é@ History of Islam

ISSN: 2783-414x

Historical Backgrounds and Consequences of Louis
Massignon's Esoteric Approach in Islamology

Seyed Kamal Keshiknevis Razavi'", Hamidreza Sanaei’, Abbas Ahmadvand®™,
Mehdi Mojtahedi*

! Assistant Professor, Department of History and Civilization of Islamic Nations, Shahid Madani
University of Azerbaijan, Tabriz, Iran (Corresponding author).
keshiknevisrazavi.sayyedkamal@mail.um.ac.ir
2 Assistant Professor, Department of History and Civilization of Islamic Nations, Ferdowsi University of
Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran. hr.sanaei@um.ac.ir
® Assistant Professor, Department of History and Civilization of Islamic Nations, Shahid Beheshti
University, Tehran, Iran. a_ahmadvand@sbu.ac.ir
* Assistant Professor, Department of History and Civilization of Islamic Nations, Ferdowsi University of
Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran. mmojtahedi@um.ac.ir

Abstract

This study aims to analyze the influence of Louis Massignon’s (1883-1962) internal,
personal, and cultural concerns on the development of his view toward esotericism in
Islam, especially Sufism and Shiism. Massignon, one of the most prominent Western
scholars of Islam, not only as an academic researcher, but also as an individual with a
spiritual spirit and deep Catholic roots, tried to present a different image of Islam compared
to the stereotypical and sometimes orientalist view of his contemporaries. The main goal of
the present study is to demonstrate the fact that Massignon’s research on Shiism and
Sufism, beyond a purely scientific analysis, was a reflection of his existential search for the
spiritual connections between Christianity and Islam. The central question of the research is
how and to what extent the internal factors such as Catholic religious background, the
influence of Christian spiritual literature, personal experiences of encountering the Islamic
world, and the need to redefine the relationship between Christianity and Islam influenced
the formation of Massignon's view on Shiism and Sufism. This issue is also accompanied
by the sub-question of whether Massignon was able to free himself from the ideologies of
his time, including French colonialism and the dominant discourse of Orientalism. This
research has been conducted based on the descriptive-analytical approach and library
resources as well as primary and secondary texts. The analysis of Massignon's works,
especially those published in the form of historical, philological, and mystical research on
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Shiism, Hallaj, and the Nusayris, in addition to studying his spiritual and intellectual
biography, has provided the opportunity to understand the connection between his personal
life and his scientific project. Edward Saeed's theory of Orientalism has also been used as a
critical framework to assess Massignon's position among the classical Orientalists. The
findings of the research clarify that Massignon, unlike many of his contemporaries who
understood Islam merely as a legal and political structure, sought to discover its inner
and spiritual layers. After traveling to Irag in 1908 and visiting Karbala and Najaf, he
approached Shiism as a heroic and justice-seeking movement. He defined Shiism not as a
theological or jurisprudential system, but as a "collective awareness” of the tragedy of
Karbala and the hope for the ultimate triumph of justice. However, Massignon showed
distrust of the blood legitimacy of the Ahl al-Bayt (A.S.) and considered it a form of
materialism, although he praised the epic of Hussain (A.S.). Massignon developed the
concept of "divine substitution" by focusing on figures such as Imam Ali (A.S), Hazrat
Fatima (S.A), and Salman al-Farsi, and considered them to be universal spiritual symbols.
Also, towards the end of his life, he became closer to Shiite eschatology, calling Mahdism
rooted in the Quran and convergent with the apocalyptic idea in the Abrahamic religions.
However, his conflict with the Shiites over their role in the execution of Hallaj caused him
not to fully understand Shiism. On the other hand, Massignon, criticizing the materialistic
view of Orientalists, used a phenomenological method that, while respecting the other, was
influenced by the French colonial policy, especially in supporting minorities such as the
Alawites. As an orientalist in recent times, Louis Massignon not only expanded the
boundaries of Islamic studies, but also, by emphasizing esotericism, paved the way for a
new approach to Islam among orientalists that, at deep levels, led to a spiritual alignment
between monotheistic religions. Although he was under the political and cultural pressures
of his time, his effort to understand Islam from within and with an empathetic perspective
took him beyond the traditional framework of orientalism. To properly understand
Massignon's works, his existential and personal dimension cannot be neglected; because his
scientific research is intertwined with his spiritual search. Ultimately, Massignon has found
a special place in the history of thought not as a "Shiite" or "Sufi", but as a "spiritual
translator” between the two worlds of Islam and Christianity.

Keywords: Louis Massignon, Orientalism, Islamic studies in the West, Sufism,
Shiism.
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