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ABSTRACT 

 
Author: Carl Sharif El-Tobgui 

 

Title: REASON, REVELATION & THE RECONSTITUTION OF RATIONALITY:  

Taqi> al-Di>n Ibn Taymiyya’s (d. 728/1328) Dar’ Ta‘a>rud} al-
‘Aql wa-l-Naql, or ‘The Refutation of the Contradiction of 
Reason and Revelation’ 

 

Department: Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University 

 

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy 

 

This thesis explores the broad outlines of Ibn Taymiyya’s attempt to resolve the 

“conflict” between reason and revelation in late medieval Islam in his 10-

volume, 4,000-page magnum opus, Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql, or The Refuta-

tion of the Contradiction of Reason and Revelation by breaking down and sys-

tematically reconstituting the basic categories in terms of which the debate was 

framed.  

The perceived conflict between revelation and reason centered on the in-

terpretation of a number of Divine Attributes, considered rationally indefensible 

by the philosophers and the Mu‘tazila because their affirmation would involve an 

unacceptable assimilation (tashbi>h) of God to created beings. This stance culmi-

nated in the Ash‘arite theologian Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi>’s “Universal Law” (qa>nu>n 

kulli>), which stated that whenever a conflict between revelation and reason aris-

es, the dictates of reason must be given priority and revelation interpreted meta-

phorically through ta’wi>l.    

Ibn Taymiyya counters these claims with a comprehensive response, at-

tacking the logical integrity of the Universal Law but also articulating a textual-

ly self-sufficient hermeneutic and devising a radical reformulation of the philos-

ophers’ ontology, particularly their realist theory of universals which has result-

ed in a chronic confusion between what exists logically in the mind and what ex-

ists ontologically in external reality. This in turn allows him to elaborate a new 

epistemology based on three principal avenues for gaining knowledge, namely, 

“h}iss,” or sense perception; “khabar,” or the transmission of reports (particularly 

revelation); and “‘aql,” or rational knowledge (both innate and inferred). These 

sources of knowledge are corroborated by the mechanism of tawa>tur and under-

girded by an expanded notion of the fit}ra. The disparate elements of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s theory of language, his ontology, and his epistemology eventually con-

verge into a synthesis meant to accommodate a robust and rationally defensible 

affirmationism vis-à-vis the Divine Attributes while yet avoiding the tashbi>h 

generally presumed by the later tradition to be inevitably entailed thereby. 
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RÉSUMÉ 
 
Auteur : Carl Sharif El-Tobgui 
 

Titre : LA RAISON, LA RÉVÉLATION & LA RECONSTITUTION DE LA  

RATIONALITÉ: le Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql, ou « La réfu-
tation de la contradiction entre la raison et la révélation » de 

Taqi> al-Di>n Ibn Taymiyya (m. 728/1328)  
 

Faculté : Institut d’Études islamiques, Université McGill 
 

Grade :  Doctorat 

 
La présente thèse se voue à une exploration des grandes lignes du projet d’Ibn 

Taymiyya dans son chef-d’œuvre en dix volumes et 4 000 pages, le Dar’ ta‘a>rud} 
al-‘aql wa-l-naql, ou La réfutation de la contradiction entre la raison et la révéla-
tion. Cette œuvre a pour but de résoudre une fois pour toutes le « conflit » entre 

la raison et la révélation dans l’Islam médiéval tardif au moyen d’une décons-

truction et d’une reconstruction systématiques des catégories structurelles du 

débat. 

Le prétendu conflit entre la révélation et la raison portait surtout sur 

l’interprétation de certains des attributs divins jugés irrationnels par les philo-

sophes et les Mu’tazilites, qui y voyaient une assimilation inadmissible de Dieu 

aux choses créées (tashbi>h). Cette prise de position culmine dans l’élaboration de 

la « loi universelle » (qa>nu>n kulli>) par le théologien ash‘arite Fakhr al-Di>n al-

Ra>zi>. Cette « loi » oblige à privilégier les préceptes et les conclusions de la raison 

en tout cas de conflit entre celle-ci et la révélation coranique, dont les versets 

s’en retrouvent réduits, par le biais du ta’wi>l, à une lecture métaphorique.  

La riposte d’Ibn Taymiyya se révèle exhaustive et globale. Elle a pour ef-

fet non seulement de vicier l’intégrité logique de la Loi universelle, mais elle 

donne lieu également à l’élaboration d’une herméneutique ancrée sur le texte 

même de la révélation tout en permettant une refonte radicale de l’ontologie des 

philosophes, surtout de leur théorie réaliste des concepts universels qui avait 

abouti à une confusion chronique entre ce qui tient à l’existence mentale logique 

et ce qui relève de la réalité ontologique externe. Cette approche permet à notre 

auteur de mettre au point une nouvelle épistémologie empirique qui met en va-

leur trois voies principales d’acquisition de la connaissance, à  savoir, le « h}iss », 

ou la perception sensorielle; le « khabar », ou la transmission de récits (surtout 

en guise de révélation); et le « ‘aql », ou la connaissance rationnelle (autant innée 

qu’inférentielle). Ces sources de la connaissance sont corroborées à leur tour par 

le mécanisme du tawa>tur et sous-tendues par une conception étendue de la fit}ra. 

Les divers éléments mis en avant par Ibn Taymiyya en matière de linguistique, 

d’ontologie et d’épistémologie s’entremêlent pour s’élever à une synthèse per-

mettant d’adhérer à un affirmationisme stricte et rationellement défendable à 

l’égard des attributs divins tout en évitant le tashbi>h qui, dans la perspective gé-

nérale de la tradition ultérieure, devait inévitablement en découler. 



vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Abstract                  iv 

 
Résumé                    v 

 

Table of Contents                  vi 

 

Acknowledgements                 ix 

 

 

INTRODUCTION                                                                 xii  

 

Part I: Reason vs. Revelation? 

 

CHAPTER 1: Reason & Revelation in Islam before Ibn Taymiyya                1 

 

I. Reason and Revelation, Reason in Revelation    1         

 II.     Early Political cum Theological Controversies    6 

 III.    The Nascent Development of the Islamic Disciplines:        9  

         Qur’an exegesis, grammar, law, and hadith   

 IV.    Early Theological Reflection and Contention          19 

 V.     The Mu‘tazila              29 

 VI.    Non-Speculative Theology and the Legacy of          33  

       Ah}mad b. H{anbal   

 VII.   The Mih}na and its Aftermath            36 

 VIII.  Al-Ash‘ari> and the “Old Kala>m”           41 

 IX.     Philosophy              47 

 X.      The New Kala>m and Subsequent Developments          58 

 XI.     Kala>m and Falsafa in the Wake of al-Ghaza>li>          70  

  

CHAPTER 2: The Life, Times, and Intellectual Profile of Ibn Taymiyya                       78 

 

I. The Life and Times of Ibn Taymiyya    78         

II. Intellectual Profile            87  

III. Character and Contemporary Reception         97  

IV. The Works of Ibn Taymiyya                102 

V. Ibn Taymiyya’s Assessment of the Intellectual Heritage             109 

       Bequeathed to Him 



vii 

VI. Previous Attempts to Solve the Conundrum of Reason             122 

and Revelation  

  

CHAPTER 3: On the Incoherence of the “Universal Law” & the Theoretical                  132 

Impossibility of a Contradiction between Reason and Revelation  

 

I. Ibn Taymiyya on the Universal Law and the Reality of              132 

       Metaphorical Interpretation (Ta’wi>l) 

II. The End Result of Metaphorical Interpretation               140 

III. Faulty Rationality and its Discontents: Reason in a        149  

       Cul-de-Sac   

IV. Ibn Taymiyya’s Project: Refuting the Universal Law         158 

V. On Reason “Grounding” Our Knowledge of Revelation         160 

VI. Knowledge vs. Conjecture: Conclusiveness Is What Counts   170 

VII. Not “Reason vs. Revelation” but “Scripturally Validated       179 

       vs. Scripturally Non-Validated”  

VIII. Further Arguments Regarding the Rational Contradictori-     184 

       ness of the Universal Law 

IX. On the Universal Law’s Incoherence with the Epistemology  191 

       of the Islamic Faith 

 

 

 

Part II: Ibn Taymiyya’s Reform of Language, Ontology, and Epistemology 

 

CHAPTER 4: S{ah}i>h} al-Manqu>l , or ‘What is Revelation?’                       198 

             

I. Introduction       198        

II. Ta’wi>l and the Meaning of Qur’an 3:7          202  

III. The Centrality of Context and Ibn Taymiyya’s          210 

“Contextual Ta’wi>l ” 

A. Ibn Taymiyya’s Contextual Ta’wi>l in Practice   214 

B. Ta’wi>l on the Basis of Intertextuality    216 

C. Ta’wi>l on the Basis of the Positions of the Salaf   218 

IV. The Salaf and the Authority of Their Linguistic       220       

Convention (‘urf) 

V. Analysis of Terms to Detect and Correct for Semantic Shift   226 

VI. A Case Study: The Terms “wa>h}id,” “tawh}i>d,” and “tarki>b”     231 

VII. Conclusion               240 

 



viii 

CHAPTER 5: S{ari>h} al-Ma‘qu>l , or ‘What is Reason?’                                 244          

 

I. Introduction       244         

II. ‘What Exists?’: Ibn Taymiyya’s Account of Reality         246 

III. ‘How Do We Know What Exists?’           253 

The Primary Sources of Knowledge: H{iss and Khabar     

A. The First Source of Knowledge: H{iss (perception)    254 

B. The Second Source of Knowledge: Khabar (report)    254 

IV. The Realm of the Mind: What Exists fi> al-adhha>n?        260  

A. Universals         260 

B. Essence and Existence, Essence and Attributes    266 

V. The Structure of Reason (‘aql)            270 

A. On A Priori Knowledge       272  

B. Fit}ra : The “Original Normative Disposition”    276  

C. D{aru>ra (Necessity)        279 

D. Tawa>tur as the Final Guarantor of Epistemic     281 

Authenticity 

VI. Conclusion              288 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  Reason Reconstituted: The Divine Attributes and the Question        290 

         of Conflict between Reason and Revelation 

 

I. Rational Inference and the Question of Qiya>s al-Gha>’ib  290 
‘ala> al-Sha>hid 

II. Ibn Taymiyya’s Reforms Applied: The Question of the  298 

Divine Attributes 

III. Concluding Reflections      302 

 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY                                 316 

 

 



ix 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
No work of the magnitude of a doctoral dissertation can possibly be accom-

plished by any person without substantial support, both academic and personal, 

from myriad quarters. I begin by thanking my mentor, guide, and peerless role 

model, Prof. Wael Hallaq, who for many years has served not only as a source of 

direction and guidance but also, through his unrivaled example of producing 

scholarship that is both stellar and bold, as a source of inspiration and admiration 

for the young aspirant that I was and continue to be. I am deeply grateful for his 

unwavering belief in me, for his unfailing support of me, and for the dear friend-

ship he has provided me throughout the years. 

 

I would also like to extend a special word of gratitude to Prof. Robert 

Wisnovsky, who agreed to serve as my internal Institute co-supervisor during the 

last stages of my doctoral work, who did everything possible to facilitate the 

completion and timely submission of my thesis, and who has continued to pro-

vide me with valuable guidance and insight as I move this project into its next 

stages. To him and to Prof. Hallaq I am particularly thankful for the patient in-

dulgence that they, as well as Prof. Laila Parsons as Graduate Program Director, 

showed me under the enormously tight time constraints of the final weeks and 

days leading up to my initial submission. Special thanks also to Adina Sigartau, 

Student Affairs Coordinator at the Institute of Islamic Studies at McGill, for 

guiding me over so many years with such promptness and professionalism 

through the University’s interminable bureaucratic labyrinth.    

 

I record my thanks to Professors Rula Abi Saab, Ahmed Fekry Ibrahim, Michelle 

Hartman, and Torrance Kirby of McGill University and to Prof. M. Shahab Ah-

med of Harvard University for agreeing to serve as my thesis examiners. I know 

how much time and effort are involved in such a commitment, and I greatly val-

ue the thoughtful and productive feedback I received from each of you. I extend 

special thanks to Prof. Shahab Ahmed for his friendship and collegiality over the 

past ten years, for granting me generously of his time on numerous occasions, 

and for allowing me to audit and participate in the course he gave on the Life 

and Times of Ibn Taymiyya at Harvard in the fall of 2005. 

 

I would like to record my gratitude to Professors Eric Ormsby and Issa Boullata 

for the significant role they played in my early formative years at McGill, as well 

as the continued enthusiastic support they have continued to afford me ever 

since. Many thanks also to Prof. William Granara for being such a great boss and 

for providing such a comfortable and nurturing environment during the five years 

I taught under his direction at Harvard. 

 

I am likewise grateful for the support I have received since September 2009 both 

from the administration and from my colleagues at Brandeis University. Thanks 

to Joanne Arnish and Jean Mannion in the Near Eastern & Judaic Studies front 



x 

office for making sure that things always run so smoothly in the Department, as 

well as to Rasha Azoni for the immense help she afforded me as Arabic course 

assistant in the Winter 2012 and Fall 2012 semesters. 

 

Very special thanks go to my friend and colleague, Prof. Joseph Lumbard, not 

only for reading and commenting on Ch. 3 of the present work, but especially for 

the many, many ways in which he has supported and nurtured me, both profes-

sionally and personally, over the last four years. Barak Allahu fika wa-fi ahlik! 
 

I likewise express my immense gratitude to Aria Nakissa and Daniel Jou, who 

have played a significant role in my life through their personal friendship and the 

countless hours of stimulating conversation and passionate debate we shared dur-

ing our years together at Harvard. I am particularly indebted to Aria for the abso-

lutely critical role he played in supporting me during the fall of 2012, and to 

Daniel for actually reading the whole thesis from cover to cover and for making 

such a great sacrifice to be present with me at my defense. My profuse gratitude 

also goes out to Hisham Mahmoud for never letting me down, for standing by me 

without fail through the darkest hours, and likewise for going so much out of his 

way to be present at my defense. 

 

Many thanks to both Elias Muhanna and Ismail Lala for their reading of and 

commenting on the dissertation in its entirety, as well as to Aaron Spevack for 

taking the time to comment on an early draft of the first several chapters, as well 

as for his many years of friendship, good cheer, and passion for discussing Islam-

ic theology. Alf shukr to Essam Mahmoud Hallak for his many years of loyal 

friendship and for never failing to be there when I needed him, and particularly 

for taking care of the copying, printing, assembly, and delivery of the thesis in 

such a timely and efficient manner. Deep thanks are also due to Ayaz Virji for 

his longstanding friendship, and particularly for his caring persistence and steady 

counsel during a particularly rough period of my work. 

 

To my wonderfully loving and unflinchingly supportive parents and to my in-

comparable sisters, Magda and Nadia: you never failed to be there for me in eve-

ry conceivable way. Your belief in me, your countless hours of encouragement 

and advice, your many prayers, and the myriad practical ways in which you have 

all so frequently stepped in to lighten the burden have been no less than critical 

to the instantiation of the work you now hold between your hands – a work 

which, indeed, belongs as much to you as it does to me. 

 

À mes beaux-parents, Ahmed Nadifi et Zineb Talbi, et mon beau-frère Si Karim : 

Nuls mots ne suffiraient à traduire l’immense reconnaissance que je porte envers 

vous. Nulles paroles ne sauraient égaler l’éloquence de vos gestes héroïques té-

moignés à mon égard. Vos innombrables attentions, votre largesse sans bornes, la 

solidarité intégrale dont vous ne cessez de me faire preuve. Dieu seul saurait 

m’acquitter de tout ce dont je vous suis redevable. « Haqqkum fil janna! » 
insha’Allah. 



xi 

It appears to be customary to reserve the final spot for those who have made the 

greatest sacrifices and who thus merit the highest tribute and the profoundest 

acknowledgement of all: my beloved wife Nadia, whose limitless capacity to 

nurture and encourage, whose unwavering constancy and faultless dedication, 

and whose inexhaustible stores of tender cheer and unyielding forbearance have 

never ceased to humble and to bewilder me. And to those two glowing apples of 

my eye, my dearest little Adnane and Amina – the lights of my life, on account 

of whom I may justly lay claim to the honorable epithet ‘Dhu ’l-Nurayn.’ To-

gether you are my answer to the Qur’anic prayer: “Rabbana! Grant unto us wives 

and offspring who will be the comfort of our eyes,” fa-barak Allahu liyya fikum!  
 

This work has been dedicated to the incomparable Maysam al-Faruqi, the most 

passionate and contagiously inspiring teacher I have ever encountered. Studying 

with Prof. al-Faruqi as an undergraduate at Georgetown University years ago 

was the catalyst that propelled me onto the paths I currently tread. Her unex-

pected re-entry into my life three years ago was nothing short of a godsend, and 

it is no exaggeration to say that barring that uncanny event, the current work 

would very plausibly have never come to completion, at least not when it did. 

Even a perfunctory account of the prodigious ways in which Prof. al-Faruqi went 

far above any reasonable call of duty would likely necessitate an entire chapter 

unto itself. Suffice it, therefore, that I close by simply repeating the last phrase 

from the dedication page: 

 

No thanks will ever be enough. 

 
 

 

 

 الحمد للهف اواخيراولا و
 للا حو الذي 

 قوةولا 
 الا
 به

   



xii 

INTRODUCTION 

Mise en scène 

 

t is the year 1300. The city of Damascus is filled with a heavy sense of 

foreboding. Where once the vibrant lights of civilization shone forth to il-

luminate the surrounding lands, a decidedly somber atmosphere now hung 

thickly over the deserted marketplaces and alleyways. Most of the city’s inhabit-

ants had already fled in horror before the impending cataclysm. The governors 

and intellectual elite had massively abandoned camp as well, following their ter-

rified populace south into Palestine, then further down into Egypt, whose per-

petually sunny skies had not yet been darkened over by the chilly shadow cast by 

the gathering menace to the north. The land of Syria was under existential 

threat. Nowhere in the annals of the ancient metropolis had a more fateful day 

been recorded; for, perched along the northeast border of the city, ready to 

swoop down like a voracious pack of vultures at the slightest nod of their re-

doubtable chief, camped the wild hordes of the sons of Genghis Khan. 

 At almost the same time, in the dungeon of the citadel at Cairo, quite an-

other battle was being waged. Having been sentenced to one and a half years in 

prison for propagating allegedly anthropomorphic ideas regarding the nature of 

God, an energetic, bold, and innately combative scholar and man of religion by 

the name of Taqi> al-Di>n Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) scarcely seemed fazed by 

the fact that he was locked behind bars. As long as the prison wards continued to 

restock him with ream after ream of paper and an ever fresh supply of ink and 

pens, Ibn Taymiyya could continue to fight a battle infinitely more consequential 

than the struggle against the Mongols in Syria, for if Damascus – one of the first 

of the illustrious external citadels of Islam – were to fall to hostile forces, then 

much was lost indeed. But if the internal citadel of faith itself were to be over-

run, then all was lost, for the stakes here involved no less than eternity. 

 The battle lines had been drawn long before Ibn Taymiyya’s day. Nearly 

a full seven centuries had passed since the Prophet of Islam had brought to a 

I 
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chaotic world God’s final message to mankind – a revealed Book whose very 

words were those of God Himself. The message, in its youth, had been clear and 

pristine. God was the h}aqq, the ultimate Reality, or the ultimately Real. He was 

also the kha>liq, the Creator of the heavens and earth and everything therein. God 

had also created man and had placed him in the earth to worship his Lord and to 

work good deeds for as long as he might tarry on earth. Man, inexorably, would 

one day taste of death, after which God would raise him up again, body and soul, 

to judge him for the sincerity of his faith and the goodness of his works. So it 

was revealed to them in the Book and so did they believe in it, with their hearts 

and with their minds. 

 Yet over the centuries that had elapsed since those earliest days, the clear 

and unencumbered plains of God’s Holy Word had been slowly, yet steadily, en-

croached upon from yonder the horizon, and foreign troops had since come to 

occupy many a Muslim thinker’s mind. The mass translation of Greek and Hel-

lenistic medical, scientific – but especially philosophical – texts into Arabic from 

the time of the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’mu>n in the early 3
rd

/9
th

 century resulted in 

the influx of a host of new and strange ideas and modes of thinking onto the 

Muslim intellectual landscape. The works on logic, metaphysics, and other disci-

plines – both by Aristotle and by various Neoplatonic thinkers – fascinated and 

enticed, yet likewise discomfited and repelled. For here was a sophisticated, bril-

liantly exposited view of the world, carefully elaborated over the course of cen-

turies by some of the most brilliant minds the world had ever known. Provoca-

tively, it was a view of the world, a vision of reality, that pretended to far-

reaching coherence and comprehensiveness and that presented itself, very com-

pellingly, as being based on, as growing out of, as deriving from no less august a 

thing than Reason itself. 

 And what cause for worry? For did not the Qur’an itself, in numerous 

passages, beseech its followers to reflect, to ponder, to exploit their God-given 

intellects, to employ their minds, perchance they might better fathom the secret 
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of their existence? “A-fa-la> ya‘qilu>n”
1
 – “Will they not then understand?”; “A-

fa-la> yatadabbaru>n”
2
 – “Do they not consider (with care)?”; “la‘allahum yatafak-

karu>n”
3
 – “Perchance they may reflect.” 

 Yet what to make of it were one to comply with God’s behest to use 

one’s intellect, only to find, no doubt unsettlingly, that what the trusty compan-

ion of reason has delivered one disaccords with, or is somehow incongruent with 

what God, Creator of all things – including man and his intellect – has Himself 

declared in revelation? For the Greeks spoke of man as well. They spoke too of 

the heavens and the earth, and of God Himself. Reason, Aristotle tells us, per-

ceives that God is a perfect being. Now, all may agree that God is perfect. But 

reason, Aristotle tells us further, judges that a perfect being must be – among 

other things – perfectly simple, indivisible, non-composite. So, while revelation 

may very well seem to predicate of God certain qualities or certain attributes – 

such as His being “h}ayy” (living), “qayyu>m” (self-subsisting), “jabba>r” (mighty), 

“wadu>d ” (loving); “‘ali>m” (omniscient); “bas}i>r” (all-seeing); “sami>‘ ” (all-

hearing) – reason, for its part, avers that God cannot in reality possess any such 

attributes, for then He would no longer be perfectly simple as reason requires 

Him to be, but rather, composite – composed, that is, of His uniquely indivisible 

essence and His alleged attributes, or qualities. Similarly, God, by the dictates of 

sound reason, we are told, cannot be held to have knowledge of any particular, 

individual, instantiated thing in the world, as all such things are impermanent, 

springing into existence one day only to be overcome by demise the next. It fol-

lows by rational inference, therefore, that God cannot be held to know any such 

ephemera, for to know them would, the argument goes, imply a relational change 

in His knowledge. So the argument goes. But, does not God Himself say in reve-

lation: “Wa-ma> tasqut}u min waraqatin illa> ya‘lamuha> ”
4
 – “Not a (single) leaf 

falls except that He knoweth it”? Indeed, He does. And so the lines are drawn. 

And the battle is on. 

                                                 
1
 Qur’an (Ya> Si>n) 36:68. 

2
 Qur’an (al-Nisa>’) 4:82 and Q. (Muh}ammad) 47:24. 

3
 Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:176, (al-Nah}l) 16:44, and (al-H{ashr) 59:21. 

4
 Qur’an (al-An‘a>m) 6:59. 
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I. Project Overview 

 

The current work explores the broad outlines of Ibn Taymiyya’s attempt to re-

solve the alleged conflict between reason and revelation in late medieval Islam in 

his 10-volume magnum opus, Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql, or The Refutation of 

the Contradiction of Reason and Revelation. The Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} represents a 

bold and sustained attempt on the part of its author to transcend the “reason vs. 

revelation” dichotomy altogether by breaking down and systematically reconsti-

tuting the very categories in terms of which reason was conceived and debated in 

medieval Islam. In the 4,046 pages of the Dar’, Ibn Taymiyya endeavors to prove 

the bold and original contention that pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) and a straightfor-

ward reading of authentic revelation (naql s}ah}i>h}) can never be in actual contra-

diction. Any perceived contradiction between the two results either from a mis-

understanding of the texts of revelation or, more pertinently for our project, a 

misappropriation of reason. The more speculative (and hence dubious) one’s ra-

tional premises and precommitments, the more extravagantly one must interpret 

– or “twist,” for Ibn Taymiyya – scripture in order to bring it in line with the 

conclusions of such “reason.”   

 We can illustrate this concept in the form of a “Taymiyyan pyramid” as 

illustrated below:        

 

Sound Reason 

Authentic Revelation 

                                               •      unicity, clarity, certainty (yaqi>n)  

        Ash‘ari>s……..……...    

             (increasing ikhtila>f 
    Mu‘tazila ….…………......       and doubtfulness)  
 

                                         Fala>sifa .…..……………………                 

 

                                                  Allegorization              Sophistry 

 )القرمطة في النقليات(       )السفسطة في العقليات(                                              
 

Truth is that point of unicity, clarity, and certainty (yaqi>n) at which the testimo-

ny of sound reason and that of authentic revelation, understood correctly and 

without any attempt to “interpret away” through allegory or metaphor, fully co-
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incide. At the opposite end of this point lies pure sophistry (“safsat}a”) in rational 

matters coupled with the unrestrained allegorization (“qarmat}a”)
5
 of scripture. 

As individuals and groups move away from the point of Truth where reason and 

revelation are fully concordant, the wide-reaching unity of their views on central 

points of both rational truth and religious doctrine gives way to ever increasing 

disagreement (ikhtila>f) on even the most basic issues – to the point where the 

philosophers, in Ibn Taymiyya’s words, “disagree (massively) even in astronomy 

(‘ilm al-hay’a), which is the most patent and least controversial of their scienc-

es.”
6
 

In concrete terms, the perceived conflict between reason and the overt 

sense of certain Qur’anic passages revolved to a large degree – and for Ibn Tay-

miyya almost exclusively – around the question of the Divine Attributes. Revela-

tion affirms not only that God exists, but that He exists as a particular entity 

with certain intrinsic and irreducible qualities. As we saw in our opening scenar-

io, such qualities as affirmed in revelation were held by various groups – particu-

larly the philosophers, the Mu‘tazila, and later Ash‘arites – to be rationally inde-

fensible on the grounds that their straightforward affirmation would entail an 

unacceptable assimilation of God to created beings, or tashbi>h. In other instanc-

es, attributes may be denied or interpreted away because affirming them would 

undermine one or another group’s particular argument for the very existence of 

God. In both cases, a conflict is thought to ensue between the clear dictates of 

reason and the equally clear statements of revelation, resulting in the unsettling 

notion that there exists a fundamental contradiction between revelation and rea-

                                                 
5
 Term derived from the Qarmatians (Ar., qara>mit}a), a Shi>‘ite Isma>‘i>li> group in the 3

rd
/9

th
 and 

4
th

/10
th

 centuries known for adhering to a highly esoteric exegesis of the Qur’an that very often 

seemed to involve complete disregard for the outward sense of the texts. The Qara>mit}a are 

perhaps most reputed for their infamous theft of the Black Stone and desecration of the well of 

Zamzam with Muslim corpses during the Hajj season of 317/930. [John L. Esposito, ed. The 
Oxford Dictionary of Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press,2003), 253]. 
6
 Taqi> al-Di>n Ah}mad Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql, aw muwa>faqat s}ah}i>h} al-

manqu>l li-s}ari>h} al-ma‘qu>l, ed. Muh}ammad Rasha>d Sa>lim, 11 vols. (Riyadh: Da>r al-Kunu>z al-

Adabiyya, 1399/1979), I: 157-158. [The text itself is ten volumes, with the eleventh volume con-

sisting of an index.] For passages where Ibn Taymiyya expresses the relationship between 

revelation, reason, concordance, and contradiction as illustrated by the Taymiyyan pyramid, see 

Dar’, V: 248, 281, 314, 347-348; ibid., IX: 252; and ibid., X: 110.  
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son – both of which have nevertheless been accepted as yielding authentic and 

invaluable knowledge about ourselves, our world, and our Creator. 

 The question of how to deal with such “rational objections” to the plain 

sense of revelation elicited various kinds of responses from both philosophers 

and theologians, ultimately culminating in the “Universal Law” (qa>nu>n kulli>), 

which Ibn Taymiyya cites on the very first page of the Dar’ as it was formulated 

by the Ash‘arite theologian Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> in the 6
th

/12
th

 century. The 

Universal Law states, in brief, that whenever a conflict between revelation and 

reason arises, the dictates of reason must be given priority and revelation rein-

terpreted metaphorically through a process known as ta’wi>l. This prescription is 

justified on the consideration that it is reason that “grounds” our judgment that 

revelation is true, such that allowing revelation to override reason in the event of 

a conflict between the two would amount to a global impugning of the integrity 

of reason itself, thereby undermining the rational basis on which our knowledge 

of the authenticity of revelation has been founded. 

Ibn Taymiyya makes the refutation of this Universal Law his primary ex-

plicit goal in the Dar’. To accomplish this task, he devotes roughly twelve per-

cent of the work (about 500 pages) to the elaboration of approximately 40 sepa-

rate arguments against the logical coherence of the Universal Law and the integ-

rity, in purely theoretical terms, of the premises and assumptions on which it is 

based. In the remainder of the Dar’, Ibn Taymiyya takes up what seems to be 

practically all of the actual instances of alleged conflict between reason and reve-

lation raised by various philosophical and theological schools over the seven-

century career of the Islamic intellectual tradition that preceded him. It is here 

that Ibn Taymiyya both develops and applies a characteristic Taymiyyan philos-

ophy and methodology by means of which he attempts to dissolve once and for 

all the conflict that had been raging so intractably for centuries. 

Ultimately, Ibn Taymiyya attempts to solve the issue by demonstrating 

that the very notion of reason employed by the philosophers and theologians is 

corrupted, with the result that the arguments based on such “reason” are incoher-

ent and invalid. His mission is to show that no valid rational argument exists 
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that opposes or conflicts with what revelation affirms about any of the particular 

attributes or actions affirmed therein of God, or the temporally originated 

(h}a>dith) nature of the universe, or any other topic. If Ibn Taymiyya can do this 

convincingly, then the famous “rational objection” evaporates once the notion of 

reason has been cleared and purified of its corrupt elements and specious presup-

positions and returned to what Ibn Taymiyya holds to be the inborn, unadulterat-

ed state of pure natural intelligence (‘aql s}ari>h}).  

Establishing precisely what the inborn, unadulterated state of pure natu-

ral intelligence is, and the manner in which it interacts with revelation, consti-

tutes the final segment of Ibn Taymiyya’s reconstructive project in the Dar’. In 

an attempt to wrest the Qur’an from the sweeping allegorization entailed by the 

philosophers’ rationalist exegesis of revelation, Ibn Taymiyya endeavors to ar-

ticulate a textually self-sufficient hermeneutic which privileges the natural con-

textual use of language, judged against the larger linguistic convention, over the 

speculative rational interpretations of his opponents. Having clarified the proper 

method for determining what revelation says, Ibn Taymiyya then turns to a re-

construction of reason itself by considering the numerous ways in which 

knowledge is actually brought about in the human mind. Ibn Taymiyya’s re-

formed epistemology, in turn, rests on an even more fundamental questioning of 

the basic ontology taken for granted by the philosophers, particularly their realist 

theory of universals which has resulted, as he sees it, in a chronic confusion be-

tween what exists logically in the mind and what exists ontologically in external 

reality. Working from a careful and consistent distinction between mental and 

external existence, Ibn Taymiyya replaces the philosophers’ “intellectualization” 

of reality with a firmly empiricist epistemology which confines the valid sources 

of knowledge about reality to perception (h}iss) and “report” (khabar). Neverthe-

less, the abstract and universalizing functions of the mind, as well as the a priori 

logical principles embedded within it, are vital for our comprehension of the un-

seen realities reported to us through revelation, particularly the Divine Attrib-

utes. Ibn Taymiyya’s whole epistemic system is undergirded by an extended no-

tion of the fit}ra, or “original normative disposition,” and ultimately guaranteed 
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by a universalized notion of tawa>tur borrowed from the Muslim textual and legal 

traditions but applied expansively as the final guarantor of all human cognition. 

The disparate elements of Ibn Taymiyya’s theory of language, his ontology, and 

his epistemology eventually converge into a synthesis meant to accommodate a 

robust and rationally defensible affirmationism vis-à-vis the Divine Attributes 

while yet avoiding the “assimilationism,” or tashbi>h, so often presumed by the 

later tradition to be entailed thereby. 

 

II. Structure of the Thesis 

 

The thesis is divided into two parts, comprising a total of five chapters and a 

substantive conclusion. Chapter 1 provides a broad overview of the historical 

development of the issue of reason and revelation in Islamic thought in the fields 

of theology, philosophy, and law from the first Islamic century up to the time of 

Ibn Taymiyya in the 7
th

/13
th

 and 8
th

/14
th

 centuries. Chapter 2 presents a survey of 

the life and times of Ibn Taymiyya, followed by an intellectual profile of our au-

thor intended to situate him both ideologically and methodologically within the 

wider intellectual and religious context of late medieval Islam. We then examine 

how Ibn Taymiyya received and interpreted his own intellectual heritage by re-

constructing, from numerous remarks scattered throughout the Dar’, what his 

view was concerning the nature and historical development of the conflict be-

tween reason and revelation in the centuries preceding him. Understanding ex-

actly how the issue looked to, and was interpreted by, Ibn Taymiyya is critical 

for comprehending not only his motivations, but more importantly, the strategy 

and overall methodology he employs in the Dar’ in attempting to provide once 

and for all a credible and viable solution to the dilemma. The chapter ends with a 

brief discussion of two earlier high-profile attempts to resolve the conflict be-

tween reason and revelation – those of al-Ghaza>li> (d. 505/1111) and Ibn Rushd 

(d. 595/1198) – and situates Ibn Taymiyya’s project in the Dar’ vis-à-vis those of 

his two eminent predecessors.  
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Chapter 3 synthesizes, presents, and then analyzes Ibn Taymiyya’s main 

theoretical objections to the Universal Law, which occupy approximately 500 

pages (12% of the total work) located primarily in Volumes I and V of the Dar’. 

Ibn Taymiyya offers around 40 arguments (lit., ‘aspects,’ “wuju>h”) as to why the 

charge of contradiction between reason and revelation is, in logical terms, self-

referentially incoherent and, therefore, theoretically baseless. In order to refute 

the Universal Law, Ibn Taymiyya deconstructs the assumptions on the basis of 

which its premises have been formulated then proceeds to reconstitute the cate-

gories of the debate along several major new lines, each of which will be dealt 

with in a separate subsection of the chapter.  

 Part II, consisting of Chapters 4 and 5, presents the main elements of Ibn 

Taymiyya’s philosophy and methodology as can be gleaned from the Dar’ al-

ta‘a>rud}. Chapter 4 explores exactly what, for Ibn Taymiyya, “authentic revela-

tion” (naql s}ah}i>h}) is and the hermeneutical principles according to which it 

should be interpreted. Chapter 5 examines exactly what “pure reason” (‘aql 

s}ari>h}) is for Ibn Taymiyya, as well as the ontology which his notion of reason 

both presupposes and advances. Part II is intended to be a formal, theoretical 

presentation, in summarized form, of all the major elements of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

philosophy – his linguistics, his ontology, and his epistemology – that are indis-

pensable for understanding how his critique of reason and its alleged conflict 

with revelation works. The goal of Part II is to expound the theoretical elements 

of Ibn Taymiyya’s philosophy and to equip ourselves with the characteristic 

principles and methods he employs in tackling the substantive issues that form 

the core of his overall concerns. In the Conclusion, we shall bring together the 

disparate elements of Ibn Taymiyya’s system to demonstrate how he applies 

them to the specific question of the Divine Attributes, as well as offer more gen-

eral reflections on the larger implications of his work.  

The broader interest – and ingenuity – of Ibn Taymiyya’s project, to be 

explored in future research, lies primarily in his broad-based approach to 

knowledge, in which he expands the notions of “reason” and “rational proof” to 

include a substantially wider range of sources and arguments than admitted in 
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the recondite and, to his mind, arbitrarily circumscribed syllogistics of the phi-

losophers. Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya does not stop at arguing that reason and 

revelation do not conflict. Rather, he insists that revelation itself appeals to, en-

dorses, and demonstrates the proper functioning and authentic use of pure reason 

(‘aql s}ari>h}). Building on these precepts, Ibn Taymiyya contends in the final anal-

ysis that we may possess bona fide knowledge (and not mere “belief”) of the 

basic truths of religion – particularly the existence and fundamental attributes of 

God – on the basis of precisely the same order of axioms, intuitions, and other 

elements that underlie and are constitutive of all human knowledge. Indeed, the 

vast majority, perhaps even all, of what we regularly and justifiably take our-

selves to know comes about variously, and often through a corroborative combi-

nation of, precisely the same kinds of factors and considerations upon which, Ibn 

Taymiyya contends, the most solid, stable, and evincive cumulative case for the 

existence of God and the basic truths of religion can be made. 

 

III. Why the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} ? 

 

Ibn Taymiyya’s Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql is of particular scholarly interest 

on a number of levels. On the intellectual plane, the work is highly compelling 

on account of the astonishing richness and variety of the doctrines and trends 

with which our author deals. Y. Michot marvels that “one can only be dumb-

founded before the breadth of Ibn Taymiyyah’s erudition” and goes on to remark 

that the quantity alone of his references in the Dar’ justifies regarding Ibn Tay-

miyya as “the most important reader of the fala>sifah after Fah`r al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> in 

the Sunni world.”
7
 Commenting on the quality of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatment of 

the works he analyzes, Michot remarks that “his virtuosity is often only matched 

by his pertinence,” and goes on to suggest that the “spiritual father of contempo-

rary Islamism” should perhaps henceforth be included in the “prestigious line of 

the commentators of [Aristotle].”
8
 

                                                 
7
 J. Yahya Michot, “Vanités intellectuelles…l’impasse des rationalismes selon le Rejet de la 

contradiction d’Ibn Taymiyyah,” Oriente Moderno 19, no. 80  (2001): 599. 
8
 Ibid., 599-600. 
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Given the fecundity and promise of the Dar’ as a text, it is all the more 

remarkable that more than 30 years have now passed since the first complete, 10-

volume edition of the work was published, yet it has so far received no compre-

hensive treatment by any Western scholar and, with the exception of several 

more preliminary studies by Y. Michot,
9
 B. Abrahamov,

10
 and N. Heer,

11
 appears 

to have gone completely neglected by the Western scholarly community.
12

 

One may suggest several reasons why this may be the case. For one, Ibn 

Taymiyya was not only a very prolix, but also, one must concede, a rather di-

sheveled writer. Though his language is clear and accessible, he rarely treats any 

given topic compendiously within a single volume or treatise, with the result 

that one often must simply pick one’s way through vast stretches of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s writings in order to assemble in one place for analysis everything he 

may have said on a given topic.
13

 Dauntingly voluminous and unprepossessingly 

disorganized, it would not be surprising if some of his works, not least of which 

the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}, have simply broken the nerve of many a well-intentioned 

scholar. While a detailed study of every particular issue dealt with in such a mas-

sive work is neither feasible nor desirable, the current thesis seeks to redress this 

                                                 
9
 Ibid. See also J. Yahya Michot, “A Mamlu>k Theologian’s Commentary on Avicenna’s Risa>la 

Ad}h}awiyya, being a translation of a part of the Dar’ al-Ta‘a>rud} of Ibn Taymiyya, with 

introduction, annotation, and appendices,” Journal of Islamic Studies 14, no. 2  (2003), as well as 

the introduction to Jean R. Michot, Ibn Taymiyya: Lettre à Abû l-Fidâ’, Traduction de l’arabe, 

présentation, notes et lexique (Louvain-la-Neuve: Institut Orientaliste de l’Université Catholique 

de Louvain, 1994). 
10

 Binyamin Abrahamov, “Ibn Taymiyya on the Agreement of Reason with Tradition,” Muslim 
World 82, no. iii  (1992). 
11

 Nicholas Heer, “The Priority of Reason in the Interpretation of Scripture: Ibn Taymi>yah and 

the Mutakallimu>n,” in Literary Heritage of Classical Islam: Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor 
of James A. Bellamy, ed. Mustansir Mir (in collab. with J. E. Fossum) (Princeton: Darwin Press, 

1993). 
12

 See also Jon Hoover’s summary remarks in Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual 
Optimism, ed. H. Daiber, vol. LXXIII, Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science (Leiden / 

Boston: Brill, 2007), 29-32. 
13

 W. Hallaq observes that “Ibn Taymiyya’s digressive mode of discourse,” which “leaves the 

modern reader with a sense of frustration,” entails that “the treatment of a particular issue may 

often not be found in any one chapter, or even in any one work. The search bearing on an issue 

takes one through the entire treatise, if not through several other tracts and tomes. Some two 

dozen treatises of his must be consulted in order to establish, for instance, his views on the prob-

lem of God’s existence.” [See Wael B. Hallaq, Ibn Taymiyya against the Greek Logicians, 

[translation, with extensive introduction and notes, of al-Suyu>t}i>’s Jahd al-qari>h}a fi> tajri>d al-
nas}i>h}a] (Oxford & New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1993), li]. 
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scholarly neglect by providing a synoptic analysis of the work as a whole, serv-

ing as a sort of “roadmap of the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} ” that would allow wider access 

to a difficult and cumbersome text for those who may find its contents and ar-

guments relevant to their own researches. 

A second factor that may explain why the works of Ibn Taymiyya, and 

the Dar’ in particular, have received comparatively little scholarly attention has 

to do with their author’s placement in history. Ibn Taymiyya comes just on the 

heels of what is often termed the great “classical period” of Islamic civilization – 

politically, intellectually, and culturally (at least in the Arab lands, for the Per-

sians, Turks, and Indians were all to know their most splendorous days subse-

quent to this period). As it is, much scholarly attention – especially when it 

comes to intellectual history – has tended to focus on that period, which Ibn 

Taymiyya managed to miss by scarcely more than a cat’s whisker. The immedi-

ately following period, having often been written off as a period of unmitigated 

decline, has consequently received until now comparatively little scholarly atten-

tion. D. Gutas, for instance, has described Arabic philosophy in the 6
th

/12
th

 and 

7
th

/13
th

 centuries as “almost wholly unresearched,” yet goes on to suggest that 

this period “may yet one day be recognized as its golden age.”
14

 The present 

study of Ibn Taymiyya’s Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} seeks to add a significant brick to the 

emerging scholarly edifice dealing with this important, yet understudied, period.  

 A third reason for the neglect of the Dar’ may very well have to do with 

our own inherited notions of who Ibn Taymiyya was as an intellectual figure. Ibn 

Taymiyya almost never makes it into books published on the topic of Islamic 

thought, Islamic philosophy, nor yet even Islamic theology! For if Ibn Taymiyya 

is even anti-Ash‘arite, one might be tempted to argue, could he really be doing 

anything at all interesting in the way of what we might even recognize as theol-

ogy, let alone philosophy? Such impressions, it may be suggested, are perhaps 

the result of an unconscious tendency to project onto Ibn Taymiyya’s milieu our 

own categories regarding what distinguishes, for example, respectable philosoph-

                                                 
14

 Dmitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture (London & New York: Routledge, 1998). 
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ical activity from “mere theological quibbling.” Yet, the Dar’ al-ta‘arud, I would 

submit, has every right to be investigated and appraised on its own terms – that 

is, philosophically – and analyzed accordingly. Though Ibn Taymiyya certainly 

cites passages of scripture in the work – occasionally with some abundance – in 

order to reinforce a particular point he is making, the overwhelming majority of 

the more than 4,000 pages of the Dar’ are dedicated to argumentation that 

should, I submit, without controversy be admitted as philosophical. Were we to 

judge the book not by its cover but by its title and rashly write it off as simple 

“theological apologetics” or as a mere piece of elaborate sophistic without first 

subjecting Ibn Taymiyya’s arguments and methodology to careful philosophical 

scrutiny, we would, I believe, be forming our stance prejudicially. The current 

work proposes to carry out just such an investigation and to lay open the Dar’ for 

a philosophical appraisal of the ideas and arguments contained therein. 

In terms of the larger significance of the Dar’, perhaps the most compel-

ling part of Ibn Taymiyya’s project goes beyond the man himself to the problem 

with which he grappled. In a sense, the whole question of the tension felt be-

tween revelation and reason, which Ibn Taymiyya internalized so poignantly, can 

in many ways be considered the key issue in Islamic modernity. Though the par-

ticular issues have changed – few today, for example, from the most text-hewn 

conservative to the most liberal-minded reformer is much concerned by the ques-

tion of the Divine Attributes – yet the underlying problematic remains, in signif-

icant ways, very much the same. Whether it is the issue not precisely of “reason 

and revelation” but, say, of “science and revelation” or, for instance, the tension 

between sacralized and secularized visions of law and government which has 

been a particularly troubling issue for Muslims in the modern period – all these 

can be seen as going back, at their root, to the deeper-lying tensions with which 

Ibn Taymiyya grapples in confronting the delicate question of the relationship of 

reason to revelation in his own day. 

But before we join Ibn Taymiyya on the battlefield, we must first acquire 

a better feel for the lay of the land and the overall intellectual situation which 

presented itself to our combattant with such existential urgency. 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

REASON & REVELATION IN ISLAM 

BEFORE IBN TAYMIYYA 

 

he massive effort exerted by Ibn Taymiyya to refute the Universal Law 

and his exhaustive attempt at the deconstruction and reconstruction of 

reason in his colossal work, Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql, was not the 

expression of a mere spur-of-the-moment intellectual exercise. Rather, it was 

occasioned by centuries of intense theological and intellectual debate that in-

volved scholars of law, theology, and philosophy, as well as Sufis, and expressed 

a fundamental clash between distinct epistemological approaches. This debate 

was not, however, simply the result of the absorption into Muslim thought of 

Greek philosophy, as has often been assumed, but rather manifests itself in nas-

cent form from the earliest days of the Islamic community. In the following sec-

tions, we shall provide a broad-brush overview of the multilayered development 

and interaction between reason and revelation in the Qur’an and the major Islam-

ic disciplines, with a particularl emphasis on theology, up to the time of Ibn 

Taymiyya in the 7
th

/13
th

 and 8
th

/14
th

 centuries. 

 

I. Reason and Revelation, 

Reason in Revelation 

 

The Qur’an is a book intensely concerned with knowledge.
1
 In addition to mak-

ing various declarative and imperative statements, the Qur’an repeatedly incites 

those it addresses to reflect, especially to reflect upon the created order, includ-

ing man, as a sign of God. In addition, the Qur’an makes abundant use of argu-

ments in persuading its audience of the truth of its teachings, thus establishing or 

inviting to, from the very moment of revelation itself, an integrated paradigm of 

                                                 
1
 The word “‘ilm” (‘knowledge’) and other verbal and nominal derivatives of the root (‘ - l - m, 

‘to know’) appear in the Qur’an in a staggering 811 verses, or roughly 13 percent of all verses of 

the Qur’an.  

T 
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reason and revelation. The Qur’an, moreover, is not the least bit self-conscious 

or defensive in the face of a questioning human reason, and indeed boldly chal-

lenges its readers to find within it any fundamental contradiction
2
 and to inspect 

with careful scrutiny the created order for any gaps or incongruence therein.
3
 

The Qur’an identifies the locus of rational reflection variously as the 

“‘aql,” “qalb,” “lubb,” and “fu’a>d,” among other related terms.
4
 It also frequently 

employs terms connoting mental cognition and reflection, describes itself as 

bringing knowledge to a humanity that has “been given of knowledge but lit-

tle,”
5
 draws stark distinctions between “those who know and those who do not 

know,”
6
 repeatedly exhorts man to ponder and to reflect,

7
 and, significantly, in-

sists repeatedly that belief in God and the acceptance of revelation as true arise 

as the natural result of a healthy, properly functioning intellect. It is a remarka-

ble fact that nowhere in the Qur’an is “knowledge” (‘ilm) contrasted with “faith” 

(i>ma>n), as is typical in modern parlance, but only with “ignorance” (jahl). 

Knowledge and faith, rather, are presented as being fully concomitant and coim-

plicative. The distinctly post-Enlightenment notion that one has “faith” in some-

thing of which one does not have, and in principle cannot have, bona fide 

knowledge, or the related notion that to know something precludes having 

“faith” in it, are entirely alien to the Qur’anic epistemology and worldview.
8
 At 

                                                 
2
 “Do they not consider the Qur’an (with care)? Had it been from other than God, they would 

surely have found therein much discrepancy.” [Qur’an (al-Nisa>’) 4: 82] 
3
 “… No want of proportion wilt thou see in the creation of (God) Most Gracious. So turn thy 

vision again: seest thou any flaw? Again turn thy vision a second time: (thy) vision will come 

back to thee dull and discomfited, in a state worn out.” [Qur’an (al-Mulk) 67:3-4] 
4
 For a discussion, with Qur’anic references, of various terms used in the Qur’an to denote rea-

son, reflection, and related meanings – particularly the words “ya‘qilu>n / ta‘qilu>n,” “uli> al-alba>b,” 

“yatafakkaru>,” “yubs}iru>n,” “yafqahu>n,” “uli> al-abs}a>r,” and “ya‘lamu>n” – see Muh}ammad al-

Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql fi> mana>hij al-tafki>r al-Isla>mi>, 2 vols., Dira>sa>t Isla>miyya 

(Casablanca: Da>r al-Thaqa>fa, 1992), I: 281-285. 
5
 See, for example, Qur’an (al-Isra>’) 17:85, “and of knowledge have ye been given but little.”  

6
 As in the verse, “Say: ‘Are those equal, those who know and those who do not know?’” [Qur’an 

(al-Zumar) 39:9] 
7
 For example, “Thus do We explain the signs in detail for those who reflect” [Qur’an (Yu>nus) 

10:24], and similar at Q. (al-Ra‘d) 13:3, (al-Nah}l) 16:11 & 69, (al-Ru>m) 30:21, (al-Zumar) 39:42, 

and (al-Ja>thiya) 45:13. Also, “perchance they may reflect” at Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:176 and similar 

at Q. (al-Nah}l) 16:44 and (al-H{ashr) 59:21.  
8
 Josef van Ess observes the fact that ‘Christianity speaks of “mysteries” of faith; Islam has noth-

ing like that. For Saint Paul, reason belongs to the realm of the “flesh”; for Muslims, reason, ‘aql, 
has always been the chief faculty granted human beings by God.’ [Josef van Ess, The Flowering 
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the same time, however, the Qur’an squarely admits that human reason, being a 

faculty of a limited and finite being, is of necessity not boundless – for “of 

knowledge have ye been given but little,”
9
 and indeed, more soberingly, “God 

knoweth, and ye know not.”
10

 The Qur’anic revelation, therefore, actively incites 

man to thinking and reflection, the full and earnest use of which will inexorably 

bring him to God and the truth of religion, but simultaneously to the understand-

ing that ultimately, only God is absolute and that all else, including man’s pow-

ers of intellect, is relative and limited.  

Complementing its insistence on the centrality of knowledge and its per-

sistent incitation to pondering reflectiveness, the Qur’an also describes itself var-

iously as an “evincive proof” (burha>n),
11

 a “criterion of judgment” (furqa>n),
12

 and 

even as the “Conclusive Argument” (al-h}ujja al-ba>ligha).
13

 Indeed, it frequently 

challenges its interlocutor with a variety of actual arguments, inferences that are 

to be drawn stepwise by the individual who reflects with consideration.
14

 The 

                                                                                                                                     
of Muslim Theology, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 

153-154]. Similarly, Eric Ormsby begins a chapter on Arabic philosophy with the statement: 

“Reason is central to Islam,” then goes on to elaborate that “an intense preoccupation with 

reason is one of the most enduring and characteristic aspects of Islam and of Islamic culture.” 

Indeed, “reason and the use of the human intellect, though seen by some as challenges to the all-

encompassing mind of God, have occupied a position of unusual importance in the tradition of 

thought with which this chapter is concerned.” [Eric Ormsby, “Arabic Philosophy,” in From 
Africa to Zen: An Invitation to World Philosophy, ed. Robert C. Solomon and Kathleen M. 

Higgins (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1993), 125]. 
9
 Qur’an (al-Isra>’) 17:85. 

10
 Qur’an (al-Baqara) 2:216. Also Q. (al-Baqara) 2:232, (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:66, (al-Nah}l) 16:74, and (al-

Nu>r) 24:19.  
11

 Qur’an (al-Nisa>’) 4:174. 
12

 Qur’an (al-Baqara) 2:185. See also Q. (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:4 and (al-Furqa>n) 25:1. 
13

 Qur’an (al-An‘a>m) 6:149. 
14

 See Khalid Blankinship, “The early creed,” in The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic 
Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 34, where the author 

remarks that: “While it is true that the Qur’a>n, as a text in the genre of Semitic prophecy, does 

not contain a single sustained argument of the kind familiar in the elite literature of the Greco-

Roman world, it nevertheless develops its own themes argumentatively, sometimes at 

considerable length, to explain its teachings, and to rebut the established anti-monotheistic 

arguments of its initial target audience.” Rosalind Ward Gwynne has dedicated an entire 

monograph to identifying and categorizing all instances of rational argumentation used in the 

Qur’an, remarking in her introduction to the study that “I believe that the reader will be surprised 

at how thick with argument the Qur’a>n actually is.” [Rosalind Ward Gwynne, Logic, Rhetoric, 
and Legal Reasoning in the Qur’an: God’s arguments (London & New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 

2004), xiii]. See also Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert der 
Hidschra: Eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam, 6 vols. (Berlin & New York: 

Walter de Gruyter, 1991-1997), I: 48, where he likewise makes note of the Qur’an’s frequent use 
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notable fact that the Qur’an grounds its teachings not only in raw assertion, but 

likewise through argumentation and persuasion, is very often overlooked, yet is 

of key importance because it establishes – or at the very least opens the door to – 

a complementary and harmonious paradigm of the relationship between reason 

and revelation in and through the very text of revelation itself.
15

 

 Further evidence of the argumentative nature of the initial revelatory 

moment can be found in classical sources of hadith
16

 and si>ra17
 which record 

echoes of discussions during the lifetime of the Prophet that can comfortably be 

termed proto-theological, if only by virtue of their subject matter rather than any 

                                                                                                                                     
of dialectical argumentation, engaging the Prophet’s opponents directly in an argumentative and 

reasoned manner. 
15

 The view that the Qur’an makes abundant use of various kinds of argumentation is echoed by 

the famous 9
th

-/15
th

-century polymath, Jala>l al-Di>n al-Suyu>t}i> (d. 911/1505), in his Kita>b al-Itqa>n 
fi> ‘ulu>m al-Qur’a>n, where he states: “Scholars have held that the Qur’an contains all kinds of 

demonstrations (bara>hi>n) and proofs (adilla), and that there exists no [type of] argumentation 

(dala>la), disjunction (taqsi>m), or admonition (tah}dhi>r) built upon the general categories of 

knowledge afforded by reason and revelation (tubna> min kulliyya>t al-ma‘lu>ma>t al-‘aqliyya wa-l-
sam‘iyya) that the Book of God has failed to mention, except that it has mentioned them 

according to the customary [speech] habits of the Arabs and not in accordance with the detailed 

[discursive] methods of the theologians.” (Cited in al-Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql). Earlier 

protagonists in the debate on reason and revelation in Islam also rested claims to the legitimacy 

of certain forms of ratiocination on particular verses of the Qur’an. Abu> H{a>mid al-Ghaza>li> (d. 

505/1111), for example, believed to have located the five classical figures of the Aristotelian 

syllogism in implicit form in the Qur’an while Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) the three levels of 

argumentation as defined by Aristotle, i.e., rhetorical, dialectical, and demonstrative. On al-

Ghaza>li>, see Victor  Chelhot, “« al-Qist}a>s al-Mustaqi>m » et la connaissance rationnelle chez 

Gaza>li>,” Bulletin d’études orientales 15 (1957): esp. 6-8 and Michael E. Marmura, “Ghazali’s 

Attitude to the Secular Sciences and Logic,” in Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, ed. 

George F. Hourani (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975), esp. 102-103. On Ibn 

Rushd, see George F. Hourani, Averroes on the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy: A 
translation, with introduction and notes, of Ibn Rushd’s Kita>b fas}l al-maqa>l, with its appendix 
(D{ami>ma) and an extract from Kita>b al-kashf ‘an mana>hij al-adilla, E. J. W. Gibb Memorial 

Series (London: Luzac & Co., 1961), esp. 32-37. 
16

 For a précis on the Western scholarly debate concerning the authenticity of hadith material, 

see Harald Motzki’s Introduction in Harald Motzki, ed. Hadith: Origins and Developments, vol. 

28, The Formation of the Classical Islamic World (Aldershot: Ashgate/Variorum, 2004) and 

Jonathan A. C. Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World 

(Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2009), 197-239, both of whom discuss the developments of 

recent scholarship casting doubt on the radical skepticism of earlier generations of Islamicists 

(such as, most famously, Ignaz Goldziher and Joseph Schacht). Furthermore, the types of 

questions raised in the hadith cited here are not too formally developed or anachronistically 

theoretical to appear unlikely at this point. In fact, it would be extraordinary if the Companions 

had never asked the Prophet any questions related to theological issues. If anything, one would 

expect rather more such queries than are recorded in the extant literature. 
17

 See van Ess, Flowering, 45ff where he discusses the si>ra literature as containing formal 

argumentation. 
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conscious effort to engage in deliberate, methodical speculation implied in the 

common use of the term “theological.” The Prophet was naturally questioned by 

his companions on numerous occasions regarding matters of the afterlife, God, 

angels, and a host of other topics directly connected to the creedal content of the 

new faith. Some hadith portray the Prophet as instructing his followers, similar 

to the manner of the Qur’an, through an invitation to reflect and draw certain 

conclusions on their own.
18

 Other hadith show the Prophet warning his commu-

nity against the inherent futility of pursuing certain lines of rational enquiry that 

are necessarily without issue, such as the hadith which states: “Satan shall come 

to you and say, ‘Who created this?’ and ‘Who created that?’ until he says, ‘Who 

created your Lord?’, so if any one of you should reach this point, let him seek 

refuge in God and desist”
19

 – as if to alert his companions that the argument of 

infinite regress cannot with proper rational justification be extended to God, the 

Necessarily and Beginninglessly Existent. Finally, a few hadith reports depict 

the Companions as having occasionally been embroiled in some controversy over 

a theological topic, such as the instance in which a group of them were once ar-

guing over the divine decree (qadar), whereupon the Prophet, overhearing their 

altercation, became vexed and obliged them to hold silence over such matters as 

are “but known unto God.”
20

 The main lesson to be gained from these instances 

seems to be that rational inference is reliable and legitimate in some domains, 

that rational inference is invalid if based on absurd premises, and, finally, that 

certain matters lie inherently beyond the ken of rational encompassment alto-

gether. What seems to be implied, therefore, is that one should (1) employ reason 

to its full extent in areas that are amenable to rational scrutiny; (2) be certain to 

reason on such matters in a correct and valid manner; and (3) accept that some 

matters, by their very nature and that of reason itself, are simply not subject to 

                                                 
18

 See al-Katta>ni>’s discussion of the use of rational methods of inference by the Prophet and his 

Companions (al-Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql, I: 614-627, 642-643). 
19

 Reported by al-Bukha>ri> and Muslim. An alternate version of the hadith says: “… let him say, ‘I 

have believed in God and His messengers’,” and a third version contains the wording: “People 

will continue to pose questions until they ask, ‘Who created God?’” 
20

 A more extensive discussion of such instances can be found in M. Abdel Haleem, “Early 

kala>m,” in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver Leaman (London 

& New York: Routledge, 1996), 71-88. 
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rational apprehension, such that trying to “rationalize” them can only, of necessi-

ty, lead to their distortion. The Qur’an and the prophetic Sunna, therefore, ap-

pear to be urging us to deploy our rational faculties within their proper scope and 

domain, yet we are ever reminded that, as great as these powers may be, in the 

larger scheme of reality and from the perspective of Omniscience, we have in-

deed “been given of knowledge but little.”
21

  

  

II. Early Political cum Theological Controversies 

 

In addition to its numerous exhortations to think, reflect, and ponder and its own 

not infrequent deployment of rational argumentation in support of its fundamen-

tal doctrines, the Qur’an also contains the germ of theological speculation by 

virtue of its engagement with questions of ultimate truth and the interpretation 

of reality. Though the utterances of the Qur’an were accepted definitively by all 

Muslims as authentically transmitted and preserved articulations of divine reve-

lation, such utterances could nevertheless lend themselves to more than one un-

derstanding.  Moreover, certain Qur’anic verses could, when taken in isolation of 

each other or stripped from their larger context, seem to endorse different, even 

opposing, viewpoints – a fact which was bound to create rifts not only in ques-

tions of theology, but in the daily tumble of social and political affairs as well. In 

fact, the very first schisms that arose in the early community were, though to 

some degree expressed in theological terms, unmistakably political in origin
22

 – a 

                                                 
21

 It is of significance that the Qur’an’s emphasis on the validity of reason, on what reasoned 

reflection ultimately leads to (i.e., knowledge of and faith in God), and on reason’s inherited 

limitedness (i.e., that certain existent realities escape the grasp of reason altogether) parallels the 

Qur’anic picture of the reality of the empirical realm which it so urgently insists that we ponder. 

Our senses mediate to us a picture of reality that reveals an underlying unity and perfection of 

structure that rational reflection (‘aql) finds can only be the result of an intelligent, omniscient 

will backed by boundless powers of instantiation, but that not all that exists lies (not even 

potentially, that is, it inherently, and not merely accidently, does not lie) within the realm of our 

empirical perception. In this vein, the third verse of Su>rat al-Baqara, the second chapter of the 

Qur’an, makes mention of “those who believe in the unseen,” enunciating thereby the existence 

of two fundamental orders of reality, the empirical, or seen (shaha>da), and the “hidden,” or 

unseen (gha>’ib). A thing is no less real for its being unperceivable to our senses. 
22

 L. Gardet and M.-M. Anawati speak of the “ « ferment » deposé par les dissensions politiques 

au sein de la pensée religieuse.” [Louis Gardet and M. M. Anawati, Introduction à la théologie 
musulmane : essai de théologie comparée (Paris: J. Vrin, 1948), 35]. 
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fact hardly surprising given that the Qur’an both specifically addressed, and in-

timately interacted with, the socio-political milieu of its original recipients even 

as it presented its message in universal ethical and spiritual terms. 

The first such schism occurred immediately upon the Prophet’s death 

(11/632) and, as is well known, involved a disagreement over who was to suc-

ceed the Prophet in the moral and political leadership of the fledgling Muslim 

community.
23

 Contending political alignments presupposed certain fundamental, 

if largely implicit, stands of principle with regard not only to the secular organi-

zation of the Muslim polity, but also to normative ethico-religious concerns,
24

 

most compellingly and explicitly articulated by the insistence of a group of 

‘Ali>’s original supporters that ‘Ali> be censured for what amounted, in their view, 

to an unconscionable compromise of principle on his part.
25

 And if the supporters 

of ‘Ali> had from early on staked their opposition to Abu> Bakr and his immediate 

successors (‘Umar b. al-Khat}t}a>b and ‘Uthma>n b. ‘Affa>n) on the contention that 

‘Ali> had been unjustly deprived a natural right of immediate succession to the 

Prophet, the supporters of the first three caliphs, who eventually came to form 

the core of the Sunni mainstream, were not long in articulating as an ethical and 

religious justification of their stance the overwhelming moral duty to maintain 

the unity of the Prophet’s community and to prevent the specter of bloody fratri-

cide from rending asunder the bonds of the nascent umma irreparably.
26

 

                                                 
23

 In brief, while a majority of the community accepted the caliphate of Abu> Bakr (d. 13/634), 

one of the Prophet’s oldest and most intimate companions, some supported the caliphate of ‘Ali> 

b. Abi> T{a>lib (d. 40/661), the Prophet’s paternal cousin (and thus blood relative) and son-in-law. 

Underlying tensions between these conflicting sympathies came to a head with the assassination 

of the third caliph, ‘Uthma>n b. ‘Affa>n (d. 35/656), and the succession to the caliphate of ‘Ali> – 

whose reign was fraught with discord – led to the First Civil War (35-40/656-661). These 

political perturbations sharply reinforced the lines of schism that had been sketched 25 years 

earlier at the accession of Abu> Bakr. 
24

 Gardet and Anawati cite the legitimacy of political power and the ethical question of the 

relationship between faith and works as the two main issues at this time. (Gardet and Anawati, 

Introduction, 32-33). 
25

 Namely, when ‘Ali> consented, at the Battle of S{iffi>n (36/657), to arbitration with the Umayyad 

troops sent by Mu‘a>wiya (d. 60/680), governor of Syria situated at Damascus, to put an end to 

‘Ali>’s caliphate headquartered at Kufa. In protest of ‘Ali>’s concession to arbitration, these 

individuals seceded from him and, for this reason, came to be known as the Khawa>rij (sing., 

kha>riji>), or Secessionists, at whose hands ‘Ali> was eventually assassinated in 40/661. 
26

 Yet it would seem that such support was not always only purely pragmatic, since it appears 

that many of the Muslims at least in Syria concurred that the Umayyads were, even in principle, 
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 With the passage of time and continuing opposition to Umayyad rule 

through the Second Civil War (61-73/680-692),
27

 the inchoate ideological and 

theological tendencies born of the earlier round of strife now came to be more 

sharply delimited. True to their uncompromising moral puritanism and the max-

imum premium they placed on works in the definition of who was a Muslim, the 

Khawa>rij held that the committing of major sins took one outside of the Islamic 

faith. The ruling Umayyad caliphs had sinned gravely in their eyes through rank 

injustice, thereby negating their faith such that they were no longer to be consid-

ered rightful members of the Muslim community (let alone its legitimate lead-

ers). From this stance, the Khawa>rij further concluded that it was an obligation 

upon every conscientious Muslim to rise up against and depose the (unjust) 

Umayyad rulers. A somewhat amorphous group, collectively known as the Mur-

ji’a, eventually arose after the Second Civil War seeking to temper the rigors of 

the Kha>rijites’ moral exclusivism. Taking their name from Qur’an (al-Tawba) 

9:106,
28

 these men advocated a “deferring of judgment” about the moral standing 

and political legitimacy of the earlier rulers, particularly ‘Uthma>n and ‘Ali>. The 

Murji’a seem to have been motivated by a desire to preserve the unity of the 

Muslim community and recoiled from the manner in which Khawa>rij, Shi>‘ites, 

and Umayyad authorities cursed – and, in the case of the Kha>rijites, excommuni-

cated – their respective opponents. The Murji’ites branded wayward Muslims 

merely as sinful or misguided believers, not as disbelievers (kuffa>r). Membership 

in the Muslim community was thus defined for them by one’s declared faith in 

the basic tenets of Islam, not by one’s actions. This should not be taken to imply 

that actions had no religious or ethical importance for the Murji’a, only that one 

could not be declared an unbeliever on account of grave sin. 

                                                                                                                                     
legitimate successors, Muslims in good standing who could rightfully lay claim to the 

approbation and obedience of the Muslim faithful. (See Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 35). 
27

 The start date of the Second Civil War (fitna) is alternately given at either 61/680 (the end of 

the reign of Mu‘a>wiya) or 64/683 (the death of Mu‘a>wiya’s son, Yazi>d I), while the end date is 

given at various points between 65/685 (the ascension of ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwa>n to the 

caliphate) and 73/692 (the death of ‘Abd Alla>h b. al-Zubayr and the termination of his revolt 

against the established Umayyad caliphate). 
28

 This verse reads: “And others are deferred (murjawn) to God’s commandment, whether He 

chastises them, or turns towards them; God is All-knowing, All-wise.” (Arberry) 
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Out of the midst of these various early factions emerged a “proto-Sunni” 

tendency, which M. Watt has termed the “general religious movement.”
29

 This 

group, headed by ‘Abd Alla>h b. ‘Umar (d. 74/693-4), the son of the second ca-

liph, frequented the mosques of Damascus, Medina, Basra, and Kufa to discuss 

matters related to law, Qur’anic interpretation and, on occasion, theological doc-

trine.
30

 A further grouping of “proto-Sunnis,” headed by ‘Abd Alla>h b. al-Zubayr 

(d. 64/692)
31

 and centered in Medina, occupied themselves intensively with pre-

serving and transmitting information about the early community and its practic-

es.
32

 These very live political and social issues eventually came to be intellectu-

alized in terms of variant approaches to the question of reason and revelation. 

 

III. The Nascent Development of the Islamic Disciplines: 

Qur’an exegesis, grammar, law, and hadith 

 

Concurrent with the political developments mentioned above and the inchoate 

proto-theological discussions they engendered, other disciplines were starting to 

be developed more systematically and deliberately. These were Qur’anic exege-

sis (tafsi>r), grammar, law (fiqh), and hadith, of which the first two were aimed at 

understanding the language and meanings of the Qur’an and the third was con-

cerned with deriving legal and ethical norms therefrom. Hadith, the fourth disci-

pline, is of relevance to both tafsi>r and fiqh, but especially to this latter. These 

disciplines represent fully indigenous Islamic sciences pursued (originally) with 

the tools and methods of reasoning and analysis that came most intuitively to the 

earliest generations of Muslims. These methods and tools, the nature of which 

we shall explore in greater detail below, are of significance because they had a 

                                                 
29

 W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: an Extended Survey (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 1985; reprint, 1992, 1995, 1997), 19. For more on this broad 

neutralist movement that prefigures what eventually came to be recognized as mainstream 

Sunnism by the 3
rd

/9
th

 century, see W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic 
Thought (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1998), 72-75. 
30

 Watt, Islamic Phil., 20. 
31

 A grandson of Abu> Bakr through his daughter, Asma>’ bint Abi> Bakr, sister of the Prophet’s 

wife ‘A<’isha. Campaigned alongside his father, al-Zubayr b. al-‘Awwa>m, and maternal aunt, 

‘A<’isha, against ‘Ali> at the Battle of the Camel (36/656) in Basra during the First Civil War. 
32

 See Blankinship, “The early creed,” 42. 
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direct impact on the first systematic theological reflections that arose subse-

quent to the period described above.
33

 

 

Qur’anic Exegesis (tafsi>r) and Early “Textualism” vs. “Rationalism” 34
 

 

It is unsurprising that the proper exegesis of the Qur’an should have been one of 

the first concerns of the nascent Muslim community. The primary motivations 

for this activity lay in the desire to understand the divine message as accurately 

and completely as possible, and to apply its teachings and rulings to daily life in 

a systematic and integral manner. To accomplish the first end, the earliest exe-

getes were concerned to elucidate the meaning of uncommon words or obscure 

allusions in the text, often by reference to the large and omnipresent body of Ar-

abic poetry that provided an important backdrop for the linguistic contextualiza-

tion of the revealed text. A second major concern was to assure the proper inter-

pretation – and applicability – of verses by identifying the material and historical 

circumstances in which they had been revealed.
35

 The search for the so-called 

“occasions of revelation” (asba>b al-nuzu>l) became a central and permanent fea-

ture of Qur’anic exegesis, a cardinal rule that early passed on to the burgeoning 

science of kala>m.
36

 

 The exegetical activity of the early mufassiru>n bears relevance to our top-

ic on two counts. First, as we have seen in the case of the earliest theo-political 

discussions, the major fault lines between various opposed theological tendencies 

in early Islam can often be traced back or reduced to questions of an essentially 

                                                 
33

 For a concise discussion of the three main aspects of religious learning under the Umayyads, 

i.e., law, Qur’an, and hadith, see Watt, Formative Period, 64-68. For a discussion of the rise and 

significance of the science of Arabic grammar, see Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 41-43. 

Also, C. H. M. Versteegh, The Arabic Language (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, c1997), 

Chapter 5, “The Development of Classical Arabic.” 
34

 For more details about the very earliest attitudes toward tafsi>r, the presence of “muh}kam” vs. 

“mutasha>bih” verses in the Qur’an, and related issues, see Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 26-

31. 
35

 Ibid., 29. For examples of how verses can be substantially misinterpreted when read in a de-

contextualized fashion, see Ingrid Mattson, The Story of the Qur’an: Its History and Place in 
Muslim Life (Malden, MA & Oxford: Blackwell Pub., c2008), 196-198.   
36

 See Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 418 (main text and note 3) about rules passing at an 

early date from tafsi>r into kala>m, primary among them the placing of texts in their original 

context in an attempt to understand them in the way they were meant by their Author. 
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exegetical order. Second, we can already discern among the early mufassiru>n the 

adumbration of two contrastive methodological approaches – one more “ration-

alist,” the other more “textualist”
37

 – prefiguring a pattern which will recur 

throughout the subsequent development and crystallization of the various Islam-

ic disciplines and which lies at the heart of the putative tension between reason 

and revelation that Ibn Taymiyya will attempt so urgently to defuse seven centu-

ries later.
38

 

We may characterize a “textualist” approach to exegesis (referred to as 

al-tafsi>r bi-l-manqu>l)39
 as one which seeks to ground our understanding of the 

text to the extent possible in what has been transmitted (“manqu>l ”) to us from 

authoritative early sources. Such an approach would privilege clarifying verses of 

the Qur’an, to whatever extent possible, by means of other verses, of Prophetic 

hadith reports, or of the known opinions of the Prophet’s companions, as well as 

the so-called occasions of revelation (asba>b al-nuzu>l) as they have been transmit-

ted in the various works of Prophetic biography (si>ra), chronicles of the early 

Muslim conquests (magha>zi>), and hadith, and in accord with the linguistic con-

ventions of 7
th

-century Arabia as known to us through poetry, dictionaries, and 

the like. 

By contrast, a more “rationalist” approach to exegesis, while also presup-

posing knowledge of Arabic linguistic custom, Prophetic dicta, and asba>b al-

nuzu>l, would nevertheless allow a skillful exegete to complement these sources 

with his own considered opinion (ra’y, ijtiha>d, ijtiha>d al-ra’y). Such a “rational-

ist” tendency may be discerned in the exegetical practices of such figures as 

                                                 
37

 Most contemporary scholars reflexively speak rather of a “rationalist” versus a “literalist” 

tendency (see, inter alia, ibid., 30). I consider the term “literalist,” however, to be problematic, as 

it not only carries a distinctly negative connotation, but also carries with it implicit assumptions 

regarding reason, the use of language, and the relationship of language to rationality which would 

prejudge a number of issues central to Ibn Taymiyya’s critique. I have therefore opted for 

“textualist” as a more neutral, purely descriptive term. My usage follows that of B. Weiss in 

Bernard G. Weiss, The Spirit of Islamic Law (Athens: University of Georgia Press, c1998), par-

ticularly Chapter 3, “The Textualist/Intentionalist Bent,” where he defines and uses the term 

“textualist” in the same manner as described here, and primarily for the same reasons. 
38

 For a discussion of the development of these two trends, see al-Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql, 
I: 504-529ff. 
39

 Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 30. 
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‘Abd Alla>h b. ‘Abba>s (d. 68/687) and ‘Abd Alla>h b. Mas‘u>d (d. 32/652-3) among 

the Companions, and Sa‘i>d b. Jubayr (d. 95/714), Muja>hid (d. 104/722), and 

‘Ikrima (d. 105/723-4) – all students of Ibn ‘Abba>s – among the Successors 

(ta>bi‘u>n), in addition to others.
40

 And while the opinions, or ijtiha>d, of such early 

authorities do, for the textualist, constitute valid interpretations on account of 

who propounded them (namely, the Salaf), the textualist would not extend to 

later exegetes the same prerogative of judging by their own lights in a like man-

ner. A rationalist, by contrast, would see in the ijtiha>d of the early community an 

invitation for later exegetes to avail themselves of a similar interpretive preroga-

tive. 

 

Grammar 
 

The early systematic studies of Arabic grammar also had a profound effect on 

the development of theology, “not only from a linguistic perspective, but also in 

the form of thought itself.”
41

 There emerged early on two rival schools of gram-

mar, the first in the southern Iraqi port city of Basra in the early to mid-2
nd

/8
th

 

century, and the second 230 miles to the northwest in the city of Kufa a short 

time thereafter. The Basran school of grammar was characterized by a noted 

preference for maximum rational consistency, searching for the most generally 

applicable grammatical rules and readily disqualifying exceptions to the rules so 

formulated as incorrect, or at least non-paradigmatic, instances of usage. The 

Kufan school, by contrast, allowed for considerable latitude in the acceptance of 

diverse rules, sometimes taking rare examples of usage as the basis for establish-

ing new rules.
42

 We can thus discern, even in the field of grammar, a distinct ear-

ly contrast in methodology between the deductive, abstractive tendency of the 

Basran school, which sought maximum consistency and transparency in the sys-

                                                 
40

 al-Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql, I: 507-509. 
41

 Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 43. For a detailed study of the influence of grammar on the 

development of tafsi>r, see C. H. M. Versteegh, Arabic Grammar and Qur’a>nic Exegesis in Early 
Islam (Leiden & New York: E. J. Brill, 1993). 
42

 Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 42. The authors (at ibid., 43, n. 1) cite L. Massignon [Louis 

Massignon, La passion d’al-Hallaj, 4 vols. (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1914-1921), 571-577] for his 

“precise analysis of this mechanism and its philosophical presuppositions.” 
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tematization of grammatical rules, versus the more inductive and less prescrip-

tive approach of the Kufan school, more concerned to catalogue language as ac-

tually used than to identify a set of airtight grammatical rules exhibiting a max-

imum of rational coherence and predictability.
43

 Grammar played an important 

role not only in the exegesis of the Qur’anic text, but also by supplying the prac-

titioners of the emerging discipline of kala>m with categories and terminology 

that “would lend that kala>m a characteristic accent.”
44

 

 

Sunna, Hadith, and Ra’y 
 

The Qur’an speaks of the Prophet Muh}ammad as a “beautiful exemplar” to be 

followed (uswa h}asana),
45

 assures Muslims that he possesses a most high and no-

ble moral character (khuluq ‘az}i>m),
46

 commands the believers in numerous verses 

to follow his exalted model,
47

 and makes obedience to the directives and com-

mands of the Prophet an integral part of one’s submission and obedience to 

God.
48

 

Parallel to the text of the Qur’an, God’s directly revealed Word, the deep-

ly entrenched pre-Islamic ideal of “following the sunna” – in the sense of emulat-

ing the normative conduct of a highly charismatic and virtuous individual – car-

ried over, with even greater imperative force, to the normative example set by 

the Prophet Muh}ammad, the most charismatic and virtuous individual the Arabs 

had yet known.
49

 Though there is substantial scholarly disagreement among 

                                                 
43

 For a discussion of the contrasting methodologies, and particularly the variant terminology, of 

the Kufan and Basran schools of grammar, see Versteegh, Arabic Grammar, 9-16. 
44

 “qui donneront à ce kalâm une note particulière.” (Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 43) 
45

 Qur’an (al-Ah}za>b) 33:21. 
46

 Qur’an (al-Qalam) 68:4. 
47

 See, for example, Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:158, and numerous others.  
48

 As in Qur’an (al-Nisa>’) 4:80, which reads: “He who obeys the Messenger has obeyed God.” 

Many other verses simply command obedience to “God and the Messenger” together, such as Q. 

(A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:132, “And obey God and the Messenger, perchance you may be shown mercy.” 
49

 On the vitally important notion of “sunna” for traditional Arab society, and hence for the 

contemporaries of Muh}ammad who received him as no less than the Messenger of God, see M. 

M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in Ancient Arab Concepts 

(Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2009), 123-198, esp. 123-177. See also Zafar Ishaq Ansari, “Islamic 

Juristic Terminology before S#a>fi‘i>: a Semantic Analysis with Special Reference to Ku>fa,” 

Arabica 19, no. 3  (1972): 259-282. 



14 

Western Islamicists as to how reliably prophetic reports considered by Muslim 

tradition as authentic can in fact be dated to the Prophet’s actual lifetime or 

shortly thereafter,
50

 there is no reasonable doubt that the concept of the prophet-

ic Sunna emerged immediately after the Prophet’s death
51

 and loomed large in 

the collective psyche of the early community, with the result that the imperative 

to follow that Sunna was taken to heart and constituted a significant preoccupa-

tion of the first generations of Muslims. Furthermore, evidence suggests that at 

least some material in the form of verbal reports relating the Prophet’s words or 

deeds was, in fact, transmitted consciously from the generation of the Prophet’s 

own companions, and with certainty by judges (qa>d}i>s) as of the decade of the 

60s/680s.
52

 The impetus to collect and record prophetic hadith reports mounted 

enormously as of the last quarter of the first century at the latest, rapidly evolv-

ing into a movement that represents perhaps the single most colossal scholarly 

enterprise of the first three to four centuries of Islam. In fact, the very word for 

knowledge, “‘ilm,” was often used as a synonym simply for “h}adi>th,”
53

 and the 

word for student, “t}a>lib” or “t}a>lib ‘ilm,” was precisely one who traveled far and 

wide in search of (t}a>liban
) knowledge (‘ilman

), that is to say, hadith.  

The term “‘ilm” signifying knowledge of the textual sources of Islam, 

primarily the Sunna of the Prophet as embedded in hadith reports, had as its 

binary opposite the notion of ra’y.
54

 In the realm of law as well as more 

generally, the term ra’y originally carried the positive connotation of “considered 

opinion” or “measured judgment,” but, with the abrupt take-off of the hadith 

movement in the last quarter of the 1
st
/7

th
 century, increasingly came to be 

negatively contrasted with ‘ilm, especially as of the brief reign of ‘Umar b. ‘Abd 

                                                 
50

 See H. Motzki and J. Brown (cited in n. 16 above) on this complex and highly contentious 

debate among Western Islamicists. 
51

 Wael B. Hallaq, Shari>‘a: Theory, Practice, Transformations (Cambridge & New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009), 40. 
52

 Ibid., 41, 43. See ibid., 45ff for the increasing importance of specifically prophetic Sunna as an 

authoritative source of law as of the 60s/680s onward. 
53

 But see also ibid., 44 for the term “‘ilm,” along with “fiqh,” signifying law in the 1
st
/7

th
 

century. 
54

 Wael B. Hallaq, A History of Islamic Legal Theories: An Introduction to Sunni> us}u>l al-fiqh 

(Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 15. 
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al-‘Azi>z (99-101/717-19) who, significantly, is also the first major authority to 

have commissioned the systematic collection of Prophetic hadith reports.
55

 The 

notion of ra’y over the course of the 2
nd

/8
th

 century continued to fall in status in 

the face of “‘ilm,” with the result that by the beginning of the 3
rd

/9
th

 century, 

“ra’y, as both a technical term and a method of free reasoning, seems to have 

lost, for the most part, its grounds in legal discourse.”
56

 This fact is of 

importance because it shows up a trend: namely, the more abundant the available 

material data of revelation, the more restricted the scope of ra’y tends to 

become.
57

 This tendency is manifest not only in law, but in theology as well – a 

fact hardly surprising given the status of law as a central and foundational 

discipline, one whose textual sources, characteristic methods, and overall values 

and attitudes conditioned, to a large extent, the whole intellectual atmosphere in 

which the scholars of other disciplines, such as theology, conducted their work. 

Furthermore, the ever increasing élan of the drive to collect and disseminate 

hadith led to a brisk sharpening of the tension between the “people of hadith” 

(ahl al-h}adi>th), on one hand, and the “people of ra’y” (ahl al-ra’y), or considered 

opinion, on the other. Perhaps nowhere was this tension manifested as clearly 

and with as much consequence as in the domain of law and legal reasoning. 

 

Law and Legal Reasoning 

 

Whereas the enterprise of speculative theology, as we shall see, lays claim by its 

very nature to being a rational (‘aqli>) science – rational in the sense that the 

                                                 
55

 Ibid., 14. 
56

 Ibid., 19. 
57

 Indeed, of the reasons given for the greater reliance on ra’y in early Iraqian jurisprudence is the 

presumption that scholars in that region during the early period had access to fewer hadith, and 

therefore a somewhat less complete knowledge of the details of the prophetic Sunna, than their 
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skilled in it (wa-maharu> fihi).” [‘Abd al-Rah}ma>n b. Muh}ammad Ibn Khaldu>n, al-Muqaddima, 4 

ed. (Beirut: Da>r al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1398/1978), 446, l. 9-12]. 
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main truths of religion are seen as being derivable through, or at the very least 

defensible by, rational means – the subject matter of the legal sciences was al-

ways seen as squarely textual and revelational (naqli>). In as far as jurists of all 

theological persuasions, from rationalistic Mu‘tazilites to textualist Z{a>hirites, 

take the texts of revelation – Qur’an and Sunna (with some discussion as to the 

extent, though not the normative authority, of valid Sunna materials) – as the 

repositories of legal rules and norms for the Muslim community, we may say that 

the science of jurisprudence is at heart already heavily weighted to the side of 

“revelation,” in contrast to the more abstract, speculative “reason” prized in the 

disciplines of theology and philosophy.  

Be that as it may, revealed texts must be understood and interpreted in 

order for their relevance and applicability to a given situation to be determined. 

It is significant that the very term usually translated as “law” is known as “fiqh,” 

the primary meaning of which is simply “to understand.”
58

 The methodological 

and hermeneutical principles involved in deriving law (fiqh) are, therefore, with-

out question based on disciplined and methodical reasoning, reasoning that be-

came ever more sophisticated and refined as the science of jurisprudence devel-

oped. In the earliest period, however, almost any type of legal reasoning came 

under the term “ijtiha>d al-ra’y,” with little attention paid to the exact methods 

used.
59

 Ijtiha>d al-ra’y in this early stage essentially consisted of independent rea-

soning based on common sense and general rational considerations, coupled with 

pragmatic and ethical considerations also of a straightforward and commonsense 

nature. Similar to the case of Qur’anic exegesis, however, the use of reasoning in 

legal matters was regarded with suspicion by some, who preferred to resolve le-

gal questions, to the extent possible, solely on that basis of the Qur’an and what 

had been transmitted of the prophetic Sunna.
60

 As with the emergent sciences of 

                                                 
58

 Derivatives of the root f-q-h occur twenty times in the Qur’an, invariably with the meaning of 

“to understand,” “fathom,” “comprehend.” In a well-known prophetic hadith, the causative 

verbal form “faqqaha” (“to cause to understand, comprehend”) is used in an analogous sense: 
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grants him understanding in religion.” 
59

 Watt, Formative Period, 180. 
60

 Ibid., 181. 



