Bilal Ibrahim
Reason and Revelation in Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi and the Ash‘ari Tradition

Introduction

What is the relation of reason to revelation? How do rational truths relate to truths
in scripture? Does the Quran assert theological truths (“God exists”) in the same
manner as it prescribes legal commands (“wine is forbidden”)? How do the texts
of the Quran and Sunna convey such truths? This article reconsiders the status
of reason and revelation in the Ash‘ari-Sunni tradition, the prevailing school of
theology in the premodern Islamicate world.! The analysis focuses on what I term
the “Ash‘ari theory of evidence” (dalil) and its underlying epistemology, which, I
argue, provides the operative definitions of reason and revelation for an influen-
tial line of thinkers, from Bagillani (d. 1013) to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1210). Razi
provides a systematic account of the Ash‘ari approach in two influential prin-
ciples defining the relation of reason to revelation (labeled P1 and P2 below).?
Put concisely, Razi asserts that (P1) “scriptural texts do not impart certitude
whatsoever” (al-dalil al-naqli la yufidu al-yaqin al-batta), because determining
the intended meanings of a text requires the prior resolution of ten problems or
assumptions (muqaddimat) and that (P2) there is no purely scriptural argument
or evidence (al-dalil al-naqli), because all scripture-based arguments involve an
(implicit) premise or assumption, namely, “that this text (nagql) is evidence (hujja)
[i.e., is already established as binding or true].”® Razi’s unified view of reason

1 Regarding the consolidation of Ash‘arism, see Thiele 2016.

2 For some sources that would adopt Razi’s principles in the postclassical period, see Heer 1993.
Heer focuses on aspects of P1. See additional postclassical authors discussed in part 3.

3 I use naql and sam* interchangeably to loosely mean “scriptural texts.” The precise defini-
tions of the terms are of central importance to the analysis and I address technical definitions
as we proceed. Nagl and sam* are used in our sources in various context-specific senses, which
includes the notion of transmitted scriptural sources, sources based on authority, and scrip-
tural evidence or prooftext. The most important definitions of nagl and ‘agl are what I label
below as “the topic-based division” and “the evidence-based” definition. To anticipate, “the
evidence-based” definition corresponds to the Ash‘ari definition of dalil ‘aqli as “that which in-
dicates in itself and does not depend on convention or agreement” and dalil sam T as that which
“requires some [external] thing to establish it as evidence.” Finally, for pre-Razian Ash‘aris, the
senses of “transmission” and “audition” are primary; as such, the terms do not correspond to our
notion of “text.” However, Razi’s notion of nagl more closely corresponds to our usage of “text”
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and revelation addresses a rising and reductive nomocentric trend within the
Sunni religious sciences, which sees legal hermeneutics as the dominant, indeed
exclusive, means of understanding the speech of God.* This trend, in Razi’s anal-
ysis, not only overlooks the extent of non-legal content expressed in scripture
(e.g., rational and moral content) and the importance of theological inquiry in
the tradition, but elides the distinction between the speech of God, as expressed
in human language and texts, and the unmediated and infallible access to the
intent of God. Just as the Sunni tradition must distinguish figh — the divergent and
fallible attempts of individual jurists at interpreting God’s legal commands — from
an ideal and singular grasp of Divine Law or Shari‘a, our knowledge of scripture
as linguistic texts must, according to Razi, be distinguished from the immediate
and complete apprehension of God’s speech and the intended meanings (murad
al-khitab) couched therein.’ Razi’s principles aim to codify, at the level of method
in the religious sciences, the epistemic implications of this distinction, which
were overlooked and threatened by the approach of the jurists.

as the words of an author or speaker communicated to a real or imagined audience, a point evi-
dence in his understanding of the epistemic role of the ten conditions in P1.

4 Regarding Razi’s opposition to nomocentric trends and its assumptions, it can be noted here
that, in various places, Razi states such things as: “Know that many jurists (fugaha’) hold that
the Quran contains none of the sciences that the mutakallimiin investigate; rather, there is noth-
ing in it [they claim] except legal rules and law (figh). This is a serious error because, while there
is not a single lengthy chapter devoted to legal rules, there are many chapters, especially the
Meccan ones, which exclusively address the signs of God’s unity, prophecy, resurrection and
judgment, all of which constitute the sciences of the usiiliyyin [i.e., theologians]. And whoever
reflects knows that there is nothing in the hands of the theologian but expanding (tafsil) on what
the Quran expresses in a concise manner (ijjmal).” Razi 1990, 23:223. Ash‘ari already states that
kalam is the expansion or explanation (tafsil) of non-legal aspects of scripture. I address the con-
nection of Razi’s view of theology and tafsil to Ash‘ari’s works below. See Frank 1972. Cf. Jaffer
2015, 77-83. Jaffer discusses the role of P1 and effectively locates central concerns that motivate
Razi’s view that theology ought to concern hermeneutics and not simply apologetics. However, I
see the central distinctions and concerns of Razi as grounded in earlier Ash‘ari theories of lan-
guage and evidence, which stand in opposition to Mu‘tazili views.

5 The Ash‘aris make an important but oft-overlooked distinction between “revelation,” commu-
nicated ideally and infallibly, as is the case of the prophets and angels, and “scriptural texts”
that are read by fallible interpreters, which is all that is available in Sunni law and theology. In
contrast to figh, the relevant distinction concerns the requirement of adequately grasping the
language of the Quran. Ghazali states, “If an angel or prophet hears (sami‘ahu) it from God, the
Sublime, then it [i.e. revelation] is neither letter nor sound nor language by convention (lugha
mawdii‘a), such that the [angel or prophet] grasps its meaning in virtue of having prior knowledge
of linguistic convention (muwada‘a).” Ghazali 2015, 21-22. I set aside the question of taswib. On
Razi’s view, see Fadel 2019, 92-94.
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Razi’s statement that scriptural texts do not impart certitude makes the rather
radical claim that all scriptural texts are in principle open to alternate interpreta-
tions. Departing from his predecessors’ approach to the most definitive category
of texts in legal hermeneutics, namely, nass, Razi rejects earlier definitions and
states, “For there is no expression that is posited for a meaning but that a figura-
tive [understanding] of it is possible so that what is intended is other than what it
was posited for.”® Razi’s view has been characterized as an “extreme” position,
departing from established opinions in the Sunni tradition. In his criticisms of
Razi and later Ash‘aris, Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) states, “As for Razi and his likes,
they have gone beyond the Mu‘tazilis in this, because even the Mu‘tazilis do not
say that scriptural evidence does not engender certitude.”” But how could the
Ash‘aris, known to be the opponents of more rational trends in the premodern
Islamic world, hold consistently to such a radical view of scriptural hermeneu-
tics? In the following, I argue against Ibn Taymiyya’s reading, which charac-
terizes Razi and the Ash‘aris as betraying the tradition and adopting a ration-
alism that is largely derivative of falsafa and Mu‘tazilism. This view has been
influential in recent scholarship.® The true import of Razi’s two principles, and
their roots in earlier Ash‘ari views of evidence and inference, have been largely

6 Ghazali, by contrast, views nass as equivalent to the most certain category of conventional
signification (dalalat al-wad‘) and admissible in logic. According to Razi, one should distinguish
between linguistic signification and the hermeneutic categories of legal interpretation that apply
to (divine) speech. Cf. Zysow 2013, 52-54, 58—59.

7 Ibn Taymiyya 1991, 5:275. Ibn Taymiyya accurately reproduces P1 with Razi’s ten conditions:
“Let the rational believer consider this discussion [from the Nihdya], and though [Razi] might
[seem to] downgrade [his claim] and claim that [sam‘] does not furnish certainty simply on ac-
count of the possibility of opposing rational [evidence] (tajwiz al-mu‘arid al-‘aqli); but he and
others, however, in other places deny that sam 7 evidence provides certainty in virtue of it being
dependent on probable premises (mugaddimat zanniyya), like the transmission of language,
grammar and morphology; lack of figurative uses, ambiguity, coined usages, ellipses, particu-
larization; and the lack of sam‘7 counter-evidence in addition to ‘agli counter-evidence” (Ibn
Taymiyya 1991, 5:328). Ibn Taymiyya understands that the status of “rational counter-evidence”
is only one element in Razi’s P1 and that P1 makes a more far-reaching claim than Ghazali’s
universal rule. See El-Tobgui 2020, 132-176, especially 156-163. According to El-Tobgui, Ibn Taym-
iyya sees the Ash‘aris as affirming a fundamental dichotomy between reason and revelation. As
the following shows, Ibn Taymiyya’s view is a misreading of the Ash‘ari theory. I argue that Ibn
Taymiyya advances a strawman view of Ash‘arism, which misinterprets the relevant definitions
of reason and revelation as articulated by the Ash‘aris.

8 El-Tobgui 2020, 23-77, 141-147; Michot 2001; Griffel 2018; Griffel 2015. El-Tobgui describes a
rather percipitous trajectory (El-Tobgui 2020, 2377, especially 39-40 [=Table 1]).
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overlooked.®’ Here, the historical and conceptual context of Razi’s principles is
especially significant. I argue that Razi’s seemingly extreme view is in fact rooted
in earlier approaches to reason and revelation in the Ash‘ari tradition. More spe-
cifically, the following analysis shows that Razi’s principles are best understood
as the culmination of what Vishanoff has called the “principle of ambiguity” in
Bagillani, which in turn builds on Shafi‘’’s (d. 820) emphasis on the ambigu-
ity of language.'® Regarding Bagqillani, Vishanoff notes that the former aims to
demonstrate that “an Ash‘ari view of the nature of God’s eternal speech dove-
tails beautifully with Shafi‘’s exploitation of the ambiguity of revelation.”** P1
aims to codify the core intuitions behind this approach, which remained unclear
in how earlier jurists addressed certainty in their analysis of hermeneutic terms.
Razi scrutinizes the Ash‘ari theory of meaning and its relation to the certainty
or immediacy of meanings as conveyed by speech-texts (nagl). More specifically,
Razi clarifies the epistemic implications of the distinction between language as a
system of signification and language as communicated speech, which remained
implicit in earlier Ash‘ari theorists.”* While the former ensures immediate and
transparent meanings, the latter requires attention to context and the intent of
speech-text (murad al-khitab).** This approach has been viewed as coming to an
end with a “traditionalist Sunni resurgence,” with “the marginalization of theol-
ogy from the curriculum of the endowed colleges in favor of law,” and after “the
radical suspension of judgment advocated by Ash‘ari (d. 935) and Bagillani have
been utterly eclipsed.”**

9 Scholarship has addressed the principles almost entirely in the context of earlier Ash‘ari de-
bates on the conflict of reason and revelation and the reinterpretation (ta’wil) of specific texts,
which, as shown below, is peripheral to the broader aims of P1 and P2. Relevant sources include:
Heer 1993; El-Tobgui 2020, 23-77; El-Tobgui 2018; Griffel 2018; Griffel 2015; Anjum 2012, 196-215;
Abrahamov 1998, 32-51; Jaffer 2015, 77-83.

10 Vishanoff 2011, 152-1809.

11 Vishanoff 2011, 152.

12 Thedistinction is of central significance to Ash‘ari views and is not available to their opponents,
including the extreme Hanbalis and Mu tazilis. By “Hanbalis,” I mean more specifically to non-

Ash‘ari Hanbalis, like Abt Ya‘la ibn al-Farrd’ (d. 1065), who are often labelled hashwiyya by the
Ash‘aris. Ash‘ari-Hanbalis, like I-l91=1—.s\-l—Qa’yﬂy-x-l=1=1—al—}a-'w'-z‘l—(el—BS(.i)}X distance themselves from Abu
Ya‘la and the literalist Hanbalis. To be sure, #sa-at-Qayyim and of felt so strongly as to state
that Abt Ya‘la and his peers “disgraced” the school with their works. Cf. Vishanoff 2011, 232-253.

13 Ghazali 2015, 2:22; and sources discussed in part 1.3 below.

14 Vishanoff states, “Theorists affiliated with the Ash‘ariyya continued to affirm an eternal
divine attribute of speech expressed by created words (...) but the hermeneutical systems that
fourth/tenth-century theologians had grounded in those theories of speech were discarded.
Legal theory was deliberately severed from the discipline of theology, and the law-oriented
hermeneutic triumphed, largely without the benefit of a coherent epistemological or theological
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Against the thesis that early theory was discarded in later Sunnism, I argue
that Razi and his successors view the two principles as a unified expression of
the Ash‘ari account of knowledge and evidence.” Critically, the principles are
articulated in his major curricular works of theology (‘ilm al-kalam), legal theory
(usul al-figh) and exegesis (tafsir) and become a topic of commentary for a long
line of Ash‘ari thinkers. That is, unlike Ghazali’s (d. 1111) more limited and
context-specific discussions of reason and revelation, Razi’s principles are meant
to redefine central concepts and, indeed, restructure how Ash‘ari-Sunni scholars
view evidence and methods in the religious sciences.*®

A final but critical aspect of the study concerns Ash‘ari views of reason
and logic. Ibn Taymiyya criticizes the Ash‘aris for what he views as maximal or
inflated definitions of reason and rational proof; he is particularly critical of the
assimilation of Aristotelian syllogistics by Ghazali and later Ash‘aris. The view
that the Ash‘aris adopt, pretty much wholesale, Aristotelian syllogistics as the
standard of reasoning has been widely accepted.”” However, I propose an alterna-
tive reading, relying on how Ash‘aris themselves define, on rather precise terms,
rational evidence and inference (dalala; dalil). In these sources, I argue that we
find a general definition of rational proof as logical consequence or implication
(ittirad), which corresponds loosely to the notion of a conditional (i.e., If F, then G).

foundation.” (2011, 252; italics mine). The view that traditionalists reigned and Ash‘ari theology
was eclipsed in the postclassical period requires revision in the context of recent findings. That
is, the sheer magnitude of sources on Ash‘ari theology and the rational sciences, stretching from
the 12% to the 19" centuries, that have been uncovered in recent studies casts serious doubts on
the view. See for example, Wisnovsky 2004b, which is now outdated and simply the tip of the
iceberg. Notably, many if not the majority of authors identify, in one way or other, as Ash‘aris.
15 Razi’s redefinition of nagl in P1 and his rejection of nass as epistemically basic and cer-
tain challenges Robert Gleave’s interpretation that “groups and tendencies commonly called
‘literalists’ (hashwiyya, zahiriyya, salafiyya and so on) are simply applying rules concerning
non-deviation from the literal meaning with a greater level of rigidity than other so-called ‘non-
literalists.” The various groups are not, in truth, operating in a different hermeneutic context.”
(Gleave 2012, 2). Razi’s arguments are sometimes directly pointed against the hashwiyya and aim
to articulate an epistemology that distinguishes the immediate apprehension of Divine Speech
(as in direct revelation to prophets) from our reading of scriptural texts.

16 The major textbooks of postclassical theology and legal theory address Razi’s P1 and P2. See
Griffel 2015.

17 El-Tobgui 2020, 66-70. Griffel states that this is basically what ‘agl means: “Their dispute
[i.e., Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyya] is further complicated by the fact that they have different un-
derstandings of the meaning of the word “reason” (‘aql). For Ghazali and also Fakhr al-Din, this
word refers to an inquiry that is guided by Aristotelian logic and by an Aristotelian understand-
ing of demonstration (burhan). These two expect every credible scholar in Islamic theology and
its adjacent disciplines to be firm in Aristotelian logic” (Griffel 2018, 38).
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The notion of ittirad — which Juwayni (d. 1085) expresses as the relation of
luziim — aims to capture the original sense of dalil as a one-directional “indicant,”
whether linguistic, conventional, or rational.’® To be sure, contrary to Ibn Tay-
miyya’s claims, the early Ash‘aris contrast their definition of rational evidence
directly against the more robust conditions placed on reason by the Mu‘tazilis,
including co-implication (al-in‘ikds) and causal necessity (al-‘illa al-miijiba).*
Even more, Juwayni challenges knowledge of natures and essences in falsafa,
anticipating Razi’s more thorough-going anti-essentialism.*°

With respect to the narrative of assimilation, I address two central claims of
Ibn Taymiyya regarding the adoption of Aristotelian syllogistics. First, Ibn Tay-
miyya believes that, in adopting Aristotelian syllogistics, the Ash‘aris commit
to the essentialism of the falasifa, and particularly the Aristotelians who believe
that real definitions identify the essences of things. Those Ash‘aris who directly
address the question of essences — i.e., that there are real essences that exist
beyond discrete atoms and accidents — explicitly deny that we have any knowl-
edge of underlying natures, essences or bodies. Second, and more importantly, in
affirming Aristotelian syllogistics, Ibn Taymiyya believes that the Ash‘aris adopt
categorical syllogistics as the ideal and exclusive method of reasoning. The Aris-
totelians, of course, held that Aristotle’s categorical syllogism is the pinnacle of
deductive reasoning and that all valid arguments must be reducible to one of the
valid syllogistic figures. That is, in contrast to the sentential logic of the Stoics,

18 Ittirad glosses the Ash‘aris’ main definition of rational evidence as that “which indicates in
itself” (ma dalla fi nafsihi). This definition is what they will use to distinguish rational evidence
from scriptural evidence, as discussed below. Ibn Taymiyya will misread “indicates in itself” as
implying an essentialist epistemology. Ibn Taymiyya suggests that the definition means reason
provides absolute knowledge or correspondence, 1991, 1:191-194. Abrahamov notes that Ibn Tay-
miyya states, “being known through reason or not is not an inherent attribute of a thing but rath-
er a relative one” (1998, 21). The Ash‘aris explicitly clarify that they mean none of this by their
definition. The falasifa studied the implicational relations of luziim but always as subordinate to
categorical syllogistics.

