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The Problem Of Time 

 

One of the more serious and threatening, yet unsolved, problems in theology is uncertainty 

about the meaning of time. Clearly, the theologian of an omnipotent and absolute God must 

reconcile His transcendence with the human worshipper’s graphic and personal particularity. 

To come to terms with the matter of spatial dimension is, moreover, relatively easy when 

compared with the problem of the temporal dimension. Compounding the woes of the 

theologian (or perhaps causing them) is the abject poverty of all languages in proper terms for 

time and aspects of time.
1
 In describing time, all theologians resort to the use of an artificial 

vocabulary - so unfortunate because it makes the communication of already unfamiliar ideas 

doubly difficult. 

 

Martin Nilsson, years ago, in a perceptive study of primitive time-reckoning
2
 recognised this 

fact and discovered furthermore that for many societies even the most elemental concern with 

temporal orientation is either lacking or weakly developed. There are societies that do not 

‘keep time’, to use a modern expression, at all. Not only are their languages nearly devoid of 

time words, but it would appear that they have almost no interest in temporality. Nilsson, 

whose study began as an attempt to explain ancient Greek concepts of time, reports that the 

most common method of reckoning time involves what he describes as counting pars pro 

toto. One does not count intervals of time, but rather periodically recurring things or events 

such as suns, moons, sleeps, winters. These events are the instants of a kind of subjective, 

biological, or natural time. It is the advent of the instant and of the thing which matters, not 

the exact length of the interval between each one.  

 

This is precisely what is involved in the Qur’anic doctrine of time. There, time is reduced to a 

series of liturgical ‘instants’ which are discontinuously perceived and which must be 

experienced by two ‘witnesses of the instant’. A new moon, for example, on which so many 

ritual or legal observances depend, must actually be seen and cannot be calculated from 

theoretical tables. It is both possible and acceptable for two villages, sometimes only a 

mountain range apart, to count the days of a month differently. Significantly, among Muslim 

                                                 
1
  One example is the nearly universal lack of a proper word for the whole twenty-four hour 

period. The word Nychthemeron, which means exactly that, is rare and obscure. The English 

word ‘day’, applies, of course, to the hours of sunlight and only by extension to night time. 
2
 Martin P. Nilsson, Primitive Time-Reckoning: A Study of the Origins and First Development 

of the Art of Counting Time among the Primitive and Early Cultural Peoples (Lund: C. W. K. 

Gleerup, 1920). 
 



 

 

sects, it is only the Ismailis, whose theory of time and history we will shortly discuss, who 

allow an astronomical calculation of time.
3
 

 

The notion of time as the repetition or the periodic recurrence of archetypal events is not, it 

would seem, so difficult or heavy a burden for theologies built upon it. As Mircea Eliade 

brilliantly explains in his Myth of the Eternal Return, this kind of temporal orientation allows 

each new moment of time to be a re-creation of the first instant and of the primordial first 

event, which determined the subsequent now repeated moment.
4
 The function of this kind of 

time-reckoning is to heighten the subjective meaning of periodic events to the almost total 

exclusion of objective numeration, to emphasise the similarity of the ritual ‘instant’ with its 

prototype, and to thereby annul the effect of change and temporality. The real length of the 

temporal interval between such events is unimportant. There is no space; only points. Thus, 

for the Muslim, history is not a ‘duration’ but a ‘galaxy’ of instants, all ultimately preparing 

for the one last, perfect hour (sa‘a), the moment of judgment.
5
  

 

The timeless transcendency of the Divine easily encompasses this kind of ‘history’ because it 

is not truly temporary. It has no duration. But this kind of time, a time without extension, did 

give way in many theologies to a more complex concept which involved the notion of a fixed 

and determined extension or interval of time within timeless eternity. It has become 

commonplace to recognise in antiquity two opposing views of this temporal extension of the 

historical process. One, said to be that of the Greeks, sees the intervals of time as forming a 

kind of circle in which events tend to repeat themselves. The other, said to have come from 

the Hebrews, sees historical time as the linear progression of unique, non-repeatable events.  

