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II. The precursor



 
When we write that Aguéli is a precursor, one is entitled to ask whose work he is ... However much the answer may startle "strictly observant" Guénonians, (1) we will assert, with supporting texts, that Shaykh 'Abdu-l-Hedi is not only the precursor of Akbarian Studies (2) - which is in itself a more than honourable title - but also the pioneer of Traditional Studies before the letter of the law, and thus even before René Guénon, who was to become its Master par excellence. (3)

Just as Cheykh Mustafa cannot be reduced to his function as "Murshid", (4) Cheykh 'Abdu-l-Hedi cannot be confined to the Islamic framework (notwithstanding a certain clumsy presentation of his person in the December 1910 issue of Gnose: "He knows only Islam...", etc.).); he was not only an outstanding linguist; he also had a knowledge of universal Symbolism that prefigured that of Guénon, and he mastered a certain amount of cosmological data (and even techniques) on which Guénon would base his prodigious metaphysical synthesis of universal scope, as no one had done until then (see below). In fact, Aguéli did more than just 'initiate' Guénon: he passed on to him technical knowledge that can be found in Le Symbolisme de la Croix, Le Règne de la Quantité et les Signes des Temps, Aperçus sur l'Initiation and Initiation et Réalisation Spirituelle, with discreet allusions to his own case and that of his Transmetteur. The discerning reader will know how to find them. Moreover, if Aguéli had been a "simple intermediary for René Guénon", as has been written, we would not attach so much importance to him! In Aguéli's case, we can even speak without exaggeration of an Achievement at the level of the Little Mysteries (wa 'Llah a'lam), which was not so common in twentieth-century Europe.

From a purely religious point of view, Aguéli was already a precursor in the nineteenth century: he was one of the very few Europeans converted along with Étienne Dinet - al-Haj Nasr-ed-Din [1861-1929]; the officer Jules Gervais-Courtellemont, alias Abd-Allah ben al-Bachir al-Haj [1863-1931] and the original member of parliament for the Doubs, Doctor Philippe Grenier [1865-1944; cf. L'Initiation of February 1897, p.178), not forgetting the extravagant Isabelle Eberhardt [1877-1904]; all converted around the same time (between 1890 and 1898), apart from an ancestor of Titus Burckhardt [1908-1984], Sheikh Ibrâhim, a pilgrim to Mecca in 1814... From that date onwards, conversions to Islam continued unabated and even accelerated. (5) Other more or less well-known Europeans converted for reasons that had nothing "esoteric" about them. (6) These are generally Germans and Anglo-Saxons. In any case, they had no intellectual or initiatory posterity, unlike Aguéli, Guénon and Michel Vâlsan (7).

The precursor, from the point of view of authorised translations, in an authentic traditional spirit and under the control of a Master, is Cheykh Abdu-l-Hedi. Indeed, what credibility can be given to laymen, generally neither Muslims nor initiates, such as Nicholson, Nyberg, Blochet, Massignon and tutti quanti? In what name should we recognise the authority of university researchers, generally imbued with a 'Westernist' prejudice (more out of spite and 'anti-Oriental' resentment than for any other reason), incapable of admitting that there is a perspective that escapes them, because it is neither philosophical, literary nor bookish; in a word, people who have no mandate from any traditional authority whatsoever. (8)

What is the understanding of Islam (knowing Arabic is not enough) by Western minds (sometimes disorientated, like Pastor Tartar), like Louis Gardet, Caspar, Arnaldez... etc, who all too often serve as war machines against Tradition in general (including their own tradition - Christianity) and Islam in particular?

What do you think of the nth translation of the Qur'an by Jacques Berque, whose preoccupations have always been - for more than 50 years! - narrowly sociological and exoteric? What can a man who has never understood a word of Metaphysics or Initiation possibly understand about the hidden meaning of the Scriptures (whether Islam, the Gospels or others)? Do we once again believe that it is enough to read French to understand Guénon or to read Arabic to understand the Qoran? It is time to put an end to all these pretensions.