19 I expand on aspects of Ayman Shihadeh’s insightful study (Shihadeh 2013). Cf. El-Tobgui
2020, 23-77.

20 For example, regarding knowledge of essences and natures, Juwayni states, “We respond
to the natural philosophers (al-tab@’i‘iyyin): we do not observe singular natures which are not
composite [i.e., the essential constituents of composite observable things] so we must hold to the
falsity of the elements (al- ‘unsur). And we respond to those who affirm prime matter: we do not
observe a simple body denuded of accidents” (Juwayni 1981, 62). On Razi’s anti-essentialism,
see Ibrahim 2013. That Razi (and earlier Ash‘aris) anticipate Ibn Taymiyya’s central criticisms
of Aristotelian logic has not been addressed in recent works. Shihadeh shows that pre-Razian
Ash‘aris held to a rather radical nominalism, addressing examples such as human and soul. See
Shihadeh 2012, especially 458-461.
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for example, the Aristotelians did not consider conditionals or implicational
arguments (like modus ponens) valid on their own; such argument forms are only
productive and valid when reduced, in some way or other, to syllogistic form.*
Razi offers a different analysis of the status of the categorical syllogism. Arguing
against what he calls the “proponents of categorical syllogisms,” who prioritize
the latter over conditional arguments, Razi states: “The result then is that the cat-
egorical syllogism is not productive except in virtue of it being a conditional argu-
ment in potentiality. Hence, the conditional argument must be prior in order and
power to the categorical syllogism.”** Postclassical thinkers would recognize this
as Razi’s standard definition of deduction. Razi’s approach, I propose, aims to
preserve the basic notion of dalil as implication (ittirad or luziim) found in earlier
Ash‘ari views, which makes the notion of logical consequence more basic than
other more robust notions of proof.>

In the following, I begin in part 1 with an analysis of Razi’s central princi-
ples regarding reason and revelation and their correspondence to earlier Ash‘ari
views. I argue that P1 and P2 aim to synthesize earlier Ash‘ari distinctions regard-
ing reason and revelation. Part 2 focuses on definitions of reason and revelation
in pre-Razian Ash‘ari texts. Part 3 addresses Razi’s P1 and P2 in his works of legal
theory.

1 Raziand Classical Ash‘arism:
The Theory of Evidence and Inference

To begin with some rough distinctions, Ash‘aris are characterized as setting
up the following dichotomy between reason and revelation.** Ibn Taymiyya
states the view thus: “They make usul al-din (the science of theology) of two

21 Regarding the prevelance of Aristotelian syllogistics, van Ess astutely notes, “But in spite of
all this, if we were to study their practical use of logic in detail, I am convinced we would find
many cases where they still trod the old paths. Aristotle never completely vanquished the Stoics
in Islam” (1970, 50). On the differences between Stoic and Aristotelian logic, see Bobzien 2020.
22 Razi 1996, 1:162.

23 The point is proposed tentatively here. The basic claim of my argument here is that the
Ash‘ari view of rational evidence is continuous and expressed without requiring any robust view
of categorical syllogistics.

24 With differing emphases: El-Tobgui 2020, 156-164; Griffel 2018 14-30; 2015, 89-120. Abra-
hamov addresses more systematically the foundations of rationalism and traditionalism; howev-
er, there is no clear reference to Ash‘ari definitions of reason; see Abrahamov 1998, 32-33.
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kinds: rational (‘agliyyat) and scriptural (sam ‘iyyat) and make the first part that
which cannot be known through the Quran and Sunna.”” That is, one begins
with reason independently to prove the cardinal points of belief, including the
existence of God, the possibility of prophecy, and (according to some interpre-
tations) the truth of the prophecy of Muhammad. This is usually taken to mean
that the believer must first use reason independently of scripture to believe in
God, divine unity, and the truth of prophecy or scriptural sources. This role of
reason I will refer to as “independent reason.”?® From here, one sets aside inde-
pendent reason and turns to scripture for theological and legal doctrines (e.g.
the nature of the afterlife and what is legally permitted and forbidden), begin-
ning with definitive texts of the Quran and Sunna. This view is attributed to
the major thinkers in the Ash‘ari tradition, including Bagillani, Juwayni, and
Ghazali.

In this context, Ghazali has been viewed as the turning point in Ash‘arism.
Griffel has argued that Ghazali marks a radical departure in the tradition regard-
ing his view of reason and revelation, which “can only, in the context of Ash‘ari
theology, be regarded as a rationalist innovation.”* Griffel’s analysis centers on
a work devoted to the interpretation (ta’wil) of scriptural texts and the conflict of
reason and revelation. More precisely, the context concerns a question posed to
Ghazali regarding a purported conflict between the apparent meaning (zahir) of
scriptural texts and a rational counter-evidence (al-mu‘arid al-‘aqli). In response,
Ghazali invokes “the rule of interpretation” (ganiin al-ta’wil), which becomes the
object of Ibn Taymiyya’s attack. Remarkably, it is unclear what precisely Ghazali’s
rule is.?® It should be noted that Ghazali does not offer us any clear definition
of reason and revelation. Rather, he first identifies five approaches, including
a “middle position” that divides into three groups: (a) those who make reason
primary or foundational (asl) and revelation posterior or secondary (tabi), (b)
those who do the reverse and make revelation the foundation and reason sec-
ondary, and (c) those who make “each one a foundation” and seek to harmonize
the two.?® Ghazali identifies his own approach with the latter position, (c), where
reason and revelation are foundations, and not with the more rationalist position
(a), which holds that reason is the foundation.

25 Ibn Taymiyya 1991, 1:199.

26 See Griffel 2018, 19-29. I set aside for the moment the question of the role of miracles in prov-
ing the truth of the prophecy of the Prophet.

27 Griffel 2018, 114.

28 Griffel 2018, 23.

29 Griffel 2015, 108-109; the translation is mine.
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As the following shows, Ghazali’s discussion of the rule of interpretation has
almost nothing to do with Razi’s more radical and foundational principles regard-
ing the relation of reason to revelation (most importantly, P1 and P2 below).>® The
two principles will be the subject of analysis and debate by postclassical Ash‘aris,
who attribute the view exclusively to Razi. In contrast to Ghazali, Razi unequiv-
ocally states in several places that, “Reason is the foundation of revelation,”
which places him in group (a) above.>* However, this principle, as it stands, is
of little consequence according to Razi as clarified below. More importantly, Razi
advances two clearly articulated principles in nearly all of his major works, from
kalam and usil al-figh to his expansive work of exegesis, the Mafatih al-ghayb.
The principles, usually posited in the introductory section, articulate, as I argue,
the most fundamental definitions of reason and revelation:

P1: Scriptural texts do not impart certitude whatsoever (al-dalil al-naqli la yufidu al-yaqin
al-batta), because texts depend on ten preconditions (mugaddimat) that need resolution
prior to determining the intended meaning of a text.*

P2: A proof that is purely scriptural is impossible (al-sam ‘T al-mahd muhal); all scriptural
evidence assumes one additional premise, i.e., “this text is true.”** (Razi: “Hence, it is estab-
lished that a proof that is nagli in all premises is impossible and invalid.”)

30 Griffel reads Razi’s approach as informed primarily by Ghazali’s discussion of the universal
rule and the status of miracles. The following shows that Ghazali’s view of the status of mira-
cles, his view that reason is a foundation of revelation, and that reason is a character witness
(muzakki) of revelation are all marginal, even irrelevant, to the central questions addressed by
Razi’s P1and P2.

31 Razi 1987, 9:116; 1990, 2:52, 22.7.

32 Plisrepeated in various texts with some variation in terms of the number and kind of precon-
ditions listed: “Textual evidence (dal@’il naqliyya) does not impart certain [knowledge], because
it is based on the transmission of language, the transmission of grammar and rules of inflection
and conjugation; it depends on the absence of synonymy, the absence of figurative usage, the
absence of ellipsis (idmar), the absence of new usages [of expressions], the absence of advance-
ment or postponement [of a command], the absence of specification (takhsis), the absence of
abrogation, and the absence of contradicting rational evidence (‘adam al-mu‘arid al-‘aqli). The
absence of these things is probable (mazniin) and not known [with certainty] and that which
depends on probable knowledge is probable” (Razi 2007, 22). See also Razi 1986, 2:251-54; 1999,
151-156; n.d., 50-51; 1990, 1:28; 1987, 9:113-118; see additional references in part 3.

33 A concise expression of P2 is: “A proof (dalil) is either [1] composed of premises that are all
rational, which exists; or [2] [composed of premises] that are all textual (naqliyya), and this is
absurd (muhal), because one of the premises of that proof is that that text (naql) is evidence
(hujja). And it is not possible for a text to establish a text [as evidence]. Or some of the premises
are rational and some textual and that exists” (Razi 2007, 22). See, also, Razi 1986, 2:251; n.d.
50-51; and sources cited below.
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I begin with P1, which Razi elaborates in works of kalam and usiil al-figh. P1 con-
cerns the epistemic status of any transmitted text, be it scripture or otherwise.
Razi argues, rather forcefully, that texts, in virtue of ten premises or preconditions
(muqaddimat), fail to independently impart certitude (yaqin).>* The preconditions
concern various linguistic, historical and communicative aspects of texts. Remark-
ably, this includes the most definitive categories of scriptural text as defined by
the legal theorists (e.g., nass, qat‘?). The principle has broad consequence for
legal theory. By contrast, P2 concerns the very structure of rational and scriptural
evidence or proof in theology and legal theory. P2 reveals Razi’s view of how we
ought to treat the relation between reason and revelation at the fundamental epis-
temological level of evidence and knowledge (see diagram 1 below).

The plain texts of Razi’s principles already suggest that they concern a
broader claim than Ghazali’s rule of interpretation, which focuses on the more
limited discussion of ta’wil and the proper contexts of interpretation. Ghazali
does not approach anything like the above principles of Razi. In fact, to Razi, the
question is of limited interest. He subsumes the question of a “rational counter-
evidence” — at the heart of Ghazali’s rule of interpretation — under P1 as only
one of the ten preconditions that must be accounted for prior to determining the
precise meaning of a text.* That is, it is more or less on par with several other
requirements that have epistemic consequences, including the text’s transmis-
sion and knowledge of grammatical rules. Notably, Ibn Taymiyya himself distin-
guishes the view of Razi and his followers from Ghazali and earlier thinkers. In
his major work on the topic, The Rejection of Conflict between Reason and Revela-
tion (Dar’ Ta‘arud al-‘Aql wa-al-Nagql), Ibn Taymiyya states:

One does not know the intent (murdad) of the speaker by a scriptural proof (al-dalil al-sam‘T)
as Razi and his followers say, who believe that scriptural proofs do not impart certain
knowledge with respect to the intent of the speaker. For them, there is no shar7 evidence
that imparts knowledge of what the Prophet has reported, so how can they consider that in
conflict with reason (‘aql).>®

[Razi] might [seem to] downgrade [his claim] and claim that [sam‘] does not impart certitude
simply on account of the possibility of opposing rational [evidence] (tajwiz al-mu‘arid al-‘aqli).
However, he and others in other places deny that sam‘7 evidence provides certainty in virtue of
it being dependent on probable premises (muqaddimat zanniyya), like the transmission of lan-
guage, grammar and morphology, lack of figurative uses, ambiguity, coined usages, ellipses,
particularization, and the lack of sam T counter-evidence in addition to ‘agli counter-evidence.”

34 Mugaddimat is better understood as preconditions or assumptions than premises.
35 See text of P2 in note above; it is usually the tenth principle.

36 Ibn Taymiyya 1991, 5:342.

37 Ibn Taymiyya 1991, 5:335.
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Ibn Taymiyya correctly locates P1 as a central principle for Razi’s approach in a
manner that makes the question of the conflict of reason and revelation irrelevant.
To be sure, Ibn Taymiyya underscores the critical point that a proper reading of
Razi shows that it is not even correct to say that reason conflicts with revelation,
not simply because such a conflict is raised only as a hypothetical possibility but
more importantly because, on Razi’s view, all scriptural texts fail to impart certi-
tude on their own.*® Ibn Taymiyya is correct but, as we will see, he overlooks the
importance of P2. Notably, Ibn Taymiyya associates a whole school of thought to
Razi with respect to the epistemology of scriptural texts.

As the following shows, the central argument of the Dar’ is based on a per-
sistent conflation of what Razi and the Ash‘aris mean by reason and revelation.
In particular, though Ibn Taymiyya reads P1 rather accurately, he overlooks the
central definitions of reason and revelation at play in Razi’s theory of evidence
(P2) and its roots in earlier Ash‘ari views. As the title of the work suggests, Ibn
Taymiyya assumes that the Ash‘aris affirm a clear dichotomy between reason and
revelation. To be sure, Ibn Taymiyya’s main innovation, as El-Tobgui has argued,
is to break down the alleged dichotomy of reason and revelation that is developed
by the rationalizing Ash‘aris, and to replace the latter with a newfangled view of
reason and scripture.® I begin with clarifying why the above view of a dichotomy
between reason and revelation is a misinterpretation of Ash‘arism, beginning
with Ash‘ari himself.

It has been overlooked that Richard Frank has shown, fairly long ago, that
the sharp dichotomy between reason and revelation attributed to Ash‘ari, chiefly
by the Hanbalis, is erroneous.*° In an incisive analysis of the former’s approach,
Frank argues that, “reason and revelation in the doctrine of Ash‘ari are, thus,
inseparably bound together.”** Importantly, Frank shows that Ash‘ari’s view is
not simply a token nod to scripture, which is used as prooftext to validate the
science of kalam and independent rational inquiry. Rather, Ash‘ari establishes
a deeper “reciprocal” relation between reason and revelation. As Frank aptly

38 In his recent study, El-Tobgui states, “It is partly in pursuit of this goal that al-Razi (following
al-Ghazali and others) articulated the universal rule of interpretation, which explicitly prioritizes
reason over revelation when adjudicating any possible conflicts between the two” (2020, 77). As
Ibn Taymiyya himself points out, Razi believes that scriptural evidence cannot come into conflict
with reason on account of P1. Cf. Griffel 2018.

39 El-Tobgui 2020, 132-141.

40 Frank’s immediate aim is Makdisi’s argument that Ash‘ari’s “traditionalism” in the Ibana is
incompatible with the latter’s endorsement of rational inquiry expressed in other works. Frank
argues, convincingly, that the difference between the two works is in form and not in substance.
See Thiele 2016, 227, note 2; Frank 1975, 136-154.

41 Frank 1975, 143.
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puts it: “In taking the position specifically as [Ash‘ari] does he puts between the
authority of revelation and the mind’s innate claim to autonomous judgment
a bond of reciprocity by which each simultaneously grounds the functional
authority of the other (...) the probative use and intelligent understanding of
either [reason or revelation] can be achieved with certainty only through the guid-
ance of the other.”** It should be noted that, in his discourses on the validity of
the science of kalam, Ash‘ari directly addresses the criticisms of the Hanbalis.
Ash‘ari goes to lengths to show how the primary aim of rational inquiry, and
indeed the discipline of theology, is based on the very model of the Quran and
Sunna. As Frank shows, the theologian, in Ash‘ari’s view, attempts to explain
and model not only the Quran’s arguments but the Sunna of the Prophet in
engaging in discourse with non-believers. This component, i.e., discourse with
those who do not already assume the truth of scripture, is for Ash‘ari a central
part of the content of revelation and is overlooked by the Hanbalis. As Frank
states, the function of reason and “the science of the usul ad-din [theology] is to
systematically recapitulate [the Quran and Sunna] and, so doing, to explain the
teaching of the Prophet. To follow the way or method (tariga) of the Prophet is
‘to learn to use the reports as a demonstration’ and to carry out the investigation
(nazar).”* The words in quotes belonging to Ash‘ari are especially instructive.
That is, the function of theology to systematically recapitulate and use scrip-
tural evidence in non-legal contexts will be codified in the later Ash‘ari theory
of evidence. Frank’s analysis of Ash‘ari undermines not only what he calls the
“superficial” reading of Ash‘arism as positing a unqualified dichotomy between
reason and revelation, but it also rebuts further claims that are attributed to the
latter by the Hanbalis, including the view that the texts of Quran and Sunna
are not sufficient for the individual believer to believe in God’s existence and
the truth of the Prophet.** As noted above, Ibn Taymiyya characterizes the
Ash‘aris as claiming that one cannot know such truths by means of the Quran
and Sunna. All this results from a conflation of the relevant senses of reason
and revelation.

Frank’s study, and the relevant sources in which Ash‘ari defends his views,
have been largely overlooked in more recent contributions. It is unclear why the
view is left unaddressed, especially in studies on Ibn Taymiyya and Ash‘arism.*
Afterall, Ibn Taymiyya’s major criticisms in the Dar’ is based on the assumption of

42 Frank 1975, 147; italics mine.

43 Frank 1975, 143; italics mine.

44 Frank 1975, 144.

45 El-Tobgui refers to Frank’s study in a note, stating that Ash‘ari’s argument follows the Quran
in contrast to the approach of later Ash‘aris (2020, 275). I take it that Ash‘ari’s approach renders
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such a dichotomy on the part of the Ash‘aris. Perhaps the thought is that Ash‘ari’s
harmonizing view of reason and revelation is overshadowed by later Ash‘aris,
who take a sharp turn down the path of dogmatic rationalism and the assimila-
tion of falsafa. Importantly, later Ash‘ari authors quote, sometimes in full, the
relevant works of Ash‘ari in this regard, including the Hathth. To be sure, against
this misinterpretation, Bagillani in his work on the Quran’s inimitability affirms
precisely Ash‘ari’s view of reciprocity: “This shows, according to us, the falsity
of the position of those who claim that it is not possible to know the unity [and
existence] of God by means of the Quran (...) It is not the case that if a thing can be
known by means of reason that it is impossible to know it by means of the Quran.
Rather, it is possible to know it by means of both.”*¢ This is precisely what Ibn
Taymiyya urges in the Dar’.*” However, in his work of kaldm, Baqillani seems to
affirm the dichotomy imputed by Ibn Taymiyya: the existence of God is a problem
“that is known by reason without revelation” (bi-al-‘aql diina al-sam®).*® Do the
Ash‘aris simply adopt an inconsistent approach to the relation between reason
and revelation?

