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WORKS ON HADITH
AND ITS CODIFICATION,
ON EXEGESIS AND ONTHEOLOGY

A. Paket-Chy and C. Gilliot

Part One

THE CONTRIBUTION OF EASTERN [RANIAN
AND CENTRAL ASIAN SCHOLARS
TO THE COMPILATION OF HADITHS

(A. Paket-Chy)

At the outset, one must observe that there is a lack of information about the
initial efforts in the compilation of Islamic traditions, or hadith, in the pre-
*Abbasid period. We do know, however, that in the last years of that period,
al-Zuhri complained about the hadiths of ‘the eastern scholars’.!

Besides several traditional tafsirs (Qur’anic commentaries), the effort of
Husayn b. Wiqid of Merv (d. between 774 and 776) should be considered as
one of the first compilations of hadith in the East. The works of Ibrahim
b. Tahmin of Nishapur (d. 780), especially his al-Sunan fi ’I-figh [The Cus-
tomary Procedures Concerning Legal Science], are also to be noted. However,
a turning-point in the movement for the compilation of hadith in Central Asia
was the role of “Abd Allih b. Mubirak of Merv (d. 797), who was educated by
Central Asian traditionists such as al-Rabi® b. Anas, as well as by scholars from
other regions. He compiled several hadith works, in particular a Musnad (col-
lection of hadiths organized on the basis of the first authority in the chain of
guarantors above the Prophet), which made its author celebrated as the founder
of such literature in Khurasan. Half a century later, Is’haq b. Rahiiya (Rahawayh)
of Nishapur (d. 852), one of the most famous scholars of Central Asia, com-
piled a voluminous Musnad (still in manuscript); this was later accepted as one
of the most important works of its kind.

1. For general references to this part, see Goldziher, 1888-9, Vol. 2; Guillaume, 1921; Sezgin,
1967; EI2, ‘Hadith’ (J. Robson).
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The age of ‘the Six Sabibs’ (850-900)

The 50 years of compilation of the six recognized canons (Sahzhs) marks the
peak of hadith studies in Central Asia. The authors of these canons were not
only concerned with their methods of compilation and the technical points of
such studies, but also aimed to defend Islamic dogma and the religious beliefs
of their society.

Among the various religious schools, that of the Hanafites was the most
important and was an active rival to the school of the as’hab al-hadith (parti-
sans of hadith), the conservative traditionists. At the time when the former
school was moving towards an integrated theological and legal system, the
as’hab al-hadith of Central Asia were likewise compelled to compile compre-
hensive works on theology and law as accessible references for learned people.
Because few were capable of rigorous hadith criticism, it was indispensable to
place in such comprehensive works solely those hadiths confirmed as vera-
cious, 1.e. those considered sahih, or ‘sound’.

The Ibn Rihiiya mentioned above, leader of the traditionists of Central
Asia in the first half of the ninth century and an opponent of the Hanafites and
their imam, Abu Hanifa, propounded the idea of such a compilation, but it
was his pupil, Muhammad b. Isma‘il al-Bukhari (d. 810) who spent some
16 years on this and created the first sabih collection of hadith. The original
title he selected for the work was al-Jami‘ al-musnad al-sabibh (al-mukbtasar)
min umiir Rasul-Allab wa sunanib wa ayyamibh [The Comprehensive, Sound,
(Concise) Collection of Matters Concerning the Messenger of God, his Ways
of Behaviour and his Military Campaigns], which captures the general scope
of the author’s methodology. He planned a comprehensive and concise refer-
ence work containing the selected musnad and sahib traditions of the Prophet,
but in fact, included only a minority of the sabib traditions which he had heard
during the years of his education. There is a wide range of opinions as to the
exact determination of the shurat (conditions; sing. shart) considered by
al-Bukhiri and also by his follower Muslim for their acceptance of a hadith as
sabih and for their placing it in their canons. In any case, the hadiths that were
introduced in both canons were always considered the most credible traditions
in hadith literature.

Although there had been several badith collections and law books in the
Arab lands, such as the Muwatta’ [The Clearly Trodden Way] of Malik, the
Musannaf (badith collection arranged in chapters) of ‘Abd al-Razziq, the Sunan
(a generic term for collections of authoritative traditions; lit. “‘custom’; sing.
sunna) of Sa‘id b. Manstir and the Musannaf of Ibn Abi Shayba, before the
compilation of his canon, al-Bukhari was the first author to devote his work
entirely to sabih traditions. Other features, such as the comprehensiveness of
the work and its wide range of religious subjects, distinguish al-Bukhari’s work
from those of his predecessors.
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Concerning comprehensiveness of subjects, one may note that al-Bukhari
considers both legal and religious aspects in his canon. Hence he allocates sev-
eral parts of the work to such subjects as theological problems and dogmatics;
ethical questions and morals; stories about the previous prophets and the Sira
[Life of the Prophet]; exegesis; and even such general matters as medicine and
the interpretation of dreams. His canon is not an abstract collection of pro-
phetic traditions. At the beginning of every chapter the related verses of the
Qur’an are given, and in the middle of chapters one can find the related opin-
ions and fatrwas (legal opinions) of the Companions of the Prophet and their
successors, and sometimes the opinions and explanations of the author. Re-
garding legal discussions, about which the prophetic traditions are very limited,
al-Bukhari tries to bridge the gap and lack of information by giving non-
prophetic traditions and also by the indirectly related prophetic hadiths. As to
his sources, beside his dependence on the verbal relations of hadith teachers,
he profits directly or indirectly from previous hadith compositions, such as
Mailik’s Muwatta’ and the works of Ibn Mubarak, as well as early lexical and
exegetic sources such as the Majaz al-Qur’an [Figurative and Allegorical
Interpretation of the Qur’an] of Abi ‘Ubayda (d. c. 824).

Regarding the sectarian and polemical position of al-Bukhiri’s canon
versus divergent views, there is, on both the theological and the legal level, a
particular attention to the opinions of the Hanafite school, as seen in the chap-
ters dealing with a refutation of its theological teachings with regard to such
problems as faith, free will and the attributes of God. On the subject of legal
principles, al-Bukhari opposes the use of 72’y (personal opinion or judgement)
and giyas (reasoning by analogy), allegedly employed by the Hanafites, and
disapproves of the hiyal (legal fictions; sing. hila) which the Hanafites were
wont to apply.

The movement started by al-Bukhari was followed by Abu ’1-Husayn
Muslim b. al-Hajjaj al-Qushayri of Nishapur (d. 875), who compiled a second
Sahih, which was somewhat better classified, and, regarding the validity of the
isnads (chains of authority supporting a hadith), was considered the most reli-
able canon after that of al-Bukhari. His work is characterized by the gathering
of analogous hadiths, solely in one particular passage, comparing the isnads
and matns (the actual subject-matter of the hadith), and by a notable accuracy
in isnad distinctions. It should be pointed out, however, that, as regards the
comprehensiveness of the subjects and its secondary information, Muslim’s
canon is placed lower than al-Bukhari’s.

In the last quarter of the ninth century, there arose a new compilation
movement of four scholars of Central Asia (with the exception of one located
at Qazvin) in following the sahib literature, sc., the canons of Abi Dawid
al-Sijistani (d. 888), Abi ‘Isi Muhammad al-Tirmidhi (d. 892), Abii ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Nasa’i (d. 915) and Ibn M3ja al-Qazwini (d. 887). These scholars
worked almost contemporaneously on canons which contain traditions other
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than sahih tradition, i.e. hadiths at a lower level of technical validity, technically
termed hasan (good). The four canons are known as ‘the Four Sunan’ and were
celebrated alongside ‘the Two Sahihs’, known by extension as ‘the Six Sahibs’
(al-Sihah al-sitta).

Among the Four Sunan, Abta Dawud’s is accepted as the most trust-
worthy; al-Tirmidhi’s as the most comprehensive in terms of the variety of
subjects; al-Nasa’i’s as the most comprehensive regarding the 7snids; and Ibn
Maja’s as the best classified, in spite of the fact that it is the least authoritative
and its place as the Sixth Sahih not so certain as the others. The wide currency
of the Two Sahibs in Central Asia during the tenth century did not leave a
great opportunity for circulation of the Four Su#nan, but by the eleventh cen-
tury they had attained a more important position than in the past.

In spite of the renown of the six canons, suggesting the concept of Six
Sahibs, it was Ibn al-Qaysarani (d. 1113) who formally proposed its adoption,
and in the following period it was accepted by most hadith scholars. However,
besides this concept, there were others, such as those of ‘the Five Sahibs’ (ex-
cluding Ibn M3ja’s work); ‘the Six Sahihs’, including Malik’s Muwatta’ or the
Sunan of al-Darimi (of Samarkand, d. 869) instead; and ‘the Seven Sahihs’,
adding the Muwatta’ or the Sunan of al-Darimi next to the one of Ibn Mjja.

In addition to the sahih and sunan literature, there existed other kinds of
hadith studies in the same period. The most important are those on the topics
of ilm al-rijal (study of the persons in the isnads) and ‘ilal al-hadith (causes,
occasions of the traditions) considering the isnads, and gharib al-hadith re-
garding the rare words in the texts. Among such works, the rjjal works com-
piled by the authors of the Six Sahibs, the Ilal of al-Tirmidhi and the Gharib
al-hadith of Shamir b. Hamdaya of Herat (d. 869) are worthy of mention.

Subsequent hadith literature

The history of hadith literature in the eastern Islamic world after the age of the
six canons may be divided into two periods, of which the first (c. 900-1200)
was one of growth, with the creation of a large number of hadith works, whereas
in the subsequent one (¢ 1200-1500), hadith literature in Central Asia began
to decline.

During the tenth century, sahih literature continued in two forms, both
dependent on the preceding sahibs. In this period, one may note independent
sahihs, such as those of Ibn Khuzayma of Nishapur (d. 923) and Ibn Hibban
of Bust (d. 965), both considered as the most authoritative canons after ‘the
Six’. The next step was the compilation of supplements to the preceding can-
ons, such as the Mustadrak of al-Hakim al-Naysabri Ibn al-Bayyi© (d. 1014).
In spite of the high validity of these works in hadith literature, they were criti-
cized by rigorist scholars because of the particular concepts of the authors
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regarding the conditions of a sahib tradition. In addition to the above-mentioned
independent or supplemental sahibs, there existed a special method of sabib
compilation known as mustakhraj, in which the author presents a new version
of the preceding canon but inserts his own isnids instead of those of the origi-
nal. Among famous examples of the mustakbrajs on al-Bukhari’s Sahib, the
works of Abfi Bakr al-Isma‘ili (d. 981) and al-Ghitrifi (d. 987), both of Gurgan,
should be mentioned. Also notable are the mustakhraj on Muslim’s Sabib by
Abt ‘Awana al-Isfarayini (d. 928), and that of Abi Dharr al-Harawi (d. 1043)
on the Two Sahibs.

The other aspect of sabib literature of this age was the compilation of the
hadiths of the Two Sahibs into one collection. In these works, called al-Jam®
bayn al-Sahihayn [The Bringing Together and Comparing of the Two Sabibs],
the author undertook to compare the isnads of the Two Sabibs and register the
repeated isnads all together. The pioneer of this kind of hadith compilation
was the scholar of Nishapur, Abti Bakr al-Jawzaqi (d. 998), whose method was
followed by several authors, such as Ibn al-Furat al-Sarakhsi (d. 1023) and Aba
Bakr al-Barqgani (d. 1034).

As to the sunans compiled at the time, the al-Sunan al-kubri [The Great
Sunan] of Abu Bakr al-Bayhagqi (d. 1066) is a major reference for the hadiths
and sometimes a useful source for the opinions of Companions and Succes-
sors, all by isnads. In particular, it is a traditional text for the Shafi‘ite law school.

The classic musnad literature was continued during this period; several
important texts include the musnads of Hasan b. Sufyan of Nasa (d. 915) and
Haytham b. Kulayb of Chach (present-day Tashkent) (d. 946). A new phe-
nomenon in the musnad literature of Central Asia at this time was the compi-
lation of numerous musnads for Abt Hanifa, the imam of the Hanafites, ap-
pearing in the first half of the tenth century; these included the Musnad Abi
Hanifa, the most famous one over the ensuing centuries, compiled by al-Harithi
of Bukhara (d. 951), and those compiled by Ibn °Adi of Gurgan (d. 976) and
Ibn Khusraw of Balkh (d. 1126). It seems that there was a certain disappear-
ance of theological differences between the Hanafites and other groups called
by the general title abl al-sunna wa ’l-jama‘a (Proponents of the Sunna and the
Muslim Community) contemporaneously with the beginning of the Ghaznavid
dynasty; but above all, the Hanafites now began to gain ground over the
Shafi‘ites and others and become the dominant law school in eastern Persia and
Central Asia. Nevertheless, in the first half of the tenth century, a Shafi‘ite scholar
of Nishapur, Abu ’1-“Abbas al-Asamm (d. 957), embarked on collecting the
musnad traditions employed by al-Shifi‘i from the latter’s works and com-
piled them into a volume known afterwards as the unique Musnad of al-Shafici.
Besides the sabibs, sunan and musnads, there were some important works on
gharib al-hadith, such as the Gharib al-hadith of al-Khattabi of Bust (d. 998),
al-Gharibayn [The Two Works on the Rare Words in the Qur’an] by Abd
‘Ubayd of Herat (d. 1011) and al-Fa’iq [The Excellent, Outstanding Work] by
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al-Zamakhshari of Khwarazm (d. 1143). In the field of commentaries, al-
Khattibi appears again as the first compiler of two commentaries on al-Bukhari’s
and Abii Dawiid’s canons for the first time; it was one and a half centuries
before al-Farisi of Nishapur (d. 1135) began writing a commentary on Mus-
lim’s canon.