 

Momigliano has rightly pointed out in an essay entitled ‘Time in Ancient Historiography’ 

that neither of these two notions was exclusively the property of either Greeks or Semites 

and, in fact, versions of both existed in various levels of both cultures.
6
 Nevertheless, the 

conflict between the concept of time as a cycle that tends to return upon itself and of time as a 

line moving from one point in the remote past where it began toward another point totally 

unlike the first somewhere in the future where it will end is a useful standpoint from which to 

analyse the semicyclical, semilinear notions of time which are a fundamental part of the 

dogmas of communities like the Ismailis. Their thinking about time, in fact, probably derives 

from a combination of both Greek and Semitic sources.  

 

Judging from the persistent reappearance of the ideal of cyclical time in the doctrines of 

eschatologically oriented religions, one senses that some idea of the periodic repetition or 

renewal of time was even for them an important necessity. The theory of time, therefore, once 

possibly weakly developed, later assumes an increasingly complex yet more fundamental role 

in theology as the notion of what constitutes time and history expands. In the simplest terms 

                                                 
3
  See Louis Massignon, ‘Time in Islamic Thought’, Papers from Eranos Yearbooks, Vol. 3. 

Man and Time, Bollingen series XXX.3 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1957), pp. 108-109.  
4
 Le Mythe de l’éternel retour (Paris, 1948); Eng. trans. Willard Trask, Bollingen series XLVI 

(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, I954).  
5
 Massignon, ‘Time in Islamic Thought’, p. 108. 

6
 Arnaldo Momigliano, ‘Time in Ancient Historiography’, History and Theory, Beiheft 6, 

History and the Concept of Time (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, I966), pp. 1-23.  

http://www.linternaute.com/dictionnaire/fr/definition/ebauche/


 

 

what is added is the idea of limited time, that is, limited in relationship to the idea of an 

eternity or endless time. Some have referred to this as a kind of ‘retarded eternity’.
7
 

 

It is relatively easy to see that God’s time is either not time at all, He being free from any 

thought of sequence, change, and difference, or that Divine time is a kind of infinite, limitless 

time without end or beginning. This latter idea, however, seems to be the same as the former, 

if one argues that the Absolute encompasses time as a whole, all at once. The notion of 

eternity and of timelessness may therefore be essential in absolute monotheism. It is an 

integral element of this kind of divinity. For this reason, time must be thought of as a piece of 

eternity, if it is possible at all to speak of eternity as having parts. 

 

Here, then, at least tentatively, is the major problem confronting theologians, like those of the 

Ismaili sect, who believe both in an absolute and eternal God and also in a fixed, semilinear 

history. They must first explain how things clearly of a temporary nature are related to a God 

totally unconnected with time. How is it, to put it simply, that the timeless, the eternal, 

encompasses limited parts, or that time is a part of eternity?  

 

Furthermore, after explaining the relationship of time to eternity, they then must give 

meaning and justification to that part of eternity which constitutes their own history. Unable 

to argue that each new instant is a new creation because they believe in the continuous 

duration of temporal process and in the necessity of history for human salvation, the Ismailis 

were forced to construct an explanation, a theory, of both time and history. For them, time 

could not be the vague, inaccurate passing of instants; it had to flow from a determined and 

meaningful past into a future pregnant with expectation.  

 

The Ismaili Definition of Time and Eternity  

 

Only two major treatises on time survive from classical antiquity: one from Aristotle’s 

Physics and the other from Plotinus’s Enneads.
8
 Although both largely agree in the 

comparing of time to a circle and in the idea that time has unrestricted perpetuity, there are 

subtle differences between them. Some of these bear directly on early Ismaili doctrines of 

time. 

 

Aristotle states clearly that time is the measure or number of motion according to prior and 

posterior. In this basic definition, he seems to ignore the idea of duration and to number only 

the instant. Because this definition did not go further, Aristotle opened himself, though 

somewhat unjustifiably, to two specific and telling criticisms. First, he seems to completely 

ignore the concept of time as an extension because his definition takes account of only the 

instant between two unspecified or undefined spaces. Second, it limits time to the 

measurement of motion only. It thereby raises such serious questions as, for example, 

whether time can measure the period of a body at rest. Perhaps I should also add here, 

parenthetically, that for Aristotle things with eternal being are not in time at all. 