17 

tafsi>r and grammar, this methodological bifurcation resulted in two very distinct 

approaches to questions of law – one self-consciously based on a strict adherence 

to hadith with as little interpretation of these latter as possible, and the other ac-

cording freer rein to considered opinion, or “ra’y,” in the application of revela-

tion to the social and legal realities at hand. The opposing methodological 

tendencies of “ahl al-ra’y” and “ahl al-h}adi>th” resulted in a tension that was not 

to be resolved until the 3
rd

/9
th

 century. 

It fell to Muh}ammad b. Idri>s al-Sha>fi‘i> (d. 204/820) to sketch what would 

eventually become the outlines of a reconciliation between these opposing 

tendencies. In his famous treatise, al-Risa>la, al-Sha>fi‘i> argued for a restriction of 

the notion of “sunna” to that exclusively of the Prophet, further mandating that 

the Prophetic Sunna must be supported by properly attested hadith reports.
61

 

While such formal use of traditions was already in place before al-Sha>fi‘i>, it 

became universal after him such that eventually, “virtually all Muslims came to 

agree that the Sunna of the Prophet was known through the Traditions.”
62

 By 

this move, al-Sha>fi‘i> both limited acceptable attestations of the Sunna to 

prophetic hadith alone (as against a looser tendency to view the Sunna in wider, 

yet ultimately less definitively verifiable, terms), but in doing so also expanded 

(as against ahl al-ra’y, as well as early Mu‘tazila skeptical of hadith) the scope of 

authoritative revelatory texts to include not only the Qur’an, but also the now 

extensive – and ever growing – body of prophetic hadith as well. Parallel to this, 

al-Sha>fi‘i> articulated a theory of legal methodology which, while reducing the 

                                                 
61

 For a detailed presentation and discussion of the contents of al-Sha>fi‘i>’s Risa>la, see Hallaq, 

History, 21-29.  
62

 Watt, Formative Period, 181. Al-Sha>fi‘i> disqualifies even reports of the Companions, insisting 

in his famous treatise, al-Risa>la, that the Qur’an and the Prophetic hadith alone be taken as the 
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kinds of rational arguments that could be used, simultaneously confirmed and 

consecrated those kinds of rational arguments accepted in the theory (mainly 

analogical reasoning), making these a permanent part of Islamic juristic thought 

– thereby defending and consecrating the use of qiya>s against those who were 

opposed to it, while simultaneously reducing other, less controlled methods of 

legal reasoning.  It is remarkable that al-Sha>fi‘i>’s treatise was practically ignored 

by legal scholars for almost an entire century after its publication and only began 

to elicit commentaries and rebuttals as of the 4
th

/10
th

 century.
63

 W. Hallaq 

attributes this rather curious fact, significantly, to the pronounced divergence of 

epistemological approach that continued to divide rather sharply those who held 

that all human affairs should be directly determined by divine revelation to the 

extent possible and those who resisted this tendency and sought to claim for 

untutored reason as large a free range as possible (in any matter, that is, which is 

not directly and unambiguously adjudicated by the Qur’an). A true synthesis, 

operative on the ground, between the two positions was not to occur until the 

early 4
th

/10
th

 century, at which point interest in al-Sha>fi‘i>’s treatise was 

resuscitated and the major lines of his thesis, particularly through the work of the 

prominent Sha>fi‘ite Abu> al-‘Abba>s Ibn Surayj (d. 306/918), precipitously 

adopted as the universal norm of us}u>l al-fiqh across all legal schools and 

sectarian divides forever thereafter.
64

 

Al-Sha>fi‘i>’s thesis is by no means to be seen as a one-sided triumph of 

“textualists” over “rationalists.” While much of the Risa>la is squarely aimed at 

justifying the preeminence of scriptural sources of the law, especially the pro-

phetic Sunna as expressed in hadith, over “free” rational methods, al-Sha>fi‘i>’s 

incorporation into legal theory of the rational processes of analogical reasoning 

(qiya>s) was apparently enough for hard-core textualists to associate him with the 

(legal) rationalists and even the Mu‘tazilites!
65

 In tracing a middle path between 

textualism and rationalism, however, the Risa>la aptly represents “the first at-
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 Hallaq, History, 30-35 passim. 
65
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tempt at synthesizing the disciplined exercise of human reasoning and the com-

plete assimilation of revelation as the basis of the law”
66

 – a synthesis which 

came to form the basis of Islamic legal theory as a whole after the late 3
rd

/9
th

 

century. The tension that al-Sha>fi‘i> sought to alleviate between rational modes 

of reasoning and the revealed texts – that is, between reason and revelation – 

constitutes a reflection on the legal plane of a much broader, more general ten-

sion that was occurring in Islamic thought as a whole, as we shall see further be-

low in the case of theology, and which would equally cry out for an attempt at 

synthesis analogous to that of al-Sha>fi‘i>’s in law. 

We have now seen the emergence of four separate, distinctly identifiable 

disciplines – Qur’an exegesis, grammar, hadith, and law – all of which are Islam-

ic in genesis, substance, and method, albeit with “method,” significantly, already 

manifesting an identifiable fault line, more or less distinct according to the dis-

cipline in question, between proto-rationalist and more cautious, scripturally 

conservative trends. It is only natural that the same bifurcation would be reflect-

ed on the theological plane, as we shall explore presently. 

  

IV. Early Theological Reflection and Contention 

 

The methodology of early theological reflection initially reflected patterns of 

thought and methods of reasoning worked out in the indigenous disciplines of 

Qur’an exegesis, grammar, law, and hadith, particularly since, as we have seen, 

the men who engaged in these early theological ruminations were, generally, first 

and foremost jurists, who, incidentally, were required to know grammar and 

                                                 
66

 Ibid., 34. As we shall see shortly, the theological school of Ash‘arism will attempt one century 

later to effect a similar reconciliation between revelation and reason, synthesizing in this case the 

disciplined exercise of human reason and the complete assimilation of revelation as the basis of 

theology. And this is precisely Ibn Taymiyya’s project as well, albeit on the basis, as we shall 

discover over the course of this study, of a radically different notion of reason – reason returned, 

as Ibn Taymiyya contends, to its original, intuitive (fit}ri>), pre-kala>m / pre-falsafa synthetic state. 

For a discussion of the synthesis of reason and revelation and lack of dichotomy between the two 

in the early Muslim community, see Tim Winter, “Reason as Balance: The evolution of ‘aql,” in 

CMC Papers no. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge Muslim College). 



20 

tafsi>r in order to do their fiqh.
67

 But the early Muslims who were elaborating the 

new Islamic sciences were, of course, by no means living in comfortable isolation 

in the Arabian Peninsula. As early as the end of the Ra>shidu>n Caliphate in 

40/661, the Muslims found themselves at the helm of a vast cosmopolitan empire 

that already stretched from western Libya to the eastern outreaches of Persia, 

and in less than 100 years later from northern Spain in the west past the Indus 

River in the east. Following the assassination of ‘Ali> b. Abi> T{a>lib in the year 

40/661, namely, as early as 30 years after the death of the Prophet, the capital of 

the new empire was moved from Medina (and briefly Kufa) to Damascus, an an-

cient seat of culture most recently heir to a fecund overlay of Hellenistic high 

culture deposited upon the Syrio-Aramaic backdrop of an age-old Near Eastern 

civilization. The very earliest influences of Greek thought came about through 

contact with a living Hellenistic tradition still alive in the Christian schools es-

tablished in Iraq and Persia under the Sassanians and continued by the Muslims 

upon taking possession of these territories.
68

 Most notable among these is the 

school of Jundishapur, in addition to non-Christian schools, particularly that of 

the Sabians of Harran.
69

 The intellectual language used throughout the region 

was predominantly Syriac, in addition to Greek.
70

 The dominant intellectual 

strand throughout most of the region covered by the early Muslim state was thus 

Hellenism in its Syriac expression, but also with some Indic elements admixed 

with it that had been transmitted through Old Persian, or Pahlavi. 

The Muslims thus inherited a vast metropolis of diverse peoples and cul-

tures teeming with philosophies and beliefs of Persian, Indian, Greek, and other 

extraction often radically irreconcilable with Islam. Such doctrines included 

                                                 
67

 Indeed it has even been observed that the “discussion of the roots of jurisprudence affected the 

whole future course of Islamic thought, for jurisprudence was the central intellectual discipline in 

the Islamic world.” (Watt, Formative Period, 181). It has likewise been suggested that the 

formative legal training of most early theologians naturally predisposed such men to apply to 

their theological reflections the habits of mind they had already acquired in their study of fiqh. 

(Gardet and Anawati, Introduction, 44). 
68

 Watt, Islamic Phil., 37. 
69

 The city of Harran, incidentally, is Ibn Taymiyya’s very own hometown. 
70

 On the linguistic situation of the Near East in the early Islamic period, see C. H. M. Versteegh, 

Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking, ed. G. F. Pijper, vol. VII, Studies in Semitic 

Languages and Linguistics (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1977), 1-4. 



21 

Mazdaism, Manichaeism, materialism (“al-dahriyya”), the Suma>niyya in Central 

Asia,
71

 and others. Contacts with educated non-Muslims in the early empire – 

particularly Christians, but also members of the aforementioned groups – invited 

polemical arguments against Islamic teachings, which seems to have increased 

the need that Muslims felt for a tool to defend in more universally acceptable 

terms the underlying reasonability and plausibility of Islamic teachings. This was 

true especially with respect to the Christians, who not only formed the majority 

of the populace particularly in the region of Greater Syria, but who also repre-

sented a rival monotheism to that of Islam with similarly universalist preten-

sions, and whose competing theological truth claims were couched in a sophisti-

cated intellectual idiom that was the product of over 600 years of the infusion of 

Christian theological thought with Greek philosophy, particularly in the guise of 

late Hellenic Neoplatonism (admixed with certain elements of Aristotelian and 

Stoic origin as well).
72

 The early Muslims were already primed for engaging in 

such debate by virtue of a “dialectical way of thinking”
73

 that they had learned 

both through the example of the Prophet and the Qur’an, as well as the early in-

digenous Islamic disciplines of tafsi>r, grammar, and law discussed above.
74

 But 

these tendencies were now reinforced and supplemented by the new cultural mi-

lieu of the lands which they (Arabs) had inherited or from which they (non-Arab 

converts) had originally hailed. The immediate effect of this cultural and intel-

lectual côte à côte was the adoption by Muslim theologians of certain concepts 
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and methods felt to be necessary in order to answer their rivals and to present 

Islam in what were taken to be the neutral canons of a universally shared rational 

discourse. Greek concepts in particular – as well as Greek methods of argumenta-

tion, such as formal disputation
75

 – presented themselves as a seductively power-

ful tool that could be deployed for the defense of Islam in the context of strident 

inter-confessional polemics.
76

 The overall result of this polemical rencontre was 

that both the methods, and to a considerable extent even the content and prob-

lems, of kala>m-theology as developed by the late 2
nd

/8
th

 century bear the distinct 

imprint of these early exchanges in which Muslim debaters were compelled to 

adapt themselves to the categories of their opponents.
77

  

 It is in the context of this intellectual backdrop that the first full-fledged, 

properly speculative theological discussions in Islam took place.
78

 The first such 

debate
79

 revolved around the question of free will and determinism, and would 

influence the manner in which various other questions of dogma were conceived 

and debated.
80

 The Iraqi city of Basra, which happened to have a large concentra-
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tion of Kha>rijites and Iba>d}i>s,
81

 was a particularly fecund center of theological 

discussion that produced, in the period between approximately 70/690 and 

111/730, debates on the basis of which “the foundations of all later Islamic the-

ology were laid.”
82

 There was also, in Damascus, a sizable group of of Christians 

and of Qadarites,
83

 a group associated initially with the stress on human freedom 

of action and derivative moral responsibility propounded by al-H{asan al-Bas}ri> (d. 

110/728), a figure universally revered by later schools of law, theology, and Su-

fism.
84

 After al-H{asan’s death, the Qadari>s began to champion a more robust 

doctrine of free will in which human moral responsibility was held to depend not 

merely on the fact that men chose and performed (fa‘ala ) their actions, but that 

they positively “created” (khalaqa) them as well, a view widely denounced as 

compromising the unique status of God as the only creator (kha>liq) and instanti-

ator in existence. The cause of Qadarism was taken up for a brief time by means 

of a political revolt against the Umayyad caliph al-Wali>d II in the year 126/744, 

then eclipsed with the eventual political failure of the movement. The opposite, 

“jabri> ” impulse, tending towards a strict determinism and categorical denial of 

human free will, was represented in its most extreme form by Jahm b. S{afwa>n (d. 

128/745-6), whose views on the issue were supported by the ruling Umayyads – 

perhaps, it has often been speculated, since this would allow their actions to be 

excused as simply a result of God’s direct creative will and not something for 

which they could be held morally – and politically – accountable by the commu-

nity.
85

  

 The third major debate
86

 was the abstruse and perplexing question of the 

relationship to God of the Qur’an as His word – specifically whether the Qur’an, 
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as God’s speech, should be considered an “attribute” of the divine essence and 

therefore eternal (qadi>m) or, rather, separate from God’s essence and therefore 

contingent and temporally originated (muh}dath), or as it eventually came to be 

described, “created” (makhlu>q).
87

 First formulated by al-Ja‘d b. Dirham (d. 

105/724) and subsequently propagated by his student, Jahm b. S{afwa>n, the no-

tion that the Qur’an was not eternal but “created” may have been an attempt to 

safeguard the notion of God’s exclusive sempiternity in the face of Christian 

claims of Jesus’ divinity based on his status as God’s Word (kalimat Alla>h), or 

logos.
88

 Yet the notion of a “created Qur’an” appears by all accounts to have 

stoked the ire of the near totality of contemporary Muslim scholars, and in fact 

was considered so pernicious a doctrine as to have served as the motive for the 

execution of both al-Ja‘d b. Dirham (in 105/724) and of Jahm b. S{afwa>n (in 

128/745-6). The debate on the nature of the Qur’an became one of the most piv-

otal and divisive issues in early Muslim theology and eventually formed, as we 

shall soon see, the crux of a major showdown between theological “rationalists” 

and “textualists” in the mid-3
rd

/-9
th

 century. The question is also central to the 

concerns of this study because it relates directly to the question of the divine at-

tributes, which not only forms the spine of Islamic theology overall but also lies 

at the very heart of Ibn Taymiyya’s main preoccupation in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}. 

 Several comments of a conceptual nature are in order here regarding the 

nature and implications of the three main debates of this early period – namely, 
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the question of the grave sinner, of free will, and of the nature of the Qur’an – 

manifesting a progression in terms of abstraction, formalization, and the explicit 

adoption of rational philosophical terminology and/or the explicit appeal to rea-

son as an arbiter of competing understandings of theological issues. First, the 

question of the status of the grave sinner – essentially a question of who is a 

Muslim – is not so much an issue of “reason vs. revelation,” nor even primarily 

an exegetical issue concerned with how to understand the texts, since the Qur’an 

does not overtly address the relationship between having faith and gravely sin-

ning in terms that permit of automatic formalization into doctrine. Nor is it clear 

that “reason,” however it may be construed, suggests in any definitive manner 

that a grave sinner is or is not to be considered a Muslim. Nor do any of the par-

ties involved – the Khawa>rij, the proto-Shi>‘a, or the Murji’a – appear either to 

have relied explicitly on the Qur’an in support of their positions, or to have made 

an overt appeal to “reason” to arbitrate the issue. That the question carries acute 

theological implications, however, is unarguable. Rather, we see here an issue 

that began as a purely political rift, but one that nevertheless harbored serious 

theological implications in that it gave rise to an unprecedented question that 

demanded a response formulated in theological terms. 

 If the first debate that arose was couched in communal terms (“Who is a 

member of the community?”), did not arise directly from nor was directly con-

nected back to revelation, and was centered squarely on the human being (i.e., 

“What makes a person, primarily in political terms, a believer?”), the second ma-

jor question – the debate over free will and predestination – involved a crucial 

aspect of the relationship between man and God and directly implicated revela-

tion inasmuch as it was connected to different ways of interpreting scriptural 

assertions about God. This debate, though initially motivated by political events 

as well, differs from the first in that it involves the nature of God and turns on 

the implications to be drawn from certain discrete statements in revelation con-

cerning that nature. Since God is just, reasoned the proponents of free will (Qa-

dari>s), then it must be that man acts freely as the author and creator of his own 

deeds such as justly to merit reward and punishment in the afterlife. But if God 
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is all-powerful,
89

 reasoned the proponents of determinism (Jabri>s), then it must 

be that this power extends, as the Qur’an so clearly seems to state, to all things, 

including the actions of man. Were it not so, one may reason, then God would 

not be “powerful over all things.” The debate over free will is thus conceptually 

foundational for two reasons. First, it illustrates the manner in which early theo-

logical debate grew out of differing interpretations of the Qur’an, once questions 

were raised that had not been posed in the time of the Prophet or addressed ex-

plicitly by revelation, leaving latter-day protagonists in the discussion to inter-

rogate the verses of scripture in search of answers to such newly arisen quanda-

ries.
90

 The second reason for the importance of the debate over free will is large-

ly a historical one insofar as it discloses, now in the realm of theology, the same 

emerging fault line between two distinct epistemological approaches to revela-

tion that we have already observed in the domains of Qur’an exegesis, grammar, 

law, and hadith, and that were soon to pit faction against faction in a bitter ideo-

logical tussle that raged throughout the second and third Islamic centuries. The 

question of free will is thus foundational because it is the first instance of theo-

logical debate that clearly shows a transposing of the nascent rationalist-
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textualist cleavage already determinative in the other Islamic disciplines onto 

the plane of theology. 

The question of freedom and determinism, therefore, is essentially an ex-

egetical debate cast in moral-ethical terms, both in the sense that it carries im-

plications for human moral responsibility and that it attempts to account ration-

ally, in human ethical terms, for God’s justice in the face of His unbounded 

might. This is in contrast to the first debate on who is a Muslim, which has pri-

marily sociopolitical, as opposed to moral and ethical, implications, as well as to 

the third debate – concerning the nature of the Qur’an as God’s word – which 

involves considerations of an explicitly metaphysical and ontological order. That 

is, what was at stake was not whether God had spoken the Qur’an and what im-

plications that might entail for men’s ethical, moral, and spiritual lives, but ra-

ther the nature of God’s being, His relationship to His word, and the nuanced 

ontological questions pertaining to God’s essence, His attributes, and so forth. 

Furthermore, the terms in which this third debate was conceived and the concep-

tual framework on the basis of which the problem itself was defined and dis-

cussed – “essence,” “attributes,” etc. – are a direct result of the influence of 

Greek philosophy and the discussions that were being held with Hellenized 

Christian theologians in Syria and elsewhere. In such discussions, proto-

Mu‘tazilite, rationalistically inclined theologians appealed directly and explicitly 

to “reason” (‘aql) and sought to adopt a consistent methodological rationalism as 

the choice method not merely to serve the hermeneutic objective of understand-

ing or interpreting scriptural passages related to the nature of God, but for the 

quasi-philosophical goal of delineating a conception of God’s nature in entirely 

rational terms and independently of the “constraints” of revelation. The debate 

over the Qur’an thus introduces into the discussion for the first time a level of 

speculative abstraction – e.g., the philosophical distinction between essence and 

attributes – supplied by outside sources that now comes to form a particular ra-

tional optic through which revelation is henceforth to be refracted. With the de-

bate on the status of the Qur’an, we are thus no longer in the presence of an in-

ter-textual, purely hermeneutical enterprise fully contained within the texts, but 



28 

rather, for the first time, of a bona fide speculative theological venture making 

claims in its own right and independently of revelation regarding how the nature 

of God “must be” according to the dictates of “reason” as part of a systematic 

attempt to mold the understanding of revelation to the contours of a rational 

framework that henceforth dictates on its own authority the essential terms of 

analysis. 

 

The Translation Movement & the Influence of Greek Philosophy 
 

Despite the centrality of personal contact with a living philosophical tradition 

and contact with Hellenized Christian theologians in the early Islamic period, as 

discussed above, the influence of Greek ideas on Muslim minds eventually came 

primarily, and massively, in the form of Arabic translations made of the Greek 

philosophical corpus, either directly from Greek originals or from intermediate 

Syriac translations thereof. Although some Greek works, particularly medical 

and scientific treatises, began to be translated in late Umayyad times (i.e., the 

first half of the 2
nd

/8
th

 century, prior to the Abbasid revolution of 132/750), it 

was not until well after the consolidation of Abbasid rule that the large-scale 

project of translation came into full swing. The Abbasid revolution was to bring 

about far-reaching changes on a number of levels, spelling a new era for kala>m as 

well as for a host of other intellectual disciplines and cultural pursuits. Political-

ly, the capital of the Muslim umma moved from Damascus to Baghdad, after 

which Syria and the Hijaz were no longer centers of innovative theological de-

velopment.
91

 Under the new order, religious knowledge and its cultivators re-

ceived a new prominence, as the Abbasids explicitly promoted themselves as the 

defenders of a multiethnic Islamic order meant to supersede the Umayyad order 

based on the ethnic favoritism of Arabs.
92

 Such circumstances inaugurated an 

unprecedented efflorescence of kala>m, the technique of which was developed 

primarily in Iraq due to a favorable disposition toward theological discussion and 
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concomitant protection thereof afforded by interested Abbasid authorities.
93

 In-

deed, it was primarily at the caliphal court itself, where thinkers from various 

regions and intellectual proclivities regularly comingled, that the new theology 

was most highly refined and developed into a sophisticated arm of intellectual 

dispute.
94

 

Although kala>m as a discrete discipline was already firmly established by 

the time of the illustrious Ha>ru>n al-Rashi>d (r. 170-193 / 786-809) and the term 

“mutakallim” is applied in the literature to some figures even prior to this period, 

information about the views of these latter is so scanty that we cannot accurately 

say to what degree they relied explicitly on Greek methods or rather confined 

themselves to the types of reasoning already being used in legal discussions.
95

 In 

any case, it was the translation movement – particularly subsequent to the 

founding of the Bayt al-H{ikma, or “House of Wisdom,” in Baghdad by the Ab-

basid caliph al-Ma’mu>n (r. 198-218 / 813-833) – that seems to have constituted 

the major impetus both for the dramatic political rise of the first theological 

school proper, that of the Mu‘tazila, in the first half of the 3
rd

/9
th

 century, as well 

as for the discrete content of their doctrine and their signature methods of argu-

mentation. 

 

V. The Mu‘tazila 

 

The first full-fledged school of theology in Islam was that of the Mu‘tazila. The 

first Mu‘tazilite speculations can be traced back to the last decade of the Umay-

yad dynasty just prior to the Abbasid revolution.
96

 Regarding the origins of 

Mu‘tazilism, al-Shahrasta>ni> and others give the account of a certain Wa>s}il b. 

‘At}a>’ (d. 131/748), who allegedly separated from the circle of al-H{asan al-Bas}ri> 

over the question of the status of the grave sinner, though the main architects of 
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the school died several generations later, between 204/820 and 224/840.
97

 In the 

process of responding to Greek philosophy, kala>m in the form of Mu‘tazilism 

borrowed from its opponent the method of argumentation (appropriated differ-

ently and to different degrees according to school) that it had previously been 

lacking.
98

 

Despite their often highly divergent opinions on a number of theological 

points, the representative Mu‘tazilite thinkers may nonetheless be grouped to-

gether due to their common adherence to the so-called “five principles” of 

Mu‘tazilism, namely: (1) divine unity (tawh}i>d), a principle which for the 

Mu‘tazila demanded the denial of the proposition that God could possess any 

attributes distinct from His essence; (2) divine justice (‘adl), a shorthand term 

for a pro-free will stance based on the consideration that God could justly mete 

out reward and punishment only to agents who had not only freely chosen but, as 

we have seen, also “created” their good or evil actions; (3) the “promise and the 

threat” (al-wa‘d wa-l-wa‘i>d), according to which God was held to be morally ob-

ligated to reward the just and punish the wicked (i.e., with the implicit inadmis-

sibility of remitting punishment through divine forgiveness and mercy); (4) the 

intermediary status (al-manzila bayn al-manzilatayn) of the gravely sinful Mus-

lim, i.e., that he occupies an intermediary status between that of a believer and a 

non-believer; and (5) Muslims’ individual and collective obligation, imposed by 

the Qur’an,
99

 to “command the good and forbid the evil” (al-amr bi-l-ma‘ru>f wa-

l-nahy ‘an al-munkar).100
 

Of these five principles, the most important for our topic is the first prin-

ciple involving the notion of tawh}i>d, since it touches directly on the question of 

the divine attributes, one of Ibn Taymiyya’s overriding preoccupations in the 

Dar’. The three main aspects of the Mu‘tazilite notion of tawh}i>d are: (a) denial 

of the hypostatic character of the essential attributes of God, such as knowledge, 
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power, and speech; (b) denial of the uncreatedness or eternity of the Qur’an; and 

(c) the radical denial of resemblance between God and any created thing (tan-

zi>h).
101

 Indeed, the doctrines most hated by the Mu‘tazilites were predestination 

and anthropomorphism,
102

 the latter of which they regularly sought to “neutral-

ize” by means of figurative interpretation (ta’wi>l).103
 

In addition to these five common points of doctrine, Mu‘tazilite thinkers 

were also brought together by a shared apologetic program motivated by a com-

mon zeal to defend the core doctrines of Islam against the adherents of other re-

ligions, as well as against groups of their Muslim co-religionists whom they con-

sidered to have compromised God’s unique and incomparable nature by clinging 

to what they considered to be an overly literal and, consequentially, overtly an-

thropomorphist understanding of scripture. Most important for our topic, howev-

er, is the fact that Mu‘tazilite thinkers sought to realize this defensive project 

through a shared interpretive methodology that consisted in applying reason, as 

they conceived of it, as rigorously and consistently as possible to all questions of 

a theological nature, even if – critically – the conclusions thereby reached ended 

up contradicting the plain meaning of the Qur’anic text. 

 It is important to note in what sense the Mu‘tazila were and were not ra-

tionalists. To begin with, they were certainly not pure rationalists in the ideal 

Greek sense, since they took the Qur’an as their starting point and sought explic-

itly to fulfill an apologetic role vis-à-vis the divine revelation – as opposed, say, 

to proceeding from a position of initial agnosticism regarding all the central the-

ological questions concerning God, man, the cosmos, etc., and then “following 

reason wherever it may lead,” as the Greek and the Muslim falsafa ideal would 

have it. They were, however, theological rationalists in the sense that, although 

as theologians they naturally began their discursive endeavor with explicitly Is-

lamic worldview precommitments, they nevertheless explicitly sought to anoint 

reason as the highest arbiter in interpreting the dicta of revelation. If the 
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Mu‘tazila denied the ontological distinctiveness of the divine attributes, it was 

due to a purely rational judgment on their part that affirming them would imply 

plurality in God’s essence and hence violate the Islamic theological principle of 

tawh}i>d. Similarly, it was what the Mu‘tazila understood to be the requirements 

of rationality that led them to come down so strongly in favor of human free will 

over and against any suggestion of divine foreordainment.
104

 Similar to this was 

their rationalistically motivated need to make “tanzi>h” of God by holding, in the 

way of the Qadarites, that human beings not merely perform their actions, both 

good and evil, but that they – and not God – positively “create” (in the sense of 

“instantiate”) them. In like manner, the Mu‘tazila would argue, reason demands 

that a just God necessarily reward the righteous and punish the iniquitous and 

slovenly, a stance which corresponds to the third Mu‘tazilite principle enunciat-

ed above, that of the God’s “promise and threat.” And although the Mu‘tazila 

did at times simply affirm certain propositions that the Qur’an asserts as a mat-

ter of truth beyond the reach of human empirical or rational ascertainment – such 

as the resurrection of the body after death and the temporality or “originated-

ness” (h}udu>th), as opposed to the eternality, of the world – their overriding impe-

tus was nevertheless to subordinate all such dicta, to the extent possible, to what 

they perceived to be the dictates of reason, then to interpret quite freely as met-

aphorical, through the mechanism of ta’wi>l, anything that conflicted with what 

they determined reason to have judged to be the case. 

M. Watt credits the Mu‘tazila with the “assimilation of a large number of 

Greek ideas and methods of argument,”
105

 adopting any and all such notions 

which seemed even remotely useful in the elaboration of Islamic doctrine, then 

leaving it to later scholars to sift through the spoils to decide what of it was truly 

assimilable. The result of this process was that in the end, many ideas were re-

tained and absorbed into Sunni kala>m, such that Greek ideas “came to dominate 

one great wing of Islamic theology, namely, rational or philosophical theolo-
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gy.”
106

 Yet since the Mu‘tazilites were generally regarded as heretics, their doc-

trines and theses could not simply be taken over by mainstream thought in the 

same form as presented by the Mu‘tazila.
107

 The result of this is that such ideas 

often exercised an influence only indirectly – a reality to which, as we shall dis-

cover, Ibn Taymiyya is acutely sensitive and which, in fact, he holds responsible 

for a great deal of what “went wrong” in later Islamic theology.
108

 Thus, alt-

hough Mu‘tazilism as a school was eventually defeated, as we shall see, it was to 

mark permanently, even if by way of reaction, the form of and the problems dealt 

with in all subsequent kala>m.
109

 

 

VI. Non-Speculative Theology and the 

Legacy of Ah}mad b. H{anbal 

 

Throughout the 3
rd

/9
th

 century, there existed a number of individuals who upheld 

conservative doctrinal positions but who nevertheless engaged to some extent, 

even if by way of refutation and disavowal, with the newly developing science of 

Mu‘tazilite kala>m.
110

 Indeed, the 5
th

-/11
th

-century Ash‘arite theologian Abu> 

Mans}u>r ‘Abd al-Qa>hir al-Baghda>di> (d. 429/1037) includes, in his famous Kita>b 

Us}u>l al-di>n, a section on the “mutakallimu>n of ahl al-sunna” and even a short list 

of early “mutakallimu>n of ahl al-h}adi>th.”
111

 For our purposes, then, a “theologi-

an” is to be understood not strictly as a “rationalist theologian” in the way of the 

Mu‘tazila, but as anyone who explicitly and consciously articulated views on 

theological matters, especially the “hot-button” theological issues of his day, re-

gardless of the extent to which he may or may not have relied on, or articulated 

his views in terms of, the rationalistic framework of the emerging science of ka-

la>m. It is precisely such individuals as took explicit stands on theological issues, 

albeit while consciously avoiding and/or openly opposing the rationalistic pro-
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gram of the Mu‘tazila, to whom we refer here as “non-speculative theologians” 

and whose style of theology we have dubbed “non-speculative theology.”
112

 

The non-speculative approach to theology, which eventually came to be 

most closely associated with H{anbalism, was in fact favored, especially prior to 

the triumphant rise of the Ash‘ari> and Ma>turi>di> style of kala>m as of the 5
th

/11
th

 

century, by a substantial number of scholars from all of the major legal schools. 

This was particularly true of adherents of the early Ma>liki> and Sha>fi‘i> schools, 

but also holds for a number of prominent early H{anafi>s – who, in legal matters as 

we recall, tended to accord a greater role to reasoned opinion (ra’y) and other 

extra-textual methods, such as istih}sa>n (‘juristic preference’), often looked upon 

with a measure of disapproval by other schools. So although a certain strand of 

H{anafi>s accepted kala>m and the conclusions to which it lead, and although a 

number of prominent Mu‘tazila were also H{anafi> in legal madhhab, it is by no 

means the case that the early H{anafi>s as a group were automatically or immedi-

ately theological rationalists. Indeed, there is a contrasting, more cautious 

H{anafi> attitude rather apprehensive of rationalistic kala>m, as evidenced by the 

famous creed of Abu> Ja‘far b. Muh}ammad al-T{ah}a>wi> (d. 321/933), who in gen-

eral was “not prepared to go beyond the terms used in the Qur’an and Tradi-

tion.”
113

 Al-T{ah}a>wi>, a “convert” from Sha>fi‘ism to the H{anafi> school, was con-

sidered one of the top H{anafi> authorities of his day, as well as a leading scholar 
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of hadith, and may thus responsibly be classified as one of the “mutakallimu>n of 

ahl al-h}adi>th” mentioned above. 

The final piece of the puzzle in the 3
rd

/9
th

 century Islamic theological 

scene is represented by those who opposed the methods and conclusions of 

(Mu‘tazili>) kala>m outright, but who nevertheless put forward explicit doctrines 

on theological issues. Such individuals generally belonged to the group that the 

sources designate as “ahl al-h}adi>th,” the most influential of whom was none oth-

er than Ah}mad b. H{anbal (d. 241/855), founder of the fourth Sunni legal school 

to which Ibn Taymiyya was a loyal adherent. Ibn Taymiyya, as we shall see, has 

much praise for Ah}mad’s keen intellect. Modern scholars are quite in agreement 

that “although he [Ibn H{anbal] rejected the rational methods of the Mutakalli-

mu>n and insisted on deriving religious doctrines and legal rules solely from the 

Qur’an and the Traditions, he was clearly a man of powerful intellect capable of 

adopting a coherent view in matters of great complexity.”
114

 Prominent H{anbali>s 

of this period include al-Khalla>l (d. 311/923), al-Barbaha>ri> (d. 329/941), and Ibn 

Khuzayma> (d. 311/924).
115

 Yet not all hadith scholars who also took public posi-

tions on theological matters were followers of Ibn H{anbal. Ibn Qutayba (d. 

276/889), for example, who lived approximately one generation after Ah}mad, 

considered himself a member of ahl al-h}adi>th but not necessarily a follower of 

Ah}mad b. H{anbal, whom he considered to be “only one of at least a dozen distin-

guished scholars of this party.”
116

 The famous Muh}ammad b. Jari>r al-T{abari> (d. 

310/923) – famous primarily for this 40-volume historical chronicle
117

 but also 

founder of his own legal school which, however, did not survive in the long term 

– also held theological views that were, by and large, very close to this group of 

scholars, though he is not usually thought of as a H{anbalite and, in fact, drew 

upon himself the ire of the H{anbali>s in the last year or so of his life for, apparent-

ly, having conceded to certain Mu‘tazilite theses regarding the so-called “an-
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thropomorphic” passages of scripture.
118

 These various names and tendencies 

serve to demonstrate the extent to which there existed orthodox, primarily “non-

speculative” Sunni (as opposed to Mu‘tazilite) theologians even before the time 

of Abu> al-H{asan al-Ash‘ari> (d. 324/936).
119

 

 

VII. The Mih}na and its Aftermath 

 

The clash between Mu‘tazilite rationalistic theology, on the one hand, and the 

non-speculative or minimally speculative, amodal adherence to the overt mean-

ing of scripture as propounded by Ma>lik, the other founders of the main Sunni 

schools of law, master hadith critics such as al-Bukha>ri> and Muslim, and the non-

speculative theologians (such as al-Baghda>di>’s “mutakallimu>n of ahl al-sunna”) 

more generally, on the other hand, came to a head in the first half of the 3
rd

/9
th

 

century with the infamous so-called Mih}na, or “Inquisition.” At issue in the 

Mih}na was the highly contentious question, already encountered above, of the 

“createdness” of the Qur’an. Though remembered primarily as a theological dis-

pute, the Mih}na had important political ramifications and was symptomatic of a 

wider struggle for legitimacy and ultimate religious authority between the office 

of the caliph and the collective body of religious scholars, or ‘ulama>’.120
 During 

the reign of three successive Abbasid caliphs, all religious scholars, judges, and 

other notables, particularly in Baghdad and its immediate environs, were forced 

to endorse publicly the Mu‘tazilite doctrine that the Qur’an was “created” (ma-

khlu>q) rather than eternal (qadi>m). Those who refused were imprisoned, beaten, 

and, in some cases, killed. While the vast majority of ‘ulama>’ relented under such 

pressing duress, a few stalwart souls held out against all odds, braving any 

amount of torment and humiliation in order to uphold what was widely consid-

ered the orthodox position – that of the early community (salaf) and authorita-
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tive scholars (a’imma) of the first two centuries of Islam – namely, that the 

Qur’an was the uncreated and eternal Word of God, an intrinsic and inseparable 

part of His essence and not a mere thing, extrinsic to the divine essence and orig-

inated in time like the created universe and all that it contains. 

As we have noted above, attitudes to kala>m at this time, and to the 

Mih}na in particular, did not necessarily coincide with allegiance in jurisprudence. 

As upholders of ra’y in legal matters, many H{anafi>s indeed sided with the gov-

ernment during the Mih}na. Notwithstanding, a number of them were vehemently 

opposed to it as well. In fact, no less a figure than Abu> Yu>suf (d. 182/798), illus-

trious pupil of Abu> H{ani>fa and one of the main architects of the H{anafi> school, 

was himself a staunch and vocal opponent of kala>m, and Abu> Yu>suf’s own pupil, 

Bishr al-Mari>si> (d. 218/833), incurred the wrath of his teacher on account of his 

engagement in kala>m, and no doubt specifically because of al-Mari>si>’s belief in 

the createdness of the Qur’an.
121

 Be that as it may, the vast majority of scholars 

put to the test acquiesced publicly to the new doctrine, whatever their private 

convictions on the issue may have continued to be. Only a few defied the Inqui-

sition authorities by refusing to flinch under any circumstances, the most cele-

brated of them being Ah}mad b. H{anbal himself.
122

  

In the year 232/847, the tables were abruptly turned on the Mu‘tazila 

when Ja‘far b. al-Mu‘tas}im al-Mutawakkil (r. 232-247 / 847-861), a staunch sup-

porter of orthodoxy, succeeded his brother al-Wa>thiq (d. 232/847) to the cali-

phate and immediately deposed the Mu‘tazila, removing them from their posts in 

ignominy and sending them reeling on a brusque downhill spiral from which they 

ultimately would never recover. Though the Mu‘tazila remained a strong theo-

logical – and sometimes political
123

 – voice in pockets outside the central lands 
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for several centuries to come,
124

 they increasingly lost touch with the common 

folk as well as with mainstream scholarly discourse, from which they became 

ever more marginalized.
125

 The termination of the Mih}na represented the defini-

tive defeat of the doctrine of the created Qur’an and the triumph, at least on this 

point, of the orthodox view, which has remained unchallenged down to the cur-

rent day. Yet the Mih}na is also significant for a second reason, for it was through 

this bitter experience – in which the new weapon of Greek-inspired rational ar-

gumentation was married to the coercive arm of the state to enforce a doctrine 

felt so profoundly to compromise the very nature of the Qur’an as the Word of 

God – that many non-speculative hadith scholars and jurists reluctantly came 

around to the view, despite the “last-ditch opposition of Ah}mad ibn-H{anbal,”
126

 

that engagement in at least some form of rational kala>m had become all but una-

voidable if the orthodox positions of the authoritative early generations (salaf) 

were plausibly to be defended in a public arena whose intellectual idiom was 

now so thoroughly transfused by the categories and terms of Mu‘tazilite kala>m. 

In the wake of the Mih}na, there emerged a group of theologians in Bagh-

dad whose doctrinal positions were close to those of Ibn H{anbal and of those 

H{anafi>s and others who had remained aloof of Mu‘tazilism and had refused to 

debate theological issues on the terms set by kala>m.
127

 One figure in this emerg-

ing group was the famous early Sufi, Abu> al-H{a>rith al-Muh}a>sibi> (d. 243/857), a 

contemporary of Ah}mad b. H{anbal who, despite his essentially traditionalist ori-

entation, nevertheless incurred Ah}mad’s wrath merely for having engaged with 
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the discourse of kala>m in order to refute it – an engagement which Ibn H{anbal 

seems to have considered in and of itself already a dangerous endorsement of the 

legitimacy of the methods and assumptions of kala>m. Other such figures were 

Abu> al-‘Abba>s al-Qala>nisi>
128

 and the aforementioned Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889). 

Regarding the divine attributes, Ibn Qutayba took the position that God’s es-

sence and acts could not be fully comprehended by reason, that is, the full, essen-

tial reality of such matters lay inherently and irremediably beyond the pale of 

full human comprehension, such that trying to straightjacket any such truths into 

perfectly transparent rational categories can only lead to their distortion.
129

 Ibn 

Qutayba and al-Muh}a>sibi> have been understood as treading a middle path be-

tween kala>m as it had developed up to their day and those who refused even to 

engage its discourse. Al-Muh}a>sibi>, for instance, attempted to respond to the 

Mu‘tazila by “develop[ing] the concept of a certain alignment of God’s actions 

and those of His creatures,”
130

 that is, by “rationalizing” the divine attributes to 

some, even if slight, degree in order to bring them within the range of human ra-

tional apprehension. Nevertheless, many traditionalist Sunnis were apparently 

not yet ready to follow these men down such a path. Chief among such reluctant 

individuals, of course, was Ah}mad b. H{anbal, despite the fact that he “by his own 

assessment could not answer the inquisitors’ questions appropriately.”
131

 In the 

end of the day, however, both al-Muh}a>sibi> and Ibn Qutayba seem to have con-

cluded that kala>m was largely futile, as it had an uncanny habit of leading to the 

inconclusive “taka>fu’ al-adilla,” or “equivalency of proofs,” by virtue of which 

opposing arguments are concluded to be equally well founded (or unfounded).
132

 

We shall see further on that this inconvenient feature of kala>m argumentation is 

the subject of frequent lamentation – and most often from kala>m scholars them-

selves – and that it figures with some prominence in Ibn Taymiyya’s attack on 
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the methods of choice adopted by the mutakallimu>n in their speculative theolog-

ical endeavor. 

One of the theologians who exercised the greatest influence in the period 

immediately following the Mih}na  was Abu> Muh}ammad ‘Abd Alla>h b. Kulla>b (d. 

240-1/853-5).
133

 Watt credits Ibn Kulla>b with having played a central role in the 

movement among mainstream Sunnis for the acceptance of kala>m and its meth-

ods.
134

 Ibn Kulla>b’s main contribution to kala>m was his elaboration of the doc-

trine of the attributes of God.
135

 An associate of his was the aforementioned al-

Qala>nisi>, a rough contemporary of al-Ash‘ari>. It seems that al-Qala>nisi> was the 

head of a group of Kulla>bi> theologians to whom al-Ash‘ari> (see below) most like-

ly attached himself upon first abandoning the Mu‘tazila.
136

 Al-Muh}a>sibi>, Ibn 

Kulla>b, and al-Qala>nisi> can thus be seen as the immediate forerunners of al-

Ash‘ari> in defending old-school theological doctrine with the seemingly (to 

many) volatile new methods of kala>m.
137

 It has even been suggested that al-

Ash‘ari>’s eventual consecration as the founder and spiritual leader of the new 

movement, as opposed to Ibn Kulla>b or al-Qala>nisi>, may have been somewhat 

fortuitous,
138

 and that the book T{abaqa>t al-mutakallimi>n by Ibn Fu>rak (d. 

406/1015) may well have had much to do with this. Al-Baghda>di>, for one, con-

siders himself a follower of al-Ash‘ari>, but nevertheless refers with equal ease to 

al-Qala>nisi> as “our shaykh.”
139
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VIII. Al-Ash‘ari> and the “Old Kala>m” 

 

al-Ash‘ari> 
 

Abu> al-H{asan al-Ash‘ari> (d. 324/935-6), a descendent of the famous companion 

of the Prophet, Abu> Mu>sa> al-Ash‘ari>, was born in 260/874 in the southern Iraqi 

city of Basra but spent most of his life in Baghdad, where he dedicated himself 

to the religious sciences, excelling particularly in the study of kala>m. An adher-

ent of the Sha>fi‘i> legal madhhab who hailed from an orthodox family, al-Ash‘ari> 

became the top student of the leading Mu‘tazilite authority of his day, Abu> ‘Ali> 

Muh}ammad al-Jubba>’i> (d. 303/916). Around the age of 40, al-Ash‘ari> experi-

enced an abrupt change of heart subsequent to a dream visitation from the 

Prophet, who urged him to defend what had been related from him (i.e., his Sun-

na as transmitted through hadith). Al-Ash‘ari> thereupon publicly recanted 

Mu‘tazilism,
140

 abandoned the pursuit of kala>m altogether, and gave himself over 

to the exclusive study of the Qur’an and hadith. In a subsequent vision, however, 

the Prophet reproved al-Ash‘ari>, clarifying that while he had commanded him to 

defend the doctrines reported on his authority, he had not commanded him to 

give up rational methods of argumentation. Al-Ash‘ari> thus dedicated the re-

mainder of his life to working out a methodology of systematically defending 

revealed doctrines on the basis of rational argumentation.
141

   

Al-Ash‘ari> explicitly adopted positions close to those of Ah}mad b. 

H{anbal which, however, he sought to support by reason, specifically the methods 

employed by the Mu‘tazila.
142

 The novelty in al-Ash‘ari>’s approach can be dis-

cerned in the fact that even when, in the course of an argument, he quotes from 

the Qur’an, it can be seen that he is building up a “considerable structure of ra-
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tional argument”
143

 around the verses.
144

 And while it is true that Ah}mad b. 

H{anbal had “very cautiously used this approach [i.e., of rationalizing argu-

ments],”
145

 al-Ash‘ari> went further by arguing unapologetically for the outright 

legitimacy of a systematic defense of theological doctrine by means of formal 

rational argumentation, based on none other than the very methods developed 

and employed by the Mu‘tazila whose substantive theological doctrine he had so 

resolutely rejected. Al-Ash‘ari> even sought to justify the legitimacy of this ap-

proach by arguing that the Qur’an contained the germ of certain of the rational 

methods the Mu‘tazila had been wont to employ.
146

 For this reason, the majority 

of the H{anbalites of al-Ash‘ari>’s own day rejected him and his followers since 

they, like their leader Ah}mad b. H{anbal, considered the very use of formalized 

kala>m to represent a dangerous and unpardonable capitulation to methods and 

assumptions that in and of themselves were invalid and without foundation.
147

 

In terms of substantive doctrine, al-Ash‘ari> differed with the H{anbalites 

in that he took up the question of the divine attributes, which had been raised by 

the Mu‘tazilites, and took an explicit position on it
148

 – in contrast to the 

H{anbali>s, who adhered to a strict amodalism (bi-la> kayf) with respect to the at-
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tributes of God. Al-Ash‘ari>’s position on the attributes allows some measure of 

analogy between God’s attributes and those human attributes designated by the 

same name, in accordance with an attenuated form of the Mu‘tazilite principle of 

“qiya>s al-gha>’ib ‘ala> al-sha>hid” (or “al-qiya>s bi-l-sha>hid ‘ala> al-gha>’ib”), that is, 

making an inference from the “visible” world (sha>hid) of our empirical experi-

ence to the “invisible” world (gha>’ib) of unseen realities that lie beyond our 

sense perception.
149

 Through a cautious adoption of this principle in a moderated 

form, al-Ash‘ari> attempted to steer a middle course between the radical views of 

the Mu‘tazila
150

 and those of the strictest H{anbalites, a middle course in which 

“from the analogy between God and the world there perforce followed the reality 

of the divine attributes.”
151

 T. Nagel sums up al-Ash‘ari>’s position on the divine 

attributes by explaining that: “[t]hey [the attributes] were not merely some 

phantom of the necessarily human language of revelation. To be sure, when the 

Koran spoke of God’s hands, it meant something that exclusively referred to 

God’s reality, but it also had a comparable reference point in the realm of human 

experience. … Expressions in the revelation such as hand, face, etc., which God 

Himself chose, were by no means metaphors! But neither must they be under-

stood in purely human-physical terms. Rather, they were real attributes whose 

true nature man was not able to recognize.”
152

 A specific application of this prin-

ciple of analogy between the divine and human attributes is al-Ash‘ari>’s “use of 
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an analogy from the relation of human wills to elucidate the problem of divine 

omnipotence and human responsibility.”
153

 

Nevertheless, this notion of qiya>s al-gha>’ib ‘ala> al-sha>hid, which had been 

so popular in the early stages of rationalism, had, according to Nagel, already 

been greeted with skepticism by al-Ash‘ari>’s H{anafi> contemporary, Abu> Mans}u>r 

al-Ma>turi>di> (d. 333/944), and was now proving to be even less tenable for al-

Ash‘ari> himself.
154

 Al-Ash‘ari>’s own eventual skepticism regarding this princi-

ple
155

 also extended to his view of causal connections, which he denied in favor 

of an occasionalism which posits that all would-be cause and effect events in the 

world are merely concomitant through divine fiat (referred to as God’s “‘a>da,” or 

“habit”) with no actual causal efficacy obtaining between them whatsoever. This 

occasionalism remains a cardinal principle of Ash‘ari> (as well as Ma>turi>di>) theol-

ogy until this very day. 

Al-Ash‘ari>’s early post-conversion work, al-Iba>na ‘an us}u>l al-diya>na,
156

 

has been described as a turning point in Islamic theology between the earlier cre-

dos and the later dogmatic treatises, such as those of al-Ghaza>li> (d. 505/1111), 

al-Bayd}a>wi> (d. 685/1286 or 691/1292), al-I<ji> (d. 756/1355), or al-Sanu>si> (d. 

895/1490).
157

 The Iba>na, being the first work written after al-Ash‘ari>’s conver-

sion, shows no compromise with Mu‘tazilism whatsoever. In a later work, 

Maqa>la>t al-Islamiyyi>n, however, al-Ash‘ari>’s tone is calmer and the positions 

taken less black and white, with its author freer to “take the spoils from defeated 

Mu‘tazilism and enrich therewith a henceforth orthodox kala>m”
158

 (which for Ibn 

Taymiyya, it might be added, is precisely where al-Ash‘ari> went wrong).
159
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 When Abu> al-H{asan al-Ash‘ari> died in 324/936, he left behind only three 

pupils, none of whom however are particularly well known to posterity.
160

 It is 

not until the second generation after al-Ash‘ari> that we encounter three promi-

nent figures who took up the torch of Ash‘arism, further developing and formal-

izing the method and school of thought of their esteemed master. The most im-

portant of these three figures is Abu> Bakr al-Ba>qilla>ni> (d. 402/1013).
161

 

 

al-Ba>qilla>ni> 
 

Abu> Bakr Muh}ammad b. al-T{ayyib al-Ba>qilla>ni> (d. 402/1013) was born (c. 

328/940), like al-Ash‘ari>, in the city of Basra, where he is reported to have stud-

ied kala>m under two of al-Ash‘ari>’s own direct students.
162

 A Ma>liki> in legal 

rite,
163

 al-Ba>qilla>ni> spent much of his mature life in Baghdad, with the exception 

of a period where he held the office of judge (qa>d}i>) somewhere outside the capi-

tal city.
164

 Ibn Khaldu>n in his day credited al-Ba>qilla>ni> with perfecting the early 

                                                                                                                                     
mutakallimu>n, whereas the Iba>na contains arguments specifically addressed to the H{anbali>s, 

perhaps explaining its more strident, less compromising tone. See Michel Allard, Le problème 
des attributs divins dans la doctrine d’al-As‘̂ari> et de ses premiers disciples (Beirut: Imprimerie 

catholique, 1965), esp. 215-285. Yet it must be borne in mind that al-Ash‘ari> seems to have 

written the work Istih}sa>n al-khawd} fi> ‘ilm al-kala>m (The Vindication of the Use of the Science of 
Kala>m) also with a H{anbali> audience in mind, in this case to convince them of the legitimacy and 

appropriateness, or “permissibility” (“istih}sa>n” here presumably being used in its legal sense), of 

engaging in kala>m. These positions are perhaps not incompatible, since a strict H{anbali> (recall 

Ah}mad Ibn H{anbal) would have objected to any rationalistic defense of theological doctrines, no 

matter how conservative and traditionalist the positions so defended actually were. (For the 

Arabic text of al-Ash‘ari>’s Istih}sa>n with English translation, see also McCarthy, Theology.) 
159

 For a summary of the achievement of al-Ash‘ari>, see Watt, Formative Period, 303ff. For a full 

study of the life and thought of al-Ash‘ari>, see McCarthy, Theology. 
160

 These are: Abu> Sahl al-S{u‘lu>ki> (d. 369/980) of Nishapur, Abu> al-H{asan al-Ba>hili> (d. ca. 324-

333 / 935-944) of Basra, and Abu> ‘Abd Alla>h b. Muja>hid (d. 370/980) of Basra. (Watt, Formative 
Period, 312). For a discussion of the major Ash‘arite figures up until al-Ghaza>li>, see Watt, 

Islamic Phil., 75-83. 
161

 The other two being Ibn Fu>rak (d. 406/1015) and Abu> Ish}a>q al-Isfara>yi>ni> (d. 418/1027). 
162

 Namely, Abu> al-H{asan al-Ba>hili> and Abu> ‘Abd Alla>h b. Muja>hid. (Watt, Formative Period, 

312). 
163

 Watt remarks that al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s Ma>likism “contributed to the spread of Ash‘arism in 

Ma>likite circles in North Africa.” Prior to this time, most adherents of Ash‘arism were Sha>fi‘i> 

like al-Ash‘ari> himself, though there were some H{anafi>s among them as well. (Watt, Islamic 
Phil., 76) 
164

 Ibid. 



46 

methodology of the Ash‘ari> school,
165

 and M. Fakhry in our day has remarked 

that al-Ba>qilla>ni> “played a pioneering role in elaborating the metaphysical 

groundwork of Ash‘arism.”
166

 It is through the work of al-Ba>qilla>ni> that the early 

stage of Ash‘arism (that of the so-called “mutaqaddimu>n”) can be said to have 

reached maturity. 

Al-Ba>qilla>ni> endeavored to draw out more fully al-Ash‘ari>’s initial in-

sights and positions and to refine the method which al-Ash‘ari> had adopted in 

order to yield all that it could be made to yield in the defense of al-Ash‘ari>’s 

original doctrine – a doctrine which, we recall, was on the whole very conserva-

tive and close to that of Ah}mad b. H{anbal, though on some issues tended more 

towards a middle path between strict H{anbali> traditionalism and Mu‘tazili>-

influenced rationalism. Whereas al-Ash‘ari> had been strict in setting the condi-

tions for proofs, al-Ba>qilla>ni> laid down even more stringent standards, namely 

through his “reversibility principle” which requires that proofs be fully reversi-

ble, that is, that the invalidity of a proof entail the falsity of that which it was 

meant to prove.
167

 Al-Ba>qilla>ni>, like al-Ash‘ari> and all later Ash‘arism, adopted 

the principle of occasionalism discussed above. He also firmly domesticated 

within Ash‘arism an atomistic notion of time and matter “with Greek and Indian 

overtones”
168

 first promulgated by the Mu‘tazilite theologian Abu> al-Hudhayl (d. 

c. 226/841). This theory conceives of everything in existence other than God as 

being composed of discrete atoms and accidents that are ontologically uncon-

nected to each other and fully dependent directly on God not only for creating 

them, but for maintaining them in existence from moment to moment (or, on one 

interpretation, destroying them and recreating them anew in each new atom of 

discrete time). The theory of atomism represented the antithesis of the philo-

sophic conception, based on Aristotle, of a world composed of continuous time 
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and matter operating deterministically on the basis of immutable natural laws. 

This doctrine of occasionalism, predicated upon an atomistic conception of both 

the time and the matter of which the universe is composed, has been described as 

the ideal natural philosophy for preserving divine omnipotence
169

 and, in con-

junction with the denial of the principle of causality, becomes one of the funda-

mental tenets of all later Ash‘arism. So critical, in al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s eyes, was the 

theory of atomism to the rational defense of traditional Islamic tenets regarding 

divine omnipotence and sovereignty in the world – a notion so forcefully and un-

ambiguously insisted upon in the Qur’an and hadith – that al-Ba>qilla>ni> went so 

far, according to Ibn Khaldu>n, to declare the theory “as sacred as these tenets 

themselves.”
170

 

In conclusion, then, al-Ba>qilla>ni> can be considered the greatest systema-

tizer of “old-school” Ash‘arism (that of the “mutaqaddimu>n”), and in a sense the 

last one, since starting with al-Juwayni> (d. 478/1085) in the next generation,
171

 

fundamental changes begin to occur that pave the way for a “new kala>m” (that of 

the “muta’akhkhiru>n”), which involves a number of conceptual reformulations 

and methodological renovations of earlier Ash‘ari> doctrine. To gain an adequate 

understanding of exactly what happened and why, however, we must divert our 

attention for a few moments to the rise and development of an entirely separate 

discourse – that of philosophy, or “falsafa” – which will end up having a major 

impact on Ash‘ari> kala>m as of the middle of the 5
th

/11
th

 century, immediately 

upon the death of its greatest expositor, Abu> ‘Ali> b. Si>na> (d. 427/1037). 

 

IX. Philosophy 

 

Philosophical reflection got off to a fairly early start in the intellectual career of 

Islam. As we saw above, some Greek materials were already in circulation and 

being used in the Syriac tradition prior to the rise of Islam in the 1
st
/7

th
 century. 
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Greek logic and other categories of Greek philosophy had been incorporated into 

Christian theological discourse for several centuries, and elements thereof had 

already begun to make their appearance in early Muslim theological debates.
172

 

But it was the massive movement to translate Greek philosophical and scientific 

texts, which lasted from the 2
nd

/8
th

 to the 4
th

/10
th

 century and known simply as 

the “translation movement,” that was the major catalyst not only for the rise of a 

rationalist Mu‘tazilite theology, as seen above, but even more directly for the 

development of an independent tradition of philosophical reflection in Arabic, 

one whose formative and classical stages stretch from early 3
rd

-/9
th

-century 

Baghdad to late 6
th

-/12
th

-century Andalusia.
173

  

A genealogy of the Arabic-Islamic philosophical tradition, known also by 

its Arabic name “falsafa,” that was transmitted to the Muslim world via the 

Greco-Arabic translation movement would include Aristotle and the main Hel-

lenistic commentators on his work (all of whom, with the exception of the Aris-

totelian Alexander of Aphrodisias, were Neoplatonists), in addition to original 

Neoplatonic texts as well.
174

 Since even Aristotle was transmitted into Arabic 

through a distinctly Neoplatonic lens, Neoplatonism was of major importance in 

setting the tenor of the Muslim philosophical tradition and, as it turns out, many 

of the ideas that Ibn Taymiyya happened to find most objectionable in the philo-

sophical and theological traditions he inherited were of distinctly Neoplatonic 

inspiration. The most outstanding figures of the Arabic-Islamic tradition of fal-

safa175
 are Abu> Yu>suf Ya‘qu>b b. Ish}a>q al-Kindi> (d. 256/873) and Abu> Nas}r 

Muh}ammad al-Fa>ra>bi> (d. 339/950), with the pride of place indisputably occupied 

by their preeminent successor Abu> ‘Ali> b. H{usayn ‘Abd Alla>h Ibn Si>na> (d. 

427/1037), an independent and original thinker widely considered the greatest 

figure in the falsafa tradition. Ibn Si>na>, in fact, took up many of the questions 
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that had been put forth in kala>m, such that the philosophical tradition after the 

classical period, according to R. Wisnovsky,
176

 had to contend both with Ibn 

Si>na> and with the tradition of kala>m, with the result that post-Avicennian phi-

losophy became more consistently concerned to provide solutions anchored in 

falsafa to the problems set forth by the kala>m tradition.
177

 On the other hand, and 

far more significantly for our inquiry, kala>m was in turn enormously influenced 

by the thought of Ibn Si>na>, whose categories, ideas, and terminology were to 

leave a lasting imprint on the works of the latter-day mutakallimu>n.
178

 Under-

standing the challenge posed to kala>m – and to Islamic religious belief more gen-

erally – by philosophy, as well as the imprint left by falsafa on kala>m and its 

practitioners, is vital for gaining a just appreciation of the attempted synthesis of 

al-Ghaza>li> at the turn of the 6
th

/12
th

 century and, ultimately, of the nature of the 
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intellectual tradition inherited by Ibn Taymiyya and to which he responded with 

such vigor two centuries later. 

 

al-Kindi> 
 

Born (185/805) and educated in the Iraqi city of Kufa, al-Kindi> was not only the 

first Muslim philosopher of note, but also the only one of Arab descent. For this 

reason, he is sometimes referred to as “faylasu>f al-‘Arab,” or “the philosopher of 

the Arabs.” Al-Kindi> flourished in Baghdad, where he enjoyed the patronage of 

three Abbasid caliphs – the same three, incidentally, who executed the Mih}na 

(al-Ma’mu>n, al-Mu‘tas}im, and al-Wa>thiq).
179

 Al-Kindi> endeavored to make phi-

losophy acceptable to his fellow Muslims through a “policy of reconciliation,”
180

 

partly by denoting philosophy by the Qur’anic term “h}ikma” (“wisdom”) and 

partly by attempting to demonstrate the consistency of the rational sciences with 

true belief, specifically tawh}i>d.
181

 Classical biographers, both supporters and de-

tractors, agree that al-Kindi> sought to bridge the gap between philosophy and 

religion,
182

 holding that the two could not be in true contradiction since they 

both served the common end of making accessible to men knowledge of the True 

One (al-H{aqq), God.
183

 As a philosopher, al-Kindi> advocated the application of 

rational philosophical methods to the texts of revelation.
184

 Not surprisingly, his 

overall positions on theological issues were close to those of the Mu‘tazila, alt-

hough he did oppose certain of their theses and, as a methodological principle, 

placed the methods of philosophy above those of kala>m.
185

 While the titles of a 

number of his works show al-Kindi>’s clear affinities with Mu‘tazilite preoccupa-

tions, the titles of other treatises show that he also undertook detailed refuta-
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tions of certain other Mu‘tazilite theses, such as atomism.
186

 Significantly, how-

ever, al-Kindi> – almost uniquely among the fala>sifa – parted ways with Aristotle 

on a number of fundamental issues in favor of positions that lined up with Islam-

ic theological postulates. He joined ranks with Mu‘tazilite theologians in defend-

ing Islamic beliefs against various groups (materialists, Manicheans, atheists, 

and rival philosophers), breaking ranks with both Aristotle and the Neoplatonists 

on touchstone issues such as the creation of the world ex nihilo,
187

 the resurrec-

tion of the body, the possibility of miracles and of prophetic revelation, and the 

ultimate destruction of the world – all of which he upheld, in agreement with 

Islamic teachings and in opposition to the Greek philosophical tradition and all 

later falsafa.
188

 Furthermore, al-Kindi> seems to agree with al-Ghaza>li> (and the 

Ash‘ari> tradition in general) against later Peripatetics and Neoplatonists that 

God is the only true agent in the universe. All things other than God are said to 

“act” only metaphorically in the sense that they merely pass God’s sovereign ac-
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tion down successively from one to the other.
189

 This latter concession, however, 

is tantamount to a recognition of some real role played by secondary causes, a 

thesis against which the Ash‘arites (though not Ibn Taymiyya) were invariably 

staunchly opposed.
190

 Al-Kindi>’s conception of God as the efficient cause of the 

universe can in a sense be seen as an adaptation of the Neoplatonic conception of 

the One to the theistic concept of God as Creator.
191

 

We can likewise discern an impact of kala>m on some of the topics taken 

up by philosophy even as early as al-Kindi>, in the sense that al-Kindi> attempted 

to provide solutions from within philosophy to some of the issues being debated 

in kala>m.
192

 In his most important treatise, On First Philosophy (of which only 

the first of four parts has been preserved
193

), al-Kindi> gives the study of Aristo-

tle’s metaphysics a distinctly theological coloring as a science primarily con-

cerned with the study of God.
194

 In one discussion, al-Kindi> departs from Aristo-

tle, and from almost all subsequent falsafa, in holding that the world is not eter-

nal, but created in time.
195

 A second discussion in the work revolves around the 

notion of oneness, the gist of which is that nothing about which something can 

be predicated can be said to be “one” (wa>h}id). Since God is the ultimate One and 

since the ascription of any predicate or concept to an entity automatically entails 

its multiplicity, it follows that nothing can be predicated of God whatsoever. 

The radical negative theology that results from this conception of oneness is a 

feature of all later falsafa and, as we have seen, a central tenet (albeit in a some-

what mitigated form) of the Mu‘tazilites, self-styled “People of Unity and Jus-
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tice.” This particular conception of oneness and the radical denial of the divine 

attributes entailed thereby is, as we shall come to discover, one of the targets Ibn 

Taymiyya attacks the most consistently and relentlessly in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}.  

 

al-Fa>ra>bi> 
 

Born (260/874) in Fa>ra>b (located in current-day Turkmenistan), al-Fa>ra>bi> spent 

almost his entire life in Baghdad, where he studied logic under the Christian 

scholars Yu>h}anna> b. H{ayla>n (d. 297-8/910) and Abu> Bishr Matta> b. Yu>nus (d. 

328/940) and was the teacher of the Christian translator and logician Yah}ya> b. 

‘Adi> (d. 363-4/974).
196

 Al-Fa>ra>bi> was universally venerated as an unparalleled 

master of logic, as well as the leading expositor of Plato and Aristotle in his 

day.
197

 It is primarily his work on logic which earned him the epithet “the Sec-

ond Teacher” (al-mu‘allim al-tha>ni>)198
 – second, that is, only to the First Teach-

er, Aristotle himself. Ibn Rushd and Maimonides pay tribute to him in respect to 

his work on logic,
199

 and Ibn Si>na> records his debt to al-Fa>ra>bi> for his under-

standing of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
200

 Al-Fa>ra>bi> wrote a brief treatise, The 

Reconciliation of the Two Sages,
201

 in which he attempted to harmonize the phi-

losophies of Plato and Aristotle. He is also well known for his writings on politi-

cal philosophy, especially his A<ra>’ ahl al-madi>na al-fa>d}ila (Opinions of the In-

habitants of the Virtuous City), in which he discusses the proper relationship be-

tween philosophy and religion in the ideal state in terms that are highly reminis-

cent of Plato and later echoed by the Andalusian Aristotelian philosopher Ibn 

Rushd (d. 595/1198). 
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Al-Fa>ra>bi> is credited with the “first systematic exposition of Neo-

Platonism in Arabic.”
202

 Like al-Kindi>, only a small portion of his many works 

has survived.
203

 The majority of al-Fa>ra>bi>’s writings are dedicated to logic and 

the philosophy of language, specifically the relationship between, on the one 

hand, abstract logic and the philosophical terminology in which logical relations 

are expressed and, on the other hand, ordinary language and grammar.
204

 This 

latter question represents a cardinal point of contention in the debate between 

reason and revelation
205

 and, in fact, constitutes a major element of Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s attack on abstract philosophical reasoning and his attempt to reconstitute 

rationality on more intuitive principles of everyday reasoning.
206

 

Of direct relevance to the topic of reason and revelation also is the fact 

that al-Fa>ra>bi>, like al-Kindi> before him, dealt explicitly with the relationship be-

tween philosophy and religion,
207

 a discussion which he cast in linguistic terms 

that are later closely echoed by Ibn Rushd. Al-Fa>ra>bi> sees the language of revela-

tion as a popular expression of philosophical truth, employing the tools of rheto-

ric (khit}a>b) and poetics (shi‘r) to hint to the masses in figurative terms at truths 

which their philosophically unschooled intellects would be incapable of grasping 

in rational terms.
208

 Al-Fa>ra>bi> articulates a hierarchy of syllogistic arts in which 

demonstration is the only apodictic, and hence the only suitable, method of phi-

losophy, whereas all other modes – dialectics (jadal), rhetoric (khit}a>ba), poetics 
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(sh‘ir) – serve the purposes of non-philosophical communication.
209

 In contrast 

to al-Kindi>, al-Fa>ra>bi> explicitly called for scripture to be reinterpreted as allegor-

ical in any instance of conflict with reason.
210

 In this vein, al-Fa>ra>bi> outlined a 

theory in which Aristotle’s poetics (shi‘r) is identified as the means of communi-

cation employed by revelation, the truths of which are thus communicated to the 

masses through takhyi>l, a mode of “imaginative evocation” meant to stand as a 

surrogate for those incapable of philosophical reasoning.
211

 This notion of revela-

tion’s reliance on poetic language, and the imaginative evocation such language 

is said to enable, go on to become standard doctrines of the fala>sifa, are both 

forcefully reasserted two and a half centuries later by Ibn Rushd, and come both 

under massive and sustained attack by Ibn Taymiyya in the Dar’. 

In addition to linguistics, al-Fa>ra>bi> also took up the more formal aspects 

of logic, such as the syllogism, demonstration, and related epistemological is-

sues,
212

 all of which are of central importance to Ibn Taymiyya’s critique and to 

which we will return in more detail in Chapter 5. In metaphysics, al-Fa>ra>bi> up-

held the Neoplatonic theory of emanation.
213

 Al-Fa>ra>bi>’s articulation of meta-

physics as the study of being qua being and his relating of theology to metaphys-

ics on the basis that God is the “principle of absolute being (al-wuju>d al-

mut}laq)”
214

 become central to all subsequent falsafa (with the exception of Ibn 

Rushd), as well as to later speculative Sufism and, to some extent arguably, to 

theology itself.
215

 The particular philosophical metaphysic propounded by al-

Fa>ra>bi> and the theology subsumed under it likewise form a major target of Ibn 

Taymiyya in the Dar’. The central relevance of al-Fa>ra>bi> to the debate on reason 

and revelation in Islam is perhaps best summed up by D. Black, who states that 

“[a]l-Fa>ra>bi>’s interest in types of rationality, in modes of discourse and argumen-
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tation, and in the relations between ordinary and philosophical language, are an 

integral part of his answer to [the] historical challenge [i.e., of the ‘need to ad-

dress seriously the sometimes competing claims between philosophy and reli-

gion’].”
216

 

 

Ibn Si>na> 
 

Abu> ‘Ali> al-H{usayn b. ‘Abd Alla>h b. Si>na>, born in 370/980 near Bukha>ra> (located 

in current-day Uzbekistan), is without a doubt the central figure in the Arabic-

Islamic philosophical tradition. Before Ibn Si>na>, falsafa and kala>m, despite cross-

fertilizations, represented two distinct strands of thought. With Ibn Si>na>, the two 

strands become intertwined to such an extent that post-Avicennian kala>m, ac-

cording to one prominent scholar, comes to represent a synthesis of Ibn Si>na>’s 

metaphysics and Islamic theological doctrine.
217

 Ibn Si>na>’s metaphysical theses 

were taken up and debated by kala>m-theologians right up until the dawn of the 

modern era.
218

 Indeed, R. Wisnovsky goes so far as to describe Ibn Si>na> as hav-

ing “straddled two worlds: the world of falsafa and the world of kala>m.”
219

 

Ibn Si>na>’s influence, like that of al-Fa>ra>bi>, was felt most profoundly in 

the fields of logic and, especially, metaphysics. Our concern here shall be strictly 

limited to those aspects of Ibn Si>na>’s thought that were eventually adopted by 

mainstream mutakallimu>n and naturalized into later kala>m. One of the most im-

portant of such ideas is Ibn Si>na>’s all-important distinction between essence and 

existence (with which we shall deal in greater detail in Chapter 5), as well as his 

distinction, which did not fail to attract a considerable amount of criticism, be-

tween that which is necessary by virtue of itself (al-wa>jib bi-dha>tihi) – namely, 

God – and that which is necessary, but by virtue of another (al-wa>jib bi-ghayrihi) 
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– that is, everything but God – which is deemed necessarily existent, albeit by 

virtue of God and not by virtue of itself. These twin theses exercised an enor-

mous influence in post-classical Islamic intellectual history, both in various 

strains of later philosophy as well as in mainstream Sunni, as well as Shi>‘i>, ka-

la>m.  

Ibn Si>na> considered logic to be the key to philosophy, an indispensable 

tool whose function was to lead to the knowledge of the essential natures of 

things
220

 – a conception of logic which Ibn Taymiyya attacks vigorously. Ibn 

Si>na> is credited with the entirely original notion of God as “necessary of exist-

ence by virtue of Himself” (wa>jib al-wuju>d bi-dha>tihi) – the Necessarily Existent 

from whom the rest of existent things then overflow of necessity (which is why 

they are classified as necessarily existent, though by virtue not of themselves, 

but of God) in typical Neoplatonic emanationist fashion. Ibn Si>na>’s particular 

notion of God precluded that He could have any intentional relation to the 

world,
221

 a major point of variance with Islamic doctrine regarding God’s fully 

free and volitional creation of the world. Furthermore, divine providence may 

not, according to Ibn Si>na>, be understood in terms of God’s direct superintend-

ence of or concern for the world, but only in the far more remote sense of God’s 

knowledge of the order of all existence and the manner of its goodness.
222

 

Later critics of Ibn Si>na>, such as the Ash‘arite theologians al-Ghaza>li> and 

al-Shahrasta>ni>, mostly took issue with Ibn Si>na>’s concept of God and His rela-

tionship to the world, God’s (lack of, according to Ibn Si>na>) knowledge of par-

ticulars, the doctrine of the eternity of the universe, and Ibn Si>na>’s purely spirit-

ualist, non-corporeal conception of the afterlife. Al-Ghaza>li>, as we shall see, ded-

icated one of his most famous and influential works, Taha>fut al-fala>sifa (The In-

coherence of the Philosophers), to a devastating refutation of the falsafa tradi-

tion, primarily as incarnated in Ibn Si>na>’s rather unique synthesis of Aristotelian, 

Neoplatonic, and original “Avicennian” elements. In his attack on philosophy, al-
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Ghaza>li> singles out the last three aforementioned doctrines as fundamentally ir-

reconcilable with the doctrinal tenets of Islam, so entirely and irredeemably so as 

to put anyone holding them decisively outside the pale of the faith. 

Such criticism did not, however, prevent Ibn Si>na>’s thought from affect-

ing profoundly not only post-Avicennian falsafa, which is to be expected, but 

also from penetrating the very conceptual core of kala>m, leading to a distinction 

between the early kala>m tradition (that of the so-called mutaqaddimu>n) and a 

later, distinctly “post-Avicennian” kala>m (that of the so-called muta’akhkhiru>n) 

that bears so unmistakably the imprint of Ibn Si>na>’s philosophy.
223

 Even al-

Ghaza>li>, who was formerly conceived in Western scholarship as being diametri-

cally opposed to falsafa on all levels, is now understood to have been rather pro-

foundly influenced by his arch-rival Persian compatriot, as we shall discover 

shortly.
224

 

  

X. The New Kala>m and Subsequent Developments 

 

The Malaise of Theology in the 5th/11th Century 

 

Theology in the 5
th

/11
th

 century underwent a fundamental change as it came 

under the direct influence of the enormous shadow cast by the imposing 

philosophical system of Ibn Si>na>. T. Nagel speaks evocatively of the malaise of a 

“pessimistic Sunnism”
225

 in the late 5
th

/11
th

 century, reeling under the “painful 

impression of the futility of rationally defending its own faith and rationally 
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striving for ultimate certainty.”
226

 We recall that philosophy until the middle of 

the tenth century was, both methodologically and institutionally, separate from 

kala>m to a considerable degree and that the philosophers as a group, from al-

Kindi> through al-Fa>ra>bi>, had a relatively minor impact on theological 

discourse.
227

 Indeed, despite the fact that the theologians had already absorbed a 

number of methodological tools from the philosopers,
228

 the problems treated in 

kala>m remained essentially the same issues throughout this nearly three-century 

period, until we witness a seismic shift with the rise of the “new kala>m” post-Ibn 

Si>na> through the work of al-Juwayni> and, especially, his student al-Ghaza>li>. 

Given the relative isolation in which philosophy had incubated in the phase of its 

initial development and subsequent consolidation – that is, from al-Kindi> up 

through Ibn Si>na>, a period of some 200 years – it must have seemed like falsafa 

had come as if out of nowhere to shake the very foundations of theology itself. 

This is presumably what led to the aforementioned pessimism – that is, not just 

the challenge of philosophy itself, but the realization that the kala>m originally 

developed by al-Ash‘ari> in response to Mu‘tazilism was relatively ill-equipped to 

deal with falsafa proper, and that even when what were hoped to be the requisite 

methodological renovations, such as those wrought by al-Ba>qilla>ni>, had been 

instituted, rational certainty in matters of theology – particularly in the face of 

falsafa’s supreme confidence in its ability to engender yaqi>n – continued to prove 

frustratingly elusive. 

 

Ima>m al-H{aramayn al-Juwayni> 
 

The first major Ash‘arite theologian to have come under the direct influence of 

falsafa via Ibn Si>na> was Abu> al-Ma‘a>li> “Ima>m al-H{aramayn” al-Juwayni> (d. 
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478/1085). Al-Juwayni> made a bid to make up for the now apparent inadequacies 

of kala>m in the face of falsafa by adopting certain aspects of that very same fal-

safa that he considered not only compatible with kala>m but, in fact, vital to the 

project of shoring up the worldview of kala>m in the face of the onerous shadow 

cast by Ibn Si>na>’s imposing philosophy. A sign of al-Juwayni>’s changing attitude 

towards the place of the rational sciences in the overall hierarchy of Islamic reli-

gious disciplines is his view that “naz}ar,” understood in the sense of engaging in 

a deliberate search for rational certainty regarding the fundamentals of faith, is a 

requirement upon each and every Muslim upon reaching the age of maturity in 

order for his faith to be considered valid.
229

 

Though al-Ba>qilla>ni> had already entertained reservations about the previ-

ously discussed inference from the visibile to the invisible (al-qiya>s bi-l-sha>hid 

‘ala> al-gha>’ib) and tried to reinforce the defensive arsenal of kala>m by adding to 

it his reversibility principle, it is with al-Juwayni> that this inference from the 

seen to the unseen – the “rock on which Islamic theology had rested until 

then”
230

 – finally crumbled altogether. But al-Juwayni> went further and dropped 

al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s reversibility principle as well, replacing it with certain elements 

selectively incorporated from the new logic then gaining wider spread via the 

work of Ibn Si>na>. Among other things, al-Juwayni> incorporated into the logical 

armor of kala>m such techniques as enumeration and division (al-sabr wa-l-

taqsi>m) and the disjunction between affirmation and negation, supplementing 

with these techniques the two main procedures previously in use, namely, the 

reductio ad absurdum (qiya>s al-khulf) and the probative syllogism (al-qiya>s al-

mustaqi>m).
231
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Al-Juwayni> further abandoned the older kala>m’s method of proving the 

existence of God based on the createdness of the world (specifically the argu-

ment from h}udu>th al-ajsa>m, or the temporal origination of bodies) in favor of Ibn 

Si>na>’s proof based on the dichotomy of ontological necessity (wuju>b) and con-

tingency (imka>n).
232

 This change in the argument used for proving the existence 

of God marks, along with the increasing incorporation of logic, one of the fun-

damental distinctions on the basis of which practically all later thinkers
233

 differ-

entiate between the “old kala>m” of the mutaqaddimu>n and the “new kala>m” of 

the muta’akhkhiru>n. Al-Juwayni> furthermore seems to be the first to have incor-

porated atomism organically into Ash‘ari> kala>m as a standard procedure, com-

bined with the argument from contingency, for proving the existence of God, His 

attributes, and the temporality or “temporal originatedness” (h}udu>th) of the 

world.
234

 

Another crucial departure from al-Ash‘ari>’s methodology in the work of 

al-Juwayni> has to do with al-Juwayni>’s position on the divine attributes. Al-

Ash‘ari>, as we have seen, upheld a modified version of the bi-la> kayf doctrine of 

the early community as a means of preserving both the divine transcendence and 

the literal integrity of the Qur’an’s assertions regarding the attributes of God. 

Al-Juwayni>, however, goes further, separating attributes into essential (nafsi>) 

and qualitative (ma‘nawi>), a move that has been described as a shift towards a 

more “liberal” Ash‘arite theology, one less attached to the letter of the Qur’an 

and to a “literal” understanding of Qur’anic statements regarding the divine at-

tributes.
235

 In this vein, al-Juwayni> was the first Ash‘arite theologian to interpret 

– that is, to make ta’wi>l of – the so-called revealed attributes (al-s}ifa>t al-

khabariyya), such as God’s “hands,” “face,” and other such attributes that cannot 
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be derived through independent reason and that are denoted by terms that could 

seem to imply corporeality.
236

 

Al-Juwayni> was likewise the first theologian to elaborate a juridical 

methodology on the basis of the principles of the new kala>m, an initiative 

brought to full fruition by his student, al-Ghaza>li>, through the systematic incor-

poration of logic in this latter’s classic work on jurisprudence, al-Mustas}fa> min 

‘ilm al-us}u>l (The Essentials of Jurisprudence). Al-Juwayni>’s comprehensive theo-

logical treatise, al-Sha>mil fi> us}u>l al-di>n (The Comprehensive Treatise on the 

Fundamentals of Religion), as well as his own abridgment of this work, known as 

Kita>b al-Irsha>d ila> qawa>t}i‘ al-adilla fi> al-i‘tiqa>d (The Book of Guidance to the 

Decisive Proofs in Matters of Belief), became classics in North Africa and it is to 

them, incidentally, that the Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) re-

fers for his knowledge of Ash‘ari> doctrines.
237

 Indeed, the structure of al-

Juwayni>’s Irsha>d became a model for later theological treatises written in the 

same genre.
238

 

Though the firm and complete incorporation of logic into kala>m would 

only come to pass at the hands of al-Ghaza>li> in the following generation, al-

Juwayni> nonetheless represents a critical juncture in the transition from the old 

style of reasoning in kala>m to the new philosophically oriented kala>m, being as 

he was “old-school by virtue of his dialectical method, but an old-schooler who 

portends the triumph of the new method.”
239

 According to Ibn Khaldu>n, the old 

way is exemplified by al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s reversibility principle which, as we have 

seen, entails that “the invalidity of the proof entails the falsity of what is being 

proven,” while the new way, informed by Aristotelian logic, is not bound by this 

principle. Yet it has been remarked that the principle of reversibility amounted 

to no less than “the necessary and mutual connection established by the ‘an-
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cients’ between their philosophy of nature and their tenets of belief.”
240

 This link 

was based on the older logic of analogy, drawn primarily from fiqh, in which the 

Aristotelian syllogism had not yet made its appearance. In the new logic on the 

basis of which al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s reversibility principle is rejected, however, the Aris-

totelian syllogism becomes predominant. The fact that this is the main difference 

between the two systems of logic (and between the old versus the new kala>m 

based on each system, respectively) becomes apparent through reading the long 

discussions on this topic in al-Juwayni>’s Sha>mil.241
 This “new method” – which 

incorporates both the new logic as well as the new argument for the existence of 

God, both compliments of Ibn Si>na> – comes fully into its own with al-Juwayni>’s 

illustrious student, al-Ghaza>li>, after whom the method and terminology of kala>m 

come to resemble that of philosophy more and more with each succeeding gener-

ation of Ash‘arites.
242

 

Ironically, despite the decisive role al-Juwayni> played in further develop-

ing the science of kala>m and domesticating within it certain fundamental meth-

ods and concepts from philosophy, he is reported at the end of his life to have 

lost faith in the rational sciences and turned (back) instead to the study of juris-

prudence, having discovered that “the triumph of metaphysics did not entail the 

rational certainty of faith that had been hoped for.”
243

 

 

al-Ghaza>li> 
 

The “Proof of Islam” (h}ujjat al-Isla>m) Abu> H{a>mid al-Ghaza>li> (d. 505/1111) is a 

major watershed figure in the history of Islamic thought who represents a con-

fluence of jurisprudence, theology, philosophy, and Sufism and rightfully de-

serves a separate discussion under each of those titles. We treat him here not on-

ly because he possessed a superb philosophical education and sharply analytical 

mind, but also because it is his engagement with the falsafa tradition that is of 
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most direct relevance to the concern of this study – not only because he attempt-

ed to refute the theses of the philosophers on purely philosophical grounds, as 

Ibn Taymiyya aims to do, but also on account of what he took from philosophy 

and made part and parcel of Islamic orthodoxy (both legal and theological, not to 

mention mystical). In fact, al-Ghaza>li> has been characterized as “the greatest 

figure in the history of the Islamic reaction to Neo-Platonism.”
244

 In the pivotal 

figure of al-Ghaza>li>, we witness the full accomplishment of the crossover in Is-

lamic kala>m-theology from the “way of the ancients” (t}ari>q al-mutaqaddimi>n) to 

the “way of the moderns” (t}ari>q al-muta’akhkhiri>n) foreshadowed by al-

Juwayni>.
245

 

Born (450/1058) in the northeastern Iranian city of T{u>s, al-Ghaza>li> stud-

ied in Nishapur under the eminent Ima>m al-H{aramayn (al-Juwayni>). He subse-

quently taught at the prestigious Niz}a>miyya madrasa in Baghdad for four years. 

Intense study of philosophy in this period produced a number of important 

works, including the aforementioned Incoherence of the Philosophers, an exposi-

tion of logic entitled The Standard of Knowledge (Mi‘ya>r al-‘ilm),
246

 which was 

written as an appendix to the Incoherence,
247

 and an important work of Ash‘arite 

theology, The Just Mean in Belief 248
 (al-Iqtis}a>d fi> al-i‘tiqa>d). He wrote his most 

famous work, The Revivification of the Religious Sciences (Ih}ya>’ ‘ulu>m al-di>n), 

after a lengthy period of seclusion dedicated to treading the Sufi path of spiritual 

purification and mystical realization. Upon returning home after his extended 
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hiatus, al-Ghaza>li> resumed his teaching and other scholarly activities, producing 

inter alia a major work on us}u>l al-fiqh (the aforementioned Mustas}fa>), an autobi-

ography, two mystical treatises and, shortly before his death, a small work warn-

ing against the pursuit of kala>m-theology by the common people. 

In one of his most famous and influential works, The Incoherence of the 

Philosophers (Taha>fut al-fala>sifa), al-Ghaza>li> delivers a devastating blow to the 

falsafa tradition, particularly Ibn Si>na>’s metaphysics and psychology
249

 (but also 

aspects of al-Fa>ra>bi>’s philosophy as well
250

) and elicited a strident, line-by-line 

response by the arch-Aristotelian philosopher Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), born in 

the far western Andalusian city of Cordoba only fifteen years after al-Ghaza>li>’s 

death in northeastern Iran. In the Incoherence, al-Ghaza>li> sets out to refute twen-

ty discrete doctrines of the philosophers, three of which he deems radically and 

irreconcilably in conflict with Islamic belief.
251

 These three doctrines are: (1) the 

eternity of the world; (2) the idea that God knows only universal concepts and 

not particular instantiations thereof (that is, while He has knowledge of an ab-

stract and universal “humanity,” He has no knowledge of you, nor me, nor of any 

other individual human being); and, (3) the impossibility of a physical resurrec-

tion after death. As all three doctrines stand in direct and irreducible contradic-

tion to unequivocal and universally agreed upon Islamic teachings, holding any 

one of them, al-Ghaza>li> concludes, is sufficient to invalidate one’s Islamic belief 

and render one a ka>fir, or disbeliever.
252

 All three doctrines were upheld by prac-

tically all Muslim philosophers with the exception of al-Kindi> who, as we have 
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seen, explicitly adhered to Islamic teachings on all three counts despite his over-

all commitment to the ontology and methodology of falsafa. In addition to these 

three doctrines endemic to the system of the fala>sifa, al-Ghaza>li> strongly op-

posed Ibn Si>na>’s conception of God as an eternal essential cause from which all 

that exists (merely) emanates, as this conception entails the negation of any 

meaningful concept of divine volition whatsoever. Al-Ghaza>li>, on the contrary, 

embraced the standard Ash‘arite so-called “occasionalist” ontology, which, as 

we have seen, views all events in the world as brought about directly and imme-

diately by the will and power of God. 

