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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    

The purpose of this study is to sample a number of disparate texts from the early 
Islamic cultural field to explore the shared grounds or themes that bind them 
together.  The focus of the sampled texts and their analysis is the different relations 
between God and the real things of this world.  

The method that is applied in the selection of the texts of this research relies on 
Pierre Bourdieu’s approach to the study of cultural production. It assumes a 
relational and dynamic intellectual field which creates interlinked differences and 
similarities. This is the reason for sampling texts which are assumed to be 
reasonably marginal to the main cultural establishment.  

The kalām of the early stage, exemplified by the texts of the Zaydī al-Qāsim al-Rassī 
and the eastern Ibādīs, is found to emphasise the radical separation between the 
creator and the created. The development of this relation, which is explored 
through an intertextual reading of Qurʾānic exegesis, bridges the fissure, between 
creator and created, through the process of re-interpreting the terms of creation. 
The act of creation itself becomes an act of transformation, and the objects of 
creation become eternal ‘non-existent things’ that acquire the quality of existence. 
In the philosophical works of Jābir Ibn Ḥayyān, the things of this world are also 
reduced to transformations within the one substance that encompasses the 
intelligible and the material world.    

The results of this research show that there is a great degree of diffusion of ideas in 
this early stage of Islamic culture, from an assumed centre to the margins, and vice 
versa. The general tendencies in the texts considered reflect, on the one hand, a 
critique of multiplicity of principles, particularly dualism, and an emphasis on God’s 
unity, through different interpretations of tawḥīd. On the other hand, the sought 
unity itself established God’s radical transcendence from the real world, thus 
leading to another form of dualism dividing the world and the absolute other. The 
process of opposition to dualism seems to have eventually produced two forms of 
affirming and defining unity. Both forms define the existent things in terms of 
substance (jawhar), however, the kalām model expresses it in atomistic terms whilst 
the alchemical model of Jābir expresses it in terms of a hylomorphic model. One of 
these redefines the meanings of the existent and the non-existent things in term of 
subsistence, and the other, develops the idea of a single substance with different 
gradation in being.  
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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    
 

Before approaching the specific question of this research, we were interested in the 

question of whether or not the notion of a culture ought to change the way we read 

and interpret texts produced within a specific field of cultural production. This 

interest was triggered by Gutas’ work on Islamic culture, which clearly shows a 

strong relation between the intellectual production and the context of this 

production.1 It demonstrates the presence of a strong tie between an emerging 

community’s practical needs and its cultural production in the various intellectual 

fields. Also, the notion of culture, in Gutas’ work, forces a new way of looking at the 

question of translation prior to its organisation into a specific movement, and it 

challenges the nature of the development of the early Islamic intellectual field.2 This 

strongly influenced our idea that a text produced within a particular field of 

cultural production ought to be read differently from a text assumed to be outside 

such a field. 

The search for how to approach a text produced within a particular field led us to 

the works of Fritz Ringer and Pierre Bourdieu. According to their approach, the idea 

of cultural production and the way to study it, necessitate going beyond the 

category of an individual author and the particular idea, to what we may call a field 

of relations. This means that individual works may be better understood, or 

differently understood, through other works that form part of the field of cultural 

production. Due to the importance of the question of how to approach a text, we 

decided to include in the appendix a presentation of Bourdieu’s approach, along 

with a critique of some of the major alternatives in the study of the history of ideas.    

                                                        
1 Gutas (1998).  
2 Gutas (1998) & Saliba (2007). 
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The actual subject matter of this research emerged from an interest in the question 

of being and the nature of the existent as it is constructed in the Islamic cultural 

field. One of the earliest concepts that influenced the progression of this research 

was that of ‘thingness’, which we had come across in Wisnovsky’s article on the 

subject.3 The interest was primarily due to the fact that it was a term that linked, in 

some schools, between two ways of being, being in the mind of the creator and 

being in the concrete reality.  

The question of ‘substance and things’ is the question of the nature of what exists in 

the real world. This is not simply an interest in the physics of the natural world, 

since the focus in this research is primarily on the origin of the existing things. In 

most cases, this appears as an investigation of the states of being that precede the 

things’ becoming existent and subject to generation and corruption. All of the texts 

used here assume that the transitions between the different states of being are due 

to the acts of an agent, or more specifically, God. However, in the last section of our 

work, nature and humans are also considered active players in changing these 

states despite acknowledging God as the ultimate principle. 

Finally, the ideas of unity and dualism, which appear in the title of this research, are 

in many ways the outcome of the process of combining a method of sampling texts 

from the different parts of the cultural field and the investigation of the question of 

the nature of substance and things. Unity of the principle, or tawḥīd, underlies all 

the texts that we have sampled. They all show and reflect a creative process that 

attempts to confirm this unity and to find different meanings of this unity through 
                                                        
3 Wisnovsky (2000). 
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a process of reinterpretation. What complements the process of defining unity is 

the parallel process of denying multiplicity of principles. This is most evident 

through the polemics against dualism that are clearly discussed in the first and the 

last chapters. However, the process of defining tawḥīd and the anti-dualist polemics 

show that it is difficult to sustain the belief in the unity of the principle. The reason 

for the difficulty in maintaining and defending this idea seems to be caused by the 

creation of a new dualism that separates a world of pure light from a world of 

mixture. We believe that the arguments that were used against the dualists became 

the ground of the challenge to the new dualism caused by the principle of tanzīh, or 

God’s absolute transcendence from the rest of the world. One may suggest that it is 

the struggle with the other that forced the continuous processes of introducing, 

defining and redefining the concepts of: things, substance and unity.  

IIII.... Theoretical and methodological groundsTheoretical and methodological groundsTheoretical and methodological groundsTheoretical and methodological grounds    

One of the other reasons for pursuing a comparative study of different schools of 

thought in early Islamic history sprang from a challenging idea proposed by Katz. In 

his work on mysticism, Katz emphasised the importance of context in the study of 

any mystical experience, and the denial of a universal singular experience that is 

shared by different religious communities.4 This clearly disputes the perspective on 

the mystical experience of the divine but does not necessarily challenge the 

experience itself. The importance of Katz’s view is that any experience, no matter 

how similar it is to others, even when classified under a particular unifying concept, 

                                                        
4 For Katz’s constructivism, see Katz (1978), pp. 22-74. For some of the critiques see Smith (1987), and 
King, S. (1988). For their discussion, see Katz, Smith & King (1988).  
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cannot be understood but in the context in which it occurred.5 Whilst not totally 

convinced of the complete separation of these human experiences, we began to pay 

closer attention to the discourse of influences in the studies of Islamic mysticism as 

well as the other intellectual fields.  

It is possible that the discourse of influence can be taken to reflect some kind of 

grounding to Islamic thought in the pre-existing cultures of the regions that were 

taken over by the Islamic empire or were in close contact with it. However, the 

discourse of influence as well as the emphasis on the dichotomous relation between 

Sufism and the rational mode of thinking, which was also highlighted by the 

different schools of the time, may emphasise the old notion of  Islamic culture as 

merely the preserver of old ideas. The diverse schools become in this case mere 

isolated pockets or reservoirs of knowledge whose role is that of collecting and 

reproducing ancient wisdoms, be it Greek, Christian, Zoroastrian, Hindu, or any 

other.  

What is emphasised in this study is the relational nature that exists between the 

established schools, whether it is viewed from the point of similarities in modes of 

thinking or simply from the perspective of common ideas between coexisting 

schools. This by no means excludes the influences of other traditions, ancient or 

contemporaneous, what it does do however is to treat them as other members of 

this relational coexistence. A methodological approach such as this will, we hope, 

emphasise the notion of culture in its relational and dialectical processes between 

the similar and the different.  

                                                        
5 The context of the Sufi experience becomes apparent in our chapter on the Qurʾānic commentaries. 
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In order to deal with the theoretical basis for the Islamic relational cultural field, we 

explore in the appendix section of this thesis some of the main theoretical 

approaches to the history of ideas that are critiqued by Pierre Bourdieu through his 

notions of ‘field’ and ‘habitus’. This will help us understand the reasons for 

assuming a relational approach in our study of the Islamic cultural production. 

Since a critical examination of the development and the content of Bourdieu’s 

approach is not directly relevant to the analysis of the individual sections of this 

research, we briefly explore in the next section the directly relevant idea of 

‘sampling texts’ proposed by the historian Fritz Ringer who relies on Bourdieu’s 

work for the extraction of this methodology. 

I.1 Ringer and sampling 

The purpose of this research is not to find a preconscious element that created and 

shaped the intellectual field in the Islamic world, between the third and fifth 

century (A.H.). Rather, the exposition made in the appendix, particularly in 

Foucault’s and Bourdieu’s approach, emphasises the relational basis of intellectual 

works. Texts from this period will not be read as closed texts internally self-

sufficient and products of a unique subject, nor will they be read as mere 

accumulative reproductions of past texts. Historical texts, which belonged to the 

Greeks, Zoroastrians or Hindus are assumed, in this research, to be part of the 

potentialities specific to each of the positions occupied by the intellectuals of this 

period.  
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If a relational ground is assumed to be the generative mechanism that leads 

intellectuals to produce their works, then it is possible -and that is before one 

arrives to the common, theoretically constructed and projected laws that regulated 

a particular intellectual field- to discern this ground in any network of texts from 

this period. Thus, it is necessary, as Fritz Ringer suggests and recommends, to 

“sample” texts belonging to a particular community of intellectuals in order to 

understand the relational nature of these works as well as the works themselves. To 

reconstruct this relational nature of cultural production, Ringer writes:  

[W]e must learn to understand a cluster of texts as a whole or as a set 
of relationships, rather than as a sum of individual statements. One 
way to do this is to “sample” the literature produced in a certain 
environment over a specific period of time.6  

He also recommends taking the ‘outstanding’ intellectual figures of the period 

under consideration to be “guides” to their times since they were more attuned to 

their environment than other participants in the field of cultural production, and 

because “they make explicit what in most of their contemporaries remains implicit.”7 

There is, however, another view regarding the nature of intellectuals chosen for a 

particular period of study. Lovejoy proposes, in his methodological introduction, to 

choose the ‘minor’ writers or intellectuals of a particular era as they are more 

attuned to the more general and prevalent background specific to an age. The more 

‘outstanding’ intellectuals are seen to be, on the one hand, representatives of lasting 

                                                        
6 Ringer (1990), p. 275. 
7 Ibid., p. 278. Martin Jay follows this line with “They help, in other words, to form the prejudices of 
our own habitus.” Jay (1990), p. 316. 
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past ideas, and on the other, creators of ideas that are more lasting in time, or we 

may say more reflective of the human condition.8  

As it would be practically impossible to survey all fields of knowledge with the 

various specialisations and the different areas of concerns, Ringer suggests that 

“almost any considered tactic of selection is better than no tactic at all.”9 Therefore, we 

propose to concentrate on a specific concept or idea that had been of great concern 

to the different schools of thought during the selected period, or in Bourdieu’s and 

Ringer’s terminologies this would be “sampling” from the different “positions” of 

the intellectual field of that period. The idea, which is to be the focus of this 

research and which has to be excavated by assuming a relational intellectual field in 

the background, is God’s act of creation and the nature of the created.  Texts dealing 

with the subject of creation and existence are to be sampled from different schools 

of thought, particularly those that appeared to have strenuous relations during this 

period, by this we mean the philosophers, the theologians and the Sufis.    

Before proceeding with the sampling work, one should not expect to find a shared 

and common view amongst those who are taken under consideration since, as is 

shown in the appendix, an intellectual field is a field unifying different forces 

struggling to maintain and transform different power capitals. It must be 

remembered that the habitus and the field,10 through their dialectical relation, 

order and regulate the different struggles and create a “consensus in the dissensus.”11 

                                                        
8 Lovejoy (2001), pp. 20-21. 
9 Ringer (1990), p. 276. 
10 See the appendix for the meaning of these terms. 
11 Vandenberghe (1999), p. 52. 
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We may also keep in mind Jay’s remark that the complexity of a text may not always 

be resolved into the relation of field and habitus, he writes:  

[P]recisely because texts can be seen as the site of contesting impulses, 
they may well be understood as emerging out of several competing or 
overlapping fields rather than merely instantiating one unified 
habitus.12  

We ought to be careful not to force the diverse contexts, which coexist within the 

same space and time, into a unity. In some cases, it would be more appropriate to 

attribute this unity to the contextualising agent, the researcher, than to the real 

object of study who is in a state of flux.       

IIIIIIII.... Research organisation and structureResearch organisation and structureResearch organisation and structureResearch organisation and structure    

As the theoretical ground of our research allows for the possibility of sampling texts 

from different parts of a cultural field, we had to decide on the intellectual fields we 

ought to sample from. The intention was to sample from as many fields as possible, 

and as distant from each other as possible. The practicality of this method, however, 

proved to be the primary restrictive element in the selection. The initial aim was to 

search in the philosophical field, the theological, the scientific, the literary and the 

linguistic, the Qurʾānic commentaries, the field of magic and astrology, and finally 

of the field of mysticism. Not only is the above list suggestive of a difficult task but 

also, the realisation that each one of these fields encompasses numerous competing 

divisions -which exist with varied and changing intensities within the different 

communities- renders the task impossible.  

                                                        
12 Jay (1990) p. 316. 
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Before narrowing our options, we decided to include in this research schools or 

figures that are neither completely ignored in the field of Islamic studies nor central 

to it. Thus with regard to the theological choices we decided to focus on the Zaydī 

and the Ibāḍī schools, whilst naturally keeping the Muʿtazilī and Ashʿarī schools in 

the background of our analysis. Within each of these ‘secondary’ fields, we chose 

some prominent figures to be, as Ringer describes them: ‘our guides to the period’. 

With al-Rassī, whom we chose for his early contribution to the theological field, we 

find arguments against naturalism, dualism and Christianity. These are arguments 

for the existence of an agent and the singular nature associated with him. The 

arguments focus on the idea of the oneness of God and His absolute difference from 

his created things, tanzīh (de-anthropomorphism). This chapter also reflects the 

general intellectual background against which the main Islamic theological 

concerns had emerged. 

In the chapter on Ibāḍī theology, we encounter some of the same basic grounds of 

arguments but we expand to the other concerns of the theological schools that are 

related to our topic. In this case, we study a previously ignored source for the study 

of atoms (al-jawhar al-fard) in kalām. In this chapter we study the fundamental 

nature of the existent things, but we also introduce the question of the nature of the 

non-existent (is it a thing or not a thing?). The second important discussion in this 

chapter is regarding the names and attributes associated with God and the question 

of His unity. Again, this chapter is related to the idea of the oneness of the agent 

but, this time, we find beginnings of a diminution in the gap between Him and the 

world.  
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We also decided to study the field of Qurʾānic commentary for two reasons; 

primarily the centrality of the book within the community under consideration, for 

no system of belief was accepted as Islamic if it contradicted the core and binding 

text of the community. This, we believe, necessitated the development of the 

hermeneutic field and the commentaries from which we have sampled our texts. 

Second to this important reason, is the fact that under this unifying text we find in 

its understanding, by the community, the different shades of the different branches 

of knowledge, and for that matter, of the different sub-communities. Under this 

rubric, we find the general scholar commentator, the Sufi, the theologian and the 

historian. This particular field is the ideal field where all other fields must meet, and 

therefore, must interact and struggle with each other. In some sense, it is the battle 

field which must be crossed, which unifies and differentiates the moment one steps 

into its grounds.  

In the chapter on Qurʾānic commentary we explore different texts related to the 

fundamental questions encountered in the other two just mentioned. The emphasis 

in this part is, however, on the idea of the pre-existent things. How they appear in 

the understanding of the community, and how they are transformed in the 

language of the Sufis. Our inclusion of the Sufi texts in this section is to attempt to 

locate some of the key Sufi experiential states of being within the field of Qurʾānic 

commentaries and the questions of this research.  We also develop in this chapter a 

key idea that emerges in the first two chapters, this is the concept of subsistence 

(thubūt) which, expands the notion of being to include the existent as well as the 
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non-existent. In this section, we also encounter the themes of multiplicity, division 

and finitude, which define the subsistent things.  

Our last choice was the Jābirian corpus which has ignited a number of studies that 

are primarily concerned with its authorship. Two things about this corpus are of 

great interest to us. Firstly, the absence of the unifying author, as it is not known 

whether there are one or many authors. The second thing of importance is the fact 

that this corpus contains the scientific element, the philosophical and the mystical 

(as well as elements of magic and astrology, which shall not be considered in this 

research). 

In this last chapter, the largest section of this research, we explore the different 

manifestations of the term and the idea of substance (jawhar), as it appears in the 

works of Jabir Ibn Ḥayyān. The clear struggle to identify the meaning and the 

nature of substance reveals in this section the struggling nature of a mind (or 

minds) to relate the One of the earlier chapters with the multiplicity of existent 

things. 

Within each chapter, we attempt to uncover a particular idea as it develops within 

the bounds of an author and a text, and only when these restrictions are exhausted 

do we move to another text or author. In the chapter on Zaydī theology, we remain 

with one author (al-Qāsim al-Rassī) and explore different texts separately, as each 

one deals with our area of concern from a different perspective. In the chapter on 

Ibāḍī theology, we start with a particular author who presents us with different 

ideas that seek to be elaborated and explored with complementary ideas. In this 
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case, we expand to other authors and texts within the same community. In the 

chapter on tafsīr, we present different interrelated ideas from different authors. 

The separation into different authorship is eventually collapsed as the integration 

of ideas and their development becomes dominant. Finally, in the chapter on Jābir’s 

philosophy, we follow the same method, which, in this case, becomes more like al-

Rassī’s chapter. Each one of his texts is studied separately in order to develop 

specific ideas and once that is achieved, the separation is collapsed as the ideas 

become interrelated, either by complementing or contradicting each other. 

Attempted in this method is to maintain a developing process through unification 

and opposition from a unit-idea to a unit-author to a unit-school and finally to a 

unit field.   
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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction 

In this first chapter, we introduce the theological side of the ideas of creation, and 

the nature of what there is. To do this, the works attributed to one of the earliest 

Islamic theologians who dealt with this matter, is explored and investigated. The 

Zaydī collection of work considered to belong to the imām al-Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm al-

Rassī (d. 246/860) provides us with a useful resource in tracing the development of 

the kalām field, and more specifically of the question of creation within this field. 

Madelung’s work on the imām challenges the authenticity of some of the works 

attributed to this theologian, based on external transmission, style and content but 

also due to the fact that these works reflect a great Muʿtazilī influence.1 

Nonetheless, these inauthentic texts are still presumed by Madelung to either 

belong to his sons or to members of his school, which, for us, means that these 

works were still composed within a generation of al-Rassī’s time. Abrahamov, on the 

other hand, defends the authenticity of these works, based on the similarity of the 

arguments found in the authentic and the spurious works.2 The inclusion of such 

texts in al-Rassī’s corpus, however, leads Abrahamov to affirm the Muʿtazila’s great 

influence on this theologian. Regardless of the two sides of the argument, 

Madelung’s position does not change or challenge our approach to the texts in this 

research. The methodological ground of this research has pushed the boundaries of 

our interest to go beyond the individual author,3 so the fact that some texts might 

not have been written by the same author, but by a number of authors who were 

                                                        
1 Madelung (1965) ; (1989) ; (1991) ; (1992).  
2 Abrahamov (1986) ; (1990). 
3 See the appendix. 
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working from within the same school and within a very close period, is acceptable 

and sufficient. The methodological arguments, discussed in the appendix, permit 

considering the work explored below to have been produced by the same field, 

which in our opinion could not have been immune from the Muʿtazilī influence.4  

                                                        
4 The debate on the Muʿtazilī influence appears to be on the degree of this influence. In Madelung’s 
case this is minimal and in Abrahamov’s it reaches comparison with other Muʿtazila who differed in 
opinions amongst themselves. Abarahamov eventually considers al-Rassī to be a Muʿtazilī, on the 

ground that the Muʿtazilī al-Khayyāṭ classifies a Muʿtazilī as anyone who believes in the five 
principles, but more specifically three of them: God’s unity, His justice and His fulfilling the promise 
and threat, and these al-Rassī is shown to have upheld. See Abrahamov (1990), pp. 52-55. On the 
other hand, it is not clear how Madelung’s emphasis on the lack of doctrinal unity amongst the 
Zaydiyya, at the time of al-Rassī, serves as an argument against influence (Madelung (1989), p. 41), 
and it is not clear why concealing the belief that the Qurʾān is created at one stage  (Ibid., p. 45) and 
expressly stating this at a later stage (ibid., p. 47), serves as an example of inauthenticity. Madelung’s 
position is summarised by: “Al-Qāsim cannot be considered as essentially influenced by Muʿtazilī 
school doctrine and as attempting to introduce it among the Zaydiyya. He agreed with the Muʿtazila 
on several of their basic principles.” (Ibid., p. 46).  The theoretical basis of this research distances our 
concerns from this debate, which on one side isolates and limits al-Rassī, only to find him influenced 
by Christian theology, which “does not mean that al-Qāsim did not firmly remain a Muslim and a 
Zaydī.” (Madelung (1992), p. 268). Both cases (Abrahamov’s and Madelung’s) appear to be based on 
the premise that influence by a school means to an extent belonging to a school, rather than simply 
belonging to the same intellectual field. Al-Rassī is an intellectual in his own right, who naturally 
exerts an influence on the field itself to which he belongs, something which appears to be ignored in 
both sides of the argument. This is odd considering the degree of sophistication in al-Rassī’s 
arguments in the ‘authentic’ and ‘spurious’ works (Reynolds in his study of ʿAbdal Jabbār’s critique of 
the Christians suggests that the arguments in al-Rassī’s ‘authentic work’, al-Radd ʿalā al-naṣārā are 
more philosophical in nature than ʿAbd al-Jabbar’s and al-Jaḥiẓ’s, Reynolds (2004), p. 149). If 
Madelung emphasises the lack of doctrinal unity amongst the Zaydiyya of that time (Madelung 
(1989), p. 41) then it is worth mentioning that the contact, if not the relation between the Zaydiyya 
and the Muʿtazila, goes back to the origins of these movements. In al-Shahrastānī and al-Qāḍi ʿAbd al-
Jabbār we find an indication of this relation that takes us back to the period of their constitution.  Al-
Shahrastānī exaggerates this relation to the extent of stating that Zayd b. ʿAli (d. 122/739) was a 
student of Wāṣil b. ʿAṭāʾ (d. 131/748) despite his disapproving views on ʿAlī’s wars. This also seems to 
be the reason for the disagreements between Zayd and his Brother al-Bāqir Muḥammad b. ʿAli. He 
then adds to this that all of Zayd’s followers were Muʿtazila (Al-Shahrastānī, abī al-Fatḥ, Al-Milal wal-
niḥal, (1981), pp. 66-67, henceforth Milal).  In Faḍl al-iʿtizāl wa ṭabaqāt al- Muʿtazila of ʿAbd al-Jabbār 
one finds another link between Zayd and Wāṣil, this appears as his crude language with Jaʿfar b. 
Muḥammad al-Ṣādiq ( sixth Shiʿa imām d. 148/ 765) following  their meeting with Waṣil in which 
Jaʿfar asked Wāṣil to repent from his defamation of the imāms. Zayd appeares to have said to Jaʿfar: 
“only your envy towards us has stopped you from following him.” The ‘us’, in this sentence appears 
to refer to Wāṣil and his group which include Zayd b. ʿAlī (ʿAbd al-Jabbār, Faḍl al-iʿtizāl wa Ṭabaqāt al-
Muʿtazila, (1986), p. 239).  This event is also reproduced along with the report that Zayd only 
disagreed with the Muʿtazila on the question of al-manzila bayn al-manzilatayn (the intermediate 
position) in Ibn al-Murtaḍā, Ṭabaqāt al-Muʿtazila (1961), pp. 33, 34. In an M.A. study on the influence 
of Muʿtazilī thought on al-Khawārij and al-Zaydiyya, ʿAbd al-Laṭīf al-Ḥifẓī divides the Zaydī relations 
with the Muʿtazila into few stages, the first of which he describes as an inclination towards the 
Muʿtazila for the historical support the Zaydiyya had received during the time of Zayd bin ʿAli. This 
inclination has, according to him, increased after the establishment of the Baghdādī Muʿtazilī  branch 
at the hand of  Bishr b. al-Muʿtamir who comes from al-Kūfa, where there was a number of growing 
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Abrahamov, in his extensive introduction to kitāb (henceforth k.) al-Dalīl al-kabīr 

and in his paper,  dealt with the question of the authenticity of the works of al-Rassī 

and the question of the proofs of God’s existence, which he considers to be 

variations from the ‘Argument from Design’. We decided to return to some of the 

same works and more because we feel that, his discussion of the proofs does not 

give enough space for some of the important arguments to unfold and develop. It is 

important to see how the ideas themselves appear more developed in some places 

than others and how they serve as foundations for other arguments, which still 

point in the same direction, namely, proving the unity of the creator or tawḥid.   

What is also of great importance is that these epistles reflect the context that 

necessitated the development of the increasingly more sophisticated arguments of 

kalām. The first work considered in this chapter is set as a debate between al-Rassī 

and a naturalist whom he supposedly met during his stay in Egypt between 199/815 

and 211/826. This debate reflects the reasoning that a theologian of this period 

                                                                                                                                                               
Shiʿa movements, and the members of this branch were named according to al-Khayyāṭ ‘Shīʿī 
Muʿtazila’. This idea is also mentioned in Madelung (1965), pp. 41, 42 and 211, and in Madelung 
(1989), p. 43. ʿAbd al-Laṭīf starts his second phase of the Zaydī Muʿtazilī relation with al-Qāsim who 
starts to formulates ideas in accord with the Muʿtazila yet without adopting all their ideas, this was 
towards the end of his life when he settled in al-Rass. For the other stages and the nature of the 
relations between the two movements see Al-Ḥifẓī (2000), pp. 401-459, (this is a useful research yet 
slightly polemical in tone).  
All this brings us to al-Nāṭiq bil Ḥaq’s testimony (d. 424/1032). He reports this story regarding an 
encounter between al-Rassī and the Muʿtazilī Jaʿfar b. Ḥarb:   


� ا�ّ�� � أ��� � ����د،  و����� أ� ا��
	س ا������ ��	�� إ�اه$� ا���	#��، "!آ� �� أ� ا� ���� �' 	ر��� ا�ّ�� *	ل ���) أ
�� إ�اه$� ��$� ا��3م 61	را. �1 د*	45 ا�'3م، ��1	 0�ج �� ���. *	ل -,�	 ��	�أ"� : �� �<	5=� أن ;�:� � ��ب د80 ��7 ا�

   !���A؟ آ�	 �� ه!ا ا��;8، 1�ا�ّ�� �	 رأ")
Abū al-Qāsim ʿAbdallāh is the famous Baghdādī Muʿtazilī Abū al-Qāsim al-Balkhī known as al-Kaʿbī (d. 
319/931). If this is a genuine report then this is not only evidence of an encounter, but of possible 
influence or impression in the opposite direction, as we noted earlier. Finally, we consider the work 
of Munāẓara maʿa mulḥid to be on the same level of sophistication as the responses against the 
Christians and Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ which are considered authentic by Madelung (al-Nāṭiq bil Ḥaq also 
includes these three in his list of al-Rassī’s works. See Al-Naṭiq bil Ḥaq, Yaḥya al-Hārūnī, Al-Ifāda fī 
tārīkh al-aʾimma al-sāda, (1996)). Despite our lack of interest in the question of authenticity we think 
the above are good reasons for believing that all the works considered and discussed in this chapter 
are al-Rassī’s. 
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would have had to use in his arguments against those who found no need for the 

existence of a creator, and, found nature to be self sufficient in providing the 

natural causes for the existence of this world. Al-Rassī is then presented in his 

discussion of the beliefs of the Christians. What is particularly striking in this 

section is the discussion of the origins of the Christian belief in the trinity, which 

appears to serve as an argument in itself against such belief. Following this, we 

present the work of al-Rassī in which he presents a critique of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and 

the dualist principles of the Manicheans (Mānawiyya). By simply looking at these 

three sections and their subjects alone, one can see the direction of the arguments 

in general. All three works are set to prove the existence of a creator through the 

denial of His multiplicity and the proof of His oneness. 

What is important to remember throughout this chapter is that the arguments here 

presented are an attempt at understanding the nature of the created, and from it, to 

derive an understanding of the creator. Al-Rassī emphasises the idea that any 

knowledge of God is rational (ʿaqliyya) and that it depends on an affirmation and 

assertion of God’s existence, and a negation of any similitude between Him and any 

other; this is the intended meaning of tawḥīd. Through this negative knowledge, al-

Rassī asserts a radical and absolute difference between God and all things that are 

categorised as other. One must negate in thought any similitude between God’s self 

(dhāt) and all His created beings in every respect and in every meaning. The 

realisation of such a unification of God, that is, in the rational realisation of the 

uniqueness of His being as one, ought to prevent one from imagining any other 

thing with God, similar in nature, father or son, as is the case with the Christians, or 
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opposite, like darkness in the case of the dualists. Any comparison of form, attribute 

or any quality, leads to false knowledge, shirk and the annulment of tawḥīd.5 

To know God for al-Rassī is thus to know His absolute [ontological] difference with 

all that is defined and limited by perception and intelligibility, since no sense-

perception can capture His qualities, and no intellectual measure can encompass, 

confine and bound His being in measure and comparison. All measures, boundaries 

and definitions are said of all that is other, the things that are the subject of our 

inquiry. The created beings that are defined and limited, come into being at a 

beginning and cease to be at an end since their existence is bound and limited by 

time.6  

Due to the importance of the arguments explored throughout this section, and due 

to the fact that most of the works have not properly been presented in the English 

language,7 we decided to make this chapter an attempt to present and understand 

al-Rassī’s arguments themselves.8  

                                                        
5 See al-Rassī, Uṣūl al-ʿAdl wal Tawḥīd, (2001). 
6 Al-Rassī, Kitāb al-ʿAdl wal Tawḥīd, (2001), pp. 583, 584. 
7 With the exception of k. al-Mustarshid, which is in  Abrahamov (1996). (Henceforth Mustarshid)     
8 This is the reason for choosing to include all the important quotations in the footnotes as this 
would allow us more space to try to develop an understanding of the ideas themselves as they are 
developed in the texts. Also, with regard to the presentation of al-Rassī’s arguments in each of the 
epistle, we will follow the order in which they appear in the original work. 
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IIII.... Response to a naturalisResponse to a naturalisResponse to a naturalisResponse to a naturalistttt9999    

In this epistle, which is based on an encounter with a naturalist or mulḥid,10 one 

finds an interesting early debate between a Muslim scholar and an unknown 

naturalist who appears to be grounded in a philosophical tradition, or at least 

comfortable with challenging al-Rassī with philosophical arguments. Since we also 

find a reference to a similar encounter with the Shīʿī imām Jaʿfar al Ṣādiq (d. 

148/765), we may assume that these references to Egyptian naturalists is either a 

reference to true individuals influenced by the philosophical school of Alexandria, 

or that they are fictional characters created to symbolise this school. Such 

encounters, true or not, become symbolic defeats of the philosophical mind at the 

hand of the wise imām.11   

In the first section of this text, the naturalist demands a proof for the existence 

(inniya) of the creator.12 Hence, the interrogator starts his challenge with 

                                                        
9 Al-Rassī, Munāẓara Maʿa Mulḥid, (2001). (Henceforth Munāẓara). For Abrahamov’s discussion on 
this work see Abrahamov (1986), pp. 281-284. 
10 “Mulḥid” in the original title is a term which derives from the Qurʾānic use which means deviate. It 
appears to be primarily applied in the sense of deviating from or leaving a group. With the 
Umawiyyīn it was applied to those who desert the community and rebel against the ‘legitimate’ 
rulers.  It is applied to the Khawārij, but also by the Khawārij to denote the Umawī rulers. In Kalām, it 
came to mean: heretic, deviator in religious beliefs, materialist, sceptic and atheist.  Al-Ashʿarī also 
seems to apply it to the Muʿaṭṭila (who deny God’s attributes), Zanādiqa, and thanawiyya. Mulḥid, in 
this epistle, is according to Madelung “a religious sceptic inclining to atheism.” See Madelung’s entry 
in EI2 under the entry “Mulḥid” for the development of this term.  
11 In al-Kulaynī’s (d. 329/ 940) ‘k. al-Tawḥīd’ in Uṣūl al-Kāfī we hear of a Zindīq (also some form of 
mulḥid in this case) from Egypt, whose name is given as ʿAbd al-Malik Abū ʿAbdallah.  He, however, 
sought Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq in Makka and Madīna. The arguments in the discussion are much simpler in 
nature, and here too the zindīq converts to Islam.  What is also interesting is that following this 
account, we also have an argument for the existence of God that involves ibn al-Muqaffāʿ. In this 
account, however, he is merely a character who is in the company of the ‘zindīq’ ʿAbdel-Karīm ibn 
abī al-ʿAwjāʾ, and he highly praises Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq.  See, Al-Kulaynī, Uṣūl al-Kāfī, (1990), pp. 129-131. 
Ibn abī al-ʿAwjāʾ also appears to have been the source of another of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq’s argument from 
design for the existence of God in Tawḥid al-Mufaḍḍal, see Al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, (1983), v. 3, pp. 
57-151.   
12 Munāẓara, pp. 294-297. The term inniya is defined by the linguist al-Ṣāḥib b. ʿAbbād (d. 385/995) as 
the affirmation (thubūt) of the thing’s being (kawn) and existence (wujūd), see al-Ṣāḥib b.  ʿAbbād, 
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requesting the evidence for God’s being and existence. Al-Rassī’s argument, which is 

based on Q.22:5-713 starts with the idea of created beings, particularly the chain of 

states of being that leads to the existing human being (from dust to semen to a dry 

lump of blood). These various states (aḥwal) of being are considered to either be 

created (muḥdatha) or eternal past (qadīma), and no category is affirmed to exist 

between these two.14 The proof of God’s inniya is considered to be dependent on the 

created states of being for a number of reasons, amongst which: 

a) Created things must rationally be linked to a creator in the same way that a 

written book suggests in the mind of the reader the existence of a writer. 

This argument is based on the idea that for every act there must be an agent, 

or that for every effect there must be a cause. 

b) What is created is that which was not a being (lam yakun) then was made 

into a being (fa-kuwwina). The transition from one state (more specifically 

non-existence) to another (existence) according to al-Rassī is either:  

i) Through another, a maker and a creator or is: 

                                                                                                                                                               
Al-Muḥīṭ fil-Lugha, (1994), v.10, p. 424. This is the earliest definition we’ve come across for this term. 
See Frank (2005b), and for its use by the Kindī circle, Adamson (2002). 
13 Q.22:5-7: O mankind! if ye are in doubt concerning the Resurrection, then lo! We have created you 
from dust, then from a drop of seed, then from a clot, then from a little lump of flesh shapely and 
shapeless, that We may make (it) clean for you. And We cause what We will to remain in the wombs 
for an appointed time, and afterward We bring you forth as infants, then (give you growth) that ye 
attain your full strength. And among you there is he who dieth (young), and among you there is he 
who is brought back to the most abject time of life, so that, after knowledge, he knoweth naught. And 
thou (Muhammad) seest the earth barren, but when We send down water thereon, it doth thrill and 
swell and Put forth every lovely kind (of growth). 6. That is because Allah, He is the Truth. Lo! He 
quickeneth the dead, and lo! He is Able to do all things; 7. And because the Hour will come, there is 
no doubt thereof; and because Allah will raise those who are in the graves. 
14 In this thesis we use eternal past for qadīm. 
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ii) Internally caused. In which case this would be according to one of 

two premises:  

1) It was a non-existent and it created itself. This is not a possibility 

according to al-Rassī, as a non-existent cannot produce existence. 

2) Alternatively, it was an existent and it bestowed existence upon 

itself. This is impossible, as this would mean an already existing 

thing bestowing existence upon itself. Al-Rassī argues that its 

own existence makes it dispense with the need to give itself 

existence a second time.15  

As the last condition does not obtain, al-Rassī concludes that there must therefore 

be a creator for that which is created, which is other than itself and is eternal, since 

if created it would have to be itself the subject to this same argument.16 

To be in a position to use the above argument, al-Rassī proceeds to show and prove 

that there are in the real world actual transitions or movements from one state of 

being to another, as these are observed to come to be at one moment and cease to 

be at different time.17 If, on the other hand, these states of being were not created 

but eternal, this would contradict the observed chain of successive progression of 

the states that occur at a specific time to a specific self, as is demonstrated by the 

                                                        
15 See Arisṭūṭālīs, Al-Ṭabīʿa, v. 1, p. 19, (1984). (This is the translation of Ishāq ibn Ḥunayn (d. 298 or 
299/ 910 or 911). (Henceforth, al-Ṭabīʿa).   
16 Munāẓara, pp. 294-295. 
17 We also find a similar version of this idea of changing states in al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 132, however, in 
this case Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq list changes from one state to its opposite, and challenges Ibn Abī al-ʿAwjaʾ to 
create himself.   
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case of the human being who takes different states of being (turāb, nuṭfa, ʿalqa...) at 

different times.18 Al-Rassī’s argument against such belief is that had these states, 

whilst being distinguished from each other, been eternal past at the same time then 

this would lead to the affirmation of the identity, or oneness, of these states (turba, 

nuṭfa, ʿalqa...). This is because all these states would simultaneously happen to the 

same thing from eternity past, which means they do not follow each other 

sequentially.19 The eternal nature of the different states that apply to a single self 

implies that these states do not become one after the other, they rather happen to 

the same thing simultaneously from eternity past. One thing in this case becomes 

simultaneously turāb, nuṭfa, ʿalqa, laḥman… Since this is impossible for al-Rassī, it 

can only confirm the first hand observation of the fact that states of being follow 

each other in time, which means they come to be at a certain time and cease to be at 

another. Thus, what comes to be must originate from an originator as previously 

mentioned.20  

It is important to point out at this stage of our presentation that this argument, 

which is based on showing the changes of states of a particular existent thing, 

shows in fact the coming to be and corruption of these states and the impossibility 

                                                        
18 For a similar argument see Al-Ashʿarī, Abū al-Ḥasan, Kitāb al-lumaʿ fī al-radd ʿalā ahl al-zaygh wal 
bidaʿ, (1955), pp. 17-19. 
19 We may also have a reference to this idea in al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 133, where Jaʿfar argues: 

� أن ا-E$	ء �� ا-ول ��اء C$'1 *��) و أ0�ت�FG H#- H��* (I�#. 
20 Munāẓara, p. 295. 

�� �Eء �1 �$� وا��، O:# �1 وا��ة، �1� آ	#) آ�K	 �M اK13L0	 �1 وإن آ	#) ا-��ا 	P$E ث��G 	اه�# 	8، -#$�L�" H�!1 R�"�* ل
� ه� ا�!ي �� "'�، و�� "Fل "��أ#:�K	 وأو*	KG	 R�"�*، �'	#) ا�L�ا$RWI� R:X# R د�	 ����V� R	 ���	 إ#�	#ً	، � �1	�R وا��ة، إذ ا�

!. ا-��ال، آ	ن ��7 �	 ذآ�ت و*�)، �� آ�#� G�ا	 ���� RWI	 ��V	 إ#�	#	، � �1	�R وا��ة، إذ و;�د.، وإذا �� "Fل و;�د ه
	ب ا�ِ�َ�م ��اء، Y1ذا ا��L	ل و;�د ه!. ا-��ال ��	 �1 �$�  �1 	K�� و-ن آ8 وا�� ،R�"�* 	K#- ،	I� 	KI� 4
�" �ا-��ال �

��� R�	� R$�R ���	ل، ا��Lوا��، � �1	�R وا��ة، و�
) أن ا�L�ا	� R$:Xوا�� ،R$:X ،	ه�� ,\ وإذا ا�ِ�َ�م، ��K	 وا#L:7 ا���وث، ,\ 
1�� ا���وث 	��* 	"ّ�ِ��ِ��� ا���L� �1 8��4 ا����ث إن: َ. 
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of their association with eternity.21 Wolfson, in his exposition of the different 

arguments for the creation of the world, informs us that, based on his consultations 

of these arguments, he had failed to find any use of Philoponus’ argument from 

finitude in the kalām discourse. This is unlike his second argument, the 

impossibility of an infinite by succession, which is extensively used by the 

mutakallimūn. Wolfson justification for this absence is that this is an argument for 

the finitude or corruptibility of the things of the world and not an argument for the 

created nature of the world.22 Although al-Rassī’s argument is not the whole of the 

argument from finitude, it may nonetheless be considered an argument for what 

appears as the second of Philoponus’ supporting argument for the generation and 

finiteness of the power of the universe. This argument is:  

The nature of matter is such that matter cannot retain any form 
indefinitely. Therefore nothing composed of matter and form can be 
indestructible.23  

The logical question that follows the above argument, which is presented by the 

challenging naturalist, is that the eternity of the mentioned states is not the sole 

possibility in the above condition. The states that can be categorised as originating 

in time can be attributed to a single eternal body (substance, ʿayn), which does not 

originate in time and is the ground for the originating states.  This is a question 

regarding the possible existence of eternal past entities/substances that are bodies 

                                                        
21 Abrahamov briefly mentions this argument in the middle of his exposition of al-Rassī’s argument 
for the creation of the world from change (as it appears in al-Dalīl al-Ṣaghīr). He assumes that its 
inclusion shows how the argument from changing states proves the creation of the world. The 
argument at this stage, however, only proves the generation and corruption of states and not the 
world. Abrahamov (1986), p. 277.   
22 Wolfson (1976), pp. 410, 411. 
23 Davidson (1969), pp. 357-391. (p. 362,  see also, pp. 364,365) 
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which, in terms of their being, stand in opposition to the originating states.24 This is 

essentially the argument that it is possible to have individual states (or accidents) 

that are created in time, but their succession “would be continued perpetually without 

an interval and without a temporal beginning.”25  

Al-Rassī’s simple response to this argument is experiential in nature. He says that he 

has never witnessed these states to be detached or unbound from the body and that 

it is not possible for them to exist in such a fragmented way. This only leads to the 

same previous conclusion that the body, as well as the states that are attached to it, 

are originated in time, since he has already proved the origination of the states 

which cannot be without a body to which they are attached. One notices at this 

stage that this discussion of essential bodies and states resembles or is a reflection 

of the discussion of substance and accidents that will be presented in the second 

chapter.  

To further his argument, al-Rassī declares that had the ʿayn been eternal and the 

states originated then this would mean that the ʿayn is eternally the ground for 

these states, that these states eternally take place in the ʿayn. This, for him, is a 

contradiction for this statement combines eternity with origination in one 

affirmative statement, that is, in the idea of eternally originating states.  Since 

things are either eternal or originated, they cannot be eternally originating, or an 

                                                        
24 Munāẓara, p. 296. 

 .*�"�R ـ ا��6� ه� ا��L ـ ا��$� وأن ��"RA، ا-��ال G'�ن أن أ#'�ت و�	 
We note here that al-Rassī chooses “ʿayn” to mean body, however, “ʿayn” appears to be the term ibn-
al-Muqaffaʿ chooses as a translation for the term substance, see Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ. ‘Qatūgūriūs’, in Al-
Manṭiq, (1978), p. 9.  
25 Quote from the later Christian Ibn Suwār in Wolfson (1976), pp. 395, 396 (see also this section on 
the ‘Argument from the Createdness of the Accidents of the Component Parts of the World’, pp. 392-
410).  
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eternal and originating thing simultaneously. Also, in affirming that the ʿayn is 

eternally the subject of the originating states, one affirms the eternal origination of 

the states which would lead to the problem that it (al-ʿayn) is not existent prior to 

origination.26 In other words, the eternal ʿayn is not prior to the eternally 

originating states. Looking at this from another angle, the fact that al-ʿayn is 

eternally attached to originating states, makes these states eternal attributes of this 

ʿayn. If this attribute of being eternally attached to states is affirmed, then this 

would render the eternal attribute an originating thing since it is an attribute of 

origination. Putting this problem in these two different ways will lead to affirming 

the eternity of the originated and the origination of the eternal, which asserts the 

identity of opposites.27 

The above discussion is based on the idea that states happen to the body from 

without, in the sense of inhering in substance, which is why al-Rassī is forced next 

to face the question of an alternative view of the source of these states. At the end 

of this particular discussion he faces the question of why would the states not be 

                                                        
26 Although this is not the same as al-Kindī’s argument for the finiteness of the universe, there is 
some similarity with the idea that the body of this universe and motion do not precede one another 
leads to affirming this finiteness (consider motion to be a form of change of state). See, Davidson 
(1969), pp. 371-373. 
27 Munāẓara, p. 296. 
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In al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 133, Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq is also reported to have said: 
و �� آ	ن *�"�	 �	 زال و _ �	ل -ن ا�!ي "Fول و "��ل "6�ز أن "�;� و "
8X 1$'�ن �;�د. �� ���� د0�ل �1 ا���ث و �1 آ�#� 

.�E �1 ء وا�� �1 ا-زل د0��� �1 ا���م و �� R:, M�L6G ا-زل و ا���م و ا���وث و ا���م  



33 

 

caused by the ʿayn itself (presumably whilst still thinking of these states as eternally 

originating)?28  

The response to this question is similar to the above argument. If it is not possible 

for something eternal past not to precede its attributes, then it is also not possible 

for an agent not to precede her acts (effects) since the agent must necessarily be 

before her act, in other terms, the cause must necessarily be before its effect. 

Following this, the ʿayn that is considered in this argument to be eternal before all 

the things that were not and then came to be, and as the cause of their being, must 

precede their origination since their being is the effect of its act. If the causing ʿayn 

precedes its effects, then the acts would have to be qualified as originating in time, 

as their being is dependent on the ʿayn. If the states are related to the acts of an 

eternal agent, then the states cannot be eternal past and concomitant with this 

same acting agent.29  

I.1 The Principle of existence 

The naturalist follows the above discussion by taking the argument away from the 

particular substance and its states, or the particular example of the human being 

and his different states. He intends in this process to generalise the argument 
                                                        
This may be the ground of Maimonides’ summary of the mutakallimūn’s fourth argument, 
Maimonides (1956), p. 135. 
28 Davidson tells us that “As a premise, it was common procedure to demonstrate the kalām doctrine 
of accidents, that is, the doctrine that none of the characteristics of a physical object flow from, or 
are dependent upon an inner essence, but rather all are assigned from without to the identical inert 
atoms which serve as the material base of each object.” Davidson (1969), p. 370. 
29 Munāẓara, pp. 296, 297. 
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�G ،	K��1 ن أو�'G ه� R�"�* 
4 �� وه�
�G ،	KG	:, 8 -ن�	4 ا�:	���م �:��� L� ،�� H�!وآ �"��F" 4ل، �� ا�!ي ا�	� ��ِث إ�
	َت �� ا�:�8 	تإ�
 �1 -ن "'�، �� ��!ي 
4 �� وإذا 1���،
�" ���1 ��1 (��; 	�K�$̀$� ��	ل وه!ا وا��ة، �	�R �1 وا���وث ا�ِ��م ا��ا�� ��<�ء وَ�
d(d وا��، �	ل �1  R�	�aا. 
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without necessarily contradicting the particular concrete evidence used by al-Rassī. 

He states that he believes that the being of everything derives from other things, 

and that all things have eternally become existent from other things and that their 

principle (8,_ا�!ي ه� ا e$>ا�) is that which is eternal past.  

Al-Rassī’s argument against this idea, which affirms the existence of an eternal past 

thing from which all things are created, is: 

 This thing, which one might consider to be the principle of all things, either: 

a) Contains in itself states, forms (hayʾāt) and attributes similar to the way the 

existents do, or: 

b)  It does not contain states, forms and attributes.  

If condition (a) obtains then one judges this principle thing to be originated in time 

in the same manner that one judges the derivatives to have originated in time, since 

it contains within itself originating things, that is: forms, colours, shapes and 

attributes. In this case, one must question again the origin of these originating 

things.30 

Al-Rassī then considers the premise that forms might be considered to be 

themselves eternal past, in which case one must first consider this: 

                                                        
30 Ibid., p. 297. 
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i) If the form was eternal past then it would have to have been in the thing that 

is formed, the thing that allows this form to appear in reality, or 

ii) The form was in the element (ʿunṣur) of the thing that is formed, what is 

called matter (huyūla). 

If premise (i) is true, that is, if the form resides in the formed from eternity past, 

then the argument must be false, since it is possible to find this thing that is formed 

(the thing in the outside world) with a contrary form.31 On the other hand, if 

premise (ii) obtains, if the form resides in matter then it must have had to move 

from this matter to the thing formed. However, the  movement of form is denied, as 

it is not permitted for the accidents (aʿrāḍ) to move from one thing to another. The 

argument against such movement of forms is strictly experiential: forms are things 

that can be seen and witnessed, and it has not been the case that one has witnessed 

such movement. On the other hand, the only thing that has been noticed regarding 

these forms is that they become apparent to the witnessing eye when they remain 

or reside in something.32 

One of the other things that should be considered, according to al-Rassī, is that if 

the states are transferred or moved from that which is considered to be the origin 

to what is qualified as a derivative then this movement presumes the existence of a 

                                                        
31 This is an argument for the coming to be of one and the perishing of the other, yet in Aristotle’s 
physics we read regarding the physicist (al-Ṭabīʿa, p. 34): 

 .أ#'����رس *�ل ��L1 7=�ج، g:L�G و��� ا��ا��، �1 ��;�دة ا_�fاد ان *	�� و*�م
The opposites in this quote are the elements of the mixture. 

 
32 Munāẓara, p. 298. 
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telos (ghāya) and an end (nihāya) for this movement.33 In such case, the telos and 

the end would render that which the states move from an originated thing.34 What 

one understands from this argument is that for al-Rassī things that have a telos and 

an end are originated (muḥdatha). The meaning of (nihāya) is not very clear from 

the context of the debate, since it could either mean the purpose and aim or the 

final and last. We could, however, take the word ‘end’ to literally mean an end of 

existence, hence the states become non-existent. The end of existence of a thing 

marks the final moment of its existence, it renders its existence limited from at least 

one side of the time line. However, being limited in the future sense also indicates, 

according to this logic (which is not argued for), being limited in the past sense by 

the moment of origination.  

This idea of limit is also mentioned in another part of this epistle where al-Rassī 

argues that if two objects are imagined in the mind, and if one joins them together, 

an increase in their boundaries is noted, whilst if separated a decrease in these 

boundaries is noted. This increase and decrease in boundaries is indicative for al-

Rassī of the limitedness of the thing under consideration, hence of the existence of 

ends in the physical sense of boundaries but also of time.35  If a thing is limited by 

                                                        
33 Abū ʿAli al-Ḥasan b. al-Samḥ (d. 418/1027) in his commentary on Aristotle’s Physics states ( al-
Ṭabīʿa, p. 2): 

� "�اد *� –" �
	دئ: "و*��� ،R"	Wن ا�_ ���M ا��
�أ ا" 7�� R"	Wا�. 
In al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 145, imām Ali is reported to have said: 

3 8
�   .i	R" و _ ��i 7KL	R" و _ i	R" إ�$K	 ا#�X�) ا�W	"	ت ���. ه� i	R" آi 8	R" آ$C "'�ن �� *
8 ه� *
8 ا�
34 Munāẓara. p. 298. 

� ا-,8، �1 آ	#) �� أ#K	: وه� أ0�ى R�0 و�$1� (��L#إ�7 ��� ا ،	K��1 ��1 (َ��َ;َ 	K�	�L#_ R"	i ،R"	K#وإذا و (��; 	K� R"	i R"	K#و ��1 

��) ا�!ي ��ث ,\L#الا ه!. ��� ا��-. 
35 Ibid.,  
�k، وا#7KL إ�7 �� �	 و*d8، وإذا ;��) آ8 وا�� إ�7 # �
أ#H إذا ;��) ا-E$	ء �1 وه�P$E H$�، إذا أ1�دت آ8 وا�� �� ,	�

�k وا�F"	دة "=
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time then it is an originated thing. The simple rule appears to be that any form of 

limit in existence (space/time) indicates origination. 

 In either case, we do not have a justification in this argument for why this would 

render the origin itself an originated thing. We may only justify this reasoning by 

assuming that the argument is based on the idea that, that which has within it 

things that come to an end, must itself have an end. Al-Rassī concludes that the 

argument of the eternal movement of states would fall short of justifying the 

eternity of the original thing in the manner that eternally originating has been 

show to lack a viable proof.36  

I.2 Theory of latency 

Kumūn, the Arabic term for Latency, simply means hidden. The theory of latency, 

mostly known in association with the famous Muʿtazilī al-Naẓẓām (d. 221/836), is 

simply the idea that some things exist in some other things before they become 

manifest. The general examples given of this Kumūn are the oil that is hidden in the 

olive, the ointment in the sesame and the fire in the stone. According to Wolfson, 

the theory is developed as a response to the idea of God’s continuous creation of the 

world, as God created everything that exists in six days. Within the things that were 

created, all the future things that will become, come to exist from these initial 

                                                                                                                                                               
This idea clearly compares with Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq’s argument against ibn Abī al-ʿAwjāʾ ‘al-Zindīq’ (al-
Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 133): 

 �$$WLو �1 ;�از ا� ،�
� �Eء إ���A� 7 آ	ن أآf 7L� �#أ �آ�	 . ��$� 0�و;� �� ا���مإن ا-E$	ء �� دا�) ��W, 7�ه	 �'	ن �1 ا��ه
  .أن WG �1$$�. د0��� �1 ا���ث 

36 The ground of the argument could be Abū ʿAli al-Ḥasan b. al-Samḥ principle (al-Ṭabīʿa, p. 19): 

l��
C�L=" R وا#�	 وا��، ا��K	R" و��l ا��
�أ ���	.  
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created things in which they existed in a state of kumūn, and in accord with their 

nature.37 When created, God combines opposing elements together without any 

destruction occurring to them. Van Ess describes this as a state of balanced 

equilibrium between opposite components and “[o]nly when this equilibrium of 

“hidden” contradictory ingredients is disturbed by external influence does disintegration 

ensue.”38 This disruption occurs when one of the hidden elements encounters a 

similar external element (correspondent) which increases its power and proportion 

in the object of which it is a part. The corruption and degeneration of things 

becomes, according to this theory, a disruption of the balance between the opposing 

hidden parts of objects.39 

                                                        
37 Wolfson suggests that the source of the idea is “Aristotle’s view that nature is inherent in things as 
the source of their transition from potentiality to actuality.” Wolfson (1976), p. 502. He also says that 
it was used by al-Naẓẓām whose “primary interest was in ridding his coreligionists of what he 
considered their erroneous belief in continuous creation…” and that God created within things a 
nature “which causes those things to be changed into other things or to give rise out of themselves 
to other things.” (Ibid., p. 498) This nature is “the inner cause of processes of transition from 
potentialities to actualities.” (Ibid., p. 502).  Van Ess suggests certain affinities between certain 

Muslims and those they describe as aṣḥāb al-ṭabāʾiʿ who believe that things once created with their 
own nature become independent of external interference (“Kumūn” in EI2). He also believes that the 
possible origins of this idea are thought to be Indian, Stoic or from the dualists’ traditions. 
38 Ibid. 
39 From comparing al-Naẓẓām’s text, as it appears in al-Jāḥiẓ’s Kitāb al-Ḥayawān, with the Jābirian 
texts, studied in the last chapter of this thesis, it becomes apparent that there is a strong connection 
between the two. The basic reason for this connection are the following points: a) Al-Naẓẓām breaks 
objects into different composing parts and Jābir breaks them down to different degrees of 
composition, the most basic of which are the four natures: heat, cold, moistness and dryness, b) The 
ground of both system is a theory of balance between the founding elements, c) Jabir’s theory relies 
on dominating and manifest (ẓahira) natures and hidden (bāṭina) natures, and similar ideas appear in 
the discussion of latency kumūn, d) Both systems defend different modes of change in terms of 
composition, combination, mixture and transformation. The two theories are not only similar but 
they also stand in opposition to each other, a) Jābīr denies the theory of latency which he attributes 

to the Manicheans, b) Jābir’s theory is essentially based on basic elements whilst al-Naẓẓām is of 

composite parts and bodies, c) Jābīr affirms the accidents and al-Naẓẓām denies them. This 
comparison is beyond the scope of our research but it deserves further investigation since al-Jāḥiẓ 
allocates a special section for al-Naẓẓām’s arguments against the ‘believers in accidents’ (aṣḥāb al-
aʿrāḍ) who appear to be the same as the believers in the four natures (Jābir or the alchemist). This 
makes al-Naẓẓām’s theory of kumūn also an anti-accidents theory in the sense that it denies the 
constitution of things from heat, cold, dryness and moistness. See Al-Jāḥiẓ, Kitāb al-Ḥayawān, (1966), 
v. 5, pp. 5-23, 81-86. 
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This is the base of the argument in the next section of the epistle. The next 

challenging question facing al-Rassī is that of the latency of forms in things. The 

naturalist asks why is it not possible for the forms of a date or that of a tree not to 

be latent in the seed, and that it becomes manifest when encountering a 

correspondent (mā shākalahā)?40         

The first and basic response given to this question is that from observing the 

different parts constituting the seed one would not find any of the things claimed to 

be latent in it. This is a simple response to a simplified view of what latency is, in the 

sense that it assumes latent forms to be identifiable parts that become manifest 

under given conditions. This understanding of kumūn as particular parts becoming 

manifest at a future time, as things that are not witnessed prior to their conditional 

appearance, leads al-Rassī to wonder why is it not possible for the manifest human 

being not to have been latent in animals (pigs, donkeys and dogs). If such things 

were true, al-Rassī states that this would render the human being human in 

appearance yet a hidden (bāṭin) animal (dog, donkey or pig).41  

Al-Rassī argues for the same idea from the perspective of lack of similitude. If there 

is a correspondence between the seed, the fruit and the tree, without there being 

any similitude in form then it must be permitted to argue in such manner regarding 

the human being and the other animals, that is, the lack of similitude in forms does 

                                                        
40 Munāẓara, p. 299. 
41 Ibid., pp. 299, 300. 
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not prevent correspondence between different things.42 The argument from latency 

leads al-Rassī to state that if such a concept is admitted then even when all human 

parts are separated they will be an animal (dog) in nature, potential and matter. 

This theory of latency would simply lead to the assumption that no human part can 

cease to be a latent part of any animal.43  

Al-Rassī also argues that if the form of a date was originally in the principle, that is, 

in the seed, then before becoming observable in the date itself it should have 

appeared in the seed. This would also mean that the principle itself would have 

been a date, which means that the origin itself would have been the end form (the 

date). This is considered impossible, since this means that our priority would have 

been to consider this origin to be a date, and this would have had to be a known 

thing amongst us. In addition, this would lead to the possibility of some thing 

having two forms simultaneously, which in this particular case would be the form of 

a seed and the form of a date.44 

The naturalist argues that the seed is a date in material potentiality (quwwa 

hayuliyya),45 so that when it moves or when it changes, it changes into the tree then 

it changes into the fruit or the date, after which it returns to its principle state then 

it becomes a seed inside the fruit.46 What is interesting, in this cyclical view of 

change and transformation in nature, is that the return is not to the state of a seed 

                                                        
42 Ibid., p. 300. 

 !! �<	آ�R وا�'�l اa#�	ن $� "'�ن أن �6	ز ا�p�رة، ا3L0ف �M �<	آ�R وا���اة وا��=�R ا��L�ة $� آ	ن ��
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., pp. 300, 301. 
45 See Wolfson (1976), pp. 509, 510 for the use of the term hiding (kumūn) and appearing as terms 
equivalent to Aristotle’s “potentiality” and “actuality” and Plato’s “intelligible” and “sensible”.  
46 Munāẓara, p. 301. 
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but rather to the same original thing previously argued for, the principle of all 

things. This principle seems to be a constant element of the cycle to which all things 

return before going through the exact same transformations all over again.47 One 

notices that the naturalist does not follow a cycle that leads back to the principle, 

only to start another cycle of a different being. This is a clear indication that the 

principle itself contains that which demarcates a particular cycle from any other. 

This principle itself contains the specific determinations that are to follow 

particular histories in their coming to be and changing from one state of being to 

another, which we presume is in accordance with the nature of a thing. 

                                                        
47 In Aristotle’s Physics we read regarding Empedocles and Anaxagoras (al-Ṭabīʿa, pp. 34, 35): 

H�!وآ 	I"ا ا�!"� ا��	وا�� ا���;�دات ان * �$A8 وآA� O$�*د	
 ا�7 ا_E$	ء �	5� 0�وج "��
	ن إ#�	 أ"I	 ه!"� Y1ن وأ#'�	i�رس، أ#
  .وا��ة ��ة ا�<�ء "6�8 وه!ا دورا، �K!. أن "�ى ذاك أن �L=" �$1:� وا�!ي. =�$qا� �� "'�ن #:g ا#�

It is worth mentioning that in Wolfson’s discussion of the subject, he emphasises, in agreement with 

Harovitz, the influence of the ‘naturalists’ on al-Naẓẓām, which he derives from al-Shahrastānī 
(Wolfson (1976), p. 507). These naturalists, Wolfson tells us, refer to those who deny the existence of 
incorporeal things, like the Stoics (Ibid., p. 507).  Later in this discussion both Wolfson and Horovitz 
assume the naturalists to be the Stoics, and derive the idea of the influence of the Stoics on al-
Naẓẓām (Ibid., pp. 508, 513). Abarahamov also indicates that al-Rassī’s critique is intended to be 
against the Stoics (Abrahamov (1986), p. 284). However, in the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s 
Physics, the pre-Socratic physicists (including Anaxagoras) are called �$$�$
Xا� or the ‘naturalists’ (al-
Ṭabīʿa, p. 33). 
In the commentary of Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥasan b. al-Samḥ on the Physics, he also adds more information 
about these philosophers (al-Ṭabīʿa,  p.  35): 

 آ�K	 	ء$ا-E إن: "��ل... أ#'�	i�رس ا�	,...ا���8 وه� وا�� ه� "�$Fه	 ا�!ي ا�:	�8 ان *
8 ��1 وا�� وا�	 ا��	دة، *
8 ��1 آA$� أ�	

 .��$� ا-l�i ه� �	 �Eء آO��1 �1 8 وKVG ��'G� وإ#�	 ا��	دة، �1 ��;�دة
In Wolfson’s discussion of Kumūn, he discusses a quote in al-Shahrastānī’s Milal of Porphyry on the 
teaching of Anaxagoras. Al-Shahrastānī adds to this quote that Anaxagoras was the first to have 

taught that things are hidden (kāmina) and then appear. In Wolfson (1976), pp. 508-509, we read: 
“The characterization of it as a theory of “hiding-and-appearing” was thus given to it by Shahrastānī 
himself because of its similarity to the theory of Naẓẓām, which was widely known among Muslims.” 
The commentary of Abū ʿAlī, just quoted, suggests that the source of this idea is earlier and it seems 
to have originated amongst the philosophers commenting on Aristotle. The idea of the hidden is 
noted in the text of the Physics itself although without the use of the word kumūn as we read (al-
Ṭabīʿa, p. 36): 

�i R$� أE$	ء �� ا�L'�ن "'�ن �K�6	 وWp� أ#:�K	، �1 ��;�دة *	R�5 أE$	ء �� ه� إ#�	 ا�L'�ن أن���� 	#��� .H�!ن و����� آ8 إن "

� �=�E q�LءK#- #�ا	ون آ�ء آ8 أن "�E ن�'L" �� ء�E.  
It is worth mentioning that this is not the oldest Arabic translation, as Badawī tells us (Ibid., p. 9). 
The oldest translation appears to be that of Salām al Abrash, from the second part of the second 
century (A.H.). This would mean that this idea was already in circulation and the expression �$i 

R����� 	#���  or imperceptible could have been the source of the idea of kumūn.  
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In his response, al-Rassī points out that the belief of his opponent could lead to 

different formulations of what the principle could signify or mean. If the naturalist 

is an eternalist (yaqūl bi-l-dahr) who believes in the eternal existence of nature, 

then nature itself is the principle. In such a case the naturalist, according to al-Rassī, 

would be assumed to be saying that the origin, here nature, is a date in material 

potentiality (quwwa huyuliyya). On the other hand, if he is considered to be a 

dualist (thānawī) then the principles would be light and darkness, and these would 

be this date in potentiality.48 The argument is that whatever the opponent’s belief 

regarding the principle of things, this principle is what would be considered a date 

in potentiality. Further to this, since it is permissible, according to the naturalist, to 

move from one form to another, the pure (al-baḥt) principle is all the possible 

forms, that is, a seed, a date, a peach or an aubergine, etc.49 

I.3 Generation and Corruption 

In considering the question of generation (kawn) and corruption (fasād), the 

naturalist questions al-Rassī about his opinion regarding the argument that the 

cause (ʿilla) of the being and of the corruption of things is the movement of spheres 

and the motion of stars,50 or even the combination of the two natures, that of light 

and darkness.51 

                                                        
48 This could be seen as a reflection of the origins of this idea. See Van Ess, Kumūn.  
49 Munāẓara, p. 301. Continuing the previous quote from Aristotle’s Physics (al-Ṭabīʿa, p. 35): 

RK ا_;Fاء أن "�ى) ا#
	د*�$O( ذاك أن �L=" �$1:	ن وا�!ي	>Lاد ا���f-وا �$i ،R$ه	�L� رس( وه!ا�i	�'#) أ	ى ا#��" H�1 ذ� �Lا� 

7��G ت	��X�1�q ا-رM ا_.  
50 We find the idea of influence of the stars and spheres on generation and corruption in the work of 
the alchemists, as will be discussed in the final chapter. As an example we find this in ps-Plato, Kitāb 
al-Rawābīʿ, (1977), pp. 155, 154, 170-173. See also Hämeen-Antilla (2006), p. 110: “The Sun is the life of 
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In his response, al-Rassī emphasises the idea that according to the opponent’s belief, 

if the cause of generation of a thing exists then that which is caused must remain. 

He elaborates his challenge through the example of a child. If the cause of the being 

of a child is still effective then there should not be a case of death (corruption) to 

this being. The existence of the cause should maintain the existence of the being 

that is caused.52 The only solution to this problem, of a continuous existence of what 

is known to be corruptible, is the existence of another cause which could affect 

corruption. However, this cause must come into existence at the time of corruption 

since the thing was existent before it was generated, and this would mean that the 

cause of corruption must be an originated thing. The reason for this argument is 

that, had the cause of the corruption been eternal, along with the cause of 

generation, then the existent thing would be in a state of corruption when it is also 

in a state of existence since the cause of existence is also present. If the causes of 

existence and non-existence are eternally existent then the being of the caused 

                                                                                                                                                               
both worlds and also the origin of everything that is generated in the lower world [...] in the supernal 
world there is neither generation nor corruption, although everything that does happen there is also 
due to the actions of the Sun, even though the Sethians would deny this [...] People disagree as to any 
causality affecting the supernal world. According to Yanbūshād, causality is also found in the 
supernal world, but others disagreed violently with him.” And “the Sun is also eternal (sarmadī), 
perpetual (dāʾim) as well as that which gives life to All, or the universe (muḥyī l-kull), and provides 
life (al-mumidd bil-ḥayāt) [...] It is also the agent and organizer of All (fāʿil al-kull wa-mudabbiruhu).” 
And  on p. 111: “The origin (aṣl) of all movement is the movement of the spheres, the two Luminous 
Ones.” 
51 Munāẓara, p. 303.  
52In Ibn Ḥazm’s reproduction of the second argument of the eternalists we read (Ibn Ḥazm al-Ẓāhirī, 
Abū Aḥmad. Al-Faṣl fī al-milal wal-ahwāʾ wal-niḥal,  (1996), v. 1, p. 48):  

 إ���� أو -#�، أ���� "'�ن أن �� ����	 ا��	�� آ	ن إن -ا��	�� �1 �	 آ8 وه� وا-��اض، ا�6�اه�- ا-;�	م ���ث "=�� _ :أ"I	 و*	��ا
،R��� نY1 ن	آ ،�#- ��	��	1 ��0�� ��R ه� إذ "Fل �� ����� -ن "Fل � R���	1 _ رق	:G ،ل���ا�� 	و� �  "Fل، �� أ"I	 F" �K1ل �� �� ":	رق �

��A� 3 ه� إذ ،HE ��	��	1 �. ����G R'�ن أن وإ�	 FGل، �� �نG' أن إ�	 و;K$�، أ�� �� G=�� _ ا���� H�L1 R��R، أ���� آ	ن وإن. "Fل �
� "Fل، �� �1����K	 FGل �� آ	#) Y1ن�	��	1 � ."Fل �
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thing must be both simultaneously; in a state of generation (existence) and in a 

state of corruption (non-existence).53   

 Faced with the charge that God the creator, as the cause of the being and 

corruption of all existents, must Himself face the same challenge, al-Rassī declares 

that God is not said to be, according to his belief, the cause of the generation and 

corruption of things. What is actually the case, according to him, is that God is not 

the cause of generation, but He is the One who has generated (kawwana) the thing 

and corrupted it without any compulsion (iḍṭirār). What is indicated in this 

statement is that the cause, according to al-Rassī, necessitates its effect. If the cause 

exists, the effect must necessarily be or, one could say the cause cannot be without 

its effect. This is why al-Rassī denies and rejects the idea that God is a cause, in the 

sense that what He causes (His creation) are necessary effects, God, instead, freely 

wills his creation.  

This argument is further developed in al-Rassī’s idea that God is not the cause of His 

acts since these acts differ in states and change in attributes (muntaqilat al-ṣifāt). 

He argues that it is not possible to consider God as the cause of things since He is the 

eternal, He remains as he is in Himself from eternity and as such His attributes 

remain the same and unchanged.54 The effects of such an unchanging eternal God 

must as such necessarily remain in their state of existence thus implying the eternal 

existence of the effects, of things. The changing nature of the existents and the 

                                                        
53 Munāẓara, p. 303.  
54 Frank traces the source of this idea to St. Athanasius who emphasises the distinguishing idea of 
volition in God’s act, he writes: “[…] he distinguishes from what is produced by the very nature […] or 
by the essential being [...] of the cause and so by necessity of its being. He insists that the agent […] 
unlike the natural cause, is essentially different from the act he produces, a thesis that becomes 
common doctrine for the main schools of the kalām.” Frank (1979),  p. 85.   
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permanent unchanging state of God imply that God is neither the cause of another 

nor the effect of another.55  

As a final argument for the existence of God, we find in the last part of the epistle al-

Rassī’s version of the argument from design. He first argues for the existence of the 

time of revivification of the dead after the vanishing of the living beings. This will 

be so because God is wise and has created life for a purpose.56 The argument that 

God is wise is used in this section as another proof for the created nature of the 

world. Al-Rassī argues that had God not been wise then there would be no 

justification in the claim that this well ordered world is the creation of a wise agent, 

since it would become possible that this ordered world is accidentally so and that 

the ordering is not due to an act of an agent. If the world is accidentally ordered and 

not necessarily so, the existence of an ordering God is removed, and what is now 

known to be existent could have been so from eternity.57 

                                                        
55 Ibid., p. 304. 

��F# 8� أن اR�� t آ�ن ا-E$	ء و�1	ده	، �F# _ 	#أ Hار: وذ��Xfا 	� �$i �� .��17 ه� ا�!ي آ�ن ا�<�ء، وأ�	�G tوا���$8 . إن ا

d؛ أنHذ� ���1ِ R�� O$� 8;و F� tت ��7 أن ا	:pا� R��L�� ،ا-��ال R:�L=� ��	�1أ . �#- ،�L:, �� ء�E زال 	�� R��ن ه� ا�	�1� آ
� �� آ	ن ���E Rء، �� "Fل ����ُ��، آ�	 �� "Fل ه� �1 ذا�G، وزوال ا-E$	ء �� ,:	KG	 "�ل ��7 أن اF� t و;8 "���F ذآ�. *�"�، وا�

��R و_ ����ل O$�. 
This argument is also used by al-Rassī in k. al-Mustarshid with regard to the planets being the causes 
of generation and corruption as we shall see later in this chapter.  
56 Ibid., pp 315-316. 
57 Abrahamov (1996), p. 74. 
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IIIIIIII.... RRRResponse to the Christiansesponse to the Christiansesponse to the Christiansesponse to the Christians58585858        

In the response to the Christians, al-Rassī negates any attribution of change and 

termination to God or any transformation, motion, transition or annihilation. He 

denies that God can be a principle of anything or a part of a thing since all things 

disintegrate and each part of the whole follows suit. God is not divided into many 

things, so that an increase or a decrease in number follows from His oneness nor is 

He made into a singular whole made from many parts, as this would lead things 

other than Him to be similar or different in parts. If God was a principle to all those 

                                                        
58Al-Rassī. Al-Radd ʿalā al-Naṣārā, (2000), p. 17. (Henceforth, Naṣārā). This work is possibly the first 
extant anti-Christian polemic dated by Madelung to about (210/825) but it is by no means the earliest 
(Bishr b. al-Muʿtamīr, the founder of Baghdādī school and ʿĪsā al-Murdār (d. 840) both wrote 
refutations of Theodore Abū Qurra and Abū al-Hudhayl (d. 840) wrote a refutation of a certain 
ʿAmmār the Christian, Ḍirār b. ʿAmr (d. 806) and ʿAlī Rabbān al-Ṭabarī (d. 850) also have epistles with 
the same title). See Thomas (1992), pp. 32-33 and Griffith (2006), p. 285. Madelung believes that Al-
Rassī developed his theology during his stay in Egypt between 199/815 and 212/826 when he was in 
his twenties (and thirties) as a result of his debates with the Christians and naturalists. This, we are 
told, probably took place in al-Fusṭaṭ at the age of the caliph al-Maʾmūn as it was a centre for debates 
amongst the different communities. Madelung also believes that al-Rassī was not interested in the 
inter-Islamic debate and affirms that there were “no well known Muʿtazilite theologians in Egypt at 
this time.” Interestingly, Madelung’s insistence at distancing al-Rassī from the Muʿtazila also appears 
in his search for other contemporaneous theology: “If contemporary Muʿtazilite theology thus did 
not have a formative influence on al-Qāsim’s thought, in what context is it to be located?” We find 
this to be a logical answer to the question of how did someone who came from Medina, and without 
prior knowledge of theology produced intellectual works of such sophistication as al-Radd ʿalā al-
Naṣārā and al-Radd ʿalā Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ? It seems that al-Qāsim had no position in the intellectual 
field prior to this paper, which is why Madelung has decided that his theological views were “formed 
in active study of the views of religious opponents, in debating their views and reading their books.” 
See Madelung (1991), p. 36. For some reason, however, this seems to exclude the written works of the 
Muʿtazila who were not in Egypt, or for that matter, any of the Mutakallimūn who must have taken 
parts in the debates that he mentions. The idea that one is influenced by ‘the other’ in a debate is 
greatly defended in this thesis, however, we do not believe that this is sufficient and, al-Rassī must 
occupy a position within the intellectual field that has been developed over time by other 
theologians, including the Muslims. Apart from the evident sophistication in the arguments of al-
Rassī’s epistles, which are studied in this chapter, Madelung’s own exploration of his theological 
development in a Christian field should dismiss the need to transmit the beliefs of later anti-Muʿtazilī 
Zaydīyya who “stressed the simplicity of the teaching of the ancient Zadī authorities, their keeping 
aloof from discussion of the daqīq al-kalām, the subtle, non-essential points which took up broad 
space in Muʿtazilite kalām works.” We presume that al-Rassī is considered such an ancient authority 
as this quote is preceded by “Later Zaydīs, to be sure, did not generally see al-Qāsim as favouring 
Muʿtazilite theological thought.” (ibid., p. 35). Also, Madelung dismissal of al-Madīna as a place of 
Muʿtazilī influence needs further investigation since we find in Abū al-Qāsim al-Balkhī’s Ṭabaqāt al-
Muʿtazila a list of more than twenty people who appear to have lived in the 2nd century Medīna and 
who have been considered ‘qadariyya’. See Al-Balkhī, Abū al-Qāsim. Bāb dhikr al-Muʿtazila min 
maqālāt al-Islāmiyyīn li abī al-Qāsim al-Balkhī, (1986), pp. 75-82. 
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that would derive from Him, they would acquire similitude with this principle since 

the principle of generation would be similar to that which is generated. All that is 

produced as a derivative from a principle follows this origin in successive 

productions, in the same way that the human beings reproduce from one 

generation to another, with the sons and daughters manifesting the same similar 

act of production. All that is a possible in the producing principle, which causes the 

thing to be and exist, will also be a possible in the descendents; this is witnessed in 

the case of the living beings, the trees and the animals.59 

This introduction to the idea of generation and production, as it is understood by al-

Rassī, serves as a critique of the Christian notion of Christ being the son of God. 