In the following, I argue that the Ash‘aris provides a systematic view in their
analysis of evidence and inference. The central distinctions regarding reason
and revelation developed by later Ash‘aris aim to codify the core intuitions of
Ash‘ari’s view. These distinctions clarify the foundational epistemic relations
between various kinds of evidence and knowledge. However, the formal and
epistemic relations between ‘agl and nagl remain unclear in pre-Razian authors.
Razi’s P1and P2 aim to systematize earlier distinctions and set the Sunni religious
sciences on a clearer footing.

Ibn Taymiyya’s central argument otiose. As demonstrated here, later Ash‘aris subscribe to and
expand on this precise view of rational proofs.

46 Bagillani 1954, 23. From the topic-based discussion addressed below, it is clear that by
“unity” (tawhid) Baqillani means the relevant rational beliefs, including the existence of God.
47 After noting that the Ash‘aris hold to a strict dichotomy, he states, “This is an error on their
part. The Quran indicates rational evidence, clarifies it (bayyanahd), and points to it” (1991,
1:199). The Ash‘aris agree on all this except that “clarifies” means that the theologian must “elu-
cidate” the evidence pointed to in the Quran.

48 Baqillani 1998, 228; Ghazali 2012, 271. See part 2 for further details on this division of ‘agl
and sam'.
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1.1 Scriptural Evidence: The Quran and Sunna

I begin with Ash‘arl views of revelation after Ash‘ari and prior to Razi. We can
turn to the question posed at the beginning of the article: Does the Quran assert
theological truths (“God exists”) no differently than it prescribes legal com-
mands (“wine is forbidden”)? The Ash‘ari approach to this question is especially
revealing. First, they point out that much of the Quran comprises verses that refer
to “signs” or evidence that aim to demonstrate not only the existence and unity
of God but various other theological truths, including arguments for the possi-
bility of resurrection and lessons in the Quranic narratives.*” For example, Abi
al-Qasim al-Ansari (d. 1118), who was the teacher of Razi’s father, begins his work
of kalam with extensive quotations from the Quran regarding those truths proven
in theology and subsequently provides an exhaustive discussion of the relation
of rational proofs as elucidated in kalam citing specific verses. To be sure, he
cites Ash‘ari’s Hathth on this very topic.’® I return to the latter work in part 2.
According to later Ash‘aris, if we properly attend to the content of such verses,
we see that they differ in an important way from verses that concern commands
or prohibitions. To understand the difference, we can turn to specific examples
used by the Ash‘aris:

A. Verses that refer the reader to ‘aqli evidence: “In the creation of the heavens and the
earth, and the variation of night and day, there are surely signs for those possessing under-
standing” (Quran 3:190); “Say, ‘Consider that which is in the heavens and on the earth’”
(Quran 10:101); “Say, ‘He who brought them into being in the first place will resurrect
[them]’” (Quran 36:79).>

B. Verses that are sam 7 evidence: “[God] has but forbidden to you carrion, blood, the flesh
of swine, and what has been offered to other than God” (Quran 2:173); “When you agree
upon a debt with another for a named term, then write it down” (Quran 48:29).>

49 See Gwynne 2004, 26-40, 152-169. The Ash‘ari approach differs in making their notion of
evidence central.

50 Ansari 2010, 219-220, 232-270; many precedents for this is found in Bagillani; see for exam-
ple his 2000, 19-29. Razi’s arguments for the validity and superiority of kalam in the Mafatih cor-
responds closely to this; but I have not verified whether it is direct. Jan Thiele has established a
close link between the Ghunya and Nihayat al-Maram of Raz1’s father, which the former studied.
See Thiele 2017, 135-166. The point is significant in understanding the continuity of the Ash‘ari
view of reason and kalam in Razi.

51 Quoted, for example, by Ansari at the beginning of the discussion of nazar and dalil in his
2010, 1:219.

52 Razi 1990, 2:80. See discussion below of nass.
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What, if anything, distinguishes the two sets of verses? The Hanbalis deny any
foundational distinction between the two. They are both commands or statements
from God regarding religious duties; it is just that the first concerns belief in God
and the second concerns legal acts.” The Ash‘aris hold that conflating the two
leads to denying an important aspect of the claim that the Quran aims to make in
A and how it makes it. I provide an overview and address details in part 2. Drawing
on their view of meaning and inference, the Ash‘aris are able to distinguish the
verses with respect to the meaning or referent (madliil) of their expressions and
how they are intended to constitute evidence for a particular statement. Verses
in A point to “signs” or externally existing evidence for proving certain claims,
including the existence of God and the resurrection of human beings after death.
This evidence is true independently of the specific verses that appeal to that evi-
dence. That is, this evidence is supposed to be available to all humans and eval-
uated independently, whether or not one already affirms the truth of the source
itself, i.e., the Quran. In the above verse, it is the world and its features that con-
stitute independent evidence for belief in God. To be sure, the verses consider this
evidence as “proof” establishing certain truths to all, whether or not one already
believes in the Prophet or truth of a scriptural text. It is of importance to note that
the verses in A do not claim that the world is evidence for God’s existence in virtue
of the world being a miracle — at least, not in the relevant sense of miracle. That
is, the features of the world that are proofs of God are not apprehended immedi-
ately — like the witnessing of the splitting of the moon — but rather require some
level of consideration or “reflection” (nazar).>* Nor can one view such truths as
the existence of God as self-evident (dartiri) or innate (fitri), if the latter is taken to
exclude reflection and drawing evidence (istidlal).” It is this Quranic content that
sanctions for the Ash‘aris, nazar, their term for rational inquiry.

Such verses are distinct from verses in category B, which claim no inde-
pendent evidence or content that supports the truth or normativity of a claim
but rather assumes the normative nature of the text. As such, our authors note
that most such verses begin with “O you who believe (...)”; that is, the commands

53 Abii Yala 1993, 131-135.

54 Importantly, the Ash‘aris affirm that, from an ontological perspective, God is the “establish-
er” (nasib) of external signs. However, this assumption is not intended to be relevant to the evi-
dence appealed to in the verses in A. Ibn Taymiyya suggests that the Ash‘aris view such signs as
independent of God and scripture. The Ash‘aris simply make an epistemic and methodological
distinction that aims to capture the very hermeneutic logic of the Quran.

55 In terms of a cul-de-sac, Ibn Taymiyya’s own proof conflates these distinctions. See Hallaq
1991, 49-69.
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speak to one who already presumes the truth or bindingness of the Quran.*® The
Ash‘ari view this distinction as central to the hermeneutic logic of the Quran.
These distinctions are misread and conflated by the Hanbalis to mean mutu-
ally exclusive sources of evidence and knowledge, i.e., the sharp dichotomy read
into the Ash‘ari view where rational evidence excludes the Quran and Sunna.
Verses in A are read by the Ash‘aris as the commitment and, indeed the command,
of the Quran and Sunna to engage with others on some minimal or common
ground of evidence and not on the basis of the authority of scripture or one’s own
belief.’” They distinguish between (1) the personal duty established by the Quran
to ground one’s own belief in evidence rather than on received authority (taqlid)
and (2) the collective duty to prove basic theological claims to others on general
standards of truth.>® Though there are some differences of opinion, it is the latter
that requires the systematic analysis and elucidation of rational arguments on
their own terms, since one assesses the validity of arguments in a neutral domain
of discourse. Ansari highlights the point that individuals are responsible to know
rational proofs in a general manner (jumlatan), whereas the expert theologian
is responsible for elucidating (tafsil), expounding proofs, engaging in debate,
and so forth.”® The distinction between knowing rational evidence in a general
manner and knowing it in detail is an important distinction that is found in the
tradition from Ash‘ari to Raz1.%° It is directly aimed at the Hanbali objection to the
(allegedly) Ash‘ari position that the ordinary believer cannot rely on scripture
and must begin exclusively with reason. Moreover, the Hanbalis argue that the
believer is not commanded to know and set forth detailed rational arguments
and that the Prophet and the Companions did not do so, which I address below.**

56 Such a distinction is not made by the Hanbalis in any systematic way. See Vishanoff 2011,
251-253.

57 Even here, it might be noted, the categories are not static and mutually exclusive. Verses in
category A are read by the Ash‘aris as also sam 7 evidence for the command to engage in nazar,
i.e., establishing or reaffirming one’s belief on the basis of evidence.

58 Ansari 2010, 1:235; Bagillani 2000, 20.

59 Ansari 2010, 1:235-260. This distinction is already clear in Ash‘ari; see Frank 1988, 137, 138.
60 Ansari states, “Whoever holds that the Companions did not look into (lam yanzuri) the signs
of God after God commands them to inquiry (nazar) into them and [that] they did not make
clear what God made clear for them (...) equate the Companions of the Prophet and the leaders
of the salaf (pious predecessors) with the disbelievers who turn away from the signs of God”
(2010, 1:254-255). Ansari’s point is that denying the commandment of nazar in the minimal sense
denies the basic meaning of the verses. Nazar is minimal with respect to how the meaning or
content is exposited (i.e., whether through clearly expressed premises or implicitly expressed
beliefs) but clear in terms of what the content of evidence is.

61 Ansari 2010, 1:220.
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It can been noted that, in responding to the Hanbali view that such beliefs are
acquired by scripture, Baqillani states that the Ash‘aris do not deny this, which
accords with his statement in I'jaz al-Qur’an noted above. However, he states that
when one supports or reaffirms one’s belief on the basis of scriptural texts, the
texts function as a “pointer” (tanbih) to the evidence and is not the evidence in
itself.®? If one reads the verses in the above manner, one need not posit any fun-
damental cognitive divide between verses in category A and rational evidence for
truths like the existence of God.

In this regard, the Ash‘aris develop a more foundational distinction than
found in Ash‘ari himself, assessing what the relevant definitions of evidence and
inference are that correspond to verses in category A and B.

1.2 Rational Evidence versus Scriptural Evidence

As the above suggests, the Ash‘aris believe that scripture requires belief to be not
simply true but evidence-based or justified. The Ash‘aris offer their definitions
of evidence in their analysis of dalala and dalil, which carry the lexical senses
of “to point to,” “to guide,” “to be a sign or symbol for,” and “to indicate.”®>
Al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. ca. 12" century) identifies the main senses of daldla
which the Ash‘aris rely upon: “That by means of which one arrives at knowledge
of a thing, like the signification of expressions of meanings, the indications of
gestures and signs, allusions, measures for calculation, whether or not that is in
virtue of the intent of one who makes it a sign (dalala).”®* As shown below, the
Ash‘ari definition of rational inference as ittirad (implication) seeks to capture
this core sense of dalala.

62 This is assuming that one does not experience the verse as a miracle.

63 Dalil serves as an overarching concept, the basic sense of which is an “inference” from a
known to an unknown. For example, Baqgillani defines dalil as that which “leads to knowledge of
what is absent from immediate knowledge (al-dariira) and the senses, including signs (amarat),
indications (‘alamat), and states (ahwal)” (Bagillani 1987, 33-34). With respect to specific usages
and my translations in the following, dalil is used in varying senses depending on context, in-
cluding the signification of a meaning by a linguistic term, a sign or token, evidence in the sense
of argument or proof, and evidence, more broadly, as the justification for a judgement or belief.
I will translate the term in its nominal form with “evidence” generally, or “proof” if dalil refers
to an argument. In the verbal form, dalla, I translate the term generally as “to indicate” but will
also use “to signify” or “to prove” when the context is clear. See part 2 for further texts regarding
the concept. See van Ess 1970, 26-29.

64 Raghib 2009, 316-317.
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In their definition of evidence, the Ash‘aris define dalil as “an inference from
a known to an unknown” in a general and minimal sense, including linguistic
inference (i.e. an expression’s signification of a meaning), arguments (i.e. from
known things to conclusions), and deriving or setting up evidence as proofs (ist-
idlal). The most important division of dalil provided by the Ash‘aris for our dis-
cussion concerns the manner in which each category constitutes evidence and
knowledge:

1 Rational evidence (al-dalil al-‘aqli) is evidence that connects with a belief
in virtue of itself (fi nafsihi; bi-‘aynihi); that is, “[rational evidence] does
not depend on agreement or imposition for it to be evidence.”®®

2 Evidence that is evidence not in virtue of itself but in virtue of an external
condition or imposition;

a. Scriptural evidence (al-dalil al-sam) is evidence in virtue of some-
thing establishing it as evidence (bi-nasb nasib iyyaha adilla).®

b. Language or linguistic signification (dalalat al-lugha) is evidence in
virtue of imposition (wad°), and “were it not for a people’s imposition
(muwada‘at ahlihi) of a meaning (dalala) it would not indicate [at all].”*’

I highlight the central concepts as they relate to Razi’s principles and discuss the
Ash‘ari texts in fuller detail in part 2. Attention to the Ash‘ari definitions reveals
that their analysis of kinds of dalil concerns foundational questions of epistemol-
ogy, focusing in particular on the grounds or justification of an inferred belief.®®
The overarching distinction between knowledge based on evidence in category
1 (rational evidence) and that in category 2 is that knowledge in the former is in
some minimal sense non-arbitrary or independent (i.e., “is evidence in itself”),
while in the latter case the evidence is conditional or dependent on agreement,
convention, or some external factor. I will call the latter category evidence based
on convention or “convention-based evidence.”®® The two overarching categories

65 Juwayni states: “Hiya tadullu li-anfusiha wa-ma hiya ‘alayhi min sifatiha” (Juwayni 1979,
1:155). For further definitions, see Bagillani 2000, 15; Ansari 2010, 1:241; Ghazali 1998, 1:61, and
discussion below.

66 Juwayni 1979, 1:155 and sources discussed below. I set aside the question of whether what is
meant by nasib, the “establisher,” is God himself or knowledge of the truth of the Prophet. That
is, once one recognizes that the speech is from God, its bindingness need not be “established” by
God but is immediately known.

67 Bagqillani 1998, 1:205.

68 This should be no surprise as evidence broadly construed has been central to questions of
epistemology. See Kelly 2016.

69 The Ash‘aris view scriptural evidence as analogous to language insofar as it requires an ex-
ternal condition to constitute it as evidence but they differ in various ways, including their posi-
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of evidence are defined with respect to their epistemic grounds.”® I begin with the
more nuanced analysis of category 1, i.e., the definition of rational evidence. I
then turn to the definitions of 2a and 2b.

The Ash‘ari definition of rational evidence as that which indicates or is evi-
dence “in itself” is read by Ibn Taymiyya in a maximalist sense to mean a foun-
dational or infallible connection of reason to objects of knowledge (madlilat).”*
Attention to what is meant by the definition of rational evidence is central to
understanding the Ash‘ari view of reason and revelation. The Ash‘aris parse
this definition of rational evidence rather finely to distinguish it from various
other definitions and misinterpretations, including the stronger claims and con-
ditions placed on rational knowledge by the Mu‘tazilis.”* In his more elaborate
discussion of rational knowledge in al-Shamil, Juwayni clarifies that “in itself”
does not mean knowledge of rational causes (‘ilal ‘agliyya), necessitation (ijab),
co-implication (in‘ikas), or causal explanation (ta‘lil).”” Rather, beginning with
Bagqillani, the basic requirement in the definition of rational evidence is a one-
directional implication (ittirad), which adheres closely to the original meaning
of dalil. 1 argue that ittirad, which I translate as “implication,” is something like
a conditional statement (i.e. If F, then G) applied more loosely to terms and sen-
tences.” I begin with the conditions that the Ash‘aris reject and exclude from the
definition of rational evidence.

The Ash‘aris state that “in itself” should not be confused with the maximal
notions of rational evidence given to it by the Mu‘tazilis and, unknowingly, by
the jurists. Juwayni castigates those theologians who “conflate rational causes
with [rational] evidence and make them the same thing, just as some jurists

tion that the meaning of scripture construed as Divine Speech is not conventional at all but real
(hagiqi) in contrast to the arbitrary connection of utterances and meanings (Ghazali 2015, 1:193).
The parallels and differences are discussed below.

70 Bagillani 1998, 1:204-205: “Know that evidence is of two kinds: a kind that is rational (‘aqli)
and a kind that is conventional (wad 7).”

71 Abrahamov 1998, 21. Madlil is identified with objects of knowledge in various ways; see Ba-
gillani 1998, 1:206; 1987, 33-36.

72 Ayman Shihadeh’s study on the argument of ignorance highlights important aspects of the
Ash‘ari view. I am focusing on the concept of iftirad and rational evidence. See Shihadeh 2013;
and van Ess 1970.

73 Juwayni 1981, 60-73; Shihadeh 2013, 204-205.

74 Van Ess discusses the term as it applies to cause (‘illa), “With tard and ‘aks together one
reaches, thus, the security of intensive (and, at the same time, reciprocal) implication: if, and
only if, the lla exists, the object is a sign in the sense implied by it” (1970, 39). He does not
treat tard in the more basic sense advanced by the Ash‘aris as the definitive feature of rational
evidence.
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speak loosely in calling inferred analogies (giyas) in juristic interpretation as
‘causes.””” That is, they conflate the ratio legis, or ‘illa in the legal sense, with
rational evidence. Remarkably, Juwayni even states that “in itself” can be some-
what misleading because that which has “no self” or existence can nonetheless
indicate (idh gad yadullu ma la nafsa lahu), a position that departs from the view
of the Mu‘tazilis that even the non-existent is a thing.”® To be sure, Shihadeh has
already shown that Juwayni views dalil independently of extra-mental import:
“There is, hence, no real and intrinsic connection between the evidence and what
is evidenced.””” What Juwayni means is that the content of rational knowledge
need not refer to real or external entities, i.e., have existential import, for it to
serve as evidence or a source of inference.”® Juwayni even addresses the question
of whether rational evidence relies on knowledge of the natures and essences of
things.” I return to further details of this in part 2 and focus on ittirad.

