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INTRODUCTION
Rethinking the Taymiyyan Phenomenon:
Contexts, Corpus, and Reception

Mehdi Berriah and Arjan Post

Taqil-Din Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim b. Taymiyya (661-728/1263-1328) is cur-
rently one of the most studied and famous medieval Muslim theologians,
both in the Muslim world and in the West. Especially since the confer-
ence titled Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, held April 8-10, 2005 at Princeton
University, which resulted in the landmark volume by the same title, aca-
demic attention for Ibn Taymiyya has increased exponentially. In spite of
the growing attention for the Hanbali shaykh, many avenues remain to be
explored before we better understand the thought, impact, and influence
of one of the most controversial and prolific medieval Muslim scholars.

The modern-day interest in Ihn Taymiyya is closely connected to his
rich and complex writings, which, albeit supposedly scarcely known out-
side of Hanball circles in the centuries following the shaykh’s passing,
have been rediscovered since the early twentieth century and greatly
influenced many Muslim thinkers since.! The subsequent flowering of
academic studies on Ibn Taymiyya over the last two decades has broad-
ened our knowledge of his work and thought, including his position in
matters of dogma, Sufism, logic, philosophy, and politics, but also the
reading and reception of his writings after his death and during the mod-
ern period.

Although these works shed light on Ibn Taymiyya’s thought and
nuance his positions, one can observe the persistence of certain preju-
dices and preconceived ideas presenting the Hanball scholar only as
fanatic, rigorist, and radical.? This phenomenon can be partly explained
by three main reasons:

1 Ahmed El Shamsy, Rediscovering the Islamic Classics: How Editors and Print Culture Transformed an
Intellectual Tradition (Princeton University Press, 2020), 182-91.

2 George Makdisi, L’Islam Hanbalisant (P. Geuthner, 1983), 57-58, 61, 67; Yossef Rapoport and Ahmed
Shahab, “Ibn Taymiyya and His Times,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport and
Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), 4; Yahya Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya et le mythe du grand
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1. The reading of Ibn Taymiyya’s opinions and positions through the
lens of our twenty-first century sensibilities, leading to an anach-
ronistic and subjective judgment of a scholar who lived almost 700
years ago. This observation is not meant in an apologetic sense.
Rather, we merely mean to stress that there is an academic unfair-
ness in selectively judging a scholar outside of his own context and
times. While figures such as al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), Ibn Rushd (d.
595/1198), and Ibn Khaldan (d. 808/1406), to name but a few, are often
automatically regarded as pillars of Islamic intellectualism, they too
were naturally men of their times, conditioned by their respective
context, its norms and sensibilities. Thus, like Ihn Taymiyya, they
wrote on matters judged harshly by today’s standards, such as jihad,
capital punishment, jizya, etc., but they are not considered radical
and rigorist like Ibn Taymiyya.

2. Analyzing and evaluating Ibn Taymiyya’s thought based only on a
narrow selection of his fatwas and writings — counting more than ten
thousand edited pages — without taking into consideration the partic-
ular political, religious and cultural context in which he lived.

3. The appropriation of Ibn Taymiyya’s writings by certain actors and
ideologues of Muslim currents often described as rigorist, notably
within Wahhabism and Salafism, as well as by strands of radical
jihadism. Such currents lay claim to Ibn Taymiyya as a premodern
authority to legitimize their ideology, positions and actions, often
without consideration for the shaykh’s context as Yahya Michot
demonstrated in his works.® As a result, Ibn Taymiyya is often per-

méchant barbu, entre islamisme mongolisant et mauvais orientalisme,” in Etudes Taymiyennes —
Taymiyyan Studies, ed. Yahya Michot (Albouraq, 2020), 35-54.

3 Yahya Michot, Ibn Taymiyya, Mardin. Hégire, fuite du péché et "demeure de Uislam” (Albourag, 2004),
47-48, 58. Regarding the use of the so-called anti-Mongol fatwas, see Yahya Michot, Ibn Taymiyya
Against Extremisms (Albouraq, 2012), XXV-XXVIII (introduction); Yahya Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya’s
‘New Mardin Fatwa’: Is Genetically Modified Islam (GMI) Carcinogenic?,” The Muslim World 101,
no. 2 (2011):130-181. See also Jon Hoover, “Ibn Taymiyya between Moderation and Radicalism,”
in Reclaiming Islamic Tradition: Modern Interpretations of the Classical Heritage, ed. Elisabeth
Kendall and Ahmad Khan (Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 177-203. For another exemple with
Ayman al-Zawabhirl, see Mehdi Berriah, “Ibn Taymiyya as a Hermeneutical Paradigm: Reception and
Reactivation of Medieval Islamic Thought in the Jihadist Discourse of Ayman al-Zawahiri,” Ijtihad
Journal for Islamic and Arabic Studies 2/4 (2025): 21-68.
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ceived through the image of ideologists of these currents, who quote
him as if he is their intellectual forefather.*

The best way to battle such prejudices is by continuing the aca-
demic study of Ibn Taymiyya, his thought, his legacy, and his influence
throughout the centuries. The current volume means to contribute to
this endeavor by publishing the partial proceedings of the international
conference Ibn Taymiyya’s Thought: Corpus, Reception and Legacy held at
the Maison méditerranéenne des sciences de 'homme (MMSH) in Aix-en-
Provence on 9 and 10 November 2022. As the title suggests, the frame of
the conference was purposely widely defined and sought to bring together
a variety of specialists whose fields of research have connections with the
figure and thought of Ibn Taymiyya. Participants contributed with papers
on new or little-studied aspects related to Ibn Taymiyya’s thought, on his
persona, his students and followers, or the influence of his intellectual
legacy in later times.

This conference was jointly organized by Mehdi Berriah, Arjan Post,
Nadjet Zouggar, and Sarah Van Eyken, and was originally established as a
part of two research projects:

- “The Taymiyyan Corpus of Jihad: Reception, Decontextualization
and Instrumentalization by the Contemporary Jihadist Movements”
(Mehdi Berriah), winning project of the call for projects 2020 “Islam,
religion et société” of the Bureau central des cultes (BCC), French
Ministry of Interior.

- “Questioning the Quiescence of the Ottoman Hanbalis: The Genesis of
Conservative Salafism” (Sarah Van Eyken).

The conference was realized thanks to the gracious support of all
partner institutions: VU Amsterdam, KU Leuven, the Bureau central des
cultes (BCC) of the French Ministry of Interior, the CNRS-UMR 8167 Orient
et Méditérannée, Aix-Marseille University, the IREMAM (The Institute
of Research and Study on the Arab and Islamic Worlds), the CEFREPA
(The French Research Centre of the Arabian Peninsula) with its director
Professor Makram Abbes, and the IISMM (Institut d’études de I’Islam et

4 Foreword by Syed Nomanul Haqq in the collective volume Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef
Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), ix.
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des sociétés du monde musulman). We would also like to express our sin-
cere gratitude to Nadjet Zouggar for her dedication and tireless efforts,
which were instrumental in ensuring the smooth and exemplary organi-
zation of the conference held at the Maison Méditerranéenne des Sciences
de ’'Homme (MMSH) in Aix-en-Provence.

As the 700th anniversary of the death of Ibn Taymiyya approaches,
the current volume aims to give a platform to specialists in the field of
Taymiyyan studies and share their particular expertise, thus contributing
to a better understanding of what Donald Little calls the “Ibn Taymiyyan
phenomenon,” meaning “the full impact of his activities and his writings
on the development of Islam.”

The nine papers that comprise this volume start with a focus on Ibn
Taymiyya’s own views on particular topics, including jinn, jihad, peti-
tionary prayer, and his polemics in the field of theology and philosophy.
We then move on to the centuries following his death up until modern
times, which will take us far beyond the borders of Ibn Taymiyya’s own
geographical context. We start with the impact of the shaykh’s theologi-
cal views in the Mamluk and Ottoman context and continue toward the
twentieth century where we will be exposed to his adoption by Muslim
reformist thinkers and his impact in Turkey and modern-day France.

In his contribution, Mehdi Berriah highlights a little-known aspect
of Ibn Taymiyya: his interest in the world of jinn, particularly their inter-
actions with humans. Ibn Taymiyya addresses the topic of jinn in several
passages of his writings, indicating his significant interest in the subject.
He approaches it not only as a theologian, relying on religious texts, but
also through an empirical lens, drawing from testimonies shared with
him and his personal experiences. This interest in jinn and the broader
‘alam al-ghayb (the world of the unseen) contrasts somewhat with the
usual image of Ibn Taymiyya as an obstinate scholar, fiercely defend-
ing his positions on theological questions — especially those concerning
tawhid (the unity of God), divine names and attributes, and kalam — and
as a critic of Aristotelian philosophy and certain Sufi figures and prac-
tices he deemed heterodox. Besides Ibn Taymiyya’s positions on jinn from
a religious and metaphysical standpoint, Mehdi Berriah reveals a less-
er-known facet of the famous Hanbalite theologian: his practice of exor-
cism (ruqya) and his role as an exorcist (raqi). Ibn Taymiyya’s knowledge

5 Donald Little, “Did Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?,” Studia Islamica 41 (1975): 111.
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and experience with jinn demonstrate his attentiveness to the social phe-
nomena of his time. The strength of popular beliefs surrounding jinn
influenced the population of his time significantly, as is still the case today
in some parts of the Muslim world. These popular beliefs could lead to
practices resulting in shirk (polytheism), the gravest sin in Islam, against
which Ibn Taymiyya repeatedly warned in his writings. The denunciation
of shirk and the defense of tawhid are among the central themes of his
works, to which he devoted considerable energy.*

Certainly, jihadism is one of the currents wherein Ibn Taymiyya’s
work is deeply impactful. Several of his fatwas or sections of his books
related to jihad have been put online, some even being translated into
different Western languages. These texts have obviously served to fuel
the jihad-takfirist ideology of various groups and organizations as well
as their ideologues since the 1980s.” Farid Bouchiba’s article contributes
to our knowledge of this aspect of the shaykh’s thought by examining his
Qa‘ida mukhtasara fi qital al-kuffar wa-muhadanatihim wa-tahrim qatli-
him li-mujarrad kufrihim (Summary Rule Relating to the Fight of Infidels
and the Peace Treaty [Concluded with Them], as well as the Prohibition
to Kill Them on the Sole Ground of Their Impiety). In addition to the anal-
ysis of the content of the text, Farid Bouchiba’s article highlights doubts
regarding the attribution of its authorship to Ibn Taymiyya. Indeed,
despite the similarity of the writing style and argumentation of the Qa‘ida
mukhtasara with other works by Ibn Taymiyya, it is difficult to attribute
the authorship of this epistle to him with certainty, as the original text
on which this summary is based has not been found. As Farid Bouchiba
points out, the original manuscript is lost, and the existing copies are
late reproductions that are summaries rather than direct copies of the

6 Mehdi Berriah, “Mobility and Versatility of the Ulama’ in the Mamluk Period: The Case of Ibn
Taymiyya,” in Professional Mobility in Islamic Societies (700-1750): New Concepts and Approaches, eds.
Mohamad El-Merheb and Mehdi Berriah (Brill, 2021), 120-122.

7 Johannes Jansen, The Neglected Duty: The Creed of Sadat’s Assassins and Islamic Resurgence in the
Middle East (Macmillan, 1986), 159-234; Yahya Michot, Ibn Taymiyya: Muslims under Non-Muslim Rule
(Interface Publications, 2006), 27-62; Yahya Michot, Ibn Taymiyya Against Extremisms. Texts translated,
annotated and introduced by Yahya Michot (Albourag, 2012), xxiv-xxviii; Jon Hoover, “Ibn Taymiyya
between Moderation and Radicalism,” in Reclaiming Islamic Tradition: Modern Interpretation of the
Classical Heritage, ed. Elisabeth Kendall and Ahmad Khan (Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 179-203.
For Meir Hatina, Ibn Taymiyya has been and remains a “cultural epic figure” for jihadists. Meir Hatina,
“Remembering Our Heroes: Global Jihad’s Militancy in a Comparative Perspective,” Middle East Law
and Governance 13/1 (2021): 107. See also Berriah, “Ibn Taymiyya as a Hermeneutical Paradigm,” 21-68.


https://brill.com/view/journals/melg/melg-overview.xml
https://brill.com/view/journals/melg/melg-overview.xml
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original. The name of the person who summarized the original text is
unknown, and we only have the name of the copyist who lived over six
centuries after Ibn Taymiyya. Farid Bouchiba’s analysis suggests that
the summarized nature of this epistle and some missing passages have
caused confusion, leading scholars to conclude that the author rejects
offensive jihad (jihad al-talab). However, nothing in this epistle contra-
dicts the legality of this type of warfare. The author does not deny that
disbelief (kufr) can be a reason to expose a person to death; rather, he
indicates that disbelief alone is not sufficient and must be accompanied
by many other conditions. The existence of this epistle and its attribution
to Ibn Taymiyya encourage further and renewed efforts in publishing
his works, particularly through more thorough philological and editorial
work. Such endeavors will undoubtedly refine our understanding of Ibn
Taymiyya’s writings and his thought.

After the topic of jihad, Safaruk Chowdhury takes us through a log-
ical examination of the efficacy of petitionary prayer in Ibn Taymiyya’s
theology. Petitionary prayer involves asking God for something.
Historically, Muslim scholars have identified certain puzzles related to
this kind of prayer, including the following issues: if God knows every-
thing, He already knows what a person will ask for, implying that peti-
tionary prayer does not affect God’s foreknowledge. If God is immutable
and cannot change, this includes His decrees, decisions, and commands,
suggesting that praying to God cannot bring about any change in Him.
Finally, if God is absolutely good, He would already do what is best for
everyone, whether or not they pray to Him, making prayer seem redun-
dant. The focus of Chowdhury’s article is on petitionary prayer and God’s
foreknowledge. After outlining the problem, Chowdhury details the axi-
oms and assumptions underlying Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine of God’s omni-
science and his concept of causality. He concludes by thoroughly assess-
ing some of the responses Ibn Taymiyya provides (and can potentially
provide) to address this aspect of the problem.

For Ibn Taymiyya’s polemics in the field of philosophy, Adrien
Candiard’s article provides an in-depth analysis of his refutation of Thabit
b. Qurra’s (d. 288/901) Concise Exposition of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
Talkhts in Arabic, which focuses specifically on Book Lambda of the
Metaphysics. As Ibn Taymiyya had no direct access to the works of
Aristotle, it is through the Talkhis that he intends to disprove the ancient
Greek philosopher. His refutation takes up fifty pages in what is arguably
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the shaykh’s masterpiece, Dar’ taarud al-aql wa-l-naql (Averting the
Conflict between Reason and Revelation). Candiard guides us through the
complex and, at times, repetitive structure of Ibn Taymiyya’s arguments.
He shows that, through his discussion of the Talkhis, Ibn Taymiyya aims
to lay bare the incoherence of the philosophers, especially in their over-
valuation of the capacities of autonomous reason to reach God indepen-
dent of revelation. Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya does this without reliance
on the texts of revelation themselves, the Qur’an or the Hadith, but rather
on the basis of what he considers “sound reason” (sarth al-‘aql).

From here we move beyond Ibn Taymiyya to investigate his legacy in
the following centuries. We start at the end of the Mamluk Sultanate with
the figure of Yasuf b. ‘Abd al-Had1 b. al-Mabrid (d. 909/1503), whose theo-
logical position on the attributes of God (al-sifat) is studied in Arjan Post’s
article. The point of departure here is the question where to position Ibn
al-Mabrid within the spectrum of Hanbali theology. The two main solu-
tions prevalent in Hanbali theology in dealing with the terms from the
Qur’an and Hadith whose literal meanings suggest physicality or spatial-
ity for God are tafwid (relegating knowledge of them to God) and ithbat
(affirming their concrete meanings without modality). Post starts by con-
trasting Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi (d. 620/1223) and Ibn Taymiyya as pro-
ponents of tafwid and ithbat respectively. On that basis, Post continues to
analyze the language in passages from Ibn al-Mabrid’s theological works
relevant to the topic of the divine attributes to see which of the two posi-
tions he adhered to. This endeavor will show that theological language is
not always as straightforward as it may seem at first and requires critical
reflection before conclusions can be drawn regarding a scholar’s position.

After Ibn al-Mabrid, we move on to Ottoman Damascus, where we
examine the discussion on the divine attributes in Sarah Van Eyken’s
article. Van Eyken examines the writings of the eighteenth-century
Hanbali scholar Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Saffarini (d. 1188/1774) on the
attributes of God to highlight the influence of Ibn Taymiyya, who was an
authority for al-Saffarini in this regard. The article relies on an analysis
of al-SaffarinT’s auto-commentary on his poem on creed entitled Lawami*
al-anwar al-bahiyya wa-sawati' al-asrar al-athariyya, (The Splendidly
Illustrious Lights and Luminous Beams of the Secrets of the Athariyya). Van
Eyken demonstrates that the foundation of al-Saffarint’s understanding
of the attributes of God is the principle of ithbat, which affirms all attri-
butes without distinction. Van Eyken points out that al-Saffarini draws
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heavily on the works of Ibn Taymiyya and those of his principal students.
It is clear that al-Saffarini regarded Ibn Taymiyya as a significant author-
ity in theology. This indicates that at least some of Ibn Taymiyya’s theo-
logical treatises circulated in the intellectual circles of the Hanbalites in
the early eighteenth century. Although al-Saffarini’s Lawami® al-anwar
contains statements that lend themselves to different interpretations,
the article concludes that the book as a whole strongly indicates that its
author advocated a straightforward and sensible understanding of God’s
descriptions “without how” (bi-la kayf), as he believed to have been the
position of the Salaf. He renounced both the figurative interpretation
(ta’wil) and the method of relegating the meaning of these texts to God
(tafwid al-ma’na). The article concludes by tracing unexplored research
perspectives, including how Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas were transmitted to
scholars such as al-Saffarini.

The article by Pieter Coppens takes us to the modern period of
Islamic reformism. In the early twentieth century, a debate arose among
reform-oriented Islamic scholars on whether the first Umayyad Caliph,
Mu‘awiya b. Abl Sufyan (d. 60/680), deserved to be cursed (lan). The
debate started with a fatwa from Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935) in his
journal al-Manar in 1905, but in subsequent years spread to Southeast
Asia, where reform-oriented Hadrami-‘Alawi scholars wrote a number
of treatises on the issue. This was urgent to them because the issue was
closely related to their claimed special social status as descendants of the
Prophet. The arguments of Ibn Taymiyya in favor of Mu‘awiya from his
then recently published Minhaj al-sunna played a key role as the contro-
versy unfolded, becoming a referee for the legitimacy of the arguments
made by the different camps. This debate illustrates that it was not yet
clear to Islamic reformers globally in this age what exactly should be the
method to follow in source criticism, legal reasoning, and proper dispu-
tation. This was actively negotiated within an increasingly connected
and diverse international network of reform-minded scholars, in which
the works of Ibn Taymiyya slowly but steadily became a touchstone of
correct method. In that process, they did not shy away from reassessing
seemingly long-settled disputes within Sunni Islam.

Kadir Gombeyaz takes us to twentieth-century Turkey and exam-
ines Ihn Taymiyya’s impact there. He focuses on the perception of Ibn
Taymiyya by the poet and thinker Necip Fazil Kisakirek (1904-1983), a
significant influence on nationalist-conservative and religious circles in
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modern Turkey. In his works from the late 1970s, Necip Fazil described
Ibn Taymiyya negatively, using terms like “the initiator of the era of
‘mind/‘aql’ delirium,” “a scorpion of faith that destroys religion from
within,” and “a person who shows how not to believe, instead of how
to believe, in Allah and His Messenger.” Gombeyaz seeks to understand
the sources and reasons behind Necip Fazil’s negative portrayal of Ibn
Taymiyya. Additionally, he traces the influence of Necip Fazil’s perception
of Ibn Taymiyya in later periods, highlighting that there is no single per-
ception of Ibn Taymiyya in modern Turkey.

The influence of Ibn Taymiyya is palpable in the discourses of con-
temporary religious actors and ideologues as well as in literature. It
is this latter area that Daoud Riffi explores in his contribution, which
examines the reception of Ibn Taymiyya in French-speaking Islamic liter-
ature. Through the analysis of biographies dedicated to Ibn Taymiyya, his
works that have been translated into French, and references to his work
in the books of contemporary authors, Riffi highlights the central place
that these writers accord to Ibn Taymiyya in the French-speaking Islamic
religious heritage. This construction elevates Ibn Taymiyya’s words and
teachings to authoritative status in various fields, making them difficult
to refute or question. Some see him as a cornerstone in the intellectual
renewal of Islam today, particularly concerning Western Muslims. Riffi
also shows that this prominent figure of Ibn Taymiyya and his positions,
often decontextualized, are utilized by certain religious actors, writers,
and others, contributing to the often-turbulent debates within Islam in
the French context.

To conclude this introduction, we gratefully acknowledge the KU
Leuven Fund for Fair Open Access, together with the Research Foundation
Flanders (FWO) through its PhD project “Questioning the Quiescence of
the Ottoman Hanbalis,” whose combined support made the open-access
publication of this volume possible. Our sincere thanks likewise extend to
Leuven University Press for their professional and attentive stewardship
of the volume, and in particular to Veerle De Laet, Beatrice Van Eeghem,
and Annemie Vandezande. Finally, we are grateful to the Leuven Centre
for the Study of Islam, Culture and Society (LCSICS) for welcoming this vol-
ume into its book series Islam, Culture and Society, thereby providing an
appropriate scholarly home for the contributions brought together here.
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CHAPTER 1

Jinn-s and Exorcism in Ibn Taymiyya
Mehdi Berriah

Abstract

Preconceived ideas often — or perhaps always - portray Ibn Taymiyya as a “jihadi extremist,”
notorious for his harsh views on Christians and Shiis, while also depicting him as a religious
figure preoccupied solely with matters of theology, Sufism, and philosophy. However, the
study of the Taymiyyan corpus highlights that the famous Hanbalite theologian was inter-
ested in everything related to the enigmatic and mysterious world of the jinn. Beyond his
theological-religious positions on jinn-s, Ibn Taymiyya also considered them through an
approach that would be called empirical today. In other words, he was interested in jinn-s
from experiences related to him and, especially, from his own personal experience, which
he reveals in his writings. Such experiences enabled us to learn a little more about Ibn

Taymiyya’s thought and intellectual persona, and to understand him better.

KEYWOI'dSI Jinn-s; exorcism; exorcist; ruqya (Islamic exorcism); karamat (miraculous
acts attributed to saints); tawhid (unity of God); shirk (associationism); masra‘ (possessed

by a jinn)

Introduction*®

In addition to theological and religious questions, the analysis of the
Taymiyyan corpus reveals that the author had, to some extent, an inter-
est in social and cultural phenomena related to the society of his time.
Among these phenomena was war, in which he participated in various
forms, whether by writing, preaching, or in person.! Perhaps this partic-
ipation was part of jihad, which he considers a religious duty and an act

*Iwould like to thank Kamal Gasimov for his valuable comments and suggestions.

1 The question arises as to whether he was present on the battlefield for psychological support or if
he fought weapon in hand. For more information, see Mehdi Berriah, “Mobility and Versatility of the
Ulama’ in the Mamluk Period: The Case of Ibn Taymiyya,” in Professional Mobility in Islamic Societies
(700-1750): New Concepts and Approaches, ed. Mehdi Berriah and Mohamad El-Merheb (Brill, 2021),
113-117; Mehdi Berriah, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Conception of Jihad: Corpus, General Aspects, and Research
Perspectives,” Teosofi 12, no. 1 (2022): 50-51.
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of worship.2 However, it is certain that Ibn Taymiyya was interested in
war as a science or art, with all that it implies in terms of both theoretical
and practical knowledge.® He was not the only person interested in this
aspect, as evidenced by the ulema’s interest in the art of furisiyya.*

Another phenomenon that seems to have particularly attracted the
attention of Ibn Taymiyya was jinn-s and their interactions with humans,
as well as all the beliefs and practices inherent in this. He addresses the
issue in various writings, sometimes dedicating a chapter to it and some-
times digressing from the initial subject to discuss jinn-s. If Ibn Taymiyya
approaches the theme of jinn-s from a theological-religious perspective
by relying on the texts, then it is unsurprising that he also does it based
on information brought to him and, very interesting, on his personal
experience.

This article explores Ihn Taymiyya’s interest in the question of
jinn and seeks to introduce new insights while maintaining continuity
with previous works on the topic. Fifty years ago, Alfred Morabia, in
a paper presented in September 1976 at the 8th Congress of the Union
Européenne des Arabisants et Islamisants in Aix-en-Provence (later pub-
lished in the proceedings), analysed Ibn Taymiyya’s critiques against
some views on the supernatural. Morabia highlighted how Ibn Taymiyya
viewed prodigies and demonic states — attributed to the Devil and his
cohorts of demons — as the antithesis of the miracles performed by proph-
ets.> However, it is primarily Birgit Krawietz’s pioneering work on the

2 Berriah, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Conception of Jihad,” 53-56.

3 Yahya Michot and Lina Stas, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Fatwa on Martial Arts Training,” The Muslim World
108, no. 3 (2018): 1-27.

4 Stephan Conermann, “Muhammad zu Pferde im Kampf. Ein Beispiel fiir das Genre der Furtsiyya
an-nabawiyya wahrend der Mamlukenzeit (1250-1517),” in Pferde in Asien: Geschichte, Handel und
Kultur, ed. Bert G. Fragner, et al. (Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009),
51-61; Abbes Zouache, “Une culture en partage: la furtsiyya a ’épreuve du temps,” Médiévales 64
(2013): 57-75; Mehdi Berriah, “Le cheval arabe chez les Mamelouks bahriyya entre pragmatisme,
symboles et représentations (XIII*-XIVe siécles),” Arabian Humanities 8 (2017): §15-18; Mehdi Berriah,
“Représentations, sunnanisation et sacralisation de la furusiyya a I'’époque mamelouke (XIIle-XVIe
siecle),” Bulletin d’études orientales 67 (2020): 229-246.

5 Alfred Morabia, “Prodiges prophétiques et surnaturel démoniaque selon Ibn Taymiyya,” Actes du
8e Congreés de I’'Union européenne des arabisants et islamisants (Edisud, 1976), 167-169.
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subject and, more recently, Tobias Niinlist’s book that have significantly
advanced our understanding of demonology in Ibn Taymiyya’s thought.

This study is divided into two parts. First, jinn-s are briefly presented
before studying the theological-religious positions of Ibn Taymiyya on
these creatures. Second, the personal experiences Ibn Taymiyya reports
regarding jinn-s are described, the analysis of which teaches us more
about the thought and figure of Ibn Taymiyya and, above all, helps us to
understand them better.

The scattered and diluted data in most of the author’s writings mean
this article does not aim for completeness. The results presented here
are preliminary and far from definitive. For this work, I primarily relied
on a selection of excerpts from the Majmu' al-fatawa, particularly the
epistle titled Idah al-dalala fi ‘umam al-risala lil-thaqalayn (Clarifying the
Indication of the Universality of the Message for Both Human Beings and
Jinn).” This epistle, along with Badr al-Din al-Shiblt’s (d. 769/1367) work
Akam al-marjan ft ahkam al-jann (The Coral Barriers on the Legal Rulings
Concerning the Jinn) is considered one of the most fundamental texts on
the topic of jinn in Islam, as F. Meier described it.®

Furthermore, I used, to a lesser extent, other writings by Ibn
Taymiyya such as Kitab al-istigama (The Book of Rectitude) as well as
others work from the classical period of Islam. In an attempt to analyse
the material, I employed the following method: I compared the informa-
tion by cross-referencing different passages and extracts. Finally, these

6 Birgit Krawietz, “Dschinnen und universelle Ordnung des Islams bei Ibn Taymiyya,” in Islamstudien
ohne Ende: Festschrift fiir Werner Ende zum 65. Geburtstag (Harrassowitz Verlag, 2002), 251-259; Tobias
Ninlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam: Eine Untersuchung unter besonderer Berticksichtigung schriftlicher
Quellen aus der vormodernen Zeit (600-1500) (De Gruyter, 2015), 1, 5, 8, 19, 28, 30, 33, 42, 71, 73, 85, 90,
93,96-100, 101, 109, 116, 121, 130, 132, 154, 199, 206, 247, 273, 278, 287, 295, 297, 298, 341, 399, 512, 517.
See also: Dunja Rasi¢, Bedeviled: Jinn Doppelgangers in Islam and Akbarian Sufism (State University of
New York Press, 2024).

7 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu‘ fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Muhammad b. Qasim and Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad (Mujamma“ al-Malik Fahd,
2004), 19:9-65. This treatise has also been published in Arabic separately several times and translated
into English by Abu Ameenah Bilal Philips.

8 Quoted in Niinlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 19 note 94. Although al-Shibl’s work is regarded as the
definitive reference in Arabic on Islamic demonology, it is important to note that in several passages
of his book, al-Shibli adopts and occasionally quotes verbatim ideas and positions that Ibn Taymiyya
elaborates in his Idah al-dalala. This highlights the significant contribution of the Hanbalite theolo-
gian to the field of Islamic demonology.
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elements were set in context with other medieval sources and contempo-
rary works on the subject.

Jinn-s in Islam

The name jinn comes from the verb janna/yajunnu, meaning satara,
“hide.” The etymology of jinn (pl. jinan and jinna) stems from the crea-
tures it designates being “hidden” from humans.’

Other cultures contain references to invisible creatures and spirits
that can only make us think of jinn-s.!° In addition to literature, archae-
ology and epigraphy have revealed that the world of jinn-s was part of
the culture of pre-Islamic societies in the north of the Arabian Peninsula,
such as Palmyra.™

The jinn-s were already well known at the time of Jahiliyya. Among
the stories told about them, testifying that belief in jinn-s was an element
of pre-Islamic culture, was that each poet of the Mu allagat had their own
jinn, whose names are mentioned in the verses. Arabic sources report
that meetings took place between some of these poets and their jinn. In
some cases, the jinn helped its poet compose his verses, such as ‘Abid b.
al-Abras. These interactions between poets and jinn-s continued after the
appearance of Islam, with several cases being reported.'?

The advent of Islam did not in any way call into question the exis-
tence of jinn-s; quite the contrary, the Qur’an and the hadiths offer infor-
mation about them. In the Islamic tradition, jinn-s belong to the world of
the invisible (‘alam al-ghayb), like the angels, whereas humans live in the
visible world.

The Qur’an contains the words jinn (twenty-three times), jann (seven
times) and jinna (five times), all of which refer to an invisible creature
created from fire and endowed with supernatural physical strength. Like
men, jinn-s can be good or bad, have different characters, and believe
in different religions. Jinn-s are invisible to humans but can manifest

9 Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab (Dar Sadir, 1980), 13:92, 95.

10 For an overview see ‘Abd al-Karim Nufan ‘Abidat, Alam al-jinn fi daw’ al-kitab wa-l-Sunna (Dar
Kuntz Ishbilya, 2005), 92-101; Amira El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn
(Syracuse University Press, 2009), xii-xv.

11 For more information on jinn-s in the jahiliyya, see ‘Abidat, Alam aljinn, 101-108; El-Zein, Islam,
Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 37-38.

12 El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 125-132.
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in human, animal, or other forms. Sara 72, called Surat al-Jinn, relates
the conversion of jinn-s after hearing the Prophet recite the Qur’an. Still
today, a mosque in Mecca is called the Jinn Mosque in reference to the
place of the allegiance the jinn-s made to the Prophet after hearing his
recitation of the Qur’an.’®

The Sunna also contains various episodes of the sira, in which the
Prophet interacts with jinn-s, and many hadiths provide unique data not
found in the Qur’an, including the characteristics of jinn-s. The following
quotes are examples of mentions of jinn-s:

1. An fifrit among the jinn-s suddenly appeared before me last night (or a
similar expression) to urge me to interrupt the prayer, but Allah allowed
me to master it, and I wanted to tie it to one of the columns of the mosque
so you could all see it in the morning. But I remembered my brother
Solomon’s invocation: “And give me a kingdom such that no one after me
will have a like” [Qur’an 38:35]. So I let him go cursed.*

2. There is not one among you who does not have a companion among the
jinn-s.1

3. An excellent delegation of the Nusaybin jinn-s came to me to ask for a
viaticum, and I prayed to Allah that any poop they find on their way
should have food for them.!® In another version, the Prophet explains to
his Companions that the bones are the food of the jinn-s and, therefore,
should not be used as a means of cleansing after doing their needs."’

In the Islamic tradition, the jinn-s inhabited the Earth before humans.
As a result of their disobedience and the disorder they created on Earth,

13 Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah al-Azraql, Akhbar Makka wa-ma ja’a fiha min al-athar (Dar al-Thaqafa,
1965), 2:200-201.

14 For the hadiths, I only cite the author of the collection and the number of the hadith. The reader
will find the complete references for the edition of the collection in the bibliography. Al-Bukhari,
Sahth, hadith 3423.

15 Muslim, Sahth, hadith 2814.

16 Al-Bukhari, Sahth, hadith 3860.

17 For more information, see Badr al-Din al-Shibli, Akam al-marjan fi ahkam al-jann, ed. Ahmad ‘Abd
al-Salam (Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 2012). See also Niinlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 85. According
to the Islamic tradition, jinn-s usually live in various dirty and abandoned places. See ‘Abidat, Alam
al-jinn, 46-49, 54-58; Niinlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 199, 206.
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God sent a group of angels to fight and drive them out.*® This belief is
based on an interpretation of the Qur’anic verse “When Your Lord said to
the angels, ‘I am going to establish a vicar on earth.” They said, ‘Will You
establish someone there who will spread disorder and blood while we are
there to sanctify and glorify You? He said, ‘I know what you do not know’
(Qur’an 2:30). This Qur’anic exegesis is attributed to the Companion ‘Ab-
dallah b. ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), the Prophet’s first cousin, who is quoted by the
later exegetes.!® The passage has become established as the mainstream?
version among the ulema and was notably broadcast through al-Tabar1
(d. 310/923), although many other versions do not attest to or specify the
presence of jinn-s before humans on Earth.

The idea of the existence of jinn-s on Earth before humans has been
refuted by contemporary scholars. Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935) and
Muhammad Tahir b. ‘Ashar (d. 1973) considered the notion contrary to
the context of Qur’an 2:30 and the result of the influence of Persian and

18 Amira El-Zein analyzes the elements of the different narratives of this episode, which exist in
particular as to the nature of the disorders committed by these jinn-s; on the origin of Iblis, who is pre-
sented as a captured jinn brought back to the heavens by the angels after having remained on earth;
on the fate of jinn-s after their defeat against the angels. El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World
of the Jinn, 38-41. On the nature/origin of Iblis, see 44-47.

19 The interpretation of Rabi' b. Anas follows that of Ibn ‘Abbas. Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan ‘an tawil
ay al-Quran, ed. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Dar Hajr, 2001), 1:478, 482-483, 486, 494, 500.
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi reports the version of Ibn ‘Abbas, but for him, the term angel mentioned does
not refer to the group that fought the jinn-s according to the version of Ibn ‘Abbas, but rather the
angels in general. This last opinion is — according to al-Razi - that of the majority of the Companions.
However, al-Razi does not refute the idea of jinn-s present on Earth, or he would have said it. Later,
al-Razl explains that the term khalifa in connection with Adam was the subject of two interpreta-
tions by the ulema. The first is that of Ibn ‘Abbas, i.e. that Adam succeeds the jinn-s. Al-Razi does not
refute or challenge this opinion. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir (Dar al-Fikr, 1981), 2:180-181.
Al-Zamakhshari does not use the term jinn-s in the text of the consulted edition at any point. It refers
to a group that would have lived on Earth before the angels and committed fasad. He does not use
the word jinn, and for him, angels lived on Earth before humans. Al-Zamakhshari, Tafstr al-kashshaf
‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil wa-uytn al-aqawil fi wujith al-tawil (Dar al-Ma'Tifa, 2009), 70. Al-Qurtubi reports
the version without saying that it was Ibn ‘Abbas who reported it and does not question it either.
Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami*li-ahkam al-Qur’an, ed. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Mu’assasat al-Risala,
2006), 1:409-410. See also Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qurian al-azim, ed. Sami b. Muhammad Salama (Dar
Tayyiba, 1999), 1:218-219.

20 For example, the entire chapter on jinn creation in al-Shibli’s Akam al-marjan presents jinn-s as
having lived on Earth before humans. Badr al-Din al-Shibli, Akam al-marjan, 12-14.
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Greek mythology.?! Recently, Chauki Lazhar claimed no element in Qur’an
2:30 or even in the prophetic tradition can support the affirmation of the
existence of jinn-s on Earth before humans. For Lazhar, the idea is prob-
ably influenced by the narratives called al-Israiliyyat.?? Far from being
settled, this question deserves further investigation and is, therefore, an
interesting research topic.

The Jinn-s in Ibn Taymiyya

In line with the general Sunni belief, believing in the existence of jinn-s
is mandatory for Ibn Taymiyya. Whether among the Salaf (first three
generations of Muslims), in all the different trends of ahl al-Sunna wa-l-
jamaa (People of Prophetic tradition and consensus) and even outside
of it, there is consensus on the existence of jinn-s, and no one questions
it.s Ibn Taymiyya adds that even the majority of groups among non-Mus-
lims attest to the existence of these beings.? The only question is whether
jinn-s can enter the human body, which is a subject of divergence among
both Muslims and non-Muslims.?

Numerous accounts of the Jahiliyya and episodes of the prophetic stra
confirm the relationships that jinn-s and humans can have. In the section
titled al-Furqan bayna awliya’ al-Rahman wa-l-shaytan (The Distinction
between the Allies of the All-Merciful and those of Satan), Ibn Taymiyya
devotes a chapter to the interactions between jinn-s and humans, focus-
ing in particular on the use of the former by the latter.

g5 4 01581 Loy Gond1 348 | fom G (a0 5 J153T e iy 1 2 Gt O i 35uaddlls
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21 Muhammad Tahir b. ‘Ashar, al-Tahrir wa-l-tanwir (al-Dar al-Tunisiyya, 1984), 1:399; Muhammad
Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-manar (al-Hay'a al-Misriyya, 1990), 1:215.

22 Chauki Lazhar, Vicegerency in Islamic Thought and Scripture: Towards a Qur’anic Theory of Human
Existential Function (Routledge, 2023), 47, 73 note 1.

23 As Yahya Michot writes: “Being a realist and a rationalist, the great Damascene Shaykh al-Islam
does also remain, essentially, a medieval thinker. How else can one explain why, in the polemical
controversy on the identity of the tutelary planet of Islam, he prefers Jupiter to Venus, instead of
denouncing the whole debate as nonsense?” Yahya Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya on Astrology: Annotated
Translation of Three Fatwas,” Journal of Islamic Studies 11, no. 2 (2000): 153.

24 1bn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 9-10, 13.

25 Tbn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 9-10. For Ibn Taymiyya, philosophers do not believe in jinn-s or
demons. Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa, 13:74.
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The idea here is that the interactions between jinn-s and humans vary: among
humans, there are those who order jinn-s what God and His Prophet ordered
in terms of worship and devotion to God alone, of obedience to His messenger,
and He commands this also to humans. This type of person is one of the best
friends of God the Most High, and in this way, he is one of the successors and
representatives of the Prophet. And whoever uses a jinn in authorized acts,
then he is in the image of the human who uses another human in authorized
acts concerning him [...].%

A few remarks are necessary after reading this passage. First, jinn-s
are considered equal to humans at the level of responsibility for acts.
The founding texts of Islam (Qur’an and Sunna) irrefutably confirm that
jinn-s are, like humans, recipients of the divine word revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad, who was sent to both species (al-thaqalan).?” As
with humans, jinn-s are responsible for their actions (al-takliyf), for which
they will be accountable to God on the day of the last judgement.?

In addition to the theological-religious aspect, the fact that Ibn
Taymiyya addresses the question of the use of jinn-s by humans seems
not to be trivial. This inclusion can be considered a reflection of a practice
or phenomenon Ibn Taymiyya observed, or at least heard spoken of, in
Syrian society of the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth centuries
in which he lived. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya reports concrete examples of
humans asking for the help of jinn-s:
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26 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu‘ al-fatawa, 11:307. On the issue of taklif of jinn-s see ‘Abidat, Alam al-jinn,
173-250; Niinlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 90-97, 295.

27 In Surat al-Rahman (Qur’an 55), God repeatedly addresses both species, human and jinn-s, with
the following verse: ub.& R ;:‘ifsigé (“Then which of your Lord’s favours will you both deny?”)

28 Ibn Taymiyya Majmu' al-fatawa, 11:303-307.
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[...] and if he [the human] seeks their help [jinn-s] to commit sins, then he is
a sinner, either perverse or sinful without being perverse. And if he is not a
good connoisseur of sharia and asks for their help in what he thinks is part
of the karamat, like asking them to help him complete the pilgrimage, to fly it
during an innovative sama‘ circle, or that they [the jinn-s] bring him to Mount
‘Arafa without him carrying out the legal pilgrimage that God and His prophet
ordered, or to transport him from one city to another, or any other similar
action, this is only an illusion, and they [the jinn-s] played with him.?

This passage is interesting because it constitutes a historical testimony
to the beliefs and stories about the jinn-s of the time. Another important
element in the passage is worth noting. Ibn Taymiyya evokes the term
karamat, a very common term in Sufi literature. Moreover, he develops
the subject in part of his Furqan, in which he relates the karamat of the
Companions and the saints, explaining that the reason for their karamat
lies in their piety and faith.* In addition, in a passage from his famous
epistle al-Aqida al-wasitiyya, Ibn Taymiyya affirms that, to attest to the
truthfulness of the phenomenon of karamat and, ultimately, to believe it,
is part of the foundations of the people of the Sunna:
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Among the foundations of the people of the Sunna are belief and the fact of
considering as true the miracles (karamat) of the saints (awliya) and what God
creates through them as unusual phenomena.*

These accounts of karamat (miraculous acts), when cross-referenced with
other sources related to tasawwuf, contribute to the deconstruction of
Ibn Taymiyya’s image as the quintessential anti-Sufi figure. Scholars such
as Henri Laoust, Georges Makdisi, and Alfred Morabia have challenged
these accusations of anti-Sufism, and their arguments have been further
supported by more recent scholarship.®? This image of Ibn Taymiyya as

29 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu‘al-fatawa, 11:308. See also 13:77-78.

30 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 11:275-283.

31 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Aqida al-wasitiyya, ed. Salih b. Fawzan (Dar al-Fayha’/Dar al-Salam, 1997), 156.
32 Henri Laoust, Le hanbalisme sous les Mamelouks Bahrides (658-784/1260-1382) (Geuthner,
1960), 35; Henri Laoust, “Le réformisme d’Ibn Taymiyya,” Islamic Studies 1, no. 3 (September 1962):
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anti-Sufi was initially perpetuated by the Wahhabi movement, which
declared Sufi brotherhoods heretical and waged a relentless struggle
against them. In simple terms, this portrayal of Ibn Taymiyya as anti-Sufi
stems from the following syllogism: 1) Ibn Taymiyya is one of the most
important intellectual sources of Wahhabism; 2) Wahhabism developed
a strong hostility toward many Sufi practices, particularly those associ-
ated with saint veneration and intercession; 3) therefore, Ibn Taymiyya is
perceived as “anti-Sufi” since Wahhabism—strongly critical of Sufi devo-
tional practices—heavily relied on his writings.

A second reason for this perception is the persistence of this image
in Western scholarship, which has largely been influenced by viewing
Ibn Taymiyya through the Wahhabi-Salafi lens. As a result, he has been
interpreted, a posteriori, as anti-Sufi.

The final point lies in the lack of nuance in analyzing Ibn Taymiyya’s
positions regarding Sufism. He was not opposed to Sufism as such. More
specifically, he did not reject Sufism as a spiritual or mystical tradition
that adheres to Islamic norms and seeks to bring believers closer to God.
His critiques were directed at specific practices and beliefs within Sufism
that he deemed to deviate from Islamic principles.®® It would be more
objective to state that Ibn Taymiyya’s unease with Sufism extends beyond
mere opposition to certain practices within specific Sufi brotherhoods,
which he virulently criticizes and fiercely opposes. For instance, he con-
demns certain forms of sama‘ gatherings, accusing them of fostering

33; Makdisi, “Ibn Taymiyya: A Sufi of the Qadiriyya Order,” American Journal of Arabic Studies 1
(1973): 118-129; Morabia, “Prodiges prophétiques,” 162-164; Thomas Emil Homerin, “Ibn Taymiya’s
al-Sufiyah wa-al-Fuqara’,” Arabica 32 (1985): 219-244; Qais Assef, “Le soufisme et les soufis selon Ibn
Taymiyya,” Bulletin d’études orientales, 60 (2012): 91-121; Yahya Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Commentary
on the Creed of al-Hallaj,” in Sufism and Theology, ed. Ayman Shihadeh (Edinburgh University Press,
2007), 123; Carl Sharif El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation: A Study of Dar’ ta‘arud al-aql
wa-l-naql (Brill, 2019), 88 fn. 32.

33 A simple reading of a few passages from his Kitab al-istigama — which is a commentary on al-Qu-
shayr?’s Risala on Sufism - in which he positively evokes the terms of arif, ahl al-marifa, karamat,
shows that he speaks highly of illustrious Sufi masters such as Sahl b. ‘Abdallah al-Tustari (d. 283/896),
Abu 1-Qasim al-Junayd (d. 298/910), or ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (565/1165) to name a few. Moreover, it is
worth noting that Ibn Taymiyya appreciates and adheres to words attributed to al-Hallaj (d. 309/922),
who is often presented as the figure of the heretic or apostate par excellence. Although critical of him,
Ibn Taymiyya claims that many lies and exaggerations have been said about al-Hallaj. Ibn Taymiyya,
Kitab al-Istigama, 105-107. See also Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj,”
123-136; Kamal Gasimov, “Muslim Saints Contested: Ibn Taymiyya’s Critique of al-QushayrT’s Risala,”
Journal of Islamic Studies 34, no. 2 (2023): 153-211.
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environments conducive to practices that violate Islamic principles. These
include the alleged presence of demons, enabling some participants to
perform supernatural acts (such as flying, walking into fire, or handling
red-hot irons) and others to commit acts of violence, including killing.3*
In a recent study, Arjan Post and Sarah Van Eyken have shown that Ibn
Taymiyya and his entourage, in their discussion of the status of sama;
systematically refer to the first great figures of the formative period of
tasawwuf, such as al-Junayd (d. 289/910), al-Radhabari (d. 322/934), or
Abu Bakr al-Shibli (d. 334/945). Ibn Taymiyya and his followers consider
the formative period to be the time of “true” and “pure” Sufism. For them,
the early Sufi masters neither practised nor approved of the innovative
and illegal sama“as it was practised at the time of Ibn Taymiyya.* Finally,
with regard to the concept of fana’, Ibn Taymiyya’s position also differs
from that of the Sufis.’

Regarding jinn-s, Ibn Taymiyya heard stories about them helping
people in their affairs. He believed these accounts and states so explic-
itly. Ibn Taymiyya reports that, during a sama“ session attended by the
shaykh Shabib al-Shatl, an fifrit danced in the air above the shaykh and
his companions.*’

Personal experiences with jinn-s

Ibn Taymiyya not only quotes stories he has heard. A passage from the
Majmu‘ al-fatawa highlights that Ibn Taymiyya knows individuals to
whom demons, in various forms, delivered certain messages:

34 Jean R. Michot, Musique et danse selon Ibn Taymiyya: le Livre du samd'et de la danse / compilé par
le shaykh Muhammad al-Manbiji; traduit de U'arabe, présentation, notes et lexique par Jean R. Michot
(J. Vrin, 1991), 82-86, 125-129. Ibn Taymiyya claims that, in his youth, he was invited to take part in a
sama‘session, but he refused. Nevertheless, he recounts watching from the place where he had stood
aside wine-drunk participants and the presence of demons. Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi " al-fatawa, 10:419.
Quoted in Michot, Musique et danse selon Ibn Taymiyya, 24-25.

35 Arjan Post and Sarah Van Eyken, “Ibn Taymiyya and His Circle on Sama‘ A Means to Purify
Sufism? (with an Arabic Edition of al-Wasitl’s (d. 711/1311) Bulgha),” Islamic Law and Society 31, no.
1-2 (May 2024): 41-49.

36 For a discussion see Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya (Oneworld, 2019), 61-63, 70-73. Also, see Hoover, Ibn
Taymiyya, 50-54 on Ibn al-‘Arabi.
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Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab al-istigama, ed. Muhammad Rashad Salim (Dar al-Fadila, 2005), 228.
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I personally know people to whom plants have spoken, telling them useful
things, but it is Satan, who have entered them [plants], who speaks to them.
And I know some to whom stones and trees have said: “Congratulations to you
O ally of Allah!” And when they recite [ayat al-kursl] they make them run away.
Iknow a person who went out to hunt birds, and one of them said to him, “Take
me in order to feed the poor!” It was Satan who entered that bird as he enters
the human being and speaks. Some of them are in their locked houses, and sud-
denly they find themselves outside without the door being opened, or it may be
outside and find itself inside, and it may also be at the gates of a city, and it is a
jinn who brings him inside and carries him away very quickly. Sometimes the
jinn shows them the light, brings them the one they ask for, or they are devils
who have taken the form of the person they wanted. And when the verse of
the throne (ayat al-kurst) is recited, all these things disappear at once. I know
a person who was told, “I am coming by the command of Allah.” [And this
person] promised him that he was the Mahdl whom the Prophet — peace and
blessings of God upon him - had foretold. He made him see prodigies so as to
put in his heart [images] of birds and locusts that fly to his right and left, and
then they go where the person has sensed [imagined]. He may put in his heart
[images of] some animals that rise up before him, lie down, or move, and then
it happens as he thought without any movement on his part. He may take it to
Mecca and bring it back, or he may show up with some beautiful people and
say that they are angels who wanted to visit him. He will ask, “How can angels
come in the form of young boys?” And when he lifts his head, he will see that
they have beards. And he [the jinn] will say to him, “The sign that you are the
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Mahdi is a mark that will appear on your body,” then [this mark] appears and
he sees it. All these things are part of the devil’s trickery.*®

The phenomenon described by Ibn Taymiyya echoes the beliefs of the
Jahiliyya period that animals were a place for spiritual entities to hide
from humans, to trap them, or to transmit a message to them. In the beliefs
and mythologies of various ancient civilizations (Egypt, Mesopotamia,
India), wild animals were often thought of as demons or spirits.* The per-
sonal experience of Ihn Taymiyya with jinn-s is interesting:
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It is possible that a jinn meets in a desert land a person who may be an emir,
a king, or a thirsty disbeliever and who is threatened with death [due to this
thirst]. He [the jinn] shows himself to him in human form, calls him to Islam
and makes him repent, greets him by shaking his hand, gives him food, and
shows him the way. The man asks him, “Who are you?” and he replies, “I am
so-and-so,” as happened to me once...While I was in Egypt imprisoned in a for-
tress, a person came and said to many Turks, and in particular to one of their
amirs: “I am Ibn Taymiyya,” and the emir had no doubt that he was me. The
emir of Mardin was informed of this and sent someone to Egypt while I was in
prison. They were amazed at this while because I was still imprisoned. In fact,
he was a jinn who loved me, and he acted with the Turks as I used to do when
they came to Damascus, calling them to Islam, and after they attested to the
faith, I used to give them food from what I had. So, he would do this as I did,
out of respect for me. A group of people said to me, “Could he be an angel?”

38 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 11:300-301.
39 El-Zein, Islam, Arabs and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 89-102.
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I replied, “No, because the angel does not lie and this one claimed to be Ibn
Taymiyya, and he knew well that he was lying about that!”4

This interest in jinn and in the wider ‘alam al-ghayb (the world of the
unseen) may at first appear to contrast with the common image of Ibn
Taymiyya as a scholar primarily focused on defending his theological
positions on tawhid (the unity of God), the divine names and attributes,
kalam, and on refuting the principles of Aristotelian philosophers as well
as certain Sufi figures and practices that he regarded as heterodox. A
closer look, however, shows that his engagement with jinn fits coherently
within the broader framework of his thought. His knowledge, personal
experiences, and numerous anecdotes concerning jinn suggest that he
was attentive not only to abstract doctrinal questions but also to social
and religious phenomena that shaped the everyday life of his contempo-
raries. It is well known that Ibn Taymiyya maintained close contact with
the wider population and sought to make religious knowledge accessible,
including complex theological issues.*! In this respect, he often appears as
a more “popular” scholar than many other ulema who held high offices
or were closely tied to the Mamluk establishment.*? Given the promi-
nence of beliefs about jinn in the religious imagination of his time, and
the continuing influence of such beliefs in various parts of the Muslim
world today, it is not surprising that he addressed this topic in detail.*

40 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 13:92-93. For another account of a demon assuming the appear-
ance of Ibn Taymiyya see Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa, 35:115-116. On the ability of demons,
whose help is sought by humans, to take on a human appearance see Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa,
11:308-309; Ninlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 154. On demons taking on the appearance of animals
see Ninlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 121, 130-132.

41 Caterina Bori, “Theology, Politics, Society: The Missing Link. Studying Religion in the Mamluk
Period,” in Ubi Sumus? Quo Vademus? Mamluk Studies - State of the Art, ed. Stephan Conermann (V&R
unipress/Bonn University Press, 2013), 78-80; Caterina Bori, “Religious Knowledge between Scholarly
Conservatism and Commoners’ Agency,” in The Wiley Blackwell History of Islam, ed. Amando Salvatore
(Wiley Blackwell, 2018), 301-306. See also Caterina Bori, “The Collection and Edition of Ibn Taymiyah’s
Works: Concerns of a Disciple,” Mamluk Studies Review 13, no. 2 (2009): 55-56.

42 Berriah, “Mobility and Versatility,” 117-120.

43 Fred Leemhuis, “Epouser un djinn? Passé et présent,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 11 (1993): 179-192;
Pierre Lory, “Esprits terrestres (djinns) et relations sexuelles en islam traditionnel,” in De Socrate a
Tintin. Anges gardiens et démons familiers de UAntiquité a nos jours, ed. Jean-Patrice Boudet, Philippe
Faure, and Christian Renoux (Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2011), §16-24; Saddia Radi, Surnaturel
et société. L’explication magique de la maladie et du malheur a Khénifra, Maroc (Centre Jacques Berque,
2013), 41-60.
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These beliefs could easily give rise to practices associated with shirk
(associationism), which is considered the gravest sin in Islam and which
he repeatedly denounces in his writings. The condemnation of shirk and
the defence of tawhid are among the most central themes of his work and
were the objects of considerable intellectual effort on his part.*

Ibn Taymiyya, the Exorcist

Despite the physical inferiority of humans compared with jinn, in the
Islamic tradition, the former remains superior to the latter on different
levels.®> Nevertheless, humans are often possessed by a jinni (masculine)
or jinniyya (feminine). In this case, the person is more often called masrii‘
than majniin.*s The belief in the ability of jinn to possess or harm a human
also existed in the pre-Islamic period.?

The main reasons for possession include love, passion, and sexual
desire, but there are other reasons.®® The Jahiliyya contains stories about
the sexual desire of a jinn for a human and sexual relations between
these two types of creatures.* The appearance of Islam confirmed this
phenomenon, which became a matter of jurisprudence discussed by
the ulema. By extension, the question of marriage between a jinn and a
human was raised, as was the birth of children from this union between
the two races.® For Ibn Taymiyya, this type of marriage and the existence
of offspring from this union are well known.>! A few years after the death

44 Berriah, “Mobility and Versatility,” 120-122.

45 El-Zein, Islam, Arabs and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 24-31.

46 Pierre Larcher, “Magnun et Mabruk: des participes en quéte de verbes,” Arabica 65, no. 4 (2018):
538-541. On sar‘(epilepsy) and its origin, see ‘All Hasan al-Halabi, Burhan al-shar fiithbat al-mass wa-l-
sar‘(Dar Ibn Hazm, 1996); ‘Abidat, Alam al-jinn, 251-309.

47 El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 73-75.

48 Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 40. In the same paragraph, Ibn Taymiyya says that other reasons
exist, such as the revenge of jinn-s against the harms they may suffer from humans, which could be
unintentional harms not all humans can be aware of, such as spilling hot water, urinating on them, or
killing them. Also, the jinn can possess a human by way of entertainment/game (‘abath) in the image
of the actions that can commit a human against another. See also: Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa,
13:82-83. Elsewhere, ITbn Taymiyya claims that “in jinn one finds ignorance and injustice” Jg> ;=d! &o)-
(ws5Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 24.

49 Leembhuis, “Epouser un djinn?,” 183.

50 Leembhuis, “Epouser un djinn?,” 184-185; Lory, “Esprits terrestres (djinns),” §8-10.
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of Ibn Taymiyya, al-Shibli dedicated a chapter on the subject in Akam
al-marjan fi ahkam al-jann.>* A century later, Jalal al-Din al-Suyut1 (d.
911/1505), relying largely on the work of al-Shibli while adding some new
elements, also addressed the question.®

Several contemporary works have confirmed that the belief in mar-
riage and sexual relations between humans and jinn-s remains alive in
Arab-Muslim societies,** and in Muslim communities in the West, where the
practice of rugya (Islamic exorcism) has developed strongly in recent years.>

Ibn Taymiyya explains the different phenomena that can be observed
when a jinn possesses a human:
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[...] the victim of possession sometimes speaks an unknown language.
Sometimes he is hit so hard that the blow would have left a deep impact,
even on a camel, without him feeling it or being aware of what he is saying.
Sometimes the victim pulls people around him and the carpet he is sitting on;
sometimes he moves objects or even moves from one place to another; and
other things of this kind. Anyone who observes these facts necessarily deduces
that the person who expresses himself through the victim and moves these
objects belongs to a non-human species. None of the imams of the Muslims
deny the penetration of the jinn into the bodies of the possessed and into the
bodies of other people. Whoever denies this and maintains that the sharia
excludes it has lied about it; there is no religious evidence against it.5

Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 40. For more information, see ‘Abidat, Alam al-jinn, 325-342; Nunlist,
Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 512, 517.

52 al-Shibli, Akam al-marjan, 64-73.

53 Al-Suyuti, Laqt al-marjan ft ahkam al-jann (Maktabat al-Qur’an, s.d), 30-38.

54 Leemhuis, “Epouser un djinn?,” 186-189; Lory, “Esprits terrestres (djinns),” §16-24.

55 Hanifa Touag, “Guérir par l'islam: 'adoption du rite prophétique - roqya — par les salafistes en
France et en Belgique,” in Islam belge au pluriel, ed. Brigitte Maréchal and Farid El Asri (Presses uni-
versitaires de Louvain), 2012, 201-217.

56 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 24:277. See also: Niinlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 273.
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The end of these remarks is related to another passage, in which Ihn
Taymiyya explains that some Mutazilites, such as Aba ‘All al-Jubbat (d.
916/303) and Abu Bakr al-Razi (d. 951/370), denied the possibility that a
jinn could take possession of the human body by penetrating it.>’

Exorcism performed through reciting Qur’anic verses is still prac-
tised today.>® However, other methods not based on the Qur’an also exist.
These methods consist of a ritual leading the possessed participants to
enter a trance state obtained through music. The goal is to seek another
jinn to heal the possessed.> Although the work of Saddia Radi concerns a
contemporary phenomenon, the practice probably existed in the time of
Ibn Taymiyya, as his testimony may suggest.

According to Saaddia Radi, who attended a trance session to analyse
it, it is not an exorcism against jinn-s but the negotiation of a peaceful
cohabitation with them. The intermediary in this negotiation is itself a
jinn, which addresses the jinn possessing the person for whom the ritual
was organized. The presence of jinn-s is, therefore, not questioned, and
the goal is obviously an agreement. In this sense, the trance is a space
of peace in which humans and jinn-s can communicate, provided that
humans take the jinn-s seriously and, thus, possess them.5® As discussed
later in this article, Ibn Taymiyya is not against calling jinn-s to heal the
masri’ as long as Islamic principles are respected. However, this type of
trance session, like those described by Saddia Radi, is probably the anti-
pode of the Islamic creed, as certain practices prove, such as animal sac-
rifices by immolation in the names of jinn-s, which is an act of shirk in
total opposition to tawhid. In addition, the blood of the immolated beast
is drunk by the possessed (jinn-s like to drink blood), but drinking blood is
haram (prohibited) in Islam, as explicitly stipulated in Qur’an 5:3.5!

57 However, they did not deny the existence of jinn-s. Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 12.

58 Fatima-Zohra Cherak, “La roqya, une forme d’automédication chez les possédés et les ensorce-
1és (Algérie, Egypte, France)?,” Anthropologie & Santé 18 (2019): §28-30. On the healing power of the
Qur’an and divine names, see El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn, 78-82.

59 Radi, Surnaturel et société, §33-34.

60 Radi, Surnaturel et société, §38.

61 “Forbidden to you are carrion, blood, and swine; what is slaughtered in the name of any other
than Allah; what is killed by strangling, beating, a fall, or by being gored to death; what is partly eaten
by a predator unless you slaughter it; and what is sacrificed on altars. You are also forbidden to draw
lots for decisions. This is all evil. Today the disbelievers have given up all hope of undermining your
faith. So, do not fear them; fear Me! Today I have perfected your faith for you, completed My favour
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Reading these passages on jinn-s and the experiences of Ibn Taymiyya
and his knowledge led me to wonder whether he could have practised
ruqya and, thus, acted as a ragqi (exorcist). My suspicion was confirmed by
the following excerpt:
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[...] He [the raqi]l may need to heal the possessed and expel the jinn from the
latter to strike him. He strikes him many times, and the blows touch [in real-
ity] only the jinn and the possessed feel nothing, to the point where, when
he returns to him, he explains that he has felt nothing of the blows, which,
moreover, leave no trace on his body. It may be that the possessed receive on
their legs about three hundred or four hundred blows of a stick or more or
so in such a way that if this number of blows were made to a human being,
they would have killed him. But these blows are made to the jinn, and the jinn
yells and screams, and discusses with the people present [at the ruqya session]
multiple issues. And this [the rugya] we have practised and experienced many
times — it would be too long to describe - in the presence of many people.

A valuable testimony by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ibn Taymiyya’s student,
confirms the latter’s account of his practice of rugqya:
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upon you, and chosen Islam as your way. But whoever is compelled by extreme hunger — not intend-
ing to sin — then surely Allah is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful”
62 Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 60.
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He [Ibn Taymiyya] related to me that he read it [a formula] into the ear of the
masrit; the jinn said: yes; he [Ibn Taymiyya] said: I took a stick, and I struck
him with it on the veins of his neck, until my hands became weak from the
blows. Those present had no doubt that he would die from the blows. During
the blows, he [the jinn] said: I love him. I said: He does not love you. He said:
I want to make a pilgrimage with him. I said: He does not want to make a
pilgrimage with you. He said: I leave him in your honour. I said: No, for the
obedience of God and His Prophet. He said: I am leaving him. The shaykh said:
The masrti‘looked to the right and to the left, then he said: Who is it that has
brought me here in front of the shaykh. They [the attendants] said to him: And
all these blows? He [the masri] said: And why did the shaykh beat me? I have
not committed any sins. And he did not feel that he was beaten. He treated
the verse of the throne and recommended to the masri‘ and other people he
treated to read it a lot and to read the mu'‘awidhatayn. (Sira 113 and 114).%

With these two testimonies and many others,® there is no doubt that Ihn
Taymiyya was a raqt and had good knowledge of the processes of the
ruqya based on his experience.®

A Supporter of Exorcism via Jinn-s?

In a section titled al-Furqan bayna al-haqq wa-l-batil of volume 13 of
the Majmi‘ al-fatawa, Ibn Taymiyya explains that humans and jinn-s
can solicit each other and enjoy each other for various reasons. In most
cases, it is humans who solicit jinn-s, either for praiseworthy actions in
the obedience of God and His prophet or, on the contrary, detestable and
illicit actions, such as the practice of shirk and other turpitudes. Finally,
humans can use jinn-s for matters of the temporal field, such as bringing
money, food, clothes, and other things from the lower world. Less com-
mon is a jinn using a human. In the latter case, according to Ibn Taymiyya,
the goal is to use the human in what Satan loves and appreciates in terms

63 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, al-Tibb al-nabawt (Dar Maktabat al-Hayah, 1987), 68.

64 It exists in many reports from Ibn al-Qayyim. See ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jumayzi, Sualat Ibn al-Qa-
yyim li-Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya wa sama atuhu minhu (Dar al-Tawhid lil-Nashr, 2005), 206-217.
65 See Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa, 24:278.
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of kufr (disbelief), fustiq (perversity), and ma'siya (disobedience).? This
passage can be read in conjunction with another that details the practice
of invoking jinn-s and soliciting their help via talismans and/or specific
Qur’anic verses (‘azaim®). This solicitation of jinn-s by humans can be
conducted by people of faith or those of shirk.

For Ibn Taymiyya, the use of jinn-s by humans is similar to one
human using another, no matter the action. If the action is good, both will
be rewarded; if it is unlawful, they will commit a sin, both being responsi-
ble for their acts.® In no case is Ibn Taymiyya against the use of a jinn by
a human for the realization of a good action, quite the contrary.

According to Ibn Taymiyya, one is entitled to think that invoking a
Muslim jinn to heal a possessed Muslim is a meritorious act, equivalent to
when a human Muslim helps another to heal. Ibn Taymiyya writes that,
if a human calls upon a jinn to make someone ill, then both participate in
sin.” In contrast, if a human uses a jinn to heal a person, then both have
a share of the reward. Ibn Taymiyya only counts the honourability of the
act by the Muslim toward his coreligionists, even if they are of different
races and worlds.

In the absence of data, it would be too risky to speculate on the method
of invoking a Muslim jinn to heal a possessed person, as conceived by Ibn
Taymiyya. However, given the information gathered and analysed in this
article, it is certain it must be conducted through the Qur’an and follow-
ing the prophetic tradition, and in no case through formulas, talismans,
or trance rituals containing shirk elements, which he strongly condemns.

The opinion of Ibn Taymiyya regarding the lawfulness of a human
using a jinnis cited as an argument in the very contemporary debate about

66 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa, 13:81-85.

67 Singular azima: «aeyye». «lgis,m el sy SIou¥» Almaany, accessed November 22, 2025, https:/
www.almaany.com/ar/dict/ar-ar/%D8%B9%D8%B2%D9%8A%D9%85%D8%A9/.

68 Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 13. See also Nunlist, Ddmonenglaube im Islam, 341.

69 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu‘al-fatawa, 11:307-308; 13:81-88.
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the so-called “capture” method practised by some raqt-s. The authorship
of this practice is attributed to the Tunisian Abderraouf Ben Halima.
Abderraouf Ben Halima is an engineer in statistics and economics and a
mathematician by training. Born to a Tunisian father and an American
mother, Abderraouf Ben Halima converted at the age of fifteen. Following
his conversion, he dedicated himself to promoting the principles of Islam,
particularly through the translation and writing of educational works.
On his official website, Abderraouf Ben Halima explains the so-called
“capture” method. I quote verbatim the text as it is on the website:

Capture the Jinn is to bring them into the body of a person called the catcher;
the djinn comes instantly and is our prisoner, we can do what we want with
him. How is this possible? We discovered through the practice of roqya the
fact that all those who were possessed by Jinn and Jinn spoke through their
mouth, once the djinn is gone and he is cured by the grace of Allah, an opening
remains between him and the world of the Jinn that allows the Jinn to influ-
ence him but he can also act on their world through this opening. And how
can he act on them and bring them? With the intention, the duaa and reciting
baqara 148 from “aynama”. But how is it that they are our prisoners and to
do what we want them? It is we who him back by the power of Allah and his
words, so it will not leave that if we allow them, it is our prisoner. The lead in
the world put it in a position of extreme vulnerability to interference. You only
need to type his neck — neck of the catcher — your hand to cut off his head, and
if you hit his hand, you he cuts the hand, etc. The catcher has no djinn who
leads the djinns and we have not Jinn we work with, but the catcher has an
opening on the world of the Jinn from its past by Jinn and witchcraft abuses,
and this opening allows us to bring the Jinn by his intermediary to discuss with
him and the control.”

The effectiveness of this method has made Ben Halima famous world-
wide, as indicated by its website, which is available in English, French,
Turkish, and Spanish. Since 2005, he has conducted multiple treatment
and training campaigns to establish ruqya centres around the world “in
34 countries across 5 continents.” Abderraouf Ben Halima is also the

71 https://www.benhalimaabderraouf.fr/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=62&Ite-
mid=313&lang=en.
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author of a manual in French on Muslim exorcism.” Although identified
as Muslim and primarily targeting Muslim patients, exorcism by capture
also attracts non-Muslims, as documented by Denise Favre-Chatagny in
her field investigation concerning this practice in Madagascar. Although
described as a global success, the method of capture remains controver-
sial because it is related to shirk.”

On the website page regarding the method of capture, Abderraouf
Ben Halima refutes the opinions of his opponents and detractors, mainly
by highlighting their lack of evidence from the texts that categorically
stipulate the prohibition of using a jinn to cure a person possessed or sick.
Among the arguments of Abderraouf Ben Halima on the legality of his
practice, he quotes Ibn Taymiyya, who reports that Companions of the
Prophet used to ask questions to a jinn through a woman who had a jinn
related to her. Abderraouf Ben Halima does not cite the reference to the
writing of Ibn Taymiyya, but this can nevertheless be confirmed after
finding the said narration in the Taymiyyan corpus.” Two other stories
highlighting the use of a jinn by ‘Umar — and thus constituting additional
arguments — have been identified.”

The other argument in favour of capture was the possibility for Ihn
Taymiyya to use jinn-s for mubahat (authorized acts), as one would with
another human. Ibn Taymiyya explains the following:

72 Abderraouf Ben Halima, La roqya; traitement de la sorcellerie, djinns et mauvais ceil par le Coran
et la médecine prophétique (Le Figuier, 2012). An English translation is available, titled The Ruqya:
Treatment of Sorcery, Jinn, and the Evil Eye through the Qur’an and Prophetic Medicine.

73 Denise Favre-Chatagny, Le captage a Madagascar: Guérir par le verbe (L'Harmattan, 2016).
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It is reported from Abt Musa al-Ash‘ari that he was seeking ‘Umar but in vain. There was a lady [in
Medina] who had a garin among the jinn-s. He [Abt Musa al-Ash‘ari] asked him [the lady’s jinn] about
‘Umar and informed him that the latter was busy [in such place] marking camels given in alms.

Ibn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 63
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Those who use jinn-s in mubdahat [authorized acts], this is in the image of
Solomon, who was given power that cannot exist for anyone after him.
Humans and jinn-s were made available to him, and this did not happen to
anyone other than him. The Prophet [...] therefore did not use jinn-s but invited
them to faith in God and recited the Qur’an to them, sent them the message,
and accepted their allegiance, as he did with humans. What was granted to
the Prophet is greater and nobler than what was granted to Solomon. Indeed,
the Prophet had recourse to the service of jinn-s and humans for the worship
of God alone and for their happiness in this lower world and in that of the
afterlife, not for personal interest. On the contrary, he did this for the face of
God and the search for His approval. He chose and preferred to be a servant
and a messenger rather than a prophet-king. David, Solomon, and Joseph are
prophets-kings. Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad are messengers and
servants; and this is more meritorious [...].7¢

This position enables us to consider that Ibn Taymiyya would not have
been against the practice of capture proposed by Abderraouf Ben Halima,
which is based on the recitation of the Qur’an and, in all likelihood,
respects Islamic principles, unlike the trance rituals mentioned above.
It is clear from these excerpts that the assistance of a jinn to a human
Muslim to bring him a benefit in this world is authorized, in the present
case, to heal for a cure, is not forbidden according to Ibn Taymiyya. In
the absence of details on the manner of this process, one can affirm that
Ibn Taymiyya does not assign it importance as long as it does not oppose
Islamic principles, especially the tawhid. This point Ibn Taymiyya makes
clear elsewhere regarding treatments for healing:

76 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-fatawa, 13:89. For another similar passage see Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu*
al-fatawa, 11:307-308.
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And when to solicit their help by words or written formulations whose mean-
ing is incomprehensible and indecipherable, then it was not legislated in par-
ticular if it includes shirk. The latter is prohibited. In general, the formulas
pronounced by the exorcists include shirk, and it may be that they recite with
it some part of the Qur’an, highlighting and hiding [in this way] what is said
of shirk words. And in the request for healing that God and His prophet legis-
lated, there is enough to do without [the practices] of shirk and its followers.
Muslims have certainly diverged on the fact of treating themselves with illicit
materials such as the dead beast and the pig. Nevertheless, they [Muslims] did
not differ on the fact that providing treatment based on kufr and shirk is pro-
hibited in any case. This cannot be compared with speaking of associationism
or disbelief under duress. This last case is allowed when the appeased heart
remains acquired by faith. To pronounce a word of associationism or of dis-
belief as a remedy can only act when it [associationism or disbelief] is in the
heart of the one who pronounces it, since if the latter pronounces such a word
while his appeased heart is acquired in the faith, it will have no effect.”