Christ, as that which was a possible and became a real produced entity, takes away 

something from the principle (or the father in this case) like the offspring from the 

parents, thus leading to some change occurring to the principle, or God. Al-Rassī 

categorically denies that God can hold such possibles that are produced from Him, 

in the manner that a son or a daughter is a possible in her parents. In addition, 

things that are produced from other things are similar to those things, and the 

originating thing acts as a border or a limit to the existence of that which is 

produced, which in turn reduces the principle to a finite entity. Any limit to 

something is a mark of finitude, which is for him a denial of lordship and Godhood, 

since it identifies a cessation and finitude to God’s eternity and a challenge to His 

                                                        
59 The critique is based, according to Thomas, on three types of relations, the first between parents 
and offspring, the second, two creators hinder each other’s activities, finally to take a son means the 
coming to be of the son and his createdness. The arguments in this epistle are, like other works of 
this kind, based on the nature of the relation between the father and the son, see Thomas (1992), pp. 
33, 34. These preoccupations in turn reflect the Caliph al-Mahdī’s in his debate with Timothy, they 
focus on the Trinity and the divinity of Christ, which challenges the being of God in Himself and the 
relation between the eternal and the begotten in time, see Thomas (2002), pp. 16, 17. 
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oneness. God’s oneness is challenged by the fact that in producing a son, who has 

similar qualities to the father, God ceases to be ‘one’ since the son is the same in his 

essence, or in himself, to what the father is. If the two are the same in their essence, 

which according to al-Rassī is lordship, then this would lead to a contradiction in 

identification, since that which is Lord is defined by being unique and one. This 

oneness is challenged, not only by the similarity between offspring and parents in 

the accidents that are originated in time, but more importantly, by the shared 

essence and nature.60 This is why al-Rassī declares that God cannot be said to be the 

principle of something and that He is neither son nor father.61   

In the section on the origin of the Christian beliefs,62 we learn that the source of the 

idea of God’s fatherhood to Christ originates in the ancient beliefs (or myths) that 

God had created and formed from Himself, and from nothing other, the seven 

stars.63 When completing their formation, from Himself and through Himself, He 

                                                        
60 Maybe suggesting that essence and nature are not originated. 
61 Naṣārā, pp. 17-18. 

$�R، و زوال ا-ز�$R وا����ا#$R، وإذ _ "'�ن وا��ا إذ �1 أن "'�ن �Eء �� و��ا، وأن "'�ن �<�ء أ,�L�� 3ا، إX	ل اR$K�a وا��
�ب nب��� O$�1 ب�ا� H�!ب، وآ� �$- O$� �إذ آ	ن ا_� �1  .�� آ	ن �� و�� أ�ا، و_ "'�ن أز�$	 �� آ	ن وا��ا أو أ	 ، -ن ا_

،���L� د�:L� 	K$R *	ٍص �
L��، إذ �$�K�� O	 �� ه� �$�G _ R'� أ�ا إ_ ��ا�� �$O  ا�!ات ه� ���A، 1'3ه�	 �� ا���-ن ا��
n,8 �<�ء، و_ و�� و_ وا��. 

62 Regarding these beliefs, and who were the Christians targeted by al-Rassi, we read in Thomas 
(2002), p. 39: “[…] he distinguishes between the teachings of the Melkites (whom he calls al-Rūm) that 
the Son took from Mary a nature and so the Messiah was two natures, ṭabīʿa, in one hypostasis, 
uqnūm , of the Jacobites that the divine and human became one when the Son became a body from 
Mary, tajassada bihi, and of the Nestorians that the Son became a body which was perfect and 
complete in nature and hypostases, and so the Messiah was two natures and hypostases.” 
63 In our preparation for the Ibāḍī chapter, we came across a relevant passage in the collected works 
of the Ibāḍī community by the fifth/sixth century qāḍī and faqīh Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm al-Kindī: 
�	ل ��
�ة ا-و�	ن ا��6�م ا��
�R وا_��� �<� ا�Fا��$� nن ا�<�O وا����، وا�=��R ا-6#� ا��
�R وا_��� �<� �R'53، وز���ا " ��

 �$�Lا� ��G R�
  .آ�� ]ا��	��[ا���� أن ا��
�K� ل	�$1 :،H�! �
�ه	ن �	 ���' �$�� 	#�L5ن ا���G 	� 7�� �L���L�  .و�� أ"� ا

�K� ل	�" ����ه	 ا�:�� ���� : � �Lا� R�
 هK$1 8	 :G	8f؟ -ا�:��R-أ0
�و#	 �� ه!. ا��
 Al-Kindī, Bayān al-Sharʿ, (1984), v. 2, p. 316. This quotation, which is part of a larger refutation of 
dualists, pagans and naturalists, is not attributed to anyone. However, al-Kindī frequently quotes 
scholars from the third and fourth century. 
Despite the problematic editing of this very important work, we still find in this passage the 
important reference to the seven stars, the angels, and to the causal power of these stars. What is 
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affirmed their Lordship and Godhead, He said to them “you are the Gods of 

Godhead.”64 According to al-Rassī, those who held these beliefs assumed that it is 

through them, and from them, that all the originated things came to be.65 The 

existence of the originated things and their subsistence was through these stars, 

and their formation derives from them, thus suggesting that these stars were not 

only the cause of their coming to be but also the ground and origin from which 

these things came to be. They are said, according to al-Rassī, to be the intermediate 

cause or ʿilla between God and the things.66 He, however, also says that God is the 

maker of these stars and of the others, and that it is through Him that all living 

things cease to exist. In this ancient belief, God was believed to be the sole deity, the 

                                                                                                                                                               
absent, however, is the important idea that these stars are intermediaries between God and the 
world of generation and corruption.  
Also, in al-Ihlīljiyya, and in Jaʿafar al-Ṣādiq’s debate with the denier of God’s existence, there is a 
discussion of the stars influence on the birth of human beings and on the idea of being self caused. 
See Al-Majlisī, v. 3, pp. 171-174.   
 
64 "�L#ا RKا� R$K�_ا"  
65 Parallel to this notion, and at approximately the same time, Aḥmad Ibn Ḥāʾiṭ (in Zuhdī Jār Allah and 
Thomas David, but also Ḥābiṭ in different editions of texts but mostly Khābiṭ) (d. 232/846) and al-Faḍl 
al-Ḥadathī (d. 257/870) were discussing the existence of two lords and creators, one is eternal and 
the other is created. God creates the intellect (al-Baghadādī) or the first Intellect as well as the active 
Intellect (al-Shahrastānī) from which the forms of the existents emanate. This Intellect is what they 
identify as the Word and Christ who would judge people on the day of judgement, it is what becomes 
manifest, contrary to God. The similarity with the seven gods is in the creative act of the first created 
thing which causes the rest of creation. This is an intermediary state that separates the One from the 
multiplicity of the created world.  It is interesting to find this form of tanzīh discussed in kalām 
circles prior to the similar Ismāʿīlī form of tanzīh (briefly mentioned in chapter four). See Thomas 
(1992), pp. 5-8 ; Jār Allah, (1990), pp. 150-152 ; Al-Baghdādī, ʿAbd al-Qāhir, Al-Farq bayna al-Firaq, 
(1982), pp. 260-261 and Milal, pp. 27-28.      
66 In al-Shahrastānī’s Milal, pp. 126, 127, we read regarding the Sabians: 


	ب ه� ا��و�	#$	ت��X�ن ا-�Lاع، �1 ا���L0_د، ا	6"aوا C"�pGل �� ا-��ر و	ل،� إ�7 �	 �$;�Gت و	أ �� ا��=��*�
 آ�	ل، إ�7 �
�$R، ا��I�ة �� ا���ة "���Lون���ات K��1	. ا��:�$R ا���;�دات ��7 ا�:$g و":$I�ن ا��� lا�'�اآ R�
 وه� أ31آK	، �1 ا��$	رة ا��

،	Kآ�	#� �1'8 ه$	ه$'8 و�'8. ه$'8 رو� ،H�1 R
�، اkL0 ا�!ي ا�K$'8 ذ�H إ�7 ا��و�	#� و#� R
 و���. ر� K1� ا���6، إ�7 حا��و #�

	، ا�K$	آ8 "���ن وآ	#�ا. و��"�.	  .أ�K	ت وا���	,� }	ء، "���#K	 ور�	 أر
See also Milal, pp. 136, 137 
Regarding the people of Ḥarrān, he writes (Ibid., p. 149): 

 رأي �1 	-E=	ص ]"A'L�[ 1|#� آA$� وأ�	. وا-زل -,8،وا وا-ول، ا�!ات، 1:� وا�� أ�	. وآA$� وا�� ا���
�د ا�p	M# إن: *	��ا
K	KV" ،� Y1#� ،ا�:	R�f ا��	��R، ا�=$�ة، ا-رR$f وا-E=	ص ا��
�R، ا����ات وه� ا��$�، k=>L"و ،	K,	=En
8X و_ G �Gو�� 

�1 �Gا.ذا��	ع ه�: و*��،ا�� ه!ا ���ات ;��K	 وا�'�اآl، ا-;�ام �� 1$� �	 و;�$M ا�:�H أ�	 � وا���آ
	ت. أ�K	ت وا���	,�. ا{	ء وه

 .��ا�$�
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God of the gods who has no similitude with these stars and who is eternal without a 

beginning and end. His creation of the beings that have a limited existence is 

through these star gods, for He has empowered them to act to bring things into 

being.67 

Al-Rassī finds in this belief a comparable precedent to the Christian belief in the 

relation between the father and the son. God, according to his view of the Christian 

belief, is seen to create things through His son and that He preserves (ḥifẓ) and 

directs (dabbara) them through His holy spirit. The power that is entrusted to the 

son, that of creation, is said to be different from the power of the holy spirit, which 

is the power to preserve and direct.68 

The argument for why there is no possibility for the existence of such divisions in 

the Godhead, or for denying the multiplicity of this Godhead, is essentially based on 

the ground of the necessity of the existence of a creator. The created things of the 

world are used as the clear proof of an origination into being through the power of 

an all mighty creator, God. Any multiplicity in the Godhead, similar to any 

multiplicity of gods, will cause a struggle between the different members of the 

                                                        
In Al-Maqdisī, Kitāb al-badʾ wal-tārīkh, (1899), v. 1, p. 171 we also read: 


�R اّ#K	 ��F1) ا�
	R$ّ�m أ��ث وه� ���	�� ا���ّ�ات وه� ا��6�م ا��R'53 ا��ّ�ا#ّ$R و*	�)� .�<�ة وا��	 
67 Naṣārā, p. 22. 

$K� R	*�ل آ	ن "�
$) ا��AL R�

q وأه8 ا�6	ه�$R �� آ	ن "��ل �1 ا��6�م ا���واR$K�a، وآ	#�ا "��F�ن  ،��ل � �1 ا-وا85 ا��وم وا�
_ ���L
" �
�	#� ,���K ��� ,��ً	، و�� tوأن ا ،Rٌ�K	 آ�#� ، 0	� �G 	�� tا M� RK�{ 	K#وأ ،R�m	# t R'53� R�
 �� أن ا��6�م ا��

��� و���، *	ل ��E�Kء  ،�Kآ� dُآ� ،�K�	�G �G7، و�	�Gرك و	
G ،�Kأآ�� 	��1 	د، و�8 آ8 : ���ُ� آ8ِ ��� d�' ،R$K�aا RK�{ �L#أ
 ،��	�Gو ��ن ,�	آ �Kن و;�د. و*�ا��، و��	آ �K����ل، وز���ا أن �K و���K آ	#) �� ا��$�ان ا��P	ت َ;ْ�ُ�� آ8 �6��ل، 

tا �$ RX� و$� ا-E$	ء، وأن اt ا�p	�K� M# و�W$�ه�، � �	G) ا-�$	ء، وآ	ن اE _ t�H" ��، إ�� ا{�RK ا�����، ا�!ي وأ#Rٌ�� �K، وا
��	�Lا�� ،R�

	رك وG�	�i �� ،7$� أول و_ َِ�ء، وأ#� ه� ا��
�Lئ ا�p	M# ���6�م ا��G ،لF" �� ا�!ي �"��<�، وا-ول ا� �#��A�" _  ��

RK آ�p� 8�ع آ	>�R��, 8ن أو "'�ن وآ	.  
68 Ibid., p. 23. 
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Godhead.69 If any of the three divisions is said to be all powerful, the domain of this 

power will extend to the others in the tripartite division of God, thus resulting in 

the reduction of the powers of each division. If such a power is not existent, then 

this will present a limitation in the power that is ultimately uniquely associated 

with the one Godhead. Any limitation in the Godhead’s power is a mark of Its 

finitude which is contrary to the definition of a God who is eternally and infinitely 

powerful.70 

The things that are other than God are described as things: that do not partake in 

His eternity and power; who have clearly been created; whose parts are evidence of 

their state of origination; who are weak and governed; who have bodies with 

borders; who are numbered and are imaginable (mutawahham).71 The idea of 

borders, limits, enumeration and quantification whether physical or intelligible, as 

well as all the other qualifications and attributions that are associated with what is 

other than God, are all references to the distinguished nature of the individual 

thing. In all the things that are similar or different, physically or intelligibly, 

whether they are living things (ḥayawān) or inanimate (mayyit) things, it is the 

differentiation and the distinction of each individual thing that makes it a created 

being and renders it a sign for the divine act of creation. This individuality or 

distinction, even if grouped under species or any other categorisation based on 

similarity, is the mark of that which has borders, limits and finitude. A finite and 

limited thing must have a beginning and end, in other words a limitation on its 

being and existence, which renders it essentially different from God. 

                                                        
69 See also, al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 136, for Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq’s argument with a dualist. 
70 Naṣārā, pp. 23-24. 
71 Ibid., p. 25. 
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Al-Rassī comments on Q.2:116 “And they say: Allah hath taken unto Himself a Son,” by 

stating that he who takes something (muttakhidh) is the one who originates and 

makes something, thus, the one who is taken in this verse, Christ, has originated in 

time and was made by God.72 However, if the son and the father have been 

considered similar in nature and in essence then both must be co-eternal. The 

challenge this time is not only from the impossibility of having them both eternally 

existent, but also from the Qurʾānic statement that the Christians believe that God 

has made, and therefore, caused Christ to originate in time, which is similar to the 

old belief in God’s making the star gods from Himself. According to al-Rassī, Christ 

cannot be both, eternal in nature like God the father and at the same time an 

originated thing made by this same father.73     

In the section regarding the agreed doctrines of the Christians we learn that the 

three - the father, the son and the holy spirit- are three separate persons (ashkhāṣ) 

which in reality agree on the same nature that is the ground of their unity.74 The 

father is not begotten which means not generated, the son is generated, whilst the 

holy spirit is neither father nor begotten (generated). Again, all these different 

individuals are considered co-eternal, thus none precede the other and none of 

these exceeds the other in godhood, as they are of the same nature and essence.75 

The Christians give the example of the sun to explain this oneness in nature and 

                                                        
72 Ibid., p. 27. 

!=Lأ�� آ8 ��� وا��، �K1 ث��Lا��� ،M�Xpا�� 	و� !=ِ�Gا ]M�ِXُ,	1[ ، �K1 	�$� ا�'L	ب، ه!ا ,�ر �1 $�	 آ�	 وا��ا��،. ا��
Lَ�ع َ�ثا��� "

	�!ات �	��K	، �1 آ	�����د ،R�$
Xوا� �� R$,	=ا وا���ود، ا����61 ��aا M"�
 ...آ	��
�وع ا�
73 Ibid., pp. 27-29. 
74 David Thomas translates ashkhāṣ as individual beings, see Thomas (1992), p. 34, whilst Madelung 
chooses the word person. He also says that the term shakhṣ, which is used for the separate 
hypostases, is less frequently used by the Christians of this period who instead prefer uqnūm, which 
is also mentioned by al-Rassī, Madelung (1991), p. 43.    

75 Naṣārā, p. 33. 
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essence and difference in persons or individuals. The sun is one in nature and 

essence yet manifests three distinguished qualities which differ in states and 

attributes. Also according to al-Rassī, the Christians consider the sun itself to be like 

the father, its heat is like the holy spirit whilst its light is like the son.76 With the 

representation of three manifest qualities of the sun, one has a real a model of the 

idea of three distinguished persons that are one thing in nature and essence.77 

The other model for multiplicity with one nature, known to al-Rassī, is that of the 

human being, who is considered one in nature and essence yet also has many 

different and distinguished qualities. The human being is one in her humanness yet 

is a number of things at the same time. The human being has a self, a body, a life as 

well as thoughts. These things belong to one human being yet the body is not the 

self, and life is not thoughts. The general idea that al-Rassī is presenting as the 

                                                        
76 On Jacob of Edessa’s comparison between God and the sun, we  read: “The sun is thus great, 
perceptible, simple, enlightening, the giver of heat and life in the same way that God is also the great, 
primary and omnipotent luminary, simple, enlightening, and life-giving.” Wilks (2008), p. 230. 
77 Naṣārā, p. 34. 

��1 Hأن ز���ا، ،ذ� O�>�1 ا� 	K�$� ،-ب	[و آ	ءه�f[ 	K$1 ،� O�>1 ا���ة، ه!. �K	 آ	#) وإن �ُ�، ه� �� آ	��وح، K$1	 و��dه	 آ	_
_ H>" 	K$1 ،ن وا��ة، أ��- O�>إن ا� 	K*ر	[ 1	ءه�f[ � ا�<�7��G  O وإ#�	 ��E	، أ"I	 �Gُع �� َ���ه	 1	ر*K	 إن وآ!� H	�Gُ ��E،ع �

	��E ،7��Gُن إذا و	آ�� ه!ا آ 	K$1 	��L6�.  
David Thomas takes this as an indication of al-Qāsim’s well established knowledge of the Christian 
faith and of the traditional metaphors among Christians, see Thomas (1992), pp. 34. He also mentions 
that despite this knowledge, the arguments against the Christians are usually set from within the 
internal resources, as they are presented within Islam, which are primarily concerned with God’s 
unity and distinctiveness and the authenticity of the Bible. This is most clearly demonstrated by al-
Jubbāʾī’s reduction of the arguments against the Christian hypostases to arguments against divine 
attributes and God’s unity or tawḥīd. See Thomas (1992), pp. 39-40 ; (2002), pp. 17-18. For a fuller 
study of the late critiques of al-Nashiʾ al-Akbar, al-Māturīdī, al-Bāqillānī and al-Qāḍī ʿAbd al-Jbbār, see 
Thomas (2008). Interestingly, this could have also influenced the language of the responses 
presented by the Christian apologetics which also used Islamic references, see Griffith (2006), pp. 
288-309, where a Christian monk uses hypostases as the names and attributes of God, and quotes the 
Qurʾān in his arguments. 
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argument of the Christians, is that the oneness in nature and essence is not 

necessarily oneness in qualities and attributions.78 

In response to the above claims, al-Rassī argues that these terms, which have been 

invented by the Christians, cannot be shown to be true by any empirical evidence or 

by any syllogism. He questions if the names ‘the father’, ‘the son’ and ‘holy spirit’ 

refer to an essence (jawhar), a self (dhāt) or a nature (ṭabīʿa), or if these refer to 

distinct persons or hypostasis. He suggests that these are accidental and originated 

names, since if the father begot a son then these names are not of essential natures 

nor names of persons but rather of accidental and originating things that became 

manifest following the origination of the son.79 

Al-Rassī follows this reasoning with a discussion of the meanings of the different 

classes of names. He describes the names of nature as the names that refer to what 

the things are in themselves, their essence or what they are by nature. A name that 

refers to the nature of a thing is not due to a causal act and does not accept 

variation in degrees, it is a fixed name that refers to something specific and defined, 

it refers neither to an individual person nor to an act, it is the name of the thing 

itself, its essence. The name of the nature of the thing refers to or signifies the thing 

itself and not its species,80 and as examples of such names of natures or essences 

(dhāt or jawhar) he gives: earth and heaven; fire and water. In the case of the names 

of persons, this merely refers to individual persons (or proper names) like Mūsā and 

                                                        
78 Naṣārā, p. 34. 
79 Ibid., p. 35. 
80 This seems to be a direct response to Abū Qura’s use of names of nature as names of species. See 
Abī Qurra, T. Mayāmir Thāwadūrus abī Qurra Asqaf Ḥarran, 1905, p. 33. Madelung notes that “the 
resemblances to Theodore Abū Qurra’s Arabic treaties are most common, yet nowhere close enough 
to prove a direct dependence,” Madelung (1991), p. 43  
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Ibrāhīm, Dāwūd and ʿĪsā. These names of persons do not refer to the nature of 

individuals or to what they are in their essence. They also do not include the names 

fatherhood and son-hood, which are presumably of the third type of names. This 

last set of names refers to accidents that originate in time and are, therefore, 

associated with originating things.81   

                                                        
81Naṣārā, pp. 40, 41. 

7��G 	�#Y1 R$�$
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IIIIIIIIIIII.... Response to Response to Response to Response to IbnIbnIbnIbn    alalalal----    MuqaffaMuqaffaMuqaffaMuqaffaʿʿʿʿ    alalalal----zindzindzindzindīqīqīqīq82828282        

In ‘response to Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’ al-Rassī includes a section in which he argues 

against some of the dualists’ beliefs.83 Amongst these is the belief that all the things 

of the world are in reality two things, or more accurately a combination and 

admixture of two things. According to this belief system, all things are different 

combinations of light and darkness, or in other terms, things are mixtures of these 

two things. The dualists believe that the two principles, light and darkness, were 

eternally existent before their combination into the different things of the world. 

Al-Rassī argues that there is no experiential evidence, or rational reasoning, that 

may support the idea that the principles of all things were initially eternal and 

                                                        
82 Al-Rassī, Al-Radd ʿalā al-Zindīq ibn al-Muqaffaʿ al-Laʿīn, (2001). (Henceforth, Zindīq). The term 
zindīq appears to have a number of different associations but it is more narrowly applied to the 
Manicheans. According to de Blois the other associations are with heretic, renegade and unbeliever, 
it is basically used synonymously with mulḥid. The original use of this word in association with 
Manicheans predates the Islamic period since it is found in use in middle Persian to refer to the same 
group. De Blois also mentions the Syria use of zaddiḳē as a designation of the Manichean ‘elect’ who 
are the full members of the Manichean community. See de Blois’ “Zindīḳ” in EI2. Regarding Ibn al-
Muqaffaʿ, de Blois believes that his Manichaeism is not conclusive, but that references to his belief in 
the mixture of light and darkness does suggest a Manichean dualism rather than Zoroastrian or 
other dualism. He also deduces from the fact that Ibn al-Muqffaʿ rejects the idea of a war between the 
two principles, that he was not a member of the Manichean church but he “shared some of the 
theoretical premises of Manichaeism.” (ibid.) With regard to Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and his work that is 
quoted in this epistle, Gabrieli believes that it is authentic and reflects “the Manichean faith which 
several of the friends of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ had adopted and of which the writer himself was suspected 
of.” What is more important is that Gabrieli finds, in some parts of this epistle, a “striking analogy 
with certain passages” of his famous work Kalīla wa Dimna. For more on Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ see Garieli’s 
entry “Ibnal-Muḳaffaʿ” in EI2. See also Monnot’s “Thanawiyya” in EI2. For more information on the 
nature of the anti-Manichean polemics and the influence of the latter on ethical kalām, more 
specifically free will, see Stroumsa & Stroumsa (1988). Finally, some arguments in this epistle bear 
some similarities with pagan and Christian arguments as they appear in Lieu (1986). 
83 Madelung in agreement with Nyberg finds the source of the arguments to be Christian in origin 
(Abū Qurra’s attack on Mani for example). Again, however, Madelung writes: “None of the earlier and 
contemporary Muʿtazilite refutations of the dualists and Manicheans are extant for comparison. It is 
evident, however, that they can hardly have been at the base of al-Qāsim’s argumentation.” This, he 
bases on the essentiality of goodness in al-Qasim’s argument as is the case in Christian theology, see 
Madelung (1991), p. 41. 
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separate and that they became combined and mixed at another time of their 

existence.84 

Al-Rassī’s arguments against the dualists are primarily based on the idea that it is 

absolutely impossible for any opposites to be combined into anything. In such 

combinations, one of the opposites must annul the other since the opposite of a 

thing is its corrupting element. All cases of oppositions necessitate separation, since 

any combination of opposites necessitates the annulment of the opposite things. 

Alternatively, such combination would lead both opposing elements to change from 

what is known of them, or what characterises them. In the combination of snow and 

fire for example, both things are transformed, they change into something else, into 

water. This idea also applies in the case of mixing two different colours that 

combine to create a third colour.85  

Al-Rassī categorically denies any possible combination of opposites on the grounds 

that they would mutually annul each other, or at least one of the two in 

combination. Interestingly, however, he presents us with examples of mutual 

annulment where a third kind, which is neither of the opposites, emerges from the 

corruption of both opposing elements. One cannot fail to notice that the possibility 

                                                        
84 Zindīq, pp. 322, 323. 

�� وأ#� �Fاج، وا�R��V ا���ر �� آ�K	 ا-E$	ء أن ز��ً	، واL1�ى �G'�ً	، *	ل �� �'" 	�K�$ ا���ل �� �:Kً	 ا�FLاج، ده�ه�	 �� �$1 30	 
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85 Ibid., p. 326. 
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of generation from opposites is what al-Rassī intends to reject in his critique of the 

belief of the dualists/Manicheans. He questions how they could defend the 

combination of their two principles to produce something different when they 

ought to repel each other. He seems to challenge the belief in the combination of 

opposites yet at the same time admitting that such opposites may combine to 

generate something new. This leads us to understand his argument against the 

dualists to be primarily against a combination that preserves both constitutive 

opposing elements, since his combination annuls the constitutive elements and 

generates a third element. In fact, al-Rassī shows that combination is possible, but it 

means the annulment of the dualist principles in the process of generating the 

myriad things of this world.    

In al-Rassī’s treatment of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s beliefs, we are informed that he too 

believed in the dual light and darkness, and that all things are mixtures and 

combinations, this, for our author, is simply ignorance and gnosis.86 One of the 

points that are criticised by al-Rassī is that Ibn al- Muqaffaʿ takes light to have a 

variation in degree or gradation - tafāḍul- where one part of light is better than 

another. This leads to the problem of having one part of light better than another 

part, which would render the one original light numerous rather than just one. The 

argument relies on the idea that if one thing is better than another then there are 

two things being considered in the comparison and not just one. One part being 

more lacking in certain aspects than the other, and one is seen to be higher whilst 

the other lower (in virtue, if we consider the use of faḍl as having a moral 

                                                        
86 Ibid., p. 330. 

� ا�8K6 ���. ه�	 ا��!ان وا�R��V، ا���ر ز�� آ!�ًX�L=� .H	 �Fا;ً	 إ_ آ�K	 ا-E$	ء �� "�ى _ أ#� و1�ًm	�� ،	R" ا���$� ا���:M ا� ز�

R�'وا�� . 
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connotation). This idea of various degrees and grades of light is also applied to the 

darkness principle. In talking about darkness, the language changes from variation 

in goodness to variation in evilness (sharr), or from gradation of positive 

attributions to gradations in negative attributions. Interestingly, al-Rassī also 

argues that a negative or evil part is less evil than the whole (made of the different 

parts), and that if the evilness of the part is less than that of the whole then there is 

also evilness in light itself. The supporting argument used for this judgement is that 

deficiency (qilla) itself is evil. Thus, any gradation in light that causes the existence 

of different parts, some of which are attributed with a certain deficiency in 

comparison with others, would lead to the idea that the deficient light elements 

possess some evilness. Following this argument, al-Rassī reproaches Ibn al- Muqaffaʿ 

for rendering the good light evil and the evil darkness good since they both accept 

different degrees of the other opposing element,87 so that darkness becomes evil 

and good, harmful and beneficial, and light becomes beneficial and harmful.88 

                                                        
87 A similar issue will arise later on in the Ismāʿīlī Neoplatonism with regard to the relationship 
between the spiritual world (light) and the corporeal world (darkness). In al-Sajistānī’s defence of al-
Nasafī against al-Rāzī we read: 


$�R وا�K$��7 ا���V	L� R$#���ة �� ا�A	#�، آL��� ا�A	#� �� ا_ول، _ن ذ�H ) ... ا��ازي(Xل ان ا���� ا�<�ف وا�:R�$I، وه!ا و_ #�	�

� ا�R��V وا�'�ورة�	� �  ....ا��	�

)�#	L�6ا�� ...( �$� ه!ا ا��	� M�" �ان ه!ا ا���ل q�i، _#� �� آ	ن ذ�H ا��	�� #�را#$	 _ R��o 1$�، وه!ا ا��	�� ��o	#$	 _ #�ر �$1، �

R�, �  .وذ�H ا��	�
Al-Kirmānī, kitāb al-riyāḍ, (1950), p. 111. 
88 Zindīq., pp. 336, 337. 
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� (
� ،8f	:Lا���ر ا� �$ (
�KI	 8I1، وإذا � 7�� 	ً�$�" 	K�'� ن	آ ��

 ،_	:� 8:��	د ا���ر �� أ,8 أ,�_، إذ ا�:	8f وا��:I�ل ا��	ن، وا�:8I وا����K�� k	 P$E	ن، وا�:	8f 1=$� �	_، وا��:I�ل أ
 ،	�X�F; 8'1أ"� �� أ;Fا�K1 ،�5	 $0� �� F;و، وآI� 8� �� أ�I	K1 ،�5� �1 ا�<� آ�I�، وه�	 إذا ا;�L�	$0 ،� ���K	 إذا ا#

 .;�L	ع، و��ة W1$�ه�	 $0� ���K	 ��� ا_#�X	ع�1�ة �K$1	 0$� ��� ا_
 �E �� �Aأآ 	Kآ� �E إذ ،	Kآ� �E �� 8*أ 	�K�� g�
� �1 ا�R��V و:G	K�f	� ،	 p"̀$�ه� إ�7 أن E� ا�K$�� 80�" ��1 	ًI"أ H�!وآ

�KI	، وإذ ا�<� �� أ*�K	 �O$ ه� أآA� �� E� آ�K	، 1	���ر �1 #:�� وا��� E� f�dار، و#	E M1�dا �E .��� R��ر، وذ�H أ#� "�8 وا�
 	K�$�* إذ ،�fو M:#و ،�Eو ��$p� ���f .� 1$��د f�ا، وا�R��Vُ 1=$� ���هLوا� ��	آ� ��
1$��د #�ر. f�ا، و "�p� �� *�ر �

	K�,nآ O$� �$1 	K��1 ،	Kآ� M� H�!آ 	KI��p� �1 ا�<�، �� �
�� آA$�ه	 �1 ��ا*�� �� ا�I�، و�. 
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After quoting Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s question, regarding whether or not God was alone 

without having any other beings with Him, al-Rassī responds in the affirmative. He 

explains that in stating that God is one, he affirms that He has no equal (nadd) nor 

opposite, since if He had such other things this would negate what is known of Him, 

that is, His being one thing. He also argues that if God was made of different parts 

(or pieces- ashtāt) He would have been many, and had He been many then all these 

parts would have been equal to each other.89 

The other argument he uses as a proof of the oneness of God is that of the final 

‘cause’.90 Al-Rassī states that behind every end there is an end “ i	i R"	R" آ8 وراء ” until 

one reaches the end that is beyond all ends behind which there is no other end or 

finality. If one is to find another end or finality then one has not reached the 

ultimate end, what he describes as: “the end of ends that one perceives through the 

intellect.”91 In this argument, we are given the task of looking for the ‘one thing’ that 

is the end of all things, which means the task is that of searching for a predefined 

thing that is supposed to be the aim. In this argument the opponent is set the task of 

intellectually searching for the ‘one end’, and if one reaches more than one then the 

search has not reached its final aim, hence one must continue the search until one 

thing and only one thing is reached. If the ground of this argument sets ‘the one’ as 

the aim of the intellectual search without which the conclusion would be mistaken, 

then there is no justification in accepting this as a proof of the fact that God is one. 

                                                        
89 Ibid., p. 340. 
90 God was seen earlier not to be a cause, which is why there is no use of cause or ʿilla in this 
argument. 
91 Ibid. 

 i	i ،R"	M� R" آ	ن إن وأ#� #K	R"، و_ i	R" وراO$� �� �5 ا�!ي ا���i 7L� �KL�" �KL	i ،R"	R" آ8 وراء �� أن ���و1	 �����ً	 �O$ أو
�� أو R"	K# ��� أ�� ،R"	K# ��1 �pِGَ �ُ�	��p" R�V$� وأ#� ا��K	"	ت، #K	R" إ�7 ���� "��L و�� ا�W	"	ت، i	R" إ�7  ��� �Vا�� �� �$V� 

�، إ�7$V� 7L� �:َ�ِ"َ �V7 ا���� R"	i O$� 	وراءه �"F� �1 �$V�G. 
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In other words, al-Rassī begins his reasoning by setting the premise that God is one 

and then seeks through this premise to prove that He is one, thus leading to a 

circularity in the argument, since he sets the conclusion as a condition in his 

argument.   

In another section of the same text, we find a different approach to the one just 

stated. Here al-Rassī gives a more detailed proof of the one God starting from the 

things that have been created, and here again, it is the origination of things that is 

used as the proof of the originator. The beginning of the argument is that all things 

that stand in existence have limits. The existence of such limits suggests, for al-

Rassī, the existence of the act of limiting which in turn refers to the existence of an 

acting agent who limits things and is not Himself restricted and delimited. The 

affects of the existing things, what is sensed of all things existent, is also a sign of an 

affecting agent. Al-Rassī also uses the idea that all existing forms are indicators of a 

forming agent, and that the instincts, which the beings have, cannot exist without 

one who instils them in these beings. Further to these examples, we are then 

introduced to the idea of combination of things. Presumably, he intends to show 

that the idea that things are combinations of different things is a sign of a 

combining agent. Interestingly, al-Rassī here also uses the example of books 

indicating the existence of a writing agent as he did in his dialogue with the 

naturalist.92 The agent who causes all affects, instils all instincts, forms all 

formations, combines all combined things and who delimits all limited things is 

God. Once an agent has been shown to be acting in the above cases, al-Rassī states 

                                                        
92 In Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq’s argument with the dualist we find the same idea (al-Kulaynī, v. 1, p. 136): 

 �و;�د ا-1	�$8 د�) ��7 أن ,	#�	 ,��K	 أ _ G�ى أ#H إذا #V�ت إ�7 �	ء �<$� �
�� ���) أن �� 	#$	 و إن آ�) �� G� ا�
	#� و �
R$P$>ا� R�$������ إ�7 إ�
	ت ���7 و أ#� �E ء  M;ء ار	$E-3ف ا=  G<	ه�. *	ل �1	 ه� *	ل �E ء 
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that there must be a radical dissimilarity between the affecting agent and the 

affected things; that the one who forms and shapes things cannot be equal in any 

shape or form to what is formed. If there is no real and radical difference between 

the forming agent and the formed, the affected and the limited, then this agent 

Himself will have the limitations and weakness of the things His acts shaped, 

formed, limited and affected.93    

The fundamental reasoning in the above argument is that limits and borders, shapes 

and forms, combinations and all the other things mentioned, are signs and 

references of what is subjugated, what is weak and subject to the will of an acting 

agent. The space between the object and the acting subject is the space that 

separates two very different things or, two modes of being. In one, the first, we find 

absolute power to act, and the will to orient this power in this or that act of 

formation and creation. On the other side of this space exists the effect and the 

residue of the act itself, the finalised object of the act of delimiting, forming and 

shaping. The ground of the argument is simply the radical and absolute dissimilarity 

and difference between the absolute maker and His made things. 94 

                                                        
93 Zindīq, p. 369. 

$:1� ��� �V# ،Cp#�1 و��ل وأ �Vا�� ��1 ،C�" 8$ء ��وث ��7 د�	$E-ا ،�$
ٌ) وE	هٌ� �	� - _ M1�"ُ - ،�$'� ء إذ	$E-ا 	Kآ� 
nن و����م ��;�دة، *	K�5	 �1 وا{�	ر ���ودة، �"��L̀�د �� إ_ "'�ن _ و;� إذا ا��� �$i ،و_ ���ود �إ_ ُ��ِ"َ� إذا أ� �� �̀��� 
 إ_ آ	ن إذا G�آ$l و_ آ	lG، �� إ_ و;� آL	ب _"'�ن آ�	 �:XِL�، �� إ_ �:X�ر X1�ة و_ �p̀�ر، �� إ_ �d�pٍر َ"�p�G و_ ��;�د،

�� ،l̀آ�8ٌ و_ ��1 	ن �	8، إ_ آ�	ٌل و_ �:	���d�، آ8 ���̀� G�	�1 7	t *	85، �� إ_ *8$ �� �m	:ؤ. ;8 وا�	8 ��'� ،�XَLَ:� _ .�'�" _إ 
7 �،��	آn"_ار و�ا_* � ��'�ِL� W1$� وا��'	� ��'�، W1$� وا���	آ� �'	�، إ_ 

94 Abrahamov affirms that al-Qāsim considers God’s absolute difference from creation as God’s only 
quality, and this, he points out, is not a Muʿtazilī idea. Al-Rassī according to him “does not distinguish 
between God’s essential attributes (ṣifāt dhātiyya) and His attributes of action (ṣifāt fiʿliyya).” 
Abrahamov (1990), p. 21. We also learn in the next page that al-Rassī admits other qualities to God 
but he does not distinguish between them. Most of these other qualities, however, “can at least 
partially qualify man”, but the only one that applies to Him is His difference from all. When 
considering God we are told, al-Rassī asserts that: “His quality glory be to Him, is only He.” (ibid., pp. 
22-23). Madelung on the other hand writes: “Al-Qāsim’s concept of divine attributes is, in spite of his 



63 

 

Ibn al- Muqaffaʿ is quoted to have said that: “they (the Muslims) claim that God created 

with His hands all things from an existing thing.” In his reply, al-Rassī questions when 

have they ever claimed that “God has disseminated (baththa) ‘all’ (jamīʿ) His creations 

and made visible (arā) what He had created with His hands.” The response that follows 

asserts that God did not create ‘all’ things in this manner, and that it is only Adam 

who was uniquely intended by this speech. It was only Adam, of ‘all’ the things 

created, who was fashioned in this way, for his creation was a primary creation, 

unlike the other creations who are generated from other things "آ'�ن g� �� ا_E$	ء 

g�" . All the successive human beings followed one another, and are from one 

another, since God is said to have created them through reproduction. The other 

created things that followed Adam’s creation are different and not primary, in the 

sense that they are created from other existing things. This stands in opposition to 

Adam’s creation, which is not from parents and is without a prior model.  

If one takes this response to be an attempt at refuting Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s claim, then 

this refutation is solely of the fact that God has created all His creations from an 

existing model. This refutation is not of the idea that creation is from a thing, since 

it affirms that God has created Adam from a thing (earth) and that the successive 

creations and generations were of the same things through reproduction from 

other things. This text therefore affirms that the ‘primary’ creation was from a 

thing and it is said to be primary because it was not preceded by a model. The other 

                                                                                                                                                               
initial insistence on the absolute dissimilarity of God and creation, structurally the same.” In the case 
of power for example, the power that is witnessed in the created world indicates the existence of one 
who “owns all power”. This owner of all power differs from the created powerful in that the latter is 
“partial and mixed with impotence (dhull).” Madelung (1991), p. 39. This idea of mixture in the 
created world in opposition to the purity of the principle also appears in the arguments against the 
dualist. 
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creation interestingly is also here said to be from something but differs in the fact 

that it is from an already existing model (mithāl), it is not a primary creation of 

something new that has no mithāl.  

According to this section, creation is always from something, it is called primary if 

the thing it is created from does not bear the model of what is in the process of 

becoming, it is a formless thing that is formed according to God’s will. If it is not a 

primary creation then creation is from some-thing already existing and already 

bearing the model of what becomes through God’s will. The seed of what is to 

become existing is already in an existing thing that is also its model, which is what 

renders this creation unlike the primary creation.  

The first creation, which we have considered to be from a thing, is transformative 

and productive according to an idea in the mind of the creator, whilst the second is 

reformative and re-productive from an already existing thing that incorporates the 

idea and the material from which the new thing becomes. As a primary creation, 

Adam becomes the symbol of the unique primary creations. He is made from the 

material that precedes any limitation, and therefore any definition, and he is not 

modelled according to anything existing. Existing as an idea, and not as something 

real, is what firstly makes Adam’s creation primary. He is also primary in that he is 

the first limited and defined thing, the first model from which all of his kind will 
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derive their form and material. This primary creation holds the material and the 

form of all the subsequent generation that flows from him.95  

Continuing his arguments against the Muslims, Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ states that, 

according to them, God took it upon Himself and with His own already existing 

hands to create His creations. He criticises them for believing that God is said to 

have commanded what is already an existing thing to come to existence, since  

Q.2:117: “be, and it is” can only be said to something existing. Al-Rassī’s response is 

that these commanding words have not truly been pronounced by God, since God is 

only predicating and affirming in this statement something about His power and 

ability to create. In the act of creation there are no real hands that belong to God 

with which He acts and forms the existing things directly. Al-Rassī affirms that the 

means of God’s acts are the means of power, that there is no medium, hands or 

other helping means, that God uses to achieve His acts.96  

If we join together these two sections which question the nature of creation, we find 

that al-Rassī confirms that the evidence, based on the existing things of this world, 

indicates the existence of an acting agent who creates His primary creations from 

things that are neither formed nor defined.  This Agent has no prior model for His 

primary creations and He does not proceed to create them through any medium 

                                                        
95 Zindīq, p. 372. 

$�. G�	�7 ؟ ���0�� وأرى، ��	 و�� �0 �� d�َ 	� M$�; أن �� 	7 و"�� ز���Lء! و�	$E-ا �� .�$i دون R,	0 �1 }دم H*$8 ذ� 	إذ إ#� ،

�1 �0�� #V$� �� أه8 ا-رض ����L" ��Lاء، و�� "'� َآَ'�ن �g ا-E$	ء �� �g، و�_	 ���, �#	�
� 7��G . �"!ؤ. ا�{�V# 	�n1
 	ً�8 ُ�
�5�L �� ا-E$	ء، �0A�4 �0��L �� ا_�Lاء، و_ "�m 7�� _ ،.�� �� 8�	�L�	 �#	�
� �K��0 	�#Y1 ،.أو_د �� �ُ��� i$� آ	#�ا 

 .واِ�َ�"ِ� َوَ�َ�ا.، و�
ً��L	 A� 7�� _	ل ا�Lا. 
96 Ibid. 


�	#� وأ#�� 4X# أو ،��'G 	�#إ Hر، ذ�	

	E�ة، 1�8 �	 ":�8 _ وأ#� وا_*�Lار، ��� ا���ة �� ��0�
$8َ وأن �
$8ُ آ�� 1�ِ�� � _ *�رة، 
��$� "�L�	ن و_ ':$�، "�	ن. 
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that is external to Him, and which comes into contact with the formless and 

undefined things. Contact with the formless would indicate that God, with His 

formed hands (as an example of what could be a medium of contact), would have 

limitation associated with Him, before He Himself causes His creations to have the 

quality of finitude.  

To deny this direct formative contact, one may assume –contrary to al-Rassī’s 

belief- that things had already possessed forms, thus negating the agent’s need to 

have the means to have contact with what is to be formed. This, however, would 

lead to more problems than it would solve, as it would affirm other existents with 

God. The solution for al-Rassī is that there is no means of direct contact in the first 

place (with or without a primary formless thing). There are no limiting means 

associated with God that could limit His being, therefore His creation is through an 

‘unlimited’ power.97       

Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ is then shown to argue that it is not possible to have created or 

generated anything from nothing, simply because one cannot imagine such a case. 

Since that which is not intelligible is impossible, he concludes that creation ex-

nihilo is impossible. Al-Rassī’s response to this argument is that this reasoning 

presumes the eternal existence of all things and that there is nothing which might 

be said to have precedence (taqdima) over another. This in turn would be an 

affirmation that all things are eternal. If this argument is affirmed and 

acknowledged to be true then, al-Rassī argues, this would lead the person who holds 

this to be true to also believe that all these eternal things are not from a thing, and 
                                                        
97 Not stated in this section. 
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that they are original appearances (awwalu badyin). However, if these things are 

original appearances then they must be so in comparison to what comes afterward, 

which means they must be succeeded by something. From this al-Rassī questions 

which of the two possibilities is more plausible, that things originate from nothing 

or that things have no known beginning and no imaginable end.98    

Al-Rassī follows his question of what is more plausible, creation from nothing or 

eternally existing things, by arguing that if the reply is that things have no 

beginning or end then the simple fact that this is intelligible, necessarily implies 

that these are limited things. For him, all that is intelligible or is the subject of 

understanding (muḥāṭ) is necessarily limited and is a finite thing, for the mind does 

not encompass (aḥāṭ) that which is infinite, which has no bordering limits (muḥīṭ) 

or any form of finitude.99  

Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s defence against such an argument is that it is impossible to 

intelligibly contain or encompass the eternal principle, in the manner of containing 

it in a finite thought that limits it. What is intended by the intelligibility of the 

infinite is simply the idea that it is eternal in the past as well as in the future  لF" ��

 This means that what is contained and limited in ones thought is not the .و�� "Fال

principle itself as it is in itself, what is rather limited and contained in the idea of 

the eternal is simply its eternal nature. For al-Rassī, Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ is forced in this 

                                                        
98 Ibid., pp. 372, 373. 
99 Ibid., p. 373. 

Rً"_ِو ��� � .Y1ن *	ل �Eء _ َأّول �� و_#K	R"، أو�7 	�dL�ه�

8$* : ،RX$�� R"	K# ��	�� �$�Pٍ! ا�a	Rm، و_ "�	ط إ_  (L
� ،��، وإذا أ;Fت �1 ���7 �� "Fل ا�L�هdه�L� �31 "'�ن ه� أوً_ إ_ وه

 �"��G �X�  .واXL1	ر وا��K	R" أ*X	ر، وا�
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case to acknowledge that neither the eternal principle is known in itself nor is the 

act of creation from nothing. One does not have an actual knowledge of the actual 

mode of being of the principle, in the same way that one does not have an actual 

knowledge of what is creation ex-nihilo. Al-Rassī then proceeds to question why it 

would not be possible to accept the challenged alternative opinion that things do 

originate from nothing. He reasons that in both cases Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ must be 

committed to the idea that he has an intelligibility of the conception of eternity and 

origination but not of what they really are, thus what is denied of one must also be 

denied of the other. This leaves al-Rassī with his argument that the finitude of the 

objects of the real worlds, as well as the finitude of the ideas that are associated with 

these objects, necessarily point to the finiteness of the existents of the world and of 

the world itself, which in turn necessarily points to their origination and creation in 

time.100  

IVIVIVIV.... KitKitKitKitāb alāb alāb alāb al----MustarshidMustarshidMustarshidMustarshid101 

  In Kitāb al-Mustarshid al-Rassī includes a section whereby he discusses the 

question of whether or not God is a thing.102 In his introduction he includes terms 

formed with the letters ش and ء, which are part of the word shayʾ (ء�E). He states 

that to God all things are to measure, that He created (anshaʾa) that which He has 

created (limā anshaʾahu) so that He made it into (shayyaʾahu) a thing (shayʾan) in 

                                                        
100 Ibid. 

 .�$L# O�ه�� ��7 ه!ا -ن ه!ا *� ا��L	ل، و�'��	 #L�ه� أ#� �� "Fل و�� "Fال: Y1ن *�)

8$* : ���Gرك و�G H#أ �� �� آ$:$R �1 ا��ه� ؟!! n1#) إ#�	 G�LG �"�ه��G �� أ#'�ت ا����ث وإن �َ�ِ1َ ! ،�dه�L� �$i لF" �� 7��� (
و*� �


Y1 ،�$Kن *�)1�� "�H�F أن "'�#	 ;�$�	 �L>� l6�Lك �1 ا��� : ،Rز�_ H�:# �1 H$�� R�n���	1 ،�$K;�ه!ا ه!"� �� ا� 	أ#:� " �#Y1

 R�5	* �ُ� !!وا-E$	ء 
101 Abrahamov (1996). (Henceforth, Mustarshid)      
102 For comparison with the older Shīʿa tradition see al-Kulaynī, v. 1, pp. 137-140. 
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the way He desired it (kama shāʾa), and He made it with limits and borders. The 

things He created were fashioned according to two modes, one of which was 

origination from nothing (lā min shayʾ), whilst the other was transmission from one 

thing to another and transformation from one state to another and from one nature 

to another. This last case is demonstrated by the transformation of the human being 

from one state to another, as was described in the previous discussion of the 

changes of states (nuṭfa,ʿalqa and human body).103 

In this section one finds one of the earliest discussions of the meanings of the word 

shayʾ, and more importantly of the term shayʾiyya or thingness. To begin with, al-

Rassī introduces the word maʿnā, one of the terms that have had different uses and 

significances within the kalām tradition, particularly within the Muʿtazilī school.104 

He defines it in terms of a thing. He states that a maʿnā,105 or that which is 

signified,106 is simply a thing (shayʾ), since the thing, or what is signified, is what God 

brings forth from non-existence to existence.107 Thus, according to al-Rassī, the 

signified (al-maʿnā) and the thing (al-shayʾ) do not add a particular meaning in this 

attribution (ṣifa) to that which they denote.108 This means that the attribution that 

something is a shayʾ or maʿnā does not in fact add any meaning beyond the denoting 
                                                        
103 Mustarshid, p. 74. This is a similar statement to the one previously encountered regarding the 
transformation of the human being starting with dust. The use of the same example and the term ḥāl 
could suggest the same source of argument (or author).  
104 See Frank (1967), pp. 248-259.  
105 Translated by Abrahamov as “substance” (Mustarshid, p. 77). 
106 The relation between shayʾ and maʿnā is also expressed by Jaʿfar al Ṣādiq (al-Kulaynī, v. 1, pp. 136, 
138): 

���� إ�7 إ�
	ت ���  M;ء ار	$E-3ف ا=�R ا�<$R$P*	ل �1	 ه� *	ل �E ء $�� .7 و أ#� �E ء 
As to the term maʿnā and the way it is used in this context (ibid., p. 142): 

  ���7 "�ل ��$� K!. ا_��	ء...
107 Mustarshid, p. 76. 


	رك اt وانG 7�	�Gو ��K!. و,:K	 ا#� _ ا���م �� �K	 0a�ا;� �Eء ه� *	ل nن ا���	#� و R:p7 ا����$�K	 1�ق و_ . �$ اذ �Eء و
 .اE$	ء ا#K	 �K	 *	ل

108 Ibid. 
7��� R:pا� .!K 	K:,أ#� و _. 
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of existence, thus, this attribution cannot be said to differentiate or distinguish 

between two different things. God Has informed us that He has created all things, so 

that all the things that are other than Himself are created things, and all creations 

are things.109 All the created things are different from each other, and the 

differences are in colour, nature or in action! However, all these various things, all 

these originated things are similar in their thingness (shayʾiyya) despite their 

different attributes.110 Every created thing is said to be a shayʾ because this word 

affirms (yuthbit) the existence (wujūd) of the thing and negates its non-existence.111 

From this introduction al-Rassī moves to the proof that God is also said to be a 

thing. For this reason he sites Q.28:88 “Everything will perish save His countenance.” 

This verse is considered a declaration by God that He is a thing that is unlike all the 

other perishable things, in the way that He himself, the eternal one, is not, and that 

He himself is the One who makes them perish. All the created things of the world 

are different from the One thing that is eternal in that they are all, in this particular 

case, the objects of His will and subject to His power to make them perish.112 

                                                        
109 Ibid. 

 .�Eء وآ�E 4ٍ�0 8ٌُء  �E 8'1ء ��ا. ه� 4ُ�0
110 This epistle is probably the earliest extant record which shows the use of the term shayʾiyya. For 
the importance of this term on the development of Ibn Sīna’s philosophy see Wisnovsky (2000). The 
earliest use of shyʾiyya is probably by Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq as he is reported to have used it in al-Kulaynī, v. 
1, p. 136. 
111 Mustarshid, p. 76. 


	ت �Eء وه!ا �Eء �K!ا *8$ nن ا-E$	ء ��$) وإ#�	�a ء	$E-ا 	K#n��م �$�) وأ#K	 ��;�دة . 
112 Ibid. 
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The other Qurʾanic proof that is sited is Q.6:19: “What thing is of most weight in 

testimony? Say: Allah.” In this verse, God is stated to be a thing that is unlike all other 

things.113 

These two verses are, according to al-Rassī, proofs given to any Jahmī114 who might 

question God’s thingness or simply deny that God is a thing. He states that God is a 

thing that has no similitude with any other thing since His thingness is not created 

whilst all other things are made into a thing (mushayyaʾa).115 The human being, as a 

thing made by God (mushayyaʾ), is not considered to be the same or similar 

(tushbihu) to God because of a participation in thingness, and this is so because one 

is a thing and the other is a thing maker. The word shayʾ, as previously stated, is 

applicable to all the signified (maʿānī) and is affirmed (thābit) of all the existent 

things that are mushayyaʾa, now or in the future, without any additional 

attribution, since this word adds no particular meaning that could cause similitude 

(accord) or variance (disaccord) between things. Al-Rassī lists a number of things 

that have nothing in common apart from their thingness, the human being and the 

devil are things, but they have nothing in common, an elephant and an ant (dharra) 

have nothing in common and finally Adam, the first human being, and God have 

nothing in common despite participating in thingness.116 

                                                        
113 Ibid. 
114 Strong predestinarians who bare some close similarity to the Muʿtazila in their denying the 
distinctness of God’s attributes and in believing in the creation of the Qurʾān. See Watt’s “Djahmiyya” 
in EI2. 
115 Mustarshid, p. 78. 

tء ا�E _ �d

�	#� وه� �<$nَdٌة ا-E$	ء. 	-E$	ء ُ"<� .ُ�َ<$�E _ ndء 
116 Ibid. 
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In discussing some of the objections to this idea, al-Rassī notes that al-dharra and 

Adam can both be said to be makhlūq or created, thus having something in common 

which can be considered to be the similar quality that applies to both. This issue 

necessitates a distinction between the two words khalq and shayʾ. To the term khalq 

(creation) a contrary exists, and this contrary is khāliq (creator). When using these 

two variants one cannot say that the creator is created, yet one can still say that the 

creator is a thing, and naturally that the created is a thing. On the other hand, 

nothing exists that is a contrary of shayʾ which is not itself a shayʾ. Shayʾ  here 

appears to be the most general term that applies to all the existent things without 

qualifying them by anything that could have a contrary. This leads al-Rassī to affirm 

that there is no shayʾ that is simply an existent, and as to the non-existent (lā 

mawjūd), it cannot be considered to be a contrary or not a contrary to shayʾ. It is 

interesting to see Al-Rassī apply this term to the existents but completely 

disassociate it from the non-existent. The non-existent appears to be neither shayʾ 

nor lā shayʾ. 117 

Apart from affirming the existence (ithbāt al wujūd) of the thing that is called shayʾ, 

one includes no comparable element that may lead to having similitude with other 

things. The labelling with the word shayʾ is not related to the thing itself, it is not an 

intrinsic quality in itself, since it originates from the person who calls the thing 

shayʾ. It is the person who makes the thing a shayʾ (yushayyiʾuhu) through the 

statement itself and not because of something pertaining to the thing itself. Again, 

one adds no meaning to the thing labelled as shayʾ apart from affirming its 

                                                        
117 Ibid., pp. 78, 80. This is the beginning of the Muʿtazilī relation between shayʾ and non-existence 
which is further developed in the next two chapters. 
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existence. To this lack of additional meaning attributed to the thing labelled as 

shayʾ, al-Rassī adds that this leads to the fact that the word brings no judgment 

upon the thing said to be a shayʾ. This word adds no praise or defamation to what is 

called by it. To say that God is a thing and that a pig is a thing is neither a praise of 

the first nor a defamation of the latter. One must predicate something of the subject 

after saying that it is a thing, otherwise no information of the specific shayʾ is 

given.118 

To the supposition that no-thing is the contrary of thing, al-Rassī argues that the 

contrary of a thing must be a thing, and it is not permissible to have a thing that is a 

contrary to no-thing since the no-thing cannot have a contrary. It is not permissible 

to declare that a no-thing is in accordance (itiffāq) or in discordance (ikhtilāf) with 

something, since this no-thing is a non-existent that is not intelligible (wahm).119 

According to al-Rassī, the reason for labelling two things as things without having 

any similitude between them is that a shayʾ is always used to affirm (thabbat) the 

thing’s existence and negate (nafy) the qualification of non-existence or any ellipsis 

(suspended qualification, taʿṭīl)120 from it. On the other hand, the negation of 

thingness, in the phrase lā shayʾ (no-thing), indicates the negation of any 

affirmative quality (ithbāt) that could belong to something, in other terms, lā shayʾ 

is simply a negation of any existence.121  

                                                        
118 Ibid., p. 82. 
119 Ibid., p. 80. 
120 Missing in Abrahamov’s translation (Ibid., p. 81). 
121 Ibid., p. 80. 
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Using the word thing or the expression no-thing are over again said to indicate no 

similitude or lack of similitude between things. According to al-Rassī, only with 

those things that are opposites or similar can one talk of similitude or the lack of it, 

which is why using the qualification of no-thing entails no affirmation of accord or 

disaccord. He affirms again that the negation of thingness lā shayʾ is a clear 

indication of non-existence so that the no-thing is that which has no being 

whatsoever.122 The no-thing is also that whose ‘what it is’ (mā huwa) is not 

intelligible, so that one cannot talk of its similitude with something other. Al-shayʾ, 

is further defined as affirmation (ithbāt), existence (wujūd) and intelligible 

(mawhūm).123  

The development of al-Rassī’s ideas in this section suggests either a struggle with 

the concept of shayʾiyya, or an attempt at formulating a definition of this concept 

that avoids the Muʿtazilī affirmation that the non-existent is a thing. In some sense, 

al-Rassī disassociates shayʾ from non-existence by stating that it neither is nor is not 

different from it. He does not see them to be part of the same genre to be able to 

compare them, yet at the same time, he associates a shayʾ with existence. In the 

process of this development, we are told that the non-existent is what is not 

intelligible. This means that in his use of non-existence he is referring to pure non-

existence, and that he affirms the intelligible to be a shayʾ. The application of this 

term to the existent and the intelligible is the reason for developing our own use of 

                                                                                                                                                               
��ل أن أ;Fت ِ�َ�: *	��ا Y1نG ء�E ء�Eو 	ن _ وه�	K
L>" 8ِ ��: *$8 ؟
 Y1ن .ا�L�X$8 �� وأ0��KLُ;	 /ا���م ���K	 و#:$ُ) �
�K�Ld	 أ#� ِ*َ


$� �Eء و_ �Eء ه!ا *��� و�$O .ا��;�د �� 0a�ا;� �Eء _: و*�) ._�
	�G �$��:: *�) ؟ �Eء _ *�) ��: *	ل>G _و �$i �$
>G. و*�ل 

85	�� "�E _ l6ء وه!ا �Eء ه!ا ا� �$
>G ن- �$
>L7 إ_ "6�ز _ ا��� �f 8 أوA�. 
122 Ibid. 
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123 Ibid. 
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the term ‘being’ in the next chapters, where it becomes a concept that accepts a 

wider range of ontological application covering the realms of concrete existence 

and intelligible existence.  
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

Al-Rassī’s arguments and responses to the different positions of his time allow us to 

have access to a wide range of ideas related to the kalām field. Many of these ideas, 

which appear to be his own, are presumed to have been due to Muʿtazilī influences. 

However, what is more important for us is that we come to see the arguments and 

the views of the opponents with whom there were clear influential interactions. We 

assume that the kalām field would not have developed its sophisticated arguments 

through the simple act of choosing to be influenced by this or that system of 

thought. From al-Rassī’s epistles we find that it is rather the immediate challenge 

posed by existing questions and oppositions that generated the demand for answers 

deriving from what was then the expanding limits of the Islamic intellectual field. 

The ideas of the other, of the opponents in these arguments and debates, are not 

simply the challenges that one must respond to, but are also what becomes part of 

the moving or developing field of thought itself. No dialogue would have been 

possible without there being a common ground or some shared language that allows 

this communication to happen. This means that any influence that one might notice 

in the above presentation is not simply from something past but is also from 

something present and living, as well as continuous with the past. 

In the dialogue with the naturalist, one finds an example of the level of arguments 

to which a mutakallim would have been exposed. This particular encounter reflects 

the existence of a field where ideas are transmitted through direct contact with 

living persons and is not necessarily restricted by a particular availability in 

translation of this or that text. Following its translation into Arabic, Aristotle’s 
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Physics could be traced as a source of influence of some of the pre-Socratic ideas, 

but this greatly limits the living nature of these same ideas amongst people who are 

not necessarily restricted by the limitation of translation. Translations could be 

considered a source that acts in the expansion of fields and the inclusion of more 

participators within each old and new field, but this does not mean that it is the 

only source for the expansion. One may attempt to trace the influence on al-Rassī to 

the Muʿtazila who are in turn influenced by this or that tradition, this, however, 

would ignore the existence of actual dialogues and communications with the living 

other, in all its shades and colours, which must exert its own concrete influence.  

In this dialogue with the naturalist, we come across arguments regarding the 

principle of things, the generation and corruption of things, the theory of latency 

and the relation between the cause and its effect. One may assume that this dialogue 

might not have taken place and that this is simply a reformulation of some of the 

Muʿtazilī ideas set in terms of a dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor. One might 

also imagine that the debate had taken place and that al-Rassī was not sufficiently 

equipped to handle the debate at the time of the encounter and that his followers, 

who became acquainted with the challenges of the naturalist, had found some 

answers to the challenges that their master failed to provide. Equally, this could also 

be imagined to be the model context that had led to the development of some 

Muʿtazilī ideas themselves. By all this we mean that it is such encounters and 

challenges that have played a great part in introducing ideas into Islamic theology, 

and not only the Greek texts, which further helped to shape and develop these 

arguments and ideas. 
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The argument with the naturalist presents us with an encounter that forces the 

question of the relation between the changing states of the world and substances 

that are either the source of such states or the substrate in which they inhere. In the 

details of this discussion, we find arguments and ideas that reflect some of the 

questions related to the more developed theory of atoms and the accidents, which 

either inhere in the atom or are caused by the atom.124 With al-Rassī, the arguments 

are set in terms of states that may not exist without bodies, and states that do not 

move from one body to another. More importantly, the concerns regarding the 

eternity of what is other than God, brings to the field concerns regarding the idea of 

the possibility of eternal successive changes to states. In turn, this relates to the 

relation between atoms and accidents, which we discuss in the next section. It is 

worth noting that in al-Rassī’s text, one finds no mention of atoms and accidents, as 

all the arguments are set in terms of the larger scale body and states or ʿayn and 

aḥwāl. 

The question of latency, which is strongly tied to the Muʿtazila, but more specifically 

to al Naẓẓām, appears in the discussion with a naturalist who challenges al-Rassī 

                                                        
124  Abrahamov suggests that in Al-Dalīl al-Ṣaghīr (considered definitely spurious by Madelung’s 
review) al-Rassī’s use of the expression “that which is not body” maybe taken to mean atoms of 
which the body is composed, Abrahamov (1986), p. 278. This is an odd suggestion considering that he 
himself discusses al-Rassī’s division of the existents into only two things, body (jism) and that which 
is not body (ghayr jism), the relation of which appears to be between body and form (Ibid., p. 277). 
This same idea is repeated in Abrahamov (1990), p. 8, note 48, however, this time we read lā jism 
instead of ghayr jism. This shift in the identification of what is other than body with the atom 
appears to be motivated by his interest in relating al-Qāsim to the Muʿtazila, despite confirming that 
he has failed to find the Muʿtazilī jawhar in the latter’s work except in k. al-Mustarshid. Also, it seems 
that the manuscript of al-Dalīl al-Ṣaghīr that Abrahamov has relied on in this paper is different from 
the one that has been published in al-Rassī, Al-Dalīl al-Ṣaghīr, (2001). 
In referring to jawhar, we find the following in Mustarshid, p. 56:  

� ا_��اض$�  .وG�ه� ان F� t و;8 #:�	 آ�:O ا_#�	ن وا#K	 F;ء ا��6� وا#K	 ;�ه� "
Abrahamov translates (Ibid., p. 57) the term jawhar by “substrate”, however, since this term is 
associated with juzʾ or part as well as with the soul, this could be an early association between souls 
and atoms and therefore a reference to Democritus atoms (see chapter on Jābir and the relation 
between habāʾ, jawhar and Democritus’ atoms in De anima).    
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with the possibility that what already exists can be the source of transformations 

and changes from one state to another. Related to the same question, and in the 

debate itself, we come across the idea that things are already present in the 

principle before going through a particular cycle of changes in the world, and more 

importantly, that in the return to the principle they return to the same 

distinguished thing which undergoes the same cycle continuously. This is the idea 

that the principle of all things holds the distinguished things as they are in 

themselves before their coming to be in the forms of the material objects of this 

world. This, in some ways, resembles the discussion of ideas in the mind of God that 

will be discussed in the chapter on the Qurʾānic commentaries. 

The above epistles not only reflect the encounters with the naturalists (or 

eternalist) but also with the dualists and the Christians. The first interesting 

argument against the Christians is set in the form of establishing the sources of the 

Christian belief in the trinity. This criticism is achieved through demonstrating that 

the Christian belief is nothing more than a variation of an other belief, which is 

itself acknowledged to be false by the monotheist systems of beliefs. In this critique, 

al-Rassī demonstrates knowledge of other religious systems from the region, which 

we assume to be similar to that of the Ḥarrānian star worshipers who reflect in their 

own ways some of the native and ancient Babylonian beliefs. This argument, based 

on the idea of stars as intermediaries between the sole God and the rest of His 

creations, could also be the same argument used in the discussion with the 

naturalist regarding the stars being the source of the generation and corruption in 

the material world. The Greek element, in the form of the Neoplatonic system, could 

be the alternative reference in this dialogue, but we favour the idea that it is the 
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mixture of native and Neoplatonic systems that are the source of the challenge in 

this particular context. 

The dualist, who holds the belief that the principles of all things are two things, 

light and darkness, faces some of the same arguments encountered in ‘the response 

to a naturalist’. However, the most important challenge comes from the idea of 

gradation in each of the principles, and the fact that these two have to mix and 

combine, which for al-Rassī necessarily causes their annihilation. Within this 

discussion, however, we are introduced to the idea that out of the combination and 

mixture of two opposites, a third kind is generated that is neither of the other two. 

This will also become relevant in the chapter on Jābir.   

One of the interesting ideas that emerges from k. al-Mustarshid, but more 

importantly in ‘response to the dualists’, is the idea that there are two types of 

creations. The first is origination from nothing and the other is the transformation 

of things from one state to another. The first reflects the creation of Adam, which is 

considered original because it is not modelled on anything, and the nothing from 

which he is created appears to be something that is not defined and is different 

from Adam. The other creation, on the other hand, which is more of a 

transformative creation, is what is related to Adam’s offspring, who are of the same 

material as him and modelled upon him, hence they do not originate from nothing 

but are instead reproduced from him. It is interesting to find this distinction in the 

idea of creation and, more importantly, to consider both of these to be from 

something, one is unformed and the other formed and defined. 
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There is a great emphasis in the above texts on the idea of observing the world and 

basing one’s judgement upon what is witnessed in the real sensed world (this is the 

ground of Jābir’s work that is to be discussed in the fourth chapter). For al-Rassī, 

this serves as the source for developing the rules that govern one’s knowledge of 

the world and its relations, but more importantly, these are the rules that help to 

arrive at the nature of the one God who does not share anything with the originated 

world. This is what leads to the discussion of the nature of the cause and its effect 

that is necessarily linked to it. This for al-Rassī is the reason for denying that God is 

the cause of all things and his emphasis of the concept of the creator God who 

makes things exist (mukawwin). This also appears to be the reason, which is denied 

by al-Rassī, for considering the existence of the seven star gods, which are the 

causes that act in the world of generation and corruption. The seven gods do help in 

distancing God from His creation, but this is not the absolute distance that al-Rassī 

seeks in his emphasis on a radical difference between the created and the creator 

(tanziḥ). 

One of the important ideas that is to be developed in the next two chapters is the 

question of thingness, or what is a thing. We have found in this chapter that, being a 

‘thing’ is not a quality that adds any knowledge about a particular thing, other than 

the fact that the thing exists. To call something a thing is therefore simply affirming 

its existence. Thus, saying that God is a thing and that something from this world is 

also a thing simply means that both things are affirmed to be existent and this, in 

itself, should not lead to any further comparison between the two. The key word 

used in this text, which is not necessarily very significant in its present context, is 

thubūt or affirmation. In time this term gains more significance, as will become 
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apparent in the next chapter, but more so in the third. Of particular interest is the 

development of the association of thubūt, shayʾ and wujūd with what is thought (al-

mawhūm in al-Rassī’s case), or what we shall refer to as the known. These concepts 

become the source of more divisions in the kalām philosophy as new arguments 

lead to the development of more ontological categories. 
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InInInIntroductiontroductiontroductiontroduction    

Ibāḍī kalām is a field that has received some attention in recent years, the most 

important of which is in relation to possibly the earliest extant dogmatic work, that 

of the Epistle of Sālim Ibn Dhakwān.1 The other important and larger studies have 

been primarily concerned with the western side of the Ibāḍī community. More 

attention has been given to the Ibāḍīs of North Africa but this does not mean that 

enough attention has been given to this community in general.2 The essential work 

in this area is Ennami’s doctoral thesis Studies in Ibāḍism which also explores the 

early development of Ibāḍī thought in Baṣra before the division of the community. 

The early theological development of the North African community may be found in 

the excellent study of Cuperly’s Introduction à l’étude de l’ibāḍisme et de sa 

théologie.3 A more recent study of this community, which takes over from where 

Cuperly stopped, is Faraḥāt al-Juʿbīrī’s Al-Buʿd al-Ḥaḍārī lil ʿAqīda al-Ibāḍiyya.4 With 

regard to the eastern branch of the Ibāḍī community there is very little work that 

might be mentioned. Kalām is briefly discussed in Wilkinson’s study Ibādism: 

Origins and Early development in Oman, as a background for the historical 

development of this community.5 On the other hand, Ersilia Francesca’s work has 

been primarily concerned with the formation of the Ibāḍī community through the 

development of the religious law.6 For this reason, we decided to explore some of 

                                                        
1 See Crone & Zimmermann (2001) and Cook (1981). See Also Crone (1998) ; Madelung’s edition of the 
kitāb al-Najāt, a Zaydī text by imām Aḥmad al-Nāṣir Yaḥya (d. 322/934) (son of al-Hādī ila al-Ḥaq (d. 
298/911)) which is a refutation of the qadarī work (composed about 179/795) of the Ibāḍī ʿAbd Allāh 
b. Yazīd, Madelung (1985b) ; Madelung (1985a) ; Al-Salmi (2001). 
2 Ennami (1971) ; Cuperly (1984).     
3 Cuperly (2003). 
4 Al-Juʿbīrī (2004). 
5 Wilkinson (2010).  
6 See for example: Francesca (1999) ; (2003) ; (2005).  
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the central questions relevant to the theme of this research within the cultural 

production of this particular community. Wilfred Madelung and Abdulrahman al-

Salimi have just published three works by the Ibāḍi Abū al-Mundhir Bashīr b. 

Muḥammad b. Maḥbūb (d. ca. 290/908) in Early Ibādī Literature. These works are of 

great importance in the field of kalām and will shed more light on its development. 

Unfortunately, the publication of this work has come about in the last stage of our 

research, which means that we have had time to only consult few sections that bear 

direct relevance to our own corrections and translation of a text in our section on 

atomism.7  

The primary work that is the focus of this investigation is the work of Abū-l-Ḥasan 

al-Bisyawī/ al-Bisyānī (alive in 363/973). Through this scholar, we briefly examine 

the nature of human and later divine knowledge. Between these two sections, we 

investigate the general concept of creation, as it appears in the standard proofs we 

have encountered in the previous chapter. These proofs, however, develop in our 

study into an investigation of the most fundamental component of kalām ontology, 

the atom. Since we were unable to find any work that relates directly to the 

question of the indivisible part in al-Bisyawī’s texts, we decided to use the 

commentary of Abū Bakr al-Kindī al-Nazwānī (d. 6th c./12th c.) (al-Jawhar al-

Muqtaṣar) on the text of Shaykh Bashīr b. Muḥammad b. Mahḥbūb. Madelung’s 

recent publication, referred to earlier, is the edition of the complete text of Kitāb al-

Muḥāraba from which our chosen text derives. Shaykh Bashīr lived during the 

period of our interest and his short text is relevant to the question of creation, as it 

                                                        
7 Madelung & Salimi (2011).  
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relates to the founding elements of this world, the atoms and the accidents. This 

text and its commentary have been largely neglected in the field of Islamic studies 

and we hope that our contribution in this chapter would highlight its importance in 

the history of the development of kalām atomism. 