Significantly, the examples they provide are cases such as the relation of
smoke to fire and an action to an agent. The Ash‘aris, as is well known, deny any
real ontological connection between a cause and effect, including between an
action and agent contrary to the Mu‘tazilis. How, then, is the relation of smoke to
fire a model for rational evidence or inference? The Ash‘ari view of implication
allows them to understand rational inference independently of deeper epistemic
and ontological claims, to which I now turn.

For the Ash‘aris, the basic requirement in the definition of rational evidence
is “implication” (ittirad), which, as suggested, is like a conditional argument.
This excludes as a requirement co-implication, which as van Ess notes suggests
something like “if, and only if”; it also excludes causal explanations (e.g., the

75 Juwayni 1981, 69.

76 Juwayni 1981, 71; Bagillani 1987, 34-36. Shihadeh notes that Bagillani holds a similar view
(Shihadeh 2013, 203). Examples of nonexistent terms or premises include the assumption of, say,
partners with God in a proof or conditional argument. See Gwynne 2004, 170-183.

77 Shihadeh 2013, 205. My reading of Juwayni’s approach differs. As discussed below, Juwayni
has in mind the notion of implication and logical consequence (as highlighted by Shihadeh),
which anticipates Razi’s view of rational argument. That is, Juwayni’s view is not a radical de-
parture but an articulation of the central notion of ittirad.

78 Juwayni 1981, 65.

79 Juwayni addresses the natural philosophers (al-tab@’i‘iyyiin) and those who believe in prime
matter (al-hayila) by stating that we do not observe the relevant natures or substrates. In the
Burhan, Juwayni states, “Most of the predecessors held that apprehension of the [essential]
properties of bodies and their realities [haqa’iq] is the limit of intellects, for it is not possible to
perceive by means of reason a specific property by which a magnet attracts iron” (Juwayni 1979,
1:143). This is not to say that Juwayni treats essentialism in the systematic way as found in Razi.
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Mu‘tazilis require ‘structure’ as a precondition or cause for life).®° It is important
to note that the notion of ittirad as the definitive feature of rational evidence is
already addressed in Baqillani.®* Bagqillani affirms the importance of viewing
rational evidence as implication simpliciter, excluding cause and co-implication.
He states, “It is true for the dalil that is connected to its consequent [madliil] and
knowledge that is connected to the object of knowledge (...) to follow (tabi‘) the
obtaining of the consequent (...) but without making anything of that the cause
(‘illa) or reason (sabab) for the obtaining of the consequent as it is, because if
it does not obtain as it is, it is not valid for the proof to be a proof for it [i.e., the
absence of the antecedent is not proof of the absence of the consequent].”®* The
latter point is briefly expressed and remains unclear in the text. However, if we
turn to a parallel discussion in Juwayni, the point is made more explicit, “What
confirms this [i.e., the invalidity of co-implication] is that origination indicates an
originator rationally but does not indicate its absence [i.e., the absence of orig-
inator is not indicated by the absence of origination] and skilled action (itqan)
indicates knowledge but its [i.e., skilled action] absence does not indicate the
absence of knowledge.”®® That is, the antecedent implies the consequent but the
absence of the antecedent does not imply the absence of the consequent. The
point is to clarify that a rational dalil does not permit the following inference: If F,
then G; but not F, then not G (i.e., the latter is invalid). The notion that a rational
dalil is fundamentally defined as implication in the above sense is significant in
understanding the basic meaning of rational knowledge in the Ash‘ari tradition.
It can be noted that the definition of rational evidence as ittirad captures the core
senses of dalala. If we turn to Raghib’s examples, a sign indicates an object, a
term a meaning, a number a measure and so on in the sense that the antecedent is
connected to the consequent in a conditional argument. The presence of a sign or
symbol indicates the signified thing but the absence of a sign does not entail the
absence of the object. Ittirad is not strictly a conditional or material implication
in modern propositional logic, which is one of many valid inference rules; rather,
it functions more like a general notion of logical consequence.*

80 Van Ess 1970, 39; Shihadeh 2013, 204-206.

81 El-Tobgui views Bagillani as advancing something closer to the Mu‘tazili view; see El-Tobgui
2020, 188-189.

82 Bagillani 1998, 1:206. Though it does not seem to be of immediate relevance, Bagillani seems
to have affirmed the argument from ignorance in certain instances in the Taqrib, as Shihadeh
states (Shihadeh 2013, 200-202).

83 Juwayni 1981, 69.

84 See discussion of consequence in Normore 2015.
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How this core sense of rational evidence and proof coheres with the various
proof-methods that are advanced and tested prior to Razi requires further inves-
tigation. It can be noted that in discussing the concept of dalil and the connec-
tion between dalil and madliil van Ess aptly notes, “That does not mean that the
sign must correspond in its nature and essence to the thing indicated.”® He then
states, “The similarity with Stoic logic is striking, not only in the system, but also
in the vocabulary.”®® Stoic logic and Aristotelian (Peripatetic) logic were of course
the main, rival schools of logic. Setting aside the details, the two systems dif-
fered in fundamental ways. The Stoics developed a propositional logic as well
as a deductive system based on axioms and inferences rules.®” The Aristotelians
took the categorical syllogism to be a complete theory of deductive inference
and the pinnacle of logical theory. The Aristotelians believe that all valid argu-
ments must be reduced to one of the valid syllogistic figures. Importantly, for our
discussion, the Aristotelians did not consider argument types like conditionals
and modus ponens (If F, then G; F; therefore, G) as independently valid. Van Ess
states that the parallel between Islamic logic (nazar) and the Stoics is ultimately
overturned by the rise of Aristotelian syllogistics in Islamic sources, including in
kalam. However, van Ess concludes with the following suggestion that “Aristotle
never completely vanquished the Stoics in Islam.”®® Of course, there is no genetic
connection to the Stoics but van Ess suggests that earlier approaches that parallel
the propositional logic of the Stoics might be retained.

I cannot show here that the there is a consistent line of thinking on logic and
epistemology that can be discerned from Bagillani to Razi. However, I offer the
following points, which should, at the least, be considered in contextualizing the
assimilation of syllogistics.?® That is, it is worth considering the terms and nature
of the assimilation of Aristotelian syllogistics from the eyes of the Ash‘aris. Ibn
Taymiyya holds that the later Ash‘aris, from Ghazali onward, take the categorical
syllogism as the exclusive model of inference. Ibn Taymiyya devotes a section to
refuting “the doctrine that no judgment may be known except by means of syl-
logism.”°® However, first, it has been shown that the epistemic and essentialist

85 Van Ess 1970, 27. Cf. El-Togui 2020, 188-189.

86 Van Ess 1970, 27.

87 See Bobzien, 2020.

88 Van Ess 1970, 50.

89 As recent studies have shown, the assimilation of syllogistics by later Ash‘aris departs not
only from Aristotle and the Peripatetics but from Ibn Sina. See for example, El-Rouayheb 2010.
90 Hallaq 1993a, 30.
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claims that Ibn Taymiyya attributes to the Ash‘aris are in fact clearly opposed by
Ash‘aris like Razi. Razi for example argues specifically against real definitions
and knowledge of essences, and advances nominal definitions, all of which are
Ibn Taymiyya’s primary contributions in his critique of logic.”*

In this regard, Razi states a more revealing point regarding his own view
of the alleged preeminence of categorical syllogisms. Razi directly addresses a
central tenet of Peripatetic philosophy from late antiquity, namely, the priority
of the categorical syllogism over the conditional arguments or “hypothetical
syllogism.”*? In this context, he refers directly to Aristotle’s definition of deduc-
tion and its reception by the Peripatetics, who he suggests are the “proponents
of the categorical syllogism.”** In arguing against the latter, who prioritize the
categorical syllogisms over conditional arguments, Razi concludes: “The result
then is that the categorical syllogism is not productive except in virtue of it being
a conditional argument in potentiality. Hence, the conditional argument must be
prior in order and power to the categorical syllogism.”®* Razi articulates the point
in the context of a larger discussion of the underlying semantic interpretation
of categorical sentences, which must be set aside. In any case, the statement at
face value turns the Peripatetic doctrine of deduction on its head by viewing the
categorical syllogism as dependent, in some way or other, on a higher-order con-
ditional argument.®® Moreover, Razi seems to distance himself from the “propo-
nents” of the categorical syllogism. To be sure, as noted in his articulation of P1
discussed below, his view of a basic inference or rational proof does not specify
a syllogistic argument. Rather, he characterizes it thus: “If all its premises are
certain, then the conclusion is certain, for the consequent (lazim) of true premises

91 Hallaq 1993a, 15-21. Ibn Taymiyya admits that Razi and others oppose real definitions.

92 Ibn Taymiyya is correct in imputing this doctrine to Ibn Sina and the falasifa but not to Razi.
93 Ibn Sina states, “In sum, hypothetical syllogisms are only completed by categorical syllo-
gisms if what is aimed for is for the deduction to be productive (...) For the analysis in the old
Analytics is only the syllogism that is productive of predicative sentences, so the meaning of
‘categorical’ (igtirani) there and ‘predicative’ (hamli) is one” (Ibn Sina 1964, 415, 425).

94 Razi 1996, 1:162.

95 In the preceding, Razi states, “One can state [against the argument for the priority of the
categorical over the hypothetical syllogism]: The definition which you have mentioned for the
categorical syllogism entails that the conditional syllogism is [in fact] prior in order to the cate-
gorical syllogism. And that is because you have accepted that what implies the conclusion is the
syllogism. So that it is as if the one adherent to categorical syllogisms is saying: “If this categor-
ical syllogism (giyas hamli) is true, then the conclusion is true, but this predicative syllogism is
true, therefore the conclusion is true” (Razi 1996, 1:162).
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(insofar as it is a valid consequence), must be true.”®® In this regard, it has been
overlooked that, in his standard works of kalam, Razi does not stipulate cate-
gorical syllogisms but provides this broader definition of deduction.”” Crucially,
this is not the notion of categorical syllogistics as held by the Aristotelians, who
stipulate that there be the relevant connection between the terms of the premises.
It is for this reason that Aristotelian logic is called “term logic.” Razi’s notion of
proof can be viewed as the notion of ittirad writ large.’® Remarkably, this notion of
luziim was already identified by Juwayni, as Shihadeh has shown. Juwayni calls a
dalil nothing other than “the establishing of a consequent on the basis of an ante-
cedent (bin@ matliib ‘ala mugaddam).”®® Now, the larger implications of all this
requires a more comprehensive treatment and my aim is not to show here that
the Ash‘aris develop an alternative logical system consistent with earlier views of
dalil and nazar. Rather, the above simply shows that Ibn Taymiyya’s characteriza-
tion of Ash‘ari thought as a wholesale adoption of categorical syllogistics needs
to be attenuated, if not, entirely reconsidered.'*®

Returning to the above division of categories of evidence, the Ash‘aris draw
an important contrast between the two categories, i.e., rational evidence and
conventional evidence. Rational evidence indicates “in itself,” which as noted is
the minimal concept of implication capturing the basic senses of dalala. Rational
evidence draws on the minimal level of self-evident knowledge (daruriyyat) avail-
able to all human beings. The precise content of this may be disputed but not the
basic definition of this category of knowledge. In the case of knowledge of empir-
ical things, a connection — say, between smoke and fire - is first established by
repeated experience. In all this, the content and evidence is independent of any
prior imposition of how the evidence indicates or connects with objects of knowl-
edge. This contrasts directly with the definition of category 2, which is not evi-
dence “in itself.” Rather, category 2 is dependent on the agreement or convention
of a specific group or community. The example they will use is that of language,

96 Razi 1986, 2:251. On lazim, see van Ess 1970, 29. Van Ess suggests that Ibn Sina’s notion of
luzium differs.

97 Razi 1986, 2:251; n.d. 40-41; 2015, 1:121-124. This is especially surprising in the Nihaya, which
he considers his most advanced work of kalam.

98 Razi of course addresses the idea with systematic clarity not found in earlier sources. This
latter is certainly an outcome of his engagement and assimilation of ancient logic and falsafa.
That is, there seems to be a critical aspect of the assimilation and appropriation of categorical
syllogistics that retains the earlier kalam notion of ittirad.

99 Quoted in Shihadeh 2013, 205. Juwayni states: “The way of establishing a proof for contra-
diction, is the way of establishing a proof for everything. And that is not how one established a
cause at all” (Juwayni 1981, 69). See Karimullah 2014.

100 I set aside Ghazali’s adoption of Aristotelian syllogistic, which requires scrutiny.
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where “symbols” (kitabat; rumiiz) indicate in virtue of a prior agreement or impo-
sition. As Baqillani states, “If it were not for the agreement of a people (ahlihi) on
what [signs] indicate, they would not indicate [anything].”*** That is, the word,
‘tree,” is assigned by a language community to indicate or signify an external
object; but we could have very well assigned an entirely different set of letters.
Moreover, it is not our knowledge of the very letters that tells us that ‘tree’ sig-
nifies the object, tree. Rather, it is by established convention. However, once the
symbols are assigned we will immediately apprehend that a specific word indi-
cates a specific object. This immediacy is posterior to assigning a sign in contrast
to the case of rational evidence. The difference is that rational evidence is in some
sense independent of our choices or conventions, i.e., is non-arbitrary, whereas
category 2 cannot indicate without some prior stipulation or assumption.

The point that language signifies in an immediate manner, but only after
imposition, is important to understanding Razi’s view of the epistemic nature of
texts (naql), as discussed below. That is, he will address the question of whether
the most immediately apprehended meanings of nagql, or speech texts is as epis-
temically basic as our apprehension of signified meanings.

Regarding scriptural evidence (2a), the Ash‘aris define it as that which
“requires something that establishes it as evidence.” They offer additional de-
scriptions of scriptural evidence, which are examined in part 2. Scriptural evi-
dence falls under category 2 because it does not indicate in itself. As noted, the
authors draw an analogy between language which indicates by convention and
scriptural evidence. However, scriptural evidence differs in two important senses.
First, it is already coherent speech, i.e., texts comprise meanings and does not
begin as arbitrary signs that is then assigned to a meaning. As such, scripture
does not require an external agent to establish it as meaningful but, rather, the
“establisher” ensures that the text is normative or binding, i.e., its expressed
rules and truths must be accepted. I return to details of pre-Razian definitions of
sam‘in Part 2.

Second, the definitions of the various categories of evidence is relatively clear.
However, there are two remaining ambiguities. First, as noted, it is unclear what
the relation between linguistic signification (2a) and scriptural evidence (2b) is
with respect to epistemic certitude. Second, an overarching question remains
regarding the very relation between category 1 and category 2. That is, if rational
evidence is defined in the most minimal sense of implication, capturing the basic
usages of dalil, then in what sense does category 2 exclude ittirad? That is, what
makes the two categories mutually exclusive? Are they distinct kinds of evidence

101 Bagillani 1998, 1:205.
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because they are two distinct forms of reasoning or are they distinct simply in
virtue of the content of the evidence?

In this regard, Bagillani and Juwayni make a remarkable claim that suggests
that ittirad or implication is the general notion of inference that applies to both
categories, rational and conventional. Bagillani views implication as a general
category applying to both rational and conventional evidence. He states, “It is
no doubt necessary for the dalil to [possess] implication and for it to go through
whatever the state of its judgment [i.e., the content of its premises] whether
rationally or conventionally.”*°* Bagillani expands on this point in in his discus-
sion of how many ways we can derive a proof (istidlal), i.e., how many kinds of
proofs or argument-types there are. He states that one cannot delimit the kinds
rational proofs but there are relied upon methods.'*®* Towards the conclusion, he
discusses how language and convention can apply to rational proof:

One can also derive a proof by the stipulation (tawgif) of the linguists upon us that “All fire
is hot and burning” and that “All humans have this figure,” on the basis that every truthful
person who reports that he saw a fire or person, and the latter is a speaker of our language
(ahl lughatina), intends to make us understand that he observed only what is named fire or
human in our presence [i.e., experience]. We do not assert some of that for others.'®* But [this
applies only] by the necessity of the name and the imposition of language and the necessity
of speech usage according to how it is used and by convention (wad") as it is established.'*

Baqillani underscores what parallels our notion of “truth by convention.”%®
Setting aside the details of the above, Bagillani views proof as implication as
a general category that includes inferences with purely “rational” content, e.g.,
immediately known truths that do not depend on convention but also include
inferences the truth of whose premises are established by convention. The latter
of course should fall under 2a. In other words, proof as implication, according to
Bagqillani’s closer analysis, is more general than purely rational arguments based
on rational premises. Here, the question is then what excludes scriptural evidence
from being a kind or subcategory of rational evidence defined as implication.
Razi’s P1 and P2 address these two ambiguities in the earlier tradition. P1
addresses the question of what precisely a scriptural text is as a linguistic phe-
nomenon and what its relation is to linguistic signification. P2 addresses the more

102 Bagqillani 1998, 1:205.

103 Bagillani 1987, 31-33.

104 This seems to mean that the stipulated meaning does not apply to some things, i.e., it
should not be taken to apply absolutely.

105 Bagillani 1987, 32-33.

106 See Rescorla 2019.
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overarching question of what the relation is between rational evidence (category 1)
and scriptural evidence construed, in one way or another, as evidence in category 2.

