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From the Editors

Welcome to Islamic Intellectual Traditions, a new Diamond Open Access jour-
nal published by Brill and supported by the Tokat Institute for Advanced Is-
lamic Studies. The journal aims to make available a platform wherein the di-
verse articulations of the Islamic intellectual tradition, spanning continents,
languages, and time periods, can be explored with scholarly precision and
epistemic elasticity.

We welcome contributions in the form of analytical studies, critical edi-
tions, translations of texts, and book reviews that cover fields such as philos-
ophy, theology, mysticism, scriptural exegesis, legal theory, literature, anthro-
pology, and sociology. It is still common in Islamic studies scholarship to view
these disciplines as sufficient unto themselves and consequently ensconced
in their own thought worlds. While specialized attention of this kind has pro-
duced invaluable insights, it has also obscured an otherwise pellucid reality: all
intellectual enterprises in the Islamic tradition, regardless of their particular
approaches to reason, language, meaning, and truth, interlock with one anoth-
er in profoundly subtle and subtly profound ways.

It is therefore our hope that Islamic Intellectual Traditions will prove to be a
scholarly forum where readers can appreciate not only the distinctive features
of the many disciplines within Islamic studies, but also the multilingual con-
texts wherein they interpenetrate and refashion one another, often pushing
each other into uncharted conceptual spaces.
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Abstract

With special attention to the medieval Jewish thinker Bahya ibn Paquda’s (fl. 5/u®
century) meditations on the nature of sin, repentance, and atonement, as they appear
in his Duties of the Heart (Far@’id al-qulitb)—a text that left an indelible mark on Jewish
tradition—the article identifies some of his principal Islamic sources. A close compar-
ative analysis with early Muslim ascetico-mystical and Sufi literature reveals an almost
certain reliance on Establishing Repentance (Ihkam al-tawba, still in manuscript form)
by al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857) and Nourishment of the Heart (Qut al-qulub) by
Abu Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996), as well as a plausible reliance on the Treatise (Risala)
by Abu 1-Qasim al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072). In the process, the article demonstrates how
his extensive use of early Muslim writing led to the percolation of hadiths and the
nomenclature of the Quran into the Far@’id. The reason Bahya was able to make use
of Islamic literature in his treatment of repentance and atonement with relative ease
was due to the theological, conceptual, and doctrinal affinities shared by medieval ar-
ticulations of Judaism and Islam, particularly around questions related to the moral
and religious frailties of the human being (unconditioned by original sin), as well the

1 We would like to express our gratitude to Nariman Aavani, Sarah Aziz, Reuven Firestone,
Ehud Krinis, Diana Lobel, the anonymous peer-reviewers, and the editors of the journal for
their help, in various capacities, at different stages of the research and writing of this essay.
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4 KHALIL AND NAEEM

mechanisms offered by the two traditions for eliciting divine forgiveness in the wake
of sin and wrongdoing.

Keywords

Bahya ibn Paquda — Jewish-Muslim — Judeo-Islamic ethics — Muhasibi — repentance
— atonement

1 Introduction

Little is known about the life of Rabbi Bahya ibn Paquda, author of the Duties
of the Heart (Fara’id al-qulub), one the most influential works of spirituality
produced in Jewish history. Of the few details available to us, we gather that
he was a dayan or judge of the rabbinical court in Andalusia in the eleventh
century during its golden age. His near contemporaries included such lumi-
naries of medieval Jewish culture as Solomon ibn Gabirol (d. ca. 450/1058) and
Judah Halevi (d. 535/1141). We also know that Bahya lived in the prosperous
northern city of Saragossa, an artistic and intellectual hub of Islamic Spain.
Following the collapse of the caliphate of Cordoba in 1013 and its eventual
dissolution, several Jewish families moved north to regions that were still un-
der Muslim rule. Toledo and Saragossa were among them, and it is possible
Bahya'’s family may have migrated to the latter, a kingdom-city or “t@’fa-king-
dom” about three hundred kilometers west of Barcelona.? While the precise
details about his birth and travels (if any) remain a matter of speculation
for the modern historian,® we may locate the period of his scholarly activity

2 Sara Sviri, “Spiritual Trends in Pre-Kabbalistic Judeo-Spanish Literature: The Cases of Bahya
Ibn Paquda and Judah Halevi,” Donaire 6 (1996): 79—-80.

3 For cursory details about his life and thought, see the preface and introduction to Diana
Lobel’s superb study, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue: Philosophy and Mysticism in Bahya Ibn Paquda’s
Duties of the Heart (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), and more recently,
Lobel, “Bahya Ibn Paquda,” in Jewish Virtue-Ethics, ed. Geoffrey D. Claussen, Alexander Green,
and Alan L. Mittleman (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2023), 65-79. See also
Sviri, “Spiritual Trends;” and Elisha Russ-Fishbane, Judaism, Sufism, and the Pietists of Medi-
eval Egypt: A Study of Abraham Maimonides and His Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2015), 90—92. Georges Vajda’s short monograph, La théologie ascétique de Bahya Ibn Paquda
(Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1947), though dated, is still useful. The most recent addition to
the burgeoning field of Bahya scholarship is Omer Michaelis, Interiority and Law: Bahya ibn
Paquda and the Concept of the Inner Commandments (Stanford: Stanford University Press:

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



SIN, REPENTANCE, AND ATONEMENT IN THE JUDEO-ISLAMIC NEXUS 5

to the years between 1050 and 1090.* No other work of Bahya® has come down
to us.b

Originally authored in Judeo-Arabic, the Kitab al-Hidaya ila far@’id al-qulab
or Book of Direction to the Duties of the Heart, seamlessly weaves together
strands of theology, philosophy, scriptural exegesis, law, psychology and virtue
ethics into a singular work with the principal aim of guiding the human soul
into the proximity of God. Translated in 1161 by the physician-scholar Judah
ibn Tibbon (d. 585/1190) as Hovot ha-Levavat, it was among the first of many
Judeo-Arabic writings rendered into Hebrew for a generation no longer as pro-
ficient in Arabic as its predecessors as well as those living outside of Islam-
ic lands.” Diana Lobel’s remark that “few Hebrew books have gone through
as many printings” testifies to its widespread popularity.® The book would go
on to have a significant impact on Spanish and Palestinian Kabbalists, vari-
ous circles of Jewish pietists in Egypt and the broader Middle-East, as well as
Central European Hasidism, not to mention Jewish Peripatetics such as Moses
Maimonides (d. 601/1204) who drew on its negative theology in their own dis-
quisitions on the nature of the Godhead.® Translated into many of the vernac-

2024). We may also note Ehud Krinis’s forthcoming study of Bahya and the Muslim zuhd
tradition.

4 Diana Lobel, “Bahya Ibn Paquda,” 66. On some of the debates surrounding the dating of his
life and work, see Michaelis, Interiority and Law, 139n1. See also the still useful essay by Paul
Kokowzoff, “The Date of Life of Bahya ibn Paqoda,” in Livre d’hommage a la mémoire du Dr
Samuel Poznariski (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1927), 13—21 (“We are thus carried to the end or
perhaps even to the middle of the x1th century respecting Bahya'’s life,” 20).

5 Lobel notes that the name Bahya was known in Saragossa, though there is some disagree-
ment whether the correct pronunciation was “Bahya” or “Bahaye,” Sufi-Jewish, 1. The full Ara-
bic transliteration of the name is Bahya b. Yasuf b. Baquda.

6 Some have ascribed the short treatise Kitab ma‘ant al-nafs (“On the Meanings of the Soul”)
to him. Leon D. Stitskin, “Naturalism and Personalism: Bahya ibn Pakuda’s Response to the
Mechanistic Naturalists,” Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 12.2 (1971): 104—110.
Most scholarship, however, rejects the attribution. Michaelis describes the Far@’id as his “ma-
jor, and to the best of our knowledge, only book.” Interiority and Law, 1.

7 Menahem Mansoor, “Arabic Sources on Ibn Pakuda’s Duties of the Heart, Proceedings of the
World Congress of Jewish Studies, 3 (1973): 8190, at 81; Sviri, “Spiritual Trends,” 79. On some of
the uncertainties surrounding the Hebrew title, see Michaelis, Interiority of Law,139-140, 1. 3.

8 Lobel, Sufi-Jewish Dialogue, xi. See also Sviri, “Spiritual Trends,” 79-80.

9 Lobel, Sufi-Jewish Dialogue, xiii. Cf. Paul Fenton, “Judaeo-Arabic Mystical Writings in the X111-
x1v Centuries,” in Judaeo-Arabic Studies: Proceedings of the Founding Conference of the Society
for Judaeo-Arabic Studies, ed. Norman Golb (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers),
87-103, at 89; Fenton, “Judaism and Sufism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish
Philosophy, ed. Daniel Frank and Oliver Leaman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 201—217; Fenton, “Judaism and Sufism,” in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Oliver Lea-
man and Seyyed Hossein Nasr (New York: Routledge, 1996), 1:755-768, at 1:757.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



6 KHALIL AND NAEEM

ular languages of the world’s Jewish communities, from Spanish, Portuguese
and Yiddish to German, French and English, its continuing popularity almost
a millennium after it first appeared, gleaned through a simple internet search,
highlights the timelessness of the text.1

One of the reasons for the widespread appeal of the Fara’id—felt almost im-
mediately after its original composition—was because it filled in the author’s
own day a “didactic vacuum in Jewish, inner devotional life,” particularly with
respect to areas neglected within the rabbinic tradition.! In this regard Bahya
felt he was being innovative in so far as he was introducing a previously ignored
“science of hearts” (‘ilm al-quliib) into the spiritual life of his community.!2 By
drawing attention to “duties of the heart” which should accompany and com-
plement the “duties of the limbs,” he sought to infuse Jewish religiosity with an
essential life-giving sap that would make the formal, external devotions more
acceptable to God. Indeed, the novelty of such an approach, one which went
beyond simply the common place division of “intentions” and “acts,” lay in the
fact that the very title of the work had no precedent in Jewish writing.!® The
unique vocabulary and accompanying ideas of the Fara’id did, however, have
their precursors in the Islamic tradition, particularly in early ascetico-mystic
and Sufi literature with which Bahya was deeply familiar. The contrast between
the fara’id al-jawarih (duties of the limbs) and fara’id al-qulib (duties of the
heart), for example, which permeates the text was drawn, without question,
from the books of one of the earliest moral psychologists of Islam, al-Harith
al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857), who makes use of this distinction in his extensive
corpus. Indeed, it is present in the very title of one of his works, the Questions
Concerning Actions by way of the Limbs and the Heart (Mas@’il fi a‘'mal al-jawarih
wa-l-qulub).** In his Book of Counsels, he also speaks of “the recognition of con-

10 Mansoor, “Arabic Sources,” 81; Michaelis, Interiority, 1.

11 Sviri, “Spiritual Trends,” 8o.

12 Paul Fenton, “Introduction,” The Treatise of the Pool: al-Maqgala al-Hawdiyya by ‘Obaydah
Maimonides, trans. P. Fenton (London: Octagon Press, 1981), 3.

13 See Sviri, “Spiritual Trends,” 80, as well as the work of Amos Goldreich (see note below).
The thesis of the recent study by Omer Michaelis is that Bahya’s work was far more revo-
lutionary than previously acknowledged. Interiority and Law, 2.

14  Mubhasibi, al-Mas@’il fi amal al-qulub wa al-jawarih, ed. Khalil Imran (Beirut: Dar al-Ku-
tub al-Tlmiyya, 2000). See Lobel’s discussion of the influence of Muhasibi, where she
summarizes the conclusions of Amos Goldreich on this question, Sufi-Jewish, xi. In an
earlier work she writes that Goldreich “has argued cogently for this possible influence.”
Between Mysticism and Philosophy: Sufi Language and Religious Experiences in Judah Ha
Levi’s Kuzari (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2000), 182-183. Goldreich
presents his findings in “Possible Arabic Sources for the Distinction between ‘Duties of
the Heart’ and ‘Duties of the Limbs’” Teudah 6 (1988):179—208 (Hebrew). See also Michae-

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



SIN, REPENTANCE, AND ATONEMENT IN THE JUDEO-ISLAMIC NEXUS 7

firmed duties for the heart and the limbs (ma‘rifat al-fara’id al-muakkada ‘ala
[-qulub wa-l-jawarih)."*® The distinction is also present in the Nourishment of
the Heart of Abu Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996), a work from which (as we shall
see below) Bahya almost certainly culled some of his source materials.

There is no real debate among Bahya scholars regarding the extent and
scope of the Far@id’s debt to Sufi and early Muslim literature. The question
centers rather around who precisely Bahya was drawing from. The difficulties
in pin-pointing his Islamic sources are understandable when it comes to the
Hebrew edition of the text, particularly in light of Paul Fenton’s remark that
the “Islamic character of the book was greatly obliterated when it was later
translated and mostly read in the Hebrew version.”'® The lexicon of the Islam-
ic religious sciences which Bahya freely employed in the original, including
his occasional use of Quranic phrases (generally overlooked in Bahya schol-
arship!”), were all more or less lost in translation. The fate of the Hebrew ver-
sion of the Far@’id, however, was not as extreme as the Hebrew translation of
Averroes’s Decisive Treatise (Fasl al-magqal), since the Islamic references of the
latter were either replaced with biblical equivalents or simply removed.!® With
that said, the original Arabic of the Fara’id presents its own unique set of chal-
lenges when it comes to retracing sources. This is because Bahya intentionally
avoided citing Muslim personalities by name, even though he frequently cited
their words, guided no doubt by an entirely reasonable desire to thwart any
criticisms that might be leveled against him by his co-religionists for his use
of extra-Judaic Islamic material. In the words of the late biblical scholar Men-
ahem Mansoor,

lis, Interiority, 3038, 48—52, and other relevant sections of the text, where he examines
the Muhasibian substratum of the Duties.

15  Mubhasibi, al-Wasaya, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata’ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 2003), 75.

16 Paul Fenton, “introduction,” The Treatise of the Pool, 3.

17 Lobel appears to be more sensitive to this issue than other scholars. See, for example,
her analysis of a Sufi tale which influenced Bahya'’s thinking, and the Quranic origin of
an expression in the tale where God is described “on the lookout” (huwa bi-l mirsad),
which she correctly identifies. Sufi-Jewish, 41-44. Nevertheless, there are certain idiomatic
expressions in Bahya which are thoroughly Quranic which have yet to be brought out in
Bahya scholarship. These most likely trickled into his text through an internalization of
the language of the Islamic sources with which he was so well-acquainted. More on this
below.

18 As Norman Golb points out, “Qur'an” is replaced with “Torah” or “sefer,” and the few ref-
erences to the Prophet of Islam from the original are omitted. “The Hebrew Translation
of Averroes’ Fasl al-Magqal," Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 25
(1956): 91-113, at 94-95.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



8 KHALIL AND NAEEM

Bahya specifically identifies his sources only when they are Jewish or
when they stem from Greek philosophy. Yet he quotes Islamic sources
anonymously. It will not do simply to accuse Bahya of plagiarism, for in
his time there was no moral objection to borrowing ideas. The only fea-
sible explanation seems to be that sometimes Bahya refuses to reveal his
sources in order to make his work seem more Jewish than it really is. In
this way, he was able to avoid offending those Jews to whom the use of
non-Jewish sources was anathema.!®

While the question of what precisely renders one text more “Jewish” than an-
other (or for that matter, more “Islamic”)?° remains open to debate, and aside
from the fact that Mansoor’s observation seems to ignore the deep theological,
legal, and mystical affinities between Judaism and Islam which allowed Bahya
to so easily make use of Islamic material in a work intended for a Jewish audi-
ence without betraying his own tradition—affinities which served as the struc-
tural basis for the creation of a medieval Judeo-Islamic tradition?'—his insight
into the underlying motivations behind Bahya’s selective strategy of revealing
some sources and concealing others is accurate. But despite his desire to hide
some of his sources, the Sufi tenor of large portions of the work is, as already
noted, undeniable. Even though “Bahya never openly admits to his free and
expansive borrowing from Sufi lore,” writes Sara Sviri, “for any student of early
Sufi literature Bahya's use of Sufi material is totally transparent, whether in his
use of themes and anecdotes, terminology and imagery, or in the very structure
of the book.”22 Bahya himself sought to pre-empt any criticism that might have
been levelled against him for his use of Islamic material through his citation
of the Talmudic proverb, “whoso pronounces a word of wisdom is to called a
wise man.” There would have been no inconsistency, in Bahya’s own mind, in

19 Mansoor, “Arabic Sources,” 82.

20  See Shahab Ahmed’s What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton: Princ-
eton University Press, 2015), in which he interrogates the very idea of what it means for
something to be “Islamic.” Many of his insights could no doubt also apply to other reli-
gious traditions. For a critical appraisal of this work, see Arjun Nair, “On Wine-Drinking in
Sufi-Philosophical Islam: A Response to Shahab Ahmed,” Journal of Sufi Studies 13.1 (2023):
49-76.

21 On the Judeo-Islamic tradition, see the still very useful treatment in Bernard Lewis, The
Jews of Islam (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), 67-106. See also Atif Khalil,
“Jewish-Muslim Dialogue, Globalization, and the Judeo-Islamic Legacy,” Journal of Re-
ligion and Society 17 (2015): 1-21. https://cdr.creighton.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/
d6a220bg-dgbo-455e-aa63-addogzbbccod/content (last accessed August 25, 2025).

22 Sviri, “Spiritual Trends,” 8o.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



SIN, REPENTANCE, AND ATONEMENT IN THE JUDEO-ISLAMIC NEXUS 9

his reliance on the wisdom of Muslims, going back, as we shall see below, even
to the figure of the Prophet Muhammad.2?3

As far as this structure of the book is concerned, the Duties is divided into
ten chapters or “gates” (abwab) representing ascending stages of the seeker’s
journey to God. In a general sense, they correspond to the well-known states
(ahwal) and stations (magamat) common to Sufi texts, each of which corre-
sponds to a virtue or quality which the soul must internalize to enter the divine
presence.?* There would be no real use in trying to find a strict correspondence
between Bahya's order and that of any other text, since within Sufi literature
there is no set schema with respect to which qualities must be internalized first,
due in large part to the interrelated nature of the virtues. This would explain
the vast range of schematizations reflected in the sequence of chapters found
in the classical literature of Islamic mysticism. As far as the order of chapters is
concerned, for Bahya the journey begins with ikhlas al-tawhid, which is to say
a pure, sincere and undefiled acknowledgement of divine unity, with all that
it entails. The title of Bahya’s opening chapter cannot but help call to mind
surat al-ikhlas or the n2™ chapter of the Quran entitled ikhlas,?> which offers
a succinct description of the transcendent unity of God, equivalent to a con-
cise, tightly bound scriptural creed. Progressing through such gates26 as trust
in God (tawakkul),?” self-accounting or introspective examination (muhasa-

23 For some remarks on this subject, including his inclusion of hadiths, see Fenton, “Judaism
and Sufism,” 205; Khalil, “Jewish-Muslim Dialogue, Globalization, and the Judeo-Islamic
Legacy,” 10. Bahya’s use of anonymity when citing Muslim personalities nevertheless sug-
gests caution.

24  On the states and stations in Sufism, see Atif Khalil, Repentance and the Return to God:
Tawba in Early Sufism (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2018), 68-83. See
also the chapter on the subject in Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sufi Essays (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1991).

25  Interestingly, this chapter is also referred to as surat al-tawhid.

26 We follow Lobel and others in retaining “gate” for bab, even though the Arabic is typically
used to designate nothing more than the chapter or subheading of a text. In Bahya, the
metaphor of the “gate” or “opening” has wider implications, alluded to in his introductory
remarks. In addition, one cannot ignore the term’s use in Jewish Aramaic, exemplified by
its employment, for example, in the titles of three tractates of the Talmud: Baba Qama,
Baba Mesta, and Baba Batra, i.e., the first, middle, and last gate. The idea of bab as a
gate, to quote Reuven Firestone, thus “resonates fully in a Rabbinic Jewish cultural milieu”
(personal correspondence).

27  Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, ed. A. S. Yahuda (Leiden: Brill, 1912), 175—227. On
tawakkul in early Sufi ethics, see Atif Khalil, “Ibn al-‘Arabi & the Sufis on Trust in God
(Tawakkul),” Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi Society 71 (2022): 87-105, at 87—93; cf. Atif
Khalil, “Ibn al-Arabi on the Circle of Trusteeship and the Divine Name al-Wakil,” Journal
of Sufi Studies 12.1 (2023): 65-82.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



10 KHALIL AND NAEEM

ba),?8 sincerity in one’s actions (ikhlas)?® and humility (tawadu),2° the journey
ends with love of God (mahabba)®! to which Bahya devotes a concluding chap-
ter. By ending, like Makk1’s does in his inquiry into the stations in the Nourish-
ment, with a section on mahabba, Bahya underscores the supreme nature of
the experience of intimacy with the divine reality. As in the case of many other
Sufi texts devoted to mu‘a@mala or praxis, Bahya neither stresses self-effacement
in God nor does he blur the ontological distinction between the human being
and her Creator.3? Unlike many of these Sufi texts, however, he does not con-
fine himself to the examination of moral and ethical themes; often he probes
into more strictly theological and philosophical matters (particularly in the
earlier sections of the book), and even legal issues that are of relevance. The
wedding of ethics and mystical metaphysics, of ilm al-mu‘amala (“the knowl-
edge of practice”) and ilm al-mukashafa (“the knowledge of unveiling”)—a
feature particularly of later Sufi tradition—is more or less absent in Bahya,
whose ethical ideas are woven into the fabric of a distinct Bahyan theology.33

28  Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 306—353. On the spiritual practice in the thought of
Muhasibi, see Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam: The Life and Words of Muhasibt
(London: Routledge, 2011), 199-204.

29 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 228-258. On sincerity in Sufi ethics, see Atif Khalil,
“Ethics in Islam,” in St Andrews Encyclopaedia of Theology, eds by Brendan N. Wolfe et al.:
https://[www.saet.ac.uk/Islam/Ethics (last accessed: August 25, 2025).

30  Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulab, 259—281. On humility in Sufi ethics, see Atif Khalil,
“Humility in Islamic Contemplative Ethics,” Journal of Islamic Ethics 4.1-2 (2020): 223—
252.

31  Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulub, 378-397. The language of “passionate love” or ‘ishq
appears to be lacking in his treatment, reflective of the introspective, sober Sufism one
tends to encounter in the works of Muhasibl and Makki. On love in early Sufism, see Jo-
seph Lumbard, “From ‘Hubb’ to Ishq’: The Development of Love in Early Sufism,” Journal
of Islamic Studies 18.3 (2007): 345-385. For a survey of love in the Quran, hadiths, and
early Sufi piety, see Hany Ibrahim, Love in the Teachings of Ibn Arabi (Shettield: Equinox
Publishing Ltd., 2023), 30-54.

32 In this, he was not far from the mainstream of Jewish spiritual currents, which main-
tained a distinct separation between the creature and the Creator even at the limits of
spiritual attainment. Gershom Scholem writes, “Devekut [Hebrew: ‘cleaving, or clinging,
to God’] results in a sense of beatitude and intimate union, yet it does not entirely elimi-
nate the distance between the creature and its Creator, a distinction that most kabbalists,
like most Hasidim, were careful not to obscure by claiming that there could be a complete
unification of the soul and God.” Kabbalah (New York: Dorset Press, 1987), 176.

33  To quote Lobel, “Bahya’s work integrates several streams of medieval Jewish and Islamic
thought: rabbinic Judaism, Mu‘tazilite rationalist theology (kalam), Neoplatonic philoso-
phy, Islamic asceticism (zuhd), and mysticism (Sufism).” “Bahya Ibn Paquda,” 66.
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SIN, REPENTANCE, AND ATONEMENT IN THE JUDEO-ISLAMIC NEXUS 11
2 Bahya on Sin, Repentance, and the Return to God

For the remainder of the article we shall now turn to briefly examine the sev-
enth chapter of the Fara’id which addresses the subject of sin, atonement, and
repentance (Arabic = tawba; Hebrew = teshuvah) with the purpose of identi-
fying some of the Sufi material he may have consulted, either directly or indi-
rectly, and whose traces are found both in the pithy aphorisms he cites—often
prefaced by an anonymous gila (literally “it has been said”)—as well as the
thematic contents of his work.3* Since we do not have precise knowledge of
the range of Sufi texts that were available in Andalusia while he was writing,3°
a certain element of speculation will guide our reconstruction. What follows
is not meant to serve as an exhaustive study of his chapter, which, subdivid-
ed into ten sections, offers a rich and complex exploration into the nature of
sin, religious obligation, the duties of the heart, the justice and mercy of God,
and of course repentance and atonement. Rather, our aim is to offer a cursory
overview of some of the salient points of intersection between the Far@’id and
earlier articulations of Islamic ascetico-mystical®¢ and Sufi piety.

34  Some of this had already been done, albeit in rudimentary form, by Georges Vajda in his
brief chapter on repentance in La théologie ascétique de Bahya ibn Paquda, 99-113. See
also note on Stern below.

35  Lobel, Sufi-Jewish, xi. To be clear, we are not in the dark regarding works that were
available in al-Andalus. The Historia de los Autores y Transmisores Andalusies (HATA), a
bio-bibliographical database produced under the directorship of Maribel Fierro, contains
(according to its website), “biographies of more than 5000 Andalusi scholars and on the
works they wrote and transmitted.” It was of limited use, however, for our purposes, since
no such database can be exhaustive. https://www.eea.csic.es/red/hata/ (last accessed Au-
gust 25", 2025).

36  We consciously use this term instead of simply “ascetic”/“ascetical” or “renunciant” to
describe the pre-/proto-Sufi phase, in keeping with a recent trend in Sufi studies which
has moved away from the asceticism-to-mysticism historical model of earlier scholarship.
The category (“ascetico-mystical”) captures the interconnected relation between theory
and praxis to which Alexander Knysh has drawn attention when he writes, “[w]hereas
discoursing about mystical experience usually falls within the rubric of ‘mysticism’ or
‘mystical theology’ with asceticism being commonly conceived as practice par excellence,
separating them may distract us from their organic coexistence and interdependence”
(Sufism: A New History [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017], 12). The category is
useful regardless of the time-period one wishes to assign for the precise emergence of a
self-conscious mode of piety known as tasawwuf or Sufism—a time-period over which
one cannot, in our view, be stringent. It makes little sense to recognize Junayd (d. 298/910)
as a Sufi while objecting to the classification of Muhasibi as one. In any case, our aim in
the essay is not to enter the debate around when to situate the exact origins of Sufism, let
alone around who may (or may not) be legitimately viewed as an adherent of a sub-tradi-
tion which would percolate into all aspects of pre-modern Islamicate culture and civili-

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 3—34



12 KHALIL AND NAEEM

Near the opening of his discussion, the rabbi sets out to define the mahiyya
of tawba.3" The use of the word in a such a context appears somewhat peculiar,
since the technical term is used largely in a philosophical and not typically
Sufi context to describe the “what-ness” or “what-it-is-ness” of a thing. Derived
from the question ma hiya? (“what is it?”), it is conventionally translated into
English as “quiddity” or “essence.”® Bahya’s use of the term may reflect here
his own synthetic approach, which integrates and unifies various sub-tradi-
tions into a single work, ranging from philosophy and theology to ethics and
psychology. It may also underscore his attempt to define, as precisely as possi-
ble, with a kind of technical precision common to much of Arabic philosophy,
what exactly we have in mind when we speak about tawba.3® With that said,
Bahya'’s terminology here is not entirely without precedent in the literature of
Islamic moral psychology either, and it seems quite likely he was also drawing
from and developing the language of Muhasibi, in whose writings we often
find inquiries into a subject prefaced by a question posed by an interlocutor,
such as “inform me about the intellect, what is it (ma huwa)?” or “inform me
about truthfulness (sidq), what is it (ma huwa)"?4°

Bahya then turns to outline the mahiya of repentance by opening his defini-
tion with the stipulation that tawba involves “setting the self aright (al-insilah)
for the obedience to God, after having abandoned it."#* The word that is used
here, insilah, which might also be translated in this context as “putting the self
in order,” is the verbal noun of the seventh form of the trilateral Arabic root
s-I-h (= “to be good,” “right” or “in order”),*? and calls to mind the frequent
Quranic use of words drawn from the same s-1-h root in the context of repen-
tance. In fact, alongside istighfar or “seeking forgiveness” there is no concept

zation. It seems more fruitful to remain flexible around such questions in the absence of
consensus among the global community of Sufism specialists.

37  Bahyaibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 284.

38  For a discussion of the significance of the term mahiyya in medieval Islamic philosophy,
see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the
Land of Prophecy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2006), 63—-69.

39  Itis worth noting here that the medieval Jewish neologism, mahit, is borrowed directly
from Arabic philosophical language.

40 Mubhasibi, Kitab al-qasd wa-l ruju‘ ila Allah, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata’ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyya, 2003), 162-163. See also 188-189, where the questioner asks, “expound for me
the nature of the self’s chatter, wherein lies its origin? And explain to me the meaning of
the words of the Prophet, ‘my community is forgiven the chatter which arises from the
self’ What is it (ma huwa), and what may it be likened to?”

41 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-quliib, 284.

42 Muhammad Abdul Haleem and Elsaid Badawi, Arabic-English Dictionary of Quranic Us-
age (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 531.
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SIN, REPENTANCE, AND ATONEMENT IN THE JUDEO-ISLAMIC NEXUS 13

that is as frequently coupled in Muslim scripture with tawba as islah, namely
“setting things aright.”*3 This is because the Quran repeatedly emphasizes (like
much of the rabbinic tradition) rectifying past wrongs as a defining feature of
the restorative process brought about through repentance. And so we encoun-
ter such passages in Muslim scripture as “except such of them as repent, set
things right (aslahit), and make manifest the truth” (Q 2:160); or “except those
who repent, set things aright (aslahu) and hold fast to God” (Q 4:146); or “and if
they repent and set things aright (aslaha) then let them be” (Q 4:16); or “whoso
of you does wrong in ignorance, then repents and sets things aright (aslaha),
(know that for such a person) Lo! He is Oft-forgiving, Oft-Merciful” (Q 6:54). In
Bahya'’s definition we encounter what can be described as the percolation of
the Quranic language of repentance into his own writing, mediated through
his Muslim sources—the kind of language the uniquely Islamic features of
which are lost in translation. But the reason he is able to so easily make use of
this nomenclature to begin with is because of the overlapping conceptualiza-
tions of repentance found in Judaism and Islam rooted at least partially in the
semantics of the idea itself: both the words tawba and teshuvah mean, in their
most elemental sense, to “turn” or “return.”** The spatial metaphor employed
in these religious concepts places the accent not on the emotional element of
remorse, but on an act of reorientation, and in the case of the Islamic and Juda-
ic traditions, involves concrete steps the penitent person must take to amelio-
rate and undo past wrongs as part of rectifying past wrongs.#> One is reminded

43  Inthe Quran islah (in its verbal form, as aslaha) is more frequently coupled with human
tawba (also in its verbal form) than any other word. It appears alongside tawba in almost
a sixth of the latter’s occurrences (seven out of forty). On islah in the Quran, see Khalil,
Repentance and the Return to God, 27-31. It should be noted that the idea of islah would
gain further salience in the modern period, with the use of the term in reformist and
revivalist movements, including those spearheaded by Sufism. For a discussion of how
two twentieth century Sufis utilized this concept, see Fuad S. Naeem, “Sufism and Reviv-
alism in South Asia: Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanvi of Deoband and Mawlana Ahmad Raza
Khan of Bareilly and Their Paradigms of Islamic Revivalism,” Muslim World 99.3 (2009):

435-451.

44  Ofthe Arabic root t-w-b, from which we get tawba, the medieval Arabic lexicographer Ibn
Faris writes, “ta’, waw and ba’ form a single word that refers to ‘return’” Mujam maqayis
al-lugha, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Haran (Cairo: Maktabat Mustafa al-Babi al-Hal-
abi, 1969), 1:357. On the semantics of teshuvah in Hebrew, see C. G. Montefiore, “Rabbinic
Conceptions of Repentance,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 16 (1904): 209257, particularly
212-214. The article, though dated, remains a comprehensive and lucid treatment of the
subject. See also Richard Bell, “Teshubah: The Idea of Repentance in Ancient Judaism,”
Journal of Progressive Judaism 5 (1995): 22—52.

45  Consider the words of Jacob Petuchowski in the context of describing his reluctance to
translate teshuvah by its commonly accepted equivalent: ‘I have as much as possible,
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14 KHALIL AND NAEEM

of the saying of the early Sufi who captured the spatial metaphor inherent in
the semantics of not only tawba but also teshuvah when he poetically declared,
“repentance is that you be unto God a face without a back, just as you were
previously unto him a back without a face.”#¢ This is not to say that regret does
not play a role in repentance (indeed, it is central as we shall now see below),
but the emphasis is nevertheless placed on actual measures required of the
penitent person to reveal the sincerity of his desire to return to God, and this
requires more than mere sentiment.

A few pages later, Bahya proceeds to outline four essential elements of re-
pentance, which he lists as “contrition (nadam) over what has transpired of
abandoning and uprooting (al-tark wa-l-iqla‘) them,” “confessing
and seeking forgiveness for them,” and finally “safeguarding the self so as not
to return to them, neither through one’s heart nor limbs,” the last of which
amounts to what he refers to earlier as an ‘azm or resolution never to return
to what one has left behind.#?” While his four-fold list does not appear to find a
neat, one-to-one equivalent in early Islamic source material, it is close enough

» o« » o«

one’s sins,

to the range of lists provided in the texts to allow us to see that while working
within another tradition, he is nevertheless drawing from the reservoir of the
Sufis. In Sulami (d. 412/1021), to take but one example, we find a saying attribut-
ed to Junayd (d. 298/910) where he declares that

the penitent does not realize the reality of repentance until four qualities
come together in him: first, undoing the heart’s inclination to persist in
the sin through regret; second, intense struggle (mujahada) against sin
for the remainder of one’s life; third, a sound resolution (‘azm) never to
return to the sin; and fourth, amending wrongs to others so as to be free
from responsibility towards them.*8

tried to avoid translating teshuvah as ‘repentance.” Our English ‘repentance’ comes to us
from the Latin. Its basic meaning is ‘to make sorry. To feel sad and sorry about our sins is
indeed an essential part of the process of regeneration. But, as Bible and Talmud see it, it
is only a part.” “The Concept of ‘Teshuvah’ in the Bible and Talmud,” Judaism: A Quarterly
Journal17 (1978):180. For a comparative analysis of tawba and teshuvah, see Khalil, Repen-
tance and the Return to God, 18—21.

