marks 

traces the structural parallels between Islam and computer-based media through what she 

calls an aesthetics of enfolding and unfolding: “In the aesthetics of enfolding and 

unfolding that I am proposing, three levels--image, information, and the infinite--enfold 

each other and unfold from each other,” so that “information unfolds from the infinite, 

and image unfolds from information.” The infinite itself is never perceived and is similar 

to what Marks, referring to Deleuze, calls a “plane of immanence” (5, 6) which, 

according to Marks stands respectively as the plane of virtuality for the computer and 

new media, and the plane of divinity for Islam.  

According to Marks, aesthetics is the uniting element that connects new media art to the 

art of Islam. In addition, certain kinds of subjectivity that relate to this aesthetic, explore 

the different ways in which images unfold through “information,” which distinguishes 

artistic forms depending on viewers’ level of awareness of the “infinite.” This leads to 

new understanding of a range of “material practices”, such as carpet weaving, and 

ornament and arabesque making.  

According to Marks, “the will of art,” which was first elaborated by art historian 

Alöis Riegl (1858–1905), navigates through time and space in order to make connections 

between the inspiration that motivated both classical Islamic art and new media art. By 

juxtaposing Islamic art and new media art, Marks investigates how they genealogically 

interact while she pays attention to the different historical and sociocultural contexts that 

caused them, suggesting a process of the extension of one (Islamic art) to the other (new 

media art) via the “abstract line” or “vector” that has been moving from the Islamic 
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Golden Age to modernism and post-modernism, creating haptic spaces due to the Islamic 

aniconism. She writes: 

Aniconism provides a healthy environment for abstraction. It gives rise to two 

characteristic forms, privileged by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: abstract line 

and haptic space. Both of these are ways for the visible to unfold without 

generating a figurative image. When line and shape are freed from depiction, lines 

become abstract, sculptural form dissolves into haptic space, and meaning is 

deferred to the subjective discovery of the viewer. These may not be religious 

ideas, but they thrived in a religious culture [Islamic culture] that sought 

alternatives to figurative depiction. Deleuze and Guattari called a line that is not 

tamed into a contour the abstract line or the nomad line. (53)  

  

Marks refers to Deleuze’s distinction between ‘the rectangular (or “regularly” rounded) 

Egyptian line [that] is negatively motivated by anxiety in the face of all that passes, 

flows, or varies, . . . the nomad line that is abstract in an entirely different sense, precisely 

because it has a multiple orientation and passes between points, figures, and contours: it 

is positively motivated by the smooth space it draws, not by any striation it might 

perform to ward off anxiety and subordinate the smooth (EI 43-4). The haptic space in 

Islamic arts such as tapestries, carpets, and especially Kufic calligraphies and arabesques 

invites a more intimate and closer contemplation from the viewer, as if his or her eyes 

need to be engaged with the haptic space and, figuratively speaking, touch it in order to 

gain proximity to it. In addition, as Marks argues, “[a]bstract line and haptic space are 

insubordinate to meaning, which is why Deleuze and Guattari associate them with nomad 

art rather than imperial art” (57). Contemporary examples of haptic space and abstract 

line  

can be found in “expliciytly algorithmic works” and “Fractal arts” by which “the cubists 

and Marcel Duchamp, inspired by Einstein’s general theory of relativity, broke down the 

boundaries of form in fractal-like images. . . . New age-type consumption of fractal 
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images suggests that mathematical images have become, in our time, quasi-religious 

objects of contemplation as they are in Islamic art” (59).  

Embodiment is a major theme in Marks’ investigation of new media arts and 

geometric forms in regard to the way they direct themselves toward the viewers’ physical 

presence, and act on the viewers’ body “as a medium of reception” of the artwork. 

Consequently, Marks makes a distinction between the ways of viewers’ involvement with 

art in the Islamic world and the West: for viewers, Islamic art imagined “a perceptual 

position that is embodied, multisensory, contemplative, and subjective” (61), while pre-

modernist art in the West suggested a “disembodied and objectivist model of perception” 

(125); the latter reduced what both Islamic and digital art seek--the possibility of the 

viewers’ multisensory participation. 

From a different outlook, Jalal Toufic draws analogies between a certain genre of 

cinema and Islamic Thought [especially works of the Soviet Union’s filmmaker Sergei 

Parajanov (1924-1990)]. In the article Middle Eastern Films Before Thy Gaze Returns to 

Thee—in Less Than 1/24 of a Second (1999), Jalal Toufic discusses the universal and 

perpetual acts of appearance, disappearance, then appearance of which people are often 

unaware. Toufic believes that ‘it is both that the appearance, disappearance, then 

appearance occur before thy gaze returns to thee (Qur’ān 27:40) and that the form that 

appears following the disappearance of an earlier one is very similar to it’ (117). Toufic 

further relates these acts of appearance, disappearance, then appearance to the 

phenomenon of  “renewed creation” in Islamic thoughts--of which extremely rare people 

become directly aware, through kashf, unveiling (117). He pushes the limits of his 

interpretation and compares the Islamic “renewed creation” to cinema: 
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Is this not reminiscent of cinema, where within the same shot the next frame 

replaces the largely similar earlier one “before thy gaze returns to thee”? With 

films as well as the world according to Ibn al-‘Arabī and the Ash‘arites, very 

similar frames/ things replace each other before the eye can detect this. (117) 

 

Toufic’s bold argumentations in terms of the similarity and relationship between cinema 

and “renewed creation” in Islamic thought, continues when he discusses how the 

exposure to “flicker” effects in films such as Tony Conrad’s thirty-minute The Flicker, 

1966, and Peter Kubelka’s Arnulf Rainer, 1958–60, may induce epileptic seizures in the 

spectator. In this regard, he refers to Muslim philosophers and schools of thought (such as 

Ibn al-‘Arabī and the Ash‘arites), in order to show the connections between cinema and 

the mystical aspects of Islam such as fanā’ (an annihilation in God)—an ontological 

seizure, of which Konrad’s and Kubelka’s cinema is reminiscent. In the same vein, 

Toufic considers jump cuts as “the sound of one hand [or image] clapping,” as a mystical 

silent dhikr (remembrance).  