Al-Ghaza>li>’s was the first, though decidedly not the last, attempt in Islam 

to respond to philosophy on its own grounds, by purely philosophical arguments, 

rather than merely vilifying it as a foreign science, or accusing its practitioners 

of impiety, or leveling against it purely theological arguments based on the sole 

authority of scripture.
253

 Yet despite the mordancy of al-Ghaza>li>’s attack against 

the philosophers and the longstanding view that his offensive effectively sound-

ed the death knoll of (at least a particular brand of) philosophy in the Muslim 

world, more recent studies have begun to reveal the extent to which al-Ghaza>li>’s 

own thought is indebted to that of his ideological foes, in particular Ibn Si>na>.
254

 

It has even been suggested that, through his overt and deliberate appropriation of 

certain key aspects of the philosophers’ system, al-Ghaza>li> ended up making 

“certain radical concessions to philosophy in general and to logic in particu-

lar.”
255

 Indeed, it is well known that while al-Ghaza>li> rejected many aspects of 

falsafa out of hand, most notably its precarious metaphysics, he nonetheless em-

braced with enthusiasm the Aristotelian logic built on definition and syllogism 

that forms the very core of the whole system.
256

 In his autobiographical al-

Munqidh min al-d}ala>l (Deliverer from Error), al-Ghaza>li> describes this logic as a 

neutral instrument, a trusty scale used for distinguishing true from false argu-
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ments. Perhaps sensing the vulnerability of kala>m arguments supported by the 

“old logic” in the face of Ibn Si>na>’s imposing edifice of philosophical ingenuity, 

al-Ghaza>li> made Ibn Si>na>’s logic his own and henceforth incorporated it eagerly 

into kala>m as well as the science of jurisprudence (us}u>l al-fiqh). In his enthusi-

asm for the powerful new tool of logic, al-Ghaza>li> even believed he could identi-

fy the five forms of the Aristotelian syllogism prefigured in the Qur’an.
257

 We 

saw above how, starting with al-Juwayni>, the dialectic and syllogistic methods of 

argumentation combined. Al-Ghaza>li> now accords formal deductive reasoning 

based on the search for a universal middle term full droit de cité.
258

 Like al-

Juwayni>, al-Ghaza>li> also no longer admits al-Ba>qilla>ni>’s “retroactivity” principle. 

Yet significantly, he nevertheless maintains all the major Ash‘arite positions, 

such as the negation of the efficacy of secondary causes and divine voluntarism, 

albeit without attempting to base these in any direct manner either on al-

Ba>qilla>ni>’s atomistic physics.
259

 Since the traditional Ash‘arite theses are upheld 

integrally, al-Ghaza>li>’s innovation lies primarily in his method, his mode of ex-

position, and his style of reasoning,
260

 and it is this new method of reasoning and 

arguing that is identified as the “way of the moderns” (t}ari>q al-muta’akhkhiri>n) 

by Ibn Khaldu>n and others.
261

 

Regarding metaphorical interpretation of the texts, al-Ghaza>li> admits 

ta’wi>l, in the manner of al-Juwayni>, in order to obviate overtly anthropomorphic 

readings of the s}ifa>t khabariyya, or “revealed attributes” (hands, face, etc.).
262

 

Yet al-Ghaza>li> seems willing – at least in some of his writings – to go a step fur-

ther than al-Juwayni> had. Gardet and Anawati remark that while al-Ghaza>li> cer-

tainly did maintain the apparent sense of the texts in the face of extreme esoteri-
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cist (Ba>t}inite) tendencies, against which he directed a sustained and acerbic po-

lemic,
263

 he nevertheless at times proffers an interpretation of the apparent sense 

of the text that seems to reduce it, as his later adversary Ibn Rushd will also do, 

to a purely symbolic value for the benefit of the common man.
264

 One of the best 

examples of this tendency is al-Ghaza>li>’s Niche of Lights (Mishka>t al-anwa>r),265
 

which contains a complete theory of symbolism (in the sense of allegory, or 

tamthi>l) with respect to the sensible and intelligible worlds, as well as multiple 

examples of “symbolic” explanation of the Qur’an, coupled with an affirmation 

both of the validity, but also of the reduced reach, of the literal or historical 

sense of such verses.
266

 

Al-Ghaza>li>’s attitude towards kala>m – and, by extension, to the status of 

discursive knowledge more generally – is critical for understanding the potent 

legacy he left behind and the course of the development of Islamic thought as 

bequeathed to Ibn Taymiyya one and a half centuries later. In the Ih}ya>’ ‘ulu>m al-

di>n, al-Ghaza>li> exhibits a guarded attitude towards kala>m, admitting that it was 

not indeed practiced by the earliest generations of Muslims, but nevertheless jus-

tifies a limited use of kala>m deemed indispensable once innovations (bida‘) arose 

that risked leading believers away from the path of the Qur’an and Sunna and 

therefore had to be combated by adequate means on their own – that is to say, on 

rational – grounds.
267

 Despite this palliative function of kala>m, however, al-

Ghaza>li> does not seem to accept it as a fully legitimate (or at least not a fully 

adequate), let alone necessary, path for reaching truth.
268

 The inherent limita-

tions of kala>m, as we learn in the Munqidh, lie in the fact that it proceeds on the 
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basis of premises that are not certain in and of themselves, since they must be 

accepted on the basis of revelation or the consensus (ijma>‘) of the community 

and for this reason are incapable of yielding apodictic certitude (on a purely ra-

tional level) as the result of a syllogistic process of inference.
269

 Yet just as we 

saw in the case of the newly converted al-Ash‘ari>, al-Ghaza>li>’s initially critical, 

if not deprecatory, assessment of kala>m yields, in his later writings, to a moder-

ated and more nuanced tone that accords kala>m a legitimate, if duly circum-

scribed, place in the overall hierarchy of sciences. Thus in his al-Risa>la al-

Ladunniyya, for instance, al-Ghaza>li> classifies ‘ilm al-tawh}i>d – the science of the 

Oneness of God, “also known as kala>m”
270

 – as occupying a position of prime 

importance. And while the sources of the knowledge of tawh}i>d, according to the 

Risa>la, are primarily the Qur’an and the Sunna, they are also acknowledged spe-

cifically to comprise “rational arguments and syllogistic proofs” (al-dala>’il al-

‘aqliyya wa-l-bara>hi>n al-qiya>siyya) as well.
271

  

Al-Ghaza>li>’s guardedly approbatory assessment of kala>m in some of his 

writings should not, however, obscure his abiding insistence on the irredeemably 

limited nature of all purely discursive thought and related rational discourse, that 

of kala>m marking here no exception. Rather, true certainty (yaqi>n) for al-Ghaza>li> 

can ultimately be gained only through the “apprehension of realities” 

(musha>hada, or musha>hadat al-h}aqa>’iq)
272

 by way of mystical unveiling (kashf). 

While kala>m may be of initial assistance in helping one move towards this goal, 

it can also act as a veil in as far as one may unwittingly mistake means for end. 

Upon his death in 505/1111, the Proof of Islam left to subsequent genera-

tions a “highly explosive legacy that already contained the outlines of the main 

ideas of the theological work of the high and late Middle Ages.”
273
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XI. Kala>m and Falsafa in the Wake of al-Ghaza>li> 

 

Ash‘arism and the Struggle to Orthodoxy 
 

The immediate reception of the new Ash‘arism in the 6
th

/12
th

 century is illustra-

tive of the larger intellectual mood of the period. While Ash‘arism undoubtedly 

had its enthusiastic supporters, it also had many implacable opponents. We recall 

that adherents of the tendency that we have referred to as “strict H{anbalism” re-

jected even the approach of al-Ash‘ari> himself, not on account of his substantive 

doctrine – which, as we have seen, hewed very close to that of Ibn H{anbal – but 

as a protest against al-Ash‘ari>’s appropriation and legitimization of the methods 

of the Mu‘tazila, methods whose adoption he saw as imperative for establishing 

kala>m on a proper rational footing. Now with the further acclimation of kala>m to 

philosophy represented in the new method of the muta’akhkhiru>n, opposition to 

the entire venture of speculative theology seems to have spread, with the result 

that Ash‘arism, at least in some quarters, was a dangerous position to hold, just 

like being a Mu‘tazilite two centuries earlier.
274

 As may be expected, the most 

vociferous opposition came from H{anbali> quarters – an example being that of 

‘Abd Alla>h al-Ans}a>ri> al-Harawi> (d. 481/1088), a H{anbali> and well-known Sufi 

who “attacked the Ash‘arites downright furiously”
275

 – but opposition at this 

period went considerably beyond strictly H{anbalite circles. The tensions inherent 

in late 5
th

/11
th

-century Sunnism between a philosophizing Ash‘arite theological 

rationalism, on the one hand, and a rigorously non-speculative text-centered 

H{anbalism, on the other, eventually ran so high that open violence against the 

Ash‘ari>s broke out in Baghdad in 460/1068.
276

 The battles between proponents 

                                                 
274

 Ibid., 195. 
275

 Ibid., 242. Al-Harawi>’s opposition to kala>m seems to have stemmed as much from his 

mystical orientation as from his H{anbalism. With respect to the view that kala>m is unnecessary 

at best and that scripture alone suffices, T. Winter remarks that “al-Harawi> (d. 1089) agrees, 

suggesting that kala>m is an unreliable substitute for the true gift of mystical illumination.” 

(Winter, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology, 5). 
276

 Nagel, History, 243. 



71 

and opponents of rational theology continued, until “increasingly the Ash‘arites 

became a minority persecuted by the Hanbalites.”
277

 

Yet despite ongoing polemics against rationalist kala>m by H{anbalites and 

others, Ash‘arism boasted a number of enthusiastic and vocal supporters as well, 

such as the Sha>fi‘i> hadith master and historian Ibn ‘Asa>kir (d. 571/1176), who 

defended vigorously the legitimacy of a rational theological dialectic,
278

 and 

even the H{anbali> jurist and theologian Ibn ‘Aqi>l (d. 513/1119). In time, 

Ash‘arism eventually established itself as the dominant school in the central re-

gions, but not without a fight.
279

 The old conservatives all along refused to yield 

any turf, even to post-conversion al-Ash‘ari>, wanting to have nothing at all to do 

with the “innovated” methods of the mutakallimu>n. On the other hand, the 

Mu‘tazilites, furious at having been routed by al-Ash‘ari> and his followers, 

turned to persecuting these latter wherever they were able to. In the middle of 

the 5
th

/11
th

 century, this persecution spread to Syria, the Hijaz, Iraq, and Khura-

san. The “ahl al-sunna” (here referring to the Ash‘ari>s, not the H{anbali>s) were 

condemned from the pulpit, stripped of their positions and functions, and pre-

vented from teaching and preaching. The most prominent Ash‘arites were hunted 

down, maltreated, and thrown into prison. Al-Juwayni> himself got caught up in 

the fray – which was as much political, it seems, as theological – and was forced 

to flee his native Nishapur. It was not until the famous Seljuq vizier Niz}a>m al-

Mulk (active 455-485 / 1063-1092) created in the major madrasas of the empire 

chairs specifically for the teaching of the new theology that Ash‘arism was final-

ly put on its way to triumphing over its two rivals, the Mu‘tazila on the one hand 

and the more unyielding of the H{anbali>s on the other.
280
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By the time Ibn Taymiyya was born some 200 years later,
281

 any signifi-

cant opposition to kala>m-theology had all but dissipated in most quarters. 

Ash‘arism had long since come to be seen by a large number as the normative 

orthodox expression of Islamic belief in rational-theological terms. At the same 

time, the Mamluk rulers of Syria and Egypt, the two countries between which 

Ibn Taymiyya spent his life, had proven themselves enthusiastic patrons not only 

of the now dominant Ash‘arite theology, but of the many eclectic brands of Su-

fism – some quite orthodox, others rather less so – which had also become wide-

spread, ensuring that “conflicts with the strict proponents of the sunna were un-

avoidable.”
282

 

 

Philosophical Theology and the Fate of Falsafa Proper 
 

While al-Ghaza>li>’s attack on falsafa was long understood in Western scholarship 

to have spelled the death of philosophy in the Muslim world, this is only true in 

one sense, namely, that there was to be no continuation of an independent philo-

sophical tradition pursued along the largely Aristotelian lines of classical falsafa 

– with the notable exception of Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), whose work, however 

consequential it may have been for medieval Europe, ended up having virtually 

no impact on the Muslim world whatsoever.
283

 On the one hand, alternate 

schools of philosophy arose and flourished, most notably the Ishra>qi>, or “Illumi-

nationist,” tradition founded by Shiha>b al-Di>n al-Suhrawardi> (d. c. 587/1191), a 

tradition that reached its culmination in the 11
th

-/17
th

-century grand synthesis 

represented by the “transcendent theosophy,” or h}ikma muta‘a>liya, of the Persian 

Shi>‘ite philosopher, theologian, and mystic S{adr al-Di>n al-Shi>ra>zi> (Mulla> S{adra>) 

(d. 1050/1640) which has survived as a living tradition in Iran up to the present 
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day.
284

 On the other hand, a perusal of later kala>m works makes it abundantly 

clear that Islam in a sense co-opted, rather than banished, philosophy, absorbing 

it into the body of kala>m while bending it to the outlook, purposes, and needs of 

the discipline.
285

   

Contemporary scholars have offered contrasting interpretations of the 

precise nature of the intertwinement that took place between falsafa and kala>m 

in the post-Ibn Si>na> / post-Ghaza>li> period. L. Gardet and M.-M. Anawati stress 

how the fala>sifa (with the sole exception of al-Kindi>) always retained full auton-

omy vis-à-vis Islamic doctrine;
286

 R. Wisnovsky, on the other hand, stresses the 

extent to which kala>m influenced falsafa, at least in terms of the topics dealt 

with therein. These positions may perhaps not be in contradiction, however, once 

we realize that such topics as are imported into philosophy from kala>m are al-

ways dealt with on purely philosophical grounds. That is, theological topics such 

as angels, the afterlife, prophethood, etc. were reinterpreted by the fala>sifa and 

naturalized into their own discipline and worldview,
287

 without ever making “the 

slightest real concession”
288

 to Islamic doctrine as derived from revelation. M. 

Fakhry likewise underscores the reluctance of the fala>sifa to “surrender any as-
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pect of the former [philosophy], or to attribute any mark of privilege or distinc-

tion to the latter [Islamic belief] by virtue of its supernatural or divine origin.”
289

 

Yet even if we accept Wisnovsky’s more recent view that philosophy in fact be-

came further “theologized,” especially through Ibn Si>na>, and that it shared with 

kala>m in certain methodological tools as well as in some of the topics that had 

been raised by the mutakallimu>n, then it is easy to understand why the overall 

system of the fala>sifa retained a monotheistic coloring and religious mood not 

found in the original works of the Greeks. In terms of substantive borrowing 

from kala>m, T. Winter cites the argument (following Wisnovsky) that Ibn Si>na> 

himself had borrowed from kala>m certain fundamental notions, including the key 

distinction between essence and existence so central to his thought. This in turn, 

he suggests, may help to explain why Ibn Si>na>’s thought spread so rapidly among 

the mutakallimu>n and was taken up in so many quarters with such enthusiasm.
290

 

Regarding the degree to which kala>m was influenced by falsafa, it has 

been suggested that philosophy was never roundly defeated in Islam, but rather 

that it lived on through kala>m. (Ibn Taymiyya, incidentally, would fully agree 

with this, but would hardly see in it a cause for rejoice.) But if this be true, then 

the question arises: To what degree did philosophy live on as philosophy? It has 

been argued that philosophical themes and methods, once torn from their own 

context and incorporated into kala>m, no longer operated “philosophically,” but 

rather became co-opted by theology and bent to serve its own purposes.
291

 It has 

been further remarked that the “old” (pre-philosophical) and “new” (philosophi-

cal) methods of kala>m continued to exist side by side in the later kala>m treatises 
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Kestelli (d. 1495) was proud to have read Avicenna’s Shifa>’ seven times, and Avicenna continued 

to be referred to extensively by some Sunni>s as well as many Shi>‘i>s up to and beyond the dawn of 

modernity.” 
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and that the old methods were still considered valid.
292

 It has also been suggested 

that the increasing “philosophization” of kala>m manifested itself mostly in the 

ever increasing philosophical preambles to the larger works of the later kala>m 

tradition, but that these preambles are more or less tacked onto works whose 

conclusions are already known and which always end up in substantially the 

same place doctrinally. One may be tempted by this fact to imprecate kala>m on 

the basis that it absorbed philosophy in a purely superficial and cosmetic manner, 

as if merely grafted onto the body of kala>m doctrine with the view of lending 

kala>m a misleading sense of intellectual sophistication. Such a verdict would be 

injudicious, however, if we consider the original nature and function of kala>m as 

a primarily apologetic undertaking, the main purpose of which was to show that 

the basic propositions of faith were rationally defensible (that is, that they were 

not absurd, even if they could not, in the main, be derived solely through reason), 

and to protect the existential truths known through revelation by means of an 

“impregnable fortress” capable of defending their integrity from philosophical 

attack.
293

 From this perspective, kala>m perhaps never entertained any preten-

sions of being “philosophical” in the manner in which the fala>sifa would have 

understood their own endeavor, but rather concerned itself with the task of as-

sembling the strongest arguments it could lay its hands on in order to demon-

strate, in the face of a persistent philosophical challenge, the rational integrity of 

its substantive doctrine (or rather, the substantive doctrine of the Qur’an and 

Sunna, as kala>m itself would certainly have understood it). 

Seen in this light, kala>m cannot be said to have ended up capitulating to 

philosophy in any fundamental manner – though once again, there was at least 

some adjustment not only of method, but also of some secondary points of doc-

trine in the wake of Ibn Si>na>’s philosophical tidal wave. Be that as it may, kala>m 

remained resolutely kala>m at heart in its overall attitude, inspiration, and mis-

sion. On the other hand, while philosophy may have in a sense lived on through 

kala>m by enriching this latter with both a nuanced terminology and improved 
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methods of rational argumentation, its various premises and procedures no long-

er operated, in the habitat of kala>m, on terms that the fala>sifa would likely have 

recognized as authentically “philosophical.” What results, then, is neither pure 

philosophy nor a purely scripture-based, non-speculative theology, but rather a 

singular intellectual enterprise – a unique “philosophical theology” – operating 

on its own terms, borrowing, rejecting, incorporating, appropriating, and reinter-

preting the elements with which it comes into contact to suit its own purposes 

and in the service of its own autonomous objectives. 

One of the main architects of this new “philosophical theology” in the 

immediate post-Ghaza>li> period was the Persian Sha>fi‘ite theologian and poly-

math Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> (d. 606/1209), whose articulation of the Universal 

Law
294

 serves as Ibn Taymiyya’s primary target in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}. Born in 

the city of Rayy near present-day Tehran in 543/1149, it is al-Ra>zi> who, coupled 

with al-Ghaza>li>, did the most to incorporate the new philosophical approach into 

the body of kala>m.
295

 In addition to his studies of history, literature, law, theolo-

gy, medicine, and the natural sciences, al-Ra>zi> immersed himself deeply in the 

study of philosophy and was a master of the art of disputation. His thought was 

deeply influenced by Ibn Si>na>, but more in the way of the philosopher Abu> al-

Baraka>t al-Baghda>di> (d. 560/ 1164-5), a convert to Islam from Judaism whose 

thought, while steeped in Ibn Si>na>, was nevertheless critical of this latter and, on 

the whole, stood closer in his views to orthodox Muslim and Jewish theological 

positions.
296

 Al-Ra>zi> wrote an important work on metaphysics, called al-

Maba>h}ith al-mashriqiyya, or the Oriental Investigations, which manifests his 

clear debt to Ibn Si>na>, but also his rejection of certain central aspects of this lat-

ter’s system, such as Ibn Si>na>’s doctrine of emanation.
297

 Nevertheless, al-Ra>zi>’s 

most important work on theology, the Muh}as}s}al afka>r al-mutaqaddimi>n wa-l-

muta’akhkhiri>n (The Harvest of the Thought of the Ancients and Moderns), 

which begins with an extended disquisition on metaphysics, epistemology, and 
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logic, shows clearly the increasing influence of the terms and categories of falsa-

fa in the discourse of kala>m, and al-Ra>zi>’s inclusion of a metaphysical preamble 

to the Muh}as}s}al becomes standard in subsequent works of Ash‘ari> kala>m. Of 

equal significance, however, is that fact that although al-Ra>zi> was more liberal in 

his use of philosophy than al-Ghaza>li>, he was nevertheless “more conservative in 

questions of dogma and less given to speculating freely.”
298

 This combination of 

philosophical sophistication and theological conservatism, characteristic of the 

direction taken by later kala>m,
299

 bears eloquent testimony to the observations 

made earlier regarding kala>m’s function as a primarily defensive and prophylac-

tic undertaking committed to the programmatic use of reason in order to defend 

and explicate revealed truths, and to the unique brand of “philosophical theolo-

gy” into which kala>m developed in its mature stages. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE LIFE, TIMES, AND INTELLECTUAL PROFILE 

OF IBN TAYMIYYA 

(661-728 / 1263-1328) 

 

I. The Life and Times of Ibn Taymiyya 

 

n the previous chapter, we sought to provide an overview of the develop-

ment of the Islamic intellectual tradition over the course of the seven cen-

turies preceding Ibn Taymiyya, with special emphasis on those aspects 

most relevant to our main concern – the relationship between reason and revela-

tion – as can be pieced together from various Muslim theological, historical, and 

heresiographical works and the secondary source materials that are based on, and 

that analyze, these works. We shall now complement this in the current section 

with a brief overview of the political and social circumstances into which Ibn 

Taymiyya was born, followed by his own biography, intellectual profile, recep-

tion by his contemporaries, and major works. 

The chaotic intellectual climate into which Ibn Taymiyya was born was 

matched by the political uncertainty and fragmentedness of his times.
1
 Born in 

the city of Harran (located in southeastern Turkey adjacent to the Syrian border) 

                                                 
1
 For general studies on the political background of Ibn Taymiyya’s times, see Robert Irwin, The 
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specific Mongol incursion into Syria in the year 700/1300 (and in the resistance to which Ibn 

Taymiyya played a pivotal rule), see Reuven Amitai, “The Mongol Occupation of Damascus in 
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Society, ed. Michael Winter and Amalia Levanoni (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2004). On the cultural and 
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I 



79 

in the year 661/1263,
2
 Ibn Taymiyya’s family fled southwest to Damascus in 

667/1269 before the westward advance of the Mongols, who had already reached 

the gates of northern Syria when Ibn Taymiyya was only six years old. The area 

of Greater Syria was under the thumb of petty amirs who, in their infighting and 

general ineptitude, were quite incapable of mounting any credible resistance to 

the advancing Mongol armies, while Egypt – generally safe from the menace of a 

direct Mongol onslaught – was under the rule of the Bah}ri> Mamluk dynasty. 

Upon fleeing Harran,
3
 Ibn Taymiyya’s family settled in the H{anbali> quar-

ter of Damascus, where Ibn Taymiyya’s father was the director of the Suk-

kariyya H{anbali> madrasa, located in the shadows of the H{anbali> gate outside the 

walls of Old Damascus. It is in this madrasa that Ibn Taymiyya received his 

                                                 
2
 The most complete and authoritative single source for the life of Ibn Taymiyya is Ibn ‘Abd al-

Ha>di>’s (d. 744/1343) al-‘Uqu>d al-durriyya min mana>qib Shaykh al-Isla>m Ah}mad ibn Taymiyya. 
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ba‘d al-qarn al-ta>si‘; and al-A<lu>si>’s (d. 1295/1899) Jala>’ al-‘aynayn fi> muh}a>kamat al-Ah}madayn : 
Ah}mad b. ‘Abd al-H{ali>m ibn Taymiyya, Ah}mad b. Muh}ammad ibn H{ajar al-Haytami>. For a de-

tailed discussion of the classical Arabic sources for the biography of Ibn Taymiyya, see Donald P. 

Little, “The Historical and Historiographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn Taymiyya,” 

International Journal of Middle East Studies 4, no. 3  (1973): 313-318 et passim. For an excellent 

contemporary study in Arabic, see Muh}ammad Abu> Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya : h}aya>tuhu wa-‘as}ruhu, 
a>ra>’uhu wa-fiqhuhu (Cairo: Da>r al-Fikr al-‘Arabi>, 1952); also Aziz Al-Azmeh, Ibn Taymiyya, 

Muntakhab min Mudawwana>t al-Tura>th (Beirut: Riya>d} al-Rayyis li-l-Kutub wa-l-Nashr, 2000). 

The most extensive treatment of Ibn Taymiyya’s life and thought in a European language re-

mains Henri Laoust, Essai sur les doctrines sociales et politiques de Taki>-d-Di>n Ahmad b. 
Taimi>ya, canoniste hanbalite, né à Harra>n en 661/1262, mort à Damas en 728/1328, vol. 10, 

Recherches d’archéologie, de philologie et d’histoire (Cairo: Imprimerie de l’Institut français 

d’archéologie orientale, 1939). Shorter studies include Henri Laoust, “L’influence d’Ibn-

Taymiyya,” in Islam, Past Influence and Present Challenge, ed. Alford T. Welch and Pierre 

Cachia (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1979), and Henri Laoust, “La biographie 

d’Ibn Taimiya d’après Ibn Kati>r,” Bulletin d’études orientales 9 (1942), which is a paraphrase 

and summary of Ibn Kathi>r’s Bida>ya (see above). Studies on Ibn Taymiyya’s influence include 

Laoust, “L’influence,” 15-33, and El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn H{ajar al-Haytami>,” 269-318. 
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principal education, following in the scholarly footsteps of his uncle, Fakhr al-

Di>n b. Taymiyya (d. 622/1225), and paternal grandfather, Majd al-Di>n b. Tay-

miyya (d. 653/1255), both of whom had distinguished themselves as important 

authorities of contemporary H{anbalism.
4
 Though Ibn Taymiyya studied with a 

large number of scholars (including a number of women)
5
 over the course of his 

education, his strength and independence of mind were such that none of his var-

ious mentors alone exercised a sufficient influence on his thinking for Ibn Tay-

miyya to be considered his (or her) disciple.
6
 Ibn Taymiyya eventually succeeded 

his father as director of the Sukkariyya and gave his first public lesson there at 

the young age of 21. One year later, he began teaching Qur’anic exegesis (tafsi>r) 

at the famous Umayyad mosque in Damascus, and a decade later took up teach-

ing at the H{anbaliyya madrasa in Damascus upon the death of one of his teachers 

there. At around the same time, he was offered the prestigious and much coveted 

position of chief judge (qa>d}i> al-qud}a>h), which, however, he turned down.
7
 In ad-

dition to a strong grounding in H{anbali> law and jurisprudence, Ibn Taymiyya is 

said also to have gained such an expert knowledge of the other schools of law – 

and from each school’s authoritative primary sources – that never did he discuss 

legal matters with a scholar from another school except that his interlocutor left 

having learned something of value about his own school from Ibn Taymiyya. In 

addition to his formidable training in law, Ibn Taymiyya was particularly well 

grounded in hadith and tafsi>r, and read avidly in the fields of philosophy and the-

ology, as well as the existing Muslim heresiographical literature.
8
 Indeed, 

through the vast and varied corpus of his writings, Ibn Taymiyya exhibits an al-
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most astonishing familiarity with all the major schools of thought and particular 

writings of most of the philosophers and theologians before his time, a fact 

which has led Y. Michot to dub Ibn Taymiyya “the most important reader of the 

fala>sifah after Fah`r al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> in the Sunni world.”
9
 Ibn Taymiyya was a bold 

and formidable debater as well, which, coupled with the enormous range and 

depth of his erudition, guaranteed that he rarely, if ever, lost a debate.  

Ibn Taymiyya was a public intellectual par excellence who had his feet 

firmly planted in the social and political realities of his day. Indeed, the external 

political turbulence of his times closely resembled the many vicissitudes of his 

own personal and professional life. Ibn Taymiyya’s boldness in defending and 

proclaiming his views, coupled with his undisputed reputation for great personal 

uprightness and high moral integrity, won him many admirers among the com-

mon folk and the political and intellectual elite alike. Nevertheless, the idiosyn-

cratic and often controversial nature of some of his views, no doubt exacerbated 

by his often condescending and vituperative tone and self-admitted inclination 

towards irascibility, earned him numerous powerful opponents as well. All told, 

Ibn Taymiyya, over the course of his 67-year life, was summoned to trial nine 

times, exiled twice (from Damascus to Cairo, then from Cairo to Alexandria), 

twice ordered to desist from giving fatwas, and imprisoned on six separate occa-

sions for what amounts to a total duration of more than six years.
10

   

Ibn Taymiyya’s first foray into political life took place in the year 

693/1293, when a Christian by the name of ‘Assa>f al-Nas}ra>ni> was alleged to have 

publicly insulted the Prophet Muh}ammad, a punishable offense under Islamic 

law. Though the authorities inclined to leniency, Ibn Taymiyya resolutely insist-

ed on the full application of the law, an act of insubordination to the authorities 

which earned him his first stint in prison. In 698/1299, he wrote one of his most 

famous statements of creed, al-‘Aqi>da al-H{amawiyya, which was hostile to 
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Ash‘arism and to kala>m in general.
11

 Ibn Taymiyya’s opponents from among the 

mutakallimu>n accused him of anthropomorphism on account of this creed, 

whereupon he was summoned to questioning in the home of the Sha>fi‘i> qadi 

Ima>m al-Di>n ‘Umar al-Qazwi>ni>. After a close review of the text of the 

H{amawiyya and Ibn Taymiyya’s detailed explication of it during this session, he 

was acquitted of the charges brought against him and permitted to continue his 

teaching and writing. 

The events of the following few years called upon Ibn Taymiyya to take 

an active political, and even military, role on a number of occasions. During the 

Mongol invasion of Damascus in 699/1300, Ibn Taymiyya was one of the 

spokesmen of the resistance party at Damascus sent to negotiate with the Ilkha>n 

Gha>za>n, leader of the invading forces. Due to his forceful pleading, Ibn Taymiy-

ya was able to obtain the release of many prisoners as well as a declaration of 

peace for the city’s inhabitants.
12

 Later that year, he took part in an expedition 

under Mamluk command against the Shi>‘ites of Kasrawa>n, who were accused of 

collaborating with both the Mongols and the Crusaders. Shortly thereafter, in the 

face of a second Mongol threat, Ibn Taymiyya was bidden to exhort the people 

to mount a defense and traveled all the way to Cairo to beseech the Mamluk sul-

tan, Muh}ammad b. Qala>wu>n, to dispatch an army to Syria. Ibn Taymiyya was 

also present as a fighter at the victory of Shaqh}ab scored against a third Mongol 

invasion several years later (702/1303) and participated in a renewed campaign 

against the Shi>‘a of Kasrawa>n in 704/1305. 

Following these political engagements, Ibn Taymiyya returned to his 

scholarly writing and debates. On one occasion during this period, he is reported 

to have led a party of stonemasons to smash a sacred rock that was being vener-

ated in the mosque of Naranj. He also sent a letter to the shaykh Nas}r al-Di>n al-

Manbiji>, one of the leading members of the Damascene disciples of the Anda-

lusian Sufi Ibn ‘Arabi> (d. 638/1240-1), in which he politely but roundly con-
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demned this latter’s increasingly popular, yet highly controversial, mystical 

monism.
13

 Around the same time, Ibn Taymiyya’s opponents raised a second 

round of doubts surrounding the orthodoxy of his belief, this time based on a 

second statement of creed, known as al-‘Aqi>da al-Wa>sit}iyya.
14

 Two councils
15

 

were held back to back in 705/1306 at the residence of the governor of Damas-

cus, during the second of which a pupil of Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> (d. 606/1209), 

that master of late Ash‘ari> philosophical kala>m, judged Ibn Taymiyya’s 

Wa>sit}iyya to be “in conformity with the Qur’an and Sunna.” Nevertheless, a 

Sha>fi‘i> judge, Ibn S{as}ra>,
16

 immediately reopened the case against the Wa>sit}iyya, 

resulting in a third council held on the orders of the sultan. This time too the 

council refrained from condemning the treatise, whereupon Ibn S{as}ra> resigned 

and, along with Ibn Taymiyya, was banished to Cairo several months later. Im-

mediately upon his arrival in Cairo, Ibn Taymiyya was summoned before yet an-

other council, this time composed of high-ranking Mamluk officials and the four 

chief qadis of Egypt, where he was convicted of propagating anthropomorphic 

views and condemned to imprisonment in the Citadel of Cairo. After 18 months 

of internment, Ibn Taymiyya was set free but was not permitted to return to Syr-

ia. 
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Ibn Taymiyya continued in Cairo his denunciation of various beliefs and 

practices that he considered to be bid‘a, or reprehensible innovation, inviting the 

opposition, in the year 707/1308, of the famous and influential Sufi shaykh of the 

Sha>dhili> order, Ibn ‘At}a>’ Alla>h al-Iskandari> (d. 709/1309) and that of another 

prominent Sufi, Kari>m al-Di>n al-A<muli> (d. 710/1310-11). At question here was 

Ibn Taymiyya’s vocal opposition to the practice, widely accepted both by Sufis 

and the majority of legal scholars, of tawassul (or istigha>tha), a form of supplica-

tion for divine assistance through the intermediary of either the Prophet 

Muh}ammad or of a subsequent individual of high spiritual rank, known as a wali> 

(pl., awliya>’). Seemingly out of fear that such a practice – sometimes referred to 

as “maraboutism,” or the “cult of saints” – if taken to an extreme, could result in 

shifting the believer’s primary spiritual focus from God to created beings, how-

ever pious they may be, Ibn Taymiyya declared tawassul prohibited, seeing in it 

a subtle form of shirk, or idolatry.
17

 Following a popular demonstration against 

him, Ibn Taymiyya was called before a Sha>fi‘i> judge in Cairo where he was asked 

to explain his views on tawassul. The judge apparently acquitted him, as he was 

officially granted permission to return to Syria, but was nevertheless held in 

prison in Cairo for several additional months. 

One year later, in 708/1309, Baybars al-Ja>shnaki>r, a disciple of the afore-

mentioned shaykh Nas}r al-Di>n al-Manbiji>, was proclaimed sultan. The new sul-

tan’s alignment with the Sufi forces that Ibn Taymiyya had directly opposed led 

to a new round of recriminations against him. In the very same year of Baybars’ 

ascension to the sultanate, Ibn Taymiyya was arrested and exiled to Alexandria, 

where he was placed under house arrest for seven months in the tower of the sul-

tan’s palace. During this period, he wrote several important works, most notably 

his Radd ‘ala> al-mant}iqiyyi>n, or Refutation of the Logicians,
18

 which has been 

                                                 
17

 For a comparison of Ibn Taymiyya’s opposition to the “cult of saints” with that of the famous 

Christian iconoclast two centuries later, Martin Luther, see Niels Henrik Olesen, “Étude 

comparée des idées d’Ibn Taymiya (1263-1328) et de Martin Luther sur le culte des saints,” 

Revue des études islamiques 50 (1982). 
18

 See Hallaq, Greek Logicians  for a heavily annotated translation of, and extensive introduction 

to, Jala>l al-Di>n al-Suyu>t}i>’s (d. 911/1505) abridgment of Ibn Taymiyya’s tract, entitled Jahd al-
qari>h}a fi> tajri>d al-nas}i>h}a. 
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described as “one of the most devastating attacks ever leveled against the logical 

system upheld by the early Greeks, the later commentators, and their Muslim 

followers,”
19

 and a work whose theme is of central importance to Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s critique of the philosophical and theological methods he holds responsible 

for engendering the famous “contradiction” between reason and revelation that 

he sets out to refute in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}. 

In the following year, Ibn Taymiyya was released from captivity in Alex-

andria and returned to Cairo, where he taught privately and continued writing for 

three years until a new Mongol threat to the north occasioned his return to Da-

mascus in the year 712/1313. At virtually the same time, a new governor of Da-

mascus was appointed under whose rule Ibn Taymiyya was promoted to the rank 

of professor. His supporters by now considered him an independent mujtahid, 

and it is during this period that he first began the training of his most talented 

and influential pupil, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), who did much to 

synthesize, organize, and popularize his master’s teachings. Relations between 

H{anbali>s and Ash‘ari>s in Damascus remained troubled, however, and open rivalry 

broke out in an incident in 716/1316 that once more pitted the two schools 

against each other over questions of creed. 

By the year 718/1318, trouble flared up once again, this time in conjunc-

tion with Ibn Taymiyya’s ruling – against the consensus opinion (ijma>‘) of the 

four legal schools, including his own H{anbali> madhhab – that a triple divorce 

formula uttered in one instance only counted as a single repudiation – and hence 

was insufficient to bring about a full and irrevocable divorce – if the man utter-

ing the triple formula had not intended an actual definitive repudiation of his 

spouse.
20

 Ibn Taymiyya was ordered by the sultan to stop issuing fatwas on di-

vorce that did not conform to the doctrine of the H{anbali> school, and two coun-

                                                 
19

 Ibid., xi. 
20

 On the question of Ibn Taymiyya and the triple t}ala>q, see Yossef Rapoport, “Ibn Taymiyya on 

Divorce Oaths,” in The Mamluks in Egyptian and Syrian Politics and Society, ed. Michael 

Winter and Amalia Levanoni (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2004); also Laoust, Essai, 422-434. See too Al-

Matroudi, The H{anbali> School, ch. 6, where the author argues that a careful study of the evidence 

reveals that Ibn Taymiyya’s stance on t}ala>q in fact agrees with that of some scholars in other 

schools of law, but that he was indeed the first H{anbali> (though not the last) to hold this position. 
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cils were held in 718/1318 and 719/1319 to investigate the matter further. It 

would seem that Ibn Taymiyya was initially acquitted after these two hearings, 

but a third council held in 720/1320 charged him with insubordination to the sul-

tan’s order to refrain from giving fatwas. At the close of this hearing, Ibn Tay-

miyya was arrested on the spot and imprisoned for five months in the Citadel of 

Damascus. Over the six years following his release from prison in 721/1321, Ibn 

Taymiyya continued teaching and writing, and is also reported to have been in-

volved numerous times in the political and public religious life of both Syria and 

Egypt. 

In the year 726/1326, Ibn Taymiyya was again arrested, deprived of the 

right to issue any fatwas whatsoever, and thrown back into the citadel at Damas-

cus, where he remained this time for a period of two full years. The issue in this 

instance involved his treatise, al-Risa>la fi> ziya>rat al-qubu>r wa-l-istinja>d bi-l-

maqbu>r (Treatise on the Visitation of Graves and Seeking Aide from the Buried), 

in which he attacked the practice of visiting the graves of righteous people 

(awliya>’) for the purpose of making tawassul to them.
21

 Ibn Taymiyya faced at 

this time the opposition of two more influential figures, the Ma>liki> chief judge 

Taqi> al-Di>n al-Ikhna>’i>, and the Sha>fi‘i> chief judge ‘Ala>’ al-Di>n al-Qu>nawi>, a 

prominent disciple of Ibn ‘Arabi>, an opposition which perhaps explains the 

length of his sentence. Ibn Taymiyya continued to write from the Damascus cit-

adel, producing, among other works, a treatise in which he leveled a personal at-

tack against al-Ikhna>’i> and laid out at length his views on visiting and supplicat-

ing at the graves of the awliya>’. A complaint from al-Ikhna>’i> prompted the sultan 

to order that Ibn Taymiyya be deprived of any further paper, ink, or pens. 

Five months after this final edict from the sultan, on 20 Dhu ’l-Qa‘da 728 

/ 26 September 1328, Ibn Taymiyya, as if of chagrin over the loss of his ability to 

write, passed away in his cell at the citadel. Despite such strong and persistent 

opposition from some quarters, Ibn Taymiyya had managed to endear himself to 

                                                 
21

 For a discussion, see Christopher S. Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous: Ziya>ra and the 
Veneration of Muslim Saints in Late Medieval Egypt, vol. 22, Islamic History and Civilization. 

Studies and Texts (Leiden & Boston: E. J. Brill, 1999), esp. Ch. 4, “Idolatry and Innovation: The 

Legal Attack on Ziya>rat al-Qubu>r,” pp. 168-194. 
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the majority of the population of Damascus on account of his great personal in-

tegrity, religious scrupulousness, and fearless valiance in confronting the greatest 

social and political dangers of his day, all the way to the battlefield when neces-

sary. Indeed, it is reported that from the time of his death until his burial, “the 

normal life of Damascus came to a virtual standstill.”
22

 After his funeral, attend-

ed by a large number of the city’s inhabitants including an unusually large num-

ber of women,
23

 Ibn Taymiyya was buried in the Sufi cemetery at Damascus, 

where his tomb – despite his own disapproval of visiting graves – is still honored 

to this day.  

 

II. Intellectual Profile 

 

Mention has been made of the extraordinary breadth and depth of Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s familiarity both with the text-based sciences – law, hadith, Qur’an, and the 

biographical literature of the Prophet, Companions, and early generations – as 

well as the rational sciences of kala>m and falsafa, with both of which his writ-

ings exhibit an astonishingly deep familiarity.
24

 Ibn Taymiyya also read widely 

and reflectively in the works of the Sufi tradition, including those of such early 

and later luminaries as Sahl al-Tustari> (d. 283/896), Junayd al-Baghda>di> (d. 
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 Swartz, “A seventh-century (A.H.) Sunni> creed,” 99 [referencing Ibn Rajab al-H{anbali>’s Dhayl 
‘ala> T{abaqa>t al-H{ana>bila (Cairo, 1372/1952-53), II: 405-407]. 
23

 For an insightful treatment of Ibn Taymiyya’s emotional and psychological profile, and 

specifically his relationship to women, his relationship with his mother, the fact of his life-long 

celibacy, and related issues, see J. Yahya Michot, “Un célibataire endurci et sa maman : Ibn 

Taymiyya (m. 728/1328) et les femmes,” in La femme dans les civilisations orientales ; et, 
Miscellanea Aegyptologica : Christiane Desroches Noblecourt in honorem, ed. Christian 

Cannuyer, et al., Acta Orientalia Belgica (Bruxelles: La Société belge d’études orientales, 2001). 
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à ses obsèques” and citing, on the authority of Ibn Kathi>r, the figure of 15,000 women in 

attendance on that day, can be found on the first page of Michot’s article (p. 165). Michot also 

cites (p. 167) a certain ‘Abd Alla>h al-H{ari>ri> al-Mutayyam (d. 731/1331) (quoted in Ibn ‘Abd al-

Ha>di>’s ‘Uqu>d), who speaks of hundreds of thousands of weeping attendees, and “multitude upon 
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24

 For an indepth and topical study on the versatility and synthetic originality of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

thought and methodology, specifically with regard to the question of the “Satanic verses” inci-

dent (al-ghara>ni>q), see Shahab Ahmed’s rich discussion at Shahab Ahmed, “Ibn Taymiyyah and 

the Satanic verses,” Studia Islamica 87 (1998). 
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290/903), Abu> T{a>lib al-Makki> (d. 386/996),
25

 Abu> H{a>mid al-Ghaza>li> (d. 

505/1111), Abu> al-Qa>sim al-Qushayri> (d. 564/1169), and Abu> H{afs} al-Suhrawardi> 

(d. 632/1235), not to mention Ibn Taymiyya’s two co-H{anbali>s, the aforemen-

tioned ‘Abd Alla>h al-Ans}a>ri> al-Harawi> (d. 481/1088)
26

 and the well-known ‘Abd 

al-Qa>dir al-Ji>la>ni> (d. 561/1166).
27

 While Ibn Taymiyya expresses great admira-

tion for such figures, repeatedly referring to them by laudatory epithets such as 

“our shaykh,” he nevertheless denounces unflinchingly and unconditionally the 

later speculative mystical system of Ibn ‘Arabi> (d. 638/1240) and his followers, 

such as Ibn ‘Arabi>’s foremost disciple, S{adr al-Di>n al-Qu>nawi> (d. 673/1274), as 

well as ‘Abd al-H{aqq b. Sab‘i>n (d. 669/1269), ‘Afi>f al-Di>n al-Tilimsa>ni> (d. 

690/1291), and other Sufis who adopted a similar metaphysical outlook, such as 

the hadith scholar and master poet ‘Umar b. ‘Ali> b. al-Fa>rid} (d. 632/1235).
28
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 Whose famous work, Qu>t al-qulu>b (‘Nourishment of the Hearts’) was one of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

favorite reads. (Laoust, “L’influence,” 19). 
26

 See Chapter 1, p. 70. 
27

 On whose Futu>h} al-ghayb (Revelations of the Unseen) he even saw fit to write a partial 
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1999), 314, n. 5. [Cited in Caterina Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jama>‘atu-hu: Authority, Conflict 

and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyya’s Circle,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport 

and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 46, n. 17].  
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H. Laoust has identified five main themes of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought.
29

 

The first of these themes is Ibn Taymiyya’s desire to found doctrine on the most 

objective basis possible, thereby limiting to the maximum extent the danger of 

deviations resulting from unfounded subjective opinion. Ibn Taymiyya confirms 

as the main sources of all religious knowledge the Qur’an and the Sunna (to be 

found not only in the collections of hadith, but also in the si>ra literature), fol-

lowed by consensus (whereby each instance of consensus is presumed to be sup-

ported by a text). The consensus of the Salaf is the only consensus we can come 

by with certainty, since after the first three generations, according to Ibn Tay-

miyya, the community became divided. Ibn Taymiyya stresses the notion that 

the “people of the Sunna and the community” (ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama>‘a) always 

– by definition, so to speak – occupy a middle position between opposing ex-

tremes, just as Islam, he affirms, occupies a middle position when compared to 

the various excesses or extremes of other religions. On the specific question of 

the divine attributes, Ibn Taymiyya affirms that the position of the Salaf embod-

ied the perfect balance between negationism (nafy) and assimilationism (tash-

bi>h),
30

 a question which we will examine in greater detail as our study progress-

es. 

The second main theme of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought is his insistence on 

the necessity for duly qualified scholars (never the untrained layman) to engage 

in ongoing ijtiha>d in interpreting and applying the law, and in seeking always, to 

the extent of their ability and training, to derive the law from the primary 

sources rather than according unimpeachable authority to later school doctrines 

or established opinions.
31

 

The third theme concerns Ibn Taymiyya’s endorsement of the reality and 

presence of awliya>’ (Friends of God, or ‘saints’), which Ibn Taymiyya confirms 

vigorously in numerous passages, as well as the miracles (kara>ma>t) and breaks in 

the natural order (khawa>riq) that God brings about at their hands – and will con-

                                                 
29

 See Laoust, “L’influence,” 19-22. 
30

 Ibid., 19-20. 
31

 Ibid., 20-21. 
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tinue to do so until the Day of Judgment – in the domains of knowledge, mysti-

cal illumination, or shows of divine power. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya speaks 

out forcefully against what has sometimes been called the “cult of saints,” par-

ticularly when manifested in the form of traveling in pilgrimage-like manner for 

the purpose of visiting the graves of righteous individuals (ziya>rat al-qubu>r) with 

the intent of seeking divine aide and assistance through their intercession (the 

previously discussed tawassul, or istigha>tha, accepted as legitimate by most Su-

fis and a large number of jurists, yet condemned vigorously by Ibn Taymiyya).
32

 

The fourth principle concerns the political realm, wherein Ibn Taymiyya 

affirms that the closest awliya>’ to God after the Prophet Muh}ammad were the 

four rightly-guided caliphs, whose chronological order (Abu> Bakr, then ‘Umar, 

then ‘Uthma>n, then ‘Ali>) corresponds to their relative merit, a common position 

adopted by later Sunni scholars of various stripes. Ibn Taymiyya upholds the le-

gitimacy of both the Umayyad and the Abbasid dynasties yet rejects the conten-

tion that the entire Muslim umma must ideally be under the temporal leadership 

of a single caliph at any given time. Rather, the members of any given local poli-

ty are bound to pay homage to the ruler in charge over them, as long as he is just 

and rules in accord with the Shari>‘a under the custodianship of the legal scholars. 

Ibn Taymiyya thus conceives of the Islamic umma, to borrow Laoust’s expres-

sion, as a “spontaneous confederation of states”
33

 all committed to the upholding 

of justice and the ordering of society in conformity with the dictates of the 

Law.
34

 

The fifth main theme of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought concerns his insistence 

on adhering, in matters of worship, strictly to what has been positively com-

manded by God and demonstrated by the Prophet through his Sunna, a notion on 

the basis of which Ibn Taymiyya condemned a number of common Sufi practic-

es, such as organized group dhikr, which he judged an impermissible “addition” 

to the ordinances of the Shari>‘a regarding the prescribed acts of ritual worship. 
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 “une confédération spontanée d’Etats” (ibid., 22). 
34

 Ibid., 21-22. 
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On the flip side, all actions classified as worldly transactions between men 

(mu‘a>mala>t) are, according to a widely accepted Islamic legal maxim, ab initio 

permissible, unless expressly prohibited by God through revelation.
35

 It is of note 

in this respect that Ibn Taymiyya opposed what he saw as the exaggerated 

weight accorded to the principle of moral scrupulousness (wara‘) used by many 

H{anbali> scholars in deriving the law.
36

 

Ibn Taymiyya was ultimately, nevertheless, a committed H{anbali>, an af-

filiation which implies as much a theological outlook as a legal methodology. In 

terms of law, Ibn Taymiyya followed very closely the principles of legal deriva-

tion exemplified by the school’s eponym, Ah}mad b. H{anbal, whose methodology 

he believed to be, among those of the various schools of law, by far the one most 

closely in tune with the legal practices and spirit of the authoritative early com-

munity (salaf).37
 H{anbali> jurisprudence is characterized by a particularly strong 

emphasis on adherence to the revealed texts (Qur’an and Sunna) as well as the 

authority of the early community, and a comparatively more cautious attitude 

toward the use of analogy (qiya>s) in deriving law. The relative weight accorded 

to textual versus rational legal indicators (adilla) in this schema is illustrated by 

the practice of Ibn H{anbal himself who, in the absence of a Qur’anic text, of a 

hadith directly from the Prophet, or of an (explicit or implicit) consensus view of 

the Companions (s}ah}a>ba), would select from among differing opinions reported 

of the Companions – or, lacking this, of the Successors (ta>bi‘u>n) – that which he 

found to be closest to the texts and spirit of the Qur’an and Sunna. Ibn H{anbal as 

a rule was willing to accept as legal evidence both the h}adi>th mursal (in which a 
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[ruling of] things is permissibility.’ 
36

 For Ibn Taymiyya’s views on precaution (ih}tiya>t}) and pious restraint (wara‘) in legal rulings 

and his critique of the overapplication of these principles on the part of some legal scholars, see 

Al-Matroudi, The H{anbali> School, 103-107. Interestingly, it is against the perceived over-

scrupulousness not of H{anbali>s, but of Sufis, in his locale that the famous Andalusian jurist Abu> 

Ish}a>q al-Sha>t}bi> (d. 790/1388), just one generation after Ibn Taymiyya, advocated a similar 

moderating of wara‘ when applied to strict questions of legal derivation. 
37
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Successor attributes a hadith to the Prophet without mentioning the intervening 

Companion who related to him the hadith), as well as a hadith containing some 

defect in its chain, before resorting to analogy or any other non-textual, rational 

method of legal derivation. Only as a last resort and out of sheer necessity would 

he resort to analogy (qiya>s), governed by strict conditions regarding the assimila-

tion of the new case (far‘) to the original one (as}l).38
 

Ibn Taymiyya’s thought evidences overall a strong preference for the 

methodology of ahl al-h}adi>th over that of ahl al-ra’y, commending the way of 

Ma>lik in the Hijaz over that of contemporary Iraqian scholars and holding that it 

was Ah}mad b. H{anbal who had ultimately perfected Ma>lik’s hadith-based meth-

odology.
39

 In certain places he praises the H{anbali> school for its strict adherence 

to the Qur’an and Sunna and to the opinions of the early Salaf.
40

 Ibn Taymiyya 

also lauds the H{anbali> school for its relative unity of voice, describing its schol-

ars as having fewer points of disagreement (ikhtila>f) among themselves than the 

adherents of the other schools of law.
41

 As prefigured in our “Taymiyyan pyra-

mid” in the Introduction above,
42

 and as we shall discover further below, Ibn 

Taymiyya posits a strong correlation between truth and unanimity and identifies 

the amount of internal disagreement among the members of a given school – be 

it of law, of theology, or of any other discipline – as a tell-tale indication of that 
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school’s relative distance from the unitary normative truth. This attitude to-

wards the unicity of truth is reflected in Ibn Taymiyya’s adherence, with regard 

to the difference of opinion (ikhtila>f) among legal scholars, to the maxim that 

“truth is [to be found] in one [opinion]” (al-h}aqq fi> wa>h}id), that is, while each 

mujtahid scholar may well be rewarded for his sincere effort to identify a legal 

ruling, only one of several conflicting solutions is actually correct in the objec-

tive sense of being the right answer from the perspective of God. This contrasts 

with the more catholic – but epistemically also more relativistic – position of the 

majority predicated on the maxim that “each mujtahid is correct” (kull mujtahid 

mus}i>b); in other words, not only is each of the mujtahids who disagree on a point 

of law rewarded for his effort, but all of their diverse opinions are positively cor-

rect, even when they contradict each other.
43

 We will see these various tenden-

cies in Ibn Taymiyya’s legal thought replicated in his approach to Qur’anic her-

meneutics and, ultimately, his approach to questions of theology and philosophy 

as well. Another central tenet of Ibn Taymiyya’s legal thought likewise reflected 

in his theology is the notion that an authentic text of revelation can never con-

flict with a valid rational analogy (qiya>s) based on a correct instance of ijtiha>d. 

In other words, there can be no conflict between revelation and reason on the 

plane of legal rulings, just as there can be no such conflict in the realm of theolo-

gy. Any apparent contradiction between reason and revelation in the legal do-

main is necessarily due either to an unsound analogy, to the use of an inauthentic 

text, or to the misconstrual or misapplication of an authentic one.
44
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Though Ibn Taymiyya was a faithful adherent of the methodology exem-

plified by Ah}mad b. H{anbal, he nevertheless believed the H{anbali> school, over 

the course of its subsequent development, to have arrived at incorrect positions 

on certain issues and consequently sought to revise such rulings on the basis of a 

direct engagement with the primary sources of the Shari>‘a – Qur’an, Sunna, con-

sensus, and analogy – and in light of the statements and general principles of 

Ah}mad b. H{anbal.
45

 Ibn Taymiyya’s independence of mind and willingness to 

challenge even opinions that were widely or universally held within his own 

adopted school – if he judged them incorrect in light of the primary sources and 

the principles of the school’s Imam – engendered sharp criticism of some of his 

jurisprudential conclusions by other H{anbali> authorities.
46

 As an example we 

may cite the aforementioned triple divorce formula, where Ibn Taymiyya seems 

to be the first H{anbali> (though not the first Muslim jurist altogether) to hold the 

position that the triple formula uttered in a single instance does not, in fact, re-

sult in an irrevocable “triple” divorce. Ibn Taymiyya’s stature as a scholar, how-

ever, assured that his opinions would continue to be taken seriously, and it is of 

note that since his time, H{anbali> legal works have, taking due note of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s stance on the issue, cited the existence of ikhtila>f in the H{anbali> school 

over the question of the triple divorce, with several later scholars even adopting 

Ibn Taymiyya’s conclusions in the matter. 

Regarding matters of creed, Ibn Taymiyya also looked to the first three 

generations (those of the Salaf) as the sole standard by which to judge the cor-

rectness of belief, both in terms of the Salaf’s substantive doctrine as well as 

their specific methods of approaching the texts and bringing reason to bear upon 

the proper understanding thereof. Ibn Taymiyya did not condemn kala>m – in the 

sense of disciplined reasoning about theological matters – outright, but rather 

                                                                                                                                     
Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford & New York: Oxford 
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distinguished between a “kala>m sunni>,” so to speak, and a “kala>m bid‘i>,”47
 that 

is, between an orthodox and a heterodox way of reasoning about religious truths. 

A primary motivating factor in his opposition to kala>m is that he saw it as divi-

sive and schismatic, since schools often differed bitterly over points of doctrine 

based on their differing notions of what reason was presumed to entail and, just 

as commonly, on the basis of variant starting assumptions and basic axioms de-

termined by the overall philosophical precommitments of the school in question. 

Ibn Taymiyya’s life project was, in a sense, to transcend school divisions by reu-

niting the community on a reintegrated theological platform based directly on 

the understanding and approach of the early Salaf, whom he held to be of neces-

sity both more correct than later theologians and, corollary to this, characterized 

by a comparatively higher degree of consensus, if not outright uniformity, in 

their understanding of theological truth. 

In addition to his study of theology, Ibn Taymiyya also scrutinized close-

ly the doctrines of the fala>sifa primarily with the view of refuting them, but also 

of understanding their origins. Indeed, M. Fakhry goes so far as to name Ibn 

Taymiyya “the last great theologian to follow in the footsteps of al-Ghaza>li> and 

al-Ra>zi> in the struggle against the philosophers.”
48

 Ibn Taymiyya wrote, as we 

have seen, his scathing critique of Aristotelian logic, al-Radd ‘ala> al-

mant}iqiyyi>n, while imprisoned in the tower at Alexandria. He forcefully advo-

cated the old-style analogical reasoning (qiya>s) of the jurists over the Aristoteli-

an syllogism since made part and parcel of the “new” kala>m through the work of 

al-Ghaza>li>. He likewise advocated for the jurists’ method of definition by de-

scription to the philosophical method of definition by genus and specific differ-

ence. Finally, Ibn Taymiyya was a strict nominalist, refusing to accord any reali-

ty whatsoever to abstract concepts or notions outside of the mind.
49

 These and 

similar matters will occupy our attention primarily in Chapter 5 of this study. 
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Ibn Taymiyya’s own positive theology has been aptly termed “Qur’anic 

rational theology.”
50

 Considering the rise and spread of a rationalistic theology 

increasingly influenced by philosophical terms and categories, Ibn Taymiyya set 

himself the task, reminiscent of al-Ash‘ari>, of defending traditional doctrines by 

reformulating them within an alternative rationalist framework.
51

 M. Sait 

Özervarlı has observed, astutely, that Ibn Taymiyya, deeply immersed in the in-

tellectual legacy of Islamic civilization and intimately familiar with its sundry 

movements and discourses, seems to have been “influenced by al-Ash‘ari>’s cri-

tique of the Mu‘tazilites, al-Ghaza>li>’s of the philosophers, and Ibn Rushd’s of the 

Ash‘arites.”
52

 Ibn Taymiyya was keenly aware, and highly mistrustful, of the 

“Avicennian turn”
53

 that had occurred in later Ash‘ari> kala>m as of al-Juwayni> 

and, especially al-Ghaza>li> one generation later, and therefore sought to articulate 

an alternative theology based more squarely on the revealed texts, while never-

theless fully engaging the philosophical tradition – unlike past traditionalist 

scholars who had clung to a strong theological textualism while deliberately es-

chewing any engagement with the philosophical tradition whatsoever. At the 

same time, Ibn Taymiyya was a strong proponent of the notion that revelation 

(in the form of the Qur’an and the Sunna) provides comprehensive knowledge 

not only of the principles (us}u>l), but also of the details (furu>‘), of the theological 

postulates upon which religion rests and that it does so by explicitly indicating 

both the premises as well as the rational methods – backed up by the most con-

clusive and certain of rational arguments and proofs – on the basis of which fur-

ther details are to be worked out from these principles. Indeed, perhaps the most 

salient and ingenious feature of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought and methodology is his 

attempt not to banish reason in favor of non-speculative traditionalism, but ra-

ther to rehabilitate reason, all the while preserving the obvious meaning of the 

texts of revelation by attempting to demonstrate that sound reason and authentic 
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revelation never come into actual conflict since revelation, “all-inclusive and 

faultless, contains within itself perfect and complete rational foundations.”
54

 It is 

on the basis of this insight that Ibn Taymiyya seeks to put forth a “philosophical 

interpretation and defense of tradition,”
55

 developing thereby his own unique 

brand of what has appositely been termed “philosophical traditionalism.”
56

 

 

III. Character and Contemporary Reception 

 

Ibn Taymiyya was a controversial figure in his own day and has remained one 

throughout the subsequent seven centuries right up to the current era. On the one 

hand, Ibn Taymiyya was universally recognized by his contemporaries – friend 

and foe alike
57

 – as possessing an extraordinarily high degree of personal integri-

ty and moral character, as well as a virtually unparalleled mastery of a vast range 

of religious and intellectual disciplines, in addition to his reputation for fastidi-

ous adherence to the teachings and practices of the Islamic religion. D. Little ob-

serves that “in spite of the fact that many authors attacked Ibn Taymiyya’s be-

liefs, there is hardly anyone who criticized his person.”
58

 With regard to the his-

torians, Little remarks: “Without exception, all of the historians, no matter what 

their position, training, and specialization show a distinctly favorable attitude 

toward Ibn Taymiyya’s words and deeds. So far as has been determined, only al-

Dhahabî, Ibn Rajab, and Ibn H{ajar record anything at all which might be con-

strued as an uncomplimentary interpretation of Ibn Taymiyya’s character and 

activities, and the instances of this are rare even with these three authors.”
59

 And 

while it is true that all of the Syrian scholar-historians happened to be followers 

or supporters of Ibn Taymiyya – drawn from the ranks of either fellow H{anbali>s 

like Ibn ‘Abd al-Ha>di> (d. 744/1343-44) and Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1393), or else of 
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traditionalist-oriented Sha>fi‘i>s like al-Dhahabi> (d. 739/1339) and Ibn Kathi>r (d. 

774/1373) – it is nevertheless the case that even Ibn Taymiyya’s worst enemies 

conceded the overall excellence of his character and the exemplary quality of his 

pious and God-fearing life.
60

 He was also highly reputed for his constant concern 

for others (particularly society’s less fortunate), his self-sacrifice, his clemency, 

his courage in the face of existential danger (such as the invasion of the Mon-

gols), and his magnanimity – even when in a position to exact reprisals – towards 

all who had ever occasioned him any harm or borne him any malice. 

Notwithstanding this overall plauditory assessment, it nevertheless ap-

pears to be a matter of consensus – even among those who were generally sup-

portive of Ibn Taymiyya, such as al-Dhahabi> – that he had an irascible temper,
61

 

an abrasive personality, could be overweening, was often condescending towards 

his fellow scholars, tactless, and sanctimoniously convinced of the truth of his 

own views and opinions and dismissive of those who differed. A number of 
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sources suggest that it was primarily Ibn Taymiyya’s spikiness, unremitting cap-

tiousness, and perpetual tendency to raise a public ruckus that guaranteed the 

unyielding, and often vicious, opposition of his detractors. No doubt certain of 

his views in and of themselves, idiosyncratic and sometimes directly opposed to 

what had become a broadly held consensus on certain theological and legal ques-

tions, would have been apt to assure no shortage of animated and contentious 

exchanges between Ibn Taymiyya and others, but his grating and obstreperous 

manner seems to have made it all the easier for Ibn Taymiyya’s antagonists to 

lay into him full throttle. 

Furthermore, while Ibn Taymiyya was beloved among the populace and 

certainly enjoyed the respect and admiration not only of some contemporary 

scholars but also of important statesmen and other public officials, he was by no 

means welcomed with open arms even by the majority of his own fellow 

H{anbali>s. Some fellow traditionalists took exception to the important role he 

accorded reason in understanding and interpreting revealed truths,
62

 while many 

objected to his idiosyncratic legal opinions in which, both methodologically and 

substantively, he broke ranks with accepted H{anbali> doctrine and practice. His 

close disciples numbered only around twelve and are conspicuous for having 

counted among their ranks members of different legal schools (a number of 

Sha>fi‘i>s and at least one Ma>liki>).
63

 This fact demonstrates how Ibn Taymiyya, 

and those who were attracted to him, saw his methodology as transcending those 

of the established schools of law and theology in an attempt to recover what they 

considered to be the idyllically unified understanding of the pristine early com-

munity (salaf). Ibn Taymiyya’s approach is built on the interrelated premises 

that such a unified and unequivocal understanding (1) existed, (2) is identifiable 

and hence retrievable, and (3) that this understanding can be publically estab-
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lished as an objectively true reading of the Salaf’s positions by following the 

methods which Ibn Taymiyya holds are alone capable of identifying and laying it 

bare (and which we will examine in detail in Chapters 4 and 5 of the present 

work). 

A corollary of Ibn Taymiyya’s stance – unsettling to many of his con-

temporaries – was that the existing legal and theological schools did not neces-

sarily, neither severally nor even collectively, coincide with the (putatively) au-

thentic (and verifiably so) views of the early Salaf and, by extension, those of the 

Prophet himself. Indeed, as we have noted above, Ibn Taymiyya favored 

H{anbalism – both legal and theological – because he believed Ah}mad b. H{anbal 

to have remained truest to the early ways of the Salaf and, as we have seen, he 

was not shy of critiquing later positions of the school that he judged to have de-

viated from Ah}mad’s – and therefore the Salaf’s – original understanding and 

method. Yet by Ibn Taymiyya’s time, the older, more open rivalry among the 

various legal schools was in abeyance and the more catholic tendency of each 

school recognizing the validity of the others had come to gain general ac-

ceptance, perhaps aided, in the particular social and political context of the late 

7
th

/13
th

- / early 8
th

/14
th

-century Mamluk state, by the political decision to recog-

nize all four legal schools as equally valid via the simultaneous appointment of 

four chief judges in Cairo, one from each school.
64

 This is reflected in the behest 

of Ibn Taymiyya’s supporters, at the Damascus trials of 705/1306, for Ibn Tay-

miyya to agree to identify the theological stance expounded in his ‘Aqi>da al-

Wa>sit}iyya as the “H{anbali>” position, to exist in harmony with and mutual recog-

nition of the predominantly Ash‘ari> theological outlook of his opponents (some-

what like the mutual recognition of the legal madha>hib). Such a move, however, 

Ibn Taymiyya flatly refused to countenance, “insisting,” as Jackson observes, 

“that his was the view not of Ah}mad Ibn H{anbal, but of the Prophet himself,” 
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which “left his adversaries with only two choices: convert to his doctrine or de-

stroy him.”
65

 

The foregoing considerations, coupled with the fact that Ibn Taymiyya’s 

close disciples were drawn from various schools of law, reinforce the view that 

what was primarily at stake here, as Jackson has observed,
66

 was a struggle be-

tween new-style Ash‘arite kala>m and theological traditionalism, a struggle that 

was taking place not only across madhhab lines, but within the various legal 

schools as well, particularly the Sha>fi‘i> school, from whose ranks most contem-

porary Ash‘ari>s hailed but which retained a significant number of scholars who 

continued to resist Ash‘arism in favor of an old-style non-speculative theological 

traditionalism. We have seen also that certain high-profile H{anbali>s – such as Ibn 

‘Aqi>l (d. 513/1119), (Abu> al-Faraj) Ibn al-Jawzi> (d. 597/1201), Najm al-Di>n al-

T{u>fi> (d. 716/1316) and, a bit later, Muh}ammad b. ‘Abd Alla>h al-Sa‘di> (d. 

900/1494-5) – were also partial to rationalist kala>m theology of the Ash‘ari> type, 

but these were much more of an exception in the midst of a H{anbali> school the 

vast majority of whose members had always retained a staunch allegiance to a 

non-speculative, traditionalist stance. It is important to remember, however, that 

Ibn Taymiyya was opposed not only by the rationalistically inclined Ash‘ari>s of 

his day on account of a “literalist” theology they held directly to entail anthro-

pomorphism, but also, and certainly no less significantly, by a number of tradi-

tionalists themselves, who faulted him precisely for what they judged to be his 

overreliance on reason and philosophical method in establishing his brand of the-

ological traditionalism and, more generally, for his blurring of the lines – dare 

one say à la Ash‘arism? – between the boundaries and methods of the traditional 

(naqli>) and the rational (‘aqli>) sciences.
67

 Indeed, this combination of traditional-

ism and rationalism has been identified as “perhaps the most distinctive trait of 

Ibn Taymiyya’s religious thought.”
68
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IV. The Works of Ibn Taymiyya 

 

Ibn Taymiyya was an extremely prolific writer, having penned several 

hundred works spanning hundreds of volumes. Ibn Taymiyya’s student, Ibn ‘Abd 

al-Ha>di> (d. 744/1343), reports that his shaykh had a gift for composing quickly, 

and that he often used to write from memory without needing to cite from writ-

ten materials (a major reason why he was able to remain so productive even 

while in prison). Ibn Taymiyya, reports Ibn ‘Abd al-Ha>di>, could write a short 

volume (mujallad lat}i>f) in a single day and up to 40 folios, or 80 pages,
69

 in a sin-

gle sitting. On at least one occasion, he is reported to have composed an answer 

to an exceedingly difficult question (min ashkal al-masha>kil) in eight quires (128 

pg.),
70

 likewise in a single session!
71

 Al-Shawka>ni> (d. 1250/1839) reports Ibn 

Taymiyya’s contemporary, al-Sarmadi>, as saying: “Among the wonders of our 

time is the memory (h}ifz}) of Ibn Taymiyya; he used to read through a book once 

and it would be etched in his memory, such that he would quote it (yanquluhu) in 

his own writings [from memory, it is implied] in both its meaning (ma‘na>) and 

wording (lafz}).”72
 

In terms of style, Ibn Taymiyya’s prose is clear, precise, and easy to read; 

he is by no means given to the use of highly ornate or stylized language (one 

feels he hardly would have had the time!). Like his personality, his theology, and 

his lifestyle, Ibn Taymiyya’s writing is down to earth, pragmatic, to the point. 

Though he often deals with themes of extraordinary complexity (especially in a 

work as philosophically complex as the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}), it is nevertheless clear 
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that his intention is to write in a manner accessible to the average man, and not 

just the scholarly elite. The only occasions on which he incorporates a slight em-

bellishment of style into his writing are his intermittent use of saj‘, or rhymed 

prose, either to mark the transition from one topic to another, or as a means of 

emphasis used to drive home a particular point with added force. Notwithstand-

ing the limpidity of his language, Ibn Taymiyya’s works are nonetheless charac-

terized by a high degree of repetition, excursiveness, and tangentiality. Some 

digressions in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}, for instance, go on for tens and tens of pages, 

sometimes more than a hundred. Rapoport & Ahmed have characterized Ibn 

Taymiyya’s writing style as a “characteristically digressive, disjointed style that 

bears the marks of brilliant insights hastily jotted down.”
73

 Another scholar has 

blamed the relative dearth of serious studies of Ibn Taymiyya’s sophisticated 

philosophical and theological thought on his “disorganized writing style, length, 

verbosity, and propensity for digression and repetition”
74

 – all features which are 

prominently on display in the Dar’ and which go a long way towards accounting 

for the difficulty and unwieldiness of the text.  

An 8
th

-/14
th

-century work entitled Asma>’ mu’allafa>t Ibn Taymiyya, writ-

ten by Ibn Taymiyya’s personal scribe Ibn Rushayyiq,
75

 lists a large number of 

works authored by Ibn Taymiyya spanning a wide range of disciplines and an 

enormous number of topics. The Mu’allafa>t identifies Ibn Taymiyya’s various 
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 Hereafter referred to as the “Mu’allafa>t.” Several printed versions have ascribed this work, 

incorrectly, to Ibn Taymiyya’s famous disciple, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350). The 

actual compiler, however, was Ibn Taymiyya’s scribe (ka>tib), Muh}ammad b. ‘Abd Alla>h b. 

Rushayyiq al-Maghribi> (d. 749/1349). Ibn Taymiyya was reputed to have had very poor 
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see al-H{ujayli>, Manhaj). 
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works by format as either treatise (risa>la, pl., rasa>’il), “qa>‘ida”
76

 (pl., qawa>‘id), 

tome (mujallad), book (kita>b, pl. kutub), topic (mas’ala, pl., masa>’il ), or respon-

sum (jawa>b, pl., ajwiba), and indicates their length usually by specifying the 

number of folios (waraqa) of which the work consists or, on occasion, the num-

ber of quires (kurra>s[a]), or individual sides of a page (wajh). Full-volume works 

are sometimes specified as being a “thin volume” (mujallad lat}i>f) or a “large 

tome” (mujallad kabi>r). The Mu’allafa>t lists Ibn Taymiyya’s works by topic, di-

vided into Qur’anic exegesis (tafsi>r), principles of religion / theology (us}u>l al-

di>n), law (fiqh) and jurisprudence (us}u>l al-fiqh), letters of counsel (was}a>ya>), 

scholarly licenses (ija>za>t) for the transmission of hadith, and personal letters (ra-

sa>’il) addressed to individual persons, families, or towns that contain, among 

other things, various discourses on matters related to religious knowledge. In the 

paragraphs below, we shall make brief mention of those works of Ibn Taymiyya 

that bear direct relevance to the topic of our study or which engage issues cited 

in the previous chapter as central topics in the background behind, and the de-

bates concerning, the relationship between reason and revelation. 

In addition to Ibn Taymiyya’s famous and influential Muqaddima fi> us}u>l 

al-tafsi>r (An Introduction to the Foundations of Qur’anic Exegesis),
77

 the 

Mu’allafa>t lists 92 separate works of tafsi>r, mostly rasa>’il and qawa>‘id on indi-

vidual verses, groups of verses, or suras.
78

 A number of these treatises are listed 

as comprising up to 20, 30, 50, sometimes as many as 70 leaves; some form an 

                                                 
76

 The Mu’allafa>t (passim) identifies some rasa>’il of Ibn Taymiyya as being composed of several 
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Jawzi> li-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi>‘, 1432/2011-12). 
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entire volume on their own. The verses on which Ibn Taymiyya chose to com-

ment cover a large range of topics, including questions pertaining to creed, 

points of ritual, legal provisions, and questions touching on spirituality and the 

inner life of faith. Of particular interest to the topic of this study are Ibn Tay-

miyya’s full-volume commentary on the phrase “and none knows its ‘ta’wi>l ’ 

save God;”
79

 a treatise on the phrase “in it [the Qur’an] are ‘muh}kam’ verses;”
80

 

a treatise on the phrase “a Book whose verses have been made ‘firm’ (uh}kimat 

a>ya>tuhu);”
81

 a 50-leaf treatise on the all-important phrase “there is none like un-

to Him;”
82

 and, a treatise on the verse “never is there a secret conversation 

among three but that He is their fourth,”
83

 in which he discusses the question of 

God’s immanence, or “with-ness” (ma‘iyya), from all angles.
84

 In addition, Ibn 

Taymiyya wrote a 20-leaf commentary on the famous Verse of the Throne (a>yat 

al-kursi>),85
 a full-volume work on Su>rat al-Ikhla>s} (“qul huwa Alla>hu ah}ad ”),

86
 as 

well as a qa>‘ida on the Qur’an’s use of parables and analogies (amtha>l), and a 20-

leaf treatise on the difference between texts that are open to interpretation (yu-

ta’awwal) and those that are not. 

Regarding works on theological topics (us}u>l), the Mu’allafa>t lists 165 

separate works of various lengths and genres – kutub, mujallada>t, rasa>’il, qa-

wa>‘id, and masa>’il, as well as responsa introduced variously as “jawa>b” or 

“futya>.” Among these titles figure a number of major, in some cases multi-

volume, works, the most famous of which are: Kita>b al-I<ma>n (The Book of 

Faith) in one volume; Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql on reason and revelation (10 

vol.); Baya>n talbi>s al-Jahmiyya fi> ta’si>s bida‘ihim al-kala>miyya (Exposing the 

Deceit of the Jahmiyya in Establishing their Innovated Theological Positions) in 

six volumes;
87

 Kita>b Minha>j al-sunna (The Way of the Sunna) in refutation of 
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 From Qur’an (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:7. 
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 Qur’an (Yu>nus) 11:1. 
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 Qur’an (al-Shu>ra>) 42:11. 
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 Ibn Rushayyiq, Mu’allafa>t, 17. 
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 Qur’an (al-Baqara) 2:255. 
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87

 “six large volumes” (sitt mujallada>t kiba>r) in al-H{ujayli>, Manhaj. 
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the Shi>‘a (4 vol.); and, Kita>b al-Jawa>b al-s}ah}i>h} li-man baddala di>n al-masi>h} (The 

Authentic Response to Those Who Have Altered the Religion of the Messiah) in 

refutation of Christian trinitarian theology (2 vol.).
88

 We have already alluded to 

the work al-S{a>rim al-maslu>l ‘ala> sha>tim al-rasu>l (The Unsheathed Sword Against 

Him Who Insults the Prophet), which Ibn Taymiyya wrote during his first bout 

in prison that resulted from his refusal to back down in the affair of the Christian 

who had allegedly insulted the Prophet, as well as the work Kita>b Iqtid}a>’ al-s}ira>t} 

al-mustaqi>m li-mukha>lafat as}h}a>b al-jah}i>m89
 on the various excesses of popular 

religion against which Ibn Taymiyya regularly inveighed. 

Other comprehensive theological works include a full volume explicating 

the first part of Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi>’s famous theological work, Muh}as}s}al afka>r 

al-mutaqaddimi>n wa-l-muta’akhkhiri>n min al-‘ulama>’ wa-l-h}ukama>’ wa-l-

mutakallimi>n (The Harvest of the Thought of the Ancients and Moderns from 

Among the Religious Scholars, Philosophers, and Theologians), and a two-

volume commentary (sharh}) on certain topics (masa>’il) in al-Ra>zi>’s Kita>b al-

Arba‘i>n fi> us}u>l al-di>n (Forty Topics on the Principles of Religion). Shorter theo-

logical treatises of a general nature include the aforementioned al-‘Aqi>da al-

H{amawiyya and al-‘Aqi>da al-Wa>sit}iyya. Several other treatises, either on us}u>l 

al-di>n in general or on specific theological topics, likewise addressed to the 

populations of various cities and averaging 40 leaves each, include: al-Risa>la al-

Tadmuriyya; al-Risa>la al-Ki>la>niyya, al-Risa>la al-Ba‘labakkiyya, and al-Risa>la al-

Baghda>diyya on the question of the createdness of the Qur’an; al-Risa>la al-

Murra>kushiyya on the question of the divine attributes; and, a 50-leaf treatise on 

the creed of the Ash‘ari>s, the Ma>turi>di>s, and non-Ma>turi>di> H{anafi>s. 

Works dealing with the all-important (for Ibn Taymiyya) question of 

God’s names and attributes, in addition to the abovementioned Murra>kushiyya, 

include: a qa>‘ida on the Most Beautiful Names of God (asma>’ Alla>h al-h}usna>); a 
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 Translated in Memon, Ibn Taimi>ya’s Struggle. 
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treatise on the affirmation (ithba>t) of God’s names and attributes; a 50-leaf fat-

wa on the issue of God’s “aboveness” (‘uluww); a treatise known as the Irbiliyya 

on the question of God’s “settling” (istiwa>’) and “descending” (nuzu>l) and 

whether these are meant literally (h}aqi>qatan) or not; a further 20-pg. treatise on 

istiwa>’ and a refutation of its interpretation as “dominion” or “overpowering” 

(isti>la>’);90
 and, a 40-leaf treatise on the separateness (muba>yana) of God and cre-

ation. 

Other treatises touch upon questions of epistemology and/or rational 

methods of argument, including: a 100-leaf qa>‘ida on the notion that every ra-

tional argument adduced by an innovator (mubtadi‘) proves the invalidity of his 

position; a full-volume work on certain knowledge (al-‘ilm al-muh}kam); a three-

volume work refuting the position that definitive proofs (adilla qat}‘iyya) do not 

yield certainty (yaqi>n);
91

 a treatise on the superiority of the knowledge of the 

early community (salaf) over those who succeeded them (khalaf); a qa>‘ida on the 

Qur’anic method of calling people to guidance and the difference between this 

method and that of the theologians and the Sufis; and, a qa>‘ida on the perceived 

contradiction between the texts of revelation and consensus (ijma>‘).   

Works on purely philosophical themes (in addition to the extensive philo-

sophical discursions of the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}) include: a work refuting Ibn Si>na>’s 

al-Risa>la al-Ad}h}awiyya in denial of physical resurrection after death;
92

 a thin 

volume on the “tawh}i>d ” of the philosophers following in the way of Ibn Si>na>; a 

short-volume qa>‘ida on universals; a qa>‘ida on the finite and the infinite; a “large 

volume” refuting the philosophers’ assertion of the eternity of the world; and, 

last but not least, the aforementioned devastating attack on Greek logic, Kita>b 

al-Radd ‘ala> al-mant}iqiyyi>n (consisting of one “large volume”). 

Under legal works (kutub fiqhiyya), the Mu’allafa>t lists 55 works, all qa-

wa>‘id or rasa>’il, in addition to a 4-vol. commentary (sharh}) of the famous 

                                                 
90

 Al-Bazza>r reports that Ibn Taymiyya composed the equivalent of 35 quires (560 pgs.) on the 

question of istiwa>’. (al-H{ujayli>, Manhaj). 
91

 Listed in al-H{ujayli>, Manhaj  on the authority of al-S{afadi> and Ibn Sha>kir. 
92

 For a detailed study, and a translation of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatment of the Ad}h}awiyya in the 

Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}, see Michot, “Mamlu>k Theologian’s Commentary.” 



108 

H{{anbali> jurist Ibn Quda>ma’s (d. 620/1223) Kita>b al-‘Umda fi> al-fiqh. The most 

important of these treatises for our purposes are: an 80-leaf qa>‘ida on the terms 

“literal” (h}aqi>qa) and “metaphorical” (maja>z); a one-volume qa>‘ida on the pref-

erability (tafd}i>l) of the H{anbali> madhhab and the enumeration of its merits; a 

qa>‘ida on the fact that every righteous action has its basis in following the way 

of the Prophet; a 50-leaf qa>‘ida on the preferability (tafd}i>l) of the madhhab of ahl 

al-Madi>na; a qa>‘ida on ijtiha>d and taqli>d; a qa>‘ida on whether making an incor-

rect ijtiha>d constitutes a sin and whether the truth lies in only one of several con-

flicting conclusions of ijtiha>d; and, a qa>‘ida on whether or not it is obligatory for 

the common person (‘a>mmi>) to make taqli>d of a specific madhhab. 

Writings related to Sufism and the various topics typically associated 

with it are listed in the Mu’allafa>t under the various works on us}u>l al-di>n. Some 

such works are critical of what Ibn Taymiyya considered to be excessive and un-

orthodox elements that had crept into Sufism, both in terms of doctrine and in 

terms of practice. Such works include: a volume each on tawassul and istigha>tha; 

a one-volume refutation of the monistic mysticism of Ibn Sab‘i>n and others, enti-

tled al-Masa>’il al-Iskandariyya and, relatedly, a qa>‘ida in refutation of the 

ittih}a>diyya, or “unificationist,” Sufis consisting of a small volume; and, finally, a 

20-leaf qa>‘ida in addition to a complete volume on the prohibition of spiritual 

audition (sama>‘). In addition to these critical works, Ibn Taymiyya also wrote a 

number of other treatises by way of positive contribution to the literature deal-

ing with standard topics of spiritual development, purification of the soul, and 

the internal life of faith. Such works include: the 60-leaf al-Tuh}fa al-‘Ira>qiyya on 

the stations (maqa>ma>t) and states (ah}wa>l) of the spiritual path and works of the 

heart (a‘ma>l al-qulu>b); a 60-leaf qa>‘ida on forbearance (s}abr) and gratitude 

(shukr); a thin-volume qa>‘ida on contentment (rid}a>); a thin-volume qa>‘ida on 

love of God (mah}abbat Alla>h); a 50-leaf qa>‘ida on sincerity (ikhla>s}) and reliance 

on God (tawakkul); a qa>‘ida on the fact that the external religious law (shari>‘a) 

and internal spiritual reality (h}aqi>qa) are correlative (mutala>zima>n); a 30-leaf 

qa>‘ida on purification of the soul (tazkiyat al-nafs); a 30-leaf qa>‘ida on detach-

ment from the world (zuhd) and moral scrupulousness (wara‘); and, a 40-leaf 
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qa>‘ida on the diseases of the heart and how to cure them. Other works include a 

20-leaf qa>‘ida on proving the reality of the miracles of the awliya>’ (‘saints’); a 

treatise on the controversial statements of the famous Baghda>di> mystic Abu> 

‘Abd Alla>h H{usayn b. Mans}u>r al-H{alla>j (d. 309/922); and, a qa>‘ida on Junayd al-

Baghda>di>’s (d. 297/910) definition of tawh}i>d as “the singling out of the Pre-

Eternal from the contingent” (ifra>d al-qadi>m ‘an al-h}a>dith). 

Finally, mention must be made of several important compendia of Ibn 

Taymiyya’s writings. The largest and most significant of these are: Majmu>‘at al-

rasa>’il al-kubra> (2 vols.); Majmu>‘at al-rasa>’il wa-l-masa>’il (2 vols.);
93

 and, the 

enormous Majmu>‘ fata>wa> Shaykh al-Isla>m Ah}mad Ibn Taymiyya (37 vols.). 

These works bring together a number of shorter works on various topics and are 

an invaluable resource for the researcher interested in exploring Ibn Taymiyya’s 

rich thought and voluminous writings. 

 

V. Ibn Taymiyya’s Assessment of the Intellectual 

Heritage Bequeathed to Him 

 

In the foregoing chapter, we attempted to sketch the various currents and cross-

currents of the Islamic intellectual tradition, with special emphasis on the ques-

tion of the relationship between reason and revelation as it developed across var-

ious disciplines up until the time of Ibn Taymiyya in the mid-7
th

/13
th

 century. 