46 Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi, al-Ta‘arruf li madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, ed. Yuhanna al-Jayb (Bei-
rut: Dar Sadir, 2001), 65; Sulami, Haqa’iq al-tafsir; ed. Sayyid ‘Imran (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyya, 2001), 1183.

47  Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulub, 287.

48  Sulami, Haqa’iq al-tafsir, 1:271 (commentary on Q 9:3, “If you repent, it is better for you”).
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Qushayri (d. 465/1072) in his Risala (Treatise) provides a more succinct three-
fold list in the opening to his chapter on repentance which draws its author-
ity from “those versed in the fundamentals of religion from the people of the
Sunna (arbab al-usul min ahl al-sunna),” the conditions of which include “re-
morse (nadam) for the violations that have been committed, an immediate
abandonment (tark) of the slip, and a firm resolution (‘azm) never to return to
similar acts of disobedience.”*? Interestingly, all three of them—nadam, tark
and ‘azm—appear in Bahya, and Junayd’s requirement of struggling against
the sin and amending wrongs perpetrated against others is also presented later
in the rabbi’s chapter as a critical component to the completion and perfection
of the repentance demanded by God.

Considering that all three of Qushayr1’s conditions are included by Bahya,
it is worth noting that while Qushayr1 was based in the Eastern lands of Is-
lam, his treatise did eventually find its way to Andalusia since we know that
Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), who was born and raised in Muslim Spain, studied
the book assiduously in his youth at the hands one of his teachers, becom-
ing so proficient in its contents and lexicon that he was given the surname
“al-Qushayr1.”>° Precisely how early the Risala (Treatise)—the “most authorita-
tive handbook of Sufism in the 15™/u™ century in Nishapur, and beyond,”>! and
completed in1045/652 (before Bahya composed his book)—reached Andalusia,
of this we cannot be certain. But there is no reason to preclude the possibility
that the author of the Far@’id had access to it.53 With that said, none of the
sayings in QushayrT’s chapter on repentance appear in Bahya, nor are there
any distinctive thematic intersections other than we might expect in a general
treatment of repentance.>* The same, however, cannot be said when we com-
pare the section on tawba in Bahya's Fara’id al-qulub with that of Makki’s Qut
al-qulub,5> a work that was authored in the later part of the tenth century and

49  Qushayri, Risala, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmad and Mahmad b. Sharif (Damascus: Dar al-
Farfar, 2002), 207.

50  Claude Addas, Quest for the Red Sulphur, trans. Peter Kingsley (Cambridge: Islamic Texts
Society, 1993), 102-103.

51  Gerhard Bowering and Bilal Orfali, The Comfort of the Mystics: A Manual and Anthology of
Early Sufism (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 8.

52 Ibid.

53  See Lobel, Sufi-Jewish, 46—47.

54  In offering some examples of Bahya’s employment of the “language of Sufi masters,” she
does draw attention to some overlaps with Qushayri, none of which however can lead us
to deduce a definitive mark of influence. See Lobel, Sufi-Jewish, 10-11.

55  On the work and its influence on later Sufi tradition, see Atif Khalil, “Aba Talib al-Makk1
(d. 996) and the Qut al-Quliub (Nourishment of Hearts) in the Context of Early Sufism,”
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16 KHALIL AND NAEEM

which we also know was read and studied in Andalusia.’® While the precise pe-
riod when it became available, remains, like the Risala, uncertain, we do know
that Ibn Barrajan (d. 536/1141) and others were familiar with it in the early
part of 12" century.5” Some examples to illustrate its apparent influence on the
dayan are in order. As part of his discussion on the impediments to repentance
which forms the eighth subsection of his chapter, Bahya delves into the danger
of trivializing one’s sins and failing to recognize their corrosive effect on the
soul, not to mention (as he explains in another section) the punishment that
is their due as part of God’s “Promise and Threat” (al-wa'd wa-l wa‘id)>8—an
expression common to Islamic theology. Here he quotes an anonymous saying
to emphasize what he has in mind: “It has been said, ‘Look not at the insignif-
icance of what you have done, but look rather at the magnificence of the One
against whose command you have sinned.”>® Makki, in an analogous inquiry in
the Nourishment cites two close variants, the first of whose source he identifies.
He writes,

It has been said, ‘trivializing a sin is itself a major sin.’ [...] And Bilal b.
Sa‘d said, ‘Look not at the insignificance of the offense, but look instead
against whom you have sinned.¢® And it has come to us through a report
that God revealed to one His friends ..., ‘Look not at the insignificance of
the offence butlook at the greatness of the One you face on its account.’s!

While neither of the sayings are repeated verbatim in Bahya, they are close
enough to suggest that he may simply have been rephrasing them with some
poetic license of his own, for literary purposes, or simply recalling them incor-

Muslim World 122.2 (2012): 335-356. See also Saeko Yazaki, Islamic Mysticism and Abu Talib
al-Makki: The Role of the Heart (London: Routledge, 2013).

56  Another work of similar title is the Magamat al-quliib (The Stations of the Heart) by the
early mystic Nari, but there is nothing in the content of the short treatise that might
suggest its use by Bahya. See Risalat magamat al-quliab, in Textes Mystiques Inédits dAbu-1
Hasan al-Nuri (d. 295/907), ed. Paul Nwyia (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1968), 130-152.

57  See Yousef Casewit, The Mystics of al-Andalus: Ibn Barrajan and Islamic Thought in the
Twelfth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 71—72. Ibn al-‘Arabi also
refers both to Makki and the Nourishment on a few occasions in the Meccan Revelations.
See Yazaki, Islamic Mysticism and Abu Talib al-Makkt, 105-107.

58  Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulub, 287.

59  latangur ila saghir ma ‘amilta wa-innama ungur ila ‘azim man ‘asayta amrahu (Bahya ibn
Paquda, Fara@’id al-qulib, 294).

60  latangur ila sighr al-khatta wa-lakin ungur ila man ‘asayta.

61 latangur ila sighr al-khatta wa-unzur ila kibriyai man wajahtahu bi-ha (Abu Talib al-Mak-
ki, Qut al-qulub, ed. Sa‘id Nasib Makarim [Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1995], 1:367).
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rectly from memory. Indeed, it is not uncommon in Sufi texts to come across
variations of a single aphorism, or the same aphorism attributed to different
figures. Sufi authors were, after all, generally more concerned with inspiring
and elevating their readers than with historical precision, a fact which would
explain the use of weak hadiths in ethically oriented as opposed to legal and
theological works, as well as the hagiographical embellishment of the lives of
the saints. The fact that the audience of the Duties would have likely comprised
readers who were not deeply familiar with the Sufi tradition itself, might also
have given him a greater measure of liberty to edit Sufi aphorisms. To this we
should also note that Bahya “may have modified terms and sentences” from his
Arabic sources to suit the literary conventions of Judeo-Arabic in which he was
writing.62

Closer to the end of his chapter, Bahya touches on a question explored in
some detail in Sufi literature centring around the relation between the sinner
who immediately repents and the one who remains free from wrongdoing al-
together. Which of the two is superior in God’s eyes? Bahya’s answer avoids the
simplistic dichotomization that might ensue from inclining towards one or the
other. Instead, his argument is nuanced: it depends on the nature of the sin as
well as the scope and extent of the transformation brought about by the ensu-
ing repentance. In some scenarios, the undefiled person is superior to the pen-
itent; in others, the penitent is superior to the sinless; and in yet others, they
are equal. As for those who are guilty of minor breaches of positive command-
ments or mitzvot, and then sincerely repent by fulfilling all its conditions, they
stand on an equal footing with those who refrained from the sin to begin with.
He concludes his brief remarks about those who fall into this category with the
following words, “and regarding such a person it has been said, ‘he who repents
fromsinislike one who never sinned.”63 The saying—a canonical hadith®*—ap-
pears word-for-word in Makki not once but twice in separate contexts in his
chapter on tawba.%> Considering the tradition is not found in the sections on
repentance in other early Sufi manuals, such as those of Kharraz (d. 286/899),6¢
Abu Nasgr al-Sarraj (d. 378/988),67 Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi (d. ca. 380-385/990-

62  Yazaki, Islamic Mysticism and Abu Talib al-Makk, 171-172.

63  al-ta’ib min al-dhanb ka man la dhanb lahu (Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 296).

64  Ibn Majah (zuhd, 30); see Wensinck, 1:283.

65  Makki, Qut al-qulub, 1:362, 381.

66  The Book of Truthfulness, ed. and trans. A. J. Arberry (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1937), 9—11 (Arabic text).

67  Kitab al-luma“fi-l tasawwuf, ed. R. A. Nicholson (Leiden: Brill, 1914), 43-44.
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995),°8 Qushayri, Abit Khalaf al-Tabari (d. ca. 470/1077),%° nor for that matter
even in Muhasib1'’s short treatise on repentance,’® the temptation to ascribe the
source to MakKki is, at least in this particular instance, difficult to resist. While
the hadith does appear in the chapters on repentance in the Tahdhib al-asrar
of Khargashi (d. 406/1015 or 407/1016),”* and the Kitab al-bayad wa-l-sawad of
Sirjani (d. ca. 470/1077),7? there is no evidence to suggest Bahya might have
consulted them, nor do we have any knowledge of either of these works being
read in Andalusia in the n™ century.”3

As far as some of thematic affinities go, near the very end of his chapter,
in its ninth subsection, Bahya delves into the nature of sins for which one
must repent, dividing them into two general categories: sins against God and
sins against His creatures. The former may involve a denial of God’s existence
(al-kufr bi-llah), unsound beliefs (al-itigadat al-sw’), as well as violating duties
of the heart and the limbs which do not involve others. Bahya notes that de-
spite the gravity of disobedience to one’s Creator, sins against others, particu-
larly injustice (al-zulm ila [-nas), whether it be with respect to bodies, wealth
(amwal), or reputations (a‘rad), are more difficult to atone. This is because
they may require concrete acts of restitution that are not easily obtainable
or simply impossible, either because the victims live in faraway places or be-
cause they are no longer alive (li-fawt al-mazlim), not to mention any other
number of reasons that would make the steps required for atonement diffi-
cult.”* Remarkably, Makki too addresses these very same issues at the end of his
chapter on repentance. While he does not structure his analysis in the same
format of Bahya, he does distinguish, like him, between sins against God and
others (ma kana bayna al-‘abd wa-bayna mawlahu), the latter of which may
include damaging reputations (shatm al-a‘rad), theft (akhdh al-amwal), and
other such injustices. Makki also explains that while sins against God alone
can be easily forgiven, sins against others cannot because they too may require
tangible measures of restitution and the forgiveness of the injured party. Citing
a tradition about the afterlife, he writes that the sin which is easily forgiven is

68  al-Ta‘arruf, 64—65.

69  The Comfort of the Mystics, ed. Gerhard Bowering and Bilal Orfali (Leiden: Brill, 2013),
22-26.

70 Ihkam al-tawba (more on this text below).

71 Tahdhib al-asrar, 77. For more on him, see Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative
Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 65.

72 Sufism, Black and White, ed. Bilal Orfali and Nada Saab (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 88.

73 Moreover, neither of them can be compared in the extent of their popularity and influ-
ence with the works of Makki, Sarraj, Kalabadhi, or Qushayri.

74  Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 297—298.
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one which involves an offence against God alone; the sin which is never forgiv-
en entails shirk or co-partnering another with God; and finally, the sin which
is never left unaccounted for or let go of (la yutrak) involves being called to
account by God’s servants (mazalim al-ibad).” The thematic overlaps between
Bahya and Makki, all the way down to their examples of sins, as well as where
the inquiry is situated in relation to the broader analysis of repentance (at the
end of chapter)—not to mention subtle similarities in language and style—
furnish us with further evidence that Bahya, while not repeating or quoting
Makki verbatim, nevertheless seems to have synthesized, developed and recast
some of the features of his bab al-tawba into his own chapter, but creatively
so and as an independent thinker with his own unique aims and audience in
mind.

The evidence for a Makkian influence seems to be further confirmed when
Bahya brings up the necessity, as part of the process of repentance, of leaving
behind not only what God has prohibited but also what he has allowed, partic-
ularly when it involves doubtful matters that might inadvertently lead to sin.
Naturally, part of the goal here is to remain faithful to the rabbinic dictum of
building a fence around the Torah. To emphasize the concern, Bahya cites an
unnamed authority who said about the righteous, “they used to avoid seventy
categories of the permissible”® out of fear of falling into a single category of
the impermissible.””” The saying, with slight variation, appears in Makki, with
a shift from third to first person (“we use to leave behind seventy categories of
the permissible out of fear of falling into a single category of the permissible”).”8
The quote appears not as we might expect in his treatment of repentance, but
no less reasonably, near the very end of the Nourishment, in the 47" chapter
on trade, merchantry, and earning a livelihood. It is also present in the Treatise
of Qushayri in the chapter where we would most expect to find it, in his bab
al-wara’, on scrupulousness, with the only difference (apart, once again, from
an inconsequential rephrasing),” that the words are now retraced to Aba Bakr,
the first caliph.8° While Bahya may well have culled it from both the Qut and the
Risala, this should not detract from the fact that the imprint of the former is

75  Makki, Qat al-qulib, 1:386—387.

76 sab‘in baban min al-halal.

77 khawfan min bab wahid min abwab al-haram (Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulab, 289).

78  kunna natruku sabima baban min al-halal makhafa bab wahid min al-haram (Makki, Qut
al-qulub, 2:503).

79  kunnanadu sabin baban min al-halal makhafa an naqa‘a ft bab min al-haram.

80  Qushayri, Risala, 236; cf. Qushayri, Principles of Sufism, trans. Barbara von Schlegel (One-
onta, New York: Mizan Press, 1990), 32.
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still more pronounced (conceptually, stylistically, and structurally) in the Du-
ties.

Bahya's debt to Muhasibi is more transparent, and its traces are as evident
in his chapter on repentance as they are in other parts of the book. Near the
very end of his inquiry into tawba, the Jewish sage affectionately exhorts his
reader with the words, “take account of yourself, my brother! (fa hasib ya akhi
nafsaka!)."® This he does in much the same way that Muhasibi often did. In his
Treatise for the Direction-Seekers (Risalat al-mustarshidin), for example, near
the opening he gives the same counsel (“hasib nafsaka!”) basing his advice on
the famous words of the second caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab which he imme-
diately quotes afterwards, “take yourselves to account before you are taken to
account.”82 As is well-known to students of early Islamic piety, this quality of
muhasaba (“self-accounting” or “introspective self-examination”) was such a
defining feature Muhasibi’s own practice, his appellation was said to have de-
rived from his own cultivation of the habit.83 And it was precisely this sustained
process of the introspective examination of conscience that led Muhasibi to
develop a complex mystical psychology which explored both the duties and
the sins of the heart—a psychology which would leave an indelible mark on
Bahya’s own thought.84 Although Bahya devotes an independent chapter to
muhasaba, his desire to help the spiritual aspirant interiorize his conscience,
in a sustained fashion, is discernible throughout the pages of the Fara’id.8>
Through an interrupted regimen of muhasaba, his hope, like Muhasibi, is for
the seeker to become acutely conscious of the inner movements (harakat) of
the heart, discern the motivations of outward behaviour, cut off the prompt-
ings of sin from their places of origin, and purify the self so that one is suffi-
ciently prepared to meet God in the akhira, the world to the come.

81  Bahyaibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 302.

82  Risalat al-mustarshidin, ed. ‘Abd al-Fattah Aba Ghudda (Aleppo: Maktab al-Matbua‘at
al-Islamiyya, 1964), 36-37.

83  This at least is the predominant view. According to a less prevailing opinion, it was be-
cause he had a small number of pebbles which he regularly counted in his states of re-
membering of God (hal al-dhikr). Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam, 47.

84  Omer Michaelis has recently argued that even though Bahya’s writing does not exhibit
features conventionally associated with mysticism, we may still view it as such in view
of his profound attention to “interiority,” “the internal commandments,” and the “inner
dimension of Being, which grounds and conditions the visible dimensions of reality.” In-
teriority, 9. With the same reasoning in mind, we should be able to say the same about the
works of Muhasibi, which left an indelible mark on the later mystical tradition of Islam.

85  Michaelis has made a similar argument in the context of his own extensive comparative
analysis of Bahya and Muhasibi.

»” o«
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While Muhasibi composed numerous works in which he explored repen-
tance, his most sustained analysis of the subject is to be found in the Ihkam
al-tawba (Establishing Repentance),36 still in manuscript form,87 the traces of
which are discernible in Bahya. In the seventh subsection of his chapter on re-
pentance, Bahya examines the obstacles which stand in its way. Here he delves
into the danger of israr, “persisting in sins,” arguing that it is among the great-
est impediment to tawba. To quote his own words, “the most serious obstacle
is to persist in the sin (al-israr ‘ala [-ma‘siya) and to postpone abandoning it
(al-ta'akhkhur ‘an al-igla‘ ‘anha). In such a case, repentance is not sound. It
has been said, ‘there is no minor sin if one persists [in it] and there is no major
sin if one seeks forgiveness (la saghira fi [-ma‘asi ma‘a l-israr wa la kabira fiha
ma‘a al-istighfar).”88 An abridged version of this saying appears in Muhasib1's
text, and is attributed, once again, to ‘Umar b. al-Khattab. It reads la saghira
ma‘a l-israr wa la kabira ma‘a l-istighfar. The only difference is that in Bahya
version the words fi-/ ma‘asi and fiha have been interjected as minor points of
clarification.

Another theme in the Fara’id is of the necessity of following transgres-
sions—outward or inward, against God or others—with corresponding acts
of piety. In the first fas/ or section of the chapter, he is explicit that the ta’ib
(i.e., the “returner” or “repenter”) must undo the harm of his sin, without delay,
and in a manner that is fi diddihi, “contrary to it” (the notion of didd, pl. addad,
being essential here).89 Near the end of the chapter, in the ninth section, he re-

86  Muhasibi addresses tawba in many of his other works. His most sustained and focused
treatment of the subject appears in the Iikam al-tawba. While there is some disagreement
whether it should be Iikam al-tawba or Ahkam al-tawba (The Rulings of Repentance), the
content suggests the former, since the author’s aim is to help the sinner complete, perfect,
and bring repentance to a close. Both, however, are possible. The full title of the treatise is
Thkam al-tawba wa-radd mazalim al-‘ibad wa-khalis minha qgabl al-ma‘ad.

87  We have utilized mMs Berlin 1435 for our analysis below, although the Cairo manuscript
(Tas. Sh. 3) was also at our disposal, thanks to Sarah Aziz. For more on the history and sta-
tus of Thkam al-tawba, see Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam, 79 and 109, n. 106.
Picken noted that at the time of writing, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-‘Ata’ was preparing the work for
publication, yet we have no evidence he brought the project to completion. Cf. Yolande
de Crussol, Le réle de la raison dans la réflexion éthique dal-Muhasibi: Aql et conversion
chez al-Muhasibt (165—243/782—857) (Paris: Consep, 2002), 452; Khalil, Repentance and the
Return to God, 224, n. 32. See also the observations about the text in Josef van Ess, Die
Gedankenwelt des Harit al-Muhasibi (Bonn: Selbstverlag des Orientalischen Seminars der
Universitdt Bonn, 1961) and Margaret Smith, An Early Mystic of Baghdad: A Study of the
Life and Teaching of Harith b. Asad al-Muhasibt A.D 781-857 (London: Sheldon Press, 1977),
56-57,293-

88  Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 294.

89  Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 283.
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turns to the subject. “It is necessary that the tawba for the sin,” he declares, “be
of the same kind which he committed—if possible.”?° If wrongdoings involve
breaches of the duties of the heart, such as malice, rancor, or envy towards
another, then one must desire good for them, free the self of ill-will, and seek
forgiveness. And if they entail breaches of the duties of the limbs, such as con-
suming what God has made unlawful, or negligence in what He has prohibited,
then, in like manner, one is obliged to undertake virtuous acts that correspond
in kind, through an oppositional relation to the sin for which atonement is
sought. This feature of Bahya’s thinking about sin was highlighted by Moshe
Stern when he observed that for the Jewish sage “the act of penitence should
match the offence,” adding,

[the] violation by omission of a positive precept should be repented by
diligence in performing that same precept. On violation, however, of a
negative precept by commission the act of contrition would be the per-
sistent pursuit of like but opposite valued behavior.?!

The very same idea appears prominently in Muhasib1's Ihkam al-tawba, where
he is explicit that “sins are atoned by their opposites.”? Thus, if one severed
ties of kinship, he must strive to reunite them; if he took the life of anoth-
er without just cause, he should free slaves; if he fell into fornication (zina’),
he should arrange for the marriages of the poor; if he consumed alcohol, he
should charitably distribute pure and wholesome drink (skarab tayyib tahir);
and if he spoke ill of a person behind their back, then he must now laude and
praise them to restore their honor.%3 Through such corresponding kaffarat
(acts of restitution and atonement), the penitent must strive to reverse and
undo the effects of his sins, as much as he can. At the heart of the concern lies
the Quranic doctrine of islah, of setting matters aright, noted in passing above,
which must accompany the regenerative and healing process of repentance.
It was due to this principle of correspondence that, according to Muhasibi,
the Prophet instructed his companion Mu‘adh b. Jabal to turn to God through
“a secret repentance for secret sins and an open repentance for open sins.”%*
In another work, Muhasib1 develops the idea further when he argues that if

9o  Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulub, 298.

91 M. S. Stern, “Al-Ghazzali, Maimonides, and Ibn Paquda on Repentance: A Comparative
Model,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 47.4 (1979): 589—607, at 599.

92  Mubhasibi, Thkam al-tawba, fol. 8b.

93  Mubhasibi, Thkam al-tawba, fols. 8b—ga.

94 tawbat al-sirr bi-l-sirr wa-l-‘alaniya bi-l-‘alaniya. Muhasibi, Ihkam al-tawba, fol. ga.
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the penitent replaces foul friends with virtuous ones, a concern for this world
with a concern for the next, and frivolous speech with contemplative silence
and the incantation of the Quran, the “lights of obedience will subjugate his
passions,” enabling him to overcome his propensity to disobey God.% This is
because the causes of sin have been replaced by their addad, their “contrar-
ies.”®6 The desire to safeguard this principle of correspondence is also present
in Makki, where, in the context of a commentary on Q 4:146 (“except those who
repent, set things aright, and hold fast to God”), he writes,

it is necessary that the repentance of every God-servant entail what is
contrary to his sin (didd ma‘asihi)—few good deeds for a few evil ones,
many good deeds for many evil ones. Thus, the penitent acts contrary
(didd) to his previous iniquities.®”

Only then will he fall into the ranks of the muslihin, the people of islah, lauded
in Q 7:170.%8 This is why he states, “the God-servant is not a ta’ib unless he is
a muslih, and he is not a muslih unless he engages in salihat,” that is to say, in
works of islah.9®

Bahya is adamant that tawba entails a comprehensive regimen which be-
gins with a total reorientation of one’s life. It requires supererogatory fasts
during the day (al-tanafful bi-siyam fi-l nahar), night prayers (al-salat fi-L layl),
and an internal severing of ties from the world.1° This should be accompanied
by contrition (nadam), brokenness of heart (inkisar galbihi), fear (khawf), con-
tinues weeping (baka’), and pleas for divine forgiveness (istighfar).\°* Moreover,
it is not enough to turn away from the sin which is the object of tawba, since
the penitent must “abandon all that God has prohibited.”°2 Bahya returns to
the subject later in the chapter, stating, “another factor that invalidates one’s

95  Mubhasibi, Bad’ man anaba, 28.

96 Muhasibi, Bad’ man anaba, 28.

97  Makki, Qat al-qulub, 1:380. Although determining the precise nature of the correspon-
dence requires, in some cases, a special type of discernment, and extends not only to the
type of sin, but also to the times of their commission. As an example of what he has in
mind, Makki cites the words of earlier authority: “charity at night atones for the sins of the
day and charity in secret atones for the sins of the night.” Qut al-qulub, 1:383.

98  The verse reads, “We do not squander the wages of the muslihin.” Pickthall accurately
captures the reformative and corrective nature of isl@h through his rendition of muslihin
in the verse as “reformers.”

99  Makki, Qut al-qulub, 1:380.

100 Bahya ibn Paquda, Faraid al-quliib, 290.

101 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara@’id al-qulub, 287-289.

102 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara@’id al-qulub, 289.
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repentance is for the penitent to repent from some of his sins while he persists
in others.”1%3 These same elements appear in Muhasib1's Ikkam al-tawba. In the
opening of the treatise, he states that from the among the signs of repentance
are eating little, weeping over the self, extensive pleas for forgiveness (tul al-is-
tighfar), and copious prayer and fasting.”194 Shortly thereafter, he declares that
the ta’ib cannot be characterized by tawba in its true sense so long as he repents
from one or even a few sins: he must firmly resolve in his heart “never to return
to those sins (for which he seeks divine pardon), as well as others (gharyiha)."1°°
The condition is also present in Makki, though he is less stringent regarding its
requirement.!¢ Behind the stipulation in Bahya and Muhasibi, and less so in
Makk, lies a fear that without a complete turning of heart, an all-encompass-
ing metanoia (“change of mind”), its diseases will grow, eventually leading to
spiritual death, the full consequences of which will only be experienced in the
world to come. This is why Ibn ‘Abbas, according to Muhasibi, declared that
many will appear on the final judgement, having deluded themselves that they
had sufficiently atoned for their wrongs, only to realize, when it is too late, they
failed to fulfill the most rudimentary obligations of tawba.1%7

One of the concerns Bahya raises closer to the end of his treatment, in the
eighth subsection of the chapter, revolves around the spiritual benefits of
wrongdoings in so far as they help prevent the sinner from succumbing to the
dangers of pride and self-admiration. This is why he emphasizes the need to
never lose sight of one’s past mistakes, “for sin is the means through which
humility is obtained, and one exerts himself to fulfill the rights of God.” To
that effect, he quotes the words of “one of the righteous (ba'd al-salihin)” to a
disciple, who said, “If you were without sin, I would fear for you what is greater
than sin.” When asked what could be more detrimental, he replied, “self-admi-
ration (‘ujb) and ostentation (riya’)."'98 The saying turns out to be a hadith of the
Prophet, albeitwithminorrewording,1°° cited byMakkiin hischapteronhope,!1©
and one of many on the subject that would have been utilized by Muhasibi to

103 Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 295.

104 Mubhasibi, Ihkam al-tawba, fol. 8a (he is quoting religious authorities here).

105 Mubhasibi, Ihkam al-tawba, fol. 8b.

106 Makki, Qut al-qulitb, 1:385.

107 Mubhasibi, Ihkam al-tawba, fol. 8a.

108 Bahya ibn Paquda, Far@’id al-qulib, 296—297.

109  One version of hadith runs, “Were you not to sin, I would fear for you what is greater than
sin: self-admiration (ujb).” Musnad al-Bazzar, no. 6936.

110 Makki, Qut al-qulith, 1:444. The version cited by him runs, “If you were not to sin, I would
fear for you what is worse than sin.” When asked what that was, he replied, “self-admira-
tion.”
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highlight the poisons of ujb and riya’ within his broader aim of developing an
Islamic moral psychology—among the earliest in Muslim intellectual history.

While Muhasibi touches on wujb, riya’, and kibr (pride) in passing in the
Thkam al-tawba, particularly within the context of sins of the heart, a more
detailed examination of these “mortal vices” (muhlikat) appears in what may
have been his most famous work, al-RiGya li-huquq Allah (Observing the Rights
of God). In the relatively lengthy section on ujb, he explains how important it
is to be continuously mindful of one’s own moral and religious failings, since
an awareness of how far one falls short of the religious and moral ideal serves
as an armor against feelings of self-importance and self-admiration. Converse-
ly, those afflicted with spiritual pride typically fail to recognize their faults, not
because of freedom from sin but because they remain oblivious to the full ex-
tent to which their souls are plagued by vice. This leads Muhasibi to state that
among the factors which contribute to a misplaced sense of pride is a blind-
ness to the depth and scope of one’s wrongs, alongside a trivialization of those
very faults of which one might be aware (recall the words of ‘Umar above). In
fact, one of the qualities of those afflicted by such pride is the belief that their
piety is a gift to God, that they do Him a favor through their obedience. But the
truth, for Muhasibi, is that no one is without blemish, this being the meaning
of the Quranic verse, “Do not ascribe purity to yourselves” (Q 53:32). In his
commentary on the passage, he quotes an earlier authority who confessed, “I
would much rather spend the night asleep and wake up remorseful (for hav-
ing missed the night prayer), than to have spent it in prayer only to be full of
conceit in the morning.”! In later Islamic history, the sentiment found in the
hadith which Bahya cites with approval would be famously captured in the
terse aphorism of Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah (d. 709/1309), “A sin that bequeaths you lowli-
ness and spiritual poverty is far better for you than worship that bequeaths you
self-importance and pride.”12

In the final and tenth subsection of his chapter, Bahya reminds the reader
of the brevity of life and the inevitability of final judgement, encouraging him
to turn to God in repentance while there is still yet time. He insists that despite
the seemingly unsurmountable obstacles which stand in the way of tawba, he
should neither lose hope nor despair. So long as the ta@’ib sincerely tries, exert-

111 Mubhasibi, Ri‘aya, ed. ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmud and ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad ‘Ata’ (Dar al-Ku-
tub al-Haditha, 1970), 400.

112 It should not surprise us that Ibn ‘Abbad intersperses and closes his commentary on the
aphorism with disproportionally extensive citations (relatively speaking) from the writ-
ings of Muhasibi. See Ibn ‘Abbad, Sharh al-Hikam al-Ata’tyya, ed. Muhammad Rida (Da-
mascus: Dar al-Farfar, 2003), 242-244.
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ing himself as much as he can within the scope of his power, “He will make a
way out for him (yajal lahu makhraj**)."'' The expression is drawn, word-for-
word, from the Quran, where the God-fearing, the people of tagwa, are assured
of divine help (Q 65:2). Bahya’s uses it to encourage the penitent to have trust
in God’s aid and to recognize it may come from unexpected corners. Thus, the
t@ib might receive money through an unanticipated channel, enabling him
to return the unlawfully acquired wealth of another; or the heart of a person
against whom an injustice was done will easily soften, so that feelings of an-
ger, hurt and rage are replaced by clemency, affection, and love. It might also
involve finding the victim of a past mistake so their forgiveness can be sought
in person.'* In other words, the unseen forces that direct our lives, and which
we experience on a regular basis, will come to the assistance of the genuinely
penitent. This is what Bahya intends to teach the reader through his use of the
well-known Quranic expression: it is to assure the t@%b his efforts are neither
lost not spent in vain, provided he takes the initiative to repent, return to God,
and atone for his crimes and misdemeanors of the past.

Another example of the use of Quranic idiom can be found in Bahya’s de-
scription of the telos of repentance. What the ta’b is ideally striving for is not
just God’s forgiveness but His rida, i.e., His “good-pleasure.” Our Jewish sage
is explicit that the desire is for “arrival (wusul) at the good-pleasure (rida’) of
his Lord”115A few lines earlier, he makes use of the elative form of the ver-
bal noun, writing, “have mercy on yourself so you may arrive at the supreme
good-pleasure (ridwan) of your Lord.”'6 The wusul or “arrival” is not to a state
of extinction in God, or annihilation of self, but to an encounter with divine
rid@ and rigwan. The significance of this is underscored by the importance of
the terms (and other derivatives of the r-d-y root) in the ethical, theological,
and eschatological landscape of the Quran. After all, the revelation of Islam
presents the reciprocal relation of rida’ between God and the human being
as the final and penultimate state of the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mutma’in-
na) at the moment of death (Q 89:27-28).117 “Return to you lord,” we read in Q
89:27-28, “radiyat® mardiyya,” which is to say, “well-pleased (with God) and
well-pleasing (to God).” Similarly, in the s@ira or chapter on repentance, after
describing the sensorial delights of Paradise, the Quran asserts, but “the ridwan

113 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulub, 300.

114 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulub, 300—301.

115 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 302.

116 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-quliib, 302.

117 On classical Muslim interpretations of the verse, see Picken, Spiritual Purification, 137—
138.
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of God is greatest” (Q 9:72). This would lead the medieval exegete Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi (d. 606/1209) to explain that its primacy is due to the simple reason
that the physical pleasures of the afterlife involve the body, while ridwan per-
tains to the rapturous bliss of the spirit or rih (due to the composite nature
of the human being after the bodily resurrection). And since there can be no
commensurability between the enjoyments of the senses, on the one hand,
and the soul’s reception of God’s final satisfaction and good-pleasure, on the
other, it logically follows that the latter is infinitely greater than the former.!!8
In addition, we should note that in the same way the Quran places the ridwan
of God above the material comforts of Paradise, it ranks the mugarrabin,
“those brought close” or “those made proximate (to God),” above all others (Q
56:11, 88). This is why they are “the foremost” (al-sabiqun) (Q 56:10), forming a
spiritual elite with a rank above and beyond “the people of the right” (ashab
al-yamin), a broad, general category to designate the saved (Q 56:27, 38). In
other words, in the eschatological scheme of the Quran, the soul’s qurba or
proximity to God is intimately bound to His rigwan. This is relevant to our pur-
poses since Bahya also identifies the telos of the spiritual life as one proximity
to God (al-taqarrub ila llah),""® and interchangeably so with His rida, assuring
the reader that the doors of tawba will remain open as long as one truly yearns
for such intimacy and takes the necessary steps to reach it.120

An analysis of the percolation of the nomenclature of the Quran into the
Fara’id, of which numerous other examples could be offered,'?! lies outside

118 “Spiritual felicities are higher and more eminent than bodily felicities (al-sa‘adat
al-rahaniyya a‘'la wa-ashraf min sa‘adat al-jismaniyya)” (Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-
kabir [Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1990], 16:106-107, commentary on Q: 9:72).

