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Be afraid of the existence,
By which you are surrounded now.
Phantasy of yours is nonexistent.

So are you.

—Rumi, Mathnawi V1
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What just simply is not...cannot be expressed in thought or language at all.

—Plato, Sophist 238c10
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INTRODUCTION

i.1. Major themes of Islamic meontology
i.2. Organization of the dissertation
i.3. The history of research

i.4. Methodology

The concept of nonbeing plays a crucial role in medieval Muslim thought and history.
Metaphysicians show interest in studying existing things. But when it comes to classical Muslim
theologians, they are more interested in things that do not exist. This is especially the case before
Avicenna who had a great influence on the penetration of discussions of wujid (being) into post-
classical Kalam writings. One can easily recognize the significance of nonbeing for them by
maintaining a panoramic view of their works. For instance, 11" century theologian al-Juwayni
(d. 1085) centers his attention on the problem of the nonexistent even when dealing with the
concept of shay’ under the title al-Qawl fi al-shay’ wa haqiqatihi (On the Concept of Shay’ and
its True Meaning). After he treats the problem under three more titles, he allots only one-two
pages to a discussion of existing beings (mawyiidat). In other parts of his al-Shamil, he continues
exploration of the problem by associating it with other theological issues.! In fact, we witness the
same phenomenon in Ismaili works. Meontology similarly has a key function in their
elaborations of transcendent God. To such an extent, ontological categories are discussed and

analyzed, not as an end itself, but as a means to better articulate the Ismaili-Neoplatonic

1 *Abd al-Malik b. ‘Abdullaah al-Juwayni, al-Shamil fi Usil al-Din, ed. ‘A. S. al-Nashshar (Alexandria : Munshu’at
al-Ma‘arif, 1969), pp. 124-131,



disontological account of God. So, it would not be wrong to say that Islamic theology in the
classical period is predominantly theology of nonbeing rather than theology of being.

As far as we have learned from sources available to us, early Muslim intellectuals were
unfamiliar with the idea of nihil, let alone making philosophical speculations on it. There was no
single word in use which would connote it. However, starting from the second half of the 8"
century, a variety of coined words that would designate the idea began to circulate, specifically
as an expression of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. The word ‘adam, one of the best candidates
for expressing nihil, ordinarily connotes non-possession of property or wealth, and is derived
from the social categories of common experience. For instance, in implying how his tribe
conquered his foes and took the booty of battle, the 6™ century warrior-poet Tarafa (d. 569)
attests to the conventional meaning of the term:

Tadhkuriina idh nuqatilukum
La yadurru mu ‘diman ‘adamuhu
Do you remember
The time when we fought you?
Poverty would harm
None of us who is poor.
At times, possibly after Muslims were in close contact with other cultures and their philosophical
speculations, ‘adam started circulating among writers as an equivalent of nonbeing.? Thus, this

crucial term, a term never attested in the Qur’an and by which the Arabs designated non-

possession of property in a socio-economic context, had meant, in its new philosophical-

2 Van Den Bergh argues that it is possibly in the process of the translation of Aristotle’s works into Arabic that it
began to come into use as a synonym for of the Greek otépnoig (privatio). See “*Adam,” Encyclopaedia of Islam,
2" ed., Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on
06 March 2024 http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_0296
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theological setting, lack or absence of being or existence. In other words, the term has begun

“from a simpler, concrete usage with a human reference point.”*

i.1. Major themes of Islamic meontology

In the Islamic Middle Ages, the concept of nonbeing has been discussed in several settings,
though they are, in one way or another, related to each other. I will briefly sketch out four major

themes below.

a) The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo

First, the concept is associated with the idea of creatio ex nihilo. It has been expressed through a
multitude of words and phrases that somehow reflect the choices of differing interpretative
communities and strategies. Numerous scholars drew attention to the crucial role John
Philoponus (d. 570) (known to Arabs as Yahya al-Nahwi) occupied in the formation of the
Islamic doctrine of creation from nothing. Medieval Muslim bibliographers bear testimony to the
circulation of his two polemical works among Muslim thinkers, De aeternitate mundi contra
Proclum and contra Aristotelem.* Unfortunately, the translations are no longer extant. However,
it is through the studies of Davidson and Rashed that we have learned that since the mid-9™

century, Philoponus’ works, or at least some fragments of them, were available to Medieval

3 For a socio-cultural and anthropological analysis of the origins of the lonian conceptual structure, see, e.g., Charles
H. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology (New York: Columbia University Press, 1960), p. 193

4 See Ibn al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist, ed. Gustav Flugel (Leipzig: F. C. W. Vogel, 1871-1872), Vol. 1, 254; al-Qift,
Tarikh al-Hukama’, ed. Julius Lippert (Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1903), pp. 354-357; Ibn Ab1
‘Usaybi‘a, Kitab ‘Uyin al-anba’ fi tabaqat al-atibba’, ed. August Miller (Kénigsberg: Selbstverlag, 1884), p. 154-
155).



Arabic writers such as al-Kindi (d. 873) and his circle of scholars and translators and al-
Nawbakhti (fl. ca. 900). We can also see traces of his ideas in circulation in several other ways—
to mention some, (1) the Christian Nestorian Ibn Suwar’s (d. 1017) testimony in his brief
treatise, which argues for the superiority of Philoponus’ argument on the createdness of the
universe (hadath al- ‘alam) over that of the Mutakallimun, (2) al-Farabi’s (d. 950) polemics
against him in favor of the eternity of the world in a recently discovered manuscript published by
Muhsin Mahdi as well as in his lost treatise On Changeable Beings (fi I-mawjidat al-
mutaghayyirah) often cited in later works, (3) Kraemer’s important discovery of a passage in a
recension of Abu Sulayman al-Sijistant’s (985) Siwan al-Hikma, which is thought to have
belonged to Philoponus’ lost refutation of Aristotle and which runs parallel with Simplicius’
Commentary on De caelo, (4) the latest findings of the Arabic manuscripts by Beeston, Pines,
and Hasnawi, which are considered either a small section of Philoponus’ two monumental works
or of a separate but parallel study by him, and finally, (5) Stern’s invaluable finding on Pseudo-

Ammonius which introduces the key concepts designating creatio ex nihilo.

5> See Ahmad Hasnawi, ‘Alexandre d’ Aphrodise vs. Jean Philopon: notes sur quelques traités d’Alexandre « perdus »
en grec, conservés en arabe,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 4 (1994): 53-109; Alexander Altmann, and Samuel
Miklos Stern, Isaac Israaeli: A Neoplatonic Philosopher of the Early Tenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1958), pp. 68-74; A.F.L. Beeston, “An important Christian Arabic manuscript in Oxford,” Orientalia
Christiana Periodica 19 (1953): 197-205; Bernhard Lewin, “L'Idéal antique du philosophie dans la tradition

arabe: un traité d'éthique du philosophe Bagdadien Ibn Suwar,” Lychnos (1954-5): 267-84; ldem., La notion de
mukdath dans le kalam et dans la philosophie: Une petit traité inédit du philosophe chrétien Ibn Suwar. Orientalia
Suecana 11 (1954): 84-93; Herbert A. Davidson, “John Philoponus as a source of Medieval Islamic and Jewish
proofs of Creation,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 2 (1969): 357-391; Ibn Suwar, “Magqala fT anna dalil
Yahya al-Nahwi ‘ala hadath al-‘alam awla bi 1-qabtl min dalil al-mutakallimin aslan,” in Neoplatonici apud Arabes,
ed. ‘A. Badawl (Cairo, 1955), pp. 243-247; Joel L. Kraemer, “A Lost Passage from Philoponus’ Contra Aristotelem
in Arabic Translation,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 85.3 (1965): 318-327; Marwan Rashed,
“Nouveaux fragments antiprocliens de Philopon en version arabe et le probléme des origines de la théorie de

I’« instauration » (hudiith),” Les études philosophiques 105.2 (2013): 261-392; Muhsin Mahdi, “Alfarabi against
Philoponus,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 26.4 (1967): 233-260; Idem., The Arabic text of Alfarabi’s Against
John the Grammarian. In: Medieval and Middle Eastern Studies in Honor of Aziz Suryal Atiya, ed. S. A. Hanna
(Brill, Leiden: Brill, 1972), p. 268-284; S. Pines, “An Arabic summary of a lost work of John Philoponus”, Israel
Oriental Studies 2 (1972): 320-352.



b) The privative theory of evil

Second, ‘adam is employed to describe the privative theory of evil. The notion goes back to
Plotinus. The Neoplatonic account of privation (sterésis) in reference to evil has a discernible
echo in the works of Muslim philosophers—such as al-Farabi (d. 950), Avicenna (d. 1037), and
al-Ghazali (d. 1111). The theory basically proposes that evil is a lack or privation ( ‘adam) of the
good. Since evil does not essentially exist (ma ‘diim), it is not caused by an efficient cause, but
rather by a deficiency (nags) of the good proper to a thing. They regarded it as a by-product of
the best possible order of the world. They argued that the good is existence. Just as evil and
nonexistence is interchangeable, so, too, are good and existence. In their writings, there is always
a dialectical dichotomy between evil and nonexistence and between good and existence. The idea
of evil as a privation also spread among Sufis and theologians like Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) and Ibn

Taymiyya (d. 1263).°

C) The disontological account of God

6 Al-Farabi, The Fusiil al-madani: Aphorisms of the Statesman of al-Farabi, ed. and trans. D. M. Dunlop
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), Aphorisms 72-73; Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / llahiyyat
(2), eds. Muhammad Y. Miisa, Sulayman Dunya and Sa‘id Zayed, revised and introduced by Ibrahim Madkour
(Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-Shu’in al-Matabi‘ al-Amiriyya, 1960), pp. 355-356; 414-422; G. F. Hourani, “Ibn
Sina’s ‘Essay on the secret of destiny,”” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 29 (1966):25-48;
Husayn Khaliqi, Afirmish va nazar-i faylasifan-i Islamz dar barah-’i an (Tabriz: Intisharat-i Mu’assasah-"i Tarikh
va Farhang-i Tran, 1975); Eric L. Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought: The Dispute over al-Ghazali’s Best of All
Possible Worlds (Princeton, N.J. : Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 14, 27; William C. Chittick, The Sufi path
of knowledge : Ibn al- ‘Arabi’s metaphysics of imagination (Albany, N.Y. : State University of New York Press,
1989), pp. 33-44, 89— 97; Muna Ahmad Muhammad Abt Zayd, Mafhim al-khayr wa al-sharr fi al-falsafa al-
Islamiyya: Dirasa muqgarana fi fikr Ibn Sina (Beirut: Al-Mu’assasa al-jami‘iyya li- al-dirasat wa al-nashr wa al-
tawzi, 1411/1991); Shams C. Inati, The Problem of Evil: Ibn Sind’s Theodicy (Binghamton, NY: Global
Publications, Institute of Global Cultural Studies, Binghamton University, 2000), pp. 65-101; Jon Hoover, Ibn
Taymiyya's Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden : Brill, 2007), pp. 177-179; 195-196, 200-208; Ayman
Shihadeh, “Avicenna’s Theodicy and al-Raz1’s Anti-Theodicy,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 7
(2019):61-84.



The concept of nonbeing was also in circulation among Mutakallimiin who propose the idea of
apophatic God. In their expression of negative statements, the negative copula “is-not” plays a
pivotal role, which mediates between two phrases on the subject of which God always is put.
Hence, the emergence of nonbeing. “Is-not” is articulated through resort to a variety of negative
particles like /a and laysa, often in nominal sentences and only occasionally in verbal sentences.
In his Magalat, al-Ash‘ari (d. 936) testifies to the circulation of the apophatic view of God
among early Mu‘tazilites. He provides us with a two-page report attributing a great deal of
negative statements to them, such as God is-not a substance and he is-not an accident.” Ismaili
theologians in fact present the most radical form of apophasis. Neoplatonic cosmology and
apophasis, as well as the strict form of Islamic monotheism, help them to develop a unique
meontological view of God.
d) The notion of nonbeing of a dialectical and epistemological nature: Ein dialektisches
Spiel
Lastly, there is a line of thought that treats the notion of nonbeing with respect to divine
knowledge. The controversy over this aspect of the concept has been formulated in the following
question: “Whether the non-existent is a thing” (hal al-ma ‘diim shay 'un am 1).2 As Schwarz has

rightly identified, this concept was of a rather conceptual, epistemological, and semantic nature.®

7 See Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Helmut Ritter (Istanbul, 1929-30), pp. 155-156

8 See Abii al-Fath Ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, Nikdyat al-igdam fi ‘ilm al-kalam, ed.Ahmad Farid al-Mazidi
(Bayrit : Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyah, 2004), p. 89

9Schwarz rather elucidates the nature of the problem as such:*...at least in the classical period of Kalam this was a
problem of a conceptual, semantic and epistemological nature, but not an ontological question.” See Michael
Schwarz, “Who were Maimonides’ Mutakallimtin” Some Remarks on Guide of the Perplexed Part I Chapter 73,” In:
Maimonidean Studies, ed. Arthur Hyman, vol. 3 (New York: The Michael Scharf Publication Trust of Yeshiva
University Press, 1992-1993), p, 147



De Boer (d. 1942) defines the problem as “ein dialektisches Spiel” (a dialectical game).°In the
classical period, Sunni theologians extensively contributed much to the development of this

notion. But in the post-classical period, Zaydi writers adopted and further developed it.

I.2. Organization of the dissertation

In modern times, scholars have studied the reception of the concept of creatio ex nihilo in
Islamic thought closely enough. On the other hand, the view of evil as privation of good did not
attract attention of classical Muslim theologians. It is only in the post-classical period that
theologians began to show interest in the topic. Therefore, my project will be confined to the
study of debates of the classical period over the last two dimensions of the concept of nonbeing
mentioned above, namely the Ismaili disontological view of God and the dialectical,
epistemological, and semantic aspect of the concept of nonbeing. So then, this dissertation is
organized into two parts. In Part I, I discuss the formation and development of nonbeing as a
notion of a dialectical, epistemological, and semantic character in the classical period. In
Chapter 1, I deal with the origin of this notion. I argue that it proceeded from a complex socio-
cultural and political processes in effect during the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties of the late
7"-early 9™ centuries. During this period, attention focused more on the Imamite discussions of
the second half of the 8" century on the doctrine of bada’ (God’s change of his decision on the
ground of new knowledge), which in turn led to the emergence of late-8"-first half 9" century
Imami-Mu‘tazilite controversy over the question whether God ab aeterno knows things. But

anti-predestinarian and anti-eternalist tendencies also seem to have contributed to the

10 Tjitze J. De Boer, Geschichte der Philosophie im Islam (Stuttgart: F. Frommann, 1901), p. 54.



development of the nonexistent. In Chapter 2, I revisit the origin of Avicenna’s essence-
existence distinction. I argue that his distinction can be traced back to the Abti Hashim’s (d. 933)
dichotomy between sifat al-wujiid (the attribute of existence) and sifat al-dhat (the attribute of
the essence), the latter of which he defines what an entity essentially is (cf. Avicenna’s definition
of essence) and the former of which he views as an additional category to nonexistent essences.
Chapter 3 can be seen as a continuation of the argument proposed in the previous chapter. |
discuss the philological and logical basis for Basran Mu‘tazili-Ash‘arT theologians’ conflicting
approaches to the doctrine of sifar al-dhat expressed in the form of self-predicational sentences
(SisS), e.g., “The substance is a substance even in the state of non-existence.” I suggested that
their approaches could be read against the backdrop of the two interpretations of the copulative
verb kawn (to be) either as indicating identity/essence or existence. In Part Il of the dissertation,
| explore the meontological ideas of the 10" century Ismaili theologians of the Fatimid period,
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-NasafT (d, 943), al-Sijistani (d. 971) and al-Kirmani (d. 1021). This
part three objectives. First, Ismaili authors reconstruct their account of apophasis through
frequent negation of me/ontological concepts (huwiyya vs. la-huwiyya; ays vs. lays). Therefore, |
explore in some detail the intricacies and complexities of these concepts in their understanding.
Second, these authors are not uniform in their formulations, a question that previous studies have
ignored. Finally, I explain how their use of negation (nafy) as an expression of God’s
transcendence forges a strong link connecting their perspective to the Neoplatonic tradition.
Chapter 4 discusses the failure of al-Nasafi’s attempt to develop the negative path of speaking
of God on the basis of double negation. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning his ideas as his
integration of me/ontological categories into the Ismaili thought laid the foundation for the

formation of double negation in its full scope in later period. In Chapter 5, I discuss the



significant role al-Sijistani played in the formation of Ismaili apophasis in comply with the
hierarchical cosmology of Neoplatonism. To this end, he offers the apophatic perspective of
double negation. He thus establishes a hierarchy not only in Neoplatonic cosmology, but also in
apophatic discourse. What is higher in the hierarchy of being has a more meontological-
negational power: the more intense degree of nonbeing and negation a thing possesses, the
higher, the more complete, the more certain it is. In this respect, his god mubdi * (the Originator)
who is two-fold negated is ontologically higher than other things that are either one-fold negated
(e.g., the act of origination and spiritual beings) or non-negated (i.e., physical beings). Contrary
to what is generally assumed, his double negation is more complicated than it at first appears. He
presents two forms of double negation. Chapter 6 examines how al-Kirmani diverges from al-
Sijistani’s double negation in his work Kitab al-Riyad, though he remains loyal to it in Rahat al-
‘Aql. | argue that refusal of the idea of the originating act (ibda ) as an intermediary principle
between God and the Intellect, as well as the confinement of the use of negative particle (/a) to
God, appears to result in his invalidation of double negation, which aims to express the
transcendence not only of God, but also of the originating act and spiritual beings (the Intellect

and Soul).

1.3. The history of research

Chapter 1 enters into an implicit dialogue with various credible sources on the origin of the
conception of nonbeing of a dialectical, epistemological, and semantic nature. In the classical
period, the concept was indeed a problem that continuously evolved and adapted to a changing

intellectual atmosphere but was never resolved to the satisfaction of each theological school.



Nothing fated this concept to have such a career except its difficult-to-solve indeterminacy. In
modern times, the problem met with the same fate once again, another form of indeterminacy,
though transforming this time into a problem of history. This problem huddled 20" century
historians of ideas together to find out its origin. We meet a great deal of multicolored historical
perspectives and reconstructions.

To begin with, Martin Schreiner (d. 1926) parenthetically touched upon the problem in a
context where he discussed Saadia Gaon’s (d. 942) idea of the infinite divisibility of matter. He
proposed that our concept goes back to Democritus (Metaphysics 1, 4, 985b, 4-8).! Pines and
Gutas argued that there is no conclusive evidence showing Muslim theologians’ engagement with
Democritus.*? In 1912, Max Horten (d. 1945) rather put forward the claim that the concept goes
back to the Nyaya-Vaisesika doctrine of abhava, according to which the nonexistent is
something real (die Lehre der Vaisesika vom Nichtsein als etwas Positivem).*® His claim
received support from Shlomo Pines (d. 1990).1* But Henrik S. Nyberg (d. 1974) levelled
charges of anachronism against Horten. He stated, “...Horten’s hypothesis completely turns the

chronological circumstances upside down...The term “abhava’ is for the first time found in the

11 In addition to the existence of the plenum (10 mAfipeg), Leucippus and his disciple Democritus affirmed the
existence of the void (10 kevov) that they identified with nonbeing (to pr| dv). They argue that nonbeing is no less
real than being (510 kol 0008y pdddov 1o dv Tod | dvtog eivai pooty, 8Tt 00dE Tod kevod 10 odua). Martin Schreiner,
Der Kalam in der jidischen Literatur (Berlin, 1895), p. 8-9 (n. 5); Shlomo (Salomon) Pines, Beitrdge zur
islamischen atomenlehre (Berlin [Grafenhainichen, Gedruckt bei A. Hein gmbh], 1936), p. 116 (n.2); Harry A.
Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 360-361

12 Pines, Beitrdge zur islamischen atomenlehre, p. 102; Dimitri Gutas, “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy in Arabic ( Other
than Platonism and Aristotelianism ): A Review of the Sources,” in Wolfgang Haase (ed.): Aufstieg und Niedergang
der rémischen Welt (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1993), Vol. 11 36.7, 4958;

13 Max Horten, Die philosophischen Systeme der spekulativen Theologen im Islam (Bonn: Cohen, 1912), pp. 3, 341-
342, 379-381, 473-474.

14 Pines, Beitrdge zur islamischen atomenlehre, p. 116 (n.2); Wolfson mentions this assumption in his The
philosophy of the Kalam, p. 360
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logician Sridhara’s work Nyayakandali, which he authored in 991 A.D. In Islam, the doctrine of
nonbeing already exists in Shahham’s classical formulation at the end of the 9" century.” The
second problem he finds with Horten’s perspective lies in his argument that abhava has only a
logical implication, while the topic we are considering here does not.*®

In his commentary on Insha’ al-Dawa’ir by Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), Nyberg rather held that
our concept preferably betrays an influence of the Eastern Christian Logos and the Platonic-
Neoplatonic k6cpog vontog (intelligible world).2® I think his perspective is marked by some
superficial similarities rather than by authenticated documentation. It is true that Muslim
theologians treats the idea of the nonexistent in relation to divine knowledge. But the Qur’anic
origin of the idea is no less evident. Moreover, his proposal of k6cpo¢g vontog might be
confronted with the question whether it is associated with the concept of the nonexistent in
Neoplatonic works.’

The perspectives of Harry A. Wolfson (d. 1974) and Albert Nader (2004) run parallel
with that of Nyberg. Wolfson similarly explains the formation of the concept in reference to

Plato’s prima materia. He discusses the issue with special reference to al-Baghdadi’s (d. 1037)

15 H. S. Nyberg, Kleinere Schriften des Ibn al-Arabi, nach Handschriften in Uppsala und Berlin zum ersten Mal
hrsg. und mit Einleitung und Kommentar versehen von H. S. Nyberg (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1919), p. 53-54: ,,Denn
erstens hat abhava nur logischen, nicht aber ontologischen Sinn), und zweitens stellt die Hypothese Hortens der
chronologischen Verhéltnisse vollstdndig auf den Kopf. Der Terminus abhava findet sich zum erstenmal beim
Logiker Sridhara in seinem Werke Nyayakandali, das um 991 nach Chr. verfasst ist). Im Islam light die Lehre vom
Nichtsein in klassischer Formulierung schon bei al-Sahham (Ende des 9. Jahrhunderts) vor.“

16 Nyberg refers to Ibn ‘Arabi’s quote from al-Hajjaj’s statement: “Thing is what is real in God’s knowledge.” He
interprets it by saying, “The world was present in God’s knowledge before creation, that is, it was real as a known
object, had a logical being, and this logical being is the ontological ground of the existing world.” See Nyberg,
Kleinere Schriften des Ibn al-4rabr, p. 47-49

7 This last argument has been put forward by Josef van Ess. He states: “...es verschlagt vielleicht nicht so viel,
wenn, wie Wolfson an sich mit Recht bemerkt (...dhnlich schon Horten in: Der Islam)..., der k6opog vontog nie als
,nichtseiend® bezeichnet wird..“ See idem, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ict. Ubersetzung und Kommentar
des ersten Buches seiner Mawagqif (Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1966), p. 197
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al-Farg, Ibn Hazm’s (d. 1064) Fisal fi al-Milal wa al-Nihal, and al-Shahrastani’s Nikayat al-
Igdam. He argues that the vital problem regarding the question “whether the nonexistent is
nothing or something” reflects a late antique controversy over “whether the world was created ex
nihilo or out of an eternal antemundane matter.” He states, ““...while retaining the already
established formula that the world was created min al-ma ‘diim, that is, ‘from the nonexistent’,
the Mu‘tazilites took ‘the nonexistent’ (al-ma ‘diim) in the formula to refer to Plato’s pre-existent
matter, which according to their interpretation, was, like Aristotle’s substrative matter and
perhaps also like Plotinus’ emanated matter, something.” Thus, his argument continues, “the
controversy over the question whether the world was created out of nothing or out of a pre-
existent matter took the form of a controversy over the question whether “the nonexistent (al-
ma ‘diim) in the established creation formula was to be taken to mean “nothing” or
“something.”*®

On the basis of relatively later authors (e.g., al-Shahrastant and Hasan b. Muhammad al-
FanarT), Albert Nader argues that the notion of a dialectical and epistemological character
originated from the Mu‘tazilis’ tendency to show a real distinction between essence and
existence. This allowed them to explain the creation of the world from the nonexistent, though
not ex nihilo, but from materia prima which essentially lacks existence (cf. Aristotle’s steresis).
He adds that this is actually what Plato calls a difficult and obscure form (Timaeus 48e-491:
YaAemdV Kod Auvdpdv £180¢), or Aristotle’s mpmtn DAn; in either case the nonexistential matter is

waiting to receive form and to be actualized by God.!®

18 Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam, pp. 359-372; Idem, “The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and Saadia's
Second Theory of Creation,” The Jewish Quarterly Review , New Series, 36 (1946):371-391

19 See Albert N. Nader, Le systeme philosophique des Mu'tazila (premiers penseurs de I'lslam (Beyrouth: Dar El-
Machreq Sarl, 1984), pp. 129-130, 131 (n.2)
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Since S. Horovitz’s study, the assertion of a Stoic influence on our notion has also been
made by several scholars such as van den Bergh and Pines. The proponents of this assertion very
likely came to this conclusion as a result of being impressed by the Mu‘tazilite ma ‘dizm-shay
formula. By providing Seneca’s Epistulae Morales as a subtext, Pines suggests that the Stoic
term ti (something; etwas) might be the context for the Mu‘tazilites to develop shay’ as a general
category covering not only what is, but also what is not.?° Jolivet evaluates and refuses the
possibility that the Greek pragma is the equivalent of shay’, and concludes that the latter has no
Greek antecedent.?* One major problem with the assumptions of den Bergh and Pines lies in the
fact that we have not been supplied with documentation for the alleged Stoic origin of this
notion.??

In his work on the fourteenth-century scholar ‘Adud al-Din al-IjT’s (d. 1355) theory of
knowledge, Van Ess provides a general overview of hypotheses about the origin of the idea of
ma ‘dum, some of which have been mentioned above. Van Ess first expresses his appreciation of
the previous scholarship by pointing out that it is worth considering all pieces of evidence
supposedly supporting the assertion that the Islamic point of view of the non-existent should be
explained through reference to Greek texts. But he brought to the attention of readers a variety of

historical-methodological difficulties with the claim to foreign influence. For example, Nader

20 See S. Horovitz, “Uber den EinfluB des Stoizismus auf die Entwicklung der Philosophie bei den Arabern,”
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenléndischen Gesellschaft 57 (1903): 177-196 ; van den Bergh indirectly deals with
the problem of the ma ‘dizm in making an analysis of the notions 4a/ and shay’, two of the significant components of
the idea of non-existent. Simon van den Bergh, Tahdfut al-tahafut (The incoherence of the incoherence) Translated
from the Arabic with introd. and notes, 2 volumes (London: Luzac, 1954), Il., 4, 3.6; S. Pines, Beitrége zur
islamischen Atomenlehre, p. 117

2! Jean Jolivet, “Aux origines de l'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” in Etudes sur Avicenne, Ed. Jean Jolivet and Roshdi Rashed
(Paris : Belles Lettres, 1984), pp. 15-16

22 Gutas, “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy in Arabic,” in Haase (ed.): Aufstieg und Niedergang der rémischen Welt, Vol. 1|
36.7, 4959-4963
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and Wolfson’s assumption of einer idealen atomaren Materia (an ideal atomic matter) would be
conflict with the Islamic theory of divine omniscience that atoms do not exist eternally beside
God, but rather in God’s knowledge.?® Moreover, van Ess argues that Wolfson hardly puts his
best foot forward in terms of documentation because he seeks to reconstruct the problem on the
basis of later Islamic sources like al-Baghdadi’s (d. 1037) al-Farq, Ibn Hazm’s (d. 1064) Fisal fi
al-Milal wa al-Nikal and al-Shahrastani’s Nihdyat al-Igdam ** For the reasons similar to this, van
Ess approaches the allegations of influence deliberately. He writes, “Between the last Greek
Neoplatonic texts and the kalam of the 9™ century lies several dark centuries, and we will have to
assume a priori that ideas have been detached from their context or amalgamated differently.
Moreover, and this is indeed true of everything, one should not underestimate the originality of
the Mu‘tazilite Mutakallimiun, who, of course, approached the handed down property with their
own questions.”?>Our final writer who deals with our concept is Richard Frank. He remained
indifferent to the problem of origin by rather undertaking a close reading of Muslim sources. He
authored two articles on the topic, doubtless supplying us with a most detailed, and probably

most accurate, account of the nature of the problem. He specifically discusses the concept of

2 In his criticism of Wolfson and Nader, van Ess argues that their suggestion of materia prima as the origin of our
concept of nonbeing would not fit in well with the Islamic theory of divine knowledge that atoms do not exist
eternally beside God, but rather in God, in his spirit (Geist). He states: ,,Mag schon von vornherein die Atomtheorie
neben der Frage des gottlichen Allwissens gestanden haben, die Atome bestehen nicht ewig neben Gott, sondern
ewig in Gott, in seinem Geiste.“ He might have meant ‘divine knowledge’ when he describes the substratum of
intelligible objects as in God or his spirit” because this would precisely run counter to the Islamic perspective of
divine knowledge. Idem, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ict, p.197

2 |dem, p. 197

% Josef van Ess, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ici, pp. 196-197: , Zwischen den letzten griechischen
neuplatonischen Texten und dem kalam des 9. Jh’s. liegen mehrere dunkle Jahrhunderte; und man wird a priori
annehmen miissen, dass sich ldeen aus ihrem Zusammenhang gelést oder anders amalgamiert haben. Zudem, und
das ist bei allem festzuhalten, sollte man die Originalitdt der mu’tazilitischen mutakallimiin, die ja doch mit ihren
Fragen an das tradierte Gut herangingen, nicht zu gering bewerten.”

14



nonbeing with regard to the Bahshamite Mu‘tazilite account of attributes (sifat) and states
(ahwal).?8

Chapter 3 discusses the origin of Avicenna’s essence-existence distinction. A
considerable body of research dealt with the same problem.?’Some scholars find its root in the
philosophies of earlier authors like Aristotle, Plato, and Plotinus. In the course of the last forty
years, however, Western experts on Avicenna began to consider a possible link between his
philosophy and early Islamic theology. Jean Jolivet and Robert Wisnovsky are two leading
scholars of this assumption.?® I am of two minds about their claim. On the one hand, | agree that
Avicenna’s distinction goes back to early Kalam discussions. On the other hand, it is hard to find
a coherent and rewarding explanation for his distinction only by mapping out the relations
between thing (shay ) and existent (mawjid). As | have argued in the chapter, this distinction has
already been transmitted to him in some fledging form through discussions of the theory of
ahwal (states). In Chapters 4-6, where | discusses the Ismaili meontological account of God, |
actively engages dialogues with the perspectives of diverse modern authors such as Henry
Corbin, Paul Walker, Daniel De Smet, Faquir Muhammad Hunzai, Eva-Maria Lika and A. Kars

who have penned about the Ismaili doctrine of double negation.?®

%Richard Macdonough Frank, “Al-Ma‘dim wal-Mawjiid. The Non-Existent, the Existent and the Possible in the
Teaching of Abii Hasim and his Followers,” Mélanges de I’Institut Dominicain d Etudes Orientales 14 (1980): 185~
210; idem, “The Non-existent and the Possible in Classical Asharite Teaching,” Mélanges de [’Institut Dominicain
d’Etudes Orientales 24: (2000): 1-37; idem, Beings and their attributes: the teaching of the Basrian school of the
Mu ‘tazila in the classical period (Albany : State University of New York Press, 1978), pp. 53-55;

27 See Amos Bertolacci, “The distinction of Essence and Existence in Avicenna’s Metaphysics: The Text and
Context,” in Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and Religion: Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas, ed. Felicitas
Opwis and David Reisman (Leiden: Boston, Brill, 2012), p. 258 (n. 2)

28 Jean Jolivet, “Aux origines de l'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” in Etudes sur Avicenne, Ed. Jean Jolivet and Roshdi Rashed
(Paris : Belles Lettres, 1984), pp. 11-28 ; Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca : Cornell
University Press, 2003), pp. 145-160

25 H. Corbin, Trilogie ismaelienne: textes edites avec traduction francaise et commentaires [Teheran, Département
d'iranologie de I’Institut franco-iranien, 1961], pp. 10-11 ; 18-20 ; 30-31 ; 35-36 ; 53 ; Paul Walker, Early
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I.4. Methodology

There is no doubt that all authors mentioned above made meaningful, useful contributions to the
expansion of the scope of our conversation by bringing along niceties and complexities of other
cultures. But their perspectives at the same time imply some (prejudiced) verdicts that seem to
have had a low opinion of the achievements of Muslim writers in terms of the formation of the
concept. The major reason underlying this tendency might have been related to the voie diffuse
theory that gained wider currency among historians of this period. Indeed, the fact of parallels
between Greek and Arabic texts would not always necessarily show the impact of the former on
the latter. Moreover, the correspondences and similarities with previous traditions are usually
cursory and superficial and not remarkable. Considering intricate details, complexity of
arguments, internal dynamics and concerns, and immediate intra-textual settings, it would not
even easy to match earlier texts with later ones. More importantly, as Dimitri Gutas has
maintained, we need to see documented investigation and demonstrable influences
documentation for the alleged origin of any idea. Another issue with previous studies lies in their
reconstruction of the problem in reference to relatively late writers like al-Shahrastant (d. 1153),

Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), Shams al-Din al-Fanart (d. 1430).

philosophical Shiism : the Ismaili Neoplatonism of Abi Ya ‘gib al-Sijistan (Cambridge [England] ; New York, NY,
USA : Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp.72-80; D. De Smet, La quiétude de I'intellect : néoplatonisme et
gnose ismaélienne dans l'ceuvre de Hamid ad-Din al-Kirmdni (Xe/Xle s.) (Leuven : Uitgeverij Peeters en
Departement Oosterse Studies, 1995), pp. 90-100; Faquir Muhammad Hunzai, “The Concept of Tawhid in the
Thought of Hamid al-Din al-Kirman1” (PhD Dissertation, McGill University, 1986), pp. 47-89; Eva-Maria Lika,
Proofs of Prophecy and the Refutation of the Isma ‘tliyya: the Kitab Ithbat Nubuwwat al-Nabit by the Zaydi al-

Mu ‘ayyad bi-1lah al-Harant (d. 411/1020) (Berlin/Boston : De Gruyter, 2017), pp. 69-74; Aydogan Kars, Unsaying
God: Negative Theology in Medieval Islam (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, [2019]), pp. 23-72
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My work is an exercise in the history of ideas. | primarily employ what is called today in
literary studies a close or deep reading. As occasion arises, however, | also bring to my
investigation of the topic several other perspectives—for example, source-critical methods and
comparative linguistic and philological analysis. One of the most difficult problems that I faced
in studying the topic is that there are no extant texts from the 9th century apart from al-Ash‘ari’s
(d. 936) doxographical work magalat al-islamiyin and al-Khayyat’s (d. 932) book Kitab al-
Intisar. These sources not only presented much of the material in a polemical mode, but also did
not give the context of the whole theological discussion. In accordance with the historiographical
approach laid out by historians who have reconstructed and revealed Presocratic thought through
quotations and paraphrases preserved in the work of later philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle
and Simplicius, | will seek to provide, on the basis of the newly available texts from the 10th-
11th centuries, some tentative suggestions regarding the general structure of these debates in the
earlier formative period, thereby filling in the gaps in the presentation of these authors. One
shortcoming of previous research is that because many Mu‘tazilite sources have not, until
recently, been brought to light, 19th-20th century scholars mostly had to limit themselves to
works written in defense of Ash‘art and his school, thus reading the Mu‘tazilite point of view of
the nonexistent through the Ash‘arites’ eyes. In this work, I sought to make the Mu‘tazilites’

voice heard in reference to their works.
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PART I: THE DIALECTIC OF NONBEING: THE FORMATION OF
THE CONCEPT AND THE THEORIES OF AHWAL (STATES) AND
ESSENCE-EXISTENCE DISTINCTION
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CHAPTER 1: The Imamite-Mu‘tazilite controversy: The formation of
the concept of nonbeing

1.1. Introduction
1.2. Political crises and the Imamite doctrine of bada’

1.3. Hisham ibn al-Hakam’s formulation of bada’: The genesis and development of
the Mu‘tazilite understanding of nonbeing

1.4. Continuity and discontinuity: the Ash‘arite position

1.5. Conclusion to the chapter

1.1. Introduction

Nonbeing was one of the most discussed ontological concepts in history of Islamic theology. The
concept was more often discussed with reference to such topics as creation ex nihilo, the
apophatic description of God by way of negation of me/ontological categories, and the privative
aspect of evil (privatio boni). Today, it is generally accepted that through translation of
Philoponian and Neoplatonic materials into Arabic, the above mentioned meontological
perspectives drifted into the ontological and cosmological frame of the 8-10"™ century Muslim
writers. There is another significant line of thought that attracted attention of modern scholars.
Having been developed and crystallized in the last quarter of the 8" century and the first half of
the 9™ century, this line of thought was examined with particular regard to divine knowledge.

Early heresiographers like al-Khayyat and al-Ash‘art bore witness to the formulation of the
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problem in the following question: whether God knows things in eternity.! De Boer (d. 1942)
considered theological discussions over this perspective of nonbeing to be a dialectic game (ein
dialektisches Spiel). For discourse occurred over several centuries between two or more groups
of scholars, the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites in particular, who held and propped up their own
respective positions about the topic and usually without showing sympathy toward each other’s
position. As I will explore in the second chapter, they adapted language to their own sectarian
cosmology and beliefs to which they had subscribed. For instance, they construed the same
syntactical structure in different ways. More specifically, they brought for discussion the
question of whether a parte ante selt-predication (e.g., al-ashyd’ashyd’ fi I- ‘adam, “entities are
entities even in the state of non-existence) would denote essence or existence. Thus, they
constructed language according to the metaphysical and theological categories, that they
advocated. However, their concern is not restricted to this question. They further discussed other
relevant issues, e.g., whether the nonexistent (ma ‘diim) is a thing (shay "), whether entities can be
named in a state prior to existence, and whether entities can be characterized by an attribute
before existence. When responding to all these questions, they did not use the same rules of
language use for me/ontological words such as ma ‘diim and shay’, which led to further
misunderstanding, thereby deepening the disagreement and conflict between them. For this
reason, Frank rightly states, “...the disputes between the Ash‘arites and the Mu‘tazilite school of
al-Jubba’1 concerning the nonexistent was, in large part, a polemic quarrel over terminology.”?

Thus, the problem of the nonexistent is a problem of a dialectic and linguistic character

! See, for instance, al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Albert N. Nader (Beirut: al-Matba‘at al-Kathilikiyyah, 1957),
pp. 49-50 and al-Ash‘ar1, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Helmut Ritter (Istanbul, 1929-30), pp. 158-163

2 Richard M. Frank, “The Non-existent and the Possible in Classical Ash‘arite Teaching,” Mélanges de I'Institut
Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales 24 (2000), p. 10
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consisting of different theological and philosophical sub-themes, e.g., the idea of bada’ (change
of divine knowledge according to the emergence of new circumstances), divine foreknowledge,
the theory of attributes, the relation between the nonexistent and ontological concepts like shay’,

mawyiid, jism, and theories of identity, ontology, knowledge, and language.

Such a conception of a dialectical and logico-linguistic and semantic nature has a well-
established career extending from the mid-9' century to the 14"™- and 15™ centuries, and even
further. The conception huddled the 19'-20™ century historians of ideas to find out its origin.
They were most often inclined to explain its formation through external factors as seen in both
Nader and Wolfson’s assumption of a materia prima,® M. Horten’s suggestion of the Nyaya-
Vaidesika notion of abhdva,* and Nyberg’s proposal of kosmos noétos (intelligible world) in light
of an interesting material from Neo-Platonism and the Christian doctrine of Logos.® Since the
breakthrough research of S. Horovitz, the assertion of a Stoic influence on Islamic theology has
also drawn the attention of several scholars such as van den Bergh and Pinés.® In his work on the
fourteenth-century scholar ‘Adud al-Din al-IjT’s (d. 1355) theory of knowledge, Van Ess

remained silent about the claim to foreign, though he suggested that one should not

3 See Albert N. Nader, Le systeme philosophique des Mu'tazila (premiers penseurs de I'lslam (Beyrouth: Dar El-
Machreq Sarl, 1984), pp. 129-144; Harry Austryn Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass. :
Harvard University Press, 1976), pp. 355-372; Harry Austryn Wolfson, “The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and
Saadia's Second Theory of Creation,” The Jewish Quarterly Review , New Series, 36 (1946):371-391, at 371-384

4 Max Horten, Die philosophischen Systeme der spekulativen Theologen im Islam (Bonn: Cohen, 1912), pp. 342,
379-380, 428, 473, 507

5 H. S. Nyberg, Kleinere Schriften des Ibn al-Arabi, nach Handschriften in Uppsala und Berlin zum ersten Mal hrsg.
und mit Einleitung und Kommentar versehen von H. S. Nyberg (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1919), pp. 48-56

6 See S. Horovitz, “Uber den EinfluB des Stoizismus auf die Entwicklung der Philosophie bei den Arabern,”
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenléndischen Gesellschaft 57 (1903): 177-196; Simon van den Bergh, Tahafut al-
tahafut (The incoherence of the incoherence) Translated from the Arabic with introd. and notes, 2 volumes
(London: Luzac, 1954), 1., 4, 3.6; S. Pines, Beitrage zur islamischen Atomenlehre (Berlin, 1936), p. 117.
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underestimate the originality of the idea.” Finally, scholars like Richard Frank became indifferent
to the problem of its origin. He authored two articles on the topic, doubtless supplying us with a
most extensive Islamic account of the topic. I think the major contribution he made to the
understanding of the concept lies in his treatment of the problem on the basis of divine

knowledge.®

In what will follow, I will deal with the question of origin by giving more priority to the
authority of extant earlier texts. What exactly do these texts say? And how do they say? By these
texts [ mean particularly ‘Uthman al-Darim1’s (894) al-Radd ‘ald al-Jahmiyya, al-Khayyat’s (d.
913) Kitab al-Intisar, and al-Ash‘ar’s (d. 936) Magalat al-Islamiyyin as well as the earliest
extant writings of the Imamites such as Abii Sahl al-Nawbakhtt (d. 923), Muhammad ibn Ya‘qiib
al-Kulayni (d. 941), Muhammad ibn ‘Ali Ibn Babawayh al-Qummi (d. 991) and Abii Abd Allah
Muhammad ibn Muhammad known as al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022). For a review of the
Ash‘arite account, I will focus on Ibn Furak’s Mujarrad Magqalat al-Ash ‘ari. Based on all these
works, I will here demonstrate: (1) that this second line of thought emerged as a result of the
controversy between the 8-9™ century Imamite and Mutazilite figures over the ideas of divine
knowledge and badd’ (God’s change of mind in response to new circumstances); (2) that the

anti-predestinarian and (anti-)eternalist perspectives seem to have been involved in the

7 Josef van Ess, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ici. Ubersetzung und Kommentar des ersten Buches seiner
Mawagif (Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1966), p. 196-197

8 Richard M. Frank, “The Non-existent and the Possible in Classical Ash ‘arite Teaching,” Mélanges de I'Institut
Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales 24 (2000): 1-37; Idem., “al-Ma‘diim wal-mawjiid: The Non-existent, the Existent
and the Possible, in the Teaching of Abti Hashim and His Followers.” Mélanges de I’Institut dominicain d’études
orientales du Caire 14 (1980), 185-210.
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development of this line of thought; and (2) that these early debates all contributed to the

development of the Ash‘arite understanding of nonbeing.

1.2. Political Crises and the Imamite doctrine of bada’

The relation between the Mu‘tazilites and Imamites in the 8 century has long been discussed in
modern times. The Mu‘tazilite school originally emerged as a religious school which focused
their concern on such theological issues as the five fundamental principles, especially the
doctrine of intermediate rank. As modern scholars have maintained, it is political neutrality that
chiefly led to the formation of the movement as represented by Wasil ibn ‘Ata (d. 748-9) and
‘Amr ibn ‘Ubayd (d. 761). They showed tolerance towards different political views. Not only did
they abstain from taking a position on ‘Alf and his opponents, but also they remained indifferent
to contemporary political turbulences. Rather, they were occupied with learning and worship
possibly inspired by Hasan al-Basri’s (d. 728) asceticism.® As for the Imamite sect or, the
Rafidiyya used by the Sunnis as a derogatory term for them, it was originally a politico-religious
movement in every sense of the word. In the Umayyad period the followers of Al already
formed quite a distinct group within the Muslim communities and were actively involved in anti-
Umayyad political issues such as the rise and fall of Husayn’s regime in 680, the uprising of the
Petinents (tawwabiin) in 683-684 and Mukhtar al-Thaqafi’s revolt in 686-687. By the beginning

of the 8 century the Imamite movement broke off from the mainstream Islam by pursuing their

® Racha EI-Omari, “The Mu‘tazilite Movement (I): The Origins of the Mu‘tazila,” in ed. Sabine Schmidtke, The
Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford, United Kingdom : Oxford University Press, [2016]), pp. 130-141
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own political agendas. Thus, the question of succession to the prophet Muhammad was
constitutive for the movement. In this period where religious issues were being debated and
various schools began to grow within the Islamic world, they took a stand on theological matters,
mostly pursuing the opinions of Muhammad b. Al al-Baqir (d. 733) and his son Ja‘far al-Sadiq
(d. 765). The emergence of Imamism is usually thought to have started with these two important
figures of the House of the Prophet (44! al-Bayt). The crystallization of the Imamite doctrine,
however, took place only after Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s death. Participants in theological speculations up
until the first half of the tenth century mostly had recourse to the hadiths of the Prophet and the
Imams. Unlike the traditionalists, however, there is a line of Imam1 tradition which relied on
some forms of speculative theology (kal/am) and the use of reason for the establishment of the
fundamentals of faith. As a result, there are two opposite successive traditions in the history of
Imamism. Characterized as being nonrational, esoteric and mostly nurtured by the hadith
collections, the former originated in Kufa and saw its continuation in Rayy and Qum. The end of
this period coincides with the beginning of the Buyid period, in which the latter began to make

its appearance in Baghdad through introduction of rational theology (kalam).'°

The Mu‘tazilite-Imamite opposition found expression in the whole spectrum of their
religious polemics and debate. It is this exact polemical atmosphere that led to speculations on
the conception of nonbeing. Abi al-Husayn al-Khayyat’s (d. 913) Kitab al-Intisar is the earliest

extant source, which witnessed, and even was actively involved in, this polemical atmosphere.

10 Wilferd Madelung, “Imamism and Mu‘tazilite Theology,” in Le Shi ‘isme imamite. Colloque de Strasbourg (6-9
mai 1968) (Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 1970), pp. 14-30; Hossein Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation
in the Formative Period of Shi ‘ite Islam: Abiu Ja ‘far ibn Qiba al-Razi and His Contribution to Imamite Shi ‘ite
Thought (Princeton, New Jersey: The Darwin Press, Inc, 1993), pp. 53-59; Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “Early
Shi‘T Theology,” in ed. Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford, United Kingdom :
Oxford University Press, [2016]), pp. 81-90
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As the prominent member of the Mu‘tazilite Baghdad school, al-Khayyat took his education
from ‘Isa ibn al-Haytham al-Siifi and Abti Mujalid Ahmad ibn al-Husayn al-Darir. He showed
particular interest in theological issues circulating among the theologians of his school as well as
the criticisms of the Mu‘tazila by the Imamite Ibn al-Rawandi (d. 859), who was a co-pupil of
‘Isa ibn al-Haytham al-Stfi. He authored eight books against Ibn al-Rawandi, but only a
refutation of his Fadihat al-Mu ‘tazila entitled Kitab al-Intisar is available to us. It is of critical
importance to my discussion here. Al-Khayyat supplies a great deal of material about our topic.
More importantly, he shares actual fragments from Ibn al-Rawand1’s Fadihat representing the
Imamites’ position on the problem. What is followed by his quotes is his refutations in reference

to the opinions of the Mu‘tazilite theologians.!

Al-Khayyat informs us that the Imamites’ religio-political perspectives provoked the severe
censure of the Mu‘tazilites, who primarily approached issues from a theological point of view.
He presented a list of theological views on account of which the Mu‘tazilites could bring charges
of heresy against them. Of the Imamites’ opinions he brands as heretical and deviation from
religion, the two are of central importance to our discussion here: the doctrine of hada’ and

divine knowledge. Al-Khayyat introduces the major problems with their position as follows:

T1: al-Kayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, Section 2, p. 14: Wa-amma jumlatu qawli I-rafida fa-
huwa anna alldha ‘azza wa jalla dhii gaddin wa suratin wa haddin yataharraku wa
yvaskunu wa yadnii wa yab ‘udu wa yakhiffu wa yathqulu, wa anna ‘ilmahu muhdathun wa
annahu kana ghayru ‘alimin fa- ‘alima wa anna jami ‘ahum yaqiilu bi-al-bada’ wa huwa
anna allaha yukhbiru annahu yaf*alu al-amra thumma yabdii lahu fa-la yaf aluhu.”

“What all Rafidites say is that God—Mighty and Majestic is He—has corporeal limits
and shape, that he moves and rests, he is near and away, and he is light and heavy, that his
knowledge is produced in time; he did not know [things eternally], but he came to know
[them after their existence], and that a majority of them held the doctrine of bada’, that is

11 For information on al-Khayyat’s biography, see J. Van Ess, “al-Khayyat,” EI2, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs
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to say, the doctrine that he announces that he would create a thing but later something
intervened (yabdii lahu), which compelled him to decide not to do it.”?

As will be shown below, it is the issues of bada’ and divine knowledge from which theological
debates on the problem of nonbeing seem to have emerged. Defined as a change of God’s
decision or ruling on the grounds of new knowledge that he did now have before, bada’ is
accepted in the most absolute sense in the ultra-Shi‘1 sects such as the followers of al-Mukhtar
ibn Abi ‘Ubayd al-Thaqafi (kaysaniyya or mukhtariyya).'® Most early Shi‘ite scholars, however,
offered a moderate expression of the doctrine by excluding or minimizing the possibility of the
mutability of God’s knowledge.}* During the 9"-10™ centuries quite a few books were written
solely on the topic.'® The doctrine had intensely been defended in various forms by the Imami
sect up until Nastr al-Din al-Tast (d. 1274) and his disciple Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hill1 (d. 1325)

reformed the fundamentals of faith based on the Mu‘tazilite principle of reason.'®

12 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 14

13 Al-Nawbakhti identifies Mukhtariyya with Kaysaniyya. See al-Hasan ibn Miisa al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-Shi ‘a, ed.
Muhammad Sadiq Al Bahr al-*Uliim (Najaf: al-Matba‘a al-Haydariyya, 1355/1936), pp. 23, 27

14 Al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-Shi‘a, ed. Al Bahr al-‘Uliim, pp. 64-65; 69-73; 88-90; Abii Ja‘far Muhammad b. Ya‘qiib
al-Kulayni, al-Usial min al-Kafi, ed. ‘Ali Akbar al-GhaffarT (Tehran, 1381/1961), p. 146-149; Abu Ja‘far
Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Babawayh al-Qummi, al-Taw#id, ed. Al-Sayyid Hashim al-Husayni al-Tehrani (Tehran:
Mu’assasa al-Nashr al-Islami, 1430/2008), pp. 323-328; al-Mufid, Muhammad ibn Muhammad, Awa il a/l-Maqalat
fr al-Madhahib wa-al-Mukhtarat (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Islami, 1403/1983), p. 91 (see also p. 57)

15 Al-Najashi ascribes a book on the same subject to the following Imami theologians, such as Yiinus ibn ‘Abd al-
Rahman (d. 823), Abii Ahmad Muhammad ibn Ab1 ‘Umayr al-Azdi (d. 832), Abii Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Ab1 Zahir al-
Ash‘arT al-Qummi (fl. before 876), ‘Abd Allah ibn Ja‘far al-Himyari (d. 922), ‘Ali ibn Abi Salih, Muhammad ibn
‘Ali al-Shalmaghani (d. 934), Muhammad ibn Mas‘iid al-*Ayyashi (d. early 4"/10" century) and Ya‘qiib ibn Yazid.
See al-Najashi, Abt al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn ‘Al ibn Ahmad al-Asadi al-Kufi, Rijal al-Najashi, ed. Musa al-Shubayri
al-Zanjani (Iran: Mu’assasa al-Nashr al-Islami, 1986), 88, 219-220, 257, 326-327, 350-352, 378-9, 446-447, 450.

16 Madelung, “Imamism and Mu‘tazilite Theology,” p. 27
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As both Sunni and Imami sources have maintained, the doctrine of hada’ was brought
into use in response to the problems that new socio-political circumstances created.'” The first
case in which recourse was had to the idea of bada’ was when pro-Alids, under the leadership of
‘Abdullah ibn Nawf or al-Mukhtar ibn Ab1 ‘Ubayd al-Thaqafi (d. 687), were defeated by Mus‘ab
ibn al-Zubayr.'® According to al-Tabari’s report, ‘Abdullah ibn Nawf, before going into battle
against Mus‘ab’s forces, proclaimed that God promised victory over the enemy. But he suffered
an obvious defeat. Thus, the assumed prophecy was proved false. When ‘Abdullah ibn Sharik al-
Nahdi asked him why he then vowed they would be victorious, he replied, saying: “Have you not
read in God’s book the verse (Q 13:39) ‘God blots out or confirms whatever he wills; and with
him is the Mother of the Book.”*° Abii Mansiir al-Baghdadi (d. 1037) tells an almost same story
about al-Mukhtar, though with different details. In his report, when offering a justification or
explanation for his defeat before Mus‘ab, al-Mukhtar is narrated to have used a clear bada’
formulation and stated: “Indeed, God has promised this [victory] to me, but something had
intervened, which compelled him to alter his mind” (inna allaha ta ‘ala kana qad wa ‘adant

dhalika; lakinnahu bada lahu).20 The Imamites also resorted to it in the case of Isma‘1l, who

17 For studies on the doctrine of bada’, see 1. Goldziher and A.S. Tritton, “Bada’,” EI2, ed. P. Bearman, Th.
Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs, Vol. 2, pp. 850-851; Mahmoud Ayoub, “Divine
Preordination and Human Hope a Study of the Concept of Bada’ in Imam1 Shi‘T Tradition,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 106 (Oct.-Dec., 1986):623-632; W. Madelung, “Bada’,” Elr, 3:354-5; Abdulaziz Abdulhussein
Sachedina, Islamic Messianism: The idea of Mahdi in Twelver Shi ‘ism (Albany : State University of New York
Press, 1981), p.153; H.A.R. Gibb and J. H. Kramers, “Bada’,” in Concise Encyclopaedia of Islam ((Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 2001), pp. 53-55

18 Al-Ash‘ar1, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 491-492; Abii Mansir ‘Abd al-Qahir ibn Tahir al-Baghdads,
Kitab al-Farq bayna al-Firaq : wa-bayan al-firgah al-najiyah minhum (Misr [Egypt] : Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, 1328
[1910]), p. 36; Al-Shahrastant (Mukhtar), Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim, al-Milal wa al-Nikal, ed. W. Cureton,
(London: Printed for the Society for the Publication of Oriental Texts, 1842-45), pp. 109-110

19 Abii Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Tarikh al-Umam wa al-Muluk, ed. Muhammad Abii al-Fadl Ibrahim al-
Tabari (Cairo:n.d.), 6:103-104

20 Al-Baghdadi, al-Farq bayna al-Firag, p. 36
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unexpectedly died after his father the Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq appointed him as the new Imam.
Regarding the death of his son, he is reported to have stated, “God has been led by a new
consideration in the case of my son Isma‘il’s imamate.”?* Therefore, the Imamite passed to his
other son. Endowed with infallible knowledge, the Imam’s changing decision to vest his other
son with authority is illustrated as an example for bada’. Thus, the Shi‘ite community had been
so obviously defeated to such an extent that no hope was left that they could realize the
prophecies the Imams proclaimed about their victory. Or their leadership plan had been turned
upside down by the unexpected so that they remained disappointed by the Imam’s mistaken
vision. In order to compensate their followers for their disappointment at their failure, reestablish

the Imam’s authority and sustain their faith, Imamite leaders proposed the doctrine.

In the Shiite hadith literature, much attention has been given to the theological
significance of hada’. There are several traditions in al-Kulayni’s a/-Kafi, the earliest work of the
Imamt Shi‘ite hadith canon, which regards it as an act of worship and a divinely ordained
command, such as the saying transmitted from Muhammad al-Baqir and Jafar al-Sadiq, “God has

”9

not been worshipped or magnified so truly as he is through bada ™ and the one transmitted from
the Imam °Al1 Rida, “God has never sent a prophet without prohibiting the use of wine and
affirming bada’ of himself.”?? These tradition evidently show that bada’ is of great importance

for the Imami sect. However, Imamite scholars are not uniform in their interpretation and

application of the doctrine.

2L Al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-Shi‘a, ed. Al Bahr al-‘Ulam, p. 73

2 al-Kulayni, al-Usiil min al-Kafi, ed. AlT Akbar al-Ghaffar, pp. 146 and 148; Ibn Babawayh, al-Tawhid, ed. Al-
Sayyid Hashim al-HusaynT al-Tehrant, pp. 323-325
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Shi‘ite traditions are careful enough not to make bada’ equal to God’s total knowledge.
But there is always an irreconcilable tension between them. For this reason, traditions about the
doctrine tend to revolve around finding a reasonable solution to this tension. As it becomes clear
from them, difficult issues regarding bada’ were debated and resolutions were developed through
spoken or unspoken interactions between the Imams and their followers. This is articulated in the

sixth Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s catechismal conversation with Mansiir b. Hazim. Al-Kulayn1 writes:

T2: al-Kulayni, al-Usil min al-Kafi, p. 148 “Is there anything today that was not in the
God’s knowledge yesterday?”” Mansiir ibn Hazim asked Abu ‘Abd Allah [Jafar al-Sadiq].
He replied, saying, “No, God will dishonor whoever claims such a thing.” I further asked,
“Do you then think that everything that existed and will exist up until the Day of
Resurrection is all in God’s knowledge?” “Yes,” replied he, “before he created
creation.”?

Ja‘far al-Sadiq establishes here that God ab aeterno has an immutable and comprehensive
knowledge of all things that have existed and will exist. Another tradition that is attributed to him
explicitly responds to the issue of bada ”’s association with God’s eternal knowledge: “God has
never altered his decision about anything. But it was already in his knowledge before he changed
it” (Md bada li-allah fi shay’in illd kana fi ‘ilmihi gabla an yabdii lahit).?* Thus, he interprets
badd’ as being within the scope of God’s entire knowledge; in other words, he sees changes take
place within divine knowledge itself. This tradition seem to have safeguarded the Imams or
Imami figures’ ability to prophesy future events. But the simultaneous acceptance of these two

seemingly incompatible theories raises two fundamental questions in the reader’s mind: (I)

2 al-Kulayni, al-Usil min al-Kafi, ed. ‘AlT Akbar al-Ghaffari, Vol. 1, p. 148: “‘An mansir ibn hazim qala: Sa’altu
aba ‘abd allah aleyhissalam: hal yakinu al-yawma shay 'un, lam yakun fi ‘ilm allah bi-al-ams? Qala: la. Man qala
hadha fa-akhza-hu allah. Qultu: Araayta ma kana wa ma huwa ka’inun ila yawm al-qiyama alaysa fi ‘ilm allah?

Qala: bala gabla an yahkluga al-khalqg.”

2 |dem., al-Usii/ min al-Kafi, ed. All Akbar al-Ghaffari, Vol. 1, p. 148

29



Should God, then, be defined as mutable and changeable in his knowledge? and, as Madelung
has rightly asked, (II) Why could he then report his previous decision to the Imams knowing that
he would change it soon?%° Other traditions add further dimension of complexity to the topic. On
the authority of Abii Basir, Jafar al-Sadiq is narrated to have put forward the idea of the two
kinds of divine knowledge: “God’s knowledge is of two kinds: One is hidden and stored with
God, which no one knows except him and only in which bada’ takes place, and the other is that
which he teaches his angels, messengers and prophets, and of which we [Imams?] too have
knowledge.”?® It is not hard to observe herein a clear tension between the knowledge which he
keeps secret for himself, part of which constitutes bada’, and the knowledge which he manifests
to messengers, prophets and imams. This statement apparently provides a somewhat reasonable
explanation for the justification of the failures of Shi‘1 figures’ prophecies. This would mean,
then, that God had eternally intended change of mind to take place at some point in time.
Therefore, they could not be charged with any failure. But it is still incapable of answering the
second theological difficulty that I mentioned above, namely why God then revealed to the Imam

his decision that he would change soon.

A more reasonable position was reflected in a tradition that views any knowledge
imparted by God to his angels, prophets, and imams as conditional. Ja‘far al-Sadiq states, “God
informed Muhammad of everything that had existed from the beginning of the world and that

would exist until the end of the world. He notified him of some things that were unalterable

2 W. Madelung, “Bada’,” Elr, 3:354-5

% |dem., al-Usil min al-Kafi, ed. *All Akbar al-Ghaffari, Vol. 1, p. 147: “Inna lillahi ‘ilman: ‘ilmun makniinun
makhzinun, 1a ya ‘lamuhu illa hu, min dhalika yakinu al-bada, wa ‘ilmun ‘allamahu mala’ikatahu wa rusulahu wa
anbiya’ahu fa-nahnu na ‘lamuhu.”
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(mahtim) and made all other things an exception to it.”?’ Thus, the Imam here exhibits a
tendency to remove the tension between divine knowledge and imams’ knowledge by giving
more priority and authority to the side of the former. And he declared the knowledge that God
granted to imams conditioned by his will. This position has been improved and enriched by Abi
Ja‘far al-Tts1 (d. 1067), who, following his master Abu al-Qasim al-Murtada (d. 1044), places
reason at the heart of his understanding of the fundamentals of faith. In his Kitab al-Ghayba,
where he specifically debates changes of divine decision, specifically those concerning the time
of arrival of the Mahd1 and promises made to the followers of imams, he brings to the attention
of readers the idea of common good (maslaha). He mentions two kinds of information given to
imams, one unchangeable and taken as certain and evident, such as those reports about divine

attributes, past events, and the rewards of believers. The other, he states,

T3: Abii Ja‘far al-Tus1, Kitab al-Ghayba, 431-432: .. .is that which may change, as
common good varies based on conditions. We certainly deem this change possible
concerning reports about future events except in cases where there appears a new report
informing that what has been reported will not change; we could then declare it certain.
Thus, certainty hinges on many reports. For we have been notified that they will never
change and therefore we have a definite knowledge of them.”?

In fact, Abt Ja‘far al-Tus1’s reference to maslaha is essentially Mu‘tazilite. He adapted and

incorporated into his understanding of bada’the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of aslah (the optimum),

27 |dem., al-Usal min al-Kafi, ed. ‘All Akbar al-Ghaffari, Vol. 1, p. 148: “Inna allaha ‘azza wa jalla akhbara
muiammadan—salla allahu ‘alayhi wa sallama—Dbi-ma kana mundhu kanat al-dunyd wa bi-ma yakanu ila inqida’
al-dunya,; wa akhbara-hu bi al-mahtam min dhalika wa-istathna ‘alayhi fima siwahu.”

28 Abi Ja‘far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Tiisi, Kitab al-Ghayba, eds. ‘Ibad Allah al-Tahrani and ‘Ali Ahmad Nasih
(Tehran: Mu’assasa al-Ma‘arif al-Islamiya, 1424/2005), p. 431-432: “Quina: al-akhbaru ‘ala darbayn: darbun la
yajiizu fihi al-taghayyuru fi mukhbaratihi; fa-inna naqta ‘u ‘alayha li- ilmina bi-annahu la yajizu an yataghayyara
al-mukhbaru fi nafsihi; ka-al-ikhbar ‘an sifat allah ta‘ala wa ‘an al-ka’indat fima mada, wa ka-al-ikhbar bi-annahu
yuthibu al-mu 'miniin. Wa al-darbu al-akharu huwa ma yajizu taghayyuruhu fi nafsihi li-taghayyuri I-maslaka ‘inda
taghayyur shuratihi; fa-inna nujawwizu jami* dhalika, ka-al-ikhbar ‘an al-hawadith fi al-mustagbal illa an yarida
al-khabaru ‘alda wajhin yu ‘lamu anna mukhbaruhu la yataghayyaru; fa-hina idhin naqta ‘u bi-kawnihi; wa li-ajli
dhalika garana al-hatmu bi-kathirin min al-mukhbarat; fa u ‘limna annahu mimma la yataghayyaru aslan; fa- ‘inda
dhalika naqta ‘u bihi.”
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which claims that God chooses the best for his creatures and his plan is based on what is the
most beneficial for them. Despite his straightforward hostility to speculative theology (kalam)
Abt Ja‘far ibn Babawayh (d. 991), two or three generations before Abii Ja‘far al-Tis1, had
already drawn on the same doctrine so as to corroborate the idea of bada’. Instead of maslaha he
rather employed the term salah (salutary). He states that anyone who admits the view of God’s
abrogation of his laws (naskh) for the interest of people (salah) would pretty much admit
bada’?® 9M-10" century Imamite theologians often examined bada’ in comparison to the
Qur’anic doctrine of naskh as well, which was approved by all Muslim theologians. However,
the Mu‘tazilites deemed it problematic to associate bada’ closely with naskh. Al-Khayyat makes
a visible distinction between them, stating that naskh elucidates a change in religious
commandments based on context (fi al-amr wa al-nahy min al-qawl), whereas badd’ expresses

an alteration in reports about things and events (al-akhbar fi shay’).*

In history of the Imamites, there have been several other attempts to find a solution to the
problem of bada’ that could not violate the infallibility of the Imams. As shown above, early
Imami scholars—such as al-Kulaynt and Ibn Babawayh—opted for a traditionalist interpretation
of the topic in accordance with the transmitted reports of the Imams. They did not usually tend to
establish the doctrine of hada’ through resort to reason in their arguments. Following the
warnings of the Imams they even had an uncompromising opposition to rational disputations and
speculations about God. The forms of Kalam and its use of speculative reasoning in religious

issues despite the general tendency to cling to the Aadiths of the Prophet and the Imams was

2 |bn Babawayh, al-Tawhid, ed. Al-Sayyid Hashim al-Husayni al-Tehrani, p. 327

30 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 93 (Section 84): “Fa-amma al-rafidatu bi-asrihd fa-innaha taqiilu bi-
al-bada’ fi al-akhbar wa laysa al-qawlu bi bi-al-naskh fi al-amr wa al-nahy min al-qawl bi al-bada’ fi al-akhbar ft
shay’in.”
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observed in the second part of the 8" century. Among those who engaged in rational arguments
can be mentioned Muhammad b. ‘Al1 b. Nu'man (known as ‘Sahib al- Taq’), Hisham b. al-

Hakam and Hisham b. Salim al- Jawaliqi.®

1.3. Hisham ibn al-Hakam’s formulation of bada’. The genesis and development of
the Mu‘tazilite understanding of nonbeing

Abii Muhammad Hisham ibn al-Hakam (d. 795), as a prominent disciple of Jafar al-Sadiq,
approached the problem of hada’ from a different theological point of view so that he could get
rid of the tension between the immutability of divine knowledge and the doctrine of bada’. In
this section, I will first argue that his formula for the resolution of the tension is an inchoate
anticipation of the formation of the idea of nonbeing. By engaging in a close reading of the
relevant passages in al-Khayyat’s al-Intisar and al-Ash‘arm’s Magaldat, 1 will attract attention to
the impact the Mu‘tazilites’ polemics with Hisham ibn al-Hakam (d. 795) had on the
development of the Mu‘tazilite view of nonbeing, which in turn contributed to the emergence of

the Ash‘arite position.