During the twelfth century, the attraction of badith schools in Khurasan
was still able to draw badith seekers from other regions of the Muslim world;
but in the more westerly lands of eastern Persia, including Gurgan and Rayy,
the hadith schools began to decline from the middle of the tenth century
onwards.

In the first years of the thirteenth century we still find a hadith book, the
Mu‘jam al-shuyikh [Encyclopedic Work on Leading Scholars], compiled in
Khurasan, in 18 parts (j#z’s), by Abu ’l-Muzaffar al-Sam®ani (d. 1218); but soon
afterwards, in 1220, the Mongols of Chinggis Khan appeared in Central Asia
and eastern Persia, leaving a trail of devastation in the towns there. Although
many of these towns revived, Islamic culture and scholarship there suffered
severe setbacks. Hadith studies were among those affected by these events; but
there was a counter-balance to this in a greatly increased interest in Sufism and
mystical compositions in both Persian and Arabic.

In any case, works emanating from Central Asia during this later period
were very limited in number, and in regard to quality, the badith literature of
the region was not able to compete with that of the western Islamic lands. Two
samples of the jam* (‘collection’) literature may, however, be mentioned. The
first is a combination of 15 compendiums, a work of Muhammad b. Mahmid
al-Khwarazmi (d. 1247): entitled the Jami® masanid Abi Hanifa [Collected Work
of the Musnads of Abu Hanifa], it is considered the most comprehensive refer-
ence on the subject. The second is the Masharig al-anwar al-nabawiyya [Places
of the Gleams from the Prophetic Lights] of Hasan b. Muhammad al-Saghani
(d. 1252), a scholar who was born in Lahore, educated in Ghazna and spent the
last part of his life in Baghdad. The author, who was a Hanafite jurisconsult
and traditionist as well as a lexicographer, proposed a new form of combina-
tion between the Two Sahihs regarding the classification of the subjects in the
Masharig, and for this it met with great success as far away as Anatolia.

The literature of commentaries on the sabibs, while limited in the early
periods, flourished extensively between the thirteenth and the fifteenth cen-
tury. They included the commentaries on al-Bukhari’s canon by Muhammad
b. Yasuf al-Kirmani (d. 1384) and his son Yahyi al-Kirmani (d. 1430), a
commentary on Muslim’s canon by Shams al-Din al-Razi (d. 1366) and also a
summary of Abu Dawud’s canon by Muhammad b. Hasan of Balkh (thirteenth
century).

As for hadith compilation among the Imami Shi‘ites in Central Asia, the
summit of achievement was the period of compiling ‘the Four Books’ (c. 900-
1050): al-Kafi [The Sufficient (Book)] by Muhammad b. Yaqub al-Kulayni of
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Rayy (d. 940-1); Man la yahdurubu ’I-fagib [He Who Has No Legal Expert
(to Consult)] by Ibn Bibuya (Bibawayh) of Qum (d. 991); and two works
entitled Tahdbib al-abkam [The Refining of the Bases of Law] and al-Istibsar
[The Far-Sighted (Book)] by Muhammad b. Hasan al-Ttsi (d. 1068), who spent
the last part of his life in Iraq. Of the Four Books, the Kafi (which covers theo-
logical, ethical and other religious instructions as well as legal matters) is
regarded as the most authoritative and comprehensive by the Shi‘ites. Ibn
Babuya’s work was compiled as a jurisprudential handbook; the Tzhdhib is
considered the most comprehensive regarding the variety of isnads and texts of
traditions, although it is primarily concerned with law; and, finally, the Istibsar
is a reference work for contradictory legal traditions.

In addition to the Four Books, there were many other works on a wide
range of subjects compiled by the Imami traditionists of Central Asia. Some
examples are the works of Ahmad al-Barqi of Qum (d. 887 or 893) and
Muhammad b. Mas‘@id al-°Ayyashi of Samarkand (ninth century), and the nu-
merous works of Ibn Babuya, beside his main work mentioned above. During
the twelfth century, there were still some musnad collections of Imami hadiths,
such as the Arba‘in [Forty (Traditions)] of Muntajab al-Din of Rayy; but the
changed political and social conditions, and the decline of political Shi‘ism dur-
ing the following century, caused the badith literature of the Imamis to decline
within the region of Central Asia.

Part Two
QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS
(C. Gilliot)

Introduction and origins

The mobility of scholars throughout the period known as Islam’s ‘Classical
Age’ makes it rather difficult to present this discipline according to strictly
regional criteria. Moreover, the very notion of a ‘Central Asia’ remains vague.
Hence the choices we have had to make here may appear, in many cases, some-
what arbitrary; thus Qur’anic commentators who belonged to Iran proper have
been excluded. We have, however, given pride of place to scholars from
Khurasan, since their region constituted a major meeting-ground for intellec-
tual exchange between Central Asia proper and the Near East. Yet even here,
the number of Qur’anic commentators was so great, including both the better-
known scholars and the more obscure, that we have had to restrict our survey
to only a very few. This has meant neglecting such intellectual centres as Merv
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and Rayy, under-represented in this study even though they too enjoyed con-
siderable influence in Central Asia.

Together with Merv, Balkh was the most important urban centre during
the initial centuries of Muslim sway in Transoxania. The Companions of the
Prophet left little trace here, however, for only in the years after 699, with the
commander Qutayba b. Muslim, did Muslim government become firmly
established. Just as in Syria, interest here in things religious developed among
circles of mugatila (warriors),? as attested by the very name borne by two well-
known Qur’anic commentators from this region, both called Muqatil.?

AL-DAHHAK B. MUZAHIM

One of the first Qur’anic commentators mentioned for this region was
al-Dahhak b. Muzahim al-Hilali,* who died at Balkh ¢. 723. The various guar-
anteed ‘chains of transmission’ (isnads) concerning his exegesis go back to the
Prophet’s Companion Ibn “Abbas, although al-Dahhik probably never met him
personally. He seems instead to have studied exegesis in Rayy with one of Ibn
Abbas’ disciples, thereby coming into contact with part of the Basran tradition
in Qur’anic exegesis. Al-Dahhik’s own Qur’anic interpretations are preserved
in later recensions. He is described as imparting his teachings to as many as
3,000 young men and we may suppose that he expounded the text of the Qur’an
and delivered moral lessons to the warriors of Transoxania. Some of his exegetic
traditions, one of which notably draws upon a Midrash dealing with the crea-
tion of Adam, show him to have been a narrator of the old-fashioned type, one
who moreover borrowed from the Persian legendary lore circulating in this area.
As with many of the older commentators, and notably with Ibn “Abbas him-
self,> however, it might be going somewhat too far to attribute to al-Dahhik an
actual body of Qur’anic exegesis in the strict sense of the term. Instead, he should
be regarded as one who imparted oral teachings on various passages of the
Qur’an, and this, later, came to be considered as a tafsir.

MUQATIL B. HAYYAN®

This commentator from Balkh (d. 753) may have been the son of an Iranian
military slave who managed to rise in the world, since his father saw service

2. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 11, p. 508.

3. For the beginnings of the exegesis, see Gilliot, 19905, pp. 81-100.

4. Sezgin, 1967, pp. 29-30; Gilliot, 1982, pp. 168-79; Van Ess, 1975, pp. 113-14; 1991-7, TG 11,
pp. 508-9.

5. Gilliot, 1985, pp. 127-84.

6. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG I1, pp. 510-16; his hypothesis has been recently challenged, however, by
Crone, 1997, pp. 238-49.
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with, among others, the commander Yazid b. al-Muhallab and then rose to
become, for a spell, the governor and even the judge of Samarkand. Muqatil b.
Hayyin also spent some time in Tabaristan, in the service of the last Umayyad
governor of Khurasan, Nasr b. Sayyar, but in the end, he had to flee from Aba
Muslim; hence he went to Kabul, where he carried out missionary activities
until his death in eastern Afghanistan.

Mugqatil b. Hayyan did not compose a complete commentary on the
Qur’an, but rather proceeded as a gass (preacher) of gisas (sermons or narra-
tives; sing. gissa), one imparting exegetic interpretation within the framework
of edifying lessons, so that he appears more in the light of a popular story-
teller than in that of a jurist. Interpretations of a Midrashic type were notably
to be found in his sermons, and such exegesis later found only rather luke-
warm appreciation among adherents of the Iraqi rational school. One of his
interpretations, which he attributed to the Prophet himself, thus represented
the sun as a body borne each evening up to the seventh heaven where it would
come to a stop beneath the Throne, with God then deciding each dawn whether
it should rise in the east or in the west. Siich interpretations of his are quoted

by al-Tabari and also by Abu ’I-Futith al-Razi (d. in or after 1131).

MUQATIL B. SULAYMAN/

Abu ’I-Hasan Mugqatil b. Sulayman al-Balkhi was born in Balkh, where his
father served as judge. He seems to have died in 767 (or perhaps as late as 775).
He probably left his native town through incurring the disfavour of the gov-
ernor Nasr b. Sayyar. After being caught up in the civil warfare, he later seems
to have taught in Mecca, Damascus and Beirut, and dwelt for a spell in Bagh-
dad and then in Basra, where he died. Both Mugqatils shared, in fact, the expe-
rience of being ghazis (warriors for the faith). Three of Muqatil b. Sulayman’s
works of Qur’anic commentary have come down to us and have been pub-
lished. These are the Tafsir Khams-mi’at aya [Commentary on Five Hundred
Verses), the Kitab Wujih al-Qur’an [Book of the Purports of the Qur’an], a
kind of rudimentary concordance, and a 7afsir (or Qur’anic ‘Commentary’
proper).

Most Muslim jurists and traditionists later branded this Muqatil with the
reputation of having been a poor transmitter of hadiths, although they all al-
ways qualify him as a ‘great Qur’anic commentator’. So far as his qualifica-
tions for transmitting hadiths were concerned, however, Muqatil was hardly
an isolated case in his day; one need only mention in this regard Ibn Is’hiq
(d. 767), the author of the celebrated Sira [Life of the Prophet]. For in Muqatil’s
age, not only did the hadiths not yet enjoy the pride of place which they came

7. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 11, pp. 516-32; Gilliot, 1991, pp. 39-92; Goldfeld, 1978, pp. xiii-xxx.
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to command some 50 to 100 years later; the whole system of isnads had not yet
been codified at all. Thus the criticisms levelled at Mugqatil actually betray a
discernible historical trend towards backward projection, whereby ancient
scholars came to be judged according to standards which only found wide-
spread acceptance at a much later date.

Writers on heresy and theology have also depicted Muqatil as one given
to anthropomorphism and it is true that his recently published commentaries
do show traces of such tendencies,? although not the extreme positions once
ascribed to him. The problem here is that his work has been transmitted through
two recensions, a Baghdadi and an ‘Iranian’ one,’ only the first of which has
actually come down to us; it is possible that later redactors of his text sup-
pressed propositions which appeared shocking to them.

But Muqatil’s commentary poses yet another problem, in so far as what-
ever has been authentically preserved of his material soon came to be mingled,
in this eastern part of the Muslim world, with elements of the Kufan tradition
represented by the commentator Muhammad b. al-S2’ib al-Kalbi (d. 763), who
partly drew in turn on interpretations offered by Ibn “Abbas. Finally, the Bagh-
dad version — as published - includes interpolations probably due to one of the
transmitters of this material, al-Tawwazi (d. 920), himself a grammarian and a
specialist in Qur’anic readings.

With these qualifications duly in mind, this version of Qur’anic com-
mentary does hold interest as an example of exegesis belonging to an early
period. It mainly proceeds by way of paraphrase and narrative, with very little
resort to hadith — drawing, instead, on what would later come to be known as
Isra’iliyyar (“Tales from the Jews’) and, generally, on the legendary lore of this
whole part of the world, of which echoes were already to be found in the Qur’an,
and which was now adapted to the purposes of the new faith.

Mugqatil belonged to an intellectual environment of scholars in the reli-
gious sciences who did not yet observe the rules later laid down to distinguish
the ‘sound’ from the ‘unsound’. Moreover, while he takes linguistic matters
into consideration, he never quotes a single grammarian and almost never any
philologist, and with good reason: the great grammarians had not yet appeared
on the scene. Later generations, however, would buttress the soundness of their
interpretations and traditions by resort to grammar and philology, thereby
providing what they regarded as a positive basis for critical discernment, even
though such knowledge had been gleaned, and in some cases even fabricated,
in light of the Qur’an, the hadith and the interpretations.!® Since, moreover, a
number of theological points had not yet been entirely fixed in this age, some

8. Gilliot, 1991, pp. 54-68; Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 11, pp. 529, 550, 723-4.
9. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 11, pp. 519-23; Gilliot, 1991, pp. 40-6.
10. Gilliot, 19904, pp. 165-203.
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representations can also be distinguished in Muqatil’s writings which would
shock later upholders of orthodoxy, especially in regard to notions which came
to prevail such as the “sinlessness of the Prophets’.

Mugqitil’s commentary thus encountered a rather mixed reception.
Al-Tabari never quotes him, possibly because of the lack in Muqatil’s work of
isnads, although Mugatil is often cited by such writers as al-Tabrizi (d. 1153),
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1148-1209)'* and al-Qurtubi (d. 1272) in their own works
of exegesis.