Out of the clash of any two images, but even more clearly of any one image, does 

not arise, unlike in Sergei Eisenstein’s films, any concept, but a dhikr (invocation, 

remembrance) of the one necessary Being (and then a heedful absentmindedness 

regarding the “God” beyond concepts and memory); or the notion of the absolute 

dependence of the myriad entities. The jump cut, “the sound of one hand [or 

image] clapping,” is a silent dhikr. Forgetfulness of God is a macro illusion, since 

creatures, not having a necessity of existence, are always returning to that which 

alone endures, God. (121) 

 

We can see other relations that Toufic establishes between Islamic arts and the 

phenomenon of appearance/disappearance and the latent existence of divinity. Toufic 

believes that, for the perceptive person, the whole world is “a vast arabesque that 

ornaments Allāh” (129). Here I cite an extract of Toufic’s discussion:   

The same way that in copies of the Qur’ān arabesques surround many of the 

words, especially the sūras’ titles, the world itself surrounds (while also being 

surrounded by) God (or, in Ismāī‘lism, one or more of the divine emanations), 

Who alone has essential attributes. … In Islam, the task of a human is not to be 
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himself or herself (in Islam he or she— who has no necessity of existence—is 

basically nothing) but to become cognizant that he or she is in the likeness of 

himself or herself, by becoming aware of God’s renewed creation, and in the 

likeness of God—notwithstanding that “there is nothing whatever like unto Him” 

(Qur’ān 42:11)—since he or she is at each moment one of the infinite Self-

Disclosures of God. Taking into consideration how the poetic function stresses 

selection over combination (Roman Jakobson) there is a basic poetic modality to 

an atomistic occasionalist universe, where entities are recurrently replaced by 

what appears to be them, where we are not ourselves, but rather metaphors of 

ourselves: ka’annanā. It is thus felicitous that this atomistic occasionalistic view 

was the one prevalent among the Arab Muslim theologians, since Arabs were 

known to exalt poetry already in the pre-Islamic period. (129-133) 

 

Toufic closes his article by regretting the fact that Muslim filmmakers have produced 

very few pixilation films and that pixilation films are rarely screened in the Islamic 

world, for pixilation is the kind of filmmaking closest to the kalām’s view, where the 

movement is both atomic and an accident added to the thing that is shown moving, and is 

slower or quicker according to whether one repeats certain frames or not (138). 

Similarly, in his article Cinema as a Sacred Surface: Ritual Rememoration of 

Transcendence (2013), Walid El Khachab discusses the intersection between cinema and 

the pantheistic aspect of Islamic thought, especially that of the Persian philosopher Ibn 

Sînâ. El Khachab considers ‘film as a “Panthed” media’ and further extends his argument 

by drawing a connection between transcendence and immanence in film. He articulates 

the “cinematic pantheism” that, “is not ‘located’ in the narrative or in the images of a 

film, even though . . . many films address the theme or the representation of pantheism. It 

is the film media itself that is fundamentally pantheistic in nature. In Élie Faure’s words, 

cinema has a “panthed” (panthée) mode of functioning” (38).  

El Khachab refers to the relationship between the medieval Ibn Sînâian (or as he 

puts it, Avicennian) definition of the soul with the body and that of the universal spirit 

with the universe per se, to better explain how pantheism is envisaged in his discussion, 
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which is relevant to cinema and screen media theory. After quoting Ibn Sînâ in French 

and calling Ibn Sînâ’s vision “unorthodox Neo-Platonician speculation,” he argues that 

the soul is an “instance of transcendence,” which appears as part of it, not as a “fragment” 

located in it. “The corollary is that transcendence—be it called God or Logos or other—is 

simply part of the world of immanence” (39). In El Khachab’s explanation of cinematic 

pantheism, film produces transcendence and immanence equally and simultaneously 

while materializing both of them. By addressing the fact that cinema “flattens” all things 

on the “screen’s surface,” he further writes:  

The act of filming renders the multiplicity of beings in a unified flattened form, 

where both immanence and transcendence are unequivocally the simultaneous 

result of that act, since both come to being when projected on the screen. It is thus 

safe to argue that cinema materializes the “unity of Being”, which proposition is a 

medieval formulation of the concept of pantheism. (39) 

 

In both cinema and mysticism, we are immersed in a double of reality (the Virtual/the 

Real) projected onto the mind/screen. However, it is not easy to perceive the double 

because it is a force that cannot be represented, yet it can come to expression without the 

guarantee of being perceived/seen by the viewer. 

 

4.5 Experimental Styles in Accented, Diasporic, Intercultural Cinema  

 

In what follows, I briefly discuss Hamid Naficy’s and Laura U. Marks’ works on 

accented/diasporic and intercultural films. This helps me contextualize my experience of 

making five experimental videos as a media artist who wishes to express his intercultural 

and diasporic experience, and how that experience is informed by both the philosophy of 

immanence and by mysticism. The videos made for this project are experimental videos; 
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however, they share elements of accented, diasporic, and intercultural cinema. As an 

experimental filmmaker and a member of the Iranian diaspora in Canada, both Persian 

Sufism and my experience of immigration to Canada inform my research and practice of 

making Ex-videos. In order to contextualise my work, I give a brief review of 

intercultural and accented diasporic cinema—cinema made by artists from minor 

communities, who immigrated or are exiled to Western countries and usually live in 

multiple homes and cultures.  

Experimental filmmakers usually do multiple tasks such as shooting and editing. 

Their works, therefore, have a more independent nature comparing to the mainstream 

cinema. The independence and self-sufficiency provided by experimental filmmaking 

allows individual artists to explore and improve the language, aesthetics, and structure of 

film in order to explore alternative ways of story-telling and expression of thoughts and 

feelings. It is not surprising, then, that artists with limited financial resources, who are 

willing to make film, use experimental styles in their works.  

As both Hamid Naficy and Laura U. Marks point out, one of the commonalities 

among the accented, diasporic, and intercultural filmmakers is the use of experimental 

styles in order to show their condition of displacement and being caught between two 

cultures and homes. In An Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking (2001), 

Naficy draws a distinction between feature and experimental films made by exilic and 

diasporic filmmakers. While accented feature films follow the standard elements of 

fictional feature films that are made for “commercial distribution and theatrical 

exhibition” (21), accented experimental films usually rely more on personal low budgets, 

are often nonfictional, and are “designed for nontheatrical distribution and exhibition” 
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(21). In addition, as Naficy argues, “the experimental films also tend to inscribe 

autobiography or biography more, or more openly, than the feature films” (21). Similarly, 

Marks discusses how experimental style can be the proper mode for expressions of 

intercultural experience:  

When experience takes place in the conjunction of two or more cultural regimes 

of knowledge, filmmakers must find ways to express this experience that cannot 

be in terms of either: experimental form helps to express the emergent knowledge 

conditions of intercultural experience. (10)  

 

The idea of displacement caused either by exile or immigration contributed extensively to 

the modern Western culture. For example and in regard to exile, according to the 

acclaimed scholar of post-colonialism Edward Said, the specific condition of exiles is the 

ability to construct a “double consciousness” while living in and observing two different 

worlds. Apart from all the negative elements of exile, such as loss, lack of sense of 

belonging, and permanent longing for home, living in exile can enable people to acheive 

the “originality of vision” (366), which enables them to see and be aware of the 

advantage/disadvantage of each home/culture. This section explores how exiled, émigré 

and diasporic minorities have established a certain genre of filmmaking known as 

“accented cinema” and how the ideas of displacement and living in between two cultures 

contributed to this style while giving them a special vision of the world and themselves. 

The cultural studies scholar, and theoretician of exilic, diasporic, and accented 

cinema Hamid Naficy defines accented films as interstitial sites of expression that merge 

cinematic practice with social and political commonalities shared amongst exile and 

diaspora communities. In An Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking (2000), 

he suggests that in order to “identify and develop the most appropriate theory to account 

for the complexities, regularities, and inconsistencies of the films made in exile and 
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diaspora, as well as for the impact that the liminal and interstitial location of the 

filmmakers has on their work” (20).  

 Many filmmakers who are exiled or forced to leave their home countries do 

become independent. They become multifunctional by raising their own funds and 

writing/directing their films, which allows them to become the authors of their work. 