 

                                                 
7
 Henry Corbin, ‘Cyclical Time in Mazdaism and Ismailism’, Papers from Eranos 

Yearbooks, vol. 3, Man and Time, pp. 144 ff. 
8
  Physics IV. 10-14. 2I7b-224a, and Enneads III. vii. 



 

 

Both of the weaknesses mentioned were later noted by Plotinus and by many others.
9
 

Crescas, for example, in his critique of Aristotle, carefully defines time in a way that 

explicitly recognises these two points. He says, ‘Time is the measure of the continuity of 

motion or of rest between two instants.’
10

 Gersonides’ definition, somewhat earlier than that 

of Crescas, is also close to the point. He argued that time ‘is the measure of motion as a 

whole according to the instants which form the boundaries of motion but not according to the 

instants which only distinguish the prior from the posterior’.
11

  

 

On the other hand, in fairness to Aristotle, it must be recognised that he had stated that ‘that 

which is bounded by instants appears to be time’. On the question of the relationship of time 

and motion and time and rest, he likewise admitted that we ‘measure motion by time’ and 

also ‘time by motion, because they are bounded together’.
12

 It is necessary to grasp the 

difficulties in Aristotle’s attempt to define time for it was, in part, his definition and its 

seeming restriction to a mechanical basis which the Neoplatonists, starting with Plotinus and 

including some Ismailis, rejected. 

 

Plotinus, in an extremely perceptive analysis of the subject of time and particularly of all 

theories that held time to be the measure of motion or to have dependence on motion in any 

way, denied for a variety of reasons, the validity of such connections. For him, time exists 

independent of motion itself and of the thing in motion. These things share in time but do not 

define it. 

 

Significantly, his own exploration of this subject began with an attempt to define what is 

meant by the term eternity. That, he concluded, is ‘the life which belongs to that which exists 

and is in being, all together and full, completely without extension or interval’.
13

 Eternity is 

the life of that which is not ‘continually acquiring being’ for it exists whole and complete all 

at once. There is no aspect of it of which it can be said that it ‘will be’. It is, in fact, identical 

with Intellect, the second hypostasis of the scheme which he followed and which the Ismaili 

theologians inherited.  

 

Time, then, belongs to that which is not always the same and about which we can say that it 

needs a time to come. No matter how perfect in other respects, some things are deficient in 

time. For Plotinus these things include even those measured by an unlimited time or a time 

without end. The motions of the spheres, which are perpetual, are nevertheless within time. 

For him they have temporal extension.
14

 

 

In most Neoplatonic systems, including that of the Ismaili theologian al-Sijistani, discussed 

later, the eternal must be the origin of the temporal but only in the sense that the former is the 

                                                 
9
  The most interesting and perceptive discussion of Aristotle’s attempt to define time and the 

problems it caused Arab and Jewish philosophers is to be found in Harry Austryn Wolfson’s 

Crescas’ Critique of Aristotle (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, I929 and 1957), 

pp. 93-98, 283-91, and 633-664. What follows here owes a great deal to Wolfson’s brief but 

complete notes on the philosopher’s definitions of time. 
10

 Ibid., pp. 289 and 65I ff.  
11

 Ibid., p. 653. 
12

 See the discussion, ibid., pp. 646 ff. 
13

 Enneads, III, vii, 3. 
14

 Enneads, III, vii, 7. 



 

 

‘cause’ of the latter. It should be clear that the cosmos is in a state of perpetually ‘coming-to-

be’. The temporal allotment of the universe as a whole is unlimited. 

 

Turning now to Plotinus’s conception of partial time, it is important to see that, for him, time 

is not the same as ‘a certain length of time’. According to him, it is this latter thing which can 

be measured by motion. Moreover, rather than time measuring motion, it is motion that 

measures the length of a certain time. Time exists independent of motion and the heavenly 

circuit only shows time but is not time itself. For him, time is what he calls, after Plato, ‘an 

image of eternity’. It arises as the result of Soul’s attempt to grasp the timeless, 

undifferentiated wholeness of Intellect.  