Corpora of exegesis based on hadith

THE SUNNIS

‘Abd b. Humayd (or Hamid)
This commentator and scholar (d. 863) of hadith was born in Kish in what 1s
now Uzbekistan and is the author of a major collection of hadiths. While his
commentary on the Qur’an has not come down to us as such, it is found abun-
dantly quoted by a later writer like al-Suyiti (d. 1505); hence all hope is not
lost of one day discovering a manuscript of ‘Abd b. Humayd’s own complete
work.12

Al-Tabari
While Aba Ja®far Muhammad b. Jarir b. Yazid al-Tabari does not strictly be-
long to the region with which we are concerned — he was born at Amul near
the Caspian Sea — this major commentator must nevertheless be presented here,
given his importance for all later exegesis based upon hadith. Once he had
completed his initial training in his own native region, notably in such fields as
hadith, historiography and the Qur’anic and judicial disciplines, al-Tabari went
off ‘to search for knowledge’ in the wandering manner usual among the literati
of his age, staying in Rayy, Baghdad, Basra, Kufa, Egypt, Mecca and several
Syrian towns, where he followed the lectures of a most impressive number of
masters: as attested by the isnads offered in his own commentary on the Qur’an,
in his History and in other works.!3 He then settled in Baghdad, where he died
in 923.

It seems that al-Tabari was a conscious competitor of other scholars in
three fields of knowledge, and he wanted to do better than at least three of his
predecessors. In law, he appears to have wanted to outdo al-Shafif, not only

11. Lagarde, 1996, p. 162.
12. Sezgin, 1967, p. 113.
13. Gilliot, 1994b, pp. 309-51.
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because he tried to establish his own madh’hab (legal school), the Jaririyya. In
hadith, he probably wished to compete with Ibn Hanbal and Aba “Ubayd
al-Qasim b. Sallam (d. 838). In historiography, it is likely that he wished to
continue and do better than Ibn Is’haq for the pre-prophetic and prophetic
periods (see further on his work here, below, Chapter 4, Part One).!*

The title of al-Tabari’s commentary on the Qur’an is Jami® al-bayan ‘an
ta’wil ay al-Qur’an [The Sum of Clarification Concerning the Interpretation
of the Verses of the Qur’an].!® This work represents the ultimate accomplish-
ment in Qur’anic exegesis on badith: from the author’s own lifetime down to
the present day, it has been regarded as the model of its kind, in both the Islamic
East and the Islamic West. A main characteristic of the work is the care lav-
ished by al-Tabari on ensuring the appearance of complete chains of guaran-
teed transmission: 13,026 different isnads are thus offered in some 35,400 cases.!6
In this regard, the work yields a precious mine of information concerning earlier
sources for exegesis.

Because of the many stories related by al-Tabari in the form of hadiths,
he has often been regarded as essentially something of a compiler. Irritation
has even been felt in some quarters on account of his transmission of numer-
ous ‘legendary’ traditions, or Isra’iliyyat.!” Nearly all commentaries on the
Qur’an, however, and even the canonical al-Kutub al-Sitta [Six Books] of
Sunnism, contain these. Moreover, while al-Tabari assuredly also played the
part of a compiler, to reduce him to such a role would be to overlook the task
he set himself, consisting in no less than sifting all the data he transmitted ac-
cording to the criteria of the Sunni orthodoxy of his own day and environ-
ment. Indeed, al-Tabari often adopted an outright theological stand, notably
against the Mu‘tazilites. In addition, there are places in his commentary where
he actually speaks out in the tones of a speculative theologian (mutakallim),!®
something which can hardly have been acceptable to partisans of the Hanbalite
trend in theology, who in Baghdad occasionally made life difficult for al-Tabari,
even going so far as to accuse him of harbouring Shi‘ite tendencies.

Al-Tabari’s commentary also came to amount to something of a legal
summa,!® and not only for the followers of his own madh’hab, that is, the
adherents of al-Shafi‘i’s school, but also for members of the Hanafite and
Malikite schools. Much like other scholars of his day, al-Tabari tended to regard
the master Ibn Hanbal less as a jurist than as a mubaddith (traditionist). Indeed,

14. Gilliot, paper delivered at the conference, “The Life and Works of Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-
Tabart’, University of St Andrews, 30 August-2 September 1995 (to be published).

15. Gilliot, 1987, pp. 366-70.

16. Horst, 1953, p. 291.

17. Gilliot, 19935, pp. 277-89; 19%4a, pp. 237-70.

18. Gilliot, 19904, Ch. VII.

19. Gilliot, 19934, pp. 41-94.
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al-Tabari had first come to Baghdad to hear Ibn Hanbal’s lessons on hadith,
although he reached the capital just after Ibn Hanbal’s death in 855. In conclu-
sion, al-Tabari’s commentary has continued to be regarded by succeeding gen-
erations, down to the present day, as one of the key sources for exegesis in
Islam.

Abu Bakr al-Qaffal al-Shashi?®

An interesting case regarding theology and law is offered by this scholar (d. 976),
who was born and died at Chach in Central Asia. He travelled as far as Egypt
for his studies, and his masters in exegesis included, for a time, al-Tabari. After
agreeing for a while with the Mu‘tazilite trend, he adhered to Ash‘arite doc-
trine, and is regarded as having introduced the school of al-Shafi‘i to Transoxania,
where hitherto Abii Hanifa’s school had prevailed. He dwelt for a spell in
Bukhara and Nishapur and composed a “‘Major Commentary’ on the Qur’an
(al-Tafsir al-Kabir) which now appears to be lost, although once drawn upon
by later writers.

Abu’l-Layth al-Samarqandi

A Hanafite jurist, a theologian and a Qur’anic commentator, Abu ’l Layth al-
Samargandi (d. 983) was also known by such titles as al-Faqih (The Judge) and
Imim al-Huda (Imam of Guidance). He should not be confused with Abu
’l-Layth Nasr al-Samarqandi, whose title was al-Hafiz (He who Knows the
Qur’an by Heart). According to Van Ess, ‘Like his teachers, he combined solid
juridical knowledge with a predilection for propagating popular morality in
terms of asceticism: in Transoxania a jurist almost inevitably had to deal with
proselytizing among the Turkish tribes.’?! Abu ’l-Layth’s Qur’anic commen-
tary, entitled Bahr al-‘ulim [The Ocean of Sciences], is of only average size
and belongs to the genre of exegesis which relied on hadith.

The school of Khurasan, especially in Nishapur
As noted at the outset, Khurasan, and especially the city of Nishapur, was a
major seed-bed for commentators on the Qur’an, hence special mention should
be made here of this region.

Mirak al-Rawwas al-Balkhi
This Qur’anic commentator appears to have been a staunch upholder of the
sunna and an opponent of the Mu‘tazilites, who were at that time numerous in
his native city of Balkh. If our current identification is correct, then this Mirak

20. Not to be confused with Sayf al-Din Abt Bakr al-Qaffal al-Shashi Muhammad b. Ahmad
al-Fariqi (d. 1113), author of the Hilyat al~ulama’ (Brockelmann, 1937—49, Suppl., Vol. 1,
p. 674).

21. Van Ess, 1985, p. 333.
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also seems to have been a Hanafite and the author of an itigad (exposition of
belief) wherein he expounds upon Sunni doctrine; but his Major Commentary
has apparently left no trace in later exegesis.

Ibn Habib al-Naysabiri
This scholar (d. 1016) was a Karramite (see p. 107 below on the Karramites)
before adhering to Shafi‘ism. He composed a commentary on the Qur’an which
was once appreciated and famous but is now lost. One of his most enthusiastic
disciples, however, was the commentator Aba Is’hiq al-Thalabi, who received
permission to transmit the master’s commentary and who mentions it among
the sources for his own exegesis.

Abis Is’haq al-Tha‘labi
Al-Tha‘labi (d. 1035) is the author of the celebrated Qisas al-anbiya’ [Tales of
the Prophets], but we know little about his life. He was a specialist in readings
of the Qur’an, a traditionist, a commentator and a man of letters. He studied
with a large number of masters and transmitted many hadiths. But Ibn al-Jawzi,
while recognizing the importance of his commentary, and Ibn Taymiyya also,
fault him for integrating too many hadiths which they consider unsound.

Except for the introduction, al-Tha‘labi’s commentary on the Qur’an,
entitled al-Kashf al-bayan ‘an tafsir al-Qur’an [Unveiling and Elucidation in
Qur’an Exegesis], is so far unpublished.?? Such a regrettable gap is not alto-
gether due to chance, however. For one thing, this is a very lengthy commen-
tary, and the (mistaken) opinion has prevailed that the essence of Qur’anic
exegesis embodied according to hadith could already be found in the great work
by al-Tabari. For another, al-Tha‘labi does not hesitate to draw upon the exegesis
of men like al-Kalbi and Mugqatil b. Sulayman, two commentators regarded
with suspicion by the orthodox both in former times and especially in our own
day.

Even the printed introduction to al-Thalabi’s commentary is of major
importance, however, since he includes therein the names of various commen-
tators and also information on the various lines through which their material
was transmitted. In many cases, al-Tha‘labi bears better witness than al-Tabari
to the state of Qur’anic exegesis in the eastern reaches of the Islamic world,
and especially in Khurasan.

Abii ‘Abd al-Rabman al-Hiri al-Naysaburi
This scholar (d. 1038) was born in al-Hira, a suburb of Nishapur; he stayed for
a while in Baghdad in 1032 while on pilgrimage to Mecca, but soon returned to
Nishapur. A traditionist, al-Hiri was also a commentator and a specialist in
Qur’anic studies, writing a book entitled a/-Kifaya fi *l-tafsir [The Exhaustive
Commentary]. Although this is a commentary based on hadith, it does not

22. Goldfeld, 1984; Gilliot, 1988, pp. 157-61; Schoeler, 1990, pp. 19-21, no. 17.
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offer whole isnads, but only mentions the initial link in each chain. Even here,
al-Hiri’s work is far less well documented than al-Tabari’s. For the rest, the
usual materials making up Qur’anic commentary are to be found in these writ-
ings: grammar, variant readings, and narratives which here are usually abridged.
On juridical subjects, while al-Hiri mentions the opinions of both the Hanafites
and the Shafi‘ites, he himself openly endorses those of the Shafi‘ite school to
which he himself belonged.

Abs “Uthman al-Sabani (d. 1057)
Al-Sabiini’s commentary is far more grounded in the ‘sound’ transmission of
‘orthodox’ exegetic hadith,? at least if one is to believe the praise bestowed
upon this traditionist and commentator by the as’hib al-hadith.

Abu’l-Hasan al-Wahidi

This scholar of Nishapur (d. 1076) was one of the most noted disciples of both
al-Tha‘labi and al-Sabiini. He found fame not only for his commentaries on
the collected works of several great poets, but also for his exegesis of the Qur’an,
being the author of no fewer than three Qur’anic commentaries entitled
respectively ‘Extended’, ‘Abbreviated’ and ‘Medium-sized’. He also wrote a
Kitab Asbab al-nuzil [Book on the Occasions and Causes of Revelation], on
the revealing of the chapters and verses of the Qur’an.

‘Ali b. Sabl al-Naysabiuri al-Shafi‘t
Al-Shafi (d. 1098) lectured in various schools, notably in the Nizimiyya
madrasa of Nishapur (see above, Chapter 1, Part One, p. 37), but the com-
mentary he composed has been lost.

Nizam al-Din al-Naysabiri al-Araj
This scholar (d. after 1329) was the last of the commentators of Nishapur to be
dealt with here. He originally hailed from Qum, but eventually removed to
Dawlatabad in central India. He enjoyed a grammatical turn of mind and was
generally regarded as a “sage’, that is, one attuned to philosophy and logic and
also to mathematics and astronomy. He displays considerable veneration for
the family of the Prophet, but makes no concessions to Imami Shi‘ite teach-
ings, and so shows himself to have been a Sunni.

One of al-A‘raj’s masters in the exact sciences was the astronomer Qutb
al-Din al-Shirazi and it was apparently at his insistence that al-A‘raj composed
his commentary, entitled Ghara’ih al-Qur’an wa-ragha’ib al-Furgin [Won-
ders of the Qur’an and Things to be Desired in the Revelation],?* a task which
took him some five years. The end result is a well-planned book with the author
proceeding along exactly the same lines, in four stages, for each verse, portion

23. Bulliet, 1972, pp. 134-8.
24. Monnot, 1981, pp. 369-73; 1982, pp. 273-8; 1983, pp. 317-18; 1990, pp. 280-2.
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of a verse, or group of verses: (a) variant readings (gira’at); (b) pauses (wugqif),
which were also the subject of his eighth introduction; (c) literal exegesis (tafsir);
here al-A‘raj mainly borrowed from Fakhr al-Din al-Rizi and al-Zamakhshari;
and (d) spiritual exegesis (ta’wil).

Al-Baghawi
As a traditionist and commentator, al-Baghawi®® (d. 1122 or perhaps 1116)
composed a medium-sized exegesis of the Qur’an, entitled the Ma‘alim al-tanzil
[The Salient Marks of Revelation]. It relies on hadith, but the author’s isnads
are abridged. Criticism levelled against al-Baghawi notably faults him for draw-
ing to far too great an extent on biblical, and extra-biblical, legendary lore,
though such usage was standard. Also held against him were his frequent quo-
tations from the exegeses of al-Kalbi,?6 regardless of the fact that hadiths of
similar or identical content were abundantly to be found in the commentaries
of al-Tabari and others. In this connection, it should be borne in mind that the
commentaries by al-Kalbi, although a Shi‘ite, were also appreciated in non-
Shi‘ite circles, notably among the Karramites, and were later considered, espe-
cially in Khurasan, as the ‘sound’ or authentic form in which the exegetic hadiths
of Ibn ‘Abbas were to be found.?”