According to Naficy, accented cinema refers to the diaspora’s specific styles: Stylistic 

elements such as split identities, nostalgia for home, and non-linear and multilingual 

narrative are the accents of this type of cinema. Among these filmmakers are influential 

filmmakers such as Atom Egoyan, Ghasem Ebrahimian, Emir Kusturica, Fernando 

Solanas, Chantal Akerman, Mira Nair, Trinh T. Minh-ha, and Jonas Mekas.  

Exilic and diasporic filmmakers’ works have developed certain features in 

common, such as deterritorialization, reterritorialization, displacement, journeys in search 

of home, and most important, journeys of identity. As a result, these films represent 

subjects in the process of ‘becoming’ rather than having a fixed subjectivity. These 

features have made these films exhibit a specific characteristic that distinguishes them 

from mainstream, Hollywood films. In spite of the fact that films by members of 

diaspora, exile and émigré communities are different from one another, they are accented 

in terms of the use of narrative and characters that are the outcome of the filmmakers’  

“sensibilities” and their emergent “structure of feelings,” such as sadness, loneliness, 

displacement, and alienation. Atom Egoyan’s films can be good examples of accented 

films: specific Armenian sensibilities, such as gestures, looks, and postures, have 

accented his films.  
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 On the other hand, displacement has produced different conflicting demands and 

expectations that may encourage the criticism of them from every angle (Naficy 6). 

While resisting against the dominant culture’s system of assimilation, accented 

filmmakers have adopted several “strategies of camouflage” in their films. However, as 

the filmmakers are the product of postcolonial displacement and postmodernism, which 

brings them from the margins to the centre, they are equipped with the means of 

reproduction and representation, which eventually is an empowering element (11).  

It is important to note that diasporic, exilic and ethnic filmmakings are not a fixed 

state; they can transform to each other at “liminal and interstitial” location(s) of the 

filmmakers (Naficy 291). Diaspora and exile both start with trauma of being outside of 

the homeland and the rupture of displacement. However, the exile experience can be both 

individualistic and collective, whereas the diasporic experience is necessarily collective 

and that is why the diasporic films are more accented as they are more hybrid and 

involved in “plurality and performativity of identity” (14). There is also a stylistic 

distinction between the accented feature films and experimental film: the accented feature 

films usually have feature-length narratives made for broad exhibition and distribution 

like that of commercial films, whereas the experimental films are mostly short films with 

low-quality made on low budgets. One important stylistic element in accented films is 

that their narrative should subvert the realism or at least change it. Moreover, as all the 

alternative cinemas are considered accented, accented films are not necessarily exilic or 

diasporic, whereas all the diasporic and exilic films are accented (23). Jonas Mekas’s 

films are a good example of accented films in which he uses a hybrid combination of 

text, image, and voice-over to shift realism, visual style, voice and language. 
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One needs to note that film festivals are very important for these types of films 

because they normally do not get commercial distributions in cinemas. In fact, modes of 

production, distribution, and consumption are additional factors that define accented 

cinema. 

Marks’ The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses 

(2000) explores the phenomenological aspects of the experience of being caught between 

two cultures and homes. Marks characterizes intercultural films as possessing 

“experimental styles that attempt to represent the experience of living between two or 

more cultural regimes of knowledge, or living as a minority in the still majority, white, 

Euro-American West” (1). She is particularly interested in the embodied response of the 

viewer, that is to say how viewers experience the audiovisual aspects of film through 

non-audiovisual sensory experiences (1). She shows how intercultural artists 

phenomenologically “interrogate the historical archive” and tackle issues of identity-as-

process (4). While intercultural, experimental films are driven mainly by memory, 

nostalgia, and longing for home, hybridity is also an important structural feature.  

Hybridity can be understood as a powerful means of contributing to acts of 

cultural relocation; it combines elements of the familiar and the unfamiliar, creating a 

combination of cultures wherein new ways of representation will emerge. The hybrid has 

the potential to transcend the limits of two or several cultures through the negotiation and 

mediation of similarity and difference. In turn, hybridity encourages the exchange of 

features and ideas between cultures that constructs new meaning and experimental styles 

for video. Intercultural hybrid cinema mixes media, for example, documentary, fiction, 

and personal genres, in order to pursue archeological projects that dig up traces of 
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memory and experience forgotten by the dominant culture (7). The term intercultural 

implies a “dynamic relationship between a dominant ‘host’ culture and a minority 

culture” (7); also, it implies exchanges between non-dominant cultures. 

Tactility is a nonaudiovisual experience that displaced people experience through 

audiovisual means. The experience of senses such as disrupted moments of memory, 

vision, voice, and distracted attention can create sensual and tactile experiences (again as 

in Mekas’s films). These are mostly the phenomenological experiences of the body from 

within one’s sensory perception, and usually derive from personal vision. Mark’s 

explanation of intercultural film and video is worth citing in full: 

Intercultural films and videos offer a variety ways of knowing and representing 

the world. To do this, they must suspend the representational conventions that 

have held in narrative cinema for decades, especially the ideological presumption 

that cinema can represent reality (Mercer 1994 b, Deleuze 1986). Formal 

experimentation is thus not incidental but integral to these works. Intercultural 

cinema draws from many cultural traditions, many ways of representing memory 

and experience, and synthesizes them with contemporary Western cinematic 

practices. (SOF 1-2) 

 

In this regard, it is through “haptic image/visuality” that the intercultural 

filmmaker can share “political issues of displacement and hybridity” (2) through the most 

visceral, personal, and internal experiences of being caught between multiple 

homes/cultures and being considered as a minority within a dominant culture. The haptic 

image (or the tactility discussed by Naficy in Accented Cinema) brings viewers closer to 

the cinematic text and enables them to make an intimate relationship with it. As a result 

of haptic image the viewers share the same sensory perceptions, sense/knowledge of the 

body and “unrecordable memories” by translating them into an “audiovisual medium” 

that can raise among the audience members the awareness of the traumatic experience of 

dislocation of racial minorities and diasporic people. Consequently, the experimental 
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styles in diasporic and intercultural films can express the emergent knowledge of living 

in an intercultural condition. In the case of this thesis, the possible emergence of non-

discursive knowledge is the result of the convergence of Sufism and immanentism 

explained in the dissertation and reflected partially in the five videos that I produced.  

The internal experience of displacement and alienation is immanent to diasporic 

and intercultural subjects, and that is why accented and intercultural films are obsessed 

with these feelings—it is so deeply embedded in their lives that it can not be separated 

from their lived experience as a minor subject in a dominant western context. Therefore, 

this experience puts its trace on the artistic practice of the accented, diasporic and 

intercultural media artists, and on the way that it brings all these “sensibilities” and 

“structure of feelings” into expression as the result of their immanent vision and/or style.  

As I argue, the cinema of immanence introduced in this thesis deals with 

proximity to the divine as the virtual, which is the source of vitality and immanence 

without any referential origin. One of the goals of my practice of media making as a 

diasporic and intercultural filmmaker is to challenge the immanent alienation, to bring it 

into expression, and finally to find ways to transform its negative energy to a more 

productive practice—making experimental media art that is evoked by these feelings. 