The preceding section of the current chapter complements this survey with a 

brief aperçu of Ibn Taymiyya’s own immediate political and social circumstanc-

es, his basic biography, and the main outlines of his intellectual profile and 

scholarly output. Yet there remains one final step necessary in order for us to un-

derstand with precision what motivates Ibn Taymiyya in the Dar’, in what con-

text he perceives the momentous struggle of reason and revelation, and what 

precisely he hopes to achieve through his monumental magnum opus. This step 

involves reconstructing, from various statements scattered throughout the Dar’, 

Ibn Taymiyya’s own assessment of the development of the intellectual tradition 
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he inherited and with which he brought himself into such urgent and strident 

conversation. Once we understand exactly how the fundamental issues looked 

from the perspective of Ibn Taymiyya as can be gleaned from his own words, we 

will be in a position to attack the Dar’ head on in the following chapter and 

begin to unravel the project its author has set forth for himself in it. 

We recall the fundamental issue of the divine attributes and the question 

of how best to understand scriptural statements that affirm the completely 

unique, other, and incomparable nature of God while simultaneously describing 

Him in terms evocative of qualities and attributes partaken of by human beings. 

The necessity of affirming God’s utter transcendence (tanzi>h) had to be counter-

balanced by the imperative to uphold the integrity of scripture (ithba>t) and the 

reality of the descriptions God gives of Himself therein. We have seen that over 

the course of Islamic history, different schools of thought adopted varying posi-

tions on how best to effect this reconciliation, some stressing the reality of the 

attributes to the point of falling into a crude and primitive assimilationism 

(tashbi>h) and others insisting upon divine transcendence with such single-minded 

zealousness as to strip the Deity of any attributes whatsoever (ta‘t}i>l), reducing 

the name “God” to an empty signifier denoting an abstract entity entirely incon-

ceivable to the human mind (and hence unapproachable to the human heart as 

well). 

Let us begin our mapping of Ibn Taymiyya’s mindset by considering his 

understanding of the positions pertaining to the divine attributes upheld by the 

early community (salaf) – roughly the learned men and women of the first three 

generations of Muslims whom Ibn Taymiyya takes to be uniquely authoritative 

in their understanding and practice of the religion. Our goal in this section is not 

to offer an independent assessment of Ibn Taymiyya’s depiction of the issues at 

hand, but only to present his understanding of them so as to be able, in the re-

mainder of our study, to appreciate his response to the intellectual situation 

placed before him in the late 7
th

/13
th

 and early 8
th

/14
th

 centuries. 

Now then, Ibn Taymiyya contends: (1) that the authoritative early com-

munity (salaf) were unanimous in their affirmation of all the attributes predicat-
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ed of God in revelation in a manner consistent with a straightforward, plain-

sense understanding of the texts, that is, without making ta’wi>l or tafwi>d} of any 

of the divine attributes. In other words, they were full-fledged affirmationists 

(muthbitu>n), with no positions indicating any form of negationism (nafy) or rein-

terpretation (ta’wi>l) (which amounts to negationism for Ibn Taymiyya) being 

reported of the very earliest generations;
94

 (2) that the Salaf were unanimous in 

denouncing negationist positions once these started to arise with or around the 

time of Jahm b. S{afwa>n (d. 128/745-46) and his teacher al-Ja‘d b. Dirham (d. 

105/724); and, critically for Ibn Taymiyya’s project, (3) that the early communi-

ty actively defended and promoted affirmationist stances, and denounced nega-

tionist ones, by means of rational argumentation (in additional to citing purely 

scriptural evidence). This last point is key, for even the would-be negationist 

admits, as a rule, that the obvious sense of the texts would seem to imply affir-

mationism; hence his effort to reinterpret – that is, to make “ta’wi>l ” of – the 

text according to “rational” demands or, at the very least, to point out that the 

obvious meaning cannot have been intended due to the presence of a “rational 

objection” (mu‘a>rid} ‘aqli>). In the face of such a stance, merely citing scripture 

would be of no avail, for both the negationist and the affirmationist are, in fact, 

in agreement as to what the obvious sense of the text implies. The negationist’s 

“rational objection” to the obvious sense of scripture can thus only be adequately 

met by rational arguments refuting the alleged rational objection and demon-

strating the reasonability of the plain sense of the text in question. Ibn Taymiyya 

is very keen to establish that the early Salaf, whose positions and methods of de-

riving them he takes as uniquely normative, were in possession both of a sound – 

indeed, the soundest – understanding of the revealed texts and of robust and 

evincive – indeed, the most robust and evincive – methods of rational argumen-

tation in defense of this understanding. They thus stood at the very top of the 
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Taymiyyan pyramid,
95

 in perfect and harmonious conformity with both authentic 

revelation and sound reason.
96

 

 But how, in Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding, did we get from this situation 

to Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi>’s articulation of the Universal Law six centuries later? 

Much as modern historians of Islamic intellectual history, Ibn Taymiyya, relying 

largely on al-Shahrasta>ni>’s Kita>b al-Milal wa-l-nih}al as well as al-Ash‘ari>’s 

Maqa>la>t al-Isla>miyyi>n, dates the first negationist (jahmi>)97
 positions to arise “af-

ter the first century [of the hijra], towards the end of the generation of the Suc-

cessors,”
98

 when the proto-Mu‘tazila
99

 took the position that neither accidents 

(a‘ra>d}) nor temporally originating events (h}awa>dith) supervene in God (tah}ullu 

bihi), by which Ibn Taymiyya says they meant that there could not subsist in 

Him (taqu>mu bihi) either any attribute (s}ifa), such as ‘knowledge’ or ‘power,’ 

nor any action (fi‘l) or state (h}a>l), such as ‘creating’ or ‘settling’ (istiwa>’, i.e., 

upon the divine throne). Before this, affirms Ibn Taymiyya, there are no state-

ments or positions of negationism (nafy) regarding the divine attributes or the 

inherence in God of acts or states contingent upon His volition
100

 recorded or 

known of anyone among the Muslim community. When, however, this position 

arose and was championed by the early Mu‘tazila, the authoritative scholars of 
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rational foundations. 
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the early community (a’immat al-salaf) were prompt to denounce it, “as is 

known and reported of them in a mutawa>tir fashion.”
101

 This initial denial of the 

divine attributes and actions led to the Mu‘tazilite position of the createdness of 

the Qur’an on the grounds that if the Qur’an were held to subsist in God’s es-

sence (law qa>ma bi-dha>tihi), this would entail that there could, in fact, subsist in 

Him actions and attributes, a position that has been denied at the outset. The 

early community and its authoritative scholars (al-salaf wa-l-a’imma) were like-

wise unanimous in denouncing this position too, reports Ibn Taymiyya.
102

 

Now, explains Ibn Taymiyya, all those who opposed the Mu‘tazila on this 

count initially upheld the subsistence in God both of attributes and of actions 

and speech contingent upon His will, until the time of Ibn Kulla>b (d. 240-1/853-

5)
103

 and his followers, who made a distinction between so-called “essential at-

tributes” such as ‘life’ and ‘knowledge’ held to be intrinsic to the divine essence, 

on the one hand, and so-called “volitional attributes” that are contingent upon 

God’s will and power, on the other, claiming that these latter cannot “subsist” in 

Him, as this would entail the supervention within the Divine Being of a succes-

sion of temporally originating events (ta‘a>qub al-h}awa>dith ‘alayhi), an impossi-

bility according to Ibn Kulla>b’s doctrine. Ibn Kulla>b was then succeeded by Ibn 

Karra>m (d. 255/869). This latter, Ibn Taymiyya reports on the authority of al-

Ash‘ari>’s Maqa>la>t, along with “the majority of Muslims (ahl al-qibla) before 

him
104

 – including various factions of mutakallimu>n from the Shi>‘a and Mur-

ji’ites, such as the Hisha>miyya, and the disciples of Abu> Mu‘a>dh al-Tu>mani> and 

Zuhayr al-Athari> and others” – were opposed both to the Mu‘tazila and to the 
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followers of Ibn Kulla>b. All such groups, affirms Ibn Taymiyya, held the position 

that temporally originating events could subsist in God,
105

 and some among them 

even held the explicit position that God could move and that He has been speak-

ing from eternity when He willed.
106

 

 The very next generation saw the rise of Abu> al-H{asan al-Ash‘ari> (d. 

324/936), whom Ibn Taymiyya credits with having launched a major effort to 

shore up the early community’s normative understanding of the revealed texts 

concerning God’s attributes and actions. It is of note that one hardly finds a sin-

gle critical, let alone pejorative, statement about al-Ash‘ari> in ten volumes of 

text. Rather, Ibn Taymiyya lauds al-Ash‘ari> generously and commends him for 

his efforts to defend in rational terms the received doctrine of the early commu-

nity. He nevertheless ascribes to al-Ash‘ari> two specific shortcomings that, while 

barely noticeable in al-Ash‘ari>’s own doctrine, planted the seeds for an eventual 

excrescence of major problems in the centuries that followed. The first is that, 

although Ibn Taymiyya goes so far as to consider al-Ash‘ari> and “the likes of 

him,” such as Ibn Kulla>b, to be among the “mutakallimat ahl al-h}adi>th” (‘hadith 

scholars specialized in kala>m’) and the “best among the various factions and 

closest to the Book and the Sunna,”
107

 he nevertheless maintains that while al-

Ash‘ari> (as is typical, he tells us, of those specialized primarily in rational theol-

ogy) possessed detailed expertise in kala>m, his knowledge of the particulars of 

the hadith and Sunna was much more general and, in the end, not sufficient for 

him always to know precisely what the early positions of the Salaf were that 
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were to be defended.
108

 Reminiscent of a comment made by al-Qa>d}i> Abu> Bakr b. 

al-‘Arabi> (d. 543/1148) with respect to his teacher, al-Ghaza>li>,
109

 Ibn Taymiyya 

maintains that al-Ash‘ari> too, having spent so many years immersed in 

Mu‘tazilism, was not able to extricate himself from it fully, with the result that 

there remained in his doctrine – unwittingly, to be sure – what Ibn Taymiyya 

calls “remnants of the principles of the Mu‘tazila.”
110

 Such “remnants” include, 

for instance, al-Ash‘ari>’s (and Ibn Kulla>b’s) conceding the validity of the argu-

ment for the existence of God from accidents (t}ari>qat al-a‘ra>d}) and the argument 

from the composition of bodies (t}ari>qat al-tarki>b)
111

 – topics which, Ibn Taymiy-

ya concedes, are “difficult even for those with more knowledge of the hadith and 

Sunna than al-Ash‘ari> had.”
112

 And so it was that each successive generation of 

Ash‘arites was pulled further and further back towards Mu‘tazili>-style negation-

ism as they sought to apply al-Ash‘ari>’s own doctrine consistently and to tease 

out systematically all the implications and entailments of their master’s initial 
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positions. For a similar reason, while al-Ash’ari> and his immediate followers did 

not, according to Ibn Taymiyya, concede even the theoretical possibility of a 

contradiction between reason and revelation,
113

 later Ash‘ari>s – such as al-Ra>zi> 

and al-A<midi> – who “took from the Mu‘tazila when they inclined towards nega-

tionist doctrines (tajahhum) and even towards philosophy”
114

 conceded not only 

the formal possibility, but also the actual occurrence of, real contradictions be-

tween reason and revelation, ultimately leading to the formulation of the Univer-

sal Law as a means of ironing out the ostensible incongruities. 

 So it is, explains Ibn Taymiyya, that with each successive generation of 

Ash‘arites, one witnesses ever increasing misgivings vis-à-vis the affirmation of 

first one, then another, attribute affirmed of God in revelation on the basis of al-

leged rational objections which al-Ash‘ari> himself (and perhaps al-Ba>qilla>ni>, too, 

since Ibn Taymiyya also sees him as having remained quite close to the Sunna) 

did not catch, but which later thinkers uncovered in increasing number as they 

sought to apply consistently the full implications of his initial doctrine. Such 

slippage can likewise occur, says Ibn Taymiyya, as later followers think up more 

and more rational proofs to support their founder’s initial doctrine, rational 

proofs which entail (further) negation and which had not occurred to their found-

er.
115

 Such proliferation of increasingly negationist arguments is to be found not 

only among major Mu‘tazila figures of the 4
th

/10
th

 and 5
th

/11
th

 centuries,
116

 but 

among primary Ash‘arite authorities as well. In this manner, says Ibn Taymiyya, 

al-Ash‘ari> himself and his immediate successor, al-Ba>qilla>ni>, unambiguously af-

firmed the so-called “revealed attributes” (al-s}ifa>t al-khabariyya), including 

those that had become a point of contention, such as God’s face, hand, and His 

settling upon the throne. Indeed, affirms Ibn Taymiyya, al-Ash‘ari> is not known 

to have ever held more than one position on this issue, “as agreed upon unani-

mously by those who transmitted his doctrine and as per his well-known works,” 
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in which he not only affirms such attributes but also refutes the rational argu-

ments of those, such as the Mu‘tazila, who argue that such texts cannot be un-

derstood “literally” but rather must be reinterpreted (ta’wi>l) in order to skirt a 

rational objection or charge of tashbi>h.
117

 However, just two generations after al-

Ba>qilla>ni>, Ibn Taymiyya bemoans, al-Juwayni> negates such attributes, “in 

agreement with [the doctrine of] the Mu‘tazila and the Jahmiyya.”
118

 Concurring 

that such attributes could not be affirmed at face value, al-Juwayni> first adopted 

the position of ta’wi>l in his Kita>b al-Irsha>d, then in a later work, al-‘Aqi>da al-

Niz}a>miyya, upheld tafwi>d} instead, “mentioning that which indicates that the ear-

ly community (salaf) unanimously held that ta’wi>l was neither mandatory 

(wa>jib) nor [even] permissible (sa>’igh).”
119

 Eventually we come to al-Ghaza>li>
120

 

in the 5
th

/11
th

 century who, Ibn Taymiyya says, at times affirms the “rational at-

tributes” in conformity with the Ash‘arite position and at times either negates 

them altogether or reduces them all to the single attribute of knowledge, in 

agreement with the doctrine of the philosophers. His final position on the issue, 

Ibn Taymiyya reports, was one of suspension of judgment (waqf), whereupon he 

then clung to the Sunna as the safest path and (allegedly) died while engaged in 
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studying the books of hadith.
121

 Finally, by the 6
th

/12
th

 and 7
th

/13
th

 centuries, al-

Ra>zi> and al-A<midi>, both major authorities of later Ash‘arism, have become so 

agnostic with regard to the reality and the knowability of the divine attributes 

affirmed in scripture – coupled with a proportionately decreasing confidence in 

the ability of revelation to serve as the basis for any certain (yaqi>n), objective 

knowledge whatsoever, even in strictly theological matters – that they end up 

claiming not to have any proof whatsoever, be it rational or scriptural, for either 

the affirmation or the negation of the attributes,
122

 thus ending up essentially in 

a complete draw over a major point of theology addressed extensively in revela-

tion and sharply contested by the leading philosophical and theological minds of 

the preceding six centuries.
123

 Indeed, observes Ibn Taymiyya, al-A<midi> was un-

able to establish in his books the unity of God (tawh}i>d), the temporal origination 

of the world (h}udu>th al-‘a>lam), or even the very existence of God,
124

 and was re-

ported by a “reliable authority” (thiqa) to have said, “I applied myself assiduous-

ly to the study of kala>m, but did not acquire anything [reliable] from it that dif-

fers from what the common people believe.”
125

 

 The foregoing pertains to the mutakallimu>n and Ibn Taymiyya’s depic-

tion of the historical development of kala>m. With regard to the philosophers, Ibn 

Taymiyya credits an extreme form of negationism with being responsible for 

what he understands of Ibn Arabi>’s notion of the unity of being (wah}dat al-

wuju>d). The Ba>t}inites (i.e., Isma>‘i>li>s), however, exhibit the most extreme form of 
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negationism, to the point where they end up refraining from predicating anything 

of God whatsoever. The result is a purely – and, Ibn Taymiyya argues, highly 

incoherent – negative theology where, ostensibly out of fear of falling into tash-

bi>h of any sort whatsoever, one may not even affirm that God exists (mawju>d) 

nor that He does not exist (ghayr mawju>d), nor may one predicate of Him that 

He is positively non-existent (ma‘du>m) nor that He is not non-existent (ghayr 

ma‘du>m). Ibn Taymiyya also mentions how those whom he dubs the “materialist 

(pseudo-)philosophers” (al-mutafalsifa al-dahriyya), such as Ibn Si>na> and al-

Fa>ra>bi>, claim that reason rules out the physical resurrection of the body on the 

Day of Judgment, with the now familiar prescription that texts apparently af-

firming such a resurrection must be subjected to the (alleged) dictates of reason 

and reinterpreted accordingly. When those among the Mu‘tazila who affirm bod-

ily resurrection dispute with such philosophers over this matter, these latter reply 

to them with the same type of argument that the Mu‘tazila employ against the 

affirmationists, saying, essentially, “Our position on bodily resurrection is analo-

gous to your position on the attributes,”
126

 that is, if you are truly consistent, you 

should also deny bodily resurrection on the same grounds on which you have de-

nied the divine attributes.  

 This, then, is the chronological progression, as Ibn Taymiyya sees it, 

from what he contends was the conscientious and no-holds-barred affirmation-

ism of the early Salaf, buttressed by probative rational arguments and therefore 

in full conformity with pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}), to the outright negation of all 

divine names, attributes, and actions born of an ill-conceived response to alleged 

“rational objections” – a negationism which Ibn Taymiyya rejects not only as 

being in unmitigated opposition to any plausible reading of the texts of scripture, 

but also, and very significantly, in flagrant opposition to the most elementary 

and universal principles of reason itself. 

 Now, Ibn Taymiyya holds that, while all these developments – and in-

creasingly grave deviations – were occurring among those formally involved in 
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the business of theological and philosophical speculation, there always remained 

a group – many among the scholars and the majority among the common folk – 

that persisted in upholding, and also in defending rationally, the understanding of 

the revealed texts bequeathed to the umma by its earliest – and, once again, 

uniquely authoritative – generations. This group, according to Ibn Taymiyya, 

includes the majority of hadith scholars, a majority of legal scholars (fuqaha>’) in 

the early centuries and quite a good number still in his day, as well as the majori-

ty of early ascetics and Sufis. Some among this group were so repulsed by the 

very nature and contentiousness of the discussions raging amongst the theologi-

ans and philosophers that they refused even to engage and were content in their 

hearts to carry on upholding faithfully what they knew to be the understanding 

of the early community. Ibn Taymiyya is keen to point out, however, that others 

of this group did indeed take it upon themselves to engage in theological debate 

in an attempt to provide an adequate rational defense of the received normative 

understanding of the Salaf. Ibn Taymiyya would, we may venture to affirm, be 

happy to include al-Ash‘ari> (though not, to be sure, the majority of later 

Ash‘arites) among this group, albeit with the abovementioned caveat regarding 

the “remnant of Mu‘tazilism” that marred al-Ash‘ari>’s initial doctrine and that 

later festered, at the hands of his most astute successors, to what Ibn Taymiyya 

sees as the pseudo-philosophical, quasi-Mu‘tazilism of a 6
th

/12
th

-century al-Ra>zi> 

or a 7
th

/13
th

-century al-A<midi>. 

 Most prominent among this group figures the revered eponym of Ibn 

Taymiyya’s own legal and theological school, Ah}mad b. H{anbal (d. 241/855), 

whom Ibn Taymiyya credits with having adduced, in establishing the fundamen-

tals of the faith (us}u>l al-di>n), “a larger number of definitive proofs (adilla 

qat}‘iyya), based in both revelation and in reason, than all other major authori-

ties.”
127

 In making this case, Ibn Taymiyya appeals to Ibn H{anbal’s wide-scale 
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authority among both scholars and non-scholars alike as the heroic champion of 

orthodoxy against the official state imposition of Mu‘tazilite doctrines during 

the Mih}na. Significantly, Ibn Taymiyya cites a number of statements from Ibn 

H{anbal in approval of rational argumentation – based, to be sure, on what he 

considers pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) – and also a number of instances in which 

Ah}mad used rational arguments himself to refute this or that doctrine of a nega-

tionist. In this vein, Ibn Taymiyya cites on several occasions throughout the Dar’ 

a lengthy quote from Ah}mad b. H{anbal, in which this latter states:  

Praise be to God who has appointed in every non-prophetic 

era (fi> kull zama>n fatra min al-rusul) remnants of the people 

of knowledge (ahl al-‘ilm) who call those who have strayed to 

right guidance and are forbearing in the face of what harm 

(they may receive from those they call); who bring back to 

life by the Book of God those who are dead (spiritually) and 

grant vision by God’s light to those who are blind. How many 

dead victims of the Devil have they brought to life! How 

many of those wandering in error have they guided aright! 

How comely, then, is the effect they have on people and how 

odious the effect of people on them! They exonerate the Book 

of God from the distortions of extremist sectarians (al-

gha>li>n), the misrepresentations (intih}a>l) of those who falsify 

religion (al-mubt}ili>n), and the (unfounded) interpretations 

(ta’wi>l) of the ignorant who have raised the banners of inno-

vation (bid‘a) and unloosed the reins of discord (fitna). Such 

are they as oppose the Book and differ over it, united only in 

their abandoning of the Book. They discourse on God and the 

Book of God with no knowledge and speak in vague and am-

biguous terms (yatakallamu>na bi-l-mutasha>bih min al-kala>m), 

fooling thereby the ignorant among men. We seek refuge, 

therefore, in God from the trials of those who lead astray 

(fitan al-mud}illi>n).”
128

 

                                                                                                                                     
– 155, l. 8 for two specific examples of rational arguments (qiya>sayn ‘aqliyyayn) used by Ah}mad, 

closing with the statement that “Ah}mad makes inferences based on rational arguments 

(yastadillu bi-l-adilla al-‘aqliyya) in theological matters so long as they are valid.” (ibid., VII: 

155, l. 9-10) [emphasis mine]. See also ibid., V: 180, ln. 1ff: “Since this is known by reason, 

Ah}mad said…” (“wa-lamma> ka>na ha>dha> yu‘rafu bi-l-‘aql qa>la Ah}mad…”). 
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 According to Ibn Taymiyya, this passage appears in Ah}mad b. H{anbal’s work, al-Radd ‘ala> al-
zana>diqa wa-l-jahmiyya and is cited on several occasions throughout the Dar’. (See, for example, 

ibid., II: 301, l. 10 – 302, l. 8). 



122 

Ibn Taymiyya without a doubt sees himself as following in the footsteps of his 

revered forebear and, along with all the rightly guided defenders of the early doc-

trine mentioned above, clearly aspires to take his place in the cortège of those 

“remnants of the people of knowledge who call those who have strayed to right 

guidance” by providing, via his Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}, the definitive answer to the 

seemingly unsolvable “conflict” between reason and revelation that had been 

building up for so many centuries before his time. 

 

VI. Previous Attempts to Solve the Conundrum 

of Reason and Revelation 

 

Ibn Taymiyya was not, of course, the first Muslim thinker to attempt, on a grand 

and conclusive scale, to put an end to the conflict between reason and revelation 

once and for all. Notwithstanding the several individuals mentioned above whom 

Ibn Taymiyya credits with providing a rational defense of orthodox understand-

ings regarding the divine attributes and other issues, there are two large-scale 

attempts by two major figures prior to Ibn Taymiyya who, each in his own way, 

attempted to provide a definitive solution to this most vexing of issues. These 

figures are: the towering jurist, theologian, and mystic “Proof of Islam,” Abu> 

H{a>mid Muh}ammad b. Muh}ammad al-Ghaza>li> (d. 505/1111),
129

 and the author of 

history’s perhaps best ever commentaries on the Aristotelian corpus, the preemi-

nent philosopher and jurist Abu> al-Wali>d Muh}ammad b. Ah}mad Ibn Rushd (d. 

595/1198).
130

 Before taking up the details of Ibn Taymiyya’s attempted solution 
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to the problem of reason and revelation, we shall first stop to ask how he evalu-

ated – and how we might evaluate – what he is attempting to accomplish 

through the Dar’ in light of his two great predecessors. 

 In reverse chronological order, let us begin with Ibn Rushd. The Dar’ con-

tains numerous lengthy citations from various works of Ibn Rushd.
131

 Ibn Tay-

miyya cites his Andalusian predecessor mainly for this latter’s admission, as a 

leading philosopher, that the revealed texts convey nothing other than pure af-

firmationism and in no wise intimate even remotely the types of negationist 

ta’wi>l given to them mostly by the mutakallimu>n. For Ibn Rushd, the mutakalli-

mu>n’s arguments are clumsy, merely “dialectical” – in contrast to the (allegedly) 

rigorously demonstrative proofs of the philosophers – and, consequently, do not 

hold up, Ibn Rushd contends, on purely rational grounds. Furthermore, the at-

tempt to deflect the apparent meaning of the revealed texts in favor of non-

apparent figurative interpretations (ta’wi>la>t) ostensibly derived through reason 

serves only to confuse the common man and undermine his confidence in the ve-

racity and integrity of revelation. Ibn Taymiyya cites with much approval Ibn 

Rushd’s insistence that revelation never be interpreted, at least not publicly, in 

any way other than what the obvious sense of the texts would seem to indicate. 

In this vein, he cites Ibn Rushd’s critique of al-Ghaza>li> for having let too many 

people in on what should have remained a private discussion among a philosoph-

ical elite and for venturing to make positive figurative interpretations (ta’wi>la>t) 

of various verses, then letting these loose, so to speak, amongst a dangerously 

wide section of the public. In fact, Ibn Taymiyya cites Ibn Rushd page after page 

with such apparent approval that one begins to wonder if he fully grasped what 

Ibn Rushd’s ultimate position on the status of revelation as a purveyor of 

knowledge really was (though it is quite clear in other passages sprinkled 

                                                                                                                                     
min al-ittis}a>l: ahamm al-mawd}u>‘a>t fi> al-falsafa wa-l-fiqh wa-l-manhaj (Beirut: Da>r al-Ha>di>, 

2002). 
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 Among the most significant of these is a lengthy citation from Ibn Rushd’s Mana>hij al-adilla, 

along with Ibn Taymiyya’s commentary, found at Dar’, VI: 212-249 (esp. 217-227). Other works 

of Ibn Rushd directly relevant to our theme are: Fas}l al-maqa>l, Mana>hij al-adilla, and al-D{ami>ma. 
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throughout the work that the dyed-in-the-wool Aristotelian’s overall position 

was, of course, not lost on him).
132

 

 Though al-Ghaza>li> was much more a theologian than a philosopher and, 

in fact, dedicated his Taha>fut al-fala>sifa,
133

 one of his most famous works, to re-

futing just the type of philosophy triumphed by the likes of Ibn Rushd,
134

 Ibn 

Taymiyya comes off, at best, as cool towards al-Ghaza>li> throughout the Dar’. 

Though respectful of al-Ghaza>li>’s immense erudition and spiritual accomplish-

ment
135

 and ready, as usual, to recognize laudable and well-intentioned efforts to 

defend Islam against alien doctrines where due, Ibn Taymiyya nevertheless ob-

serves that, while al-Ghaza>li> refuted many of the false doctrines of the philoso-

phers, he also capitulated to many of them as well, becoming thereby a sort of 

“interstice (barzakh) between them [the philosophers] and the Muslims,”
136

 – so 

much so, says Ibn Taymiyya, that even the likes of the Andalusian mystical phi-

losopher Ibn T{ufayl (d. 581/1185), whom Ibn Taymiyya dubs one of the “mysti-

cally inclined of the heretics” (s}u>fiyyat al-mala>h}ida), could find affinity with 

(yasta’nisu bi) some of al-Ghaza>li>’s doctrines.
137

 With specific reference to the 

issue of reason and revelation, Ibn Taymiyya faults al-Ghaza>li> for having 

launched a purely destructive attack against the philosophers, contenting him-

self, as al-Ghaza>li> himself states in the introduction to the Taha>fut, to make use 

of any argument he could lay his hands on in order to expose the philosophers’ 

incoherence – their “taha>fut” – regardless of whether or not the argument was 
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valid in and of itself. In this manner, al-Ghaza>li> was satisfied, as Ibn Taymiyya 

puts it, to “confront falsity with falsity”
138

 and, ultimately despairing of the abil-

ity of reason to reach any reliable conclusions in such matters altogether, resort-

ed instead to mystical unveiling (kashf) and subjective spiritual experience 

(dhawq) as the surest means of coming to truth.
139

 

 The contrasting view
140

 that each of these three men held regarding the 

nature of knowledge and the most reliable means of gaining it is striking indeed 

and brings us right back to the central concern of this study. For Ibn Rushd, rea-

son is the ultimate guide to what is true and not true, real and not real, about the 
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world. Objective human reason is (simplistically stated) what Aristotle took it to 

be and what reason reveals it to be, as discovered most reliably in the rigorous 

and disciplined process of formal syllogistic demonstration bequeathed to the 

world by the First Teacher, that most distinguished sage from Stagira. The pur-

pose – and indeed the genius – of revelation is not to enunciate forthrightly the 

greatest metaphysical and ontological, let alone eschatological, truths of the uni-

verse, for the subtlety of these is well beyond the ken of the vast majority of or-

dinary men. Certain knowledge is what the philosophers, specifically the Peripa-

tetics, have discovered through rational demonstration (burha>n), a prize jewel 

accessible only to the gifted few and intended to be kept tightly within the cir-

cles of the intellectual elect, carefully guarded from falling into the hands of men 

who, not having been blessed with the mind of a philosopher, could but be con-

fused thereby and, at worst, dangerously led astray. The ingenuity of revelation 

thus lies, for Ibn Rushd, not in the fact that it conveys to mankind precious and 

objectively true knowledge of things as they are, but rather in the preeminent 

adroitness with which it succeeds in symbolizing transcendent realities through 

images which, though not corresponding to reality in any objective sense, never-

theless accomplish the lofty moral objective of spurring man on to good deeds 

and to living his life piously in a manner as to ensure his ultimate success in the 

Hereafter.  

 Ibn Taymiyya, for his part, concurs with al-Ghaza>li>’s skepticism regard-

ing the Greek model of rationality adopted with such enthusiasm by so many of 

the intellectual elite among his Muslim coreligionists and, in fact, the whole 

point of the Dar’ is to deconstruct this (to his mind) very particular and parochi-

al, not to say ultimately incoherent, configuration of rationality in an even more 

radically extirpative manner than al-Ghaza>li> himself had attempted to do. Yet 

Ibn Taymiyya takes al-Ghaza>li> to task for his ultimate loss of faith in any notion 

of a publicly shared, reliable reason altogether and his attempt instead to estab-

lish moral and cognitive certainty on the ultimately subjective footing of private 

spiritual experience. 



127 

As against al-Ghaza>li>, Ibn Taymiyya shares with Ibn Rushd this latter’s 

confidence in the ability of reason to reach objective, true, and certain conclu-

sions regarding many of the most fundamental truths about God, man, and the 

world but, of course, he stands at the polar opposite of Ibn Rushd’s conception of 

the language of revelation as merely evocative and pictorial, rather than denota-

tive and factual. It is the obvious sense of revelation, available and comprehensi-

ble to the elite and to the common man alike, that tells the real story, so to 

speak, providing a true, factual, face-value account of all the themes addressed 

therein (even if the ultimate ontic reality of such transcendent matters as they 

are in and of themselves remains, of necessity, beyond the reach of our contin-

gent and perforce limitary human faculties). On this reading, it is the ostensibly 

rational deductions of the philosophers and theologians that, as we shall see, end 

up being for Ibn Taymiyya little more than a figment of their own imaginations – 

mental constructs that not only contradict revelation, but, as al-Ghaza>li> himself 

had so astutely demonstrated in the Taha>fut, fall apart on strictly rational 

grounds as well, once rational investigation of them has been truly pushed to the 

limit. In addition, Ibn Taymiyya censures Ibn Rushd specifically for, as he sees 

it, having demoted the value of revelation to one of a strictly pragmatic moral-

ethical phenomenon having essentially nothing to do with the (higher) epistemic 

function of conveying to man objective knowledge about the reality of his exist-

ence and that of the various realms that God has created – empirical/seen 

(sha>hid) and transcendent/unseen (gha>’ib), the present world (dunya>) and the life 

of the Hereafter (a>khira). It is not, to be sure, that the philosophers prize 

knowledge less than action; in fact, quite the opposite is true, only that they do 

not look to revelation as a source of knowledge, limiting the utility of the re-

vealed texts to their pragmatic side alone.
141

 Ibn Taymiyya, of course, both rec-

ognizes and assigns great value to the practical moral guidance afforded by reve-
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lation,
142

 yet is nonetheless adamant in declaring that the most noble, lofty, and 

ultimately beneficial aspect of revelation is, precisely, the knowledge it provides 

human beings about God, themselves, and the ultimate significance of their 

worldly lives as a tilling ground for the abode of eternity that lies beyond.
143

 

 For Ibn Rushd, then, reason alone can come to know truth, and reason 

proper is what Aristotle conceived it to be: the demonstrative faculty operating 

deductively in terms of Aristotelian syllogistics. For al-Ghaza>li>, reason may well 

be what Aristotle conceived it to be, but that being the case, is of little use in 

reaching any true knowledge of matters most ultimate. For Ibn Taymiyya, reason 

is capable of reaching definitive conclusions on the most important of matters, 

but precisely because it is not what Aristotle, and all who followed in his wake, 

conceived it to be. Al-Ghaza>li>’s project, at least as far as reason is concerned, 

would seem to be purely deconstructive: the pretensions of philosophical mental 

acrobatics are systematically dismantled, but then reason, as if it could not be 

any other than what the philosophers deemed it to be, is discarded altogether as a 

means for ascertaining the truth. Ibn Taymiyya conceives of his own project as 

going well beyond al-Ghaza>li>’s, as he attempts to “counter falsehood with 

truth”
144

 and to settle the issue of the vexed relationship of reason to revelation 

definitively by demonstrating that true, pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) positively agrees 

with and corroborates revelation and can, moreover, be plausibly demonstrated 

to do so. In as far as al-Ghaza>li> conceived of his own work in the Taha>fut in 

purely deconstructive and negative terms – laying the philosophers’ heretical 

doctrines to waste, but without erecting in their stead a solid rational structure 

capable of demonstrating the inherent rational plausibility and consistency of 
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revelation – then the Dar’, at least in terms of the ambition its author harbors for 

it, would seem to go a significant step beyond al-Ghaza>li>’s more circumscribed 

enterprise. Like Ibn Rushd, Ibn Taymiyya seeks no less than a full resolution to 

the intractable standoff between reason and revelation – albeit, to be sure, on 

terms as radically opposed as conceivable to those proposed by his arch-

Peripatetic Andalusian predecessor. 

 The remainder of this study will examine in detail just how Ibn Taymiyya 

goes about attempting to accomplish his projected tour de force, then evaluating 

the measure of his success. An affirmative verdict on the viability of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s project would be of major significance, not only in terms of the ideas 

themselves, but also in terms of current scholarly inquiry, obliging us henceforth 

no longer to stop at al-Ghaza>li>’s (negative) project of demolishing the philoso-

phers’ system, but to include from now on the final and decisive chapter of the 

saga represented by Ibn Taymiyya’s audacious undertaking. This undertaking, as 

we have intimated, purports to be not only more fundamentally eradicative than 

al-Ghaza>li>’s (since Ibn Taymiyya rejects even more than what al-Ghaza>li> did, 

including the very logic of Aristotle on which the entire philosophical edifice 

was built), but also – and significantly so – comprises a conscientiously con-

structive, or rather re-constructive, project that aims: (1) to demonstrate that 

there does in fact exist something out there called pure sound reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) 

and to establish in positive terms what precisely it is; and, (2) to show that this 

pure reason demonstrates not only that the philosophers’ doctrines are false, in-

coherent, and positively irrational, but also that what revelation reveals is, in di-

ametric opposition to this, true (of course), but also coherent and positively ra-

tional. Ibn Taymiyya, as we have seen, insists that merely “refuting falsehood 

with falsehood” may be instructive in as far as it demonstrates how the philoso-

phers and theologians end up collectively refuting each other’s arguments, but 

this only goes as far as to prove that all these groups are wrong. It is decidedly 

not sufficient, insists Ibn Taymiyya, for establishing in rational terms what is 

actually true and correct, which can only be done by “confronting the invalid 
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with the valid and the false with the true, which conforms to both authentic 

revelation (s}ah}i>h} al-manqu>l) and pure reason (s}ari>h} al-ma‘qu>l).”145
  

 The terms on which Ibn Taymiyya bids to resolve the age-old conflict 

between reason and revelation in Islam are enormously ambitious. While previ-

ous attempts to defuse this tension stereotypically demanded that revelation 

yield to the deliverances of a rationality largely conceived along Greek lines and 

constructed, in the final analysis, on the backbone of Aristotelian logic – a con-

ception of rationality that had been taken for granted for centuries before him 

(even by the more textually conservative of theologians) as constitutive of rea-

son per se – Ibn Taymiyya decides to go a distinctly different route. Simply rein-

terpreting or suspending revelation is not only, for him, too facile a solution to 

the problem, but also one that he considers largely disingenuous, for the basic 

consequence of the Universal Law, as he sees it, is that ultimately reason alone is 

granted the right to arbitrate, even on matters that fall outside its proper domain. 

With each new instance of figurative interpretation (ta’wi>l) or suspension of 

meaning (tafwi>d}), the integrity of revelation as a source of knowledge is further 

eroded, until its epistemic function as a purveyor of truth is largely, if not entire-

ly, eclipsed by a “reason” whose own deep-set incongruities conspire to preclude 

it as well from yielding any bona fide knowledge, particularly of God and related 

matters theological. Sunk to the bottom of the Taymiyyan pyramid,
146

 caught 

between a debilitated revelation shorn of its prerogative to convey truth and a 

dilapidated reason scattered in the winds of incessant schismatics and hobbled by 

incurable misgivings, the Muslim intellectual landscape of the early 8
th

/14
th

 cen-

tury, to Ibn Taymiyya’s mind, cried for a resolution. Yet our author’s prescrip-

tion does not consist in simply turning the tables on reason and bidding it to si-

lence wherever and whenever revelation has spoken. Not only would the intrinsic 

intellectual dissatisfaction of such a “solution” render it perpetually unstable, it 

would also, for Ibn Taymiyya, violate the very imperative of revelation itself 

with its recurrent appeal to “reflect,” “consider,” “reason,” and “ponder,” to say 
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nothing of its own deployment of rational argumentation in recommending the 

plausibility of its doctrine to an originally skeptical audience. Ibn Taymiyya, ra-

ther, seeks the solution elsewhere; namely, in the elaboration of a (re)integrated 

epistemology in which conflict between reason and revelation is not merely 

staved off by the terms of a truce in which each party enjoys supremacy in a sep-

arate domain of exclusive magisterium, nor yet in which the historical tension 

between the two is artificially defused by subjugating one to what is deemed to 

be the terms of the other, nor even one in which the two (merely) coexist “side 

by side” in blissful harmony. Rather, Ibn Taymiyya’s goal is nothing less than 

the full (re)integration of reason and revelation into a coherent epistemology in 

which a rehabilitated intuitive reason and an unaffected, straightforward reading 

of scripture are, as if flowing from a common font, fully corroborative and mutu-

ally reinforcing. 

 A mighty tall order indeed. Precisely how Ibn Taymiyya attempts this 

feat and with what success will command our attention for the remainder of our 

study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ON THE INCOHERENCE OF THE “UNIVERSAL LAW” & 

THE THEORETICAL IMPOSSIBILITY OF A CONTRADICTION 

BETWEEN REASON AND REVELATION 
 

I. Ibn Taymiyya on the Universal Law and the Reality 

of Metaphorical Interpretation (Ta’wi>l) 
 

n the year 606/1209, fifty-four years prior to the birth of Ibn Taymiyya, the 

great Persian Ash‘arite theologian, Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi>, passed away, leav-

ing behind a massive body of writings. Many of these writings were theo-

logical tracts aimed specifically at buttressing the position of the more conserva-

tive Ash‘arite school of theology against the more rationalistically inclined 

Mu‘tazilites. In one of his more influential theological treatises, Asa>s al-taqdi>s, 

al-Ra>zi> enunciates a so-called “universal law,” a statement representing a plea 

for truce on the part of Ash‘arite theologians in the ongoing battle between reve-

lation and reason. By al-Ra>zi>’s time, this “universal rule” had won the approving 

nod of the majority of his Ash‘arite colleagues, whose school of thought was 

steadily becoming the standard, accepted formulation of Islamic theology in ra-

tionalistic terms throughout much of the Islamic domains.  

 The Universal Law, as formulated by al-Ra>zi>, states: 

“If scriptural and rational indications, or revelation and rea-

son, or the obvious outward meaning of the revealed texts and 

the definitive conclusions of rational thought – or other such 

ways of phrasing it – are in conflict, then either: (1) they 

must both be accepted, which is impossible as this would vio-

late the Law of Non-Contradiction [claiming both p and -p]; 

(2) they must both be rejected, which is also impossible as 

this would violate the Law of the Excluded Middle [claiming 

neither p nor -p]; (3) precedence must be given to revelation, 

which is impossible since revelation is grounded in reason, 

such that if we were to give priority to the former over the 

latter [that is, to revelation over reason], this would amount 

I 
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to a rejection of both reason and [by extension] that which is 

grounded by reason [i.e., revelation]. One must, therefore, (4) 

give precedence to reason over revelation, then either make 

figurative interpretation of scripture (ta’wi>l) [to accord with 

reason], or negate the apparent meaning of scripture but re-

frain from assigning to it a definite, particular metaphorical 

meaning (tafwi>d}).”1
 

 

Ibn Taymiyya cites an alternate formulation of this law by al-Ra>zi> in another 

work, Niha>yat al-‘uqu>l fi> dira>yat al-us}u>l, where al-Ra>zi> adds a significant detail – 

central to Ibn Taymiyya’s overall concern in the Dar’ – namely, that “(the truth 

of) revelation can only be established through rational means, for it is only 

through reason that we can establish the existence of the Creator and know (the 

authenticity of) revelation.”
2
 Ibn Taymiyya laments that al-Ra>zi> and his follow-

ers have made this into a “universal law” (qa>nu>n kulli>) when interpreting scrip-

ture as it relates to God’s attributes and other issues where they deem reason to 

be in contradiction with what scripture affirms.
3
 Some of them add to this the 

notion that scriptural indicants or proofs (adilla sam‘iyya) are, in fact, inherently 

incapable of engendering certainty and therefore cannot be relied upon in matters 

of religious knowledge.
4
 Others before them, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, had already 

articulated this “universal law,” such as al-Ghaza>li>, who employed it in his book 

Qa>nu>n al-ta’wi>l in answering questions posed to him by students of his such as 

al-Qa>d}i> Abu> Bakr b. al-‘Arabi>. This latter articulated an alternative formulation 

of the law based on the method followed by al-Ghaza>li>’s teacher, al-Juwayni>, and 

those before him, such as al-Ba>qilla>ni>. In sum, explains Ibn Taymiyya, every 

school of thought has established for itself an analogous rule, taking to be true 

                                                 
1
 Dar’, I: 4. 

2
 Ibid., V, 330-331. 

3
 Ibn Taymiyya would certainly agree with the characterization of al-Ra>zi> by the editor of the 

Dar’, Muh}ammad Rasha>d Sa>lim, who in an explanatory footnote classifies al-Ra>zi> as “one of the 

Ash‘ari> authorities who mixed the Ash‘ari> school of thought with philosophy and Mu‘tazilism.” 

(See ibid., I: 4, n. 3). 
4
 See, for example, the continuation of al-Ra>zi>’s statement of the Universal Law in Niha>yat al-

‘uqu>l cited above at ibid., V: 331-335, where he states explicitly that “scriptural indicants cannot 

be relied upon in matters of religious knowledge (al-adilla al-‘aqliyya la> yaju>z al-tamassuk biha> fi> 
al-masa>’il al-‘ilmiyya).” 
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and objective knowledge that which they deem their reason has come to know, 

then subordinating revelation to this alleged “knowledge” and (re)interpreting it 

accordingly. 

Such reinterpretation of scripture as prescribed by the Universal Law has 

conventionally been carried out in one of two principal ways, either through fig-

urative interpretation (ta’wi>l), normally defined as assigning to a revealed text a 

meaning other than its overt or obvious (z}a>hir) sense in accordance with a con-

clusion reached through reason, or through suspension of meaning (tafwi>d}), nor-

mally defined as declaring the obvious meaning invalid but refraining from 

providing any specific alternative interpretation, conferring (tafwi>d}) its true 

meaning unto God. Before taking up Ibn Taymiyya’s attempted refutation of the 

Universal Law, it will prove useful first to explore what exactly he understands 

the ta’wi>l and tafwi>d} prescribed by the Law to entail and why, therefore, he is so 

exercised by their use in the interpretation of revelation. 

 

Two Methods of Tabdi>l, or “Alteration of Meaning” 
 

One species of altering meaning is dubbed by Ibn Taymiyya “al-wahm wa-l-

takhyi>l,” literally, “instilling delusion and (false) imaginings.” This method pre-

supposes revelation to consist mainly of images and metaphors which, by design, 

do not correspond to the actual reality of metaphysical matters such as the na-

ture of God, angels, and other unseen realities, or the eschatological realities of 

heaven and hell. Rather, revelation, on this view, purposely induces men to con-

ceive of God as consisting of an enormous body, to believe in the literal resurrec-

tion of bodies after death, physical rewards and punishments in the afterlife, and 

so on, as it is in the moral interest (mas}lah}a) of the common people to be ad-

dressed in such a way that they fancy such things to be true. So although these 

images are, strictly speaking, false – in the sense that they do not convey a fac-

tual representation of such matters as they are in and of themselves – their false-

hood is justified by considerations of utility, on the grounds that this is the only 

possible way by which the common mill may be called to religion successfully 
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and for the ultimate otherworldly benefit consequent upon their acceptance of 

religion to be achieved. Among others, Ibn Taymiyya faults Ibn Si>na> for endors-

ing this species of the principle of “alteration of meaning” (tabdi>l) in his treatise 

al-Risa>la al-Ad}h}awiyya.
5
 

An alternate method of transferring meaning is dubbed by Ibn Taymiyya 

“al-tah}ri>f wa-l-ta’wi>l,” which may be roughly translated as “altering meaning 

through reinterpretation.” This method admits that the prophets who brought 

revelation did not intend their respective audiences to believe anything other 

than what is true in and of itself, only that what is true in and of itself is precise-

ly that which we come to know through the use of our reason, as opposed to, say, 

through an essentially straightforward reading of the texts of revelation. We 

must then proceed to make various figurative interpretations (ta’wi>la>t) of the 

texts in order to reread revelation in accordance with what reason has established 

to be true. Such interpretations, according to Ibn Taymiyya, typically involve 

interpreting words according to other than their conventionally acknowledged 

meanings (ikhra>j al-lugha>t ‘an t}ari>qatiha> al-ma‘ru>fa) and drawing upon far-

fetched metaphors and unlikely figurative usages (ghara>’ib al-maja>za>t wa-l-

isti‘a>ra>t). In most of what this group subjects to such interpretation, Ibn Tay-

miyya avers, the intelligent among them may very well know with certainty that 

the Author of revelation did not intend by His words that which they have inter-

preted them to mean. 

If this is so, we may wonder, then why resort to figurative interpretation 

in the first place? One common motive, explains Ibn Taymiyya, for such people 

resorting to ta’wi>l is to obviate what they judge to be a contradiction. They carry 

this out, in Ibn Taymiyya’s view, by interpreting a given word according to what 

a given speaker could, in the abstract, plausibly mean by that word, but do not 

seek to determine the meaning intended by the actual speaker – in this case God 

– who spoke it in the particular instance in question or to interpret the speaker’s 

words in the light of relevant circumstantial evidence (ma> yuna>sibu h}a>lahu). For 

                                                 
5
 On Ibn Si>na>’s Ad}h}awiyya, see Michot, “Mamlu>k Theologian’s Commentary.” For Ibn 

Taymiyya’s full discussion of the method of “wahm & takhyi>l,”see Dar’, I: 8-11.  
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this reason, most people who perform ta’wi>l do not claim absolute certitude for 

the interpretation they provide, but rather can do no more than to state that it is 

possible for the word, abstracted from any context, to carry such and such a 

meaning. As for whether the meaning in question is indeed the meaning intended 

in any particular occurrence of it in a text, it usually turns out to be the opposite. 

That is, adjures Ibn Taymiyya, it can normally be determined in a definitive 

manner from the context and the state of the speaker that it is, in fact, not possi-

ble for the speaker to have meant that (particular) meaning by that (particular) 

expression in that (particular) context. In summary, then, the method of tah}ri>f & 

ta’wi>l, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is adopted by a large number of kala>m theo-

logians and others, and it is upon this method that, he asserts, all theologians 

who oppose the outward meaning of some of the texts of revelation have built 

their various schools of thought.
6
 

To summarize, then, one category of responses to the alleged contradic-

tion between reason and revelation consists of altering (tabdi>l) the apparent 

meaning of a revealed text, and this in one of two ways: either (1) by allowing 

the outward meaning to stand as is while affirming that the real, inner meaning 

has been deliberately obscured to serve the moral benefit of the common man 

unschooled in philosophy (i.e., the method of “wahm & takhyi>l ”), or (2) by rein-

terpreting the outward sense of revelation so as to accord with the conclusions of 

one’s reason on the grounds that revelation itself has endorsed this procedure for 

arriving at the truth. These two approaches, Ibn Taymiyya sums up, are the ones 

adopted by the majority of the philosophers (fala>sifa). 

 

The Position of “Presumed Ignorance,” or “Tajhi>l” 7 
 

Ibn Taymiyya prefaces his mention of the second method often used to resolve a 

putative conflict between reason and revelation with a brief discussion of the 

word “ta’wi>l,” which he says has come to possess three distinct meanings: (1) 

                                                 
6
 For Ibn Taymiyya’s full discussion of the method of “tah}ri>f & ta’wi>l,” see Dar’, I: 12-13.  

7
 See ibid., I: 15-17 for Ibn Taymiyya’s full discussion of tajhi>l. 
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that to which a matter tends or in which it ends up, the final outcome of a matter 

(ma> ya’u>lu al-amru ilayhi), even if the matter in question is in agreement with 

the obvious lexical sense (madlu>l) and connotation (mafhu>m) of the word; (2) the 

explanation of words and the clarification of their meanings, even if the meaning 

does not depart from the obvious, outer meaning of the text, which, Ibn Taymiy-

ya tells us, was the technical sense in which the term “ta’wi>l ” was used by the 

early scholars of tafsi>r, such as Muja>hid and others; and, finally (3) deflecting a 

word from its primary, “literal” sense to a secondary, “metaphorical” meaning on 

the basis of relevant textual evidence.
8
 The particularization and restriction of 

the word “ta’wi>l ” to this third sense is to be found, according to Ibn Taymiyya, 

only in the works of (some) later scholars to the exclusion of the exemplary early 

generations (i.e., the Salaf and those after them). As for the Companions, the 

Successors, and all the early authorities, such as the Four Imams (Abu> H{ani>fa, 

Ma>lik, al-Sha>fi‘i>, and Ah}mad b. H{anbal) and others, they do not use the term 

“ta’wi>l,” according to Ibn Taymiyya, in this third, later acceptation, but rather in 

the first or the second sense only. Thus, when a group of later scholars imagined 

that by the word “ta’wi>l ” in verses such as Qur’an (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:7
9
 was meant 

this particular technical meaning and punctuated the verse with a stop such as to 

read “and none know its ta’wi>l but God,” they were compelled to believe that 

such verses bore meanings other than the meaning most naturally understood 

from them (tukha>lifu madlu>laha> al-mafhu>m minha>), with the inevitable conclu-

sion that the actual meaning intended was known only to God and, by conse-

quence, not known even to the Prophet himself or, by extension, to any of the 

Companions or Successors, let alone to later generations of Muslim scholars and 

common people. This position entails, by implication, that the Prophet used to 

recite verses such as “The Merciful settled upon His throne,”
10

 or “To Him as-

                                                 
8
 “s}arf al-lafz} ‘an al-ih}tima>l al-ra>jih} ila> al-ih}tma>l al-marju>h} li-dali>l yaqtarinu bi-dha>lika” (ibid., I: 

14, l. 4-5). 
9
 Qur’an 3:7 is the famous verse that speaks most explicitly about ta’wi>l and which served as the 

primary textual evidence adduced by all later practitioners of “ta’wi>l ” understood in the sense of 

metaphorical or figurative interpretation. This verse, and Ibn Taymiyya’s treatment of it, will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter 4.
 

10
 Qur’an (T{a>ha>) 20:5. 
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cends the goodly word,”
11

 or “His two hands are (generously) outstretched,”
12

 in 

addition to other verses and hadith in which particular divine attributes are men-

tioned, without actually grasping the true meanings of theses phrases, as such are 

said to be known exclusively by God alone. This, Ibn Taymiyya remarks, is what 

such thinkers believed to have been the way of the Pious Forebears (al-salaf al-

s}a>lih}). 

Ibn Taymiyya tags the foregoing group of scholars “ahl al-tad}li>l wa-l-

tajhi>l,” namely, those who hold the position of imputing “lack of right-

guidedness and ignorance,” a position which implies that the prophets them-

selves were left without guidance (as to the true meaning of revelation) and were 

ignorant of what God meant by those expressions with which He has described 

Himself in His revealed books. Some among this group claim that what is meant 

by such expressions is other than the apparent meaning and that no one – not 

even the prophets – knows what God meant by them, in the same manner as all 

beings are ignorant of when the Final Hour shall come.
13

 Others hold that such 

expressions are to be left to stand according to their outward meaning (tujra> wa-

tuh}malu ‘ala> z{a>hiriha>), yet with the admission that this meaning is not the “true” 

meaning, as this latter is known only unto God. These people, says Ibn Taymiy-

ya, contradict themselves, as they simultaneously uphold that such expressions 

have a figurative sense (ta’wi>l) different from their apparent meaning, yet that 

they should be left standing according to their outward, non-intended sense. Ibn 

Taymiyya remarks that the H{anbali> theologian Ibn ‘Aqi>l (d. 513/1119), in his 

anti-ta’wi>l tract Dhamm al-ta’wi>l, criticized his teacher and fellow H{anbalite, al-

Qa>d}i> Abu> Ya‘la> (d. 458/1066), for holding precisely this position.
14

 Yet both 

                                                 
11

 Qur’an (Fa>t}ir) 35:10. 
12

 Qur’an (al-Ma>’ida) 5:64. 
13

 In the famous Hadith of Gabriel (related by Muslim in his S{ah}i>h} and appearing as the very first 

hadith in Muh}yi> al-Di>n Yah}ya> b. Sharaf al-Nawawi’s [d. 676/1278] famous collection of 40 

hadith, al-Arba‘i>n al-Nawawiyya), the Prophet responds to Gabriel’s questioning about the Final 

Hour with the response that “the one asked has no more knowledge of it than the one asking.” 

That no mortal has any knowledge of when the Hour will occur is established beyond question in 

several verses of the Qur’an, such as Q. (al-A‘ra>f) 7:187: “They ask thee abou the (final) Hour – 

when will be its appointed time? Say: ‘The knowledge thereof is with my Lord (alone): none but 

He can reveal as to when it will occur.’” See also, for instance, Q. (al-Ah}za>b) 33:63.  
14

 Dar’, I: 16. 
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these groups share in common the view that the Prophet did not make clearly 

known what was meant by the texts that they make out to be problematic or am-

biguous (mutasha>bih), or (merely) symbolic.
15

 

What makes things worse, Ibn Taymiyya continues, is that every group 

declares a different category of verses to be problematic. Thus, those who negate 

the divine attributes known exclusively through revelation (al-s}ifa>t al-

khabariyya) declare the texts which speak of these to be ambiguous, in contrast 

to the attributes knowable through reason (al-s}ifa>t al-‘aqliyya), counting these as 

clear and unambiguous. Such goes as well for those who negate God’s “being 

above” creation (‘uluww) and the possibility of literally seeing Him on the Day 

of Judgment (the infamous question of the “ru’ya”). Those who negate the at-

tributes altogether but uphold the divine names, such as commonly found among 

the Mu‘tazila, predictably hold all texts relating to the attributes to be ambigu-

ous, while declaring those dealing with the names to be clear. And those who 

negate – as is typical of the philosophers – the very notional reality (ma‘a>ni>) of 

the divine names, or the resurrection of the body after death, or the descriptions 

given in revelation of heaven and hell, correspondingly declare the various texts 

which treat of these matters to be “ambiguous” and “problematic.” Those who 

negate the divine decree (qadar)16
 classify as ambiguous verses that affirm God 

to be the creator of all things, while upholding the apparent meaning of verses 

related to command and prohibition, reward and punishment. On the contrary, 

those who take a strict predestinarian position
17

 hold verses dealing with reward 

and punishment, and even those conveying commands and prohibitions, to be 

“ambiguous” or merely symbolic. In short, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, every fac-

tion declares verses that contravene its own positions to be “problematic,” then 

proceeds to state that the Prophet neglected to clarify the meanings of such “am-

biguous” passages. Some such groups, as we have seen, hold that this is because 

                                                 
15

 We will discuss in detail the issue of muh}kam and mutasha>bih verses in the Qur’an and what 

Ibn Taymiyya understands to be meant by Q. 3:7 in Chapter 4. 
16

 A reference to the creed of the early Qadari>s and its later incarnations, particularly among the 

Mu‘tazila. 
17

 A reference to the early Jabri>s, following the extreme determinist views attributed to Jahm b. 

S{afwa>n. 
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even the Prophet himself did not know the true meanings of such verses (the 

principle Ibn Taymiyya refers to as “tajhi>l ”), while others hold that he knew 

them but purposely refrained from clarifying them to the community (the proce-

dure Ibn Taymiyya dubs “tad}li>l ”). Rather, the Prophet, on the this reading, de-

ferred the conveyance of the true meaning of such verses to later scholars to ex-

plicate them on the basis of rational proofs born of their efforts (ijtiha>d) in the 

science of interpretation (ta’wi>l). 

 

II. The End Result of Metaphorical Interpretation
18

 

 

We have made frequent mention of the notion of a “conflict” between reason and 

revelation, specifically with respect to what each allegedly says regarding the 

nature of God. We have also indicated that the claim of conflict typically takes 

the form of an assertion that revelation, taken in its obvious sense, seems to af-

firm of God certain characteristics that reason has judged cannot be properly as-

cribed to Him, as doing so would, reason is held to have determined, result either 

in: (1) violating one or more premises of a rational argument meant to prove the 

existence of God and/or the plausibility of authentic revelation, or else (2) 

likening God to created things in a manner that would compromise His unique 

divinity, a phenomenon known as tashbi>h, which can be translated as “likening” 

or, more technically, “assimilationism.” The Universal Law, we have indicated, 

dictates that any such conflict be decided in favor of reason, with revelation be-

ing reinterpreted accordingly, since it is reason that is said to “ground” our 

knowledge of revelation’s authenticity. Before taking up the details of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s attempt to rebut the Universal Law in the following sections, we will be 

well served first to get a clearer picture of what exactly is at stake for Ibn Tay-

miyya with respect to the alleged conflict between reason and revelation. What, 

in other words, is so odious about interpreting (or as Ibn Taymiyya would have 

it, reinterpreting) revelation through ta’wi>l that Ibn Taymiyya felt obliged to 

write ten full volumes in refutation of the Universal Law? We shall answer this 

                                                 
18

 Based on Arguments 30 and 32. 
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question by considering Ibn Taymiyya’s portrayal in the Dar’ of what he sees as 

the process and inevitable result of increasingly profligate forms of textual rein-

terpretation. 

First we shall consider in generic terms what, exactly, it means for a ra-

tional proof (dali>l) to contradict the obvious sense of revelation and, therefore, 

for our knowledge of God and the truth of revelation to be contingent upon a ra-

tional proof that contradicts some of the particulars affirmed by revelation.
19

 In 

formal terms, the issue may be presented as follows: 

 A group, G, has devised the following proof, P, for the existence of God. 

 Proof P is based on the following premises, x, y, and z, and the inference   

     runs as follows: Since x, y, and z, therefore → conclusion: God exists. 

 

This, then, is proof P. Very well. Yet we notice that while the proof is meant to 

establish the existence of God, premise y (for example) entails the negation of a 

specific divine attribute, A, affirmed in revelation. The proof depends on this 

premise (and many groups hold that their proof for the existence of God is the 

only watertight, fully conclusive one), but the premise entails -A, with the corol-

lary that affirmation of A would violate premise y, thereby vitiating the argu-

ment altogether. The specific attribute A, therefore, gets “sacrificed,” so to 

speak, in the interest of saving the overall proof for God’s very existence. This 

gets translated as a “rational objection” to attribute A, which is then dealt with, 

as dictated by the Universal Law, either by metaphorical interpretation (ta’wi>l) 

of the texts affirming the attribute in question or by suspension of judgment 

(tafwi>d}) regarding what the true import of such texts might be. 

 The plot thickens, however, when we discover that attribute A is not only 

affirmed by numerous, unquestionably authentic texts of revelation, but was also 

consciously and unanimously upheld by the authoritative early community and 

the major early authorities of the faith regarded by all various groups of Muslims 

as exemplary and authoritative, and that said attribute only began to be denied or 

                                                 
19

 See Argument 30 at Dar’, V: 286-288. For an explanation of Ibn Taymiyya’s “Forty-Four 

Arguments” that constitute the backbone of the Dar’, see Section IV below, “Ibn Taymiyya’s 

Project: Refuting the Universal Law,” p. 158ff. 
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interpreted away in, say, the 2
nd

 (or 3
rd

 or 4
th

) century with the rise of the specific 

argument in question (proof P) or its immediate antecedents. Ibn Taymiyya has a 

distinct sense that something is amiss. What is known through revelation beyond 

the shadow of a doubt to be the case, namely, the reality and factual existence 

(thubu>t) of attribute A, is (allegedly) contradicted by what is known to be the 

case on the basis of an ostensibly apodictic rational proof. Yet Ibn Taymiyya is 

adamant that two pieces of bona fide knowledge can never stand in actual con-

tradiction, since reality forms one unitary and coherent whole and since 

knowledge, by definition, conforms to how things actually are in and of them-

selves, and so cannot harbor a contradiction at its very heart. We are, however, 

certain that revelation indeed affirms attribute A, and since revelation, as Ibn 

Taymiyya insists, constitutes a source of objective knowledge about the world, it 

follows that if a rational proof P, be it for the existence of God or for anything 

else, depends upon or entails -A, then there must, of necessity, be something 

wrong with proof P. Perhaps there is something amiss with premise y itself. Per-

haps the premise is thought to entail a conclusion that it does not, in fact, entail. 

Perhaps the inference drawn from the proof as a whole is false, the result of an 

invalid deduction. Determining what precisely has gone awry in any given case 

remains to be determined, and it is here that Ibn Taymiyya’s detective work be-

gins. 

 Ibn Taymiyya presents us with a live example of this phenomenon in a 

dense two-page section in Volume V of the Dar’.20
 The issue at hand in this pas-

sage has to do with establishing the existence of God on the basis of a proof that 

is seen to entail the negation of the divine attributes to one degree or another. It 

is claimed, Ibn Taymiyya informs us, that our knowledge that the Prophet was 

truthful – and that revelation, by consequence, is authentic – is contingent upon 

arguments that entail negation of the divine attributes (s}ifa>t) and the divine de-

cree (qad}a>’ wa-qadar), that is, the reality of God’s being and of His actions as 

affirmed in revelation. How does such a judgment come about? First, it is 

                                                 
20

 See, in the course of Argument 30, ibid., V: 286, l. 6 – 287, l. 14. 
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claimed, our knowledge of the authenticity of the Qur’anic revelation is depend-

ent upon divine miracles that vouch for the truthfulness of the Prophet in his 

claim to have received his message from on high. This, in turn, is dependent up-

on the fact that God does not support impostors with divine miracles, as doing so 

would be morally reprehensible (qabi>h}) and God does not perform morally repre-

hensible acts. Furthermore, knowledge that God does not perform morally repre-

hensible acts derives from the fact that He stands in no need of them and is 

knowledgeable of their reprehensibility, coupled with the premise that one who 

both knows that an act is reprehensible and simultaneously stands in no need of 

committing it does not, in fact, commit it. Next, God’s freedom from needing to 

perform the act follows from the fact that He is not a body, but negating corpo-

reality of Him requires the denial of His attributes and acts. This is so, the argu-

ment goes, because any entity of which one may predicate attributes and acts 

necessarily consists of a body. Now, our knowledge that God is non-corporeal 

rests upon the proof that bodies are temporally originated (dali>l h}udu>th al-

ajsa>m), while God is beginninglessly eternal. The result of this concatenation of 

premises is that if, for instance, the argument for the temporal origination of 

bodies should fall apart, a dramatic domino effect ensues in which one premise 

after another collapses, demolishing the argument altogether and leaving us with 

no convincing deductive proof that the Prophet was, in fact, truthful. So much, 

then, for the authenticity of revelation. 

Yet more devastatingly still, the proof from the temporal origination of 

bodies, we are told, is the very proof upon which we depend to demonstrate that 

the world is not eternal (qadi>m) but originated in time (h}a>dith) and, by exten-

sion, that it must therefore have an atemporal, necessarily existent originator 

(muh}dith), namely, God. And if proving the temporal origination of the world is, 

as many groups claimed, the only fully conclusive method of proving the exist-

ence of the Originator, then the failure of any link in the delicately crafted chain 

of inference would, undermining the argument as a whole, leave us effectively 

with no rational proof whatsoever for the very existence of God, the proof of 

whose reality it is the primary task of the whole enterprise of theology to fur-
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nish. In this manner, the argument concludes, the knowledge of both the exist-

ence of God and the authenticity of the revelation He is said to have sent is di-

rectly contingent upon the negation of God’s attributes and actions, such that if 

revelation is found to contain statements the obvious sense of which affirms that 

God indeed possesses attributes and performs actions, it is not possible to affirm 

the overt implication (mu>jab) of such statements, as doing so would undercut the 

very argument by means of which we have demonstrated that God exists and 

that revelation is, in fact, authentic.
21

 It is therefore obvious, we are forced to 

conclude, that it was never the original intent of revelation to affirm in any fac-

tual sense God’s attributes or acts. We may be confident that this is so since af-

firming them has been judged by reason to be rationally impossible, and revela-

tion cannot possibly affirm that which reason knows to be impossible. Passages 

of scripture that appear to endorse a factual affirmation of the reality of such 

matters can, therefore, safely be concluded not to have been meant “literally,” 

but rather to conceal a true inner meaning at variance with the face-value affir-

mationism implied by their overt wording. At this point, the argument con-

cludes, we have no recourse but to interpret the text in question metaphorically 

(ta’wi>l) or to deny its outward import while suspending judgment regarding its 

true inner meaning (tafwi>d}).22
  

 The foregoing, then, is a typical example of negating the divine attributes 

and acts as affirmed in revelation in order to save a would-be proof for the exist-

ence of God. The second main motivation for denying certain of God’s attributes 

– or the divine attributes in general – is, as we have mentioned, to avoid tashbi>h 

                                                 
21

 See similar at ibid., II: 302, l. 9 – 303, l. 2, where Ibn Taymiyya states that those who deny that 

which subsists in God (such as His speech) and that which is connected to, or dependent upon 

(yata‘allaqu bi), His will and power (such as His actions) are motivated to do so only because 

they believe that the temporal originatedness of the world (h}udu>th al-‘a>lam) and, consequently, 

the existence of God, the Creator, can only be demonstrated by the argument from the temporal 

origination of bodies (dali>l h}udu>th al-ajsa>m), which in turn can only be established by affirming 

that anything in which subsist attributes or temporally consecutive actions (af‘a>l muta‘a>qiba) is 

likewise temporally originated. This induced them to negate the subsistence both of attributes 

and of actions in the divine essence, believing that Islam itself could be defended, and the claims 

of the materialists (dahriyya) and other philosophical schools refuted, in no other manner than 

this one.    
22

 Ibid., V: 286, l. 9 – 287, l. 14. 
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– “likening” or “assimilating” –  that is, likening God to created things.
23

 Typical 

of this species of argument, Ibn Taymiyya tells us,
24

 is that made by the late 4
th

-

/10
th

-century Persian Isma>‘i>li> (“Ba>t}ini> ”) missionary and Neoplatonic philosopher 

Abu> Ya‘qu>b al-Sijista>ni> (d. ca. 331/970) in his work, al-Aqa>li>d al-Malaku>tiyya.
25

 

This is the very type of argument, says Ibn Taymiyya, by which al-Sijista>ni> and 

other extreme “negationists” (nufa>h) are able to get the better of all the various 

groups falling along the spectrum from the very slight negationism of early 

Ash‘arism through the Mu‘tazila down to the more comprehensive and systemat-

ic negationism of the philosophers. The reason they are able to do this, explains 

Ibn Taymiyya, is that all such groups have concurred with the full-fledged nega-

tionists, such as the Ba>t}iniyya, on the legitimacy, in principle, of making figura-

tive interpretation (ta’wi>l) of the revealed texts by conceding to them the neces-

sity of negating “what is called tashbi>h” of any kind whatsoever.
26

 In this man-

ner, any group that affirms any of the divine names or attributes, such as “the 

Living” (al-h}ayy), “the Omniscient” (al-‘ali>m), “the Omnipotent” (al-qadi>r), etc. 

is confuted by the claim that all such predications equally and ultimately entail 

assimilation (tashbi>h). How is this so? The negationist, explains Ibn Taymiyya, 

contends that the class of “living things” and the class of “existent things” each 

admit of a logical division into that which is beginninglessly eternal (qadi>m) and 

that which is originated in time (muh}dath). The fact that the basis of division 

(mawrid al-taqsi>m) is shared between the two categories entails composition 

(tarki>b), which constitutes for the negationist a particularly noxious form of as-

similation, namely, that of corporealism (tajsi>m). It further entails assimilation-

ism in a more general sense since, according to the argument, if that which is 

eternal (God) and that which is temporally originated (the universe) are both said 

to be “existent,” then they are similar to each other (ishtabaha>) in that they are 

                                                 
23

 The term “anthropomorphism,” by which ‘tashbi>h’ is often translated, is too restrictive here as 

it only implies likening God to human beings, whereas tashbi>h, as we shall see in the current 

example, refers to the likening of God to any created thing – to anything, in short, that is other 

than God Himself. 
24

 See Dar’, V: 323, l. 5 – 324, l. 17.  
25

 Ibn Taymiyya’s presentation and critique of al-Sijista>ni>’s position is found in Argument 32 

(specifically at ibid.). 
26

 “wa>faqu>hu ‘ala> nafy ma> yusamma> tashbi>han bi-wajh min al-wuju>h.” (See ibid., V: 323, l. 7-8). 
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both subsumed under what is connoted by the term “existence” (ishtaraka> fi> mu-

samma> al-wuju>d), a fact which inexorably amounts to assimilationism. And if it 

be further held that, say, one of two existing entities (namely, God) is further 

characterized by the fact of being necessarily existent by virtue of itself (wa>jib 

bi-nafsihi), then this entity shares with the other, non-necessary entity in what-

ever is connoted by the term “existence” (musamma> al-wuju>d) yet is simultane-

ously distinct from it from the point of view of its necessity, and that aspect in 

which it resembles the non-necessary entity (i.e., existence) is distinguished from 

that aspect wherein it differs from that entity (i.e., its necessity). This leads to 

the conclusion that the necessarily existent by virtue of itself (al-wa>jib bi-

nafsihi) is “composed” of that in which it shares with the other entity (existence) 

and that which makes it distinct (its unique necessity), and whatever is com-

posed (murakkab) in any form, we are told reason has determined, is of necessity 

temporally originated (muh}dath) and not beginninglessly eternal, contingent 

(mumkin) rather than necessary (wa>jib). This deleterious result of God’s essence 

being “composed” of two parts, “existence” and “necessity,” is said to stem from 

the fact that such a “composed” entity would be contingent upon (lit., “stand in 

need of”) each of its parts (muftaqir ila> juz’ihi) and, the argument continues, 

since a thing’s part is necessarily other than the thing itself, it follows that the 

necessarily existent is dependent upon (muftaqir ila>) something other than itself. 

But that which is dependent for its existence on something other than itself can-

not simultaneously be held to be necessarily existent by virtue of itself (wa>jib bi-

nafsihi), enjoying inherent necessity by virtue of no more and no other than its 

own self. It follows, therefore, that if God is truly God by virtue of His self-

necessary, beginninglessly eternal existence, then He must be entirely and utterly 

simple and in no manner “composed,” even if such “composition” merely be a 

matter of His possessing an entity that is qualified by attributes (and it bears re-

peating that among the attributes being denied by this argument is the attribute 

of existence itself!). 

 In this manner, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, the extreme negationist is able 

to drag whoever has conceded to him his invalid starting principles (us}u>l fa>sida) 
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to an outright negation of the very existence of the Necessarily Existent, whose 

factual reality (thubu>t) is known by rational necessity to every rational individu-

al. The Ba>t}inite loses in the end, however, for he has brought upon himself the 

rather serious objection that if, in his desperate attempt to escape assimilation-

ism, he holds that God is neither existent, nor living, nor dead, then he has not 

escaped assimilationism at all, but rather fallen into an even more egregious form 

of it, for he has now likened God not to any existent thing, but rather to that 

which is non-existent. If he then attempts to skirt this dilemma by claiming that 

God is neither existent nor non-existent, he then brings upon himself the unan-

swerable objection that: “You have established in logic that for any two identical 

propositions that differ only in affirmation and negation, it necessarily follows 

that if one of them be true, the other is false.
27

 Thus, if it is true that He exists, 

then it is false that He does not exist, and vice versa.” In accordance with the 

Law of the Excluded Middle, there is no escape from the fact that one or the oth-

er of these propositions must be the case. Pushed hopelessly into a corner, the 

Ba>t}inite’s final recourse is to declare, “I do not affirm any of the foregoing prop-

ositions. I hold neither that ‘He is existent,’ nor that ‘He is not existent,’ nor 

that ‘He is non-existent,’ nor that ‘He is not non-existent.’” This, observes Ibn 

Taymiyya, is the ultimate position of the atheists (mala>h}ida).
28

 By violating the 

most elementary laws of logic
29

 – here the Law of the Excluded Middle – such a 

                                                 
27

 That is, if the proposition ‘p exists’ is true, then its inverse, ‘p does not exist’ must necessarily 

be false, and vice versa. Holding both to be true simultaneously (i.e., holding ‘both p and –p ’) 

constitutes a violation of the Law of Non-Contradiction, while holding both to be false 

simultaneously (i.e., holding ‘neither p nor –p ’) contradicts the Law of the Excluded Middle.  
28

 The term “mulh}id ” (pl., mala>hida), which in modern Arabic usage normally denotes an 

“atheist,” is used by Ibn Taymiyya more often than not in the sense of “heretic” to denote 

someone holding a position considered so fundamentally at odds with basic Islamic teachings as 

to take him out of the faith (or very nearly so), even if such a person does not necessarily 

renounce belief in the very existence of God. Given the context in which the term is used here, 

however, the term “atheist” in the literal sense of denying the very existence of God is precisely 

what Ibn Taymiyya seems to have in mind.  
29

 With “logic” here understood not as formal Greek syllogistics, which Ibn Taymiyya rejects, 

but as constitutive of just that kind of natural, intuitive, straightforward – in other words, “s}ari>h}” 

– reason that, as we shall discover throughout this study, he champions forcefully. The laws of 

non-contradiction and the excluded middle lie also, in any case, at the basis of the Greek logic his 

opponents allegedly prize as the ultimate mechanism of disciplined rational inference, allowing 

Ibn Taymiyya to get their goat, so to speak, by reducing their position to absurdity on the basis 

of the very principles they themselves claim to espouse.  
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person, says Ibn Taymiyya, has ended up falling into a thornier bind than the one 

from which he was attempting to escape. Moreover, pursues Ibn Taymiyya, as 

far as assimilationism is concerned, such a person has sought to escape likening 

God to any existent or non-existent thing by, in the end, likening Him to that 

which is not merely possible but non-existent (such as, say, a unicorn) but, even 

worse, to that which is logically inconceivable and utterly devoid of even purely 

mental reality (such as a “four-sided triangle,” for example). That which is “nei-

ther existent nor non-existent” not only has no ontological reality whatsoever, 

but is not even logically conceivable, and is therefore a worse thing to be likened 

to than that which is at least conceivable, even if predicated not to exist. This, 

then, is an example of denying some or all of the attributes affirmed of God in 

revelation on the basis of a rational argument proffered in order to avoid assimi-

lationism at all costs, yet which ends up falling apart by violating the most ele-

mentary laws of logic and, in the end, results in the worst kind of assimilation-

ism possible, that of likening God to that which is both ontologically impossible 

and logically inconceivable. 

 These, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, are typical of the arguments put forth by 

the various groups of negationists, all of whom: (a) admit the theoretical possi-

bility of a bona fide contradiction between reason and revelation; (b) concur that 

in the event of such a contradiction reason be given priority over revelation; and 

(c) proceed to interpret away the obvious sense of revelation – that sense which 

conflicts with their allegedly unimpeachable rational arguments and conclusions 

– through various degrees of metaphorical interpretation until, eventually, the 

texts of revelation become completely eviscerated of any meaning whatsoever 

and denied all possibility of conveying any factually true propositional content 

concerning God, the afterlife, or any other of a host of metaphysical – or “un-

seen” (gha>’ib) – realities. The practical implication of their position, explains Ibn 

Taymiyya, is that it is not possible to accept all of revelation as true, but rather 

to accept only parts of it as true while rejecting other parts of it as, essentially, 

false – false in the sense that the meaning most naturally implied by the wording 

of the revealed texts is presumed not to conform to the external, objective reality 
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of the matters they address. Therefore, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, their rational 

arguments serve, at best, to establish the truth of revelation only in this very par-

tial and deficient manner, with the result that they proceed to deny of revelation 

whatever conflicts with their rational conclusions – a process which can, at the 

hands of the most extreme of the negationists, be carried all the way to what 

amounts to an outright denial of the very existence of God, the Necessarily Ex-

istent upon whom the existence of all other existent entities is utterly and entire-

ly dependent. 

 This, then, is what Ibn Taymiyya sees as the inescapable outcome of a 

consistent and rigorous application of the Universal Law and the ta’wi>l it pre-

scribes as a means of accommodating revelation to the putative rational objec-

tions raised against discrete parts of its objective content.  

 

III. Faulty Rationality and its Discontents: 

Reason in a Cul-de-Sac
30

 

 

Yet if such is the verdict of reason, one may ask, does there exist any other way 

out but to interpret metaphorically through ta’wi>l, or “neutralize” through 

tafwi>d}, the “problematic” passages of scripture in order to safeguard the rational 

integrity – and to a large extent, therefore, the believability – of revelation? Ibn 

Taymiyya answers this question regarding the possibility of an alternate way in 

the affirmative and, in fact, dedicates the bulk of the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}’s ten vol-

umes to demonstrating that all of the alleged rational objections brought to bear 

against a straightforward reading of scripture (and particularly as pertains to God 

and His nature) actually fall apart on purely rational grounds. What is claimed to 

be reason itself breaks down as one moves further and further away from the 

true, natural, inborn “pure reason” (‘aql s}ari>h}) endorsed by revelation and exem-

plified by the early Salaf. 

 Ibn Taymiyya begins his case with the observation that the principle ac-

cording to which a person should give precedence to the deliverances of his own 

                                                 
30

 Based on Argument 9 (Dar’, I: 156-170). 
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rational faculty over the obvious meaning of the revealed texts is a position not 

governed by a universally applicable rule (qawl la> yand}abit}), since each kala>m 

theologian or philosopher – all of whom are in dispute with each other over what 

they call “rational knowledge” – claims that he knows by rational necessity or 

through the process of rational investigation a fact whose opposite his contender 

claims also to be known by rational necessity or through investigation. For in-

stance, both those who negate (some of) the divine attributes and the divine de-

cree (qadar) – Ibn Taymiyya singles out here the Mu‘tazila and those who have 

followed them from among the Shi>‘ites – and those who affirm these claim to do 

so on the basis of allegedly conclusive rational arguments. Indeed both groups, 

according to Ibn Taymiyya, define the quintessential fruit of “pure discursive 

theology” (‘ilm al-kala>m al-mah}d}) as that which can be known purely through 

reason alone unaided by revelation. Among matters that most mutakallimu>n 

(particularly Ash‘arite) considered rationally demonstrable without considera-

tion of revelation are matters such as the reality of God’s speech, God’s creation 

of human acts, and the possibility of seeing God in the Hereafter. It is these is-

sues, which they claim can be known independently through pure unaided reason, 

that they claim to be knowable in a definitive fashion, accusing those who op-

pose their views on these matters of having contravened the very teachings of 

the Islamic faith itself – and this despite the fact that both of the contrary posi-

tions may be held by men of extraordinary intelligence and mental acumen. 

Moreover, such disputes and the upholding of diametrically opposed positions 

occur even with respect to issues explicitly addressed by revelation, such as 

God’s attributes and decree. As for issues generated in ages subsequent to the 

age of revelation – such as philosophical questions pertaining to the status of the 

individual atom (al-jawhar al-fard), the identity of bodies (tama>thul al-ajsa>m), 

the perdurance of accidents (baqa>’ al-a‘ra>d}), etc. – the divergences among the 

various groups can hardly be enumerated, yet each group claims to possess con-

clusive rational proof of the truth of its own position. 
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Moreover – and this is a cardinal tenet of Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine on 

reason and revelation – the further a school of thought is from the Sunna,
31

 the 

greater is the internal disagreement among its adherents as to what the dictates 

of reason actually are. This point is essential. For Ibn Taymiyya, reason and 

revelation coincide in a very fundamental sense, with the natural result that the 

more a faction moves away from what reason and revelation essentially overlap 

in affirming, the more that faction experiences internal dissention, divergence of 

opinion, and incoherence purely in terms of rational thought itself, in addition to 

finding itself at increasingly greater odds with revelation. In other words, one is 

either fully in line with both pure reason and an essentially straightforward read-

ing of revelation, or one drifts away from both reason and revelation and ends up 

not only contradicting revelation and explaining it away through an increasingly 

liberal application of the principle of ta’wi>l, but also simultaneously falling prey 

to increasingly intractable rational contradictions, divergences, and improbabili-

ties at the same time.
32

 

This principle can be best illustrated in the form of the “Taymiyyan pyr-

amid” encountered in the Introduction (p. xv), which we reproduce here once 

again for more convenient reference: 
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 Ibn Taymiyya’s use of the term “Sunna” is perhaps closest to the Greek-derived English term 

“orthodoxy,” literally “correct belief.” I shall retain, however, Ibn Taymiyya’s original term, 

since it it renders more transparent precisely what “correct belief” is for our author and how it is 

to be determined. Whereas “orthodoxy” normally implies a body of doctrine backed up by the 

ecclesiastical authority of an institutional church – an institution that has no direct equivalent in 

Islam – “correct belief” for Ibn Taymiyya, as for the mainstream Islamic tradition as a whole, is, 

as we shall explore in greater depth in the following chapter, synonymous with the beliefs and 

practices of the first three generations (quru>n) of Muslims – that of the Companions (s}ah}a>ba), the 

Successors (ta>bi‘u>n), and the Successors of the Successors (ta>bi‘u> al-ta>bi‘i>n) – and particularly 

the very first generation comprised of the Prophet’s own companions. As we shall discover, Ibn 

Taymiyya’s insistence that sound reason and authentic revelation always concur and never 

contradict entails, as a corollary, that the first generations were in possession simultaneously of a 

uniquely normative – and hence quintessentially “orthodox” – understanding of sacred scripture 

and of the soundest rational methods used for understanding and reasoning about matters divine.   
32

 See Dar’, I: 157, l. 4-5. 
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Sound Reason 

Authentic Revelation 

                                               •      unicity, clarity, certainty (yaqi>n)  

        Ash‘ari>s……..……...    

             (increasing ikhtila>f 
    Mu‘tazila ….…………......       and doubtfulness)  
 

                                         Fala>sifa .…..……………………                 

 

                                                  Allegorization              Sophistry 

 )القرمطة في النقليات(     (  )السفسطة في العقليات                                              
 

Truth is that point of unicity, clarity, and certainty (yaqi>n) at which the 

testimony of sound reason and that of authentic revelation are fully concordant. 

According to the pyramid, then, the Mu‘tazila, for example, exhibit greater in-

ternal discord than the affirmationists among the kala>m theologians such as the 

Ash‘ari>s, as evidenced by the extent of disagreement between the Mu‘tazilite 

school of Basra and that of Baghdad – though adherents of the former, Ibn Tay-

miyya tells us, are closer to the Sunna (i.e., “orthodoxy”) than the latter and are 

therefore more internally united than their opponents from Baghdad. The Shi>‘a 

evidence even greater internal discord than the Mu‘tazila, since they are even 

further removed from sunnaic orthodoxy. As for the philosophers, Ibn Taymiyya 

chides, it is almost impossible to find anything upon which they collectively 

agree. In point of fact, their internal divergences and differences are greater than 

those that separate from each other the three different religious communities of 

Muslims, Jews, and Christians.
33

 Indeed, says Ibn Taymiyya, their differences 

concerning astronomy alone – which is an arithmetic, mathematical subject that 

figures among the most objective and accurate of their sciences – are greater 

than the differences among any of the various sects of the Muslims. The same 

applies to what they hold in the domain of physics regarding whether bodies are 
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 Ibn Taymiyya is apparently referring here not to the internal divergences within each faith 

community, but rather saying that the divergences and differences that separate the three 

communities from each other are still less than those that divide the philosophers against each 

other, in other words, that Muslims, Jews, and Christians – despite the (often fundamental) 

differences which separate them – are nevertheless in agreement with each other on a 

considerably greater number of issues than are the philosophers, all of whom claim, despite their 

wild divergences of opinion, to have arrived at the various doctrines they hold through pure 

reason on the basis of rationally demonstrable and unimpeachable proofs and arguments. 
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composed of matter and form, indivisible atoms (al-ajza>’ allati> la> tanqasim), or 

neither. Such matters have stumped even the most capable of speculative think-

ers and the most perspicacious among the leaders of various schools, such as the 

Mu‘tazilite Abu> al-H{usayn al-Bas}ri> (d. 436/1044), the Ash‘arites al-Juwayni> (d. 

478/1085) and “Abu> ‘Abd Alla>h b. al-Khat}i>b” [i.e., Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi>] (d. 