Al-Baghawi drew for the greater part of his materials on the commen-
tary by Abi Is’haq al-Tha'labi. As a result, one might regard al-Baghawi’s com-
mentary as a sort of abbreviation of al-Tha‘labi’s work ~ with those hadiths
considered unacceptable by a strict traditionist like al-Baghawi duly expur-
gated. Indeed, this was probably the main reason for the praise heaped in some
circles on al-Baghawi’s work.

Abu’l-Barakat al-Nasafi
This scholar, who was also a jurist, a Hanafite theologian and a Qur’anic com-
mentator,”® was born in Nakhshab or Nasaf, some four days’ journey from
Bukhara. Al-Nasafi later taught in Kirman, went to Baghdad in 1310 and prob-
ably died on his return from this journey. His commentary bears the title
Madarik al-tanzil wa haqa’iq al-ta’wil [The Perceptions of Revelation and the
Truths of Interpretation]. The author himself intended it to be of only medium
size, but in fact, it amounts to a compendium of exegesis that might satisfy the
most orthodox of Sunnis.

So far as the Qur’an’s variae lectiones are concerned, al-Nasafi restricts
himself to the Seven Sahibs (recognized readings), although he devotes special
attention to any legal problems which may arise. In part, his commentary may
be considered a kind of shortened version of those by al-Baydawi and

25. From Bagh or Baghshur, a place in eastern Khurasan between Merv and Herat.
26. Sezgin, 1967, p. 34; Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 1, pp. 298-301.

27. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 1, p. 299.

28. See Brockelmann, 193749, Vol. 2, pp. 196-7; Suppl., Vol. 2, pp. 263-8.
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al-Zamakhshari, though he obviously refrains from repeating al-Zamakhshari’s
Mu‘tazilite positions.

Where al-Nasafi briefly refers to biblical and extra-biblical lore, which is
so abundant and developed in Muslim exegetic literature, he generally avoids
taking any position at all. But on occasion he can react very strongly indeed.
Thus, on Qur’an 38:211f, he states: ‘It is told that David sent forth Uriah, time
and again, for to do battle against the Ammonites, in hope that Uriah might
thereby be slain and that he might so wed his wife. Now such would not be
fitting for simple Muslims, upon whom it is enjoined that they do good: how
much less then for great Prophets!” At stake here for al-Nasafi, it will be read-
ily understood, was his belief in the ‘sinlessness of the Prophets’. But such tales
had not disturbed Mugqatil b. Sulayman in the least, in an earlier age when such
a belief had not yet taken firm hold.?°

THE KARRAMITES

Abu’l-Hasan al-Haysam b. Muhammad

Through his mother’s line, al-Haysam?° (d. 1075) was descended from a whole
family of Karramite scholars in Nishapur. He notably taught exegesis and hadith
in Nishapur and was also recognized as a master in matters of rhetoric, poetry,
literature and philology. The only text preserved from his grandfather
Muhammad b. al-Haysam’s circle exists in two manuscripts®! containing “Tales’
of the Qur’anic Prophets (Qisas al-Qur’an); J. Van Ess has pointed out the
Karramite traits in this text (to be published).

Abu Bahr ‘Atiq b. Muhammad al-Sarabadi (d. 1101)

Although al-Strabadi’s commentary has survived, we know very little about
its author. Yet in his own time, he was the leading figure among the Karramites
of Nishapur and is described as an ascetic who fasted by day and prayed by
night. A partial edition of his work has been published, mainly pertaining to
his recounting of the “Tales of the Prophets’. The work is an important com-
mentary in the classical sense, although (to a lesser extent) it also includes theo-
logical considerations.

29. Gilliot, 1991, pp. 70-6.

30. Van Ess, 1980, pp. 68-73.

31. Van Ess, 1980; Schoeler, 1990, pp. 19~34; Brockelmann, 1937-49, Suppl., Vol. 1, pp. 529-3.
32. Van Ess, 1980, pp. 73—4.
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THE SHIITES

Pre-Buyid exegesis

Al-‘Ayyashi
Abu ’1-Nadr Muhammad b. Mas‘iid al-Ayyashi al-Sulami al-Samarqandi
(d. . 932) was one of the pre-eminent Shi‘ite scholars of his day, to the point
where Ibn al-Nadim could refer to ‘his books being a matter of importance in
the regions of Khurasan’. Originally a Sunni, he converted to Shi‘ism and had
studied in such leading Shi‘ite centres of the day as Kufa, Baghdad and Qum.

What survives of al-‘Ayyashi’s commentary only extends as far as the
end of sura 18, “The Cave’, but it certainly contained much more material than
what we have now, as clearly appears from the quotations of later scholars. By
the eighteenth century, however, such Imami Shi‘ite scholars as al-Majlisi and
al-Hurr al-*Amili were no longer familiar with the complete text of al-“Ayyashi’s
exegesis.

In his introduction, al-*Ayyashi stresses hadiths concerning the sole pre-
rogative of the Shi‘ite imams to expound Scripture. Elsewhere, he avoids intro-
ducing his own views explicitly, but rather reports pertinent badiths from the
imams and the Shi‘ite scholars of the past. In this regard, his exegesis bears the
stamp of Shi‘ite literature in the age before the rise of the Buyids, a period
when Shi‘ite commentators did not feel entitled to emit opinions or judge-
ments of their own without support from hadiths going back to the imams or
other recognized Shi‘ite scholars.

Later Shi‘ite exegesis

Al-Tabrisi
Amin al-Din Ab@i °Ali al-Fadl b. al-Hasan al-Tabrisi (or al-Tabarsi) al-Sabzawari
(d. probably in 1153) lived and taught for a long time in Mashhad al-Rida
(Mashhad), then settled in 1128-9 in Sabzawar, where he spent the last 30 years
of his life.?* His exact ethnonym has given rise to some discussion. If he really
came from Tabaristan, then his ethnonym would have to be read as al-Tabarsi;
but in fact, he seems to have come from the district of Tabriz (in Arabic, Tabrish),
between Qum and Aba in northern Persia.?*

The title of his first commentary is the Majma® al-bayan li-‘ulim al-
Qur’an [The Confluence of Elucidation in the Sciences of the Qur’an], begun
when he was more than 60 years old. But then he discovered the commentary
by al-Zamakhshari and was inspired by this to write a new exegesis, and then
finally a third one, Jawami* al-jami‘ [Collections of the Collection], finished in
1147, a compilation of the two previous works.

33. Brockelmann, 1937-49, Vol. 1, p. 405; Suppl,, Vol. 1, pp. 708-9; Monnot, 1982-83, p. 35.
34. Le Strange, 1905, p. 211.
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Our concern here is with his first commentary, characterized by a dis-
uinct kinship with accepted Sunni exegetic writings. Al-Tabrisi goes over every
portion of the Qur’anic text to be explained, with variant readings according
to pertinent justification in grammar, lugha (lexicographical elements), 1'rab
(grammatical elements) and so on, all of course from a theological and juridical
viewpoint. He often quotes such Sunni authorities in exegesis as Ibn ‘Abbas,
Mujihid and Sa‘id b. Jubayr and also frequently draws on poetry.

Concerning passages of particular importance for Shi‘ites, he gives the
moderate Shiite point of view. The commentary is also Mu‘tazilite in its out-
look, with frequent quotations from Abu °Ali al-Jubbi’i. Undoubtedly, as
al-Tabrisi states in his introduction, his commentary owes a considerable debt
to the al-Tibyan fi tafsir al-Qur’an [Elucidation of the Interpretation of the
Qur’an] by the great Mu‘tazilite and Shi‘ite master Aba Ja*far Muhammad b.
al-Hasan al-Tisi (d. 1067). Still, al-Tabrisi’s own work shows a remarkable
degree of organization, and concern over linguistic issues is taken farther.

Abu ’l-Futih Jamal al-Din al-Razi

Al-Razi* came from an Arab family settled in Nishapur until his own grand-
father decided to remove to Rayy, where this author taught (he died there in or
after 1131). His Rawd al-jinan wa-rawh al-janan fi tafsir al-Qur’an [The Gar-
den of Meadows and Repose of the Heart in Interpreting the Qur’an] appears
to be the first such commentary in Persian. The author does not restrict him-
self to Shi‘ite authorities, but also quotes al-Tabari, at length, and others. On
theological issues, al-Razi well represents the Shi‘ite dialectical theology of his
day, which agreed with the Mu‘tazilites on the justice and unity of God (al-ad!
wa ’l-tawhid). But on more controversial issues, such as those concerned with
defining the faith, intercession, and of course the imamate, he expresses the
Shi‘ite viewpoint.

THE MUSTAZILITES

Abu ’I-Qasim al-Balkhi al-Ka‘bi
This Hanafite jurist and Mu‘tazilite theologian (d. 931)3 served in his youth as
secretary to the Zaydite ruler of Tabaristan, Muhammad b. Zayd al-Daf%, and
was later appointed vizier to the governor of Khurasan. Al-Ka‘bi was one of
the outstanding representatives of Mu‘tazilite thought in Khurasan and became
no less famous in Baghdad from the time when he studied in the capital under
the Mu‘tazilite master al-Khayyit (d. c. 913) and the grammarian al-Mubarrad
(d. 898). His major work was a 12-volume commentary on the Qur’an which

35. Massé, 1930, pp. 243-9; Monnot, 1995, p. 315, no. 13.
36. Ibnal-Nadim, 1970, Vol. 1, p. 304; Elr, ‘Abu’l-Qisem al-Kabi’ (J. Van Ess); Van Ess, 1991-7,
TG 1V, p. 1068 (index).
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has not survived except for quotations found in later works, notably the Haga’ig
al-ta’wil fi mutashabib al-tanzil [The Realities of Interpretation Concerning
the Ambiguous Passages of Revelation] by al-Sharif al-Radi, the Amali
[Dictations] by al-Sharif al-Murtadi and the Qur’anic commentary by al-Hakim
al-Jushami; also, at least three citations occur in the commentary of Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi.

Abu Zayd Ahmad b. Sahl al-Balkhi

This scholar (d. 934)*” was an Imami Shi‘ite in his youth, and then spent many
years in Iraq where he studied philosophy and the exact sciences (the so-called
“foreign sciences’, that is, those of Greek origin). Those of his works dealing
with the religious sciences, such as his commentary entitled Nazm al-Qur’an
[The Fine Ordering of the Qur’an], were well received in orthodox circles.
This work is lost, but passages are found quoted in later sources. Al-Balkhi
also composed a book on rare words in the Qur'an (Gharib al-Qur’an).

Abu Sa’d al-Muhsin b. Muhammad al-Hakim al-Jushami

(al-Jishumi)

Born in the village of Jusham (or Jishum in Persian pronunciation) in the dis-
trict of Bayhagq, al-Jushami died in Mecca - where he was murdered — in 1101.
He studied under Mu‘tazilite and Zaydite scholars and then taught in Nishapur.
Towards the end of his life, al-Jushami himself professed Zaydite doctrines,
and his works came to enjoy a considerable reputation, while he played a major
role in transmitting the Mu‘tazilite kalim (dialectical theology) among the
Zaydites. At least two of his works on kalam have survived.

His commentary in nine volumes, al-Tahdhib fi ’[-tafsir [The Fine Trim-
ming in Matters of Exegesis], survives in several manuscripts. One advantage
of this commentary, compared with al-Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf [The
Unveiler], for example, is the solid support it shows for Mu‘tazilite doctrine,
along with many quotations and whole passages of Mu‘tazilite exegesis which

would otherwise have disappeared, from writers such as Abt Bakr al-Asamm
and Aba “Ali al-Jubba’i.

Al-Zamakhshari
Jar Allah Abu ’1-Qasim Mahmid b. “‘Umar al-Zamakhshari was born at
Zamakhshar in Khwarazm in 1075. Like other scholars of his day, he travelled
for purposes of study, and once in Mecca for the pilgrimage, elected to stay for
some time, whence his sobriquet, Jar Allah (Neighbour of God). After return-
ing home, he died in 1144 at the capital Jurjaniyya (Gurganj). In theology, he
professed Mu‘tazilite ideas; in law, he observed, in principle, the Hanafite system.

37. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 1V, p. 253; Rosenthal, 1989, pp. 287-301.
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His commentary, entitled al-Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil wa-‘wyin al-aqawil
fi wujith al-ta’wil [The Unveiler of the Truths of Revelation and of the Essences
of Utterances Concerning the Aspects of Exegesis], was finished in 1134 and
was long considered ‘a model of Mu‘tazilite exegesis of the Qur’an’. In point
of fact, while Mu‘tazilite standpoints are certainly to be found therein, many
of its theological opinions remain ‘often veiled’® Al-Zamakhshari brought
together the doctrines of the two Mu‘tazilite schools still active in his day, that
of the Bahshamites, i.c. the disciples of Abii Hashim al-Jubba’i, and that of the
followers of Abli Husayn al-Basri, himself a dissenting disciple of the judge
°Abd al-Jabbar.3?

