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THEOI OGY AND ITS PRINCIPII'S

Herineneutics and Epistemology

THr RELATIONSHIP—the contradiction—berween

faith and knowledge has always preoccupied Chuis-

uanity. One believes things one cannot prove. “Cre
dibile est quia ineptum est,” said Terrtullian of the in-
carnation: it is believable because it is absurd. And he
added, “certum cst quia impossible,” it 15 certain be
cause 1t is impossible. Of course. we must take nto
consideration the fact that the Roman Church Fa-
ther was a rherorician and not a philosopher. The
famous credo quia absurdum does not appear in the
sources before Kierkegaard, who was the first to in-
troduce the cule of the unknowable, which was taken
up by Albert Camus and existentiahsm.” Bur it is
clear that where the incarnation was concerned,
Muslims always had the impression that their Chris-
tian brothers were clinging to an illusion. Christian-

ity speaks of the "mysteries” of faith; Islam has noth-
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ing like chat. For Saiut Paul, reason belongs to the
realm of che “flesh”; for Muslims, reason, ‘agl, has al-
ways been the chief faculty granted human beings by
God. Of course, this was not the mdependent rea-
son characteristic of the Enlightenment period, but
rather an intelligence subject to the will of God
and to the order established by him. Sull, that divine
gift was accepted and appreciated everywhere, even
among ascetics and muystics. Al-Harnch al-Muhasibi.
who supplies one ot the first dehnitions of incelli-
gence, bases his psychological analysis on 1. an analy-
sis that has earned the admiration of Sufis even in
our own time. Only the application of inrelligence
was subject to debate. Al-Muhasibt did not hke dis-
putatons (munazardt); conversely, they were the driv-
ing force of the Murtazilites’ activities.

Let us acknowledge rthat some theologians
doubted the validity of the methods employed by rea-
son. Sometimes they went so far as to culuvate a sort
of irrationalism. The frst to be caralogued in the
sources were Sufis—but also. surprisingly. Mu'tazil-
1tes. They belonged to the sufiyyat al-Mu'tazila 1 have
alreadv mentioned. and their social criticism was di-
rected at the theologians themselves, at their ineel-
lectual arrogance. This arrogance overlooked the

tact chat fundamenrtally no theological speculations
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could surpass the simple faich of the masses. How
does one know what one knows? they asked, espe-
cially given that arguments for and against a parricu-
lar assertion often contradict each other. All proofs
have the same value—this is the tamous equivalence
among proofs (Likafu’ al-adilli). which Aba Havvan
al-Tawhidi sull refers to with some sympathy. The
term, and the practice associated with 1, seem to
have onginated in the wsosthenerr ton logon of Greek
skepticism, whose apogee was marked by the figure
of the “archheretic” Ibn al-Rawandi.* Bur that wave
of anti-intellectualism was not representarive. The
sifiyyat al- M tazida vanished without a trace, and 1bn

al-Rawandt, despite the emphatic rebuttal directed at

him over several generations, did not exert any influ-

ence. Essentally, Muslims had their own methods

and relied on those.

The Murtazilites were convinced that Wiasil b, ‘Ara’
had already developed a short “discourse on
method.” A summary of it, consisting of only a few
sentences. was preserved by Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar and.
with a few variants, by his contemporary Aba Hilal
al-‘Askari in his Kitib al-Au.iil - We cannot rule out
the possibility that the text 1s fiction. a projection de-

rived from a later position, and in certain places it
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seems to have been reworked, but chese revistons
themselves lead us to think char fundamentally 1t 1s
an aucthentic kernel ot a discussion held in the early
days of Muslim theology.” Wasil begins wich the cri-
terion for cruch. In che Arst place, truch is truchful-
ness. 1t 1s presented 1 the form of trustworthy prop-
ositions. \ny proposition ts worthy of trust when tt s
uattered by several people who could not have agreed
on 1t in advance. After that. one is obliged to weigh
the concent of the sentence recognized as true: it may
be either general or particular. That distinction was
derived from the legal exegesis of the Koran, and
hence of a text for which the question of trust did
not arise. at least not for a Muslim. For that reason,
Wasil added a remark on abrogation (naskh), a proce-
dure that at the time concerned only scripture. Llis
text defines it 1n a way that would henceforth be con-
sidered a given and which might have already been in
use beforchand namely, that only verses thar are le-
gal in nature can be abrogated, not those which
speak of the world beyond or of the historical paste
The passage of this text that would later become the
most important comes at the end: it is a brief enu-
meration of sources of knowledge. Among these,
Wasil lists the Koran frst. inasmuch as 1t 1s precise in

meaning (mubkam) and not ambiguous {mutash.ibib;
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compare sura 3:7). Next, he lists the propositions or
reports (@kbbair) that according to the criterion men
tioned above have the value ot argument. And finally,
he lists "sound” reason—that 1s, judgments not based
simply on something given in advance but obtained
independently through personal reflection. Wasil
says simply, be-"aql salim. He does not specity the pro-
cedure as being “argument” (or “reflection”), nazar
(as later theologians would say), or gtibad, indepen-
dent reasoning (as the jurists would have said). In the
enumeration in question, those two realms were not
yet separate.