606/1209), and others, who were stymied over the question of the individual at-

om (al-jawhar al-fard), sometimes suspending judgment on the issue and at other 

times adopting two contradictory positions, either in the same book or in two 

separate treatises – all the while claiming that the position they adopt, when 

they do adopt one, is supported by apodictic, demonstrative rational proof that 

definitively rules out the contrary position. This is as far as mathematics and the 

natural sciences are concerned. As for metaphysics, the leading philosophers 

themselves aver that they are unable to reach any kind of certitude with respect 

to it whatsoever. Rather, their discourse on metaphysical matters reduces to no 

more than the weighing of various probabilities and hazarding to make varying 

judgments of likelihood and probability.
34

 

Furthermore, whenever a group claims that rationally derived conclusion 

C is opposed to revelation, their opponents – also preeminent rationalists – claim 

that pure reason has, in fact, established the invalidity of C. Therefore, says Ibn 

Taymiyya, none of what is said to be rational knowledge that contradicts revela-

tion contains anything which even the rationalists themselves can collectively 

declare with conclusiveness to be a valid and agreed upon rational conclusion. 

What is claimed to be solid rational knowledge is at times undermined by the 

very admission of those who propound it that it is less than definitive, some-

times by the patent contradictoriness of what is said that leaves no room for 
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 Dar’, I: 156, l. 4 – 159, l. 5. Ibn Taymiyya refers his reader to a number of sources to back up 

his point regarding the disarray of the philosophers, including al-Ash‘ari>’s Maqa>la>t ghayr al-
Isla>miyyi>n and al-Qa>d}i> Abu> Bakr b. al-‘Arabi>’s (d. 543/1148) Daqa>’iq, both of which, he 

explains, contain many times more in the way of the disputes and differences among the 

philosophers than al-Shahrasta>ni> (in his Kita>b al-Milal wa-l-nih}al) and others have mentioned. 
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doubt as to its speciousness, and sometimes by the opposition of other rationalist 

thinkers.
35

 

Ibn Taymiyya makes an important point here, namely, that if people dis-

agree as to what constitutes valid rational knowledge, the argument of a particu-

lar faction that follows a particular school of thought would not count as proof 

against another faction following another doctrine. In such cases, therefore, one 

can only settle the matter in dispute by reverting to the sound inner nature, that 

inborn disposition (fit}ra) and sound intuition that has not been altered by various 

beliefs (i‘tiqa>d) or subjective whims (hawa>) that distort this innate fit}ra. Other-

wise, we would end up in a state of pure subjectivism,
36

 with each man putting 

above revelation his own opinion on the basis of what his rational faculty has 

deemed to contradict revelation. And if even the most capable of speculative 

thinkers and the foremost philosophers spend their days and nights in search of 

firm rational knowledge and are unable to come up with a single conclusion of 

pure natural reason upon which they agree and which simultaneously contradicts 

revelation – but rather end up either in confusion and doubt, or in mutual dissen-

tion and dispute among various factions – then how much more chaotic would 

the situation be if every individual were to put his own subjective opinions and 

conclusions above revelation?
37

 

To underline the specious nature of much of kala>m discourse, Ibn Tay-

miyya appeals to several of the major “speculative thinkers” (nuz}z}a>r) themselves 

in witness of the futility of their life-long efforts to attain theological certainty 

through the practice of dialectical theology. We read, for example, the following 
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 Ibid., I: 168, l. 9-14. 
36

 Ibn Taymiyya’s appeal to a “sound inner nature” (fit}ra) here may seem equally inconcrete and 

subjectivist, but it must be remembered that he is not appealing to the fit}ra for knowledge of the 

detailed propositional content of religion, but rather: (1) for the general truths about God, man, 

and the world (which were not really under dispute among the parties concerned to begin with), 

but also, and more directly relevant to the current context, it seems, (2) a sound inner disposition 

(fit}ra) marked by faithful confidence in the truth of God’s Word and a humble readiness to hear 

it, understand it, and accept it wholeheartedly. We shall deal with the epistemic status and 

function of the fit}ra in greater detail in Chapter 5, as well as in the conclusion. 
37

 Dar’, I: 168, l. 15 – 169, l. 9. 
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two lines by al-Shahrasta>ni> emphasizing how the speculative thinkers are left in 

the end with nothing but confusion and perplexity: 

 

I have made the rounds of the gatherings of the learned (ma‘a>hid) 

And cast my eyes upon the haunts of erudition (ma‘a>lim); 

 

Yet never did I see but men perplexed, with their chins in their hands 

 Or gnashing their teeth in regret.
38

   

 

Ibn Taymiyya also cites three lines of poetry allegedly from al-Ra>zi>’s Aqsa>m al-

ladhdha>t to a similar effect,
39

 followed by a passage in which al-Ra>zi> states, in a 

manner very reminiscent of al-Ghaza>li> in his Munqidh min al-d}ala>l, that he has 

contemplated the methods of both the philosophers and the kala>m theologians 

and has not found either to be of any ultimate benefit, and that he has found the 

most reliable way to be that of the Qur’an, which states, for example, by way of 

affirmation of the divine attributes: “The Merciful has settled upon the 

Throne”
40

 and “To Him ascends the goodly word and He raises up righteous 

deeds,”
41

 yet simultaneously states, by way of negating any notion of commen-

surability or essential comparability between God and His creation: “Nothing is 

like unto Him,”
42

 “Their knowledge encompasses Him not,”
43

 and “Do you know 
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of anything like unto Him?,”
44

 closing with the statement that “whoever experi-

ences what I have experienced, will come to know what I have come to know.”
45

  

Ibn Taymiyya also quotes nine lines of similar import from Ibn Abi> al-

H{adi>d (d. 656/1258), “one of the foremost Shi>‘ite thinkers with Mu‘tazilite and 

philosophical leanings.”
46

 He also points out that the illustrious Sayf al-Di>n al-

A<midi> (d. 631/1233) in most of his books suspends judgment on many of the cen-

tral issues of theology, declaring spurious the arguments of various sects but re-

maining in the end perplexed and unable to take a position himself.
47

 Similar is 

the case of the celebrated 7
th

-/13
th

-century logician and qadi of Persian origin 

Abu> ‘Abd Alla>h Afd}al al-Di>n al-Khu>naji> (d. 646/1248), best known for his logi-

cal treatise Kashf al-asra>r ‘an ghawa>mid} al-afka>r fi> al-mant}iq, who was reported 

to have said on his deathbed: “I die having learned nothing but that the possible 

is dependent upon the impossible (al-mumkin muftaqir ila> al-mumtani‘); yet de-

pendency (iftiqa>r) is a negative property, thus I die having learned nothing at 

all.”
48

  

Indeed, says Ibn Taymiyya, even al-Ghaza>li>, despite his tremendous intel-

ligence and pious devotion, his knowledge of discursive theology and philoso-

phy, and his traveling the Sufi path of abstemiousness and disciplining the soul, 

nevertheless ended up suspending judgment on such matters and referred, in the 

final analysis, to the method of private unveiling and spiritual intuition (kashf), 

though at the very end of his life, reports Ibn Taymiyya, he returned to the way 

of the people of hadith and was occupied, upon his death, with the study of al-

Bukha>ri>’s S{ah}i>h} collection of authentic Prophetic reports.
49

 Also as a result of 

the futility of the rational methods used in discursive theology, explains Ibn 

Taymiyya, one finds that al-Ghaza>li> refutes the methods and arguments of the 

philosophers but does not affirm any particular method of his own. Rather, as he 

himself says in his famous work, Taha>fut al-fala>sifa: “I at times take them to 
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task (ulzimuhum) from the position of the Mu‘tazila, at times from the position 

of the Karra>mites, and at other times from the position of those who suspend 

judgment (al-wa>qifa), yet I refrain from defending any particular position my-

self.”
50

 

 It has also been related, Ibn Taymiyya informs us, that a group of leading 

mutakallimu>n used to speak of the “equivalency of proofs” (taka>fu’ al-adilla), 

claiming that the various arguments advanced to prove a particular point all can-

celled each other out, making it impossible to determine truth from falsehood on 

rational grounds with respect to the question at hand. Ibn Taymiyya relates in 

this context that it was reported to him that a certain Ibn Wa>s}il al-H{amawi> (d. 

697/1298), who had studied with the foremost authority of his time and region in 

the fields of discursive theology and philosophy, used to say, “I lie in bed at 

night and pull the covers over my eyes and weigh against each other the proofs 

of this group and of that group until morning comes with neither position having 

proved to be the stronger one.”
51

  

 Ibn Taymiyya contrasts with the drastic agnostic pessimism expressed in 

the numerous quotations above the calm assuredness of those who know and 

who cling resolutely to the “original, pristine, orthodox, scripturally revealed 

prophetic method.”
52

 Such men are thoroughly familiar both with this method 

and with the doctrines that are claimed to be in contradiction with revelation, 

(such as the claim of the createdness of the Qur’an or the purely symbolic reality 

of the Divine Attributes), whereupon they can easily recognize the invalidity of 

such doctrines by virtue of the deliverances of what Ibn Taymiyya calls “pure 

natural reason” (al-ma‘qu>l al-s}ari>h}), which is always found to be in full conformi-

ty with what is affirmed by authentic revelation (al-manqu>l al-s}ah}i>h}). However, 

those who delve into the elements of philosophy and discursive theology said to 

contradict revelation without possessing full knowledge of the contents and var-
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ious concomitant implications (lawa>zim) of the revealed texts, as well as of the 

doctrines alleged to be at odds with them, are unable to arrive at any certain 

knowledge in which they can feel confident, but rather end up in confusion and 

perplexity. The most preeminent of them are even at a loss to provide fully con-

clusive arguments for the existence of the Creator Himself, a topic of central 

concern to Ibn Taymiyya in the Dar’ which merits a separate study on its own. 

Some, he says, end up in contradiction, like al-Ra>zi>, while others are forced to 

suspend judgment on the matter, like al-A<midi>. Indeed, such thinkers often men-

tion a number of positions of various schools claiming that truth lies in one or 

the other of them (though without necessarily being able to determine which 

one), while all the various positions mentioned, declares Ibn Taymiyya confi-

dently, can in fact be demonstrated on the basis of pure natural reason (‘aql 

s}ari>h}) to be false and without rational foundation.
53

 

 

IV. Ibn Taymiyya’s Project: Refuting 

the Universal Law 

 

If, as Ibn Taymiyya sees it, the rational processes at work have led to such an 

abusive “interpretation” of scripture and simultaneously to a rational cul-de-sac 

in which reason itself breaks down, then wherein does he think a solution could 

lie? This is the question to which Ibn Taymiyya has dedicated the entirety of the 

Dar’ and to which we shall now turn our full attention. Ibn Taymiyya’s project in 

the Dar’, at its most essential, consists in undermining and refuting the very 

Universal Law itself, along with the premises and assumptions it takes for grant-

ed, since he considers this Law the primary culprit in having brought about the 

intellectual and religious disarray he inherited at the turn of the eighth Islamic 

century. It bears stressing that, for Ibn Taymiyya, the project of undoing the 

Universal Law is imperative in order not only to salvage the integrity of revela-

tion, but to rescue reason as well, as both have been, in his view and in light of 

the Taymiyyan pyramid diagrammed above (p. 153), dangerously compromised 
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primarily by a faulty and abusive use of the rational faculty that he seeks to re-

dress and rehabilitate – to the ultimate benefit of both revelation and reason. 

 In order to refute the Universal Law, Ibn Taymiyya puts forth no fewer 

than 44 “arguments” (lit., ‘aspects,’ wuju>h) – located primarily in Volumes I and 

V of the Dar’ – as to why the Law, as it came to be formulated, is logically un-

sound and, therefore, theoretically baseless. As is typical of the writings of Ibn 

Taymiyya, a number of these 44 arguments overlap with each other, some seem-

ingly forming an expanded or summarized version of others. Furthermore, the 

arguments as Ibn Taymiyya has presented them do not follow any specific logi-

cal order, but rather are given one after the other as so many discrete objections 

to the Universal Law. For the purposes of the presentation below, therefore, ra-

ther than simply listing the arguments in the order in which Ibn Taymiyya has 

presented them, we have grouped them by theme and argument, paraphrasing in 

each of the following sections a coterie of arguments that share a unifying theme 

or that seem intended by their author to accomplish a common objective. The 

first three of the following sections,
54

 covering specific criticisms meant to ac-

complish three identifiable discrete goals and to shift the inherited paradigm of 

reason and revelation in three distinct ways, are followed by a more general sec-

tion
55

 in which we present the gist of a number of more generic arguments that 

Ibn Taymiyya levels against the overall coherence and logical validity of the 

Universal Law. A final section
56

 then showcases some of the purely scripture-

based arguments Ibn Taymiyya deploys against the Law that are meant to com-

plement and support the primary rational arguments against it that form the 

backbone of the Dar’. The presentation below, together with Sections II and III 

above, accounts in a comprehensive manner for 38 of Ibn Taymiyya’s 44 argu-

ments. The remaining six arguments
57

 turn out upon analysis not to be mere “ar-

guments” at all, but rather extended disquisitions on highly complex substantive 

philosophical and theological problems, some of which run on for several hun-
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dred pages. Selected portions of these six arguments, in addition to further rele-

vant sections of the 38 arguments presented below, will be introduced and ana-

lyzed in subsequent chapters of this work treating of the more specific theologi-

cal and philosophical issues Ibn Taymiyya takes up in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}.    

 

V. On Reason “Grounding” Our Knowledge 

of Revelation
58

 

 

Ibn Taymiyya endeavors to undermine the Universal Law’s main premise, name-

ly, that if precedence be given to revelation over reason, this would amount to a 

rejection of the very thing that grounds it – namely, reason – which would fatally 

undercut revelation itself. By “grounding” here is meant that reason is the basis 

on which rests our knowledge of the truth and validity of revelation; that is, rea-

son is said to ground revelation not ontologically, but epistemologically. 

Ibn Taymiyya begins by challenging the philosophers’ and theologians’ 

notion of what it means for our knowledge of revelation to be “grounded” in rea-

son. “We do not concede,” he declares, “that if precedence be given to revela-

tion, this would amount to impugning the very thing which grounds revelation – 

namely, reason – which would be tantamount to undercutting revelation as 

well,” for if it is the knowledge that we acquire through reason that constitutes 

the epistemological grounding upon which our knowledge of revelation rests and 

which indicates to us the truth and validity of revelation, then we say: not every-

thing known through reason is of that which grounds and indicates the validity 

and authenticity of revelation. The various objects of knowledge apprehended 

through reason are innumerable, and knowledge of the validity and truth of reve-

lation is contingent, at most, upon that by which the veracity of the Messenger 

and his prophetic mission can be determined. Relevant (rational) knowledge here 

would be, for example, proof of the existence of God and His vindication of the 
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truthfulness of the Prophet through miracles, and the like.
59

 This principle, Ibn 

Taymiyya tells us, is upheld by the majority of those mutakallimu>n who adopt an 

affirmationist stance with respect to the divine attributes, for they hold that 

knowledge of the veracity of the Messenger is rendered necessary knowledge up-

on the manifestation of corroborative miracles. In this case, that rational 

knowledge upon which confirmation of the Messenger’s veracity depends is easi-

ly come by, notwithstanding the fact that there are numerous and diversified 

methods by which his veracity can, in fact, be established.
60

 

Now, if the rational knowledge which is claimed to contradict revelation 

is not part of that rational knowledge upon which hinges our rational judgment 

that revelation is authentic, then impugning it would not, in fact, be tantamount 

to impugning that knowledge upon which revelation is grounded, for impugning 

some objects of what is categorized as rational knowledge (‘aqliyyat>) does not 

amount to impugning all of them, just as impugning discrete items of what falls 

under the category of revealed knowledge (sam‘iyyat) does not undermine the 

category of such knowledge as a whole.
61

 Conversely – and critical for Ibn Tay-

miyya’s project – the truth of certain particular discrete objects of what is taken 

to be rational knowledge does not entail the truth of every such object, just as 

the authenticity of discrete elements of the category of revealed knowledge (such 

as, for example, the authenticity of discrete hadith reports) does not entail the 

truth of every item claimed to be of this category (such as, for example, hadith 

reports found to be weak or inauthentic). In consequence, the validity of those 
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rational conclusions upon which knowledge of the authenticity of revelation 

rests does not entail the necessary validity of all rational conclusions 

(ma‘qu>la>t)62
 – not least those that contradict revelation – nor, conversely, does 

the invalidity of discrete rational conclusions entail the invalidity of those par-

ticular rational conclusion which do, in fact, serve to ground knowledge of the 

authenticity of revelation.
63

 

The principal error of those who prone adherence to the Universal Law, 

explains Ibn Taymiyya, is that they make all forms of rationally grounded 

knowledge one category with respect to validity and invalidity, whereas a posi-

tive judgment regarding the validity of revelation, as we have seen, merely re-

quires the validity of that part of rationally grounded knowledge concomitant 

(mula>zim) to it, not the validity of that part which runs counter to or negates 

(yuna>fi>) it.
64

 And since people are in agreement that what is termed “rational 

knowledge” (‘aqliyya>t) comprises both true and false propositions, it is thus 

proved that giving precedence to revelation over what is said to fall under the 

general category of rational knowledge is not tantamount to undermining any-

thing that serves to ground our rational judgment of the authenticity of revela-

tion.
65

 

Ibn Taymiyya entertains a possible objection to this conclusion, namely, 

that “we only give priority over revelation to that rational knowledge by which 

we know the validity of revelation.” To this he responds that he shall demon-

strate that none of the so-called ‘aqliyya>t said to contradict revelation include 

that rational knowledge upon which knowledge of the authenticity of revelation 

is contingent. Therefore, everything said to be a product of reason (i.e., every 
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“ma‘qu>l ”) which opposes revelation is extrinsic to the set of (valid) rational 

conclusions that serve to ground (knowledge of) revelation, with the result that 

impugning any of these (extrinsic) deliverances of reason does not, in fact, un-

dermine the foundations of revelation. This, in fact, should be little cause for 

controversy since, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, most people are in agreement that 

knowledge of the existence of God and the veracity of the Messenger – that is, 

that rational knowledge upon which knowledge of the authenticity of revelation 

does depend – are not contingent upon what some claim to be rational 

knowledge that contravenes revelation. Those who have formulated and institut-

ed (al-wa>d}i‘u>na li) the Universal Law, such as al-Ghaza>li>, al-Ra>zi>, and others, 

themselves concede that the knowledge of the veracity of the Messenger is not 

contingent upon any putative rational conclusions that are at odds with revela-

tion. In fact, a great number of them, including al-Ghaza>li> himself, in addition to 

al-Shahrasta>ni>, al-Ra>ghib al-Is}faha>ni> (d. 502/1108-9), and others, hold 

knowledge of the existence of God to be inborn, necessary knowledge (fit}ri> 

d}aru>ri>).66
 Speculative thinkers such as al-Ra>zi> and al-A<midi> likewise grant that 

knowledge of the existence of God could come about in a necessary fashion (bi-l-

id}t}ira>r), in which case knowledge that the Creator is powerful and knowledge of 

the veracity of the Messenger upon the manifestation of miraculous signs surpas-

sing the ability of mankind to oppose or match them are likewise known by ne-

cessity. In addition, Ibn Taymiyya continues, it is known that revelation is itself 

replete with rational arguments for the existence and almightiness of the Creator 

and His corroboration (through miracles and signs) of the veracity of His Mes-

senger. Not only does that which revelation affirms of these matters not contra-

dict, but rather congrues with (yuwa>fiq), the rational foundations on the basis of 

which we come to know the authenticity of revelation, but indeed, revelation 

itself provides far more numerous – and, we are to understand, far more evincive 

– rational arguments for such matters than we find in the books of the specula-

tive thinkers themselves. Even the majority of those who hold knowledge of the 
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Creator to come about only through deliberate reflection (naz}ar) – as opposed to 

instinctively (bi-l-fit}ra) – concede, critically, that of the various speculative 

methods available for arriving at a knowledge of the truthfulness of the Messen-

ger there indeed exist such as do not contradict anything affirmed in the revealed 

texts.
67

  

In establishing this point,
68

 Ibn Taymiyya reverses the Universal Law to 

show that the opposite principle – that is, prioritizing revelation over reason in 

case of conflict – can be argued and defended in an exactly analogous manner, 

with the implied conclusion that if it is rationally incoherent either to put reason 

above revelation or revelation above reason, then the truth (which is always and 

intrinsically coherent) must lie in the fact that there can be no real contradiction 

between these two sources of knowledge, the precise point the entire Dar’ is 

concerned to prove. The opposite rule would state: “If reason and revelation con-

tradict, then revelation must be given priority over reason, since reason has ad-

judged revelation veracious in everything it contains, whereas revelation has not 

judged reason to be correct in all the various conclusions to which it might come, 

nor is our knowledge of the authenticity of revelation dependent upon (mawqu>f 

‘ala>) all of the several conclusions to which reason may have come.”
69

 

 This position, says Ibn Taymiyya, is better advised (awjah) than the pre-

vious position of granting a blanket priority to reason over revelation, since rea-

son indicates the truth of revelation in a general and unrestricted sense (dala>la 

‘a>mma mut}laqa). This is like the hypothetical case of Layman A who knows a 
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particular man to be a reliable jurisconsult and refers Layman B to him for legal 

advice. Now, if Layman A then differs with the jurisconsult’s ruling on a particu-

lar legal ruling, it would nevertheless be incumbent for Layman B to adhere to 

the opinion of the jurisconsult on the matter in question over that of Layman A, 

who is the source of his knowledge that the jurisconsult was reliable to begin 

with. This is so because Layman A, by producing convincing evidence of the 

competency of the jurisconsult, establishes thereby the necessity of following 

this latter’s opinion on particular legal matters over that of anyone else, includ-

ing Layman A himself, who formed the basis of Layman B’s knowledge of the 

jurisconsult’s competency. Layman B’s acceptance of Layman A’s proof in favor 

of the jurisconsult’s competency in nowise obligates him to accept Layman A’s 

opinion in all matters, nor, conversely, does his error – that is, his disagreement 

with the jurisconsult – on a particular point of law entail that he was incorrect in 

his identification of the jurisconsult as competent in the field of issuing legal re-

sponsa. This holds even with the knowledge that it is conceivable for the juris-

consult to err in a given legal opinion; so what of the Prophet, who is known by 

reason – if he truly be a prophet – to be infallible in matters of conveying revela-

tion from God? It follows, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, that the principle by which 

all agree that Layman B is obliged to hold the opinion of the jurisconsult in 

higher regard than the opinion of Layman A on discrete legal points applies with 

even greater rigor to the necessity of granting priority to the words of an infalli-

ble prophet over the conclusions of one’s own decidedly fallible reasoning.
70

 

 This is especially true, elaborates Ibn Taymiyya, as the disparity between 

a prophet on the one hand and the most intelligent and knowledgeable of ordi-

nary men on the other is manifestly greater than the disparity, say, between the 

master craftsmen of various trades and ordinary folk unschooled in the same 

trades. In fact, the difference involved is no less than a categorical one, since, 

theoretically, any ordinary man could, by dint of sustained personal effort, attain 

masterly knowledge of a given field, whereas prophecy is not to be attained 
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through personal striving, but rather bestowed by God upon those whom He has 

elected to prophecy.
71

 Related to this, Ibn Taymiyya points out, we regularly 

trust and follow the prescriptions of doctors – regardless of the pain and incon-

venience often occasioned by the remedies they prescribe and despite our 

knowledge that they often err and that their putative cures may even lead to our 

death – even when, at times, our own intuitions about how to restore our health 

may be at odds with the doctor’s orders. So what, then, of cases in which our 

mere conjecture – “rational” or otherwise, we understand – conflicts with what 

we know to have been revealed on the tongue of a prophet, whom we know 

through rational arguments to be infallible in his transmission of revelation to us 

from God?
72

 

A further scenario illustrative of this point involves witnesses in a court 

of law. Parallel to the case of the alleged contradiction between reason and reve-

lation, one might argue, for instance, that if witnesses at court were to testify to 

a man’s upright character, yet that man were subsequently to turn around and 

declare them (the witnesses) to be liars, then believing the man in his impugning 

of the original witnesses’ truthfulness would entail undercutting our knowledge 

of his uprightness (since we depended, in our determination that the man is in-

deed upright, on their favorable assessment of his character). Ibn Taymiyya’s 

response to this is that the scenario hypothesized here is not equivalent to the 

issue under discussion (i.e., with respect to reason and revelation), since if the 

man impugns the witnesses’ truthfulness in a categorical sense, this would only 

be the proper equivalent of revelation being opposed to rational proofs categori-

cally, which no one claims it to be. If, however, he merely challenges their testi-

fying to a particular individual’s uprightness, then this would not, by the consen-

sus of rational thinkers, contradict their vouching for his own integrity 
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(tazkiyatuhum lahu), for it is not a condition of one who vouches for a given 

witness’s integrity that such a person never err in all the various instances in 

which he might similarly vouch for other witnesses. His erring, therefore, with 

regard to a particular instance of testimony does not entail that he is also wrong 

in his corroboration of a particular person’s uprightness or in any other particular 

testimony he may provide. In fact, the testimony even of an upright witness may, 

at times, be rejected if, say, he is the opposing party in a lawsuit or is suspected 

of harboring enmity towards a party to the dispute, yet this would not impugn 

his various other instances of testimony. Likewise, if revelation opposes reason 

in certain discrete points of contention between the two and attributes this to 

reason having erred and gone astray on the points in question, this would not 

amount to impugning everything that reason can come to know, nor reason’s tes-

timony that revelation is, in fact, authentic and truthful (and, consequently, a 

reliable source of factually true, objective knowledge, even when such 

knowledge contradicts other discrete conclusions that have been reached by rea-

son).
73

  

 Similarly, if a man whose uprightness has been established by a witness 

(al-mu‘addal) were to say, “He who testified to my uprightness bore false testi-

mony in such-and-such a particular instance,” this, too, would not be equivalent 

to the (alleged) contradiction between reason and revelation, since the texts of 

scripture do not indicate that those involved in the rational sciences who have 

raised certain doubts (shubah) that contravene revelation have done so through 

willful falsehood. Even if we suppose for the sake of argument that a particular 

person or faction has at some point engaged in deliberate fabrication, the rational 

proofs that oppose revelation are nonetheless not, as a category, characterized by 

intentional mendacity.
74

 

 It becomes clear from all this, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, that likening the 

(alleged) opposition of revelation to reason does not constitute an argument for 

giving priority to the opinions and conclusions of rational thinkers over the une-
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quivocal texts of revelation in any way. Even if one were to concede, for the sake 

of argument, that the two situations were equivalent, this still would not lead to 

an automatic prioritization of reason over revelation. If a judge,
75

 by way of ex-

ample, were to hear a person whose probity has been vouched for (‘uddila) im-

pugn the truthfulness, on particular matters, of the witnesses who have testified 

to his probity, this would not entail the prioritization of those who have vouched 

for his probity to begin with. It could be that they are correct in vouching for the 

man’s integrity yet wrong in that matter in which he accused them of error, or 

wrong on both counts, or mistaken in their vouching for his integrity but, in fact, 

correct in the question on which he accused them of being wrong – regardless of 

whether their error in any of these cases is deliberate or accidental. In such a 

case, the most a judge could do would be to refrain from taking a position until 

he is able to investigate the matter more fully and reach a decisive conclusion, 

not rejecting the word of those who have vouched for the man’s probity simply 

because he has impugned their truthfulness on other discrete matters. So even if 

such a scenario were equivalent to the case of the (alleged) contradiction be-

tween reason and revelation, the most the situation would require would be to 

refrain from taking an immediate position as to which source, reason or revela-

tion, should be prioritized in the particular instance at hand, not to grant auto-

matic priority to reason over revelation.
76

 

 In addition to the rational arguments advanced above based on the analo-

gy of a courtroom scenario, Ibn Taymiyya also casts the issue in terms of a hypo-

thetical that renders the religious implications of the matter immediately trans-

parent. Imagine, he bids us, if someone had come to the Prophet during his life-

time and said to him, “This Qur’an, or Wisdom (al-h}ikma), that you have trans-

mitted to us contains many elements that contradict what we know through our 

reason, yet we have only come to know your truthfulness through our reason as 

well. Thus, if we accept everything of which you inform us, despite the fact that 
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reason contradicts some of it, then that would undermine the very thing – name-

ly, reason – by which we have come to affirm your veracity. We therefore hold to 

be true the positions derived from our reason that stand in contradiction to the 

plain meaning of what you have brought and from which we turn away, gaining 

therefrom neither guidance nor knowledge.”
77

 It is clear, says Ibn Taymiyya, that 

the Prophet would not have accepted this stance from such a person as constitut-

ing authentic belief in revelation. Indeed, if this were conceivable, it would then 

be possible for anyone simply to withhold consent from any discrete part of reve-

lation he should desire, for people differ in their intellectual capacities, various 

objections that can be raised against any given proposition are numerous, and 

Satan continually insinuates doubt-inducing misgivings into men’s hearts. This 

being the case, he (Satan) could throw into any particular man’s heart insinua-

tions that contradict the generality of the declarative and imperative content of 

revelation. This, Ibn Taymiyya explains, is precisely what has happened in the 

case of the Ba>t}ini>s, who abandoned much of both the propositional content of 

revelation and of its moral-legal imperatives, claiming reason  to be at odds with 

the plain, straightforward import of the revealed texts on a great many points of 

theology and legal-ritual practice. They may also claim, in the way of the people 

of wahm & takhyi>l (“instilling delusion and false imaginings”) discussed in Sec-

tion I above, that the obvious outer meaning of the revealed texts is only intend-

ed for the general public. Once a person reaches the “truth” of the matter – 

which, of course, contradicts the obvious outer meaning of revelation – he then 

becomes absolved both of affirming the propositional content of revelation as 

well as of observing its ritual and legal ordinances. Both these positions, Ibn 

Taymiyya remarks, are declared by the generality of the Muslim community to 

transgress of necessity the universally acknowledged bounds of the Islamic faith. 

A similar judgment holds for positions according to which the negation of the 

divine names and attributes is required by sound reason as well. All such hetero-

dox stances (ilh}a>d), affirms Ibn Taymiyya, are rooted in nothing other than al-
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lowing the personal reasoning and opinions of men to oppose what God has sent 

down by way of revelation through His prophets and messengers.
78

 

In summary, then, Ibn Taymiyya endeavors through the set of arguments 

presented above to undermine the Universal Law’s main premise, namely, that if 

precedence be given to revelation over reason, this would amount to a rejection 

of the very thing that grounds revelation – namely, reason – thereby fatally un-

dercutting revelation itself. Ibn Taymiyya challenges the philosophers’ and theo-

logians’ notion of what it means for our knowledge of revelation to be “ground-

ed” in reason by arguing, in essence, that what we call “reason” does not, as 

many fancy, constitute one undifferentiated category, such that impugning any 

of the various conclusions reason is thought to have reached would amount to 

undermining all of them. Rather, Ibn Taymiyya contends, the various discrete 

conclusions reached through the rational faculty are innumerable, and our 

knowledge of the validity of revelation is contingent, at most, upon only those 

discrete elements of rational judgment by which, for example, we may ascertain 

the veracity of the Prophet and the authenticity of his prophetic mission. If this 

be the case, then imprecating other discrete conclusions of reason (such as those 

that contradict certain discrete assertions of scripture) does not, as most theolo-

gians and philosophers held, automatically compromise the very rational faculty 

itself and each one of its sundry conclusions, not least of which the rational basis 

by virtue of which we conclude the authenticity of revelation. 

 

VI. Knowledge vs. Conjecture: 

Conclusiveness Is What Counts
79

 

 

The refutation of the Universal Law, Ibn Taymiyya declares, consists in showing 

the falseness of its premises. The Law, as enumerated in Section I above, is 

based on three premises: 
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(1) the actual existence (thubu>t) of a contradiction between reason and 

revelation; 

 

(2) a limiting of the theoretically possible options in dealing with the al-

leged contradiction to only the four mentioned, namely: (a) accepting 

both contradictory statements simultaneously; (b) rejecting both sim-

ultaneously; (c) prioritizing revelation over reason as a rule; or (d) 

prioritizing reason over revelation as a rule; 

 

(3) the invalidity of the first three alternatives in Premise 2, therefore: 

 

Conclusion: the necessity of the fourth possibility, namely, giving priori-

ty as a rule to reason over revelation and reinterpreting revelation accord-

ingly. 

 

Ibn Taymiyya rejects all three of these premises as invalid. His attempt to prove 

the falsity of Premise 1 is the mission of the entire Dar’ and will be treated in 

greater depth in the course of subsequent chapters. Here Ibn Taymiyya concen-

trates on undermining Premise 2, which he does by refusing to concede the four-

fold division of the premise – namely, accepting both allegedly contradictory in-

dicants, rejecting both, giving unqualified precedence to the rational proof, or 

giving unqualified precedence to the scriptural indicant. Instead, he holds, it may 

be that the rational proof is to be given priority in some instances, while the 

scriptural indicant is to take precedence in others. How is this so? Ibn Taymiyya 

explains: If two proofs or indicants contradict each other, regardless of whether 

they are both scriptural, both rational, or one of them scriptural and the other 

rational, it must be either that they are both conclusive (qat}‘i>), that they are both 

inconclusive (z}anni>), or that one is conclusive and the other inconclusive. Should 

it turn out that they are both conclusive (qat}‘i>), then it is theoretically impossi-

ble that they should contradict regardless of whether they both be rational, both 

be scriptural, or one rational and the other scriptural. This is because if an indi-

cant or proof (dali>l) is conclusive, then by definition that which it indicates or 

proves must necessarily be the case and it is impossible that its indication of it 
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be false.
80

 It follows, therefore, that if two conclusive indicants were to be con-

tradictory, or if one of them were to contradict that which is indicated or estab-

lished by the other, this would entail a violation of the Law of Non-

Contradiction, which is impossible. Rather, for any two indicants believed to be 

conclusive and that are also surmised to contradict one another, it must neces-

sarily be that one of them is not, in fact, conclusive, or that the respective propo-

sitions they establish are not, upon closer scrutiny, in actual contradiction.  

 Now, continues Ibn Taymiyya, should it turn out that one of the indicants 

is conclusive to the exclusion of the other, then priority must be given to the 

conclusive indicant by the consensus of all rational individuals (‘uqala>’), regard-

less of whether it comes from scripture or reason, since mere supposition cannot 

override certainty. If both indicants are merely presumptive and inconclusive 

(z}anni>), then one must investigate which of them is more strongly founded and 

therefore more probative (ra>jih}), then prioritize the stronger one over the weaker 

one by virtue of its superior probative value – regardless, once again, of its epis-

temological origin (whether scriptural or rational).
81

 It follows from this, there-

fore, that the claim that one must give precedence in an absolute manner either 

to the scriptural or to the rational proof on pain of violating either the Law of 

Non-Contradiction or the Law of the Excluded Middle is a false claim, for there 

indeed exists a possibility other than the four mentioned above, namely, that 

precedence be given to whichever of the two indicants is either conclusive or, 

barring conclusivity, more probative than the other, regardless whether scriptural 

or rational. This last procedure, asserts Ibn Taymiyya, is the correct one.
82

 

 The only possible objection to this rule, says Ibn Taymiyya, would be to 

maintain that a scriptural indicant can never be conclusive. But this argument, 

quite apart from the fact that it lacks validity,
83

 is of no use, for in this case, the 
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indicant given priority would still be prioritized on account of its being conclu-

sive, not on account of its being rational, nor on account of its “grounding” of 

revelation, whereas those who adhere to the Universal Law have made the pri-

mary basis on which they give priority to the rational indicant its alleged 

grounding of revelation, a position that does not stand up to scrutiny.
84

 Any ra-

tional person, Ibn Taymiyya explains, would agree that if a conclusive and an 

inconclusive indicant contradict, then the conclusive one must be given prefer-

ence. But demonstrating that a scriptural proof cannot be conclusive would be to 

accomplish the impossible (du>nahu khart} al-qata>d). 

Moreover, it is agreed upon by all that a number of elements of religious 

belief – such that various acts of worship are obligatory and that various forms 

of moral license and wrongdoing are prohibited, that the Creator is one, that res-

urrection after death is real, etc. – constitute fundamental aspects that are known 

of necessity to be part and parcel of the faith (ma‘lu>m bi-l-id}t}ra>r min al-di>n). 

Now, if someone were to claim that a definitive rational proof contradicting 

these matters had been established and that it was therefore necessary to give 

precedence to said rational proof on the basis that it is reason that “grounds” 

revelation, such a prioritizing of reason would be tantamount, by universal 
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agreement, to nothing less than belying the Prophet himself and the truthfulness 

of the revelation he transmitted, which amounts to open disbelief. In response to 

this objection, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, such groups typically appeal to the simple 

impossibility of there being a valid rational proof that contradicts such matters 

as are known to belong to the established, integral fundamentals of the faith. But 

by this, reasons Ibn Taymiyya further, it becomes clear that it is impossible for 

anything that has been established by a conclusive (scriptural) proof to be con-

tradicted by a conclusive (rational) proof. Many are they, however, who fall into 

this error, making assumptions which entail certain concomitants, and then pro-

ceeding to affirm these concomitants without, however, realizing that the as-

sumption itself is invalid and that an invalid assumption may entail invalid con-

comitants.
85

 

 Ibn Taymiyya then drives two related arguments from a slightly different 

angle, this time revolving around the issue – common in legal discussions of the 

authenticity and meaning of the texts of revelation (Qur’an and hadith) – of tex-

tual integrity or authenticity (thubu>t) and meaning (dala>la). According to the 

first of these two arguments,
86

 reason either possesses knowledge of the authen-

ticity of the prophetic mission and, by consequence, knowledge that that which 

was revealed through him is true in and of itself (thubu>t ma> akhbara bihi fi> nafs 

al-amr), or it does not. If the truth of revelation is not known to the rational fac-

ulty, then there cannot be a contradiction between any of the discrete content of 

revelation and a given rational conclusion known to be true, since that which is 

not known to be the case – in this scenario, revelation – cannot be, in the mind 

that does not know it, in contradiction with that which is known to be the case 

by the mind in question. And if the rational proposition in question is also not 

known, then there cannot, a fortiori, be a conflict in this case either, since it is 

impossible that two unknowns should be held to contradict each other. In short, 

if the mind knows (a) that the revelation is indubitably authentic and (b) that 
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revelation has asserted (akhbara bi) some proposition P, then knowledge of the 

truth and factuality (thubu>t) of P is entailed necessarily by the combination of 

(a) and (b), just as other known propositions are entailed necessarily by a combi-

nation of their premises if these latter be true.
87

  

Ibn Taymiyya then goes on to spell out the implications of someone say-

ing “Do not believe in the factual reality (thubu>t) of what revelation has in-

formed you of, since your believing so is incompatible with (yuna>fi>) that by 

which you have come to know of its veracity, i.e., reason.”
88

 In fact, remarks Ibn 

Taymiyya, it is the notion that one should, while accepting revelation as true and 

authentic, feel free to belie any particular proposition found therein that is most 

definitely incompatible with the reason that has led us to knowledge of the truth 

of revelation, potentially undermining our confidence in anything revelation may 

assert, since if it is possible that revelation may be in error in any given instance, 

it is surely possible for it to be erroneous in other, innumerable instances as 

well.
89

 The upshot of all this is that one who approaches the texts in such a man-

ner does not gain any knowledge from them whatsoever regarding those attrib-

utes of God known through revelation (s}ifa>t khabariyya), nor even – for some of 

them – about the Day of Judgment, since they believe that such statements con-

tain elements which are to be accepted at face value in addition to elements 

whose obvious meaning is to be declared inapplicable and consequently subject-

ed to figurative interpretation (ta’wi>l), and yet they have no rule or principle 

from revelation itself by which to make this crucial distinction.
90

 One group 

says, “Affirm whatever your reason affirms,” and every faction, naturally, differs 

in their opinion as to what reason does and does not dictate, while another group 
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says, “Affirm whatever you come to know through spiritual unveiling (kashf).” 

As far as metaphysics and knowledge of things divine, revelation might as well 

have never been sent down. In fact, says Ibn Taymiyya, were revelation not to 

have been revealed, this would have been easier and more convenient for such 

people than its being revealed, since they do not derive knowledge of anything 

from it in any case, yet have to tax themselves with the added effort of explain-

ing away what revelation does say, either through declaring its face value to be 

false (takdhi>b), declaring its meaning to be unknown and/or unknowable to other 

than God (tafwi>d}), or explaining it (away) through figurative interpretation 

(ta’wi>l).91
 

 If it be said that it is inconceivable that what a prophet asserts by way of 

revelation should contravene reason, as he is above this and this is impossible 

with respect to him, this would amount to an admission that it is, in fact, impos-

sible for scriptural and rational indicants to contradict. It might then be said that 

what is really meant is the impossibility of there being a contradiction between 

reason and that which is merely thought to be a scriptural proof but actually is 

not, or that which amounts to a merely conjectural indicant on account of the 

less than certain nature of some of its premises, be this either on the level of its 

chain of transmission (isna>d) in the event, say, of a mendacious or inaccurate 

narrator, or on the level of the wording of the text itself (matn) in the event, say, 

of a polyvalent term carrying more than one meaning. In this case, the response 

would be that if the term “scriptural indicant” is applied to that which does not 

actually constitute a (reliable) indicant in and of itself (ma> laysa bi-dali>l fi> nafs 

al-amr), then it could likewise be the case that some of what has been called “ra-

tional evidence” but that contradicts revelation could, mutatis mutandis, also 

turn out, upon closer inspection, not to constitute a proof in and of itself (fi> nafs 

al-amr). In this case, such proofs – even if they be referred to as “rational demon-

strations” (bara>hi>n ‘aqliyya) or “definitive rational proofs” (qawa>t}i‘ ‘aqliyya) 

and declared apodictic by those who advance them, despite the fact that they do 
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not constitute proofs in and of themselves or are only conjectural – if such proofs 

contradict a scriptural indicant which deserves to be called a “proof” on account 

of its premises being both valid and patently well-known, then it is incumbent to 

give priority to the scriptural proof in this case – by virtue, once again, of its su-

perior epistemic warrant, not because of its origin in the category of statements 

collectively referred to as “revelation.” This is true of necessity, Ibn Taymiyya 

assures us, and in accordance with the consensus of rational thinkers. 

 It is thus manifest, Ibn Taymiyya concludes, that whatever explanation is 

given for one category of proof or evidence – scriptural or rational – enjoying 

automatic preponderance, it is possible to reverse this explanation and apply it in 

an equal manner to the other category as well. This is due to the invalid practice 

of according automatic priority to that which does not warrant such priority, ei-

ther by the dictates of scripture or those of reason. It is thus manifest, he argues, 

that giving automatic priority to one category of proof over another is invalid. 

Rather, one must investigate the two specific pieces of evidence found to be in 

contradiction on a particular point and take as preponderant whichever one is 

definitive (qat}‘i>), or whichever one is more probative (ra>jih}) if both are less than 

fully conclusive, regardless of whether the indicant thus preferred be the scrip-

tural or the rational one. In this manner, claims Ibn Taymiyya, the fallacious 

principle which has served as a means for various forms of heterodox doctrines is 

vitiated and recused.
92

 

 If the previous argument turned around the question of whether or not 

revelation is known to be authentic – that is, a question of textual integrity 

(thubu>t) – Ibn Taymiyya completes this series of arguments
93

 by starting from 

the assumption that the authenticity (thubu>t) of revelation is indeed known, then 

considering whether revelation can be established to have addressed in a defini-

tive manner the issue where a conflict with reason is alleged to have arisen or not 

– a question of dala>la. Assuming revelation to be authentic, then either: (1) it is 

known that revelation affirms the issue under debate, or (2) it is merely conjec-
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tured to do so, or (3) it is neither known nor conjectured to affirm the issue at 

hand. Now, if it is known that revelation has informed us of the matter, then it is 

impossible that there should be in reason anything incompatible with (yuna>fi>) 

that which is known, whether the thing be known by means of scripture or by 

any other means, for if something is known either to be the case (thubu>t) or not 

to be the case (intifa>’), then it is not possible that a proof should be established 

which would contradict this. If, however, something is only conjectured to be the 

case based on scripture, then it is possible for something in reason to contradict 

it, in which case it is incumbent, once again, to give priority to knowledge over 

conjecture, not on account of its being rational or scriptural, but on account of its 

being knowledge, just as it is incumbent to give priority to what is known by 

revelation over what is merely conjectured to be the case by reason. If the ration-

al proof here itself is merely conjectural and falls short of conclusive certainty, 

then if the two proofs are of equivalent probative value, the matter remains irre-

solvable; otherwise, priority is given the one that enjoys the greater epistemic 

warrant. And if revelation contains neither that which can be considered 

knowledge nor even mere conjecture on the point in question, then there is noth-

ing in revelation for reason to contradict in the first place. This proves once 

again, asserts Ibn Taymiyya, that according automatic priority to reason in all 

circumstances is misguided and rationally indefensible.
94

 

In conclusion, then, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to replace the binary “reason vs. 

revelation” with the alternative binary “knowledge vs. conjecture.” He does so 

by arguing that discrete arguments based on either what is considered reason or 

what is considered authentic scripture run the entire scale of epistemic warrant 

from “certain” to “fallacious” and that, therefore, precedence must in every case 

be given to whatever argument on a given question happens to be more proba-

tive, regardless from which of the two sources of knowledge, reason or revela-

tion, we have it. Once Ibn Taymiyya has essentially equated the two sources – 

reason and revelation – epistemically while simultaneously subjecting each dis-
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crete element of both categories to a common test of probity, he completes this 

second maneuver against the Universal Law by declaring that the issue is not, as 

everyone seems to have assumed, reason vs. revelation, but rather knowledge vs. 

conjecture, certainty vs. uncertainty, more probative vs. less probative indica-

tions of truth. 

 Taken together, then, Arguments 1 through 5 – addressing what it means 

for reason to “ground” revelation and establishing the crucial binary “knowledge 

vs. conjecture” – as opposed to “reason vs. revelation” – aim to undermine the 

main premises upon which the Universal Law is built.  

 

VII. Not “Reason vs. Revelation” but “Scripturally 

Validated vs. Scripturally Non-Validated” 

 

Ibn Taymiyya’s insistence that the relevant distinction to be made is between 

knowledge and conjecture, rather than between reason (as a category) and revela-

tion (as a category), has immediate implications for the epistemological status as 

well as the religious-moral evaluation of various arguments and proofs. In Argu-

ment 15,
95

 Ibn Taymiyya elaborates a fundamental distinction, by means of 

which he attempts to shift the entire frame of reference in the debate concerning 

reason and revelation. According to Ibn Taymiyya, the real issue is not a ques-

tion of “scriptural” vs. “rational” (shar‘i> ≠ ‘aqli>) proofs and methods, which is 

how the debate had almost always been framed by virtually all parties up until 

his time, but rather a question of “scripturally validated” vs. “scripturally non-

validated” (shar‘i> ≠ bid‘i>) proofs and methods. Scripturally validated (shar‘i>) 

proofs, in turn, comprise both revealed (sam‘i>) and rational (‘aqli>) indicants. The 

shar‘i>-bid‘i> binary is based, for Ibn Taymiyya, on the fact that an indicant’s be-

ing classed as “scriptural” or “rational” is not in and of itself a property that en-

tails praise or blame, validity or invalidity. Rather, this merely reveals the way in 

which the thing in question has come to be known – either by way of reason or 
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 See ibid., I: 198-200, for Argument 15 and the full presentation of Ibn Taymiyya’s novel binary 

“shar‘i> vs. bid‘i> ” in place of the more usual “‘aqli> vs. naqli> ” (or “reason vs. revelation”) 
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by way of revelation – even though, when revelation is the source, reason must 

also be used in conjunction with it.
96

 

 The binary that results from this reclassification of indicants and proofs 

is no less than fundamental to Ibn Taymiyya’s thought and methodology. The 

counterpart of a scriptural (shar‘i>) indicant, he tells us, is not a rational one, but 

rather an innovated (bid‘i>) one, one that lacks scriptural validation, for it is “in-

novation” (bid‘a), and not “reason,” that stands opposite of “scripture” (shir‘a).
97

 

Being “scripturally validated” (shar‘i>) is a positive attribute of an indicant or 

proof, whereas being “innovated” (bid‘i>) – not in the sense of merely being new, 

but of lacking scriptural validation – is a negative qualification, for whatever 

stands opposed to true revelation (shari>‘a) is of necessity invalid and false. Now, 

a scripturally validated (shar‘i>) indicant may consist of either a revealed text or a 

conclusion reached through reason, for a proof’s being “scripturally validated” 

can mean one of two things, either: (1) that revelation has positively affirmed 

and explicitly indicated it (kawn al-shar‘ athbatahu wa-dalla ‘alayhi), or (2) that 

revelation has permitted it and declared it valid and licit (kawn al-shar‘ aba>h}ahu 

wa-adhina fi>hi), that is, either by way of affirmation or of approbation.
98

  

 Now, if one uses “scriptural” (shar‘i>) according to the first meaning – i.e., 

that which scripture has positively affirmed and indicated – then it is possible 

that the indicant or proof in question also be knowable through the use of reason, 

with the role of scripture here being to point it out (dalla ‘alayhi) and call atten-

tion to it (nabbaha ‘alayhi). In this case, the indicant is classified as a “scriptural-

ly validated rational indicant” (shar‘i>-‘aqli>). Ibn Taymiyya cites as examples of 

scripturally validated rational indicants things such as the various parables 

(amtha>l) mentioned in the Qur’an and other arguments for the oneness of God 

and the authenticity of the Prophet, the affirmation of God’s attributes, and the 

                                                 
96

 In order, Ibn Taymiyya seems to imply, to determine that something is actually a part of 
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events accompanying the final resurrection. All these, affirms Ibn Taymiyya, are 

proofs whose truth is known by reason – consisting as they do of rational demon-

strations and syllogisms (bara>hi>n wa-maqa>yi>s ‘aqliyya) – yet they are also classi-

fied as scripturally validated in the sense mentioned here by virtue of being men-

tioned in and explicitly affirmed by the Qur’an. If, on the other hand, a given 

scripturally validated indicant is known exclusively through the texts of revela-

tion, then it is classified as a “scripturally validated revealed indicant” (shar‘i>-

sam‘i>). In summary, then, valid scriptural indicants are categorized as either 

“scriptural-rational” (shar‘i>-‘aqli>) or “scriptural-revealed” (shar‘i>-sam‘i>), that is, 

scripturally validated rational indicants or scripturally validated revealed indi-

cants.  

 Many kala>m theologians, Ibn Taymiyya insists, have made the error of 

presuming that the category of scriptural indicants consists exclusively of this 

second type of indicant (shar‘i>-sam‘i>) – namely, that which can only be known 

through the texts of revelation – and that revelation is only capable of function-

ing as an indicant (dali>l) of something in this manner, that is, purely by inform-

ing us of matters of which we could otherwise have no knowledge. For this rea-

son, they separate the “fundamentals of faith” (us}u>l al-di>n) into two categories, 

rational and scriptural, and define the rational strictly as that which is not, and 

cannot be, known by means of revelation (and, conversely, define the scriptural 

strictly as that which is not, and cannot be, known by means of reason). Yet they 

are erroneous in doing so, Ibn Taymiyya insists, for the Qur’an also uses, indi-

cates, and draws attention to rational indicants, even though some of what is 

classified as “rational indicants” does comprise that which can be inferred by 

reason on the basis of empirical evidence,
99

 as the Qur’an itself indicates in vers-

es such as: “We shall show them Our signs in the horizons and in themselves un-

til it becomes clear to them that it is the Truth. Is it not sufficient that your Lord 

is witness to all things?”
100
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 “wa-in ka>na min al-adilla al-‘aqliyya ma> yu‘lamu bi-l-‘iya>n wa-lawa>zimihi.” (ibid., I: 199, l. 9-
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 If, however, one uses the term “scriptural” or “scripturally validated” 

(shar‘i>) according to the second meaning mentioned above – i.e., that which 

scripture has permitted and deemed licit (though has not itself positively af-

firmed or established) – then this category, according to Ibn Taymiyya, compris-

es several subcategories, namely: that which has reached us of the authenticated 

prophetic Sunna; that to which the Qur’an has drawn attention and indicated in 

terms of rational proofs and arguments; and, finally, that which can be inferred 

on the basis of our empirical observation of existent things (ma> dallat ‘alayhi 

wa-shahidat bihi al-mawju>da>t), elevating hereby empirical observation to the 

category of ‘shar‘i>,’ or ‘scripturally validated,’ evidence as well.
101

 

To summarize, then, an indicant that is scripturally validated (dali>l 

shar‘i>) may not be contradicted by or subordinated to one that is not scripturally 

validated (ghayr shar‘i>). As for indicants that are either rational (‘aqli>) or have 

the nature of a transmitted report (sam‘i>) but which are not scripturally validated 

(shar‘i>),102
 such indicants may sometimes outweigh countervailing evidence and 

sometimes themselves be outweighed, sometimes valid and sometimes invalid.
103

 

As for the statements of authentic revelation, both declarative and imperative, 

these may not be overridden or contradicted (yu‘a>rad}) by anything. As for what 

men say, this can always potentially be opposed by something else of the same 

category (bi-naz}i>rihi), for such statements, after all, may be true just as they may 

be false. Unfortunately, however, there are those who include in the category of 

“scriptural proofs and indicants” (adilla shar‘iyya) that which does not belong to 

it (i.e., specious and invalid rational arguments), as there are those who exclude 

from it that which is, in fact, a proper subcategory of it – such as, we may as-

sume, scripturally validated rational (shar‘i>-‘aqli>) proofs, an important category 

of shar‘i> indicants which Ibn Taymiyya blames the kala>m theologians for having 
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 See ibid., I: 199, l. 13-14. 
102
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made the fundamental error of excluding from the category of scriptural 

proofs.
104

 

In conclusion, then, Ibn Taymiyya completes his bid to redefine the very 

terms of the debate on reason and revelation through proposing now a third con-

ceptual shift: namely, that proofs are not diametrically opposed in terms of being 

“scriptural” (shar‘i>) versus “rational” (‘aqli>), but rather in terms of being “scrip-

turally legitimated” (shar‘i>) versus “scripturally non-legitimated” (bid‘i>). The 

category of scripturally legitimated (shar‘i>) proofs, Ibn Taymiyya argues, com-

prises both the authentic texts of revelation properly comprehended and valid 

rational arguments built on sound premises. Ibn Taymiyya thus attempts to di-

vide what passes for “reason” against itself into two categories – valid/true and 

invalid/false – and to absorb the first part, i.e., that which is valid,
105

 into the 

larger umbrella category of “scripturally legitimated” (shar‘i>) proofs. Through 

his rigorous insistence on the epistemic quality of a proof to the exclusion of all 

other considerations – including whether the proof originates in revelation or in 

reason – Ibn Taymiyya attempts to circumvent the rigid categories of “reason” 

taken as all of a piece and “revelation” taken as all of a piece, subjecting instead 

every discrete element of both categories to a common test of epistemic warrant, 

then asserting that revelation approves and legitimates everything that is true 

and certain and abjures everything that is false and unfounded – regardless 

whether it originates in reason or what is claimed to be divine revelation. 

 

*                         *                         * 

 

To summarize, then, Ibn Taymiyya, as we have seen in Sections V, VI, and VII 

above, makes three fundamental moves in his attempt to refute the Universal 

Law. He first implodes the fixed categories of “revelation” and “reason” by lin-

ing up all the discrete elements of both on a par. He then insists that each dis-

crete element, whether from reason or from revelation, be individually investi-
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 What exactly constitutes valid and invalid reasoning and rational proofs for Ibn Taymiyya 

will be taken up in a subsequent project. 
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gated for its probative value, thus replacing the binary “reason vs. revelation” 

(‘aql-naql) with the binary “knowledge vs. conjecture” (‘ilm-z}ann) or “more cer-

tain vs. less certain” (ra>jih}-marju>h}) indicants of truth. Finally, he subsumes valid 

rational argumentation based on sound premises under the larger category of 

“scripturally validated” (shar‘i>) proofs, making of them a new category he terms 

“scriptural-rational” (shar‘i>-‘aqli>), the counterpart of the “scriptural-revealed” 

(shar‘i>-sam‘i>). By these three maneuvers, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to tear down the 

canvas altogether, so to speak, and to redraw from scratch the very terms of the 

debate surrounding reason and revelation in medieval Islam. He attempts this 

tour de force by first poking holes in all the major assumptions upon which the 

Universal Law is based, and then redefining the categories themselves in terms 

of which the whole question of “reason and revelation” had been conceived and 

debated up to his time. 

 

VIII. Further Arguments Regarding the Rational 

Contradictoriness of the Universal Law
106

 

 

The following section presents a number of disparate arguments advanced by Ibn 

Taymiyya, arguments that cannot easily be grouped into sub-categories but the 

majority of which are composed of succinct statements that, taken together, pro-

vide a good idea of the nature and content of nearly half of Ibn Taymiyya’s 44 

arguments against the Universal Law.   

 

Argument 8: 
 

The majority of issues, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, in which a contradiction between 

reason and revelation is alleged turn out to be recondite and ambiguous matters 

which perplex even many of the speculative thinkers themselves – issues such as 

God’s names, attributes, and actions, reward and punishment after death, heaven 

and hell, God’s throne (‘arsh) and chair (kursi>), and other such matters pertaining 

to the unseen – matters on which the minds of most speculative thinkers are in-
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capable of reaching firm knowledge purely by means of their own rational reflec-

tion. The result, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is that most people who have ven-

tured into such territory based on mere opinion derived through their own ration-

al reflection end up either in dispute and disagreement with each other, or else 

remain at a loss and perplexed (mutahawwiku>n).
107

 

 Ibn Taymiyya then goes on to make the point that most such thinkers ex-

hibit unqualified deference toward the main figures of their particular school of 

thought, accepting whatever their leader has claimed to be the dictates of sound 

reason even if, at times, they arrive at different conclusions based on their own 

reflection. Among the followers of Aristotle, for example, are many who may 

come to different conclusions than their master in the fields of logic, physics, 

and metaphysics,
108

 yet refrain from opposing what he said due to their high 

opinion of and deference to him, giving their master (Aristotle) the benefit of the 

doubt and attributing the variance of their own conclusions with his to their own 

mental deficiency and lack of understanding.
109

 This same attitude of deference 

to the master of one’s school of thought – out of deference towards his status 

even when one’s own reason has led one to variant conclusions – is to be ob-

served among the followers of all the major schools of thought found among 

Muslims.
110

 Not only do most of these doctrines contain much that contradicts 

the Qur’an, the Sunna, and the consensus of the community (ijma>‘), but also a 
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109

 This, remarks Ibn Taymiyya, despite the fact that rational thinkers operating on the basis of 
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less than any other group, are guilty of blind deference to the revered founding fathers of their 

various doctrines and schools of thought, even if this require that they contravene the word of 

God Himself (not to mention the deliverances of their own duly exercised rational faculties). 
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great deal of positions that contradict pure reason as well. This is true, Ibn Tay-

miyya asserts, of the followers of the major Mu‘tazilite thinkers,
111

 as well as 

those who are “closer to the Sunna.”
112

 The same applies to the followers of 

those mutakallimu>n who affirm the divine attributes, such as the Kulla>bi>s, the 

Karra>mites, and the Ash‘ari>s, and even among the followers of the Four Imams – 

Abu> H{ani>fa, Ma>lik, al-Sha>fi‘i>, and Ibn H{anbal – and the leading ascetics and ear-

ly Sufi figures. In all such cases, the followers may, through their own rational 

reflection, come to the conclusion that some of what their leader said was wrong, 

yet they defer to his opinion because they believe him to possess a stronger intel-

lect, more knowledge, and greater righteousness than they, despite the fact that 

they know that he is not infallible and that it is, therefore, possible for him to be 

mistaken. 

Yet – and this is the crucial point for Ibn Taymiyya – none of the follow-

ers of these various authorities say, “Where my own rational conclusions contra-

dict the position of the leader I follow, I will give unconditional priority to my 

own conclusions.” Rather, he would normally investigate the matter more care-

fully and, since he knows it is possible for his leader to be mistaken, perhaps 

adopt a variant position if it turns out, upon closer scrutiny, that the position at 

variance with what his leader held is the correct, or at least the more likely, posi-

tion. How, then, can it be claimed that authentic revelation – the Qur’an and the 

authenticated Sunna – contains things that every common man knows through 

his own reason to be false and for each man to give precedence to his own opin-

ion in matters of the unseen, matters which the vast majority of those who have 

spoken of them based on nothing but their own considered opinion have gone 

astray, even as each man is aware of the deficiency of his own intellect and the 

confusion into which adherents of his very own school, not to mention those of 
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other schools, have fallen with respect to such matters? In summary, remarks Ibn 

Taymiyya, the authentic texts of revelation turn out, upon careful investigation, 

not to be contradicted by any clear, unambiguous conclusion of reason, but ra-

ther are opposed only by that which contains much ambiguity and confusion, and 

that which is known to be true cannot legitimately be opposed by that which is 

ambiguous and confused and is therefore not, by contrast, known to be true.
113 

 

Argument 11: 
 

Much of what people refer to as proofs – whether rational or (even) scriptural – 

does not, in fact, constitute proof, but rather is only surmised to. Everyone, from 

the Companions on down to the later speculative thinkers – both affirmationists 

and negationists – agree that the texts of revelation indicate (tadullu ‘ala>) affir-

mation of the divine names and attributes, details pertaining to the hereafter, etc. 

The dispute only arises as to whether or not anything found in reason dictates 

that the texts should be read as conveying a “true” metaphorical or non-literal 

meaning at variance with what the straightforward exegesis of them would sug-

gest. Ibn Taymiyya’s point here is that all parties agree as to what the texts of 

revelation mean in their obvious outward sense, while there is vast disagreement 

among speculative thinkers as to what constitutes valid rational knowledge. 

Thus, that whose indication and meaning (dala>la) are known and agreed upon 

(i.e, the texts of revelation) cannot legitimately be opposed by that whose indi-

cation and meaning are not known or agreed upon, but rather are the subject of 

much dispute and uncertainty (namely, the so-called “ma‘qu>la>t,” or putative 

conclusions of reason). 

 One should know, says Ibn Taymiyya in conclusion, that those who are 

on the truth (ahl al-h}aqq) do not impugn (yat}‘anu>na fi>) rational proofs as a cate-

gory nor that which reason knows to be valid, but rather they only impugn that 

which the opponent (al-mu‘a>rid}) claims to be in contradiction to revelation. Yet 

with respect to all such claims, Ibn Taymiyya assures us, not a single one of 
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them is supported by an intrinsically valid proof (dali>l s}ah}i>h} fi> nafs al-amr), nor 

even a proof accepted by a majority of speculative thinkers, nor again a proof 

that has not itself been undermined and refuted by reason itself.
114

 

 

Argument 12: 
 

All of the deliverances of reason that are alleged to contradict revelation can ac-

tually be demonstrated by reason itself to be invalid. Now, that which is known 

by reason to be invalid cannot be used either to oppose other conclusions similar-

ly derived from reason, or to oppose revelation. This is a general principle which 

Ibn Taymiyya promises he shall demonstrate in detail when he turns to the spe-

cific arguments propounded by those who contravene orthodox belief (“the Sun-

na”) and demonstrate, through reason itself, their speciousness and contradictory 

nature. 

 

Argument 13: 
 

Those aspects of revelation that are claimed to contradict rational evidence – 

such as affirmation of the divine attributes, the details of the afterlife, etc. – are 

known of necessity to be part and parcel of the religion of Islam (ma‘lu>m min al-

di>n bi-l-d}aru>ra) and thus cannot coherently be held to be false once one has ac-

cepted the truthfulness of the Prophet and the concomitant authenticity of the 

revelation he has brought. And whoever may claim that the Prophet did not, in 

fact, deliver such teachings as part and parcel of the Islamic revelation, his claim 

would be known of necessity to be false, since those elements he denies are, by 

definition, known of necessity to be an intrinsic and inseparable part of the 

teachings of the Islamic faith.
115
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Argument 14: 
 

The aims and intentions of the Prophet (maqa>s}iduhu wa-mura>duhu) are well 

known by, and have been recurrently transmitted (i.e., through tawa>tur) amongst, 

those who have intimate knowledge of his life and that of his Companions and 

Successors and who are intimately familiar with the revelation he brought (that 

is, experts in Qur’anic exegesis and in the Sunna and hadith of the Prophet). In 

other words, Ibn Taymiyya explains, the meaning of the revelation has been 

transmitted in the same massively recurrent (mutawa>tir) fashion as have been the 

wording of the Qur’anic text, the obligatory nature and modality of performing 

the five daily prayers, fasting the month of Ramadan, and other such matters, 

without collusion (tawa>t}u’) or mutual influencing (tasha>‘ur). Now, it is known, 

continues Ibn Taymiyya, that massively recurrent transmission of the mutawa>tir 

type yields certain knowledge, regardless of whether that which has been trans-

mitted recurrently be the wording (lafz}) of a text or its meaning (ma‘na>). Exam-

ples of things we know to be true with certainty by virtue of our having come to 

know them through massively recurrent transmission include: the courageous-

ness of Kha>lid b. al-Wali>d (d. 21/642); the excellence of the poetry of H{assa>n b. 

Tha>bit (d. 54/674); the fact that Abu> Hurayra (d. 59/678) transmitted hadith 

from the Prophet; the fact that the Four Imams were knowledgeable in fiqh; the 

justice of the “two ‘Umars,” ‘Umar b. al-Khat}t}a>b (d. 23/644) and ‘Umar b. ‘Abd 

al-‘Azi>z (d. 101/720); the various military expeditions of the Prophet; Galen’s (d. 

c. 200 or 216) preeminent knowledge of medicine; Si>bawayhi’s (d. c. 180/796) 

mastery of Arabic grammar, etc. Now, if someone were to make a claim in the 

field of medicine or grammar that contradicted what the expert scholars of those 

fields know to be true from the works, say, of Galen or Si>bawayhi, respectively, 

his claim would be known to be invalid. Similarly, anyone who claims something 

about the content of revelation – in terms of the meanings of the Qur’an or the 

intentions and objectives (maqa>s}id) of the Prophet as known through his Sunna – 

that contradicts what the scholars most intimately familiar with these sources 

know to be true of them, his claim likewise would be even more patently invalid 
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than in the previous case, since it runs counter not merely to what giants like Ga-

len and Si>bawayhi have concluded, but to what has been brought by the Messen-

ger of God, who is divinely protected from error (ma‘s}u>m) in his transmission of 

revelation from God and in his prophetic function as a living exemplar of the di-

vine message through the Sunna. 

 The upshot of this, concludes Ibn Taymiyya, is that one know that what 

has been transmitted from the Prophet consists of two categories: (1) his words 

and actions, and (2) the meanings of his words and the objectives behind his ac-

tions.
116

 Both of these categories consist of some elements that are known by 

tawa>tur both to scholars and to the general public, other more specialized ele-

ments that are known by tawa>tur among the scholars only, and yet other, even 

less commonly circulated elements known only by particular individuals and 

which may be unknown to, or considered suspect (maz}nu>n) or even fabricated 

(makdhu>b) by, those lacking the specific knowledge required. This principle 

holds across disciplines, such as Qur’anic exegesis, hadith criticism, grammar, 

medicine, law, and discursive theology and philosophy as well.
117

 

 

Argument 21: 
 

It is impossible for two declarative statements of revelation to contradict each 

other, though one may explain and clarify the meaning of the other. As for im-

perative statements, some may be subject to abrogation (i.e., one of two impera-

tive statements that would be in contradiction if both were simultaneously af-

firmed), but here again, insists Ibn Taymiyya, only revelation can abrogate reve-

lation. Whoever seeks to abrogate God’s Law on the basis of his own opinions 

and whims becomes guilty thereby of outright heresy (ilh}a>d), just the same as 

one who rejects the declarative statements of revelation with his own opinion or 

speculation.
118

 Ibn Taymiyya accuses the “Qara>mit}a”
119

 of having done both,
120

 

                                                 
116

 Once again, the issue of language and meaning is of critical importance to Ibn Taymiyya’s 

overall methodology and will be taken up in detail in the next chapter. 
117

 Dar’, I: 195, l. 6 – 198, l. 2. 
118

 See this paragraph at ibid., V: 208, l. 5-9. 



191 

and further excoriates other heterodox groups (mala>h}ida) for having gone so far 

as to claim prophethood for themselves or that which they consider even higher 

than prophethood, whether sainthood (wila>ya) or philosophy, through which 

many of the philosophers claim access to a higher truth than that brought by the 

prophets and messengers. 

 Blameworthy innovation (bid‘a) is cut from the same cloth as disbelief, 

which is why opposition to revelation on the basis of the mere opinions of men is 

a branch of disbelief (min shu‘ab al-kufr), even if the one who does so is a firm 

believer in the teachings of revelation other than those in which he claims there 

to be a contradiction between his rational opinions and revelation. And if oppos-

ing revelation with the mere opinions of men is a branch of disbelief, it follows 

that if revelation is true, then all such arguments upon which such opposition is 

based are false and vain.
121

 

 

IX. On the Universal Law’s Incoherence with the 

Epistemology of the Islamic Faith
122

 

 

The large majority of Ibn Taymiyya’s “44 Arguments” against the Universal 

Law, as we have seen above, take the form of rational critiques of the coherence 

and logical implications of the Law in which our author attempts to show that 

the Law as formulated cannot hold up on logical grounds. A number of argu-

ments, however, consider the implications of the Universal Law from the per-

spective of revelation and within the larger religious context of the Islamic faith. 

These arguments leave aside the question of the logical and rational viability of 

the Law on its own terms and focus instead on the extent to which Ibn Taymiyya 

considers the Law to cohere (or not) with the overall epistemological structure of 

Islam, in the name of which he launches his massive critique and seeks to redress 

the troubled relationship between reason and revelation that he inherited. The 
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V: 204-209. 
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 Based on all or a part of Arguments 3, 10, 15, 22, and 23. Belonging to the same family of 
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following section presents the main arguments Ibn Taymiyya makes along these 

lines.         

 

From Argument 3: 
 

Anyone having the slightest familiarity with the content of the message brought 

by the Prophet, Ibn Taymiyya declares, knows in a necessary fashion (bi-l-

id}t}ira>r) that he did not call people to faith by arguing from accidents or the nega-

tion of attributes, nor did he mention that the Creator was “neither ‘above’ the 

world nor distinct from it (muba>yin lahu),” or that He is neither inside the world 

nor outside it, nor did he mention the negation of “body” in the technical, philo-

sophical sense of the word or any other term synonymous with it, nor the impos-

sibility of an infinity of past or future events, or other such things as are said by 

them – neither explicitly nor implicitly – nor did he mention anything which 

could plausibly be construed to imply or entail any of this. In fact, all people – 

specialists and non-specialists alike – possess knowledge to the effect that the 

Prophet did not mention such matters, and their knowledge of this is even more 

patent and obvious than their knowledge of a host of other details relating to 

what the Prophet said and did in the course of carrying out his prophetic mission 

as recorded in the books of Sunna – such that he only made pilgrimage one time 

after the Hijra; that he did not mandate the call to prayer for the prayers of the 

two yearly feasts; that he would never pray the five obligatory prayers alone, but 

rather, unless he was ill, would always lead the Muslims in them as a group, etc. 

Yet, if anyone were to try to pass off falsified hadith reports or start deducing 

arguments to the contrary, the scholars, who by dint of their intimate familiarity 

with the texts, know the truth of these matters in a necessary fashion (‘ilman 

d}aru>riyyan), would immediately recognize of necessity the falsehood of such 

claims, just as they would recognize the falsehood of arguments that consist of 

mere sophistry, even before taking pains to resolve the specific objections raised 

by such arguments. Hence, whoever employs such rational methods of argumen-

tation or publicly endorses (akhbara al-umma) the position of negationism, the 
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falsehood of his position would be known of necessity in an even more blatant 

manner than the falsehood of one who claimed the contrary of any of the issues 

mentioned above relating to the Prophet’s daily practice. This is known, Ibn 

Taymiyya concludes, by anyone possessing even the slightest knowledge of the 

conditions of the Prophet’s life, let alone those possessing an intermediate level 

of knowledge of such matters, to say nothing of those who are heirs to the 

Prophet,
123

 namely, the scholars who possess comprehensive knowledge of his 

words and deeds.
124

 

 

From Argument 15: 
 

The Author of revelation, Ibn Taymiyya argues, has made illicit the use of argu-

ments that are false in and of themselves – such as an argument that is false due 

to the falsity of one of its premises – just as He has forbidden falsehood and ly-

ing in general, not least with regard to Himself. This is indicated by the verse: 

“Was not the covenant of the Book taken from them, that they would not ascribe 

to God anything but the truth?”
125

 God has also forbidden the use of arguments 

on account of the fact that the one using them is doing so without knowledge, as 

we read in verses such as: “And pursue not that of which thou hast no 

knowledge,”
126

 or “and that ye say of God that of which ye have no 

knowledge,”
127

 or “Ah! Ye are those who fell to disputing (even) in matters of 

which ye had some knowledge! But why dispute ye in matters of which ye have 

no knowledge?”
128

 Finally, God has forbidden the use of arguments merely for 

the purpose of disputation after the truth of a matter has already been clarified, 

as indicated in the verses: “They dispute with thee concerning the truth after it 

was made manifest”
129

 and “But the unbelievers dispute with vain argument, in 
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order therewith to weaken the truth.”
130

 The implication here is obvious: Ibn 

Taymiyya interprets these verses, originally addressed to the Meccan pagans, as 

being applicable also to latter-day philosophers and theologians, whose premises 

and arguments he considers specious and whom he therefore believes to be 

“speaking of God without knowledge” on the basis of “vain argument,” disputing 

with each other “concerning the truth after it was made manifest” (i.e., through 

the clear language of the Qur’an and Sunna), and therefore weakening and un-

dermining, rather than strengthening and reinforcing, the truths plainly revealed 

to the community on the tongue of His final prophet.    

 

From Argument 21: 
 

Putting the rational opinions of men above revelation is tantamount to belying 

the prophets and opens the door to disbelief. Ibn Taymiyya paraphrases al-

Shahrasta>ni> as saying, at the beginning of his famous heresiographical work al-

Milal wa-l-nih}al, that the root of every evil lies in opposing revelation with mere 

opinion and putting one’s own biases and whims above the revealed texts.
131

 Ibn 

Taymiyya then cites five fairly lengthy Qur’anic verses in support of this no-

tion.
132

 He explains that revelation is divided into two types of speech: impera-

tive (insha>’i>) and declarative (ikhba>ri>). The key to happiness and success consists 

in believing wholeheartedly in the declarative part and obeying unreservedly the 

imperative part, while the key to misery lies in opposing both with one’s own 

opinion (ra’y) and biased whim (hawa>) and giving priority to these over the de-

clarative and imperative dictates of revelation. Those among the mutakallimu>n 

and speculative thinkers who have strayed, explains Ibn Taymiyya, have done so 

with respect to the declarative part by opposing what God has declared regarding 

Himself and His creation with their own reasoning and opinions. Those who 

have strayed among the ascetics (ahl al-‘iba>da) and the legal scholars (ahl al-

fiqh) have done so with respect to the imperative aspect of revelation by oppos-
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ing what God has commanded with their own “shari>‘a” based on their personal 

opinions and whims. The main point here, says Ibn Taymiyya, is that opposing 

revelation in either of these two aspects with one’s own opinions and caprices is 

what disbelievers do, as shown in numerous Qur’anic verses,
133

 in addition to a 

hadith stating: “Vain disputation (mira>’) with respect to the Qur’an is disbe-

lief.”
134

 These statements, says Ibn Taymiyya, apply to any of those who enter 

into disputation about the Qur’an and give preference to their own opinions 

above its plain meaning, even if only inadvertently, i.e., by taking positions 

which, in effect, give priority to their reason – understood as their own biased 

and misguided reason and not, of course, pure reason proper (‘aql s}ari>h}) – over 

the texts of revelation. This applies even to someone who holds a position that 

leads to argumentation and doubt merely by entailment (man qa>la ma> yu>jibu al-

mirya wa-l-shakk), let alone someone who explicitly claims that his reasoning 

and opinion are to be given priority over the texts of the Qur’an and Sunna. 

 

Argument 22: 
 

According to this argument, God censures those whom He censures among the 

disbelievers on account of their turning away from the path of God and seeking 

crookedness in it. Ibn Taymiyya cites four Qur’anic passages
135

 in illustration of 

this idea. All these verses concern those who turn, or divert others, away from 

God’s path, which Ibn Taymiyya defines as that with which God has dispatched 

His messengers, both in terms of the propositional content thereof and the im-

perative religious and ethical commands and prohibitions of revelation. One who 

tells people not to believe in or obey the prophets even in an abstract sense (man 

naha> al-na>s nahyan mujarradan) is guilty of doing this, so what of someone who 

calls people not to believe in that which has been revealed to the prophets, argu-

ing that his own reasoning contradicts it and is to be given priority over it? Fur-

thermore, anyone who claims that sound reason, which it is incumbent upon men 
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to follow, contradicts revelation and that “God’s path” consists in following such 

“reason,” has “sought crookedness” in the path of God,
136

 since he is seeking to 

rectify the alleged crookedness (of revelation) and redress its diversion from the 

truth by means of explaining revelation “correctly” on the basis of his own rea-

soning, implying that the divinely revealed path (al-sabi>l al-shar‘iyya al-

sam‘iyya) transmitted on the authority of the Prophets is not straight but crook-

ed, and that the straight path is the one newly innovated by those who contra-

vene the methods and explicit propositional content of revelation. 

 

Argument 23: 
 

In this argument, Ibn Taymiyya cites many verses about how the Prophet has 

been sent to make a clear declaration (bala>gh mubi>n) of truth and to guide people 

to a way that is straight, and that if the obvious meaning of what he brought 

were contradicted by sound reason, then he would not have fulfilled these func-

tions, having mislead people rather than guiding them aright. If the position of 

the negationists is correct, remarks Ibn Taymiyya, it is patently known that the 

texts of revelation do not indicate this negationism in such a way as to have led 

people to it in a clear and unambiguous way. Quite to the contrary, says Ibn 

Taymiyya, what revelation indicates is nothing but clear and unambiguous af-

firmationism with respect to God’s attributes in a manner so patent as to be ad-

mitted by the generality of people to indicate such in a conclusive and definitive 

manner. Even the Mu‘tazila and other like “negationists” concede that such is 

the obvious and apparent meaning of scripture, so if negationism is correct, alt-

hough the texts clearly endorse an affirmationist stance, this would make the 

Prophet equivalent to someone who knew the truth but suppressed it, manifest-

ing instead its polar opposite. Such a position, Ibn Taymiyya concludes, stands 

in open contradiction to the tenets of the message brought by the Prophet, the 
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contradiction being so clear as to count among those elements that are “known 

by necessity to be part and parcel of the religion” of Islam.
137
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CHAPTER 4 

S{AH}I >H } AL-MANQU >L, OR 

‘WHAT IS REVELATION?’ 

 

“Never did We dispatch an envoy but with a message in the language of his 

people, that he might make it clear to them” 

 

Qur’an (Ibra>hi>m) 14:4 

 

I. Introduction 

 

e have spoken in previous chapters of an alleged conflict between 

reason and revelation. Yet the notion that “reason” might contra-

dict “revelation” means very little until we determine precisely 

how each of these two entities is defined and exactly what each is allegedly say-

ing that is deemed to contradict the other. When philosophers, theologians, and 

others assert a contradiction between reason and revelation, this typically entails 

that what are taken to be the unimpeachable conclusions of reason are found to 

be incongruent with the “literal” (h}aqi>qa) or “outward” (z}a>hir) sense of the re-

vealed texts – most importantly, for Ibn Taymiyya, what those texts assert about 

the nature and attributes of God. Such thinkers, as we have seen, essentially take 

reason and its deliverances as primary, requiring that the language of the re-

vealed texts be (re)interpreted in congruence with reason. In other words, for the 

philosophers and rationalistic mutakallimu>n, the meaning of revelation is ulti-

mately determined not by anything inherent in the texts themselves, but on the 

basis of allegedly certain and universal rational conclusions reached independent-

ly of the texts. Such conclusions can – and, in fact, often do (to a greater or less-

er extent depending on the school in question) – contradict the plain sense of 

revelation, which is then declared to harbor a “true” meaning understood, ex-

pectedly, to be precisely that which has been derived through reason. This ten-

dency is exhibited in its most extreme form by the fala>sifa, for whom, as we re-

W 
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call, revelation is reduced to the status of an ethical motivator for the masses by 

means of pictorial representations while essentially being denied any real role as 

a purveyor of metaphysical, ontological, or even theological truths – truths that, 

in the final analysis, can be known (by the elect few) solely through reason and 

reason alone. Less extreme manifestations of this tendency mark not only the 

Mu‘tazilite school as a whole, but even later new-school Ash‘ari> orthodoxy as 

represented, for instance, by the enthusiastically rationalistic Fakhr al-Di>n al-

Ra>zi>. 

In diametric opposition to this tendency, Ibn Taymiyya insists that the 

true meanings of the revealed texts are, in one manner or another, entirely em-

bedded within the language of those texts themselves – obviating (or at least 

minimizing) the need to appeal, for a proper understanding of revelation, to any 

factors or considerations extrinsic to the texts, including – indeed, especially – 

the deliverances of abstract rational speculation as practiced by the philosophers 

and theologians. We have seen in previous chapters that Ibn Taymiyya’s overrid-

ing concern in the Dar’ is to defend a plain-sense understanding and straightfor-

ward affirmation of the divine attributes affirmed of God in revelation, motivat-

ed by an impetus to stave off at any cost the negation (nafy) or neutralization 

(ta‘t}i>l) of any of the said attributes on the part of the rationalists. This, he af-

firms insistently, was the consensus approach and understanding of the Salaf and 

for that reason remains uniquely authoritative throughout time. We recall further 

that the “rational objections” raised by various schools usually involve the claim 

that a given revealed attribute (such as the possession of a hand or face, or the 

act of descending or settling on the throne), if affirmed of God in accordance 

with the obvious sense (z}a>hir) of the texts, would entail a “likening” (tamthi>l) or 

“assimilation” (tashbi>h) of God to created beings, thus infringing upon the radi-

cal uniqueness of His divinity and His utter dissimilarity from anything tainted 

by createdness, contingency, or limitariness of any kind. Yet if Ibn Taymiyya’s 

project consists essentially in affirming and defending a plain-sense reading of 

scripture while attempting to confute the “rational objections” alleged to dis-

qualify such a reading, does this make of him no more than the simple-minded 
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and crass literalist his detractors have so often made him out to be? Ibn Taymiy-

ya for his part – and for all his insistent and unabashed affirmationism – in no 

wise sees himself as a mushabbih, or “assimilator,” and in fact is explicit in his 

condemnation of any view or doctrine that he considers to entail tashbi>h or 

tamthi>l. But how, then, does he propose to base the interpretation of revelation 

exclusively on textual and linguistic factors without falling prey to a reactionary 

and unbending literalism? How does he purport to disavow ta’wi>l in favor of the 

“apparent sense” (z}a>hir) of the texts without succumbing to the odious assimila-

tionism of tashbi>h? How, finally, does he attempt to make a plausible case for 

the hermeneutical independence of the texts from the conclusions of abstract 

reason without undercutting his larger project, which consists not of excluding 

reason, but of rehabilitating it and demonstrating its inherent congruence with 

revealed scripture? 

The answer to these and similar questions requires that we piece together 

and elaborate a Taymiyyan theory of the meaning of revelation, for prior to tak-

ing up the question of whether revelation asserts anything that conflicts with 

reason, we must naturally first know what it is that revelation affirms. What, 

then, are the overriding principles of Ibn Taymiyya’s hermeneutics of revelation 

as elaborated and employed by him in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud}? In brief, Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s approach to the interpretation of revelation – and indeed of language gener-

ally – can be said to rest upon the twin pillars of context (siya>q, qara>’in) and 

convention (‘urf), backed up by the discrete interpretive utterances of the Salaf 

and predicated on the preeminent clarity and lack of ambiguity implicit in reve-

lation’s repeated characterization of itself as “clear” and “manifest” (mubi>n).
1
 

 In the following sections, we shall first examine Ibn Taymiyya’s notion 

of the contextual interpretation of language, which is a paramount feature of his 

hermeneutics. This will necessarily involve us in a brief preliminary discussion of 

the question of whether or not language contains metaphor (maja>z), Ibn Taymiy-

                                                 
1
 “Mubi>n” for Ibn Taymiyya essentially means: fully self-explaining, without need for recourse to 

extra-textual sources such as abstract reason. See the paragraph at Dar’, V: 373-374 for a good 

statement about why it must be the case that revelation is clear and manifest in the sense 

understood by Ibn Taymiyya. 
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ya’s alleged denial of which has gone a long way in earning him the reputation of 

unsophisticated literalist he early acquired among circles not directly and inti-

mately familiar with his work. But if Ibn Taymiyya is found to reject ta’wi>l 

along with the notion of metaphor presupposed on its behalf by the philosophers 

and later theologians, then what of the famous Qur’anic verse (Q. 3:7) concern-

ing muh}kam (supposedly “clear”) and mutasha>bih (supposedly “ambiguous”) 

verses claimed to endorse, alternately, ta’wi>l or the related procedure of tafwi>d}? 

And how does Ibn Taymiyya attempt to get away with rejecting the notion of 

metaphor as traditionally understood while, once again, avoiding crass literal-

ism? An exploration of these and related questions will be followed by an exam-

ination of several illustrations of Ibn Taymiyya’s contextual hermeneutics as 

brought to bear on representative “problematic” texts from the Qur’an and had-

ith normally deemed unsalvageable without recourse to ta’wi>l as understood by 

the later tradition. 