Ibn al-Hakam could be considered the most prominent Imami theologian of the 8™
century. Born in Kufa, the center of Iraq’s Shiites, Ibn al-Hakam laid the foundations of the
Shi‘ite doctrine of the Imamate. In the presence of the Abbasid caliph Hartin al-Rashid (r. 786-
809) he is said to have involved in Kalam debates with his opponents, especially Zaydi and the

Mu‘tazilite theologians. As al-Kulayni (d. 941) and al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022) have pointed

31 For the study of the early development of the Imami theology, see Madelung, “Imamism and Mu'‘tazilite
Theology,” in Le Shi ‘isme imdmite, pp. 14-30 and Amir-Moezzi, “Early Shi‘T Theology,” in ed. Schmidtke, The
Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, pp. 81-90
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out, his rise to prominence was the result of Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s putting him forth to enter into a
dispute with a man known as a Syrian (al-shami).**Ibn al-Hakam is claimed to have originally
been a follower of the Jahmite doctrine and later converted to the Imamite doctrine. But his
disagreement with the Jahmiyya with regard to the doctrine of God renders this claim a remote
possibility. For, his idea of God as a body is clearly dissonant with the Jahmite apophatic God.
Van Ess argues that this idea must have been passed on to him by Abiui Shakir al-Daysani, who
had a contact with the Imamite community, over his theological conversation with Ja‘far al-
Sadiq.® The current of his thoughts acquired a new direction after his meeting with al-Daysani.
Ibn al-Hakam followed him not only in his image of God as a body, but also when he proposes
that bodies are the only constituents of the world and therefore that all secondary qualities like

color, smell and taste are somewhat corporeal.3*

Ibn al-Hakam introduced into his doctrine of atomism several ontological categories like

mawjid (existent), jism (body), and shay’ (thing). By recognizing no accidents (a rad), he held

32 al-Kulayni, al-Usil min al-Kafi, ed. ‘All Akbar al-Ghaffari, Vol. 1, p. 172; Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Shayk
al-Mufid, al-Irshad (Tehran:Najaf: Manshiirat al-Maktaba al-HaydarTya, 1962), p. 278. Both sources narrates Ja“far
al-Sadiq as addressing the Syrian in the same words: “fa-qala li al-shami: kallim hadha al-ghulam, ya ‘ni hisham ibn
al-hakam.” See also Wilferd Madelung, “The Shiite and Kharijite Contribution to Pre-Ash‘arite Kalam,” in Perviz
Morewedge (ed.), Islamic Philosophical Theology (Albany, NY: 1979), p. 122 and Josef van Ess, Theology and
society in the second and third centuries of the Hijra : a history of religious thought in Early Islam, trans. From
German by John O’Kane (Leiden ; Boston : Brill, 2017), Vol. 1, p. 414

33 |bn Babawayh, al-Tawhid, ed. Al-Sayyid Hashim al-Husayni al-Tehrani, p. 285; For the reports concerning his
dialogue with Hisham ibn al-Hakam, see also pp. 129 and 283. Ibn al-Hakam’s link with al-Daysani has also been
confirmed by al-Khayyat. Al-Khayyat, Kitab al Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 37. For the assertion that there seems to be no
possibility that Hisham ibn al-Hakam had a link with the Jahmiyya, See Madelung, “The Shiite and Kharijite
contribution to pre-Ash‘arite kalam,” p. 135, f. 46 and Josef van Ess, Theology and society, trans. John O’Kane, Vol.
1,p. 417

34 Josef van Ess, Theology and society, trans. John O’Kane, Vol. 1, p. 417. For the relevant passages, see Al-Ash‘arf,
Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Helmut, p. 31-32: “Ashab hisham ibn al-hakam al-rafidri yaz ‘umina anna ma ‘biadahum
jismun wa la-hu nihayatun wa haddun tawilun ‘aridun” See also ldem., p. 369: “wa-ikhtalafa al-nasu f7 al-ma ‘ant
al-ga’ima bi-al-ajsam ka-al-harakat wa al-sukin wa ma ashbaha dhalika hal hiya a ‘radun aw sifatun. Fa-qala
qa’ilun: naqilu annaha sifatun wa la naqilu hiya a ‘radun wa naqilu hiya ma ‘anin wa la naqilu hiya al-ajsam wa
la naqitlu ghayruha li-anna al-taghayura yaqa ‘u bayn al-ajsam; wa hadha gawlu hisham ibn al-hakam.”
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the view that there exist only bodies in which characteristics (sifar) subsist. What Ash‘arT quotes
him as calling al-harakat wa al-af*al (movements and actions), such as standing and sitting,
willing something and not willing it, obedience to God or sin, belief and unbelief, are not a body
nor are they other than it. By excluding the accident of rest, Hisham proposes that movement
alone has a certain reality. However, he distinguishes this reality from that of a body.® In order to
support this distinction, he resorts to the category of ma ‘na (momentum). A body (jism) is a thing
(shay’) and existent (mawjiid), whereas movement is only a momentum, which has no permanent
characteristic of a body.3® What is more, he here equates body with the concepts of thing and
existent. Hisham employs almost the same phraseology to speak of divine reality. He assigns
God these three concepts as proof of his reality. As yet, his God is a body unlike bodies (jism la
ka I-ajsam). Thereby, he defends a sort of transcendent anthropomorphism.®’ Thus, in his
theology three concepts jism, shay’ and mawjiid are all identical extensionally and intentionally.
Ibn al-Hakam’s word choice also has been supported by al-Ash‘ari, who quotes him as claiming
that the meaning of mawjiid with regard to God is that he is a body as it is existent and a thing
(mawjiid shay 'un).® His follower Ibn al-Rawandi is reported to have penned a work entitled

Kitab La shay’illa mawjiid (There is no thing except the existent), which equates thing with

%5 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Helmut, p.344.9-12: “al-harakat wa sa’ir al-af,al min al-qiyam wa al-

qu ‘ud wa al-irada wa al-karaha wa al-ta‘a wa al-ma ‘siya wa sa’ir ma yuthbitu al-muthbitin al-a ‘rdada a ‘radan
annaha sifat al-ajsam 1a hiya al-ajsamu wa la ghayruha, annaha laysat bi-ajsamin fa-yaqa ‘a ‘ala al-
taghayyuru....p. 344.15-345.3 ...kana la yaz ‘umu anna sifat al-insan ashya 'un li-al-ashya’ hiya al-ajsamu ‘indahii,
wa kana yaz ‘umu annahd ma ‘anin wa laysat bi-ashya’in....anna al-haraka ma ‘nan wa anna al-sukiina laysa bi-
ma ‘nan.”

3 Josef van Ess, Theology and society, trans. John O’Kane, Vol. 1, p. 422
37 Idem. p. 419

3% See Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 521: Wa-za ‘ama hisham ibn al-hakam: anna ma’nda mawjiid
fi al-bart annahu jismun li-annahii mawjidun shay 'un.
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existent.®® It is the very position of Hisham, parenthetically speaking, which may well have set

the stage for the Ash‘arites rendering the latter two concepts synonymous.

In early Imamite hadith works, the doctrine of bada’ was discussed specifically in the
chapters on divine knowledge; the Imams treated divine knowledge as an essential element of the
doctrine of hada’. Something happened, which God did not indeed anticipate to happen, because
he had no foreknowledge. Ibn al-Hakam further associated the Imamite ideas of hada’ and divine
knowledge with the issues of nonbeing and human freedom. Three major sources available to us
give enough information on his perspective. Originally a Mu‘tazilite, Ibn al-Rawandt (d. 859)
wrote during his Shi‘T phase a book now lost, entitled Fadihat al-Mu ‘tazila, as a reply to al-
Jahiz’s (d. 868) Fadilat al-Mu ‘tazila. He provides a defense of Kufan Imamism in the person of
Hisham ibn al-Hakam. In this early period, Kufa was the central city for Imamism where the
doctrine of bada’ was disseminated.*® Many fragments of Fadihat are fortunately extant in Abii
al-Husayn al-Khayyat’s (d. 913) polemical work Kitab al-Intisar. Possibly inspired by Ibn al-
Rawandt’s arrangement of his own book, he accordingly discusses the doctrine of hada’ in a link
with divine knowledge. Furthermore, we learn from his presentation that Ibn al-Hakam
introduces the problem of nonbeing as the corollary of bada’ and divine knowledge. Al-Khayyat
devotes a considerable number of sections (39, 48, 71-74, 77-87) to a treatment of the topic. In
his narrative al-Ash‘art (d. 936), the founder of the Ash‘arite theological tradition, largely runs

parallel with al-Khayyat.** As Helmut Ritter said, it is the consensus of these two rival writers

3% Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. XXVIII.
4040 1dem., Theology and society, trans. John O’Kane, Vol. 1, p. 366

4L Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 37; 221-222; 491-494
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).%2 However, his

that would support the truth and authenticity of their narration (sihha al-riwaya
work accommodates the rich variability of structures, concepts and issues to sketch out the idea
of nonbeing. Whereas al-Khayyat discusses the opinions of his Shiite opponents in a more
polemical way, al-Ash‘arT uses a more highly objective tone in his recording of opinions. One

last distinction between them is that al-Ash‘art adds one more theme—human freedom—to other

three themes in his treatment of Ibn al-Hakam’s position.

The concept of nonbeing was already implied in the formulation of bada’; taken as an
alteration in God’s foreknowledge of future events it had evoked the idea of nonbeing since the
beginning. Ibn al-Hakam is credited with the clearest expression of the concept of nonbeing in

his discussion of the problem of divine knowledge.*® Al-Khayyat quotes Ibn al-Rawandi as

saying,

T4: al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, Section 79, p. 90: Thumma qala: wa qad ajma ‘a al-
muwahhidin ‘ald anna alldha kana wa la shay’a; fa-idha kana hadha hakadha wa kana
al-‘ilmu lda yaga ‘v illa ‘ald shay’in fa-la ma ‘na li-qawl al-qa’il lam yazal allahu ‘aliman
bi-al-ashyd’ qabla kawniha; idh al-ashya’la takinu ashya’a.

He [Hisham ibn al-Hakam] said next, “The true monotheists (muwahhidiin) agreed that
God was while there was not anything with him. As no intelligible thing can exist with
him, his knowledge should only pertain to truly existent things (shay’). Therefore, there is
no reason to claim that God eternally knows things prior to their existence. For, things
cannot be themselves before their existence.”**

42 |dem, p. 18

43 The relation of the problem of nonbeing with divine knowledge and bada’ has first been recognized by Goldziher
and Tritton. See I. Goldziher and A.S. Tritton, “Bada’,” EI?, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van
Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs, Vol. 2, pp. 850-851

4 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 90
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In Section 39, al-Khayyat associates this statement with Hisham ibn al-Hakam.* Sunni
heresiographers also contain a parallel saying attributed to him.*® As I will mention in Chapter 4,
Muslim theologians from an early period held on to the transcendental existence of God through
resort to the “God was while there was not anything with him” (kana allahu wa-la shay’a)
locution. Though repeatedly narrated in the hadith collection, the same expression was also
attributed to Empedocles Arabus in Neoplatonic sources.*” This was one of the most common
ways of saying that there is one God and he alone is eternal. In this quote, Ibn al-Hakam argues
that God has no knowledge of nonexistent objects until they exist because this would designate
their immediate existence. It would also run contrary to the unity of God. Therefore, Ibn al-
Hakam limits his knowledge to a post-creation reality; God knows things not eternally but only

at the time of their existence.

None of Ibn al-Hakam’s many writings are extant. Therefore, we have the difficulty to fill
in the gaps in Ibn al-Hakam’s perspective. Yet his ideas are often quoted in both Sunni and
Imamite works. ‘Abd al-Jabbar reports that he would argue for the anthropomorphic view of
God, the createdness of his knowledge, and the doctrine of bada’ (anna Hisham ibn al-Hakam

gala bi al-tajsim wa bi- hudiith al- ‘ilm wa bi- jawaz al-bada).*® In fact, his idea of divine

4 Idem., p. 49-50

46 See Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 37; al-Baghdadi, Kitab al-Farq bayna al-Firaq, p. 49; Al-
Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-Nizal, ed. Cureton, p. 141; Ibn Hazm, Al ibn Ahmad, al-Fas! f7 a/-Milal wa al-4hAwa’
wa al-Nijal, eds. Muhammad Ibrahim Nasgir and ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Umayra (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, [1995]), Vol. 5, p. 40

4"Ulrich Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios: ein Beitrag zur Neuplatonischen Uberlieferung im
Islam (Stuttgart : Kommissionsverlag Franz Steiner Wiesbaden, 1989), pp. 33-36

48 < Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad al-Asadabadi, al-Mughni ff abwab al-tawhid wa-al- ‘ad! ([Cairo] : Wizarat al-Thagafah

wa-al-Irshad al-Qawmi, al-Mu’assasah al-Misriyah al-‘Ammah lil-Ta’Iif wa-al-Tarjamah wa-al-Tiba‘ah wa-al-
Nashr, [196-?-]), vol. 20/1; p. 38;
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knowledge perfectly complies not only with the doctrine of bada’ as expressed in the Imamite
hadith collections, but also with his anthropomorphic view of God.*® As discussed in the
previous section, the necessary relationship between bada’ and divine knowledge is beyond
dispute. So then, Ibn al-Hakam’s comments in T4 cannot be taken into consideration without
regard for bad@’. What is more noteworthy is that he laid the foundations of the Shiite theory of
the Imamate. He put emphasis on the permanent need for a divinely guided Imam. The Imam has
infallibility ( ‘isma) in all his acts and statements. In this respect, he allots a relatively higher rank
to the Imams than the prophets. Since the prophets could be subject to God’s critiques, they do
not have to be infallible.>® Thus, his concern for the theory of the Imamate and the doctrine of
badda‘ is to be put in perspective in T4. With all this in mind, his comments in this passage can be
seen as an attempt to present a more optimal solution to the tension the doctrine of bada’ had
produced between God’s immutable knowledge and the Imam’s ineffability. How could bada’ be
accepted without a corresponding change occurring in God’s knowledge? Change in God’s
decision in response to fresh phenomena would be possible only if he does not foreknow not-yet-
existing events. This interpretation perfectly allows for a rewarding elucidation of the failure of
prophecies of the Imams. It is this backdrop against which his perspective of the nonexistent

would be better understood.

al-Khayyat puts into words the idea of nonbeing in various ways. In T4, He quotes—or

perhaps paraphrases—Ibn al-Hakam’s articulation of prior nonexistence (or a parte ante

49 For a parallel point of view, see Etan Kohlberg and Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Revelation and falsification :
the Kitab al-qgira’at of Ahmad b. Mukammad al-Sayyari, Critical Edition with an Introdoction and Notes (Leiden ;
Boston : Brill, 2009), p. 257

%0 Wilfred Madelung, “Hisham b. al-Hakam”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman,
Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 12 March 2024
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam_SIM_ 2906
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nonexistence) in reference to the incomplete verb lam yazal, which takes a nominative subject
(i.e., God) and an accusative predicate (i.e., knowing) with the things as the latter’s direct object,
e.g., lam yazal allahu ‘aliman bi al-ashya’ (God knows things from eternity). But Ibn al-Hakam
resorts to the same phrase in the negative form in order to express the contingency of God’s
knowledge. From al-Khayyat’s al-Intisar we learn that when expressing nonbeing early
theologians further employ other meontological terms like ma ‘ditm and ‘adam. Another instance
from his work is the forth form of the verb from the same root, i ‘dam, always as an expression of

God’s act of making nonexistent.>

Section 57 is particularly worth mentioning. Al-Khayyat here
brings other usages to attention over criticism of Ibn al-Rawand1’s allegations against the
Mu‘tazilite theologian ‘Abbad b. Sulayman. Ibn al-Rawandi reports Ibn Sulayman as asserting
that existing things on earth have never been nonexistent in any way (ku/lu mawjiidin ‘ala zahr
al-ard fa-lam yakun ma ‘diman bi-wajhin min al-wujith). The major reason why Ibn Sulayman
held this assertion, according to him, lies in his explanation of the contingent existent (mawjiid or
muhdath) as “that which is not presently nonexistent, was not previously nonexistent, and will
not be nonexistent forever (/i-anna al-mawyjiid ‘indahu laysa bi-ma ‘diimin wa lam yakun

ma ‘ditman wa la yakiinu ma ‘diiman abadan).”®* This would then mean that things exist at all
times, which doubtless goes against the doctrine of tawhid. Therefore, Ibn al-Rawandt accuses
him of proposing the eternity of bodies (gidam al-ajsam). What is of significance to our chapter
here is that Ibn al-Rawandi mentions three kinds of ma ‘diim: 1-) nonexistent before creation (/am

vakun ma ‘diman); 2-) presently nonexistent (laysa bi-ma ‘diimin); and 3-) nonexistent after

creation (la yakiinu ma ‘diiman abadan). In al-Khayyat’s opinion, however, the accusations

51 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 24

52 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 69
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against Ibn Sulayman in this particular case are devoid of all truth. He states that what Ibn
Salman meant by the terms mawjiid and muhdath is not as Ibn Rawandi asserts, but ma lam
yakun fa-kana (that which was once nonexistent and later existed). Finally, when favoring the
Mu‘tazilite doctrine of tawlid (generation), al-Khayyat introduces the concept of ma ‘dizm not in

the ordinary theological sense of the word, but to denote “the deceased.””

After a brief presentation of al-Khayyat’s heterogeneity of expressions and words
designating the idea of nonbeing, I will return to Ibn al-Hakam’s reference to the locution lam
vazal when he denies the idea of the nonexistent as an object of divine knowledge, e.g., lam
yazal ‘aliman bi-al-ashya’ (He knows things ab aeterno). In 9" century Kalam writings, lam
yazal with God usually as the subject theologically designates “eternally/from eternity.”>* The
phrase goes back as far as the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (r. 717-720), who is
thought to have proposed the doctrine of predestination possibly to justify the wrong acts of the
Umayyads.>® In his apologetic and polemical treatise entitled al-Radd ‘ala al-Qadariyya
(Refutation of the Qadarites), ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ascribed ignorance to a group of people who
contend that man has the capability to determine his own actions, and hence, that God came to
know things after creation (wa lagad a ‘zama billahi al-jahl man za ‘ama anna al- ilma kana
ba ‘da al-haqq). In accordance with his political agenda, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz rather stresses that God

knows things before creation (bal lam yazal allahu wahdahu bi-kulli shay’in ‘aliman wa ‘ald

%3 Al-Khayyat presents the notion of ma ‘dizmin in the sense of the deceased in a context where he advocates the
Mu‘tazilite doctrine of tawlid..

% Richard Frank, “Lam Yazal as Formal Term in Muslim Theological Discourse,” MIDEO 22 (1995):243-270

55 Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh : University Press, 1973), p. 85
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kulli shay’in shahidan qabla an yakhluga shay’an).>®

His addition of gabla an yakhluga shay an
is a good sign that ‘Abd al-‘Aziz employs the expression lam yazal, in its ordinary sense, as
synonym for “has always been.” Therefore, it is hard to say that lam yazal in this early period
was used as a fully grown technical term. The term in the sense of ab aeterno began to circulate
among the 9" century theologians.®’ This can be observed in ‘Uthman al-Darimi’s (894) a/-Radd
‘ala al-Jahmiyya, al-Khayyat’s al-Intisar and al-Ash‘ar’s Magaldat; it was often resorted to by

Mutakallimiin of different backgrounds, such as Imamites, Mu‘tazilites, Jahmites and

Hanbalites.>®

Notwithstanding differences of context and detail, the statements of Ibn al-Hakam and the
Qadarites are parallel in structure and content with the exception of the additional adverbial
expression gabla an yakhluga shay’an (before creation) in the latter. Ibn al-Hakam might have
been aware of the Qadarite formulation of human freedom mentioned above. Indeed, it is well-
known that during his career he came into contact with such scholars like ‘Amr ibn ‘Ubayd ibn
Bab (d. 761) who, as a Mu‘tazilite, used to inherit Qadarite views.>® This could also be observed

in his anti-predestinarian position. Besides his possible interest in the doctrine of bada’, the other

% Josef van Ess, Anfange muslimischer Theologie. Zwei antigadaritische Traktate aus dem ersten Jahrhundert der
Hira, Beiruter Texte und Studien, 14 (Beirut & Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1977), p. 46 (Risala ‘Umar ibn
‘Abd al-Aziz fi al-Radd ‘ald al-Qadariyya); for a general overview of the gadarites, see Steven C. Judd,
“Qadariyya”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, Edited by: Kate Fleet, Gudrun Kramer, Denis Matringe, John
Nawas, Devin J. Stewart. Consulted online on 02 September 2023 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-

3912 ei3_COM_46302

5" Richard Frank, “Lam Yazal as Formal Term in Muslim Theological Discourse,” p. 249

%8 ‘Uthman b. Sa‘id al-Darimi, al-Radd ‘ala al-Jahmiyya, ed. Badr b. ‘Abd Allah al-Badr (Kuwait: Dar Ibn al-Athir,
1995), pp. 21; 130, 155-156; Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, pp. 49-50; 80-93; Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-
islamiyyin |, ed. Ritter, pp. 37; 158-163; 221-222; 488-496;

% Alexander Hainy Khaleeli, “Hisham ibn al-Hakam: Arch-Heretic? Journal of Shi ‘a Islamic Studies Vol. 111:3
(Summer 2010), p. 286
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reason underlying his denial of divine foreknowledge may be tied to his tendency to protect

human freedom and God’s unity. Al-Ash‘ari narrates Ibn al-Hakam as saying:

T5: al-Ash‘ar1, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, p. 37: Qala wa-law kana lam yazal ‘aliman la-
kanat al-ma ‘laimatu lam tazal li-annahu la yasihha ‘alimun illa bi-ma ‘lamin mawjiin,
qala wa-law kana ‘aliman bi-ma yaf aluhu ‘ibaduhu lam yasihhu al-mihnatu wa al-
ikhtibaru.

“He [Hisham ibn al-Hakam] said, ‘If he [God] were to know in eternity, objects of
knowledge would also be eternal. For one can know objects of knowledge only after they
truly exist. Moreover, had God known what his servants would do, trial and test would
not be possible.”’®

In this passage, Ibn al-Hakam deals with two problems that naturally stem from divine
foreknowledge of nonexisting things: (a) One is the eternity of contingent things; and (b) the
other predetermination. In the latter case, Ibn al-Hakam problematizes the eternity of God’s
knowledge as this would supposedly lead to the deterministic result that humans do not have
responsibility and free will. A loss of human responsibility and freedom would in turn make
meaningless the qur’anic idea of life as a trial and test. The former issue can be formulated most
succinctly in the question whether God’s foreknowledge would entail the existence of its objects
in eternity. Eternity was one of the central themes of medieval philosophy. As mentioned above,
God’s eternity was expressed by 9" century writers through reference to lam yazal. In presenting
the idea of eternity (whether associated with God or things), they further resorted to such formal
terms as azal, its substantive and adjective forms azali and azaliyya, and gidam and its adjective
form gadim. The idea became more popular and enriched as the corpus of translations of Greek
works was made within the circle of al-Kindi. Following the Greek philosophical line of thought

as represented by Aristotle as well as Porphyry and subsequent Neoplatonists, Muslim falasifa

80 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 37
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especially subscribed to the view of the eternity of the world.%! Unlike them, philosophers like
al-Kindi (d. 873) and 9" century Mutakallimiin rather went on to argue in favor of the idea that
the cosmos has a beginning in time. Their position would come to mean that God alone is
eternal, and all other beings are contingent and are not able to exist in eternity.®? From the very
early period on, the definition of God as eternal was the distinctive way of expressing the Islamic
doctrine of tawhid. Accordingly, theologians avoided ascribing this attribute to anything other
than God. In this quote Ibn al-Hakam seems to have embraced the theological principle that
knowledge would require that its objects known be eternally present together with him, which
would be at odds with the doctrine of fawhid. Al-Ash‘arT attributes this principle to the so-called
eternalists (azaliyya), which will be discussed below. Ibn al-Hakam thus holds that God does not
have knowledge of nonexistents and hence existing things are the only objects of divine
knowledge and it is rather the existence of contingent beings that precedes and shapes God’s true

knowledge.

Our sources inform that there is indeed a polemical atmosphere in which early 9™ century
Imamites and Mu‘tazilites engaged with the problem of the nonexistent with respect to divine
knowledge. The doctrine of hada’ is always associated with the latter. Ibn al-Rawandi gave his
testimony as to the existence of such an atmosphere. Being previously an adherent of the

Mu‘tazilite school, he occasionally charged its leading thinkers with suffering from errors and

51 For the presentation of al-Farab1’s (d. 950) arguments in favor of the eternity of the world, see, for instance,
Muhsin Mahdi, “Alfarabi against Philoponus,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 26.4 (1967): 233-260; Idem., The
Arabic text of Alfarabi’s Against John the Grammarian. In: Medieval and Middle Eastern Studies in Honor of Aziz
Suryal Atiya, ed. S. A. Hanna (Brill, Leiden: Brill, 1972), p. 268-284

%2 For the study on early Muslim intellectuals’ assumptions against the eternity of the world, see Herbert A.
Davidson, “John Philoponus as a source of Medieval Islamic and Jewish proofs of Creation,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 2 (1969): 357-391; Peter Adamson, al-Kindi (Oxford ; New York : Oxford University
Press, 2007), pp. 74-106;

44



inconsistencies. As we learn from the fragments of his anti-Mu‘tazilite work, Fadiha al-

Mu ‘tazila, surviving in al-Khayyat’s al-Intisar, he enthusiastically defended the theological ideas
of the Imamites, those of Ibn Hakam in particular, against attacks by Abii al-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf
(d. 841), Ibrahim al-Nazzam (d. 845), and al-Jahiz (d. 868). But, there is one case in which he
interestingly departs from Ibn al-Hakam’s position on divine knowledge via criticism of the
Mu‘tazilite Hisham b. ‘Amr al-Fuwati (d. before 845), who he thinks lines up with what Ibn al-
Hakam contends, namely that God does not know things eternally. Thus, he subjects al-Fuwat to

the same condemnation that the Mu‘tazilites put forward against Ibn al-Hakam.

On the side of the Mu‘tazilites, early in the 9th century, Hisham ibn ‘Amr al-Fuwati (d.
before 845) occupied a central place in dicussions of divine knowledge and nonbeing. He is one
of the leading figures of the Basran Mu‘tazilites.®® Al-Hakim al-Jishumi’s anecdote (d. 1101)
relates that he was a fanatic proponent of the Mu‘tazilite doctrine as he went on Mu‘tazilite
missionary journeys and he had a close relationship with the caliph al-Ma‘miin (r. §14-833). Al-
Fuwatt’s anthropological and political-theological perspective runs parallel, respectively, with
that of Mu‘ammar ibn ‘Abbad (d. 830) and Abt al-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf (d. 842). His heritage in
classical Mu‘tazilism is carried on and spread by his disciple ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 864). Al-
Khayyat gives him a place in his response to Ibn al-Rawand1’s criticism mentioned above. He
finds fault with Ibn al-Rawand1’s statement by proposing in advance that al-Fuwati would
consider it unbelief to ascribe lack of knowledge of future things to God. Al-Khayyat makes

difference between the two questions al-Fuwati possibly dealt with: (1) Whether things are things

8 For information about the biography of Hisham al-Fuwati, see E1 Omari Racha, “al-Fuwati, Hisham b. ‘Amr”, in:
Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, eds. Kate Fleet, Gudrun Kramer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Devin J. Stewart.
Consulted online on 07 June 2023 http://dx.doLorg.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.n6q/1573-3912 eia COM 27219
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before their creation (al-asma’ al-ma ‘liimat hal hiya ashya’ qabla kawniha) and (2) Whether God
knows in eternity (hal huwa ‘alimun am laysa bi- ‘alimin). He supposes that al-Fuwatt would not
actually deny the correlation in eternity between God’s knowledge and its not-yet-existing, future
objects. But his answer to the first question would be in the negative, as he might think that
predicating that things are things in eternity would express their co-existence with God from

eternity, which is again at variance with the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of tawhid.%*

Concerning the second matter (2), al-Ash‘arT supplies us with an entirely different
account of al-Fuwatl. In contrast with al-Khayyat, he reports that al-Fuwatt did not even allow

for God’s knowledge of future things. He writes:

T6: al-Ash‘ar1, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, p. 158: fa-qala hisham ibn ‘amr al-fuwati: lam
vazal allahu ‘aliman qadiran; wa kana idhd qila lahu: lam yazal allahu ‘aliman bi- al-
ashya’, qala: ld aqiilu, “lam yazal ‘aliman bi- al-ashya’. Wa aqiilu: lam yazal ‘aliman
annahu wahidun la thaniya lahu. Fa-idha qultu: lam yazal ‘aliman bi- al-ashya’,
thabbattuhd lam tazal ma ‘a allah ‘azza wa jalla; wa idha qila lahu: a-fa-taqilu inna
allaha lam yazal ‘aliman bi-an sa-takiina al-ashya’? qala: idha qultu bi-an sa-takiina fa-
hadihi isharatun ilayhd wa-la yajiizu an ushira illa ila mawyjidin. Wa kana la yusamma
ma lam yakhlughu allahu wa lam yakun shay’an wa yusammama khalaqahu allahu wa

a ‘damahu shay ’an wa huwa ma ‘diumun.

“Hisham ibn ‘Amr al-Fuwati said: “God knows and has power in eternity [absolutely,
that is, without any other thing being present with him].” When asked whether God
knows things in eternity, he replied, “I do not state that he knows things in eternity, but
that he knows from eternity only that he alone is one and there is no second god. For
instance, if [ were to say that God knows things in eternity, I would establish
(thabbattuha) their eternal co-existence with God.” When asked, “Do you then think that
God of eternity knows that things will come into existence?” he replied, “If I were to say
an satakina (that they will exist), even this would indicate a “reference” (ishara) to
them. Indeed, it is only possible to refer to an existent thing (mawjiid). Anything that God
has not yet created and has not come into existence cannot be called shay’ (thing). But

8 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 49: “Thumma qgala: wa kana yaz ‘umu anna allaha 1d ya ‘lamu al-
ashya’a qabla kawniha wa yukhatta’ v man qgala bi-dhalika. Wa yuqalu lahu: innaka awhamta ‘an hisham hadha al-
qawl innahu kana yaqilu: inna allaha ghayru ‘alimin thumma ‘alima hasba ma kana hisham ibn al-hakam
yaqiluhu. Wa al-qawlu bi-dhalika kufiun ‘inda al-hisham al-fuwati...wa innama khilafu hisham al-fuwagi fi hadha
al-mawdi * khilafun fi al-asma’ al-ma ‘lamat: hal hiya ashya’ qabla kawniha am laysat bi-ashya’? Fa-amma fi allah
jalla dhikruhu: hal huwa ‘alimun am laysa bi- ‘alimin? Fa-la. Wa huwa yaz ‘umu anna allah lam yazal ‘aliman bi-
annahu sa-yakhluqu al-dunya thumma yufniha thumma yu ‘tdu ahlahda.”
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anything that God has created and then brought into nonexistence can be named shay’ in
spite of the fact that it is nonexistent (ma ‘diim).”®®

Al-Fuwati here finds it problematic God’s foreknowledge of contingent beings, as this would
designate an assertion of their eternal existence (thabbatuha lam tazal ma‘a allah, cf. ithbatun
annahd lam tazal®®). Not only does God have no knowledge of things in eternity. But also, says
al-Fuwati, God cannot know that they will happen, that is, the idea of their coming into existene
in the future.®” Both would ruin the unity of God. Al-Fuwati explains the underlying assumption
by linking the act of knowing with the sensory concept of ishara. In the classical period, the
concept was employed to express “a gesture of the hand, a sign of the head, of the elbow, the
eyes, the eyebrows etc.”®® He argues that since pointing at future contingent things entails their
eternal existence, they are to be excluded from divine knowledge. Our sources are not in
agreement as to al-Fuwati’s position. Unlike al-Ash‘ari, al-Khayyat, as well as Ibn Hazm (d.
1064), narrates that al-Fuwati indeed argued in favor for God’s eternal knowledge of future
things. Since doxographical and heresiographical narrative is so concise and interruptive that it
does not provide a staraightforward and comprehensive account of theologians’ opinions and

ideas, it is hard to say what exactly al-Fuwat1 said about this issue. In T6, al-Ash‘arT lastly states

85 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin |, ed. Ritter, p. 158
% |dem., pp. 488-489

57 Al-Ash‘arT’s report on al-Fuwati’s denial of future contingents as objects of divine knowledge is clearly
incompatible with Al-Khayyat’s. The latter cites, or perhaps quotes, al-Fuwati as saying, “God really knows from
eternity that he will create the earth, annihilate it, and resurrect its inhabitants” (wa huwa yazumu anna allaha lam
yazal ‘aliman bi-annahu sayakhluqu al-dunya thumma yufniha thumma yu ‘idu ahlaha...) As will be discussed
below, this is actually the position of the Mu‘tazilite school. See also Idem., Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 89

8 Al-Jahiz, Abd ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-Kinani al-Basti, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin (Beirut: Dar wa Maktaba al-

Hilal, 1423/2002), Vol. 1, p. 83: “Fa-amma al-ishara fa-bi al-yad wa bi al-ra’s wa bi al- ‘ayn wa bi al-hajib wa bi
al-mankib.”
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that he does not deny altogether that God knows for all eternity. The only object of God’s
knowledge prior to creation, according to al-Fuwati, is his own identity and his oneness. He even
leaves no place for a second god to be known by him. By excluding the caterogy of ‘things’ from
the scope of God’s eternal knowledge and thereby limiting it to his identity and his oneness, al-

Fuwati aims to stress the doctrine of tawhid and the unchanging character of his knowledge.

In T6, al-Fuwatt provides an account of how shay’, mawjiud, and ma ‘diim relate to each
other. Concerning their relationship, he offers a slightly different form of what Abii Al al-Jubba’1
(d. 913) proposes after he incoporated the linguistic account of shay’ into the Basran Mu‘tazilite
theology. Not only does he not take the notion of shay’ as having the same meaning as mawjid
(existent) as al-Ash‘arites have done, because, according to him, thing can apply to a parte post
nonexistent objects in addition to existents. But also, he does not treat shay "as a general category
covering both what is and what is not as Abt ‘Alt has done. He does not agree with the latter,
because he does not include a parte ante nonexistents within the semantic scope of shay’, as they
cannot be referred to (ishara). His view of the relation between these three terms can be
summarized as such: (1) existents are always things; (2) things are not always existents; the
concept of thing can also be ascribed to post-creation nonexistents, but not pre-creational
nonexsitents. Abl al-Husayn al-Salihi (d. 890) was another important Mu‘tazilite figure who
discusses the issue of divine knowledge with regard to me/ontological categories mentioned
above. His Mu‘tazilite education took place in Basra, where he studied under Salih Qubba (d.
860). His master’s authority was even reflected in his nisba.®® Al-Salihi’s point of view is in very

close agreement with that of al-Fuwati, except that al-Salih1 equates ma ‘liim with maw jiid (la

8 Josef van Ess, Theology and Society, trans. Gwendolin Goldbloom, Vol. 4, p. 152
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ma ‘liima illa mawjiidun), on the one hand, and shay’ with mawjiid (la yusammi al-ashya’a
ashya’a illa idha wujidat), on the other; that is to say, he limits God’s eternal knowledge to
existents, thereby substracting not only pre-creation but also pro-creation noinexistents from its

scope. '

There is one more anecdote in Magalat which seems to al-Ash‘arT worth preserving.
Therein, he argues that concerning his position on divine knowledge al-Fuwati must have been

inspired by a group of people entitled al-Azaliyya (eternalists). He writes:

T7: al-Ash‘ar1, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, p. 489: Wa-hadhihi al-‘illa allati i ‘talla biha
hisham fi al- ‘ilm akhadhahd ‘an ba‘d al-azaliyya; li-anna ba ‘d al-azaliyya yuthbitu
qidam al-ashya’ma ‘a bari’iha wa qgali: gawlund lam yazal allahu ‘aliman bi-al-ashya’
yijibu an takiina al-ashya’u lam tazal; fa-li-dhalika quina bi-qidamiha; fa-qala al-
fuwati: lamma stihala gidamu [-ashyd’ lam yajuz an yugala lam yazal ‘aliman biha...

“As for the principle underlying his perspective of divine knowledge [namely that divine
knowledge of “things” would designate an assertion of their existence from eternity], he
[al-Fuwati] borrowed it from some eternalists (ba ‘d al-azaliyya). They established the
existence of things in eternity with their creator. They said, “Our saying that God knows
things from eternity would entail that they are things in eternity. Therefore, we asserted
their eternity.” Al-Fuwati rather said, “As the eternity of things is not acceptable, it would
not possible to say that God knows them in eternity...”"*

It is not exactly clear who al-Ash‘art had in mind when referring to eternalists. Other sources

also do not provide elaborate details on this enigmatic group of people. All we have are a few

0 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p 158: “Wa-kana abii I-husayn al-saliht yaqilu inna allaha lam
vazal ‘aliman bi- al-ashya’ fi awqatihd wa lam yazal ‘aliman annahd sa-takianu ft awqatiha wa lam yazal ‘aliman
bi- al-ajsami fi awqatiha wa bi- al-makhligati fi awqatiha,; wa yaqilu la ma ‘lima illa mawjiadun wa la yusammi al-
ma ‘dumata ma ‘lumatin wa la yusammi ma lam yakun maqdiran, wa la yusammi al-ashya’a ashya’a illa idha
wujudat wa 1a yusammihd ashya’a idha ‘udimat.” “Abu 1-Husayn al-Salihi would say that God of eternity knows
things at the time of their coming into existence, and that God knows in eternity that they will come to be at the time
of their creation, and that God of eternity knows bodies and creatures at the time of their coming into being. He used
to say that only an existing thing (mawjid) can be an object known. He neither calls nonexistents (ma ‘dimat)
objects of knowledge (ma ‘liamat), nor something that is not yet (ma lam yakun) an object of power (magqdiir), nor
things things except only once they exist. Nor does he call things things after it is brought into nonexistence
(‘udimat).”

L Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 489
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brief anecdotes of later date. In a section of his Sharh ‘Uyiin al-Masa’il, where he briefly lists
several minor and obscure sects, the Zaydt writer al-Hakim al-Jishumi (d. 1101) reports this
group as holding the belief that all creation was with God for all eternity; from the beginning he
knew them like he saw them. He cites Abii Hadir (or Abti Hasir) al-Nasibi as one of the
representatives of the idea. In his a/-Fas/, Ibn Hazm also associates him with Abii al-Sabbah al-
Samargandi, of whom we have no furher knowledge. The idea of the eternity of things might be
traced back to Christian doctrine of k6cpog vontog (intelligible world). But, as van Ess has
maintained, we cannot find convincing echoes of this doctrine in early Islamic theology.’? With
this information in mind, the logic of al-Fuwati’s approach would no longer remain shrouded in
darkness. So-called eternalists equate the existent with the known object, thereby affirming the
eternity of objects known as well as their co-existence with God. It is for the exact same
principle that al-Fuwati refuses to admit the eternity of divine knowledge. The acceptance of
their framework would entail a multiplicity of eternal beings (ta ‘addud al-qudama’), which he

would never accept.

Aside from al-Fuwati’s idea of God as a knower of his own essence and identity, the
major bone of contention that distinguishes him from Hisham ibn al-Hakam consists in his view

of divine atttibutes. Al-Khayyat reports him as stating:

T8: al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, p. 50: gawluhu: inna allaha lam yazal ‘aliman li-nafsihi
la bi- ‘ilmin siwahu qadim ‘ala ma qala ashab al-sifat; wa la bi- ‘ilmin muhdathin ‘ala ma
qalahu hisham ibn al-hakam wa ashabuhu min mushabbihat al-rafida

2 Al-Hakim al-Jishumi, Shark ‘Uyiin al-Masa’il, Vol. 1 (2584a), fol. 47b, which reads, “za ‘ama anna al-khalg
kullahum lam yazal kanii ma ‘a allahi wa kama annahu lam yazal ya ‘lamuhum kadhaliha yubsiruhum..” “He[ Abu
Hadir] claims that all creature was with God from the beginning. He sees them in eternity like he knows them.” See
also Ibn Hazm, al-Fas! fi al-Milal wa al-4Awa’ wa al-Nikal, ed. Muhammad Ibrahim Nasir and ‘Abd al-Rahman
‘Umra, Vol. 5, p. 97: “Inna al-khalga lam yazali ma ‘a allah”. Josef van Ess, Theology and Society, trans.
Gwendolin Goldbloom, Vol. 2, p. 531; 631-632
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“His [al-Fuwati’s] position is that God eternally knows in himself, neither by virtue of an
eternal knowledge other than himself as the proponents of atttriutes have maintained, nor
by virtue of an originated knowledge, as Hisham ibn al-Hakam and his antropomorhist
Rafidite fellows have asserted’”.”

In terms of the problem of attributes, al-Khayyat compares and contrasts al-Fuwati’s perspective
with that of two Muslim sects, Ashab al-Sifat (the exponents of attributes) and the Imamites (al-
Rafida) in the person of Ibn al-Hakam. Ibn al-Hakam, since he does not allow for God’s
foreknowledge, proposes the contingency of divine attributes; God knows things only at the time
of their existence. Al-Ash‘ar1’s account of ibn al-Hakam is slightly different from the one given
in al-Khayyat (T8). He reports that Ibn al-Hakam would declare divine knowledge neither
eternal nor originated; neither is it eternal with regard to the immutable side of God nor
originated with regard to changing objects of knowledge.” By ashabuhu min mushabbihat al-
rafida,(his antropomorphist and Rafidiate fellows) in T8, al-Khayyat might have meant Ibn al-
Hakam’s antropomorphic followers, e.g., Muhammad ibn Khalil al-Sakkak, who is reported to
have given details about an antropomorphic point of view of God in a book, as well as Abi al-
Hasan ‘Al1 ibn Mansiir.” As for Ashab al-Sifat (a group of people affirming attributes of God),

they would assert a partly independent existence of eternal attributes within God’s being or

3 Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 50; for al-Ash‘ari’s account of Ibn al-Hakam, see Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat
al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 222. Al-Ash‘ari rather quotes Ibn al-Hakam as stating, “annahu qala inna al- ‘ilma
sifatun lillahi wa laysa hiya huwa wa la ghayruhu wa la ba ‘duhu; wa annahu 1a yajizu an yugala lahu muhdathun
wa ld yuqalu lahu gadimun, li-anna al-sifata la tisafu ‘indahu.” “...that knowledge is one of God’s attributes,
which is neither himself nor other than himself nor his part, and that it is not possible to describe it as either
originated or eternal, as an attribute cannot be qualified by another)

" Al-Ash‘ari, Magqalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 222, which quotes Ibn al-Hakam as stating: “that knowledge is
one of God’s attributes, which is neither himself nor other than himself nor his part, and that it is not possible to
describe it as either originated or eternal, as an attribute cannot be qualified by another.”

5 Abii 1-Qasim al-Miisawi al-Khoel, Mu jamu Rijal al-Hadith wa Tafsilu Tabaqat al-Ruwat (Al-Najaf : Matba“at al-
adab, 1970-), v. 19, p. 300
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essence.’® Unlike these two groups, al-Fuwati denies the reality of God’s attributes independently
of his identity, thus holding that he knows in himself. To sum up, both al-Fuwati and Ibn al-
Hakam hold that God does not eternally know future things that have not yet existed.
Nevertheless, the former still gives way to God’s knowledge of himself in eternity, which would
not create any duality in the objects of divine knowledge. Perhaps the most major distinction

between them lies in their perspective of attributes.

Hisham al-Fuwatt (d. 833) and Abi al-Husayn al-Saliht (d. 890) had a clear parallel with
Ibn al-Hakam’s (d. 795) view of the createdness of God’s knowledge. But they do not represent
the mainstream Mu‘tazilite tradition. In the following brief words al-Khayyat summarizes their

approach to the matter in question. He states:

T9: al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, Section 79, p. 90: Wa al-mu ‘tazila lammda qali: inna
alldaha lam yazal ‘aliman bi al-ashya’, lam yaz ‘umii anna al-ashyd’ ma ‘ahu lam tazal;
innama qali.: annahu lam yazal ‘aliman bi-anna al-ashya’a takiinu wa tuhdathu idha
awjada-ha wa ahdathaha subhanahu wa bi-hamdihi.

“As for the Mu‘tazila, when they said, “God knows things from the beginning, they
would not assert that things eternally exist with him. But rather, they would mean to say
that he knows that things will exist and will be originated once he—Glory and praise be
to him—creates and originates them.”’’

In fact, most of the Mu‘tazilites held God’s knowledge of things that will exist in the future.

What al-Khayyat says in the above quoted passage goes along with al-Ash‘arT’s presentation.

6 When broaching the Mu‘tazilite perspective of divine attributes, al-Ash‘arT parethetically writes a few pages on
the possible identity of Ashab al-Sifat. He presents lbn al-Kullab (d. 855), who is thought to have had a huge impact
on the development of the Ash‘arite doctrine, as one of the leading theologians holding the doctrine of divine
attributes. See Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin |, ed. Ritter, pp. 169-170; Al-Shahrastani gives precise and
detailed information on people who maintain eternal attributes of God. Among them he lists three subdivisions,
namely Ash‘arites, Mushabbiha, and Karramites. See Al-Shahrastani (Mukhtar), Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim, al-
Milal wa al-Nihal, ed. Cureton, pp. 64-79

" Al-Khayyat, Kitab al-Intisar, ed. Nader, p. 90
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The latter gives far more detail about the Mu‘tazila’s position. In addition to al-Fuwati and al-
Saliht (d. 890), who problematizes the conception of divine knowledge of future things, al-
Ash‘art explores the opinions of other Mu‘tazili theologians, such as al-Fuwati’s pupil ‘Abbad
ibn Sulayman (d. 864), al-Shahham (d. after 871) and Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-
Jubba’1i (d. 915). He occasionally quotes anonymous reports from Basran and Baghdadian
Mu‘tazilites through resort to the impersonal and indirect speech formula, e.g., gala gai’liin and
qala qa’iliin min al-baghdadiyyin. Although different in wording and detail, they all have a

common view.’8

‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 844) was one of the Basran Mu‘tazila, who deals with the
problem of divine foreknowledge of future things as well. He was a pupil of al-Fuwati. But with
regard to the problem he diverges from his master, who does not allow anything other than God’s
identity to be an object of divine knowledge. Ibn Sulayman establishes the theological principle
that anything that entails divine creation (khalg) is not within the boundaries of God’s eternal
knowledge. God is of eternity independent of any transitory corporeal thing; even their
intelligible reality cannot eternally exist with him as it would do harm to the unity of God.
Divine foreknowledge would additionally violate human freedom and responsibility. He is
quoted to have stated that God cannot know physical bodies, things that are made (maf“ilat), and
things that are created (makhliigat), all requiring the existence of God’s creative act. But ibn
Sulayman does not find an issue with God’s knowledge of simple entities (ashya’), substances,
accidents, acts, and creatures (khalq). He possibly construed them as quidditas or essentia in

themselves in abstraction from their sensual and physical existence (cf. Plato’s ideas), which are

8 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 160, 162-163
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unconditioned by anything other than themselves, though their actuality is eventually grounded
in God’s knowledge. Most of the Mu‘tazilites communicate this idea through using self-identical
structures. By confirming, to some degree, the employment of these logico-syntactic structures,
‘Abbad also seems to have pointed to divine knowledge of nonexistent essences. What lends
further support to our reading is his neither-nor response when he was asked whether an existing
thing is the same as its pre-existence essential reality that has not yet existed (a faqiilu inna
hadha al-shay’a al-mawjiid huwa alladhi lam yakun mawjiidan. Qala la aqiilu dhalika. Wa idha
qila lahu: a taqiilu innahii ghayruhu. La aqilu dhalika). Neither are physical things the same as

their intelligible realities that have not existed in eternity, nor are they other than the latter.”

Abii ‘Al1 al-Jubba’t’s (d. 915) position is also worth mentioning here as he continues to
discuss the nonexistent with regard to divine knowledge, though in a more complex way. He
took a principal part in the formation of the Basran Mu‘tazilite account of the nonexistent. Born
in Khuzistan, he attended the Mu‘tazilite Basran school led by Abi Ya‘qiib Yaisuf al-Shahham.
His contribution lies not only in his further development of Mu‘tazilite teachings, but also paving
the way for new solutions. None of his works have survived.®’ All we know about him reaches us
from heresiographical writings as well as the 10"-11"™ century works by Bahshamite authors,
which occasionally repeat material gleaned from his no longer available treatises and polemical
books (i.e., al-Asma’wa al-Sifat and Naqd al-Taj ‘ald ibn al-Rawandi). Abu ‘Alt was well-
known for introducing the theory of sifat al-dhat, which his son Abii Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d. 933)

adopted and developed in accordance with the theory of ahwal (states). Both theories constituted

" Idem., Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 158-159

8 For further information, see L. Gardet, “al-Djubba’1”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P.
Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 12 March 2024
<http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_2101>
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an essential part of the problem of the nonexistent since the beginning of the 10" century. Abii
‘All for sure affirms the view of God’s foreknowledge of nonexistent entities (ashyad’),
substances, and accidents. In this respect, he allies his view with the general mainstream

Mu‘tazilite doctrine.

In fact, Abt ‘Ali broadens and complicates the Mu‘tazilite view by incorporating into
discussion of the nonexistent (1) a class of attributes which he calls sifat al-dhat and (2) the
concept of shay’ (thing). They correspond to the first two of the six categories of nouns which he
thinks can be predicated of things, and which were indeed the subject of heated dispute among
the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites. The first category, what Frank calls the attribute of the essence
(sifat al-dhat), are nouns by which things can be named necessarily and by themselves, e.g., “the
black is black™ and “the substance is substance.” The second category consists of nouns by
which things can be called as they are capable of being mentioned and informed about, i.e., shay’

(thing).8t Abii ‘Alf maintains that these first two kinds of nouns can exist prior to their referents

8L |dem., Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 160-162: “Wa-kdna yuqassimu al-asma’ ‘ala wujihin [1] fa-ma
summiya bihi al-shay’ li-nafsihi wa kadhalika al-bayad wa kadhalika al-jawharu innama summiya jawharan li-
nafsihi; [2] wa-ma summiya bihi al-shay’ li-annahu yumkinu an yudhkara wa yukhbara ‘anhu fa-huwa musamman
bi-dhalika qabla kawnihi ka-al-gawl shay 'un, fa-inna ahl al-lugha sammaw bi-al-gaw! shay 'un kulla ma
amkanahum an yadhkarithu wa yukhbiri ‘anhu, [3] Wa-ma summiya bihi al-shay’ lil-tafriga baynahu wa bayna
ajnasin ukharu ka-al-gawl lawnun wa ma ashbaha dhalika fa-huwa musamman bi-dhalika gabla kawnihi; [4] wa
ma summiya bihi al-shay’ li- ‘illatin fa-wujidat al- ‘illatu qabla wujiidihi fa-wajibun an yusamma bi-dhalika qabla
wujudihi ka-al-qawl ma 'mirun bihi innama gila ma 'mirun li-wujid al-amr bihi fa-wajibun an yusamma ma 'miiran
bihi fi hal wujiid al-amr wa-in kana ghayra mawjidin fi hal wujiad al-amr; wa kadhalika ma summiya bihi al-shay’
li-wujiid ‘illatin yajiizu wujiaduhd qablahu; [5] wa ma summiya bihi al-shay’ li-hudiithihi wa li-annahu fi ‘lun fa-la
yajiizu an yusammd bi-dhalika qabla an yahdutha ka-al-qgaw! maf ilun wa muhdathun; [6] wa ma summiya bihi al-
shay’ li-wujiid ‘illatin fihi fa-1a yajizu an yusamma bihi qabla wujid al- ‘illa fihi ka-al-gawl jismun wa ka-al-gawl
mutaharrikun wa ma ashbaha dhalika.” The other four categories are as follows: (3) Nouns by which things can be
called not necessarily but by virtue of the fact that they are distinct from other genera, for example, color, odor, and
flavor; (4) Nouns by which things can be called on account of the agent extrinsic to them, such as ma 'mirun bih (the
object of an order); (5) Nouns by which things can be named due to their origination in time and being acted upon,
e.g., maful and mujkdath; (6) Nouns by which things can be called because of the existence of a cause intrinsic to
them (li-wwjid al- ‘illa fih), i.e., muharrik (moving) being caused by a body. I already explored the first two
categories in the main body of the paper. Al-Jubba’1’s third kind of nouns that can exist prior to their referents
consists of those capable of being said of the nonexistent such as color and the like. It differs from the first category
in that it may be predicated of the nonexistent not necessarily (wujizh) and by its essence (linafsihi). Perhaps he
means to say that a black’s being black serves to designate the essential and most characteristic attribute of a thing,
whereas color does not. The latter, for instance, distinguishes a thing from other classes of entities such as flavor and
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(musammd’) and apart from them; in other words, they may be attributed to a thing even in the
state of its nonexistence. In a way, by propounding the predicability of these nouns of
nonexisting things, Abii ‘Al1 declares that they are not wholly nonexistent in eternity; through
God’s knowledge they have been made something (shay’), called by a noun, and given some sort
of reality. Our doxographer al-Ash‘art does not provide the broader setting of Abu ‘Ali’s
statement. When we read al-Ash‘ari’s brief remarks in light of the Bahshamite works of the 10'"-
11™ centuries, we understand that these categories are all related to the Mu‘tazili doctrine of
attributes. According to Abu ‘Alf, “ [tJo know something,..to recognize it or understand it as
having certain attributes, certain essential or accidental qualities or characteristics, which it does
in fact have.”® If God is accepted as capable of knowing things in eternity, this could be possible
only though knowledge of them as being qualified by their most characteristic attributes. In other
words, things must have attributes even in the state of nonexistence so that they could be known
and named from eternity. He views sifat al-dhat as the ground of the intelligibility of
nonexistents. This category of attributes is essential to a thing; in other words, they are present
both in its existence and nonexistence. They would indicate the beings of a thing in its total self-

identity without any designation of duality, i.e., substance’s being substance (kawn al-jawhar

odor (li-t-tafriga baynahu wa bayna ajndsin ukhar). It is obvious that the concept jins (pl. ajnas) here renders not
“genus” as taken in the Aristotelian tradition, but simply “class,” “kind,” and “type.” The fourth class is composed
of those nouns that are grounded in the action of an agent or any extrinsic cause, e.9., ma 'murun bih (a thing that is
commanded), and therefore, can exist prior to its referent (musamma). As for the fifth class, as exemplified by
mukdath (originated) and maf il (that which is acted upon), since its referents do not exist except in time, it cannot
eternally be predicated of them. The same is true for the sixth class as its referents are grounded in the existence of
an intrinsic cause such as mufarrik (moving) being caused by a body.

82 Richard MacDonough Frank, Beings and their attributes : the teaching of the Basrian school of the Mu ‘tazila in
the classical period (Albany : State University of New York Press, 1978), p. 14
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Jjawharan).®® In sum, it has an undeterminable existence, though it is ultimately conditioned by

divine knowledge.

Al-Ash‘art further adds that Abi ‘Al1 borrowed the notion of shay’ (thing) from language
experts, according to whom it designates anything about which information and predication can
be made (fa-inna ahl al-lugha sammaw bi-al-qawl shay 'un kulla ma amkanahum an yadhkarithu
wa yukhbirii ‘anhu). Thus, Al-Jubba’1 asserts that possible nonexistents, though they have not yet
existed, are nevertheless capable of being known, mentioned, and predicated of. In a way, he
holds it as a general category covering not only what is, but also what is not. Attention should be
paid to ikhbar, which is the verbal noun of yukhbirii ‘anh given in the definition. Being a logico-
syntactic concept, it designates a relation between subject and predicate. This is worth
consideration because the Mu‘tazilites’ perspective of the nonexistent is indeed linked with the
doctrine of attributes, which they in general puts into words in the form of logical statements.
And these statements are “statements about things (ashya’), composed of a noun (ism, sc., a
name) that signifies the thing that is known and a predicate (khabar) that indicates what is known
about it.”® Our readings show that the use of shay’ in early theological writings is more complex
than it appears; it is employed sometimes as a subject, which indicates an entitative reality and is
equivalent to dhat (entity)®, and sometimes as a predicate designating a predicative attribute. In
the second case, it is always taken in the sense of an object known (ma ‘liim), and hence, that

which may be mentioned and predicated of (al-qawl shay 'un simatun li-kulli ma ‘limin wa li-

8 Idem., Beings and their attributes, p. 53-58
8 Idem., Beings and their attributes, p. 14

8 |dem., “al-Ma‘diim wal-mawijiid,” p. 204 (n. 85).
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kulli ma amkana dhikruhu wa al-ikhbaru ‘anhu). From early on, shay’ played a central role in
Mu‘tazilite-Ash‘arite polemics over the problem of nonbeing and was debated in chapters under
the titles like “Whether the nonexistent is a thing” (hal al-ma ‘diim shay 'un am 1a).2® As an
ontological term it has also been linked with God in discussions over whether thingness can be
predicated of God.®” As to the usage of the concept as a subject, it was mainly expressed through
employment of self-predicational sentences, e.g., “Entities are entities even in the state of
nonexistence (al-ashya’ashya’ qabla kawniha), or through mediation of the passive verbs of ilm
(know) and tasmiya (name), which both take a double accusative, in the form “S is known (as) S
//'S is named S”, e.g., “Entities are known as entities before creation (al-ashya’ tu ‘lamu

ashya’qabla kawnihd | al-ashyd’ tusamma ashya’ qabla kawnihad).

Modern scholars like Pines and van den Bergh find the origin of the Mu‘tazili account of

shay’ in the Stoic concept of i (something).%

The qur’anic source of the notion is no less
evident. As has been discussed in the introduction, no first-hand Stoic material has come down to

us. Nor any doxography of the Stoic category of # has been attested in gnomologia,

doxographies and related works available to us.8The Mu‘tazili school has recourse to two basic

% For a detailed discussion of early Kalam discussions of the concept, see also Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s
Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 145-160

8 See al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 181-182
8 pines, Beitrage zur islamischen Atomenlehre, p. 117; van den Bergh, Tahafut al-tahafut, Vol. 2, p. 4, 3.6

8 Dimitri Gutas, “Pre-Plotinian Philosophy in Arabic ( Other than Platonism and Aristotelianism ): A Review of the
Sources,” in Wolfgang Haase (ed.): Aufstieg und Niedergang der rémischen Welt (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1993),
Vol. Il 36.7, 4959-4963. Possibly inspired by van Ess, Wisnovsky refers to Arabic Alexander of Aphrodisias who
takes the Greek ti as the highest concept that is predicated not merely of physical beings but also of the incorporeal.
The link between shay’ and ti seems to be weak. It is perhaps for this reason that van Ess does not take it seriously.
See Josef van Ess, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ici. Ubersetzung und Kommentar des ersten Buches
seiner Mawagqif (Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1966), p. 196 and Wisnovsky, Avicenna's metaphysics in
context, p. 154.
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arguments for their understanding of shay’, which the 11%

century writer Ibn Mattawayh has
summarized in his al-Tadhkira. On the grounds of linguistic evidence from the conventional use
of shay’, they argue that if it were synonymous with mawjiid (existent) as some people (e.g., the
Ash‘arites) have claimed, expressions employed in daily language such as ‘alimtu shay’an
mawjiidan and ‘alimtu shay ’an ma ‘diiman would be senseless; these expressions would then
mean, respectively, ‘alimtu mawjiidan mawjiidan (1 knew of an existing existent) and ‘alimtu
mawjidan ma ‘diiman (I knew of a nonexisting existent). The first could carry the problem of a
repetition of the same meaning through two synonyms (la-igtadd al-takrar), thus entailing a
semantic redundancy. As for the second, it is obviously liable to one word (mawjiid) being
modified by its opposite (ma ‘diiman). More important than that, the Mu‘tazilites adduce certain
qur’anic verses which appear to support the use of shay’ as a general category. For instance, Q
18:23-24, in which the Prophet is commanded not to say of anything (shay’), “Indeed, I shall do
that tomorrow”, confirms the employment of shay’ for something that has not yet existed. The
same thing is true for Q 16:40, which reads, “Our word unto a thing (shay’), when we will it, is

only that we say to it: ‘Be!’, and it is.” The verse also establishes the pre-creation reality of

shay’. %

Throughout this section I have explored how the Imamite political doctrine of bada’
opened the way to inter-sectarian debates on divine knowledge as well as the Mu‘tazilites’
polemical reactions. As far as we understand from hadiths attributed to the Imams, the doctrine
raised challenges and questions in the minds of the community members. The major question

they dealt with is how to solve the tension between God’s immutable knowledge and the Imam’s

% Muhammad al-Hasan ibn Ahmad Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira fi ahkam al-jawdhir wa-al-a ‘rad, ed. Daniel
Gimaret, 2 vols. (Cairo: Institut Frangais d’ Archéologie Orientale, 2009), Vol.1, p. 23

59



infallibility ( ‘isma). Since the second half of the 8" century Imam figures sought to find a
reasonable solution to this tension. Ibn al-Hakam'’s solution lies in his rejection of the eternity of
divine knowledge. The change of God’s decision could be explained by the assumption that God
indeed had no foreknowledge of nonexistents, which in turn allowed him to form the concept of
the nonexistent. But Ibn al-Hakam resorts to anti-predestinarian and eternalist arguments in
support of his assumption. If God knew future events, this would violate the qur’anic principle of
human freedom. If this were the case, his knowledge would also entail their eternity. All these
complex perspectives and approaches led towards the formation and development of the
nonexistent. What is common to all these perspectives is employment of the locution lam yazal

as an indication of the idea of possible nonexistents.

1.4. Continuity and discontinuity: the Ash‘arite position

The above mentioned wider process of cultural exchange in turn allowed Ash‘arite writers to
develop their own perspective of the nonexistent. In the post-inquisition period following the
inversion of government policy, Mu‘tazili rationalism noticeably declined. In order to
consolidate his power, the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861) began to favor the
traditionalist orthodoxy. Sunni scholars simultaneously tended to follow what Melchert has
termed ‘“‘semi-rationalism,” a middle road between the traditionalism of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d.
855) and the rationalism of Mu‘tazilism.® Among them can be listed Ibn Kullab (d. 854), al-

Mubhasibi (d. 857), and al-QalanisT (1. c. 2" half of the 9" century). They defended the doctrinal

%1 Christopher Melchert, Formation of the Sunni Schools (Leiden ; New York : Brill, 1997), p. 69
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teachings of the Salaf (traditionalists) through application of Basran kalam standpoint. As seen in
the formula neither being nor nonbeing in their description of divine attributes, their perspective
shows definite traces of earlier Imamite theologians like Hisham ibn al-Hakam and Sulayman
ibn Jarir. Aside from all this, one characteristic element of their theological framework was
frequent recourse to the qur’anic language as well as the syntactic and lexical structures of
literary Arabic.% After death of Ibn Kullab a group of people entitled al-Kullabiyya sought to
advocate and disseminate his theological views. However, as the geographer al-Maqdisi (d. 990)

has informed, they melted down into the Ash‘arite school.*®

Unfortunately, we have no
knowledge of whether the Kullabites specifically dealt with the idea of nonbeing. Nor do we
understand how exactly these three theologians contributed to the development of the Ash‘arite
perspective. However, we at least know from available sources like al-Qalanist’s Kitab al-
Magalat that Tbn Kullab introduces me/ontological concepts like ma ‘ditm, mawyjiid and shay’

with regard to divine attributes and says: “God’s attributes are neither existent nor nonexistent”

(al-sifat laysat mawjiidatan wa la ma ‘didatan).%*

Abii al-Hasan al-Ash‘art (d. 936) was born in Basra, one of the central regions of
Mu‘tazilite teaching down to the 9 century. He was a famous pupil of Abi ‘Alf al-Jubba’1 (d.
915), a well-known Mu‘tazilite Mutakallim and head of the Basran Mu‘tazilite school. Sometime

after he broke with his master over what he deemed to be an excessive emphasis on human

92 See Frank, Beings and their attributes, p. 10

9 Harith Bin Ramli, “The Predecessors of Ash‘arism: Ibn Kullab, al-Muhasibi and al-Qalanisi,” in ed. Sabine
Schmidtke, The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford, United Kingdom : Oxford University Press,
[2016]), pp. 215-224

% Ziad Bou AKl, Une doxographie sunnite du IVe/Xe siécle Kitab al-maqaldt d'Abii al- ‘Abbas al-Qalanist
(Germany: De Gruyter, 2021), pp. 17-18
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reason and responsibility, he moved to Baghdad, where he spent the remaining years of his life.%
My close analysis of his Magalat al-Islamiyyin also shows that he was pretty familiarized with
not only Basran, but also with Baghdadian Mu‘tazilite school led by Abi al-Qasim al-Ka‘bi al-
Balkhi (d. 931). Following the semi-rationalist standpoint al-Ash‘arT sought to reconcile the
major principles of the Salaf with the Mu‘tazilite perspective of speculative reasoning. Al-
Ash‘art produced more than 100 titles, only a few of which have survived. It seems impossible to
reconstruct his perspective of nonbeing from his extant works (e.g., Magalat al-Islamiyyin, al-
Ibana and al-Luma ). Therefore, we will largely rely on second-hand information from later
sources, though some caution should always be taken regarding his original thought. Abtu Bakr
Ibn al-Furak’s (d. 1015) Mujarrad Maqgalat al-Ash ‘ari provides a great deal of direct quotations
from him. As it is evident from Ibn Fiirak’s treatment of the topic, the Ash‘arT formed and
consolidated his opinion by engaging in the Imamite-Mu‘tazilite controversy. However, the
primary target of his polemic was al-Mu‘tazilites. The vantage point facing us here is common to
both al-Ash‘art and his Mu‘tazilite foes; they both deal with the concept of nonbeing from the
aspect of knowledge ( ilm) and naming (tasmiya), namely whether things can be known and
named before their creation. There are two distinctive features of al-Ash‘arT and his pre-
Avicennan followers’ stance. First, they redefined the concept of ma ‘ditm in such a way that it
would designate absolute nonbeing. This goes along with their denial of the Mu‘tazilite theory of
attributes and states. The same semantic transformation applies to shay’; they rejected the
Mu‘tazilite understanding of the ontological term shay’ as a general category covering not only

existents but also nonexistent and treated it as equivalent of existence. Second, by incorporating

% For a detailed analysis of classical Ash‘arism, see Jan Thiele, “Between Cordoba and Nisabiir: The Emergence
and Consolidation of Ash‘arism (Fourth-Fifth/Tenth-Eleventh Century),” ed. Sabine Schmidtke, The Oxford
Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford, United Kingdom : Oxford University Press, [2016])
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new ontological terms into their dialectical exchange they further expanded and complicated
their discussion about the logico-syntactic link of ma ‘diim with them. Thus, their change of the
rules of language game and meanings of terms led towards the emergence of long-standing

misunderstandings between themselves and the Mu‘tazilites.