119 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulub, 301.

120 Bahya ibn Paquda, Fara’id al-qulib, 301. The theme of proximity to God in Bahya, ob-
tained through the concerted practice of interiorization and introspective self-examina-
tion, is extensively explored by Michaelis. Interiority, 77-96. On proximity in early Sufism,
see Mohammed Rustom, “Approaches to Proximity and Distance in Early Sufism,” Mystics
Quarterly 33 (2007):1—25. On the closely related idea of walaya in Bahya, see Ehud Krinis,
“Judeo-Arabic Walaya: The Testimony in Bahya Ibn Paquda’s Duties of the Heart,” in De
la lettre a lesprit: Travaux en hommage a Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi / From the Letter
to the Spirit: Studies in Honour of Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, ed. Orkhan Mir-Kasimov
and Mathieu Terrier, 2:77-93 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2025).

121 For example, Bahya speaks in his chapter on repentance not just of tawba but inaba
(Fara’id al-qulub, 293, 303), a broader term used in the scripture of Islam to refer to rep-
etitiously coming back to God. Isfahani in his lexicon of Quranic Arabic states that the
nominal root nawb conveys the idea of returning “time after time,” or “one after another”
(Mufradat alfaz al-qurian, s.v. “n-w-b”). The verbal stem n-w-b is deployed in the Quran on
18 occasions but only in its fourth form, either as the active participial munib (“returner”
or “returning one”) or as a verb (anaba). Muhasibi used this verb in the title of one of
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the parameters of our present inquiry, even though it would form a rich study
its own right. There is no reason to presume Bahya drew on this language di-
rectly (although it remains possible). The most likely scenario is that it entered
through the writings of the early Sufis with whom he was so profoundly famil-
iar, individuals of intense piety and devotion who had internalized the lan-
guage of the Scripture of their faith through their own intimate relationship
with it. This relation was so critical that Louis Massignon went so far as to argue
that the “constant recitation, meditation, and practice” of the Quran was the
“source of Islamic mysticism, at its beginning and throughout its growth.”22
The sentiment would be echoed years later by Annemarie Schimmel, when she
observed that the “words of the Koran have formed the cornerstone of all mys-
tical doctrines [in Islam],” before going on to provide some key examples.!23
It was only natural, therefore, that the imprint of this language would have
made itself present in the Judeo-Arabic in which Bahya composed the Duties, a
penetrating and profoundly insightful work of moral and mystical psychology
through which his legacy would be permanently established in Jewish think-
ing, almost immediately after its composition. The imprint would be almost
entirely lost, however, in the translations of the text into the numerous lan-
guages of the world’s Jewish communities through which its fame would be
established.

3 Conclusion

The Fara’id stands as a fitting illustration of the cultural symbiosis that al-
lowed for the creation of a Judeo-Islamic tradition in the medieval Islamicate
world. The juridical and theological affinities the two faiths shared between
conceptions of sin, repentance, and atonement, which set them apart from

his books, Bad’ man anaba ila llah, The Beginning of the One who Returns to God. To offer
another example, in an earlier chapter Bahya emphasizes the importance of engaging in
pious acts “for the face of God” (Fara’id al-qulub, 228). This is a Quranic expression em-
ployed, according to the prevailing opinion, to describe deeds performed with a sincere
desire for God and His pleasure (rida’) alone (see Q 2:272; 76:9). Thus Razi notes in his
commentary that one cannot say, “I did this ‘for his face’ and for someone else,” since to do
something “for his face” precludes the possibility of it having been done for any other mo-
tive. However, one can for obvious reasons say, “I did this for him and for someone else.”

122 Louis Massignon, Essay on the Origins of the Technical Language of Islamic Mysticism,
trans. Benjamin Clark (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), 73.

123 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press, 1975), 25—-26.
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Christianity, centered as the later was on a doctrine of redemption through the
blood of a divinely incarnated Christ, allowed Bahya to make extensive use of
Muslim sources with relative ease in his analysis of tawba. In other words, the
Judeo-Islamic nexus allowed for particularly useful exchanges around ques-
tions centering on the moral and religious frailties of a human being unmarked
by original sin,?4 the reconciliation of the self with its Creator in the wake
of wrongdoing, the mechanisms in place for attempting to secure God'’s for-
giveness, and the complex relation between human and divine agency—ex-
changes that would not have been as easily possible in the Judeo-Christian or
Islamo-Christian'?® nexus around similar questions, due to differing points of
intersection. That the flow from Islam into Judaism in the medieval period was
not simply unidirectional is illustrated by the extensive use of the Isra’iliyyat or
“tales of the Israelites,” in not just uniquely Sufi but the broader pietistic and
devotional literature of Islam, to offer but one example.

Diana Lobel observed of the Fara’id that it was “[w]ritten in the manner of a
Sufi devotional manual."?6 And Elisha Russ-Fishbane described it as “bearing
the deep imprint of Sufi pietism.”'2? As we have seen, it was all this and more,
inflected not only by the conceptual features of early Muslim ascetico-mysti-
cism, but also hadiths and the nomenclature and vocabulary of the Quran. Ear-
ly Bahya scholarship speculated that one of the main influences on our Jewish
sage was Ghazali (d. 505/1111). Later, it became evident Bahya and Ghazali were
drawing on shared Islamic material. One of these reservoirs, as demonstrated
in subsequent studies, was the Muhasibian corpus. While the precise scope
and extent of this debt remain to be unearthed, the recent work of Omer Mi-
chaelis, marked by a sensitivity to the realm of human “interiority,”8 has shed
considerable light on this area. Our comparative analysis of Bahya’s chapter on
tawba with the Berlin manuscript of Muhasib1’s Ihkam al-tawba has, we hope,

124 While the idea of original sin is less pronounced in Arabic Christianity, the predominant
form of the tradition in medieval Islamicate society, the geographical affinity of Muslims
and Jews of al-Andalus to Latin Christianity may have rendered some of the Judeo-Islamic
affinities around the theoretical and practical dimensions of tawba/teshuvah more appar-
ent.

125 While it is commonplace to speak of a Judeo-Christian tradition in the West, and less so
of a Judeo-Islamic tradition, the least explored of the three seems to have been the Isla-
mo-Christian tradition. Richard Bulliet’s study remains a general exception (The Case for
Islamo-Christian Civilization [New York: Columbia University Press, 2004]).

126 Lobel, “Bahya ibn Paquda,” 66.

127 Russ-Fishbane, Judaism, Sufism, and the Pietists of Medieval Eqypt, 44.

128 This was at least in part, by the author’s own confession, because the Covid-19 Pandemic
afforded him an opportunity to go into isolation with the Fara’id as a companion. Interi-
ority, ix.
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further contributed to our understanding of this debt. Less explored has been
Bahya'’s use of Makki. As we have also shown, the likelihood that he was both
inspired by and drew from the Qut al-qulub, a seminal influence on Ghazali
(along with Muhasibi), is almost certain. His use of Qushayr1 seems less defin-
itive.

It is hoped that this modest contribution to Bahya scholarship will advance
our knowledge of the interreligious exchanges and symbiotic relationship be-
tween medieval Jews and Muslims that allowed for the formation and develop-
ment of a Judeo-Islamic tradition that survived for centuries until the advent
of modernity, colonialism, and the reconfiguration of geopolitical, cultural,
and religious alliances in the wake of the second world war. The tradition was
not one of syncretism but “creative symbiosis,” and in the words of one scholar,
was “parallel to and no less real—perhaps in fact even more real—than that of
the Judeo-Christian tradition.”129
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Abstract

Avicenna (Ibn Sina) advances the concept of a metaphysical efficient cause (MEC),
which bestows existence on every effect. The MEC in some way or other complements
the efficient cause of motion in physics and other natural causes. This article considers
several interpretations of what a MEC is and discusses the problems those interpre-
tations raise. It assesses the role of the Giver of Forms as the paradigmatic case of a
MEC. The study proposes instead that the MEC be read as a more general principle of
analysis in metaphysics, which can be applied more broadly to natural entities and
processes.
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1 Introduction

Avicenna is well-known to have developed Aristotle’s philosophy of causality
and Neoplatonic emanationist cosmology in novel ways. One such key point is
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Avicenna’s development of Aristotle’s efficient cause of physics in metaphysics
as a principle and giver of existence. He states,

This is because the metaphysicians do not mean by efficient cause only
the principle of motion, as the physicists [al-tabiyyan] mean, but the
principle and giver of existence [mabda’ al-wujud wa-mufidihi], as in the
case of the Creator [al-bari] with respect to the world.?

Whereas the efficient cause of physics is limited to explaining kinds of motion
in the categories, the efficient cause of metaphysics imparts existence itself.
But what does this mean?

If we take Avicenna’s example of the cosmos as a whole, we know what Avi-
cenna does not mean. The cause or explanation of the existence of the cosmos
should not concern its generation or origination in time, i.e., the alleged fact
that it gained existence after non-existence. Avicenna states,

Someone may think that the agent and the cause are needed only for a
thing to have existence after nonexistence and that once a thing exists, it
exists through itself, without a cause...For such a person, the causes are
thus only causes of origination.?

The point is connected to Avicenna’s very definition of the metaphysical ef-
ficient cause (MEC). Avicenna requires that the MEC 1) absolutely “co-exists”
with its effect and 2) asymmetrically necessitates its effect. These are rather
strong requirements but ones that Avicenna consistently adheres to in meta-
physics. We can see how strong they are by turning to Avicenna’s application
of (1). If we take the definitional requirement of “co-existence” in the strictest
sense, so that a cause cannot exist prior, or posterior, to its effect in any way
whatsoever, then we would have to exclude the usual examples of efficient
causes that we or the natural philosophers would take at face value, i.e., the
father as the cause of the child, the builder as the cause of the building (or even
the builder’s art as the cause of the building), or fire as the cause of warmth.
This at least seems to follow, in theory, if we take Avicenna’s definition of the
MEC in this way. In practice, Avicenna confirms and bites the metaphysical
bullet, stating explicitly that these are not examples of true causes. Moreover,
he states that we can tell they are not true causes because the father, for ex-

2 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of The Healing, ed. and trans. Michael Marmura (Provo: Brigham
Young University Press, 2005), VI 1.2:195, translation modified; hereafter, “Ilahiyyat”
3 Ilahiyyat vi 1112198, translation modified.
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ample, exists prior and posterior to the child without being the cause of the
child’s continued existence or “persistence.” Avicenna states, “For the builder,
the father, and the fire are not, in reality, causes for the continued existence of
these effects...Thus, true causes coexist with the effect [i.e., absolutely].”* In
the following discussion, I consider how to understand the MEC with particu-
lar attention to the requirements of co-existence and necessity.

The object of the present study is to weigh several readings of the explanan-
dum of the MEC. I sketch some of the main contenders, their philosophical
strengths and possible textual supports in Avicenna, and ultimately what I take
to be the strongest reasons against their adoption. I consider the following op-
tions for what a MEC is doing: 1) Causing essences to be what they are; 2) Caus-
ing (selecting) the essences that do exist as opposed to others (something like
a possible-worlds approach); 3) Causing the continuous existence of sublunar
species through an infinity of individuals; 4) Causing or “giving” a species form
to sublunar matter in the process of generation. I use Avicenna’s theory of the
MEC as a limiting framework in deciding on these options, which I outline in
the first section. The fundamental convictions of Avicenna’s argument for the
efficient cause of existence in metaphysics will provide suggestions for, and
constraints on, the options we consider in the sections that follow. I conclude
with my own proposal, explored elsewhere, that Avicenna’s re-conception of
efficient causation in metaphysics may be understood as an attempt at defin-
ing fundamental ontological dependency relations that is explanatorily and
ontologically prior to the explanatory role of physical causes. I have proposed
there that instead of understanding the efficient cause of metaphysics as a
causal relation per se, we can better capture Avicenna’s efficient cause of exis-
tence as a non-modal, essentialist account of ontological dependence.’

4 Ilahiyyat vi 2.1-5:201—202, translation modified.

5 Zarepour has already proposed viewing the “Avicennian notion of efficient causation in the
same manner that contemporary analytic metaphysicians understand the notion of ontologi-
cal dependence” in Necessary Existence and Monotheism: An Avicennian Account of the Islamic
Conception of Divine Unity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 4. Zarepour sees
Avicenna’s distinction in terms of “entity-grounding” but does not pursue the point in detail
given the scope of his work. I agree that Avicenna’s approach is better understood in terms
of ontological dependence and that it can also contribute to contemporary discussions of
non-modal, essentialist readings of ontological dependence by centering the role of natu-
ral kinds. An alternative reading of ontological dependence is to view it as the genus under
which the four Aristotelian causes fall as species. In this view, ontological dependence simply
amounts to a general definition of causation.
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2 The Argument of Ilahiyyat vi 1-3

Avicenna lays out his theory of the efficient cause of existence in Ilahiyyat vi
1-3, though the book draws on preceding discussion including 1 6 and 1v 1.
The undertaking is a significant one. Avicenna seeks not only to establish that
there is a facet of things that has yet to be explained under either the Aristote-
lian efficient cause of motion or the kalam cause of coming-to-be, but that it
is actually the most pressing and essential explanandum of things. It is what
makes a cause a cause in the most fundamental sense—not of the fact that
something is undergoing change or that it came to be after not having been. He
begins the discussion by defining the efficient cause in the following manner:

By efficient cause, [we mean] the cause which bestows an existence that
is distinct from itself...This is because the metaphysicians do not mean
by efficient cause only the principle of motion, as the physicists [al-fabi-
yyun] mean, but the principle and giver of existence [mabda’ al-wujud
wa-mufidihi], as in the case of the Creator [al-bart] with respect to the
world. As for the natural efficient cause, it does not bestow any existence
other than imparting motion in one of the forms of imparting motion.
Thus, in the natural sciences, that which bestows existence [mufid al-wu-
Jjud] is a principle of motion.”

In the following, I outline the relevant aspects of his argument for this cause of
existence in metaphysics, as developed in Ilahiyyat v1 1-3, which culminate in
the distinction between the cause of the effect qua species versus cause of the
effect qua individual. As Richardson states, three ingredients of his metaphys-
ical conception of causation, or the relation of cause to effect, are: (explanato-

6 For studies that treat aspects of metaphysical efficient causality in Avicenna, see Kara Rich-
ardson, “Avicenna’s Conception of the Efficient Cause,” British Journal for the History of Phi-
losophy 21.2 (2013), 220—239; Michael Marmura, “The Metaphysics of Efficient Causality in
Avicenna (Ibn Sina),” in Islamic Theology and Philosophy, ed. Michael Marmura (Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 1984), 172—187; Thérese Druart, “Metaphysics,” in
The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson and Richard C. Taylor
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 327-348 (especially pp. 338-340); Robert
Wisnovsky, “Final and Efficient Causality in Avicenna’s Cosmology and Theology,” Quaestio 2
(2002), 97-124; Wisnovsky, “Towards a History of Avicenna’s Distinction Between Immanent
and Transcendent Causes,” in Before and After Avicenna, ed. David Reisman (Leiden: Brill,
2003), 49—68; Emann Allebban, “Conservation and Causation in Avicenna’s Metaphysics,”
PhD Thesis, McGill University, 2018, 10-53.

7 Ilahiyyat vi 1.2:194-195, translation modified.
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ry) sufficiency, necessity, and the absolute coexistence of cause and effect.® As
the following shows, these elements need to be parsed more finely to have the
traction that Avicenna intends. This is particularly so for the notion of “neces-
sity” at play. By necessity, or that a thing necessitates another, Avicenna intends
an essential relation of dependency. The important aspect of this necessity is
that it is asymmetrical and Avicenna will clarify that the asymmetry is to be un-
derstood in terms of essences, or asymmetric relations between natural kinds.

2.1 The Efficient Cause as Cause of a Thing’s Existence
Avicenna begins with what seems to be a long-winded excursus on how the
fact that a thing was preceded by nonexistence is not something that is caus-
able or due to an agent.? It is not at the face of it obvious why this would be a
significant point to labor. Avicenna is here commencing his argument against
the view that what makes something in need of a cause is that it came to be
after having not existed, i.e. Auduth. Avicenna breaks this feature of a thing, its
coming-to-be, into the following parts so as to inquire into their causes: 1) the
fact that the thing was nonexistent; 2) the fact that the thing exists-after-hav-
ing-not-existed; and 3) the fact that the thing exists. He says the first quality,
that it was nonexistent, has no cause, other than the absence of its cause. He
says the second quality also has no cause because it can’t but be this way. That
is, every effect is the type of thing that has existence after not existing. Even
with eternal effects, nonexistence is prior essentially. He concludes that this
feature, of existence-after-nonexistence, is not something that can be caused.
Though he does not make his argument here in these terms, it is clear that he
is thinking of this as being an essential quality of an effect, that it is the sort
of thing that is preceded, in essence and for some effects in time, by nonexis-
tence. Existence is external to its essence, and so it can't help but be the case
that such things are preceded by nonexistence. For this reason, Avicenna says
such a feature cannot be caused, for it has it in virtue of its essence.

However, the last feature, that a thing exists, can be caused. Avicenna con-
cludes from this analysis that it is a thing’s existence that is caused in any mean-
ingful sense of cause, not the fact that it was nonexistent nor the fact that it

8 “According to Avicenna, sufficiency, necessity and coexistence are features of efficient causal-
ity in all domains” (Kara Richardson, “Avicenna on the Psr and Causal Necessity in the Nat-
ural World,” Theoria, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/theo.70000 (last accessed:
February 1, 2026) [italics mine]). I focus on Avicenna’s discussions in Illahiyyat with respect
to the interrelation of these concepts in defining metaphysical efficient causation. I set aside
any detailed analysis of how Avicenna’s definition of metaphysical efficient causation is to be
understood in relation to the four causes as discussed in his various works.

9 Ilahiyyat vi 1.7-10197-198.
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is a thing whose existence comes after nonexistence. Having established that
it is existence that the efficient cause causes, he will later conclude that what
makes something in need of a cause of existence is not that it came-to-be or
what he considers any other accidental feature of it, but “that species of exis-
tence inasmuch as it belongs to that species of quiddities deserves to have a
cause, even if it continues [to exist] and endures.”?

2.2 The Principle of Coexistence

Having established that it is a thing’s existence that is in need of explanation,
Avicenna next argues for the claim that it continues to need a cause of exis-
tence precisely as long as it exists. That is, the cause cannot exist prior to the ef-
fect nor after it. This is because the effect’s existence after generation cannot be
necessary in itself but is instead through an external condition. His argument
may be summarized as follows. A thing’s existence after generation is either
necessary or not. If it's necessary, its necessity of existence is either through its
own essence or an external condition (shart). If it is of its essence that it neces-
sarily exists, then it could not have come to be, as an essence that is necessar-
ily existent could not have not existed. Thus the thing’s necessity of existence
must be through an external condition. That condition is either: 1) generation;
2) an attribute of the thing; or 3) something else. Its generation cannot be the
source of its necessity, since generation is not itself necessary, i.e., if it is nec-
essary it would be unchanging or eternal. As well, its generation has ceased,
so it cannot be a cause of its continued necessity. This brings him to the sec-
ond option, which is some attribute of the thing that renders it necessarily
existent. Perhaps it is a thing having gone through origination that renders the
thing now necessarily existent. He says this, or any other attribute of the thing
that one may speculate as rendering it necessary, is either its attribute qua its
essence or qua existent. If the former, it would, again, render the thing neces-
sarily existent in itself, which has been shown to be inconsistent with genera-
tion. So then it is an attribute that came into being with its existence. But just
like origination cannot be the explanation of something’s necessity, so too an
originated attribute. So then the attribute requires a cause but this terminates

10 Ilahiyyat vi 114:199. See the parallel discussion in Najat: Ilahiyyat 1 12: “On contingency
being the cause of the need for the Necessary, not generation [hudith] as the weak from
among the mutakallimin suppose.” I cite from Avicenna, Kitab al-Najat, edited by Muham-
mad-Taqi Danishpazhth (Tehran: University of Tehran Press, 1985). For a discussion of
contingency in the context of the essence/existence distinction, see Stephen Menn,
"Metaphysics: God and Being," The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Philosophy, edit-
ed by A. S. McGrade (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 147-170 (especially

PP. 154-157).
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at an attribute necessitated by an external thing. (Because an infinite number
of attributes that are all only possibly existent in themselves could never ren-
der something necessary.) Avicenna gives a similar argument in the Najat for
a coexisting cause of existence. There he argues that contingency is of its very
nature, and it becomes necessary only through an external condition and not
through itself. In the Najat version of this argument, the cause of existence is
also called a cause of persistence (‘illat al-thabat).™ In Ilahiyyat, he states this
in a similar manner:

Regarding that which is [erroneously] believed that the son continues to
exist after the father, that the building continues to exist after the builder,
and that the warmth continues to exist after the fire [is removed], the rea-
son for this is the conflation [takhlit] that results from lack of knowledge
of [what] a cause is in reality [al-lla bi-l-hagiga]. For the builder, the
father, and the fire are not, in reality, causes of the persistence [giwam] of
these effects.

Avicenna suggests here that the problem lies in the very definition of the cause
that is overlooked and concludes that a thing needs a coexisting cause of ex-
istence for as long as it continues to exist. Importantly, he also notes that the
cause cannot exist prior to the effect: “Thus, the true causes coexist with the
effect. As for those that are [temporally] prior, these are causes, either acciden-
tally or as helpers.”3 I will return to the question of causal “helpers”.

2.3 The Cause of Existence as Cause of Natures
Having established the need for an enduring cause of existence for as long as
the thing exists, the subsequent discussion offers some details on what the
cause of existence is doing, as distinct from other causes. Importantly, as he
has shown above, this cause of a thing’s existence is not causing a thing to
come into existence, which is explicable by a thing’s cause of generation. This
would be the efficient cause of physics. Here in metaphysics he is establishing
anew causal principle that is doing something far different and most essential
for a thing.

He illustrates this by example through an analysis of the causes of three ef-
fects: the building, the son, and the fire. He first affirms what he has just shown
regarding the need for a cause of persistence: one may think, in “ignorance’,

11 Najat: Ilahiyyat 11 14.
12 Ilahiyyat v1 2.1:201, translation modified.
13 Ilahiyyat vi 2.5:202.
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that these effects persist on their own after their causes, but “the builder, the
father, and the fire are not, in reality, causes for the persistence [giwam] of
these effects.”* He proceeds to outline the true causes of the persistence of
these effects. It is not enough to simply cite the thing’s form as a cause of its
persistence, as he considers the form to be utterly contingent and dependent.
Persistence in existence seems to be a function of a thing’s essence being con-
tinuously actualized from outside through “the cause that endows forms.”
As he writes with respect to the son: “as for it becoming formed as an animal
and its continuity as an animal, this has another cause...the cause that endows
forms”; the building: “the cause of the building’s shape is...the natures...the
cause of these being the separable cause that enacts the natures”; the fire: “the
cause of fire is the cause that bestows forms”!6 He concludes, again, that this
cause coexists with its effects.

Again, Avicenna is treating an explanandum that is distinct from the causes
of generation treated in physics. He is here concerned with “essential causes”.
As he concludes, “The essential causes of things through which the existence
of the essence of that thing comes about in actuality must exist with it."!”

It can be noted that although he introduces here the caused-ness of essenc-
es and tethers it to the cause of existence he has been speaking of, nowhere in
his analysis does Avicenna directly invoke the Giver of Forms as intervening
in causal processes to endow the form to individual properly prepared matter.
And even if he is indicating the Giver of Forms, the explanandum remains,
as it is unclear how the Giver of Forms, which presumably somehow possess-
es all forms in actuality, fulfills the requirement of both absolute coexistence
and asymmetric necessity. While this is one reading of the role of the Giver of
Forms as cause of existence, and is indeed what I will refer to as the received
view, I will raise various problems with it. I return to this in section 3.4. I also
find it less promising given the next step in Avicenna’s analysis of the MEC,
which tethers it to causing at the level of species, not the level of the individual.

2.4 The Cause of the Effect Qua Species

Having established this new causal principle, the efficient cause of metaphys-
ics, the cause of existence, Avicenna’s final step in his inquiry is to tether this
causal principal to the ontological and explanatory domain of the effect qua
species. To the prior results, in vI 3 Avicenna advances a distinction concern-

14  Ilahiyyat vi 2.1:201, translation modified.
15  Ilahiyyatvi 2.5:202.

16 Ilahiyyat v1 2.3-5:201—-202.

17 Ilahiyyatvi 2.8:203.
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ing cause and effect that “we must not ignore”: we may analyze an effect in
terms of its individual-ness and identify the corresponding causes, or we may
analyze an effect in terms of its species-ness and identify the corresponding
causes. Avicenna states:

18

19

There is here, however, another explication by another kind of verify-
ing inquiry [tahqiq] which we must not ignore. This [explication] is that
causes and effects, at first consideration according to thought, divide into
two parts. [The first] part [is one] where the natures in the effect and its
[own] specificity and essential quiddity necessitate that, in its existence,
it is an effect of a nature or natures. The causes would thus necessarily be
different from its specificity, since they are causes of it with respect to its
species, not [to] its individual [instance]. If this is the case, then the two
species are not one [and the same], since what is being sought after is the
cause of that species. Rather, the effects would be necessitated by some
other species, and the causes would necessitate a species other than their
own. These [latter] would be essential causes of the thing absolutely
caused with respect to the species of the effect. [The second] part [is one]
where the effect is not the effect of the cause, nor is the cause the cause of
the effect in [terms of the effect’s] species, but in [terms of] its individual
[existence]. Let us take this according to what thought outwardly dictates
by way of division—what is found outwardly as existing examples of it—
and by way of expansion [on this], until we show the true state that must
obtain for it through our examination of the cause that gives the form of
every |existent| that has form from among bodies. An example of the first
[part] is the soul’s being a cause of voluntary motion;!® an example of the
second is this fire’s being the cause of that fire.l® The difference between
the two things is known. For this fire is not the cause of that fire in that it
is the cause of the specificity of fire, but in that it is the cause of some fire.
If considered in terms of specificity, it would be the cause of specificity
accidentally. The case is similar with [the causal relation] of father to son,

Avicenna delineates three causes of voluntary motion in his discussions on final causation
in llahiyyat v1 5: the most remote (and first cause) being the imaginative or cogitative fac-
ulty of the soul, followed by the less remote appetitive faculty, and finally the proximate
being the motive power in organs.

Note Avicenna’s remarks that these examples are just loose, preliminary ones, “what is
found outwardly” to begin to draw out the distinction.
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not inasmuch as this is a father and that a son, but with respect to the
existence of humanity.20

Here Avicenna begins by echoing the results of vI 2 that some things, due to
their very essence, need a cause when existing. But here in vI 3 he associates
that sort of causation with a new distinction concerning causes and effects:
causes that cause a thing’s specificity, versus causes that cause a thing in its
“individual” instance. As he states,

[The first] part [is one] where the natures in the effect and its [own] spec-
ificity and essential quiddity necessitate that, in its existence, it is an ef-
fect of a nature or natures. The causes would thus necessarily be different
from its specificity, since they are causes of it with respect to its species,
not [to] its individual [instance].

Here we learn that the cause of existence that he has been arguing for is now
subsumed under some broader analysis of cause and effect whereby it is re-
sponsible for causing the species-ness of an effect, hereto referred to as the
cause of the effect qua species. And because the cause of existence is respon-
sible for causing the species-ness of a thing, he says it must be of a different
species than the effect. Accordingly, he goes on to emphasize, as he did in vi
1-2, that the entities we may think of to fulfill this causal role do not and can-
not actually do so. Just as in vI 2 he argued that the father cannot cause the
existence of the son and the fire cannot cause the existence of the other fire,
here in vI 3 he again revisits the same examples, but instead of speaking of
their persistence in existence as the explanandum, he speaks of their species
or essence as the explanandum. When this fire causes that fire, or the father
causes the son, they do not and cannot cause the existence of the species or
essence of the effect which they both share. He says causes like the father and
the fire are only responsible for causing individual fires and sons, or the effect
qua individual. These individual effects instantiate essences that cannot possi-
bly be caused by other individuals that instantiate the same essence. The son
requires a cause of his humanity but one that is not human. As he states, “the
two species are not one [and the same], since what is being sought after is the
cause of that species.” Here he clearly states that this cause of existence that
he has been speaking of is a cause of species, i.e. of humanity, fire-ness, and so
on. He states that these species would be caused and “necessitated” by “some

20  llahiyyat vi 3.7-10:207—208, translation modified.
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other species.” That other species, he concludes, would be “essential causes of
the thing absolutely caused with respect to the species of the effect.” This es-
sential cause of things is precisely the cause that he aimed to establish at the
outset of Ilahiyyat v1.

Avicenna next turns to an extended discussion on the cause of the effect
qua individual. The discussion is not immediately pertinent here, except to
draw out the following point. The examples Avicenna uses to illustrate caus-
es of the effect qua individual are telling: fire heating water to the point that
it transforms into fire, salt changing honey into salt, and the light of the sun
causing light here or on the moon.?! The examples represent a range of causes
across the sublunar and superlunar realms that are often taken as true causes
of a thing. Avicenna’s contention is that in all of these cases that we take prima
facie to be causing their effects—indeed that the Aristotelian physicist might
take to be the paradigmatic cases of causing—the cause’s efficacy is actually
limited to explanation at the level of an effect qua individual and not the spe-
cies-ness of the effect. The salt can turn honey into salt, but it cannot cause the
existence of the very essence of saltness that it and the new salt share.

Importantly, Avicenna ends the discussion by referring the reader to Phys-
ics of the Shifa’ as the appropriate place to further explore such causes of the
effect qua individual.?2 The crucial point made by Avicenna’s elaboration of his
“first blush” distinction between cause of the effect qua species and cause of
the effect qua individual is that the latter category is addressed through the
explanatory causes of motion and change in physics. However, such causes
are restricted, in the sense that they explain the generation and corruption of
individuals of a species but not the very existence of their contingent essence.
Here, he is repeating the point made in the earlier chapters, that what phys-
icists and others take to be the causes of a thing are only causes of kinds of
motion. These causes, namely the efficient, formal, material, and final cause
treated in physics, operate at only one level of the causal and explanatory
structure of reality.

This is why Avicenna also holds here that the cause of species that he is
seeking must be outside of the species itself, since “what is being sought after
is the cause of that species.” He also says the cause of the effect qua species is
the cause that “gives the form of every [existent] that has form among bodies”
and, as seen in VI 2, is a cause that continues to cause the form for as long as the
thing exists. He says the cause of the effect qua species would be the thing’s “es-
sential cause”. Connecting these points with the prior ones Avicenna has made

21 llahiyyat vi 3.11—24:208-212.
22 llahiyyatvi 3.25:213.
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in VI 1—2, summarized above, Avicenna concludes his discussion of the MEC
by aligning it with the plane of caused reality that is the species, while other
causes function at the plane of caused reality that is the individual. Thus, I will
hereto speak of the cause of the effect qua species, the MEC, and the cause of
existence interchangeably, as I believe Avicenna does.

Although we have come a long way towards understanding the MEC, we
may still ask what it means exactly to cause the effect qua species, just as we
may still ask the question of what it means to cause existence. It seems even
given these parameters, there are a number of ways to parse this causal princi-
ple. Iturn to these now, with a constant eye backwards to the conception of the
MEC that Avicenna has thus far developed. One key result that has emerged is
that whatever it is doing, the MEC is not doing it through motion. Such causes,
again, are appropriately studied in the science of physics, which Avicenna has
subsumed under the broader category of the effect qua individual and is the
proper subject matter of physics. Critically, there too, with respect to the cause
of existence, Avicenna cautions that the causality of such a cause is “external
to the science of physics” and “the natural philosopher has no business dis-
cussing it since it has nothing to do with the science of physics.”?® Another key
result is that it is causing the existence of species or essences, and not at the
level of the effect qua individual, or whatever the father is providing or doing
vis-a-vis the son. With these guiding posts in mind, I turn now to consider, for
Avicenna, what does a cause of existence do?

3 What does a MEC do?
Here are what I take to be some main contenders for what a MEC is doing:

1) Causing essences to be what they are (causing the essence humanity as
‘rational animal’ and triangle as ‘three-sided figure’)

2) Causing (selecting) the essences that do exist as opposed to others

3) Causing the continuous existence of sublunar species through an in-
finity of individuals

4) Causing or “giving” a species form to a sublunar individual in the pro-
cess of generation (the received view)

23 Avicenna, The Physics of The Healing, ed. and trans. Jon McGinnis, 2 vols. (Provo: Brigham
Young University Press, 2009), I 2.10:17.
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I do not think any of these are the explanandum that Avicenna is after here in
proposing the cause of the effect qua species. In the following sections, I con-
sider each of these options, first motivating their philosophical and/or textual
plausibility in Avicenna, and then why I take them to be unsatisfactory in the
end. I conclude with a gesture to an alternative that I develop in another study.

31 Making an Essence

Could there be a cause of the fact that humanity’s essence is “rational animal”
or a triangle’s essence is “three-sided figure”? An example of this view is Des-
cartes’ radical voluntarism whereby God is the efficient cause of eternal truths
like essences, or that all the radii of a circle are equal, by declaring them to
be what they are. As Descartes writes in a letter to Mersenne, “You ask me by
what kind of causality God established the eternal truths. I reply: by the same
kind of causality as he created all things, that is to say, as their efficient and
total cause.”?* This raises all sorts of problems for Descartes that have occupied
commentators, such as how Descartes can consider such truths necessary and
yet also freely created by an omnipotent God. We need not step into these, but
simply consider whether this might be the sort of explanandum that Avicenna
is after in his MEC. That is, the proposal is that causing existence is to cause
every essence to be what it is.

Whether essences can be caused to be what they are was a question in the
Islamic context before and after Avicenna, tied to discussions around the on-
tological status of non-existent things.?5 Avicenna explicitly denies that some-
thing can be caused to be what it is, for it is what it is intrinsically—it is simply
the genus and species of a thing that jointly cause the essence of the species.
There cannot be an efficient cause of the essence over and above these, as he
writes,

[Y]ou know for sure that nothing makes human to be animal, or four to
be number. Otherwise, in the absence of that thing, human would not be
animal and four would not be number, which is absurd. The meaning of
our saying that one thing makes another thing to be ‘such-and-such’ is

24  “To [Mersenne], 27 May 1630,” AT 1:152, CSMK 25, qtd. in Cunning, David, “Descartes’ Mod-
al Metaphysics,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2024 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta & Uri Nodelman (eds.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2o24/entries/des-
cartes-modal/.

