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Abstract

The fundamental distinction between the philosophical and theological schools of Islam arises from their different foundational
principles for understanding reality. Among the most significant of these principles are the doctrine of the gradation of existence
(tashkik al-wujad)—or, more broadly, the problem of unity and multiplicity in being—and the essential necessity of recourse to
intermediaries throughout the descending and ascending orders of existence. Using an analytical method, this study first presents, for
the first time, a rationally exhaustive classification of the possible positions regarding gradation in existence and then critically
examines the proponents and arguments of each position. Four principal views are identified: (1) complete ontological separateness
(baynanah ‘uzli) together with essential heterogeneity among beings, as maintained by theologians and the Ahl al-Hadith; (2)
complete ontological separateness with essential homogeneity among beings, as upheld by the Peripatetic philosophers; (3) gradation
within existence itself, according to Transcendent Theosophy; and (4) gradation in the manifestations of existence rather than in
existence itself, according to Islamic mysticism. The latter three positions are compatible with one another. Since they respectively
explain reality in terms of the emanation of beings, the descent of ontological grades, and the graded manifestations of the reality, the
Rule of the One (qa‘idat al-wahid) appears in each with a different formulation, implying the essential necessity of intermediaries,
respectively, as distinct beings, ontological grades of existence, or graded manifestations.
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