As a former Mu‘tazilite and pupil of al-Jubba’1, al-Ash‘ar1 reconstructs his position
through refutation of Mu‘tazilite doctrines. Here also, we find the same polemical tendency.
Based on theological principles of his own, he first offers a semantic change of ma ‘dizm and
shay’, two critical concepts that lie at the heart of almost all discussions of the nonexistent. Ibn

Fiirak quotes him as saying:

T10: Ibn Furak, Mujarrad Magqalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 252: al-manfi la yakinu illa ma ‘diiman
wa al-muthbatu la yakiinu illa mawjiidan. Wa-inna gawl al-qa’il shay’ithbatun wa
qawlahu la shay 'un nafyun. Fa-inna fi tasmiyatihi al-ma ‘diuma shay’an ‘ala al-haqiqa
tanaqudun (read tandqudan) wa ijaba an yakina shay’an ld shay ’an wa dhalika
muhalun.

“The nonexistent can only be that of which existence is negated (manfi), just as the
existent can only be that of which existence is affirmed (muthbat). One’s saying shay’ is
an assertion of existence (ithat) and his saying la-shay’ is a negation of existence (nafy).
Therefore, in his calling the nonexistent as shay’ is a contradiction and an assertion
leading to the contrary conclusion that the nonexistent is at the same time a thing and no-
thing, which is impossible.”%

In this quote, Al-Ash‘ar provides redefinition of the nonexistent, thereby ending up with the idea
of unqualified nonbeing. He describes ma‘diim as manfi, that is, that of which existence is
denied. Logically speaking, the kind of opposition between them is the opposition of

contradiction (cf. Aristotle’s ¢ katapoois kai aropoaois). Following the Ash‘arite perspective,

the last prominent pre-Avicennan scholar Abi al-Ma‘alt al-Juwayni (d. 1085) states,

% Ibn Fiirak, Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan, Mujarrad Magalat al-Shaykh Abi al-Hasan al-Ash ‘art, ed. Daniel
Gimaret (Bayrdat : Dar al-Mashrig, 1987), p. 252
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“Nonexistence... is an absolute negation and does not contain any existential attribute (al-
‘dam...nafyun mahdun ghayru mustamirrin ‘ala sifatin min sifat al-ithbat).%” Even though the
paradigm shift took place after the infiltration of Avicenna’s philosophy into the Ash‘arite
program after Abii al-Hamid al-Ghazali (d.1111), some scholars like Abt al-Qasim al-Ansart (d.
1118) still continued to hold the same position (al-ma‘diim...huwa al-muntafi min kulli
wajhin).%® This semantic change is crucial for al-Ash‘ari because the Mu‘tazilite view of ma‘dim
could compel one to admit the existence of some sort of entities in eternity. This is what he finds
problematic with regard to the doctrine of tawhid. For, to him, their existence in eternity—even
if it is conditioned by divine knowledge, would mean nothing other thand their existence before
themselves (li-anna hudtthahu in kana nafsahu wa kana qabla hudiithihi shay’an fu-huwa

shay’un qabla nafsihi).%

In order to further stress the idea of absolute nonbeing, al-Ash ‘ari follows the strategy of
negating of nonexistents all concepts and phrases which designate an assertion of the actual
existence of entities. He distinguishes concepts and phrases depending on whether they can be
asserted and predicated of the nonexistent. There are several concepts by which it can be named,

and which can be predicated of it. He states:

T11: Ibn Firak, Mujarrad Magalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 252: ...inna al-ma ‘diima alladhi kana
mawjidan fa- ‘udima wa alladhi lam yiijad qattu mushtarakan fi annahu yasihhu an

yu ‘lama wa an yudhkara wa yukhbara ‘anhumda wa tadulla al-daldlata ‘alayhima wa
tata’allaga bi-hima qudrat al-qadim; fa-yuqala innahu ma ‘liimun wa madhkiirun wa
mukhbarun ‘anhu wa madlillun ‘alayh wa magdirun.

9 al-Juwayni, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn ‘Abd Allah, al-Shamil fi Usil al-Din, eds. Nashshar, ‘Alf Sami. ‘Awn, Faysal
Budayr Mukhtar, Suhayr Muhammad (al-1skandartyah: Munsha’at al-Ma‘arif, 1969), p. 259

% Abii al-Qasim al-Ansari al-Naysabiri, al-Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Mustafa Hasanayn ‘Abd al-Hadi (al-Qahira; al-
Iskandariyya: Dar al-Islam,1431/2010), Vol. 1, pp. 279-280

% Ibn Firak, Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 254
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“It holds true for both the nonexistent which was once existent and that which has never
existed that they can be known, mentioned, predicated of, and referred to, and they can be
a potential object of the Eternal’s power. Thus, it would be said of the nonexistent that the
nonexistent can be known (ma ‘liim), mentioned (madhkiir), predicated of (mukhbar
‘anh), referred to (madlil ‘alayh), and can be an object of the divine agent’s efficient
causality (magqdiir).”*%°

The concepts he lists above are ma ‘liom, madhkiiy, mukhbar ‘anh and madliil ‘alayh, which are
the constitutive elements of the Mu‘tazilite definition of shay’. We have already argued that by
appealing to linguistic evidence, the Mu‘tazili theologians would define shay’as “that which is
capable of being known, mentioned, and informed about and predicated of.” Al-Ash‘art in fact
employs the concepts given in the definition for a somewhat distinct purpose. His intention when
he states that the nonexistent may be known and mentioned is entirely different from what the
Mu‘tazilites intend to say. The latter would claim that the act of knowing has the nonexistent’s
essential reality as an object, thereby affirming some sort of shadowy existence of entities in

eternity. If it is not entities themselves, what actually is the object of knowledge, mention and

predication, which al-Ash‘arT is speaking about here?

Al-Ash‘art was pretty aware of the broader theological context in which the problem of
conception of future things emerged. If he would assert God’s conception of nonexistent objects,
this would lead him to align himself with the standpoint of the so-called eternalists and majority
of the Mu‘tazilites. In order to get rid of the objections to which this standpoint could be subject,
the Imamite scholar Hisham Ibn al-Hakam (d. 795), as well as few Mu‘tazilite theologians like

Hisham ibn ‘Amr al-Fuwati (d. before 845) and Abii al-Husayn al-Salih1 (d. 890), rather clung to

100 Ibn Fiirak, Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 252

65



the idea of God’s inability to know them. Al-Ash‘arT’s solution is revealing. Ibn Fiirak reports

him as claiming:

T12: Ibn Furak, Mujarrad Magqalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 252: Wa kana yaqiilu inna sabila

ta ‘allug al-‘ilm bi al-ma ‘dism bi-annahu ma ‘diumun wa laysa bi-shay’in ka-nahw ma
vata ‘allaqu bi annahu laysa bi-mawjidin thumma yakiinu ma laysa bi-mawjudin ‘ala
amrayn wa hukmayn: ahaduhuma yasihhu an yijada wa al-thani la yasihhu an yijada.
Fa-ma la yasihhu an yijada ‘ald amrayn, min-hu ma la yasihhii an yijada fi halin wa
min-hu ma lda yasihhu an yijada fi kulli halin. Wa-kullu dhalika yu ‘lamu ‘ala ma huwa
bihi. Wa laysa al- ‘ilmu bi al-ma ‘diim ‘indahu ‘ilman bihi ‘ald shart al-wujid bal huwa
‘ilmun bihi annahu ma ‘dismun. Fa-idha kana mimma yijadu la yunkaru an yakiina
‘ilman bihi annahu yijadu; wa idha kana mimma la yujadu kana ‘ilman bihi annahu la
yigjadu.

He used to say, “Knowing the nonexistent as nonexisting and not as a thing is equivalent
to knowing it as what is not existent (laysa bi-mawjiidin). As for what is not existent, it
may appear in two different ways and states: it can either be possible to exist or not
possible to exist. The latter is of two kinds: (1) that which cannot exist at this moment;
(2) that which cannot exist at any moment in time. However, each can be known as it is.”
Thus, according to him, knowledge of the nonexistent is not conditioned upon its
existence. It is indeed nothing other than knowledge of it as being nonexistent. If
something exists, we do not deny that it can be known as being existent. But if it does not
exist, it can only be known as being nonexistent.%!

Al-Ash‘arT seems to have held the halfway position between the above mentioned two
perspectives. Neither would God know future things as they are, nor could he be shown to have
no knowledge of them. He rather takes only their nonexistence as the object of God's knowledge.
He stresses the idea as such, “Knowing the nonexistent as nonexisting and not as a thing is
equivalent to knowing it as what is not existent (laysa bi mawjidin)” Ibn Fiirak interprets his
words as follows: “....knowledge of the nonexistent is not conditioned upon its existence. It is
indeed nothing other than knowledge of it as being nonexistent.” Thus, what may be known,

mentioned, made a subject of a predication, and referred to is not the essential reality of

101 Ibn Fiirak, Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 252
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nonexisting entities, but their nonexistence. When it comes to his idea of the non-existent’s being
an object of God’s power (maqdiir), he aftirms it differently. God’s power is associated with
nonexisting things in their future form, whereas it is actively attached to them at the time of their
existence.'%? In al-Shamil fi Usiil al-Din al-Juwayni buttresses al-Ash‘ari’s position with the

following statement “wa ma ‘na ta ‘allug al- ‘ilm bih al- ‘ilmu bi-intifa’ihi” (what is meant by the

nonexistent’s being an object of knowing is nothing other than knowledge of its nonexistence.%®

Concerning this point, al-Ansari expresses the same thing, though in a slightly different way.'%

Al-Ash‘art includes the concept of shay’ within the category of nouns which designate an
assertion of existence for entities. Therefore, he denies that it can be predicated of the

nonexistent. Ibn Furak narrates about his viewpoint as follows:

T13: Ibn Furak, Mujarrad Magqalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 252: Wa kana ya’ba an yusamma bi-ma
‘ada dhalika min al-asma’wa al-awsaf; wa khassatan idha kanat asma’an tufidu al-
ithbata li al-dhawat; wa huwa mithlu gawl al-qa’il shay 'un. Fa-inna dhalika min a ‘amm
asma’ al-ithbat ka-ma anna qawl! al-qa’il la-shay’ min a ‘amm alfaz al-nafy.

“However, he would refuse to allow that the nonexistent can be named by other nouns
and attributes, especially when they are nouns that express an assertion of existence for
entities, such as shay’(thing), for this is the most general noun designating an assertion of
existence, just as /a shay’ (no-thing) is the most general noun that indicates a negation of
existence.”1%°

102 Tbn Farak, Mujarrad Magalat al-Shaykh Abi al-Hasan al-Ash ‘ari, ed. Gimaret, pp. 252-253: “...wa kana
yvaqilu... qudrat al-qadim ta‘ala tata ‘allaqu bi al-ma ‘diim an yijida bihd wa hiya muta ‘alliqun bihi hala
hudithiha” (...[al-Ash‘arT] would say...the power of the eternal—Praised be he—is connected with the nonexistent
so that it will exist and it is attached to it at the time of its existence).

103 al-Juwayni, al-Shamil fr Uszl al-Din, eds. Nashshar, p. 124

104 Al-Ansari, al-Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Mustafa Hasanayn ‘Abd al-Hadi, Vol. 1, p. 285: “...anna al- ‘ilma kama
yata ‘allaqu bi-thubut al-shay’ yata ‘allaqu bi-intifaihi.”

105 Ibn Fiirak, Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 252
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His analysis of shay’sides with that of Hisham Ibn al-Hakam, who treats it as a synonym of
mawyiid (existent). His use of /a-shay’ as the opposite concept of shay’ is remarkable. La-shay’, a
noun contracted from the negation /@ and shay’, was also in circulation within the Kindi-circle
and employed in formulations of temporal creation out of nothing, i.e., ijadu shay in min la-
shay’. But in this specific context, al-Ash‘arT uses it as an object of divine knowledge and not as
an object of the divine act of creation. Thus, he takes the concepts of shay’ and la-shay’ as
equivalent to, respectively, mawyjiid and ma ‘diim. In respect of the interpretation of shay’, al-
Ash‘ari differs from the Mu‘tazilites. In order to support his theological views, it is very
common for him to resort to the eloquent use of language, especially the qur’anic language. In
this case, too, al-Ash‘ar provides several syntactic structures to show how his view of shay’ as
mawjid fits in well with the conventional Arabic usage. He expresses his perspective of
knowledge of the nonexistent through illustration of, and by comparison to, the following
example sentence, ‘alimtu la-shay’ (I knew what is not a thing). To him, this sentence would be
equal to saying ‘alimtu lad-mawjid (I knew what is not existent). As for the example sentence,
lam a ‘lam shay’an (I did not know anything), where the negative particle is attached to the verb,
it could designate negation of the knowledge that it can be known, a thing and existent rather
than negation of existence. As Ibn al-Firak has reported, he also attests the meaning of shay’ in
reference to the Qur’an. One example is Q 19:9, which reads “I did indeed create you before,
when you were nonexistent.” when interpreting other relevant verses, i.e., 16:40, 18:23, and
22:1, where nonexistent objects are named by the concept of shay’, he move away from a literal

interpretation towards a figurative one (tawassu ‘). He states that what is actually meant by shay’
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in these verses is not the existence of a thing, but its future form that is to be ( ‘ala ma ‘na

yusamma bi-ism al-ma’al wa al- ‘agiba), even if it is present during the speaker’s speech.%

In addition to shay’ and mawjiid, there are several other terms which al-Ash‘arT refuses to
allow to be asserted of the nonexistent, e.g., ‘ayn (individual reality), jawhar (substance), and
‘arad (accident). ‘Ayn is a general concept encompassing both substances and accidents (al/-

a ‘van min al-jawahir wa al-a ‘rad). He views them within the category of originated things (al-
ashya’ al-muhdatha). In other words, it is only after they come into existence that they are
Jjawahir and a ‘rad and hence are given these names. Especially at this point, his primary target
was al-Mu‘tazilites, who, as will be discussed in the following chapter, assert the essential reality
of entities in eternity through employment of self-predicational statements in the form S is S
(e.g., substances are substances in the state of nonexistence). Their self-predicational assertion,
al-Ash‘art states, would bring them to what the eternalists have claimed, namely the eternity of
things (gidam al-a ‘yan). Had they already been themselves before their creation (kana al-jawhar
qabla wujidihi jawharan wa al-‘arad ‘aradan), his argument continues, they would have been
eternal, which would lead towards the inescapable conclusion that they are eternal and originated
at the same time and hence they are not created by an agent.'%” Al-Ash‘ari thus holds the idea
that neither can the nonexistent itself be known nor it could be qualified as being a substance,

accident, black or white, all designating an assertion of the existence of entities in eternity.

106 Ibn Fiirak, Mujarrad Magalat al-Shaykh Abi al-Hasan al-Ash ‘ari, ed. Gimaret, p. 253

107 Idem, p. 253: “Wa kana yaqiilu inna man khalafana fi hadha al-bab lazimahu qawl ahl al-dahr fi gidam al-a ‘yan
min al-jawahir wa al-a ‘rad. Li-annahu idha lam yakin fa ‘il al-jawhar fa ‘ala al-jawhara jawharan, wa kadhalika
fa‘il al-‘arad lam yaf al-hu ‘aradan, wa kana al-jawharu qabla wujidiji jawharan wa al- ‘arad ‘aradan, adda ild an
yakiina gadiman jawharan qadiman ‘aradan wa an la yakiina jawharan bi-fa ‘ilin.”
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As it becomes clear from the above analysis, al-Ash‘art makes explicit the polemical
engagement of his narrative with the Mu‘tazilites, the Basrian school of al-Jubba’1 in particular,
who have reconstructed their perspective of the nonexistent in polemic with the Imamite ideas of
badd’ and divine knowledge. Divine knowledge is indeed a central theme that also runs through
all Ash‘arite theological debates in the classical period. After al-Ash‘ari three prominent figures
played a crucial part in the elaboration of the idea of nonbeing. They are Abii Bakr Ibn Firak,
Abt Ishaq al-Isfara’int (d. 1020) and Abu Bakr al-Bagillani (d. 1013), the first two of whom
played a preeminent role in the formation and development of the Ash‘ar perspective.
Throughout my discussion I often resorted to Ibn Furak’s Mujarrad, as he acts as an intercessor
in the propagation of al-Ash‘arT’s ideas. As for Abii Ishaq al-Isfara’ini, his legal and theological
writings apart from his ‘agida are unfortunately no longer available. But, his opinions are often
cited in later Ash‘arite works.'% His major contribution specifically lies in his incorporation of
the term faqdir into the Ash‘arite understanding of nothing. al-Isfara’in1 might have borrowed
this term from language experts. It can be traced back to Abt ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad (d. 786). Levin defines tagdir as “the imaginary utterance which the speaker intends as if
he were saying it, when expressing a given literal utterance.” For instance, the Arabic language
experts used to argue that when saying zaydun fi al-dar “Zayd is in the house, the speaker
intends that it is as if he were expressing zaydun istaqarra fi al-dar “Zayd has been staying in the
house.” %In spite of the fact that the expression istagarra is absent in his speech, the speaker still

gives some reality to it in his mind. When presenting his account, al-Isfara’in1 might have had

108 Richard Frank compiled his ideas in an article. See Richard M. Frank, “Ustadh abii Ishaq: an ‘aqida, together
with selected fragments,” ed. R. M. Frank, MIDEO 19 (1989): 129-202

109 Aryeh Levin, “The Theory of al-Taqdir and its Terminology,” JSAI 21 (1997), pp. 142-143
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this grammatical perspective in mind. Abt al-Qasim al-Ansari (d. 1118) quotes him as saying,
“the nonexistent is known only through positing an actual thing (‘ald taqdir shay’in thabitin).**°
Unlike the Mu‘tazilites, al-Ash‘arT denies that nonexisting things themselves can be objects of
divine knowledge; he rather considers only their nonexistence to be capable of being known by
God. By inserting the concept of tagdir into the game, al-Isfara’ini would allow that whether
past, possible, or impossible, God could know the nonexistent itself only in abstraction and by
positing it as real. Thus, conception of nonexisting things, e.g., Day of Judgment, would mean
negating their actual being and conception of them as if they were real. The treatment of divine
knowledge as a focus point is even the case for such Post-Avicennan writers like Abi al-Qasim
al-Ansart (d. 1118). Richard Frank has conducted a comprehensive study of al-Ansari’s Ghunya
and Sharh al-Irshad. The main target of al-Ansart’s critique throughout was not the eternalists
(azaliyya), but Jahm b. Safwan (d. 745). Even though it is hard to ascertain from extant sources,

Ibn Safwan is said to have held the claim that God’s knowledge takes place in time and its

objects are temporally correlated to originated things.*!!

Abii Mansiir al-Baghdadi (d. 1037) could be shown as an exception to the long-standing
line of the Ash‘arite theological tradition. Under the title “The Maker brought contingents things
into existence out of nothing” (F7 anna sani‘ al-hawadith ahdathahd la min shay’in), he presents
the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo as an integral and inseparable part of the problem of the

nonexistent that has rather been treated with special focus on divine knowledge in almost all

110 Al-Ansart, al-Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Mustafa Hasanayn ‘Abd al-Hadi, Vol. 1, p. 286: “qala al-ustadh abii ishdq
wa ghayruhu: al-ma ‘diim innama yu ‘lamu ‘ala taqdir shay 'in thabitin.”; See also al-Juwayni, al-Shamil f7 Usal al-
Din, eds. Nashshar, p. 138

1 Al-Ansari, al-Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Mustafa Hasanayn ‘Abd al-Hadi, Vol. 1, pp. 279-287; 543-549. For an
detailed analysis of the Ash‘arite account of the nonexistent, See Richard M. Frank, “The Non-existent and the
Possible in Classical Ash arite Teaching,” Mélanges de I'Institut Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales 24 (2000):1-37
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other Ash‘arite works. He argues that the Mu‘tazilis’ self-predicational statements in the form S
is S (Entities are entities in the state of nonexistence) would be equal to saying the eternity of
materia prima (hayiild gadima). This, in turn, contradicts the mainstream Islamic doctrine of
creation from nothing (khalg la min shay 'in).**? By bringing their arguments to their
philosophical and theological implications, al-Baghdadi, in his al-Farq bayn al-Firak, even

accused them of kufi (unbelief).!*

1.5. Conclusion to the chapter

In this chapter, I suggested a different story than what modern authors have offered as to the
origin of the theological line of thought that discusses the concept of nonbeing with regard to
divine knowledge. In his commentary on Ibn al-Arabi’s (d. 1240) Insha’ al-Dawa’ir, Nyberg
traces the origin of the concept back to the Neoplatonic idea of k6cpog vontog and the Christian
doctrine of Logos. In both cases, he elucidates the conception of nonexistent essences in
reference to ‘das Urbild dieser aus dem Nichts geschaffenen Welt’ (the archetype of this world
created from nothing).!** This material is still worth consideration. But as van Ess has

maintained, k6cpo¢ vontdg is never referred to as nonexistent (Nichtseiend).!'® On the other

12 Al-Baghdadi, Usiil al-Din, (Istanbil : Madrasat al-1lahiyat bi-Dar al-Funin al-Tiarkiyah, 1928), pp. 70-71
113 |dem., al-Farq bayn al-Firaq, ed. Muhammad Badr, pp. 94-96; 163-165; 319-320;

14 H. S. Nyberg, Kleinere Schriften des Ibn al-4rabi, nach Handschriften in Uppsala und Berlin zum ersten Mal
hrsg. und mit Einleitung und Kommentar versehen von H. S. Nyberg (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1919), pp. 47-49

115 Josef van Ess, Die Erkenntnislehre des ‘Adudaddin al-Ict, p. 197; Wolfson also observes this problem. See idem,
“The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and Saadia's Second Theory of Creation,” The Jewish Quarterly Review, New
Series 36/4 (Apr., 1946), p. 377
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hand, the claim of foreign influence needs demonstrable links and documented investigation
more than seeming parallels. In my study, I pinned down the possibility that our concept emerged
as something driven by the internal dynamics of Islamic thought. The major challenge facing us
is that earliest extant sources do not present us with a percipient explanation. But what is easily
observed is that they all revolve around the major theme of divine knowledge. This is a good
indicator of where to look for the roots of 9" century debates on divine knowledge with regard to
the nonexistent. Early theologians, e.g., al-Darimi, Ibn al-Rawandi, al-Khayyat, and al-Ash‘arf,
formulate the problem in the question ‘whether God ab aeterno knows things’. What they have
in common is express the idea of the nonexistent through employment of the lam-yazal locution,
though recourse is occasionally had to other meontological concepts like ma ‘diim and ‘adam.
Textual evidence shows that there are three observable lines of thought which seem to have been
involved in the formation of the concept. As far as it becomes clear from al-Khayyat’s al-Intisar
and al-Ash‘arT’s Magalat, the Imam Jafar al-Sadiq’s disciple Hisham ibn al-Hakam (d. 795)
played a pivotal part in the dissemination of the Imami doctrines in Basra and Baghdad, thereby
provoking long-standing polemics among early Mu‘tazilites such as Hisham ibn ‘Amr al-Fuwati
(d. before 845) and ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 864). In his polemic with the Imami Ibn al-
Rawandi, al-Khayyat devotes almost 15 successive sections to examination of such principal
Imami doctrines like bada’ and divine knowledge. His presentation runs parallel with the
Imamite sources which supply a great deal of debates on divine knowledge with respect to
political doctrine of hada’. Defined as an alteration in God’s foreknowledge of future events the
doctrine of bada’ already evoked the idea of nonbeing since the beginning. But Ibn al-Hakam
was the first theologian who formulated the notion of the nonexistent with divine knowledge. He

argued that God does not eternally know things. This would amount to proposing the
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contingency of divine knowledge (hudiith al- ilm). Thus, his perspective of the nonexistent
perfectly complies with other elements of his conceptual framework such as badda’, the doctrine
of ‘isma (the Imam’s immunity from sin and error), the contingency of divine knowledge
(hudiith al- ilm), and the anthropomorphic view of God (¢ajsim). We encounter two additional
lines of reasoning in ibn al-Hakam’s arguments supporting his position. He explores the idea of
divine knowledge of nonexistents with regard to the problem of human freedom. His emphasis
on free will serves to support his Imami doctrines. Ibn al-Hakam perhaps puts forward this
argument alongside the Qadarites (qadariyya) who represent the principle of free will from the
last decade of the 7" century to the consolidation of the Mu‘tazilite school in the first quarter of
the 9™ century. They argue that the deeds of man are not foreknown by God as this would
invalidate the qur’anic principle of human responsibility. His knowledge has only the role of
registering human acts; it does not have an effect on them.!*In his treatment of the nonexistent,
Ibn al-Hakam further refers to the eternalists (azaliyya), according to whom divine knowledge
entails the eternity of known objects. In order to escape the conclusion that their assumption
would potentially make him subject to, he refuses to accept God’s knowledge of things ab
aeterno. An anti-eternalist perspective also helps him strengthen his Imami position. As a result,
our concept was formed as the corollary of such complex socio-cultural dynamics playing out at
the time of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates between the last quarter of the 7" century and
the first half of the 9™ century. It is this backdrop against which both the Mu‘tazilites and
Ash‘arites developed their own perspective of the nonexistent. For instance, al-Ash‘ari,

considering the so-called eternalist assumption, did not allow for God’s knowledge of things

116 Josef van Ess, “Kadariyya”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 11 March 2024
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam COM 0409
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themselves as this would designate their eternity. He rather held the nonexistence of things as the
object of divine knowledge. Basran Mu‘tazilites, on the other hand, brought to discussion of the
nonexistent new perspectives and approaches like the concept of shay’ and the theories of

attributes (sifatr) and states (ahwal).
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CHAPTER 2: Essence-existence distinction revisited: Discussions of
the nonexistent and the theory of ahwal

2.1. Introduction

2.2. The Bahshami view of ahwal (states): The dialectic between sifat al-dhat and
sifat al-wujiid

2.3. Ash‘ar1 polemics: The identity of sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujiid
2.4. Avicenna’s Aristotelian reaction: Essence-existence distinction

2.5. Conclusion to the chapter

2.1. Introduction

In a section of his Muhassal Afkar al-Mutaqaddimin wa al-Muta’akhkhirin (Compendium of the
Ideas of Early and Later Theologians), where he specifically examines the ancient problem of the
nonexistent, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1210) refers to the famous idea referred to as essence-

existence distinction and usually attributed to Avicenna and writes,

T1a: Muhassal Afkar, p. 59: “Amma al-falasifa fa-qad (i)ttafaqii ‘ald anna al-mumkinat
mahiyyatuhda ghayru wujidatihi wa (i)ttafaqii ‘ald annahu yazjiizu ta ‘arri tilka al-
mahiyyat ‘an al-wujid al-khariji’

“!As for the philosophers, they agreed that the quiddities of the possible are distinct from
their existence and that it is possible to set these quiddities apart from extramental
existence.”

There is no doubt that al-Raz1 here points to Avicenna’s perspective of essence-existence
distinction. In his al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihdt (Pointers and Reminders) on which he also wrote a

commentary, Avicenna argues that what a thing is (cf. o ti én einai) is distinct from the fact that

! Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mufkassal afkar al-mutaqaddimin wal-muta’akhkhirin min al- ‘ulama’ wal-hukama’ wal-
mutakallimin, ed. Taha ‘Abd al-Ra’Gf Sa‘d (Cairo: al-Qahirah : Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyya, [1978]), p. 59
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it is (cf. hoti estin). One can conceive, for instance, the essential reality of blackness
independently of whether it exists in individuals or in the minds. Thus, with regard to contingent
beings, he interpreted existence as an extrinsic, but not intrinsic, to essence (Va-in ma ‘na-ye hasti
mar in da maghule ra dhati nist va mahiyyat nist).? If we return to al-Razi, he, a few pages back,
discusses the central problem lying in the long-lasting Mu‘tazilite-Ash‘arite controversy over the

notion of the nonexistent and makes the interesting remark that follows,

T1b: Muhassal Afkar,p. 55: Mahall al-khilaf annahum za ‘amii anna wujid al-sawad
zd'idun ‘ald kawnihi sawadan, thumma za ‘amii khuluww tilka al-mahiyya ‘an sifat al-
wujid.

“The major point of disagreement results from their contention that the existence of black

is additional to its being black and that that essence is devoid of the attribute of
existence.”

In this passage, he intriguingly ties the problem of the nonexistent to the famous distinction
between essence and existence. He cites several Mu‘tazilites including Abu ‘Alt al-Jubba’1 (d.
915) and his son Abii Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d. 933), Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadani (d. 1025),
Abt Rashid al-Nisabiri (d. 1068) and Ibn Mattawayh (d. 1076), all of whom belong to the
Basran school. He then quotes them as stating that nonexistent possibles are essences (dhawat,

a ‘yan, haqa’iq) before existence and that God’s role in creation lies not in his making them

2 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Danishnama-’i ‘Ala’1, ed. M. Mo‘in (Tehran, 1952), p. 38: “The sense of existence is not
intrinsic to these ten categories, nor is it to be taken as their inner reality ”. See also idem, al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat,
ed. Mujtaba al-Zari‘T (Qum: Bustan-1 Kitab Qum, 2002), pp. 47-48

3 al-Razi, Muhassal afkar, ed. Sa‘d, p.55
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themselves but bringing them into existence.*Al-Razi thus establishes a noticeable point of

interaction between Avicenna and the theological tradition of Islam.

Along the same lines with al-Razi, post-Avicennian Ash‘arites and Mu‘tazilites discuss
essence-existence distinction mostly in a chapter of their works on the problem of whether the
nonexistent is a thing (hal al-ma ‘dism shay 'un), or they combine these two problems.® The
central issue in the debate revolves around whether existence is an additional quality to
nonexistent essences. Thereby, theologians hold the relevant distinction as though it was an
essential part of early Ash‘ari-Mu‘tazili debates on meontology. Based on their approach to the
issue of ma ‘diim-shay’, theologians have crystallized their own position. Ash‘arites, who
traditionally deny the thingness of ma ‘diim, have identified essence and existence. But this is not
true for the Mu‘tazilites; since they take ma ‘ditm as synonym for shay’ and propose the doctrine
of dhawadt in nonexistence, they have distinguished between them. The critical question facing us
here is whether the statements of post-Avicennian theologians were impaired by a form of
anachronism, which is what Jolivet and other modern writers have implied.® This may indeed be
the case as our writers might have changed and presented these inter-sectarian debates in light of

Avicenna’s ready-to-use distinction supposedly unknown in pre-Avicennian Kalam. Or should

4 al-Razi, Muhassal afkar ed. Sa‘d, p. 59: “...anna al-ma ‘dimat al-mumkinata gabla dukhiliha fi al-wujid
dhawatun wa a ‘yanun wa haqa’iqu wa anna ta’thira al-fa ‘il laysa fi ja ‘liha dhawatin bal fi ja I tilka al-dhawat
mawjudatan...”

5 See, for instance, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, Kitab Nihayat al-Igdam fi ‘llm al-Kalam, ed. Alfred Guillaume
(Baghdad: Maktabat al-Muthanna, 1964), pp. 131-170; al-Razi, Muhassal afkar ed. Sa‘d, p.55-60; Mahmad b.
Muhammad al-Malahimi al-Khwarazmi, Kitab al-Mu ‘tamad fi ‘Usul al-Din (Tehran: Miras-e Maktoob, 2012), pp.
361-381 (esp.374-379)

8 Jean Jolivet, “Aux origines de l'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” in Etudes sur Avicenne, Ed. Jean Jolivet and Roshdi Rashed
(Paris : Belles Lettres, 1984), p. 18; Fedor Benevich, “The Classical Ash‘art Theory of Ahwal: Juwayn1 and his
Opponents,” Journal of Islamic Studies 27:2 (2016), p. 140; Idem, The Metaphysics of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Shahrastan (d. 1153): Ahwal and Universals,” in Islamic Philosophy from the 12 to the 14" Century, ed.
Abdelkader Al Ghouz (Géttingen, Germany: Bonn University Press, 2018), p. 329
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their remarks be taken as evidence that the distinction in question was familiar to early
theologians already before Avicenna entered the historic scene and exerted deep and lasting

impressions on the theological tradition?

Essence-existence distinction constitutes a fundamental dimension of Avicenna’s
philosophy. Recent scholarship has highlighted his preeminent place in the history of
metaphysics with special regard to it. His perspective even left a far-reaching imprint not only on
post-Avicennian philosophy in the Islamic world but also on later Latin philosophy, particularly
on that of Thomas Aquinas. Today, the origin of essence-existence distinction is one of hot topics
of debate in Avicennian studies. A considerable body of research has focused on the topic. Some
scholars find its origin in the earlier history of philosophy. It has been noted that Avicenna might
have been influenced by Aristotle, Plato, and Plotinus through Graeco-Arabicum translations.’ In
the course of the last forty years, however, special attention has been devoted to a possible link
between Avicenna and early Islamic theology. Jean Jolivet held that 9™ and 10" century
theological debates over the relation between the terms shay’ and mawyjiid were likely to have

been his point of departure in introducing the idea of the distinction between essence and

" In Posterior Analytics 2.1, 89b23-25, where he provides his own perspective of inquiry, Aristotle makes distinction
between the two programmatic questions, namely the question of existence (&f éo7z) and the question of essence (z/
éomv).” Plotinus is also occasionally cited as a possible source, who draws close to an evident distinction between
essence and existence in various passages of his Enneads, e.g., V1.8.17.24-25, “Then, he [the One] neither has his
being (to einai) nor his being what he is (to hopoios estin einai) from another” (003¢ &po. &£ BAAov Exet oBTe TO Elvan
obte 10 Omoidg éotv eivan). M. J. Creswell, “Essence and Existence in Plato and Aristotle,” Theoria 37 (1971): 91-
113; For the claim on Avicenna’s use of the Arabic translations of the Posterior Analytics, see also Riccardo
Strobino, “Avicenna’s Use of the Arabic Translations of the Posterior Analytics and the Ancient Commentary
Tradition,” Oriens 40.2 (2012):355-389. Pierre Hadot suggests finding traces of essence-existence distinction in
Boethius’ analysis of esse and id quod est (respectively undetermined pure being and determined and limited being),
as well as in the late Neoplatonist distinction between to einai and to on (respectively absolute and determinate
being), which is found in the Commentary on the Parmenides (ascribed to Porphyry) and in M. Victorinus, or
between huparxis and ousia (respectively pre-existence and substance as the determinate subject) attributed to
Proclus, Damascius and Victorinus. See also Kevin Corrigan, “Essence and Existence in the Enneads,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Plotinus, ed. Lloyd P. Gerson (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 105-
129
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existence. His argument has been supported and expanded by Robert Wisnovsky. Several other
writers seem to support this position by tracing post-classical theological accounts of essence-

existence distinction back to Avicenna.

We indeed owe to Jolivet for his intelligent observation of the possibility that these
theological controversies might have influenced Avicenna’s view of essence-existence
distinction. He was right when he claimed that one could discern what he calls “structures
essentielles” in al-Ash‘arT’s (d. 936) al-Magalat al-Islamiyyin, which is our earliest extant work
to give some details about them. However, the main weakness of his argument is that he did not
engage enough in fundamental issues playing out in these discussions against the backdrop of
which one could better contextualize the idea of essence-existence distinction. One reason for
this is that he focused more on conceptual analysis but did not attach enough attention to the
broader context of al-Ash‘arT’s concise remarks. In fact, the idea would not rightly be appreciated
without reading his remarks against the background of doctrinal approaches and perspectives
which I will note might have set the stage for its formation. On the other hand, his study is
mostly confined to an examination of al-Ash‘arT’s understanding. I propose that it is because al-
Ash‘ar’’s comments are contextless and brief that we have to rely more on sources of later date,
especially 10"-11"™ century Bahshami writings. This is a necessity because, as I will show below,
we can already see a fledgling form of essence-existence distinction in their works. In what
follows, I will argue that the syntactic and conceptual formulae of 90-10™ century inter-sectarian
polemics which seem to have paved the way for Avicenna’s view of essence-existence distinction
are nothing but the residues of the Mu‘tazili-Ash‘art controversies on divine knowledge, the
ontological status of the nonexistent, and the theory of attributes (sifar) and states (ahwal). I will

also suggest a possible scenario according to which essence-existence distinction was already
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known to classical theologians and Avicenna only played a role in helping post-classical
theologians to enrich and complicate their arguments for their own position on the relevant
distinction. To this end, I will particularly focus on available Bahshami writings by Qadi ‘Abd al-
Jabbar al-Hamadani (d. 1025), Abtu Rashid al-Nisabiir1 (d. 1068) and Ibn Mattawayh (d. 1076),
Ash‘art works by Ibn Fiirak (d. 1015) and Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwaynt (d. 1085), and finally,
two fragments chez Avicenna (Chapter 5, Book I of llahiyyat of Kitab al-Shifa’ and Ilahiyydat of

Danesh Nama-i ‘Ala’y).

2.2. The Bahshami view of ahwal (states): The dialectic between sifat al-dhat and
sifat al-wujiid

During the period of the late 8 to the first half 10" century of the Abbasid caliphate, Muslim
theologians developed a new line of thought that treats the idea of the nonexistent with respect to
divine knowledge. Their starting point was exegetical; they held that the presentation of
nonexistent essences as objects of divine knowledge in such qur’anic verses as 22:1 and 36:82
suggests that God of eternity knows them. But, since they approached the verses with different
concerns and backgrounds, they interpreted the topic in various ways. The Basran Mu‘tazilite
Abt Hashim al-Jubba’1’s (d. 933) theory of ahwal=sifat (states=attributes) demarcates a
watershed in the Muslim understanding of the nonexistent. This theory indeed provided an
important basis on which one could rationalize the qur’anic doctrine that God knows nonexistent
essences in eternity. From Abii Hashim’s discussion of various typologies of attributes emerged
the dialectic between sifat al-dhdt (the attribute of the essence) and sifat al-wujid (the attribute
of existence), the former of which he posited as the ground of the intelligibility of nonexistents

and the latter of which he viewed as an additional quality to sifat al-dhdat 1 think it is this dialectic
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which in turn paved the way for Avicenna’s famous essence-existence distinction. In this section,
I will first present the Bahshamite theory of ahwal and the classification of attributes. Then, on
the basis of works by followers of Abii Hashim (known as Bahshamites) from the 10" to early
11" centuries, I will discuss how the ontological dialectic between sifat al-dhat and sifat al-
wujiid arose from their attempts to classify attributes depending on whether their actuality is

conditional upon the agent’s power.

The problem of the nonexistent is an important building block of the Mu‘tazilite theory of
ahwal. Therefore, it would be fitting to provide a general background of debates around the
problem until Abt Hashim arrives on the scene. As I have discussed in the first chapter, the
concept of nonbeing proceeded from the Imami debates of the second half of the 8" century on
the doctrine of bada’ (change of God’s decision on the ground of new knowledge). After their
future prophecies were proved false, early Imami figures proposed that something had
intervened, which compelled him to change his mind (badd’lahu). Would this mean any change
in God’s essence? Imami theologians sought to resolve the tension between God’s immutable
knowledge and the infallibility of the Imams. Hisham ibn al-Hakam’s (d. 795) unique solution
steered discussions forward and paved the way for the formation of the idea of the nonexistent.
By giving more priority and authority to the side of the Imams, he argued that God knows not-
yet-existing things not ab aeterno but only at the time of their existence. At times, this question
of political origin evolved into a theological one. Late 81-9™ century Imami-Mutazili figures
began to deal with the question whether God of eternity knows things. As our sources have
informed, there is another line of thought which played an important role in meontological
discussions of this period. Al-Ash‘ar reports that a group of people called al-azaliyya

(eternalists) brought up a metaphysical principle for discussion, that divine knowledge would
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entail the existence of known objects in eternity. In polemic with these traditions, Mu‘tazilites
were divided into three basic camps. Among them there are those Mu‘tazilites like Abt al-
Hudhayl al-‘Allaf (d. 840/849) and Abii Husayn al-Khayyat (d. 913) who proposed that God has
foreknowledge of not yet existing things. The second camp, e.g., Hisham ibn ‘Amr al-Fuwati (d.
before 845) and Abu al-Husayn al-Saliht (d. 890), delimited God’s knowledge to post-creation
realities. The third. i.e., ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 864), held a middle position by narrowing the
boundaries of divine knowledge; God of eternity knows essential realities like entities,
substances and accidents, but this is not the case for things which would entail a divine act of

creation like maf“ilat (things that are made) and makhliigat (things that are created).®

Starting from the last quarter of the 9" century the Mu‘tazilite Basran team known as the
two masters (al-shaykan), Abu ‘Alt al-Jubba’1 (d. 915) and Abt Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d. 933)
introduced new orientations and refinements into meontological debates. They were pretty aware
of the theological issues and objections of their time. They took the nonexistent neither as being
beyond the boundaries of God’s knowledge (e.g., Hisham ibn al-Hakam and some Mu‘tazilites)
nor an eternal reality that would coexist with him (so-called eternalists). In order to rationalize
the qur’anic tenet that God has knowledge of nonexistents, and they have some sort of essential
reality, Abil ‘All borrowed the concept of shay’ from Arab linguists, who indicates a general
category encompassing not only what is but also what is not. Abii ‘Ali defined it as anything of

which predication may be made and which may be known and mentioned about.® He thus

8 al-Ash‘ar, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Helmut Ritter (Istanbul, 1929-30), pp. 158-163; 488-490; al-Khayyat, Kitab
al-Intisar, ed. Albert N. Nader (Beirut: al-Matba“‘at al-Kathtlikiyyah, 1957), p. 90

% Al-Ash‘arl, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, p. 161: “Wa-ma summiya bihi al-shay’ li-annahu yumkinu an
yudhkara wa yukhbara ‘anhu fa-huwa musamman bi-dhalika gabla kawnihi ka-al-gawl shay 'un, fa-inna ahl al-
lugha sammaw bi-al-gawl shay 'un kulla ma amkanahum an yadhkarithu wa yukhbiri ‘anhu.”
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regarded the possible nonexistent as something (skay’) in the sense that it may be made to exist
and has a real correlate to God’s power; therefore, it may be known ab aeterno and is that of
which predication may be made and may be mentioned about. Basran Mu‘tazilites often
associated the nonexistent with the concept of dhat as well in the sense that it is possible that it
may be qualified by an attribute through which it is distinct from others.° His son Abu Hashim
continued where his father left off by developing the Basran Mu‘tazilite perspective in a new, far
more complicated way. The major contribution lies in his incorporation of the theory of ahwal
into the understanding of the nonexistent. Through development of the theory, it seems to me, he
was planning to provide a plausible explanation for the understanding of the nature of God’s

foreknowledge.

Here it will be convenient to give a preliminary sketch of the theory of states (ahwal).!!
Modern studies argued that the theory was borne out of Abii Hashim’s tendency to resolve the
theological conundrum presented by the interpretation of the statement ‘God is knowing’ (allahu
‘alimun). Before him, the statement was interpreted in two ways. Ibn Kullab (d. 855) and his

followers construed it as designating (I) that God is knowing through a knowledge that is neither

10 < Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad al-Asadabadi, al-Mughni fi abwab al-tawhid wa-al-‘adl ([Cairo] : Wizarat al-Thagafah
wa-al-Irshad al-Qawmi, al-Mu’assasah al-Misriyah al-‘Ammah lil-Ta’Iif wa-al-Tarjamah wa-al-Tiba‘ah wa-al-
Nashr, [196-?-]), vol. 5, p. 252-253:

1 For a detailed analysis of the Bahshamite doctrine of ahwal, see Harry. A. Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam
(Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University Press, 1976), pp. 167-234; Richard Frank, Beings and their Attributes: The
Teaching of the Basrian School of the Mu ‘tazila in the Classical Period (Albany, NY: State University of

New York Press, 1978); Idem, “Al-Ma'dtim wal-Mawjud. The Non-EXistent, the Existent and the Possible in the
Teaching of Abii Hasim and his Followers,” Mélanges de I'Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales 14 (1980): 185
210; Idem, “Hal,” In E. Bosworth et al. (eds.), The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New ed. Supplement, Fasc. 5-6
(1982):343-8; A. Alami, L 'ontologie modale: étude de la théorie des modes d’Abii Hasim al-Gubba’i (Paris: Vrin,
2001); Robert Wisnovsky, “Essence and Existence in the Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century Islamic West (Masriq): A
Sketch,” in The Arabic, Hebrew and Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics, eds. Dag Nikolaus Hasse and
Amos Bartolacci (Berlin ; Boston : De Gruyter, 2012), pp. 35-40; Jan Thiele, “Aba Hashim al-Jubba’t’s (d. 321/933)
Theory of ‘States’ (Ahwal) and its Adaption by Ash‘arite Theologians,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic
Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford, United Kingdom : Oxford University Press, [2016]), pp. 364-383
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identical to him nor other than him (4/lahu ‘alimun bi- ‘ilmin la huwa wa la ghayruhu). He thus
explained the statement in such a way that confirms knowledge of God. Their exposition was
subject to criticism when they further held eternity (gidam) to be the most characteristic divine
attribute and predicated not only of God himself but also his attributes. Therefore, the
Mu‘tazilites charged them with asserting a multiplicity of eternal beings (ta ‘addud al-qudama’).
Abt al-Hudhayl (d. 840), on the other hand, took the same statement as meaning (II) that God is
knowing through a knowledge that is himself (A/lGdhu ‘alimun bi- ‘ilmin huwa dhatuhu). With this
formula he is said to have resolved the dilemma produced by Dirar b. ‘Amr’s (d. 815) apophatic
exegesis of all the Qur’an’s positive characteristics of God (e.g., God is not unknowing and not
powerless). In order to avoid the problem that Ibn al-Kullab was susceptible to, Abii al-Hudhayl
further posited the identity of attributes with God’s self. Abii al-Hudhayl’s perspective in turn
provoked intra-sectarian controversy since it is unable to account for the difference between such
predications as knowing and powerful. Abii al-Hudhayl’s disciple al-Nazzam’s (d. 835/845)
phrase li-nafsihi (by virtue of himself) brought a groundbreaking perspective to bear on the issue
of predications. His solution lies in his reformulation of the statement that God is knowing by
virtue of himself (4l/lahu ‘alimun bi-nafsihi/li-nafsihi). The predication of any descriptive term of
God would then designate what he is in himself without denoting the presence in him of any
entitative reality like knowledge. Abtu ‘Al al-Jubba’t embraced al-Nazzam’s li-nafsihi locution.
He employed it whenever he wished to refer to attributes that describe things as what they are in
themselves. By applying it not only to God but also all other beings, Abt ‘Alt would be able to
broaden and develop the Basran Mu‘tazilite theory of attributes. Whereas the statement ‘God is

eternal’ (Allah qadim) refers to that by which he is called by virtue of himself, our saying ‘The
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substance is a substance’ indicates what a substance fundamentally is. This is what 10®-11%

century Bahshami writers label as sifat al-dhat (the attribute of the essence).'?

Abu ‘Alr’s son Abii Hashim’s (d. 933) theory of states (ahwal) marks a very important
turning point in the Basran Mu‘tazilite evolution of the doctrine of attributes. As has been
maintained by modern studies, his motivation for developing the theory was particularly shaped
by the concern that Abu ‘AlT’s interpretation (e.g., God is knowing or powerful by virtue of
himself) would lead towards the problem of collapsing all descriptive predications into God’s
self. In other words, according to this interpretation, the semantic content of all the qualities
mentioned in the Qur’an would be reduced to his essence, and thereby, there would be no
distinction in meaning, for instance, between ‘knowing’ and ‘powerful’. The second question that
Abii ‘All brought to the Mu‘tazilite Kalam lies in his view that a descriptive quality (i.e.,
knowing or living) does not point to any extramental reality; it is just wasf (an act of attributing).
Reified as a linguistic entity, it would then designate no ontological reality but a meaning that is
understood in the mind.*® As a solution to these two problems, Abii Hashim had recourse to the
notion of Aal. As Frank has asserted, he was allegedly inspired by the grammatical notion of hal
(state, circumstance), which is used in the form of an adverbial accusative to depict either the
subject or object of the verb in the state of being such and such. He further integrated the Kufan
account of the copula verb kana (cf. einai) into his formulation so as to express the is that is

assumed in the predication of qualities of the subject.!* The followers of Abii Hashim

12 See especially Frank, Beings and their attributes, pp. 11-13; Wisnovsky, “Essence and Existence...,” pp. 35-36;
Thiele, “Abt Hashim al-Jubba’t’s (d. 321/933) Theory of ‘States’ (Ahwal),” pp. 365-369

13 Frank, Beings and their Attributes, pp. 11-27; Wisnovsky, “Essence and Existence...,” in The Arabic, Hebrew and
Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics, eds. Hasse and Bartolacci, p. 36

14 Frank, Beings and their Attributes, pp. 20-23; R. Frank enthusiastically argues that Abti Hashim borrowed the
notion of hal from Arab grammarians. But he makes no direct citation from Mu‘tazilites’s own works. It seems to
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(Bahshamites) indeed articulated the theory of /al in the syntactic form kawn-S P-an, e.g.,
kawnuhu ‘aliman and kawn al-jawhar jawharan. Abii Hashim argued that /al is an ontological
category additional to substances and accidents, and he retained a metaphysically nonexistent yet
real status for it; it is neither existent nor nonexistent.’® By taking divine qualities (e.g., kawnuhu
‘aliman) as ahwal, he would be able to circumvent the collapse of divine attributes into his self
because, according to him, they all imply distinct manners or states of divine being. Whereas, in
the case of Abii ‘Al1’s interpretation of kawnuhu ‘aliman, the predicate ‘aliman is taken to
convey what God is in himself, Abii Hashim rather contended that it would signify his manner of
being or circumstance, which is additional to himself and is semantically distinguished from, say,
his being powerful (kawnuhu gadiran). Secondly, Abii Hashim was able to escape the problem
produced by his father that would compel one to view descriptive predications as linguistic
phenomena without possessing any ontological content. Thus, his sifar=ahwal differ from his
father’s sifar=awsaf in that the former have some sort of ontological reality, while the latter do
not. As a result, by suggesting the concept of /al, Abii Hashim went beyond the conceptual
borders fenced in by the limitations of ontological categories, e.g., existent vs. nonexistent,

substances vs. accidents. He introduced a new ontological category which is neither existent nor

me his argument is based on Gardet’s encyclopedic article on kal, where he cites Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Mujassal
afkar al-mutaqaddimin wal-muta’akhkhirin min al- ‘ulama’ wal hukama’ wal-mutakallimin, ed. Taha ‘Abd al-Ra’af
Sa‘d (Cairo: al-Qahirah : Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyya, [1978]), p. 38. But Al-Razi also does not link the
notion with the grammatical tradition. Even the way the idea of /al is stated does not support Frank’s claim. In
theological works it is put into words in various ways, sometimes in the verbal kana construction and sometimes in a
nominal sentence mediated by the pronoun huwa or without any mediation. In the first case, Frank’s point would be
considered as persuasive. But it is not, considering other forms of expressing the idea of 4al.

15 Frank, “Hal,” In Bosworth et al. (eds.), The Encyclopaedia of Islam
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nonexistent; even if states have no real ontological entity, neither can it be said that they are

nonexistent.

There is in fact another tendency in our sources which explains the formation of the
doctrine of ahwal in respect to the problem of God’s knowledge of nonexistents. The coherence
of earlier and later texts despite their different contexts might tempt one to think that in
introducing the doctrine, Abti Hashim may have rather been motivated by a desire to provide a
foundation for the exploration of how nonexistents relate to God’s knowledge.!” When reporting
the Mu‘tazil1 position, the doxographer al-Ash‘art deals with several theologians’ formulation of
meontology in the form of self-predicational structures (e.g., substance is substance in the state
of nonexistence).'® Since he does not give the wider setting of these discussions, these syntactic
structures at first sight seem like pure nonsense. Reading al-Ash‘ari’s ambiguous remarks against
the backdrop of 10%-11" century Bahshamite writers’ elaborations will surely reveal how the
Mu‘tazilite idea of nonbeing evolved into discussion of sifat=ahwal. We learn from these writers
that these structures indeed show the way Basran Mu‘tazilites expresses their own account of
sifat al-dhat (the attribute of the essence). They additionally discuss how Abii Hashim adopted
and reworked these sentences to match the doctrine of afwal. Abtu Rashid, for instance,
elaborates extensively on sifat al-dhat under the title fi anna al-jawhara jawharun fi al- ‘adam
(On the topic that substance is substance even in the state prior to existence). He argues that sifat

al-dhat, since it is not grounded in anything else, is even prior to existence. This is the case

18 Thiele, “Abt Hashim al-Jubba’T’s (d. 321/933) Theory of ‘States’ (Ahwal),” pp. 367-369

Thiele pays attention to the link between two topics but does not establish a causal relation between them. See
Thiele, “Abiu Hashim al-Jubba’t’s (d. 321/933) Theory of ‘States’ (Ahwal)...” pp. 371

18 al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed.Ritter, pp. 159.5-159.13; 160.12-160.14; 495.12-496.2; 518.12-518.15
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because even the nonexistent is given to God’s knowledge as specifically being qualified by its
attribute of the essence.'® Ibn Mattawayh also expatiates on the topic in the first few sections of
his Tadhkira.°Their testimony was also confirmed by Ash‘ar works, specifically al-Juwayni’s
al-Shamil, al-Ansari’s Ghunya and al-Shahrastani’s Nihdayat al-Igdam. They all combine the

theory of ahwal with debates on the nonexistent.?

The close link between the issues of knowledge of ma ‘ditm and ahwal could apparently
be seen in the Bahshamites’ arguments in support of the reality of ahwal (=sifat). Early
Mu‘tazilites except for Hisham al-Fuwatt (d. 845) and Abii al-Husayn al-Saliht ( d. 890) held
onto the qur’anic doctrine that God has the nonexistent as an object of knowledge. But, as far as
our sources are concerned, they did not go into the detailed analysis of the doctrine. The theory
of ahwal indeed allowed Bahshamites to provide the basis on which they could argue that God of
eternity knows nonexistent objects. For this purpose, they developed their own account of the
epistemological elements of metaphysics. They explored how the epistemic components of
similarity (famathul) and difference (ikhtilaf) lay the foundation for the claim that ahwal are

metaphysically real. Abli Rashid writes:

T2: Al-Masa'’il fi al-Khildf bayn al-Basriyyin wa al-Baghdadiyyin, p. 34:17-21: Wa-
mimma yadullu ‘ald dhalika anna al-jawhara innama yatamayyazu mimma laysa bi-
Jjawharin, bi-kawnihi jawharan wa bi-tahayyuzihi. Wa qad ‘arafnd anna al-jawahira ‘inn
al-wujiid mushtarakatun fi al-tahayyuz. Wa-idhd lam takun mawjidatan, fa-hiya
mushtarakatun fi kawnihd jawahira, wa in-lam tashtarik fi al-tahayyuz. Wa-ma ‘liismun

19 Abii Rashid al-Nisabiiri, Masa il al-Khilaf bayn al-Basriyyin wa I-Baghdadiyyin, ed. Ma‘n Ziyada and Ridwan al-
Sayyid (Beirut: Ma‘had al-anma’ al-‘arabi, 1979), pp. 37-47

20 Muhammad al-Hasan ibn Ahmad Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira fi ahkam al-jawdahir wa-al-a ‘rad, ed. Daniel
Gimaret, 2 vols. (Cairo: Institut Frangais d’ Archéologie Orientale, 2009), Vol.1, pp. 13-14; 21-24; 27

2L “Abd al-Malik b. ‘Abdullazh al-Juwayni, al-Shamil fi Usiil al-Din, ed. ‘A. S. al-Nashshar (Alexandria : Munshu’at
al-Ma‘arif, 1969), pp. 124-139; Abu al-Qasim al-Ansari al-Naysaburi, al-Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Mustafa
Hasanayn ‘Abd al-Hadi (al-Qahira; al Iskandariyya: Dar al-Islam,1431/2010), Vol. 1, pp. 279-287 ; al-Shahrastani,
Nihayat al-Igdam, ed. Guillaume, pp. 131-170
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annahd idha wujidat yajibu tahayyuzuhda wa idha kana kadhalika wajaba al-qada bi-
tamathuliha, li-anna al-sifat allati biha tatamayyazu al-dhat ‘an mukhalifiha, biha
tawafiqu ma yusharikuha fihda.

“One proof in favor of the similarity of substances is what follows, namely, that the
substance is distinct from what is other than itself only through its being specifically
qualified by [the attributes/states of] being a substance and being space-occupying. We
have already learned that the substances participate in [the attribute/state of] space-
occupation when they exist. If they are nonexistent, they participate in [the attribute/state
of] being a substance, though not in space-occupation. It is well-known that if they exist,
they must have space-occupation. What necessarily follows from this, then, is that they
are similar to one another. For, by the exact attribute by which the essence/thing-itself
(dhat) is distinct from what is other than itself, it is similar to those essences/thing-
themselves that participate with it in the exact same attribute.”??

1. 23

In this excerpt, Abt Rashid’s primary motive is theological. “> He makes these remarks in a

section entitled Mas ala fi tamathul al-jawahir (On the Similarity of Substances), where he

22 Abii Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed. Ziyada and al-Sayyid, p. 34.17-21. In the following passage, he provides a
theological argument in favor of the Bahshamite viewpoint that the substance has an essential reality even prior to
its existence:

Idem, p. 45: “Dalilun ‘akhar wa-huwa anna allaha ta ‘ald idha arada khalg al-jawhar fa-la budda min an
vagqsida ild fjad-i ma ‘alima min halihi annahu yajibu an yatahayyaza ‘ind al-wujiud; wa ld yakiinu
hakadha illa wa yatamayyazu ‘indahu ‘an ghayrihi, wa la yajuzu an yatamayyaza min ghayrihi illa an
yakhtassa bi-sifatin.”

Another proof for our position is this, namely that when God the most high wills to create the substance, he
must intend to bring into existence what he knows of its state that it will have space-occupation in
existence. This would not be the case if it is not distinguishable for him from other things. Yet it can be
distinguished only if it is qualified by an attribute peculiar to it.

In order for God to create the substance, Abii Rashid thinks, there has to be a distinct essential reality in
nonexistence, which would correspond to it as soon as he conceives of it that it would have space occupation during
its existence.

2 See, for instance, Ibn Mattawayh’s following statement:

Abt Rashid, Masa’il al-Khilaf, ed. Ziyada and al-Sayyid, p.21.15-16: Law lam-tatamayyaz li-(a)llahi ta‘ala fi hal
‘adamiha, hattd ya ‘lama anna hadha mimmda idha wujida tahayyaza wa laysa kadhalika al- ‘akharu, lama sahha

“If nonexistent essences were not distinct from one another in God’s knowledge so that he would know that this
substance, when it exists, will occupy space and that the other thing is different from it, it would be actually possible
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reconstructs the idea of ahwal within a wider setting of the theory of atomism. He points out that
without prior knowledge of entities God would not be capable of bringing them into existence.
Similarities and differences between entities grant us an epistemological foundation from which
to determine ahwal as an ontological category additional to them that is neither existent nor
nonexistent. It is because they are qualified by these ahwal that they look similar or different
(anna alladhi yu’aththiru fi al-tamathul huwa al-sifat al-dhatiyya aw al-muqtadatu ‘an sifat al-
dhat)**, and not the other way around. That is, it is not on account of the principles of similarity
and difference that they are similar to one another. Accordingly, Bahshamites posited ahwal as
the metaphysical ground of the similarity and difference of entities through which they are
capable of being known. Thus, this theory enabled them to elucidate divine knowledge of
essential realities ab aeterno. This could be possible only through their being particularly
qualified by an attribute. By the attribute, Abii Hashim specifically means the two most
characteristic features of the substance: a-) its being a substance (kawnuhu jawharan) and b-) its

being space-occupying (kawnuhu mutahayyizan), which will be dealt with now.

A preliminary analysis of Abt Hashim’s classification of ahwal=sifat would enable
readers to make more sense of the wider setting of debates given in the passages on which my
argument will rely. Bahshamites classify types of attributes on the basis of their ontological
grounds, which is also supported by Ash‘arites’ remarks. Below is Frank’s list of the categories
of ahwal: 1-) the attribute of the essence (sifat al-dhat); 2-) the essential attributes entailed by the

attribute of the essence (al-sifat al-dhatiyya or sifatun muqtadatun/mujabatun ‘an sifa al-dhat);

for him neither to turn towards its creation or bring it into existence again. Therefore, the substance could be
distinguished from another only through its being specifically qualified by an attribute.”

24 Abii Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed. Ziyada and al-Sayyid, p. 36; See also Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed.
Gimaret, Vol.1, p. 59, “la yaqa ‘u al-tamathul wa lda al-ikhtilaf'illa bi-sifat al-dhawat wa al-muqtada ‘anha.”
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3-) attributes determined by the agent (al-sifat bi- al-fa ‘il); 4-) accidental attributes or attributes
grounded in the presence of an accident (sifat ma ‘nawiyya, li- ‘illa or li-ma ‘na); 5-) attributes that
are grounded neither in a thing’s essence nor in an entitative cause (sifat la li al-nafs wa la li-
‘illa).% T will focus on the first three categories as they lay at the center of my argument, and will
often be appealed to in what follows. The ontological status of the first category (sifat al-dhat) in
particular constitutes a major bone of contention in 10"-11" century Ash‘ari-Basran Mu‘tazili

controversy.

The first category is sifat al-dhat which Frank labels the attribute of the essence. It is
expressed through resort to self-predicational sentences, i.e., the substance is a substance. The
Mu‘tazilite term for sifat al-dhat is the curious phrase kawnuhu jawharan—Tliterally, its being a
substance. Sifat al-dhdt describes what the substance essentially is and distinguishes it from other
objects that are not substances, e.g., black. The subject is predicated of itself in such a way that
no duality is implied. Asserting that the substance is a substance in the state of nonexistence
would then express that it possesses a distinct essential reality of some kind even in nonexistence
that is similar to what is similar (tamathul) and different from what is different (ikhtilaf).
Bahshamites posit sifat al-dhat as the ground of the intelligibility of nonexistents. Put differently,
they could be known, predicated of, and mentioned about through being specifically qualified by
it. In this respect, it is not conditional upon the actuality of existence. Therefore, they could
discontinue to be qualified by the attribute of the essence not by being nonexistent but only by
ceasing to be themselves. Insofar as nonexistent objects are possible on the part of the agent

(e.g., God) that they be made to exist, this attribute has a metaphysically nonexistent yet real

% |bn Mattawayh lists four attributes of the substance. See Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, pp. 13
and 18
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status even in nonexistence. This is the distinctive feature of the Bahshamite view of sifat al-dhat
which earned the anger of the Ash‘aris, who, since they subscribed to the concept of absolute

nonbeing, stipulated the existence of entities for them to be qualified by any attribute.?®

Notwithstanding a different cultural context, the linguistic form of this category reminds
us of Aristotle’s first and fourth senses of the phrase kath’ hauto (in virtue of itself) in
Metaphysics 1022a-26-27. The examples Aristotle gives for them are “Callias is Callias kath’
hauton” (6 KoAliog ka® avtov KaAliog) and “man is man kath’ hauton” (ko avtov GvOpwmog 6
avOpwmog €otv), both of which are put into words through employment of self-predicational
structures. Kath’ hauton in the first is employed to separate essential predications from other
types of predications, and it designates the essence of a thing. In the second the phrase specifies a
class of predicates that refer to an independent being which has no cause other than itself (£t o0

i éotv Ao aitiov).?’