25  For a summary of some of the positions and questions, as well as translated texts to fol-
low, see Peter Adamson and Fedor Benevich, The Heirs of Avicenna: Philosophy in the Is-
lamic East, 12-13th Centuries, vol. 1, Metaphysics and Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 138-143.
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that the latter thing is not ‘such-and-such’ in itself, but rather something
outside it makes it ‘such-and-such.’ If something in itself cannot help be-
ing ‘such-and-such,’ then nothing makes it ‘such-and-such.26

He goes on to clarify further that the cause of a human does not also cause it
to be animal, since human is animal essentially, just as, he says, black is color
essentially and four is number essentially. In contrast, he continues, the white-
ness of a human can be caused, as human is not white in itself, and so too, of
course, is being for human. That is, existence is not intrinsic to human and
needs an external cause. As Umar al-Khayyam makes plain with respect to
God’s causal role, “For the Creator, who is great, did not make human to be
a body, for instance. Rather He made [human] to be existent. Furthermore,
when the human exists, he cannot but be a body.”?”

Thus, we find here Avicenna unwavering in holding that the agency of the
First is strictly with respect to causing existence. He makes this point earlier, as
we saw, when arguing that the First's causal contribution is not causing exis-
tence after nonexistence. And now he makes the point again here, arguing the
First causes a thing’s existence, not causing an essence to be what it is. In both
contexts, the shared intuition behind the arguments he gives is that God does
not cause such matters, because there is no such cause to be had.

3.2 Selecting Essences

Another candidate for the causal role of the MEC is to be a kind of selector of
the essences that actually populate our cosmos. One could certainly imagine a
world whereby no humans ever existed, or no trees ever existed, or no mosqui-
tos. Or one could imagine that different sorts of things populated the cosmos

26 Avicenna, Danish-nama: Mantiq, 15.1-16.5, in Adamson and Benevich, Heirs of Avicenna,
148-149. And in the Ilahiyyat of the Danish-nama 38.10-39.3, he again denies that essenc-
es can be caused to be what they are, repeating some of the same examples; see Adamson
and Benevich, Heirs of Avicenna, 149.

27  Al-Khayyam, Risala fi [-wujid, 105.10-106.2, in Adamson and Benevich, Heirs of Avicenna,
150, and the same position is again articulated in his Jawab ‘an thalath masa’il, 167.8—9. Al-
Sawi also reaffirms Avicenna’s view and adds that if one thinks an essence can be caused
to be what it is, then “it would be possible to suppose that the human is not an animal by
supposing the absence of the cause” (Basa@’ir, Mantiq 37.22—38.2, in Adamson and Benev-
ich, Heirs of Avicenna 155). See also al-Razi’s recap of the falsafa view, “They also agreed
that quiddities are not made (ghayr majala). They said: whatever is necessitated through
another is eliminated along with that other thing. If blackness belonged to black through
something else, then when that other thing was eliminated, black would stop being black.
But saying that black is no longer black is absurd” (Muhassal, 59.11, in Adamson and Ben-
evich, Heirs of Avicenna, 161).
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instead: a purple rational animal that flies. Is there a cause or explanation of
there being the essences that there are in the cosmos (humanity; tree-ness;
mosquito-ness) as opposed to a cosmos with different essences (unicorn-ness,
etc.)? Put more broadly, why is the cosmos the way that it is? Perhaps contin-
gency implies not just that something could have not been, but that what is
could have been otherwise. Does God not only give existence but “choose”, or
determine, which essences to give existence to? This would have the additional
benefit of cohering with the intuition that choosing is essential to agency.?8

To scale the explanandum up a level, in many texts, Avicenna speaks of
what we may call macro-level “essences’, or the larger ways that the cosmos
operates. Avicenna discusses the management (tadbir) or order (nizam) of the
cosmos, which he says emanates from the first principles, and that through
the mediation of the first of the heavenly bodies, the order of the cosmos is
preserved.2? He gives several examples of such cosmic orders in various texts.
Some of these examples occur in the context of his discussion of “universal na-
ture” (al-tabi'a al-kulliya). One such example is the principle that any prepared
matter gets its appropriate form rather than be “wasted’, even if receiving such
a form results in aberrations from the species. Avicenna gives the example of
the sixth digit,

The same is true of the additional finger, since it is something intended
by the universal nature, which requires that any matter that is prepared
for some form received it and that [that form] not be hindered; so when
there is excessive matter deserving the form of finger-ness, it will not be
denied and wasted.3°

He invokes “universal nature” in these examples in order to show that such
aberrations are still within nature, even though they conflict with the “partic-
ular nature” (al-tabi‘a al-juz’iyya), that is, “the specific power that governs one

28  However, some have argued for a compatibilist reading of Avicenna, in which although
Avicenna does not ascribe choice to God in this way, God is nonetheless free. See Jari
Kaukua, “Freedom and Responsibility in Avicenna,” in Penser Avec Avicenne : De heri-
tage grec a la réception latine, en hommage a Jules Janssens, edited by Daniel De Smet and
Meryem Sebti (Louvain: Peeters 2022), 149-168, and Anthony Ruffus and Jon McGinnis,
“Willful Understanding: Avicenna’s Philosophy of Action and Theory of the Will,” Archiv
fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 97.2 (2015): 160-195.

29  The Physics of The Healing I 7.3:52.

30 The Physics of The Healing I 7.4:53.
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individual.”®! In contrast, the universal nature is “the power emanating from
the substances of the celestial entities as one thing, and it is the governor of
the totality of what is in the world of generation (kawn).”32 It is not typical for
a human to have a sixth digit or an oversized head,33 but it is a sort of universal
principle, in accordance with universal nature, that matter that is prepared for
a form is not “wasted” and left without its suitable form. Another example he
gives of a cosmic “way” or order that is in line with universal nature is the fact
that sublunar individuals perish instead of live forever.3* He explains that if in-
dividuals do not perish, there would be overcrowding and resource depletion,
such that other individuals would not be able to exist. Another example he
gives is how the souls of individual humans are freed from the body to attain
their true aim instead of being perpetually trapped by the body.3>

Avicenna is building on a history of discourse on this concept of a universal
nature.36 Useful for our purposes is an analogy from Alexander of a ruler whose
effect (rule) permeates the city. The analogy is apt, and relevant in two ways.
First, it clarifies that, like the rule of a ruler, the universal nature is not some
determinate substance or entity. Avicenna emphasizes that neither the partic-
ular nature nor the universal nature have existence as discrete substances, and
that it is only the particular (al-juz) that exists.3” Like the ruler of a city, the
universal nature is connected to maintaining the order (nizam) of the cosmos.
This order is ultimately caused by the first cause but through the mediation of
superlunar causes. It is plausible that Avicenna is maintaining the view from
Philoponus that the universal nature is an effect that descends from superlu-
nar existents and which is responsible for the order and laws that govern the
cosmos. Still, Avicenna takes God to be responsible for these contingent ways
that the cosmos operates, and almost intimately so. For example, outside of
the Physics passages discussed above, in his biological accounts of fetal devel-

31 llahiyyat v1 5.23:226—227, translation modified. See Allebban “Conservation and
Causation” 120—133 for more on the particular nature in Avicenna.

32 llahiyyat vi 5.23:227, translation modified.

33 The Physics of The Healing 1 7.1:50 (al-ra’sa al-musaffata, i.e. a reference to someone with
megalocephaly).

34  The Physics of The Healing 1 7.4:53. Connected to this is Aristotle Generation and Corrup-
tion 11 10. Perishing and making room for others is said to be one behavior of particulars
that exhibits an eternal pattern, and hence mimics the eternal. See Sarah Broadie, “Heav-
enly Bodies and First Causes,” A Companion to Aristotle, ed. Georgios Anagnostopoulos
(Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 230—241 (especially p. 240).

35  The Physics of The Healing I 7.4:53.

36  Onthe background in Philoponus, Alexander of Aphrodisias, and the Pseudo-Aristotle De
Mundo, see Allebban Conservation and Causation 127-133.

37  The Physics of The Healing 1 7.2:51.
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opment in Kitab al-Hayawan 1X 5 of the Shifa’, Avicenna invokes God’s role in
childbirth. He says the child’s major joints are dislocated so as to pass through
the birth canal and that God’s “assistance and care” make it that the joints
quickly return to their “natural continuity.”38 It is clear that Avicenna wants to
maintain God’s providential care over the cosmos, in this and many other ways.

The analogy of the rule of the ruler is important for another reason: differ-
ent rulers, and their rules or way of governance, result in marked differences
between cities or states. So too, we can certainly imagine a world in which the
cosmos operates differently, according to a different order (nizam) or manage-
ment (tadbir). Under this different rule, perhaps none of the above universal
principles hold true. In sum, the proposal under consideration is that when
Avicenna speaks of the cause of existence, he is not simply seeking an answer
as to why there is something rather than nothing. He is also explaining why the
cosmos is the way it is- at both the level of species as well as the macro-level of
cosmic orders or “rule”.

Exemplarism is a theory of creation that would be one way of accounting
for this explanandum. Exemplarism holds that God chooses from all possible
things which to create. The ideas of all possible created things are said to exist
in God’s mind as “exemplars” or models for God to choose from. As such, God
could have chosen to create other individuals or other essences than those that
are or have in fact been instantiated. And so the cosmos is the way it is because
God chose it to be such.

However, exemplarism has problems,3® some of which would be serious
concerns for Avicenna as well. First, Avicenna explicitly rejects the notion of
multiple forms or exemplars in the mind of God, on the basis of divine simplic-
ity.#% Second, the question depends on the ontological status of non-existents.
Avicenna does not seem to think that possible, yet non-actual, essences exist.*!
If there are not any, then they cannot exist in God’s mind either. One issue is

38  Avicenna, Kitab al-Shifa’/Kitab al-Hayawan, Kitab al-Sama‘al-Tabit, edited by Sa‘id Zayid
(Cairo: al-Haya’ al-Misriyya al-Ammiya li-I-T2’1if wa-1-Nashr, 1970), X 5:178.

39 See James Ross, “God, Creator of Kinds and Possibilities,” in Rationality, Religious Belief,
and Moral Commitment, ed. Robert Audi and William J. Wainwright (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1986), 315—-334.

40  This argument comes in the context of rejecting the proposal that God is the substrate in
which possibility inheres. See Jon McGinnis, “The Ultimate Why Question: Avicenna on
Why God Is Absolutely Necessary,” in The Ultimate Why Question: Why Is There Anything
at All Rather than Nothing Whatsoever?, ed. John F. Wippel (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 2011), 65-83 (see pp. 78—79 in particular).

41 See Calvin Normore, “Metaphysics in the Orbit of Islam,” in Aristotle and the Arabic Tradi-
tion, ed. Ahmed Alwishah and Josh Hayes (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
184-18s5. For a discussion of the status of the nonexistent and related questions in various

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 35—70



52 ALLEBBAN

that just because we can imagine the world differently, that does not mean
these are genuine metaphysical possibilities. That is, according to some,*2 for
Avicenna conceivability does not entail metaphysical possibility. Avicenna
would say it is perfectly fine to imagine the purple flying rational animal that I
began the section with, and he has the machinery to explain such mental acts
in his cognitive psychology and theory of concepts. However, as Kaukua ar-
gues, only conceptions of actual essences count as adequate concepts for Avi-
cenna. There is no real essence of purple flying rational animal, which is a con-
junction of various adequate conceptions, i.e. conceptions of actual essences:
of rational animals, of flying things, and of purple things. Phenomenologically,
when I conceive of a land-walking, tan-colored human, and when I conceive
of a flying, purple human, my conceptions are in-distinct with respect to their
metaphysical possibility. This is why Avicenna is skeptical of using conceiv-
ability as a measure of metaphysical possibility. Thus, on this reading of Avi-
cenna, I may imagine away, all the different ways in which this cosmos might
have operated differently or be populated by different essences than the actual
ones, but this in itself does not mean that these are genuine metaphysical pos-
sibilities. And if I cannot establish on other grounds that there are other meta-
physical possibilities, then the force for an explanation (of why this cosmos) is,
in the meanwhile, dulled. A related question is whether Avicenna is commit-
ted to a necessitarianism whereby nothing could be otherwise or whether he
allows for counterfactual states of affairs in his metaphysics. This is a matter
of scholarly debate.*3 If we accept the standard view that Avicenna’s ontolo-
gy and cosmology entail such necessity, and that Avicenna’s Necessary Being
creates as a necessary emanation and not as a product of choice or selection,

13-15th century thinkers, followed by selected texts, see Adamson and Benevich, Heirs of
Avicenna 138-188.

42 Jari Kaukua, “Conceivability and Metaphysical Possibility in Avicenna,” Oxford Studies in
Medieval Philosophy 12 (2026): in press. What I say next builds directly from Kaukua'’s arti-
cle. See also his references on alternative readings of Avicenna.

43  Addressing this adequately would be a study of its own, but see the helpful summary
of positions on this question in Ruffus and McGinnis, “Willful Understanding”, 167-171.
See also more recently Kaukua, “Modal Logic and Modal Metaphysics: An Avicennian
Division of Labour,” Theoria, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/theo.70034 (last
accessed: February 1, 2026), who argues that there are no counterfactual scenarios in his
metaphysics; and Mohammad Saleh Zarepour, “psr, Modal Collapse, and Open Future
in Ibn Sina’s Philosophy,” Theoria, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/theo.70017
(last accessed: February 1, 2026), who maintains indeterminacies, and see fn. 20 for schol-
ars endorsing determinist readings. For a brief summary of the problem and references,
see Kaukua, “Future Contingency and God’s Knowledge of Particulars in Avicenna,” Brit-
ish Journal for the History of Philosophy 32.4 (2024): 745-765 (pp. 745746 in particular).
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then exemplarism, again, is a difficult fit. Thus, it seems there are a number of
problems to overcome before adopting this explanandum as the most plausi-
ble reading of Avicenna’s MEC. Of course, I have not done enough here to show
that it is an impossible reading, as much depends on how the question of ne-
cessitarianism in Avicenna’s thought is settled. But I think there is enough here
to suggest that a model of creation where God is selecting amongst possibles
is too far removed from Avicenna’s thought to be a strong contender for the
explanandum Avicenna is after. So let us turn to another option.

3.3 The Continuity of Species
There is a tradition of discussing the effects of the celestial world on the sublu-
nar that may be another candidate for the explanandum of the MEC. Aristotle
identifies the sun as efficient cause of generation and corruption in the sublu-
nar world. The sun’s annual motion along the ecliptic, i.e. its varying proximity
to the Earth, causes the seasons, which cause cycles of generation and corrup-
tion in sublunar species. It is the sun’s proximity to the Earth that brings on
generation and its retreat brings on corruption, as detailed in On Generation
and Corruption 11 10.** Here Aristotle also explains how the sun’s motion pre-
vents the four sublunar elements from settling into their concentric natural
places.*> Hence Aristotle famously identifies both the sun and the father as
efficient causes of an individual human: “Man is begotten by man and by the
sun as well.”#6

In the medieval context, the effects of the superlunary on the sublunary is
often spoken of in terms of providence or governance (tadbir) of the subluna-
ry world. Ibn Rushd illustrates how “providence is preserved” through various
celestial phenomena, including the motions of celestial bodies and their in-
clined spheres, their respective distances to the Earth, and even the very sizes
of celestial bodies have a governing effect on the sublunar world. Interestingly,
Ibn Rushd’s discussion sounds a lot like what contemporary philosophers of
religion have advanced as fine-tuning arguments for the existence of an intel-
ligent designer. He names several of the data points that contemporary phys-
icists draw on for these arguments, for instance, how if the moon or sun were
ever so slightly closer or farther from Earth, life would not have been possi-
ble.#” Each of these “Goldilocks” parameters is said to be fine-tuned for life to

44  Aristotle, On Generation and Corruption, 336a32 ff.

45  Aristotle, On Generation and Corruption, 337a9-15.

46 Aristotle, Physics 11 2 194b14, and again less succinctly at Metaphysics X11 51071a13-17.

47  Averroes, On Aristotle’s “Metaphysics”: An Annotated Translation of the so-Called “Epito-
me,” ed. and trans. Riidiger Arnzen. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 177.
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exist on Earth. Averroes writes, “[I]f we were to imagine the disappearance of
a single movement or planet among them, then either no coming-to-be what-
soever or that of some beings would not take place.”*® Some of the mentioned
effects these celestial phenomena have on the sublunar include: the four sea-
sons, sublunar temperatures that are conducive for life, day and night on Earth
which is a further regulation of temperatures necessary for life, rainfall, the
ripening of fruits, and ultimately, “the existence and preservation of each and
every thing coming to be in this [lower] world”. All of this is “due to [divine]
providence for that which is in the present world.”*?

“The existence and preservation of each and every thing” in the sublunar
world sounds a whole lot like the explanandum Avicenna is after. Like his
predecessors, Avicenna speaks of the Sun’s influence on the sublunar, noting,
“[T]he Sun’s proximity and remoteness and the occurrence of warmth and
coolness owing to its proximity and remoteness respectively (as you will learn
later) are an orderly cause of most of the things in nature that have particular
ends.”50 It is also clear that Avicenna thinks sublunar species must be eternal,
that “the substance man, horse or palm exists and that it persist and be sta-
ble.”5! But since sublunar individuals do not live eternally, the only way for the
species to persist eternally is through one corruptible individual after another,
ad infinitum. There is otherwise “no need for generation and multiplication
in progeny” if man could be eternal like the Sun and Moon. Thus to achieve
this essential end, the existence of the species, it is necessary that cycles of
generation and corruption continue regularly, which we know are caused by
the Sun’s motions. Could, then, the MEC be Avicenna’s way of collecting all
of these influences of celestial movers on the sublunar? Could the regularity
and eternality of species be the explanandum in question, i.e. what Avicenna
means by causing the existence or persistence of things?

In my reading of Avicenna, this explanandum must fall within the causal
nexus of the effect qua individual, i.e. those causes pursued in the science of
physics. Avicenna departs from the reading of Aristotle, for example that Aver-
roes provides, where the existence of the contingent species forms are suffi-

48 Averroes, Epitome, cited in Gad Freudenthal, “The Astrologization of the Aristotelian Cos-
mos: Celestial Influences on the Sublunary World in Aristotle, Alexander of Aphrodisias,
and Averroes,” in New Perspectives on Aristotle’s De Caelo, ed. Alan C. Bowen and Christian
Wildberg (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 239—281 (at p. 243).

49  Averroes, Epitome, 178. Ancient authors make similar arguments, who Averroes is no
doubt building on. For a discussion of Alexander and Galen see Freudenthal, “Astrologi-
zation,” 254—256.

50  The Physics of The Healing 114.14:100.

51 llahiyyat v1 5.22:226, translation modified.
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ciently explained by both the corporeal agent (i.e. the father) and the celestial
motions. These causes may explain their continuity, but this explanandum
cannot qualify as the explanandum of the cause of existence. This is because
whatever the cause of existence is doing, for Avicenna, it cannot be doing it
through causing motion, as discussed in section 2 above in his very definition
of the efficient cause of metaphysics versus the efficient cause of physics. Avi-
cenna clarifies this further in the Physics, in his discussion of the first efficient
principle. He states the causality of such a cause is “external to the science of
physics” and that “the natural philosopher has no business discussing it [such
an efficient principle] since it has nothing to do with the science of physics.”>2
He even specifies further that the causality of such a cause is “of a more general
existence than [both] the causality of what specifically causes natural things
and the things that are specifically related to natural things.”53

Thus the heavenly motions in question may still, in Avicenna’s view, have
the kind of governing effect that Averroes describes, and for Avicenna they cer-
tainly “preserve” certain sublunar processes necessary for generation and cor-
ruption, but for Avicenna, the governance or preservation achieved through
these motions does not amount to anything more than physical effects. They
do not cross over into the metaphysical nexus of causing existence. Avicenna
need not and does not deny that the motions of the Sun, other celestial bodies,
their distances to the Earth, their sizes, etc., have effects on the sublunar. But
insofar as these effects are caused by motion, they cannot qualify for the expla-
nandum he is after in metaphysics.

3.4 Generation and the Giver of Forms

There are two approaches to this view: the received view and the revised view.
On the received view, which reaches back to Averroes and Aquinas’ reading
of Avicenna, Avicenna’s MEC provides the form of a generated compound of
form and matter, where the matter is properly prepared by physical efficient
causes. The thought is that the Giver of Forms produces ex nihilo and “bestows”
form upon each individual made ready to receive the species form proper to
it. Corporeal causes and physical processes in the natural world serve only to
prepare matter, which then receives an individuated form from the Giver of
Forms.>* Richardson introduces helpful terminology here. She distinguishes

52 The Physics of The Healing I 2.10:17.

53  The Physics of The Healing I 2.10117.

54 See Richardson, “Avicenna and Aquinas on Form and Generation,” In The Arabic, Hebrew
and Latin Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics, ed. Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Berto-
lacci (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 251-274 (pp. 259—268 in particular).
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between the “Infusion Model,” what I refer to here as the “received view” con-
cerning Avicenna, and the “Eduction Model” of Averroes and Aquinas, follow-
ing Aristotle. The Infusion Model of substantial generation holds that “when a
new compound of form and matter is made, an incorporeal substance produc-
es its form and bestows it upon matter made ready to receive it by corporeal
causes.”® On this model, nature prepares the matter to receive the appropri-
ate form, and the individual form is produced ex nihilo by the Giver of Forms.
The Eduction Model holds the form is “produced per accidens in the process of
eduction” i.e. the Aristotelian model where natural agents educe form from the
potentiality of matter in the natural process of generation. Both Averroes and
Aquinas attribute the Infusion Model to Avicenna. As Averroes states,

And this theory resembles that of Plato about forms separate from mat-
ter, and is the theory of Avicenna and others among the Muslim philos-
ophers; their proof is that the body produces in the body only warmth
or cold or moisture or dryness, and only these are acts of the heavenly
bodies according to them. But that which produces the substantial forms,
and especially those which are animated, is a separate substance which
they call the giver of forms.56

More recently, in discussing primary mixtures and complexes, Abraham Stone
proposes a similar reading of Avicenna as taking a “limited form of occasional-
ism” of substantial forms.57 Stone quotes passages from Avicenna, such as the
following,

What must be said about all this is one thing, and that is that the com-
pound body is adapted, by its complexion, to receive a disposition, or a
form, or a proper faculty, and this emanates to it from the Giver of Forms
and of faculties, and no other.58

The received view understands this division of labor to be reflected, for exam-
ple, in Shifa’ Physics 110.3:65, where Avicenna distinguishes between the cause

55  Richardson, “Avicenna and Aquinas on Form and Generation,” 251.

56  Averroes, Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), trans. Simon van den
Bergh (London: Oxford Press, 1954) 407—408. See also Herbert Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicen-
na, and Averroes on Intellect: Their Cosmologies, Theories of the Active Intellect, and Theo-
ries of Human Intellect (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 251.

57 Abraham D. Stone, “Avicenna’s Theory of Primary Mixture,” Arabic Sciences and Philoso-
phy 18.1 (2008): 99—119 (specifically pp. 117, and ng).

58  Stone, “Avicenna’s Theory of Primary Mixture,” 117.
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of motion that is a “preparer” (muhayy:’) and the cause of motion that is a
“completer” (mutammim), where the former is the natural agent that prepares
matter to receive a form. The received view takes the referent of the latter, the
mutammim, to be outside of the natural order and to be the Giver of Forms.
But the text seems complicated. The text states in two places that the mutam-
mim is “without doubt” a principle of motion and that it is “what in fact brings
about the emergence from potency to act.” There is a third term he uses in the
passage, that which gives (yut) the forms of natural species. Importantly, he
says “It would seem” that that which gives the form is outside of the natural
order and not under the investigation of the natural philosopher, but then he
concludes “Without doubt” both the preparer and the mutammim is a princi-
ple of motion, because the mutammim, which he also refers to earlier as the
one that gives (yu ti) the form, is “what in fact brings about the emergence from
potency to act.” Here Avicenna both affirms that the mutammim is responsible
for emerging the individual to actuality, indeed for giving the form, and that it
is a principle of motion. This would exclude the MEC, the Giver of Forms, as a
viable candidate for this role. To be clear, more careful textual study must be
done to take this as supporting the revised view, and it is beyond the scope of
this study to analyze this and all the passages in which Avicenna invokes the
Giver of Forms. Rather, I raise these complications because texts such as these
are taken to indicate that the Giver of Forms emanates individual forms when
instances of matter are sufficiently prepared. Richardson provides additional
reasons to question the received reading of Shifa’ Physics 1 10. She adds to it
an analysis of other texts from Shifa’ Physics, Metaphysics, and Generation and
Corruption in which Avicenna invokes the Giver of Forms.>® Her conclusion
there, which I agree with, is that those texts are inconclusive to support the
received view.

The received view has recently come under additional scrutiny. One con-
cern that has been raised is its tension with Avicenna’s view of the unity of
hylomorphic substances. According to Richardson, the view that the Active
Intellect endows individual forms “ex nihilo”, as suggested in Aquinas’ reading
of Avicenna, conflicts with Avicenna’s view of the unity of the hylomorphic
compound along with the fact that occasionalism conflicts with his overall
approach.5? Avicenna agrees with Aristotle that forms cannot exist separately
from the matter in which they inhere.! It is, of course, possible to the hold

59  Richardson, “Avicenna and Aquinas,” 259—268.

60 Richardson, “Avicenna and Aquinas,” 256—258.

61  Seellahiyyat11 4 and 11 1 and Richardson’s treatment of them in “Avicenna and Aquinas,”
257.
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the view that the Giver of Forms endows individuals forms without holding
that those forms exist per se or separately from matter.62 However, this does
raise questions about the role of the Active Intellect as analogous to, or du-
plicating, the natural efficient causes of forms. That is, Avicenna affirms the
efficacy of natural causes in affecting the matter to receive the new form. The
art of housebuilding in the soul of the carpenter is a source of the motion of
the wood, up until it attains the form and becomes a house. What is unclear
under the received view and needs argument is why the Giver of Forms must
now intervene in this individual process, especially in light of what will be dis-
cussed shortly that suggests Avicenna affirms the Aristotelian account of natu-
ral agents educing form from the potentiality of matter in his biological works.
Richardson states, “In my view, these texts [like that quoted above] suggest
that he points to this incorporeal agent to explain the existence of composite
substances, and their species, rather than to explain individual cases of sub-
stantial generation.”®® The point brings us to the revised reading of the MEC,
which takes its cue from Avicenna’s argument in v1 3 that the MEC operates at
the level of the effect qua species and not the level of the effect qua individual.
But let us first look at a few more reasons to rethink the received view.

Avicenna seems to caution against understanding nature and emanation in
the way the received view views the role of the Giver of Forms,

Nature that is predicated in the manner of a universal is sometimes a
universal relative to a species and sometimes a universal absolutely. Nei-
ther of these has an existence in concrete particulars as subsisting en-
tities, except in conceptualization. In fact, however, only the particular
has existence. The first of the two [i.e,, relative to a species] is what our
intellects recognize as a principle proper to the management necessary
for the conservation of a species, whereas the second is what our intel-
lects recognize as a principle proper to the management necessary for
the conservation of the universe according to its order.5*

One can, of course, read the passage as focusing on a specific view of “universal
nature’, which sees it as an independently subsistent entity. However, his argu-
ment provides constraints on how we understand both emanative causes and
natures as forms. First, he states that neither of the two kinds of universal na-

62  See Andreas Lammer, The Elements of Avicenna’s Physics: Greek Sources and Arabic Inno-
vations (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 194-196.

63 Richardson, “Avicenna and Aquinas,” 268.

64  The Physics of The Healing 1 7.2:51, with my interpolation in brackets.
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tures exist separately and that only individuals exist. However, this view that it
does not exist separately is compatible with the view that the universal nature,
relative to species, is conceptually “a principle proper to the management nec-
essary for the conservation of a species.” As I suggest below, this accords with
two aspects of this theory of MEC: first, that it is a conceptual and definitional
view of necessary dependency relations; and second, that it concerns the spe-
cies and not individuals. Avicenna goes on to state, “In fact, nature [tabi'a] in
this sense has no existence, neither in the First Principle itself (for it is impos-
sible that there be in it itself anything other than it itself, as you will learn) nor
in the manner of the procession to other things, as if it were an emanation but has
not yet arrived."®> We can apply this to the received reading of the role of the
Giver of Forms viewed in the “limited occasionalist” terms suggested above.
Avicenna proceeds to illustrate his point with the example of the Sun’s shining,
asserting again that

nothing that subsists separately departs from the Sun, neither a body nor
an accident...It is neither the case that that ray exists in anything other
than the recipient nor that some part of the whole ray of the Sun’s sub-
stance has sunk down toward and then spread over bits of matter.56

Applying this to our question, Avicenna can be read as cautioning against
understanding emanation as a separate causing or sending down of a form.
Whatever the Giver of Forms is doing when it is said to “give” the species form
to sublunar individuals, it cannot be the production of individual forms. Aver-
roes highlights this problem when he states, “The forms are not generated in
themselves, because if they were, then the generations would be without the
matter of the enmattered thing."6”

The view that interprets Avicenna’s Giver of Forms as imparting or “creat-
ing” individual forms in each case of substantial generation faces an additional
problem. It appears that Avicenna’s biological accounts in Kitab al-Hayawan
of the Shifa’ allow for sublunar agents to “educe” form from the potentiality of
matter. I cannot show this here but only provide the following summary of my
longer argument.%® In K. al-Hayawan Avicenna follows an Aristotelian account

65  The Physics of The Healing I 7.3:51-52, emphasis mine.

66  The Physics of The Healing I 7.3:51-52.

67  Averroes, Long Commentary on the Metaphysics, Book Zeta, comm.33, citd in Richardson
“Avicenna and Aquinas,” 255.

68 See Allebban Conservation and Causation, 54—104. There I also treat his account of the
generation of the human soul in Kitab al-Nafs of the Shif@’. For a discussion of causation
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of the generation of a new individual of a species, whereby the form of human-
ity in the father serves as a source of the motion of embryonic matter by means
of the instrument of semen, just as the art of housebuilding in the soul of the
carpenter is a source of the motion of the bricks by means of tools that carry
the “motion of the art.” Critically, in his account in K. al-Hayawan, Avicenna
invokes only natural efficient causes, i.e. causes of motion, to explain the com-
ing-to-be of a new individual of a species, including becoming the species that
they are. (This does not thereby mean that the Giver of Forms does not play
a role vis-a-vis form, a point I return to below.) In this sense Avicenna follows
Aristotle’s Generation of Animals, which discusses the relative contributions of
the male and female in animal generation and the causes and nature of em-
bryological development.5® The corresponding work in Avicenna spans books
xv to X1X of K. al-Hayawan. In the same way that Aristotle’s biological works
on animals have been shown to flesh out his account of the generation and
analysis of animal essences,”® so too, I think, should Avicenna’s biological
works be consulted when considering the question of the role of the Giver of
Forms. As noted below, the MEC may play a more general explanatory role than
identifying the role of the Giver of Forms.

Avicenna treats embryological development and its causes in K. al-Hayawan
XvI 1. In xvI 1, when discussing the status of the various faculties of the soul
and the causes of embryological development at various stages, the Giver of
Forms makes no appearance. Similarly, in K. al-Hayawan xv, in discussing the
male and female contributions to sexual generation, their reproductive parts
and roles in generation, the contentious issue of whether the female contrib-
utes sperma, and the developmental stages of animals in the womb in general,
Avicenna again makes no mention of the Giver of Forms or an immaterial, sep-

and biological generation, see Wisnovsky, “Towards a History of Avicenna’s Distinction
between Immanent and Transcendent Causes,” 49—68 (especially p. 51 ff); Wisnovsky,
“Avicenna on Final Causality,” PhD Thesis, Princeton University, 1994, 110-134; McGinnis,
“On the Moment of Substantial Change: A Vexed Question in the History of Ideas,” in In-
terpreting Avicenna: Science and Philosophy in Medieval Islam, ed. Jon McGinnis (Leiden:
Brill, 2004), 42—61; McGinnis, Avicenna (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 227—
243.

69 See Devin Henry, “Generation of Animals,” in A Companion to Aristotle, ed. Georgios
Anagnostopoulos (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 368—384; James Lennox, “Ar-
istotle’s Biology,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta and Uri
Nodelman (Spring 2025), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2o2s/entries/aristot-
le-biology/.

70  James Lennox, “Form, Essence, and Explanation in Aristotle’s Biology,” in A Companion to
Aristotle, 348-367.
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arate cause of form.” Avicenna also discusses embryological development ear-
lier in K. al-Hayawan, for instance his account in 1X 5 of the changes embryonic
matter undergoes, beginning with the frothing of the semen, all the way up
to and including the birth of the baby. Here the only efficient cause that is in-
voked is the formative power, or nature, of the semen.” And this is despite the
fact that Avicenna considers embryological development to contain a number
of substantial changes. K. al-Hayawan 1x 5 goes on to discuss the development
of the embryo in further detail, up until the birth of the baby, but again no
invocation of the Giver of Forms is made, including at any of the points of
substantial change. Avicenna begins his discussion of the causes of embryonic
development and the acquiring of the various soul faculties in Xv1 1, and again,
throughout his account, makes no mention of a Giver of Forms. He emphasiz-
es instead that it is the very nature of the semen that is the efficient cause of its
motion, and not some external cause, but interestingly that the nature itself is
in some sense subordinate to God.” After a brief excursion into the generation
of the embryonic heart and lung, Avicenna goes on to detail the coming to be
of the nutritive soul, and makes clear that it comes about from “the manner of
the actions of naturally generated things.””# The father moves the semen, which
prepares the matter supplied by the mother until the embryonic heart forms.
The heart is then the efficient cause of the embryo’s continued development.
And insofar as the embryo has a capacity for growth and development, then
it is ensouled. As it continues to develop and acquires the sensitive organs, it
is now said to have the sensitive soul.” This makes sense in the context of the

71 K al-Hayawan Xv 1-3:384—399.

72 To be clear, Avicenna does hold in xv that the embryonic heart is the efficient cause of the
continued development of the offspring. On the embryonic heart taking over as efficient
cause, see K. al—Hayawdn XVI 1:401.