Before turning to the relation of Razi’s view to the above authors, I conclude
with a note on the initial dichotomy between reason and revelation attributed to
the Ash‘aris. It is becoming clear that the categories of evidence, and particularly
the division between (1) rational evidence and (2a) scriptural evidence, does not
aim to distinguish two mutually exclusive sources, where there is reason on the
one hand and scripture on the other. Rather, the divisions concern how evidence
is used and articulated. For the Ash‘aris, the division between rational evidence
and scriptural evidence does not mean that rational knowledge is independent
and exclusive of the content of scripture. As noted above, verses in category (A)
refer to rational evidence. However, they hold that those verses themselves are
not meant to be the evidence itself, in contrast to other verses that stipulate and
thus establish the verses themselves as the proof of a ruling or truth. Moreover,
according to our authors, the methodological distinction between (1) rational evi-
dence and (2) scriptural evidence is validated by the Quran and Sunna and the
division between verses of category (A) and (B).

1.3 Razr’s Unified Theory of Ash‘ari Epistemology

Razi’s view is a systematization of the central distinctions highlighted above
concerning Ash‘ari definitions of rational and scriptural evidence. This becomes
clear if we consider more closely how the distinction between (1) rational evi-
dence and (2a) scriptural evidence are related to knowledge, and particularly cer-
titude. We can begin with some relevant questions that can be asked about the
distinction, and then turn to how it is addressed by Razi.

First, are the most definitive categories of scriptural texts epistemically imme-
diate and certain in the same way that the basic human knowledge (e.g. dariri-
yyat) is certain? It can be recalled that the Sunni view is standardly interpreted as
stating that the two sources of reason and revelation impart (yufid) certitude inde-
pendently (given that one has already proven the general truth of the latter). It is for
this reason that Ibn Taymiyya is so disturbed by Razi’s claim in P1 that scriptural
texts fail to impart certitude. The claim is not simply beyond Sunnism but beyond
even Mu‘tazilism as he states. In terms of what counts as certain knowledge in each
category, with respect to rational knowledge, the Ash‘aris offer a list of (1) imme-
diately known certitudes (dariiriyyat), on the one hand, and (2) validly inferred
truths (nazariyyat), on the other. With respect to scriptural evidence, we are given
a ranking of categories of texts with respect to how clearly and definitively they
convey a meaning (e.g., nass, zahir, etc.). In the authors we examine below, the
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most definitive text is usually called nass. They define nass as that which “inde-
pendently imparts meanings in a definitive manner” (al-istiglal bi-ifadat al-ma‘ani
‘ala qat) and “such that avenues of ta’wil are terminated, and paths of alterna-
tive [meanings] (ihtimalat) are cut off.”*” Baqillani defines nass as “that which is
independent in itself in disclosing all that it encompasses [in expression], without
any ambiguity in any of its meanings.”*°® Against his predecessors, Razi explicitly
opposes this view: “It is claimed that [nass] is that which imparts a meaning in a
definitive manner such that it is not open to ta’wil,” and after stating that that is an
incorrect definition, he states, “For there is no expression [of speech] that is posited
for a meaning but that a figurative [understanding] of it is possible so that what is
intended is other than what it was posited for.”**® This clearly implies Razi’s P1,
which however is a definition of nagl at fundamental methodological and epis-
temic level. Razi distinguishes speech texts, like nass, which involve intended
meanings, from direct established and signification, to which I return shortly.

I begin with a text of P2 as expressed by Razi in the Ma‘alim and Arba‘in,
which are curricular works of theology and legal theory:

A proof (dalil) is either [1] composed of premises that are all rational, which exists [i.e. this is
avalid proof]; or [2] [composed of premises] that are all textual (naqliyya), and this is absurd
(muhal), because one of the premises of that proof is that that text (naql) is evidence (hujja).
And it is not possible for a text to establish a text [as evidence]. Or [3] some of [the premises]
are rational and some textual, and that exists (...).**°

Prior to delving into this inquiry, it is necessary to know that a proof (dalil) is either [1]
rational (‘agliyyan) with respect to all its premises, [2] it is textual (nagliyyan) with respect to
all its premises, or [3] it is composed of both categories. As for [1], the first division, which is
if it is rational with respect to all its premises, if all its premises are certain, then the conclu-
sion is certain, for the consequent (lazim) of true premises, insofar as it is a valid consequence
(luztiman haqqan), must be true. As for if the premises are probable (...).

As for [2] the second division, which is the proof that is textual with respect to all its prem-
ises, this is impossible. Because using evidence (istidlal) from the Quran and Sunna is
dependent on knowledge of the truth of the Prophet and this knowledge is not derived from
textual knowledge because that would be circular. Rather, it is derived from rational proofs,
and there is no doubt that this premise is one of the parts [of the proof] that is considered in
the validity of a textual proof. Hence, it is established that a proof that is nagli in all premises
is impossible and invalid."*

107 Juwayni 1979, 1:415; see also 1979, 1:160-166; Ghazali 2015, 2:48-50; Ansari 2010, 1:242-243.
108 Bagqillani 1998, 1:340.

109 Razi 1992, 34.

110 Razi 2007, 22, 153.

111 Razi 1986, 2:251.
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I limit myself to the following comments and return to details of P2 in part 3.
First, it should be noted that Razi begins with dalil without qualifying it as
rational or scriptural in both texts. Properly speaking a proof or inference is a
proof regardless; “rational” and “scriptural” describe a proof with respect to its
premises. However, elsewhere, Razi considers the notion of proofs in a broader
sense as falling into the category of rational knowledge, i.e., not as something
that is conventional. Crucially, Razi provides the above definition of rational
proof: “if all its premises are certain, then the conclusion is certain, for the con-
sequent of true premises (insofar as it is a valid consequence), must be true.”
This, as noted, may include the notion of categorical syllogistics but it certainly
does not require it.

With regard to (2), namely, a proof whose premises are purely scriptural
texts, Razi puts in clearer terms what is implicit in the earlier Ash‘ari theory, par-
ticularly their view of scriptural evidence as requiring something establishing it
as evidence. He states that a proof whose premises “are all textual (nagliyya) is
absurd (muhal), because one of the premises of that proof is that that text (naql)
is evidence (hujja).” In the Arba‘in, he states, “There is no doubt that this premise
[i.e., that the text is true or authoritative] is one of the parts [of the proof] that is
considered in the validity of a textual proof.” That is, Razi considers the earlier
definition of sami‘ evidence as stipulating a conceded premise regarding the
truth or evidentiary nature of a text. Critically, Razi explicitly combines the two
kinds of proof under one general theory of inference.

In Razi’s view, a proper reading of the earlier Ash‘ari distinction between
rational evidence and scriptural evidence demands that we treat the two as falling
under a general category of inference or proof. The pre-Razian Ash‘aris distin-
guished between rational and scriptural evidence. At the same time, it remained
unclear why the two are distinct if we take the basic understanding of evidence
as an inferential move from a known thing to an unknown thing. They under-
stood this move, moreover, as a one-directional implication. For Razi, this is best
captured by the notion of a proof with at least two premises, which is perhaps
the commitment that is most influenced by Aristotelian logic. Razi resolves
this ambiguity by considering a rational inference as a general category under
which purely rational, scriptural, and conventional arguments fall. That is, all
inferences are similar insofar as they are inferences; the difference concerns the
nature of the premises.? Here, if we look at the definition of scriptural evidence

112 Notably, Razi need not involve himself here in the more complex question of the relation of
the form of a syllogism to its matter.
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in (2a), we can see that it is in fact an argument that is in form no different than
a rational argument. When we speak of scriptural evidence, or al-dalil al-sam1,
we are speaking of how specific texts constitute evidence for a claim or belief,
i.e., prooftexts. Importantly, we are not speaking, for example, of the inimitable
quality of the Quran’s language, which is, in some sense, evidence in itself.*®
Rather, scriptural evidence is understood as when a certain fext in the Quran or
Sunna is identified and used as a proof (istidlal) for a certain claim. However, any
such inferential use of a text must be distinguished from the text itself. Razi states
that any use of a text as proof involves the implicit premise or claim that “this text
is evidence.” This is precisely what the distinction between (1) rational evidence
and (2) conditional evidence amounts to. That is, evidence in (2a) is true posterior
to some prior belief or claim about the source of the evidence.

According to Razi, if we properly attend to the structure of the Ash‘ari view of
evidence and knowledge, scriptural evidence should be viewed as falling under
an overarching or general category of evidence and proof:

Rational
Proof

Scriptual

Proof

This restructuring is an important methodological point for Razi as it captures the
central distinctions in the tradition."* As discussed, the distinction is implicit in
the earlier Ash‘ari analysis of evidence and inference but Razi is the first to put
it in systematic terms. It seems that this was not conceived by earlier thinkers in
part because of the division of labor between the theologians and jurists. It would

113 Juwayni 1979, 1:35, and discussion below.
114 Cf. Griffel 2018, 26, who provides a Venn diagram representing partial overlapping between
authority domains of reason and revelation.
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make little sense to the jurists that when they use a text from the Quran as a proof-
text one always implicitly assumes an additional rational premise, namely, that
the source as a whole is normative evidence. To the jurist, all the relevant inter-
locutors accept that the Quran as evidence. But Razi’s claim makes clear what is
implicit in the division of the religious sciences. That is, all the postulates of law
assume a prior proving of its sources as evidence. This is not the case in theology.
As we will see, this is an important methodological distinction that concerns not
simply the standards of engagement with those who have not accepted the truth
of revelation but has important consequences for the function of theology and
non-legal hermeneutics.

But how does the above lead to Razi’s first principle, P1, the claim that texts
fail to provide certitude at all? This leads us back to the question above regard-
ing the certainty of the most definitive category of scriptural texts. Razi’s view,
I suggested, is the culmination and systematization of what Vishanoff calls the
“principle of ambiguity” of Baqillani, which in turn is a more systematic view of
Shafi‘i’s emphasis on hermeneutic ambiguity.**® Vishanoff highlights a critical
point:

Al-Bagillani insisted that God’s speech is similar to human speech in the sense that it abides
by the human Arabic lexicon, but because God’s speech cannot convey its own meaning
immediately to humans, al-Bagqillani argues that the words of the Quran can only function
as a piece of evidence that must be deciphered without the benefit of immediate understand-
ing that characterizes interpersonal address.*®

A central aspect of Bagillani’s view relates to the Ash‘ari theory of meaning and
speech. I limited myself to the following points. As noted, the Ash‘aris distin-
guish between the “meaning” of a term or expression and its vocable (or written)
form (i.e. “tree” signifies the meaning, tree). The view opposes the Mu‘tazili and
Hanbali view, which equates meanings with their linguistic expressions. As Vis-
hanoff shows, this leads the latter to a more rigid and literalist view.'”” I argue that
that the Sunni-Ash‘ari view begins with a more basic and foundational analysis
of language, which need not invoke the more contentious arguments concerning
the status of Divine Speech.

115 Vishanoff 2011, 186: “But at the level of his interpretive rules and his overall model of in-
terpretation, he left the meaning of revelation so radically underdetermined (...) it is hard to see
how anyone could have put his hermeneutic into practice as a positive method for constructing
law;” italics mine.

116 Vishanoff 2011, 183; italics mine.

117 Vishanoff 2011, 150.
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As noted, the Ash‘aris sharply distinguish between a linguistic expression
(lafz) and its meaning (ma‘na). The distinction is meant to be intuitive and evi-
denced by the fact that the same meaning can be signified by different expres-
sions and in different languages (i.e., tree and shajar are expressions that signify
the same meaning).*® This view of language, which prioritizes meanings over
expressed forms, leads to two aspects or analyses of meaning: language as a
system of signification (dalalat al-wad) and language as speech (khitab). In the
former sense of language, meanings are assigned by convention (wad) to terms
in a clear and immediate manner. This aspect of language will be treated by Razi
and later thinkers almost as a closed system of signification, where there is a one-
to-one correspond between expressions and meanings. By contrast, language
construed as speech involves more than mere linguistic signification. That is, lan-
guage as speech presumes a speaker and audience, where linguistic expressions
aim to capture the intent (murad) of the speaker in addition to a basic layer of
given meanings. The first sense of language is in certain ways more basic to and
presumed by the latter, as Ghazali (d. 1111) states: “The path to comprehending
the intended meaning (fahm al-murad) [of scripture] is preceded by apprehend-
ing the given [meanings] of language (tagaddum al-ma‘rifa bi-wad* al-lugha), by
means of which communicated speech (mukhataba) occurs.”**® For the Ash‘aris,
scriptural texts must be construed as divine speech, not reducible to a system
of signification. Though this distinction is clear and might be conceded even by
the Hanbalis, the implications are not fully addressed by earlier thinkers. To be
sure, the point raises a critical question in Razi’s eyes about the relation of certi-
tude (yaqin) to scriptural texts, and texts more generally construed. What ensures
our certitude with respect to speaker’s intent? Put otherwise, what are the con-
ditions for a text to exclude alternate readings of authorial intent? Do some texts
independently ensure and convey a univocal reading? Finally, are our text-based
certitudes on par with direct linguistic signification or our most basic human cer-
titudes, e.g., immediately known truths (daruriyyat)? Razi’s two principles aim

118 Razi 1999, 1:187-189. Vishanoff states, “This ‘principle of ambiguity’ offered precisely what
the Mu‘tazili ‘princple of clarity’ failed to provide: great flexibility in determining the intertex-
tual relationships that were the key to Shafi‘T’s hermeneutical project. Bagillani thus provided a
highly sophisticate restatement of Shafi‘T’s hermeneutic of ambiguity” (2011, 178).

119 Ghazali 2015, 2:22; Baqgillani 2000, 15; Juwayni 1979, 1:169-173. Jurjani’s analysis of gram-
mar and language is of central importance to Razi. I discuss aspects of this below in part 2. See
Vishanoff 2011, 116-122. Bagillani states for sam 7 evidence: “That which is evidence in virtue of
speech after meanings are imposed [by convention], and in sofar as a meaning is derived from
speech (Dall min tariq al-nutq ba‘da al-muwada‘a, wa-min jihat ma‘na mustakhraj min al-nutq)”
(Bagillani 1987, 15).
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to address these latter questions, which remain rather unclear in earlier views.
Especially revealing in this regard will be Razi’s discussion of the relation of nass,
the most definitive or certain hermeneutic category, to our more basic epistemic
and linguistic certitudes.**®

The Ash‘ari analysis of language draws an important distinction between lan-
guage as a system of “signification” (daldla) and language as speech or “commu-
nicated” meaning (khitab), where the latter involves a speaker communicating to
a real or imagined audience. In the former, language is treated as a transparent
system, where there is a one-to-one correspondence between expressions and
meanings. Signification by correspondence (dalalat al-mutabaqa) is viewed as
the basic kind of signification, where the primary sense of a term is apprehended
with certitude.™ The distinction is clear in Ghazali and later thinkers; in part 2,
I return to the question of how earlier thinkers address this. Speech, by contrast,
requires the additional element of grasping the intent (murad al-khitab) of the
author, which involves attention to various aspects of the usage and context of
expressions and speech acts. Properly understood, legal and scriptural herme-
neutics — and its store of terminology, e.g., nass, zahir, etc. — treat scripture as
(divine) speech and not simply as a system of signification. I discuss the full text
of P1in part 3 but highlight the following points.

It was noted that Razi holds that even the most definitive category of text,
nass, is subject to interpretation, contrary to Ghazali. In fact, Ghazali states
nass “admits no ambiguity at all (...) like ‘five,” for example, which is nass in its
meaning and does not admit ‘six,” ‘four,” or any other number.”*** However, does
Razi hold that there is a basic level of language use that is not subject to ambigu-
ity? In various places, Razi affirms that signification of correspondence (dalalat
al-mutabagqa) is the only kind of signification that is impervious to any ambiguity.
Below I discuss his treatment of the problem in legal theory. However, in his work
of rhetoric, which draws on the earlier work of ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 1078),

120 This marks a critical distinction between Razi’s and Ghazali’s approaches. Ghazali views
nass as equivalent to the most basic category of direct signification (dalalat al-mutabaqa) and
admissible in logic. He states, “Hence, only nass, in the second posited sense [i.e., nass in the
strict sense distinguished from zahir], can be relied upon in rational inquiry (‘agliyyat)” (Ghazali
2015, 2:50). According to Razi, this amounts to a category error. Nass is a hermeneutic term and
applies to texts (nagl) and is not limited to purely semantic signification and inferences. Juwayni
also states that nass is that which is not possibly open to interpretation (ta’wil); see Juwayni 1979,
1:512. Cf. Zysow 2013, 52-54, 58—59.

121 Ghazali 2015, 1:74-78; 2:22. See Tony Street’s chapter in this volume on the kinds of signifi-
cation in Ibn Sina (=Chapter 5).

122 Ghazali 2015, 2:48.
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after a discussion of the various kinds of conventional signification (dalala wad i-
yya), Razi states,

Know that the aim of speech is conveying (ifada) meanings and this conveyance, as you
know, is of two kinds: expression-based conveyance (lafziyya) and meaning-based convey-
ance (ma‘nawiyya) (...). It becomes clear from this investigation that it is impossible that
[such things as] conciseness, brevity, prolixity, omission (hadhf), and ellipsis (idmar) can
encroach on conventional signification (dalala wad‘iyya). And for this nuance, nothing is
used in the rational sciences but conventional signification because of its being devoid of
possessing increase or decrease [in meaning] which places [one] in error and doubt.*??