 The latter portion of the chapter will take up the second principal pillar of 

Ibn Taymiyya’s interpretive theory, grounded in the prizing of linguistic conven-

tion (‘urf) over rational speculation in fixing the interpretation of words and 

texts. In this vein, we shall first explore Ibn Taymiyya’s theoretical reasons for 

the prioritization of convention in the interpretation of scripture, then consider 

the various ways in which language conventions change over generations and 

across various technical specializations, giving rise to “vague and ambiguous 

terms” (alfa>z} mujmala mushtabiha) that Ibn Taymiyya holds responsible for nu-

merous grave distortions in the understanding of scripture. Such importance does 

Ibn Taymiyya attach to this notion of “ambiguous terms” that he goes so far as 

to contend that “the majority of disagreements among rational thinkers can be 

reduced to a question of vague and ambiguous terminology.”
2
 Correspondingly, 

Ibn Taymiyya asserts that a proper clarification and analysis of terms is often 

sufficient to settle a significant number of theological and philosophical disa-

greements. After a discussion of the method Ibn Taymiyya employs for disam-

                                                 
2
 Dar’, I: 233, 299.  
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biguating such expressions, we shall close with an illustration of this method in 

practice via Ibn Taymiyya’s analysis and his deconstruction of the key terms 

“wa>h}id ” (‘one’), “tawh}i>d ” (‘oneness of God’), and “tarki>b” (‘composition’) so 

hotly contested in Islamic theological and philosophical circles prior to and dur-

ing his time.           

    

II. Ta’wi>l and the Meaning of Qur’an 3:7 

 

Ibn Taymiyya, as we have mentioned, claims that revelation is fully independent 

in conveying its meanings with certitude, yet this contention fails to answer the 

question of how it is we can determine what those meanings are. In fact, one 

may contend, we know from the texts themselves that they contain metaphorical 

usages, that some texts are clear and others ambiguous, and that the ambiguous 

passages have a non-apparent meaning that can be determined through the appli-

cation of ta’wi>l. Not so, Ibn Taymiyya would argue; the texts do not, in fact, en-

dorse what is meant by “ta’wi>l ” in the (later) usage of the philosophers and mu-

takallimu>n. Ibn Taymiyya seeks to substantiate this view by calling to witness 

numerous early authorities vouching for only two meanings of ta’wi>l, to the ex-

clusion of the third technical (is}t}ila>h}i>) meaning that involves deflecting a word 

from its apparent (z}a>hir) to a non-apparent, or metaphorical (maja>z), meaning. 

Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya contends, an inductive survey of the stated positions 

(aqwa>l) of the Salaf reveals that the early authoritative generations did not en-

gage in ta’wi>l in the manner of the later philosophers and theologians, but rather 

that they resolutely affirmed the obvious sense of the texts, albeit while admit-

ting that the modality, or the “how,” of certain unseen realities – most promi-

nently, the divine attributes – indeed lay beyond the ken of full human intelligi-

bility. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya maintains, the Salaf did not even engage in 

tafwi>d} with respect to the meanings of Qur’anic verses. If anything, they made 

ta’wi>l and tafwi>d} of the modality, or the “how” (kayfiyya), of certain matters 

asserted in scripture, but never, according to Ibn Taymiyya, of the meaning 

(ma‘na>) or the (straightforward) explanation (tafsi>r) of what is being asserted. 
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The Meaning of “Ta’wi>l” 
 

 The majority of later Islamic theological and philosophical writings, and 

indeed the majority of Western academic studies, take for granted that the 

Qur’an, by its own declaration, is composed of two main types of verses, “clear” 

and “ambiguous,” and that these latter are susceptible of a “metaphorical inter-

pretation” at variance with their apparent sense and in which their true signifi-

cance lies. Support for this view is normally sought in Qur’an (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:7, 

which speaks of “a>ya>t muh}kama>t,” declared to be the “mother of the Book” 

(umm al-kita>b), and “others that are mutasha>bih,” castigating those who, on ac-

count of a waywardness in their hearts, follow the mutasha>biha>t, seeking thereby 

to arouse discord and to discover the “ta’wi>l ” of said verses.
3
 The remainder of 

verse 3:7, read with a pause alternatively in one or the other of two critical junc-

tures, declares the ta’wi>l of such verses to be known either by God alone, or by 

God “and those firmly grounded in knowledge” (al-ra>sikhu>na fi> al-‘ilm), presum-

ably those possessing knowledge in religion, the ‘ulama>’.4 Later scholars normal-

ly conclude that if the verse is read such that the ta’wi>l is known only by God, 

then the appropriate stance of the believer in the face of a mutasha>bih verse is 

tafwi>d}, namely, declaring the apparent sense inoperative while refraining from 

offering a specific alternative explanation of what the verse might mean. Those 

who read the verse such that the “ra>sikhu>na fi> al-‘ilm” are also said to know the 

ta’wi>l generally understand this as an invitation for specialized religious scholars 

– those “firmly grounded in knowledge” – to search for and suggest possible al-

                                                 
3
 For a fairly detailed discussion of the rise of ta’wi>l and different positions taken on the meaning 

of Qur’an 3:7, see al-Katta>ni>, Jadal al-‘aql wa-l-naql, I: 549-553. 
4
 The full verse reads: “He it is Who has sent down to thee the Book. In it are verses that are 

‘muh}kam’; they are the mother of the Book. Others are ‘mutasha>bih.’ But those in whose hearts 

is perversity follow the part thereof that is mutasha>bih, seeking discord and searching for its 

ta’wi>l; but none knows its ta’wi>l except God. And those firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We 

believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord;’ and none shall grasp the message but men 

of understanding.” The alternate punctuation of the recited verse yields: “but none knows its 

ta’wi>l except God and those firmly grounded in knowledge; they say …” Though English 

translations generally render the word “muh}kam” by “clear,” “mutasha>bih” by “ambiguous” (or 

even “allegorical”) and “ta’wi>l ” by “interpretation,” we have purposely left these terms 

untranslated since their exact significance is precisely what is at issue for Ibn Taymiyya and 

forms our main concern in the current section. 
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ternative, metaphorical meanings of the verse in question. It is normally stipulat-

ed that the non-literal or metaphorical meaning suggested must conform to the 

known conventions of the Arabic language. Further, it is generally considered 

prudent for the interpreting scholar to refrain from claiming certain knowledge 

that a given suggested meaning is definitively what the verse means, but rather, 

more modestly, simply to suggest that such a meaning may possibly be the in-

tended one, while admitting that the true meaning intended by God is ultimately 

known with certitude by Him alone. Yet the Qur’an does not indicate precisely 

which verses are muh}kam and which are mutasha>bih. The later tradition none-

theless generally identifies the putatively “ambiguous” verses as those whose 

apparent meaning (z}a>hir) has been determined, typically on the strength of a so-

called “rational objection” (mu‘a>rid} ‘aqli>), to be impossible, thus necessitating 

an abandonment of the apparent meaning in favor of either ta’wi>l or tafwi>d}. Pre-

cisely which verses were to be counted as mutasha>bih and therefore open to in-

terpretation was, naturally, the subject of much debate, fueled by various 

schools’ contending doctrines regarding the nature and dictates of reason and the 

scope of its prerogative to adjudicate over the meaning of the revealed texts. 

 Ibn Taymiyya, for his part, rejects out of hand this definition of ta’wi>l 

and the procedure of metaphorical interpretation practiced under its umbrella.
5
 

He counters that the eventual standard definition of ta’wi>l as “the deflection of a 

word from its preponderant meaning to a non-preponderant meaning on the basis 

of a relevant proof (li-dali>l yaqtarinu bihi)”6
 represents a technical usage origi-

nating only in the academic convention of the later philosophers and theologians 

and unknown to the Salaf and the early scholars of tafsi>r, in whose language the 

Qur’an was revealed and in light of whose conventions it must therefore be un-

                                                 
5
 For Ibn Taymiyya’s main discussions of ta’wi>l (and tafwi>d}), see Argument 16 at Dar’, I: 201-

208; Argument 27 at ibid., V: 234-241; and also ibid., V: 380-382 (part of Argument 41). 
6
 “s}arf al-lafz} ‘an al-ih}tima>l al-ra>jih} ila> al-ih}tima>l al-marju>h}” (cited at ibid., V: 235, l. 3-4 and 

again at ibid., V: 382, l. 13-14). The addition “li-dali>l yaqtarinu bihi ” is found at ibid., I: 206, l. 

7. An alternatively worded definition is given by Ibn Taymiyya in another spot, namely: “s}arf al-
lafz} ‘an al-ma‘na> al-madlu>l ‘alayhi al-mafhu>m minhu ila> ma‘na> yukha>lifu dha>lik” (ibid., I: 206, l. 

3-4), which reduces, for him, to “deflecting the texts from what they properly connote” (s}arf al-
nus}u>s} ‘an muqtad}a>ha>) (ibid., V: 380, l. 7), and shortly thereafter, “s}arf al-nus}u>s} ‘an muqtad}a>ha> 
wa-madlu>liha> wa-ma‘na>ha> ” (ibid., V: 382, l. 2-3). 
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derstood. This being the case, Ibn Taymiyya argues, it is entirely illegitimate to 

read the later technical sense of “ta’wi>l ” back into the Qur’an as if it could pos-

sibly have been the meaning intended by the Book’s Author and understood by 

its initial recipient audience. But what, then, is the meaning of “ta’wi>l ” if not 

the widely accepted sense of “metaphorical interpretation” taken for granted by 

the later tradition? 

Ibn Taymiyya calls upon a wide range of evidence to establish that the 

word “ta’wi>l ” – as employed by the 7
th

-century inhabitants of the Hijaz, whose 

language habits form the linguistic matrix presupposed by revelation – originally 

carried only two possible meanings,
7
 neither of which has anything to do with 

the third, specialized meaning acquired by the word when adopted as a technical 

term by latter-day theologians and philosophers. The first of these meanings, ac-

cording to Ibn Taymiyya, is “explication” (tafsi>r) and “clarification” (baya>n), 

which Ibn Taymiyya defines in turn as a straightforward explanation of the ap-

parent sense, or simply the “meaning” (ma‘na>), of revelation “as found in the 

work of al-T{abari> and others,” and in another spot, “knowledge of what is meant 

by speech such that it can be contemplated, grasped by the mind, and under-

stood.”
8
 The second original meaning carried by the word “ta’wi>l ” in the con-

vention of the Companions and the Salaf refers to the “ultimate reality of that to 

which the speech pertains” (h}aqi>qat ma> ya’u>lu ilayhi al-kala>m9
). In another spot, 

Ibn Taymiyya renders this second meaning as “the reality of a thing, like its 

‘how’ (modality), which is known only unto God,”
10

 and in yet another spot, he 

further clarifies that the “ta’wi>l ” of those verses pertaining to God and the un-

seen realities (particularly of the Last Day) represents the “very (ontological) 

                                                 
7
 For these two meanings as exhausting the original definition of “ta’wi>l,” see ibid., V: 234, l. 9-

13. 
8
 “ma‘rifat al-mura>d bi-l-kala>m h}atta> yutadabbara wa-yu‘qala wa-yufqah” (ibid., V: 382, l. 10-

11). 
9
 In another spot: “al-h}aqi>qa allati> ya’u>lu ilayhi al-khit}a>b” (ibid., V: 382, l. 4-5). 

10
 “h}aqi>qat al-shay’ ka-l-kayfiyya allati> la> ya‘lamuha> illa> Alla>h” (ibid., VII: 328, l. 10-11). See 

also ibid., V: 382, l. 8-12. An alternative wording, “al-h}aqi>qa allati> hiya nafs ma> huwa ‘alayhi fi> 
al-kha>rij,” is found at ibid., IX: 24, l. 8-9. 
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reality” (nafs al-h}aqi>qa) of the topics mentioned in such verses.
11

 With respect to 

God, this refers to the quintessential reality of His essence and attributes (kunh 

dha>tihi wa-s}ifa>tihi), which is only known unto Him.
12

 

Ibn Taymiyya establishes this dual definition of “ta’wi>l ” primarily on the 

strength of statements by the Companions and early mufassiru>n explicitly defin-

ing “ta’wi>l ” as such, as well as on the basis of tafsi>r given by the Companions 

and early mufassiru>n of Qur’anic verses other than 3:7 that also employ the term 

“ta’wi>l.” In establishing the meaning of “ta’wi>l ” among the early mufassiru>n, 

Ibn Taymiyya appeals to Muja>hid, the “leader of the exegetes” (ima>m ahl al-

tafsi>r), who is said to have asked Ibn ‘Abba>s to provide him the “tafsi>r” of the 

entire Qur’an, which he did (wa-fassarahu lahu).
13

 It is further reported, Ibn 

Taymiyya informs us, that Muja>hid used to maintain that those firmly grounded 

in knowledge (al-ra>sikhu>na fi> al-‘ilm) know the “ta’wi>l ” of the Qur’an, meaning, 

Ibn Taymiyya comments, the tafsi>r thereof, like that bequeathed to Muja>hid by 

Ibn ‘Abba>s.
14

 It is also ta’wi>l in the sense of tafsi>r that, Ibn Taymiyya reports, is 

endorsed by Ibn Qutayba and others who uphold that those firmly grounded in 

knowledge (and not only God alone) are capable of knowing the “ta’wi>l ” of the 

mutasha>bih verses. In addition to Muja>hid and Ibn Qutayba, the position of plac-

ing the pause in verse 3:7 after the ra>sikhu>na fi> al-‘ilm, such that they too (in ad-

dition to God) are said to know the ta’wi>l of the mutasha>biha>t, was likewise re-

ported of Ibn ‘Abba>s, Muh}ammad b. Ja‘far, and Ibn Ish}a>q, among others.
15

 The 

alternative position – that of setting the pause after “Alla>h,” such that the ta’wi>l 

is only known unto God – was reported also to have been held by Ibn ‘Abba>s, in 

                                                 
11

 “wa-amma> ta’wi>l ma> akhbara Alla>h bihi ‘an nafsihi wa-‘an al-yawm al-a>khir fa-huwa nafs al-
h}aqi>qa allati> akhbara ‘anha> ” (ibid., I: 207, l. 4-5). See also ibid., V: 382, l. 4-7 and ibid., IX: 24, l. 

8-9 (“al-h}aqi>qa allati> hiya nafs ma> huwa ‘alayhi fi> al-kha>rij ”). 
12

 “wa-dha>lika fi> h}aqq Alla>h huwa kunh dha>tihi wa-s}ifa>tihi allati> la> ya‘lamuha> ghayruhu.” (ibid., 

I: 207, l. 5). See also ibid., V: 382, l. 6-7, where Ibn Taymiyya explains that “the ta’wi>l [of 

verses] pertaining to God is none other than His own Holy Self [or essence] qualified by His 

exalted attributes.” (“wa-ta’wi>l ma> akhbara bihi ‘an nafsihi huwa nafsuhu al-muqaddasa al-
maws}u>fa bi-s}ifa>tihi al-‘aliyya”). 
13

 Dar’, V: 381, l. 16. Muja>hid is reported to have said: “I read (‘arad}tu) the mus}h}af to Ibn ‘Abba>s 

from beginning to end, stopping him at every verse and asking him about it.” (See Dar’, I: 208, l. 

7-8). 
14

 See Dar’, V: 381, l. 15-17.  
15

 Ibid., I: 205, l. 13-15.  
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addition to such eminent early authorities as Ubayy b. Ka‘b, Ibn Mas‘u>d, 

‘A<’isha, and ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, among others.
16

 According to Ibn Taymiyya, 

whenever the verse was read with the pause after “al-ra>sikhu>na fi> al-‘ilm,” the 

ta’wi>l that the firmly grounded in knowledge were declared to know was always 

interpreted by the Companions and the Salaf as none other than (straightfor-

ward) tafsi>r, such that whoever had knowledge of the tafsi>r of the Qur’an could 

be said, synonymously, to have knowledge of its ta’wi>l.17
 In contrast, whenever 

the verse was read with the pause after “Alla>h,” the ta’wi>l  of which none but 

God is said to have knowledge was, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, consistently inter-

preted by the Companions and the Salaf in accordance with the second of the 

two acceptations of the term cited above, namely, knowledge of the ontological 

reality (h}aqi>qa) and the modality (kayfiyya) of the unseen, whether this pertain 

to matters such as the events of the Day of Judgment or to matters such as the 

essence and attributes of God. This bialternating interpretation of the term 

“ta’wi>l,” Ibn Taymiyya maintains, was determined and imposed by none other 

than the Companions’ shared understanding of the “conventional language 

known amongst them,” which admitted of only the two previously mentioned 

meanings as indicated in their own statements and those of the early mufassiru>n, 

to the exclusion of the “specialized technical meaning of ta’wi>l ” as developed 

and employed by the later philosophers and theologians.
18

 For Ibn Taymiyya, 

then, it is not a question of h}aqi>qa (“literal”) versus maja>z (“metaphorical”), as 

for the later tradition, but rather “h}aqi>qa” (in the sense of the ontological reality 

and modality of a thing’s external existence) versus “ma‘na> ” (in the sense of 

straightforward lexical significance). Unlike the h}aqi>qa-maja>z distinction, the 

h}aqi>qa-ma‘na>  pair are not mutually exclusive contraries, but rather two distinct 

and complementary aspects of any given reality – the one semantic and notional, 

the other existential and ontological.  

                                                 
16

 Ibid., I: 205, l. 12-13. 
17

 “wa-mithl ha>dha> al-ta’wi>l ya‘lamuhu man ya‘lamu tafsi>r al-Qur’a>n.” (ibid., V: 381, l. 14). 
18

 “ka>nu> yatakallamu>na bi-lughatihim al-ma‘ru>fa baynahum wa-lam yakun lafz} al-ta’wi>l 
‘indahum yura>du bihi ma‘na> al-ta’wi>l al-is}t}ila>h}i> al-kha>s}s}.” (ibid., I: 206, l. 2-3). 
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In addition to the early authorities of tafsi>r, Ibn Taymiyya calls to wit-

ness several other reports (a>tha>r) of the Companions in order to round out and 

complete his mapping of the original semantic field covered by the word 

“ta’wi>l.” He explains that “ta’wi>l,” when used with respect to imperative speech 

(command or prohibition), is the actual doing of the thing commanded or refrain-

ing from the thing prohibited.
19

 In support of this meaning, he cites Sufya>n b. 

‘Uyayna, who reportedly said: “al-sunna ta’wi>l al-amr wa-l-nahy,” which is ap-

parently to be taken to mean that proper conformity to the prophetic sunna en-

tails a careful observance of the commands and prohibitions of the Islamic faith. 

A further report from ‘A<’isha as well as one from ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr provide 

supplementary evidence for this meaning of “ta’wi>l.”20
 Ibn Taymiyya’s point in 

citing this array of evidence is that in no known circumstance of the term’s use 

among the Companions and early Salaf was the word “ta’wi>l ” ever employed to 

indicate suspension of a word’s apparent, well-known signification (z}a>hir, ra>jih}) 

in favor of deflection to a non-apparent (mu’awwal, marju>h}) or metaphorical 

(maja>z) meaning, but rather was always used either in the sense of “explanation” 

(tafsi>r), or in the sense of the ultimate reality of a thing or the final outcome of 

an affair. It is for this reason, explains Ibn Taymiyya, that Ma>lik, Rabi>‘a, and 

others used to say, with respect to phrases such as “al-Rah}ma>nu ‘ala> al-‘arsh 

istawa> ”21
 or “thumma ’stawa> ‘ala> al-‘arsh”

22
: “God’s settling [on the throne] is 

known (al-istiwa>’ ma‘lu>m), but the modality of it is unknown (al-kayf 

majhu>l).”23
 In other words, the lexical signification (ma‘na>) of the phrase “istawa> 

‘ala> al-‘arsh” – according to the speech convention of the Arabs – is known 

(ma‘lu>m), but the modality of how such an action pertains to God, who is utterly 

dissimilar to any created being, is unknown to us (huwa al-majhu>l lana>).24
 It is 

the metaphysical and ontological modality – and therefore the ultimate “reality” 

(h}aqi>qa) – of God’s settling that, according to Ibn Taymiyya, constitutes the 

                                                 
19

 “huwa nafs fi‘l al-ma’mu>r bihi wa-tark al-manhi> ‘anhu” (ibid., I: 206, l. 18-19). 
20

 See ibid., I: 206, l. 19 – 207, l. 3. 
21

 Qur’an (T{a>ha>) 20:5. 
22

 Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:54. 
23

 See Dar’, I: 207, l. 6; ibid., V: 382, l. 9; ibid., VII: 328, l. 11. 
24

 Ibid., V: 235, l. 2. 
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ta’wi>l that is known only unto God, not the lexical significance of the phrase 

“istawa> ‘ala al-‘arsh,” the ta’wi>l of which, under this aspect, is known to us as 

well. Were the lexical signification of the verse, understood according to the lin-

guistic convention of the Salaf, not known to us, Ibn Taymiyya argues, then the 

verse would simply have no determinable meaning for us whatsoever, an eventu-

ality precluded by the fact of revelation’s signature clarity (baya>n) and lack of 

ambiguity. In support of this stance, Ibn Taymiyya appeals to Ibn al-Ma>jishu>n, 

Ah}mad b. H{anbal, “and others of the Salaf” who used to say, “We do not know 

the ‘how’ (kayfiyya) of what God has stated about Himself, even though we do 

know its explanation (tafsi>rahu) and its meaning (ma‘na>hu).”
25

 Indeed, says Ibn 

Taymiyya, al-H{asan al-Bas}ri> reportedly stated that “No verse did God reveal ex-

cept He desired that it should be known what He meant by it.”
26

 Ah}mad b. 

H{anbal, correspondingly, “explicated (fassara) all of the mutasha>bih verses in the 

Qur’an and clarified what was meant by them.”
27

 By contrast, the third, tech-

nical meaning of “ta’wi>l” involving deflection to metaphorical interpretation 

was, according to Ibn Taymiyya, considered by the Salaf and early authorities to 

be “invalid and devoid of any reality (or truth)” (ba>t}il la> h}aqi>qa lahu)
28

 and 

amounts indeed, Ibn Taymiyya concludes, to “distorting words from their true 

intended meanings”
29

 and “disavowing God’s names and (revealed) verses.”
30

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 Ibid., I: 207, l. 6-8. See also ibid., V: 234, l. 14-16, and further at ibid., V: 235, l. 1-2, where Ibn 

Taymiyya explains that “knowledge of [the meaning of] “istiwa>’ ” (‘settling’) is a question of 

tafsi>r, which is the ta’wi>l of which we have knowledge. As for the modality [thereof] (al-kayf), 
this is the ta’wi>l of which only God has knowledge and which is unknown (majhu>l) to us.” 
26

 “ma> anzala Alla>h a>ya illa> wa-huwa yuh}ibbu an yu‘lama ma> ara>da biha> ” (ibid., I: 208, l. 9-10). 
27

 Ibid., I: 207, l. 9-11. 
28

 Ibid., V: 382, l. 15. 
29

 “tah}ri>f al-kalim ‘an mawa>d}i‘ihi,” borrowed from several Qur’anic passages indicting past 

communities for distorting their respective scriptures. See, for instance, Qur’an (al-Nisa>’) 4:46 

and Q. (al-Ma>’ida) 5:13. 
30

 “al-ilh}a>d fi> asma>’ Alla>h wa-a>ya>tihi,” an allusion to Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:180 and Q. (Fus}s}ilat) 

41:40.  
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III. The Centrality of Context and Ibn Taymiyya’s 

“Contextual Ta’wi>l ” 

 

We have seen in the preceding section that, according to Ibn Taymiyya, the texts 

of revelation do not allow for ta’wi>l (or even tafwi>d}) in the sense employed by 

later thinkers, which presumes the presence of metaphorical meaning arrived at 

by diverting from a primary (h}aqi>qa) significance to a secondary, metaphorical 

(maja>z) meaning. Are we then to understand that, for Ibn Taymiyya, there is no 

such thing as metaphorical usage, either in language as a whole or in the texts of 

revelation in particular – in other words, that there is no such thing as the equiv-

alent of what is meant by ta’wi>l in the later tradition? Answering this important 

question requires a careful examination of Ibn Taymiyya’s views on the centrali-

ty of context in determining the meaning of language and texts – with linguistic 

factors determinative throughout – as opposed to primary vs. secondary mean-

ings, with reason playing the decisive role in determining which meaning is in-

tended.
31

 Ibn Taymiyya advances, in effect, a two-pronged argument concerning 

context, one addressing the use of language per se and the other addressing the 

specific case of the language and texts of revelation. 

Regarding the former, when Ibn Taymiyya argues that there is no “meta-

phor” (maja>z) in language – and hence no ta’wi>l as understood by the later tradi-

tion – he is not arguing that words can mean one and only one thing, or that they 

must always be taken in their “literal” sense – that sense which the tradition 

normally refers to as the primary or literal (h}aqi>qa, z}a>hir, ra>jih}) meaning of the 

word. Rather, he maintains that the distinction between “literal” and “non-

literal” meanings is, in fact, an artificial one, a mental construct entirely di-

vorced from the way language actually functions in the real world. How is this 

so? Ibn Taymiyya, for his part, is fully aware of the fact that many words in a 

given language can be – and often are – used to connote a number of different 

meanings, admitting a homonymy in language that, however, he would be loath 

                                                 
31

 For a detailed discussion of closely related themes, see Mohamed Mohamed Yunis Ali, 

Medieval Islamic Pragmatics: Sunni Legal Theorists’ Models of Textual Communication 

(Richmond: Curzon, 2000), Ch. 4, “Ibn Taymiyyah’s Contextual Theory of Interpretation,” pp. 

87-140. 
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to classify as “metaphorical.” He realizes and accepts, for instance, that the con-

ventions of the Arabic language allow that the word “yad ” (‘hand’) may, in 

many contexts, be used to mean quite other than the five-fingered appendage of 

flesh and bone found at the ends of human arms. Depending on context, for ex-

ample, it may be used to mean “help” (as in English: “Can you give me a 

hand?”), or perhaps “collusion” (as in English: “She certainly had a hand in 

this!”). What Ibn Taymiyya rejects, however, is the notion that words possess – 

entirely independently of context – particular “literal” or “real” or “primary” 

meanings, which we then in certain circumstances – often motivated by rational 

considerations – are compelled to abandon in favor of “secondary,” “non-literal,” 

or “metaphorical” meanings. Rather, all meaning, for Ibn Taymiyya – and in 

each and every instance of language use – is determined by context, as judged in 

light of the known, communally shared conventions of the language in question. 

The English word “hand” or the Arabic word “yad ” simply cannot be said to 

connote any particular meaning outside of any context whatsoever – as an isolat-

ed item, say, in a vocabulary list or written up randomly on a chalkboard. Rather, 

in every actual instance in which the word “hand” (or ‘yad ’) is used, it is per-

force employed within a particular context and in the backdrop of a particular 

linguistic convention, and what the speaker means by the word in any given ut-

terance can, in every case, only be determined by considering that context and in 

light of that convention. In other words, even if it so happens that the word 

“hand” is used to mean “five-fingered fleshy appendage” in the great majority of 

instances in which a given speech community might use the word, that still 

would not make of this particular meaning the would-be “preponderant” (ra>jih}) 

or “real” (h}aqi>qa) or “literal” / “apparent” (z}a>hir) sense of the word “hand,” with 

the meanings “help,” “collusion,” etc. being classed as secondary (marju>h}) or 

metaphorical (maja>z) meanings. This is so, once again, because in every instance, 

Ibn Taymiyya maintains, we are only able to determine what is meant by any 

word through considering the context in which it has been used. Thus, if one 

were to say, “I shall wash my hands before dinner,” the real, literal, h}aqi>qa mean-

ing of “hand” in this instance would indeed be the five-fingered appendage at-
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tached to the end of my arm. If, however, one were to ask, “Can you please give 

me a hand?”, then the real, literal, h}aqi>qa sense of “hand” in this instance, as de-

termined definitively and unambiguously by the context, would be no meaning 

other than “help” or “assistance.” Indeed, a person who, upon being asked to 

“give me a hand,” proceeded to cut off his metacarpus at the wrist and offer up 

his actual physical hand, would simply be diagnosed as chronically incapable of 

judging context and/or woefully ignorant of the universally shared conventions 

of the English language. He would in no wise be justified were he to accuse his 

interlocutor of having abandoned clear speech in favor of a vague, or even slight-

ly ambiguous, turn of phrase. Furthermore, since “help” is the only meaning that 

any English speaker would understand in the context in question, then “help,” 

according to Ibn Taymiyya, would be the apparent (z}a>hir), “literal” sense of the 

word in this particular instance. Using the word “hand” to mean “help” would 

not count as “metaphorical” for Ibn Taymiyya since, once again, all possible 

connotations of a given word are h}aqi>qa (“real”) and z}a>hir (“apparent”, “literal”) 

in their respective contexts.
32

 Deflection of meaning (s}arf al-ma‘na>), always neg-

ative in Ibn Taymiyya’s paradigm, would involve a deflection away from what-

ever meaning has been determined – by context, convention, and related texts – 

to be the apparent sense in favor of some other meaning that cannot be defended 

on the basis of the texts, presumably out of a desire to satisfy or accommodate 

an alleged “rational objection” to the primary (and in this sense “z}a>hir”) meaning 

as determined by the relevant factors of context, convention, and related texts. 

Such a deflection can, in fact, only be carried out on the basis of a “scriptural 

proof or indicator” (dali>l shar‘i>), by which Ibn Taymiyya presumably means an-

other text of revelation that throws light on, and qualifies the interpretation of, 

the text in question.
33

 

                                                 
32

 Ibn Taymiyya states explicitly, as a matter of principle, that “when contextual evidence makes 

clear the meaning of a word, then that [meaning] is the apparent (or “literal”) sense [i.e., in that 
context].” (“al-lafz} idha> qurina bihi ma> yubayyinu ma‘na>hu ka>na dha>lika huwa z}a>hirahu”) (Dar’, 
V: 236, l. 2).      
33

 Ibid., V: 233, l. 9-11. 



213 

The foregoing principle of contextual interpretation applies to language 

use in general, representing Ibn Taymiyya’s account of the intrinsic mechanism 

by which meanings are expressed via human language at all times and in all plac-

es. Now, revelation, which represents an expression of meaning addressed to 

human beings in the language of Arabic, necessarily conforms to the same uni-

versal linguistic principles delineated above. That is, the texts of the Qur’an and 

Sunna, just like any other instance of communication via human language, nec-

essarily convey their intended meanings through words (alfa>z}), the meanings of 

which are determined, in each and every instance, as a function of immediate 

context (qara>’in, siya>q al-kala>m) judged in light of the shared linguistic conven-

tion (‘urf) of their original target audience, namely, the Prophet Muh}ammad and 

his immediate Companions. We have seen previously that Ibn Taymiyya lays 

great stress on the fact that revelation, by its own declaration, is eminently clear 

(mubi>n) and devoid of any ambiguity that would obscure its message or impede 

the communication thereof to its intended recipients. Given his theory of mean-

ing and the preeminent role played therein by context, Ibn Taymiyya under-

stands the translucent clarity of revelation to rest on a further principle: namely, 

that the texts of revelation, taken collectively, always contain within them ex-

plicit indications of the meaning intended by “ambiguous” passages.
34

 We may 

denote this principle by the (admittedly unwieldy) term “semantically explicit 

self-contained intertextuality,” as a function of which the revealed texts acquire 

both their signature clarity and, in a major move Ibn Taymiyya makes against 

the rationalists, their full independence from any external factor – particularly 

the deliverances of abstract rational speculation – in conveying the meanings in-

tended by them. 

 

 

 

                                                 
34

 See, for instance, ibid. V: 239, l. 18 – 240, l. 2, where Ibn Taymiyya states: “al-tafsi>r alladhi> 
bihi yu‘rafu al-s}awa>b qad dhukira ma> yadullu ‘alayhi fi> nafs al-khit}a>b, imma> maqru>nan bihi wa-
imma> fi> nas}s} a>khar.” 
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A.  Ibn Taymiyya’s Contextual Ta’wi>l in Practice 
 

How the principle we have called semantically explicit self-contained intertexu-

ality functions for Ibn Taymiyya is best illustrated by examining actual instances 

of its application, instances in which Ibn Taymiyya attempts to sidestep the 

straight literal meaning of “problematic” texts while nevertheless remaining 

firmly on the ground of his linguistic principles and avoiding recourse to purely 

rational considerations. A simple example is the following hadith, reported on 

the authority of Ibn ‘Abba>s: “The Black Stone is God’s right hand on Earth; 

whosoever shakes it and kisses it, it is as if he had shaken and kissed the right 

hand of God.” Though Ibn Taymiyya is skeptical of the authenticity of this had-

ith,
35

 he nonetheless considers it a report whose literal wording, or obvious sense 

(z}a>hir), renders its meaning clear and thus stands in no need of an external indi-

cant (such as a rational objection) to deflect it from its (putative) outward sense 

via ta’wi>l (e.g., in order to avoid the implication that the Black Stone is a divine 

attribute, namely, God’s hand).
36

 Ibn Taymiyya maintains that this hadith is ex-

plicit (s}ari>h}) in affirming that the Black Stone is, in fact, not the hand of God. 

This is so first because the predicative statement “The Black Stone is God’s 

right hand” is restricted by the qualifier “on Earth.” Though Ibn Taymiyya does 

not say so explicitly, the implication here seems to be that, as it is known on the 

basis of other texts that God is not contained within the earth in any manner, the 

qualification that the Black Stone is God’s right hand “on Earth” immediately 

alerts the listener that the predication here is not to be taken “literally.” The sec-

ond reason, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is that the hadith states explicitly that 

whoever greets (s}a>fah}a, lit. ‘shakes the hand of’) the Black Stone, it is merely as 

if (fa-ka-annama>) he had shaken the hand of God. Now, explains Ibn Taymiyya, 

the known fact that the thing compared (mushabbah) in a simile is other than the 

object to which it is likened (mushabbah bihi) renders the hadith explicit (s}ari>h}) 

                                                 
35

 On the status of this hadith, see ibid., V: 236, l. 8-9; ibid., V: 239, l. 5-6; ibid., III: 384, l. 9, and 

editor’s note at ibid., III: 384, n. 2.   
36

 “min al-akhba>r ma> yaku>nu z}a>hiruhu yubayyinu al-mura>d bihi la> yah}ta>ju ila> dali>l yas}rifuhu ‘an 
z}a>hirihi ” (ibid., III: 384, l. 5-6). 
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in affirming that the act of greeting the Black Stone (the “mushabbah”) is, in 

fact, not synonymous with the act of shaking the right hand of God (the “mush-

abbah bihi”), which amounts to an explicit denial that the Black Stone is literally 

God’s right hand, be it on Earth or elsewhere. For these reasons, the hadith re-

quires no ta’wi>l, or (re)interpretation, at variance with its obvious sense (z}a>hir).37
 

Indeed, affirms Ibn Taymiyya, there are numerous such examples, from both the 

Qur’an and the hadith, where the text itself makes clear that the invalid (ba>t}il) 

meaning is not the one intended, relieving us of any need, in order to disavow 

this meaning, for a “separate proof or an interpretation (ta’wi>l) predicated on a 

deflection of the explicit wording (lafz}) from its [naturally understood] import 

and connotation.”
38

 And while Ibn Taymiyya would not necessarily deny that 

reason on its own may also recognize as incoherent the notion that a created el-

ement of the world could be an attribute of a transcendent and perfect God, we 

are nevertheless in no way dependent on reason’s judgment of this impossibility 

for our knowledge that this is what revelation is affirming. 

It is important to reiterate, with regard to the foregoing hadith and simi-

lar texts, that Ibn Taymiyya is by no means saying that all linguistic utterances 

are to be taken “literally,” but rather that in all instances, as we have mentioned, 

the correct intended meaning is included within the texts themselves and (readi-

ly) discernible from them, doing away with the need for proofs and arguments of 

a purely speculative or theoretical nature derived from sources extrinsic to the 

revealed texts. It bears to be stressed that when Ibn Taymiyya insists upon a firm 

adherence to the “lafz}” – to the explicit wording of a text – he is not advocating 

anything that can be described as a strict “literalism.” It is crucial to retain that 

for Ibn Taymiyya, the lafz} is never conceived of as a naked word assigned pri-

mordially to the denotation of a specific, disembodied “primary” meaning. Ra-

ther, what Ibn Taymiyya refers to as the “lafz}” is always, we must recall, the lafz} 

(1) as it appears in a given context, (2) as understood according to the linguistic 

                                                 
37

 “lam yah}taj ila> ta’wi>l yukha>lifu z}a>hirahu” (ibid., III: 384, l. 12-13). 
38

 “fa-la> yah}ta>ju nafy dha>lika ila> dali>l munfas}il wa-la> ta’wi>l yukhriju al-lafz} ‘an mu>jabihi wa-
muqtad}a>hu” (ibid., III: 385, l. 1-2). For Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of the “h}ajar al-aswad ” 

hadith, see, inter alia, ibid., III: 384, l. 5 – 385, l. 2. 
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conventions of the Salaf, and (3) as interpreted in light of other relevant texts. 

There is simply no such thing as a lafz} in the abstract, as no lafz} for Ibn Taymiy-

ya possesses any determinable meaning whatsoever outside of a particular, con-

textualized instance of use. As we have seen above with the example of the word 

“hand” (‘yad ’), Ibn Taymiyya does not admit of any “primary” (ra>jih}) or 

“h}aqi>qa” meaning that can simply be assumed by default unless a rational (or 

even textual) objection should come to confirm that such meaning cannot have 

been the one meant. So while Ibn Taymiyya certainly purports to be a strict tex-

tualist, he is by no means a strict literalist in the way this term is normally un-

derstood. The true “literalist” would be the one who recognized words to have 

such primary, disembodied default meanings, then insisted that a word can only 

be taken to denote this one meaning whenever and wherever used, regardless of 

such factors as context, convention, and intertextuality, let alone the presence of 

a “rational objection.” 

 

B.  Ta’wi>l on the Basis of Intertextuality 
 

Further insight into Ibn Taymiyya’s “contextual ta’wi>l ” – particularly that as-

pect of it that we have been referring to as the principle of “intertextuality” – 

can be gained by examining instances of ta’wi>l engaged in by Ah}mad b. H{anbal 

which Ibn Taymiyya cites approvingly as paradigmatic examples of proper en-

gagement with the texts. Ibn Taymiyya cites one such example from Ibn 

H{anbal’s work, al-Radd ‘ala> al-zana>diqa wa-l-jahmiyya. The instance in question 

involves Ah}mad’s response to those among the “Jahmiyya” who deny that God 

is separate from (muba>yin li) the world but claim, rather, that He is everywhere, 

that is, in all places such that no place is ever devoid of Him nor is He ever in 

one place to the exclusion of another. The implication here is that God Himself – 

that is, God in His very essence – is not distinct from the world but rather inher-

ent in every place within it. Those holding this view appeal for support to Qur’an 

(al-An‘a>m) 6:3: “And He is God in the heavens and in the earth,”
39

 interpreting 

                                                 
39

 “wa-huwa Alla>hu fi> al-sama>wa>ti wa-fi> al-ard} ” [Qur’an (al-An‘a>m) 6:3]. 
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this to mean that God inheres with His essence in the heavens and earth. 

Ah}mad’s ultimate response to this contention is that the true meaning of the 

verse is: He is the God of those in the heavens and the God of those on the earth, 

while He Himself is above the throne, encompassing with His knowledge every-

thing beneath the throne (i.e., all of creation). No place is devoid of God’s 

knowledge, nor is His knowledge in one place to the exclusion of another. 

Yet how does Ibn H{anbal arrive at this conclusion, which seems a great 

deal more detailed and specific than the verse itself? He makes a textual appeal 

to numerous other verses describing God as being “in the heavens” (fi> al-sama>’)40
 

and “above” (fawq), in other words not inherent in creation in any way.
41

 He also 

appeals to a number of verses showing that everything “down” (asfal) is blame-

worthy and ignoble (madhmu>m).
42

 He combines this with a commonsense appeal 

to the effect that we know instinctively that God, in His exaltedness and majes-

ty, could not possibly inhere in numerous filthy and ignoble places, such as our 

innards or those of a pig or other such squalid quarters. So much, then, for God 

not being inherent in the earth (fi> al-ard}) or any part of creation. Ah}mad con-

cludes from this that Q. 6:3, “And He is God in the heavens and in the earth,” 

must be taken to mean that He is the God of those who are in the heavens (such 

as the angels) and of those who are on the earth (such as men, birds, etc.). Yet 

His lordship over them entails that, though He is separate and distinct from 

them, He cannot but have full knowledge of them. This is confirmed by Qur’an 

(al-T{ala>q) 65:12: “that you may know that God has power over all things and 

that God has encompassed all things with His knowledge.”
43

    

The two foregoing instances of ta’wi>l given by Ah}mad b. H{anbal provide, 

then, an example of what we have called the principle of intertextuality. While it 

                                                 
40

 Which he interprets to mean not contained within the physical heavens, but rather, distinct 

from all created things (i.e., from the creation as a whole) and distinctly above it, reading “fi> al-
sama>’ ” – derived from the verb sama>, yasmu> (“to be high, lofty”) – in this case as synonymous 

with an expression like “fi> al-‘uluww.” 
41

 These verses are: Qur’an (al-Mulk) 67:16, 17; (Fa>t}ir) 35:10; (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:55; (al-Nisa>’) 4:158; 

(al-Anbiya>’) 21:19; (al-Nah}l) 16:50; (al-Ma‘a>rij) 70:3; (al-An‘a>m) 6:18; and (al-Baqara) 2:29. 
42

 See for example Qur’an (al-T{i>n) 95:5 and (Fus}s}ilat) 41:29. 
43

 “li-ta‘lamu> anna ’Lla>ha ‘ala> kulli shay’in qadi>run wa-anna ’Lla>ha qad ah}a>t}a bi-kulli shay’in 
‘ilman” 
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is true that Ibn Taymiyya is normally at pains to show that single verses and 

hadith contain their own self-exonerating elements of clarification, he does nev-

ertheless allow, as we have seen here, that disparate texts of revelation can act to 

elucidate each other. This is precisely why we have referred to his theory as one 

of “intertextuality.” The critical point for Ibn Taymiyya, in the end, is that all 

the texts of revelation, taken collectively and considered in light of one other, 

are always fully autonomous and self-sufficient in conveying – explicitly – the 

meanings intended to be taken from them. This latter premise explains why we 

have qualified Ibn Taymiyya’s principle of intertextuality as being both semanti-

cally explicit – as all meanings are indicated in an explicit (s}ari>h}) fashion when 

revelation is considered as a whole – and self-contained – since the collectivity 

of revealed texts stands in no need of an independent source, such as speculative 

reason, to endorse, qualify, or modify any of the (explicitly indicated) meanings 

contained therein. 

 

C.  Ta’wi>l on the Basis of the Positions of the Salaf 
 

In addition to immediate context and the principle of intertextuality in the expli-

cation of the revealed texts, Ibn Taymiyya also recognizes, as a third authorita-

tive determinant of meaning, the reported statements (aqwa>l) of the Companions 

and early Salaf, especially when these statements converge to form a consensus 

(ijma>‘) or quasi-consensus. We thus sometimes find the “ta’wi>l ” of a verse ex-

plicitly justified on the basis that it figures among the “aqwa>l of the Salaf” or 

that the Salaf were in unanimous agreement as to the verse’s meaning and inter-

pretation. We may cite as an example Qur’an (al-H{adi>d) 57:4: “And He is with 

you wheresoever you may be.”
44

 Ibn Taymiyya cites Abu> ‘Umar al-T{alamanki> (d. 

429/1038) who, in his book al-Wus}u>l ila> ma‘rifat al-us}u>l, reports a “consensus 

among the Muslims of ahl al-sunna” that this verse, as well as similar verses in 

the Qur’an (wa-nah}w dha>lika min al-Qur’a>n), refer not to God’s person or es-

sence (dha>t), which is “above [and not inside] the heavens,” but rather to His 

                                                 
44

 “wa-huwa ma‘akum aynama> kuntum” 
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knowledge.
45

 A similar verse is Qur’an (al-Muja>dala) 58:7: “Never is there a se-

cret conversation among three but that He is their fourth.”
46

 On the meaning of 

this verse, Ibn Taymiyya cites Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463/1071), who states that 

“the learned (‘ulama>’) among the Companions and Successors, from whom 

knowledge of ta’wi>l is taken, affirm unanimously, with respect to the ta’wi>l of 

this verse, that God is upon His throne and that His knowledge is in all places, 

and no one whose opinion is considered authoritative has contradicted them in 

this.”
47

 This understanding is further backed up by a statement of Ma>lik b. Anas, 

reported of him as well as of numerous other authorities both before and after 

him through “rigorously authenticated chains of transmission” (asa>ni>d s}ah}i>h}a), to 

the effect that “God is in the heavens (fi> al-sama>’),48
 but His knowledge is in all 

places.”
49

 

 As we have seen, the specific interpretations cited above with respect to 

verses stating that God is God “in the heavens and the earth” are ultimately jus-

tified by appeal to a consensus view (ijma>‘) of the Salaf. But if this is the case, 

one may very well raise the question: How did the Salaf know that this was the 

meaning? Was it because the Prophet had explicitly informed them that this was 

the correct interpretation of these verses? Was it because of the Salaf’s preemi-

nent understanding of the Arabic language that they could understand this mean-

ing from the language of the verses directly and immediately? Was it by compar-

ing, even if implicitly, such verses with other verses affirming God’s transcend-
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 Dar’, VI: 250, l. 15 – 251, l. 3. 
46

 “ma> yaku>nu min najwa> thala>thatin illa> huwa ra>bi‘uhum” 
47

 “ajma‘a ‘ulama>’ al-s}ah}a>ba wa-l-ta>bi‘i>n alladhi>na h}umila ‘anhum al-ta’wi>l qa>lu> fi> ta’wi>l qawlihi 
ta‘a>la> … huwa ‘ala> al-‘arsh wa-‘ilmuhu fi> kull maka>n wa-ma> kha>lafahum fi> dha>lika ah}ad yuh}tajju 
bi-qawlihi.” (Dar’, VI: 255, l. 7-11). 
48

 As mentioned above, “fi> al-sama>’ ” (‘in the heavens’) is explained by Ibn Taymiyya to be 

synonymous with “fi> al-‘uluww,” stressing the fact that God is not in the heavens – that is, 

inherent in and confined by the created universe – but rather above them – that is, outside of and 

transcendent to creation. The main point here about stressing that God Himself is “above the 

heavens” while it is His knowledge that is “in all places” is to avoid the theologically (and 

rationally) precarious suggestion that God could inhere in, and thus be limited by, His creation 

(but that His knowledge nonetheless encompasses all things). The objection of the later 

Ash‘arites, that holding God to be “above” creation would entail corporealism (tajsi>m) by 

implying that He is subject to “direction” (al-jiha), is a related but separate point which we shall 

deal with more closely in the following chapter.  
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 Dar’, VI: 262, l. 1-4. 
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ence, coupled with their emerging appreciation of the overall worldview and the-

ology of the Qur’an? Though Ibn Taymiyya does not address these questions di-

rectly – at least not in the context of the verses currently under consideration – it 

would seem safe to assume that any of the three, or a combination of them, could 

be at work in the case of any given report of the Salaf’s positions (aqwa>l). Yet 

however it may be that the Salaf came to endorse a particular view, the point for 

Ibn Taymiyya is that if a particular understanding or interpretation of revelation 

has been transmitted from the Salaf (ma’thur ‘an al-salaf), their opinion becomes 

a binding and authoritative determinant of textual meaning. If the Salaf are 

known to have understood a verse “non-literally” – such as their understanding 

that only God’s knowledge and not God Himself is “in the heavens and earth” – 

then such is legitimately to be taken as the meaning of the verse. If, on the other 

hand, the Salaf are known to have understood a verse according to its apparent 

(h}aqi>qa) sense – such as their affirmation that God is indeed “above” the heavens 

“h}aqi>qatan” – then such is likewise to be taken as the only legitimate interpreta-

tion of the verse in question. What Ibn Taymiyya opposes is that latter-day phi-

losophers or theologians should put forth a “metaphorical” or otherwise non-

apparent interpretation based on factors extrinsic to the revealed texts, such as 

speculative rational – or as Ibn Taymiyya would certainly say, “putatively” ra-

tional – considerations, particularly if these contradict the straightforward read-

ing of a given text as transmitted on the authority of the early Salaf. 

 

IV. The Salaf and the Authority of Their 

Linguistic Convention (‘urf) 
 

In the preceding section, we examined Ibn Taymiyya’s views on the centrality of 

context in determining the meaning of linguistic utterances in general and of the 

texts of revelation in particular. Yet we have also mentioned a further crucial 

element of Ibn Taymiyya’s hermeneutics, namely, that of the larger, well-known 

linguistic habits and conventions (‘urf) of the speech community to which a giv-

en utterance is directed. Any utterance directed to a community of human beings 

is, of necessity Ibn Taymiyya insists, subject to due consideration of both con-
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text and convention, including the words of divine revelation, for even though 

the source of the linguistic product in this case is God, the Author of revelation, 

He nevertheless addresses His revelation to human beings, clothing it in a partic-

ular human language operating within a living speech community on the basis of 

established conventions predating the advent of revelation in the language. This 

is simply another way of saying that revelation came to the Prophet and his 

Companions in their own language, and that if they were to understand it, if it 

were to be clear (mubi>n) to them – which the Qur’an persistently affirms that it 

is – then it could only be that it was sent in conformity with their established 

patterns of language use. This fact lies at the basis of Ibn Taymiyya’s insistence 

that revelation always be understood and interpreted according to the known lin-

guistic conventions (‘urf) of the Salaf. Indeed, linguistic convention (‘urf) forms 

the larger backdrop against which the previously discussed principle of contextu-

al interpretation becomes possible. If I am able to judge from context that a 

statement such as “Can you please give me a hand with the yard work?” is really 

a request for assistance (and not the person’s actual hand), it is only because of 

my broader familiarity with the conventions of current-day English speakers that 

I am able to judge successfully that “hand” in such a context in reality means 

“help.” Absent an adequate familiarity with the larger linguistic convention of 

the relevant speech community, we would have no grounds on which to select 

precisely which one of the possible meanings of a word is the intended one in a 

given context. 

 Yet in some cases, revelation impinges upon the previously established 

linguistic convention and related conceptual categories and modifies them, shift-

ing the meanings and implications of existing terms, altering their moral and eth-

ical content or shifting the moral evaluation thereof, if not redefining them alto-

gether, or introducing new terms and usages that inaugurate new conventions in 

the language corresponding to novel conceptual innovations.
50

 For this reason, it 
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 The definitive works on this issue remain Toshihiko Izutsu’s masterly studies, Ethico-
Religious Concepts in the Qur’an and God and Man in the Qur’an: Semantics of the Qur’anic 
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is necessary not only to consider the wider context of the pre-existing conven-

tion that forms the linguistic backdrop of revelation, but also the total worldview 

of revelation, taking into account new meanings, terms, and conventions that 

revelation itself has introduced. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya’s key contention 

remains the same, namely, that in all cases, the meaning of revelation can always 

be determined in a self-referentially independent manner, that is, based on the 

texts themselves interpreted in light of the larger linguistic context as well as the 

specific terminological and conceptual innovations inaugurated by revelation 

itself. Any putative conclusions of abstract reasoning must be judged in light of 

what revelation has been discovered, on its own terms, to be saying, rather than 

revelation being reinterpreted to conform to what reason is believed to have dis-

covered by its own lights. We speak deliberately here of the “putative conclu-

sions” of abstract reasoning and of what reason is “believed to have discovered,” 

since for Ibn Taymiyya, it is never the case that pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) is found 

to have determined as true anything that stands in conflict with the texts of the 

Qur’an and the authenticated Sunna. 

 

The Salaf’s Authority in Knowledge and the Understanding of Revelation 
 

Central to Ibn Taymiyya’s worldview is the notion that the Salaf were not only 

the most pious of Muslim generations, but also the most knowledgeable and pos-

sessed of the best and most perfect understanding of the faith, quite apart from 

their exemplary practice thereof. In establishing this view, he appeals, inter alia, 

to a statement by ‘Abd Alla>h b. Mas‘u>d (d. 32/652-3), who describes the Com-

panions as possessing “the purest hearts, the deepest knowledge, and (exhibiting) 

the least in unnatural strain and affectation (takalluf)” of all Muslim genera-

tions.
51

 These three qualities – purity of heart, clarity and depth of intellect, and, 

as a natural accompaniment to both, straightforwardness and a lack of undue 

                                                                                                                                     
Weltanschauung. See also M. M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in 
Ancient Arab Concepts.  
51

 “abarr ha>dhihi al-umma qulu>ban wa-a‘maquhum ‘ilman wa-aqalluhum takallufan” (Dar’, V: 69, 

l. 13-15). 
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strain and affectation (takalluf) – are qualities that Ibn Taymiyya holds in very 

high esteem and which, as will become apparent over the course of this study, he 

makes the cornerstone of his entire epistemic system. A further statement in def-

erence to the Companions’ perspicacity, paraphrased from al-Sha>fi‘i>’s Risa>la, 

declares the Companions “superior to us in every rational matter and science and 

merit, and in every means by which knowledge is gained or truth is grasped; 

what they opine for us is of greater worth than what we opine for ourselves.”
52

 

Ibn Taymiyya adds to these accolades his own contention that “every individual 

knows that the Companions, the Successors, and the Successors of the Succes-

sors are the most perfectly gifted in intellect of all people.”
53

 And it is precisely 

these first three generations, from that of the s}ah}a>ba to that of the ta>bi‘u> al-

ta>bi‘i>n, that Ibn Taymiyya defines as the “Salaf” and whose linguistic conven-

tion and understanding of the texts he takes as uniquely authoritative for all later 

generations. 

As we saw briefly in Chapter 3, Ibn Taymiyya is particularly concerned 

to shore up the unique authoritativeness of the Salaf in light of the later conten-

tion that the Salaf and early authorities (al-salaf wa-l-a’imma) were content 

merely to believe in and uphold the wording of the revealed texts (alfa>z} al-

nus}u>s}), while turning away from a deep contemplation and profound understand-

ing of their meanings.
54

 This assumption led to the eventual assertion that the 

methods employed by the later scholars (al-khalaf) in interpreting the texts 

evinced a greater knowledge and deeper understanding thereof, while the way of 

the Salaf – based on an (allegedly) unreflective affirmationism devoid of sophis-

tication and nuance – represented merely the “safer” way.
55

 Ibn Taymiyya charg-

es that the later thinkers were induced to adopt such a position due precisely to 

their belief that a proper understanding of the texts requires an extensive appli-

cation of rationalistic ta’wi>l (in the third, technical sense discussed above), an 

                                                 
52

 “innahum fawqana> fi> kull ‘aql wa-‘ilm wa-fad}l wa-sabab yuna>lu bihi ‘ilm aw yudraku bihi 
s}awa>b wa-ra’yuhum lana> khayr min ra’yina> li-anfusina> ” (ibid., V: 73).  
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 Ibid., V: 72, l. 1-2. 
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 Ibid., V: 378, l. 6-8. 
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 This is often expressed in the pithy formula: “t}ari>qat al-khalaf ah}kam (or “a‘lam”) wa-t}ari>qat 
al-salaf aslam.” See ibid., V: 378, l. 9-10. 
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enterprise from which the authorities of the Salaf were found to be conspicuous-

ly innocent. These later thinkers, Ibn Taymiyya explains, tended to view the 

Salaf as having been all too aware that numerous words in revelation could carry 

many different meanings, and that since there was always a danger of error in 

assigning one particular such meaning to a verse over another, they preferred to 

follow the safer (aslam) way by simply upholding the wording (lafz}) of such 

texts while refraining from endorsing definitively any particular interpretation of 

their meaning (ma‘na>).56
 Ibn Taymiyya is keen to exonerate them of this charge 

by demonstrating that the Salaf and early authorities: (1) affirmed in a straight-

forward manner the divine attributes specified in the texts; (2) contemplated and 

understood deeply the full import of these texts; and (3) actively refuted the 

views and methods of the “negationists” (nufa>h) once these began to creep up,
57

 

demonstrating them to be contrary both to the texts of revelation as authentical-

ly understood by the earliest generations and to the dictates of sound reason as 

well. As such, the way of the Salaf, for Ibn Taymiyya, was both the safest 

(aslam) and the most intellectually rigorous (a‘lam wa-ah}kam) at one and the 

same time.
58

 

In establishing what he purports to be the early community’s full-fledged 

and consistent affirmationism, Ibn Taymiyya appeals to a number of early tafsi>r 

works which have the advantage, for him, of being based primarily on the specif-

ic interpretations transmitted from (ma’thu>ra ‘an) the Prophet, as well as the 

Companions and Successors – precisely those generations he considers uniquely 
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 Ibid., V: 378, l. 15-18. 
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 All earlier and later (non-Mu‘tazilite) mutakallimu>n agree, in fact, that the Companions and 

early Salaf performed this function – and were right in doing so – in the face of the early sects 

inspired by the likes of Jahm b. S{afwa>n, including the Mu‘tazila. An Ash‘ari>, for instance, would 
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sectarians. Ibn Taymiyya, for his part, insists that many of the operative principles and 

assumptions between early negationism and later Ash‘arism are, in fact, one and the same, just 

that the Ash‘ari>s do not push things as far as the Mu‘tazila, who in turn do not go quite so far as 

the earlier sectarians or the philosophers. 
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 Dar’, V: 378, l. 19 – 379, l. 5. For some examples given by Ibn Taymiyya of how the Salaf 
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terminology different from the technical language of the later schools, see ibid., VIII: 53. 
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authoritative.
59

 Such works of tafsi>r, Ibn Taymiyya contends, in addition to oth-

er early works containing statements (a>tha>r) from the Prophet, the Companions, 

and the Successors (al-kutub al-mus}annafa fi al-sunna), serve to establish unam-

biguously the universal affirmationism (ithba>t) of the early community.
60

 In fact, 

he reports that their affirmationism is established through an overwhelming 

abundance of reports, from both the tafsi>r literature and other works, that have 

been transmitted in no less than a mutawa>tir fashion and in which one cannot 

find so much as a “single letter” (h}arf wa>h}id) that agrees with the position of the 

early negationists.
61

 Such reports in combination attest to a consensus (ijma>‘) of 

the Salaf on the necessity of full affirmationism with respect to the divine at-

tributes. Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya contends, the Qur’an itself does not contain 

a single explicit denial of any attribute of God.
62

 What it does contain are verses 

denying that God has any likeness, particularly the verses “There is none like 

unto Him”
63

 and “There is none comparable unto Him.”
64

 Yet these verses, Ibn 

Taymiyya contends, do not deny the very existence of God’s attributes, but ra-
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 He mentions specifically the very early works of ‘Abd b. H{umayd (d. 249/863), Sunayd b. 

Da>wu>d (d. 226/841), ‘Abd al-Razza>q al-S{an‘a>ni> (d. 211/827), and Waki>‘ b. al-Jarra>h} (d. 197/812), 

then the tafa>si>r of al-T{abari> (d. 310/923), ‘Abd al-Rah}ma>n b. Ibra>hi>m Duh}aym (d. 245/859-60), 

(‘Abd al-Rah}ma>n) Ibn Abi> H{a>tim al-Ra>zi> (d. 327/938-9), (Abu> Bakr) Ibn al-Mundhir (d. 

319/931), Abu> Bakr ‘Abd al-‘Azi>z (d. 363/974), Abu> al-Shaykh al-Is}baha>ni> (d. 369/979), and Abu> 

Bakr b. Mardawayhi (d. 410/1020), and similar works subsequent to these, such as the tafa>si>r of 

Ah}mad b. H{anbal (d. 241/855), Ish}a>q b. Ibra>hi>m b. Ra>hawayhi (d. 238/853), Baqi> b. Makhlad (d. 

276/889), “and others.” For this listing, see ibid., II: 21, l. 10 – 22, l. 7. See also ibid., VII: 107-8 

for a much more extensive list, as well as Ibn Taymiyya’s Muqaddima fi> us}u>l al-tafsi>r, 36-37, 51, 

62-64. 
60

 See ibid., II: 20ff for the explicitly affirmationist statements of numerous early authorities, 

which is relevant to Ibn Taymiyya’s demarcation of who the early figures are whom he calls to 

witness in defining the approach of the “Salaf and early authorities” (al-salaf wa-l-a’imma). 
61

 See ibid., VII: 108, l. 11-15 where he speaks of “al-tafa>si>r al-tha>bita al-mutawa>tira ‘an al-
s}ah}a>ba wa-l-ta>bi‘i>n” and “al-nuqu>l al-mutawa>tira al-mustafi>d}a ‘an al-s}ah}a>ba wa-l-ta>bi‘i>n fi> ghayr 
al-tafsi>r.” 
62

 Though he does not say so explicitly in this particular passage, it is clear that Ibn Taymiyya 

means here that the Qur’an does not deny of God what he refers to as “attributes of perfection” 

(s}ifa>t al-kama>l). The Qur’an does, however, deny of God attributes that entail deficiency or 

imperfection, such as the attribute of injustice, which is negated of God on several occasions in 

verses such as “wa-ma> rabbuka bi-z}alla>min li-l-‘abi>d ” (‘And verily your Lord is in no wise unjust 

to [His] slaves’). [Qur’an (Fus}s}ilat) 41:46]  
63

 “laysa ka-mithlihi shay’ ” [Qur’an (al-Shu>ra>): 42:11] 
64

 “wa-lam yakun lahu kufuwan ah}ad ” [Qur’an (al-Ikhla>s}) 112:4] 
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ther deny of them any essential similarity or parity (muma>thala) with those of 

created beings.
65

  

 

V.  Analysis of Terms to Detect and 

Correct for Semantic Shift 

 

We have encountered in Chapter 2 a quotation from Ah}mad b. H{anbal
66

 to the 

effect that those who proffer abusive interpretations of scripture and false reli-

gious doctrines “discourse on God and the Book of God with no knowledge and 

speak in vague and ambiguous terms (yatakallamu>na bi-l-mutasha>bih min al-

kala>m), fooling thereby the ignorant among men (yakhda‘u>na juhha>l al-na>s bi-ma> 

yushabbihu>na ‘alayhim).
67

 As it turns out, a significant portion of Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s critique against the philosophers and theologians (Mu‘tazila and later 

Ash‘ari>) is directed against their (mis)use of language, a task in which he cites 

that he has already been preceded by al-Ghaza>li>.
68

 Throughout the Dar’, Ibn 

Taymiyya consistently inveighs against the use of “vague and ambiguous terms” 

(alfa>z} mujmala mutasha>biha) and even goes so far as to state that “the majority 

of disagreements among rational thinkers boil down to a question of vague ter-

minology,”
69

 which results in untold harm (fasa>d) done to both reason and reli-

gion. In fact, he states, every reprehensible innovation (bid‘a) in belief and al-

leged conflict between reason and revelation goes back essentially to the use of 

vague and ambiguous terms, terms that carry a range of various meanings and 

implications that are often not fully understood or clearly conceptualized by 

those using them. Such terms – complete with the implicit meanings and as-
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 Dar’, VII: 111, l. 2-9. For a more extensive treatment of Ibn Taymiyya’s conception of what it 

means for there to be “nothing like unto God,” see ibid., V: 83-85. 
66

 See above, p. 121. 
67

 For Ibn H{anbal’s original quote see, inter alia, Dar’, I: 221, l. 11 – 222, l. 2. 
68

 See, for instance, ibid., III, 389 and ibid., VI: 295, where he mentions al-Ghaza>li> “and others.” 
69

 “akthar ikhtila>f al-‘uqala>’ min jihat ishtira>k al-asma>’ ” (ibid., I: 233, 299). See also ibid., I: 

274-75, where Ibn Taymiyya states that authentic rational proofs, or “indicators” (adilla) of 

knowledge, can never be in contradiction, and that those among later theologians who claim an 

equivalency of proofs (taka>fu’ al-adilla) or end up in perplexity (h}ayra) over an issue do so on 

account of faulty reasoning and inference (istidla>l), due either to their personal inability or to the 

invalidity of their arguments, and that “one of the greatest causes of this is vague terms of 

ambiguous meaning” (“wa-min a‘z}am asba>b dha>lika al-alfa>z} al-mujmala allati> tashtabihu 
ma‘a>ni>ha> ”). 
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sumptions that they carry – are accepted on account of the truth that they con-

tain, but then end up serving as the basis for an eventual contradiction of revela-

tion on account of the falsehood they also contain, but which most people are 

unable to pick up on as a result of their multi-layered ambiguity.
70

 This results 

from a wholesale adoption of such terms without a careful analysis of their vari-

ous meanings, then affirming or negating the term as such (along with the vari-

ous meanings and implications attached to it), rather than analyzing the term 

then judging the truth or falsehood of each individual meaning separately.
71

 In 

light of this rampant terminological confusion and the fact that revelation is 

primarily a phenomenon of language (a revealed text), and since rational dis-

course itself can also only be conducted through the use of language, Ibn Tay-

miyya is of the view that a great many of the philosophical and theological is-

sues debated, as well as the (in his view abusive) interpretations often given of 

scripture in an attempt to make it concord with the putatively rational conclu-

sions reached through such debates, can in fact be resolved through a careful, 

methodical dissection both of the various terms used in revelation and of the 

terms in which the rational arguments allegedly at odds with revelation are ex-

pressed. Once the various meanings implied in a given term have been patiently 

separated and the measure of truth and falsehood (as judged both by reason and 

revelation) of each meaning is clarified, then the confusion (shubha) surrounding 

a given question can be cleared up, whereupon the alleged conflict between reve-

lation and reason reveals itself to have been a mere chimera.
72

 

But what is the origin of such ambiguity? Ibn Taymiyya explains that the 

ambiguity in question most often arises when the experts of a given discipline 

adopt common words as technical terms by means of which they communicate 

with each other, in the manner of craftsmen who use everyday words in a specif-

ic technical sense in reference to particular aspects of their trade. Such terms, 

explains Ibn Taymiyya, are agreed upon through a particular group convention 
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 Ibid., I: 208-209. 
71

 See ibid., IX: 152, l. 14-17. 
72

 Ibid., IV: 227, l. 9-12. 
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(alfa>z} ‘urfiyya ‘urfan kha>s}s}an), and what is meant by them is other than what is 

understood from them in light of the original linguistic convention of the larger 

speech community (ghayr al-mafhu>m minha> fi> as}l al-lugha). An example would 

be the term “body” (jism), which is used in revelation in accordance with the 

normal linguistic convention in reference to, say, the body of a human being or 

an animal. The term is not, however, used with reference to God, either by way 

of affirmation or negation, and when the philosophers apply it to God (by way of 

negation), they do so according to other than the acknowledged conventional 

meaning of the term, that is, on the basis of their particular convention (‘urf 

kha>s}s}) which defines “body” sweepingly as any entity of which it is possible to 

predicate distinct attributes (that is, distinct from each other and from the es-

sence of the entity in which they inhere). For instance, maintaining that God is 

not a “body” (jism) is true and valid according to the linguistic convention of the 

Arabs, since the word “jism” as used in the Qur’an
73

 and in the linguistic conven-

tion of the Arabs has very specific meanings, none of which are applicable to 

God. But when they say that God is not a “jism” and mean this according to 

their technical usage of the term “jism,” which is broad and wide-ranging and 

essentially includes any entity of which it is possible to predicate attributes or 

qualities, then negating that God is a “jism,” when defined in this manner, would 

indeed involve a contradiction of revelation, since when they negate God’s being 

a “jism,” they are actually negating a great deal more than what the word as used 

in the Qur’an and according to the convention of the Arabs actually means. 

Such vague and ambiguous terms fall into several categories. First, there 

are words that are used both in revelation and in common everyday speech, but 

which the philosophers (and mutakallimu>n) employ in a modified technical 

sense, which results in ambiguity and confusion (ishtiba>h wa-ijma>l), particularly 

when a direct appeal is made to revelation in support of the philosophical views 

expressed by means of the terms in question. We have seen the example of the 

word “jism” (‘body’) above. A second, very central term in which an analogous 
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 The word “jism” appears twice in the Qur’an at Q. (al-Baqara) 2:247 and (al-Muna>fiqu>n) 63:4. 

The close synonym “jasad ” appears four times and the synonymous term “badan” twice.  
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semantic shift has occurred is the all-important word “wa>h}id ” (‘one’), which we 

shall investigate in greater detail as a case study below. Another category con-

sists of words that do not appear in revelation, but that do exist in the everyday 

language of the Arabs, albeit, once again, with widely shared conventional mean-

ings radically at odds with the technical definitions given to them by latter-day 

philosophers and theologians. Examples of such terms include words like “tar-

ki>b” (‘composition’), “juz’ ” (‘part’), “iftiqa>r” (‘dependency’), and “s}u>ra” (‘im-

age’, ‘form’). Additional terms cited by Ibn Taymiyya include much of the basic 

vocabulary of philosophical discourse, such as: “jawhar” (‘substance’ or ‘atom’), 

“‘arad} ” (‘accident’), “dha>t ” (‘essence’), “s}ifa” (‘attribute’), “tah}ayyuz” (‘spatial 

locatedness’), “jiha” (‘direction[ality]’), “‘illa” (‘cause’), “ma‘lu>l ” (‘effect’), 

“wuju>b” (‘necessity’), “imka>n” (‘contingency’), “qidam” (‘eternity’), “h}udu>th” 

(‘temporality’), and others.
74

 

In addition to the use of vague and ambiguous terms, Ibn Taymiyya also 

cites confusions that arise from a misconstrual of grammar that can occur due to 

a failure to account for the actual manner in which the language is conventional-

ly used. The example he gives is the manner in which many speculative thinkers 

(nuz}z}a>r) seem to interpret the use of certain past participles in Arabic. He says 

that such thinkers often use a passive participle and then, as if deducing directly 

from the morphological form as opposed to the actual usage, claim that there 

must be an agent involved. For example, they might draw the conclusion that, if 

God is said to be “makhs}u>s}” (roughly, ‘characterized’), say, by a particular at-

tribute, then anything that is makhs}u>s} must have a mukhas}s}is} (a ‘particularizer’ 

or ‘characterizer’), which would mean that God, in order to have attributes, 

would be dependent on a mukhas}s}is} external to Himself. Ibn Taymiyya, however, 

argues that in the actual conventional use of the Arabic language, certain passive 

participles have come to be used in a purely intransitive sense, meaning only that 

the thing is qualified by a certain characteristic or attribute, not that the attrib-

ute in question has been conferred upon it by an external agent. Thus, what is 
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 Dar’, I: 222, l. 11-15. 
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morphologically the passive participle of the transitive verb “khas}s}a,” ‘to speci-

fy’ – that is, the word “makhs}u>s} bi ” – is, in the actual linguistic convention of 

the Arabs, used as the equivalent of the active participle of the mediopassive 

verb “ikhtas}s}a bi,”75
 meaning simply ‘to be characterized or specified by,’ i.e., 

‘having or possessing the character of.’ This use of the passive participle is simi-

lar to the meaning involved when one speaks, for instance, of handwriting being 

“maqru>’,” i.e., ‘legible, liable to be read,’ or of food being “mahd}u>m,” i.e., ‘easily 

digestible, liable to be easily digested.’ Many of the terms used by the specula-

tive thinkers (ahl al-naz}ar), Ibn Taymiyya contends, fall into this category, in-

cluding the all-important terms “mawju>d ” (‘existent’, ‘existing’), “makhs}u>s}” 

(‘particularized’ or ‘characterized [by]’), “mu’allaf ” (‘made up [of],’ ‘constitut-

ed [by]’), “murakkab” (‘composed [of]’), and “muh}aqqaq” (‘realized’, ‘real, ac-

tual’). When using such terms, they do not necessarily mean – and, when applied 

to God, definitely do not mean – that an external agent has conferred the given 

quality on the entity characterized by it. But many have misinterpreted these and 

similar terms by construing them strictly on the basis of their morphological pat-

tern while disregarding their meaning as determined by their actual usage in the 

known convention of the language’s speakers. The problem here is that they 

have taken the morphological form of the word rather too “literally,” so to speak, 

mistakenly prioritizing abstract linguistic forms and generalizations made about 

them over the more relevant criterion of their actual use in the known linguistic 

convention of the relevant speech community. Ibn Taymiyya considers this one 

more example of the speculative thinkers (ahl al-naz}ar) forcing language into 

their own intellectual mold, grafting the conclusions of their rational specula-

tions onto the pre-existing linguistic convention. Ibn Taymiyya, once again, 

maintains that due consideration of convention is apt to clear up the issue under 

investigation and, typically, undercut the doctrines and assumptions that have 

come to be attached to it through the speculations of the nuz}z}a>r.  
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 Note that Form VIII of this particular verb (ikhtas}s}a) carries the transitive meaning of Form I 

as well, as evidenced in a verse such as: “wa-’Lla>hu yakhtas}s}u bi-rah}matihi man yasha>’ ” (“God 

chooses for His special mercy whom He will”). [Qur’an (al-Baqara) 2:105] 
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VI. A Case Study: The Terms “wa>h}id,” 

“tawh}i>d,” and “tarki>b” 

 

Ibn Taymiyya discusses at length the specific example of the all-important words 

“wa>h}id ” (‘one’) and “tawh}i>d ” (‘oneness of God’, ‘monotheism’) and as well as 

the related notion of “composition” or “tarki>b.” As we have seen in Chapter 1, 

the early Mu‘tazila, influenced by the Aristotelian distinction between “essence” 

and “attributes,” came to understand “oneness” – particularly that of God – in 

much the same way as Aristotle did, that is, in terms of complete and perfect 

simplicity. That which is truly “one” (wa>h}id), according to this technical philo-

sophical usage (is}t}ila>h}), is that whose essence is completely simple (basi>t}) and 

entirely undifferentiated (la> yu‘lamu minhu shay’ du>na shay’), and in conse-

quence, necessarily devoid of any attributes distinct from essence. If God were to 

possess attributes, on this view, He would no longer be truly “one” – in the sense 

of perfectly simple and undifferentiated – but rather “composite” (murakkab), 

that is, “composed” of His essence and His attributes. On this understanding, 

then, the affirmation of divine attributes – even the ones apparently affirmed un-

ambiguously in revelation – would lead to a contradiction with the even more 

fundamental principle – also affirmed emphatically by revelation – that God is, 

first and foremost, One (wa>h}id). Operating on the assumption that affirming the 

divine attributes would indeed compromise God’s oneness (tawh}i>d), the philoso-

phers and the Mu‘tazila presume that if revelation is to be considered consistent 

(both with itself and with reason), it cannot in reality be held to affirm both 

God’s oneness and His possession of a host of myriad attributes, since oneness 

and the possession of attributes are mutually exclusive and therefore contradicto-

ry. On the basis of philosophical principles requiring that God be one, not to 

mention the Qur’an’s own emphatic emphasis that “God is one,” the philoso-

phers and the Mu‘tazila maintain that the internal and rational consistency of 

revelation can only be maintained if the alleged “attributes” are interpreted met-

aphorically and not as “real” – in other words, as mere names (asma>’) that do not 

correspond to any actual extant qualities (s}ifa>t) by which the divine essence 

(dha>t) may be said to be qualified. From another angle, they argue that whatever 
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possesses attributes can only be a body (jism), that all bodies are divisible (mun-

qasim), and that anything that is divisible likewise cannot be said to be “one.” 

Here, then, is an example of a conclusion – namely, that an entity that is truly 

“one” cannot be qualified by attributes – that has allegedly been reached through 

reason, but which is also asserted to concur with revelation, since revelation also 

emphatically declares the uncompromising oneness of God (tawh}i>d). The decla-

ration of oneness is taken to be more fundamental than revelation’s simultaneous 

apparent affirmation of divine attributes, and so these qualities are interpreted 

not as real attributes, but as mere names in order to avoid the implication that 

revelation, by affirming attributes of a God who is “one,” is in contradiction ei-

ther with itself or with the dictates of reason. 

Now, the question of the rational coherence (let alone necessity) of the 

view that something that is truly “one” must be perfectly simple – and therefore 

devoid of attributes so as not to be “composite” – will be taken up in the next 

chapter, dedicated to Ibn Taymiyya’s rational critique of the philosophers’ on-

tology and epistemology. Here, however, we explore the linguistic side of Ibn 

Taymiyya’s endeavor, in which he is concerned to determine whether, from a 

purely linguistic point of view, it is plausible to identify revelation’s insistent 

affirmation of God’s oneness (tawh}i>d) with the philosophers’ and Mu‘tazilites’ 

notion of oneness as pure simplicity, with the non-reality of the divine attributes 

entailed thereby. A Mu‘tazilite would presumably have argued for the validity of 

this identification on the basis that if reason has discovered “one” to mean “sim-

ple” and if God and His revelation are rationally coherent and not absurd or non-

sensical, then Qur’anic statements to the effect that God is one “must” obviously 

have been meant as a declaration of God’s perfect simplicity – and concomitant 

lack of real attributes. For Ibn Taymiyya, by contrast, revelation can reasonably 

be interpreted to mean only what the Prophet and his Companions can plausibly 

be held to have understood from its wording as received and comprehended with-

in the context of their own linguistic milieu and thought world. The question for 

Ibn Taymiyya then – and prior to any rational investigation or critique on his 

part of the philosophers’ notion of oneness – is first to identify what the word 
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“one” meant in the linguistic convention (‘urf) of the Prophet and his Compan-

ions, coupled with what the assertion of God’s oneness in the Qur’an would have 

meant to them – in fact, must have meant to them – as a function both of their 

prior linguistic convention and of the theology and overall worldview of the 

Qur’an itself as it impinged upon and modified this convention. 

 Starting with the linguistic meaning of “one” (wa>h}id), Ibn Taymiyya as-

serts that this word in the Arabic language (and in fact all languages, he avers
76

), 

as determined by its actual use among the language’s speakers, can only be found 

to have been applied to that which, in the terminology of the philosophers and 

Mu‘tazila, is considered “divisible” and a “body” – in other words, an entity 

qualified by particular attributes. He remarks that Arabic speakers speak of “one 

man” (as opposed to two men or three men), where the “one man” in question is 

a full-fledged bodily entity with various attributes, is divisible (i.e., his limbs can 

be severed and separated from him), and so forth. The Arabic word “one” in “one 

man,” therefore, simply designates a lack of plurality of entities (in this case, 

men), not the lack of qualities or attributes proper to and inseparable from the 

(one) entity itself. To be “one” in the conventional use of the Arabic language 

thus simply means to be a single instantiated particular entity (rather than a plu-

rality of entities), necessarily and inescapably qualified by whatever range of at-

tributes are inherent to the species or class to which the entity in question be-

longs. Ibn Taymiyya further calls to witness a number of Qur’anic verses where 

the word “one” is invariably used to refer to a single whole entity, invariably 

qualified by attributes of some sort or another.
77

 In no circumstance, Ibn Tay-

miyya argues, is the term “one” in Arabic found to have been used by its speak-

ers in the idiosyncratic and highly restricted technical sense of the philosophers 

and the Mu‘tazila. Such a usage would, in fact, have been quite impossible, since 
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 Despite his strong empiricism and the importance he gives to the specific contextualized use of 

a particular language (in this case Arabic), Ibn Taymiyya nevertheless hints here at the existence 

of universally shared notions and conceptions that are the same for all individuals and across 

cultures, regardless of the specific languages in which they are expressed. In fact, at another spot 

in the Dar’, he speaks specifically of “the meaning that does not change according to the 

difference in languages” (al-ma‘na> alladhi> la> yakhtalifu bi-’khtila>f al-lugha>t). 
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 For the relevant verses cited by Ibn Taymiyya in this context, see Dar’, VII: 115-116. 
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the distinction between “essence” and “attributes” which it presupposes was un-

known to the Arabs and formed no part of their intellectual framework.
78

 And 

yet, God spoke to them in their language in terms that they could have under-

stood only as a function of their native frame of reference. 

More than this, Ibn Taymiyya contends that what the philosophers refer 

to as “one” in their technical discourse – namely, a perfectly simple essence 

unqualified by any attributes whatsoever – is a notion of which most people have 

no conception (laysa huwa shay’an ya‘qiluhu al-na>s)
79

 and of whose existence 

they have neither theoretical knowledge (‘ilm) nor practical experience (khibra) 

such that their conventional language should contain a term to express it. It goes 

without saying, he maintains, that a word widely shared (mashhu>r) among people 

– both average users of the language (al-‘a>mma) and specialists of a particular 

discipline (al-kha>s}s}a) – cannot legitimately be construed to carry a meaning only 

conceived by and known amongst the specialist few.
80

 In other words, since 

language is shared by all members of the speech community equally, it must be 

assumed to presuppose the shared conceptions (tas}awwura>t) common to all, not 

those of a philosophical elite (or any other group of specialists), particularly 

since revelation is explicitly directed to all people alike. Moreover, Ibn 

Taymiyya contends, people know by the lights of their natural, inborn faculty of 

reasoning that such an entity as the philosophers call “one” (i.e., devoid of any 

attributes whatsoever) could, at most, be conceived of theoretically in the mind 

but could not in any way exist as such in external reality.
81

 And even if one were, 

for the sake of argument, to allow for the existence, or the possibility of 

existence, of such an entity in external reality, one would still have to 

substantiate that such an entity is properly designated by the term “one” (wa>h}id) 

in the known speech convention of the 7
th

-century Arabs to whom the oneness of 

God in the Qur’an was initially proclaimed. Since, however, the word “wa>h}id ” 
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 For an exhaustive treatment of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique of the philosophers’ theory of essenc-

es, see Hallaq, Greek Logicians, esp. at xiv-xxvii. 
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 Dar’, VII: 116, l. 12-14. 
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 “al-lafz} al-mashhu>r bayn al-kha>s}s} wa-l-‘a>mm la> yaku>nu musamma>hu mimma> la> yatas}awwaruhu 
illa> al-kha>s}s}a” (Dar’, VII: 120: l. 17-18). Also ibid., VII: 118, l. 8-9 and 120: l. 3-6. 
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 “bal ‘uqu>l al-na>s wa-fit}aruhum majbu>la ‘ala> inka>rihi wa-nafyihi ” (ibid., VII: 116, l. 15). 
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in actual Arabic usage is known to connote nothing of the specialized technical 

meaning of “one” as used by the philosophers and Mu‘tazilite theologians, it is 

not legitimate to appeal to such verses as “Your God is one God” (wa-ila>hukum 

ila>hun wa>h}id)
82

 or “Say: He is God, [who is] One” (qul huwa ’Lla>hu ah}ad)
83

 as 

textual support for the denial of the divine attributes. Ibn Taymiyya concludes 

that projecting the later technical philosophical meaning of the word “one” back 

onto terms like “wa>h}id ” or “ah}ad ” as used in revelation constitutes not only a 

falsification of (firya ‘ala>) the revealed texts, but also a distortion and disruption 

of the manner in which language itself functions as a tool for the communication 

of meaning among its speakers on the basis of a necessarily transparent and 

commonly shared linguistic habitus.
84

 Indeed, as we read in the Qur’an itself, 

never did God dispatch an envoy but with a message in the language of his 

people so that he might make it (the message) clear to them.
85

 

So much, then, for the usage of the term “one” in the common speech of 

the Arabs to whom the Qur’an was initially revealed. But what of the particular 

use, if any, of the word “one” as employed by revelation specifically in relation 

to God? The oneness of God (tawh}i>d) affirmed by revelation, Ibn Taymiyya ex-

plains, entails the affirmation not simply that God is numerically singular (i.e., 

that there is only one God and no others), but more specifically the affirmation 

of exclusive divinity (ila>hiyya) of God and God alone, which entails that there is 

no other would-be “god ” (ila>h) rightfully deserving of worship save Him. To put 

it differently, the point of the Qur’an’s insistence on tawh}i>d is not merely to as-

sert that God is one, but that He is one God. Ibn Taymiyya cites a hadith and a 

number of Qur’anic verses to support this conception of what it means to declare 

that God is “one.”
86

 This understanding, he tells us, stands in contrast to the def-

inition that many mutakallimu>n have given of the word “tawh}i>d ” when they de-

fine it as consisting (merely) of God’s oneness in His essence, having no part 
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 “wa-ma> arsalna> min rasu>lin illa> bi-lisa>ni qawmihi li-yubayyina lahum” [Qur’an (Ibra>hi>m) 14:4]. 
86

 For a listing of the relevant verses, see Dar’, I: 224-225. 
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(juz’) or counterpart (qasi>m), oneness in His attributes, wherein He has no like 

(shabi>h), and oneness in His actions, in which He has no partner or co-sharer 

(shari>k). Yet this tripartite division of tawh}i>d into oneness of essence, of attrib-

utes, and of acts only partly overlaps with the tawh}i>d affirmed by revelation, 

which includes, as we have seen, a believer’s explicit affirmation, both in word 

and in deed, of God’s singular divinity (ulu>hiyya) and unique right to be wor-

shipped.
87

 In this manner, Ibn Taymiyya concludes, the latter-day mutakallimu>n 

fail to include in the meaning (musamma>) of the word “tawh}i>d ” this aspect of 

divinity and rightful worship which is essential to it, while at the same time 

smuggling into it a range of other meanings – based on the private and idiosyn-

cratic technical usage of the philosophers – that entail a contradiction of the 

plain sense of revelation through a negation of the divine attributes unambigu-

ously affirmed therein. 

We have seen in the preceding two paragraphs that the Qur’an uses the 

terms “wa>h}id ” and “tawh}i>d ” with respect to God both in terms of a common 

everyday meaning (namely, that there is only one entity who is God and not sev-

eral), as well as in terms of a novel meaning inaugurated by revelation (namely, 

that this numerically singular God is alone deserving of worship). A problem 

arises, however, when a word is used in a technical sense by a particular group 

and infused with meanings not originally part of the semantic field assigned to it 

by its original users. For, as we have seen above, when the philosophers and 

Mu‘tazila affirm that God has “no parts, no counterpart, and no like,” this is 

true, concedes Ibn Taymiyya, and conveys indeed a (rationally and scripturally) 

valid meaning, namely, the impossibility that God should separate into parts 

(yatafarraq), degenerate (yafsud), or disintegrate (yastah}i>l), for He is indeed both 

“ah}ad ” (singularly and emphatically One) and “s}amad,” this latter qualification 

carrying the meaning, for physical objects, of that which is solid and has no hol-

low center, as well as the more abstract meaning of a “master or lord whose sov-

ereignty and power are complete and perfect.”
88

 Yet they then superimpose upon 

                                                 
87

 See Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise Tawh}i>d al-ulu>hiyya and related treatise Tawh}i>d al-rubu>biyya. 
88

 “al-sayyid alladhi> kamula su’duduhu” (Dar’, I: 228, l. 6). 
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this correct meaning a negation of God’s being separate (muba>yin) from and 

“above” the universe (‘uluwwuhu ‘ala> khalqihi), and other such attributes that 

they deny on the grounds that affirming them would entail that God is composite 

(murakkab) and therefore divisible (munqasim), rendering Him in this manner 

“like” (shabi>h) unto created things. Yet those knowledgeable of the Arabic lan-

guage and the context of revelation, Ibn Taymiyya insists, know that such mean-

ings are simply not designated by the terms “composition” (tarki>b), “divisibility” 

(inqisa>m), or yet “similarity” (tamthi>l, tashbi>h) in the commonly understood Ar-

abic language in which the Qur’an has been revealed. 