Part of this chapter is also related to the question of what is a thing. This is a move 

from what we had encountered in the first chapter, the question of God’s thingness, 

to the application of this word to other things, particularly to what God knows, or 

the knowns in general.8 This is the primary reason for including a section on the 

question of knowledge, which in turn is related to the question of God’s names and 

attributes.   

The aim in this section is to see how an intellectual field, which has been almost 

totally ignored thus far, may be helpful in understanding the central questions of 

this research, and more specifically, the next chapter on Qurʾānic commentaries. 

The chapter begins with an exploration of the nature of knowledge and the role 

rationality plays in proving the existence of a creator. From the distinction made 

between the creator and the created, we move to a correction and translation of 

Shaykh Bashīr’s text on atoms and accidents. Due to the significance of this short 

                                                        
8 In this thesis we have chosen to translate the term maʿlūmāt as ‘knowns’ instead of the alternative 
translation of ‘knowable’. This, we feel, gives a different sense to the term which is closer to what is 
intended in the Arabic use, particularly when referring to God’s knowledge. Roshdi Rashed also uses 
the term ‘knowns’ as a translation of Ibn al-Haytham’s maʿlumāt in Mathematics, see Rashed (2008), 
p. 179. The definition of these knowns is:  
“According to Ibn al-Haytham, a notion is said to be “known” when it remains invariable and admits 
no change, whether or not it is thought by a knowing subject. The “knowns” refer to the invariable 
properties, independent of the knowledge that we have of them, and remain unchanged even though 
the other elements of the mathematical object vary. The aim of the analyst, according to Ibn al-
Haytham, is precisely to lead to these invariable properties. Once these fixed elements have been 
reached, his task ends, and the synthesis can then start.” 
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text, we have included a commentary on many of its obscure parts with the help of 

a 6th century (A.H.) commentary. Following this, we reintroduce the question of 

God’s thingness encountered in the first chapter, with the aim to show an expansion 

in the meaning of the term ‘thing’. Finally, the last section of this chapter explores 

one side of the discussion on the nature of God’s names and attributes, which has 

been seen as an attempt at introducing an ontology that evades the rule of the 

excluded middle. 
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IIII.... Human kHuman kHuman kHuman knowledgenowledgenowledgenowledge    

In Ibāḍī literature, we find great emphasis on the idea of knowing God the creator. 

To know God, is considered the first duty the human being has been ordained with 

and commanded to do. This is clearly similar to the Muʿtazila’s great emphasis on 

knowledge and its importance on establishing the relationship between God and the 

world.  Al-Bisyawī states in his Jāmiʿ that the first thing that God has ordained his 

servant to do is to know Him.9 This knowing involves knowing that God is the 

creator and the sustainer; primary, however, is the idea that God is the creator. The 

knowledge concerning the role and part that God plays in this existence may only 

be arrived at through the intellect, which al-Bisyawī considers the best of God’s 

blessings.10 From an ethical point of view, the intellect is also highly regarded, 

because it is through it that God has made the good good and the evil evil. It is also 

because of it that one is said to deserve blame and appraisal since it is an intelligent 

person who is addressed in God’s commands.11 Since the ethical point is not our 

concern in this research, we move to the other reason for why the intellect is so 

highly regarded. This is its activity of knowing, and more specifically of knowing 

God the creator. Al-Bisyawī does not state that this knowledge is of what is 

transmitted to us from past generations, in the sense that it is knowledge of 

tradition that concerns him; rather, it is God’s existence, which is rationally inferred 

from the existents of the world, that he highlights. Since, God is not seen, not 

                                                        
9 Al-Bisyawī , Jāmiʿ Abī al-Ḥasan al-Bisyawī , (1984), v. 1, p. 18:  

1n� R1��ا�� Hول ذ�. 
We also find this idea with al-Jannāwnī in Rubinacci (2007), p. 67: 

G ذاY1�$� R1�m ��K; ���" � .�$� ��7 ا��
� 1�ض ا�L��$�، و;l ��$� أن "��ف 0	��� �M أول ا�
��غ و�
10 Al-Bisyawī , v. 1, p. 18. 
11 Ibid. 
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witnessed and not sensed, we need the intellect to infer His existence from what is 

seen, sensed and witnessed.12 

In al-Istiqāma of al-Kadmī (alive in 361/971), we are given more information on the 

process or the means of acquiring knowledge in general. First of all, the acquisition 

of knowledge is dependent upon two conditions. The first of these is that the 

intellect must be healthy and free from defects, which simply means that the person 

must be adult and sane. The second of these conditions, which al-Kadmī takes some 

time to discuss, is the necessity of an instrument through which the intellect gains 

its knowledge. We are then informed that there are two types of knowledge that the 

intellect may receive. The first of these is the instinctive (or innate) created 

knowledge (R*��=� ةF"�i ���), which is “the light of the intellect through which it 

comprehends the knowable.”13 The second type of knowledge is the acquired 

knowledge of matter (ت	
�L'دة �� ا��	ا�� ���) or the material, since it is what is acquired 

through an instrument of the senses, sight and hearing are mentioned, but also 

thought and vision.14 Acquired knowledge is, according to al-Kadmī, acquired by the 

instinctive knowledge since, for him, these two are different. The element of being 

the other appears to be the attractive factor between the two types of knowledge, it 

is what renders one the acquirer (al-muktasib) and the other the acquired (al-

muktasab), al-Kadmī writes:  

                                                        
12 Ibid.  

7 �
	د. ا��'�:$� ؟: و*�) �� tض ا�L1ا 	أول � 	� 

� 0	�4 ورازق ، ��7 و;� ا�:'�ة وا��V� : *	لK� �#أ ، � R1��ا�� Hول ذ�n1 _ر وا	
L� . _�5 و�ه� و_ �	>� O$� 7�	�G tإ_ أن ا
	�<�اه� "��Lل ��$� اa#�	ن �� 4�0 #:�� ، وi 4�0$�. ، و4�0 ا����ات ����س ، و�'�  _ 4�	0 	K� أن ���" ، 	�K�$وا-رض و�	 

tوه� ا ، �K
>G _و 	KK
 ا��ا�� ا��K	ر "<
 Al-Janāwnī also states (Rubinacci (2007), p. 67): 

$� ;��R ا������	ت F$$�Lا���;�دات، وا� R1��� �� 4�	=ا� R1���� \f8 أو$
� .ا��� أ#� _ 
 

13 Al-Kadmī, Abī Saʿīd, Al-Istiqāma, (1985), v. 2, p. 207. 
14 Ibid., no instrument of thought and vision are mentioned. 
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.�$i �#- ،ة �=��قF"�i �ا�!ي ه �
	ت �� ��غ إ�7 ا����L'م ا������� �، ��1	 أن آ	ن و_ 
� "F6 إ_ أن G'�ن � l�L'�� l�L'� �#أن ,\ أ 	و�� ،�� �	�Lاآ �� � �'" �� .�$i
 ،�� �
�Lاآ 	ت إ�7 �	;	L�� ت	
�L'أن ا�� \, H�!ن آ	أن آ 	ت، و��	
�L'ا�� �$i ت	
�L'ا��


	ت�L'ا�� �� �K�:#n $i.15� ���WL$	ت 

It is necessary for the acquired knowledge to attain the knowledge that 
is a created instinct for it is its other. Since it is its other, it is inevitable 
to acquire it, and since it is true that it is an acquirer of an acquired it 
is not permissible but that the acquirers be other than the acquired. As 
this case applies, it is true that the acquirers are in need for that which 
they acquire and they cannot dispense, in themselves, with the 
acquired.    

There appears to be an interesting shift in the language used to describe the two 

types of knowledge. They are first of all labelled as knowledge or ʿulūm (plural of 

ʿilm), yet they are soon put on two sides of an opposing relationship. The instinctive 

knowledge is given the active role of acquiring, and the knowledge of matter, the 

passive role of being acquired. This, however, explains the definition of the 

instinctive knowledge, which was first said to be the light through which the 

intellect comprehends or perceives the knowns. This instinctive knowledge does 

not only appear to be the a-priori knowledge with which we are endowed and 

through which we perceive the concrete world around us, but it is also that which 

attracts the knowns that are transmitted to it from the outside world through the 

instrument previously referred to. The act of acquiring (kasb) becomes the tie that 

necessarily binds the two opposing types of knowledge. It is a necessary binding act 

for neither of the two can be without the other, since if that which the instinctive 

knowledge is attracted to ceases to be, it would remain without an act or 

judgement.16 

                                                        
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 

� ���م ا_ G _ 	� 7 ��مL�1�� "'� �� ,�M و_ �'. 
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The other emphasis that we find in this section of al-Istiqāma is on the idea that the 

intellect is in need of an instrument, an external matter that allows the perception 

of the external world.  Perception, is achieved through the instruments of sight, 

hearing, touch, sense, as well as thought (khāṭir). The external instrument 

facilitates, according to al-Kadmī, the transfer of the acquired to the acquiring 

element since the acquired is too weak to attain the instinctive knowledge without a 

helping and facilitating element.17  

This division between the two types of knowledge establishes the nature of the 

human beings’ acquisition of knowledge in general. More importantly, it 

emphasises that the intellect does not know the acquired knowledge instinctively 

and that it is not related to moral judgements. Also, this intellect may not be 

                                                                                                                                                               
On a similar note, but with a different approach and terminology, we find regarding the topic of ʿilm 
ḍarūrī and ʿilm kasbī as well as their relation to ethics, the following entry in al-Ashʿarī, Maqālāt al-
Islāmiyīn wa-ikhtilāf al-muṣallīn, (1950), v.2, pp. 154-155:  

 :واC�L0 ا��	س �1 ا�
��غ
 

8 1�	��ا: 1�	ل *	�5�ن -1�� اa#�	ن ":�ق ا�!ي ��� ا_Xf�ار��� : _ "'�ن ا�
��غ إ_ '�	ل ا���8، وو,:�ا ا�� �$ ��:# �$ ا���	ر و
�$
� و�	 ا-رض و$� ا���	ء وEأ Hة و��� ذ��� .ا���� اآ�L	ب ��7 ا�
7 ��3ً #��$� ا��O ا���8 أن ��اوز���� .ا�K!"8 أ� *�ل وه!ا ����ل أ#� 

��� وإ#�	 ا���� ه� ���ه� وا���8 ا���G 8'	�8 ه� ا�
��غ: *	�5�ن و*	ل -2  3ً�� #:�� "��M اa#�	ن -ن � 	�� _ M��" ا���6�ن ��:# ��� 
�	ل �� �0n�ذ ذ�H وأن� �$�
��� وإ#�	 ا� ��	�� _ً	�� �#- "M�� �. 

�
8 اa#�	ن "�رآ� أن "�'� *� وأ#� اXf�ار ��K	 آA$�ة ا����م ه!. أن ا���ل ه!ا ,	�l وز�* 8�	'G 8� ا-E$	ء 	��L	ن 1$� ا��

	ره	L0وا �Vوا�� 	K$1 �1و g��I��G إ�ة 0�ق �1 "�80 _ أ#� ا�:E 8$	ه� إذا اa#�	ن G:'� آ��� ا���R��; 8 �1 دا80 ه� �	  

�V�1 �1 Hذ� �7 1$� و1'L� �� وإن إ�ة 0�ق �1 د�L�" ���0$8 أ#� ��� �'" �G�I� و�� 	�Wً	 آ	ن اa#�	ن �1 ا����م ه!. 'G	��Y1 (ذا 
�� ��L�" ء	$E-ا F5	61 8 أن�'" tا - �#	�
� - �� 8� .�'�:ً	 ��n�رًا ا���8 آ	�8 	�Wً	 1$'�ن f�ورة 1$� و"=��� ا��

Mو�� l�	, ل ه!ا���3ً ا���� اآ�L	ب ��7 ���ةا G'�ن أن ا�� �$i �#وإن أ �� �'G .��� 3ً�� O$�1 F5	6 "'L	�7L� 8 اa#�	ن "'�C أن 
���	t ا���� اآ�L	ب ��7 *�"ً	 ���� 'G	�M� 8 و"'�ن �. 

��ا إ�XI� 7� وه� إ_ 	�Wً	 "'�ن و_ ا���8 آ	�8 "'�ن و_ ا�C$�'L اa#�	ن ��l6" 7 _ أ#� ا���ل ه!ا ,	�l وز���� ��� �Vا�� 

	�� "=X� ���F�" 7L _ ا�C$�'L وأن H#أ _ ��nG إن �� �V�G ء "'�ن أن	$E|� M#	, H
L�ك "�	* �Vأو ا�� 	م ��� �� ا�=	m� ه!ا ��	م "

� �	 أو ر��ل أو ��H *�لEأ Hذ� !P�$�1 ��F�" C$�'Lا� l6"و �$�� �V85 ا��	�� ���� ا���ل K!ا وا� �
 .�ا�6
	5 ا��ه	ب �


$� ا�=	m� �M إ_ ا�C$�'L �� �1 دا3ً0 آ	�3ً 	�Wً	 اa#�	ن "'�ن _: *	�5�ن و*	ل -3 �Lوأ#� وا� _ � وا���ة اa#�	ن �1 ا��L ا����م �1 
�Lب ��7 1$� ا�	�Lم اآ���ا� �� �m	0 �$
�Gوإن و ���� ا���� إ�XI� 7�ًا "'� � �Vل وه!ا ا���* g�  .ا�
�Wاد"$� 

We also find in al-Baghdādī, p. 111, this criticism of Abū al-Hudhayl: 

R�$I:ا� R��	A��5 �� ا�	I1 .	�#إ 	�� C*3ف ��7 وL0س ا	رف 71 ا��	�ه7 ه8 ا�� R"ور�f أم R$	�Lك اآ�G ل�* �� � آ�K	 ا#K	 ز�
R"ور�f و*�ل �� �	���اس ��K	 ا�����م ان *	ل �� و*�ل آ�
$R آ�K	 أ#K	 ز� R"ا�
� و�	 f�ور"R وا��� 	K�� ل_�L�_	 R$	�Lاآ 

	ن ا���	رف 1�	ل ا���C أ*�ال �� 0	ر;	 *�_ ��:�� واL0	ر�f 	ار أ��ه��Xf	 ا�7 ا��ا�7 ا���$8 و���R1 و;F� 8 ا� t��R1 وه� 
�L1��� 	و� 	ه�� .واآ�L	ب اL0$	ر ��� K1� ا��$	س أو ا���اس �� ا��ا*�R ا����م �� 

 
17 Al-Kadmī, v. 2, p. 208. 
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commanded to know the acquired knowledge without the material instruments and 

mechanisms through which it may know. Knowledge is established to be not of the 

mind itself but of something other than itself, outside itself. The intellect is not 

commanded to know itself but to know what may be known through the instrument 

of the senses.18     

IIIIIIII.... The created and the creatorThe created and the creatorThe created and the creatorThe created and the creator    

The command to know God is the command to know God’s created beings, since 

knowing what exists leads to knowledge of the One who gave things their existence. 

Knowledge of the external world, which we may arrive at through the external 

senses, causes the acquisition of the knowledge of things that exist in the heavens 

and the earth and all the beings within, including human beings. Al-Bisyawī 

considers this to be comprehended and analysed by the light of the instinctive 

knowledge.  

It is from this analysis and comprehension that al-Bisyawī infers the existence of 

the creator.19 The general line of reasoning that leads to the creator, in al-Bisyawī’s 

analysis, is that if one looks into one’s self and the created things of the world one 

would know that these are originated things, and it is necessary for the originated 

to have an originator. This is so because all that is originated may only be imagined 

to be the outcome of the act of origination that belongs to an acting agent. We also 

find in this reasoning the familiar argument from design that “if one sees a building 

(bināʾ) one would know that it has a builder, and if one sees a book one would know that it 

                                                        
18 Ibid. 
19 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 18. 
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has a writer… one may not see an effect without there being a cause.”20 This is also related 

to the principle of inferring a judgment on what is absent from what is witnessed, or 

l5	Wه� ��7 ا�	>�	 This process involves induction as well as deduction, as is .ا_��L_ل 

shown by the examples given by Al-Bisyawī. He informs us that from the fire that is 

observed, one judges that all fires are judged to be so, or from the known fires it 

may be induced that all fires have the same characteristics. The other example that 

he gives is that all animals reproduce; hence, one judges an animal that is absent 

from sight to have the characteristic of reproduction.21 This is the reverse process of 

the above since one starts from a particular class of things and applies it to 

particulars that are absent from observation. From both mechanisms, the inductive 

that results in the creation of classes, and the deductive that moves from classes to 

particulars, one is able to make judgments on that which is absent from 

observation, or from the senses in general. This is what leads to the judgment that 

this particular book must have a writer since all books are so created. More 

generally, this leads to the central idea that for every effect there must necessarily 

be a cause. 

For Al-Bisyawī, the proof that these things are actually created is that one finds 

one’s self complete and perfected, and one did not reach this state by oneself, 

                                                        
20 Ibid., p. 19. 

 وه� ، د�. و��� ، أ���� ���ث �� �����ث و_� ، ���ث أ#� ��� ، ا��V� و;� �� و#V� ، ا��	�� و�� ، #:�� �� ا��
� ه!ا E	ه� Y1ذا. 
tر ا��ا�� ا	K��	ء رأى �� �#أ آ�	 ، أ���� ث��� �� إ_ ����	 "'�ن أ#� وه�� pL" �1�ر _ -#� ، ا� �	 رأى و�� ، 	#$	 �� أ#� ��	Lآ ��� 

	 �� أنG	آ ، .	
Eء ه!. وأ	$E-ى _ ، ا�ا "�ا �� وأن إ_ أ�����	د �� � و_ ، 0	��	 �� أن ��7 دل ، �Lه!ا ا� �� �Vا�� �':Lوا�.  

We also find this with al-Janāwnī (Rubinacci (2007), p. 67.): 

) Yذا1� ��L� ����	 �K	 أن و���) وا��F6، وا��	;R ا���ث ��R���� R���p� R*��=� 8$ ا��!آ�رة ا-E$	ء ه!. أن و���H�K1 H �1 وا

،	Kأ��� 	�: -��ا� و*$8 ،}  وا-رض ا����ات 1	m� HE اt أG : }�1�	�7 اt *	ل و����K	, ،	#�K	 ��7 دا�R ا��p�R -ن �0�K	، و0	�

K!. ���ي K1$'8 ا��A$�، ��7 "�ل ا���م وأ�� ا�
�$�، ���G 7ل ا�
��ة إن: 1�	ل ؟ ,	#�	 ا��	�� �K!ا أن ��7 ا���8$ �	 ،R1	Xا�� Fآ�و� 

��:� .!K ،R1	A'ا� 	7 "�_ن أ��� M#	pا� �$
 .ا�=
21 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 21. 
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without there being an agent that moved one from one state of being to another, 

from the state of being a sperm to ʿalaq or clot to the muḍgha or little lump, etc. 

People are not responsible for this transition from one state to the other, and this 

for al-Bisyawī means that there is an external agent that causes this transition from 

one state of being to the next. This is what al-Bisyawī considers to be the proof that 

the existents of this world are created and that they come to be through the act of 

an agent.22  

We clearly notice in this proof that the sequential process of changing states does 

not go as far back as an initial state of being directly linked to the first cause. This 

proof is based on the simple idea that there are various stages in the existence of 

individual existents and that the transition from one stage or state to another may 

not be achieved by the existent itself. The transitions and the change from one state 

to the other must be, according to this proof, due to the external element, the 

acting agent that causes this transition.23  

It is clear that this proof only leads, if correct, to the conclusion that there is an 

agent that changes the states of being of the existents, it does not in itself show that 

this agent brings these beings into existence. This argument does not establish a 

creator to the world. To solve this problem al-Bisyawī needs to indicate that the 

coming to existence of a thing is one of the states of being of this thing and as such 

it is caused by this same agent who changes states.  

  أ#� إذا آ	#) ا-E$	ء ����R �1	 ا���$8 ��7 أن �K	 ����	 ؟: وأ�	 �	 ذآ�ت 
                                                        
22 Ibid., this argument is similar to al-Rassī’s argument in the previous chapter. 
23 See on this idea Davidson (1968), pp. 299-314. 



95 

 

#:�K	 �1 �	ل و;�ده	 أو �1 �	ل  ��$8 ��7 ذ�H ، أ#K	 G _=�� �� أن G'�ن أ���)ا�: *8$ ��  
و;�ده	 ��1	ل إ"6	د ا���;�د، وإن آ	#) أ���)  ���K	 Y1 ،ن آ	#) أ���) #:�K	 �1 �	ل

�1ل أ#K	 ����R، وآ	�
�	ء _ "'�ن إ_ �� . "�;� ا����وم P$E	 K�:#	 وه� ���و�R ��1	ل أن
H أن ذ� �1ل. _ G'�ن إ_ �� ,	#M  25آ�, 8��L 24'�ن إ_ �� آ	H�!1 ،lGوا�'L	ب _ " 	ن،

���p� R*��=� R���� ء	$E-اR.26 

As to what you have mentioned: that if the things (of this world) are 
created then what is the evidence that they have a creator? 

One would reply: the evidence is that they (the created things) have 
necessarily either created themselves in the state of their existence or 
in the state of their non-existence. If they had created themselves in 
their state of existence then (we would argue that) it is impossible to 
create the already existent, and if they created themselves when they 
were non-existent then (we would argue that) it is impossible that the 
non-existent would create a thing. This proves that they were created, 
and as with a building that may not be without a builder, and a book 
that may not be without a writer since all made things may not be 
without a maker. This proves that the things (of this world) are 
originated, created and made.  

This argument is not simply for the existence of a creator but is also for the idea 

that the things of this world are created. The premise of the argument itself sets the 

conclusion since it restricts the solutions to two options which are then necessarily 

denied. Al-Bisyawī restricts the prior conditions of what is in existence to either ‘it 

was in existence, and it caused itself to exist’ or ‘it was a non-existent and it caused 

itself to exist’. The second proposition is the easiest to deny since what has no 

existence does not have the power to cause, or more specifically to cause itself to 

exist. Existence must simply be prior to any act. In the case of the first proposition, 

that an existent thing causes itself to exist, the denial comes from the fact that what 

                                                        
24 Suggest adding: أن 
25 Suggest: R��, 
26 Ibid., p. 23. The same argument is found in ʿAbd al-Kāfī, Ārāʾ al-Khawārij al-kalāmiyya: al-Mūjaz li-
Abī ʿAmmar ʿAbd al-Kāfī al-Ibāḍī, (1978), pp. 265-266: 

_ ��=G .!ء ه	$E-ا 	��� (
� 	Kو��� (
 أ���) G'�ن أن إّ�	: �K	 �	�� _ و;K$� �� ذ�i R$�WL�� �� H$� وأ#K	 أ���K	ً���� ،	 �K	 أن و�
،	K�:# ن أن أو�'G 	K، أ���	ه�$i 8X

8؛ �� #:�K	 أ���) G'�ن أن و"* 	K#- _ ��=G �1 ل	� 	Kن أن �� ��و��'G Rو���ة،��;�د أو � 

��؟ ��;�دة وه� #:�K	 G�;� أن إ�� 7	KL;	 �1	 ��;�دة Y1 �'Gن i$�.، و_ #:��: P$Eً	 "��ث _ 1	����وم ���و�R آ	#) Y1ن 	��1 ��1 
 .ا��	��$� رّب اt ذ�'� �K	، إ"6	د. *
8 ��;�د i$�ه	 وه� أ���K	ً���� ،	 �K	 أن �
) ا��;K	ن ه!ان
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is in existence needs not cause itself to be what it already is, simply, an existent 

thing. The statement “د ا���;�د	ل إ"6	��1” means the impossibility of giving existence 

to what is already existent.  

The argument may be restructured differently as: for a thing A existing at time T, it 

either was non-existent or existent at a prior time T-1. If A is existent at T-1, then A 

giving existence to itself at T is superfluous. If A is non-existent at T-1, then A 

causing existence at T is impossible since it is non-existent. We notice that both of 

these cases are based on the denial of the causal effect of A (of existence) on itself. 

The argument proceeds to the conclusion that there must be an existing thing B 

that gives existence to A at T. For al-Bisyawī B is eternally existent. However, all 

that is needed in the above case is for B to be existent at T-1 for A to be existent at T. 

This argument is insufficient in terms of providing further information on the 

nature of the creator, it only confirms that B caused A, and the cause is set in terms 

of changing A from being non-existent at T-1 to existent at T or creation from non-

existence. What is lacking from this argument is showing that the existent B itself, 

at T is not the result of a transformation of existents that might go from past 

infinity to future infinity through B. In such a case, the change for A from not-A to A 

would not be because of an eternal thing but because of B, where B is not eternal but 

an existent in a chain of existents. 
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IIIIIIIIIIII.... ThThThThe foundation of the material e foundation of the material e foundation of the material e foundation of the material worldworldworldworld    

III.1 Composition and separation 

Al-Bisyawī presents another approach to prove that the existents of the world are 

created, and this time it is done by reference to the nature of the existents 

themselves, which makes them what they are. He writes:  

	fا�وأ� �و;�اه 	�	أ;� �_ H:�G �� ا_;�L	ع وا_L1�اق، وه�	 ����	ن، آ	#	  Y1#	 و;�#	 ا��	�
� "�:H �� ا����ث ���ث، و_ "L�ه� ا��6� 0	��ا� 	�� ،	#�'" �28.��� 27�� أن �

 

Thus we have found the world to be bodies, substances and accidents 
that never cease being combined and separated. These two are 
originated since they became after they were not. That which is not 
detached from the originated is originated and the body may not be 
imagined without them.   

One of the familiar kalām arguments that we find in this text is the idea that all the 

existents are substances and accidents, and in this particular quotation, we have 

bodies, substances and accidents. However, al-Bisyawī’s intentions in this statement 

are is initially not very clear, since two different readings of the text are possible. 

One reading may suggest that the two things that are said to be originated might be 

the ‘combination’ and ‘separation’, but it is also possible to understand the sentence 

to refer to the substances and accidents as originated. Hence, the concluding 

remark might be stating that it is impossible to think of bodies without combination 

and separation, which are originated, or alternatively we may read the text as: it is 

impossible to think of bodies without substances and accidents that are originated.  

                                                        
27 We propose 	$�	0. 
28 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 22. 
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The following sentence redirects the argument from the idea that the existents are 

substances and accidents, which are created, to focus more on combination and 

separation. Al-Bisyawī writes: 

 

واL1�ق ا��:L�ق، وه�	  _;�L	ع وا_L1�اق ���$	ن �K	 ا;M�L ا��M�L6،و*� ,\ و�
) أن ا
7�� H�!.�K��� 29	 ��L6�	ن 6	��; M��K	 و�:�ق 1��K*	 �1ل 

 

And it has been proved and affirmed that combination and separation 
refer to the combination of the combined and the separation of the 
separated. These are combined through a combiner that has combined 
them, and a separator who has separated them, and this indicates their 
origination.  
 

The essential idea in this proof is the existence of an act and an agent that 

determines this act. Combination and separation are considered originated, not 

because they come to be at a particular time, but because they are the subjects of 

the act of an agent. Combination is the effect of the act of combining and separation 

is the effect of the act of separation. By composition, we understand al-Bisyawī 

means composition of parts, like head and limbs in a human body, or qualities like 

smells and colours. Separation, on the other hand, would mean the disintegration of 

a body or the separation of its parts and qualities.  From the existence of the act, al-

Bisyawī infers the existence of the agent, the combiner and the separator, and from 

this, he concludes that these are produced by an agent who causes their origination. 

This line of reasoning is essentially similar to the argument of change of states that 

require an agent who changes the states of being of the existents. 

                                                        
29 Ibid. 
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Al-Bisyawī returns to the idea of origination and the time of coming to be to explain 

why he says that this proves that these existents are originated. He writes: 

 

Mآ8 ه� ا����ث أن و� 	� �� �1	 1'	ن، "'� �� H:�" �� ��	 *q ا��6� �'" �K1 
 1.30'	ن "'� �� إذ �� ����، ��7 دل ا�!ي ��7

Since the originated is all that was not and then became, then as long 
as the body does not cease to be attached to what was not, this would 
indicate its origination, as it was not and then it became. 

The argument for the origination of the bodies of this world follows from the 

argument that bodies are necessarily either in a state of combination or in a state of 

separation. Since these two states have been proven in the previous argument to 

have been originated, it follows that bodies do not cease to be attached to originated 

things. Originated things are defined as those things that were not existent at a 

point in time and then became existent. This leads to the idea that bodies, in their 

necessary relation to combination and separation, are attached to what was not 

existent and this, al-Bisyawī concludes, means that bodies are originated in time for 

they come to be in either combination or in separation. 

� H:�G �� ا�6�اه�، دل ��7 أن  31– 	a;�	ع –و��	 دل ا���8$ � ، R���� اض�أن ا-�
	K�� H:�" �� 	�� R���� م	وا-;� �32ا�6�اه. 

 
And since the evidence proves –according to the consensus- that the 
accidents are originated, and that they do not cease to be attached to 
substances, this would prove that the substances and the bodies are 
originated since they do not cease to be attached to them. 

                                                        
30 Ibid. 
31 An alternative reading would be: ع������� 
32 Ibid. 
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With this statement, al-Bisyawī leaves the argument from combination and 

separation, or the more general changing of states argument, and returns to the 

idea of accidents. This would be the general argument that is used in kalām when 

referring to accidents and their relation to substances. However, al-Bisyawī offers 

no explanation or elaboration of this particular reasoning. He merely states that 

there is a consensus and agreement amongst the scholars -presumably those who 

use this argument- that accidents are originated things and because what is 

necessarily attached to originated things must, necessarily, be itself originated.33 

This is the same as the previous argument, and it leads to the same conclusion, the 

substances and the bodies of this world are originated things. Left out, from this 

idea, is the argument for the origination of the accidents, which in itself is 

dependent on the idea of the changing of states. 

III.2 Atoms and accidents     

In this section, we will present and translate a section of an argument for the 

origination of the world that is found in al-Jawhar al-Muqtaṣar,  34  and Bayān al-

Sharʿ.35This is a text attributed to the third century Abū-l-Mundhir Bashīr b. 

Muḥammad b. Maḥbūb (d. ca. 195-205/810-820) who is the grandson of Abū Ṣufyān 

Maḥbūb b. Ruḥayl (d. 195-205/810-820), the last leader of the Baṣran Ibāḍī 

                                                        
33 Al-Ashʿarī (Maqālāt, v. 2, pp. 10-12) discusses the agreement and disagreement on this issue. He 
informs us that the followers of Abū-l-Ḥasan al-Ṣāliḥī allowed the existence of substance without 
accidents, that “God may strip the substances from the accidents, and that He may create them 
without accidents.” (Ibid, p. 10) The rest of the Muʿtazila mentioned in the list seem to have agreed 
that a substance may not exist without accidents.  
34 Al-Nazwānī, Al-Jawhar al-Muqtaṣar, (1983) (pp. 35, 36. J below). The intended meaning of muqtaṣar 
is according to Kāshif derived from qaṣura which implies limit, hence the translation of the title 
would be ‘the limited substance’ which is a reference to the indivisible part or al-juzʾ alladhī lā 
yatajazzaʾ.  
35 Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm al-Kindī, Bayān al-Sharʿ, (1984). (v. 2, pp. 38, 39. B below).   
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community.36 As it is a very dense text that contains a number of important ideas, 

we will use the commentary of Abū Bakr Aḥmad al-Kindī al-Nazwānī (lived in 5th-6th 

century/ 11th-12th century) al-Jawhar al-Muqtaṣar (also known as al-kitāb al-

Jawharī) to shine some light on some of the most important concepts.37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
36 We mentioned in the introduction that Madelung and Salimi have just published the entire text of 
k. al-Muḥāraba from which the next quotation is taken from, see ‘Early Ibāḍī Literature’. As this text 
has become available just before the completion of this thesis, we have made some corrections to our 
initial version of this text based on the newly available publication. We use M&S to refer to the newly 
published text of al-Muḥāraba. 
37 For a good and concise introduction to the general themes discussed in this section see Sabra 
(2006). And for more details: Pines (1997); Dhanani (1993). Pines and Dhananī have a good discussion 
of possible sources of Islamic atomism, but see also a more resent study which links atomism with 

the mediacl tradition, due the Muʿtazilī interest in the question of pain, Langermann (2009). Unlike 
Langermann who seeks to find sources of influence in anti atomic sources, Van Ess has surprisingly 
argued that the translated works of Aristotle could not have played part in the formation of Arabic 
atomism for two main reason, one is Aristotle’s anti atomic views, as he refutes their views in the 

Physics, and the second is that the translation movement was in Baghdād when the theory was being 

developed in Baṣra! See Van Ess (2002).   
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III.2.i The text 

Arabic  

  �	L�1 ,�ر آ tا �Kب ر���
�� � ���� � �$>و��، ه!ا   38،"ا���	رR"*	ل ا�<$� 
39$	ن �1 ��وث ا��	�� وأ;Fا�5 ��	$L1$�، وا� 	Kور ا���ادث �� و�	�L�K	 وو;�د.  41وأ;Fا40 �5

� R':�� �$i 	K�K1 ، 	K�� H:�� _اؤ. ��42 وF;اؤ. 43أF;45ه� 44وا  	ً:$�nGة �� و�� 	*�:G ،	K
،	K��" ى�46أ0 	K��I" ل	��	ى 147�48وا��*) "6 	Kو�� 	K��� آ�	وا-� ،	K$��49  ورًا	6G 	K�

	K$150 80ا�Lا� �$i 7و�� 	Kfا��n51 	K 	K��52.  _ ء ا�!يF6ا� (
� 	K�� C$�nLا� M:Gذا ارY1
q�� 53ا���د ��� وا���f	ن ا��IL	دان ��� -#�K	 �L"	1$	ن ا�'�ن 6L" 8W>� �$1�أ ��K	، و

و_ ��8 أن "'�ن ا���0�ل 1$� دا30  56 و_ "��م �1 وه� .1$� ��� 55، و_ 548I1أ��ه�	 ��
  .ا��ا80 �$1 �1

�6� 60إ�$� ���A ا�7 59ا��L	�� أن "Fاد 58ا�F6ء R�_�157 ��ثL" 61أن  ،�� R�3Aوث ا-*�ار ا���
 tوا��	�62  ،	K$1 ع	�L;7 ا�
" _ 7L� 	K�� M�; 	� 4"�:G 7�� در	و* 	Kاء ا�=�4 آ�F;د أ��

M�; H�!ء 63وآF6ت ا�	
ا�!ي _ "F6Lأ ��K	، و,�R ا��K	K$1 R"	، و��  :L�64�K*	، و�1 ذ�H إ�
	K�� ف�m 865آR"أ �� ،	KG	K;و 	K$م �� #�ا�	"3*7 ا-;� 	66، و� (PE67  ،	K�� أت ��دًا�Lا

                                                        
38 Only in J. 
 .in B ا;�ا�5 39
 .in M&S ا��L	�� in B  and  أ��	�� 40
 .in B أ��ا�5 41
 .in M&Sه�  42
 .in M&S و ا;Fاؤ. 43
وأ��اؤ. ��اؤ. 61�ى 44  in B. 
45 �;�G in M&S. 
 .in M&S و:G�K*	 ��ة و�6G�K	 ا0�ى 46
47 	K��IG  in B and �	�
� in M&S. 
 .in B  "6�ى in J and  "��ى 48
49 7K�� in J and �	�� in M&S. 
50 	K1_أ in B. 
 .�G in M&Sا80 51
52 	K$1و in M&S. 
53 8W> in B. 
54 Missing in B and �� in M&S. 
55 8p1 in M&S. 
56 �K1 �1 م��G _و in J. 
57 Missing in B. 
 .in B ا�F6اء 58
  .in B  "�اد 59
60 Missing in J and اذ in M&S. 
61 ����" in B. 
62 � .in J ا��
63 M$�; in B. 
 .F6�� in M&Sء 64
65 7KL�� 	K�� in M&S. 
66 Possibly �#ا. 
67 l
�  in B. 
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وا"R ,�رت  ���72ودا K$171	 وأ"R أ*�) �1 وه�H *	م 70� أ��ًا ا�$� 69ا#PE R68 ($KL)وإ�7 أ"
  .��K	 $�76	H# �� �<	ه�ًا 75pG74 RP$K�ر �173 ��0ك

 	I"77وأ 	178:$� �Ko79 RLو;�ه� ا�� �� �إ�7 ا�K6	ت ا���L	ه$R إ�$K	  ��80�$	ن �� �G	ه7 ا��6
� �G	ه7 ��81 ا�K�اء \p" 	� 	ا�5، _ 82أ��ادهF;اء��د أ�Kا� Rm	إ� R�	�L�83  R"	K# _ 	�

��84 �$185  R$*3ا�=�4 ا�� R"	K# �� 	أدرآ� 	� �'�1 RK; �� R"	K# �� �-ن �	 _ #K	L" _ �� R"�ه
� �	 i	ب ��	 �� ا�=�4'� 	��86 R"	K�187 ا�� R5F6L1$� 88وا� R"	Kا�� �� �� �، وأن ا���د "
�Lأ 

آ	ن �� }0� إ�$� "��KL،  ��89��د أول "
�Lأ � �� وا�� إ�7 �	 ��. �� ا-;Fاء، و��	 آ	ن
	رز ا�R�:p، �'<�ف ا���	ع �� آRK; 8، وا���� t ��7 �	 و41 �� 190	����ث.  

  

Translation    

Al-Shaykh Bashīr b Muḥammad b. Maḥbūb -may God have mercy on 
them- said in the opening of his book ‘al-Muḥāraba’: Next, this is a 
demonstration of the origination of the world and its parts through the 
alternation of the accidents upon it, and the changing of its states and 
its parts because of them, and because of its existence through them 
without them ceasing to be attached to it and without it ceasing to be 
attached to them for it is its parts and it is through its parts. 
Sometimes separation and at other times combination inhere in them 
since different states belong to it, time flows upon them and space is 
their position. There exists between them a contiguity through their 
accidents and there is no interpenetration between the one and the 
other.    

                                                        
68 l
�  in B. 
69 (KL#ا  in B. 
70 K$إ�	  In B. 
�	م 71�  in B. 
 .in B ���ود 72
 .in B ;��ك 73
 .p" in B�ر 74
75 R
K in B. 
 .E in B	ه�ا 76
77 Missing in J. 
78 	�$1 in M&S. 
79 �KV" in B. 
80 �
 .in J ا�<
 .in B ا�K�ى 81
82 Missing in B. 
 .in B ا�K�ى 83
84 Missing in M&S. 
85 Missing in J. 
ا�=�4 �� ��	 86  in B. 
�ا 87 R"	K��  in M&S. 
88 R"��Lا� in B. 
89 Missing in B. 
ا���وث �1 90  in J and وث����� in M&S. 
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Once the combination is removed from them, the existence of the 
indivisible part (the atom) is affirmed. This may not be counted, and 
may not hold two opposing accidents, because they negate each 
other’s being in it since only one of them occupies it and there is no 
preference between the one and the other. 

No mind may comprehend or affirm that the recipient of a thing may 
enter into the received thing, since the proof of the origination of the 
part (atom) is its support of an other part of a similar kind until it 
forms a body through the coming to be of the three dimensions 
pertaining to it. God knows the entire number of parts of the created 
world and He has the power to separate what He has combined from 
amongst them until no combination remains in them, and so does He 
have the power to combine what is separated, and in this there is the 
affirmation of the indivisible part (atom), and the reality of its limit 
and every one of its borders, and what meets the bodies from its 
regions and sides.[This is the reason one starts counting from it and 
the reason one ends in its limit. And that one has established in the 
imagination a limited position and formed in the mind the image of a 
shape that might be seen in reality.]91 

Also, the apparent limitation of the body from its six faces and its 
limiting sides with air affirm the limited number of parts as it is 
impossible for the air to surround what is infinite since what has no 
limit may not be imagined to have one limit from one side. 
Consequently, the judgment on the limits of what we come to perceive 
from what we encounter is the same judgment on the created things 
that are not in our perception, with respect to limitation and 
partitioning. As for counting, it begins from the limited end of one to 
what follows from the other parts. Since counting has a first with 
which it begins, it also has a last with which it ends for the originated 
has a clear surface with no veil on any side. Praise be to God for his 
guidance (to success).     

 

 

 

 

                                                        
91 This is the proposed translation of an unclear passage. 
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III.2.ii Commentary 

In what follows, we will try to comment on the text of Shaykh Bashīr, and to help 

with the understanding of this fairly dense and in parts corrupt text we will use al-

Jawhar al-muqtaṣar. We shall only extract from this book the comments that fall 

within our chosen text or those that confirm our own understanding of the text. 

The originated substances 

The beginning of the text informs us that what is to follow is a presentation that 

will clarify the nature of the world, which means the created and the concrete 

world. This world, that Shaykh Bashīr is concerned with, is not the world of events 

and or thoughts since his concerns are primarily with the material objects of this 

world which he calls its parts or what he refers to in the text as ajzāʾuhu, which 

refers to ajzāʾu al-ʿālam. The main concern is stated right at the beginning of the 

text, it is simply to show that this world and all its parts are originated, that is, they 

have come to be at a particular time after being non-existent. Some of the 

descriptions or definitions of the word ‘muḥdath’ or ‘originated’ that are found in 

al-Jawhar al-muqtaṣar are: 

a) That whose existence has a beginning (د. اول�;�� 	�). 

b) The existent subsequent to not-being )" �)'�ا���;�د �� ان � . 

c) What becomes subsequent to not-being (�'" � .(ا�'	�5 �� ان �
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d) What was not in being then became (ن	آ �� �'" �� 	�).92   

The choice of proof that is taken in the first few lines is expressed in simple terms. 

He states that what shows this origination, and the coming to existence after non-

existence, is the alternation of what we chose to translate as the accidents. The 

actual expression is "ور ا���ادث	�G"  where the term ḥawādith may be translated as 

the originated or the accidents. Our choice of term was based on what we consider 

to be the intention of the author as well as al-Nazwānī’s comment that ḥawādith is 

the plural of ḥādith which is what comes to be in substances, the accidents (or al-

ʿarḍ).93 Hence, the proof of the origination of the world relies on the alternations of 

the accidents that come to be in this world and in the parts of this world. This in 

turn would lead to the idea that what is intended by juzʾ, or part of the world, is 

substance (atom) or jawhar. There are, however, a number of different meanings to 

what jawhar might mean in the Islamic tradition and particularly the difference in 

meaning between the kalām and the philosophical schools as will be shown in what 

follows. Al-Nazwānī’s confirms Shaykh Bashīr’s intention that jawhar is the 

indivisible part (أF6L" _ ء ا�!يF6ا�) or the atom.94 This may also be confirmed by the 

text itself where this particular expression is used in a subsequent part. The 

argument for the origination of the world simply becomes the same argument that 

was encountered earlier with al-Bisyawī, which is based on the idea of the alteration 

of the states of the world through the alteration or the alternations of the accidents 

that come to be in the atoms or the un-divided parts of this world. This may be the 

                                                        
92 Al-Nazwānī, p. 39. 
93 Ibid., p. 44. 
94 Ibid., p. 42. 
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case, because the world does not cease to be its own parts, and its parts, the atoms, 

do not cease to be attached to the accidents, which are originated. 

The accidents 

Shaykh Bashīr then moves on to discussing some of these accidents that come to be 

and inhere in substances (atoms). The first of these is separation and combination 

and it is to them that the changing states of a substance are attributed. Al-Nazwānī 

states that these two accidents are specific to two or more atoms, since combination 

is the joining that occurs between two or more atoms as they are the minimal parts 

that may not be further divided.95  

The second pair of accidents that are associated with the atoms are the time that 

flows through them, or upon them, and space, which is simply the position and 

location of the atom. Al-Nazwānī does not mention this pair, however, he mentions 

motion and rest as accidents that are applied to one or more atoms, since the atom 

is identified by a space occupying quality or taḥayyuz. Thus, motion is the transfer 

from one spatial position to another spatial position. Rest is simply the continuous 

occupation (labth) of the same spatial position.96 What is missing from this 

explanation is that the occupation of two positions or the same position, in motion 

and rest, must occur over different instances of time, and this is how space and time 

as a pair enter into the definitions of these interlinked accidents.  

                                                        
95 Ibid., pp. 49-50. See also Maqālāt, v. 2, pp. 5, 11, and pp. 13-14 where it is stated according to Abū al-

Hudhayl and al-Jubbāʾī that it is ‘possible’ to have contact (mumāssa) in a single atom. See Also Sabra 
(2006), pp. 209-210, 222, 223. 
96 Al-Nazwānī, p. 49. 
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Composition: contiguity and interpenetration 

The section ends with the idea that individual atoms acquire, through their 

accidents, the quality of contiguity of atoms, without having any interpenetration 

between them. Each atom remains one undivided whole that is contiguous with 

another atom. What is referred to as taʾlīf, or composition, is the act of joining into a 

contiguous relation, where one atom becomes adjacent to another without any 

interpenetration. Al-Nazwānī justifies the impossibility of interpenetration with the 

idea that it is impossible for that which is penetrated to penetrate the penetrator, or 

more generally, it is impossible for the acting agent to be the effect of its act and for 

the effect to act its agent.97 As to the meaning of interpenetration, al-Nazwānī 

informs us that al-Naẓẓām and Hishām b. al-Ḥakam believed in interpenetration, 

which for them meant that two bodies might occupy the same position. To 

understand how this might be, al-Nazwānī gives the example of an apple that has a 

particular colour and a particular width and length as well as a particular taste and 

smell, all these accidents occupy the same space that the apple on the whole 

occupies. Al-Nazwānī does not offer a counter argument to this particular example 

as he considers it clearly invalid. He, however, justifies the impossibility of 

interpenetration with this reasoning: 

a) If two bodies interpenetrate, then necessarily they either occupy a space 

that is bigger than one of them, or they don’t. 

                                                        
97 Ibid., p. 52. 
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b) If one denies the need for a larger space then they will deny the increase in 

the mass (volume) of one of the two bodies. This is clearly denied since it is 

known that when two bodies are with each other they are bigger, and the 

bigger needs more space than the smaller. 

c) If one affirms that they need a larger space then they would have said the 

truth and would have acknowledged the idea of contiguity or mujāwara and 

that the two need two positions. In addition, when one body penetrate 

another body what is penetrated occupies more space, as when one puts a 

body in water.98 

The difference between this argument and the one before is that this argument 

relies on (b) which is based on a empirical observational ground whilst the other 

relies on a logical premise. The empirical ground is the observation that two bodies 

that combine with each other are bigger than each separately. We might argue, 

however, that this is not entirely the case if one only relies on space occupation, as 

the larger body might be hollow. As to the logical argument, it assumes the 

distinction between, on the one hand, the acting body and, on the other hand, the 

body that is acted upon. This is set in a language that reflects the relation of cause 

and effect, which are two separate things. 

                                                        
98 Ibid., pp. 52-53. 
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Atoms 

In the next section of our text, the author confirms the terminology and the 

assumption made at the beginning of the commentary. What he intends to talk 

about in this work is the indivisible part, the atom. To reach this elementary and 

foundational part of the world, Shaykh Bashīr informs us that the composition that 

exists between the different parts must be lifted, so that it is in the annihilation of 

this composition that one affirms the existence of the atom, as it is the simplest 

element or part from which things are composed. Al-Nazwānī explains that the 

bodies of the world, that are composed of adjacent contiguous parts (and not 

interpenetrated parts), are reduced to separate partitioned elements once God lifts 

the composition (or what Dhanani calls the accident of adhesion). Every one of 

these similar elements may not be further reduced and divided into a smaller more 

fundamental part. 99 Once we reach the atom, we may not find further parts, 

divisions or compositions.100  

To reach the level of the atoms, al-Nazwānī clarifies, one must distinguish between 

the composition and the composing parts, as one would have to distinguish between 

separation and the separated parts. He states: 

                                                        
99 Ibid., p. 43: 

� "�$7 زآ�"	 أ� ا��	�f �� وو;�ت �$�� �1 �R:�L=� 8، أ;�	�ً	 �$�) ا�6�اه� أن) .472.ت(  E	ذان ا� ا�=�$8 إ�7 ;�ا 	Kآ� 
R��	�L� �1 	K�:#أ 	�#Y1 C�L=G 	Kأ��ا� �Lا� M;�G_ 7ا� 	KGذوا ، l
� اY1 kL0ذا -��اض �� K$1	 "�8 �	 إ�7 را;�ً	 "'�ن ا_3L0ف و
	KI� ��	
�g '�ن
�g اY1 kL0ذا ، �	آ�R آ	#) ا-��اض K#n	 و,:) }0�  R��L6� ، ذاY1 (:,ء و�>K#n	 و,:) }0�  
R*�:L�  .و H�!ء آ	��	3L0ف ��$K	 C�L=G ا- 	� kL=" � . ا-��ان �� 

100 Ibid., p.54. 
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Composition is the accident that inheres in a substance whilst the 
composing parts are the substances in which inheres the accident, and 
every one of them is different from the other.101  

The act of composing is the act of joining two or more atoms one to the other, and 

this means that the negation of this joining, of this accident, does not negate the 

substances themselves. In the negation of the composition of the substances 

separation takes place, as would be the case in the negation of grouping and the 

resulting division. What is important is that the grouping and the composition 

occur at the level of atoms or a group of atoms, and the negation of this composition 

may not occur to the atoms themselves since they may not incur further divisions. 

For al-Nazwānī, this act of further separation or division leads to the annihilation of 

the atom itself, and this is why he emphasises the difference between the 

composition and the composed or the separation and the separated. The affirmation 

of the existence of the atoms results from reaching the end point or the limit of 

separation. It is the result that one arrives to once all the accidents of composition 

are negated and lifted from a group of atoms, and what remains is the atoms which 

do not possess these accidents themselves, and therefore are not composed of 

further parts. This is also found in the text of Shaykh Bashīr where he states that, 

“this may not be counted,” or "��� د��ا� q��"و . Al-Nazwānī clarifies that this does not 

mean that one may not count the one atom; rather, it means that this one atom 

itself may not have further parts that may be enumerated.102  

                                                        
101 Ibid. Regarding the difference between the accidents we find in the same book (Ibid., p. 45): 

� "�$7 زآ�"	 أ� ا��	�f *	ل �$�� �1 � K$:1	 آA$�ة أ;�	س ه� 8 وا��، O�6 �$�) ا-��اض أن E	ذان � ا�=�$8 إ�7 ;�ا
8�	�Lا�� 	K$1و C�L=ا�� 	K$1د و	ILب �1 و;�ت وه'!ا ا��	Lآ "Rا-آ�" .�$iأن وو;�ت ، و M$�; اض�ة ا-��"	WL�.  

 
102 Ibid., p. 59. 
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Once we are at the level of the singular atom, Shaykh Bashīr informs us that it is not 

possible to have two opposing accidents simultaneously occupying the same atom, 

since they both have equal right to the same inherence in this atom. We may 

understand this to apply to all cases of opposing accidents being denied 

simultaneous inherence in the same atom, or we may accept al-Nazwānī’s comment 

that the two accidents that are referred to here, as opposites, are the accidents of 

combination and separation.103 In this case, however, we would have to question 

how may the two accidents, which are said to be equally able to inhere in the 

individual atom, be accidents that in reality apply to at least two atoms. How can 

combination or separation inhere in a single atom when in fact they are accidents 

that apply to two and more atoms? That is, combination is of two or more atoms 

and separation is of at least two atoms.     

Bodies 

In the next part of the text, Shaykh Bashīr informs us of the impossibility of 

reasoning that a recipient of a thing may enter (80د) that which it receives. In the 

translation of this passage, we avoided using the translation ‘penetrate’ for the 

word 80د, as this may bring to mind the idea of interpenetration which was 

previously denied. Had this been chosen the beginning of the sentence would be 

admitting penetration and the end would be denying that the recipient is 

penetrated. As we do not see the logic of this reasoning, we understand this 

sentence to mean that it is inconceivable to think that the recipient of a thing, 

which enters into its construction, itself enters into the construction of this same 

                                                        
103 Ibid. 



113 

 

thing that is part of it (included in its definition). In other terms, for two things A 

and B: if B is a part of A, then A is not a part of B. This may be taken as Shaykh 

Bashīr’s denial of the idea of interpenetration which was earlier denied by al-

Nazwānī in the form of: if A is the cause of B then B is not the cause of A, or the 

effect may not be the cause of its own cause. What confirms that this sentence is set 

to establish the denial of interpenetration is that the remaining part of this section 

discusses the construction of bodies and the way atoms may relate to each other. 

Atoms do not permit interpenetration, they rather relate to other atoms through 

contiguity or through being added to another atom. A body is the combination of 

atoms that permits the coming to be of the three dimensions.104 In joining another 

                                                        
104 Regarding the number of atoms that make up the three dimensional body we find in Al-Nazwānī 
the following quote from al-Balkhī’s Maqālāt (Ibid., pp. 72-74), which has parallels in al-Ashʿarī’s 
version (Maqālāt, v. 2, pp. 4-7): 

  ؟ أ,�	ف أر�R وه� آ$C ا��6� �1 ا��	س اC�L0 ، ا�
�=7 ��))  تا���	_((  آL	ب و��

1�	ل:  ا-ول ا���ل � �� "�:H �� ا��6� أن *
��; �� 8	 p1	رت ا-��اض *
�)  ا;�L�) إذا أ;Fاء �RL وهK; 7	ت �3ث ، ا�K!"8 أ
 .أ;Fاء �RL إ_ G H�G'�ن و�� وC�0 و*�ام ، وأ�:8 وأ��7 ، و"��ة "��R ، وا�K6	ت ، وا���4 ا�X�ل

…  
 و_ ، ��$�ً	 ��"ًI	 m�"3 "'�ن أن �� "�:H �� ا��6� -ن ، ا-��اض *
�) ا;�L�) إذا أ;Fاء ��	#$R ا��6� ���� و*	ل:  ا�A	#� ا���ل

� �� R��" ة�8 وأ��7 و"�:�� أ;Fاء أر�R آ	#) Y1ذا ، وأ� �'" 	K� 4�� 7L� 4
XG 7�� R��ً	�� ��"ًI	 p$1 3"�m$� أ;Fاء أر$ 
  . "F6Lأ _ وأ#�

… 

 . "F6Lأ _ وأ#� ��� 4$�m g"�"8 ا��6� أن ، ا�F6ء #:7 و�� وه<	م ا��V	م و*	ل:  ا�A	�� ا���ل
… 

� ا���ن وأن ، "F6Lأ و_ ;�� ا�F6ء:  ا���;RP و*	�):  ا��اM ا���ل�Xوا� R�5ا�ل وا��Xض وا���ارة وا��وا��$� وا�� R#�>=وا� 

�f	� . ��'� K1!ا ;�� آ8 و ، ;��	 ,	رت ا�; t�K	 اY1ذ.  أ��اض وه7 ، ا
The number of parts required to form a body is also important in the discussion regarding the shape 
of the simplest body and on whether or not the atoms do have a shape. Dhanani’s discussion of the 
subject is found in Dhanani (1993), pp. 113-117. In this he points us to ibn Mattawayh’s description of 
the atom as resembling the square, so that six of these squares may form the first simple body, the 
cube. He also discusses in this section the Ashʿarīs’ denial that the atom has a shape and that this may 
also be the position of the Baghdādī Muʿtazila. In the Ashʿarī al-Juwaynī’s (d. 478/1085) al-Shāmil (pp 
158-159) we read: 


	'ا�6�ه� ا�:�د _ E'8 ��، و�"��G ل	'E_ا g�
 �K$
>G �1 ا_,��$�ن C�L0ا � .
Eه� ا �KI�و*	ل ا0�ون ه� . � 	���ور1�	ل 
��A��	
�K }0�ون Eو ،M���	 �
Eا .M���	 �K
E ر	$L0ا�7 ا �
Lآ g� �1 �f	�� �� ا�6�اه� q0 : واE	ر ا�V�" �$� ��

 .��XL$8، وا���ور _ "L	7G 1$� ذ�H ا_ =�8 و1�ج
Al-Juwaynī, Al-Shāmil fī uṣūl al-dīn, (1969). On the other hand, al-Rāzī informs us regarding this 
subject that the Muʿtazila affirmed that the atom has a shape but have disagreed upon what it is. He 
writes: 
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atom, the accident of combination comes to inhere, not in the new combination but, 

according to al-Nazwānī, in the atom itself. This body in possession of three 

dimensionality is the sum total of a specific number of similar atoms. Following this, 

Shaykh Bashīr informs us that God knows the number of the world’s parts. This 

presumably is based on the idea that the bodies of the world may be counted, and 

the parts of bodies may be counted in like manner, since each one of these bodies 

has a limited knowable (to God) number of atoms. 

 Not only does God have the power to count the atoms but He also has the power to 

combine and separate these atoms so that we may relate the act of combining and 

separating to Him. It is because of the fact that this act is related to an agent, that 

we infer the existence of God and the created nature of this world. We find this in 

al-Nazwānī’s text who, in turn, quotes al-Bisyawī’s text regarding the existence of 

the two accidents, combination and separation, which we discussed previously.105 

 The idea that God knows the number of parts of this world, and more specifically, 

the number of indivisible parts, demonstrates for Shaykh Bashīr the existence of 

these atoms after undergoing the process of separation. Reaching the level of the 

individual atoms reveals the limited and finite nature of such elements and the 

existence of bordering surfaces at the point where an atom may be in position of 

                                                                                                                                                               
 .	1�� أ�
L�ا �� " ا_E��ي"إن ا�6�ه� ا�:�د، هE �� 8'8 ام _؟ 1	 R�FL�ا�� �Aاآ 	3وا�'E .ا�:�L0ا �� �� *	ل. �K��1: ] �#إ�
Eا[ 

��A��	M: وا_آA�ون *	��ا. ���	 �
Eوا��4. إ#� ا :l�'��	 .�K
E �K#ا .RL� l#ا �� ;�ا�L
� أ�K#_ .وز���ا : � 8p�G ا#� "�'� ان
RL� l#ا�; �� ،RL���"�، 1	l6" �# . ;�اه� Lان "'�ن[و��7 ه!ا ا�[ ��'E :l�'��	. 

Al-Rāzī, Al-Maṭālib al-ʿāliya min al-ʿilm al-ilāhī, (1987), v. 6, p. 21. See also on the question of the 
shape of the atom, Al-Āmadī, Sayf al-Dīn, Abkār al-afkār fī usūl al-dīn, (2004), v. 3, pp. 74-75, and Ibn 

Ḥazm’s critique of atomism in general and the square and spherical shapes in particular in Ibn Ḥazm, 
v. 5, pp. 234-235. 

 
105 Al-Nazwānī, p. 66. 
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contiguity with another atom. The borders and the limits of atoms define their 

limitedness and finitude, which in turn allows for the beginning of counting. The 

form of such limited and finite element may not be found and sensed by us in the 

real world, and this is why we are told that this atom may only be the subject of our 

imagination and that it may not exist in this concrete world as a simple element 

bare of any accident.106 

Finitude   

The argument for the finitude and the limited nature of bodies and atoms comes in 

the last section of our text. Shaykh Bashīr argues that the bodies that we come to 

know in the real sensible world are known to have six faces or sides (top, bottom, 

right, left, front and back sides). Each one of these faces is a limit of a body that 

comes to contact with air. Following this, we are told that air may not surround or 

come into contact with a body that is infinite in size. If the text had left the 

argument at this we would think that air is seen to only come into contact with a 

limited object either because contact between air and a surface marks a limit or air 

itself is considered to be limited. Since the premise that air is limited is not taken for 

                                                        
106 In this respect we find in al-Ashʿarī’s Maqālāt  the following statement regarding Abū-l-Hudhayl 
(Maqālāt, v. 2, p. 11): 

 ا��$� �1 _ ا���l �1 "�8 اaدراك أن "��ل وآ	ن ا�K!"8 أ� ا���ل K!ا وا��	85 ا-��اض �� ا�6�ه� اt "��ي أن ا���ل ه!ا *	�5� وأ�	ل
 .ا_Xf�ار ��� وه�

and few pages later (p. 14) we read: 
� "�	س وان وا_#:�اد وا��'�ن ا���آF6L" Rأ _ ا�!ى ا�F6ء ��7 ا�K!"8 ا� وا;	زLR ��	Aا� ��:� وان i$�. و":	رق $i�6" .	�M وان 
� ا���ن ��$� "F6 و�� �� وادراآ	 �� رؤ"R �	1$ و"=�4 ا��$�ن L1�ا. اt ":�د.�Xوا� R�5ا�ة وا�	رة وا��$�� ا_ ذ�H "6�ز _ و*	ل وا���� وا�
�
) ا�6
	75 وآ	ن و,:�	 �	 ا_��اض �� ��$� وا;	ز ���6A" ءF6أ _ ا�!ى ا�F6L" ل���7 ا#� و"�" ��:� RL� ��	Aا� F$6"و �$�� Rآ�ا�� 

� وا���	�R وا�'�ن وا���ن وا��'�ن�Xوا� R�5ا�ن اذا وا�	دا آ�:�� �ل "��� ان و"�'�m او C$�nG �د وه�او ��: ���" � �$	ة او *�رة او ��
 .��:�د وه�

The seeing in this case is possible for Abū-l-Hudhayl, it is, however, a conditional seeing that depends 
on God’s creation of a different type of seeing. This idea is further developed by Ibn Mattawayh to 
the notion that the proof of the existence of the atoms is dependent on sense perception, despite his 
acknowledgement of the conditionality of this perception, see Dhanani (1993), pp. 141-145. 
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granted by Shaykh Bashīr, we must find the argument for the limitedness in contact 

between two surfaces in general. This is exactly the premise that the text argues 

from. For our Shaykh, the idea of contact of two surfaces reflects the finitude of 

each one of the two surfaces that come into contact. Since air is known to come into 

contact with at least one of the surfaces of a body then there must at least be one 

limit and barrier between air and the body. The central reasoning that follows the 

establishment of at least one limit to air or the body, is that nothing is known or 

said to be limited from one side and infinite from another. If a thing has at least one 

limit then it must be a limited object, which means it is limited from all sides. Thus, 

in this argument, Shaykh Bashīr establishes the limitedness of air as well as the 

body itself, or all bodies that are found in this world. 

From establishing that all the bodies of the world are limited from all their sides as 

they are, at least, known to be limited from at least one of their six sides, Shaykh 

Bashīr moves to the idea that a finite body must necessarily be composed of a finite 

number of parts. The simple reasoning that is given in this final case is that what is 

seen and witnessed, in the real sensible clear and unmasked world of bodies, must 

necessarily apply to the unseen world of the minute parts of the bodies themselves. 

We assume that the argument that is absent from the text is as follows: 

a) The body is limited from its six sides, there is an end to its extension. 

b) The parts of the body on the surface of each side must be at least limited 

from one of their sides. 
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c) In the sensible world of bodies, limit from one side indicates finitude and 

limits from all sides. It is not possible to have an end from one side and an 

infinite limitless extension everywhere else. 

d) All the parts on the surface of a body, sensed or not, are limited. 

e) All parts of the body, sensed or not, on the surface or inside are limited. 

f) These parts may be counted and are known to God. 

If these are parts that may be counted then this counting must begin from one of 

these parts that may not be further divided, and ends with a part of a similar kind, 

an atom. 

 We must point out that for the above argument to succeed, one needs to establish 

two fundamental points: 

a) The argument for the adjacency of parts and the impossibility of 

interpenetration needs to be established prior to the establishment of the 

finitude of these parts. First, one must establish finitude from one side 

before using the argument that finitude from one side of a body means its 

finitude from all sides. Shaykh Bashīr argues that the contact with air from 

at least one side establishes finitude from this side. This, however, may not 

be considered a proof prior to proving that contact between bodies means 

adjacency and contiguity only. If interpenetration is possible between 
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bodies, the idea of a surface of contact and a limit would be absent as there 

would be no boundary that marks one of the interpenetrating bodies from 

the other. This in turn would annul the argument for limits between the 

surfaces in contact, as there would be no such surfaces. We notice that the 

argument for adjacency in this text was set up whilst affirming the existence 

of the atoms prior to the argument from one limit, which in turn is the basis 

for the argument for the finitude of the atom itself. Contiguity and lack of 

interpenetration are thus the founding principles, from the physical sensed 

reality, that justify the nature of the most fundamental component of this 

reality.    

b) There must be an end to divisibility in the unseen world, since the argument 

only proves that bodies are externally finite. The finitude of bodies does not 

necessarily show that this leads to finitude of the number of components. 

The idea of limited divisibility is referred to in the idea of the knowable parts 

of bodies, which means a limited number and an end of parts. An argument 

for the limited number requires an argument for the end of divisibility of 

parts, and a mention of this idea is absent in the text. The probable 

reasoning is that the external finitude of a body reflects finitude of the body 

in its entirety, from the external surface, in the sensible dimensions, to the 

level of the smallest minimal parts. Finitude encompasses the entire body 
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and this leads to finitude in the number of parts, and an end to divisibility 

follows from this.107    

The idea of limits and finitude of the most fundamental component in the world, 

along with the idea that this permits counting, emphasises in a different reading the 

idea of the limited number of created things of the world. This, in turn, emphasises 

the limitedness and finitude of the world, which stands in opposition to God’s 

infinite nature. This is why reading the argument from the reverse point of view, 

from the point of the need to establish a discrete limited and finite object, plays a 

fundamental part in establishing the limited and finite whole which incorporates all 

the discrete individual elements.  

The argument from the existence of atoms encompasses a number of ideas that are 

separately used to prove the createdness of the world. The most important of these 

are the change of states, finitude and particularisation, combination and separation 

(or generation and corruption) and origination. All of these arguments in their 

separate structure helped in establishing the createdness of the world and the 

existence of the creator, however, they also set and define the nature of the things 

that are considered to be existent.  

In the same sense that the arguments set against the dualists become arguments 

against any multiplicity, the arguments for the nature of the most fundamental 

constituents of the existents become arguments for the nature of the existents 

themselves. In what follows, we will simplify and restructure the above reasoning in 

                                                        
107 For arguments for the existence of atoms, see Pines (1997) pp. 13-19 ; Dhanani (1993), pp. 152-166. 
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a way that helps us see the sequence in the reasoning behind the use of atoms in the 

origination arguments. 

One might assume that the whole argument relies fundamentally on the nature of 

the atom itself. This assumption might be true, however, this is not a 

straightforward as it appears. The fundamental ground of the argument starts with 

al-Bisyawī’s statement that “the evidence proves –according to consensus- that the 

accidents are originated.” What is fundamental in the whole structure is the nature of 

the accidents. Accidents are denied independent existence and are said to be things 

that inhere in substances, which are more fundamental things that ‘may’ have 

independent existence. The origination of accidents and their variation from one 

thing to another and their existence at one time and annihilation at another, played 

a large part in the argument from particularisation: why would a thing have this 

and not that particular accident? It plays a part in the change of states argument, 

since a thing would have this particular accident at this particular time and then it 

would have another different set of accidents. It plays a part in the idea that a thing 

has accidents that are combined in this particular way, and are then separated to 

have combination in a different way. Accidents in their changing nature are an 

essential tool that reflects a coming to be followed by the important idea of 

cessation from being, hence limit and creation and origination.108 

Al-Bisyawī states that what is permanently attached to the originated is originated. 

This argument could face the challenge that the substance, in which the accidents 
                                                        
108 Frank writes: “The accidents, on the other hand, constitute the formal reality of beings: the 
defined and specific content of their being. By their inherence in the substrate (maḥall) of atoms, 
they determine the being of the composite in its being what it is. They form in the strictest sense, the 
thing as it exists, complete and perfect in the totality of its perfections.” Frank (2005a), p. 87. 
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inhere, could continuously be the subject of this inherence without it ever being in 

a position at any time when it is without an accident, hence it would be eternally 

existent. The idea of not ceasing to be attached to things that come to be and cease 

to be is not sufficient to show that this same thing comes and ceases to be. If a 

substance S does not cease to be attached to accidents this means it could be 

attached to A1 and A2 at time T1, and then to A2 and A3 at T2 so that at any one 

time it would have some accidents from a previous time and some new accidents.109 

What is avoided in al-Bisyawī’s statement from above is the reliance of a thing (a 

principle element) for its existence on something that is ontologically less basic and 

is known to come to be and cease to exist. Essential to the idea of atoms and their 

relation to accidents, particularly the accidents of combination and separation, is 

the nature of interdependence between accidents and atoms. It was established by 

the consensus that the accidents rely on a substance to exist, however, in the theory 

of atoms, the atoms themselves rely on the accident of combination to exist in the 

real concrete world. The separate atom is only a subject of the imagination, it is a 

thing that may not exist in separation in the real world since its existence is 

inferred from the composite nature of bodies. An atom only exists in a body that is 

made from six or more atoms, depending on the theory that one follows. In this 

case, atoms are necessarily attached, not to accidents in general but to, at least, the 

accident of combination, since it cannot exist concretely without it. 

                                                        
109 This is also one of Ibn Rushd’s arguments against this reasoning, see Ibn Rushd, Manāhij al-adilla fī 
ʿaqāʾid al-milla, (1964), p. 142. 
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The theory of atoms is of great importance because it establishes this essential 

interdependence of accidents and atoms at the moment of coming to be. What we 

have in this theory, is not the case of an atom that does not cease to be attached to 

an accident, it is rather a case of an atom that may not exist without an originated 

accident, so that the atom “cannot be said in any way to have any higher degree of being 

or greater ontological substantiality than the “accidents.””110  

In Ibn Rushd’s critique of some of the theologians’ principles, in his book of Manāhij 

al-adilla, we find a challenge that could explain one of the reasons for the important 

question of the thingness of the non-existent. We have come to conclude from the 

above presentation on atoms that there is an essential relationship between atoms 

and their accidents, that an atom cannot exist in the concrete world without an 

accident. Ibn Rushd asks: what is the thing that accepts or carries the accident of 

origination (ḥudūth)?111 If an atom already exists, then there is no need for the 

accident of origination to inhere in it, and if it does not exist, then there is no 

substrate in which the accident of origination can inhere. The strong tie between 

accident and atom prevents separate existence, yet at the same time, an accident 

requires a thing, a substrate in which it may inhere.112 The accident of origination 

must inhere in something for this thing to become an originated atom, and this 

something, which is to become a substrate, may neither be already originated nor 

non-existent. Ibn Rushd suggests that this is why the Muʿtazila have resorted to the 

                                                        
110 Frank (1966), p. 44. 
111 We have not come across this use in the consulted literature. Instead of the accident of origination 
the Muʿtazila use the accident of becoming or kawn. In Frank (1966), p, 16, we read: “The initial 
coming-to-be of a thing is “its made to be or its being created after its not being,” God’s “initiation of 
its existence after its non-existence, for the first time.” See Also Dhanani (1993), pp.145-148, for the 
different uses of this term.  
112 Ibn Rushd (1964), p. 149. 
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idea of an intermediate state between existence and non-existence, and this is why 

they believe that there is some form of an essence (	� 	Gذا) in non-existence.113 This is 

a reference to the Baṣran Muʿtazilī belief that the atom or al-Jawhar is an atom in 

the state of non-existence, primarily because it is an atom in-itself (�Gا!�) and not 

because of an agent causing it to be the way it is. The debate within this school, 

however, appears to be primarily on the question of whether or not this atom 

possesses the accident of taḥayyuz (spatial occupancy) in its state of non-existence. 

On the other hand, the Baghdādī school refused to associate the non-existent with 

al-jawhar and restricted themselves to only associating it with the terms ‘thing’ 

(sahyʾ), ‘possible’ (maqdūr) ‘known’ (maʿlūm), and also ‘subsistent’ or (muthbat).114 

                                                        
113 Ibid. 
114 This is the view of the late Muʿtazila according to Abū Rashīd al-Naysābūrī, Al-Masāʾil fi al-khilāf 
bayn al-Baṣriyyīn wal Baghdādiyyīn, (1979), pp. 37-38. He writes: 

�� وأ� ��� أ� ا�<$=	ن ا�$� ذهl ا�!ي ان ا��E	ان ه �ا "'�ن ا�6�ه�ل �1 ;�ه	ل و*�. ���� �	* H�!
� ا�<� � ،tا 	� �1 "6�ي ور

  ...�����وم �	,�G R'�ن ا�R:, F$�L ان o	ه�. "��IL �	 آ��3

� أ� E$=�	 ذهl و�	�� ��$� "6�ي ان �� وا�M�L. ض�� 	#� و_ ;�ه�، �	# "�,C _ ا����وم ان ا�7 ا�� و*���	" �Eء" *���	 i$� ا


�"و" ����م" و" ���ور"=� ��� "	�	#� "p:� ور "(
A�..."  
This, however, does not correspond to what we find in al-Ashʿarī’s Maqālāt. In this collection we find 
a different view associated with al-Jubbāʾī who appears according to his student to be associating 
knowledge with the ‘thing’ and the atom, that there is a knowledge of them and not that they are 
some entities prior to their existence. They are known and named things prior to their existence and 
they are things that may be spoken of (Maqālāt, v. 1, p. 222): 

� ����" و*	ل �

�	#�  اt أن: أ*�ل": ا�6
	�5 ا��ه	ب ��  �� ا-E$	ء أن: "��ل وآ	ن وا-��اض، وا�6�اه� 	-E$	ء �	��ً	 "Fل ���G 


8 أE$	ء* ،	K#�7 آ��Gء و	$E8 أ
* ،	K#�ا�6�اه وأن آ�7 ��G �8 ;�اه
* 	K#�آ ...H�!وآ �ا�6�ه 	إ#� ������ و�	 ��:�� ;�ه�ًا  � 
!�K1 7ً��� H� ��� و"=
� "!آ� أن "�'� -#� ا�<�ء 8
��ل ���ا ا��RW أهY1 8ن �Eء آ	���ل آ�#� *�	� �	 آ�E 8ء K�'و. أن أ��آ!" 

 ...��� و"=
�وا
And (Ibid., v. 2, p. 8). 

K�:#n	، ;�اه� ا�6�اه� ان ا���ل ه!ا ,	�l وز��. ��3�اض �	�3 آ	ن و;� اذا �	 ا�6�ه�: *	�5�ن و*	ل 	K#وا ���G �8 ;�اه
 ان *

  ". ا�6
	75" ه� ا���ل K!ا وا��	G .85'�ن
And (Ibid., v. 2, pp. 183, 184) 


8 ا-E$	ء ��7 *	درًا �	��ً	 "Fل �� اt إن: "��ل" ا�6
	�5" وآ	ن* 	K#�آ ،��:� ه� آ�#K	 -ن آ�#K	؛ *
8 أE$	ء "�	ل أن E nX0$	ءا- وأن 

8 أE$	ء "�	ل أن "�'� وآ	ن ه�،* ،	K�:#أ 	K�'و� ���G ء	$E8 أ
* ،	K#�7 آ��Gء و	$E8 أ
* ،	K#�آ H�!وآ �7 ���. ا�6�اه��G �8 ;�اه
* 

	K#�آ...  
On the other hand ʿAbbād b. Sulaymān has a more positive association with ‘things’, atoms and 
accident before their creation (Ibid., v. 1, p. 220): 


t 8 �����	ت ا������	ت: "��ل وآ	ن* 	K#�ورات وإن ،آ��8 ���ورات ا��
* ،	K#�ء وأن آ	$E-ء ا	$E8 أ
 ا�6�اه� وآ!�G H'�ن، أن *

8 أ;�	�ً	 ا-;�	م G'�ن أن و"�G 8$'�ن، أن *
8 أ1�	ل وا-1�	ل G'�ن، أن *
8 أ��اض ا-��اض وآ!�G H'�ن، أن *
8 ;�اه�* 	K#�آ 

 ...G'�ن أن *
8 �:��_ت وا��:��_ت G'�ن أن *
8 �=��*	ت وا��=��*	ت
(See also Ibid., v. 2, p. 165). 