In the history of Mu‘tazilism, however, al-Zamakhshari amounts only to
‘a distant successor, one of almost only marginal importance’.* In fact, his repu-
tation for exegesis rests not so much on his Mu‘tazilism as on his qualities as a
grammarian, philologist and master of rhetoric and literary criticism. While of
course fully observing the Muslim position that the text of the Qur’an might
never be imitated (on account of its #74z, or ‘miraculous inimitability’), the
way in which al-Zamakhshari threw light on the use of metaphor in the Qur’an
was nevertheless so acute that later commentators, even those most staunchly
opposed to the least trace of Mu‘tazilism, did not hesitate to draw inspiration
from his exegesis — or even to plunder it outright. Ibn Khaldiin was even moved
to write that, if Arabic rhetoric was more highly cultivated in the Muslim East,
especially by Persians, than in the Muslim West, this was because the Kashshaf
was far more widely studied there. Al-Zamakhshari’s commentary was much
glossed by later generations.

Abt Yisuf ‘Abd al-Salam b. Muhammad al-Qazwini

Probably the most voluminous Qur’anic commentary ever penned was that
by the ‘preternaturally long-lived’ or mu‘ammar (Zaydite) Mu‘tazilite scholar,
Abt Yasuf ‘Abd al-Salam b. Muhammad al-Qazwini (d. 1095), a disciple of
the judge ‘Abd al-Jabbar. The number of volumes (mu#jallads) into which this
commentary was divided amounted, we are told, to 300, 600 or even 700 vol-
umes, deposited in the wagf (charitable endowment) attached to Abti Hanifa’s
tomb at Baghdad. Even if this total must surely be somewhat exaggerated, there
is no reason to doubt the testimony of Ibn ‘Aqil, who writes that al-Qazwini’s
commentary on sura 2:102 (“They followed what the Satans recited unto them”)
took up an entire volume in itself. According to other sources, the first sura
was dealt with in seven volumes. All in all, al-Qazwini’s was certainly the longest
Qur’anic commentary ever composed.

38. Gimaret, 1994, p. 11.
39. Madelung, 1986, pp. 485-95.
40. Gimaret, 1994, p. 11.
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SUNNI EXEGESIS BASED ON KALAM,
OR DIALECTICAL THEOLOGY

Abu Mansiir Muhammad b. Mahmud al-Samarqandi al-Maturidi
This theologian, jurist and Hanafite commentator (d. 944) founded a school of
kalam which came to be recognized as one of the two schools for orthodox
Sunni doctrine, along with Ash®arism. But al-Maturidi’s doctrine, except for its
Murji’ite definition of faith, was, in substance, more rationalistic in its approach,
and so closer to Mu‘tazilism, than the doctrine of al-Ashari.

Al-Maturidi’s commentary, variously entitled Ta’wilat al-Qur’an (The
Esoteric Exegeses of the Qur’an] and Kitab Ta’wilat abl al-sunna [Book of the
Esoteric Exegeses of the People of the Sunnal,*! is preserved in numerous
manuscripts, of which several have survived complete. So far only his exegeses
of the first two suras have appeared in print. The content of the work certainly
does go back to al-Maturidi, although not the exact wording, which seems to
stem rather from the notes taken by several of his disciples. The commentary is
of major interest not only as representative of Maturidite doctrine in Transoxania
but also because it preserves much older exegetic material, including Mu‘tazilite
interpretations. It might be added that al-Maituridi deals with certain subjects
in places unusual in Qur’anic commentary. But while his work was glossed,
notably in the Sharh [Gloss] by “Ala’ al-Din al-Samarqandi (d. 1144), it has
not, so far as appears, left traces in later Qur’anic exegeses.

Fakhr al-Din Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Razi

Considered in later traditional Muslim perceptions as one of the mujaddids
(‘renovators’) supposed to be sent by God to the Community of the Faithful at
the beginning of each Islamic century, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1148-1209), also
known as Ibn al-Khatib (Son of the Preacher), was born in Rayy, where his
father served as preacher (khatib). Fakhr al-Din was trained by his own father,
who was an Ash‘arite and a disciple at one remove of Abu ’l-Ma‘ili al-Juwayni.
After his father’s death, al-Razi moved to Nishapur, to Rayy, and finally to
Maragha in Azerbaijan, there to study dialectical theology and philosophy (al-
kalam wa ’I-hikma). Hence al-Razi’s general training was ensured by highly
qualified scholars in dialectical theology, legal methodology, dialectics, dispu-
tation and philosophy. He then travelled to Khwarazm, but encountered op-
position from the local Mu‘tazilites and also from the Karramites*? in
Transoxania. Finally he settled in Herat, whose ruler, the Ghurid Sultan Ghiyath
al-Din Muhammad, allowed him to open a school in the city. Although he
went on further journeys to such places as Samarkand and northern India, he
spent most of the rest of his life in Herat.

41. Gotz, 1965, pp. 27-70; Rahman, 1981; Rudolph, 1997a.
42. EP, ‘Karramiyya’ (C. E. Bosworth).
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Al-Razi’s commentary, variously entitled the Mafatih al-ghayb [Keys to
the Unseen) and al-Tafsir al-Kabir [The Major Commentary], was a work of
his mature years, begun in Khurasan and pursued in various places. According
to a number of older sources, he did not himself finish this work. Indeed, a
number of clues tend to hint that the exegeses of suras 29-36 are not from his
own pen. The commentary enjoys its own niche in the field of Sunni interpre-
tation of the Qur’an.® Certainly, all the usual apparatus of Qur’anic commen-
tary is to be found therein: problems of grammar, textual variants, judicial issues,
hadiths of the Prophet quoted and their successive exegeses — albeit without
their zsnads, unlike the case with al-Tabari and other commentators — and finally,
references to previous interpreters of the Qur’an including, in this case, the
Mu‘tazilites.** But not only is al-Razi’s exegesis of the type known as ‘one
relying upon personal opinion’ (bi ’l-ra’y), but it is also very much a philo-
sophical commentary, within the guidelines set by kalam. Where al-Razi con-
siders it appropriate, he holds forth on various issues in the form of scholastic
quaestiones (Arabic, mas’ala, pl. masa’il), to which he appends the opinions of
different scholars with their lines of argument before concluding with his own.
Although al-Rizi’s orientation was deliberately anti-Mu‘tazilite, he owed a
considerable debt to their exegeses.

TwWO FURTHER COMMENTATORS

Here we must deal with two commentators who cannot be classified under
any of the former headings. The first is al-Shahrastani, a dialectical theologian
whose Ash‘arite tendencies have been pointed out, but whose Qur’anic exe-
gesis is now perceived as showing a distinct Isma‘ili strain. The second is
al-Baydawi, a dialectical theologian who betrays no such traits in his Qur’anic
commentary, to the point of composing a work which became almost a manual
for exegesis.

Taj al-Din Abu ’l-Fath Muhammad al-Shahrastani
Al-Shahrastani came from the small town of Shahristan in what is now
Turkmenistan, studying there and at Nishapur, where most of his teachers were
former disciples of al-Juwayni. He not only wrote the Kitab al-Milal wa I-nihal
[Book of Creeds and Sects], butalso composed a commentary entitled Mafatih
al-asrar wa masabih al-abrar [Keys to the Mysteries and Beacons for the
Pious).*> This last survives only in a single manuscript copied from the author’s
own original and includes a preface, an introduction in 12 chapters and a

43. Arnaldez, 1960, pp. 307-23.

44. Jomier, 1982, pp. 145-72.

45. Monnot, 1984, pp. 305-15; 1985, pp. 293-302; 1986, pp. 347-50; 1987, pp. 253-7; 1988, pp. 237-
43; 1989, pp. 249-54.
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commentary bearing on the first and second suras of the Qur’an. The original
work itself was begun in 1143 and finished two years later. It is not known if
the author went any farther than the first two suras, although it is likely that he
did so.

There has been considerable debate concerning al-Shahrastini’s own
doctrinal orientation. Was he a Sunni,*® and still more, an Ash‘arite one? A
follower of the philosophers? Or a Shiite, perhaps even an Isma‘ili?¥’ Study of
his commentary discloses that five or six passages therein are specifically
Isma‘ili.*® Thus he addresses the second ‘mystery’ of Qur’an 2:1 (i.e. the mean-
ing of the three enigmatic letters alif, lam, mim), where he is concerned to equate
these with the three principles of creation, sc., intellect, soul and matter; with
the three spiritual beings, al-Jadd, al-Fat’h and al-Khayal; and with the three
archangels, Gabriel, Michael and the Seraph. Other Isma‘ili traits may be seen
in al-Shahrastani’s references to the opposing pair of the ‘accomplished’ and
the ‘so far inaccomplished’ (al-mafrigh wa ’l-musta’naf); his clearly and re-
peatedly enunciated distinction between the wasi (designated successor) who
is heir to the Prophet, and the imam who comes after the wasi, and so on.*’

Would it not be possible, then, to formulate a working hypothesis
regarding the doctrine which evolved with al-Shahrastani? He wrote his Kitab
al-Milal in 1127. He began his commentary 17 years later. He tells us that his
knowledge of the Qur’an was merely literal at first, and that only when he
came to Nishapur did the exegesis by his master Abu’l-Qasim al-Ansari unfold
its meaning to his burgeoning intelligence. His statement can be understood
from three perspectives: that of kalam; that of a mystical orientation; and both
of those at the same time, since this particular master was at once a dialectical
theologian and a mystic.

Al-Shahrastani did not, of course, derive his tendency to interpret the
Qur’an according to Isma‘ili thinking from this same master. More probably,
al-Shahrastani’s guidance in these matters stemmed from another person whom
he does not explicitly name but alludes to obliquely as his guide to this most
subtle mystery (ila hadha *I-sirr al-latif). One cannot, therefore, rule out the
possibility that al-Shahrastani’s initiation into Isma‘ili gnosis occurred after he
wrote his Kitab al-Milal, which would explain the discrepancies we find
regarding his doctrinal stand. Nevertheless, one should not reduce al-
Shahrastani’s commentary to a question of Isma‘ili metaphysics alone, for his
exegesis belongs fully to the tradition of the great classical commentaries, in
the light of the keen interest shown by the author both in linguistic issues and
in exoteric exegesis (tafsir). Al-Shahrastani always takes pains first to present

46. Al-Shahrastani, 1986, pp. 52-63.

47. Madelung, 1976, pp. 250-9.

48. Monnot, 1987, pp. 255-3; 1988, pp. 238—40; 1989, pp. 249-53.
49. Monnot, 1989, pp. 252-3; 1995, pp. 291-5.
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an exoteric interpretation, referring to the leading authorities in the field, before
proceeding, if need be, to the asrar (secrets; sing. sirr) of the matter, that is, to
an ‘esoteric’ exegesis (ta wil).

Nasir al-Din Abu Sa‘id ‘Abd Allah al-Baydawi
This Shafi‘ite jurist was born into a family of jurists and became judge for the
province of Fars. Under the Mongol Il Khan Arghiin (1284-91), al-Baydawi
resumed his judgeship in his native town of Bayda, to the north of Shiraz. Sev-
eral sources maintain that al-Baydawi was granted this post as a reward for his
commentary on the Qur’an, but this is somewhat difficult to believe, given
that Arghiin was a Buddhist, indifferent to Islam and with little reason to show
enthusiasm for this kind of literature. In later life, al-Baydawi settled in Tabriz,
and there he died. _

Although al-Baydiwi wrote works on kalam, his great exegetic work
was the Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta’wil [The Lights of Revelation and the
Mysteries of Interpretation]. This was not only a rather short work, very
different in its approach from the method followed by such dialectical theolo-
gians as al-Maturidi and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, but it also became one of the
single most popular commentaries on the Qur’an in all Islam. As such, it has
been the subject of many glosses, and with that of al-Khatib al-Kizarini,
al-Baydawi’s work now forms part of the curriculum of the university of
al-Azhar in Cairo.

Al-Baydawi’s commentary depends a great deal upon al-Zamakhshari’s,
which is why it is often regarded as a mere abridgement of the Kashshaf. But
al-Baydawi actually draws upon a great many other sources, which he unfor-
tunately fails to mention either in his introduction or in the text proper. He
touches upon all the usual fields of Qur’anic interpretation. Whereas he deals
more than al-Zamakhshari does with variant readings and issues of grammar,
he avoids, of course, repeating al-Zamakhshari’s theological views in so far as
possible.’® Some of these views of al-Zamakhshari still lurk in al-Baydawi’s
text, however, probably because al-Baydawi himself remained unaware of their
full implication. This is the reason why, over two centuries later, al-Dawudi
wrote an addendum to his master al-Suyfiti’s gloss on al-Baydiawi’s commen-

tary, detecting those Mu‘talizite ideas to be found in the text which al-Suyati
himself had overlooked.

MYSTICAL EXEGESIS: THE COMMENTARY BY AL-SULAMI

No basic work exists on the history of mystical exegesis in Islam in gen-
eral,®! still less one which might concern the region under consideration here.

50. Noldeke, 1919, pp. 176-7.
51. See nevertheless, Goldziher, 1920, pp. 180~262.
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Consequently we must restrict ourselves to presenting the mystical exegesis of
al-Sulami alone.

Abt ‘Abd al-Rahmin Muhammad al-Sulami came from a family of Arab
origin settled in Nishapur. His education was seen to by his maternal grand-
father, who had come into contact with the great Sufi master, Junayd, the out-
standing mystical figure in the Baghdad of his day. His grandson himself was
initiated into Sufism by the Hanafite judge Abi Sahl Muhammad al-Su‘liki
(d. 980). After long years of travel for study which took him to several cities of
Khurasan and Iraq, and then on to Mecca, al-Sulami returned to Nishapur in
about 977.