 

Soul, always desiring something not present to it, moves to fulfill such desires. It moves in a 

continuous sequence in response to the eternal image of Intellect. The life of this movement 

is time itself. In the words of Plotinus, it ‘is the life of Soul in a movement of passage from 

one way of life to another’.
15

 Time came into existence simultaneously with the universe 

when both were generated by this restless activity of Soul. 

 

Plotinus, by insisting that time is an extension belonging to Soul rather than to motion, 

elevated time well above Aristotle’s attempt to limit it to a kind of accident of the latter. In 

this, he found a large following among later scholars in the Arabic world. Basically, these 

differences revolved around the question of whether time is an extension or duration 

measured, in part, by motion, or whether time is only the measure of motion.  

 

The eclectic Ikhwan al-Safa’ give both definitions. ‘It is said’, they report, ‘that time is the 

number of the repeated movements of the sphere; others say it is an extension counted by the 

movements of the sphere.’
16

 The word employed here for extension, mudda, becomes a part 

of many subsequent theoretical explanations of time. It is employed by Saadia, al-Ghazali, 

Abu Bakr al-Razi, and others. Ibn Sina, in contrast, restricts the idea of time to that given by 

Aristotle’s definition.
17

 

 

The problem of how to describe eternity and whether it is timeless on the one hand or a form 

of absolute time on the other (a problem implicitly raised by Plotinus) was to plague those 

who held time to be independent of and possibly superior to the movement of the spheres. 

Plotinus clearly separated time and eternity by making the latter timeless. In Islamic 

theology, the classic case of one who failed to specify this difference was Abu Bakr al-Razi.  

 

On this subject, he is reported to have said, ‘I hold that Time is both an absolute time and a 

limited time. Absolute time is duration (mudda) and perpetuity. It is eternal and it moves 

ceaselessly without stopping. The limited [form of time] is that which exists through the 

                                                 
15

 Ibid., III, vii, 11. 
16

 Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’, vol. II (Beirut, 1957), p. I7. Cf. Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique, pp. 

635 and 655, and the commentary by S. M. Stern in Isaac Israeli (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

I958), pp. 74-76.  
17

 See ibid., pp. 75-76, and particularly Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique, pp. 638-640.The term 

mudda, ‘extension’, translates the Neoplatonic term diastyma used, for example, by Plotinus. 

In view of Aristotle’s failure to mention the concept of extension, it assumes extra 

importance. 



 

 

movement of the spheres and the course of the sun and planets.’
18

 In this scheme there appear 

to be two divisions in time: one measurable and the other immeasurable. With Abu Bakr, 

however, there is a question of whether his ‘absolute time’ includes not only the Plotinian 

restless extension of Soul but also all forms of eternity. Significantly, he uses the terms dahr, 

sarmad, qadim, and abad in reference to it, all of which are normally applied to true eternity. 

 

It was this doctrine (along with others) which drew a host of attackers upon Abu Bakr. In the 

forefront of his most vociferous opposition stood many of the major early Ismaili theologians. 

Though they did not agree completely amongst themselves, they were unanimous in 

condemning Abu Bakr’s doctrine of time. 

 

It is perhaps necessary here to explain the length of this preliminary discussion before 

arriving at the central concern of this article, namely, early Ismaili doctrines of time. All of 

the foregoing ideas were necessary as an introduction to Ismaili statements on time. Ismaili 

theologians were well acquainted with Aristotle’s definition of time. They knew of the 

arguments against it put forth by Plotinus, although it is unlikely that they knew of him by 

name; instead his ideas came to them from a variety of anonymous or falsely ascribed 

Neoplatonic sources.  

 

In the precious few early Ismaili texts that we now possess, the subject of time is treated as if 

the reader were also fully conversant with the various positions on the question of the 

meaning of time. References to time in these sources are nearly always brief and incomplete, 

and they presuppose familiarity with the subject. 