124 

 

This way the accident of origination can inhere in a thing that has a state of being 

between absolute non-existence and existence in order to make it an existent being. 

Origination in this case becomes a transformation from one state of being to 

another that is more real and concrete. There is no evidence to suggest that the 

Ibāḍīs went as far as considering the atom to be an atom in its state of non-

existence. We know, however, that they have applied the terms, ‘known’ and 

‘possible’ to things that do not exist as well as the term ‘thing’. This is explored in 

the next section, and as far as the term ‘subsistence’ is concerned, we have allocated 

a section for it in the next chapter. 

IVIVIVIV.... GodGodGodGod’’’’s thingnesss thingnesss thingnesss thingness    

Some of the earliest themes of kalām, which are discussed in al-Bisyawī’s text, are 

the things that are associated with God, that which may be known about Him or said 

about Him. The first thing that is questioned regarding God is the idea of His 

uniqueness which in the Quran is expressed as "ء�E ��Aآ� O$�"  115 or “Naught is as His 

likeness.” The challenge is simply why is God said to be one when in fact He is not 

seen or imagined to be like anything that is known. Al-Bisyawī’s answer to this 

                                                                                                                                                               
It is also the Baghdādīs who appear to have the more positive association with these elements, and 
who appear to speak of them as entities and not as objects of knowledge(Ibid., v. 1, p. 222): 


8 �����	ت ا������	ت أن #��ل: ا�
�Wاد"$� �� *	�5�ن و*	ل* ،	K#�آ H�!ورات وآ��8 ���ورات ا��
* ،	K#�آ H�!ء وآ	$E-ء ا	$E8 أ
* 

،	K#�ا آ��ل أن و��	� .أ��اض: "
(Also in Ibid., v. 2, pp. 170, 171). 

  
115 Q. 42:11 
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particular question amounts to the simple response that this is the case because in 

this there is a denial of the dualists’ and the Christians’ beliefs. 116  

What is important for us in this section is the question of the meaning of the 

statement associating God with the word ‘thing’ or ء�E   as stated in the verse 

above.  To the question of the affirmation that God is a thing, al-Bisyawī writes:    


L�ن أن ا�E tء ؟: و�nل 1�	ل AGأ 
 �� 8$* :	P$E �L
A# ��#  ��1 	P$E .	��� أ#� �$O آ��E ��Aء ، وآ8 �� 	Lء ، �1 آ�E ��Aآ� O$�

�L
*	در إ_ <�ء،  ����م إ_ <�ء و_ �� و_ �	�� و_ P$E	 ، إذ _ ��;�د إ_ �Eء ، و_ أ�
	P$E ن	ا ، آ�$p 	�$��، �$O آ��E ��Aء �� ا-E$	ء ��	  ��1	 آ	ن G�	�7 �$	 *	درا ، �	��	 

 4�0.117 ، و�3 ���ا آ
$�ا

And [if] he inquires: do you affirm that God is a thing? 

One replies: yes, we affirm that He is a thing and no thing is as His 
likeness. In His book, it is affirmed that no thing is as His likeness, and 
he who names Him a thing has affirmed that He is a thing since there is 
no existent that is not a thing, and no known that is not a thing and no 
living, no knowing and no powerful that is not a thing. Since the 
exalted is living and powerful, knowing hearing and seeing, He is a 
thing, and no thing from what He has created is as His likeness, He is 
the most exalted.  

The initial part of the affirmation is that God is a thing that is unlike the rest of 

things. God’s thingness is affirmed but is also disassociated from all the other things 

of the world. The sentence simultaneously brings God near His created things and 

then completely distances Him from these things. The idea that God is a thing seems 

to have forced itself into the discourse that attempts to disassociate God from any 

thing from this world. The problem is evidently the affirmation of God’s thingness 

that is found in the Qurʾān itself, which in some sense has forced the process of 

                                                        
116 Al-Bisyawī, p. 24. 
117 Ibid., p. 25. 
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conceptualising of the word ‘thing’. In the idea that God is a thing, in the 

affirmation of His thingness, we notice the association of the word thing with 

affirmation or ithbāt. These two words had become interlinked in the early kalām 

discourse and had allowed for the development of the ideas of thingness and the 

subsistence of the non-existent amongst the Muʿtazila and the Sufis, as will be 

explored in the next chapter.118  

In this quotation, al-Bisyawī associates all the actual existents of this world with the 

word thing. If we stop at this, we would get the idea that a thing is simply the 

existent of this world; this, however, is not the case in this text. Al-Bisyawī moves to 

the inclusion of other things that are, in his opinion, eligible for the labelling of a 

thing. He includes in this, things that are said to be powerful, living and knowing. 

These, however, are obviously attributes of an existing thing; hence, this may not be 

considered to be an additional inclusion of what is different from the category of 

the existent. The attributes that are listed belong to an existent, hence, whatever 

possesses these attributes is a thing. What would have been different in this case 

would have been considering the attributes themselves as things, since this would 

have broadened the nature of the discussion.119 However, al-Bisyawī still broadens 

the field of application of the word thing since he includes knowledge or the 

knowns under the category of ‘thing’. It is not only the one who knows that is a 

                                                        
118 Amongst the earliest of such association, between God’s thingness and the idea that things are 
things before their creation, is found in al-Ashʿarī’s Maqālāt, (v. 2, p. 181). 


RL وا#K	 و;�ده	 *
8 اE$	ء ا_E$	ء ان ز���ا *�م ه!ا ا�7 ذهl و*� ا�
	�G ه� 7Eء اt ان ���7 *	�5�ن 	لو*A� ء	$E8 ا
 وه!ا و;�ده	 *
G RL'�ن ان $� 1�ق _ -#� ��	*RI ا���ل	� �$ .ا�=$	ط ا���$� ا7 *�ل وه!ا ��;�دة G'�ن ان و

119 See note 134. 
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thing but what is known is also a thing.120 The idea that it is the knower and the 

known that are things broadens the field of application of the word thing beyond 

the mere existents of this concrete world.121 Expanding this reasoning leads to the 

idea that all existents are things but not all things are existent, and if not all things 

are existent then some non-existents are things.122 

In al-Kindī’s Bayān al-Sharʿ we find the following passage that confirms this 

particular idea:    

���� �� �Eء؟  123:و��	 "�;� أ#� �� أ� ا���� ��� � و��L�n �� ا����وم، ه8 "�M ��$� ا
$�: *	ل�f 7�� وم��أ: ا�� ��M "'�ن و_ "'�ن، �1	 _ "'�ن V��� �� 31� 1$�، و_ أ��" �#

� ���E �$��. �$��* 7ء �� ا-��	ء���" �#Y1 "'�ن 	� 	أ: وأ��L
 124.��	د و�

We find related to Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAli b. Muḥammad: and I asked him 
regarding the non-existent, does the name thing apply to it? 

He said: the non-existent is of two kinds: what becomes and what does 
not become. As to what does not become, there is no thinking about it 
and I do not know that a name applies to it. As to what becomes, it is 
divided into two parts: returning and originating.  

                                                        
120 In al-Kāfī’s Mūjaz we find this argument for why we may say that God is a thing unlike other 
things and not a body unlike other bodies. Here we find that the word thing is applied to what is 
existent and imagined, (p. 405): 

� ا��<
��n�G ��� RK	��	 وK��* :�� .��L��; 	ًP$E _ -	ء،آ	$E 	ً$ّء، _ و�	-�$	آ �L$ *���	 nGو"8 إن: *��	 آ	-;�	م؟ _ ;��ً	 "'�ن أن وأ

� �E H�!1ء: *��	 Y1ذا ;��، *���	 �nLو"=� 8	��E Cء�� اt إن: *��	 Y1ذا وا�O"��L، ا�F6Lي � "�اد إ#�	 و;��. و��ه�م ��;�د �'8 ا�; 

O$� م	-;�	آ 	�#n'1 	��* ،�ن وإن ه	آ 	ً� إ#� *��	 إ#�	 �'ّ�	 ذ�H؛ و#�"� آ	-;�	م، _ ;�� ه�: *��	 و�� ه�، إّ_ 0	�4 31 أ;Fاء ذا ���
� �Eء و*���	    ...ا��;K$� ه!"� i$� و;� ا���ل �K!ا و�$F6L� Oئ، و_ ���س و�$F6L� Oئ، ���س� _ و*���	 و��ه�م، ��;�د �'8 ا

 ...P$Eً	 "'�ن أن �� "=�;� �	 ا-E$	ء =3ف �Eء *���	 �1 و�$O ا-E$	ء، ,:	ت =3ف ,:	�G أن أرد#	: آ	-E$	ء
121 For studies on the question of thingness and its relation to the non-existent see: Frank (1980) ; 
(2000) ; Klein-Franke (1994); Wisnovsky (2000). 
122 On the non-existent we find in al-Mufīd, Awāʾil al-Maqālāt, (1993), p. 98: 

�eE 7�� ،R و_ ��ض و_ ;�ه� و_ ;�� _ إ#� وأ*�ل ا���;�د، ,:R �� ا�=	رج ا��$� ا���:� ه� ا����وم إن: وأ*�ل$���$�L وإن ا�� 

e>�Wاد"�; �� R	�R �!هl وه!ا �6	زا، � Y1 �$��G#�	 ا-��	ء ه!. ��  R�FL�ب و ا��	ا��=��ق أ,� .�=�
� وا��F" �#أ eE _و 

�$��" ��6� وا�=$	ط و��ض، و;�ه� eE ا����وم أن "��F	ن وا�� وا�6
	�5 ��ض، _ و ;�ه� و_ �F" �#إ eE ض�و� � .و;�
123 This is the same as Al-Bisyawī. 
124 Al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 137 and the remainder of the quote:  

� آ	ن آ	#) �1$� ا��RW آ	ن و�	 1$�، *$	س 31 و,:	 ��K	 ا��RW ��$� و*�) �1	��$�, R�p	 �K	 ا_ ،F$$�Lا� 	ض وه��، ��و;�ه _ 
H:�" 	أ��ه� �� ،�
�، إ_ و;�د. و��	ل ,	� 	�K1 M� ن	$�ه�ان ا�	م، �1 �<	ن، ود�$3ن ��;�دان، ا-وه	د*	ه�ان ,	E7 و�� 	�K�:#أ 
	�K#ن أ	���� 	1$� ���;. 
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The question, set at the beginning of this text, asks whether or not the word thing 

applies to the non-existent, assuming that it already applies to the existent of this 

world. Al-Bisyawī’s response begins with a distinction between two types of non-

existents: that which becomes and that which does not. This means that the non-

existent is in one sense an absolute negation of the coming to be at any time. It is 

what has no possibility of being and is not known to have or not this possibility, 

since there is no knowledge of it whatsoever. The absence of this knowledge negates 

the question of the possibility of existence from this type of non-existents, it is not 

denied in the sense that this possibility may become real, but rather in the sense of 

the total and absolute absence of any knowledge regarding anything to do with 

these non-existents. The other type of non-existent is what becomes, which means 

there is no question of possibility in this statement either. This particular non-

existent is, according to al-Bisyawī, either returning to non-existence from 

existence ʿāʾid, or is to come to existence from its state of non-existence, mubtadaʾ. 

What is excluded from both of these non-existents is what is possible but is denied 

existence in the real world. This does not seem to concern al-Bisyawī in his 

response. There is no part in this answer that directly affirms, or denies, that the 

non-existent is a thing. However, the division of the non-existents into two parts, 

one is that which nothing may be related to and known about, whilst the other is 

what becomes existent and ceases to be, suggests that the answer is yes, the non-

existent that becomes is a thing.      

If we return to al-Bisyawī’s Jāmiʿ, we find in the section that discusses the visibility 

of the creator the following relevant argument: 
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،�$�، وذ�H أ#� _ �Eء إ_ وه� "�� �125 ]_[و�$�E _ Oء إ_ وه�  ا�:�ق $� ا��ؤ"R وا���
 

،R����� 	K13L0ا M� 	Kء آ�	$E-ى، إ_ أن ا�5 "�� 	Kآ� O$س و�	ت أ;�	5$�ن ا��- ،R$
$�n	K#	، و�$O ا������	ت R,�p=�  ى�وم وا���;�د، و_ "6�ز أن "��ا�� �آ!�H، و*� ��

�	G� و_ أر.، وأ��� �	 آ	ن أ�O، و�$O أرى �	  ا����وم وا���;�د، ��$وأ��� ا�<�ء، $�� و
�$� ا��ؤ"R وا��� �$Aق آ�و1 ،Oن أ�	126.آ  

The difference between vision and knowledge is clear since there is 
nothing that is not known, and it is not the case that there is nothing 
that is not seen. However, all things, despite their differences, are 
know and not all are seen, since the visible are classes associated with 
their substances, and the knowns are not so related. It is the case that 
the non-existent and the existent are known, and it is not permissible 
to see the non-existent and the existent. I may know the thing veiled 
from me and I do not see it. I know what occurred yesterday, and I may 
not see what occurred yesterday, and there is much difference 
between vision and knowledge.  

In this quotation, which distinguishes between the objects of sight and the objects 

of knowledge, we come across the idea that all things are known or may be so, but 

not all the objects of sight may be said to be within sight. The difference between 

the knowns and their external associations, distances knowledge from external 

hindrances. In the case of knowledge, all the objects of knowledge are available to 

the knower. On the other hand, all the things that might be subject to sight might 

not always be available to vision, as the simple example above suggests, a hindering 

obstacle might prevent such vision. One may, however, equally challenge this 

argument with the same reasoning, since it is possible to argue that the example of 

the presence of an object that obscures the seeing of an object could be applied in a 

similar way to the act of knowing. A particular known may prevent another known 

from being present to knowledge, since it is possible to assume that there can only 

be one known available to the knower at any particular time. 

                                                        
125 Wrong addition to the text. 
126 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 58. 
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Regardless of this particular challenge to the argument, we are interested in the 

statement that knowledge is of the non-existent and the existent when vision may 

not be said to be so. I may know an event that took place yesterday, which was 

existent and is presently non-existent, but I may not see this event now when I was 

able to see it yesterday. Again, what is important is that the non-existent and the 

existent are considered to be objects of knowledge.127  

VVVV.... Names and aNames and aNames and aNames and attributesttributesttributesttributes    

The question of the thingness of the non-existent or its subsistence (thubūt) is also 

part of a larger theological debate regarding the nature of God’s names and 

attributes. This is evident from the questions and answers that are found in Jāmiʿ, 

al-Bisyawī  regarding these ideas. 

: إن أ��	ء اt و,:	�G _ ه� ه� و_ ه� i$�. ؟ وآ!�H *�ل �� *	ل : و�nل �� *�ل �� *	ل 
 .�$i _ل ه� و	� ؟���� _ "

����ن ؛ _ ه� ��;�د و_ ه� ���وم و_ �K6�ل و_ ����م: *8$ �� L1و_ أ  �$i _روك و��
� ، وآ!�H *�ل �� "��ل  ��روك ، Y1ن *	��ا آ!�H 0�;�ا �� ا�����ل ، K1!ا �	 ":��K��* : _

 و_ *�"� و_ ���ث ؟ "�	ل ��� ا�E tء ، و_ "�	ل _ �Eء ،
 

 �K� ل	�" : �'�$�	ل _ �Eء ، -ن ه!ا  _ "�	ل ��� ا�E tء ، و_: و$� �� *	ل �	 ا�:�ق "
_ �Eء و_ *�"� و_ �	دث   ��� ا�E tء ، 31 "6�ز ، و�� ;	ز أن "�	ل 128إ�
	G	 ��<�ء و#:$�


	ت ، و��  و_ �K6�ل و_ ����م و_ ��;�د و_�aت ا��:� ، و#:� ا	
���وم ، آ	ن �1 ه!ا إ�
��K!ا 1 tا C,لو و	Xaوا �:��	 �:, . 

                                                        
127 On this idea we find in al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 116: 

� ��م وه� إذ ا-E$	ء، "��� "Fل �� G�	�7 اt أن ا���: ا{�	ر �g و��� G�' �K	 �	��	 F"ل و�� آ�#K	، �	ل �1 K	 �	��	 F"ل و� �� 

،	K#�آ �K	 �	��	 Fل" و�� �1	K5	، �	ل �1 K	 �	��	 F"ل و� �� ،	K5	�1 �K	 �	��	 F"ل و� �� 	K5	>#ة �1 إ�ا{0. 
Also  in a Shīʿī source (Al-Mufīd, pp. 54-55) we find: 

� G�	�7 اt إن �	8 �'� وه� إ_ �����	 "'�ن أن و��'� ����م و_ ��و��، *
8 ���� و*� إ_ �	دث _ وإ#� آ�#�، *
8 "'�ن �	 �	� 
،�L�$��
�	#� �وإ# � _ 7:=" �$�� eE �1 ء، �1 و_ ا-رض	ا ا���!K �� ا��L�اG�ة وا-0
	ر ا���X�ر وا�'L	ب ا����ل د_I*  85) و

� ه<	م �� ا���R�FL �'	. �	 #��ف و���	 ا�a	�M$�; ،R$ �!هl وه� - و}�� ��$� اt ,�7 - ا����ل }ل � أ#� و���#	. �130 �1 ا��'
� G=�صK�� �$�� q�iو ��� �	 �� #�6 و�� ���، ا�<$�R �� �1'	. 1$� *��ه	Lآ 	:�p� _و 	��6� 	L و��	85 ا�a	�R أ,�ل �1 وآ��3 �	


$� ;�$M ا�
	ب ه!ا �1 إ�$� ذه
�	 1$�	 و���	. ��� ا�=p�م �'	. �	 �f ��7 "�ل  ا_��L	ن�Lإ�7 ا��� �$��Lى ا��� �K6ا� � �� ,:�ان 
 �� G�	�7 اt وأن ��;�د، ��7 إ_ "�M و_ 	����وم "L��4 _ ا���� أن "��F	ن آ	#	 �K#Y1	 ا���R�FL �� ا�:��m ���و � وه<	م ا��6
�ة

�
8 ا-E$	ء ��* 	K#�آ 	ن ��� ��� ��	�L�_ا. 
128 ��:# in original. 
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 �K� 8$* : ل	* �� �$� و'�$� اt ه�ه� ، _ ه� i$�. ؟: �	 ا�:�ق �� 
��L	ل ا�'3م: Y1ن *	��ا 	1 ، .�$i .��� 	�L
 . إذا *��	 ه�ه� أ�
�L	. ���	 ، وإذا *��	 ه� i$�. أ�
 �K� 8$* : ت أ#� ه� 1 ه� 129]_[و	
� ، و_ i$�. إ�'��* �1 .�$i ت	
8K �� 1�ق ، و_ اt إ�

3$
� H�6ون إ�7 ذ�" . 

� ان اt:1	ن *	لL�* �* �L#؟ 130ا	���  

�� ا������ن �1: *8$ �mوأ ، �	L�1 آ tا ���mأ 	7 ��� ، Hذ� 	���mأ 	�1  إ#� 	��ور; �K�3آ
، Hذ� �'�" �� اد�7 131إ#�	 أ#'�#	 ��7 �� أ�
) اt *���	 واt أ��� إ�7 أ#� ا��	�� ، و�� ، 	��� 

��	 ��;�د RW� �1 ا���ب ؛ �$� *	��ا  1$� ��7 �	 و,:�	 ، وا�!ي�m، و�$� : أ �و;� ا-�
��Aو� �$�
	رك وG�	�RW� �1 .7 ا���ب آA$�  ا�$G tل ا	و*: "�K;إ_ و H�	ء ه�E 8132"آ  �، و�

 آ�E 8ء ه	�H إ_ ه�: "�;��ا !�H إ�7 ���7 ه� i$�. ، وإ#�	 *	��ا 

*�"�$� ، وإذا *��	 _  ��	 ��� ا�E tء آ	ن �1 إ�
	ت �Eء ، وإ�
	ت P$E$�إذا *: وآ!�H إن *	��ا 
  �Eء آ	ن #:$	 ����� ؟

 �K� 8$* :ق�ا�: 	ل  �1	* �� �$� و'�$_ ���وم و_ ��;�د و_ ����م و_ �K6�ل و_ �Eء : 
 _ �Eء ، وه8 �� 1�ق إذا أ�
L�ا ��7 ذ�6G H	ه��ا ؟ و_

i tا �� ه� i$�. $�. ، ;�8وآ!�H �� *	ل ���� 	��	� tا . 
��م ��$� ، و�� ;�8 ��� اt ����	 أ�
) أ#�: و*	ل G 	�$1 7 ا�6�ابI� �*  ، ��� �� ���" �'" ��

t8 ه� ا ا��	�� ا�!ي �� "Fل �	��	 �	 "'�ن وG�	�7 اt �� ه!. ا�R:p ���ا آ
$�ا ، 
133
...  

And he was questioned regarding those who say: the names of God and 
His attributes are neither Him nor are they other than Him? And also, 
the saying of those who say: His knowledge is not said to be Him nor 
other than Him? 

[He replied] One would reply: would you say, he is neither existent nor 
non-existent, neither unknown nor known and neither perceived nor 
unperceived? If they affirm this they would depart from reason as this 
would corrupt their statement and so would be the statement of those 
who say: God’s knowledge is neither said to be a thing nor not a thing 
and neither eternal nor originated. 

One says to them: what is the difference between you and those who 
say: one may not say that God’s knowledge is a thing nor may say a no-
thing as this would be an affirmation of a thing and its negation, and 
this is not permissible. If it were permissible to say that God’s 
knowledge is a thing that is a no-thing, not eternal and not originated, 

                                                        
129 Missing in original. 
130  Suggest to read as  t to conform with the more common phrase, and for the grammatical 
structure to work. This common expression is confirmed by al-Ashʿarī’s Maqālāt, v. 1, pp. 224-225: 

C�L0ا ا�!"� وا��	*: �� ام �:�� �7 *	در �	�� اه� 1$�، ا���R�FL �� �$	 *	درا �	��	 اF" tل ��� *	در �	�� ا���ل ���7 و�	 و�$	ة؟ و*�رة 
1�	ل  ؟�7 �Aاآ R�FL�وا�=�ارج ا�� �$Aوآ �� RP;�ا�� g��:��، �7 *	در �	�� اt ان: ا�R"�"F و _ �����ا و�$	ة، و*�رة �mان وا t 

	��� 7�����ا و�� *	در، ا#� ���7 *�رة و�� �	��، ا#� �X" Hة ��7  ذ�	ا��$ �  ...�$	ة �� ا:"���� و�
131 Suggest to read t 
132 Q. 28:88. 
133 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, pp. 82-85. 
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not unknown and not known, not existent and not non-existent then 
this would be an affirmation of negation and a negation of an 
affirmation and he who attributes God as such would be attributing 
Him with negation and nullification. 

One would say to them: what is the difference between you and those 
who say: God’s knowledge is Him, it is not other than Him? 

If they say: if we say it is Him we would affirm Him to be knowledge, 
and if we say it is other than Him we would affirm some other with 
Him, which is impossible. 

One would say to them: and not God is an affirmation of an other to 
Him, in your words, and not an other to Him is an affirmation that it is 
Him, so is there a difference? And they would not find a way to answer. 

If they say: you have said that God has knowledge. 

One would say: we have pronounced this in accordance with what God 
has pronounced in His book and what the Muslims have pronounced in 
their speech. We have referred in our saying, and God knows best, to 
the fact that He is the knower, and this has not been denied, what we 
have rather rejected is those who affirm that He has knowledge then 
criticise our description. What we say exists in the language of the 
Arabs as they say: ‘the face of the matter’ and ‘the eye of certainty’ and 
so are many other sayings in the language of the Arabs. God the 
exalted and the blessed says: “everything will perish save His face,” 
and they did not refer by this to an entity other than Him, since they 
say all things will perish save Him.    

Also, if they say: if we say God’s knowledge is a thing, this would be 
affirming a thing, and affirming two eternal things, and if we say not a 
thing, this would be a negation of knowledge. 

One would say to them: so what is the difference between you and 
those who say: not a non-existent and not existent, not known and not 
unknown and not a thing and not a no-thing. Also, is there a 
difference? If they affirm this, they would be pretending ignorance. 

And so do those who say God’s knowledge is other than Him, they 
would make God a knower through a knowledge that is other than 
Him. 

And he said: we had previously answered this question, and he who 
considers God’s knowledge originated would affirm that He did not 
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know then came to know. The exalted God is above this attribute, for 
He is the knowing God who is eternally knowing of what would 
become.   

The beginning of the text sets the questions regarding the relation of God’s names 

and His attribute of knowing to God Himself, whether they are the same or not. Al-

Bisyawī is asked about his opinion regarding those who deny both, the affirmation 

that the names and the attributes are God Himself, and the negation of this identity 

or congruity.134  

In the first response to this question, al-Bisyawī  asks if these people, who deny any 

affirmation of God’s nature, would accept all the possible negations that he lists in 

pairs of opposites, so that God is not existent and not not existent; not known and 

not not known and finally not perceived and not not perceived. For him denying the 

association of both sides of the pairs of opposites renders the discussion illogical, 

since presumably one side must be applicable to the subject of the discussion, 

namely God. If such a discussion regarding the nature of God is illogical and thus 

impossible, then so would be the case with regard to God’s knowledge; we may not 

argue that this knowledge is neither a thing nor not a thing, not originated and not 

eternal.135  

                                                        
134 Al-Mufīd in his Awāʾil al- Maqālāt writes (pp. 52-53):  

	-E��ي "��ف ا�
p�ة أه8 �� ر;8 وأ��ث _�* C�	0 �$1 ظ	أ�: M$�; �"���ا�� �K$#	�و� 	.، 1$�	و,:� � - و;t - F� 8 أن وز�
�	 آ	ن أ;�K	 �� i$�. و_ ه� ه� _ ��	ن "Fل �� وأ#� *�"�R ,:	ت�L�� C,��� �#n ���$M *	در �� �	� �$p ��'L� ،�"�� � أن وز�

t - F� 8;و - 	K;و 	�"�* 	���� *�ل وه!ا *��	ء، أز�$R آ�K	 ه!. وأن *�"�L$�، و"�"� *�"�	 وp�ا *�"�	 و� ��
 �����L �� أ�� إ�$� "�

�$��L3 ا�I1 �� 83م أه� .ا_
However, we do find in an Ibāḍī source Al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 55, Also al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 56, as 
will be seen in the next note, that this statement goes back to a period prior to al-Ashʿarī, that is back 
to Hishām ibnu-l Ḥakam, Ibn Kullāb and Hishām b. Jarīr al-Zaydī. 
135 This appears to be a reference to Abū Hāshim’s aḥwāl, since he believes, similar to the believers in 
al-aḥwāl, that an attribute (ḥāl) is neither an existent, a non-existent nor a thing, Al-Shahrastānī, 
kitāb nihāyat al-iqdām fī ʿilm al-kalām, (1934), p. 133; and al-Āmidī informs us that Abū Hāshim 
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The ground of the denial of this language is the law of the excluded middle.136 

Whatever proposition one might say about God or His knowledge, it is either true or 

false, and in a case of a pair of opposite propositions being stated regarding God, 

then if one is true the other must not be true. It is not possible for both pairs of 

propositions to be true or to be false, and there is no middle ground that is between 

the true and the false. In al-Bisyawī’s text, this idea is presented through the 

language of affirmation and negation. He simply finds that with regard to a 

proposition about a thing (and God is a thing) it is impossible to accept as true the 

affirmation and the negation of a proposition  ء�>�� 	G	
 We may  . ، 31 "6�ز و#:$�-ن ه!ا إ�

rephrase this in this way: for a thing T it is impossible to state that T is P and T is 

not-P. However, we notice that al-Bisyawī’s argument is set in terms of negation of a 

negative proposition and the negation of this negation, so that his examples are set 

in the form of: it is impossible to state that T is not P and T is not not-P. In this 

reasoning, to state that a thing is not created and that it is not not created (or not 

eternal) is a contradictory statement, for a thing must be one of these two 

opposites, either a created thing or an eternal thing, and so would be the case of 

knowledge, it is either originated in time or eternal. In the case of created beings, 

                                                                                                                                                               
hesitated to say that the states are things whilst the Ashʿariyya think that they are not to  be 
described as a thing or not a thing, Al-Āmadī, Abkār al-afkār fī ʾuṣūl al-dīn, al-Mahdi, (2004), p. 410. 
This is however also associated with some Ashʿarīs (early al-Bāqillānī and al-Juwaynī). We read in Ibn 
Ḥazm, v. 5, p. 165: 

� *	��ا إن ه	 ه�	 أ��ا_ �$�) ��	 و_ 	3m و_ ه� �=��*R و_ $i� �R*��= وK#Y1 R"��E-ا 	KLاد� �Lا-��ال ا� 	وأ� ���� �_ *	ل أ
   .�R و_ ه� �����R و_ ه� �R��K6 و_ ه� أE$	ء و_ ه� _ أE$	ءه� ��;�دة و_ ���و

136 In al-Shahrastānī’s Nihāyat al-Iqdām we find this line regarding the relation between al-ḥāl and 
the excluded middle (p. 135): 


�ت وC,�G وا���م 	��;�د C,�G _ ا��L ا��	ل إ�
	ت Y1نA�	 �Gn" �1 أن ا��	o� i	Y1 R"ن وا_��L_ل ا��� 	ب ��� �;�دا� دون 
.�V# �$��L
	ت ا��:� $� دا5� �a1$�:� وا 	7 أ��ه�L� �$�L" �#	Aا� (
Aل و�	7 *� ا��Gأ RX��ا �$�1� وا���م ا��;�د  �:" �$��Lا� 

X	لaوا 	و_ ���ً ��IL" �Vل ا���p� R1��� 3ً,أ. 
This is also mentioned in his Milal as a critique of al-aḥwāl (Milal, p. 40). Al-Rāzī has a special section 
in his Muḥaṣṣal to deny this category, which he attributes to Abū Hāshim, and the Ashʿarī 
theologians, al-Bāqillānī and al-Juwaynī. Al-Rāzī, Muḥaṣṣal afkār al-mutaqaddimīn wal 
mutaʾakhkhirīn mina’l ʿulamāʾ wal ḥukamāʾ wal mutakallimīn, (1978), pp. 60-64.  
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knowledge is originated (not eternal) and in the case of the eternal God it is either 

eternal or originated, both cases may not be denied simultaneously. Hence, to 

affirm that it is created is to deny that it is eternal. Expressed differently, negating 

that it is eternal is to affirm that the opposite is true, that it is created, and negating 

its opposite cannot also be true, that is negating that it is created. We can neither 

affirm two states of opposites nor negate two states of opposites. Thus, one 

concludes from this section that denying both opposites is an illogical proposition 

and one may not apply it to statements about God’s attributes and names. We may 

simply not use the expression ‘they are neither Him nor not Him’,  ه� ه� و_ ه� _

.�$i.137 

In the section that follows, we come to understand the opposition’s reason for 

choosing the formula of denying the application of the opposite terms to God. With 

                                                        
137 If al-Mufīd appears to attribute the neither Him nor other than Him to al-Ashʿarī in a previous 
note, the latter appears to attribute this formulation to Hishām b.  al-Ḥakam (Maqālāt,  v. 1, pp. 107-
108): 

R*�:وا� R�� ه<	م أ,�	ب ا��اRI1 �� ا��	د �	-E$	ء �	��ً	 "Fل �� اt "'�ن أن ��	ل أ#� "��F�ن ا��' ��:� ا-E$	ء "��� إ#�	 وأ#� 
��� أن � �'" 	K� "���K	 وأ#� �	��ً	 ���	ل أن 1$6�ز ��I و_ i$�. و_ ه� ه� �$�) �� ,:R ا���� وأن " �� أو ���ث ا���"�* �#- 

R:, R:pوا� _ C,�G. 
Hishām appears to apply this formula with the attributes as it appears in (Maqālāt, v. 1, p. 121): 

� ه<	م ,�	بأ � وآ!�C,�G H _ وا�R:p ��<�ء ,:i �#- R$�. ه� و_ ا�<�ء ه� _ ��<�ء ,:R ا�<�ء 4�0 أن "��F�ن ا��'
�	ء أن ز���ا
  .i$�. ه� و_ ه� ه� _ ��:	#� ,:R ا�:�	ء وآ!�i H$�. و_ ه� ه� _ ��
	*� ,:R ا�

This idea is also attributed to some Zaydiyya who appear to affirm that an attribute is a thing 
(Maqālāt, v. 1, p. 138): 

 R*�:�	1 7ا-و� �K�� ب	ن أ,�	�$�� �� ا�
	رئ أن "��F�ن. .ا�F"�ي �"�; �	� �����رة *	در �Eء، ���� وأن ،i$�. و_ ه� ه� _  _ 
� وآ!��E Hء، *�ر�G وأن i$�.، و_ ه� ه�K��* �1 �5	� أن "����ن و_ ا�!ات، ,:	ت و�	5� وا�
p�، وا���M آ	��$	ة ا��:O، ,:	ت 

  ...أE$	ء ا�p:	ت
It is not clear why al-Ashʿarī denies that the attributes are things when he is affirming them to be so 
in the preceding lines. The other person who seems to have used this formula is Ibn Kullāb. Al-
Ashʿarī informs us (Maqālāt, v. 1, p. 229): 

�	5� �1 ا���ل وآ!�H �$	ة، �� أن �� ا#� و���7 *�رة، �� أن در*	 أ#� و���7 ،���	 �� أن �	�� اt أن: "��ل وآ	ن �5	��  .و,:	�G أ

��م أن "6�ز و_ 	* ،t	R�5 وأ#K	 i$�.، ه� و_ اt ه� _ �!ا�G، و,:	�G اt أ��	ء إن: "��ل وآ	نG ت	:p�	  .,:	ت 

 ه� ذا�G وأن i$�.، و_ ه� ه� _ ��، ,:	ت وp�. و�$�� ."�ا وآ!�R:, ،�� H وه� i$�.، ه� و_ اt ه� _ اt و;� أن: "��ل وآ	ن

  .P$Eً	 آ	ن �� ���7 _ و�Eء �;�د، _ ��;�د وأ#� ه�، ه� و#:�� ه�،
According to Ibn Fūrak al-Ashʿarī himself used this formulation (Ibn Fūrak, Maqālāt al-Shaykh Abī al-
Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī, 2005, p. 38): 

�	ل و_" �G	:p� و_ ه�، ه� .�$i.  
This version which uses �	ل _ " is very similar to Ibāḍī Muḥammad B. Maḥbūb’s as will be discussed. 
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regard to knowledge, if one states that God’s knowledge is Him then this would be 

stating and affirming that God is knowledge, that this is what His self is. On the 

other hand if one is to affirm that God’s knowledge is other than Him then it must 

be some other thing, other than this self, and this would be affirming a thing with 

God. Al-Bisyawī’s reply to this is that if one negates both of the above statements 

the result would be the same, so that instead of ‘this knowledge is Him’ we say ‘this 

knowledge is not Him’, and instead of ‘this knowledge is other than Him’, we say 

‘this knowledge is not other than Him’, we would be using negative statements to 

affirm the previous statements, either God is knowledge or there is an other thing 

with God that is knowledge. One may notice that this argument is not really a 

counter argument to the opponent’s view since the conclusion of both phrasings is 

the same, God is knowledge or there is a thing with God that is knowledge, hence, 

the reason for rejecting any commitment to either propositions is not invalidated 

by al-Bisyawī’s argument. 

Leaving the above discussion aside whilst still arguing from the perspective of the 

thingness of what is other than God, we summarise al-Bisyawī’s argument which is 

set against the ‘neither Him nor not Him’ expression as follows: 

a) Propositions in the form of ‘neither him nor not him’ are denied and the 

affirmation of the rule of the excluded middle is affirmed. 

b)  Knowledge is God or knowledge is other than God.  

c) If knowledge is a thing other than God: 



137 

 

i) Knowledge is eternal or created. 

ii) God knew what would become from eternity. 

Therefore Knowledge is not created, it is eternal. 

Therefore God’s knowledge is an eternal existent thing other than Him. This 

is impossible. 

d) Knowledge is God. 

We notice that the above argument is missing the independent question of whether 

or not knowledge is a thing. What is emphasised is rather the question of the 

independent existence of this thing from God and its created or eternal nature. In 

(c) knowledge is shown to be eternal and not created which is an argument that al-

Bisyawī agrees with since his denial is only of the eternal real otherness to God of 

this knowledge.138 We may also point out at this stage that the mere otherness of 

this knowledge suggests its thingness, which might not be in itself a problem for al-

Bisyawī since as we have noticed he considers the knowns to be things. The 

thingness of knowledge is an implicit part of the arguments in (c). If knowledge is 

created it would not be a challenge to God’s eternal unity, but since this knowledge 

is argued to be eternal it causes the difficulty of multiple eternal things or entities, 

and this is why it is denied by al-Bisyawī.  
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In one part of this text, those who affirm the ‘neither Him nor not Him’ expression, 

who might be the followers of Abū Hāshim (al-Bahshamiyya), reason as follows: 

accepting that an attribute is not Him leads to the affirmation that there is a thing 

with God. The problem would essentially be the idea that God’s knowledge is a thing 

and that is co-eternal with Him. Denying that this knowledge is a thing would be 

considered, according to them, a denial of God’s knowledge, since the denial of the 

thingness of this knowledge would be a denial of its existence, thus, God would be 

considered to not have knowledge and therefore not to be knowing.  

It was shown in the section on God’s thingness that the non-existent is a thing 

according to al-Bisyawī in the same way that it is for the Bahshamiyya. The 

argument for the creation of this category was simply set in relation to the knowns 

or the objects of God’s knowledge. The thingness of the knowns is an affirmation of 

their having a certain degree of being that is not existence but subsistence, or 

thubūt. If knowledge is essentially related to its objects or the knowns, we question 

why it is not possible to consider God’s knowledge itself to be a thing that is other 

than Him, without it being an existent thing, in the same way that the knowns are 

affirmed to be things.139 According to the believer in the thingness of the non-

existent, the Bahshamiyya and the Ibāḍīyya, the thingness of the knowns does not 

challenge God’s unity since this does not deny the fact that there are no other 

eternal existents with God. What there is, however, is other subsistents that are 

                                                        
139 The earliest statement regarding the non-existence of the knowns is possibly that of al-Jāḥiẓ in his 
Bayān where he writes: 

� ا��	سا��	R�5 �1 ,�ور  �ا���	#K#	رة �1 أذه�pLو ،ا���K��:# �1 R6�=Lا��، �=�اm�ه R�pLوا��، � ��L�رة ،وا��	د�R �� 1'�ه
R$:0، R$>ة و��$�  .و��;�دة �1 ���7 ���و�R ،و��6�R#��'� R ،و

Note that he states they exist as non-existents. Al-Jāḥiẓ, Abū ʿUthmān, Al-Bayān wal Tabyyīn, 1998. v. 
1, p. 75. 
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affirmed to be things. We know from other sources that the Bahshamiyya do in fact 

affirm the subsistence of the attributes in the same way that they affirm the 

subsistence of the non-existent. Therefore, if the above argument is supposed to be 

that of the Bahshamiyya, we do not see how affirming the thingness of God’s 

knowledge would lead to the affirmation of co-eternal existents with God, since this 

knowledge is an other subsistent thing and not an existent thing.140 

Since the foundation of al-Bisyawī’s argument is the affirmation of one of two 

opposite propositions (the excluded middle ground), he is committed in the end to 

the idea that God is knowledge, ��� tا,    and the denial of the idea that God has a 

knowledge    other than Him through which he knows,  .�$i �ه ��� ��	�. The denial of 

this phrasing is also found in an earlier part of al-Jāmiʿ where al-Bisyawī affirms 

that:  

tه�  141إن ا �	-E$	ء ، و_ #��ل �� �� �� ا-E$	 ���	 ، "��� أ#� ا��	��� � ، .�$i142.ء 

God has knowledge, meaning that He is the knower of things, and we 
do not say He has a knowledge that is other than Himself, through 
which He knows things. 

This brings us back to the logical argument we have set up above. The concluding 

part (d) suggests that knowledge is God tه�      ا � this, however, is not a statement    ا���

                                                        
140 The association of the term thubūt or subsistence with the states (attributes) is found in al 
Shahrastānī’s Nihāyat al-Iqdām (pp. 136, 137). We have not noticed this association in Frank’s article 
on the subject, however, he introduces a substitute term for al-aḥwāl’s being, and this is the term �6دG 
or what he translates as becoming, Frank (2005a), p. 93. Also, Rescher’s states that in Abū Hāshim’s 
school “states and relationships- and the qualities of things generally- were thought to correspond to 
a status intermediate between that of an existent and of a nonexistent.” He also informs us that he 
“taught that there are four kinds of things: existents (entities), nonexistent (non-entities), states, and 
relationships.” Rescher (1966), p. 70. Strictly speaking however, this is not very accurate, states are 
neither existent nor nonexistent but they are not things, (see note 134). See also note 135. 
141 Suggest  t . 
142 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 36. 
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we find in al-Bisyawī’s work.143 His only affirmative statement is that God has 

knowledge  �����     not that he is knowledge. This means that the conclusion of the 

argument as it is presented in the main text above only follows what we had 

summarised up to the point of denying existents other than God. Which is clearly 

stated in other parts of the work as: 

your saying that His attributes are other than Him and that He is 
eternally with an other is wrong, since you claimed that God is eternal, 
and He is hearing, knowing, most merciful and compassionate, and all 
His attributes, and you claimed that they are other than Him, therefore 
you have made others with Him that are eternal.144  

The denial that is persistent throughout the arguments is that of the existence of an 

entity or a thing that one may refer to as existing with God from eternity. This is 

considered a radical challenge to God’s unity, which relies on Him being the sole 

eternal existent. What is missing, however, from this argument and its conclusion is 

the affirmation that knowledge is God. The affirmation in the text is rather an 

affirmation of the idea that to God belongs  ��  eternal knowledge, and the denial is 

                                                        
143 It is however found in Al-ʿŪtabī, Kitāb al-Ḍiyāʾ, (1995), v. 2, p. 141:  

� .اt ه� "'�ن ان "�
F" �Wل �	�� _ن اt ه� وا���
This would be the closest statement to the ideas of Abū al-Hudhayl. In Maqālāt, v. 2, p. 157 we read: 

1�	ل �K=$E �
�	#� ا�
	رئ ��� إن: ا��3ف ا�K!"8 أ� ,:	ت �	5� �1 *��� آ	ن وآ!�H و�'��L، وp�. و���� *�رH� �Gوآ! ه�، ه� 

،�Gن ذا	وآ ��F" �#إذا أ �� ا�
	رئ أن ز��	� ��1 (
  ."'�ن أو آ	ن ����م ��7 ودل ;3ًK، اt �� و#:7 اt، ه� ���ً	 �
1�� *	در ا�
	رئ أن *	ل وإذا (
 ,:	ت �	5� �1 *��� آ	ن وآ!�H "'�ن، _ وأ "'�ن ���ور ��7 ودل �F6ًا، اt �� و#:7 اt، ه� *�رة �

  .ا�L�l$G ه!ا ��7 ا�!ات

� �� ����	: �� *$8 إذا وآ	ن�� tا  �#	�
�� اt، ه� ا�!ي �FG؟ أ#� أ�G7 *�ر �	 #V$� وه!ا ذ�H، أ#'� *�ر�G؟ $i� Y1 8$* �� :�K1ذا ذ�H، أ

� إن: �=	�:$� *�ل �� أ#'�.�� tل _ ا	��	ل و_ اt ه� "" i.�$.  

� إن *�) إذا: �� *$8 إذا وآ	ن �� tه� ا t8 ا��، G�	�7 اt أن 1�� g*	# �� أ#� "�8 و��� M� ���* أن ��� tه� ا tا.  
In al-Ashʿarī’s opinion this view derives from Aristotle. We read (Maqālāt, v. 2, p.158): 

�g �1 *	ل أر�X	m	�O$ أن وذ�H أر�X	m	�O$ �� ا�K!"8 أ� أ0!. وه!ا �
Lرئ أن آ	
p� آ�� ��M آ�� �$	ة آ�� *�رة آ�� ��� ا� 
  .ه� ه� و*�ر�G ه� ه� ����: و*	ل #:�� ��� ا��:� ���1 آ��

144 Al-Bisyawī, v. 1, p. 71:  
�:1 H��* nX0 أن �G	:, .�$i �#أ � ,:	�G، و;�$M ، ا���$� ����ا� ا���$� ا���$M وه� ، "Fل �� اt أن ز��) -#i ، H$�. و��� "Fل �

 و	t ، و,:�	 �	 1	�K1�ا ، �=��ق ���ث ��ا. و�	 ، "Fل �� وا�� اt أن ا�3pة أه8 أ;�M و*�. $i�� .�� 61��i ، ($�. أ#K	 وز��)
4$1�Lا�. 
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of the otherness of that through which He knows and which implies the existence of 

another eternal entity with God.145 

The aim of setting a section of the text to criticise the expression ‘neither Him nor 

not Him’ should lead to an affirmation of one of the opposites, and since otherness 

is denied, al-Bisyawī’s argument should have led to the conclusion that the 

attributes are Him. This is precisely what is absent from the text. Affirming that He 

has an attribute  ��:,R  seems to evade the commitment to either side of the 

statement. So we may ask ourselves, is al-Bisyawī himself committed to this view 

despite setting out an argument to deny it?     

                                                        
145 In another part of the text we find this paragraph (Ibid., p. 78): 

����ن:  *	ل Y1نGتا� ه� إ#� أ	:p ؟ 

� وا��	�� وا��	در وا����� اt ، ا��	س آ3م ا�p:	ت أن G��� آ�) إن:  �� *8$�'Lوا�� M$وا��� �$p
� ا��	س 1'�م ، وا�Ko	:وأ� H�! 
R���� . 

� أ#� ا-��	ء أن أردت وإن� وا���,�ف  }K	 1	د��. ا����7 ا-��	ء وG }  t�	�7 – *	ل آ�	 ، �� ,:	�G و�'� ، اL1 t�	�R:, 7 أو ا
.!K� ا�
p$� ا���$M ا�
	رئ ا�=	�4 ا��� ا��	در ا��	�� ا���$� ا����� ؛ اt ه� "Fل �� ا�p:	ت �'Lا�� Hر ا���	
� ,:K1 R!. ، ا���W ا�6� 

�	#� – اt -ن ، �� وأ��	ؤ. ، �� FGل� – ��K	را� ا��ا�� اt ه� $i ، 8��E .ء ���  �$O ، ا���$� ا����� ا��	�� ه� "Fل �    .... 

Also in Kitāb al-Ḍiyāʾ, we find a distinction in the idea of God’s being knowing. He denies that it could 
be through a knowledge that is other than him and he says that it is the simple indication that He is 
knowing. (Al-ʿŪtabī, (1995), v. 2, p. 139) 

	���* :dإن t7 ا�	�G ،��	� dوإن �� 	7 ��ً���� �d#أ �	-E$	ء، ا��	� _ dأن �� 	ه� ��ً� .ُ�ُ$i � � *	ل آ�	 ���	 G�	�7 �� إنd:  و*���	. ا-E$	َء َ�ِ�َ

dF� d8;�1 و �	Lآ "�ُ�َFَ#َأ �ِ�ِ�ْ�ِ  .i$�. ه� *�رة �� أنd _ ا��	در، #�dأ ���7 *�رة �� ِإنd: و#��ل. � ا��	�� وه� أ#��F: أي ،" ِ
We also find a distinction being made between knowing through (or of) Himself and knowing 
through a knowledge (Ibid.): 

� �	: *	85 *	ل Y1نG�'#ن أن أ�'" 	��	� ����؟ إ_d �	��	 #<	ه� �� إذ �� 8$* �� :�
8 آ	ن و*� إ_d �	��	 #<	ه� و�* Hذ� �$i ،��	� l6$1 أن _ 

�I�	�<	ه� # 7�� l5	Wن. ا�Y1 ل	: *	ت �1�ن أن أ#'�'" 	� �#����G :�d#إ ��	� ��:� أو �:�� �	��	 "'�ن أن �� "=�� _ -#�d ��؛ ���7 _ 
	��	� ،���� �	��	 آ	ن Y1ن �� �K1 	� ،�����:�� �	��	 آ	ن وإن # l;ن أن و�'" �ُ:#�ُ ،	�ً�ْ�ِ 	d��1 ل	�L� أن و;l ِ�ْ�ً�	 #:ُ�ُ� "'�ن أن ا
�، �	��	 "'�ن�� 8$* �� :dإن ��: و*���	 ����، �;�د �	��	 آ	ن إ#�d	 ا��	��	� ��:� *�"�	 "'�ن أن إ�d	 i$�. أ#�d أ#'�#	. ا�!ي. ��!ات إ�
	ٌت 

� "'�ن أن و;l ����	 آ	ن وإن ا-زل، �1 *�"�$� "'�#	 أن و;l *�"�	 آ	ن Y1ن ����	، أو"��� i$� آ	ن *� ا��	� 	� ،��� 	d��1 ��1 ه!ان 
���� �	 ,\d ا��;K	ن# :�d#إ ��	� ��:#. 

In al-Janāwnī’s ʿaqīda we also read (Rubinacci (2007), p. 74): 
��1 4:Gأن ��7 ا�����ون ا t7 ا�	�G �� "'�ن، آ	ن آ$C آ	ن �� أن "'� �� و�	 "'�ن، و�	 آ	ن �	 �	��	 "Fل ��� Hذ� ��:� _ ��� ��6Lد 

8,	� �1 �Gل ذا����	�	ل L#_وا 
These themes may also be found in al-Mufīd in his Awāʾil al- Maqālāt where he writes (p. 52): 

� و ��:�� *	در وأ#� ، �$	ة _ ��:�� �� - ا��� و;F� 8 - اt إن�	7 _ ��:�� ���� و_ ا�p:	ت أ,�	ب �� ا��<
RK إ�$� ذهl �	آ 
� أ� أ��� آ�	 ا��=�L:	ت ا-��الE	�5 ه	
� و1	رق ا�6 �5	� ا�a	�R$ �!هl وه!ا ا�p:	ت، أه8 ��	ل �� أM�E وارl'G ا�L��$� أه8 

R1	آ R�FL�إ_ وا�� �� .	�$�� �Aوأآ RP;�ر ا���K�;و R"�"Fا� R�	�;ب �� و	ا���"� أ,� R�'وا���. 
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There is a definite unease with this particular expression, which seems to have been 

accepted in a slightly different form by some of the early Ibāḍiyya. In al-Kindī’s 

Bayān we find few references to this expression. In one of these, he writes that he 

has found in some Muslim texts that the attributes are of God’s essence and that 

that they “may not be said are other than Him, and they are not Him nor is He other than 

them.”146 He follows this by a more specific reference to the early Ibāḍī Muḥammad 

b. Maḥbūb (d. 260/873), where he writes: 

� ���ز �$�� �
� اt ���: *	ل ��� � 	
�ب أ��7 ��$� ه!ا ا�'3م �:��، *	لإن أ�� � � :
� FGل ��، و_ "�	ل: _ "�	ل� 	K�'و� ،R���� tء ا	��إ#K	 ه� ه� و_ i$�.، و_ �Eء ��� : إن أ

g�
L� _ود و��� �$i �#-.147  

ʿUmar b. Saʿīd b. Muḥriz said that Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad b. 
Maḥbūb had himself dictated to him this saying. He said: it is not said 
that God’s names are originated, they are rather eternally His. Also, it 
is neither said that they are themselves Him nor other than Him, and 
not some thing from Him for He is not limited and has no parts. 

 So, instead of merely stating that the attributes are ‘neither Him nor other than 

Him’ the expression used is “it is not said”,148 hence a negation of the fact that the 

attributes are Him or other than Him. He affirms, at the end of the above quotation, 

that the attributes are not a thing from Him. He is also reported to have said “and 

His names and attributes are from His essence and it is not said that they are Him nor He is 

other than them.”149 Amalgamating the two quotations together leads to the 

combined statement that the attributes are neither God nor other than Him, they 

                                                        
146 Al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 53 : 

 ه�، ه� و_ i$�.، ه�: "�	ل أن "6�ز و_ *�"�R ا�!ا1 R$G	�p:	ت ذا�G، �� و;F� 8 و,:	�G اt وأ��	ء ا�����$�، آL	ب �� ��A�رة ��


�g و_ i$�ه	، ه� و_L" ��� �K	 ��1�,	 F"ل �. 
147 Ibid., p. 55. 
148 The ‘not said’ expression indicates the innovation of new ideas and the struggle to integrate with 
common beliefs. 
149 Ibid., p. 56. 


� أ� و*	ل� tء إن: ا	�� .i$�ه	 ه� و_ ه�، ه� "�	ل و_ ذا�G، �� و,:	�G اt أ
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are instead from His essence �Gذا ��    and not a thing from Him, that is, not a part of 

Him.  

The attributes do not belong to God in the sense of being a part of Him, they are not 

a thing that is attached to Him like the accident of knowledge that is attached to the 

originated knower, and which leads to her being knowing. If knowledge was a thing, 

like the accident of knowledge associated with the originated, we would have to 

question whether or not it is a created thing or an eternal thing, and thus will 

emerge all the problems previously discussed. If knowledge was a thing that is part 

of God, the expression used would have been, God knows through/by a knowing or 

���" � ���, which is why it is avoided by the Ibādīs. The expression that is used by 

those who deny the existence of a thing (accident) through which God knows is ‘has 

a knowing’ or ��    ���  as it affirms the existence of a knowing without affirming an 

entity through which the knowing is achieved. The ‘has a knowing’ of al-Bisyawī  

may be considered to be an addition to Muḥammad b. Maḥbūb’s ‘attributes are from 

His essence’, as it is possible to assume that, what these two statements amount to is 

that God has a knowing  (��� ��) which is from His essence. God’s knowing comes or 

derives from His essence and is not something attached to Him through which He 

knows. 

If we now return to the expression ‘neither Him nor other than Him’ we may come 

to understand it as a denial of Abū al-Hudhayl’s ‘it is Him’ or ‘�ه� ه’ as it will lead to 

two main problems. First of all, equating an attribute with God reduces God to the 

attribute which then leads to the second problem, having all attributes reduced to 

being one thing without any distinction between them. Our Ibāḍī scholars are 
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instead affirming that an attribute is from God’s essence ��:# ��    and not His essence, 

and in this case the different attributes deriving from the essence could maintain 

their identity, and this would avoid reducing God to being His attributes. The 

second part of the denial is a denial of God having accidents, parts or things that are 

either co-eternal with Him or originated in Him. The shift away from the ‘neither 

Him nor other than Him’ in al Bisyawī’s case could be related to the fact that many 

of those who used this expression also add that He is knowing by a knowing ���, as is 

the case of Hishām Ibn al-Ḥakam, al-Ashʿarī and some Zaydīyya. One of the 

exceptions to this tendency of combining ‘neither Him nor other than Him 

expression’ with ‘through    a knowing’ or ‘by a knowing’ is Ibn Kullāb (d. 241/855),150 

who combines this expression with ‘has a knowing’ ��� �� , and affirms that this is of 

His essence. 151 

It is interesting to mention briefly two alternative formulations found amongst the 

Ibāḍīs of North Africa, which are similar to Abū-l-Ḥudhayl’s expression. ʿAbd al-Kāfī 

states in one version that “they (the attributes) are God, they are not a thing that is other 

than Him,” “ i 	P$E (�$� ،tه� ا.�$ ....”152  His other version:  

It is affirmed that God’s knowing is Him and His power is Him, by 
which we mean that God the knowing and the powerful in His essence, 

                                                        
150 For more information see Van Ess’ entry ‘Ibn Kullāb’, in EI2. 
151 See discussions above particularly, notes: 136, 133 and 134. 
152 Quotation from al-Mūjaz found in Cuperly (2003), v. 2, p. 182. We also find a comparison with the 
other great Ibādī scholar al-Warjlānī who states, against abul-Hudhayl’s version (ibid., p. 179): 

�Y1 gن 	���ن أ,�	�X" 7�� ت	:, tل أن ا��G :ل. ه� ه���L1 ��� tه� ا tا _ .�$i .���_ل أن ���ي وا��# :O$� ك	ء ه��E 

�$i tا. 
And against al-Ashʿarī’s: 

	#Y1  M�L�# �� 8 ان�ت #6	ري ,:	

�	#� ا�� �#	�� 	�� ��) و*� ا�$W��$�� �� R"	 L"�ه�mا RWت ا��	:p7 ا���ء ا�	��  .���7ا� وا_
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that there is no thing other than Him and that He did not originate a 
knowing, a power or any one of His attributes.153  

This seems to be a more positive statement of the missing conclusion that al-

Bisyawī  argues for in the above discussion, and which he seems to have avoided 

stating.154  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
153 Ibid., v. 2, p. 182: 

� إن�� tوإن ه� ا �Gه� *�ر 	أن أرد# tا �!ا�G ا��	در ا��	� O$� �  .ا�p:	ت �� ,:R و_ *�رة و_ ���	 "���Lث و�� $i��E .ء �
154 It is also worth mentioning that one of the other variations amongst contemporary Ibāḍīs is the 
division of God’s attributes into the Eternal’s attributes of the essence and those of His created 
action. Abū Saʿīd is quoted by al-Kindī as affirming this division according to what is eternal and 
what is created (Al-Kindī (1984), v. 2, p. 54): 

 ��Gث، �	 ا�:�8 و,:	ت FGل، �� �	 ا�!ات p1:	ت ا�:�	ل، وأ��	ء ا�!ات، وأ��	ء ا�:�8، و,:	ت ا�!ات، ,:	ت: �	ل": ��$� أ� *	ل
 .��Gث �	 ا�:�	ل وأ��	ء FGل، �� �	 ا�!ات وأ��	ء

On the other hand, Abū al-Ḥasan al-Bisyawī rejects this division on the basis that all of these names 
point to the same signified (Al-Bisyawī , v. 2, p. 73): 

 ا-��	ء ه!. وأن ، 1��� أ��	ء �� ه!. وا��ازق وا�=	�4 ، 1��� أ��	ء �� وا�W:�ر ، ذا�G أ��	ء �� وه!ا ، "Fل �� ا���� إن:  *	��ا Y1ن

�:��� إ�$� أf$:) إ#�	 ���ه ، ��1 R6ا�� �K$�� ل أن	�" �K�  :O$ر أ��:Wا� ه� ا��$�� .  

� G�آ�ا #��:  *	��ا Y1نK��* .  

� "'�ن 31 ، ���ث وا{0� ، *�"� أ��ه�	 ، ا��	ن ه�:  *	��ا وإن"��� ه� ا����ث و_ ، ا����ث ه� ا�"�� ه� اt إن ا���ل ه!ا و�1.  ا�
�$i ر�:Wر وإن ، ا��:Wه� ا� �$i tر -ن ، ا�:Wا� �� وه� ، ���ث ���ه�� ه� ���ه� واt ، اi t$� ���ه� ا� G����ا �K:L1�ا ، "Fل �� ا

 . �V$�	 إ��	 اL1�ى 1�� ، ا�W:�ر ه� �$O اt وإن ، ا�W:�ر i$� اt إن:  *	ل �� أن
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

We began this chapter with the question of knowledge and its centrality to Ibāḍī 

thought, where it is considered God’s first command to the human being. To know,  

is to know the creator, and all the implications of such knowledge that dictates the 

way the knowing being ought to exist. We found two types of knowledge, the 

instinctive, and more importantly to our concern, the acquired, since it is through 

this knowledge that one investigates the existents of this reality and arrives at the 

true knowledge of the creator.  

Based on the principle that all made things have a maker, the duty of the rational 

being becomes an investigation of the true nature of all made things, in order to 

arrive at the true maker. Through the act of investigating the phenomenal world 

and through the act of dissecting its elements and of stripping it from all its 

transient elements, our scholars arrive at the founding elements of the material 

world, the finite atom. It is precisely this finitude of the most basic element in 

existence that reflects the nature of all the existents, their finitude. In opposition to 

the made things that are investigated, stands the only maker of this natural world, 

who is set to be infinite and responsible for bringing the atoms to existence, for 

joining them into composites and moving them from one state to another through 

the different accidents that inhere in them. Although these material elements, the 

atoms, are not seen, they are still considered real and material for it is in their 

combination that we see all the material objects that we know. However, it is 

impossible for these material elements to exist without being in at least a state of 

being combined with other atoms. The concrete existence is essentially related to 
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the accidents that ultimately allows for the appearance of the natural objects. This, 

we noticed, brings the atoms and the accidents to be ontologically co-dependent 

and of equal reality. This understanding challenges the basic definition of substance 

and accident, the idea that accidents come to inhere in a substance. Although we did 

not find amongst our Ibāḍī scholars a challenge to this idea, we pointed out that this 

idea brought about the challenge that the atoms must be some things before they 

come to exist in reality, since in existence these are dependent on accidents for 

their concrete being. The argument for God’s existence from the nature of the 

material world and its most basic constituent, the atom, forces the question of what 

is the nature of that which the accidents come to inhere in, what is an atom at the 

moment just before it receives the accidents? Some Muʿtazilī theologians answered 

that before coming to be, the atom is an atom, it is not existent but it is affirmed as 

an atom, or subsists as an atom....    

In dealing with the question of God’s thingness, we found the application of the 

word ‘thing’ in things that do not exist but are affirmed to have a form of being or 

subsistence. Equally, this idea of thingness, usually associated with the Muʿtazila, 

also led us to the question of God’s attributes and the ‘neither Him nor other than 

Him’ expression, which is also a statement associated with the ḥāl of Abū Hāshim. 

The association of some of the early Ibāḍīs with this statement, regarding the nature 

of the attributes is, as we have pointed out, an early attempt at breaking the law of 

the excluded middle and defining a state of being that is between the existent and 

the non-existent, or, as in the question of things before coming to be, a matter of 

subsistence (thubūt). This mode of being is what is applicable to the thing’s 
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thingness, what it is before it becomes, and what is applicable to God’s attributes, or 

to his states as in the Baṣran Muʿtazilī school. 

In the next chapter we continue with the attempt to trace the different meanings 

that have become associated with the act of creation and the relation of this act 

with the created, before its coming to be. More specifically, we aim to trace the 

different meanings associated with creation, existence, non-existence and 

subsistence as they appear in the sampled texts from the field of Qurʾānic 

commentaries.     
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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction 

The aim of this chapter is to explore the different meanings associated with the 

central book of the religion of Islam, the Qurʾān. The fixed text of this book is not 

necessarily taken by itself to be the source of the ideas and meanings that are 

associated with it. The relation is not of necessity but of possibility of meaning. The 

meanings of this finalised text are what ties and binds it to its environment and 

context. More specifically, it ties it to the field of Qurʾānic commentaries, which is 

related to the intellectual field as a whole. The changing meaning of such a text is 

what reflects the changing nature of the interpreting community, or the variety of 

meanings that exists simultaneously, reflecting either the changing intellectual 

field as a whole or the variance within the field itself. This is the main reason for 

choosing a sample from the community of commentators who may reflect a 

changing understanding or a variety of positions within the intellectual field. 

 In creating a meaning that becomes associated with the fixed text, the 

commentator reflects the particular side of the field he comes from. However, the 

centrality of the text and its possible resistance to enclosure within the specifics of a 

field may bring about grounds where different fields may join. In such cases, and as 

will be noted in the case of al-Qushayrī, the commentator may present meanings 

that are in agreement with others, generated by an opposing field. In such cases the 

arguments centre on terms that become symbols of difference in the field rather 

than of actual difference in meaning. 
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In dealing with a Qurʾānic commentary, such as the ones in this chapter, we find 

that the commentator lists his interpretation along with other possible ones which 

stem from his tradition or ones that he simply agrees with. This, forces the question 

of the methodological approach to this particular type of text since it is possible to 

take each interpretation as a separate and isolated understanding of a passage from 

the Qurʾān. This would be a legitimate approach as these varied understandings 

originate from different sources and times. In this case, references to them by the 

commentator are a recording of a set of possible meanings he sees fit to include 

along with his own understanding.  

A sentence, a word or a term, may simply be seen as a signifier pointing to a set of 

different isolated possible meanings that have accumulated over a period of time. 

However, following the overall approach of this research, one further sees that 

these different meanings are not bound together simply by a specific text, al-

Qushayrī’s commentary for example, and the specific signifier. These possible 

meanings, having been tied together in a particular field of possibles, must be taken 

to have a relation amongst themselves. Such an approach, to such a text, follows 

from the applied force of the signifier and the field created by the commentator in 

his text, and since a unifying singular meaning is not assigned to this field of 

possibles, it must be up to the reader to offer justifiable possible meanings.  

The different quotations used by a commentator are a record of the different 

responses to a particular fixed text by different readers. Each one of the comments 

reflects a meaning that is unique to its author, which may or may not correspond to 

that of the commentator’s. This act creates a pool of possible meanings that the 



152 

 

collecting agent, the commentator, tries to guide or force in a particular direction, 

that is, the particular meaning that he tries to project on the fixed text. This 

meaning may either be a finalised meaning that the commentator has achieved, but 

is in need of a supporting community of established figures, hence his use of 

quotations from past authorities. Alternatively, he tries to untie and open up 

whatever meaning he is supposed to represent through this space of possible 

meanings. This space may also be considered the space of exploration of alternative 

views or even conflicting views.    

This study relies heavily on four commentators, al- Ṭabarī, al-Sulamī, al-Qushayrī 

and al-Ṭūsī. They may be considered representatives of the general commentary 

school, the Sufi school, the Ashʿarī (and Sufi) school and the Shīʿī Ithnāʿasharī 

(Muʿtazilī) school respectively. Other commentators are, however, also included to 

expand the field and to explore other meanings generated by our main 

commentators. Our main theme is divided in this chapter into six sections. The first 

is an introduction to the general idea of creation which is intended to reflect the 

main issues explored in the other sections of this chapter. The second explores the 

idea of non-existence and its association with what was there before the coming to 

be of the existing sensual world we live in. In the third section, we deal specifically 

with the question of knowledge, potentials and will as they relate to God. In the 

fourth section, we discuss the question of hiddenness and its relation to the non-

existent. In the fifth section, we deal with the central theme of the covenant 

between God and the descendents of Adam (mīthāq) and its relation to the idea of 

being in the Sufi tradition. Finally, in the last section we discuss the development of 

the category of thubūt.      
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IIII.... Creation: The Creation: The Creation: The Creation: The different meaningsdifferent meaningsdifferent meaningsdifferent meanings    

I.1 Transformation: Creation from a thing  

One may assume that the word creation in a religious context simply means 

bringing into existence. In the Islamic tradition this is also correctly assumed to 

mean creation from nothing or creation ex-nihilo. In the first set of our 

considerations in this chapter, we explore the different meanings that are 

associated with the term creation. This precedes the exploration of the different 

meanings associated with non-existence. Both parts of these considerations affirm 

the expression ‘creation ex-nihilo’ but redefine the assumed meanings associated 

with ‘creation’ and with ‘non-existence’.1     

The first meaning of creation, that is explored in our commentaries, is related to the 

idea of transformation, either from one thing to another or from one state of being 

to another. To begin with, the exploration of the different associations of creation 

and transformation is explored through the commentary of al-Qushayrī who is an 

Ashʿarī theologian and Sufi. 

 

    

                                                        
1 For the different meanings of creation in the Islamic tradition see Arnaldez’s excellent entry in the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, “Khalq” in EI2. See also Al-Alousī (1965). 
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I.1.i Al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072)2   

In his commentary on Q. 2:164: 

Lo! in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the difference of 
night and day, and the ships which run upon the sea with that which is 
of use to men, and the water which Allah sendeth down from the sky, 
thereby reviving the earth after its death, and dispersing all kinds of 
beasts therein, and (in) the ordinance of the winds, and the clouds 
obedient between heaven and earth: are signs (of Allah’s sovereignty) 
for people who have sense.3 

 Al-Qushayrī points to what is already contained in the verse by stating that all 

things created by God are signs for those who seek reasoned proofs of the act of 

creation. He indicates in this section that these created things are formed through 

substantiation (ʿayyana min al-ʿadam) from non-existence. All of these created 

things, we are told, are taken to be signs and proofs of the unity of God and 

indicators along the path for those who seek Him. What is asserted in this reasoning 

is that the multiplicity of beings in this world is a sign of the unity of God because 

they originate from non-existence. The idea of unity in this context stems from the 

fact that these created beings are not participators in a state of being before 

creation, neither in God’s being in His essence nor in any other kind of being 

concomitant with God’s being. The fact that these are not part of the divine essence 

indicates that they are initiated through an act of creation, and this is part of the 

divine creative agency, which is not limited by and does not pose a threat to God’s 

                                                        
2 Abul-Qāsim ʿAbd al-Karīm b. Hawāzin, an Ashʿarī theologian and mystic. See Halm, H. "al-
Ḳushayrī." In EI2 and Knysh (2000), pp. 130-132. 
3 Al-Qushayrī,  Laṭāʾif al-Ishārāt, 1981-1983, v. 1, pp. 143,144. 

$�L ا��L ه� أ*�	م  َGَ��dف إ�7 *��ب�
$� �� أ,�	ب ا_��L_ل وأر	ب ا����ل �__ت *�ر�G ، وأ�	رات و;�د. ، و��	ت ر�	Xا�
�اه$َ� CX�G �� ا��
	رة ، وو;�ٍ. �� ا��__ت Gَِ�ق� �� . أ1�	��  �� 	K$1 (
�	 أ� R$#ود__ت ا����ا R�'7 و;�د ا���� �KK
و#

� أو أ�� ، أو ��	ء أو I1	ء ، أو ه�اء أو �	ٍء ، أو Oٍ�E أو  -��R��p  اEa	رة ، �1	 �� �$ٍ� �� ا���م��� kٍ=E أو 8�m ، أو ر

 �ٍ6E أو �
$8 -*�� ، أو َ*Xٍْ� أو �X� ، أو َر�8 أو �6ٍ� ، أو 6#� .إ_ وه� ��7 ا����ا#$R د�$8 ، وِ�َ�ْ� "��p و;�د. 
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unity, as it is said to be inexhaustible and limitless. The other part of the argument, 

which indicates the unity of God, is that these things were created from a state of 

non-existence. However, there is nothing in this section which indicates the status 

of this non-existence apart from the fact that it must not have a state of existence. 

This is considered a threat to God’s unity, due to the fact that it would be an 

independent parallel existence with God.  

In another part of this commentary, we find that the act of creation is approached 

from a different angle. In response to those who denied God’s ability to resurrect in 

the hereafter, He reminds them in Q.19:67 that He had already created the human 

beings after they were nothing (lā-shayʾ): “Doth not man remember that We created 

him before, when he was naught?”4 Here, al-Qushayrī tells us that God is using the 

proof of ‘the first formation’ (al-nashʾa al-ʾūlā) as an argument against the deniers. 

We are told that this ‘first formation’, which here parallels God’s “khalaqnāhu min 

qabl” in the verse, refers to God’s creation of humankind from semen, an act that is 

referred to in many verses.5 With this first formation from what clearly is a thing, a 

fluid in this case, al-Qushayrī associates the following terms: nashaʾa, khalaqa, 

faṭara, ṣawwara and akhraja. Let us not forget that this is an interpretation of God’s 

statement “We created him before, when he was not a thing.” This indicates that the 

acts of khalq (creation) and inshāʾ (formation) are being applied in the case of the 

Qurʾān to a non-thing (in Qurʾānic terms) and with the addition of faṭara (separate 

from non-existence), taṣwīr (fashioned) and ikhrāj (bring forth to existence) in the 

                                                        
4 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 374. 

"	i �ِ�
	��<nة ا-و�7؛ 1�	ل أ#'�وا ��"َ� ا� �K$�� R6َ�ّم ا�	*n1 ، ر	'#aا R : ، ء	:�f CٌXَ#ُ �إن ا�!ي *�ر ��7 4ِ�ْ0َ �1 ا_�Lاء وه

�  -وَ*ْ
8ُ آ	#�ا �1 أ,3ِب ا{	ِء وأر�	ِم ا-�K	ِت Xَ:َ1ََ�هُ� ، و��� 7	 d�,ََره� ، و�1 ا��*) ا�!ي أراد Kُ;َ�َ0َْأ �KG	Kن أ��X ��. 
5 Q. 16:4 ; 18:37 ; 22:5 ; 35:11 ; 36:77 ; 40:67 ; 53:45 ; 76:02 ; 80:19. 
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corresponding interpretation of this verse. It is clear, however, that these are 

applied to a thing. All of these terms are applied in the interpretative text to a 

material substance that was in a particular no-form state of existence and is 

transformed through God’s act of creation to a fashioned and formed state of 

existence. What must be asked at this stage is whether there is a degree of 

correspondence between the ‘thing’ and the ‘non-thing’. Could the term ‘thing’ 

refer to both formed and un-formed substances, while the non-thing merely applies 

to the un-formed substances? 

What must be pointed out regarding this issue is that despite the fact that the 

Qurʾān has been noted to contain passages, which may be interpreted as suggesting 

creation from something, and others as indicating creation ex-nihilo, al-Qushayrī 

was very much aware of the debate surrounding this issue, particularly the one 

regarding shayʾiyyat al-maʿdūm or the thingness of the non-existent. As an Ashʿarī, 

he clearly stood against this belief which represented one of the main controversial 

beliefs of the rival Muʿtazilī school.6 As such, we may assume that someone in his 

position would be very careful and accurate in his choice of terminology, since 

these terms have been overloaded over time, particularly the one preceding al-

Qushayrī’s, with specific significances and meanings. What is evident in the other 

part of his commentary on this verse is that he is very much aware of the debate, 

since he states that the fact that God has created humankind from a state in which 

they were not a thing, indicates the correct belief of those who believe that the non-

existent is not a thing.7 What he establishes in this passage is that the state of non-

                                                        
6 For al-Qushayrī’s statement of his Ashʿarī ʿaqīda, see Frank (2005c). 
 7 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 437. 
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existence, which precedes God’s creation of the beings mentioned in the first verse, 

resembles the state of non-existence of the material ground which the human 

beings are made from which in turn derives from man and woman. 