The full list of al-Sulami’s works includes some 100 titles, of which 30
remain extant in manuscript. Little, however, has been printed besides his
Tabagqat al-Sifiyya [Generations of the Sufis]. Thus only small extracts of his
major commentary on the Qur’an, the Haga’iq al-tafsir [The Spiritual Reali-
ties of Exegesis], which exists in two versions, a longer and a shorter, have been
published. After finishing this commentary, however, al-Sulami then appended
a separate addendum, entitled Ziyadat al-haqa’iq [Additions to the Spiritual
Realities], which has recently been published.??

Al-Sulami was not an original author. He collected the larger part of his
materials during the course of his travels, particularly in Merv, Baghdad and
Mecca, and this shows most especially in his Qur’anic exegesis. His approach
is methodical and rigorous. He bans subjects of an edifying, anecdotal or
hagiographic nature. He moreover avoids those issues dealt with in juridical
commentary or in exegesis based upon hadith, as well as technical or philo-
logical points, that 1s, those materials pertaining to ‘exoteric learning’. The only
kind of interpretation he addresses is that which he considers the matter for a
mystical exegesis of the Qur’an, according to the principle stated in his intro-
duction: ‘Understanding the Book of God according to the Language of the
People of the Truth’.3> Such an esoteric approach to interpreting the Qur’an
naturally led to disapproval among orthodox divines. Even so, al-Sulami’s com-
mentary remains a valuable document: not only are the Sufis’ own under-
standings of Scripture enshrined therein, but his work also contributed to the
establishment of mystical exegesis as an independent branch of Qur’anic
hermenecutics. Thus al-Sulami’s exegesis came to represent, for Sufi interpreta-
tions of the Qur’an, what the commentary of al-Tabari had been to traditional
exegesis.>*

It goes without saying that many further mystical commentaries were
then composed in the region (and this down to a very late period), such as the
Bahr al-durar [The Ocean of Pearls] by Mu‘in al-Miskin (d. 1501 or 1502).

52. Béwering, 1995, pp. 35-56.
53. Bowering, 1991, p. 50.
54. Thid., p. 56.
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Part Three
THEOLOGY
(C. Gilliot)

The beginnings of theology in the region

The beginnings of theology in the Iranian area - in the widest sense of the term
— are difficult to pin down precisely, for several reasons. The written sources
are far less numerous than for Syria or Iraq, for example. Also, local non-Muslim
influences sometimes considerably retained their grip. Finally, from the very
outset of the Islamic period, this area was one of cultural synthesis. So far as
the study of hadith is concerned, the great number of Kharijites in the area,
coupled with the supremacy of the Hanafites in law and the unsettled condi-
tions along the frontiers, meant that its development was much delayed. How-
ever, since the Muslim governors came with troops and officials, the Hanafites
in Kufa saw the Iranian region as one where they might prosper, and later on,
native-born scholars also took to travelling ‘in search of learning’. We have
more information concerning conditions in eastern Iran, because this is where
the ‘Abbasid revolution was sparked; hence the interest aroused in the region
among the historiographers in Baghdad.

JAHM B. SAFWAN

This gass (popular preacher and story-teller) (d. 746) mostly plied his calling in
Transoxania. He almost certainly dwelt, and probably first preached, in the
main urban centre of northern Bactria, Tirmidh (Termez), which was long a
centre of his doctrines.>> Exactly what the elements of Jahm’s doctrines were is
not so easy to determine, but it seems that his conception of God conditioned
his representations of faith, of which he had a minimalist concept, which might
consist only in acknowledgement by the heart, not in affirmation by the tongue;
this may have stemmed from the fact that Transoxania for several centuries
remained ‘mission’ territory. For how was_it possible to demand a detailed,
explicit profession of the faith — be it only the simple shabada, testifying to the
oneness of God and the prophethood of Muhammad — from people with whom
communication was so difficult and who knew no Arabic?%¢ For Jahm, all
human existence lay under the sign of election through divine grace, and God
alone determined what occurred. Acts might be attributed to men only in a

55. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG II, p. 557.
56. Ibid., p. 497.
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figurative sense, as we might say that a tree shudders, or the vault of the sky
revolves, or the sun sets — but God acts thereby through the tree, through the
vault of the sky and through the sun, although he creates in man a force by
which an act comes into being. Indeed, in so far as outside the Creator nothing
exists but what has been created, then the Qur’an, too, has been created.>” All
the same, we are dealing here not so much with a teaching of predestination as
with a sort of universal determinism, if only on account of the fact that, in
Jahm’s view, God enjoys no previous knowledge; only when something occurs
does He know it.

MUQATIL B. SULAYMAN

Mugatil has already been considered as a Qur’an commentator (see above, p. 99-
101), but he was also, like Jahm, a gass (popular preacher), one living on the
fringes of the dar al-Islam (Abode of Islam) as a ghazi. However, his theologi-
cal ideas were on many points diametrically opposed to those of Jahm. Indeed,
theological accusations of anthropomorphism came to be levelled against him,
although Mugqatil’s surviving works do not always show why this was the case.
A possibility which cannot be ruled out, however, is that transmitters of
Mugqatil’s writings, perhaps even later redactors of his works, suppressed a
number of his original formulations which had provoked no undue shock when
first uttered in Khurasan but then provoked outrage in Baghdad.

When discussing the Assimilationists (Mutashabbiha), al-Ash‘ari (d. 935)
singles out what he considers to have been a group of Muqatil’s followers. A
number of their tenets on God are summarized by al-Ash‘ari thus: ‘God is a
body. He has fine flowing hair. In man’s image, unto Him are flesh, blood, hair
and bone. Unto Him are limbs and organs, such as hands, feet, head, eyes. His
is a body that is compact. And despite this, He resembles nothing, nor does
aught resemble Him.” Al-Shahrastani, for his part, shows deference to Muqatil’s
memory, to the extent of ranking him among the ‘Pious Ancients’. However,
he discreetly indicates that Muqatil’s doctrine concerning the ‘form’ of God is
identical to that professed by a certain so-called Shaytan al-Tiq (The Satan of
the Gateway), the sobriquet of one Muhammad b. al-Nu‘man Abu Ja‘far
al-Ahwal, referred to by the Shi‘ites, however, as Mu’min al-Taq (The True
Believer of the Gateway).”®

So far as the world to come is concerned, in Muqatil’s view the joys of
paradise for true believers and the punishments of hell for infidels are to last
for ever. This is quite the opposite of what Jahm b. Safwan had maintained,
probably on account of Jahm’s own ontological system. As Jahm saw it, eternity

57. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG IV, pp. 627-8.
58. Al-Shahrastani, 1986, p. 540 and no. 206.
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meant that nothing could any longer abide besides God.>” One aspect of
Mugqatil’s thought classes him with the Murji’ites, however: in his system, good
works and pious acts are not to be included in what was considered faith.

THE KHARIJITES

The Kharijites may have fuelled an opposition movement which was at once
political and religious, but as J. Wellhausen pointed out a long time ago,®° this
should not obscure the fact that they also made a considerable contribution to
the development of Muslim theology. They forced it to develop both directly
and indirectly by spurring thought on such issues as faith, predestination and
free will. The Kharijite movement in the region spread essentially outside the
main administrative urban centres, in such areas as Sistan and Khurasan; indeed,
many of the leaders who gave their names to various Kharijite sub-groups
stemmed from precisely these districts, or carried out part of their activities
there.

It is not easy precisely to locate and localize these groups, whose follow-
ers tended to be referred to as ‘folk along the borders’ (as’hab al-atraf or
atrafiyya), probably meaning that they dwelt in areas still mainly peopled by
‘infidels’, that is, those not yet converted to Islam. Their numbers and strength
enabled them to hold the “Abbasid government in check during some three
decades around the turn of the eighth and ninth centuries. (For details, see
Volume IV, Part One, Chapter 2, pp. 42—4.)

THE MUSTAZILITES

The first contacts with the Mu‘tazilite movement in some of the areas under
consideration go back to the period of Wasil b. ‘Ata’ (d. 748-9), who dispatched
his missionaries thither. Thus a certain Hafs b. Salim was sent to Khurasan,
where his base of operations became Termez; here he argued with Jahm b.
Safwian.®! Iran proved particularly receptive to the Mu‘tazilite movement, and
it was here, with Yemen, that it survived the longest.5? Geographers and histo-
rians describe at length the Mu‘tazilite communities of Khuzistan, Fars and
Kirman.

The larger part of the Mu‘tazilite writings which have been discovered
over the last few decades, especially in Yemeni collections, go back to the Qadi
°Abd al-Jabbar al-Asadabadi (d. 1025), who served as chief justice in Rayy, and
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his circle of disciples. Some two-thirds of “Abd al-Jabbir’s theological summa,
the Kitab al-Mughni fi abwab al-tawhid wa ’I-‘adl [Book that is Sufficient for
the Tenets Concerning Unity and Justice], have been preserved and published,
while his teachings on kalam are succinctly presented in two other works. A
disciple of “Abd al-Jabbar, one Abt Rashid al-Naysabiiri (d. ¢. 1068), wrote a
presentation of the controversial issues in dispute between the Mu‘tazilites in
Basra and Baghdad, the Kitab al-Masa’il fi ’l-khilaf bayn al-Basriyyin wa
’l-Baghdadiyyin [Book of Issues in Dispute between the Scholars of Basra and
Those of Baghdad].

These works, together with various commentaries on them and on some
works now lost, show the extent of literature on kalam cultivated by the circle
of °Abd al-Jabbir’s disciples, along with the ramifications which linked such
writings to Zaydite thought in the Caspian region of the day; it was these links
that helped these works to survive. When, in the course of the twelfth century,
Zaydite literature from the Caspian area was introduced among the sister com-
munities of Yemen, such Mu‘tazilite writings thereby escaped the decline which
then engulfed Mu‘tazilite and Zaydite thought in the Caspian area.t?

Further writings of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s school might be listed, and still oth-
ers may one day be found and identified. One follower of the school deserves
mention because he was important for transmitting Mu‘tazilite kalam among
the Zaydites: Abu Sa’d al-Bayhagi, also known as al-Hakim al-Jushami®*
(d. 1101), who professed Zaydism towards the end of his life (see on him above,
p. 110).

The works of the Khwarazmian Rukn al-Din Mahmiid al-Malzhimi, also
known simply as Ibn al-Malahimi (d. 1141), allow the reconstruction of part
of the teachings of still another of “Abd al-Jabbar’s disciples, Abu ’-Husayn
al-Basri (d. 1044). A portion has survived of Ibn al-Maldhimi’s very detailed
work, the Kitab al-Mu‘tamad fi usil al-din [Book to be Relied upon Concern-
ing the Principles of Religion], as well a shorter but completely preserved work,
the Kitab al-Fa’iq fi usitl al-din [Outstanding Book Concerning the Principles
of Religion]. Abu ’I-Husayn’s school also found followers among the Zaydites,
and further exerted influence upon the Twelver Shi‘ites. In the writings of Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi, Abu’l-Husayn’s followers are presented as one of the two still
living schools of Mu‘tazilism in al-Razi’s day. By this time, however, the
Mu‘tazilites had already yielded considerable ground to the Sunnis; they lin-
gered on in Khwarazm down to at least the beginning of the fourteenth cen-
tury, but without apparently producing any further significant works on kalam.

Yet in an earlier period there, Mu‘tazilite missions had borne consider-
able fruit under the local ruling dynasty of the Ma’miinids (995-1017). At the

63. Madelung, 1965, pp. 191 et seq.
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request of a high official of the royal court in Gurganj, ‘Abd al-Jabbar wrote
c. 1010 his Kitab Fadl al-i‘tizal [Book on the Excellence of Mu‘tazilism], which
remains to this day the best biographical source we have for the history of this
school. Among other items of information, we are told that Mu‘tazilism was
introduced into Khwarazm and spread there through the philologist, man of
letters and physician AbGi Mudar Mahmid al-Dabbi al-Isfahini (d. 1014 in
Merv), although this information should be treated with caution.

Khurasan was also an important region for Mu‘tazilite thought, notably
in Nishapur. Aba Zufar Muhammad al-Makki (d. ?) may have been the first
Mu‘tazilite scholar to settle in this city.®> The geographer and traveller al-
Magqdisi, who traversed Khurasan and the rest of Iran in 984-5, tells us that
there was still a sizeable Mu‘tazilite minority there.®®

In so far as the spread of Mu‘tazilite thought in Transoxania was con-
cerned, we know of three theologians from this region who moved to Khuzistan
in the closing decades of the ninth century to hear the teachings of Aba “Ali
al-Jubba’i: Abt Sa‘id al-Usrushani (‘the man from Usrushana’, on the middle
Syr Darya), Abu ’I-Fadl al-Khujandi (‘the man from Khujand’, in Ferghana)
and Abu ’l-Fadl al-Kishshi (‘the man from Kish’, to the south of Samarkand).