73 K. al-Hayawan XvI 1:401.

74  “The action of the seed [zar] of the father in the seed of the mother occurs only in the
manner of the actions of naturally generated things, the bulk of which is in the manner
of the meeting of the mover and moved...The semen moves something else, namely the
semen of the mother, so it [the semen of the father] first moves towards generating the
principle, then it bestows upon the first organ [al-udw] a power that is the principle that
moves towards generating the other [bodily] parts in order. And then the seminal clot
comes to possess a soul...So if it becomes a possessor of soul, the soul in it moves towards
the completion of the [bodily] parts. And this soul becomes at that point a nutritive soul
since it has no other action, and even if it has within it the power to do something else”
(K. al-Hayawan XV1 1:401-402).

75  “And when the nutritive power in the seminal clot becomes ready to receive acts then it
is prepared for the sensitive soul, so in it is the power to receive the soul insofar as it is
sensitive” (K. al-Hayawan XVI 1:402).
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Aristotelian conception of soul, whereby the soul is not something separately
existing from what it is a soul of. This is why Aristotle rules out the possibility
that the soul is carried in by the semen or somehow exists separately and is
put into the embryonic matter. Avicenna goes on to discuss the rational soul. It
is the only place in his discussion of these many substantial changes, thus far
and in what follows, wherein Avicenna invokes an external cause in the causal
process:

And if the heart and brain come to be inside [the fetus] then the rational
soul becomes connected [ta‘allaga] to it, and the sensitive [soul] emerg-
es [tafidu] from it [i.e., the rational soul]. As for the rational [nutqiyyal], it
is distinct [mubayina] and is not material, but it is not intellecting [ ‘agila]
yet. Rather it is like how [the rational soul] exists in the inebriated or the
epileptic [masra]. And it [the rational soul] becomes perfected [tastak-
milu] with respect to something external that bestows [yufid] the intel-
lect [al-‘agl]. As for the other faculties [quwa], they become perfected
through the body and bodily functions. And if it were the case that a boy
is sensitive and then he becomes human [insanan] through rationality
[nutq], then, in being perfected, he would change from species to [anoth-
er| species [naw].76

It seems the rational soul is said to become connected to the fetus upon the
development of the heart and brain. Only then does Avicenna finally involve
“something external”. However Avicenna makes a point to clarify that this
something external is not causing it to be human. Rather, it is a cause of the
rational soul’s actuality, or the human'’s actual intellection. This is the only point
in his account of the coming-to-be of a new individual that Avicenna invokes
an external cause, and it is not a cause of the individual becoming human.””
The external cause is only invoked here for the second perfection, or actually
intellecting. Avicenna’s illustrates this through the example of the boy. In tran-
sitioning from a state of the first perfection to the second, to actually intellect-
ing, Avicenna argues against the view that the boy would thereby “become hu-
man”—it is not the case that “he would change in species to [another] species”
upon actualizing his intellect. Rather, he was already human—-he was already

76 K al-Hayawan Xv1 1:403.

77  Kitab al-Shifa’/Kitab al-Nafs, ed. Sa‘id Zayid (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1983), I 1:10.
On the first and second perfection in Avicenna, and in relation to his theory of causality,
see Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press),
2003, 113-141.
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rationally ensouled, but to actually intellect, the Active Intellect is needed.”®
In so doing the boy is not changing species but actualizing a potentiality. It
is notable that he invokes the Giver of Forms to explain intellection but not
in any of the processes of natural change up to and including the birth of an
individual.

To be clear, the point is not simply that the Giver of Forms is absent from the
discussion. Rather, he carries us through the entire causal process of generating
an individual and identifies only natural causes at every step, until and includ-
ing becoming the new substance. In sum, if my reading of these passages from
K. al-Hayawan 1X 5, Xv 1-3, and XVI 1 is correct, then it seems in his biological
works Avicenna is very closely following Aristotle’s account of the causes of
embryological development, in particular of the species forms and souls (at
least, up until and including the first perfection of the rational soul). That is, he
invokes natural efficient causes to explain the coming-to-be of animals, includ-
ing becoming the species that they are. The moving cause educes the species
form from matter that contains the potential to be what the efficient cause is
actually—be it a human or a chicken. Again, my point here is not that the Giv-
er of Forms has no role with respect to form. I return to this shortly.

One last point to raise concerning the received view concerns its philosoph-
ical ambiguity. What would it mean for an immaterial agent to act directly on
spatiotemporal processes at an individual-by-individual level? Philosophically
it is also unclear what it would mean for an immaterial agent to act alongside
natural agents to jointly produce an individual material effect. (Averroes raises
a different but related problem- that two different agents cannot produce a
single effect??). If the answer is that it is instead acting a-temporally or “emanat-
ing forms” at all times, then this would bring us closer to the revised view. This
is not to deny that Avicenna speaks of emanation. But he also speaks of it in
many contexts, including attributing it to the acts of natural agents, and where
it does not seem to be doing any real causal work. One such example occurs
in the biological texts on substantial generation discussed above. He says the
sensitive soul tafidu from the fetus,8 insofar as the fetus becomes capable of
sensitive acts. At the point that it is capable of such acts, the seminal clot is
said to have the power to receive (qubil) the sensitive soul. But we also learned
there that there was no external immaterial agent evoked in the generation of
the nutritive, sensitive, and rational souls, which were all explained in terms

78 K al-Nafs v 5:208.

79  Cited in Jon McGinnis and David C. Reisman (eds.), Classical Arabic Philosophy: An An-
thology of Sources (Indianapolis: Hackett), 2007, 330-335.

80 K al-Hayawan XvI 1:403.
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of their natural causes in embryological development. A study of Avicenna’s
use of emanation throughout his philosophy awaits and I draw no conclusion
here except the modest suggestion that, although evocative of the causality of
the Giver of Forms, the use of tafidu in the context of sublunary natural agents
suggests that such language does not exclusively describe the causality of im-
material agents, nor does it necessarily refer to some mysterious or occasional-
ist “outpouring” as the term might evoke and which, I think, is philosophically
unhelpful and puzzling.

In light of all these problems, and the textual evidence discussed above and
in Richardson’s dedicated study of this question, in my view this explanan-
dum of how individuals attain their species form and come-to-be is part of
the nexus of the effect qua individual and thereby the explanatory domain
of the natural sciences and natural causes. I find it doubtful that this is the
explanandum that Avicenna is after in metaphysics, for which he posits the
cause of existence. The emphasis on the Giver of Forms and this explanandum
of how individuals attain their form in generation has overshadowed a proper
consideration of the MEC as a general theory and category, with much broader
application than just the role of the Giver of Forms.

4 Conclusion

Although Richardson does not focus on an alternative theory given the scope
of her study, I concur with her move towards one when she says the Giver of
Forms is an incorporeal cause of the existence of species of natural things,
rather than being a cause of their attainment of form in generation. My al-
ternative, developed in another study, proposes reading the MEC through the
lens of ontological dependence, rather than her suggestion of type and token
causation. But I share her analysis that distances it from causing at the level of
the individual as well as her statement that the Giver of Forms causing species
is compatible with the view that natural agents educe the form from the poten-
tiality of matter in processes of generation.

This brings me to what we may call the revised view of the causal role of the
Giver of Forms as a MEC. Importantly, it takes as its point of departure Avicen-
na’s theory of metaphysical efficient causation and his emphasis on the MEC
as a cause of the effect qua species and not qua individual. Avicenna’s funda-
mental explanatory distinction between the causes of the effect qua species,
i.e. the MEC, and the causes of the effect qua individual, i.e. the causes pursued
in the natural sciences, can free us to think more broadly about the role of the
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Giver of Forms, and more importantly of all MEC s, as outside the explanatory
domain of the effect qua individual.

All this said, it is important to clarify that under the revised view, while the
Giver of Forms does not intervene in sublunar natural processes to impart an
individual form to particulars made ready to receive them, it is not thereby
true that the Giver of Forms is not a cause of species. The revised view still fully
preserves the role of the Giver of Forms as a cause of forms, indeed as a giver of
forms. It still holds that a sublunar individual, possessing a form, is still entire-
ly, essentially and persistently dependent on the MEC, the cause of forms, for
its form. This is important, because it identifies a space in which the received
view and revised view overlap: they both affirm that the Giver of Forms caus-
es species forms. The key difference is how to parse out what it means to say
that the Giver of Forms is a source of forms. Given all of the above, and given
the parameters of Avicenna’s theory of metaphysical efficient causation, the
revised view asks: is there a way to understand its role as a cause of existence,
as a cause of species, that does not reduce it to providing individual forms in
sublunar processes of generation and corruption?

In another study, I argue for reading Avicenna’s theory of the MEC as out-
lining fundamental necessary relations between natural kinds. The Giver of
Forms is but one example of such. While it is beyond the scope of the current
study to develop this proposal, I conclude with the following nod.

I have argued that the above candidates in interpreting Avicenna’s analysis
of a “metaphysical” efficient cause fall short in important respects. One gener-
al shortcoming that applies to the four candidates can be highlighted. In ad-
dressing the question of metaphysical efficient causation, I noted that there
are three related concepts: PSR, the absolute coexistence of cause and effect,
and necessity. The two concepts of PSR and coexistent causes have been well
studied. However, there are further questions the conditions raise, particularly
that of absolute coexistence and necessity. For example, Zarepour has noted
that the requirement of coexistence is a rather strong one in the context of our
ordinary or contemporary ideas of causation. His reading of Avicenna’s view of
metaphysical causation is as follows:

It is worth emphasising that Avicenna’s conception of causation, in the
sense delineated here, is totally different form that of contemporary an-
alytic metaphysicians. According to the latter, causation is a (typically
counterfactual) explanatory relation between events...By contrast, Avi-
cenna understands causation as a relation of existential and ontological
dependence between all the existents, no matter what type they are. On
this view, X causes Y if and only if Y’s existence is bestowed by and de-
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pendent on X’s existence (or, equivalently, if and only if Y ontologically
depends on X). An immediate corollary of this dissimilarity is that, for
Avicenna, a cause cannot be temporally prior to its effect. They must ex-
ist together simultaneously. So although the effect ontologically depends
on the cause, the latter does not precede the former in time. That is why
fathers and housebuilders cannot be the true efficient causes of, respec-
tively, children and houses, despite the indubitable fact that the former
contribute to bringing the latter into existence.8!

Zarepour proposes that Avicenna’s view of causation in metaphysics is clos-
er to a relation of ontological dependence than it is to our contemporary un-
derstanding of causation. It would seem that Avicenna’s view of metaphys-
ical causation challenges the received Aristotelian and Peripatetic views of
causation just as much as it does our contemporary ideas. The idea that fa-
thers and builders are not the metaphysical cause suggests an explanandum
that natural causes fall short of, and that explanandum is a more fundamental
theory of ontological dependence. The theory of ontological dependence that
Zarepour identifies in Avicenna is, presumably, a general theory of metaphys-
ical causation. As such, one shortcoming in recent approaches to Avicenna’s
discussion of metaphysical efficient causation is the focus on one instance or
example of metaphysical causes, the Giver of Forms. The focus on the Giv-
er of Forms overshadows the point that Avicenna intends this definition of
ontological dependence to be an analysis of ontological relations in the sci-
ence of metaphysics that applies broadly to natural phenomena. Even if we
grant that the Giver of Forms, on its own, explains ontological dependence as
it pertains to species or natural kinds, it does not explain the ontological de-
pendency relations between, for example, natural and other kinds of motion,
to use Avicenna’s example in vI 3 discussed earlier. This suggests that we need
to explore the definition and conception of metaphysical causation in a more
general fashion.

In this regard, the concept of ontological dependence appears to be a partic-
ularly fruitful avenue of inquiry for several reasons. Contemporary discussions
of ontological dependence have contrasted approaches that rely on logical (or
modal) approaches with ontological (or essential) readings of ontological de-
pendence. An important aspect of the discussion is that essential readings of
ontological dependence offer a more fine-grained way to understand asym-
metrical necessities that obtain. Recall that co-existence and necessity were

81 Zarepour, Necessary Existence and Monotheism, 16.
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characteristics of the metaphysical cause according to Avicenna. But Avicenna
is aware his account requires strict temporal coexistence, which in turn ex-
cludes the usual cases of causes. This makes it difficult to identify the source
of asymmetry between cause and effect. For example, Avicenna addresses the
objection to his stringent requirement of coexistence in llahiyyat 1v 1:

Someone, however, may say: “If each of the two things [is such that], if
one exists, the other exists, and if one is removed from existence, the oth-
er is removed, then one is not the cause, nor the other the effect, since
neither has a better claim than the other to be the cause of existence.”$2

The objector is, in effect, stating that the absolute coexistence of cause and
effect makes it difficult to discern what has the better claim to be the cause.
I cannot address Avicenna’s full response to this question here. The purpose
of this study has been to consider and raise issues with alternative ways of
parsing out the explanandum of the MEc. But there is good reason to believe
that such questions and Avicenna’s responses provide the more fine-grained
distinction that allows us to understand his general theory of the MEC. I leave
that to another study.
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Abstract

This article examines Fakhr al-Din al-Razr's Mulakhkhas (Compendium)? to challenge
prevailing narratives that categorize it strictly as a philosophical work aligned with the
Avicennan tradition. Through close textual analysis, I demonstrate that Razi privileges
certain anti-Avicennan perspectives, particularly regarding divine agency and the cre-
ation of the universe. These preferences mark a departure from Ibn Sina’s philosophy
and may reveal tensions between Raz1’s philosophical and theological commitments.
The study repositions the Mulakhkhas within Postclassical intellectual history, argu-
ing for a more nuanced understanding of its genre and philosophical identity. This
contributes to debates on the classification and development of philosophy in the
post-Avicennan era.
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1 Introduction

For at least the past two decades, the driving force behind the study of phi-
losophy in the pre-modern Muslim world has been the endeavor to replace
the antiquated but still-influential notion that philosophy flourished during a
classical, “Golden Age,” which culminated in the likes of Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037)
and Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), only to decline irreversibly after attacks from “or-
thodox” theologians like al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111). First theorized by scholars like
Ernest Renan (d. 1892) and Tjitze de Boer (d. 1942) in the 19" century,? this era
of presumed philosophical decline—part and parcel of a broader narrative of
civilizational decline that inversely mirrored the rise of Europe—would large-
ly be ignored during the 20™ century, in part because of unfounded assump-
tions about the intellectual quality (or lack thereof) of commentaries as vehi-
cles of philosophical inquiry.# Yet by the turn of the twenty-first century, the
sheer volume of the scholars active in the period after Ibn Sina and the texts
that they produced led Dimitri Gutas, for example, to suggest that that time
may indeed have represented a “golden age” for Arabic philosophy.> Indeed,

3 For a thorough telling of the decline narrative and de Boer’s and Renan’s roles in developing
it, see Frank Griffel, The Formation of Post-Classical Philosophy in Islam (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2021), 1—20. To his credit, De Boer actually denounced the argument that
Ghazali had “annihilated philosophy in the East” as “an assertion frequently repeated but
wholly erroneous.” Nevertheless, he asserted that philosophy lacked the freedom necessary
to flourish in the Postclassical Era, and that “minds were now too weak” to match or surpass
the accomplishments of earlier times; Tjitze J. de Boer, Geschichte der Philosophie im Islam
(Stuttgart: Fromman, 19o1), 150-151; The History of Philosophy in Islam, trans. Edward R. Jones
(London: Luzac, 1903), 169-170.

4 De Boer remarked that after Ibn Sina, no one developed independent views, but instead en-
gaged in commentary; Geschichte, 151; History, 170. On the reevaluation of commentary, see
Robert Wisnovsky, “The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical Commentary in Post-Clas-
sical (ca. 1100-1900 AD) Islamic Intellectual History: Some Preliminary Observations,” Bulle-
tin of the Institute of Classical Studies 47, Supplement 83: Philosophy, Science and Exegesis in
Greek, Arabic and Latin Commentaries: Volume 2 (2004): 149-191.

5 Dimitri Gutas, “The Heritage of Avicenna: The Golden Age of Arabic Philosophy, ca. 1000-
ca.1350," in Orientations of Avicenna’s Philosophy: Essays on His Life, Method, Heritage (Farn-
ham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 81-97.
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the consensus among specialists developed in the ensuing years is that philo-
sophical inquiry continued to flourish in the centuries after Ibn Sina, Ghazali,
and Ibn Rushd, albeit not in precisely the same form as it once had.

The Postclassical, post-Avicennan era of philosophy in the Muslim world
saw profound shifts in intellectual pursuits, particularly in how scholars en-
gaged with the Aristotelian-Avicennan philosophical tradition. One of the
most significant examples of these shifts is Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210),
whose works, including the Mulakhkhas (Compendium) and al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya (Eastern Investigations), reveal a nuanced approach to Avicen-
nan thought amid a changing philosophical landscape. The burgeoning field of
Razi studies has made clear in recent years that Fakhr al-Din is one of the most
significant figures of the Postclassical Era,® whose influence we may one day
see as rivaling Ibn Sina’s. One of the longstanding challenges in scholarship on
Razi, however, has been to make sense of what on the surface appears to be his
evolving, contradictory beliefs over the course of his prolific career. Recently,
Frank Griffel has made a strong case that we should not attempt to resolve
Razl’s contradictions from a perspective of evolution in his thought. Razi, Grif-
fel argues, resists such an analysis because he did not strive for consistency
in his works in the way that Ibn Sina did. Rather, the differing opinions that
he expressed in his books are better explained by the genre in which he was
writing; specifically, whether a work belonged to the genre of philosophy (fik-
ma) or theology (kalam).” With respect to Raz1’s philosophical works, especial-
ly his Mulakhkhas and Mabahith, Griffel argues that Razi sought to maintain
and even refine Ibn Sina’s philosophical system, including elements of that
system that are “most repulsive” in the eyes of theologians.® My analysis, how-
ever, suggests that this was not always the case and that there is a distinction
between the Mulakhkhas and Mabakhith in this regard. In the former, Razi often
favors certain theological perspectives over philosophical ones in a way that
he does not do in the latter. This is especially the case with respect to what we

6 Laura Hassan has called Razi “the pivotal figure of the reception of Avicennan philosophy
within Muslim theology;” “In Pursuit of the World’s Creator: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the Or-
igins of the Universe in al-Matalib al-Aliya,” Res Philosophica 98.2 (2021): 233, https://doi.
org/10.1612/resphil.2042.

7 Griffel, Formation, 307—317.

8 Griffel develops this argument in Part 111 of his Formation, 307-551; see 412 for “repulsive
elements” He briefly reiterates this argument in his “Two Divergent Schools in Sixth-/
Twelfth-Century Arabic Philosophy and Maimonides’ Seventh Reason for Contradictions
in Books,” in Religious and Intellectual Diversity in the Islamicate World and Beyond, ed. Sa-
bine Schmidtke and Omer Michaelis, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2024), 1:349-352, https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004682450_019.
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might call certain theological imperatives,® including the question of divine
agency. Razi, I will show, repeatedly insists in the Mulakhkhas that the theolo-
gians’ understanding of God as a choosing agent (fa ‘il mukhtar) represents the
truth (al-haqq), while the philosophers’ understanding of God as acting out of
necessity (mujib) inevitably leads to a number of absurdities. He does not do
the same in the Mabakhith, leading to a discrepancy that should not exist if we
are to understand these texts as equivalent examples of Razl’s philosophical
books.!® By comparing his approaches in the Mulakhkhas and Mabahith, we
gain insight into the broader categorization of philosophy in the Postclassical
Era, shaping what some classify as “Islamic philosophy” and others “paraphi-
losophy.” This study not only reexamines Raz1’s intellectual contributions but
also contributes to the ongoing discourse on the nature of philosophy in the
Postclassical context.

2 Razi on the “Truth” in the Mulakhkhas

Though Prof. Griffel presents a compelling argument with respect to approach-
ing Fakhr al-Din’s oeuvre and understanding him as a philosopher, one ele-
ment of his argument merits close examination: that Razi, in his philosophical
books (kutub hikmiyya), maintains “the overall philosophical edifice of Avi-
cennan thinking,” particularly the position “of a highly impersonal God who
executes no choice between alternatives and who creates the world from past
eternity”!! Griffel adds that, “in his books on fikma, al-Razi argues in favor of a
God who is pure necessity, for instance, and who creates this world from past
eternity”? Yet on various occasions in his Mulakhkhas—a book that Griffel
classifies as one of Raz1’s philosophical works—Razi seems unambiguously to
make the case that God is a choosing agent (fa‘il mukhtar and qadir mukhtar)
who selects between alternatives to create the universe at a specific moment in
time. He likewise argues against the philosophers for maintaining that God is

9 I borrow this phrase from a paper that Nora Jacobsen Ben Hammed presented at a sym-
posium on Fakhr al-Din at Florida Atlantic University in April 2024.

10 From the perspective of the nature of God’s agency, the Mulakhkhas appears more in line
with RazT’s theological works, like the Muhassal and Matalib. Hassan has argued that, in
those texts, Razi advocates for a God who is a “voluntary, wise and omnipotent agent, and
that the effect of such an agent can only be a temporally created world;” Ash‘arism Encoun-
ters Avicennism: Sayf al-Din al-Amidi on Creation (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2020), 218.

11 Griffel, Formation, 338.

12 Griffel, Formation, 338.
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an agent who acts out of essential necessity (mijib bi-I-dhat) from pre-eternity
(gidam, azal), thereby making the universe pre-eternal (gadim).

Before presenting the textual evidence, it is worth acknowledging that there
are times in the Mulakhkhas when Razi dispassionately presents the philoso-
phers’ and the religionists’ perspectives on a topic. One such example comes
from his discussion of providence (‘inaya). Here is the entirety of his brief
comments on this topic:

On His providence: They claim that His knowledge of how the order of
existence should be, so that it may come to be in the most perfect way,
is a cause for that order’s emanation from Him. That knowledge, then, is
providence. Those who profess that He is a choosing [agent] claim that
His creation of the universe in the most beneficial way for them is prov-
idence.’3

The first perspective, attributed merely to “them,” is clearly the Avicennan, fal-
saft take on providence.'* In Razl’s understanding, this is the providence of a
God who creates not by choice, but out of the necessity of His essence. The lat-
ter perspective, similarly lacking in specific attribution, belongs to religionists
who hold that God acts out of His own choice (mukhtar). Razi’s presentation
of both positions with neither comment nor endorsement seemingly supports
Griffel’s argument; minimally, it does not hurt it.!> Elsewhere, however, Razi
is not so reticent to state what he sees as the correct position: that God is a

13 al-Mulakhkhas: Ms Oxford Bodleian Huntington 329, fol. 354b.20—-346a.1; al-Mulakhkhas
fi bmantiq wa-l-hikma, ed. ismail Hanoglu, 2 vols. (Amman: al-Aslayn li-l-Dirasat wa-1-
Nashr, 2021), 2:1078.10-13. Throughout this study, I rely on the witness to the Mulakhkhas
held at Oxford University’s Bodleian Library (now available online; link provided in bibli-
ography). I also provide reference to Hanoglu’s Mulakhkhas edition. I urge caution, how-
ever, in using Hanoglu’s edition alone given its unreliability, which I intend to demon-
strate in a future publication.

14  Ibn Sina expresses this in al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat, ed. Mujtaba Zari1 (Qum: Bustan-i
Kitab, 2002), VI1.22, 333.7-12; The Metaphysics of The Healing, trans. Michael E. Marmura
(Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 1X.6, 339.8-12; and Kitab al-Najat fi [-hikma
al-mantiqiyya wa-l-tabiiyya wa-l-ilahiyya, ed. Majid Fakhry (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq al-Jadida,
1985), 320.11-15.

15  In the Eastern Investigations, Razi presents only the Avicennan perspective on %naya,
and he does so without critique. He ends that section by noting that what he present-
ed is “the interpretation of providence according to those who deny [God’s] knowledge
of particulars and [His] purpose in creating” (huwa tafsiru [-inayati ‘inda man yunkiru
[-ilma bi-l-juz’iyyati wa-l-qasda ila [-fjadi wa-l-takwini); al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya fi ilm
al-ilahiyyat wa-l-tabtiyyat, ed. Muhammad al-Mu‘tasim Billah Baghdady, 2 vols. (Beirut:
Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1990), 2:492.18-19.
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choosing agent who created the universe in time. This is not only the case in
his kalam works, but also in at least one of his philosophical books.

We get a hint of this in the final book in Raz1's Mulakhkhas, which is dedicat-
ed to theology, or what he calls divine science (al-im al-ilahi). The first topic
of investigation (mabhath) attempts to prove that the universe has a governor
(mudabbir). Here, in concluding a section on the contingency of attributes
(imkan al-sifat), he remarks that “bodies’ need for a choosing agent for their
attributes is therefore established.”'¢ Shortly thereafter, in a section arguing for
the universe’s governor by means of the “origination of attributes” (hudith al-
sifat), he likewise observes that “the need of bodies in this world for a choosing
governor is established.”’” In neither case does he balance the discussion with
an announcement of an alternative argument that would “establish” the truth
of the philosophers’ necessary agent.

Later in the Mulakhkhas's third book, Razi discusses “how acts proceed from
Him” (fT kayfiyyat sudur al-fi'l ‘anhu), that is, from God. He begins by presenting
the philosophers’ account of creation via emanation. After a few paragraphs in
which he faithfully summarizes what the philosophers say, he then declares:
“Know that all of this is disordered thought.”'® After presenting nine ways in
which the philosophers’ account of emanation is disordered, Razi offers the
correct position: “The truth, according to us, is to profess [causation] by a
choosing [agent].”’® Those who profess causation by necessity (al-mijib), adds
Razi, do so only because they hold onto the mistaken notion that “from the one
only one proceeds,” which he attacks as weak and false.2°

16 fa-thabata ftigaru l-ajsami fi sifatiha ila [-fa‘ili [-mukhtar; ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol.
339a.22—23; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1059.10.

17 fa-hina’idhin thabata ftiqgaru ajsami hadha l-‘alami ila mudabbirin mukhtar; ms Bodleian
Hunt. 329, fol. 339b.23; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1061.1.

18  wa-‘lam anna kulla dhalika khabt; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 347a.22; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:1084.7.

19 wa-l-haqqu ‘indana huwa l-gawlu bi-l-mukhtar; ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 348b.9; Hanog-
lu (ed.), 2:1087.7-8.

20  “You already know the weakness of their arguments for this and the strength of these
points that indicate its falsity” (wa-qad ‘arafta dufa adillatihim ‘alayhi wa-quwwata
hadhihi l-wujuhi [-dallati ‘ala butlanihi); Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 348b.11-12; Hanoglu
(ed.), 2:1087.10-11. Hassan observes that Razi is consistently critical of the rule of one in
his Matalib; “In Pursuit of the World’s Creator,” 240. For a short discussion of Raz1’s criti-
cism, see Sajad Amirkhani and Keramat Varzdar, “Avicenna on the Faculties of the Soul: A
Critical Analysis with an Examination of Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1’s Criticisms,” Oriens 52.1—2
(2024): 112-149, https://doi.org/10.1163/18778372-12340034; and Nicholas Heer, “Al-Razi
and al-Tasi on Ibn Sina’s Theory of Emanation,” in Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought, ed.
Parviz Morewedge (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1992), 115-118. For the
principle’s broader reception, see Wahid M. Amin, “From the One, Only One Proceeds’:
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Before going too far into my argument, I would like to address a potential
counterargument. One may contend that when Razi speaks here, and in the
many other occasions in the Mulakhkhas where he speaks in the first-person,
he is not speaking as himself but as a hypothetical representative of the philos-
ophers’ adversaries; namely, the Ash‘ari mutakallimun. Razt's reliable inconsis-
tency in the positions that he advocates complicates any effort to identify with
certainty what he truly believes.?! It may even be the case that the Mulakh-
khas’s likely composition for and use in an Ash‘ari madrasa setting explains
his use of “we.” In that sense, when Razi declares “the truth, according to us
[Ash‘aris]” in the Mulakhkhas, it tells us more about the occasion of the book’s
composition and its intended audience than the nature of Razi’s personal
beliefs. This accords with Griffel's argument that the way to read and classify
Razl's books is according to their genre. Nevertheless, even if one concedes
that Raz1’s objections in the Mulakhkhas do not represent his personal views,?2
they still challenge the argument that Razi maintains Ibn Sina’s philosophical
edifice in the Mulakhkhas. This then, complicates the picture of the Mulakh-
khas and Mabahith being equivalent representatives of Razi’s philosophical
books and requires reconsidering how we classify them. I will return to this at
the end of this paper.

Immediately prior to announcing the “truth” with respect to emanation by
necessity vs. creation by choice, Razi tells his reader that he has already dis-
proved this fundamental belief of the philosophers (ibtal hadhihi -ga‘ida) in
the sections on causes and motion.?® Let us now turn there to see both what
Razi says and how he presents it.

In the division (gism) on the efficient cause (al-illa al-fa‘ila), Razi includes
a section on the invalidation of infinite regress (ibtal al-tasalsul). There, he be-
gins by presenting the possible causal explanations for a contingent collec-

The Post-Classical Reception of a Key Principle of Avicenna’s Metaphysics,” Oriens 48.1—2
(2020): 123-155, https://doi.org/10.1163/18778372-04801005.

21 Regarding Razl's personal beliefs, Griffel, for example, argues that Razi “held the same
[as Ghazali’s] position of equal possibility when it comes to the question of whether
God has a free will and chooses His creations from alternatives or acts of the necessity
of His essence;” Formation, 552. Elsewhere, Griffel argues that this studied indecision is
characteristic of an eastern school of Arabic philosophy in the 6"/12™ century, which led
authors like Razi to write books in multiple genres (hikma and kalam) in which they pres-
ent incompatible solutions to certain questions in metaphysics; Griffel, “Two Divergent
Schools,” 361-363.

22 While Hassan cautions against attempting to determine Raz1’s own position based on a
single text, she observes that Razi affirms God’s agency in the Matalib and other texts; “In
Pursuit of the World’s Creator,” 234, 244, 246.

23 MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 348b.8—9; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1087.7.
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tion (majmu) of causes: it is either the totality (kull) of the individual causes,
each one of them individually, a specific one of them, or something external
to the group. He concludes that all are absurd except the last, which he labels
the “desired” position (al-matlub).2* After entertaining various objections and
counter-objections to this position, a questioner (sa’i/; Razi?) enters the con-
versation:

The questioner may return and say: If the essence of the pre-eternal
cause suffices for the origination of this effect, the temporally originat-
ed [effect] must be pre-eternal; this is absurd. If it does not suffice, then
there must be an additional restriction with it. If it is privative, then pri-
vation is part of the existent’s real cause; this is absurd. If it is existential,
the aforementioned absurdities in the first question return.?

The “aforementioned absurdities” refer to the objections that the “questioner”
raises against the philosophers’ desired position. The problem with their po-
sition on infinite regress, he says, is that it ultimately requires commitment to
one of the following three principles: a contingent being that does not need a
cause, linking what presently obtains to what existed prior to it but no longer
exists, or an infinity of causes and effects all existing at the same time. Each
one of these, according to Razi, “blocks the philosophers’ door to proving the
Necessary Existent.”26 Razi concludes with the following statement:

Know that there is no escape from this question if we make the Cause
act out of necessity, as the philosophers do. But if we believe that He is a
powerful, choosing [agent]—which is the unambiguous truth—the prob-
lem disappears because a powerful [agent] can cause one of the objects
of His power to preponderate over the other without a preponderating
factor.2”

24  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.5-13; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:580.1-8.

25  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.16—20; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:583.14-584.2.

26 wa-kullu dhalika yasuddu ‘ala l-falasifati baba ithbati wajibi l-wujad; ms Bodleian Hunt.
329, fol. 175b.22—23; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:582.12-13.

27  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.20—23; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:584.3—5; emphasis added. Follow-
ing McGinnis, one may understand preponderating factor (murajjih) as sufficient reason;
Jon McGinnis, “Some Choice Words: Al-TasT's Reconceptualization of the Issue of the
World’s Age,” in Contextualizing Premodern Philosophy: Explorations of the Greek, Hebrew,
Arabic, and Latin Traditions, ed. Katja Krause et al. (London: Routledge, 2023) 450-470,
doi.org/10.4324/9781003309895-24.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 71-102



THE UNAMBIGUOUS TRUTH (AL-HAQQ AL-SARIH) 79

The philosophers’ position necessarily, inevitably, leads to absurdity. There is
no fixing it, only abandoning it for “the unambiguous truth” that God, as cre-
ator, acts through His own power and choice. There is a difference between
dispassionately presenting two alternatives, attributing one to philosophers
and the other to religionists, without placing one’s thumb on the scale; and
presenting one position, poking holes in it, and saying that the only escape
is to adopt the other position and labeling that one as the clear truth. Razi is
engaged in the latter.

Razi is not always so blunt in his assessment of the philosophers. But even
when he does not call their thinking “disordered,” he still takes the theologians’
side. Shortly after Razi criticizes the philosophers with respect to infinite re-
gress (tasalsul), he addresses the efficient cause. In a section on the necessity
of the effect’s existence with the cause (ff wwjub wujud al-ma‘lal inda wujad
al-illa), Razi introduces the following disjunction in the philosophers’ voice:
“One may say that everything on account of which God acts upon the existence
of contingent beings occurs either in pre-eternity or not.”® In other words,
the celestial intermediaries through which God creates terrestrial, temporally
originated things are either pre-eternal or temporally originated. In explaining
the philosophers’ position, Razi notes that it cannot be the latter, for “if the
temporally originated thing needs another, an infinite regress follows. But if it
is based on another in pre-eternity, then the desired position returns.”?® Here,
“the desired position” (matliub) refers to the philosophers’ preferred answer.
Razi then proceeds to voice the alternative stance:

The religionists say: This problem only applies to the cause that acts
through necessity. As for the cause that acts through power, then no; be-
cause the powerful can preponderate one of its objects of power over
another without a separate preponderating factor.3°

28  kullu ma li-ajliht kana [-bari'u muaththiran fi wujadi [-mumkinati imma an yuqala innahit
kana hasilan fi l-azali aw la yakin; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176b.6—7; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:584.11-12.