The link between the two senses of the terms of creation, God’s creation of the 

world from nothing, and God’s creation of the different states of the human being, 

reflect for us processes of generation that are more than linguistically related. It 

reflects a sense of one thing being modelled on the other and the existence of a 

relation of imitation and resemblance between God’s creative act and the human 

beings’ generative process. A foetus in a womb is considered to be in a state of non-

existence before coming to be, before the act of God’s creation (nashaʾa, khalaqa, 

faṭara, ṣawwara and akhraja). This foetus is not merely an idea in the mind of the 

mother, it is rather a finite and distinguished thing whose being is viewed as one 

with the mother despite being a different thing. Therefore, one may similarly view 

the things that come to be created by God to have some form of being before they 

become subject to God’s act of creation, which transforms from one mode of being 

to another or one thing to another.  

I.1.ii Al-Ṭūsī (d. 459 or 460/1066-1067)8 

In al-Ṭūsī’s commentary, al-Tibyān fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān, we find a collection of 

commentaries from the major tafsīr traditions. This process of collecting and 

                                                                                                                                                               
 ���* :}	P$ْEَ Hُ"َ � .َ�ِ�� 1$� د�R�, 7�� 8$ أه8 ا�
p	5� َأّن ا����وَم �� "P$E Hً	 �1 �	ل َ�} َوَ�ْ

� ِ�َ� ا�َ�َ�ِمK#َ�ْوَآ �K
َ�#َ �� آd8 د��ى �$� َذآdَ�هK� 8X. و"�	ل أ  
8 This is Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan b. ʿAlī Abū Djaʿfar, a Shīʿī Imāmī scholar. See Amir-Moezzi, 
Mohammad Ali, "al-Ṭūsī, Muḥammad b.al-Ḥasan", in EI2. 



158 

 

grouping texts will allow us to come to different meanings extracted through a 

reading of what is a complex intertextual relation. In the commentary on Q.96 the 

terms of creations are juxtaposed in a way that demands of the reader an 

interrogative engagement with the text. 9 What we find following the Qurʾān’s use of 

the term khalaqa is the comment that God had created creations and brought them 

forth from non-existence to existence. This is so far the standard expression 

associated with creation. Following this, al-Ṭūsī, in his interpretation, remains 

within the Qurʾānic text and states that God created the human being from ʿalaq or a 

clot. He then introduces at this point a linguistic explanation for the meaning of 

ʿalaq in terms of what kind of material substance it is (a dry lump of blood). We are 

then introduced to the development and transformation of the material substance 

in the mother’s womb in line with Q.23:13,14:  

Then placed him as a drop (of seed) in a safe lodging; Then fashioned 
(khalaqnā) We the drop a clot, then fashioned (khalaqnā) We the clot a 
little lump. 

However, what differs from the Qurʾān is al-Ṭūsī’s use of the term tastaḥīl, which 

could be taken to be self transformation or at least a process of transformation that 

does not point in itself to a form of interference associated with God’s khalq. 

Interestingly, al-Ṭūsī’s commentary on this particular verse substitutes the term 

khalaqnā  with yuṣayyir  (turn into) and yajʿal (make) which means in this particular 

                                                        
9 Al-Ṭūsī, Al-Tibyān fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān, (1988), v. 10, p. 379. 
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context that khalaqa,  in his understanding, points to God’s act involving a form of 

transforming things from one state of being to another.10  Since the commentary 

finishes with the idea that:  

The creation of the human being from a clot is a demonstration (dalīl) 
of what the essence of a thing can rightly be turned into.11  

One might further assume that the transformation of substances from one state of 

being to another, which is subject to God’s action, is ultimately limited by the 

essence of the thing itself. Although the whole commentary on these verses begins 

with a mention of the non-existent as a starting point of the whole chain of 

successive creations, acts of what might be seen as natural transformations through 

God’s action, al-Ṭūsī does not give us an indication of the nature of the relation of 

the first act to its subsequent ones. If, however, the term khalq is to maintain the 

same meaning in all these forms of creations/transformations then it is possible to 

assume that the first khalq is still a transformation from one thing to another tied 

together by the essence of the thing undergoing the transformation. This is our own 

interpretation of the text rather than a clear statement made by al-Ṭūsī, but it is in 

accordance with the methodological approach we set ourselves in approaching 

these commentaries. 

Another way of looking at the nature of creation is through a particular 

interpretation of the word ikhtaraʿa. This is another term associated with creation 

                                                        
10 Ibid., v. 7, p. 354. 

� �� { و������� � !�� ا��"  {���#��� �#!��3 �1,2 أ)� /#��� ا. �-,$ ����ة، آ�)' إذا ا��م �$ ا�/ � !��، ا��" �� 4#5� ���
6�، ا�#� 
 .��ا�� �$ ا��!#� وه7

11 Ibid., v. 10, p. 379. 
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from the non-existent and we find it in this commentary in “م��ا�=�4 �� ا� tع ا�L012”,ا 

God invented them from non-existence. Ikhtaraʿa could be taken as another word 

for creation, particularly since it is used in the same context, and because it can be 

found in another part of the commentary where he states that khalaqa al-insān is 

said to mean Ikhtaraʿa and akhraja from non-existence.13 However, we notice that 

the term ikhtaraʿa is not used in the Qurʾān and is hardly used by other 

commentators.  

The term is associated with the idea of inventing the Qurʾān, as we can find this, for 

example, in the work of al Naḥḥās Maʿānī al Qurʾān where he writes regarding 

Q.7:203: 

Fو*��� ;8 و� }	KL$
L;ا ��_ ا��	* R"� �KGnG �K	 �� ��� H�:#: *	ل *L	دة }وإذا � (P; أي .
�	ل ،� ا��RWوآ!�H ه� 1" :�L��L0وا ،�L��L0وا ،�L�6Gوار ،e>ا� ($
L;ا:  ��� �� � (P; إذا

H�:#.14 

There are four terms in this quotation that are given equivalent meanings ijtabā, 

irtajala, ikhtaraʿa and ikhtalaqa. It can be seen from this particular quotation that 

these terms in their particular context, and in their association with the term 

irtajala, are meant to be ascribed to human beings. This would explain why not 

many have used ikhtaraʿa as a descriptive term for God’s act of creation, thus 

making a clear ontological distinction between human and divine agency. Apparent 

from this quotation is that the meaning of these terms is to cause or bring about 

something from one’s self, hence the ascription of this verb to an act that stems 

                                                        
12 Ibid., v. 8, p. 196. 
13 Ibid., v. 9, p. 463. 
14Al-Naḥḥās, Abū Jaʿfar, Maʿānī al-Qurʾān al-Karīm, (1988), v. 3, p. 121: 
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from within the self of the prophet as opposed to the idea of inspiration from 

without, from some-thing outside the self.  

If we return to the commentary under consideration, ikhtaraʿa from non-existence 

could be interpreted to mean creating from within one’s self, or God’s self, from 

what is in a state of non-existence, the creation that is outside His self. In this case, 

whatever is the status of the non-existent, its being is within God’s being and not 

separate from it. If creation is a matter of transformation then it is a transformation 

of what is in God.   

I.2 Life Giving 

I.2.1 Al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923)15151515 

Amongst the different meanings ascribed to Q.2:28 “How disbelieve ye in Allah when ye 

were dead and He gave life to you! Then he will give you death, then life again, and then 

unto Him ye will return,” -which deals with the idea of revivification in cases other 

than the one caused in this mortal life- one can find interesting comments 

introduced as a definition of the term khalaqa of creation. Al-Ṭabarī informs us that 

this term means “the formation of their substantial selves, and their bringing forth from 

the state of non-existence to the state of existence.”16 Even if there is no mention of 

what exactly precedes this particular act of creation, this non-existence, the act 

itself leads to the creation of what is materially existent, what is sensed by the 

                                                        
15 A-Ṭabarī, Abū Djaʿfar Muḥammad b. Djarīr b. Yazīd. See Bosworth, C.E. "Ṭabarī", in EI2.  
16 Al-Ṭabarī, Jāmiʿ al-Bayān fi taʾwīl al-Qurʾān, Al-Turkī, (ed.), (2001), v. 1, p. 453: 

� اt ;8 ذآ�. }ه� { و*����و���7 �0�� �	 4�0 ;8ّ ��	ؤ.، إ#<	ؤ. �$��،  }آ$G C':�ون 	t{  �	�5 ��7 ا��� �1 *��� ،�'�ّ� �� ا

 . وإ0�ا;� �� �	ل ا���م إ�7 ا��;�د
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human being. As the whole discussion in this section revolves around vivification 

after death, the act of creation is therefore associated with the act of giving life to 

dead matter, or things. This is particularly clear from the line that follows the above 

comment, which suggests that the whole discussion in this particular verse revolves 

around the basic principle that God took the human beings who were semen in the 

loins of their fathers and made them living beings. The idea of creation emerges 

from the work of al-Ṭabarī as the bestowal of life to a material substance, or simply 

a thing. Even if this was created through another act by God, what is important is 

the fact that these specific terms of creation are being applied in these different 

contexts to actual things in possession of a certain material lifeless quality. The 

second important thing is that these lifeless things are repeatedly being labelled as, 

or associated with, non-existence. The idea of another creation potentially and 

possibly preceding the creation through the act of life giving should not matter too 

much at this stage, since we are here primarily concerned with the linguistic use 

and choices made to include or exclude particular terms. The nature of this actual 

state of non-existence will be considered in another part of this chapter. 

I.3 The problem: Thingness of the non-existent 

I.3.i AL-Qushayrī 

Before finishing with this section, we should briefly look at how the above 

discussion leads to the question of the thingness of the non-existent, that which is 

transformed or given life. In line with the above interpretations regarding the 

theme of creation, one can find within al-Qushayrī’s work a number of references to 
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the non-existent and thingness, which reflect al-Qushayrī’s Ashʿarī doctrine. Some 

of the verses are introduced as direct proofs of the fact that God denies the idea that 

the non-existent is a thing, while others are seen to mean, in their literal sense, that 

the non-existent is a thing. He uses both verses Q.19:9 “He said: So (it will be). Thy Lord 

saith: It is easy for Me, even as I created thee before, when thou wast naught,” and Q.19:67 

“Doth not man remember that We created him before, when he was naught?” as clear 

indicators of the state of the human beings before their creation.17 He comments on 

Q.19:9 “this verse indicates that the non-existent is not a thing, because He [God] negates 

the idea that the human being was a thing before his creation.” 18 While the other 

comment does not differ so much in its positive indication of the denial of the 

thingness of the non-existent and he considers it to be a proof of the right belief of 

the people of insight.19 

Since al-Qushayrī was very much aware of the debates surrounding this issue, as 

well as the verses quoted as proofs of the thingness of the non-existent, he had to 

comment on their meaning. As an example, verse Q.22:1 “O mankind! Fear your Lord. 

Lo! the earthquake of the Hour (of Doom) is a tremendous thing,” -which ascribes to 

something which is not yet existent the quality of shayʾ- is interpreted by him as 

assigning the word shayʾ to a non-existent. However, despite acknowledging that 

the literal meaning necessitates this interpretation, he considers the term shayʾ of 

                                                        
17 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 437. 
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18 Ibid., v. 2, p. 421. 
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this verse to go beyond its assigned significance because of what he refers to as 

tawassuʿ or expanding of sense of a term.20  

It is clear from both approaches, the one acting as affirmation and the other as 

negation, that al-Qushayrī is not going beyond the simple argument that this verse 

proves this or that, and that the other means so and so, but since this particular 

meaning cannot be true, it must consequently be tawassuʿ. These commentaries, 

therefore, do not go beyond the act of stating doctrinal beliefs or stances and in this 

particular case it attempts to resolve the conflicting doctrinal interpretations 

through changing the potential significance of the term shayʾ and the significance 

of the verse. Al-Qushayrī, in his last commentary, allows God to expand the meaning 

of the term shayʾ to include the non-existent as part of its field of meanings yet he is 

not willing himself to do so. One can only assume that this is because, as partially 

indicated before, this term has been overloaded with specific significance over the 

time, not only with respect to meaning but also in terms of its role as a barrier 

between different schools. If the particular technical application of this term is thus 

denied by al-Qushayrī, because its use by specific schools grants it the status of a 

label indicting the school, then one could potentially see in the denial of the 

particular use of the term an objection to the school rather than the potential 

meanings of the term itself. This means that al-Qushayrī could potentially be seen to 

hold the idea that there is some kind of existence before creation, yet he rejects the 

use of the word shayʾ in association with ʿadam. This, we believe, is due to the fact 

                                                        
20 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 528. 

 ���* : } �ٌ$Vِ�َ 7ٌْءEَ Rِ�َ	dا�� Rَ�َFَ�َْز dوم : } ِإن��ا�� R$��Gو "	P$E" �Fم ز����1 ا� O$� �#8 أ$�� ، Mٌ���َG �ِ:4ُ�َ ا��Xْ�ُ ن	ق وإن آ	:G_	 R
 �L$��G �1 ل���IL$� ، وآ!�H ا�"" 	P$E" M���G �ه.  

See also Al-Ṭūsī, v. 7, p. 288, for a mention of the same argument by those who believe the non-
existent to be a thing. 
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that this association had become one of the labels associated with a rival school, 

since shayʾiyyat al maʿdūm had become over the time a strictly Muʿtazilī label. 

I.3.ii Al-Ṭūsī 

With the Qurʾānic commentaries, it is possible to use the same verse to point in 

different directions. One of the verses which al-Ṭūsī mentions as a proof used by 

those who deny that the non-existent is a thing is verse Q.19:9 “He said: So (it will be). 

Thy Lord saith: It is easy for Me, even as I created thee before, when thou wast naught.” Al-

Ṭūsī indicates that this verse is used as a proof by the deniers of the thingness of the 

non-existent “for if the non-existent was a thing, He would not have denied that it was a 

thing before creation.”21 However, and in line with his method of presenting various 

interpretations, al-Ṭūsī presents us straight away with the interpretation of the 

believers in shayʾiyyat al- maʿdūm “and he who declares the non-existent is a thing, says: 

He meant he was not an existent thing.”22 This is a clear addition of the term existent to 

the rendition of this verse, which in this particular sensitive discussion would 

indicate a radical change in the meaning ascribed to the verse. Had the discussion 

been purely linguistic in nature, one might have allowed such an addition without 

much concern; however, this is a different mechanism that allows for an expansion 

of meaning. This method of adding terms, which preserves the general linguistic 

meaning, allows for a radical transformation to theological interpretations, or even 

to legalistic interpretations of certain verses relevant to disputed issues. 

                                                        
21 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 7, p. 109. 

 .ذ�3 �-4 =,>� �<�ن أن ) � ��� =,>� ا��#�وم آ�ن �� ���ل
22 Ibid., p. 110. 

 .����دا =,>� �<$ و�� أراد :��ل =? ا��#�وم :��ل و�$
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The arguments in all of the above commentaries are pointing to the idea that this 

act of creation is origination, not only in the sense of being caused by, but also in 

the sense of coming forth from the creator. This was apparent from the parallelism 

with the process of human birth and now from the process of inventing and 

creating from within, or from the ideas that are found within the self. 

IIIIIIII.... Addressing the nonAddressing the nonAddressing the nonAddressing the non----existentexistentexistentexistent    

II.i Al-Ṭūsī  

On his commentary on verse Q.2:117 “The Originator of the heavens and the earth! 

When He decreeth a thing, He saith unto it only: Be! and it is,” and in particular on the 

command ‘Be’, al-Ṭūsī rejects some of the interpretations related to this verse. The 

one that is of interest to us is the one which finds the command to be addressed to 

the non-existent. This adopts the specific sense that al-maʿdūm is the subject of 

God’s knowledge “min ḥaythu huwa li-llāhi maʿlūm.”23 The interpretations, rejected 

here by al-Ṭūsī, allow for the fact that things, as the subjects of God’s knowledge 

could be addressed, and could be the receivers of God’s commands. The reason that 

our commentator gives for rejecting this interpretation is the simple fact that it is 

not right, according him, to command that which is not intelligent/rational (ʿāqil), 

distinct and capable of obeying commands. Since the non-existent is considered to 

be devoid of these attributes, as it is not even a living thing, let alone intelligent, it 

cannot truly be said to be the object that God commands to exist. As to the actual 

                                                        
23 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 1, p. 432 (al-Ṭabarī appears to be such an interpreter). 
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reason for God’s command to be, it is said by al-Ṭūsī to be simply an indication of 

the simple effortlessness of God’s act of creation.24 

Again, in addressing the question of God’s knowledge, and as pointed out by al-

Qushayrī, al-Ṭūsī uses verse Q.22:1 “O mankind! Fear your Lord. Lo! the earthquake of 

the Hour (of Doom) is a tremendous thing” as one of the sources for the belief in the 

existence of the maʿdūm.25  The simple argument deployed in this particular case is 

that God refers to a presently non-existing thing which is set to happen in the 

future -the earthquake- as a thing. This particular case is an example of what is 

considered an object of an existing knowledge in God, which is labelled by the term 

‘thing’.  

Similarly, and related to the subject of commanding the non-existent, or more 

generally addressing the non-existent, al-Ṭūsī allows, in the subsequent sections of 

his commentary, for the principle of addressing future existents, future human 

beings as objects of God’s commands and obligations. In this section, he clearly 

states that it is permissible to address the non-existent, in the sense that it is known 

to be a future existent, and the address is thus directed to it, not in its present state 

of non-existence, but to it when it becomes an intelligent existent being. To make 

this clearer, he likens this to the act of leaving advice for future human beings that 

are known to have the potentiality of existing in the future.26  This future existent, 

presently non-existent, will acquire the qualities mentioned previously 
                                                        
24 Ibid., v. 1, p.432 and v. 5, p. 17. 
25 Ibid., v. 7, p. 109 and v. 7, p. 288. 

��7 ا�R�F�F "�مو�1 ا{ 7�	�G tن ا_ ، 	P$E 7��" وم��7 أن ا���� R"  ا�$�م Rو���وه� � ، 	P$E R�	$�  .ا�
26 Ibid., v. 6, p. 335 and v. 4, p. 378.  

"�اد 	�=X	ب اذاآ	ن ا�����م أ#� �$�;� و'LG	�E �$1 8�وط ا�C$�'L ، و_ "6�ز أن "�اد �� _"�;�  و"6�ز X0	ب ا����وم ���7 أن

� _1	�5ة �$1 � Hن ذ�_.  
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(distinguished, intelligent...) and thus, it is permissible for an address to be directed 

to it. Significant in this section, is that he does not simply state the obvious, the 

possibility of addressing future human beings since he also takes the opportunity to 

insert the phrase “it is permissible to address the non-existent,”27 (wa yajūzu khiṭāb al-

maʿdūm...). Al-Ṭūsī continues the promulgation of the idea of the thingness of the 

non-existent without necessarily adopting the same meaning that is assigned to it 

by others.  

II.ii Al-Ṭabarī 

With regard to Q.2:117, al-Ṭabarī explores some of the most important ideas 

regarding the act of creation following God’s command to be, kun. One of these 

important ideas regards the nature of the things being commanded. The concept of 

commanding a non-existent proved to be problematic for the earlier generations of 

commentators, since this made it necessary to acknowledge certain qualities 

pertaining to the commanded things, as  we previously noted. He comments:  

God has knowledge of all that is to be before it becomes existent. Thus, 
things, that were not existent, whilst being (kāʾina) subject to His 
knowledge before existing at a later time, are analogous to those 
existents. For this reason, it is permissible for Him to say to them “be”, 
and to command them to come forth from the state of non-existence 
to the state of existence. This is due to the fact that they are 
representations to Him and because He has knowledge of them in the 
state of non-existence.28  

                                                        
27 Ibid.  
28 Al-Ṭabarī, v. 2, p. 468. 

'8 �	 ه� آ	�5 *
8 آ�#� ;8 ��	ؤ. إن اt :و*	��ا ��	�، �'G �� �Lء ا�	$E-#) ا	آ ، H�!آ Hن ذ�	آ 	��1- R�5	8  ، وه� آ
* 	K �����
	K#�آ- 	K� ل��وج �� �	ل ا���م إ�7 �	ل ا��;�د، �pL�ر ;�$�K	 �� ، ، و"�n�ه	 	�=� آ�#�:#V	5� ا��L ه� ��;�دة ، 61	ز أن "
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This comment transmitted by al-Ṭabarī is ascribed to those who interpret the text 

from an understanding of its literal  meaning, whilst those who believe that it must 

be understood through taʾwīl, understand it as a command to commanded things, 

thus to dead things that are commanded to be living and living things that are 

commanded to be dead. It is not clear who are the people who take the literal 

meaning and who mention the analogous pre-existent things. Al-Ṭūsī has an almost 

identical list of interpretations and does not ascribe this understanding to the 

Muʿtazila, he also describes this interpretation as an erroneous one (fāsida).29 

The idea of an existing analogy and similitude between the things, in their state of 

being prior to the command to exist, indicates the importance of this state of being. 

The ambiguity that surrounds it permits or implies a number of interpretations. Al-

Ṭabarī points to the idea that these analogous things are representations to God and 

the subject of His knowledge, or one might say ideas in the ‘mind’ of God. Whether 

or not these ideas are models (mithāl ) of what is to become, or has been an existent 

-in other terms prototypes according to which things would be made- is not very 

clear from the above statement. We know, however, that this idea of mithāl is 

denied by the Qurʾānic text itself. The general language of the above statements, 

however, is indicative of a transition following a command from one state of being 

to another, rather than something being made according to a particular model, 

thus, this understanding with these suggestions distances itself from the Platonic 

model of ideas or, in that respect, from the idea of universals. 

                                                        
29 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 1, pp. 430, 431. 
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The other significant interpretation quoted by al-Ṭabarī regarding this verse 

suggests that it is merely an informative statement by God of what it is that would 

be, either generally or to the angels. Following this, he offers his own understanding 

of this verse.30 He takes Q.2:117 to indicate the simultaneity of the act of 

commanding (amr) and the act of creation. For him the ordering which is subject to 

God’s will does not precede that which is willed to be existent, and it does not follow 

it in time. This is a clear attempt to avoid any confirmation or denial of the nature 

of that which is commanded, alive or dead, existent or non-existent. What is also 

clear in this interpretation is that the act of willing things to be is also simultaneous 

with the above commanding and creating acts, thus the willing becomes the 

commanding and the creating. 

IIIIIIIIIIII.... Knowledge, potentials and Knowledge, potentials and Knowledge, potentials and Knowledge, potentials and willwillwillwill    

III.1 Al-Maʿlūmāt 

We need to return now to the broader category of knowledge, which is one of God’s 

essential attributes. One of the essential attributes of God is His being a knower. This 

knowledge encompasses all the knowns that can exist, have existed and will exist. 

Nothing is said to be hidden from Him,31 for what is hidden is only from His 

creatures that may only have some of His knowledge, if He wills it so.32 God is a 

                                                        
30 Al-Ṭabarī, v. 2, p. 470.  

 tا ��n1.�7 ذآ�	�G �������م و;�د ا�!ي أ ;8 ��	ؤ. �1 �	ل إراد�G .}آ�{ :�<�ء إذا أراد G'�"�� ��;�دا L" _ ، 	#d�'� .	"د. إ	راد إ"6
$W1� ;	F5 أن "'�ن ا�<�ء ��n�را 	��;�د ��ادا آ!�H إ_ وه�  ،و_ "0nL� ��� - وG'�"��،  إراد�G إ"	. ، و_ أ��. 	�'�ن وا��;�د

H�!اد آ�د ��;��	 .��;�د، و_ أن "'�ن ��;�دا إ_ وه� ��n�ر 
31 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 1, p. 489. 
32 Ibid., v. 10, p. 42. 
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knower (ʿālimun) of Himself or of what He is as He is in Himself, but He is also a 

knower of all things, of all al-maʿlūmāt (the knowns).33 

In the Qurʾān, we find few instances where knowledge is described as a future event, 

where things become known to God in the sense of a future instance, this is 

mentioned in the verses Q. 2:143 ; 5:94 ; 18:12 and 34:21. Regarding Q.2:143 “And We 

appointed the qiblah which ye formerly observed only that We might know him who 

followeth the messenger, from him who turneth on his heels”, al-Ṭūsī states that the case 

of God coming to know something does not mean that He acquires some new 

knowledge that He did not have previously. Li-naʿlama  or to know of the verse, 

means, according to al- Ṭūsī, so that We know it to be existent, or know it as a future 

existent that will be a really existent thing.34 In this particular case of knowledge, 

the known is of an existent, and God might be said to know the thing as an existent 

and not as a maqdūr (a possible) as it was prior to its existence, “it is wrong to say 

that God knows the existence of the known prior to its existence.”35 This does not mean 

that a new knowledge takes place, that there is a new known added to God’s 

maʿlūmāt, rather, there is in this case “no origination of knowledge,”36 since God 

had already known what would or would not take place. No new knowledge is 

attributed to God, the known prior to its existence is the same as it is after it exists 

in its relation to God. What changes according to al-Ṭūsī is the name associated with 

                                                        
33 Ibid., v. 1, p. 489. 

� ا#� وه� eE، "=:7 ��$� _ أ#� ��7 ا��ال ه� ا��� أ#� ��7 دل �	 _ن eE، ��$� "=:7 _ وا#��	� ��:�� �  .ا������	ت ;�$M و"��
34 Ibid., v. 2, p. 9. 
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35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
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the known in terms of the temporal relation suggested by saying something was, is 

or will be.37  In the case of Q.5:94 “…that Allah may know him who feareth Him in 

secret..” al-Ṭūsī suggests that one of the meanings offered by the Muʿtazilī al-Balkhī, 

though not his preferable one, is that li-yaʿlama Allāh here means that God makes 

the known manifest. This verse concerns God’s prior knowledge of human acts, and 

al-Balkhī suggests that even though God knows the future acts of His creatures, it is 

not right for Him to reward or punish human beings based on what is known of 

them. What is deserved is based on the known that actually takes place and is real, 

otherwise there would be no Justice in the reward or the punishment under the 

Muʿtazilī theological conception of justice.38  

In al-Tibyān, there are two cases that might suggest a contradiction in the 

description of the quality of the known, and therefore in God’s knowledge. In one 

case, we have al-Ṭūsī suggesting that the known is regenerated (renewed) when the 

known becomes real,39 when it takes place, and in another case we have him declare:  

[T]he known after, not being known, does not undergo any change 
with the new knowledge, because if it is witnessed it would not be 
witnessed as other than what it was.40  

The key words, in what appears to be a contradiction, are change (yataghayyar) and 

regeneration or renewal (yatajaddad). Taghayyur or change, according to al-Ṭūsī, is 

the rendering of something into its variant so that when it is witnessed it is 

                                                        
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., v. 4, p. 22. 

�	 �	��	 آ	ن وإن G�	�7 واt *	ل ا�A	#�، ا��;� ا�
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39 Ibid., v. 2, p. 9. 
40 Ibid., v. 5, p. 141. 
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witnessed as a variation from what it was.41 This is the precise thing that is denied in 

the case of God’s knowledge, no variations from what is know to Him becomes real 

when the relevant known is given existence. What is witnessed is the same as what 

is known, hence there is no taghayyur in knowledge. As to yatajaddad, the more 

appropriate translation that could be associated with it is regeneration, since what 

is suggested in this case is not the emerging of something new. What actually takes 

place is the reappearance of a thing as the same, but, in a different condition and at 

a different time. It is a becoming again what it is before coming to be.  

The problem for al-Ṭūsī is the fact that God cannot state that He knows something 

as existent before it is made so, thus God uses the future tense to refer to the same 

known but with the changed condition of its becoming real in a future time. This 

emphasis on the un-changeability of the known is significant to us. 

 Al-Qushayrī clearly confirms this point in His tafsīr “al-maʿlūm lā yataghayyar.”42 This 

conception is needed to protect the unity of God, as has been previously mentioned, 

for any change that takes place in His knowledge is a change and an alteration in 

God Himself, and change and alteration are not associated with Him, these are 

rather the qualities of the created world. To us, the importance of linking or 

equating the known before and after creation, the link between the knowledge of 

specific differentiated and distinguished existing things and the knowledge of the 

same things before they become manifest, suggests that these knowns are also 

differentiated knowns.  This idea is confirmed by al-Ṭūsī in His statement regarding 

                                                        
41 Ibid. 
42 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 267. Related to this idea is Ibn al-Haytham’s notion of the “known” which 
remains invariable and admits no change, see p. 105, note 8. 
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Q.65:12 “and that Allah surroundeth all things in knowledge…means that His knowns are 

differentiated (mutamayyiza) to Him.”43   

III.2 The Possibles  

Al-Maqdūr 

Before discussing the terms and categories associated with the word al-maqdūr, we 

need to have a general conception of what the word means. The general meaning 

given to al-maqdūr is being an object of God’s power (or subject to this power). It 

means that the possessor, or God, holds a quality by which He can will that which is 

known, or simply the object of His knowledge, to exist or not to exist. Power is a 

quality (or ṣifa) indicating the ability to choose between acting towards something 

and not acting, with a sole dependence on the will of the agent (in this case God). 

The power to act is not a necessary quality attached to God’s essence, it is rather a 

contingent quality dependent on His will. God does not necessarily have to act to 

make something existent, it is up to God’s mashīʾa to bring something forth to 

existence or abstain from such an act.44 

Al-Khazāʾin 

One of the terms used in the Qurʾān which is closely related to the idea of qudra and 

maqdūr is the term repositories (khazāʾin). It appears in Q.63:7 as the repositories of 

                                                        
43 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 10, p. 42. 

��� =? �<4 أ�Cط �� ا. وإن{"{ D��� �� أ�Cط �� �� ���E� �� ���E,ة �#����/� إن �#� �� � �� ?=. 
44 See: Al-Ṭabarī, v. 16, p. 413 ; v. 19, p. 120 ; Al-Qushayrī, v. 1, pp. 117, 459 ; v. 2, pp. 352, 429, 586. 
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the heavens and the earth; in Q.12:55 as the repositories of the earth; in Q.6:50, 

Q.11:31, Q.15:21 and Q.52:37 as the repositories of God and finally in Q.17:100 and 

Q.38:9 as the repositories of God’s mercy. 

One of the meanings associated with the repositories of the heavens is simply rain 

and as for the repositories of the earth, the association is generally with plants.45 In 

addition, a similar association exists between the ‘repositories of everything’ and 

rain.46 We need to take from these simple associations with the rain and plants, that 

these were things, which were subject to the will and power of God or maqdūrāt, 

what God commands to be.  In these interpretations, we find the repositories to be 

the material substances that have not yet become real in this world. What appears 

to be the content of these repositories, is the hidden potential existents that are 

dependent on God’s will to make them appear, or become real to humankind.  

Before proceeding with the topic of maqdūrāt, we should also mention another 

term associated with them directly or through the word khazāʾin. The word that is 

frequently mentioned in the Qurʾān is mulk and its derivatives malakūt. These terms 

are linked with possession as well as majestic or royal status. 

                                                        
45 Al-Samarqandī, Tafsīr al-samarqandī al musammā Baḥr al-ʿUlūm, (1993), v. 1, p. 323. The author is 
the Ḥanafī theologian Abu'l-Layth al-Samarḳandī, Naṣr b. Muḥ. b. Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm, for more 
information see Schacht, J. "Abu'l-Layth al-Samarḳandī,Naṣr b. Muḥ. b. Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm", in EI2. 
46 Al-Māwardī, Al-Nukat wal ʿUyūn, (2000), v. 3, p. 155. The author is Abū 'l-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. Muḥammad 
b. Ḥabīb,  a shāfiʿī scholar who was criticised for holding Muʿtazilī views, see Brockelmann, C. "al-
MāwardīAbū 'l-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. Muḥammad b. Ḥabīb", in EI2. For similar associations, al-Thaʿlabī, 
Aḥmad, al-Kashf wal-Bayān, (2002), v. 6, p. 281. For this author see Rippin, A. "al-Thalabī, Aḥmad b. 
Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm Abū Isḥāḳal-Nīsābūrī", in EI2. He was also a student of Ibn Fūrak (d. 406/ 1015) 
and Al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021), M. (see Al-Jahnī,  Al-Kashf wal Bayān ʿan Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, 2009, p. 28). 
See also al-Ṭabarī’s  Jāmiʿ al-Bayān,  v. 14, p. 40.  
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Al-Malakūt 

In al-Tibyān, we are told that malakūt refers to the greatness and supremacy of 

God’s reign (mulk), which could be understood as God’s possessions. In the same 

section, we are also informed that Mujāhid has said that malakūt kulli shayʾ or what 

has been translated by Pickthall as the dominion over all things, in Q.23:88, means 

khazāʾinu kulli shayʾ or the repositories of all things.47 This quote from Mujāhid is 

also found in the earlier tafsīr of al-Ṭabarī, where we find another association with 

qudra, not in the sense of equating the two together but in the sense of power over 

things.48 This link with kazāʾin can notably be found in the tafsīr of al-Samarqandī 

(d. 373-393/983-1003),49 and al-Māwardī (d. 450/ 1058)50 who follow similar 

explanations to al-Ṭabarī, and it can also be found in the commentary of al-Thaʿlabī 

(d. 427/1035).51 With al-Māwardī, however, we find another explanation for the 

word malakūt, which follows and reflects concrete realities, depending on the 

context of the expressions. Malakūt of the heavens and the earth is not just the 

khazāʾin, the hidden awaiting to be made manifest, but it also includes the manifest 

things. This would then render the power of God not solely over the potential 

existents, but the existents too.52 

                                                        
47 Al-Ṭūsī., v. 7, p. 388.  
48 Al-Ṭabarī, v. 17, p. 100. 

 ....والقدرة على األشياء كلها هللا ،إن ملكوت كلّ شيء
49 AL-Samarqandī, v. 2, p. 420 and v. 3, p. 107.    
50 Al-Māwardī, v. 4, p. 65.  
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See also, v. 5, p. 34. 
51 Al-Thaʿlabī, v. 7, p. 54.  
52 Al-Māwardī, v. 2, p. 135. Amongst the meanings he quotes: “malakūt of the heavens means the 
moon, the stars and the sun; malakūt of the earth means the mountains, the trees and the seas.” See 
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In his comment on Q.36:83 “Therefore glory be to Him in Whose hand is the dominion 

over all things” al-Samarqandī writes: 

[T]his means he created every-thing from the resurrection to all other 
things, and they say the repositories of every-thing, and they say: He 
has power over all things.53 

 Here again we see a link made between God’s repositories and malakūt, with the 

distinction of one being a subcategory of the other, that is khazāʾin being a 

subcategory of malakūt. This basic difference between the two categories is a 

reasonable distinction where we can understand why all khazāʾin are God’s malakūt 

but not all malakūt are His khazāʾin. This division is a creation of a category malakūt 

that incorporates all things that are under the power of God, existent and not yet 

existent or the existent in potentia. It is within this category of malakūt that we find 

the specific subdivision of khazāʾin the container of the existents in potentia, or 

what is to be realised through God’s power. 

The term potential is not the term that appears in the commentaries; what is used, 

however, is the word maqdūr, which can be translated as the possible and actual by 

an agent, where the agent in this particular case is God. Al-Ṭūsī makes the link 

between the khazāʾin and the maqdūrāt (plural of maqdūr) in his Tibyān by quoting 

a clear statement linking the two: “the meaning of God’s repositories is His maqdūrāt 

because He can bring whichever one of them into being.”54 

                                                                                                                                                               
also Al-Samarqandī, who equates in v. 1, p. 586 between malakūt of the heavens and the earth and 
the created things of the heavens and earth. 
53 Al-Samarqandī, v. 3, p. 107. 
54 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 5, p. 176. Similar statements can be found in v. 6, p. 327; v. 8, p. 546 ; v. 9, p. 415 ; v. 10, p. 
15. 
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Al-Qushayrī has similar statements, one of which is: 

His repositories are in reality His maqdūrāt and He has - glory to Him- 
the power over all that is designed to be originated.55  

From this we develop the idea that these repositories are the holders of all that can 

be made to exist, the maqdūrāt that are awaiting the word kun. To isolate a section, 

or a category of things, from the malakūt, which in itself is a clear marking of a set 

of things, all that belongs to God, is clearly giving them a certain quality of 

thingness. The kun here, is not addressed to the pure non-existent, for the 

repositories are not holders of the pure nothing, since this would defeat the point of 

creating a term that distinguishes a category within a category. The maqdūrat of 

the khazāʾin are not nothing and are not anything, they are specific things that are 

not yet real. The link made between the repositories of the heavens and the rain is 

not a random link, for rain can only come from the heavens, it is the only place 

where it can be stored. And so it is with the plants, they are stored in the earth and 

await to be brought forth to reality. God’s khazāʾin are not only in the heavens and 

in the earth, since in some of these commentaries these are all the things that will 

become real existents. 

The images associated with the repositories emphasise the idea that these are the 

holders of things and that it is God who rules over and commands them. This 

imagery goes so far as to include the idea of a key that opens these repositories. The 

word used for keys in the Qurʾan is maqālīd and it is found in Q.39:63 and in Q.42:12, 

where it is also associated with the heavens and the earth in the same way that 

                                                        
55 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 266 and similar statements in v. 3, p. 345 and v. 3, p. 477. 
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khazāʾin is, that is “the keys of the heavens and the earth.” Al-Qushayrī, al-Ṭabarī, al-

Māwardī, al-Samarqandī and Ibn Qutayba clarify that maqālīd al-samāwāt wa-l-arḍ 

means mafātiḥ al-samāwāt wa–l-arḍ, that is, the keys of the heavens and the earth 

as indicated by Pickthall.56 

In this case, we have an image set by our commentators which describes the 

relationship between God and the maqdūrāt that are stored in His repositories. God 

is described as the holder of keys to these repositories, and by using these keys He 

opens the gates of being, which allows these potentialities to be. God’s act of 

creation is given through the imagery of liberating these maqdūrāt in accordance 

with the will of God. Creation thus becomes an act of liberating the potentia to 

become real beings. With this idea in mind, the term ikhrāj or bringing forth to 

existence or faṭara as separation, which were earlier seen to be terms depicting the 

act of creation, become appropriate descriptions of the act of moving out, coming 

out and being separated from the khazāʾin al-maʿdūmāt. 

The releasing from the repositories as an act of creation,57emphasises the idea that 

this act permits the transitions from one state of being to another. The maʿdūm, in 

this case, cannot be an absolute no-thing, for the keys that belongs to God alone 

open the gates of khazāʾin where specific things are stored, those that become real 

specific things. 

Regarding verse Q.22:64 al-Qushayrī writes:  

                                                        
56 Al-Qushayrī, v.3, p. 345; al-Ṭabarī, v. 20, p. 241; al-Samarqandī, v. 3, p. 156; al-Māwardī, v. 5, p. 195 
and, Ibn Qutayba, ʿAbdu- Allah, Tafsīr Gharīb al-Qurʾān, 1978, pp. 384, 391. 
57 Not that any of our commentators have directly suggested this idea, but as we can see, it is 
embedded in the descriptions and images that relates the really existent with the maqdūr. 
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The rule over all possessions belongs to Him, and he has no need for 
any of them, since He does not become richer with His possessions, 
rather His possessions become existent through His act of creating 
them, since for Him the non-existent is a maqdūr and the maqdūr is 
the possessed.58  

In this passage we find a clear link being made between the three concepts under 

consideration, al-maqdūr, al-maʿdūm and the possessed (al-mamlūk). Al-mamlūk is 

a word that derives from the same root m.l.k, which we considered earlier under 

malakūt and mulk. It is that over which one exercises power and reign, or simply 

what one possess. Thus, al-mamlūk is all that enters under the will of God as was 

noted with malakūt, the existent and the non-existent. With the clear association 

between mamlūk and maqdūr, we learn that the possessed becomes truly existent 

through the act of creation. In addition, the maqdūr is equated with the maʿdūm 

suggesting that the mamlūk at some point was a non-existent, which presumably, is 

also a reference to its specific state of being in the khazaʾin. 

Al-Qudra 

We need to explore at this stage some of the ideas that surround the word maqdūr, 

and to do so one must turn to the word qudra or power itself. Al-Qushayrī writes:  

[n]o maqdūr can resist Him since He is qualified with an eternal power, 
and His power is (equally) attached to all. Neither difficulty nor ease 
can be said of His quality. His first creation and the re-creation are 
equivalent to Him. No benefit returns to Him from this act or any other 
since His past eternity prevent the effect of origination in Him.59 

                                                        
58 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 558.    

1 ، 7�i M$�6وه� �� ا� ، �� Hور ه� ا�����كا������� إ"	. إذ ا����وم �� ���ور وا���=p$� ��;�دا  �'�� 8 ، �'�� 7�WL�" _ �K. 
59 Ibid., v. 2, p. 352. 
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 What we learn from this is that this power which belongs to God alone, is one of the 

eternal past attributes associated with Him, it is not some attribute that is created in 

time or originated in time. The fact that this is an eternal attribute belonging to 

God, and since the unity of God does not allow for any change in Him, there is no 

possible or real change in this quality, as any change will cause a change in God. 

This constant, and consistent power, is to be equally associated with all the 

maqdūrāt, and no single maqdūr requires more or less power than any other in 

order to be made existent.60 

In describing the state of ayyām Allāh and the state of non-existence,61 we are told 

by al-Qushayrī, that in this state, the non-existent is associated with knowledge 

(God’s) and is available to God’s power.62 This means that al-maʿdūm is associated 

with knowledge mutaʿallaq al-ʿilm, or simply the subject of knowledge, and is also 

the maqdūr which is the subject of God’s power. This is a central link between the 

three ideas, which, in turn, can also be linked with the mamlūk of the repositories. 

The maqdurāt and the maʿlūmāt are said to be infinite, similar to all things 

associated with the eternal past quality (al-ṣifa al-qadīma). It is only when 

                                                                                                                                                               
R$ه	1�و_ ا� �L:, 71 6�زG R���رة أز�$R ، و*�ر� �G	R�ّ ا�L��4 31 ا��<7 ��$� ���ور -#� ��,�ف pّ�L" _ . دة	�a=�4 ا-ول وا�	1

 .�� ه!ا �	�5 إ�$� و_ �� ذاك ، -ن *��� "���nG M$� ا���وث �$���$1 �ّ$	ن _ 
60 Adamson simplifies the relation between qudra, the possible and God’s unity by saying that: “[…] 
creation is the actualization of a possible world, where the possible world is understood as one of 
many options possible in themselves and external to God Himself. That would, again, compromise 
tawḥīd, because the possibilities of things would be co-eternal with God. Rather, Abū al-Hudhayl 
regarded the possibilities as residing in God’s power (qudra), rather than as external objects of that 
power.” Adamson (2003), p. 58. 
61 We shall describe this state in the dicussion on al-Mīthāq. 
62 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 240. 
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something passes to the state of being existent that finitude in number becomes the 

descriptive quality. 63 

Al-qudra may be over something specific or may refer to the power to do something 

specific. This particular act is the act of innovating or originating something, to 

bring it to existence.64 Al-Qushayrī says that the maʿdūm is His maqdūr (subject of 

His power), when it comes to existence it remains His maqdūr and mamlūk and 

even if it ceases to exist, it does not cease to be His maqdūr.65 The picture that is 

drawn for us is of something that journeys from non-existence to existence and 

back to non-existence, yet throughout this journeying it does not cease to be the 

object of God’s power, this is the only thing that remains a constant quality of the 

thing’s transformation. This relation, of the power over something specific, remains 

fixed toward that particular thing, despite its transition from one state of being to 

another. 

This particular conception of the idea of qudra could be understood within the 

Ashʿarī notion of perpetual creation, where God is permanently and perpetually 

creating the things that exist in reality. Something is not existent simply because it 

came to be at some specific time, although there is an initial moment of creation, of 

coming to be existent. The thing cannot remain existent if God does not create it 

perpetually from one moment to the next. We have previously mentioned that the 

idea of qudra is about making something existent or omitting such an act. With 

perpetual creation, God remains perpetually in the same relation of having the 
                                                        
63 Ibid., v. 2, p. 416. Also, refer back to our discussion on the atom, finitude and the ability to count 
the parts of the world. 
64 Ibid., v. 2, p. 70. 
65 Ibid. 
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power to create or not create, in the same way that He related to the same thing 

prior to willing to create it.  

Al-Qushayrī himself identifies God’s specific power as the power of bringing into 

existence (ījād).66 Al-Ṭabarī describes God’s power as the power that no-thing willed 

by Him is resisted,67 so that all that God wills is subject to His power. According to 

him, God’s reign (malakūt) and power (qudra) is over all things.68 Here also, we find 

this power to be over that which is possible and made actual by an agent (maqdūr in 

the khazāʾin) and that which has been made actually existent.  

Regarding this dominance of God’s power over all things, al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021)69 

states that anyone (or anything) that says ‘I’ has challenged God’s power,70 so that 

no-thing can claim, according to this Sufi belief, a real separation and distanciation 

from the supreme power. This power becomes manifest in the very act of creation, 

but more specifically, al-Sulamī finds that to be in the act of creating Adam, or the 

creation of the human being. 71 In another passage, this power is said to be made 

manifest first of all by making the non-existent existent,  which again marks a link 

between qudra and the act of creation, a link that makes both, the power as well as 

the non-existent itself, manifest. 72 

                                                        
66 Ibid., v. 1, p. 479; v. 1, p. 607 and, v. 3, p. 77. 
67 Al-Ṭabarī, v. 17, p. 477. 
68 Ibid., v. 17, p. 100. 
69 Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Azdī al-Sulamī al-Naysābūrī, a Sufi hagiographer 
and Qurʾān commentator. See Knysh (2000) pp. 125-127 and Böwering, G. "al-Sulamī, Abū ʿAbd al-
Raḥmān Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Azdī al-Sulamī al-Naysābūrī", in EI2. 
70 Al-Sulamī, Tafsīr al-Sulamī wa huwa Ḥaqāʾiq al-Tafsīr, (2001), v. 1, p. 55. 
71 Ibid., v. 1, p. 140. 
72 Ibid., v. 1, p. 301. 
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One of the interesting distinctions made between that which is known by God and 

that which is the subject of God’s power, is noted by al-Qushayrī who writes: “from 

His knowledge, no known is absent (yaʿzub) and from His power, nothing that can be 

imagined to be described as existent, can escape,”73 and the previously mentioned “He 

has the power over all that is contrived (marsūm) to be originated (ḥudūth).”74  The 

content of God’s knowledge al-maʿlūmāt, or the knowns, are not only of the future 

existent but they also include those things that are impossible to exist. God knows 

the possible and the impossible existents, however, His power is not over all of the 

content of His knowledge. That is, not all maʿlūmāt are the objects of God’s power. 

According to al-Qushayrī, only those that can potentially be said or imagined to be 

existent are the objects of this power. Al-Ṭūsī distinguishes between the maʿlūmāt 

and the maqdūrat by stating “al-maqdūr is more specific than al-maʿlūm.”75 According 

to these distinctions, the known is a more general category than the possible by an 

agent (al-maqdūr). Hence, when it is stated elsewhere that all things are subject to 

God’s power we should understand this to refer to all the things that could be made 

existent, excluding all those things that cannot be imagined to exist or known not 

to be possible existents. 

III.3 Al-Irāda 

If al-qudra is associated with all possibles (al-mumkināt), then al-irāda, which is 

God’s will to make something existent, is specifically associated with existence. Al-

                                                        
73 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 443. 
74 Ibid., v. 2, p. 266. 
75 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 10, p. 57. 
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Qushayrī states that “in reality, al-irāda is solely associated with origination (ḥudūth).”76 

This is also confirmed by al-Ṭūsī in his commentary.77 The association with 

origination and existence renders the will of God an act that is time specific, the 

moment of creation itself. Al-Ṭabarī states: 

 [T]hat which is willed (arāda) to be originated and formed does not 
come to being prior to His willing it, and not before his commanding it 
to be formed and existent, and it does not tarry after this will.78  

So, this will is the same as the commanding pronouncement of kun and is the same 

as the instantaneous origination and bringing to existence.79 

Regarding verse Q.6:111:  

And though We should send down the angels unto them, and the dead 
should speak unto them, and We should gather against them all things 
in array, they would not believe unless Allah so willed. Howbeit, most 
of them are ignorant. 

 Al-Ṭūsī indicates that God’s will must have originated in time, because of the use of 

exception in the verse (illā an yashāʾ Allāh). If this will was eternally past existent 

then the exception would not have been correct.80 Al-Irāda cannot be associated 

                                                        
76 Al-Qushayrī, v. 1, p. 475.  

 4��LG _ رادةa4  -ا$��Lوث - 71 ا����	 .إ_ 
77 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 6, p. 143. 

 e>وث ا��� .وا_رادة _LG��4 ا_ 
78 Al-Ṭabarī, v. 2, p. 470. 
79 Ibid., v. 2, p. 472. 
80 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 4, p. 240. 

Hء "�ل ��7 ذ�	�AL�� "F6 ه!ا ا_��AL	ء و�1 ا_"R د_�R ��7 ان ارادة اR���� t ، _ن ا_� R�"�* (#	آ�� 	K#_. 



186 

 

with something past for the will is only for something to happen after the will itself, 

or at least simultaneously with the act of willing.81  

If the irāda is associated with khalq then the two cannot be said to mean the same 

thing, the association is a timely one and may be said to have a causal nature. Al-

Ṭūsī says:  

Al-Irāda which is a striving for action in a way that is like a cause for it, 
since the motive behind an act motivates the will for it (irādatihī), and 
through the concurrence of the two (motive and will), the act takes 
place from a knowing possessor of power. 82 

The desiring for something to happen is the motivator of the will to act, and this 

act, may only be achieved by an agent who is attributed with knowledge and power 

over the realisation of the desired and the willed. The link made between the desire 

and the will is also made in a statement by al-Ṭūsī where he confirms that “desire 

(al-mashīʾa) is the will.”83 

 

 

 

                                                        
81 Ibid., v. 2, p. 69. 

8
�L���	 4��LG رادةaوا. 
 82 Ibid., v. 6, p. 161. 
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83 Ibid., v. 2, p. 394; v. 4, p. 514; v. 6, p. 196; v. 10, p. 185 and v. 10, p. 274. 
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IVIVIVIV.... HiHiHiHidddddenness denness denness denness     

IV.1 Al-Ṭūsī  and the different classes of absence 

Al-Ghayb 

One of the ontological divisions known in Islamic studies is that between the 

unperceived (al-ghayb) and the perceptible (al-shahāda). Al-Ṭūsī’s Tibyān defines al-

ghayb as: “the mode of being of a thing (entity) so that it is hidden from the senses”84, 

whilst the perceptible thing which belongs to the world of al-shahāda, is defined as: 

“the actualisation of a thing (entity) so that it becomes manifest to the senses.”85  We are 

reminded that being present to or absent from the senses is only applicable to the 

human beings and not to God. Also, in other parts of the Tibyān, al-Ṭūsī substitutes 

in his definition the term perception (idrāk) for the term sensation (al-ḥiss), which 

renders the division of the two worlds a distinction between what is subject to 

human perception or sense and what is absent from such perception. 

What concerns us is that al-ghayb, which is not hidden from God as it is to the 

human being, is made analogous with al-maʿdūm. Al-Ṭūsī quotes from an 

anonymous source, without a denial of the validity of the statement, that “al-ghayb 

is al-maʿdūm...the secret (al-sirr).”86 Similar to al-Qushayrī’s association, God’s 

knowledge of al-ghayb and al-shahāda becomes “has knowledge of the non-existent 

                                                        
84 Ibid., v. 6, pp. 90, 225. 

�	ل i	ب "i �K1 ، l$W	1l5	�l$W آ�ن ا�<" ، O7 �� ا��:=" �$� e. 
85 Ibid. 

O��� �KV" �$� e>ل ا��p� دة	K>وا�. 
86 Ibid. 
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and the existent.”87 If al-ghayb, as subject to God’s knowledge, is what is absent from 

human senses and perception, then one can deduce from the analogous relation 

between al-ghayb and al-maʿdūm that the non-existent is the un-

sensed/imperceptible, that which is beyond human consciousness or simply 

unknown to them. What appears to characterise the non-existent in general, is its 

hiddenness from humans, and only when this is made manifest (ẓahara) to our 

senses or become a subject of our consciousness, does it become existent in our 

knowledge and in reality. Since this argument is not present in al-Tibyān, one can 

assume that al-Ṭūsī might find it difficult to accept it in such a formulation, as he 

believes that al-maʿdūm is not a thing (entity). Still however, we may leave this 

section with the idea that the hidden as a maʿdūm is the un-sensed/imperceptible, 

which means that it could be a ‘thing’ that is simply not yet subject to our 

perception, despite al-Ṭūsī’s denying statements of this view. 

Al-Khabaʾ 

The idea of the hidden/concealed is a central theme in Sufi discourse and does 

appear throughout Islamic history with varied importance attached to it, and varied 

interpretations associated with it. The first significant appearance of this concept 

that is of concern to us is in the Qurʾān itself in Q.27:25 : “So that they worship not 

Allah, Who bringeth forth the hidden in the heavens and the earth, and knoweth what ye 

hide and what ye proclaim.” 88 The first “hidden” of the heavens and earth in this 

verse is a translation of the word al-khabaʾ, whilst the “hide” used in this same verse 

                                                        
87 Ibid. 

    ويعلَم ما تخفُونَ وما تعلنونَ  أَال يسجدوا للَّه الَّذي يخرِج الْخبَء في السماوات واألرضِ  88
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is a translation of the word tukhfūna (al-khafāʾ). Both of these Arabic words are 

associated with the idea of the hidden, the concealed, the secret or the veiled. Al-

Ṭūsī’s exploration of the meaning of these analogous terms reveals another link and 

association with idea of al-ʿadam.89 

In this section, the word al-khabaʾ (the hidden) is defined as “that which is confined 

by another so that it is prevented from being perceived.”90 Here again, we find that the 

hiddenness is linked to a lack in perception, but this time, a reason for this lack is 

given. This reason is not a lack in existence itself, it is rather the existence of 

something other which acts as an obstruction or concealer. Interestingly, the next 

section of this interpretation returns to the theme of creation, which is described in 

relation to the hidden: “what is brought into being, what is brought forth from non-

existence to existence is in this category,” that is, in the category of the hidden. In this 

case, God’s act of creation and bringing into existence is the act of bringing forth 

what is hidden (and concealed by another) into existence. If there is doubt that this 

hidden by another is some-thing, then the next section informs us that the hidden 

has limitations of some kind, which are not necessarily epistemological. The 

examples given as a demonstration of what is this hidden are derived from nature, 

so that “the hidden of the heavens are the rain and winds, and that of the earth are the 

trees and plants.” In these particular examples there is no mention of something 

being transformed; rather, the impression given is of something being released 

                                                        
89 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 8, p. 89. 

�5 0
n . وا�=lء ه�ا��=
�ء، وه� �	 أ�	ط � $i�M�� 7L� . �� إدراآ� 	
0
�Gn ا0 R:pا� Mf�� ر�pا�� Mfو . t"�;�. ا 	و�

K!. ا���l=1 R�Fء ا���	ء ا_�X	ر وا��"	ح �K1 م إ�7 ا��;�د��;� �� ا��ت  و"=	
و"��� �	 G=:�ن " ، وl0ء ا_رض ا_6E	ر وا��


$� " و�	 G����نm	=��� ���; ء	L�	5
$� . ��1 *�أ 	W��1 ء	$�	�=lء ا�l$W ، وه� آ� 8	 i	ب اوا�=lءوا�=:	ء #V	5� ، و*$8 . و�� *�أ 

  .�� ا_دراك 
90 Ibid. 



190 

 

from concealment. Since, in the last part of this commentary, al-Ṭūsī mentions the 

association, which some have made, between al-khabaʾʾand al-ghayb, the hidden 

and the unperceived, one finds in these remarks another association between the 

un-perceived/un-sensed (al-ghayb), and al-maʿdūm, which is a khabaʾ. Again, this 

appears from the above discussion to be some-thing in the same way that al-

khazāʾin are of something. 

IV.2 Al-Qushayrī and the Sufi journey 

Al-Maḥw 

In the discussion to follow, the topic of effacement (maḥw) has been chosen to 

demonstrate the relation between al-ʿadam and al-wujūd. This explores the theme 

of the desire to return to a state of being in God prior to the state self-consciousness. 

The emphasis made here is on the fact that this desired state is of the effacement of 

the self, or its ʿadam, that is sought by the Sufi. This is not only something to be 

achieved by disposing of one’s body –or death- since this state is achieved in this life 

whilst being an existent being. 

In the commentary on Q.2:115 “Unto Allah belong the East and the West, and whither- 

soever ye turn, there is Allah’s countenance. Lo! Allah is All Embracing, All Knowing,” we 

are informed that:  

The hearts have brilliancy caused by the stars of knowledge and suns 
of gnosis. Whilst the brilliancy is shining, the heart’s destination is 
clear and manifest, when the Truths dominates, the reign of this 
brilliancy vanishes away, like the hiding of the stars at the rising of the 
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sun. So it is also when the Truth becomes manifest, what takes place is 
eradication (iṣṭilām) and subjugation (qahr), since in this there is no 
witnessing of a thing’s trace (rasm) and no endurance of sense or 
discernment. The intellect and knowledge lose their reign, and gnosis 
its light. The existence of these qualities is befitting for the enduring 
human beings, and if the qualified things are effaced (maḥw), where 
would their qualities endure. 91 

The heart, being the source of knowledge and gnosis, is given in this quotation  

some positive associations expressed in terms of light-related expressions such as 

stars, suns, brilliancy, clarity and manifestations. Knowledge and gnosis are in this 

passage associated with seeing clearly and with discernment. All these qualities, 

which the human beings possess, are arranged in an ascending causal order from 

the most basic to the more complex, the clearer and the truer. This order starts with 

the existence of the external rasm, or the traces of external things which cause our 

witnessing their existence through our senses and discernment which in turn are 

subjugated to the intellect, knowledge and gnosis. In this order, one can either 

assume a hierarchical arrangement of human faculties based on the baseness or 

elevated nature of each -such as sense, discernment, knowledge and gnosis- or one 

can assume a hierarchy based on a sequential ordering of a causal chain which in 

turn determines the status of each faculty.  In this analysis, we will follow the 

second of these interpretations, which is derived from the text itself.  The chain of 

causes springs from the fact, or the event, of the manifestation of the Truth. The 

light of this manifestation effaces all trace of all that exists outside of the human 

being. The brilliant light of Truth which effaces all things outside, blinds the human 

being, and the senses’ efficacy are thus abrogated. What follows is the loss of the 
                                                        
91 Al-Qushayrī, v. 1, p. 116. 
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intellect’s power, knowledge and gnosis. All these qualities are attributes of things 

on the outside, of things other than the self. Without an object of knowledge, a 

subject to which things are attributed, there is no knowledge. The effacement of all-

other turns out to be an effacement of all human faculties. The only thing that 

remains to be witnessed is the light of Truth itself.  

Before leaving this passage one must point out that the manifestation of the Truth 

could be seen to eradicate and efface all these human qualities simultaneously 

without the need of a sequential causal link, this, however, will only highlight the 

two means of journeying to God. One is through struggles against human 

imperfections, starting from the most base, leading the traveller to move from one 

station (maqām) to another. The other means is not dependent on the act of human 

beings, the effacement of the qualities described earlier can be attained through a 

direct bestowal of light from God without any associated human effort, this is what 

is known in Sufi terminology a ḥāl or state.92 

 

                                                        
92 The term maqām is used to mean spiritual standing. The spiritual station is defined as the standing 
of the servant of God between the hands of the magnificent and the exalted. This spiritual standing is 
achieved through the undertaking of spiritual struggles and exercises as well as the acts of worship 
(ʿibādāt). The ḥāl on the other hand descends from God, it is that which God bestows in the heart of 
his servants, which is temporary and has clear association with time, one that is not made in the 
state of maqāmāt. It is not the fruit and outcome of the physical and spiritual struggles or the acts of 
worship. For this earliest understanding of these terms by the Sufis see: Al-Sarrāj, al- Lumaʿ fi ‘l-
taṣawwuf, (1960), pp. 40-41. Al-Qushayrī defines ḥāl as the meaning (maʿnā) which appears in the 
heart without involving any intentions of achieving it or acting to earn it. Unlike a maqām which is 
dependent on effort, the ḥāl descends directly from the Being itself, for “the aḥwāl are gifts 
(mawāhib) from God, and the maqāmāt are earnings (makāsib).” From  Al-Qushayrī, al-Risāla al-
Qushayriyya fi ʿIlm al-Taṣawwuf, p. 56. See also Al-Hujwīrī, Kashf al-Maḥjūb, (1975), p. 409; Al-
Suhrawardī, ʿAwārif al-Maʿārif,  (1991), p. 300. For modern studies see Knysh (2000), p. 303-309;  Ernst 
(1997), pp. 104-106 and Smirnov (1993), pp. 76-78. 
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On verse Q.2:173: 

He hath forbidden you only carrion, and blood, and swine flesh, and 
that which hath been immolated to (the name of) any other than Allah. 
But he who is driven by necessity, neither craving nor transgressing, it 
is no sin for him. Lo! Allah is Forgiving, Merciful.  

Al-Qushayrī comments that God has forbidden these things that belong to the world 

of the manifest. This confirms that we are involved in the world of the real existents 

and what follows in the text refers to this same world. God is said to have forbade 

the inner mysteries from the companionship of any other than God or to witness 

any other than God. The one who is not totally consumed in Truth has only the path 

of the law of Allah to follow. One is either effaced in God, existing (qāʾim) through 

God or acting for God. 93 The natural, the right and the decreed way of existing in 

our inner being is in witnessing no other than God and of befriending no other. This 

is because there is in this true way of being no real other. The path that leads to the 

effacement of the self must be traversed while adhering to the revealed law and this 

leads to different degrees of being. The lowest of these degrees of being is existing 

as an agent for God (ʿāmilan lillah) in this life, where one is aware of the commands 

decreed in the revealed law and acts accordingly. The second of these ways of being 

is surrendering one’s actions to the will of God. One is aware in this way of being 

that all actions are achieved through God, hence one exists through God. The final 

                                                        
93 Al-Qushayrī, v. 1, p. 148. 
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way of being and the highest is through the effacement of the self, of the awareness 

of such a self and of any other than God.94 

In this concept of maḥw (and istihlāk), it is not only the other, all that is outside of 

the personal self or what is distinguished from it, that is effaced, but the personal 

self itself is said to be effaced. The only thing remaining is the act of witnessing 

itself. What is interesting, is that there is no indication that this witnessing is a 

collective witnessing and it still seems to be initiated by an individual distinguished 

self. This is the same self which in reality is a living being (a Sufi saint presumably). 

This can lead us to the understanding that effacement occurs on the level of 

perception (and consciousness or intelligibility). The process that leads to such a 

way of being is in principle the act of the wayfarer upon his self. So it is either in 

achieving the effacement of the self followed by that of all other, or the other way, 

by effacing all other than the self. Following this is self gnosis and then the 

effacement of the remaining self, leaving only one perception, or one act of 

witnessing, that of God.95 

                                                        
94 In some cases, being conscious of witnessing God is considered to be the final veil for the one on 
the spiritual path. One must loose the desire to witness the light through the annihilation of the 

annihilation of the self (al-fanā ʿan al fanāʾ), Ibn al-Dabbāgh (d.696/1296), Fi maqāmāt al-sālikīn wa 
aḥwāl al-ʿārifīn, (1965). 
95 Al-Qushayrī, v. 1, p. 196. 
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Ibid., v. 1, p. 485. 
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Again and again the emphasis is on the state of union (jamʿ, al-tawḥīd) between 

beings and God, where all others (al-aghyār) are effaced (maḥw). The state of being 

maḥw is that of being a maʿdūm, as has previously been mentioned, and this 

association is made by al-Qushayri himself where he associates effacement with 

non-existence, and subsistence (ithbāt), the opposite of maḥw, with origination. 96 In 

this, one finds a valid comparison between the pre-origination state of being ʿadam 

with maḥw and fanāʾ. These are states of being negatively characterised with the 

perception of self,97 and other,98 and positively with the witnessing of the one true 

light, of the one real existence.99 

If it is possible to suggest a link between the state of being prior to creation and the 

state of being of the Sufi in the state of fanāʾ (because of the stated desire for the 

return), then it would follow that there could be some mode of being prior to 

creation. In which case, the maʿdūm could be considered to have a particular mode 

of being. However, al-Qushayrī categorically denies such a possibility, and we have 

previously pointed to the fact that he is a believer in Ashʿarī theology, which 

                                                                                                                                                               
Ibid., v. 2, p. 380. 
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Ibid., v. 2, p. 384. 
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96 Ibid., v. 2, p. 234. 

	ُت إ�7 ا��aاِث�aَ�م ، وا�إ�7 ا�َ M;�" �ُا���. 
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considers this to be a central point in which they depart from the Muʿtazila’s belief 

in shayʾiyyat al-maʿdūm. 

The wayfarers’ journey back to God is a journey back to a moment before creation, a 

moment when things were in God. Those who take this journey have already been 

greeted by God before their material creation. In verse Q.27:59 “Say (O Muhammad): 

Praise be to Allah, and peace be on His slaves whom He hath chosen! Is Allah best, or (all) 

that ye ascribe as partners (unto Him)?” Al-Qushayrī makes a link between those God 

had chosen before He created them and the corresponding existing selves. He 

comments that: 

God in His past eternity has greeted them when they were under the 
concealment of non-existence (kutum al-ʿadam) at-hand to His 
knowledge and contingent on His power and they were not entities 
(aʿyānan) in the non-existence… and when He made them manifest in 
existence He greeted them with that greeting.100 

What is pointed out in this passage, is that God greeted the same things twice, once 

before they were created when they were in their eternal past state of non-

existence ( the state of being in ayyām Allāh) as will be discussed, and for a second 

time when they were really existing, that is alive. The issue at hand remains the old 

question of how could God speaks to non-conscious beings! 

The element that is of value to us in this commentary is that al-Qushayrī clearly and 

definitively states that things before their creation are not entities (aʿyān), and not 

                                                        
100 Ibid., v. 3, p. 43. 
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things, as is clearly stated elsewhere.101  What they were, however, is still a state 

that is eternal past with God, that is, they were, at all the time that has been before 

creation (if such a notion is possible), at-hand to His knowledge, meaning the 

objects of His thought, and contingent on His power. This means being under the 

eternal power of God, awaiting the commanding kun to be moved to the state of 

existence. 

VVVV.... AlAlAlAl----MMMMīthāqīthāqīthāqīthāq    

V.i Al-Qushayrī 

In his commentary on Q.5:7 “Remember Allah’s grace upon you and His covenant by 

which He bound you when ye said: We hear and we obey,”102 which is concerned with the 

God’s covenant (al-mīthāq), al Qushayrī informs us of an early state of being, that 

humans had, when they were under the concealment of non-existence (kutum al- 

ʿadam). This is the state of being they had when they were without a material 

substance and without any affect, when they were neither seen nor known by 

others. It is the mode of being that was succeeded by God’s act of bestowing life 

(iḥyaʾ) and making manifest (iẓhār). What we have here is a mode, or state, of being 

that is not non-existence in itself, what we rather have is non-existence as a 

concealer of this mode of being, and this is represented by kutum al-ʿadam. That is, 

                                                        
101 Ibid., v. 3, p. 71. 
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102 Ibid., v. 1, p. 406. 
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we have a mode of being characterised by hiddenness, lifelessness and is uniquely 

the subject of God’s knowledge.  

One of the most important features of this interpretation, which is similar to other 

types of writings dealing with the mīthāq, is that those addressed by God and those 

who are the subject of an oath must be ‘conscious’ beings related, in one form or 

another, to humankind. Following this new and additional feature, the state 

concealed by non-existence seems to be given more positive qualities, albeit 

shrouded in obscurity. The term shayʾ is not used in this passage but we are 

definitely dealing with things that are under a particular form of being which is 

emerging as having particularly negative, as well as positive properties that lead to 

a demarcation from what can be presently described as pure nothingness. The 

missing label of shayʾ could be seen as an attempt to avoid associations with the 

issues that the Muʿtazila had to face when dealing with the concept of thingness 

(shayʾiyya).     

Staying with the same commentary and the same theme of mīthāq, al-Qushayrī 

labels the period during which this covenant was taken by the name of ‘days of 

Allah’ (ayyām Allāh).103 He uses this name in his commentary on Q.14:5  

                                                        
103 Ibid., v. 2, p. 240. 
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We verily sent Moses with Our revelations, saying: Bring thy people 
forth from darkness unto light. And remind them of the days of Allah. 
Lo! therein are revelations for each steadfast, thankful (heart) 

Here, however, it is God who uses this label. Apart from associating these days with 

the mīthāq period he also offers another interpretation, however, this time it 

appears to have been offered by other Sufis (as he starts with yuqāl). Ayyām Allāh 

appears to be the period of time when humankind were in their pure state of souls 

before being ‘incarnate’, a period in which they were defined and confined by God’s 

unity (taʿrīf al-tawḥīd). He then follows this by another interpretation known to him 

from presumably his tradition, where he associates ayyām Allāh with kutum al-

ʿadam. We learn in this case that the human beings, in this state of being, had no 

actions and no choices and were thus entirely dependent on God. 

If we apply the methodological approach suggested in the introduction to this 

chapter and to this text, the emerging relation is that ayyām Allāh refers to a period 

preceding creation during which the event of mīthāq took place. This is a period in 

which things, and in particular the human souls, existed in some form, whilst no 

mention is made in this particular passage of a preceding creation. In this mode of 

being, things lacked any form of independence and were entirely reliant upon God, 

and these human souls, we are informed, lacked the ability to produce acts. Not only 

do we have a link between ayyām Allāh and the mīthaq but we also have a direct 

link with kutum al-ʿadam which is another confirmation of the relationship that we 

noted earlier. 
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If the concept of tawḥīd is related in this discussion to the state of being where 

these things or souls, in their state of non-existence, are not to be found outside God 

but rather inside God (in a manner of speaking), then this term becomes a reference 

to the only existence at this stage, God’s existence. In addition, this refers to the fact 

that there is only a state of non-existence in God, and not outside, for the souls 

would not have known this state of unity to which they are eager to return. If we 

take souls as representative, in this particular discourse, of things that are in a state 

of non-existence, then we are not only dealing with things that are subject to God’s 

knowledge, but also with things which have some kind of consciousness. This 

suggests that we are dealing with things that only lack, as it appears so far, a visible 

body, or substance, and independent action (or independent life). What is starting 

to emerge here is that these things are not simply ideas in the mind of God, or 

simply the objects of his knowledge. 

V.ii Al-Sulamī  

The theme of the mīthāq has been shown to be one of the areas that forced the issue 

of existence prior to creation. The verse which forces the interpreters to struggle 

most with this idea is Q.7:172: 

And (remember) when thy Lord brought forth from the Children of 
Adam, from their reins, their seed, and made them testify of 
themselves,  (saying): Am I not your Lord? They said: Yea, verily. We 
testify. (That was) lest ye should say at the Day of Resurrection: Lo! of 
this we were unaware. 
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  The obvious question concerning this verse is when did this covenant between God 

and the children of Adam take place? And who were these children of Adam? Were 

they beings (conscious things)? 

Al-Sulamī cites a number of opinions regarding this verse, but since we are mainly 

concerned with the stage prior to creation, we shall restrict our discussion to those 

that are mostly related to this stage and the nature of the things at this stage of 

being. One of the most relevant to our inquiry is the statement that: 

God addressed them whilst they were not existent except through his 
finding/encountering/creating them, they came to find/encounter 
Him without finding/encountering themselves, God was truly existent 
in a mode unknown to others. 104  

There is some difficulty in translating this passage, since one has to find a specific 

term that combines the existence of a thing along with encountering or finding this 

same thing. Al-Sulamī uses different terms that are derived from the root w-j-d to 

denote existence (mawjūd) and finding or encountering (ījād).105 What is suggested 

in this passage is that the things that are involved in the covenant with God have no 

independent existence of their own outside of God. Their existence is solely 

dependent on the encounter with God. This text reflects the primary perception 

that God has of these things, but it also mentions the things encountering and 

                                                        
104 Al-Sulamī, v. 1, p. 247. The same text is found in kitāb al-Mīthāq of al-Junayd (Al-Junayd, Rasāʾil al-
Junayd, 2005, pp. 149, 150): 

� أ#� أ0
� *�:  ا{"R ه!. �1 "��C و*	لK
m	0 ر�K �	"6	د. إ_ ��;�د"� i$� وه �K� ، #�ا إذ	4 وا;�"� آ��� �� �$i � و;�ده

،�K�:#- ن	4 ا��4 آ��	 �1  H7 ��;�د ذ�����	��ا. "�6. و_ i$�. "���� _ ا�!ي . 

105 On the idea of w-j-d as finding, see Frank (1999), p. 165 ; (1980), p. 191. 
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finding God. In this secondary encounter, however, the things do not encounter 

(find or perceive) themselves.  

It has been mentioned before, in the case of the objects of God’s Command to ‘be’, 

that the addressee must be some conscious things (capable of obeying or disobeying 

God’s obligations, or mukallaf). If some commentators avoided this line of reasoning 

by suggesting that this is primarily a demonstration of the effortlessness of the act 

of creation, then it is very difficult to follow suit in this particular verse since this is 

a pact between two sides. If human beings are reminded of this mīthāq, then there 

is an assumption of some perception being present at the time. This is what the 

commentary is referring to in this particular case. However, this perception or 

awareness is not self-awareness; it is rather an awareness that only springs from, 

and is entirely dependent on, the encounter with (and awareness of) this complete 

other, God. There is a denial in this interpretation of the finding or the 

encountering of the other things, or the children of Adam. The reciprocity of the 

encounter between God and these beings appears here to be primarily dependent 

on God’s finding and encountering, thus, rendering the things being of a secondary 

nature. This is not specifically stated in the text itself but this could be inferred 

from the statement that it is God who was ‘truly’ existent. 

If one is to choose a different interpretation for: "�K� .د	6"	"i$� ��;�د"� إ_  ,    by rendering 

it “non-existent without His act of bringing them into being” then the above sentence 

would become a simple statement of the fact that God was their creator and that 

without Him they would not have existed. However, if (ījādihī lahum) is interpreted 

as bringing into being then the next sentence "4��� �"�;#�ا وا	إذ آ" ,     might have to be 
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given the same meaning –“and they brought God into being”-    and this would be far 

from the intended meaning of this particular text. This is the reason for choosing 

the words finding and encountering as the equivalents of ījād in this particular 

passage, with the idea of existing incorporated in the meaning of finding.  

Another possible confirmation for the use of the idea of encountering is found in 

another passage where al-Sulamī refers to the same idea again, but this time using 

wujūdihi: “illā bi-wujūdihī lahum.”106
 Here wujūdihī is derived from wajada, which 

clearly means finding and not bringing into existence (although the root of the 

word does link the idea of finding with existing).107 

In the first commentary quoted here, we are informed that God was truly existent in 

a mode of being unknown to others, however, in a very similar passage, another 

person (Ibn Banān, not Yūssuf from above) makes use of almost the same wording 

except he ends with a reference to the other existents. He states: “He found the 

existents in a mode of being unlike the mode they found themselves in,”108 whilst in the 

                                                        
106 Ibid., v.1, p. 250: 

 	0�K� .د�;�� وه� i$� ��;�د"� إ_ K
m.  
107 Regarding the idea of wājid and the knowns in God, we find the following idea in Maqālāt, v. 2, p. 
182. 

