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Abstract

In Imam Khomeini’s intellectual framework, the theoretical intellect (al- ‘ag!/
al-nazari) and the practical intellect (al-‘aq/ al-‘amali) constitute two
essential faculties of the human soul. Contrary to many dualistic
interpretations found throughout the history of philosophy, these two
faculties are not in opposition to one another. Rather, they function as
complementary and synergistic forces, jointly guiding the human being
toward existential perfection.

This study, employing an analytical-inferential method and drawing upon
Imam Khomeini’s philosophical, mystical, and ethical writings, examines
how these two intellects interact within the ontological structure of the
human being and in the process of spiritual journeying (sulitk).
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Introduction

From Imam Khomeini’s perspective, their relationship is best understood
through a “horizontal” model, which is non-hierarchical in nature. In this
model, both the theoretical and practical intellects work together, mutually
contributing to human development and the realization of existential
perfection. The theoretical intellect is tasked with grasping divine truths and
metaphysical realities, while the practical intellect assumes the formative
role of translating these truths into lived reality, through purification of the
soul, righteous action, and alignment with divine will.

Significantly, Imam Khomeini assigns ontological precedence to the
practical intellect, grounding it in the principle of substantial motion (al-
haraka al-jawhariyya). In this view, the unfolding and full actualization of
the theoretical intellect depend on spiritual discipline, self-struggle
(mujahada), and moral refinement, all of which are functions of the practical
intellect. Without the actualization brought about through practice, the
theoretical intellect remains abstract and fails to attain intuitive or heart-
based knowledge (ma ‘rifa galbiyya).

At the same time, the practical intellect requires the direction and guidance
of the theoretical intellect to stay on course. Action devoid of meaning, or
ethics lacking epistemic grounding, cannot lead to an authentic monotheistic
path. For this reason, Imam Khomeini emphasizes their essential unity, a
unity that ultimately converges in the heart (galb), the locus where divine
knowledge and divine volition meet.

The article supports this horizontal model with three key philosophical
arguments. First, both intellects share the same ultimate end: fana’ fi Allah
(annihilation in God). Second, the four developmental stages of each,
potentiality, act, habituation, and union with the heart, are parallel and
synchronized. Third, the perfection of the theoretical intellect itself depends
on a return from act to potentiality, which can only be achieved through
practical realization.

Unlike the Peripatetic (mashsha i) tradition, which privileges the theoretical
intellect, Imam Khomeini, through a fundamentally existential perspective,
asserts the ontological primacy of the practical intellect in the soul’s
purification and ascent. Two diagrams analyzed in this study demonstrate
that assuming a vertical, hierarchical relationship creates a philosophical
inconsistency: namely, the problematic “return from act to potential,” which
contradicts basic metaphysical principles. The horizontal model, by contrast,
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avoids this problem and aligns with the ontological structure in Imam
Khomeini’s writings.

Within the broader framework of the descending and ascending arcs of the
divine Names (asma’ ilahiyya), the theoretical intellect corresponds to the
descent and perception of divine manifestations in multiplicity, while the
practical intellect facilitates the ascent toward unity and fana’. Imam
Khomeini’s account of the substantial motion of the soul confirms that both
intellects are like two wings: simultaneously active, mutually necessary, and
equally essential for spiritual perfection.

A major innovation in Imam Khomeini’s philosophy lies in his ontological
and mystical revaluation of the practical intellect. Far from being a mere
instrument for applying rulings or managing worldly affairs, the practical
intellect becomes the very essence of the spiritual journey (sulitk ila Allah)
and the necessary condition for attaining intuitive knowledge.

Both faculties develop dynamically through the stages of the soul, ultimately
uniting in the heart, where knowledge becomes presence and action becomes
essence. At this stage, the heart becomes the true locus of the divine Names,
purified by the light of knowledge and illuminated by the radiance of action.
The human being then transcends mere conceptual understanding and attains
hudari (presence-based) knowledge. Imam Khomeini describes this
transformation as a movement from partial to universal intellect, and from
self-centeredness to God-centeredness, thus realizing true humanity.

In this way, Imam Khomeini’s redefinition of intellect, grounded in the
integration of epistemology, ontology, and ethics, offers not only a coherent
metaphysical model but also a transformative framework for Islamic ethics,
education, and practical mysticism. His vision of harmony between
knowledge and action provides a profound response to the modern divide
between cognition and practice, reviving a spiritually grounded rationality.
Conclusion

The findings of this research demonstrate that, when analyzed through Imam
Khomeini’s thought, the relationship between theoretical and practical
intellects should not be understood as hierarchical but as interactive and
reciprocal. The horizontal model, formulated by the authors from Imam
Khomeini’s philosophical, mystical, and ethical foundations, presents the
interplay of both faculties as essential for monotheistic spiritual
development. This model not only provides a strong theoretical foundation
for rethinking the connection between knowledge and practice but also opens
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new possibilities for Islamic ethics, practical mysticism, and contemporary
religious education.
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