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BATEN

BATEN (inner, hidden), the opposite of zaher (outer, visible). Both can be
predicated of living beings; in the Qur’an (57:3) God is al-zaher wa’l-baten.
Most frequently, however, bdaten or zaher is associated with the concept ‘elm
(knowledge). There are two ways in which knowledge can be hidden: (1) If it is
not within everybody’s reach and (2) if it relates to aspects of things beyond
the reach of the senses. This distinction was explained by Ebn Taymiya (d.
728/1328) in his Resala fi ‘elm al-baten wa’l-zaher (p. 230.13-15) as follows: “Elm
al-baten can sometimes be knowledge of inner things, such as knowledge of
intuitions and moods existing in the heart, and it can also be knowledge of
extrasensory things of which prophets were apprised. On the other hand, elm
al-baten can mean knowledge which is hidden from most people’s
understanding (yabton ‘an fahm aktar at-nas).” Both senses of the concepts
baten and ‘elm al-baten gained currency, mainly in Shi‘ite and Sufi circles.

Shi‘ite ideas. The belief that things have an imperceptible inner nature (baten)
and that knowledge of this (‘elm al-baten) is a higher form of knowledge first
arose among the Shi‘ite radicals (golat, sing. galt) at Kafa in the 2nd/8th
century. The Kaysaniya and Harbilya sects held that God’s baten (or mana
“meaning”) is eternal and that his zaher has been manifested in ‘Alj,
Mohammad, and their descendants. Others, citing Qur'an 57:3, described God’s
zaher as the human body in which the baten, i.e., the holy spirit (rith al-qodos),
is incarnated. Baten and zaher were predicated not only of God but also of
humans and the creation around them. Some of the golat distinguished
between the zaher in humans, which is terrestrial, and the baten in humans,
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which is eternal (azali). The eternal part of a human was often called al-joz’ al-
elaht, which may perhaps be rendered as “the divine spark.”

Among the various beliefs of the golat, the one which acquired most notoriety
and longest-lasting influence was their doctrine of the inner and outer
meaning of the Qur'an and the Islamic law (Saria). The appellation Bateniya
given to later offshoots of the golat such as the Isma‘ilis referred to this
doctrine. As metaphors for the zaher and bdten of the Qur'an and the Saria,
the words gesr (shell) and lobb (kernel) were used. According to the doctrine,
humans can have knowledge of the inner as well as the outer meaning of
God’s book and law. Shi‘ites of the various schools which arose (golat,
Qarmatians, Isma‘ilis, the Ekwan-al-Safa) all believed the imam to be endowed,
through divine afflatus (elham), with knowledge of the baten and consequent
ability to explain the inner, true meaning of the Qur’an and the law through
allegorical interpretation (ta'wil). One of the first to treat Koranic themes as
allegories was the Kufan gali Mogira b. Sa‘id (put to death 119/737).
Furthermore, the imam was believed to possess extrasensory knowledge of
inner natures and future events (gayb). Believers loyal to the imam would gain
salvation through the ‘elm al-baten which he would impart to them, and
possession of this knowledge of the inner truth would confer exemption from
duty to obey the law and cause the soul to rise to the level of the angels. These
beliefs were voiced mainly by golat and are likely to have been influenced by
gnostic legacies from late antiquity.

Among the critics of the Shi‘ite doctrine of al-baten and ‘elm al-baten, Ebn
Hazm, Gazali, the Zaydite Mohammad Daylami, and the Hanbalites Ebn al-
Jawzl and Ebn Taymiya deserve mention. Ebn Hazm viewed ta'wil as a
dangerous threat to the understanding of clear texts. For Gazali the greatest
danger in the doctrine of knowledge not accessible to all was the resulting
blind acceptance (taqlid) of the authority of the imam. For Ebn al-Jawzi and
Ebn Taymiya ‘elm al-baten was an inadmissible innovation; like all Hanbalites,
they believed that God has given his last word to humans by transmitting
through the Qur’an and the Sunna all that He wished them to learn, and that
this final revelation is intelligible to anybody without special knowledge.

Sufi ideas. While the ideas of the golat and other Shi‘ites first emerged at Kifa,
the source of Sufi thinking about al-baten and ‘elm al-baten can be traced to
Basra. The baten, as understood by the early Basran mystics, is man’s inner
self, the complex of emotions which stir his soul (cf. Ebn Taymiya’s
definitions). Study of the human soul and inner self was pursued in Hasan
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Basrl’s circle, particularly by his mystic pupils. A major role in this
development appears to have been played by his pupil ‘Abd-al-Wahed b. Zayd.
The basis for ‘elm al-baten, as thus defined, was found in a hadit qodst (saying
of God Himself). This hadit was said to have been transmitted by ‘Abd-al-
Wahed b. Zayd to his pupils Ahmad Hojaymi and Ahmad b. Gassan and to
have been made known to him by Hasan Basri, who had heard it from
Hodayfa b. al-Yaman (one of the Prophet’s companions), who had heard it
from Mohammad, who had heard it from God. Basran ‘elm al-baten consists of
knowledge of ways to train the soul and is a psychic discipline attainable by
anybody through his own mental effort—not, like Kufan ‘elm al-baten, a body
of knowledge conferred by afflatus on a chosen individual. The mystic ‘elm al-
baten is expounded in fully developed form in the writings of Haret Mohaseb1
(3rd/9th century). In the east, Hakim Termed 1 (d. ca. 300/910) built this
concept of ‘elm al-baten into his theosophical system. Heresiographers such as
Kab1 branded the Sufis of the 3rd/9th century simply as ashab al-baten. In the
Sufi manuals written in the 4th/10th century by Kalabadi, Sarraj, and Abu
Taleb Makki, ‘elm al-baten is an essential component of the orthodox Sufism
which these authors propound. In addition to the concept of ‘elm al-baten as
knowledge of means to train the soul, a second concept now entered Sufi
thinking, namely the interpretability of the Qur'an and the Sunna from within.
It was held that understanding of the inner self enables the mystic to
understand the inner meaning of God’s book and law. This method of
interpretation from within was often described as estenbat (inference). The
biggest collection of such exegesis from the early medieval period is the
Hagqa'eq al-tafsir of Solami (d. 412/1021).

From the 4th/10th century onward, a different tendency, already discernible
among some of the earlier Sufis, becomes more and more prominent. Elm al-
baten is no longer held to be attainable through human effort but is assumed
(as by the Shi‘ites) to be God-given knowledge. For example, the unknown
author of Adab al-moliik (late 4th/10th century) describes ‘elm al-baten as
knowledge conferred on Sufis through divine afflatus. Gazali in his Ehya’ ‘olum
al-din distinguishes two categories of ‘elm al-baten: ‘elm tasqil al-qalb
(knowledge of ways to polish the heart), which is a pedagogic discipline, and
elm al-mokasafa, which is God-given illumination of the heart. Ebn al-‘Arabi
draws a similar distinction. The two meanings were not always clearly
differentiated, with the result that misunderstandings and misrepresentations
could arise, mainly in works by writers unsympathetic to Sufism.
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The most serious criticism, voiced above all by the Hanbalites Ebn al-Jawzi and
Ebn Taymiya, concerned the claim of many Sufis to possession of an ‘elm al-
baten of the second category, which in the view of the critics meant possession
of a “private revelation.”

See also batenya; isma‘ilism; mazdakism; zaher; zand; and zendjq.
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