The Basran Mu‘tazilite concept of sifa al-dhat, as formulated in the
shape of S is S, indeed combines these two characteristics. Sifat al-dhat signifies the what it is to

be, that is, the most characteristic feature of an entity, whose loss would affect its identity (bi-

% As it becomes clear from al-Ash‘arT’s reports, the essential content of which is verified by Mu‘tazilite and
Ash‘arite works of later date, the same self-predicational statements also figure in the perspectives of Abti Hashim’s
father Abii “All, the ex-Mutazilt al-Rawandt (d. 910) and even some Baghdadian Mu‘tazilites (ga 'iliin min al-
baghdadiyyin). Our sources give no more details about the latter two positions. Therefore, we do not know whether
they too supported the idea of sifat al-dhar. Bahshami writings provide a fair amount of information about the
meaning of these syntactic structures. Therefore, as pointed out above, al-Ash‘ari’s concise and contextless remarks
would make better sense only when they are read against the backdrop of these writings. Qadi Abd al-Jabbar’s
Shar# al-Usil al-Khamsa is our earliest source that attributes a defense of the idea of sifat al-dhat to Abu “Ali. See
‘Abd al-Jabbar b. Ahmad, Shark al-Usil a/-Khamsa, ed. ‘Abd al-Karim ‘Uthman (Cairo: Maktaba Wahba, 1965), p.
199; His disciple Abii Rashid confirms his testimony in arguing that Abii ‘Alf and his son Abii Hashim are of the
opinion that the substance is a substance even in the state of nonexistence (i ‘lam anna alladhi yadhhabu ilayh al-
shaykhan abi ‘alt wa abii hashim anna al-jawhara yakinu jawharan fi hal ‘adamihi). He then seeks to discuss in
some detail their opinion on sifat al-dhat. Abu Rashid, Masa’il al-Khilaf, ed. Ziyada and al-Sayyid, pp. 37-47. Ibn
Mattawayh as well engages in discussions over sifat al-dhat. In most regards, his remarks align with that of Aba
Rashid. See Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, VVol.1, pp. 13-14; 21-24; 27

27 Deborah K. Modrak, Aristotle's Theory of Language and Meaning (Cambridge, U.K; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), p. 154
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ayyi shay’in ‘ullila fasada) and which distinguishes it from others. It is for this reason that it is
not grounded in any other entity. There is not anything other than itself which would cause it to
become an entity (thumma laysa ha hund shay 'un yumkin al-isharatu ilayh, fa-yuqgala inna

hadhihi al-sifata mu ‘allalatun bihi).?® For the reasons stated above, I find it quite plausible that

Frank translates sifat al-dhat as the attribute of the essence.

The second category of attributes is what Frank terms essential attributes. They are
taken by the Mu‘tazilite proponents of ahwal as expressing those attributes that are entailed by
the attribute of the essence (al-sifat al-dhatiyya or sifatun muqtadatun/mujabatun ‘an sifa al-
dhat). This is like a substance’s occupying space (kawnuhu mutahayyizan) that is entailed by its
being a substance (kawnuhu jawharan) when it comes into existence. It does not express the
perfect fullness of the being of the subject as sifat al-dhat does; it is rather entailed by the latter.
In fact, qualifying the substance as a substance would indicate that it is space-occupying when it
exists. This category fundamentally differs from sifat al-dhat in that it is conditional upon the

existence of the being of the subject, whereas the subject is qualified by sifat al-dhat even when

28 Abii Rashid, Fi al-Tawhid: Diwan al-Usiil li- Abi Rashid Sa ‘id b. Muhammad al-Nisabiiri [Ziyadat al-Shark], ed.
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Hadi Abi Rida (Cairo, 1969), p. 276:

“Fa-in kanat magsiratan ‘ala al-dhat wajaba an tu‘allala bi-ha, li-anna la- nuridu bi- gawlina inna hadihi al-sifa
lil-dhat wa- inna-ha mu ‘allalatun bi-ha akthara min anna-hd magsiaratun ‘alayha. Fa- in lam takun magsuratan
‘alayhda wajaba an tu ‘allala bi-gayrihda. Thumma laysa ha huna shay 'un yumkinu al-isharatu ilayh, fa- yugala inna
hadihi al-sifa mu ‘allalatun bihi. Li-annahd bi-ayyi shay’in ‘ullilat fasadat, fa-yajibu an tu‘allala bi al-dhat.” (where
read fa-innahd bi-ayyi shay’in ‘ullilat fasadat for fa-innaha bi-ayyi shay’in ‘ullila fasada)

“If [sifat al-dhat] is restricted to a thing-itself (dhat), it must be grounded in that thing-itself because, when we say
that this attribute belongs to a thing-itself and it is grounded in that thing-itself, we mean no more than that [sifat al-
dhat] is restricted to that thing-itself. If it were not grounded in that thing-itself, it would then be necessary that sifat
al-dhat is grounded in anything other than it. There is nothing outside this thing-itself which could be referred to,
and in which it would be said sifat al-dhat is grounded. For, whenever it is grounded in anything else, it will suffer
affection.”
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it is nonexistent. The third category consists of those attributes that are grounded in the act of
the autonomous agent (bi al-fa ‘il) who causes the existence of entities in accordance with his

intention and motivation. It is sometimes called the attribute of existence (sifat al-wujid).

What is obviously seen in the writings of 10™-11" century Bahshamites is that they
frequently drew an ontological distinction between the attribute of the essence (sifat al-dhat) and
the attribute of existence (sifat al-wujiid/kawnuhu mawjiidan), with the former corresponding to
its essential reality in nonexistence and the latter corresponding to its existence. The earliest
textual evidence for the use of this distinction comes from the head of the Bahshamite school
Qadi Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadani (d. 1025), who turned towards Abii Hashim’s doctrines and

teachings against his master Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Basr1 (d. 980). He states:

T3: Al-Muhit bi-al-Taklif, p. 107: “Fa- al-aslu fthi anna al-sifata innama tatamayyazu
‘an ghayrihd bi-wajh istihqdqiha; fa-idha kanat ihdahuma mustahiqqatan ‘ala tarigatin
wa wajhin, tatamayyazu ‘an gayriha bi-dhalika (read bi-ha), fa- ‘ala hadha yastahiqqu
al-sawadu kawnahu sawadan wa kawnahu mawjidan; thumma yazharu al-faslu
baynahuma bi-an-naj ‘ala kawnahu sawadan li-al-nafsi ve kawnahu mawjiidan bi-al-

fail...”

The ground of the distinctiveness of attributes from one another lies in the way in which
they belong to an entity to have them. If, for instance, an attribute belongs to black in a
certain manner by which it is distinct from others, it is in this manner that it is entitled to
having [the attribute of] the black’s being black (kawnahu sawddan) and its being
existent (kawnahu mawjiidan). So then, distinctiveness between them would become
actual by ascribing the attribute of the black’s being black to its identity (/i-al-nafsi) and
the attribute of its being existent to its agent.”?°

‘Abd al-Jabbar seeks to determine a more general principle of distinguishing attributes from one
another. He divides them depending on whether they are subject to the agent’s free choice. The

conceivable division would be between sifat al-dhat and all others. The black’s being black

29 <Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mukit bi-al-Taklif, ed. S. ‘ Azmi (Cairo: Dar al-Masriyya lil-ta’Iif wa al-*Adl, n.d), p. 107
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(kawnuhu jawharan) is equal to saying its sifat al-dhat, and it expresses its most characteristic
attribute (akhass awsafihi). This attribute’s essential feature lies in its being restricted to the

black and being unconditioned by anything else (wa min hukm hadhihi al-sifa an takiina
magsuratan ‘ala al-dhat ghayr mashritatin bi-amrin siwaha). This is actually what they mean

by their statement that it is grounded in itself (wa-annaha mu ‘allalatun biha). But the actuality of
the remaining attributes which are assertable of it depends on existence that is given to it by the
agent. In this case, it would not be wrong to state that sifat al-dhdt is prior to existence.*® They
thereby take existence as a supplemental quality to sifat al-dhat which is defined as what a thing

essentially is.

Occasionally, the Bahshamis’ arguments have a more overtly theological tone in their
treatment of the distinction. The major reason for this literary shift may be related to the attitude
and position they have taken against their challenging debaters as well as their tendency to
explain, from their own point of view, the theological notions of khalq and ihdath. This can be
observed in Ibn Mattawayh’s following remarks. His imagery debater brings the Basran

Mu‘tazilite notion of creation for discussion. He writes:

T4: Kitab al-Tadhkira fi Ahkam al-Jawahir wa al-A ‘rad, p. 24.8-11:

Wa-rubbamd shanna ‘a mushanni ‘un fa-qala: in kana jawharan wa ‘aradan fi al- ‘adam,
lam yasihha wasf allah ta‘ala bi-annahu khalaga al-jawahir wa al-a ‘rada.

Fa-in gala: fa-kawnuhu jawharan wa kawnuhu mawjidan sawa 'un. Fa-idha
athbattumithu jawharan fi al- ‘adam, fa-qad athbattumithu mawjiidan fi al- ‘adam. Qila
lahu: inna sifat al-jins ghayru sifat al-wujid bi-ma mada tafsiluhu”.

Many a time some people defamed us and said, “If the substance is a substance and the
accident is an accident in the state of nonexistence, it would not be possible to qualify
God as the creator of substances and accidents.”...

30 “Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mukit bi-al-Taklif, ed. ‘Azmi, p. 61; Frank, Beings and their Attributes, pp. 53-54
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If someone asks, “The substance’s being a substance (kawnuhu jawharan) and its being
existent (kawnuhu mawjiidan) are one and the same thing, because when you assert that it
is a substance in nonexistence, you indeed affirm that it is existent in nonexistence,” it
may replied to him, “As has been elaborated above, the generic attribute (sifat al-jins)
precisely has a different meaning than the attribute of existence.”%!

Ibn Mattawayh is confronted with the repeated objection that a rival of the Bahshamis levelled
against the doctrine of sifat al-dhat. If they gave a metaphysically real yet nonexistent rank to
sifat al-dhat, he criticized them for removing it from the sphere of God’s power (qudra). In these
passages, Ibn Mattawayh perhaps had in mind critiques of Ash‘arites or followers of the
Baghdadian Mu‘tazilite Abii al-Husayn al-Bast7.3The major question his imaginary debater puts
forward here is that if, according to the qur’anic teaching, God brings everything into existence,
should sifat al-dhat not be included in this everything? He thus sees the Bahshami perception of
sifat al-dhat as a threat to the idea of God as the creator of all things. In response, Ibn Mattawayh
explains God’s unique role in terms of creation (khalg/ihdath); it is God who bestows existence
on all beings (li-anna al-khalq wa al-thdath huwa al-ijad wa allahii ta ‘ala huwa alladhi hassala
lahu sifat al-wujud). But sifat al-dhat, since it does not have a quality of existence, is not in need
of divine power for the actuality of its reality.>® He somewhat defines creation as conferral of
existence upon essences that already have distinct qualities. What led them towards holding this
perspective in fact lies in the Bahsham1 notion that without prior knowledge of nonexistent

essences with their distinctive attributes God’s creation would not be possible. They thereby

31 Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, p. 24.8-11

32 See, e.g., Mahmiid b. Muhammad al-Malahimi al-Khwarazmi, Kitab al-Mu ‘tamad fi Usil al-Din (Tehran: Miras-e
Maktoob, 2012), p. 374-5; Ibn Furak, Abi Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan, Mujarrad Maqgalat al-Shaykh Abt al-
Hasan al-Ash ‘art, ed. Daniel Gimaret (Bayrtt : Dar al-Mashriqg, 1987), p. 254; al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-
Nashshar, pp. 126-130.

33 |bn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, p. 24
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reserved essential realities outside the boundaries of divine creative act. Therefore, they argued
that predicating that the substance is a substance has a different meaning than asserting that it
exists. Existence is an additional quality to what a thing fundamentally is. Ibn Mattawayh here
substitute sifat al-jins (generic attribute) in place of sifat al-dhat, which is one of the commonly
used terms in Bahshamite writings. But he does not use the concept of jins in the Aristotelian

sense of genos. It is likely that he regards it as a synonym for kind or class of a being (cf.

Aristotle’s eidos).3*

As I have already discussed, Bahshamites take sifat al-dhat as being actualized
independently of divine power. By so claiming, they indeed create an ontological arena of some
sort in which the intervention of even his act does not take place. One question that needs to be
evaluated is why they exclude any control of sifat al-dhat by God’s autonomous power. Abt

Rashid treats this issue through an answer to his interlocutor’s question:

TS: Al-Masa’il fi al-Khilaf bayna al-Basriyyin wa al-Baghdadiyyin, p. 39: Fa-in-qila:
wa-lima qultum anna al-jawhara law kana bi al-fa il, la-sahha minhu an yiujidahu wa la
vaj ‘alahu jawharan?

QOila lahu: li-annahu la budda min an yakiina li-halihi ta thirun fi kawnihi jawharan fa-la
budda min an yakina dhalika tabi‘an li-ikhtiyarihi. Fa-in ja ‘alahu jawharan kana
kadhalika, wa in-lam yaj ‘alhu jawharan lam yakun jawharan.

If someone asks, why did you say that if the substance were a substance on account of its
agent, he would indeed bring it into existence but might not wish to make it a substance?

It may be replied: If this were the case, the agent’s state of being powerful (i.e., kawnuhu
qadiran) would precisely have a determinative effect on the substance’s being a
substance. It must then be subject to his choice (ikhtiyar). Therefore, if he wishes to make
the substance a substance, so it will be. If he does not wish to make it a substance, it will
not be s0.%

3 Frank, Beings and their Attributes (1978), pp.72-73

3 Abu Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed.Ziyada and Ridwan, p. 39
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Bahshamites holds an absolute and irreducible status for sifat al-dhat; it has no cause (ma ‘na)
other than itself. Therefore, it is not even subject to the agent’s autonomous power. Abii Rashid
here states this idea in different words. He argues that if the substance’s sifat al-dhat were
determined by an exterior cause, its essential reality which makes it be that which it is and thus
renders it distinct from others would be undermined because the agent may not wish to make the
substance what it fundamentally is.3® In his Mughni, Abd al-Jabbar expresses the ontological
reality of sifat al-dhat by the concept of wujith. He proposes that it is necessary, which means
that it is manifest in all cases, even in the state of nonexistence, and that no state of the agent’s
act (i.e., kawnuhu qadiran) could be correlated to it.” Thus, he grants some sort of independent

reality to sifat al-dhat.

In fact, Bahshamis retain the same ontological status for the second kind of attributes or
what Frank calls essential attributes, e.g., space-occupation. Similarly, they place the actuality of
essential attributes outside the domain of God’s efficient act. They argued that their actuality is
grounded (miijabatun/muqtadatun) in sifat al-dhat when the qualified object exists. Asserting
that the substance is a substance indeed designates that it is space-occupying. Accordingly,
Bahshamites include essential attributes within the same group as wajibat (necessary attributes).
Like sifat al-dhat, these attributes are necessarily actual in all cases (even during nonexistence),
and they are not among the products of the agent’s power.® They have reason to think that way.

Ibn Mattawayh supplies us with the same justification on the same lines seen above. He argues

3 Abi Rashid, FT al-Tawhid [Zivadat al-Sharh], ed. Abi Rida, p. 276

37 < Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mughnz, ed.?, vol. 8, p. 270: “fa-amma ma yajibu husilluhu ‘alayh ‘ald kulli halin fa-la
yu’aththiru fihi hal al-fi‘'I”

38 <Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mukit bi-al-Taklif, ed. ‘Azmi, p. 353: “Fa-amma ma kana min al-sifat wa al-ahkam mimma
yu ‘addu fi al-wajibat ka-nahw sifat al-dhawat wa al-muqtada ‘anhd...”
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that if the substance’s space-occupation were made by an agent, he would bring it into existence
and may not wish to render it space-occupying but rather black, or may even wish to combine
two contradictory things like black and white in one and the same substratum. This is the true
meaning of the agent (haqigat al-fa ‘il).**Bahshamites recognize the agent’s free choice as a
determinative factor in the actuality of any entity to which it is related. Therefore, they think that
it must only be tied to the domain of originated existence (huduth) but not to the sphere of
essential realities. Otherwise, the objects that are qualified by essential attributes would lose their
identity. Despite all this, they stress that the actuality of essential attributes is conditional upon
existence (bi- shart al-wujiid).*° It is for this reason that this category did not stand in the center

of inter-sectarian controversies.

T3-TS5 precisely witness the apparent distinction between what an entity essentially is and
the fact that it is by distinguishing sifat al-dhat from sifat al-wujiid. Whereas the latter is subject
to God’s creative act, the former, since it is ungrounded in anything, is prior to existence, for
which reason it is not a product of divine power. As a matter of fact, the Bahshamis’ growing
polemical encounters with opponents of ahwal (i.e., Ash*arites) drove them to make the
distinction sharper. At times, they broadened and enriched the discussion that had been a long
time in the making. In his al-Masa’il fi al-Khilaf, Abu Rashid rephrases the distinction through
resort to the concept of za idatan, which is one of the most widely circulated key terms in post-
Avicennian debates. He begins his argument by responding to the objections his interlocutor

raised about the ontological status of sifat al-dhat. His second objection is as follows:

% Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, p. 27

40 |bn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, pp. 26-27
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T6: Al-Masa’il fi al-Khilaf bayna al-Basriyyin wa al-Baghdadiyyin, p. 45: annahu la
sifata lil-jawhar bi-wujidihi za’idatan ‘ala kawnihi jawharan. Fa-idha qila innahu
Jawharun fi kulli halin fa-kaanahu qila innahu mawjidun fi kulli halin

“When the substance exists, it would not have an attribute additional to the attribute of its
being a substance. For, when one asserts that it is a substance at all times (fi kulli halin), it
is as if he asserts that it is existent all the time.”**

Again, the interlocutor was perhaps an Ash‘arite or a follower of Abii al-Husayn al-BasrT who
typically rejects the thingness of the ma ‘diim as well as the theory of ahwal. He supposes that
stating that the substance is a substance in all cases has no meaning other than that it exists at all
times, which would designate the existence of things ab aeterno. Therefore, it would be hard to
hold the substance’s existence as a supplemental quality to its attribute of the essence, which
indicates what it fundamentally is. Abii Rashid disagrees, since he grants an independent status to
sifat al-dhat. Therefore, he insists on the official Mu‘tazilite position that the attribute of
existence that is brought into being by an agent is additional (za idatun) to that of the essence

which is not theologically possible of being brought about by him.*2

2.3. Ash‘ari polemics: The identity of sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujiid

41 Abi Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed.Ziyada and Ridwan, pp. 45

42 Abii Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed.Ziyada and Ridwan, p. 46:

Al-Masa’il fi al-Khilaf bayna al-Bagsriyyin wa al-Baghdadiyyin, p. 46: “Fa-amma ma dhakarahu thaniyan fa-
khata’un ‘azimun, li-anna lil-jawhar-i bi-wujudiji sifatan za’idatan ‘ala kawnihi jawharan. Yubayyinu dhalka annd
qad dallalna ‘ald anna kawnahu jawharan la yajiuzu an yakiina bi-al-fa ‘il. Wa-qad thabata anna wujiudahu bi-al-
fa‘il, wa muhalun an takiana [-sifatu l-hasilatu bi-al-fa ‘il hiya al-sifata llati ld yajiizu an tahsula bi-al-fa il.”

“As for his second objection mentioned above, it is a grave error. For, the substance, after it exists, has an attribute
additional to [the attribute of] its being a substance. This evidently points to what we have previously demonstrated,
namely that its being a substance cannot be determined by an autonomous power of the agent. So, this is doubtless
the case only for its existence. Therefore, it is not possible that the attribute which is brought into being by the agent
(e.g., existence) is the same as the one which is not possible of being brought about.”
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The former leading Mu‘tazilite al-Ash‘arT (d. 936) refused to accept the doctrine that the divine
act of knowing has the nonexistent dhawat as an object. As I have mentioned in the first chapter,
he possibly thought that this would cause him to take side with the eternalists (al-Azaliyya) who
asserted the eternity of things because knowledge of dhawat would entail their actual existence.
On the other hand, he might not wish to align himself with such theologians like Hisham ibn al-
Hakam, Hisham al-Fuwatt and Abii al-Husayn al-Salih1 who, for variegated reasons, refuted the
doctrine. He somewhat attempted a middle position by holding that neither would God have
knowledge of things as they are in themselves, nor would it be possible that he is incapable of
knowing them in eternity, since this would conflict with the qur’anic teaching (e.g., Q 2:29;
3:29). He then argued that what is capable of being known, mentioned, informed about, and
predicated of is not entities but their nonexistence (intifa’). He thereby gave no way to God’s
knowledge of nonexistent objects themselves but only their nonexistence.*® As Ibn Fiirak has
informed, al-Ash‘art accordingly made a point of avoiding predicating of them the category of
nouns which he thought designate an assertion of existence. As a result, he strictly negated of the
nonexistent not only ontological categories like mawyjiid and hadith, but also those like thabit,
shay’, nafs, and dhat which he took as synonyms for existence. Thus, the
mawjid=hadith=thabit=shay =dhat=nafs formula. One final remark that needs to be made here
is that in classical Ash‘arT writings, the concepts of dhat and nafs are usually employed in

polemic with the Mu‘tazilite notion of sifat al-dhat/sifat al-nafs (e.g., kawnuhu jawharan), and

43 Ibn Firak, Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 252; al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 124; al-Ansari, al-
Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Hasanayn, Vol. 1, pp. 279-280
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they primarily designate not the qualified object’s “self” as some authors have suggested,** but
rather its identity or its self-identity or the thing-itself (R. Frank). Therefore, it would be
felicitous to read their criticism by having in mind the Basran Mu‘tazilite implications of terms.

This is especially true when engaging in their reactions to the theory of ahwal.

Since the 10" century, almost all Ash*ari writers felt compelled to deal with the problem
of the ontological status of ahwal, and they impeached the Bahshams for retaining a
metaphysically nonexistent yet real status for them. They particularly targeted sifat al-dhat as it
is said to have an ontological reality even in nonexistence. Sticking to our popular example, the
concept of the substance being a substance, from their own perspective, would designate its
existence in eternity, which they consider to be inconsistent with the unity of God. Besides, this
concept led these writers to evaluate God’s causal relation to it. They asked how it could be
possible to accept the positive reality of nonexistent entities, let alone their qualification by
attributes. Classical Ash‘aris who disapproved of the Mu‘tazilt understanding of sifat al-dhat
(either formulated by Abu ‘Alt al-Jubba’1 or his son Abt Hashim) are divided into two groups
depending on their approach to the status of ahwal. Theologians like Abti Bakr Ibn Fiirak (d.
1015) and Abii Ishaq al-isfara’ini (d. 10127) are reported to be opponents of ahwal. But Abu
Bakr Muhammad b. al-Tayyib al-Baqillant (d. 1013) and Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni admit

the idea with some fundamental revisions and modifications.*® As it becomes clear from Ibn al-

4 Benevich, “The Classical Ash‘arT Theory of Ahwal,” p. 140; Idem, “The Metaphysics of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Shahrastant,” in Islamic Philosophy from the 12 to the 14" Century, ed. Al Ghouz, p. 329

%5 For a discussion of the Ash‘arT position on ahwal, see ldem, “Hal,” In Bosworth (eds.), The Encyclopaedia of
Islam; Thiele, “Abt Hashim al-Jubba’1’s (d. 321/933) Theory of ‘States’...,” pp. 377-382; Benevich, “The Classical
Ash‘ari Theory of Ahwal..,”, p. 140; Idem, The Metaphysics of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-KarTm al-Shahrastani...”, pp.
327-356
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Firak’s citations, al-Ash‘ari also critically engages in the debate.*® His Magalat precisely
witnesses his awareness of Abu ‘Ali’s conception of sifat al-dhat. But it is hard to know if he
also had in mind Abtu Hashim as the target of his criticism. As seen above, Abt Hashim
reworked and developed the attribute of the essence in light of his view of ahwal, thereby
describing it as a theological category that is neither existent nor nonexistent. No matter whom
al-Ash‘ar has as a target here, his criticism may equally apply to both Abi ‘Ali and Abu
Hashim. The arguments he puts forward play a crucial role in the development of later Ash‘art
approaches. As a proponent of ahwal, al-Juwayni is another important figure who devoted much
space to the criticism of the Mu‘tazilite account of sifat al-dhat. In what follows, I will thereby

focus on the ideas of al-Ash‘art and al-Juwayni.

Al-Ash‘art puts forward a relation of identity between what it is to be a thing and its
existence. In fact, he does not dismiss the idea of sifat al-dhdat. But he offers an alternative
account. He instead advocates a theological formulation that equates the self-identity of a thing
with existence. His strategy is to empty beings and their sifat al-nafs/dhat out of the eternal arena

and take them to the post-creation sphere where he thinks they deserve. Ibn Fiirak writes,

T7a: Mujarrad Magalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 254: Wa-kana yaqilu inna man khalafana fi hadha
al-bab lazimahu qawlu ahl al-dahr fi qidam al-a yan min al-jawahir wa al-a ‘rad, li-
annahu idha lam yakun fa ‘ilu [-jawhar fa ‘ala al-jawhar jawharan, wa kadhalika fa ‘ilu [-
‘arad lam yaf“alhu ‘aradan, wa kana al-jawharu qabla wujiidihi jawharan wa al- ‘aradu
‘aradan, adda ild an yakina gadiman jawharan qadiman ‘aradan wa an ld yakiina
Jjawharan bi-fa ‘ilin. Wa idha lam yakun hudiithu l-jawhar siwahu bal huwa nafsu [-
Jjawhar, fa-yaqtadi dhalika anna alladhi kana bi al-fa ‘il huwa alladhi lam yakun bi al-
fa‘il. Wa hadha muhalun.

%6 In his al-Masa il fi al-Khilaf, where he discusses the theory of aswal, Abii Rashid evidently attributes the notion
of sifat al-dhat to Abu ‘Alf al-Jubba’1. See Abu Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed.Ziyada and Ridwan, p.37
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T7b: Wa kana yaqiilu inna dhalika yu’addi aydan ila an yakiina al-shay 'u gabla nafsihi,
li-anna hudithahu in kana nafsahu wa kana qabla hudiithihi shay’an fa-huwa shay 'un
qabla nafsihi. Wa-dhalika muhalun.

T7¢: Wa-kana yaqiilu...-annahu li-nafsihi kana jawharan fa-idha wujidat nafsuhu
wajaba an yakiina jawharan wa- tanaqada an yakiina la- jawharan wa nafsuhu al-
muqtadiyatu li-kawnihi mawjidatun...”

T7a: He [al-Ash‘ari] would say, “Whoever opposes us concerning this issue would be
compelled to accept the opinion of the eternalists (ahl al-dahr) on the eternity of entities
(a ‘yan) whether substance or accident. For, if the creator does not make substance a
substance and accident an accident, and if they are already a substance and an accident
before their existence, this would lead to the conclusion that the substance and accident
are eternal (gadim) and that the substance does not exist by an agent. Given that the
originated existence of the substance (hudiith al-jawhar) is not anything other than itself
but indeed identical with itself (nafs al-jawhar), it would also follow from their assertion
that what is assumed to exist by an agent [e.g., the substance’s itself] would come into
being without an agent, which is impossible.”

T7b: He further used to say, “This would also compel them to acknowledge that a thing
was even before itself (an yakiin al-shay gabla nafsihi). For, considering that the
originated existence of a thing (hudiithuhu) is nothing other than itself (nafsuhu), if it
were a thing before its existence, it would be a thing before itself. This is impossible.”

T7c¢: He used to say, “..it is by virtue of itself that [the substance] is a substance. When
the substance’s identity exists, it must be a substance and therefore it would be
contradictory that it is a non-substance (something other than a substance) while there
exists its identity that entails its being a substance.”*’

Ibn Fiirak does not give the broader context of al-Ash‘arT’s critical remarks on the Basran
Mu‘tazilites. But it is quite clear that al-Ash‘arT here blames them for their notion of sifat al-
dhat. The phenomenon of self-predication is a good indication that this is the case. The major
fault he finds with the Basran Mu‘tazilite understanding of sifat al-dhat lies in their assertion that
the substance is per se (li-nafsihi) a substance even before creation. He is in fact surrounded by
some limitations of categories which his immediate polemical atmosphere hands down to him.

This can be seen when al-Ash‘arT levels accusations against his foes in accordance with the

47 Ibn Firak, Mujarrad Magalat ed. Gimaret, p. 254
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metaphysical principle of so-called eternalists, which delimits God’s eternal knowledge to
existents. This principle seems to have driven him to reject the view of nonexistent essences as
objects of divine knowledge, instead making their nonexistence (intifad’) as the only object
known. Thereby, he refuses to accept the Mu‘tazilite doctrine of dhawat in nonexistence, let
alone their characterization by positive predicates. It is for the same reason that he construes the
idea of sifat al-dhat in nonexistence as signifying their existence independently of God’s

causality.

In the above fragments, al-Ash‘arT makes some critical assumptions. In T7a, he identifies
the qualified object’s identity (nafsuhu) and its existence (hudiithu); the existence of a substance
is nothing other than itself (hudiith al-jawhar=nafs al-jawhar). On this assumption he rejects the
Mu‘tazilite conception of dhat/nafs in nonexistence and was able to secure God’s efficient
causality. Second, the substance’s nafs entails that it is per se a substance (-nafsuhu al-
mugqtadiyatu li-kawnihi jawharan). Put differently, its sifat al-dhat is not grounded in any other
entity. This is a clear expression of approval of the Basran Mu‘tazilite notion of sifat al-dhat.
But, thirdly, he asserts that the actuality of all positive attributes is conditional upon the existence
of the qualified object (...awsaf al-ithbat li- al-dhawat allati yata ‘allaqu nafyuha bi- intifa’ al-
dhawat).*® Thereby, he disapproves of their account of sifat al-dhat in nonexistence, instead
proposing its actuality after creation. He finally argues in T7a that predicating that the substance
is a substance in nonexistence is equivalent to saying that it exists before itself (inna dhalika
yu’addri aydan ild an yakiina al-shay’ qabla nafsihi). He thus equates its sifat al-dhat (kawnuhu

Jjawharan) with its quality of existence (kawn). Here, al-Ash‘ari establishes a noticeable relation

“8 Ibn Fiirak, Mujarrad Magalat ed. Gimaret, p. 254:22-23
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of equality between hudiith al-jawhar and nafs al-jawhar, between nafs al-jawhar and kawnuhu
Jjawharan (sifat al-dhat), and between kawn al-jawhar (its existence) and kawnuhu jawharan.
Thus, hudith al-jawhar | kawn al-jawhar = nafs al-jawhar = kawnuhu jawharan (sifat al-dhat).
Whereas the Basran Mu‘tazilites accept the reality of sifat al-dhat of even nonexisting beings
and view existence as an additional quality to their meontological essences, al-Ash‘arT refuses to
predicate any positive reality of them in nonexistence. He rather equates their attribute of the
essence with their quality of existence, thereby disregarding the latter as additional to the former.
Al-Ash‘ari thus diverges from them in that even sifat al-dhat depends on God’s power for its

actuality.

Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni (d. 1085) is an important Ash‘arite figure who deals with
the Mu‘tazili perspective of sifat al-dhat. In his criticism he closely follows in Ash‘arT’s
footsteps. Like him, al-Juwaynt also argues that the true reality of the qualified object is
existence, and existence is not a quality additional to its essential reality in nonexistence. But
surprisingly enough, he puts forward his critical arguments through adoption of ahwal. In this
respect, al-Juwayni diverges from other Asharis who reject the theory by holding them as
merely verbal (alfaz). He thus declares the ontological reality of ahwal alongside substances and
accidents. As far as we understand from his justifications, he seeks to find an epistemological
foundation from which to be able to better know the world around us. This is what Benevich
calls ‘ontological pragmatism’ *° Al-Juwayni in fact reworks and refines the idea of ahwal to
match the traditional Ash‘art teaching of the nonexistent, according to which ma ‘diim is an

absolute negative (muntafin min kulli wajhin) and therefore can be neither shay’ nor dhat nor

49 al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, pp. 312-337; 635-642;
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‘ayn.®® He offers a refinement of the ontological quality of the qualified object and hence
stipulates its existence so as to be qualified by any attribute. Whereas the Bahshamites asserted
the actuality of sifat al-dhat even in the state of nonexistence, al-Jubba’1 denies any positive
characteristics of nonexisting entities. Furthermore, he argues that although not entities (ashya’),
ahwal themselves are nevertheless metaphysically real (¢habita) through their dependence on
existing entities, which is unlike Bahshamites who grant a neither-nonexistent-not-existent rank
to them. A brief mention of his classification of ahwal will be sufficient. It is his Ash‘arT position
on the nonexistent that understandably drove him to make the Bahshami distinction between sifat
al-dhat and essential attributes (Categories 1 and 2) disappear. So then, predicating that the
existing substance is a substance would necessarily entail that it is space-occupying. The first two
Bahshami categories together thereby constitute al-Juwayn1’s first class of ahwal, which he calls
ungrounded (ghayr mu ‘allal) or essential attribute (sifat al-nafs, sifat al-dhat, sifa nafsiyya), e.g.,
its being a substance, its being space-occupying and its being a thing. The second class consists
of a category of attributes that affirms the existence of an entitative cause (ma na or ‘illa)
subsisting in the qualified being, e.g., (being knowledgeable) kawnuhu ‘aliman and kawnuhu

gadiran.®

In a section of his al-Shamil on the concept of shay’, al-Juwayni charges the Bahshamites

with putting forward the claim that it is not in the power of God to make sifat al-dhat in

%0 Ibn Furak, , Mujarrad Magalat, ed. Gimaret, p. 252; al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 124; al-Ansari, al-
Ghunya fi al-Kalam, ed. Hasanayn, Vol. 1, pp. 279-280

51 al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, pp. 129-130; 165-166; 307-308; 629-646; See also Frank, “Hal,” In
Bosworth, The Encyclopaedia of Islam.; Benevich, “The Classical Ash‘ari Theory of Ahwal..,” p. 137; Thiele, “Abu
Hashim al-Jubba’t’s (d. 321/933) Theory of ‘States’,” p. 380
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nonexistence.®? This is the major point of discussion on nonbeing that for centuries continued
between the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites. He challenges their position by asking them rhetorically,
“Could you assert that the originated existent’s being an originated being, the substance’s being a
substance, and the accident’s being an accident are among the products of God’s power or would
you deny it?” “They could not affirm that it is by his power of efficient causality that the thing is
a thing,” responds he himself.>® From their contention that akwal are metaphysically real yet

nonexistent, it would follow

T8: al-Shamil ft Usul al-Din, p.127: ...anna al-dhat fi kawniha dhatan gahyru maqdirin.
Fa-idhd kharaja al-dhat wa al-hal ‘an kawnihima maqdiirayn, fa-qad intafd athar al-
qudra. Wa- alladhi yidihu dhalika anna al-maqdiira minna yufalu wa al-dhat fi kawniha
dhatan la tuf alu.

“that the thing-itself in its being what it is in itself is not a product of power. If dhat (the
thing-itself) and hal ceased to be objects of God’s power, the effect of his power would
disappear. The reason why we think this way is that that to which our power is correlated
is in fact an object of power, but, [their] dhat in its total identity with itself is not an
object of power.”

Al-Juwayn1’s word choice in this passage suggests that the term dhat placed in apposition to hal
does not simply designate ‘self” or ‘entity’ but sifat al-dhdat in the Bahshamite sense of the
word.>* Al-Juwayn clarifies this meaning through resort to the complement fi kawniha dhatan

(in being what it is in itself). In T7, Al-Ash‘ar1 also employs nafs in order to express Abl ‘Ali’s

52 al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, pp. 124: 7-11; 126:5-127:12

%8 al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p, 126: “A-taz ‘umiina anna kawn al-hadith shay’an wa- kawnuhu
Jjawharan aw ‘aradan min athar al-qudra aw ta’bina dhalika? Wa- 1a sabila lahum ila an yaqili: inna kawnuhu
shay’an min athar al-qudra. Idh gad kana shay’an ‘ala aslihim fi al- ‘adam.”

54 Benevich, “The Classical Ash‘arT Theory of Ahwal,”, p. 140; Idem, The Metaphysics of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Shahrastani,” in Islamic Philosophy from the 121 to the 14" Century, ed. Al Ghouz, p. 329; Idem, “The
Essence-Existence Distinction: Four Elements of the Post-Avicennian Metaphysical Dispute (11-13th Centuries),”
Oriens 45(2017), p. 232

109



account of sifat al-nafs or sifat al-dhat, though without any implication of ahwal. In pre-
Avicennian Mu‘tazili-Ash‘art writings both dhat and nafs usually carry a connotation of sifat al-
dhat. In this respect, Frank’s ‘thing-itself” would better reflect the meaning in this context. As
mentioned above, Bahshami Mu‘tazilites argue that if an entity’s sifat al-dhat were etfected by
an efficient cause, its essential reality that renders it what it essentially is and makes it distinct
from others would not be restricted to itself and therefore would be affected. For this reason, they
exclude it from the boundaries of God’s power. They accordingly define God’s act of creation
(ijjad and khalg) as bestowal of existence upon essences that already have their distinctive
features in nonexistence. Al-Juwayni disagrees, following al-Ash‘ari, since he does not want any

positive quality to be actual in nonexistence together with God.

As we have already discussed, al-Ash‘ari takes the quality of existence as equivalent of
sifat al-dhat. Thereby, he neither admits the idea of dhawat in nonexistence; nor does he support
the actuality of sifat al-dhat ab aeterno. All positive qualities are ontologically dependent on
existent entities whether substances or accidents. Therefore, he refuses to accept the Mu‘tazilite
claim that existence is an additional quality to what a thing essentially is. Despite admitting

ahwal, al-Juwayni discusses along the same lines. He states,

T9: al-Shamil fi Usil al-Din, pp-129-130: “Fa-innahum yaqilin: kana al-hadith nafsan
qabla hudiithihi. Wa-hadha fi al-tahqiq yarji“ ild qawl al-qa’il: kana al-shay qabla
nafsihi. Wa-hadha jahalatun ya’baha kullu muhassilin. Fa-in qgila: lima ankartum kawna
al-wujiid halan ‘ald qawlikum bi-ithbat al-ahwal? Qulna: ithbatuhu halan yabtulu ‘ala
al-madhhabayn. Amma butlanuhu ‘ald madhhabina, fa-li-anna haqgiqat al-dhdt al-wujiid,
wa laysa al-wujiid ma ‘nan za’idan ‘ala al-dhat. Wa-amma wajhu butlanihi ‘ala aslikum,
fa-li-anna al-hal yangasimu ‘indakum: fa-min al-ahwal ma huwa sifat al-nafs wa lays al-
wujiid minha. Wa-min al-ahwal ma huwa sifat al-nafs wa laysa al-wujiid minhda. Wa-min
al-ahwal ma huwa yu ‘allalu bi-al-‘illa wa laysa al-wujiid minha aydan, wa-la
yutasawwaru ‘ind abt hashim halun kharijun ‘an hadhayn al-qabilayn.”

They say that the originated existent (hadith) was itself (nafs) even before its existence.
This would be equal to saying, “A thing exists before itself. This is indeed the product of
ignorance that every wise person would deny. If one asks, “Why do you deny that
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existence is a state (kal) although you admit the reality of ahwal? We reply, “The
assertion that it is a state is false according to the two positions. From our point of view, it
is false because the true reality of the thing-itself is existence, and existence is not an
entity additional to the thing-itself. It is false based on your principles because, to you,
there are two classes of states: 1-) the attributes of the essence (sifat al-nafs), which do
not include existence as an attribute; 2-) the attributes that are grounded in a cause, which
does not include it either.>®

Al-Juwayni rephrases the Bahshamt idea of sifat al-dhat in nonexistence by predicating the term
nafs of hadith (the originated existent). Rather than establishing a relation of equation between
the same subject and predicate (e.g., the substance is a substance), he simply states that the
originated thing is nafs (itself) before its existence. He points out that in this case predicating an
entity of itself would indicate the absurdity of an existence before existence. We observed the
similar usage of nafs in T8, where he puts kal in apposition to its synonymous word dhat and
modifies the latter by employing the complement fi kawniha dhatan. Here in T9, al-Juwayni
reexamines the Bahshamite perspective of sifat al-wujiid from their own perspective of ahwal. In
other words, he discusses whether the attribute of existence is a quality (kal) additional to sifat
al-dhat. As explored above, The Bahshamites campaign for the idea of dhawat in nonexistence
and thus view sifat al-dhdt as the ground of their intelligibility. They suppose that we can even
comprehend nonexistent objects as being specifically qualified by an attribute that makes them
what they are and distinguished them from others. Bahshamis thus take their existence that is
contingent upon God’s power as an additional quality to their sifat al-dhat or themselves. Their
perspective of the nonexistent, indeed, did led them towards this position, thereby failing to

regard existence as sifat al-dhat.>®As a staunch proponent of @hwal, al-Juwayni would be

% al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, pp. 129-130

% See also al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 309: idh al- ‘adam yattasifu indahim bi-kawnihi nafsan ma ‘a
intifa 'wast al-hudiith. Fa saddahum dhalika ‘an ja‘l al-hudith min sifat al-nafs.
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expected to argue in the same manner. But he diverges from them as he denies any positive
quality of the nonexistent (muntafin min kulli wajhin). In parallel with al-Ash‘ari, he rather
claims that existence is an attribute of the essence (sifat al-dhat) that is the most characteristic
feature of dhawat, and its actuality is dependent on existing entities.>’ Whereby, the substance’s
quality of existence and its sifat al-dhat are united in its identity.*®The self-identity of the
substance means nothing other than that it exists, a position which goes against the Basran

Mu‘tazilite standpoint.

In other part of his al-Shamil, al-Juwayn1 explains why he does not see existence as hal
(state) that is neither existent nor nonexistent. He defines hal as any attribute that is not preceded
by nonexistence and ignorance of which would not present any obstacle to knowledge of the
qualified object (kullu wasfin ld yarji ‘u ila nafyin wa ld yatandaqadu al- ‘ilmu bi- wujid al-
mawsilf ma ‘a al-jahli bih). Whereas being space-occupying, for instance, is a state because it
meets the two conditions, originated existence (hudiith) is not a 4al since it proceeds from
nonexistence. The last part of his statement in T9 seems to contradict his remarks in a section of
al-Shamil entitled al-Qawl fi al-Ahwal (On Ahwal). While in T9 he attributes only two
categories of attributes (=states) to Bahshamites, he adds two more categories in the
abovementioned section. The third category he lists is composed of those attributes that are

effected by the agent. He regards existence (hudiith) as one of them.>®

57 See al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 165: amma hudiithuhu wa wujiaduhu fa-raji ‘ani ila nafsihi wa laysa
sifatayn za’idatayn wa- in athbatna al-ahwal

%8 He lists a bunch of predications to designate the attributes that are directly ascribed to entities themselves (sifat al-
dhat), such as being space-occupying, being a thing, being a thing-itself including being a substance and existence.
See al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 308

% al-Juwayni, al-Shamil, ed. al-Nashshar, p. 309
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2.4. Avicenna’s Aristotelian reaction: Essence-existence distinction

When it comes to essence-existence distinction, Avicenna has long been the first name that
comes to mind in modern studies on Islamic intellectual history. The topic was one of the more
heated debates in the post-Avicennian period of Islamic theology. Muslim theologians like Fakhr
al-Din al-Raz1 and al-Shahrastani mostly associate it with the problem of the nonexistent. Let me
remind you again of my comments on al-Razi in the introduction. Al-Raz1 argues that the major
disagreement on the nonexistent revolves around the Mu‘tazilite-Ash‘arT controversy over
whether the existence of black (wujitd al-sawad) is additional to its sifat al-dhat (the attribute of
the essence), which he puts into words through resort to self-predicational sentences, e.g.,
kawnuhu sawadan. By rephrasing the latter as mahiyya (essence), he formulates the question in
another way: whether essence can be freed from the attribute of existence (sifat al-wujiid). He
thus expresses the relevant distinction without mentioning Avicenna’s name. Contemporary
authors implied that such remarks of theologians indicate a kind of anachronism.®® The crucial
question that confronts us is whether it is Avicenna that introduced essence-existence distinction
into later theological discussions, or it was present already before he arrived on the scene.
Throughout the previous two sections, [ have explored how the dialectic between sifat al-dhat

and sifat al-wujiid was played out in 10%-11t

century Bahshamite-Ash‘arT debates on the notions
of the nonexistent and aswal. One could indeed see the nascent form of essence-existence

distinction in these debates. In this section, I will discuss how Avicenna adopts and develops the

distinction by modifying it in accordance with his Aristotelian ontology.

80 Jolivet, “Aux origines de I'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” p. 18; Benevich, “The Classical Ash‘ari Theory of Ahwal”, p.
140; Idem, The Metaphysics of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-KarTm al-Shahrastani, p. 329
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As some recent studies have maintained, the debt Avicenna owes to 9"-10'" century
Ash‘ari-Mu‘tazilite discussions is straightforward.®! One can indeed find an expression of
essence-existence distinction in /lahiyyat 1.5 where Avicenna deeply engages in such theological
issues as the concepts of shay’ and ikhbar/khabar (predication), the ma ‘diim-shay’ doctrine, and
the relations between meontological and ontological categories (e.g., shay’, mawjid/wujiid,
muthbat, muhassal, hasil). In Ilahiyyat 1.5, he evidently distinguishes the essential reality

(hagiga) by which an entity is what it is from its existence. He writes,

T10: al-Ilahiyyat min al-Shifa’, p.31.5-11:

T10a: Fa-inna li-kulli amrin haqigatan huwa bihd ma huwa. Fa-li I-muthallath hagiqatu
annahu muthallath wa-li I-bayad haqiqatu annahu bayadun.

T10b: Wa-dhalika huwa alladhi rubbamda sammaynahu al-wujiid al-khass, wa lam nurid
bihi ma ‘nda al-wujiid al-ithbati, fa-inna lafz al-wujiid yudallu bihi aydan ‘ald ma ‘aniya
kathiratin, minhd al-haqiqa allati ‘alayha al-shay’, fa-kannahu ma ‘alayh yakinu al-
wujid al-khdass li al-shay’... innahu min al-bayyin anna li-kulli shay 'in haqiqatan
khdssan hiya mahiyyatuhu,

T10c: wa ma ‘limun anna haqiqata kulli shay’in al-khassata bihi ghayru al-wujiid

alladhi yuradifu al-ithbata.

T10a: Each thing has an inner reality (hagiga) by which it is what it is. Thus, the triangle
has an inner reality by which it is a triangle, and white has an essential reality by which it
1s white.

T10b: It is that which we can maybe call “specific existence” (al-wujiid al-khass), by
which we do not mean affirmative existence (al-wujiid al-ithbati). For the word
“existence” (wujiid) indicates many meanings, one of which is the inner reality (hagiga)
by which a thing (shay’) is what it essentially is. Thereby, [the inner reality] which a
thing has is, so to speak, its specific existence...It is obvious that everything has an inner
reality specific to it, which we call its quiddity (mahiyya).

T10c: We in fact know that the essential reality specific to each thing is something other
than the existence that is synonymous with affirmation (ithbat).®?

81 Jolivet, “Aux origines de I'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” p. 17-24 (esp.) ; Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna's metaphysics in
context (Ithaca, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 145-160

52 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / Hahiyyat (1), eds. G. Anawati and S. Zayid, revised and introduced by
Ibrahim Madkour (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-Shu’@in al-Matabi‘ al-Amiriyya, 1960), p. 31.5-11
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Let’s unpack our quote. In T10a, Avicenna employs kagiga and mahiyya interchangeably to
express the idea of essence or quiddity. In the Madkhal of his Shifa’, he further includes dhat as a
synonym for them, by stating: “Each thing has a quiddity (mdahiyya) by which it is what it
fundamentally is, namely its inner reality (hagiga), that is, its essence (dhat)” (Inna li-kulli
shay’in mahiyyatan huwa bihd ma huwa wa hiya haqiqgatuhu bal hiya dhatuhu).®® T10b defines
essence as equivalent of al-wujiid al-khass (esse proprium), in other words, existence of some
sort (wujitdan ma) that is specific to a certain set of things and is distinct from other sets of
things. Thereby, the self-identity of triangle (annahu muthallath) would be equal to indicating its
most specific feature that renders it what it is. In T10c¢, Avicenna provides a clear expression of
essence-existence distinction. He argues that the inner reality specific to each thing is different
from existence that he takes as synonymous with affirmative existence (al-wujiud al-ithbati).
Thereby, he has offered two different modes of existence, mental (wujitd khass, wujiid ma) and

extramental existence (e.g., wujid al-ithbati, muthbat, muhassal, mawjid).

It is possible to see traces of the Mu‘tazilite concepts and perspectives at every corner of
Avicenna’s analysis. His definition of essence assumes the following two basic features: (I) Its
semantic content only corresponds to an actual reality, and therefore, the impossible (al-ma ‘diim
al-mutlag) has no essential form in existence; (II) it designates the most specific characteristic
that makes an entity what it essentially is and renders it distinct from others (31.18-

32.1:...tudmiru fi nafsika annahu shay 'un akharu makhsiisun mukhalifun li-dhalika al-dhay’ al-

8 Avicenna, The Healing, Logic: Isagoge: a new edition, English translation and commentary of the Kitab al-
Madpal of Avicenna's Kitab al-Sifa', trans. Silvia Di Vincenzo (Berlin ; Boston : De Gruyter, 2021), P. 58
(Translation is mine)
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akhar).%* Hence, al-wujiid al-khass. In the first stage, Avicenna semantically associates shay’
(which can be known and predicated of) with the concept of essence (=ideas in the mind that
refer to some external reality=the possible nonexistent) over the Mu‘tazilite ma ‘diim-shay’
formula. The semantic association of ma ‘dizm with ideas (=essence) can be visible in the
Mu‘tazilite definition of the ma ‘diim as al-ma ‘lim alladhi laysa bi-mawjidin (the known that is
nonexistent) or al-ma ‘lim alladhi laysat lahu sifat al-wujid (the known that has no attribute of
existence).?® As long as it is correlated to God’s power and therefore made possible of being
(tabit al-jawaz), the nonexistent can properly be said to be an object of knowledge. The scope of
ma ‘diim thus subsumes not only entities that have not yet existed but also concepts in the mind
which point to an external reality. When it comes to the impossible and purely imaginary objects
of thought (e.g., phoenix), they cannot be said to be included in the Mu‘tazilite ma ‘ditm.%® Here,
Avicenna might seem to utilize Basran Mu‘tazilites’ theological speculations on the ma ‘diim-
shay’ formula. They predicate that ma ‘diim is a shay in the sense that it is capable of being
known and predicated of, and posit sifat al-dhat as the ground of its intelligibility, which is its
most characteristic feature that makes it be what it is. Likewise, Avicenna argues (/lahiyyat 1.5
31.18-32.1, 32.12 and 34.1-3) that predication (ikhbar or khabar) may be made of objects of
thought that are realized in the mind even if they are now nonexistent in external entities, and

that in this regard they have an essential characteristic that is specific to them. As a result,

64« _.you reserve in your mind that [the reality of A] is something specific and distinguishable from that other thing

[the reality of B].”
% See ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Shar# al-Usiil al-Khamsa, ed. ‘Uthman p. 176; Idem, al-Mu#iz bi-al-Takiif, ed. ‘Azmi, p.356

8 Richard Frank, “Al-Ma'dum wal-Mawjuad,” p. 208
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whereas Mu‘tazilites focus on the theological relation between shay’ and ma ‘diim, he, with an

Aristotelian tendency, rather shows interest in its logical-metaphysical implication.

However, Avicenna diverges from them in terms of his insistence on the existential
import of shay’, which is the first feature of his account of essence mentioned above. To this end,
he offers a logical argument. In llahiyyat 1.5 30.11-19, he levels the charge of tautology against
their definition of the term shay’ as “that of which it is possible of being predicated (inna al-
shay’ huwa ma/alladht yasihhu al-khabar ‘anh). “What” (ma) or “that which” (alladht) given in
the definition has the same meaning as al-shay’. He contends that in this case the definition
would not give new information about what is not known (ghayr mufid). This is like saying that
haqiqatu kadhd haqiqatu kadha. Predicating that the inner reality of such a thing is the inner
reality of such a thing would in fact be tautological and useless. The same holds true for the
sentence “The essential reality of such a thing is a thing” (hagiqatu kadha shay 'un); predicating
that X is a thing would thus not impart knowledge of what is not known. Unless “existent” is
conjoined (igtiran) with it, shay’ will never convey any semantic content (//ahiyyat 1.5 31.11-
32.5). Thereby, he regards existence as always concomitant with thing (mutalazimani). In a way,
all he does is imbue the Mu‘tazilite shay’ with the import of existence so that he would be able to
confine the concept of essence to possible existents. One important implication of this

assumption would be that the impossible cannot be a proper object of thought.

Albeit sometimes in a convoluted way, Avicenna here supplies us with a clear expression
of the distinction between essence and existence, the former of which is put into words by a/-
wujiid al-khdss and the second by al-wujid al-ithbati. He argues that one could at least
conceptually distinguish them in the mind (Zla@hiyyat 1.5 31.2). His modification of wujiid by

khdss in his definition of essence indeed reminds us of Bahshamites’ depiction of sifat al-dhat as
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akhass sifatihi, which similarly signifies an entity’s most characteristic qualification proper to it.
In Daneshnama, Avicenna incorporates essence-existence distinction into his metaphysical
system of categories. Here also, we see traces and residues of Bahshamite debates on the

distinction between sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujiid. He writes:

T11: Danesh-Name-e ‘Ala’i, llahiyyat, ed. Mo‘in, pp. 36-37: Mardmani ke ishan-ra
didar-e barik nist pendarand ke lafz-e hasti barin chiz beshterak-e esm oftad chonan-ke
har dah chiz rd yek nam bud, ma ‘na-ye an nam yeki nabud, va in na dorost ast. zird-ke
agar chonin budi goftar ma jowhar ra ke hast an budi ke jowhari jowhari (read “jowhari
Jjowhari” instead of “jowhar ast”). va-ma ‘na-ye hasti’i jowhar joz ma ‘na-ye jowhari
nabudi va ham-chonan hast ke bar kayfiyyat oftadi ma ‘nayesh joz kayfiyyati (read
“kayfiyyati” instead of “kayfiyyat”) nabudi. Pas agar kasi gofti: kayfiyyati hast, chonan
budi ke kofti kayfiyyati kayfiyyati. va chon-ke gofti: jowhar hast, chonan budi ke gofti:
Jjowhari jowhari.

T11: People who have no keen insight think that the concept “hasti” (existence) is
predicated equivocally (beshterak-e esm) of these ten categories, so that there would only
be a single name for all of them and that its meaning would not be univocal (yeki). This is
incorrect because if it were so, when we assert that the substance is (jowhar ast), it would
amount to saying, “The substance is a substance” (jowhari jowhari). In this case, the
substance’s existence would have no meaning other than substantiality (jowhari).
Likewise, the word ‘is’, when asserted of quality, would mean nothing other than
qualityness (kayfiyyati). Thus, if one asserts that the quality is (kayfiyyati hast), that
would be like asserting that the quality is a quality (kayfiyyati kayfiyyati), just as, when
they predicate that the substance is (jowhari ast), it would be equal to predicating that
that the substance is a substance (jowhari jowhari). %

Avicenna discusses the relationship of the term hasti (=wujiid) with ten categories (i.e.,
substance, quantity, quality). He holds that being is a univocal term, not an equivocal one as his

dialectical opponent has proposed. If it were equivocal when predicated of ten categories, it

57 Ibn Stna (Avicenna), Danishnama-’i ‘Ala’1, ed. Mo‘in, pp. 36-37

S ol O ina 56351 a0 S0 1y Sam e p 4aSilia i) sl SR Sam 03 (g e Jadl A4S 0l G S bl il 48 Jled e
e 5 A (S (e 5 <l a 5a> 4S (350 O ot 481 5 sa Le U ¢ 50 O 1A 3 ¢ ol Cana paai 0 5 ¢ 2
L;us.\SL;\sSASdJ}JUL\;‘mL;\.&\S L;\ASL;...LS)S\ 9 (535 CudS Ja lniea oV CudS 5 4S Cuad Glaned (53038 (5 )8 5>

GA s A 1 S AS (535 lin (it (58 px 1S S S

118



would have ten distinct senses.®® For instance, asserting that the substance is would have the
same meaning as asserting that the substance is a substance, that is, its essence. This would
amount to affirming the identity of existence and essence. Avicenna gives us as examples
“substance” and “quality”, the former of which represents a parallel with the Bahshamis who
often resort to it in their discussions of ahwal. To such extent, his statement, without
consideration of its broader context, could be seen as sort of a paraphrase of their view that the
self-identity of substance is distinct from its existence. Accordingly, he still keeps the self-
predicational structure of the concept of sifat al-dhdat, which is a unique way of expressing what
an entity essentially is, e.g., jowhari jowhari and kayfiyyati kayfiyyati. But Avicenna adopts,
reworks, and shapes anew and in particular ways the Bahshamite framework to match his
metaphysical system on the basis of Aristotle’s Categories. He refuses to accept hasti as one of
the ten categories. In this respect, his hasti is not equivalent of Aristotle’s ovcia. By linking

being with categories, he differs from Aristotle.®

His upcoming argument will precisely draw him closer to the Mu‘tazilite position. “The
sense of existence,” his argument continues, “is not intrinsic to these ten categories, nor is it to be
taken as their inner reality (mahiyyat). It is for this reason that one could not say that something
made humanity into a substance or blackness into a color, but one could say that it made them
into existents (mawyjiid kard).” Again, this passage would make better sense when read against

the backdrop of Bahshami debates over the dialectic between sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujid, the

8 For an analysis of the passage with regard to Aristotle’s Categories, See Parviz Morewedge, The Metaphysica of
Avicenna (ibn Sing); a critical translation-commentary and analysis of the fundamental arguments in Avicenna's
Metaphysica in the Danish nama-i 'ala'r (The book of scientific knowledge) (London ; New York : Routledge, 2016),
pp. 117-120 and Thomas Gaskill, “Tbn Sina's Ontology in his Danishnama ‘Ala’i,” (Ph. D. Dissertation, Vanderbilt
University, 1992), pp. 238-245

% Morewedg, The Metaphysica of Avicenna (ibn Sina), p. 118
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former of which they did not see as a product of God’s power. Therefore, they held creation as
conferral of existence upon nonexistent essences. Avicenna concludes his remarks saying,
“Therefore, each of these ten categories has an essence which does not proceed from an existing
entity. For example, four is four, or it is a number with the character that it exists...Existence
(inniyyat) is one thing, and essence (mahiyyat) is another. The existence of these [categories] is
distinguished from essence because existence is not an essential idea, and as such is an accidental
idea.”’® Bahsamis’ sifat al-dat is similarly actual at all times even when the qualified object is

nonexistent.

Another theme that echoes the Bahshamite perspective is the argument he puts forward
for the existence of God. He develops his proof as a dimension of essence-existence distinction.
The essential feature of his god is that he is one in his essence and does not become multiple.” In
order to show his pure oneness, he argues that his essence is identical with his existence.
Avicenna is famous for holding an ontological distinction between the existing being that is
necessary in virtue of itself (wajib al-wujiid bi-dhatihi) and the existing beings that are
contingent in virtue of themselves and that have a cause (al-mumkin al-wujid bi-dhatihi la-hu

‘illatun).” He thus associates wajib al-wujiid (the Necessary Existent) with the idea of having no

0 Ibn Stna (Avicenna), Danishnama- i ‘41a’i, ed. Mo‘in, p. 38: “Va-in ma ‘na-ye hasti mar in da maghule ra dhati
nist va mahiyyat nist. Va-az-in ghabl ra na-shayad goftan ke chizi mardom ra jowhar kard va siyahi ra lown kard,
Va shayad goftan ke mowjud kard”

"L Tbn Stna (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / Ilahiyyat (2), eds. Muhammad Y. Miisa, Sulayman Dunya and Sa‘id Zayed,
revised and introduced by Ibrahim Madkour (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-Shu’tin al-Matabi‘ al-Amiriyya, 1960),
344.3-4: na ‘ni bi- qawlina innahu wahdaniyyun al-dhat la- yatakaththaru annahu kadhalika fi dhatihi)

72 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / llahiyyat (2), eds. Miisa, Dunya and Zayed, p. 37.11

120



cause. Avicenna explains the meaning of this idea in reference to the watertight identity of

essence and existence in him. He writes:

T12: Danesh-Name-e ‘Ala’t, llahiyyat, ed. Mo‘in, pp.76-77: anche peyda vara mahiyyat
joz inniyyat ast na wajeb al-wojiid. Va- peyda shod east ke har che vara mahiyyat joz
inniyyat bud, inniyyat vard ma ‘na-ye ‘arazi bud, va- peyda shod east ke har che vara

ma ‘na-ye ‘erazi bud vara ‘ellat bud ya dhat-e an chiz ke vey ‘eraz andar vist ya chiz-e
digar”

Anything whose quiddity is other than existence is not the Necessary Existent. It has
become evident that existence is an accidental quality (ma‘na-ye ‘arazi) for them. It has
equally become clear that there is a cause for something that has an accidental quality..”"

This is a clear expression of the identity of essence and existence in the Necessary Existent. He is
not of a nature that entails either composition (Zl@hiyyat 8.4 345.6-346-8) or multiplicity
(Daneshnama, Section 21). Therefore, essence and existence are one and the same thing in him.
Everything else comes about through a cause because essence must be juxtaposed with existence
in them so as to exist. In llahiyyat 8.4, where he characterizes God’s existence by necessity,

Avicenna states, he “has no quiddity other than its being the necessary existent.”’*

Avicenna’s identity of essence and existence in God appears to be a vestige of the
Bahshamite unity of God’s sifat al-dhat (the attribute of the essence) and kawnuhu mawjiidan
(his existence). In the previous section, we focused more on the theory of ahwal=sifat with
regard to contingent beings, and we discussed that in Bahsham1 writings, ahwal are divided into
the two basic sets of attributes based on whether they are grounded in the agent’s power. Hence,

the formula that existence is an additional quality to the attribute of the essence. Bahshamites

73 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Danishnama- i ‘Ala’r, ed. Mo‘in, p. 76-77

4 Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / llahiyyat (2), eds. Miisa, Dunya and Zayed, pp. 346.11-12: «.. fa-la
mahiyyata li-wajib al-wujid ghayr annahu wajib al-wujiid, wa- hadhihi hiya al-inniyya.”
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apply the theory of ahwal to divine reality as well. God has two basic attributes: sifat al-dhat and
essential attributes (Category 2). They describe the eternal’s being eternal (kawnuhu gadiman) as
his most characteristic feature, that is, his sifat al-dhat. Their god is necessary of being in himself
(wajaba al-wujiid lahu min ghayr ‘illatin). Since he is not caused, his existence is grounded in
his identity (anna al-wujiid innama yarji ‘ ila dhatihi mata lam yahsul bi al-fa ‘il). They list four
essential attributes one of which is kawnuhu mawjidan (the attribute of existence). God is
existent by virtue of himself or the way it is itself (/i-dhatihi/li-ma huwa ‘alayhi fi dhatihi). They
thus argue that his being eternal is identical with his existence (kawnuhu gadiman huwa nafs al-
wujiid). As a result, whereas Bahshamite authors regard the existence of contingent beings as an
additional quality to their attribute of the essence, they take God’s existence as being identical

with his attribute of the essence.’®

In this section, I have sought to attract attention to the possible points of contact between
Avicenna and the Bahshamites. Avicenna’s distinction is remarkably parallel to the Bahshamite
distinction between sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujid. Notwithstanding their different contexts,
sifat al-dhat perfectly fits well with Avicennian definition of haqiqga as al-wujiid al-khass
(specific existence). They both designate the most characteristic feature of an entity, which
makes it be what it fundamentally is and renders it distinct from others. One fundamental
difference is that Avicenna appears to replace the theological sifa with wujiid of a more
ontological character, as he might wish to adapt his perspective to Aristotle’s ontology.

Additionally, when discussing the existential import of shay’ taken as the predicate in the

> See ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Sharh al-Usiil al-Khamsa, ed. ‘Uthman, p. 182.12-15; Idem, al-Muhit bi-al-Taklif, ed. ‘ Azmi,
p. 61; Idem, al-Mughni, ed.?, Vol. 4, 250-251; vol. 11, pp. 432-433; Abii Rashid, FT al-Tawhid [Ziyadat al-Sharh],
ed. Abu Rida (Cairo, 1969), 459-460; Frank, “Al-Ma‘dim wal-Mawjid,” pp. 197-198
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Mu‘tazilite ma ‘dim-shay’ formula, he stresses that the semantic scope of essence should be
limited to contingent beings to the exclusion of the impossible (al-ma ‘dim al-mutlag).”
However, his discussion of categories on the basis of essence-existence distinction seems to be
discontinuous with respect to Aristotle who did not treat “being” in relation to categories.

Furthermore, Avicenna’s assumption of the identity of divine essence and existence similarly has

a meaningful correlation with the Bahshamite union of sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujid in God.

Recent studies have maintained that 9"-10" century theological debates over shay’ and
mawjid provided a fundamental basis for Avicenna’s development of the distinction. Both
Jolivet and Wisnovsky attempted to make a conceptual analysis of Avicenna’s remarks with
special focus on al-Ash‘art’s doxographical notes. I agree with them that without taking into
consideration these debates, Avicenna’s perspective would not properly be understood. But
despite textual evidence, they overlooked the possible role of the Abii Hashim’s theory of ahwal
on his reconstruction of essence-existence distinction, which I have emphasized throughout. In
llahiyyat 1.5 34.11-14, he briefly speaks of the Mu‘tazilite concept of 4al as an ontological
category which is neither existent nor nonexistent. This is a crucial excerpt because it evidently
shows his awareness of Mu‘tazilite discussions of later period introduced by Bahshamites.””As
first Ash‘art scholars (al-Bagqillant and Ibn Furak) have testified, the theory was widely in
circulation among 10™ century theologians. Th earliest Mu‘tazilite works that intensely
elaborated upon the topic were penned by such 10®-11%" century Bahshamites as Qadi ‘Abd al-

Jabbar al-Hamadant (d. 1025), Abt Rashid al-Nisabiri (d. 1068), and Ibn Mattawayh (d. 1076).

