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AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF

Chafika Ouail for Doctor of Philosophy

Major: Arabic Language and Literature

Title: LANGUAGE, EXPERIENCE, AND TEXT: An Onto - Semantic
Reading of an-Niffari

The aim of this dissertation is to question the hermeneutical tools of
reading the Arabic heritage in general and the Sufi experience in particular,
through analyzing the worldview (Weltanschauung) in an-Niffart’s
experience (4™ Century A.H) by developing its own reading tools. In view
of that, the study delves into the concept of worldview and its relationship
with language. It then traces this concept in the Islamic culture by adopting
a multi-layered approach: It begins by demonstrating how the most famous
names and attributes of the Quran reflect its worldview; afterwards, it
discusses the dilemma between truth and metaphor in the Sufi experience.
Against this dilemma, the old and modern research tools used to analyze
and interpret the Sufi experiences are revised and reconsidered.
Subsequently, | propose an alternative methodological frame: the onto-
semantic, which is a hermeneutical tool that uses language to deduce the
ontology of the experience from the meanings of words, in addition to the
ontological dimensions that these meanings diffuse in their contextual
usages. However, the onto- semantic is not a method; it is rather a frame
that generates its tools from the experience itself, | mean from its
worldviews and terms, thus, the study proposes a key tool that fits an-
Niffari’s view and language: sha ‘ath.

Sha ‘ath, which has common characteristics with poststructuralist
concepts, is perhaps the most convenient tool to read an-Niffari, since it
emerges from within the ontological experience and its language. More
importantly, it derives from the religious and linguistic context to which
an-Niffart belongs. Consequently, the concept sha ‘ath accomplishes the
dissertation’s aim: Addressing the mystical experience by constructing a
hermeneutical tool that has modern features, while belonging to the
experience and its cultural context.



Sha ‘ath is an ontological state that dominates an-Niffari’s esoteric
experience, language, style, as well as the formation of his texts and his
historical personality. The practical part of the study aims to prove the
aforementioned by exploring the concept of mawqif in the Arabic language
and literature, and in the Islamic religious heritage. This concept finds its
literary and ontological roots in al wugif ‘ala’l-arlal (standing by the ruin)
and in wagfar ‘Arafat (standing in ‘Arafat Mount). This leads to explaining
the experience of an-NiffarT as a stationary state before an ontological ruin,
which may be described as an aporia. In the mawqif, an-Niffar1 practices
his intrinsic being on his way to God, which the study relates to the
retrieval of the Qur’anic primordial covenant station of the mithag.

The ontological and esoteric dispersion (the closest English term for
sha ‘ath) is reflected clearly in an-Niffari’s fragmental style, in the
rhizomatic structure of his text, and in the linguistic tools he uses to build
his concepts. Thus, in his return to the primordial standing before God, an-
Niffari crosses to the samadiyya, or the state beyond all dimensions of time
and place, by means of using linguistic tools that help him detach himself
from the human nature and its language in order to grasp the divine
knowledge bestowed upon him in the waqfa. For that purpose, he abolishes
the immanent world by destroying the oppositeness between words. He
then builds another transcendental world, referring to it only thorough the
Qur’anic words about God “there is nothing whatever like unto him”
(“laysa ka-mithliht shay ™ 42:11).

To sum up, this study critically explores issues of concern to an-
Niffari, his texts, and experience. New facts are brought into light by a new
manuscript that has not been used in the previous editions of his works.
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“[...] In order to welcome into thought and into history such a ‘work’, the event has to
be thought otherwise. Being and Time would belong neither to science, nor to
philosophy, nor to poetics. Such is perhaps the case for every work worthy of its name:
there, what puts thinking into operation exceeds its own borders, or what thinking itself
intends to present of these borders. [...] But if the event of this work thus exceeds its
own borders, the borders that its discourse seems to give to itself (for example, ‘those of
an existential analysis of Dasein in transcendental horizon of time’), then it would do so
precisely at this locus where it experiences the aporia.” Derrida, Apories, trans. Thomas
Dutoit (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1993), 32.
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AHn-Huddapu, “Kurab an-Masakud (¢pparments),” Ilep. u komment. P. B. Ilcxy,
Huwpax, 3 (2012): 264-278. [An-Niffari, “Kitab al Mawaqif wa'l-Mukhatabat
(fragments),” trans. and comments. R. Pskhu, Ishrag, no. 3 (2012): 264-278.]
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