This attempt speaks to immanentism as the core concept of this thesis, which, in different 

ways, is reflected relatively in the five videos that I made. I will discuss these videos in 

the next section.   
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4.6 The creative component 

      Ex-videos produced for this project  

 

 

The medium of video (and video art) is ‘now’—a condition of temporality and 

transience rather than materiality and projection—according to some critics 

(Paik: ‘video is time’, p. 288). For others, most cogently Rosalind Krauss, it is 

‘narcissism’ (pp. 208–19), the self-regarding psyche and body of the artist. 

(Lisabeth During, Film Theory)  

 

 

For the creative component of this research-creation project, I made five short Ex.videos 

that are, in some cases, informed by my discussion of mysticism and Deleuzean 

immanentism in the written component of the project. The goal of making these videos 

was mainly to experiment with de-contextualizing mystical concepts and reworking them 

in a contemporary discourse of ex-cinema in order to address immanent mysticism. 

Because Sufism and video art both deal with the implications of time and self, I 

experimented with these themes in some of the videos that I produced. In this regard, I 

used my own voice-over (in Organon) and performed in three other videos (Lullaby For 

A Crying Elephant, this is not that, and the experimental documentary video Reality 

Report) with the intention of exploring how this experiment will turn out as a way of self-

investigation--a kind of experimental auto-ethnography. In addition to that, my voice and 

body as the performer in the videos by which I experimented with my feelings and 

thoughts, intends to address a liberating and disseminated subjectivity. The ritual nature 

of performance especially in Reality Report also adds to this specificity and can help the 

viewer get closer to the video independent of their gender, nationality, and culture. The 

performer’s body and voice allow us to enter into the performer’s experience, which 

enhances the possibilities of the viewers’ identification with the performer; as a result, a 

cross-cultural intersubjectivity may emerge.   
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In addition, these videos allowed me to experiment with the idea of visually 

thinking out loud. In this regard, these experiments provided me with an opportunity to 

both articulate a process of visual thinking and construct a voice and presence for myself, 

at least in the virtual space of video. As I have explained in the theoretical part of the 

thesis, time in Sufism is either sarmadi (continuous) or dahri (eternal), and once a Sufi 

practises the teachings of Sufism, s/he is supposed to enter the eternal time (which 

implies proximity to God). As a result, the Sufi experiences a temporal fraction of eternal 

time, a temporality that immerses the Sufi in God’s presence. In fact, following Qur’anic 

sayings, Sufis and believers, believe that they are at mahzar (presence) of God–pure time 

that cannot be measured by clocks. However, with the help of Bergson and Deleuze’s 

concept of duration and time-image, both the presence and the pure experience of time 

can be expressed in film. this is not that and organon are experiments with the two 

concepts of time (mystical eternity and duration) in order to connect them, and I argue 

that they are very similar (if not the same). In addition to these general concerns, there are 

several other more specific ideas that I meant to express, which I briefly discuss in the 

following analysis of each video. 

The reader needs to note that there are elements in the five experimental videos 

that are informed by the discussion in this thesis; however that does not mean the videos 

follow any specific theory. Rather, they are reflections on mysticism and philosophy of 

immanence through a general conceptual framework: What would the experience of a 

Sufi be like in contemporary materialistic life? I try to experiment with the exploration of 

the answer to this question from the point of view of a secular video artist/poet who is 

interested in both philosophy and mysticism because of their potential in provoking 
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thoughts and concepts. The videos are, therefore, attempts at concept-making and 

thought-experiments. Perhaps by reactivating the array of capabilities inherent in 

mysticism, it can be a practice of agency against neoliberal fate, by which one might be 

able to transform not only his/her own life but also his/her social landscape. Through an 

understanding of these capabilities and potentialities to alter a dominant knowledge, and 

through the experimental styles and aesthetics in visual arts, this investigation will strive 

to cultivate an enhanced awareness of immanent mysticism as a way of looking at the 

world beyond the limiting boundaries of colonialism and its system of knowledge 

production.  

 
  
  
4.6.a Organon36 (5min. 2012)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xGKv5nGL6HY&feature=youtu.be&hd=1 

Synopsis: The video is a crisscrossing of walking feet superimposed over one another 

and a mystical/poetic narration as its voice-over. 

 

 

Søren Kierkegaard’s letter to his favorite niece Henriette Lund in 1847: 

 

Dear Jette,  

     Above all, do not lose your desire to walk. Every day I walk myself into a state 

of well-being and walk away from every illness; I have walked myself into my best 

thoughts. (qtd. in Poole 172) 

 

Underneath all reason lies delirium, and drift. (Deleuze DI 262) 

 

                                                        
36 The on-line Oxford Dictionary: An instrument of thought, especially a means of reasoning or a 

system of logic. Origin: late 16th century (denoting a bodily organ); from Greek, literally 

‘instrument, organ’. Organon was the title of Aristotle’s logical treatises. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xGKv5nGL6HY&feature=youtu.be&hd=1
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Either as an Aristotelian system of logics or simply meaning organ, tool or 

instrument, Organon is an important concept in philosophy. Meanwhile, thinking can be 

considered as the movement of thought, the same way that walking is the movement of 

the human subject. Organon experimented with the idea of walking feet as the movement 

of thoughts, which is why the-stream-of-conscious-like voice-over is imposed over the 

images of walking legs. The forces of thoughts are released through movement as an 

expression in the virtual space that video provides.  

One may argue that real freedom happens only when the mind is freed from the 

conventional and fixed image of thought. The human mind has not been able to capture 

the real image of thought, which is an imageless thought, an unthought. However, 

inspired by such vitalist ideas as becoming, duration and immanence that philosophers 

such as Deleuze and Guattari have introduced, in addition to the uncanny and out-of-this-

world esoteric mystical writing, I finished the video by dissolving the image of walking 

feet into the harmonious flight of a flock of birds as a line of flights that multiplies as a 

flock of birds.  

Meanwhile, the image of the walking legs over the ground is superimposed over 

the normal image but in an upside-down way in order to create the abstract concept of the 

movement of thought and how elusive it is. The repetition of this image superimposed 

upside-down adds to the escape of thought and how immediate and uncontrollable it can 

be. The sky is a spiritual space in three of my experimental videos. In Organon, the 

image of the walking legs finally dissolves into the sky in order to invoke the flight of 

matter toward the sublime, or better to say, how the legs as organs of movement (which 

implies the movement of thoughts, too) can be compared to the movement of flocks of 
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birds in the sky. The image is complemented by the final line of the narration “… at that 

moment there will be no curtain,” referring to the enlightenment that art brings about--the 

uncovering of the Real.  

 

4.6.b This is not that: (12min. 2013) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLlv-R8PYuk&feature=youtu.be 

 
Synopsis: A performer is in an elevator cabin that goes to the sky, a parody/metaphor for 

a transcendental experience. The elevator doors repeatedly open and close while the 

performer tries to communicate with the space outside the elevator cabin. However, it is 

not quite clear what he is trying to say. In addition, a seemingly nonsensical text is being 

typed onto the door of the elevator whenever it is closed. In the end, the performer comes 

out of the elevator cabin, which cuts to a cinema screen that shows a flying raven. 