29  fa-in iftaqara ila hadithin akhara lazima l-tasalsulu wa-in istanada bi-l-akhari ila qadimin
‘ada husulu [-matlub; ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176b.21—22; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:585.10-11.

30  gala lmilliyyana hadha l-ishkalu inna-ma yatawajjahu fi [-muwaththiri l-majibi amma
St -muaththiri -gadiri fa-la li-anna [-qadira yumkinuhu tarjihu ba'di maqduratihi ‘ala
l-akhari la li-murajjihin munfasilin; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176b.22-177a.1; Hanoglu
(ed.), 2:585.12-13.
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It is worth bearing in mind here that acting through power implies acting
through choice. Razi then considers several ways in which the philosophers’
position may be rehabilitated, ultimately rejecting them all, concluding:

Acting in pre-eternity is not possible because an act is something that has
a beginning, but pre-eternity has no beginning. Combining having-a-be-
ginning with its non-existence is impossible. When that is the case, the
pre-eternity of an act does not follow from God’s pre-eternity.3!

A key distinction is to be noted in the discussion here. Razi opens this section
by presenting the philosopher’s position (galat al-falasifa). He then provides
the one belonging to the religionists (qala al-milliyyin). As he expounds the
religionists’ position, he transitions to first-person plural (in sallamna).32 Even
though Razi does not explicitly condemn the philosophers here, I argue that
here he moves away from an impartial presentation of the two sides’ argu-
ments. He attempts to find ways to make the philosophers’ position tenable,
but ultimately determines that this is not possible because of the impossibility
of pre-eternal action.

The impossibility of originated things (sg. hadith) not having a beginning
(awwal, bidaya) appears multiple times in the Mulakhkhas. The first division
(gism) of the field (fann) on motion and time has a section on whether time
has a beginning (fi anna li-l-zaman bidaya).33 Razi lets the philosophers open
the section, observing that Peripatetics agree that it does not for five reasons.
The first is that every originated thing is preceded by its non-existence (fa-inna
‘adamahi qabla wujiduhu). This non-existence is neither pure negation (salb
mahd) nor a self-subsisting substance. Rather, it has a substrate which itself
cannot be originated, otherwise an infinite regress would ensue. The second is
that God’s priority to the existence of the universe exists for pre-eternity (azal)
and post-eternity (abad) and can only be understood in conjunction with
time. The third and fourth revolve around impossibilities that would ensue if
time were itself temporally originated: this would presuppose a time before
time (fa-qabla al-zaman zaman) and would require a means to discriminate
between the moment of time’s non-existence and its existence. Lastly, when
one says, “the universe did not exist, then it did” (al-alam lam yakun thumma
kana), it means either that it did not exist at a specific time (zaman muntaqa-

31 MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 177a.16-18; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:587.1—2.
32 MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 177a passim; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:587.
33 Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 213a.22; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:699.10.
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din) or it did not exist in non-existence. Since the latter is absurd, time must
be pre-eternal.34

Razi then follows with the religionists’ rebuttals to each point, one by one
(ajaba al-milliyyun). He then adds the religionists positive arguments in favor
of the finitude of time. The first is that since the universe’s cause is a choos-
ing agent (fa‘il mukhtar), and since that cause must precede its effects, those
effects—the hawadith—must have a beginning (awwal). The second implies
that if time were pre-eternal, the universe could never have come into exis-
tence.3% Razileaves the final word to the religionists and points the reader to his
kalam work, Nihayat al-‘ugil, for the full elaboration of the argument.36

This is neither the last time that he avers that all originated things must
have a beginning nor that he refers his reader to the Nihayat al-‘uqul for fur-
ther reading. We see this once again in the Mulakhkhas's final book, on divine
science, in the section titled “On the Temporal Origination of the Universe” (fi
huduth al-‘alam). This time, he gives the first word to the religionists:

The widely known argument for the temporal origination of bodies is
that each body must have temporally originated things, and that which
must have temporally originated things is temporally originated. Bodies,
then, are temporally originated.

The explanation of the minor premise is that bodies must have combi-
nation and separation, which are temporally originated. The first is nec-
essarily so, since each of two space-occupying things must be touching
or not touching. As for the second, it is because non-existence applies to
combination and separation. Anything to which non-existence applies
cannot be pre-eternal.3”

34  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 213a.22—214a.8; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:699.10—701.10.

35  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 214a.8—214b.20; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:701.11-704.1.

36  wa-tamamu taqriri hadhihi l-wujihi madhkirun fi kitabina -musamma bi-Nihayat al-
‘ugul; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 214b.20-21; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:704.1. If we accept the cat-
egorization of Razr's Mulakhkhas as a strictly philosophical work, we would expect him
to refer his reader to another such philosophical work, like the Mabahith, rather than
a kalam work like the Nihayat al-‘uqul. Based on a keyword search of a digital version
of Razi’s Mabahith in the virtual “Library of the School of Jurisprudence” (kitabkhana-yi
madrasa-yi fagahat), it appears that Razi does not once refer to his book Nihayat al-uqul
in the Mabahith. Keywords searched were nihaya, kitab al-nihaya, and nihayat al-‘uqul
(https://lib.eshia.ir/12547/1/1); accessed 17 December 2024.

37  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 348b.17—23; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1087.15-1088.3.
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According to this perspective, the universe must be originated in time because
itis composed of bodies, and anything corporeal is necessarily temporally orig-
inated. Since bodies are produced through the combination and separation
of form and matter, and since this implies that there was a moment before a
body was produced via combination, non-existence applies to bodies. Bodies,
therefore, cannot be pre-eternal.

Razi proceeds to explain that anything to which non-existence applies can-
not be pre-eternal. First, if the thing in question is necessary in itself (wajib
li-dhatiht), then non-existence cannot possibly apply to it. If it is contingent
in itself (mumkin li-dhatiht), then its cause (muwaththir) could either have act-
ed out of necessity or out of choice. If the former, then the thing will only
be non-existent when the cause itself is non-existent; otherwise, if the cause
exists, so does the effect. Razi then posits that the causal influence (ta’thir)
of the necessary cause may depend upon a condition (shart)3® that is either
pre-eternal (gadim) or temporally originated (hadith). Both cases, he con-
cludes, end in absurdity. If the condition is pre-eternal, then we are back to
discussing the effect existing from pre-eternity. Instead, the condition may be
something specific and temporally originated (hadith mu‘ayyan); but that does
not work, because “it is impossible for what is preceded to be a condition of
what precedes;"3? in other words, the pre-eternal, necessary cause’s activity
cannot depend on a temporally originated condition. One may resolve this if
the condition comprises a series of temporally originated conditions which
have no beginning (la bidaya), but Razi reminders his reader that “we have
argued in the chapter on time for the impossibility of [a regression of] tempo-
rally originated things with no beginning."#°

At this point, Razi presents the disjunction’s alternative: the creator creates
by choice. He takes for granted that “every act of a choosing agent is temporally
originated.”*! This allows him to conclude that everything to which non-exis-
tence applies is temporally originated and every body must consist of tempo-
rally originated things. Since an infinite regress of temporally originated things
is impossible, all bodies are temporally originated. The universe, therefore,
is temporally originated. Notice how, although Razi introduced this position

38  Elsewhere, Razi appears to refer to this as a “connection” (ta‘allug); see Hassan, “In Pursuit
of the World’s Creator,” 239.

39  li-istihalati an yakuna [-sabiqu mashratan bi--masbug; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol.
349a.9-10; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1088.12.

40  wa-qad dallalna fi babi l-zamani ‘ala stihalati hawaditha la awwala la-ha; Ms Bodleian
Hunt. 329, fol. 349a.13; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1088.15-16.

41 kullu ma huwa filu fa‘ilin mukhtarin fa-huwa muhdath; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 349a.11;
Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1088.14.
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noncommittally, he presents the arguments that support it in the first person:
“we say” (qulna), “we have argued” (dallalna).

Razi allows the philosophers a laconic rejoinder consisting of three respons-
es: First, since the universe’s creator is pre-eternal, so must be the universe.
Second, temporally originated things are preceded by a pre-eternal matter
(madda azaliyya). Since matter and corporeality are inseparable (la tanfakk),
matter is pre-eternal. And third, since time is a measure of motion, and since
motion is pre-eternal, time is pre-eternal. For each of these rebuttals, Razi
notes that the full discussion has already transpired.*?

Razi concludes this section in a manner that may reveal his own position
and confirms that he is not, in this philosophical book, in all cases working
to improve or even maintain the Avicennan position on the creation of the
universe. He declares, “These, then, are the ‘wyin of philosophical shubah with
respect to the question of pre-eternity. Thorough [discussion] of this problem
occurs in al-Nihaya*3 1left ‘uyan and al-shubah untranslated because one can
read them in multiple ways. The least generous reading is that these are “the
essences of the specious counterarguments” offered by the philosophers with
respect to pre-eternity. Put more generously, these are “the sources of doubts,”
“points of contention,” or “supreme problems.” Regardless of how one reads it,
the result is the same: the philosophers’ arguments are suspect, while the reli-
gionists defend the “desired position” and the “unambiguous truth.”

I will conclude this section by presenting how Razi concludes his Mulakh-
khas. The book’s final section deals with theodicy and the ethical nature of
human and divine actions. Razi begins by observing that “they,” meaning the
philosophers, base their discussion of theodicy on two premises: “that good
is existence and evil is non-existence.”** From here, they argue that things can
either be pure good, pure evil, or a mix of the two. Pure good is the existent to
which non-existence does not and cannot apply; this is God. Pure evil is impos-
sible because, if it exists, then it cannot be pure evil, because pure evil would be
pure non-existence. Everything aside from God, then, is a mix of good and evil;
but, according to the philosophers, good predominates (al-khayr ghalib). Razi

42 MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 349a.15-22; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1089.2—11.

43 fa-hadhihi ‘wyanu [-shubahi l-falsafiyyati fi masalati -gidami wa-l-istigsa’u fi hadhihi
[-masalati madhkarun fi [-nihaya; Mms Bodleian Hunt. 329, 349a.23-349b.1; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:1089.12-13.

44  anna l-khayra wujudun wa-l-sharra ‘adam; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 349b.22; Hanoglu
(ed.), 2:1091.8. On Razr's engagement with Avicennan theodicy, see Ayman Shihadeh, “Avi-
cenna’s Theodicy and al-Razr’s Anti-Theodicy,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World
7.1 (2019): 61-84, https://doi.org/10.1163/2212943X-00701004.
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then raises the typical question: “Why cannot good be free from evil?"4> Razi
has the philosophers reject this as absurd and offer the example of fire: Fire
has some benefits, but it also causes some harms. It can be no other way. Even
though it can be no other way, this does not infringe upon God’s omnipotence.
For even an omnipotent being cannot create something that is impossible.46

So much for the philosophers’ position; what about Razi? From the get-go,
he rejects what they say: “I believe that this examination is rhetorical.”#” This
is because evil, he argues, is in fact related to existence. Most people—himself
included—understand “evil” as “pain and what leads to it.”4® But even if one
admits the philosophers’ premises, they still stand on shaky ground, as evinced
by what Razi puts in the voice of an anonymous interlocutor:

Someone may say: This investigation deviates from the philosophers’
[principles] because the Creator, according to them, is a necessary agent
through His essence, not a choosing agent. The statement [asking] “Why
did He make evil but not good?” can only be directed toward an agent
choosing between acting and abstaining, not toward a necessary agent.*®
Even if we accepted it, we have explained that what is intended by “evil”
is pain. Even if it is established that the Creator is necessary in Itself, one
must [still] explain the denial of evil with respect to Him by offering an
argument for the impossibility of [attributing] pain to Him. They do not
mention this argument; indeed, they are satisfied by [these] calamities.>°

45  fa-halla baria l-khayru ‘ani [-sharr; ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 350a.18-19; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:1092.9. Note Ibn Sina’s similar use of alla when he entertains this question; al-Isharat,
VI1.26, 336.14. For discussion of this question in Ibn Sina, see Michael A. Rapoport, Science
of the Soul in Ibn Sina’s Pointers and Reminders: A Philological Study (Leiden: Brill, 2023),
92-104, €sp. 99—101.

46 Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 350a.19—21; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1092.10-12.

47  wa-indi anna hadha l-bahtha lafzi; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 349b.23; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:1091.9.

48  al-alam wa-ma ywadds ilayhi; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 350a.2; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1091.10.
For discussion of Razi on pleasure and pain and their connection to theodicy, see Ayman
Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Brill, 2006), 158-169.

49  Razisays much the same in his commentary on Ibn Sina’s Pointers, calling his discussion
“superfluous;” Shihadeh, Teleological Ethics, 164.

50  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 350a.22—350b.6; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1092.14-1093.2. Peter Adam-
son and Fedor Benevich have the more elegant “they were content to leave us in the dark,”
presumably reading al-zulumat for al-tammat; The Heirs of Avicenna: Philosophy in the
Islamic East, 12-13th Centuries; Vol. 1, Metaphysics and Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 673.
This would be an intriguing emendation. While mss Istanbul Sehid Ali Pasa 1730 (f. 184b)
and Tehran 872t (p. 236) attest to the reading al-zulumat, the majority of witnesses attest
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While this rejoinder is presented anonymously, it quickly becomes clear that it
represents Razi. The “we” who allow the philosophers’ position merely for the
sake of argument is Razi. The “we” who have explained that evil is pain rather
than non-existence, and who believes that God is incapable of experiencing
pleasure or pain, is Razi. The person judging the philosophers’ position as ca-
lamitous is Razl.

Razi concludes this section, and the book, with one final directive to the
reader:

Know that freedom from these problems®! [comes] from only one of two
positions: either professing a necessary agent, in which case this exam-
ination becomes nullified; or professing a choosing agent and denying
[the intelligibility of] good and evil. And [professing] that He cannot be
questioned about what He does,>? which is the clear truth and the firm
religion.>3

In the end, Razi lays it out quite simply: either God is a necessary agent, in
which case there is no point in discussing theodicy because God could not have
acted in any other way. Or God is a choosing agent, in which case there is also
no real point in discussing theodicy, though Razi does not put it in those terms.

to the more difficult reading (difficilior) al-tammat. Shihadeh glosses “calamities” as “non-
sense;” Teleological Ethics, 163.

51 Or less generously, “specious arguments.”

52 Cf. Khaled El-Rouayheb’s translation of this dictum, “[He] is not accountable for what he
does,” in “Must God Tell Us the Truth? A Problem in Ash‘ari Theology,” in Islamic Cultures,
Islamic Contexts: Essays in Honor of Professor Patricia Crone, ed. Behnam Sadeghi et al.
(Leiden: Brill, 2015), 411—412.

53  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 351a.1-5; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1094.1—4. Here Razi is quoting Qur’an
21:23: “He cannot be questioned about what He does, but they will be questioned” (...wa-
humyusalina). In his Qur'an commentary, Razi provides eight reasons, which he ascribes
to Sunnis, for why one cannot question God about His actions: The first three assert that
asking for the cause of God’s actions inevitability leads to an infinite regress of causes. The
next three declare that God cannot be said to act in order to achieve a specific purpose
(gharad) for this implies a certain impotence in God. The seventh states that one does
not ask “why did you do that” (lima fa‘alta dhalika) to someone who freely disposes of his
property (or freely acts within his dominion) (man tasarrafa fi milki/mulki nafsihi). The
eighth posits that the question “Why did you do that?” can only be asked by someone who
is able to prevent the person being questioned from doing the act. This prevention could
be achieved either by promising reward or threatening punishment, which is impossible
with respect to God; or by declaring the intrinsic goodness or evil of acts and that God
knows the goodness and evil of acts, as the Mu‘tazila do; al-Tafsir al-kabir, 32 vols. (Beirut:
Dar al-Fikr, 1981), 22:155.19-156.23.
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Here Razi is advocating that God’s will and His actions cannot be subjected
to ethical judgments of good or evil. This is because unaided human reason
cannot ascertain the nature of God’s acts as good (husn) or evil (qubh).5* Since,
as Richard Frank put it, God’s acts and commands “cannot...be explained or
rationalized,”>® one should not ask questions about what God does. What He
does is neither good nor bad; it just is.

3 The Mabahith and the Mulakhkhas: Two Books, Two Philosophies?

The “desired position.” The “true position.” The “unambiguous truth.” “Disor-
derly thoughts.” “Specious (or contentious) arguments.” “Calamities.” These
are not the words of someone who, as Griffel argues, was working “to make
Ibn Sina’s teachings more coherent,” to “produce a coherent and convincing
solution” to problems in Ibn Sina’s philosophy, and to “strengthen [Ibn Sina’s]
system or at least to rectify it where he thinks it is wrong” to the point that “the
overall philosophical edifice of Avicennan thinking remains intact.”>® These
are the words of someone who has found certain of Ibn Sina’s positions to be
incoherent, who chose to emphasize that incoherence, and who declared that
the only refuge from that incoherence is the Qur’anically supported alterna-
tive.

To be fair to Prof. Griffel, he bases his argument on Raz1’s discussion of the
celestial spheres in the Mabahith. He focuses on two sections in particular:
first, a section on the celestial spheres’ nature having no opposite (laysa l-

54  Earlier, classical Ash‘ari ethical theory posits that acts do not possess objective values
of “good” or “bad.” On how Razi’s consequentialist ethical theory differs from the di-
vine-command ethics of earlier Ash‘arites, see Ayman Shihadeh, “Theories of Ethical
Value in Kalam: A New Interpretation,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed.
Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford University Press, 2016), esp. 402—404, https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780199696703.013.007; and Shihadeh, Teleological Ethics, 56—59. Razi express-
es the position that the intellect cannot determine the goodness or badness of God’s
actions in, for example, al-Matalib al-‘aliya min al-ilm al-ilaht, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-
Salam Shahin, g parts in 3 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1999), vol. 1, part 3:180 ff.

55  In Nihayat al-‘ugul, Razi straightforwardly declares, “Our compatriots [= Ash‘aris] claim
that good and evil can only be established by revealed law” (za‘@ma ashabuna anna l-hus-
nawa-l-qubha layuthbatani illa bi-l-shar9); Nihayat al-‘uqulfi dirayat al-usil, ed. Sa‘id ‘Abd
al-Latif Fada, 4 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Dhakh&’in, 2015), 3:235.5. This so-called “divine-com-
mand” theory of ethics opposes the Mu‘tazili position that human reason can and must
be used to determine what is good and what is evil; Richard M. Frank, “Moral Obligation
in Classical Muslim Theology,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 1.2 (1983): 209—210.

56  Griffel, Formation, 332, 335, and 338.
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fabrat al-falak didd) and second on the spheres’ not being generated (al-fal-
ak ghayr ka’in).57 After reporting and explaining Razi’s arguments (the details
are not pertinent here, so I will not review them), Griffel proceeds to Razl's
conclusion: the celestial spheres (“heavens” in Griffel’s translation) “exist from
past eternity (min al-azal) up to now. Its Creator (mubdi) precedes it in es-
sence (bi-l-dhat) but not in time.”>® Razi concludes the section with a brief
comment that “we must think here about how the particulars of originated
things emerge” and then moves on to the next section.>® There is no rebuttal,
no mention of God as a choosing or necessary agent. Griffel reasonably con-
cludes that “the ‘portion’ (gism) on the heavens in The Eastern Investigations
is largely a report of teachings that appear in the books of Avicenna.”¢ Griffel
then turns to the Mulakhkhas for comparison. He remarks that there are some
compositional differences between the sections on the celestial spheres in the
Mabahith and the Mulakhkhas, but does not attend to all of them. Some of
those left unmentioned include that the Mulakhkhas does not contain sections
equivalent to those in the Mabahith on which Griffel based his argument. The
content of those Mabahith sections does appear, however, in the final section
of the Mulakhkhas’s division (gism) on the spheres. Griffel discusses this sec-
tion, but only to clarify a potential misconception about its title, which reads:
ft anna al-samawat yasihh ‘alayha l-kawn wa-l-fasad.®* One may be inclined to
read this as “On the fact that generation and corruption apply to the heavens.”
Griffel cautions against this, arguing that fi anna should be read not as “on the
fact that” but as “on whether.” It thus forms a question rather than a declara-
tion. The answer to the question, according to Griffel, is decidedly “no.”62 But
it may not be so decided.

Razl begins this section by declaring Aristotle’s answer to the question
posed in the title:

Aristotle denied it. But he did not mean by it here that it is pre-eternal
and post-eternal. Rather, [he meant] that the bodies that comprise the

57  al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:91.10-95.8. Griffel reports that Razi characterizes the ar-
guments in both sections as demonstrations (burhan); Formation, 329. But Raz1 only says
this of the section on the spheres’ not being generated, which comprises two demonstra-
tions; al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:93.8 and 95.1.

58  Translation is Griffel’s, Formation, 331; Razi, al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:97.9-10.

59  wa-yajibu an natafakkara fi kayfiyyati khuraji juz’iyyati l-hawadith; al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya, 2:97.10.

60 Griffel, Formation, 331.

61 Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 249a.12-13; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:802.6.

62 Griffel, Formation, 336, n. 101.
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celestial spheres receive only these forms. So long as they [spheres] exist,
they are informed by these forms; otherwise, they are non-existent.63

Razl's response immediately complicates the argument that he is upholding
the pre-eternity of the celestial spheres and, therefore, of the universe. Rather,
his interpretation of Aristotle (regardless of how accurate it is) aims to have it
both ways: namely, that Aristotle did say that generation and corruption do not
apply to the celestial spheres, but that his goal in saying so was not to establish
that the spheres are pre-eternal. Rather, it is more simply to assert that the
celestial spheres exist only when their forms do.

Razi then elaborates the two ways in which he says Aristotle argued for this.
The first argument asserts that if the celestial spheres were generated, they
would move in a straight motion; since the latter is false, so the former must
be. The second argument declares that if a celestial sphere were in its spatial
location (hayyiz) and in its shape (shakl) prior to receiving its forms, then it
would have been a celestial sphere before becoming a celestial sphere, an ob-
vious absurdity. If that is not the case—meaning, if it were in a different spatial
location and a different shape—then its transition to its spatial location and
shape would have been through a straight motion. This, Razi declares, “is im-
possible for the delimited [sphere].”6* Razi does not provide counterarguments
to either argument. He does, however, conclude the section in the following
cryptic fashion:

Know that we have mentioned in this book, and especially in this chap-
ter, that which, if you were to understand it, the point of this discussion

according to these two aspects would not be hidden from you. Success is
through God.%

What Razi means to convey here is admittedly not immediately clear. But it
does not seem to be an unqualified embrace of Aristotle’s arguments deny-
ing that generation and corruption apply to the spheres. He appears, rather,
to be encouraging reading between the lines to find the true “point” (al-wa-

63  mana‘a Aristu minhu wa-laysa muraduht minhu huna kawnahiu azaliyyan abadiyyan bal
anna l-ajsama llati minha takawwanati l-aflaku la tagbalu illa tilka l-suwara fa-hiya ma
damat mawjudatan kanat mutasawwiratan bi-tilka l-surati wa-illa ‘adamat; ms Bodleian
Hunt. 329, fol. 248b.12—-15; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:802.7-9.

64  wa-dhalika ‘ala -muhaddadi muhal; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 248b.11-12; Hanoglu (ed.),
2:803.10.

65  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 249a.12-14; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:803.11-12.
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Jh) of these two aspects (al-wajhayn), namely, Aristotle’s two arguments.®6 If
he agreed with Aristotle or simply intended to present his teachings without
opposition, there would be no need to hint that the point of the argument—
indeed, the truth—is something else. Ending with “success is through God”
(wa-bi-llah al-tawfiq) additionally suggests that the truth is not what the phi-
losophers maintain; minimally, it suggests ambivalence here.

With this in mind, it is difficult to conclude, as Griffel does, that “judging
from the part (gism) on the celestial spheres in both al-Mulakhkhas and al-
Mabahith there is no opposition to Avicenna’s Fulfillment [Shifa’] and certain-
ly no refutation of the teachings of the falasifa."6” The opposition here may
be muted, but it is also not absent. Moreover, if we judge the Mulakhkhas on
more than just the part on the celestial spheres, we can see a clear distinction
between it and the Mabahith. I agree with Griffel that in the Mabahith Razi ap-
pears to present Ibn Sina’s philosophy with neither refutation nor opposition.
But this is manifestly not the case for the Mulakhkhas. A comparison of the
texts will bear this out.

31 Comparing the Mabahith and Mulakhkhas

To begin the comparison, let us return to what Razi says about infinite regress
(tasalsul). The discussions in the Mulakhkhas and the Mabahith are quite simi-
lar, even if the latter discussion is about three times as long.58 They both begin
with the assertion that a collection of causes must be contingent because it
depends on the individual causes for its own existence. The discussion in both
proceeds to analyze whether that cause can be the collection itself, something
internal to it, or something external to it. In both texts, all but the latter are re-
jected. In the Mulakhkhas, but not the Mabahith, Razi further considers wheth-
er the external cause may be contingent or necessary. It cannot be contingent,

66  This is precisely what al-Katibi al-Qazwini does in his commentary on the Mulakhkhas.
He critiques the explanation of Aristotle’s first argument, which relies on the impossibil-
ity of the void and the argument that every body has a natural spatial extension. Qazwini
denies both and remarks that the arguments supporting them are weak and non-demon-
strative. Further, he adds that even if one were to accept these arguments, they apply only
to a “delimited sphere” (al-falak al-muhaddad), not all spheres, as is claimed. Regarding
the second argument, Qazwini focuses on the phrase “this is impossible for the delimited
[sphere].” He says the same applies to Aristotle’s second argument; Najm al-Din al-Katibi
Qazwini, Munassas fi [-mantiq wa-l-hikma al-islamiyya, Ms Istanbul Sehid Ali Pasa 1680,
fol. 491b L16-492a L.6.

67  Griffel, Formation, 336.

68  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.5-176b.4; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:580.1-584.5; al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya, 1:470.4-477.7.
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otherwise it would not be external to the collection of contingent causes, so
it must be necessary. This, he concludes, is the desired position (al-matlib).59

Both texts then articulate responses from the perspective of the mu-
takallimun. The first is to suggest that terms like “collection” (majmu°), “to-
tality” (kull), and “whole” (jumla) suggest finitude insofar as the collection
encompasses its individuals.”? The next two responses in the Mabahith are
condensed into a single response in the Mulakhkhas: If the philosophers per-
mit infinite motion and infinite souls, why do they not also permit infinite
causes?” The final response in both texts declares that sensible, originated
things (al-hawadith al-mahsisa) have a cause.”® If the cause is pre-eternal, so
are the effects; but that still suggests an infinite regress of originated causes.
The cause, then, must be pre-eternal but dependent upon a condition (shart).
If the condition is pre-eternal, then the effect is again pre-eternal, so the con-
dition must be originated. Even then, the condition is linked to the temporally
originated effect, so one still does not avoid an infinite regress. If it is prior to
the effect, the cause only produces its effect when the condition does not exist.
This is absurd. Even if one grants that the condition can be linked to the effect,
the condition is either privative (‘adami) or existential (wujidi). It cannot be
privative, because something existent cannot rely on something non-existent
for its existence. And if it is existential, then either circularity or an infinite
regress ensues.

The first significant difference between the two discussions then follows.
In the Mulakhkhas, the mutakallim objector then announces that the philoso-
phers’ position on the impossibility of an infinite regress leads to the commit-
ment to one of three principles:

[1] the contingent does not need a cause, [2] what obtains relies on what
was existent prior to it, or [3] professing an infinity of causes and effects
at the same time. Each one of those blocks the philosophers’ door to
proving the Necessary Existent.”3

69  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.13; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:580.8.

70  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.13—17; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:580.9-11; al-Mabahith al-mashriqi-
Wya, 1:471.15-17.

71 MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.17-18; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:581.1; al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya,
1:471.18—21.

72 Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175a.21-175b.19; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:581.2—-582.10; al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya, 1:472.

73 istighn@u l-mumkini ‘ani [-mwaththiri awi stinadu [-hasili ila ma kana mawjidan qablu awi
l-qawlu bi-stinadi asbabin wa-musabbabatin la nihayata la-ha duf‘atan wa-kullu dhalika
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No such rebuttal appears in the Mabahith.

After this, the texts are in sync once again. Both then present the philos-
ophers’ responses to the mutakallim’s objections. The first is to assert that
for any collection of things, its cause exists outside of it. This is a reasonable
statement whether the collection is considered finite or infinite;?* but in the
Mabahith, Razi dismisses any discussion beyond this as rhetorical (fi mujar-
rad ibara).” The second (and third, for the Mabahith) is that the philosophers
only claim that if every individual in a group is contingent, the group must
also be contingent.”® If the mutakallim wants to claim that this means that if
every individual in a group has a beginning and therefore the group must also
have a beginning, then they should offer a proper argument. In the Mabahith,
Razi characterizes the last of the mutakallin’s objections as the most difficult
(as‘ab).” Otherwise, the counter-response is the same in both texts: Originated
things rely on a pre-eternal cause. Each originated thing is a condition for what
comes after it. This is given order by a pre-eternal motion. But the pre-eternal
cause’s “being-a-cause” (mwaththiriyya) does not itself require a cause. This is
because “being-a-cause” (the condition discussed above in the mutakallim’s
fourth objection) does not exist in concrete reality and so is not existential.”®

At this point, the two texts once again diverge. The Mabahith proceeds
to discuss two more brief demonstrations against infinite regress, neither of
which receives an objection.” In the Mulakhkhas, meanwhile, the “questioner”
(al-s@’il) returns.80 As I have already discussed above, the questioner declares
that the only way to escape from the mess of absurdities and impossibilities
that the philosopher’s position entails is to profess the unambiguous truth
(al-haqq al-sarih): the ultimate cause, God, is an omnipotent, choosing agent
(gadir mukhtar) who is capable of causing one of the objects of His power to
preponderate over another without a sufficient reason (murajjih).

yasuddu ‘ala l-falasifati baba ithbati wajibi -wujud; ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 175b.20-23;
Hanoglu (ed.), 2:582.11-13.

74 Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.1-5; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:582.14-583.4; al-Mabahith
al-mashrigiyya, 1:474.614.

75  al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 1:474.10.

76  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.5-11; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:583.5-13; al-Mabahith al-mashriqi-
VY@, 1:474.15-475.15.

77 al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 1:475.16. This is the fourth objection in the Mabahith, but
only the third in the Mulakhkhas.

78  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.15-16; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:583.12—13; al-Mabahith al-mashrigi-
)Ya, 1:475.20—476.1.

79  al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 1:476.10-477.7.

80  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 176a.16; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:583.14.
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This reveals a key distinction between the Mulakhkhas and the Mabahith. It
is not that the former is an abridgement of the latter. Their textual similarities
have been known for some time. It is that in the Mabahith, Razi stays on the
sidelines while presenting the philosophers’ positions and the mutakallimun’s
objections. He may declare a particular objection to be rather difficult, as he
does in the case of infinite regress. But he does not declare either side to be in
possession of the truth. This is not the case for the Mulakhkhas. While his pre-
sentation of topics and debates in the Mulakhkhas may bear similarity to the
Mabahith, he ultimately steps onto the playing field and chooses a side.

The truth, we are told time and again in the Mulakhkhas, lies with the mu-
takallimun. In every instance where I have found Razi to declare a position to
be the truth in the Mulakhkhas, he fails to do so in the Mabahith, where he is
either impartial or even favorable to the philosophers. When discussing trans-
migration of souls (tanasukh) in the Mabahith, an issue on which Avicennan
philosophers and the mutakallimun happen to agree is impossible, Razi pres-
ents arguments from philosophers and theologians. He does so without pro-
viding objections or otherwise indicating what the “truth” is.8! But in the Mu-
lakhkhas, Razi allows an objector to argue that it is permissible for the soul to
have knowledge of past states of its existence, as this is a consequence of “the
truth” (al-haqq) that God is a choosing agent.82 Razi’s objector then offers an-
other criticism directed specifically at “the philosophers who profess [that God
is] a necessary agent” (al-falasifa al-qa’ilina bi-l-mujib).83 In this case, neither
criticism is intended to support transmigration, only to illustrate that some
of the philosophers’ arguments against it are weak. This, of course, is not the
same as saying that the theologians are right and the philosophers are wrong.
The point here is that Razi is consistently more favorable to the theologians in
the Mulakhkhas in a way that he is not in the Mabahith.

The following section in both texts pertains to the soul’s survival of the
body’s death. The sections themselves are quite different, however, insofar as
they present different arguments. In the Mabahith, objections to the philoso-
phers’ position appear, but are unrelated to God’s being a choosing or neces-
sary agent. Razi remains an impartial presenter of alternatives. Ultimately, the
philosophers get the last word.84 But in the Mulakhkhas, the objector announc-

81  al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:397.2-398.4.

82  MS Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 316a.9-11; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:994.5-6.
83  Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 316a.15; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:994.10.

84  al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:398.16—400.10.
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es that the philosopher’s position “is built on the denial of the Choosing Agent,
which is false.”85

The two preceding sections form part of the chapter (bab) on the soul’s at-
tributes (fr sifat al-nafs) in the Mulakhkhas and on “the simplicity of the human
soul, its origination, its perpetuity, and the rest of its characteristics” (f7 tajar-
rud al-nafs al-insaniyya wa-huduthiha wa-baqa’iha wa-s@’ir ahkamiha) in the
Mabahith. The penultimate section of the Mulakhkhas's chapter is on prophe-
cy (ft l-nubuwwat). The Mulakhkhas's section on prophecy opens with the gist
of what Ibn Sina says (hasil madhhab al-Shaykh), namely that just how the
celestial soul’s conceptualizations (tasawwurdt) are principles for sublunary
events, so can the human soul’s conceptualizations be the principle of events
in the elemental world. This is immediately met with an objection. The objec-
tor first explains that an individual human is himself because of his particular
humoral temperament (mizdj). A rare temperament allows for the power to
perform miracles. “This,” the objector says, “is according to the philosophers’
principles.”86 Immediately thereafter, he continues: “As for the true position,
which is establishing the choosing agent, you have not offered a decisive ar-
gument that it is not within God’s power to create for his servant the power to
create a body.”8” There is no comparable section on prophecy in the Mabahith.
Of the relevant sections that appear in the Mabahith but not in the Mulakh-
khas,38 Razi presents Ibn Sind’s positions without giving room for an objector
to proclaim that the truth is otherwise.