� ا�6
	�5 أن ا���ل �1 ا�
	رئ�F1 :لF" ��	��ً	، وأن  أ#� ��;�د *� "'�ن ���7 ����م، وأن ا�
	رئ �� "Fل وا;�ًا �|E$	ء ���7 أ#� �
7 �� "Fل آ	�5ً	���7 �� "Fل �����ً	، و���  .ا������	ت �� FGل ��;�دات t �����	ت �� ���7 أ#� �� "Fل "���K	، و*� "'�ن ��;�دًا 

Ibn Fūrak also relates this idea to al-Ashʿarī himself, Ibn Fūrak (2005), p. 25. 
و"6�ي ذ�H ��7 ���7 ا�����م، . إ#� ��;�د �;�د ا��ا;� ��، و��;�د. �� �	 آ	ن ��;�دا �� .إن ا���;�د �	 و;�. وا;�: وآ	ن  "��ل

�� ذ�H " وو;� اt ���.: "وإن ���F� ���* 7 و;8. وه� ����	 �. وان ا�
	ري G�	�7 ��;�دا ��	 ��7 ���7 أ#� ����م ��	 �;�د#	 ��
.��� tا ���CL و_ ���وموأ�	 ا���;�د ا��4�X ا. وا����7 ا#� �� O$� �5 ا�!ي	ا�' (	Aا� �K1 �� �;د ا��ا�;� 4��L" _ ي!�.  

 And in Ibid., p. 43: 
�$K;7 و�� H�!1 د�;�� �#	: ، وا�A	#�"����م"ان "�;M ا�7 و;�د ا��ا;� �� وه� ���� � وذ�H "6�ي �6�ى : ا��ه�	: وا�	 و,:� 

:L#_ا g$�
�ت وا�'�ن ا�!ي ه� #Aا� �M$�6 ذ�H ��7 ا��;K$�ان "�اد  C,�"و ،�� .	ء وا�:
Similar ideas are also found in an Ibāḍī source (Al-ʿŪtabī, v. 2, p. 6): 

	�Eء �1 ا��RW وا;� ��، ��1	 آ	ن اG t�	�ى
	�<$	ء �	��	 آ	ن  �	#� "�6 ا_E$	ء _ن ا���� و;�ان �1 ا��RW وا��	� C,�" ان F5	;و 	K�
  .*	درا

Note that this quote links ījād with the known and al-qudra.    
108 Al-Sulamī, v. 1, p. 249. 
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previous passage we had a denial of finding things other than God.  At this stage, the 

creator is said to have been “a finder, an addresser, and a manifest witness in their state 

of annihilation,” which is a mode of being, which remains, like God’s mode of being, 

absent from our understanding and comprehension. There is only an affirmation of 

being in all of the above, yet there is a complete lack of any formulation of the 

nature of such being. 

In the section that follows, we are informed that during this event of the covenant, 

there were no ‘real’ entities (which as living beings would have possessed organs 

and senses). What is to become real and existent in the real world was not really 

existent at the time of the covenant. At that time there was but one real existent 

who was simultaneously the addresser and the addressee. There were no other 

existents outside of this one existent, and those who were other than God were 

“existent/present (mawjūdīn) as possibles in God’s power (fil qudra) absent from 

witnessing the oneness of God”109 or “absent from witnessing existence.”110 This is a type 

of being that is distinguished from the real existence of the One; it is existence as 

potential subjects of power or, presence as possibles, where reality and 

manifestation are not considered to be an associated qualities. What is interesting in 

these two passages is the change between the witnessing of the “oneness of God” 

and “existence”, a reaffirmation of the idea mentioned before, that God in his 

oneness is the only one truly existing. It is necessary to emphasise the affirmative 

                                                                                                                                                               
 R"}ن �1 ه!. ا	� �W$� ���7 و;�ده	 : *	ل ا R�� ، إذ آ	ن وا;� ا�=�$K� .د�;�� وه� i$� ��;�د"� إ_  K
m	0 �* �#ك أ�
*� أ0

	����7 ا�!ي _ "����  i$�. و_ "�6. ��ا. ، 1 	K�:#- ، �� ا�!ي آ	#�ا K5	�  �� �K#	�1 ل	�1 � 	"� �K$�� ه�ا	E 	
m	=� ن وا;�ا	آ ��
  .آ!�H ه� ا��;�د ا��	#� واaدراك ا�K�a ا�!ي _ "�
�W إ_ ��

109 Ibid. 
110 Ibid. 
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nature of the descriptions associated with this stage that preceded the creation of 

the human beings.  

There is no mention here of ʿadam, but only of modes of being, or different degrees 

of existence associated with the one who truly exists. These possibles, which are 

under the dominance of God’s power, have presence, yet in some sections they 

appear to (here is the negative part) lack the qualities of sense and perception and 

only God appears as the perceiver. In other cases, they seem to have a secondary 

quality of perception that results from God’s perception and is directed toward Him. 

Regarding the things that God addresses before creation, and in the particular case 

of those things commanded to be (kun), al-Sulamī offers an explanation as to who 

were the addressed. It comes as an answer to the question of why were God’s desire 

and volition not sufficient for the being of things:  

After the vanishing of the desire and will, the generated things 
(akwān) became manifest in the known which then became manifest 
through the pronouncement to be, through this, He brought forth the 
generated things (akwān) to existence.111  

Al-akwān are usually associated with that which comes to be, the created following 

the commanding word ‘be’, hence our choice for the expression ‘generated things’ 

as the English equivalent in this particular case.112 Entities, as generated things, are 

said to become following God’s desire and will. Desire and will seem to be the cause 

                                                        
111 Ibid., v. 1, p. 366. 

 .إ�7 ا��;�د0:$) اaرادة وا��<$Kon1 RP� ا-آ�ان �1 ا����م وKo� �RV: آ� 0n1�ج K	 ا-آ�ان  
112 In this, I follow Chittick’s choice in, Chittick (1989), pp. 40, 41, 89, 100, 139. 
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for generating the known things (objects of knowledge), and the word ‘kun’ is then 

used to cause a second appearance of things but this time as existents in reality.113 

Following the above, we find in the same page of this exegesis, and quoted from al-

Wāsiṭī,114 a passage that poses great difficulty in capturing the actual meaning 

intended by the author. Some of the difficulty is due to the preservation of the text 

itself, and others due to the intended meaning itself, since it is easy to fall in the 

trap of interpretation from an understanding derived from later Sufi generations. 115 

The original text is: 

�O$�1 R ���4  أ#� ��7 *�ر ا���	رف اE	ر إ�7 ا���رة �n1	: إ#�	 *���	 �<�ء إذا أرد#	. $�ا��
� "'� �� ���وم Y1ذا آ	#) ا-E$	ء !اKo �G�ت و� و;�ت ) ا(ن آ�	 أ#� �$O �� ��;�د إذ�'��

 _ �Gا!
�Ko g�ر ا-E$	ء � �KI� �Koأ �'" ��1� "Fل آ�	 _ "Fال إ_ أ#� � �G	:p _
�G	:p.116  

The first part of this quotation refers to the same verse discussed above Q.16:40: 

“And Our word unto a thing, when We intend it, is only that We say unto it: Be! and it is.” It 

informs us that the commanding of the willed/desired to be existent intends to 

demonstrate God’s power, in the sense that what is to be, what is to gain existence, 

is the object of this power. As to the next part of this passage, one can find a number 

of meanings. 

                                                        
113 We shall also encounter the idea of desire as the sounrce of generation, in our chapter on Jābir. 
114 This is Abū Bakr al-Wāṣiṭī (Alive in 320/932), a companion of al-Junayd. 
115 If compared with the same quote found in Al-Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-Bayān fī Ḥaqāʾiq al-Qurʾān, 2008, v. 2, 
p. 319, we find these variations in the text رة	Eا instead of ر	Eا for example, but more importantly اذ 
instead of  .اإذ The author of this commentary is Rūzbihān b. Abī Naṣr al- Fasāʾī al-Daylamī al-Baḳlī al- 

Shīrāzī, Ṣadr al-Dīn Abū Muḥammad al-Baqlī (d. 606/ 1209), for further information see Ernst, C. 
"Rūzbihān b. Abī Naṣr al- Fasāʾī al-Daylamī al-Baḳlī al- Shīrāzī, Ṣadr al-Dīn Abū Muḥammad", in EI2.    
116 Al-Sulamī, v. 1, p. 366. 
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If we choose  اذ  in the above text then what follows implies that ‘in reality’ God has 

no generated thing (kawn) and no existent since He has no non-existent that He 

brings to existence in the first place. This ‘in reality’ refers to God as absolute, God 

as He is in Himself as pure being and where the idea of non-existence is 

meaningless. The things that are manifest in His essence and have existence 

through Him as He is and as He was in all eternity, are not manifest to each other. 

Becoming manifest in such a way (self perception and of other existents) is a mode 

of being that is not descriptive of their being ‘in reality’, or in God as He is in 

Himself, this is rather a mode of being that follows the manifestation and 

appearance through one of God’s attributes. The attribute that is possibly intended 

here is the Word, for as it is stated by al-Baqlī before quoting the same passage 

“speech is one of the attributes of God.”117 Alternatively, it is all of God’s attributes that 

participate in the creation of beings (including speech). This act of creation we 

describe as the bringing forth from the mode of being ‘manifest-to-Other’, or from 

manifest to God only, to the ‘manifest-to-itself’, or manifest to itself and others that 

are the ‘created other’. 

If, however, we choose to stay with the text as it is, in the current uncritically edited 

printed version, and use اذا instead of  اذ then the text’s meaning will differ slightly 

yet the general meaning suggested above remains. The new reading in this case is 

that, in truth, it is not possible to have generated things (kawn) or existents that 

were not a non-existent at a prior stage. These non-existents as they are manifest to 

God in His essence do not challenge His being eternally unchanged, as these are not 

                                                        
117 Al-Baqlī, v. 2, p. 318. 
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the real manifest beings that follow from His command to be. These non-existents 

are, however, things that are clearly distinguished and manifest to God, and as non-

existent things, they do not change the mode of His being from past eternity. 

The ideas of ‘manifest-to-Other’ and ‘manifest-to-itself’ would remain the same in 

both interpretations. It is also an idea that one finds with later Sufis, notably with 

Ibn ʿArabī in his al-Futūḥāt al-Makiyya where he writes: 

[Y]ou did not possess the existential thingness which in reality is the 
manifesting thingness, that is manifesting to itself despite being 
manifest whilst in the state of subsistential thingness when it was 
distinguished in its reality from others but that is only to God and not 
to itself. Its being manifest to itself occurred only after the association 
with God’s command kun, which made it manifest to itself, so that it 
came to know itself and witness its reality. Thus, it has transmuted 
from its subsistential  thingness to its existential thingness, and if you 
wish you may say transmuted in itself, when it was not manifest to 
itself, to a state whereby it became manifest to itself. 118 

Here, Ibn ʿArabī clearly distinguishes between the two states of manifestations. He 

clarifies that things are characterised by their manifestation after and before the 

commanding word ‘be’. This manifestation is associated with a distinction between 

two types of shayʾiyya (thingness); one is shayʾiyyat al-wujūd (existential thingness); 

and the other is shayʾiyyat al-thubūt (subsistential  thingness). 

Shayʾiyyat al-wujūd, according to Ibn ʿArabī, is that which in reality has Shayʾiyyat 

al-ẓuhūr, or what has in reality the quality of being a manifest thing to itself. This is 

the ‘manifest-to-itself’ referred to earlier, where the thing gains awareness of itself, 

                                                        
118 Ibn ʿArabi, Al-Futuḥāt al-Makkiyya, v. 3, p. 254. 
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or come to perceive itself as existent, and it is also able to witness the existence of 

things other than itself and God. 

Shayʾiyyat al-thubūt, on the other hand, is also qualified by the quality of being a 

distinct (tamayyuz) manifestation, however, in this case the thing is manifest to God 

only. The thing’s being as a ‘distinguished’ manifestation is not sufficient, in the 

stage before ‘kun’, for it to have self-perception, or for it to perceive anything other 

than God, the only Other that is perceivable, hence the choice made earlier to label 

this mode of being ‘manifest-to-Other’. 

The transmutation mentioned in the above quote suggests that a thing’s thingness, 

what qualifies it as the thing it is in-itself, remains the same. The distinctness of the 

thing is confirmed to exist prior to the real manifestation in the world as a distinct 

entity. In this case, God’s act of creation with the commanding kun appears to be 

rendered into the act of changing the state of manifestation, of expanding the 

degree and circle of perception. This refers not to God’s perception, for this remains 

the same, what changes is the perception of the thing. The thing becomes after the 

act of creation a self-perceiving thing, which moves away from its non-self-

perceived state of being in God to the state of being manifest to self and other things 

(or perceptible). 

The Sufi path 

The difference between the two types of existence is a distinction between two 

modes of being whilst on the Sufi path. They are commonly found under the rubrics 
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of baqāʾ (perdurance in God) and fanāʾ (annihilation), which are the goals and aims 

of Sufis on their journeying to the state of unification with God.119 This aspiration 

for the return to the state of being in God is articulated in terms of the annihilation 

of all that is outside of God. In other terms, of all that is perceived by the self in its 

state of being ‘manifest-to-itself’. Since this state is seen to act as a veil from the 

perception of the Real, and in this way of being, one is trapped in a world of causes 

and effects. In al-Sulamī’s commentary, Jaʿfar al Ṣādiq is quoted as saying:  

[I]ndeed God has determined for every thing a cause and has made the 
causes the meaning of existence and he who witnesses the cause is 
obscured from the originator of the cause.120  

The return to God becomes the reversing of the process of creation, the cessation of 

the perception of the personal self and the other selves of this world that are linked 

through the chains of causation. This leads to the intensification of the presence of 

God so that the only presence, the only perceived is the Other, God. The journeying 

of the Sufis is thus from the ‘manifest-to-itself’ to the ‘manifest-to-Other’ or from 

shayʾiyyat al-wujūd to shayʾiyyat al-thubūt. The journey is the return to the state 

before and during the covenant described by al-Junayd (d. 298/910) as the time 

when: 

God tells you that He spoke to them at a time when they did not exist, 
except so far as they existed in Him. This existence is not the same 
type of existence as is usually attributed to God’s created beings; it is a 
mode of existence which only God knows and only He is aware of. God 
knows their existence; embracing them He sees them in the beginning 

                                                        
119 See our earlier discussion of this idea with al-Qushayrī. 
120 Al-Sulamī, v. 1, p. 416. 
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when they are non-existent and unaware of their future existence in 
this world. The existence of these is timeless. 121 

With this early version of the return to origins, we find another fundamental Sufi 

concept, that of union and unity. The version of unity expressed by some of the 

early Sufis emphasised the return to non-existence as has been discussed thus far, 

hence avoiding threatening the unity of God as He is in Himself. The case advocated 

in al-Junayd’s time and school was the one committed to the return to the state of 

solely witnessing the one, the state where the only perceivable is God who is the 

only ‘truly existing’. This is also the mode of being where the things are only 

manifest to the One Other. We also find in this idea an explanation of the Sufi 

concepts of fanāʾ, ghayba and shuhūd, which become another means of expressing 

the same idea of being a distinguished entity ‘manifest-to-Other’ and not to itself or 

to any other thing. This is the state of only one Other being, witnessed by all things 

that are in a state of being not ‘manifest to-itself’.122 

                                                        
121 Abdel-Kader (1976), p. 76. 
122 Al-Kalābādhī, al-Taʿarruf li Madhhab Ahl al-Taṣawwuf , (2001), p. 136-139: 


R أن "V� �� l$W�ظ #:�� 31 "�اه	 - $W7 ا���ظ- وه7  ،�1�V4 -ا��7 ا����� 	د ��K> 	K�� l5	i �#أ �$i ،�$1 دة�;�� ��� R�5	*  
�:��: وا�<K�د -  _ t	  .ان "�ى �V�ظ #:�� 
 - � l$W" ى وراء ه!.، وه7 أن�أ0 R
$iد و�K>و"'�ن ا� ،��:# �� Rر�	� �
�	ء وا�
	*� _ i$�، آ�	 أ0
� ا�:�	ء وا�:	#� <K�د ا�


R ا�LL	ر وا�6L	ب$i _ ،M:وا�� �Iد ا��KE R
$i ب	i 	�� �L
$i ن، و"'�ن	د �$�KE.  
1�	ل -  	5=�	>� g�  � E	ه� ا��4 ا�<K�د أن � �K>G	 WpL�� �K>G�ا �� ���وم ا��� R:p	 H$�� l�i �: و�
� �� ا�<K�د 
 - ���* 7���" :�� أ1��ه� �� ا��$� ا�!ي ,	روا ��;�د"� ��، 61�8 ": ا�M�6 أ1��ه� �� �$� هK ���� �1 4��� ��;�ده �K��� أى

�K� �� ا���م إ�7 ا��;�د: وا�:�ق. ا�� M�6	�R ا���م، �$� �� "'� إ_ ��� ا��4 K;�0أ 	� R�	�.  
We also find in Al-Kharkūshī (d. 407/ 1015), Tahdhīb al-Asrār fī Uṣūl al-Taṣawwuf, (2006), p. 353: 
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  . ا��$A	ق

 



212 

 

VIVIVIVI....     AlAlAlAl----ThubThubThubThubūtūtūtūt    

The idea of differentiated and distinguished entities was mentioned in relation to 

Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of shayiyyat al-thubūt, where we discussed the idea of distinct 

identifiable manifestations to God. Here, as there, the main theological idea is that 

of thubūt or subsistence which we shall discuss in more detail in this section. The 

main debate revolved around whether or not existence (wujūd) and subsistence 

(thubūt) differed in what they designate. Some saw the two as being exactly the 

same, others found thubūt to be a more general mode of being that encompasses all 

the really existing things as well as the things we’ve been discussing, what the real 

things were before origination.123 

Taking the word thubūt and looking for the linguistic ideas that are associated with 

it, and without referring to any particular theological discussion at this stage, we 

find these meanings: fixedness, stability, permanence and immutability as well as 

the idea of trueness or truth. Looking at these terms as they are listed here draws 

one’s attention to the associations that these words have as descriptive terms of the 

one Truly existent, God. The word itself in what it means in the Arabic language has 

all the connections and associations with existence itself, but not any secondary 

existence, of the world of the manifest reality, which is outside of the really 

existing. Thubūt has central meanings linked with the idea of al-wujūd al-ḥaqq the 

true source of all the secondary modes of being. Thus, this term reflects 

etymologically some of the qualities associated with the mode of being of the Truly 

existing which precedes the mode of existing in the world of motion and decay. 

                                                        
123Al- ʿUbaydilī, Ishrāq al-lāhūt fī naqdi sharḥ al-yāqūt, (2002), p. 157. 
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In terms of the meanings of thubūt, related to something being immutable and 

fixed, and in relation to our previous expositions on the concept of maʿlūmāt , one 

notices that these maʿlūmāt can literally be stated to be thābita. We noted earlier 

that al-Ṭūsī and al-Qushayrī considered that al-maʿlūm does not undergo any 

change lā yataghayyar but can be regenerated. Lā yataghayyar, as that which is 

unchanging, literally means that something is immutable and fixed, or thābit. God’s 

knowns may therefore be considered, literally and linguistically: thābita wa lā 

tataghayyar. 

The other link that one finds between the meaning of this word and the maʿlūmāt is 

the idea of permanence. These maʿlūmāt, having been considered eternal past in 

God’s knowledge, remain the same and unchanged once created and brought to 

existence, and remain so once they cease to exist. The known remains permanently 

the same, what changes is only the relevant time associations, in the sense of 

something will be, is or has been, as something that can be at this moment or the 

next, or even as something that cannot be at any time. 

Finally, the linguistic association leads to the last words in the above list, that is, 

trueness. Al- maʿlūmāt cannot be said to be truly existent in the sense that they 

exist in reality. However, what can be said of them is that they are not separate 

from the Real, the truly existing. These maʿlūmat, in the more specific sense of the 

khazāʾin and maqdūrat, reflect a truer mode of being, where, as noted earlier, this is 

represented in the journeying to a truer existence in God as the telos of the Sufi 

return to God. 
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One must note at this stage that the linguistic associations presented above are not 

necessarily the same descriptions of the things existing in reality. When one uses 

the expression thabuta annā it could very well mean something definitely having 

taken place in the real world, as well as intellectually proven that this or that thing 

is true (permanently fixed to be true at all times). Thubūt thus connote things that 

are definitely true existents either externally or mentally.124   

In order to understand how the word thubūt was understood and used in relation to 

meanings related to existence, it is useful to trace some of the occurrences of this 

word in cases referring to some kind of being or existence. Interestingly, thubūt, as 

some mode of being, appears to occur in the consulted tafāsir in a specific way when 

it is related to God.  

In the case of al-Qushayrī for example, when referring to some of the qualifications 

associated with God, he uses: “to Him belongs eternal past existence (wujūd)...and to Him 

belongs the subsistential  oneness (al-thubūt al-aḥadī).”125 If the word thubūt is being 
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used to describe a specific and special quality that belongs to God, then this 

sentence could be understood to mean that thubūt can only be used to describe His 

unique mode of being one. Existence, in this passage, and in its specific ascription to 

God, seems to be distinguished from another type. This particular existence is of an 

eternal past being, which simply renders the existence of the other, or the 

originated in time (muḥdatha), limited.  

In another section, he uses the term wujūd in a very similar way yet uses something 

else for thubūt, whilst still associating these two words with God. He states that: 

[T]hey say He is “the first” since there is no commencement to his 
existence (wujūd) and “the last” since there is no cessation (inqiṭāʿ) to 
His subsistence (thubūt).126  

In another part of the same commentary, al-Qushayrī exchanges the time 

association of these two words. Whilst in the previous quotation he used wujūd with 

past eternity and perdurance with thubūt, in this section he uses (qidam) past 

eternity with thubūt and perdurance (baqāʾ) with wujūd.127 If this exchange of words 

is to imply anything, then this could be that the relationship these two terms have 

with the signified is interchangeable, that is, in eternity God can be said to be 

mawjūd (existent) or thābit (subsistent) in the past qidam or in the futureʾazal.128 

Another occurrence of a similar association is in reference to Q.6:83 where he 

suggests that this verse refers to:  

                                                        
126 Ibid., v. 3, p. 531. 
127 Ibid., v. 2, p. 626. 
128 See also Al-Ṭūsī, v. 10, p. 57. 
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[T]he progress from the witnessing of His signs to affirming His 
essence (ithbāt dhātihi)...and through His attributes one knows His 
subsistence (thubūtihi).129  

Here, thubūt is associated in the first part with some form of affirming the existence 

of God’s essence and in the last part with God’s subsistence (thubūt) in general. It is, 

according to this sentence, in God’s attributes that one finds the proof and 

indication of His subsistence. As these attributes are uniquely associated with Him, 

His subsistence becomes, in accordance with the earlier quote, unique. 

In relation to God, the word thubūt is primarily used to establish God’s eternal 

existence as well as His unique mode of being, His oneness. This may be found in al-

Qushayrī’s tafsīr as well as in some of the others. For instance, al-Ṭabarī states 

regarding the verse “There is no God save Him,” that this is ithbāt (affirmation) of God 

the exalted,130 that He is one.131 The idea of thubūt and God’s oneness is also found in 

al-Māwardī’s Nukat “God, lord of the worlds, ithbātan (affirming) His oneness and nafyan 

(negation) the lordship of any other.”132 

When the word th-b-t is used in cases other than God’s, we still find the same 

connotations associated with it. In al-Tibyān al-Ṭūsī  states that:  

[N]egation (nafy) is an announcement of the non-existence of a thing 
(ʿadam al shayʾ) just as affirmation (ithbāt) is an announcement of its 
existence (wujūdihi).133 

                                                        
129 Ibid., v. 1, p. 486. 
130 Ibid., v. 2, p. 54. 
131 Ibid., p. 307. 
132 Al-Māwardī, v. 4, p. 251. 
133 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 2, p. 54. 
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 Nafy, as negation, is always used as the counterpart of thubūt, which does suggest 

that one ought to use affirmation as the regular translation for this word. This, 

however, does not fully reflect the significant use made of this word, which reflects 

the concepts of existence and subsistence. In many of the cases that are not listed 

here, as they are of no use to us, thabata simply means the affirmation of an idea; 

hence, the translation as subsistence would be erroneous in those cases. In the 

above quotation, however, as well as the previous ones, which were associated with 

God, both, affirmation and subsistence, could equally be applied as affirmations of a 

mode of being.  

Al-Ṭūsī ’s explanation of the meaning of nafy and ithbāt  relates the definition to the 

idea of announcement (ikhbār). This implies that these terms are used as indicative 

and informative words of either non-existence or existence. Nafy would thus 

involve a negative statement negating existence, whilst ithbāt would be the 

counterpart statement affirming existence. These two are in this case not the words 

or the signs related to existence or non-existence, they are rather the words or 

signs related to the information regarding existence or non-existence. In another 

part of the same commentary,134 we find the same explanation regarding 

announcement or informing of existence or non-existence, however, this section is 

preceded with an explanation of the term maḥw, which we have previously 

discussed. Here, we are told that maḥw is the act of effacing and not simply the act 

of informing about the effacement. What we understand from this distinction is that 

there is a difference between the informing of existence, athbata, and the act of 

                                                        
134 Ibid., v. 6, p. 263. 
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making something existent, awjada, and subsequently between nafā and 

maḥā/aʿdama. 

In relation to the real world, the created world, al-Qushayrī does not use the word 

ikhbār to describe the words nafy and ithbāt. He still, however, links these two 

words to existence and more specifically to the originated world. In his discussion of 

the idea of God’s desire, which he does not consider to be part of what has 

originated in time, he states:  

[T]he attributes of God’s essence –glory to Him- of utterance (kalām), 
knowledge (ʿilm), speech (qawl) and judgement (ḥukm) do not come 
under maḥw and ithbāt for maḥw and ithbāt are said of His 
attributes of action. Al-maḥw is ascribed (yarjiʿu) to non-existence 
and al-ithbāt to origination (iḥdāth).135  

In this quotation, maḥw is chosen as the counterpart of ithbāt and  non-existence 

remains with the same meaning. In the term ithbāt we have something that is 

different from wujūd despite being associated with a shared meaning. It is 

interesting that al-Qushayrī himself only associates thubūt with God, in the same 

sense that wujūd is said to be really only applicable, in the truest sense, to God. We 

also noted that thubūt was specific to God in the sense that eternal existence can 

only be said of God, and can be applied to none of His creatures. Here, however, we 

have a very different usage, as the association of th-b-t is not simply with existence 

in general, but with the specifically originated, that which has gained existence in 

time, and which will cease to exist at some point. 

                                                        
135 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 234. 


�	#�  -p1:	ت ذات ا��4 �
	ت �� ,:	ت  - �a"'�ن ا���� وا 	ت ، وإ#�	
�aا���� وا (�G 80�G _ ��'آ��3 و���� ، و*��� و� ��

	ت إ�7 ا��aاث�aم ، وا��إ�7 ا� M;�" �ا��� ���1 



219 

 

The difference in these two meanings, which use the same root of the word and 

which mean some mode of being, is in the way they are used. Thubūt, in the cases 

one comes across in the al-Qushayrī’s tafsīr, is only used as a qualification of God, it 

is not applied to any of His created beings. Ithbāt on the other hand, which in al-

Qushayrī’s case is not part of an announcement, or an informative word, is rather a 

word associated with action, as has been demonstrated in the above quotation. 

Ithbāt, in this case, is said, not of God’s attributes of the essence but of His attributes 

of action. He clearly states elsewhere that: “to no one belongs al-nafy and al-ithbāt 

through bringing to being (ījād) and origination (iḥdāth)...” save to God the creator and 

the originator.136 In al-Qushayrī’s case, one might think of thubūt as a qualification 

of His essence and of ithbāt as His act of creation and origination, the first relates to 

His essence and the latter to His action. 

Some of the uses of the couple maḥw/ithbāt are listed in al-Qushayrī’s tafsīr as a 

commentary on Q.13:39 “Allah effaceth what He will, and establisheth (what He will), and 

with Him is the source of ordinance.”  Apart from what has been mentioned, what is 

important in this list are the following statements:  

[T]hey say He effaces (yamḥū) the gnostics (ʿārifīn) from what they 
witness and He establishes their being (yuthbituhum) through 
witnessing the Truth.137  

Similarly: 

                                                        
136 Ibid., v. 3, p. 76. 
137 Ibid., v. 2, p. 235.    
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 [T]hey say He effaces the servant (of God) from his attributes and He 
establishes his being (yuthbituhu) in God so that he is effaced from the 
other creatures and is established through the Truth for the Truth.138  

These sentences reflect the state of being that the Sufis undergo as they cease 

witnessing the multitude of created beings, which are established as existents in 

God. This later state of existence, which is referred to as ithbāt in God, is considered 

to be truer as it is closer to the Truth.  

Ithbāt, in al-Thaʿlabī’s commentary al-Kashf wal-bayān is also associated with 

existence, but more importantly to what the thing is in itself. In this commentary he 

states that: 

 [R]efrain from saying about your God-most exalted- that which the 
unbelievers say about Him and from attributing to Him what the 
deniers (mubṭilūn) attribute to Him. They have made the name 
relational (ṣilatun), and find that it is possible for the name to be its 
meaning. Refrain from attributing to your God what is unworthy of 
Him because the name, the essence and the self are expressions (ʿibāra) 
referring to existence (wujūd) and ithbāt.139 

What is significant is that this passage refers to attributes and qualities of God, yet 

the theme of associating the name with the named is applicable to God as well as to 

the created beings, which is precisely what concerns us. Those who are accused in 

the above quotation assume that the name given to something is the same as the 

thing itself, as that which is meant and intended by the name, or the same as the 

                                                        
138 Ibid. 
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essence of the named. They consider that the name, the essence and the self, affirm 

the existence of the thing but also that they are the existent thing itself. However, 

naming something according to al-Thaʿlabī is the act of using expressions (ʿibāra) to 

inform of a state of existence. The informing in this case is an informing (ikhbār) of 

the existence or of the thubūt of the self (or the essence) of what is named, as we 

noted in the case of al-Ṭūsī. The name, the essence and the self are words or signs 

that point to the subsistence or the existence of that which is denoted by the name 

and they are not the thing in itself. The word as a sign, according to this, is not the 

signified or part of it, what is designated by the word is the particular 

subsistence/existence of what is marked by the word (name, essence and self).  

This quotation linked five terms together in two groupings. The first of these groups 

were the three words: self (nafs), essence (dhāt) and name (ism), whilst the second 

grouping was composed of existence (wujūd) and subsistence (thubūt). The first of 

these groups was presented as the verbal expressions of that which is in the second 

group. The first three words can be taken to mean one and the same thing, basically 

the content of the second group, which must then be considered to be the same, 

mainly existence. The naming of a thing ‘A’ is using a word to express ‘the essence’ 

of A or ‘the self’ of A which capture the meaning intended by them, mainly that A is 

existent/subsistent. This in turn would lead to the interpretation that naming 

something is informing about the essence and the self of what is named which is 

simply existence/subsistence. 



222 

 

Al-Lawḥ 

One part of God’s knowledge, the part that is concerned with knowing something to 

be a future existent, as an entity or as an event, is also linked with the idea of ithbāt 

in the sense of establishing something as true and as eternal (future sense). This 

ithbāt is the particular act that God ordained when the preserved tablet al-lawḥ al-

maḥfuẓ was written. According to al-Qushayrī:  

He has the mother of the book, it is said that it is the preserved tablet in 
which He has established/fixed (athbata) what He has known and His 
judgement of which there is neither alteration nor modification.140  

In the writing of this tablet, God has established in advance the existent things and 

events that will become, and also God’s judgement on the acts of the creatures to 

come. The ithbāt in this case is assigned to a specific maʿlūm , that which is maqdūr, 

and more specifically to that which will definitely become, as it is established 

(uthbita). Ithbāt, in the sense relevant to the lawḥ, reminds one of al-Ṭusī’s use of 

ikhbār, except that this information is of the existence of an established future 

thing/event.  The writing in this case is the fixing and the establishing of what is to 

be a real existent, entity or event (since the idea of judgement involves the idea of 

human acts). One could also interpret this in following sense: what is muthbat in the 

preserved tablet, what is affirmed and fixed in writing, is what would be muthbat in 

reality, and what would become subsistent, it is God’s foreknowledge of what would 

be.  

                                                        
140 Al-Qushayrī, v. 2, p. 236. 
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With regards to Q.13:39 “Allah effaceth what He will, and establisheth (what He will), and 

with Him is the source of ordinance,” al-Māwardī recommends some interpretations, 

and in one of them he introduces the idea of another book along with the mother of 

the book (umm al-kitāb). He states that the effacing and establishing could mean 

that:  

God effaces what He desires and establishes what He desires in a book 
that is other than umm al-kitāb, for they are two, one is umm al-kitāb 
which He does not modify and does not efface from it anything that He 
willed.141  

This conception assumes the existence of two ‘books’ (kutub), one where what is 

written and established cannot be altered under any condition, whilst the other 

allows for the possibility of effacement. If one is to link the idea of the two books 

with the idea of maqdūrāt and what is fixed to be existent, it would be possible to 

think of the second book mentioned above as the book of maqdūrāt in general, that 

which has the possibility of existing. When God effaces one of these possibilities this 

means they cease to be a possible. As to the muthbatāt in umm al-kitāb, they are 

what would definitely, and in accordance with God’s knowledge, come to be real. In 

the case of effacement, God yurajiḥu gives preference to non-existence in the case 

of the effaced maqdūr, and in the case of ithbāt He gives preference to bringing into 

existence of the particular maqdūr. No tarjīḥ could be so suggested to exist in the 

case of the preserved tablet, since one could look at it from the perspective that 

tarjīḥ towards existence preceded the writing of the tablet, and that the writing is 

the record of this tarjīḥ.  

                                                        
141 Al-Māwardī, v. 2, p. 318. 
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If we take this one step further, by linking this idea with the idea of the preserved 

tablet containing the words or the names of the maqdūrāt (which in turn are 

knowns), then the names of the maqdūrāt would be in this case the selves and the 

essences of what would at some future time become real existents. Since these 

names, essences and selves point to one thing (subsistence/existence), then al-

maqdūrāt in themselves (essences) are all the same. They could be considered in 

this case particularisations of the same, that is of subsistence/existence. Returning 

to the original quotation from al-Thaʿlabī reveals that the meaning of the name, that 

which the name designates, is not the thing in itself, the thing that is the essence, 

the self of this or that particular named, it is rather existence/subsistence itself. 

Each name, each self or essence, is a particular sign to subsistence/existence. In 

some sense, this is a reaffirmation of the Sufi belief that in reality there is only one 

subsistence, only one existence. Hence, what is written on the preserved tablet 

could be considered the individual names, or the different signs, that ultimately 

have but one thing that is pointed to, one aim, the one true Being al-mawjūd and al-

muthbat.   

Again, and as in previous occasions, this is not clearly stated in the texts under 

consideration but is an underlying potential understanding which became part of a 

particular Sufi interpretation of existence. This Sufi interpretation can find its roots 

in this presented understanding but can also be found in the contemporaneous 

texts. In al-Sulamī’s commentary regarding Q.41:53: “We shall show them Our portents 

on the horizons and within themselves until it will be manifest unto them that it is the 

Truth”, he quotes Abū ʿUthmān regarding the witness (al-shāhid) as saying: “I do not 
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deny the belief in the witnessing for he who witnesses all things to be one thing.”142 Al-

shāhid is the Sufi who experiences a witnessing, a seeing by which all the 

singularities and particularities vanish as illusions. It leaves the experiencer, the 

witness with only one thing to be seen and witnessed, the only true being. ‘All 

things are in reality one thing’ is a statement that corresponds to our interpretation 

of al-Thaʿlabī’s link between the name/the essence and the true meaning that is 

intended by these words which is wujūd/thubūt. If the Reality of God, the Truth of 

God and His essence is pure existence, then it is possible to understand the idea that 

all things are in reality one thing, since all the realities, the selves and essences of 

all that is existent is existence/subsistence which is only one. Following the above 

passage, al-Sulamī also quotes al-Wāsiṭī as saying: 

He became manifest in everything through what He made manifest (of 
the thing or of Himself).143 His act of making things manifest is His 
becoming manifest in them. If he (the witness) seeks them he will not 
find anything save God.144  

This quote returns to the idea of manifestation but this time to emphasise that, 

despite the thing’s thingness, there is nothing but God. All things are but 

manifestations of the really existent, the visible and the tangible side of what 

existence is in itself.   

Before starting the section on thubūt we quoted a statement by al-Ṭūsī regarding 

God’s knowns. The quote which was “His knowns are differentiated (mutamayyiza) to 

                                                        
142 Al-Sulamī, v. 2, p. 221. We Assume this is Abū ʿUthmān Saʿīd al Nīsābūrī (d. 298/910). 
143 Both are possible interpretations of the text, but we prefer the first as it corresponds with the rest 
of our interpretations. 
144 Ibid. 
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Him,”145 held the link with shayʾiyyat al-thubūt of Ibn ʿArabī which emphasised this 

idea of differentiation and distinctness (tamayyuz). The idea of tamayyuz seems to 

have been the underlying principle that has governed the larger part of this section. 

With regard to thubūt as only applicable to God in His unique way of being, one 

finds a lack for any need to this governing principle of differentiation. However, as 

soon one uses ithbāt in the sense of God’s act, writing in the tablet or the affirmative 

ikhbār, the need for such a principle becomes necessary. The ithbāt as God’s act of 

affirming the existence, of making something existent is the act of particularising 

an existent/existence, of differentiating a particular existent/existence from an 

other, or simply the affirming of a wujūd mutamayyiz. The ithbāt on the preserved 

tablet is another act of tamyīz, another act of differentiation since everything that is 

written as a maqdūr muthbat is differentiated from the next one, using the fact that 

His knowns are mutamayyiza, as has been stated.  

Consequently, if one returns to the distinction between thubūt and ithbāt then it 

becomes possible, with the idea of tamayyauz, to define or understand one through 

the other in a different way. In simple terms ithbāt is tamayyuz al-thubūt, it is the 

act of differentiating/particularising the Truly existent himself.  Also, what follows 

from this is that God’s act of origination of the existent is the making manifest of al-

muthbat al- mutamayyiz. It must be noted at this stage that in the theological 

domain, the idea of tamayyuz was central to the argument of the thingness of the 

non-existent. It was argued that the ““the non-existent is mytamayyiz, and every 

mutamayyiz is thābit” therefore the non-existent is thābit.”146 The problem for the 

                                                        
145 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 10, p. 42. 
146 Al-ʿUbaydilī, p. 157. 
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deniers of the thingness of the non-existent is that for them ithbāt and ījād are one 

and the same thing, hence the above statement would become ‘the non-existent is 

existent’, which is a clear contradiction. The only way out of this contradiction is in 

considering wujūd to be a more specific case of thubūt as we have attempted to 

show and as is present in the quoted argument, which relates tamayyuz  to ithbāt 

and not to wujūd. 

The distinction between thubūt and existence can also be found in some of our 

commentaries. Al-Ṭūsī, for example, in his distinction between the being of things 

and their actuality states that:  

the actually existing (al-wāqiʿ) cannot be except as an originated 
thing... for it is the clearest thing in origination, as for being (kāʾin), it 
is more general because it is on the level of the affirmed existent (al-
mawjūd al-thābit) which is originated and not originated.147  

According to this quote, al-kāʾin is the same as the mawjūd al- thābit, which in turn 

is more general than the originated, since both, what is originated and what is not 

originated, are included in this category. 

The idea of expanding the meaning of thubūt and making this concept more general 

than existence is not the only solution. An alternative to this would be the 

previously discussed idea of thinking of wujūd in terms of levels, depending on the 

closeness to the originator of existence. This would also incorporate the two modes 

of existence, the intelligible existence and the tangible existence.  

                                                        
147 Al-Ṭūsī, v. 1, pp. 224, 225. 

	��	q5 ا��ا*M ، _#� �� أ$� ا_E$	ءوا�'	�5 أن ا��ا*M  Mا�:�ق $� ا��ا* 	K$
>G 	د�	ن إ_ ��'" _  �#_ ��� ��1 ا���وث ، وا�'	�5 أ�
) "'�ن �	د�	 وi$� �	دث	Aا���;�د ا� R�F��. 
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A large part of this chapter revolved around demonstrating the idea that the 

commentators did consider that the things, before their creation were, some kind of 

thing, despite denying the thingness of the non-existent. Whilst emphasising the 

negation of the thingness of the non-existent, al-Samarqandī declares in his 

commentary that all things before their originations were existents in God’s 

knowledge.148 This is not an affirmation that the non-existent as maʿlūm or maqdūr 

is thābit or that it is a thing, rather it proposes the idea that the thing prior to being 

originated is existent. Origination is therefore another stage of the existence of the 

thing, what we had referred to as the manifest existence as opposed to the hidden, 

or in this case the intelligible existence. The affirmation of the existence of things in 

God’s knowledge as intelligible existents is also an affirmation of the eternal 

existence of things, since God’s knowledge is eternally existent with Him. This is 

generally denied in Islamic theology as God is the only eternal existent.  

This affirmation of the existence of things before their creation or origination also 

comes as an attempt to understand God’s command to ‘be’, in Q.2:117. It has been 

mentioned that the problem with this command was regarding what was 

commanded, and whether it was existent or non-existent. Al-Samarqandī denies 

that it was non-existent as it is simply impossible to command what does not exist. 

The only alternative is that the things commanded must have been existent. The 

problem that arises in this case is how could that which is already a being (kāʾin) be 

commanded to be! One of the solutions he offers, is that the things were existent 

                                                        
148 Al-Samarqandī, v. 1, p. 153.  

\ ا�=X	ب �<�ء ���وم وآ$p" C\ ه!ا X0	ب ����;�د أو �����وم Y1ن *	ل ا�=X	ب �����وم *$8 �� آ$p" C" آ� " Y1ن *8$ *��� 
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(mawjūda) so that they can be addressed but he does not state that they were beings 

(kāʾin). This means that al-Samarqandī resort to creating his own ontological 

distinction between al-kāʾin and al-mawjūd along similar line to the distiction 

between al-thābit and al-mawjūd. 
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

This chapter has mainly been concerned with three issues. The first interest has 

been to explore the applications of the terms of creation as discussed in the chosen 

commentaries. The main reason for including this section, which expands on what 

is already known, is to set out the important idea that the Qurʾānic terms of creation 

are terms that may also be applied to existing things. The same terms that are used 

in expressing the idea of creation ex-nihilo are also used to express creation from 

something or transformation from something. Even the term non-existent is shown 

in this section to mean a non-particular existing thing, or something that is not 

already what it is or what it ought to be. None of the commentators that are 

included in this chapter are deniers of creation ex-nihilo, yet they are happy to use 

the non-existent as something that is not formed or is not a particular something. 

Khalq, which is the primary term for creation, appears to be the bringing of a new 

state to an entity that is already something. It is important to establish the 

acceptance of the possibility of such usage of terms, even if one might argue that 

whatever acquires a new state and becomes a particular something, was brought to 

existence from nothing.  

The second main concern in this chapter was to look at other ideas that refer to 

what becomes existent. If the first section looked at creation as transformation of 

what is not a particular something, then the second section looked at creation as 

bringing forth to existence that which is already a particular something. The second 

part of this chapter explored the different ideas and terms associated with the 

things that are addressed with the commanding kun. This is a development of the 
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idea that the knowns are non-existents, yet they are things that are differentiated, 

and as potentials are subject to God’s will and power, and therefore, to His 

commanding kun.  

The association of the knowns with the term thing, which is also applied to what is 

real and existent, creates from the idea of thingness a linking principle between the 

two sides of the kun, since a thing is what remains the same before and after this 

command. The thingness in the before stage appears as an entity of knowledge 

(maʿlūm), as an entity in its potential stage subject to God’s will and power 

(maqdūr), as the jewels of the repositories of the heavens and the earth or as the 

inscribed on the preserved tablet. Things in this case are always things before and 

after originating in time.  

Many of the commentators do not seem to object to using the pre-existents as 

things but they do object to using the term ‘thing’ for the non-existent. This we 

argue is not simply due to the fact that it becomes an admission of pre-eternal 

existents with God, but because this idea has been associated with the Muʿtazila. It 

has been shown that considering what is prior to existence to be a non-existent is 

acceptable; to treat it like a thing is also acceptable, but to consider it and name it a 

thing, which makes it a non-existent thing is denied. This is due to the fact that this 

affirms and assigns a form of being to the non-existent, which eventually leads to a 

multiplicity of eternals.    

The first two sections developed the idea that there is a degree of being before 

creation, that the non-existent that is discussed in Islamic discourse is not of pure 
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non-being (ʿadam maḥḍ). There is always a case of being in these discussions and we 

do not come across the real non-being. Furthermore, in the developing of the third 

section it becomes clear in the Sufi discourse that a strict distinction between the 

existent and the non-existent is difficult to sustain. The Sufi journey of return is a 

journey through different modes of conscious being that leads to a final non-

conscious mode of being in God, where self identification is lost and God’s being is 

witnessed. This stage is what reflects the mode of being prior to creation where 

things were distinguished in God’s knowledge.  

It is in this last section that we develop the concept of thubūt which was beginning 

to make an appearance in the previous two chapters. Al-muthbat is what is affirmed 

in the tablet and what is known to God. It is essentially that which is distinctly 

different from another muthbat, or a known thing that is distinguished from 

another known. The thubūt reflects what does not change in a thing and what 

remains the same throughout the changes in the degree of being. The non-existent 

known is an affirmed thing which does not change once it becomes existent but 

only its being is renewed. The ground of the idea of thubūt is the unchanging nature 

of God’s knowledge and therefore of His knowns before and after they become 

existent. In this case, al-thubūt becomes a new category of being that includes the 

two modes of being, the two sides of the commanding kun. It is a category that was 

later seen to be an attempt at going beyond the law of the excluded middle which 

encompasses the ‘is’ and ‘is not’. Since al-thābit remains the same under both modes 

of being, the transition from the ‘is’ to the ‘is not’, or from the ‘non-existent’ to the 

‘existent’ is made possible, since existence becomes a quality that is acquired and 

lost by a thing or a thābit.  
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The discussion of thingness and thubūt may be considered an attempt at accounting 

for change in the existents, but more importantly it may also be considered an 

attempt at linking the two worlds that are completely separated by the principle of 

tanzih.  The intelligible world and the sensible world are linked in this case through 

the objects of God’s knowledge or the subsistent knowns, which are distinguished 

and eternal non-existent beings. The next chapter reflects a very different attempt 

at linking these two worlds, but to do this, it requires restructuring the model of the 

intelligible and the real world according to Neoplatonic grounds.     
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Introduction Introduction Introduction Introduction     

Stepping into the subject of Jābir and his alchemical work is stepping into a space 

with a large number of fascinating as well as problematic issues. One of the most 

controversial and lengthy debates on this subject relates to the actual identity of 

this Muslim alchemist as well as his relation to the Latin Geber, or his relation to the 

Latin corpus that is meant to be translations of his Arabic works. The problem of 

identity not only surrounds the existence of the original individual, whether there 

was one Jābir or a number of individuals who chose to go by this name, but also 

Berthelot’s doubts of the transmission from the Muslim to the Latin Jābir (Geber). 

The doubts in the first case are largely due to the voluminous Arabic texts extant 

under this author’s name and some historical inconsistencies. In the second case, 

however, Berthelot’s doubts stem from what he considers a lack of technical 

development and sophistication in the Muslim Jābir in comparison with the Latin 

counterpart whose work seems to be less riddled with mystical jargon. 

The debate on this issue is not what concerns us in this chapter, particularly the 

part that relates to the Latin Geber. As to the Muslim Jābir, it makes no great 

difference to us whether his texts that will be covered in this section are produced 

by one person or a number of persons. What is important for us is that, even if Jābir 

was more than one person, the Jābirian corpus was already established in the period 

leading up to the 4th century (A.H.) which warrants the use of such material in our 

study. The fact that there might be more than one alchemist who participated in the 

writing of these texts only serves to emphasise our contention of a collective 

intellectual production in the Islamic cultural field of this period.  
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We are not interested in this section to demonstrate the existence of earlier Greek 

translations of particular texts, as is the case with Nomanul Haq’s work.1 Since we 

are not tracing the development and the dating of the Jābirian corpus, we will not 

be so concerned with the ideas of the transmission of Greek texts and the dating of 

the author’s life to relate what were the available translations. 

The texts that have been chosen for this chapter are those that include 

philosophical considerations. These are mostly found in Kraus’ Mukhtārāt but also 

in Berthelot’s early translations.2 What permits us to consider these texts together 

is not only the author as such but also the sense of consistency and development 

that links these texts to each other. The fact that there might be more than one 

author, who associated themselves with one name, would narrow down the 

intellectual field represented and reflected by these texts.  

In each section of this chapter, we consider one particular kitāb or book that 

incorporates elements from the main themes that have been analysed in the 

previous chapters. However, each one of these themes is analysed in these books 

from a different perspective, some are from a cosmological and metaphysical sense 

whilst others are from a more corporeal sense, and some are from a purely logical 

perspective. The largest part of this chapter is set as an exposition of the different 

Jābirian books in isolation. In the initial stage, each text is studied separately in 

order to attempt to understand each of the sampled texts without prior 

assumptions of unity in the selected texts or relation to the entirety of the Jābirian 

                                                        
1 Nomanul Haq (1994). 
2 Kraus (1989) ; Jabir ibn Ḥayyān, Mukhtārāt Rasāʾil Jābir b. Ḥayyān, (henceforth, Mukhtārāt) ; 
Berthelot (1893).   
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corpus. As we develop more understanding of Jābir’s thoughts and ideas we will 

begin to find similarities and differences within the sampled texts of this chapter. 

The similarities would be indications of the consistency in the Jābirian project, and 

maybe the corpus, whilst the discrepancies would indicate differences in authorship 

or a development (change) in the authors ideas.  

The sampled texts of the previous chapters revolved around the questions of the 

relation of the creator and the created and the nature of this created thing. This 

produced questions regarding substance, principles, elementary qualities and 

tawḥid in the Sufi tradition. In this chapter we revisit these same themes as they 

appear under different considerations. Substance is first considered as a part of the 

intelligible realm of a Neoplatonic cosmology and then as the indivisible part of 

Kalām. Jābir’s interest in the physical and concrete world also leads to the 

consideration of substance in its relation to the natural elementary qualities and the 

Aristotelian categories. From the seemingly separate texts on cosmology, physics 

and the categories, we propose a developing process of a Jābirian conception of 

tawḥīd that unites the intelligible and the physical worlds through the construction 

of a unified substance. We also show that this comes as a critique of a dualist 

conception of principles/substances. 

The limitation in space has prevented us from considering other philosophical 

emergences in the largely unedited Jābirian corpus, but also from seeking the 

influence of these ideas on his work in the laboratory. The practical mind of Jābir is 

central in his writing, for even in his cosmological considerations and in the act of 

discussing the different models available to him, the practical side of the laboratory 
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is always at the centre of his science of the balance, it is what makes one model 

more viable for him than another. 

We need to keep in mind that in what follows Jābir ought to be seen as attempting 

to unify a view of the cosmos with his own practical work. Each side of his worlds, 

the higher and the lower, relates to the other and exists because of the other, and 

neither may be known without the other.3   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 For some background on the subject of alchemy see: Holmyard (1931) ; Sheppard (1970) ; Ryding 

(1994) ; Haschimi (1961) ; Hamarneh (1982) ; Burnett (1992) ; Lory (1989). On the Jābirian author(s) 

see: Marquet (1986) ; (1991). For the relation of Jābir with the latin Geber see Ahmad al-Hassan 
excellent website where he presents the arguments against any such relation, but also the evidence 

from the Jābirian corpus for this relation: http://www.history-science-technology.com/default.htm 
(23/11/20011). For the different realtions between chemistry (also alchemy) and the study of nature 
see: Schummer (2003). For the gnostic links see: Plessner (1954) ; Sheppard, (1957).  
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IIII.... JJJJābir’ābir’ābir’ābir’s Cosmologys Cosmologys Cosmologys Cosmology    

There is no clear metaphysical or pure philosophical work that remains in Jābir’s 

body of work that is scattered around the world. A number of such works are 

mentioned but none are available to us. What remains instead are a few dispersed 

philosophical ideas, some of which are logical in nature and others are more 

metaphysical. However, what is important is that, according to Kraus, there is an 

astonishing coherence to this Jābirian philosophical system, which is ultimately 

presented as the essential ground on which Jābir sets his physics. The philosophical 

principles are for Jābir the same as those of the science of alchemy.4 In his texts, 

Jābir mentions few of Aristotle’s works and the commentaries on some of them. 

However, Kraus notes that his cosmological view “presents traits that are distinctly 

Neoplatonic.”5 

I.1 The beginnings of a multilayered cosmology 

In k. al-Aḥjār, Jābir criticises the speculative multilayered stages of creation that the 

Sabians believe in. They consider the first stage of creation, or existence, to be prime 

matter whose image exists only in the imagination. The second stage is considered 

to be a transformation of this prime matter, which is not a physical thing, into a 

three dimensional body.6 In the third stage (which is not called as such in this work 

since it is only referred to as what comes after the second stage) the four qualities 

                                                        
4 Kraus, p. 135 ; Al-Khawāṣṣ al-Kabīr in Mukhtārāt, p. 234.  
5 Ibid., p. 136. 
6 It seems to be the same order of appearance that we can find in Ikhwān al-Safāʾ, Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-
Safāʾ wa Khillān al-Wafāʾ, (1979), v. 3, p. 187: 

وا#
O6 �� ا��:O ;�ه� ا0� "��7 ا�K$��7 ا_و�7، وان ا�K$��7 ا_و�7 *
�) ا����ار ا�!ي ه� ا�X�ل وا���ض وا���p1 ،4	رت 
R$#	A7 ا���$Kوه� ا� 	��X� 	��; H�!  
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are said to pass into this physical body, and following this the elemental bodies are 

formed.7    

The main point of his criticism, we suggest, is the speculative nature of the 

cosmological structure suggested in the Sabians’ model. For Jābir the elaborate 

proposed development of things from prime matter to the concrete and real is a 

hypothetical proposition into the unknown,8 and that it is easier to assume that 

things arise and are created from nothing.9 

Nomanul Haq translates the relevant passage from the book as:  

[N]ow the afore-described stages [of creation] proferred10101010 by you are all 
intangible. But, as compared to what you describe, it is easier and less 
demanding on one’s imagination to visualize that things arise but not 
out of a single [abstract] entity.”11   

We suggest a slight change to the last part of this quote so that instead of “that things 

arise but not out of a single [abstract] entity” we would read “that the things [of this 

world] would originate from no-thing.” The slight change in this translation would 

reflect a more familiar language used by Jābir that points directly to creation ex-

nihilo. He seems, at this stage of his work, less interested in speculative and 

elaborate models of creation and existence. He finds it sufficient to just assume a 

simple model of this creation since what he is mostly interested in is the actual 

relation between all the existent things. The nature of what was before existence 

                                                        
7 Nomanul Haq (1994), pp. 157-158. Note that the jawhar in kalām is a real three dimensional object of 
thought that becomes the building block of body and also the substrate of qualities (accidents). 
8 Ibid., p. 157 
9 Ibid., p. 158 
10 Sic. 
11 Ibid., p. 199, and for the Arabic see p. 158.  
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does not seem of great importance. This, however, is not the case throughout Jābir’s 

work. The other reason for the denial of the system and structure of the Sabians is 

that for him creation ex-nihilo is the belief of ahl al-tawḥīd or the monotheistic 

belief, which is opposed to those who believe in kumūn and the existence of one 

thing hidden in another.12 This should also be noted to play a part in Jābir’s denial- 

in this book- of the existence of the four natures in something other than 

themselves or that which they form. He also denies that they could be found 

potentially existing in something other or prior to their coming to be.13 They are, for 

him, simply the objects of God’s acts. 

In the twenty-seventh book of the k. al-Sabʿīn, what is also called k. al-Khalāṣ, Jābir 

uses the same term that he uses in ‘the Book of Stones’ to describe a different 

version of a layered existence, this is the term stage or martaba. This text appears to 

be an early stage in the development of the Jābirian corpus as it clearly tries to 

combine the idea of creation ex-nihilo with a multilayered vision of existence.  He 

writes: 

�K	 �Eء RL و_ "��K�� 8	 �Eء و_ "�M:G ا�$K	 إ�=" O$� 7او� R
G�� ،ن	L
G�� lGا�ن ا��
R$#	Aا� R
G�ء �� ا���E . R
G�ا�� H�G ن دون	آ 	ا-ول وآ�� �"���� R*��=ه� ا�� R$#	Aا� R
G�وا��


R ا���$	�� _ �K1	�� R�M:G ا�$K	 وإذا ,	رت إ�7 G�ا�� �K1 H�G.14  

                                                        
12 Mukhtārāt, p. 299. Relevant to this idea is the fact that one of the differences with the Neoplatonic 
model that is pointed out by Carusi, is that the Islamic alchemist believes in a voluntary act of 
creation by God and not an emanation from Him, (Carusi (2005), p. 175.) This difference is not only 
based on the background of the Islamic tradition but it may also be attributed to the desired relation 
between God and the world, which the alchemist would like to model himself on. 
13 In Gannagé (1998). Aristotle considers these qualities as existent in the potential sense, they are 
potentially what the corresponding elementary bodies are in actuality (v. 1, p. 37). 
14 Jābir ibn Ḥayyān, k. al-Sabʿīn, in Majmūʿat Rasāʾil Jābir ibn Ḥayyān, Ms. 1878, (copy of MS Hüseyin 
Celebi 743 II, Halk Kütüphanesi, Bursa), p. 175. There is a facsimile edition of this manuscript Jābir 
ibn Ḥayyān, The Book of Seventy, Sezgin, (1986).  
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The stages [of existence] are two. The first of these stages is not 
created by anything whatsoever. Nothing from it degenerates and 
nothing from the second stage ascends to it.  The second stage is the 
one created by the first Eternal and all that is below it shall necessarily 
ascend to it, and if it attains this stage it would be the highest stage.  

The language used in this text reflects a more mystical language than a practical 

one, particularly since what follows the above quotation suggests the ascent of the 

believers to this second stage. Nonetheless, this is an attempt at structuring a 

multilayered existence where the first layer is said to be uncreated. If this layer is 

the Eternal God then Jābir is here creating a structure that includes God as one of its 

layers or stages. However, if the first Eternal is outside this structure, that is, if God 

is not represented as one of its stages, then the first stage is not the creator but 

another eternal. The statement that nothing from it degenerates suggests that it is 

similar to prime matter, but the idea that nothing from the second stage reaches it 

draws us away from this assumption. The second stage, that is a created stage, 

seems to occupy this position of resembling prime matter since things are said to be 

elevated to it, but the imagery and the language is not of a return to origins. The 

ascent in this passage does not reflect the idea of a descent from an origin, or the 

idea that things originated from this second stage and will return to it.   

We may suggest that this is an early Jābirian interest in what is beyond the material 

world of his laboratory. It is still defined by a clear division between two stages, one 

that is beyond any link with anything below it whilst the second is related to the 

created world. We take this to be an early speculative stage for Jābir, who affirms 

creation ex-nihilo and wants to keep a safe distance from the elaborative 

speculations of the Sabians.  
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I.2 The cosmology of k. al-Taṣrīf 

It is apparent that Jābir subsequently moves closer to the Sabians position, as he 

accepts more than their speculative approach and creates a model of the world 

which comes close to theirs.15 The best available general overview of the more 

developed cosmological view is set in kitāb al-Taṣrīf, which has been partially edited 

in Kraus’ Mukhtārāt and completely edited by Gannagé. The text appears to have 

strong Neoplatonic influence and a great similarity to the subsequent philosophy of 

Ikhwān al-Ṣafā.16     

I.2.i The First Circle (First Cause) 

In his cosmological model, Jābir sketches an image of the world that is first of all set 

to include an imagined infinite circle attached to the first thing contained within 

it.17 Jābir states that “the philosophers denote this circle by the first cause (al-ʿilla al-ūlā)” 

which is modelled as an infinite circle endowed with agency “ 1	��K� R	 K#	R" _ دا5�ة  .”18 

This first cause, or the first circle, is capable of intelligence and is intelligent in 
                                                        
15 We here quote another model from an unknown 10th century alchemist who has left us a work 
entitled Miftāḥ al-Ḥikma. The summary is found in Carusi (2005), p. 174, where we read: “[…] the 
sequence of the first stages of the creation of the world: God’s “silent” intention to create the world, 
a stage that corresponds to the creation of prime matter, absolute potentiality; God’s utterance 
which defines the first two opposites, light (hot and dry nature, circumference of the cosmic sphere) 
and dark (cold and dry nature, centre of the cosmic sphere); generation of the Soul (humid nature or 
balanced), intermediary term between the first two natures; generation of the Intellect (hot and 
humid nature) and the Spirit (cold and humid nature), intermediary term between respectively 
Utterance/Light and Soul, and between Soul and Dark.” 
16 With regard to the ideas of creation ex-nihilo and the Neoplatonic emanationist, Netton considers 
the Ismāʿīlī Aḥmad al-Nasafī (d. 942/3) to have marked a “move from a mainly – but not exclusively- 
creationist mode of discourse to a streamlined, dual creationist and emanationist one where the 
divine creation of the Intellect is a necessary prelude to the emanation of all else.” (Netton (1994), p. 
214). Our discussion of the Jābirian corpus reveals a similar attempt. 
17 One of the possible meanings that is suggested by Kraus is that the difference between the 
circumference of the circle and its content are abolished as there is a contradiction in the concept of 
infinite circle (Kraus, note 4, p. 139)  
18 Mukhtārāt, p. 405. 
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actuality. The intelligible in this case is nothing but the Truth, the Good and the 

Just, but also things associated with the self, things like happiness and satisfaction.19 

In a nonfigurative way, the first cause is simply infinite, active, knows only the 

Truth and is only capable of knowing the Good and Justice. 

 The intelligence, this first cause is endowed with, is not only potential intelligence 

but is actual intelligence “ *�R	� وا#K	 ا���8 ��7 *	درة .”20 However, that which is 

intelligible -the Good, Justice and the Truth- is only depicted as an object of 

knowledge and not as that which the first cause is actively involved in doing. This 

idea is suggested by Maḥmūd in his commentary on this section where he interprets 

the ‘intelligent not in potentiality but in actuality’ by having the first cause produce 

the good and the just and create the beautiful.21 With regards to the first circle, 

Jābir’s text only refers to intelligence being actual and not potential and the only 

activity that is associated with this circle is that of knowing. The qualities of Good, 

Just and True are associated with the known and not with acts that are other than 

that of knowing. However, Maḥmūd would still be justified in assuming the activity 

of the first cause to be more than knowing since Jābir affirms that the first circle is 

really intelligent and is endowed with agency. In this case the qualification of 

activity of the agent corresponds to knowing, this idea, however, is not clearly 

stated in the actual text.22 

                                                        
19 Ibid., p. 406 ; Kraus, p. 139. 
20 Ibid. 
21  Maḥmūd (1962), p. 166. 
22 Marquet in his comparison between Jābir and the Ikhwān points out that this circle, the circle of 
the first cause, seems to be the order of God, which in the case of the Ikhwān is impossible to 
represent as such. Marquet (1988), p. 71. Also, Makarem points out that the Ismāʿīlīyya and the Drūze 
deny that God is the cause of causes as this is associated with the first originated being, the Intellect 



245 

 

Before moving to the next circle, we need to note that in this discussion of the 

different constituents of the world, Jābir does not use a language that affirms or 

argues that the world is structured in this or that particular way. From the very 

beginning of his construction of this structure, he invites the reader to ‘imagine’ 

 .a circle  rather than state that the world is specifically this or that entity (#pL�ر)

This is why he also uses  “ �pL�ر� و ” or “and let us imagine another circle” when 

introducing the second constituent, of what is a possible model of the structure of 

the world, and this is why he uses the term ‘ل	A�’ or model when he introduces the 

first infinite circle. 

According to k. al-Taṣrīf, the God of this world that is set in a perfect circular 

motion, is not modelled and is not imagined as a circle. God is rather: 

[T]he one above the first cause (the first circle) and is below the centre of 
the smallest circle of this world we are in, and He is the first and the last.23  

Kraus notes that this God that is beyond the first circle and is in the smallest one 

reflects but one model for Jābir, since God is not so in other writings. In k. al-

Khamsīn, Kraus informs us, Jābir considers God to be the occupier of the first 

hypostasis above the circle of the Intellect, and he also quotes k. al-Baḥth where 

Jābir states that:  

It is then established that God the most high is neither the Sphere, as 
some have proclaimed, nor is He the movement like others have 
claimed, nor the planets as others have also claimed, He is rather the 

                                                                                                                                                               
or nous. God in this philosophical scheme is considered muʿill al-ʿilal (make something to cause), this 
is due to the relation between the cause and effect which ultimately leads to changes in the cause, 
see, Makarem (1984), pp. 81-91.  
23 Mukhtārāt, p. 413. 
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first cause and the active principle of the entire world, the agent 
behind the permanent causes as well as the perishable ones.24 

I.2.ii The Second Circle (Intellect) 

Within the first circle, Jābir imagines another circle that is endowed with 

intelligence but not with agency,25 “it knows but it does not act” according to 

Maḥmūd.26 Not only is this circle incapable of having agency but it also lacks the 

potential for such agency. For Jābir this circle: 

[I]s capable of conceptualising (ر�pG) all things, the apparent and the 
hidden, the minute and the great as well as the universal and the 
general.27  

 By stating that one circle, the second, is within the other, the first, Jābir is only 

interested in geometrically demonstrating through his model the ‘inferiority’ of one 

circle in comparison with the other. This is why he states: 

 [T]he philosophers have been unable to establish the ratio of the inner 
circle to that which is above it, since it is not possible to attain the first 
one through conjecture or through measure.28  

One wonders why it is only the first one, the first circle, that cannot be subject to 

measure and conjecture, since he declares that both circles are the subject of 

imagination and are models for that which is not sensed. This is particularly 

                                                        
24 Kraus, p. 150. 
25In Ikhwān, v. 3, p. 197: 

K�� 8	، واE�ف ا��:O، �� ا�q رو�	#�، �$q ;�ه� 1	#� ا���8 وا�		* �$"	L� ريا	
� ،7�	�G 8، �3م�:�	 �"�� O:��� 3  .ز�	ن 
26 Maḥmūd (1962), p. 166. 
27 Mukhtārāt, p. 406. 
28 Ibid. 
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problematic since the second circle is not even given agency in this world, thus it is 

one that does not even have an effect through which it is possible to know it by.  

Geometrically speaking however, Jābir defines the first circle as infinite (despite 

being a circle) and that which is limitless does not have a measure. The second 

circle, on the other hand, is not defined as limitless for it is within the bounds of the 

first circle, thus, it is limited and measurable by implication. This second circle is 

the circle of the intellect that it is the possessor of all forms and is the cause of the 

forms of all things.          

I.2.iii The Third Circle (Soul) 

Within the second circle Jābir invites us to imagine a third circle that is much 

smaller in its dimensions than the second circle. Here Jābir informs the reader that 

the majority of the philosophers, if not all, have found through conjecture that the 

ratio of the third to the second circle is that of one to a hundred. For Jābir, however, 

this is not his own or his masters’ belief since for them the difference is much larger 

or even infinite.29 It is impossible according to Jābir to arrive at real figures and 

measurements in this case since all these are for him but approximations. These are 

mere signs of the difference in measurements for imagined circles that are 

immeasurable. This last circle has agency and power but lacks intelligence or 

knowledge.30 It is similar to the first in terms of having agency and potential but 

                                                        
29 His master is Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. 
30 In the case of the Ismāʿīlī al-Sijistānī, it is this lack of knowledge which causes the Soul to seek 
perfection from the Intellect which in turn is good, complete and has no reason to move beyond 
itself. This is the reason for the Soul’s eternal motion, see Walker (1993), p. 96.  
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differs from it in ignorance and in lacking intelligence.31 On the other hand, it is 

different from the second circle since it has potential and agency which is absent in 

the second circle. It is also different from the second circle in that it lacks 

intelligence. This third and last circle, in this group, is the circle of the Soul whose 

world is of an indeterminate measurement.32 

I.2.iv The Fourth Circle (Substance) 

Further to these three circles, Jābir imagines a fourth circle within the third one, 

much smaller in dimensions yet still indeterminate in size. This circle is 

characterised by negative qualities, since it possesses neither knowledge nor 

ignorance and it has no potentiality.33 It is also appropriate for this circle not to 

possess activity or passivity. This is the World of Substance (jawhar), of the 

‘dispersed dust’ (al-habāʾ al-manthūr),34 that from which the world is formed, and 

what is referred to by some as the hylȇ.35    

                                                        
31 In Ikhwān, v. 3, pp. 197-198:  

�$RX، ;�ه�ة 1	K#	 ا��:O وا�	 ،R$#	رو� R�3� ،ة���	 R�	�1 �	،M
X R�	* 85	I1 8�	��L�H" ا�1 �1 7��$K�	�R ز�	ن، 3 ا�� 	K� 
	��F	ن.  

32 Ibid., p. 407 
33 In Ikhwān, v. 3, p. 197:  


R ا#�k ا�K$��7 و,	رتG8 �� ر��$RX، ;�ه�ة ه� ا�K$��7 ان وذ�H. و�F ;8 ا�
	ري �� �
��ه	 وا��:O ا�� R$#	رو� ،R����� �$i 

R�3� _و ،R�	�1 8 	*R� ر	ا� O:ن، ا��	�F�	 R��:�� 	K�.  
34 The term habāʾ is a translation of the word “motes” which appears in the Arabic translation of 
Aristotle’s De Anima. In this section, Aristotle discusses Democritus’ atoms, fire and soul where he 
compares the spherical nature of fire and soul to the motes in the air seen through the shafts of light. 
See Arisṭūṭālīs, Fī al-Nafs, 1980, p. 8 (404b 1-5): 
 $� 4�� �G#�ع ا�F�G ا��ا� $,-�H� يJ7 ا��5 ا�� K-�� ا�	-�ء ا��M� F و�,F �,$ ��,#	� =7ء ���H�1 آ1ي �� �N ا��ر وا�

 .ز"� ذو��1اط أ)� "Q,�5� 12 ا�!-�QR - ا�<�ى
The language of this text appears to be very similar to Jābir’s, with the exception of the substitution 
of the word al-munbath with the Quʾānic al-manthur. The last sentence states that this habāʾ is the 
element of the four natures, this is discussed in our section on the four natures.  We also noticed that 
Kraus (p. 154, note 6) from his analysis of the appearance of the word habāʾ in the relevant Arabic 
literature had concluded that “motes” in De Anima is equivalent to habāʾ but he did not have the 
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With the circle of Substance, Jābir completes a model of a structure that begins with 

what has intelligence, potentiality and agency, through what has pure intelligence, 

then to what has potentiality and agency and ending with what is simply undefined 

and neutral. Circles two and three are not only geometrically within the first circle 

but their definition is also contained in the description and definition of the first 

circle. The final circle’s definition, as pure negativity, also permits its inclusion 

within the first circle in terms that are other than purely geometrical. This 

representation of the four circles reflects a vision of a unified whole that is 

boundless but nonetheless accepts relative limits, that is, limits in relation to other 

circles further defined by relative limitations.36 

I.2.v The Fifth Circle (world of the natures) 

After dealing with the unit of four concentric circles, Jābir proceeds to another 

circle that is geometrically divided in a way that differs from the other more unified 

structure. He is clear at this stage that there is some disagreements regarding the 

way the fifth circle is meant to be divided. There is the possibility of a division by 

two perpendicular lines that divide the circle into four equal parts, still with 

                                                                                                                                                               
Arabic text to confirm his analysis. Interestingly the word habāʾ and its association with hylȇ also 
appears in Ibn al-ʿArabī, see Netton (1994), pp. 283, 284, 315. 
35 Ibid., Kraus, p. 142.  In Ikhwān we find the same hypostasis v. 3, p. 181:  

 H�!آ �� g$1 ري	
 اول ه� ا���8 آ!�H ا��ا��، G'�ار �� #<	 ��د اول ه� ا_��$� ان وآ�	 وآ�	�K	، و�G	�K	 ا�=453 #<	ة و;�د. ا�

) ا�R�3A ان وآ�	 و;F� ،8 ا�
	ري و;�د �� 1	ض ��;�دG�G ��
) ا��:O آ!�H ا_��$�، G�G �� ،8�
 ا_ر�R ان وآ�	 ا��G�G( �� 
،R�3Aا� H�!7 آ��$Kا� (
G�G �� O:ا��.  

36 These circles are not expressed in terms of emanation as in the Neoplatonic school. In Ikhwān, v. 3, 
p. 184, we find these entities described as follow: 

H8 ان وذ��	*$R وه� ا���1 �� ،8	f) رو�	#$R ;�ه�ة وا��:O. آ	�G 8	م 	ق وه� و;F� ،8 ا�
	ري �� 1	ض رو�	#� ;�ه� ا�� R�	G 

�$i R��	7. آ��$Kوا� �#� ;�ه	ض رو�	1 �� ،O:ق وه� ا��	 �$i م	G _8 و�	آ . 
We notice that the Ikhwān use the expression “spiritual substance” to describe each of these entities, 
which is not the case with Jābir . (Also, they use the three terms bāqī, tām and kāmil in positive and 
negative association with each of the three spiritual substances.) 
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unspecified dimensions. These four sections include the four simple elements: heat, 

cold, moisture and dryness. Jābir attributes this model along with the others that 

follow to unnamed philosophers. Some philosophers, according to Jābir, reject this 

model and believe that there is nothing within all these worlds, so far modelled as 

circles, that might be structured or modelled as a square or a triangle, nor in fact in 

any other noncircular shape.  