Shaykh Abdu-l-Hedi's translations may not be beyond reproach as far as vocabulary is concerned (cf. VLT n°72, p. 52, n.36), but at least his inspiration (ilham), his orientation (tawajjuh) and his intention (niyya) are authentically traditional. We also fail to understand Michel Chodkiewicz's disdain for and unfair criticism of Aguéli's translation of the Traité de l'Unité et du Cadeau (cf. review in "Connaissance des Religions" - 1988, June-Sept, vol. iv, pp. 30-40), especially as he had clearly understood certain aspects of Aguéli's function (as shown in note 9, p.31 -C of the R-) which he must have subsequently forgotten! (8b) Will he have the simplicity to accept our point of view, namely that his translation not only does not seem any better to us, but that it lacks the initiatory and, let us say it, Akbaric 'breath' that passes through the text rendered into French by Cheykh Abdu-l-Hedi? One really gets the impression that Michel Chodkiewicz has no idea who he is dealing with, even though he claims the opposite (he had the passages in Gauffin's book about Aguéli's stay in the East translated for him...). - Let's hope that the publication of our translation will enlighten him a little, in châ'a Llah).

We must not forget that a precursor is a man alone; he is all the more deserving and entitled to our indulgence. Nowadays, after the masterly works of Guénon and Michel Vâlsan, it is easy to criticise retroactively. It is, moreover, thanks to Aguéli's work (and sometimes errors) that the two Masters mentioned above were able to state the authorised, even definitive, traditional point of view on certain questions relating to Tasawwuf.

While we are on the subject, let us add this: what is the point of making concessions to "specialists" in the University in order to obtain their good graces and recognition, when we also know how theses of Guénonian or Vâlsanian inspiration are rejected in Paris, a place of Freedom. (9) On the contrary, academics should have the honesty and humility to learn from the Oriental Masters. We have seen enough of what this kind of 'recuperation' (= of the East by the University) has produced with people like Eliade, of whom Cioran said with his pitiless lucidity: "No matter how skilfully he describes and comments on [sacred texts], he cannot breathe life into them; he will have squeezed out all their lifeblood, he will have compared them to one another, worn them down, to their great detriment ; and what remains are bloodless symbols that the believer has no use for, if at this stage of erudition, disillusionment and irony there can [still] be anyone who really believes. We are all, Eliade first and foremost, former believers; we are all religious minds without religion. (Exercices d'Admiration, Gallimard 1986, p. 131) Did Cioran realise that, in so doing, he was condemning himself? For him as for Eliade, whom he dismantles as finely as cruelly, we would say that there are forms of intelligence that are dissolving rather than edifying: they are illustrated with talent, if not happiness, within the University, the profane den of Humanism since the sixteenth century (a century also shamelessly called by the Spanish 'siglo de oro', as if the eight centuries of Arab-Muslim civilisation had been nothing but obscurantism!)

Thus, most university theses - approved because they conform to the exclusive criteria in use - have the 'gift' of burying and fossilising living knowledge in that sort of archaeological museum we call the heritage of humanity. Meanwhile, true knowledge and its transmission (as the word 'Tradition' is defined without its original meaning, which only Guénon was able to restore in the twentieth century) are perpetuated, sheltered from laboratories and other sterilisers of traditional thought, in places that are fortunately inaccessible to the curiosity of the uninitiated.

Can we, without laughing, list the translators of Ibn Arabi from the nineteenth to the twentieth century (as in the introduction to The Seal of the Saints, Gallimard 1986) and put them on the same level as Shaykh Abdu-l-Hedi and Shaykh Mustafa? What an unfortunate concession to the modern mentality! When you read the six long pages written as an appendix to his book at Axel Gauffin's request by the Swedish Arabist Nyberg, you hesitate between hilarity and indignation: does he not attribute to Shaykh al-Akbar (i.e. "the greatest of the Masters") belief in the "crudest superstitions" (sic!)?) (10) Once again, one senses a devious attempt to minimise the importance of the author (Ibn Arabi), to distort the Truth, to reduce Esotericism to mysticism (it's so much easier!), or even to Christianise Tasawwuf (as Asin Palacios, Massignon, etc. have already attempted). One gets the distinct impression that the Westerner (or worse still, the Westernised Oriental, who has two ways of imposing it) is incapable of admitting the Obvious (which is the very definition of the 'sin against the Spirit' which, it is said, will be forgiven neither in this world nor in the next). So let's have no more quotes from luminaries who hold the chairs of obscurantism that universities sometimes are! This argument of authority has had its day! Because we naively persist in believing that a truth (if it is to be universal) cannot be conveyed by an exclusively secular scientistic vision of things. As we said above, the university is incapable of integrating the initiatic point of view: its field is too reductive because it is exclusively mental and 'mentalist'. (11)