Conclusion

The analysis revealed Ibn Taymiyya’s interest in jinn-s and their inter-
actions with humans. In addition to the unsurprising theological-reli-
gious perspective, Ibn Taymiyya approaches the issue via an empirical
perspective based on the testimonies brought to him and his personal
experience. This interest in jinn-s is a little against the usual image of Ihn

77 1lbn Taymiyya, Idah al-dalala, 61. This passage echoes another in Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi' al-fatawa,
24:278.
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Taymiyya, as commonly perceived, that of an obstinate scholar seeking
at all costs to defend his positions on theological questions, particularly
tawhid, divine names and attributes, kalam or refuting and criticizing the
principles of Aristotelian philosophers, certain Sufi figures, and practices
he considers heterodoxical. This examination of Ibn Taymiyya’s interest
in jinn-s reveals a little-known facet of the famous Hanbalite theologian,
namely his practise of ruqya and that he was a raqt. Taken together with
other evidence regarding Ibn Taymiyya’s social embeddedness and pub-
lic activities, these data lend further support to the hypothesis that he
was closer to the wider population than other ulema holding high office
and maintaining close ties with the Mamluk establishment. In this regard,
and albeit with due caution, Ibn Taymiyya may be considered a “popular”
scholar.”

His knowledge and experience with jinn-s indicate he paid particu-
lar attention to the social phenomena of his time. The strength of popu-
lar beliefs surrounding jinn-s had some influence on the population, as
remains the case today in some parts of the Muslim world. These popular
beliefs could result in practices leading to shirk, the most serious sin in
Islam, against which Ibn Taymiyya repeatedly warns in his writings. The
denunciation of shirk and the defence of tawhid are among the most cen-
tral themes of his written work and to which he devoted the most energy.
The data in this article are only preliminary results. Ibn Taymiyya’s inter-
est in jinn-s is part of the broader question of the author’s interest in
‘alam al-ghayb. In addition to jinn-s, the analysis of the Taymiyyan corpus
highlighted Ibn Taymiyya’s interest in angels, witchcraft, and magic. This
theme, in my opinion, is an interesting research perspective because it
illustrates other facets of the thought and figure of Ibn Taymiyya.

Bibliography

Primary Sources

al-Azraqi, Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah. Akhbar Makka wa-ma ja'a fiha min athar, 2 vols. Dar al-Thaqafa,
1965.

al-Bukhari, Muhammad. Sahth al-Bukhari. Edited by Muhammad Fu'ad ‘Abd al-Baqi. Ibda’, 2020.

Ibn Kathir, Isma‘il. Tafsir al-Qur'an al-‘azim. Edited by Samib. Muhammad Salama, 8 vols. Dar
Tayyiba, 1999.

Ibn Manzir, Muhammad. Lisan al-Arab, 15 vols. Dar Sadir, 1980.

78 Berriah, “Mobility and Versatility,” 117-120.



42 MEHDI BERRIAH

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Shams al-Din Muhammad. al-Tibb al-nabawt. Dar maktabat al-Hayah, 1987.

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqi 1-Din Ahmad. al-Aqida al-wasitiyya. Edited by Salih b. Fawzan. Dar al-Fayha’/Dar
al-Salam, 1997.

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqi 1-Din Ahmad. “Idah al-dalala fi ‘umtm al-risala lil-thaqalayn.” In Majmu ' fatawa
Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya. Edited by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Qasim and
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad. Mujamma‘ al-Malik Fahd, 2004, 19:9-65.

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqi 1-Din Ahmad. Idah al-dalala fi umam al-risala lil-thaqalayn. Translated by Abu
Ameenah Bilal Philips. International Islamic Publishing House, 1989.

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqil-Din Ahmad. Kitab al-istigama. Edited by Muhammad Rashad Salim. Dar
al-Fadila, 2005.

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqi l-Din Ahmad. Majmiu fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad ibn Taymiyya. Edited by
‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Qasim and Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad.
Mujamma“ al-Malik, 37 vols. Fahd, 2004.

Muslim, Ibn al-Hajjaj. Sahth Muslim. Edited by Muhammad Fu'ad ‘Abd al-Baql. Ibda’, 2020.

al-Qurtubi, Muhammad. al-Jami*li-ahkam al-Qur’an. Edited by ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki,
24 vols. Mu'assasat al-Risala, 2006.

al-Razi, Fakhr al-Din. al-Tafstr al-kabir, 32 vols. Dar al-Fikr, 1981.

Rida, Muhammad Rashid. Tafsir al-manar, 12 vols. Al-Hay'a al-Misriyya, 1990.

al-Shibli, Badr al-Din. Akam al-marjan fi ahkam al-jan. Edited by Ahmad ‘Abd al-Salam. Dar al-Kutub
al-Timiyya, 2012.

al-Suyuty, Jalal al-Din. Laqt al-marjan ft ahkam al-jan. Maktabat Qur’an, s.d.

al-Tabarl, Ibn Jarir Muhammad. Jami‘al-bayan ‘an tawil ay al-Qur'an. Edited by ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd
al-Muhsin al-Turki, 26 vols. Dar Hajr, 2001.

al-Zamakhshari, Abt 1-Qasim Mahmud. Tafsir al-kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil wa ‘uytn al-aqawil fi
wujith al-tawil. Dar al-Ma'rifa, 2009.

Secondary Sources

‘Abidat, ‘Abd al-Karim Nufan. Alam al-jinn fi daw’ al-kitab wa-l-sunna. Dar Kuniz Ishbilyya, 2005.

Assef, Qais. “Le soufisme et les soufis selon Ibn Taymiyya.” Bulletin d’études orientales 60 (2012):
91-121.

Ben Halima, Abderraouf. La roqya; traitement de la sorcellerie, djinns et mauvais ceil par le Coran et
la médecine prophétique. Le Figuier, 2012.

Berriah, Mehdi. “Ibn Taymiyya’s Conception of Jihad: Corpus, General Aspects, and Research
Perspectives.” Teosofi 12, no. 1 (2022): 43-70.

Berriah, Mehdi. “Le cheval arabe chez les Mamelouks bahriyya entre pragmatisme, symboles et
représentations (XIII*-XIVe siécles).” Arabian Humanities 8 (2017) [open access: https://doi.
org/10.4000/cy.3398]

Berriah, Mehdi. “Mobility and Versatility of the ulama’ in the Mamluk Period: The Case of
Ibn Taymiyya.” In Professional Mobility in Islamic Societies (700-1750): New Concepts and
Approaches, edited by Mehdi Berriah & Mohamad El-Merheb. Brill, 2021, 98-130.

Berriah, Mehdi. “Représentations, sunnanisation et sacralisation de la furtisiyya a 'époque
mamelouke (XIIIe-XVIe siecle).” Bulletin d’études orientales 67 (2020): 229-246.

Bori, Caterina. “Religious Knowledge between Scholarly Conservatism and Commoners’ Agency.”
In The Wiley Blackwell History of Islam, edited by Amando Salvatore. Wiley Blackwell, 2018,
301-306.


https://archive.org/details/ibn-taymiyahs-essay-on-the-jinn
https://doi.org/10.4000/cy.3398
https://doi.org/10.4000/cy.3398

JINN-S AND EXORCISM IN IBN TAYMIYYA 43

Bori, Caterina. “The Collection and Edition of Ibn Taymiyah’s Works: Concerns of a Disciple.”
Mamluk Studies Review 13, no. 2 (2009): 47-66.

Bori, Caterina. “Theology, Politics, Society: The Missing Link. Studying Religion in the Mamluk
Period.” In Ubi Sumus? Quo Vademus? Mamluk Studies - State of the Art, edited by Stephan
Conermann. V&R unipress/Bonn University Press, 2013, 57-94.

Cherak, Fatima-Zohra. “La rogya, une forme d’automédication chez les possédés et les ensorcelés
(Algérie, Egypte, France?” Anthropologie & Santé 18 (2019) [open access: https://doi.org/10.4000/
anthropologiesante.5101]

Conermann, Stephan. “Muhammad zu Pferde im Kampf. Ein Beispiel fiir das Genre der Furiisiyya
an-nabawiyya wahrend der Mamlukenzeit (1517-1250)”, in Pferde in Asien: Geschichte,

Handel und Kultur, edited by Bert G. Fragner, et al. Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 2009, 51-61.

Favre-Chatagny, Denise. Le captage a Madagascar: Guérir par le verbe. UHarmattan, 2016.

Gasimov, Kamal. “Muslim Saints Contested: Ibn Taymiyya’s Critique of al-QushayrT’s Risala.” Journal
of Islamic Studies 34, no. 2 (2023): 153-211.

al-Halab1, ‘All Hasan. Burhan al-sharfi ithbat al-mass wa-l-sar". Dar Ibn Hazm, 1996.

Homerin, Thomas Emil. “Ibn Taymiya’s al-Stifiyah wa-al-Fuqara’.” Arabica 32 (1985): 219-244.

Hoover, Jon. Ibn Taymiyya. Oneworld, 2019.

Ibn ‘Ashar, Muhammad Tahir. al-Tahrir wa-l-tanwir, al-Dar al-Tanisiyya, 1984, 30 vols.

al-Jumayzi, ‘Abd al-Rahman. Su'alat Ibn al-Qayyim li-Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya wa-sama atuhu
minhu. Dar al-Tawhid lil-Nashr, 2005.

Krawietz, Birgit. “Dschinnen und universelle Ordnung des Islams bei Ibn Taymiyya.” In Islamstudien
ohne Ende: Festschrift fiir Werner Ende zum 65 Geburtstag. Edited by R. Brunner. Harrassowitz
Verlag, 2002.

Laoust, Henri. Le hanbalisme sous les Mamelouks Bahrides (658-784/1260-1382). Geuthner, 1960.

Laoust, Henri. “Le réformisme d’Ibn Taymiyya.” Islamic Studies 1, no. 3 (September 1962): 27-47.

Larcher, Pierre. “Magnun et Mabruk: des participes en quéte de verbes.” Arabica 65, no. 4 (2018):
537-544.

Lazhar, Chauki. Vicegerency in Islamic Thought and Scripture: Towards a Qur’anic Theory of Human
Existential Function. Routledge, 2023.

Leemhuis, Fred. “Epouser un djinn ? Passé et présent.” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 11 (1993): 179-192.

Lory, Pierre. “Esprits terrestres (djinns) et relations sexuelles en islam traditionnel.” In De Socrate
a Tintin. Anges gardiens et démons familiers de IAntiquité a nos jours, edited by Jean-Patrice
Boudet, Philippe Faure and Christian Renoux. Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2011, 93-103
[open access: https://books.openedition.org/pur/121455].

Makdisi, George. “Ibn Taymiyya: A SUfI of the Qadiriyya Order.” American Journal of Arabic Studies
1(1973): 118-29.

Michot, Yahya. “Ibn Taymiyya on Astrology: Annotated Translation of Three Fatwas.” Journal of
Islamic Studies 11, no. 2 (2000): 147-208.

Michot, Yahya, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj.” In Sufism and Theology,
edited by Ayman Shihadeh. Edinburgh University Press, 2007, 123-136.

Michot, Yahya and Stas, Lina. “Ibn Taymiyya’s Fatwa on Martial Arts Training.” The Muslim World
108, no. 3 (2018): 1-27.

Michot, Jean R. Musique et danse selon Ibn Taymiyya: le Livre du samad’et de la danse / compilé par
le shaykh Muhammad al-Manbiji; traduit de U'arabe, présentation, notes et lexique par Jean R.
Michot. J. Vrin, 1991.


https://doi.org/10.4000/anthropologiesante.5101
https://doi.org/10.4000/anthropologiesante.5101
https://books.openedition.org/pur/121455

44 MEHDI BERRIAH

Morabia, Alfred. “Prodiges prophétiques et surnaturel démoniaque selon Ibn Taymiyya.” Actes du 8e
Congres de I’'Union européenne des arabisants et islamisants. Edisud, 1976, 161-172.

Niinlist, Tobias. Ddmonenglaube im Islam: Eine Untersuchung unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung
schriftlicher Quellen aus der vormodernen Zeit (600-1500). De Gruyter, 2015.

Post, Arjan and Van Eyken, Sarah. “Ibn Taymiyya and His Circle on Sama® A Means to Purify Sufism?
(with an Arabic edition of al-WasitT’s (d. 711/1311) Bulgha).” Islamic Law and Society 31, no. 1-2
(May 2024): 30-59.

Radi, Saddia. Surnaturel et société. L’explication magique de la maladie et du malheur a Khénifra,
Maroc. Centre Jacques Berque, 2013, 41-60 [open access: https://books.openedition.org/cjb/470].

Rasi¢, Dunja. Bedeviled: Jinn Doppelgangers in Islam and Akbarian Sufism. State University of New
York Press, 2024.

El-Tobgui, Carl Sharif. Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation: A Study of Dar’ ta‘arud al-aql wa-l-
naql. Brill, 2019.

Touag, Hanifa. “Guérir par I'islam: 'adoption du rite prophétique - roqya — par les salafistes en
France et en Belgique.” In Islam belge au pluriel, edited by Brigitte Maréchal and Farid El Asri.
Presses universitaires de Louvain, 2012, 201-217.

El-Zein, Amira. Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the Jinn. Syracuse University Press, 2009.

Zouache, Abbes. “Une culture en partage: la furtisiyya a 'épreuve du temps.” Médiévales 64 (2013):
57-75.


https://books.openedition.org/cjb/470

CHAPTER 2
Debates and Controversies Surrounding an
Epistle Attributed to Ibn Taymiyya: Qa‘ida
mukhtasara ft qital al-kuffar

Farid Bouchiba

Abstract

This article focuses on an epistle attributed to Ibn Taymiyya entitled Qa‘ida mukhtasara ft

qital al-kuffar wa muhadanatihim wa tahrim qatlihim li-mujarrad kufrihim (Summary rule

relating to the fight of infidels and the peace treaty [concluded with them], as well as the

prohibition to kill them on the sole ground of their unbelief), which has been the subject of

many debates among scholars since the last century for eminently ideological reasons. The

polemical subject of this text is as follows: can we fight the unbelievers (kuffar) only because

of their unbelief? While several studies have already been devoted to Ibn Taymiyya’s con-

ception of jihad, they all have in common to have been interested in his fatwas and, to a

lesser extent, in his normative writings, such as the Qaida mukhtasara. In our article, the

presentation of the manuscript and the various editions of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara is fol-

lowed by that of its content. In a second part, we dwell more on the debates around the attri-

bution of this text to Ibn Taymiyya. The study of this epistle makes it possible to conclude

that at this stage of the investigation, we cannot peremptorily confirm that Ibn Taymiyya

would be the author of the QM.

KEYWOI'dSZ Ibn Taymiyya; Qa‘ida mukhtasara; jihad; qital; kuffar; hudna; fatwa; figh;

Hanbalt; al-San‘ant

Introduction

This article! analyzes an epistle attributed to Ibn Taymiyya that has been
the subject of much debate among scholars since the last century. The

1 An abridged version of this article was published last year in French: Farid Bouchiba. “Débats et

controverses autour d’une épitre sur le jihad attribuée a Ihn Taymiyya,” In Au Moyen Age et par-dela.

Hommage a John Tolan, edited by Philippe Josserand and Annick Peters-Custot: Presses universitaires

de Rennes, 2025, 43-52.
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controversial subject of this epistle is the motive for Muslims to fight
unbelievers.

Among the hadiths at the center of these debates is the following tra-
dition, which is considered authentic in Sunni tradition: ‘I was ordered to
fight people until they said: there is no god but God’? (‘umirtu an uqatila
l-nas hatta yaqulti la ilaha illa llah’). Are we to understand from this state-
ment that all non-Muslims are to be fought until they profess the Muslim
faith?

Let us say at the outset that no jurisconsult, exegete, or traditionalist
has ever defended this thesis. In Ibn Hajar’s (d. 852/1449) commentary
on al-Bukhar?’s Sahth, he provides several explanations for this tradition.
Among these, he mentions the possibility, for those who refuse to convert
to Islam, of paying the jizya or the possibility of concluding treaties. He
also explains that the verses that stipulate this (i.e., paying the jizya) come
after verse 5 of Sura 9. Thus, this verse is abrogated (naskh) by these new
measures. Similarly, this hadith, which is ‘amm (general) is actually khass
(has a specific scope).® Some consider that the term nas (people) here
refers to the Arab polytheists (mushrikii I-‘arab), who fought the Muslims
from the birth of Islam, or, again, those who persecuted the Muslims for
thirteen years in Mecca and fought the Prophet for nine years in Medina.*
For Ibn Hajar, in no case is this term to be received in its most general
sense.

While several studies have already been devoted to Ibn Taymiyya’s
conception of jihad, most have focused on his fatwas,® emphasising jihad
carried out against a particular enemy (Mongols, Nusayrites) and attach-
ing little importance to his general conception of the act. Let us point out
that Volume XXVIII of the Majmii‘ al-fatawa devoted to jihad includes 59
texts directly related or not to this subject and of various lengths. To our

2 Hadith reported by Muhammad al-Bukhari, Sahth (Dar Ihn Kathir, 2002), 16 (no. 25), and Abta 1-Hu-
sayn Muslim, Sahth (Dar al-Salam, 2000), 132 (no. 125).

3 Ahmad Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bart bi-sharh Sahih al-Bukhart (Dar Tiba, 2005), 1:145-146.

4 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad: Dirasa muqarana li-ahkamihi wa-falsafatihi fi daw’ al-Qur’an wa-l-Sunna
(Maktabat Wahba, 2009), 1:348. The author offers the explanation of this hadith according to Ihn
Taymiyya in the QM. See al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:355.

5 For a recent survey of work on the jihad in Ibn Taymiyya, see Mehdi Berriah, “Ibn Taymiyya’s
Conception of Jihad: Corpus, General Aspects, and Research Perspectives,” Teosofi 12, no. 1 (2022):
43-70. In this article, the author highlights some general aspects of Ibn Taymiyya’s conception of jihad
and the research perspectives that would help to understand it further, among which is the analysis
of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara.
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knowledge, there is no critical study of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara (QM).6 Thus,
the present article envisages studying this epistle, which has remained
rather understudied (particularly its attribution) and has inspired nour-
ished debates for more than half a century and sometimes created heated
polemics. For our part, we first came across this writing a little over fif-
teen years ago (2009), when we were taking a broader interest in legal
writings relating to non-Muslims.

After presenting the manuscript and the various editions of this text,
we will briefly outline the content of the QM and then dwell at greater
length on the debates surrounding the attribution of this text to Ibn
Taymiyya.

Manuscript and editions of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara

The text of the QM is known to us from three sources: a manuscript
and two printed editions. The only manuscript known to date is in the
Central Library (al-maktaba al-markaziyya) of King Saud University
in Riyadh under the reference no. 1684. The scribe of this manuscript,
which contains eighteen folios, was Sulayman al-Sani,” a fine connois-
seur of Arabic manuscripts. This copy, with its legible handwriting, is a
copy of the manuscript of this same epistle by the copyist Muhammad
b. Sulayman Al Bassam (teacher in the sacred precincts of Mecca) dat-
ing from 1363/1944. There is also a printed edition of the QM published
in 1949 in Cairo among a Majmii' in the library of al-Azhar. The epistle,
which occupies pages 116-146, was printed by the shaykh Muhammad
Nasif at al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya Publishing. It was Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Razzaq Al Hamza who compared the earlier copy with the manuscript
copy transcribed by Mustafa al-Faraqi and the critical edition was car-
ried out by Muhammad Hamid al-Fiqi® (d. 1959). Finally, there is a more

6 Except for a brief article in English, cf. Jabir Maihula, “Analysis of Qa‘ida Mukhtasara fi qital
al-kuffar wa-muhadanatihim wa-tahrimi qatlihim bi-mujarrad kufrihim,” Saudi Journal of Humanities
and Social Sciences 3, no. 9 (2018): 1003-1109. Unfortunately, the author of this article reiterates the
editor’s conclusions regarding the attribution of this treatise without conducting a genuine critical
study.

7 On this scholar, see, Abl Zakariya al-Hijji, al-Janib al-ilmi fi sirat al-shaykh Sulayman al-Sant*
(Obeikan, 2017).

8 Famous Egyptian scholar known for his many critical editions. For example, he edited many
works by Ibn Taymiyya and his pupil Ibn al-Qayyim. It was he who founded the Ansar al-Sunna
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modern edition self-published in 2004 by a Saudi scholar named ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz ‘Abd Allah al-Zir Al Hamd.?

While, overall, the 2004 edition of the QM is textually satisfactory, it
is nevertheless regrettable that the editor did not take the time to discuss
the epistle of Sulayman b. Hamdan, written four decades earlier, which
rejects the authenticity of the QM. The editor also selectively ignored all
Ibn Taymiyya’s opinions relating to jihad in order to defend the thesis
of the defensive jihad, supposedly at the heart of the QM. However, half
a century after this text was banned in Saudi Arabia, a Saudi publisher
republished it. Indeed, it was the evolution of the theological discourse
produced and conveyed by the political power and religious elite of the
Saudi kingdom that enabled ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Abd Allah al-Zir Al Hamd to
republish and disseminate the QM in 2004.

According to the editor of the text, who makes no secret of his elec-
tive affinities with Ibn Taymiyya and Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab, he
was prompted to study this text mainly for the following reasons: to dis-
pel the many misconceptions among young people about jihad, to demon-
strate the median and moderate (al-manhaj al-wasati -mu'tadil) nature of
Ibn Taymiyya’s approach to combat, and to prove that infidelity alone is
insufficient grounds for attack.?

Presentation of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara

While Muslim scholars are unanimous in considering that it is lawful
to wage defensive wars (jihad al-daf) against enemies who attack them,
there may sometimes have been disagreement about offensive wars
(jihad al-talab) against infidels who do not fight Muslims or prevent them
from preaching Islam. For the canonists, the question is whether disbe-
lievers should be fought on the grounds of their infidelity, their attacks,
or because they prevent Muslims from preaching their religion (dawa).

To answer this question, we present the arguments in the order in
which they appear in the epistle.

al-Muhammadiyya group in 1926.

9 Taqil-Din Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara fi qital al-kuffar wa-muhadanatihim wa-tahrim qatlihim
li-mujarrad kufrihim, self-published by ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Abd Allah al-Zir Al Hamd in 2004.

10 On the editor’s ten reasons for proposing the edition of this text, see Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida
mukhtasara, 43-45.
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First,itismentioned in the QM that, for al-ShafiT, disbelief alone is suf-
ficient reason to fight the infidels.!* Whereas for Abt Hanifa, Malik, and
Ahmad b. Hanbal, disbelievers can be fought only if they fight Muslims or
else pose a threat to Muslims.'? The author of the epistle argues that the
second opinion, which is that of most scholars, is in accordance with the
Qur’an and the Sunna.

In the first part of the epistle, the author presents eight arguments
(dalils) that defend the idea that it is forbidden to fight a disbeliever who
does not attack Muslims. He begins his argument with evidence from the
Qur’an, which he also comments on** (Quran 2:190-194, etc.). The sec-
ond evidence® is an authentic hadith reported by al-Bukhari and Muslim,
which recalls that during one of the Prophet’s maghazi expeditions, he
passed by a woman who had been Kkilled and recalled the prohibition
against killing women and children.!® In one version of this hadith, the
Prophet is reported to have said, “she was not fighting.”"? It is explicit
here that the Prophet blamed the Companion who had killed this woman,
on the grounds that she was not a fighter. The third argument®® is the
verse: “No compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256). The author explains
that this text has a general scope (nass ‘amm). The fourth argument® is
that one should stop fighting the infidels who agree to pay the jizya. The
fifth argument? is that it is forbidden to force a slave to convert to Islam,
as mentioned in a hadith.?! The sixth argument? is that, during the con-
quest of Mecca, the Prophet did not force the Meccan polytheists to con-
vert to Islam.? The seventh argument? is that the Prophet never fought
unbelievers who concluded a truce (hudna) with him. Finally, the eighth

11 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 88.

12 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 87.

13 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 90.

14 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 91-118.

15 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 119-120.

16 al-Bukhari, Sahth, 742 (hadith no. 3015); Muslim, Sahth, 772 (no. 1744).
17 TIbn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 119.

18 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 121-124.

19 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 125-128.

20 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 129-130.

21 Muhammad Ibn Majah, Sunan (Maktabat al-Ma‘arif, 1997), 482 (no. 2842).
22 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 131-133.

23 Bukhari, Sahth, 1045 (no. 4269).

24 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 134.
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argument?® is that the Prophet never fought Christians to make them
convert.

All this is followed by two further chapters, one relating to pacts
(mu'ahada) and truces (muhadana) made with disbelievers,?® and the other
to the jizya.?” The author of the QM then presents five arguments? sup-
porting the idea that it is forbidden to kill infidels solely because of their
disbelief. Among these, he points out that if disbelief alone led to death,
it would have been permissible to kill infidel women in war. However,
doing so was formally forbidden unless the women were actively partici-
pating in the fighting. Similarly, if disbelief de facto led to death, it would
not have been permissible to pardon disbelievers or allow them to buy
back their prisoners. Finally, the epistle closes with developments relat-
ing to the jizya.?

Is Ibn Taymiyya the Author of the Qa‘ida mukhtasara fi qital
al-kuffar?

Having briefly presented the contents of the QM, let us now address the
question of the author of this epistle. If we are sure that Ibn Taymiyya
wrote a work on the same subject, are we sure that this summary was
written from the source work of this scholar? Nothing is less certain.
Some scholars have shown a definite interest in this epistle by copy-
ing or editing it. The latter, who have not questioned the attribution of
the QM to Ibn Taymiyya, have, for some of them, drawn the conclusion
that the Shaykh al-Islam maintains that jihad can be only defensive, and
in no case is it permissible to fight the infidels solely on the grounds of
their unbelief. However, other scholars have rejected this summary out-
right, accusing it of being an epistle falsely attributed to Ibn Taymiyya.
These scholars argue that many texts have been wrongly attributed to
him, sometimes deliberately by his enemies (a collection of poems, an

25 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 135-138.

26 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 139-143. This chapter is followed by another on the sacred
months, 144-147.

27 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 148-159. This chapter is followed by lengthy developments on
the variations of disbelief, 160-183, and a brief chapter on disbelievers who have broken the pact,
184-187.

28 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 188-215.

29 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 215-219.



DEBATES AND CONTROVERSIES SURROUNDING AN EPISTLE ATTRIBUTED TO IBN TAYMIYYA 51

invocation to be recited when closing the reading of the Qur’an, a fatwa on
the life of al-Khidr, etc.). They add that, in his other works, Ibn Taymiyya
defends the offensive jihad.

We will first present the arguments of those who reject Ibn Taymiyya
as the author of the work and then the arguments of those who consider
him to be the author.

a) Scholars who consider the epistle to be a forgery

The first person to deny the authorship of this text to Ibn Taymiyya was
likely the shaykh Sulayman b. Sahman (d. 1931). In fact, he wrote a ref-
utation (radd) against this epistle, which is lost.* Indeed, it was the loss
of this text that led his student Sulayman b. Hamdan (d. 1977) to also
write a work to reject any connection between Ibn Taymiyya and the QM.
Sahman writes that those who defend the authenticity of this text rely on
two hadiths and the following verses, which he says they misinterpret:
“Fight in the Way of Allah those who fight you” (Qur’an 2:190), “Whoever
has marked hostility against you, mark hostility against him in the same
way as he has marked hostility against you!” (Qur’an 2:194), and “There
is no compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256).3! He adds that the content of
the QM is contrary to what is found in Ibn Taymiyya’s other works, where
he defends the offensive jihad.

‘Alib.Nafi‘al-Ulyani(currently professor at King Abdulaziz University
and the Mecca Mosque), who has read the radd of Sulayman b. Hamdan
and whose ideas he shares, argues that the forger ingeniously inserted
quotations from Ibn Taymiyya’s books into the Qa‘ida Mukhtasara,® tak-
ing care not to mention the thesis of offensive jihad that is, however,
defended in al-Jawab al-sahih® or in al-Sarim al-maslil.** Among the
arguments presented by al-Ulyani is that Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d.
751/1350), Ibn Taymiyya’s most famous disciple, did not include the QM in
the list (about 200 titles) he compiled of his master’s books. Let us specify

30 See Sulayman Hamdan, Dalalat al-nusus wa-l-ijma‘ ‘ala fard al-qital lil-kufr wa-l-difa‘ (n.p., 1962), 3.
31 Hamdan, Dalalat al-nusts, 1.

32 °All al-Ulyani, Ahammiyyat al-jihad ft nashr al-dawa al-islamiyya wa-l-radd ‘ala l-tawa’if al-dalla
fihi (Dar Tiba, 1985), 342-346. This is based on al-Ulyani’s doctoral dissertation, defended at Umm
al-Qura University (Mecca) in 1984.

33 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Jawab al-sahih li-man baddala din al-masth (Matabi‘ al-Majd al-Tijariyya, n.d.),
1:75.

34 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Sarim al-maslul ‘ala shatim al-rasul (Maktabat al-Taj, 1960), 220.
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that al-Ulyant’s book is a defence of the offensive jihad, with a view to
propagating the religion and countering those he calls “the misguided
sects” (al-firaq al-dalla). This work, published in 1985 in Saudi Arabia, is
a good reflection of the debates that animated the religious scene at the
time.*

For his part, the shaykh Muhammad b. Ibrahim Al al-Shaykh (d. 1969)
explains that the scholars of Riyadh rejected its authenticity. In one of his
fatwas (no. 1464), he believes that part of the QM contains Ibn Taymiyya’s
words but that there are also deletions and additions that are not his.*
He also argues that what is in al-Jawab al-sahth and al-Sarim al-maslil is
contrary to what is in the QM.

Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Qasim (d. 1973), who collected and edited
Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas in 37 volumes under the title Majmi' al-fatawa,
did not retain the QM. In the introduction, he writes, “I have included in
this compilation only those [texts] that I consider to be by Ibn Taymiyya.
I have rejected a small part that has been attributed to him, such as a
poem on belief or a falsified text maintaining that it is forbidden to initi-
ate combat against the infidels.”®” It is important here to remember that
the lack of scholarly interest in the QM is partly because this text was not
introduced into the Majmu' al-fatawa, as many of the legal consultations
have attracted the attention of scholars.

Finally, the former Grand Mufti of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(1992-1999), Ibn Baz (d. 1999), delivered a lecture in 1988 (or 1989) titled
“Laysa al-jihad lil-difa’ fagat”*® (Jihad is Not Defensive Only), after learn-
ing that some of his contemporaries were relying on the QM to argue that
jihad is exclusively defensive. A decade later, he published this paper. In
it, he explains that Qur’an 2:190 is not about defensive jihad but rather
about fighters who are involved in combat (women, children, etc. are
not involved). For him, Qur’an 2:256 applies to those who pay the jizya.
As for Qur’an 4:90 “Except those who join a group between whom and
you there is a treaty (of peace) or those who approach you with hearts

35 Some scholars were arguing for offensive jihad in the mid-1980s, and others were opposing them.
36 Muhammad Al al-Shaykh, Fatawa wa-rasa’il samahat al-shaykh Muhammad b. Ibrahim b. ‘Abd
al-Latif Al al-Shaykh (Matba‘at al-Hukama, 1979), 6:200-201.

37 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad
b. Qasim al-Najdi al-Hanbali, 37 vols. (Maktabat al-Ma‘arif, 1961), 8:5.

38 ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Baz, Majmu’ fatawa wa-maqalat mutanawwia (Dar al-Qasim lil-Nashr, 1999),
3:171-201. A shorter fatwa on the same subject can also easily be found online.
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restraining them from fighting you as well as fighting their own people.
If God had pleased He could have given them power over you and they
would have fought you: therefore if they withdraw from you but fight you
not and (instead) send you (guarantees of) peace then God hath opened
no way for you (to war against them),” it is abrogated by the verses of
the sword (Qur’an 9:5-6). This verse was valid only at the beginning of
Islam, when Muslims were weak (i.e., until the beginning of the Hijra).
Ibn Baz writes, “there is no doubt that this epistle is forged; there is no
doubt that it is a forgery.” He mentions the names of scholars who criti-
cized the QM, among them Sulayman b. Sahman, Sulayman b. Hamdan,
and Salih b. Ahmad al-Musawwa'1 (d.c. 1975). The latter also wrote a book
in which he defended the offensive jihad, entitled Ibadat dawa muddat
al-difa‘ bi-nusiis al-ghazw wa-ljihad li-ila’ kalimati Allah. In this text, he
categorically rejects the idea that Ibn Taymiyya is the author of the QM.

All these authors* belong to the same geographical area, the Arabian
Peninsula. This is unsurprising given the importance of Ibn Taymiyya
in the intellectual tradition of this region since the eighteenth century.
It is also worth mentioning the eminent role played by the Saudi rul-
ers in the study of Ibn Taymiyya’s writings. Indeed, it was King Sa‘ad
b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (d. 1969) who instructed the shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Muhammad b. Qasim and then his son to search the world over and col-
lect Tbn Taymiyya’s fatwas. A total of 37 volumes of epistles and fatwas
were edited and published under the patronage of this king with the title
Majmu' fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya.

b) Scholars attributing the QM to Ibn Taymiyya

Those who consider Ibn Taymiyya to be the author of this book rely pri-
marily on the explicit title found on the manuscript: “This is the summa-
rized and transmitted epistle of The Rule of the Shaykh al-Islam Taq1 I-Din
Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim b. Taymiyya relating to fighting the infidels. Is

39 Salih al-Musawwa?, Ibadat da'wa muddaf l-difa‘ bi-nusus al-ghazw wa-l-jihad li-i'la’ kalimat Allah
(al-Matba‘a al-Salafiyya, n.d.), 25. A new edition was published in Bahrain in 2018 by Maktabat
al-Imam al-Nasa’l.

40 Of course, our list does not claim to be exhaustive. Other scholars who have refuted this epistle
include, for example, ‘Abd al-Malik al-Barrak, Rudiid ‘ala abatil wa-shubuhat hawl al-jihad (al-Nur lil-
ilam al-Islami, 1997) and Muhammad Khayr Haykal, al-Jihad wa-l-qital fi I-siyasa al-shar iyya (Dar Ibn
Hazm, 1993), 1:765-769. In his work, the latter refutes the position of Abt Zahra (1:766) and Zuhayli
(1:768), who support the thesis of defensive jihad.
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it on the grounds of combat, or is it on the grounds of infidelity?” They
also add that the scribe Sulayman al-Sani’ (d. 1969) — reputed to be a fine
connoisseur of Arabic manuscripts as previously mentioned and of Ihn
Taymiyya’s works specifically — did not hesitate to copy this epistle with-
out questioning its authorship.*! In addition, the 1949 printed edition has
a different title than the manuscript: “Rule relating to the combat of the
infidels. Is this because of their infidelity or in defence of Islam?”4? The
title proposed for the 2004 edition is different too: “Summarized rule
relating to the combat of infidels and the peace treaty [concluded with
them], as well as the prohibition of killing them for the sole reason of
their unbelief.”*3

They also rely on many passages in the QM that are consistent with
what Ibn Taymiyya wrote in some of his works. For example, it is written:
“We have shown elsewhere that man’s religion depends on himself and
not on that of his parents.”* And, in fact, we find this subject developed
at length in his fatwas.? It is also mentioned in the QM that “this is devel-
oped in al-Sarim al-maslil ‘ala shatim al-rasul,”* and it is indeed found in
the latter work.?’

Moreover, many of the opinions upheld in the QM are similar to
those found in his other works. For example, he argues in al-Nubuwwat
that “the infidels can only be fought on the grounds of war (hirab) as held
by most scholars and suggested by the Qur’an and the Sunna,”*® which is
also found in the QM. In his Fatawa, Ibn Taymiyya maintains that there
is “consensus on the killing of the apostate (murtadd) even if he is not

41 Sulayman al-Sani’ even adds on the first folio of the manuscript that this summary is taken from
Ibn Taymiyya’s original.

42 Ibn Taymiyya, Qatida fi qital al-kuffar. Hal huwa li-ajl kufrihim aw difa‘an ‘an al-Islam (Matba‘a
al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, 1949).

43 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara fi qital al-kuffar wa-muhadanatihim wa-tahrim qatlihim li-mujar-
rad kufrihim, self-published by ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Abd Allah al-Zir Al Hamd in 2004.

44 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 155.

45 See Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya (Majma‘ al-Malik Fahd
li-Tiba‘at al-Mushaf al-Sharif, 2004), 35:223 and Ibn Taymiyya, al-Fatawa al-kubra, 4:619.

46 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 212.

47 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Sarim al-maslil ‘ala shatim al-rasul, 3:696 and 866.

48 TIbn Taymiyya, al-Nubuwwat (Maktaba Adwa’ al-Salaf, 2000), 1:570. This position is found in
al-Fatawa, 20:101-102, 8:534 and al-Fatawa al-kubra, 4:347.
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a fighter,”*® which is also supported in the QM. Ibn Taymiyya writes
in al-Sarim al-maslal>* that the condition of combat is the attack of the
enemy, as is also argued in the QM?®? or again in al-Siyasa al-shariyya.>® He
writes in his Minhdj al-sunna al-nabawiyya: “He [God] does not say: fight
them until they convert,” yet the same thing is found in the QM.% In
the Safadiyya, Ibn Taymiyya argues that disbelievers must be fought until
they pay the jizya and by no means until they convert.>

The aim in the preceding lines is not to be exhaustive, but simply to
highlight what has convinced some scholars that this epistle should be
attributed to Ibn Taymiyya because of the many concordances between
some of his writings and the QM.

Among the first scholars who defended the authenticity of the QM
is the famous Yemeni scholar al-San‘ani®’ (d. 1182/1768). Incidentally, he
wrote an epistle® which takes up afresh the subject treated in the QM.
The starting point of this text is the following question, which is posed in
the introduction: “Is the fight against the disbelievers motivated by their
aggression against the Muslims, or only their disbelief, whether one fears
their evil or not?” The author adds straight away that only a minority of
scholars maintain that it is possible to fight disbelievers solely because
of their disbelief. And for the majority, it is possible to wage war against
them only if the disbelievers® are capable of fighting Muslims and show
themselves to be a threat.®® To defend this last position, they rely on cer-

49 Tbn Taymiyya, Fatawa, 20:100.

50 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 89.

51 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Sarim al-maslil, 2:513.

52 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 91.

53 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Siyasa al-shariyya fi islah al-rat wa-l-raiyya (Dar ‘Alam lil-Fawa’id, 2008),
158-160.

54 Ibn Taymiyya, Minhaj al-Sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam al-Shia al-Qadariyya (Jami‘at al-Imam
Muhammad b. Sa‘ad al-islamiyya, 1986), 8:509-510.

55 Ibn Taymiyya, Qaida mukhtasara, 94.

56 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Safadiyya (n.p., 1984), 2:321.

57 Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-San‘ani was a writer, teacher, and mufti of Sanaa. His views
and writings are considered to prefigure Islamic modernism in the first half of the twentieth century.
58 Ibn al-Amir al-San‘ani, “Bahth fI gital al-kuffar lil-Badr al-Amir rahimahu Allah. Mawda' al-bahth:
hal qital al-kuffar li-kufrihim am li-daf® dararihim?” in Dhakha@’ir ‘ulama’ al-yaman, ed. ‘Abd Allah
al-Jarrafi (Dar Kutub al-Hadith, 1990): 154-163. This article was republished in 2009 in al-Qaradawi,
Figh aljihad, 1:1417-1431.

59 Excluding children, women, the elderly, and the blind.

60 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:1418.
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tain verses of the Qur’an (just over ten in total)® and prophetic traditions
(verbal tradition and actions of the Prophet drawn from his battles).5?

Following this, al-San‘ani takes up the four arguments® of those who
defend the first thesis to better refute them. For al-San‘ani, Qur’an 2:190
which states, “Fight in the cause of God those who fight you but do not
transgress limits; for God loveth not transgressors” is not abrogated by
Qur’an 2:191 which says, “And slay them wherever ye catch them and
turn them out from where they have turned you out; for tumult and
oppression are worse than slaughter; but fight them not at the Sacred
Mosque unless they (first) fight you there; but if they fight you slay them.
Such is the reward of those who suppress faith).” He adds that the verse of
the sword refers to the disbelievers who signed a treaty (mu'ahadiin) with
the Muslims and broke it. Similarly, this verse does not abrogate Qur’an
2:256, that is, “no compulsion in religion.” It is for this reason that dis-
believers who pay the jizya cannot under any circumstances be fought.*
Similarly, if it were necessary to fight all disbelievers, God would not
have allowed prisoners to be released free of charge or for ransom, per
Qur’an 47:4. Finally, he rejects the literalist interpretation of the hadith “I
have been ordered to fight people until they say: there is no god but God.”
Al-San‘ani ends his epistle by recalling that the Yemeni Zaydite scholar
al-Hasan b. Ahmad al-Jalal (d. 1084/1683) is the first (‘lam na'if la-hu sala-
fan’)% to have mentioned in his gloss (hashiya) Daw’ al-nahar al-mushriq
ala safahat al-azhar that it is impossible to fight the infidels on the sole
grounds of their disbelief but that, in addition to their disbelief, they must
be harmful to Muslims. Nevertheless, he immediately corrects himself by
writing that he then discovered Ibn Taymiyya’s text, older than that of the
scholar al-Jalal, which examines this question in depth. After al-San‘ani,
we can likewise point to al-Shawkani (d. 1265/1839), who mentions the
QM in his famous work Nay!l al-awtar.

Moreover, the polemics surrounding the QM relate to certain
debates that emerged from the end of the nineteenth century onwards.

61 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:1419-1424.

62 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:1424-1427.

63 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:1427-1429.

64 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:407-410 and 1428-1429.

65 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:1431.

66 Muhammad al-Shawkani, Nayl al-awtar (Dar al-Jil, 1973), 5:373. See also: al-Qaradawi, Figh al-ji-
had, 1:407.
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For example, some reformists, including al-Afghani (d. 1315/1897),
Muhammad ‘Abduh®” (d. 1323/1905) and Rashid Rida® (d. 1353/1935),
reconsidered jihad by defending the idea that it could only be defensive.
This conception of jihad was taken up throughout the twentieth century
by many scholars. Advocates of the defensive jihad thesis include shaykh
‘Abd Allah b. Zayd Al Mahmiud (d. 1997) who was born in Saudi Arabia
and held the post of qadi (judge) and president of the religious courts in
Qatar following his teacher Muhammad b. Mani® (d. 1965). In fact, he
devoted a book to this issue, titled al-Jihad al-mashri’fi I-Islam,” followed
by the QM,™ the authenticity of which he defends.

In the introduction to Al Mahmud’s book, he indicates his desire to
free himself from the partisan opinions of scholars (shuyiikh) and schools
of law (madhahib). Then, at the beginning of the first chapter, he recalls
that bitter debates occurred among scholars over Ibn Taymiyya’s epistle,
in which the latter explains that jihad would have been established solely
to defend against attacks by enemies and that Islam would make peace
with pacifists.

The author of this book adds that several modern scholars have
rejected this view, and two luminaries” among them have written epis-
tles which consider the QM to be a forgery. ‘Abd Allah b. Zayd Al Mahmud
adds, “the denial of this epistle threw discredit on all the epistles of the
Shaykh al-Islam.””® He confesses that he had long shared the opinion of
scholars and the people that infidels should be fought on the grounds
of their infidelity until they convert. However, after further study of the
Qur’an, the Sunna, and the lives of the Prophet and his Companions, he
concluded that jihad was established solely for self-defence,” and “who-
ever claims that Shaykh al-Islam says something different from this in

67 Muhammad ‘Abduh, Risalat al-tawhid (Dar al-shurtq, 1994), 167, and Muhammad ‘Abdubh, al-Is-
lam wa-l-nasraniyya ma‘a al-ilm wa-l-madaniyya (Dar al-Hadatha, 1988), 83.

68 Rashid Rida, Fatawa Rashid Rida (Dar al-Kitab al-Jadid, 1970), 892 and 1155.

69 This Hanbalite scholar owned this epistle, which he bequeathed to King Fahd’s library in Riyadh.
This is embellished with some of his marginal notes. See al-Qaradawsi, Figh al-jihad, 1:407.

70 ‘Abd Allah Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’ fi l-Islam, followed by Qa'ida fi gital al-kuffar li-Shaykh
al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya (Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1982).

71 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’ fi l-Islam, 99-133.

72 Here he refers to the epistles of Sulayman b. Sahman and his pupil Sulayman b. Hamdan (see
supra).

73 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashrifi l-Islam, 7.

74 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashrifi l-Islam, 7.
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al-Siyasa al-shariyya and al-Jawab al-sahih is clearly mistaken.”” For the
author, “no one can force a third person to enter his religion, because
religion is a matter of voluntary choice.””

As for the authenticity of the QM, the author explains that he has
analysed it and concludes that the content and form leave no doubt that
Ibn Taymiyya is the author, as “his style resembles no other.””” Similarly,
he considers that certain concordances can be found between the QM and
the Siyasa shariyya.’”® For example, in the second chapter, he argues that
jihad by the pen must precede armed jihad. In defending this position,
he relies on certain Meccan verses (Qur’an 25:52; 4:63; 2:256; 10:99) and
certain prophetic traditions.” The work of ‘Abd Allah b. Zayd Al Mahmud,
which comprises twelve chapters, is accompanied by a sermon delivered
by the author on jihad on Ramadan 11, 1393% (October 7, 1973).8! Finally,
the author thought it appropriate to reproduce the QM at the end of his
book.

We may also mention the interview given by the Saudi historian
Rashid b. ‘Asakir to the newspaper al-Sharq al-Awsat on July 1, 2003 (num-
ber 8981).%2 In this interview, this historian insists that following heated
debates that agitated the Saudi religious establishment in the 1940s, the
epistle was banned from publication in Saudi Arabia. He even believes
that the editors of Ibn Taymiyya’s writings deliberately ignored the epis-
tle on the grounds that it ran counter to Ibn Taymiyya’s thought.

For Rashid b. ‘Asakir, “there is no doubt that this epistle is by Ihn
Taymiyya.” According to him, there are seven arguments in favour of this
conclusion. First, Ibn Taymiyya mentions on page 130 of the 1949 edition
that “the religion of a person and not that of his forefathers is consid-
ered.” Rashid b. ‘Asakir points out that Ibn Taymiyya has explained this

75 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’ fi l-Islam, 8.

76 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’ fi l-Islam, 9.

77 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’fi l-Islam, 10.

78 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’fi l-Islam, 11.

79 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’fi l-Islam, 20-21.

80 As areminder, the Yom Kippur War, or October War, began the day before, on October 6, 1973.
81 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’fi l-Islam, 85-98 (“Khutba f1 jihad f1 sabil Allah wa-fadl al-nafaqa
fihi”).

82 “Risala li-Tbn Taymiyya ‘an qgital al-kuffar atharat dajja fI al-Sa‘tdiyya qabla nisf qarn wa-tamma
man‘uha wa-musadaratuha wa-l-tashkik fI nisbatiha li-Shaykh al-Islam,” al-Sharq al-Awsat, July 1,
2003.
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in Volume 35 of his fatwas, in the chapter relating to rebels.®* Second,
similarly, on page 144, the author of the QM writes, “I have mentioned
what corresponds to this in al-Sarim al-maslil ‘ala shatim al-rasil.” Third,
in the volume of his fatwas devoted to jihad, Ibn Taymiyya states that
children, women, monks (ruhban), the elderly, and the blind should not
be fought in war unless they are fighting Muslims. Thus, it can be deduced
that jihad is not conducted against them on the grounds of their unbelief
but rather only if they fight.?* Fourth, in Volume VIII of his Fatawa, he
points out that the punishment of the apostate (murtadd) is greater than
that of the disbeliever by birth (asli). Indeed, even if the apostate does not
fight the Muslims, he will face death in all cases. For most scholars (Aba
Hanifa, Malik, Ahmad), this penalty is not applicable to the unbeliever
by birth.® Fifth, the scriptural style of the epistle is that of Ibn Taymiyya.
Sixth, many extracts from this epistle are also found in his fatwas. Finally,
seventh, this epistle defends the thesis of defensive jihad, as stated in the
following verse: “Fight in the Way of Allah those who fight you” (Qur’an
2:190).

For Rashid b. ‘Asakir, those who doubt the attribution of this text
to Ibn Taymiyya should consult the Majmii‘ I-fatawa. He further rejects
the argument that his pupil, Ibn al-Qayyim, did not mention the title of
this epistle in the bibliography he compiled of his master, as his master’s
books are so numerous that it is almost impossible to be exhaustive. He
adds, however, that the Saudi scholar ‘All al-Shibl, who is one of the finest
connoisseurs of Ibn Taymiyya’s writings, has mentioned this epistle in
Ibn Taymiyya’s bibliography.®¢ Similarly, the two scholars al-Sani* and Al
Bassam, who are among the best connoisseurs of the Shaykh al-Islam,
have never questioned this attribution, which they have not hesitated to
pass on.

Among the most prominent authors defending the thesis of the
defensive jihad — and, by the same token, the authenticity of the QM - is
the shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi (d. 2022). In a chapter®” of his voluminous

83 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 35:223.

84 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 354-356 and 414.

85 Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa, 8:534

86 °‘Ali al-Shibl, al-Ithbat ft makhtutat al-a’imma. Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya wa-l-‘Allama Ibn al-Qa-
yyim wa-l-Hafiz Ibn Rajab (n.p., 2002), 117 (hadith no. 124: Risala fi qital al-kuffar ). He mentions in this
note the two manuscripts we have presented previously.

87 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:393-403.
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work devoted to jihad, he questions whether infidelity alone is sufficient
cause for fighting. In the introduction to his book, he quotes a passage
from Ibn Taymiyya’s QM to highlight the prohibition on forcing anyone
to believe; he later devotes an entire chapter to the QM. In the words of
the author, the aim of his book is to present in a new light jihad, which
is one of the most sensitive and misunderstood subjects, by freeing itself
from long centuries of legal exegesis on the subject. This process begins
by rejecting the commonly accepted thesis, according to al-Qaradawd, of
the communal obligation (fard kifaya) of the offensive jihad against the
infidels at least once every year.®® He recalls that ShafiT has two opinions
about fighting the infidels because of their infidelity: in one of these opin-
ions, he supports this, following the example of Ahmad b. Hanbal, and
in the other opinion, he maintains that it is forbidden, joining the opin-
ion of Abt Hanifa and Malik.* For reasons of general interest (maslaha),
the author invites the ShafiTtes to retain the second opinion of al-ShafiT,
which aligns with the majority opinion (jumhiir).®® Following this, he
writes that Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya has written an encyclopaedic
epistle on the subject of fighting the infidels.”* He points out that some
Saudi scholars have rejected its authenticity and refuse to include it with-
out his Majmu" al-fatawa, “without any reason,” except that it does not
agree with their view, insofar as they believe that all infidels — warriors
or pacifists — should be fought.

He also says that while most jurists (jumhir) believe that offensive
jihad (talab) is a duty of the community, there are Companions (Ibn ‘Umar),
tabitin (‘Atd, ‘Amr b. Dinar), and later scholars (Ibn Shubruma, Sufyan
al-Thawrl) who do not agree. Furthermore, he points out that a majority
opinion (qaw! al-jumhiir) is not binding evidence, unlike a peremptory,
unambiguous text (nass qat ) or a certain consensus (ijma‘ mutayaqqan).

He also cites the names of contemporary scholars who recognize
QM as authentic. Among these are the Egyptian shaykh Abu Zahra (d.
1974), who cites passages from it in his work devoted to Ibn Taymiyya®;
the Hanbalite jurisconsult ‘Abd Allah b. Zayd al-Mahmid, Chief Justice in

88 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:11.

89 al-Qaradawi, Figh aljihad, 1:395.

90 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:396.

91 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:396-403.

92 Muhammad AbQ Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya. Hayatuhu wa-asruhu, ara’uhi wa-fighuhu (Dar al-Fikr
al-‘Arabi, 1952), 378-383 (chapters 390-394).
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Qatar, in his book al-Jihad al-mashru’ fi al-Islam;** and the Yemeni scholar
‘Abd Allah Qadir1 al-Ahdal in his work al-Jihad fi sabil Allah. Al-Qaradaw1
stresses that he struggled to find the QM and that it was the 2004 edi-
tion that enabled him to discover it. In his defence, the author points out
that Ibn Taymiyya gives his preference (tarjih) to the majority opinion
(Abu Hanifa, Malik, Ahmad), who believe that one cannot fight people
solely because of their disbelief, and he rejects the opinion of Shafif,
which he considers weak. After this, al-Qaradawi presents Ibn Taymiyya’s
main proofs (adilla) in his Qa‘ida: Qur’an 2:190-193 and 2:256, hadiths
(Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, no. 15992; Abt Dawid, Sunan, no. 2669; Ihn
Majah, Sunan, 2842, etc.). He highlights how, according to Ibn Taymiyya’s
interpretation, the lla (justification) for fighting in these two scriptural
sources is never infidelity.** He also presents other arguments by Ibn
Taymiyya that point in this direction. For example, it is impossible to fight
infidels who have signed a truce with Muslims or those who pay the jizya.
For the author, the ultimate proof that Ibn Taymiyya is indeed the author
of the QM is that we find his same arguments in his other books, Minhaj
al-sunna, al-Jawab al-sahih, al-Sarim al-masliil, al-Siyasa al-shariyya, and
al-Fatawa.*

Of course, many other scholars have defended the authenticity of the
QM, including Muhammad Abtu Zahra® (d. 1394/1974), Jumu‘'a Amin®’ (d.
1436/2015), and Wahba al-Zuhayli*® (d. 1436/2015).

Conclusion

This epistle primarily questions the validity of killing disbelievers based
solely on their disbelief. It is certainly the terse and abstruse nature of
certain passages that has led some scholars to conclude that the author
rejects the offensive jthad. However, nothing in this epistle contradicts
the legality of this type of warfare. It is certainly the seventh argument (in
the first part of the epistle) that has misled readers: “It was never he [the

93 Al Mahmud, al-Jihad al-mashra’fi l-Islam.

94 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 1:398-399.

95 al-Qaradawi, Figh al-jihad, 402-403.

96 Abu Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya, 378-383 (chapters 390-394 ).

97 Jumu'a Amin, al-Farida al-muftara ‘alayha. Al-Jihad fi I-Islam (Dar al-Da‘wa, 1997), 364-368.
98 Wahba Zuhayli, Athar al-harb fi l-figh al-Islami (Dar al-Fikr, 1998), 109-110.
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Prophet] who started the fight against the disbelievers.”® This sentence
could imply that he rejects the offensive jihad. Nevertheless, the phrase
that follows contradicts this: “If God had commanded him to kill all the
disbelievers, then he would have been the first to engage in their killing
and fighting.”'® And in this passage, he clarifies that the Prophet “never
fought the disbelievers who entered into a truce (hadana) with him,”*! as
it is forbidden to kill people because of their disbelief without having
invited them to embrace Islam or else to pay the jizya.

Overall, the author of the epistle in no way denies that it was disbelief
that caused them to be put to death; instead, he demonstrates that disbe-
liefis not a sufficient reason. To be put to death, disbelief must necessarily
be accompanied by a refusal to convert to Islam or to pay the jizya after
such has been proposed. Further, this disbeliever must not have received
any safe-conduct (aman) from a Muslim. Ultimately, even if disbelief is
the primary cause of the killing, numerous conditions must accompany it.

Although the style of writing, the argumentation, and certain pas-
sages of the QM are similar to certain passages of Ibn Taymiyya’s writ-
ings, we cannot conclude peremptorily that he is the author of the QM.
Indeed, it is not yet possible to attribute this epistle to Ibn Taymiyya until
the original writing on which this summary is based has been found. We
believe that it is mainly the summary nature of this epistle and certain
missing passages that have led to so much confusion and debate sur-
rounding this text.

Among the aporias we have come up against are the following: the
original manuscript is lost, and the copies of it that exist, which are late
copies, are not copies of the original but rather summaries of it. Similarly,
we do not know the name of the person who summarized the original
text or the method used to abbreviate the source work; only the name
of the late copyist is known to us; there is a gap of just over six centuries
between his life and Ibn Taymiyya’s. Moreover, it is very likely that it is
the deletions by the author of the summary (i.e. QM) that have led to so
much confusion.

While the efforts of the editors of Ibn Taymiyya’s work over the last
half-century should be acknowledged, as they have given us easier access

99 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 134.
100 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 134.
101 Ibn Taymiyya, Qa‘ida mukhtasara, 134.
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to his writings, we believe that this work deserves to be continued and
renewed. For example, it would be useful to embark on a new phase
of work on this large corpus by publishing his texts afresh, with more
thorough philological and editorial work. Since the publication of his
first books, the discovery of new epistles, fatwas, and other texts'®? (the
authenticity of which is sometimes questionable) has enabled us to refine
our knowledge of this scholar’s writings. We hope that this article, which
illustrates the debates surrounding one of Ibn Taymiyya’s eminently con-
troversial epistles, will shed new light on this topic.
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CHAPTER 3
Omniscience, Causality, and Fatalism:
Ibn Taymiyya on the Problem of Petitionary
Prayers

Safaruk Zaman Chowdhury

Abstract

This article is a logical examination of the efficacy of petitionary prayer in the theology of the
highly polemical polymath Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328). Petitionary prayer involves asking
God for something. Historically, Muslim scholars identified certain puzzles around this kind
of prayer, namely the following strands: if God knows everything then He already knows
what a person will ask for. This would imply petitionary prayer makes no difference to God’s
foreknowledge. If God is immutable then He cannot change; this includes His decrees, deci-
sions and commands. This would imply that praying to God for something cannot affect a
change in Him. Finally, if God is absolutely good, then He would already do what is best for
everyone whether they pray to Him or not. This makes prayer a redundant act. The focus of
this article is on petitionary prayer and God’s foreknowledge. After setting up the problem,
I outline the axioms and assumptions underpinning Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine of God’s omni-
science and his idea of causality. Thereafter, I assess in detail some of the responses he offers

(and indeed can offer) to diffuse this strand of the problem.

KEYWOI‘dS: Causality; fatalism; immutability; logic; omniscience; petition; prayer

Introduction

Ibn Taymiyya is one of the most prominent but controversial scholars
within Islam, with contributions ranging from, but not restricted to law,
language, and logic to poetry, polemics, and politics.! However, in the

1 For an overview of his life and works, see Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya (Oneworld Academic, 2019).
Hoover has also written a recent entry in The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy on Ibn Taymiyya
that helpfully outlines the broad contours of his theology available at https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/sum2024/entries/ibn-taymiyya. Also helpful is the neat summary presented by Carl Sharif
El-Tobgui and Jamie Turner in “The Hanbali/Atharl Tradition: Ibn Taymiyya” in Seven Classical
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past few decades, academics working in the Anglo-American and Anglo-
European spheres of Islamic studies have given considerable focus to his
theology, and more recently, to what can arguably be called his philosoph-
ical theology. As a result, a different, more complex, intellectual identity
is emerging.? There are several ideas, doctrines, and intellectual princi-
ples within Ibn Taymiyya’s thought that form a highly nuanced constel-
lation of interrelated parts, and in the present time, the overall integrity
and coherence of this system of thought continue to be examined and
evaluated in more detail. This article embraces the description of phil-
osophical theology as justifiably applying to Ibn Taymiyya and situates
itself within that identification. It seems clear that the shaykh uses philo-
sophical methods to analyze theological ideas and precepts and then con-
structs his theological discourse. I think, insofar as he does this, there is
room for philosophical analysis of his thinking. In the present article, I
explore how Ibn Taymiyya responds to the problem of the efficacy of peti-
tionary prayer (explained below). Heeding the famous bon mot of polish
logician and analytical Thomist Jézef Bochenski (1905-1995) that “a phi-
losopher analyses and not moralises,” I adopt a largely logical analysis
that employs the axiomatization method of theology.* Having first defined
what petitionary prayer is, I set out some of the problems it generates for
the believer. I then present and logically examine some of Ibn Taymiyya’s
theological notions and commitments relevant for his response to the
problem and conclude with some challenges to his response.

Perspectives for Islam and Science, edited by Shoaib Ahmed Malik (Routledge, 2026). Unless acknowl-
edged or stated otherwise, all translations in this article are mine.

2 Caterina Bori has assessed the contested modes of impact, influence, and reception of Ibn
Taymiyya’s works in the three centuries following his death in “Ibn Taymiyya (14™ to 17™ Century):
Transregional Spaces of Reading and Reception,” The Muslim World 108 (2018): 87-123.

3 Jozef Maria Bochenski, Miedzy logikq a wiarq. Rozmowa z Janem Parysem (Noir sur Blanc, 1988), 98.
4 Intheology, the term “axiomatization” typically refers to the process of identifying and formalizing
the basic principles or assumptions upon which a religious system is based. This can involve iden-
tifying key concepts, doctrines, or tenets, and then developing a set of statements, or “axioms,” that
capture the essential meaning of these ideas and provide a foundation for reasoning and argumenta-
tion within the system. The process of axiomatization can help to clarify the underlying principles of
that religious system and make it easier to understand and communicate to others. It can also serve
as a basis for further exploration and development of the system, as well as for critique and evalu-
ation. The main tool of analysis of this axiomatisation approach is formal logic. On this method and
its problems, refer to Jézef Maria Bochenski, The Logic of Religion (New York University Press, 1965)
and Paul Weingartner, “Problems of Axiomatizing of Religion,” Studies in East European Thought 74
(2022): 149-163.
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1. The Problem of the Efficacy of Petitionary Prayers

In general terms, the Problem of the Efficacy of Petitionary Prayers (PEPP) is
whether the religious act of praying to God makes any difference to what He
otherwise would have done or decreed, where the type of prayer under con-
sideration is impetratory — or asking God for things.’ Thus, the philosophi-
cally puzzling question generated by PEPP is whether prayer affects God in
any way, as in changes His decision or decree.® Stated in a relatively more
systematic way, PEPP consists of three interrelated problems, which are:’

Problem 1: This is the problem about how petitionary prayer can
be religiously beneficial for the one petitioning because it does not
appear to result in something immediately good, favorable or advan-
tageous. This must mean petitionary prayers are superfluous.

Problem 2: This is the problem of how we know whether a prayer
has been answered by God because we can never have any reasons
for believing that He has actually answered one. We can call this the
“epistemological problem” of petitionary prayer.

Problem 3: This is the problem of how petitionary prayer can be con-
sistent with a set of God’s attributes like immutability, omniscience,

5 Although the English word “prayer” is more commonly reserved in translation for the Arabic salah,
in this article, I use it for the Arabic du'@ in place of its more familiar equivalents like “supplication.”
This is to align it with the terms in the philosophy of religion literature. Some of the meanings of the
Arabic word du'@, include: (1) acts of worship (ibada), (2) succour (istiana), (3) a statement (qgawl)
and (4) asking (swal). Refer to Abu 1-Qasim al-Qushayri, Sharh asma Allah al-husna (Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyya, 2006), 15-16. It is the last type of prayer — du'@ al-sw’al (prayers of request) — that is the
focus of this article.

6 On the philosophical arguments for the problem of petitionary prayer, see Scott A. Davison’s tech-
nical arguments elaborated in Petitionary Prayer: A Philosophical Investigation (Oxford University
Press, 2017) and his summary treatment of the issue in God and Prayer (Cambridge University Press,
2022). For an insightful survey of nearly a dozen theological models of divine providence and prayer,
refer to Terrance Tiessen, Providence and Prayer. How Does God Work in the World? (InterVarsity
Press, 2000).

7 Summarized from Safaruk Chowdhury, “Invoke Your Lord in Humility and in Secret’ (Qur’an 7:55):
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the Efficacy of Petitionary Prayers,” Journal of Islamic Philosophy 13 (2022):
3-49.
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omnipotence, and goodness. A formal presentation of the objection
is as follows:

1. If God is immutable, then no petitionary prayer can cause a
change in Him because He cannot change.

2. If God is omniscient, then no petitionary prayer can change a
future outcome because God’s knowledge has already deter-
mined the future.

3. If God is omnipotent, then no petitionary prayer can change
what is divinely decreed and destined because God has fixed
them from eternity.

4. If God is perfectly good, then no petitionary prayer can change
Him from doing what is optimum because He would not do
something sub-optimal anyway.

5. Therefore, petitionary prayers are inefficacious.

The upshot of this third problem is that petitionary prayers are ineffi-
cacious as an act because they would have made no difference to God’s
original decisions, determinations, and decrees of all things before their
creation in time. I will call the third problem the “formal problem of the
efficacy of petitionary prayer” (henceforth F-PEPP). I have stated F-PEPP
in its cumulative form because each premise can constitute a separate
argument and be addressed independently® Although three different
problems have been highlighted here about PEPP, this paper will only
focus on how Ibn Taymiyya can respond to divine omniscience prob-
lematizing petitionary prayer (premise 2 of F-PEPP) and then assess how
cogent his responses are. Both Problem 1 and problem 2 will be addressed
in a separate, forthcoming study.

2. The Problem of Petitionary Prayer in Islamic Theology

Muslim scholars from the classical period and up until Ibn Taymiyya’s
own time were aware of PEPP and briefly mention some solutions to it.
This was not due necessarily to any particularly philosophical impetus
on their part to examine the issues but primarily because of the Prophet

8 This separation of the argument can be found in, for example, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and his discus-
sion on petitionary prayers, for which see Chowdhury, “Invoke Your Lord in Humility.””
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Muhammad himself, who not only mentioned the great virtues, broad
benefits, and strong efficacy of prayer, but made explicit references to
a connection between prayer and divine knowledge and decree. Some
statements of the Prophet on this include:®

Caution will not avail against predestination although prayer (du'a) benefits
what has occurred and will occur.

Nothing repels predestination (qadar) except prayers.

Nothing increases one’s lifespan except good deeds, and nothing repels the
divine decree except du'a’. Indeed, a person may be deprived of sustenance
because of his evil deed.

The broad theological responses to these kinds of statements include the
following: (1) Petitionary prayers are ordained causes by God through
which the related effects are brought about. Thus, prayers have a func-
tional relation to bringing about what is petitioned.!® (2) the relation
between prayers and God’s knowledge and decree are entirely unfath-
omable and so petitionary prayers are more about ultimately generating
attitudes of submission and humble servitude to God.! (3) petitionary
prayers are acts by means of which the petitioner can positively imagine
and conceptualize the possibility of God causing states of affairs to be
other than they are.'? (4) petitionary prayers are more about bringing a
religiously beneficial change in the person praying and not a change in
God. Thus, prayer is for the sake of the petitioner and not for the one
petitioned.’® In Ibn Taymiyya’s writings, we also see representations of
these general responses but with a set of arguments underpinned by

9 For these narrations (hadiths) and a brief discussion, refer to Yasir Qadhi, Du‘a: The Weapon of the
Believer. A Treatise on the Status and Etiquette of Dua in Islam (Birmingham: Al-Hidaayah Publishing
and Distribution Ltd, 2003), 49-51 and 200-204. Another list of narrations is discussed by Livnat
Holztman, “gvmxnt 2953311 93023 (WNMROR) 779137 woIm (7PN RREPOR) AR AT
14-1 r8miT "12” (‘Predestination (al-qada’ wa-l-qadar) and Free Will (al-ikhtiyar) in the Writings of the
Neo-Hanbalites of the 14™ Century,” PhD diss. Bar Ilan University (2004), 67-71.

10 Marion Holmes Katz, Prayer in Islamic Thought and Practice (Cambridge University Press, 2013),
41.

11 Katz, Prayer in Islamic Thought, 42.

12 Katz, Prayer in Islamic Thought, 42.

13 Qadhi, Dua, 42-58.
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highly interesting metaphysical and theological ideas and claims. As I
will demonstrate in section 3, some of Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas can form an
elaborate defence of petitionary prayers against F-PEPP.

2.1 Ibn Taymiyya’s Broadly Stated Response to F-PEPP

In two places in the eighth volume of Majmii‘ al-fatawa,* Ibhn Taymiyya
sets out the broad framework of his response to those who argue that
praying to God for something is a redundant act. In one place, for exam-
ple, he comments:

Praying to God and having total reliance on Him are two of the greatest means
God has placed for a person. If someone says, “what is predestined for me (qud-
dira 1) will occur regardless of whether or not I pray to God or rely on Him,”
then this is like someone who says, “afterlife felicity and infelicity has been
predestined for me regardless of whether or not I have faith or whether or not
I obeyed or disobeyed God in this life” and such a statement is misguided and
tantamount to disbelief. Although the first statement is not like the second in
its level of misguidance in that the relation between prayer and reliance on
God regarding specific aims is not the same in severity as the relation between
afterlife felicity and belief, nevertheless there is no doubt that God making
prayer a cause is the same as God making good actions a cause. In fact, God
has power to act (glory be to Him) without these specific causes but through
other ones.’

In another place, he directly addresses the issue of petitionary prayer
with the following response:

If it is asked, “if praying to God is something already determined (ka’in), then
what is the point in God commanding it to be performed when it will inevita-
bly occur?” the reply will be as follows: prayers are something commanded by
God and may not necessarily occur. Rather, when God commands His servants
to perform prayers to Him, some will obey that command and their prayers
will be answered and their requests fulfilled. This indicates that the prayer and

14 Jon Hoover has provided a convenient index of all major writings of Ibn Taymiyya with several
titles dubbed by himself in Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden and Boston: Brill,
2007), 239-243. I follow his titles in this article.

15 Ibn Taymiyya, “Qawl ‘All” in Majmu' al-fatawa, ed. Mustafa ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b.
Qasim (King Fahad Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, 2004), 8:176-77.
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its answer is known and determined to occur whereas others will disobey the
command and will not pray and as a result whatever was conditional on the
prayer will not be fulfilled. This indicates that neither the prayer nor its answer
was known and determined to occur. Hence, the prayer that is determined
(al-du'@ al-ka’in) is that which is foreknown to occur, whereas the prayer that
is not determined is that which is foreknown not to occur.*¢

Even more explicitis the following comment that also contains a response:

As for their view that [God] has concluded all affairs, it is similar to what oth-
ers have held regarding there being no need to offer al-dua’ to God because if
whatever is requested has already been determined, then there is no need in
praying and if it has not been determined, then there is no benefit in praying.
This is one of the most invalid views according to both revelation and reason.
Similar to this is the view of those who say that reliance on God and praying
to God do not result in any benefit and neither do they avert any harm; they
are mere forms of worship (ibada mahda). The reality of reliance on God is
absolutely and passively surrendering [all affairs] to God. Such a view, even
if held by senior shaykhs, is incorrect. Those who say the same about prayer
being a mere form of worship are equally incorrect. All these views and those
like them have one principle in common: they think that since matters are
determined or decreed, they cannot be predicated on causes - carried out by
the servant — that are also determined. Such people fail to recognize that God
(glorified is He!) has determined and decreed all matters through causes that
He has made conditional on creaturely acts and other than their acts. For this
reason, their view necessitates nullifying all acts."’

Without falling into rehearsing the details of Ibn Taymiyya’s response
presented in the section below, a preliminary sketch of it will be given
to get an overall and initial impression of it. In Ibn Taymiyya’s view, God
comprehensively governs creation through His knowledge, will, wisdom,
and power toward ends that are good and beneficial. His agency works
through an ordained system of secondary causes, and although He may
have exhaustive foreknowledge, He also has temporal knowledge of
everything that happens as and when it does. Given this, Ibn Taymiyya

16 Ibn Taymiyya, “Maratib al-irada,” in Majmu' al-fatawa, 8:195-96.
17 Ibn Taymiyya, “Tuhfat al-iraqiyya fI al-a'mal al-qalbiyya,” in Majmu‘ al-fatawa, 10:22-23.
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believes that petitionary prayers do have psychological and spiritual
benefits for the person praying and has effects on the ultimate outcomes
of events in the world although that might not always be fathomable
from a finite creaturely perspective. This is because God has instituted
prayers as one of the means (the cause) by which the objects of prayer are
attained (the effect) even if the full efficaciousness of the prayer (or oth-
erwise) may not immediately materialize. In addition, God actually hears
all prayers and on account of them acts and intervenes to cause changes.
Moreover, God’s positive answer to each petitionary prayer is factored
into His comprehensive plan and purpose for creation from pre-eternity.
Thus, prayer is part of God’s overall providence. The next section of the
article presents the theological and metaphysical details of this sketch of
Ibn Taymiyya’s response to F-PEPP and their implications followed by
section 4, the final section, where the various components of his response
is given in a descriptive summation.

3. God, Omniscience, and Causality

In the following analysis, I utilize a broad conception of God taken from
Ibn Taymiyya’s statements, where he asserts a set of core divine attri-
butes. These will be pertinent for expounding on his responses to F-PEPP.
Where necessary, I cite and translate passages from the shaykh’s various
works that at times establish and explain, and at other times justify these
attributes as well as any additional commitments they entail. I judge they
will be sufficient to support the relevant points, leaving the reader to fol-
low up on any further details from the references in the footnotes. As
already stated in the introduction, my focus will be on how Ibn Taymiyya
can address and weaken F-PEPP by specifically attacking premise 2. This
involves analyzing two core components of that response: his doctrine
of divine omniscience and his doctrine of causality. I will first outline his
conception of God (3.1), then more specifically present his doctrine of
omniscience (3.2), followed by his model of causality (3.3).

3.1 God as Maximally Perfect

Ibn Taymiyya upholds God’s maximal perfection. He says for example
that “it must be known that perfection is affirmed of God,” but goes fur-
ther and adds that “in fact, the highest possible perfection is affirmed of
God (bal al-thabit lahu huwa aqsa ma yumkin min al-akmaliyya), where the
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existence of perfection negates any imperfection.”'® Secondly, he upholds
God’s absolute power and knowledge when he states “all Muslims are in
agreement, along with adherents of other faiths that God has power over
everything, which is expressed in the Qur’an in many places”?® and “His
knowledge and determination of all things before they are created are
found in numerous places in the Qur’an and Hadith and from reports
(athar) from the early pious figures.”? Thirdly, God’s wisdom and good-
ness is rounded off when he remarks, “as previously explained, the aim
behind everything that [God] creates or commands is His self-love and
love directed to His creatures; they contain His wise purposes and mercy
for His creatures.””! On divine justice, he asserts “this is the foundational
principle that enters in all areas of the religion (jami' abwab al-din) - its
roots and branches — whether it is in God’s creation, the sustenance He
provides, His giving or withholding, in all of His acts (glory be To Him).
It also enters into everything He commands and prohibits as well as the
hereafter.”?> We can take this conceptualization of God as one of the axi-
oms (A) of the shaykh’s theology and offer a definition (def):

A1l. (God’s maximal perfection): MP(g)
(God is maximally perfect)

A definition of God as the most perfect being would then be:

Def. 1 (God’s maximal perfection): MP(g) <> CR(g) A OP(g) A OM(g) A OW(g) A
OB(g) AJU(®)

(God is maximally perfect if and only if He is the creator, omnipotent, omni-
scient, omniwise, omnibenevolent and perfectly just).