  
  

In this is not that I took advantage of video art to obviously play with two 

meanings of Dada: Dada meaning “dude” in Farsi and Dada as a revolutionary, 

subversive, and non-art way of expression in art. However, the play shows that there is an 

emphasis on the presence of the rhythm as an invisible yet connecting element in the 

structure of languages.37  

 Through the use of nonsensical/Dadaist writing, this experimental video explores 

affect-making through the use of language. Nonsense is a sort of disruption and that’s 

what affect does: it defies the common sense. Nonsense produces the thinking within 

thought, an unpredictable shock, a point of excess that forces any mental process to 

change and adapt.  

                                                        
37 I asked my visual anthropologist/poet friend I. E. Ghochani to write the text for the first five 

minutes of the video. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLlv-R8PYuk&feature=youtu.be
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 However, among usually nonsensical sentences in the video, there are a few 

meaningful phrases spread sporadically. Sufis use Shath (ecstatic utterance) as a way of 

expressing their bewilderment and awe through articulating sounds and gestures. In this 

video, I parodied that in order to bring its secular interpretation closer to our 

contemporary condition of meaning-making. I hope that the “meaning” pops up once the 

viewer follows different parts of this video and tries, in his/her mind, to put them together 

in order to make “sense” of it.  

The video starts with the performer’s parodying of the concept of ascendance 

inside an elevator. The uncertain and ephemeral experience of the elevator doors opening 

and shutting and the elevator moving up and down addresses both the dislocated and the 

unsettled experience of a contemporary diasporic person.  

My playing with the word “Dada” and the rhythm “dadari didi daram daram” is 

an experiment to explore invisibility in a conceptual way. The rhythm exists because it is 

over the rhythm that words come together to make sentences; however, the rhythm can 

not be seen by the eyes; it can be felt once viewer makes sense of specific parts in the 

video. This is especially the case when the video refers to the way that the two characters 

in the illustration from the American classic children’s novel Charlotte’s Web (1952)38 

look passionately at each other and the rhythm between them brings all their emotions to 

the surface. This visual rhythm animates their feelings of love and intimacy--an affective 

gesture that can communicate life.  

                                                        
38 Charlotte's Web is a children’s novel by American author E. B. White and illustrated by Garth 

Williams; Harper & Brothers published it in 1952. The novel tells the story of a pig named 

Wilbur and his friendship with a barn spider named Charlotte. When Wilbur is in danger of being 

slaughtered by the farmer, Charlotte writes messages praising Wilbur (such as “Some Pig”) in her 

web in order to persuade the farmer to let him live. 
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Because I was experimenting with diverse ideas and concepts, from both Persian 

and Western culture, the exhibition of drawings in the video adds to the hybridity of the 

work. At the same time, the drawing is also a visual quotation in order to help me and 

possibly the audience to express and understand better the idea of togetherness via 

visual/conceptual rhythm. This visual quotation, at its best, can create rhythm through 

visuals as well. In other words, by displacing the senses in the drawing, the eyes are 

supposed to function as the ears–music is experienced as drawing and perceived as a 

visual rhythm. 

For this video, I considered the elevator cabin as a claustrophobic space--like the 

in-between/liminal condition of the (diasporic) subject. The elevator doors also work as a 

camera shutter; the whole composition of the door at the centre of the frame can be 

considered as a frame of film in which I, as the performer, am present (or caught). The 

video ends with the character coming out of the elevator cabin as an act that is supposed 

to cause amazement. Then the elevator doors open to a cinema screen with a movie-like 

countdown that leads to the image and voice of a few ravens moving in different 

directions: it is the transformative position of liminality and in-between space of the 

elevator cabin that makes the character finally become a bird, a raven. I used a raven 

because that bird has stereotypical implications of despair, death, and darkness. (I meant 

to show the hope and positive transformation in this space.) The voice-over at the end 

emphasizes: “The raven is bringing good news,” which is a poetic prophecy. It is a 

reference to the transformative characteristic of both mysticism and the immanence in 

film in such a way that the video transforms the negativity and despair by letting the 

raven become the symbol of good news. 
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4.6.c A film that was its title (5:45min. 2013) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nmNbQBdPMZc 
 

Synopsis: The whole video is supposed to be the title of the video, which is, word after 

word, superimposed on the film recorded from the POV of a rollercoaster--a long 

sentence rolling up and down, explaining the relationship between words, frames, and 

images in order to show how words can create images and how these images can create 

images of thought or imageless thoughts. The words are superimposed over the moving 

rollercoaster one after another to unfold the possible meaning(s).  

 

 

God is a thought that makes crooked everything that is straight. (Nietzsche 66) 

 

 

A film that was its title is an experiment with movement and especially movement 

of thought. The video’s first aim is to conceptually make the kinematic (the mechanism 

of motion) expressed in the cinematic. The audience might be surprised to know I, the 

director of this ex-video, have a phobia about rollercoasters and can never go on them. I 

might have unconsciously made this video in order to fight the embodied anxiety.  

In this video, I experimented with images and thoughts over the movement of a 

rollercoaster in order to show that, indeed, images are necessary for the construction of 

thoughts. The real question is whether these images pre-existed or not. My suggestion 

would be that in the construction of thoughts we create (as God does); however, unlike 

God, we don’t do it ex nihilo (out of nothing). Having said that, the video reminds us that 

it is not so much about addressing this philosophical question directly, but rather it is 

about going along for the ride with it--a ride of thoughts. Thought construction itself as a 

rollercoaster is a reference to the mobility and fast movements of thoughts and images 

that mutually complement or encourage one another. Meanwhile, the repetitive but 

excitingly free and sometimes spiral movement of the rollercoaster might create a sense 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nmNbQBdPMZc
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of continuity in the viewer’s mind in order to display the transformative forces that 

thinking, especially mystical thinking, can evoke--a continuity toward a thought with no 

image, a thought that must be imagined but can never be imaged. 

The video shows movement from the POV of a rollercoaster with the hope of 

building a notion that readers and viewers unfold sense from words and images. When 

the video says that “an image-less thought is usually grasped by those who think 

beyond,” it didn’t mean that the transcendent way is preferred because it later says “and 

therefore they somehow compete with God in creation,” which deconstructs 

transcendentalism and encourages immanence as a way of thinking/creating by humans 

(rather than Gods). This is supposed to create a singular image of thought through the 

title of a film that is the film itself that, at its best, will continue in the viewer’s mind even 

after the video is over.  

Close to the end of the video, the moving image, as a result of a glitch, suddenly 

freezes but the words still keep moving in a struggling way as if the video and its 

technology are trying to fix them, too. Here, the video plays with the mechanics of 

cinema--movement and how it is created. However, as there is something imageless 

(invisible) in the film that tries to defy its movement, it stops the film for a few seconds 

in a fixed frame in order to illustrate the coming to the surface of the invisible force in the 

video. It feels as if the video is experiencing a dysfunction, a rupture, a tic, a stuttering, or 

in Lippit’s words while referring to Martin Arnold’s films, “a kind of rhizomatic virus, 

transmitted from apparatus to subject” (Lippit 61). Interestingly, when referring to Martin 

Arnold’s cinema, James Leo Cahill, a contemporary scholar of media, calls these seizures 

in cinema “cineseizures.” 
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The title of the video and the repetition of the same clip of the roller-coaster’s 

movement, the inscription of words over the surface of the digital film, their according 

motion in relation to the distorted and spiral movement of the roller-coaster, and the 

superimposition of real celluloid film images over a part of the video, they all refer to the 

materiality of digital media; and how foremost it is an appropriate plane for immanent 

imagination.   