What is rejected by Jābir in this section might not be the arrangement of the simple 

elements within the world of nature. Instead, it is possible to assume that he is 

attacking the view that the composite elements (earth, water, air and fire) are the 

foundations of the natural world. This assumption would be based on Plato’s 

geometrical representation of these elements, which is ultimately based on the 

triangles and squares.37  

                                                        
37 For Plato’s emphasis on the superiority of the sphere over regular solids see, Timaeus (33b), and for 
his description of the geometrical representation of the composite elements see, Timaeus (55d-56b), 
and for a comparison between Plato and al-Kindī see Rescher’s chapter ‘Al-Kindī’s treatise on the 
Platonic Solids’, in Rescher (1966), pp. 15-37, and the original text: Risālat al-Kindī fī al-sabab al-ladhī 
lahu nasabat al-qudamāʾ al-ashkāl al-khamsa ilā ah-usṭuqsāt, in al-Kindī (1953), v. 2, pp. 54-63. Also in 
Jawāmiʿ Ṭīmāūs we read (Galenus (1951). p. 15): 

	��1 �$ �m31 ا!K��_ #��	 �'�#Rا� ا_E$	ء �� وا�� �'8 ان ا���ل �� ��* �� Hر ا#�اع ذ�	ء ا��	اء وا_رض وا���Kل  وا�	� #�ع ان: 1
 �� ي!ا� ا�<'8 ه� ا�K�اء و#�ع *	��ة، �<�ون �� ي!ا� ا�<'8 ه� ا��	ء و#�ع ا��'�l، ا�<'8 ه� ا_رض و#�ع ا��	ري، ا�<'8 ه� ا��	ر

   .*�ا�� ��	#�
And in (Ibid., p. 24): 


	رك اt و4�0G �G7و�	غ 	ت �� ا���	A�A� O�� ج��_ 	K$1 .و�� �$
��م �$1	 K$1	 *	ل ا��L ا���Mf ه!ا �1 	��A�A	ت "��� ا#� ا�G ان 

��	ت اE'	لX��0�) -وا�K�اء وا��	ء وا_رض ا��	ر ا��� -ا_ 	K��.  
Al-Kindī also has an epistle where he uses geometry to prove the concentric nature of the universe 
based on Ptolemy’s model. Interestingly however, like Jābir, he extends this model to the spheres of 
elements (earth, water, air and fire). He rejects the idea that this structure of the universe can have 
an angular rather than circular base. See: Risālat al-Kindī ilā Aḥmad bn al-muʿtaṣim fī anna al-ʿanāṣir 
wal jaram al-aqṣā kurayyat al-shakl’ in al-Kindī (1953), v. 2, pp. 47-53 ; and for the English translation 
of this epistle see Khatchadourian & Rescher (1965), pp. 190-195. See also Pines (1997), pp. 157-159 on 
al-Rāzī (based on ms. Paris, arabe 5802) who briefly discusses the first principles which consist of 
particles (habāʾ) and their associated shapes (including the conic and the cubic) ; the original text 
may now be found in Ibn Sīnā & al-Rāzī, 1980, v. 2, p. 182. 
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Jābir himself prefers to continue with the model of the concentric circles. He 

suggests that what is contained in the fifth circle is a set of four equal size circles 

that represent the world of heat, the world of cold, the world of moisture and the 

world of dryness.  

The third and final model presented by Jābir is one that resembles the previous 

structure of the four circles, that is, a system of concentric circles inside what he 

calls the ‘circle of the world of the elements’. The first circle inside this fifth major 

circle is the circle of the world of heat inside which there is the world of the action 

of the heat which is ‘the Luminous’ circle named otherwise as dryness. Following 

this circle there is the circle of the world of cold which in turn contains the circle of 

the action of the cold, named moisture, which is also the ‘circle of rest’.38 Finally, 

with regard to what is inside this circle of moisture, Jābir agrees with those he says 

are of the opinion that there is a vast circle that is simply void.39    

The Greatest Luminous Sphere  

We may also look at the fifth circle, also known as the Greatest Luminous Sphere, 

from a different perspective.40 The sensible world that is known to us is the result of 

the interaction between two circles, or two different levels of the structured world 

suggested by Jābir. According to him, when the third circle, the circle of the world of 

the Soul, becomes attached (tashabbatha) to the fourth circle which is the circle of 

Substance, they join to create a single visible thing. This is the first thing to be 

                                                        
38 Mukhtārāt, pp. 408-410; Kraus, pp. 143-145. 
39 Ibid., p. 412. 
40 Possibly the augoeides. See Mead (1906), v. 1, p. 416. 
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actualised in this world, the first thing to come into being through an act (mā 

infaʿala),41 and it is from this combination that desire (al-shahwa) comes to be.42  

This attachment between the world of the Soul and the world of Substance marks 

the beginning of the lower world of generation (kawn) imagined to be a circle in like 

manner to the previous worlds. This circle is the circle of the world we live in, “it is 

the circle of the ‘Greatest Luminous Sphere’ which embraces our world and the entire world 

above us.”43         

The mixture of Substance and Soul descends to the world of heat and 
dryness from which they appropriate a potent section which becomes 
thus the mass of the circle which is named Ether and sphere, it 
becomes an animated fire that is distinct from the fire (of here below), 
which possesses the Soul only potentially. 44 

In this quotation, Jābir tells us that the Soul/Substance becomes attached to heat 

and dryness, presumably because they are the first two layers in the presented 

model of this world. This combination takes from this world, a tough portion (juzʾ 

qawī), which then becomes the mass of the circle that is the circle of Ether or the 

sphere. Jābir then describes how, in following this attachment of the Soul/Substance 

to the first two Elements, seven more circles are constructed, these are: the circles of 

Saturn followed by Jupiter then Mars then the Sun and the Moon after which follows 

the world of the Zodiac and the rest of the other planets. 45 It is not clear from this 

                                                        
41 Ibid., p. 412; Kraus, p. 145. Here the expression mā infaʿala is translated as “douée de passivité.”  
42 Mukhtārāt, p. 412. In Ikhwān v. 3, p. 186 we read of something that is different from the concept of 
shahwa:  


# ،R	Rp* ,	رت ذآ�.، G�	�7 ا�
	ري، �� �1
��ه	 ا�K$��7 وا�	G�ا�� Rد�	85، �	I:ا� �$i R
�	m g$:� O:و_ ا�� R
i�1 را ،	K�5	I1 
R 8،�$ و_ �:$�ة و_ �R�3 و_ R�	* l�� .��1 8;4 ه!ا ا��" O:ا�� l�Lء ا�	��وا� �K6ء وا�	�$�ه	 �1 وا�<�G 	K�$�LGو 	K� ._و Rرا� 

O:��� _اذا ا (K;�G ��# 8��) ا����Gو �  .��� وا��Gت 
43 Mukhtārāt, p. 412. 
44 Ibid., p. 413 ; Kraus, p. 147. 
45 Ibid., p. 413 (as previously mentioned). 
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book, what is the nature of the relationship of the Soul/Substance to the other two 

elements found in this world, since we only have a description of the relation of this 

substance to the active heat and the passive dryness. This could reflect the greater 

importance given to the element heat that one finds in this book.  

The distinction made between the animated fire and the fire here below, is a 

possible distinction between the pure fire of the spiritual world (Soul) and the one 

that is sensed by us in this concrete world.46 This may be compared with Aristotle’s 

idea that the fire below is an excess of heat,47 and that it is not as balanced as the 

fire above, which is in equilibrium, a simple pure hot and dry in equal measures.48 

On geometrical representation 

Before proceeding any further with the exploration of the two divisions of the world 

known to us, the higher and the lower, the intelligible and the sensed, we need to 

consider the meaning attached to the geometrical considerations in Jābir’s model for 

the world. The first thing that must be clarified is that a circle in the previous 

discussion is in reality a two dimensional representation and consideration of what 

is in three dimensional actuality a sphere. The reason for this representation is, 

according to Jābir, because the geometers consider the circle to be that which 

surrounds ‘what lacks a mass’. The circle is a geometrical representation of a sphere 

                                                        
46 In ps-Apollonios of Tyana, Sirr al-Khalīqa wa Ṣanat al-Ṭabīʿa: Kitāb al-ʿIlal, (1979), p. 105, we read:  

Hرك ذ��G _ (#	وان آ ��، وآ!�H ا���ارة �$�) C�p وا�� �1 ه!ا ا��	�K���� *�") وا#�	 �K���� ا8pG �	 ادراك ��7 �K �1 
�K��0 �� M$�; �� ا��	�K#_ �� �� ا��	��و ا��	�K�� �K1 �#��	�" ر�� 	� �K$1 �� 8� .ا���� و ا��

47 Gannagé (2005), p. 27. See also Cooper (2009), for the different types of fire in Stoic philosophy, 

which resonates in some ways with the way Jābir uses it, particularly in its active and generative 
sense. 
48 Ibid., p. 44. 
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that lacks a mass or simply one that has no ‘body’, thus lacking concrete material 

reality. A line for these geometers is something that is only qualified by length and 

lacks width and body or anything relating to mass. When it comes to the smallest of 

the geometrical representations, the point, it is considered to be something that 

cannot be a subject of the senses but can only be a subject of the intellect’s 

imagination, it is subject to intellectual perception and not to sensation. The point is 

a potential that subsists in the imagination and can only exist as an imaginary 

subject of the senses. The point that is sensed in the world of senses is thus not a real 

point and does not reflect the essence and the reality of what a point is.49    

Another model 

Jābir’s exposition of the meaning of geometrical representations is used to reflect 

the ontological nature of our world. It is presented in the section that explores the 

relation of the elements inside The Greatest Luminous Sphere, what is also called the 

‘sphere of substance’. Jābir informs the reader that, in this sphere, heat is 

represented by the circle that encompasses this sphere, and that the centre point 

represents the cold. This appears to be a different structure from the ones suggested 

earlier, and this is due to the meanings that Jābir wants to transmit to the reader. 

This is achieved through the meanings he has given to the different geometrical 

representations just discussed. Both the centre of the sphere and the circle of the 

sphere are non-corporeal entities lacking mass and body, as we have just noted. One 

of these, the cold, is a point and this is regarded as a non-sensible entity that can 

only be a subject of the intellect, while the other, the circumference, is a line (which 

                                                        
49 K. al-Mizān al-Ṣaghīr  in Mukhtārāt, p. 427. 
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forms the circle) and its reality is not only geometrically different but is also used to 

reflect or symbolise a different nature specific to heat. This simple element is 

something that has length but no mass, yet its representation as a line adds more 

concreteness to it, in comparison with a point, thus reflecting the more positive 

nature of the element heat.  

The circle which surrounds the body of the sphere is, as Jābir tells the reader, “the 

apparent and the higher,” and when the sphere that is generated between the centre 

and the circumference rotates, it is primarily the heat that is in a state of motion and 

not the centre. Nonetheless, these two elements, heat and cold, are considered to be 

the active elements, since it is because of the movement of what constitutes the 

sphere (the circle around the centre) that the third element dryness is generated.50 

This element is “neither cold nor hot, it is arid, hidden and barely noticeable by the senses. 

It is inferior to heat in terms of its subtlety and penetration.” Finally, from all these 

elements the last and fourth element moisture is generated which is described as 

soft and opaque and is expandable.51   

I.2.vi Other considerations 

The simple and the composite 

The primary movement of heat in this ‘sphere of substance’ is presented as the 

source of the other elementary qualities. This sphere is the sphere that holds 

together the four qualities otherwise known as the four ‘natures’ which are also the 

                                                        
50 Ibid., p. 426. 
51 Ibid., Kraus, p. 152. 
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isolated and simple elements.52 From the combination of these four elements the 

four composite elements are generated and these are: fire, air, water and earth.53 

Jābir states that the sphere of the four natures is ‘absolutely above’ the composite 

elements just mentioned. This seems to be a reference to the idea that the simple 

elements are ontologically in a higher world to the composite elements, since Jābir 

also refers to these composites as being below (beneath) the sphere of the four 

natures. This is not a mere reference to a geometrical place but to a certain degree of 

available manifestation, where this lower occupied place refers to what becomes a 

denser object available to sense perception.54 This may possibly be so since the 

simple element dryness is described as being scarcely available to the senses,55 

suggesting that what is below the lowest level of the sphere of natures becomes 

subject to sense perception. In other terms it is the composite elements that are the 

true objects of sense perception.56      

                                                        
52 Kraus., p. 151. 
53 Mīzān Ṣaghīr, p. 425. 
54 In this regard, Job of Edessa writes: “We affirm that because the simple elements have expansive 
parts, they do not fall under the senses, nor do they possess three dimensions; that they flee from 
one another by nature, and the more they flee from one another, the more expansive they become; 
and that the more expansive they become, the more remote they become from tangibility, and the 
less they possess three  dimensions… When their parts come together, through the sympathetic and 
affinitive movement, to form a composition, they become condensed and fall under the senses, and 
by falling under the senses they acquire the three dimensions.” Job of Edessa, Book of Treasures, 
(1935), p. 21.  

  
55 Mīzān Ṣaghīr, p. 426. 
56 Mukhtārāt , p. 4. 
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The Fifth nature 

This ‘sphere of substance’ which we are now considering appears to be different 

from the ‘Circle of Substance’, the fourth in the initial set of concentric circles, since 

those were presented as the set of purely incorporeal things. Here, in this sphere, 

the same elementary qualities (the four natures) are considered, however this time 

there is also a consideration of the distinction between the simple and the 

composite things, as well as the degree of their susceptibility to sense perception.57 

There is a sense of an intensification of things in the process of combining the 

simple.58 More importantly, in the concentric circles model substance was 

considered as a circle, an incorporeal thing, yet it is here transformed into a sphere 

with a mass. In the move to the representation of the corporeal world, Jābir reveals 

another dimension to this sphere. The corporeal side of things becomes 

mathematically speaking the mass of the sphere, which in ontological terms is what 

he names the ‘fifth nature’ or ‘substance’. This sphere, which incorporates the 

corporeal elements of the world, is what he also denotes as the ‘Greatest Luminous 

Sphere’, the outcome of the relation between the Circle of Soul and the Circle of 

Substance.  

                                                        
57 Marquet (1988), p. 76 points to Kraus, pp. 155-6, suggesting that the world of Substance and the 
world of the four natures are found in the superior sphere, as intermediaries between the corporeal 
and the incorporeal. Incorporeal as simple substances but corporeal once mixed with Soul.  
58 In Alibhai’s chapter on al-Sijistānī’s philosophy, we find regarding the relationship between the 
spiritual and the corporeal worlds: “Al-Sijistānī states that the two worlds resemble each other in 
respect of substantiality (or-substance-ness) (min jihat al jawhariyyah). This is the aspect of both the 
spiritual and bodily substance which remains unaffected while the change is in process. What 
changes is the aspect responsible for the fineness or the coarsness of the substance. For in his view, 
while substances are alike insofar as they are substances, they are different insofar they are fine or 
coarse.” Alibhai (1992), p. 172. For intensity in being and substance see Rizvi (2003). 
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We notice that substance is the name of the fourth circle in the incorporeal set of 

concentric circles and it is the name of the mass of the sphere that emerges from 

the circles just mentioned, which is also known as the ‘fifth nature’.59 The 

emergence of the fourth circle, in relation to the other larger ones, appeared to be 

qualified by its lack of properties when compared with the others, which were 

marked by qualities pertaining to intellect and activity. In moving to the more 

corporeal world, the fifth nature in the ‘Greatest Luminous Sphere’, or substance, 

appears to have a fairly similar negative quality, primarily a passive lack, as well as 

the complete opposite quality, a complete fullness with potentiality, marked by the 

symbolic reference to the mass of the sphere, and therefore, its corporeality. Jābir 

writes: 

The meaning of what we say is: the mass of the sphere is what has been 
known in our discourse, in agreement with the philosophers, as the 
substance susceptible to receiving all things. It is that which is in all 
things and from which all things are and to which all return. It is thus 
that God most high, our lord, has created and fashioned it. He made it 
the constituent of all things, and that to which all things shall return.60 

He also adds regarding this substance: 

[S]o it is the thing that fills all void and it is the thing shaped 
(mushakkal) by every form. All things are in it and from it all things 
are composed and to it they shall all be decomposed.61 

In this section too, we are informed that this substance is the ‘dispersed motes’ (al-

habāʾ al-manthūr) which was also considered in the World of Substance, with 

                                                        
59 This is a different view from the one we find in the Job of Edessa (1935), pp. 5, 8: “The simple 
elements of which we shall speak first, as they are the first principles, are perceived mentally, while 
the compound elements fall under the senses.” Which in turn is similar to the view presented later 
from k. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 17. 
60 Ibid., p. 428. 
61 Ibid., p. 429. 
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absolute negativity, including a complete lack of potentiality. In addition, Jābir 

informs us that this is itself the ‘Greatest Luminous Sphere’, which is the body that is 

in all of the three living things (animals, plants and minerals).62  

Motion 

What is important to know at the end of this section is that some of these circles 

possess motion whilst others do not. Those circles that posses motion intrinsically 

drive those without motion to move in their turn. Once movement occurs in these 

circles the different three kingdoms of the sublunary world, the animals, plants and 

minerals come to be, the first of these are the animals and the last are the 

minerals.63 This is the order and relation from the first of the concentric circles, the 

first cause, through the circle of Ether and the sphere containing the world that 

bares direct relation to our being, the world of moving circles that causes the 

emergence of the three kingdoms of the sublunary world.64 

The main reason for this choice of a circular world in circular motion is, according 

to Jābir , due to the fact that there is a [reasoned purpose] or telos behind it. This is 

the idea that circular things have minimal defects and are not vulnerable to 

destruction, except if God wills it so.  

                                                        
62 Ibid. 
63 For Job of Edessa: “If there were no contrary movements, there would be no existing beings and no 
composition.” The movements are the movements of the simple elements towards or away from 
each other. Job of Edessa (1935), p. 18. See also al-Sijistānī on the relation between the movement of 
the Soul and the movement of the sphere encompassing the corporeal world, which is thought to 
lead to the different mixtures and combinations of the elements, in Walker (1993), p. 104.  
64 Mukhtārāt, p. 414. 
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Methodology 

The principle of enumerating different past views and structures relevant to the 

circle of the world of elements reflects one of the main methodologies in Jābir’s 

work.  He states the following:  

Here is all that they [previous philosophical schools] have said 
regarding this subject. It is necessary for you to imagine this however 
you wish for you will not be falling into error, notably in matters 
regarding the science of balance.65 

Jābir invites the reader to be involved himself in imagining a structure or a model 

that incorporate the four elements. This means that one has the choice of either 

choosing one amongst the available listed views, or imagining something different. 

What appears to be important for Jābir, in this particular approach, is to imagine a 

structure that is valid, or is of use in his science of balance. He is aware that there 

are geometrical and philosophical reasons for choosing a particular model over 

another, that he can himself demonstrate which one is right and which is wrong, 

this however is beyond the scope of his interest in this exposition. He states that 

some of it has been demonstrated elsewhere in his work, but in reality, it could only 

be demonstrated through every book in the world. Jābir is suggesting that to prove 

the truth of a model, which is supposed to expose the structure of the world, one 

would need to refer to, and reveal, all that has ever been written and known. Since 

this proof is impossible, Jābir’s grounding for the truth of his imagined model is the 

laboratory, where he practices his science of balance and tests the validity of his 

models.  

                                                        
65 Ibid., p. 410. 
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The structure drawn for us, and which we have been asked to imagine, seems thus 

far to be based on inherited models from previous philosophical schools. The listing 

of models and the constant invitation to imagine this or that new world is not a 

matter of proof, for this would require an infinite argument for the truth of the 

structure. Moreover, the truth itself does not lie in the model itself, as this is only an 

imagined model, it lies rather in the science of balance, the science that is subject to 

experimentations in the laboratory. This science, which appears to be the ground 

on which lies the whole proof of the structure of the world, is itself the subject of 

the structure that he wants us to imagine. All that has been imagined so far leads to 

the elements that become the objects of the science of balance itself. What holds the 

proof of the content and the structure, is subject to the same content and 

structure.66   

I.2. vii Substance in k. al-Taṣrīf 

In k. al-Taṣrīf substance is considered under the order of concentric circular worlds, 

the world of Substance, and it is also considered as the outcome of the combination 

of the last two of these concentric worlds (world of Soul and world of Substance). 

The first time the term substance is used, it is to signify something with absolute 

negativity whilst in the second time, it is to signify the outcome of the combination 

of what appears to be two non-corporeal worlds. This combination produces the 

                                                        
66 Regarding the balance in the universe, which the alchemist intends to emulate, Papathanassion 
mentions in his chapter on Stephanos that according to Plato (Tim. 53b) before the ordering of the 
universe, all the indivisibles (the four elements) were found without proportion nor measure, they, 
however, possessed traces of their later existence which is determined by forms and numbers. 
Papathanassion (2005). p. 118, no. 35. In k. al-Mawāzīn al-Ṣaghīr, Jābir writes (Mukhtārāt, p. 114) :  
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material of the world that is the base of all things in it, and which appears to 

potentially contain all the things of the world. Here the use of the term ‘potentially’ 

is not to signify that the things that do come to existence in reality exist potentially 

in this substance prior to their coming to be. The use of potential, in this case, 

suggests that all the things of this world that become existent come from this 

substance. This means that substance can potentially be formed into all of the really 

existing things of this world. Substance as matter, may be seen by the naked eye, it 

may not be touched, handled and formed by anyone save God almighty and the 

chosen ones amongst His servants on whom He bestows this power.67    

In order to reconcile what might appear to be a difference in meaning associated 

with the term substance, we need to reconsider the relation between the third and 

the fourth circle. We recall that this third circle, the circle of the world of the Soul, is 

in Jābir’s terms a circle of power and activity that lacks intelligence; this may be 

interpreted as a pure undivided and undistinguished energy. 

 On the other hand, the fourth circle, the circle of the world of Substance, is a world 

that is susceptible to activity, it is undefined and capable of differentiation in terms 

of heat and cold and their actions: moisture and dryness. In other terms, the world 

of Substance is a field in complete balance capable of variations in terms of different 

degrees of heat. The idea of balance (or state of balance) that is of great importance 

                                                        
67 Ibid., p. 429. 
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in Jābir’s alchemy, is suggested in this case because of the negative descriptions 

associated with this world, the simple lack of any quality, it is neither cold nor hot.68  

The attachment that occurs between these two worlds, the world of energy and the 

world susceptible to variations in heat, leads to the creation of the ‘Greatest 

Luminous Sphere’. This is the sphere that results from the polarisation of the world 

of Substance due to the undifferentiated power and agency of the world of Soul. This 

luminous sphere is the same world of Substance but differentiated and polarised, so 

that heat is on the surface and cold is at the centre, and their actions result from the 

different degrees of interactions according to the different intensities between these 

two polar opposites.69 Endowed with power, the heat of the surface of this sphere is 

caused to move, and it is this movement that forms the mass of the sphere or its 

body, otherwise known as the fifth nature, or substance.  

This reinterpretation could explain the difference between the two uses of the term 

substance.70 They both refer to the same thing except that the first use refers to this 

matter in its balanced, undifferentiated and unqualified state (world of Substance), 

whilst the other, refers to it in its energised and thus differentiated state, which 

                                                        
68 Close to this idea, we read in Gourinat (2009), p. 67: “Diogenes Laertius 7. 137 states that ‘the four 
elements taken together are qualityless substance, i.e. matter’, and this is also acknowledged by 
Plutarch as a Stoic tenet, when he says that ‘substance is given by some Stoics the epithet ‘‘without 
quality’’ not because it is devoid of every quality but because it has all qualities’. The idea seems to be 
that the pairs of contradictory qualities (hot + cold, liquid + dry) add up to a null sum.” 
69 See Gannagé (2005), p. 11, for the Alchemist’s role on changing the constitution of a body through 
altering the intensities of the natures. 
70 We find the idea of different intensities of heat in ps-Apollonios of Tyana (1979). The variation is 
the cause of the coming to existence of the different things, we read (p. 106): 
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permits its compositions and formations (sphere of substance or fifth nature). In 

both cases, however, Jābir considers substance to be al-habāʾ.    

IIIIIIII.... The Four Elementary QualitiesThe Four Elementary QualitiesThe Four Elementary QualitiesThe Four Elementary Qualities    

In his emphasis on the importance and centrality of the theory of the four 

elementary qualities, or the four natures, Nomanul Haq reduces the importance of 

substance in Jābir’s work due to the lack of any practical use of such a notion. 

According to him, substance is not so important for Jābir since the practical world of 

alchemy lies fundamentally on the manipulation of these qualities. The centrality of 

these elements and their manipulation is what renders Jābir’s scientific text, with its 

“notorious incoherence”, a coherent whole.71   

The other emphasis is the idea that in his definition of the four natures, Jābir moves 

along Neoplatonic lines yet “in a direction far removed from his Hellenistic 

predecessors.”72 In one sense, Jābir hypostasises these four natures since they are 

represented by one of the concentric circles (the world of simple elements), which 

lies inside the supreme sphere. However, unlike the Hellenistic/Neoplatonic 

predecessors, these elementary qualities are not the “Empedoclean bodies” fire, air, 

water, earth but rather the four qualities hot, cold, moist and dry.73 Jābir 

hypostasises the four qualities and not the Empedoclean primary elements, and “in 

the intelligible world existed not some “absolute Fire” but the incorporeal hot.”74 

                                                        
71 Nomanul Haq (1994), p. 57. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid., pp. 57-58. 
74 Ibid., p. 58. 
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The Neoplatonic model is also seen to influence Jābir’s explanation of the formation 

of the material things of this world through the descent of the Soul, which through 

its desire (shahwa) “endowed substance with formative power.”75 In this attachment 

between Soul and Substance, this latter gains a spherical form (shape) and becomes, 

due to this desire, attached to “one of the four isolate [sic] qualities whence it becomes a 

corporeal body.”76 Nomanul Haq states that it is inside the concentric sphere of the 

world of the four qualities, inside the sphere of void that substance becomes 

differentiated due, presumably, to the attachment to qualities.77  

It appears that jawhar only becomes differentiated after its attachment to the 

elementary qualities, suggesting that it was not so prior to the descent caused by the 

desire of the Soul. This differentiation, which is the ground of the variety of things 

of this world, is due to the different quantities of natures that this substance 

becomes attached to. This is what allows our alchemist to explain the rise of the 

different objects through the quantifiable measure of elementary qualities.78  

In agreement with Kraus, Nomanul Haq confirms Jābir’s deviation in structure from 

Aristotle’s philosophy. We are informed that Jābir avoids denoting the four 

elementary qualities with the Aristotelian appellations dunameis (quwā) or poiotȇs 

(kayfiyyāt), and instead he uses other terms like principles (uṣūl), bases (arkān), first 

simples, first elements or mostly natures.79 More than that, Jābir according to 

                                                        
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., p. 59. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
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Nomanul Haq “sometimes explicitly distinguish them from kayfiyyat”80 and for this he 

quotes:  

[...] a thing is characterized by one nature or another (bi ṭabʿi[m]81 
mā).This nature is signified by a quality (kayfiyya). If you augment a 
contrary quality in this body, it will undergo transmutation.82 

In this quotation, Nomanul Haq appears to confuse Jābir’s use of the terms nature 

and kayyfiyya. It will become apparent in our discussion on natures that quality 

(kayyfiyya) in this quotation is exactly what Jābir refers to by the term nature (as an 

elementary quality). The bi ṭabʿin mā, in this case cannot be the conceptual ‘nature’ 

(meaning elementary quality) that is normally used by Jābir, but merely a general 

non conceptual reference to the nature of a thing. Therefore, this quotation 

distinguishes between the nature of a thing and its natures (its elementary 

qualities), and not between the natures and kayfyyāt. 

Nomanul Haq seems very keen to remind us of the conceptual and terminological 

difference with Aristotle. One of the main differences for him is that these natures 

are not accidents that inhere in a material substratum, since Jābir uses terms that 

suggest a material or corporeal nature to these qualities. Substance is said ‘to stick’ 

to these natures, ‘to unite’ with them, ‘to mix’ and ‘to cling’ to them. Some of these 

expressions are also said to apply to the relation of these natures with each other. 

Interestingly, these natures seem to be associated with some power, since they are 

said ‘to attack Substance’83 and ‘to act upon it’, ‘shape it’, ‘embrace it’ and ‘compress 

                                                        
80 Ibid. 
81 Should be ṭabʿin 
82 Ibid., p. 78, ref no. 170. 
83 Viano remark that the Timaeus uses terms of combat to refer to the reciprocal transformation of 
the elements, see Viano (2005), p. 99.   
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it’.84 Nomanul Haq states that “by conferring on the qualities this independence and 

corporeality, Jābir has assigned to them the role of true elements.”85 In this statement, 

there is an emphasis on the materiality and corporeality of these founding elements, 

which are more fundamental than the compounds that emerge from them, air, 

water, earth and fire.86 Nomanul Haq’s distinction between these two sets of 

elements seems to be solely based on how basic and fundamental is each set, where 

the natures are considered the corporeal foundation of the second set. This 

distinction does not reflect any difference in the degree or level of existence, since 

both seem to be corporeal material qualities. 

For Nomanul Haq, this corporeality is specifically emphasised in the description 

Jābir gives of how to extract these natures. It seems possible according to him to 

separate a nature and cause it to exist separately from the secondary compound 

elements that it forms with another nature. The alchemist has the power to extract 

natures from the elementary bodies, since these are compounds of two natures. The 

elementary body earth, for example, is formed from the combination of the 

elementary qualities cold and dry in addition to substance, whilst in Aristotle’s case 

it would be in addition to matter.87 Nomanul Haq point out that for Aristotle, the 

privation of one of these elementary bodies of one of these qualities, leads to the 

surfacing and domination of the opposing quality. In this case, depriving fire of hot 

leads to the appearance of the opposite quality cold, leading to a transformation 

from fire to earth, which is cold and dry. This is not the case for Jābir since according 

to Nomanul Haq, it is possible to extract hot from fire leaving it simply as pure dry 

                                                        
84 Nomanul Haq (1994), p. 60. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Lewis (2008), p. 126. 
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(as it is a combination of hot and dry). This particular extraction of the hot is not 

substituted with the opposing cold, thus leading to a transformation from one 

elementary body to another.88 Nomanul Haq contrasts Jābir with Aristotle on the 

ground of the possibility of the separability of each of the elementary qualities. It 

seems possible for the alchemist to have these natures in isolation and in possession 

of a specific weight.89 This idea of weight also applies to substance otherwise, we are 

told: “the union of two things which are neither visible, nor actually existing, would 

produce nothing.”90 It appears from this that natures and substance must have weight 

to gain this quality of materiality and corporeality, otherwise nothing concrete 

would be produced from their union.  

In this section we present Jābir’s views on the nature of the elemental qualities 

which continues from the previous section. Some of the views that will emerge from 

our sampled texts will appear to challenge the notion of the weight of these 

qualities, their separability and their corporeality, which is greatly emphasised in 

Nomanul Haq’s analysis.   

In the above section we emphasised the idea that Jābir drew the image of this world 

in terms of concentric circles to emphasise and reflect the intelligibility of this world 

rather than its corporeality. What is fundamental to us is that the world of Elements 

is itself represented in terms of a circle reflecting its imaginary and intelligible 

nature. What is also of great importance, and what emphasises this same idea, is that 

Jābir recounts the different ways that people have imagined the organisation of this 

circle, pointing out that the structure in itself is not what is important but rather 

                                                        
88 Nomanul Haq (1994), p. 60. 
89 Ibid., pp. 60, 61. 
90 Ibid. 
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how one puts this or that image to use, or the practical sense of how we use this idea 

in this corporeal world. One of the suggested images is splitting the circle of 

elements into four equal quarters using two crossing vertical lines whilst the other 

one splits the same circle into four smaller equal circles. Each one of these images 

points to the equality between the four elementary worlds, the world of heat, world 

of cold, world of dryness and the world of moisture. However, the last suggestion 

given by Jābir is one that has more details and is set up in a different way. As we 

have explained before, this image is that of the circle of the world of the Elements 

containing concentric circles or as Jābir states “containing the opposites.”91 It starts 

with the world of heat followed by the circle of dryness. Inside this circle exists the 

circle of the world of cold which contains inside it the circle of rest (sukūn) or the 

circle of moisture.92  

II.1.i Soul/Substance in Maydān al-ʿAql 

 In k. Maydān al-ʿAql , Jābir states that it is because of shahwa that Soul becomes 

attached to Substance, and it is what renders it visible and possessing a colour. In 

this section Jābir emphasises the idea that what results from this attachment 

between these two worlds has not a single accident (ʿarḍ),93 it is rather a pure 

essence (dhāt). The reason for this particular view, that what results is an essence 

and not an attribute or an accident, is according to Jābir because it ceases to exist 

once the Soul and Substance cease to be.94 There appears to be a clear contradiction 

                                                        
91 Mukhtārāt, p. 410. 
92 Ibid., pp. 408-410. 
93 In the first instance Jābir says: “8 ه� ذات��ض �$1  O$�” that it has no quality, however, few lines 
below he says: “ض�� O$� �#ا l;وو” that it, the new substance is not a quality. Mukhtārāt, p. 211. 
94 Ibid. 
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in the two successive statements where one affirms that the result of the union is a 

visible substance qualified by a colour whilst the other statement declares that the 

result is an unqualified essence. Following this union the new entity which is an 

essence becomes present in a new world that is different from its constituent (Soul + 

Substance) and from this world it acquires the elements.95  

The world where the Soul/Substance descends,96 is the world of the Elements, which 

some say is void (khalāʾ) whilst others say is plenitude (malāʾ).97 This distinction 

between the two descriptions of the world of Elements (with no Jābirian 

commitment to either), reflects in some ways a dual nature of this world. It is a way 

of pointing to a layer of existence that is between two different worlds, one is the 

world that belongs to intellection and imagination, and the other is the concrete 

world of plenitude, it is something between the incorporeal and the corporeal. Once 

it descends into this world of Elements, the Soul/Substance would necessarily 

become attached to these elements and would not leave this world without such an 

attachment to an Element.  The text suggests that the initial unification of Substance 

with Soul is what creates an essence without any qualification,98 following this, the 

new entity becomes attached to other things from the world that is ontologically 

lower than Substance. This suggests that the Substance/Soul becomes qualified in 

this lower world by some qualities, through the act of what Jābir describes as 

                                                        
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid., p. 413. 
97 Ibid., p. 211. 
98 We are not aware if there are numerous essences created this way or simply a single one. 
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“acquiring the elements.”99 This acquiring of the Elements is attained in degrees or 

according to the yearning (shawq) of the Soul for one of these elements.100  

We may note in this section that Jābir distinguishes between two movements of the 

Soul, the first one is caused by what he calls shahwa or desire, whilst the second one 

is caused by what he calls shawq or yearning. Both of these movements seem to 

point to the same drive, which leads in one case to a union with Substance and in the 

second to a union with the elements (or the qualities). We mentioned that in k. al- 

Taṣrīf, shahwa was the first of the created things that sprang from the union of 

Substance and Soul, and it is here considered to be the force that drives the motion 

of Soul towards Substance and towards the Elements. One may suggest from both of 

these Jābirian views that desire (shahwa/shawq) is the first cause of the movement 

of unification of two worlds (Soul and Substance), and is itself the first created thing, 

or the first affected thing. 

II.1.ii Yearning and Balance 

Following this union, we find in k. Maydān al-ʿAql another model that is loosely 

related to that of k. al-Taṣrīf. In this book, it is the yearning of the Soul that 

determines the attachment to one of the Elements. If the Soul yearns for heat, it will 

acquire this element, otherwise it would be the cold or any of the other elements. 

                                                        
99 Mukhtārāt, p. 211. 
100 Ibid. 
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There seems to be no hierarchy of preference given to one element over the other, 

not even in terms of active or passive natures.101 

In this section of this kitāb, we encounter a very interesting line that may play a part 

in understanding one of the essential terms in Jābir’s vocabulary, that is, the concept 

of balance, which classifies the science of alchemy as the science of balance. Balance 

as a concept refers to the different weights of the different elements that compose a 

particular substance. 102 The sentence that may help us to understand the meaning 

of this weight is “ l��1 8,و ا���از"� أ 	K#�ن آ	*�L� O:ا�7 ا�� �,	��ا� .”103 Kraus reads the first 

term of this sentence as nusiba or ascribe, which would mean that this sentence 

means: “the origin of Balance and its existence is ascribed to the longing of the Soul to the 

elements.” In conjunction with the following section we might understand by this 

that the science of balance is a measure of the Soul’s desire to be attached to this or 

that element. Jābir clearly states that “ .!K1 ة�K>ه� ا� �Lا� �W
�M أن "�" 	K$�� انF$ار أو ا����� 	� 

8�L�" �آ8 �� ا�6�ه �ا���ا�� ه!. �� �	� ”.104 This might be translated as:   

It is to this Desire that one must apply the balance, or it may be applied 
to the capacity the Substance has for each one of these worlds. 

                                                        
101 Ibid., p. 212. 
102 Kraus, pp. 184, 185, quotes from k. al-Baḥth: 

q��$8 �	 ه� وأ#� #�
R ا�<�ء ا�7 ا��'	ن 1Aوا� C$:=7 ا���� �'$�� lإ#� *� ذه.  
Also for Gannagé the theory of balance establishes the degree of intensities of the different qualities 
in each of the existent things of this world. In other terms it could also be seen as the measure of the 
proportion of these qualities, meaning not an exact actual measure of a weight but of a proportional 
relevant weight. See Gannagé (2005), pp. 10-11. 
103 Mukhtārāt, p. 212. 
104 Ibid., p. 213. 
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The weight that Jābir talks about is therefore a practical measure, not of the real 

weight of the elements, but rather a measure of the desire of the Soul or the capacity 

of substance.105   

The mechanism through which the Soul/Substance becomes attached to the 

elements is well described in k. Maydān al- ʿAql. This Soul/Substance  is driven by its 

desire for the element that is mostly desired. Its attachment is said by Jābir to 

resemble a paste that is soaked in alcohol or honey. In the case of the paste it 

absorbs whatever it absorbs until it reaches its maximum capacity. This, however, is 

not the case with Soul/Substance, since it can absorb up to its maximum capacity 

but as it is endowed with choice, this means it does not have to absorb until it 

reaches this maximum capacity.106 

 The point that is emphasised by Jābir is that Soul does not only have desire, it is also 

capable of choice ."#) إذ	آ O:رة ا��	L=� ����	1"  107 If this Soul/Substance chooses to absorb 

heat first of all, then it will go to this part of the world of Elements, absorb up to its 

maximum capacity and according to the degree of its desire. Following this step, the 

Soul/Substance leaves the world of heat and enters the void that lies between it and 

the world of dryness. If it desires to enter this world and absorb a second most 

desired element it would do so, otherwise it would enter the following world, the 

world of cold or the one after, the world of dryness. Each time the Soul/Substance 

                                                        
105 Kraus, p. 195,  quotes a passage from k. al-Baḥth where Jābir states:  

� "��8 ان ا#	 #�� *� اL0�#	 _#:��	 #��	 �� ا_وزان ��1 اL0	ر �K1 �� ر وان	L0ان ا ���" ��:�� 	�� .ا�$� H�!1 ا0� ر
Kraus also quotes another passage from the same book which emphasises the unimportance of the 
specificity of the system followed by Jābir to order the measurement of the different weights:  

O$و� 	�
$G�G H�!� ا�ا� 	ور"�f �_ ��� 8 Hاذ ا�� �'8 ذ� �
	"M ا1�	ل $� ا��$	س ��Xا� �
G�" 7�� .ر	$L0ا C$آ 	ء �	E .  
106 Mukhtārāt, p. 212. 
107 Ibid. 
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enters a new world it absorbs from it up to its maximum capacity which in turn is 

reduced as it moves from one world to the next, since each attachment reduces the 

maximum capacity to absorb the next element.108 This means that weight is 

ultimately determined by the desire of the Soul and by the order in which an 

element becomes attached to the Soul/Substance. Also of some importance in this 

description is that the void not only plays the role of a buffer between two 

successive Element worlds, but also permits the transition to a world that is not next 

in order in the concentric circles model. In some sense, the model that works better 

in this particular mechanism is the one with four equal sized circles inside the world 

of elements separated by this void.  

One could suggest a model that corrects Jābir’s suggestion of a circle of void inside 

the final concentric set of circles ending with Moisture. In this suggestion, one can 

have the void as the ground on which all the circles rest, thus, creating a buffer 

between each one of them. We are entertaining this thought experiment to 

demonstrate how Jābir ‘refers’ to previous models and chooses one that best 

explains how he imagines things in the incorporeal world. The model is simply what 

helps make a particular image clearer, even if that can be achieved by a combination 

of different models. We notice that Jābir does not do the act of combining different 

models himself and that instead he merely suggests the different views.      

 

 

                                                        
108 Ibid., pp. 212-213. 
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II.2 The natures in k. al- Sabʿīn 

In this section we explore some of the definitions, descriptions and associations that 

Jābir links to the elemental qualities or natures. Some of these descriptions might 

prove to be a challenge to some of the conclusions that are drawn from his other 

works. This is either due to clear contradictions in Jābir’s work, or simply because 

we have clearer explanations that force the reader to find different interpretations 

to other texts. Since much of this book has not been edited, we will include the 

original Arabic version and our own translations. 

K. al-Qubba 

II.2.i The active natures 

First of all, Jābir informs us of the relation that exists between substance and the 

four natures. It could be suggested that the term substance here is either substance 

as simple matter or, as we have so far referred to in this section, as Soul/Substance. 

The first reference that is of interest to us regarding this relation comes in k. al-

Qubba (from k. al-Sabʿīn) where Jābir writes: 


	"M ��	 إ�L���) ا�6�ه�ا�L���) آ�K	 وآL� 8'�ن ��;�د ه� �� ;�ه� Xان ا� �أو_ إ��
�$i _ M"	
m M  109.وأر

First of all, know that when the natures utilise the substance they are 
utilised in their entirety. And every generated thing that exists is 
formed from a substance and four natures and nothing else. 

                                                        
109 Ms. 1878, p. 143. 
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The structure of the sentence is a little ambiguous, but it does convey nonetheless 

some important information regarding these natures. In the previous section, it was 

said that it is the Soul/Substance that descends to the world of Elements and 

becomes attached to different elements according to the desire of the Soul. Here, 

however, we notice that it is the four natures that utilise substance, where the term 

8��L� .suggests acting upon something, which in this particular case is substance ا

This endows the natures with the power to act upon substance, they are thus active 

agents in their relation with substance and not simply subjects to the Soul’s desire, 

as was suggested earlier in the case of the descent of the Soul, or when considering 

the world from the Soul/Substance perspective.  

The ambiguous part of the sentence is   "	Kآ� (���L�
	"M ��	 إ�L���) ا�6�ه�اXا�"  or “when 

the natures utilise the substance they are utilised in their entirety.” What is suggested in 

this phrase is that it is the natures that act on the substance but are also 

simultaneously acted upon.110 What is generally emphasised, however, is the activity 

of the natures rather than the substance. This could be due to the fact that Jābir is 

presenting the relation between the substance and the elemental qualities from a 

different angle. Previously the emphasis was on the descent, meaning from a higher 

intellectual ontological level, while here he is considering these same entities from 

the perspective of what is formed, generated and existent. This is clear from the end 

of the above quotation, since he is defining the entities that are generated and exist 

in this corporeal world. From our perspective, the existing human being (or the 

alchemist in this particular case), it is the activity of these natures that concerns us.  

                                                        
110 See Kraus, p. 172. 
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It is not only the active nature of these natures that is important but also the way 

they are distributed or divided in the existing body. Jābir tells us: 

 M"	
Xا� �� l�i 	�1 �
	"M �1 ذ�H ا��6Xا� �� �"	WLن ا�	آ �ا�6�ه (���L�
	"M ��	 اXوه!. ا�
�X 	K�� l�i 	و� �Ko.111 

When these natures utilise the substance a variance results in their 
appearance in the body. Those natures that are dominant become 
manifest and those that are dominated become hidden. 

So here again, one finds in this sentence the active nature of the elemental qualities. 

What Jābir is discussing here, however, is the variance in the distribution of these 

natures inside the existing corporeal body.  

II.2.ii The hidden and the manifest natures 

We noticed in the previous section that when dealing with the incorporeal world, 

balance depended on the desire of the Soul and the relative reduced capacity to 

become attached to the successive natures. In the more concrete world of the 

alchemist however, the distribution of the natures in the body is set in two modes, 

the dominant and the dominated or the manifest and the hidden. Before mentioning 

the measure of the desire of the Soul, we noticed the variation in the powers of these 

natures themselves. The dominant ones are those that are apparent and manifest 

whilst the dominated and weaker ones are hidden and unseen.  

We are then informed of the following characteristics of an existent thing: 

	�m	ن وإ��	ن o	ه�ان وا�V	ه�ان و 	K�� ن	إ�� ،M"	
m Mآ8 وا�� �� ه!. ا���;�دات 1$� ار
  112.ه� ا�����ب ا�$�K	 1�8 ا�<�ء

                                                        
111 Ms. 1878, p. 143. 
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Every one of these existents has four natures, two of which are hidden, 
and two of which are manifest. It is also to the manifest natures that 
one attributes the activity of the thing. 

M"	
m M  113.-#� _ "'�ن �Eء ��;�د إ_ و1$� ه!. ا-ر

For there is no thing that becomes existent without necessarily having 
these four natures. 

These two sentences clearly define what is the really existent thing. For Jābir, all 

that is classified as such, as an existent thing, must have in its constitution the four 

elements. Whatever this existent thing is, it is always in possession of two manifest 

natures and two hidden ones. Any of the activities that are associated with the 

existent thing are attributed to the manifest natures. It is not so clear what Jābir 

intends to mean by this activity, but we may assume for now that it is any positive 

qualifications that are associated with the thing and are caused by the activity of the 

active natures. This set of manifest and hidden natures establishes an opposition 

within the existent things of this world. The manifest is what we associate with all 

that is recognisable about the things of this world, but everyone of these things, 

necessarily holds within itself opposing characteristics that are hidden from us.  

II.2.iii Mixtures and variation 

One of the other features of these elements concerns their combination with the 

bodies they are a part of. In this respect, Jābir writes: 

 (:�L0	1 ارا��� 	K�� ��6� أ0!ت ��اf�	 وأ0! ا��6�	 (�
	"M و��Xه!. ا� (;FLإ� 	1'��
 �K1 8��" ��) أ,��K	 �1	 ا#�8 �� ه!. ا���;�دات ر;M ا�H�G 7 ا_,�ل و�	 �:Gوا 	Kو��1

                                                                                                                                                               
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid., p. 144. 
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�� وا�6�ه� أ"I	 �1	 ا#�8 �� ه!. ا-E$	ء و... ��� 7	��L أو �	�8 �<�ء �� H�G ا-��اض
	K*ا�L1وا 	K13L5وا �,	��'3م ��7 ا��	ا�7 أ,�� آ M;را �K1 .�ه�;.  

114
 

Therefore, whenever these natures are mixed and become attached to 
the body, they occupy positions, and the body takes a measure from 
them, hence there is variation in the branches and agreement in the 
principles. All the existents that are decomposed return to these 
principles whilst that which is not decomposed remains in its state or 
supports some of these accidents (qualities)… and so too is the 
substance, so that those things that are decomposed and their 
substance remains, it returns to its principle in the same way that the 
elements are combined and separated.   

The above quotation includes two entities which appear to behave in a similar way. 

The first of these are the four elementary qualities or the natures, and the other is 

substance. We saw in the previous section how all existents are made from a 

substance and four natures, here, however, Jābir treats the same idea from another 

angle. What we have in this case is a relation between these elements themselves 

and the body they are related to, or simply body in general. The first of these 

relations is that these qualities mix with each other forming different possible 

combinations and therefore mixtures. These elements in their various combinations 

are said in this particular quotation to become attached or stick to the body.115 

Interestingly, this choice of expression suggests that a body is a thing and the 

natures are separate things that only stick or are attached to it. Here, Jābir uses the 

term body and not substance, suggesting something with an already concrete 

reality, a substantial body to which the elements become attached to. In addition, 

the act associated with this body seems closely related to the Soul/Substance 

combination, since this body takes a measure of these natures and the 

Soul/Substance becomes attached to them according to its desire. In these cases, it is 

                                                        
114 Ibid. 
115 Nomanul Haq (1994), p. 60. 
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the substantial form that acts upon the natures and not the other way around. This 

is very different from the more positive role associated with natures, since they are 

here only given the positive act of becoming attached to particular locations or 

positions in this or that body. The body, whatever Jābir means by it, is given the 

power of choosing the particular measures and quantities that makes it 

distinguished from other things. In this particular instance, it seems that the 

variation in measures, or quantities of natures, is what makes the variation in the 

branches, the different existing things of this world. In other words, it is the 

variations in the mixtures made from the different measures of this or that nature, 

along with the variation in the positioning in the body, that creates the various 

existents of the world. The principles of all these variations and multiplicity in this 

world remain, however, the same four natures. 

As these natures are considered to be principles and the origin of the various things 

of this world, these existents must return to this same origin. The existing things 

emerge from these principles and return to them. The origination and corruption of 

things emerge and return in a cyclical pattern to the same original principles. In this 

case, the different ratios and quantities that compose the various mixtures, which 

emerge from the world of Elements, must return in their state of corruption to this 

origin. Things have either returned to their principles and decomposed, or are in a 

state of composition that includes a body and different accidents or qualities 

(natures).  

In the second section of this quotation, Jābir deals with the other part of what makes 

the existents. In this case, he calls it substance but the fact that he refers to it as that 
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which remains after decomposition (presumably the decomposition of the natures 

and their return to their initial state), suggests that substance is what he originally 

referred to as body. This assumption is based on the fact that there is nothing other 

than body that is referred to outside the mixture of natures. In this quotation, 

substance itself follows a similar pattern to the natures and returns to its origin, 

presumably to the world of Substance. This would thus be a return of a 

differentiated substance to the original undifferentiated Substance.116   

One can conclude from this part of the text that Jābir distinguishes between two 

principles that are combined together to form the existents. One is substance, which 

is a distinguished and differentiated substance in this concrete world, and the other 

is the four natures that exist here in the form of mixtures with particular or specific 

quantifiable measures. It is these second principles – natures- that differentiate the 

first principle –substance- into the things of this world. 

II.2.iv The alchemist and nature in k. al-Riwāq 

In k. Riwāq, or the eighteenth book of al-Sabʿīn, we find the sequence of 

development of the natural order, or more specifically the three kingdoms, the 

stones (minerals), the plants and the animals. First of all, the elements fire, air, 

water and earth are formed from the mixtures of the natures and substance. Fire is 

set to occupy the high positions, followed by air, which like fire, contains heat, 

                                                        
116  On the idea of principle, we read in Gourinat (2009), p. 49: “We do not know of any Stoic definition 
of ‘principle’ [...]: ‘principle’ is characterized only by being distinguished from the ‘elements’ [...], as 
ungenerated, indestructible, and shapeless. To distinguish between principles and elements may 
seem innovative, when compared to Plato or Aristotle, since both of them qualify here and there the 
elements as principles.” And (p. 55): “many other sources maintain that the Stoic principles are 
bodies. Basically, the principles are ‘that which acts and that which is acted upon’.” 
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followed by water and earth.117 As the sphere containing these elements begins to 

rotate, the first set of elemental composites emerge, these are the stones or the 

minerals. The stones are considered to be nature’s first product, because the activity 

of the natures is weak at this stage of composition and generation. As the rotation of 

the sphere increases, the natures become stronger which leads to the production of 

the plants and the trees. Once the rotation of the sphere reaches its peak and 

perfection, the animal kingdom is generated.118     

The alchemist who knows the workings of nature through the four natures, can 

imitate the process and cause things to be generated and combined from other 

things. The imitation of nature does not only mean transforming the minerals from 

one state to another but it also means generating plants and animals, including 

humans.119 The possibility of human creative power of generation stems from the 

fact that all the existing things of this world have five principles. If the existents are 

simply variations in the ratios of combinations then the alchemist, who knows the 

science of balance and how these ratios may be changed, has the power to generate 

new things.120 The ability to generate anything from anything does not mean that 

                                                        
117 ‘K. al-Sabʿīn’ in Mukhtārāt, p. 460. 
118 Ibid., p. 461. 
119 Ibid. 
120 The positive activity of the natures on substance is viewed by Jābir to be either subject to God’s 
will or more importantly, to the human will as well. However, despite this human capacity to work 
on the natures they are still in Jābir’s view incapable of achieving creation in a similar way to God. 
We are told in this respect: 

�
	M5 ":���ا ان ا��p" 7�ن وهX�	�� وأ�F6ه� وا�'$:$R وا�'�$R وا��'	ن وا��F	ن و	�6�ه� أ�
�ا �	  �KG7 *�ر�� Hا أن ذ�����1$� " 
  !آ����

‘Al-Mīzān al-Ṣaghīr’ in Mukhtārāt, p. 445. 
When not speaking of God as the cause of the different things of this world, Jābir mentions the 
activity of nature in this production. In such a case he also compares the human ability to create to 
that of nature’s ability. He writes in this respect: 

��� ا#� � Hذ� 	�� (;FLا_,�ل ه!. ا� (X�0ض آ8 و��4 وا�اض ه!. �� ��ا_� ��6�	 �Ko �ه	Vا� �
 ان ا_#�	ن *�ة �1 ان 1	0

$�R آ��8 "��8Xا�. 

‘K. al-Sabʿīn’ in Mukhtārāt, p. 463. 
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Jābir believes in kumūn, that some hidden things exist in other things, which is a 

belief that he criticises and attributes to the Manicheans.121 It is not the idea that 

things as they are exist in other things as hidden that permits the science of 

alchemy, it is rather the idea that all things originate from and return to their 

simple components that grounds this science. Jābir writes:  

[E]very one of the three genera is in fact generated and made to appear 
from fire, air, water and earth. There is therefore no doubt that the 
three genera are one.122 

This science, which allows humans to become like gods and transform all things into 

all things, was modestly reduced with many later alchemist to the art of 

transforming minerals. The simple reason was the fact that these are closest to 

nature in the chain of composition, which means the easiest to decompose and 

recompose.123 

 

                                                                                                                                                               
Also in the extract from ‘k. al-Tajmīʿ’ (Mukhtārāt, pp. 341-392) Jābir discusses the different complex 
alchemical means of transforming stones, plants, animals and humans into each other, all of this 
through changing the relation or ratios of the four natures inside each body through the science of 
balance. 
121 ‘K. al-Khawās al-Kabīr’ in Mukhtārāt, pp. 299-301. 

	I"#� وأ	ن ان �� "=�� _ 1�'" O�6G �� ر�Ko g��g آ��ن �� "'�ن أن ��... �g �� ا_E$	ء  �1 g� �� او ا���	#$R آ��ل 

R�	�L�  .ا���;�د ا��� �$O �� ا_�اع اه8 *�ل وه� �$O، �� �	ن وا�اع ا

]...[  

	�n1 ل ا�!ي��� ا_�اع اه�$1 8 "K1 �5�ن	�� *	ل ��� وi$�ه� ا���	#$R *�ل وا��
�X�ن 	�L��$� ا�K����g �1 ا_E$	ء �g آ��ن �1 .  
122 Jābir ibn Ḥayyān, al-Jumal al-ʿIshrīn, in Ms. 1878, p. 384 and ‘k. al-Ḥay’ from k. al-Sabʿīn, Ms. 1878, 
p. 111. 
123 In a tenth century alchemical text miftāḥ al-ḥikma we learn that that the elements are generated 
from the natures and once they decompose they return to the natures. In the same manner the 
minerals are generated from the elements, the plants from the minerals and finally the animals from 
the plants. Each case of decomposition is a case of return to a prior state in the chain of generation 
(Carusi (2005), p. 186). Also al-Jaldakī (d. 742/ 1341) mentions that unlike metals, the animals and the 
plants are restricted in their generative capabilities, for they have attained their limit (telos) and 
their generation have been completed: 

���� �$i ة�$� .i	�L" ��� وو*C ا�'�ن K	 ا#7KL وا��
	ت ا��$�ان اE=	ص 1	ن وا��
	ت ا��$�ان آ	E=	ص �
  Al-Jaldakī, Nehāyat al-ṭalab fī sharḥ al-muktasab, Ms. 512, p. 8. 
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II.3 Substance and accidents in the 44th book (the principles) 

To further understand the nature of these principles which are the base of the 

composite elements fire, water, earth and air,124 we refer in this section to a 

hypothetical conversation between Jābir and someone who doubts the nature of the 

elementary qualities. This is found in the forty fourth book of k. al-Sabʿīn.  

�R وه!. _  آ	ن أ,8�
R وا�$�m�ودة وا��
ه!. ا���	,� ا�O$� �L ا,i 8$�ه	 ا���ارة وا�
وه� "�	رض ��	رض  ."�O ا���3 و_ "<	ه� �$	#	 آ	ن ��$�	 �1 ذ�R�� H _ن �$K� O!. ا,8

	� 

$1��ل  :R�  �	رة "	

$1��ل :R�$�� (�$� دة  او�;��  

�1��ل :��#  

�6: $1��لG 8K1125 ه� ا,8 ا �Lارة ا��ا��	ر ��	ض ��126�ه� � �Lا� �$i ه�ة	و�<  

  _، -ن ذ�H _زم: �1��ل

�6: $1��لG 8K1127  �1 ر	_,:	آ R��
�R ا��L ه� أ,8 ا��	ر �M �6	ورة ا���ارة، وا�$�
ا�$
	P$E �L�" _ �Lو_  128ا_��اد ا� R����� �$i 	K#_]�$i[  _و �;�" _ 	� C$fاذا ا ��1 R$5��

O�"و �;�" 	� 	�K�$
$O ��7 ا_,O�"  8 "��ث �G �8 ه M��� �$i 6�اب 1$� وه��	1
4��	 O$ى  .و��" _ 	�  	�K�$�1��ل 	��'O إ#	 إذا ;���	 �	 "�ى ا�7 �	 "�ى و"�O "��ث 

O�" _و...  

H_ "�;� : وا�6�اب ��7 ذ� 	و� O�"و �;�" 	� O�"	� �$أن �	 "�ى و"�O *� "��ث $�� و
<�ء، آ����	 إن *� O$�1 O�" _و�ن ا0	وا#� 	8 ��1 	�K�$  ...�	 �$O ز"� و�$O ��� و"��ث 

4$1�Lا� t	��ل و# �'� : O�" _و 	K�� وا�� �;�" _ R��
R وا�$�m�ودة وا��
إن ا���ارة وا�
 �Lا� M"	
Xا� �� �����ي و*��H ا#	 اذا اf:�	 �	 _"�;� و"�W� O	�RX _ن آ8 ��;�د �1 ا��	�

                                                        
124 Ms. 1878, p. 260. 
125 ��G 
126 	�� 
127 ��G 
 E$	ء 128
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� ا�!ي ه� ا,8 ا_E$	ء آ�K	 G _ ��� O$�1�;� و_ O�G �'� ه� ���"����R �1 ا�6�ه� ا�
 R��
R وا�$�m�ودة وا��
�'	ن 0	ل وآ8 ���8 �� ه!. ا_E$	ء 1�	"� ا�$� وا���ارة وا�

  129.أ��اض 1$� وK	 "'�ن أ��� وأ$g وا��د وآ8 ��ن وآ8 ,�رة

Also, the principle of these elements, of which there is no other, is 
heat, cold, moisture and dryness. These are neither sensed by the 
intelligent nor witnessed by sight, because they themselves have no 
principle. An opponent might oppose this view and say: hot and dry? 
Isn’t this determined and existent? 

And we would say: Yes. 

And they would say: so can heat, which is the principle of fire, be found 
by sense and observation as something other than what is an accident?  

And we would say: no, for this is necessary. 

And they would say: so can dryness, which is the principle of fire and 
proximate to heat, be seen to exist? And dryness is like the zeros in 
number from which nothing can be produced, for it is not sensed and 
not observed. So why is it that when an un-sensed non-existent is 
added a sensed existent emerges? The answer to this question is weak 
and unconvincing, it obscures the principle and it is not the truth. 
What we say is the opposite. If we add what is observed to what is 
observed and sensed what results between them is unobserved and un-
sensed… 

And the reply to this: it may happen that when the observed and 
sensed is added to what is sensed it would produce what is sensed and 
existent, and that which is not existent and is not sensed is not a thing. 
It is as if we would say not-Zayd and not-Omar would produce a 
particular act and another human being… 

However, we say, and by God we succeed:  indeed heat, cold, moisture 
and dryness do not exist and are not sensed in isolation. As to your 
statement if we add what is not existent and sensed it is a fallacy, since 
all the existents of this world are from the natures that do not exist 
and are not sensed. However, they inhere in the eternal substance 
which is the principle of all things, so that there is no space that is free 
from it, and every decomposed thing returns to it. heat, cold, moisture 
and dryness are accidents (qualities) in it and it is through them that it 
becomes red, white, black and every colour and every form.   

                                                        
129 Ms. 1878, pp. 260-262. 
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The elements that are mentioned at the beginning of this quotation are the 

compound elements air, fire, water and earth. Jābir confirms the secondary and 

derivative nature of these elements which come from the primary qualities or the 

elementary qualities.130 He names these qualities principles, as the elementary 

bodies are derived from them and they are derived from nothing else, or as he says, 

they “have no principles”. The distinction made in this first part relies heavily on 

the idea of something being the principle or origin of something else, or of 

something being the founding element of another. Having a principle, suggests 

having an origin that is more basic in the cosmos, and in this case, the natures are 

more basic than the elements, since they are their founding ground, and they 

themselves have no such principle of origination. This is what renders the qualities 

more basic and simple, and this is the cause for the distinction made between the 

simple elements (elemental qualities) and the compound elements (the elemental 

bodies). 

 Once the difference between the material elements and the natures is established, 

Jābir introduces an imaginary interlocutor who knows his ideas of the principles and 

their combinations. This is apparent from the start of the dialogue where the reality 

of what is a hot and dry element is assumed. The combination of the hot and the dry 

is what produces fire, a really existing and distinguished element. The opponent 

then moves from establishing the concrete nature of fire to specifically challenge 

the nature of its individual components, heat and dryness. He questions if it is 

possible to find any of these founding elements in forms that are other than 

                                                        
130 Gannagé says that for Jābir the elementary qualities are tangible and primary because only they 
are reciprocally active and passive through themselves and not through anything else, Gannagé 
(2005), p. 13. 
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accidents (qualities). Since the response to this is in the negative, that heat and 

dryness or any other elemental quality may not exist in forms other than qualities 

or accidents, the question becomes how can that which truly exists as a 

distinguished entity be only formed or be a compound of qualities only?131 How can 

that which is concrete be a compound of what is not so? The interesting metaphor 

to express this puzzling fact is the idea that the elemental qualities appear to be 

similar in nature to the way zeros are in numbers. No zero can be added to another 

and produce a number that is different from them (a non-thing comes from two 

non-things).132 The zero is used as a number reflecting the nature of an un-sensed 

non-existent entity, which somehow simplifies the nature of what is existent as that 

which is sensed, which is a simple materialistic view of what is really existent. The 

challenge is basic: what is not an existent sensed entity may not produce something 

of an opposite nature if added to something of a similar nature. The only possibility 

that the interlocutor accepts is that two sensed existent entities may be added 

together and for the result of the combination to be a non-existent entity, in other 

words it is possible for two existing entities to annihilate each other in combination.   

In Jābir’s opinion, this last case is not supported by his observations. What his 

observation supports is that the sensed and the observed, when added to something 

of the same kind, would produce something sensed and existent. The relations 

between the sensed and the existent only produce things that are ontologically the 

same, sensed and existent things. He confirms that what is not sensed and existent is 

                                                        
131 Job of Edessa (1935), p. 12: “the elements are found both before and after the composition, and 
they did not come into being at that moment, as did the body which was composed of them. They 
remain what they are both before and after the composition [...] The elements only underwent 
displacement, while their essence did not cease to exist as it is the very substance of their identity.” 
132 Same challenge to the idea of points being added together. 
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not a thing, and by ‘not a thing’ he seems to be saying ‘does not exist’. The relation 

between the term ‘thing’ with the context of the discussion suggests that a ‘thing’ is 

that which exists in the real concrete world, or is akin to the things that an 

alchemist would work with in his laboratory. The example that Jābir uses to counter 

the argument of his fictional interlocutor is that of two non-existent human beings, 

a non-existent Zayd is added to another non-existent human being Omar. This 

combination cannot produce an existent thing of any kind, human or not human, 

and it may not produce an act of any kind too. Hence, one may deduce that for Jābir, 

an act is a thing as well, which may not result from a non-existent thing or a 

combination of non-existent things.133 It must be mentioned that Jābir starts this 

particular criticism from the point of what is real and concrete, what he says is 

sensed and observed. He confirms that these things produce a sensed and existent 

thing but he does not discuss what other things may be considered as existent or if 

there are other existent things. However, he does mention in his example the word 

act which does suggest that his category of a thing or the existent is larger than 

simply the sensed and the observed as material things. 

In the last paragraph, Jābir deals directly with the issue of the combination of the 

natures and what these are ontologically. He states and confirms the interlocutor’s 

idea that these natures, these elemental qualities, are neither existent nor are they 

non-existent entities. What is central in Jābir’s philosophy is that these are non-

existent when they are simple and in isolation, or in their original nature so to 

speak, however, this is not the case when they are in combination. Everything that is 

                                                        
133 See also ps-Apollonios (1979), pp. 71-73 on the nature of the act: 

و_ "'�ن ا_ ...� "�Fم ا�:�� 8	 F�"م ا_E$	ء _#� "�رك 	���اس ا�V	ه�ة وا�
	R�m وه� ���ود و�� ا�Lاء وا#�I	ء �1 و*) ����م و*
  ... �1 �'	ن و_ "'�ن ا_ �����F�1 ،R #�) ا��=��ق آ�� 
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seen and observed in all the existents of this world are made from the combinations 

of these non-existents. Every thing, every existent arises from the non-exist and un-

sensed natures. If one stops here, it is not clear how this can be justifiably 

considered a response to the interlocutor, since the problem remains the same; 

Jābir’s confirmation that non-existent things combine and produce the various 

existent observable things of this world. This in itself may not be considered 

sufficient as a counterargument.  

The actual response to this problem relies on the idea that it is not sufficient to 

merely state that these natures are non-existents and are not sensed, since they also 

have to be associated with substance. The solution that he offers is that these 

natures are in the substance and are attributed to it, but it is not very clear how this 

resolves the main problem of combining two non-existents and producing an 

elemental body. For Jābir, the solution is in the idea that it is only with substance 

that this combination is achieved.  

We had come across the idea that what exists is not merely a combination of two 

elemental qualities, as the interlocutor suggests in this passage, and that in fact it is 

this as well as substance that make up the existent. Nomanul Haq’s belief that 

substance is in some ways not so important for Jābir is not quite right, since nothing 

that is concrete and real is without substance.134 Substance might be irrelevant in 

the calculations of the science of balance, the ratios and weights of natures that 

differentiate the different materials of this world, but it is essential in the 

                                                        
134 Nomanul Haq (1994), p. 57. 
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philosophy that renders this science of alchemy possible.135 It is this substance that 

renders the non-existent into an existent thing, or into all the existent things.136 

What is not clear, however, is why Jābir refers to this substance as the eternal 

substance (al-jawhar al-qadīm). Were these natures in this substance before their 

combination and becoming attributes of this same substance?137 

Jābir states that the eternal substance is the principle of all things since all things 

return to it and it is in all things. This description sounds very similar to the one 

given to the natures and could in some way contradict it, since when dealing with 

them it was said that they were the only principles. If substance is the principle of 

these natures then they may not be said to be principles since according to him they 

would be originating from something else. One possible suggestion is that these 

elemental qualities are also principles and are coexistent with substance but are 

nonetheless non-existent, thus substance becomes the principle in the truest sense 

of the term. These natures are in the substance eternally since otherwise they would 

originate from it and would cease to become principles, also their ontological status 
                                                        
135 In another part of our manuscript (Ms. 1878. pp 284-285.) we read: 

. ا_,8 ه!ا ��R����� 7 ا_ر�R و0 H�G	�O وا,�K	 آ�K	 ا_E$	ء ه!. آ	#) و��K	 آ�K	 ا_E$	ء ه!. أ�K	ت وه� ار�R ا_ول وا_,�ل

	ء وه� ه$��7 ا����7 ا�
�$q 1	�6�ه� ا_,8 1	�	Kا����� ا� �	ن ا�<��m �$�� O�) اذا �7L وذ�H ا�=�8  M$�6 و �p�را و ا_E'	ل 
   .ا�����م ا��*) ا�7 دا5� وذ�H ��'8 أ,8 وه� �� أ,8 وا�'8 ��آl �'8 أ,8 وه� ا�$� ���8 آ8

Jābir maintains, in this quotation, his way of referring to the four natures as the principles, in the 
plural sense, of all the existents. Here we have a clear relation between these four principles and the 
fifth principle that is their principle and the principle of all things. The idea of a fifth principle could 
also be related to what had been mentioned in the section on substance, what was named the ‘Fifth 
nature’. It is the prime matter that Jābir refuses to speculate about when arguing against the Sabians, 
and it is what he regularly refers to as the dust that fills the empty spaces. We find that Jābir 
considers that the four principles are attributes of the fifth principle which is ultimately the origin of 
all that exists. Substance is in this sense not only related to the four natures in that their composites 
form the existents of this world, but also in the sense that substance is the source or the principle of 
these principles.  Jābir permanently ends by interlocking substance and the four natures. What we 
have at the end of the above quotation is a major deviation from the Sabians’ belief, Jābir here states 
that this prime matter will only last or exist for a time that is known, suggesting a time with a known 
end. This also appears to be different from his consideration in other sections of this chapter. 
136 We had come across the idea that by substance Jābir means exist and by the natures he means 
concrete. 
137 This idea was challenged in al-Rassī’s discussions. 
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as non-existent appears to be the only solution to their coexistence with this true 

principle. Their nature of being non-existent is resolved by being denied a separate 

and independent existence since they are in the substance only in the form of 

attribute or accidents.138  

The use of the eternal substance (al-qadīm) suggests that this is not a created thing 

and the natures are always within it. They become sensed only when combined with 

each other and the substance that they are in. This means that they become 

manifest only in combination. Since all the things of this world are from this 

substance, and since there is no space that is empty of it, and all things return to it, 

we may conclude that the ontological change from a non-existent being to an 

existent being, within the same substance (that is eternal), is only a matter of 

combination. This combination is limited or determined by the specific ratios (or 

weights) of the different qualities and it is regulated by the laws of balance that are 

known by the alchemist.   

II.4 The Eternal substance and its accidents (attributes) 

The above suggestion is possible only if one interprets the previous quotation in 

isolation, particularly the section concerned with the status of the natures as non-

existents or their status prior to any combination. The next quotation, which is from 

the same book, helps to clarify certain issues yet it still leaves obscure the nature of 

things that are non-existent. We gain no knowledge regarding the question of 

                                                        
138 Note the similarity with the question of God’s attributes, particularly knowledge. 
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whether or not these things are eternal or if they return to what they were before 

coming to be. 

�KI	 F"ول و�KI	 F" _ول �� ا��6� ا�ا، "�"�  R:�L=� اض�1$� أ� ��n1	 �� *	ل أن ا��6
!�H إX	ل �	 ��C ��	 �� ا���ل �� ���ل ا-��اض، *8$ �� : ��:��>ه8 ا��6 �6L�>139  ام

5�*��� وا#:�	* ��:�!ا�G وإذا أو;l ذ�H أو;l زوال  ذ�H ا���ض  اد. �=p�ص   H�!�
*$8 �� *���	 ;�ه� و��� ��ض _ ":	ر*� و ��ض �:	رق nX0 _#	 *��	 ��ض . ا�6�ه� ا�ا

1�� و;l أن ا���ض ا�3زم و  ،	m�E �$f��ط �1 أ�� ا��># �i$� �:	رق و��ض �:	رق و�

) ا_0�ا���ض ا��:	رق وا�� �1� و;l ان "A"ول وا�� وF  �* (	Aان ا� 	��Fا� Hم ذ�F� وان


) �1 و*) آ�	 زال ه!ا �1 و*) و�
) ا_0�A" 8"اFول وا�F" ... ض��ان ا� �K��* �� ان

) وو;l ان "Fول اذ آ	ن دا30 ��$� �1 أول � ��	,8 �1 ذ�H ا�6�ه� 1 �'" �ا�3زم �

  ...	 إ_ وه� "Fول ��� او "l6 ان "Fولا_��، و�� "'�ن �	ل M$�; �1 ا_E$	ء �1 ;�ه� �

��ل ان ا�6�ه� "�:�د و"�;� و��. # 	#_ ��# ����إن ا�'3م ا���4�W ��7 ا��	س ;�$�	 ه� �	#

	"M ا�:	��R 1$� 1$'�ن Xا� M
	ء ا�����ء � ا�=�8 وا�L�آ$l �1 ذ�H أن pG�ر. ا_رKوه� ا�

!�R��; H ه!. ا���;�دات.140 

As to those who say that the body has different accidents, some of 
which vanish whilst the others eternally remain in the body. They 
want to negate what we had said regarding the inherence of the 
accidents. We say to them: can the body be found by itself? Or, are its 
eternal being and its singularity characteristic of its self subsisting 
nature? If they affirm this, they will affirm that the accidents would 
always cease to exist in that substance. We also say to them that for us 
to state that a substance has an accident that becomes detached and 
another that remains attached is erroneous for we would be stating 
that an accident remains attached and another detaches itself without 
a condition that applies to either of the two. This would mean that 
both of these accidents are the same, so why would one cease to exist 
and the other subsist? If we accept this then the one that subsists may 
cease to be and the one that ceases to be may subsist at different 
times... what they also say is that the subsisting accident was not a 
principle in that substance. This would confirm that it is necessary that 
it should cease to exist since it is foreign to it in the first instance, and 
there would be nothing that inheres in any substance that does not 
cease to be or necessarily cease to be… 

What the majority of people are hindered from seeing is what we say 
ourselves, for we say that the substance does exist by itself, it is the 
dust that fills the void. The composition of substance is through the 
formative act of the four natures which produce these numerous 
existents.              

                                                        
139 Not clear in Ms. 1878. 
140 Ms. 1878, pp. 263-265. 
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 This quotation discusses the nature of the elemental qualities from the perspective 

of whether or not there are different ones, and the nature of their relation with 

substance. The main idea that Jābir is trying to defend is that the qualities or the 

accidents inhere in substance and that substance is what it is without relying on 

these accidents.141 He starts with the essential nature of substance and establishes 

that this does not require the elemental qualities. The nature of substance appears 

to be its eternal existence, its singularity and its self-subsistence, and none of these 

are related or dependent in any way on the four natures, since they belong to the 

essence and nature of substance as it is in itself.142 The fact that substance is what it 

is without the need for any of the accidents that may dwell in it, suggests for Jābir 

that these accidents would necessarily cease to exist or inhere in the substance.  