76 See Ibn Stna (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / llahiyyat (1), eds. Anawatt and S. Zayid, p. 32.12-33.18

" Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Kitab al-Shifa / llahiyyat (1), eds. Anawati and S. Zayid, p. 34.11-14
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As Frank has asserted, ‘Abd al-Jabbar already completed his magnum opus al-Mughni when
Avicenna was ten years old. There is no information that either he or his disciple Abii Rashid
reports that they disagree with their master Abii Hashim about any theological issues.’
Regarding our topic, I also found Ibn Mattawayh’s perspective consistent with their remarks.
Well then, an examination of the potential link between Avicenna and Bahshamis in light of these
works would not bring us face to face with an issue of anachronism. Even a panoramic
engagement with these works might tempt one to conclude that Bahshami debates on the
dialectic of sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujid, as well as the Ash‘aris’ polemical reactions to the
ontological status of sifat al-dhat, are an obvious context for us to expound on Avicenna’s
essence-existence distinction. Finally, Fragment T9 where al-Juwayni present his position on the
identity of sifat al-dhat with sifat al-wujid is an important testimony for a period in which
essence-existence distinction began to spread among intellectuals. In their new publication,
Adamson and Benevich view his conflict with the Basran Mu‘tazilites as “another dispute that
had been waged in the kalam tradition.”’® They imply that post-classical theologians’ treatment
of essence-existence distinction alongside the theory of ahwal is anachronistic. As I have

suggested throughout this chapter, we have essence-existence distinction in debates on the theory

of ahwal in some nascent form.

2.5. Conclusion to the chapter

78 Frank, “Al-Ma‘diim wal-Mawjad, p. 188

79 peter Adamson and Fedor Benevich, The Heirs of Avicenna: Philosophy in the Islamic East, 12-13th Centuries
(Leiden: Boston: Brill, 2023), pp. 68-69
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In this chapter, I primarily sought to explore the long-standing debates between Basran
Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites over the dialectic between sifat al-dhat (the attribute of the essence)
and sifat al-wujid (the attribute of existence). According to early Mu‘tazilites, since an entity is
eternally known to God, its intelligible being suggests that it has an essential reality in eternity.
As an expression of this reality, late 9" century Mu‘tazilites in Basra brought up the linguistic
concept of shay’, which Abu ‘Al al-Jubba’1 defines as anything that can be informed about and
predicated of (kull ma amkanakum an yadkurithu wa- yakbiri ‘anhu). They thus held it to be a
broader ontological category subsuming not only what is but also what is not. Abii Hashim’s
theory of ahwal marks a key turning point in Islamic theology after which the dialectic between
sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujiid began to disseminate, which I have explored in some detail in the
first two sections. The Bahshamites laid the foundation for the intelligibility of nonexistent
objects through reference to the notion of sifat al-dhdat. Put into words through use of self-
predicational structures (e.g., S is S), sifat al-dhat designates the most specific feature (akhass
awsafihi) of entities which makes them what they essentially are and render them distinct from
others. They thus interpreted creation as bestowal of existence upon nonexistent essences, thus
regarding existence or originated existence (wujiduhu/hudiithuhu) as an additional quality to its
self-identity (kawnuhu jawharan; if you wish, its essence). Contrary to them, the Ash‘arites,
since they refused to assert any positive qualification of the nonexistent, established a relation of
identity between existence (kawn/wujiid/) and essence (sifat al-dhat). All they did is pour out
beings and their sifat al-nafs/dhat out of the eternal realm and bring them to the post-creation
sphere where they belong to. As it becomes clear from his remarks in Z/@hiyyat 1.5 and
Danishnama-i ‘Ala’r, Avicenna engages in all these discussions. But, as Jolivet has rightly stated,

“Certes elle en transpose le contenu dans le registre particulier a la philosophie, elle 1’associe a la
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pensée d’ Aristote, et méme réduite a ses theses principales elle ne recouvre exactement aucune

des doctrines qu’on a vues ; mais elle en est tributaire jusque dans le détail du vocabulaire, de la

problématique, et des analyses.”®°

8 Jolivet, “Aux origines de l'ontologie d'Ibn Sina,” p. 17-24
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CHAPTER 3: The concept of nonbeing in the 9-11%" centuries: Debates
over whether self-predication indicates essence or existence

3.1. Introduction
3.2. Discussions of the Arabic copula in modern studies

3.3. The function of kawn (to be) in self-predicational sentences: The dialectic
between essence and existence

3.4. Conclusion to the chapter

3.1. Introduction

According to al-Ash‘art’s (d. 936) Magalat al-Islamiyyin, an indispensable doxographical source
for the doctrines of the 9 century Abbasid Mutakallimiin, one of the issues about the notion of
nonbeing that sparked the debates among the 9" century Muslim theologians, especially between
the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites, is whether the (eternal) a parte ante identification of entities into
entities proved to true or false. His report has been confirmed by a great deal of doxographical
and theological works. How should one handle those perplexing statements—such as “Substance
is substance even in the state of nonexistence (al-jawhar jawharun fi I- ‘adam),—where
substance is predicated essentially of itself? The phenomenon we face here is predicating a
subject of itself in the logical form of S is S. Are these self-predicational statements to be seen as
involving some sort of category error or misidentification? Or should we not attribute any
significant meaning to these statements? In fact, modern scholars have not attached any

importance to these self-predicational sentences. There is no doubt that these sentences cannot be
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easily disregarded as mere lapsus linguae on the part of numerous writers! because they reflect
the way the Basran Mu‘tazilites express the doctrine of sifat al-dhdt (the attribute of the

essence).?

A brief summary of the controversy over the doctrine will suffice here. With regard to the
problem of divine attributes, Abu ‘Alt al-Jubba’1 (d. 915), following al-Nazzam (d.845), argues
that asserting that God is eternal (4/lah gadim) designates the reality of God by virtue of itself
(li-nafsihi). He applies the same locution “/i-nafsihi” to contingent beings in maintaining that the
substance is substance by virtue of itself. This statement likewise expresses what the substance
essentially is (or if you wish, its essence). Abii ‘Al further adopted and reworked the doctrine to
elucidate the knowledgeability of nonexistents by God. Our sources attribute the same
formulation not only to Abt ‘Al1 but also to some Baghdadi Mu‘tazilites (ga 'iliin min al-
baghdadiyyin) whose names he left unmentioned.® Abi@i ‘Ali’s son Abii Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d.
933) embraced the idea of sifat al-dhat to match his theory of ahwal (states). This attribute

would then indicate an ontological category that is neither existent nor nonexistent. Abli Hashim,

! See Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Helmut Ritter (Istanbul, 1929-30), pp. 158,1-163,8; 518,12-518,15;
Abl Mansiir ‘Abd al-Qahir b. Tahir al-Baghdadi, al-Farq bayn al-firag, ed. Muhammad Badr (Misr [Egypt]:
Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, 1328 [1910]), pp. 106; 157-159; Abt Rashid al-Nisaburi, Masa il al-khilaf bayn al-basriyyin
wa l-baghdadiyyin, ed. Ma‘n Ziyada and Ridwan al-Sayyid (Beirut: Ma‘had al-anma’ al-‘arabi, 1979), pp. 37-47;
Muhammad al-Hasan ibn Ahmad Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira fr azkam al-jawahir wa-al-a ‘rad, ed. Daniel Gimaret,
2 vols. (Cairo: Institut Francais d’ Archéologie Orientale, 2009), Vol.1, pp. 13-14; 21-22; 24; Abu al-Fath Ibn ‘Abd
al-Karim al-Shahrastani, Kitab al-milal wa al-nikal: Book of religious and philosophical sects, ed. William Cureton
(Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1923), v.1, p. 53; Diya’ al-Din al-Makki, Walid Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Nihayat al-
maram fi dirayat al-kalam, ed. A. Shihadeh (Tehran : Freie Universitit Berlin and Mirath-i Maktab, 2013), p. 13-14
(Fol. a7-b7); Idem., Nihayat al-maram fi dirayat al-kalam, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Muhammad ‘Alf (Beirut: Dar al-kutub
al-‘ilmiyya, 2017), p. 23; ‘Aliibn Abi ‘Alt Sayf al-Din al-Amidi, Kashf al-tamwihat fi sharh al-Razt ‘ald al-isharat
wa |-tanbihat lil-ra’ts Ibn Sina, ed. Ahmad Farid al-Mazidi (Bayrtt : Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyah, 2013), p. 58-59

2 | will discuss the theological-ontological dimensions of these sentences in Chapter 3. In this chapter, | will only
briefly refer to them when the occasion arises.

3 See Al-Ash‘arl, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, pp. 158,1-163,8; 518,12-518,15
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since he argues that sifat al-dhat is unconditioned by anything else and only grounded in the
qualified object, propose that it becomes actual even in the state of nonexistence. In sum, sifat al-
dhat, according to Abu ‘Ali, Abti Hashim and their followers, describes what an entity
fundamentally is and distinguishes it from other objects. Unlike them, Ash‘arites and Baghdadian
Mu‘tazilites, since they refuse to assert any positive qualification of the nonexistent, disprove of
the idea of sifat al-dhat. For, they asserted that this would designate its exclusion from the
boundaries of God’s autonomous power and therefore they viewed its actuality in nonexistence
as incompatible with the unity of God. They rather allowed for the idea of sifat al-dhat only on

condition that an entity exists.

In this chapter, I argue that these two opposing camps adjust the conventional Arabic
language to match their vantage point into which they have been assimilated, to the point that
one and the same syntactical structure where the subject and predicate are exactly alike means
two very different things depending on their theological positions. Basran Mu‘tazilites construe
the self-identity of things (kawnuhu jawharan) as an assertion of some sort of essence. On the
other hand, Ash‘arites and some Mu‘tazilites interpret the same phenomenon as an assertion of
existence, for which reason they regard these so-called predications as false (fasida). 1
accordingly suggest that these syntactic structures can be analyzed on the basis of the two major
senses of the copula “to be” (e.g., kana, inna, huwa)—(1) copulative/predicative/identity and (2)
existential. Indeed, 9th century scholars very rarely learned languages other than their mother

tongue.* By contrast, it is our privilege to live in a multilinguistic setting which gives us more

4 Sylvain Auroux [et al.], History of the language sciences : an international handbook on the evolution of the study
of language from the beginnings to the present. Volume 1 = Geschichte der Sprachwissenschaften : ein
internationales Handbuch zur Entwicklung der Sprachforschung von den Anféingen bis zur Gegenwart. 1. Teilband
= Histoire des sciences du langage : manuel international sur I'évolution de I'étude du langage des origines ¢ nos
jours. Tome 1 (Berlin ; New York : Walter de Gruyter, 2000), p. 300.
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benefits and puts us in a more advantageous position than these scholars, thereby enabling us to
better recognize the obscurity of their expressions. For this purpose, I will depend on al-Ash‘ar1’s
doxographical work Magalat, Ibn al-Furak’s (d. 1015) and Mujarrad Maqgalat al-Ash ‘ari, and
ibn Mattawayh’s (d. 1076) al-Tadhkira fi Ahkam al-Jawahir wa al-A ‘rad, 1 will also revisit
Avicenna’s Daneshname-i ‘Ald’7 in order to show how this linguistic structure conforms to his

essence-existence distinction.

3.2. Discussions of the Arabic copula in modern studies

As will be shown below, Mutakallimtin’s conflicting approaches to sifat al-dhat expressed in the
form of the S is S are marked by their differing interpretations of the copulative verb kawn (to be)
either as indicating identity/essence or existence. This observation drives us to analyze the
linguistic phenomenon of the copula in the Arabic language. The Arabic copula does not have a
long history in modern scholarship. In the field of Indo-European studies, however, many
important research works have appeared throughout the 19'"-20™" centuries, which attempted to
do an analysis of ‘to be’.> I will specifically content myself here with providing a very rough
sketch of issues and challenges, through which we could be reminded of the logico-grammatical

dimensions of self-predicational sentences with respect to the nonexistent. | believe that this

S For a very general overview of discussions over the verb ‘to be’, see, e.g., Richard S. Bluck, Plato's Sophist: A
Commentary, edited with extensive introduction by Gordon C. Neal (Manchester [Eng.] : University Press, 1975),
pp. 9-21; Leila Haaparanta, Frege’s Doctrine of Being (Helsinki: Societas Philosophica Fennica: distributed
Akateeminen Klirjakauppa, 1985), pp. 47-53; Blake E. Hestir, Plato on the metaphysical foundation of meaning and
truth (Cambridge, United Kingdom : Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 136-139; Mary Louise Gill,
Philosophos: Plato’s Missing Dialogue (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 173-176; Barbara Cassin,
“ESTI [éot1], EINAI [eivou],” Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, ed. Barbara Cassin, trans. ed.
Emily Apter, Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), pp. 312-313
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outline will also enable us to position debates about the Arabic copula in the wider context of
historical-comparative linguistic studies on ‘to be’. Especially classic studies on einai (‘to be’)
are of great importance to us on account of the influence the Greek language exerted on the
development of the Arabic copula after numerous Greek works were translated into Arabic in the

8h-10™ centuries.

Today, it is generally accepted that there is a punctilious distinction between the complete
use of “is,” in which no complement is needed (“S is”; cf. Ar. kana ishagq), and its incomplete
use, which requires an addition of any complement to be completed (“S is P”; cf. Ar. kana
ishaqu kariman).® In the first half of the 20" century classicists exclusively subscribed to what
Kahn refers to as “the traditional theory,” proposing that early ancient philosophers distinguish
the two major senses of einai: 1-) “predication or copula” (under which linguists usually
subsume the sense of “identity”), and 2-) “existence. They concede that a syntactic distinction
between the complete and incomplete uses of “is” entails a semantic distinction. Therefore, they
maintain that in its complete use (i.e., S esti) “is” could perhaps be rendered into English as
“exists” (existential), or “is true/is the case/is a fact that...” (veridical)—a usage that comes up
specifically when the statement takes a sentence or state of affairs as its syntactic subject,
whereas its incomplete use (e.g., S esti P) plays a variety of roles like [1] predicative/copulative
(“is such and such”), [2] identity (“is the same as”), and [3] locative/paralocative (“is

99, <6

somewhere”; “is in a state™).’

®But Kahn finds this terminological distinction misleading. He takes both Plato and Aristotle as holding that “to be is
always to be something or other.” Charles H. Kahn, Plato and the Post-Socratic Dialogue: The Return to the
Philosophy of Nature (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p.96

7 Charles H. Kahn, “The Greek Verb ‘To Be’ and the Concept of Being,” Foundations of Language 2:3 (1966):245-
265, at p. 247
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John Stuart Mill (1843) was the first author to gain fame for distinguishing the “is” of
predication from the “is” of existence, He argued that the metaphysics of being overlooked the
double meaning of the verb.® Possibly influenced by Mill’s ideas, Frege (1892) and Russell
(1903) reformulated the distinction between the different senses of “is”, a formulation that will
later win renown under the name of the Frege-Russell ambiguity thesis.® According to this thesis,
verbs for being are ambiguous between predication, existence, identity, and subsumption (class-

inclusion).®

The application of the Frege-Russell ambiguity to ancient Greek philosophers stirred
controversy among 20" century scholars. In order to reject the ambiguity thesis, these scholars
referred to the famous rule by Gottfried Hermann (1801) that drew a distinction between the two
senses of estin: 1-) the one is copulative expressed through an enclitic accent as in €éoti and 2-)

the other existential expressed through the orthodone accent as in 611! They buttressed their

8 John Stuart Mill, A system of logic, ratiocinative and inductive : being a connected view of the principles of
evidence and the methods of scientific investigation (London ; New York : Longmans, Green, 1930), p. 50

% See, e.g., Gottlob Frege, “Uber Begriff und Gegenstand,” Vierteljahresschrift fiir wissenschaftliche Philosophie 16
(1892): 192-205, at 193-194. Frege’s presentation of the ambiguity thesis on the meanings of “is” is not systematic;
he rather treats it here and there throughout his writings (especially, his two articles ‘Dialog mit Piinger {iber
Existenz’ and ‘Uber Begriff und Gegenstand’, and Die Grundlagen der Aritmetik). Also, he engages in the problem
by dealing with the difference between predication, on the one hand, and existence, identity, and class-inclusion, on
the other. see Haaparanta, Frege’s Doctrine of Being, p. 54. Bernard Russell, The principles of Mathematics
(Cambridge, University press, 1903), p. 64 n. }.

10 The “is” of identity is put into expression by the identity mark a=b, the is of predication by P(x) (P is a predicate
on x), the is of existence by the existential quantifier 3 x: P(x) (meaning there is at least one x such that P (x) is
true), and the is of subsumption by a general conditional of the form (V x) (x € S D x ¢ P). Jaakko Hintikka, “On the
Different Identities of Identity: A historical and Critical Essay,” in Language, Meaning, Interpretation, ed. Guttorm
Flgistad (Dordrecht ; London : Kluwer Academic, 2004), p. 117 (117-139); Idem., “Existence and Predication from
Aristotle to Frege,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 73:2 (2006): 359-377, at p. 360; Also, see
Haaparanta, Frege’s Doctrine of Being, p. 52

1 Gottfried Hermann, De emendanda ratione Graecae grammaticae. Pars 1. (Lipsiae : Apud Gerhardum
Fleischerum, 1801), p. 84-85; Hintikka (1999), in various places, offers an explanation for the source of the
ambiguity theory with reference to the Hermann rule. See Jaakko Hintikka, “On Aristotle’s Notion of Existence,”
The Review of Metaphysics 52:4 (1999): 779-805, at p. 784
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position through a close reading of selected passages in the Sophist (i.e., 156a3-256b5 and
256¢4-256d10). They finally concluded that ancient philosophers like Parmenides and Plato were
indeed aware of the distinction between the predicative sense of einai and its identity sense.? In
the sixties and seventies, Michael Frede (1967) and G.E.L. Owen (1971) went in a different
direction. Their findings suggested that neither Plato nor Aristotle marked off the different senses
of einai from one another. The application of the distinction claim to ancient writers suffers from
anachronistic use of sources. Instead of distinguishing the Bedeutungen of einai (namely,
predication and identity), ancient authors would isolate the basic copulative sense (cf., Owen’s

“elliptical copula”) that could mean different things in different syntactic settings.'®

Doubtless a more thorough and comprehensive analysis of the problem has been

conducted by Charles Kahn. By endorsing both Brown’s discovery that “to be is always to be

12 Cornford (1936) in part accepts the distinction between the meanings of estin (i.e., existential and identical),
however, without mentioning the terminology of copula. See Francis M. Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge: the
Theaetetus and the Sophist of Plato (Indianapolis, IN: Library of Liberal Arts, 1957), p. 296; After refuting
Cornford’s claim to Plato’s ignorance of the copula, Ackrill (1957) reads Plato’s Sophist as distinguishing three
senses of the verb einai: (1) the copula (metechei), the identity-sign (metechei tautou), and the existential £otwv
(metechei tou ontos). See J. L. Ackrill, “Plato and the Copula: Sophist 251-259,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies
77:1 (1957): 1-6, at p. 6; In the same line of thought with him, A.E. Taylor (1961) also claims that Plato ‘has
definitely distinguished the “is” of the copula from the “is” which asserts actual existence and ...has discriminated
the existential sense of “is” from the sense in which “is” means “is the same as”, “is identical with.” A.E. Taylor,
The Sophist and the Stateman (Translation and Introduction), ed. Raymond Klibansky and Elizabeth Anscombe
(London, New York, T. Nelson, 1961), pp. 81-82; Pursuing the footsteps of Ackrill, Runciman (1962) also debates
that “...Plato, in exposing the ambiguity, is distinguishing between two different senses of eivan [attribution and
identity], not between senses of Tavtov.” See W. G. Runciman, Plato’s Later Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1962), p. 89; Agreeing with Ackrill, Vlastos (1973) admits that the distinction has been identified
in Plato’s Sophist, but rejects his contention that Plato managed to mark off the existential ‘is’ from the other two
uses. See Gregory Vlastos, Platonic Studies (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 288 n. 44; Job
van Eck, “Plato’s Logical Insights: On Sophist 254d-257a,” Ancient Philosophy 20 (2000):53-79, at pp. 71-74; 1. M.
Crombie (1962) holds that Plato makes a clear distinction between predication and identity, further crediting him
with an awareness of the existential sense of “is”. See I. M. Crombie, An examination of Plato's doctrines 2 vols
(Bristol : Thoemmes, 2002), Vol. 2; pp. 498-499 and 509-510.

13 Michael Frede, Prdidikation und Existenzaussage: Platons Gebrauch von “...ist... und ‘....ist nicht...  im
Sophistes (Gottingen, Vandenhoeck u. Ruprecht, 1967), pp. 31, 71-72; also Idem., “Plato’s Sophist on false
statements,” in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), p. 402; G.E.L. Owen, “Plato on Not-Being,” in G. E. L. Owen, Logic, science, and dialectic: collected
papers in Greek Philosophy, ed. Martha Nassbaum (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 129-130
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something” as well as the transformational grammar of Zellig Harris, he has made criticism of
any distinction between the copulative and the absolute (existential) construction.* Kahn wrote,
“...the copula use is implicitly existential, and that most if not all existential uses of einai are
potentially predicative.” This being the case, his argument continues, there is only one concept
of Being (expressed by einai, ousia, and on) that ancient philosophers used to hold. No matter
how the proposition is syntactically constructed (complete or incomplete), the concept will
embrace the meanings of predication, identity, existence, truth, and maybe more, thereby all
forming a remarkably unified philosophical system of Being, a conceptual network of mutually

dependent notions clustering specifically around the concept of predication.®

Contemporary linguistic philosophy that took place concerning the Arabic rabita

(syntactic link between subject and predicate) could not remain indifferent to challenges and

14 Brown (1986), 69, concludes: “...the complete and incomplete uses are related as follows: X is (complete use)
entails X is something and X is F entails X is.” See Lesley Brown, “Being in the Sophist: A Syntactical Enquiry,”
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 4 (1986): 49-70. He exploits the formula that “to be is always to be something
or other,” which Owen (1965) has already discovered before him in the writings of Plato and Aristotle. See G.E.L.
Owen, “Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology,” in Logic, Science, and Dialectic: Collected Papers in Greek
Philosophy, ed. Martha Nussbaim (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986), pp.259-278. Kahn also takes this
formula as one of the strongest evidences for his view on the priority of the predicative/copula use of estin.

15 Kahn (2004), 382-3, proposes the following objections to the dichotomy between the copulative and existential
uses of “is”: (1) there are important uses of einai that are neither, such as the veridical; (2) There are other uses that
are both, such as existential-locative; (3) the distinction itself is problematic, since the copula use is defined
syntactically while existence is a matter of the lexical meaning of einai (the proto-Indo-European verbal root *es-,
meaning “exists,” recurrently put forward as evidence for the prehistoric origin of the copula verb einai). In
discussions of whether the copulative or existential use is primitive, he (2009), 2, obviously argues for the former
(though not in the sense of a chronological priority, but only on the basis of a transformational analysis of
sentences), further stating that existence could not be justified as a theme of central importance in ancient Greek
philosophy, but rather it is the notions of predication and truth that are dominantly employed in ontological
speculations from Parmenides to Aristotle. Kahn (2004), 402-3, concludes his argument saying: “Thus it is this
twofold structure of predication, both syntactic and semantic, that provides conceptual unity for the system of
sentence forms with einai that expresses not only the basic subject-predicate connection in copula sentences, but also
the semantic notions of existence for the subject, truth for the sentential content, and occurrence or instantiation for
predicates.” For a synopsis of his whole argument, see, e.g., Charles H. Kahn, “A Return to the Theory of

the Verb be and the Concept of Being,” Ancient Philosophy, 24 (2004): 381-405; Idem., Plato and the post-Socratic
dialogue: the return to the philosophy of nature (Cambridge ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 2013), 95-
98. A more detailed analysis of his argumentation can also be found in his Essays on Being (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009) and The Verb “Be” in Ancient Greek (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003 [1973]).

135



issues, which have long been raised by Western linguists and classicists. Indeed, a special
concentration on the predication-existence dichotomy also appears prevalent among scholars
working in Arabic studies. When it comes to the Arabic language, one most noticeable fact is
that it does not conventionally have a copula, which would serve to overtly mark the link
between the subject and the predicate and thereby express semantic functions like equality,
existence, identity, predication, copulation, veridicality, etc., a doctrine which, as Mates has

stated, “has a long history and by now received in many quarters as philosophical gospel.”®

Soheil Afnan (1964) was the first scholar to introduce the absence of the copula in
Semitic languages as a fundamental problem. He proposed that for this reason, they are unable to
express the thought adequately.”*’ It is explicitly plain to us what he meant, namely that if a
language has no linking verb like “to be” that would indicate one or more semantic functions, the
main problem facing us here is that that language could not, so to speak, perform these functions.
As far as the linguistic structure of Arabic is concerned, the problem would be but the
steppingstone to another problem: namely that there is a number of to-be-type words to be
assigned to these different functions, which, for instance, could be performed in Attic Greek by a
single word. For example, copulation or predication is expressed either by a set of words—Iike
inna, kana, and huwa, or by a grammatical construction of the nominal sentence in form the S
[is] P, whereas existence (which is other than Being as an expression of the relationship of a

predicate to the simple subject), is by the words (i.e., mawyjid, yijadu) derived from the root w j

18 Benson Mates, “Identity and Predication in Plato,” Phronesis 24 (1979): 211-29, at p. 217.

17 Soheil Afnan, Philosophical Terminology in Arabic and Persian (Leiden: Brill, 1964), p. 29-30
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d. This problem is what Angus Graham (1965) calls t the sharp separation between the

copulative and existential functions.

In fact, the claims of Afnan and Graham were not much welcomed among writers like
Shehadi, one of the leading scholars in Islamic studies penning works specifically on the relation
between the Arabic language and ontology. In an article where he examines the Arabic copula
with respect to the concept of being, he challenges both the assertion of Afnan (the Arabic
language’s failure to express the explicit sense of Being as distinct from existence on the grounds
that it lacks a syntactic copula) and that of Graham (a sharp distinction between predicative and
existential functions and Arabic’s lack of a multifunctioning to-be-type device). Shehadi argues
that from the fact that Arabic has no single privileged copula as do the Indo-European languages,
it does not follow that it does not, indeed, possess any word, which would in some way or
another perform linguistic functions whether syntactical (copulative) or semantical (i.e.,
existential, veridical, instantiation). Thus, his argument continues, the task of performing all
these functions could in fact be carried out in Arabic by a number of words (sc., kana, inna,
mawjid, huwa), though not by a single and privileged to-be-type device as has been true of other
languages. This is the first linguistic feature of Arabic that Shehadi calls “the nonsingularity of to

be.”1?

Against Graham, Shehadi further puts forward: “...each of the to-be type words can

perform (or was made to perform) both the predicative and the existential functions. Therefore,

18 A. C. Graham, ““Being’ in Linguistics and Philosophy: A Preliminary Inquiry,” Foundations of
Language 1.3 (1965): 223-231, at p. 223.

1% Fadlou A. Shehadi, “Arabic and the Concept of Being,” in Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, ed. George
F. Hourani (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975), p. 151
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the sharp separation thesis cannot mean that in Arabic it would be impossible to indicate both
functions by the same term.”?° Such is the case for huwiyya (lit. “he-ness,” derived from the
copula huwa) and al-mawjiid (“existent,” derived from the root w j d). In his translation of
Metaphysics 1017a7-22, where Aristotle is assumed to have discussed a number of the uses of
einai,?! Ishaq ibn Hunayn (d. 873) prefers huwiyya as equivalent of To dv possibly to designate
the copulative-essence side of the notion (to be something). On the other hand, Averroes (1bn
Rushd), in his commentary on Metaphysics, puts the term mawjiid in apposition to huwiyya as a
synonym for it, thus indicating the existential side of the notion (to be simpliciter).??The same
artificiality, mawjiid (existent), in a tripartite sentence where the normal predicate is placed in an
accusative of respect, has been taken by al-Farabi (d. 950) as the equivalent for the Greek term
estin so as to indicate primarily the relation of identity between subject and predicate (a hyparctic

copula) and only implicitly an existential aspect of predication.?

20 Shehadi, “Arabic and the Concept of Being,” p. 154

21 See Alexander of Aphrodisias, On Aristotle’s Metaphysics 5, trans. with annotations William E. Dooley (lthaca,
NY : Cornell University Press, 1994), pp. 43 and 143, ff. 147. For a modern interpretation of the passage, see, for
example, Kahn, “The Greek Verb 'To Be' and the Concept of Being,” pp. 248-249 and Christopher Kirwan,
Aristotle's Metaphysics, Books Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon, trans. with notes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p.
140-1.

22 Averroes (Ibn Rushd), Tafsir ma ba ‘d at-tabi ‘at, ed. Maurice Bouyges, 4 volumes (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique,
1938—1952), p. 552-553.

2 In a context where he argues that already in both al-Farabi and Avicenna tripartite statements (i.e., A is B)
designate as a truth condition an existence claim for the subject, Allan T. Bick (1987), 356, says:  ...so every
subject of a proposition is existent either in individuals or in the intellect.” This view too may be implicit in al-
Farabi's work.” For a brief analysis of al-Farabi and Avicenna’s account of the copula with a perspective on logical
foundations of the Aristotle’s aspect theory of predication in Arabic philosophy, see Allan T. Back, “Avicenna on
Existence,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 25:3 (1987):351-367; What further struck us here in al-Farabi is
that throughout his writings (e.g., Hurif 111.11 and 113.6) he erroneously takes £€otwv as a noun (kalima) without
time reference. It is highly likely that he considered estin and &v/6v as meaning the same thing. Zimmermann
(1981), p. 38, n. 4, explains the possible reason for his mistaken view, saying: “...it is possible that he had found out
that the Greek word translated by mawyjid at various places in the corpus Aristotelicum and the De Int. was £otwv.”
For further information about al-Farabi’s viewpoint on the copula, see F.W. Zimmermann, al-Farabi’s Commentary
and Short Treatise on Aristotle’s De Interpretatione (London : Published for the British Academy by Oxford
University Press, 1981), pp. xliv-xlv (n.1); Ix (n. 1); 98-99; For al-Farabi’s emphasis on the role of a timeless
connector that certain words (i.e., huwa, mawjid, and yijad) play in expressing the copulative-predicative function
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What is obvious here is that Ishaq ibn Hunayn, al-Farabi, and Averroes follow the
protocol so well expressed by one of the main characters, Humpty Dumpty, in Lewis Carroll’s
novel Through the Looking Glass: “When | use a word,... it means just what I choose it to
mean—neither more nor less...The question is which is to be master—that’s all.”?* Each
language has its own distinctive system; even to some extent, the structure of a language
determines the way its speakers express the patterns of thought. As it has been understood from
Humpty Dumpty’s assertion, it is an undeniable truth that thinkers often force natural language
to fit into their conceptual framework. I think such is the case with the heated controversy we
encounter between the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites over self-predicational sentences, e.g., “the
substance is a substance in nonexistence.” It is for this reason that linguistic and somewhat
logical though it might be, the problem of self-predication, with respect to the nonexistent, is

essentially theological.

3.3. The function of kawn (to be) in self-predicational sentences: The dialectic

between essence and existence

As we have very briefly mentioned above, Muslim theologians branched off into two groups

with regard to how to read self-predicational statements, e.g., “The substance is a substance in

of einali, see also Shukri B. Abed, Aristotelian Logic and the Arabic Language in Alfarabr (Albany, N.Y. : State
University of New York Press, 1991), p. 136-141; For the relevant Arabic passages, see Al-Farabi, Shark al-farabr
li-kitab Aristatalis fi I- ibara, ed. W. Kutsch and S. Marrow in Alfarabi's commentary on Aristotle's Peri hermeneias
(De interpretatione) (Beirut: al-matba‘ah al-kathilikiyya, 1960), p. 103,3-23.

24 Lewis Carroll, The Annotated Alice: The Definitive Edition: “Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland” and “Through
the Looking-Glass,” ed. Martin Gardner (New York: Norton, 2000), p. 213; Lenn E. Goodman, Avicenna (London ;
New York : Routledge, 1992), p. 107
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nonexistence” (al-jawhar jawharun fi ‘al-adam). The Basran Mu‘tazilite school, which was
represented by Abii ‘Alt al-Jubba’1 (d. 915) and his son Abt Hashim ibn al-Jubba’1 (d. 933),
holds the claim that the ante-creationem (eternal) equation between the same subject and
predicate would designate a thing’s essential reality (or if you wish, its essence). Unlike the first
group, some Mu‘tazilites, i1.e., Abii I-Husayn al-Saliht (d. 890), as well as Ash‘arite theologians,
view this equation as designating an existence claim for the qualified subject. By providing a
close reading of the five select fragments that are of importance to my argument, [ will explore
how these two groups of theologians show some awareness of the copula by reflecting it in their
informed elaborations of the problem of nonexistence. Or at least, I hope that a consideration of

discussions of the copula will enable us to better understand their theological position.

10"-11™ century Bahshamite writers report that Abii ‘Alf al-Jubba’1 is a prominent
proponent of the idea of sifat al-dhat.>® In a quote, al-Ash‘arf strangely attributes an opinion to
him and writes that he rejects the statement that entities are per se entities before creation. Since
we are not supplied with the broader setting of this quote, it is hard to draw from it any precise
conclusion with regard to Abii ‘AlT’s perspective. This misrepresentation might also be due to a
scribal error. As will be seen below, this opinion in fact looks similar to that of al-Ash‘ar1. For
this reason, I will call the author of this opinion pseudo-Abt Ali. Al-Ash‘arT quotes him as

stating:

T1: Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Helmut, p. 162.5-162.7: Wa-Kana yunkiru
qawla man qala al-ashya’ ashya’ qabla kawniha wa- yaqiilu hadhihi ‘ibaratun fasidatun
li-anna kawnahd huwa wujiiduhda laysa ghayraha. Fa-idha qala al-qa’ilu al-ashya’
ashya’qabla kawniha fa-ka’annahu qala ahsya’ qabla anfusiha

%See Abd al-Jabbar b. Ahmad, Shark al-Usil al-Khamsa, ed. ‘Abd al-Karim ‘Uthman (Cairo: Maktaba Wahba,
1965), p. 199; Abu Rashid, Masa il al-Khilaf, ed. Ziyada and al-Sayyid, pp. 37-47
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“He would refuse to admit the statement of someone who says, “Entities are per se
entities even before their existence.” He would rather say, “This is a false statement
because their Being (kawn) is identical with their existence (wujiid) and is nothing other
than themselves. Predicating that entities are entities before their existence is like
asserting that they are/exist before themselves.”

Pseudo-Abt ‘Al refuses to accept that things are per se things before they come into existence
(gabla kawniha).?® This is a false statement (fasidalkhata’), says he, because their Being
(kawn)?" is identical to their existence (wujiid) and is nothing other than themselves (li-anna
kawnahd huwa wujiiduhd laysa ghayraha).?® In order for any premise stated in the form of the S
is S (i.e., entities are entities) to be true, it is required that its subject actually exist in re.
Assuming this to be the case, if the condition of an actual existence is not met, the
aforementioned premise that predicates things of themselves would be false. Moreover, the self-
identical premise in question, his argument continues, would come to signify that entities are
entities before themselves (ashya’ qabla anfusiha), leading into a sort of the absurdity of an

existence before existence.

Pseudo-Abii Ali’s statement kawnaha huwa wujiiduha laysa ghayraha® makes use of the
double meaning of the word kawn. In the phrase kawnaha huwa wujiiduha, he first combines two
ontological levels: essence and existence. Kawnaha is precisely an abbreviated form of kawna

al-ashya’ ashya’, which is in turn a periphrastic reformulation of the sentence al-ashya’ ashya’,

% 1dem., Magalat, 162, 5-162,7; 522,8-522,10.

27 From now on, “Being” in order to refer to the self-predicational basis of the statement. This indeed designates the
essential side of kawn.

28 |dem., Magalat, 522,8-522,10 reads “li-anna kawnaha huwa hiya“

29 «__their being is the same as their existence and is nothing other than themselves.”
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thereby alluding to the essential side of kawn.*° The phrase would then amount to asserting a
relationship of identity between kawn (Being) and wujiid (existence). But this is so only on
condition that things exist in re. In cases where the condition of existence has not been met, the
self-predicational sentence al-ashya’ ashya’ would rather mean that entities ab aeterno exist as
what they are in themselves, for which reason it is false. Through resort to the existential import
of kawn, which is set side by side with wujid, pseudo-Abt ‘Alf further identifies, in
kawnaha...laysa ghayrahda, existence and self.3! Hence, kawn (being/existence) = nafs/ashya’
(self). What further endorses this reading is that when construing the adverbial expression of
qabla kawniha (before themselves), he employed anfusiha (themselves), in gabla anfusiha, as a
substitution for kawniha (their existence), whereby equating their existence with themselves.
Hence, kawn (Being) = kawn (being) /wujiid (existence) = nafs/dhat. This formulation indeed

reflects al-Ash‘ari’s ontological nomenclature.

So then, the following results can be inferred from pseudo-Abt ‘Ali’s above statement.
First, the concept of kawn absorbs essentia as signaled by the things’ being identical with

themselves (kawn al-ashya’ ash’ya’), on the one axis, and existentia or esse implicitly indicated

301t is well-known, grammatically speaking, that kawn is employed to re-state a sentence in the verbal noun form
transforming it into a single syntactic unit, which is no longer to be considered a sentence, though composed of
several words. The sentence balaghant anna zaydan mu ‘allimun (1t has been related to me that Zayd is a teacher),
for instance, would be restated by being changed into the form only after the force of the case ending is lost:
balaghant kawnuhu mu ‘alliman (1t has been related to me his being a teacher). This linguistic rule applies
specifically to sentences that are juxtaposed in the nominal form of A is B having a copulative pattern—either with
the kana construction, or with the particle inna, or with the third-person pronoun (e.g., huwa or hiya) interposed
between the subject and predicate, or without any one of them.

31 Pseudo-Abii ‘Al does not state kawnaha laysa ghayrahu (in reference to wujiid) but kawnaha laysa ghayraha (in
reference to existing entities). If the first were the case, this would designate the identity of kawn and wujiid which is
already expressed in the first part kawnaha huwa wujiduha. The second case which is kawnaha laysa ghayraha here
expresses the union of existence and existent. We often come across such ambiguous usages in Ash‘arite writings.
For a parallel analysis, see Frank ldem, “Hal,” In E. Bosworth et al. (eds.), The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New ed.
Supplement, Fasc. 5-6 (1982):343-8: “The Ash‘aris understand the subject term to denote entity simply as an
object: as an existent (mawjiid) whose existence is its “self” (nafs). Thus, shay’= mawjiad=wujiad=nafs/dhat,...”
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in the concept’s identification with wujid (kawn=wujiid), on the other, whereby embracing both
the existential and essential side of kawn. In other words, the term, kawn, does not indicate the
existential side of kawn alone, being equivalent to wujid. But it here additionally functions as a
copula to designate the connection of identity between one and the same subject and predicate
(i.e., ashya’) because the import of essence only proceeds from its copulative/identity function.
Second, pseudo-Jubba’i proceeds from esse/existentia (existence) to essentia; speaking
philosophically, he subordinates essence to existence. This assumption could be inferred from
the necessary truth condition that pseudo-Aba ‘Ali puts forward for the use of self-predicational
statements, namely that the qualified subject exists.. In this way, he implies that existence is
logically prior to essence. This perspective is contrary to the position of the Basran Mu‘tazilites
and the Muslim philosophers. For instance, Aquinas describes Avicenna’s perspective as such:
Essentia autem est secundum quam res esse dicitur (But essence is that according to which a
thing is said to be).3? In this respect, his position runs parallel with that of the Mu‘tazilites,
according to whom (nonexistent) essence is logically and ontologically prior to existence. Third,
Pseudo-Abu ‘Ali deems it fasida (false) to state that things are per se things in the state of

nonexistence, since this would imply the absurdity that they already exist before themselves.

Al-Ash‘arT’s position perfectly complies with that of pseudo-Abi ‘Ali. His remarks could
be seen as a paraphrase, or maybe, further elaboration of the latter. As we have discussed in due
course, he similarly asserts the relation of identity among kawn (Being) = kawn/wujid
(existence) / huduth (originated existence) = nafs (self) = mawyid (existent). Ibn Furak quotes

him as stating:

%2 Thomas Aquinas, Le « De ente et essentia » de S. Thomas d’Aquin, ed. M.-D. Roland-Gosselin (Kain, Belgique:
Le Saulchoir, 1926), p. 10,4-5
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T2a: Mujarrad Magalat al-Ash ‘art, p. 254: idha...(wa) kana al-jawharu qabla wujiudihi
Jjawharan wa al-‘aradu ‘aradan, addd ila an yakiina gadiman jawharan gadiman
‘aradan wa an la yakiina jawharan bi-fa ‘ilin. Wa idha lam yakun hudithu l-jawhar
siwahu bal huwa nafsu l-jawhar, fa-yaqtadi dhalika anna alladht kana bi al-fa ‘il huwa
alladhi lam yakun bi al-fa ‘il. Wa hadhd muhdlun.

T2b: Wa kana yaqiilu inna dhalika yu’addi aydan ila an yakiina al-shay 'u gabla nafsihi,
li-anna hudithahu in kana nafsahu wa kana qabla hudiithihi shayan fa-huwa shay 'un
qabla nafsihi. Wa-dhalika muhalun.

T2c¢: Wa-kana yaqilu...(li)-annahu li-nafsihi kana jawharan fa-idha wujidat nafsuhu
wajaba an yakiina jawharan wa- tandaqada an yakiina la- jawharan wa nafsuhu al-
mugqtadiyatu li-kawnihi mawjidatun...”

T2a: ...if they are already a substance and an accident before their existence, this would
lead to the conclusion that the substance and accident are eternal (gadim) and that the
substance does not exist by an agent. Given that the originated existence of the substance
(hudiith al-jawhar) is not anything other than itself but indeed identical with itself (nafs
al-jawhar), it would also follow from their assertion that what is supposed to exist by an
agent [e.g., the substance’s self-identity] would come into being without an agent, which
is impossible.”

T2b: He further used to say, “the assertion [that the substance is a substance] would also
compel them to acknowledge that a thing exists even before itself (an yakiin al-shay
qabla nafsihi). For, considering that the originated existence of a thing (hudithuhu) is
nothing other than itself (nafsuhu), if it were a thing before its existence, it would be a
thing before itself. This is impossible.”

T2c: He used to say, “..it is by virtue of itself that [the substance] is a substance. When
the substance’s self exists, it must be a substance and therefore it would be contradictory
that it is a non-substance (something other than a substance) while there exists its identity
that entails its being a substance.”*

Here, al-Ash‘art argues alongside pseudo-Abit ‘All when he proposes that predicating that
substance is a substance means nothing other than asserting that it exists. In T2b, he states that
dhalika yu’addri aydan ila an yakiina al-shay 'u qabla nafsihi, that is, “that would lead to the
conclusion that a thing exists even before itself. By the demonstrative pronoun dhalika, there is

no doubt that he refers to the ontological reality of Being (kawnuhu jawharan/‘aradan), which is

the Basran Mu‘tazilite way of expressing sifat al-dhat. Since kawnuhu jawharan/‘aradan, to

33 Ibn Firak, Mujarrad Magalat ed. Gimaret, p. 254
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him, amounts to indicating kawnuhu (its existence), he equates the essential side of kawn (the
incomplete use) with its existential side (the complete use). Like pseudo-Abi ‘Ali, al-Ash‘ari
stipulates the existence of the qualified subject as a truth condition sufficient to make the self-
identical premise true. In this respect, existence is always logically prior to Being/essence. When
he states (T2a) that the originated existence of a substance is nothing other than itself, al-Ash‘ari
further establishes the relation of equation between the qualified object’s self (nafs al-jawhar)
and its originated existence (hudiith al-jawhar). In T2c, he affirms that the substance’s nafs
entails that it is per se a substance (-nafsuhu al-mugtadiyatu li-kawnihi jawharan). Al-Ash‘ari
here argues that the substance’s Being/essence is grounded in its nafs, which he takes as a
synonym for existence. This would equally amount to designating that sifat al-dhat depends on
existence for its actually. He articulates this idea when he states that the actuality of all positive
attributes is conditional upon the existence of the qualified object (... awsaf al-ithbat li- al-
dhawat allati yata ‘allaqu nafyuha bi- intifa’ al-dhawat).>* As mentioned above, S is S is the
unique way of expressing the attribute of the essence (sifat al-dhat). Like the Basran
Mu‘tazilites, al-Ash‘ari also puts into words this attribute through resort to the essential side of
kawn (incomplete), whereas he communicates the idea of the quality of existence in reference to
the existential side of the kawn (complete). But in the end, they relate to each other

extensionally.

Ibn al-Rawandi (d. 910) is our last theologian who argues for the identity of the essential
and existential sides of kawn, His perspective is to some extent compatible with pseudo-Abu ‘Ali

and al-Ash‘ari. Al-Ash‘arT quotes him as stating:

34 Ibn Furak, Mujarrad Magalat ed. Gimaret, p. 254:22-23
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T3: Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat, 160,9-160,10: “wa-kana yaz ‘umu anna-\-ashya’a innama hiya
ashya’u idha wujidat; wa-ma ‘nd annahd ashya’v annahda mawjidatun.”

He [al-Rawandi] would assert, saying, “Entities are per se entities only on condition that
they exist. What is meant by the entities’ being themselves is indeed that they are
existent.®®

Ibn al-Rawandi here argues that predicating that entities are entities (kawn S S) has no meaning
other than asserting that they exist (kawn S). He thus establishes the relation of equality between
Being/essence and existence. The important question facing us here is whether the source of
existence claim that ibn al-Rawandi has maintained through his interpretation of the self-
identical premise lies in his construction of the premise in polemic with the Basran Mu‘tazilite
perspective of sifat al-dhat or in his insight into the meaning of the individual syntactic unit
shay’ (thing). Some contemporary scholars held the source of the existence claim observed in ibn
al-Rawandi’s comment as grounding simply in the early Kalam discussions over whether the
term shay’ is synonymous with mawyjiid (existent).*® Thereby, they disregarded the immediate
intra- and inter-textual context in which it is introduced. In contrast, | would prefer to assert that
given the setting, where the subject and predicate in all the illustrated examples are identical (i.e.,
al-ma ‘lamat ma ‘lumat and al-maqdiirat maqgdirat), it would in fact seem more reasonable to
read al-Rawandt’s interpretation of the self-identical premise al-ashya’ ashya’ (entities are
entities) as a response to the Basran Mu‘tazilite doctrine of sifat al-dhat. Moreover, Ibn al-
Rawand1’s position strikingly resembles that of pseudo-Abt ‘Ali and al-Ash‘arT who likewise

proposed that the self-predication of entities would designate their existence. The phenomenon

3 Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat, 160,9-160,10.

% See, e.g., Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna's Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 2003),
p. 149
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of self-predication, in regard to the nonexistent, was indeed one of the critical issues of shared
interest occupying the minds of theologians of this early period though they adapted different
reading strategies in response to it. Therefore, ibn al-Rawandi’s interpretation would not have
escaped the polemical taste that charged the intellectual atmosphere, where several other
theologians dealt with the same issue. In this respect, they all belong to the same interpretive
community since they share the same cognitive frameworks and analytical skills primarily
centered on the conspicuously linguistic bias, which, as Frank has pointed out, is congenial to the
cultural milieu.3” All this would be considered a good indication that ibn al-Rawandi here
stipulates an existence claim as a truth condition sufficient to make the self-identical premise
true. So then, if my reading is true®, it is likely that he primarily and chiefly employed the
predicate ashya’ in the sense of entities, being the same as the subject, and not in the sense of

mawjid (existent), thus having self-predication on his mind without primary concern for the

37 Frank, Beings and their attributes, 11

3 The post-creation self-predication applies only if my reading is true. Considering the context where the subject
and predicate in the given examples are identical (i.e., al-ma ‘lumat ma ‘lumat and al-magdurat maqdurat), | have
preferred to read the premise al- ashya’ ashya’ by focusing on the entire logical structure of the premise and not on
the single syntactic units in it. Thus, | take the predicate ashya’ in the premise not in the sense of ma ‘lium mukhbar
‘anh (object of knowledge and information) as has commonly been suggested, but in the sense of entities, being
identical to the subject. In other words, according to the best of my understanding, what al-Rawandi is specifically
discussing is not the meaning of the single unit mentioned in the premise in question, that is, asiya’, but whether the
entire logical premise would designate an existence claim. Unfortunately, the setting of the whole discussion for al-
Rawandt has not been given here. Also, the narration of his ideas has been interrupted over and over by reporting
expressions like kana yaz ‘umu (he used to claim) and kana yaqgiilu (he used to say). For this reason, it is not always
easy to reach a certain conclusion about whether there is a continuity between sets of sentences regularly mediated
by these expressions so that we would consider this premise either as a continuation of the topic of self-identity or a
change to a new topic from al-Rawandi. Even if such a narrative interruption prevents us from making certain
assumptions about whether or not we are to take the premise as indicating existential import, what strengthens my
reading here is that he touches upon the principle of independency (la tata ‘allaqu bi-ghayrihd) in making a
judgment about the premise al-ashya’ ashya’, while, on the other hand, he deals with the principle of dependency
(ma yata ‘allaqu bi-ghayrihi) in attributing, for example, magdurat to al-maqdurat, a predicate, in both cases,
identical to its subject. Thereby, he here makes some sort of contrastive analysis which doubtless combines these
two distinct self-identical premises. This contrast could be seen as a clear sign that al-Rawandi pays attention to a
claim of existence the statement al- ashya’ ashya’ has, thus essentially having self-predication on his mind, without
primary concern for the meaning of a single particular unit shay’.
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semantic problem associated with the individual term shay ’ itself. Put differently from a
linguistic point of view, al-Rawandi’s above quotation would designate that the copula “kawn”
exercises not only a copulative-predicative power which links the predicate to the subject but

also an existential power which expresses actual existence.

Basran Mu‘tazilites, Bahshamites in particular, rather argued that the essential side of
kawn as implied in kawnuhu jawharan has a different meaning from the existential side of kawn
as indicated in kawnuhu mawjidan. These two levels of ontological realities correspond to sifat

al-dhat and sifat al-mawjiid in their theology. Ibn Mattawayh states,

T4: Kitab al-Tadhkira fi Ahkam al-Jawdahir wa al-A‘rad, p. 24: Fa-in qgala: fa-kawnuhu
Jjawharan wa kawnuhu mawjidan sawa 'un. Fa-idha athbattumithu jawharan fi al- ‘adam,
fa-gad athbattumithu mawjiidan fi al-‘adam. Qila lahu: inna sifat al-jins ghayru sifat al-
wujiid bi-ma mada tafsiluhu’”.

If someone asks, “The substance’s being a substance (kawnuhu jawharan) and its being
existent (kawnuhu mawjiidan) are one and the same thing, because when you assert that it
is a substance in nonexistence, you indeed affirm that it is existent in nonexistence,” it
may replied to him, “As has been elaborated above, the generic attribute (sifat al-jins)
precisely has a different meaning than the attribute of existence.”%

Bahshamites take kawnuhu jawharan as designating what an entity essentially is, or say, its
Being/essence. They thus regard existence as an additional quality to essence. In this respect,

essence is logically prior to existence. They do not stipulate an existence claim as a truth

condition sufficient to make the self-predicational premise true or form the idea of essence.

As a result, the Mutakallimiin took a premise of fertium adiacens, expressed in the form
‘Sis §’ (i.e., the black is per se black even in the state of nonexistence), as indicating either

(Ash‘arites and some Mu‘tazilites) that the black exists in re ante creationem, for which reason

3 |bn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, ed. Gimaret, Vol.1, p. 24.8-11
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the premise is false (fasida), or (Basran Mu‘tazilites) that it is what it essentially is and distinct
from others in the state of nonexistence. Therefore, Basran Mu‘tazilites held the priority of sifat
al-dhat (cf. Being/essence) over sifat al-wujiid (being/existence), the former of which they
expressed, in reference to the essential side of kawn, in the form S is S, whereas they uttered the
latter by predicating existent of the qualified object. It is only sifat al-wujiid which is conditional
upon the agent’s power. They thus made some sort of unqualified, shadowy existence claim (cf.
Avicenna’s al-wujiid al-khass) for sifat al-dhat apart from actual existence, though they stress
that it fundamentally originates in divine knowledge. But Ash‘arites and some Mu‘tazilites
proposed the identity of sifat al-dhat and the quality of existence by equating the essential side of

kawn with its existential side.

Avicenna also engages in these discussions with an Aristotelian flavor. In his
Daneshname-i ‘Ala’t, he highlights an entity’s essence in reference to the incomplete use of
kawn (S is S), whereas he draws attention to its existence by resort to the complete use of kawn

(S is). He treats the problem in relation with Aristote’s categories. He writes,

TS: Danesh-Name-e ‘Ala’y, Ilahiyyat, ed. Mo‘in, pp. 36-37: Mardmani ke ishan-ra
didar-e barik nist pendarand ke lafz-e hasti barin chiz beshterak-e esm oftad chonan-ke
har dah chiz ra yek nam bud, ma ‘na-ye an nam yeki nabud, va in na dorost ast. zira-ke
agar chonin budi goftar ma jowhar ra ke hast an budi ke jowhari jowhari (read “jowhari
Jjowhari” instead of “jowhar ast”). va-ma ‘na-ye hasti’i jowhar joz ma ‘na-ye jowhari
nabudi va ham-chonan hast ke bar kayfiyyat oftadi ma ‘nayesh joz kayfiyyati (read
“kayfiyyati” instead of “kayfiyyat”) nabudi. Pas agar kasi gofti: kayfiyyati hast, chonan
budi ke kofti kayfiyyati kayfiyyati. va chon-ke gofti: jowhar hast, chonan budi ke gofti:
Jjowhari jowhari.

TS: People who have no keen insight think that the concept “hasti” (existence) is
predicated equivocally (beshterak-e esm) of these ten categories, so that there would only
be a single name for all of them and that its meaning would not be univocal (yeki). This is
incorrect because if it were so, when we assert that the substance is (jowhar ast), it would
amount to saying, “The substance is a substance” (jowhari jowhari). In this case, the
substance’s existence would have no meaning other than substantiality (jowhari).
Likewise, the word ‘is’, when asserted of quality, would mean nothing other than
qualityness (kayfiyyati). Thus, if one asserts that the quality is (kayfiyyati hast), that
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would be like asserting that the quality is a quality (kayfiyyati kayfiyyati), just as, when
they predicate that the substance is (jowhari ast), it would be equal to predicating that
that the substance is a substance (jowhari jowhari). *°

Avicenna here explores the connection of hasti (being) with Aristotle’s ten categories (e.g.,
substance, quantity, quality, relation, place). He proposes that being univocally applies to all
these categories. This would mean that it has a particular content which for each category
remains one and the same. If hasti equivocally applied to ten categories as his imagery opponent
has asserted, it would then have ten different senses and thereby would be identical with their
essence. This is indeed the traditional Ash‘arite position. As has been discussed above, classical
Ash‘arite theologians, since they establish the relation of identity among Being/essence (kawn),
existent (mawjiid), existence (kawn/wujiid) and self (nafs/dhat), maintain that all existents share
the name of being without having the same intension. Following the Mu‘tazilite framework,
Avicenna rather subscribes to the distinction between essence and existence. He views the
incomplete use of kawn, in the form of jowhari jowhari, as expressing the substance’s essence,

whereas the complete use of kawn (jowhar ast) designates its existence in his ontological system.

All these authors construed self-predicational sentences as assertions of identity/essence
or existence. Their metaphysical position and predication are never apart in their perspective.
Their description clearly suggests that the way in which an expression is predicated of itself is
deeply and profoundly connected to extralinguistic reality. In this way, they established an
obvious connection between logico-syntactic and ontological categories. What we see here is,

then, that ontology, logic, and language are closely intertwined with one another. Their defense

40 Ibn Stna (Avicenna), Danishnama-’i ‘Ala’1, ed. M. Mo‘in (Tehran, 1952), pp. 36-37
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or refutation of the duplication of things into themselves stems directly from their own
theological views. In fact, through an analysis of the subject-predicate structure of sentences they

connected language to the metaphysical and theological categories which they had in mind.

3.4. Conclusion to the chapter

Throughout the chapter I have sought to explain the underlying logico-syntactic structure
of the problem of the nonexistent. Muslim theologians formulate the problem, through resort to
formulaic sentences repeated here and there, in the logical form of S is S, e.g., “the substance is
substance even in the state of nonexistence.” Their approval or disapproval of the a parte ante
duplication of things into themselves aptly reflects their theological concerns. They thus connect
language to the metaphysical and theological categories which they have enthusiastically
promoted. One of the underlying representations which manifest themselves in their divergent
interpretations of the same sentence components is the key role that the copula plays in their
theological ontology. As I have explored in Section 3.3, “is” in S is S shifts its meaning, in their
differing interpretations, between making primarily an existence claim and performing a merely
copulative-essential function between the same subject and predicate. The role of the copula can
easily be seen in their rephrasing of self-predicational statements in a verbal noun form using
periphrastic constructions, e.g., kawnuhii jawharan (the substance’s Being identical with itself)
as a periphrasis for al-jawharu jawharun (the substance is substance).** In modern scholarship

the word kawn has most often come to be taken as an adequate and simple synonym for the word

4LAs mentioned above, in theological works self-predicational statements are put into words sometimes in a nominal
sentence mediated by the pronoun huwa, S huwa S, or without any mediation, S S, and sometimes in the verbal kana
construction, kana S (nominative) S (accusative). They are all rephrased in the verbal noun form in the same way,
thereby revealing the role of the copula kawn.
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wujiid (existence). This might be true for the Ash‘arite account of self-predicational sentences,
since, in their view, the expression kawnuhii jawharan (the substance’s Being identical with
itself) is equal to saying wujiiduhii (its being/existence). However, this is not the case for the
Mu‘tazilites. For they employed the same expression to designate what an entity essentially is or
its essence, thus alluding to the essential side of einai (to be). Considering the issue of copula
within the narrower context of the question of the nonexistent, one could propose that in the
Ash‘arite understanding, the concept of being (kawn) is restricted to existing entities, whereas
the Mu‘tazilites took it as referring to the ontological category of essentia, which, in their

viewpoint, would correspond to what is not.
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CONCLUSION TO PART 1

The concept of nonbeing of a dialectical, epistemological, and semantic nature as properly
defined by Schwarz has a complicated history of representation in the classical period of Islamic
thought. In early period the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo was in circulation among Muslim
theologians. But they were not much concerned with the idea of nonbeing in this sense, but
rather in connection with divine knowledge. This observation is crucial to follow the tracks of 9™
century debates on divine knowledge with regard to the nonexistent. In Chapter 1, I discussed
that this aspect of nonbeing proceeded from a complex socio-cultural and political dynamics in
effect during the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties of the late 7™-early 9" centuries. The failure of
varied revolts and rebellions intended to transfer leadership to pro-Alids placed a heavy burden
on the shoulder of Imami leaders. The future prophecies of Imami figures proved to be false. All
this led the Imami community to go through traumatic experiences. In order to justify the defeats
and the failure of prophecies, Imami personalities held that something had intervened (bada
lahu), which forced God to change his mind. Would this come to mean that God is mutable in his
knowledge? Why would he report his previous decision to the Imams knowing that he would
alter it soon? The political doctrine of bada‘ caused Imami audience to raise questions and
challenges about the tension between God’s immutable knowledge and the impeccability of the
Imams. From the second half of the 8" century onwards, the Imami theologians sought to resolve
this tension and offered various solutions. In earliest Imami Aadith collections, divine knowledge
is presented as the central theme of discussions of bada’. First Sunni doxographers like al-
Khayyat (d. 913) and al-Ash‘art (d. 936) align with them in their treatment of bada’ in
connection with divine knowledge. Especially, al-Khayyat’s Kitab al-Intisar, a refutation of the

Imamite ibn al-Rawand1’s (911) Fadihat al-Mu ‘tazila, abound in polemical reactions to these
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two topics (Sections 39, 48, 71-74, 77-87). Hisham ibn al-Hakam (d. 975) is the main target of
al-Khayyat’s attacks on Kufan Imamism over his polemic with ibn al-Rawandi. It is in this
intratextual polemical setting that we encounter the formulation of the concept of the nonexistent
in the question whether God of eternity knows things. He argues that God ab aeterno has no
knowledge of nonexistents until they exist. He resorts to the lam yazal locution in his expression
of the nonexistent. Thereby, his account of the nonexistent is not only in tune with the
createdness of divine knowledge (hudiith al- ilm) but also accommodate other aspects of his
thought such as the doctrine of ‘isma (the Imam’s immunity from sin), bada’ and the
anthropomorphic idea of God (tajsim). Textual evidence (T5) shows that the two additional lines
of reasoning are involved in Ibn al-Hakam’s discussion of the nonexistent. He problematizes
divine knowledge of future events with regard to human freedom. He perhaps argues alongside
the Qadarites who advocate the principle of free will starting from the end of the 7" century to
the beginning of the 9™ century. They basically proposed that God does not foreknow the deeds
of man as this would nullify the qur’anic principles of trial on earth, human responsibility, and
divine justice. Ibn al-Hakam further engages in polemic with a mysterious group of people called
eternalists (azaliyya), who hold that divine knowledge would entail the eternity of known objects
and therefore believe in the eternity of the world. In order to get rid of the problem raised by
them, he denies God’s knowledge of things ab aeterno. As a result, we cannot explain the
emergence of the idea of nonbeing by reference to a single factor. Indeed, various socio-cultural
processes and lines of thought seem to have been involved in the formation of the nonexistent.
But there is no doubt that Ibn al-Hakam, whose Imami ideas stirred controversy among early

Mu‘tazilites, played a key role.
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The Basran Mu‘tazilite scholars known as the two masters (shaykan), Abu ‘Ali al-Jubba’1
(d. 915) and his son Abii Hashim al-Jubba’1 (d. 933), introduced new perspectives and questions
into meontological debates. They are famous for holding the idea of dhat (essence or thing-itself)
in nonexistence. Unlike Hisham Ibn Hisham, they argued for God’s knowledge of nonexistents
in eternity, which they viewed as a fundamental doctrine of the Qur’an. Their starting point was
exegetical; following the mainstream Mu‘tazilite framework, they argued that the presentation of
nonexistents as objects of divine knowledge in such qur’anic verses as 22:1 and 36:82 shows the
eternity of divine knowledge. The term shay’ (thing) plays a key role in their elaboration of
nonexistent essences. Being a general category covering not only what is but also what is not, the
term designates “that which may be known and of which predication may be made.” In this
sense, the nonexistent is a thing. Abl ‘Al1’s idea of attributes (sifar) and Abt Hashim’s reworking
of the idea in light of the theory of ahwal (states) allowed them to express the knowledgeability
of essential realities in eternity. In their opinion, knowledge designates not a simple
conceptualization of entities but rather a logical process of comprehending them as being
qualified by an attribute through which they are known and distinct from one another.
Accordingly, in order to explain the intelligibility of nonexistent essences by God, Abi ‘Alf and
Abii Hashim argued for the idea of sifat al-dhat (the attribute of the essence). However, the latter
transforms the concept of sifat al-dhat into the notion of hal (state), an ontological category that
is additional to substances and accidents and that is neither existent nor nonexistent. In other
words, he argued a metaphysically real yet nonexistent status for it. The attribute of the essence
signifies the most characteristic feature (akhass sifatihi) of an entity, whose loss would ruin its
identity, and which makes it what it essentially is and distinguishes it from others. Abii Hashim

thus posited this attribute as the ground of the intelligibility of entities in nonexistence. It is
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ungrounded in anything else and therefore always actual whether the qualified object exists. Like
his father, Abt Hashim puts it into words in the logical form of S is S, e.g., “The substance is a
substance” and “The black is black.” Another category of attributes (=states) is what he labels as
sifat al-wujiid (the attribute of existence). This category is rather conditional upon the act of the
autonomous agent. He argued that predicating that the substance is a substance has a different
meaning than asserting that it exists. Existence is thus taken as an additional category to the
attribute of the essence. The ontological status of sifat al-dhdt received severe criticism from
opponents like Ash‘arites and Baghdadian Mu‘tazilites. The question of whether it is a product
of God’s power constitutes a fundamental part of the problem of the nonexistent that continued
for centuries but was never resolved to the satisfaction of both parties. The Bahshamites (the
followers of Abii Hashim) indeed problematized searching for the ground of a qualified object’s
sifat al-dhat in anything other than itself as it would lead towards the destruction of its identity.
Therefore, they allocate God’s impact to his creation by elucidating it as conferral of existence
upon nonexistent essences. In sum, from Bahshamites’ elaborations of varied categories of
attributes appeared the dialectic between the attribute of the essence and the attribute of
existence, the former of which is unconditioned by anything else, that which makes something
what actually it is, and that by which it is distinct from others. The latter is grounded in the act of
the agent and is taken as an additional category to the former. In Chapter 3, I argued that it is this
dialectic between sifat al-dhat and sifat al-wujid that in turn laid the foundation for Avicenna’s
essence-existence distinction. Ilahiyyat 1.5 34.11-14 is an important textual evidence showing
his familiarity with discussions of ahwal. Word choices, given examples, ontological themes he
engaged with, and syntactic structures all prove that he finds the distinction between essence and

existence ready to use, in some nascent form, in Bahshamt distinction between the attribute of
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the essence and the attribute of existence. Jolivet and Wisnovsky are two prominent authors who
held that early kalam discussions of the terms thing (shay’) and existent (mawjiid) were the
background against which Avicenna developed essence-existence distinction. They sought to
reconstruct Avicenna’s position and give a reasonable explanation for it by laying out Avicenna’s
deep conceptual analysis. I rather contend that without considering Bahshamites’
abovementioned distinction, it is hard to find a gratifying consistency in Avicenna’s conceptual
analysis, which would reveal the distinction between essence and existence. Wisnovsky argues
that there is a progression from the Mutakallimiin’s employment of shay /shay ’iyya (thing) to
Avicenna’s employment of mahiyya (essence), just as there is a route from mawyiid (existent) to
wujiid (existence). But later, he felt compelled to confess, “...the concept of what it is to be a
thing (of thingness, in other words) which Avicenna articulates in [1ahiyyat in 1.5, appears to be

inconsistent with his discussions of things elsewhere.”*

As mentioned above, sifat al-dhat was formulated through resort to self-predicational
sentences, i.e., “The substance is a substance in nonexistence.” In Chapter 2, I approached the
phenomenon of self-predication in light of studies by modern classicists, linguistics, and Islamic
studies scholars, to mention some, Fadlou A. Shehadi, Charles Kahn, and A. C. Graham, who
investigate linguistic categories in relation with ontology. I accordingly tried to pin down the
ontological and linguistic basis for Muslim theologians’ two differing interpretations of self-
predicational structures. Our earliest source for discussion is al-Ash‘ari’s doxographical work
Magalat al-Islamiyyin. Since he does not give the wider setting of theological debates, I sought

to provide, on the basis of 10"-11"™ century Bahshamite sources, some suggestions regarding our

1 Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna's metaphysics in context (Ithaca, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, 2003), 158
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topic, thus filling in the gaps in al-Ash‘ari’s presentation. To this end, I often referred to Abu
Rashid (d. 1068) and ibn Mattawayh (d. 1076). In order to lay out the Ash‘arite position, I

brought for discussion Ibn al-Fiirak’s (d. 1015) Mujarrad Magaldat al-Ash ‘ari.