The list—assuming it is in fact that old—influenced
both theologians and jurists. Among the Mu'tazil-
ites, for example, al-Jihiz borrowed from it and re-
formulated it; among the jurists, Shafi'1 is our best
witness.” He never cites Wasil, of course: but when
Shifil came to Baghdad to make his career. he
could no longer 1gnore the Mu'tazilites, the abl al-
kalam, as he called them in his treatises. The chief
disciple he acquired in the capital, Aba "Abd al-
Rahman al-Shifi1, was a student of Abn ‘1-Hudhayl

and followed Mu'tazilite doctrine. As an employee of

Ibn Abi Duwad, he played an active role in the inqui-

sition, the mibna® We cannot overlook Shifi'i, be-

cause the list marks the begimning of the concept of
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wsiil al figh (the toundations of jurisprudence), which
he ts generally considered to have originated. What
Wasil and Shati'r had m common was that they disre-
garded consensus, yma’; Shati'T moved away from his
predecessor in his definition of khsbar? For Wasil,
kb.abar designaces any proposition received from an-
other person. whereas Shafi'y, as a jurise, 1s mmterested
in the kbabar only as hadith and sunna!® Later, al-
Jahiz maintained a position between the two. e
knew chat hadith was indispensable for jurists, buc as
a Mu'razilice he did not like 1t In place of khabar
which in the meanume had become too ambiguous,
he spoke of a “sunna accepted by all," alsunna al-
mugina alavhi. Although he introduced the notion
of yima’, consensus, with that expression, he did so
only verbally, withour granting it the status of an in-

dependent notion.

In the end, theology used other criteria. The Koran
never constituted its central evidence. Muslims were
living in a plurahst society, and non-Muslims could
not be persuaded by quotations drawn from Koranic
revelation. Theology had an apologetic task, among
other roles, and that task could be performed only
through reason. And the way to deal with the Koran,

the way to apply the hermeneutics of commentary
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(tafstr) to it, was well known. Several Mu'razilite theo

loglans wrote commentaries on the holy book. espe-

aially those belonging to the generacion preceding al-

Ashrari. Al-Jubba'i and Abt '1-Qasim al-Balkhi did so,
as did his contemporary Aba Muslim al-Isfahani.
but, even carlier, so did al-Asamm, and betore him
‘Amr b, ‘Ubayd, who collected Hasan al-Basit's
courses in exegests.!! From the beginning, the
method was realistic, sober, and entirely exempt from
the fanciful allegories of Origen, for example. The de-
sire was to teconstruct the historical situation of the
revelation, the asbab al-nuzal or to take into account
the precise implications of a rule extracred from the
law. The practical approach can be explained. on onc
hand, by the desire to organize an entre complex so-
ciety in accordance with the commandments of God
and. on the other. by the fact that Muslims had onh
one book of scripture and not two like the Chuis-
tians. The Church Fathers were alwavs confronted
with the problem of submitting the Old Testament
to the demands of the New. Muslims, by contrast,
though theyv respected the Bible, did not read it it
was “abrogared” and sct aside tor the “people of the
Book,” that is, for those who did not want to accept
the new version brought forch by the Prophet.

There were two words for what Muslims were do-
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ing: tefsiand tawil Both were in the Koran; scripture
had reflected upon icselt! Koranic metalanguage
was possible because the community knew the proce

dure from the past. 1ufsi was derived from the Ara-
matc pishrd and the Hebrew pésher V™ Tu'wil was a dif-
terent case: the word was of Arabic origin but was
determuined by its Koranic context. The line from
sura 37 where the notion is developed. says that “no
one knows its cxegesis except God” [translation
moditied]: that is. no one knows how to interpret the
ambiguous and complicated passages (mutashabibat)
previously mentioned. This could be understood as a
warning: Anyone tryving to interpret them will fall
into heresy. As a result, the word acquired a negative
connotation’ tu uilit was equated with bida (innova-
tions) or ahwd’ (aberrations, vagaries). ' But that was
not always the case. Al-Maruridi called his commen-
tary of the Koran T wildt abl al-sunna (The interpreta-
tions of the people of the sunna). Later. interpreta-
tion was associated with the allegorical speculations
of people such as the Ismailis, who soughr a hidden
meanmng (batin) in the Koran. The Shiites always had
a certain predilection for exegetical “secrets™ they
were ill used by historical reality and soughr to justify

their utopian ideas.
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Hadich was ditferent. The Mu'tazilites were sc rp-
turalises, like the Kharjites; in their view, the tradi-
tion of the Prophet could only meroduce chaos into
the sacred text. In tact, hadich, the “oral Torah™ (tor.d
shel be-pe). so to speak. was not canonically fixed: it
was part of an oral tradition teeming with contradic-
tions. Dirar b, Amr, and al-Nuazzam after him. col-
lected  striking examples of them.'" It was Ibn
Qurayba who fnally managed to resolve the contra-
dictions in his treatise Differences among the Hadith
(Tiwid mubehtalif al-badith). Unlike the Koran. hadich
always suftered from a lack of reliability. The “rradi-
tion of the Prophet” (sumnat al nabi) did €njoy enor-
mous success later on, but it owed 1ts VICLOTY tO It
pure and unavoidable nccessity The theologians,
who did not need the tradition as much as che u
rists, continued to require that che criteria of cruch

be applied to it. As we have seen. Wisil had asked

that those reporting a saying not come to a prior

agreement with one another. Abat 1-Hudhayl had in-
troduced a numerical postulace: The number of wit-
nesses guaranteed cerrainty. Quanticy was thus trans-
formed into quality. But he immediately recognized
the inadequacy of that rule. The number had to be
specified, and no one could do that withourt being

challenged. The solution could only be an act of will.
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Abu I-Hudhayl decided on twenty people. As evi-
dence, he simply modified a Koranice verse chat spoke
of jihad rather than of knowledge: “If there are
twenty steadtast men among you. they shall vanquish
two hundred "' That analogy was extremely weak,
being founded on an arbitrarily chosen resemblance,
a qiyds al shabah, as the jurists would have said. Above
all, a hadith cannot be transmicted by just any mulri-
cude; it is a sacred text and belongs to the tradition of
the wiina. The tweney people must theretore be Mus-
lims, “friends of God,” or, as Abt 'I-Hudhayl seems to
have said, “candidates for paradise” (min ahl aljanna).
We do nort know whether he thought he would find
these “candidates™ among his contemporaries or in
the generation of the Companions of the Prophet;
the sources are too vague to allow us to determine
that. But the profound skepticism in his words is ob-
vious. He spoke of certainty, and for him the only
things that were certain were truths such as the exis-
rence of God, prophecy. and the experience of the
senses. Words alone would never be capable of
achieving cercainty; cthey could only be probable. Re-
garding that probability, Abu ‘I-Hudhayl was much
more generous: four people were sutficient. That

placed the question within the domain of jurists. lie
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may have been thinking of the four witnesses re-
quired in cases of adultery.!