 As for the precarious term “tarki>b” (‘composition’), Ibn Taymiyya cites 

several common everyday meanings of this word, including: (1) that which has 

been put together or assembled by something else (ma> rakkabahu ghayruhu); (2) 

that which was disaggregate and subsequently came together (ma> ka>na mufta-

riqan fa-’jtama‘a); or (3) that which can be disassembled or taken apart (ma> 

yumkinu tafri>q ba‘d}ihi ‘an ba‘d}),89
 such as a man, an animal, or a plant.

90
 Now, it 

is no doubt true, remarks Ibn Taymiyya, that God is not “composite” in any of 

these commonly understood senses. The philosophers (and particularly Ibn Si>na>), 

however, have adopted the word “composition” (tarki>b) as a technical term and 

endowed it with a number of meanings additional to its original connotations, 

among which is the notion that God must be devoid of all attributes so as not to 

be “composed” of His essence (dha>t) and His would-be attributes (s}ifa>t).91
 This 

conclusion is based on the premise that “Every composite entity (kull murakkab) 

is dependent upon (muftaqir ila>) its parts (ajza>’ihi)” or, alternatively, “dependent 

upon other than itself (ghayrihi)” – on the assumption that a thing’s constituent 

parts are “other than” the thing itself taken as a composite whole.
92

 On this un-

derstanding, God’s would-be attributes are taken to be “parts” (ajza>’) that are 

“other than” (ghayr) God Himself and upon which He would be “dependent” 

                                                 
89

 In another spot, Ibn Taymiyya uses the words “that whose parts can be separated” (ma> yaqbalu 
tafri>q ajza>’ihi) (ibid., III: 16, l. 3-4). 
90

 Ibid., I: 280, l. 14-18. Also ibid., III: 16. 
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 For a listing of the five technical usages the philosophers have added to the original meaning 

(musamma>) of the word “tarki>b,” see ibid., III: 389 – 390, l. 3. Also ibid., V: 142.   
92

 Ibid., III: 16, l. 1-2. 
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(muftaqir) if He were indeed to possess attributes. Not only would the possession 

of attributes, on this view, make God “composite” and not “one” (in the special-

ized philosophical sense of perfectly simple), but His alleged “dependency” on 

“other than” Himself would equally negate His perfection and divine self-

sufficiency. 

In this manner, Ibn Taymiyya remarks, the philosophers have negated 

God’s ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) and attributes (s}ifa>t) thinking that, in doing 

so, they were preserving the unity (tawh}i>d) of His essence (dha>t).93
 In reality, 

however, the distinction between essence and attributes, Ibn Taymiyya insists, is 

a purely mental one, as the various attributes of a given entity can only be sepa-

rated out by the mind for the purpose of rational analysis, yet can never exist as 

such – that is, separate from essence – in the outside world.
94

 In external reality, 

there can exist only the thing’s essence as qualified by the various attributes and 

properties concomitant to it.
95

 In short, according to Ibn Taymiyya, while the 

mind may make a logical distinction between essence and attributes, the onto-

logical reality of any existent entity necessarily comprises both its essence and 

concomitant attributes as one (ontologically) inseparable and indivisible whole. 

On this analysis, then, the philosophical maxim that “Every composite entity is 

dependent upon its parts” or “on what is other than it”
96

 can, once the rational 

meanings have been stripped from the technical jargon of the philosophers, be 

translated, tautologously, as: “Any entity qualified by a necessary attribute con-

comitant to it can only exist along with its necessary attribute.”
97

 And this 

meaning, Ibn Taymiyya asserts, is true (in fact it is tautological) and conforms 

both with a sound rational analysis of the issue as well as with the numerous 
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 Ibid., V: 141, l. 17-19. 
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 And it is only in this notional sense that one may legitimately describe an attribute as “other 

than” the entity as a whole or, indeed, “other than” – in the sense of distinct from – any of the 

entity’s other discrete attributes. (See ibid., I: 281, l. 6-17). 
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 “laysat lahu h}aqi>qa ghayr al-dha>t al-maws}u>fa [bi-s}ifa>tiha> al-la>zima laha>].” (ibid., I: 281, l. 7 

and ibid., III: 16-17 passim). 
96

 “kull murakkab muftaqir ila> ajza>’ihi, aw ila> ghayrihi.” For Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of the 

word “ghayr,” see ibid., I: 281 and ibid., III: 16-17. 
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 “al-maws}u>f bi-s}ifa la>zima lahu la> yaku>nu mawju>dan bi-du>n s}ifatihi al-la>zima lahu” (ibid., III: 

16, l. 11-12). 
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scriptural dicta that unambiguously affirm specific attributes of God – quite in 

spite of the fact that the philosophers have chosen to refer to the inseparable at-

tributes of an entity as “parts of” or as being “other than” the entity itself, or to 

describe the ontological concomitance (istilza>m, tala>zum) between the entity’s 

essence and its attributes as the “dependence” (iftiqa>r) of the former upon the 

latter, or to refer to the fact of an entity’s being qualified by necessary attributes 

concomitant to it a form of “composition” (tarki>b). Ibn Taymiyya’s point is that 

if these are the specialized, technical meanings the philosophers have given to 

the common terms “part,” “other,” “dependence,” and “composition,” then there 

is no rational or scriptural reason to deny the statement that God is “composed” 

(of His essence and attributes) and therefore “dependent” on “parts” that are 

“other than” Him on this interpretation of the terms – quite apart from the fact 

that such idiosyncratic meanings do not conform to what these words mean in 

the widely shared convention of Arabic speakers
98

 and are therefore likely to be 

misleading and to give rise to numerous confusions and errors, both in terms of 

rational analysis and of scriptural interpretation. In the end, any given question 

must be decided on the basis of a sound rational analysis and a sound scriptural 

exegesis, once the terms of the discussion have been carefully analyzed and their 

various meanings separated, fully clarified, and judged for scriptural (as well as 

rational) integrity on an individual basis.        

We have seen above the example of a term used in revelation (“wa>h}id ”) 

as well as a closely related term not used in revelation (“tarki>b”), both of which 

have undergone a significant semantic shift through being infused with unprece-

dented meanings reflecting a novel conceptual framework alien to the intellectu-

al and linguistic habits of the early Muslims. This novel conceptual and linguis-

tic schema is then read back into revelation by latter-day philosophers and theo-

logians such that the uncontroversial statement “God is one and non-composite” 

– understood according to the original convention to carry the (scripturally af-

                                                 
98

 Ibn Taymiyya explicitly states that “referring to this meaning as ‘composition’ is a convention 

that they (i.e., the philosophers) have established (wad}‘ wad}a‘u>hu) and which does not conform 

to the (conventional) language of the Arabs or the language of any other community.” (ibid., I: 

281, l. 2-3).  



240 

firmed and rationally coherent) meaning that there exists only one single entity 

who is God and who alone deserves to be worshipped, and who was neither “as-

sembled” nor is subject to disaggregation – is now taken to carry the (scriptural-

ly indefensible and rationally incoherent) meaning that “God, who is perfectly 

simple, is pure being (wuju>d mut}laq) possessed of no attributes whatsoever.” 

That such a notion of “God” is radically at odds with the plain meaning of scrip-

ture – understood according to the linguistic convention of its original recipients 

– is beyond question, since the terms “wa>h}id ” (‘one’), “murakkab” (‘compo-

site’), and related terms carried, at the time of revelation, none of the highly spe-

cialized meanings invested in them by later philosophers attempting to express 

the assumptions and entailments of a foreign worldview in the Arabic language. 

Yet Ibn Taymiyya goes beyond asserting the mere scriptural incompatibility of 

such a notion of “God,” arguing that it is rationally indefensible as well, since 

“pure being” and a “pure essence” unqualified by any attributes, and the like, are, 

he insists, purely logical constructs which can only exist in the mind.
99

 There-

fore, a statement such as “God is one and non-composite” can responsibly be nei-

ther affirmed nor negated categorically until all of its constituent terms have 

been carefully dissected, whereupon one should then proceed to affirm and deny 

the individual meanings thus identified, regardless of the terms used to express 

them, for “consideration is given to realities (h}aqa>’iq) and meanings (ma‘a>ni>), 

not to the mere words [by which they are expressed].”
100

 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 

 We began this chapter with a Qur’anic citation which reads: “Never did 

We dispatch an envoy but with a message in the language of his people, that he 

might make it clear to them (li-yubayyina lahum).”
101

 In a sense, this chapter – 

and indeed Ibn Taymiyya’s entire linguistic philosophy and hermeneutical ap-
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proach – can be seen as a commentary on, and an elaboration of, this and similar 

verses. The fundamental fact of revelation is that it consists of a communiqué 

from God on high to His human creatures here on Earth. The message is vital, 

the communication essential, and the stakes for human welfare in this world and 

the next exceedingly high. If men are to be imparted the truth about themselves 

and their Creator and held morally accountable for this truth in an eternal after-

life, then certainly, Ibn Taymiyya reasons, God would not fail to communicate to 

them with utmost clarity and determinacy the content of those beliefs and ac-

tions for which they will be held eternally responsible. We have paired the terms 

“clarity” and “determinacy” here purposely, for Ibn Taymiyya takes as axiomatic 

the existence of a strong correlation – or as he might say, a “tala>zum” – between 

clarity on the one hand, and a determinacy approaching univocity (particularly in 

broad theological, as opposed to legal, matters) on the other. For Ibn Taymiyya, 

effective communication is that which leaves the recipient with no doubt regard-

ing the content of the missive and the intentions of the dispatcher. A highly in-

determinate text open to a multitude of contradictory readings
102

 would repre-

sent, for Ibn Taymiyya, a consummate failure in effective communication, leav-

ing each reader to foist his own subjective opinions onto an effectively silent 

concatenation of ambivalent vocables. A text that can mean anything means, in 

fact, nothing. 

 Working, then, from the premise of the preeminent clarity and intelligi-

bility of revelation, Ibn Taymiyya proceeds to elaborate a thoroughly language-

based hermeneutic which views the collective repository of revealed texts as ful-

ly independent and self-sufficient in their conveyance of a unified, coherent, and 

comprehensible worldview and theology. The transparency and self-sufficiency 

of the texts relieve the exegete of any need for reliance on extra-textual sources 

in comprehending revelation, particularly the notoriously contentious and paro-
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 We say here specifically “contradictory readings,” since Ibn Taymiyya does allow that the 

words and verses of revelation can, to a limited degree, legitimately carry several meanings, but 
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reality, rather than contradictory. For a more detailed analysis, see Saleh, “Rise of Radical 

Hermeneutics,” 131-136.  
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chial “rational conclusions” (‘aqliyya>t) of the divers schools of philosophy and 

speculative theology. Ibn Taymiyya’s interpretive method, as we have seen, 

builds off of a larger linguistic epistemology which posits that the meaning of 

any linguistic utterance is solely determinable through a careful consideration of 

context, judged against the backdrop of the known linguistic convention of the 

speech community to which the language is directed. Context and convention 

work together to isolate, usually in a definitive manner, which of the various 

meanings connoted by a given word is meant in any given instance. Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s insistence on the inherent and hence inescapable contextuality of any lin-

guistic utterance (revelation or otherwise) renders redundant the traditional dis-

tinction between putatively “literal” (h}aqi>qa) and “metaphorical” (maja>z) mean-

ings presupposed by the kind of “third-wave” ta’wi>l beloved to the philosophers 

and theologians but which Ibn Taymiyya insists was vehemently rejected by the 

early Salaf. If the apparent sense (z}a>hir) of any utterance is determined strictly as 

a function of context, then there can never be any need to “deflect” a word from 

its supposed primary meaning to a would-be secondary, “non-literal” one. Given 

the central importance Ibn Taymiyya gives to context, we have qualified his 

hermeneutics as a kind of “contextual ta’wi>l,” an appellation which he would no 

doubt accept in as far as “ta’wi>l ” here be taken strictly in its original sense of 

“tafsi>r al-ma‘na>.” 

 Yet if we are to judge what a particular word must mean in a given con-

text, we can only do so if we are thoroughly familiar with the wider linguistic 

conventions of our speech community which dictate that such-and-such a word 

conventionally carries such-and-such a meaning when used in such-and-such a 

context. Absent this experiential familiarity with the discrete conventions of a 

defined linguistic community, we would have no basis on which to pass an accu-

rate judgment on the contextualized meaning of an utterance. Given that the 

Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet Muh}ammad and his Companions in the form 

of 7
th

-century Classical Arabic familiar to them, it is, naturally, their linguistic 

convention (and related conceptual framework) that must be considered the final 

determinant of what revelation could have meant to them. And what revelation 
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meant to them is, for Ibn Taymiyya, what revelation means period. To entertain 

the possibility that revelation could have a “real meaning” at odds with the un-

derstanding of the Salaf, only to be uncovered generations later via the idiosyn-

cratic conventions of a foreign society whose vocabulary, assumptions, and intel-

lectual habits are other than those presupposed by Qur’an would, for Ibn Tay-

miyya, not only amount to a fatal contradiction of the Qur’an’s own self-

proclaimed “clarity,” but would entail the categorical negation of the very es-

sence of language and the designs and functioning of linguistic communication, 

be it divine or otherwise.
103

    

 It is clear from the investigation conducted in this chapter that Ibn Tay-

miyya is seeking to effect a shift away from an approach to the revealed texts 

that prioritizes abstract speculation and that endeavors to fit revelation into the 

mold of a preset worldview allegedly derived on the basis of “pure reason” to-

wards an approach thoroughly grounded in language and in which the revealed 

texts are fully self-sufficient in the conveyance of theological and other truths to 

humankind. In the following chapter, we turn our attention to how Ibn Taymiyya 

seeks to deconstruct the basic assumptions of falsafa in order to reestablish the 

connection – and the harmony – between authentic revelation (naql s}ah}i>h}) and 

his reconstructed notion of pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}). 
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 Once again, this should not be taken to mean that Ibn Taymiyya necessarily rejects the 

prerogative of later generations to entertain their own personal or collective insights regarding 

the texts, so long as these insights are complementary to – and never in contradiction with – the 

meanings we can determine to have been understood by the Salaf. 
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CHAPTER 5 

S{ari>h} al-Ma‘qu>l, or 

‘What is Reason?’ 
 

“Shall we, whenever a man comes to us more disputatious than another, 

abandon what Gabriel has brought to Muh}ammad (pbuh) 

on account of such a man’s controversy?” 

(Ma>lik b. Anas)
1
 

 

I. Introduction 

 

or Ibn Taymiyya, the question of the alleged conflict between reason 

and revelation in medieval Islam boils down, as we have seen, almost 

exclusively to a question of how to understand revealed texts that con-

cern the Divine Attributes. In the last chapter, we explored Ibn Taymiyya’s ap-

proach to language and textual interpretation in order to uncover his methodolo-

gy for determining precisely what it is that revelation says. In the current chap-

ter, we explore the main elements of Ibn Taymiyya’s ontology and epistemology, 

both of which are central in his bid to demonstrate the possibility of maintaining 

a plain sense understanding of scripture – in accord with what he claims to be the 

universal practice of the Salaf – without running into rational contradictions or 

falling into assimilationism (tashbi>h) of the type that would compromise God’s 

majesty, uniqueness, and utter dissimilarity from all created things. Once we 

have examined Ibn Taymiyya’s principal ontological and epistemological views, 

we shall then present and evaluate, by way of conclusion, his use of the various 

tools he has developed to attempt to resolve, once and for all, the centuries-long 

conflict between reason and revelation that constitutes the subject of the Dar’ al-

ta‘a>rud}.   

                                                 
1
 “a-wa-kullama> ja>’ana> rajul ajdal min rajul tarakna> ma> ja>’a bihi Jibri>l ila> Muh}ammad (s}alla> Al-

la>hu ‘alayhi wa-sallam) li-jadal ha>dha>? ” Cited at Dar’, I: 191, l. 2-3. 

F 
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In a relatively brief passage in Volume VII of the Dar’, Ibn Taymiyya 

lays out, it an uncharacteristically explicit and theoretical fashion, the main out-

lines of a comprehensive epistemological system, in which he identifies three 

fundamental sources of knowledge: (1) sense (h}iss), which comprises both an 

outer (z}a>hir) and an inner (ba>t}in) dimension; (2) reason (‘aql), including both 

necessary a priori knowledge (badi>hiyya>t d}aru>riyya) and that which can be de-

rived through rational reflection and inference (al-i‘tiba>r bi-l-naz}ar wa-l-qiya>s); 

and (3) report (khabar), or transmission, which includes, but is not limited to, the 

texts of revelation.
2
 In the pages below, we shall “unpack” the passage in ques-

tion by providing a detailed description of each individual source of knowledge 

and the various principles underlying its proper functioning and use. This exer-

cise will then be followed by an examination of the common principles Ibn Tay-

miyya believes to underlie and ground these various sources of knowledge equal-

ly, primarily the notions of fit}ra and tawa>tur. 

 Yet before delving into Ibn Taymiyya’s views on reason and the acquisi-

tion of knowledge (that is, his epistemology), we will be well served first to ex-

plore his understanding of ontology. Ontology and epistemology lend themselves 

to a joint treatment since knowledge (a question of epistemology) is, for Ibn 

Taymiyya, first and foremost a question of knowing what exists “out there” (a 

question of ontology), that is, knowing what entities or kinds of entities enjoy 

substantive, extra-mental existence in the outside world.
3
 Furthermore, Ibn 

Taymiyya’s critique of the ontology espoused by the philosophers (and some 

theologians) is central to his project in the Dar’ and must, therefore, be ade-

quately accounted for if his attempted deconstruction and reconstruction of rea-

son proper is to be adequately appreciated. That is, Ibn Taymiyya not only cri-

tiques the philosophers’ mishandling of reason but also, more fundamentally, 

their presumptions concerning the very nature of reality itself, that reality about 

which they purport to be reasoning. Finally, since a major pillar of Ibn Taymiy-

                                                 
2
 Ibid., VII: 324. 

3
 See, for example, ibid., VI: 98, l. 4, where he says: “wa-laysa al-maqs}u>d al-awwal bi-l-‘ilm illa> 

‘ilm ma> huwa tha>bit fi> al-kha>rij.” 
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ya’s project rests on his contention that the philosophers are the victims of mas-

sive confusion regarding what exists “out there” versus what exists only in the 

mind, considerations of ontology and epistemology must be treated in tandem if 

an adequate understanding of Ibn Taymiyya’s fundamentally epistemological 

project – namely, of resolving the alleged conflict between reason and revelation, 

particularly with regard to the Divine Attributes – is to be made possible. Once 

we have probed Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of what reality consists of, we 

will be in a position to account for his views on the various ways in which we 

gain knowledge of that reality. We will then be in a position to discuss, in our 

conclusion, how Ibn Taymiyya marshals the various elements of his ontological 

and epistemological (as well as linguistic) reforms in an attempt to dissolve cer-

tain key elements of philosophical thought which he holds to be both rationally 

indefensible and, at the same time, primarily responsible for the alleged contra-

dictions between “reason” and revelation that he has set himself the task of re-

futing. 

 

II. ‘What Exists?’ 

Ibn Taymiyya’s Account of Reality 

 

A recurrent theme which Ibn Taymiyya stresses repeatedly throughout many of 

his writings is the necessity of differentiating sharply between that which has 

purely mental existence (such as universal concepts and notions existing in the 

mind) and that which exists “out there” in external reality (fi> al-kha>rij). Ibn 

Taymiyya often denotes this distinction by means of an alliterative pair of terms 

whereby mental notions are said to exist “fi> al-adhha>n” (lit., “in [our] minds”) 

while any externally existing entity (‘ayn) is said to exist “fi> al-a‘ya>n” (lit., “as 

entities”), that is, as a self-standing external entity. The various notions that ex-

ist in the mind are said to be “ma‘qu>l ” (mental, notional, logical), while that 

which exists in the extra-mental world is, for Ibn Taymiyya, invariably “mah}su>s” 

(empirical, or perhaps “perceivable”). It is critical to grasp that in Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s schema, ma‘qu>l (mental / notional) and mah}su>s (empirical / perceptible) are 

mutually exclusive and logically exhaustive categories. Thus, something exists 
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either as a concept in the mind (like universals, abstract number, etc.) or else as a 

perceivable entity in the external world (‘ayn mah}su>s fi> al-kha>rij) – only one or 

the other and never both together. We shall first present a synopsis of Ibn Tay-

miyya’s account of what exists “out there” (fi> al-a‘ya>n) and how we can come to 

know it, then take up the question of what subsists in the mind (fi> al-adhha>n) in a 

subsequent section dedicated to the nature and functioning of reason. 

 

The Realm of A‘ya>n: Seen and Unseen 
 

We begin our discussion with the realm of empirical reality (the mah}su>s), the 

existing entities (a‘ya>n) of which are divided into two distinct sub-realms, the 

realm of the seen (‘a>lam al-shaha>da) and the realm of the unseen (‘a>lam al-

ghayb). The term “shaha>da,” a Qur’anic term
4
 whose literal signification is “that 

which is visible,” applies collectively to the entities that are present (sha>hid) and 

perceptible to us now through our various external senses (h}iss z}a>hir), such as 

sight, hearing, touch, etc. Such entities include essentially all the various objects 

we see, hear, taste, feel, and smell in our daily lives, as well as the various events 

which we witness personally. The term “ghayb,” also a Qur’anic term,
5
 applies to 

anything that exists but that is not perceptible to – i.e., is “absent” (gha>’ib) from 

– our external senses. Now, of the entities that are perceptible to us as part of our 

witnessed (mashhu>d) external reality, some possess both an outward (z}a>hir) 

aspect as well as an inward (ba>t}in) aspect. The outward aspect, such as the body 

of a human being, is perceived, naturally, through the external senses (h}iss z}a>hir). 

The “inner” perceived (mah}su>s) aspects proper, say, to a human are defined by 

Ibn Taymiyya to include the subjective experience of internal physical states 

such as hunger and satiety, as well as emotional or psychological states, such as 

joy, anger, pain, and the like.
6
 And while a person’s inner aspect (ba>t}in) is not 

                                                 
4
 See Qur’an (al-Tagha>bun) 64:18, (al-Baqara) 2:185, (al-Anbiya>’) 21:61, (Yu>suf) 12:80.  

5
 See Qur’an (Yu>suf) 12:52, 80; (al-An‘a>m) 6:59. 

6
 Abstract relational and intentional realities, such as amity and enmity, do not count as mah}su>s 

for Ibn Taymiyya, but rather are classified as “notions” (ma‘a>ni>), and thus enjoy mental existence 

in the mind. Thus, while the desire and bloodlust a wolf might feel upon eyeing a lonely sheep 

are, like anger and pain, mah}su>s realities that the wolf experiences through h}iss ba>t}in, the sheep’s 
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itself empirically perceivable to others, it nevertheless remains in essence 

“perceptible” (mah}su>s),
7
 specifically to the person himself through his own 

“internal perception” (h}iss ba>t}in).
8
 Notwithstanding these inner states inhering in 

what are otherwise outwardly perceivable entities, the vast majority of what 

exists in the ghayb consists of various self-standing entities (a‘ya>n qa>’ima bi-

anfusiha>) and events that are, like all existing entities and events, in and of 

themselves perceptible (mah}su>s), though not (normally) perceivable to us 

through our external senses (h}iss z}a>hir). Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya does allow 

that of the various entities existing in the ghayb, we can perceive, through a type 

of h}iss ba>t}in, the existence of both our soul and of God. As for all other entities 

and events that exist in the ghayb – most notably angels and jinn, and various 

eschatological events such as the life of the grave, the events of the resurrection 

and Day of Judgment, heaven and hell, etc. – to the extent we can know anything 

about them at all, it is only through what Ibn Taymiyya identifies as our second 

major source of knowledge after (inner and outer) perception, namely “report” 

(khabar), which we shall treat in greater detail further below. 

Now, the fact that entities existing in the ghayb are not amenable to our 

empirical verification through h}iss z}a>hir in no way negates their factual exist-

ence as objectively real, self-standing entities in and of themselves. In fact, of 

the two realms, it is the ghayb that appears to be the more fundamentally real, 

and it is of note that in every instance in which the terms “ghayb” and “shaha>da” 

are mentioned together in the Qur’an, it is invariably the ghayb which is men-

tioned first (it is always “al-ghayb wa-l-shaha>da,” never “al-shaha>da wa-l-

ghayb”). Yet we must not imagine the realm of the ghayb and that of the sha-

                                                                                                                                     
perception that the wolf harbors enmity towards her or constitutes an enemy to her is, in essence, 

a relational judgment (h}ukm) and, as such, exists as a mental or notional phenomenon in the 

mind of the sheep. The fear, however, induced by the notional judgment of the wolf’s enmity 

towards her is an internal (and hence gha>’ib), perceptible (mah}su>s) reality experienced by the 

sheep through h}iss ba>t}in. (See Dar’, VI: 44, 52). 
7
 Ibn Taymiyya states explicitly that “[a person’s] inner state (ba>t}in) is not perceptible to us upon 

seeing his outer form, not because it is inherently imperceptible (la> li-‘adam imka>n ih}sa>sihi), but 

rather because his inner state is veiled (la>kin li-’h}tija>b ba>t}inihi) or on account of another reason 

(aw li-ma‘na> a>khar). Ibid., VI: 32, l. 15 – 33, l. 2. 
8
 Ibid., VI: 108, l. 10-13. 



249 

ha>da to be hermetically sealed off from one another in any categorical fashion. 

Of the two realms, the ghayb is the more comprehensive and seemingly less re-

stricted, with the intelligent beings inhabiting it – such as the angels and jinn – 

appearing to have full access to our empirical realm (that of the shaha>da), though 

the reverse does not normally hold true. The interrelational nature of the sha>hid 

and gha>’ib realms is further underscored by the fact that prophets, for instance, 

are quite regularly given empirical access to various realms of the unseen world, 

whereby they are able to perceive entities such as angels and jinn and hear what 

they are saying.
9
 Conversely, elements of the ghayb occasionally impinge upon 

our empirical (sha>hid) realm, such as the occasion on which the angel Gabriel is 

reported to have appeared to the Prophet Muh}ammad at the time of the first rev-

elation of the Qur’an, or the account in the well-known “Hadith of Gabriel” in 

which this latter appears in the realm of the shaha>da in the form of a man who 

interacted with the Prophet and Companions directly.
10

 

Finally, the soul (ru>h}), a self-standing entity (‘ayn) existing in the ghayb 

yet associated with our physical body for the duration of our worldly life, is able 

to perceive things that the body cannot perceive, similar to the manner in which 

a person might experience things imperceptible to other people during a state in 

which he is “disconnected” to a degree from his normal bodily perceptions, as in 

dream.
11

 Upon death, the soul becomes even more definitively disconnected from 

the body and thus can sense and can see (tuh}iss wa-tara>) things that it cannot 

sense and see currently while still connected with the body. If, Ibn Taymiyya 

urges, we realize that the soul can perceive things that the body cannot, and that 

                                                 
9
 Ibid., VI: 108, l. 18 – 109, l. 1. The Qur’an contains numerous passages in which prophets are 

depicted as having direct interaction with the ‘a>lam al-ghayb. See for example, Qur’an (al-Naml) 

27:16-44 and Q. (S{a>d) 38:36. Similarly, there exist many hadith reports in which the Prophet is 

reported to have been given access to the realm of the ghayb, such as seeing and hearing angels 

or jinn on discrete occasions, seeing and hearing events transpiring a great distance away, or, 

most notably, his traveling on the occasion of the Heavenly Ascension (mi‘ra>j) through the seven 

heavens and being granted, among other things, glimpses into future scenes of paradise and hell 

(on the interpretation that the mi‘ra>j was a real event – h}aqi>qa – and not merely a dream vision, 

or ru’ya>).   
10

 See ibid., VI: 32-33 for this paragraph in general. 
11

 Ibn Taymiyya seems to be speaking here, with respect to the perception of the ru>h}, of the kind 

of spiritual unveiling, or kashf, in which discrete elements of the ghayb are disclosed to a person 

as a matter of divine favor. 
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some people can perceive with their bodies and souls that which others cannot, 

we would realize that the avenues and modalities of perception (t}uruq al-h}iss) 

are, in fact, numerous and not limited simply to what the majority of people are 

able to perceive in the realm of the shaha>da via their bodily senses, as such sens-

es are apt to perceive only some of what exists in the external world. It is in this 

expanded sense that Ibn Taymiyya maintains the view that every self-standing 

entity (kull qa>’im bi-nafsihi) is, in one way or another, perceivable (yumkin al-

ih}sa>s bihi).12
 

It emerges from the foregoing that the distinction between the sha>hid and 

gha>’ib realms, for Ibn Taymiyya, is not an absolute ontological distinction as 

much as it is a relative (and ultimately epistemological) one determined by the 

particular range and limitations of normal human sense perception. All things in 

existence – that is, all the a‘ya>n of the sha>hid and gha>’ib realms – are perceptible 

(mah}su>s) in their own right, only that some of them are perceptible to us in the 

current world (al-dunya>) through our external perception, while others have been 

placed categorically beyond the reach of our senses (even when radically extend-

ed by, for example, the use of modern microscopes, telescopes, and the like). 

From a purely ontological perspective, both realms are equally existent, real, 

“out there” (fi> al-kha>rij), and are both equally populated by inherently percepti-

ble, self-standing entities (a‘ya>n mah}su>sa qa>’ima bi-anfusiha>) existing in their 

own right, distinct from and independent of other existent and self-standing enti-

ties.
13

   

Beyond this ontological dimension, the notion of “ghayb” likewise com-

prises a temporal aspect, reflected in Ibn Taymiyya’s definition of the ghayb as 

“that which is imperceptible to us now in the current world” (ghayr mashhu>d la-

                                                 
12

 Dar’, VI: 110, l. 2-8. 
13

 The fundamental ontological distinction to be made, as we shall see eventually, is the 

distinction between the necessary, uncreated, eternal, and indestructible existence of God, on the 

one hand, and the contingent, created, temporal existence of everything other than God (both 

sha>hid and gha>’ib), on the other. These qualities (necessity vs. contingency, eternity vs. 

temporality, etc.) are inherent to the entity in question and therefore hold true in an absolute 

sense, i.e., they are not relative to us as human beings as is the case with the fact that some 

created, contingent realities happen to be perceptible to us in the current world (and are thus 

“sha>hid ”) while others happen not to be (and are thus “gha>’ib”). 
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na> al-a>n fi> al-dunya>).14
 So in addition to those entities that exist concurrently 

with us but in the unseen realm, the ghayb, from the perspective of its temporal 

aspect, also comprises all events that have occurred in the realm of the sha>hid 

but in the past or that will occur in the sha>hid realm in the future. For although 

such events partake ontologically of the realm of the shaha>da (i.e., their occur-

rence takes place in our realm of time and space and in a manner analogous to 

the events we witness in our current sha>hid reality), they are nevertheless not 

perceptible to us right now. Use of the word “ghayb” with reference to future 

events to occur in the sha>hid realm is evidenced in a phrase such as “la> ya‘lamu 

al-ghayb illa> Alla>h”
15

 (lit., ‘Only God knows the ghayb’), which is functionally 

equivalent to English “Only God knows the future.” The use of “ghayb” in refer-

ence to past sha>hid events appears, for instance, in Qur’an (Hu>d) 11:49, where, 

after a long passage detailing the events of the life of Noah, God addresses the 

Prophet Muh}ammad with the words: “That is from the news of the unseen (anba>’ 

al-ghayb) which we reveal to thee (O Muh}ammad).”
16

 

Finally, in addition to its ontological and temporal dimensions, the ghayb 

further comprises a spatial dimension, whereby even those things that exist con-

temporaneously with me in the realm of the shaha>da, but which are not immedi-

ately present to my sense perception now, are considered “gha>’ib” with respect 

to me. Under this aspect of the ghayb would fall essentially all places, persons, 

and events currently existing in the world but of which I myself do not currently 

have direct empirical experience through external perception (h}iss z}a>hir). With 

the destruction of the current order of existence (al-dunya>) and the creation of a 

new one (khalq jadi>d)
17

 at the end of time, the distinction between the shaha>da 

and the ghayb will be abrogated, the veil currently concealing the latter from the 

                                                 
14

 See similar at Dar’, VI: 107, IX: 15. 
15

 reminiscent of Qur’an (al-Naml) 27:65, which states: “Say: None in the heavens and earth 

knows the unseen save God, and they perceive not when they shall be resurrected” (qul la> 
ya‘lamu man fi> ’l-sama>wa>ti wa-l-ard}i ’l-ghayba illa> ’Lla>hu wa-ma> yash‘uru>na ayya>na yub‘athu>n). 
16

 “tilka min anba>’i ’l-ghaybi nu>h}i>ha> ilayk.” See similar at Qur’an (A<l ‘Imra>n) 3:44 and Q. 

(Yu>suf) 12:102. 
17

 See Qur’an (al-Isra>’) 17:49. 
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former lifted, and all previously gha>’ib entities – including God
18

 – shall become 

directly perceivable (mashhu>d) and experienced immediately through h}iss z}a>hir. 

At that time, Ibn Taymiyya affirms, what we used to merely know about with 

certainty (‘ilm al-yaqi>n) will dramatically come to be witnessed and experienced 

directly (‘ayn al-yaqi>n).
19

    

Let us briefly recapitulate before moving on. Ibn Taymiyya begins by 

drawing a fundamental distinction between that which has purely mental 

(ma‘qu>l) existence and that which enjoys outside “perceivable” (mah}su>s) exist-

ence, describing the former as existing “fi> al-adhha>n” and the latter as existing 

“fi> al-a‘ya>n.” The various entities (a‘ya>n) that enjoy objective external existence 

are themselves divided, with respect to our empirical access to them, into two 

distinct realms, that of the shaha>da and that of the ghayb. The realm of the sha-

ha>da comprises that which is perceptible to our external senses (h}iss z}a>hir) at the 

current moment. The term “ghayb” is normally used in reference to the vast 

realm of the unseen, that which, with few exceptions, is categorically veiled 

from human sense perception in this world. Through a type of “internal percep-

tion” (h}iss ba>t}in), we experience inner physical and psychic states like hunger, 

fear, etc. It is through inner perception also that we are able to sense the exist-

ence of our souls and of God. The soul itself, in turn, possesses a capacity for 

seeing and perceiving things, through h}iss ba>t}in, which the body cannot. In addi-

tion to God and the soul, the ghayb also contains numerous other self-standing 

entities, most notably angels and jinn. The word “ghayb” is used likewise to refer 

to the various eschatological events that will occur after the destruction of the 

current order (the dunya>), such as the Day of Judgment and the realities of heav-

en and hell. The realm of the ghayb, from another angle, likewise includes all 

past and future events in the sha>hid realm, as well as all currently existing ob-

jects and events in the realm of the sha>hid that are not the object of a given indi-

                                                 
18

 A reference to the famous “ru’ya,” alluded to in Qur’an (al-Qiya>ma) 75:22-23: “[Some] faces 

that day will be radiant / Gazing upon their Lord.” 
19

 This distinction between “‘ilm al-yaqi>n” (the ‘knowledge of certainty’) and “‘ayn al-yaqi>n” 

(the ‘eye of certainty’) is a direct allusion to Qur’an (al-Taka>thur) 102: 5-7: “Nay! If you only 

knew with knowledge of certainty (‘ilm al-yaqi>n) / You will surely see the Hellfire / Then will 

you surely see it with the eye of certainty (‘ayn al-yaqi>n).” 
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vidual’s direct empirical perception at the current moment. The distinction be-

tween shaha>da and ghayb thus comprises an ontological, a temporal, and a spa-

tial dimension, and is ultimately a relative distinction with respect to a given 

perceiving subject’s empirical access to it or lack thereof. What I perceive right 

now through my external senses is sha>hid (to me). All else, from this perspective, 

is ghayb. 

The ontological affirmation of an unseen realm that lies inherently and ir-

revocably beyond our current sense perception raises an important epistemologi-

cal question: How may we come to know of the existence of such a realm and 

the realities of which it is populated? Indeed, how is it that we come to know 

anything at all? 

 

III. ‘How Do We Know What Exists?’ 

The Primary Sources of Knowledge: H{iss and Khabar 
 

If we have spent so much time in the preceding section elaborating Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s account of the seen and the unseen realms, it is primarily because for Ibn 

Taymiyya, as we have mentioned, to know is first and foremost to have 

knowledge of what exists “out there” (fi> al-kha>rij) as self-standing entities in the 

external world (fi> al-a‘ya>n). Only after accounting for what exists (a question of 

ontology) can we then turn to consider precisely how it is that we come to know 

what exists (a question of epistemology). A second reason, as we have previously 

suggested, is that a great deal of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique of philosophical dis-

course on the alleged conflict between reason and revelation can be reduced pre-

cisely to a question of confused ontology, namely, the charge that the philoso-

phers have fatally confused that which has ontological existence in the external 

world with that which has purely logical existence in the mind.
20

 After exploring 

                                                 
20

 The philosophers in fact claim, Ibn Taymiyya tells us, that the ghayb mentioned in revelation 

refers to that which is ma‘qu>l, while the shaha>da refers to the empirical world available to the 

external senses. See Dar’, VI: 33 and ibid., VI: 107. Also ibid., IX: 14-15, where Ibn Taymiyya 

affirms that revelation, in fact, has not differentiated between ghayb and shaha>da on the basis 

that the one (the ghayb) is mental (ma‘qu>l) while the other (the shaha>da) is empirical (mah}su>s), 

as the philosophers surmise, but rather that one (the shaha>da) is visible to us now, while the other 

(the ghayb) is absent from our empirical perception (gha>’ib ‘anna>) at the current time, though 
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below in greater depth exactly how it is we come to know of what exists “fi> al-

a‘ya>n,” we will then consider, in the following section, Ibn Taymiyya’s account 

of the mental realm, that is, what exists “fi> al-adhha>n.” 

 

A.  The First Source of Knowledge: H{iss (perception) 
 

Ibn Taymiyya has often been referred to as an empiricist, and indeed he identi-

fies the primary and most fundamental source of human knowledge as perception 

(h}iss). As we have seen above, h}iss comprises both an external (z}a>hir) and an in-

ternal (ba>t}in) dimension. It is through h}iss z}a>hir – primarily our five senses – that 

we come to know the objects of the empirical world around us, that world which 

he have identified as the realm of the shaha>da. It is through our internal sense 

(h}iss ba>t}in) that we experience various subjective emotive and psychic states, 

and through which we can also perceive the existence both of God and of our 

own souls. Our souls, in turn, may perceive through h}iss ba>t}in certain unseen 

(gha>’ib) realities that are veiled to the external senses. Other than God, our souls, 

and that which our souls may perceive, we have no access to anything else in the 

ghayb through our inner perception (nor, by definition, through h}iss z}a>hir). Any-

thing else existing in the ghayb that we can know about can only be known to us 

through a second, critical source of knowledge, namely, “report” (khabar). 

 

B.  The Second Source of Knowledge: Khabar (report) 
 

Sense perception, for Ibn Taymiyya, is the most immediate, necessary, and un-

deniable source of knowledge. It is the source of all knowledge we have about 

our empirical world, and in a fundamental sense lies at the base of all knowledge 

that we can have altogether (even that knowledge more proximately mediated to 

                                                                                                                                     
still in itself fundamentally capable of being perceived (yumkin al-ih}sa>s bihi) (ibid., VI: 107). 

Otherwise, anything existing in either of these two realms – in other words, anything existing 

“out there” at all, since the realms of the ghayb and the shaha>da exhaust all objective external 

existence – is, of necessity, in some sense “perceivable,” or mah}su>s (which is not necessarily to 

say “physical”). Mental notions and categories, the stuff and contents of the mind – i.e., that 

which is ma‘qu>l – are an entirely separate category for Ibn Taymiyya and have nothing to do 

with the “ghayb” spoken of in revelation. 
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us via reason or report). Yet for all its immediacy, poignancy, and undeniable 

concreteness, sensory knowledge is, in the end of the day, also extremely limited, 

for it only comprises what each of us has personally witnessed himself. It is in-

deed difficult to imagine a reality in which we had no knowledge of anything 

other than what we have come to know through our own limited direct percep-

tion. Indeed, a moment’s reflection will reveal that the vast majority of what we 

in fact do know about our world, both present and past, is known to us through 

quite another source, or rather, a collection of sources that can be grouped to-

gether under the term “report” (khabar). Literally everything we know about the 

objects and events of the world other than those we have personally witnessed – 

including past eras of human history as well as currently existing lands and peo-

ple in far-off places, not to mention the ghayb proper – is ultimately based on 

some type of “reporting” or transmission. For this reason, Ibn Taymiyya de-

scribes report as being more general and more comprehensive (a‘amm wa-

ashmal) than sense perception, although sense perception – particularly that of 

sight – is more complete and perfect (atamm wa-akmal). Indeed, as the Arabic 

saying goes, “hearing of a thing is not like seeing it” (laysa al-mukhbar ka-l-

mu‘a>yan). It nevertheless remains true that we can come to know via report 

many times that which any given individual could possibly witness personally, 

and in this sense, it can be said that it is through khabar that we are able to es-

cape imprisonment in the vivid but narrow confines of what is perceptible to us 

in the current moment. And since “what is perceptible to us in the current mo-

ment” is the very definition of the sha>hid, it follows that anything we come to 

know through khabar necessarily falls within the realm of the ghayb in one man-

ner or another. Nevertheless, it turns out that even khabar itself is grounded ul-

timately in sense perception (h}iss), for anything accurately reported to us con-

cerning any event, person, or place must originally have been experienced by 

somebody through his senses, and then subsequently transmitted to others in the 

form of a report. At the other end of the transmission process, it is also through 

our own senses that we are able to receive reports – primarily, for Ibn Taymiyya, 

through our sense of hearing, or sam‘.  
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The Arabic word “sam‘,” of course, refers not just to hearing (reports) in 

general, but also to hearing a very specific and special type of “report,” namely, 

revelation. Revelation constitutes a “report” (khabar) in as far as it consists of 

“that of which the prophets have brought [us] news concerning the unseen” (al-

ghayb alladhi> akhbarat bihi al-rusul).21
 The “reports” that constitute revelation 

are, like any other report, ultimately based in h}iss, and this from two angles. 

First, revelation initially impinges upon our world as a recited text which is first 

received, then subsequently transmitted, through sam‘, one of our primary exter-

nal senses. Second, in as far as revelation is reporting to us primarily about the 

ghayb, it is reporting to us about entities, realities, and events that are inherently 

perceptible (mah}su>s), even if they are (normally) veiled to our senses in the cur-

rent world and/or have not yet come to pass. Even God Himself, for Ibn Taymiy-

ya, is “mah}su>s” (as all existent realities must be that are not merely concepts 

subsisting in the mind), in the sense that we can perceive Him through h}iss ba>t}in 

in the current world and through h}iss z}a>hir in the world to come. In sum, then, it 

is through khabar that we come to know a great deal about our world, what it 

currently contains and what has previously existed or occurred in it. Similarly, 

everything we know about the actual parallel realm of the ghayb (i.e., that realm 

of existence which is permanently absent, or gha>’ib, from the empirical experi-

ence of human beings in the dunya>) is likewise known to us through khabar – in 

this case, the special set of akhba>r that constitute divine revelation. Such things 

include information (akhba>r) concerning the angels and jinn, heaven, hell, the 

Primordial Covenant (al-mi>tha>q)
22

 and the creation of man, the life of the grave 

and the events of the Last Day, etc. It also includes, naturally, everything of 

which revelation informs us regarding the nature of God – most importantly, for 

Ibn Taymiyya, His qualities and attributes. 

But the world contains all manner of various “reports,” and if we are so 

beholden to such reports for so much of what we claim to know about the world, 

how can we distinguish authentic reports – those which Ibn Taymiyya refers to 

                                                 
21

 Ibid., IX: 14, l. 16. 
22

 See Qur’an (al-A‘ra>f) 7:172. 
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as “khabar s}a>diq,” or ‘true report’ – from dubious ones? With respect to religious 

texts that convey knowledge of the ghayb – namely, the Qur’an and the prophet-

ic hadith reports – Ibn Taymiyya’s views are entirely standard in the context of 

the Islamic scholarly tradition. Any hadith report that can be determined to be 

“authentic” (s}ah}i>h}) according to the developed criteria of classical hadith schol-

arship counts, for Ibn Taymiyya, as khabar s}a>diq and can be taken as a reliable 

indicator of truth about reality. Absolute certainty of the veracity of a report’s 

content is, however, reserved to those texts that have reached us through the 

process of tawa>tur, or “recurrent mass transmission,” whereby a report has been 

transmitted from its origin on such a wide scale and from so many disparate and 

unrelated sources as to preclude the possibility of it having been forged through 

“collusion” or conscious agreement (tawa>t}u’). Islamic textual criticism considers 

the entire text of the Qur’an to be mutawa>tir, in addition to a (widely disagreed 

upon) number of hadith reports. The concept of tawa>tur, as is known, comprises 

not only the category of “mutawa>tir lafz}i>,” in which the precise wording of the 

report in question has been transmitted in massively recurrent fashion, but also 

the (numerically more significant) category of “tawa>tur ma‘nawi>,” in which a 

common meaning is guaranteed through tawa>tur, despite insignificant differ-

ences in the precise wording of the reports that converge upon this meaning.
23

 It 

is of note that it is the same principle of tawa>tur – albeit not through the mecha-

nism of formal hadith reports involving the sanad, etc. – that we have come to 

know, for example, the legendary generosity of H{a>tim al-T{a>’i> (d. 578 c.e.) or, for 

that matter, the extraordinary life and circumstances of the Prophet Muh}ammad, 

on the basis of which the authenticity of his claim to prophecy can be substanti-

ated.
24

    

Apart from the transmission of texts, there is also a sense in which the 

principle of tawa>tur operates at a discipline-specific level to guarantee the au-

thenticity of the knowledge cultivated in a particular field of study – specifically 

                                                 
23

 For Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of the use of various classes of hadith, and the different posi-

tions that have been held with respect to them, see Dar’, III: 383-384. 
24

 See ibid., VII: 215-216. 
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fields in which epistemic authenticity is directly linked to the faithful transmis-

sion of an early normative doctrine, as is the case in the majority of the Islamic 

religious sciences.
25

 Authoritative tawa>tur in such cases is to be judged by – and 

often only exists with respect to – those most thoroughly versed in a particular 

field. In this manner, certain opinions of Si>bawayhi (d. ca. 180/796) may be 

mutawa>tir for the professional grammarian, though not for the non-specialist 

public. A similar situation obtains in fields such as medicine, as well as in the 

various Islamic religious disciplines. In this vein – and in light of his overall the-

ological concerns in the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} – Ibn Taymiyya takes the opportunity to 

remark that the various reports (akhba>r) we have from the Companions on theo-

logical issues (us}u>l al-di>n) are, in fact, far stronger and greater in number than 

many of the legal (fiqh) issues that are also mutawa>tir and which everyone ac-

cepts without quarrel. In other words, we have here a particularly important sub-

set of mutawa>tir reports that complement the set of akhba>r constituting the 

Qur’an and Sunna, namely, the mutawa>tir transmission of the positions and un-

derstandings – both in legal matters but especially in creed – of the early authori-

tative generations of Muslims, the salaf al-s}a>lih}. This subcategory of tawa>tur is, 

incidentally, related to our discussion in Chapter 4 of the linguistic convention – 

and the specific known interpretations (aqwa>l) – of the Salaf, to which Ibn Tay-

miyya accords such primacy in his hermeneutics of revelation and, indeed, in his 

overall theory of language and meaning. As we saw in that chapter, Ibn Taymiy-

ya regards the linguistic convention of the Salaf, and indeed the Arabic language 

itself, as having been passed down in a mutawa>tir fashion just like any other field 

of inquiry, at least with respect to those who have specialty expertise knowledge 

in the matter by having acquainted themselves intimately with the Companion’s 

linguistic convention and that of the surrounding linguistic substrate (e.g., 

through the study of poetry and the like). Indeed, Ibn Taymiyya speaks of that 

which is “necessarily known regarding the Arabic language” (al-ma‘lu>m bi-l-
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id}t}ira>r min lughat al-‘arab), a necessity which derives through none other than 

the mutawa>tir transmission of the language through time and space.  

 Ibn Taymiyya raises one final question which we must take up before we 

can leave the question of khabar as a major source of our knowledge about the 

world. How, he asks with respect to various kinds of reports (akhba>r), can we be 

sure that mass transmission alone yields authentic knowledge when in fact we 

observe that many sizeable communities, such as Christians and Jews, have mas-

sively transmitted among themselves doctrines and reports that Muslims consid-

er to be false? Ibn Taymiyya answers this query with the response more or less 

standard in the science of hadith, namely, that the mass transmission must be 

known to have begun from the very origin of the report in question. Barring this, 

it is always possible, and in fact common among all sectors of humanity, that 

certain opinions of originally obscure origin subsequently become generalized 

amongst a population and end up being further propagated and passed down by 

them in a manner that subsequently (and only subsequently) takes on the charac-

teristics of mutawa>tir transmission. For Ibn Taymiyya, however, many – perhaps 

the majority – of the beliefs (i‘tiqa>da>t) that people come to hold in this manner 

are simply instances of false tawa>tur. This is so because the beliefs in question 

are very often conceived and articulated by an (often elite) minority in society, 

which then propagates and campaigns for the new views until they become gen-

erally accepted, at which point they take on the staying force and virtually un-

questioned authority of a tawa>tur report or notion, a phenomenon to which Ibn 

Taymiyya gives the name “ishtiha>r al-qawl ‘an taqli>d,” that is, the populariza-

tion of a position on the basis of imitation. The minority in question first formu-

lates and adopts the view through “conscious agreement” (tawa>t}u’, muwa>t}a’a) 

among themselves, subsequent to which others, who have taken the opinions of 

the group as authoritative, simply adopt the view in question through “imita-

tion” (taqli>d) then further propagate it until it reaches the level of ishtiha>r, if not 

outright tawa>tur, among some at a certain point in the future. 

To summarize the foregoing, then, external reality is made up of innu-

merable discrete entities (a‘ya>n), some of which we have current empirical ac-
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cess to (the shaha>da) through our external senses (h}iss z}a>hir) and some of which 

are hidden from our senses (the ghayb). We know the shaha>da in a straightfor-

ward manner through our external sense perceptions (h}iss z}a>hir). Whatever we 

know of the ghayb we know primarily through the vehicle of report (khabar). 

 But if this is Ibn Taymiyya’s account of the various realms and entities 

that exist “out there” (fi> al-a‘ya>n), what is his account of the ma‘qu>l, that which 

exists, on his view, purely in the mind (fi> al-adhha>n)? 

 

IV. The Realm of the Mind: 

What Exists fi> al-adhha>n? 

 

A.   Universals  
 

We began this chapter by drawing attention to the fundamental distinction Ibn 

Taymiyya makes between the realm of the “a‘ya>n” (external existence) and that 

of the “adhha>n” (mental existence). The conception of mental (dhihni>) vs. extra-

mental (kha>riji>) existence delineated above has direct consequences for Ibn 

Taymiyya’s critique of the philosophers’ understanding of universals, a critique 

which represents a principal lynchpin in his overall project of deconstructing fal-

safa and reconstructing in its place what he holds to be truly sound reason (‘aql 

s}ari>h}). Ibn Taymiyya maintains that it is a matter of necessary knowledge that 

all existents fall into one of two mutually exclusive categories: that which exists 

as an independent, self-standing entity in the external world (mawju>d fi> nafsihi) 

and that which exists as a concept in the mind (mutas}awwar fi> al-dhihn).
26

 We 

have also discussed, in the preceding section, Ibn Taymiyya’s contention that all 

externally existent entities (a‘ya>n mawju>da fi> al-kha>rij) are, of necessity, in some 

sense “perceivable” (mah}su>s). Ibn Taymiyya advances this thesis primarily 

against the philosophers’ notion that certain ontologically extant realities exist 

“out there” as purely mental or notional entities. The philosophers targeted by 

Ibn Taymiyya are those who in general view universals as having independent 

ontological existence in the external world, apart from any extant particulars as-
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sociated with them. Thus, in addition to the set of all existing individual human 

beings, there exists “universal man” (al-insa>n al-kulli>, al-insa>n al-mut}laq). The 

existence of “universal man” is posited to be ontologically independent of the 

extant particulars, while the particulars are said, on the Platonic view, to “partic-

ipate” (tashtarik) in the universal or, on the Aristotelian view, to inhere in each 

of the particulars. It is by virtue of their participation in the universal that the 

particulars can be said to belong to one and the same species (naw‘). How, then, 

do the philosophers account for the distinction between similar, though not com-

pletely identical, entities, such as the distinct individuals of one and the same 

species, or yet individuals belonging to different species subsumed under a com-

mon genus? To explain this difference, the philosophers hold that every individ-

ual is clearly distinct from every other individual and therefore different from it 

in certain respects, due to a difference in the specific attributes particular to each 

entity that coexist in it alongside the common universal. Thus, between any two 

individuals, say, of a common species, there exist elements in which they share 

(ma> bihi al-ishtira>k), namely the universal with all its concomitant attributes 

(lawa>zim), as well as elements that serve to differentiate them (ma> bihi al-

ikhtila>f), namely, the accidental qualities or attributes not forming part of the 

essence and which may differ from individual to individual within a species. For 

example, we may posit the existence of two horses, a palomino thoroughbred 

stallion and a roan-coated Arabian mare. Both are horses and thus (on the Aristo-

telian reading) participate in the universal notion of “horse.” This being the case, 

they both possess four legs, a mane, a tail, and other such attributes that are con-

comitant to universal horseness. Like all bodies, they also participate in the at-

tribute of universal “color,” though each possesses a different specific color. As 

both horses exist, they participate in universal “existence” (al-wuju>d al-kulli>), 

while each exists as a distinct entity by virtue of a particular existence specific 

to it (wuju>d mu‘ayyan yakhus}s}uhu). What is essential here is that for the philos-

ophers, not only does there exist between any two similar though non-identical 

entities a common factor (qadr mushtarak) and an element of differentiation 

(qadr mumayyiz), but the existence of the shared commonality is conceived as 
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involving an ontological, and not merely a notional, co-sharing (ishtira>k). That 

is, there is held to be an actual ontological sharing in one and the same universal 

with respect to those shared aspects common to more than one individual. It is 

this notion of a real, ontological “sharing” that has led the philosophers to deny 

any positive attributes of God, since sharing of any sort for them would imply an 

ontological similarity between the two entities sharing in the common universal, 

a conclusion which flows from the philosophers’ erroneous attribution of objec-

tive ontological external existence to the universal concepts that Ibn Taymiyya 

insists inhere only in the mind. To free God from any similarity (tashbi>h) with 

created entities, therefore, the philosophers are forced to adopt a radically nega-

tionist theology of attributes predicated on the denial of any and all positive 

predications whatsoever (salb al-umu>r al-thubu>tiyya). 

In the face of this realist conception of universals, Ibn Taymiyya 

stridently and repeatedly insists that the philosophers have committed a 

fundamental error by confusing logical with ontological reality. The only things 

existing in the external world, he insists, are the discrete extant particulars 

themselves, i.e., every actually existing horse, or human, or anything else. From 

the similarities evident among, for instance, individual horses, the mind abstracts 

from the empirically observed particulars the universal notion of “horse” under 

which it classifies and subsumes all extant members of the class (in this case, 

horses). We note, however, that “horse” as a universal is precisely a notion, a 

concept, and as such, exists only in the mind and possesses, independent of its 

particulars, neither existence nor reality in the external world. Another way of 

stating this is that what exists in the mind as a universal concept exists in the 

external world only in the form of individual instantiated particulars. As the 

universal itself exists only in the mind, the particulars can be said to 

“participate” in the universal only in a purely logical, not ontological, sense – 

that is, only in the sense that they are subsumed under the universal concept 

which exists in the mind, not in the sense that they all partake of some externally 

existing independent entity, the would-be (ontologically extant) universal of the 
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philosophers.
27

 Indeed, Ibn Taymiyya insists that just as there is no externally 

existing universal in which the individuals of a species participate (the Platonic 

model), similarly, there is no sense in which the universal inheres, in a 

substantive ontological sense, in the individuals (the Aristotelian model). Rather, 

each existing member of a given species – in fact each existing entity period – is 

qualified by a separate existence unique to it and in which nothing else shares 

(ontologically speaking) in any way. The only “sharing” that occurs is their 

common subsumption by the mind under a universal concept which, being no 

more than a concept, exists only in the mind.
28

 

How, then, does Ibn Taymiyya conceptualize the nature of the similarity 

observed among existent entities subsumed under a common universal? For any 

two things that exist, he explains, there is necessarily that which they have in 

common (qadr mushtarak, ja>mi‘) and that by which each is distinguished from 

the other (qadr mumayyiz, fa>riq). No matter how different the two things may be 

overall, they nevertheless share in common, at the minimum, the fact that they 

exist, that each exists by virtue of an independent ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) 

that is coterminous with its essence (dha>t), self (nafs), and quiddity (ma>hiyya) 

and that is different from, and independent of, the ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) of 

every other existing entity. Anything in which two distinct entities can be said 

to share is, necessarily, a universal or absolute notion (ma‘na> mut}laq) that exists 

only in the mind. Thus, two animals are said to share in common a universal an-

imality (h}ayawa>niyya mut}laqa) that exists as a universal concept in the mind on-

ly. Each one is however distinct from the other by virtue of the particular, exter-

nally existent animality specific to it (al-h}ayawa>niyya allati> takhus}s}uhu)
29

 and in 

which none other has any ontological share, or ishtira>k, whatsoever. Notwith-

standing, there does exist among externally existing objects a measure of resem-
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blance and similarity (tasha>buh wa-tama>thul), as well as a measure of difference 

and contrariety (ikhtila>f wa-tad}a>dd). Yet the perception of this resemblance and 

difference is a judgment operated by the mind after it has abstracted the qualities 

of each thing, then compared and contrasted them for the purpose of classifica-

tion. The essential point for Ibn Taymiyya is that the mere existence of similari-

ty in certain respects does not involve any ontological sharing or commonality 

between the two entities, since actual sharing for him is a strictly ontological 

category and it is clear that the two entities in question are ontologically distinct 

entities, each fully individualized (mu‘ayyan, mushakhkhas}) and independent of 

the other. Ibn Taymiyya in fact compares universal notions to common nouns 

(alfa>z} ‘a>mma) in the manner in which each relates to the entities subsumed under 

it. The applicability of universals to their particulars, he explains, is parallel to 

the universality or general applicability of common nouns (‘umu>m al-alfa>z} wa-l-

ishtira>k fi>ha>) to the various objects denoted by them. Just as no ontological 

commonality or sharing (ishtira>k) exists between two human beings on account 

of the fact that the common noun “human” applies to both of them, similarly, 

their sharing in the meaning (ma‘na>) denoted by the word – i.e., all the concomi-

tants of universal “man” which both necessarily exhibit – is purely a matter of 

mental cognition and of mental recognition for the purposes of classification. In 

external reality (fi> al-kha>rij), although the meaning of the term “human” applies 

to both, each is nevertheless independent of the other in its specific existence 

(wuju>d mu‘ayyan) and ontological reality (h}aqi>qa mu‘ayyana) and in no wise 

“shares” with the other in any externally existing reality whatsoever. In short, 

every existent entity is itself and does not share ontologically in anything with 

any other entity. Any two existent entities are said to be “different” (mukhtalif) 

if “difference” is meant as the counterpart (qasi>m) of (ontological) sharing 

(ishtira>k). With respect to the two entities exhibiting qualities or possessing at-

tributes denoted by a single name – as in both being “blue,” for example – then 

any two entities will, naturally, be more or less “similar” (mutasha>bih) or “dif-

ferent” (mukhtalif) depending on the number of qualities they share in common. 

Two instances of white, for example, would not be “different” in this second (no-



265 

tional and qualitative) sense, although they are different in the first (ontological) 

sense, since each instance of white – existing, as they do, as two distinct instanc-

es of the color inhering in two distinct entities – is ontologically distinct from 

the other and shares with it nothing in terms of its ontological constitution or the 

reality of its external existence.  

 Ibn Taymiyya expands upon these notions in his commentary on a pas-

sage of Ibn Si>na>’s Isha>ra>t wa-tanbi>ha>t in which Ibn Si>na> argues for the existence 

of non-empirical entities (wuju>d ma> laysa bi-mah}su>s) on the basis of the exist-

ence of universals.
30

 Ibn Taymiyya counters that universal notions are abstracted 

by the mind from perceived particulars and, as such, exist only in the mind. In 

other words, we imagine Zayd and ‘Amr and notice many fundamental similari-

ties between them. The mind abstracts these similarities into a universal “man,” 

yet this and all universal concepts are but accidents subsisting in the mind of the 

rational agent who has abstracted them (a‘ra>d} qa>’ima bi-l-dha>t al-‘a>qila), and 

therefore do not have any independent existence in the external world. Ibn Tay-

miyya maintains that the impossibility of a universal existing in the external 

world as a universal is a proposition which is known of necessity (bi-l-id}t}ira>r) to 

be the case.
31

 Indeed, that which is called a “natural universal” (kulli> t}abi>‘i>),32
 

such as the universal notion of “cat,” only exists in the external world in particu-

larized and specific manner.
33

 Furthermore, there exists no necessary concomi-

tance (tala>zum) between the universals, as concepts in the mind, and externally 

existing entities (al-mawju>da>t al-kha>rijiyya), for there may exist various discrete 

entities in the external world that a person perceives without, however, abstract-

ing or consciously conceiving of a universal concept subsuming them. Converse-

ly, one may conceive in the mind universal notions (kulliyya>t ma‘qu>la) that do 

not correspond to any externally existing reality but are only hypothesized by the 
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mind (muqaddara>t dhihniyya),
34

 such as what Ibn Taymiyya refers to as “inher-

ently (i.e., logically) impossible species” (al-anwa>‘ al-mumtani‘a li-dha>tiha>), 

which would presumably include things like the incoherent notion of a “square 

circle” or a “four-angle hexagon.” It follows from this that one may never infer 

that a thing exists, or even could possibly exist, in the external world from the 

mere fact that it can be coherently conceptualized in the mind.
35

 

 

B.  Essence and Existence, Essence and Attributes 
 

A related aspect of Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine of universals involves the relation-

ship between a thing’s essence (dha>t, h}aqi>qa) and its existence (wuju>d). The phi-

losophers in general, following Aristotle, posit an independent quiddity or “es-

sence” (ma>hiyya) to which “existence” (wuju>d) is superadded, resulting in the 

ontological instantiation of the particular object at hand. Any extant object then, 

on this view, exists in the world as a result of the accident of existence having 

been conferred upon its pre-existing essence. Yet here again, Ibn Taymiyya in-

sists that “essence” in the sense of a thing’s quiddity – its “what-it-is-ness,” or 

‘ma>hiyya’ – is a notional reality which, as such, exists only in the mind. As for 

an externally existing object, its essence (dha>t) and reality (h}aqi>qa) are none oth-

er than its existence (wuju>d), including all of the various attributes concomitant 

to it and without which it would not exist. Just as the universal is a concept ex-

                                                 
34

 See ibid., VI: 98. 
35

 For this paragraph in general, see ibid., V: 134. But one may ask here: If something is logically 

incoherent (like a “four-angle hexagon”), then how can it even be conceived? Are we to 

understand Ibn Taymiyya as simply saying that we can speak of such a thing although we cannot 

properly conceive of it (as opposed, say, to the fact that we can conceive of a unicorn, which, 

though not actually existent, is nonetheless a logically coherent notion)? As an example of 

something that is inherently and self-evidently impossible (mumtani‘ li-dha>tihi), Ibn Taymiyya 

mentions, in another context, the Ash‘ari> doctrine that God is “neither inside nor outside” the 

universe – a proposition that can be expressed in words, and perhaps even “conceived” to some 

degree, though Ibn Taymiyya would hold that the notion itself is inherently contradictory and 

therefore “inherently impossible” (mumtani‘ li-dha>tihi). Perhaps it is best to understand Ibn 

Taymiyya as holding that such notions can be hypothesized (tuqaddar) in the mind, even if 

intrinsically incoherent. Their impossibility (imtina>‘) would reside in the fact that they could not 

exist in external ontological reality – precisely because they are logically incoherent. Ibn 

Taymiyya specifically mentions (at ibid., VI: 98) the contention that God is “neither inside nor 

outside” the universe being something the mind can hypothesize (“min al-muqaddara>t al-
dhihniyya”), even though it is “absurd” (ba>t}il), and presumably therefore also “impossible” 

(mumtani‘) in his terminology as well. 



267 

isting in the mind, so too are the separability of essence and existence and the 

separability of essence and attributes. In other words, the mind can conceive of a 

thing’s essence (its quiddity) separately from its existence, but just like the uni-

versal, the essence so conceived is an abstraction of the mind on the basis of a 

particular existent (or make-believe object, such as a unicorn). As for the actual-

ly existing object, its essence (or self) (dha>t) and its reality (h}aqi>qa) are synony-

mous with its factual, individual, particularized existence in the external world 

with all the concomitant attributes which qualify it and in which it does not 

share anything ontologically with any other existent object. Ibn Taymiyya thus 

conflates, in a sense, that a thing is with what that thing is, holding these two 

considerations to be separable only in the mind. In the real world, a thing both is 

(“inniyya”) and is something (“ma>hiyya”) at one and the same time with no ob-

jective ontological distinction between its inniyya (its being, or “that it is”) and 

its ma>hiyya (its quiddity, or “what it is”). 

It follows from this stance that the existence of an entity is in no way su-

peradded to a pre-existing essence. Essence and attributes can be conceived of as 

separate in the mind, but do not exist as such in the external world (fi> al-kha>rij). 

Ibn Taymiyya identifies this as a major area in which the philosophers have 

falsely taken logical distinctions as indicative of ontological reality. That is, they 

take the logical distinctions of the mind as “primary,” in a sense, and simply as-

sume a direct correspondence between logical categories or distinctions and the 

ontological reality of externally existing entities (h}aqa>’iq).
36

 This prioritization 

of logical notions and mental categories and the assumption that they directly 

map onto ontological reality – which we may refer to as the philosophers’ “intel-

lectualization” of reality – forms a major target of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique in the 

Dar’ against the axiomatic assumptions upon which the “rational” method of 

philosophical speculation is constructed. As we have seen, Ibn Taymiyya argues 

against the philosophers that it is the very existence (wuju>d) of an entity, along 

with all its concomitant attributes and qualities, that is identical with that enti-

                                                 
36

 Ibid., III: 79. 



268 

ty’s quiddity (ma>hiyya) and comprises its fundamental (ontological) reality 

(h}aqi>qa) in the external world, i.e., as it factually exists “out there” (fi> al-kha>rij), 

independently of our mental conception of it.
37

 Another way of stating this is 

that a thing’s quiddity (ma>hiyya) is none other than its very existence (wuju>d).
38

 

In other words, the question of what a thing is – a question of “ma>hiyya” (literal-

ly “what-it-is-ness”) – is answered by considering its factual existence (i.e., “that 

it is”), and particularly not only that it exists, but more relevantly, how it exists, 

with all of its ontologically inseparable concomitants (lawa>zim).
39

 

As an illustration of this principle, we may cite Ibn Taymiyya’s critique 

of the philosophers for having posited the independent external existence of in-

tellectual substances (jawa>hir ma‘qu>la) alongside perceptible bodies (ajsa>m 

mah}su>sa), such as the famous Aristotelian distinction of matter and form.
40

 

While Ibn Taymiyya does not deny that extant objects consist of matter existing 

in a particular form, he denies, predictably, that the abstract form enjoys an on-

tological existence separate from and independent of the matter and which is 

then superimposed upon the matter, resulting in the instantiation of the object at 

hand. Rather, Ibn Taymiyya insists, the only thing that actually exists – i.e., that 

has an independent ontological reality as a real entity existing “out there” (fi> al-

kha>rij) – is the form-endowed material object itself.
41

 The form is in no way sep-

arable from the substantive existence of the object, and can only be conceived of 

separately from its material constitution as an abstracting function of the mind. 

This abstraction of form from matter for the purposes of mental consideration is 

perfectly valid and legitimate, so long as one remains clear that the abstracted 

form as such only exists in the mind as a mental notion and must never be con-

strued as enjoying, as an abstracted form, any kind of independent ontological 

existence or reality in the outside world. This parallels the philosophers’ affirma-
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tion of universal concepts as existing independently, but in association with 

(muqarinatan li), the individual instantiated objects they subsume, whereas in 

reality, Ibn Taymiyya counters, the only thing existing in the external world is 

the individual entities (a‘ya>n) themselves along with the attributes (s}ifa>t) inher-

ent in them.
42

 The question of universals will be taken up in detail in a separate 

section further on.   

We may also cite here Ibn Taymiyya’s critique of Ibn Si>na> for comparing 

the association (muqa>rana) of the soul with the body to that of universals with 

their particulars. Ibn Taymiyya refutes this confusion based on the fact that, un-

like universal concepts existing solely in the mind, the soul is in itself a particu-

lar entity (‘ayn mu‘ayyan), exists in its own right in external reality (i.e., is not 

merely a mental concept), and is, as all externally existing entities, perceivable 

(mah}su>s). The soul’s association (muqa>rana) with the body is a case of two par-

ticular, externally existing entities being connected to one another, and which 

therefore can also separate from each other (tajri>d, i.e., tajri>d al-ru>h} ‘an al-

badan), as happens upon the death of the body. This, Ibn Taymiyya insists, is en-

tirely different from the contention that universals inhere in or are associated 

with their particulars in the same manner as the soul may be said to indwell in or 

to be associated with the body. As we have seen above, universal concepts are 

only abstractions of the mind that do not inhere in their particulars in any way, 

and their disassociation or stripping (tarji>d) from their particulars is a function 

carried out by the mind, which is not equivalent to the soul – which is a self-

standing, perceivable entity – being separated from the body. The confusion 

here, according to Ibn Taymiyya, results from the fact that the philosophers have 

taken the terms “association” (muqa>rana) and “dissociation” (tajri>d) with respect 

to universals on the one hand and the soul on the other as synonymous (bi-l-

ishtira>k), failing to distinguish between the ontological dissociation of the soul 

from the body (two self-standing perceivable realities) in contrast to the logical 

extraction (intiza>‘) of universals from their particulars carried out by the mind. 
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So while it is true that we may apply the words “association” and “dissociation” 

correctly to both the soul vis-à-vis the body and to universals vis-à-vis their par-

ticulars on the basis of ishtira>k ma‘nawi>, we must nevertheless realize that the 

nature, or reality (h{aqi>qa), of the association and dissociation in each case is 

commensurate with the nature, or reality, of the entities to which they pertain: 

ontological association and dissociation in the case of an extant and ontological-

ly distinct body and soul, logical association and dissociation with respect to the 

logical category of universal notions as they pertain to the particulars under 

which the mind subsumes them. Ibn Taymiyya identifies the confusion here as 

resulting from an ishtira>k in terminology in which a common meaning is under-

stood from the same word applied to two different entities, but without realizing 

that the word applies differently to each entity in a manner commensurate with 

the entities’ essence and ontological reality (h}aqi>qa), implying therefore no es-

sential similarity between the two entities simply on account of the same term, 

with the same meaning, being applicable to both of them. For Ibn Taymiyya, 

once again, the “real story,” so to speak, is not the meaning or abstracted notion 

existing in our minds, but the real, factual, particularized, individual existence 

(wuju>d) of the thing in question, which is what is constitutive of – in fact synon-

ymous with – its ipseity (dha>t) and essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa). This 

translates, in the case under discussion here, into the fact that one of the ele-

ments to which the terms “association” and “dissociation” legitimately apply – 

namely, the soul – exists ontologically as a self-standing entity (‘ayn) in the ex-

ternal world, while the other element – namely, the universal – is but a logical 

notion subsisting strictly within the mind. 

 

V. The Structure of Reason (‘aql) 
 

What, then, is the structure of reason (‘aql) and how does it function in the ac-

quisition of knowledge? Ibn Taymiyya defines reason as an “instinct in the 

mind/heart” (ghari>za fi> al-qalb) essentially endowed with the capacity to perform 

three vital functions: (1) the universalization of particulars, enabled by the abil-
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ity of reason to recognize relevant similarities between particular existents and 

to abstract these into universal concepts, (2) issuing judgments in the form of 

predicative statements (tas}di>qa>t / ah}ka>m) relative to existent particulars, and (3) 

drawing inferences of various sorts, by means of which new knowledge is derived 

(essentially, by transferring a given “judgment,” or h}ukm, to a new subject or 

entity). We have already spoken extensively above about the first vital function 

of reason, namely, to form universal concepts on the basis of the extant particu-

lars delivered to it by the senses. As we have mentioned several times in our dis-

cussion of Ibn Taymiyya’s account of ontology above, the universal notions – 

particularly the “natural universal” (al-kulli> al-t}abi>‘i>) that subsumes extant ob-

jects – are derived from the particulars and are like still-frame snap shots of their 

essential qualities, recording and representing ontological reality to the mind. 

They form, in a sense, the raw data about the world which the mind is then able 

to process and reason about. As we shall discover, this universalizing function of 

the mind, for Ibn Taymiyya, also plays a crucial role in allowing us, in conjunc-

tion with khabar, to access the realm of the ghayb, in the sense of being able to 

comprehend and conceive what we are being told of the gha>’ib realm through the 

transmission of reliable report (khabar s}a>diq).  

In addition to the knowledge of externally existing objects appropriated 

and registered by the mind in the form of universal concepts, the mind also dis-

poses of certain logical axioms and relational principles which are implanted in it 

in an a priori (badi>hi>) manner. Related to, though not identical with, a priori 

knowledge is that which Ibn Taymiyya refers to as necessary (d}aru>ri>) knowledge, 

a type of knowledge which he often qualifies interchangeably by the term “fit}ri> ” 

(roughly, ‘innate’), or by the compound term “d}aru>ri>-fit}ri>.” While all a priori 

knowledge is, by definition, both innate (fit}ri>) and necessary (d}aru>ri>), it is not the 

case that all necessary knowledge is a priori or innate, since Ibn Taymiyya rec-

ognizes a number of other sources of necessary knowledge as well. Finally, and 

to complicate matters further, fit}ri> knowledge only partially overlaps with a pri-

ori and d}aru>ri> knowledge as it is, in itself, a considerably wider and more subtle 

category, as we shall discover below. 
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A.  On A Priori Knowledge 
 

We have discussed above Ibn Taymiyya’s strident insistence that universals 

(kulliyya>t) are strictly conceptual or notional realities subsisting in the mind, and 

that the mind abstracts them from the existing particulars mediated to it through 

the senses. Without the particulars, there are, quite simply, no universals. This is 

most obviously the case with the “natural universal” (al-kulli> al-t}abi>‘i>), which we 

have described as a sort of “snap shot” that the mind takes of a particular class of 

entities in the external world. Yet there is another kind of universal Ibn Taymiy-

ya discusses, namely, the universal rules of logic, such as the Law of Non-

Contradiction, the Law of the Excluded Middle, the Law of Identity, etc. Ibn 

Taymiyya repeatedly refers to such universals as being d}aru>ri> (necessary), but he 

also applies to them a term which he does not use nearly as liberally as “d}aru>ri> ” 

(or “d}aru>ri> ” coupled with “fit}ri> ”). While such fundamental rules of thought are, 

of course, necessary (d}aru>ri>) for Ibn Taymiyya, he repeatedly refers to them as 

being “badi>hi>,” or “min al-badi>hiyya>t,” or “min bada>’ih al-‘uqu>l.” The use of the 

term “badi>hi> ”correlates strongly with the notion of a priori knowledge, and we 

may tentatively conclude, on the basis of his use of this term, that Ibn Taymiyya 

indeed regards such universal logical notions as a priori in the true sense, that is, 

in the sense of being present both in and to the mind prior to any encounter the 

mind may have with the external world through the senses. In another passage, 

he refers to “certain, necessary, a priori (?) knowledge” (‘ilm d}aru>ri> yaqi>ni> awwa-

li>), which he defines as “not depending on theoretical reflection or inference or 

demonstration (burha>n), rather [such knowledge] constitutes the very premises 

and axioms upon which syllogistic demonstrations are built.”
43

 In support of this 

understanding, we may cite, for example, Ibn Taymiyya’s characterization of the 

Law of the Excluded Middle as being “the most patently impossible of things fi> 

badi>hat al-‘aql.”44
 In another passage, he describes the knowledge of the impos-

                                                 
43

 “‘ilm d}aru>ri> yaqi>ni> awwali> la> yatawaqqafu ‘ala> al-naz}ar wa-l-istidla>l wa-la> yatawaqqafu ‘ala> al-
burha>n bal huwa muqaddima>t al-burha>n wa-us}u>luhu allati> yubna> ‘alayha> al-burha>n” (ibid., III: 

317, l. 16-18). 
44

 “az}har al-umu>r al-mumtani‘a fi> badi>hat al-‘aql ” (ibid., III: 362). 
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sibility of an infinite regress of agents (al-tasalsul fi> al-fa>‘il) as being “innate” 

(fit}ri>) and “necessary” (d}aru>ri>) – terms we have seen before – but then makes the 

further point that all premises in a given argument must ultimately be based on 

“primordial a priori knowledge that God initiates in [a person’s] heart / mind” 

(‘ulu>m badi>hiyya awwaliyya yabtadi’uha> Alla>h fi> qalb [al-insa>n]).45
 The pairing 

of the term “badi>hi> ” with “awwali> ” (‘initial’, ‘initially there’) would seem, to 

my mind, to constitute incontrovertible proof that Ibn Taymiyya considers such 

logical universals to be truly a priori. This conclusion would seem inescapable 

particularly in light of the latter part of the phrase, in which he states that God 

“yabtadi’u” this knowledge in the mind, which would only seem to mean that 

God places this knowledge in the mind ab initio (“ibtida>’an”), in other words, 

that He initiates this knowledge in the mind, i.e., prior to and independently of 

the mind’s subsequent empirical encounter with the world. 

 Yet Ibn Taymiyya seems to contradict this conclusion – namely, that the 

mind possesses certain knowledge in an a priori fashion – in another passage, 

where he states that judgments (al-qad}a>’ bi-anna) such as: “Black and white are 

contraries (yatad}a>dda>n)” or “Motion and rest are contradictory (yatana>qad}a>n)” or 

“A body cannot be in two places at one and the same time” are akin to “all uni-

versal propositions which originate in h}iss.”
46

 Granted the Arabic phraseology 

here is somewhat ambiguous, and one is not altogether sure whether he means 

“are like all universal propositions that originate in h}iss (to the exclusion of 

those universal propositions that do not originate in h}iss), or whether he means 

“are like all universal propositions, which originate in h}iss (i.e., as all universal 

propositions do).” In a further passage, however, Ibn Taymiyya cites proposi-

tions of an even more abstract nature than the foregoing, such as that any exist-

ent thing is either necessary or contingent, eternal or temporal, self-standing 

(qa>’im bi-nafsihi) or inherent in another (qa>’im bi-ghayrihi), that any two exist-

ent things are either contemporaneous with one another or exist at different 

                                                 
45

 Ibid., III: 309, l. 16. See also ibid., VI: 276, l. 17-18, where he speaks of “al-qad}a>ya> al-
mubtada’a fi> al-nafs.” 
46

 “ka-sa>’ir al-qad}a>ya> al-kulliyya allati> maba>di’uha> min al-h}iss” (see ibid., VI: 88, l. 9-12). See 

also the related discussion at ibid., VI: 88-89. 
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times, either distinct (muba>yin) from one another or co-located (muh}a>yith), and 

others.
47

 In commenting on propositions of this nature, Ibn Taymiyya states very 

explicitly that “if we formulate in our minds a universal judgment applicable to 

all external existents or all mental notions, such as [the propositions listed], our 

knowledge of these universal, generally applicable propositions is mediated by 

what we know of external existents.”
48

 Based on this statement, it would seem 

that all universal notions – even logical ones – are, for Ibn Taymiyya, ultimately 

abstracted from sense data. Yet Ibn Taymiyya is adamant that such logical prop-

ositions are “d}aru>ri>,” “fit}ri>,” often even “badi>hi>,” terms which he never applies to 

the “natural universals” that correspond to the various species.  

 How, then, to resolve this apparent contradiction? The answer seems to 

be that what is derived from the particulars is the specific content of the proposi-

tions mentioned – that black and white, for example, or motion and rest are op-

posites, that a thing is either self-standing or exists in something else (like an 

accident), etc. What is logically necessary and therefore a priori, however, is the 

universal relational judgment that two opposites, whatever they may be, cannot 

co-exist, or cannot qualify one and the same entity simultaneously, or any other 

such derivative formulation of the Law of Non-Contradiction. In other words, it 

is the abstract law itself that is a priori for Ibn Taymiyya, it would seem, but not 

the specific, particularized instances in the world to which the law would apply. 

The knowledge that, say, black and white (as opposed to, say, red and green) are 

opposites, is not logically necessary and can therefore only be discovered from 

our observation of the particular colors of our empirical reality. What is logically 

necessary – and, it would seem, a priori (badi>hi>, awwali>) for Ibn Taymiyya – is 

the judgment that any two colors (or anything else) that are opposites are neces-

sarily subject to the Law of Non-Contradiction. In other words, what the mind 

knows in an a priori manner is the universal logical rule, as can be stated in uni-

versal terms, that: for every x and y where x and y are opposites, then x and y 

                                                 
47

 Ibid., VI: 127, l. 1-8. 
48

 “idha> h}akamna> bi-‘uqu>lina> h}ukman kulliyyan ya‘ummu al-mawju>da>t aw ya‘ummu al-ma‘lu>ma>t 
mithl qawlina> … ka>na ‘ilmuna> bi-ha>dhihi al-qad}a>ya> al-kulliyya al-‘a>mma bi-tawassut} ma> 
‘alimna>hu min al-mawju>da>t” (ibid.). 
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cannot simultaneously co-exist or, say, qualify one and the same entity simulta-

neously. This is the universal logical rule that is known a priori and that holds in 

all possible worlds. The fact, once again, that, in the contingencies of our partic-

ular world, x happens to be “white” (and not red) and y is “black” (and not green) 

– this is something we can only know from what we have observed in the world 

by means of our senses. 

In sum, then, the built-in, a priori knowledge of the mind – which Ibn 

Taymiyya also refers to as being “innate” (fit}ri>) and “necessary” (d}aru>ri>) – is the 

knowledge of necessary logical relations and abstract principles (such as the Law 

of the Excluded Middle, etc.) that would apply to things in the event that they 

should exist. Yet our knowledge of what actually does exist can never be derived 

from reason, but rather can only be gained from the senses (and from khabar). 

The legitimate judgments of reason, therefore, are always theoretical and 

relational, never existential. Reason can never establish the factual existence of 

anything,
49

 but once it has been provided with the knowledge of extant particular 

realities either through h}iss or through khabar, it can and does formulate 

judgments (ah}ka>m, tas}di>qa>t) about existing realities in accordance with the 

abstract logical principles that have been embedded in it in an a priori manner. 

This particular function of the mind, though seemingly too obvious as to warrant 

mention, is in reality an eminently important function for Ibn Taymiyya, in that 

it lies at the basis of all thought and the construction of all knowledge. In fact, 

Ibn Taymiyya relies extensively on the everyday, obvious, innate principles of 

the mind in the course of his own argumentation against the philosophers and 

mutakallimu>n. That is, he very often refutes – or attempts to refute – various 

                                                 
49

 With the sole exception of God, but then this is not really an exception at all, for the rational 

inference from h}udu>th that God must exist is based, in the end, on a (rational) consideration of 

the fact that a non-necessary and contingent world – such as we know ours to be through our 

(empirical) experience of it – can only be coherently accounted for by positing the existence of a 

necessary, all-powerful, transcendent Creator so as to avoid an infinite regress of causes, the 

impossibility of which Ibn Taymiyya holds to be known as a matter of (logical) necessity 

(d}aru>ratan). From this angle, then, the rational inference of the existence of God can be seen as 

simply one more case of reason applying its innate and incontrovertible logical principles (in this 

case, the impossibility of the infinite causal regress) to the existential data concerning our 

contingent and non-necessary world that has been mediated to it through the senses. 
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positions on the grounds that, when taken to their logical conclusion, they end 

up contradicting one of these very basic, axiomatic rules of thought, and 

therefore can be known by virtue of pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) to be necessarily 

invalid (fa>sid) and false (ba>t}il). 

 Thus far, we have become acquainted with two main functions of reason: 

(1) universalizing the particulars of the empirical realm, and (2) applying the in-

nate rules of logic in order to pass judgments on how given extant particulars 

must, logically speaking, relate to one another. We have also seen that the innate 

logical knowledge embedded in the mind in an a priori fashion is alternately re-

ferred to by Ibn Taymiyya as being “badi>hi> ” (primary, a priori), “fit}ri> ” (innate), 

or d}aru>ri> (necessary). When applied to the kind of a priori knowledge discussed 

above, these three terms are basically equivalent and interchangeable. Yet nei-

ther the concept of “fit}ra” nor the concept of “d}aru>ra” is simply reducible to the 

“badi>hiyya>t,” or a priori axioms. In other words, while fit}ra and d}aru>ra both over-

lap with badi>ha, as we have seen above, each also comprises further elements 

that distinguish them from each other and from the a priori axioms embedded in 

the mind. Let us look at each briefly in turn. 