Three points may be highlighted in this section. First, by dalala wad ‘iyya, Razi
means what he calls elsewhere correspondence (dalalat al-mutabaqa).*** To be
sure, Razi draws a sharper distinction than that between linguistic signification
and speech. He excludes other kinds of signification as well, which in logic is
called implicative signification (dalalat al-iltizam) and containment (dalalat
al-tadammun).**> Second, Razi connects the clarity and basicness of conventional
signification with the ambiguity of intended speech, which is subject to “error
and doubt.” Some of the terms, such as omission and ellipsis, are included in the
ten conditions that prevent texts from imparting certitude.'?® These connections
between signification theory and speech are not always clear when he posits P1
and P2 in his introductory or methodological discussions of theology and legal
theory. Finally, Razi reads these distinctions into Jurjani’s work. I set aside the
connection of these distinctions with the Arabic linguistic tradition and its rela-
tion to Aristotelian linguistic theory.”’

If we turn back to the distinction between (2a) scriptural texts and (2b) lan-
guage, we find some important implications with respect to the nature of cer-
tainty. As noted, in (2b), when a meaning is assigned to a linguistic term, the
signification is, thereafter, understood immediately. However, this is not the case
with speech, as it involves apprehending the intent of the speaker. Speech relies
undoubtedly on a system of signification but involves more on the part of the

123 Razi 2004, 32.

124 Razi states, “Conventional signification (dalala wad‘iyya) is [precisely] correspondence
(mutabagqa), and the latter two [i.e., external implication (dalalat al-iltizam) and internal impli-
cation (dalalat al-tadammun)] are dependent [on the former]” (Razi 2002, 19). See also Razi 1999,
1:219-234.

125 Ibn Sina notably does not exclude the latter two in logic; see Tony Street’s chapter in this
volume (=Chapter 5).

126 An important difference here is that the work on rhetoric concerns language usage more
generally and does not focus on Quranic hermeneutics.

127 See the insightful analysis of Najafi 2019.



Reason and Revelation in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and the Ash‘ari Tradition =—— 163

audience, specifically in terms of how one claims to achieve certitude with respect
to speaker’s intent. This is particularly so when the communicated meaning is
not direct or live conversation and, moreover, is extended, i.e., statements are
embedded in a larger message that is not only presumed to be cohesive but, in our
case, constituting the speech of an Omniscient Author.

In his analysis of P1, Razi clarifies and systematizes these distinctions, which
remained somewhat ambiguous in earlier discussions. An especially revealing
question in this context concerns the epistemic nature of nass, as noted. That is,
is nass epistemically certain in the same way that the most basic kind of linguistic
signification is certain, namely, dalalat al-mutabaqa? While earlier thinkers are
rather unclear, Razi articulates the distinction between two aspects or analyses of
language. I return to the details of Razi’s analysis below. However, before doing
so, I conclude with some final questions that remain unresolved.

The above has addressed the question raised earlier regarding how Razi’s
radical hermeneutic principles, which, as Ibn Taymiyya states, go beyond even
the Mu‘tazilis, is in fact a synthesis of central distinctions within the Ash‘ari tra-
dition. Indeed, the Mu‘tazilis could not have developed such a view given their
restrictive view of meaning and their more robust requirements of rational infer-
ence. Their view of rational evidence would seem to require them to sharply dis-
tinguish rational evidence from scriptural or text-based evidence, though this
requires examination. The various nuances of the Ash‘ari anlaysis of language
and knowledge lie at the heart of this view. But this still leaves the question of
how such a view can be taken to be consistent with, indeed definitive of Sunni
theology and legal theory. To that end, we turn to Razi’s various curricular works
of theology and legal theory, where he not only advances this view but argues
forcefully that this is the correct view according to the principles of Ash‘ari-
Sunnism.

AsThave argued, Razi’s hermeneutic principles advance a principle of radical
underdetermination between intended meanings and speech texts. There are
various concerns that motivate Razi’s approach to scriptural texts. I focus on two
points. First, Razi believes that there is a nomocentric tendency in the Sunni tra-
dition that effaces a central aspect of the tradition, namely, theology construed in
a broader sense. That is, the jurists have convinced us that theology and herme-
neutics as applied to non-legal texts is marginal or supplementary. Razi empha-
sizes the point in various places and especially in his commentary on the Quran:

The verses that mention legal rulings are less than 600 hundred. As for the rest, they concern
God’s unity, prophecy, and refutations of the idolaters and other kinds of polytheists. As for
the verses that are mentioned regarding narratives (gasas), the aim of them is knowledge of
the wisdom of God and His power as He states, “There is surely in their narratives a lesson
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for those who possess understanding.” This indicates that this science [‘ilm al-kalam] is
more noble [than law]. Here, we refer to the central points of proofs [in the Quran]. As for
that which proves the existence of God, the Quran is full of that.”**®

Razi asserts the primacy of theology against a nomocentric trend in the tradition.
This primacy concerns not simply the proving or defending of theological beliefs,
which is the standard view of the function of kalam. Rather, kalam is required for
a proper understanding of the (non-legal) content of the Quran. The point will be
of relevance when we turn to Razi’s view of hermeneutic terms of legal theory.
That is, the hermeneutic terms of legal theory are not exhaustive of the terms
or tools of interpretation but are limited to deriving legal rules. This primacy of
kalam is grounded in the Ash‘ari view regarding the nature of the rational content
of the Quran itself, though earlier mutakallimiin limited its role to theological
proofs. That the bulk of the Quran is non-legal and, as such, demands a broader
hermeneutic approach. It seems that this expansive view of kalam, as a kind of
theological hermeneutic, has roots in earlier Ash‘ari trends regarding the role of
the rational content of scripture, particularly in their discussions of i jaz (inimita-
bility of the Quran). What is relevant to note in this context is that Razi’s view is
articulated as an extension of Ash‘ari’s view of kalam as grounded in the Quran
and Sunna.' That is, Razi, much like his predecessors (perhaps with the exclu-
sion of Ghazali) does not require any robust assimilation of reason in falsafa or
Mu‘tazilism. A central point that Razi notes above and is repeated throughout
various works is: “And whoever reflects knows that there is nothing in the hands
of the theologian but elucidating (tafsil) what the Quran expresses in a concise
manner (ijmal).”*° The point brings us full circle as it reflects Ash‘ari’s valida-
tion of theology in al-Hathth as having a relation of reciprocity with scripture.
Ash‘ari states that even if the Companions of the Prophet did not speak specifi-
cally to such problems, “their principles are specified and existent in the Quran
and Sunna in a concise manner (jumlatan) but not in detail (mufassalatan)”
and “every discourse expanding on (tafsil) problems of divine unity and justice
is taken only from the Quran.”*** The later Ash‘aris articulate the view in more

128 Razi 1990, 2:80. See also 1990, 23:223; 2:107.

129 Ash‘ari already states that kalam is the elucidation (tafsil) of scripture. See Frank 1988, 138.
Here, tafsil differs from legal hermeneutics because the content of scripture at issue in theologi-
cal inquiry and hermeneutics is not strictly legal rulings.

130 Razi 1990, 23:223.

131 Frank 1988, 137, 138. Ansari quotes Ash‘aris work extensively; see Ansari 2010, 1:220. Razi
states, “The Quran is the source of all knowledge, so ‘ilm al-kalam, all of it, is in the Quran”
(1990, 2:107).
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systematic terms, beginning with their view of rational evidence and proof. How
precisely Razi imagines a more comprehensive theological hermeneutic in his
Mafatih, that expands on the principles of Ash‘arism, requires further study.™

2 Reason and Revelation in Pre-Razian Ash‘arism

In this section, I examine Ash‘ari views of the relationship between reason and
revelation, focusing on the works of Bagillani, Juwayni, Ghazali and others
writing prior to Razi. The discussion examines the Ash‘ari theory of evidence in
works of kalam and legal theory. I show that Ghazali adopts, broadly, the same
analysis as his predecessors, though there are differences. Razi’s synthesis of
earlier views leads to some important divergences.

We can begin by asking the following questions: How, precisely, do earlier
Ash‘aris define ‘agl and sam?** Is sam‘, for example, the very sources or texts of
scripture (specifically, the Quran and Sunna) or is it a concept or category distin-
guished from the texts themselves? If the latter, how is the concept defined, what
is its function, and what is its relation to the concept of ‘agl?

In addressing the relation of reason to revelation, the Ash‘aris use the terms
‘agl and sam‘ (and sometimes nagl for the latter). I will use the transliterated
terms or refer to the latter terms respectively as “reason” and “scriptural source”
in a general sense, before specifying more technical senses of the two. In pre-
Razian sources, we find that there are three distinct contexts in kalam and legal
theory in which ‘agl and sam* are defined or discussed as concepts or categories.
All three aspects of ‘agl and sam* are usually discussed in the introductory sec-
tions of works of kalam and usiil:

(1) The facultative definition of ‘aqgl: The early Ash‘aris discuss the ontological status of
‘aql as an entity or human faculty. Juwayni broadly follows Bagillani in holding that ‘agl is
nothing more than the very instances of knowledge, i.e., “knowledges” (al-‘uliim). Others
hold that ‘aql should be viewed as a power or independent faculty.”®* (Note: in this discus-
sion of ‘agl as a faculty, sam" is not discussed as a contrasting concept, whether as an object
or kind of knowledge).

132 The above modifies Jaffer’s analysis which suggests Mu‘tazilism as a chief influence on
Razi; see Jaffar 2015, 77-83.

133 Though nagl is used, sam‘ seems to be more prevalent in the earlier sources.

134 See, for example, Juwayni 1979, 1:111-113; 2009, 21-22. See Juwayni’s reference to other
views, including al-Muhasibi’s well-known definition of ‘agl as disposition or instinct.
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(2) The topic-based division ‘agl and sam‘: They use the terms ‘agl and sam"‘ as dividing

kinds of problems or fields of inquiry. For example, the unity of God is known by “means of”

‘aql, whereas the nature of the Afterlife is known by “means of” sam‘.***

(3) They discuss ‘aql and sam‘ as kinds or categories of evidence (dalil) and inference
(nazar).**

First, I have not found an instance or discussion where one’s position on (1), i.e.,
the facultative definition of ‘aql, is relevant to one’s position on the relation of
reason and revelation. As such, the following analysis will set aside discussions
of ‘agl as a faculty or ontological category.”>

In the following, I begin with the second sense of ‘agl and sam®, (2), which
concerns how problems are addressed vis-a-vis reason and revelation. I have
referred to this category above as the “topic-based” sense of ‘agl and sam". I then
turn to the third view of the two sources, which concerns ‘agl and sam* as kinds
of evidence. I discuss the notion of mu jiza in the context of (3).

In their exposition of theology, Ash‘ari authors divide beliefs in theology into
three categories. They state “the principle of belief (usul al-‘aqad’id) divide into”
or “what is not known immediately divides into”: (i) that which is known inde-
pendently through reason (yudrak bi-al-‘aql la ghayr), (ii) that which is known
independently through scripture (bi-al-sam‘ la ghayr), and (iii) that which is
known through either reason or scripture.’® As our authors explain, the first cat-
egory, reason, independently establishes such points of belief as the generation
of the world and the existence and unity of its Creator.”*® The second category,
scripture, independently establishes such things as legal rulings and knowledge
of past events. And the third category applies to questions that do not depend
solely on reason, e.g., the nature of the vision of God and the question of free will
and determinism. The topic- based division raises several questions.

In these passages, it is clear that we do not have definitions of reason or rev-
elation. Rather, as indicated in their phrasings, the division concerns objects of
knowledge (ma ‘liim; mudrak) and specifically how one comes to know or prove

135 This sense is often discussed in the early works in the transition from the rational problems
of kalam to the problems based on revelation. This section is labelled sam ‘iyyat.

136 These are the relevant discussions and I do not mean to suggest that these are the only
discussions of ‘agl and sam".

137 Juwaynli, for example, notes that he himself has much to say on the nature of ‘agl but it is not
relevant to the discussion of sources of knowledge and evidence; Juwayni 1979, 1:113.

138 Juwayni 2009, 280-282; 1979, 1:136; Baqillani 1998, 1:228; Ghazali 2012, 271; 2015, 1:32-33.
Bagillani introduces the division by stating that “all the rulings of religion are known only
through three paths (darb).” See, also, Abrahamov 1998, 60.

139 Juwayni 2009, 280-282; Bagillani 1998, 1:228-230; Ghazali 2012, 271-272.
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the various kinds of beliefs that are discussed in the religious sciences. More
precisely, the division clarifies the ordering of proving problems in the religious
sciences. Bagillani states, “It is necessary that knowledge of God and the proph-
ecy of his prophets is rationally known (ma‘liiman ‘aglan) prior to knowledge of
the validity of revelation (sihhat al-sam*).”**° The authors address various other
points that reveal additional reasons that motivate the division, including the
point that all knowledge in the religious sciences derives from one or both of ‘agl
and sam‘.**! Clarifying the ordering of how problems are discussed and proven in
Ash‘ari discourse is the primary concern. In setting out this topic-based division,
our authors will say such things as the following: the problem of proving, say,
the existence of God is a problem “that is known by reason without revelation”
(bi-al-‘aql diina al-sam)™* or “that which is known by the evidence (dalil) of
‘aql without shar- (i.e., revelation) are all things, if unproven [by ‘aql], the shar
remains unproven (lam yuthbat).”** These and other such phrasings strongly
suggest that category (i) excludes the Quran and, even more, they make the
validity of the Quran or scripture itself dependent on reason.*** As discussed in
section 1 above, this language leads critics, like Ibn Taymiyya, to mischaracter-
ize the Ash‘aris as affirming a superficial dichotomy between reason and revela-
tion. For clarification, we turn to nuances that our authors add to the topic-based
distinction.

In his discussion of (2), Bagillani, for example, addresses a traditionalist’s
objection, who holds that “I know God, the Exalted, and the prophecy of his
prophets by sam‘ (the report) of someone other than the word (gawl) of God or
His Prophet.”"** That is, the traditionalist objects to the Ash‘ari view by stating
that knowledge of God’s existence and the veracity of the Prophet need not be
known by reason but rather is known in virtue of a report from “someone,” i.e.,
such knowledge is obtained through a transmitted report and not from the direct
ate knowledge (dartiratan) of the veracity of any reporters (mukhbiriin) and that
such knowledge is only obtained directly from God and the Prophet, a point the

140 Bagillani 1998, 1:228; Juwayni 2009, 280-282.

141 Bagillani begins his section by stating, “Know, may God have mercy on you, that every
judgment [i.e. belief or legal ruling] in religion that is known does not exceed three kinds (...).”
Bagqillani 1998, 1:228.

142 Bagillani 1998, 1:228; Ghazali 2012, 271.

143 Juwayni 1979, 1:153-54; 2009, 280-282; Bagillani 1998, 1:228-30; Ghazali 2012, 271. Cf.
Ghazali 2015, 1:36-38; 1998, 1:62.

144 Ghazali 2012, 210.

145 Bagillani 1998, 228.
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corresponds to Ghazali’s distinction between revelation and scriptural texts.**
Bagqillani then states that it is also not possible for the traditionalist to claim that
the truth of the reporters is known in virtue of the rational evidence that the
report comprises regarding the existence of God and the prophecy of his Prophet.
Bagillani explains: “Because that entails that that [rational] proof is the proof by
means of which divine unity and prophecy is known and not the report of the
one who reports the two [points of belief]. Rather, his report of the two is like a
notice (tanbih) for the two [points of belief], and they are the proof (dalala) not his
statement (diina gawlihi).”**” Baqillani states that it is in virtue of the content of
what is reported that one comes to believe in those points of belief and it is not in
virtue of the reporter or report itself. This content is in reality the proof or dalala
“not his statement.” The reporter’s statement is merely a “notice” or pointer.
The point is nuanced but of critical significance. It corresponds to the Ash‘ari
distinctions regarding the content of scriptural texts, where some verses point the
reader to content that is true independently of one’s belief in the truth of scrip-
ture and other verses presume the truth of the source. Baqgillani’s point directly
addresses and dissolves the dichotomy that is read into the topic-based distinc-
tion; that is, it is possible to obtain beliefs in category (i) through scriptural texts
but it is not in virtue of those texts qua transmitted reports (sam‘) that one comes
to believe in the existence of God or the possibility of prophecy. It can be noted
that Abai al-Qasim al-Ansari makes a similar point. Ansari begins his kalam work
by stating, “The way to knowing God, the Exalted, is by inquiry into His signs
and proofs that point to Him, and they are His acts. That is because if a thing is
not known by sense perception or by immediate knowledge, the way to knowing
it is by signs and pointers that are evidence for it (dalla ‘alayhi). And God has
introduced those with intellects to his signs and proofs in various sources of the
Quran (...).”**® Ansari then cites over a dozen places in the Quran that establish
various proofs, from God’s existence to His unity. He then states, “These [verses]
and their like are indicators (ta‘rifat) from God, the Exalted, for those of intellect,
making known to them by means of these signs who He is.”**? Ansari’s view of
such verses as “indicators” parallels Baqgillani’s term.

A final point can be noted regarding the topic-based division. As pointed to in
the section 1, in his work on i‘jaz, Bagillani states, “It is not the case that if a thing
can be known by means of reason that it is impossible to know it by means of the

146 Ghazali 2015, 2:21.
147 Bagillani 1998, 1:230.
148 Ansari 2010, 1:219.
149 Ansari 2010, 1:220.
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Quran. Rather, it is possible to know it by means of both.”**° As noted, the point he
opposes seems to be precisely what he states in his own topic-based division of
category (i): “As for what is properly known only through reason and not through
revelation.”™* Just as he addresses the mistaken view of the traditionalist in his
topic-based discussion, Baqgillani, I propose, in the latter text is addressing mis-
readings of the Ash‘ari topic-based division, which imputes a false dichotomy of
reason and revelation.