Hanafite tradition before al-Maturidi

THE BIRTH AND DEVELOPMENT
OF HANAFITE THEOLOGY IN THE EIGHTH
AND EARLY NINTH CENTURIES®/

The Murji’ite school apparently took root swiftly and strongly in eastern
Khurasan, in Juzjan, in Tukharistan, in Balkh, in Samarkand and generally
throughout Transoxania, on account of what seems to have been the rapid
development of Abu Hanifa’s school, to such an extent that scholars in Kufa
~ probably hostile to Ab@ Hanifa — nicknamed the whole town of Balkh
‘Murji’abad’ (Murji’ville).68

A well-known judge in Balkh was AbG Muti® al-Hakam al-Balkhi (d. 814).
From Abii Hanifa, this Abit Muti® transmitted a series of doctrinal pronounce-
ments which were soon grouped together under the title al-Figh al-akbar [The
Greatest Legal System], probably the first text for Murji’ite guidance to circu-
late in Balkh. Over the years, this text was reshaped and enlarged several times
and is now known by the title al-Figh al-absat [The Most Extensive Insight],

65. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 1V, pp. 251-3; Arazi, 1979, pp. 285-6.
66. Bulliet, 1972, pp- 33-8, 252-3.

67. Rudolph, 19974, pp. 25-77.

68. Madelung, 1982, p. 36; 1985.
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as compiled by one Abu ’l-Hasan °Ali al-Farisi (d. 947). It contains the typi-
cally Murji’ite tenet regarding the faith, whereby if a man were to convert to
Islam in an infidel land, and continue there to profess Islam while remaining
without knowledge of either the Qur’an or the required Muslim devotions,
then he should still be considered a believer.6? As it stands now, the text is not
written according to any consistent plan and is filled with interpolations and
repetitions. The single portion certainly due to Abi Hanifa is only to be found
in the beginning, and the various theological tenets borne along within this
body of writing pertain, we may be sure, to polemics in Balkh against the
followers of Jahm and, on occasion, against Muqatil b. Sulaymin himself. The
defining of the human capacity to act (istitaa), as given in this text, seems to
have been at first directed against the Qadarites but then to have been modified
for use against the Mu‘tazilites. On account of these various reshapings, it is
rather difficult now to recover the teachings of Ibn Muti® in their original form.

Abt Hanifa’s teachings then found their way to Samarkand with Abi
Mugqatil al-Samarqandi (d. 823).7° Abt Muqatil himself penned the record of
the conversations he allegedly held with Abt Hanifa on the basic doctrines of
the Murjt’ites in his Kitab al-"Alim wa ’l-muta‘allim [Book of the Learned One
and of Him Who Would Acquire Learning]. Abt Muqatil’s text expresses the
Murji’ite stand on the faith, but also contains traits of ascetic thinking and pro-
vides a more popular-oriented version of Murji’ite teachings. Otherwise,
Samarkand does not seem to have given birth to any further eminent repre-
sentatives of Murji’ite thought; instead, the city looked for guidance along these
lines towards Balkh.”!

Murji’ites were also to be found in Herat, but there were far fewer in
Bukhara, where a strongly entrenched Sunni traditionalism brought its power-
ful influence to bear upon Hanafite tenets. Murji’ite thought was well repre-
sented in Merv, however, where those judges whose names are known to us are
seen to have been Hanafites even well into the twelfth century. Regarding
Nishapur, we know little concerning the dominant religious atmosphere before
the early tenth century — although here, as often elsewhere, we do know that
most of those who followed Murji’ite tenets were also Hanafites. By the early
eleventh century, followers of the Shafi“ite rite only prevailed in Nishapur, and
here it is clear that a ‘Sunni reaction’ had paved the way for them.

69. Wensinck, 1932, p. 103.
70. Van Ess, 1991-7, TG 11, pp. 560-2; Madelung, 1982, pp. 37, 39; Rudolph, 19974, pp. 45-57.
71. Madelung, 1982, p. 39.
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The state of theology in the ninth century

One gains an impression of relative stagnation in eastern Islamic theology in
the course of the ninth century, when the situation in Central Asia is compared
with developments in Iraq after the period of the Mibna (inquisition) there
between 833 and 851. This did not mean that the Hanafites gave way; quite the
contrary, since the most important judicial positions in the Central Asian re-
gion were bestowed upon them. In the eastern lands in general, Hanafite thought
predominated by a wide margin, and its stress lay in concentrating on prob-
lems of law. Even so, the paucity of theological texts from this age should induce
some caution in our search for the reasons underlying such theological stagna-
tion. One name in theology stands out, however, that of Abti Bakr Muhammad
al-Samarqandi (d. 881-2), who wrote a Radd ‘ala ’I-Karramiyya [Refutation of
the Karramites] and delved in dialectical theology, although the only work of
his to have survived is one on issues of law.

THE KARRAMITES AND THE HANAFITE ELEMENTS
IN THEIR THEOLOGY

It might appear surprising that we should deal here with a figure like Ibn Karram,
instead of relegating him to the category of founders of ‘sects’, as did the
heresiographers. Al-Shahrastani, however, classifies him, while not sparing
censure, of course, among those who professed that God had attributes.”?
But there is more to it than this. As U. Rudolph puts it: ‘On many basic posi-
tions, both in law and in theology, [his ideas] were built upon representations
carlier developed by Abi Hanifa and even further pursued by the eastern
Hanafites.” 73

The ascetic Muhammad b. Karram al-Sijistani al-Naysiburi (d. 869)7*
came from Sistan. Those writers on heresy and theology who discuss his teach-
ings mainly level charges against him of anthropomorphism and literalism and
accuse him of having disputed God’s wisdom, of having separated the issue of
one’s adherence from the heart from one’s formal profession of the faith, and
of having forged a large number of hadiths in support of his own tenets. In
fact, Ibn Karram seems to have regarded the Mu‘tazilite view of this world as
‘the best of all possible worlds’ (aslah) as absurd and ‘that it was just as impos-
sible to know the acts of God as it was to know what were His rational laws’.
It follows, then, that while Ibn Karram seems to have belonged to the Hanafite
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school of law, he differed from it on more than one issue. It appears that his
view of the law as something irrational allowed him to carry his thinking one
step farther and so to consider as enjoying relative value only, for example,
those stipulations which enjoined ritual purity.

The ascetic character of this doctrinal group, sometimes considered ‘a
Sunni group holding a central position of defence against the Mu‘tazilites on
the one hand and the ahl al-hadith on the other’,”> along with its missionary
claims, helped it spread in the course of the eleventh century throughout the
central and eastern Islamic world, and make its presence notably felt in Nishapur.
The group’s last stronghold lay in the highlands of Ghur, in central Afghani-
stan. The founders of the various splinter groups into which the Karramite
doctrinal trend finally disintegrated were also the last theologians of this par-
ticular school. Thus Muhammad b. al-Haysam al-Nabi (or al-Niwi, d. 1019 in
Nishapur), who originally came from the Hari Rud valley, tried to reform the
older doctrines of the school on so many important points that some observers
wanted to clear him of any suspicion of ever having been a Karramite.

Theology in the age of al-Maturidi

At about the time that al-Ash®ari (d. 935) was writing his Magalat al-Islamiyyin
[Discourses of the Muslims], the Hanafite jurist Abt Muti® Mak’htl al-Nasafi
(d. 930) was composing his own al-Radd ‘ala ’I-bid‘a [Refutation of (Blame-
worthy) Innovation]; he was ancestor in turn to a line of scholars which finally
produced the notable Maturidite theologian Abu ’I-Mu‘in Maymiin al-Nasafi
al-Mak’hili (d. 1104). Mak’hal’s work offers a valuable source of information
for the author’s own region, especially as, unlike al-Ash‘ari, Mak’hal gives vent
to his own opinions regarding the various ‘heretical’ views he sets forth. Even
so, modern scholars have had some difficulty in characterizing Mak’hal’s own
theological scale of values. At one stage, his writings were regarded as an ex-
pression of classical Hanafite doctrine, but recently he has been perceived as
bestowing on his figh a very distinct Karramite slant.”6 As with the Karramites,
Mak’hal spurns this world and all material possessions, but does not, however,
display his Karramite commitments and, indeed, may be at times taking some
pains to hide them.

Such caution and restraint as observed in some Karramite circles finally
vanish, however, in the Kitab al-Sawad al-a‘zam [Book of the Vast Majority
(of People)], where the theological tenets of the Hanafites in Transoxania in
this period are clearly set out. The Samanid ruler Isma‘il b. Ahmad (892-907)

75. EI%, “Karraimiyya’ (C. E. Bosworth).
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ordered a group of scholars versed in Hanafite religious learning to compose
this handbook, in the hope of stemming the tide of heresies threatening
Transoxania and especially Samarkand. The scholars’ choice fell on one Abu
’I-Qasim Is’hiq al-Samarqandi (d. 953), also called al-Hakim (The Wise One)
because he was a Sufi. The Kitab al-Sawad al-a‘zam is of tremendous impor-
tance for our knowledge of theological trends in the Transoxania of this age,
for it even helps us to assess developments concerning the author’s immediate
contemporary, al-Maturidi, although it is not yet clear whether al-Hakim was
a disciple of al-Maituridi, the first ‘Maturidite’ as it were, or whether his hand-
book was a mere traditional document on Hanafite doctrine.”

Al-Maturidi’s teachings in themselves did not represent an absolute break
with previous theological trends in Samarkand in particular, or in Transoxania
in general, even if he introduced some changes. But the development of his
theology went through several stages, in which one should distinguish three
categories of representations. In the first category, there are those articles of
faith where al-Maturidi, and the author of the handbook, are in agreement with
such eastern Hanafites as Abu ’1-Muqatil al-Samarqandi and Abi Muti®
al-Balkhi. In the second category, there appear doctrinal elements concerning
articles of faith which are common both to al-Maturidi and to the author of the
handbook, but which are not to be found in the writings of earlier Hanafites;
how such a development occurred we do not know. At best, we might suppose
that discussions held by these two men with the Karramites, notably on
anthropomorphic conceptions of God, spurred the development of al-Maturidi’s
and al-Hakim’s own theological ideas. In the third category, finally, we have
those theological tenets wherein al-Mituridi and al-Hakim diverge. Such
divergence, then, shows that these two scholars were not linked in a relation-
ship of master to disciple. In this regard, it is al-Hakim who stands for tradi-
tional Hanafite thought while al-Maturidi blazes new trails, seeking further to
refine a doctrine.

Al-Maituridi and Maturidism

AL-MATURIDI AND HIS THEOLOGY

We have few biographical data for Samarkand’s major theologian, al-Maturidi
(d. 944), and from his own hand we possess only two works: his commentary
on the Qur’an (see p. 112 above) and his Kitab al-Tawhid [Book on Unity].
The purpose of this last was to present Islamic theology as an all-embracing
construction, one based upon unassailable argumentation. The book is divided

77. Madelung, 1985, p. 30; Rudolph, 19974, pp. 111-12.
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into two parts. The first part, after the author has discussed his own theory of
knowledge, deals with God: the Creation, God’s Being, Revelation and the
Divine Act. The second part deals with man and his acts: human action, sin and
faith.

At the outset, it may be noted that al-Maturidi does not develop a sys-
tematic conception of being and seems even somewhat uninterested in the finer
shades of this particular discipline of thought. Instead, his insistence on the
fact that all that exists consists of ‘accidents’ may well be a reaction against
dualist thinkers (notably the Manichaeans), a number of whom were still to be
found in Samarkand and who held that the world s constituted of ‘bodies’. In
contrast to thinkers of other Sunni trends, notably the Asharites, al-Maturidi
professes the possibility of a rational knowledge of God, and in this regard
stands close to the Mu‘tazilites. But he argues at all costs against deducing
therefrom any analogy of the form of Being whatsoever between the Creator
and the Created.

Concerning God’s unity, one might say that al-Marturidi, more than other
theologians, emphasizes God’s name as the One, specifically insisting that God’s
unity cannot be confused with the numeral one of arithmetic; such representa-
tions of transcendence, of the incomparable character of the supreme princi-
ple, are already to be found in the Neoplatonists. Concerning the doctrine of
the divine attributes, Transoxanian Hanafite theologians had argued that God
did have attributes, such as His knowledge and His might, but that these were
independent entities, not identical with God’s existence. These attributes dif-
fered from those which went by the same name among human beings but could
not be stripped of their meaning through allegorical interpretation; and regard-
less of whether these attributes pertained to God’s entity or to God’s acts, they
were eternal. Al-Maturidi not only agrees with these three fundamental tenets
— which contrast with the tenets defended by Mu‘tazilite theology — but also
provides bases for them through argument.

While al-Maturidi professes belief in the doctrine of the Beatific Vision
(r#’ya) of God in the afterlife, he does not consider this identical to a percep-
tive idrak (‘apprehension’ or ‘grasp’) by eyesight, for eyesight consists in
‘apprehending the limits of a thing’, and this is excluded for God.

A fundamental concept completes al-Maturidi’s discourse on theodicy,
or the issue of God’s justice: it concerns the issue of God’s wisdom. For the
Mu‘tazilites, the justice and wisdom of God constituted norms which might be
apprehended through reason. In the Ash‘arite view, by contrast, God alone
determined what justice and wisdom might be, and such concepts were not at
all to be regarded as objective norms, nor indeed might they be apprehended
through reason; al-Maituridi agrees here with al-Ash‘ari that God acts freely
and does so in a supreme measure.

So far as human actions are concerned, or regarding the issue of predes-
tination or free will, the Hanafites had defended the notion that man, when he
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acts, at all times enjoys the capacity of acting in one of two opposing direc-
tions. Al-Maturidi takes this argument further, by developing the idea of man’s
ikhtiyar (free choice). Al-Maturidi distinguishes two capacities for action in
man. The first of these capacities is enjoyed by man as something innate; the
second, however, man only secures by means of the act itself, and therein lies
his possibility of choice. But thereby, too, man remains dependent upon his
Creator.