At this point, the distinction between the Mabahith and Mulakhkhas should
be clear. In the Mabahith, Razi presents the philosophers’ doctrines and ob-
jections to them, but remains relatively impartial. Of the sections that I have
reviewed, at no point does he allow the mutakallim objector to claim the truth;
nor does he do so, however, for the falasifa. Razi leaves it to the reader to de-
termine the truth. This is evidently not so in the Mulakhkhas. The mutakallim
objector, and potentially Razi himself intervening in the first person, regularly
proclaims to possess the truth. That truth is that God is a choosing agent (fa ‘il
mukhtar) who possesses power (or omnipotence, gadir mukhtar). The objec-

85  mabni ‘ala nafy [-faili -mukhtari wa-innahu batil; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 317b.10; Ha-
noglu (ed.), 2:997.16.

86  hadha ‘ala usuli l-falasifa; Ms Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 320b.21; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1005.17.

87  ammal-qawlu -hagqu wa-huwa ithbatu [-faili [-mukhtari fa-lam taqum dalalatan gati‘atan
ala annahu laysa fi maqduri llahi an yakhluga li-l-‘abdi qudratan ‘ala khalgi l-jism; Ms
Bodleian Hunt. 329, fol. 320b.21-321a.1; Hanoglu (ed.), 2:1005.17-1006.2.

88  These include “On how one informs on the Unseen” (fi kayfiyyat al-ikhbar ‘an al-ghayb)
and “On the strange things that emerge from strong souls” (fi l-umur al-ghariba allatt
tasdur ‘an aqwiya al-nufis); al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, 2:422 and 424.
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tor is even allowed, as we have seen, to denigrate the philosophers’ reasoning.
Even if one does not accept that Razi is speaking for himself through the ob-
jector, one cannot maintain that in the Mulakhkhas and, more broadly, in all
his books on hikma, “al-Razi argues in favor of a God who is pure necessity, for
instance, and who creates this world from past eternity.”8? This may be so for the
Mabahith, but not the Mulakhkhas.

4 Philosophical Philosophy and Islamic Philosophy

This distinction calls for more nuance in how we classify Razi’s philosophical
books (kutub hikmiyya) and, more broadly, how we talk about philosophy in
the Postclassical, post-Avicennan era. One fitting taxonomy is offered to us in
the catalog of manuscripts in Sultan Bayezid 11's (. 886/1481-918/1512) library,
prepared by the librarian ‘Atafi.%° This catalog separates philosophical works
into two categories: htkma falsafiyya (“philosophical philosophy”) and hikma
islamiyya (“Islamic philosophy”).?! In his evaluation of the catalog, Dimitri
Gutas has argued that the distinction between the two philosophies hinges
“on the degree of adherence to Islamic doctrine.” He bases this on ‘Atifi’s own
marginal comments in the manuscript, in which he describes hikma islamiyya
as “the one in which research is conducted in accordance with the rules of the
noble Prophetic Law.” Gutas suggests that this may minimally constitute ad-
herence to the three positions that Ghazali declared place the falasifa beyond
the pale of Islam: God’s knowledge of particulars, the creation of the universe
in time, and the resurrection of bodies. Per Gutas, if this is what constitutes Is-
lamic philosophy, then hikma falsafiyya must be the converse, which could be
understood as a non-Islamic philosophy; or, in anachronistic terms, a secular
or scientific philosophy.2 Griffel, who briefly discusses ‘AtafT’s catalog and the

89  Griffel, Formation, 338.

90  On the catalog, see Dimitri Gutas, “Philosophical Manuscripts: Two Alternative Philos-
ophies,” in Treasures of Knowledge: An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace Library (1502/3—
1503/4), 2 vols., ed. Giilru Necipoglu et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 1:907-933.

91  The phrase “philosophical philosophy” (al-hikma al-falsafiyya) appears in Ms Istanbul
Ahmed 111 3447, a collective volume (majmii‘) containing eighty-four texts attributed to
Ibn Sina. A description of the volume says it contains texts “on logic, philosophical phi-
losophy, medicine, and more” (fi -mantiq wa-l-hikma al-falsaftyya wa-l-tibb wa-ghayrihi).
The text belonged to Sultan Bayezid 11’s library. The earliest we can date it is to his reign.
It is possible that this description was added by Atifi himself.

92 wa-hiya llati yubhathu fiha ‘ala ganini [-shari [-sharifi [-nabawt. Translation from Gutas,
“Philosophical Manuscripts,” 908—909; see also Dimitri Gutas, “Avicenna and After: The
Development of Paraphilosophy. A History of Science Approach,” in Islamic Philosophy
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placement of Razi's Mulakhkhas and Mabahith therein, proposes that hikma
falsafiyya be understood as Avicennan philosophy or “philosophy related to
Avicenna” because in the 6"/12" century falsafa had acquired a clear associa-
tion with Ibn Sina’s works and system.%3

With those two categories in mind, we can attend to classifying the Mulakh-
khas and Mabahith. Given that the Mulakhkhas regularly allows the spokes-
person for the mutakallimun to lay claim to the truth and even disparage the
philosophers; that the content of the mutakallim’s truth, at least insofar as I
have discussed it here, aligns with the quasi-orthodoxy that Ghazali attempt-
ed to establish in his Precipitance of the Philosophers (Tahafut al-falasifa) and
enforce in the fatwa included therein; and that it concludes by quoting the
Quranic assertion that we must not question what God does, we could classify
the Mulakhkhas as a work of Islamic philosophy. The Mabahith, meanwhile,
gives no such allowances to the mutakallimun, remains largely neutral be-
tween the philosophers’ and mutakalliman’s arguments, and ultimately allows
Ibn Sind’s anathematized positions to stand. As such, it could be seen as a work
of philosophical/Avicennan philosophy. This is, in fact, precisely how ‘Atufi
categorized both works.%*

Having identified the key distinction between the Mulakhkhas and
Mabahith and used that distinction to affirm ‘Atafi’s classification of them,
it is worth briefly discussing precisely what we might understand by “Islamic
philosophy” and “philosophical philosophy” and what it meant to be a philos-
opher in the Postclassical, post-Avicennan era. While Gutas might find ‘Ataft’s
classification of Razi's Mulakhkhas and Mabahith perspicacious, he ultimately
disagrees with the validity of “Islamic philosophy” as a meaningful category.
He argues that the phrase “Islamic philosophy”—and the similar, broader term
“philosophical theology”—is ultimately absurd because, like theology, it “vio-
late[s] all basic principles of what historically had meant to do science, which
was the open-ended rational investigation of all reality”9> According to Gutas,
then, what constitutes philosophy as a discipline is that it must be open-end-
ed, meaning not working from pre-determined conclusions; rational, meaning
allowing only arguments and evidence based on reason and experience; and

from the 12th to the 14th Century, ed. Abdelkader Al Ghouz (Goéttingen: V&R unipress,
2018), 48—49, https://doi.org/10.14220/9783737009003.19.

93  Gritfel, Formation, 561.

94  Gutas observes that it is unlikely that Atiifi would have read and understood all the texts
in his inventory, so the decision of where to place certain works, especially superficially
similar works like the Mulakhkhas and Mabahith, presumably reflects the consensus of
the scholarly tradition at the time; Gutas, “Philosophical Manuscripts,” 908, 915, 929.

95  Gutas, “Avicenna and After,” 43.
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that it take the whole of reality as its object of study. A work that fits these char-
acteristics is a work of philosophy, and a scholar who fits these characteristics is
a philosopher. Even if most medieval philosopher-scientists maintained some
personal adherence to religious narratives about the nature of the universe,
Gutas argues, “they nevertheless found different ways to accommodate it to
the superior scientific truth,” as in the case of allegorical explanation.®6 This is
certainly an apt description of Ibn Sina, but one may also suggest that it ap-
plies to Ghazali insofar as he was willing to allow allegorical interpretation of
revealed text when scientific argument (burhan) demands it.9” Where Ghazali
falls short of meriting the moniker “philosopher,” per Gutas, is his allowance of
supra-rational means of acquiring knowledge and his limitation of philosoph-
ical inquiry in the fatwa appended to his Tahafut al-falasifa.%®

Gutas proposes that the genre of works that adopt the aura of philosophy—
its topics, methods, and rules of evidence—but do not fully adhere to the three
characteristics of science actually engage in “clandestine theologizing” and
should be categorized as “paraphilosophy,” a term he coined to signify “doing
what appears as philosophy/science in order to divert attention from, subvert,
and substitute for philosophy/science, and as a result avoid doing philosophy/
science.”?9 Is Raz1's Mulakhkhas, then, a work of paraphilosophy? If we accept
Gutas’s criteria for distinguishing philosophy from non-philosophy, then: Yes,
it is a work of paraphilosophy. I will explain using Gutas’s three criteria as a
guide.199 I will also question the validity of these criteria.

First, the question of scope: Is the Mulakhkhas an investigation of all reali-
ty? No, but this criterion is too limiting in any effort to discriminate between
science and non-science. It is a fair question to apply to an entire discipline
(which, admittedly, is how Gutas frames it), but not to each work that may fall
within that discipline. Certainly, current scholars—Gutas included—accept

96 Gutas, “Avicenna and After,” 29. For one such example, see Warren Zev Harvey, “On Mai-
monides’ Allegorical Readings of Scripture,” in Interpretation and Allegory, ed. Jon Whit-
man (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 181-188, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789047400158_009.

97  See Griffel's discussion of Ghazali’s “Rule of Interpretation” in Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical
Theology (New York University Press, 2009), 111-122.

98 Gutas, “Avicenna and After,” 36—42. Gutas gives as an example here of Ghazali’s use of
“taste” (dhawq), a term and concept that he adapts from Ibn Sina. For GhazalT’s use of the
term, see Alexander Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought: Al-Ghazalt’s Theory
of Mystical Cognition and Its Avicennian Foundation (New York: Routledge, 2012), 48-63.
For Ibn Sina’s use of dhawgq, see Rapoport, Science, 122—124; and “Sufi Vocabulary, but Avi-
cennan Philosophy: The Sufi Terminology in Chapters viii—x of Ibn Sina’s al-Isharat wa-I-
tanbihat,” Oriens 47.1-2 (2019): 169-176, https://doi.org/10.1163/18778372-04701003.

99  Gutas, “Avicenna and After,” 43.

100 Gutas discusses the criteria at “Avicenna and After,” 43.
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Ibn Sina’s al-Isharat wa-l-tanbihat as a work of philosophy even if it does not
investigate all of the topics that his Shifa’ does. In fact, if we apply this criterion
in the strictest sense, it would exclude all works that are not truly compre-
hensive from being considered “philosophy,” something I do not think Gutas
intended.

Second, the question of reason: Does it allow for supra-rational modes of
acquiring knowledge, or for evidence not based on reason? From what I can
tell, the Mulakhkhas largely relies upon argument and evidence based on rea-
son. Razi regularly chastises the philosophers for not providing demonstrative
proofs (burhan) or even arguments (dalala) to support all their positions. I
have not seen any appeal to suprarational means of acquiring knowledge, like
dhawgq (“taste”).10! But as I have shown above, when it comes to the question of
the ethical nature of human and divine action, Razi supports the traditional
Ash‘ari bi-la kayfa position through quoting the Qur’an’s assertion that God’s
actions cannot be questioned (Q 21:23). But he does not rely solely on a bi-la
kayfa argument; rather, this complements rational argumentation.102

This leads us to the third and final criterion: Is the Mulakhkhas an open-end-
ed investigation and Razi an open-ended investigator? Before answering the
question, I should first address whether it is reasonable and how we might go
about answering it. Even though it may be reasonable to include this in a con-
ceptualization of philosophy/science, barring unambiguous textual evidence
that speaks to an individual scholar’s open-endedness, I am not sure we can
answer this question with sufficient confidence for it to be a criterion delimit-
ing specific examples of science from non-science in a historical context.193 In
the absence of direct textual evidence, I worry that we might otherwise base

101 Damien Janos studied the question of whether Razi admitted a non-rational form of
knowledge (“mystical knowledge”) and ultimately concluded that he does not. The study
considered the Mabahith (but not Mulakhkhas) and several of Razi’s kalam works; “Intu-
ition, Intellection, and Mystical Knowledge: Delineating Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Theories,”
in Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazali. Papers Collected on His gooth Anniver-
sary, ed. Georges Tamer (vol. 1) and Frank Griffel (vols. 2), 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2015-2016),
2:189—228.

102 Thisis similar to how he argues for a beneficent creator in the Matalib; Hassan, “In Pursuit
of the World’s Creator,” 249—250.

103 I cautiously say may be reasonable rather than definitively is reasonable here because
I am inclined to agree with Jari Kaukua’s observation that “philosophers today, as in
the past, argue from a variety of background assumptions that they may never subject
to open-ended scrutiny,” irrespective of the nature of those assumptions; Jari Kaukua,
“Post-Classical Islamic Philosophy—A Contradiction in Terms?,” Nazariyat 6.2 (2020): 9,
https://doi.org/10.12658/Nazariyat.6.2.Monoen. I would add that this applies not only to
modern philosophers, but to scientists, as well.
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it on a scholar’s willingness to publicly diverge from revealed dogma. I see this
as the inverse of a question that Jari Kaukua poses in an essay responding to
Gutas: “Why should Razl’s preparedness to doubt the foundations of Aristo-
telian doctrine...be a mark of a non-philosophical attitude or anti-scientific
attitude?”194 In other words, we cannot assume that just because a scholar was
willing to doubt the foundations of religious doctrine that they were necessar-
ily arguing from an open-ended mindset.195

To answer the question with which I began the previous paragraph: Razi's
Mulakhkhas is largely, but not entirely, an open-ended investigation. Regarding
this, I refer to the previously discussed passage with which Razi concludes the
Mulakhkhas. %6

The key factor here is not what position Razi defends, but how he defends
it. By stating that one should not ask about the ethical nature of God’s actions,
Razi is declaring some topics to be off limits. They should not be investigated
but rather should be accepted without asking why (bi-la kayfa).1°7 There is an
affinity here with some of Raz1'’s theological works, which also adduce Quran
21:23 when arguing in favor of the Ash‘ari position that God’s actions cannot be
subjected to ethical judgment and that human reason alone cannot determine
whether an act is good or evil.198 This likewise dissociates the Mulakhkhas from
Raz1’s other philosophical works—the Mabahith and Sharh al-Isharat—inso-
far as he does not reference this verse in either.!°® Even if this bi-la kayfa ap-
proach is limited only to some topics—though “God’s actions” could be quite

104 Kaukua, “Post-Classical,” 16.

105 To be clear, I am not claiming that this is Gutas’ argument. I am merely claiming that,
absent textual evidence attesting to a scholar’s open mindset, I fear this might be used as
a proxy.

106 See above, pp. 85-86.

107  Griffel argues that the bi-la kayfa approach is characteristic of Raz1's works in kalam rath-
er than hikma; Griffel, Formation, 558-559. From this perspective, the Mulakhkhas does
not belong to Razi’s philosophical works (kutub hikmiyya).

108 Razi concludes the chapter on the creation of acts (khalq al-af‘al) in his al-Arba‘in fi usul
al-din by stating simply, “He does what He wishes and judges what he wills, and He can-
not be questioned about what He does” (yaf‘alu ma yasha’u wa-yahkamu ma yuridu...);
al-Arba‘in fi usul al-din, ed. Ahmad al-Hijazi al-Saqqa (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat
al-Azhariyya, 1982), 1:322.20—21. Razi also adduces this Qur'anic verse when discussing the
creation of acts in the Muhassal; Kitab al-Muhassal wa-huwa Muhassal afkar al-mutagad-
dimin wa-l-muta’akhkhirin min al-hukama wa-l-mutakallimin, ed. Hiiseyin Atay (Cairo:
Maktabat al-Turath, 19991), 459.9.

109 I base this claim on a keyword search of the digital versions of Najafzadih’s edition of
Razl's Sharh al-Isharat and the Intisharat-i Bidar edition of al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya
available at https://lib.eshia.ir/73005 and https://lib.eshia.ir/12547/1/1, respectively (ac-
cessed 20 January 2025).
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expansive—it is undoubtedly opposed to an open-ended inquiry and could
justifiably be considered non-philosophical/scientific. Nevertheless, Razi’s
adoption of an anti-scientific attitude with respect to a given topic in a work
should not compel us to dismiss the work in its entirety. Such an approach
would be too reductive and would neglect the potential for authors in a vari-

ety of disciplines and genres from contributing to scientific and philosophical
debate 10

5 Conclusion

On this account, if we accepted Gutas’s criteria for distinguishing science from
non-science, Raz's Mulakhkhas would be an example of paraphilosophy. But
as I have argued, these criteria are too limiting. Beyond that, it seems impos-
sible to establish an individual’s intent to subvert scientific inquiry through
writing a given text. It may be profitable, instead, to return to ‘Atafi’s categories
of “Islamic philosophy” and “philosophical philosophy” (or “Avicennan philos-
ophy”). Like Gutas, Griffel also rejects this categorization, but for far different
reasons. Despite the differences between the Mulakhkhas and Mabahith in
terms of composition and style, Griffel argues that they do not differ in philo-
sophical conclusions.!!! T have made the opposing case here and consequently
suggest that ‘Atifi seems to have been correct in placing the Mulakhkhas under
works of Islamic philosophy and the Mabahith among works of philosophical/
Avicennan philosophy. Of course, this current essay is a study of elements of
two texts by a single scholar. The extent to which these conclusions are gener-
alizable to Raz1's corpus and that of other Postclassical authors must await the
results of future research.
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eoe

O chevalier! Take these poems to be like a mirror. After all, you know
that in a mirror there is no form in itself—but whoever looks at the
mirror will be able to see his own form. Likewise, you should know
that poetry in itself has no meaning at all—but anyone can discern
his present state and own perfection from it. If you were to say that
the meaning of poetry is what the poet wants it to be and that oth-
ers can derive other meanings from it, that would be like someone
saying, “The form of the mirror is the face of the polisher whose
form first appears in it.”?

The title of this article, “Sleepers Awake!,” is a reference to the famous Church
cantata by Johann Sebastian Bach (d. 1750) first performed nearly three hun-
dred years ago in Leipzig, where Bach rests. This highly spiritual cantata is
inspired by the famous Parable of the Ten Bridesmaids in Matthew 25:1-13,
whose rich symbolism is related to the theme of awakening to the reality of
the Presence of God.

Like the Parable of the Ten Bridesmaids, the Quranic account of the People
of the Cave (ashab al-kahf) mentioned in Surat al-Kahf, verses 9-26 (Q 18:9—26),
also has multiple layers of meaning. At the most basic and outward level, the
story tells of a group of pious youths who fled from their people on account of
their polytheism and immersion in worldliness. They sought to devote them-
selves to the worship of God by seeking refuge in a cave far removed from so-
ciety. When in the cave, God caused them to fall asleep for 309 years, but they
looked as if they were awake. This is why Q 1818 states, And you would have
thought them to be awake, although they were asleep.

As would be expected, there are scores of non-Sufi and Sufi interpretations
of the story of the People of the Cave.3 Sufi theorists of the Quran, such as
Abu 1-Qasim al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072), view the youths as an exalted class of
believers who had been singled out with the gift of maifa, or the recognition

2 ‘Ayn al-Qudat, Nama-ha, ed. ‘Ali Naqi Munzawi and ‘Afif “‘Usayran, 3 vols. (Tehran: Asatir,
1998), 1:260.

3 See the comments upon Q 18:9—26 in Seyyed Hossein Nasr et al. (eds.), The Study Quran: A
New Translation and Commentary (New York: HarperOne, 2015), 731—738.
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of God.# In his major Persian Quran commentary, Rashid al-Din Maybudi (d.
ca. 520/1126) gives us a window into God’s special solicitude for them. Com-
menting upon Q 18:14, And We placed a tie on their hearts when they stood up
and said, “Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth,” Maybudi says the
following:

We bound them with the tie of sinlessness, kept them on the carpet of
recognition, and firmed them up with the cord of love. We lit the candle
of kind favor for them in the streambed of solicitude. We taught them the
courtesy of companionship in the grammar school of the Beginningless
and they set forth in holiness itself, busying themselves in the cave with
the mystery of the Hagiqah.5

Among Sufi poets, Jalal al-Din Rami (d. 672/1273) has a great deal to say about
the People of the Cave; and this is but one aspect of his wider engagement with
the Quran.6 Contemporary Quranic studies, much to its peril, would seldom
regard someone like Rim1 as a major Quranic theorist. Yet this is precisely how
the pre-modern Sufi tradition in particularly the Persianate world regarded
him, which explains why the Mathnawt is known as “The Quran in Persian”
(Qurian dar zaban-i Pahlawi). As a theorist of the Quran, Rimi “sees” the story
of the People of the Cave in very original ways, offering us a penetrating expo-
sition of the reality of sleep and awakening on the one hand, and the nature of
the heart on the other.

Mawlana tells us that the 309 years of sleep experienced by the People of
the Cave was on account of their having been drunk on the wine of divine

4 See the discussion in Badiozzaman Forouzanfar and Sayyid Ja‘far Shahidi, Sharh-i Math-
nawi=yi sharif, 8 vols. (Tehran: Shirkat-i Intisharat-i ‘Ilmi wa-Farhangi, 1967—2000), 1:181-182.
For ma‘rifa as recognition, see William C. Chittick and Mohammed Rustom, “Recognition
(ma‘rifa),” in St Andrews Encyclopaedia of Theology, ed. Brendan N. Wolfe et al., 2025: https://
www.saet.ac.uk/Islam/Recognition (last accessed: August 2, 2025) and Rustom, “Recognizing
Recognition: Maifa in Sufi Thought,” Journal of Islamic Studies 37.1 (2026): 31-53.

5 Rashid al-Din Maybudi, The Unveiling of the Mysteries and the Provision of the Pious, partial
trans. William C. Chittick (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2015), 297. See also pp. 299—300.

6 For Rum’s engagement with the Quran, some helpful places to start are Hadi Ha'ir1, Nukh-
bat al-‘irfan (Tehran: Haqiqat, 2004), Baha al-Din Khurramshahi and Siyamak Mukhtari,
Qur'an wa-Mathnawi (Tehran: Nashr-i Qatra, 2022), and Amer Latif, “Qur’anic Narrative and
Sufi Hermeneutics: Rumi’s Interpretation of Pharaoh’s Character,” (PhD Diss., Stony Brook
University, 2009). Particularly apt here is the observation made by Seyyed Hossein Nasr in
Islamic Art and Spirituality (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1987), 125: “He
must in fact be ranked among the foremost of Quranic commentators (mufassirin).”

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026)103-114



106 RUSTOM

love.” These youths are therefore special intimates of God constantly in a state
of spiritual inebriation. But their state of intoxication should not lead one to
think that they are somehow unaware of their surroundings. As Rami explains,
there is a world of difference between the “sleep” experienced by the People of
the Cave and the sleep of ordinary individuals. The sleep of the People of the
Cave is pure wakefulness (bidari); that is, the wakefulness of the heart, which
cannot be explained in words, however exalted their form:

Syae sl ds oy oy
S5t DL 5w )

O seeker of meaning! The description of heart-wakefulness
cannot be contained in thousands of couplets!®

This form of wakefulness is fundamentally characterized by divine knowl-
edge.? Another way to understand wakefulness, specifically in the context of
sleep, is to look to the Friends of God (awliy@’). Their reality can be gleaned by
us from our normal state of sleep—for when we sleep, we are unaware of the
world around us and move about with no conscious volition of our own.!° This
is precisely how the Quran describes the People of the Cave—God turned them
to the right and to the left (Q 1818).1! This leads Mawlana to make the natural
connection: the People of the Cave are Friends of God:

sy ol Sl ol Uy
3 o s el o

7 See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Love: The Spiritual Teachings of Rumi (Albany, NY: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 1983), 309.

8 Rami, Mathnawi-yi ma‘nawi, ed. and trans. R. A. Nicholson as The Mathnawi of Jaldl'uddin
Rumi, 8 vols. (London: Luzac, 1925-1940), 3:1228 (book 3, line 1228). All translations from
Rami’s writings are my own.

9 Rami, Mathnawi, 2:39.

10 See Rumi, Mathnawi, 1:3186 and 6:214—221.

11 The verse goes on to reveal that there was a dog who had accompanied the People of
the Cave. For the positive and negative image of dogs in RamT’s poetry, see Annemarie
Schimmel, The Triumphal Sun: A Study of the Works of Jalaloddin Rumi (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1993), index s.v., “Dog.” The dog’s name in Sufi literature is
“Qitmir,” and is a symbol of purity. See Schimmel, A Two-Colored Brocade: The Imagery
of Persian Poetry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 195-196. For the
general image of dogs in Sufism, one may profitably consult Javad Nurbakhsh, Dogs from
a Sufi Point of View (London: Khanaqahi Nimatullahi Publications, 1989).
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O obstinate one! The Friends are the People of the Cave—

in standing and turning, They are asleep.1?
Without taking it upon themselves to act, He pulls them

to the right [and)] to the left,'® with no awareness on their part.
What is to the right? Beautiful acts.

What is to the left? Bodily occupations.}

The Friends of God see this world as a state of sleep, for “they have gone to
nonexistence, which has no door.”'> The reality of the world, all of its trappings,
and our constant hankering over it are all seen as meaningless when death
comes knocking at our door. This is one of the meanings of the famous Pro-
phetic saying, “People are asleep; when they die, they awaken.”'¢ In his Fihi ma
fthi, Rumi likens worldly desire to a dream, the futility of which becomes clear
upon awakening from that dream:

To want worldly things is like someone who wants to eat something in a
dream, which is then given to him. In the end, when he wakes up, he does
not at all benefit from what he ate in the dream.!”

As Friends of God, the wakeful slumber of the People of the Cave entails that
they are asleep not only to the world per se, but to our usual, ratiocinative ways
of knowing which always implicate the thinking subject into a form of duality
that entails the antipode of spiritual wakefulness, and is in fact more akin to

12 Q18:8.

13 Q18:8.

14 Rami, Mathnawt, 1:3187-3189.

15  Rami, Mathnawi, 3:3554.

16 For more on this tradition, see the discussion in Rustom, “Psychology, Eschatology, and
Imagination in Mulla Sadra Shirazr’'s Commentary on the Hadith of Awakening,” Islam
& Science 5.1 (2007): 9—22. See also Forouzanfar (ed.)., Ahadith-i Mathnawt (Tehran: Int-
isharat-i Danishgah-i Tihran, 1955), 81, for another Hadith that equates the world to a
sleeper’s dream.

17 Rami, Fthi ma fihi, ed. Badiozzaman Forouzanfar (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1969), 284.
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sleep.!® It will be noted that the Quran says that the People of the Cave looked
like they were awake, although they were actually asleep. This gives Mawlana
the perfect occasion to explain the gaping divide between the “wakefulness” of
the Friends of God and the wakefulness of the rest of us:

J;«:Aﬁ-(\zz-j.,\zu't;\
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O, many are those whose eyes are awake, but whose hearts are asleep.
But what can the eyes of the people of water and clay see?'®

Even when the eyes of the Friend of God shut for sleep, his wakeful heart can
still enliven and awaken those who are in spiritual slumber. The model for this
kind of wakefulness is of course the Prophet Muhammad, who famously said,
“My eyes sleep, but my heart is awake.”? In the following verses, Ram1 de-
scribes the contagious nature of the wakeful heart and also offers some advice:

o~ f&? syl Ll ds K
S ho A2z S
Sl $ds Jal 55

S e s SLds b

Even when his eyes are closed, the one whose
heart is awake opens up a hundred eyes.

If you are not a person of the heart, wake up!
Be a heart-seeker—go to battle!?!

In his Diwan-i Shams-i Tabrizi, Mawlana clarifies what kind of “battle” he has in
mind. It is nothing less than waging war against one’s ego:

PE I S-S SR \N WL R
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18  Ruami, Mathnawi, 6:4463—4464.

19  Rami, Mathnawi, 3:1222.

20  Bukhari, Sahih, # 1155, in vol. 2 of Jam‘jawami* al-ahadith wa-l-asanid wa-maknaz al-sihah
wa-l-sunan wa-l-masanid (Vaduz, Liechtenstein: Jam‘iyyat al-Maknaz al-Islami, 2000).

21 Rami, Mathnawi, 3:1223-1224.
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Awake, awake! Beware, night has passed, so awake!
Forsake, forsake! Even yourself, forsake!??

In his most complete exposition of the reality of the People of the Cave, name-
ly the recognizers, Rumi explains how physical sleep is akin to death. “Sleep
is the brother of death” is the Prophetic saying that informs Mawlana’s com-
mentary here,?? as are Q 6:60 and Q 39:42, which speak of sleep as a kind of
partial death. Our poet begins by noting that every night God releases people
from their bodies and their worldly concerns. In their state of sleep, they are
relatively free of care. Likewise, the recognizer, who is asleep to the world, is
free of care. Her consciousness is pure not only of worldly occupations, but of
the sensory, psychic, and imaginal impressions that cloud a regular person’s
perception of reality on both sides of sleep. The recognizer is moved by God,
like a moving pen in the hands of a writer:
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22 Rumi, Diwan-i Shams-i Tabrizi, ed. Badiozzaman Forouzanfar, 10 vols. (Tehran: Amir
Kablr, 1956-1968), v. 22,571.
23 See Forouzanfar (ed.), Ahadith-i Mathnawt, 5. See also Rami, Mathnawt, 1:400.
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Every night, spirits are set free from this cage,
freed from judgement, speech, and banter.
At night, prisoners are unaware of their prison
and sultans are unaware of their property,
with no grief and worry over profit or loss,
and no thought of this person or that person.
The recognizer’s state is like this, but without sleep.
God says, They are asleep®* but do not scorn them!
Night and day they are asleep to the affairs of this world,
for the pen moves by the hands of their Lord.
One who does not see his hand when writing
perceives its action when gliding with the pen.
God gives people a whiff of the recognizer’s state
when they are snatched away by the sleep of the senses.
Their spirits depart to the desert of the Howless,
and their spirits and bodies are at ease.?>

Let us return to the part of Q 1818 that speaks of the People of the Cave as
appearing to be awake while they are asleep. As Mawlana states, we encoun-
ter the People of the Cave all the time—they seem awake like the rest of us,
participating in the world the way we do. In reality, however, they are asleep to
our ordinary experience of the world and even to the order of time and change
itself. They are perpetually awake in the blissful remembrance (dhikr) of God
and are thus with Him,26 even though they seem to be with us. We, of course,

do not see them for who they are because we only see the surface of things, and

thus fail to discern what is unfolding before our very eyes:

24
25
26
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Q 1818.

Rami, Mathnawi, 1:389—396.

For a penetrating exposition of the joy-inducing nature of dhikr, see Atif Khalil, “The
Tranquility of Remembrance,” in I of the Heart: Texts and Studies in Honor of Seyyed Hos-
sein Nasr, ed. Muhammad U. Faruque, Atif Khalil, and Mohammed Rustom (Leiden: Brill,
2025), 183-198.
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In this world there are many People of the Cave,

right now, asleep next to you and in front of you.
The Cave is with them, and the Friend is with them, speaking melodi-
ously.

But of what use is it to you, since your eyes and ears are sealed?2”

The connection announced here between the Cave and the Friend is essential
to paint a complete picture of Rimr’s philosophy of awakening. He equates
love with the Cave (ghar), which is where the Friend dwells.28 And since love
and God are not distinct for Mawlana,?® God is not only in the Cave, but is the
Cave itself:

ool S ge 1k sl
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I have a Friend, I have a Cave—I have a grieving love.
That Friend is You, that Cave is You—O Master, protect me!39

Common to traditional symbolism is the intimate relationship between the
cave and the heart.3! Both are interior spaces that contain mysteries and di-
vine realities, and both represent a center—the heart is situated at the center
of a human being, and the cave is in the “center” of a mountain. Yet Rim1 also
explicitly identifies the heart, which is the center of human consciousness and
awareness, with God.32 He thus wants to say that the Cave is the Heart. The
way to wakefulness is therefore clear, at least as far as Hadrat-i Mawlana is con-
cerned. One must enter the Cave, which means one must awaken to one’s true

27 Rami, Mathnawt, 1:405-406. See also the explanation in Kenan Rifai, Listen: Commentary
on the Spiritual Couplets of Mevlana Rumi, trans. Victoria Holbrook (Louisville, KY: Fons
Vitae, 2011), 56.

28 Chittick, Sufi Path of Love, 217.

29  See Rustom, “The Ocean of Nonexistence,” Mawlana Rumi Review 4 (2013): 188-199.

30 Ruami, Diwan, 477.

31 René Guénon, Fundamental Symbols: The Universal Language of Sacred Science, ed. Mi-
chel Valsan and Martin Lings; trans. Alvin Moore Jr. (Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, 1995),
145-148.

32 See Gholamreza Aavani, Rumi: A Philosophical Study (Chicago: Kazi, 2016) and Rustom,
“Rumi’s Metaphysics of the Heart,” Mawlana Rumi Review 1 (2010): 69—79. For the heart in
the Sufi tradition, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oludamini Ogunnaike, “The Heart (galb),”
in St Andrews Encyclopaedia of Theology, ed. Brendan N. Wolfe et al., 2024: https://www.
saet.ac.uk/Islam/Heart (last accessed: August 2, 2025).
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self by turning inward, into one’s heart and spiritual Center. It is there that God
resides, in the interior, spaceless space that is the heart.