The topic-based division of reason and revelation, on its own, remains rather
ambiguous.™ Moreover, it does not provide definitions of reason and revelation
but establishes a relationship between ‘agl and sam"‘ as sources of evidence, on
the one hand, and points of belief that are discussed and demonstrated in the reli-
gious sciences, on the other. I argue that the topic-based discussion is informed
by, and is posterior to, the definitions of reason and revelation developed in the
Ash‘ari analysis of evidence and inference, to which I now turn.

In addition to the topic-based usage, then, the terms ‘agl and sam"‘ are dis-
cussed in the context of kinds of evidence and inference. In this context, the
terms ‘agl and sam‘ qualify or define dalil.**® As discussed above, dalil is used in
a variety of senses, including the notion of the signification of a meaning, a sign,
and an argument or proof; the focal sense of dalil is an inference from a known
to an unknown. The discussion of evidence aims, first, to demarcate minimal
notions of inference in various kinds of human knowledge, whether linguistic,
rational, or conventional. Second, the Ash‘aris are interested in how this analysis
informs their definition of reason and revelation. It is important to note that, in
contrast to the topic-based discussion of reason and revelation, the definitions in
this context are meant to distinguish ‘aql from sam’, that is, these are definitions
that aim to identify distinct concepts.

In his discussion of evidence, Juwayni states: “As for the sam‘iyyat, they
[are evidence that] indicate (tadullu) in virtue of something establishing them as

150 Bagillani 1954, 23. From the topic-based discussion, it is clear that by “unity” (tawhid) Ba-
gillani means the relevant rational beliefs, including the existence of God.

151 Bagillani 1998, 1:228.

152 Many questions can and have been raised here regarding the topic-based division. For ex-
ample, what is the precise nature of category (3)? If an overlap is possible in (3), why are all the
categories not overlapping? Why is (1) not an overlapping category with (2), which is Ibn Taym-
iyya’s objection. Much of this will be resolved by the fact that this is not a definition of reason
and revelation but a division regarding the order of proving problems and principles in theology.
Aladdin M. Yaqub raises several questions as well in his comments; see Ghazali 2013, 209-210.
153 Bagillani divides evidence into (1) that which engenders true and certain knowledge and
not just probable belief (ghalabat al-zann) and (2) that which engenders belief that a thing is
probable or very likely. See Bagillani 1998, 1:221-222.
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evidence (bi-nasb nasib iyyaha adilla), and they are analogous (mumaththala) to
languages (Ilughat) and expressions that point to meanings, either by God endow-
ing [knowledge of that] or by convention made through [human] choice.”**
Bagqillani states, “sam‘ shar T [evidence (dalil)] indicates in virtue of speech after
the imposition [of meanings] and from the perspective of a meaning derived from
speech. Linguistic [evidence (dalil)] indicates in virtue of agreement and impo-
sition of the meanings of speech.”® Bagqillani’s point is especially significant
as it corresponds to the distinction noted in section 1 regarding language as a
system of signification and language as speech. I return to further aspects of this
shortly. Elsewhere, Juwayni states, “sam‘i [evidence] is that which relies on a
truthful report or a thing that must be followed (amr yajibu ittiba ‘uhu).”*° I turn
now to their view of language to better understand the analogy our authors draw
between sam‘ and language. A key distinction in the above concerns their view
that sam" is evidence “in virtue of something [else] establishing it as evidence,”
which will contrast with their definition of rational evidence.

The Ash‘aris take language to be established in virtue of the “imposition”
(wad") of linguistic terms or utterances (lafz) for meanings, which, at base, means
that linguistic terms do not signify meanings intrinsically but do so in virtue of
some external cause. To illustrate what they mean, we can take the markings on
this page, “t-r-e-e,” which do not intrinsically designate the object, tree, or any-
thing else for that matter. Rather, the markings are arbitrary and we could just as
well have assigned the markings, Ji-z-_, to point to the same meaning (and, in
Arabic, the markings do signify the object, tree). For English speakers, “t-r-e-e”
refers to a kind of plant not in virtue of the markings but in virtue of our agree-
ment on designating that specific marking type as a symbol or signifier (dalil)
for the intended meaning (madlil). Hence, as Juwayni states above, the relation-
ship between the signifier and signified object obtains in virtue of a “prior impo-
sition,” be it divine will or human choice. Significantly, according to the early
Ash‘aris, this kind of evidence includes language but is a broader category com-
prising other kinds of evidence, which our authors call evidence by convention

154 Juwayni 1979, 1:155. See also Juwayni 2009, 15; Ansari 2010, 1:241. Here, the Asha‘rites are
not concerned with whether language is divinely imposed or established by human convention.
As Juwayni’s statement suggests, their view is that language is conventional, be it divinely or
humanly instituted, and that there is no natural or necessary relation between terms and things,
as held by the Mu‘tazilis. See Shah 2011; Weiss 1974.

155 Bagqillani 2000, 15. Bagqillani states for sam7 shar‘t: “Dall min tariq al-nutq ba‘da al-
muwada‘a, wa-min jihat ma‘na mustakhraj min al-nutq.”

156 Juwayni 2009, 15; Juwayni 1979, 1:155; Ghazali 1998, 61.
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or imposition (dalil wad‘t; muwdda‘a; muwata’a, ittifag).” I will refer to this cat-
egory as “conventional evidence,” as the Ash‘aris will treat it as evidence that is
established after agreement. Distinguishing between ‘aqli and wad T evidence,
Bagillani states that conventional evidence can be expanded to include writings
(kitabat), signs (rumiiz), physical expressions (isharat), markers of quantities or
measurements, and so forth.®® What distinguishes such evidence from rational
evidence is that the former requires prior knowledge of certain facts or rules estab-
lished by convention or agreement of people. Bagillani states, “If it were not for
the imposition [of a people (ahlihi)] for what [signs] indicate, they would not indi-
cate [anything].”**® Bagillani underscores a critical point, namely, that linguistic
expressions would not indicate, or be evidence, at all were it not for the prior
act of imposition. In other words, linguistic signifiers are arbitrary. There is no
direct or natural relation between linguistic signs and their objects. The Ash‘ari
theory aims to distinguish between arbitrary and non-arbitrary knowledge, as
discussed. One neither immediately grasps nor deduces the object, tree, from
mere markings or sounds, which contrasts with what we will see is their defini-
tion of rational evidence as truth-bearing in itself. Juwayni defines conventional
evidence, under which he includes language as “that which does not indicate in
virtue of an attribute that it has in itself, rather, it indicates only in virtue of an
imposition.”*¢° There is no immediate cognitive error or violation if a non-English
speaker fails to grasp what “tree” refers to; moreover, in the case of linguistic and
conventional evidence, the signifier and signified thing can be changed (a point
that, again, will distinguish this category from ‘agli evidence).'** This, then, pro-
vides us with what makes language “analogous” to sam‘ in some minimal sense.
That is, language is similar to sam* insofar as both indicate things not intrinsi-
cally but in virtue of something else. At this point, the analogy of language with
sam‘ will fall apart, since sam"is not an arbitrary assignment of symbols. Rather,
it is one whose truth or authority is established in a prior manner (i.e., Juwayni’s
second definition above).

The authors define the evidentiary category of ‘agl in direct opposition to
sam? and wad 1 evidence. ‘Agli evidence is that which signifies “in virtue of

157 Bagillani 2000, 15; Juwayni 1979, 1:155; Ghazali 1998, 61.

158 Bagillani 1998, 1:205. He makes the same point in 1998, 15, following the point above. Ju-
wayni also distinguishes between ‘agli and wad 7 evidence in this way; see 1996, 120. Here, Ju-
wayni also treats language as only one kind of wad i evidence.

159 Bagillani 1998, 1:205.

160 Juwayni 1996, 1:120.

161 Bagillani 1998, 1:205; Juwayni 1996, 1:120.
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itself” and “does not depend on agreement or imposition for it to be evidence.”**?

Rather, ‘aqli evidence constitutes evidence irrespective of the aim or choice of
an agent in designating it as evidence.'®® The example they provide is that of our
knowledge of an action which points to an agent, or the relation of smoke to fire.
Bagillani states, “[‘aqli evidence] has a connection to its signified thing (madliil)
in the manner that an action signifies its agent (fa‘ilihi).”*** As discussed, the
phrase, “in itself,” is significant and needs careful parsing. With this qualifica-
tion, the Ash‘aris aim to register a critical distinction, namely, that it is the very
content of rational evidence that indicates its result or conclusion. Rational evi-
dence is not arbitrary or contingent on the conventions of an individual or group.
We come to associate an action with an agent, or fire with heat, in virtue of our
very experience of those items. This contrasts with our experience of sounds or
symbols, which yield no such doxastic state. In the Mankhiil, Ghazali states, “The
evidence of ‘aql connects to their objects in themselves (adillat al-‘aql tata‘allaqu
bi-madlulatiha li-a‘yaniha) (...) and sam‘iyyat do not indicate in themselves, for
they are expressions that are understood by convention (bi-al-istilah).”** In con-
trast to ‘aqli evidence, conventional evidence or signifiers are not truth-bearing
and do not signify in virtue of their cognitive content. We need not repeat the
above discussion of how the Ash‘aris distinguish their view of rational evidence
from the Mu‘tazilis and falasifa. It can simply be noted that “the requirement
of [rational] proofs is implication (al-ittirad) and what is not a condition is co-
implication (al-in‘ikas).”*°®

The Ash‘ari definitions of rational and scriptural evidence establishes the
foundational senses of reason and revelation in their analysis of theological and
legal problems. What is notable is that in these discussions reason and revela-
tion are treated as epistemological categories. In particular, what the categories
assess is a central element of knowledge in the context of Ash‘ari theology, that
is, what proves or justifies a belief. However, an important question in the context
of Razi’s P1 and P2 that remains concerns how certitude corresponds to reason
and revelation, to which I now turn.

162 Bagqillani 1998, 1:205; Ghazali 1998, 61.

163 Juwayni 1979, 1:155; Ghazali 1998, 61; Ansari 2010, 1:241; Bagillani 1998, 1, 205. Juwayni
states, “tadullu li-anfusiha wa-ma hiya ‘alayhi min sifatiha (...) idha waqa‘at hadhihi al-adilla
dallat li-a‘yaniha, min ghayr hajatin ila qasd qasid ila nasbiha adillatan.” (Juwayni 1979, 1:155).
164 Bagillani 2000, 15.

165 Ghazali 1998, 61. He adds: “They do not go beyond their conventional [usage] of them to
their contradictory.”

166 Juwayni 1981, 69.
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2.1 The Certainty of Naqgl versus the Certainty of ‘Aql

The Ash‘aris categorize certain or definitive knowledge (yagin; gat‘?) with respect
to each category of ‘agl and nagql. As noted, Razi thinks that we cannot divide
knowledge in this way; that is, ‘aqli certainty, on the one hand, and nagli cer-
tainty, on the other. Razi does not think nagli sources impart certitude at all (P1).
Moreover, according to him, there is no such thing as purely textual evidence
or proof (P2). In the following, I focus on how Ash‘aris prior to Razi address the
question of certitude and what the relation is between the certitudes of ‘agl and
the certitudes of nagql.

In the case of ‘aql, we have seen that certain knowledge includes immediately
known principles (daruriyyat) and knowledge gained through valid inferences.
With regard to scriptural evidence, the Quran, Sunna, and consensus (ijjma‘) are
viewed as imparting certainty.'®” Scriptural sources are not, however, treated as a
single epistemic category. That is, the certainty they furnish and their evidentiary
status varies with respect to the nature of specific texts.’*® How scriptural texts
constitute definitive knowledge or evidence turns on discerning the expressed
and intended meanings of specific texts, which is the primary function of legal
hermeneutics. The most definitive category of text that our early theorists specify
is nass, or the self-evident text, which they define as that which “independently
imparts meanings in a definitive manner” (al-istiglal bi-ifadat al-ma‘ani ‘ala
qat).*® Juwayni adds “such that avenues of ta’wil are terminated, and paths of
alternative [meanings] (ihtimalat) are cut off.”*’° Baqillani defines nass as “that
which is independent in itself in disclosing all that it encompasses [in expres-
sion], without any ambiguity in any of its meanings.”*"*

In addition to the epistemic status of texts, the classical Ash‘aris assess the
nature of meanings, i.e., how expressions are determined and how they signify
meanings. Their analysis addresses (1) determining the received vocabulary and
grammar of a language as well as (2) determining the intended meanings and
uses of speech (murad al-khitab)."”* Baqillani states, “Our saying, khitab (speech),

167 The nature of the evidentiary certainty of sam‘is expressed in various ways. See, for exam-
ple, Juwayni 1979, 1:146-147.

168 Regarding the degrees of certainty of scriptural texts, see Juwayni’s summary of views in
1979, 1:160-165.

169 Juwayni 1979, 1:415; see also 1:160—166; Ansari 2010, 1:242-243. See notes above for Ghazali’s
definitions of nass.

170 Juwayni 1979, 1:415

171 Bagillani 1998, 1:340.

172 Baqillani 1998, 1:204-205, 335-336; Juwayni 1979, 1:196-198; also 1:169-180. The distinction
between the two fields of analysis is not as sharp as found in the later tradition.
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requires that [there is] a listener (mukhatab) addressed by it (...) and that [speech]
is only possible with two [interlocuters], both of whom exist.”*”® The former (1)
is established prior to (2) the latter, which they treat as something like speech
acts. As such, they begin their analysis with the basic elements of the Arabic
language, focusing on the signification of terms and grammatical structure (e.g.,
noun, verb, and particle)."”* As noted, according to the Ash‘aris, the meanings
of terms are given in language in virtue of convention (wad‘ al-lugha), rather
than being predetermined by a natural or essential connection between a term
and its meaning.””> As such, the most basic layer of scriptural meaning is not
acquired by reason independently but established through the transmitted uses
of language.'® Since the Quran and Sunna are expressed in the “speech of the
Arabs,” scriptural interpretation relies on a received tradition of Arabic grammar
and lexicography in determining the given meanings and forms of scriptural texts.
This point will be significant for Razi, who interrogates the parallel between the
requirement of historically verifying hadith literature and determining the status
of meanings of terms and grammatical rules as transmitted in the Arabic linguis-
tic corpus. Returning to the above discussion, this basic layer of language, i.e.,
grammar and signification, is the starting-point of the richer analysis of meaning
that, according the early Ash‘aris, is required for legal and exegetical interpreta-
tion, including the nature of figurative speech and commands. That is, the texts
of the Quran and Sunna cannot be understood with reference to lexical mean-
ings and grammar alone, but require an understanding of the contextual uses of
language. That is, a hermeneutics of the Quran involves communicative aspects
of language: the ways in which a speaker can communicate meaning to an audi-
ence. The bulk of the hermeneutic apparatus of the legal theorist — including the
analysis of commands (amr), literal and figurative usages (haqgiqa/majaz), etc. —
addresses how the intended meanings of scriptural texts are to be determined
and interpreted.

But we have a certain ambiguity. The early Ash‘ari distinguish speech from
a basic layer of linguistic signification. Meanings in the latter sense are estab-
lished by convention (wad‘) and, when all definitions and terms are clarified,
the primary senses are known with certainty. Nass, however, does not concern

173 Bagqillani 1998, 1:335. Ghazali 2015, 2:22. See Juwayni 1979, 1:196. The latter states that the
linguists divide speech into such things as nouns, verbs, and particles, while the ustilis add such
things as commands, reports, and so forth “according to their aims.”

174 Juwayni 1979, 1:196.

175 Juwayni 1979, 1:171; Bagillani 1998, 1:319-329. On the linguists, and Mu‘tazili views, includ-
ing their embracing the doctrine of tawgif, see Shah 2011, 27-46.

176 Juwayni 1979, 1:169.
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meanings that are established by wad‘. Rather, nass certainly requires the latter
but then involves the additional conveyance of an intended meaning between
speaker and listener. Is there a way to know the certitudes conveyed in speech
in the same way that we know the certitudes of wad", e.g., signification of cor-
respondence (dalatat al-mutabaqa)? 1 turn to the answer provided by Ghazali,
who makes the epistemic connection between sam* and ‘aql clearer than earlier
Ash‘aris.

With respect to al-Mustasfa and other works of kalam and legal theory,
Ghazali departs little from the earlier theorists. Though we find a more system-
atized and comprehensive treatment of rational methods, particularly with the
inclusion of syllogistic logic, his discussion of the relation between ‘agli and sam ‘i
evidence follows the basic stance of earlier thinkers, by which I mean the follow-
ing points.”” First, as noted above, Ghazali distinguishes between ‘aqli evidence
and sam 1 evidence, invoking the tripartite topic-based division of inquiry noted
above. He states, “What is not immediately known is divided into: that which is
known through a proof of reason without (diina) revelation, that which is known
through revelation without reason, and that which is known through both.”*”®
He uses the term sam* in the varying senses noted above, including to refer to
a category of evidence and the problems based on such evidence. Regarding
‘aql, the sources of certain knowledge include the principles of demonstration
expounded within Ghazali’s adaptation of syllogistics.'”® These include first prin-
ciples (awwaliyyat), internal states, sense perception, experience-based knowl-
edge (tajribiyyat), and mass-transmitted knowledge. Of more importance to the
following is his approach to sam".

Ghazali’s approach to sam* follows the line of thinking of earlier authors
discussed above. With respect to the hermeneutic context of determining defini-
tive scriptural texts, Ghazali follows the linguistic analysis above, assigning nass
to the highest category of linguistic clarity. He defines nass with similar terms,
e.g., “independently imparts meaning in every respect” and “that which does
not admit alternate meanings (ihtimdl) in any respect.”*®° He also states, “Nass
is that which is not subject to ta’wil” in contrast to the zahir, which is subject

177 Ghazali 2015, 1:35-43. Ghazali provides a more expansive approach to the classification of
religious versus rational sciences but the analysis of the relation between ‘agl and sam‘ remains
the same.