From this, we can easily derive the axiom of God’s omniscience:

18 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Risala al-akmaliyya ft ma yajibu lillah min sifat al-kamal (Matba‘at al-Madani,
1983), 7 = “Tafsil al-ijmal fI ma yajibu lillah min sifat al-kamal” in Majmu at rasa’il wa-l-masa’il, ed.
Rashid Rida (Matba‘at al-Manar, 1922-1930), 5:40.

19 Ibn Taymiyya, “F1 qudrat al-rabb ‘azza wa jalla,” in Majmi‘ al-fatawa, 8:7.

20 Ibn Taymiyya, “Risala fI tahqiq masalat ‘ilm Allah,” in Jami‘ al-rasaiil, ed. Muhammad Rashad
Salim (Dar al-Madani, 1984), 1:183.

21 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 5:30.

22 Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab al-nubuwwat, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. $alih al-Tawayyan (Maktabat Adwa’ al-Salaf,
2000), 1:467-68.
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A2. OM(g)
(God is omniscient)

Proof:
1. MP(g) (Axiom 1)
2. MP(g) <> CR(g) A OP(g) » OM(g) A OW(g) A OB(2) A JU(2) (Def.1)
3. OM(g (Simp.1, 2)

Due to the attribute of omniscience figuring prominently in the background
to the discussion on petitionary prayers, I will now mention it in more detail.

3.2 Divine Omniscience

The Qur’an arguably espouses a “thick” conception of God’s knowledge,
which has at least three defining features:?® (1) it is penetrative, which
is to say infinitesimally detailed with an incomparable reach of depth.
The Qur’an in one place (6:59) poetically refers to God’s knowledge of a
leaf falling and a grain of seed in the darkness of the earth and it men-
tions too that God knows what His creatures are doing in time because He
monitors them, provides for them and guides them to His desired ends
(6:59 and 29:60); (2) it is exhaustive, meaning fully comprehensive and
encompassing that does not exclude anything. God for example knows
everything in the land and sea (6:59), everything seen, visible, and open,
and everything unseen, invisible, and hidden (6:73, 13:9, 32:6, 34:48,
39:46, 49:18, 59:22; 62:8, 64:18 and 87:7); (3) it is limitless, that is, it has
no bounds or restrictions. Knowledge of this kind is necessary, not only
for God to create everything other than Himself, but for Him to provide
for and govern His creation (35:3, 7:54). Thus, He is Lord of both creation
and of its history.?* Ibn Taymiyya affirms this Qur’anic characterisation
of God’s knowledge and it is the primary source, along with numerous
references in the Hadith, for various beliefs that constitute his doctrine
of divine omniscience.”® A definition to delineate this attribute that the

23 See Mawsuat al-asma’ wa-l-sifat, ed. ‘Adil b. Sa'd and ‘Amr b. Mahrus (Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya,
2006), 1:126-50 and 469-79.

24 For the chapter and verse references to the relevant facets of God’s knowledge in the Qur’an, see
the Qur’an index under s.v. ‘God’ in The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an (Amana Publications, 2004).

25 Thave here omitted discussion of whether Ibn Taymiyya would accept the attribute of what Linda
Zagzebski has dubbed “omnisubjectivity”; namely whether there is a specific modality of divine
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shaykh would generally accept is in terms of God’s knowledge being infal-
lible, meaning that whatever He knows must be the case:

Def. 2 (God’s omniscience): OM(g) <« Vx(K(g, x) — Tr(x))
(God is omniscient if and only if given anything, if God knows it, then it is true)

Or dropping the truth predicate “Tr” and universal quantifier:

K(g, x) > x
(If God knows something, then it is the case)

Divine infallibility entails that it cannot be that God knows something
and that thing is false. This would mean He can be mistaken or ignorant,
which is an imperfection and hence impossible.?s In his Sharh al-‘Aqida
al-Asfahaniyya, in agreement with Muslim kalam theologians (nuzzar
al-muslimin) and philosophers (falasifa), he mentions several arguments
justifying God’s knowledge being a necessary attribute. The first argu-
ment is a transitive one and can be presented as follows:

Creating something requires having a will.
Having a will requires conceptualizing the object of will.
Conceptualizing something is a form of knowledge.

W N e

Therefore, creating something requires knowledge.

phenomenal knowledge. In other words, whether God has perfect accuracy and complete grasp of
first-person experiences of every conscious being. The claim by Zagzebski is that omniscience entails
omnisubjectivity. At present, with a few scriptural and theological constraints, an argument can be
made that Ibn Taymiyya would accept such an attribute. On omnisubjectivity, see Linda Zagzebski’s
seminal work Omnisubjectivity: A Defense of a Divine Attribute (Marquette University Press, 2013)
and Linda Zagzebski, “Omnisubjectivity: Why it is a Divine Attribute,” Nous et Vetera 14, No. 2 (2016):
435-450. For a short survey of discussions around divine passibility and impassibility in philosophy of
religion, where omnisubjectivity is situated, refer to Ryan T. Mullins, God and Emotions (Cambridge
University Press, 2020), especially 60-68. On whether there can be omnisubjectivity within an Islamic
paradigm, see Kemal Kikanovic and Enis Doko, “Omnisubjectivity as a Divine Attribute from an
Islamic Perspective”, TheoLogica: An International Journal for Philosophy of Religion and Philosophical
Theology 9 (2025). https://doi.org/10.14428/thl.v9i2.86823.

26 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta‘arud al-aql wa-l-naql, ed. Muhammad Rashad Salim (Muhammad Ibn Saud
University and KSA Ministry of Higher Education, 1991), 10:16.
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In propositional form:

CeoW
We O
0+ K
CoK

L

(Using, C, K, O, W)

To bring something into being, the cause must intend to do it, and this
intention involves conceptualizing what is intended to be created (tasaw-
wur al-murad). The conceptualization cannot take place unless there is
knowledge from which to generate it.” The second argument states how
it is not possible for any created object that exhibits exquisiteness and
precision (ihkam wa itqan) as well as design to be brought into being by
a agent-cause (fail) who lacks knowledge because both will and knowl-
edge are necessary for consciously selecting and configuring the exacting
nature of each created object.?® The third and final argument combines
modal notions with ideas about what contemporary philosophers refer to
as “great-making properties,” otherwise known as a feature of perfection
(sifat al-kamal).® Ibn Taymiyya presents the reasoning behind this argu-
ment as follows: if a necessarily existent being is greater than a possibly
existent being (because it exists a se) and if the latter possesses the prop-
erty of knowledge, then a fortiori the former must possess the property
knowledge. Therefore, if God is creator and is more perfect than His crea-
ture, and his creature possesses the property of knowledge, which is con-
sidered a great-making property, then by greater reasoning, God is more
deserving (ahaqq) of possessing the property of knowledge. Otherwise,
it would entail the less perfect (the created) being greater than the more
perfect (the creator), because the creator in this case would lack some-
thing the created possesses and this would be absurd.*® Returning to Ihn
Taymiyya’s beliefs about omniscience, in formally setting them out, each
of them can be stated as theorems (T) that are deduced from A2 to give

27 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-asbahaniyya, ed. Muhammad b. ‘Awda al-Sa‘aw1 (Maktabat Dar al-Minhaj
lil-Nashr wa-l-Tawzl, 2009), 396 and Dar’ ta‘arud al-aql, 10:113-14.

28 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-ashahaniyya, 396.

29 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-ashahaniyya, 397.

30 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-ashahaniyya, 396-397.
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us T1, T2, T3, T4, and T5. The shaykh’s first belief is that God knows the
past, the present, and the future. Hence, God has knowledge of tensed
facts.® This is T1. We can formally state this as follows: let e be: an event
e occurred at t where t < 0 is the past, t = 0 is the present, and t = 0 is the
future:

T1. Ve(e, < 0) — K(g, e,< 0) A Ve(e, = 0) — K(g, e,= 0) A Ve(e, = 0) — K(g, e,= 0)
(Any event that occurs in the past, present, or future, God knows it)

(a) Ve(e,<0) — K(g, e <0)
(If any event occurred in the past, then God knows it)

(b) Ve(e,=0) — K(g, e, =0)
(If any event occurs in the present, then God knows it)

(c) Ve(e,=0) — K(g, e, =0)
(If any event occurs in the future, then God knows it)

The second belief is that God not only knows the future, but He also knows
counterfactuals, namely, how certain states of affairs would have, could
have, or might have been if slightly different circumstances prevailed but
did not actually happen:

T2. Vx(x o— (K(g, X))
(If anything were to be the case, God would know it)

On this, the shaykh comments:

31 For general theological discussions on various issues related to the nature and scope of God’s
knowledge, refer to Ibn Taymiyya’s critiques in Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql, 10:3-196; particularly 98-138. See
also Khalid ‘Abd al-Latif Muhammad Nur ‘Abd Allah, Masa’il usil al-din al-mabhttha ft ustl al-figh
(Islamic University and KSA Ministry of Higher Education, 2005), 292-322 and Muhammad al-'Aras1
‘Abd al-Qadir, al-Masa’il al-mushtaraka bayn usul al-figh wa usul al-din (Maktabat al-Rushd, 2009), 172-
78. On an analysis of the medieval Islamic controversy over God’s knowledge of tensed facts referred
to as knowledge of “particulars” (juziiyyat), see Abdulkadir Tanis, “Omniscience, Immutability and
Tensed Facts in Avicenna and al-Ghazali,” TRAMES 25, no. 3 (2021): 339-353. For Ibn Taymiyya’s exten-
sive criticism of Avicenna’s denial of God knowing particulars in the context of al-Ghazalt’s critique of
Avicenna, see his Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql, 10:133-96.
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God has mentioned His knowledge of things that will happen after they hap-
pen in over a dozen places in the Qur’an and in even more places has informed
that He knows what will happen before it happens. He has also informed in the
Qur’an about future events that have not yet happened according to His will.
In fact, He has informed His Prophet and other than him about all this, “and
they will not encompass anything of His knowledge except what He wills.” He
(glory be to Him) knows the past, the future, and what would be if it were
to be like in His saying, “if they were to be sent back, they would have cer-
tainly reverted to what they were forbidden to do” (Qur’an 6:28). Indeed, he
has made known to some of His servants whatever He wills to make known
from such and such; “and they will not encompass anything of His knowledge
except what He wills.”*?

The shaykh’s third belief is that God knows everything that occurs in His
creation at some specific point in time without Himself necessarily being
in time.® Therefore, He has temporal knowledge while not being tempo-
ral. This is T3:

T3. Vx(K(g, X))
(God knows anything that is the case at its respective time)

Related to God’s knowledge of chronological events and temporal knowl-
edge is the shaykh’s fourth belief in God’s mutable knowledge (ilm muta-
jaddid).** This is T4 which is derived from T1 and T3:

32 Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab al-radd ‘ala al-mantiqiyyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Samad Sharaf al-Din al-Kutubi
(Muassasat al-Rayyan, 2005), 510.

33 My reading of Ibn Taymiyya here would assume him to be an eternalist although it is acknowl-
edged by many modern commentators that he is more akin to a temporalist. See for example the
recent article by Jon Hoover, “The Muslim Theologian Ibn Taymiyya on God, Creation and Time,”
in Temporality and Eternity: Nine Perspectives on God and Time, ed. Marcus Schmiicker, Michael T.
Williams and Florian Fischer (De Gruyter, 2022), 89-104. However, Hoover would insist that Ibn
Taymiyya ought to be read as arguing that God is temporal in God’s essence and therefore can know
all tensed facts without being in time. My reading of Ibn Taymiyya as an eternalist is more by entail-
ment in that for any being to completely know the past, present and future and predestine, predeter-
mine, and decree all things and events in creation such a being would have to be beyond time.

34 Ibn Taymiyya, “Risala fI tahqiq mas’alat ‘ilm Allah,” in Jami‘al-rasa’il, 1:177-83. See the translation
of this section in Abdul Haqq Ansari, Ibn Taymiyya Expounds on Islam (Institute of Islam and Arabic
Publishing, 2000), 91-95.
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T4. Ve(e, = 0) — K(g, e, = 0)
(If any event occurs in the future, then God knows it)

The larger theological discussion in which this belief is situated is Ibn
Taymiyya’s doctrine of God’s volitional attributes (sifat ikhtiyariyya) — also
commonly referred to as active attributes (sifat filiyya) — which he defines
as those acts of God enacted through an exercise of His will and power
like speaking, hearing, seeing, love, pleasure, mercy, anger, coming, arriv-
ing, and descending, that is, ones that subsist as uncreated attributes in His
essence but involve change (taghayyur) or entail passibility.?> The major
kalam groups like the Ash'aris denied any possibility of changes related to
emotions or feelings in God or His being because it would cause His essence
to be a locus for temporal changes (hudiith or huliil al-hawadith), which if it
is, would make Him temporal and that would contradict Him being eternal.
This rejection of divine mutability and passibility is based on their com-
mitment to the metaphysical axiom ‘whatever is not devoid of temporal
changes is itself temporal’ (ma la yakhlu min al-hawadith fa huwa hadith).
Applied to the matter of God’s knowledge, if a change in God’s knowledge
is accepted, like knowing something differently than before, then it would
entail a change in His essence, i.e., a real or intrinsic change, in that God
would have gained something He otherwise did not have, which is impos-
sible. Rather, what is argued instead is that God’s knowledge of different
temporal facts induces a change in God’s relation to these temporal facts
as objects of His knowledge, which is an extrinsic change. In other words,
extrinsic change involves a relational change due to something outside of
the subject rather than the subject itself, e.g., God being praised or glorified
by a person does not cause any intrinsic change (gain or loss) in Him (like
His essence), but it means He has gained a property, namely, the property

35 On this discussion, see Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ taarud al-‘aql, 2:18-115 and “Fasl 1 al-Sifat al-ikhtiyari-
yya,” in Majmiut‘ al-fatawa, 6:217-68. See as well ‘Abd al-Rahman b. $alih al-Mahmud, Mawgqif ibn taymi-
yya min al-asha‘ira (Maktabat al-Rushd, 1995), 1199-1223; ‘Abd Allah, Masa’il usul al-din, 253-278 and
Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 95-6 and Hoover, “God Acts by His Will and Power: Ibn Taymiyya’s
Theology of a Personal God in his Treatise on the Voluntary Attributes,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times,
ed. by Yosseff Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), 55-77.
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of “being someone who is praised.”* The general change-denying argu-
ment for God’s knowledge can be stated as follows:%’

1. If God is eternal and unchanging, then His essence and knowledge is
unchanging.

If it is possible that God’s knowledge changes, then His essence changes.
It is possible that God’s knowledge changes.

Therefore, it is possible that His essence changes.

But it is impossible that His essence changes.

ISR

Therefore, it is impossible that His knowledge changes.
In propositional form:

(TAU) - (EAK)
0-K ——E

0—K

~O0-E

—0—E

. —0—K

S Uk W =

(Using, E, K, T, U)

Ibn Taymiyya vehemently attacks this strong account of divine immu-
tability that characterizes God’s knowledge as a qualitatively single,
unchanging, undifferentiated, and timeless comprehension or intu-
ition of everything. He equally attacks the metaphysical axiom that God
undergoing any changes would make Him a temporal being. I will not
reproduce those arguments here due to space,* but on the issue of God’s
changing knowledge, the shaykh states that God knows from eternity that
things will occur at a specific time. However, when the foreknown events
occur in their respective times, God knows their occurrence as a different
object of knowledge. In the former instance, His knowledge is pre-eter-
nal (azal?), descriptive, and unchanging whereas in the latter case it is a

36 Ibn Taymiyya, “Fasl fi al-sifat al-ikhtiyariyya,” in Majma' al-fatawa, 6:219-22 and al-Mahmud,
Mawqif Ibn taymiyya, 1055-57.

37 From Ibn Taymiyya, “Fasl fI al-sifat al-ikhtiyariyya,” in Magjma' al-fatawa, 6:219-22 and his Kitab
al-radd ‘ala al-mantiqiyyin, 508-10. See as well al-Mahmud, Mawgqif ibn taymiyya, 1055-57.

38 For explanations of these arguments, see Hoover, “God Acts by His Will,” 58-65.
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new and changed knowledge.?®* One reason he gives is that God’s knowl-
edge does not connect to non-existents, meaning if He sees and hears
everything, then it is real voices and actions in real time that He sees and
hears.?® He insists on the scriptural basis of this feature of divine knowl-
edge in such verses as:

20:46: “do not fear (O Moses and Aaron) for I am indeed with you both, hearing
and watching,”

2:143: “We assigned your former direction of prayer only to know those who
would remain faithful to the Messenger from those who would lose faith.”
3:142: “Do you think you will enter Paradise without God knowing which of
you sincerely struggled and patiently endured?” and

47:31: ‘We will certainly test you until We know those of you who truly struggle

(in God’s cause) and remain steadfast and reveal how you conduct yourselves.’*!

On this last verse, Ibn Taymiyya explains how God not only has fore-
knowledge of those who will struggle in His path and remain dutifully
firm and unwavering in that, but He also has a different type of knowl-
edge that arises when the actual acts of struggling and remaining stead-
fast occur in time:

It was narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas regarding [God] saying, “until We know” that
it means “until we see” and in another narration, “until we ascertain.” This is
what the generality of the Qur’an commentators have interpreted it to mean.
A group of the people of knowledge have explained [the verse] to mean, “until
We know it to exist in reality after foreknowing it will occur.” The expression
according to another [person of knowledge] is that: [God’s] knowledge is of two
types. The first is knowing something before it exists and the second is know-
ing something after it exists. The judgment is that it refers to [God’s] knowledge
of the [acts] after they exist because it necessitates reward and punishment. He
said: the meaning of [God] saying “until We know” is “until we have knowledge
by virtue of which the agent is deserving of either reward or sanction.” There is
no doubt that He (glory be to Him) foreknows what will happen, yet the object

39 Ibn Taymiyya, “Risala fi tahqiq mas'alat ilm Allah,” in Jami‘al-rasa’il, 1:177-181.

40 Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab al-radd ‘ala al-mantiqiyyin, 509-510.

41 Ibn Taymiyya, “Risala fI tahqlq mas'alat ‘ilm Allah,” in Jami' al-rasa’il, 1:183. Cf. as well Qur’anic
commentaries on Qur’an 3:140 about whether God learns temporal facts, for which see Mahmoud
Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters: Volume II (State University of New York Press, 1994), 328-33.
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of His knowledge did not yet exist in reality (lam yakun al-malam qad wujid).
This is like where [God] says, “are you informing God of something He does not
know in the heavens or the earth?” (10:18) meaning “are you informing God of
something not yet in existence?” because if it did exist, He would know it. This
is because His knowledge that it exists and it existing are conditional on each
other; if one is present, so is the other, and if one is not, the other is not. The
discussion on this has been taken up extensively elsewhere.*

Ibn Taymiyya’s exegesis of the aforementioned Qur’anic verses on God’s
knowing tensed facts in visual terms relies on a type of perceptual model
of divine knowledge. Even though such a model is in keeping with his
overall empiricism, his motivation is entirely scriptural and by appeal
to religious authority.*® He sees little worry in such a model entailing a
potency in God, namely, events in the world causing a different type of
knowledge in God. Another way of putting the worry of this model is that
God’s knowledge is not here determining or providential but reactionary
to contingent events in the actual.* The shaykh’s fifth belief about omni-
science is that God’s knowledge does not cause things to be the case, i.e., it
is non-causative knowledge; rather it is descriptive. This is T5:

T5. VX(K(g, X) — —C(g, X))
(If God knows something, He does not cause that thing)

Ibn Taymiyya states Muslim scholarly consensus to be that “God’s knowl-
edge of something does not necessarily cause the object of knowledge to
be.”®> He argues that the numerous references to God’s foreknowledge in
both the Qur’an and Hadith are not to be read as necessitating any-
thing in the future in a fatalistic way. Rather, God’s informing about his

42 Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab al-radd ‘ala al-mantiqiyyin, 511 and 509 for his comments on Qur’an 9:105,
‘We will see their acts’ meaning God will see the acts when they actually occur in time. See as well
Majmu‘ al-fatawa, 8:495-97.

43 For comments about his empiricism, see Carl Sharif El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and
Revelation: A Study of dar‘ta‘arud al-aql wa-l-naql (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2020), fn. 33, 236.

44 On some issues around a perceptual model of divine knowledge, refer to Amirhossein Zadyousefi,
“Does God Know that the Flower in My Hand is Red? Avicenna and the Problem of God’s Perceptual
Knowledge,” Sophia 59 (2020): 657-693.

45 Ibn Taymiyya, “An qawm qad khussa bi-l-sa‘ada,” in Majmu " al-fatawa, 8:280.
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foreknowledge of future events — particularly the actions of free crea-
tures — is descriptive or informative and not causative. He says:

When [God] informs of a thing that it will occur in the future, before it actually
does occur, at that time His knowledge of it and His informing about it does
not affect its occurrence in just the same way that His knowledge of [that very
thing] and His informing about it after its occurrence does not affect it. [This is]
from three aspects. Firstly, that knowing and informing about something in the
future is like knowing and informing about something in the past. Secondly,
effective or causative knowledge (al-ilm al-mu'aththir) necessitates a will that
brings the object of knowledge into existence that is not the case for informa-
tive knowledge about something. We have already explained the difference
between active knowledge and informative knowledge. Third, if at all one con-
cedes that knowing and informing have some effect on the object of knowl-
edge, even then it would need a power and a will to bring it into existence.
Mere knowledge cannot necessitate its existence without a power and will.*

Broadly analogizing God’s knowledge with human knowledge for illustra-
tive purposes, the shaykh argues that knowledge can be effectual (active)
and non-effectual (passive). In some cases, we may know something, and
it influences how we act (there is a causative element), and in other cases,
it does not. His two main points here are firstly that God’s knowledge need
not be a sufficient condition for causing all temporal events and acts, and
secondly, God’s knowledge does not compel any event or act to occur until
those events and acts actually occur in their respective times, with their
respective conditions and through their proper causal means.*” Another
angle from which the shaykh makes his argument, in keeping with his
broadly anti-realist metaphysics, is that he differentiates between some-
thing being established as an item of knowledge (thubit fi al-ilm) and
something being established in existence and reality (thubiit fi al-wujud
wa-l-tahqiq). In the case of the former, merely being an item in some-
one’s knowledge inventory does not mean it has factual existence, i.e.,

46 Ibn Taymiyya, “An qawm qad khussa bi-l-sa‘ada,” in Majmu' al-fatawa, 8:281 and Dar’ ta‘arud
al-aql, 10:112-13.

47 Ibn Taymiyya, “An qawm gad khusst bi-l-sa‘ada,” in Majmu' al-fatawa, 8:279-81. See the transla-
tion of this section in Ansari, Ibn Taymiyya Expounds on Islam, 352-60.
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an ontology in the external world.*® The interesting example he discusses
is the hadith of the Prophet Muhammad’s metaphysical primacy, where,
on being asked by one of his companions “when were you a Prophet?’
the Prophet replied, “when Adam was between his soul and body.”*° Thn
Taymiyya’s criticism is directed at those Muslims who mistakenly inter-
pret this hadith to mean the Prophet’s essence and prophethood were
ontologically prior to their subsequent temporal appearance (hudir) and
announcement (ilan) respectively. In other words, they believed (mis-
takenly for him) that Muhammad actually existed as a prophet before
his temporal appearance. His main point here is that something being
an object of God’s knowledge does not entail a commitment to its actual
existence, namely as a concrete thing (shay).>® Aside from the ontologi-
cal point, the moral implications of this non-causative foreknowledge for
him are clear. Genuine free will must be preserved because “if God only
sends a person to hellfire on account of his sins,” then it cannot be the
case that “God punishes a person solely on account of His foreknowledge
of him doing those acts.” Rather, he must be punished “only after he actu-
ally does them.”!

3.3 Causality
The second component of Ibn Taymiyya’s response is his doctrine of cau-
sality.52 He is a causal realist and appeals to several arguments for the real

48 For an intricate survey of Ibn Taymiyya’s ontology, particularly from his Dar’ taarud al-aql, see
El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 227-53.

49 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu" al-fatawa, 8:282. On this specific narration, refer to Mulla ‘All al-Qarf,
al-Asrar al-marfii'a ft al-akhbar al-mawdtia, trans. Gibril Fouad Haddad as Encyclopaedia of Hadith
Forgeries: Sayings Misattributed to the Prophet Muhammad (Beacon Books, 2013), 361-62.

50 On Ibn Taymiyya’s reism, see Farid Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya und die Attribute Gottes (Boston and
Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2019), 98-102.

51 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi' al-fatawa, 8:69. See as well Ibn Taymiyya’s anti-determinist stance on
human destiny discussed in Livnat Holtzman, “Human Choice, Divine Guidance and the Fitra
Tradition: The Use of Hadith in Theological Treatises by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya,”
in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, 163-78.

52 On this doctrine according to Ibn Taymiyya, see Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 156-65;
Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya und die Attribute Gottes, 98-102; Tallal Zeni, Ibn Taymiyya on Causality
and Reliance of God (Jarir Bookstore, 2021), 6-17 and 143-218. For a very detailed survey of causal-
ity in Islamic thought, refer to Ozgiir Koca, Islam, Causality and Freedom: From the Medieval to the
Modern Era (Cambridge University Press, 2020) and his Islam, Causality and Science: Perspectives on
Reconciliation of Islamic Tradition and Modern Science (Cambridge University Press, 2024), 2-26. It is
debatable whether Ibn Taymiyya can be categorized as a decretalist. Decretalism is a term that is used
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nexus between a cause and effect, which he takes to be a relation primar-
ily between things and events. Hence, he also upholds a form of causal
connectionism. For the shaykh, Nature is causally operational. Created
objects have natures (tabai), potencies (quwa), and attributes (sifat) that
enable them to affect other objects and to be affected themselves. There
is a functioning nexus between a cause(s) and its effect(s). This means
that Nature is endowed with activity and power that give it fixity, reg-
ularity, and uniformity.’®* However, Nature does not operate autono-
mously, i.e., beyond God’s will and power. God acts through objects in
Nature as intermediary causes (asbab) to bring about concomitant effects
(musabbabat). For example, God grants human provisions through their
endeavors and efforts, grants offspring through the acts of sexual repro-
duction, and decrees salvation or damnation through a person’s quality
of religious acts. Included in this are objects of petitionary prayers. These
are, as will be explained below (4.1-4.2) the ordained means by which
God grants what is petitioned. Therefore, created objects are secondary
causes whereas God is the primary or efficient cause. The shaykh’s view
is built on a rejection of what he sees as the libertarian excesses of the
Mutazilites and the occasionalist error of the Ash‘arites.>* On the former,

in the philosophy of religion - familiar due to Alvin Plantinga — referring to the belief that the laws
of nature are considered decrees or commands of God, and that these laws are the basis for the regu-
larity and predictability of natural phenomena. Hence, it is a form of nomological realism. According
to decretalism, God is understood to be the ultimate cause of all events and processes in the world,
and the laws of nature are seen as expressions of God’s will. Defined in this way, decretalism is more
amode of understanding the relationship between God’s will and the natural world than about a the-
ory of causation. See Alvin Plantinga, “Law, Cause and Occasionalism,” in Reason and Faith: Themes
from Richard Swinburne, ed. Michael Bergmann and Jeffrey E. Brower (Oxford University Press, 2016),
126-44 and Jeffrey Koperski, Divine Action, Determinism, and the Laws of Nature (Routledge, 2020),
100-105. On a recent critique of Koperski’s decretalism as collapsing into occasionalism, see Nazif
Muhtaroglu and Shoaib Ahmed Malik, “Engaging Jeffrey Koperski’s Decretalism: Is Occasionalism
Really Avoidable?,” Religious Studies (2024): 1-13. doi:10.1017/S0034412524000635.

53 For a backdrop discussion on natures, the laws of nature and causal necessity relevant for Islamic
philosophical and theological views, see Yasin R. Basaran, Nature, God and Creation: A Necessitarian
Case (PhD diss. Indiana University, 2018), 7-115.

54 The standard formulation of the Ash‘arite occasionalist thesis (OC,,) can be stated as follows:
0C,: for any effect e in the actual world, (i) God is the sole cause of e and (ii) there is no created object
x such that x causes e.

On the doctrine of occasionalism at various times in Islamic theology and philosophy, refer to Koca,
Islam, Causality and Freedom, 16-39 (classical view), 60-82 (mature view), 159-182 (late medieval)
and 200-230 (modern view). For an assessment of the philosophical critique of Islamic occasionalism
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he completely rejects the Mutazalite tenet that humans are real creators
of things - such as their own acts — on the basis that this would entail
associating created objects with God’s sole prerogative of being Creator
and sovereign over everything, including human acts. The latter view
of the Ash‘arites is grounded in a creatio ex-nihilo doctrine that renders
Nature radically contingent of and impotent, dependent on the continual
intervention of God to sustain it at every moment in time, since it has no
intrinsic potentiality of change or alteration. This impotency of Nature
further means that objects cannot cause other objects because they have
no fixed nature and no power to bring about effects. Therefore, there is
no real deterministic causality but only occasions for God to freely (or
counterfactually) act through a habitual mode of conjoining a cause with
its effect. This habitual act (‘@da) is what generates the regularity of expe-
rience to the subjective observer. Against this, Ibn Taymiyya argues that
it is God’s will that permits created objects to have intrinsic potency and
receptivity for any change (causal or otherwise). If God should remove His
will, or allow any impediments to a cause to bring about its effect, then
no cause can bring about its effect; much like sahab aw saqaf (ceilings
or clouds) necessarily blocking the rays of the sun.* Therefore, although
God alone is the ultimate, efficient, and in fact, the necessary and suffi-
cient cause of everything, His will is actualized through the decreed pat-
tern of secondary causation, thus permitting objects to possess a partially
sufficient but dependent power to cause.>

Some of Ibn Taymiyya’s arguments for upholding genuine causation
against those who deny it like the Ash‘arite occasionalists include the fol-
lowing: (1) causation is derived from an appeal to common sense expe-
rience and rationality as it is something experienced every day without
a need to doubt it. (2) the revealed law (shar) assumes and confirms the
existence of a genuine cause and effect relation for the commands and
prohibitions it contains to be intelligible. Hence, denial of causation is
tantamount to denial of revelation. (3) rejection of causation undermines

within the medieval period, see Majid Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism and its Critique by Averroés and
Aquinas (George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1958, repr. Routledge, 2008).

55 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Risala al-tadmuriyya,” in Majmi" al-fatawa, 3:133. See as well Ibn Taymiyya’s
discussion of causes in Bayan talbis al-jahmiyya fi ta’sts bida'thim al-kalamiyya, ed. Sulayman al-Ghafls
(King Fahad Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, 2005), 5:234-40.

56 Ibn Taymiyya, “Aqwam ma qila fIl-qada’ wa-l-qadar wa-l-hikma wa-l-talil,” in Majma' al-fatawa,
8:133-41 and Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 156-60.
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empirically observable facts like objects having a nature (tabia) and
potencies or powers (quwa). (4) rejection of real causation is equivalent to
undermining God’s wisdom and wise purposes in instituting a system of
nature that operates with regularity.”’ (5) eliminating any real causation
means accepting the doctrine of recreation, and this is absurd because
the doctrine entails divine frivolity (‘abath), where God is needlessly anni-
hilating and then recreating the atoms and accidents of all things moment
to moment (unnoticeable to creatures) to ensure material continuity and
coherence of the world.’® Given this general account of causality accord-
ing to Ibn Taymiyya, some definitions and theorems of that account can
be stated as follows:

Def. 2 (Divine Cause): C(g, x) <> (CN(g) A CS(g))
(God causing something means God is both its necessary and sufficient cause)

Def. 3 (Creaturely Cause): CSP(x, y) «> CN(g) A CS(g) A W(g, CSP(x, y))

(a created entity x is a partially sufficient cause of another entity y if and only
if God is both necessary and sufficient cause and He wills that x is a partially
sufficient cause of y)

From def.2 and def.3, we get theorems T6, T7, and T8:

T6. Vx C(g, x) — CS(g, X)
(If God is a cause of anything, He is a sufficient cause of it)

T7.Vx C(g, x) — CN(g, X)
(If God is a cause of anything, He is a necessary cause of it)

T8. VyVx(CSP(x, y)) ACN(g,y) —y
(If one entity x is a partially sufficient cause of another entity y and God is a
necessary cause of y, then y obtains)

Ibn Taymiyya’s account of causality falls under his general doctrine
of al-qada@’ wa-l-qadar (divine decree and predestination), i.e., God’s

57 Ibn Taymiyya, “Aqwam ma dila fI al-qada’ wa-l-qadar,” in Majmu' al-fatawa, 8:136-141 and
9:287-288.
58 Zeni, Ibn Taymiyya on Causality, 16.
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providence. This is God’s governance of the world and its history through
His will, knowledge, power, wisdom, care, love, and mercy. Included
under this providence is God’s sovereignty over creaturely destiny, their
actions, success, and failure. Two definitions on this providence are
relevant:

Def. 4 (Divine Providence): (x € g-Pr) <> (x € g-D) A (x € g-ED)
(Anything belongs to God’s providence if and only if it belongs to God’s decree
and the execution of God’s decree)

Def. 5 (Execution of God’s Decree): (x € g-ED) < (CD(g, x) v 3y(Oy A CSP(y, x))
A CN(g, X))

(Anything belongs to the execution of God’s decree if and only if either God
causes it directly or conjointly with some object as a partially sufficient cause
and God as a necessary cause)

From the disjuncts of def.5, the following theorems can be derived regard-
ing God’s decree and its execution:

T9. Vx(x € g-Cr) » (x e g-D) v (x € g-ED)
(Anything that is a fact belonging to God’s creation is a fact belonging either to
His decree or execution of His decree)

T10. Vx(x € g-ED) — (x € g-Cr)
(Anything that is a fact belonging to God’s execution of His decree is a fact
belonging to His creation)

T11. Vx(x € g-ED) — K(g, X)
(Anything that is a fact belonging to God’s execution of His decree is known
by God)

T12. Vx(x € g-ED) — x
(Anything that is a fact belonging to God’s execution of His decree will occur)

T13. Vx(x € g-ED) — CN(g, X)
(Anything that is a fact belonging to God’s execution of His decree, God is a
necessary cause of it)
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T14. Vx(x € g-ED) — Con(x)
(Anything thatis a fact belonging to God’s execution of His decree is contingent)

As mentioned above, for Ibn Taymiyya, God executes His decree either
by directly causing some event or act Himself through His will and power
or by using secondary causes, i.e., by leaving the activity of causing to
all created entities (Whether sentient creatures or otherwise). However,
as already noted (see def.2 and def.3 as well as T7 and T8), all created
entities are only causes in the sense of partially sufficient causes of their
effects with God conjoined as a necessary cause. No created entity “can be
a complete cause (muaththir tamm) necessitating its effect” because it has
no power to actualize all required conditions and eliminate all the rele-
vant impediments to bring about its effect.> The presence of all required
conditions and the elimination of all relevant impediments occur by the
will of God and are part of His overall decree.

4. Omniscience, Causality, and Petitionary Prayer

Let us see how the two major components of Ibn Taymiyya’s response to
premise 2 of F-PEPP applies to the case of petitionary prayers. Here, the
claims of each component can be stated separately. I will use a simple
example for illustration to concretize the application. Let us take Zayd, a
Muslim, who is suffering from severe illness and feels strained and tested
by his health condition. He has turned to God and is seeking comfort in
Him by praying to Him in humility, sincerity, and submission. Zayd hopes
and is confident in the prayer that He makes that God will respond favor-
ably and heal him. The abbreviation of symbols for this section are: “s” is
the future contingent proposition “Zayd is praying to God to be healed at
time ¢ = t,” and “(St(p) = s°)” stands for “the status of the proposition that <
Zayd is praying to God to be healed at time ¢ = ¢, > is contingent.”

4.1 Component 1: Omniscience

According to T1, T2, and T3, Ibn Taymiyya would argue that God knows
that Zayd will earnestly pray to Him for recovery at some time in the
future and following from T5 God’s foreknowledge of that act neither (1)
necessarily determines its ontological status in the external world nor

59 Ibn Taymiyya, Bayan talbis al-jahmiyya, 5:240.
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(2) change the modal status of the act from a contingent one to a neces-
sary one. To represent this, another theorem of omniscience needs to be
stated:

T6. Vx(K(g, x) — o(K(g, X))
(Whatever God knows, He necessarily knows it)

From these theorems, the inference is that Zayd’s future act of praying
is neither ontologically brought about nor causally determined by God’s
prior knowledge. Zayd’s praying is a not-yet temporally existent, contin-
gent act, and God’s knowledge of its contingent status does not alter it to
become necessary, meaning unavoidable. The case is that God necessar-
ily knows that Zayd praying is a contingent act. This enables Zayd to be
psychologically assured that, on the one hand, his act is a free one and
not causally determined from eternity, and on the other, God knows his
prayer and has the power to answer it. A logical analysis of this under-
standing is as follows. Firstly, there is contingency to define:

Def.6 (Contingency): (Con(x)) <> (0—x) <> (—ox)
(Something is contingent if and only if it is possible not to be or it is not neces-
sary that it be)

Secondly, if God knows that Zayd will pray to Him to be healed at time ¢
= t,, then it is true that Zayd will pray to Him to be healed at time ¢ = ¢
Thirdly, if indeed it is true that Zayd will pray to God to be healed at time
t = t,,and the status of that proposition is also true, then it follows that the
contingent proposition is true. Symbolically:

K(g, s)

K(g, s) — K(g, Tr(s))

(Tr(s) A St(p) = s°) — Tr(s%)

K(g, (St(p) = s9)

K(g, (Tr(s)) A K(g, (St(p) = s9) (from 1, 2, 4, and def.6)

K(g, (Tr(s)) A St(p) = s9) (Simp. 5)

K(g, (Tr(s%) (from 3 and 6 based on the distribution axiom K).%

N S R W=

60 This is the distribution axiom in epistemic logic, traditionally known as K, that states that if an

agent knows p and p implies g, then the agent must know q: K(x, p) ~ K(x, (p — q)) — K(x, ). In



OMNISCIENCE, CAUSALITY, AND FATALISM 91

Thus, God knows the contingent status of the proposition as true.
Fourthly, if God knows the contingent status of the proposition as true,
then His knowledge does not alter its modal status from contingent to
necessary; even though He knows the status necessarily. In other words,
if God knows Zayd will pray to Him to be healed at time ¢ = t, then He
necessarily knows that (it cannot be false) and because that proposition is
not itself necessary (-os) — because it may be that Zayd does not pray at all
— it follows that God necessarily knows that it is not necessarily the case
that Zayd will pray to Him to be healed at the time that he does: o(K(g,
[~os])). This means that God necessarily knows things according to their
modal status; that is, He necessarily knows necessary truths as being nec-
essary and necessarily knows contingent truths as being contingent. One
major motivation for why Ibn Taymiyya would deny acts like petition-
ary prayers having a prior ontology, or that such acts are directly caused
by God’s foreknowledge, is to avert theological fatalism. A doctrine that
asserts God’s infallible foreknowledge of human acts makes them neces-
sary, and therefore unfree, i.e. unavoidable, no matter what.® In addition,
given theological fatalism’s denial of any genuine creaturely causation,
petitionary prayers would be truly pointless, for there would be no way
to influence any outcome, seeing as God’s decrees and decisions concern-
ing the world would be already fixed. In other words, regardless of what
one does, the outcome will be the same. Hence, regardless of whether
Zayd prays to God, he will either be healed or not healed. Nothing he
does will affect the state of his health. Zayd must then resign to not doing
anything, and therefore, he must resign to not praying. Fatalism and its
implications are directly linked to the second component of the shaykh’s
response — causality, which I shall turn to now.

theology, this kind of knowledge ampliation is sometimes discussed under the topic of logical omni-

science, where whatever proposition is a truth of logic (p € L), God knows it: (p € L) — K(g, p). On this,
see Paul Weingartner, Omniscience: From a Logical Point of View (Onto Verlag, 2008), 1-17.

61 On theological fatalism, see Ciro De Florio and Aldo Frigerio, Divine Omniscience and Human
Free Will: A Logical and Metaphysical Analysis (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 18-25. For a philosophical
account of fatalism in relation to God and theories of time, see Steven M. Cahn, Fate, Logic and Time
(Yale University Press, 1967, repub. by Resource Publications, 2004). For an overview of fatalism, see
Mark Bernstein, “Fatalism,” in The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, ed. Robert Kane (Oxford University
Press, 2002), 61-85. Finally, for a short survey of Islamic fatalism in the context of how they impact
real lives, see the relevant sections in Roland Littlewood and Simon Dein, “Islamic Fatalism’: Life and
Suffering among Bangladeshi Psychiatric Patients and their Families in London — an Interview Study
2,” Anthropology and Medicine 20, no. 3 (2013): 266-274.



92 SAFARUK ZAMAN CHOWDHURY

4.2 Component 2 - Causality

On Ibn Taymiyya’s causal account, petitionary prayers are efficacious
acts. That is, they are not redundant. He agrees that prayers do gener-
ate religious benefits for the one praying but are not restricted to that.
Rather, prayers are divinely decreed causes by which the related effects
are brought about. He insists that everything in creation falls under God’s
decree via causes that are either within or beyond human choice, ability,
power, or agency.®? Prayers are one category of ordained causal means —
informed via revelation — by which individuals can attain whatever it is
they desire or seek given the proper and appropriate conditions.®® This
is why Ibn Taymiyya attacks those who combine varieties of theological
fatalism with what are known as “idle arguments.” Idle arguments in phi-
losophy refer to arguments that suggest that because the outcome of a
particular situation is predetermined, one should not take any actions
or make any decisions. The idea behind idle arguments is that since the
outcome is already determined, there is no point in taking any action or
making any decisions, as the outcome will remain the same regardless
of what one does. For example, an idle argument might suggest that if a
person is fated to die at a certain time, then it does not matter whether
they lead a healthy lifestyle or a destructive one, as they will inevitably
die at that predetermined time. Idle arguments are often criticized for
being logically flawed because they overlook the idea of human free will
and agency. If the future is predetermined, then all decisions, including
the decision not to act, are also predetermined, and therefore not a result
of free will.* This creates a paradox in which the decision not to act is
both predetermined and freely chosen, which is logically inconsistent. To
explain the inconsistency a bit further, idle arguments rely on the notion
of free will, as it implies that humans have the ability to make choices and
that their decision not to act is a result of free will. This creates a contra-
diction with the fatalist belief that all events, including human actions,
are predetermined and unavoidable, as it suggests that the decision not
to act is both predetermined and freely chosen, and both cannot be true
at the same time. In the case of petitionary prayers, the combination of

62 Ibn Taymiyya, “Maratib al-irada,” in Majmu' al-fatawa, 8:192-96 and 534.

63 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'al-fatawa, 8:69-70.

64 For more on these arguments in the context of Islamic theology and petitionary prayers, refer to
Chowdhury, “Invoke your Lord in Humility.”
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theological fatalism and idle arguments would give the following kind of
conditional argument: if the outcomes of all future events are predeter-
mined or unavoidable from what they will be because of God’s infalli-
ble knowledge or prior eternal decree, then praying would be pointless.
However, the general flaw in this reasoning is that on the one hand, it
assumes that the outcome is unavoidable, while on the other, it assumes
that the decision not to pray (or pray) is the result of free will. These two
assumptions are contradictory and create a logical inconsistency in the
reasoning. Ibn Taymiyya’s objection to those who combine God’s infal-
lible knowledge or prior decree of all things with idle arguments of the
kind just described can be presented in the following way:

1. I know that God has informed us that petitionary prayer is a means of
attaining what we pray for.

2. Irrespective of whether I pray to God, He already knows the outcome of
what I pray for.

3. Therefore, there is no point in me praying to God to attain what I pray for.

For the shaykh, there is an inconsistency at the heart of this kind of argu-
ment. If God has decreed that petitionary prayer is a means of seeking or
attaining what one prays for, then by not praying, one is effectively giving
up on this means and abandoning the means necessary for its related
ends is not only irreligious, but nonsensical.% Petitionary prayers are just
as much part of the divine order “as are the winds and the waves and
the weather.”% One of his many examples includes a person desiring a
child without engaging in the required physical act of sexual intercourse.’
For the shaykh, the above reasoning, if applied to this example, would go
something like:

65 Ibn Taymiyya, “Qawl ‘Ali,” in Majmi‘ al-fatawa, 8:175-78.

66 Tiessen, Providence and Prayer, 197.

67 Ibn Taymiyya, “An ma galahu abt hamid al-ghazali I kitabihi . . . fI al-tawakkul,” in Majma*
al-fatawa, 8:531:

If someone were to say, “I will not eat or drink, since if God has determined that I will live, He alone
will keep me alive without food or drink”, that individual would be considered an idiot. It is like some-
one who says, “I will not have sexual intercourse with my wife, since if God has determined a child
for me, she will become pregnant even in my absence (translation in Zeni, Ibn Taymiyya on Causality,
122. Cf. 153-54, 170-71).
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1. Iknow that sexual intercourse with my spouse is a means of attaining a
child.

2. Irrespective of whether I have sexual intercourse with my spouse, God
already knows the outcome of my having a child.

3. Therefore, there is no point in me having sexual intercourse to attain a
child.

He thinks this is ludicrous. For him, no thinking person would expect to
attain any effect if the cause required to bring about the effect is absent
and in this specific case, the cause takes the form of the human act of
reproduction. Thus, in God’s entire scheme of providence — His decree
and execution of His decree — (see T9, T10, T11, T12, T13, and T14), He has
factored into this providence secondary causality of which petitionary
prayers is one such causal means. All this He foreknows (T11 and T12)
and the reason for His commanding His servants to implore, petition, or
ask Him alone is so that they can attain what it is that God has willed and
decreed to be fulfilled by their very prayers. Petitionary prayer in this
sense does not further divine providence, nor does it augment it due to a
lack or incompletion in it; rather, prayer is founded on, is a recognition of],
and a cooperation in this providence.

5. Criticisms of Ibn Taymiyya’s Response to F-PEPP

There are identifiable difficulties with this construction of Ibn Taymiyya’s
defence of the efficacy of petitionary prayers. I will mention a couple very
briefly. First, there is his insistence on God’s knowledge of temporal facts
as they occur in time. This would imply real change in God’s knowledge
which can be problematic. Knowledge of temporally indexed truths is
a requirement for Ibn Taymiyya’s doctrine of omniscience (T1, T2 and,
T3), but this knowledge would have to change with more frequency as
the objects of knowledge in the word become more fine-grained. Second,
there is his doctrine of causation. Despite rejecting occasionalism, the
shaykh nevertheless assigns an almost maximal degree of causal capac-
ity to God. It seems difficult to substantively differentiate this from the
hard determinism he sees in for example the Ash‘arite view and which
he vehemently rejects. The shaykh’s causality perspectivalism, where
the experience of causality is bound to the agent’s knowledge and expe-
rience, still does not help. Although from a creaturely perspective the
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world functions with cause and effect, from a divine perspective, it is an
“inert world of tools and raw materials” with which God moulds via His
will and power all movements and directions of every creature and a
world “into which God can intervene at any point.”® This strong sense of
divine sovereignty has ramifications on human free will. There are pos-
sible responses that can be made to these rational difficulties, but it is
beyond the scope of this article to wade into them. Nevertheless, these
are just two among other challenges to the types of issues the Taymiyyan
account given above may face.

Conclusion

In this article, although I have not presented a comprehensive account
of how Ibn Taymiyya can possibly address F-PEPP, nevertheless, I have
shown one way he can weaken the argument, namely one of its prem-
ises: that omniscience renders petitionary prayer a redundant act.
Undoubtedly, there is more to be said on this response (for example dis-
cussions about Ibn Taymiyya’s views on time or divine acts) and further
research is required to extract other arguments from the axioms and
theorems of Ibn Taymiyya’s theology to gain a fuller appreciation of the
shaykh’s overall response. What is emerging ever more clearly, how-
ever, is how Ibn Taymiyya’s theology offers fresh and exciting opportu-
nities for meaningful philosophical analysis. The prospects in the field of
Taymiyyan philosophical theology, for those tentatively seeking it, at least
from the current vantage point, looks positively bright on the horizon.

Appendix: Logical Notations

e = an event

g = God

g-D = God’s decree

g-ED = execution of God’s decree
D = a petitionary prayer

S = a state of affairs

0,y = acts

X Wz = anything or any entity

68 Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy, 164.
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C =is a cause of

CD = direct cause

Con = is contingent

CN = necessary cause

CR(g) = God is Creator

CSp = sufficient cause

JU(©) = God is just

MP(g) = God is maximally perfect
OB(g) = God is ‘omnibenevolent (All-Good)
OM(g) = God is omniscient

OP(g) = God is omnipotent
ow(g) = God is perfectly wise (omniwise)
St(p) = status of a proposition

- Not

A And

v Or

o— Counterfactual conditional
- if-then

© if and only if

“ All

3 Some

& Possible

v Necessary
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CHAPTER 4

The God of the Philosophers: The Refutation of
Thabit b. Qurra’s Talkhis of the Metaphysics in
Ibn Taymiyya’s Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql wa-l-naql*

Adrien Candiard

Abstract

Thabit b. Qurra’s Talkhis, a concise commentary on Book Lambda of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
which Ibn Taymiyya meticulously refutes in his Dar’ taarud al-aql wa-l-naql, represents
the Damascene scholar’s principal engagement with Aristotelian thought and theology.
Criticizing the identification of God as merely a final cause rather than as an efficient and
creative cause, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to demonstrate, on issues such as the eternity of the
world and divine will, the inadequacy of an autonomous natural theology divorced from the

indispensable guidance of Revelation.

KEYWOI'dS: Ibn Taymiyya; Thabit b. Qurra; First Cause; natural theology; Talkhis

Introduction

As a figure who inspired both enthusiasm and fear during his lifetime, Ihn
Taymiyya continues to provoke sharply contrasting judgments, even in
contemporary scholarship. While some dismiss him as a narrow-minded
opponent of all culture,? others marvel at the exceptional philosophical
breadth of the scholar from Damascus, albeit sometimes at the risk of
overestimating his library.® It is undeniable that, in the Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql

1 The present work has its roots in our doctoral research, directed by Christian Jambet, under the
title “La notion de vérité dans le Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql wa-l-naql.” For a fuller account of this research,
see Adrien Candiard, Le Dieu immédiat. Le concept de vérité dans le Dar’ ta‘arud al-'aql wa-l-naql d’Ibn
Taymiyya (Cerf, 2023).

2 Dimitri Gutas, Greek thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad
and Early ‘Abbasid Society (2nd-4th/8th-10th centuries) (Routledge & Sons, 1998), 170-71.

3 For instance, see Yahyah Michot, “Vanités intellectuelles... ’impasse des rationalismes selon le
Rejet de La Contradiction d’Ibn Taymiyyah,” Oriente Moderno 19 (80), no. 3 (2000): 597-617. "On reste
pantois devant I'ampleur de Pérudition d’Tbn Taymiyya. A vrai dire, la quantité seule de ses références
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wa-l-naql,* Tbn Taymiyya refers to an impressive number of philosophers,
especially Greeks. However, he does not demonstrate direct familiarity
with the works of many of them: for instance, he mentions figures like
Alexander of Aphrodisias, Proclus, and Themistius,® but only as “disciples
of Aristotle.” His knowledge of Aristotle himself appears mediated, pri-
marily through intermediaries such as the doxographer al-Shahrastani.
Ibn Taymiyya’s engagement with philosophy nonetheless contains
surprises. Among the thirty or so authors he cites and critiques with pre-
cision, one finds the unlikely figure of the mathematician and astrono-
mer Thabit b. Qurra (d. 288/901), a native of Harran like Ibn Taymiyya,
though born four centuries earlier, probably in 211/826. Ibn Taymiyya
does not reference Thabit’s celebrated work in mathematics or astron-
omy but focuses instead on a lesser-known philosophical treatise: his
Concise Exposition of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,® the earliest commentary on
the Metaphysics that has come down to us. In the ninth volume of the Dar’
ta‘arud,” Ibn Taymiyya devotes nearly fifty pages to refuting this treatise,
which had previously been largely overlooked by Islamic philosophers.
For Ibn Taymiyya, Thabit’s work provides an opportunity to distance him-
self from Aristotle, the philosopher par excellence, whose Metaphysics he
did not know directly,® as well as from the broader intellectual movement
of the “partisans of the intellect” (ahl al-‘aql). The focus of this confronta-
tion is particularly significant: through Book Lambda of the Metaphysics,
the subject of Thabit’s Talkhis, Ibn Taymiyya engages with metaphysica

autorise déja a le considérer comme le lecteur le plus important des falasifah aprés Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi dans le monde sunnite. Quant a la qualité de son traitement des ceuvres qu’il étudie, sa virtuo-
sité n’a souvent d’égale que sa pertinence.” (599).

4 Tbn Taymiyya, Dar’ taarud al-aql wa-l-naql aw muwafaqat sahih al-manqul li-sarth al-ma‘qul, ed.
Muhammad Rashad Salim, (Dar al-Kunuz al-Adabiyya, 1979).

5 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 1:152.

6 David Reisman and Amos Bertolacci, “Thabit Ibn Qurra’s Concise Exposition of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics: Text, Translation and Commentary,” in Sciences and Philosophy in the 9th Century
Baghdad. Thabit Ibn Qurra (826-901), ed. Roshdi Rashed (De Gruyter, 2009), 715-76.

7 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:272-321.

8 Alittle earlier in the book (Dar’, 8:216-17), Ibn Taymiyya reports and comments on a quotation pre-
sented as from Aristotle, which the editor of the Dar’despairs of finding in Metaphysics or in Averroes’
Commentary on Metaphysics, while noting analogies in substance with the doctrine of Book Lambda
(216, note 9). This is in fact an exact quotation from Thabit b. Qurra’s Talkhis in paragraph 2, which Ibn
Taymiyya would later take up (Dar’, 9:273). This seems to indicate that the Talkhis is indeed the main,
if not the only, source of Ibn Taymiyya’s knowledge of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, and that he regards it
as a reliable access to the Stagirite’s thought.
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specialis, that is, the natural theology of the philosopher,’® critically exam-
ining the ability of autonomous human reason to comprehend God inde-
pendently of Revelation.

1. The Talkhis of Thabit b. Qurra

Thabit b. Qurra, a mathematician and astronomer of prime importance
in the history of the Arab sciences!® and leader of the Bant Miisa school
in Baghdad, is also remembered for his philosophical activity, as attested
by his contemporaries. Arabic sources mention his Ikhtisar (Ssummary)
of the Categories and the Prior Analytics, his Jawami‘ (synopses) of the
De Interpretatione, a treatise devoted to the Sophistical Refutations, and a
commentary on the first book of the Physics.!* Although the earliest lists
do not attribute any texts concerning the Metaphysics to him, his contem-
poraries nevertheless considered him well-versed in Aristotle’s work, see-
ing him as an heir to the tradition of the Sabaeans of Harran.'? His work
as a translator demonstrates his proficiency in Greek and Arabic, despite
Syriac being his mother tongue.

Thabit’s treatise on the Metaphysics survives in only two early man-
uscripts (Ayasofia 4832, fol. 60v-62r; Osmania University Library acq.
1408, fol. 4v-7r)," but its authenticity is scarcely in doubt, a view further
supported by Ibn Taymiyya’s refutation. According to its editors, the title
given by the more reliable manuscript reads as follows: Magqalat Thabit

9 For a general presentation of the doctrine of book Lambda, see Thomas De Koninck, Aristote, I'in-
telligence et Dieu (PUF, 2008).

10 About his scientific work, see Thabit b. Qurra, Euvres d’astronomie, trans. Régis Morelon (Belles-
Lettres, 1987); Mehmet Fuat Sezgin, Geschichte des Arabischen Schrifttums (Brill, 1971), iii, 260-263; v,
264-72; vi, 163-70; vii, 151-52, 269-70. Also see Régis Morelon, “Thabit B. Qurra and Arab Astronomy in
the 9th Century,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 4, no. 1 (1994): 111-39.

11 Cecilia Martini Bonadeo, “Il maestro Thabit ibn Qurra e la teologia di Metafisica Lambda nella
Baghdad del IX secolo,” Doctor Virtualis, no. 7 (2008): 125-47. The author has published a slightly
modified English translation of this article in Cecilia Martini Bonadeo, ‘Abd Al-Latif al-Baghdadr’s
Philosophical Journey. From Aristotle’s Metaphysics to the ‘Metaphysical Science’ (Brill, 2013), 56-66.
12 Contrary to previous bibliography, which readily made Thabit the introducer of Neoplatonism in
Harran, Michel Tardieu has shown that this influence was much older. See Michel Tardieu, "Sabiens
coraniques et "Sabiens" de Harran," Journal asiatique 274, no 1-2 (1986): 1-44. See also D. Pingree, “The
Sabians of Harran and the Classical Tradition,” International Journal of the Classical Tradition 9, no. 1
(2002): 8-35.

13 For a precise description of the two manuscripts, see Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,”
725-29.
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Ibn Qurra fi talkhis ma ata bihi Aristutalis fi kitabihi fi ma bada l-tabTa
mimma jara l-amr fithi ‘ala siyaqat al-burhan siwa ma jara min dhalika
majra l-igna‘ (“Treatise on the abridgement of what Aristotle presented
in his book The Metaphysics, among the subjects treated according to
the method of demonstration and not according to the method of per-
suasion”). The use of the term talkhis to describe this commentary may
appear surprising, as it was rarely employed before the eleventh centu-
ry.** The term would later acquire a technical meaning in philosophy,
referring to a type of “middle commentary” that occupies an intermedi-
ate position between the Jjami‘ (Compendium or Epitome) and the Tafsir
(Great Commentary). However, Thabit’s Talkhts bears little resemblance
to Averroes’ Talkhis of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, as known through Hebrew
translations.’s In its more common usage, talkhis implies a “quintessence,
summary, or abridgement,” but this work offers much more than a mere
summary — alternatively translated by its editors as a “concise exposi-
tion” — of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

In fact, the Talkhis concentrates on only one part of the Metaphysics:
chapters 6-9 of Book Lambda, where Aristotle discusses the First Cause.
The work is divided into nine sections, following this structure:

The first section serves as a brief introduction, modeled on
Neoplatonic commentaries on Aristotle, and includes a reflection on the
supposed harmony between Plato and Aristotle.

The second section presents an Aristotelian thesis: the First Mover is
the cause of the existence of corporeal substance.

The third section addresses an objection not explicitly raised by
Aristotle.

The fourth section introduces another Aristotelian thesis: the First
Mover is the eternal, not the temporal, cause of the existence of the world.

14 “Extremely few works written before 1000 AD were called talkhts. The entire Fihrist contains only
three titles that may have had that word: one by the Alexandrians on De Anima and two talakhts of
Galen by Razi. In philosophy, I know of only one other title, missed by Ibn an-Nadim: Thabit b. Qurra’s
Talkhts ma ata bihi Aristutalis ft kitabihi fi ma ba'da t-tabta mimma jara l-amru fthi ‘ala siyaqati [sic in
ms] l-burhan siwa ma jara min dhalika majra l-igna;” see: Dimitri Gutas, “Aspects of Literary Form and
Genre in Arabic Logical Works,” in Glosses and Commentaries on Aristotelian Logical Texts. The Syriac,
Arabic and Medieval Latin Traditions, ed. Charles Burnett (Warburg Institute, 1993), 40-41, n. 49.

15 Aubert Martin, “Aristote de Stagire. Métaphysique - Tradition syriaque et arabe,” in Dictionnaire
des philosophes antiques, Richard Goulet ed. (Editions du CNRS, 1989), 530.
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The fifth section clarifies a potential misunderstanding: the eternity
of the universe does not imply that it is necessarily uncaused.

The sixth section departs further from Aristotle, asserting that the
First Principle is the cause of the world’s existence through will.

Sections 7-9 more clearly follow the theses of Book Lambda: the
First Principle cannot possess magnitude (Metaphysics A 7, 1073a 5-11);
the First Principle is necessarily one (Metaphysics A 8, 1074a 31-38); the
substance of the First Principle is Intelligence (Metaphysics A 9). Only the
final sections could be considered a straightforward summary of pas-
sages from Aristotle’s work; the first two-thirds of the treatise reveal a far
more original reading by Thabit.

This originality does not mean, however, that the commentator was
disconnected from established reading traditions. Aristotle’s Metaphysics
was not unfamiliar in ninth-century Baghdad. It had been the subject of
an early Arabic translation in the circle of the philosopher al-Kindi,® who
demonstrates considerable familiarity with Aristotle’s ideas in his al-Fal-
safa al-ula.'” While it is unlikely that al-Kind1 himself was responsible for
this translation,'® two early sources attribute it to a certain Ustath who
may have been part of al-Kindr’s intellectual circle.’® Although al-Kind1
rarely quotes directly from Aristotle’s text, which he nevertheless closely
follows, the essence of this translation is preserved in a later text: it is
the version used by Averroes in his Great Commentary (Tafstr) of the
Metaphysics.

Other translations of Book Lambda, as noted in Ibn al-Nadim’s
Fihrist, may have been accessible to Thabit. These include a translation
by Ishaq b. Hunayn (d. 298/910), the son of the renowned translator, cov-
ering “several books” of the Metaphysics;* a ninth-century translation of

16 Gerhard Endress, “The Circle of al-Kindi. Early Arabic Translations from the Greek and the Rise
of Islamic Philosophy,” in Gerhard Endress and Remke Kruk, The Ancient Tradition in Christian and
Islamic Hellenism: Studies on the Transmission of Greek Philosophy and Sciences dedicated to H.].
Drossaart Lulofs on his ninetieth birthday (Research School of Asian, African and Amerindian Studies
(CNWS), 1997), 43-76.

17 Rushdi Hafni Rashid and Jean Jolivet, (Euvres philosophiques et scientifiques d’al-Kindi : Volume 2 :
Métaphysique et cosmologie (Brill, 1998).

18 Angel Cortabarria, “A partir de quelles sources étudier al-Kindi?,” Mélanges de lInstitut domini-
cain d’études orientales 10 (1970): 83-108, 90.

19 On the topic, see Martin, “Aristote de Stagire,” 530.

20 Abu l-Faraj Muhammad Ibn al-Nadim, Kitab al-fihrist, Gustav Fliigel ed. (Institut fiir Geschichte
der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften, 2005), 251, 26.
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Book Lambda by the less prominent translator Shamli;* and a version
rendered by the Nestorian logician Abu Bishr Matta (d. 328/940), which
also included Alexander of Aphrodisias’s commentary, likely translated
from Syriac.??

It is difficult to determine with certainty whether Thabit, who
could read Greek, relied on any of these translations, as he never quotes
Aristotle’s text verbatim. A similar uncertainty surrounds the Greek
commentaries translated into Arabic and available in Baghdad at the
time. While it is recognised that “Thabit’s knowledge of Greek, Syriac,
and Arabic makes it particularly difficult to identify his possible sources
for the Concise Exposition,” the editors of the text observe? that he fre-
quently employs Themistius’s paraphrase of Book Lambhda as a reading
tool. However, Thabit’s potential use of other commentaries known in the
Arab world at the time - such as Alexander of Aphrodisias’s commentary,
the Principles of the Universe attributed to the same author, the Epitome
of Nicholas of Damascus, or Theophrastus’s Metaphysics** — remains
speculative.

The editors of the treatise, which seems to have been considered
secondary by Thabit’s contemporaries, argue that it is “of considerable
importance for our understanding of the development of Graeco-Arabic
philosophy and, in particular, the knowledge that Thabit and his scholarly
contemporaries had of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and other works.”> The
Talkhts provides a window into the philosophical debates of its time, set
against the reception of the metaphysical project developed by al-Kindi
in his work On First Philosophy. This project extended beyond transla-
tion, relying on numerous Greek texts, including the so-called Theology
of Aristotle,?® the Liber de Causis (a reworking of Proclus’s Elements of
Theology), Plato’s Timaeus and Symposium, and Aristotle’s De Caelo and

21 al-Nadim, Kitab al-fihrist, 241, 30.

22 This is the opinion of Freudenthal, who published the fragments of Alexander’s commentary that
have come down to us through the quotations made from this translation by Averroes in his Great
Commentary (Jakob Freudenthal, Die durch Averroes erhaltenen Fragmente Alexanders zur Metaphysik
des Aristoteles (Koniglichen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1885).).

23 Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 720-721. Cecilia Martini Bonadeo agrees with this
opinion (Martini Bonadeo, “Il maestro Thabit”).

24 Martin, “Aristote de Stagire.”

25 Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 716.

26 William F. Ryan, Charles B. Schmitt, and Jill A. Kraye, Pseudo-Aristotle in the Middle Ages: The
‘Theology’ and Other Texts (The Warburg Institute, 1986).
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De Anima (known through a Neoplatonic paraphrase). Al-Kind1 aimed to
synthesize philosophical theology in a way compatible with the revealed
tenets of Islamic faith, identifying the First Cause and the First Intellect of
Greek philosophy with the Creator and Sustainer of the Qur’an. His inter-
pretation of Aristotle was selective, drawing heavily on Books a, E, and A,
and orienting the reading toward an essentially theological understand-
ing. For al-Kindji, the primary object of metaphysics was God.?”’ In con-
trast, al-Farabi, writing in the following century, approached metaphysics
as the study of being qua being, with God being only a secondary object.

Al-Kindr’s ontology, though informed by Aristotle, often diverged
significantly from the Stagirite’s original doctrine. Drawing on the argu-
ments of the Christian Neoplatonist John Philoponus, he rejected the
eternity of the world. Similarly, likely under the influence of Ammonius,
he argued that God is both an efficient and a final cause — a departure
from Aristotle’s depiction of God as an immaterial intellect and unmoved
mover. This shift allowed Aristotle’s God to align with the emanationist
deity of Neoplatonism and the Creator of Islamic revelation.

The dedication of Thabit’s Talkhis to the vizier al-Qasim Ibn Ubayd
Allah hasled the editors to hypothesize a possible rivalry between Thabit’s
project and that of al-Kindi. Al-Qasim, who served the Abbasid dynasty,
was reportedly responsible for the execution in 286/899 of an important
disciple of al-Kindi, Ahmad al-Tayyib al-Sarakhsi, author of a now-lost
treatise, Kitab fi l-radd ‘ala Jaliniis fi I-muharrik al-awwal (Refutation of
Galen on the First Mover). While the reasons for this execution remain
unclear, it is tempting to imagine that al-Qasim may have commissioned
Thabit to refute the Kindian philosopher’s arguments. However, the lack
of evidence makes this scenario speculative at best.

More broadly, the Talkhts has been described as an “antidote to the
Neoplatonic elements in the works of the Kindi circle.” 2 On essential
doctrinal issues such as the eternity of the world and the nature of God
as a final or efficient cause, the Talkhis preserves Aristotelian doctrine
largely free from Neoplatonic influence. Yet, as Cecilia Martini Bonadeo
observes, “the theses enunciated by al-Kindi are not entirely absent from

27 "La philosophie la plus noble et du plus haut rang est la philosophie premiere: je veux dire la
science du Vrai premier qui est la cause de tout vrai.” Rashid and Jolivet, (Euvres philosophiques, 8.
28 Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 718.
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Thabit’s work.”?® On several points, the Talkhis reflects the influence of
the Kindian reading of the Metaphysics and the growing significance of
its synthesis. Thabit’s focus on Book Lambda aligns with this theological
reading of the Metaphysics, which al-Kindi initiated and which remained
dominant in Arab philosophy until al-Farabi.*° He shares with al-Kindi the
aim of reconciling Aristotle’s God with the God of Islam, as evidenced by
Section 5, which argues that the eternity of the world does not preclude
the notion of creation. Whatever his personal beliefs — Thabit’s family
ties to the “Sabaean” tradition of Harran are well established?! — Thabit
appears to have been engaged in a project more parallel than opposed
to that of al-Kind1. His goal was to construct, distinct from Neoplatonic
orthodoxy, a synthesis of philosophical theology faithful to Aristotle yet
acceptable to the adherents of the revealed religions that shaped the
Abbasid empire politically and intellectually.

2. The Refutation of the Talkhis in Dar’ ta‘arud

If the Talkhis was intended to present a rival project to al-Kind1’s meta-
physical-theological synthesis, it can be said that it failed to achieve the
desired success and posed little threat to its competitor’s influence. The
text survives in only two manuscripts, one from the eleventh century and
the other from the eighteenth century, and it appears to have attracted lit-
tle attention from contemporaries. Nevertheless, its modest transmission
into the modern era suggests a relatively sustained, if limited, interest.
The strongest evidence of this interest lies in the extensive presence
of the Talkhts in Ibn Taymiyya’s work, albeit in the form of a refutation.
Ibn Taymiyya devotes approximately fifty pages of the Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql
wa-l-naql to a focused and detailed polemic against Thabit, quoting the
first six sections of the text at length — amounting to two-thirds of the

29 Martini Bonadeo, “Il maestro Thabit,” 128.

30 Amos Bertolacci, “From al-Kindi to al-Farabi: Avicenna’s Progressive Knowledge of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics according to his Autobiography,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 11, no. 2, (September
2001): 257-95.

31 Michel Tardieu, “La filiation ascendante de Thabit b. Qurra,” in Perspectives arabes et médiévales
sur la tradition scientifique et philosophique grecque. Actes du colloque de la SIHSPAI (Société interna-
tionale d’histoire des sciences et de la philosophie arabes et islamiques), Paris, 31 mars-3 avril 1993, ed.
Ahmad Hasnawi, Abdelali Elamrani-Jamal and Maroun Aouad (Peeters, 1997), 265-270.
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original work.?? While Ibn Taymiyya frequently refutes passages cited in
full, the nearly comprehensive quotation of Thabit’s text is relatively rare
within Dar’ ta‘arud.

This is particularly notable given that Thabit b. Qurra bears little
resemblance to Ibn Taymiyya’s usual intellectual adversaries, such as
the rationalist Ash‘arite theologians of his time (e.g., Sayf al-Din al-Amidi,
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi), or the leading philosopher Avicenna. The promi-
nence of this ancient figure, generally regarded as a minor philosopher,
within Ibn Taymiyya’s work, calls for a reassessment of Thabit’s position
in the intellectual hierarchies derived from still-incomplete sources. It is
plausible that Thabit’s better-documented scientific reputation contrib-
uted to Ibn Taymiyya’s interest: rather than targeting any single school
of philosophy or theology, Ibn Taymiyya aimed to dismantle the broader
system of truth advanced by the “partisans of the intellect,” of which
Thabit, as an astronomer, mathematician, and metaphysician, served
as a relatively comprehensive representative.** Through Thabit, Ibn
Taymiyya also finds an opportunity to engage indirectly with Aristotle
himself, whose Metaphysics he does not appear to have studied directly.

Ibn Taymiyya was naturally less concerned with the immediate con-
text surrounding the creation of the Talkhis. The philosophical debates of
ninth-century Baghdad, particularly concerning the role of Neoplatonic
elements in interpreting Aristotle, held little relevance for him. Instead,
he situates Thabit within his own polemical framework, targeting the
rationalist system of truth. The refutation fits into a relatively loose
argumentative structure: it forms part of the forty-fourth and final argu-
ment of the Dar’ ta‘arud, a section spanning nearly four volumes (most
of Volume 7 and the entirety of the last three volumes). These volumes
juxtapose refutations of extracts from a wide array of authors, with no
clearly discernible organizational scheme. Ibn Taymiyya’s argumentative

32 The editors of the Talkhis therefore make the Dar’ text a third witness for the establishment of
their text and include it in their stemma, though not without making explicit their reservations about
the quality of the text established by Rashid Salim: “There is some evidence that M. R. Salim (...) may
have made editorial choices which are inconsistent with the manuscript readings of Ibn Taymiyya’s
quotations of Thabit’s text.” (Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 730).

33 Itis noteworthy that Ibn Taymiyya mentions Thabit b. Qurra another time, on the occasion of an
exegetical quarrel concerning Abraham’s rejection of the worship of the stars (Q 43:26; 26:75): “They
wrote books on the invocation of the stars, as did Thabit b. Qurra and others after him among the
Sabean philosophers of Harran.” (Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 1:313).



108 ADRIEN CANDIARD

strategy in this section relies on the exuberant and seemingly endless
accumulation of successive refutations.

Ibn Taymiyya does not explain why he confines his critique to the
first six sections of the Talkhts rather than addressing the entire text. It
is uncertain whether this limitation was a deliberate choice or a conse-
quence of the manuscript he used, which may have been incomplete.
However, the prioritisation of these sections may not be entirely coin-
cidental. Within these six sections, Ibn Taymiyya’s attention is unevenly
distributed: Section 2, which outlines an Aristotelian thesis (the First
Mover as the cause of the existence of corporeal substance), is dismissed
in just a few lines.** In contrast, Section 6, where Thabit introduces the
more personal and contentious issue of divine will, occupies 27 pages —
more than half of the rebuttal.