 At the end of the video, in spite of the fact that the text admits that there is no 

cellphone, we hear a phone start ringing. The ringing of the phone is the last feature that 

both mystically and ironically completes the endless spiral of thinking, again in the 

virtual space of video. How can something non-existent (here, the phone) create an effect 

(here, the ringing)? In fact, the video’s ending brings this paradox into expression.   

 

4.6.d Lullaby for a Crying Elephant (5min. 2013) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=woks6HJu-5M&feature=youtu.be 

 
Synopsis: A video-poem narrated in foreign-accented Farsi with English subtitle. The 

video shows the performer in the Queen’s library (Kingston, Ontario) looking for books 

and piling them into his arms while moving and dancing in the labyrinth of the 

bookshelves. He seems to be on the look-out for a specific book, which he finally finds. 

  
 

Inspired by Nietzsche’s idea of joyful “yes-saying” to life through the concept of 

Gay Science (which is the title of one of Nietzsche’s book, published in 1882), this video 

combines motifs from different cultures in order to celebrate the revelatory, joyful, 

productive, and illuminating power of poetic intuition. The term Gay Science was derived 

from a Provençal expression (gai saber) for the technical skill required for poetry-

writing. Nietzsche’s book title was also translated as The Joyous Wisdom, but Gay 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=woks6HJu-5M&feature=youtu.be
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Science seems to be a more proper equivalent due to its more frequent usage.  

The performer’s goofy and low-key joyful performance in the library is a 

reference to the idea of joy as the result of knowledge and the consequent flight of the 

self. One can relate that to Sufis’ ecstatic dance and utterances. However, it is an 

experiment with the mystical concept of bewilderment in the context of the contemporary 

apparatus of knowledge-production: the library. The poem is a search for the absolute 

uncanny knowledge/enlightenment that transforms all the contradictory and irrelevant 

elements into an assemblage of difference.  

The superimposition of pixelations over some parts of the video is also another 

reference to the materiality of the images of digital video art. It can also be read as a 

tactile effect that can perhaps make it feel intimate in a tactile way.  

The displacement and defamiliarization of the objects and concepts in the poem 

and the effort to put them together as an assemblage through the irrational yet revelatory 

logics of poetry is an attempt to express the possible fact that there are many forms of 

knowledge that can not necessarily function as a means of power at humans’ hands. In 

spite of the fact that these alternative knowledges are other-worldly and outside this 

world, one might be able to think through them by making concepts that construct a 

bridge from those thoughts to the virtual space of video art.  

The reference to Eastern and Western motifs such as Majnoon (In Persian Islamic 

mystical literature, Majnoon is the lover who, under the spell of his love for Leily, goes 

mad) and Tommy the cat is supposed to show contradictory and diverse elements that can 

come together under the connecting/associative forces of poetry. 

The final line of the poem, “Bring me the book in which the bells ring for 
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everyone as a sign of blessing,” is an experiment with the transformative characteristic of 

Sufism: that once love touches anything, it will transform it into a better and virtuous 

condition. The line is a reference to Hemingway’s famous novel For Whom the Bell 

Tolls, which dramatizes the terror and despair during the Spanish Civil War. With a 

biblical tone, Hemingway uses the bells as the symbol of the time when death is calling; 

however, I used the line “Bring me the book in which the bells ring for everyone as a sign 

of blessing” to show the transformative power of poetry and Gay Science that can 

transform the negative (death) to positive (blessing).  

The last line of the poem, which is the title of a book that supposedly the narrator 

is referring to, The 100th Name of God, is a reference to the mystical assumption that 

language is unable to name God—In Islam, God has 99 names and attributes. In other 

words, God is nameless. And the title of the book is an ironic play with the concept of 

naming God. How can one name the ineffable? 

In addition, Sharday Mosurinjohn’s voice-over in Farsi is a play with linguistic 

alienation—she is reading over a Farsi poem written in the English alphabet. In other 

words, she just reads arbitrary words one after another without knowing their meaning in 

Farsi.  

 

4.6.e Reality Report (25min. 2013) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-z29lgToggo 

 
Synopsis: The video is the visual report of a biker who cruises the streets of Kingston, 

Ontario with a GoPro camera attached to his bike rack, with its lens pointing to the sky. 

After fifteen minutes, the biker parks his bike and starts explaining what is going on 

around him as a report of the reality (while the camera is still shooting the sky). The end 

of the video can be read as a critique of contemporary life.   

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-z29lgToggo
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It doesn’t matter where I am 

The sky is mine. (Sepehri 255)  

 

This video is an auto-ethnographic experimental documentary in which I investigated the 

spiritual implications of domesticity (home and home-life) and being present in the world 

from the perspective of a contemporary rendering of wandering Sufis and through a 

ritualistic and aesthetic gesture--the nomadic ritual of cruising/biking the world with the 

hope of having access to a kind of immanence that underlines everyday life and 

consciousness. How can one believe in the world in such a way that one becomes a friend 

with the world?  

The video is an experiment with the concept of the world as home with reference 

to the sky that belongs to everyone--we all live in a home whose roof is the sky. 

Meanwhile, because of the belief in almost all official religions, and especially in Islam 

and Christianity, that God is in the sky; making a relationship (proximity) with that can 

be a theophanic experience. The conversational monologue at the end mainly addresses 

God. As the post-modern rendering of religion usually deals with the trace of the Other, 

the uncanny and spiritual over the real. I attached the camera onto the rack of my bike, 

pointing it toward the sky. The camera is, in fact, the third-person point of view of the 

uncanny. Although both the visual and conceptual effects of the video are alienating, I 

think that a few interesting visuals emerged. For example, when the seeker parks the bike 

in order to go to a bank, two German tourists walk around the bike/camera and talk about 

what they want to do later in the day. In addition, we hear the sound of police sirens, 

which creates a sense of the anxiety that is familiar in downtown urban spaces.  

The sun as a transcendental symbol has its Neo-Platonist Illuminationist 
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implications. As previously explained, the Sufi author and philosopher Shahāb ad-Dīn 

Suhrawardī (1154-91), also known as the Master of Illumination, adopted the 

transcendental and enlightening features of the sun from Zoroastrianism in Persia and 

integrated them into his mystical philosophy of illumination. The sun was a mystical 

element in ancient Persia, considered as one of the vital elements of life. The video is 

intended to have a 21st-century inquiry into mysticism through the implications of the sun 

and the sky as means of theophany (proximity with God). In other words, it is an 

experiment with theophany through proximity with the surroundings. How can one create 

immediate proximity with the spiritual and the immanent? Is it possible to capture the 

trace of the uncanny over reality? In addition, the idea of the biker chasing the sun in the 

sky is both phantasmatic and real: the fra ming of the image may make the viewer see the 

biker like Icarus who moves (visually) upward toward the sun--the mystical symbol of 

life, enlightenment and knowledge. 