178 Ghazali 2012, 210-211; see, also 2015, 1:37-38.

179 See his discussion of “certainty in itself” (yagin fi nafsihi) in 2015, 1:93. A closer reading of
Ghazali’s analysis of syllogistics is required to make any judgment on the nature his assimilation.
180 Ghazali 2015, 2:48-49; 2:19-21.
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to interpretation.'’® Importantly, Ghazali is careful to distinguish this precise
usage — which he labels the second “coined” sense — from other senses. For
example, nass is used to refer more loosely to a term whose meaning is apparent
and understood “without being definitive” (min ghayr gat).*** In this case, he
states that its meaning corresponds to that of the “apparent text” (zahir). Ghazali
urges the reader to adhere to the former definition to avoid confusion.'®® Ghazali
takes the point to be significant, as we will see. To be sure, this is not simply a
terminological quibble: the distinction is central to Ghazali’s view of the relation
of reason to revelation and his application of the “universal rule.”

First, it should be noted that Ghazali draws a revealing connection between
nass and ‘aql, which earlier theorists leave open. That is, nass, in his view is
the only category of terms or statements that is used in rational proofs (adilla
‘aqliyya), as it admits no degrees of clarity in the apprehension of meaning. He
states, “A remote possible meaning is the same as a proximate possible meaning
in rational inquiry, because a rational proof cannot be contravened in any way. It
is possible for a remote possible meaning to be intended (murad) by the term in
some way. Hence, only nass, in the second posited sense [bi-al-wad" al-thani, i.e.,
nass in the strict sense distinguished from zahir], can be relied upon in rational
inquiry (‘agliyyat).”*® This is a critical move for several reasons. First, one impli-
cation of there are speech-texts that impart certitude and do so in the manner
that Razi would reserve for linguistic signification of correspondence. To be sure,
Ghazali admits the hermeneutic term, nass, into the apparatus of logic. To Razi,
this is amounts to a category error. Razi will explicitly oppose this view of placing
the epistemic status of nass in parallel with ‘aqli knowledge. He states,

Nass [is] every word or speech that independently imparts the understanding of the intent
of the speaker from it [i.e., the word or speech] by itself. This is its definition. It is claimed
that [nass] is that which imparts a meaning in a definitive manner such that it is not open to
ta’wil. And the first [definition] is more suitable. Rather, it is the correct position. For there
is no expression that is posited for a meaning but that a figurative [understanding] of it is
possible, so that what is intended is other than what it was posited for.®®

One might think this is simply a terminological quibble in legal theory. However,
Razi is making a critical distinction between the hermeneutic analysis of lan-
guage, specifically when used in the context of a communicative act (which, inter

181 Ghazali 2015, 2:48.
182 Ghazali 2015, 2:48.
183 Ghazali 2015, 2:50.
184 Ghazali 2015, 2:50.
185 Razi 1992, 34.
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alia, addresses the speaker’s intention), versus the basic analysis of linguistic
meaning and signification. The latter kind of linguistic analysis is as he states rel-
evant to rational evidence and argument but the former is not. More significantly,
Razi, in contrast to Ghazali, makes explicit the distinction in the very definition
of nass in al-Mahsil:

Nass: it is every speech (kalam) whose imparting of its meaning is apparent and which does
not admit more than that [i.e., the apparent meaning]. By our stating [in the definition of
nass], “speech,” we [aim to] exclude two things. The first of which is that the evidence of
reason [adillat al-‘ugiil] and actions are not named nusiis.'®®

Razi distinguishes between the hermeneutic term, nass, which assesses “speech,”
from evidence and knowledge based on reason and actions.'® I turn now to Razi’s
analysis of P1 and P2.

3 Razi: Redefining ‘Agl and Nagql

Razi reiterates P1 in various places in his most influential works, including
al-Ma‘alim, al-Mahstl, Muhassal, al-Arba‘in, Mafatih al-ghayb, and al-Matalib
al-‘aliya. In these texts, he affirms the principle that “textual evidence does not
engender certain [knowledge] in virtue of it depending on ten premises.”*® In his
Mafatih, he states unequivocally, “There is no doubt that belief in these assump-
tions involves pure probability, and that which is dependent on probable knowl-
edge is a fortiori probable.”*®® The phrasing of P1 varies only slightly from text to
text. Following his definition of ‘agli versus nagli evidence where he articulates
P2 in the Ma‘alim, Razi discusses the relation of nagqli evidence to certainty:

P1: Textual evidence (dal@il naqliyya)**® does not impart certain [knowledge], because it is
based on the transmission of language, the transmission of grammar and rules of inflection

186 Razi 1999, 1:381-382.

187 Notably, Raziadds “actions,” which is relevant to legal theory. That is, actions of the Proph-
et are distinguished from his speech in various respects. See 1999, 1:413-431.

188 Razi 1986, 2:251; 1999, 1:151-152; n.d., 50-51; 1990, 1, 28; 1987, 9:113-118.

189 Razi 1990, 1:28.

190 It should be noted that, in the above passages, Razi uses various terms to refer to this cate-
gory of proof, including adilla or dala@’il lafziyya, nagliyya, dalalat al-alfaz, and dal@’il sam‘iyya.
It is clear that he means the same category of proof, and I return shortly to how the various fields
overlap, given that they were distinct in the approach of earlier thinkers. Though there are some
details I will have to gloss over, including Qarafi’s interpretation that Razi views even wad T sig-
nification as open to interpretation and uncertainty. See Qarafi 1997, 2:527.
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and conjugation; it depends on the absence of synonymy, the absence of figurative usage,
the absence of ellipsis (idmar), the absence of new usages [of expressions], the absence
of advancement or postponement [of a command], the absence of specification (takhsis),
the absence of abrogation, and the absence of contradicting rational evidence (‘adam
al-mu‘arid al-“aqli). The absence of these things is probable and not based on certain knowl-
edge and that which depends on probable knowledge is probable. If that is established, it
becomes apparent that textual evidence is probable and that rational evidence is certain
and that which is the probable does not contradict the certain.’*

This text has been commented upon by dozens of thinkers, including Najm al-Din
al-Katibi (d. 1267) and Ibn Kammiina (d. 13" century). Indeed, a legion of jurists
and theologians will comment on this passage in a variety of works, including
commentaries on the above sources of Razi as well as in new works of kalam
and ustil. Some critical points regarding the text can be registered here. First, the
above is not the universal rule of Ghazali. Indeed, the question that the universal
rule centers on, i.e., the status of a “rational counter-evidence” and the role of
ta’wil, is only one of the ten assumptions that Razi lists.

In his influential work of legal theory, entitled al-Mahsiil fi ‘Ilm al-Usil, Razi
devotes the first of thirteen books to the central features of language (lugha). As
he states in his introduction, the work begins with language, “because relying
on [authoritative] texts (manstisat) is only possible by means of language, so it
is necessary that the chapter on language precede all [other chapters].”*** The
implication is that the analysis of scriptural texts, and its interpretation, is
dependent on a prior analysis of language. He begins with a general analysis
of language, signification and meaning. This, as discussed above, is the divi-
sion broadly between language as a system of signification and speech. In the
first of nine chapters of the book on language, Razi discusses “general rules”
(ahkam kulliyya) concerning language, which includes the essence of language
(mahiyyatal-kalam),signification,andwhethertermssignifythingsbyconventionor
by nature. In the fifth inquiry of the first chapter, Razi discusses how we come to
have knowledge of the meanings of terms and the grammatical rules specifically
of the Arabic language. That is, he states that since both the Quran and reports
(i.e., hadith), on which knowledge of the shari‘a is dependent, are couched in
the language of the Arabs, including their grammar and morphology, knowledge
of both sources is dependent on knowledge of the Arabic language. But from
where do we acquire knowledge of the language of the Arabs? Here, he consid-
ers three possible sources: reason (‘aql), “transmitted” sources or texts (nagl), or

191 Razi 2007, 22.
192 Razi 1999, 1:167.
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evidence composed of the two.'”* Razi immediately dismisses reason as a source
of knowledge, because language is a matter of convention and reason cannot
independently apprehend matters determined by convention, a central Ash‘ari
tenet as discussed above. This leaves the latter two sources: transmitted text and
some combination of text and reason. The rest of the chapter provides a sustained
discussion of problems (ishkalat) raised regarding the status of our knowledge of
the transmitted Arabic lexicon and the rules of grammar. Here, Razi underscores
the parallel between verifying transmitted hadith reports and our knowledge of
the meanings and uses of the Arabic language. He states,

What wonder it is that the legal theorists (usuliyyiin) have shown that an individually-
transmitted report (khabar al-wahid) constitutes evidence (hujja) in the law (shar‘) and have
not established that with respect to language (lugha) and the latter is more [significant],
because establishing language is [like] a principle for adhering to individually-transmitted
reports. And if it is granted that they have established a proof for that [i.e., evidential status
of language)], it would be required of them to investigate the conditions of the narrators of
the linguistic corpus and grammar, and to verify the evidence for their reliability and unreli-
ability (jarh and ta‘dil), as they did with respect to the narrators of [hadith] reports. But they
have neglected that entirely despite the acute need for it. For language and grammar play
the role of a principle in the derivation of scriptural evidence (li-al-istidlal bi-al-nusiis).***

Razi raises an important distinction that was only implicitly acknowledged by
earlier theorists: the verification of the transmitted texts of the Quran and Sunna
does not ensure the certainty of the meaning of those texts, which depend on
an established and stable corpus of vocabulary and grammar. Shihab al-Din al-
Qarafi (d. 1285), in his commentary on the Mahsiil, accepts Razi’s point but states
in response that there is nothing to wonder about in that (laysa fi dhalika ‘ajab)
and provides a reason as to why the jurists might have been unconcerned with
the transmission of language: he states that while there was a systematic attempt
of lying against the Prophet no such worry existed with regard to language.**®
Qaraf1’s response does not quite get at Razi’s point, which centers on the funda-
mental epistemic status of the certitude of texts. Qarafi simply suggests that it is
unlikely that the transmission of meanings subject to weaknesses or inaccura-
cies. In the passage, and throughout the inquiry, Razi presses the point regard-
ing the foundational status of language, which, as he states, is a principle — or
serves “like” a principle — for interpreting scriptural sources. The point suggests
that each of the ten points in P1 serve as principles that are epistemically prior

193 His example of a composite of nagl and ‘aql is knowledge of the grammatical rule that the
plural form indicates generality, which is derived from two transmitted sources of knowledge.
194 Razi 1999, 1:212.

195 Qarafi 1997, 2:527.
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to the analysis of the texts of the Quran and Sunna as it is generally assumed
or understood. This is evidently very different from how our earlier theologians
view the epistemic status of sam‘and ‘dgl and the hermeneutic status of nass.**®
Significantly, Razi will invoke the results of this chapter in his general account
of P1, incorporating them under the label, “the transmission of languages” (naql
al-lughat) as one of ten principles that need addressing in scripture-based argu-
ments. I turn to the latter discussion now.

Razi invokes P1in the ninth section of the book on language, entitled, “On how
to draw evidence from the speech (khitab) of God and the speech of the Prophet in
[determining] rulings.”* The only difference of note from the list in the Mahsil
from that above is that he views “counter-evidence” as general and inclusive of
rational or textual evidence. Regarding the transmission of language, he states,

As for clarifying that the transmission of language [leads to] probably knowledge, it is
because the basis of it relies on the masters of language, and those of intellect (‘ugala’)
are in unanimous agreement that they are not such that their infallibility [in transmitting
language] is known definitively, so their transmission of language only imparts probable
knowledge. And the complete discussion of this matter has preceded.’®

That is, Razi makes clear that this point regarding nagl, which falls under P1,
includes his broader criticisms of the transmission of the Arabic linguistic corpus.
Razi registers further doubts regarding that status of deriving grammar from
ancient poetry, which I will set aside. Razi then moves on to discuss each of the
nine other principles individually. At the conclusion of the section, Razi sums up
his own view:

Hence, adhering to nagli evidence produces only probable knowledge (zann) (...). But know
that the fair position (insaf) is that there is no way to acquire certainty from linguistic evi-
dence unless one attaches to it accompanying evidence (gar@’in) that imparts certainty,
whether that accompanying evidence is due to direct experience (mushahada) or transmit-
ted by mass-transmission (tawatur).*’

196 See, for example, Juwayni 1979, 1:169-172. Razi’s own response to the problem suggests that
the point in and of itself is not so significant in terms of how the received linguistic corpus will
be used. In brief, his response is that the bulk of the vocabulary and grammar of the Arabic
language is the same as it was in the time of the Prophet in virtue of self-evident knowledge and
those aspects of Arabic that are uncertain do not affect much. However, he includes this princi-
ple as one of the ten principles of P1, which leads him to assert that texts fail to impart certainty
on their own.

197 Razi 1999, 1:385.

198 Razi 1999, 1:391.

199 Razi 1999, 1:408.



Reason and Revelation in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and the Ash‘ari Tradition =— 181

In the Arba‘in, which is perhaps the next most extensive discussion of P1, Razi
states the point thus:

This point left without qualification is not correct [i.e., that naqli evidence does not impart
certainty at all], because it may be that naqli evidence combines with things that are known
to obtain by mutawatir reports. And those things negate these possibilities. And on this sup-
position, sam T evidence combined with accompanying evidence established by mutawatir
reports imparts certainty.**®

In the Arba‘in, Razi lists P1 and P2 as the 38" of 40 problems of kalam. That Razi
affirms the principles in such works as the Arba‘in, an intermediate work on
creedal theology, and in the Mahsiil strongly suggests that Razi is arguing for the
view to be incorporated into the Ash‘ari exposition of reason and revelation. It
should be noted that Razi’s radical claims, which Ibn Taymiyya regards as “found-
ing the principles of disbelief (ilhad),” turns out to be rather limited with respect to
challenging the received status of scriptural sources and meanings.?°* Moreover,
it does not have the rationalizing agenda of certain Mu‘tazili approaches. Rather,
what is radical about P1 and P2 is the clarification and articulation of how Sunni
thought ought to be understood at an epistemological and methodological level.
His point is that it is not texts as God’s words that ensure knowledge and are the
fundamental sources of certitude.?°> Moreover, Razi opposes the nomocentric
trend in the tradition and argues to reestablish the centrality of theology, expand-
ing the latter’s scope from the perspective of Sunni thought. Razi’s claim that it
is by “accompanying evidence” that texts become certain is significant and has
important epistemic implications, particularly regarding the textualism of the
Hanbalis and jurists. I turn now to P2.

Prior to his discussion of P1, Razi often discusses the kinds of evidence or
proofs that are possible. Here, Razi establishes two foundational points: (1) that
evidence in this context is an inference or argument; (2) there is no such thing
as a purely scriptural argument. In the section above of Arba‘in, which as noted
is devoted to P1 (entitled, “On whether adhering to linguistic evidence imparts
certainty or not”), he states,

Prior to delving into this inquiry, it is necessary to know that a proof is either [1] rational
(‘agliyyan) with respect to all its premises, [2] it is textual (nagliyyan) with respect to all its
premises, or [3] it is composed of both categories (...) As for [2] the second division, which is
the proof that is textual with respect to all its premises, this is impossible. Because drawing
evidence (istidlal) from the Quran and Sunna is dependent on knowledge of the truthful-

200 Razi 1986, 2:254.
201 Ibn Taymiyya 1991, 5:336.
202 See Hallaq 1990.
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ness of the Prophet and this knowledge is not derived from textual knowledge because that
would be circular. Rather, it is derived from rational proofs, and there is no doubt that this
premise is one of the parts [of the proof] that is considered in the validity of a textual proof.
Hence, it is established that a proof that is nagli in all premises is impossible and invalid.?®

As discussed above, the early Ash‘aris methodologically distinguish between the
use of sam‘ as evidence prior to the necessary rational and miracle-arguments
required to establish the use of sam* as evidence. What they mean is that a valid
samTargument relies on prior established principles or arguments. That is, to simply
read or quote the verse, “Muhammad is the Messenger of God,” is not an argument.
And if one intends to use it as evidence one assumes, according to the Ash‘aris,
that the text in which the statement is embedded has been established as truthful
speech. However, the early theologians are not entirely clear on what the connec-
tion is between a valid argument and the sam ‘7 argument in form and content. Razi,
here, clarifies the precise connection: a nagli argument always assumes at least one
additional premise. As such, it is in the form of a two-premise argument. Razi in fact
puts the point more effectively in the more advanced Ma‘alim,

[It is impossible for all the premises to be naqliyya] because one of the premises of the proof
is that nagl is a proof (hujja) and it is not possible to prove nagl with reference to naql (...)
The rule then is that every premise that must first be proven for a nagl to be proven cannot
be proven by nagl and everything that is a report of something that is possible to obtain or
not obtain can only be known by sense perception or by a report.2**

Razi’s approach is part of his larger analysis of the nature of ‘aqli proofs and argu-
ments in his works of philosophy. Here, for the theologian, Razi considers what
an argument or proof is in its most basic sense. He argues, in his more extensive
discussions, that an argument must be composed of at least two premises.”*® By
drawing on this distinction, Razi is able to more precisely distinguish the Ash‘ari
view of the relation between ‘agl and nagql, as an evidentiary and epistemic cate-
gory. Though Razi’s reinterpretation seems — at first blush - radically different from
the classical Ash‘ari view, it is largely consistent with the deeper analysis of ‘agl and
nagql that the early theologians of the school asserted. His reinterpretation will have
far-reaching consequences for the philosophical and hermeneutic connections that
are drawn between exegesis and the rational sciences in the postclassical period.

203 Razi 1986, 2:254.
204 Razi 2007, 72.
205 Razi 2002, 331-332.