Regarding faith and sin, al-Maturidi, here again, observes older Hanafite
tradition, but bases it upon solid argument. Moreover, he rejects the traditional
doctrine upheld by al-Ash‘ari according to which faith is uncreated. In
al-Mituridi’s view, faith in its substance may neither wax nor wane, but con-
sists essentially in the adherence of the heart, as expressed through the verbal
profession of the creed. As al-Maturidi further sees it, a believer, even one who
has committed a serious sin, remains a believer; he may be punished by God in
hell but not eternally, and the Prophet may intercede favourably on his behalf.

Al-Maturidi’s thought involves a speculative theology, one allowing us
to say that with him, indeed, dialectical theology made its true start in
Transoxania.

THE FORMATION OF MATURIDITE THEOLOGY

This was the fruit of a long process, which can be summarized in three stages.
In the course of the first one, lasting up to the end of the tenth century, nothing
of importance occurred. Most of the Hanafites in Transoxania in this period
clung to their old-fashioned Hanafite doctrines and paid no attention to what
al-Mituridi wrote; this emerges from the fact that one of the dominant figures
in the generation which followed al-Maturidi, Abu ’l-Layth al-Samarqandi
(d. 983), fails to mention the master once in any of his works.

The second stage begins c. 1000. North-eastern Persia now became aware
of the existence of Ash‘arism, in so far as Nishapur had become one of the
main centres for Asharite thought by the end of the tenth century, with such
illustrious Shafi‘ite intellectuals to be found there as Abia Muhammad Ibn Firak
(d. 1015)’8 and Abt Is’haq Ibrahim al-Isfarayini (d. 1027).”° Towards the mid-
dle of the eleventh century, Aba Bakr Ahmad b. Muhammad Ibn Farak (or
al-Fiiraki, d. 1085) became the first Ash‘arite author to mention Transoxanians,
at about the same time that the Transoxanian divine, AbG Shakir al-Szlimi,
mentioned the Ash‘arites. The main issues at stake now revolved around the
eternity, or temporal nature, of the divine attributes of God’s act, and also and
especially on the need to determine whether or not God was creator as of all
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eternity — a tenet to which the Transoxanians subscribed. None of the disput-
ing parties, however, as yet so much as mentioned al-Maturidi.

Mention of al-Maturidi finally occurs with the third stage, towards the
close of the eleventh century, as we learn from the writings of two Hanafite
authors of this period, the judge of Samarkand Abu ’l-Yusr al-Bazdawi (d. 1099)
and Abu’l-Mu‘in al-Nasafi (d. 1104). According to the first of these two writers,
al-Maturidi had argued against the Mu‘tazilites in favour of the eternity of God’s
attribute of creation, even before al-Ash‘ari had taken up the intellectual struggle
against them. The second writer has three Ash‘arite theologians level attacks
against the Transoxanian Hanafites, with one of these divines going so far as to
brand what the Transoxanians were saying about the attribute of creation as a
heresy which appeared in Transoxania after the Islamic year 400 (a.D. 1009-10).8

MOVING TOWARDS A MATURIDITE SCHOLASTICISM

As we have seen, detailed presentations of kalam only appear in Transoxania
after the mid-ninth century. This was when Abt Shakur al-Salimi (active in the
second half of the ninth century) wrote his detailed account of dogma, the Kitab
al-Tambid fi bayan al-usil [Book of Introduction to the Elucidation of the
Principles (of Religion)]. For his part, al-Bazdawi composed a treatise on dogma
in 96 questions, the Kitab Usil al-din [Book of the Principles of Religion]. In
general, however, the gadi (judge) more closely adhered to the tenets of the
Bukharan divines, who on various points showed differences with al-Maturidi’s
positions. Abu ’l-Yusr’s more famous brother, Abu ’l-Hasan °Ali al-Bazdawi
(d. 1089), was the author of a Kitab al-Muyassar fi ’I-kalam [Elementary Hand-
book for Dialectical Theology], a manuscript of which still survives.

The true renovator of the Samarkand school, however, was al-Nasafi. In
his Kitab Tabsirat al-adilla [Book of Instruction on Cogent Proofs], he deals,
precisely, with cogent proofs in connection with kalam theology. His Kitab
al-Tambid li-qawa’id al-tawhid [Introductory Work for the Rules Concern-
ing Unity]3! found its commentator, a Hanafite thinker from Turkistan who
studied in Bukhara and later taught in Baghdad, Damascus and Aleppo, Husim
al-Din al-Sighnaqi (d. 1311).

An important role in spreading al-Maturidi’s dogmas was played by yet
another al-Nasafi, Abii Hafs ‘Umar (d. 1142), who stated his beliefs in his
‘Aqa’id [Articles of Belief]. These “Aga’id came to serve as an annotated text-
book for scholastic studies and were several times even turned into verse. The
best known of their several commentaries is that by Sa‘d al-Din Mas‘ad
al-Taftazini (i.e. from Taftazan near Nasa in Khurasan, d. 1390), a disciple of
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the Ash‘arite teacher “Adud al-Din al-Iji (see below, p. 131) and his commen-
tary in turn was covered with glosses and still more glosses; it remains in use to
this day as a handbook for Maturidite theology.

The philosophical orientation chosen by the ‘modern’ practitioners of
kalam, as this came to prevail in Asharite theology by the beginning of the
twelfth century, had at first no effect on the Maturidite school. It took
al-Taftazani to forge ties between Maturidite theology and philosophy. His
familiarity with the doctrines of the philosophers often shows in his commen-
tary on Abt Hafs al-Nasafi’s “Aga’id, and another of his works, the Kitab
al-Magqasid [Book of Aims], is entirely concerned with philosophical kalam.

Somewhat earlier, “Ali b. ‘Uthman al-Ushi, writing c. 1173, had set an
account of dogma to verse, al-Lamiyya fi ’l-tawhid [Poem Rhyming in the
Letter Lam Concerning Unity], which again attracted its share of commentar-
ies, including several notably in Persian and Turkish. In the same period, one
Nir al-Din Ahmad al-Sabtini al-Bukhari (d. 1184) wrote a treatise on kalam,
while a certain Jalal al-Din “Umar al-Hanafi, probably to be identified with the
Bukharan judge and traditionist “‘Umar b. Muhammad al-Ansiri al-*Aqili
(d. 1200), wrote a Kitab al-Hadi fi ilm al-kalam [Guidebook for the Science
of Dialectical Theology].

Ash‘arite theology

Given the predominance of Hanafite, and Maturidite-Hanifite, theology in the
areas of concern to us here, it will be readily understood why Ash¢arite theol-
ogy should be discussed only afterwards. Moreover, as elsewhere in this sec-
tion, we will have to probe beyond the [imits of Central Asia and touch on
Persia generally, and especially on Tabaristan and Khurasan. For in Persia, ‘the
Ash‘arite school moved even farther away from its traditionalist Hanbalite
model, to serve the purposes of a theology of mediation’.82 This is obvious in
such a work as the Kitab Mushkil al-hadith wa-bayanihi [Book on Difficult
Points in Hadith and their Elucidation] by Ibn Fiirak in which he tries to miti-
gate through interpretation the starker anthropomorphic aspects of hadith,
although not going so far in this as the Mu‘tazilites had done. Several of his
other theological writings have been preserved, but others are lost, including a
Kitab Ikhtilaf al- Ash‘ariwa I-Qalanisi [Book of the Dispute between al-Ash‘ari
and al-Qalanisi], the latter being a little-known theologian of the school of Ibn
Kullab (d. 854), who lived at least a generation before al-Ashari.
Mu‘tazilite notions left an even stronger stamp on the thought of the
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Khurasanian al-Isfarayini. He was one of three contemporary masters of
Ash‘arite thought, along with al-Bagillani (d. 1013) and Ibn Firak. Al-Isfarayini
also taught in Nishapur, but only one or two of his works are extant.34

Far more important in the traditions of the Ash‘arite school, however,
was al-Isfarayini’s contemporary, the Imam al-Haramayn (Religious Leader of
the Two Holy Places), Abu ’I-Ma“ali al-Juwayni (d. 1085),85 who was also
favoured by the Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk. Al-Juwayni’s bent was mostly
conservative, with a proclaimed reliance on al-Baqillani. Unfortunately, we have
only part of the text of his detailed account of kalam, the Kitab al-Shamil [Book
of the All-Encompassing], but several other extant works of his are complete,
including the Kitab al-Irshad ila qawati al-adilla fi usil al-i'tigad [Book of
Guidance to the Incisive Proofs Concerning the Principles of Belief]; an ‘Agida
Nizamiyya [Profession of Faith (dedicated to the vizier) Nizam al-Mulk], mainly
a statement of belief; a Kitab Luma‘ al-adilla fi qawa’id ‘aqa’id ahl al-sunna
[Book of the Flashes of Proof Concerning the Principles of the Doctrines of
the People of the Sunna), setting forth his theological system (commentaries
on it are extant); a Kitab Ghiyath al-umam fi iltiyath al-zulam [Book of Help-
ful Rain for the Nations in the Confusion of their Darkness], again dedicated
to the vizier Nizam al-Mulk,%¢ especially concerned with the imamate; and
finally, several further short treatises on kalam.

Al-Juwayni’s theology both summarizes and surpasses the ‘method of
the elders’ so far as theologians of kalam were concerned. The ‘method of the
moderns’ was brought in by al-Juwayni’s still more celebrated disciple, Abu
Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, the Algazel of medieval Western scholars (1058
1111), born in Tus, and who taught both in Baghdad and in Nishapur. Follow-
ers of the ‘method of the moderns’ sought a new relationship with philosophy,
especially with the kind of Islamized Aristotelianism elaborated by Ibn Sina
(Avicenna, c. 980-1037) and his school. The exponents of the older type of kalam
had not shirked debate and confrontation concerning the theological options
upheld by the philosophers. But the refutations offered by the scholars of old-
fashioned kalam had been rather summary, betraying a poor familiarity with
the underlying, basic concepts on which the philosophers built. Al-Ghazali,
however, studied Ibn Sina’s philosophy in depth and undertook to refute its
heretical tenets on its own ground, in other words from the viewpoint of Islamic
orthodoxy. But his own direct contribution to the production of kalam, whose
value he sometimes assesses very negatively, is only represented by a rather
insignificant and dogmatically conservative theological compendium, the Kitab
al-Iqtisad fi 'l-i'tigad [Measured Book Concerning Belief]; nevertheless, given
its systematic resort to syllogism, the work well reflected the new ‘method of
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the moderns’. Its importance lies in al-Ghazali’s recommendation to his disci-
ples that they apply themselves to mastering Aristotelian logic.”

As time passed, it quickly became obvious that interest thus aroused in
philosophy among students of kalam could not stay restricted to logic alone,
and other philosophical disciplines increasingly influenced dialectical theol-
ogy. Soon it became impossible to deal seriously with kalam without a thor-
ough grasp of Ibn Sina’s philosophy. In fact, quite a few later theologians of
kalam, in the wake and in the manner of al-Ghazali, would in addition to their
theological writings compose works pertaining to the field of philosophy alone.
Nor was it unheard of for such theologians to reject, when writing theology,
tenets which they themselves upheld when writing philosophy.

The link between kalam and philosophy is found again in another pres-
entation of Ash‘arite theology, the Kitab Nihayat al-aqdam fi ilm al-kalam
[Book of the Utmost Steps Concerning the Science of Dialectical Theology]
by al-Shahrastani, in whose Qur’anic commentary, as we have seen (see above,
p. 114), there lurked Isma‘ili ideas.

The theology of Fakhr al-Din al-Rizi (see above, p. 112-13) was even
turther steeped in the legacy of philosophy. Without any doubt, al-Razi’s works
exerted the greatest influence on all later Asharite kalam. His main writings
here are his Kitab al-Arba‘in fi usul al-din [Book of the Forty Tenets Concern-
ing the Principles of the Faith], a general presentation of dogma; and his
Mubassal afkar al-mutaqaddimin wa ’l-muta’akbkbirin min al-‘ulama’ wa
I-hukama’ wa ’l-mutakallimin [Gist of the Thoughts of the Ancients and Those
of the Latter Day from amongst the Scholars, the Wise Ones and the Dogmatic
Theologians], where he sets forth the teachings both of the theologians of kalam
and of the philosophers.® The Shi‘ite philosopher Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 1274)
in turn critically glossed this second work of al-Razi in his own Talkhis
al-mubassal [Epitome of the Gist].

In the Ash‘arite school, didactic handbooks were composed for the use
of students of divinity, and then further completed with various commentaries
and glosses. This type of writing is exemplified by the Tawali® al-anwar min
matali® al-anzar [Rising Lights on the Horizon of Speculation] by al-Baydiwi,
whom we have already encountered as a Qur’anic commentator (see above,
p- 115). Another handbook which enjoyed even more widespread success was
the Kitab al-Mawaqif fi ilm al-kalam [Book of Standpoints Concerning Dia-
lectical Theology] by ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji (d. 1355), used to this day as a manual
of Ash‘arite kalam by advanced divinity students, along with comments by
al-Sharif al-Jurjani and further glosses by the Indian Muslim scholar ‘Abd
al-Hakim al-Siyalkati (d. 1657) and the Ottoman one, Hasan Chelebi al-Fanari
(d. 1481).
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