According to all these sources, Basran Mu‘tazilites construe the self-identity of things as
an assertion of some sort of essence (cf. essential function of einai), whereas Ash‘arites and
Baghdadian Mu‘tazilites interpret the same phenomenon as an assertion of existence (cf. the
existential function of einai). Indeed, Arabic language does not have a single privileged copula as
other languages do. However, as Shehadi has explored, the absence of the copula does not mean
that it does not have any word which would perform linguistic functions like existence and
identity/predication. I think kawn/kana is the Arabic language’s best candidate for expressing the
idea of einai. It becomes manifest especially when we change sentences into a verbal noun
phrase by using periphrastic constructions, e.g., kawnuhu ‘aliman (his being knowledgeable) as a

periphrasis for huwa ‘aliman (he is knowledgeable).

Pseudo-Abii ‘Alt and al-Ash‘ar are the principal theologians who are reported to have
found fault with the self-identity of things in nonexistence. With regard to the interpretation of
the premise, “Entities are entities before creation,” both argued that this would mean to indicate
that kawnaha huwa wujiduhd laysa ghayruhd, that is, their being (kawn) is identical to their
existence (wujiid) and is nothing other than themselves. The concept of Being (kawn) here soaks
up essentia as designated by the things’ being made identical with themselves (ash ya’ of kawn
al-ashya’=ha of laysa ghayraha), on the one hand, and existentia implied in the equation
between the concept and wujid (kawn=wujiid), on the other, whereby expressing both the
existential and essential side of einai. In order for this premise stated in the form of the S'is S to

be true, pseudo-Abi ‘Ali and al-Ash‘ari require that its subject (e.g., things) exist in re. In other
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words, that the subject has an existential import is a necessary truth condition that they put
forward for the use of self-predicational statements. Al-Ash‘arT accordingly argues in favor of the

identity between the quality of existence and the attribute of the essence.

But other theological camp, represented by Basran Mu‘tazilites, Bahshamites in
particular, contended the acceptance of pre-creation duplication of the substance into itself. They
argued that predicating that the substance is a substance (kawnuhu jawharan) has a different
meaning than asserting that it is existent (kawnuhu mawjidan). Therefore, in order for this
premise to be accepted, it is not required that the substance truly exists. From all this it follows
that since kawn here functions only to designate the connection of identity between one and the
same subject and predicate, it does not designate the susbtance’s existentia in eternity but only its
essential reality. Considering the issue of copula within the narrower context of the question of
the nonexistent, one could propose that in the Ash‘arite understanding, the concept of being
(kawn) is restricted to existing entities, whereas the Basran Mu‘tazilites took it as referring to the

ontological category of essentia, which, in their viewpoint, would correspond to what is not.
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PART II: THE ISMAILI TRADITION: THE MEONTOLOGICAL
ACCOUNT OF GOD
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CHAPTER 4: Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Nasafi’s (d. 943) Mubdi ‘ al-
shay’wa al-la-shay’ (the Originator of beings and no-beings): The
harbinger of double negation

4.1. Introduction

4.2. The earliest form of the Ismaili apophasis: The testimonies of Aba ‘Isa al-
Murshid’s treatise and Zaydi sources

4.3. Al-Nasafr’s cosmology: The intermediary role of ibda‘ (the act of origination)
4.4. Al-Nasafr’s meontology: Negation of being and nonbeing
4.5. Conclusion to the chapter

4.1. Introduction

One focus of controversy among medieval Muslim sects was the question of God’s
transcendence or de-anthropomorphism (fanzih). As seen in all other forms of negative theology,
the Islamic account of apophasis generally consists in negating all determinations and predicates
of deity on the model of the classical subject-predicate schema. This is especially true of the
Ismailis. In their articulation of apophatic statements, the negative copula “is-not” plays a key
role, which is applied between two expressions on the subject side of which God always is
placed. What exactly might they have signified when they repeatedly predicated the negative
expression “not substance” (/a jawhar) or “not accident” (la ‘arad) of God? What does it mean
to predicate ‘not-being’ of God? How should we interpret the negation of categories expressing
existence, e.g., God is not “existent” (mawjid) or “thing” (shay’)? Would it indeed indicate the

non-existence of God?
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The problem of divine attributes, one of the controversial issues in medieval Muslim
theology, plays an important part in setting the major trends in the development of apophatic
discourse. Theological schools like the Mu‘tazilites, Jahmites, and Ismailis held the view that the
predication of attributes of God would inevitably lead to anthropomorphism (tashbih) and the
introduction of duality into him (cf. the Mu‘tazilite argument of ta ‘addud al-qudama).* For this
reason, they preferred to deny positive attributes of God and speak only in terms of what he is
not rather than what he is. Thus, these theological schools made use of negative reasoning as a
method by which they aimed at clarifying the Qur’anic conception of the transcendence of God.
What then would one be warranted to achieve if one denies all positive predicates of God? It

would be an untainted unity of God (tawhid).

Throughout the long, diverse, and rich history of discourse on divine transcendence
Ismaili writers of the 10™ century Fatimid period, Ismaili writers of the Fatimid period, such as
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Nasafi (d. 943), Abii Ya‘qub al-Sijistani (d. 971) and Hamid al-Din al-
Kirmani (d. 1021), offer one of the most radical forms of apophasis. The Ismaili movement was
one of the three major branches of the Shi’ite Islam and was founded in Khuzistan in south-
western Iran. Nothing is known of the movement’s earliest venture as well as their writings. It is
only after the second half of the 9™ century that the movement came into view, as a missionary

and revolutionary organization, throughout the Muslim world from Transoxiana and Khorasan to

! For the Mu‘tazilites, See Yahya Michot, “Revelation,” in The Cambridge companion to classical Islamic theology,
ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge, UK ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 192-193. Michot describes
the Mu‘tazilite path of apophasis as an excess form of the apophatic and negationist theology; For the Jahmites, See
Cornelia Schock, “Jahm b. Safwan (d. 128/745-46) and the ‘Jahmiyya’ and Dirar b. Amr (d. 200/815)” in The
Oxford handbook of Islamic theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2014-2016), pp. 55-
80; H. Laoust, “Ahmad b. Hanbal”, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2" ed., Ed. By P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 26 December 2021
<http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0027> First published online: 2012. Laoust
presents the polemical perspective of Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s polemical perspective when depicting the Jahmites’
apophasis as ta ‘71l (a form of atheism), a negative connotation expressing a form of atheism.
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the Maghrib. The dissemination of the Ismaili ideology was carried out by the da ‘s, a term
applied to religio-political missionaries responsible for the Ismaili mission (da ‘wa).? Being an
active da 7 in Transoxiana, al-Nasaft (d. 943) posited a different representational scheme of God.
He merged the Neoplatonic hierarchy of being and the Plotinian apophasis with the rigorous
monotheism of Islam. Accordingly, he so that he proposed some form of sort of deprived God of
all me/ontological categories and determinations. With Abi Ya‘qub al-Sijistani (d. 971), double
negation, claimed to have been an ideal form of showing God’s absolute transcendence, became
available for wider circulation within the Ismaili community. Formulated as nafyun wa nafyu
nafyin (negation and negation of negation), it consists of two steps: (1) a strict stripping of all
physical predicates from him in logical form “A is not B,” e.g., “God is not a body,” and (2) the
negation of the first negation in form “A is not not B,” i.e., “God is not not-body.”® The first step
is to disassociate all physical attributes and things from God. This step must further be
supplemented by a second negation, a doubling negation, i.e., “not not-thus,” which intends to
render God beyond spiritual beings defined in meontological terms. So formulated, a two-fold
negation essentially serves to invalidate the mode of relationality and predicability between God
and beings, thereby conceiving God as absolutely transcendent, totally other, and entirely

disconnected from beings. What the Ismailis offer, then, is to remove any ontological, logico-

2 For a detailed account of the Ismailis, see Wilferd Madelung, “Isma‘ilism: The Old and the New Da‘wa,” in
Religious Trends in Early Islamic Iran (Albany, N.Y. : Persian Heritage Foundation, c1988), pp. 93-105

3 See al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Magalid al-malkitiyah, ed. Isma‘il Qurban Husayn Punawala (Tanis : Dar al-Gharb al-
Islami, 2011), pp.77-98; Idem., Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Isma‘il Qurban Husayn Panawala (Bayrat : Dar al-Gharb al-
Islami, 2000), pp. 84-99; al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘agl, ed. M. Ghalib (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1983), pp. 127-155;
Idem., Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Faquir Muhammad Hunzai and Hermann Landolt (Forthcoming), pp. 196-217. Aba
Hatim al-Razi also offers a form of double negation, see Kitab al-1slah, ed. ed. Hasan Maniichihr and Mahdi
Muhaqqiq (Tehran, 1383 Sh./2004), pp. 36-37
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syntactic, and discursive relation between God and physical beings, on the one hand, and

between God and spiritual beings, on the other.*

Al-Nasafi is one of the most prominent members of the Ismaili movement who pioneered
missionary activities in Khorasan and Bukhara. There is no direct evidence from him; his
fundamental work al-Mahsil written around 300/912 is no longer extant. We can only
reconstruct his world of thought from the critics of his work. His ideas were given attention not
only by insider critics such as Abi Hatim al-Razi (d. 934) in his al-Islah and al-Kirmant (d.
1020) in his al-Riyad. Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistant (d. 971) also wrote a book entitled al-Nusra,
which is no longer extant, in order to defend al-Nasafi’s theological position against al-Raz1.® Al-
Kirman1’s Riyad in particular is crucial for our study as it preserves unique fragments from al-
Nasaft’s al-Mahsil. The quotes from this work are often interrupted by al-Kirman1’s critical
comments on his assumptions. As he has stated in the introduction, he sought to rectify what he
labels as al-Nasaf1’s errors, particularly those concerning major issues like the doctrine of tawhid
and the First Intellect. By so doing, he adds, he aims to protect the faith principles of the Ismaili

movement which he referred to as al-da ‘wa (mission).’

4 For further information, see H. Corbin, Trilogie ismaelienne: textes edites avec traduction francaise et
commentaires [Teheran, Département d'iranologie de I’Institut franco-iranien, 1961], pp. 10-11 ; 18-20 ; 30-31 ; 35-
36 ; 53 ; Paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism : the Ismaili Neoplatonism of Aba Ya ‘qab al-Sijistani (Cambridge
[England] ; New York, NY, USA : Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp.72-80; D. De Smet, La quiétude de
I'intellect : néoplatonisme et gnose ismaélienne dans l'eeuvre de Hamid ad-Din al-Kirmdn7 (Xe/Xle s.) (Leuven :
Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 1995), pp. 90-100; Faquir Muhammad Hunzai, “The Concept
of Tawhid in the Thought of Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani” (PhD Dissertation, McGill University, 1986), pp. 47-89;
Eva-Maria Lika, Proofs of Prophecy and the Refutation of the Isma ‘tliyya: the Kitab Ithbat Nubuwwat al-Nabi by
the Zaydr al-Mu ‘ayyad bi-Ilah al-Harant (d. 411/1020), pp. 69-74; Aydogan Kars, Unsaying God: Negative
Theology in Medieval Islam (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, [2019]), pp. 23-72

> Paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism, pp. 13-16; 55-60; Farhad Daftary, Ismaili literature : a bibliography of
sources and studies (London ; New York : I.B. Tauris ; New York : In the United States of America and in Canada
distributed by St. Martin's Press, 2004), pp. 13; 29-30; 125;

8 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 197
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In what follows, I will first provide a brief analysis of the earliest form of the Ismaili
apophasis as we have seen in the Egyptian da ‘T Aba ‘Isa al-Murshid’s (d. 980) treatise. Then, I
will discuss in some detail the two fragments gleaned from al-Kirmani’s Riyad (which I call T1
and T2). Since his work is not available to us, it is hard to make a definitive assumption for his
position. What is crucial for our present study, in fact, is to show how me/ontological categories
penetrated the Ismaili apophatic tradition through his contribution. On the basis of al-Kirman1’s
quotes, [ argue that even though he does not supply an explicit expression of double negation, he

could at least be seen as the precursor of this doctrine.

4.2. The earliest form of the Ismaili apophasis: The testimonies of Abii “Isa al-
Murshid’s treatise and Zaydi sources

As Stern has shown, earliest evidence of the Ismaili doctrine in its most inchoate and
unfledged form is found in the writings of their adversaries, Zaydi texts in particular. In his work,
the 12™ century historian al-Lahj1 includes several Ismaili fragments from Sirat al-Nasir li-Din
Allah Ahmad b. al-Hadr, a biography of the Zaydi Imam al-Nasir (d. 913-5) written by ‘Abd
Allah b ‘Umar al-Hamdani1. Al-Lahjt quotes several poetic lines by ‘Abd Allah al-Tamimi and a
passage from al-Hamdani in which the Qarmatians (a derogatory term used by their opponents to
refer to the Ismailis) are charged with polytheism due to their claim about the two gendered

principles of creation: the female kiini, the first creature created from light, and the male gadar,
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the second creature created by the former. It is obvious here that the Zaydi writers seem not to

have been aware of the idea of hypostasis when they analyzed these principles as gods.’

Another significant reference to the doctrine of early Ismailis can be seen in the Egyptian
da ‘T Abii ‘Isa al-Murshid’s (d. ca. 980) treatise, discovered and edited by Stern and dating from
the time of al-Mu‘izz (953-75). The text combines a variety of topics like the cyclical history of
revelation, a hierarchical model of creation, and the two mythical and personified principles
kiini/sabiq and qadar/talt, which all betray the original form of the later Ismailian account of
creation. In terms of the idea of God as transcendent, we encounter a few passages (pp. 10:19-
11:12) which seemingly inform of the circulation of a deantropomorphic tendency (rafy al-
tashbih) within the early Ismaili community, though not in the radical form we have seen in the
later formulations of the Ismaili dupla negativa. According to Abu ‘Isa al-Murshid, God can be
qualified neither by names nor by attributes. He accepts divine names mentioned in the Qur’an.
But he argues that these qur’anic names are all derived from the names of creatures; they are part
of the vocabulary or linguistic categories created by man. For this reason, they are employed
primarily to describe beings, e.g., “Someone is hearing and knowing.” The two exemptions are
the names cited in Q 17:110, namely allah and rahman, which Muhammad took and made the
peculiar names of the god of Islam. According to al-Murshid, it is not proper to predicate these
two proper names of any creature by saying, “fulanun allah aw al-rahman” (Someone is God or

the Merciful).®

”'S. M. Stern, Studies in early Isma ‘dism (Jerusalem : Magnes Press, Hebrew University ; Leiden : E.J. Brill, 1983),
pp.3-5

8S. M. Stern, Studies in early Isma ‘lism, p. 11
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Abi ‘Isa al-Murshid puts forward, as a metaphysical principle, that any name or
characteristic that is attributed to creatures cannot be predicated of God. Neither can he be
perceived by name and encompassed by thought; Nor can he be pointed to and sensed by sight or
conceived by mind. So then, God is higher than speech, perception, or sense.® It ought to be kept
in mind, however, that these passages seem to run counter to the initial remarks (p. 7:7-12) at the
very beginning of the text in which kataphatic discourse is deployed. The author proposes here
that God can be known through his names, though his essence (dhat) remains hidden, which
would mean adopting a position contrary to the deantropomorphic orientation.’® When he claims
the conceivability of God through his names, might the author have meant to refer to the
abovementioned two names allah and rahman? These statements are the earliest evidence that

would form the nuclei of the later articulation of the Ismaili via negativa.

At this early stage the Ismaili doctrine as given both in Zaydt sources and Abi ‘Isa al-
Murshid’s treatise is gnostic in nature. As has been explored by Stern and Halm, the gnostic
cosmology presented here constitutes a truly Islamic model saturated with qur’anic concepts. It
is hard to say that it belongs to any gnostic system already in the first centuries. According to this
model, God represents an absolute reality and is beyond any ontological, linguistic, and
conceptual categories. Defined in this way God creates a light through his imperative ‘Be’, and it
is (kun fa-yakiin). From duplication of the two letters of the divine command originated the

hypostasis kiini (the feminine form of kun), or the preceder (sabig), which in turn created the

% Idem, pp. 11: “wa-bari’ al-baraya a ‘zam min an yudraka bi-ismin aw yuhata bi-fikrin wa yima ilayh bi-basar aw
yuhissa bi-bal aw yunsaba ilayh ma yunsab ila I-makhliigin. Fa-min hadhihi l-jiha ashrakat al-umam hina nasabat
ilayh ma yunsab ila I-makhliigin.” says: “Neither attributes nor predicates can define him,...” p.7 “..who was while
there was neither space nor eternity nor things occupying space nor course of time...”

105, M. Stern, Studies in early Isma flism, p.7
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second hypostasis, the follower (zali). These hypostases will later be incorporated into the
Neoplatonic-Ismaili cosmological hierarchy of being where the preceder came to be identified

with the intellect and the follower with the soul.!

Almost all themes treated in these early sources, the idea of divine transcendence in
particular, were not yet distorted or modified by compromises with Neoplatonic negative
theology. Although it is briefly stated and can be found to be vague and even somewhat
contradictory, the Ismaili way of characterizing the transcendent God appears to run parallel with
the classic negative theology of the Mutazilite and Jahmite schools. In consideration of the
Ismaili via negativa in its fully developed form, this early testimony would correspond to the
first step of double negation, while the second step is missing from this earliest formulation. But
here we do not run into the speculative framework broaching the problem of divine
transcendence in terms of the concept of nonbeing. As clearly understood from Abi ‘Isa al-
Murshid’s treatise contemporaneous with the time of al-Mu‘izz, the Fatimids still propagate this

earliest version of the Ismaili doctrine of the transcendent God.

4.3. Al-Nasafi’s cosmology: The intermediary role of ibda“ (the act of origination)

Before launching into the discussion of the essential role the notion of nonbeing plays in

his position, I would first like to give a concise summary of al-NasafT’s account of Neoplatonic

cosmology.!? Al-Nasafi’s God is called al-mubdi ‘ (the originator), creator ex nihilo of the

11 |dem, pp- 3-29; Heinz Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der friihen Isma 7liya : e. Studie zur islam. Gnosis
([Mainz] : Deutsche Morgenlandische Ges. ; Wiesbaden : Steiner [in Komm.], 1978).

12 For a discussion of al-Nasafi’s cosmology, see also Ian Richard Netton, Allah transcendent : studies in the
structure and semiotics of Islamic philosophy, theology, and cosmology (London ; New York : Routledge, 1989), pp.
210-214
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universe, which bears obvious traces of the influence of the Neoplatonica Arabica. It (from now
on, “It” in reference to the originator) is the creator of beings and nonbeings. This shows his
proclivity to some notion of transcendence; the originator transcends not only categories of being
but also those of nonbeing. = Its act of origination (ibda*), which took place at one stroke, yields
the Intellect, the first originated being. Al-Nasafi refers to this divine act interchangeably as his
command (amr), word (kalima), and unity (wahda).** The concept of instantaneous creation, as
put into words by such key terms as duf‘a wahida and jumla wahida (in one fell swoop or all at
once), occupies a significant place in his account of origination,'® which runs parallel with the
Theology of Aristotle.*® Al-Nasafi introduces the idea of intermediary (wdsita) by interpolating
the unity of God (wahdat al-bari) between the transcendent God and Intellect,!” which is
consistent with the Neoplatonic insertion of the inchoate form of Intellect between the One and
fully flown Intellect.'® As has often been witnessed among the late antique Neoplatonic writers,
who closely followed the orthodox Plotinus’ program of transcendence, this attempt might have

been the result of a desire to warrant the indispensable distance between God and the world. The

13 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 198; 201
14 Idem, p. 206-208, 210
15 Idem, p. 204

16 Badawi, ‘Abd al-Rahman, ed. Aflifin ‘inda al- ‘Arab (al-Qahirah : Multazimat al-Nashr wa-al-Tab‘ Maktabat al-
Nahdah al-Misriyah, 1955), pp. 31, 41; 70; 114

17 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 206

18 Andrew Smith, “Prophyry and his school,” in ed. Lloyd P. Gerson, The Cambridge History of Philosophy in Late
Antiquity (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 333: Plotinus refers to this intermediary principle by
what might have been called an inchoate form of vodg. I would like to thank Professor Michael Sells for sharing this
critical information with me. Though, some modern writers held the claim that this perspective is not of
Neo/platonic origin; but it originated from a Hermetic source. See Paul Walker, “Abt Ya‘qub al-Sijistant and the
Development of Ismaili Neoplatonism” (PhD. diss., University of Chicago, 1974), p. 79
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somewhat complicated problem relating to al-Nasafi’s doctrine of intermediary arises at another
time when he places the Intellect in the realm between the word of God and the sub-intellectual
world. If the Intellect drew its power from the word, would this then not come to mean that it is
the Word, and not the Intellect, which was the actual cause of things flowing out from the
Intellect?!® Unlike him, al-Kirmani, however, asserts that the assignment of such an intermediary
role to the Intellect would further lead to the destruction of the hierarchical system of being
(ikhtilal rutab al-mawjidat) in which the Intellect generally enjoys a conception of the first
being.?° If we pay attention to his word choice, we will see that al-Nasafi supports both the
creationist (ibda ‘ ex nihilo) and emanationist (tawallud) models of generation, in which the
former pertaining to the creation of the intellect gives rise to the flowing out of the Soul (the

second being) and what is in hierarchy below.?*

4.4. Al-Nasafi’s meontology: Negation of being and nonbeing

Al-Nasaft’s introduction of Neoplatonic elements into the Ismaili doctrine brought along
complex speculations on the notions of negation and nonbeing, thus leading to the development
of some form of apophatic language. Al-Kirmani quotes al-Nasafi’s ideas on his apophatic
language in the tenth chapter (al-bab al- ‘ashir) of his al-Riyad, at the very beginning of which he

promises to rectify the errors in the al-mahsiil, especially those errors dealing with the idea of

19 lan Richard Netton, Allah transcendent, p. 212
2 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 213

2l See Abii Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-lslah, ed. Maniichihr and Muhaqqiq, p. 28: “fa-amma al-gaw! fi: anna I-hayiila
mutuwallidatun min al-thani; wa-annaha la-tushbihuhu,; kama anna al-thant mutawallidun min al-awwal wa-huwa
la yushbihuhu.”
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tawhid and the originated first being (al-mubda ‘ alladhi huwa al-mawjiid al-awwal) that escaped
Abu Hatim al-Raz1’s scrutiny. Below I will focus on a few passages derived from al-Nasafi’s al-
Mahsil independently of al-Kirmani’s criticism as much as possible so that I may give him his
due. These passages are essential to understanding the vital role the notion of nonbeing plays in
his negative approach to God. in the 10" section of al-Kirmani’s a/-Riydd, al-Kirmani quotes him

as saying:

T1: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198:7-8: “God is the originator of
things and no-things (mubdi ‘ al-shay’wa al-la-shay y—whether they be objects of the
Intellect ( ‘agli), imaginary (wahmi), intelligible (fikri), or logical (mantiqt).??

T2: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 201:12-202:2: “God is the originator
of things not from something (mubdi‘ al-ashya’la min shay’in fagat). He (was) and there
was not anything with him in eternity (huwa wa ld shay’a ma ‘ahii). When we say, “he
[was] and there was not anything with him,” we negate both things (shay’) and no-things
(la-shay’) and thus put them all in the category of the originated (mubda ‘). We also
negate every form, simple and compound, from his identity (huwiyya). Thereby we make
all things, speakable and unspeakable, originated, essentially caused, and finite. Indeed,
no-thing (/a-shay’) comes after thing (shay’), because the origination of its name happens
after the existence of thing.”

The above excerpts (T1 and T2) perfectly parallel with Arabic Neoplatonic works. The author of
Pseudo-Ammonius and the heresiographer Shahrastani attribute similar statements, though

slightly different in wordings, to Empedocles Arabus (or Arab Anbaduqlis).?* Before anything

2 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198: “fa-huwa mubdi‘ al-shay’ wa I-ld shay’ al- ‘aqli wa
l-wahmi wa I-fikrt wa [-mantigi; a ‘ni ma huwa waqi ‘un tahta hadhihi I- ‘andsivi wa ma laysa bi-wagqi ‘in tahtaha

2 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 201-202: “...mubdi‘ al-ashya’ la min shay’in fagat.
Huwa wa la-shay’a ma ‘ahu lam yazal fa-idha qulna huwa wa la shay’a ma ‘ahu, fa-qad nafayna al-shay’ wa [l-la-
shay, fa-sayyarnahuma jamt ‘an mubda ‘ayni. Wa-nafayna kulla siratin basitatin Wa-murakkabatin ‘an huwiyyatihi;
wa-ja ‘alnd kulla shay in mimma yaqa ‘u ‘alayhi l-qawlu aw la yaqa * ‘alayhi I-qawli mubda ‘an ma ‘lillan bi I-
haqiqati mutanahiyan; wa inna [-ashya huwa ba ‘d al-shay’ li-anna huditha ismihi innama hadatha ‘inda zuhir al-
shay’”

24 Al-Shahrastani, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim, Kitab al-milal wa al-nikal, ed. Ahmad Fahmi Muhammad
(Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1992), vol. 2, pp. 379-380: “wa la anna shay 'an kana ma ‘ahu, fa-abda‘a al-
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else, al-Nasafl here describes God as mubdi ‘ al-ashya’la min shay’in faqat (the originator of
things not from something), a well-known epithet of God that was circulated among medieval
Muslim Neoplatonists beginning with al-Kind1 (d. 873). From the mid-9th century on, this term,
with a variety of different derivatives, found a place within Neoplatonica Arabica such as
Theology of Aristotle, Liber de causis, and Pseudo-Ammonius.?® The word choice and

terminology of Ismaili writers are in tune with them.?® Thus, according to the Ismailis, God’s act

shay’a al-basit alladht huwa awwal al-basit al-ma ‘qiil, wa huwa al- ‘unsur al-awwal....wa huwa mubdi al-shay’ wa
al-la-shay’ al-‘aqli wa al-fikri wa al-wahmi.”

Ulrich Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios: ein Beitrag zur Neuplatonischen Uberlieferung im
Islam (Stuttgart : Kommissionsverlag Franz Steiner Wiesbaden, 1989), pp. 36, 37, 38, p. 36: (7) fa-huwa huwa wa la
shay’a ma ‘ahu; p. 37: (5:3): wa-la anna shay’an kana ma ‘ahu; pp.37-38 (4:5-7): fa-abda ‘a al-shay’ al-basit alladht
huwa awwal al-basit al-ma ‘qial wa huwa al- ‘unsur al-awwal; thumma kaththara al-ashya’ al-mabsiita min dhalika
al-mubda* al-basit al-wahid al-awwal; thumma kawwana al-murakkabat min al-mabsitat; wa huwa mubdi‘ al-shay’
wa al-la-shay’ al- ‘aqlt wa al-fikrt wa al-wahmr, p. 38 (5:14-15): fa lamma sara hadha hakadha lam yajuz lil-mantiq
an yasifa al-bari jalla wa ‘ala illa sifatan wahidatan faqat wa-dhalika an yagiila innahu huwa wa la shay’a min
hadhihi al- ‘awdlim murakkabun wa la-bastrun (15) fa-idha qala huwa wa la-shay’a fa-qad nafa al-shay’ wa al-la-
shay’ wa-sayyarahuma mubda ‘ayni wa nafd kulla suratin basitatin aw murakkabatin ma ‘a al-huwiyya wa-sayyara
kulla shay in mubda ‘an wa-huwa ‘illatun faqgat.

% Ulrich Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios, pp. 33-36; For a history of the term in the early
philosophical literature, see S. A. Altmann and S.M. Stern, Isaac Israeli : A Neoplatonic philosopher of the early
tenth century : his works translated with comments and an outline of his philosophy (Chicago : University of
Chicago Press, 2009, 1958), pp. 70-72. Richard Taylor, the Liber de causis (kalam fi mahd al-khayr): A Study of
Medieval Neoplatonism (PhD thesis, University of Toronto, 1981), pp. 287 (Proposition 3); 312 (Proposition 17),
363-364. As Taylor has pointed out, only the First Cause is called mubdi‘ (originator) in the Arabic Liber de causis.
He adds that no form of the root b-d- “ occurs in Procleana Arabica, but that in spite of its lack of the form the
compiler/s of these Proclean texts taught the doctrine of creation ex nihilo by the first cause. For the occurrences of
the concept in Neoplatonica Arabica, Badawi, ‘Abd al-Rahman, ed. Aflifin ‘inda al- ‘Arab (al-Qahirah : Multazimat
al-Nashr wa-al-Tab“ Maktabat al-Nahdah al-Misriyah, 1955), p. 135.12-136.5; PLOTINI OPERA. Tomus II:
Enneades I1V-V. Ediderunt Paul HENRY et Hans-Rudolf SCHWYZER. Plotiniana arabica ad codicum fidem anglice
vertit Geoffrey LEWIS (Paris : Desclée de Brouwer ; Bruxelles : Edition universalle, 1951-1973), p. 293.

% Al-Sijistani makes distinction between ibda ‘ (origination) and inbi ‘ath (procession), the former of which he
attributes to the creation of the intellect and the second to that of the soul. The first originates out of nothing (cf.
ibda‘ of a nonexistential nature), whereas the second arises from something. See Aba Ya‘qab Ishaq al-Sijistant,
Kitab ithbat al-nubi’at, ed. ‘Arif Tamir (Bayrat, Lubnan : al-Matba‘ah al-Kathiilikiyah, 1966), p. 46. See also Kitab
al-Maqalid, ed. Punawala, pp. 140-141.
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of originating par excellence is called ibda‘.?'Such terminology derived from the same root also
appeared in the Qur’an. The divine persona depicts himself as badi ‘ al-samawat wa [-ard (Q
2:117). But it is hard to state that the qur’anic expression has a connotation of creation from
nothing. Indeed, the doctrine of creatio ex nikhilo in Islamic thought has a philosophical root in
the Graeco-Christian philosophical tradition. As numerous Graeco-Arabicum studies have
patently shown, the concept of creatio ex nihilo infiltrated into Muslim circles from different
intellectual backgrounds and points of view soon after translations of the sixth century Byzantine
theologian John Philoponus’ (d. 570) polemics against Aristotle and Proclus.? Likewise, al-
Nasafi clung to this philosophical line of thought by defining the term mubdi ‘ in a way that it

betokens creatio ex nihilo.

In T1 and T2, we encounter two expressions signifying the idea of nihil. One of them is
@ min shay’ (not from a thing) and related to the idea of creatio ex nihilo. The other is la shay’
(no-thing) that is of great importance to al-Nasaft’s idea of apophasis and whose negative particle

seemingly designates otherness and distinction, e.g., an ontological category other than that of

Like al-Sijistani, al-KirmanT also explains the emergence of intellect through resort to the concept of ibda“ (the act
of origination). He states:

Quind inna alladhi yatarattabu awwalan fi al-wujiid huwa al-mutasawwaru annahu lam yakun fa-wujida ‘ala tarig
al-ibda‘ wa al-ikhtira‘ la min shay’in, wa la ‘ala shay’in, wa la fi shay'in, wa la bi-shay’in, wa la li-shay 'in, wa la
ma ‘a shay’in..

“We say, “what is the first in the hierarchy of being [intellect] can be thought to have been nonexistent and then
have come into being through the divine act of origination and creation ex nihilo (ibda‘/ikhtira“), not from a thing,
not upon a thing, not in a thing, not through a thing, not for a thing and not with a thing.” See al-Kirmani, Rahat al-
‘agl, ed. M. Ghalib (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1983), p. 157.

27 The definition given by al-Kind1 is ta ’yis al-aysat ‘an lays (making existing things from the non-existent). See
Jean Jolivet and Roshdi Rashed, eds., Oeuvres philosophiques et scientifiques d'al-Kindr (Leiden ; New York : E.J.
Brill, 1997-1998), Vol. Il, p. 169.

2 For a list of sources, see Introduction.
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shay’. For the purposes of this chapter, I will focus my attention on the second one. The phrase /a
shay’ (no-thing) is used in two slightly different contexts: (1) mubdi ‘ al-shay’ and al-la-shay’
(the originator of things and no-things), where ld-shay’ consisting of /a (not) and shay’ (thing) is
presented as an object of divine origination; (2) huwa wa la shay’a ma ‘ahii fa-qad nafayna al-
shay’wa al-la-shay’ (he was and there was not anything with him and we negate both things and
no-things), where the negated shay’ is viewed as a general concept covering not only what is but
also what is not. In both cases, al-Nasaft emphasizes that both categories of things and no-things
are brought into existence by the originator. In the second case, the impossibility of the eternal

co-existence of beings and nonbeings along with the originator is further underscored.

Wolfson provides us with invaluable insights into the formation of these two fundamental
meontological phrases, namely /a min shay and min lG-shay, in early Sunni theological writings.
They are not closely relevant to the Ismaili literature. But, his argument on the development of
these phrases might nevertheless be valid and illuminating for our discussion of al-Nasafi’s
remarks. Speaking within the context of the medieval Arabic-speaking world, which included
both Jewish and Muslim traditions, Wolfson argues that though not always steady and uniform,
ld@ min shay’, mostly collocated with terms expressing creation, designates “from absolute
nonbeing” or ex nihilo, whereas ld-shay’, composed of ‘not” and ‘thing’, signifies not but just
‘no-thing’ (cf. alpha negative). He traces the origin of the latter back to the two different
Aristotelian subtexts. Depending on the context in which it is employed, /d-shay’ can mean
either ‘something’, e.g., prime matter, which does not exist independently of form and is
accidentally a nonbeing (derived from Aristotle’s Metaphysics), or ‘something other than the

thing’ which is expressed through use of a privative negative (derived from Aristotle’s De

174



Interpretatione).?It seems to me that the expression of /@-shay’ in the sense of category of being
other than that of shay’ (thing) that Wolfson has given here is of particular relevance to al-
Nasaf1’s meontology. From al-Kirman1’s critical comments on al-Nasafi’s Mahsil we understand
that the use of the expression in this Aristotelian sense circulated among the Ismaili theologians

as well. I will discuss al-Kirmani’s analysis later in the chapter.

Let us now return to the question of where /d-shay’ lies in al-Nasafi’s apophatic theology.
In T2, al-Nasafi attracts attention to the transcendental reality of God through resort to the “he
[was] and there was not anything with him” locution (huwa wa la shay’a ma ‘ahi). 1t is difficult
to account for the origin of this locution. Though with slightly different wordings, it was attested
in the 9" century hadith collection and its use became widespread among Sunni Muslim
intellectuals of various backgrounds.®® The same expression was also repeatedly ascribed to
Empedocles in Arabic Neoplatonic sources as well as in Muslim heresiographical works®! and
received wide circulation among the Ismailis.*? Considering al-Nasafi’s intellectual background,

one might be tempted to assert that al-Nasaft took this apophatic expression from Neoplatonica

2 Harry A. Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1976), 355-372;
Idem., “The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and Saadia's Second Theory of Creation,” The Jewish Quarterly
Review 36 (1946):371-391; Idem., “Infinite and Privative Judgments in Aristotle, Averroes, and Kant,” Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research 8 (1947), p. 176

30 In his commentary on al-Bukhari’s (d. 870) Sakik Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani (d. 1449) provides several variants of al-
Bukhart’s actual narration kana allahu wa lam yakun shay 'un ghayruhu (God was and there was not anything except
himself), among which he cites wa lam yakun shay 'un ma ‘ahu (God was and there was not anything with him). See
Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani, Fath al-Bari fi sharh sahih al-bukhart, ed. Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa,
1959), vol. 6, p. 289 http://shamela.ws/index.php/book/6897

31 Ulrich Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios, pp. 36: (7), p. 37: (5:3); p. 38 (15); Al-Shahrastani,
Kitab al-milal wa al-nikal, ed. Muhammad, pp. 379-380

32 al-Sijistani reconstructs the doctrine of negation over his analysis of this locution. See al-Sijistant, Sullam al-
Najat, in Mohamed Abualy Alibhai, Abii Ya ‘qiib al-Sijistant and Kitab Sullam al-Najat: A Study in Islamic
Neoplatonism (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1983), p. 12-21 (Arabic)
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Arabica by making slight changes to match his theological framework. Setting apart the question
of whether this apophatic locution originates in the prophetic tradition or in the Neoplatonic
tradition, there is no doubt that al-Nasaft takes the term shay’ here in huwa wa la shay’a ma ‘ahii
(he was and there was not anything with him) as a general term encompassing not only what is,
but also what is not. So then, his argument continues, God is the originator (mubdi ‘) of both what
is and what is not. Placing them all within the category of the originated (mubda ‘), he separates
God from all beings—whether they are existential or nonexistential, and whether they be
comprehended by intellect, imagination, or speculative thought, and whether they are simple or
compound. God is transcendent not only with respect to beings, but also with respect to
nonbeings. However, from the above-mentioned fragments given in al-Kirmani a/-Riyad we
cannot know what exactly al-NasafT intended to say by the term /a-shay (no-thing or nonbeing)
except (1) that it is subsumed under divine origination and hence it has its own concrete reality;
(2) that it is not deemed to be eternal. In respect of these two qualities, namely its subsumption
under God’s origination and its contingency, both beings and nonbeings are considered to be

equal.

Indeed, we are not completely helpless in understanding what al-Nasaft might have
meant by the term /G@-shay’ (no-thing). al-Nasaft describes it as an object of divine origination
and disallows its co-existence with God in eternity, thereby depraving God of it. By contrasting
la-shay’ with shay’—both of which are objects of God’s act of origination, al-Nasaft must have
referred to a category of being other than that of shay’ to which the negative particle is attached.
Al-Sijistant and al-Kirman1’s testimonies at least would support this interpretation. Al-Kirmani
gives us two interpretations of /a-shay: (1) one signifying an affirmation of something other than

that thing” (ijab ma-huwa ghayru shay ’'in) and corresponding to what Aristotle calls indefinite
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noun (&vopa ddpotov) and (2) a denial of the existence of the thing itself (nafy ‘ayn al-shay’).*
He even criticizes some commenters for having mistakenly construed al-Nasafi’s expression /a-
shay’ (no-thing) as designating a category of spiritual beings which is other than the category of
shay’ corresponding to physical beings. Al-Kirmani possibly had in mind al-Sijistani (d. 971),
who is al-Nasafi’s disciple and chief da 7 of Khurasan and Sistan, because the latter interprets /a-
shay’ in this way. As will be discussed below in Chapter 5, al-Sijistani was the first Ismaili
author to give an explicit expression of double negation, often articulated in the Arabic phrase
nafyun wa-nafyu nafyin (negation and negation of negation). His formulation of tawhid consists
of two negations in logical form of “God is not X and is not not-X" (/a mawjiid wa la la-
mawyjiid). By the former negation (/a mawjid; “is not X”), he means to disassociate God from all
characteristics and attributes possessed by physical creatures such as “thing,” “being,” “limited,”
“attributed,” “finite.” and “visible.” By the second consisting of two negative particles (e.g., la
la-mawjud; “is not not-X"), where the first is attached to the copula and the second to the
predicate, he aims at stripping of God all attributes of spiritual beings, which in turn transcend
physical creatures and hence do not possess any physical attributes. In order to express the
transcendence and otherness of spiritual beings, he adds the negative particle /a (cf. Gr. alpha
privative) to words indicating physical beings. He delineates spiritual beings as non-attributed
(la-mawsiif), in-finite (la-mahdid), and in-visible (/a-mar 7). Considering the master-disciple
relation between al-Sijistant and al-Nasafi, one might be tempted to claim that by the term /a-
shay’ the latter might have referred to the ontological category of spiritual beings and hence have

used it to express the transcendence of spiritual beings (intellect and soul).

33 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 200
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4.5. Conclusion to the chapter

Some writers consider al-Nasafi the first Ismaili author to develop the Neoplatonic
Ismaili double negation formulated in the statement “God is not X and not not-X.” Considering
fragments, quotations and paraphrases from a/-Mahsiil preserved in works by insider and
outsider critics, it is highly unlikely to regard him as the pioneer of this doctrine.>* The main
problem with al-Nasafi’s view is that his proposal of God’s origination of both being and not-
being (mubdi‘ al-shay’ and al-la-shay’) ruins out the Neoplatonic-Ismaili hierarchy of being,
according to which from the originator comes only one principle, that is, the intellect. This is one
of al-Kirman1’s objections to him. When I examine al-Kirman1’s critical remarks on al-Nasaft, |
will present further problems that al-Nasafi’s perspective may perhaps raise. But, perhaps one
could at least propose that in T1 and T2 al-Nasaft presents some form of apophasis in the
following two ways: (1) by describing all beings and nonbeings as the object of divine
origination (i.e., mubdi‘ al-shay ’wa al-la-shay’) and (2) by denying their co-existence with God
in eternity, e.g., huwa wa la shay’a ma ‘ahii. More importantly, al-Nasafi, in reference to /a shay’.
seems to have supplied a meontological category of being. By this expression, he possibly refers

to spiritual beings.

34 Faquir Muhammad Hunzai, “The Concept of Tawhid,” p. 67-68;
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CHAPTER 5: Abu Ya‘qib al-Sijistant’s (d. 971) language of unsaying:
God without being

5.1. Introduction

5.2. The continuity and discontinuity of al-Nasafi’s cosmology

5.3. al-Sijistan1’s double negation: the meontological hierarchy of being
5.4. Ibda‘: The disontological creator of the world la min shay’ (ex nihilo)

5.5. al-Sijistan1’s conceptual repertoire: Emptying of mubdi‘ of me/ontological
categories

5.6. Conclusion to the chapter

5.1. Introduction

Abil Ya‘qub Al-Sijistant (d. 971) was a prominent Ismaili, who contributed to the formation and
crystallization of the Ismaili doctrine of fawhid. Unlike his mentor al-Nasafi, his writings have
survived. Paradoxically enough, biographical information is scarce on him. His works at least, as
well as a few insider and outsider remarks, bear witness to his significance not only in the history
of the Ismaili da ‘wa (mission), but also the history of Ismaili philosophy. As a prominent da 7, he
performed missionary activities in Baghdad, Rayy, Khurasan, and Sijistan.! Walker proposes, on
the basis of internal citations, that his earliest two works are Ithbat al-Nubi 'at and al-Yanabi ‘.2
The latter includes a great deal of material that is essential to the understanding of Ismaili

philosophy and supplies invaluable information about Ismaili meontology. This work marks his

1'S. M. Stern, “The Early Isma'tli Missionaries in North-West Persia and in Khurasan and Transoxania,” Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 23/1 (1960): 56-90, p. 68; Paul Walker, Early
philosophical Shiism : the Ismaili Neoplatonism of Abi Ya ‘gub al-Sijistan (Cambridge [England] ; New York, NY,
USA : Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 16-19

2 paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism, pp. 20-21
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first attempt to reformulate Neoplatonic ideas and perspectives in accordance with the Ismaili

doctrine.

In the midst of his years of literary production al-Sijistani composed his work a/-Qurb al-
Malakiitiyya, the most comprehensive of his works, which treats almost the same theological
themes, motifs and problems with far greater depth and complexity than he does in a/-Yanabi . In
this work also, al-Sijistant provides invaluable information on Ismaili meontological language.
He then wrote respectively Kitab al-Iftikhar and Sullam al-Najat (of which only some portions
are still extant) in the final stage of his intellectual career. ® As its title implies, his al-Iftikhar is
more polemical in tone than his earliest works. “What pride could be greater than
comprehending the real truth and alighting on the right path,” asks al-SijistanT many times in
every section of the work. “Giving an overview of Ismaili theosophy,” states H. Corbin about
Sullam, “this treatise forms an excellent introduction to the Islamic doctrine interpreted in the
sense of Ismaili esotericism (““...une excellente introduction a la doctrine islamique interprétée
dans le sens de [’ésotérisme ismaélien”).* Kitab al-Iftikhar and Sullam al-najat as well contain
useful material related to the Ismaili doctrine of meontological God. These three works will also

be discussed.

In the previous chapter, I discussed al-Nasafi’s failed attempt to present the via negativa
on the basis of double negation. Since his Kitab al-Mahsul is no longer extant, our inquiry is
confined to the fragments surviving in al-Kirmani’s Kitab al-Riyad. Nevertheless, these

fragments are of critical importance because they allow us to make some tentative conclusions

3 Paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism, pp. 19-24

4 H. Corbin, Le Livre des sources, in Trilogie ismaelienne: textes edites avec traduction francaise et commentaires
[Teheran, Département d'iranologie de I'Institut franco-iranien, 1961], 5
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about his position. Based on them, we can better analyze the perspectives of later Ismaili authors.
Al-NasafT’s disciple al-Sijistant was the first [smaili author who developed double negation in its
full scope. In this chapter, I make several assumptions. (I) I will first argue that the Neoplatonic
idea of the procession of the hypostases of being from the One and the apophatic theology of the
Neoplatonica Arabica, as well as the strict monotheism of Islam, became the ground for the
hierarchy of al-Sijistani’s meontological system. He presents a hierarchy not only in his
Neoplatonic cosmology, but also in his apophatic expression. (II) I will discuss in some detail
how al-Sijistant’s analysis of me/ontological categories helped him reconstruct his hierarchical-
meontological cosmology. For this purpose, I sought to elucidate the significance of the
following me/ontological concepts for his cosmology, e.g., huwiyya / la-huwiyya, huwa / la-
huwa, shay’ / la-shay’, inniyya. By undertaking close readings of the relevant passages, I have
proved that all ontological terms are semantically associated, in one way or another, with the idea
of existence. (IIT) Furthermore, I will show that al-Sijistani perspective of double negation
changes and develops based on context. He provides two formulations of double negations. (IV)
The most characteristic feature of his apophasis lies in his frequent resort to the concept of

negation. I will attract attention to the function of negation in his meontology.

5.2. The continuity and discontinuity of al-Nasafi’s cosmology

Before getting into the discussion of al-Sijistani’s meontology, it may be helpful at the outset to
provide a general overview of his cosmology.® Al-Sijistan1’s position has something in common

with al-Nasaft’s cosmological perspective. Like al-Nasafi, he stresses God’s transcendence

5 For more details, see lan Richard Netton, Allzh transcendent : studies in the structure and semiotics of Islamic
philosophy, theology, and cosmology (London ; New York : Routledge, 1989), pp. 214-222
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through incorporation of an intermediary between the divine and the created, which he
occasionally refers to as his Word (kalima), Command (amr) or act of origination (al-ibda ). It is
this intermediary agency that caused the Intellect to come to be. Immediately after the intellect
was brought into being by the act of origination, the former achieved the fullness of unity with
the latter to the extent that they are united. The unity of the act of origination with the intellect is
one of the theological motifs that we saw inherent in al-Nasaft and al-Abu Hatim al-Razi (d.

934).% Accordingly, al-SijistanT states:

T1: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in Trilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, pp. 16:
“fa-inna l-kalimata ‘illatuhu; wa idha kanat hiya al- ‘illata al-ila li-dhuhiir al-sabiq, fa-
mata zahara al-sabiq, ittahadat bihi, fa-sarat ka-huwiyyat al-sabiq...”

“The Word is the cause of the Intellect, and since the Word appears as the first cause for
the emergence of the preceder [intellect], whenever the preceder emerged, the Word is
united with it so that their being become one.”’

By characterizing the intellect as the source of all spiritual and corporeal light (yanbii *
kulli nirin rithaniyyin wa jismaniyyin), al-Sijistant assumes that the intellect is essentially

connected not only with spiritual but also corporeal beings, which seems to be in conflict with

8 W. Madelung, “Isma ‘tliyya”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 03 January 2022
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.uchicago.edu/10.1163/1573-3912 islam_COM_0390

See also Wilfred Madelung, “Aspects of Ismaili Theology: the Prophetic Chain and the God Beyond Being,” in
Seyyed Hossein Nasr (ed.), Isma ‘77 contributions to Islamic culture (Tehran : Imperial Iranian Academy of
Philosophy, 1977), p. 56; Abu Hatim al-Raz1 writes: “The first [originated being; e.g., intellect] and the command
are one and the same thing.” (fa-huwa wa al-amr aysun wahidun). See See Abt Hatim Ahmad ibn Hamdan al-Razi
Riyad, Kitab al-lslah, ed. ed. Hasan Mantichihr and Mahdi Muhaqqiq (Tehran, 1383 Sh./2004), p. 35

7 Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne: textes edites avec traduction
francaise et commentaires [Teheran, Département d'iranologie de I’Institut franco-iranien, 1961], p. 16. Al-Sijistant
writes in his al-Magalid, “...anna al-sabiq huwa lladhi ittahada bi |-kalima hatta la tara baynahuma bayniunatan wa
la infisalan” (““...that the preceder s that which is united with the Word so that you could see neither separation nor
dissociation...”) See Kitab al-Maqalid al-malakatiyah, ed. Isma‘il Qurban Husayn Panawala (Tanis : Dar al-Gharb
al-Islami, 2011), p. 105.
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Neoplatonic viewpoint confining its activity to the intellectual world.® Like Ikhwan al-Safa’, al-
Sijistant aligned his technical vocabulary with qur’anic terms like al-gada’ (divine decree), al-
kurst (the Chair), and al-qalam (the Pen).® Thus the Intellect, sometimes called al- ‘agl al-kulli
(universal intellect), is the first originated being and resembles the Pythagorean One (al-wahid,
cf. Monad), the first number, which is neither odd nor even and from which all other numbers

propagate. He writes,

T2: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in 7rilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, pp. 23:
“Wa-aydan fa-inna al- ‘aql yushbihu al-wahid alladht huwa awwal al-a ‘dad; wa-lam
vasbiq shay 'un min al-a‘dad, la min al-afrad wa la min al-azwaj, bal al-a ‘dad kulluha
innamd tatakaththaru min al-wahid wa bi al-wahid. Wa-kadhalika al- ‘aql wahid; wa
huwa al-dhat li-jami * al-ma ‘qilat. Thumma tatakaththaru al-ma ‘qilat min al-‘aql wa bi
al-‘aql.”

“Besides, the intellect bears a resemblance to the number one that is the first of numbers.
It is not preceded by any number, either it be odd or even. On the contrary, all numbers
become multiplied from the number one and by means of it. Likewise, the intellect is one.
It is the source (dhat) of all beings capable of being known. Then all these beings become
multiple from the intellect and through the intellect.” 1°

Furthermore, neither perishability (fasad) nor mobility (haraka) can permeate the intellect. Al-
Sijistant’s hierarchy of principles is, like that of other 10™ century Ismaili da ‘is, congruent with

the early Ismaili doctrine which incorporated into the cosmological system the two mythical and

8 al-Sijistant, Kitab ithbat al-nubi’at, ed. Arif Tamir (Bayrit, Lubnan : al-Matba‘ah al-Kathilikiyah, 1966), p. 3
% al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Isma‘il Qurban Husayn Piinawala (Bayrat : Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2000), p. 109
10 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 23

1 1dem, pp. 26-28
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personified principles kiini/sabiq and qadar/talt, the ontological rank of the latter of which

follows the first who precedes.?

The next principle that comes after the intellect and emanates from it is al-nafs al-
kulliyya (the universal soul). Thus, like al-Nasafi, he explains the generation of the soul through

reference to the vocabulary of emanation (inbi ‘ath). He states in Ithbat al-nubii’at:

T3: Kitab ithbat al-nubit’at, ed. ‘Arif Tamir, p. 46: “The soul proceeds forth from the
intellect not in virtue of its existence within the primariness of the intellect, since nothing
but the Preceder [the intellect] can uniquely attain to primariness (awwaliyya) by the will
of the Originator’s originating act (ibda * al-Mubdi ‘). Procession (inbi ‘ath) is from
something (min shay’), whereas origination (ibda ) is out of nothing (min ld shay; e.g. ex
nihilo). The prior (awwal) precedes everything that proceeds from a thing (cf. intellect).
So then, the preceder (al-sabig; e.g. intellect) with regard to its primariness precedes the
follower (al-talf; e.g., al-nafs) with regard to its procession.”*3

Here he precisely distinguishes between ibda ‘ (origination) and inbi ‘ath (procession), the former
of which he ascribes to the emergence of the intellect and the second to that of the soul. The
difference between them is that the intellect originates out of nothing (cf. ibda ‘ of a
nonexistential nature) and the second from something. Furthermore, we come across, in al-
Sijistant’s comments on the Soul, a standard Plotinian framework in which the Soul looked
upwards towards the Intellect in longing towards the latter and downwards towards the Nature

(al-tabi‘ah) and the rest of creation.!*As in the case of the Intellect, al-Sijistant’s identification of

12,3, M. Stern, Studies in early Isma ‘dism (Jerusalem : Magnes Press, Hebrew University ; Leiden : E.J. Brill, 1983),
pp. 7-8; 9

13 al-Sijistant, Kitab |thbat al-Nubii‘at, ed. Tamir, p. 46: “Wa-laysa inbi ‘athu [-nafsi ‘anhu bi-mijibi wujiidiha fi-
awwaliyyatihi; idh al-awwaliyya lam yanal-ha ghayru [-sabiqi bi-quwwati ibda ‘I al-mubdi‘; bal bi al-inbi ‘ath min
shay’in; wa l-ibda ‘u min la shay’. Fa-kullu ma inbi ‘athuhu min shay’in fa-1-awwalu sabiqun ‘alayhi. Fa-idhan al-
sabiqu min jihati awwaliyyatihi sabiqun ‘ala [-talt min jihati inbi ‘athihi.” See idem, Kitab al-Magalid, ed.
Panawala, p. 42

14 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-Yanabi*” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, pp. 33-34
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the Soul comes in agreement with a range of qur’anic vocabulary, such as al-lawh (the Tablet),

al-‘arsh (the Throne), al-gadar (the Decree), and al-gamar (the Moon).*®

Lastly, I would like to explain how the English ‘God’ maps onto al-Sijistant’s terms
designating divinity. Al-Sijistant’s god is not A//a@h as expected, the creator and cause of the
universe, but the absolutely transcendent Mubdi * (lit. innovator or originator). Mubdi ‘ is beyond
any determination, attribution, name, the duality of being and nonbeing, and even any form of
creative activity, which all, according to him, would designate some plurality in Mubdi s unique
oneness. He rather associates the name A/lah with the first being (huwiyya) which is the intellect
having entered into cosmic marriage with the soul. From their cosmic marriage divinity or
goddess (i/ahiyya) becomes manifest. And only from their union all existents come into being.

He states,

T4: Kitab al-Magqalid al-Malakiitiyah, p. 108: “...wa-iiqi ‘a ba ‘d ithbat al-huwiyya bi-lizq
al-amr al-ism alladhi huwa allah, ‘ala anna al-aslayn alladhayni huma asla kulli
huwiyya innamd yazharu bi-hima ilahiyya al-mubdi subhanahu...”

“There appeared the name of A/lah after the emergence of huwiyya (i.e., intellect) united
with the act of origination, provided that the two cosmic principles (e.g., the intellect and
the soul) are the source of all beings and those from whose cosmic marriage appeared the
divinity of the Originator exalted (il@hiyya al-Mubdi ).*®

He devotes a chapter in his al-Magdasid to a discussion of the causal nexus between Mubdi ‘ and
beings. Here he stresses that It (from now on “It” in reference to Mubdi ‘) does not have any

immediate, causal relation with creatures.!’The first cause, his argument continues, is rather the

15 Al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Panawala, p. 109 ; Idem., Kitab ithbat al-nubi’at, ed. Tamir, p. 48 ;
B Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Piinawala, p. 108.

17 1dem., pp. 68-71; The chapter is entitled as “On the issue that God is not a cause” (fi anna alldha ta ‘ala laysa bi-
illa)
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act of origination (ibdd‘). From time to time al-Sijistant uses the term Allah to refer to the
Originator. It is only the context where it is used that determines what he means by the term,

either it is the transcendent God or the relational/imminent God.

5.3. al-Sijistan1’s double negation: The meontological hierarchy of being

Al-Sijistani was the first Ismaili author to introduce an explicit formulation of double negation.
He discusses it in his various works.'® As it becomes clear from these works, he is engaged in an
obvious polemic with other Muslim sects prevailing in his day. He criticizes them for not holding
onto an ideal form of tawhid. In al-Iftikhar, where he classifies Muslim sects into four categories,
al-Sijistant especially targets idol worshippers ( ‘ubbad al-awthan) and anthropomorphists
(mushabbiha), the second of whom read the Qur’an’s depictions of God literally. The third group
includes Mu‘tazilites, Kharijites, and Rafidites who, according to him, called themselves ah! al-
‘adl (people of divine justice). He argues that this group came nearer the truth than other sects as
they duly followed the via negativa in theology. Although they stripped attributes,
characteristics, and determinations of God, nevertheless they still fell into anthropomorphic error.
What is problematic with their perspective, his argument continues, is that they did not consider
the attributes of spiritual beings for inclusion in their apophatic statement. In other words, their
apophasis guarantees that God is beyond the attributes and characteristics of physical beings, but
it does not guarantee Its transcendence over spiritual beings which share with It the quality of

being other than physical attributes and characteristics (idh al-manfiyyu ‘an al-sifat wa al-

18 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, pp. 15-17; idem, Kitab al-
Magqalid, ed. Panawala, pp.77-98; Idem., Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Panawala, pp. 84-99; idem, Sullam al-Najat, in
Mohamed Abualy Alibhai, Abii Ya ‘qib al-Sijistant and Kitab Sullam al-Najat: A Study in Islamic Neoplatonism
(Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1983), pp. 1-21 (Arabic)
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kayfiyyat wa al-adawat ba ‘du khalqihi alladhi ld yaliqu bi-majd al-mubdi‘ al-haqq an yakiina
mithlahu). Negation of attributes of physical beings in God must further have been supplemented
by a second negation, negatio negationis, e.g., negation of attributes of spiritual beings. Because
of their ignorance of a second negation, he continues to state, this third group lapsed into the
hidden anthropomorphism (tashbih khafi), while other Muslim sects who followed the kataphatic
path went upon the obvious anthropomorphism (tahsbih jali).** What makes them distinct from
other sects, according to him, is their subscription to the doctrine of double negation. It is for this

reason that he extols the Ismaili community as ahl al-haqa’iq (people of truths).

We testify to al-Sijistani’s first discussion of the topic in the first chapter of his al-

Yanabi‘. He elucidates his perspective through resort to the science of letters. He writes:

TS: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in Trilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, p. 13:1-
6: wa-inna al-alif wa al-lam idhd jama ‘a, kana minhuma kalimatu I-nafy wa hiya “la’”
ghayru musharun ilayhi—wa-idhd jama ‘a al-lam al-akharu ma ‘a I-ha’ kana minhuma
kalimatu l-ithbat wa huwa “lahii” muhsarun ilayhi; ‘ald anna al-aslayni ghayru
musharun ilayhima wa al-asasayni musharun ilayhima. Wa al-bari—jalla jalaluhu—Ila
musharun ilayhi wa la la musharun ilayhi bi al-ishara. wa hakadha al-hawa’wa al-naru
la yudrakani bi al-ishara wa al-ma’wa al-ard yudrakan bi al-ishara.

“When the letters a/if and /am are combined, the word formed is the particle “/a”, which
does not have any referent that can be pointed to. When the other /am [of the name of
Allah] is united with the letter 4a’, the word formed is “lahu”, a positive-affirmative word
that is capable of being referred to. Likewise, the two principles (e.g., the intellect and
soul) cannot be pointed to, but the two founders (e.g., the law-giving prophet and the
executer) can be referred to. The creator (cf. Mubdi y—may his glory be glorified—is
neither capable of being pointed to (musharun ilayh) nor non-capable of being pointed to
(la-musharun ilayh). Likewise, air and fire cannot be comprehended through being
pointing at them, but water and earth can be so grasped.”?°

19 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Piinawala, p. 78; 91; idem, Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Punawala, pp. 88-94

20 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 13 :1-6
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First of all, al-Sijistant does exactly what Steven Wasserstrom called “linguistic ontology”
according to which the letters are thought to be the actual building blocks of reality.?* He divides
the name Allah into two separate syllables: 1-) one consisting of alif and lam and 2-) the other
composed of /am and ha’. The latter syllable lah(u) expresses part of pointable physical reality
that corresponds to the law-giving prophet (natiq) and the executer (wasi). By reversing the
letters of the first syllable of A//ah he arrives at the negative particle “/@”. In al-Sijistant’s
thought, this negative particle designates the spiritual realm represented by the intellect and soul.
One particular characteristic of this realm is that they are neither comprehensible nor capable of
being referred to (mushar ilayh). Therefore, he assumes, it would be appropriate to define
spiritual beings in negative terms so as to express their beyondness and otherness with regard to

physical beings.

In the 18" chapter of his al-Magqalid, a chapter that examines the conformity of the 112
Sura of the Qur’an with the Islamic profession of faith, al-Sijistant gives information of critical
importance to the understanding of his apophatic language. What we see here in the Sura, and
what is crucial to the Ismaili Neoplatonic doctrine of tawhid, is that the entire Sura, according to
him, involves the dichotomy between being and nonbeing, affirmation and negation. The half of
the Sura, beginning with qu/ (Say!) until the word al-samad, is structured by affirmation and the
other half from lam yalid to the end is constructed by negation, both of which, from al-Sijistant’s
point of view, point to the two distinct realities: respectively the Intellect united with the act of
origination and the Originator (Mubdi ‘). Even the name Allah mentioned in the first half of the

Sura, according to him, is not an epithet for the transcendent and absolute Mubdi‘, but for a

2l Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, “Kabbalah and Science in the Middle Ages,” in Science in Medieval Jewish Cultures, ed.
Gad Freudenthal (New York : Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 482
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multiplied-relational divine reality. It became manifest after the emergence of two Neoplatonic
principles (aslan), namely intellect and soul, which in turn exerted influence upon all beings
(huwiyyat).?? Al-Sijistani argues that the second part of Sura al-Ikhlas from lam-yalid (“he has
not begotten”) until the end is devoted to a description of the Mubdi ‘ (Originator), who
transcends both positive and negative reference. He is beyond both the category of being and
nonbeing, and double negation is the best expression of Mubdi ‘. Neither is it possible for Mubdi ",
who is marked by being neither qualified (i.e., physical beings) nor non-qualified (e.g., spiritual
beings), to beget something of the same nature as Itself, because this is indeed the case for
qualified physical or non-qualified spiritual things having properties in common with their
offspring. Nor is it conceivable for It to be born of something qualified or non-qualified.?® As a
result, al-Sijistant construes the successive use of negative particles in Verses 3-4 of the Sura as

designating the transcendent being of the Originator (Mubdi ).

Al-Sijistant offers two formulations of double negation. He devises his first formulation
through resort to adjectival descriptive categories like ‘limited’ vs. ‘non-limited’ and ‘qualified’
vs. ‘non-qualified’. The second of these pairs always points to spiritual beings (the Intellect and
Soul) as they are ‘other’ than physical beings. Thus, Formulation I, e.g., “God is neither
qualified nor non-qualified.” This would mean, from his apophatic perspective, that God

transcends not only qualities of physical beings, but also those of spiritual beings (the Intellect

22A\|-Sijistani explains the manifestation of God’s divinity in the Intellect as follows: “From the determination of the
being of the intellect (huwiyya) through its bonds with God’s command appeared the name of Allah. It is particularly
through [the cosmic marriage of] the two principles that are the roots of every being (huwiyya) that the divinity of
mubdi* was manifest” (Wa-iiqi ‘a ba ‘da itbat al-huwiyya bi-lizq al-amr, al-ismu lladht huwa allah, ‘ald anna I-
aslayni, lladhayni huma asla kulli huwiyyatin, innama yazharu bi-hima ilahiyyat al-mubdi‘ subhanahii). See Al-
Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Ptnawala, p. 108

23 |dem, pp. 107-110
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and Soul) that are in turn not qualified by the former. Al-Sijistant allocates to the act of
origination a somewhat distinct reality independently of and high above the Intellect. He thus
excludes it from the sphere of being encompassing spiritual and physical beings. He even defines
it, in meontological terms, as non-existent or non-being. Therefore, he feels the need to creates a
second formulation so that he could declare God’s transcendence even above the act of
origination. Accordingly, he establishes his second formulation in reference to categories of
being and nonbeing. Hence, Formulation II, i.e., “God is neither being nor non-being.” Al-
Sijistani thus negates of God both the qualities of the act of origination of a non-existential

nature and those of physical and spiritual beings.?*

Al-Sijistant discusses the meontological dimension of the act of origination from
different perspectives. In the 14" chapter of al-Yandbi‘ entitled “All beings are finite and
possesses a limit,” al-Sijistant discusses the meontology of the originating act in terms of the
notion of infinity (al-ghayr al-tanahi). He associates finitude with the category of being and
infinitude with the category of nonbeing. Every originated or created being (al-mubda ‘at wa al-
makhliigat) must be finite and hence have a beginning (awwaliyya). The concept of finitude in
his philosophy goes hand in hand with the idea of beginning. If there obtains a beginning
(awwaliyya) for something, it is finite and should be included within the class of
originated/created beings. In this respect, the act of origination is infinite and does not have a
beginning as it is beyond the category of being, that is, both originated-spiritual and created-

physical beings. He states:

24 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 13 :1-6 ; idem, Kitab al-
Maqalid, ed. Punawala, pp. 80:4-8, 95, 98; idem, Kitab al-Iftikhar, ed. Panawala, pp. 88-89, 92, 94:5-12; idem,
Sullam al-Najat, in Alibhai, Abi Ya ‘qiab al-Sijistant and Kitab Sullam al-Najat, pp. 13-18 (Arabic)
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T6: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in Trilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, p. 39:2-
3: “Fa-ammda l-ibda ‘ nafsuhii fa huwa al-lays bi-ma ‘na nafy al-aysiyya wa al-laysiyya.”