While the camera is “like a fly” on the rack of the bike, in my attempt to 

experiment with cinéma vérité in a mystical way, the video, as its title suggests, is a 

report of reality that explores the possibilities of presence, proximity, intimacy, and 

domesticity in the world: human presence and the presence of the uncanny and sacred. 

On a spiritual level of interpretation, the biker as the reporter of reality tries to find 

immediate connection with his surrounding, especially the environment and sky, and the 

camera pointing to the sky (that occupies almost the whole frame) can be also seen as the 

point of view of someone who is at the edge of the world and talks to the invisible sacred. 

Close to the ending, the narrator optimistically explains how we all will live in 

peace if we are actually blessed. As a result, we will all feel happy with what we are 
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doing, no matter what we do; we will feel good about life even if our job is “blowing the 

autumn’s leaves”. At this point, there is an abrupt montage of a short piece in which 

someone is blowing leaves. This is the critical and political point of departure of the 

video. On one hand, there is the idealism and optimism of the biker as someone who 

cruises the city to collect a report of the reality; on the other hand, we all do not know if 

the leaf-blower feels happy with what he does. In fact, the two segments are two 

dimensions of the same reality.  

The video uses a very minimalist style of composition and editing, which is drawn 

from the Sufis’ minimalistic style: less is more. However, these minimalistic edits are 

meant to bring into expression abstract concepts such as the experience of time; for 

example, almost ten minutes into the video, the camera shows the sky with the sun at the 

left and then there is a dissolve to a scene where the sun is at the right. The dissolve is 

supposed to show the passage of a longer time although it was shown as just a moment. 

In general, the sky has been used as the main site of the visual engagement of the 

spectators and should communicate the direct spatial relationship with the outside.  

Shadow has conceptual implications in this video. Shadow is an element that is 

always associated with the uncanny, the Other, and the elusive. It is also a visual element 

that intensifies the concept of wanderer or Flâneur. The shadow is supposed to be the 

trace of the sacred over reality and its movement without boundaries and limits. In that 

sense, at some point the viewer hears the biker’s comments about “a squirrel that jumped 

in front of him from left to right … that reminds him of a shadow-play of Hansel and 

Gretel” that he saw years ago. In addition, the video aesthetically and stylistically 

subverts the dominant conventional point of view and addresses an inhuman vision, 
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through creating a fish eye perspective. 
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Thesis Conclusion 

To bring together Sufism and immanentism is not an easy task because they are distinctly 

different, in spite of sharing hypothetical similarities. In Islamic mysticism the universe is 

the image of God, which is transcendent to that universe; in immanentism the role of God 

has been given to what D&G term the virtual and Bergson terms èlan vital, what which 

freely flows within the universe and creates new thoughts, transformations and entities. 

However, in Islamic mysticism, the Sufi experiences the presence of God (transcendence) 

through theophanic experiences; these experiences encourage proximity to the Divine by 

certain mystical practices and writings. As a result, God becomes an immanent part of the 

Sufi’s life.  

In this regard, in the second chapter I thoroughly explained that both mysticism 

and immanentism address the same patterns of continuous creation, re-birth, and 

transformation from two different perspectives: in the pantheistic mysticism of Islam, 

God is a creating force that moves within all the entities and should be prayed to and 

worshiped, whereas in immanentism, entities are the product of the “imagination of 

immanence” or the result of the actualization and articulation of the potential forces and 

energies of the virtual. If for mysticism the Real is God, for immanentism the virtual is 

real (i.e., it has its own reality). 

In this thesis, I showed how by exploring the mystical implication of concepts 

from Sufism such as shath, the Third Script or (the unreadable script), and Khidr, a new 

source of linguistic and philosophical inspiration is opened up. I briefly discussed how 

the mystical Third Script and shath dramatize the key point about language and the 

unsayable—i.e., a whole category of language as experience is invented in forms of 



 

 210 

paradox, verbal play, and spiritual boasting that is supposed to “embody” spiritual truth 

and the experience of divine unity. This is to reference the inability of language to 

represent and embody the ineffable; however, this inability is both expressed and 

encouraged by mystical silence. This discussion provided multiple conceptions of silence 

as an efficient stylistic element to communicate the unsayable and inexpressible in 

experimental film and video art.    

In addition, by the discussion about Sufis’ becoming selfless in the stage of fana 

(annihilation), I explored how Sufis’ selflessness can be compared to D&G’s concept of 

becoming-imperceptible. This was followed by the discussion of invisibility as a source 

of inspiration and imagination in both mysticism and immanentism.  

I explored the main point of connection between mysticism and immanentism, 

which is the collateral relationship between Ibn al-‘Arabi’s doctrine of Oneness of Being 

(wahdat al-wujūd) and D&G’s Univocity of Being. This discussion explored the 

implication of the One and the Many (multitude) in both mysticism and immanentism. I 

argued that they are very similar providing that we consider pantheism embedded in 

Islamic mysticism. I also explored the relationship between what D&G, following Michel 

Foucault, call the Unthought (the thought without an image) and the Islamic mystical 

belief that God has no image. I argued that the imageless God, once considered as a 

mystical thought, providess a potential for experimentation with usually non-

representational arts in experimental film and video. The result will be a source of 

possibilities that could subvert the fundamental readings of Islam and theocracy, which 

oftentimes produce very limiting, oppressive, and unproductive interpretations of the 

ineffable in Islam. These findings eventually support my main argument that if we 
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consider pantheism as embedded in Sufism, it can provide new suggestions in terms of 

the ideas of the self, becoming, and being that will contribute to the evolution of the 

ethics of immanence.  

Besides that, the concept of selflessness in Sufism calls for extensive research in 

regard to its contemporary social and political importance. In fact, the study and 

investigation of the concept of self in Sufism can uncover many hidden aspects of the 

mystical subjectivity that are attained in different stages of the mystical path, such as 

bewilderment, detachment, love, and annihilation. As a result, one can explore how the 

mystical self can have a productive influence on the community of human beings in a 

way that subverts religious fundamentalism, which always oppressively lacks the 

creativity and imagination needed to improve social laws that facilitate contemporary 

urban life. In other words, this thesis addresses the fact that the excavation and analysis 

of the creative elements from medieval mystical Islam such as time, self, becoming, 

presence, and above all, the mystical active imagination can redefine the Islamic ethics of 

life in the 21st century. This, in return, will help us avoid misunderstanding and false 

assumptions that result in Islamophobia.    

Mysticism is an Islamic school of thought, and especially a source of seemingly 

unsolvable paradoxes (from a secular perspective). However, as Deleuze in The Logic of 

Sense (1969) argues, paradox creates sense, which is unknown and we arbitrarily 

attributes characteristic to that like red and soft, for example; we are never able to 

experience and perceive the quality of redness or softness, and that is exactly where the 

sense lies. Sense produces limited meanings through impersonal affects and percepts, 

which as a result, can create the conditions for the growth of new knowledges of life, 
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being and becoming. There are also several mystical concepts such as love, non-violent 

sacrifice, compassion and kindness that are human feelings whose influence can go 

beyond the binaries that modernity and colonialism impose. In addition, the spirituality of 

Islamic mysticism can contribute to the current growing obsession with the concepts of 

the inhuman and the non-human.  

