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William Blake famously wrote the following verses in his poem Auguries of Innocence (1988:
490): “To see a world in a grain of sand/ And a heaven in a wild flower/ Hold infinity in the
palm of your hand/ And eternity in an hour.” Dunja Rasi¢’s incredibly erudite study of a
particular kind of jinn, the qarin (pl. qurana) in the Akbarian tradition, but also beyond it, in
the ample realm of Muslim cultures and societies, does precisely that. The specific ‘grain of
sand’ that is the figure of the garin, through Rasi¢’s meticulous and comprehensive account,
allows the reader to ‘see a world’ that is enormously vast and complex, which she
acknowledges could not be fully explored in a single book: that of jinn narratives in Islam.
Indeed, this book offers not only a meticulous understanding of jinn doppelgangers, but,
through it, a general view of an entire field of knowledge, that of ‘jinnealogy’. To navigate this
complexity, Rasi¢ organizes her study in four chapters that guide the reader through different
dimensions of the topic of the qarin. The first chapter introduces the topic and defines the
concept of a jinn doppelganger through a literature review of other Western scholars who
have worked on the matter, what she calls the Islamic normative tradition and folktales. She
also focuses more specifically on the Akbarian tradition which includes the works of Muhyi al-
Din Ibn ‘Arabi and some of his followers, as well as theologians who opposed the celebre
mystic’s ideas. Among the most interesting distinctions of the first chapter, are those between
the concept of the qarin (a jinn doppelganger that inhabits the bloodstream of humans) and
the demoness Qarina, a character found in many folktales in the Arab world. Through
distinctions like this, the author carefully delineates the specificities of the qurana and
corrects previous misunderstandings that had overlooked the importance or even the
existence of this kind of jinn in their sources.

The first chapter also introduces the sense and significance of jinn studies from an Akbarian
perspective, which allows us to understand that the topic of the book is not about mere
curiosity over a detail of Islamic cosmology, but rather a matter that is central to Islamic and
Sufi studies. Because of the qurana’s position inside human bodies, their role as obstacles to
spiritual advancement becomes crucial. The author describes how struggling against one’s
own garin becomes synonymous to the struggle against the lower soul (al-nafs al-‘ammarah),
a crucial part of the Sufi path at large. In this context, the example of prophet Muhammad,
who is said to have converted his qarin to Islam is of particular significance to Sufi
discussions on how to deal with one’s own qarin. The second chapter, titled Signs on the
Horizons is the largest in the book, and in fact occupies almost half of its total extension. The
difference between this chapter and the other three in the book however creates an
imbalance that can affect the reader’s attention. It would perhaps have been better to divide
it into two shorter chapters: one on a comprehensive description of the different kinds of jinn
and another on the distinction between the qurana and the other kinds of jinn with which they
could be confused. This chapter is all about details, but none of these details are decorative.
As the author likes to wittily point out a few times: the ‘devil’ is in the details. The complicated
distinctions between different kinds of jinn and the diversity of accounts about these
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creatures present us with a complicated cosmology that more than doubles the number of
beings that populate the world when seen from a modern secular perspective. The author
describes the modern western perception of reality, often understood as a realm of abstract
concepts (often moral ones), through this cosmology and through a description of physical
entities with whom humans and animals establish different relationships. This is crucial in the
case of the garin, because rather than the inner struggle of an individual, the presence of this
kind of jinn in the human bloodstream implies an inner struggle between two beings. The
third chapter of the book, The Devil Within elaborates on what is perhaps the most important
characteristic of discussions on jinn doppelgangers: its connection to the theological and
philosophical problem of evil. One of the most important characteristics of lbn ‘Arabi’s
thought is his understanding of humans as a microcosm, which he also refers to as the Great
City (al-madina al-kubra) with the heart (qalb)at its centre. This representation is important
moreover because it facilitates a description of relationships that are involved in the spiritual
struggle in spatial terms: “A qarin is said to reside in the heart- together with the soul, spirit,
and, possibly, God Himself” (p. 82). Thus, it is possible to visualize the spiritual struggle of a
Sufi Seekerin terms of a conquest of the heart, and the garin’s work against this struggle can
be perceived as the veiling of the heart. This representation also requires us to make a
distinction between actants of this struggle: the body, the soul (nafs), and the spirit (ruh).
First, in the author’s account, it becomes clear that the body is more than a scenario for an
otherwise abstract struggle. There is a spiritual dimension to physical practices or, rather, a
physicality to matters that we could imagine as purely spiritual. The distinction between ruh
and nafs is crucial. The spirit (ruh) is of divine origin and in Ibn ‘Arabr’s conception, “it can
either succumb to the darkness of the gross matter or turn to the Divine light” (p. 84). What
determines this fate, and where free will can be seen to function in this struggle, is the soul
(nafs) in all its complex and multidimensional character. Here, the qarin becomes relevant
again for its relationship with the lower soul, a relation so enmeshed that the two could be
confused with each other. However, the author clarifies that Ibn ‘Arabi did distinguish the
lower soul as an integral part of humans as separate from the qarin, which is another being
inhabiting the body. It is more accurate to say, rather, that the lower soul and the qgarin are
partners in the act of tempting us to do evil acts.

Having explored the importance of jinn doppelgangers to understand the problem of evil
from an Akbarian perspective, chapter four, The Red Death deals with the spiritual struggle
against evil. This implies an engagement with the Sufi concept of the annihilation of the self,
which the author explores through the specifically Akbarian classification of four deaths that
the Seeker must experience to achieve union with God: the White Death (hunger), the Black
Death (patience), the Green Death (poverty), and finally, the Red Death (the final killing of the
nafs). One of the most interesting aspects of studying this struggle is an understanding of the
qarin’s positive role: “The evil ego and vices both serve to remind humans of their Lord. If it
weren’t for them, the human spirit would fancy itself the ruler and sustainer of the soul. A
qarin’s presence is another reminder that humans have limited control over their minds and
bodies” (p. 106). This perspective is fundamental to an understanding of why evil actions and
their instigators respond to God’s will, and how one is supposed to deal with one’s qarin.
Throughout the book, the author repeatedly emphasises that Ibn ‘Arabi as well as other
Muslim and Sufi thinkers saw the existence of jinn, including evil jinn, as part of God’s will.
This means that jinn play an important role in God’s perfect plan, and that humans have a
responsibility to find the best way to deal with them. In this chapter, Rasi¢ elaborates more on
this point. Two actions illustrate the importance of the existence of evil and the beings or
dimensions of the soul that instigate it: the act of overcoming temptation, and the act of
repentance. These would not be possible if there were not temptations to struggle with. The
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author illustrates different aspects of this struggle with several key references in Ibn ‘Arabi’s
al-Futahat al-Makkiyya (The Revelations of Mecca).

The book closes with a quote from a much earlier mystic, ‘Ayn al-Qudat, that illustrates how
Ibn ‘Arab1 approached the problem of evil with all its specificities as something that was
rooted in the larger Sufi tradition. RaSi¢’s study of jinn doppelgangers is a wonderful
contribution to specialists in Islamic studies, who now have a comprehensive account of this
matter and the discussions around it at hand. At the same time, the book can also be of great
interest to a wider audience who, through its clear prose and detailed explanations, can
approach the richness of Islamic cosmology and the complexity of Sufi theologies without
much background knowledge.
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