Aguéli PRECURSOR? In this connection, it should be pointed out that Aguéli's writings (letters, articles, translations, etc.) are almost incomprehensible unless you have first read and understood René Guénon and Michel Vâlsan, who were written after him! Conversely, there are many themes - even in the technical lexicon - in Guénon's work that can only have come from Cheykh Abdu-l-Hedi. It is to this continuity that we allude (cf. VLT no. 72), and as it is not a figment of the imagination, it will suffice for us to take a few referenced examples, easily verifiable by any reader.


1° Themes :    


For example, "the manipulation of mental currents", a technique alluded to by René Guénon in Orient et Occident (Vega, ed. De 1964, 2nd part, chap. 3, p. 184).

If we refer to Axel Gauffin, we find a detailed programme which, in view of its length, we are obliged to refer to in the appendix to this article. This remarkable document (which unfortunately remains unknown to this day) shows Aguéli's precise knowledge in this field: almost 20 years later, in Cairo, Nyberg would note the ever-present influence of the traditional ideas set out by Shaykh Abdu-l-Hedi and the Il-Convito team.    


2° Akbarian Studies :     


As we already know, these consist of translations, notes and commentaries (in Arabic, Italian and French), which we will discuss later in another section of our introduction to Aguéli ("The reader, the linguist, the writer, the translator").

   

3° The technical lexicon :    


Created by Aguéli, it would be taken up (and sometimes improved) by René Guénon and Michel Vâlsan. A striking new example concerns the explanation of an unknown enigmatic concept, used for the first time by Ibn Arabi (and therefore undoubtedly coined by him), namely the term "compound": "fahwâniya". Shaykh Mustafa mentions this in a note in Études Traditionnelles (No. March-April 1961, p.89), a text which is reprinted in the posthumous collection Le Livre de l'Extinction dans la Contemplation, where the editor fails to point out that Shaykh Mustafa also explained it in his translation of the Prayer over the Prophet, opportunely published on the occasion of his death (Études Traditionnelles, No. November-December 1974, p.242).

More than 50 years earlier, Shaykh Abdu-l-Hedi (Il-Convito, 1907, p.58), in a study of Sufi vocabulary subsequent to his translation of Progredire verso il Re dei Re (by Qasam ben Silah-ed-Din al Khani; [1028-1109 h./1619-1697]) mentions this term: "fahwâniyah" - which he also writes "fa-hû-wâniyah" for certain reasons relating to the so-called "nirukta" process - of which he gives a precise definition, which we feel is satisfactory, and which is found almost word for word in Shaykh Mustafa's work (who may have been aware of it), in the journal Études Traditionnelles cited above, namely: "E una parola che Iddio rivolge all'uomo nei combattimenti spirituali nel mondo delle imagini primordiali", i.e. "It is a word that Allah addresses to man during his spiritual struggle in the world of the primordial Models". Compare this with Sheikh Mustafa's definition (Études Traditionnelles, 1974, p. 245): "Fahwâniyah in the literal sense, used by Muhyi-d-Din Ibn Arabi in the Futûhat, refers to the divine word addressed directly [to man] in the worlds of the Models ('Alamu-l-mithâl)" (12). [Rectificanda published in VLT no. 79: As an honourable reader has rightly pointed out, there is a slip of the tongue (not at all disastrous) in connection with fahwâniya: Aguéli's definitions - like those of Michel Vâlsan - are, of course, translated from Ibn 'Arabi's text. It goes without saying, but it goes even better when it is said].