The search for the heart is tantamount to the search for God, whose aid is
always present. Rimi likens God to a physician who is ever-ready to heal us and
bring us to wholeness. All we need to do is acknowledge our ailment, which is
the lack of love:

Olasle b el Oletl (gl el
sl s e Al 8 2l

The call of Heaven has come; the Physician of the lovers has come.
Do you want the Physician to visit you? Become ill, become ill!33

The single most memorable place in Ram1’s writings where he links the Heart,
the Cave, and the need for one to withdraw into them to be with God occurs
in the following haunting lines from the Diwan, with which this article shall
close. Mawlana refers to the “friend of the cave” (yar-i ghar), a symbol derived
from Q 9:40 in relation to the Prophet’s Companion Abu Bakr (d. 13/634), who
entered the Cave of Thawr with him in order to escape the enemies hot in their
pursuit during the time of the Prophet’s Hijra.3* Like Abu Bakr, we too should
flee from our enemies—the material world and our own egos—and enter into
the khalwa of the cave of our hearts in order to be with our Friend:

ols 5L u—\ai"}a- als ke Oer 1y duw
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Consider this breast as a Cave—the place of retreat for that Friend.
If you are the friend of the Cave, hurry and come! Enter the Cave, enter
the Cave.35

33 Rumi, Diwan, 22,576.
34  See the commentary upon Q 1816 in Study Quran, 734.
35 Rumi, Diwan, 22,577—22,578.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 103-114



SLEEPERS AWAKE! RUMI ON THE PEOPLE OF THE CAVE 113
Bibliography

Aavani, Gholamreza. 2016. Rumi: A Philosophical Study. Chicago: Kazi.

‘Ayn al-Qudat. 1998. Nama-ha. Edited by ‘Ali Naqi Munzawi and ‘Afif ‘Usayran. 3 vols.
Tehran: Asatir.

Bukharl. 2000. Sahih. In vol. 2 of Jam* jawami® al-ahadith wa-l-asanid wa-maknaz al-
sthah wa-l-sunan wa-l-masanid. Vaduz, Liechtenstein: Jam‘iyyat al-Maknaz al-Is-
lami.

Chittick, William C. 1983. The Sufi Path of Love: The Spiritual Teachings of Rumi. Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press.

Chittick, William C. and Mohammed Rustom. 2025. “Recognition (ma‘ifa).” In St An-
drews Encyclopaedia of Theology, edited by Brendan N. Wolfe et al.: https://www.
saet.ac.uk/Islam/Recognition (last accessed: August 2, 2025).

Elias, Jamal. 2025. After Rumi: The Mevlevis and Their World. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Forouzanfar, Badiozzaman (ed.). 1995. Ahadith-i Mathnawi. Tehran: Intisharat-i
Danishgah-i Tihran.

Forouzanfar, Badiozzaman and Sayyid Ja‘far Shahidi. 1967—2000. Sharh-i Mathnawi-yi
sharif. 8 vols. Tehran: Shirkat-i Intisharat-i ‘Ilmi wa-Farhangi.

Guénon, René. 1995. Fundamental Symbols: The Universal Language of Sacred Science,
edited by Michel Valsan and Martin Lings; translated by Alvin Moore Jr. Cambridge:
Quinta Essentia.

Hair1, Hadl. 2004. Nukhbat al-irfan. Tehran: Haqiqat.

Khalil, Atif. 2025. “The Tranquility of Remembrance.” In I of the Heart: Texts and Studies
in Honor of Seyyed Hossein Nasr, edited by Muhammad U. Faruque, Atif Khalil, and
Mohammed Rustom, 183-198. Leiden: Brill.

Khurramshahi, Baha’ al-Din and Siyamak Mukhtari. 2022. Quran wa-Mathnawi. Teh-
ran: Nashr-i Qatra.

Latif, Amer. 2009. “Qur’anic Narrative and Sufi Hermeneutics: Rumi’s Interpretation of
Pharaoh’s Character.” PhD Diss., Stony Brook University.

Lewis, Franklin. 2008. Rumi—Past and Present, East and West: The Life, Teachings and
Poetry of Jaldl al-Din Rumi. 2™ ed. London: Oneworld.

Lewisohn, Leonard (ed.). 2014. The Philosophy of Ecstasy: Rumi and the Sufi Tradition.
Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom.

Maybudi, Rashid al-Din. 2015. The Unveiling of the Mysteries and the Provision of the
Pious. Partial translation by William C. Chittick. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae.

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein. 1987. Islamic Art and Spirituality. Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026)103-114



114 RUSTOM

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein, Caner Dagli, Maria Dakake, Joseph Lumbard, and Mohammed
Rustom (eds.). 2015. The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary. New
York: HarperOne.

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein and Oludamini Ogunnaike. 2024. “The Heart (galb).” In St An-
drews Encyclopaedia of Theology, edited by Brendan N. Wolfe et al.: https://www.
saet.ac.uk/Islam/Heart (last accessed: August 2, 2025).

Nurbakhsh, Javad. 1989. Dogs from a Sufi Point of View. London: Khanaqahi Nimatullahi
Publications.

Rifai, Kenan. 201 Listen: Commentary on the Spiritual Couplets of Mevlana Rumi.
Translated by Victoria Holbrook. Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae.

Rumi. 1925-1940. Mathnawi-yi ma‘nawt. Edited and translated by R. A. Nicholson as
The Mathnawi of Jaldl'uddin Riim{. 8 vols. London: Luzac.

Rami. 1956-1968. Diwan-i Shams-i Tabrizi. Edited by Badiozzaman Forouzanfar. 10 vols.
Tehran: Amir Kabir.

Rami. 1969. Fthi ma fihi. Edited by Badiozzaman Forouzanfar. Tehran: Amir Kabir.

Rustom, Mohammed. 2007. “Psychology, Eschatology, and Imagination in Mulla Sadra
Shirazr's Commentary on the Hadith of Awakening.” Islam & Science 5(1): 9—22.

Rustom, Mohammed. 2010. “Rumi’s Metaphysics of the Heart.” Mawlana Rumi Review
1: 69—79.

Rustom, Mohammed. 2013. “The Ocean of Nonexistence.” Mawlana Rumi Review 4:
188-199.

Rustom, Mohammed. 2026. “Recognizing Recognition: Ma‘rifa in Sufi Thought.” Jour-
nal of Islamic Studies 37(1): 31-53.

Schimmel, Annemarie. 1992. A Two-Colored Brocade: The Imagery of Persian Poetry.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Schimmel, Annemarie. 1993. The Triumphal Sun: A Study of the Works of Jalaloddin
Rumi. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS 1 (2026) 103-114



Va by
> ISLAMIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS y {
9 1(2026) 115-127 ™~

BRILL brill.com/iit

Book Reviews

al-Sharif al-Radi. Nahj al-Balaghah: The Wisdom and Eloquence of Ali. Parallel Ara-
bic-English Text. Edited and translated by Tahera Qutbuddin. Islamic Translation
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Few works in Arabic literature have exerted simultaneous command of the
heart, intellect, and tongue as powerfully as Nahj al-balagha. Celebrated not
only for its rhetorical brilliance but also for its enduring spiritual and moral
insight, after the Quran it stands as one of the most profound treasuries of
guidance in the Islamic tradition. The teachings it preserves are attributed to
‘Ali b. Abi Talib, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, the
fourth Caliph in Sunni Islam, and regarded by many, especially within the Shi‘i
tradition, as the Prophet’s spiritual heir. Imam ‘AlT’s sayings offer a compelling
vision of doctrine, philosophy, ethics, counsel, and practical wisdom. His ser-
mons, letters, and aphorisms were later selected and compiled in the fourth/
tenth century by the distinguished scholar al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1015)
whose editorial hand shaped the work’s lasting impact and literary form. This
award-winning volume was edited and translated by Tahera Qutbuddin, who
is the Abdulaziz Saud AlBabtain Laudian Professor of Arabic at the University
of Oxford. It offers not only a critical edition and an elegant English render-
ing, but also a significant scholarly introduction that contextualizes the text’s
historical, theological, and literary importance. The accompanying Arabic text
(the parallel Arabic-English text format is standard in Brill’s Islamic Transla-
tion Series) is particularly useful to seasoned Arabists, as it gives them a clear
window into the linguistic power and energy of the original language.

The structure of the volume mirrors the traditional tripartite division es-
tablished by al-Sharif al-Radi: orations (khutab), letters (rasa’il), and sayings
(hikam). ‘Al’'s orations, articulated in rhythmic prose (saja), are filled with
powerful imagery and cover a vast range of themes from divine unity and hu-
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man mortality to political counsel and spiritual exhortation. The letters, ad-
dressed to governors, companions, and adversaries, reveal ‘Al’s administrative
prowess and ethical integrity. The sayings offer distilled wisdom in the form of
maxims and aphorisms, many of which have come to form the fabric of Islamic
ethical thought.

This edition and translation is accompanied by extensive appendices and
back matter, which serve as a vital resource for students and researchers alike.
The “Glossary of Names, Places, and Terms” provides historical and biographi-
cal context for figures mentioned in the text, while the “Appendix of Sources”
traces the provenance of individual sermons, letters, and sayings, enabling crit-
ical engagement with the textual tradition. The work also includes a compre-
hensive bibliography and multiple indexes that have been meticulously craft-
ed to facilitate cross-referencing and thematic exploration: an “Index of Names
and Places;” “Index of Terms;” and an “Index of Quran, Hadith, Poetry, and
Proverbs.” The inclusion of an Arabic “Index of Religious and Moral Concepts”
(‘4;33&;.;\(\ PR\ f:aul\ ) underscores the work’s utility for Arabic-
speaking audiences and scholars of Islamic ethics. These supporting materials
elevate the volume from a literary translation to a full-fledged academic edi-
tion that invites both close textual study and broader theological reflection.

Qutbuddin’s introduction is itself a masterwork. She presents a detailed
study of ‘All’s life, his political struggles, and his multifaceted legacy across the
Sunni, Shi‘, and Sufi traditions. She traces the oratorical culture of early Islam
and explores the question of authenticity through orality theory and textual
criticism, drawing on her earlier research in Arabic Oration. The manuscript
base for her Arabic edition includes some of the earliest surviving codices, sev-
eral of which were compared against versions that go back to al-Radi himself.

This volume is without doubt the definitive edition of the Nahj al-balagha.
A work of this caliber requires not only complete command of the Arabic lan-
guage, but also deep proficiency in the full spectrum of the classical literary
sciences. These include syntax (ilm al-nahw), morphology (ilm al-sarf), philol-
ogy (figh al-lugha), and etymology (ilm al-ishtiqaq), all of which underpin the
semantic precision of Arabic expression. Equally essential are the disciplines
that constitute rhetoric (Um al-balagha): contextual semantics and sentence
construction (im al-ma%ni), figurative language and clarity (iUm al-bayan),
and ornamentation and linguistic devices (‘ilm al-badi). Mastery of prosody
(Um al-arad) and rhyme (im al-gafiya) further allows one to appreciate the
rhythmic force and sonic architecture of ‘Ali’s oratory. Furthermore, disciplines
related to the Quran, such as Quranic exegesis (‘ulim al-tafsir), theology (‘ilm
al-kalam), ethics (akhldaq), and spirituality (tasawwuf), are crucial for unpack-
ing the layered meanings, scriptural allusions, and resonances that character-
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ize this text. For the most part, Qutbuddin’s translation is both faithful and
fluid: the English translation often matches the intensity of the Arabic.

For the remainder of this review, I would like to focus on the translations
of two passages that address an important theme in Nahj al-balagha, namely
the distinctive spiritual and ethical qualities of the faithful believer (muw’min).

(1) 3.319 (p. 783) outlines the characteristics of the believer:
Lt GL“S: d_\‘j b.&a ;L..S: c»z)‘ 4\..5 L} L9 dg> 9 L} oJ,.."A. UA}U

Qutbuddin renders this as: “A believer shows his joy in his face and hides his
sorrow in his heart. His generosity is vast, his humility is deep.” While elegant,
this translation introduces the verbs “shows” and “hides,” which are not pres-
ent in the Arabic. The original phrasing, bishru-hu fiwajhihi wa-huznuhu fi gal-
bihi, offers no verbal markers, thus emphasizing the state of the believer rather
than implying any deliberate display or concealment. This subtlety is import-
ant: it suggests that the believer’s joyous countenance and inward sorrow are
intrinsic aspects of his being and not performative displays.

The following two descriptions are expressed in the superlative: awsa‘u
shay’™ sadre” (the broadest in breast) and adhallu shay’™ nafs** (the humblest
of self). Here, the term sadr, unfortunately flattened into “generosity” in the
translation, warrants closer attention. In Arabic, sadr literally means “chest”
or “bosom,” but it signifies far more: an expansive inner capacity, a heart open
to divine light, tolerance, and spiritual receptivity. The Quran refers to this in
its address to the Prophet: “Did We not expand your breast for you?” (a-lam
nashrah laka sadrak, Q 94:1), alluding to the Prophet’s capacity to bear the
gravity of revelation. In the Sufi tradition, the sadr is considered the first and
outermost station of the heart—preceding the galb (heart), fu'ad (inner heart)
and (ubb (kernel), and thus represents the entry point for divine illumination.

The phrase awsa‘u shay’™ sadre® implies a magnanimity that surpasses all
else, a vastness of spirit that can encompass creation and reflect divine attri-
butes. When paired with “the humblest of self,” this forms a classical balagha
paradox: the more capacious and spiritually radiant the inner being, the hum-
bler and more effaced the self. In this rhetorical symmetry, magnanimity and
humility are not opposites but correlates; the greater the expansiveness of the
breast/heart, the greater the dissolution of one’s ego and selthood before the
divine presence.

Finally, the contrast between joy on the face and sorrow in the heart ges-
tures toward the inner dialectic of raja’ (hope) and khawf (fear), central to spir-
itual psychology. The believer carries both—offering the world the light of joy,
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while bearing in his heart the burden of awe, compassion, and longing. Such
layers of meaning, deeply embedded in the Arabic phrasing and cosmology,
call for a translation that can reflect not only the semantic range, but the spir-
itual architecture of the original.

(2) 1.217 (p. 500) describes the stages of the believer’s journey back to
God:

ﬁfcwgﬁwq@%jggwg@wg.@
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Qutbuddin translates this phrase as: “This man resuscitated his intellect and
killed his sentient soul, until his body became emaciated and his frame became
slight. Lightning shone in a brilliant flash that illuminated the road for him
and showed the way.” In this difficult and densely symbolic passage, however,
“resuscitated” is not the most felicitous choice. In English usage, “resuscitate”
typically denotes restoring life after clinical or physical death, a connotation
that risks suggesting the ‘aqg!/ (intellect) was lifeless or inert. This does not re-
flect the sense of ahyd, which here denotes enlivening, activating, or bringing
the intellect to full realization. The term participates in the broader spiritual
vocabulary of ifya’, signaling awakening rather than revival from extinction.

Similarly, the nafs in this context is not best rendered as the “sentient soul,”
but rather what Q 12:53 refers to as the lower self that commands to ugliness
(al-nafs al-ammara bi-l-si’). Accordingly, “killing the ego” better captures the
intended meaning, pointing to the disciplined spiritual struggle (riyada) by
which the ego is subdued under the guidance of the illumined intellect. The
paired expressions daqqa jaliluhu and latufa ghalizuhu further complicate a
purely physical reading. While these phrases may allude to bodily refinement,
their primary force lies in ethical and spiritual transformation: what was once
coarse, weighty, or harsh, whether in form or character, has become subtle,
gentle, and refined. This recalls the juxtaposition in Q 3:159 between ghilzat
al-galb, or harshness of heart, and the prophetic virtue of luyunat al-galb, or
gentleness of heart.

The subsequent imagery—*“a brilliant flash, with frequent lightning, shone
for him"—functions as a classic symbol of sudden unveiling (kashf) and re-
peated moments of divine self-disclosure (tajall). The light does not merely il-
luminate the path abstractly, it actively discloses the way and carries the seeker
forward upon it. In this respect, the passage stands as one of the most eloquent
articulations of mystical epistemology and spiritual wayfaring in the Sufi tradi-
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tion: the activation of the intellectual faculty (‘ag!), the subjugation of the ego
(nafs), the refinement of character, the reception of divine flashes of insight,
and the attendant luminous journey back to God.

Nevertheless, the translation of the passage in question does admirably suc-
ceed in capturing the arc of transformation that lies at the heart of ‘Ali’s vision,
as well as the spirit and momentum of his stunning Arabic style.

Nahj al-balagha has long occupied a special place in my intellectual and
spiritual formation. Like the translator, I was introduced to its luminous teach-
ings at an early age, when I could barely fathom the depth of its philosophical
insights and moral gravity. Yet its words left an indelible mark on my being, im-
perceptibly shaping my ethical compass and spiritual sensibility. Only later did
I come to recognize the extent to which its wisdom helped chart the course of
my path as a practitioner and scholar. In reading Qutbuddin’s masterful trans-
lation, I felt once again the stirrings of that early encounter, now deepened,
clarified, and magnified through her faithful and elegant rendering. Through
this marvelous edition and translation, the wisdom and light of Imam ‘Alr’s
words are now accessible to a new generation of students and scholars; and for
this, we are all deeply indebted to Tahera Qutbuddin.

Mukhtar H. Ali | ORCID: 0000-0002-0752-5542
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA
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Sherman A. Jackson. The Islamic Secular. New York: Oxford University Press, 2024.
xiii + 527 pp. Notes, bibliography, index. Hardback. 1sBN 978-0-19-766178-9. $52.00.

Is it possible to appropriate a concept that is already deeply embedded in par-
ticular discourses and imbue it with a different meaning altogether? Or is it
best not to bother with such efforts, since the confusion that results in the
act of re-appropriation may cause further misunderstandings? These are the
questions underlying Sherman Jackson’s provocative monograph, and he an-
swers the first question in the affirmative by arguing that the “secular” and
the “Islamic” are not only reconcilable but that it is imperative for Muslims to
understand how bringing these two concepts together enables an understand-
ing of many quotidian aspects of life as part of their din broadly understood.
Whereas dominant Western scholarship posits the secular as a realm in which
the religious is absent or marginalized and Orientalist scholarship reduces Is-
lam to the sharia, Jackson pursues his act of appropriation by arguing that the
non-shar, secular realm already exists within Islam. Jackson argues that an
acceptance of the role of the “secular” in Islamic civilization would lead Mus-
lims to realize that Islam cannot be reduced to the shari‘a and that the “Islamic
Secular” is actually part and parcel of their din.

Dominant Orientalist and Islamist conceptions of Islam regard the sharia
as a pre-given, complete and over-determined collection of duties and dic-
tates rather than merely a legal system (p. 6). This has the unfortunate effect
of rendering the sharia as co-terminus with Islam, such that there can be no
space outside of Islam that is not governed by the shari‘a. In contradistinction,
Jackson argues that actions can be Islamic without necessarily being under
the purview of the sharita, for sharia does not exhaust all that can be called
Islamic (p. 10). According to Jackson, the shari‘a is a bounded or limited realm,
beyond which exists a “differentiated realm” that remains within the broader
purview of Islam. It is this “differentiated realm” beyond the shari‘a but within
Islam that Professor Jackson refers to as the “Islamic Secular.”

It would be a mistake to assume that the acceptance of the “Islamic Secular”
also necessitates a secularization of Muslim societies or that the “Islamic Sec-
ular” adopts the ideology of secularism (p. 248). For Jackson, the “Islamic Sec-
ular” does not refer to a Western approach to secularization nor to an accep-
tance of the ideology of secularism overlaid onto Islam. Instead, he argues that
entirely different meanings can be given to the “secular” within the circle of
Islam (p. 4). For instance, he argues that in order to deal with the contingencies
of life, life itself demands more than reliance on revelation and sacred law. We
need also “reason, imagination, taste, talent, fantasia, experience, phronesis,
etc.” (p. 372), all of which may fall outside the purview of juristic reasoning but
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which are part of the religious experience of human beings. To render them
outside of religion and to classify these elements as “secular” is to be trapped
by a very narrow and specific conception of religion and sacred law. So long as
these non-shar 7 elements are filled with an awareness of the divine presence,
God consciousness (tagwa), and the attempt to gain proximity to God, they fall
under the purview of the secular component within Islam. In a particularly
moving passage, Jackson writes:

Obedience is the response to God’s concrete dictates in the form of
shari‘ah; obeisance is a function of the non-shar? dictates of tagwa, in-
formed by a conscious awareness of the divine presence and gaze. Ulti-
mately, obeisance underscores the fact that neither divine guidance nor
the full worship of God is exhausted by what God communicates con-
cretely in the form of revelation.... [A]s a differentiated “secular” domain
or obsession, the Islamic Secular does not stand in contradiction to “reli-
gion” (p. 53, emphasis in original).

The problem arises, though, of how to convince Muslims and non-Muslims
that “Islam” and the “secular” not only do not contradict each other but actu-
ally already co-exist. This is the deeper task that Jackson takes on in the book,
and it is not an easy one, given firstly how strong the commitment is among
some Muslim and non-Muslim scholars to an understanding of the “secular”
as opposing religion and, secondly, how Islam is regarded as co-terminus with
the sharia. Indeed, it appears that Professor Jackson is even more concerned
to convince Muslims than non-Muslims of the acceptance of the “Islamic Sec-
ular” (see, e.g,, p. 38), and there is at times a self-avowedly confessional and
normative tone to the book.

The argument develops in two parts. Part 1 (chs. 1-3) provides the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of the “Islamic Secular” whereas Part 11 (chs. 4-6) address-
es the practical relation of the “Islamic Secular” to the modern nation-state.
Chapter 1 addresses the position advanced by the late Shahab Ahmed that
Muslims need to impose limits on the jurisdiction of the fugaha’ or jurists to
allow Islam as a civilization to fully flourish. Jackson counters that the limit on
juristic authority is already imposed from within by the jurists themselves, and
so there is no need to look outside in order to restrict the shar7 aspects of Is-
lam. Therefore, Islam as civilization can flourish not in spite of the fugaha’ but
because jurists themselves acknowledge and accept the limitations of juristic
reasoning. This line of inquiry is taken further in chapter 2, where Jackson de-
velops his argument that classical Muslim jurists, such as Fakr al-Din al-Razi
and al-Qarafl among others, had already imposed “clear and distinct limits”
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to the ahkam shar‘yya (juristic rulings). “In other words,” it was understood
that there are “afkam... other than the ahkam sharyya... that are relevant to
the instantiation of Islam as a lived reality” (p. 104). Chapter 3 seeks to fur-
ther clarify the concept of the “Islamic Secular” by investigating to what extent
political authority and governance (siyasa) represented a differentiated realm
from shari‘a in classical Islamic thought, since the realm of siyasa seems to rely
upon non-shar7Islamic secular authority.

Part 11 shifts to Islam’s relationship to the modern state. Jackson investigates
this relationship by delving into the work of three authors. Chapter 4 tackles
Wael Hallag'’s thesis to the effect that the modern state and the Islamic state
are inherently contradictory because each makes equally totalizing claims of
sovereignty and legitimation and each seeks a monopoly over various dimen-
sions of quotidian life. Jackson argues that Muslims may, as Hallaq avers, wish
to reject the modern state for many reasons, but to assume that its structure is
inherently contradictory to Islam-cum-shari‘a is to fail to see how the “Islamic
Secular” provides the space where the non-shar7 aspects of Islam may be rec-
onciled with the demands of the modern state.

Chapter 5 shifts to the work of Abdullahi An-Na’im and his claim that the
only space for Muslims to be fully Muslim is a secular state that separates reli-
gion from politics insofar as a secular state allows the full development of one’s
belief without external constraint. Jackson responds by arguing that An-Na'im
simply replicates Western conceptions of an individualist, secular ethos, one
which does not appreciate the possibility of a non-shar space within Islam.
Poignantly, he writes that because An-Na'im is unable to recognize the differ-
entiated realm of the “Islamic Secular,” in An-Na'im's work “religion’ and the
authority of the fugah@ who represent it, balloons to omnivorous proportions
that can then be domesticated only by overblown appeals to the ‘secular”
(p- 256). In other words, on An-Na'im’s view, a bloated conception of Islam-
cum-shari‘a requires a bloated conception of secularism.

Whereas all the previous chapters dealt with Muslims in majority contexts,
chapter 6 shifts to an examination of Andrew March’s focus on Islam and lib-
eral citizenship and the predicament of Muslim minorities in liberal democra-
cies, America in particular. March’s thesis, as Jackson presents it, is that Islam
as a “juridical and ethical tradition” is compatible with liberal citizenship at
the level of doctrine (p. 304) in that Islamic doctrine permits Muslims to enter-
tain the following four possibilities:

(1) to reside in non-Muslim polities
(2) to beloyal to non-Muslim polities
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(3) torecognize moral pluralism and non-Muslims as moral equals
(4) to have solidarity with non-Muslim fellow citizens.

Jackson largely accepts March’s overall thesis, at least on a theoretical level.
What Jackson adds, though, is that it is not sufficient to demonstrate such
compatibility in terms of juristic reasoning alone. What is needed are the non-
shar? elements within Islam that must also be recognized and dealt with. It
is here that Jackson engages directly with the problems of race and racism,
questions about the permissibility of polygyny, and the other challenges con-
fronting Muslim minorities today.

Readers familiar with Jackson’s earlier construction of the compound term
“blackamerican” will recognize similar linguistic issues at play in the construc-
tion of the “Islamic Secular” The aim is not to simply juxtapose two distinct
terms and demonstrate their commensurability. Instead, Jackson’s intent is to
construct an entirely new meaning by bringing together concepts that appear
at first glance to be in tension with one another. Methodologically, this is not
an etymological or genealogical endeavor. That is, the aim here is not to discern
the roots of the concept and demonstrate how the linguistic bases of secular-
ism and Islam are connected. Rather, it is a hermeneutic endeavor. As Seyyed
Hossein Nasr pointed out in another context, the meaning of an element (in
this case, the meaning of the “secular”) is not solely given by its etymological or
genealogical history. Instead, it is derived from the whole of which it is a part.
For example, Nasr argues that while one can trace the roots of post-Enlighten-
ment science back to classical Arab and Muslim science, post-Enlightenment
science takes on significantly different meanings from Islamic conceptions of
science because of the whole in which it is implicated. Thus, we are able to
understand Jackson’s argument that the “Islamic Secular” is radically different
from Western conceptions of the secular because it is embedded in a different
civilizational milieu.

This is a profoundly learned and superbly well referenced investigation on
the possibility of a differentiated realm within Islam not governed by its reli-
gio-legalistic and political theory. But two critical points need to be addressed.
Firstly, given that Jackson is intent on demonstrating the limits of juristic rea-
soning from within Islam, why does he not engage with Sufism and its broad
cultural and civilizational appeal throughout the house of Islam, from past to
present? This is to say that in Sufi culture one already finds a long-established
critique of the reduction of Islam to its juristic dimension—a critique that
has historically not only been advanced by those who in some way or anoth-
er loosely came under the purview of Sufism’s massive spiritual and aesthetic
influence, but by many practicing Sufis who often also happened to be trained
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jurists themselves. Indeed, had Jackson drawn upon the embarrassing riches
of the Sufi tradition, he would have had a much easier time convincing his
readers that there is more to Islam than just the sharia.

Secondly, and almost as significantly, for a book that seeks to challenge the
universalist claims of the modern, Western project of modernity and its differ-
entiation of the secular from the religious, it is surprising that Jackson chose
not to engage even in passing with the work of Jiirgen Habermas, who is the
most vocal proponent of the universalist ambitions of (Western) modernity
and arguably the leading critic of the notion of alternative modernities.

Ali Hassan Zaidi
Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Canada
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Seyyed Hossein Nasr. A Sufi Commentary on the Tao Te Ching: The Way and Its Virtue.
Translated into English by Mohammad H. Faghfoory. Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2025.
208 pp. Paperback. 1ISBN 979-8896400-028. $27.00.

There are several ways of “doing” comparative philosophy: one rather standard
mode is to isolate a foundational concept or logical problem upon which two
(or more) traditions are brought to bear. This dialogic pursuit rests upon a dy-
namic interplay of similarity and difference: on the one hand, the traditions,
thinkers, or texts in question must sufficiently resonate with one another such
that a shared theme or idea is discernible across their hermeneutic bound-
aries; on the other, these interlocutors must be meaningfully distinct so that
a fertile, cross-border conversation can unfold. Comparativism brings the an-
tithetical pulls of proximity and distance, affinity and alterity, into a delicate
equipoise, and thus re-directs the work of philosophy towards robustly rela-
tional ends. Indeed, the thrill (and peril) of comparative philosophy is precise-
ly that it de-reifies the firm frontier between self and other—glimpses of the
other are seen in the self, even as the self is witnessed anew through the other.

This generative and generous register of philosophizing is the beating heart
of Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s A Sufi Commentary on the Tao Te Ching: The Way and
Its Virtue, which weaves the spiritual tapestries of Taoism and Islam into a rich-
ly textured dialogue. Nasr does this not by undertaking a systematic analysis of
these two conceptual universes (the standard route of comparative philosophy
noted above), but by reading the core text of Taoist ontology through the lens
of Islamic metaphysics. With a supple translation of Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching,
and a vibrant Sufi commentary on its verses, Nasr paints a colourful correspon-
dence between Taoist and Islamic sensibilities—a correspondence of which
this work is not merely an academic exposition but an immersive enactment.
Indeed, in form and content, in style and substance, this work bodies forth the
promissory plenitude of relationship: Nasr’s text is relationship “all the way
down,” from its genesis (a collaborative English translation of the Tao Te Ching
by Nasr and Toshihiko Izutsu) to its genre (a deft fusion of translation and ex-
egesis), and from its methodology (a contemplative engagement with one tra-
dition in the shimmering light of another) to its subject matter (the elemental
kinship between two distinct cosmologies).

Reflecting this majestic relational reach, Nasr’s translation and commentary
radiate a kaleidoscopic thematic breadth: they are as replete with ontological
subtleties as they are infused with moral mandates; they are as oriented to the
eternal as they are directed to the everyday. The words of this scriptural world
are, moreover, as poetically profound as they are politically pertinent; as gently
reflective as they are fiercely incisive. The reader is, with Nasr as her guide,
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submersed in this resplendent holism of the Tao Te Ching—a text which, as
Nasr affirms, “not only explains the philosophical and metaphysical principles
of the realm of existence but also illuminates ethical and practical teachings
on both individual and societal levels” (p. 16). On the “philosophical and meta-
physical” front, a tantalizing paradox is reiterated throughout the text: the Tao,
which is the “Absolute Truth Itself” (p. 14), is simultaneously inaccessible and
omnipresent; it transcends the bounds of the finite world and yet it stably sus-
tains that world at every moment. Indeed, the Tao is utterly “formless” and
“unfathomable” (p. 54), but “It governs the principles of all things” (p. 71); the
Tao “cannot be seen” or “heard” (p. 54), although “It goes around everywhere,
never becoming exhausted” (p. 80). It is no surprise, then, that the Tao Te Ching
opens by foregrounding the essential inability of language (and therefore, of
its own discourse) to capture That of which it speaks: “The Name that can be
named is not the eternal Name” (p. 27). The act of naming “folds” that which
is named into the dualistic structures of language—structures that can never
finally contain the “invisible depth” of the Tao (p. 27).

Nasr sees in this metaphysics a striking resemblance to the Islamic theolog-
ical vision, wherein the divine reality is beyond all name, form, definition, and
description and yet Its signs glimmer everywhere (Q 10:6, 41:53). The (seeming)
conceptual puzzle of divine transcendence and divine immanence fascinated
scores of Muslim philosophers across time and space, and it also catalyzed
much of Islam’s finest mystical poetry. Indeed, Sufis have sung relentlessly
of the intimate nearness of the divine beloved who nevertheless eludes their
grasp—and so, in a delightfully creative paradox, they go on seeking the One
who is always already present. In elaborating this enchanting inexhaustibility
of the Absolute, Nasr cites the great Persian poet Sa‘di (d. ca. 690/1291) who
addresses God thus: “O Thou who art beyond imagination, analogy, conjecture
and fantasy and beyond everything said, we heard or read. The gathering has
ended and life has come to an end, yet we still remain at the beginning of de-
scribing Thee” (p. 27). This is just one, eminently beautiful, instance of Nasr’s
seamless sprinkling of Persian verse throughout his commentary: the reader is
treated to steady snippets of Sufi poetic wisdom that echo and reprise key Tao-
ist motifs. The effect of these literary interludes is nothing short of invitational;
they call us to an exquisitely spacious interpretive horizon upon which the aes-
thetic splendours of one tradition can illustrate and illumine those of another.

This expansive hermeneutics is further embodied in Nasr’s discussions of
the Taoist and Islamic notions of human perfection. The Tao Te Ching abounds
with remarkable insights into the frailties, fixations, and follies that govern so
much of human behaviour, and it insistently sketches a higher way of being.
This way has several constituent principles, many of which subvert the reg-
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nant ideals of our modern age—humility is the route to spiritual elevation;
wisdom is not mere technical knowhow but something altogether deeper; the
tranquillity of the soul outvalues the consumptive habits of the self; true glory
is attained not through enshrining the ego but through surrendering it. The
text explores these principles in distinctive applications—we are told what
humility, wisdom, tranquillity, and self-surrender look like in everyday social
interactions, in the domain of political governance, and even on the battle-
field. Nasr skilfully draws these virtues (and more) into conversation with Is-
lamic vocabularies of spiritual poverty, servanthood, selflessness, and serenity,
and so, once again, the reader’s interpretive lens is extended and enriched.
Through Nasr’s elegant relational prism, Islam and Taoism emerge as parallel
pilgrims, treading jointly on the path towards goodness and beauty.

For its meticulous conceptual analyses and capacious spiritual insights, A
Sufi Commentary on the Tao Te Ching will be of interest to all comparative phi-
losophers and theologians seeking larger, fresher paradigms for their scholarly
work. What Nasr offers us in the pages of this text are the luscious fruits of
sustained and unhurried dialogic labour; a labour which bends irrepressibly
towards ideas of the most perennial import. By rendering the fundamental text
of Taoism into English prose, and by expounding its principal themes in Sufi
metaphysical language, Nasr models for us an alternative practice of compara-
tive philosophy which recuperates relationality, spirituality, and a wondrously
creative vision of philosophy as a way of life. Above all, in an age dominated by
violence, spectacle, and environmental catastrophe, Nasr’s scintillating work
calls us to re-cognize the sacred depths of the human and the divine, and ev-
erything that lies in between them.

Hina Khalid
University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK
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