 

The first major Ismaili theologian whose writings are now extant was Abu Hatim al-Razi, 

fellow townsman of Abu Bakr. It was he who left us the clearest exposition of Abu Bakr’s 

theory of time. This, quoted in part above, is contained in Abu Hatim’s A‘lam al-Nubuwa, 

and in it we find the first Ismaili rejection of this theory.  

 

In his own statement of time, Abu Hatim unfortunately takes up only a weak defence of 

Aristotle’s position. ‘We do not know’, he says ‘of a reality for time other than what we have 

mentioned in the way of the movements of the sphere and the sun, and of the number of the 

years, the months, the days, and the hours.’
19

  

 

In addition, he explicitly states that time was created along with the world and with the 

sphere. This is unfortunate because in another work, Kitab al-Islah, in an attempt to correct 

the doctrines of his fellow Ismaili Muhammad al-Nasafi, he argues that time is the same 

being as the Intellect. It, the Intellect, the Ibdat, and Perfection (all technical terms in the 

Ismaili version of Neoplatonism) are for him one and the same. Soul and Time, then, proceed 

simultaneously from Intellect according to him.
20

  

 

But, if this is so, how can he reconcile this ‘perfect’ time with time which he mentioned in his 

debate with Abu Bakr and which is constituted by the motions of the sphere? Later, Nasir-i 

Khusraw, in his role as an Ismaili compiler and da‘i, explained that ‘time is eternity measured 

                                                 
18

 Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi, Rasa’il Falsafiya, ed. Paul Kraus (Cairo, 

1939), p. 304. This statement is there quoted from Abu Hatim al-Razi's A‘lam al-Nubuwa. 
 
19

 Rasa‘il Falsafiya, p. 304. 
20

 Kitab al-Islah, MS, Library of Dr. Abbas Hamdani, f. 11 a. 



 

 

by the movements of the heavens, whose name is day, night, month and year. Eternity is 

Time not measured, having neither beginning nor end.’
21

 

 

The statements of these two Ismailis certainly agree, and it is difficult to see any real 

distinction between the ‘absolute time’ of Abu Bakr al-Razi and the ‘perfect’ time of Abu 

Hatim al-Razi, or the unmeasured, eternal time of Nasir-i Khusraw. Indeed, it is odd that Abu 

Hatim should have clearly placed time (zaman) in a position that a more cautious and perhaps 

more learned theologian might have avoided. The next two major figures in Ismaili doctrinal 

history took pains to point out his error and to chide him for making time an eternal and 

equating it with Intellect.
22

 Significantly, as part of their criticism of him, they both argued 

that time is constituted only by the motions of the spheres. 

 

After Abu Hatim al-Razi, the next statement on time comes from Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani, 

one of the two critics mentioned above. Al-Sijistani has left us several chapters on aspects of 

time in works other than his criticism of Abu Hatim’s Al-Islah. His discussion of the subject 

not only avoids the error of the two al-Razis, but in some respects returns to the more sober 

doctrines of Plotinus and the ancient Neoplatonists. Although he argued that time is an 

accident (‘arad)
23

 and that it is the measure of motion, in his doctrine of eternity he 

emphasised its true timelessness. 

 

In a chapter of his al-Maqalid (The Keys), al-Sijistani goes to some trouble to explain 

carefully three aspects of eternity (dahr). Just as time (zaman) has three ‘sides’ (jihat), he 

says, namely, a past, a living, and an awaited, so too does eternity possess three states 

(ahwal). The first is what is with the Mubdi‘ (the Innovator, i.e., God) but there is no way for 

thought, imagination, speech, or expression to represent this or to understand it. It is called 

the Azal (Eternity Itself). The second state is what its innovating joins to the First Being 

(Ays). It is azaliya or eternity.  

 

The third state is what the Intellect, that is, the First Being or the Preceder, emanates upon its 

effect, or Soul, in order to establish by means of it the conditions of creation, that is, of the 

creation of the physical world. This is called the azali or the eternal. It represents Intellect as 

overseer of the lower world, and its absence, even for a moment, would mean annihilation. 