 To my knowledge, there is no study that investigates reality and life through the 

Sufic and mystical third eye, or heart’s eye, as an interior vision. This thesis is among the 

first studies that take the scholarly chance to do that. In spite of the fact that Western 

philosophy initiated the important philosophical inquiry into the nature of truth through 

visual metaphors in Plato’s cave, cinema—the most predominant visual art/industry—has 

not usually been considered as a subject of philosophical reflection. However, since the 

last decade of twentieth century, this has changed. There were several attempts by 

twentieth-century’s filmmakers, such as Tarkovsky, Bergman and Breson, for example, 

to show how one can reflect on philosophical questions through cinema. However, almost 

no mainstream director has taken the risk to look at cinema itself as a means of 

philosophy. Similarly, when it comes to experimental cinema, several studies of 

experimental cinema have used psychoanalytical, historical, and cultural perspectives to 

discuss experimental films. However, with the exception of Laura Marks’ scholarship in 

Enfoldment and Infinity (2010), the study of nonrepresentational images (which are 

usually used in experimental cinema) through Sufism, the philosophy of immanence, and 

the philosophical/mystical implications of the time-image have been left out of the canon 

of scholarship on experimental cinema. Following Laura Marks, one of the goals of this 

research is to create a relationship between nonrepresentational images of new media and 



 

 213 

mysticism by utilizing Deleuze’s philosophical concepts of the time-image and spiritual 

automaton.    

Andre Bazin’s theory of realism (developed in mid-to late-50s) might be almost 

the first attempt to bring philosophy to the study and analysis of film. However, it seems 

that Deleuze was the first philosopher who, by writing two seminal books, Cinema 1: the 

Movement Image (1983) and Cinema 2: the Time-Image (1985), analyzed cinema as a 

means of creating concepts and thinking through its moving images. Deleuze famously 

believed that the task of philosophy, science, and the arts should be making concepts. In 

this regard, Jean-Luc Nancy writes: “The word ‘concept’ means this for Deleuze – 

making cinematic” (qtd in Flaxman 7). Deleuze draws analogies between the brain and 

cinema and explains how the biology of the brain, the cerebral circuits, and brain waves 

can be expressed through the time-image or the ‘crystals of time’–when pure time 

literally takes the shape of crystals and can be studied, experienced, observed, and 

analyzed through its expression in incoherent, irrational cuts/montages in cinema and 

unconventional/nonrepresentational images. Theories of representation allow researchers 

to explore how the images make meaning and function. However, there is no valid theory 

that explains the philosophical and cultural implications of nonrepresentational images, 

especially the Sufic images that are in-between the invisible unworldly and the visible 

worldly.  

Obviously, this thesis is limited because I needed more time to cover and fully 

discuss the ideas. Almost all the ideas in the chapters need far more investigation and 

research; however, I do believe that this is an opening into rich sources of artistic and 



 

 214 

creative imagination and inspiration for artists, and a starting point for my and possibly 

other interested scholars’ future scholarship.     

 

*** 

The practice of experimental cinema has always been involved in bringing visceral 

feelings into expression in order to challenge comprehension and perception, and as a 

result, altering expectations towards a different end. This thesis intended to explore how 

spirituality and mystical concepts such as the outside, time, and the Divine’s presence can 

be understood and perceived through the philosophical and spiritual elements of cinema 

that D&G’s philosophy of immanence introduced, elements such as the time-image and 

the spiritual automaton. 

Recent developments in digital technologies have opened up newer and easier 

ways for individual expression. The new digital cameras have almost fully realized the 

prophecy of Alexandre Astruc, who, in the 1950s considered “this new age of cinema” as 

“the age of the caméra-stylo (camera-pen)” (18) and advocated for personal cinema. 

Video artists and experimental filmmakers can now easily bring their innermost feelings 

and thoughts into expression. For Deleuze, expression is more important and creative 

than representation. For me, the expression of the presence of the non-representable and 

inexplicable Divine through ex-video art seems an appropriate idea because, first and 

foremost, I am a Muslim media artist who is interested in exploring the material 

manifestations of mysticism and spirituality through unconventional ways in 

experimental media arts. I have shown that experimentation with ideas from both Sufism 
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and immanentism in ex-video art can expand the cinema of the mind by creating new 

concepts and thoughts that mean to explore one in the light of the other.  

 In the creative component of the present dissertation, I experimented with some 

of these thoughts and ideas by making five experimental videos. However, I need to point 

out that because I made the videos in the span of two years, the theoretical discussion 

here does not necessarily always address the ideas that I experimented with in the videos. 

In fact, although I had a general idea of how the videos should address themes and 

concepts from both mysticism and immanentism, I made the videos while I was thinking 

of this general concept: How can mysticism and immanence be connected and interpreted 

in the light of each other? In other words, how does the philosophy of immanence 

legitimize Sufism in contemporary world? The five ex-videos in this project were 

produced during the process of my research; therefore it is not surprising that they do not 

follow my discussion word by word here. However, I made these videos with these 

incomplete explorations in mind. The ex-videos are meant to be interpreted in their 

relationship with this thesis’s discussion; however, viewers can also interpret the ex-

videos independent of the theoretical explanations of this thesis. In both cases, the videos 

are meant to open spaces for intellectual inquiry into the contemporary--and timeless--

topics of concept-making, presence, spirituality, self, being, and becoming. In this thesis, 

I intended to show that once mysticism and immanence are considered relationally, they 

generate ideas about self/subjectivity, becoming, and proximity that go beyond 

nationalities and historical eras.  

  In addition, the mystical world of archetypal forms (alam al-mithal) that Ibn al-

Arabi and Suhrawardi discuss as the plane of mystical visions and images, is a rich 



 

 216 

source of inspiration for making mystical thoughts and forms by the use of new 

technologies such as three-dimensional projections. The Muslim media artists, as a result, 

can reconfigure and re-territorialize the medieval mystical concepts in the contemporary 

context of video art and installation.      

Finally, I need to add that for almost six months I used a GoPro camera in order to 

document some aspects of my life while doing research and making video art for this 

project. As a result, I have almost 60 hours of autoethnographic documentary footage. 

One of my goals after this project is to apply for an artist residency in order to have 

enough time and space for working on this archive and making five more videos. In 

addition to this archive of experimental ethnography, I collected my thoughts and ideas 

that I will use for the next creative project.  

With the fast growth of technology in a time in which 3D printers can actually 

objectify shapes and bring them into material forms, active imagination, beyond its 

religious connotations, can bring to visual and material expression the mystical concepts 

as a source of vitalism and its emotional, spiritual, mystical, sensual, magical, 

infrasensual, ineffable, creative, and artistic aspects. Consequently, these video 

productions and installations can create affects, percepts, and sensations that go beyond 

any discursive and personal restricting boundaries in order to create conditions for the 

understanding and uncovering the Real. 
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