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By carefully examining the sacred scriptures of the Abrahamic

religions, two prominent perspectives on God can be observed: the

transcendent and exalted God, and the anthropomorphic God. These

two dominant viewpoints have continuously been subjects of debate

among theologians, mystics, and philosophers throughout history. In
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Islamic theology, this issue is discussed under the concepts
of tanzih (transcendence) and tashbih (anthropomorphism).

Tanzih (transcendence) and fashbih (anthropomorphism) are among
the most significant and complex topics in theological-mystical
ontology and epistemology. These two concepts play a central role
in discussions of divine unity (tawhid), knowledge, the relationship
between the Divine Essence and the Names and Attributes of God,
as well as in the study of divine manifestations and determinations
of the Essence. It can be confidently stated that a proper
understanding of fawhid depends upon a correct understanding
of tanzih and tashbih. The fundamental importance of this subject in
theological and religious discourse has also exerted a profound
influence on other theological and mystical themes.

In the history of Islam, the origin of this discussion lies in the
Qur’an—particularly in the mutashabihat (ambiguous verses)—and
in the Hadith. According to Ibn Khaldin, the discourse
on tashbih (anthropomorphism) and tanzih (transcendence), and
even the very emergence of ilm al-kalam (Islamic theology) and
many sectarian differences throughout Islamic history, stem from the
diverse interpretations of these ambiguous verses (Mousa, 1982: 85).
In fact, the divergence of views on this subject arises from
differences in exegetical methods, epistemological foundations, and
distinct doctrinal tendencies. This indicates that the proper approach
to theological discussions about God depends on a more precise
understanding of the sacred religious texts. Therefore, examining the
various views and interpretations related to this issue appears to be a

necessary undertaking.
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On this basis, the present study seeks to explore various approaches
to tanzih (transcendence) and tashbih (anthropomorphism) within
Islamic theology and theological-mystical epistemology. By
examining major theological and mystical sources, we have
identified  four  prominent approaches to the issue
of tashbih and tanzih in relation to God:

1. The anthropomorphic (tashbihi) approach

2. The transcendental (tanzihi) approach

3. The intermediate approach between tanzih and tashbih

4. The integrative approach uniting tanzih and tashbih
Furthermore, since ‘“the main foundation of the issue
of tanzih and tashbih from the perspective of theologians is the
discussion of the Divine Names and Attributes and the relationship
between the Essence and the Attributes” (Shams, 2010: 52), the
hypothesis of this study is that, in each tanzihi or tashbihi approach,
the nature of the relationship between the Divine Essence and
Attributes also differs. Therefore, with the aim of attaining a more
precise understanding and explanation
of tanzihi and tashbihi perspectives, we have also examined the
various conceptions of the relationship between the Divine Essence

and Attributes.

2. Literature Review

Due to the importance of this subject, numerous studies have so far
been conducted on tanzih (transcendence)
and tashbih (anthropomorphism). Most of these studies have focused
exclusively on tanzih and tashbih themselves. However, in his
book Tanzih and Tashbih in the Vedanta School and the School of



Fall & Winter 2026 | Vol. 4 | No. 8 | Mysticism in Persian Literature | 366

Ibn ‘Arabr, Mohammad-Javad Shams, while
discussing tanzih and tashbih, has also briefly examined the views
of Muslim theologians regarding the Divine Names and Attributes.
Nevertheless, the present study differs from previous research in that
it seeks to classify the tanzihi and tashbihi approaches within both
theology and mysticism. Moreover, to clarify these approaches more
precisely, the relationship between the Divine Essence and
Attributes has also been explored. In this connection, theological and
mystical perspectives have been analyzed and compared. Another
noteworthy point is that previous studies have presented various and
sometimes divergent interpretations of the statements of theologians
and mystics concerning fanzih and tashbih—and  especially
regarding the relationship between the Divine Essence and
Attributes. Therefore, in this study we have endeavored, through a
semantic approach to the words of the mystics and theologians, to
provide a more accurate and insightful understanding and

explanation of their statements.

3. Methodology
This article employs a descriptive-analytical approach,
supplemented by library research, for a thorough examination of the

topic.

4. Conclusion

In Islamic theology, the discussion of tashbih (anthropomorphism)
and tanzih (divine transcendence) and the relationship between the
Divine Essence and Attributes has always held great significance.

Scholars from various theological schools have offered differing
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views on this matter, based on their particular reading of the Qur’an
and Hadith (especially the mutashabihdat, or ambiguous verses). The
proponents of tashbih (the Anthropomorphists) adhered to the literal
meaning (nass) of the verses based on textualism, whereas the
proponents of tanzih (the Transcendentalists) turned to allegorical
interpretation (fa 'wil) based on rationalism. In contrast to the
literalism  of the mushabbihah (anthropomorphists) and the
rationalism of the munazzihah (transcendentalists), Abul-Hasan al-
Ash‘ar1 adopted a middle ground by presenting the theory of
“affirmation without qualification™ (ithbat bila kayf), seeking to
uphold the principles of divine transcendence while remaining
committed to the apparent meaning of the texts. Because the
purely tashbihi and tanzihi approaches were inherently one-sided,
and the Ash‘ar intermediate approach was not entirely convincing,
the mystics took a different path. Rejecting the one-sided
perspectives of either tashbih or tanzih, they came to believe in the
integration of tashbih and tanzih.