This is a measure of Sheikh Abdu-l-Hedi's in-depth knowledge of Ibn 'Arabi's works and of his lexicon, and we can concede, on this point at least (but there are many others), his role as a precursor of Akbarian exegesis.

4° Let us continue with the technical lexicon, in French this time, taken up by René Guénon and Michel Vâlsan, in particular the remarkable formula of "Supreme Identity" (which, incidentally, we do not understand was called into question in the work Les 7 Étendards du Califat, chap. 3 - but we would need another occasion to address this delicate point).

Aguéli, in the pages dedicated to Mercury (La Gnose, J.F. 1911) uses this term for the first time ("l'Identité Suprême / Wahdatu-l-Wujud = l'Identité de l'Existence"), which we find again on at least three occasions, respectively in the Pages dédiées au Soleil and in the long article L'Universalité en Islam, where he writes: "Les Musulmans disent: Et-Tawhidu wâhidun, ce qui signifie... la Doctrine de l'Identité Suprême".

René Guénon and Michel Vâlsan constantly took up this concept and, in a way, 'consecrated' it.  [Rectificanda published in VLT n°79: "To prevent any old or new confusions, we firmly remind you that when Shaykh 'Abdu-l-Hedi spoke of Supreme Identity, he always had in mind - to the exclusion of any other Arabic term - the concepts of tahwid/wahdatu-l-wujud, and only in the Islamic context. Finally, we challenge anyone to find a reference in 'Abdu-l-Hedi where he would use the term ittihad (= Yoga = Union) to designate the Supreme Identity (or conversely, translate ittihad as Supreme Identity, a confusion already denounced by Ibn 'Arabi). In any case, even if this were to happen, it would only disturb those who had not properly assimilated the teachings of Michel Vâlsan and René Guénon"].

That it was created for the French language by a Swede who had just spent 7 years in Egypt writing and translating Arabic and Italian is something quite unusual. Yet Sheikh Mustafa, without using the term 'precursor' that we claim for Sheikh Abdu-l-Hedi, obviously suggests the idea when he writes about the work undertaken in the review Al-Nadi=Il-Convito and the Akbariya Society (citing Sheikh Elish el-Kebir and Abdu-l-Hedi by name): "Readers of René Guénon will easily recognise in it certain fundamental theses of his work, which will appear [...] as the development of a providential idea"; and further on he adds: "The traditional idea as it is known today in the West following the work of René Guénon, thus has historically a sure Islamic and Akbaric origin" (13) (Études Traditionnelles no. January-February 1953, "L'Islam et la Fonction de René Guénon", pp. 32-33.    

5° In his translation of the epistle entitled Le Cadeau (La Gnose, January-February 1911, p. 21, n. 5) Aguéli draws up a table of correspondences of metaphysical notions whose key words he creates in French, as follows:     

Exaltation / Amplitude    

Height / Width... etc, the precious list of which Sheikh Mustafa took up again, without changing anything, in his article on the "Islamic References of the Symbolism of the Cross [by René Guénon]", adding the clarification that these key notions correspond to the Arabic terms "tûl (length)" and "'ard (width)", "which leads us to think that Abdu-l-Hedi himself had in mind the technical Arabic terms we are now talking about". This late homage to Aguéli confirms the title of Precursor that we use for him. We say "late" because René Guénon, in his Symbolism of the Cross, also used the terms Ampleur and Exaltation, but without mentioning their "inventor".

6° We could add in support of our thesis the terms "Sunday" Mysteries (asrâr rabbâniya) as distinguished from the term "lordly" (rubûbiya)... etc, and in another order of idea, the foundation of a "purely intellectual Organisation", prefiguring René Guénon's "Intellectual Entente between peoples" in the years 1925/26; the imminent project to build a Mosque in Paris... etc, etc.

Finally, a point that we will deal with separately, there is much to be said about the mysterious lineage from Dante to René Guénon via Aguéli, a precursor in two respects...