Ibn Taymiyya’s primary focus lies in areas where philosophical
theses conflict with the Islamic faith — such as the eternity of the world
- and in doctrinal elements specific to Thabit. The last three sections of
the Talkhts, which adhere closely to Aristotelian theses compatible with
Islam, hardly align with these criteria of interest.

Within these 49 pages of relentless, and at times repetitive, refuta-
tion, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to demonstrate the inadequacy of his “rational-
ist” opponents in reaching a proper understanding of God through natu-
ral reason conceived as autonomous. His critique is particularly pointed
to issues where the philosophical theses conflict directly with Muslim the-
ology, such as the eternity of the world or the nature of divine will.

By engaging so extensively with Thabit’s Talkhts, Ibn Taymiyya aims
not only to refute a specific text but to undermine the broader system
of natural theology it represents. Thabit, as a figure emblematic of the
“partisans of the intellect,” provides Ibn Taymiyya with a means to chal-
lenge the foundations of rationalist thought and to reassert the primacy
of revealed knowledge. While the Talkhls itself may not have achieved
significant influence in its own time, Ibn Taymiyya’s detailed engagement
with the text ensures its lasting importance as a focal point in the debates
between rationalism and revelation within Islamic thought.

34 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:273.
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3. Definition of the Adversary

While Ibn Taymiyya specifically targets Thabit’s Talkhls, it is clear from
the outset that his critique is aimed at a broader adversary. His first com-
mentary on Section 2 of the Talkhis is introduced with the formula, often
repeated thereafter, “They will be answered” (fa-yuqalu lahum).’> This
use of the third-person plural recurs frequently throughout the text, as
in references to “their doctrine,” occasionally alternating with the sec-
ond person. The latter usage sometimes appears individual, seemingly
directed at Thabit himself, and at other times collective, referring to a
broader group.

This collective, for whom Thabit seems to act as a spokesman, is not
clearly identified. It is possible that Ibn Taymiyya continues the broader
polemic initiated earlier in the Dar’ ta‘arud, where he critiques rational-
ists in general, often referred to by imprecise, general pronouns. In this
framework, Thabit would function merely as a representative, much as
al-Razi or al-Amidi often do.

However, this collective occasionally takes on a more specific iden-
tity in the course of the polemic. On the question of God as a final cause
but not an efficient cause, Ibn Taymiyya directs his critique toward “these
philosophers,” rather than philosophers in general. He elaborates:

This is a situation that clearly shows the ignorance and misguidance of the
members of this group, for anyone who carefully scans (tadabbara) the texts
of their speech present in their books, which has been reported to us by their
companions. We do not know Greek, and it has not been transmitted to us
according to a chain of transmission (isnad) whose transmitters are known,
but those who have transmitted it to us are the most eminent of their compan-
ions (aimmat ashabihim), whom they praise and defend by all means. They
passed this on to us and translated it into Arabic, and they recalled that they
made it known, explained it, held it in high esteem, popularised it, until minds
accepted it without challenging it. So, what is the true meaning of this state-
ment? It clearly shows their ignorance of God, which is greater than what is
revealed by the discourse of true believers.*

35 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:273.
36 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:276.
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The group Ibn Taymiyya refers to comprises Arab philosophers who were
familiar with Greek and who made Greek-language philosophical texts
their primary source of knowledge, particularly in theology and meta-
physics. Ibn Taymiyya’s vocabulary when describing them is significant:
they have “companions” (ashab) who “transmit” (naqala) their teach-
ings through a chain (isnad), mirroring the terminology used by the ahl
al-sunna in reference to Hadith. Ibn Taymiyya portrays them as adher-
ents of a competing “religion,” purportedly revealed, which fundamen-
tally opposes Islam and precludes any meaningful conciliation. In this
context, Thabit represents not rationalism in general, but a claim to know
God through natural theology of Greek origin, bypassing both Qur’anic
Revelation and the rational pathways it opens for human understanding.

The rest of the text confirms this perspective, albeit with some
nuances:

It is certain that the philosophers who came after Aristotle have less ignorance
and more knowledge, because of what agreed with them among the reasons
that their intellect and reasoning confirmed. The more someone knows the
prophecies and is close to them, the more his intellect and reasoning are in the
right. That is why we find in Avicenna a better discourse than that of Thabit b.
Qurra, and we find in Ab1 al-Barakat,*” the author of the Mu'tabar, a discourse
better than that of Avicenna. And Aristotle’s own discourse is inferior to that of
all these on theological matters.*

Ibn Taymiyya acknowledges that later philosophers, such as Avicenna and
especially Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadi, were able to incorporate elements
of Revelation into their systems. Their natural theology, therefore, was
less autonomous and consequently less flawed. However, Ibn Taymiyya
continues to establish hierarchies even among these philosophers, rank-
ing them based on the quality of their access to revealed truths. Avicenna,
accused of drawing on Shiite and Mutazilite sources, is deemed more

37 Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi (d. in 560/1165), doctor, physicist and philosopher of Jewish origin
who converted to Islam, author of the Kitab al-mu‘tabar, which offers a critical alternative to the
metaphysics of Aristotle and Avicenna. On him, see Shlomo Pines, Studies in Abu’l-Barakat al-Baghdadt
Physics and Metaphysics, reprint., (The Hebrew University, 2000).

38 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:276.
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erroneous than those who utilise sources from the “people of the hadith,”
such as Abu 1-Barakat or, more surprisingly, Averroes.*

Thus, Ibn Taymiyya identifies hierarchies of error among philoso-
phers, with the proximity of their intellectual systems to Muhammadian
Revelation as the criterion. For Ibn Taymiyya, only the rationality revealed
by God Himself can adequately speak about Him; the more thinkers align
with this, the less erroneous their conclusions. However, Ibn Taymiyya
also expresses doubts about the sincerity of philosophers who claim to be
Muslim, especially on the issue of recognizing God as both an efficient and
final cause. Autonomous natural theology, he argues, is a pernicious influ-
ence that struggles to genuinely integrate the elements of true theology.

By refuting Thabit rather than Avicenna - despite the latter’s far
greater influence on the theology of Ibn Taymiyya’s time - Ibn Taymiyya
choosesto attack the concept of natural theology in its purest form. Thabit’s
open claim to know God outside the pathways of Revelation represents,
for Ibn Taymiyya, the unadulterated essence of this “poison,” free of the
mitigating Islamic elements found in the systems of later philosophers.

4. The Method of Refutation

In attacking the Talkhts, Ibn Taymiyya does not primarily aim to high-
light the incompatibility of the God of the philosophers with the God of
Revelation. Indeed, he does not cite the Qur’an or the Hadith at any point
in these 49 pages of refutation. His objective, rather, is to demonstrate the

39 “And if the discourses of their ancients (qudama’) about one’s knowledge of God were rare and
full of errors, the discourses of modern [philosophers], on the contrary, multiplied when they became
believers in the various religions (min ahl al-milal). They entered into the religion of the Muslims,
Jews and Christians (din al-muslimin wa-l-yahtid wa-l-nasara), and they heard what the prophets had
revealed about the names of God, His attributes, the angels, and so on. They liked to deduce from the
principles of their elders (min ustl salafihim) and from their discourses what agreed with the reve-
lations of the prophets, when they saw in them the great truth that cannot be denied, which is the
most honourable and highest of knowledge. So everyone began to speak according to his own inter-
pretation (bi-hasab ijtihadihi): al-Farabi said white, Avicenna said black, Abt al-Barakat (the author of
the Mu'tabar) said blue, Averroes said red, Suhrawardi said green, and everyone went with his own
colour. They followed their whim, according to what they liked to retain in the doctrine of religions.
Some, like Avicenna and his disciples, stick to the doctrine of the Mu'tazilites and Shiites: his discourse
will be of a certain colour. Others, like Abt 1-Barakat or Averroes, mix Sunni and hadith scholars,
and their discourse will have a different colour, closer to pure reason and authentic revelation than
Avicenna’s discourse.” See: Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 6:247-48.
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incoherence of autonomous natural theology on its own terms, much like
Ghazall in his Tahafut al-falasifa. For Ibn Taymiyya, Thabit’s failure lies
not in his distance from revealed texts but in his lack of rational coher-
ence, which paradoxically stems from an overestimation of the capacities
of autonomous reason. To this end, Ibn Taymiyya endeavours to expose
the contradictions and impasses inherent in any attempt at autonomous
natural theology, relying on what he terms “pure reason” (sarth al-‘aq)*
and other similar formulations. Furthermore, he frequently criticizes his
opponents for failing to provide apodictic proof (burhan) for the positions
they merely assert.

This objective shapes Ibn Taymiyya’s choice of argumentation,
which he deploys after quoting extensively from Thabit’s text. He breaks
these quotations into short lemmas, which he then comments on in a
manner largely inspired by the dialectical methods of Islamic kalam. This
approach reproduces the dialogical form of kalam, anticipating potential
objections and responding to them in advance (“If one says that...,” “It will
be answered that...”).# To reveal the incoherence of philosophical posi-
tions, Ibn Taymiyya favors a classical procedure of this dialectic, rooted
in Greek logic but particularly prominent in the works of al-Bagillani,*
Juwayni, and Ghazali: the disjunctive syllogism, or sabr wa-taqsim (a
translation of the Greek Swaipeoig) — also known as dalala bi-l-mudad-
da.** This logical method plays a central role in both legal reasoning
among the fugaha* and Avicenna’s famous proof for the existence of God

40 Ibn Taymiyya explicitly refers to authentic rationality on Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:276-78, 283, 290,
297, 300-1, 306, 312-13, 316.

41 Among the many examples of this reproach, let us quote this example which seems to contain
an allusion to the criticism formulated by Ghazali against the philosophers, incapable of applying
the apodictic method which they nevertheless judge to be unsurpassable: “You say: ‘But this is by no
means appropriate to the First Principle’, without the slightest demonstration (burhan), whereas you
claim to practise demonstration and argumentation — as someone else has already reminded us.” See:
Ibn Tamiyya, Dar’, 9:319.

42 Josef van Ess, “The Logical Structure of Islamic Theology,” in Logic in Classical Islamic Culture, ed.
Gustave E. von Grunebaum (Harrassowitz Verlag, 1970), 21-50, 23.

43 Seein particular Aba Bakr al-Bagillani, Kitab al-tamhid, ed. Richard Joseph McCarthy (Al-Maktaba
al-Sharqiyya, 1957), 11-12.

44 Ess, “The Logical Structure of Islamic Theology,” 40-41.

45 Wael B. Hallaq, “Logic, Formal Arguments and Formalization of Arguments in Sunni
Jurisprudence,” Arabica 37, no. 3 (1990): 315-358, esp. 320-27.
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(burhan al-siddiqin).* It begins with a disjunctive premise — an exhaustive
enumeration of possibilities, often divided into two exclusive groups (e.g.,
“X is either eternal or temporal”). By systematically examining the impli-
cations of each possibility, one can rule out those that are logically impos-
sible (“If x did not exist at one time, it cannot be eternal”) and deduce the
correct option by elimination (“Therefore, x must be temporal”).

In his refutation of Thabit, Ibn Taymiyya employs this method exten-
sively to highlight the logical pitfalls into which his opponent has fallen.
While the tagstim procedure is generally more suited to demonstration
than refutation, Ibn Taymiyya transforms it into a powerful tool against
his adversary. For example, when Thabit defends the eternity of the world
by arguing that no external cause could prompt the First Cause to create it
at a specific moment in time, Ibn Taymiyya counters:

We must reply: All this shows the falsity of what you are saying. It is said:
either the world is a being necessary in itself, or it is possible. If it is necessary
per se, then what is the cause which necessarily brings into existence or calling
into temporal existence (al-ihdath) that which in the world appears in time,
and its specific motion, and its impulse when it sets itself in motion?*’

He then multiplies the questions to show that Thabit’s and Aristotle’s posi-
tion raises more problems than it resolves. However, the alternative is no
more satisfactory:

And if he says that the world is possible (mumkin), then the answer will be that
it must therefore have a Necessary One who created it. And so he created it as
it is, with this delay in the appearance of temporal creations. So, what is the
reason that obliged the Creator to wait before bringing them into existence?
And what prompted Him to bring these temporal creations into existence after
a time when they did not exist? What was the cause that prompted the Creator
to do this?#

Neither possibility is satisfactory, yet the principle of excluded middle
dictates that the world must be either possible or necessary. Thus, Ibn

46 Ibn SIna, Kitab al-najat (llahiyyat section II, 12).
47 1Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:284.
48 TIbn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:285.
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Taymiyya argues, Thabit’s initial claim collapses, as it excludes both pos-
sibilities, one of which must necessarily be true.

Here, Ibn Taymiyya makes extended use of the classical tagstim pro-
cedure, not only to eliminate one of the options in the disjunction but
also to construct a reductio ad absurdum, which becomes a key element
of his refutational arsenal. Reflecting on his argumentative strategy,
Ibn Taymiyya compares this type of reasoning to an argumentum ad
consequentiam:

About some Christians, because they had said to some Muslims, “You say of
a shepherd that he is Prophet of God,” [‘Abdallah Ibn ‘Umar] said, “And you
say of a fetus in its mother’s womb that it is God!” There are many equiva-
lents of these examples, where man refuses something because its implications
deserve to be dismissed.*

In this example, the consequences of the Muslim and Christian doctrines
are compared, and the Christians’ attempt to undermine the Muslims’
beliefs backfires, as their own doctrine entails far more unacceptable
consequences. Similarly, Ibn Taymiyya exposes the logical consequences
of Thabit’s theses, which, he argues, are even more untenable than the
difficulties they were intended to resolve.

5. The Impasses of Autonomous Natural Theology

Without analyzing the entirety of Ibn Taymiyya’s refutation, three key
aspects of his polemical approach merit attention.

a. Proof of the Existence of God Through Motion
In his commentary on the Talkhts, Ibn Taymiyya distinguishes the argu-
mentation employed by the “ancient Peripatetics” to prove the existence
of God - the Being necessary by His essence — from that of the Muslim
philosophers, whom he refers to as the “moderns”:

49 TIbn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:281.
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As for the method in use among the moderns, it is deduction by mutlaq al-wu-
jud ‘ala l-wajib, and it is the one employed by Avicenna and those who follow
him.3°

Here we find, more broadly outlined, the hierarchy that Ibn Taymiyya
establishes among philosophers. For him, the terms “ancient” and “mod-
ern” do not refer to precise historical periods. For instance, Thabit, writ-
ing in the ninth century, is chronologically much closer to Avicenna
than to Aristotle, yet Ibn Taymiyya classifies him among the “ancients.”
Similarly, Averroes, who lived after Avicenna, supports the Aristotelian
proof by motion,’! which Ibn Taymiyya considers the only fully convinc-
ing argument used by the “ancients.”>? These classifications are assessed
instead by the philosophers’ proximity to Qur’anic Revelation. Avicenna’s
argument, although not without flaws, is less problematic than the
Aristotelian approach, which Ihn Taymiyya summarises briefly:

Its tenor is that every body subsists only by its nature, and its nature subsists
only by its voluntary motion, and the latter subsists only by an object of love
(mahbub) and desire which is itself motionless.>

Ibn Taymiyya seems to rely exclusively on Thabit’s summary in Section
2 of the Talkhts for his understanding of Aristotle’s argument, without
reference to more sophisticated reconstructions by later commentators
such as Maimonides or Averroes.>* His account reflects Aristotle’s Physics,
particularly Book VIIL, which argues for the necessity of an immovable
First Mover to explain the origin of motion. However, Ibn Taymiyya does
not engage with Aristotle’s concept of the “First Heaven,” the interme-
diary between the First Mover and the world of generation and corrup-
tion.’> Rather than delving into the foundational elements of Aristotle’s

50 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:275.

51 Averroes, Epitome on Metaphysics, 1V, § 3.

52 About the argument “through movement” and its posterity in the Islamic world, see Herbert
A. Davidson, Proofs for Eternity. Creation and the Existence of God in Medieval Islamic and Jewish
Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 1987), 237-280.

53 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:275.

54 In Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’8, 163-215, Ibn Taymiyya had, however, demonstrated his knowledge of the
argument developed by Averroes.

55 It should be noted in this respect that the text of the Talkhish quoted by Ibn Taymiyya (Dar’ 9,
295) simplifies the text received by Reisman and Bertolacci by doing away with the intermediary of



116 ADRIEN CANDIARD

argument — such as the principle of causality or the impossibility of
infinite regress® — Ibn Taymiyya concentrates on a secondary issue: how
the immobile First Mover can set things in motion without itself being
in motion. In Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, Aristotle explains that
immobile objects can initiate motion:

This is how the desirable (70 dpektdv) and the intelligible (76 vonzdév) move:
they move without being moved. These two notions, taken in their supreme
degree, are identical. [...] The final cause moves as the object of love (épwuevov),
and all other things move because they are themselves moved.>’

As the supreme Good - and therefore the ultimate object of love — the First
Mover sets all things into motion by inspiring desire in beings that are
subject to change and improvement. However, Ibn Taymiyya appears to
be aware of only one part of Aristotle’s dual analogy: the immobile First
Mover moves in the same way that the beloved object inspires motion in
the lover, but also as the intelligible inspires thought in the intellect. The
concept of the First Cause as the “First Intelligible” and the “Thought of
thought” is absent from the sections of the Talkhts Ibn Taymiyya com-
ments on and may also be missing from the material he had access to.
This likely explains the overemphasis on the qualifiers “object of love”
(mahbub) and “object of desire” (ma'shiiq) in his presentation of Aristotle’s
doctrine. While it is true that, for Aristotle, God moves all beings w¢
épwuevov (as the ultimate object of love and desire), the omission of the
intelligible aspect of the First Cause amplifies the role of love and desire in
Ibn Taymiyya’s critique. Against this absolutized dimension of final cau-
sality, Ibn Taymiyya unleashes the full force of his polemical argument.
In Thabit’s account, the First Principle is the cause of forms, which
grant substances their subsistence; it is, therefore, the cause of all that
exists. However, it acts as a final cause, as the object of their desire for

the First Heaven in the description of the process of setting the world in motion. But it is impossible
to know whether this simplification was made by Ibn Taymiyya, the manuscript in his possession or
a later copyist.

56 In this, his refutation differs greatly from the much more elaborate one produced by Hasdai
Crescas (d. in 1410) against the Maimonides version of the argument by motion. See Harry A. Wolfson,
Crescas’ Critique of Aristotle: Problems of Aristotle’s Physics in Jewish and Arabic Philosophy (Harvard
University Press, 1929).

57 Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book Lambda, 7, 1072a-b.
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perfection, which, in turn, drives their motion.5® This concept of final cau-
sality is the primary target of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique. While he does not
reject the notion as inherently impossible or unworthy of God, he consid-
ers it fundamentally inadequate:

Let us admit that voluntary movement is conceived only in terms of a beloved
object distinct from itself (mahbiib munfasil ‘anhu). But if the thing in motion
is not necessary of itself, neither it nor its motion, then what is its necessary
cause and that of its motion? You see in the First Mover a mover only insofar
as he is an object of love and desire, and by no means insofar as he has created
(fa'ala) anything.>®

To identify the First Principle merely as the cause of things in their final
purpose, without recognizing it as the cause of their actual existence —
their creator and agent - is, for Ibn Taymiyya, to overlook its most essen-
tial role. He insists that the First Principle must also be the efficient cause
of all things. Throughout his refutation, Ibn Taymiyya equates this effi-
cient causality with God’s creative action, using the terms fail (Agent) and
mubdi‘ (Creator) interchangeably. Yet, according to him, this creative and
explanatory action is entirely absent in Thabit’s Talkhis:

If we accept his [Aristotle’s] point of view, then the essential thing in all this
is that the body in voluntary motion needs a desired object, which is its end
(ghaya): its existence can only be realised by the existence of this desired
object. The existence of the latter [the desired object] is a condition of the exis-
tence of the former [the body in motion]. So, we say: the body subsists only by
its nature, its nature subsists only by its motion, and its motion subsists only
by the distinct mover [of the body] (munfasil), which is [for it] an object of love
and desire (mahbtib ma'shiiq). The essential thing in all this is the necessity

58 For Aristotle himself, this function of final cause does not exclude a role as efficient cause (on the
coherence of Aristotle’s theses between the Physics and the Metaphysics, see De Koninck, Aristote,
65-94). The complex cosmological-metaphysical constructions of chapter 8 of Book Lambda are to be
read as a way of honoring the need for efficient causality, although the causality of the Good remains
pre-eminent in his eyes. Ancient commentators on Aristotle, beginning with Themistius whom Thabit
reads and knows, rightly understand the First Cause as both form, end and agent.

59 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:273.
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of the existence of the object loved and desired: the existence of the body in
motion is impossible without it.®°

For Ibn Taymiyya, this reasoning is insufficient because:

However, the mere distinct object of love is not enough to [allow] the existence
of the possible body, which is not [a being] necessary in itself (wajib bi-dha-
tihi), nor the existence of its nature, nor the existence of the movement proper
to it; something is needed that is its creator (mubdi), and the creator of its
movement and nature. These philosophers did not mention the necessity of
this creator, nor that of the proof of the existence of the creator of all this but
contented themselves with the existence of the distinct desired object.5!

The need for the creature to have a creator is, according to Ibn Taymiyya,
“an obvious fact for any rational mind,” one that even Avicenna could not
overlook. © Avicenna’s proof of the existence of God surpasses Aristotle’s
by recognizing in the Being necessary in itself the efficient cause of the
world, rather than merely the object of its desire that sets it in motion. For
Ibn Taymiyya, this recognition of efficient causality is infinitely more fun-
damental and essential than the notion of a final cause. He emphasizes
this point repeatedly:

As for the idea that that which is only the object of love (mahbub) is its cre-
ator, the necessary cause of its essence, attributes, and acts — without necessity,
response, or creation on the part of the beloved object, but merely because it
is a beloved object — this is something that they know, by rational intuition, to
be false. And they, like all rational minds, distinguish between final and effi-
cient causes: the beloved object implies the existence of the final cause, but
it also requires an efficient cause. If they consider the beloved object to be
the efficient cause, then it must also be its creator — quod erat demonstran-
dum. They then admit this position, which demonstrates the falsity of what
they have argued elsewhere. And if they do not consider it to be the creator,
then they lack any proof of the existence of an efficient cause that enables the
existence of the world. So, they will be told: the fact that the possible depends

60 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:275-76.
61 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:277.
62 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:277.
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on a creator for itself, its attributes, and its motion is more evident than its
dependence on a beloved object.®

The rationality Ibn Taymiyya employs here to reject the primacy of the
final cause and affirm the necessity of an efficient cause relies on the con-
cept of badthat al-‘aql (rationally self-evident),* which he borrows from
the Ash‘arite kalam.5 Against the philosophers’ complex and, in his view,
ultimately unconvincing reasoning, Ibn Taymiyya contrasts intuitive evi-
dence that is more straightforward yet irrefutable: what is created must
have a creator; what is made must have an agent.

While Ibn Taymiyya does not deny that the First Principle may also
function as a final cause, he rejects its status as a comprehensive or
explanatory cause. At best, it is a partial cause, since without an efficient
cause, the being that could direct its desire and love toward a final cause
would not exist in the first place. Such a being cannot be a subject of
desire or love without first being brought into existence. Moreover, Ibn
Taymiyya criticizes Aristotle for failing to demonstrate even the final cau-
sality of the First Principle. Instead, he argues, Aristotle merely asserts it:

Aristotle did not assert (lam yuthbit) that the First Cause is the creator of the
world, nor that it is its agent (fa‘ila lahu), nor the efficient cause (illa faila). He
asserted that it was the final cause, but he produced no proof (daltl) for this.
[Aristotle], although he speaks only of a partial cause [the final cause, not the
efficient cause], does not even provide evidence for what he claims.

To these shortcomings of an approach claiming to be grounded in auton-
omous reason, Ibn Taymiyya counters with the comprehensiveness of the
Muslim faith. In alignment with intuitive reason, this faith recognizes a

63 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:283. But Ibn Taymiyya keeps coming back to this idea. See in particular Ibn
Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:293, 297, 302, 318 et passim.

64 The term intuition, in English, was also used to translate the Arabic word hads, an essential notion
in Avicenna’s noetics. See on this topic Meryem Sebti, Avicenne: ’"dme humaine (Presses universitaires
de France, 2000), 93; Christian Jambet, Qu’est-ce que la philosophie islamique? (Gallimard, 2011), 181.
The intuition we are talking about here, referring to primary knowledge, is of a very different nature.
65 "[Al-Ash‘ari] said, regarding the meaning of the expression rational intuition, that it refers to the
principles of the sciences: it is among the kinds of necessary [knowledge] that come to the scholar
without the means of speculation, reflection or vision." Ibn Farak, Mujarrad maqalat al-shaykh Abt
al-Hasan al-Ash'art (Dar el-Mashreq, 1987), 15.

66 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:293.
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dual status in God, the First Principle: He is both the efficient cause (and
thus the Creator) and the final cause of all that He has brought into exis-
tence through creation. Ibn Taymiyya explains:

Muslims do not deny that God is the Lord and God of all things: as Lord, He is
creator, institutor, and agent; as God, He is the object of adoration, confession
of faith, and love (al-ma’biid al-ma’lith al-mahbtib).5

The autonomous natural theology articulated in Book Lambda of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics and pursued by Thabit, in Ibn Taymiyya’s view,
is fundamentally incapable of achieving its intended goal. By contrast,
the Islamic faith, consistent with intuitive rationality, immediately appre-
hends its object: the true God. For Ibn Taymiyya, the First Cause described
by the “ancient philosophers” is not the true God, but merely an inade-
quate and truncated image, ultimately misleading and deceptive to the
human mind.

b. The Eternity of the World

If the ancient philosophers manage, despite their intelligence, to evade
the rational evidence of the necessity of an agent and creator for the
world — something that should be self-evident to any rational mind - it
is because their reasoning is obscured by another thesis inherited from
Aristotle. This thesis, which Thabit explores in Sections 4 and 5 of his
Talkhts, concerns the eternity of the world. Positioned at the intersection
of cosmology and metaphysics, it is explicitly articulated by Aristotle, par-
ticularly in the Physics:

If something such as this always exists, a mover itself immobile and eternal, it
is necessary that the first thing moved by it should also be eternal.®®

Thabit elaborates on this necessity by highlighting the impossibility of the
First Cause being influenced by an external factor to explain any delay
between the existence of the eternal First Principle and its effect, the
world:

67 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:279-80.
68 Aristotle, Physics, viii, 6, 259b-60a.
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[Aristotle] says: this would indeed require that the things that exist did not first
have the slightest existence and then came into existence. This would imply,
then, that the existence of the world had another cause, which would partic-
ipate in the First Cause or be superior to the First Cause. Indeed, if the First
Cause did not have something [else] to bring the world into existence, and if
there were no cause other than its own essence to help or push the First Cause
to bring the world into existence, nor any cause to prevent or hold it back,
there would be no possible delay between the existence of the world and the
existence of the essence of the First Cause. How could [the world’s] existence
be delayed for an infinite length of time, and then be brought into existence,
like a sleeper who is then awakened?%

Ibn Taymiyya succinctly summarizes this argument a few lines later:
for the philosophers, “what happens in time must depend on a tempo-
ral cause” (kawn al-hadith yaftaqiru ila sabab hadith). Consequently, they
argue, the First Cause, being eternal, cannot bring a temporal world
into existence (muhdith). Ibn Taymiyya, however, immediately sets out
to refute this position, which he deems riddled with “contradictions,”
employing the tagstim procedure. Considering the moving bodies of the
world, particularly the stars, Ibn Taymiyya posits two possibilities: either
they are necessary beings — in which case, a necessary being can be in
motion, undermining the philosophers’ proof of the First Principle as a
motionless First Mover; or they are possible beings, whether eternal or
not. In this case, they require a necessary cause (mijib), a necessary being
who serves as their cause and agent.” In this dichotomy between neces-
sity and possibility, and in the assertion that a necessary being is required
to explain the existence of the possible, Ibn Taymiyya echoes Avicenna’s
famous argument. Although Ibn Taymiyya distrusts Avicenna’s frame-
work, he does not hesitate to utilize its logical strength in this instance.
At this stage, however, Ihn Taymiyya presents only part of his rea-
soning. Reaffirming the need for a creator who serves as the efficient
cause of the world is insufficient to prove the temporality of the world, as
opposed to its eternity. As is sometimes the case, Ibn Taymiyya appears
carried away by his critique, and in his focus on the role of the efficient
cause, he loses sight of his initial argument. This may be due to the close

69 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:280-81, see: Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 739-742.
70 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:282.
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association, for many participants in the debate on the world’s eternity,
between the notions of temporality and creation.

A few pages later, Ibn Taymiyya revisits the point he had left unre-
solved, once again applying the same taqsim (division) between neces-
sary and possible beings:

It will be said: either the world is a being necessary per se, or it is possible. If it
isnecessary per se, then what is the cause that necessarily brings into existence
or calls into temporal existence (al-ihdath) that which in the world appears in
time, its specific motion, and its impulse when it sets itself in motion? And
what is the cause that prompts the inherently necessary to do this? And what
would be its organizing cause for the appearance in time of delayed temporal
creations? For things never cease to come into existence in the world, one after
another. What, then, is the necessary cause of the delay in the appearance of
these temporal creations that did not yet exist?”

The core of Ibn Taymiyya’s argument lies in a simple, common-sense
observation: things keep coming into existence in the world, one after
the other. We constantly witness the emergence of things that did not
previously exist. To declare, as the ancient philosophers did, that the
world is eternal because its cause is eternal — and that cause and effect
must therefore be simultaneous — merely shifts the problem. How can
we explain the emergence of the temporal? How is it possible for some-
thing new to arise when its First Cause remains eternally unchanged? For
Ibn Taymiyya, the philosophers’ solution only displaces the issue. Once
the existence of anything temporal is admitted, the delay (ta'‘akhkhur)
between cause and effect becomes unavoidable.”? Any attempt to resolve
this ultimately makes the First Principle depend on something external to
itself, a conclusion that Ibn Taymiyya finds unacceptable.

Ibn Taymiyya systematically explores all the possibilities available
to his opponent, confident in the unassailability of his own position. The
introduction of Aristotelian concepts such as act and potency in the Talkhis
does not, in his view, undermine his reasoning. While it is inadmissible

71 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:284-85.

72 Ibn Taymiyya later returned to this simple shift in the philosophers’ argument, without resolving
the question they were asking. See Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:293: “If [we] are asked: ‘What then is the
cause of the delay which delayed the creation of things?’, we shall reply that the question applies to
both positions, without distinction.”
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for the First Cause, being pure act, to have remained infinitely in poten-
tial before actualizing this power to create the world, it is equally absurd
to suggest that the First Principle is eternally the actual creator of all that
appears in time:

If the First is an Agent and a creator of the world, for what there are in it of
different elements and appeared in time, it is impossible that it is in act the
creator in eternity, because that would imply the existence of each of these
elements in eternity. That would be manifest stubbornness. It would imply that
he is first the creator in power, and then that he becomes the creator in act,
without any cause external to him, because according to this position, every-
thing that is external to him is possible and produced by him. If the action [of
the First on what is external to him] depends on the effect of the latter on him,
we arrive at circular reasoning.”

For Ibn Taymiyya, the only position truly consistent with the assertion
of the world’s eternity is the claim that all possible objects also exist
eternally:

If indeed possibility alone necessarily entailed the existence of the possible, as
if it were necessary, then it would necessarily follow that everything possible
would exist from all eternity. To say such a thing is to show a senseless and
unreasonable obstinacy.™

To Ibn Taymiyya, the constant impasses of autonomous natural theology
point to only one viable solution:

In any case, then, the delay after which certain things were done is the fact of
[Being] necessary in itself.”

This conclusion requires acknowledging that the First Principle is not
merely a mechanical cause, operating by its very existence or by the force
of desire and love for the world as its desirable and final cause. Instead, it

73 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:289.
74 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:294.
75 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:294.
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must be a being endowed with will, capable of freely deciding the appear-
ance of something new at a time of its choosing.

c. The Will in God

On this subject, Thabit explicitly distinguishes himself from Aristotle’s
thought. In the sixth section of the Talkhis,”® he addresses an opinion
with which he disagrees: the claim that “the necessity of the simultane-
ous existence of the world and the First Cause necessarily implies that
the First Cause has no voluntary action in bringing the world into exis-
tence.” Thabit provides two arguments to support this thesis, which he
ultimately rejects. First, simultaneity implies that the production of the
world is a necessary action for the First Principle and, therefore, cannot
be voluntary. Second, Aristotle posits that the First Principle moves the
world by being its object of desire; it provokes desire by its nature, not
by its will.

Thabit, however, contends that it is incompatible with the supreme
perfection of the First Principle for any of its actions to be “contrary to
its intention or will, or without its will.” His reasoning, though succinct,
rests on the impossibility of attributing imperfection - or even something
less than the highest perfection — to God. To ascribe actions to God that
are performed against or without His will would, for Thabit, be such an
imperfection. The implicit presupposition here is that the First Cause pos-
sesses will: not exercising that will would be less appropriate and less
perfect than using it to accomplish actions, such as creating the world.

It is worth noting, however, that Aristotle does not present divine
causality as involuntary, in the sense of the First Principle possessing will
but not employing it in its causal role. Instead, Aristotle conceives the First
Principle as a-voluntary — it is not the subject of will at all. In a philosoph-
ical context influenced by Biblical and Qur’anic revelations, the idea of a
God who acts not only against or without His will but is entirely devoid of
will as humans understand it becomes increasingly inconceivable.

Ibn Taymiyya pays little attention to Thabit’s disagreement with
Aristotle, namely his effort to correct Aristotle by allowing the First
Principle to be a final cause through the effect of its will. Instead, Ibn
Taymiyya continues to argue as though he were confronting a unified
Peripatetic school that uniformly denies the possibility of attributing will

76 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:294-96, see: Reisman and Bertolacci, “Concise Exposition,” 744-47.
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to the First Principle.”” It is this perceived position that Ibn Taymiyya
seeks to dismantle, dedicating half of his refutation of the Talkhis to this
issue. To underscore the weight of his critique, Ibn Taymiyya even num-
bers his arguments, presenting them as an imposing accumulation.

In this expansive argumentation, Ibn Taymiyya draws on a range
of approaches. Some of his arguments are more rhetorical. For example,
using the taqsim procedure, he highlights the contradictions in Aristotle’s
position: How can one deny will to the First Principle, on the pretext that
an eternal being cannot possess it, and at the same time affirm the eter-
nity of the world, which is in voluntary motion toward the First?’® Ihn
Taymiyya forces a choice: either the First Principle can possess will, or
the world cannot be eternal. Aristotle, however, does not reject the idea of
a creative will because of the First Principle’s eternity but rather because
of its independence from everything else — a quality that, Ibn Taymiyya
notes, does not apply to the stars or the world, which depend closely on
the First Cause for their existence.

Beyond rhetorical strategies, Ibn Taymiyya seriously engages with
Aristotle’s position and acknowledges its coherence: if the First Principle
is merely an object of love (mahbub), there is no need to attribute will to
it.” For Ihn Taymiyya, however, this limited conception of divine action
is precisely why it must be rejected. Such a narrow view, which overlooks
the direct efficient causality of God, is unworthy of the First Principle.
Without explicitly acknowledging it, Ibn Taymiyya adopts the core

77 Ibn Taymiyya begins his response to section 6 with these words: “This speech reveals his thinking
and that of his school, and clearly demonstrates its incoherence and corruption, which it would take
a long time to describe and enumerate.” See: Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:296.

78 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:301.

79 “The First, according to you, produces no effect and does not act, either voluntarily or involun-
tarily. And the fact that it is an object of love does not imply that it acts for nothing to add to the one
who loves it. For what creates love in the object loved and sets it in motion toward the object loved
is not the same object loved. Thus, every being endowed with reason knows that even if the hungry
person loves the bread, the bread has made no movement for him and has no intention toward him.
The same is true of the object of desire, which knows nothing about the person who desires it: neither
action nor movement comes from it and adds nothing to its lover. We lend him an action as we lend
it to inanimate objects. Thus it is said: ‘the dirham and the dinar destroy people’, or again: Gold is
called a murderer, or the world arrogant, deceitful and weak, and other such things are attributed to
that whose souls feel no love, which has no action or intention; but it is attributed an action because
it is the cause of it, and not because it is the author of that action or its agent, or its creator. Rational
thinkers agree on this.” See: Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:312-13.
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argument developed by Thabit in favour of the First Principle’s will: it is
more fitting for its perfection to assume its actions are voluntary.

Ibn Taymiyya sharpens this argument further, presenting it in nega-
tive terms: By denying will to God, the Peripatetics espouse a view unwor-
thy of Him. He points out their inconsistency, noting that philosophers
attribute will to the stars while denying it to God, whereas believers nat-
urally adopt the opposite view.8

Ibn Taymiyya examines the reasons behind the philosophers’ refusal
to attribute will to the First Principle and expands on them beyond what
is explicitly stated in Thabit’s Talkhis. At its core, this refusal aims to pre-
serve God’s absolute independence. Philosophers argue that if the First
Principle willed something, this would imply dependence on the desired
object (al-murad), which is external to itself, contradicting the very defi-
nition of the First Principle.?! Ibn Taymiyya frames this argument using
the technical vocabulary of Islamic theology, though these terms are for-
eign to the Peripatetic tradition. The philosophers, he suggests, seek to
uphold divine transcendence (tanzth) and avoid assimilating (tashbth)
God to creatures by denying Him a dependence characteristic of created
beings.®? The use of theological language demonstrates that Ibn Taymiyya
takes this concern seriously.®* Indeed, this issue is not foreign to a Muslim
intellectual striving to describe God appropriately.

Ibn Taymiyya counters this argument not only with theological
reasoning but also with familiar Muslim expressions, which frequently

80 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:301: “If, however, you affirm the existence of a will in the eternal First, but
deny it in the stars, as some Jews or Christians (ahl al-milal) say, you would then be closer to reason
than when you affirm that the stars have a will and that the First Cause has none. Pure reason shows
that it is more appropriate to attribute the will to the First Cause and the First Principle than to its
secondary effect. If action (fi7) does not necessarily imply will, then the movement of the stars does
not necessarily imply their will; and if it does imply will, then it is more appropriate to attribute will
to the efficient cause (al-illa al-faila) than to the effect created [by it] (al-matil al-mafil). Do you not
see that effects are immobile, like particles or plants that have no will?”

81 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:309.

82 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:305.

83 This seriousness does not, however, prevent Ibn Taymiyya from sometimes giving free rein to a
polemical vein that willingly caricatures the thought he is attacking, with a certain sophistical effec-
tiveness. Thus, Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:307: “If we consider that he has no knowledge, no power, no life,
no will, that he acts neither voluntarily nor involuntarily, and that he has not the slightest effect on
anything, and that nothing has any effect on him, then whatever exists is more perfect than he. It is
the flaw par excellence!”
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emphasize God’s will: “What God wills happens, and what God does not
will does not happen” (ma sha'a Allah kana wa-ma lam yasha’ lam yakun).®*
While his polemical style prioritises rhetorical impact over systematic
clarity, his critique unfolds in three main stages.

1. The philosophers claim to avoid attributing to the First Principle “even
one defect (nags),” yet Ibn Taymiyya argues that they ultimately ascribe to
it “the most absolute defect that can be found in a being”:% non-existence.
In their effort to avoid any assimilation of God to creatures (tashbih), they
commit, according to Ibn Taymiyya, the worst tashbth imaginable. Thabit
had compared the First Principle to a sleeping man, who can provoke
desire without even being aware of it. Ibn Taymiyya counters that this
analogy is far less problematic than the philosophers’ conception of God,
for the sleeper can at least wake up, whereas their First Principle remains
entirely inert.%

Ibn Taymiyya expands on this critique by categorizing all beings into
three groups:

The highest category is that of beings that produce something other than
themselves but are not produced by anything else. This is the category to which
the First Principle must belong. The second category is that of beings that
both produce and are produced, such as human beings. The third category is
that of beings that are produced but do not produce, like stones.®’

Philosophical discourse about God, Ibn Taymiyya argues, takes great care
to distinguish Him from these three categories. However, in doing so, it
inadvertently assimilates Him to a fourth category: “that which does not
produce and is not produced,” which corresponds to non-being (ma'dam).
The result is a catastrophic failure of autonomous reason in its attempt
to approach God:

84 Ibn Taymiyya quotes this expression used several times in the hadiths, Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:320.
85 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:307.
86 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:305.
87 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:304.
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If then, as you say, the First has neither feeling, nor will, nor voluntary action,
and can have none of these, then that which moves voluntarily to seek its
perfection is more perfect than this defective [being], deprived of attributes
of perfection. The blind, the crippled, the deaf, the dumb, and the partially
sighted are more perfect than this First that you imagine. The stars are far
more perfect than it. God alone could count the contradictions and errors in
what you say.®

2. To speak of God adequately, Ibn Taymiyya insists on returning to
the method he outlines at the beginning of the Dar’ ta‘drud, in a digres-
sion addressing the legitimacy of theology.®® The only appropriate path,
revealed by God Himself, is the analogy of eminence (giyas al-awla). This
method involves attributing to God, in an eminent manner, all the attri-
butes of perfection (sifat al-kamal) observable in creatures. Among these
attributes, Ibn Taymiyya argues, will (irada) is undeniably one of perfec-
tion, and its absence constitutes a defect:

Let us suppose an essence endowed with voluntary action and effect, and
another essence which cannot act or produce effect, voluntarily or involun-
tarily. Pure reason then testifies that the former is more perfect than the latter.
This is why the animal is superior to the mineral.*

Ibn Taymiyya rejects the perilous negative theology often pursued by
philosophers, which at best leads to apophaticism and at worst equates
God with non-being. Instead, he attributes to God the perfections of
will, knowledge, and life. At the same time, he acknowledges that these
concepts, when applied to God, must be understood analogically (tariq
al-tashkik): speaking of God’s will is not identical to speaking of a crea-
ture’s will but reflects a superior and incomprehensible reality appropri-
ate to His divine essence.

88 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:306.

89 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ 1, 25-78. About it, see Jon Hoover, “Theology as Translation: Ibn Taymiyya’s
Fatwa Permitting Theology and Its Reception into His Averting the Conflict between Reason and
Revealed Tradition (Dar’ Taarud al-‘Aql wa-l-Naql),” The Muslim World 108, no. 1 (2018): 40-86;
Candiard, Le Dieu immédiat, 86-120.

90 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:306.
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3. Ibn Taymiyya addresses the transcendence objection raised by
Aristotle by detailing the unique nature of God’s will. He argues that will
implies dependence on the desired object (murad) only when that object
is distinct from the subject of the will, as is the case with creatures. In the
case of God, however, He can will two kinds of objects: Himself — being
both murid (willing subject) and murad (desired object) — and the beings
He has created, of which He is the source and the principle. How, then,
can God be seen as dependent on anything other than Himself, since He
brings into existence whatever He wills?

So you will be asked: why can He not be the object of His will and love (al-murad
al-mahbub), love Himself (yakiinu muhibban li-nafsihi), and at the same time be
the lover and the beloved (huwa al-muhibb wa-huwa al-mahbiib)? Or can He not
both want what He has created and need it, and at the same time be the creative
Agent of what He wants, without needing anything other than Himself?%

Ibn Taymiyya’s emphasis on the active and creative nature of the First
Principle is central to resolving this issue. The will does not create depen-
dence in God precisely because He is also the Creator and Agent:

He who loves and wills things that are distinct from Himself, if He has the
power to do so, creates them because of His love and will, provided there is no
obstacle in the way. Why, then do you say that this is a defect? Or that the one
to whom such a thing is attributed is no more perfect than the one who loves
nothing, wills nothing, and can do nothing? If the first [of these two beings] is
similar to the animal, the second is similar to the mineral; and the mineral is
more defective.”

This reasoning reverses the philosophical perspective entirely:

In loving something and wanting it in this way, there is no defect, but on the
contrary a form of perfection. If someone wills what they have done and
caused, and is powerful over what they will and love, this represents the
summit of perfection — unlike someone who does nothing distinct from them-
selves, wills nothing, has no power, and is incapable of any action, resembling

91 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:310.
92 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:316.
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an inanimate object devoid of all attributes of perfection, even resembling
non-being.%

Ibn Taymiyya concludes by highlighting the coherence of the Muslim
profession of faith. By affirming God’s creative power, Islam resolves the
contradictions that autonomous rationality struggles to address, demon-
strating the superiority of revealed theology over purely philosophical
approaches.”

Conclusion

At the end of these fifty pages of vigorous rebuttal, we are struck by Ihn
Taymiyya’s writing, which is the antithesis of a systematic exposition or
a rigorously structured conceptual analysis. The polemicist often seems
carried away by his own discourse, occasionally losing sight of the central
object of the discussion. For instance, he pays little attention to Thabit’s
disagreement with Aristotle regarding the will in God, as it does not align
directly with his broader aims. The dialectical method of the kalam is
pushed to its limits here. Ibn Taymiyya counters Thabit’s often concise
and synthetic reasoning with clear yet exhaustive arguments, marked by
repetitions and relentless variations on the same points. These repetitions
are not without purpose: they serve a pedagogical function by clarifying
complex and abstract issues. Moreover, their sheer number reinforces
the polemical and persuasive force of his argument.

As a perceptive and well-read critic, Ibn Taymiyya does little justice
to Thabit b. Qurra. He disregards the historical and intellectual context
of the Talkhis and the specific aims of the work. Furthermore, his read-
ing lacks the benevolence necessary for a deeper appreciation of Thabit’s
approach. Yet this lack of generosity is not an oversight but a deliber-
ate choice. Ibn Taymiyya’s objective is not to understand Thabit’s project
on its own terms. Instead, he uses it — and Book Lambda of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, to which it grants him access — as a springboard to critique

93 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:319.

94 “The Muslims, as well as other people among the Jews and Christians (min ahl al-milal), although
they reject from God any need with regard to anything other than himself, at the same time affirm
that he is the Lord of anything other than himself, and his possessor, and his creator. But you do not
affirm that he is the Lord of everything that is not himself, nor his possessor, nor his creator” See: Ibn
Taymiyya, Dar’, 9:317.
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the broader enterprise of autonomous natural theology and its inherent
limitations. In this, he achieves his purpose with remarkable effectiveness.
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CHAPTERSS
Hanbali Theology after Ibn Taymiyya:
Positioning Ibn al-Mabrid (d. 909/1503) in the
Debate on God’s Attributes

Arjan Post

Abstract

This article examines the theological position of Yasuf Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi Ibn al-Mabrid (d.
909/1503) on the divine attributes (al-sifat) within the broader spectrum of Hanball the-
ology. It considers whether his approach aligns more closely with the tafiid (relegation)
of Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223) or the ithbat (affirmation) of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328). The
study begins with an analysis of the theological vocabulary employed by both Ibn Qudama
and Ibn Taymiyya on the issue of the sifat, which serves as a framework for examining Ibn
al-Mabrid’s own formulations in his theological writings. In addition, this inquiry thereby
aims to further the assessment of the extent to which Ibn Taymiyya’s thought may have

influenced later Mamluk-era Hanbalite scholars.

KEYWOI‘dS: Ibn Taymiyya; Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi Ibn al-Mabrid; Muwaffaq al-Din Ibn Qudama

al-Maqdist; sifat; tafwid; ithbat; tawil; imrar

Introduction’

The most divisive issue within Sunni theology may very well be the
debate regarding the attributes (sifat) of God. More specifically this con-
cerns opposing opinions on how to understand those descriptions of God
from the Qur’an and the hadiths transmitted from the Prophet whose lit-
eral connotation may be taken to attribute physicality or spatiality to God.
In the Qur’an, for instance, we find God being described as having a face

1 Iam indebted to Jon Hoover and Jefta van der Rande for being sparring partners in discussing the
different positions within Hanbalite theology. Jon Hoover especially helped me refine my conclusions,
for which I am very grateful. Needless to say that any mistakes and inaccuracies in this article are
completely my own, fa-l-kamalu li’llah.
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(wajh),? (two) hands (yad(ayn)),® shin (saq),* and settling over the throne
(istiwa).’ Sunni theologians have developed different hermeneutical
approaches to interpret such descriptions in a manner they deemed most
suitable for God. Because some of the positions taken in this regard were
irreconcilable, the issue of the sifat has become a dividing line between
Sunni theologians. This naturally gave rise to heated polemics since the
very systematization of Sunni theology in the early Abbasid Caliphate
and resulted in a schism between groups of Sunni theologians that
remains visible to this day. Roughly speaking, Sunnis are theologically
divided into two groups: those who have embraced the language and
tools of the science of speculative theology (ilm al-kalam), and those who
have preferred to adhere to the language of the texts of revelation and
let human rational inquiry interfere with them as little as possible. The
former group is mostly represented by the Ash‘arites and the Maturidites;
the latter is mostly referred to as the Ahl al-Hadith — often translated as
“traditionalists” — who are mostly, though not exclusively, represented by
the Hanbalites.®

While such a categorization facilitates a global understanding of the
theological split within Sunni Islam, the reality of its historical develop-
ment is quite a bit more complicated. Indeed, the heterogeneous nature
of Sunni theology is not merely a matter of disputes between schools, but
also emerges within each respective school itself. For instance, if we take
a closer look at Hanbalite scholarship, as we shall do in this article, Farid
Suleiman and Jon Hoover have identified three principal approaches
to the issue of the sifat. One of these is to rely on ta'wil, a metaphori-
cal interpretation that attaches an alternative meaning to attributes that
may otherwise be taken to attribute physicality or spatiality to God. This
approach was utilized by only a very small minority of Hanbalites, of
whom Ibn ‘Aqil (d. 513/1119) and Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201) are the best-
known examples. In spite of its existence as a Hanbalite approach, tawil

2 Qur’an 2:115, 2:272, 6:52, 28:88, 55:27.

3 Qur’an 5:64, 36:71, 38:75, 48:10, and 51:47.

4 Qur’an 68:42

5 Qur’an 7:54, 10:3, 13:2, 20:5, 25:59, 32:4, and 57:4.

6 The distinction between the mutakallimiin and the traditionalists has been treated extensively in
secondary literature, and thus I will not elaborate on it further here. For a helpful critical discussion
on this matter, I refer the reader to the excellent monograph of Farid Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya and the
Attributes of God, trans. Carl Sharif El-Tobgui (Brill, 2024), 58-60.
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will not be further discussed in this article, because Hanbalite scholars in
the Mamluk era seem to have renounced it as a legitimate solution to the
issue.” The remaining two approaches represent the predominant spec-
trum within the school, at least until the Ottoman period.

The first of the two is identified by Suleiman as tafivid, which he
defines as consigning to God the meaning of attributes that, if taken liter-
ally, imply corporeality or spatiality for God. This method thus means to
exclude the possibility of knowing anything about this category of attri-
butes. Jon Hoover rather calls this approach “non-interventionism”® or
“non-cognitivism™® to highlight that it disregards any discussion on the
matter outside the word of revelation itself. In that sense it must be differ-
entiated from the Ash‘arite understanding of tafwid which, as opposed
to its Hanbalite counterpart, is built on the premise that the plain sense
(al-zahir) of texts from revelation suggesting the physicality or spatiality
of God must be outright denied. Thus, the Ash‘arite mutakallim would
leave knowledge of the meaning of the category of attributes under dis-
cussion up to God, but with the conviction that the literal meaning is cer-
tainly not intended.'® As we shall see later on, the Hanbalite form of taf-
wid generally takes no such premise into account and truly refrains from
any discussion or rational interference when it comes to the sifat.

The other dominant approach to the issue of the sifat within
Hanbalite theology is identified by Suleiman as ithbat, which he defines
as the affirmation of all descriptions of God from the revelation with
their Arabic meaning. To evade being labeled assimilationists (mushab-
biha), Hanbalites would usually couple this act of affirmation with the
statement ‘without how’ (bi-la kayfa), a formula known as balkafa, which
means to recognize that the modality (kayfiyya) of these attributes can-
not be known.!! For Ibn Taymiyya, who was perhaps the most infamous
proponent of ithbat, this was the most sound position because it keeps
the words of revelation whole as opposed to the methods of tawil and
tafwid, both of which would ultimately drain these words of meaning.

7 Jon Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke
(Oxford University Press, 2016), 631-3; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 78.

8 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 637.

9 Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya (Oneworld Publications, 2019), 111.

10 Jon Hoover, “God Spatially Above and Spatially Extended: The Rationality of Ibn Taymiyya’s
Refutation of Fahr al-Din al-Raz1’s A§‘ari Incorporealism,” Arabica 69 (2022): 634.

11 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 67-8.
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Jon Hoover calls Ihn Taymiyya’s approach “apologetic interpretativism”
because it takes as one of its main premises that the meanings of the
attributes of God were a given for the Salaf, the first three generations
of Muslims, who supposedly did not delve into discussions regarding the
meanings as these were obvious to them. For Ibn Taymiyya it is crucial to
follow in their footsteps, as Hoover points out, because knowing God as
He wants to be known evokes love and praise for God. Thus, if one is to
deny meaning to God’s descriptions, this would cause one to fall short in
giving God sufficient praise.!?

While Suleiman occasionally states in his monograph that more
research is needed to pinpoint exactly how traditionalism and Hanbalite
theology developed and which position dominated at which point in
time, he does demonstrate that the tafwid-ithbat split within this school
of thought actually has a long history. He specifically names the Shafiite
Ahmad b. ‘Umar Ibn Surayj (d. 306/918) and the Hanbalite Muwaffaq
al-Din Ibn Qudama al-Maqdis1 (d. 620/1223) as proponents of tafwid,
and the early exegete Ibn Jarir al-Tabarl (d. 310/923) and Ibn Taymiyya
as proponents of ithbat, thereby showing that both currents had existed
since the formative period of traditionalism roughly up until around
the start of the Mamluk sultanate.’® I agree that there would be much
merit in a critical inquiry into which of the two approaches was more
deeply imbedded within the ranks of Hanbalism at which point in time.
Suleiman does suggest that Ibn Taymiyya’s position regarding the sifat
was possibly closer to early traditionalism than that of his contemporary
traditionalist colleagues: “As much as Ibn Taymiyya differs from the early
ahl al-hadith in method and technique of argumentation, he nevertheless
remains close to them in concrete questions concerning the divine attri-
butes - closer, at any rate, than many other traditionalist theologians of
his time.”** If his theological positions were indeed closer to early tradi-
tionalism, then could this mean that his treatment of the divine attributes
in that vein did not find a strong backing amongst his fellow-Hanbalites
because they were already well on their way to follow a different course?
This is certainly a question that deserves a detailed answer, especially in
consideration of Ibn Taymiyya’s supposed limited impact on Hanbalite

12 Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya, 111-2; Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 637.
13 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 68-9.
14 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 334-5.
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scholarship in the centuries directly following his passing — a contention
that is likewise in dire need of further assessment.'> Determining whether
post-Taymiyyan Hanbalites of the Mamluk period tended to align more
closely with tafwid or ithbat may serve as a useful indicator of the extent
to which Ibn Taymiyya’s forceful advocacy of the latter gained traction
within his own madhhab.

This takes us to this article’s case study: the Hanbalite scholar Jamal
al-Din Yasuf Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi Ibn al-Mabrid al-Maqdis1 (840-909/1437-
1503), henceforth referred to as Ibn al-Mabrid,'¢ is of interest to us, not
because he was a particularly celebrated theologian, but rather because
he is one of the few Hanbalites in the post-Ibn Taymiyya Mamluk era who
wrote works in the field of theology proper. As such, he provides a rare
insight into the further development of Hanbalite theological thought
within an era that has become predominantly overshadowed by the
towering figure of Ibn Taymiyya. While arguably no Hanbalite has had a
louder voice in the debate regarding the sifat than Ibn Taymiyya, there has
been little academic attention for the continuation of this debate within
Hanbalite circles after him — a fact Jon Hoover also noted in his article
on Hanbalite theology, which thence contains no mention of Hanbalite
theologians who lived between Ibn Taymiyya’s most famous student,
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), and the founder of the so-called
Wahhabi movement, Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1206/1792)."7

15 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 642.
16 Although Hirschler correctly states that Ibn al-Mabrid almost exclusively uses his family name
Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi in his writings, and thus prefers that scholarship would consistently refer to him as
Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi, most of the Arabic editions of the shaykh’s works state that he was known as “Ibn
al-Mibrad”. See: Konrad Hirschler, A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture: The Library of Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hadi (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 1n1. I myself rely on what is related from Ibn al-Mabrid’s
closest disciple, Ibn Taltn, who is cited as having stated that the name carries a fatha on the mim and
a sukun on the ba’, and who provides a line of poetry from Ibn al-Mabrid himself to make his case:
‘Whoever seeks to know about me has been guided,
For my name is Yasuf, the son of al-Mabrid’s son.
See: Kamal al-Din Muhammad al-Ghazzi, Al-Na't al-akmal li-ashab al-imam Ahmad b. Hanbal, ed.
Muhammad Muti' al-Hafiz & Nizar Abaza (Dar al-Fikr, 1982), 67 and Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Na-
jdi, al-Suhub al-wabila ‘ala dara’ih al-Hanabila, ed. Bakr b. ‘Abd Allah Abt Zayd and ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Sulayman al-Uthaymin (Mu'assasat al-Risala, 1996), 3:1167.
17 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 642, where Hoover refers to Henri Laoust’s brief surveys of Hanbalite
scholarship following Ibn Taymiyya’s passing, which I reproduce here so the reader is aware of the
existing academic material on the topic: Henri Laoust, “Hanabila,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam (1960-
2004). New edn., iii. 158-162, and by the same author, Essai sur les doctrines sociales et politiques de
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Our aim here will be to determine Ibn al-Mabrid’s position within the
Hanbalite spectrum between tafwid and ithbat, as reflected in his theolog-
ical writings. In doing so, we further seek to assess the extent to which
his stance may shed light on the influence of Ibn Taymiyya’s thought on
Hanbalite theology in the Mamluk period. However, before we can eval-
uate Ibn al-Mabrid’s writings properly, we must first be aware that the
technical vocabulary that is utilized within the field of theology does not
always bear the same meaning for different theologians. For this reason,
particular attention will be given in this article to the semantics of the
theological terminology employed by Hanbalite scholars in discussions
of the sifat, and how this terminology informs or obscures their actual
doctrinal positions. To that end, it is necessary to briefly examine the lan-
guage used by Ibn Qudama and Ibn Taymiyya — broadly representative of
tafwid and ithbat, respectively — in order to clarify the key terms and con-
cepts that will guide our analysis of Ibn al-Mabrid’s theological views. As
will become evident, the distinction between these two approaches is not
always straightforward. Numerous examples can be found of prominent
Muslim scholars whose precise stance on the sifat is difficult to ascertain
due to the ambiguity, or even apparent contradiction, of theological state-
ments attributed to them. As a result, such figures are often claimed by
proponents of opposing theological camps.’® Thus, this article also seeks

Takt-d-Din Ahmad b. Taimtya, canoniste hanbalite né a Harran en 661/1262, mort a Damas en 728/1328
(Imprimerie de I'Institut Frangais d’Archéologie Orientale, 1939), 493-540.

18 Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi, who will be discussed extensively in this article, is a typical example of
a scholar whose exact theological position is under debate within Muslim circles; he is sometimes
claimed as an proponent of tafiwid and sometimes of ithbat, see for instance: ‘Ala’ Hasan Isma‘il, “Tafwid
al-Imam Ibn Qudama: Bayna al-mu’ayyidin wa-l-mu‘asirin,” Salaf Center, accessed March 14, 2024,
https://salafcenter.org/7382/. Another example within the Hanbalite school is the aforementioned Ihn
al-Jawzi, who attacks three of his Hanbalite colleagues, claiming that their supposed anthropomorphic
interpretation of the sifat does not represent the creed of the school’s eponym, Ibn Hanbal, cf. Merlin
L. Swartz, A Medieval Critique of Anthropomorphism: Ibn Al-Jawz’s Kitab Akhbar As-Sifat: A Critical
Edition of the Arabic Text with Translation Introduction and Notes (Brill, 2002), 122-3. Noteworthy in
regard to debates regarding scholars’ theological affiliation is also the so-called “conversion narra-
tives,” according to which a theologian of a certain school supposedly repented from adhering to that
school before his passing. This is the case, for instance, with the Ash‘arite theologian Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi, who according to the traditionalist ShafiTIbn Kathir (d. 774/1373) would have written a wasiya
(testament) before his passing wherein he rejects the science of kalam and regrets having partaken in
it; see: Abu al-Fida' Isma‘l b. ‘Umar Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, ed. ‘All Shiri (Dar ihya’ al-Turath
al-‘Arabi, 1988), 13:67. Many more examples can be found of such narratives, which are still to this day
used in theological debates between opposing fractions.
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to underscore the importance of attentiveness to linguistic nuance in the
field of theology.

The Two Sides of the Hanbalite Spectrum

We will start with Ibhn Qudama, whose tafiwid position seems to be artic-
ulated very explicitly in several theological treatises. While I am aware
that several of these same treatises do contain quotations from tradi-
tionalist authorities whose position either directly or indirectly inclines
toward ithbat, our analysis will focus solely on statements by his own
hand, assuming that these most accurately reflect his own position on
the matter. In his Lum'at al-itigad (The Illuminated Creed), he starts
his section on God’s attributes stating that God is described as He has
described Himself in the Qur’an and through the words transmitted
from the Prophet. According to the formula he then proceeds to advance,
all descriptions found in these sources must be believed in with total
assent (taslim) and acceptance (qubul), while refraining from rejecting
them (radd), interpreting them metaphorically (tawil), and assimilating
(tashbih) or likening (tamthil) them to the attributes of creatures.!® While
his Tahrim al-nazar ft kutub Ahl al-Kalam (Prohibiting the Study of the
Books of Speculative Theology) and his Dhamm al-tawil (The Censure of
Metaphorical Interpretation) express his formula for how to believe in the
sifat somewhat differently, the consistent factor in all three of his works
is the rejection of tawil and tashbth/tamthil.?® Interestingly, he makes no
mention of explicitly negating corporeality (tajstm) for God’s attributes in

19 Muwaffaq al-Din ‘Abd Allah Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi, Lum at al-itigad (Wizarat al-Shu’an al-Islami-
yya, 2000), 5-6.

20 Muwaffaq al-Din ‘Abd Allah Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi, Tahrim al-nazar fi kutub Ahl al-Kalam, ed. ‘Abd
al-Rahman bh. Muhammad Sa‘id Dimashqiyya (‘Alam al-Kutub, 1990), 50, where he states that one ought
to believe in the verses and reports on the attributes with confirmation (igrar) and assent (taslim), and
reject metaphorical interpretation of them (tawil) and stripping them away (tatl), as well as assim-
ilating them (tashbih) and likening (tamthil) them to the attributes of creatures. In Dhamm al-ta'wil,
ed. Badr b. ‘Abd Allah al-Badr (Al-Dar al-salafiyya, 1986), 11, he states that one ought to believe in the
attributes without adding or omitting anything from them, without figurative interpretation (tajawuz/
tawtl) or an explanation (tafstr) that would contradict their obvious sense (zahiraha), or assimilating
them to the attributes of creatures (tashbth).
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the main formulas expressed in these treatises, a fact we will come back
to later in this article.?

The Lum'at al-itigad then moves on to the most important part for
us, stating that “...those [descriptions of God] that are ambiguous (ma
ashkala min dhalika) are to be affirmed in word (ithbatahu lafzan) while
refraining from delving into their meaning (mandahu), leaving knowledge
of them up to [God], the One who spoke them (wa-naruddu ilmahu ila qa’i-
lihi).”?? For Ibn Qudama, this position is anchored in the Qur’anic maxims
from Sarat Al Tmran:

It is He [God] who sent down upon you the Book, wherein are verses clear
that are the Essence of the Book, and others ambiguous. As for those in whose
hearts is deviation (zaygh), they follow the ambiguous part, desiring dissen-
sion, and desiring its interpretation; and none knows its interpretation, save
only God. And those firmly rooted in knowledge (al-rasikhun fi l-ilm) say, “We
believe in it; all is from our Lord”; yet none remembers, but men possessed of
minds (Qur’an 3:7).2

Those attributes that could be taken to attribute physicality and spati-
ality to God are automatically regarded as belonging to the category of
ambiguous verses. In such cases, the above verse thus provides the solu-
tion: human beings should leave all responsibility with God, which Ihn
Qudama subsequently connects to the verse as the way of those described
by God as “firmly rooted in knowledge” (al-rasikhun fi l-ilm).?*

It is simultaneously on the basis of this verse that he believes the
desire to rather interpret the ambiguous descriptions of God from the
Qur’an metaphorically, tawil, to be an indication of “deviation” (zaygh).
After all, as the verse states according to his reading of it, only God knows
their interpretation.? It is important to note for our later analysis of Ibn
al-Mabrid, thatIbn Qudama doesaffirm thatany form of tawil-interpretation

21 It is worth noting that Ibn Qudama does discuss tajsim in Tahrim al-nazar, but within the frame-
work of his theological opponents who rely on kalam reasoning, on which basis they accuse the tradi-
tionalists of ascribing corporeality to God, cf. Tahrim al-nazar, 48, 56-9 & 64.

22 al-Maqdisi, Lumat al-itiqad, 6.

23 Ibase myself on Arberry’s translation, though with slight modifications.

24 al-Maqdisi, Lum‘at al-i'tigad, 5-6.

25 al-Magqdisi, Lumat al-itiqad. Note that he similarly dissects the verse in Tahrim al-nazar, 50, as
well as in Dhamm al-ta'wil, 37-8.
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would diverge from the obvious sense (al-zahir) of the attributes.?6 While
his refusal to deny the obvious sense may be taken to imply that he indi-
rectly affirms the meanings of the sifat, such deduction would be false in
this case. For the Hanbalite jurist, this position is simply part of his “non-in-
terventionism,” as we have seen Hoover call it, which means to avoid inter-
fering in any way with the ambiguous texts of revelation. This also means
that one neither affirms nor negates the zahir, which naturally sets the
Hanbalite style of tafwid apart from that of the Asharites, as previously
mentioned in the introduction of this article.

The Lum‘at al-i'tiqad concludes that there is agreement among the
Salaf and the Khalaf (the generations of scholars after the Salaf) that the
most sound solution to the issue of the sifat is found in confirming them
(igrar), reading over them (imrar), and affirming them (ithbat).”” But what
does this mean? Although a definition of iqrar does not appear explicitly
in the extant works of Ibn Qudama, it may be interpreted in a manner
akin to ithbat - that is, the affirmation of the lexical terms employed in
the revelatory texts to describe God, while refraining from affirming their
specific meaning, the ultimate reality of which is consigned to God alone.
This is also what imrar effectively means to Ibn Qudama: to read over the
attributes as they have come in the Qur’an and the Hadith, while leaving
knowledge (ilm) of them and their meaning (ma'na) up to God.?® So, while
the Hanbalite master does use the term ithbat in his approach to the sifat,
this is automatically coupled with a specific form of tafwid, namely to
relegate knowledge of their meaning to God. In Dhamm al-tawil we find
a verbatim confirmation of this observation where he cites the Qur’anic
maxim uttered by “those firmly rooted in knowledge,” the rasikhiin fi
l-ilm: “We believe in it [the ambiguous part of the Qur’an]; all is from
our Lord.” Ibn Qudama reads this as a proof that those identified by the
Qur’an as scholars ought to practice tafwid and taslim regarding all state-
ments in the revelation whose knowledge belongs to God alone.?

As we have already seen, Ibn Taymiyya adheres to what we identi-
fied as the ithbat position, though in a way that produces a significantly
different set of definitions for the theological terminology also adopted

26 al-Maqdisi, Dhamm al-tawil, 11; Lum‘at al-i'tigad, 11-2.
27 al-Maqdisi, Lum'at al-i'tigad, 7-8.
28 al-Maqdisi, Dhamm al-tawil, 11.
29 al-Maqdisi, Dhamm al-ta'wil, 38.
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by Ibn Qudama. First off, ITbn Taymiyya’s definition of ithbat means
to affirm not only the words by which God is described, but also their
meaning. The formula to which he consistently adheres throughout his
works asserts that one must affirm all the attributes by which God has
described Himself, without alteration or stripping them of their meaning
(min ghayri tahrif wa-la ta'til), and without inquiring into their modality
or likening them to the attributes of created beings (wa-min ghayri takyif
wa-la tamthil). This he presents as the middle way between stripping God
of His attributes (tatil), which he considers the methods of the Jahmiyya,
among whom he counts many of the Ash‘arites, and likening God to the
attributes to creatures (tamthil), which he considers the method of those
whom he labels mushabbiha, assimilationists.°

Like Ibn Qudama, his formula of belief in the sifat never contains
a rejection of tajsim, ascribing corporeality to God. Unlike Ibn Qudama,
however, Ibn Taymiyya articulates the reasoning behind this evidently
deliberate choice — one grounded in a hermeneutical framework that
seeks to adhere as closely as possible to the wording of revelation. The
Qur’an categorically rejects the notion that God has but the slightest like-
ness to created beings in the verse “There is nothing like unto Him [God]”
(Qur’an 42:1), which indeed serves as the main proof within Sunni theol-
ogy in general against the possibility of assimilating (tashbth) or likening
(tamthil) God’s attributes to those of creatures. But there is no text (nass),
neither from the Qur’an nor the Hadith, explicitly teaching that God does
not have a body. Thus, in sticking to the texts, Ibn Taymiyya holds that
corporeality should neither be affirmed nor denied. He is well aware that
the mutakallimiin accuse those affirming the divine attributes along with
their meanings (al-muthbita) of innovation, on the grounds that such ith-
bat entails theological implications — namely, physicality and spatiality
—that are deemed inapplicable to God. However, he turns the accusation

30 Ibn Taymiyya often repeats this formula in his writings. See for instance: Taqi I-DinAhmad Ibn
Taymiyya, Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘aql wa-l-naql, ed. Muhammad Rashad Salim (Jami‘at al-Imam Muhammad
b. Satd al-Islamiyya, 1991), 1:284, and countless times in the books and treatises collected in the
Majmu' al-fatawa, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Qasim (Wizarat al-Shutn al-Islamiyya wa-1-
Awgqaf wa-l1-Da‘wat wa-l-Irshad, 1995), 3:3, 130, 141, 162, 165, 168, 194, 196, 217, 373; 5:26, 195, 257, 263;
6:38, 355, 515, 518; 8:432; 11:250; 12:73, 466; 13:160; and: Bayan talbis al-Jahmiyya fi ta’sts bidaihim
al-kalamiyya, ed. Yahya b. Muhammad al-Hunaydi et al. (Majma“ al-malik Fahd, 2005), 1:5; and Minhaj
al-sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam al-shia al-qadariyya, ed. Muhammad Rashad Salim (Jami‘at
al-Imam Muhammad b. Sa‘td al-Islamiyya, 1986), 2:111 & 523; 3:129.
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around, arguing that denying what the texts of revelation (al-nusis)
explicitly state is a much greater innovation than affirming them accord-
ing to their concrete meanings. Though he is careful in how he phrases
his argument, it seems that he does mean to stay open to the possibility
that God is corporeal, since there is no text (nass) denying that, a position
that is obviously inherently problematic from the viewpoint of his oppo-
nents from the mutakallimun.®

Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of correct ithbat naturally leads him
to define correct tafwid differently from Ibn Qudama as well. He strongly
opposes the notion prevalent amongst the mutakallimiin that relegating
knowledge of the meaning of God’s attributes, ‘tafwid al-mana,” was the
way of the Salaf, and that interpreting them metaphorically is the way of
the Khalaf - as if this constitutes the consensus within Sunni Islam.*? In
Bayan talbis al-Jahmiyya, he counters this argument, explaining that the
tafwid of the Salaf was not meant to relegate knowledge of the meaning
of the sifat to God, but rather to relegate knowledge of their modality:
“the Salaf relegated knowledge of the modality [of the sifat] to the Lord
(al-Salaf fawwadi ila I-Rabb ilm kayfiyyatiha).”** Thus, the affirmation of
their meanings as advocated by Ibn Taymiyya is coupled with relegating
knowledge of their modality to God, whereas Ibn Qudama would affirm
the terms by which God is described and relegate knowledge of their
meaning, and thus simultaneously their modality, to God (for a schematic
overview of the difference in semantics, see figure 1 below).3*

31 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 1:248-9. For a more detailed analysis of Ibn Taymiyya’s argumentation
regarding corporeality, see for instance: Jon Hoover, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Use of Ibn Rushd to Refute the
Incorporealism of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Islamic Philosophy from the 12th to the 14th Century, ed.
Abdelkader al-Ghouz (Bonn University Press/V&R unipress, 2018), 469-491.

32 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra,” MF, 5:9.

33 Ibn Taymiyya, Bayan talbis al-Jahmiyya, 8:545.

34 It could be argued that if the meaning itself of an attribute is not affirmed in the first place, there
is no direct need to explicitly negate inquiry into its modality as well. This may be why the formulas
by Ibn Qudama we have analyzed above do not mention anything resembling Ibn Taymiyya’s “min
ghayri takyif” In Ibn Qudama’s Dhamm al-tawil (41-2), however, we do find him stating somewhat
later on in the treatise that the divine attributes ought to be transmitted without modality (kayfiyya)
or explanation (tafsir), as one should not inquire into things only God has knowledge of.
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Ibn Qudama

al-mana (+ al-kayfiyya) «— > al-lafz

N

tafwid ithbat

/

al-kayfiyya <— > al-mana

Ibn Taymiyya

Figure 1. The two forms of ithbat/tafwid

Ibn Taymiyya defines imrar along the same lines as his understand-
ing of tafwid by going back to what he claims to be its original usage by the
foundational scholars of Sunni theology. To avoid assimilating or likening
the attributes of God to those of creatures, he relates that early Sunni
theologians relied on the formula that “...[the sifat] are to be read over
as they have come [in the texts of revelation] (amirra kama jaat),” and
that some of them would couple this statement with the balkafa, “without
how (bi-la kayfa).”* According to Ibn Taymiyya, the act of reading over
the texts refutes those who strip God of His attributes (al-muattila), while
professing the balkafa refutes those who liken God’s attributes to those
of creatures (al-mumaththila).’* The combination of these two statements
proves that imrar in itself was not meant to deny meaning to the attri-
butes. For indeed, if one claims the meaning of an attribute cannot be
known in the first place, then why utter the balkafa?