Thus, the eternal is absolutely essential for the existence of the world. The eternal Intellect, 

which has life, wisdom, and science, must by this overview shine its blessings on this world 

at every moment. ‘Nay,’ he adds, it is ‘not in every moment but rather in every thousand 

times a thousand parts of the moment that it casts a thousand times a thousand glances on [the 

world].’ ‘Otherwise,’ he says ‘how could wondrous forms which differ in kind, shape, design 

and composition generate from the motion of a circle which has no life, no wisdom and no 

science or from lifeless elements which have no brilliance’?
24

 

 

Eternity must be appreciated and put in its rightful place. Those who attribute it to the 

physical world fall into confusion and error. That which has difference in its dimensions and 

bodily parts or has parts or motions that are in mutual opposition cannot be associated with 

                                                 
21

 Jami‘ al-Hikmatayn, ed. Henry Corbin (Tehran: Institut Franco-Iranien, 1953), p. 118. 
22

 See especially the remarks and notes of Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani in his al-Riyad, ed. ‘Arif 

Tamir (Beirut, Dar al-Thaqafa, 1960), pp. 67, and 98-99. 
23

 al-Maqalid, MS, Library of Dr. Abbas Hamdani, p. 102. 
24

 al-Maqalid, iqlid 21, pp. 82-84. 



 

 

eternity. It is reserved for Intellect in which the beginning is the same as the end and the 

middle is the same as the sides and there is no difference in any dimension whatsoever. 

 

Clearly, al-Sijistani exiles time to a realm below Intellect and recognises the true timelessness 

of eternity. In his discussion of the various aspects of eternity, he finds a specific 

nomenclature appropriate to each feature of the realm of Intellect. The three divisions he 

mentions probably owe a great deal to proposition 53 of Proclus’ The Elements of Theology. 

There, Proclus divides eternity into a participant, the participated, and the unparticipated. The 

first, he explains, is the eternal thing, the second is its eternity, and third is Eternity in itself.
25

 

Proclus, whose discussion of time and eternity came in part from Plotinus, nevertheless added 

through clarification several interesting and useful points.  

 

He was apparently extremely concerned with explaining how the ‘self-constituted’, that is, 

the eternal, can have a temporal history. Accordingly, he recognised a distinction between 

temporal existence and temporal activity. The idea of the ‘self-constituted’ excludes the 

former but not the latter. The human soul, for example, which Proclus and many other 

Neoplatonists hold to be eternal, can have a temporal activity.
26

 It is this explanation of an 

eternal which can have temporal activity that seems to partly bridge the gap between time and 

eternity and to explain al-Sijistani’s idea of the azali which emanates from Intellect on the 

physical world. 

 

In the long run, however, another proposition in Proclus’s discussion of time may be even 

more useful. Proposition 55 declares: ‘Of things which exist in time, some have a perpetual 

duration, whilst others have a dated existence in a part of time.’ Seeking a mean term 

between the eternal and ‘that which comes-to-be in a part of time’, he finds something which 

‘comes-to-be’ perpetually. This, unlike the eternal, is ‘diffused and unfolded in temporal 

extension’ and is ‘composed of parts each of which exists separately in an order of 

succession’. This then, according to Proclus, is the link between the true eternal and 

measurable time. It is likewise his explanation of the temporal perpetuity of the cosmos.
27

 

 

Thus, for Proclus, there are two kinds of time: one perpetual and one temporary. Neither of 

these seems foreign to the thought of Plotinus and also, it would appear, though this is more 

difficult to prove, a similar division of time is implied in the writings of al-Sijistani and other 

early Ismaili writers. In the Maqalid, there is a special chapter devoted to establishing the 

identity of what he calls the daymumiya (durative).
28

  

 

Unfortunately, this term is but poorly defined. His only goal is to prove that it is something 

other than eternity. He says that it is a characteristic of Soul’s activities in the same way that 

eternity is a characteristic of Intellectual emanations. The latter do not elapse because no 

period or duration is attached to them. The former, on the other hand, abide only as long as 

the period (mudda) of their function, and two durations may have different magnitudes: one 

larger and the other smaller.  
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 Ed. E. R. Dodds, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), pp. 50-53 and commentary, pp. 

