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Abstract

asan al-BasrT can be regarded as one of the first pessimistic
H thinkers in the Islamic world. His pessimism concerns the rela-

tionship between human beings and the terrestrial world

(Dunya), and consequently, their eternal felicity or wretched-
ness. From his perspective, humanity has no destiny but wretchedness, ex-
cept for a few individuals who, by attending to their true nature, are exempt-
ed from this general rule. According to al-Basri, the essence of the world is
deceitful, while the human essence is inherently susceptible to being de-
ceived. Accordingly, the world in all its manifestations prevents human be-
ings from attending to the hereafter, and what ensues is their eternal wretch-
edness and misfortune. This article, written through logical and rational
analysis, examines and critiques al-BasiTs view concerning the world and
his opinion on human nature. It clarifies that al-Basri’s identification of the
“world” with the “terrestrial world” led to a deviation in his understanding
of asceticism (Zuhd) and world-renunciation, the consequences of which are
evident even in his political and social stances. From a typological perspec-
tive, although al-BasrTs pessimism ostensibly pertains to human felicity, in
reality, his pessimism ultimately reverts to suspicion toward God and His
names and attributes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Pessimism has been and remains a common phenomenon among philosophers and
thinkers worldwide. Philosophical and doctrinal pessimism manifests in various forms,
which can be classified based on its object, scope, or consequences. In the Islamic world,
various examples of pessimistic thinkers have been observed, mostly from periods close
to contemporary times. However, a review of the views of earlier thinkers also reveals
that some of them suffered from doctrinal pessimism. Yet, because the study of pessimism
lacks a long history, such thinkers have been overlooked in the classification of pessi-
mism types. One such well-known thinker, whose pessimism had not been examined, is
Hasan al-Basri. Historical and narrative sources indicate that he suffered from doctrinal
pessimism, but its form differs from what is observed in modern and postmodern eras.
This research investigates the typology of Hasan al-Basri’s pessimism and its social and
political implications.

Philosophical and doctrinal pessimism, aside from theoretical discussions, can have var-
ious effects on individuals’ personal, social, and political lives. Philosophical pessimism
has multiple types, and in the conducted studies, a distinct form was observed in Hasan
al-Basr1. Accordingly, this research aims to examine this specific type, which emerges
from within religion and religious belief, to identify its position and relationship among
other types of pessimism.

Various studies have been conducted on Hasan al-BasrT and his thoughts and views, but
no independent research was found on his doctrinal pessimism and its typology. The hy-
pothesis of this research is that excessive focus on one dimension of religion can generate
a specific type of pessimism, which is clearly observable in Hasan al-BagrT.

The target audience of this research includes scholars at academic centers, both sem-
inary and university. This research can be useful for students of philosophy, theology,
sociology, and psychology. The approach of this research is entirely critical. In this study,
Hasan al-BasiT’s theological and doctrinal views are first explained descriptively and then
subjected to logical critique and analysis.

Method

This research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method through content
analysis. The data were collected through library research using written sources such as
books and articles. Most of the books used were accessed through the Niir software col-
lection. The most important analytical axes of this article are the concepts of pessimism,
this world, and the hereafter. In this research, the conceptual foundations of the topic, such
as pessimism, this world, and the hereafter, were first examined, followed by an investi-
gation of its affirmative foundations. The criterion for selecting data and sources was their
relevance to Hasan al-Basr1’s thoughts and views and their influence on his pessimistic
outlook.
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Findings

The analysis of Hasan al-Basr1’s theological and doctrinal views reveals important in-
sights into the nature and implications of his pessimism. The sources examined in this
research—including primary works such as Ibn al-Tawzi’s Adab al-Hasan al-Basti, al-
Ghazalt’s Ihya’ “uliim al-Din, and numerous historical and biographical sources—demon-
strate that his worldview was shaped by a distinctive combination of theological commit-
ments and eschatological concerns.

A key finding is that an incomplete or imbalanced understanding of religion can itself
generate doctrinal pessimism. Hasan al-Bag1’s pessimism does not arise from irreligion
or skepticism about religious truth, but rather from a particular interpretation of Islamic
teachings that emphasizes certain dimensions to the exclusion of others. His overwhelm-
ing focus on divine judgment, the terrors of the afterlife, and the perils of worldly attach-
ment created a worldview in which fear predominates over hope, and renunciation out-
weighs engagement. This demonstrates that pessimism need not originate outside religion;
it can emerge from within when religious teachings are selectively accentuated.

The relationship between determinism and pessimism in Hasan al-Basr1’s thought also
merits attention. While a significant correlation is often assumed between deterministic
beliefs and pessimistic outcomes, his case complicates this assumption. Although his
thought contains deterministic elements—particularly in his emphasis on divine predes-
tination and human powerlessness—his pessimism arises more fundamentally from his
eschatological orientation than from metaphysical determinism. Unlike philosophical pes-
simists who base their worldview on the absence of cosmic purpose or the inevitability
of suffering, Hasan al-Basr1’s pessimism is rooted in a vivid awareness of accountability
before God and the perils of the afterlife. This suggests that religious pessimism can have
different causal foundations than its secular counterparts.

Most significantly, Hasan al-Bast1’s view of this world and the hereafter emerges as the
primary foundation of his doctrinal pessimism. His extreme otherworldliness, combined
with a consistently negative evaluation of temporal existence, generated a distinctive form
of religious pessimism that differs from both philosophical pessimism in the Western tra-
dition and other forms of Islamic asceticism. This pessimism manifests concretely in his
teachings on worldly renunciation (Zuhd), his emphasis on fear (Khawf) over hope (Ra-
ja’), and his suspicion of political engagement and authority. The sociopolitical implica-
tions are significant: his outlook led to quietism, withdrawal from public affairs, and a pos-
ture of suspicion toward political power that influenced subsequent generations of ascetics
and early Sufis. His legacy thus represents a particular type of doctrinal pessimism—one
that emerges from within religious commitment itself rather than from its rejection.

Conclusion

Pessimism and its various types have become increasingly prevalent since the era of
human scientism. This research shows that pessimism can also stem from incomplete and
fallacious religious beliefs, as exemplified in Hasan al-Basr1. His case demonstrates that
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an excessive focus on one dimension of religion—in this instance, the fears of the afterlife
and the perils of worldly attachment—can generate a specific type of doctrinal pessimism.
This pessimism had profound implications for his social and political outlook, leading
to quietism, withdrawal from public affairs, and a suspicion of political authority that
influenced subsequent generations of ascetics and early Sufis. Examining pessimism and
its roots can also be relevant to other disciplines such as psychology, where the religious
sources of negative worldviews merit further investigation.
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