“As for the act of origination itself, it is non-being in the sense of a denial of beingness
and nonbeingness.”?

Another argument he proposes to show the infinity of the act of origination is that anything
capable of being known must be finite. Since the act of origination is nonbeing, that is, beyond

the category of being, it cannot be known and therefore it is indefinite.

In the 26" chapter of al-Magalid, al-Sijistani argues that the ideal way of articulating the
act of origination (ibdd ‘) would be the use of privative words like /a-ays. He explains why the
Word (kalima = the command = the act of origination) is called /ays, or say, la-ays (non-being).
He writes that it is neither resting nor moving as these two qualities only apply to the category of
being (ta ’yis). The characteristic of resting (cf. not-moving) belongs to the intellect, whereas the
characteristic of moving is peculiar to what is below.?® By attaching a negative particle to the
notion of being (ays), al-Sijistant would like to strip all these existential characteristics of the
Word, thereby showing its transcendence and otherness with regard to physical and spiritual
beings. Does he suggest here the four meontological levels corresponding to the four levels of
reality? For, what he states would amount to implying the existence of four levels of meontology,
namely, (1) non-negated (moving physical beings); (2) one-fold negated (non-moving (/resting)
spiritual beings); (3) two-fold negated (non-non-moving originating act); and (4) three-fold
negated (non-non-non-moving Originator). al-Sijistani puts into words the double negation

paradigm in a few ways and in several types of relationships. But he usually expresses the

% Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 39:2-3.

% Al-Sijistant, Kitgb al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, p. 134
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apophatic Mubdi * (the Originator) through employment of double negation in the form of /a /a,

e.g., la la ays, la ld mahdid.

As it becomes clear from our discussion, al-Sijistant often uses privative and negative
expressions especially in reference to higher ontological principles like Mubdi * (the Originator),
ibda ‘ (the act of origination), ‘aq!/ (the intellect), and nafs (the soul). In Magalid he even devotes
a specific chapter (27" Key) to the role negation plays in the Ismaili doctrine of tawhid. The
chapter is entitled “On the word “/@” (not) which is a particle of negation and denial.” At the end
of this chapter al-SijistanT states that the negative particle /@ is synonymous and employed
interchangeably with the negative noun /ays. He holds the word /ays (lays1) to be equivalent to
lda-ays (non-being) consisting of /a (not) and ays (being). However, the true negation (al-nafy al-
haqiqr), to al-Sijistani, is one which negates everything without leaving anything out, not only
existing beings (e.g., spiritual and physical beings), but also the non-existential reality which is
the cause of the former (e.g., amr). And this ideal negation could be expressed only by the term
al-lays (lays2), which is modified by a definite article. As al-Sijistani notes, the definite article,
consisting of the letters alif and /am, is equal to the negative particle /a in reverse order.
Additional alif and lam, his argument continues, would give the sense of another negation (al-alif
wa l-lam al-akhar...huma kalimatu nafyin akhar). This being the case, the /ays: (non-being)
belongs to the cause of the Intellect that is the ibda * (inna lays simat al- ‘illa), whereas the al-lays
(lays2), whose negation is made doubled after the definite article is prefixed to /aysi, pertains
only to the Mubdi ‘ (the Originator). The al-lays (lays>), then, would be used to indicate that the

Originator transcends all qualities and attributes of causes as well as those of caused beings.?’

27 Al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, pp. 138-139.
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Al-Sijistani’s hierarchy of beings on the basis of intensity of negation/nonbeing is clearly
in conflict with the mainstream ontotheological tradition of Islam. The higher a principle is, the
more intense negation and privation it deserves and the more transcendent is also its reality. It is
depending on the greater or lesser intensity of negation, he implies, that principles would capture
more or less ontological determination. Accordingly, physical beings deprived of negation and
nonbeing constitute a lower level of reality. But most Muslim theologians explain beings based
on the level of intensity of perfection. According to this framework, the more intense degree of
being a thing has, the more perfect and the more true it is and the higher the level of its being. In
other words, al-Sijistant argues, God in this tradition is not properly taken as transcendent above
the category of being; he is conceived of as part of being. From an early period, most Muslim
theologians describes God in ontological terms, e.g., shay’ (thing) and mawyjid (the existent).
This is even true for the Mu‘tazilites who cleaved to a form of negative theology. Since they did
not show total loyalty to the negative-meontological account of God, al-Sijistani charges them
with holding a hidden anthropomorphism (tashbih khafi). He writes:

T7: Kitab al-Magqalid al-Malakatiyah, p. 78, 91 Fa-idhan man ‘abada alldha bi-nafy al-

sifat wagqi ‘un fi al-tashbih al-khafi, ka-mda anna man ‘abadahu bi-ithbat al-sifat waqi ‘un
fi al-tashbih al-jali.

“Whoever worships God through negation of attributes falls into hidden
anthropomorphism, just as someone who worships him through affirmation of attributes
falls into obvious anthropomorphism.” 28

28 Al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, p. 78; 91
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The Originator (Mibdi<)

<>

The Act of Origination (ibda‘)/
The Word of God (kalima)/
The Command (amr)/

The First Cause (al-‘illg al-gld)

The Universal Intellect ( ‘agl kullny/
The Preceder (3abig)/

The First Originated (mubda awwal)/

The First Being (hywa/bywiva/ays)
The relational God, 4llah

L

The Universal Soul (al-pafs al-
the Follower (:al0)

Inbijas

Lower physical beings ( izwiynar).
i.e., nature (fgbl‘q), matter and form
spheres (gflak),

elements (ypunahat)

Figure 1: Al-Sijistani’s Neoplatonic-meontological hierarchy of being:?°

The absolutely
transcendent God

NOT-NON-BEING: la
Ia- (two-fold negation)

Beyond both categories
of being and nonbeing

NON-BEING: lays, cf.
la-ays (one-fold
negation)

Beyond all beings,
including spiritual
beings

¢ Spiritual beings
(ruhdniyyat)

* The manifestation
of the relational
God (Allah)
through the union
of intellect and soul

e NON-BEING: ia
(one-fold
negation)—Beyond
physical beings

1 4 1 1

Physical beings
(Jismaniyyat)

2 For a brief description of al-Sijistant’s Neoplatonic hierarchy, please see Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed.
Panawala, pp. 127-130. I also benefited from Netton’s chart in Allgh transcendent, pp. 221
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5.4. Ibda‘: The disontological creator of the world la min shay’

In al-Sijistant’s cosmological system, Mubdi * is neither a cause, nor it is the creator of the
universe. He argues that since it is absolutely transcendent, It cannot have any mutual
relationship with contingent beings. Therefore, It cannot even be called Allah. Al-Sijistant
assigns all these titles and epithets to the originating act. One fundamental epithet of ibda ‘ is la
min shay’, which designates nonbeing, and he describes the creation of the intellect from ibda ‘ as

creatio ex nihilo (la min shay’).

Al-Sijistant discusses his theory of causality in the 8" chapter of his al-Magalid entitled
“On the issue that God exalted is not a cause”. Here, he levels a severe critique against Muslim
ontotheologians and philosophers, which view God as the final cause that accounts for the

totality of beings. He states:

T8a: Kitab al-Magqalid al-Malakiitiyah, p. 69:10-11: “So then, you have learned that
causes ( ‘illa) grant their effects (ma ‘lilat) some of their states. And in their effects are
present some characteristics by which causes would be qualified, and which would be
attributed to them....”%

T8b: Kitab al-Magqalid al-Malakiitiyah, p. 70:1-2: “...as is the case with the command
(amr), which is the cause of all existential beings and qualified by nonbeing (al-lays).
This characteristic, namely that it was nonexistent and then it became existent, is present
in all beings.”%

The logic of the cause-effect relation, according to al-Sijistani, implies a relation of reciprocal

and mutual implication. In order to avoid any link of contingent beings with the the Originator,

30 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Punawala, p. 69:10-11

3L |dem, p. 70:1-2
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he stresses the impossibility of Its causation of existence and removes It from the chains of

causality.

In the 28" chapter of his al-Magqalid entitled “On the issue that God’s Command is
transcendent over creation as it is the cause of creation,” al-Sijistant brings for discussion the
ontological status of the act of origination. He poses two possible scenarios for its identity. He
first evaluates the possibility of the inclusion of amr (the Command) within the category of
creation (makhliq, taklig). If it is thought to have been created (takhlig), then it would fall into
the category of mu ‘ayyas (that which is brought into being), which is either spiritual or physical
beings. This would in turn entail that amr is mushayya’, something which is made shay’ (thing),
mujawhara, something which is made jawhar (substance), and masbiiga bi al- ‘ilal, something
caused by preceding causes. If this is the case, then it is created either from something (mu ‘ayyas
min ays) or ex nihilo (mu’ayyas la min ays). If amr were considered to be a created being,
“which of the above categories would the creation of amr belong to?” rhetorically asks al-
Sijistani. He stresses ahead of time that with both possibilities should be ruled out. The first
possibility, namely the creation of amr out of something, should be dismissed because this would
indicate the creation of amr by the agency of something else. This is not possible because this
would designate the coming into being of that thing without amr. By “something else” he seems
to have referred to the intellect which he imagines as the closest possible candidate to be the
creator of amr and thereby examines the possibility of its existence from the intellect. This is not
likely because it evidently contradicts the Ismaili view that no creative principle like intellect can
come into being without amr. For this reason, he argues that there is no possibility that amr
could arise from the intellect, which would otherwise demand the production of intellect without

amr. As for the creation of amr from nothing, which is the second possibility, it is also remote
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because this would yield the apparently contradictory result that amr is mu ‘ayyas la mu’ayyas,
that is, is simultaneously brought-into-existence and non-brought-into-existence, which is

logically impossible.*?

In the same chapter, al-Sijistant elucidates what he means by the expression la min ays
(ex nihilo) from the Ismaili point of view. He again underlines the meontological characteristic of
the Word (cf. the act of origination and the command) in reference to the doctrine of creatio ex
nihilo. He argues that the Word and /a min shay’ (absolute nonbeing) are one and the same thing,

and depicts the origination of the Intellect from the Word as creatio ex nihilo. He states,

T9: Kitab al-Magqalid al-Malakiitiyah, p.141: “wa-in kana al-amr mu’ayyasan, la min
aysin, wa al-‘aqlu aydan mu’ayyasun la min aysin, wa la mins aysin alladhi al-‘aql
mu’ayyasun bihi huwa al-amr, natijatu hadha al-gawl: inna al-amr muayyasun la
mu’ayyasun. Idh la min aysin laysa bi-mu’ayyasin. fa-sahha al-amr laysa bi-
mu’ayyasin.”

“If the command were brought into being ex nihilo (mu’ayyas la min ays), while, on the
other hand, the intellect was likewise brought into existence ex nihilo and the expression
la min ays (ex nihilo) from which the intellect was brought into existence is nothing other
than amr (the Command), from this it would necessarily follow that the command was
concomitantly brought-into-being (mu ‘ayyas) and non-brought-into-being (/@ mu’ayyas),
because /@ min ays (ex nihilo) is not a thing brought into being (laysa bi-mu ayyas).3®
Given that the act of origination is of a non-existential character (/a min shay’ or la-mu’ayyas), it
1s not possible that it would be brought into existence from something else. If it were the case, it
would be both mu’ayyas and la mu’ayyas, which is logically contradictory. As I have discussed

in some details in the section on al-Nasafi, the expression /a min ays mostly used in the context

of creation designates ex nihilo. He here clarifies what exactly he means by creatio ex nihilo. He

32 Al-Sijistan, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Punawala, pp. 140-143

33 |dem, p. 141
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thus proposes that intellect came into being out of the act of origination, which is nothing other

than ‘nonbeing’.

5.5. al-Sijistan1’s conceptual repertoire: Emptying out of mubdi‘ of me/ontological
concepts

There is no doubt that in elaboration of Ismaili meontology, al-Sijistani is the most distinguished
for introducing rich and variegated me/ontological categories circulating in his time. His major
concern is to safeguard God’s transcendence by stripping all these categories of him. Possibly
derived from the pronoun Auwa, the word-pair huwiyya/la-huwiyya that for the first time figures
in Chapter 2 of al-Yanabi ‘ is one of the most misleading and confusing terms today in Sijistanian
studies, and occupies a crucial place in his apophasis. In his meontological cosmology, a pairing
of huwiyya/la-huwiyya tends to be identified with a repertoire of terms such as huwa/la-huwa,
ays/la-ays-lays, aysiyyalla-aysiyya-laysiyya, shay’/la-shay’, shay iyya la-shay ’iyya. The first of
the pairs, as well as anniyya, wujiid, and hasti, is associated in one way or another with a post-
creation reality, either physical or spiritual. By prefixing the transcendent-making particle /@ to
these terms, he most often seeks to show the originating act’s non-existential (non-physical and
non-spiritual) reality as it is beyond all these categories of being. In this section, I will discuss
the significance of these terms for his meontology with special focus on the pairing of huwiyya-
la-huwiyya. In accordance with Michael Sells’ recommendation, and in parallel with what

Barbara Cassin suggests in the context of the pre-Socratics and Sophists, I will leave some
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critical Arabic terms untranslated as their translation may destabilize meaning.>* Nevertheless, I

will suggest how terms would map onto their possible equivalents in English.

The title of al-Yanabi °s Chapter 2 fi huwiyyat al-mubdi‘ al-mahda is prima facie
misleading as it may suggest that al-SijistanT acknowledges a characterization of the Originator
as huwiyya. Modern writers Corbin and Walker rendered it respectively as ipséité and identity?
Would al-Sijistant would make a case for the idea the Originator would have an ipséité or
identity, while he at the same time argues that he is beyond all logico-linguistic and ontological

categories? Let’s go to the text in question. Al-Sijistant writes:

T10: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in Trilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, pp.
15:8-16:4, Section 22: anna al-huwiyya al-mahda allati tudafu ila al-Mubdi “—
subhanahii ‘an huwa wa la huwa—innama hiya aysiyyat al-sabiq min aysiyyat al-ibda
al-majid bih ‘alayh; ya ‘ni anna al-Mubdi * huwa alladht ‘arafahii al-sabiq bi-aysiyyatihi;
fa-sarat ma ‘rifatuhii li-man abda ‘ahii bi-aysiyyatihi huwiyyat al-Mubdi‘. La anna
hunaka huwiyyatan mawjidatan wa la huwiyyatan ma ‘diumatan siwd ma azhara li s-
sabiqi min aysiyyatihi, bi-anna al-Mubdi ‘ la huwa huwa ka-huwiyyat al-mubda‘at; wa
la huwa la-huwa ka-la-huwiyyat al-aysiyyat, bal huwiyyatuhii izhar nafy al-huwiyyat
wa l-lahuwiyyat ‘an al-Mubdi‘ subhanahii.

“The pure huwiyya that is attributed to the Originator, exalted is It above huwa and /a-
huwa, is nothing other than the aysiyya of the preceder derived from the aysiyya of the
act of origination as vouchsafed to the preceder. That is, the Originator is that which the
preceder knows through its coming into existence (aysiyyatihi). Thus, its knowledge of
what originated through its coming into being (aysiyyatihi) is indeed the huwiyya of the
Originator. It is not that a Auwiyya is there that is in fact an existent or nonexistent
huwiyya, but rather something that becomes manifest to the preceder after its coming into
existence (aysiyyatihi). So, neither is the Originator an existent (huwa) as would be the
case with the existence of originated beings (huwiyydt al-mubda ‘at), nor It is a
nonexistent (/@-huwa) as would be the case with the nonexistence of nonexistents (/a-
huwiyyat al-laysiyyat),*® but the Originator’s huwiyya, exalted is It, is solely the

34 Barbara Cassin, etc. Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, eds. Barbara Cassin, Emily Apter,
Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood, trans. Stephen Rendall et al. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), p. vii.

35 Walker reads: la-huwiyyat al-laysiyyat instead of la-huwiyydt al-aysiyyat” in The Wellsprings of wisdom : a study
of Aba Ya ‘qib al-Sijistani's Kitab al-Yanabi‘ : including a complete English translation with commentary and notes
on the Arabic text (Salt Lake City : University of Utah Press, 1994), pp. 49-50
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manifestation of the negation of both existents and nonexistents of It (nafy al-huwiyyat

wa l-lahuwiyyat).”%®
The bold expressions in the above-transliterated Arabic passage are of significant importance for
our purpose because my analysis will extensively revolve around them. This passage is one of
the most conceptually dense passages in al-Sijistani’s works and constitutes the earliest
expression of the doctrine of double negation in the extant Ismaili literature. Though with a
slighter but more noticeable variation in style and word choices, al-Sijistani continues the
discussion of the topic in his later works al-Magqalid al-malakitiyya, al-Iftikhar, Sullam al-najat,
and even his Kashf al-mahjiib that has survived only in a Persian paraphrase and has been edited
by H. Corbin.®” Here he tackles the impossibility of the description of the Originator in
ontological terms as It transcends not only Auwiyya (being) but also /a-huwiyya (nonbeing). One
critical issue facing us readers is that al-Sijistani’s comments on the concepts of huwiyya and la-
huwiyya are not sufficiently explanatory. Indeed, the same ambiguity is true for Auwa vs, la-
huwa and ays vs. lays (la-ays). It is clear that la-huwiyya, la-huwa and lays that al-Sijistant
employs here are meontological concepts that play out in the Kindi circle. One specific
characteristic of these concepts is that the negative particle (cf. alpha privative) is placed before
nouns huwiyya, huwa and ays, the first of which is usually taken either as an Arabic noun

consisting of the pronoun Auwa and the nominalizing suffix -iyya or an Arabized noun gleaned

3 Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-yanabi” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, pp. 15-16

37 al-Sijistant, Kashf al-Ma#jib (Le dévoilement des choses cachées); traité ismaélien du IVme siecle de I'hégire, ed.
Henry Corbin (Téheran, Institut franco-iranien, 1949), 4-15
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from Syriac hwo, <em.2® The formation of these meontological concepts is similar to that of

those concepts like mawyjiid vs. ld mawjiid and shay’ vs. la shay’. As a matter of fact, the import
of concepts beginning with the negative particle /a was shaped in accordance with that of their
opposites, e.g., mawjiid and ays. So then, it is important to know, first, what al-Sijistant means by

huwa and huwiyya.

Before entering into the discussion of al-Sijistani’s position, I will give a brief account of
the reception of the term huwiyya in Medieval Islamic thought. There are three distinct uses of

the term that are attested in the Arabic translations of Greek works and in Muslim writings. First,
as it is possibly originated from the Syriac active participle howyo (<o), the term huwiyya

designates the being and existence of a thing and its entitative reality.*® Second, it is employed in
the sense of sameness to refer to the self-identity of something. Arabic writers occasionally
express this idea by predicating the personal pronoun “huwa” of itself in the form of the Sis S,
e.g. huwa huwa. Third, it is equated with the sense of “to be” in reference to the essential side of
einai so as to convey the meaning of ipseity. It ought to be stressed, however, that medieval
Muslim translators and writers from the early period had been very far from consistent in the use
of the term. The equivocality of this term occurs no less frequently, even sometimes in a single

author’s work/s.* The same is true for translations of works from the Greek philosophical

3 Gerhard Endress, Proclus Arabus; zwanzig Abschnitte aus der Institutio theologica in arabischer Ubersetzung
(Beiruter Texte und Studien, Bd. 10) (Beirut: Beirut: Orient-Institut der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft;
in Kommission bei F. Steiner, Wiesbaden, 1973), p. 163

39 In reference to the Graeco-Syriacum passages supplied by Richard Frank, Gerhard Endress writes, “huwiyya can
be explained as a transliteration of the Syriac word howyo (being); the -y of the Arabic abstract nouns would be the
original -y of the Syrian verb hwo, to be.” See Endress, Proclus Arabus, p. 82. See also Peter Adamson, The Arabic
Plotinus: a philosophical study of the Theology of Aristotle (London : Duckworth, 2002), p.126.

40 The equivocality of the term huwiyya is not limited to Graeco-Arabicum translations, but it is also reflected in
Islamic philosophical and theological materials. An example of this equivocality can be found in al-Kindi. The term
appears 9 times in the Rashed and Jolivet edition of his works. It is often treated as synonymous with being and
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tradition.**So, it would not be wrong to propose that the meaning of huwiyya is most of the time
dependent on or relative to the context.

As has been evident from Corbin and Walker’s varying translations, we have the same
ambiguity with al-Sijistani’s use of the pronoun huwa in the above quoted passage. In this
particular context al-Sijistani appears to have employed the pronoun huwa in two different ways:

1-) alone as a single, genitive indirect object (e.g., subkanahu ‘an huwa wa la-huwa)* and 2-) as

existence, just like tahawwaltahawwr (a fifth-form verb stemmed from the root h-w-y) represents ‘being brought into
existence’. Al-KindT sees the strong ontological implications that the notions of wakda (unity) and takaththur
(multiplicity) carry with it. Wahda is presented here as a necessary condition for the existence of sensible beings
which are both one and many. Thereby, he stipulates with their existence that they are given unity by al-wahid al-
haqq al-awwal (the First True One); without possessing a unity they would not come to be. In other words, sensible
beings that are many would have had no huwiyya (existence) insofar as they had no god-given unity and their unity
is nothing other than their huwiyya or tahawwi. However, the ambiguity of the term huwiyya increases the confusion
when al-Kindi once uses it in the passage 35.14-15 as a synonym with ma-huwa (cf. mahiyya, ipseity). See Euvres
philosophiques et scientifiques d'Al-Kindz (Leiden ; New York : E.J. Brill, 1997-1998), vol. 2, pp. 33.25; 95.20-97.7;
35.14-15. Indeed, we find the same ambiguity in al-Farabi. In a section of his Kitab al-hurif, he brings into
discussion huwiyya and other concepts to render Greek expressions for being. He once treats it as a synonym of
identity in his work. See Abt Nasr al-Farabi, Kitab al-Huriif, ed. Muhsin Mahdi (Beirut: Dar al-Mashrig, 1990),
p.112-113 .

4L In the Greco-Arabic materials the equivocal sense of the notion huwiyya oscillates either between being and
identity, just as has been the case with the Arabus Plotinus, or between being and essence, as has been the case with
the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. But the sense of being is prominent in these materials. There are
several speculations on the formation of the notion, which present a variety of etymologies. The most likely
formation appears to have been proposed by R. Frank. The translator of Metaphysics, Ustath’s (Eustathius)
consistent and regular rendering of the original Greek 6v as equivalent of huwiyya (pl. huwiyyat) led him to conclude
that huwiyya can be seen as a simple transliteration of the Syriac word howyo, “being”. “The Origin of the Arabic
Philosophical Term "anniya,” Les Cahiers de Byrsa 6. Carthage, Tunisia, (1956):181-201. For example, 10 6v kol
70 &v (Met. 1001a4) and ta dvto (Met. 1001a16) translates respectively al-huwiyya wa al-wahid in reference to the
most abstract category of being and huwiyyat in reference to concrete beings. In Met. 1017a22 where Aristotle
points to the polysemy of the Greek verb einai, huwiyya is once treated as the equivalent of eivay; so, the term has as
many meanings as there are ontological categories—whether it is a substance or an accident. Only in one instance
(Met. 1017a31), the translator adopts it to render the Greek ‘to be’ (10 sivar) in the sense of ipseity and essence,
which would correspond to such Arabic essential concepts like mahiyya and haqgiga. See 1bn Rushd (Averroes),
Tafsir ma ba ‘d at-tabt‘at, ed. Maurice Bouyges, 4 volumes (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1938—1952), vol. 1, pp.
260-262; vol. 2, p. 555-559. The use of the notion in more than one sense holds true for the Neoplatonic material as
well. In the Arabic Plotinus, for instance, huwiyya is generally taken as a synonym for anniyya, a word which
according to Endress expresses a substantification of the Arabic anna (“thatness”) and is used in the sense of
“being.” There is only one exception where the notion is employed in the sense of identity and corresponds to the
Greek term tavtotne. Gerhard Endress, Proclus Arabus, p. 80; Peter Adamson, ,,Before Essence and Existence: al-
Kindi's Conception of Being,* The Journal oft he History of Philosophy 40 (2002):297-312 at 299

42 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi*” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 15:8-9
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a seemingly self-belonging or self-repeating pronoun in propositional form (al-mubdi‘ la huwa
huwa).*® In the second case, where he ostensibly predicates the pronoun huwa of itself in the
syntactic pattern of huwa huwa, al-Sijistani perhaps meant to designate the idea of “sameness” or
“identity.” The self-predication of the pronoun to express “identity” is a linguistic strategy that
we also find in the translation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. The Greek term signifying “identity”,
i.e., TawtoNC, is transferred into Arabic as huwa huwa, and even sometimes al-huwa huwa. The
Greek phrase 6 avtdg in the sense of “the same” is also translated in the Arabic Metaphysics by
the self-identical expression “huwa huwa” (1054a and b).** In Islamic theological and
philosophical writings such self-identical expressions are also often used to indicate the being
qua being or the self-identity of things. So, Walker seems to have had in mind this linguistic
strategy when he translated the expression huwa huwa in al-mubdi ‘ la huwa huwa as
“Himself.”* Corbin does not read the repeated form of huwa as a self-predicational expression;
rather, he implies, the second huwa should be taken as a noun indicating being, whereas the first
is the copula linking subject (mubdi ‘, “Originator”) to predicate (huwa, “being”).* In fact, the
employment of the pronoun huwa as a noun in the sense of being has been attested in Medieval
Arabic philosophical writings. For instance, the Arabic translation of Metaphysics 1027b29 treats

al-huwa with a definite article as a synonym for the Greek term dv.*’ Likewise, al-Kindi employs

43 |dem, p. 16:2-3

4 A.M. Goichon, “Huwiyya”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 03 January 2022
<http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3011>

4 paul E. Walker, The Wellsprings of wisdom, pp. 49-50
46 H. Corbin, Le Livre des sources, in Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 34

47 Averroes (lbn Rushd), Tafsir ma ba ‘d at-tabi‘at, p. 737
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huwa and /a-huwa in the sense of existent and nonexistent.*®Lastly, it should be noted that these
authors’ rendering of the terms huwiyya and /a-huwiyya respectively as ipséité and ipséité
negative (Corbin) or “identity”” and “nonidentity” (Walker) agrees with one another.

But, considering al-Sijistani’s overall cosmology and his association of these terms with
concrete entities and their being, | preferred to render the pairing of huwiyya and huwa as being
and that of /a-huwiyya and /@-huwa as nonbeing. Here in T5, al-Sijistanti ties the concept of
huwiyya to the Originator (al-huwiyya al-mahda allati tudafu ila I-Mubdi *). He employs the
same expression in the 112" chapter (Sura al-ikhlas) of his Magqalid, where he makes a
Neoplatonic interpretation of the qur’anic expression huwa allah. In this verse, God is pointed to
as Allah.* It is also possible to associate the concept with the confession of faith /a ilaha illa
huwa where huwa is predicated of 4/lah. Al-Sijistani does not explicitly mention this association
neither in the 18" chapter of al-Magalid nor in the 30" chapter of al-Yanabi‘, where he
specifically comments on the confession of faith from a Neoplatonic point of view. But al-
Kirmant (d. 1021), who was after al-Sijistani the most important of the early Ismaili idealogues,
attracts attention to the significance of the concept of huwiyya within Ismaili debates on the
interpretation of the confession of faith.>°

As a matter of fact, it would be worth providing here al-Sijistani’s Neoplatonic exposition

of the 112" Sura. The Sura starts with the command “qul” (“Say!”), which he equates with the

8 Al-Kindi, “F1 kammiyya kutub Aristii,” in Rasa ‘il al-Kindi al-falsafiyah, ed. Muhammad 'Abd al-Hadi Abi Ridah
(Misr : Dar al-Fikr al-'Arabi, 1950-53), p.375. Al-Kindi explains God’s creative activity through resort to the notion
of creatio ex nihilo. He writes: “He made being from nonbeing.” (ja ‘ala huwa min la huwa). Adamson & Pormann
preferred to render the same passage as such: “He made ‘it’ from ‘not it.””” See Peter Adamson and Peter E.
Pormann, The philosophical works of Al-Kindz (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 288

“Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, pp. 107-110

%0 al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘agl, ed. M. Ghalib (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1983), p. 148
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creative principle called the originator’s command (cf. ibda ‘ and kalima). As will be discussed
below in some detail, he expresses this principle through use of privative words like lays (ld-ays,
“non-being”) in such a way as to show its beyondness and transcendence in comparison with
categories of being (i.e., the Intellect’s being and that of those hierarchically below). What comes
after the command qu/ (Say!) in the Sura is the pronoun Auwa. Al-Sijistani considers it to be the
equivalent of the Preceder (sabig), that is, the Intellect which is the first originated being. He
interestingly takes the order of words and particles in the Sura as a mirror of the ontological
order of realities. Basic to al-Sijistan1’s claim is the observation that the fundamental hierarchism
of Ismaili ontology is deeply inherent in and even derived from the linguistic-semantic structure
of the Qur’an. Hence the divine command as formulated here by qu/ (“Say!”) is ontologically
followed by the existence of the Intellect alluded to here in the Sura as huwa. In al-Sijistani’s

opinion, the word huwa is, first and foremost, an epithet for the Intellect. He states:

T11: Kitab al-Maqalrd al-Malakitiyah, pp: 107-108: “Do you not see that huwiyya
comes and is placed after the command (amr) in Sura al-lkhlas? [Consider] his saying
“huwa”, because that which stands or abides through the command of the One (al-wahid)
transcending all qualities of created beings is the preceder (sabig, €.g., intellect) and it is
paired with its follower (¢ali, i.e., the Soul), like the pairing of the letter ‘h” with ‘w”, so
that from their marriage all beings would appear.” >
Al-SijistanT here equates huwa with the intellect and regards it, as it were, as the first huwa
(existent) that manifests and the first reality to possess huwiyya (being). Put differently, to be or
to have huwiyya is to exist and be a constituent of the world. The second important point that he
has made is that the creative principle called amr (cf. ibda‘ and kalima), being the immediate

cause of the intellect, would signify a reality transcendent and other than categories of being.

5L Al-Sijistani, Kitgb al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, pp. 107-108: “a-/a tara anna al-huwiyyata muta’akhkhiratun ‘anhu,
wa mawdi ‘atun ba ‘dahu fi sirat al-ikhlas; wa-gawluhu “huwa” ‘ala anna lladht gama bi-amr al-wahid al-muta ‘alt
‘an simat al-marbibin innamd huwa al-sabiq al-muzdawij bi-talihi ka izdiwaj al-ha’ ma ‘a al-waw li-yazhara min
baynihimd jami* al-huwiyyat ”
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Finally, he holds that all ~uwiyyat (existential beings) come into existence through the cosmic
marriage of the intellect and the soul.

With this in mind, a possible alternative way of reading the apophatic expression in
Section 22 of al-Yanabi (p. 15:8-9) subkanahii ‘an huwa wa la huwa would then take the word
huwa (existent) and its negated form /a-huwa (non-existent) as corresponding respectively to the
Intellect and ibda ‘ (the act of origination), the second of which he here and there describes as
lays (/a-ays; nonbeing). Specifically in Section 23 of al-Yanabi‘, al-Sijistant assumes a dialectic
between the concepts of being and nonbeing, equating the category of being with the Intellect
(aysiyya al- ‘agl) and the category of nonbeing with the originating act (laysiyya al-ibda ‘).>*Thus,
according to him, the Originator transcends not only the Intellect but also even the creative
principle entitled ibda“. It is also likely to read huwa as a more general concept covering not only
the intellect but also any other category of being that hierarchically exists below it. The
expression subkanahii ‘an huwa wa la huwa would then mean that the Originator stands
apophatically not only beyond categories of reality as subsumed under the concept huwa
signifying “being” or “existence”, but also beyond a nonexistential reality of some sort called
ibda‘, which is transcendent to any being (huwa). This reading also works perfectly well for the
better comprehension of the meontological formulation given on Page 16:2-3 (e.g., al-Mubdi ‘ la
huwa huwa...wa la huwa la-huwa), e.g., “Neither is the Originator a being ...nor is It a
nonbeing.” So then, what al-Sijistani concisely proposes is that the Originator cannot be

contained under categories of being and nonbeing.

52 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi*” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 16:7 (bi-aysiyyatihi allati
hiya al- ‘aql; am bi-laysiyyatihi allati hiya al-ibda ‘). See also idem, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, p. 70:1
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In T10, al-Sijistant argues that the Originator indeed has no huwiyya by which Its being
could be referred to like beings of originated beings.> What, then, should have been meant by
huwiyya (existence/being) when ascribed to him here and there in sacred texts such as the
profession of faith and the 112" Sura of the Qur’an? In response, Al-Sijistani enunciates that the
huwiyya (being) as predicated of the Originator is in reality nothing other than the existence
(aysiyya) of the Intellect or its knowledge of It via negativa. “Beware of seeking beyond the
Preceder (e.g., intellect) any huwiyya (being) after the appearance of the Preceder,” he states.>* In
a sense, this would mean that the Originator is neither comprehensible by minds nor expressible
by words nor capable of being articulated by tongues. Since any description or any definition
given of It in sacred texts, e.g., huwa/huwiyya, is an essential constituent of existing beings, its
reference/substratum should not be sought in the Originator Itself, but in the intellect. As the first
originated being, the intellect represents the Originator’s divinity (ilahiyya al-Mubdi ‘) in both
spiritual and material realms. And, as mentioned above, only to the intellect can the epithet A/lah
be ascribed. *° It is true, according to al-Sijistani, that the Originator is an unknowable reality and
other than categories of being and nonbeing, but this does not mean that It is not totally and
absolutely incomprehensible or unspeakable. His apophatic theology, which primarily prefers to
speak of the Originator only in terms of what It is not, nonetheless finds a way to the intelligible
kataphatic realm where Originator could be recognized and put into relationship with the world.

Thus, the intellect’s knowledge of the Originator seems to have been put forward to accord with

%3 See also Paul E. Walker, The Wellsprings of wisdom, p. 50
% Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 16:11

% Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Maqalid, ed. Panawala, 2011), p. 108. Furthermore, al-SijistanT situates the Qur’an as a
post-creational reality. He writes, “Indeed, the Qur’an was a speech that was revealed after the appearance of
creature and the completion of wisdom in creation.” See ldem, p. 58
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the Ismaili-Islamic conception of the apophatic God, which still wishes to be comprehended in
one way or another in the world wholly and completely detached from him.

What actually is the object of the intellect’s knowledge that would constitute the
absolutely transcendent Originator’s huwiyya (being/existence)? What sort of knowledge is this?
Al-Sijistani’s response to these questions lies in his doctrine of double negation that makes the
Originator transcendent and other than both being and nonbeing. At the very beginning of our
above quoted passage (Al-Yanbii‘ 2, pp. 15:8-16:4, Section 22), al-Sijistani uses the apophatic
phrase expressing praise, subkanahii ‘an huwa wa la-huwa (exalted is It above both being and
nonbeing), in apposition to the concept of huwiyya attributed to the Originator. In fact, this
phrase composed of a two-fold negation is employed here to signify the so-called huwiyya of the
Originator; his huwiyya, then, consists not in Its being, but in the intellect’s comprehension of It
as transcendent above both being and nonbeing. Al-Sijistani explicitly points to this idea in
Section 23 of al-Yanabi * when he states that the Originator has no positive huwiyya (being) other
than the intellect’s negating of it huwiyyat and la-huwiyyat.*® With this remark in mind, the
notion of huwiyya, when applied to the Originator, would then express something other than that
when applied to existential beings. The Auwiyyat of the latter can be objects of the intellect’s
knowledge to such an extent that their exemplary forms in the intellect would be identical to their
huwiyyat (cf. ka-huwiyyat). But, when it comes to Originator, only Its quoddity (cf. Aristotle’s
hoti estin)—the fact that It is beyond categories of being and nonbeing, can be known by the

intellect.>” Thus, in al-Sijistani’s opinion, the huwiyya as attributed to the Originator refers not to

% Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi‘” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 16:5-6 (Section 23): “lil-
mubdi ‘... huwiyyatun muthbatatun ‘ind al-mubda siwa nafy al-huwiyyat wa al-la-huwiyyat.” cf. Section 22: p. 16:3-
4: bal huwiyyatuhu izhar nafy al-huwiyyat wa al-la-huwiyyat ‘an al-mubdi‘ subhanahu.

57 Al-Sijistant, Kitab al-Maqalid, ed. Punawala, p. 43 “Fa-kayfa taqdiriin ‘ala al-nufiidh ila ma ‘rifat al-mubdi
subhanahu bi-inniyyatin aw ma iyyatin aw kayfiyyatin aw limmiyyatin, wa- ‘aql alladht huwa alatu [-darki wa-
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Its unique and exclusive being so that intellect would be capable of comprehending it, but to the
intellect’s knowledge of Its being utterly transcendent with respect to beings and nonbeings.

Moreover, al-Sijistani rejects the inclusion of the Originator in the category of being by
associating the concept of huwiyya with the doctrine of causality (‘i//a) in the second chapter of
al-Yanabi‘. His god is undoubtedly not an ontotheological god. Since all causes necessarily carry
the characteristics and states of their effects, It cannot be considered as a cause.® He devoted a
separate chapter to this issue, in which the falasifa (Muslim philosophers) were the primary
target of his attack on the theory of causality. He writes:

T12: Kitab al-Maqgalid al-Malakitiyah, pp. 70-71: “Of falasifa (Muslim philosophers)
those who deny the transcendence of the originator (mu ‘ttila) took on the burden of
attributing the name of cause (‘illa) to the Originator (cf. mubdi‘)—hallowed be Its
majesty. For they concealed in their heart the eternity and endless duration of the natural
world. ..

How could their minds not deny this (e.g., the ascription of the name of cause to It)? For
they did not certainly comprehend the inseparability of a cause from its effects and their
simultaneous-mutual coexistence on account of their similarity and homogeneity? Indeed,
the heat, which they gave the rank of an effect, does not separate from the fire, which in
their eyes occupies the rank of a cause. The flame becomes warm due to its being similar
and homogenous to its cause. This is also the case with light and a luminous thing. The
illuminated thing shines on account of its being homogenous to its cause. It is impossible
for the universe to emerge from the Originator just like the heat arises from fire. For the
heat is the same as fire. Is the universe the same as the Originator or different from It? If
[you assert that] the universe is the same as the Originator, you would ineffectualize the
Originator (za ‘til, avoidance of deanthropomorphism). If [you assert that] the universe is
something other than It, how would the other originate from It in a similar way that the
heat originates from fire? It has been established, however, that the Originator-exalted be

mir’atu ma-barraza al-mubdi” fih? Fa-yabruz al-mabriizat fih ka-huwiyyatiha,; wa al-mubdi‘ al-haqq ghayr
mabrizin fih, illa barrazahu tanzihan wa-taqdisan wa-tasbihan.

“How would you be able to come to know the originator exalted by his being (inniyya), whatness (ma’iyya),
modality (kayfiyya), and his wherefore (limmiyya), that is, that for the sake of which he is made, while Intellect is an
instrument for comprehension and a mirror of all things which the originator manifested therein? The things that are
manifest were made manifest in it as though they are like their beings. But the true Originator is manifested in the
intellect only in transcendent, deantropomorphic and negative terms.”

%8 Al-Sijistant, Kitgb al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, pp. 68-71.
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It—is not a cause. But It is transcendent [over being both a cause and effect]. That which

is the cause of causes is in reality Its command (amr) and all effects are originated from

Its command.”
Thereby, al-Sijistani excludes the transcendent God from the chain of causes. The command,
interchangeably titled the Word or the act of origination, constitutes the first cause in the net of
causal relations. In this respect al-Sijistant differs from the theological and philosophical
tradition of Medieval Islam, which regarded God as the cause ( ‘i/la ) or the first cause ( ‘illa ula).
On the other hand, the model of causality he offers is hierarchical; thus, the Word/Command/the
act of origination is the cause of the Intellect, the Intellect is the cause of the Soul, the Soul is the
cause of what is below, and so on. In his Yanabi‘ he further states concerning the close relation
between the notion of huwiyya and his view of causality:

T13: “Kitab al-Yanabi‘” (Arabic text), in Trilogie ismaelienne, ed. H. Corbin, pp.

17:1-3: “Wa-innama nafayna al-huwiyyat ‘an al-mubdi‘ al-haqq, li-anna kulla

huwiyyatin taqtadr ‘illatan ka-ma wajadna ashrafa dhawat al-huwiyyat al- ‘agla fa-qad

iqtada huwiyyatuhu ‘illatan, wa hiya amrullah. ..

We negate beings (huwiyyat) of the true Originator because every being necessitates a

cause. Accordingly, we found that the noblest of those things possessing being (huwiyya)

is the intellect and the intellect’s being requires a cause, which is the command of
God...”%0

59 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magqalid, ed. Punawala, pp. 70-71: “Wa-innama hamala al-mu ‘attilatu min al-falasifa bi-
itlag ism al-illa ‘alda al-bari’, tagaddasat ‘azamatuhu, li-annahum admari fi anfusihim azaliyyat al- ‘alam al-

tabt ‘iyyi wa sarmadiyyatahu....kayfa la yastankiru ‘uqiiluhum dhalika, li-annahum qatfu lam yushahidi ‘illatan la
tufariqu ma ‘lilatihiha wa la tata’akhkharu ma ‘lilatuha ‘anhd min jihat al-mujanasa wa l-mushakala? Fa-inna al-
iskhana alladht anzalithu manzilat al-ma ‘lil, la yufariqu min al-nar allatt anzaliha manczilat al-‘illa. Innama
yaskhunu minhu al-muskhanu bi al-mujanasa wa al-mushakala. Wa kadhalika al-daw v min dhi al-daw’. Innama
yatadawwi’u bi al-mujanasa. Fa-amma an yakuna al- ‘alamu min al-bari’ ka-al-iskhan ‘an al-nar. Fa-muhalun. Li-
anna al-iskhana nafsu al-nar. Fa-hal al- ‘alamu nafsu I-bari’ aw ghayruhu? Fa-in-kana al- ‘alamu nafsa al-bari’, fa-
qad ‘atraltuhum al-bari’. Wa-in-kana ghayrahu, fa-kayfa al-ghayru minhu ka-al-iskhani alladht huwa nafsu al-nari?
Fa-gad thabata anna al-bari’a, jalla thand 'uhu, laysa bi- ‘illatin, bal huwa al- ‘ali, wa alladht ‘illatu al- ‘ilal huwa
amruhu, wa al-ma ‘lalat kulluha tabi ‘atun li-amrihi.”

80 Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-Yanabi” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 17:1-3. Parenthetically
speaking, we also encounter the employment in al-Sijistani of huwiyya and /a-huwiyya as abstract concepts. In the
2" chapter of al-Yanabi‘ he seems to employ these concepts in the sense of being and nonbeing. He writes, “God is
not existent (huwa) like the being of existing beings, nor is he nonexistent like the nonbeing of nonexistential
beings.” Thus, he clearly makes distinction between entities and their being. See idem, p. 16:2-4.
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What is essential to al-Sijistani’s understanding of causality is that by equating huwiyya (being)
with what is caused (ma ‘lil) he asserts that to be caused is to possess the characteristic of
huwiyya (being) and hence to exist. He conversely implies, in reference to the concept /a-
huwiyyat, to be non-caused is to lack huwiyya and to non-exist. In a way, through his equation of
huwiyya with the state of being caused, he claims that the notion of huwiyya is primarily
associated with the fact of belonging to the universe of beings whether spiritual or physical.

In the later period of his writing career al-Sijistani indeed continues to reconstruct his
doctrine of double negation through resort to ontological concepts expressing being and
existence. In his work Sullam al-Najat, he cements this point through polemics with those
theologians (possibly the Ash‘arites) who justify the ascribing to God of attributes saying that
these attributes are only essential to him and do not designate an independent reality. In
response, al-Sijistant states that deficiency ( ‘ayb) comes not from whether attributes exist
essential to the transcendent God or separated from It, but from their existence with It (min
qibal-i wujiidiha).%*

Another ontological term al-Sijistani employs to frame the doctrine of double negation is
shay’lshay 'iyya (thing/thingness). Two chapters hold keys to understanding his view of shay .
the 6™ chapter of al-Yanabi, where he proposes that no thing can be imagined prior to the
existence of the First Intellect, and the 11™ chapter of his al-Magalid, where he refutes the view
that God is a thing not like other things (allahu shay 'un la ka-1-ash’ya’). In both places al-

Sijistani seems to enter into polemics with the Ash‘arite-Maturidite view of God as shay *.%2

81 The feminine pronoun refers to aksya’ (things), by which al-Sijistan means the qualities and characteristics of
beings. See al-Sijistani, Sullam al-Najat, in Alibhai, Abii Ya ‘qub al-Sijistani and Kitab Sullam al-Najat, p. 13-14
(Arabic)

82 Al-Maturidi, Abii Mansiir, Kitab al-Tawhid. Ed. Bekir Topaloglu and Muhammed Arugi (Beirut/Istanbul: Dar
Sadir & Maktabat al-Irshad, 2003), p. 104. For all early debates about the notion of shay’ (thing) and its association
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Since the second half of the 9" century the concept of shay’ played a significant role in the
development of the onto-theological depiction of God. A major concern that the proponents of
this view had, according to al-Sijistani, was to establish God’s entity and show his existence by
means of the concept of shay’ (li-tuthbita dhatahu wa-tugawwima huwiyyatahu).®® He finds this
view problematic and rather uses the same concept (skay’) to justify his apophatic project,
thereby negating any positive attributes of the Originator. “How could a thingness be imagined
before the Intellect, while the Intellect indeed constitutes the very thingness of all things, and
likewise, the thingness of things is nothing other than the Intellect?” rhetorically asks. If it were
possible to envisage a thingness beyond the Intellect, he continues to state, the Intellect primarily
qualified by the notion of shay’ (thing) would then exist before itself (dhat). 1t is established,
however, that a thing cannot exist prior to its entity. He defines the notion of shay iyya as huwa
ithbat li-dhatin ma (an affirmation of some entity).®* As it becomes clear from his comments in
these two chapters, the essential characteristic of those beings subsumed under the category of
thing (skay’) is their semantic association with entities—either it be sensible or intelligible.
Briefly speaking, he asserts that anything that exceeds the limits of either sense perception or the
intellect’s intelligence cannot be a thing (shay’). So we cannot speak of the Originator’s being.
One final important aspect of al-Sijistani’s employment of double negation concerns the

notion of inniyya/anniyya. | think his analysis of inniyya is of critical importance for a better

to God, see Abu 'l-Hasan ‘Ali b. Isma 1l al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin wa Ikhtilaf al-Musallin, ed. Helmut Ritter
(1929; Beirut: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 2005), 158 :1-163:8; 181:1-182:4; 518:4-520:8. For a brief discussion of the
problem of shay’ in early Islamic theology and its repercussions in medieval Islamic philosophy, See Robert
Wisnovsky, Avicenna's metaphysics in context (Ithaca, N.Y. : Cornell University Press, c2003), pp. 149-154.

83 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Punawala, p. 83

8 Al-Sijistant, “Kitab al-yanabi*” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 25
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understanding of his concept of huwiyya (being). In the 5™ chapter of al-Magalid he associates
them with one another to the extent that he uses almost identical expressions in describing them.
The introductory phrase in 15:8-16:1 of al-Yanabi ‘, al-huwiyya al-mahda allati tudaf'ila al-
Mubdi’...aysiyya al-sabiq (““...the pure quoddity that is attributed to the Originator...is the
existence of the Preceder),®® may be compared with the similar phraseology in 56:3-4 of the 5th
Key, al-inniyya allati tudaf'ila allah...hiya al-ibda‘ al-mahd alladht huwa amruhu wa-jiduhu
(the inniyya that is attributed to God...is the pure originating act that is Its command and
generosity).%® The major difference between them is that in al-Yanabi ‘ he designates the
Originator’s so-called huwiyya in reference to the preceder (intellect) subsumed under the
category of being, whereas in al-Maqalid he depicts Its so-called inniyya through reference to the
act of origination (ibda ‘) subsumed under the category of nonbeing (lays). Should this be taken
as an indication that he makes a distinction between huwiyya and inniyya? | think not. It is true
that al-Sijistani subsumes the act of origination under the category of nonbeing (lays). But
following the existence of the intellect, he states in the 2" chapter of al-Yanabi, the act of
origination is united with it in such a way that they become identical.” As seen in his apophatic
expression “subkanahu ‘an huwa wa la huwa, by which he defines the Originator’s so-called
huwiyya in a deantropomorphic and negative manner, he similarly defines the supposed inniyya
of God as the intellect’s declaration of It as other and distant from the attributes of vassals as It is

transcendent and exalted above the inniyyat of attributed physical (mawsifin) and non-attributed

% Idem, p. 15
8 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Punawala, p. 56

67 Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-yanabi‘”’ (Arabic text) in H. Corbin (ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne, p. 16:12-13
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spiritual (ghayr al-mawsufin) beings. This apophatic idea the intellect has of the Originator is
what constitutes Its inniyya.®®

The fundamental reason why al-Sijistani negates the concept of inniyya of the Originator
lies in his argument that the concept connotes the qualities and characteristics of beings and
nonbeings. He states:

T14: Kitab al-Magalid al-Malakitiyah, p. 57:9-12 “An inniyya is attributed to

something, because it is on a thing, toward a thing, in a thing, from a thing, for a thing,

like a thing, above a thing, under a thing, in front of a thing, behind a thing, in the sense

of a thing (shay’), or in the sense of no-thing (la-shay’).”®
All these categories of being and nonbeing belong to physical and spiritual beings. In a way, al-
SijistanT uses inniyya to designate their that-they-are-ness, e.g., the fact that they are in a certain
state, or a thing’s being, e.g., Aristotle’s hoti estin. Al-Sijistani finds the basis for his analysis of
the concept of inniyya in the Qur’an. He discovers that the Qur’an supplies divine attributes in
sentences beginning with the particle inna/anna “that” e.g., Q 22:6: annahit ‘ala kulli shay’in
qadir (... Verily, it is he who has power over all things”). If the Originator is transcendent over
and other than all things, how should we read these qur’anic passages attributing inniyya to It?
Al-SijistanT answers this question by equating the Qur’an with the post-creation reality and
claims that the Qur’an is revealed only after the appearance of creation and therefore it is
possible to ascribe inniyat (quoddities) to the Originator in the sense that It is who originated

substances that are the cause of the manifestation of divine bounties and favors.” In his work

Ithbat al-Nubii’at al-Sijistani describes this post-creation divine reality as ‘aql mujassam

88 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magqalid, ed. Punawala, 57:4-6: Fa-inniyyat allah ‘ala al-haqiqa tanzih al-sabiq iyyahu ‘an
simat al-marbiibin bi-annahu muta ‘alin ‘an inniyyat al-mawsifin muqaddasun ‘an inniyyati ghayr al-mawsifin. ..

5 |1dem, 57:9-12

0 Al-Sijistant, Kitgb al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, p. 58
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(intellect incarnate). Thus, for him, the Qur’an does not reflect a reality beyond the intellect or
the Word so that it would co-exist with the Originator in eternity. But rather it was manifested
with the emergence of the intellect and even was incarnated in it. On the other hand, the Qur’an,
in al-Sijistani’s opinion, signifies the most perfect form of scripture. The legislating prophet
(natiq) steps on the stage and takes on the role of transmuting the intelligible qur’anic reality into
something possessing physical existence, because his area of authority is limited to the lower,
material world in spite of the fact that he primarily refers to the higher world.”

In sum, al-Sijistani’s major concern is to show the Originator’s transcendence through
negation of all me/ontological categories in It to such an extent that he would empty being out of
God’s essence. This is the case not only when he negates of It such ontological concepts as
huwiyya (being), huwa (being), shay’ (thing), dhat (entity), inniyya (being), even mawjid
(existent) and hasti (existent, being). It is also true when he denies of It such meontological
concepts as la-huwiyya (nonbeing), /a-huwa (nonbeing), la-shay’ (no-thing) and ma ‘diim
(nonexistent). The Sijistanian conception of divine transcendence, saturated as it is with
repetitive double negation and the rejection of ontic categories from God, led to severe attacks
from other theological groups in the intellectual history of Islam. It is due to its divergence from
the logico-linguistic rules of the conventional Arabic language that Zaydi and Sunni theologians
found double negation problematic. He was even exposed to an intra-polemic from al-Kirmani
(d. 1021). The real challenge he would face here with regard to the apophatic method of double
negation is that there is nothing left out of the image of God. In his discussion of al-Sijistant’s

account, Walker pays attention to the fundamental problem with his perspective:

L al-Sijistani, Kitab ithbat al-nubii’at, ed. Tamir, p. 125. Paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism, p. 92
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“But what then of the question of whether God is truly affirmed and certain, if tawhid
removes Him from all connection to the created universe. What certifies God if
everything is denied?”"?

From the repetitious and perpetual negation of determinations and attributes, including ontic

predicates, one may be tempted to infer that the Ismaili concept of God is emptied of all contents

to the extent that it becomes almost nothing.

5.6. Conclusion to the chapter

In this chapter, | discussed how al-Sijistani’s meontology is in conformity with the Neoplatonic
hierarchy of being. As shown in Figure 1, he positions hierarchy of beings on the ground of
degree of negation and nonbeing. The higher principle a cosmic principle is, the more emphatic
negation it behooves and the more transcendental its reality is. It is based on the greater or lesser
intensity of negation that principles would seize more or less ontological representation.
Accordingly, physical beings devoid of negation are granted a bottom level of reality, for which
reason it does not deserve any negation. The via negativa he suggested throughout his magnum
opus is based on double negation in the form “Mubdi * is not X and not not-X”. He offers two
possible formulations. Placed on the predicate side, X and not-X correspond to two categories of
reality. They are respectively either physical beings vs. spiritual beings (the Intellect and the
Soul) or all categories of beings (whether spiritual or physical) vs. the act of origination. The

formulation would then designate, respectively, either (Formulation 1) that God transcends both

72 paul Walker, Early philosophical Shiism, p. 79
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physical beings and spiritual beings, or (Formulation I1) that he is transcendent not only with
respect to all categories of beings but also with respect to the act of origination. Whereas, in the
first case, al-Sijistani resorts to descriptive categories like qualified vs. non-qualified, he employs
me/ontological categories in the second such as being vs. non-being. He uses transcendent-
making words (e.g., /a, ghayr and lays) as a linguistic strategy to declare the transcendence,
ineffability, and incomprehensibility of higher principles. He even devotes a single chapter to
discussing the importance of negation for his understanding of apophatic God. Numerous studies
have so far been done to pinpoint the link between Ismaili apophasis and Neoplatonism. But they
remained indifferent to the major part negation and nonbeing takes in the Ismaili apophasis. In
this study, I aimed to fill this gap by elaborating on the intricacies and complexities of this
linguistic phenomenon in his meontology. Me/ontological categories are of crucial significance
to his reconstruction of his apophatic framework. His major concern is strip of him all attributes
which would designate some sort of plurality in him. Therefore, al-Sijistani does not need to put
forward evidence for the existence of God. He is the most real of all that is real, though he shares
no quality with limited or non-limited created beings (allah athbat min kulli thabitin wa- in- lam

yusharik tarafay al-makhliigayn min al-mahdid wa gahyr al-mahdid).”

3 Al-Sijistant, Kitgb al-Magalid, ed. Panawala, p. 95
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CHAPTER 6: Al-Kirmani (d. 1021): Deviation from double negation

6.1. Introduction
6.2. AlI-Kirman1’s cosmology: The union of the act of origination and the Intellect
6.3. AlI-Kirman1’s meontology over polemics with al-Nasafi

6.4. Conclusion to the chapter

6.1. Introduction

Al-Kirmani (1021) was a distinguished Ismaili missionary during the rule of the caliph al-Hakim
bi-Amr Allah (996-1021). He contributed much to the formation of Fatimid Ismailism. Being
active in Basra and Baghdad, he proposed a new Neoplatonic cosmological hierarchy influenced
by the Farabi school. Al-Kirmani continued to exert an impact on the development of post-
Fatimid Tayyibi Ismailism in Yaman and India.! Modern scholarship provide us with variegated
accounts of al-Kirmani. As a scholar who introduced Ismaili theology to Western scholarship,
Wladimir Ivanow describes him as the most erudite and skilled Ismaili author of the Fatimid
period.? Nasr delineates his works as demarcating the high point of Fatimid philosophy and
compares him to Ibn Sina in terms of the intricacy of his philosophy.® The author of

Neoplatonism Richard Wallis likens him to the Iamblichus or Proclus with regard to his

! Wilferd Madelung, “Isma‘ilism: The Old and the New Da‘wa,” in Religious Trends in Early Islamic Iran (Albany,
N.Y. : Persian Heritage Foundation, c1988), pp. 101

2 Wladimir Ivanow, Ismaili literature : a bibliographical survey (Tehran : [Ismaili Society], 1963), p. 40

3 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “English Introduction,” in Hamid al-Din Kirmani, al-Agwal al-Dhahabiyyah (Golden
Sayings), ed. Salah al-Sawy (Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1977), p. 1
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extension of the Neoplatonic cosmological system of being in a down manner; al-Kirman1
multiplied a fundamental hypostasis like the Intellect by following the doctrine of intellect
proposed by al-Farabi. Thus, his Neoplatonic scheme involves far more hypostases than those

that al-Sijistani put forward.*

Al-Kirmant wrote more than twenty-nine works which are all devoted to the
understanding of the Ismaili doctrines. Here, I will limit my discussion of his meontology to
Rahat al-‘Aql and Kitab al-Riyad, which devote great space to our topic. Rahat al- ‘Aql is thought
to be his most important and comprehensive work, examining fundamentals of Ismaili
philosophy in its full scope. In his al-Riyad also, al-Kirmani supplies invaluable information
about his meontological god. This work couches the remarkable controversy which took place
between three Iranian da 7s with Neoplatonic tendency. In his Kitab al-Islah, Abt Hatim al-Razi
(d. 935) attacks al-Nasaft’s (d. 945) assumptions in his Kitab al-Mahsiil. Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistant
(p- 971) came to the aid of the latter in his Kitab al-Nusra which disproves of al-Razi’s critiques.
In al-Riyad, al-Kirmani provides his own position while, on the other hand, generally siding with
al-Razi against al-Nasafi and al-Sijistani.’ As I will show in my analysis of Text 7 (T7) and Text
9 (T9), these two works contain opposing viewpoints. In modern times, the chronology of Rahat
al-‘Aql and al-Riyad has been problematized because they refer to each other, the former to the
latter three times and the latter to the former fifteen times. Van Ess’s tentative assumption is
popular. He argues that there must have been two recensions of Rahat al-‘Aql, one of which al-

Kirmani wrote in Iraq and brought along to Egypt. It is this version that is cited in several of his

4 Richard T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London : Duckworth, 1972), 126-127; 151-152

5 D. De Smet, La quiétude de l'intellect : néoplatonisme et gnose ismaélienne dans l'eeuvre de Hamid ad-Din al-
Kirmdni (Xe/Xle s.) (Leuven : Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 1995), p. 14
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works including al/-Riyad. After he returns to Iraq from Egypt, he made a additional revision of
the text and cited his earlier works like a/-Riyad.® This scenario suggests, then, that Rahat al-‘Aql

came both before and after al-Riydad in two different versions.

Apart from the accuracy of this scenario, it is hard to know whether al-Kirmani indeed
found an opportunity to revise each and every topic of the former including his idea of
apophasis. When we consider the discrete and dynamic nature of Ismaili literature and the
writings of al-Kirmani in particular, it will become harder to find a solution to the problem of
chronology. Ismaili texts that have come down to us are originally written not to reach a large
audience but designed for the immediate and oral teaching of da ‘wa. Ismaili authors would
constantly make modifications, corrections, clarifications just like professors do for course notes
and syllabi. We are therefore faced up with what de Smet calls “une littérature vivante.”" There
are two reasons why I will view his comments in a/-Riyad as a continuation of his position in
Rahat al-‘Aql: (1) his enthusiastic and passionate engagement with earlier Ismaili discussions in
the former and 2) the number of internal citations and cross references in them. In Rahat al-‘Aql,
Al-Kirmani only provides a general overview of al-Sijistant’s perspective of double negation,
which was already in circulation among Ismailis. But he deeply and critically engages in this
perspective over his polemic with al-Sijistani’s master al-Nasafi. Unless there is some evidence

tending to invalidate al-Kirmani’s passionate critiques in al-Riyad, it will be hard to think that his

6 Josef.van Ess, “Biobibliographische Notizen zur islamischen Theologie,” Die Welt des Orients Bd. 9, H. 2 (1978),

259-261; D. De Smet, La quiétude de I'intellect, p. 11-12; Paul Walker, Hamid al-din al-Kirmant: Ismaili thought in

the age of al-Hakim (London ; New York, NY : I.B. Tauris in association with the Institute of Ismaili Studies, 1999),
pp. 33-34

" D. De Smet, La quiétude de l'intellect, p. 11-12
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remarks in Ra@hat mark his final position. The greater number of reciprocal cross references from

Rahat to al-Riyad also urges me to assume the former as of a later date.

The via negativa, a negative path of speaking of God, has been in effect among Muslim
communities of different backgrounds from a very early period. The path of negation tends to
declare God’s transcendence by describing what he is not rather than what he is. Modern studies
trace its development in Islamic history back to Jahm b. Safwan (d. 746) and Dirar b. ‘Amr
(815), who offer some sort of negative apophatic theology.® There is no doubt that the Ismailis of
the 10" century Fatimid period, such as al-Nasafi (d. 943), al-Sijistani (d. 971) and al-Kirmani
(d. 1021) developed the most radical form of apophasis. It is generally assumed that these
authors are uniform in their assumption of double negation. But this is, indeed, not the case. I
have explored the theological views of the former two authors in Chapters 4 and 5. In this
chapter, I will discuss al-Kirman1’s perspective in comparison to al-NasafT and al-Sijistani. The
major shift in Ismaili perspective is a result of the subtle change he brings to the Neoplatonic-
Ismaili cosmological system. Unlike the other two Ismaili writers, he refuses to admit the idea of
the act of origination as an intermediary principle between God and the Intellect. The originating
act (ibda ‘), unity (wahda), word (kalima), and command (amr) are all indeed different names of
one and the same reality, which is the Intellect. Thus, he holds it to be part of the realm of being
and of the same nature as the Intellect. Al-Kirman1 pursues al-Sijistani’s meontology in his use of
negative phrases (e.g., /@ and ghayr) as an expression of transcendence and otherness. Rahat al-

‘Agl evidently champions al-Sijistant’s first formulation of double negation,® according to which

8 David Bennett, “The Mu‘tazilite Movement (II),” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine
Schmidtke (Oxford, United Kingdom : Oxford University Press, [2016]), p. 152-153

% As | have discussed in Chapter 5, al-Sijistani offers two formulations of double negation. He devises his first
formulation through resort to adjectival descriptive categories like ‘limited’ vs. ‘non-limited” and ‘qualified’ vs.
‘non-qualified’. The second of these pairs always points to spiritual beings (the Intellect and Soul) as they are ‘other’
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the first negation, namely the rejection of all physical predicates in God (e.g., God is not
qualified), must be supplemented by the negation of all spiritual qualities, that is, the (i.e., God
is not non-qualified). But in al-Riyad, he remains silent about it. On the other hand, since he
denies the intermediary rank of the act of origination of a non-existential reality, he consequently
nullifies al-Sijistani’s second formulation,'® which aims to show God’s transcendence above it in
addition to spiritual and physical beings. In what follows, I will argue on the basis of T7 and T9
in al-Riyad that he approaches the topic in such a way that ruins the foundations of double
negation. Perhaps, his polemical arguments led him to the outcome that he did not desire. This is
the most obvious modification he brought to the Ismaili meontology. Another substantial change
to al-Sijistant’s perspective seems to have come as a response to charges of atheisms against the
Ismaili community. Al-Kirmani stresses that God has Auwiyya in the sense of “being” as a sign of
the presence of a reality and not in the sense of “being” as an attribute, which runs counter to al-

Sijistant’s position that God has no huwiyya.

6.2. Al-Kirmani’s cosmology: The union of the act of origination and the Intellect

than physical beings. Thus, Formulation 1, e.g., “God is neither qualified nor non-qualified.” This would mean,
from his apophatic perspective, that God transcends not only qualities of physical beings, but also those of spiritual
beings (the Intellect and Soul) that are in turn not qualified by the former. Al-Sijistani allocates to the act of
origination a somewhat distinct reality independently of and high above the Intellect. He thus excludes it from the
sphere of being encompassing spiritual and physical beings. He even defines it, in meontological terms, as non-
existent or non-being. Therefore, he feels the need to creates a second formulation so that he could declare God’s
transcendence even above the act of origination. Accordingly, he establishes his second formulation in reference to
categories of being and nonbeing. Hence, Formulation 11, i.e., “God is neither being nor non-being.” Al-Sijistani
thus negates of God both the qualities of the act of origination of a non-existential nature and those of physical and
spiritual beings.