The advocates of hadith could not be satsfied
with that arrangement. Many legal rules were based
on a hadich attested by a single chain of transmiceers,
a khabar alwaibid. In the long run, those unique
hadith, abad as they were called, became a problem.
The jurisc ‘Tsa b. Aban (d. an 221/836 CE), a disciple of
Shaybani and an influential man in the court of
Hartan al-Rashid, seems to have written the first
monograph on the question.'™ Shafi'T considered
them indispensable; he devored a long chaprer of his
Risdla to them.”” But even by the looser criteria of a
jurist, they were difficulr to justify; to be valid, testi-
mony normally had to be supplied by at least two
people. An additional criterion had to be agreed on.
therefore: the transmitter’s integrity, or ‘addla. The
Mu‘tazilites accepted thar criterion from the begin-
ning; Wasil had spoken of it. For them. however, it
was primarily a category of public life, regulating the
“cohabitation” of people in politics, for example. To
consider someone a person of integrity meant that
you trusted him. Nevertheless, despire the existence

of trust, verificanon was better. So 1t was thatin place

of the witness’s reliability, al-Nazzim proposed
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verification by context, concomitant facts (qara’in)
that lent support to the veracity of areport. In doing
so. he was still thinking within che tramework cstab-
lished by Wasil. for his examples had to do with news
of the day: for example, one heard of a neighbor's
Jeach and also saw a coftin set out in front of his
house . Like many others. al Nazzam did not yet
take the trouble to point out what was unique abourt
hadicth. There, context was less important because
the reports regularly resurfaced over time along the
chain of transmission. the saad It was his disciple
Jahiz who first focused on hadith. In pursuing his
master’s thinking, he added chat the collective expe-
rience of a community accumulates 1n the tradition.
Unfortunately, that experience deteriorates as a te-
sult of transmission, and in the end God finds him-
self obliged to send a new messenger.”!

Al-Nazzam was the archetype of the rationalist, as
his reactions constantly show. e did not believe in
the existence of jinni. and he rejected the popular in-
terpretation of dreams and omens.’ But he was also
the first to prove the prophethood of Muhammad by
predictions found in the Koran. 11c believed that the
Prophet was gifted with a miraculous knowledge of
the occult and of the fucture (ghayb). Indeced, the

events the Prophet had foretold were borne out n ac-
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counts. Some of these were historical, such as the
short-lived criumph of the Byzantines over the
Sassanids alluded to in sura 30:1 3, whereas others
were licerary, such as the stoning of devils by shoot-
ing stars or comets (sura 67:5, 15116-17, among other
verses), for which proot'was sought in pre-Islamic po-
etry.”? In opening the door to miracles halfway, he set
oft an avalanche. The next generation of Mu'tazilites
would concern themselves with countless narratives
on the subject. and not onlv those abour Muham-
mad’s exploits mentioned 1n the sacred text itself.
There were also many 1in Ibn Ishiq's Sira and in other
texts. ‘Abbad b. Sulayman fele he could no longer 1g-
nore all that material. Miracles had become the prin-
cipal tool for demonstrating Muhammad’s truthful

ness, just as they had always been for Jesus among
the Christians. ‘Abbad claimed that these events that
surpassed the grasp of reason were true because they
were sometimes recounted by people as irreproach-
able (ma'sum) as the Prophet himself. That argument
allowed him more confidently to adopt the postulate

of the people of paradise, abl aljanna, formulated by
Abu "l-Hudhayl ** The people to whom he was allud-
ing were probably the Companions. As already men-
tioned, his master, Hishim al-Fuwati (who had him-

self been a disciple of Abt T-TTudhayl), took an
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mporeant step towatd canonizing the Companions,
the sahaba He did so in political theory but antict-
pated the consequences of that move tor historiog-

raphy

In essence. ifid’ bore only a margmal relation to episr
temology In 1ts epistemoloygical manifestation, Arts-
totle mduded e withim the “famous™ or well-known
opinions accepted by everyone, the mashburat in 1bn
Sind’s later rerminolovy. ' In Islam. the concept origi-
nally belonged racher to the pohitical arena. [jmid” was
Jdoser o consultation, shuiit. When, according to a
text in Waki's Akbb.ir ul-qudar. "Umar b. "Abd al-‘Aziz
recommended that his Basrian governor ‘Adi b. Arrat
consult competent. discerning people 1 cases where
the Koran, the sunna, and the practice of caliphs no
longer provided any solution, ‘Umar was speaking in
principle onlv of a consensus. jmi' of local schok
ars~ As early as the pre Islamic era. a wibal chief
could not make a decision simply on his own whim;
he was obliged to follow procedure by eliciting a con-
sensus. Al-Asamm. who was the first of the
Mutazilites to grant a kev position to ying’. recom-
mended 1t primarily as a political instrument to es-
tablish che validicy of the oath of allegiance, or
bayi’