If [the meanings of the sifat] were meant to be denied, then it would have been
required to say: “their wording is read over with the belief that what is thereby
understood is not what is [actually] meant,” or “their wording is read over with
the belief that God is not described by what this actually means.” But in that
case, they could not be read over as they have come and nor could “bi-la kayfa”

35 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra,” MF, 5:39.
36 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra,” MF, 5:39.
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be uttered, since negating the “how” of something [whose meaning] is not even
established [in the first place] is a nonsensical statement.®’

Put succinctly, debate over modality becomes irrelevant if a given term
is understood to lack meaning altogether. For Ibn Taymiyya, therefore,
the principle of imrar logically presupposes the retention of the intended
meanings of the attributes. In other words, to assert that the attributes
are to be accepted “as they have come” implies that they have, in fact,
come in the form of Arabic expressions that convey meaning to those
proficient in the language.®

Finally, like Ibn Qudama, Ibn Taymiyya is also strongly opposed to
the kind of ta'wil that is practiced by those mutakallimin who end up
altering the concrete meaning of words from the revelation that they
deem ambiguous, thereby seeking to avoid compromising God’s absolute
transcendence (tanzth). For Ibn Taymiyya, the verse “There is nothing like
unto Him,” frequently cited by the scholars of kalam as a scriptural basis
for the practice of tawil, does not constitute a license for unwarranted
intervention in the nustis. In his view, the methodological approach
adopted by such mutakallimiin not only results in the negation of the
very attributes they seek to reinterpret, but also represents a departure
from the original understanding of tawil as practiced by the Salaf. Ibn
Taymiyya asserts that the Salaf did not disapprove of tawil as a method
to explain the meanings of the Qur’an. In that sense, he argues, the act of
explaining the Qur’an, tafsir, and the act of tawil, were not really different
from the perspective of the Salaf. Tawil becomes erroneous, according to
Ibn Taymiyya, when it involves the intentional distortion of a term away
from its authentic meaning. Proper ta'wil, by contrast, entails returning
to the linguistic origin or intended referent of a term (ma yatlu ilayhi
al-lafz), even when this corresponds to its apparent or surface meaning
(wa-in wafaqa zahirahu).* In this sense, tawil may simply consist of pro-
viding a synonymous expression that affirms the established and com-
monly understood meaning of a word in the Arabic language.

37 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra,” MF, 5:41-2.
38 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra,” MF, 5:41-2.
39 Ibn Taymiyya, Bayan talbis al-Jahmiyya, 8:545-6.
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Ibn al-Mabrid, the Scholar and Theologian

While much more could be said of Ibn Qudama and Ibn Taymiyya and
their respective doctrine regarding the sifat, our foregoing overview has
primarily sought to clarify two of the key terminological frameworks
operative within Hanbalite theology. With this foundation in place, we
are now prepared to turn to Ibn al-Mabrid and examine his position on
the matter. Before doing so, however, a brief account of his life and an
overview of the theological works upon which this analysis is based will
be provided.

If one desires to learn more of the shaykh’s biography, his entries in
the relevant biographical dictionaries are rather scant and do not provide
much detail. Our best source would undoubtedly have been the biogra-
phy penned by his own student, Ibn Talan (d. 955/1548), titled al-Hadi ila
tarjamat Ibn ‘Abd al-Had1 (The Guide to the Biography of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hady),
but unfortunately this work appears to be lost.%’ Nevertheless, there is a
great deal to say about Ibn al-Mabrid’s life thanks to the work of Conrad
Hirschler and Said Aljoumani.** Here we will mainly rely on Hirschler’s
meticulous study of Ibn al-Mabrid, which is nothing short of impressive.

Ibn al-Mabrid was born in 840/1437 in the Salihiyya, a small sub-
urb outside of Damascus on the slopes of Mount Qasyun, particularly
known for housing the Hanbalite Maqdisis. A few centuries earlier, the
ancestors of the Maqdisis had fled to Damascus from Palestine under the
pressure of invading Crusaders. Ibn al-Mabrid himself came from the Ihn
‘Abd al-Hadi line of Maqdisis, which today is above all known for produc-
ing one of the more notable students of Ibn Taymiyya, the jurist Shams
al-Din Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Had1 (d. 744/1343), who wrote a lengthy
biography of his shaykh.*? Besides the latter ancestor, the family-line has

40 Hirschler’s A Monument, 27, where Hirschler refers to al-Ghazzi, al-Na't al-akmal, 68, and notes
that Ghazzi himself already could not find Ibn Tulin’s book in the twelfth/eighteenth century.

41 Hirschler’s A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture has an extensive introduction on Ibn
al-Mabrid and studies the latter’s book collection. The joint effort of Said Aljoumani and Konrad
Hirschler, Mu'allafat Yusuf b. Hasan b. ‘Abd al-Hadt wa-musahamatuhu fi hifz al-turath al-fikrt (Brill,
2021), provides an overview of the shaykh’s extensive oeuvre.

42 Shams al-Din Ibn ‘Abd al-HadI’s biography of Ibn Taymiyya has been published in several edi-
tions and provides one of the most detailed accounts of the shaykh by a student. See for instance:
Shams al-Din Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi, al- Uqud al-durriyya min manaqib shaykh al-islam Ahmad
b. Taymiyya, ed. Muhammad Hamid al-FiqlI (Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 2010).
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also become known for the object of our study, Ibn al-Mabrid himself.
However, as Hirschler has convincingly shown, his relative fame today
probably does not reflect the scholarly station he reached in his own day.*
He has been somewhat rediscovered since the twentieth century, in part
due to the influence of Hanbalite scholarship from the Arabian Peninsula,
which over the past century has been a powerful drive in the publishing
of pre-modern Hanbalite works, even by Hanbalites who never attracted
much attention during their own lifetime. In the case of Ibn al-Mabrid,
what makes him interesting is above all his gigantic output as an author.
According to Hirschler’s calculation, the Hanbalite scholar must have
completed a new book or treatise every three weeks for about forty years.
But, as Hirschler also rightfully notes, output should not automatically be
regarded as a sign of fame.*

When it comes to Ibn al-Mabrid’s position within the scholarly scene
of ninth/fifteenth century Damascus, Hirschler concludes that we find in
him a “middling scholar.”® Hirschler presents several arguments for this
conclusion, two of which I will reiterate here for the purpose of clarifica-
tion. First, Ibn al-Mabrid does not appear to have acquired a professorship
at any of the Damascene madrasas. While he was clearly connected to the
‘Umariyya madrasa in the Salihiyya, where he would sometimes teach
and write his books, there is no clear-cut proof that he ever had a steady
salaried position there.*® Second, the vast majority of his impressive oeu-
vre was never copied, which indicates that there appears to have been no
interest in his output, not during his lifetime nor over the course of the
following centuries. In fact, the majority of the editions of his published
books are based solely on manuscripts by Ibn al-Mabrid’s own hand.*’

When it comes to theology, we have the good fortune that his few
contributions to this field have been preserved and published. For the
purpose of this article, we will rely on the following three titles:

*  Mughni dhawt l-afham ‘an al-kutub al-kathira fi l-ahkam
(Sufficiency for Those of Understanding in the Face of the Many

43 Hirschler, A Monument, 10-11, 47. This was already noted by Stefan Leder as well, see the
lemma “Yasuf b. ‘Abd al-Hadi,” EI* xi, 354.

44 Hirschler, A Monument, 44.

45 Hirschler, A Monument, 28.

46 Hirschler, A Monument, 40.

47 Hirschler, A Monument, 45.
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Books on Legal Rulings). This book is written as a manual on
the basics of several religious sciences, containing chapters on
Arabic grammar (nahw), Sufism (tasawwuf), the principles of
jurisprudence (usul al-figh), and figh-rulings according to the
Hanbalite school. Of interest to us is the very brief creed with
which the Mughni dhawt l-afham starts, which not surprisingly
also contains a section on the attributes of God.

e Zubad al-ulim wa-sahib al-mantiq wa-l-mafhtim (The Cream of
the Sciences and the Companion to the Explicit and the Implied
[in the Revelation]). Much more comprehensive than the pre-
vious work, the Zubad al-ulim contains 42 chapters devoted
to topics ranging from jurisprudence to medicine (tibb), gram-
mar, Hadith and Qur’anic sciences, Sufism, and, for our current
purpose, creed. Besides al-Ghunya of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d.
561/1166), the Mughnt and the Zubad are, to my knowledge,
two of the earliest examples of Hanbalite primers that attempt
to epitomize the main branches of the religious sciences in one
book.

e Jam' aljuyush wa-l-dasakir ‘ala Ibn ‘Asakir (Uniting the Armies
and Fortresses Against Ibn ‘Asakir). This book was written as a
refutation of the Ash‘arite theologian ‘All b. Hasan Ibn ‘Asakir’s
(d. 571/1176) Tabyin kadhib al-muftart fima nasaba ila l-shaykh
ADbT I-Hasan al-Ash’art (Exposing the Slanderer’s Lies in Regard
to What He Attributed to Abu l-Hasan al-Ash‘ari). The latter
book was in its turn written to refute al-Hasan al-AhwazT’s (d.
447/1055) Mathalib Ibn Abt Bishr (The Shortcomings of the Son of
Abt Bishr), which is a particularly harsh attack on the person of
Abti 1-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/936), the eponym of the Ash‘arite
school.

While Ibn al-Mabrid authored at least two other works in the field
of theology, the three titles discussed above are, to my knowledge, the
only ones in which he articulates his own theological position rather
than merely citing or paraphrasing earlier authorities. His refutation of
al-Ash‘ari, Kashf al-ghata ‘an mahd al-khata (Removing the Cover from
Clear Error), consists almost solely of alternately cited passages from
either the abovementioned Mathalib Ibn Abt Bishr by al-Ahwaz1 or from
Dhamm al-kalam wa-ahlihi (The Censure of Speculative Theology and its
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Practitioners) by the Hanbalite Sufi ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari al-Harawi (d.
481/1089). Another theological work is Ibn al-Mabrid’s Tuhfat al-wusul ila
ilm al-ustil ‘ala madhhab Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-jama'a (The Gift of Attaining
the Science of the Principles [of Theology] According to the Doctrine of the
Sunnites), written as a study of Hanbalite theology. It treats the usual set
of Sunni traditionalist articles of beliefs, among which the sifat are also
discussed, and relates different opinions from the most important author-
ities in the Hanbalite school. As with the Kashf al-ghata, Ibn al-Mabrid
hardly ever interferes with the words of his predecessors, providing very
little commentary and mostly shying away from explicitly sharing which
opinion he himself prefers. Thus, if we want to be sure that our analysis
reflects the opinions that were really Ibn al-Mabrid’s, the safest road to
take is to base ourselves on his Mughni dhawi l-afham, Zubad al-‘uliim, and
Jam'al-juyiish. Now that we have established the sources upon which we
will rely, let us take a closer look at what he expounds therein regarding
God’s attributes.

In general, Ibn al-Mabrid appears to be very careful in formulating
his position regarding the sifat, to the extent that it is becomes difficult to
ascertain whether he leans more toward Ibn Qudama’s or Ibn Taymiyya’s
approach. In the section on the Muslim creed from Mughnt dhawt l-afham,
Ibn al-Mabrid summarizes his position as follows:

We believe in what has been authenticated [by transmission] of [God’s] attri-
butes. We believe in how he has described Himself according to the way
intended by Him (ala muradihi), and how His Messenger described Him
according to the way intended by His Messenger. We neither interpret these
[attributes] metaphorically or strip them away, nor do we assimilate them to
[the attributes] of things created by Him or attribute likeness to Him: “There is
nothing like unto Him, He is the All-Hearing, All-Seeing” (Qur’an 42:11).8

In the above formula, we see right away that, like Ibn Qudama and Ibn
Taymiyya, Ibn al-Mabrid does not add any direct negation of corporeal-
ity (tajstim) for God’s attributes. And also in line with both predecessors,
he rejects tawil and ta'til of the attributes, which would negate them, as
well as tashbth and tamthil, which would liken them to the attributes of

48 Yusuf Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi Ibn al-Mabrid, Mughni dhawt l-afham ‘an al-kutub al-kathira fi l-ahkam, ed.
Abu Muhammad Ashraf b. ‘Abd al-Magqsud (al-Maktaba al-Tabariyya, 1995), 22.
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creatures. What remains unclear, however, is what he means when he
states that one ought to believe in the attributes as intended (‘ala murad)
by God and the Prophet. The central question that remains, then, is
whether the meaning intended by God in His self-descriptions is acces-
sible to human understanding, or whether such knowledge is to be con-
signed exclusively to Him. The ambiguity here becomes all the more obvi-
ous if we compare Ibn al-Mabrid’s statement with the theological writings
of Ibn Qudama and Ibn Taymiyya.

Both Hanbalite scholars have adopted the phrase “ala murad Allah”
in the context of the divine attributes, which actually comes from a saying
attributed to al-ShafiT (d. 204/820). Ibn Qudama cites this saying in full
in two of his works, where it reads as follows: “[Al-ShafiT said:] I believe
in God and in all that has been brought forth from God according to the
way intended by God, and I believe in the Messenger of God and all that
has been brought forth from the Messenger of God according to the way
intended by the Messenger of God.”* In Dhamm al-tawil, Ibn Qudama
comments on these words, stating that the Salaf knew that the Prophet
was truthful in all he related of the sifat and thus believed in all of them
even though they did not know the reality of their meaning (haqiqat
manaha). They therefore remained silent in regard to those things they
had no knowledge of and, by doing so, set the path for all later genera-
tions.>® Ibn Qudama thus evidently views that what is “intended by God”
(murad Allah) regarding the ambiguous descriptions from the nusiis is
known by God alone and should be relegated to Him.

From Ibn Taymiyya’s perspective, an early Sunni authority such as
al-ShafiT surely adhered to the soundest theological position. It is thus
not surprising that the Hanbalite Shaykh al-Islam interprets the same
words as an expression of ithbat and, as such, representative of the creed
of the Ahl al-Sunna as he perceives it.5! He argues that it would be false
to say that the murad is not in fact the obvious sense of the words by
which God is described (al-zahir), since a term either has a meaning or it
does not. When it comes to the Arabic attribute called “yad,” for instance,
he explains that the zahir meaning for God is indeed hand, though not

49 al-Maqdisi, Dhamm al-tawl, 11; Lumat al-itiqad, 7.

50 al-Maqdisi, Dhamm al-tawil, 11.

51 Ibn Taymiyya, “Madhhab al-Salaf fil-i'tiqad wa-madhhab ghayrihim min al-muta’akhkhirin,” MF,
4:2 and “al-Risala al-madaniyya fi l-haqiqa wa-l-majaz,” MF, 6:354.
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like the hand of creatures — since God has no likeness, as the Qur’an very
clearly states. In fact, Ibn Taymiyya confirms that most Sunnis accuse the
actual assimilationists (al-mushabbiha) and corporealists (al-mujassima)
of unbelief because these two groups fail to differentiate between the
attribute of hand in the context of God and the attribute of hand in the
context of human beings.5? After all, affirming the zahir of yad for God
does not automatically mean that there is any comparison between the
reality of the yad as an attribute of God and the yad as it exists as a limb
in the human body. To prove his point, Ibn Taymiyya goes on to address
the mutakallimiin who interpret yad as God’s creative power (qudra). He
argues that if their logic holds that affirming the obvious sense of the
term hand would certainly lead to likening God to creatures, then this
principle should go for all attributes whose obvious sense can also be
applied to creatures. According to this line of reasoning, it should not
matter whether the word in question concerns the attribute of a physical
limb or an “accident of the body” (‘arad lil-jism). Ibn Taymiyya identifies
this as a major flaw and an inconsistency in the reasoning of kalam the-
ology. The Salaf, he argues, never considered that the obvious sense of
God’s knowledge, power, hearing, or seeing — attributes whose meanings
are affirmed by the mutakallimiin - is not what is intended by God (ghayr
murad) in His revelation, since the Salaf did not understand these as
analogous to our own human attributes bearing the same names. For Ibn
Taymiyya, the same principle applies to corporeal attributes: while such
terms denote physical limbs in the human context, when ascribed to God
they retain only the lexical meaning conveyed by the Arabic language,
without implying knowledge of their modality. All these attributes from
the nustis should therefore be affirmed according to their obvious sense,
their zahir, in a way that befits God’s majesty.>

Seeminglyinline with Ibn Taymiyya’sreasoning above, Ibn al-Mabrid
attacks the Ash‘arite mutakallim Ibn ‘Asakir in the Jam' al-juytish:

Now, if you would assert that [the attribute of] hand [actually means God’s]
creative power (al-qudra), then this begs the question why you would say that.
[The Ash‘arite] will reply: “That is because we do not profess assimilation

52 This is clearly rooted in Ibn Taymiyya's rejection of the literal-figurative dichotomy, haqiga and
majaz, which is explained in much detail in Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 141-72.
53 Ibn Taymiyya, “al-Risala al-madaniyya fil-haqiqa wa-l-majaz,” MF, 6:354-7.
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(tashbth) and it necessarily follows from [the word] hand that this is like the
hand of a human being, and [in the absence of a metaphorical interpretation]
assimilation would thus be established.” To this we say: this [term] ‘creative
power’ that you mention is also possessed by human beings. It thus necessar-
ily follows that [God’s creative power] is like that of a human being. Now, if
you would say: “No, [we believe in God’s] creative power [in a way that] befits
His majesty,” then we would reply that you should [likewise] renounce this
tawil [of hand as creative power] for which there is no [textual] proof, and say
[instead]: [we believe in God’s] hand [in a way that] befits His majesty!>

While this formulation closely parallels the arguments advanced by Ihn
Taymiyya, the wording employed by Ibn al-Mabrid does not provide suffi-
cient evidence to conclusively identify him with his predecessor’s ithbat
position. Unlike Ibn Taymiyya, his rejection of tawil is not accompanied
by an explicit affirmation of the meanings of the divine attributes.

The same goes for the few instances in Jam' al-juyiish where Ibn
al-Mabrid touches upon the term ithbat, for the most part in the context
of his attempt to refute Ibn ‘Asakir’s claim that the Ash‘arites are, like
the Hanbalites, essentially affirmationists of the attributes (muthbita).
While he clearly rejects Ibn ‘Asakir’s depiction of Ash‘arism as such, espe-
cially due to what he claims to be their inevitable reliance on tawil, he
never provides a definition of what the correct form of ithbat actually
denotes for him. For instance, consider his statement that “...affirming
(ithbat) how God has described Himself or through His Prophet without
metaphorical interpretation (tawil) contains no assimilation (tashbth).”
This is naturally meant to reject the accusation from the mutakallimiin
that Hanbalite-style affirmation will lead to assimilating God’s attributes
to those of creatures. But is he only speaking of affirming the terms by
which God is described or also their meanings? The same goes for the
following example:

The reality of [al-Ash‘arl's] doctrine is negation, because he [claims to]
affirm the divine attributes but then goes on to interpret them metaphori-
cally. He thereby deflects most of them [the attributes] from their obvious

54 Ibn al-Mabrid, Jam®al-juytish, 429.
55 Ibn al-Mabrid, Jam®al-juytish, 427
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sense (wa-radda ghalibaha ila ghayr al-zahir minhu) on the basis of his ratio-
nal arguments and rejects what has been transmitted of revelation (al-umur
al-naqliyya).

While the last sentence may allow us to deduce that Ibn al-Mabrid means
to affirm the zahir of the attributes, we have already seen with Ibn Qudama
that rejecting a tawil-interpretation of an attribute’s zahir-meaning does
not in fact constitute its affirmation. For Ibn Qudama, proper tafwid does
not inherently entail a rejection of the apparent meaning.

The only example that may be read as leaning more toward Ibn
Taymiyya’s style of ithbat is found in Ibn al-Mabrid’s Zubad al-ulim,
where he phrases his position regarding the attributes as follows:

God is the Creator of the universe, [He is described as] one, sole, singular, sus-
tainer, living, almighty, hearing, seeing, settled over His throne, encompass-
ing His kingdom, speaking with eternal speech; we believe in how He has
described Himself or how His Prophet described Him as He intended (‘ala ma
arada) or according to the meaning He intended (aw bi-l-mana alladht arada),
without inquiring into the modality [of His descriptions] (min ghayri takyif),
assimilating or likening them to the attributes of creatures (wa-la tashbth wa-la
tamthil), or stripping them away (wa-la ta'til).”’

The choice of words in this passage comes a bit closer to Ibn Taymiyya’s
formula on how to believe in the divine attributes. If we recall, the latter
systematically held that one is to affirm the attributes without altering
them or stripping them away, and without inquiring into their modal-
ity or likening them. Especially Ibn al-Mabrid’s inclusion of rejecting
inquiry into the modality of the attributes (takyif) is noteworthy here,
since we have previously argued that such a statement is not necessarily
required if one does not affirm their meanings in the first place. As we
have observed, Ibn Qudama does not appear to have considered it nec-
essary to include a rejection of modality for the divine attributes in the
formulas related to belief in God’s descriptions that we have examined.
However, in what seems to be an anomaly within his broader treatment

56 Ibn al-Mabrid, Jam®al-juytish, 318.
57 Yusuf Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi Ibn al-Mabrid, Zubad al-ulim wa-sahib al-mantiiq wa-l-mafhiim, ed. ‘Abd
Allah b. Husayn al-Mawjan (Markaz al-Kawn, 2010), 1:131.
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of the subject, there is at least one isolated passage in his Dhamm al-ta'wil
where he does explicitly reject inquiry into the modality of the attributes.
This suggests that the argument based on whether or not the rejection of
modality is found cannot serve as conclusive proof of Taymiyyan ithbat
in the case of Ibn al-Mabrid.

What is also particularly striking in Ibn al-Mabrid’s statement cited
above is his specific mention of God’s settlement over the throne as an
attribute of God, followed by the statement “we believe in how He has
described Himself or how His Prophet described Him as He intended or
according to the meaning He intended.” This is the only instance I have
encountered in which the attributes are explicitly implied to possess a
mana (meaning). However, it remains unclear whether this meaning is
understood to be known solely to God or whether human beings may also
have access to it. More broadly, my reading of Ibn al-Mabrid suggests a
persistent difficulty: unlike Ibn Taymiyya, he consistently refrains from
articulating his theological position on the sifat in a clear and unequivo-
cal manner. Although Ibn al-Mabrid is consistently clear in his rejection
of ta'wil, he remains noncommittal when it comes to explicitly aligning
himself with either the form of tafiwid articulated by Ibn Qudama or the
ithbat position advanced by Ibn Taymiyya.

Conclusion

This study serves as a reminder that, however unsatisfying it may seem,
the inability to definitively situate Ibn al-Mabrid within the established
spectrum of Hanbalite theological positions is, in itself, a valid and mean-
ingful conclusion. We have examined the key distinctions between the
tafwid of Ibn Qudama and the ithbat of Ibn Taymiyya, with particular
attention to the specific terminologies each employed in articulating their
respective positions. This comparison provided the framework for a close
reading of Ibn al-Mabrid’s theological statements concerning the divine
attributes, with the aim of determining whether his views align more
closely with either approach. Our analysis has revealed certain shared
elements across all three figures: a collective refusal to negate the divine
attributes (especially insofar as such negation results from ta'wil or tatil),
an explicit rejection of assimilationism (tashbth) and likening (tamthil),
and an overall reluctance to resolve the question of divine corporeality.
Yet, despite the clarity with which both Ibn Qudama and Ibn Taymiyya
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articulate their respective theological frameworks, Ibn al-Mabrid remains
markedly noncommittal. His writings do not furnish sufficient evidence
to conclusively determine his position within the broader Hanbalite dis-
course on the sifat.

One might be tempted to interpret Ibn al-Mabrid’s ambiguity as
indicative of an inclination toward tafiid, especially given that tafwid
is marked by a comparatively more passive engagement with the reve-
latory texts than the more assertive ithbat of Ibn Taymiyya. However,
such a conclusion would be premature. The textual evidence examined
in this article, especially the section on creed from Zubad al-uliim, sug-
gests that Ibn al-Mabrid may just as well have been more inclined toward
Taymiyyan ithbat. Why did he not formulate his position in more con-
crete terms, then? It is possible that he assumed his intended stance to
be self-evident to his contemporaries, particularly among traditionalist
circles within the Salihiyya community of Mamluk Damascus. It is also
conceivable that the precise articulation of his theological commitments
was reserved for more private settings, shared only within the ranks of
those who already adhered to similar doctrinal views — perhaps due to the
potential for controversy with their Ash‘arite counterparts, who clearly
exerted more power within the Mamluk realm than the Hanbalites.

When it comes to the broader question of whether Ihn Taymiyya’s
theological legacy exerted any discernible influence on subsequent
Hanbalite thought regarding the divine attributes, the present study,
based on the available evidence from Ibn al-Mabrid alone, cannot offer a
definitive answer. However, since Ibn al-Mabrid does not take an explic-
itly non-cognitivist stance, it may be that Ibn Taymiyya’s influence con-
tributed to a heightened caution regarding the sifat within later Hanbalite
theology. As a result, scholars like Ibn al-Mabrid, perhaps lacking the theo-
logical finesse to fully engage with Taymiyyan theology, may have opted
for a deliberate ambiguity on these matters, seeking to avoid alienating
either side of the ongoing debate. The question of Ibn Taymiyya’s impact
must be addressed through a more comprehensive analysis of additional
sources within the wider landscape of post-Taymiyyan Hanbalite scholar-
ship. To do so effectively, it will be helpful to explore whether analytical
criteria can be established to more clearly distinguish between non-cog-
nitivism and Taymiyyan ithbat in cases where Hanbalite theological
authors do not explicitly indicate which of the two positions they intend
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to endorse. When it comes to Ibn al-Mabrid, for now, we are left to rele-
gate knowledge of this matter to God.
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CHAPTER 6
Between Ibn Taymiyya and the Mutakallimiin:
Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Saffarini (d.
1188/1774) on the Attributes of God

Sarah Van Eyken

Abstract

In this article, I examine the writings of the eighteenth-century Hanbalite scholar
Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Saffarini (d. 1188/1774) on the subject of the attributes of God. I
specifically pay attention to the influence of Ibn Taymiyya, who was clearly an authority to
al-Saffarini, in his examination of the attributes. In addition, I consider al-Saffarini’s stance
vis-a-vis the late Ash‘arite theology that was dominant in his time. The primary source of
my analysis is al-Saffarin’s commentary on his own creedal poem, titled Lawami’ al-anwar
al-bahiyya wa-sawati‘ al-asrar al-athariyya. My analysis of this work shows that the foun-
dation of al-Saffarin’s understanding of the attributes of God is the Hanbalite principle of
ithbat, affirming all of the attributes without distinction. Although al-Saffarini’s Lawami*
al-anwar contains some statements that lend themselves to different interpretations, this
article concludes that the work, read as a whole, strongly indicates that its author advocated
for a plain-sense understanding of the descriptions of God “without how,” which he believed
was the position of the Salaf, and that he renounced both figurative interpretation (tawil)

and the method of relegating the meaning of these texts to God (tafwid al-mana).
KEYWOI'dSZ Islamic theology; Hanbalite theology; divine attributes; Muhammad b.
Ahmad al-Saffarini; Ibn Taymiyya

Introduction

Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Saffarini (d. 1188/1774) was a Hanbalite jurist,
traditionist,! and theologian of the eighteenth century, who became one

1 In Arabic, a muhaddith is one who specializes in the science of Hadith. This term is not to be con-
fused with the term “traditionalist.”
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of the most prolific writers of his time.? He was born in Saffarin, a vil-
lage in the vicinity of Nablus, into a distinguished family of Hanbalite
scholars and received his education primarily in Nablus and Damascus.
Especially in Damascus, which had become a cosmopolitan intellectual
center at this time, al-Saffarini benefitted from the company and men-
torship of both local and visiting scholars from greater Syria (al-Sham),
Egypt, the Hijaz, and other regions. He also studied with scholars in other
regions during his own travels, notably to the Hijaz. Al-Saffarini lists 25
of his most notable teachers in his Thabat.? This list includes the Qadirl
Sufi and Hanbalite mufti of Damascus ‘Abd al-Qadir b. ‘Umar al-Taghlabi
(d. 1135/1723) and the esteemed Nagshbandi Sufi scholar ‘Abd al-Ghani

2 The biographical information about al-Saffarini in this section is based on the tabaqat (biograph-
ical) literature. See Bakr b. ‘Abd Allah Abu Zayd, al-Madkhal al-mufassil li-madhhab al-imam Ahmad,
ed. Muhammad al-Jayb b. al-Khawja (Dar al-‘Asima, 1998/1999), 2:1008; Muhammad b. Nasir al-‘A-
jmi, Safahat min tarjamat al-imam al-Saffarint (Dar al-Basha’ir al-Islamiyya, 1992); Isma‘il Basha
al-Baghdadi, Hidayat al-arifin asma al-muallifin wa-athar al-musannifin (Mu'assasat al-Tarikh
al-‘Arabi), 2:340; Isma‘l Basha al-Baghdadi, Idah al-maknun fi l-dhayl ‘ala kashf al-zunin (Dar Ihya’
al-Turath al-‘Arabi), 1:29; Ibrahim b. Muhammad b. Salim b. Dawyan, Manar al-sabil fi sharh al-daltl,
ed. Zuhayr al-Shawish (al-Maktab al-Islami, 1982), introduction; idem, Raf al-niqab ‘an tarajim
al-ashab (Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1935), 361; Muhammad Kamal al-Din al-Ghazzi, al-Na't al-akmal
li-ashab al-imam Ahmad b. Hanbal (min sana 901-1207 hijriyya), ed. Muhammad Mutl' al-Hafiz and
Nizar Abaza (Dar al-Fikr al-Mu‘asir, 1982), 301-306; ‘Abd al-Qadir b. Badran, al-Madkhal ila madh-
hab al-imam Ahmad b. Hanbal, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Mu'assasat al-Risala), 443;
Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Humayd, al-Suhub al-wabila ‘ala dara’ih al-Hanabila, ed. Bakr b. ‘Abd Allah
Abu Zayd and ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Sulayman al-Uthaymin (Mu'assasat al-Risala, 1996), 2:839-846; ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Jabarti, Aja’ib al-athar fi al-tarajim wa-l-akhbar, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahim ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Abd
al-Rahim (Maktabat Madbuli, 1992); ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, Mujam al-muallifin (Mu'assasat al-Risala,
1993), 591; ‘Abd al-Hayy b. ‘Abd al-Kabir al-Kattani, Fihris al-faharis wa-l-ithbat wa-mujam al-maa-
jim wa-l-masyakhat wa-l-musalsalat (Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1982), 2:1002; Muhammad Khalil b.
‘All al-Muradi, Silk al-durar fi ajan al-qarn al-thani ‘ashar (Dar al-Basha’ir al-Islamiyya, 1988), 4:31;
Muhammad Jamil b. Shattl, Mukhtasar tabaqat al-Hanabila (Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1986), 127; ‘Abd
Allah b. Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Tariqi, Mujam musannafat al-Hanabila min wafayat 241-1420 hijri-
yya (King Fahad National Library, 2001); Muhammad Murtada al-Zabidi, al-Mujam al-mukhtass, ed.
Nizam Muhammad Ya‘qubl & Muhammad b. Nasir al-‘Ajmi (Dar al-Bash&’ir al-Islamiyya, 2006), 642-
647; idem, Taj al-‘arts min jawahir al-qamius, ed. ‘Abd al-Sattar Ahmad Faraj (al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1965),
12:47; Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, al-A7am (Dar al-Tlm lil-Malayin, 2002), 6:14.

3 Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Saffarini, Thabat al-imam al-Saffarini al-Hanbalt wa-ijazatuh li-ta’ifa min
ayan ulama ‘asrih, ed. Muhammad b. Nasir al-‘Ajmi (Dar al-Bash@’ir al-Islamiyya), 171-194. The thabat
is a type of work in which a scholar lists the teachers with whom he studied and the books he read
with them with the purpose of proving that he has acquired specific knowledge (see Naser Dumairieh,
Intellectual Life in the Hijaz Before Wahhabism: Ibrahim al-Kurants (d. 1101/1690) Theology of Sufism
(Brill, 2021), 77-78).
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al-Nabuls1 (d. 1143/1731).* His Thabat also contains ijazat® to five of his
students, among whom was the well-known lexicographer and theolo-
gian, Muhammad Murtada al-Zabidi (d. 1205/1790).6

Al-Saffarini is described in the biographical literature as a socially
conscious and politically active scholar who did not hesitate to use his
family’s status with the land’s rulers to advocate for the well-being of the
people.” He wrote about his day and age in rather bleak terms, deplor-
ing the religious, social, and moral decline he perceived in his society. He
believed that his people had lost sight of the foundations of the religion
and had drifted away from the example of the Prophet due to the influ-
ence of popular religious practices that he considered to be innovations
(bida’, sg. bid'a).?

In al-SaffarinT’s lifetime, Ash‘arite kalam® was the dominant theolog-
ical framework and the belief system endorsed by political authorities.

4 The question of al-SaffarinT’s stance vis-a-vis the doctrine of the Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujud),
for which ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi was a strong advocate, lies beyond the scope of this article. It can
be noted here that, in spite of the Sufi metaphysical beliefs held by some of his teachers, al-Saffarini
rejected the doctrine of wahdat al-wujiid and was critical of certain Sufi practices that were common
in his society (see al-Saffarini, Ghidha’ al-albab fi sharh Manzumat al-adab (Mu‘assasat Qurtuba, 2009),
2:315).

5 Sg. ijaza, a kind of scholarly certification by which a teacher certifies his student to transmit one
or more texts.

6 al-Saffarini, Thabat, 197-334.

7 al-Saffarini, Lawa’ih al-anwar al-saniyya wa-lawaqih al-afkar al-sunniyya li-sharh qasidat Ibn
Abi Dawud al-ha‘iyya fi ‘aqidat ahl al-athar al-salafiyya, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad b. Sulayman
al-Busayrl (Dar al-Rushd, 1994), 1:17. In his introduction, the editor relates an anecdote that demon-
strates al-Saffarini’s bold character and concern with the people’s welfare. He describes how
al-Saffarini started and cleverly won an argument with the emir of Nablus in an attempt to convince
him to ease additional taxes.

8 In his Ghidha’ al-albab, al-Saffarini deplores the spiritual state of his society. He writes that “the
Sunna has become innovation, the innovation has been made law, worship has become a custom,
and customs have become worship. The [people’s] scholar is enslaved to his desires, their ruler has
transgressed in his heedlessness, their emir has neither compassion nor religiosity, their rich have no
mercy for the poor; their poor are arrogant and their rich are tyrannic.” Further along, he writes crit-
ically about “the Sufis of our times and the reprehensible acts they commit” (mutasawwifat zamanina
wa-ma yafaltinah min al-munkarat). See al-Saffarini, Ghidha’ al-albab, 2:314-315.

9 The term “kalam” refers to “a rationalist school of thought that employed a dialectical technique
in investigating the meaning of the foundational Islamic texts, with particular focus on the meaning
of God’s attributes” (see Cole Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity: The Origins, Development, and Persistence
of Classical Wahhabism (1153-1351/1741-1932)” (PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 2018), 124).
Cole Bunzel’s dissertation has now been published in book form. See Cole Bunzel, Wahhabism: The
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The relative scarcity of works of creed authored by Hanbalite scholars
in this period is likely a result of this intellectual climate. Nevertheless,
some Hanbalite scholars appear on the radar who did write extensively
on theological matters; al-Saffarini is one of them. Al-SaffarinT’s two most
comprehensive theological works are both commentaries on creedal
poems. His Lawami‘ al-anwar al-bahiyya (The Splendidly Illustrious
Lights)* is a commentary on his own creedal treatise, al-Durra al-mudi-
yya fi ‘aqd ahl al-firqa al-mardiyya (The Trenchant Pearl on the Belief of
the Gratified Sect), which he composed in 1173/1759 and in which he sum-
marized the most significant theological positions of the Athariyya,** the
theological denomination to which he considered himself to belong. A
few years later, in 1176/1762, he wrote Lawa’ih al-anwar al-saniyya (Lists
of Glistening Lights), which is a commentary on a creedal poem by the
famous traditionist Abt Bakr b. Abi Dawud (d. 316/929).

Both works clearly display the author’s concern with the erosion of
religious foundations in his society. The solution that he offers is a return
to the fundamental sources of the religion, i.e., the Qur’an, the Sunna, and
the reports of the pious ancestors (the Salaf).!? In both Lawami" al-anwar

History of a Militant Islamic Movement (Princeton University Press, 2023). This theological framework
became dominant in Sunni Islam from about the eleventh century onward. See Oliver Leaman, “The
Developed Kalam Tradition (PartI),” in The Cambridge Companion to Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 81.

10 al-Saffarini, Lawami’ al-anwar al-bahiyya wa-sawati' al-asrar al-athariyya li-sharh al-durra
al-mudiyya fi ‘aqd al-firqa al-mardiyya, 2 vols. (Mu'assasat al-Khafiqin, 1982).

11 The term “Athariyya”, or Ahl al-Athar, is used synonymously with the term Ahl al-Hadith (literally
“people of the Hadith,” often translated as “traditionalists”). The term Ahl al-Hadith is used to refer
to some of the early (eighth-century) Muslim scholars who emphasized the primacy of the Qur’an,
the Sunna, and the precedent of the Salaf as legitimate carriers of religious knowledge, as opposed
to non-scriptural sources of knowledge based in human reason. See Pavel Pavlovitch, “Hadith,” in
Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, ed. Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krdamer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Everett
Rowson (Brill, 2018). On the appellation Ahl al-Hadith, see also: Arjan Post, “A Glimpse of Sufism from
the Circle of Ibn Taymiyya,” Journal of Sufi Studies 5 (2016): 160-161; Arjan Post, The Journeys of a
Taymiyyan Sufi: Sufism through the Eyes of Tmad al-Din Ahmad al-Wasitt (d. 711/1311) (Brill, 2020), 6;
Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity,” 124-125.

12 The Salaf were the Muslims who constituted roughly the first three generations of Islam; they
were the Companions (sahaba) of the Prophet, the Successors (tabitin), and the generation that fol-
lowed them. They are considered to have been —in the words of the Prophet — “the best of my commu-
nity (khayr ummat?)” and are believed to have embodied the purest and most authentic form of Islam.
See Joas Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi: The Ideology and Influence of Abu Muhammad Al-Magqdisi
(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 3.
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and Lawa’th al-anwar, al-Saffarini reads the respective poems line by line,
using them as guidelines to touch on central issues in Islamic theology,
such as the names and attributes of God, the nature of the Qur’an, and
the question of divine predestination. For each of these issues he clarifies
what he considers to have been the position of the Salaf, as opposed to the
position of the rational theologians (mutakallimiin). The main slogan that
resounds in both works is that when matters of belief (the itigadiyyat) are
concerned, the correct approach is to refer to the Qur’an and Sunna, as
the Salaf did, without falling into innovations by relying on reason.'?
Al-Saffarini was a widely read and much respected scholar whose
works were well received both during his lifetime and after.’* Some of
his theological works, particularly his Lawami‘ al-anwar and the creedal
poem upon which it is based, remain standard textbooks for Hanbalite
students until today,’®> and many commentaries have been written on
them.!® Present-day Muslim scholars and students have much to say
about al-Saffarini and his works. Interestingly, his works are read by both
Ash‘arite, kalam-inclined scholars as well as self-proclaimed Salafi or tex-
tualist scholars, who contend with one another about the true intent of
some of al-SaffarinT’s statements and the essence of his creedal affiliation.?’

13 This idea is mentioned throughout al-Saffarint’s Lawami‘ al-anwar. See, for example, al-Saffarini,
Lawami" al-anwar, 8-13, 25-27, 104-107.

14 See, for example, Muhammad b. ‘All b. Sallam, Mukhtasar Lawami‘al-anwar al-bahiyya wa-sawati’
al-asrar al-athariyya, ed. Muhammad Zahri al-Najjar (Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1983), introduction;
Ibn Humayd, al-Suhub al-wabila, 2:841.

15 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Currents in
the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 264.

16 See, for example, Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Uthaymin, Sharh al-aqida al-Saffariniyya
(Dar al-Watan lil-Nashr, 1426 AH), and Sulayman b. Salih al-Kharrashi (ed.), Ta‘aqqubat al-ulama’
— ‘Abd Allah Aba Butayn, Ibn Sadi, Sulayman b. Sihman - ‘ala Lawami‘ al-anwar al-bahiyya lil-imam
al-Saffarint (Dar al-llaf al-Dawliyya, 2017), which is a collection comments from three scholars: ‘Abd
Allah Aba Butayn (d. 1281/1865), Ibn Sa‘di (d. 1376/1957), and Sulayman b. Sihman (d. 1349/1931), on
al-Saffarint’s Lawami'.

17 This discussion can be found in Arabic-language studies. See, for example, Muhammad b. Mahmad
Al Khudayr, Magqalat al-tafwid bayn al-salaf wa-l-mutakallimiin (Takween, 2016) and Muhammad b.
Ibrahim al-Sa‘ldi, I'lam al-khalaf ‘an baraat al-Hanabila min mukhalafat al-Salaf (Dar Salaf lil-Nashr
wa-l-TawzI, 2019), and in the footnotes of al-Saffarini’s works, written by SalafI editors. It is also dis-
cussed on Islamic online fora and social media networks.
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Ibn Taymiyya’s Thought in the Works of al-Saffarini
Ibn Taymiyya appears as an important authority in al-Saffarin’s theo-
logical works. He is cited frequently and with much praise throughout
Lawami" al-anwar and Lawa’ih al-anwar, and his opinion is consistently
included in al-Saffarint’s discussion of the major theological issues. In
Lawami" al-anwar, al-Saffarini echoes Ibn Taymiyya’s profound concern,
in Jon Hoover’s words, “that God was no longer worshipped and spoken
of correctly.”*8

Using the text reuse detection and visualization tools developed
by KITAB," I have found that al-Saffarini frequently reuses (often rel-
atively large) portions of a number of Ibn Taymiyya’s theological trea-
tises in Lawami® al-anwar and Lawa’ih al-anwar, most notably Bayan
talbts al-Jahmiyya, Dar’ ta‘arud al-aql wa-l-naql, al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya
al-kubra, al-Risala al-Tadmuriyya, and Sharh al-Aqida al-Isfahaniyya.
Unsurprisingly, then, the Majmi‘al-fatawa, which comprises some of these
treatises in addition to Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas, is the second most reused
text in Lawami‘al-anwar, after al-Saffarini’s own al-Buhiir al-zakhira.?’

Apart from the sheer number of times al-Saffarini cites him, Ibn
Taymiyya is distinguished from the other authorities al-Saffarini relies
upon by the fact that he is consistently referred to as “Shaykh al-Islam” or
simply “al-Shaykh.” Al-Saffarini also regularly cites Ibn Taymiyya’s fore-
most student, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), whom he refers to
as “al-Muhaqqiq,” and other members of his intellectual circle (jama'a),*
such as Tmad al-Din al-Wasiti (d. 711/1311), whom he refers to as “the
Junayd of his time,”? Shams al-Din b. Muflih (d. 763/1362), and Najm al-Din

18 Jon Hoover, “Hanball Theology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine
Schmidtke, (Oxford University Press, 2016), 634.

19 The researchers associated with the KITAB project, led by Sarah Bowen Savant, have developed an
algorithm (called Passim) that detects instances of shared text between two texts. Text reuse analysis
enables researchers to study relationships between corpora and solve various kinds of research ques-
tions, such as how extensively a certain text has traveled across space and time. See www.kitab-proj-
ect.org.

20 al-Saffarini, al-Buhur al-zakhira ft ‘ulium al-akhira, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Mu-
shayqih (Dar al-‘Asima, 2009).

21 About Ibn Taymiyya’s scholarly circle, see Caterina Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jama‘atuhu. Authority,
Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyya’s circle,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport
and Muhammad Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), 23-52.

22 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:210. This is a reference to Abti al-Qasim b. Muhammad al-Junayd
(d. 298/910), the famous mystic from Baghdad.
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al-Tafl (d. 716/1316). This indicates that al-Saffarini had direct or indi-
rect access to Ibn Taymiyya’s works and the works of at least some of his
most prominent students. It is unclear how al-Saffarini became inspired
to read Ibn Taymiyya’s works. He does not mention Ibn Taymiyya or the
titles of any of his works in his Thabat. It is likely that al-Saffarini encoun-
tered Ibn Taymiyya’s works while studying in Damascus, and it is possible
that he was inspired by other Hanbalite scholars to study these works,
such as the Palestinian scholar MarT b. Yasuf al-Karmi (d. 1033/1624),
who wrote a lengthy biography of Ibn Taymiyya in which he praises him
and defends him from various accusations.? Al-Saffarini frequently cites
al-Karm1’s major work of theology, titled Aqawil al-thiqat.**

Research Objectives and Method

The development of Hanbalite theologyin the centuries after Ibn Taymiyya
and his immediate associates is poorly studied in western language schol-
arship. This period is usually described as one of stagnation and decline,
and sometimes even in terms of the “hibernation” of the Hanbalite theo-
logical tradition.?® Current-day scholarship still largely contends that Ibn
Taymiyya’s thought was not highly influential in the centuries after his
death, even within his own school, and that he was mostly “forgotten,” to
be “rediscovered” by later, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century reform-
ers.?s Recently, however, more attention is being drawn to the thought
of the Hanbalite scholars in the centuries after Ibn Taymiyya who seem
to have been avid readers of his works, such as al-Saffarini and Mar1
al-Karmi, among others.

23 Mar1 b. Yasuf al-Karmi, al-Kawakib al-durriyya fi manaqib al-mujtahid Ibn Taymiyya, ed. Najm
‘Abd al-Rahman Khalaf (Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1986).

24 al-Karmi, Aqawil al-thiqat fi tawil al-asma’ wa-l-sifat wa-l-ayat al-muhkamat wa-l-mutashabihat,
ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna‘at (Mu'assasat al-Risala, 1986).

25 Hoover, “Hanball Theology,” 643; Nabil Mouline, The Clerics of Islam: Religious Authority and
Political Power in Saudi Arabia, trans. Ethan Rundell (Yale University Press, 2014), 41.

26 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 643; Mouline, The Clerics of Islam, 41; Khaled El-Rouayheb, “From
Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d. 1566) to Khayr al-Din al-Alasi (d. 1899): Changing Views of Ibn Taymiyya
amongst Sunni Islamic Scholars,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Shahab Ahmed and Yossef
Rapoport, (Oxford University Press, 2010), 299. Some aspects of the legacy of Ibn Taymiyya are dis-
cussed in recent studies by Caterina Bori (Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya (14" to 17® Century): Transregional
Spaces of Reading and Reception,” The Muslim World 108: 87-123) and Cole Bunzel (Bunzel, “Manifest
Enmity,” 145-150).
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While studies on the life and works of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qa-
yyim abound in western academia,?’ al-Saffarini is mentioned in only
a handful such studies and is usually glossed over as one of the many
Hanbalite scholars who was to some extent influenced by Ibn Taymiyya’s
works but never acceded to a similar level of brilliance and originality.
To my knowledge, there is no western language study that focusses on
al-Saffarin1’s thought specifically. In his study on Muhammad b. al-Uthay-
min (d. 1422/2001), Mohammad Gharaibeh mentions al-Saffarini, along
with a number of other Hanbalite scholars, as a source of Ibn ‘Uthaymin’s
theology.?® Cole Bunzel also mentions al-Saffarini in his doctoral thesis on
what he terms “classical Wahhabism.” He describes al-Saffarini as “an
admirer of the exclusivist theology of Ibn Taymiyya” and “in many ways
a natural ally of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s,”? although he later elucidates that
al-Saffarini seems to have had much criticism for Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab and
his movement.** Khaled El-Rouayheb names al-Saffarini, along with Mar1
al-Karmi, Muhammad b. Balban (d. 1083/1672), and Ibrahim al-Kurani (d.
1101/1690), as a scholar who “rehabilitated” the thought of Ibn Taymiyya
and Ibn al-Qayyim. El-Rouayheb uses the term “neo-Hanbali traditional-
ism” to describe the innovative stance of these scholars.*

The primary objective of the current article is to examine
al-Saffarinr’s understanding of the divine attributes. The question of the
attributes is explored as a case study because it is one of the central — if
not the most profound - issues in Islamic theology and is reflective of a

27 Valuable recent studies devoted to Ibn Taymiyya’s theology include Ahmed Shahab and Yossef
Rapoport (eds.), Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford University Press, 2010); Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s
Theology of Perpetual Optimism (Brill, 2017); Farid Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya und die Attribute Gottes (De
Gruyter, 2019; Carl Sharif El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation: A Study of Dar’ ta‘arud
al-‘aql wa-l-naql (Brill, 2019). The extensive contributions to the Hanbali intellectual tradition of Ibn
Taymiyya’s foremost disciple, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), have likewise been analyzed in
various studies, such as those by Ovamir Anjum (“Sufism Without Mysticism? Ibn Qayyim al-Gawzi-
yyah’s Objectives in Madarig al-Salikin,” Oriente Moderno, XC 1 (2010): 153-180) and Caterina Bori and
Livnat Holtzman (eds.) “A Scholar in the Shadow: Essays in the Legal and Theological Thought of Ihn
Qayyim al-Gawziyyah.” Oriente Moderno Monograph Series 90:1 (2010). Mention should also be made
of the recent monograph by Post (The Journeys of a Taymiyyan Sufi), which focuses on Imad al-Din
al-Wasitl (d. 1311), the Sufi master and close companion of Ibn Taymiyya.

28 Mohammad Gharaibeh, Zur Attributenlehre der Wahhabtya unter besonderer Berucksichtigung der
Schriften Ibn Utaimins (1929-2001) (EB-Verlag, 2012), 301.

29 Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity,” 64.

30 Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity,” 64-65.

31 ElRouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 310.
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scholar’s broader theological epistemology. I will explore which role Ihn
Taymiyya’s ideas played in al-Saffarini’s understanding of the attributes
and his theological framework in general. In addition, I will consider
how al-Saffarini asserted his theological beliefs in an intellectual climate
that was dominated by Ash‘arite kalam and how he interacted with this
framework.

The analysis contained in this article is based on both al-Saffarini’s
Lawami‘ al-anwar and his Lawa’ih al-anwar, his two major works of the-
ology. It should be noted that the two works are very similar and that the
Lawa’ih contains a considerable amount of text reuse from the Lawam’,
which is the most comprehensive work of the two. This explains why
the majority of citations from al-Saffarini in this article will come from
Lawami‘ al-anwar.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. Firstly, I will
contextualize my discussion of al-SaffarinT’s understanding of the divine
attributes by discussing the Ash‘arite, kalam approach to the attributes
that was common in al-Saffarin?’s time, juxtaposing this to Ihn Taymiyya’s
unique approach. In the second section, I explore al-Saffarin’s under-
standing of God’s attributes and how this fits within his broader theologi-
cal framework. This is followed by a concluding discussion.

The Question of the Divine Attributes: Ibn Taymiyya and the
Ash‘arites

Carl Sharif El-Tobgui notes that “the Qur’an affirms not merely that
God exists but that He exists as a particular entity with certain intrin-
sic and irreducible qualities, or attributes.”®* Revelation affirms that
God speaks and otherwise acts according to His will: He called upon the
Prophet Moses as he approached the fire,* He rises over the Throne,* He
descends to the lower heavens in the last part of the night,* and so forth.
These descriptions suggest that God acts “in the world” in a spatial and
temporal sense. Furthermore, God describes Himself in revelation with

32 El Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 6.
33 Qur’an 27:8.

34 Qur’an 27:7-8.

35 For example, Qur’an 20:5.
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sensible attributes such as hand,* eye,*” face,*® and so on. Scholars over
the course of Islamic history have been puzzled by the question of how to
reconcile between these descriptions of God and the Qur’anic affirmation
that “there is nothing like Him.”3°

Some groups, particularly the philosophers, the Mu‘tazilites, and the
later Ash‘arites, have objected to affirming the obvious (zahir) sense of
such descriptions on the grounds that doing so would amount to tashbih,
describing God with sensible and material characteristics that resemble
those of humans or other creatures in a way that compromises His unique
divinity.* They have argued that these descriptions are not intended to
mean what their apparent sense suggests and must be interpreted nonlit-
erally in order to safeguard the rationality of revelation.** These groups
of scholars have proposed different rational solutions in an attempt to
reconcile between God’s radical dissimilarity to anything created (tanzth),
on the one hand, and the imperative to preserve the integrity of revela-
tion and the reality of God’s attributes as described therein, on the other.*?
They all give their own rationale as to why their particular method rep-
resents, according to them, the implicit belief of the Salaf.

The controversy surrounding the divine attributes mainly revolves
around the question of whether the texts of revelation in which God is
described in ways that suggest corporeal or spatial characteristics should
be taken “literally” or not. However, the discussion is much broader than
this and involves questions such as where God is located (if He can be said
to be in any location or direction to begin with), if it is possible for God
to act in the world in a temporal way, and to what extent (if at all) God’s
descriptions of Himself lie within human understanding.

Understanding the Verses and Hadiths about the Divine Attributes
The Ash‘arite kalam approach to the divine attributes which was domi-
nant in al-Saffarint’s time departs from the idea that any meaning (mana)

36 Qur’an, 48:10.

37 Qur’an, 20:39.

38 Qur’an, 55:27.

39 Qur’an, 24:11.

40 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 186, 188; E1 Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 102-103,
137; El1 Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276.

41 El Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 185.

42 El Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 102-103.
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in the revealed texts suggesting that God’s attributes in any way involve
corporeal or spatial qualities cannot reasonably be taken at face value
but must be reinterpreted to accord with God’s majesty.** According to
this approach, only the seven so-called “essential” attributes (sifat dhati-
yya; these are knowledge, power, life, hearing, sight, will, and speech) can
be affirmed as intrinsic attributes of the divine essence.** The Ash‘arites
posit a God Who is strictly beyond space and time and Who does not act
except pre-eternally.*> Accordingly, God is totally unintelligible to humans
and has no reality in the extramental world.* They firmly deny that He
has attributes of action that temporally originate, that temporal processes
(hawadith) may subsist in God, or that He may experience any internal
changes (taghayyurat dhatiyya). In this way, they assert that God’s every
will was shaped from eternity and that His ability to act has always been
inherent in Him. They interpret metaphorically the descriptions of indi-
vidual acts, such as rising over the Throne.?

Most Hanbalite theologians took a traditionalist approach toward the
attributes and rejected the Ash'arite premise that certain meanings con-
tained in revelation should be rejected as incongruent with what is ratio-
nally known about God. Their theological doctrine generally consisted
of a non-cognitive approach that affirms the plain sense of all of God’s
attributes equally without inquiring into their meaning or modality (bi-la
kayf).®® The preferred method is to let these text “pass by” (imrar) without,
on the one hand, inquiring into their modality (takyif) or likening them to
the attributes of creatures (tashbth), or, on the other hand, stripping away
their meanings (tatil) by means of metaphorical interpretation.*

43 Jon Hoover, “Early Mamlak Ash‘arism against Ibn Taymiyya on the Nonliteral Reinterpretation
(tawil) of God’s Attributes,” in Philosophical Theology in Islam: Later Ash'arism East and West, ed.
Ayman Shihadeh and Jan Thiele (Brill, 2020), 196-197.

44 El Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276, Ahmed El Shamsy, Rediscovering the Islamic Classics:
How Editors and Print Culture Transformed an Intellectual Tradition (Princeton University Press,
2020), 215; El Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 105.

45 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 331.

46 Jon Hoover, “God Spatially Above and Spatially Extended: The Rationality of Ibn Taymiyya’s
Refutation of Fahr al-Din al-Razi’s A§‘arl Incorporealism,” Arabica 69 (2022), 647-648.

47 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 331.

48 Jon Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke
(Oxford University Press, 2016), 627-630.

49 Jon Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 633-641.
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Although Ibn Taymiyya’s position regarding God’s names and attri-
butes is rooted in the traditionalist Hanbalite doctrine of non-cognitivism,
he expanded it to arrive at a unique approach that sets him apart from
the preceding Hanbalite tradition. Instead of merely passing over the
texts (imrar) without comment, and believing in them “without how,” Ihn
Taymiyya argues that knowledge of the attributes’ meaning is crucial.>
The primary aim of Ibn Taymiyya’s theological endeavor is thus to make
sense of God’s attributes, through linguistic inquiry, in a way that evokes
praise for God.>* Ibn Taymiyya has no problem affirming that God’s attri-
butes of action” (sifat filiyya),* such as His rising over the Throne, subsist
in God’s essence, and that they are enacted temporally when God wills.>
He draws a distinction between the two categories of “temporal origina-
tion” (something is “muhdath”) and “uncreatedness” (something is “ghayr
makhliiq”); he affirms that when God acts, this action originates tempo-
rally by God’s will, but this does not mean that any attribute of God is cre-
ated.5* Ibn Taymiyya thus paints the picture of a God Who has been acting
dynamically for all eternity and Who has been actively involved in the
creation from the moment He created it.* This is a God Who is accessible
in the real world through the human senses.>

One of the most notable examples of God seemingly acting “in the
world”, which has caused heated discussions among Muslim scholars,
concerns God’s attribute of speech (kalam). Both Hanbalite and Ash‘arite
theologians consider the attribute of speech to be an eternally pre-ex-
isting (qadim) attribute of God, but they disagree about the specifics.’’
According to the later Ash‘arite tradition, the speech of God is an unut-
tered speech, also referred to as “internal” or “spiritual” speech (kalam
nafs?) that has always been inherent in God from eternity.”® God’s act of
speaking does not take place dynamically within Him,* and His speech

50 Jon Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 633-641.

51 Jon Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 633-641.

52 Also called “volitional attributes” (sifat ikhtiyariyya), since they are enacted in accordance with
God’s will.

53 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 633-641; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 286-288.
54 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 286-288.

55 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 633-641; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 331.

56 Hoover, “God Spatially Above,” 647-648.

57 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 294.

58 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 301, 331.

59 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 300.
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does not consist of sounds and letters (sawt wa-harf) that are spatially and
temporally arranged, as this would imply that God has speech organs,
such as a tongue, throat, and a mouth, which are required to make those
sounds.%® According to this view, the Arabic sounds that are recited and
the Arabic words that are written and memorized are merely created,
temporal expressions of God’s eternal, spiritual speech that is itself
beyond space and time.5! The passages in revelation that portray God as
speaking in the sense of uttering speech, such as when He addresses the
prophet Moses, are interpreted metaphorically.®?

The idea of internal speech is not found in the Hanbalite tradition.
The Hanbalites state that, although God’s speech is gadim, it is uttered
(lafz) and consists of Arabic sounds and letters that are spatially
arranged, precisely as in the Qur’an that is recited, memorized, and writ-
ten down.® This belief is based on, firstly, the fact that God explicitly says
in the Qur’an that He speaks and that others heard Him, and, secondly,
the idea that the unuttered meaning that exists within the mind before it
is uttered cannot be considered speech.5

Ibn Taymiyya takes a unique stance within the Hanbalite tradition
by stating that God’s attribute of speech is both an essential and a voli-
tional attribute.® According to him, God has eternally had the attribute of
speech, yet He speaks when He wills temporally and sequentially.%® Thus,
God’s speech is eternal in kind (gadim al-naw’) but the individual instances
of speech originate temporally (i.e., they are muhdath), without, however,
being created (i.e., they are uncreated, ghayr makhliiq, subsisting in God’s
essence, not outside of God).%’ This distinction between temporal origi-
nation and uncreatedness is not one all Hanbalite scholars make, yet it
is an essential part of Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of God’s speech.
Ibn Taymiyya’s idea of God’s unlimited, dynamic speech, is, according to

60 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 296-297; El Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 272, 283-284;
Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 301-302.

61 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 296-297; El Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 272, 283-284;
Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 301-302.

62 Dumaireh, Intellectual Life, 296; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 301-302.

63 El Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 272, 284.

64 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 296-297.

65 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 331.

66 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 302-303.

67 Hoover, “Hanbali Theology,” 639; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 302-303, 331.
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him, entirely congruent with God’s perfection; he considers the One Who
speaks dynamically when He wills for all eternity to be more perfect than
one whose speech is necessarily inherent in him.%

The Dual Approach of Ta'wil and Tafwid

From at least the fifth/eleventh century onwards, the mainstream
Ash‘arite approach toward those texts in revelation that suggest spatial
or corporeal characteristics for God has been to reject the idea that their
apparent (zahir) sense is their intended meaning, and to apply one of
two methods: either to interpret them allegorically (tawil) or to refrain
from interpreting them and instead relegate their meaning to God (taf
wid).%° This approach was deemed necessary to safeguard the rational-
ity of scripture and to uphold the imperative of God’s transcendence
(tanzth) and unique divinity.”” The dual position of tawil and tafwid was
propounded in standard handbooks of Ash'arite and Maturidi theology
such as those by Sa‘'d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 793/1390), al-Sayyid al-Sharif
al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413), Muhammad b. Yasuf al-Sanasi (d. 895/1490), and
Ibrahim al-Laqqani (d. 1040/1631).

The method of tafwid entails denying that the meaning of the text is
that which its obvious sense suggests, freeing God from any spatial or cor-
poreal qualities that it implies, and refraining from interpreting it further,
instead entrusting knowledge of the “real” meaning to God.” Scholars
who defend this approach often claim that this was the implicit position
of the Salaf and the early scholars (al-mutaqaddimiin). The method of
ta'wil departs from the same premise, namely, that the meaning of the
text is different from its apparent sense, but instead of relegating the
meaning to God, one assigns, on the basis of rational, theological, and
linguistic considerations, the most plausible alternative meaning to the
text.” For example, God’s rising over the Throne (istiwa) is interpreted as

68 Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 304.

69 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 186, 188, 200; El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276; El-Rouayheb,
Islamic Intellectual History, 275-277.

70 Dumairieh, Intellectual Life, 186, 188; El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276; El-Tobgui, Ibn
Taymiyya, 137.

71 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 275-277.

72 El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276; El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 135; Hoover, “Early Mamluk
Ash‘arism,” 196-197.

73 El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-276; El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 135.
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a reference to His dominion (istila), His hand (yad) is interpreted as His
power (qudra), His face (wajh) is interpreted as His essence (nafs) or exis-
tence, and so on.” This is considered to have been the position of some
later scholars (al-muta’akhkhirin).

It should be noted that both tafivid and ta'wil have the rejection of the
plain (zahir) sense of the text at their core; both approaches contain the
belief that the plain sense of the text is not the meaning intended (murad)
by God. In this way, tafwid can be considered a “general” or “non-spe-
cific” type of tawil (tawil ijmall), since no alternative interpretation is
posited. This is contrasted to “specific” tawil (ta'wil tafstli/mu'ayyan), in
which one alternative interpretation is put forth as the most plausible
intended meaning.”

To complicate matters, the term tafiwid is not exclusively used to refer
to the Ash'arite tafwid described in the previous paragraphs. The tafwid
described thus far can be called “tafivid al-mana” (tafwid of the mean-
ing): one refrains from interpreting the text further, while freeing God
from any corporeal or spatial characteristics that are implied, and one
relegates knowledge of the further meaning of the text to God. However,
the term tafwid is also used to refer to a more subtle type of relegating, in
which one affirms that the obvious sense of the texts is the one intended
and its lexical meaning is known, but one denies having knowledge of
the modality (the “how”) of the attribute and relegates knowledge of it to
God (tafwid al-kayfiyya).’® It is not always clear from an isolated sentence
or paragraph which of the two kinds of tafivid an author is referring to;
context is key in determining this.

Some Hanbalite scholars, notably Abt Ya'la b. al-Farra’ (d. 458/1066),
Abu 1-Wafa’ b. ‘Aqil (d. 513/1119), ‘Abd al-Rahman b. al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201),
Muwaffaq al-Din b. Qudama (d. 620/1233), and Najm al-Din al-Tufl are
known to have adopted parts of the rational theology of the Ash‘arite
mutakallimiin, with some endorsing the position of tafwid al-mana.”
Others, such as Ibn Taymiyya and his followers, rejected the entire enter-
prise of kalam, including such methods as tafwid. Ibn Taymiyya contends

74 El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 276.

75 El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 276-277.

76 Henri Lauziere, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (Columbia
University Press), 248.

77 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 277; El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 97; Hoover, “Hanball
Theology,” 643.
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that the Salaf unanimously affirmed all of the attributes of God found in
the Qur’an and Sunna in their plain sense without denying them in any
way (neither through tawil nor through tafiwid).” He goes even further,
claiming that the Salaf contemplated and deeply understood the mean-
ing of these texts.”” In El-Tobgui’s words, Ibn Taymiyya believed that the
Salaf “resolutely affirmed the obvious sense of the texts, while nonethe-
less conceding that the modality, or the “how” (kayf7kayfiyya), of certain
unseen realities — most prominently the divine attributes — lay beyond
the full ken of human intelligibility.”® Ibn Taymiyya maintains that the
Salaf engaged in tafivid only with regard to the modality (kayfiyya) of cer-
tain matters asserted in revelation, but never with regard to their lexi-
cal meaning (mana).®! The approach which Ibn Taymiyya advocates for
consists of affirming the apparent (zahir) sense of the attributes without
inquiring into their modality (kayfiyya). According to him, the meaning
of the attributes is known to us, but their modality is not; we know the
meaning of words such as yad or wajh, but we do not know what it is like
for God to have hands or a face.??

According to Ibn Taymiyya’s reasoning, there is no issue in affirming
that God and humans (or other creatures) share certain notional catego-
ries (such as hand or face) because our knowledge of the essential nature
of God safeguards His being from any deficiency that might come to mind
on account of these shared categories.®® Ibn Taymiyya thus asserts that
one can affirm a common meaning (mana) of shahid (“seen,” temporal,
outer worldly) and gha’ib (“hidden,” transcendental) entities while nev-
ertheless admitting a substantive difference in their ontological reality
(haqiqga) or the modality (kayfiyya) in which this meaning applies to each
entity.?* Thus, the ontological reality of God’s attributes is commensurate
with His essential reality, which is perfect, necessary, and unlimited, and,

78 Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity,” 131; El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-283; El-Rouayheb, Islamic
Intellectual History, 275-277; El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 103, 180; Hoover, “God Spatially Above,” 667,
Lauziére, The Making of Salafism, 248.

79 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 209.

80 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 185, 209.

81 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 185; Lauziere, The Making of Salafism, 248.

82 Bunzel, “Manifest Enmity,” 131; El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar,” 275-283; El-Rouayheb, Islamic
Intellectual History, 275-277; Hoover, “God Spatially Above,” 634-636; Suleiman, Ibn Taymiyya, 331-332.
83 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 290.
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likewise, the ontological reality of human attributes is commensurate
with human nature, which is deficient, contingent, and temporal.®

Al-Saffarini on the Question of the Divine Attributes

Al-Saffarini’s Religious Epistemology

Al-Saffarini asserts that tawhid — which he defines as devoting worship to
God alone to the exclusion of others, while believing in the unity of His
essence, His attributes, and His acts® — is the most paramount act of wor-
ship, and that it is a prerequisite for the soundness and acceptance of all
other acts of worship or obedience to God. He writes: “the actions of one
who does not know his Lord and does not affirm His unity are all rejected
(mardud).”® That is to say, the realm of belief (al-itiqgadiyyat) is the basis
upon which the realm of actions (al-‘amaliyyat) rests and relies. If pious
actions have no reward except when they are supported by the correct
beliefs, having the correct understanding of God’s essential nature and
attributes becomes an incredibly consequential matter.

On the first pages of Lawami‘al-anwar, al-Saffarini explains how one
should approach attaining this understanding. He states that knowledge
of matters of belief, which entails the knowledge of God and His attri-
butes, cannot be obtained through rational inquiry (kalam), but should be
acquired through the Qur’an and Sunna alone.® Al-Saffarin1’s criticism of
kalam and his rejection of reliance on the intellect for knowledge about
the i'tigadiyyat spring from his belief that knowledge of these matters lies
beyond the limitations intentionally set by God for the human mind. He
writes:

God - exalted is He - created the intellect, bestowed upon it the capacity to
think, and imposed upon it limits at which [its ability] to think ends - [its abil-
ity] to receive divine inspiration, [however,] does not end. If the intellect uses
its ideas, [keeping] within its limits, and does justice to reasoning (nazar), it will
[reach] sound [conclusions], God willing. However, if the intellect is applied to
[matters that] are beyond the limit that God has imposed upon it, [it is as if

85 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 286-287.

86 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:57.
87 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:57.
88 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:57.
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one is] riding a blind animal, trampling around haphazardly, without its feet
firmly on the ground; you cannot rely on it with a calm heart. The knowledge
of God is beyond our [minds’] limits, and it is among the things that the intel-
lect is incapable of grasping by way of thinking and devising propositions. It
can only be understood with the guidance of prophecy and the guardianship of
succession (wilayat al-mutaba‘a); [this knowledge] is the divine favor bestowed
exclusively upon the prophets and those who succeed them in righteousness,
and whose hearts are purified from the dirt of innovation and the satanic
inspirations of philosophy.®

According to al-Saffarini, the source of disagreements about theological
matters between different groups is the refusal to rely on the Sunna and
instead giving free reign to the intellect with its inclination toward philo-
sophical constructions and logical propositions.?® The result of this is the
science of kalam, which, he writes, is the ultimate source of innovation
in the religion, and was condemned and warned against by the Salaf.”!
He invokes the authority of Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), Malik b. Anas
(d. 179/795), Muhammad b. Idris al-ShafiT (d. 204/820), and other great
Sunni scholars to support his argument that kalam is an innovation to
be avoided. Interestingly, he also claims that some well-known Ash‘arite
scholars rejected kalam at some point in their life, including Abt I-Hasan
al-Ash‘ar1 (d. 324/935) himself, and he relates the well-known story of
Diya’ al-Din b. Yasuf al-Juwaynr’s (d. 478/1085), the famous Ash‘arite
mutakallim, repentance from kalam on his death bed.”

Although al-Saffarini strongly condemns kalam, he was clearly well-
versed in its methods and concepts. Al-Saffarini regularly uses rational
argumentation, involving kalam concepts and arguments, to support his
case for what he considers to have been the position of the Salafregarding
the theological issues he discusses. Although al-Saffarini clearly states on
the first pages of Lawami‘al-anwar that “the reason for mentioning kalam
[arguments] is merely to counter the destructive doubts [sown by our]

89 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:105.

90 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:135.

91 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:135.

92 It is notable that al-Saffarini is favorably inclined toward the early Ash‘arite mutakallimiin, such
as al-Ash‘arl himself, al-Juwayni, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449), and Abt Bakr Ahmad b. Husayn
al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1066), all of whom he often claims to have held beliefs similar to those of Ahmad
b. Hanbal.
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opponents and the misguided groups [in defence of] the true path,”*later
(Salafl) commentators on his works have reprimanded him for including
such arguments without, in their opinion, sufficiently stressing the faulty
premises on which they are built.*

Al-Saffarint’s Understanding of the Attributes
Al-Saffarini writes that the names of God consist of names (asma) and
characteristics (nut) that point to the attributes of His perfection (sifat
kamalih). In other words, all of God’s names are indicants (adilla; alam)
of His attributes (sifat). The name al-Rahman, for example, indicates His
attribute of mercy (rahma), and His name Allah indicates His attribute of
divinity (ulithiyya).®> The names of God thus serve the practical function
of informing humans about God’s perfect being. Al-Saffarini asserts that
God’s essential nature (haqiqa) is totally unlike that of all creatures, and
that His attributes are totally unlike those of creatures.”® He states that
the foundational principle regarding God’s attributes is tawqif: to restrict
oneself to the Qur’an and authentic hadiths to gain knowledge of God’s
attributes. This principle corresponds to the idea of knowing God in the
way He wants us to know Him by describing Him using those expressions
that He revealed in the Qur’an and that the Prophet used to describe Him.*’
In line with the Hanbalite tradition, al-Saffarini affirms all of the
descriptions of God in revelation as distinct attributes of His essence. For
example, he affirms that God’s two hands are additional attributes that
cannot be subsumed under His grace or power,*® and that His face, like-
wise, is a distinct attribute that cannot be reduced to His self or essence.?®
Al-Saffarini states that God’s essence as well as all of His attributes are
eternally pre-existent (qadim) according to the Salaf, and that it is impos-
sible for any of God’s attributes to temporally originate. In other words,

93 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:5.
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it is impossible for any aspect of God to be temporal (hadith, muhdath).**
Al-Saffarint’s opinion in this regard differs from that of Ibn Taymiyya.
Although he affirms, like Ibn Taymiyya, that the voluntary attributes are
distinct attributes of God, he follows the kalam argument that all of God’s
attributes are necessarily qadim because of the impossibility of temporal
processes taking place in God (hudtith). This contrasts with Ibn Taymiyya’s
view that God acts temporally although all of His attributes are gadim.
When examined closely, it appears that al-Saffarini, when he stresses that
all of God’s attributes are gadim, is mostly concerned with disproving the
belief that any aspect of God can be created.

