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evalness” (Fabian 1983): there is a neglect, in these
 concepts, of historical complicity and cooperation,
and the transnational dimension thereof.

Said’s thesis has been contested by several
authors on various grounds - most important

ly: the paradoxical essentialism of both the Ori
ent and the Occident (Marcus and Fischer 1986;
Richardson 1990: 18) - but few have examined

the alleged unidirectional logic of Orientalism in
concrete cases. Van der Veer has observed that

in the case of modern Indian thought one should
not ignore the interaction between Orientalists and
Indian scholars (1994: 133). His argument points
to a larger, powerful transnational strain in Orien
talism, which defies precisely this unidirectional
logic. Contacts between Seyyed Jamal al-Din al-
Afghani al-Asadabadi and Ernest Renan (1883),
and 'All Shari'ati’s training by Louis Massignon
(in the early 1960s) may be mentioned as im
portant examples not dealt with in Orientalism.
Afghani and Shari'ati, not quite docile recipients
of Western wisdom, have been undisputed heroes
of an innovative Islamic activism. In a later essay
(1983), Said ignored these transnational relations
once more, as he exclusively fixed the identities
of Renan and Massignon in French culture. 1

The present discussion deals with a third exam
ple that is by many accounts even more significant:
the transnational life and works of Henry Corbin
(14 April 1903 - 7 October 1978) - ignored, it was

observed, in Orientalism (Lewis 1982: 7). Corbin,
who in one sense may paradoxically be regarded as
a precursor of Said (cf. Landolt 1999: 484; Algar
1980; 85) - namely, in his fundamental critique
of the Western (Orientalist) academic tradition -

was one of Massignon’s most gifted pupils, who
would fundamentally redefine the study of Iranian
Shiism.

1 “Un univers spirituel à comprendre”

Corbin, while demonstrating the originality of the
intuitive method says:

Western anthropology, sidetracked by the fables of the
positivist ideology of objectivity, has quite recently dis

1 Tellingly, Said referred to al-Afghani’s (passive) “response”
to Renan (1983: 308); not to their (interactive) “correspon
dence.” Preceding their correspondence, the two had met in
person. Renan once wrote, in recognition of al-Afghani’s
“Eastern” influence on him: “It is in large measure the con
versation I had with [al-Afghani] that decided me to choose
as a subject for my lecture at the Sorbonne the relations
between the scientific spirit and Islam” (Keddie 1968: 92).

covered the notion of understanding (Verstehen) whereas
the Muslim gnostic from the very beginning [...] has
placed this existential internalization in the forefront of
the sociological or historical event (Naraghi 1976: 96).

The question why it was Iranian, Shiite spiritu
ality that Corbin chose to explore, to become its
“foremost Western student” (Nasr 1982: 9), 2 brings
into focus a series of early preoccupations. In
the 1920s, he had become interested in learning
Oriental languages as a student of medieval phi
losophy under Etienne Gilson (Landolt 1999: 485).
Subsequently, it had been through Massignon’s
lectures on Shiism that “the flame of mysti
cism” was reportedly kindled “in Corbin’s soul”
(Shayegan 1990: 16). Massignon (d. 1962), the
renowned scholar of Islamic mysticism, had also
been a priest and a dedicated member of a small
but international Catholic group of mystics (whose
Algeria-based leader was Charles de Foucauld).

While Massignon remains renowned above all
through his scholarship on the tenth-century mys
tic al-Hallaj, he inspired Corbin’s study of the
twelfth-century mystical philosopher Shihaboddin
Yahya Sohravardi (d. 1191), by presenting him
with a lithograph edition of the latter’s “Oriental
Theosophy,” Kitab Hikmat al-Ishraq, in 1928. (A
compendium of Corbin’s translations and annota
tions of the text and of commentaries appeared
posthumously (Sohravardi 2003 [1986]).)

The relation between master and pupil, who
shared elementary attitudes in that both made sci
ence the vehicle for larger intellectual projects,
both were personally involved with mysticism, and
both “believed the East to be the possessor of
the spiritual elements the West had lost” (Mar-
cotte 1995: 66), would remain mutually respect
ful. Corbin’s appointment in 1954 at the religious
sciences section of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes
Etudes, had been partly due to Massignon, who
had spoken out in favour of Corbin as his successor
(cf. Shayegan 1990; 28 f.).

Corbin was not only, however, a mystically in
clined French Orientalist who had studied Sanskrit
- until the discovery of Sohravardi - in addition

 to Arabic and Persian. He soon developed into a
Parisian avant-garde intellectual, into a Protestant

2 Studies on Shiite (Sufi) spirituality were scarce when Corbin
began addressing the topic: “Writers on Sufism have fought
shy of dealing with the [...] relationship of Sufism and
Shfism. L. Massignon was concerned with the relations of
ShlTs with al-Hallaj; but otherwise the only scholars who
have attempted to deal with it have approached it from
the Shî'î viewpoint - we may mention Henri Corbin, W.

Ivanow, and Sayyid Husain Nasr” (Trimingham 1971:135).