THEOLOGY AYWD T1IS PRINCIPLES

But just as chey are in our own societies, political
decistons were open to judicial review, at least after
the tact. Practice had ro submirt to the test ot theoret-
1cal vahdity. Iv was rhus integrated mto 1 new con-
text that, mdeed, of epistemology. In jurisprudence,
ijmd’ more or less corresponded to the sunna under-
stood in the sense of “local custom™; we need only
compare the consensus of Medinese scholars in
Malik b. Anas’s writings to be assurcd of chat It 1s
known in the same torm in Shafi'Ts writings. as we
have seen; Shafi't considers ijm.d" an additional confir-

mation and not an independent criterion. For him,

the word generally means only agreement among

specialists on the interpretation of a text. and this
text 15 often a sunna.* Argument, therefore, always
depends on the sunna. Compared to the omnipres-
ent authority of one of the Prophet’s savings. the au
thority of an jjind’ was rather limited. The opinion of
Shafi'T was shared outside Medina by many other an-
cient jurists—Awza't, for example, or Abu Yasuf. ™ For
the Mu‘tazilites who did not value hadich, che situa-
tion appeared in a ditterent light. For chem. gina
could replace the sunna rather than simply confirm
it. Diddr b. "Amr, for example. considers it the only
criterion besides the Koran. In a sense, Dirdr even

granted it a higher place than the Koran isel( for ic
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was not clear, given the ambiguity of scripture and
the problem of abrogation and mutashabihat. on
which passage ol scripeure a judgment ought, with
out the unanimous support of the community, to be
based. People would simplyv sct one axctoritas against
another, as they did in hadith* Tater, when the
Mutazilites had lost cheir battle aganst the Pro-
phetic tradition and had to accepr it as a source, they
called gma' “the propositon of the community,”
kbabay al-umima, as opposed to the proposition of the
Prophet. kh.tbar al-nabi—that s, hadich. !

We therefore arrive at a rather paradoxical result:
gma which later became the Sunmi principle par ex-
cellence, was first propagated absolurely and without
restrictions by those who would be considered here-
tics in later centuries—that is, by the Mu'tazilites.
The situation was complicated by the fact thac che
partics opposing gimd were also recruited from
groups that were unorthodox in their time. the

Kharijites and the Shiites. Buc these cases were ditter-

ent; unlike the Mu'tazilites, they had always been ex-

cluded from the political coalition. [n addition, the
Khatijites had severed themselves from the commu-
nity before it had even acquired a coherent shape. As
a resulc. they were more literalist than che Mu'tazil-

ites. They did not punish adultery wich stoning, they

THEOQLOGY AND ITS PRINCIPLLS

did not practice mash “ali T khuffyn, the practice of
rubbing the shoes instead of the leer during ricual
cleansing, and they inexorably cut oft thieves” hands
without recognizing the exceprions through which
jurists attenuated the rigor of the Koran. That. at
least. is whar ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi said.** The
reality may have been more complex than 1t ap-
peared. They wanted to have nothing in common
with chose they had abandoned. But they, of course.
established solidarity among themscelves: there is rea-
son to believe that "the community of believers™ of
Basrian Ibadites. the jamdat al-muslimin, proceeded
by consensus of a sort, though 1t was still on a polit
cal level. As for the Shiites, they were disappointed
because they had been in the minority since the time
of the Companions. During the caliphate of Abu
Bakr and ‘Umar, the consensus of the community
had not favored ‘Alt. In jurisprudence. the Shiites al-
ways indicated their preference for yub.id indepen-
dent reasoning. There, the vote of the majority lost
much of its value very early on.

Among the Mu'tazilites, criticism emerged only
with al-Nazzim. He was accused of having been in-
fluenced by the Shiites, bur in reality he was reacting
against the “people of hadith.” ushab alhadith. who

had begun to base the gmi on a hadith: "My com-
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recment onoan error.”

munity will never reach ag

I'hat saving was demonstrably apocryphal. Shifi't
does not cite 10 Tes content reminds us of the role
plaved by the Holv Spiric in Christanity. “The
Church of Rome does notr make mistakes.” Pope
Lucius T is supposed to have smd. according ro rhe
Pseado-Isidortan Decretals. By disseminating che
hadith ciced. Muslims reassured chemselves that chey
werte orthodox. Dissension. tkbulaf had always been
constdered characteristic of sects and inhidels. In ad-
dition. the infidels not only disagreed among them-
selves. they also filled their imaginations with collec-
tive errors. Christians, for example, all agreed with
the assertion that Jesus had died on the cross—which
was clearly false, according to the Koran. The Jews
were convinced that the revelation transmicted to
Moses had never been abrogated, a belief that was re-
fured by the existence of Islam. Buct is it true that
such errors had never occurred among Muslims?
Jahiz. tollowing in al-Nazzam's footsteps, noted that
Jdunnyg che caliphate of al-Mansur. in Bahramn (which
at the time covered the entire eastern coast of the
Persian Gulf). the whole population praved as a com-
munity on Thursdays—hence. the day before the pre-
scribed day. Al-Nazzam adopted o sarcastic tone in

expressing his view on the subjece it a group of blind
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people are brought together, they see no better cthan

they did Dbetore. All Muslims believe, for example,

thar Muhammad was the only prophet sent to che
whole world. Yet reason shows us that that is false;
for all prophets Jesus. Moses, and rhe others—
proved their authenticity through miracles. and a
miracle is perceived by the senses and is thus ad-
dressed to human beings as such. The gind 1s. then.
nothing but an ilusion. But thar sort of ruchless
skepticism not only destroyed i, it had conse-
quences for hadith. By analogy. a report cannot be-
come reliable by the mere tact of having had several
chains of transmission (mutawadt).

Al-Nazzam was intelligent but was found to be a
bit too capricious. Jahiz, the firse of che Mu'tazilites
to distance himself from his master’s doctrines, de-
scribes his character.’ Khayyat, who lived a genera-
tion later, claims chat in Baghdad no one shared al-
Nazzam's views any longer. Yer another generation
later, Abti Hashim accepted the hadith mentioned
above, which al-Nazzam had ridiculed. He was deter-
mined to accept the jma’. and no “authorin” sup-
ported it. except this hadith and a few passages from
the Koran, which were however much too vague ™ As
the time of open options receded into the past. peo-

ple increasingly felt the need for an agreemenrt on
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true custom. Al-Nazziam had scill made fun of the
Companions of the Prophet and of their internecine
quarrels, but immediately after his death political
correctiness took hold 11 regard to the sacred past,
even in the Mu'‘razilite school ¥ To al-Nazzam, the
disputes among the Companions still seemed nor-
mal; discord was life, and human beings had received
incellece oo llélP them And thetr own bcarxnsﬁ. After
him. that attitude became untenable. The Mu'tazil-
1tes never stopped praising reason, but now limits
were placed on the breaking of taboos. Qadi ‘Abd al-
Jabbar would later say that even though the wmm.a's
intallibility cannor be proved, one must not conclude

that 1t will necessarily commir errors.

