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The history of the concept of wahdat al-wujad finds its ‘point of rising’ (matla‘) with
the ideas of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) on the singularity of al-haqq and the ways in which
that unique and absolute being is manifest in its many theophanies. Its limits (hudid)
and extension (inbisat), however, go far beyond and reach into the very aesthetics of
literature traditions across Islamicate and Persianate languages and cultures. A gener-
ation ago William Chittick indicated the significance of the reception of Ibn ‘Arabi (d.
1240) in this context, and the sheer number of commentaries, marginalia, paratexts,
and independent treatises that engages the metaphysics and devotional tradition of
the Andalusian master testifies to a major commitment. The earliest presence of Ibn
‘Arabi was in the poetry of Fakhr al-din al-Iraqi (d. 1289), a devotee in the presence of
the Suhrawardi Sufi Baha’ al-Din Zakariya (d. 1262) in Multan, followed by Chishti and
Kubravi masters already in the pre-Mughal period. We still have much to do to consider
the literary heritage of early modern pre-colonial and colonial South Asia in terms of
the broad long tradition of hikma, tasawwuf, kalam, and ‘erfan. One of the decisive ele-
ments in this tradition is the way in which Persian and vernacular literary traditions ne-
gotiated the influence of Ibn ‘Arabi and read his ideas in ways that conformed to their
own aesthetics of presence and metaphysics of beauty. I will consider four case studies
that modify and read Ibn ‘Arabi in their own ways: the Mughal prince Dara Shukoh (d.
1659), Bédil (d. 1720) perhaps the greatest Indo-Persian poet, Mir Dard (d. 1785) one
of the pillars of Urdu poetry and the pivotal thinker of the new ‘Muhammadan way’
of Sufism, and the great Punjabi poet of the 18th century Bullheh Shah. None of these
figures was a simple imitator or transmitter — literary traditions like philosophical ones
acquire a dynamic that arises from creative misreadings and liminal interpretations
as well as exciting new aesthetic formulations. In this way, we can consider how the
metaphysics of the unity of existence and often its ethical and aesthetic implications
were naturalised and transformed in the soil of Hindustan.
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