Regarding God’s speech,'®* for example, al-Saffarini states, in con-
trast to Ibn Taymiyya’s position that God speaks the Qur’an at the time
of revelation,'%? that God’s speech is eternally pre-existent (qadim).'® He
cites Abi I-Hasan Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Malik al-Karkhi’s (d. 390/1000)
al-Fustl fi l-ustil, in which the author cited Abti Hamid al-Isfarayini (d.
418/1027), who is reported to have said:

My method and the method of al-ShafiT and the scholars of the cities (amsar)
is that the Qur’an is the uncreated speech of God and that the one who
claims that it is created is a disbeliever. The Qur’an was brought down to us
by Jibril - peace be upon him - who heard it from God - exalted is He, and
the Prophet — peace be upon him - heard it from Jibril, and the Companions
—may God be pleased with them — heard it from the Prophet — peace be upon
him. It is that which we utter with our tongues and that which is between
the covers [of the mushaf]. It is that which is in our chests and that which is
heard, written down, memorized, and recited. Every letter of it, such as the
“b” or the “t,” is the uncreated speech of God. Whoever says it is created is a
disbeliever and is cursed by God and the angels and the whole of mankind.'%*

Al-Saffarini, with this citation, stresses that the Qur’an is uncreated, and
the word qadim here seems to be used to convey this meaning. Al-Saffarini
further explains that the Qur’an clearly shows that the speech of God is
uttered speech (kalam lafz1) that can be heard by others, in contrast to

100 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:97, 116, 139, 249, 257-258.

101 See, on God’s speech, al-Saffarini, Lawami*al-anwar, 1:157, 161-162.
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103 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:157, 1:161-162.

104 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:161-162.
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the Ash‘arite claim that God’s speech is inner speech (kalam nafsi) that
exists only within the Self (nafs) and cannot be known through the sens-
es.'% According to al-Saffarini, the Salaf unanimously affirmed that God
speaks with letters and sounds.!% By affirming that God’s speech consists
of sounds which are audible to humans, al-Saffarini implicitly acknowl-
edges that there is a temporal, sensorial dimension to God’s attribute of
speech, while simultaneously stating that God’s speech is qadim. This
appears to be similar to Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of God’s speech,
namely that the attribute itself is gadim, yet its individual manifestations
originate temporally.

Al-Saffarini affirms that the Salaf did not deny any of God’s attri-
butes and that they affirmed them in their obvious sense (ithbat al-zahir).'%"
Furthermore, he states that one should believe that the apparent of the
verses and hadiths about the attributes does not contain tashbth or tajsim
(corporeality).1% He stresses that the Salaf did not liken the attributes of
God to the attributes of creatures, nor did they liken God’s essential nature
to that of creatures.!® Thus, he states that the attributes of God should
not be understood in an anthropomorphic way: God’s hand is as unlike a
human hand as God’s knowledge is unlike the knowledge humans have,
and there is no reason to treat these attributes differently.!'’ On this topic,
al-Saffarini cites Ibn al-Qayyim, who writes that any given attribute can
be considered in three ways: (1) as it is, sui generis (“min haythu hiya
hiya), (2) in view of its subsisting in God and being one of His attributes,
and (3) in view of its subsisting in other than God and being an attribute
of other than God, i.e., of a created being.!** Al-Saffarini adds that, based
on the Qur’anic verse “There is nothing like Him, for He [alone] is the
All-Hearing, All-Seeing,”!'? these three ways of considering the attribute
cannot be identical. This is the reason why, al-Saffarini argues, there is no

105 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:162. See also al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:140, where
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objection to taking the texts in their plain sense (‘ala zahiriha), and this is,
in fact, the only correct approach. God’s absolute transcendence (tanzth)
is known both scripturally and rationally, and when one does not confuse
the meaning of an attribute in relation to God with its meaning in relation
to created beings, there is no objection to affirming any of the attributes
without impinging on God’s transcendence or suggesting bodily exis-
tence.!*® According to al-Saffarini, the mistake of the mutakallimun is that
they refuse to take the essential ontological difference between God and
humans as a sufficient safeguard against tashbth.'*

Al-Saffarint’s Rejection of Ta'wil and Tafwid

Al-Saffarini explicitly rejects the Ash‘arite method of figurative interpre-
tation (ta'wil), calling it an innovation (bid'a) that was not practiced by the
Salaf. In Lawami‘ al-anwar, he gives three main reasons why he considers
it to be an incorrect approach. Firstly, the method involves human rea-
soning and therefore generates only probability (zann) and no certainty
(yaqin) about the knowledge obtained.'' As mentioned above, al-Saffarini
rejects relying on reason in matters of belief and basing one’s belief on
probable knowledge. The second problem with tawil is that the essen-
tial nature of the attribute that one is interpreting is necessarily differ-
ent from the essential nature of the metaphor (majaz) that is chosen to
replace it with, and thus tawil inevitably entails a denial or at least a
weakening of the intended meaning of the attribute, which is impermissi-
ble.’ Thirdly, the method of tawil implies, according to al-Saffarini, that
God was inconsistent in His revelation, sometimes using expressions that
should be taken literally and at other times ones that should be inter-
preted figuratively, leaving it up to human judgement to make the distinc-
tion. In contrast, al-Saffarini argues, God described Himself in revelation
using precisely those expressions that He wants us to know Him by, and
with this knowledge, we can confidently affirm all of them without differ-
entiation and without needing to rationalize their meanings.!’

113 al-Saffarini, Lawa’ih al-anwar, 1:128 (citing from Ibn Taymiyya’s Sharh al-Aqida al-Isfahaniyya,
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Al-Saffarini’s position vis-a-vis the method of tafwid has gener-
ated and continues to generate controversy and lively debates between
Salafl and Ash‘arite scholars and students.!® This is because his state-
ments regarding the meanings of God’s attributes and the extent to
which humans are capable of comprehending them are often sufficiently
ambiguous to allow different interpretations. According to Gharaibeh’s
reading of Lawami* al-anwar, al-Saffarini encourages tafwid across the
board.'*® He asserts that, according to al-Saffarini, the position of the Salaf
with regard to the attributes is “acceptance of the wording [of the text]
without comment,” based on their belief that the meaning of these texts
cannot be understood by humans but is known by God alone.'?® I argue
that, although some passages of Lawami‘ al-anwar indeed imply such an
understanding, al-Saffarin’s position regarding tafwid is more nuanced
than this.

On several occasions in Lawami al-anwar, al-Saffarini mentions the
idea of relegating knowledge (of a certain attribute) to God, implying
that its meaning is unknown. An example of this is when he writes: “The
method of the Salaf is not to dive into matters such as these, to be silent
about them, to delegate their knowledge (tafwid ilmuhu) to God, exalted
is He.”12t Al-Saffarini also states on several occasions in Lawami‘al-anwar
that the verses and hadiths about the attributes belong to the mutashabi-
hat (indeterminate verses)!? and that one should “pass over” (imrar,
murtr) these texts as they are found in revelation.'?® Passages such as
these, however, are not clear-cut. Al-Saffarini writes that one should rele-
gate “knowledge” (ilm) of the attributes to God, but the question remains
whether this knowledge refers to the notional meaning (mana) of the
attribute or to its deeper meaning, its “how” (kayfiyya). Furthermore, he
nowhere explains that by saying that some texts are indeterminate, he
means that their meaning is entirely unknown, nor does he clarify that
“passing over” the text means believing merely in an outer wording (lafz)

118 See fn 17, p. 163.
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devoid of comprehendible content.!? All of this is implied but cannot be
ascertained on the basis of these citations alone.

Furthermore, al-Saffarini sometimes cites Ash‘arite scholars who,
in general, recommend the dual approach of tawil and tafiwid, without
commenting on these citations.!” For example, al-Saffarini cites Ibn
Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449), who writes, regarding God’s speech, that
“since the mention of the sound (sawt) in these sound hadiths has been
established, it is obligatory to believe in it, and then either to relegate it
to God (tafwid) or to interpret it metaphorically (tawil).”'?¢ Al-Saffarini
does not comment on this citation and continues to cite another portion
of Ibn Hajar’s work. The fact that al-Saffarini seems unbothered by Ibn
Hajar’s recommendation of tawil and tafiwid does not necessarily mean
he endorses these methods. On the contrary, as I have explained above,
al-Saffarini unequivocally rejects at least the method of ta'wil. When read
in context, it becomes clear that al-Saffarini includes this statement in
his discussion for the sake of supporting the argument that God’s speech
consists of audible sounds (sawt); the issue of the permissibility of taf
wid and ta'wil was simply beside the point here, and hence, he does not
bother commenting on it. However, passages such as these, when read in
isolation, understandably cause confusion about al-Saffarin’s stance vis-
a-vis tafwid. I argue that passages such as the ones cited above are not suf-
ficient to claim with certainty that al-Saffarini endorsed tafwid al-mana.
On the contrary, I argue that al-Saffarini’s Lawami’ al-anwar, when con-
sidered as a whole, contains many indications to suggest that its author,
like Ibn Taymiyya, rejected tafwid of the meaning and only considered
the modality of the attributes to be unknown.

In general terms, it can be noted that al-Saffarini explicitly advocates
affirming (ithbat) and believing in the plain sense (zahir) of the text.'?’
Since the method of tafwid entails the belief that the plain sense of the
text is not the meaning intended by God, al-Saffarini’s emphasis on belief
in the apparent sense of the text is incongruent with the position of taf-
wid al-mana. Some specific examples are necessary to substantiate this

124 In contrast, “letting the text pass by” can also be understood in the Taymiyyan fashion as an
encouragement to keep the attributes intact without stripping away their meanings (by way of tafwid
or tawil). See Hoover, “Early Mamlak Ash‘arism,” 200-201.

125 See, for example, al-Saffarini, Lawami*al-anwar, 1:242-243, where he cites al-Bayhaql.

126 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:140-141.
127 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:6-8, 23-25, 93-101, 102, 107, 128-130.
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argument. I will discuss seven examples from Lawami‘ al-anwar in the
remainder of this section.

1 Firstly, al-Saffarini cites a portion of Ibn Taymiyya’s Sharh al-Aqida
al-Isfahaniyya in which Ibn Taymiyya criticizes the method of tafivid,
claiming that it undermines the authority of revelation and makes reve-
lation subservient to human reason.'*® He writes:

Shaykh al-Islam [Ibn Taymiyya] - may God make his grave filled with goodness
- said: “By way of clarification, the obligation of every Muslim to attest to the
truth (tasdiq) of that which God has revealed and that which the Prophet has
reported about His attributes — exalted is He - is not dependent on whether
there exists a rational proof for each individual attribute. It is known by neces-
sity in the religion that we are obliged to attest to the truth of that which the
Prophet has reported concerning the attributes of God - exalted is He — even
if we cannot affirm it with our intellect. The one who does not affirm [the
reports of] the Prophet except after having verified them rationally, resem-
bles those about whom God says: “[...] They say: “We will not believe until we
have received what God’s messengers have received.” God knows best where
to place His message.”** The one who walks this path is not truly a believer in
the Prophet. [...] [Such a person] will not believe in something that the Prophet
reported if he cannot rationally verify it, but rather interprets it metaphori-
cally (yata’‘awwaluh) or relegates it to God (yufawwiduh), yet he will believe in
something that the Prophet did not report but that he can verify with his mind.
For the one who follows this path, there is no distinction between the presence
or absence of the Prophet, nor between the Prophet reporting something or
not reporting it. For him, what is mentioned in the Qur’an and the Hadith and
[what is known by] consensus (ijma) is void of authority.”**

In this citation, Ibn Taymiyya remarks that the one who applies tawil or
tafwid to the texts about God’s attributes has not truly believed in them.
According to Ibn Taymiyya, believing in the text means affirming it in
its apparent sense and believing in the attribute according to its obvious

128 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-‘Aqida al-Isfahaniyya, 44.
129 Qur’an, 6:124.
130 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:224.
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sense, with the knowledge that this is in accordance with God’s essential
nature.

2 Secondly, al-Saffarini cites a portion of Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Fatwa
al-Hamawiyya al-kubra regarding those who, in Ibn Taymiyya’s view, fal-
sify the revelation. Ibn Taymiyya divides them into three groups. Firstly,
he names the philosophers, who claim that the parts of revelation regard-
ing matters of belief are untrue and that they contain merely a deception
that is meant to benefit the masses. Secondly, he names the mutakallimiin,
who claim that certain parts of the revelation are not meant to be taken at
face value, and that the Prophet intended for humans to use their intellect
to draw conclusions from them. Thirdly, he mentions those who claim
that neither the Prophet, nor Jibril, knew the meaning of the verses that
were revealed, but that the text should be taken at face value with the
belief that it has a meaning that only God knows.!3! Al-Saffarini then con-
tinues to cite Ibn Taymiyya’s criticism of this third approach, which is
essentially the approach of tafwid, explaining that

the interpretation (tawtl) that only God knows'* refers to the essential nature
(haqiqa) that belongs to the speech. Thus, the interpretation of the attributes
refers to the essential nature which God alone has knowledge of. This is the
hidden “how” (al-kayf al-majhul) about which the Salaf, such as Malik [b. Anas]
and others, have said: “[God’s] rising over the Throne is known, but the “how”
is unknown.”*** And so, the modality (kayfiyya) of God’s rising over the Throne,
for example, is the interpretation that is only known to God - exalted is He.'**

Al-Saffarini further explains this citation, stating that the correct approach
—that of the Salaf - is to affirm all the attributes of God without any form
of negation, in contrast to the approach of the mutakallimiin, which is to

131 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:116-117, where he cites Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Fatwa al-Hamawiyya
al-kubra, 277-287.

132 This is a reference to Qur’an, 3:7.

133 “Al-istiwa’ malum wa-l-kayf majhul” See also al-Saffarini, Lawami’ al-anwar, 1:199, where he
cites different narrations of this maxim.

134 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:117, citing Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Fatwa al-Hamawiyya al-kubra,
277-287.
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affirm only some attributes and dismiss the rest of them as temporally
created (hadith).'*

3 Athird example concerns God’s attribute of rising over the Throne (isti-
wa). Al-Saffarini cites a series of reports from the Companions (sahaba)
and the Successors (tabitn), including Umm Salama (d. 62/682), Rabl'
b. Abl ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. ca. 136/753),1%¢ Malik b. Anas, ‘Amir al-Sha‘bl
(d. 723/103) (hijri/gregorian), and Ahmad b. Hanbal, in which all of them
affirm (in slightly different wordings) that God’s rising over the Throne is
known, but its modality is unknown (al-istiwa’ malam wa-l-kayf majhul).**
Al-Sha'br’s statement requires further comment. He states: “This [verse,
regarding God’s rising over the Throne,] is from the indeterminate verses
of the Qur’an. We believe in it and do not attempt to expose its meaning
(nu'minu bihi wa-la nata'arradu li-ma‘’nahu).” When read in isolation, this
statement, which suggests that al-Sha'bi believed the meaning of istiwa’
was unknown (i.e., tafwid al-mana), could be taken as indication that
al-Saffarini endorsed tafwid of the meaning. However, I argue that the
fact that al-Saffarini included this statement in a series of reports that,
one by one, clearly affirm the meaning of istiwa;, is proof that the word
“meaning,” here, is not a reference to the lexical meaning, but rather to the
deeper meaning, the kayfiyya. This adds to my argument that statements
such as “this verse belongs to the mutashabihat” or “we believe in it with-
out investigating its meaning” should not be read in isolation but should
be considered within their larger context, and that such statements do not
always imply tafwid across the board. In some instances, such as in this
statement by al-Sha‘bi, the speaker uses the word “meaning” (mana), but
the larger context and other statements suggest that what is meant is the
modality (kayfiyya). If this was not the case in this example, it would make
no sense for al-Saffarini to include al-Sha‘b’s report in a series of reports
that all stress that the kayfiyya (and not the lexical meaning) of God’s ris-
ing over the Throne is unknown. Al-Saffarini goes on to explain, following
this series of reports, that “[our] ignorance of the hidden modality means
that there is no way for us to attain knowledge of the modality because it

135 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:117.
136 He was one of Malik b. Anas’ teachers.
137 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:199-200.
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is related to the quiddity (mahiyya) [of God].”** This is the essence of the
message al-Saffarini is trying to convey.

4 Similarly, al-Saffarini cites al-Bayhaqi, who writes, regarding God’s
descent (nuziil):

The safest [option] is belief without [wondering] “how” and to be silent about
what is intended [...]. The proof for this is the agreement [among the Salaf]
that specific reinterpretation (tawil mu‘ayyan) is not obligatory and that, in
this case, tafivid is safer.'®®

This citation, once again, suggests that al-Saffarini endorses tafiwid of the
meaning. However, in what follows, al-Saffarini cites Najm al-Din al-Tufl,
who states that the position of the Salaf with regard to the attributes
that suggest movement, such as descending and coming, is to affirm the
contested meaning (ithbat al-mana l-mutanazi‘ fih), i.e., the plain sense
(zahir).*#0 Al-Saffarini claims that this was also the approach of al-Ashari,
and he then cites a series of statements by different scholars, all of whom
assert (in different wordings) that the fact of God’s descending is known
(al-nuzul malam) but its modality is unknown (al-kayf majhtil)."*! In this
way, itis made clear that al-SaffarinT’s intention is to discourage the reader
from questioning the modality of God’s attributes, not to deny knowledge
of their meaning.

5 Furthermore, al-Saffarini plainly rejects the idea that the Salaf implic-
itly endorsed tafwid. He writes, reprimanding the mutakallimiin:

[...] it is impossible that the later [scholars] should be more knowledgeable
than the earlier [scholars], as some of the ignorant say, [...] [claiming] that the
method of the Salaf is safer, but the way of the later scholars is more knowl-
edgeable and wiser. They claim this based on their belief that the method of the
Salaf is mere belief in the outer wordings of the Qur’an and the Hadith without
understanding (mujarrad al-tman bi-alfaz al-Qur'an wa-l-Hadith bi-ghayr figh)

138 al-Saffarini, Lawami" al-anwar, 1:200.
139 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:242-243.
140 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:233.
141 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:233.
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— this is the level of the illiterate! — and that the method of the later scholars
consists of extracting meaning from the texts, distorting them by way of meta-
phors and linguistic oddities. This false supposition has produced a statement
that contains an abandonment of Islam, as they tell lies about the method of
the Salaf and err in their rectification of the method of the later scholars. In
this way, they combine two falsehoods: ignorance about the way of the Salaf,
by telling lies about them, and ignorance and misguidance in [their attempt to]
rectify a different approach.!#?

Al-Saffarini thus denies that the Salaf were ignorant about the meanings
of revelation and that what they affirmed was merely the outer wording
of revelation.

6 Another example deals with God’s attributes of descending (nuzul),
rising over the Throne (istiwa), and the idea that God is “above” (fawqi-
yya). Al-Saffarini affirms that these characteristics are established (thabit)
and known (maflam), that they are not conditioned by a modality (ghayr
mukayyaf bi-kayfiyya), and that they do not entail moving from one loca-
tion to another (intigal), as creatures do. Rather, he claims that these
attributes exist in a way that befits God’s eminence. This is so, he writes,
because “His essence and His attributes are known (mafliima) in their
generality. They are established, and their existence is known without
[specifying their] modality and without imposing limitations (tahdid).”'*?

7 Furthermore, al-Saffarini argues that the fact that the Qur’an states
that the Prophet is a clear messenger means that he would have explic-
itly indicated that some of the meanings contained in God’s descriptions
of Himself were not intended to be understood in their obvious sense,
had this been the case. Al-Saffarini states that the fact that none of the
Salaf are reported to have taken any approach other than affirming the
meanings of these descriptions, is proof that this is the only correct way
of believing in them.'** He, once more, cites Ibn Taymiyya, who simulates
the following dialogue:

142 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:25.

143 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:247.

144 al-Saffarini, Lawami’ al-anwar, 1:193-194, citing Ibn Taymiyya, see Majmu' al-fatawa, ed. ‘Abd
al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. Qasim (Majma‘ al-Malik Fahd, 2004), 5:166-168.
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The speaker says: “These texts are intended to have a meaning that is contrary
to what is understood from them or contrary to what they indicate,” or [he says
that] affirming God’s loftiness (uluww) over His creation is not [the] intended
[meaning], but rather what is intended is [to affirm] the loftiness [of God’s]
status and the like, as we have elaborated elsewhere.

It is said to him [in response]: It was incumbent upon [the Prophet] to clarify
the truth to the people, which must be believed inwardly and outwardly. So,
[if the speaker’s claim was true,] [the Prophet] should have clearly indicated to
them that these words were not intended to have the meaning and implication
that they convey. The utmost that can be supposed is that [the Prophet] spoke
metaphorically, contrary to the literal meaning, and allusively, contrary to the
apparent meaning. [However,] it is known by consensus among the rational
beings that the clear speaker, when he speaks metaphorically, must accom-
pany his speech with something indicating that he intends [his words to be
understood] metaphorically. So, had the Messenger, the conveyor and clari-
fier who explained to the people what was revealed to them, known that the
intended meaning of [God’s] speech was contrary to its apparent import, it
would have been incumbent upon him to qualify his address with that which
would divert the minds of the people from understanding a meaning he did
not intend, particularly if [this unintended meaning] comprises a false belief
that is impermissible to hold about God. [If this was the case,] it would have
been incumbent upon [the Prophet] to prevent them from holding an imper-
missible belief about God, if he feared they might. Even if [God’s] speech did
not [actually] indicate [an impermissible belief about God], [it would be] even
more [strongly incumbent upon him to disambiguate his speech] because it
[would then be] his own address which indicates to them a belief that the nega-
tors claim is false.

So, [given that] there is nothing in the Book, nor in the Sunna, nor in the state-
ments of any of the Salaf and the [early] scholars that agrees with the view
of the negators in the first place — on the contrary, they speak exclusively of
affirming [the attributes] — it is inconceivable that what they intended was not
affirmation and that they actually believed in and relied upon [the method of]
negating [the attributes], without ever having mentioned it or displayed it in
any way. On the contrary, they displayed that which contradicts and negates
[this approach]. This is clear speech; none have any room to escape from it.
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These and other, similar examples show that what al-Saffarini is most
concerned with is, on the one hand, rejecting the rational methods that
dismiss the plain sense of the text and strip God of His attributes, and, on
the other hand, stressing the impermissibility of speculating about the
modality of the attributes. In my estimation, the statements cited in this
section strongly suggest that al-Saffarini, like Ibn Taymiyya, affirmed the
texts in revelation that attest to God’s attributes in their obvious sense
and rejected the method of relegating knowledge of the meaning to God.

God’s Relation to Space
Al-Saffarini affirms that God rises over His Throne (istiwa), which is
located above the heavens, and that He descends from it (nuzul).'> He
affirms that God may be described as being in the direction (jiha) of
“above” (fawqiyya) and “up high” (uluww).'* He does not go into detail,
as Ibn Taymiyya does, about what these descriptions imply regarding
God’s “location” vis-a-vis the world. Al-Saffarini is mainly concerned
with asserting that these descriptions are known (mafliim) and that they
should be affirmed “without how” (bi-la kayf), i.e., without specifying
their modality. He fills many pages with citations from the Qur’an, Sunna,
reports of the Salaf, and statements from later scholars in support of this.'#
Regarding God’s rising over the Throne (istiwa), His being above
(the heavens) (fawgqiyya, uluww), and His descending (nuzil), he cites Ibn
Taymiyya, who states that the reports from the Salaf that affirm these
attributes abound and that none of them is reported to have negated any
of these attributes.’*® He adds that the method of the Salaf regarding al-is-
tiwa’ is to affirm that God rises over His Throne in a manner that befits
His essence and that He remains over the Throne, clearly distinct from
His creation (ba'in min khalgih).** Al-Saffarini also claims that al-Ash‘arl
affirmed that God rises over the Throne (istiwa) in His essence and that
He is above (it) (fawqiyya), in contrast to the view of most later Ash‘arite
scholars, who interpret these descriptions metaphorically.*s

145 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:190, 198-201, 242-246.

146 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:210-211.

147 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar., 1:190-211.

148 al-Saffarini, Lawamial-anwar, 1:193-194, citing Ibn Taymiyya, see Majmu' al-fatawa, 5:166-167.
149 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:190.

150 al-Saffarini, Lawami’al-anwar, 1:191. This is where he cites Ibn al-Qayyim’s Ijtima ' al-juytish al-Is-
lamiyya, ed. ‘Awwad ‘Abd Allah al-Mu'taq (Matabi' al-Farazdaq al-Tijariyya, 1988), 197-198. Here, he
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Al-Saffarini states that God is not a body (jism), substance (jawhar),
or contingent (‘arad), that He is not limited by any boundary (hadd), and
that He cannot be said to be in physical space (mutahayyiz).*** In contrast
to Ibn Taymiyya, who refrains from both affirming and negating that
God is a body, al-Saffarini clearly states that it is impossible for God to
be described as a body. He stresses that affirming attributes that imply
spatiality, such as rising over the Throne or descending, does not war-
rant thinking about God in a corporeal way, and he rejects the claim that
affirming these descriptions in their obvious sense leads to tajsim.'*2 Once
again, al-Saffarinl’s main concern is to convince the reader that the “how”
of any of God’s attributes or actions is totally inconceivable to the human
mind and that speculating about it is impermissible. He explains that
many people are under the impression that the one who ascribes a direc-
tion (jiha) to God, or describes Him as rising over the Throne, commits
tajstm. He refutes this claim as false, and states that the correct approach
is to say that God rises over His Throne “without how.”?>® Al-Saffarini cites
Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Fatwa l-Hamawiyya al-kubra:

The definitive approach is that of the community of the middle ground
(al-umma al-wasat), and it is [to believe] that God is over His Throne in a man-
ner that befits His eminence. In the same way as God is described with knowl-
edge, sight, and power, without qualifying [these attributes] with the specifica-
tions of contingents (khasa’is al-arad) which belong to creatures, He — exalted
is He - is above His Throne, without applying to His being above [the Throne]
(fawqiyya) the specifications of that of creatures; God is exalted over [such
creaturely descriptions].'5*

In short, it is clear that al-Saffarini, like Ibn Taymiyya, affirms all
of the descriptions of God, including those that imply spatiality, in their
plain sense while stressing that their modality is unknown. In contrast to
Ibn Taymiyya, however, al-Saffarini excludes the possibility that God is a
body and does not articulate Ibn Taymiyya’s view that God is an indivis-
ible spatial existent that is above the created world and surrounds it in

references al-Ash‘ar?’s al-Ibana ‘an tisul al-diyana and his Magqalat al-Islamiyyin.
151 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘al-anwar, 1:182, 201, 211.
152 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:199.

153 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:198-199.
154 al-Saffarini, Lawami’al-anwar, 1:206, citing Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Fatwa al-Hamawiyya al-kubra, 270.
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a spatial sense.'>> It is possible that al-Saffarini was not fully convinced
by Ibn Taymiyya’s elaborate argumentation regarding God’s spatiality or
that he deemed it wiser not to include this view and instead opt for the
more widely accepted stance that God cannot have anything to do with
body or space. Although he is concerned with safeguarding those descrip-
tions of God which imply spatiality, such as His attribute of descending
and His rising over the Throne, al-Saffarini seems uninterested in dis-
cussing God’s relation to space in more abstract terms. In this matter, it
seems that al-Saffarini is hesitant to follow Ibn Taymiyya further than
the traditionalist Hanbalite position of affirming the attributes that imply
spatiality in their obvious sense without inquiring into their modality.

Concluding Discussion

This article has explored al-Saffarinr’s understanding of the divine attri-
butes, situating it within his broader epistemological framework. At
its core, al-Saffarini’s creed seems to be a traditionalist Hanbalite one:
large parts of Lawami‘ al-anwar and Lawa’ih al-anwar consist of plain
citations from the Qur’an, the Sunna, reports of the Salaf, and works by
early authorities without comment from the author. I have shown that,
in addition to these sources, al-Saffarini draws extensively upon the
works of Ibn Taymiyya and those of his foremost students. It is clear that
al-Saffarini considered Ibn Taymiyya to be a great authority in matters
of theology. This shows that at least some of Ihn Taymiyya’s theological
treatises were circulating within the intellectual circles of the early eigh-
teenth-century Hanbalites. It is plausible that al-Saffarini gained interest
in Ihn Taymiyya’s thought via the works of the Hanbalite scholar Mar1
al-Karmi, who was a staunch defender of Ibn Taymiyya. Further research
may confirm this.

Inline with the Hanbalite theological tradition, al-Saffarini affirms all
of God’s attributes on par and states that all of them are eternally pre-ex-
istent (qadim). He advocates affirming (ithbat) and believing in the appar-
ent (zahir) sense of the texts regarding the divine attributes. Although
some statements in Lawami‘ al-anwar lend themselves to different inter-
pretations, the article concludes that the work, read as a whole, strongly
indicates that its author advocated for a plain-sense understanding of the

155 Hoover, “God Spatially Above.”
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descriptions of God “without how,” which he believed was the position
of the Salaf, and that he renounced both figurative interpretation (ta'wil)
and the method of relegating the meaning of these texts to God (tafiwid
al-mana). In line with Ibn Taymiyya’s understanding of the attributes,
belief in the plain sense of the divine attributes as they are revealed
appears to be an essential part of worshipping God and affirming His
unicity (tawhid) according to al-Saffarini.

Al-Saffarint’s theological works display his worry about false sup-
positions regarding God’s nature and attributes that could jeopardize
his community’s belief in God’s unicity. The analysis in this article has
shown that al-Saffarini is primarily concerned with, on the one hand,
upholding the integrity of the text and banishing all methods that negate
the attributes in any way, and, on the other hand, stressing the fact that
the modality of God’s attributes is incomprehensible to humans. His key
point in this regard is that attributes are qualified by the essential nature
of that to which they are attributed, which means that our knowledge of
God’s essential nature safeguards us from tashbth even while affirming
the plain sense of the texts, since one is assured that the attribute is con-
gruent with God’s essential nature. However, in contrast to Ibn Taymiyya,
al-Saffarini asserts that affirming the plain sense must happen “without
tajstim,” that God is not a body (jism), and that He is not limited by any
boundary (hadd).

In Lawami® al-anwar, al-Saffarini claims to describe the implicit
beliefs of the Salaf, which, in his view, correspond to the method of the
early traditionalist scholars, Ahmad b. Hanbal in particular. However, it
is clear that later theologians, such as Ibn Taymiyya and al-Saffarini, have
considerably expanded on the concise statements recorded from Ibn
Hanbal. Al-Saffarini was well-versed in kalam and, although he rejected
rational argumentation as a source of knowledge in matters of belief, he
did not shy away from using rational arguments to support his positions
and refute those of the mutakallimun.

In spite of his strong criticism of kalam, al-Saffarini seems to have
taken a pragmatic stance vis-a-vis the dominant theological framework in
his time. In numerous places in Lawami’ al-anwar, he refers to the well-
known idea in Islamic theology of the splintering of the Muslim community
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into different factions on the basis of creedal differences.’>® This idea is a
central point of departure in his treatise and reflects his conceptualiza-
tion of Sunni theology. According to al-Saffarini, the one Muslim sect that
attains Paradise, the jama'a (majority), comprises the Ahl al-Sunna or the
Ahl al-Hadith, who follow the creed of the Prophet and his Companions.
In more concrete terms, al-Saffarini states, the Ahl al-Sunna are made
up of three groups: the Athariyya, the Ash‘arites, and the Maturidiyya.'>’
Saffarini thus maintains a rather inclusive view of the jama'a; although
they do not hold the “right” beliefs, the Ash‘arites and Maturidiyya are
identified as “people of the Sunna” and are therefore considered part of
the one sect that attains God’s mercy. However, not much further along
in Lawami‘ al-anwar, he admits that the wording of the hadith, namely
the Prophet’s saying that only one sect achieves Paradise, precludes the
possibility that he meant multiple groups, and he clarifies that the only
sect the Prophet intended is the Ahl al-Athar (or Athariyya), to the exclu-
sion of all other sects.'>® It seems that al-Saffarini did not want to go so far
as to explicitly state that the Ash'arites and Maturidiyya are in the same
category as the other misguided sects, but that he nevertheless wanted to
stress that the only correct belief is that of the Athariyya.

This article constitutes a beginning to studying al-Saffarin1’s theology
and fits within a larger project investigating the thought of the seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century Hanbalites. Further research questions
remain unexplored, such as how the ideas of Ibn Taymiyya were trans-
mitted to reach scholars such as al-Saffarini, and how scholars like him,
who engaged with Ibn Taymiyya’s theological treatises, stand in relation
to their “reformist” contemporaries, such as Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wah-
hab (d. 1206/1792).

156 See, for example, al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:8-13, 74-76. The most common narration of
this hadith is the following: “It is narrated from ‘Awf b. Malik that the Prophet is reported to have
said: ‘The Jews split into seventy-one sects, one of which will be in Paradise and seventy in Hell. The
Christians split into seventy-two sects, seventy-one of which will be in Hell and one in Paradise. By the
One whose hand holds my soul, my nation will split into seventy-three sects, one of which will be in
Paradise and seventy-two in Hell.” It was said: ‘O Messenger of God, who are [the ones who will be in
Paradise]?” He said: ‘The majority (al-jama‘a).” See Abu ‘Abd Allah b. Majah, Sunan Ibn Majah, Book
36, hadith 67.

157 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:74-77.

158 al-Saffarini, Lawami‘ al-anwar, 1:76.
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CHAPTER 7
The Taymiyyan Turn in Early Twentieth-
Century Islamic Reform and the Controversy
over Cursing Mu'awiya

Pieter Coppens

Abstract

In the early twentieth century, a debate arose among reform-oriented Islamic scholars on
whether the first Umayyad Caliph Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan deserved to be cursed (lan). The
debate started with a fatwa from Rashid Rida in his journal al-Manar in 1905, but in sub-
sequent years spread to Southeast Asia, where reform-oriented Hadrami-‘Alawi scholars
wrote several treatises on the issue. It was urgent to them, because the issue was closely
related to their claimed special social status as descendants of the Prophet. The arguments
of Ibn Taymiyya in favor of Mu‘awiya from his recently published Minhaj al-Sunna would
play a key role as the controversy unfolded and became a touchstone for the legitimacy of
the arguments made by the different camps. This debate proves that it was not yet clear
to Islamic reformers globally in this age which method to follow in source criticism, legal
reasoning, and proper disputation. This was actively negotiated with each other in an
increasingly connected as well as diverse international network of reform-minded scholars,
in which the works of Ibn Taymiyya slowly but steadily became a touchstone of correct
method. In that process, they did not shy away from re-assessing seemingly long-settled dis-

putes within Sunni Islam.

Keywords: Mu‘awiya; cursing (lan); Rashid Rida; Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi; Hadrami-‘Alawls

“I know no-one in these realms who knows Ibn Taymiyya. Those who propa-

gate the merit of Ibn Taymiyya are the first to throw his sayings over the fence
when they do not conform with their desires.”

—Hasan b. ‘Alaw1 b. Shihab (1268-1333/1852-1914),

writing from Singapore, 1910.

1 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “al-Tafarruq wa-l-khilaf bayn al-muslimin fI Singhafara,” al-Manar 12,
no. 12 (1327/1910): 953.
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Introduction

In 1905, Muhammad Rashid Rida’s (1282-1354/1865-1935) famous journal
al-Manar received a question from an anonymous reader from Singapore
on cursing the first Umayyad Caliph Mu‘awiya b. Ab1 Sufyan (d. 60/680).
The concerned reader had heard a religious scholar declare that it was
less dangerous for one’s faith to curse (lan) Mu‘awiya than to supplicate
for God’s contentment with him (al-taraddi). This left the reader confused,
and he hoped Rida could clarify the matter.? Rida’s answer in the form of a
fatwa set in motion a debate among religious scholars in different regions
of the Islamic world, that would continue for several years.® This contro-
versy laid bare the beginnings of a religious rift among a group of scholars
residing in India, Singapore, and the Indonesian archipelago. They were
in conflict about the socially privileged position among their midst of
those who could trace their lineage back to the Prophet Muhammad (the
so-called sayyid, pl. sada, or shartf, pl. ashraf). These scholars belonged
to the prominent ‘Alawi clan, originally from Hadramawt, but scattered
throughout Southeast Asia, India, and East Africa, that indeed claimed
to be sada.* It led to several long treatises on the issue of Mu‘awiya,
sometimes polemical, from scholars with different outlooks on the issue.
The legacy of Ibn Taymiyya played a growing role as this controversy
unfolded, especially his work Minhaj al-sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam
al-shia wa-l-qadariyya (The Way of the Prophetic Sunna in Invalidating

2 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “La'n Muawiya wa-l-taraddi ‘anhu - wa-fihi hukm al-la'n mutlagan,”
Majallat al-Manar 8, no. 16 (1323/1905): 625-31.

3 For a comprehensive overview of larger and smaller treatises and journal articles related to this
controversy, see Werner Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen bei Sunnitischen Sayyids aus Hadramaut:
Muhammad b. ‘Aqil al-‘Alaw1 (1863-1931),” Der Islam 50, no. 1 (1973): 82-97.

4 On ‘Alawi scholars (generally addressed as “Al Ba ‘Alaw1”) from Hadramawt and their links to
Southeast Asia and other regions of the Indian Ocean, see Ulrike Freitag and William Clarence-Smith
(eds.), Hadhrami Traders, Scholars, and Statesmen in the Indian Ocean, 1750s-1960s (Brill, 1997);
Natalie Mobini-Kesheh, The Hadrami Awakening: Community and Identity in the Netherlands East
Indies, 1900-1942 (Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 1999); Ulrike Freitag, Indian Ocean Migrants and
State Formation in Hadhramaut (Brill, 2003); Anne Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea: Family Networks
in East Africa, 1860-1925 (Routledge, 2003); R.S. O’ Fahey, “‘Small World’: Neo-Sufi Interconnexions
Between the Maghrib, the Hijaz and Southeast Asia,” in The Transmission of Learning in Islamic Africa,
ed. Scott C. Reese (Brill, 2004), 274-88; Anne Bang, Islamic Sufi Networks in the Western Indian Ocean
(c. 1880-1940) (Brill, 2014); Nico J.G. Kaptein, Islam, Colonialism and the Modern Age in the Netherlands
East Indies: A Biography of Sayyid Uthman (1822-1914) (Brill, 2014).
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the Speech of the Shia and the Qadariyya).’ This work had just been pub-
lished for the first time in a modern four-volume print in Cairo between
1321/1903 and 1323/1905. It presents Ibn Taymiyya’s views on the status
of Mu‘awiya in the context of his sharp scholarly polemics against the
Twelver Shia.

Mu‘awiya is a controversial figure in Islamic historiography, mainly
due to his late conversion at the Muslim conquest of Mecca, his challenge
to the power of the fourth “Rightly Guided” Caliph ‘Ali b. ‘Ab1 Talib (d.
40/661), culminating in the battle of Siffin (36/657) and his claim to the
Caliphate after the demise of ‘All. He thus allegedly changed the nature
of the Caliphate into an oppressive kingship (mulk ‘adud) in favor of his
son Yazid (r. 60-64/680-683), under whose leadership the murder on
Husayn b. ‘All (d. 61/680) at the Battle of Karbala took place. The status
of Mu‘awiya as a trustworthy Companion would play a significant role in
later Sunni-Shia polemics, leading to a gradual embrace of his religious
and political legacy in the mainstream Sunni narrative. This Sunni nar-
rative upheld the doctrine of the uprightness of all Companions of the
Prophet (‘adalat al-sahaba) - i.e. that they would not lie about the Prophet
and are thus reliable as transmitters of Hadith — including those who par-
ticipated in the early infighting (fitna) over the leadership of the Muslim
community after the demise of the Prophet. Sunni discourse over the cen-
turies therefore polished away problematic aspects of Mu‘awiya’s legacy
that were more common to problematize among earlier generations of
Sunni scholars. This led to a dogmatic approval of Mu‘awiya or, at least,

5 On the function of this treatise in Ibn Taymiyya’s polemics with his Shiite contemporaries, see
Tariq al-Jamil, “Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hilll: Shi’i Polemics and the Struggle for
Religious Authority in Medieval Islam,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and
Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), 229-46; Yahya M. Michot, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Critique
of Shi'1 Imamology,” The Muslim World 104, no. 1-2 (2014): 109-149; Roy Vilozny, “Some Remarks on
Ibn Taymiyya’s Acquaintance with Imami Shiism in Light of His Minhaj Al-Sunna al-Nabawiyya,” Der
Islam 97, no. 2 (2020): 456-75. For an English synopsis of this treatise and a cursory discussion of its
contents in relation to the pro- and anti-‘Alid’s, see Nebil Husayn, Opposing the Imam: The Legacy of the
Nawasib in Islamic Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2021), 112-60, 205-11.

6 Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Minhdj al-sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam al-shia wa-l-qa-
dariyya, 4 vols. (Al-Matba‘a al-Kubra al-Amiriyya, 1321-23/1903-05); Ahmed El Shamsy, Rediscovering
the Islamic Classics: How Editors and Print Culture Transformed an Intellectual Tradition (Princeton
University Press, 2020), 184-85. The standard critical edition for reference has become Ahmad b.
‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Minhdj al-sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam al-Shia al-Qadariyya, ed.
Muhammad Rashad Salim, 9 vols. (Jami‘at al-Imam Muhammad b. Suad al-Islamiyya, 1406/1986).
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an undecided silence about him among later generations of Sunni schol-
ars.” As this question to Ridd shows, discussions on Mu'awiya’s status
resurfaced in the reform-oriented debates of the early twentieth century,
that re-appreciated religious scholarship of the earlier generations (salaf)
and devalued the positions of later generations that were considered the
product of emulation (taqlid). The old controversy thus gained new rele-
vance in the twentieth century.®

Rashid Rida’s initial answer in al-Manar was relatively straight for-
ward: cursing Mu‘awiya went too far, and supplicating for God’s content-
ment with him was definitely the safer option. Cursing individual people
could only be done when one had absolute certainty that someone passed
away as an unbeliever without repentance and that God was angry with
that person, a certainty one could only get through revelation. Instead,
a pious believer should supplicate for good things only, as confirmed
by several narrations attributed to the Prophet. Furthermore, cursing
Mu‘awiya and other Companions (sahaba), as some of the khawarij and
Shiites used to do, would lead to unnecessary sectarian strife that Muslims
should avoid in these precarious times for the global Muslim community.
Rida based his position on a long quote from Abu Hamid al-Ghazall (d.
505/1111), who wrote on the issue of cursing in Kitab afat al-lisan in his
Thya’ ‘ulim al-din.® The positions of Ibn Taymiyya did not play a role in

7 Charles Pellat, “Le culte de Muawiya au Ille siécle de l-hégire,” Studia Islamica 6 (1956): 53-66;
Erling L. Petersen, All and Muawiya in Early Arabic Tradition: Studies on the Genesis and Growth of
Islamic Historical Writing until the End of the Ninth Century (Munksgaard, 1964); James A. Bellamy,
“The Pro-Umayyad Propaganda in Ninth-Century Baghdad in the Works of Ibn Abr'l-Dunya,” in
Prédication et propaganda au Moyen Age: Islam, Byzance, Occident, eds. G. Makdisi, D. Sourdel and
J. Sourdel-Thomine (Presses universitaires de France, 1983), 71-86; Tayeb El-Hibri, “The Redemption
of Umayyad Memory by the ‘Abbasids,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 61, no. 4 (2002): 241-65; R.
Stephen Humphreys, Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan: From Arabia to Empire (Oneworld, 2006), 1-19;
Khaled Keshk, The Historians’ Mu‘awiya: The Depiction of Mu‘awiya in the Early Islamic Sources (VDM
Verlag Dr. Miiller, 2008); Tayeb El-Hibri, Parable and Politics in Early Islamic History: The Rashidun
Caliphs (Columbia University Press, 2010), 285-94; Aram A. Shahin, “In Defense of Mu‘awiya ibn
Abi Sufyan: Treatises and Monographs on Mu‘awiya from the Eighth to the Nineteenth Centuries,”
in The Lineaments of Islam: Studies in Honor of Fred McGraw Donner, ed. Paul M Cobb (Brill, 2012),
177-208; Han Hsien Liew, “Ibn al-Jawzi and the Cursing of Yazid b. Mu‘awiya: A Debate on Rebellion
and Legitimate Rulership,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 139, no. 3 (2019): 631-45; Husayn,
Opposing the Imam.

8 Werner Ende, Arabische Nation und islamische Geschichte: Die Umayyaden im Urteil arabischer
Autoren des 20. Jahrhunderts (Franz Steiner Verlag, 1977).

9 Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, Thya’ ulim al-din (Dar al-minhaj, 2013), 5:443-52.
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Rida’s fatwa. These were yet virtually unknown to him, while the IThya
had played a crucial role in his religious training.'* Most of Ibn Taymiyya’s
works were not yet available in print in 1905. Reform-oriented scholars
and publishers in Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad were just in the process
of rediscovering and publishing these works after centuries of relative
obscurity." Minhdj al-Sunna was the first major work of Ibn Taymiyya to
independently appear in print in the Arab world in 1903, only preceded
by some small treatises in 1900.> A collection of his treatises (Majmu'
l-rasa’il) was only first published in 1323/1905, the same year as Rida’s
fatwa.'® A five-volume collection of his fatwas (Kitab majmii‘at fatawa Ibn
Taymiyya) — including a fatwa on the status of Mu‘awiya — would only
be published in phases from 1908 to 1911." Ibn Taymiyya was thus still
a relative outsider in religious discourse, even among reformers, and
only a very recent rediscovery. This would change drastically in just a
few years, as this discussion on Mu‘awiya shows. From being a relatively
marginal figure from the past, his ideas took center stage in this contro-
versy, mainly his Minhaj al-Sunna. This makes this controversy a good
example of the direct impact of print on the religious discourse of reform
and an ideal case to understand what made the thought of Ibn Taymiyya
so attractive for these early twentieth-century reformers.

One of the responses to Rashid Rida’s position came from Muhammad
b. ‘Aqil (1279-1311/1863-1931), a well-traveled Hadrami-‘Alawi scholar
from Tarim in Yemen, at the time of writing residing in Singapore.'> He

10 Despite Rida’s mild objections against the Ihya, he did have intimate knowledge of this work
through his traditional schooling. See: Ahmed El Shamsy, “Sufism, Ethics, and the Muslim Modernist
Project,” in Mysticism and Ethics in Islam, eds. Bilal Orfali, Atif Khalil, and Mohammed Rustom
(American University of Beirut Press, 2022), 389-406; Pieter Coppens, “Narrations on Virtuous Acts
in Epitomes of al-Ghazal?’s Ihya” From Ibn al-Jawzl’s Minhaj al-qasidin to Its Reception in Modernity,”
in Hadith and Ethics through the Lens of Interdisciplinarity, ed. Mutaz al-Khatib (Brill, 2023), 120-46.
11 Khaled El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d. 1566) to Khayr al-Din al-Alasi (d. 1899):
Changing Views of Ibn Taymiyya among non-Hanbali Sunni Scholars,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times,
eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2010), 269-318; El Shamsy, Islamic
Classics, 182-91.

12 El Shamsy, Islamic Classics, 184-85.

13 Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' rasa’il, ed. Muhammad Badr al-Din al-Na‘sani
(al-Matba‘a al-Husayniyya al-Misriyya, 1323/1905).

14 Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab majmui‘at fatawa Ibn Taymiyya, ed. Ismafil b. al-Sayyid
Ibrahim al-Khatib al-Hasani, 5 vols. (Matba‘at Kurdistan al-Tlmiyya, 1326-29/1908-11).

15 Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, Al-Alam: Qamus tarajim li-ashhar al-rijal wa-l-nisa’ min al-‘arab wa-l-mus-
taribin wa-l-mustashriqin (Dar al-Tlm lil-Malayin, 2002), 7:269-70.
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was a good friend of Rida, who described Ibn ‘Aqil as a supporter of
al-Manar’s reform agenda. In 1908, he published a work of more than 200
pages with the title al-Nasa’ih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla Mu‘awiya (The
Sufficient Advices to Those Who Are Loyal to Mu‘awiya).'® In this treatise
he argued that hatred for Mu‘awiya was not something that would put the
believer in danger. It was even a significant part of faith, without which
one’s faith would not be complete. To Ibn ‘Aqil, it was no less than a mat-
ter of loving and hating for the sake of God (al-hubb fi l-lah wa-l-bughd ft
l-lah), a central creedal tenet.

This treatise of Muhammad b. ‘Aqil caused social unrest among the
Hadrami-‘Alawl communities residing in Singapore and the Indonesian
archipelago. It provoked three other significant responses from fellow
scholars.'” The first was from another Hadrami-‘Alawi scholar residing in
Singapore, Hasan b. ‘Alaw1 b. Shihab (1268-1333/1852-1914), like Ibn ‘Aqil
a regular contributor to al-Manar.'® He wrote a treatise named Al-Ruqya
al-shafiya min nafathat sumium al-nasaih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla
Mu‘awiya (The Curing Incantation from the Spit of the Poisons of “The
Sufficient Advices to Those Who Take Mu‘awiya as a Guardian”), pub-
lished in 1328/1907.* This led to a fierce response from another fellow
Hadrami-‘Alaw1 scholar in the same year. Aba Bakr b. ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. Shihab al-Din al-‘Alaw1 (1262-1341/1846-1922), the teacher of Ibn ‘Aqil
to whom the latter dedicated his treatise, wrote Wujib al-himya ‘an
madarr al-Ruqya (The Obligation of Protection from the Harm of “The
Incantation”), published with Ibn ‘Aqil’s publishing house al-Imam in
Singapore.?’ Two years later, the Damascene Salafi scholar Jamal al-Din
al-Qasimi (1283-1332/1866-1914), like Ibn ‘Aqil a close friend of Rida
and contributor to al-Mandar, and a regular letter correspondent of Ibn

16 Muhammad b. ‘Aqil b. ‘Abdallah ‘Umar b. Yahya al-‘Alaw1 al-Husayni, al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya li-man
yatawalla Mu‘awiya (published by the author, 1908).

17 Several smaller journal articles and treatises appeared as well, provoking other refutations. For a
full overview, see Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen.”

18 Zirikli, Alam, 2:199.

19 Icould not locate the original publication. In this chapter, all references are therefore to a recent
reprint. Hasan b. ‘Alaw1 b. Shihab, al-Ruqya al-shafiya min nafathat sumum al-nasa’ih al-kafiya li-man
yatawalla Mu'awiya (Rawafid lil-Taba‘a wa-1-Nashr wa-1-Tawzl', 2008).

20 Zirikli, Alam, 2:65.
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‘Aqil, wrote a treatise titled Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya (Criticism of “The
Sufficient Advices”), published in 1910.%

This work, al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya, and the responses it provoked from
Ibn Shihab, Abt Bakr b. Shihab al-Din, and al-Qasimi, merit a closer look
here. This contribution tries to answer the question why this issue of curs-
ing Mu‘'awiya gained new urgency for these reformers, why they differed
so vehemently on it, and what role the first publication of the works of
Ibn Taymiyya played in this controversy.

The Position of Ibn Taymiyya on Mu‘awiya and on Cursing Him

Ibn Taymiyya discussed the status of Mu‘awiya and the issue whether it is
allowed to curse him in Minhdj al-Sunna, authored somewhere between
713/1313 and 716/1317, and in an undated fatwa published in 1911 as
part of the Kitab majmii‘at al-fatawa. It appears that the text of the fatwa,
yet unpublished during the controversy under discussion here (1905-
1910), was not yet known to the authors who participated in the debate
on Mu‘awiya in the early twentieth century. In his fatwa, Ibn Taymiyya
upholds that cursing any Companion of the Prophet is categorically for-
bidden and deserves severe punishment by consensus but takes note
of the difference of opinion whether it should be punished by death or
not. He argues that Mu‘awiya’s conversion after the conquest of Mecca
was sincere, that the Prophet considered him to be a true believer and
even promoted him to the position of official scribe. Being a believer, he
argues, does not mean being free from sins and mistakes, however. The
battle of Siffin was a matter of independent reasoning (ijtihad) for its
leaders: who was wrong would be rewarded for one’s sincere attempt,
who was right would be rewarded for both one’s sincere attempt and for
doing the right thing, as stated in a well-known Hadith on the reward
for ijtihad. The participants in the battle of Siffin, even if they were on
the wrong side, should thus still be considered believers, emphatically
including Mu‘awiya, and supplicating for God’s mercy (tarahhum) is
allowed for the deceased participants on both sides. Because of their

21 Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi, Kitab naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya (Matba‘at al-Fayha’, 1328/1910). The Salafi
book collector, trader, and scholar Muhammad Nasif financed this publication together with his fel-
low Jeddan trader ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Muhammad al-Bassam. On Nasif, see El Shamsy, Islamic Classics,
180-81, 187, 188, 190. For the correspondence between al-Qasimi and Ibn ‘Aqil see Vanessa Ogle, The
Global Transformation of Time (Harvard University Press, 2015), 158.
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acceptance of arbitration as proposed by al-Hasan b. ‘All (d. 49/669-70),
which the Prophet had foreseen in a prophecy and approved of, they
are not comparable to the status of the Kharijites, for whom the Prophet
explicitly warned in his prophecies. Moreover, when Mu‘awiya combated
‘Al1, he did not claim the Caliphate for himself, that was not at stake at that
moment. He can thus not be blamed with wanting to take the Caliphal
position from ‘All at Siffin.??

In his Minhaj al-Sunna, Ibn Taymiyya’s main points concerning
Mu‘awiya are more or less the same and mainly amount to a defense of
his political legacy. Mu‘awiya is rewarded for his sincere effort in his ijti-
had in combating ‘Alj, even if he had erred.? His later political success
may actually be interpreted as God’s support for him.*

Ibn ‘Aqil’s al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla Mu'awiya

Judging from what Rida wrote in his obituary for Muhammad b. ‘Aqil b.
Yahya, Ibn ‘Aqil was closely acquainted with Rida, who considered him
a friend.?> He was born into a family that belonged to the bloodline of
the Prophet Muhammad, who therefore had a special position in the
social fabric of Hadramil migrants worldwide. He grew up in a village
near Tarim in the region of Hadramawt in Yemen, but relocated to Java
after his youth, made a fortune as a trader, and became a person of high
standing among the Hadramis in Southeast Asia. Rida described him as
a reformer (muslih) who contributed to the Nahda in Yemen. He further
described Ibn ‘Aqil as well-traveled, having sojourned in the Hijaz, Java,
Egypt, the Levant, Iraq, Persia, India, China, Japan, and both Eastern and
Western Europe, and as one of the first followers and main proponents
of the thought of his journal al-Manar in the Indonesian archipelago.? He

22 Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab majmi ‘at al-fatawa, 4:216-27; Shahin, “In Defense of Mu‘awiya,” 194-97.

23 Husayn, Opposing the Imam, 208.

24 Husayn, Opposing the Imam, 124, 144-47, 149-50. According to Nebil Husayn’s recent interpre-
tation of Minhaj al-Sunna, Ibn Taymiyya even seems to play with the idea that Mu'awiya was not
necessarily in the wrong at Siffin, that he surely did not act out of hate toward ‘All as a righteous
Companion, but had a just cause in mobilizing his troops. Whether that interpretation is indeed justi-
fied is not within the scope of this chapter.

25 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “Na'y al-sayyid al-jalil al-sayyid Muhammad b. ‘Aqil taghammadahu
Allah bi-rahmatihi,” al-Manar 32, no. 1 (1311/1931): 80.

26 Rida, “Na‘yIbn ‘Aqil”; idem, “Al-Sayyid Muhammad b. ‘Aqil b. Yahya,” al-Manar 32, no. 3 (1350/1932):
238-40; ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad b. Yahya al-‘Alaw1, “Min sirat al-marhtm al-sayyid Muhammad b. ‘Aqil,”
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even started his own printing press and journal in Singapore, al-Imam,
to spread the reformist thought associated with the journal al-Manar in
the Malay language.?” His biographical details show that he met many
influential reformers across the Muslim world, even was in touch with
orientalists in Europe, and worked actively to spread anti-colonial and
pan-Islamic ideas.?® He would later contribute to the Egyptian journal
al-Fath, the follow-up of al-Manar, edited by the Salafi publisher Muhibb
al-Din al-Khatib (d. 1969).%

Rida’s fatwa on cursing Mu‘awiya in 1905 gave rise to the first deep
difference of opinion between the two men.* Ibn ‘Aqil wrote his treatise
al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya in response to that fatwa.?! In his review of the book in
al-Manar, Rida recalled how he had tried to dissuade his friend from writ-
ing the book to avoid the social unrest (fitna) it could create. He did stress
that to him it ultimately was a legitimate difference of opinion between
two scholars that should not lead to mutual enmity. Enmity between
Muslims would be a greater sin than the “impugning and approving”
(al-jarh wa-l-ta'dil) of Mu‘awiya according to Rida.*

Let us have a closer look at Ibn ‘Aqil’s treatise and his argumenta-
tion. Ibn ‘Aqil starts with a self-confident statement that he bases his argu-
mentation on the Qur’an and the Sunna of the Prophet. When one goes
through all the evidence from these sources, he declares, one cannot but
conclude that cursing Mu'awiya is the correct position. This rhetorical
tool of claiming to base oneself only on the Qur’an and the Sunna shows
his principal allegiance to the trends of reform of his era, in which this
claim was commonplace.

Al-Ma'ifa 2, no. 8 (1350/1931): 999-1001.

27 Kaptein, Sayyid Uthman, 163; W.R. Roff, The Origins of Malay Nationalism (Yale University Press,
1967), 56-67.

28 Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen,” 87-9; Freitag, Indian Ocean Migrants, 191-92, 220-22; Mobini
Keskeh, Hadrami Awakening, 30.

29 According to al-Zirikli, he published in al-Fath under the pen name Muhammad al-Bagir al-Ya-
mani. Zirikli, Alam, 6:269-70. On al-Fath as a follow-up of al-Manar see Mehdi Sajid, “A Reappraisal of
the Role of Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib and the YMMA in the Rise of the Muslim Brotherhood,” Islam and
Christian-Muslim Relations 29, no. 2 (2018): 193-213.

30 Rida, “Lam Mu‘awiya.”

31 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa’ih, 2.

32 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “Kitab al-Nasa’ih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla Mu‘awiya,” al-Manar 13, no.
2(1328/1910): 152.
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He distinguishes three groups among Muslims in their attitudes
toward Mu‘awiya. The first group judges him to be iniquitous, they con-
sider it obligatory to hate him for the sake of God and allow cursing him.
Ibn ‘Aqil considers this the group that is correct in its judgment and con-
siders this to have been the position of ‘All b. Abi Talib and several other
prominent Companions.

The second group is aware of the tyrannical behavior of Mu‘awiya,
but they refuse to call him iniquitous, refuse to publicly announce their
hatred toward him, and do not allow cursing him. This group believes
that this was the position that their predecessors also took and therefore,
see conciliation as the safest position. They believe that their salvation lies
in being careful with these matters, and do not want to further delve into
these matters through deeper research and ijtihad. Ibn ‘Aqil considers his
own ‘Alawi scholarly tradition to follow this position. Ibn ‘Aqil expresses
his hope that this group will rectify its position through honest investiga-
tion of the issue and will no longer hold back from publicly announcing
their aversion to Mu‘awiya.

The third group is fanatically in favor of Mu‘awiya, paints a too flat-
tering picture of him, and manipulates textual evidence to support its
incorrect position. Ibn ‘Aqil says that he does not concern himself with
the third group in this treatise. He confines himself to the first and sec-
ond group. He shares the abundant textual evidence from the Qur’an and
the Sunna that the first group builds its position on, further supported
by the acts of the Companions, members of the Prophetic household (ahl
al-bayt), and the generation after the Companions (tabiin). Concerning
the second group, he intends to show why they are wrong in withholding
their judgment publicly.®

In a general introduction on the concept of cursing, Ibn ‘Aqil does
not accept the judgment of al-Ghazali that cursing can only be of a gen-
eral nature, and may never be applied to a specific person, which is even
dangerous according to al-Ghazalil. This was what Rida conveyed from
al-Ghazali in his fatwa in al-Manar that started this controversy. Ibn ‘Aqil
mentions a score of sayings from other scholars who do allow cursing
specific persons, to show that there is no consensus on al-Ghazall’s posi-
tion as quoted by Rida, and that the positions of other scholars are closer
to the evidence texts from the Qur’an and the Sunna and the acts of the

33 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 3-5.
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Companions. This textual evidence matters in the end, he states, not say-
ings of later scholars. These can help to further elucidate the textual evi-
dence, but do not have the final say on the matter. One can legitimately
disagree with their interpretation. The Qur’an and the Sunna are filled
with texts where God and the Prophet curse people who possess certain
negative qualities, Ibn ‘Aqil argues, and almost all these qualities are
applicable to Mu‘awiya. Cursing people with these general qualities thus
equals cursing the specific case of Mu‘awiya according to Ihn ‘Aqil.**

The part of the treatise that is supposed to demonstrate that the first
group is correct in allowing the cursing of Mu‘awiya mainly consists of let-
ters to Mu‘awiya attributed to Companions of the Prophet in which they
address him as an insincere transgressor, as well as sayings and testimo-
nies of the generation after the Companions and later religious scholars.*
These are all supposed to prove Mu‘awiya’s morally problematic behav-
ior toward Companions, his vile political maneuvers, his involvement in
the killing of sincere Companions, his hatred for ‘Ali, doubt about the sin-
cerity of his Islam and even outright denial of him being a Muslim, and
how those quoted subsequently thought ill of Mu‘awiya. The early Imams
of figh are even said to have considered him a tyrant by consensus, and to
have not incorporated his sayings in their figh.¢

In the part of the treatise in which he intends to refute the second
group, that claims judgment on Mu‘awiya should be withheld, Ibn ‘Aqil
discusses five “specious arguments” (shubuhat, sing. shubha;). The first
shubha that he turns against is the idea that Mu‘awiya should not be
cursed because he was one of the Companions and thus, according to
Sunni doctrine, upright (‘adil) by definition. Ibn ‘Aqil does not agree with
the idea that even major sins (kaba'ir) do not harm this status of upright-
ness of the Companions. He points to differences of opinion among Sunni
scholars on the uprightness of all Companions of the Prophet and stresses
that the Companions themselves certainly did not attribute this lofty sta-
tus to themselves collectively. He even disagrees that the term sahib only
applies to Muslim contemporaries of the Prophet: the unbelievers and
hypocrites that lived with the Prophet also fall under the linguistic defini-
tion according to him, as becomes clear from several Qur’anic verses and

34 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 9-15.
35 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 6-124.
36 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 36-38.
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Prophetic reports. He thus disagrees with the narrow conceptual defi-
nition of the scholars of Hadith and ustil al-figh, opting for the broader
linguistic definition instead. This would explain why Mu‘awiya was reg-
ularly addressed as a sahib of the Prophet, despite his possible disbelief
or hypocrisy.%’

The second shubha that Ibn ‘Aqil aims to refute is the claim that
al-Hasan b. ‘Ali (d. ca. 49/670) reconciled with Mu‘awiya. According to Ibn
‘Aqil this was only done under the threat of violence and to avoid worse,
citing evidence from Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalant’s (d. 852/1449) Fath al-bart
bi-sharh sahih al-Bukhart and Abu Ja‘far al-TabarT’s (d. 310/923) Tarikh.
The claim that after this “reconciliation” there was a consensus (ijma) in
thelegal sense on the reign of Mu‘awiya is equally false according to him.
The third shubha concerns Prophetic reports on the merits of Mu‘awiya.
Ibn ‘Aqil cites several authorities in the field of Hadith, like Jalal al-Din
al-Suyatl (d. 911/1505) and earlier mentioned Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, to
prove that all these reports are forged (mawdi).** The fourth shubha
is the fact that the second Caliph Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23 or 24/644)
appointed Mu‘awiya as the governor of Damascus. This fact has no weight
in the eyes of Ibn ‘Aqll as a proof of the merit of Mu‘awiya, because Umar
did not have knowledge of the unseen (ilm al-ghayb) that would prevent
him from appointing a bad person. Even the prophet Moses, who was
without a doubt a better person than ‘Umar, hand-picked 70 people to join
him for a meeting with God, who all proved to be unworthy. Would ‘Umar
have known about all the atrocities Mu‘awiya would commit, he would
have never appointed him.*

The fifth and final shubha is the claim of the Ash‘arites and the
Maturidis that Mu‘awiya was ‘adil, that his political mistakes were a mat-
ter of ijtihad and thus not sinful, and that one should therefore remain
silent on this issue. In this section, it becomes most emphatically clear
how deeply rooted Ibn ‘Aqil’s style of argumentation in the trend of
reform of his age, that claimed ijtihad based on the Qur’an and the Sunna
and the original positions of the earliest generations of scholars (salaf)
and a renunciation of taqlid of later generations of scholars. For Ibn ‘Aqil,

37 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 126-52.
38 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 154-61.
39 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 162-69.
40 Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 171-72.
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this standpoint of the major Sunni theological schools symbolizes the
problem of blind emulation (al-taqlid al-ama) among Sunnis. This dogma
has become so strong among them, he explains, that they are not open to
listening to serious arguments and discussing textual proofs for the oppo-
site position. They persistently favor their grand imams of theology who,
according to them, have sufficiently investigated the matter and have
already drawn a definitive conclusion. For Ibn ‘Aqil, the primary texts
of the Qur’an and the Sunna and the sayings of the salaf speak for them-
selves, while the positions of scholars from later generations are not con-
clusive and binding in any way. There should be freedom of thought to be
able to extract the truth in matters like these from the primary sources
oneself, he argues, and freedom of speech to make one’s position public. It
is true that these later grand theological authorities were aware of all the
sources that he also has investigated, Ibn ‘Aqil says, but they were in the
end afraid to draw the right conclusions, preferring their deeply rooted
dogmatic stances. If not, they would have surely drawn the same conclu-
sion based on the textual evidence as he did.

In this context of condemning blind emulation of later scholars,
Ibn ‘Aqil cites Ibn Taymiyya for the first of very few times in the whole
treatise. He cites from Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Sarim al-maslil fi kufr shatim
al-rasul that it was said to Imam Ahmad that a group of people were
making up prophetic reports and took them as a basis of their religion,
which led to God’s condemnation of them. He also takes a longer quote
from Ibn Taymiyya’s most prominent student Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s
(d. 751/1350) Ilam al-muwaqqin ‘an rabb al-alamin to emphasize the
importance of following the salaf in their opinions, not later scholars.*
According to Ibn ‘Aqil it is clear from the textual sources that the salaf
unanimously sided with ‘All and that one will search in vain for scholars
among the salaf who supported Mu‘awiya. The position of the Ash‘arites
and the Maturidis are therefore baseless according to him.

In the responses of Hasan b. ‘Alawl b. Shihab and Jamal al-Din
al-Qasimi to Ibn ‘Aqil’s treatise, they both accuse him of propagating a
Shiite point of view. Werner Ende also claimed that Ibn ‘Aqil had “Shi’i

41 Both these works from Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim had just been published in print for
the first time a few years before Ibn ‘Aqil wrote this treatise. Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya,
al-Sarim al-maslal ‘ala shatm al-rasul (D&’irat al-Ma‘arif al-Nizamiyya, 1322/1905); Muhammad b. Abi
Bakr Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Kitab hadt al-arwah ila bilad al-afrah ma'a kitab i'lam al-muwaqqin ‘an
rabb al-alamin, ed. Faraj Allah al-Kurdi (Matba‘at al-Nil, 1325/1907).
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tendencies” based on this treatise.*” The authorities that Ibn ‘Aqil cites
and his form of arguing show a different picture, however. All sources he
cites and authorities he quotes to prove his point are without exception
reputable Sunni scholars. Also, his rhetorical strategy of “returning to the
Qur’an and the Sunna” and devaluation of taqlid is very much in sync
with the rhetoric and method of his contemporary Sunni reformers. His
treatise does not betray Shiite influence at all. It appears he genuinely
believed that, also within the Sunni tradition, the cursing of Mu‘awiya
should be the correct position that one would inevitably discover when
strictly following a method of reform that claims a return to the primary
sources of the salaf and strict application of Hadith criticism and ustl
al-figh to these primary sources. The later Sunni tradition had simply
erred on this issue, and then uncritically emulated that error.

As noted, Ibn ‘Aqil does refer to Ibn Taymiyya directly twice in his
treatise, but only very lightly and out of context. He does not refer to
his Minhaj al-Sunna, which was most likely not yet available to him in
Singapore. His only reference is al-Sarim al-maslil fi kufr shatim al-rasiil,
that was published in Hyderabad in 1905. Based on that treatise, he makes
the basic point that Mu‘awiya did bad things and the Prophet despised
him for it. He conveniently leaves out that within the framework of IThn
Taymiyya’s position this would have been before Mu‘awiya’s sincere con-
version. That Ibn Taymiyya actually belongs to the third group of defend-
ers of Mu‘awiya appears something that Ibn ‘Aqil was not aware of, due to
lack of knowledge of those specific works. In a work from 1924 on more
or less the same topic, his Taqwiyat al-iman bi-radd tazkiyat Ibn Abi Sufyan
(The Strengthening of Faith by Refuting the Claim of the Integrity of Ibn
Ab1 Sufyan), Ibn ‘Aqil does appear conscious of Ibn Taymiyya’s position
on Mu'awiya and shows himself critical of his earlier usage of the title
Shaykh al-Islam for him.*

Hasan b. ‘Alawi b. Shihab’s al-Ruqya al-Shdafiya
Like Ibn ‘Aqil, Hasan b. ‘Alaw1 b. ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad Shihab al-Din (better

known as Ibn Shihab; we will also address him by that name here, to avoid
confusion with Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din) was born, raised and educated

42 Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen.”
43 Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen,” 90.
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in Tarim and later moved to Singapore after having resided in Jakarta for
some time. Also like Ibn ‘Aqil, he mainly worked as a trader — they even
worked together for some time — but was also active in the reform move-
ment of his age, contributing to Rashid Rida’s al-Manar on the need for
societal and educational reform, and to Ibn ‘Aqil’s journal al-Imam.* Ibn
‘Aqil and Ibn Shihab thus moved in the same intellectual circles and were
active in the same city of Singapore, sharing a wish for reform within the
Hadrami-‘Alawl scholarly tradition. Despite their shared call for societal
and educational reform and their initial close religious and commercial
cooperation, they eventually had a fallout, allegedly because of Ibn ‘Aqil’s
“Shiite” treatise.*> After that fallout, Ibn Shihab actively worked against
Ibn ‘Aqil and his master Ab@ Bakr b. Shihab al-Din through publications
in his own Singapore-based journal al-Watan.*

Ibn ‘Aqil’s selective usage of Ibn Taymiyya angered Ibn Shihab
greatly and motivated him to integrate Ibn Taymiyya in his refutation,
stressing how easy it was to find sayings from Ibn Taymiyya that would
actually radically undermine Ibn ‘Aqil’s narrative. His annoyance was so
big that he complained that:

his sayings on Ibn Taymiyya have one of two characteristics: either his saying
about Ibn Taymiyya that he is Shaykh al-Islam agrees with his creedal con-
viction, thus subscribing to him, which means that he should retract his non-
sense; or his sayings are not in agreement with his creedal conviction about
Ibn Taymiyya that he is Shaykh al-Islam, which would mean that the author
says something that does not correspond with his conviction. If the author
himself does not believe in the soundness of what he says, then others are
more entitled to not believe in the soundness of what the author says."’

Ibn Shihab thus makes Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas, especially as expressed in
his Minhaj al-Sunna, the touchstone for the credibility of Ibn ‘Aqil’s posi-
tions. He explains that he explicitly refers to Ibn Taymiyya, because Ibn

44 Thn Shihab, Ruqya, 59-60; Zirikli, Alam, 2:199; Engseng Ho, “Hadhramis Abroad in Hadhramaut:
The Muwalladin,” in Hadhrami Traders, ed. Ulrike Freitag and William Clarence-Smith (Brill, 1997),
139.

45 Freitag, Indian Ocean Migrants, 286-87. As to whether other, more mundane motives were behind
the fallout, remains a matter of conjecture.

46 Shihab al-Din, Wujab al-himya, 93.

47 TIbn Shihab, Rugya, 109.
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‘Aqil normally considers himself to be working in his tradition, while on
this specific issue Ibn Taymiyya is completely in accordance with what
Ibn Shihab considers to be the correct Sunni position. Given Ibn ‘Aqil’s
affinity as a reformer with the ideas and methods of Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn
Shihab believed referring to him would make his argument against Ibn
‘Aqil stronger.*

Ibn Shihab opens his treatise polemically with the accusation toward
Ibn ‘Aqil that he aims to bring Shiite ideas to the common Sunni Muslims,
who do not have enough religious knowledge to see through their treach-
erous and false claims. He further accuses Ibn ‘Aqil of using unreliable
proof texts from deviant historians, of not applying decent source criti-
cism to his proof texts, of being selective and manipulative in the sources
that he picked, and of slandering religious scholars who do not allow the
cursing of Mu‘awiya.*® Referring to Ibn Taymiyya’s recently published
Minhaj al-Sunna, Ibn Shihab reiterates the well-known positions of the
pro-Mu‘awiya camp that Mu‘awiya joined the Prophet on several military
expeditions, that he was present at the Prophet’s farewell Hajj, and that
the Prophet entrusted him with writing down the revelation.>

Polemics against Shia Islam remain prominent throughout the larger
part of the treatise. Ibn Shihab keeps reiterating that Shiites cannot be
trusted in their manipulative claims, that it is overly clear that Ibn ‘Aqil
is a covert Imami-Shiite, and that anyone who knows the dangers of Shia
Islam immediately recognizes that the agenda of al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya goes
much further than only discussing the troubled political relationship of
Mu‘awiya with ‘AlL.5* Ibn Shihab regularly uses Ibn Taymiyya’s Minhdj
al-Sunna for that polemical purpose, sometimes citing this work explic-
itly, sometimes quoting from it anonymously.?