The “sound reason” Wisil had spoken of was not yet
al-Nazzam's arrogant rationalism. What Wasil had in
mind was the good sense of the jurists. People re-
membered that amonyg these jurists were vircuosi
who had in their cime dazzled the masses wich cheir
wisdom and subtlety: Iyas b. Mu‘awiva, for example,
or. betore him, Sha'bi. ™ These men had a gift for
judging a situation incuitively. by firdsa, with perspi-
cacity. But chey did not yet have a method, and even
less a discourse on it. They emploved analogies but
relied in domng so on their knowledge of human be
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ings. without imvoking any explicit rule. Ac che time,
Jurisprudence was at the torefront, having come mnto
its own partly thanks to the instrument of che tatwa
No one was wriring manuals vet, but people were try-
ing to analyze specific sttuations that had not been
clarlied. Each community, each “sect.” had its own
specialist. In Mecca, there were speaialists on pil-
gruns. Texts arc available to help us 1econstiiuce chat
forgotten culture: the af Jawabat (Responses) by Jabir
b. Zayd al-Azdi (d. an 93/712 cE), or the a-Aqual
Qutida, summaries ot juridical decisions made by
Qarada b. Didama (d. anr 117?/735 ¢E?).* Unforru-
nately, they were neglected because they were “sectar
1an.” alien to the dominant trend in later centuries.
The “method” revealed in them s ra’y (licerally,
“opinion”), a mode of thought that followed the

logic of the situation without constantly appealing

to an independent authority. but which was opposed
to pure whim and arbitrary decisions (hawa).

The verb used in combination with a2’y was
jjtabada, “to exert oneselt™; jtahada va'yabi meant “to
form an opinion abour something ™! In the long
run, the term raz'y lost 1ts positive connotations. It
was associated with the al-Kufa school, the followers
of Abu Hanifa who had stayed closest to the princi-

ples of ancient tradition in Iraq. In Basra, a town with
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a complex ntellectual oudook, the term ylihad re-
placed 1y, and people began to concern themselves
wicth the specitic reason, ‘dli, thac justitied the proce-

dure applied.  Those who did so came from difterent

“disciplines.” ‘Uthman al-Batti was a contemporary

of Abti Hanifa and corresponded with him. Aba
Hanifa sent him lus tamous Epistle. Ruiale®
‘Uthmin's response was that of” a jurist ‘Amr b.
‘Ubavd's that of a theologlan. and the response of
‘Abdallah b. Abt Ishaq al Hadrami. who was a genera-
tion older than the two others (d. aH 117/735 cE), that
of a grammarian* In che beginning, however, the
Basrian ytihad was taken to extremcs, just as che iy
was in al-Kufa. ‘Ubaydallah b. al-Hasan al-Anbari (d
Al 1()8/78§ CE), a disciplv of lyas b. Mu'awiya, formu-
lated the following maxim: “Whoever forms an opin-
ion (and 1s capable of doing so) is right,” kull mujtahbid
musib.# Muslims had suddenly arrived at pluralism-
and, it appeared, art relativism

The expert's ndependence was never so con-
fidently asserred as at that time. "Anbari did not dis-
unguish becween jurisprudence and theology. He
chose his examples from both fields at once. Mash ald
I-kbuffayn. shoe-rubbing. could be either accepted or
rejected, he said: but he also mamntamed that some-

one who detends free will is just as right as someone

FTHEOTOGY AND LIS PREINCIPTES

who believes in predestinauon. He always chose
problems that had not been definitively solved by the
Koran, the only authoviry ‘Anbati seems to have ac-
cepted. For theology. that position turned out to be
untenable. Eternal truths could not be subject to the
caprices of the human intellect (though thev were in
reality). In the figh, the human attempt to understand
divine law, 1t was a different situation. It was soon
recogmized that the judgment of a mutti or gddi never
led to more than a certain probability (ghalabat al-
zann). Manuals devored ro the hermeneutic founda:
tions of the figh (usul 4l igh) never fail to address the
subject.* There too, Mushims wanted to avoid indeci-
siveness. ‘Anbari had touched on a sensitive and im-
portant point, as the absence of appeals courts in the
classical judicial system demonstrates.?

Yet jurists were not ready to resign themselves to
uncertainty. Shafit did not yet see the situation as re-
lating to verisimilitude. According to him, the be-
liever, in following the law. 1s doing something thacis
either objectively correct or subjectively permitred.
Itwas the Mutazilites' rationalism that slowed down
the process. Both al- Asamm and Bishr al-Marisi. a
very influential jurist in the court of al-Ma'man and
the instigator of the mibna, as well as al-Nazzam ata

later time. continued to hope that basing all legal ar
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gument on reason would be possible” As for reason-
g by analogy (gey.s). wich which a casuistic system
cannot  dispense, al-Asamm  and  Bishr al-Marist
thought cthev could manage rhe situation through a
method more solid than the 4l At chat point,
however, al-Nazzam. with his usual skepticism, sug-
gested chat they were not on the right path. Not even
God applicd analogy- the Koran was the proot of
that According to sura 24:31, no one is allowed ¢o see
the hair ot a free woman. Analogy would dicrate that
that 1s also cthe case for a slave woman, especially if
she is beautiful (or more beautiful than the free
woman). But the opposite is true, as verse 3359
shows.*! The Sharia 1s rite with such contradictions.
For example, che traveler, ibn al-vabil, who 1s exempt
from prayer and fasting, iust make up for only the
second of these obligations, not the first.+ Chaos is
mntentional, and analogy would only increase it. The
Koran 1s bevond criticism and can only be accepted.