 

B.  Fit}ra: The “Original Normative Disposition” 

 

Ibn Taymiyya’s conception of the fit}ra is a subtle one, and is perhaps best cap-

tured by the term “original normative disposition.” The term “fit}ra” has often 

been translated as “innate disposition,” and while the fit}ra for Ibn Taymiyya is 

no doubt innate, this term does not fully capture – or at least does not underscore 

to the appropriate degree – the strong sense of normativity Ibn Taymiyya ac-

cords to this “innate disposition.” This fit}ri> disposition, in turn, derives its nor-

mativity to a substantial degree from the fact of its “originality,” that is, the fact 

that the fit}ra is that which is “there first,” that which is originally present (at 

least in potentia) in a person’s constitution and which is ultimately determina-

tive of what a human being is (or ought to be). Ibn Taymiyya derives this norma-

tive understanding of the original fit}ra in part from the famous prophetic hadith 
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which states that “every child is born on the fit}ra (understood here as pure mono-

theism),” and is only subsequently diverted by its parents (or surrounding milieu) 

from this original potential to various compromised forms of religion that repre-

sent a departure from the fit}ra.
50

 The fact that the fit}ra is a morally normative 

concept, and does not simply include just any of the various appetites, drives, 

and inclinations often thought of as “natural” in a human being, is illustrated by 

the incident in which the angel Gabriel, on the occasion of the Prophet’s night 

journey to Jerusalem (isra>’), presented the Prophet with a vessel of milk and a 

vessel of wine, bidding him to choose between them. When the Prophet instinc-

tively inclined to the milk over the wine, Gabriel responded that “you have cho-

sen the fit}ra, and had you chosen the wine, your community (umma) would have 

gone astray.” That man originally enters the world in a pure state is, finally, ex-

plicitly affirmed by the Qur’an itself, where we read: “We have indeed created 

man in the best of molds,”
51

 a state which, if subsequently lost, can only be re-

gained through the ethical practice of monotheism through full submission to 

God (“Then do We abase him [to be] the lowest of the low / Except such as be-

lieve and work righteous deeds, for they shall have a reward unfailing”
52

). 

While it is neither possible here, nor directly relevant to our immediate 

concerns, to provide a detailed account of Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of the 

fit}ra,
53

 we may note that, in terms of its relevance to the question of reason (‘aql) 

and reasoning (naz}ar), Ibn Taymiyya describes sound fit}ra (al-fit}ra al-sali>ma) as 

the (intuitive) faculty by which one judges the soundness of premises and the 

arguments based on them.
54

 Finally, Ibn Taymiyya maintains that God has made 

the fit}ra of people susceptible of perceiving and knowing the truth(s) (idra>k al-

                                                 
50

 For Ibn Taymiyya’s main discussion on the fit}ra, including the “kull mawlu>d yu>ladu ‘ala> al-
fit}ra” hadith, and related issues, see Dar’, VIII: 359-535. See also ibid., III: 70-72. 
51

 Qur’an (al-T{i>n) 95:4. 
52

 Qur’an 95:5-6. 
53

 For a more indepth discussion of Ibn Taymiyya’s conception of the fit}ra, see Wael B. Hallaq, 

“Ibn Taymiyya on the Existence of God,” Acta Orientalia 52 (1991): esp. 54ff. See also Livnat 

Holtzman, “Human Choice, Divine Guidance and the Fit}ra Tradition: The Use of Hadith in 

Theological Treatises by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His 
Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 

2010). Ibn Taymiyya also wrote a separate treatise on the fit}ra, entitled al-Risa>la fi> al-fit}ra. 
54

 See Dar’, VII: 37, l. 17-19.  
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h}aqa>’iq wa-ma‘rifatuha>) – by means, it would seem, of a healthy and functioning 

intuitive capacity.
55

 Were it not for this inherent susceptibility of the fit}ra, he 

explains, there would be no theoretical reasoning (naz}ar) or inference (istidla>l), 

nor even any possibility of speech or discourse (khit}a>b wa-kala>m). Ibn Taymiyya 

likens this susceptibility of the fit}}ra to recognize rational and inferential truths to 

the susceptibility of the body to receive and benefit from nourishment through 

food and drink. Indeed, just as the body is endowed with an innate capacity to 

distinguish – “intuitively,” as it were and with no reflection – between healthy 

and noxious foods, similarly there exists in the heart/mind (fi> al-qulu>b) an even 

greater capacity to distinguish – again, intuitively and unreflectively – what is 

true from what is false.
56

 This holds, however, only on the condition that the in-

tuitive functioning of the healthy fit}ra has not been tampered with, perverted, or 

otherwise rendered inoperable. Such deformations of the fit}ra with respect to 

reason (‘aql) and reasoning (naz}ar) can occur, for example, by overriding the in-

tuitive judgments of native sound reason by unfounded parochial doctrines and 

habituating oneself to such modes of thinking over a long period until they be-

come second nature, distorting or displacing the sound judgments of one’s origi-

nal fit}ra. The rational fit}ra may also be perverted through various other cognitive 

and ethical defects, such as a stubborn adherence to one’s opinion regardless of 

countervailing evidence (hawa>), rejecting what has manifestly been proven true 

due to the presence of personal interest (gharad}), not recognizing truth due to a 

faulty supposition (z}ann), and others.   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55

 Ibn Taymiyya speaks, instructively, of “‘uqu>l bani> A<dam allati> fat}arahum Alla>h ‘alayha>.” 

(ibid., VII, 38).God is said to have “fat}ara” the “‘uqu>l ” of humans in a particular manner, a 

statement which makes it quite evident that fit}ra, for Ibn Taymiyya, closely overlaps with what 

we might call intuitive or a priori knowledge, and fundamentally with reason (‘aql) itself. Never-

theless, as we shall see, the concept of the fit}ra goes beyond conceptions of cognitive faculties 

narrowly defined to include an important spiritual and ethical dimension to which we shall return 

in our conclusion. 
56

 Ibid., V: 62, l. 8-15. 
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C.  D{aru>ra (Necessity) 
 

We have seen that, with respect to Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of the innate, a 

priori logical principles embedded in the mind ab initio, the terms “badi>hi> ” (‘a 

priori’, ‘axiomatic’), “fit}ri> ” (‘innate’, ‘intuitive’), and “d}aru>ri> ” (‘necessary’) are 

basically equivalent. Yet just as fit}ra comprises dimensions that go beyond a pri-

ori logical axioms, so too is the concept of “d}aru>ra,” or necessity, not simply re-

ducible to the badi>hiyya>t. While all a priori and axiomatic principles count, natu-

rally, as necessary knowledge, Ibn Taymiyya identifies other types of necessary 

knowledge apart from these. In addition, then, to the rational and intuitive ne-

cessity (d}aru>ra fit}riyya ‘aqliyya) discussed above, Ibn Taymiyya explicitly men-

tions an “empirical necessity” (d}aru>ra h}issiyya),
57

 by which he simply means to 

affirm the position that our external senses (so long as they are not impaired) 

yield knowledge of the particulars they perceive in a necessary fashion, such that 

our sensory knowledge of the world is as obvious and unreflective as it is indubi-

table and can only be denied, for Ibn Taymiyya, on pain of sophistry. He also 

mentions what we may call “linguistic necessity” or “linguistically necessary 

knowledge,”
58

 presumably based on a native speaker’s perfect familiarity with 

the precise linguistic conventions of his speech community (a topic which we 

have treated at length in Chapter 4). Third, Ibn Taymiyya admits as necessary 

knowledge the result of any valid process of inference based on necessarily true 

premises, for if the premises are necessary (as they must be) and the induction 

itself proceeds from premises to conclusion in a valid manner, then the resultant 

knowledge, once the mind has gone through this process, impresses itself on the 

mind as being a necessary and ineluctable conclusion.
59

 

Yet in addition to d}aru>ri> knowledge based on a priori intuitions, sense da-

ta, linguistic convention, and valid rational inference, there remains one more 
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 See ibid., III: 317, where he mentions “‘ulu>m[ihi] al-h}issiyya al-d}aru>riyya.” 
58

 See, for instance, ibid., VII, 113, l. 19, where Ibn Taymiyya prefaces an argument he is making 

on the basis of the known meaning of a given word with the phrase: “na‘lamu bi-l-id}t}ira>r min 
lughat al-‘arab.” 
59

 See ibid., IX: 28-29, where Ibn Taymiyya states: “wa-in ka>na al-‘ilm alladhi> h}as}ala bi-
’ktisa>bihi wa-naz}arihi huwa mud}t}arr ilayhi fi> a>khir al-amr, fa-la> yumkinu al-‘a>lim al-‘a>rif ba‘d 
h}us}u>l al-ma‘rifa fi> qalbihi bi-dali>l aw bi-ghayr dali>l an yadfa‘a dha>lika ‘an qalbihi.” 
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major source of necessary knowledge, namely, tawa>tur. We have already encoun-

tered the concept and epistemic function of tawa>tur with respect to our second 

main source of factual knowledge about the world after h}iss, namely, report 

(khabar). As we saw in that section, all of our knowledge about anything that is 

gha>’ib (defined as “not available to our senses now”) ultimately comes to us by 

way of report. As we have seen, this holds for any (non-religious) knowledge we 

may have of past historical events or places we have never visited, as well as, 

naturally, (religious) knowledge of the ghayb proper, that unseen realm categori-

cally veiled from human sense perception in this world. We saw that Ibn Tay-

miyya accepts as “khabar s}a>diq” (‘truthful report’) any hadith that has reached 

us through an authentic (s}ah}i>h}) chain of transmission, as determined by conven-

tional Muslim hadith scholarship. Yet we have also seen that even in the case of 

sunnaic reports in the form of hadith, absolute certainty of the content can only 

claimed if the khabar in question has been transmitted through tawa>tur (even if 

only tawa>tur ma‘nawi>). Regarding non-sunnaic instances of transmission, be 

they historical or otherwise, it is likewise tawa>tur that, in the end of the day, can 

alone guarantee ultimate authenticity. The counterpart of the certainty afforded 

to us by tawa>tur in reports is that, as of the moment that such reports come to be 

experienced as mutawa>tir by a knowing subject, the content of those reports 

simultaneously becomes d}aru>ri> knowledge for that person. In fact, tawa>tur itself 

is often defined as that (generally unspecifiable) number of reports necessary and 

sufficient to engender in the heart/mind of the knower an unshakeable conviction 

that the content reported must be true. It is in this sense that tawa>tur is, for Ibn 

Taymiyya, one of the fundamental sources of necessary knowledge. In this, Ibn 

Taymiyya follows faithfully in the tradition of Islamic jurisprudence and Muslim 

textual transmission, especially that of hadith. 

At this juncture, however, Ibn Taymiyya surprises us with the insight 

that the underlying logic of tawa>tur is, in fact, operable on a scale much wider 

than the domain of historical (including sunnaic) reporting to which it has con-

ventionally been confined. Ibn Taymiyya, for his part, calls into service the no-

tion of tawa>tur as the final guarantor of authenticity for practically all the other 
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sources and avenues of knowledge in his epistemological panoply that we have 

investigated over the course of the current chapter, including fit}ra, badi>ha, and 

even h}iss. We shall examine the most important of these applications of the prin-

ciple of tawa>tur in the following section. 

 

D.  Tawa>tur as the Final Guarantor of Epistemic Authenticity 
 

Ibn Taymiyya takes the principle of tawa>tur, or “recurrent mass transmission,” 

well known primarily as the final guarantor of authenticity in the hadith scienc-

es, and extends it, making it the guarantor of his entire epistemic system.
60

 Alt-

hough the category known as “hadith reports” can and does contain errors in the 

form of falsified hadith, we can, according to the theory, nevertheless be certain 

of a hadith’s authenticity if it has been transmitted through tawa>tur, defined as 

transmission of a text, from its origin and at every subsequent stage, by disparate 

sources in such mass as to preclude the possibility of the report in question hav-

ing being forged through “collusion” or conscious agreement (tawa>t}u’). Now, 

empirical and a priori rational knowledge differ, admittedly, from the case of 

mutawa>tir reports for the simple fact that knowledge of both categories is imme-

diate and imposes itself directly, with no need whatsoever for confirmation 

through corroboratory reports. Thus, when we say that the principle of tawa>tur, 

for Ibn Taymiyya, applies to sensory knowledge and the axiomatic principles of 

reason, we must not understand him to be saying that our certainty of such 

knowledge is dependent on tawa>tur in the manner in which our certainty of the 

content of reports depends on tawa>tur.61
 We can certainly claim empirical 

knowledge of that which we ourselves experience empirically, without waiting 

for it to be confirmed for us by the rest of humanity. Similarly, the intuitive a 

priori principles lodged in the mind impose themselves as true directly and not 

through confirmatory mutawa>tir reports. An abandoned child growing up alone 
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 See Dar’, VI: 286-287. 
61

 And tawa>tur alone, as we have seen, for although Ibn Taymiyya accepts reports that have been 

determined “truthful” or accurate (s}a>diqa), such as the category of s}ah}i>h} hadith reports, it is 

nevertheless tawa>tur alone which can guarantee such transmitted knowledge as definitively 

certain (yaqi>ni>). For more on tawa>tur, see Hallaq, “On Inductive Corroboration,” esp. 9-24. 
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on an deserted island – a H{ayy ibn Yaqz}a>n, for instance – would certainly still 

have access both to empirical and to necessary rational certitude. Ibn Taymiy-

ya’s point, rather, is that in the event that such d}aru>ri> knowledge should some-

how fall prey to doubt, then the tawa>tur of humanity as a whole must be sum-

moned to witness as a corrective. Such doubt, for Ibn Taymiyya, may be induced 

by a number of factors. Primary among these is the prolonged exposure to spe-

cious philosophical or theological doctrines that are based on dubious, often 

highly recondite, arguments whose conclusions entail a negation or contradiction 

of what is known to be true by necessity. We may illustrate Ibn Taymiyya’s ap-

peal to tawa>tur in such cases by way of the following example. 

In his theological treatise Luba>b al-arba‘i>n,
62

 Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> asserts 

the well-known Ash‘ari> doctrine that God is neither in a direction (jiha) nor in a 

place (maka>n), which entails the corollary that He can be said neither to inter-

penetrate (yuda>khil) or be cosubstantive with (sa>ri> fi>) the universe, nor to be dis-

tinct (muba>yin) and separate from it. This doctrine is recommended as a means 

of avoiding the attribution of directionality or place to God for fear of falling 

into corporeality (tajsi>m), a particularly offensive species of assimilationism 

(tashbi>h). Al-Ra>zi> reports that those who oppose this doctrine (such as Ibn Tay-

miyya and the H{anbali>s) claim as a matter of a priori knowledge (‘ilm badi>hi>) 

that of any two existing entities, it must be the case either that one inheres in 

(sa>ri> fi>) the other, as an accident inheres in a substance, or else that the two are 

distinct and separate (muba>yin) from each other, as is the case of two independ-

ent substances. Al-Ra>zi> counters the claim of a priori knowledge in this instance 

with several arguments. First, he argues that if the logical exhaustiveness of the 

stated disjunction were truly a priori (badi>hi>), it would not have been possible for 

a large number of thinkers to deny it, as do, in fact, all schools of thought “save 

the H{anbali>s and the Karra>miyya.”
63

 Second, while the universal concept of 

“man,” for instance, subsumes extant individuals each having a particular loca-

tion (h}ayyiz) and magnitude (miqda>r), the universal itself is not confined by any 
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 See Dar’, VI: 9-12  for Ibn Taymiyya’s citation of and response to al-Ra>zi> on this point. 
63

 Ibid., VI: 209, 245, 266. 
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location or magnitude. And while it is true that universal man or “man as such” 

(al-insa>n min h{aythu huwa) is a concept existing only in the mind, it is neverthe-

less not impossible, al-Ra>zi> argues, for the mind to conceive of such a thing, a 

fact which thus prevents the proposition of the opponent from being taken as a 

priori. Last, while the mind readily judges, for instance, affirmation (ithba>t) and 

negation (nafy) to be contradictory and mutually exclusive opposites, such is not 

the case, al-Ra>zi> argues, with respect to two extant entities being either cosub-

stantive or distinct from one another. In fact it is quite possible for the mind to 

conceive of yet a third possibility – namely, that the two entities are neither 

cosubstantive nor distinct from one another. Reason, al-Ra>zi> argues, is unable to 

form an immediate judgment as to the possibility of this third proposition in the 

absence of a demonstration (burha>n), a fact which precludes any automatic 

judgment of its impossibility from being considered truly a priori. 

In response to this argument, Ibn Taymiyya appeals ultimately to what he 

argues is innate, axiomatic (badi>hi>) – and therefore necessary – knowledge on the 

basis, essentially, of tawa>tur – widespread transmission among human beings of 

a common piece of knowledge in the absence of any possibility of “collusion” or 

conscious agreement (tawa>t}u’) on their part. Ibn Taymiyya insists that we all 

know – in an innate, immediate, and intuitive (fit}ri>, badi>hi>) fashion – that of any 

two existing entities, it must necessarily be the case either that one interpene-

trates the other or that they are separate and distinct from each other, on pains of 

violating the Law of the Excluded Middle. Given that these propositions are 

both mutually contradictory and logically exhaustive, there exists no third possi-

bility; the “middle” is excluded. This being the case, either one or the other of 

the two propositions must be true; denying them both simultaneously would en-

tail a logical – and consequently also an ontological – impossibility, akin to hold-

ing a thing both to exist and not to exist simultaneously. Such knowledge is 

common to the members of all nations whose innate nature has not been al-

tered.
64

 We have here, essentially, the theory of tawa>tur as applied to widespread 

                                                 
64

 “ha>dha> amr muttafaq ‘alayhi bayna al-umam allati> lam tughayyar fit}ratuha> ” (ibid., VI: 12, l. 

9). A little further on, he specifies that the standard point of reference concerning “innate, 
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attestations of what various individuals report to be innate (fit}ri>) and/or neces-

sary (d}aru>ri>) knowledge to them. Ibn Taymiyya states explicitly that we may 

claim “knowledge of the factual reality (thubu>t) of what people report in a ta-

wa>tur fashion with respect to empirical and necessary knowledge”
65

 – with nec-

essary (d}aru>ri>) here seemingly used in the sense of what is innate (fit}ri>) or a pri-

ori (badi>hi>). Intentional mendacity (ta‘ammud al-kadhib) on the part of a large 

number of disparate individuals absent collusion or deliberate agreement (ta-

wa>t}u’) is virtually impossible as judged in light of the conventional workings of 

the world (yamtani‘ fi> al-‘a>da). Ibn Taymiyya further affirms that mere error 

(khat}a’) is also impossible with respect to a large number in matters of empirical 

and necessary (rational) knowledge, since it would be impossible for all of them 

to concur fortuitously on one and the same error.
66

 

Yet if our knowledge of the Law of the Excluded Middle is innate and ax-

iomatic (badi>hi>), it would seem surprising that it could be “overridden,” particu-

larly by a disputed premise that is not known by necessity – here the contention 

that affirming God to be distinct (muba>yin) from the universe entails tashbi>h. 

                                                                                                                                     
necessary propositions” (qad}a>ya> fit}riyya d}aru>riyya) is “those who possess a sound fit}ra / innate 

disposition that has not been changed due to inherited beliefs or preconceived biases” (ahl al-fit}ar 
al-sali>ma allati> lam tataghayyar fit}ratuha> bi-l-i‘tiqa>da>t al-mawru>tha wa-l-ahwa>’). Just after he 

mentions “those who have not been subjected to a change in their innate disposition (fit}ra) as a 

result of presumption (z}ann) or whim / arbitrary personal opinion (hawa>).”  (ibid., VI: 14, l. 6-8 

and l. 9-10). See also at ibid., VI: 271 where Ibn Taymiyya mentions “shubha” (doubt, point of 

doubt) then comments, regarding the denial of God’s transcendence and “aboveness” (‘uluww) 

[i.e., with respect to creation] and His being distinct from creation (muba>yana), that no one 

concedes such a denial to the negationists (nufa>h) by dint of his fit}ra (bi-fit}ratihi), once it has 

been properly understood, but rather such concession can only come about through the prolonged 

presence of a doubt (shubha) in the mind, especially if the person in question is also subject to 

the vagaries of whim and arbitrary personal opinion (hawa>) or has some other ulterior motive or 

bias (gharad}) (“innama> yuwa>fiquhum ‘alayhi man qa>mat ‘indahu shubha min shubah al-nufa>h, la>-
siyyama> in ka>na lahu hawa> aw gharad} ”). With the introduction of “ulterior motive” or “bias” 

(gharad}), paired here with “whim” or “stubbornly clinging to arbitrary personal opinion” (hawa>), 
in addition to “imitation” (taqli>d) and mere (unreflective) habit (‘a>da), we now have a total of 

seven basic motives – some cognitive, some moral – for suppressing the fit}ra. To sum them up, 

the “seven deadly sins” of the fit}ra are: (1) (unexamined) inherited beliefs (i‘tiqa>da>t mawru>tha); 

(2) whim or stubborn personal opinion (ahwa>’); (3) misconception (z}ann); (4) doubt or misgiving 

(shubha); (5) ulterior motive or bias (gharad}); (6) mere (unreflective) habit (‘a>da); and, (7) blind 

imitation (taqli>d). For more on the suppression of the fit}ra through these various motives and 

mechanisms, see ibid., VI: 271-272. 
65

 “wa-bi-mithl ha>dha> ‘ulima thubu>t ma> yukhbiru bihi ahl al-tawa>tur mimma> yu‘lamu bi-l-h}iss 
wa-l-d}aru>ra” (ibid., VI: 12, l. 16-17). 
66

 “wa-l-khat}a’ ‘ala> al-jam‘ al-kathi>r mumtani‘ fi> al-umu>r al-h}issiyya wa-l-d}aru>riyya” (ibid., VI: 

12, l. 19 – 13, l. 1). 
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Yet we recall that the proper functioning of all our epistemic faculties – includ-

ing both judging the soundness of the premises of an argument as well as simply 

retaining a meaningful awareness of the innate rational principles of the mind 

(i.e., the badi>hiyya>t) – is predicated in all cases on the health and proper func-

tioning of the fit}ra. It is precisely in this sense that Ibn Taymiyya, as discussed 

above, conceives of the fit}ra as undergirding all of our various cognitive and 

moral faculties and, when healthy, guaranteeing the veracity of their mutually 

corroborative witness to the truth. But as we saw above, the fit}ra is susceptible 

of both cognitive and moral corruption, the former induced by longstanding ha-

bituation to beliefs (i‘tiqa>d) that contradict what is intuitively known to be true. 

In the event that the fit}ra has become impaired and a person insists on maintain-

ing a doctrine that contradicts d}aru>ra knowledge, an appeal may be made to the 

mutawa>tir agreement among human beings without collusion or deliberate 

agreement on the point in question as definitive proof of the proposition in ques-

tion, thus acting as a corrective against the erroneous doctrine that contradicts it. 

In short, through this expanded notion of tawa>tur, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to insu-

late what he observes to be universally held, innate notions against the corrosive 

doubt engendered by specious claims pushed in the name of “reason” by an eso-

teric philosophical elite prepared to overturn what Ibn Taymiyya argues is neces-

sary (d}aru>ri>) knowledge on the basis of abstract mental constructs devoid of any 

proper philosophical grounding, let alone ontological reality. 

The epistemological significance of Ibn Taymiyya’s vindication, through 

the mechanism of tawa>tur, not only of the integrity of human sense perception 

but, more importantly, of what can be observed to be universally shared innate, 

intuitive, a priori – and hence necessary – knowledge becomes clear when placed 

within his larger epistemological framework. Universally shared empirical expe-

riences and innate intuitions – guaranteed, in the final analysis, by consideration 

of some type of pan-human tawa>tur – yield certain knowledge that cannot rea-

sonably be subjected to doubt. Being both immediate and universal, they cannot 

be overturned or superseded by derivative rational conclusions reached by way of 

theoretical reasoning (naz}ar), particularly when – as Ibn Taymiyya contends is 
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normally the case – the processes of inference involved, as well as the assump-

tions and premises upon which they are based, are the province of a relatively 

restricted number of thinkers belonging to a particular school of thought, whose 

fundamental axioms have more often than not been accepted and propagated on 

the basis of imitation (taqli>d) and conscious agreement (tawa>t}u’). Even if com-

paratively large numbers of such thinkers should agree amongst each other on a 

position that conflicts with necessary knowledge – as al-Ra>zi> holds to be the 

case with respect to the possibility of two existing entities being neither cosub-

stantial with, nor distinct from, one another
67

 – this would fall short of the over-

whelming tawa>tur by which the opposite proposition can be established. In es-

sence, Ibn Taymiyya insists that immediate and universally shared knowledge – 

gained through a combination of sense perception (h}iss), a priori reason (badi>ha), 

and intuition (fit}ra) – cannot be trumped by what he considers the parochial con-

clusions derived speculatively by the adherents of a pre-committed school of 

thought. 

Yet it is important to underscore that Ibn Taymiyya is in no manner dele-

gitimizing reason or its (valid) inferential operations per se. In fact, he is con-

cerned precisely to defend and legitimate the innate and a priori knowledge 

lodged in the mind against claims that such may be subject to vitiation by the 

derivative conclusions of a posteriori inference. Simultaneously, Ibn Taymiyya 

must also not be understood to be privileging the innate knowledge of the mind 

at the expense of that very same mind’s valid processes of reasoned inference 

(naz}ar). Rather, he is simply affirming that the results of naz}ar must be checked 

against the undeniably true deliverances of d}aru>ra, badi>hat al-‘aql, and a 

(healthy) fit}ra, rather than the reverse.
68

 When the two are thought to conflict, it 
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 We recall al-Ra>zi>’s assertion that all major Islamic theological schools hold this view with the 

sole exception of the (numerically limited) H{anbali>s and Karra>miyya. 
68

 By taking, for example, what Ibn Taymiyya asserts to be necessary and immediate intuitive 

knowledge as mere “initial impressions,” which Ibn Si>na>, for instance, demotes to mere “wahm” 

and “khaya>l ” and which reason can allegedly then judge to be erroneous on the basis of 

subsequent inferential argument (naz}ar) and the (faulty) assumptions and premises on which it is 

based, such as the assumption of an external ontological reality for mental notions such as 

universals, or in the case of al-Ra>zi> here, realizing that these exist only in the mind but 

nevertheless transferring the judgment (h}ukm) of what is in the mind to the external world, 
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is the process of reasoned inference and/or the axioms upon which it is based that 

have somehow gone wrong, not the obvious and widely-shared notions rooted in 

the innate principles of reason and guaranteed by the fit}ra – as per the rule that 

“necessary knowledge cannot be contradicted by derived knowledge” (al-

naz}ariyya>t la> tu‘a>rid} al-d}aru>riyya>t).69
 Where such a conflict is found to arise, Ibn 

Taymiyya insists that a critical review of the terms in which the premises are 

stated (as per Chapter 4), as well as the assumptions and premises upon which 

the inference is constructed, will always reveal that it is the process of rational 

inference that has somehow gone astray. In the case of al-Ra>zi>’s argument pre-

sented above, the error involved is easy for Ibn Taymiyya to identify, being as it 

is a classic case of confusing what exists in the mind with what exists in external 

reality and assuming that the judgment (h}ukm) that applies to the one is auto-

matically transferable to the other. Specifically, al-Ra>zi>’s error lies in assuming 

that the ability of the mind to formulate the proposition that two existent things 

might neither be cosubstantive with nor separate from one another automatically 

translates into the ontological possibility that such a thing could actually exist in 

the outside world, making it necessary to go through a process of reasoned infer-

ence to determine which of the three possibilities – cosubstantive with, distinct 

from, or neither – is correct. 

In light of the foregoing, it is important to reemphasize that Ibn Taymiy-

ya nowhere insists, nor yet even suggests, that reason should somehow “submit” 

to revelation, in the sense of relinquishing a conclusion that reason on its own 

terms continues to deem correct even subsequent to rigorous review, but which it 

is then called upon to simply “let go of” in order to concede to the dictates of 

h}iss and khabar (specifically, revelation). On the contrary, Ibn Taymiyya holds – 

and attempts throughout the Dar’ to prove – that the discordant inferential con-

clusion is always the result of faulty reasoning (what we may call “su>’ al-naz}ar”), 

and that a thorough and properly grounded (linguistic and) rational re-analysis of 

                                                                                                                                     
assuming that such a judgment can be transferred from the logical to the ontological plane of 

reality without further ado. 
69

 Dar’, VI: 11. 
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the matter will always reveal where the original inference has gone wrong and 

establish that the conclusions of valid and true reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) in fact do not 

conflict either with our innate or empirical knowledge, on the one hand, or what 

we know to be the case from revelation, on the other. Thus, while reason may 

often be alerted to its errors by the other sources of certain knowledge and 

prompted thereby to correct itself, so to speak, it is never asked or expected to 

ignore its own (legitimate and valid) conclusions or to allow its own lights simp-

ly to be overridden by “competing” sources of knowledge, for we recall that Ibn 

Taymiyya takes it as a fundamental premise of his epistemology that reliable 

sources of true knowledge are always, of necessity, complementary and corrobo-

ratory, never in competition or conflict with one another. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

We have learned, over the course of this chapter, that reality consists of two 

realms, the sha>hid and the gha>’ib, and that the mind acquires knowledge of what 

exists in the former by way of the external senses and of what exists in the latter 

primarily through khabar (as well as h}iss ba>t}in to a limited degree). On the basis 

of the empirical knowledge provided to it by the senses, the mind abstracts uni-

versal concepts that it holds as mental representations of external reality. As the 

knowledge of the mind is purely theoretical (‘ilmi>), the mind is unable to estab-

lish the factual existence of any externally existent entity (although it can, once 

again, infer the existence of God on the basis of a consideration of the temporal 

and non-necessary nature of the universe, coupled with its innate knowledge of 

the impossibility of an infinite causal regress).
70

 Reason nevertheless comes em-

bedded with the innate (fit}ri>) and necessary (d}aru>ri>) knowledge of certain fun-

damental axioms (badi>hiyya>t) on the basis of which it is able to form judgments 

(ah}ka>m, tas}di>qa>t) of a predicative or relational nature with respect to existing 

entities. The mind possesses necessary knowledge of the external reality mediat-

                                                 
70

 That is, the argument from h}udu>th, i.e., the temporality, or temporal instantiation, of the 

world. 
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ed to it by the senses, of its own innate logical principles, and of whatever has 

reached it by way of tawa>tur. The principle of tawa>tur, furthermore, guarantees 

the authenticity not only of various kinds of reports (akhba>r) – including, of 

course, revelation – but also serves as the ultimate guarantor of the necessary 

knowledge mediated to the mind by the senses, as well as of the axiomatic prin-

ciples of reason and of the fit}ra more generally in the event that any of these 

sources of widely-shared, necessary knowledge have been undermined, im-

pugned, or subjected to systematic doubt. Such doubt is typically the result of 

doctrines that have been derived through speculative reflection (naz}ar) built up-

on dubious premises that, Ibn Taymiyya contends, unambiguously contradict the 

necessary knowledge attested to by any of the sources mentioned above. 

Having laid out, over the course of the last two chapters, the fundamental 

components of Ibn Taymiyya’s attempted hermeneutical, ontological, and epis-

temological reform, we shall now turn to consider, in our concluding chapter, 

how he applies these tools in order to resolve once and for all the hitherto intrac-

table “contradiction” between reason and revelation, particularly with regard to 

the affirmation of the Divine Attributes. 
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CONCLUSION 

Reason Reconstituted: 

The Divine Attributes and the Question of Contradiction 

Between Reason and Revelation 
 

I. Rational Inference and the Question of 

Qiya>s al-Gha>’ib ‘ala> al-Sha>hid 
 

n Chapter 5, we discussed Ibn Taymiyya’s charge against the philosophers 

that their reasoning about the world and metaphysical realities rests upon a 

fundamentally unsound ontology that confuses, on numerous levels, the 

realm of external ontological existence with the realm of notional or logical ex-

istence in the mind. Specifically, we have seen that the philosophers adopt a real-

ist conception of universals on the basis of which they accord objective ontologi-

cal status to notional realities (such as universals) that, Ibn Taymiyya insists, 

exist only in the mind. As such intellectual realities are, by definition, “unseen” 

(ghayr mashhu>d) or “non-empirical” (ghayr mah}su>s), the philosophers identify 

them with the ghayb spoken of in revelation, in contrast to the sha>hid realm of 

our ambient empirical reality. The result of this is a philosophical ontology that 

confines the empirical (mah}su>s) to the seen (shaha>da) while reducing the unseen 

(ghayb) to the mental or intellectual (ma‘qu>l). Such a scheme entails – incoher-

ently for Ibn Taymiyya – the affirmation of externally existent realities that are 

entirely notional and non-perceivable (e.g., universals). Worse, in as far as the 

ghayb is reduced to the ma‘qu>l, the philosophers’ schema at the same time nec-

essarily precludes the existence of any self-standing entities (a‘ya>n qa>’ima bi-

anfusiha>) in the ghayb, entities that are inherently perceptible (though veiled 

from our senses at the current time) and that exist independently of human rea-

son and human minds. It is on the basis of this ontology that the philosophers 

end up “intellectualizing” the various gha>’ib realities affirmed in revelation, such 

as in the identification of angels with the intelligences or the broader philosophi-

cal view that the events of the afterlife, including the pleasures of paradise and 

I 
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the pains of hell, are merely graphic metaphors for what will essentially be expe-

rienced in intellectual, as opposed to sensory, terms in the hereafter. 

 This confusion in ontology has, predictably for Ibn Taymiyya, led to a 

parallel confusion in the rational inferences the philosophers make about the 

world. Such inferences may collectively be referred to as “qiya>s,” a term which, 

for Ibn Taymiyya, comprises both the categorical syllogism (qiya>s al-shumu>l), 

operating on the basis of a universal middle term, and analogy (qiya>s al-tamthi>l), 

which involves the assimilation of two particulars based on a relevant shared at-

tribute without the mediation of a common universal. In both cases, an inference 

is operated by transferring a judgment (h}ukm) either from the universal to the 

particular (in the case of the categorical syllogism) or from particular to particu-

lar (in the case of analogy).
1
 The particular kind of inference relevant to the 

question of the Divine Attributes – and to the ghayb more generally – is known 

as “qiya>s al-gha>’ib ‘ala> al-sha>hid,” that is, “inferring [something about] the un-

seen on the basis of the seen,” or, to put it in other terms, transferring a judgment 

(h}ukm) applicable to the realm of the shaha>da to the realm of the ghayb. Ibn 

Taymiyya identifies essentially four different kinds of inference, or transfer of 

judgment, one might make about the unseen realm (“al-gha>’ib”) on the basis of 

the empirical realm (“al-sha>hid ”). These inferences concern: (1) factual exist-

ence (thubu>t); (2) essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) or modality (kayfiyya); 

                                                 
1
 The classic example of the categorical syllogism is: “All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. 

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.” The judgment (h}ukm) of mortality is predicated of Socrates since 

he is subsumed by the middle term “man” and thus falls under the universal proposition, “All 

men are mortal.” A classic example of analogical reasoning, cited in Muslim juridical texts, is the 

following: “Grape wine (khamr) is forbidden because it intoxicates. Date wine (nabi>dh) also 

intoxicates. Therefore, date wine is forbidden as well.” Here the judgment (h}ukm) of illegality is 

transferred from one particular (grape wine) to another particular (date wine) due to their sharing 

in a common relevant attribute, known as the ‘illa, or ratio legis – in this case, intoxication. Ibn 

Taymiyya argues that these two forms of inference are equivalent in substance and differ only in 

form. The analogical syllogism (qiya>s al-tamthi>l), for instance, can easily be rewritten as a 

categorical syllogism (qiya>s al-shumu>l) if the relevant attribute (that is, the ‘illa) has been 

correctly identified. Using our example of grape wine, date wine, and the attribute of 

intoxication, we can say: “All intoxicants are forbidden. Grape wine (or date wine) is an 

intoxicant. Therefore, grape wine (or date wine) is forbidden.” For Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of 

the substantive equivalence of analogy and categorical syllogism in the Dar’, see Dar’, VII: 318, 

and more generally at 317-327 (esp. 322ff). For a comprehensive treatment of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

views on the subject, primarily as expressed in his treatise Jahd al-qari>h}a fi> tajri>d al-nas}i>h}a, see 

Introduction, Hallaq, Greek Logicians, xxvii-xxxix . 
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(3) meanings and notions (ma‘a>ni>); and (4) the logical principles and axiomatic 

truths of reason (badi>hiyya>t). Ibn Taymiyya contends that making an analogy 

from the sha>hid to the gha>’ib is illegitimate in the first two cases but mandatory 

in the second two. Why is this so? 

Ibn Taymiyya maintains that it is invalid to make an analogy (qiya>s) or 

transfer a judgment (h}ukm) from the sha>hid to the gha>’ib in terms of either the 

factual existence (thubu>t) or the essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) of some-

thing in the ghayb. This is so because existence and ontological reality are both 

existential categories, and reason, as we know from Chapter 5, is incapable of 

establishing the existence
2
 or the ontological reality of anything in the ghayb.

3
 

For its knowledge of what exists, reason is dependent, as we have seen, on per-

ception (h}iss) and/or report (khabar). It is only through one of these two channels 

that it can know what exists in external reality. For our knowledge of the essen-

tial reality (h}aqi>qa) of a thing, we are essentially dependent on h}iss alone, since 

it is only through direct empirical experience, according to Ibn Taymiyya, that 

we can gain any sense of a thing’s ontological reality or its modality of being in 

the world. To put it another way, we can only know what exists through h}iss or 

khabar, while we can only know something about the essential reality of how a 

thing exists through h}iss alone. This being the case, it is illegitimate for reason 

automatically to assume the existence (thubu>t) of something in the ghayb based 

on what exists in the shaha>da without being specifically informed of its exist-

ence through one of the two sources of existential knowledge, h}iss or khabar. It 

is likewise illegitimate, once it has been informed of the existence of something 

in the ghayb, for reason to assume a common essential reality (h}aqi>qa) or equiva-

lent modality of being (kayfiyya) between what exists in the shaha>da and what 

exists in the ghayb. When Ibn Taymiyya states that qiya>s al-gha>’ib ‘ala> al-sha>hid 

is “one of the most invalid forms of qiya>s” (min afsad al-qiya>s) due to the “es-

                                                 
2
 See Dar’, V: 254, where he says: “la> siyyama> wa-l-umu>r al-gha>’iba laysa li-l-mukhbari>na biha> 

khibra yumkinuhum an ya‘lamu> bi-‘uqu>lihim thubu>t ma> ukhbira bihi.” 
3
 With the exception, once again, of God, as we have mentioned previously. 
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sential difference in the ontological reality [of things]” (li-’khtila>f al-h}aqa>’iq),
4
 it 

is qiya>s primarily in this second sense – the sense of transferring a judgment con-

cerning the essential ontological reality, or h}aqi>qa – that he has in mind. In short, 

since existence (thubu>t) and essential reality (h}aqi>qa) cannot be established by 

reason, but can only be known through h}iss or khabar, reason similarly has no 

right to transfer from the sha>hid to the gha>’ib realm any judgment (h}ukm) that 

concerns either of these two things. Existence and essential reality in the ghayb 

can only be established by the same means used to establish them in the shaha>da, 

namely, h}iss and/or khabar for existence, and h}iss alone for some kind of essen-

tial reality, or modality. Reason, for its part, can neither establish existence nor 

pass any judgment on essential reality or modality in the absence of khabar or 

direct empirical experience. 

 Now, where we can, and indeed must, make an analogy (qiya>s) from the 

sha>hid to the gha>’ib realms is in terms of the second two categories listed above, 

namely, the transference of meanings and notions (ma‘a>ni>) and the application of 

fundamental logical and relational principles. What, for Ibn Taymiyya, is the 

precise nature of the correspondence between the sha>hid and the gha>’ib realms 

on the plane of meanings and notions? We recall that universal notions existing 

in the mind are a mere representation, or “snapshot,” of the empirical realities 

which the senses have mediated to the mind. Just as a camera can only capture 

what is there in front of it, likewise the universal notions abstracted by the mind 

from the particulars are conditioned and determined by the existential reality of 

whatever they are abstractions of. Nevertheless, we can have some notional ap-

preciation for gha>’ib entities that have been reported to us through khabar thanks 

to the names (asma>’) by means of which these entities are described to us, even 

if we have no direct empirical experience of them. This is so because names (or 

‘nouns’) denote meanings (ma‘a>ni>), which are, precisely, notional realities sub-

sistent in the mind. Ibn Taymiyya in fact explicitly likens meanings (ma‘a>ni>) to 

universals in as far as both are originally abstracted from particulars and reside 

                                                 
4
 See this formulation at Dar’, III: 359.  
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as notions in the mind that are capable of subsuming, or being applied to, any 

number of extant particulars. Now, as the understanding and processing of mean-

ings (and other universal notions) is precisely what the mind is made to do, we 

are able to comprehend – both semantically and notionally – something of those 

entities that resemble, in some respects (min ba‘d} al-wuju>h), what we know ex-

perientially in our own empirical realm. 

We may illustrate this point by way of an example. If, say, we are in-

formed through revelation that angels (existing in the realm of the ghayb) can 

see and we also know what it means for us in the realm of the shaha>da to see – 

namely, to have visual cognizance of an object – then this shared meaning, which 

is based on ishtira>k ma‘nawi> as we have discussed in Chapter 4, must be applied 

to both the sha>hid and the gha>’ib realms equally. Thus, if angels see, this can on-

ly mean that they, like us, possess visual cognizance of objects, since this is what 

the word “see” means. Were this meaning not meant to apply to the angels when 

predicated of them, then revelation would simply not have used this term in 

speaking of them. In other words, there is a meaningful semblance of similarity 

(musha>baha, tasha>buh) between what seeing means in the case of angels in the 

ghayb and what it means in our case in the realm of the shaha>da. Were it not for 

this shared meaning (ma‘na> mushtarak), the statement “Angels see” would have 

no appreciable meaning for us whatsoever and it would be nonsensical for revela-

tion to have addressed us, concerning the angels, in these terms. It is of note, 

however, that we have not established the existence of the angels’ sight on the 

basis of any rational analogy (qiya>s) or transference of judgment (h}ukm) from 

the shaha>da to the ghayb. Rather, the existence (thubu>t) of this reality is only 

known through khabar. Nor would we be justified in assuming a parallel in the 

essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) or the precise modality (kayfiyya) of the 

angels’ seeing, since we have no empirical experience of the angels themselves, 

let alone of the precise modality of their seeing. Nevertheless, we can know what 

it means for angels to see, even if we cannot know exactly how it is that they do 

so. And indeed, it is only by our transferring what it means to see – that is, the 

meaning, or ma‘na>, of seeing – from the shaha>da to the ghayb that we can under-
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stand anything reported to us about the ghayb in the first place. Affirming a 

common meaning (ma‘na>) of sha>hid and gha>’ib entities, while nevertheless ad-

mitting a substantive difference in the ontological reality (h}aqi>qa) or modality 

(kayfiyya) in which this meaning applies to each entity, is simply a rephrasing, in 

logical-rational terms, of our discussion in Chapter 4 where we distinguished be-

tween the “ta’wi>l ” of gha>’ib entities that we can know – namely, ta’wi>l in the 

sense of “explication of meaning” (tafsi>r al-ma‘na>) – in contrast to the “ta’wi>l ” 

which we cannot know, namely, ta’wi>l in the sense of modality or “h}aqi>qat ma> 

ya’u>lu ilayhi al-amr.”5
 Underscoring the ultimate dissimilarity in essential onto-

logical reality between the empirical and the invisible realms, despite the com-

mon applicability of the names applied to both and the comprehensibility of the 

universal meanings carried by these names, Ibn Taymiyya cites a quotation from 

Ibn ‘Abba>s to the effect that: “The only commonality between what exists in 

this world and what exists in Paradise is the names [by which each is de-

scribed].”
6
 

Yet some of what exists in the ghayb does not fit into our conceptual 

framework at all because, to use Ibn Taymiyya’s term, it has no counterpart 

(naz}i>r) in our empirical realm whatsoever. Where unseen realities bear no mean-

ingful resemblance to any element of our experience at all, they cannot be mean-

ingfully named for us, since there are no notions (ma‘a>ni>) or universals abstract-

ed from our current realm which could meaningfully apply to them. This is why, 

in addition to all the pleasures of Paradise, there exists, greater than all the rest, 

“that which no eye has seen nor ear has heard, nor has occurred to the heart of 

any man.”
7
 We note here not only the denial of analogous empirical experience 

(no eye has seen and no ear has heard the likes of it), but also the denial of any 

notional resemblance. Our minds, of course, can imagine (yatas}awwar) many 

things that do not, and even cannot, exist in the empirical realm, yet we still 

have the ability to imagine them; that is, they can exist as notions in our minds. 

                                                 
5
 See Chapter 4 above, p. 202ff. 

6
 “laysa fi> al-dunya> mimma> fi> al-janna illa> al-asma>’ ” (see Dar’, VI: 124). 

7
 “ma> la> ‘ayn ra’at wa-la> udhun sami‘at wa-la> khat}ara ‘ala> qalb bashar” 
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But that which is reserved for the inhabitants of Paradise has neither any empiri-

cal, nor any notional, resemblance to anything we know; it surpasses even our 

(relatively expansive) powers of imagination. Similarly, the soul (ru>h}) is not giv-

en any further name or description, but rather is simply described as “of the af-

fair of your Lord,”
8
 underlying its particularly unique nature and its essential dis-

similarity to anything else that we know. Finally, while many of the attributes of 

God that we have been informed of correspond to attributes of which we have 

some experience (e.g., mercy, anger, kindness, majesty, etc.), the core essence 

(kunh) of God remains entirely unknown to us, not even by means of correspond-

ence, similarity, or approximation. The complete and utter uniqueness and in-

comparability of the Divine Essence is, presumably, why the Prophet is reported 

to have instructed his followers not to ponder on the “kunh” of God, but rather 

to ponder on His actions. Attempting to fathom God’s ultimate essence is, in 

fact, pointless as we can have no understanding of it whatsoever, for the simple 

reason that it is totally unlike – in every respect (min jami>‘ al-wuju>h) – anything 

of which we have any experience, and therefore any knowledge.
9
 

 The second type of qiya>s from sha>hid to gha>’ib which Ibn Taymiyya de-

clares not only legitimate but mandatory is the analogical application to both 

realms of the basic rules of logic and the innate axioms of reason, what he refers 

to as the badi>hiyya>t. Such principles, being axiomatic and a priori as established 

in Chapter 5, neither derive from nor are dependent on empirical experience and, 

partly for this reason, are not confined to our realm of empirical reality. By their 

nature, logical principles hold true universally and without exception. Thus, if it 

is true in our empirical realm that a thing cannot simultaneously be and not be 

(an instance of the Law of Non-Contradiction), then the same must hold true in 

the unseen realm as well. In fact, our knowledge that this law holds true in our 

empirical realm is not based on anything we have observed in that realm. Indeed, 

it is difficult to imagine what it could even mean for us to have “observed” that 

something cannot both be and not be at the same time. Rather, we simply know, 

                                                 
8
 Qur’an (al-Isra>’) 17:85. 

9
 See Dar’, VI: 123-127. 
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as a matter of logical necessity, that “be” and “not be” are mutually contradicto-

ry and logically exclusive opposites and that, by definition, they cannot hold true 

for any given entity at one and the same time. Being a question, for Ibn Taymiy-

ya, of (necessary) logic rather than (contingent) ontology, this and similar prin-

ciples hold true – in fact, must hold true – by self-evident logical necessity in all 

possible worlds, including, naturally, the world of the ghayb. Reason is therefore 

perfectly justified in applying such axioms to both realms since, once again, we 

are dealing with logical and relational phenomena and the passing of judgments 

on their basis, all of which is part and parcel of the rational faculty and, to a sub-

stantial degree, constitutive of its very essence. It is important to underscore the 

common applicability of logical axioms to both the seen and the unseen realms 

of existence, for Ibn Taymiyya very often attempts to reduce to absurdity his 

opponents’ theological positions – which, in the end, are positions regarding 

something in the ghayb, namely, God – on account of a violation of one or an-

other of these fundamental and universally applicable rules of thought.
10

             

Now, Ibn Taymiyya accuses the philosophers of speculating about the 

ghayb on the basis of the shaha>da in the first two domains listed above, namely, 

existence (thubu>t) and essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa). Yet the inference 

from sha>hid to gha>’ib, as we have seen, is illegitimate in these domains since 

reason cannot independently establish the factual existence or the existential 

modality of any entity. It is precisely because the philosophers, in his view, have 

treated gha>’ib entities as essentially analogous to sha>hid ones, particularly in 

terms of essential reality (h}aqi>qa), that they then feel compelled to deny what 

khabar affirms of gha>’ib entities (particularly the Divine Attributes) so as to 

avoid the risk of likening God in essence (i.e., in His h}aqi>qa) to created things, 

which would be tantamount to tashbi>h. But the philosophers’ belief that 

affirmation of the Divine Attributes would entail such an assimilation is a direct 

result of their false assumption of sha>hid-to-gha>’ib comparability – in other 

words, of the false view that it is possible to make an analogy (qiya>s) in terms of 

                                                 
10

 Such as the notion, examined in Chapter 5, that one could coherently hold God to be neither 

one with nor separate from the universe, neither inherent in it nor transcendent to it. 
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essence, modality, and ontological reality between the seen and the unseen 

realms. They thus disavow the legitimate and required forms of qiya>s from 

sha>hid to gha>’ib – namely, the analogy necessarily involved in the affirmation of 

a common meaning (ma‘na>) as well as the common application of universal 

logical principles – due to the implications they believe to be entailed by the 

illegitimate forms of qiya>s in which they have unjustifiably engaged by assuming 

an essential ontological similarity between sha>hid and gha>’ib entities bearing a 

common name. 

To sum up, then, the type of analogy (qiya>s) from sha>hid to gha>’ib that 

Ibn Taymiyya holds to be both valid and necessary is a semantic and notional 

one on the basis of shared meanings, not an analogy related to factual existence 

(thubu>t) or essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa). Though reason is unable to de-

duce or infer the existence of anything in the ghayb (other than God), it never-

theless draws upon the universal meanings (ma‘a>ni>) and notions (also ma‘a>ni>) it 

has abstracted from the realm of the shaha>da – in terms of which our very lan-

guage is patterned, since it is through language that we name various existing 

objects – in order to understand something about gha>’ib entities on account of 

shared meanings (ma‘a>ni> mushtaraka). Nevertheless, reason must realize that the 

ontological reality, or h}aqi>qa, of each entity is specific to the entity in question, 

and in that sense, entities in the ghayb are essentially dissimilar from those in 

the shaha>da – that is, dissimilar in essence, which, for Ibn Taymiyya of course is 

equivalent to a thing’s ontological reality, or h}aqi>qa. Finally, reason is called up-

on to treat all realms of existence analogously with respect to the fundamental 

rules of logic and, consequently, to apply these principles consistently to both 

the realm of the shaha>da and to that of the ghayb. 

 

II. Ibn Taymiyya’s Reforms Applied: The 

Question of the Divine Attributes 

 

We have seen over the course of our study that the philosophers in essence make 

an appeal to reason (‘aql) to argue that we must make ta’wi>l of the Divine 

Attributes as affirming them would, on their view, entail that God and creatures 
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participate ontologically in a common universal, negating God’s unique and total 

dissimilarity from created beings and opening the door to tashbi>h. Ibn Taymiyya, 

for his part, insists that we are able to understand God’s attributes through their 

subsumption along with attributes present in our world under a common 

meaning (ma‘na>) or notion (also ma‘na>). Here arises a question, however. When 

Ibn Taymiyya says that we can only understand something if it possesses some 

resemblance to the created entities with which we are familiar, he explicitly uses 

the terms “musha>baha” and “muma>thala,” both cognates of “tashbi>h” and “mithl 

” (as in the verse “laysa ka-mithlihi shay’ ”), respectively. How, then, does Ibn 

Taymiyya understand musha>baha and muma>thala here in a manner that does not 

violate this verse? First, he explains, there is no escaping (la> budda min) some 

element of commonality (qadr mushtarak) between any two existing entities, so 

we should be forthright in admitting so. Denying this premise directly entails a 

denial God’s very existence, since one could easily argue that if He were to exist 

and we were to exist, this would imply “tashbi>h” through a common 

applicability to God and to us of the predicate “exists” (al-ishtira>k fi> ism al-

wuju>d). This is precisely why the Ba>t}iniyya, on Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding 

(as we saw in Chapter 3), do not affirm God’s existence nor, absurdly, do they 

affirm His non-existence (thus violating the Law of the Excluded Middle). Some 

later Sufi schools, on the other hand, draw the opposite conclusion, holding 

instead that we do not exist – another absurdity for Ibn Taymiyya of the order he 

routinely dismisses as “necessarily known to be invalid according to the basic 

principles of reason” (“ma‘lu>m al-fasa>d bi-d}aru>rat al-‘aql ” or “bi-l-badi>ha”) and 

as “obstinately denying (what is obvious to) the senses and to reason” 

(“muka>bara li-l-h}iss wa-l-‘aql ”).  

But if there must be some element of commonality (qadr mushtarak) 

between all things that exist, including God and the created universe, where 

should one draw the line of acceptable “overlap”? At existence? At life, 

knowledge, and power? At mercy and retribution? Being separate from and 

“above” the universe? Possessing a hand? Ibn Taymiyya’s answer to this 

question goes back to his conception of what we have been referring to as a 
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thing’s “essential ontological nature,” or “h}aqi>qa.” This “essential nature,” for 

Ibn Taymiyya, reduces in the end to a question of a thing’s fundamental 

ontological status, and specifically to whether its being, or its existence, is 

necessary, eternal, perfect, and indestructible, on the one hand, or contingent, 

temporal, deficient, and subject to demise and non-existence, on the other. It 

goes without saying that the first set of qualities belong to God alone – and in 

fact constitute the principle elements by virtue of which He is God – while the 

second set of attributes apply to all entities other than God, whether they exist in 

the realm of the shaha>da or that of the ghayb. It is these four fundamental 

qualities that, for Ibn Taymiyya, define the “essential ontological reality,” or 

h}aqi>qa, of any existing thing. Now, as this fundamental essence, as we have 

learned, is entirely inseparable (outside of the mind) from a thing’s attributes, it 

follows that whatever attributes possessed by an entity apply to that entity in a 

manner commensurate with its underlying ontological reality as defined by this 

limited set of crucial traits. Another way we may think about this is to say that 

all other attributes of a thing are “colored,” or conditioned, by the ontological 

status (h}aqi>qa) of the essence in which they adhere, as determined by these four 

traits.    

Let us illustrate Ibn Taymiyya’s point by considering the attribute of 

knowledge. While “knowledge” means the same thing with respect to God and to 

humans, namely, cognition of a knowable, the knowledge predicated of human 

beings applies to them in a manner commensurate with their underlying essential 

reality, namely, contingency, temporality, deficiency, and impermanence. Like 

our very essence, the attribute of knowledge we possess is created, contingent, 

non-necessary, limited, imperfect, and ultimately abrogable altogether – as, for 

instance, through dementia or other memory loss, and eventually in a definitive 

manner through the death of the knower himself. God’s attribute of knowledge, 

on the other hand, is fully commensurate with the essential reality of the (divine) 

essence in which it inheres and is therefore, like God Himself, necessary, unlim-

ited (i.e., it encompasses all possible knowables), perfect, and indestructible. So 

while knowing means the same thing for us as it does for God (cognizance of a 
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knowable) and there thus exists a notional sharing between His knowing and 

ours, there is nevertheless a fundamental ontological distinction between the true 

reality (h}aqi>qa) of God’s (perfect) knowing on the one hand and our (deficient, 

contingent, and limited) knowing on the other. It is precisely here that the fun-

damental – and, for Ibn Taymiyya, decisive – distinction lies between any and all 

of the attributes of God as compared to any and all of the attributes of created 

things. There is indeed “nothing like unto Him,” since He alone, along with all of 

His qualities, is necessary, eternal, perfect, etc. It is in this crucial respect, and 

not in any other, that there is no similarity (musha>baha) or likeness (muma>thala) 

– in fact we should specify, no ontologically relevant similarity or likeness – be-

tween God and anything else. There is, nevertheless – and necessarily so – a type 

of resemblance between God and creation on the purely abstract level of univer-

sal meanings (ma‘a>ni>) without which, once more, we would simply not be able to 

have any comprehension whatsoever of anything absent from our senses. In this 

case, the resemblance obtains from the fact that both are qualified by the attrib-

ute of knowledge. We recall from our discussion in Chapter 4 that were it not for 

this shared meaning (ma‘na> mushtarak), the phrase “God is All-Knowing” would 

simply mean nothing to us at all, as if, Ibn Taymiyya remarks, one were to say 

that God is “kajz” or God is “di>j,” or other such nonsensical statements con-

structed of meaningless words. Yet it is precisely because the very essence and 

reality of a thing coincides, for Ibn Taymiyya, with its concrete ontological ex-

istence and not with the notional reality of it as conceived in the mind, that Ibn 

Taymiyya feels confident in affirming all the attributes predicated of God in rev-

elation without running the risk of falling into the relevant kind of tashbi>h, 

which is to say ontological, and not merely notional, tashbi>h. For Ibn Taymiyya, 

we make proper tanzi>h of God not by wantonly denying of Him any and all at-

tributes that can truthfully also be predicated of something else, but rather, in 

two distinct and very specific ways: (1) by affirming of His essence the four es-

sential qualities mentioned above and negating of Him their opposites, and (2) 

by affirming of Him only what Ibn Taymiyya calls “attributes of perfection” 

(s}ifa>t kama>l), such as life, power, knowledge, etc. and negating of Him their op-
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posites (death, weakness, ignorance, and so forth). The first represents a tanzi>h 

of God’s essence, the second a tanzi>h of His attributes. 

 This way of looking at things allows God to be comprehensible to us – 

that is, we can understand who He is in our minds/hearts – without, however, His 

being “like” us or comparable to us in any ontologically relevant way, that is, in 

any way that would compromise His divinity by implying anything of the defi-

ciency (naqs}) or contingency by which we and every other created entity are 

characterized. We can understand who God is precisely because we are able to 

understand the meaning – and thus the ta’wi>l in the sense of “tafsi>r al-ma‘na> ” – 

of the terms used to denote His attributes, but we can nonetheless never fathom 

the true (ontological) reality – the h}aqi>qa – of these attributes nor, a fortiori, of 

His innermost essence (kunh). This is so, as we have seen, because all existential 

knowledge is based on h}iss, and we only have empirical experience of a created 

and contingent empirical reality, and so we have nothing – that is, no relevant 

actual experience in our world – on the basis of which to make an analogy (qi-

ya>s) from it to the ghayb. And if this is true with respect even to the created en-

tities of the ghayb, it is emphatically more so with respect to God, the necessari-

ly existent Creator of all contingent being. 

 

III. Concluding Reflections 

 

The Dar’ ta‘a>rud} al-‘aql wa-l-naql represents Ibn Taymiyya’s attempt to trans-

cend the centuries-old conflict between reason and revelation that had been rag-

ing on the Islamic intellectual scene from as early as the beginning of the 2
nd

/8
th

 

century. Though reason and revelation each make various kinds of affirmations 

that could potentially come into conflict, we have seen that the main focal point 

of this debate in medieval Islam centered on the question of the Divine Attrib-

utes. The Qur’an and prophetic hadith ascribe to God a large number of discrete 

attributes, some or all of which are denied by various philosophical and theologi-

cal schools of thought or interpreted in a metaphorical fashion (via ta’wi>l) on the 

basis of rational objections to the alleged implications of a straightforward, “lit-
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eral” affirmation of the attributes in question. Affirmation of the offending at-

tributes is often believed to entail an unacceptable assimilation of God to created 

beings (tashbi>h) or otherwise to infringe upon philosophical notions of an utterly 

simple divinity uncompromised by the “compositeness” allegedly entailed by the 

possession of particularizing attributes. 

Ibn Taymiyya rejects in principle the type of rationalistic ta’wi>l em-

ployed by the philosophers, the Mu‘tazila, and later Ash‘arite theologians on the 

grounds that it does violence to the language of revelation and, no less signifi-

cantly, stands in diametric opposition to the radical affirmationism he insists 

was the universal stance of the early authoritative community (al-salaf wa-l-

a’imma). Beyond this, he instinctively rejects the purely abstract notion of God 

entertained by the philosophers for two main reasons, one ontological, the other 

moral and religious. Ontologically, as we have seen, Ibn Taymiyya insists that 

abstract notions can exist only in the mind, with the result that the more God is 

conceived as being abstract and wholly undefinable, the more He is reduced from 

the status of an objectively existent personal God to that of an amorphous men-

tal construct existing solely in the mind of the philosopher. To Ibn Taymiyya’s 

mind, the philosophers’ God simply does not and cannot exist in external reality, 

a fact which explains his charge of de facto atheism against them,
11

 however 

lofty their intentions may have been in attempting to safeguard our conception 

of the Deity from various anthropomorphisms and other unbecoming forms of 

assimilationism. The moral and religious implications of such an abstracted and 

ethereal view of God were naturally not lost on Ibn Taymiyya and, in fact, stand 

at the center of his motivations in attempting to refute philosophically inspired 

“negationism” once and for all. One cannot very well pray to a God incapable of 

hearing one’s prayer, nor yet draw close to a God who is unaware of one’s par-

                                                 
11

 Ibn Taymiyya often refers to the philosophers as “mala>h}ida,” a term which is often closer, in 

classical usage, to “heterodox” or “heretical” than to outright “atheist” as normally implied by 

the term as used today. However, he often charges them with “ta‘t}i>l,” viz. the comprehensive 

negation of God’s attributes which, Ibn Taymiyya maintains, is equivalent to the negation of 

God Himself. We also encounter the terms “mu‘at}t}ila” and “mu‘at}t}ilat al-s}a>ni‘,” sometimes in 

reference to the fala>sifa as a whole, but more often to the “Ba>t}iniyya,” as well as the 

“materialists” (dahriyya), the Samniyya, and other such groups. 
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ticular existence. The loss of intelligibility of God implicit in the philosophers’ 

radically negative theology undermines our ability to relate to Him in any mean-

ingfully personal manner, and therefore thwarts what Ibn Taymiyya holds to be 

the very purpose and pith of religion, namely, to know God (which requires that 

He be reasonably intelligible to us), then to love and to worship Him. As man’s 

ultimate felicity is dependent precisely on his doing of these three things, any 

intellectual construct apt to foreclose his ability to do so must needs be seen as a 

barrier to the achievement of that very felicity of the human soul both philoso-

pher and theologian ultimately seek. 

Yet in his affray against the philosophers, Ibn Taymiyya is not content 

simply to assert the precellence of revelation over reason and bid this latter to 

dutiful silence wherever the former has spoken. Rather, he endeavors not merely 

to refute the individual arguments of the philosophers and theologians, but to 

demolish the very foundations – linguistic, ontological, and epistemological – on 

which their “negationism” is based. True to his empiricist methodology, Ibn 

Taymiyya starts from the consideration of one particular issue, that of the Divine 

Attributes. Yet in the process of attacking and deconstructing an enormous mul-

titude of arguments over 4,046 pages of text, he implicitly builds up an alterna-

tive system of knowledge based on a reformed approach to language, a recon-

structed ontology, and a broadly reconstituted notion of reason. Ibn Taymiyya 

secures a strong place in his new epistemology for khabar s}a>diq (“reliable re-

port”) – particularly in the guise of authentic revelation (naql s}ah}i>h}) – as a major 

source of objective knowledge about the world, both sha>hid and gha>’ib. While 

relentlessly attacking the philosophers’ realist ontology of universals, he never-

theless validates the abstracting and universalizing function of the mind, and in 

fact makes this function the cornerstone of our notional access to the ghayb, in-

cluding the attributes of God. Ibn Taymiyya’s insistent differentiation between 

the existential category of essential ontological reality (h}aqi>qa), on the one hand, 

and the notional categories of universal concepts (kulliyya>t) and meanings 

(ma‘a>ni>), on the other, allows him to uphold the integrity and the intelligibility 

of the language used of God in revelation while simultaneously steering clear of 
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tashbi>h, interpreted as the implication of any ontologically relevant similarity 

between the eternal, necessary, and perfect God and His temporal, contingent, 

and necessarily imperfect creatures. Ibn Taymiyya’s insistence on the ontologi-

cal indivisibility of essence and existence, and particularly of essence and attrib-

utes, allows him to articulate a limited, ontologically relevant set of divine at-

tributes (necessity, eternity, perfection, indestructibility) which, above all else, 

are what radically distinguishes God’s essential being from that of every other 

existing thing. Being of the essence, these qualities pervade the Divine Being, so 

to speak, and determine the ontological quality of all other attributes pertaining 

to God, shielding them from any charge of deficiency one might erroneously sus-

pect of them based on the notional semblance they share with corresponding at-

tributes found in human beings or other created entities. Ibn Taymiyya’s insist-

ence on the universal applicability of the a priori logical principles lodged in the 

mind allows him to dismiss out of hand a number of “negationist” theses for run-

ning afoul of the elementary principles of rational thought. Ultimately, Ibn Tay-

miyya grounds the final integrity of his system, and indeed of all human 

knowledge, both in the cognitive-moral notion of the fit}ra, or “original norma-

tive disposition,” and in an expanded application of the principle of tawa>tur, 

against which all sources of knowledge and modes of cognition can ultimately be 

verified. 

In broadening the sources of authentic knowledge, Ibn Taymiyya simul-

taneously widens the scope of the means and the steps by which knowledge can 

come to be lodged in a given individual’s mind.
12

 Though true knowledge itself 

is perfectly objective, in the sense that it corresponds to (yut}a>biq) what is true 

and real in and of itself (ma> huwa tha>bit fi> nafs al-amr), the discrete process by 

which one acquires knowledge of any given knowable (ma‘lu>m) is nevertheless 

personal, situational, specific and individual. Typical of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought, 

there are no universal rules or necessary order of steps that apply to all cases. 

The various means of acquiring knowledge – perception (h}iss), reliable report 

                                                 
12

 See Dar’, VIII: 20-21 for Ibn Taymiyya’s discussion of this point. 
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(khabar s}a>diq), the a priori axioms of reason (badi>hiyya>t al-‘aql), sound inference 

(naz}ar h}asan), various incarnations of the mechanism of tawa>tur, the possession 

of a sound cognitive-moral disposition (fit}ra sali>ma) – all stand objectively at 

every person’s disposal, yet there are often numerous different paths that can be 

tread, various corroborative combinations of these elements by which knowledge 

of a given reality can be procured for any given individual. What counts ulti-

mately is the end result, namely, “the occurrence of knowledge in the 

mind/heart” (h}us}u>l al-‘ilm fi> al-qalb). Some knowledge is gained empirically, 

some through khabar, some through rational inference, some by intuition, and 

similar to the case of tawa>tur, the amount and kind of corroborative evidence 

necessary to bring about knowledge is not necessarily the same for each and eve-

ry person. Confining knowledge in general to a particular order (tarti>b mu‘ayyan) 

as do the philosophers, or confining knowledge of God and the authenticity of 

revelation to a particular order as do the theologians, or confining the means of 

progress along the spiritual path (al-wus}u>l ila> Alla>h) to a particular order as do 

those who theorize Sufism, is misleading and abusive, for while there may be a 

set order in the mind when one theorizes about the acquisition of knowledge, the 

manner in which knowledge actually comes about in the real world (fi> al-kha>rij) 

is rarely, if ever, constrained by the theoretical order projected by the mind. In-

deed, Ibn Taymiyya remarks, the various ways of coming by knowledge, the 

conditions attendant thereupon, and the means (asba>b) and ordering of steps 

(tarti>b) through which knowledge is attained are too diversified and comprehen-

sive to be confined to only a few discrete pathways or methods (t}uruq).
13

 

Though Ibn Taymiyya does not say so explicitly himself, this idea of var-

iegated yet mutually corroborative paths to knowledge of one and the same fact 

or reality is reminiscent of the transmission of mutawa>tir hadith reports, where-

by different individuals may have one and the same hadith from a different con-

glomeration of sources. Each is justified in claiming knowledge of the hadith’s 

authenticity since he has received it from enough mutually corroborative sources 

                                                 
13

 Ibid., VIII: 21, l. 1-6. 
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to experience within himself assurance (t}uma’ni>na) and firm conviction (i‘tiqa>d 

ja>zim) that the hadith is true. That is, each has justified and sufficient – though 

not necessarily identical – grounds to hold that knowledge of the hadith’s au-

thenticity has successfully “occurred in his heart/mind” (h}as}ala fi> qalbihi). As we 

have seen previously, the idea and method of tawa>tur run consistently through-

out Ibn Taymiyya’s epistemology, whereby he appeals to some notion of tawa>tur 

as the final justification even for knowledge that is essentially empirical, as well 

as knowledge that is of an intuitive or a priori nature. It is thus not surprising to 

discover – as we reflect upon the underlying themes of Ibn Taymiyya’s approach 

to knowledge, inferences, and proofs – that he conceives of these in very much 

the same way across all domains. Beyond its thoroughgoing consistency, Ibn 

Taymiyya’s epistemology represents an attempt to profile the sundry ways in 

which knowledge is actually engendered in the real world. Ibn Taymiyya pre-

sents this epistemology as an alternative – and to his mind, an antidote – to the 

various methods and categories of the philosophers. Not only is the way of the 

philosophers, in his view, arbitrarily restrictive – with a heavy, almost exclusive 

reliance on formal, demonstrative syllogism, or burha>n – they are also anathema 

to him insofar as he considers them to be based on a purely abstract and idealized 

notion of what constitutes proof or a reliable indicator of knowledge. 

Ibn Taymiyya’s empirically grounded and widely cast epistemological 

framework underscores a larger commitment on his part to a broadly democratic 

vision of knowledge. Ibn Taymiyya censures the philosophers for presuming 

theoretical or speculative reason to hold pride of place in the epistemic 

hierarchy, sometimes to the point of allowing it to override more basic empirical 

or a priori knowledge, which is demoted in turn to mere “illusion” (wahm) or 

“imagination” (takhyi>l) in order to accommodate the deliverances of abstract 

speculation. For Ibn Taymiyya, this state of affairs is entirely backwards, for it is 

precisely the immediacy and sheer self-imposition of these basic sources of 

knowledge that justify them and ground their authoritativeness. This principle 

holds for Ibn Taymiyya’s larger concept of ‘aql s}ari>h} as well. We have been 

referring to Ibn Taymiyya’s notion of reason primarily as “sound” or “true” 
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reason, but his specific use of the term “s}ari>h}” – as opposed, say, to “sali>m” or 

“s}ah}i>h}” – is not, I think, a mere play on words for the sake of alliteration when 

the term “‘aql s}ari>h}” is paired with “naql s}ah}i>h}.” Ibn Taymiyya’s use of the term 

“s}ari>h}” (‘clear’, ‘pure’, ‘unadulterated’) is deliberate, for it is precisely “s}ari>h}” 

reason which is “s}ah}i>h}” reason, correct and valid.
14

 Sound reason and valid 

rational knowledge are guaranteed by the same immediacy and self-imposition as 

all other sources of knowledge – yet another instance of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

consistency across various domains of consideration. This explains why arcane, 

circuitous, highly speculative – and therefore highly contentious and disputed – 

premises and arguments necessarily arouse Ibn Taymiyya’s suspicion, since these 

qualities are the polar opposite of that set of qualities which guarantee the 

integrity of our knowledge in all other domains.
15

 Why then, Ibn Taymiyya 

seems to be asking, should rational knowledge, to the exclusion of all other 

avenues of knowing, form a singular exception to the rule of immediateness and 

intuitive clarity? For Ibn Taymiyya, it is simply inconceivable that the 

propositions held instinctively to be true in a natural and unaffected manner by 

multitudes of average human beings could be subjected to falsification on the 

basis of the recondite philosophical musings of the few, who even have trouble 

reaching agreement among themselves concerning the sundry conclusions of 

their speculative endeavors. Overriding the intuitions of the many in favor of the 

speculations of the few, he argues, would effectively destroy the possibility of 

any objective, publicly shared rational knowledge whatsoever. 

The foregoing considerations highlight Ibn Taymiyya’s acute sense of 

“epistemological egalitarianism,” at least concerning broad principles and basic 

inferences. In Ibn Taymiyya’s equal opportunity epistemology, authentic 

                                                 
14

 Consider the following phrase: “al-t}uruq al-fit}riyya al-‘aqliyya al-shar‘iyya al-qari>ba al-s}ah}i>h}a” 

(ibid., VIII: 314, l. 13). The various terms Ibn Taymiyya associates here – “innate” (fit}ri>), “ra-

tional” (‘aqli>), “scriptural” or “scripturally validated” (shar‘i>), “commonplace, familiar” (qari>b), 

and “valid, correct” (s}ah}i>h}) – are very indicative of his overall views regarding the character of 

truth and of the pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) by which it is ascertained, appropriated, and compre-

hended. 
15

 We recall from Chapter 4 his citation of ‘Abd Alla>h b. Mas‘u>d’s characterization of the Salaf 

as possessing “the purest hearts, the deepest knowledge, and (exhibiting) the least unnatural 

strain and affectation (takalluf)” of all Muslim generations. (See Chapter 4, p. 222 above). 
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knowledge is available to everyone whose basic rational faculty and fit}ra are 

intact, not just an elite coterie of philosophers who maintain an entirely different 

conception of reality than the common man. He does, of course, admit that 

particular sciences, be they religious or secular, are necessarily cultivated by 

specialists who naturally know better and know more about the subject at hand 

than the non-specialist. This holds true in such domains as law, hadith, tafsi>r, 

and grammar, but also in non-religious sciences like physics, astronomy, and 

medicine. Yet these individual sciences do not touch upon, nor purport to set the 

agenda for, a larger epistemological project aimed at defining what does and 

does not constitute ultimate truth and reality, as do the core philosophical 

disciplines of metaphysics, ontology, and epistemology. It is inconceivable for 

Ibn Taymiyya that foundational matters of such comprehensive reach, 

determinative to a large extent of a person’s fundamental existential orientation, 

should be beholden to the musings of a small group of conflicted specialists. The 

basic facts about reality, the universe, God, and man are equal opportunity truths 

available to anyone whose fit}ra and reasoning have not fallen prey to corruption. 

Ibn Taymiyya holds this position with respect to both rational truths and 

theological truths, for the Qur’an is addressed to the commoner as well as the 

elite and, he insists, it conveys a unified and consistent doctrine capable of being 

comprehended by all, and in essentially the same terms. As in other fields of 

knowledge, some may be more knowledgeable than others about the details of 

the specialized religious sciences, but there can be no fundamentally different 

mode of reading the texts reserved for the elite (as is the case, say, for an Ibn 

Rushd). Once again, we can discern here a parallelism in the way Ibn Taymiyya 

treats rational knowledge and revealed knowledge, as both are integrated into an 

organic epistemology interfused by a high degree of consistency and 

correspondence among its various components. In the case of both religious and 

non-religious knowledge, the basic principles are self-evident and known to all, 

with details filled in by studied specialists. Yet the detailed knowledge of the 

specialist serves primarily to elaborate the already existing, publicly shared base 

of the knowledge in question and does not, for Ibn Taymiyya, represent a 
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situation in which the “true” knowledge possessed by the elite constitutes a 

fundamental departure from what is generally understood to be the case among 

the common run. Ibn Taymiyya’s contagiousness to the convoluted nature of the 

philosophers’ discourse and his disdain for what to him are their tortuous 

meanderings and abstruse doctrines should in nowise be taken to flow from a 

shallowness of wit on his part or an insufficient capacity truly to grasp and to 

come to terms with his opponents’ contentions. Indeed, his ability to pen a work 

such as the Dar’ al-ta‘a>rud} establishes beyond a doubt that Ibn Taymiyya was no 

philosophical ingénu. 

Of all the various elements of Ibn Taymiyya’s reconstituted rationality, 

perhaps the most intriguing, original, and also the most subtle, is his conception 

of the nature and function of the fit}ra. While it is impossible to do justice to our 

author’s understanding of the fit}ra in a few short paragraphs, our treatment of 

reason and rationality in Ibn Taymiyya would be incomplete were we not to 

offer, in closing, a few brief reflections on this central concept. We encountered 

the fit}ra in Chapter 5 primarily as a cognitive faculty which overlaps to a 

considerable degree with the intuitive or a priori knowledge lodged in the mind 

ab initio. Beyond this, however, Ibn Taymiyya also suggests that the fit}ra is that 

faculty by which we judge both the soundness of premises used in a 

demonstration and the soundness of the deductive arguments built upon these 

premises.
16

 Yet the fit}ra is more than this. We have suggested that an apt 

translation of the term “fit}ra” might be “original normative disposition,” and 

indeed Ibn Taymiyya’s variegated appeals to the fit}ra in diverse contexts urge 

that we regard fit}ra as a more general, underlying principle which has relevance 

to and informs the various other faculties we possess – not only cognitive, but 

moral-ethical and spiritual as well. In fact, it would be more accurate from Ibn 

Taymiyya’s perspective to say, not that fit}ra is a moral and cognitive faculty, but 

                                                 
16

 See, for example, Dar’, VII: 37, where he states: “wa-illa> fa-man raja‘a fi> muqaddima>tiha> ila> al-
fit}ar al-sali>ma wa-‘tabara ta’li>faha> lam yajid fi>ma> yu‘a>rid} al-sam‘iyya>t burha>nan mu’allafan min 
muqaddima>t yaqi>niyya ta’li>fan s}ah}i>h}an.” Here Ibn Taymiyya explicitly states that we must 

return to “sound fit}ra” to judge the premises (muqaddima>t) of the argument, as well as the 

construction (ta’li>f) of the proof itself. 



311 

rather that it is a moral cum cognitive faculty, for the two ultimately cannot be 

definitively separated. Perhaps we can best approach Ibn Taymiyya’s point here 

by considering the following anecdote. 

Ibn Taymiyya relates that Fakhr al-Di>n al-Ra>zi> and a certain Mu‘tazilite 

theologian with whom he had been debating were one day visiting a Sufi shaykh 

in Transoxania who claimed to have achieved certainty in knowledge (‘ilm al-

yaqi>n).
17

 Al-Ra>zi> and his companion were surprised at the shaykh’s claim since 

the two of them had been debating theology for years, constantly refuting each 

other’s arguments but never able to break through to any indisputably certain 

conclusions on the topics of contention between them. When asked how he 

achieved this certainty in knowledge, the shaykh responded: “Divine disclosures 

(or gifts in the form of insights) (wa>rida>t) that come over the soul and which the 

soul is unable to deny.”
18

 Ibn Taymiyya reports that the Mu‘tazilite theologian, 

who had been complaining that doubts (shubuha>t) were burning up his heart, 

took to the way of the shaykh and eventually reached the stage where God 

blessed him too with similar gifts of divine insight (wa>rida>t), whereupon he 

declared that if upholding the apparent (z}a>hir) sense of “the Merciful has settled 

upon the throne”
19

 constitutes corporealism (tajsi>m), then, by God, he is a 

corporealist. Ibn Taymiyya reports that this (former) Mu‘tazilite, having 

returned to the way of affirmationism through the spiritual insights (wa>rida>t) 

vouchsafed directly to his heart, went on to become one of the most illustrious 

(Sufi) shaykhs of his day in the lands of Jurja>n and Khwa>rizm. The point of this 

episode, and Ibn Taymiyya’s approbatory citation of it, seems to be that certain 

knowledge (‘ilm al-yaqi>n) is achieved when the mind/heart (qalb) has come to 

experience whatever knowledge it possess as absolutely certain and entirely 

immune to doubt or recusal. As we mentioned above with respect to knowledge 

more generally, the achievement of this certitude does not necessarily have to 

follow a particular path or to be articulable via particular expressions or modes 
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 For this anecdote, see ibid., VII: 430-432.  
18

 “wa>rida>t taridu ‘ala> al-nufu>s ta‘jizu al-nufu>s ‘an raddiha> ” (ibid., VII: 431, l. 7-8). 
19

 “al-Rah}ma>nu ‘ala> ’l-‘arshi ’stawa> ” [Qur’an (T{a>ha>) 20:5]. 
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of rational inference or analysis. In this case, the certain knowledge (yaqi>n) 

gained and experienced by our theologian and his shaykh appears to stem 

directly from the fit}ra.
20

 If the fit}ra has been corrupted – e.g., through the 

inculcation of erroneous doctrines that contravene necessary and intuitive 

knowledge, as was the case with the “negationism” of al-Ra>zi>’s companion – 

then there are various ways in which this fit}ra can be resuscitated and returned to 

its original state. This process might come about through sound rational 

argumentation (i.e., h}usn al-naz}ar, and not the purely speculative argumentation 

of the philosophers and mutakallimu>n), or through spiritual purification (as in 

this case of our theologian with the burning heart), or through other means. The 

main point is that regardless of the means adopted, once the fit}ra has been 

rehabilitated to its natural, healthy state, it is often able simply to recognize the 

truth as such, in much the same way that the body possesses a capacity (quwwa) 

by which it instinctively distinguishes wholesome food from foul.
21

 

The fact that the fit}ra is simultaneously a cognitive and a moral faculty 

introduces an important ethical and existential dimension into the process of 

knowing – a dimension which is always present implicitly, Ibn Taymiyya would 

argue, albeit usually unacknowledged. This conception of the fit}ra provides for a 

richer and more nuanced account of knowledge and the process of coming to 

know. But does the introduction of an ethical and moral aspect into the cognitive 

functions of the fit}ra – and of the intellect more generally – render knowledge, 

for all intents and purposes, hopelessly subjective? After all, the primordial fit}ra 

on which every child is born
22

 more often than not fails to be maintained in its 

original normative state. In practice, this original normative fit}ra is routinely re-

shaped – indeed corrupted – by the ambient beliefs and practices of one’s socie-

ty. On this point, Ibn Taymiyya makes what to my mind is a remarkable observa-

tion for his time regarding the relativity of what passes for “reason” within a 
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 Ibn Taymiyya certainly holds that the position of the affirmationists (of the Divine Attributes) 

can be recognized as true as a matter of healthy fit}ra. 
21

 Dar’, V: 62. 
22

 From the hadith: “Every child is born on the fit}ra” (kull mawlu>d yu>ladu ‘ala> al-fit}ra). See 

discussion above at p. 276ff. 
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given culture. He observes, almost in passing, that “every nation or society 

(umma) has what it calls ‘rational knowledge’ (ma‘qu>la>t).”23
 In other words, he 

is telling us, a great deal of what passes for “rationality” at any given time or 

place is ultimately determined by the currently dominant presuppositions and 

mental habits of a people which, due to their near ubiquity, end up taking on the 

appearance and the force of necessary truths, simply given and taken utterly for 

granted. Ibn Taymiyya without a doubt views the fala>sifa as being pre-

committed (quite despite themselves) to an intellectual system characterized by 

a very particular – not to mention peculiar – view of reason and of reality, a sys-

tem which they have in essence adopted not as a matter of pure rationality and 

the unbiased cogitations of objective reason, but rather as a matter of habitua-

tion to a transmitted doctrine based, in the final analysis, on the following (he 

says more dismissively the “imitation,” ‘taqli>d ’) of their own earlier authorities 

– their own “Salaf,” we might say. For Ibn Taymiyya, the philosophers’ idiosyn-

cratic views regarding the intelligible world, the various intellects, etc. derive so 

clearly from the parochial “ma‘qu>la>t” of one particular “umma,” lacking any kind 

of objective proof or verifiability whatsoever from either h}iss or khabar, yet ille-

gitimately universalized and confounded with reason per se. But longstanding 

acclimatization to essentially unfounded beliefs about the world derived through 

pure speculation can eventually end by perverting the cognitive dimension of the 

fit}ra. Add to this the moral corruptibility to which all are susceptible to one de-

gree or another, and the primordial fit}ra would seem to be hopelessly and irre-

trievably lost. Between culturally inflected notions of rationality and the capri-

ciousness of our own selves, we would seem to be sunk in an intractable quag-

mire of parochialism and subjectivity. Yet Ibn Taymiyya is no postmodernist. 

Objective truth, he insists, not only exists, but is ascertainable. We have exam-

ined at length in the last chapter the various means at our disposal for acquiring 

knowledge about the world, both sha>hid and gha>’ib: perception, report (particu-

larly revelation), sound inference, etc. We have also described the fit}ra, for Ibn 
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 “ma> min umma illa> wa-lahum ma> yusammu>nahu ma‘qu>la>t” (Dar’, V: 243; also ibid., V: 242). 
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Taymiyya, as underlying – and by so doing, informing and affecting the func-

tioning of – these other sources. Fit}ra is to the moral-cognitive dimension of man 

as health is to his body. Good health entails the proper functioning of all our var-

ious sensory organs, limbs, etc. Bad health impairs them all alike. Indeed, Ibn 

Taymiyya defines true rational knowledge (‘aqliyya>t) as that which is intelligible 

(ma‘qu>l) and recognizable as such to the healthy fit}ra.
24

 This being the case, he 

suggests that one way of resolving intractable disputes over knowledge and truth 

(such as those between al-Ra>zi> and his Mu‘tazilite friend) is by seeking recourse 

to those of sound fit}ra (like the Sufi shaykh from Transoxania). Yet if the totali-

ty of our cognitive and moral faculties are dependent on the health of the fit}ra, 

and if the fit}ra itself is not immune to dereliction, then wherein lies the ultimate 

grounding, and guarantee, of our faculties? 

The ultimate answer to this question brings us full circle. Ibn Taymiyya, 

we have remarked, views reason and revelation as ultimately co-implicative (mu-

tala>zima>n). Following reason, he insists, ultimately leads to an investigation and 

affirmation of the truth of revelation. Starting with revelation quickens reason, 

inciting us to reflection and exemplifying the optimal use of reason and rational 

proofs. Yet this concomitance between reason and revelation runs into a much 

tighter symbiosis on a deeper level. Revelation is addressed to an intelligence 

and cannot be properly understood in the absence of pure reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) and 

sound inference (naz}ar h}asan), as we have explored over the course of the present 

work. Yet more significantly, reason itself, particularly through its groundedness 

in the moral-cognitive faculty of the fit}ra, cannot hope even to function properly 

and to make good on its own native potential without the guiding light of revela-

tion and the ethical practice of religion to which this latter summons. 

Here at the end of our path, we recall the very first page of the Dar’, 

where Ibn Taymiyya cites the Universal Law and its contention that, should rea-

son and revelation ever conflict, then revelation must yield to reason since this 

latter grounds our rational assent to the authenticity of the former. While it re-
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mains true, for Ibn Taymiyya, that our knowledge of revelation’s authenticity is 

(or at least has the potential to be) grounded in reason, he is adamant that pure 

reason (‘aql s}ari>h}) and authentic scripture (naql s}ah}i>h}) never can conflict, as we 

have attempted to show in this study with respect to Ibn Taymiyya’s main pre-

occupation in the Dar’, the question of the Divine Attributes. Yet beyond this 

mutual implication and harmonious concordance, if it is true that reason, to a 

degree and from a particular angle, “grounds” (our knowledge of) revelation, it is 

nevertheless revelation that, in a deeper and more all-embracing manner – pre-

cisely through maintaining the moral and cognitive viability of the fit}ra – ulti-

mately grounds, preserves, and promotes the proper offices of reason.   
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