228-229. 
26

 Elements of Theology, props. 45-51. See particularly Dodds’s commentary on props.50 and 

51, pp. 226-227. 
27

 Elements of Theology, pp. 52-54, 229-230. 
28

 al-Maqalid, iqlid 35, pp. 124-127.  
 



 

 

 

Soul, he notes helpfully, persists in its activity only as long as the period of its desire for what 

Intellect spreads before it in the way of emanations. But, it seems that, though al-Sijistani 

avoids admitting it, this process is perpetual. Soul’s activities, for example, have perpetual 

duration but not true eternity. 

 

At this point, it seems sufficiently clear that although we have identified two important 

aspects of al-Sijistani’s doctrine on time and eternity, and that both are of Neoplatonic 

provenance, he refuses to admit that either one is time. Unlike the two al-Razis, he holds that 

eternity is completely timeless, and unlike Plotinus, he seems at first not to classify Soul’s 

activity under time, having called it instead daymumiya (durative). In explaining that time 

(zaman) has no creative function but rather only that of change and transformation, he states 

clearly that, ‘in truth, time is the measure of motions.’
29

 This seems like an affirmation of 

Aristotle’s idea of time until we realise that, for al-Sijistani, as for Plotinus before, Soul’s 

activity is motion. Soul’s daymumiya, its durative quality, is in time and is a kind of time. It is 

the ‘perpetually coming-to-be’ described by Proclus. 

 

In sum, then, al-Sijistani sees time as a kind of perpetual change and transformation. It is that 

which partakes of temporal dimensions because it is never temporally complete. 

Nevertheless, despite the incomplete nature of particular time, the cosmos as a whole is 

eternal and it is clear that the Ismaili solution to the time-eternity problem is to argue that the 

individual human's life partakes of this perpetuity. 

 

The Womb of History 

 

Here, we must turn to another aspect of time, for it is in the Ismaili understanding of history 

that we find the real significance not of cosmic time but of human time. It must be kept in 

mind that for al-Sijistani, and Ismaili writers like him, it is the Soul that engenders time 

because it must move until its longings are fulfilled. History then is the record of the Soul’s 

quest for this unachieved perfection. Because each human soul is a part of universal Soul, this 

history is also the history of human achievement.
30

 

 

Mankind, which was created all at once,
31

 is in the process of seeking the benefits of Intellect 

in order that the collectivity of human souls may one day rise from temporal activity to 

intellectual eternity and thereby to salvation. Man is, above all, involved in a historical 

process; he belongs to a particular situation somewhere in the flow of history. To grasp his 

own individual role, it is imperative that he knows exactly where he is in time. At this point, 

one must also reckon with the Ismaili notion of prophecy. Because the prophet is the ‘deputy 

of the Intellect’ in the lower world, it is he who causes the appearance there of ‘intellectual 

emanations’.
32

 As explained by al-Sijistani, the prophets see (‘ayanu) into the world of pure 

things (al-‘alam al-basit)
33

 and ‘they rise to that subtle world by means of their pure souls.  
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They take from the spiritually subtle and luminous delights [there] that which they carry to 

the created world.’
34

 The prophets and other members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy are 

charged with conveying the benefits emanating from Intellect to mankind, and therefore each 

individual man must understand which particular prophet governs his own time for it is from 

him that these blessings flow. 

 

It is interesting that such a pivotal role in the structure of human ontology should be 

recognised by the Ismailis as belonging to a whole series of individuals. Here, their concept 

of history and the importance they accord to it betrays itself. The prophet is a historical being 

and his function must be repeated in every historical era. ‘Each of the prophets’, says al-

Sijistani, ‘differs in his rule and his law because of his time, his place and the people to whom 

he is sent.’
35

  

 

In fact the prophet is called by the Ismailis the ‘master of time’ (sahib al-zaman) or the 

‘decoration of time’ (zinat al-zaman).
36

 Time is a function of the appearance of prophets. The 

Christian era is measured from the time of Jesus; the Islamic era from Prophet Muhammad. 