Apart from ir, the only authority is reason. It does

not tell us to proceed by analogy burt to take scrip-

tural commandments literally. If a husband repudi-
ates his wite. he must do so with the exact words
mentioned in the Koran or with a sentence contain-

ing the word tulig (divorce): intention alone will not

THEOTLOGY AND 118 PRINCIPE S

sutfice. In wking that position, al-Nazzam aban
doned the majoricy opimion and arnived at a liceralist.
or zdhwite, view. Unlike his two predecessors, he was

not a practicing jurist

Analogy. or giv.is, was considered a normal expression
of juhad, and was mcluded among the four basic
principles of jurisprudence, the usal al-figh. It was not
a “source” but a method; it belonged to the realm of
form and not of matter. In jurisprudence, 1ts func-
tion was to support casuistic probabilism. In theol-
ogy, that was not sufficient. Theologians used the
same term, but what they meant by it was giyas
gha'th “ald 'Lshahid. Rather than an analogy, it was a
conclusion (qiyas) based on what was before one's
eyes, shabid (that is, what was present and well
known). as compared to the hidden. ghiib—thart is.
God and the hereafter. They did not admir chat there
could be an analogy between God and the world. Is-
lam has never developed the doctrine of analogia entis,
and the Mu'razilites, despite all their theories about
the attributes of God, always had the urmost respect
for the affirmaton of his transcendence. tunzib
(apbaresis tor the Greeks).”' For the Mutazilites,

analogy was a manifestation not of jhad but of
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stidlad, a term they assocrated with the word for
“proofy” dald. Dalid was nothing other than a “sign,”
an mdication. and givas was any ratocination what
soever. preferably a deducrion It is for thac reason
that Anstotle's translators. usually Christians, took
the liberny of applving the term qiis to the syllo-
gism. which in the Orgmon indicated the method for
drawing conclusions kuat exokben. The tace that gryds
was only a formal elementin the jurists’ tool ki faail-
1tated the transiton to philosophy, where the prob-
lems addressed were similar to those of theology.
With regard to the other three “sources™ of law. such
an aftinity did not exist. ™
Theological knowledge was however not only a cer

aingy: 1t was also—and for the same reason—a duty.
The Koran emphasized that God provided the
“signs” (dydt) so that humankind could recognize
God's existence. In a sense. a knowledge of signs was
even “necessary.” for they were perceived with the
eyes. and sense perceprion was inevitable—dwur,
given a priori. What was “acquired” (iktisabi) in that
process was only the conclusion. the result of moving
irom the seméion (dalil) to the seméioton (madlil), from
sign to signified; but that conclusion could be drawn

by anyone. One had only to desire it. What was ac-

quired could also rightly be called kbtiyars. depen

THEOTOGY AND ITS PRINCIPLES

dent on the choice (ikhtiyar) of the individual. As a re-
sult, knowledge of God became an obligation by
virtue of divine law, an clement of taklif 1t was a hu-
man act like any other. People could disagree on the
way to define that act. On the subject of tree will
(ikhtiy.ir), for example, Dirar b."Amr had argued for a
syneryism chat divided the clements of the human
act between God and man. He thought that human
beings are agents by virtue of the tace chat they per-
form the action and “acquire” it for their own benehit
(kasb or tkiisib). whereas God creates it in that he
makes it occur.*¢ The Mu'tazilites did not adopt that
model. but Abii 1-Hudhayl was one of the first to re-
fute 1t He spoke of ‘ilm thtisabi, knowledge “ac-
quired” by theological speculation (nazar)." And the
kasb, “acquisition,” remained forever a “cipher.” a
metaphor for “responsibility.™

The appeal to the taklif produced new difficulries.
If the “acquisition” of religious knowledge was oblig-
atory, one ought not to postpone 1t. Every instant
spent without knowledge of God and Islam was
wasted. Moreover, knowledge required time: as a re-
sult, Muslims wondered what respite (mubla) people
could have once they had reached adulchood. In chat
regard there was no fundamental difference between

believers and pagans. Of course, Muslims took ad-
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vantage of che fact that their “respice” was normally
raken up by religious education, bue the obligation
itself was also valid tor non-Mushims, and nsotar as
they fultilled ic. they were tollowing God's command-
menc, just as believers were. Naturally, it was possible
that they might remain unbelievers in spite of every-
thing; in that case. their knowledge of truth would be
only partial, and they would have fulfilled ctheir duty
without the intention that ought to accompany it.
Abut 'I-Hudhayl was the first to discuss the problem.
[here are works of obedience. he said, by which onc
does not "will” God. That can also happen to Mus-
lims. They tind themselves in chis predicament in the
first instant of their knowledge of God. for they do
not yet know that what they are doing is a meritott-
ous act.??

That theorem was rather far removed from reality.
Normally. education introduced the concept of meric
from the beginning. alongside che first religious
ideas Bur the aporia hidden within 1t fascinated
Mushims. It mav chercfore be possible. they said, to
fulfill, withour realizing 1t, an obligation established
by God. Thar eventuality scems to be universal: there
is no reason to limit it to the infidels, for to know

chat one 1s obliged to know God. one must already

THEOLOGY AND ITS PRINCIFLES

know him. One might conclude that cthe notion of
God is an a priori concept. That was for a long time
the conclusion; the word for “a priori” was fitn. ¢!