10 See n.9
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Before entering upon the discussion of al-Kirmani’s meontology, I will deal in some detail with
his Neoplatonic hierarchy of being.**His god is simply A4/lah, though he seldom describes him as
mu ‘ill al-‘ilal (Causer of Causes) or mubdi .*? His account of God is consistent in some respects
with al-Sijistani’s. He follows al-Sijistani in denying causality of God. God is not a cause. As
Makarem has maintained, God as the mu i/l of the cause of causes is, for Ismaili scholars, not he
who causes beings, but who originated (ibda ) the Intellect and made it the first or final cause in
chain of causes (al-mabda’ al-awwal).*® Since al-Kirmani detaches God of any attributes and
determinations, he instead ascribes to the Intellect some divine epithets that Falasifa attributed to
the Intellect such as Intellectus intelligens intellectum (‘aql wa ‘aqil wa ma ‘qiil)** and the

unmoved first mover (al-muharrik al-awwal alladhi la yataharraku)®.

Al-Kirman1’s account of the Intellect are to some extent congruent with that of al-
Sijistani. The Intellect is created not by means of procession (/@ ‘ala tariq al-fayd) as Falasifa

have proposed, but by the unknowable process of origination (bal ‘ala tariq al-ibda‘).*® Like al-

11 For a detailed analysis of al-Kirmani’s cosmology, see Ian Richard Netton, Allzh transcendent : studies in the
structure and semiotics of Islamic philosophy, theology, and cosmology (London ; New York : Routledge, 1989), pp.
222-229.

12 Al-Kirmani, Risalat usbii* dawr al-sitr in Arba ‘ Rasa’il Isma ‘iliyya, ed. * Arif Tamir (Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholoque, 1966), p. 62. Poonawala supposes that this work may be inauthentic. See Ismail K. Poonawala,
Biobibliography of Isma 77 literature (Malibu, Calif.: Undena Publications, 1977), p. 102

13 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Aql, ed. M. Ghalib (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1983), p. 157; 199; 202; See also “al-Risala
al-Durriyya,” in Majmii ‘at rasa’il al-Kirmani, ed. Mustafa Ghalib (Bayrat, Lubnan : al-Mu’assasah al-Jami‘yah lil-
Dirasat wa-al-Nashr wa-al-Tawzi‘, 1983), pp. 20-23; Sami N. Makarem, “Isma‘ili and Druze Cosmogony in

Relation to Plotinus and Aristotle,” in Islamic theology and philosophy : studies in honor of George F. Hourani, ed.
Michael E. Marmura (Albany : State University of New York Press, 1984), p. 82

14 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Aql, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 202:8
15 |dem, pp. 199:3

16 |dem, p. 171: “wa anna ralab al-ikarati bi-kayfiyyati wujiidihi muhdal.” “It is not possible to investigate the
essential quality of its [origination] existence.”
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Sijistani, he posits it as the first originated (al-mubda * al-awwal)*” and the first existent being
(al-mawyjiid al-awwal).*®His description of the Intellect as al-galam (the Pen) is aligned with
qur’anic vocabulary.!® Moreover, he occasionally resorts to key cosmological terms circulated in

the early Ismaili community like sabiq (preceder).?°

What is most distinctive in al-Kirmani’s cosmology lies in his approach to the
intermediary role of ibda * (the act of origination). As we mentioned above, al-Sijistani, following
al-Nasafl, subscribes to an ontological separation of ibda ‘ from ‘aqgl (the Intellect) by delineating
the former as the creative arche of the latter. Although, in al-Yanabi‘, he asserts their complete
union right after the origination of the Intellect, nevertheless ibda ‘ initially appears detached
from the Intellect. Al-Kirmani criticizes the idea of any intermediary between God and the

Intellect over his polemic with al-Nasafi in his Kita@b al-Riyad. He quotes al-Nasaff as stating,

T1: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 206: /nna al- ‘aql lima kanat ‘illatuhu
wahdat al-bari, jalla wa ‘azza, wa al-wahdat azaliyyatan, sara al-‘aql azaliyyan li-
azaliyyati ‘illatiht

“Since the Intellect’s cause is the unity of the creator (wahdat al-bart), the mighty and
exalted, and it is eternal, the Intellect would also be eternal on account of the eternity of
its cause.”?

17 Idem, pp. 199, 202

18 |dem, pp. 155, 157, 158, 199
19 1dem, pp. 87, 155

20 |dem, p. 163

2L Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt (Forthcoming), p. 206

224



Al-Nasafi refers to the act of origination with variegated terms like unity (wahda), word
(kalima), and command (amr). And he proposes an intermediary cause between the creator and

the Intellect. In response, al-Kirmani writes:

T2: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 206-207: “We have stated above that
nothing can ever precede the First Intellect in the process of its being brought into
existence directly by God so that it would be more entitled to assume eternity [as
compared to the Intellect]. As we have explained, the existence of an intermediary
principle is impossible. If nothing at all can come before the existence of the Intellect,
then wahda (God’s unity) is not the cause of the Intellect as a different reality so that it
would precede the Intellect. Indeed, [whatever may been put forward to mediate between
God and the Intellect] constitutes an essential reality of the Intellect. That is, the Intellect
is the same as divine unity (al-wahda) and it is the one (al-wahid); it is the cause and the
caused (a/-ma ‘liil); it is the act of origination (al-ibda‘) and the originated being (a/-
mubda"); it is perfection and perfect (huwa al-tamam wa al-tamm); it is eternity and
eternal (huwa al-azal wa huwa al-azali), it is being and the existent being (huwa al-wujiid
wa huwa al-mawjid); it is a single essence (dhatun wahida).”??

Contrary to al-NasafT and al-Sijistani, al-Kirmani rejects the idea of an intermediary principle
between the transcendent God and the Intellect. He argues that the primordial principle that
theologians believed to have mediated between them is nothing other than the Intellect itself. He
points out that the use of distinct names may be misleading; the originating act (ibda*), unity
(wahda), word (kalima), and command (amr) are all in fact different epithets of one and the same

reality, which is the Intellect.?® As a result, to al-Kirmani, there are no intermediary occupying

the role as creator of the Intellect, and the Intellect was originated directly by God himself.

22 Al-Kirmani, al-Riydd, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 206-207: “wa-qad quind fima tagaddama anna al- ‘aql al-
awwal 1a yatagaddamu ‘alayh f{ wujiadihi ‘an allah ta ‘ala shay 'un aslan, fa-yakiana huwa awia bi al-azaliyya li
istihalat wujidihi ‘ald ma bayyanna. Wa-idha kana la yatagaddamu ‘ala al- ‘aql—ji wujiadihi shay 'un; fa al-wahda
laysat bi- ‘illatin li al- ‘aql hiya ghayruhu hatta takiin mutagaddimatan ‘ald al-‘aql, bal hiya dhat al- ‘agl wa al- ‘aql
huwa dhat al-wahda wa huwa al-wahid; wa huwa al- illa wa huwa al-ma ‘lil, wa huwa al-ibda ‘ wa huwa al-mubda ‘
wa huwa al-tamam wa huwa al-tamm, wa huwa al-azal wa huwa l-azalt, wa huwa al-wujiid wa huwa al-mawjid,
dhatun wahidatun.” For his detailed discussion of the matter, see also idem, See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Aql, ed. M.
Ghalib, pp. 176-180.

23 |an Richard Netton, Allgh transcendent, p. 225
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Another inter-sectarian dispute concerning the Neoplatonic hierarchy of beings resulted
from al-Kirmani’s attempt to introduce to the Ismaili cosmology al-Farabi’s emanationist system
of ten intellects. As Netton has stated, “Al-Sijistani’s cosmology...is characterized initially by a
single one-from-one procession, the emanation of the Universal Soul from the Intellect. In al-
Kirmant’s scheme, the matter becomes more complex.”?* From the first intellect (al- ‘agl al-
awwal)?® proceeds two intellects: (1) the second intellect (al- ‘agl al-thani) that is given epithets
like the soul (al-nafs),?® the second to exist (mawjiid al-thani), and the first emanation
(munba ‘ith awwal)®"; (2) the third intellect that is called matter and form (hayild and sira).?® In
spite of the fact that the first intellect is indeed the One (al-wahid), the procession of these two

principles from it shows its dual-nature. He states:

T3: Kitab al-Riyad, ed. Tamir, p. 69: “From the cause without cause (al-sabab alladhi la
sabab lahu, e.g., God) that is unimpaired by and detached from plurality, can come only
the One (wahid). Since this One that is the first intellect has two characteristics
(nispatayn), it is a cause for the existence of all that was below it and it is an effect
created and originated by the Originator, and two [viz., intellects] proceed from it on
account of its dual characteristics. From its first characteristic appeared the second
intellect (i.e., the soul) and from its other characteristic arose matter (e.g. the third
intellect), from which heavenly spheres and other beings in the physical world in turn
emerged.”?°

24 |an Richard Netton, Allgh transcendent, p. 225
% See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, pp. 158, 173

% Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad fr al-zukm bayna al-.sadayn sahibay al-ilslah wa-al-nusrah, ed. Arif Tamir (Bayriit,
Dar al-Thagafah [al-Mugadimah 1960]), p. 70

27 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Ag/, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 212

28 |dem, pp. 213-4, 221; idem, Kitab al-Riyad, ed. Tamir, p. 69

2 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, ed. Tamir, p. 69: “wa hadha al-wahid alladht huwa al- ‘agl al-awwal li-ma kana ‘ala
nispatayn ahaduhuma kawnuhu ‘illatan li-wujiid ma-dianahu, wa ukhrahuma kawnuhu ma ‘lillan; idh huwa

mubda ‘un mukhtara ‘un wajaba an yakunaa ma yiajadu ‘anh ithnayn bi-hasabi ma ‘alayh dhatuhu min al-nispatayn;

wa kana alladht wujida ‘an al-nispat al-ila huwa al- ‘aql al-thani, wa ‘an al-nispat al-ukhra huwa al-hayila allatt
minha al-aflak; wa ghayruha min mawjiadat ‘alam al-jism.”
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What al-Kirmant proposes in this passage is a two-fold emanation, which came into conflict with
al-Sijistani’s one-to-one emanation. As Netton has suggested, the conception of double
procession reminds us of the long history of the filioque (lit. “and the son’) controversy within
Christianity.3® Al-Kirmani argues, first, that there is an emanation of the second intellect from the
first intellect. This emanation occurs on account of its active causal nature. The second manner
of emanation resulting in the emergence of matter, however, is created through its passive causal
nature. One issue that needs attention is that even though, in his Rahat al- ‘Aql,*! al-Kirmani, like
al-Sijistani, detaches God from any causal relation with beings, he delineates him here in his
Riyad as the cause (possibly of the first intellect), e.g., al-sabab alladhi la sabab lahu (the cause
without cause). The word sabab synonymous with ‘illa first began circulating in Graeco-
Arabicum and genuine Muslim philosophical works to render Greek terms like aitia and dpyn.
For now, it is hard to provide a convincing response to this seeming contradiction. But he
appears not to have maintained a conceptual consistency in terms of his detachment of God from

causality. This contradiction is worth considering.

As for the other seven intellects, they proceed down to the tenth intellect, which al-
Kirmant takes as equal to the active intellect ( ‘agl fa “al) and is responsible for the governance of
the sublunary realm. The Neoplatonic framework he suggests is congruent with al-Farab1’s

cosmological system. However, as we have seen in al-Farabi, this last intellect in al-Kirmant is

%0 lan Richard Netton, Allgh transcendent : studies in the structure and semiotics of Islamic philosophy, theology,
and cosmology (London ; New York : Routledge, 1989), p. 226

31 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, pp. 157-158
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not the form-giver (wahib al-suwar) from which material forms emanate.*> Moreover, each one
of the ten intellects governs, and is linked with, one corresponding to each of the celestial
spheres.®® Finally, al-Kirmani’s doctrine of emanation runs parallels with the Plotinian
framework in the following three respects:®* 1-) his comparison of procession (inbi ‘ath) to a
flowing emanation of light coming from the sun; *® 2-) the emergence of the twin intellects (soul
and matter/form) as a consequence of the first intellect’s self-contemplation and delight within its
own identity; 3-) the procession of the second intellect from the first by virtue of necessity

(amr darir).%’

6.3. Al-Kirman1’s meontology over polemics with al-Nasafi

New concerns and challenges lead al-Kirmani to reconsider and rework the current Neoplatonic-
Ismaili framework. As he implies in Rahat al- ‘Aql, he seems preoccupied with charges of

disbelief and atheism against the Ismaili community.*® In addition to socio-political problems of

32 |dem, pp. 257, 264, 257, 259; 254-6, 255-7

33 |dem, pp. 254-6. See lan Richard Netton, Allah transcendent, p. 227.

34 lan Richard Netton, Allgh transcendent, p. 226

% See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘4ql, ed. M. Ghalib, pp. 207-209; cf. Enneads V.1.6

% See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, pp. 207:9-11: Fa-kana ‘an dhalika al-ightibat bi-ishrag dhatihi—
‘ind ihatatihi wa- ‘aqlihi iyyaha wa mulahazatihi la-ha fi dhatihi farihan biha--suti‘ nir ‘anh...” cf. Enneads V.1.6

37 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 212:6-9: “ikhtassa al-mawjiid al-thani al-tali lahu fi al-wujid
amran darariyyan wujiuduhu lazimun ‘ammd yakinu wujiduhu—dhalika al-wujiidu fi kamal al-ibda ‘iyya.” cf.
Enneads 111.2.1-111.2.2:

3 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘4ql, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148; Eva-Maria Lika, Proofs of Prophecy and the Refutation of
the Isma ‘Tliyya: the Kitab Ithbat Nubuwwat al-Nabi by the Zaydr al-Mu ‘ayyad bi-Ilah al-Harant (d. 411/1020)
(Berlin/Boston : De Gruyter, 2017), pp. 2:16-3:3; al-Busti, Isma“il ibn Ahmad, al-Isma ‘diyan : kashf al-asrar wa-
naqd al-afkar, ed. ‘Adil Salim al-‘Abd al-Jadir (al-Kuwayt : ‘A.S. al-Abd al-Jadir, 2002), pp. 254-255; Muhammad
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the time, the Ismaili radical negation of ontological categories of God also might have instigated
the dissemination of these accusations among other Muslim sects. Possibly for this reason, al-
Kirmani feels the need to propose that the denial of Auwiyya of God would designate nothing
other than that /a huwa aw la ilahun (God has no essential reality or there is god). This would
obviously be equal to holding atheism (za ‘7il). He argues that the via negative is clearly distinct
from ta ‘til (atheism).*® Al-Kirmani deeply engages in intra-sectarian debates on meontology. The
most subtle change he brings to it results from his denial of the idea of an intermediary principle
between God and the Intellect, which is known in various terms such as ibda ‘ (the originating
act), wahda (Unity), amr (command) or kalima (word). This shift in the Neoplatonic hierarchy of
being consequently causes him to invalidate al-Sijistani’s second formula of double negation.*’
In Rahat al-‘Aql, al-Kirmani remains committed to the Ismaili way of employing negative
particles (i.e., /a) as an expression of God’s transcendence. He even approves of al-Sijistant’s
first formulation of double negation in this work. But he remains silent about it in his (later)
work Kitab al-Riyad. Though more polemical in tone, he continues to expound his position, in

the tenth section of this work, over his criticism of al-Nasafi. To such extent, his passionate

polemical arguments lead him to diverge from double negation.

In Kitab al-Riyad, al-Kirmani provides invaluable information about his meontology over
crititicm of al-Nasaft (d. 942). The latter is not only the first da 7 who merged the Ismaili

doctrine with Neoplatonism. But also, he introduced meontological concepts into the Ismaili

b. al-Hasan al-Daylami, Qawa ‘id ‘aqaid ali muhammad, intr. by M. Zahid ibn al-Hasan al-KawtharT and ed. ‘Izzat
al-‘Attar al-HusaynT (Cairo: Maktab Nashr al-Thaqafa al-Islamiyya, 1950), p. 14

39 See Paul Walker, Hamid al-din al-Kirmani, pp. 40-42

40 Seen.9
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doctrine of God. It is unfortunate that al-Nasafi’s major work, a/-Mahsiil, has not reached us. For
this reason, we do not have chance to arbitrate fairly in al-Kirmani’s critiques against him.
Therefore, I will quote al-NasafT’s statement, not as an end in itself, but as a means to better
engage in al-Kirmani’s position. Below, al-Nasafi shows the Originator’s (mubdi ) transcendence
by putting all things—both beings and nonbeings—within the category of the originated

(mubda ). He states,

T4: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198:7-8: “God is the originator of beings
and nonbeings (mubdi ‘ al-shay ’wa al-la-shay ’y—whether they be objects of the Intellect
(‘aqli), imaginary (wahmi), intelligible (fikri), or logical (mantiqt).**

In his critical analysis, al-Kirmani discusses the logical results to which al-Nasafi’s conception of
nonbeing (/@-shay) would lead him and what it would designate from a Neoplatonic-Ismaili point

of view. He states:

TS5: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198: “From such a statement it would
necessarily follow that there are beings among God’s creation that were originated but
can be perceived neither by intellect nor by imagination nor by mind nor can be
predicated of. In fact, their existence is impossible and belief in their existence is a
deviation from the straight path (dalal). For if there existed something incomprehensible
either by the Intellect, imagination, mind, or incapable of being predicated of, it would
fall into one of the following categories: That thing (1) either preceded the Intellect, (2)
coexisted with the Intellect, or (3) came to be after the Intellect.*?

4L Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198: “fa-huwa mubdi‘ al-shay’ wa I-ld shay’ al- ‘aqli wa
l-wahmi wa I-fikrt wa [-mantigi; a ‘ni ma huwa waqi ‘un tahta hadhihi I- ‘andsivi wa ma laysa bi-waqi ‘in tahtaha

42 Al-Kirmant, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198: “qad awjaba bi-gawlihi dhalika anna fi al-
mawjiidat ‘an allah ta ‘ala al-waqi‘a tahta ibda ihi ma-la-yudraku bi- ‘aglin wa-la wahmin wa-1a fikrin wa la
yukhbaru ‘anhu bi-mantigin. Wa dhalika wujiiduhu muhalun wa i ‘tigaduhu dalalun. Li-anna alladhi 1@ yudraku bi-
‘aqlin wa la wahmin wa la fikvin wa la yukhbaru ‘anhu bi-mantigin la yakhli, in kana lahu wujiidun, an yakiina
imma sabiqan ‘ald al-aql fi wujiadihi aw ma ‘a al-aql fi wujiidihi aw taliyan lil- ‘aql fi wujadihi.”
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He elaborates the untoward conclusions to which al-Nasafi’s conception of ld-shay’ (nonbeing)
as an object of God’s origination would lead. He draws out three possible interpretations and
eliminates them one by one. First, it is not possible that /G-shay’ could precede the existence of
the Intellect. As discussed in Chapter 5, al-Sijistani somewhat embraces this idea. He argues that
the Intellect was derived from the act of origination which precedes it as a creative principle. He
holds the act of origination to be of a nonexistential nature (/d-shay’) and transcendent. He even
declares that it is min la shay’ (absolute nonbeing). Thus, al-Sijistani takes nonbeing as
preceding the existence of the Intellect, which runs parallel with al-Nasafi’s remarks here. In
accordance with his new assumption of the relationship between the Intellect and the act of
origination, namely that they are one and the same thing, al-Kirmani contends that nothing can
mediate between the Originator and the Intellect. He argues that “it is impossible because the
Intellect is identical with the act [of origination], beyond which there is nothing but God. It is
God from whom it emanated and came to be. It itself is the act of origination and the true

existent, the first thing that came into existence from God.”*3

Al-Kirmani problematizes the second possible interpretation as well, which is, the co-
existence of /@-shay’ (nonbeing) with the Intellect. He puts forward almost the same argument
for the invalidity of this interpretation. But he adds that the Intellect can arise only as a single
identity, but not united with another thing. This would amount to asserting the procession of two
distinct realities from God. Upon his rejection of this possibility, he resorts to the Neoplatonic
assumption that from the One only one proceeds. From the Ismaili theological point of view al-

Nasafi’s perspective would further cause another theological problem concerning the unity of

43 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 198-199

231



divine reality. The procession of two differing realities from the one simple God, al-Kirman1
writes, would either designate his plural nature or the existence of any partners whatsoever with
him. One could read al-Kirmani’s argument against the backdrop of al-Sijistani’s argument on
causality, namely that an effect (ma ‘liil) receives the characteristic features of its cause. So then,
the procession of two distinct realities would designate multiplicity on the side of God ( ‘illa
mutakaththira) and hence would ruin his unity.** Therefore, al-Kirmani’s argument continues, “it
is impossible for two distinct effects to come from a single cause whose identity is free from all

diverse relationships and attributions.”*

Al-Kirmant holds that the third possible interpretation, that is, the origination of la-shay’
after the Intellect and from it, would also lead to a dilemma. The concept of nonbeing (/a-shay’)
as defined by al-Nasafi requires that it cannot be comprehended either by the Intellect,
imagination, or mind. But its origination following the Intellect ruins this definition. For its
emergence after the first intellect, in al-Kirmani’s opinion, necessarily entails that it be known by

all intellects. He writes:

T6: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 199: Idh law kana wujiiduhu taliyan
lil-‘aql wa ‘anhu la-kana ld ya zibu ‘an al- ‘uqiil ma ‘rifatuhu wa la ya ‘tasu ‘alayha
tahdiduhu wa la-kanat tudrikuhu wa tuhaddiduhu kama haddat sa’ir al-mawjudat
mahsisan wa ma ‘qitlan fi maydan al-ijab wa al-salb.

If [lashay’] were brought into existence by the Intellect and came to be after it, it would
not escape knowledge of intellects, it would not be hard for them to constrain it.
Conversely, they would comprehend and constrain it as they do other existential beings—
whether sensible or intelligible in the spheres of affirmation and negation (maydan al-ijab
wa al-salb).”*®

4 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid al-malaktiyah, ed. Isma‘il Qurban Husayn Piinawala (Tanis : Dar al-Gharb al-
Islami, 2011), p. 69

4 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 199

46 |dem, p, 199
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The Ismaili hierarchy of being, al-Kirmani implies, would not license the post-intellectum
existence of such a nonexistential reality as depicted by al-Nasafi. Nothing would come into
existence without being delimited and comprehended by intellects. By the expression maydan al-
ijab wa al-salb (spheres of affirmation and negation), he seems to have pointed respectively to
sensible, physical beings of an existential nature and intelligible, spiritual beings of a

nonexistential nature—both of which are eventually included within the category of being.

The major problem with al-Nasafi’s conception of la-shay’, al-Kirmant further argues,
lies in the second part of his statement which would lead to an affirmation of the impossible (ijab
al-muhal). Al-NasafT first defines God as the “originator of things and nothings (mubdi * al-shay’
wa al-la-shay’). And then he rephrases this definition, saying, “I mean whatever falls under the
above-mentioned categories and others that do not fall under those categories” (a ‘ni ma huwa
wagqi ‘un tahta hadhihi al-‘anasir wa-ma laysa bi-wagqi ‘in tahtaha).*’ Al-Kirmani rightly asserts
that from this second part of al-Nasaft’s statement necessarily follows that his concept of la-shay
would amount to designating nothing other than muhal (the impossible). If al-NasafT had been
content to state the phrase mubdi * al-shay’wa al-la-shay’ (the originator of things and no-things)
without elaborating on it with the abovementioned second part, al-Kirmani’s argument
continues, we would think that he means by shay’ “bodies characterized by attributes” (ma kana
mawsiifan min al-ajsam) and by la-shay “the realm of origination that cannot be characterized by
the attributes of bodies” (ma lam yakun mawsifan bi-sifat al-ajsam min ‘alam al-ibda).*® Then

we would conclude that al-Nasafi employs negation here as a linguistic strategy to express the

47 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 200

48 |dem, p. 200
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transcendence and otherness of spiritual beings with regard to physical beings, and hence that he
includes even spiritual beings of a nonexistential nature within objects of divine origination. Al-
Kirmani states that there are some scholars who interpreted al-Nasafi’s words in a somewhat
similar manner. Might al-Kirman1 have had in mind al-Sijistant who follows al-NasafT on this
assumption? Although he does not reiterate the second part of al-Nasafi’s expression, which is
specifically subject to al-KirmanT’s criticism, nevertheless al-Sijistani subscribes to the use of
negation to speak about spiritual beings so that he intends to show their transcendence. But, be

that as it may, al-Sijistani would not argue for the procession of two different realities from God.

After al-Kirmant has discussed that al-Nasaft’s /a-shay’ as an object of God’s origination
has no place within the Neoplatonic hierarchical system, he evaluates al-Nasaft’s statement
through his analytical analysis of the concept of shay’. Shay’ is one of the key critical concepts
which takes a significant part in the discussions of Sunni theologians. One major controversy
concerns whether God can be qualified as shay’. The majority argued for God’s qualification by
it so as to confirm God’s being and existence. Unlike them, Ismaili theologians, however, drew
on the same term to negate it of God so that they could reconstruct their meontological account
of God.*® Since the better understanding of /g-shay’ is bounded by that of its opposite, al-
Kirmani deals with the question of what al-Nasaft might have meant by shay’. Shay’, according
to al-Kirmani, “...is an equivocal term under which fall all existential beings, whether substances

or accidents, whether sensible or intelligible.”*® Accordingly, he provides two possible

49 Al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Magalid, ed. Punawala, p. 83; Al-Sijistani, “Kitab al-yanabi¢” (Arabic text) in H. Corbin
(ed.), Trilogie ismaelienne: textes edites avec traduction francaise et commentaires (Teheran, Département
d'iranologie de I’Institut franco-iranien, 1961), p. 25

%0 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 200: “annahu mushtarakun yaga ‘u tahtahu jami* al-
mawjiidat min al-jawahir wa al-a ‘rad mahsisan wa ma ‘qilan.”
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interpretations of la-shay: (1) an affirmation of something other than that thing” (ijab ma-huwa
ghayru shay’in) and (2) a denial of the existence of the thing itself without affirming anything

).5! The first interpretation, which dates

that is not a thing (min ghayr ijab ma laysa bi-shay 'in
back to Aristotle as received in the Islamic philosophical tradition, takes the negative particle /a

as denoting “otherness”, whereas the second, put in circulation among the Ash‘arites, views it as

expressing the negation of existence.

In the first interpretation of the concept of la-shay, it is likely that al-Kirmant makes
direct reference to Aristotle. Even the example he gives of this interpretation, i.e., /@-insan, might
have been gleaned from Aristotle’s De Interpretatione. Al-Farabi quotes Aristotle as stating that
if the negative particle ‘not’ (Ar. /a; Gr. ouk) is placed before the predicate noun (e.g., o0k
dvBpomoc and /a insan “not-man”), it is neither a phrase (lafzat al-ism) as it consists of two
expressions, nor a negation (saliba) as it includes the negative particle (harf'1d).>? This noun
Aristotle calls dvopa dopiotov (indefinite noun), which was rendered into Arabic as ism ghayr
muhassal and such proposition predicating an indefinite noun of something is called al-qadiyya
al-ma ‘diila (reversed proposition).>® Having been literally taken to denote “not-something” or
“no-thing,” the expression /a shay’ designates something other than the thing to which the
negative particle is affixed. Assuming that this is what al-Nasaft might have meant, al-Kirmani

reexamines his expression “the originator of the no-thing” (mubdi ‘ al-la-shay’). He even reports

5! Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 200-201

52 Al-Farabi, Alfarabi's Commentary on Aristotle’s “Peri herméneias ’=(De interpretatione), ed. Wilhelm Kutsch &
Stanley B Marrow (Beyrouth: Dar el-Machreq, 1971), p. 32

53 Harry A. Wolfson, The philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1976), 355-372;
Idem., “The Kalam Problem of Nonexistence and Saadia's Second Theory of Creation,” The Jewish Quarterly
Review 36 (1946):371-391; Idem., “Infinite and Privative Judgments in Aristotle, Averroes, and Kant,” Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research 8 (1947), p. 176
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that al-Nasafi’s defenders would propose that /a-shay’ (no-thing) indicates an ontological
category of spiritual beings transcendent and other than the category of shay’ and corresponds to
physical beings. Based on this interpretation, al-Nasaft might have asserted that God is the
originator of spiritual beings. Or, as al-Kirmani has construed, would his /a-shay’ indicate God

himself as /a functions as a transcendent-making particle? I will examine this possibility below.

Al-Kirmant also examines the second possible meaning of /d-shay’ that I have mentioned
above, namely a denial of the existence of the thing. If by ld-shay’ the negation of the thing’s
essence (nafy ‘ayn al-shay’) is meant, al-Kirman1’s points out, al-Nasafi’s expression “God is the
originator of no-thing” would be pointless. He finds the root of al-Nasafi’s error in his disregard
for the theological import of ibda ‘ (origination). God’s act of origination needs something as its
object so that he would be given the epithet of mubdi ‘. If la-shay’ would come to mean a
negation of the existence of a thing, how then would God be its originator? “This is impossible,”
writes al-Kirmani. Moreover, according to him, the semantic implication of origination (ibda‘)
entails that only shay’ as an ontological category is to be taken as its object because to be

originated is to be shay’ and have an essence and reality in re (wujiid).>*

Another problem regarding al-Nasafi’s /G-shay’ lies in his employment of the negative
particle for something other than God. In light of the first interpretation, al-Kirmani interprets al-
Nasafi’s following statement again, “God is the originator of beings and nonbeings (huwa mubdi ‘

al-shay’wa- al-la-shay’). He writes,

T7: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 201: “fa-ina kana murdaduhu ijaba ma
huwa ghayru shay’in kana gawluhu ‘inna allaha mubdi ‘vhu’ khatun. Idh al-la-shay’ lam-
ma kana huwa mda la ya ‘tiiruhu sifat al-shay’wa la yakinu fi mithl halihi min kawnihi

Jjawharan aw ‘aradan..., fa-kannahu qala bi-gawlihi: inna allaha mubdi * al-shay’wa al-

5 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 201
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la-shay’ innahu mubdi * dhatihi allati hiya ghayru shay ’in wa mubdi * al-shay’ alladht
huwa ghayr dhatihi wa dhalika khata 'un.

“If what he meant to say by /a-shay’ is an affirmation of what is other than beings
(shay’), then his statement “God is the originator of it” would be false. For, since la-shay’
is that which no attribute of beings would befall and that in whose state there would not
something like being a substance or accident...,” this statement would indicate that he is
the originator of his identity (mubdi * dhatihi) that is other than beings and the originator
of things that are other than his identity. This is false.””®

Al-Kirmanf clarifies his own position on the matter and states that the negative particle is used to
show God’s transcendence (fanzih) and immaculateness (taqdis) and belongs only to God. In
other words, the way of showing God’s transcendence can only be accomplished by attaching the
negative particle to ontological categories, e.g., l[a-jawhar (not-substance) and /a- ‘arad (not-
accident). Since the affixing of the negative particle to shay’ would not inform but of God
himself, al-Nasafi’s expression mubdi * al-la-shay’would then mean that he is the originator of
himself (mubdi ‘ dhatihi) which is other than things. Al-Sijistan1’s second formulation also has his
share of this critique because it tends to declare God’s transcendence by negating the qualities of
the act of origination (ibdda ‘) that he holds to be other than the categories of being (/G-shay’). If

one leads al-Kirman1’s arguments to their results, they may argue that in this case, al-Kirmani

invalidates his second formulation.

In the 10™ section of his al-Riydd, we have another remarkable fragment of al-Nasaff that
is subject to al-Kirman1’s criticism. From what he states that even the unspeakable is an object of
divine origination, one may infer that al-Nasafi sees it possible to attribute the quality of un-
speakability to anything other than God. Al-Kirmani analyzes his statement from an apophatic

point of view. He quotes al-Nasafi as stating:

%5 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 201
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T8: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 201-202: wa-ja ‘alna kulla shay ’in
mimmd yaqa ‘u ‘alayh al-gawl wa la yaqa“ ‘alayh al-qawl mubda ‘an ma ‘lilan bi- al-
haqiqa mutandhiyan

“Thereby we make all things that are speakable or unspeakable, originated, essentially
caused, and finite.”>®

By the category of the speakable (ma yaqa ‘u ‘alayh al-gawl), al-Nasaft may refer to physical
beings. It is also possible that by the unspeakable he meant spiritual beings. Al-Kirmani

comments on it as such:

T9: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 204: Kayfa yasiru ma la yaqa ‘u ‘alayh
al-qawl alladht huwa fi asl al-i ‘tigad annahu huwa allahu ta‘ala alladht wujida ‘anhu al-
mawjidat kulluhd mubda ‘an ma ‘liillan. Inna dhalika khata 'un.

“How is it possible that the unspeakable (ma la yaqa ‘u ‘alayh al-gawl) would be
originated and caused given that it is central to the principles of belief that the
unspeakable could be only God from which all existential beings are brought into
existence? This is indeed wrong.”®’

He points out that since words, phrases, and letters functioning as instruments in communication
are all originated, human language is not capable of expressing the transcendental reality of deity
as he deserves. Therefore, al-Kirmant allots the quality of unspeakability specifically to God, and
hence stresses that in this case negation belongs only to him so as to express God’s beyondness
and transcendence. In this respect, al-Kirmani’s position here in a/-Riyad is doubtless at odds
with that of al-Sijistani who grants the act of origination a transcendent status with regard to all

categories of beings whether physical or spiritual.

Finally, al-Kirmant in a/-Riyad brings criticism to al-Nasaf1’s following statement. He

disallows the eternal coexistence of beings and nonbeings with God:

%6 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, pp. 201-202

57 Idem, p. 204
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T9: Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 202:3-6: Fa-idha quina huwa wa ld
shay’a ma‘ahii, fa-qad nafayna al-shay’wa al-la-shay’.fa-sayyarna jami‘an mubda ‘ayn

“When we say, ‘He [was] and there was not anything with him’ (huwa wa ld shay’a
ma ‘ahii), we negate both beings and nonbeing and thus we put them all in the category of
the originated.””®®

As I have discussed in Chapter 4, al-Nasafl might have received the expression la shay ma ‘ahu
(there was not anything with him) either from the hadith collection that began circulating among
Muslim theologians of various backgrounds as early as the 9" century, or from Arabic
Neoplatonic sources. Al-Shahrastani’s a/-Milal wa [-Nihal and Die Doxographie des Pseudo-
Ammonius attribute this apophatic expression to Arabus Empedocles.>® Al-Nasafi reads the
expression as a categorical negative construction (/a al-ndfiya lil-jins). Thus, he denies the
accompaniment or co-existence of shay —covering not only what is but also what is not—with
the originator in eternity. This would come to mean that all beings and nonbeings should be
included within the class of the originated (mubda‘). However, the major problem al-Kirmani
calls into question here is that the application of the transcendent-making negative particle (13) to

shay’ (thing) would designate the transcendent God, while, on the other hand, al-Nasaft includes

%8 Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 202:3-6

%9 Al-Shahrastani, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim, Kitab al-milal wa al-nikal, ed. Ahmad Fahmi Muhammad
(Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1992), vol. 2, pp. 379-380: “wa la anna shay’an kana ma ‘ahu, fa-abda‘a al-
shay’a al-basit alladht huwa awwal al-basit al-ma ‘qiil, wa huwa al- ‘unsur al-awwal....wa huwa mubdi* al-shay’ wa
al-la-shay’ al-‘aqli wa al-fikri wa al-wahmi.”

Ulrich Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios: ein Beitrag zur Neuplatonischen Uberlieferung im
Islam (Stuttgart : Kommissionsverlag Franz Steiner Wiesbaden, 1989), pp. 36, 37, 38, p. 36: (7) fa-huwa huwa wa la
shay’a ma ‘ahu; p. 37: (5:3): wa-la anna shay’an kana ma ‘ahu; pp.37-38 (4:5-7): fa-abda ‘a al-shay’ al-basit alladht
huwa awwal al-basit al-ma ‘qial wa huwa al- ‘unsur al-awwal; thumma kaththara al-ashya’ al-mabsita min dhalika
al-mubda * al-basit al-wahid al-awwal; thumma kawwana al-murakkabat min al-mabsutat; wa huwa mubdi* al-shay
wa al-la-shay’ al- ‘aqlt wa al-fikrt wa al-wahmr, p. 38 (5:14-15): fa lamma sara hadha hakadha lam yajuz lil-mantiq
an yasifa al-bari jalla wa ‘ala illa sifatan wahidatan faqat wa-dhalika an yaqiila innahu huwa wa 1a shay’a min
hadhihi al- ‘awalim murakkabun wa la-bastrun (15) fa-idha qala huwa wa la-shay’a fa-qad nafa al-shay’ wa al-la-
shay’ wa-sayyarahuma mubda ‘ayni wa nafd kulla suratin basitatin aw murakkabatin ma ‘a al-huwiyya wa-sayyara
kulla shay’in mubda ‘an wa-huwa ‘illatun faqat.

s
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the same expression /a-shay’ under the category of the originated. This would not be acceptable

to him.

In the tenth chapter of Kitab al-Riyad, al-Kirmani basically proposes that al-Nasafi’s
concept of /a-shay’ could have no room within the Neoplatonic-Ismaili hierarchy of being, let
alone included in the category of the originated. al-Nasafi’s ld-shay’ faces three fundamental

problems:

1. The concept of la-shay’ as defined by al-Nasafi would mean the impossible (al-mukal),
which is why it cannot be an object of God’s origination. As discussed above, al-Nasaf1
elaborates on the concept with the expression “whether they be objects of the Intellect
(‘aqlt), imaginary (wahmi), intelligible (fikri), or logical (mantigi).” Al-Kirmani
interprets this sentence as amounting to saying the impossible.

2. La-shay’ would ruin the Neoplatonic hierarchical system of being in all three possible
cases, namely the origination of /a-shay’ before the Intellect, or after it, or simultaneously
together with it.

3. ltis theologically impossible to employ the transcendent-making negative particle /a for
anything other than God. As al-Kirmani has discussed in T7, la-shay’ would not
designate but God himself as he is beyond all categories of being—either it be physical or

spiritual. He uses the phrase ghayr shay’ interchangeably with /a-shay’.%° The other case

80Al-Kirmani, Kitab al-Riyad, eds. Hunzai and Landolt, p. 213:10-12; Especially when he discusses the
impossibility of an ontological separation of the word (kalima, cf. the act of origination and the command) from the
intellect, he once explains the expression ghayr shay’ as designating a transcendent God, beyond all attributes by
which only the categories of things can be characterized.
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in which al-Kirmani finds fault with al-Nasafi’s apophatic language can be observed in

T9. He argues that the quality of unspeakability belongs only to God.

The last critique is worth further discussion. Throughout the tenth chapter of a/-Riyad, al-
Kirmani targets not only al-NasafT but also al-Sijistani over his criticism of the former. In fact,
we do find any expression supporting al-Sijistant’s two-fold negation according to which not
only God but also the act of origination (Formulation IT) and spiritual beings (Formulation I)
would be defined in meontological terms.®! It is likely that al-Sijistani’s perspective has already
been informed by al-Nasaft’s concept of /a-shay apparently corresponding to one-fold negation,
though its depiction as a direct object of divine origination may be exposed to a metaphysical
problem that al-Kirmani has rightly expressed. By treating /a-shay’ (non-being) as equivalent of
God (T7), al-Kirmani seems to disprove of al-Sijistant’s second formula (e.g., Neither is he
being, nor he is non-being (/a-huwa) because /a-huwa on the second part would be equal to
saying that “nor he is himself.” If we lead his remarks in T9 to their conclusion, one might be
tempted to claim that al-Kirman1 even declares Formulation I invalid as well because in this

case, he allots the quality of un-speakability and being un-qualified to God.

Indeed, al-Kirmant’s position in al-Riyad is incompatible with that of al-Sijistant,
specifically when he insistently reiterates that transcendent-making negative words (e.g., /a,
ghayr; cf. alpha-privative) belong only to God. Since even the Intellect is included within the
categories of being, no negation would deserve it. Moreover, his approach here in this work also
seems to contradict the one in his most comprehensive work Rahat al- ‘Aql. With regard to

double negation, he remains far more loyal to al-Sijistant in his Rahat than in his al-Riyad, which

61 See n.9
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will be discussed below. In the Second Enclosure (al-sir al-thani), al-Kirmani lays emphasis on
apophatic patterns by describing God in negative terms. The unspeakability and
incomprehensibility of God is stressed; even the Intellect cannot comprehend or sense his
essence.% He denies God’s corporality and attributes.%® God is beyond two basic ontological
categories of being: jawhar (substance) and ‘arad (accident).%* In the fourth and fifth sections of
the chapter, al-Kirmani maintains that God has neither form (sira) and matter (madda) nor
opponent/opposite (didd) and equivalent (mithl).%® Thus, he strips God of all logical and

philosophical categories in line with al-Sijistani.

In the seventh section, al-Kirmant pays special significance to the theological superiority
of apophasis (tfariq al-nafy) over kataphasis (farig al-ithbdt). He argues that the profession of the
unity of God through affirmation of attributes only leads towards anthropomorphism (tahsbih),
comparison of God with creatures (tamthil), and setting limits on God (tahdid).%® The only way
to escape from these problems would rather be to have recourse to the via negativa, which
consists in stripping all determinations and predicates of the transcendent God. It is only through

negation that one could show his unique oneness. He writes:

T10: Rahat al-‘Aql, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148:6-9: innand idhd quilna ‘ind al-ithbat min tariq
al-nafy huwa la hadhd wa la hadha wa la hdadha wa la hadha, wa kana kullu hadha
alladhi nafayndhu mimma huwa mawjiidun fi al-khilqa, fa-qad thabata bihi ma lam ta ti
al-sifa ‘alayh, wa bayana jami‘ al-mawjidat bi-ma nafayna an yakiina huwa ta‘ala.

62 See al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 144-146; pp. 135-138
& Idem, p. 135-138
5 Idem, p. 131-132
8 Idem, p. 139-143

% |dem, p. 147-148
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“If we say, in affirming God in a negative way, that he is not this, nor this, nor this, nor
this considering that each ‘this’ that we refer to and which we deny of him is present in
creation, it will be established that he is transcendent (huwa ta‘ala) insofar as no attribute
applies to him and he is distinct from all existents in terms of all we negate of him.”®’

In this specific context, he enters into polemic with intellectuals of his time (muta ‘aqqiliin), and
wishes to advocate the merits of apophasis against them. He responds to their accusation of a
form of atheism (¢a ‘?il), which, De Smet defines, “vide Dieu de tout contenu positif pour en faire
une notion abstraite” (which empties God of all positive content to make it an abstract notion).%®
In al-Kirman1’s opinion, ta il is a denial of God’s transcendent being (huwa al-nafy nahw al-
huwiyya al-muta ‘aliya) rather than a denial of attributes. He states that without adding the
excluded part of the profession of Islam (illa huwa), ta ‘til would mean either /@ huwa (there is no
he) or /a ilah (there is no god). The via negativa through use of the negative particle (harf la), his
argument continues, aims at attributes without denying his transcendent being (fa-amma harfu la
fa-yatawajjahu fi ‘luhu nahwa al-sifat li-nafyiha min din al-huwiyya subhanahu).%® As a result,
al-Kirmani maintains that all we negate of God is attributes not his transcendent being (huwiyya).

Would al-Sijistant’s uncompromising negation of God’s Auwiyya designate any sort of atheism?

Al-Kirman1’s comments on the function of the negative particle (harf la) in Rahat al-‘Aql
is in parallel with the one in Riyad. In both works he argues that only God would deserve it. This

particle can be compared to the Greek alpha-otepntucov, which was often employed in

57 Idem, p. 148:6-9
8 D. De Smet, La quiétude de I'intellect, p. 76

8 al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Ag/, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148
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Neoplatonic-Christian negative theology to express the absence or lack of a certain quality.’®
Accordingly, al-Kirmani establishes that the negative particle plays the role of negating of God
both attributes (sifar) and existential beings qualified by attributes (mawsiifat) that are not due
him, thereby showing the absence of these attributes in him.’* This would also mean nothing
other than affirming something that is beyond being qualified by attributes (fa-huwa ijabun lima

huwa ghayru mawsiif), which is God’s huwiyya (being).

In the 7™ section of the second chapter of his Rahat, Al-Kirmani devotes a single
comment to the doctrine of double negation on which he remains silent in his Riyad and even

inexplicitly criticizes. He writes,

T11: Rahat al-‘Aql, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148: Fa al-sifat hiya al-mu ‘attala al-manfiyya la
huwiyya subhanahu. Wa dhalika mithlu gawlina fi allah subhanahu awwalan bi- “annahu
la mawsifun’ alladhi sara fi‘lu “harfla” muwajjahan nahw al-sifat wa al-mawsiifat min
al-ajsam li-nafyiha ‘anh [huwa] subhanahu al-musharu ilayh bi-qawlina “innahii”; wa
al-mushar ilayh thabitun wa al-sifat hiya al-mu ‘attala al-manfiyya. wa mithlu gawlina
thaniyan bi- “annahii ta ‘ala wa la huwa wa la-mawsufun” al-jart majra qawlina al-
awwal ft al-nafy ‘an al-huwiyya al-muta ‘aliya subhanaha ma huwa ghayr al-manfi
awwalan bi-gawlina “la mawsiifun”

“It is not huwiyya (identity), but only attributes that are stripped and negated of God the
most high (al-mu ‘attala al-manfiyya). This is like our asserting of God, first, that he is
not qualified (/G mawsiif). The particle /a in this expression aims at attributes and
corporeal beings qualified by them so as to negate them of the one referred to as innahu
(that he is). The one pointed to by Au (e.g., God) is certain (thabit), but attributes are
deprived and negated of him. This is also like our predicating of him that he is nof non-
qualified (wa-la huwa la-mawsiif), which functions the same as the first in terms of
negating of God’s transcendent huwiyya (identity) that which has not been negated by the
first expression non-qualified (/@-mawsiif)”"

70 Daniel Jugrin, Negation and Knowledge of God: Neoplatonism and Christianity (Beau Bassin : Scholars Press,
2017), p. 49

L al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 149-150; 157

72 al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Ag/, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148
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Al-Kirman1’s formulation of double negation, e.g., huwa la mawsif wa la huwa la-mawsuf (He is
neither qualified nor non-qualified) is in tune with al-Sijistani’s second formulation. With the
first negation, e.g., not qualified, God is placed beyond all physical beings and their attributes.
Accordingly, he further emphasizes that the first negation must be supported by a second
negation, i.e., not not-qualified. This second negation serves to strip of God the qualities of
spiritual beings like the Intellect. Thus, al-Kirmani firmly puts them within meontological
categories by delineating them as being beyond being qualified by bodies and their attributes.
His description of spiritual beings in meontological-negative terms here in Rahat al- ‘Aql is
obviously in conflict with his polemical perspective in Riyad, where he blames al-Nasafi for
ascribing the quality of unspeakability and being qualified to something other than God. As I will
discuss more below, al-Kirmani further differs from al-Sijistant as regards the use of Auwiyya for

God.

In sum, al-Kirmani, in general, pursues al-Sijistani’s framework of apophasis. Primarily,
he turns to such negative expressions like /@ and ghayr as a kind of apophatic linguistic strategy.
Here and there, he uses them in order to deprive God of attributes and existential beings, thereby
intending to declare his transcendence and otherness. Since, in a/-Riyad, he takes la-shay’ as
equal to stating God, he indirectly refuses to admit al-Sijistani’s second formulation in which /a -
shay would correspond to the act of origination. Particularly here in Rahat al- ‘Aql, he proceeds
along al-Sijistant’s hierarchical system of negation called double negation (Formulation I). He
stipulates the use of a two-fold negation as an ideal form of tawhid (the unity of God). God is
beyond both qualities of physical and spiritual beings. He describes spiritual beings in
meontological/negative terms in Rahat, and therefore, he tends to attribute a negative particle to

them as an indication of their transcendence and beyondness with regard to physical beings. But,
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this is clearly discordant with his perspective in al-Riyad, where he criticizes al-Nasafi for
attributing the quality of unspeakability and being non-qualified to something other than God.
With his polemical coemments in al-Riyad (especially T9), al-Kirmani seems to have abandoned
his early position in Rahat al- ‘Agl where he points out that the negative particle is applicable to

express not only God’s transcendence but also that of spiritual beings.

One last controversy between al-Kirmani and al-Sijistani lies in the question of whether
the notion of huwiyya could be kataphatically attributed to God. Affirmed of God in the
profession of Islam, /a ilaha illad huwa (There is no god but he), huwiyya designates the being or
identity of God. As discussed in Chapter 5, al-Sijistant argues in al/-Yanabi ‘ that God (i.e., the
Originator) has no huwiyya. It seems that on his below assumption, al-Kirmani enters in polemic

with him. He writes:

T12: Rahat al-‘Aql, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 151-152: Fa-naqilu: inna l-wujid min al-sifat,
wa-I-qa’ilu bi-anna I-muta ‘ali subhanahu yastahiqqu an yiisafa bihi haqiqatan mijibun
bi-gawlihi inna lahu subhanahu wujid al-dhat al-muta ‘aliya subhanallah ta ‘ala allatt
tiusafu bil-wujid awwalan, wa-hadhihi al-sifa allati hiya al-wujiidu thaniyan.

“We say that existence is one of the attributes. As for someone who asserts that the
transcendent God is really entitled to being qualified by it, he confirms by this assertion
that God’s transcendent identity has existence. His identity would be qualified by
existence ab aeterno (awwalan) and by this attribute [of existence] after creation
[thaniyan].”™
Here in this quote, al-Kirmani makes an apparent distinction between two senses of being: (1)
being as an attribute and (2) being as an indication of the presence of a reality. He rejects the first

sense; God in fact transcends the attribute of being. But nevertheless, he gives support to the

kataphatic expression of God by affirming the existence of God in reference to his identity. In

73 al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Agl, ed. M. Ghalib, pp. 151-152
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this passage, his major concern was, it seems to me, to rescue from accusations of za i/ towards
the Ismailis (a form of atheism) that he articulates in the same context. Other Muslim sects like
Zaydis and Sunnis also attacked the Ismaili account of double negation for emptying God of all
positive content to the extent of holding some sort of atheism (ibtal/ta ‘til). Al-Kirmani
reformulates the al-Sijistanian doctrine of double negation as such: “It is not ~zuwiyya (being),
but only attributes that are stripped and negated of God” (fa-al-sifat hiya al-mu ‘attala al-
manfiyya 1a al-huwiyya subhanahu).”*Al-Kirmani’s perspective goes in line with ancient Greek
philosophers as well, who are quoted in Graeco-Arabicum works to have stated, “There was not
anything in eternity but only his being” (V.1, Empedocles: Lam tazal huwiyyatuhu faqat; X11.36-
37, Socrates: bal innamd hunaka huwiyyatun faqat/bal hiya huwiyyatun faqat) and “He was he
and there was not anything with him” (IV:6, Xenophanes: fa-huwa huwa wa-la shay’a

ma ‘ahu).”

6.4. Conclusion to the chapter

In this chapter, I argued that in a/-Riyad, al-Kirmani revises and develops his previous
position in Rahat al- ‘Aql. In the latter, he evidently espouses al-Sijistant’s first formulation of
double negation. Accordingly, he defends the use of negative particles for spiritual beings in

addition to God. As such, he argues for the transcendence of God as well as spiritual beings. But

in al-Riyad, al-Kirmani1 remains silent about double negation. In an intra-textual setting, where

4 al-Kirmani, Rahat al- ‘Ag/, ed. M. Ghalib, p. 148

5 Rudolph, ed. Die Doxographie des Pseudo-Ammonios, pp. 36-37; 48. See also al-Shahraziir, Shams al-Din
Muhammad, Tarikh al-Hukama’ ed. Shuwayrib, pp. 83-84 (reference to Empedocles): “fa-laysa lil-mantiq idhan an
yasifa al-bart ta ‘ala illa sifatan wahidatan wa-dhalika annahii huwa wa la shay’a min hadhihi al- ‘awalimi.” Also,
al-Qifti, Tartkh al-Hukama’, ed. Julius Lippert (Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1903), p. 16
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he attacks al-Nasafi’s description of non-being (/d@-shay’) as an object of divine origination, al-
Kirmani holds that the negated form of shay’, that is, la-shay’, would indicate nothing other than
the negation of all existential beings, which, from his apophatic point of view, would be equal to
confirming God himself. In T7, where he argues that la-shay’ would not designate but God
himself, he invalidates al-Sijistani’s second formulation of double negation.’® But in T9, he
nullifies the second formulation because he allocates the quality of un-speakability and being un-
qualified to God alone, thereby excluding spiritual beings from the sphere of transcendence. I
further sought to bring up al-Kirmani’s justification of the ascription of huwiyya to God. Unlike
al-Sijistani, who proposes that God has no huwiyya, al-Kirmani deems it appropriate to employ
the concept of huwiyya for God in the sense of “being” as a sign of the presence of a reality, not
in the sense of “being” as an attribute. With this shift in the apophatic structure of the Ismaili
doctrine, he might have aimed to avoid accusations of atheism (za 7il) directed by the Sunnis and
Zaydis towards the Ismailis. He stresses that it is not huwiyya (being), but only attributes, that are
stripped and negated of God (fa-al-sifat hiya al-mu ‘attala al-manfiyya, la al-huwiyya
subhanahu). In this regard, al-Kirman1’s viewpoint is in rapport with the opinions of pseudo-pre-

Socratic philosophers as presented in the Arabic Pseudo-Ammonius.

8 See n.9
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CONCLUSION TO PART 11

In this part, I discussed the meontological account of God developed by the Ismaili authors of the
10™ century Fatimid period, namely al-Nasafi (d. 943), al-Sijistani (d. 971) and al-Kirmani (d.
1021). They constructed their perspective through frequent resort to such ontological and
linguistic categories as being, nonbeing and negation. Especially after al-Nasafi borrowed these
categories from Neoplatonic apophatic tradition of late antiquity, the Ismailis began to speak of
God in meontological terms. Al-Nasaft presented an argument in favor of double negation by
stripping of God not only category of being but also category of nonbeing. But, as I have argued
in Chapter 4, his attempt to develop double negation failed because his view of God (mubdi ‘) as
the originator of these two distinct categories ruins the Neoplatonic hierarchy of being. It is
precisely at odds with the principle that from one only one proceeds. Al-Sijistant was the first
Ismaili author to develop the doctrine of double negation in its full scope. The via negativa he
suggested is expressed in the form “God is not X and not non-X,” with X and non-X
corresponding to two categories of reality. One important finding of Chapter 5 is that he offers
two distinct formulations. In Formulation I, he intends to deprive of God not only physical
beings (X), but also spiritual beings whether the Intellect or the Soul (non-X). This version of
double negation is shaped by his resort to descriptive categories. So, God is neither qualified
(mawsiif), limited (mahdiid), and visible (mar i), as is the case with physical beings, nor non-
qualified (ghayr mawsiif), non-limited (ghayr mahdiid), and non-visible (ghayr mar’i), as is the
case with spiritual beings. There is another form of double negation. Since al-Sijistani proposes
the idea of the act of origination (ibda ‘) as an intermediary principle between God and the
Intellect, he aims to strip God of it as well. So, what Formulation II offers is that God

transcends not only categories of being whether physical or spiritual (X), but also the act of

249



origination (non-X) of a non-existential character. In his philosophy, the act of origination is
transcendent above and other than all categories of being including the Intellect and the Soul.
Therefore, al-Sijistant defines it in meontological terms and stresses that God should be negated
even of the act of origination. In his expression of this second formulation, he always has

recourse to such me/ontological categories like huwiyya vs. la-huwiyya and shay’iyya vs. la-

shay’iyya.

Another crucial Ismaili author was al-Kirmani. In Rahat al- ‘Aql, he embraced the first
formulation of al-Sijistani’s double negation. But the subtle changes he made to the Neoplatonic-
Ismaili hierarchy of being did not allow him to accept al-Sijistani’s second formulation. Al-
Kirmani refused to admit the intermediary role of the act of origination. He argued that the act of
origination and the Intellect are indeed two different names of one and the same reality. His
polemical arguments in a/-Riyad further led him to invalidate the first formulation as well. In T9
(Chapter 6), he allocated the quality of un-speakability and being un-qualified to God alone,
which would amount to denying the transcendence of spiritual beings. In a more polemical
context in which the Ismailis faced frequent accusations of atheism (¢a ?il), al-Kirmani felt
forced to find way to a kataphatic path of knowing God. He favored the employment of huwiyya,
though he adds it have only a metaphorical import and do not constitute an essential aspect of the
divine essence. In this respect, he precisely diverges from al-Sijistant who holds that God does
not even have Auwiyya. Al-Kirmani makes an evident distinction between two senses of being
(huwiyya): (1) being as an attribute and (2) being as an indication of the presence of a reality. He
confirms the second. But he refuses to accept the first; God indeed transcends the attribute of
being. He states that “it is not ~Auwiyya (being), but only attributes that are stripped and negated

of God” (fa-al-sifat hiya al-mu ‘attala al-manfiyya la al-huwiyya subhanahu).
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Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the doctrine of double negation lies in the
hierarchical structure of double negation. What is higher up in the hierarchical system of being
has a more meontological-negational strength: the more intense degree of nonbeing or negation a
thing has, the higher, the more perfect, and the more certain it is. So then, the negated is
ontologically higher and more effective than the non-negated, and likewise, the double-negated
is higher than the one-fold negated. Thus, double negation exhibits a sort of hierarchical system
with three fundamental divisions: the non-negated (physical beings), the one-fold negated (the
act of origination or spiritual beings), and the twofold-negated (the originator). This being the
case, this meontological hierarchy of being is in conflict with the ontotheological system of
being that flourished in medieval Islam. According to the latter, the more intense a being is, the

higher and the more perfect it is.

This chapter has made three fundamental points concerning the Ismaili via negativa.
First, our authors sought to reconstruct the doctrine through frequent reference to such
me/ontological concepts like huwiyya vs. la-huwiyya, shay’ vs. la-shay’, ays vs. la-ays/lays,
aysiyya vs. laysiyya, huwa vs. la-huwa, and mawjiid/ma ‘dim, which they borrowed from the
Islamic philosophical-theological tradition. For this reason, I explored in some detail the crucial
role of these concepts in their formulation of the doctrine. Second, as it has generally been
assumed, these authors are not uniform in their approach to apophasis. I provided an extensive
critical discussion of each author’s position. To them we can further add Abi Hatim al-Razi (d.
934), who wrote Kitab al-Islah for the correction of al-Nasafi’s views. He also offers a
distinctive form of double negation in his attempt to deny divine attributes of God. His apophatic
expression follows almost the same syntactic pattern of “/a...wa la” (neither...nor; The

Originator is not X and is not non-X), thereby negating of God both the attributes of spiritual
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beings (e.g., intellect and soul) and those of all other beings (aysiyyat). In form his apophatic
statement resembles al-Sijistani’s Formulation I, on the predicate side of which he puts spiritual
vs. physical beings. One major difference between his perspective and that of al-Sijistant and al-
Kirmani (esp. Rahat al’Aql) is that he speaks of spiritual beings in a kataphatic way, while the
other two hold an apophatic mode of speaking about them. Al-Sijistant and al-Kirmani take
spiritual beings as a negated category of being with regard to non-negated physical beings, thus
showing their transcendence and otherness. But unlike them, al-Razi places spiritual beings into
the non-negated category of being by qualifying the intellect as perfection (tamam) and the soul
as perfect (tamm). 1 As a result, he does not follow the hierarchical structure of double negation

as we have seen in al-Sijistani.

Finally, I attempted to show the role negation (nafy) plays in the Ismaili doctrine of
tawhid. Numerous studies have so far been carried out in search for some association between
Ismaili faith and Neoplatonism. But their focus was largely restricted to determining Neoplatonic
ontological categories that were handed down to the Ismaili community—such as hierarchy of
principles (the One, Nous, and Psyche). It is certain however that we have a missing piece of the
puzzle to comprehend the Ismaili apophatic language properly, which is the logico-linguistic

structure of apophatic statements expressed in their original language, that is, the Greek

1 Al-Raz1’s apophatic idiom is “we can neither say that It [the originator] is perfect, nor that he is not-perfect, nor
that the originator is perfection, nor that he is not-perfection (fa-la@ naqiilu innahii tamm, wa la innahu tamam; wa la@
innahu la-tamam wa la innahii la-tamm). He makes a clear distinction between the concepts of perfection (famam)
and perfect (tamm). He associates perfection with the intellect, which he sporadically calls al-awwal (the First) and
al-mubda ‘ al-awwal (the First Originated Being). It is united with the act of origination (ibda ‘), which is also
perfection. Al-Razi relates perfect, a lower level of perfection in the active participle form, with the Soul, which he
entitles al-zhant (the Second) or al-munba ‘ith (the Emanated). Thus, according to him, the Originator transcends not
only the intellect, which is linked with the concept of perfection, and all beings other than the intellect, which is
taken as im-perfection. But It is also beyond the soul, which is perfect, and all beings other than the soul, which is
im-perfect. See Abtu Hatim al-Razi. Kitab al-lslah. eds. Hasan Manitichihr and Mahdi Muhaqqiq (Tehran:
Mu’assasa-i Mutala‘at-i Islami-yi Daneshgah-i Tehran/McGill University, 1383/2004), p. 36-37
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language. Inspired by modern studies on Neoplatonic Greek apophasis, I paid attention to the

function of negation in the Ismaili double negation.

The adversaries of the Ismailis criticize them from a linguistic point of view. The Zaydi

al-Mu’ayyad Billah states:

[2] On account of their ignorance and excessive foolishness they do not actually know

what experts in language (ah/ al-lisan) hold, namely that the negation of negation would

entail affirmation (nafy al-nafy yaqtadr al-ithbat)...?
It is due to its divergence from the logico-linguistic rules of the conventional Arabic language
that al-Mu’ayyad Billah finds the Ismaili double negative theology problematic and invalid. He
claims that even if from a linguistic perspective someone explores the semantic structure of
double negation, s/he would consider it nonsense and contradictory as its first part designates
negation and its second part, e.g., negation of negation, indicates affirmation. He concludes that
the Ismailis’ real intention would not be but to hold a denial of God as existent (¢a ‘til, mu ‘attila).
Similar lines of criticism as expressed in [2] are also carried on by Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and
Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi (d. 1348), founded upon the logical argument that the negation of two
contradictory statements (salb al-naqgidayn), that is, the simultaneous negation of being and
nonbeing, is like what Aristotle describes as impossible, the conjunction of two contradictories
(jam* al-naqidayn).® These traditions, namely the Zaydites and Ibn Taymiyya and his followers,

analyze and castigate the Ismaili doctrine of double negation based on Aristotle’s ontological and

2 Eva-Maria Lika, Proofs of Prophecy and the Refutation of the Isma ‘iliyya: the Kitab Ithbat Nubuwwat al-Nabi by
the Zaydr al-Mu ‘ayyad bi-Ilah al-Harant (d. 411/1020), pp. 2:16-3:3 (Arabic)

3 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi ‘ fatawa Shaykh al-1slam Ahmad ibn Taymiyah, eds. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad ibn
Qasim al-* Asimt al-Najdt al-Hanbalt and his son Muhammad ([al-Riyad]: Matabi‘ al-Riyad, 1961 or 1962-1966 or
1967), Vol. 3, pp. 7-8; Al-Dhahabi, Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn ‘Uthman, Kitab al- ‘Arsh, ed.
Muhammad ibn Khalifa al-Tamimi (Madina: al-Jami‘at al-Islamiyya, 2003), vol.1, pp. 87-88
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logical categories as well as the philosophical-theological assumptions ahl al-lisan (experts in
Arabic language) made about negation of . By thinking it is a deviation from linguistic norms,
the adversaries of double negation seem to have either shown unawareness of Neoplatonic
apophatic patterns or ignored them. Indeed, the negative method by which the Ismaili writers
formulate their account of tanzih (transcendence), i.e., God is neither thus or no-thus, is

intimately associated with the apophatic tradition of Greek philosophy.

The Ismailis frequently highlighted the inadequacy of all logical and linguistic categories
to comprehend and express God. Thus, they associate “God’s not-Being thus and no-thus” with
his incomprehensibility and unspeakability. They might not be aware of how the close link
between reality, language, and thought provided the framework for their understanding of
negative phrases as ontic and epistemic processes. But the way they express their apophatic
statements is totally congruent with the logico-linguistic structure of the Greek apophatic
statements. As Mortley has argued, the relation in question was familiar to Greek philosophers

since Parmenides:

“...Parmenides does perceive the difficulties for predication involved in the idea of not-
Being. This undoubtedly lies behind Plato’s remarks about the unspeakability of not-
Being in the Sophist, since Being is thought to be that which sustains language, or that
which is somehow its medium. Not-Being, on this model, fails to engender language. It is
impossible that language should embrace not-Being, spring from it.”*

Parmenides was the first Greek philosopher to take notice of how the structure of reality as

expressed by the logic of predication correlates with language and thought. He states:

oVTE yap av yvoing 16 ye un €ov...ovte ppacaig (Fragment 2.7)

4 Mortley, From Word to Silence, 1: The Rise and Fall of Logos (Bonn : Hanstein, 1986) p. 126
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For neither could you know what truly is not,
Nor could you declare it.

Thus, not-Being, according to Parmenides, does not pave the way for utterance and
knowledge. Mortley stresses that apophatic discourse since its emergence is founded upon this
logico-linguistic structure of the Greek language. As Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873) has informed,
Galen’s Compendia was translated and known in Arabic. It is likely that the Ismaili writers were
aware of Parmenidean apophatic language via this path.® With regard to double negation, De
Smet also draws attention to the striking parallels between the Ismaili writers and Proclus in his

Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides.®

® Dimitri Gutas, “Platon. Tradition arabe,” In Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques, ed. Richard Goulet (Paris :
Editions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1989-2012), Vol. Va, pp. 851 and 854. For a discussion of
al-Farabi’s familiarity with Parmenides, see Damien Janos, “Al-Farabi’s (d. 950) On the One and Oneness: Some
Preliminary Remarks on Its Structure, Contents, and Theological Implications,” in The Oxford handbook of Islamic
philosophy, eds. Khaled El-Rouayheb and Sabine Schmidtke (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 2016), pp.
103-110 and Rosabel Pauline Ansari, “The Ambiguity of ‘Being’ in Arabic and Islamic Philosophy” (Ph.D.
Dissertation, Georgetown University, 2020), pp. 210-245

5 D. De Smet, La quiétude de I'intellect néoplatonisme et gnose ismaélienne dans I'oeuvre de Hamid ad-Din al-
Kirmant (Xe-Xle s.) (Leuven : Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 1995), p. 80-81
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