Theologians (Mutakallimiin) and mystics have also offered opinions
regarding the relationship between the Divine Essence and
Attributes, based on these respective approaches. Thus, the
proponents of tashbih maintained a relationship of “otherness”
(ghayriyyah) and  “addition” (ziyadat); the  proponents
of tanzih upheld a relationship of “identity” ( ‘ayniyyah) and
“representation/deputy” (miyabat); the Ash‘aris asserted a
relationship of “subsistence” (qd’imiyyah)—where attributes are
neither identical to nor separate from the Essence; and the mystics

asserted the “integration of identity and otherness” (jam “-e ‘ayniyyah
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wa ghayriyyah). Specifically, according to the mystics’ view, the
relationship between the Divine Essence and Attributes is founded
upon “ontological identity and conceptual otherness.” The
theoretical foundation of the mystics’ theory is based on the levels
of being. By negating attributes from the Essence at the Level of the
Intrinsic Unity (Marbat-e Ahadiyyah), they consider God to be
beyond all existence. At the Level of Unity (Marbat-e Wahidiyyah),
they consider God munazzah (transcendent) in terms of the identity
of the Attributes with the Essence,
and mushabbah (anthropomorphic) in terms of the conceptual
otherness of the Attributes from the Essence. In other words, God is
transcendent in regard to His own Essence, and possesses
anthropomorphic qualities in regard to the manifestation of His
Names and Attributes (at the Level of Wahidiyyah and subsequently
in the created beings).

The God of the mystics is the synthesizer of opposites. He
possesses tashbih while simultaneously being transcendent; He
possesses ghayriyyah (otherness) while simultaneously
having ‘ayniyyah (identity); He possesses multiplicity (kathrat)
while simultaneously being One (wahid); He is the Last while
simultaneously being the First; He is Manifest (Zahir) while
simultaneously being Hidden (Batin); He 1is Near while
simultaneously being Far, and so on. This perspective constitutes the
fundamental principle of mystical theology, the primary
manifestation of which we have examined in this essay through the
“integration of transcendence and anthropomorphism” and the

“integration of identity and otherness of the Essence and Attributes.”



369 | Sparham & Najafzadeh | A New Epistemological Approach to ...

For this reason, the comprehensive view of the mystics has a greater
capacity for alignment with the verses, traditions, and religious
scriptures in general. The God of the sacred texts is a God who
implies “transcendence in the very moment of anthropomorphism,
and anthropomorphism in the very moment of transcendence”
(tanzih dar ‘ayn-e tashbih wa tashbith dar ‘ayn-e tanzih).
Furthermore, this comprehensive viewpoint has enabled the
explanation of seemingly contradictory narrations. Due to their
influence by these narrations, some Shia theologians have also
adopted a similar approach. In explaining the relationship between
the Divine Essence and Attributes, thinkers such as Mulla Sadra and
certain other philosophers have also adopted an approach, similar to
that of the mystics, which is based on the integration of identity and
otherness.

The difference between the mystics and the theologians
(Mutakallimiin) is that the position of the mystics is one of
acceptance and reconciliation. Thus, their thought encompasses
absolute transcendence and the negation of attributes, as well as
transcendence accompanied by the identity of attributes, and
anthropomorphism accompanied by the conceptual otherness of
attributes and the manifestation of Divine Names and Attributes in
created beings. In contrast, among the theologians, a polemical
stance is prominent. They were primarily concerned with opposing
the approaches of their counterparts but demonstrated weakness in
accurately explaining and persuading others of their own positions.
This weakness among the theologians is also observed in that both

the proponents of anthropomorphism and the proponents of
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transcendence hold a one-sided approach. The Ash‘aris, based on
their doctrine of affirming the attributes “without determining how”
(ithbat bila kayf), do not offer a solution to this problem. Even the
Mu‘tazilah, if they move beyond “affirming attributes without
determining how,” harbor ambiguities in their perspective and have
been unable to provide a clear explanation. For this reason, they have
all faced considerable criticism, whereas the mystics strive for a
clearer explanation, the removal of ambiguity, and a solution to this
problem. Although their solution may not be entirely accepted, their

perspective is nonetheless more comprehensive and illuminating.

Keywords: Transcendence;  Anthropomorphism;  Relationship
between Divine Essence and Attributes; Kalam (Islamic Scholastic

Theology); Mysticism.
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