Abt 1 Hudhayl believed it, despite the fact that he

had gone to a great deal of trouble to develop proofs

of the existence of God.*" In his view, these proofs
were designed only to provide reassurance a posteri-
ort. But in that case one would have to concede thac
pagans too possessed that prior knowledge of God,
and should one truly concede that pleasure to them?
Certamn theologians argued the reverse. The conse-
quence seemed to be that unbelievers, at least those
who had never had the opportunity to hear of God or
of Islam, were innocent. They also did not deserve
paradise, of course, but hencetorth they could nor be
condemned to hell. The Koran offered a chird alter-
native: They would recurn to duse after their deaths.
According to sura 78:40. the polvtheists of Mecca
wanted to be rreated that way atter their resurrection.
but to no avail. By comparison with hell. it was a
more agreeable fate. But for those who had known
the truth and rejected it, such a fate was out of the
question.

Thumama b. Ashras, councilor and “minister

without portfolio” to the courr of al-Ma'mun, made
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the same argument, and al-Jihiz came to embrace his
viewpoint.** Bur al-Jahiz took the idea further by as
serting, in a psychological approach that was revolu-
tionary for the time, thar despite the “"presumption
ot innocence,” 1t may still be true thar everyone, Mus-
lim or not. arrives at the knowledge of God without
being inttiated in advance. One must simply concede
that such knowledge cannot be conrrolled and that ic
shares that disuncoive character with all other types
ot knowledge Above all. 1t need not be “produced”
(muwallad. mutaealid) by something: it can resulr
naturally from an act of reflection, but thart 1s not a
condition sine qua non. Qur brains work 1n a Jdifter-
ent way: our speculations are not calculable. Hence,
there is no obligation to know God.

These ideas were ingenious and infused with a sub-
tle rolerance, but they also indicated the bankruprcy
of Murtazilite rationalism. In reacting against that
apparent flaw. al-Jubbi'i. with his usual scholasti-
cism. tried to prove why human beings. despite the
arguments advanced by al-Jihiz, must necessarily feel
the obligation to know God. No one, he said, lacks
the experience of depending on a power that governs
him and to which he 1s beholden. To show gratitude
toward this power, however, a person must know

whom to address. Knowledge of God is thus as it
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were the personalizaton of the experience ot the “nu-
minous,” of an indetinite divine power.¢! That cheory
too was only 1 hypothesis at first. A Muslim did not
need that confrontarion wich the numinous. nor did
the “people of the Book.” the bl il-kitib, nor the ma-
jority of pagans, for they were all conditioned by rhe
religious ideas of cheir sociery. To support the theory.
therefore, an example had to be lound or con-
structed. Tt was soon discovered in the figure of an in-
dividual living alone on an island. the Robinson Cru-

soe motif. Al Jubba'i himselt scems to have used it

Later on. 1t was primarily Shiite auchors who
adopred it: Kulini (d. an 328/939 ¢r) and lbn Baba-
wayh (d. a1 381/991 CE). The 1dea was later developed
by Ibn Tufayl Finally, Ibn al Nafis granced it promi-

nence and pushed it to the point of caricature in his
Risdla al-Kawiliyya.© In his narrative, the hero discov-
ers not only theological and metaphysical truths by
virtue of his ineellect, but also. through the rational
necessity of prophethood. the course of human his-
tory. The location of the "Robinson Crusoe” (who 1s
called Kamil, “Perfect,” in Ibn al-Nafis and Hayy b.
Yaqzan, "Living son of Awakened,” in Ibn Tufayl), was
naturally a marginal detail. The Orient had various
remore places to offer: the descrt (Ibn Babawayh), a

mountaintop (Kulini). Only Juwayni, an Asharice,
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and Muhammad b Ibrahim al-Kindi, an Ibadite,

spol\v ot an island. ™

Rationalists rrusting too much m cerrain models
may become presumptuous, if not blind and fanati-
cal. Over time. the Mu'tazilites stopped being the
friends of the masses: they hated cthe incapaciry of
che latter to understand true docurine. Even Bishr b,
al-Mutamir. who had oried to win over the common
people with his didactic poetry, criticized their taglid,
the intellectual indolence they showed especially in
not following his views» His disciple al-Murdar de-
veloped the same acricude, at lease tor a while, unul
he converted to a more accessible didactic style and
began to compose books intelligible to common
mortals® His ascetic simplicity linked him to the
sitfiyyar al-Mu'tazila, the only ones to take a stand
against intellectual arrogance. Outside the Mu'‘tazil-
ite circles. Ibn Kulldb and his friends, who had en-
dured the brutaliey of the mibia, also opted tor more
moderation. For them, someone incapable of articu-
lating on his own why he s a believer can neverthe-
less be considered one. But even they expressed reser-
vations. They admitted that such a person obeved
God wich his faich, but they remained convinced that

in spite of everything he was commitung a sin be-
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cause he neglected  theological  reflection. The
muqallid, the one who, through his sacrificinmn
mtellectus, fails 1o find the nght path, must therefore
be likened to the “prevaricator.” fisig."" Except that
according ro them the fisig was not in an intermedi-
ate position (manxzild bayna Imanzilatayn), as he was
for the Mu'tazilites. but could place his hope in God,
who in his mercy mmght spare the fisig the sufferings
ot hell. @

Intellecrualism turned inward led to a certain

quarrelsomeness. It was instigated most forcefully by

public disputation, mundzara, where arrogance
E

joined forces with competitiveness. The warping of
the profession that resulted was typical of the
mutakallimun. 1.ct us compare other kinds of religious
actvity. Hadith was simply transmitted. Mysticism
was limited at the time to intimate contact between
master and disciple. Greek philosophy and science
were taught at home. Conversely, theology, because
of 1ts apologeric nature. favored public debare from
the start, and that artracted curiosity-seekers and
produced emotional reactions. Winning and losing
were always at stake. As in the markecplace, skill and
speed of reaction often prevailed over circumspection
and sincerity. Al-Jahiz saw clearly thar that propen-