Ultimately, Ibn Shihab himself takes the position that judgment on
Mu‘awiya should be withheld, as on any of the Companions who were

48 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 74.

49 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 63-5.

50 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 74.

51 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 75-78. Although there are no serious indications that Ibn ‘Aqil indeed was a
crypto-Shiite, his treatise did indeed have a positive reception among Twelver-Shiites over the course
of the twentieth century, with many considering him one of them. Ende, “Schiitische Tendenzen,”
82-3,96-7.

52 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 79-82, 86, 90, 93-4, 108-09, 148-49, 164, 166-67, 173-74, 185-86, 188, 198, 204-05,
214, 247-53, 265-67, 269, 278-79, 283, 295.
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involved in infighting among Muslims. He considers this the mainstream
Sunni position. To make this case against Ibn ‘Aqil, he mainly quotes the
grand scholars from the ‘Alaw1 tradition in which they were both raised
and educated, like Muhammad b. Abl Bakr al-Shilli (d. 1093/1682), ‘Ab-
dallah b. ‘Alawi al-Haddad (d. 1132/1720), and Abt Bakr b. ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. Shihab al-Din -the author of Wujtib al-himya discussed below.’® Tbhn
Shihab thus intends to refute Ibn ‘Aqil’s claim that the position among
‘Alaw1 scholars has always been in concordance with his own position,
and that the ‘Alaw1 scholarly tradition has always gone against the
Ash‘arite and Maturidi dogma on this particular issue — albeit privately.>*

Ibn Shihab approvingly cites the complete original fatwa of Rida
that opened this controversy. He agrees with Rida’s position that cursing
should only be in common terms, never aimed at specific persons, cer-
tainly if one is not sure that this person died as an unbeliever while God
was angry with that person and provides some extra arguments for that
position. Ibn ‘Aqil according to him even falsely claims knowledge of the
unseen by asserting that Mu‘awiya died as an unbeliever.>® Withholding
judgment or even praying for God’s contentment is thus definitely the
safer option in the case of Mu‘awiya, and the clearest position as reflected
in the Qur’an and the Sunna “that the author (i.e. Ibn ‘Aqil) claims to
adhere t0.”%¢

Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din’s Wujitb al-himya ‘an madarr al-Ruqya

In al-Rugya al-shafiya, Ibn Shihab alluded to the alleged position of Aba
Bakr b. Shihab al-Din on the issue of Mu‘awiya several times, using him as
a grand authority within the Hadrami-‘Alaw1 scholarly class to refute Ibn
‘Aqil’s claim that the mainstream ‘Alawl position has always been against
Mu‘awiya. Given his fierce response to Ibn Shihab in a separate treatise,
Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din was clearly not satisfied with this appropria-
tion of his alleged position.

Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din was from Tarim, where he received his
education under the tutelage of the most prestigious scholars in the

53 On Muhammad b. Abi Bakr al-Shilli, see Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea, 211n5. On ‘Abdallah b.
‘Alaw1 al-Haddad, see Bang, Islamic Sufi Networks, 144-46.

54 Ibn Shihab, Ruqgya, 95-106.

55 Ibn Shihab, Ruqgya, 116-24.

56 Ibn Shihab, Ruqya, 127.
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city at that time. He rose to fame as a poet first and foremost but was
also regarded as a serious religious scholar of high standing among the
Hadramis globally. After sojourning in Eastern Java for trade, he spent
most of his adult life in Hyderabad, where he ran a modern school for
Hadrami pupils. Like his student Ibn ‘Aqil he was well-traveled and had
visited most of the Muslim world. He had also visited Damascus and it
is likely that he met with Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi and other members of
his circle of reformers there.”” Ibn ‘Aqil’s publishing house al-Imam was
responsible for the distribution of his commentary on Taj al-Din al-Subk1’s
(d. 771/1370) popular work on legal hermeneutics Jam® al-jawami" fi ustil
al-figh, to which Ibn Shihab referred several times in al-Ruqya al-shafiya
for his alleged position on Mu‘awiya.*®

In the beginning of his treatise Aba Bakr b. Shihab al-Din explains
his motivation for his refutation of al-Ruqya al-shdafiya. Normally he
would not be bothered with refuting such dubious works, he says, of
which there are many, but now he did feel the need because the author is
a serious scholar of high standing among the ‘Alawis. Leaving this unre-
futed could tarnish the reputation of the whole ‘Alaw1 tradition and of
their family name according to him. He praises the courage of Ibn ‘Aqil
in authoring his treatise al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya and considers his position on
the issue to be correct, despite the great opposition against it.>°

Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din vehemently disagrees with Ihn Shihab’s
accusation toward Ibn ‘Aqil that his treatise calls toward a Shi’i posi-
tion. According to him it becomes clear from his treatise that on many
other issues he disagrees with Shi’ism, such as the status of the first three
Caliphs, and whether Imam ‘Alil had knowledge of the unseen. That his
position on this particular issue, that he bases on the Qur’an and the
Sunna, happens to be in concordance with the Shia position, does not
mean he is one of them: many Sunni scholars in the past have held this
position on Mu‘awiya after all, he argues, even among the Companions of

57 Freitag, Indian Ocean Migrants, 187-91, 213-20.

58 Abu Bakr b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Shihab al-Din al-‘Alaw1 al-Husayni al-Shafi1, Kitab al-tiryaq al-nafi‘
bi-idah wa-takmil masa’il jam® al-jawami’, 2 vols. (D@’irat al-Ma‘arif al-Nizamiyya, 1317/1900). That
al-Imam distributed this text in Singapore is mentioned in the front matter of Wujith al-himya. On
the role of Jam" al-jawami"in curricula of higher learning and its status among reformers see Pieter
Coppens, “A Silent ustil Revolution? Al-Qasimi, igtihad, and the Fundamentals of tafstr,” MIDEO 36
(2021): 26, 28.

59 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 2-3.
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the Prophet. This becomes clear from Ibn ‘Aqil’s treatise. Ibn ‘Aqil is also
correct in his judgment that cursing individuals is allowed in the Sunni
tradition according to him — or there is at least a reasonable difference
of opinion on it among the salaf. Ibn Shihab is thus wrong in attacking
him on that as part of his alleged hidden Shiite agenda. Furthermore, he
defends Ibn ‘Aqil’s selection of sources from eminent Sunni historians and
defends his choice of Hadith and sayings from Companions as upright
and reliable.® The larger part of his response consists of citations of accu-
sations from Ibn Shihab to Ibn ‘Aqil, and Aba Bakr b. Shihab al-Din’s argu-
mentation why these are unjust and even manipulative.

Ibn Taymiyya and his Minhaj al-Sunna appear in AbQ Bakr b. Shihab
al-Din’s argumentation on several occasions. His main concern in all cases
appears to be that Ibn Shihab first unjustly frames Ibn ‘Aqil’s positions as
Shiite, and then uses Ibn Taymiyya’s Minhdj al-Sunna to refute that carica-
ture of his actual position.5' To him, Ibn Taymiyya was undoubtedly one
of the so-called nawasib, those who disliked ‘All and his descendants, and
he clearly has a distaste for Ibn Taymiyya’s controversial positions.®? His
view on Minhdj al-Sunna and its author is outright negative: Ibn Taymiyya
insults the Shiites in that work, he claims, and even charges sections of
the Prophetic household who subscribe to the Shiite creed with disbelief.
Ibn Shihab should realize that his own forefathers may be among those
that Ibn Taymiyya targets.®® Ibn Taymiyya should not be trusted when he
claims that most Hadiths on the merits of ‘Ali are forged, that he has not
found a single trustworthy evidence for a higher position of ‘All among
the Companions, and that there are even more proofs for the loftiness
of the first three Caliphs. He blames Ibn Shihab for taking these posi-
tions from Minhaj al-Sunna.** He also rebukes Ibn Shihab for uncritically
accepting Ibn Taymiyya’s claim in Minhdj al-Sunna that al-Bukhari1 did not
narrate from any of the early Shiites. Ihn ‘Aqil actually pointed out in his
treatise that other early corrupt political figures are excluded by scholars
of Hadith, like some Umayyad Caliphs and the Kharijites. The criterion of
exclusion was not Shia Islam, but corruption.% In one case, he mocks Ibn

60 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 4, 70-1, 82-3.

61 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 15-6, 30.

62 Shihab al-Din, Wujiub al-himya, 28, 68-9. On the nawasib, see Husayn, Opposing the Imam.
63 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 10.

64 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 11.

65 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 13.
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Shihab for misrepresenting a position of Ibn ‘Aqil that he poorly refutes in
his own words. He sarcastically remarks that he probably could not find
a befitting passage from Minhaj al-Sunna to refute him and thus resorted
to this manipulation. Also on other occasions, he accuses Ibn Shihab of
attacking Ibn ‘Aqil on futile points that only Ibn Taymiyya holds in Minhaj
al-Sunna, and even of misunderstanding Ibn Taymiyya’s arguments on
certain occasions, where Ibn Taymiyya is actually closer to their point of
view than his.®

Case in point is Ibn Shihab’s usage against Ibn ‘Aqil of Ibn Taymiyya’s
criticism on al-Sharif al-Radr’s (d. 406/1016) Nahj al-balagha (Pinnacle of
Eloquence), a collection of sermons attributed to Imam ‘Al1.% Abd Bakr b.
Shihab al-Din discusses this in the context of his refutation of Ibn Shihab’s
allegation that Ibn ‘Aqil has used dubious historical sources as proof
texts.® In Minhaj al-Sunna, states Ibn Shihab, Ibn Taymiyya made the
claim that the author of Nahj al-baldgha falsely attributed sermons to ‘All,
and that ‘Al was actually too lofty to speak most of the problematic words
found in that work. The sayings found in it that are true in its meaning
and of which it is likely that he could have said them, are simply peren-
nial wisdoms attributed to ‘Ali, and many of them are found in the work
of al-Jahiz (d. ca. 254/868) as well. Were they really ‘All’s sayings, then we
would have known them with a complete chain of transmission (isnad).
Anyone with knowledge of the discipline of Hadith criticism understands
that these are false attributions to ‘Ali, according to Ibn Taymiyya. AbQ
Bakr. b. Shihab al-Din defends Ibn ‘Aqil by firstly emphasizing that his
main proof texts were all from the Qur’an and the Sunna, and that he
only cited Companions and the generation after them (tabi‘n) to interpret
and explain those primary sources. Allegedly dubious historical sources
like Nahj al-balagha are not the core of his argument at all. Secondly,
Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din disagrees with Ibn Taymiyya’s harsh judg-
ment on the authenticity of Nahj al-balagha as the words of ‘All. He notes
how scholars specialized in source criticism (muhaqqiqtn) have always
accepted it as authentic and used it in their own works. Only someone
“burning with a dislike for ‘Ali (nasab) and fanaticism in his heart” would

66 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 17.

67 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 25, 31, 35-6.

68 al-Sharif al-Radi, Nahj al-balagha: The Wisdom and Eloquence of ‘Al, ed./trans. Tahera Qutbuddin
(Brill, 2024).

69 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 37-44.
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deny this according to him. Had scholars engaged with source criticism
really denied its authenticity, then Ibn Taymiyya would surely have been
able to mention them by name, as he, himself was a specialist in the
knowledge discipline of “impugning and approving” (al-jarh wa-l-tadil).
The fact that he had to resort to some obscure lines of poetry to make his
point, proves that Ibn Taymiyya knew his claim was not true and that
he was insincere in his method due to his dislike for ‘Ali (nasab). To Abl
Bakr b. Shihab al-Din this does not come as a surprise, as according to
him Ibn Taymiyya is well-known for playing manipulative games with
the classification of Hadiths to support his problematic claims. According
to him, Minhaj al-Sunna is full of this type of manipulation, clear to see for
everyone who takes the effort to read the work. Furthermore, Abt Bakr
b. Shihab al-Din refers to the positive judgment of Muhammad ‘Abduh (d.
1905) of the authenticity and high quality of Nahj al-balagha as superior
to Ibn Taymiyya’s.”

On Ibn Shihab’s contention that the grand authorities among the
‘Alawis all considered defending Mu‘awiya the correct position, Aba Bakr
b. Shihab al-Din comments that Ibn ‘Aqil was right in his claim that the
grand ‘Alawi scholars always refrained from discussing this issue in pub-
lic, fearing discord (fitna), but that they did show their discontent with
Mu‘awiya in private scholarly meetings. What Ibn ‘Aqil has now pro-
nounced openly, he claims, has always been the privately held ‘Alawi
belief. Ibn Shihab is not properly aware of this according to Aba Bakr b.
Shihab al-Din, because he moved from Tarim at a young age and was not
as deeply immersed in its scholarly circles during his upbringing as they
were. Close reading of the sayings on the Companions of Imam al-Had-
dad shows that he always remained ambiguous on Mu‘awiya and his fol-
lowers, never supplicated for God’s content with them (al-taraddi) in his
writings as he did do with other Companions like ‘A’isha and Zubayr, who
also participated in Muslim in-fighting, and withheld his judgment on
Mu‘awiya publicly. Ibn Shihab has obviously misread Imam al-Haddad,
he adds, whose words according to him are clearly in line with Ibn ‘Aqil’s
position that cursing individuals is allowed.”

70 Shihab al-Din, Wujiab al-himya, 40-2. Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) had a keen interest in Nahj
al-balagha, mainly for teaching students Arabic rhetoric. He edited and published the text in 1885. E1
Shamsy, Islamic Classics, 151.

71 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 47-51, 57-9.
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Abt Bakr b. Shihab al-Din is not charmed by Ibn Shihab’s sarcastic
remark toward Ibn ‘Aqil discussed above, that if he really considers Ibn
Taymiyya to be Shaykh al-Islam he should also adopt his positions on this
particular matter. Even when a scholar makes such grave mistakes, he
can still be addressed as Shaykh al-Islam due to his exceptional schol-
arship on other issues, as is clear in the case of Ibn Taymiyya, “a deeply
immersed scholar, who is erudite and has a lot of knowledge.” Above that,
Ibn ‘Aqll was probably not yet aware of Ibn Taymiyya’s positions on this
issue — which is likely since Minhaj al-Sunna was still fresh in the book
market — he argues, so one cannot blame him for not explicitly distancing
himself from him in this case.”

The political sensitivity of the controversy appears from a fact that
Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din mentions only casually in the conclusion of his
treatise. He addresses the irony that the pro-Mu'awiya stance has always
only existed with the aid of “the sword of oppression.” He compares
the tyrannical behavior and unjust mingling in religious affairs of the
Umayyad dynasty to that of the Ottoman Empire, who forbade Ibn ‘Aqil’s
al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya on their territory. The heads of religion in the Ottoman
Empire are all partisans for Mu‘awiya, he claims, with as their leader “the
former so-called Shaykh al-Islam.” When these religious scholars loyal
to the Ottoman regime failed to match the level of Ibn ‘Aqil in his argu-
mentation, they took their refuge in slandering his work to the ignorant
Ottomans so that the work would be forbidden. The Shaykh al-Islam in
charge was removed from his office shortly after that, as a form of humili-
ation by God for his behavior in this question, the author claims.” Instead
of such vile behavior of seeking censorship through oppressive political
authorities, Aba Bakr b. Shihab al-Din would much rather see a mature

72 Shihab al-Din, Wujub al-himya, 69.

73 Shihab al-Din, Wujib al-himya, 92. The Shaykh al-Islam in question was most likely Mehmet
Ziyaettin Efendi (d. 1918), who was in function for only a few months in 1909, when he had to leave
during the political struggles around the deposition of Sultan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876-1909). For
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Abdul Hamid II and the religious scholars in the Arab cities of the Empire, see Pieter Coppens, “The
‘Mugtahids’ Incident According to al-QasimI’s Memoirs: Introduction and Translation,” MIDEO 36
(2021): 63-97.
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debate among scholars on issues as these, through close investigation of
the relevant proof texts in the Qur’an and the Sunna.™

Al-Qasimi’s al-Radd ‘ala l-nasa’ih al-kafiya

Until now this controversy appeared to be an infight between reform-
minded ‘Alawi scholars living in India and Southeast Asia. The interven-
tion of Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi in the controversy shows that it gained
wider attention among Islamic reformers, however. Al-Qasimi was the
most prominent author from a circle of reformers from late-Ottoman
Damascus that self-defined as “salafi.” He had a wide network of fellow
reformers in other regions of the Muslim world, with whom he corre-
sponded through letters, and whom he often addressed as “salaft” as
well.”> Al-Qasimi played a crucial role in the popularization of the works
of Ibn Taymiyya among his fellow reformers, by consulting his manu-
scripts in the libraries of Damascus and Aleppo, copying them, sharing
them, and having them published for the first time in history through his
network in other cities.”

Al-Qasimi1 first brought up the recent controversy over cursing
Mu‘awiya in 1909, in a letter to his friend and fellow bibliophile in Jeddah,
Muhammad Nasif (d. 1971), who would later finance the publication of
al-Qasim1’s treatise.”” He related to Nasif how he received a treatise from
a Hadrami ‘Alawl on the issue by mail, printed in India — meaning Ibn
‘Aqil’s al-Nasa'ih al-kafiya — and that the author requested him to have a
fair look at it. He said to stand in awe of the author’s capability of reason-
ing based on source texts, despite his criticism on his points of view. When
al-Qasimi wrote down his opinion as a response to the author, he noticed
he just could not stop writing, and suddenly had two notebooks filled.
Al-Qasimi expressed to Nasif how he was impressed by the treatise, and

74 In a footnote the author describes al-Watan as “the journal of the adversary that he established
in Singapore to resist reform and to oppose the reformers, like the man behind al-Manar (i.e. Rashid
Rida), the author of al-Nasa'ih (i.e. Ibn ‘Aqil), and to promote and praise himself as correcting them.”
Shihab al-Din, Wujib al-himya, 93.

75 For an overview of the undecided academic discussion on the meaning of “salaft” in this age of
reform, started by Henri Lauziere, see Pieter Coppens, “Jamal al-Din al-QasimI’s Treatise on Wiping
over Socks and the Rise of a Distinct Salafi Method,” Die Welt des Islams 62, no. 2 (2022): 156n7, 168-74.
76 El Shamsy, Islamic Classics, 177-91.

77 On Muhammad Nasif see El Shamsy, Islamic Classics, 180-81.
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that it is hard not to feel some sympathy for the position of Ibn ‘Aqil when
reading the history of the injustices done to the Prophetic household and
how the era of the Rightly Guided Caliphs ended. However, one becomes
confused when one reads how even for the Companions the issue had its
complexities, and how some of them even refused to pledge allegiance to
‘Al Still, al-Qasimi considered it errant to go against the attitude the salaf
took toward this issue by making it an issue of cursing and offending. He
saw this as non-beneficial for the Ummah and as an affront toward the
first generations and even Companions who unproblematically transmit-
ted knowledge from Mu‘awiya. By writing on this issue, he told Nasif, he
hoped to bring moderation to the issue, and to connect the hearts of the
later generations with those of the earlier generations, by open engage-
ment with everything that is transmitted on the issue and accepting what
is the soundest after serious analysis.”

Al-Qasimi followed the developments of the controversy closely,
through his correspondence with Ibn ‘Aqil, who first sent him his own
treatise, but later also shared the responses of Ibn Shihab and his teacher
Abu Bakr b. Shihab al-Din.”” Al-Qasimi was not particularly impressed
by these responses and had more trust in what he himself had already
written before these, waiting for his friends to review it before publica-
tion. He wrote to his friend Nasif that “there is nothing wrong with a man
expressing his thought, as long as the intention is sound and the purpose
is aiming for the truth. However, what I wrote, praise be to God, is the
decisive argument for the fair-minded. Obstinacy is not useful.”®

To al-Qasimi it was crystal clear that Ibn ‘Aqil followed the position
of the Shiites of Yemen (the Zaydiyya), the Imamis, and the Mutazilites on
the question of cursing Mu‘awiya. Despite disagreeing with his position

78 Zafir al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi wa-‘asruhu (al-Matba‘a al-Hashimiyya, 1965), 602-03.

79 The Damascene reformist journal al-Mugqtabas also briefly discussed the treatises in its regular
section on newly published books, proof that this ‘Alaw1 controversy in Singapore and Hyderabad did
not escape the attention of the local circle of reformers that al-Qasimi was part of. In his short review
of Wujub al-himya, the editor of al-Muqtabas Muhammad Kurd ‘All (d. 1953) expressed his hope
that this would be the last treatise on this issue, because the worldwide Muslim community needed
its intellectual energies for other more urgent things to reach its revival, and this matter had no
value anymore. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, “Makhtatat wa-matbt‘at: al-nasa’ih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla
Mu‘awiya,” al-Mugqtabas 5, no. 2 (1328/1910): 158-59; Muhammad Kurd ‘Al1, “Makhtutat wa-matba‘at:
naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya,” al-Mugqtabas 5, no. 6 (1328/1910): 524-25; Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, “Makhtutat
wa-matbti'at: wujub al-himya ‘an madarr al-ruqya,” al-Muqtabas 6, no. 2 (1329/1911): 175.

80 Z.al-Qasimi, Jamal al-Din, 615, 617.
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vehemently, al-Qasimi took a significantly different approach in refuting
him than the polemical style of al-Ruqya al-shafiya and Wujiib al-himya.
Al-Qasimi expressed in the introduction of his treatise that he stood in
awe for how thorough Ibn ‘Aqil was in addressing the issue, his intellec-
tual freedom, and the high level he had reached in his ijtihad on the mat-
ter. He claimed to seek a fair and thorough scholarly discussion based on
mutual respect between scholars, not based on emotional arguments, but
only on proper analysis of proof texts. He declared that he was looking for
unity and cooperation and that he hoped to guide Ibn ‘Aqil to the correct
position, the way of the first generations (madhhab al-salaf) on the issue.
He showed himself surprised that many of Ibn ‘Aqil’s opponents thought
he opened an issue that was never discussed before, while so many ear-
lier authorities had addressed the issue in a variety of ways, in texts that
were by then printed and widespread. Even al-Subki’s Jam‘al-jawami’, the
earlier mentioned, relatively late text on ustl al-figh, widely studied all
over the Muslim world, noted the difference of opinion on the issue. The
scholars among the salaf always had a free and open-minded approach in
truth-seeking, being willing to learn from anyone, honestly scrutinizing
all available sources, whatever the conviction of the author or transmit-
ter was. This was the approach that al-Qasim1 hoped to re-instill in this
treatise, bringing people to a fair and balanced position on this matter.5!
In the response of Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi, the positions of Ibn
Taymiyya on the issue took center stage, together with the positions of
most notably the Andalusian Zahir1 scholar ‘All b. Ahmad Ibn Hazm (d.
456/1064), Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, and to a lesser extent Ibn Taymiyya’s
most prominent student Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya and the Yemeni scholar
Muhammad b. Murtada al-Yamani (better known as Ibn al-Wazir, d.
840/1436), a former Zaydi who worked in more or less the same Hadith-
oriented tradition as Ibn Taymiyya.®? Al-Qasimi praised the positions of
Ibn Hazm and al-Ghazali in particular, and Ibn Hazm is the most

81 Qasimi, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 2-8.

82 al-Qasimi is known for hardly writing in his own original composition, but mainly citing earlier
authorities to make his point, something for which he would later be criticized by other reformers.
See Coppens, “Silent usiil Revolution,” 52. On the link between Ibn al-Wazir and Ibn Taymiyya, see Jon
Hoover, “Withholding Judgment on Islamic Universalism: Ibn al-Wazir (d. 840/1436) on the Duration
and Purpose of Hell-Fire,” in Locating Hell in Islamic Traditions, ed. Christian Lange (Brill, 2016),
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dominant voice throughout the treatise, even more than Ibn Taymiyya.
Al-Qasim?’s most important source from Ibn Taymiyya’s oeuvre on this
particular issue appears to have been his Minhaj al-Sunna.

Al-Qasimi1 draws upon Ibn Taymiyya in answering seven of the four-
teen issues addressed in his treatise. On whether one is allowed to curse
individuals (issue 3), al-Qasimi prefers the position that it is disliked
and should be shunned. He quotes Ibn Taymiyya to have said in Minhaj
al-Sunna that the Prophetic way of cursing was always of groups with spe-
cific characteristics (i.e. “may God curse thieves”), not specific persons.
One should be careful in cursing individuals, because once this becomes
normal, most dead Muslims would be cursed. God has ordered us to pray
for dead Muslims, not curse them.®* He further quotes Ibn Taymiyya on
the point that one cannot use weak (daTf) narrations as proof texts for
creed or law, only for virtuous acts (fadail al-amal) (issue 4); and that
one cannot declare people sinners and deviants without consensus: con-
sensus cannot be claimed on this issue according to Ibn Taymiyya, since
only half the Ummah pledged allegiance to ‘Ali (issue 6).%5 Al-Qasimi uses
a long quote from Minhaj al-Sunna to argue that religious brotherhood is
not dismissed because of major sins (issue 7). In this quote, Ibn Taymiyya
states that from prophetic narrations, it becomes clear it would have
been better if both parties had not fought each other. Although ‘Ali was in
the right, he should not have mobilized, that would have made him even
better and more correct. The way of the people of the Sunna is to pray
for the mercy of all deceased Muslims. There is no other solution, since
both the partisans for ‘All and the partisans for Mu‘awiya can claim about
the other party that they drew their swords unjustly against their fellow
Muslims.® On the issue of whether Mu‘awiya had the status of mujtahid
and his battle with ‘Ali was thus legitimate even it if it was a mistake in his
ijtihad (issue 9), he quotes Minhdj al-Sunna as proof that Mu‘awiya indeed
was a mujtahid and a proper faqth who also transmitted Hadiths. Even
if he was wrong in his ijtihad, this would not make him an infidel, and

83 On al-QasimI’s engagement with Ibn Hazm, whose works were a novel phenomenon for the
reformers in this age, as were the works of Ibn Taymiyya, see Coppens, “Silent usil Revolution,” 34;
Coppens, “Wiping over Socks,” 158, 175.

84 Qasimi, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 10-11.

85 Qasiml, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 12-13, 18. See Jonathan A.C. Brown, “Even if It’s Not True It’s
True: Using Unreliable Hadiths in Sunni Islam,” Islamic Law and Society 18 (2011): 1-52.

86 Qasimi, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 19-20.
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forgiveness and reconciliation would still be required per Qur’anic com-
mand. As believers, their transgression can be undone in many ways, like
repentance, virtuous acts, intercession of the Prophet, and supplication
from the believers.®’” On the very late conversion of Mu‘awiya at the con-
quest of Mecca, doubt about his intentions and the nature of his caliphate
as the installation of an oppressive kingship (issue 10), al-Qasimi repeats
the same position on Mu‘awiya as a mujtahid with mistakes and even with
great sins (kaba’ir) for which forgiveness is possible, and that does not
place him outside the boundaries of Islam.®® On Mu‘awiya’s success in his
expeditions against the Roman Empire as wiping out his other mistakes
(issue 11), he quotes Ibn Taymiyya to stress that all individuals participat-
ing in these wars are forgiven for their past mistakes. Mu‘awiya’s army
was the first to attack Constantinople, which is a guarantee for forgive-
ness according to a Hadith in al-Bukhar?’s Sahth. This forgiveness of the
individuals partaking in these wars has precedence over a collective curs-
ing of all who chose the side of Mu‘awiya in the infight against ‘Al1.*°

It has recently been proposed that al-Qasim1’s embrace of the ideas
of Ibn Taymiyya was an attempt to push for an “egalitarian religious
epistemology,” and that the interest in Ibn Taymiyya among early twenti-
eth-century reformers like al-Qasimi was mainly because they saw him as
a model of broad erudition. What mattered to al-Qasim1 and his scholarly
peers was “not what to think, but how to argue.”®® This particular trea-
tise from al-Qasimi may prove that to be true for his case. The recurring
theme throughout the treatise of al-Qasimi is the value of open academic
debate on religious issues, and defense of the right of Ibn ‘Aqil to inves-
tigate controversial matters of religion with full intellectual freedom.
Al-Qasimi repeatedly presents that attitude as predominant among the
scholars of the salaf. In this treatise, he used Ibn Taymiyya for exactly that
- laying the groundwork for the rules of argumentation for a multifac-
eted, plural, and transregional movement of Islamic reformers. Islamic
debate now had an international public sphere due to the rise of print,
which needed new rules of engagement with each other, a shared herme-
neutical framework. To al-Qasimi, I would argue, it made sense to make

87 Qasimi, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 29, 31.

88 Qasiml, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 32-3.

89 Qasimi, Naqd al-nasa’ih al-kafiya, 35.

90 El Shamsy, Islamic Classics, 198; Coppens, “Silent usal Revolution,” 35-6, 45-9.
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this framework as egalitarian as possible: a purely philological approach
from the likes of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Hazm ruled out dubious authority
claims by taking allegedly clearly understandable texts as the only ref-
eree for truth and falsehood, equally accessible to all who showed the
proper dedication to acquire knowledge of the corpus of source texts and
the rules of engagement with them. Religious authority would then no
longer depend on unverifiable things like mystical insight, on rational
faculties that were unequally divided over people and created their own
hierarchies, or a bloodline that went back to the Prophet as the ‘Alawl
sada wished to maintain.

The political implications of al-Qasim?’s appropriation of Ibn
Taymiyya were thus different from the political goals of Ibn Taymiyya
himself in his age. Where for Ibn Taymiyya in his treatment of the issue
of Mu‘awiya loyalty to the Mamluks was at stake and discouragement of
rebellion, al-Qasimi rather sought to create space for open intellectual
debate in an oppressive climate due to Ottoman curtailment of the public
sphere. He did not seek rebellion per se but did seek a sphere of inde-
pendence for scholars and a more egalitarian society, in which one’s sta-
tus as a religious scholar was based on one’s knowledge and argumenta-
tion, and where Prophetic lineage did not guarantee a special religious
and social status, as was the case among the ‘Alawis. As expressed by
Rashid Rida, the culture of honoring the shurafa’ among the ‘Alawiyya
had far-reaching consequences for the social fabric and led to hierarchies
within society that were at odds with the notion of equality that was ris-
ing in popularity together with the concept of democracy.*

The Aftermath in al-Manar

In 1910, Rashid Rida’s famous journal al-Manar received a concerned let-
ter from Hasan b. ‘Alaw1 Ibn Shihab, the author of al-Ruqya al-shdfiya,
about the controversy surrounding Ibn Taymiyya. The month before,
Rida had given a lengthy answer to a question from Batavia about the
new trend in Java to reject taqlid and call for ijtihad based on the Qur’an
and the Sunna. In his answer, he spoke about the Batavian ‘Alawi scholar
‘Uthman b. ‘Aqil’s (d. 1914) resistance against propagating Ibn Taymiyya’s

91 Rida, “Ibn ‘Aqil,” 240.
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ideas in the Indonesian archipelago.”? Sayyid Uthman based his judg-
ment about Ibn Taymiyya solely on the polemics of Ibn Hajar al-Haytami
al-Makki (d. 974/1566) against his ideas. Rida considered this unjust and
ill-informed.*® Rida’s response had annoyed Ibn Shihab. In his letter to
Rida, he points out that the Muslims in his country are so ignorant, that
they have never heard of Ibn Taymiyya, nor of terms like ijtihad and taqlid,
and that the proponents of his thought are the first to even mention his
name in the Singaporean context. In Rida’s reflections on this latest letter
from Ibn Shihab in al-Manar, he felt the need to make his position on
Mu'awiya a bit clearer than he initially did in his fatwa. He did reiterate
that he refuses to curse Mu‘awiya but was eager to stress that he, himself
was a sayyid, and that he was loyal to ‘All rather than to Mu‘awiya and his
followers. He quoted his late father approvingly to have said: “Neither do
we love Mu‘awiya, nor do we curse him.” Although he had not yet found
the time to read Ibn ‘Aqil’s treatise, he did agree that it was impossible
to love Mu‘awiya while he had been unjust toward their forefather ‘All
and rebelled against him, which led to the infights (fitan, sing. fitna) that
had become characteristic of the first century of Islam and to the change
“from a model of consultation (shiira) to a model of personal tyrannical
leadership that turned the interests of the Ummah into something to
be inherited by the nearest relative, even if the whole Ummah despises
that.” To Rida, this was a defining moment for the Ummah, and the root of
all later religious and worldly problems. He did stick to his earlier point
that discussing this matter was not in the best interest of the Muslims. He
therefore advised the Muslims of Java and Singapore to leave this contro-
versy behind them. The issue was not pressing enough to cause mutual
enmity and division, which was more harmful than having a wrong opin-
ion on the matter. Rida was afraid that Ibn Shihab’s treatise in response
to Ibn ‘Aqil would only make matters worse, especially because it was so
clearly polemical.*

In later issues of al-Manar, Rida addressed the controversy again. In
1911 he gave an overview of the treatises written in the controversy. In
this overview, he defended Ibn ‘Aqil as a well-intended Sunni reformer,

92 On the debate between Sayyid ‘Uthman and Rida, see Kaptein, Sayyid Uthman, 161-89.

93 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “Ansar al-bida® wa-l-tagalid wa-kutubuhum,” al-Manar 12, no. 8
(1327/1909): 614-23.

94 Rida, “Tafarrug,” 953-55.
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who only sought to collect everything that was said in the books of the
Hadith scholars and historians on the status of Mu‘awiya as a transmit-
ter of Hadith and on his unjust rebellion against ‘All. He expressed his
difference of opinion with Ibn ‘Aqil on cursing Mu‘awiya once more but
stressed that this difference of opinion was legitimate and not an issue
for him. He did regret that Ibn ‘Aqil published his treatise as a response
to Rida’s fatwa, because of the social unrest and division that it caused.
Ibn ‘Aqil did not agree with him that he should not publish it back then
but now did admit that he underestimated the consequences. Still, he felt
the benefits of publishing it were more numerous than its harms. In the
same overview, Rida expressed his strong dislike for Ibn Shihab’s Ruqya.
He considered Ibn Shihab’s accusation of being a Shiite toward Ibn ‘Aqil
unfounded. He accused Ibn Shihab of inciting a smear campaign against
his fellow ‘Alawi scholar Ibn ‘Aqil, out of personal jealousy for Ibn ‘Aqil’s
high standing as a scholar among the Hadramis and other Muslims, both
in their home base Singapore and globally. He now used this controversy
to make himself more important. Not only did he write to al-Manar about
this treatise repeatedly, but he apparently also wrote letters to other
Islamic scholars around the world to convince them of the evil positions
taken in Ibn ‘Aqil’s treatise. This constant criticism materialized in al-Shi-
hab’s own treatise on the issue according to Rida. He had a distaste for
Ibn Shihab’s style in this controversy, suggesting it was motivated by his
lower desires instead of upright scholarly inquiry and a genuine search
for truth. When Rida refused to further engage in the controversy, Ibn
Shihab and his fellow travelers considered Rida their enemy. When Rida
read parts of Aba Bakr b. Shihab al-Din’s Wujiub al-himya, it appeared to
him how weak Ibn Shihab was as a scholar compared to Ibn ‘Aqil, and
that he was not only ignorant, but indeed also very jealous and motivated
by lower desires. Rida was most charmed by al-QasimI’s response, which
he considered fair and balanced, with the utmost respect for Ibn ‘Aqil
as a scholar and written as an invitation to open dialogue based on evi-
dence, without any motivation from lower desires. Rida noted how al-Qa-
sim1 mainly used the controversy to make some general points about the
proper application of the usiil of the knowledge disciplines of figh, Hadith,
and disputation (munazara), thus really focusing on the content of the
argument.® Still, Rida felt that al-QasimI presented a one-sided version

95 This corresponds with al-QasimI’s publication efforts. Coppens, “Silent usiil Revolution.”
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of the events, and thus ironically did something similar to Ibn ‘Aqil in
his attempt to correct him. However, al-Qasim1 did set the right tone that
should be followed when discussing such matters, concludes Rida.*

Conclusion

This debate proves that it was not yet clear to Islamic reformers glob-
ally in this age what exactly should be the method to follow in source
criticism, legal reasoning, and proper disputation. This was actively
negotiated among them in an increasingly connected as well as diverse
international network of reform-minded scholars. The fact that a
Hadrami-‘Alaw1 scholar like Ibn ‘Aqil could raise this controversy on the
status of Mu‘awiya in the first place, was exactly because of the reformist
rhetoric of a return to the Qur’an and the Sunna and the earliest genera-
tions of Muslim scholars, combined with a dismissal of dogmatically fol-
lowing the tradition as established by later scholars who were bounded
by their doctrinal school. Ibn ‘Aqil was part of this same discourse, mean-
while remaining loyal to his Hadrami-‘Alaw1 identity and tradition. He
showed that following this method of reform could also lead to revisions
of certain established Sunni norms that were a bridge too far for other
reformers but were closer to what the Hadrami-‘Alawis had more or less
secretly professed for centuries as a minority position but now deserved
to be professed openly under the banner of this method of reform. The
mild response of al-Qasimi should be understood in this light: he recog-
nized the integrity of Ibn ‘Aqil’s method and considered it similar to his
own. To him scholarly integrity in truth-seeking had preference over
acceptance of dogmatic stances, even if this could cause social unrest. In
this more “purist” approach al-Qasimi was different from Rida, who pre-
ferred to eschew the topic out of concern for the common interest of the
worldwide Muslim community.”’

Given the significance ‘Alawl scholars gave to their own identity
as descendants of the Prophet and the role it played in their spiritual

96 Muhammad Rashid Rida, “Kitab al-nasa’ih al-kafiya wa-l-rudad ‘alayhi wa-l-intisar lahu,” al-Manar
14, no. 4 (1329/1911): 314-16.
97 Dyala Hamzah, “From ilm to sihafa or the Politics of the Public Interest (maslaha): Muhammad
Rashid Rida and his Journal al-Manar,” in The Making of the Arab Intellectual: Empire, Public Sphere
and the Colonial Coordinates of Selfhood, ed. Dyala Hamzah (Routledge, 2013), 90-127; Coppens,
“Wiping over Socks,” 154-87.
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organization and social stratification, this demand of love for members
of the Prophetic household does not come as a surprise.*® Love for the
Prophetic household also meant love for them, and an ascertainment of
their special social standing and religious authority. However, the global
community of ‘Alaw1 scholars appeared to be differing on this special
standing of the sada themselves now, leading to a religious rift in their
own circles over the issue. The non-sada among the Hadramis became
increasingly annoyed about the privileges the sada among them had.”
In these tensions, al-Mandar and Rashid Rida also played a role. A fatwa
from Rashid Rida in al-Manar allowed a sharifa to marry a non-sayyid, an
affront to the ‘Alaw1 tradition of only marrying their social equals (kaf-
a'a).'® Rida was critical of Ibn ‘Aqil’s partisanship for his identity as a
sayyid, an issue in which his independent mind did not sufficiently show
according to Rida.'** The position of the sada became such a big issue that
non-sayyid reformers established their own organization in 1914, al-Ir-
shad, establishing their own educational program in the archipelago, that
Ibn ‘Aqil vehemently opposed.’®? The fierce responses Ibn ‘Aqil received
from his own circles should, I believe, be understood in that light.
Noteworthy is the complete lack of mention of the epithet “salaft” in
all treatises under discussion. We know for a fact that epithet had gained
in importance in the network of al-Qasimi and Rida in this time, and that
it was used transregionally in their letter correspondences. There is dif-
ference of opinion as to what it exactly signified in that time, however.
Did it only signify a theological commitment, as it historically always had,
or was it also slowly changing into a reference to a method in figh that
was not bounded to the postclassical schools of law, or even a broader
attitude toward Islamic knowledge?'®® That the epithet does not show
up in these treatises and the related private and public correspondence

98 See Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea, 16-8.

99 Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea, 139-42.
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ally always disagreed with the mainstream Ash‘arite and Shafi‘ite positions on certain issues, despite
being Ash‘arites and Shafi‘ites themselves. The issue of Mu‘awiya is comparable in their specific local
tradition according to him. Ibn ‘Aqil, Nasa'ih, 202.
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between the involved scholars in the controversy over Mu‘awiya, may
indicate that for the ‘Alaw1 scholars involved it was not an attractive epi-
thet to use, perhaps due to its theological associations.

The global Islamic reform movement in the 1900s was multifaceted,
with a shared concern for educational and societal reform. Despite a
claim to a shared method of “returning to the Qur’an and the Sunna” and
an orientation toward the salaf, differences of opinion among these reform-
ers could be deep and harsh, as this controversy shows. The label “salafi”
and the related hermeneutical method did not encompass all facets of this
movement. The case of the ‘Alawis shows that despite the imaginary of a
shared method and shared ultimate interest in reform, it did not neces-
sarily go hand-in-glove with traditionist theology (the madhhab al-salaf),
and that the viewpoints of the recent rediscovery Ibn Taymiyya were cer-
tainly not self-evidently adopted by all.'*
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CHAPTER 8
Ibn Taymiyya between Fact and Fiction in
Modern Turkey: A Special Reference to Necip
Fazil Kisakurek’s (1905-1983) Perception of Ibn
Taymiyya

Kadir Gombeyaz

Abstract

This study explores the evolving image of Ibn Taymiyya in modern Turkish thought, focus-
ing on the writings of poet and thinker Necip Fazil Kisakiirek (1904-1983). Often linked with
Wahhabism and Salafism, Ibn Taymiyya has been portrayed in polarized ways - either as
a reformer or a threat to traditional Islam. In his 1970s work Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart,
Kisakirek harshly criticized Ibn Taymiyya, depicting him as a rationalist and corrupter of
faith. This paper investigates the roots and context of Kisakiirek’s portrayal, while also high-
lighting the broader spectrum of Ibn Taymiyya’s reception in Turkey, from popular admi-
ration to academic reassessment. It concludes by examining whether Turkish discourse has

moved toward a more nuanced and historically informed view of his legacy.

KeYWOI‘dS: Ibn Taymiyya; Modern Turkey; Necip Fazil Kisakiirek; Wahhabism; Dogru
Yolun Sapik Kollart

Introduction

The present study examines the perceptions of Ibn Taymiyya, a contro-
versial Muslim scholar, within modern Turkey by both the general popu-
lace and the academic community. It specifically focuses on the remarks
and evaluations of Necip Fazil Kisakiirek (1905-1983), a poet and thinker
who was influential in modern Turkey with his ideas and activities, about
Ibn Taymiyya. Kisakiirek is intentionally selected for this focus because
of his significant impact within nationalist-conservative circles as well as
religious-Islamic communities in Turkey. His influence in shaping the ide-
ologies of these groups and their emergence as effective parts of Turkish
society cannot be overlooked. These groups also attempt to base their
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ideologies and stances on his poems and statements. Therefore, under-
standing the nationalist-conservative and religious segments in modern
Turkey since the founding of the Republic in 1923 necessitates reading
and comprehending Kisakirek. Thus, Kisakiirek serves as one of the most
ideal examples to understand the perception of Ibn Taymiyya in modern
Turkey, especially given that some of his works, those presenting sectar-
ianism in Islamic history in his poetic language and perspective, particu-
larly Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart (The Deviant Branches of the Right Path),!
include evaluations about Ibn Taymiyya, making our selection even more
meaningful and functional.

Kisakiirek’s view of Ibn Taymiyya is largely negative. However, the
fact that Kisakiirek has a decisive and lasting effect in Turkey’s political
and social memory does not mean that all segments in modern Turkey
share the same negative view toward Ibn Taymiyya. In some circles, Ibn
Taymiyya and his thoughts have been respected, with nearly all his works
translated into Turkish. While some describe Ibn Taymiyya as a radical
or extremist figure, others see him as a great scholar who purified Islam
from superstitions. In academic circles, both Ibn Taymiyya himself and
his views, as well as his impacts in later periods, have been studied at an
academic level and manner. This study will provide a general outline of
different perspectives toward Ibn Taymiyya in modern Turkey but will
first present and summarize Kisakiirek’s approach following a brief over-
view of his biography.

1. Necip Fazil Kisakiirek

Necip Fazil Kisakiirek was born in Istanbul in 1904 as a citizen of the
Ottoman Empire. He developed an interest in literature while studying

1 According to Asim Oz, known for his work on Islamist thought in Turkey, “Necip Fazil’s views on
contemporary Muslim thought can be placed under the auspices of his book, The Deviant Branches of
the Right Path; this title is also of great importance because of its title, which shows his almost com-
plete perspective on the names he judges in his different works. Necip Fazil’s logical and psycholog-
ical fortress can only be penetrated through the approaches presented in the aforementioned book.
Therefore, this book has a ‘metaphorical’ world of meaning beyond being considered only as a work.”
See: Asim Oz, “Necip Fazil'in Cagdag Miisliiman Diisiiniirlerle Hesaplagmasi Uzerine [On Necip Fazil’s
Reckoning with Contemporary Muslim Thinkers]”, in Necip Fazil Kitabt ‘Kalir Dudaklarda Sarkimiz
Bizim, Sempozyum Tebligleri, ed. Asim Oz, ismail Kara, and Aykut Ertugrul (Zeytinburnu Belediyesi
Kiiltiir Yayinlari, 2015), 409.
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at Galatasaray High School and enrolled in the Philosophy Department of
Istanbul Darulfiinun in 1921. Following the establishment of the Turkish
Republic in 1923, he was selected in 1924 to study in Europe as part of the
first group of students sent abroad by the Ministry of National Education.
He attended Sorbonne University in Paris, where he met the intuitive
and mystical philosopher Henri Bergson. However, his time in Paris was
marked by a bohemian lifestyle, including gambling and struggles with
alcohol and gambling addiction, which eventually led to the termination
of his scholarship. Upon returning to Turkey, he continued his bohemian
life for a while.

The year 1934 was a turning point in Kisaktirek’s life when he met
Abdilhakim Arvasi, a Nagshbandi shaykh, and underwent a signifi-
cant intellectual and spiritual transformation. In 1943, he published the
“Buylk Dogu [The Great East]” magazine, reflecting his political thoughts
and opposition to Turkish modernization efforts. The magazine, which
ran until 1978, was the period’s sole Islamist publication and formed the
basis of the “Buyik Dogu Movement” he led. This movement also rep-
resented an anti-communist stance during the Cold War. Additionally,
Kisakiirek became politically active, giving lectures across Anatolia and
facing political persecution, including convictions. His work spanned
poetry, theater, stories, novels, memoirs, as well as religious, mystical,
political, and historical writings.?

Kisakiirek’s intellectual journey can be divided into three phases:
his early “bohemian period,” a “progress and development period” after
turning thirty and embracing religion, and a “political struggle and action
period” starting in the 1960s. He emphasized the importance of reli-
gious, national, and moral values, which he believed were sidelined by
the Westernization efforts since the Tanzimat period and became more
oppressive with the establishment of the Republic.®

2 Most articles about Kisakiirek have been written in Turkish. For detailed information about his life,
see: M. Orhan Okay, “Kisakiirek, Necip Fazil,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi islam Ansiklopedisi [Turkish
Religious Foundation Encyclopedia of Islam] (TDV Yayinlari, 2002), 25:484-488.

3 Erdal Sahin, “Necip Fazil Kisakiirek’in Diisiince Ekseni ve Siyasi Aksiyonu [The Thought Axis and
Political Action of Necip Fazil Kisakiirek],” Celal Bayar Universitesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 17, no. 4
(2019): 3, https://doi.org/10.18026/cbayarsos.471865.
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2. Kisakiirek’s Perception of Ihn Taymiyya

To understand Kisakiirek’s perception of Ibn Taymiyya, it’s crucial to
focus on his work Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart*, which addresses polit-
ical and doctrinal splits within the Islamic community. This book, in
the style of modern heresiography, examines early disputes among the
Companions of the Prophet Muhammad and the resulting sectarianism.
Kisakiirek attempts to present these disagreements as differences in legal
reasoning without opening the Companions to criticism, while other sects
are strongly criticized. The work is noted for its normative character and
ideological approach, presented through a distinct literary style, rather
than a historical analysis.

According to Kisakirek, history of Islamic thought is divided into
two periods regarding the formation of deviant groups. He labels the first
period as the “era of delirious reason,” spanning from the emergence
of sects like the Kharijites, Shia, and Mutazilites, up to Hasan Sabbah’s
esotericism. This era is characterized by various delusions grounded in
reason. The subsequent period, which he terms the “age of rational delu-
sion,” reached a materialistic interpretation of Islam in his own time, ini-
tiated by Ibn Taymiyya, whom he views as the first to offer a destructively
materialistic perspective on Islam.’

Kisakirek critiques the respect and reverence Ibn Taymiyya received
in certain Islamic encyclopedias of his time, particularly pointing to the
Turkish translation of Brill’s Encyclopedia of Islam: The First Edition,
enhanced with additional articles by Turkey’s Ministry of National
Education. He also mentions Ihn Taymiyya’s significant esteem among
certain religious groups and individuals issuing fatwas during his era.
Kisakirek laments the lack of recognition for a great saint’s description of
Ibn Taymiyya as a “heretic destroying religion from within” and regrets
the absence of an antidote against “this creed’s scorpion poison.”®

Kisakirek describes Ibn Taymiyya as a “donkey laden with books”
for attacking a wisdom genius like al-Imam al-Ghazali and accusing
him of ignorance in Hadith science. He warns not to be deceived by Ibn

4 The first edition of the work was published in 1978. The 24th edition (September 2021) of the work,
which has been published in many printings to date, will be used throughout this study.

5 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart (Biiyiik Dogu Yayinlari, 2021), 105.

6 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollari, 106.
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Taymiyya’s refutations against deviant sects, which might lead some to
mistake him for a Sunni thinker. Kisakiirek characterizes his works as
“chocolate boxes hiding a bomb” and labels the author of Kitab al-iman
as a delusional figure who murders spiritual perception and “an unbe-
liever hidden behind the veil of truth.” Viewing Ibn Taymiyya’s literal
interpretations of the anthropomorphic expressions mentioned in the
Qur’an and hadith, accusations of polytheism toward mysticism and saint
veneration as actions of polytheism, besides some of his fatwas and his
accusing al-Ghazali and Ibn ‘Arabi of blasphemy, Kisakiirek considers it
as the most sensitive danger point and unluckiness. Ultimately, he criti-
cizes Ibn Taymiyya for lacking any insight or intuition beyond the five
senses, branding him as “spiritually blind and lame.””

Kisakirek targets Ibn Taymiyya primarily because he sees him
as facilitating the adoption of Western materialism within the Islamic
world, thus undermining Islam at its core. He argues that Ibn Taymiyya,
whom he considers unworthy of attention, cannot simply be ignored due
to the significant influence he had, particularly in inspiring Wahhabism
and reformers like Muhammad ‘Abduh.

It is understood from Kisakirek’s own statements that behind this
reaction lies the positive presentation and evaluation of Ibn Taymiyya by
The Encyclopedia of Islam published by the Ministry of National Education
of the Republic of Turkey, which “seems to speak in the language of the
Sunni Islam.” According to Kisakiirek, Muhammad ‘Abdah’s “Egyptian
Reform Party” warmly embraced Ibn Taymiyya’s works, viewing him as a
pioneer of the reform movement, thereby positioning Ihn Taymiyya as a
principal disruptor within Islam.?

Kisakiirek’s criticism of Ibn Taymiyya appears to be significantly
influenced by Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s (1703-1792) practical
implementation of Ibn Taymiyya’s teachings, which played a crucial role
in the foundation of Wahhabism. Kisakiirek views Wahhabism’s actions,
such as destroying the graves of companions, as one of the darkest forms
of disbelief and a treacherous application of Ibn Taymiyya’s views.®
According to him, Wahhabism emerged as a movement that rebelled
against the Ottoman Empire, “the sole Islamic power of its time,” seeking

7 For his evaluations, see: Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart, 106-107.
8 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart, 108-109.
9 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart, 125.
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to undermine it from within. Like Lenin applied Marx’s ideas, Wahhabis
implemented Ibn Taymiyya’s teachings.’® Wahhabism is described as a
form of Islamic materialism, which ironically leads to the denial of God,
the ultimate end of materialism. However, Wahhabis claim to recognize
and rightly understand God, contradicting their materialistic approach
by completely denying Sufism.!

Another reason for Kisakiirek’s opposition to Ibn Taymiyya is his
animosity toward Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad ‘Abduh. He
likens them to “clowns wearing turbans painted by Western painters,”!2
indicating their adoption of Western influences. Kisakiirek claims these
two were part of the Masonic circles in Egypt. This perspective reflects
Kisakiirek’s broader critique of Islamic reformers who, in his view, com-
promised Islamic values under Western influence.

Among those targeted by Kisakiirek is Mawdudi, whom he calls
“Merdudi [Mardudi (The Refused)]” and criticizes for devout following
of Ihn Taymiyya. Mawdudl’'s advocacy for unifying sects and his opposi-
tion to the four Sunni schools of thought, alongside his criticism of Sunni
scholars, underscores Kisakiirek’s view of him as dangerous. Additionally,
Muhammad Hamidullah, whom Kisakiirek derisively calls “Baidullah
[Ba‘idullah (The one distant from God)],” is labeled a “dwarf thinker,” crit-
icized for his welcomed presence in Turkish universities because his book
Islam Peygamberi (The Prophet of Islam) is so dangerous according to him.
Sayyid Qutb, initially supported by Kisakiirek but later rejected upon real-
izing his admiration for Ibn Taymiyya, and Musa Jarullah Bigiev, with his
dangerous reliance on Ibn Taymiyya, are also mentioned as problematic
figures.'s

2.1 Background of Kisakiirek’s Perception of Ibn Taymiyya
Kisakiirek’s negative perception of Ibn Taymiyya is driven by several
factors:

10 Kisakirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollari, 124.

11 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart, 126.

12 Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun Sapik Kollart, 152.

13 For his evaluations of Mawdadi, Hamidullah, Sayyid Qutb and Bigiev, see: Kisakiirek, Dogru Yolun
Sapik Kollart, 155-158.
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1. Opposition to Wahhabism, which uses Ibn Taymiyya as a pri-
mary reference,

2. Deep opposition to Islamic modernists and reformers, who also
regard Ibn Taymiyya highly,

3. The anti-Sufi stance of both groups, with Ibn Taymiyya as their
key reference,

4. Their opposition to the four Sunni schools and the concept of
madhhab, which Kisakiirek labels as mezhepsizlik (la madhha-
biyya/the refusal of submitting oneself to a theological/legal
school), with Ihn Taymiyya as the main reference for this stance,

5. The transformation in his life and views after meeting the
Nagshbandi shaykh Abdilhakim Arvasi,

6. His struggle against Westernization, viewing both Wahhabism
and reformism as Western projects to corrupt Islam.

Kisakirek’s critiques of Ihn Taymiyya are not rooted in academic
reasons but in ideological and emotional factors. Lacking the proficiency
to read Ibn Taymiyya’s works in their original languages, Kisakiirek does
not aim to understand or familiarize himself with Ibn Taymiyya directly.
Instead, he perceives Ibn Taymiyya through the lens of the groups he
opposes,! fitting him into his own narrative of history, where he interp-
rets Islamic history through the dichotomy of spirituality versus materia-
lism. Consequently, Kisakiirek places Ibn Taymiyya alongside movements
he views as harmful, such as the Wahhabi-Salafl and reformist-Islamist
lines, seeing them all as part of the same problematic camp. His stance
on Ibn Taymiyya should be considered within the context of the left-ri-
ght polarization in Turkey and the bipolar world of the Cold War era
and should be seen as the product of an ideological perspective. He was
extremely opposed to the understanding of Islamism that came through
translations from outside Turkey from the 1960s onwards.'> Kisakiirek
considered reformist figures like Mawdadji, Sayyid Qutb, and Muhammad
Hamidullah as significant threats, labeling Ibn Taymiyya as the source
of such reformist movements and accusing him of “showing not how to

14 Ahmet Yalcn, Selefi Diisiince’nin Tarihsel Gelisiminde Ibn Teymiyye [Ibn Taymiyya in the Historical
Development of Salafi Thought] (Kimlik Yayinlari, 2020), 234.

15 Mahmut Hakki Akin, “Muhafazakar Siyasal Kiltiirde Bir Sembol Olarak Necip Fazil Kisakiirek
[Necip Fazil Kisakiirek as a Symbol in Conservative Political Culture],” Muhafazakar Diigiince Dergisi
10, no. 39 (2014): 40.
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believe in the Prophet but how not to.”* We find the expressions that best
reflect his perception in the following lines:

Today’s greatest menace to Islam is not those who attempt to destroy it from
the outside and directly, but those who seek to ruin it from within, treating
their actions as a form of repair, correction, and renewal...

These “reformers,” grounded in the temperament of a barren intellect from
centuries ago (Ibn Taymiyya), have through Wahhabism and later through
the likes of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad ‘Abduh, plunged into a
mire of misunderstanding, trying to support Islam like a crumbling building
with external props, thus revealing their hidden doubts and distrust in Islam.
Figures like Hamidullah and Mawdudi, as well as recent writers in Egypt cla-
iming to be Islamic scholars, mostly follow the pragmatic, superficial school
of ‘Abduh and al-Afghani, lacking deep understanding and spirituality. Their
works should either be avoided or read critically by those deeply knowledge-
able in Sharia and Islamic critique. Otherwise, hoping for benefit from these
worKks is like getting into the car of a driver who does not know how to turn a
corner.

It’s time to discern our heroes with this perspective.'’

In fact, Kisaktrek’s targets were the professors of the Higher Islamic
Institutes, who were influenced by the al-Afghani-‘Abduh-Rashid Rida
line and who took a sympathetic stance toward Ibn Taymiyya, brought
some of his views to the agenda and made translations from his works,
especially in the second half of the 1970s.!® Kisakiirek characterizes these
people who leaned on Ibn Taymiyya as “traitors of ideas and lack of

16 Kisakirek, Dogru Yolun Sapkin Kollart, 106.

17 Kisakiirek, Onsoz [Preface] to Dini Tamir Davasinda Din Tahripgileri [Destroyers of Religion
Claiming to Repair Religion], by Ahmed Davudoglu (Bedir Yayinlari, 1997), 11.

18 These people made their ideas known through the magazine Nesil, which was published monthly
between September 1976 and September 1980. Kisakiirek and like-minded people targeted espe-
cially the writers of this magazine and their circle. For a detailed analysis, see ibrahim Hakki inal
— Muhammed Nurullah Alagdz, “1970’ler Tiirkiye’sinde Dinde Reform Tartigmalari: Nesil Dergisi
Cevresi Ornegi [Discussions on Reform in Religion in 1970s Turkey: The Case of Nesil Magazine],”
Harran Universitesi Ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi 21, no. 35 (2016): 28-52. Also see Eyyiip Said Kaya,
“Tlrkiye Cumhuriyeti'nde Fikih Literatiirii: Bir Hasila [Figh Literature in the Republic of Turkey: A
Review],” Tiirkiye Arastirmalart Literatiir Dergisi 12, no. 24 (2014): 9-126.
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faith who think that Islam is in need of help and endeavour to supply
this help from outside.”®® Actually, behind Kisakiirek’s denigration of
the leading figures of contemporary Muslim thought was the idea of his
“Turkey-centredness.”?

2.2 Effects of Kisakiirek’s Perception of Ibn Taymiyya
Kisakiirek had a serious impact on both the nationalist-conservative and
Islamist segments in Modern Turkey, and became the main reference
source for many political formations and non-governmental organizati-
ons that were raised within Biiyik Dogu Movement he founded or were
influenced by his ideas.?! Just as Ibn Taymiyya served as a basic reference
for the groups Kisakiirek saw as dangers, Kisakiirek similarly became a
primary reference for many groups during and after his time. Therefore,
religious groups or political formations following his ideas have also con-
tinued his perception of Ibn Taymiyya, often based on images linked to
antagonism toward tendencies like Wahhabism, Neo-Salafism, Qur’anism,
and Reformism, projecting them onto Ibn Taymiyya as their ideologue.
The opposition to Ibn Taymiyya in both the Ottoman Empire and
modern Turkey, especially among Sufi groups and orders, is a signi-
ficant factor. Today, the majority of Sufi orders in Turkey criticize Ibn
Taymiyya, viewing him as an adversary, largely due to the positive
regard Wahhabism holds for him.?? The favor that Wahhabism showed

19 Inal - Alagéz, “1970’ler Tirkiye’sinde Dinde Reform Tartigmalari,” 47.

20 Oz, “Necip Fazilin Cagdas Miisliiman Diigiiniirlerle Hesaplasmas: Uzerine,” 411; For a similar
remark, see Mesut MezKit, “Tlirkiye’nin Gelecek Ufku: Muhafazakar Degisim [Turkey’s New Horizon:
Conservative Change], Yeni Fikir 10, no. 1 (2013): 48. According to Buiylikkara, “Kisakiirek, who had set
the Turks in the vanguard of the Islamic movement, did not want to see these foreign men in Turkey.
Perhaps he could not tolerate their growing influence on the youth. For these reasons, there has
always been an unbridgeable distance between Kisakiirek and the radical sectors that advocate a uni-
versal Islamic movement that transcends nations and sects.” See: Mehmet Ali Biiytikkara, “Ttrkiye’de
Radikal Dini-Siyasi Akimlar,” Demokrasi Platformu 2, no. 8 (2006): 119.

21 Asamatter of fact, some researchers describe Kisakiirek as “the founder of Republican Islamism”;
see Ercan-Yildirim, fslamciligin Iki Kurucusu: Mehmet Akif — Necip Fazil [Two Founders of Islamism:
Mehmet Akif - Necip Fazul] (Pinar Yayinlari, 2015), 113.

22 For example, Clibbeli Ahmed Hoca, a famous preacher belonging to an influential Sufi sect
(Nagshbandi) in Turkey, states in his conversations that although there are scholars who call Ihn
Taymiyya an infidel, they do not say so, but that he is a person with extremely perverted views;
see “Ibni Teymiyye’ye Kafir Denilebilir mi? [Can Ibn Taymiyya be Called a Disbeliever?],” Ciibbeli
Ahmed Hoca, March 3, 2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=68AWO_08f8Y. Also, see the video
titled “Ibni Teymiyye’nin Sapikhig1 ve ibni Arabi'nin de Veliliginde ittifak Vardir. [There is Consensus
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toward Ibn Taymiyya left a negative impact on those who were against
Wahhabism. Since Wahhabism was a movement undertaken to destroy
the state in Ottoman history, this situation brought opposition to both
Wahhabism and Ibn Taymiyya in modern Turkey.?® The fact that Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab, who laid the foundations of Wahhabism, made frequ-
ent references to Ibn Taymiyya and his student Ibn al-Qayyim while for-
ming his views on belief and practice, makes Wahhabism the pioneer
of movements that accept Ibn Taymiyya as the main reference source.*
Consequently, Ibn Taymiyya is often associated with Wahhabism. Even
people and groups who advocated similar views before Wahhabism were
evaluated as Ibn Taymiyyahists. This stance was contrary to the thought
that Kisakurek adhered to through Arvasi. Because it was an approach
that sees the following a madhhab as mandatory, that the door of ijtthad
has been closed, that ijtihad within the madhhab is now only possible, and
at the same time follows Sharia-centered Sufism such as Nagshbandiyya.?

on Ibn Taymiyya's Deviation and Ibn Arabi's Sainthood],” Clibbeli Ahmed Hoca, March 3, 2024, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Us2MjYONOeg. He criticizes Ibn Taymiyya for some of the narrations
containing praise about ‘Ali for portraying them as Shiite fabrications; “Ibni Teymiyye’nin Baz1 Hadis-i
Serifler icin Séyledigi ‘Si'anin Uydurmasidir!” Séziine Reddiye,” Ciibbeli Ahmed Hoca, March 3, 2024,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dHpvZHUuwDO.

23 Therefore, discussing Ibn Taymiyya in Turkey has always been a political discussion at the same
time; see: Oz, “Necip Fazil'in Cagdas Miisliiman Diistiniirlerle Hesaplasmas: Uzerine,” 432.

24 Ahmet Yalcin, who works on the negative perception about Ibn Taymiyya in Turkey, explains
this situation for three main reasons: His serious criticism of some Sufis of his time, especially Ibhn
‘Arabi, and some of their ideas; the movements that emerged after him, known as “Qadizadelis” and
“Wahhabis,” which have negative meanings in Ottoman history; embracing Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn
Taymiyya’s understanding of the antropomorphic expressions in the Scripture or his literal inter-
pretations of these expressions. See Ahmet Yalgin, “ibn Teymiyye Hakkinda Olumsuz Alginin Kritigi
[The Critique of Negative Perception about Ibn Taymiyyal,” e-Makalat 11, no. 1 (2018): 139, https://
dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/497210.

25 As a matter of fact, Hiiseyin Hilmi Isik, who says that he follows Abdiilhakim Arvasi and fol-
lows his path, just like Necip Fazil, and the group (Isikcilar) that follow him also strongly oppose
Ibn Taymiyya. Isik states that Ibn Taymiyya was a heretic and not from the Ahl al-Sunna. He again
describes Wahhabism as “a mixture of the lies of the perverted cleric Ahmed ibn Taymiyya and
[British spy] Hempher”; see Isik, Saadet-i Ebediyye, 447, https://www.hakikatkitabevi.net/bookread.
php?bookCode=001.
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3. Other Perceptions of Ibn Taymiyya in Modern Turkey

In modern Turkey, the view on Ibn Taymiyya is not homogeneously neg-
ative as Kisakiirek’s perspective might suggest; there are various percep-
tions. These can be briefly described as follows:

3.1 A Positive and Exalting View of Ibn Taymiyya

The vitality observed in Islamist movements in Turkey after the 1950s was
reflected in the publishing life mostly through the translation of Islamist
texts, which intensified in the 1960s. During this period, the texts of writ-
ers belonging to the circles called Neo-Salafi, such as the Afghani-‘Abduh-
Rashid Rida line and their intellectual followers, the Muslim Brotherhood,
and al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya, were widely translated. However, the texts
of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim, which were occasionally referenced
by these circles, did not come to the fore and the identification of these
circles with Ibn Taymiyya was avoided.? The effect of the fact that classi-
cal sources for Islamic sciences had not yet come to the fore at that time
probably played a role in this. By the 1980s, with the increasing empha-
sis on returning to sources, the texts of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim
began to come to the fore, and the translation of these texts had intensi-
fied since the mid-1980s.

The acceleration of translations of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim’s
works, along with mainstream Islamic publishers in Turkey releasing
these texts, has coincided with the rise of Salafi discourse in the coun-
try. Publishers like Tevhid, Pinar, Ihya, iklim, and later Dergah and insan
which showed interest in Political Islam, have translated works of these
scholars.?” These translations became a primary reference for those ques-
tioning Sufism and Sufi orders, and aiming to purify Islam from what
they saw as superstitions within society. However, post-1990s, as this dis-
course struggled to find a place within the mainstream Islamic narrative
in Turkey, such publications became limited and remained marginal for
publishers driven by Islamic motives.

26 Muhammed Usame Onus, “Cumhuriyet Dénemi islami ilimler Literatiiriinde Selefilik ve ibn
Teymiyye Cizgisi: Baslangic Miilahazalar1 [Salafism and the Line of Ibn Taymiyya in the Islamic
Sciences Literature of the Republican Era: Preliminary Considerationsl],” Tiirkiye Arastirmalart
Literatiir Dergisi 13, no. 25-26 (2015): 318.

27 Onus, “Cumhuriyet Dénemi fslami flimler Literatiiriinde Selefilik ve ibn Teymiyye Cizgisi,” 316.
For details about the development of the translations of Ibn Taymiyya’s works in Turkey, see 315-317.
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3.2 A Moderate and Academic View of Ibn Taymiyya

In Turkey, over sixty doctoral and master’s theses have been written on
Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim,?® along with hundreds of books, arti-
cles, and conference papers.?® The majority of these theses focus on Ibn
Taymiyya’s doctrinal views on various subjects and his perspective on
Sufism, often examining these topics from a historical viewpoint rather
than discussing his influence across different periods or commenting on
the causes and dimensions of this influence.*® There are relatively few
theses on his impact on modern Salafi groups and movements.*' Despite
occasional praise or criticism, these works generally maintain a moder-
ate and academic tone, aiming to present Ibn Taymiyya’s views as they
are. It is seen that in academic studies and circles, Kisakirek’s negative
perception of Ibn Taymiyya has almost no effect, and Ibn Taymiyya is
perceived as an important scholar whose ideas should be studied.

Conclusion

In modern Turkey, Ibn Taymiyya has often been either demonized or ide-
alized, which may be seen as his greatest misfortune. Caught between
extreme adulation by his supporters and severe criticism by his detrac-
tors, his true identity often remains obscured by these contrasting ima-
ges.’2 Kisakiirek represents those who have demonized him, focusing
less on Ibn Taymiyya’s actual ideas and more on placing him within the

28 For theses, find “Thesis Center,” the Council of Higher Education (YOK), https://tez.yok.gov.tr/
UlusalTezMerkezi/giris.jsp.

29 For these works, find “Article Databases,” ISAM Library Catalog, https://makale.isam.org.tr/home.
30 For a brief analysis of academic studies such as theses, articles and proceedings on Ibn Taymiyya,
see Onus, “Cumhuriyet Dénemi islami ilimler Literatiiriinde Selefilik ve ibn Teymiyye Cizgisi,”
297-302.

31 In academic studies in Turkey, another issue in which Ibn Taymiyya is particularly brought to
the agenda is about one of the most important events in the history of Ottoman religious thought: the
Qadizadelis-Khalwatis conflict of sixteenth century. Some researchers easily associate the Qadizadelis
movement with Ibn Taymiyya based on some similar discourses and characterize it as proto-Wah-
habism. However, this anachronistic reading is problematic. For a study containing significant anal-
yses on the subject, see Mustapha Sheikh, Ottoman Puritanism and Its Discontents: Ahmad al-Rumi
al-Akhisari and the Qadizadelis (Oxford University Press, 2016), 3, 28-35, 174-175.

32 Faruk Sancar, “Bagnaz Bir Selefi mi Endiseli bir Entelektiiel mi? (ibn Teymiyye’nin Elestirel ve
Reaksiyoner Karakteri Hakkinda) [A Begoted Salafi or a Concerned Intellectual? (A Review on Ibn
Taymiyya’s Critical and Reactionary Character)],” Dini Arastirmalar 18, no. 46 (2015): 97, https://doi.
org/10.15745/da.85975.
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ideological conflicts of his own era. Kisakiirek has categorized Islamic
figures into “spiritualists” versus “materialists,” reflecting his era’s
dualistic perspective. He positioned those aligning with his religious and
historical perceptions as spiritualists, while labeling opponents, including
Kharijites, Mutazilites, Shia, modern Wahhabis, and rationalists such as
Sayyid Qutb, Mawdudi, and Muhammad Hamidullah, as materialists
regardless of their differences. This binary classification underscores his
ideologically driven interpretation of Islamic history. According to him,
Ibn Taymiyya is the pioneer and primary reference for those he considers
to be corrupters of Islam. As such, any positive aspects of Ibn Taymiyya
are inherently unlikely from his perspective. Furthermore, Kisakiirek’s
poetic and sharp writing style has rendered the image of Ibn Taymiyya
even more negative and formidable.

Although Kisakiirek’s ideological construct continues among those
who share similar views and concerns, this does not mean that there are
no different perceptions toward Ibn Taymiyya in modern Turkey. On the
contrary, there are individuals and groups who see Ihn Taymiyya as a
great Islamic scholar and reformer. In the middle of these two extremes is
the academic community, which tries to present Ibn Taymiyya’s thought
and influence as impartially as possible.*® The academy’s interest in Ibn
Taymiyya continues to be strong, but this interest is often retrospective,
and Ibn Taymiyya’s impact on the present is the subject of relatively little
research. The main danger that awaits Ibn Taymiyya’s perception and
research both in the public and in the academia is that Ibn Taymiyya
is often aligned with Wahhabism and/or Reformist-Islamist movements
that emerged much later than him.
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CHAPTER9

From the Shaykh al-Islam to the Intellectual:
Reception and Functions of Ibn Taymiyya in
Francophone Islamic Literature

Daoud Riffi

Abstract

This chapter explores the evolving reception of Ibn Taymiyya in French-language Islamic
publishing over the last thirty years. Initially the preserve of French Orientalist scholarship,
the figure of Ibn Taymiyya has been reappropriated by a new wave of authors within polit-
icized Salafism. The study analyzes how these authors reinterpret Taymiyya not solely as a
medieval jurist and theologian, but as a modern intellectual whose thought offers analytical
and strategic resources for confronting the perceived decline and subjugation of Islam in
contemporary contexts. Through a close reading of selected texts, the chapter sheds light on
the mechanisms of intellectual appropriation, ideological reconfiguration, and the construc-

tion of religious authority in a transnational francophone Islamic space.

KEYWOI‘dS: French-speaking edition; Salafiyya; Sahwa islamiyya; Nawa editions; French

Islam

Introduction

The life and work of Ibn Taymiyya have given rise to an extensive body
of literature, both within the realm of Islamic religious production and in
academic research. Doctoral theses, articles, conferences, and translations
of his books, along with a devotional literature, indeed provide avenues
for exploring various aspects of this intellectual figure who continues to
evoke both fascination and repulsion. The academic world first encoun-
tered the Damascene scholar through the pioneering works of Duncan B.
Macdonald (d. 1943).! This work includes translations of excerpts from
Ibn Taymiyya and contributes to the image that has persisted to this day:

1 Particularly his book Development of Muslim Theology, Jurisprudence, and Constitutional Theory
(Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903).
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that of a reformer theologically adhering to the apparent meaning of
texts, legally rigorous, and spiritually opposed to Sufism as defended by
the dominant religious establishment. However, it is certainly the interest
and works of Henri Laoust, guided in that direction by Louis Massignon,?
that have granted Ibn Taymiyya’s work the recognition it holds today in
research, emphasizing its complexity and subtlety and presenting a more
positive image.