This cycle of great prophets, that is, the lawgiving prophets, began with Adam who had no 

father and no mother.
37

  

 

He thus also began human history. In the scheme of al-Sijistani and most early Ismailis, it 

was Adam who inaugurated what they call the ‘period of concealment’ (dawr al-satr), a time 

when appearance and reality are essentially different. As this ‘concealment’ progresses 

chronologically, argue the Ismailis, the law of the founding prophet suffers from decay and 

the increasing ignorance of those who adhere to it. Periodically, a new lawgiver must arise 

and bestow a fresh law on those who will accept it. He begins a new cycle and is accordingly 

master of the time that follows. 

 

From the era of Adam, time now has moved in such cycles to the era of Prophet Muhammad. 

For the Ismailis this meant that six great prophets had come: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, 

Jesus, and finally Prophet Muhammad. He is, as is commonly held by nearly all Muslims, 

including the Ismailis, the ‘seal’ of the prophets. The future, however, will see the advent of a 

new stage of history with the beginning of the era of the Messiah, the Qa’im (said by a large 

number of early writers to be Muhammad ibn Isma‘il ibn Ja‘far al-Sadiq). It will be an era 

without law because, at that time, Truth will be manifest and unconcealed. It is what the 

[medieval] Ismailis call ‘openness’ (kashf). 

 

While reading early Ismaili descriptions of the coming of this messianic era, it is hard not to 

sense their expectation that it is a heralding of the return to paradise and an end to history. Al-

Sijistani gives us a most remarkable analogy of this fact. He compares the body of six great 

prophets to a human foetus in the womb. As there are six parts, he says, to embryonic growth 

before birth, so too are there six lawgiving prophets in the stages of human social 
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development before mankind emerges from history.
38

 Thus, in a sense, this image pictures 

mankind waiting now in a pregnant universe for the ultimate upheaval which will deliver him 

from the womb of history. 

 

If the foregoing correctly explains the Ismaili concern for time, it is clear why they could not 

leave the counting of temporal periods and events to the uncertain observation of a new 

moon’s appearance. For them, each new moment was not the re-creation of the archetypal 

event, but was a step on the ladder of time leading to salvation and paradise. While the older, 

more traditional, Islamic conception essentially looks backward to the golden age in illo 

tempore, the Ismailis, at least the early ones, theoretically faced forward to the coming dawn 

of a new era. 

 

The major difficulty with this Ismaili image of history, that is, their vision of an upward helix 

of limited time, is that there cannot be a limited series of cycles with beginning and ending in 

an eternal cosmos or perpetual world, unless such a series is part of a larger repeating pattern. 

Their upward helix is not truly cyclical and hence cannot be the sole part of an eternity. To 

reconcile the eternal nature of the universe and the partial temporality of man, they must still 

recognise that a run of cycles without a beginning preceded Adam and that an endless series 

will follow their Messiah.  

 

The logical result of following the Neoplatonic premises regarding time eventually forced 

many later Ismailis to admit just this.
39

 The early writers, however, apparently did not. For 

them, human history went from Adam to the Messiah and if there was to be more, they found 

no need to mention it. Having accepted ‘history’ and the notion of time as an objective 

duration, they sought valiantly to fit both in the eternal cosmos of their theological 

predilections.  

 

At the same time, they tried to cling to their intimate involvement in the uniqueness of 

Qur’anic hierohistory. But the conflict and tension in these mutually irreconcilable visions 

inevitably surfaced. In the post-Fatimid period, many Ismailis, confronted not only by this 

problem but also by the not unrelated difficulty of explaining the various cycles of imams, 

chose a doctrine of an endless series and the ongoing repetition of the Qur’anic pattern of 

Adam-initiated cycles. By doing so they unavoidably depreciated history and reduced the 

temporal urgency of the human situation. A major result was the loss of that vital sense of 

expectation which was so crucial in the success of the early Ismaili mission. 
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