sity could devolve into charlatanry. Tle himself,
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though a good writer, was far from a good public
jouster. His physiognomy did not lend itself to that,
and che rules of pubhic display may have been the
same as they are m modern democracies. Al-Jihiz
also recognized that in the hear of argument the line
berween antagomstic positions could vanish. That
was not serrous so lony as the positions were fictive,
as thev were in belles lectres. adab (in his Book of Ani-
mals. he himselt had mvented a disputatio berween a
cock and a doy). ! But theology was entirely different.
One does not play around with the truch, and it is
not enough to be right, especially by virtue of one’s
rhetorical skill. In the long run. che image of the
mutakallonen increasingly came to resemble that of a
star lawyer in an American rrial today. The Mu‘tazil
ites were aware of the disadvantages. They found
themselves facing a wave of resentment and antipa-
thv I'ven now. the inclinarion is to take the word
Ealim, trom which din al-kalim and mutakadlimin are
derived. to mean “pointless ralk.” “prattle.” The sim-
ple folk had that reaction. but so did the scholars

close to them, the ashab al-badith. many jurists. and

finally the philosophers themselves. Philosophers,

however, reacted that way for a different reason: they
thoughr that che style of the kalim corresponded to

Aristotle’'s dialectic, a genre the Greek master had

THLOLOGY AGD IS FRINCIPIES

ranked second, clearly below the apodictic are repre

sented by syllogistic logic.™

How do we know what we knows Why are we right
when we are right? Men of later generations, al-
Ghazali, for example, buc also Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,
were fascinaced by syllogism and had greatr hopes for
it. Bur its promise proved illusory. Ultimately. syllo-
gism yields only what has been put into e The con-
clusion depends on the premises, bur who will verify
the premises? If the premises had been taken from
the  Roran, the quesuon would  have been
superfluous. That was not generally the case: theolo-
gians always proceeded differently, as we have seen
Knowledge comes trom a conviction (1'tigad) sup-
ported by proofs, they said. Abu 'I-Hudhay! had al
ready made that assertion. adding that such a pre-
condition is not valid for every sort of knowledge
Some forms of knowledge are not “produced” be
cause they are “necessary.”” But when they are pro-
duced, thar is, when truth emerges at the end of out
reflection process, we sense it. Truth does not mani-
test itselt chrough realicy testing. which in any case is
not always possible in theology. Rather, it imposes it-
self through a subjective criterion: peace of mind

(suthktin al-galb). To think. to reflect, is a movement of
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the soul, said al-Nazzim, and that movement sub-
sides when one arrives at knowledge. '+ Nevertheless,
1t 1s tllusory to believe that the piece of knowledge is
true for chac reason; perhaps we are sunply the vie-
tims of a natural retlex. Indeed. those who err also be-
lieve they are nght. Al-Jahiz exhorted people nort to
forget thar: he remembered the Greek skeptics” objec-
tions. It was reported thar one of these skeptics, a
“sophist.” had badgered Thumama b. Ashras, 1n in-
sisting that every thoughc is only conjecture (hisbdn).

As a resulr, al-Jaluz added an objective criterion to
al-Nazzam'’s approach. There are sentences, he said,

that are recognized as true not only subjectively but

also objectively. by virtue of their correspondence to

reality, theuwr adaequatio intellectus et rer, as the Chris-
tian Scholastics would have said. tHe had discovered
the need for that adjustment when considering false
propositions. Although it is acceptable to say that
something is true because one believes it, one cannot
sav that the same thing is false because one does not
believe 1t. There thus exist not only statements that
are true and others that are false, but also statements
that are neicher true nor false, cither because they do
not correspond to reality, despite the fact that some-
one believes them, or, conversely, because someone

says of a thing that it is objectively true, without be-
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ing convinced of it. The first case 1s that of “inno-
cent” pagans, the scecond that of “hvpocrites.”
mundfiqun. © Al-Jahiz knew thar his master al-Nazzam
had already referred to a Koranic verse in which a
similar case was described by God himself: “When
the hypocrites come to you [the Prophet] they say:
‘We bear witness that you are God's apostle.’ God
knows that you are indeed his apostle: and God bears
witness that the hypocrites are surely lving.” At a
certain point. then. the mun.ifigun had said, bur wich-
out believing it. something that was true: for thar
reason, they were hars. Truth and sincerity were not
the same thing, nor were lies and error. Unforru-
nately. at the time. the Arabic expression kadh.abta
could mean both “you are lying” and "what you're
saying 1s false.” Like the word pseudos in Greek, the
Arabic word does not distinguish between the subjec-
tive and the objective meaning™ But even though
there is no difference in the language. there cercainly
is one in reality. Once agamn, al-Jahiz took the Koran
to witness. Sura 34:8 tells us that the polytheists of
Mecca could not decide whether to consider the
Prophert a liar or a man possessed by jinn1. Yet in this
context, "possessed” could only allude to someone
who says false things without knowing it.

The first to refute the “sophists.” or rather. the ar-
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guments of the Greek skeptics, was another student
ot al Nazzam. Muhammuad b, Shabib al-Basri. He
knew that to achieve that goal, he would have to ex-
plan sensory illusions ? We are familiar wich the
skeptics’ arguments through Sextus Empiricus’s
treatises and chrough other texts. In the Muslim
world. these books were still unknown. and cheir
“sophisms™ were mstead spread via a “ditfuse tradi-

tion’” that disseminated many Greek ideas never ot-

ficially translated. Those responsible for it may have

been physicians: che “empirical” school that refused
to base diagnoses on syllogisms had links wich skep-
rcism. But fundamentally, theologians were not
dealing with sensory illusions; the problem was reve-
lation. No one would ever succeed in explaining it
and replacing it with reason. If all che elements of
taith could be discovered through human reflection,
why would God have spoken? That is what Ibn al-
Rawandi said. and he was not altogether wrong. If he
had heard cthe reply to his argument that his antago-
nists later gave namely. that God did so to spare his
creatures a lictle trouble—he would have only smiled
sarcastically.® It is true that Muslims have avoided
absurdity for all cime:®! even for them. however, har-
mony between faith and reason remamed an inacces-

sible ideal.
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