Jean FOUCAUD (to be continued)    


NOTES


1.    Michel Vâlsan told us more than 25 years ago: "Being Guénonian these days means nothing! - In context, this meant that 'Guénonians' who have not committed themselves to a traditional initiatory Way are for the most part condemned to paraphrasing and psittacism, when they are not simply 'temperamental', as the director of the Cahiers de l'Herne kindly told us one day, at his stand at the Salon du Livre, thereby stigmatising certain worldly 'Guénonism', a game at which many salon pseudo-intellectuals excel, having their 'Guénonian period' when it is - or was - fashionable.

2.    Shaykh Mustafa being the Master, if not undisputed then at least incontestable for people of good faith (homini bonae voluntatis).

3.    Despite all the importance of Aguéli's work and function, we cannot recognise in him the criterion of infallibility that is attached to René Guénon for everything that is metaphysical, Initiatic, Esoteric and Traditional in general; the two works on Initiation are unique in the world and are not found in any religion or tradition. These books are reminiscent of a Testament by Shaykh Abdel-Wahid Yahya; it should also be noted that the 2nd volume is a posthumous work. On this subject, Shaykh Mustafa spoke of a Charter of the Tariqa (shadhiliya).

4.    He has a doctrinal function that is complementary to - and sometimes distinct from - that of Guénon, which will one day have to be taken into account. We hope to develop this theme in the near future with previously unpublished data, complementing the point made by Charles-André Gilis (cf. VLT no. 74).

5.    All surveys of Muslims in France are very hesitant about the number of ethnic French converts... What strange modesty! As for Buddhist converts, the figures vary from week to week from 200,000 to 700,000, without realising the illogicality and impossibility of such a figure: Europeans don't have many children and Buddhist monks, as far as we know, don't have as many!

6.    Cf. the case of the co-director of Il-Convito, Enrico Insabato, who simulated a façade of Islam in order to better spy on and infiltrate the Senoussi tribes. (cf. L'Islam et la Politique des Alliés, Paris: Berger-Levraut, 1920, p. 194, in which he claims to be a Catholic, and his late collaborator Aguéli must have been turning in his grave!) Aguéli, suspecting the treachery of this "double agent", would never forgive him (cf. Gauffin, t. II pp. 146, 148, 155... etc.).

7.    Aguéli (op. cit., vol. II, p. 134) cites the two Arabists Van den Berg and Nallino (?) as secret practitioners of Islam.

8.    Hence Georges Vallin's difficulties in dealing with "Metaphysics", for lack of recourse to the two key notions of "Tradition" and "Initiation".

Tradition' and 'Initiation', excluded from academic axioms (La Perspective métaphysique, Dervy, 1977).

8b. When you think that the best unpublished translation of the Traité de l'Unité - by Michel Vâlsan, of course - is still sleeping in his drawers!

9.    It should be remembered that the French University disgraced itself in the past by rejecting René Guénon's thesis (Introduction Générale à l'Étude des Doctrines Hindoues) through the veto of Dean Sébastien Brunot. - On the other hand, in today's world, a thesis can sometimes break through the wall of academic prejudice, like that of Patrick Geay (Hermès trahi), admittedly defended in Dijon, far from the intrigues of the Parisian microcosm. Apart from this honourable exception, isn't anti-intellectual terrorism still rife in the City of Light, 'Lighthouse of Humanity'?

N.B. Isn't it strange that the death of a Hindu like Alain Daniélou [1907-1994] should have gone virtually unnoticed by our country's academic authorities? Perhaps he wasn't courtier enough!

10. We intend to publish this addendum in a forthcoming issue of Vers la Tradition.

11. Not wishing to be unfair or accused of gratuitous persiflage (but does the University always take the gloves off?), we readily acknowledge two eminent qualities of university research:

1°) seriousness in documentation and referencing (as René Guénon more or less said: they relieve us of this tedious work which we then put back into a traditional perspective).

2°) rigour and method in the presentation, qualities which are often, alas, lacking in Orientals whose style is too 'flowery' and whose developments are too disordered, even anarchic!

12. The term in square brackets has been added by us, as it seems to be missing from the text of Études Traditionnelles no. 446.


13. Italics are by esprit-universel.overblog.com


Note: We have taken into account: Rectificanda (V.L.T. N°77), Vers la Tradition, n°79, March - April - May 2000.