Yet, intellectual history is not solely concerned with the produced
works but also with their influence through posterity; the history of
ideas is inherently tied to their receptions. The case of Ihn Taymiyya is
no exception. The study of his reception became even more imperative
with the development of printing in Islam (delayed and fully realized
only in the late nineteenth century), which led to a clear misunderstand-
ing: the notion that Ibn Taymiyya had always been a major intellectual
and religious figure in Islam, serving as a key resource in debates and
that his work had been extensively taught since his death. This miscon-
ception largely stems from the editing and the wide dissemination of his
writings made possible by the “editorial revolution” in the publication
of the early Salafiyya of Damascus, initially around Tahir al-Jaza'ir1 (d.
1920) and Rashid Rida (d. 1935),° then by the post-World War II Saudi
publishing industry: Ibn Taymiyya seemingly “emerged” simultaneously
with the advent of printing.

2 According to Charles Pellat, in his tribute to the work of H. Laoust. Charles Pellat, “Notice sur la vie
et les travaux de Henri Laoust, membre de ’Académie,” Comptes rendus des séances de ’Académie des
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, no. 3 (1986): 507.

3 Regarding the roles of al-Jaz&'irl and Rida in the rediscovery, compilation, and edition of Ibn
Taymiyya’s work, refer to Itzchak Weismann, Taste of Modernity: Sufism, Salafiyya, and Arabism in
Late Ottoman Damascus (Brill, 2001); See also: Joseph H. Escovitz, “He Was the Muhammad ‘Abduh
of Syria’ a Study of Tahir al-Jazairl and His Influence,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 18,
no. 3 (1986): 293-310, http://www.jstor.org/stable/163380. On the notion of an “editorial revolution” and
what it encompasses, see Stéphane Lacroix, Le Crépuscule des saints. Histoire et politique du salafisme
en Egypte (CNRS éditions, 2024), 47-102.

4 Thus, it is worth noting that the first printing of Ibn Taymiyya’s significant book, Dar’ taarud
al-‘aql wa-l-naql aw muwafaqat sahth al-manqul li-sarth al-ma‘qul, was not published until 1979 (Dar
al-Kuniz al-Adabiyya, 1399/1979). Previously, the book had only been available in a few fragmentary
editions: Dar’1:3, 4:295 corresponds to Bayan muwafaqat sarth al-ma‘qul li-sahth al-mangqul, published
on the margin of Ibn Taymiyya, Minhaj al-Sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kalam al-Shia wa al-Qadari-
yya (Bulag,1321/1903-4). Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’, 1:2 - 3:87 corresponds to Muhammad Muhy1 al-Din ‘Abd
al-Hamid and Muhammad Hamid al-Fiql (ed.), Muwafaqat sahth al-manqul li-sarth al-ma‘qul, (Matba‘at
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The study of the reception of the Damascene master has been under-
taken more recently than that of his biography: the proliferation of mono-
graphs and prosopographical studies has altered our perceptions, rele-
gating Ibn Taymiyya’s legacy to a more niche status. Khaled El-Rouayheb,
in particular, demonstrates that not only has Ibn Taymiyya always been
contested among scholars, but he has also experienced a relatively lim-
ited reception.® Until contemporary times, the mapping of Taymiyyan
thought mainly comprises only a few isolated instances, and the study
of the Shaykh al-Islam has long been the activity of exclusive circles with
carefully selected disciples.

This study seeks to examine the reception of Ihn Taymiyya through
the lens of a relatively unexplored aspect of cultural history: that of
Francophone Islamic literature. Western languages are not yet perceived
as “languages of Islamic sciences,” despite the spread of Islam in Europe,
the United States, or Australia, leading to the emergence of Islamic liter-
ature in the languages of these countries. Therefore, this study considers
the reception of Ibn Taymiyya in French-language books, questioning the
portraits they present and ways his thought and work have been used.

Following an initial section dedicated to the presentation of
Francophone Islamic publishing and its specificities, the second part offers
an overview of Taymiyyan publishing in the French language. Finally, an
analysis of the usage made by three French authors, whose work seeks
to promote the thought and methodology of Ihn Taymiyya, concludes the
study. This article thus seeks to explore the reception and functions of the
shaykh in a new context: that of a minority Islam that perceives itself as
such and aims to restore its power in a world that appears fundamentally
akin to that of Ibn Taymiyya — one marked by the generalized collapse of
Islam as a religious and political system.

1. “Francophone Islamic Literature”: An Understudied Ecosystem

The nature of the sources used for this study must first be clarified.
The term “Francophone Islamic literature” can encompass two types of

al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, 1370/1951). I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer of this chapter for
pointing out these partial editions.

5 Khalid El-Rouayheb “From Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d.1566) to Khayr al-Din al-Alusi (d.1899): Changing
Views of Ibn Taymiyya Amongst non-Hanbali Sunni Scholars,” in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, ed.
Yossef Rapoport, Shahab Ahmed (Oxford University Press, 2015), 269-318.
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editions, relatively distinct from each other: the “general public” edi-
tion, which is generalist and non-confessional, publishing texts on Islam
or derived from its heritage on one hand, and the confessional edition,
whose actors and target audience are primarily Muslims on the other
hand.

The first type of edition is well-known and has been extensively
researched in cultural history, represented by publishing houses such as
Gallimard, Seuil, or Le Cerf, for example. The second type, however, is
less known: it refers to houses founded by Muslims and “for” Muslims
themselves, at least primarily.

This second literature is the subject of my present study, which I
term “Francophone Islamic literature.” While it has received limited
attention from researchers despite its crucial role for French-speaking
Muslims, the history of Islamic publishing contributes to a cultural and
intellectual history of Islam. The book, as both a vehicle for ideas and a
material object, stands at the intersection of economic, professional, and
ideological stakes and networks that demand further study. ® The history
of Francophone Islamic publishing has received limited scholarly atten-
tion to date. Following Soraya El-Alaoui’s pioneering — but now dated
work - on the Islamic bookshop scene in Paris,” only one comprehensive
research effort has been undertaken, led by Anne-Laure Zwilling, exam-
ining the editorial phenomenon more broadly.® However, no in-depth
study, involving textual analysis, has been conducted thus far.’

However, Francophone Islamic literature is central. Not only does
this literature serve a function similar to that of publishing in the Arab-
Muslim world - disseminating a corpus and participating in debates — but

6 This contribution is not the place to conduct a comprehensive study of this nature. My approach
will focus on a specifically Taymiyyan angle, part of a broader literary universe, of which it constitutes
an enlightening example in many respects, as we shall see.

7 Published in 2006, her book is her thesis, defended in 1998. Note that her study concerns not so
much publishing in the strict sense but rather the Islamic book trade, specifically in Paris. Soraya
El-Alaoui, Les Réseaux du Livre Islamique: Parcours Parisiens (CNRS Editions, 2006).

8 Anne-Laure Zwilling (ed.), La Foi Musulmane par les Livres. Dynamiques, Stratégies et Evolution
Religieuse des Publications Islamiques en Langue Francais (Cerf Patrimoines, 2023). This book was
preceded by a chapter (partly programmatic) by Anne-Laure Zwilling, “Le contenu des livres confes-
sionnels en frangais sur I'islam: que peuvent lire les musulmans francophones?” in Les Territoires
Conquis de U'Islamisme, ed. B. Rougier (Presses universitaires de France, 2020).

9 The book edited by A.-L. Zwilling is more of a comprehensive, partly statistical study than an anal-
ysis of the actual content of the books.
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it also replaces traditional channels for the transmission of knowledge.
Oral teaching, for instance, remains limited due to the insufficient pres-
ence of trained imams capable of imparting tools and knowledge to a pre-
dominantly non-Arabic-speaking audience. Thus, the book, for a Muslim
living in France or Belgium, has spontaneously taken the place of the
scholar, even for daily needs related to religious practice.

In addition to this predominant role of the book, another important
characteristic, as mentioned earlier, comes into play: the “Islamic book,”
i.e. a book dealing with subjects related to Islam, circulates within a mar-
ket divided into two parts that remain relatively separate to this day. Non-
confessional and confessional editions are produced and disseminated in
different spaces: general bookstores (physical or online) for the former
and Islamic bookstores — the maktaba-s - for the latter, usually concen-
trated in specific areas.!°

In practice, maktaba-s sell very few books from non-Muslim publish-
ers, and vice versa; Islamic editions are rarely available in the non-com-
munity book market, with few exceptions.!* Even the prominent online
bookstore Amazon, despite its dominance in the market, sells only a lim-
ited portion of books from confessional publishing. Indeed, there exists a
parallel market of online maktaba-s: the e-commerce sites of the publish-
ers/booksellers themselves, complemented by numerous other websites
(Orientica, Al-Imen, Deenshop, for example).

These elements have significant implications for my study, as they
lead to a sectoralization of offerings based on the points of sale, and
explain why there are in fact two literatures that intersect very little. This
lack of knowledge is particularly evident in the case of Ihn Taymiyya.
Francophone Muslims are largely unaware of scholarly works on Ibn
Taymiyya, or even of popularizations of such works. Conversely, schol-
ars have limited knowledge of the writings about Ibn Taymiyya and the
translations of his works produced for Muslim circles. This economic
reality explains why “Francophone Islamic publishing,” as identified

10 Maktaba-s are typically located near mosques or in neighborhoods with high concentrations of
Muslim communities. A specific French feature is the Couronnes neighborhood in Paris, which houses
a significant number of Muslim publishers/bookstores.

11 This was the case with AlBouraq editions (Paris), the only confessional actor participating in both
markets. Since the writing of this article, the publisher Sana has also been able to enter the general
book market.
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here, offers a specific portrayal of the Shaykh al-Islam, which will be the
focus of this study.

A specific mention must be made of the works conducted by Yahya
Michot, which will not be the subject of the present study but constitute
a singularity in Francophone publishing. Indeed, his work — largely con-
sisting of commented and analyzed translations of Ibn Taymiyya - strad-
dles both academic research and activist engagement within European
Islam. Thus, the scholarly rigor characteristic of academic work — critical
edition, footnotes, analysis, etc. — is evident in Y. Michot’s studies, includ-
ing his books and articles predominantly published by Muslim editions,
with AlBouraq being his publisher for several years.'? Y. Michot enjoys a
solid reputation among the Muslim literate public, both for his erudition
and undoubtedly for his status as a convert to Islam. However, his books
do not reach a wide audience and are often absent from the shelves of
maktaba-s. His translations are scholarly (with lengthy introductions and
numerous notes),’3 and focus on subjects that may seem obscure to the
general public."* Michot’s academic output does not align with the typical
standards of Francophone Islamic publishing, where intellectually rigor-
ous works rarely achieve bestseller status,'® despite the often-excellent

12 His series Textes spirituels d’Ibn Taymiyya was published between 1990 and 1998 in the journal
Le Musulman, the magazine of the Association Islamic Students in France (Association des Etudiants
Islamiques de France, AEIF), to eventually be compiled in the collection Etudes Taymiyyiennes -
Taymiyen studies (AlBouraq 2020). In an introductory note to the series I-XVI, “translations published
in ‘Le Musulman’ and compiled for some brothers and friends,” Y. Michot insists that his texts be cited
with “the original references in Le Musulman.”

13 For instance, the preface, foreword, introduction, bibliography, and index of Les Saints du mont
Liban extend over 121 pages, compared to 93 pages for the translation itself, which is largely com-
posed of scholarly explanatory notes. Ibn Taymiyya, Les Saints du Mont Liban. Absence, Jihad et
Spiritualité, entre la Montagne et la Cité. Cinq Fetwas Traduits de UArabe, Introduits et Annotés par
Yahya Michot (AlBouraq, 2007).

14 The titles chosen by the author do not correspond to a commercial strategy aimed at attracting
the widest possible audience: Un Dieu Hésitant? (AlBouraq, 2004); Mardin. Hégire, Fuite du Péché et
‘Demeure de UIslam’ (AlBourag, 2004); and Le Hashish et ’'Extase (AlBouraq, 2001). As for his latest
publication with AlBouraq, Etudes Taymiyennes - Taymiyen studies, its bilingual nature and its rela-
tively high price (75 euros), despite the fact that a significant portion of the texts it contains are freely
available online, mean that it can only reach a limited audience, including specialists.

15 Through multiple rounds of interviews with key players in the Islamic book industry during my
fieldwork in France and French-speaking Belgium (namely booksellers and publishers), I found that
print runs are generally low. A book reaching a print run of 500 copies per year, while uncommon, is
already considered a bestseller.
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reputations of converts to Islam. While Michot’s work on Ihn Taymiyya
straddles the boundary between confessional and non-confessional
publishing, it cannot be considered characteristic of either. Y. Michot’s
Taymiyyan work is thus the only one straddling both confessional and
non-confessional publishing but cannot be deemed characteristic of
either.

2. The Taymiyyan Landscape: What Can Be Read from Ibn Taymiyya
in French?1®

Within the publishing industry focused on Islamic texts, which publish-
ers are producing works by Ibn Taymiyya? With a singular exception —
the translation of his Wasitiyya by Henri Laoust, published by Geuthner
editions!” — only confessional publishers release excerpts from his oeu-
vre. Furthermore, not only do non-denominational publishing houses
not publish translations of his works, but they do not even publish
scholarly studies on him. Only editions with a more limited readership
delve into Taymiyyan themes — it is noteworthy that Geuthner is an ori-
entalist publisher accustomed to academic texts — typically approached
from an academic standpoint. This is exemplified by the study on jihad
in Ibn Taymiyya’s works by Mohammed Guenad'® or the doctoral thesis
by Adrien Candiard dedicated to the Dar’ ta‘arud, published by a Catholic
publisher familiar with academic texts.!® Apart from these two works, no
other studies on the Damascene master appear readily accessible for the
general public.

16 This study relies heavily on the information provided by actors in the book industry (translators,
writers, publishers) in their publications. Unfortunately, it has not always been possible to trace the
exact source of the French books attributed to Ibn Taymiyya, including, for example, French transla-
tions of his most well-known texts, compiled in the 1960s under the title Majmii' fatawa: the chosen
title often differs from that of the chapter in the original edition, and the edition used is rarely men-
tioned, making it difficult, and sometimes impossible, to pinpoint the precise source. Additionally, I
will maintain the transcription used by my sources when I quote extracts and provide their bibli-
ographical references.

17 Henri Laoust, La Profession de Foi d’Ibn Taymiyya. La Wasitiyya (Geuthner, 1986). Several reissues
since, bilingual edition.

18 Mohammed Guenad, Le Jihad chez Ibn Taymiyya (Vérone éditions, 2022).

19 Adrien Candiard, Le Dieu Immédiat - Le Concept de Vérité dans le Dar’ Ta‘arud al-Aql wa-l-Naql
d’Ibn Taymiyya (Cerf, 2023).
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On the side of Muslim publishers, the Taymiyyan legacy manifests
itself through three types of publications: biographical works, citations
from his oeuvre within books authored by others, and translations of his
works. It is noteworthy from the outset that Ibn Taymiyya is more often
cited than translated,* that his biography is generally only outlined, and
that his authority within French-speaking Islam relies more on reputation
than on a genuine understanding of the man and his works. Another sig-
nificant aspect is that while medieval Hanbalite authors are themselves
extensively represented in Islamic publishing,? such as Ibn al-JawzI (d.
597/1201) and Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1393), Ibn Taymiyya and his loyal disciple
Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350) stand out as the most translated
and cited ancient authors in French.?

Access to the life of Ibn Taymiyya haslong been relatively difficult for
the French-speaking general public. Until 2022,? with the exception of the
academic works of limited public reach published by Henri Laoust, nota-
bly his translation of the shaykh’s biography by Ibn Kathir (d. 701/1373),*
there were only two short biographies with limited circulation avail-
able in maktaba-s: in 2001, Ibn Taymiyya sa vie, son ceuvre by Mahboub
Moussaoui, and Ibn Taymiya sa vie et son ceuvre by Ibn Soulayman al

20 This is particularly evident in another form of dissemination of the Taymiyyan legacy: the
internet and social networks. Preachers frequently invoke the authority of Ibn Taymiyya, citing his
attributed opinions (particularly in short articles and videos) generally based on extracts from the
Majmu’ fatawa. The examination of his legacy and its utilization on these new editorial platforms
encompassing various digital media would be intricate and lengthy, exceeding the constraints of a
single article. Nonetheless, such an investigation would prove highly interesting, revealing an even
more pronounced presence of Ibn Taymiyya than in printed media.

21 It is noteworthy that AbG Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) is one of the few non-Hanbalite and
non-Taymiyyan pre-modern scholars to have enjoyed extensive representation in Francophone pub-
lishing (alongside al-Imam al-Nawawi, d. 677/1277). His work, Ihya uliim al-Din, for example, has been
fully translated in French.

22 “Ancient authors” refers to those predating the establishment of Wahhabism in the eighteenth
century. Indeed, Islamic publishing, predominantly influenced by Wahhabi/Salafi publishers and
authors, is characterized by a significant representation of contemporary Salafi authors. Notably, fig-
ures such as al-Albani (d. 1999), Ibn Baz (d. 1999), al-‘Uthaymin (d. 2001), Salih al-Fawzan, and RabT'
al-Madkhali feature prominently in this domain.

23 This contribution was submitted in November 2022, but it takes into account publications from
2023.

24 Henri Laoust, “La biographie d’Ibn Taymiya d’apres Ibn Kathir,” in Bulletin d’études orientales 9
(1942-1943): 115-62.
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Athari.? In 2023, two significant biographies were finally published: the
reissue by Héritage Editions of the one by Ibn Kathir originally translated
by H. Laoust,* and the translation of Muhammad Abt Zahra’s (d. 1979)
biography by al-Qalam Editions.?’

Biographical introductions that precede some translations of his
works generally provide only a “smooth” portrait of the shaykh, avoid-
ing discussion of his controversial and provocative aspects. They often
adhere to a few traditional lines from the tabaqat, adopting a hagiograph-
ical style: studies and mentors, family background, written works, and
prominent disciples. The shaykh’s authority during his time is never con-
tested, nor is the controversy surrounding his memory, and his conflicts
with the religious establishment are seldom addressed. As his biographer
I. S. al-Athari writes, “Recognized as an unavoidable religious author-
ity, his name resonates not only within the Islamic community but also
throughout human history.” Furthermore, there is no mention of the ulti-
mately limited circle of his disciples in the strict sense — only 9 according
to Ihn Rajab.?® The praise for the greatness of these disciples is consis-
tently attributed to his genius, and internal criticisms within his jamaa
are overlooked.?

25 Respectively Sana editions (2001) and Sabil editions (undated), reissue, without an author’s name
this time: Al-Bidar editions, 2022. I was unable to access the entirety of Mr. Moussaoui’s book of 2001,
but it would seem that his book is, in reality, the same as the one published by Sabil, this time under
the name Ibn Soulayman al Athari. If this hypothesis were confirmed, there would have ultimately
been only one biography of Ibn Taymiyya available in French before 2022.

26 Henri Laoust, La Biographie d’Ibn Taymiyya d’apreés Ibn Kathir (Editions Héritage, 2023). Héritage
Editions was founded by Thomas Sibille, the founder of Al Bayyinah. Under the name Al Bayyinah,
there are actually two types of activities: first, a bookstore that sells all kinds of books related to the
Muslim world, and second, a publishing house specializing in contemporary Salafl texts (which has
published a large part of the corpus, including all the books and epistles of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab).
Héritage Editions, for its part, is notably dedicated to reprinting Orientalist books, works by twen-
tieth-century Muslim intellectuals (including the painter Etienne Dinet and the scholar Muhammad
Hamidullah), and promoting figures of Algerian reformism (notably Ibn Badis).

27 M. Abol Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya. Sa Vie, son (Euvre, trans. Michel Galloux (al-Qalam, 2023). This is
the fifth and final volume in the series dedicated to eminent jurists; the first four, also published by
al-Qalam, focused on the four founders of madhhab-s.

28 See Caterina Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jamaatuhu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn
Taymiyya’s Circle,” in Ibn Taymiyya and his times, 31-33.

29 Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jama ‘atuhu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyya’s Circle,
31-33.
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This smooth and consensual appearance of the figure of Ibn Taymiyya
has been reinforced by the absence of dissenting voices in Islamic liter-
ature; indeed, the voices of his opponents have scarcely been promoted
in printed books. In fact, the initial “refutations” of Salafism and its ref-
erence heritage were predominantly found in online discussion forums
rather than in the publication of printed texts. Two websites emerged from
the early 2000s that became spaces for sometimes heated debates between
Salafis and traditionalists supporting classical Islam, as well as archives for
translations of brief texts refuting Salafi interpretations of ‘aqida (dogma)
and figh (jurisprudence): first, the Aslama Forum, and subsequently, the
Doctrine Malikite. In these online sites, major figures of Salafism, notably
Ibn Taymiyya, were challenged for their orientations and opinions. The
shaykh’s theological positions were particularly targeted, categorizing him
as a hashwiyya (“crude literalist”), along with his subdivision of tawhid.
However, it was not until 2007 that these debates and texts timidly mani-
fested in printed form with the release of Tarek Bengarai’s book, a mem-
ber of “Doctrine Malikite,” titled L’essentiel de la religion musulmane (The
Essence of the Muslim Religion).*® This book, a commented translation of
the famous al-Murshid al-mun by the Moroccan Ibn ‘Ashir (d. 1040/1631),
was a charged attack against the Salafl perspective on law, theology, and
spirituality, dedicating numerous pages to translations of fatwas against
Salafi authors or those integrated into Salafism, including Ibn Taymiyya.!
A similar but brief critique was also presented in a theology book by a
French author, former student of the Islamic University of Damascus,
and advocate of traditional Islam — Corentin Pabiot. In 2014, he pub-
lished Sunnism: From Origins to the Formation of Schools,* in which Ibn
Taymiyya is criticized in the section on crude literalism.** However, these
few critiques remain marginal and limited in both quantity and quality,
incomparable to the vehement attacks on internet sites that issue warnings
using extensive citations from past authorities, describing Ibn Taymiyya as

30 Tarek Bengarai, L’Essentiel de la Religion Musulmane. Tawhid, Figh et Spiritualité (Iqra Editions,
2007). Two new expanded editions were published afterwards.

31 Refer especially to pages 91-94, “Weaknesses in the positions of Ibn Taymiyya,” a section bor-
rowed from the Moroccan scholar Ahmad Al-Ghumari (d. 1993).

32 Corentin Pabiot, Le Sunnisme. Des origines a la Constitution des Ecoles (Maison Ennour, 2014).

33 Pabiot, Le Sunnisme, 138 n. 199.
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a notorious deviant.* That being said, without support from publishers,
these attacks ultimately had a limited impact on the image of the shaykh,
who remains an undisputed reference in Islamic publications.

Citations of Ibn Taymiyya within works authored by others are
numerous, yet a systematic and quantitative study, albeit tedious and
complex, remains to be undertaken. Nevertheless, it is clear that his pri-
mary contribution to this body of literature lies in the realm of Islamic
jurisprudence, and his texts compiled in Majmii‘ al-fatawa remain the
most frequently cited.

The translations themselves, finally, constitute a significant part
of the Taymiyyan legacy in French. Notably, there are at least 62 books
attributed to him, with eight of them translated by Y. Michot (AlBouraq
Editions). Fifteen of these pertain to dogma (‘aqida), including 7 edi-
tions of the Wasitiyya,* five of which feature commentaries by contem-
porary Wahhabi authors.* In addition to the translation of this ‘aqida,
Francophone readers have access to La Grande Fatwa Hamawiyya®” as

34 See, for instance, the website “islamsunnite.net,” which dedicates several pages critiquing Ibn
Taymiyya: https://islamsunnite.net/sounna/3-autre-personnes-citees/ibn-taymiyah/ [last accessed:
January 4, 2024].

35 Translations of this profession of faith often rely more or less on that of H. Laoust, with few minor
changes. It was published without scholarly commentaries by Ennour Editions (2011) and al-Hara-
mayn (2016).

36 al-‘Uthaymin, Le Commentaire de la Wasitiyya par le Cheikh al-‘Uthaymin (Darousalam Editions
2012, also Al-Hadith Editions, 2014); al-Sa‘'di, Ibn Baz, Commentaire du Livre al-Aqida al-Wasiti-
yya. La Profession de Foi d’Ibn Taymiyya. Par le Cheikh Sa’di avec les Annotations du Cheikh Ibn Baz
(Dar al-Muslim, undated); Salih b. Fawzan Al-Fawzan, Commentaires de la Profession de Foi dite
Al-Wasitiyya (Assia Editions 2014); Salih b. Fawzan Al-Fawzan, Commentaire Du Livre la Profession de
Foi Al Wassitiyya (Ibn Badis Editions, 2022).

37 Ibn Taymiyya, La Grande Fatwa Hamawiyya (Al-Hadith, 2015). This is the Fatwa al-Hamawiyyah
al-Kubra, edited by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata’ and Mustafa ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata’, 6 vols. (Dar al-Ku-
tub al-Tlmiyya, 1987). The editor (Al-Hadith), who has published numerous texts from the contem-
porary Salafl corpus, specifies, “Ibn Taymiyya restores the original doctrine of the Salaf and refutes
speculative theologians (al-Mutakallumiin) who have increasingly deviated from the creed of the early
generations, thereby creating a schism — initially methodological and ultimately doctrinal — between
the Salaf (the Ancients) and the Khalaf (the moderns).”
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well as the epistle Le Précepte de Marrakech,* La Sunna face aux hérésies,*
and the La Lettre Palmyrienne (Risala tadmuriyya).*

While citations of Ibn Taymiyya’s legal positions are common in
French, full translations of his legal texts are surprisingly scarce. They
seem to be mainly published in response to ongoing controversies within
Francophone Salafism. Noteworthy is the translation of Raf al-malam ‘an
aimmat al-alam, which implicitly critiques the categorical rejection of
legal schools by a faction of Salafis.* This rejection has sparked intense
debates within the Muslim world at large and, specifically, within the
Francophone community. Similarly, there is the translation of a fatwa
titled “Obedience to Allah, the Messenger, and the Rulers,” which serves as
a critique against the foundations of revolutionary and jihadist Salafism.*

38 Ibn Taymiyya, Le Précepte de Marrakech (Imam Malik Editions, 2017), bilingual edition, with a
commentary by Shaykh Abd al-‘Aziz al-Rajihi. This theological treatise, al-Qa‘ida al-marakishiyya, was
written in Egypt in 712 A.H. in response to a query from Moroccan scholars regarding al-istawa’. It
has been included in the Majmu' fatawa (vol. 5) and the vol. 1 of Majmuiat al-rasa’il wa-l-Masa’il, ed.
Muhammad Rashid Rida in five volumes, (Matba‘at al-Manar, 1341-9/1922-1930).
39 Ibn Taymiyya, La Sunna Face aux Hérésies (al-Hadith, 2015). I have been unable to identify the spe-
cific text to which this translation refers. In it, Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes the obligation to follow the
Qur’an and obey the Prophet, exposes the universality of the Revelation and its unity beyond varying
laws, and condemns certain groups, including the Kharijites.
40 Ibn Taymiyya, La Lettre Palmyrienne (Nawa, 2020). I will return to this Risala and its function
below in my section devoted to Nawa editions.
41 Ibn Taymiyya, Pourquoi les Savants Divergent-ils? (Al-Hadith, 2011), excerpt from volume 11 of
the Majmu' fatawa, (Majmu' Fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad ibn Taymiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn
Muhammad ibn Qasim and Muhammad ibn‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad, 37 vols, Matabi' al-Riyad,
[1961-67]). Typically, for Francophone Salafl editions, the translator remains anonymous, with the
translation being credited to the publisher’s “translation department.” However, and contrary to the
usual practices in this publishing milieu, the publisher is precise about the work undertaken: they
relied on the evaluation of al-Albant’s tahqiq (hadith critique), independent of the four editions used
as the basis for the translated text (11-12):

- “the version that is in the Majmu” (edition unspecified);

- the Dar al-Rajab edition (2003);

- the Maktabat al-Sunna edition (1998);

- “the version prefaced and annotated by ‘Al Ibn Nayif Shahiid” (preface, 12).
42 L’Obéissance a Allah au Messager et aux dirigeants (al-Hadith, 2007). The text is extracted from
Volume 35 of the Majmii fatawa. The translation is supplemented with an introduction and comments
by the contemporary Saudi scholar ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Badr. With copious citations, he emphasizes the
strict legalism that should characterize a Muslim and underscores the essential obedience to those
in power.
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This translation is published by a Salafi editor aligned with the Saudi per-
spective and strictly apolitical.

Alongside theology, it is ultimately in the realm of spirituality that
Ibn Taymiyya’s translations are most abundant. For many publishers, he
embodies the “orthodox Sufism,” distanced from any “blameworthy inno-
vation” (bid'a) or heresy, in accordance with orthodoxy and orthopraxy.*
Among numerous other examples, notable translations include Les Actes
ne valent que par leurs intentions; La Servitude de Dieu; Les Actes du cceur;
Le Livre de Pamour and Les Voies du cheminement spirituel.** While he per-
sonifies the very image of religious extremism and rigorism in the eyes of
many Western media, Francophone Islamic publishing ultimately pres-
ents him as a complete spiritual master, far removed from any violence.*

With this overview of Ibn Taymiyya’s works in mind, it is now appro-
priate to explore these texts by examining their reception by authors who
offer more than a mere linguistic translation. These authors do not per-
ceive Ibn Taymiyya merely as a repository of diverse fatwas to be drawn
from. We will delve into those who aim to present the Damascene scholar
as having contemporary relevance. They seek not only to understand his
opinions on various matters but, more importantly, to engage with his
overarching methodology, positioning him as the shaykh of Islam. This is
evident in the works published by the three authors under study: Mostafa
Brahimi, Aissam Ait Yahya, and Abl Soleiman Al-Kaabi.

3.Ibn Taymiyya, the Reformist Scholar in Les Six grands Imams by
Mostafa Brahami, Tawhid Editions (2010)

One of the French-speaking Muslim authors who has extensively pro-
moted the works of Ibn Taymiyya, attempting to imbue them with con-
temporary relevance, is Mostafa Brahami, particularly in his book Les Six
grands imams.*

43 Even more than Ibn Taymiyya himself, his student Ibn al-Qayyim is the most translated for his
texts related to spirituality.

44 Respectively: Tawhid, 2011; AlBourag, 2014; Ibn Badis, 2020; MuslimLife, 2020; Bayyinah, 2020. I
have not been able to identify the source of these translations in the shaykh’s work.

45 It is worth noting that Y. Michot had initiated this trend through the long-term publication of the
“Spiritual Texts of Ibn Taymiyya” in the journal Le Musulman.

46 Mostafa Brahami, Les Six Grands Imams. Evolution Historique de la Jurisprudence Islamique
(Tawhid, 2010).
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This is a book on history of Islamic law, which presents the major
madhhab-s (existing and extinct schools), the “six great imams” being Abu
Hanifa (d. 150/767), Malik b. Anas (d. 179/795), Zayd b. ‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin
(d. 122/740), Ja*far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), al-Shafi‘ (d. 204/820), and Ahmad
Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855). The final chapter is devoted to seven imams
whose schools have disappeared,?” as well as Ibn Taymiyya. Inspired by
the work of the jurist Muhammad Abu Zahra (d. 1974), the work aims to
be both historical and methodological (it presents the principles, founda-
tions, and legal tools of each school).

M. Brahami’s background and religious orientation (percepti-
ble through his work) make him an interesting example of the recep-
tion, updating, and appropriation of Ibn Taymiyya in a contemporary
“Islamist” perspective, focused on the idea of an essential normativity
of Islam, including its political dimension, as we will see. However, to
understand the place of the Damascene master in M. Brahami’s preaching
and reform work, it is necessary to first contextualize the latter within
contemporary Islamic currents.*

An Algerian author residing in Switzerland, he has published a series
of significant books combining erudition and practical aspects on various
areas of Islamic law — prayer, zakat, pilgrimage, mortuary washing, study
of halal - for the French-speaking audience.*’ In addition to his books, he
regularly gives lectures, often recorded and available online, and is active
on various social media platforms.>*® Moreover, he is a teacher in vari-
ous Islamic institutes in Switzerland and France, including the Shatibi

47 al-AwzaT, Layth b. Sa‘d, al-Thawri, the Zaydi school (Dawud and Ibn Hazm), and al-Tabarl.

48 Biographical information available on M. Brahami is relatively concise. However, he has given
two partly autobiographical interviews in which he discusses his background: Mostafa Brahami,
“Prédication et lutte perpétuelles? Dr Mostafa Brahami,” interview by L’Observatoire Islam et
Civilisation, October 12, 2022. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g59sSC8FBnc, January 12, 2022
[last accessed: January 4, 2024]; and more briefly, Mostafa Brahami “Entretien avec I'auteur Mostafa
Brahami,” interview by Thomas Sibille, for the Al-Bayyinah Medias, March 11, 2023. https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=5QCOTbhs5VE [last accessed: January 4, 2024].

49 His preferred publisher is Tawhid (Lyon), where he has published all his books, except Le Halal.
Spiritualité, Connaissance et Ethique (AlBouraq, 2014), and Zakat. Guide pratique (Nawa, 2019), before
the latter was dissolved by the Ministry of the Interior (see below in the section dedicated to this
publishing house). We will see below that Nawa shares certain doctrina beliefs with Mr. Brahami,
beyond their differences.

50 He has Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) accounts. Many videos of his lectures and courses are
available on Youtube.
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Institute in Lyon, in the fields of usal al-figh, al-qawa‘id al-fighiyya, and
magqasid al-sharta.

Initially trained in electronic engineering and quantum physics,
which he taught at the University of Algiers until 1993, he left Algeria
during the “dark decade” due to his political involvement with the
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). He obtained the title of political refugee in
Switzerland, where he eventually earned a Ph.D. in economics. Alongside
his studies and university teaching duties, M. Brahami was very active
early on in the field of preaching: during his youth in Algeria, he pub-
lished newspapers and pamphlets in both Arabic and French. A “candi-
date for deputy” for the FIS, without being a strict member, he was also
a promoter of the ideas of Algerian intellectual Malek Bennabi (d. 1973),
whose teachings he transcribed and published.*

M. Brahami’s religious orientation can be characterized as Salafist, in
the sense of a religious reform seeking normative jurisprudence claimed
as orthopraxy, at least critical of systematic reliance on legal schools, pro-
moting a “dynamic figh” organized around the search for scriptural evi-
dence authenticated beyond the madhhab-s, abundantly quoting major
contemporary Salafist authors in his works,*? but strongly engaged in
contemporary socio-political causes (such as the fight against Western
hegemony and dictatorships in Muslim countries, the establishment of
“Islamic societies” and environmental issues). M. Brahami’s political com-
mitment could place him in the category of politicized Salafism, especially
since he is very critical of apoliticism. In an interview with L’Observatoire
Islam et Civilisation, he vehemently denounces Madkhalist Salafism - a
form of Salafism opposed to any form of political engagement and rebel-
lion against authority. By highlighting the numerous verses calling for
“commanding right and forbidding wrong” (especially in Qur’an 3:110)
and recalling the hadith stating that the master of martyrs is the one who

51 Information provided in his interview, Brahami, “Prédication et lutte perpétuelles ?” His involve-
ment with the FIS is also discussed in more detail in interviews given to L. Aggoun and J].-B. Rivoire,
Frangalgérie, crimes et mensonges d’Etats. Histoire secréte, de la guerre d’indépendance a la "troisiéme
guerre" d’Algérie, (La Découverte, Poche / Essais, 2005).

52 He classifies the eponymous founder of Wahhabism, Muhammad b. Abd al-Wahhab, among the
revivers of Islam (Les Six Grands Imams, 22 and 75) and describes him as “one of the revivers of the
Hanbali school” in contemporary times. Similarly, in Le Haldl, Mostafa Brahami extensively cites the
opinions of Shaykh Al-Uthaymin (d. 2001) and Ibn Baz (d. 1999), as well as the fatwas issued on the
Salafist website founded by Muhammad al-Munajjid, IslamQA.info.
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speaks a word of truth to a tyrant, M. Brahami asserts, “Madkhalism is
the denial of the Qur’an.” Madkhalist Salafism and Sufi orders are equally
to blame for him, of turning away from politics or, conversely, being too
complacent with authority.5

As we will see, Ibn Taymiyya thus emerges as central to M. Brahami’s
religious thought, to which the Yemeni shaykh al-Shawkani (d. 1834) must
be added - whom he designates as a “grand imam” three times in his
book.’* The Nayl al-awtar, “Sharh muntaqa l-akhbar” by the latter is a com-
mentary on the Muntaqa of Ibn Taymiyya’s grandfather, a commentary
whose purpose is precisely to provide, for each legal question, an answer
drawn from scriptural sources without adhering to a single school.®® In
addition to these two authors, the major reference for M. Brahami is not a
scholar in the strict sense but an intellectual: Malek Bennabi. Asked about
his religious background, M. Brahami responds:

My religious curriculum does not include schools of Islamic sciences like
Al-Azhar or Medina or Al Karawiyin or others. These are state-contracted
schools known for domesticating knowledge seekers. We see the great damage
today through individuals or trends. Unfortunately. I am self-taught. My only
teacher was Malek Bennabi, whom I accompanied during the last 3 years of
his life (70-73).5¢

The words are strong — “my only teacher” — especially coming from
an author so critical of institutions and who does not hesitate to con-
demn conformism in religious matters. They also help illustrate the role
of Ibn Taymiyya, who actually fits into the Bennabist historiography: a
historiography of the decline of Islam, which he theorized under the con-
cept of the “post-Almohad man” (a state of general decay affecting the

53 “Prédication et lutte perpétuelles? Dr Mostafa Brahami,” interview.

54 Brahami, Les Six Grands Imams: twice on page 52 (where he mentions “the need for the renewal
of figh through the example of this grand imam”) and page 73.

55 In Les Six Grands Imams, apart from the Muslims of the early generations (salaf, especially the
Companions, their Followers, and the founders of Schools), al-Shawkani is one of the most cited
authors by the author (in six pages of the book), with Ibn Taymiyya, to whom he devotes a complete
subchapter. For comparison, jurists like al-Ghazali, Ibn Rushd, or al-Suyutl are mentioned only four
times - as much as Muhammad b. Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792), who was not a jurist — and Ibn Qudama
twice. The Nay! al-awtar is also cited many times in Le Halal.

56 Response to a user in a comment on his interview “Prédication et lutte perpétuelles”.
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Muslim world) from the fall of Baghdad and “Almohad reflux,” in which
the Muslim “will become a minus habens, a man capable only of half an
effort, half a result, half a concern.”s’

This Bennabist historiography is characterized by two opposing ten-
dencies. One is general and negative, marked by intellectual and spiri-
tual declines, corresponding, in the spatiotemporal order, to political
decline;® the other — the flip side of the first — held by an active minority
that has remained true to the spirit of the early generations (al-salaf
al-salih), advocating ijtihad, against post-Almohadian taqlid, and fighting
against the enemies of progress and those responsible for sociopolitical
decline. Ibn Taymiyya is part of this minority. In Les Six grands imams, M.
Brahami applies this Bennabian schema to the scale of Islamic Law,*® and
Ibn Taymiyya, to whom the long final subchapter is dedicated (20 pages),°
embodies the model of awakening, in intellectual domains (ijtithad) but
also socio-political ones (with episodes of imprisonment and struggles
against the Mongols). Significantly, Ibn Taymiyya is the most cited scholar
in the book after the founders of Schools or the salaf, immediately fol-
lowed by Ibn al-Qayyim.®* He embodies the role model in all important
areas according to the Salafism advocated by M. Brahami.®?

The general presentation provided by the author of “Les Six Grands
Imams” deserves to be extensively quoted, as it encapsulates the reputa-
tion of the Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyya among the French-speaking

57 Brahami, Les Six Grands Imams, 70.

58 This triple decline would manifest in history, respectively, through “intellectual sclerosis”, hereti-
cal Sufism, and “colonizability” (according to the concept coined in 1954 by Malek Bennabi in Vocation
de UIslam (Seuil, 1957); AlBouraq, 2006 [with a preface by Nour-Eddine Boukrouh]; Tawhid, 2016).

59 This explains why Malek Bennabi is cited in five different pages throughout the book - more than
important jurists like Al-Ghazali or Ibn Rushd (cf. infra) even though it is a book on the history of figh
- not to mention the two pages dedicated to lengthy quotes from his work, quotes precisely used to
explain the regressive historical process.

60 This subchapter is part of the third and final part of the book: “The Other Imams,” which devotes a
section to each of the major figures who did not leave a living school. Twenty-six pages are dedicated
to these seven imams (365-391), compared to 20 for Ibn Taymiyya alone (392-412).

61 Apart from the subchapter devoted to him, Ibn Taymiyya is cited in 23 pages of the book. Ihn
al-Qayyim is cited in 17 pages, which is also significantly higher than all other jurists, excluding the
founders of the schools. The concluding part of the book is titled “Ibn Taymiyya Today.”

62 The author devotes four pages of critical analysis to the term “Salafism” (“On the Use of the Term
Salafi and Salafiyya,” 358-361), in which he revisits the uses of the term, rejecting them all. His con-
clusion: “true Salafiyya is not a return to the pious ancestors [...] in their intellectual productions but
rather a return to the original sources constituting the matrix of ijtihad [...].”
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readership: intellectual rigor, independence, courage in the face of per-
secution, combativeness both literally and metaphorically, and “orthodox
Sufism.”s3 All these qualities attributed to him - in Islamic literature in
general and particularly in M. Brahami’s work — are often juxtaposed with
two moments in Ibn Taymiyya’s life systematically reactivated by his con-
temporary defenders, especially within the ranks of engaged Salafism:
his opposition to the religious establishment and his imprisonment by the
authorities on the one hand, and his struggle against the Mongols on the
other.** The Shaykh al-Islam’s fight against the power holders of his time,
through word and pen (via his sermons, books, and fatwas) initially, and
then with the sword (against the Mongols), establishes the myth of the
scholar engaged in his era against all enemies, both internal and external.

In his subchapter dedicated to Ibn Taymiyya, M. Brahami presents
a biographical sketch of an apologetic nature, in the sense that it aims to
both introduce the man and his work (emphasizing that he was a victim
of unjust opposition throughout his life),% but more importantly, it seeks
to understand his relevance as a model in contemporary times. The adjec-
tives and lexical field used bear witness to the apologetic intention, in a
readily binary history where the camp of good (intellectually dynamic,
spiritually orthodox, politically combative) opposes that of evil (sterile,
heterodox, compromised). The shaykh, whose “strength of argument and
power of speech were well known,” possessed “a very broad culture, deep

63 This expression is commonly used within French-speaking Salafism. It refers to a spirituality pre-
dominantly characterized by asceticism, in contrast to brotherhood (turuq) and intellectual Sufism
(embodied by Ibn ‘Arabi, d. 638/1240), and has as its models figures such as Junayd (d. 297/911) or ‘Abd
al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166). Ibn Taymiyya himself having valorized these two masters, the Islamic
edition in general and Salafism in particular have done the same.

64 The Salafl use of Ibn Taymiyya’s texts on the Mongols generally focuses on his condemnation of
the Mongol law, the yasdq, deeming it equivalent to kufr, and thus, operating by analogy, condemning
contemporary democratic regimes. For an overview of Taymiyyan positions on the subject and their
appropriation by contemporary Salafism, see Caterina Bori, “Théologie Politique et Islam a Propos
d’Thn Taymiyya (m. 728/1328) et Du Sultanat Mamelouk.” Revue de l’histoire Des Religions 224, no. 1
(2007): 9, notes 10 and 11, [last accessed, january 4, 2024]. For examples of contemporary appropri-
ations of the shaykh’s texts, and for a historical analysis and contextualization of his fatwas on the
concepts of dar al-kufr and hijra, refer to Ibn Taymiyya, in Yahya Michot, Mardin. On yasaq and its
perception by Islamic texts, notably by Ibn Taymiyya and his sources, see: Denise Aigle, “Loi mongole
vs loi islamique. Entre mythe et réalité,” Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales (2004/5-6), 971-996.

65 The core of the subchapter consists of two lengthy sections — half of the complete subchapter (398-
409) - rehabilitating his memory and struggles: “the jihad of Imam Ibn Taymiyya”; “Trials and Prison
for Ibn Taymiyya.”
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knowledge, eloquence”; he opposed “certain controversial practices”;
courageously confronted the Tatars, with his delegation then “fearing his
courageous and rather audacious words”; he endured four types of “tri-
als” (imprisonments), was a victim of “conspiracies” and “plots,”%¢ includ-
ing by Sufi shaykhs who could not bear that Ibn Taymiyya “could not tol-
erate seeing [their] heresies spread,” and by jurists opposing him on legal
points (including divorce), “but [who] were far from seeing the extent
of our shaykh’s knowledge,” as “Ibn Taymiyya’s positions frightened
many adherents of immobility [who] had thus convinced themselves that
his freedom of thought and interpretation had become too dangerous.”
Unjustly imprisoned by “all the allied enemies [...] often too envious,”
who led “a final attack,” the Shaykh of Islam died in his cell, having for-
given because he remained “faithful to his qualities.” “God wanted this
great imam to die owing nothing to anyone, neither sovereign nor nota-
ble. He lived for his ideas, fought for freedom of speech and expression,
preferring prison to the gags of power and established thought. Even the
friendship he had with the Sultan never prevented him from saying what
he believed to be the truth. He left this world, far from men and power, so
that no one could say that he had a certain merit.”®’

This life of trial in the service of truth thus represents a model for the
revival of contemporary Islam. M. Brahami draws five lessons provided
by the Shaykh al-Islam — knowledge, involvement, genuineness, endur-
ance, spirituality — which serve as keys to action for today’s activists:
“Ibn Taymiyya can be rightly considered the symbol:

1. Of knowledge and knowledge production in an environment
shaped by taqlid (blind conformity) and a quasi-absence of ijti-
had. [...] For Ibn Taymiyya, science did not consist of regurgitat-
ing what one had learned from teachers or through their books;
it rather required efforts of reflection, original production, and
addressing new questions.

2. Of the liberating struggle against the Tatar invader. It was nec-
essary to reconcile the pen and liberating military engagement.
[...] He thus took up arms three times, as we will see.

66 The word “conspiracy” is used twice (401, 403), “plot” once (403), all orchestrated by jurists, Sufis,
and Shiites.
67 Brahami, Les Six Grands Imams, 400-408.
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3. Of freedom of expression and free speech. Indeed, his life was
an example of the struggle for freedom of expression; scholars
should be at the forefront of this fight. For him, without freedom
of expression, there is no intellectually worthy production.

4. Of patience and forgiveness. Indeed, the corollary of freedom
and militant engagement is often prison, a tribute paid heavily
by Shaykh Ibn Taymiyya. But, upon each release from prison,
when he had the opportunity to take revenge on those who had
unjustly imprisoned him, he showed magnanimity and for-
gave them. This is the other aspect of the sincerity (ikhlas) of
this unique man. Great men have a total commitment to Islam
and the ideas they defend; they ask for nothing for themselves,
neither for the school to which they belong nor for the party to
which they are affiliated.

5. Finally, of a purified Islamic spirituality, which is the corollary of
the sincerity of the journey toward God and the love borne for
Him. It is also the culmination of love for the Prophet, a spiritu-
ality in his path, according to his teachings, not an imported or
corrupted spirituality.”®

4. Ibn Taymiyya in the Revolutionary Salafism of Nawa Editions

The reappropriation of Ibn Taymiyya within Salafism is a well-known
phenomenon, especially in Salafi-jihadist literature that readily draws
from the extensive corpus of the master.® The religious thought of
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792) itself was heavily influenced
by his reinterpretation of the shaykh’s texts and those of his student
Ibn al-Qayyim.”” However, the Shaykh al-Islam was to undergo a new

68 Brahami, Les Six grands Imams, 392-393.

69 For the Salafi-jihadist appropriation of Ibn Taymiyya, see, among others, G. Anawati, “Une résur-
gence du Kharigisme au XXe siecle: ‘L’Obligation absente™ in: Mélanges de l'Institut Dominicain
d'Etudes Orientales du Caire, 16 (1983), 191-228; G. Kepel, Le Prophéte et Pharaon (Gallimard, 2012),
242-249; Yahya Michot, Mardin.

70 TIbn Abd al-Wahhab’s dependence on these two scholars had already been highlighted by Henri
Laoust (Essai sur les Doctrines Sociales et Politiques de Taki-d-Din Ahmad b. Taimiya, [IFAO, 1939], 506-
541), later confirmed by an all-important article by Michael Cook, “On the Origins of Wahhabism,”
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, third series, 2/2 (1992), 191-202. Abdul Hakim I. Al-Matroudi
provides a statistical overview of Ibn Taymiyya’s influence on the founder of Wahhabism: A. H. L.
Al-Matroudi, The Hanbalt School of Law and Ibn Taymiyyah: Conflict or Conciliation (Routledge, 2006),
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and peculiar utilization within a young and short-lived French publish-
ing house — Nawa Editions — founded in 2009, at the instigation of the
two almost exclusive authors of this publishing house: Aissam Ait Yahya
and Abl Soleiman Al-Kaabi.”? Despite its unique position within French
Salafi-jihadi thought and the renewal it heralds, Nawa has received little
attention from researchers.” Through the reflections it conducts and the
authors it promotes, Nawa stands out as a French variant of the “Islamic
Awakening” (sahwa Islamiyya), a movement born in Saudi Arabia from
the 1960s and onwards, resulting from the hybridization between Saudi
Wahhabism and political activism inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood
(in its orientation driven by Sayyid Qutb).”

Both co-authors/editors had higher education backgrounds (in eco-
nomics and political science) and were linked to the Franco-Belgian
Salafi-jihadist circles, particularly around the association “Ana Muslim”
(“I am a Muslim”), active during the 2000s.”

159-161. See also Daoud Riffi, “Historiographie du wahhabisme: écueils et enjeux,” Arabica 69, no. 3,
319-353.

71 Nawa was dissolved in September 2021 after twelve years of activity and nearly 2400 published
pages, at the request of Gérald Darmanin under the “Law reinforcing respect for the principles of the
Republic” adopted on July 23, 2021. The dissolution was motivated by several accusations, including
the promotion of “extremist Islam through [...] the editing and dissemination [...] of fundamentalist
authors or those from the radical Islamist movement [...] that the president of the association and its
vice-president evolve in a pro-jihadist environment whose values they share [...].” Dissolution decree
of September 16, 2021.

72 Only one other author was published by Nawa: Mostafa Brahami (Pourquoi donner? and Zakat,
mode d’emploi, both in 2019), whose Taymiyyan prism and political commitment were previously
discussed. M. Brahami was primarily published by Tawhid Editions until then. Another translator,
Karim Foudili, is also published by Nawa: the translation of Ibn Abl Al-Dunya’s book, Le Livre du
Silence (2018). These three books are the only ones in the catalog that do not possess, in one way or
another, a sociopolitical dimension.

73 The only research work that dedicated part of its study to Nawa is a master’s thesis in general
sociology: Zine-Eddine Gaid, “Qu’est-ce qu’un Intellectuel Musulman Radical Frang¢ais?” supervised by
Giseéle Sapiro (EHESS, 2019). Hugo Micheron briefly mentions Nawa in the subsection dedicated to
jihadist networks in the Southwest, in his published doctoral thesis: Le Jihadisme Frangais. Quartiers,
Syrie, Prisons (Gallimard, 2020).

74 On the Sahwa, see Stéphane Lacroix, Les Islamistes Saoudiens, une Insurrection Manquée (PUF,
2010).

75 The association presents itself as follows, notably on its inactive YouTube channel: “Ana-Muslim
is a Francophone Islamic associative structure promoting the ideological restoration of the spirit,
dogma, and Muslim identity in the West. Ana-Muslim aims to be both an idea center and an activ-
ist structure aiming to elevate the Islamic consciousness of the Western Muslim, by promoting an
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At the end of the 2000s, Al-Kaabi and Yahya distanced themselves
from jihadist networks, considering the concept of jihad solely as an
armed enterprise to be a mistake.” Amid the period when Europeans
were departing for Syria to join the ranks of ISIS, particularly within
the network associated with Ana Muslim, Al-Kaabi and Yahya decided
to embark on what they termed a “djihad fikri” with Nawa.” This can
be distilled into three major aspects: a) the ideological and political cri-
tique of the West (within a new form of heresiography - ‘ilm al-firaq -
termed “occidentology”); b) challenging democracy and apoliticism (two
shortcomings they assimilate to contemporary irja)’; c) the construction
of renewed knowledge combining Wahhabi theological principles with
insights from the human and social sciences (figh al-wagqi).”

In these three domains, Ibn Taymiyya constitutes a major resource
for Nawa. The uniqueness of this house, compared to other Salafist
groups, notably Salafi-jihadists, lies in the fact that Al-Kaabi and Yahya do
not merely extract passages from the works of the Damascene master to
support their opinions. The authors of Nawa perceive Ibn Taymiyya more
as a precursor — the great ancestor® — and an intellectual in the modern

orthodox Sunni reading of various contemporary subjects revolving around Islam and Muslims.”
https://www.youtube.com/@collectifanamuslim [last accessed, january 4, 2024].

76 Interview with Al-Kaabi. Gaid, “ Qu’est-ce qu’un Intellectuel Musulman Radical Frangais?” 54-56.
77 Aissam Ait Yahya, De UIdéologie Islamique Frangaise (Nawa, 2011), 516. This book was reissued
in 2013.

78 The accusation of Murjism against other currents of contemporary Islam is a consistent theme
in Nawa, especially regarding the “quietist” Saudi Wahhabi movement and the pro-democratic activ-
ism of the Muslim Brotherhood. See, among others, Aissam Ait-Yahya, Les Origines Chrétiennes de la
Laicité Musulmane - L’Irja ou le Chainon Manquant (Nawa, 2013). Ana Muslim was already doctrinally
opposed to voting, considering it disbelief and shirk, and led an anti-voting campaign with the slogan:
“Preserve your faith, do not vote.”

79 Regarding figh al-wagqi* refer to the extensively annotated translation by A. A. Yahya of the book
by Nasir al-Umar (b. 1952), Nasir al-Omar, Figh al-Waqi’. Le savoir profane au service du savoir révélé
en islam, trans. Aissam Ait Yahya (Nawa, 2015). On this book by N. al-Umar and the context of its
emergence: Lacroix, Les Islamistes saoudiens, 174-176.

80 Precursor even to modern thought: “[...] Ibn Taymiyya preceded Kant by several centuries in
his Critique of Pure Reason. Ibn Taymiyya asserts that knowledge produced by reason is inseparable
from experience. However, since all subjects related to the Hereafter, such as the question of divine
attributes, escape human experience, then only revealed knowledge is capable of addressing them.
This is exactly the same reasoning that Emmanuel Kant will develop many centuries later, but for
very different ideological purposes...” Abi Soleiman Al-Kaabi, preface to Ibn Taymiyya, La Lettre pal-
myrienne, 18.
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sense of the word, providing a methodological and intellectual architec-
ture to the revolutionary vanguard that must lead to “the restoration of
Islam.”8! While Salafism often sees the shaykh al-Islam as a repository of
often violent fatwas and opinions, Nawa offers a Taymiyyan structure of
thought that is universal and timeless. Furthermore, invoking the mas-
ter’s pioneering nature allows Nawa to conform to the Salafist tradition,
advocating self-affiliation to a mythical intellectual genealogy — aligning
oneself with a glorious and supposedly continuous chain of renowned
scholars who are considered singular, original, and reformist:

Understand me well and follow me well: in this spirit, it leads us to say that
Salafiyya jihadiyya obviously had many predecessors in times of crisis in the
history of Islam: [...] whether it be the active reformist movement originating
from the school of Imam Ahmed initiated by Shaykh Al Islam Ibn Taymiyya
and his students Ibn Kathir and Ibn Qayyim against the quasi-secular system
of the Tatars.®

The Nawist project, characterized by the “restoration of Islam,” can
be summarized in three points: anti-Westernization, politicization, and
intellectualization of Salafism — each finding embodiment and arche-
type in Ibn Taymiyya. The promotion of Ibn Taymiyya occurs through
two means: the translation of parts of his work on the one hand, and his
nuanced and diffuse presence within books on the other. In either case,
Ibn Taymiyya sheds light on contemporary issues or provides a relevant
model for our time.

Nawa has thus far published five books rooted in the Taymiyyan her-
itage: two pertaining to ‘aqida (dogma), one on spirituality, and two on
politics.

81 The expression “restoration of Islam” is used in various forms in Nawa’s work and seems to con-
stitute the ultimate goal of the two authors (for example, in Yahya, Figh al-waqi’, 114; “restoration
of its civilization, autonomy, independence, and integrity in all areas,” 141). Note that Ana Muslim
aimed to “promote the ideological restoration of the spirit, dogma, and Muslim identity in the West”
(cf. note 75).

82 (Emphasis added by the author) Aissam Ait-Yahya, alias Abu Ishaq Al Masloul, La Salafiyya-
jihadiyya, la France, nous et les autres (undated text, written between 2002 and 2012), originally pub-
lished on the Salafi-jihadist website Ansar al-Haqq, 19. In this genealogy, the text adds, among others,
the Almoravid dynasty, Salah al-Din Ayyubi and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. In any case, these predecessors
had to combat, according to the text, heterodoxy, religious innovations, and Christian enemies or
“quasi-secular” regimes.
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The theological aspect comprises two texts translated by A.S.
Al-Kaabi. In 2014, the translation of the Risdla tadmiiriyya: La Lettre
Palmyrienne,® followed in 2018 by Comment Définir ’Absolu, a transla-
tion of a theological epistle recently published by the Saudi scholar ‘Ali
b. Muhammad Tmran.?* The Lettre Palmyrienne, notably, is not a simple
creed in the traditional sense; the translator sees it as participating in
the Taymiyyan function of resisting Western hegemony, as demonstrated
by its lengthy introduction (40 pages). The opposition presented between
Ibn Taymiyya and philosophy is but one illustrious stage in the spiritual
economy of humanity, where the clash between civilizations - hetero-
dox versus orthodox — serves as the engine of history.®> The publishers of
Nawa, following in the footsteps of Ibn Taymiyya, play their part in the
twenty-first century:

Ibn Taymiyya’s genius lies in understanding that the true dividing line
between philosophy and monotheism resides in this definition of the rela-
tionship between Reality and Language, and that this divergence is the basis
for all disputes. These two divergent conceptions even explain the irreducible

83 Ibn Taymiyya, La Lettre Palmyrienne. Une théorie du langage appliquée aux questions de dogme,
trans. Ab( Soleiman al-Kaabi (Nawa, 2014; reissue 2017). In his lengthy introduction (7-39), the trans-
lator provides no details about the original text used (edition, date, tahqiq, critical edition eventually
used), nor any further information on the context of the composition of this Risala. He focuses instead
on the substance of the message that the two translated epistles would, according to him, convey. La
Lettre Palmyrienne is an annotated translation of Al-Risala Tadmuriyya: Tahqiq al-Ithbat li l-Asma’ wa
-Sifat wa Haqiqat al-Jam‘ Bayna al-Qadar wa I-Shar‘ (Maktabat al-‘Ubaykan, 2000), 6th edition. The
translator does not specify the edition used.

84 Ibn Taymiyya, Comment définir UAbsolu, Al-Qayyoum, trans. Abl Soleiman al-Kaabi (Nawa, 2018).
The translator notes in the preface that this book “appears in a compilation of original texts which
the Saudi researcher has entitled Jami’ al-Masd@’il’.” This refers to the Jami' al-masa’l, fasl fi mana
al-Hayyu-l-Qayyum, edited and verified (tahqiq) by Muhammad ‘Uzayr Shams (Dar ‘Ata’at al-ilm, 2nd
edition, 1440/2019), vol. 1, 35, 61. The translator follows the verification of the hadiths (tahqiq) of this
edition, although the notes of the Saudi editor are only partially reproduced, and are largely replaced
by those of A. S. Kaabi.

85 The Nawist project and its vision of power dynamics in history constitute a historiography in
itself, notably inspired by Malek Bennabi. Al-Kaabi explicitly draws an analogy between the Roman
Empire and contemporary West, on the one hand, and the disciples of Jesus and “orthodox Muslims”
on the other hand. Cf. La Voie des Nazaréens. Ou U'héritage de Jésus dans Uislam contemporain (Nawa,
2012). I have presented this Nawist historiography in “Historiographie et devenir eschatologique de
la Oumma dans le salafisme révolutionnaire francophone. Le cas des éditions Nawa,” in Discours
et Imaginaires Eschatologiques de UIslam. VII-XXI siécle, ed. Mehdi Berriah and Hassan Bouali (De
Gruyter, 2026).
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opposition in our time between Western and Muslim civilizations and the pro-
found ideological differences between them. (9)

The spiritual aspect, next: Le Livre du Repentir (2011), also drawn
from the Majmu’ fatawa. It notably contains a critical chapter toward
the Shiites (“The Concept of Infallibility among the Shiites,” 81-88) and
another against the Sufis (“The Deviation of the Sufis,” 88-93) — two tar-
gets of recurrent and vehement attacks by Nawa Editions.

Finally, the political aspect is embodied in two volumes titled
Political Texts. These two books, published in January and November
2017, play a crucial role for revolutionary Salafist authors, inheritors of
the Sahwa. The first volume is Al-Kaabi’s translation of six Taymiyyan
epistles from Majmu’ fatawa.®” In addition to the six translated epistles,
this concise book (194 pages) consists of nearly half introductory (pages
9-52) and concluding remarks (pages 169-190), where the translator pres-
ents Ibn Taymiyya’s political thought by contrasting it with Western tra-
ditions from antiquity (Plato and Aristotle) and modern theorists (John
Locke, Thomas Hobbes, Charles-Louis de Montesquieu, Carl Schmitt).
Here, too, the exercise aims to be both theoretical and critical, as the
translator strives to demonstrate the essential opposition between the
Islamic political vision and that of the ancient and modern West, failing
by the way to avoid his own contradictions.®® According to Al-Kaabi, Ibn
Taymiyya’s work embodies the conceptual gap between European “ide-
alism” and “institutionalism” on the one hand and Islamic “pragmatism”

86 Ibn Taymiyya, Textes politiques. Tome 1, trans. Ab( Soleiman Al-Kaabi (Nawa, 2017); Ibn Taymiyya,
La Politique Religieuse. Textes Politiques. Tome 2, trans. Aissam Ait Yahya (Nawa, 2017). These are
indeed two distinct texts, even though they are presented as two volumes under the same title with
the same author (Ibn Taymiyya) but two different translators. The initial intention of the publisher
was to offer “a collection entitled ‘Political Texts’ that would bring together political writings of great
classical Muslim authors.” Al-Kaabi, Textes Politiques, 9.

87 The translator relies on the edition published by Maktaba Malik Fahd, Riyad 1425/2004 (Al-Kaabi,
Textes Politiques, 13-14). It should be noted that this translation by Al-Kaabi is one of the few to men-
tion with precision the references (albeit incomplete) of the original Arabic texts of Ibn Taymiyya (cf.
also note 83).

88 Especially in his reflection on a supposed opposition between an Islamic political “personalism”
and European “institutionalism,” a reflection promptly contradicted by the examples provided by
Al-Kaabi (cf. p. 20-25). The contradiction arises from his attempt to draw a contrast between Western
and Islamic political thought — two civilizations conceived as monolithic and immutable entities across
centuries — while the differences result from either traditionnal or modern conceptions of the State.
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and “personalism” on the other.®* The second volume offers the famous
al-Siyasa al-shar'iyya fi islah al-rat wa-l-rayya, translated by Aissam Ait-
Yahya and Zaynab Asswab as La Politique religieuse (“Religious Politics™).
Similar to Figh al-waqi’, Yahya’s translation of the Siyasa is surpassed
by extensive commentaries. If the translation covers pages 66-195, the
introductory sections (pages 9-65), the “historical study and political com-
mentary” (pages 225-360), and the “general conclusion” (pages 361-448)
indeed form the core of the book. The analysis of this translation-com-
mentary would warrant a separate study that goes beyond the scope of
an article, but let us note simply that this book appears, in a certain way,
as the culmination of Nawist logic and reflects its perspective: a critical,
often acerbic, stance on Orientalism (especially the work of H. Laoust,
which Ait Yahya seeks to distance himself from);® a claim for the rele-
vance and timeliness of an effective and strictly Islamic “religious policy”;
a demand for “radicalism™* and a critique of Islamic tepidity, including
from self-professed disciples of Ibn Taymiyya.®

89 Ibn Taymiyya, Textes Politiques, especially 15-20.

90 H. Laoust, Le Traité de Droit Public d’Ibn Taymiyya. Traduction Annotée de la Siyasa al-Shariyya
(Institut Frangais de Damas, 1948), ix-xiv. Yahya accuses Laoust of bias and being a pawn of colonia-
lism, following in the footsteps of his father, Emile Laoust. Ait Yahya writes, for example, “It would
be false and naive to believe that he was merely a scholar whose mind was entirely immersed in
the study of historical Muslim works in his office in Damascus. [...] In reality, there is no need to
try to prove the strong collusion and collaboration that existed between various ministries and the
academics in charge of ‘orientalist’ teaching chairs and research institutes scattered throughout the
French colonial empire. [...] Thus, it is quite evident that one cannot ignore the political interest of
Orientalism, as scientific as it may appear.” Ibn Taymiyya, La Politique Religieuse, 14, 16-17.

91 The second volume begins with two highlighted quotations: Ibn Hazm (“If it were not for the
presence of my enemies, I would not have written a single word”) and Hannah Arendt (“Evil can
be both banal and extreme; only goodness is radical”). In an interview from 2018, Ait-Yahya stated,
“Radicality, the word radicality, fundamentally means ‘returning to the root.” And all the great politi-
cal revolutionaries have either been designated as such or claimed the word. So, if I am designated in
that sense, then okay, I accept it; I am returning to the root of Islam, to its orthodoxy and foundations.”
Gaid, “Qu’est-ce qu'un Intellectuel Radical Musulman Frangais,” 51.

92 Ait Yahya thus notes regarding Y. Michot, “on this subject [i.e., the radicalism of Ibn Taymiyya], we
could not fail to mention the work of Professor Yahya Michot, who carried out remarkable research
[...]. However, it seems that the widespread dissemination of Yahya Michot’s work (and most likely
the demands of his position given his past experience) unfortunately does not occur without a certain
inclination toward a kind of ‘conciliatory conformity’ (?) concerning certain delicate points in Ibn
Taymiyya’s writings” (Ibn Taymiyya, La Politique religieuse, 35, note 38). One might hypothesize that
Ait Yahya is alluding here to the scandal surrounding Y. Michot following his translation, under the
pseudonym Nasreddin Lebatelier, of a fatwa by Ibn Taymiyya titled “Le Statut des moines” (Beirut,
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In addition to these translations of the shaykh, references to his
thought are thus scattered throughout the publications of Nawa editions,
placing him very prominently at the top of the cited authors, even beyond
Sayyid Qutb, who is also a central figure for this publisher. Ibn Taymiyya,
as we have seen, is both the precursor and the model for the three aspects
of “djihad fikri”: geopolitical independence (today: the struggle against the
West); politicization (today: condemnation of apoliticism and democracy),
intellectualism (today: production of a theologically Wahhabi thought but
politicized and relying on a reactualized heresiology including modern
ideologies):

The interest, for us, in this author is that he knew how to use his erudition and
his knowledge of Greek and Arabic philosophical texts to effectively compare
Islam and the philosophical tradition. The study of this author is all the more
useful in our time, as he had detected and analyzed the irreducible opposition
between the tradition of philosophers and that of prophets, an opposition that,
in our time, takes the form of a cataclysmic and global conflict between a dom-
inant Western world and a Muslim world struggling to recompose itself.”

The uniqueness of Nawa lies in its elevation of Ihn Taymiyya, not
only as all Salafists do to the rank of Shaykh al-Islam but also, and more
importantly, as a complete intellectual who knew how to summon the
knowledge of his time to serve a distinctly Islamic perspective: “By mas-
tering figh al-waqt’, [scholars] will be capable of excelling in the solutions
they propose. It is in this perspective that Shaykh of Islam Ibn Taymiyya
was one of those who mastered religious sciences and related profane
sciences the most.”** By bestowing on the Damascene shaykh the sta-
tus of a complete intellectual, Nawa’s authors can also effectively cast
their adversaries within Salafism as bad disciples. Thus, after stating,
“I wanted to revive the methodology of Ibn Taymiyya in the acquisition
of knowledge,” A. S. Al-Kaabi adds, “It is deplorable to note that today,
Muslims who forcefully claim the heritage of Ibn Taymiyya are the first to

1997). This publication was then perceived as legitimizing the massacre of the Tibhirine monks by
the GIA in 1996. However, one must question whether Ait Yahya’s criticism implies reproach for the
condemnation of the jihadist appropriation of Ibn Taymiyya in his work Mardin, particularly 105-125.
93 Ibn Taymiyya, Textes Politiques, 12 (note by Al-Kaabi).

94 Omar, Figh al-Waqt’, 73 (note by A. A. Yahya).
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betray his methodology of knowledge, which combined strictly religious
sciences with profound encyclopedic knowledge.”*

As we have seen, one of the constantly evoked major episodes in
Ibn Taymiyya’s life is his “struggle against the Tatars” and his criticism
of their mode of government based on yasaq.*® This tension between Ibn
Taymiyya and the Mongol power is systematically reinterpreted by polit-
icized Salafism and Salafi-Jihadism to condemn “human laws,” assim-
ilated to kufr and shirk, as a violation of tawhid al-hakimiyya. Nawa’s
authors align themselves with this perspective, which involves takfir
but in a more subtle manner,*” by invoking Ibn Taymiyya, who appears
once again as a source of enlightening insight for Muslims in the West.
Additionally, he anticipates the democratizing deviations of movements
such as the Muslim Brotherhood.*® By combining religious knowledge (in
the classical sense of the term) with an understanding of the challenges
of his time (through the analysis of secular knowledge), Ibn Taymiyya
perceived “de-Islamization” behind the acceptance of “human laws”:

He [Ibn Taymiyya] understood very well the fatal risk of de-Islamization of
Muslim populations living under the yoke of the Tatars if the Islamic legis-
lative order no longer governed their societies. At that particular moment in
Muslim history, this case was unique; it required scholars to fully understand
the implications of the non-application of Sharia and its replacement. Ibn
Taymiyya was the historical example, the archetype of the scholar who under-
stood the profound reality of this situation, perfectly concluding on the legal
statuses of those responsible. Even today, this crucial position is either widely
criticized or completely diluted to avoid drawing logical (and dangerous...)
conclusions about our own reality and the current state of the Muslim world.*

95 Al-Kaabi, La Voie des Nazaréens, 116-117.

96 See my analysis of Ibn Taymiyya in the work of Mostafa Brahami above.

97 In the following excerpt, A. A. Yahya uses the expression “legal status” twice, a term particularly
used within Salafism and referring to the term hukm. The legal status alluded to here is apostasy.

98 Nawa regularly criticizes the democratic legalistic engagement of the Muslim Brotherhood. “I
have always been hostile to the MB [i.e., Muslim Brotherhood] and considered them the main prob-
lem,” explains Al-Kaabi, “because they lack intelligence and do not understand anything about cur-
rent issues, not to mention more serious underlying ideological problems. It is not because I also
criticize jihadist movements that I lean toward the MB.” Gaid, “Qu’est-ce qu’un Intellectuel Musulman
Radical Frangais?” 62. A. A. Yahya reserves several criticisms for the Muslim Brotherhood, including,
among others, Figh al-Wagqy’.

99 Omar, Figh al-Waqt’, 44-45 note 23 (note by A. A. Yahya).
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Conclusion

In conclusion of this study, it appears that the figure of Ibn Taymiyya has
achieved a form of centrality in Francophone publishing, both through
his personality and his works or those of his disciples. The shadow of
his presence looms over all debates and themes related to Islam, unwit-
tingly appointing him to the title of al-Shaykh al-Akbar, a title previously
reserved for his major rival Ibn ‘Arabl. Whether in theology, law, spiri-
tuality, or politics, he emerges as the contemporary “magister dixit,” the
authoritative argument.

In many respects, his memory thus belongs to the founding myth:
first, that of the unsurpassed scholar; then, the mujtahid and mujahid com-
plete (by pen and sword); and finally, the spiritual master. Ibn Taymiyya
is thus one of the strong links in the “mythical genealogy” embraced by
all advocates and architects of an Islamic reform aiming to return to the
Salaf, whether they advocate a renewed ijtihad through reason or, con-
versely, a more or less complete rejection of it in religious matters, or
a political intransigence, or the struggle against other civilizations, or,
finally, a call to war. The uses and misuses of the Damascene master,
therefore, serve specific functions and contribute to the often-turbulent
debates within Islam in general, particularly in the Francophone context.

With so many debates and uses of this scholar, one is tempted to
paraphrase the words of the French historian Marc Bloch (d. 1944),
regarding another divisive figure in history: “Taymiyyans, anti-Taymi-
yyans, we implore you: please, tell us simply who Ibn Taymiyya was!”1%
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