Following the statement that establishes Jābir’s position on the time bound nature of 

the relation between substance and accidents, he proceeds to show that this applies 

to all accidents. There is no distinction for him between the accidents based on a 

different time relation, that is, all the accidents cease to be at one time or another.143 

The reasoning behind this idea is that if one affirms that some accidents cease to 

exist in substance and become detached from it whilst also believing that other 

accidents remain attached, without qualifying this type of accidents with other 

                                                        
141 Al-Ashʿarī distinguishes between four views regarding substance, two of which are with regard the 
relation to accidents. One view states that if substance becomes existent it becomes the carrier 
(ḥāmil) of accidents, but substance is substance in itself before coming to be, this is the view of al-
Jubbāʾī. The other view states that substance is what may potentially carry (iḥtamala) the accidents, 
suggesting that substance may exist without accidents, this is the view of al-Ṣāliḥī, Maqālāt, v. 2, p. 8. 
(We disagree with Dhanani’s translation of iḥtamala as “contain” since this would change the 
meaning of the text in ways that does not seem to be intended by the text, Dhanani (1993), p. 56). 
Jābir appears to attempt a synthesis of the two views despite stating that substance does exist 
without accidents. 
142 Note that these are the qualities associated with God in Islamic kalām. 
143 This same idea was discussed in the first chapter regarding the eternity of states, and in the 
second chapter with regard to the changing accidents and their relation to the atom. 
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qualifications, then it is not clear what would make some behave in this or that 

particular way. If there is nothing that distinguishes one accident from another in 

terms of time duration of inherence in the substance, then all accidents are 

essentially the same in terms of their timed existence, they all cease to exist.  

The possibility that an accident is permanently attached to substance is denied by 

Jābir because for him there is nothing in the essence of any accident that makes it 

permanently attached to substance. If such an accident were to exist, then it would 

have to be eternally in the substance and it would have to be a principle along with 

substance. If the accident that is attached to substance did not always exist within it 

then it must have come to inhere in it at some point. For Jābir, whatever comes to 

inhere in something at a particular time must cease to do so at another time. The 

underlying principle that is at work here is that whatever comes to be must cease to 

be or, whatever is generated at a particular time must become corrupt at another 

time. Ultimately, there is nothing essentially eternal about accidents and their 

attachment to substance, there is nothing in the essence of accidents that makes 

them permanently attached to substance. 

Since it is necessary for the attached accident to cease existing, one would suppose 

that the substance either becomes attached to another accident that would cease to 

exist at another time, or that there would be a time when this substance is without 

any attached accident. In the last part of the quotation, Jābir states that what people 

fail to understand is that substance is not necessarily attached to accidents, its 

essence in a sense excludes this attachment. For him, substance may exist, and does 
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exist, on its own without any attachment, it is what he refers to as the motes (al-

habāʾ) that fills the empty spaces or the void.144 Since the void and empty space 

contains nothing that is recognisable as a particular thing, it is the role of the four 

natures, the accidents and qualities that become attached to substance, to form the 

composites that are sensed.  

This enforces the idea that there is no real empty space in our world since space is 

always occupied with substance. This substance is either in its original pervasive 

state of dust like existence or it is formed, shaped and composed into the different 

recognisable things that occupy this world. It is worth noting that in this last 

perspective, the four natures are the active ingredients that form and shape things, 

and substance appears to be this neutral and passive element subject to formation, 

combination and manipulation. This substance is the pure matter that an active 

agent may form and shape through the activity and power of the four natures, in the 

same way that a human being shapes and forms the stuff of this world.145 

 

 

                                                        
144 Langermann (2009), p. 280 makes a link in his paper between this vision of substance and the 
atom, al-jawhar al-fard. 
145 With regard to the idea of a dust like state of substance and the role of the four natures, we find in 
the Book of Treasures an interesting passage that relates to this idea, despite the fact that Job of 
Edessa denies the existence of matter. The text refers in this particular case to the condensation of 
the four natures in their becoming attached to each other. We read (p. 21): “Take the example of dust 
and chaff of wheat, which, because they have expansive parts, flee from our vision when they mount 
up in the air, and also from the three dimensions. When, however, we collect them, bring their parts 
together and condense them or mix them with water, so that through the humidity of water their 
parts may stick together, they fall under the senses and receive a form.”   
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IIIIIIIIIIII.... JJJJābirābirābirābir’’’’s Categoriess Categoriess Categoriess Categories    

III.1 The Categories of k. al-Tajmīʿ 

On a number of occasions, one finds in Jābir’s work specific sections that deal with 

what is categorised as the existent. These sections are specifically put under the 

rubric of the ten Aristotelian categories which Jābir identify as the principles of the 

world (uṣūl al-ʿālam). These categories are in turn: 1) one Substance (al-Jawhar)146, 

and the other nine accidents or qualifications kayfiyyāt 2) Quantity (al-kamiyya), 3) 

Quality (al-ayfiyya), 4) Relation (al-iḍāfa), 5) Time (al-zamān), 6) Place (al-makān) 7) 

Position (al-ʿayyina), 8) State  (al-Nuṣba), 9) Agent (al- Fāʿil) and 10) Affection (al-

Munfaʿil).147 

 The main focus of this section is substance and the associated ideas concerning this 

category. The accidents will only be considered in terms of their relation to this 

substance. It will become apparent that there is no direct interest in a cosmological 

view in this particular consideration since the main concern appears to be in the 

practical world. 

                                                        
146 “Essence” is the French translation by Houdas in Berthelot (1893), p. 193. 
147 For more on Jābir’s categories and their application see  ‘k. al-Khawāṣṣ al-Kabīr’ in Mukhtārāt, pp. 
241-261 ; ‘k. al-Mīzān al-Ṣaghīr’ in Mukhtārāt, pp. 428-438 ; ‘k. la-Tajmīʿ’in Berthelot (1893), pp. 164-
168. 
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III.1.i Substance 

For Jābir, substance is “the subsistent principle (aṣl) which supports all the accidents.”148 

None of the above mentioned nine accidents can be without the existence of this 

supporting ground. This substance is one of two kinds: it is either a universal (kullī) 

substance, which is also named the first substance,149 or a particular (juzʾī) substance, 

which is the secondary and composite substance.150 According to Jābir, it is difficult 

and even impossible (taʿassara), for the senses to detect a substance in isolation since 

it is something that may only be perceived by mind. It is an intelligible thing not in 

the sense that it is an object of thought but in the sense that the senses are ill 

equipped to detect or perceive it.151 We are informed that in considering a body that 

is a mixture of some kind, it is possible for the senses to perceive it since it has a 

length, a width and a depth, that is, it has associated accidents that permits the 

                                                        
148 K. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 164. 
149 Notice that Jābir reverses the Aristotelian order of first and second substances as they appear in 
the categories, so that the first is not the concrete individual but the universal. 
150 In Kraus, p. 319 and within the discussion on the influence of Aristotle, we notice that amongst the 
list of works that are listed in the Jābirian corpus is Porphyry’s Isagoge. In note 8 we read: 

  ."���ه	)  .K� O�;ms	 وا#�( ;��	 �K	 وان �<�ة ا_;�	س ان ا����_ت �1 أر�m�X	�O$ *�ل ذ��H���" 7�� H و*�
From this and from the inclusion of universal substance in the actual discussion of the category of 
substance along with the introduction that substance is one, we may assume that Jābir is attempting 
to reconcile the categories with the Neoplatonic model of the world which includes the intelligible 
ousia. On the problem of genera and the Aristotelian categories see De Haas (2001) ; Hadot (1990). 
Here we find this quotation from Dexippus which Hadot concludes is from Porphyry (p. 127): “[…] the 
principle ousia extends across all things, taking successively the first, second and third rank insofar 
as it gives being to one primarily and to others in another manner. This is why, if everything leads to 
this principle of ousia (since everything is suspended from it), Aristotle’ description of ousia can also 
provide a glimpse principle of ousia, from which the ousia has fallen to its lowest degree. (Dexippus, 
in Cat. 40, 25-41, 3).” The sensible ousia is in a homonymous relation with intelligible ousia but it is 
what provides the ‘glimpse’ of this principle through the relation of analogy and metaphor since “all 
ousia refer ultimately to intelligible ousia, from which they all originate” (Hadot (1990), p. 136). 
Interestingly, both articles point to the idea that it is in Plotinus’ same text that one finds the 
resolution to Plotinus’ own challenge to Aristotle’s categories. 
151 Similar to some cases of atom definitions encoutered earlier. 
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occasion of perception. Without these accidents, the body may not be perceived but 

reason knows that the substance of this body necessarily remains.152  

III.1.ii Substance as stuff 

Jābir introduces some examples to demonstrate what a substance is. In this case he 

presents things that the senses can perceive, which in turn one may use to 

intellectually understand what a substance is. The examples that are taken from the 

corporeal world suggest the idea that substance is the stuff of the world, or the 

materials from which the concrete things of this world are formed. More than that, 

they suggest that substance is the different specific materials formed to make the 

different things that exist in this world. He tells us that substance is the straw used 

for a pen, or the gold used in a bracelet or ring.  

It is not clear if these examples are applied here for their demonstrative use rather 

than as an actual definition or listing of what a substance is. These examples appear 

to obscure what substance is in reality. In the examples given of substance, it is not 

clear if they suggest the existence of different substances, straw and gold, or if these 

materials are different manifestations associated with substance, or alternatively if 

these are simply representations which thought might use to understand substance 

that is not perceivable by senses.153  

                                                        
152 K. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 164. 
153 If it is the case that these examples of different materials or stuff do in fact suggest differences in 
substance or different substances, then we need to understand Jābir’s examples as an affirmation of 
some kind of differentiation or individuation that belongs to substance without any attachment to 
accidents. This suggestion is based on the fact that substance is said to be the supporter of all 
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Jābir proceeds to inform us that the mixture of qualities that are attached to 

substance, which gives it form and shape, and a particular use, are the accidents that 

subsist in the substance.154 His discussion of the proportions (or ratios) of what 

makes a particular body what it is may support Jābir’s use of his examples as a 

reflection of reality, of the way things are rather than a mere facilitator to mentally 

perceive substance. He tells us that philosophers have disagreed with regard to the 

proportional weight of the elements of a corporeal thing. Regarding the quantity of 

substance that is a body, he relates that some have said that all of it is substance 

since the accidents lack weight, some others have suggested that half a body is 

substance whilst the other are accidents. For Jābir, however, the senses confirm that 

a body is mostly substance and only some of its weight is accidents, and this is well 

demonstrated by the case of gold in a bracelet or in a ring.155 This reflects a Jābirian 

use of the term substance as simple stuff in its particular corporeal existence, or 

simply the raw materials of this world.     

                                                                                                                                                               
accidents, that it is not available to the senses yet it is defined in these examples as a thing prior to 
its acceptance of the different forms. This means that it is possible to imagine in thought what an 
individual substance is without any of the accidents that give it the different forms in which it is 
found or formed into. In this case we may think of substance as essence, or that a thing is what it is 
without its association with its categories that form it into what it is. In this sense, the substance gold 
which is not available to the senses, prior to its particular formed existence, is according to this 
interpretation gold before its attachment to its accidents.  
154 K. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 165. 
155 Ibid. 
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III.1.iii Substance as matter 

To reach the jawhar, Jābir tells us that one must imagine stripping the body, through 

a thought experiment,156 of every one of the nine categories, one at a time until one 

reaches the ultimate ground and subject of the coinciding accidents.157  

Regarding the relationship between the substance and the nine qualities, Jābir 

writes: 

We say: substance is a genus (jins) which supports the accidents and 
the qualities, since the accidents cannot subsist in other accidents nor 
do they support each other. We here intend to make it clear to you that 
the natures may only be perceived in their simple state by the intellect 
in the same manner that substance may be perceived. When we say 
that there is something here that is hot, dry, cold, moist and existent, 
then we mean to cover by existent the definition of substance and by 
hot and dry to cover the definition of the corporeality of this thing. 
The body is associated with the accidents and the qualities like the 
length, the width, the depth, the colour and other things since all the 
things of this world from all the particulars of the genera belonging to 
the three different kingdoms of the sublunary world may not be 
without the ten categories. 158    

This quotation not only emphasises the above mentioned points, but it also refers to 

the nature of the qualifying elementary qualities. They are clearly set in this text as 

that which may only be perceived in their simple state by the intellect, thus denying 

any access to them by the senses. Interestingly, Jābir states that if one refers to a 

thing as existent and hot, dry, cold or moist then the notion of existence is a 

reference to the substantiality of the thing, whilst an association with the 

                                                        
156 In his discussion of a similar thought experiment set by Aristotle, Nomanul Haq, says that “one 
distinguishes between the sum total of properties making this body what it is, and that which by its 
properties is made into this thing. The latter is matter, while the former is form.” Nomanul Haq 
(1994), p. 52. 
157 K. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 165. 
158 Ibid., p. 168. 
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elementary qualities is an association with the concrete corporeal reality. This may 

be taken to suggest that a thing may be an existent thing in that it is a substance 

prior to any attachment to elementary qualities, which means prior to corporeal 

existence. It is only once this or that substance becomes a supporter of natures and 

accidents that it becomes existent in the corporeal sense.159 

III.2 Synthesis and Analysis (matter becoming stuff) 

The entire science and activity of the art that Jābir is concerned with is essentially 

reduced to two things, composition (or synthesis) (tarkīb) and decomposition (or 

analysis) (taḥlīl), where one emerges from, and the other returns to the primary 

element, substance. Alchemy is thus essentially synthesis and analysis, construction 

and deconstruction.  

Combination and composition is what produces determination, and starting from 

substance, the first thing that is combined with it, and defines it in different ways, is 

quality. More accurately, it is not the first thing that is combined with jawhar, it is 

the first thing to be composed on it “tarakkaba ʿalayhi.”160 The effect of the produced 

combination is the gaining of colour and a definite state, this is what Jābir refers to 

as a substance with a quality (jawhar bi kayfiyya), in possession of length, width, 

depth or colour. Following this first composition, Jābir adds the category of quantity, 

                                                        
159 See Gourinat (2009) for his discussion of the two meanings of matter (unqualified substance and 
qualified matter). 
160 Ibid., p. 169. 
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thus allowing the new composition to have a measure of amount in number and 

weight.161  

In the discussion of the order of acquiring the different accidents and in the 

becoming of the particular substance, we are informed that after acquiring quality 

followed by quantity, the substance not only gains weight and some measurable 

dimensions but also acquires materiality (taḥṣul lahu mādda), which is obvious from 

the descriptions given thus far.162 This materiality, is what we assume was referred 

to as substance in the examples of the gold in the ring, it is simply a reference to the 

becoming of the stuff of the world of nature.   

After materiality, substance becomes associated with time and space and then all of 

the qualities that accompany the four natures. For Jābir, some of these are 

associated with heat, such as the colour red, incandescence, bitterness, dilation, etc., 

and others are associated with cold, such as cooling, the colour white, contraction, 

etc.   

Our understanding of substance in this section, which deals with the concrete 

existent, appears to be a continuation of the relation between substance in the 

fourth circle of the world of Substance and substance that is the fifth nature, in the 

sphere that emerges from the attraction between Soul and Substance. In this case 

                                                        
161 Ibid. If amount and number follow quality in the order of composition then this must mean that 
the reference to the qualities of length, width and depth is not a reference to a measurable quantity. 
This appears to be a reference to non measurable dimensions which in some ways is similar to the 
paradox of space occupying (taḥayyuz) entity that possesses no quantifiable measure in Muʿtazilī 
atomism. See Dhanani, for the physical theory of matter and the Muʿtazila. Of particular interest in 
this respect is (Dhanani (1993), chp. 4, pp. 90-140) where there is a discussion of the idea of jawhar 
having a magnitude but neither length, nor breadth nor depth. 
162 K. al-Tajmīʿ, p. 169. 
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too, Jābir appears to associate substance with a difference in the degree of 

manifestation or corporeality.   

The stuff of the world emerges from the attachment of substance to the non-

corporeal qualities or natures, and it becomes a qualified substance without the 

other nine corporeal accidents. The attachment to the simple elements leads to a 

process of composition on the level of the corporeal world, where substance actually 

becomes the substrate of the nine accidents; this is the process that allows substance 

to surface in the sensible world. The first composition results in the occupation of 

non-corporeal space as well as the gaining of colour which leads substance to incur 

some form of primary definition and, in the second stage of the composition, 

permits this substance to possess measurable quantities, including volume and 

weight.  

Jābir’s interest in Aristotle’s categories appears to be a necessary process for at least 

two reasons. Most importantly, Jābir is a scientist interested in understanding the 

world of nature and knowing how to manipulate it at its most fundamental level, 

hence, Aristotle’s classification of what exists in this nature is important. On the 

other hand, this world is only a small part in the grand picture of the world, since 

the world of nature appears last in the set of concentric circles in Jābir’s 

cosmological structure. This world of nature, this sensible world, is considered a 

continuation and an extension of the intelligible realm. Jābir’s work appears, in this 

context, to be an attempt to combine Aristotle’s categories with his Metaphysics 

along the Neoplatonic tradition. Considering the categories to be part of or an 
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extension of the Metaphysics is also evident in Jābir’s use of these categories in the 

refutation of other cosmological structures. This is evident in the next section which 

only takes the category of substance as the ground of the argument against dualism. 

Before proceeding to this section, however, we should summarise the different uses 

of the term substance encountered in k. al-Tajmīʿ, which deals with the categories 

and k. al-Taṣrīf, which deals with Jābir’s cosmology.  

Substance in K. al-Taṣrīf and al-Tajmīʿ 

If we are to combine the different references to substance we have encountered thus 

far we will have the following uses of this term by Jābir: 

K. alK. alK. alK. al----TaTaTaTaṣṣṣṣrrrrīfīfīfīf    

1) Substance as the absolute lack of any definition: this use we encountered in 

association with the fourth circle, the circle of the world of Substance. This 

substance is purely intelligible. 

2) Substance as the fifth nature: this resulted from the combination of the 

world of Soul and the world of Substance leading to the undifferentiated 

substance or matter. This is an Intelligible substance charged with 

potentiality yet still undifferentiated. It appears to be the beginning of the 

process of material corporeal existence. 

Parallel with this usage we have come in the above discussion across a different 

division of substance which could either be from a different perspective or could be 

a continuation of the above manifestation and materialisation of substance.  
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K. alK. alK. alK. al----TajmTajmTajmTajmīīīīʿʿʿʿ        

a) The universal Substance or the first Substance: this is not explained in the k. 

al-Tajmīʿ, however, the terms used to classify this substance could suggest 

that this is either of the above stages of substance. This, however, could also 

be a reference to the first cause.163 

b) The particular substance or the second substance: this is a determined and 

defined substance that remains as an object of thought. It has none of the 

categories that are associated with the existent in the corporeal world. 

c) Particular corporeal substance: this is the particular substance from (b) that 

has become corporeal. It is a determined substance attached to the nine 

categories.  It is the different materials that the different things of this world 

are made from such as gold, wood, etc.164      

Jābir appears to be attempting to create gradation in one substance that belongs 

to the intelligible realm and the concrete world. This attempt should help us 

understand the ground from which he refutes dualism, the idea that there are 

two substances that act as principles to the world.165  

                                                        
163 ‘K. al-Qadīm’ in Mukhtārāt, p. 545. 
164 In Ikhwān we have the following meanings of Substance, v. 3, pp .183-184: 

�	ل ��7 ارK; M	ت، 1	*�K	 ا�7 ا��O ه$��7 ا��p	�8A� R ا�=<l وا���"�" 7��$Kوا� 	�$ 	� l�� �X�� . وا�_ M#	, 8ن آ	1
�L�	�, 8 1$� و�����و. �� �� ه$��7 " R�$
Xه$��7 ا� �#	Aء وا_رضهوا�	اء وا���Kر وا�	ا�� � . R�$
Xا� ����G ء�E 8ان آ Hوذ�

	K� 7��$ه R���4�X ا�!ي "�� وا�A	�� ه$��7 ا�'8 ا��� ا��6� ا. ا�H�1 (�G �L ا���� �� ا���;�دات، 1	ن ه!. ا_رآ	ن ا_ر
M�;ت ا	�5	ن . ا_31ك وا�'	4، وآ��ض وا���ل وا��X8 ه� ا�
وا��اM ا�K$��7 ا_و�7 وه� ;�ه� *	p�� 8�رة، 1	ول ,�رة *

	��X� 	��; H�! .R��� .وه!. ا�K$��7 �� ا��
	دئ ا_و�7 ا���
165 The combination of the different meanings of substance seems to resonate with Gourinat (2009), p. 
65: “god is an active principle always present in matter during all the phases of the history of 
universe, but he may incorporate himself in particular elements (fire or air) or compounds (breath), 
through which he exerts his action during the phases of the universe. What is engendered after the 
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 III.3 Refutation of dualism 

In the introduction to the section on substance we noted that Jābir initially divides 

substance into two: the universal substance and the particular substance. Not much 

consideration is given in k. al-Tajmīʿ to this division, since it mostly discusses the 

second of these two substances, whilst completely ignoring the universal substance. 

We have tried, however, to link this division with our previously constructed 

Jābirian cosmological view to arrive at something like a general coherent view and 

meaning of this term for Jābir.     

K. al-Khawāṣṣ 

In other parts of Jābir’s work, we find other references and uses of substance. For 

example, in ‘the Book of Properties’ or k. al-Khawāṣṣ, we find some chapters that are 

concerned with the refutation of the arguments of the dualists. These arguments are 

structured and centred on the ten categories mentioned in the previous section. In 

these chapters, Jābir takes each one of the categories and assumes a dualist basis and 

argument to each one of them. Each structured argument is reduced ad absurdum 

and the dualist ground is refuted. Since we are primarily concerned with substance, 

we present here his reasoning in the refutation of a dualist principle of the world 

based on this Category. We should mention that these chapters, which involve the 

same grounds for the arguments, are some of the rare occasions where Jābir offers 

any logically structured reasoning in support of his philosophical point of view. Yet 

oddly enough, apart from what Jābir is arguing against, it is not very clear what he is 
                                                                                                                                                               
elements and the particular matter is not god as a principle, but god as the incorporation of this 
principle in various phases of world-history and in various parts of the substance of the world.” 
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arguing for. We may only assume certain things from the text itself and possibly find 

a justification for why Maḥmūd uses these chapters under the section entitled 

“Existence is absolutely one.”166   

Jābir starts his arguments against a dualist notion of the principles of existence 

using the first of the ten categories, substance. Before he begins his arguments we 

are informed that the two generated worlds (kawnān), which are generated in 

accordance with the ‘balance’ (kawn al-mīzan), are either true or false. This means 

that his arguments will either prove the existence of two generated worlds or not, 

and this he achieves through arguments regarding the principles of these two 

worlds. We shall come back to this point after presenting Jābir’s arguments.167   

The two generated worlds in this discussion are found to be in one of five possible 

combinations, either:  

a) Both are substances. 

b) Both are accidents.   

c) One is a substance and the other is an accident. 

d) Both are a substance and an accident at the same time. 

                                                        
166 Maḥmūd (1962), pp. 236-255. 
167 ‘K. al-Khawāṣṣ al-Kabīr’ in Mukhtārāt, pp. 241-242. 
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e) Neither are substances or accidents.168 

The details of the arguments will appear to be concerned not with two universes or 

worlds as such, but with two principles that generated two worlds. The obscurity of 

the text forces the reader to look for some signs and indications in the text to allow 

for the interpretation and the understanding of this text, whilst assuming some 

unity in the argument. This shall be done after presenting the arguments for each of 

the above possibilities. 

e) Jābir starts with the last of the five options listed above, since this would 

force the following arguments to be structured in terms of worlds composed 

primarily of substance and accident. We have previously noted that all that 

exists must be one of the ten categories, either a substance or one of the nine 

accidents or categories. Here Jābir tells us that: 

1. “All the categories are either substances or accidents.” 

2. If something is sensed then it exists, and the generated world is sensed so 

it exists. 

3. If something is sensed and is not one of the ten categories then it does 

not exist. 

4. This thing both exists and does not exist. 

                                                        
168 Ibid., p. 242. 



309 

 

The contradiction in the last point leads to the conclusion that, whatever the 

discussion and the arguments are going to be, they must be structured in 

terms of substance and accident since it is a discussion of what is generated 

and exists, or is (ays).169  

a) Both worlds are substances devoid of accidents. For anyone who interacts 

with the physical world, and can see this world through the Aristotelian 

categories, this poses a problem. Jābir states that “accidents exist,” he does 

not present arguments for this, he rather simply states it as a clear known 

fact. If these accidents exist and the two principles are only substances then 

they -the accidents- must be originated (muḥdatha). Here, Jābir starts with 

two principles of existence and compares them to what is known to exist in 

this lived existence regardless of whether it is of a dualist nature or not.  

What we have here is either: 

i) These accidents originated from something other than these two principles, 

from a third principle or more. 

1. What is applicable to two, the beginning of multiplicity, is also 

applicable to three or more. 

2. The contradictions that are found in two principles are applicable 

to all multiplicity. 

                                                        
169 Ibid. Jābir uses the terms ays for “is” or “exists” and lays for “is not” or “does not exist”. We use 
the term “exist” since Jābir himself has linked the categories to what exists.   
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3. There is no third principle from which the accidents are 

originated.170 

4. This, according to Jābir, leads to the knowledge that balance is one 

and also to the truth of tawḥīd. 

One could follow Jābir’s argument that ‘one needs not look for a third 

principle if all the arguments for two principles are denied’, since whatever is 

denied of the beginning of multiplicity is applied to any number higher than 

two. However, if the above argument is set to show that there isn’t a third 

principle, this by itself does not show that there aren’t two principles, thus 

Jābir is not quite justified in including the fourth point above. This last point 

ought to have been stated at the end of all his arguments against the dualist 

notion of existence, as we point out in the rest of the presentation. 

ii) These accidents originated from the two substances (principles). This 

is impossible according to Jābir, as this would imply “the presence of 

what is non-existent (ʿadam) in them,” when they are in actuality two 

masses. The only possible way for this to occur is through 

transmutation (istiḥāla). If transmutation is what allows for these 

accidents to originate then the eternal nature of these two principles 

diminishes and vanishes. The causes, in this case, the two principles, 

follow their effects which are parts of them. These come to be at one 

moment and are annihilated at another moment through 

                                                        
170 This is not clearly stated in the text but is implied by the argument. 
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transmutation, thus there is an end to these principles, which were 

initially considered to be eternal.171 

c) One of the two is a substance whilst the other is an accident. This comes as a 

solution to the previous proposition, which led to the transmutation of the 

substances to account for the origination of the accidents. This case 

presupposes the co-existence of accident and substance. However, Jābir 

argues: 

1. “[T]he accident does not subsist by itself and requires some other thing  

in order to subsist.” 

2.   “The accident is in the substance.” 

3. “Therefore, there is one essence (dhāt) attributed with all the attributes 

(accidents/categories).” 

4. If it is an essence with all the attributes, it must be a body (juththa) -“this 

would be necessary in the case of balance but not so in al-tawḥīd”- 

because it is surrounded (yuṭīq) by space,172 and it is originated since it is 

counted (or measured) with time (al-zamān ʿadduh). 

5. In this case, we have an eternal principle that is also an originated thing 

in time, or something that is simultaneously infinite and finite. This is a 

                                                        
171 Compare this idea with al-Rassī’s argument against changes in the principles. 
172 Kraus chose yuṭīf, Mukhtārāt, p. 244. 
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clear contradiction and the argument for the eternal existence of a 

substance along with an accident is refuted. 

d) Both principles are simultaneously a substance and an accident. This is 

refuted in the same manner as in case (c). The argument would show that 

both are finite and originated in time.  

b) Both principles are accidents. This is refuted through a similar argument: 

1. An accident subsists in substance. 

2. What subsists in something other, and this other is-not (lays) or does not 

exist then it is itself a lays. 

3. They are both generated (kawnān), hence they exist (ays). 

4. They are simultaneously ays and lays. Another clear contradiction that 

Jābir rejects.  

The above arguments against a dualist notion of existence are an important 

contribution to the history of the Islamo-Manichaeism debates. This discussion’s 

importance lies in its early use of philosophical arguments that rely on Aristotle’s 

categories since the few chapters, that follow the one just considered, take on the 

other categories and refute through similar structured arguments a presumed 

dualist notion of existence. Its importance also lies in the fact that it demonstrates a 
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struggle with concepts and notions that are not clearly finalised and defined, yet are 

still used in logically structured arguments. 

We mentioned earlier that there is a certain obscurity regarding the intentions of 

the arguments themselves. What is known is that they are set to refute a dualist 

notion of existence, however, this appears to be against a dualist principle of 

existence and sometimes a dualist notion of existents. Also, the assumption which is 

reinforced on some occasions, suggests that Jābir is trying to prove a mono-principle 

of existence or a monistic existence. The mention of tawḥīd in the text is not very 

clear since it is only assumed and is not explained.     

Let us begin by looking at the reasons for what we have described as an ambiguity in 

the text. From the earliest section of this chapter we are told that we are to look in 

this chapter at the states of balance ‘aḥwāl al-mīzān’.  Even if this particular 

expression is not very clear we can assume that it is a reference to a state of being 

that is regulated or is in accord with Jābir’s central theory of balance, it is the state 

of existence in this corporeal world. With regard to the theory of balance, it suffices 

to say that it is a theory that governs the balance and ratios of the four natures in 

compound substances or bodies.173 So, from the very start we are told that the 

arguments of this text are relevant to the physical world, which is structured 

through combinations and in accordance with to the theory of balance. In this we 

have an emphasis that this chapter is about corporeality. This important point is not 

solely derived from the statement ‘aḥwāl al-mīzan’  but is also found in the two 

further points mentioned in the introduction. One of these is that Jābir starts the 

                                                        
173 Kraus, p. 309. 
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section on substance with the statement “these two generated worlds” (or  ن ه!ان	ا�'�# ) 

by which he says that he means “the generated world of balance and all that is derived 

from it.”174  Here then the two worlds that are to be considered are worlds of balance 

which, as has just been mentioned, are worlds of combination through balance. The 

second point that emphasises this idea is that Jābir follows this sentence with “and it 

is generated if it has been acted upon” ( #) إذا آ�ن وه�	آ R���:� ),175 hence the worlds under 

consideration are worlds that have been affected.  

We have other references to Jābir’s own understanding of the term kawn, one of 

which is very important in establishing a link with his own cosmology. In another 

part of the text (a. ii) Jābir informs us that what he is dealing with are masses or 

jaramayn, a clear indication of the corporeality of the subjects under consideration. 

Jābir clearly identifies the term kawn with composite substances in opposition to 

simple substances. The composites are either first composites, second or third. The 

first degree composite are things like the natures (which he also refers to as simples 

in other texts), the second composites are fire, air, earth and water, and the third are 

animals, stones and plants.176  

Everything thus far points to the fact that Jābir intends to write about this corporeal 

world yet we soon realise in his arguments that he is discussing principles of 

existence and that what he is doing is arguing against the dualist principles. This is 

evident in (a. i) where he clearly uses the expression ‘two principles’ and also in (a. 

                                                        
174 Mukhtārāt, pp. 241-242. 
175 Ibid. Kraus reads R�����  instead of  R���:� . This choice drastically changes the meaning of the 
sentence and we find it to be erroneous as it neither corresponds to the general definition of kawn 
nor to Jābir’s own use.   
176 Ibid., pp. 4-5. 
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ii) and in (d) where these are clearly implied since he refers to their eternal and 

infinite nature and denies their origination in time. This is also evident from his 

conclusion to this chapter where he states that he has discussed all there is to be 

discussed regarding the two principles from the point of view of substance and 

accidents.177     

The above refutation of the dualist principles to the universe is a refutation of the 

idea that there are two substances in the universe. In conclusion, substance appears 

as the first thing that is created by God, that which all things come from and is in 

every thing. This naturally means that this refutation depends on Jābir’s own 

definition or at least his own understanding of this term which, at this stage, 

appears to be originated and not eternal. Tawḥīd in this case is the belief that there 

is but one substance in this universe that is the principle of all things. 

Regarding the arguments that were pertinent at the time on how many substances 

there are, al-Ashʿarī in his Maqālāt summarises as follows: 

People have disagreed upon whether or not substance is one kind 
(jins)? And if the substance of the world is one substance? There are 
seven opinions: 

Some have said: the substance of the world is one substance, and that 
the substances differ and coincide according to the their accidents, and 
even their differentiation through the accidents indeed they are 
differentiated by a differentiator that may be eliminated, so that the 
substances become one essence, one thing, and this is the opinion of 
Aristotle’s followers. 

And some have said: substances are of one kind, and they are 
substances in themselves, they are different in themselves and similar 

                                                        
177 Ibid., p. 245. 
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in themselves, and they are not different in reality, and the person 
who says this is al-Jubbāʾī. 

And some have said: substance is two different kinds: one of them is 
light, and the other darkness, and they are opposites, and that all light 
is one kind, and that all darkness is one kind, and these are the 
dualists, and it is reported of some of them that every one of them is 
five kinds of blackness, whiteness, redness, yellowness and greenness.  

And some have said: the substances are three different kinds, and they 
are al-Marqūniyya.  

And some have said: the substances are four contrary kinds of heat, 
cold, moisture and dryness, and these are the people of natures.178 

And some have said: the substances are five contrary kinds: four 
natures and a spirit. 

And some have said: the substances are of contrary kinds, some of it 
whiteness, some blackness, yellowness, redness and greenness, and 
some of it heat and cold, and some of it sweetness and sourness, some 
of it smells, some of tastes, some of it moisture, and some dryness, 
some of it forms, and some spirits, and he used to say: all animals are 
one kind, this is the saying of al-Naẓ�ām.179 

                                                        
178 This may be the view of Job of Edessa who writes: “[…]they [the four natures] have no change in 
them; they are simple elements, and there is no other element before them… but since there is 
nothing in this universe but themselves, the compound elements composed of them, and bodies 
composed of the compound elements, there can therefore be nothing else beyond themselves.” Job 
of Edessa (1935), p. 6 and in (p. 9) he denies the existence of matter. 
179 Maqālāt, v. 2, p. 9: 


�R أ*	و"8: واC�L0 ا��	س� :ه8 ا�6�اه� ;�O وا��؟ وه8 ;�ه� ا��	�� ;�ه� وا��؟ ��7 
1�	ل *	�5�ن -1 : �"	WLG 	�#اض إ��-	�	 K$1	 �� ا-��اض وآ!�WG H	"�ه	  4:LGو C�L=G 	�#إ �وا�� وأن ا�6�اه �ه�; �;�ه� ا��	�

$W�R" "6�ز ار:G	�K	 L1'�ن ا�6�اه� �$�ً	 وا��ة P$Eً	 وا��ًا وه!ا *�O$�	m	X� .ل أ,�	ب أر
�R وا��	85 : و*	ل *	�5�ن -2$�K�:#n	 و�$�) C�L=G �1 ا�� R�:Lو� 	K�:#nا�6�اه� ��O�; 7 وا�� وه� K�:#n	 ;�اه� وه� �WL	"�ة 

�5	
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The opinion that we assume represents Jābir’s throughout this work is the first in 

the above list, the opinion of Aristotle’s followers who believe in only one substance, 

regardless of what this substance is understood to be. Those who are criticised in 

this section are those of the third opinion who believe substance to be of two 

opposing kinds, light and darkness.180  

IVIVIVIV.... The EternalThe EternalThe EternalThe Eternal    

IV.1 Radical opposition in k. al-Qadīm 

One of the philosophically interesting works of Jābir is k. al-Qadīm, or the Book of 

the Eternal (eternal past). In the beginning of this book, one finds a clear 

demarcation between the Eternal and everything else that exists in this world. He 

informs the reader that the discussions that involve the ideas of the Eternal and the 

originated (muḥdath) are amongst the most difficult for the philosophers.181 In what 

follows we shall explore Jābir’s own understanding of the distinction between these 

two, the Eternal and the originated, starting from the most basic and fundamental 

assumptions. Amongst those he attacks in this exploration of these concepts are the 

theologians, who according to him use the mistaken method of inferring from the 
                                                        
180 As to the other opinions that we have listed, we have the opinion of the Muʿtazila, more 
specifically the followers of al-Jubbāʾī who have an atomist view of substance. In their case, all atoms 
are of the same kind but are not all one in number, they may be similar or different from other atoms 
because of the way they are in themselves and not through an extrinsic differentiator. The fourth 
opinion is that of al-Marqūniyya, who are dualist but believe in a third element that exists as an 
intermediary between the two principles, that is either different from the two or permits mixture to 
occur (Milal, pp. 118-119). The fifth opinion is that of aṣḥāb al-ṭabāʾiʿ ,or the people of natures, who 
seem to only believe in the four natures as the founding ground of this world, substance for them is 
nothing outside of the four natures. These are probably the people who have influenced Jābir’s 
overemphasis on the active role of the four natures. The sixth opinion seems to be similar to the fifth 
except for the added element of spirit which seems to animate the four natures. Jābir follows a 
similar line with his addition of Soul/substance to the four natures. The seventh opinion suggests 
that the world is all the contrary elements that it contains. 
181 Mukhtārāt, p. 542. 
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world of the seen to the world of the unseen, and from the part to the whole.182 He 

says early on in this book: 

And that is because not every hylȇ is for every form (ṣūra) but every 
hylȇ and every form are unequal, for some require a medium and some 
do not. If that which concerns the Eternal is as we had said, so would 
things necessarily be in the case of the originated, since it is its 
opposite and unlikeness. Knowledge of one of the opposites is 
knowledge of the other, this is the opinion of the truthful (ṣādiqīn) and 
the holy (rabbānī).183 

The first part of this quotation is best understood through a similar idea found in 

the works of Ikhwān al-Ṣafā. 184 Jābir is simply stating that not every matter accepts 

every form. Wood, for example, may accept the form of a chair but it may not 

accept the form of a dress. The idea of a medium on the other hand suggests that 

there must be an order in the acquisition of forms so that bread, for example, must 

first have the intermediary forms of flour and dough, then finally, the form of 

bread.    

The main point that Jābir is trying to put forward however, although it is not clear 

at this stage how this relates to hylȇ and form, is that the Eternal and the originated 

are unlike each other, or even opposite to each other. Knowing about one still leads 

to knowledge about the other, however, for him this is not done through the 

concept of similitude but through the idea of a corresponding opposite, so that 

whatever applies to the originated the opposite would apply to the Eternal. This is 

                                                        
182 Ibid., p. 543. 
183 Mukhtārāt, pp. 542-543. 
184 Ikhwān, v. 3, p. 183:  

O$8 ه$��7 آ8 و�
�G 8ن ,�رة، آ_ l>=8 _ ا�
�
8 ا�<�R و_ ا���$k، ,�رة "�G رة�, ،��
8 ا�K$��7 و_ ا�'��G رة اي�, 
،(���G ن_ �X�
8 _ ا��
8 ا�FWل و_ ا�<�R، رة,� "�
8 �	 اول ا���X �'�. ا���$k ,�رة "��q ا�FWل، ,�رة "�L ا�FWل، ,�رة و

8
�
8 �	 اول ا�X�	م وه'!ا. ا���$k ,�رة �� ا�<�R، ,�رة "�  .ا�=
F ,�رة �� ا��6$�، ,�رة �� ا��*$4، ,�رة "
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Jābir’s main opposition in this text to the method of the theologian, assuming that 

they consider whatever applies to the originated necessarily applies to the 

Eternal.185       

So what are the things that are related to the Eternal but not related to the 

originated? Jābir tells us that: 

What is most distinctive of the Eternal is the existence which spares 
Him the need for an agent. This is so since He is always eternal and if 
He required an agent it would have been before Him. Since that which 
is other than Him did not come to be before Him, it is not eternal. 
Thus, existence is the most distinctive of its characteristics.186   

This quotation establishes the essential characteristic of that which is called the 

Eternal, existence. The main argument is that since the Eternal exists eternally it 

must exist so without the need of the act of an agent, as any agent would have to 

precede it in time, and nothing is before the eternal past. 

 One may also arrive at this idea through another argument based on the previous 

reasoning; all that is other than the Eternal is said to be the opposite of it, thus all 

that is other than this Eternal is not eternal, which means that there is nothing 

other than God that is eternal. What becomes specific of this eternal is its eternal 

existence that requires no agent for its occurrence. This argument, we must 

emphasise, is built on the method that was previously mentioned, one that 

establishes radical opposition between the Eternal and everything else. This method 

                                                        
185  In ps-Apollonios (1979), p. 100, we also read of this difference between the creator and the 
created, we read: 

7�	�G 4�	=ان �� و;8 ا� �K
>" ���M ان او �� 4�0	 �Eء "<
�K ان او �0G �$�� م	ان او ا_وه ��	�" �$':Lرآ� او ا��G ر	p ان او ا_
M��" ذان_	.  

186 Mukhtārāt, p. 544. 
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in itself erects two things that are the terms of the opposition. The term ‘the 

Eternal’ suggests in itself only one such eternal and that the originated is 

everything other. Jābir offers no arguments for this particular fundamentally 

dualistic method that establishes two essentially different modes of being. He 

simply presents an entity that is predefined without any argument and then 

concludes with an essential attribute of this entity, a simple circular argument, 

which includes the conclusion as a premise in the argument.187 

IV.2 Similitude 

Regarding the things that are other than the Eternal, Jābir says: 

However, the originated exist as well, and they have become so 
necessarily. This is the case because the effects of the cause 
(muʾaththir) are similar to it, and this is so because the effects are, in 
the best of ways, similar to the properties of the cause since the 
difference between the agent and the receiver (qābil) is in excellence 
(faḍīla) and deficiency (naqṣ). Since this is the case, the existence of the 
originated becomes necessary from the existence of the Eternal. 
However, the existence of the Eternal is in the way of a necessity that 
dispenses of an agent and in the way of a cause for others, not as an 
effect.188          

                                                        
187 Similar to al-Rassī’s. 
188 Mukhtārāt, p. 544: 

H�!#) آ	آ l;ا��	  ...�'� ا�����	ت ��;�دة ا"I	 و
 R��ا� RK; 78 و���	ا�: �� ��WLا��;�ب ا��� RK; 7�� �"���، �'� و;�د ا�"��واذا آ	ن ا_�� آ!�H و;l ا��;�د �����ث �� و;�د ا�

  .�$W�RK; 7�� _ . ا�����ل
This seems to be an early use of the idea of wājib al-wujūd which could reflect the late writing of this 
text. It is possible, however, yet not very likely, that this is an early development of some ideas 
already found in the Arabic De Interpretatione. The terms wājib and mumkin  already appear in the 
translation attributed to Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ, ‘Kitāb fariyārmānīs’, in Al-Manṭiq, 1978), 
but the use of the expression wājib wujūd is clearly found in the translation attributed to Isḥāq b. 
Ḥanīn where we read: 

	 ان و;�د آ8 ��;�د f �K1�ورة اذا و;� ه� ا���ل 	ن و;�د. f�ورة ��O$� 7 *���...ان ا��;�د ��<�ء اذا آ	ن ��;�دا f�وري
  .�'� ا��ا;f l�ورة ا#�	 ه� ان "'�ن او _"'�ن... وذ�H ان آ�E 8ء 1�;�د. ا_ن او i$� و;�د. وا;f l�ورة... ا_3mق

Arisṭūṭālīs, ‘Kitāb al-ʿibāra’, in Manṭiq Ariṭū, (1980), pp. 112,113. 
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This is a very important passage that resonates with much of the Islamic philosophy 

and theology that discusses existence in terms of the necessary. Before we discuss 

this quotation, we must give mention to an important twist in Jābir’s reasoning, for 

nothing that follows can be achieved without this step. The beginning of this book 

marked Jābir’s emphasis on the radical opposition between the Eternal and the 

originated, and this is what he used to prove that existence is the most fundamental 

thing that is associated with this Eternal. This, however, is a reasoning that could 

potentially limit much of what can be said about the Eternal and the originated, and 

this is why Jābir resorts to another principle that actually links the two sides of 

what is under consideration. The principle that he uses in the above text is the idea 

that cause and effect are rigorously intertwined.189 The effects, according to Jābir, 

are in the best of ways similar to their cause, despite not being similar to it in 

excellence; the effects are similar to their cause but are simply not as good as this 

cause. 

 Jābir seems to be unable to support and proceed to philosophical speculations, 

about what is beyond the material world, without the use of the principle of 

similitude. This is the main principle that appears to allow a process of knowledge 

that proceeds from what is know to what is not known, it is the ground of 

speculative thought.190 He appears to be adopting two stances towards the Eternal, 

one that establishes an absolute uniqueness and detachment from anything other 

than itself, the originated, whilst the other establishes extreme resemblance and 

similitude between the two, since one is the principle or cause of the other. In this 

                                                        
189 This idea was encountered with al-Rassī, and it is relevant to the Ismāʿīlī Neoplatonic model, see 
Makarem (1984). 
190 This relation between cause and effect is precisely what led al-Rassī to deny that God is a cause. 
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method Jābir adopts the two fundamentally different approaches in Islamic 

theological discourse; tashbīh or anthropomorphism, and tanzīh or de-

anthropomorphism. The first of these is what Jābir criticises at the beginning of the 

chapter whilst the other is what he uses in the second discussion on the nature of 

the originated.191   

Based on this idea of similitude, Jābir moves on from establishing that the essential 

quality of the Eternal is existence to the idea that the originated as the effect of the 

cause, or the Eternal, must itself be essentially qualified with this existence. Since 

the effects are similar to their cause but are not in the same degree of excellence, 

this existence is subject to deficiency in comparison with the origin.192 Despite this 

deficiency, this existence is in the same way as the Eternal’s existence, essentially, a 

necessary existence (wājib al-wujūd). The difference between the two is that the 

Eternal exists necessarily, in the way that it is in itself, whilst the originated exists 

necessarily because it is caused by the Eternal and it must be similar to it because it 

is its effect. The Eternal’s necessary existence is by way of its independence from a 

cause whilst the existence of originated is derivative, in the sense that it relies on 

the agency of the first. This is a very important step in relating the originated and 

the Eternal, or the cause, since this relation establishes that the essential attribute 

of both, the Eternal’s and that of the originated is the same, it is existence in both 
                                                        
191 In ps-Apollonios (1979), we find a gap between the Eternal and the created things of this world. 
Because of the principle of similitude, Belyanus makes the Word to be the cause of creation. He states 
in pp.101-102:  

... ���ل، K1!ا ا�Lاء ا_زدواج و ه� ا�=�'14	H�G (# ا�'��R�� R ا�=�4 آ�� و �	5� ا�=�4 �! �$'� آ!ا وآ!ا: ان اول �	 4�0 *��� ان *	ل
Hل �1 ذ����1 : ،R�	�� _ R��� ن	ن آ	1 ،����ان ا��=��ق _� �� �� ��R وا_ آ	ن 1�دا، وه!ا �	 _ "��ر ��$� و_ "��ر ا�� ان "��$� و "

�� R*��=� �K1، وان � R�pL� (#	ن آ	1 ،� R�pL� (�$� او � R�pL� �L�� ن�'G و ان��و�$�)  31 " R*��=� (�$�1 � R�pL� �'G
R��
� ا�����ل �1 و;�. وان G=	�:� �1 و;�.، وا�=	�4. اذا >G ان �� �_ R��4�0 _ن ا�	� R�� 4�	=رك  - و_ "6�ز ان "'�ن ا�	
G
7�	�G-و 	و,:� 	وه� ��7 � R�	�� _ .�$i R��ن ا�	ن ه!ا ه'!ا، 1	ن آ	، 1	#�ذآ 	ء آ��E �1 ا��=��ق �K

� ا�=��1 4 #��  _ "<E ��

��# �1 �:�	=Gو.  
192 Compare this with al-Rassī’s critique of tafāḍul in light. 
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cases. The difference between the two cases is merely in the degree of excellence for 

one is independent in itself whilst the other is contingent and derivative from the 

other. The introduction of this chapter completely isolated the higher world of the 

Eternal from the concrete world, but with similitude, the two became similar or 

essentially similar.193 

For Jābir, the Eternal has only two characteristics which, according to him, are but 

one. The first of these is that existence is the attribute (ṣifa) that causes the effects 

and the second is that the effects are similar to their cause. The idea that the effects 

are similar to the cause but not the same is for Jābir the reason why these effects 

have many attributes unlike the cause which in reality has but one.194 

IV.3 Substance intercourse 

From the idea that the cause and effect are similar, Jābir moves to naming the 

Eternal the ‘first substance’ and first cause, and the first originated thing the 

‘second substance’. What is of great importance here is the image he draws for us 

that links these two substances. He says: 

Know that there had existed between the first eternal substance and 
the second, which was its effect and its deficient originated action 
(fiʿluhu), something likened to intercourse (nikāḥ). When it dropped 
(alqā) its semen they became intermixed in a weak mixture for the 
originated is weaker than the Eternal. The reason why the Eternal 

                                                        
193 See Wisnovsky (2004), for the development of the relation between the concept of the Eternal or 
al-Qadīm and the necessary existent. He also states: “al-ʿĀmirī was the first to predicate the entire 
expression wājib al-wujūd bi-dhātihi (“necessary of existence in itself”) of God.” (p. 84). 
194 Mukhtārāt, p. 544. 
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chose this intercourse is to save the deficient originated from the 
darkness of the earth.195   

If this is not a unique passage in the Islamic tradition, this is without a doubt a rare 

passage that describes the relation of the Eternal with the created and the 

originated as a relation similar to intercourse, where the element of semen is also 

involved. To get to the point of being able to draw such an image linking the Eternal 

and its effects, Jābir had to build on the idea of similarity between the two sides of 

the intercourse. Both of these sides are referred to, in this imagery, as substances. 

One is the first and eternal substance and the other is the second substance, both 

are substances but one is superior in order and excellence. They both need to be 

referred to as substances for no interaction, or more precisely, no mixture can come 

to be between the two if they were of a different nature. Still, this mixture is not 

said to be directly between the two substances, but the first substance produces 

semen that becomes the element that mixes with the second substance. One might 

wonder why it is that Jābir draws a process whereby the second substance, which 

originates from the first, needs to have another thing that originates from the latter 

and mixes with the second. We may suppose that one of the reasons for this is that 

the second substance is a product of the act of the Eternal, it is similar to it for the 

reason given earlier, but this is still a distant and, in some ways, a different thing.196  

                                                        
195 Ibid., p. 545. 
196 Interestingly, we read regarding the Stoics in Gourinat (2009), p. 50: “the divine craftsman in Zeno 
is immanent: he pervades matter, he is not transcendent, and he does not shape the world by taking 
inspiration from a transcendent paradigm. He works matter from the inside, biologically, like semen 
in animal reproduction.” And he adds in p. 51: “Aristocles (first century ad) says that Zeno has two 
principles, ‘god and matter, like Plato’ and, according to him, the only difference is that ‘Zeno says 
that they are both bodies, . . . whereas Plato says that the first active cause is incorporeal.’” And (p. 
60), we read: “god, being the seminal reason of the world, informs matter, and transforms it from fire 
into water through air. Then, the four elements are progressively generated from this primitive state 
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Semen, implies something related to the essence of the Eternal that is not itself the 

first substance. It is a way of bridging the gap between the two radically opposing 

substances of the tanzīh. The first may not directly mix with the second since this 

would resonate with the ideas of incarnation, instead Jābir offers semen which 

carries the essence of the first substance but is not so itself. This thing, which 

originates from the Eternal, is close in its similitude and far enough in its distinction 

from the Eternal that it may not be said to be the Eternal. It is also, what may mix 

with the effect of the act of the first substance but is not its effect at the same time.  

The relation between the two substances, the excellent and the weak, is based on, or 

is due to a particular reason. This is the idea that the weak substance is base, low 

and dark or earthly, something that refers to a bare material substance lacking 

form, life and soul. This relation between the two substances is another model for 

the relation between Soul and Substance that is grounded on the desire of the Soul. 

Here, however, the relation is based on the idea of the first substance’s desire to 

save the second substance from its base and dark nature, to elevate it to something 

better and closer to itself. Surprisingly, however, this process of ameliorating the 

second substance, of elevating it and bringing light to it leads to a change in the first 

substance itself.  On this idea Jābir writes: 

When this intermixture took place the Eternal became lower and the 
originated became higher, it is thus that nature came to be. It is for this 
reason that the natural acts became associated with the low, lack of 
purity, ignorance and lack of knowledge.197  

                                                                                                                                                               
of substance.” And: “in the first stage of the world, it is fire as the substance of the universe that is 
described as semen.” 
197 Ibid. 
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What is surprising is that Jābir had attempted earlier in the same book to distance 

the first substance from the originated, in his introduction of the idea of opposition 

between these two, and the idea of semen, which protected the Eternal from mixing 

with the second substance. In this case, one finds that the mixture affects the 

Eternal itself, and that all the distanciation between these two did not save the 

origin from diminution. The Eternal, we are told, becomes lower (khaṣṣa) and 

weaker because of this mixture. This idea of a reduction and a loss of something in 

the Eternal would challenge the nature of this Eternal in many theological and 

philosophical arguments. This is the reason for the rejection of the idea of change in 

the Eternal for it is the base of the argument in generation and corruption, which 

the Eternal is supposed to be exempt from. That the second substance is honoured 

and elevated to a higher position in existence, because of this relation with the 

higher substance, is a familiar theme in this religious context, however, the 

reciprocal change, diminution and lowering of the position of the Eternal is a novel 

approach in this context. 

What is familiar on the other hand, and by this we include Jābir’s work, is the idea 

that the relation between the higher and lower entities produces the world of 

nature. This resonates with the above mentioned relation that includes Soul, 

Substance and the four natures with, the bounding element of desire. Here, the 

relation is between the first and the second substances bound together through 

some form of intercourse with the outcome being the natural world. 

The last sentence in the above quotation is not very clear, and Jābir does not offer 

any reasoning for why he states that the natural acts are associated with the low. 
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We may suggest, however, that the natural acts are not associated with the first 

substance, their cause lies in the second substance, but it is only in the relation 

between these two (the first and the second substances) that the natural acts come 

to be. What is not clear is why these are associated with the low, the impure and 

with ignorance, when the mixture has indeed an element of the first substance.  

IV.4 The natural world 

Following this relation and mixture, Jābir informs us more about the natural world 

and its relation to the world above. He writes: 

Following the coming to be of nature, two opposite things came to be, 
these are motion and rest; motion is on the circumference, and rest is 
in the centre, thus each came to be in the furthest position from the 
other. Once they became separated and differentiated, the pure hylȇ 
accumulated along with every good, beautiful, light and brilliance that 
was within it on the circumference. It is thus that the act of the Eternal 
honoured it and it became likened to the Eternal, with the exception 
that the Eternal had no need for motion and this one was in such a 
need for our own benefit.198  

In this quotation, we are presented with the formation of the first natural existents 

that came to be from the mixture of the two substances. The image of circles is here 

again employed to demonstrate the relations in the world of nature. The outer part 

of this circle, the circumference, is motion whilst the other, which is equally 

furthest away from all the points of the circumference, is the point of rest, the 

centre. The symbolism of circumference and centre reflects again something of the 

nature of these two opposites. This model resembles a previously encountered 

model of the world of natures where it was heat that was on the circumference of 

                                                        
198 Ibid. 
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the sphere and the cold at the centre point.199 In these cases, it is what is in 

possession of energy (heat and motion) that lies on the circular periphery where it 

may perform the perfect circular motion.  On the other hand, what lies on a point, 

in the centre, is that which is in a complete lack of the elements that lie on the 

circumference, the opposing and the negating cold and rest.200 

Therefore, the first things that came to be in the world of nature are two opposites, 

a thing and its complete negation, motion and rest. In their initial state, these two 

seem to be completely differentiated and isolated. All that is good and may be 

associated with the higher world is to be found on the circumference of this world 

of nature, and this includes the good, the light and hylȇ. These, Jābir tells us, are 

what honours this world and are what causes it to be likened to the Eternal. What is 

expected to be found in a list of positive attributes associated with the Eternal are 

the terms, light, brilliance and the good, however, what is unfamiliar in such a list is 

the word hylȇ. It is not clear how Jābir intends to use this term as a positive 

reference to the Eternal. As far as motion is concerned, Jābir denies that its origin of 

goodness lies in the Eternal, he, nonetheless, associates it with this quality but only 

in the sense that motion is good for us, the existents of this world, and as for the 

Eternal He has no need for it.   

                                                        
199 With regard to natural places, Gannagé states that there is no such thing in the Aristotelian 
tradition that is assigned to the elemental qualities. However, fire and air have the tendency to 
occupy the higher places, as they tend to move up; as such they move toward the periphery of the 
cosmos. On the other hand water and earth in their movement down occupy the centre of this 
cosmos. Gannagé (2005), pp. 28-29. In ps-Apollonios (1979), p. 104, we also read: 

��ر p1��ت اXf�اK	 آA�ة �� K$1	 ا��� F1اد �L1�آ) 	���آK$1 ،R	 ���) ا��L ����ارة ,��ا ا0!ت ا���آR ان: #��ل 	KG�* 7ا� 
،	KL"	K# ن	1' 	� ��, CXا� 	�� �� 7L� ��, C$Xآ�� ا�� ��.ا�:8 و����i 8 �	 و  

200 In Viano (2005), the colour black is said to contain all the other colours. Also, what is relevant to us 
here is that in the Timaeus the colour white dilates and the black concentrates. The world that we 
are here considering is said to be under the mechanism of association and disassociation, contraction 
and dilation.   
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IV.5 Desire and the guiding path 

It was noted earlier that the first substance’s relation with the second is through 

semen, and that the relation of Soul/Substance with the four natures is through 

desire. In the next quotation, Jābir returns to the idea of desire, however, this time 

it is presented from a different angle. He writes: 

[...] and desire for us is from the hylȇ and its unification (ittiḥād) with 
the Eternal substance. So that when the spheres rotated for our own 
benefits and we could not sustain adhering to what had become pure 
of the hylȇ, which itself adhered to the Eternal substance, and with our 
need to be so, the everlasting substance (al-qāʾim) made a path to 
Himself. Since the desire that is in us is a yearning, but a yearning for 
things that are base (khasīs), the Eternal fashioned in the hylȇ  in 
which he manifested His act, a yearning similar to this yearning yet 
contrary to it in kind. This is so that the yearning unites with the 
yearning by virtue of similitude, and one of them would prevail over 
the other due to the act of motion and rest and the greatness of the 
circumference over the centre.201      

The origin of desire appears to be at the same stage of the intermixture between the 

first and the second substances. In this case the terminology changes slightly, the 

first substance still refers to the Eternal substance, the second, however, becomes 

the familiar hylȇ, and the term mixture, which earlier on referred to semen and the 

second substance, is in this case substituted with unification. Desire in this case 

makes its appearance as the early cause for the unification of the second substance 

with the Eternal but it is not clear what kind of unification this is. The ground of 

this desire is not clear in the early part of the above quotation, but since the world 

                                                        
201 Mukhtārāt, pp. 545-546. 
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of the higher realms appears to be reflected in the lower realm, one would come to a 

better understanding of this function from the rest of the passage.202 

The relation between us, the hylȇ and the Eternal, seems to be fairly similar. The 

hylȇ appears to be in a process of purification which leads to its following and 

adhering to the Eternal. The existents (or humans) appear to follow, or according to 

Jābir, are in need to follow the same pattern, that is presumably to follow a 

purifying path to become close and adhere to the hylȇ,  which is similar to its 

adhering to the Eternal.  

The path to this unification with the hylȇ, or presumably a return to it, is made 

possible because of what has been given to us humans. The Eternal in this passage 

appears to have given us a mechanism that allows for the return and the adherence 

to the hylȇ.203 This same mechanism, however, is also what drives us away from the 

hylȇ. Desire in humans is naturally set to drive us towards the base and the vile, that 

which is away from the good and the light. In order to modify our natural 

orientation toward the base and guide it toward to the Eternal, God created, 

according to Jābir, a desire in the hylȇ so that it may find its way back to Him. In this 

sense, the desire and the yearning for unification with the first substance guides the 

path of the hylȇ towards the Eternal. Since this yearning is in us and it is similar to 

the hylȇ’s yearning, we may reorient our natural desire for the base to become a 

                                                        
202 It is worth mentioning that this relation of desire or longing is what exists between Soul and 
Intellect in the philosophy of al-Sijistānī, Walker (1993), pp. 96, 97. There is no mention of intellect in 
this part of Jābir’s work, unless his first substance is the Intellect, we, however, dismiss this idea as 
the arguments are to do with the Eternal (God).  
203 We find the following relevant passage in ps-Apollonios (1979), p. 104: 

  � دام ��1	 ا_�:8، ا�7 ا_��7 �� ا��ج ا�$� وه� 0�ج ��� _#� ا_��7 	�F6ء وا���	ق ا���آR ا7KLE ا�
	رد ا��	آ� ا_�:8 ا�F6ء ان �
	�p��د 1	�L1 !0�ك ��� "�$� �	 �=� ا_�:8، ا�F6ء �!�XW� H$	 ا��� ���ر و�" ���A� 4 ان��" 	�
�� ,�� آ	ن *� *.   
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desire for the hylȇ. The cause of this change of orientation from the base and the 

vile to the high and the good is that yearning draws yearning to itself through the 

principle of similitude.204 As to why the direction changes from ‘towards the centre’ 

to ‘towards the circumference’, we are told that this is due to motion and rest and 

the fact that the circumference is greater than the centre.  

This idea appears to be slightly odd, but let us come back to something Jābir says 

regarding the spheres in the beginning of this text. He mentions the rotations of the 

spheres as a cause for our good benefit and then he follows this with the idea of 

purifying the hylȇ. We had come across the idea that on the circumference of the 

world of nature the purified hylȇ is to be found along with motion, the good, light 

and brilliance. The act of the circular motion of the sphere of nature, or the 

heavenly spheres in general, appears to be the source of the act of purification on 

both accounts, the hylȇ and us. On the circumference one finds the pure hylȇ, the 

good and motion, and the direction of this purifying act appears to be from the 

centre towards the periphery. This is the guiding direction of the hylȇ’s desire for 

the Eternal, and this becomes the path that we need to follow in our similar act of 

purification. This could suggest that the reverse would be our natural desire to 

move away from the light, the good, motion, and towards the centre of the sphere, 

where one finds rest and darkness.205 

                                                        
204 “The movement of the elementary body towards its proper place will be a movement toward what 
is similar to it” Gannagé, Gannagé (2005), p. 30. 
205 In Gannagé (2005), p. 34 we read: “[…] in Philoponus’s commentary the term rhopȇ (inclination) 
designates the very nature of the elements as heavy and light, in the two texts of Alexander just 
mentioned, it refers to the internal principle of the movement of simple bodies.” The Arabic 
equivalent for the term rhopȇ is .8$�  We are also informed in p. 35 that: “Alexander recognizes this 
inclination as an internal principle of the movement of inanimate bodies, but goes further by 
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VVVV.... From multiplicity to uFrom multiplicity to uFrom multiplicity to uFrom multiplicity to unity (light, fnity (light, fnity (light, fnity (light, fire and ire and ire and ire and heatheatheatheat))))    

In this section, we shall investigate some of the occurrences of the terms fire and 

heat, but in a context that is slightly different from that of elementary qualities and 

bodies. In this process, we attempt to see if there is a unifying principle in Jābir’s 

work. 

a) One of the earliest mentions of the word heat that we have used in this 

chapter was from k. al-Taṣrīf, where Jābir described the different models of 

the world of the four natures. In one of these models, the different natures 

are represented as a set of concentric circles, where we find heat to be on 

the surface and the world of the action of the cold (moisture) to be the 

centre. In this model, heat, as one of the two active elements in this world, is 

on the ‘luminous circle’.206 What we have in this model is a version of an 

association between the terms heat and light (luminous) which is also on the 

circumference of a circle.  

b) Another mention of the term luminous and, by association, light, happens in 

the same book but this time it is in the circle named the ‘Greatest Luminous 

Sphere’, which embraces the entire world that we live in. This sphere, or 

circle, is the combination of the world of Soul and the world of Substance. In 

one hypothesis, the combination of Soul/Substance first descends to the 

                                                                                                                                                               
drawing an analogy between the inclination of inanimate bodies and the desire of the soul in 
animate bodies. The two notions derive from the more general term impetus (Gk. hormȇ, Ar. 
ishtiyāq). He thus unifies all movement in the natural realm under the concept of inclination, which 
may manifest itself either as impulsion or as desire.” 
 
206 Mukhtārāt, p. 412. 
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world of heat from which it appropriates a potent section and becomes an 

animated fire that is the mass of the sphere. This Soul/Substance 

combination is to be the beginning of the world of generation where we find, 

following the animated fire, the seven circles that represent the concrete 

planets followed by the zodiac.207  

c) In the preceding section, which is based on the text of the k. al-Qadīm, we 

discussed the idea of nature and the existence of two contraries that define 

this world, motion and rest. Motion is represented by the circumference of a 

circle, and rest by the centre of the circle. The circumference in this 

particular model is also described as containing light, brilliance, the good 

and the purified hylȇ. We have already briefly compared this model with 

that of case (e). 

d) In Kraus’ book on Jābir, we find a very important quote from the k. al-Baḥth, 

which we translate here for its importance. The context of the quotation is 

the relation between the beginning and the end and how the end is 

contained in this beginning, in the sense of a teleological cause. Jābir writes: 

[I]t was said in the teachings, the last of thought is the first of the 
activity (ʿamal), and the last of the activity is the first of thinking [...] 

As to the second act, it is heat, the fiery part of it which is the cause of 
the becoming (kawn) of all and the stimulation of what is latent (bāṭin) 
in the centre of the universe (world of generation or al-kawn). It is the 
cause of the high and the high is its cause, and the attachment (ittiṣāl) 
is one as was said by Belyānis: “since its first is attached to its last and 
its last is attached to its first.” If the motion stimulates what is in the 

                                                        
207 Ibid., p. 413 ; Kraus, p. 147. 
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centre, and what was in the centre was cold, the universe came to be 
etc.208    

This is a very revealing passage that relies heavily on the idea of telos, and 

the relation, or the attachment of the first with the last. The first part of the 

quotation expresses the first and the last in terms of thinking and activity, or 

the duality of thought and act. Thought is considered to be the first and 

naturally act is considered the last. The end of one marks the beginning of 

the other, despite having the order of a first and a last. The attachment of 

the two contraries is what appears to be central in this idea, which in some 

ways leads to the similar idea of one containing the other.  

This passage also suggests that the first act is thinking and the second act is 

heat. This heat is not necessarily the same as the heat of the elemental 

qualities since it is not mentioned in association with them. What is 

interesting is that Jābir mentions a fiery part to this heat which is the direct 

cause of all that exists in this concrete real world. The process of creation in 

this particular case is presented in the act of stimulation caused by the fiery 

part of heat on what is latent in the ‘cold’ centre of the generated world. 

Heat, as the first and the high, is attached in this case to the cold, which is at 

the centre. One is said to be the cause of the other as the introductory 

section suggests, but in some sense they are two sides of the same coin.   

The cause of this act of creation through stimulation is motion itself. Motion 

and heat appear to be the cause that brings what is latent and cold to 

                                                        
208 Kraus, p. 281, note no. 4. 
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become existent. The cold is thus what is at rest, hidden and latent, whilst 

the heat is what is in motion and the cause of the coming to be. We should 

not forget that Jābir emphasises that both are the causes of each other but in 

different senses of the term cause. In addition, the use of the term ‘centre’ 

suggests the idea of a circle or sphere, which would mean that heat, as the 

high is that which is found on the circumference of this circle or sphere.  

Before leaving this point, it is worth remembering an early quotation from k. 

al-Taṣrīf, which resonates with the principle that is central to the above idea. 

In this quotation, Jābir tries to position God the creator in relation to the 

concentric circles that include our world, he writes:  

He is the one above the first cause (the first circle) and is below the 
centre of the smallest circle of this world we are in, and He is the first 
and the last.209 

Belyānis’ foundational principle of the attachment between the first and the 

last is, in this particular phrasing, pushed to the point beyond similitude, to 

identity. When this principle is applied to God it is a case of identity, but in 

the case of the opposites: heat and cold, motion and rest, Jābir emphasises 

the opposition whilst maintaining an essential connection and attachment. 

e) In k. al-Mīzān al-Ṣaghīr, Jābir discusses the difference between the line, with 

the idea of the circumference of a circle in mind, and the point or the centre 

of a circle. We may recall that he considers a point to be the subject of the 

imagination and intellection whilst the line is what lacks a body, therefore, 

                                                        
209 Mukhtārāt, p. 413. 
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the circumference becomes what encompasses that which has no mass.210  

From this, Jābir moves to the idea that the sphere of the four natures is made 

from the apparent line of the circumference, which represents heat, and the 

point of the centre, which is cold. These two natures have been considered 

the active elements and it is the movement of rotation of the circumference 

or heat around the centre, cold, that causes the other natures coming to 

be.211  We may take from this representation some familiar themes from the 

other points made above. Heat is on the circumference of a circle and is not a 

body but its motion causes things to come to be. As for the centre, the cold, 

it is given an active role like heat, however, its association is not with 

movement but with intellection and objects of imagination.212 

f) Kraus found another description or simple model for our world in k. al-

khamsīn. From the 49th chapter he quotes:   

Heat is the support (ḥāmila) of movement,213 which is the support of 
nature which is the support of the Soul which is the support of the 
Intellect. The Air is the support of fire and fire is the support of heat; 
water is the support of air and earth is the support of water.214  

In another quotation from the same book, but this time from chapter fifty 

we read:  

                                                        
210 Ibid., p. 427. 
211 Mukhtārāt, pp. 426-427. 
212 See Cooper (2009), pp. 101-105, for a similar idea amongst the Stoics as they associate a fiery 
element with turning and the generation of new substances. 
213 We accept Kraus’ correction based on other passages which contradict the original that makes 
Nature before Movement. 
214 Kraus, p. 136. 
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The best of things subject to generation and corruption is fire. Fire is 
the carrier (markab) of heat,215 and heat is the carrier of movement, 
and movement is the carrier of nature, and nature is the carrier of 
Soul, and Soul is the carrier of Intellect, and Intellect is the origination 
of the creator most high.216  

The final quotation, that is given to us from this book, has the same idea but 

we include it for the slight change in terms as well as the important 

statement at the end. Jābir writes in chapter 25:  

[...] Form, movement, nature, Soul and Intellect, and these five are 
according to some one in essence but they are distinguished through 
the supports (ḥawāmil), the matter (mawād) and the substrates 
(mawḍūʿāt). So that by way of an example we say: Soul is the substrate 
of Intellect, nature is the substrate of Soul, movement is the substrate 
of nature and form is the substrate of movement. The consensus is that 
Intellect is more general than the four since it is a former (form), a 
‘naturer’ (nature), a mover (movement) and the perfectionist (Soul), 
since things are known and perfected by it.217   

In the above quotations, one notices a consistency in the order and the 

nature of relation of one element to the other. The first quotation uses the 

term ‘support’ (ḥamala) to relate one category to the other, the second uses 

the term ‘carrier’ (markab) for this relation and the last uses ‘substrate’. All 

movement is from the lowest category to the highest but each has a different 

beginning. In the first quotation, we find the first five central concepts of 

heat, movement, nature, Soul, and Intellect but also two of the elementary 

bodies, fire and air. In the second quotation we find the same five and the 

element fire but in the last quotation, we only have the first five with a 

change in the lowest of these categories, heat and form.  

                                                        
215 In the translation Kraus writes movement, which contradict his earlier correction and the Arabic 
text. Heat is omitted from the translation. 
216 Kraus, p. 136. 
217 Ibid. 
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What is interesting in these quotations, is the sequence that follows Soul, in 

this case, nature, movement and heat. Nature here is the same as the 

‘Greatest Luminous Sphere’ we discussed in (b) but it is not very clear how 

movement can be positioned ahead of heat, which is the first and on the 

surface of the world of the four natures.218  Movement itself has been 

positioned on the surface of the world of nature but this is in model (c). It is 

not clear why Jābir would choose to order one before the other in this book. 

One possible reason may have to do with the role movement plays in the 

Jābirian world schemes. This is reflected in the act of desire that results in 

the attraction of Soul/Substance towards the four natures, which are 

positioned on a lower level than substance.219 Jābir finds no place for 

substance in this scheme, since following Soul we find nature listed and not 

substance. 

We noticed earlier a term modification in the last quotation. In the first two 

quotations Jābir talks of heat as the carrier or support for movement, yet the 

last quotation, he substitutes this with the category of form. This change 

may suggest that the two are related in some way or another, but what 

appears to be the cause for this change is the idea that four of the five 

categories discussed, fall under the category of Intellect. It is considered to 

be the most general and the one that causes the other four, which is why 

Intellect is a former and not a ‘heater’. We assume that since heat is not 

                                                        
218 In ps-Apollonios (1979), p.104, we also find: 

 .H�!�1 ����	 ان ��R ا���آR ا���ارة وان ��R ا��'�ن ا�
�ودة 
219 Papathanassiou (2005), p. 125, reminds us that Soul processes three active substances: movement, 
sensation and ardour. He quotes Aristotle, De an. I 2, 405 b 11 where Soul is said to be defined by 
three characteristics: movement, sensation and incorporeality.  
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generally associated with Intellect, it is excluded from the list which relates 

the subsequent four categories to Intellect. Another way of explaining this 

change might be that, as we noted in (e), it is cold that has the latent 

elements of nature and it is the one that is associated with intellection, while 

heat is what brings things to surface, to actuality.  

Finally, for a person who emphasises the belief in tawḥīd and the unity of the 

principle, we find in the beginning of the last quotation a reference to a 

group of people who believe that the five principles discussed in above are in 

fact one in essence. According to this conception, the difference between 

these appears to lie in the different degree of existence or manifestation. The 

more manifest the principle is the lower it is in the above scheme. Each 

lower principle is the support, the carrier, the substrate or the matter of that 

which is above, but in essence, all are one thing. Jābir follows this by 

identifying what is the more general, or what comes at the beginning of the 

sequence of the different degrees of manifestation. According to this 

scheme, the Intellect is the first because it is that which can act upon the 

other four, it is the former, the ‘naturer’, the mover and the perfectionist, 

and all are directly linked to this Intellect. The union between all five 

principles may also be seen as a union between the act and the agent of the 

act.     

All the above cases revolve around the world of nature, but more precisely on what 

there is on the verge of becoming existent. It is not solely based on the idea of 

elementary qualities or bodies but more on an intertwined unified or single 
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principle. The four natures are reduced to the active two, heat and cold, without the 

other two: moisture and dryness. In this there appears to be an attempt at reducing 

the principles and finding a way back to a single all encompassing principle.  

What drew us to consider this analysis was the fact that heat and fire, in general, 

appear to have an active part in Jābir’s work, not only in the sense of heat being one 

of the two active natures but more as the actually active principle that sets things in 

motion. We are interested in the model of heat being on the circumference of the 

world of natures, which is followed by its action (dryness) all the way down to the 

action of cold in the centre (moisture), as in model (a). Still, this model was included 

because of its similarity to model (e) with heat on the surface and cold in the centre. 

In this alternative model, however, the other two natures are not set as the actions 

of the individual active natures; they are instead the outcome of the interaction 

between these two natures, but more precisely, they are generated through the 

movement of heat around the centre, which is the cold.  

Heat, in this model, is related to motion since it is the motion of heat that causes the 

other natures to surface. These two, motion and heat, are also found in conjunction 

in some of the other models, in (f) for example motion follows nature which is then 

followed by heat which in turn renders heat the substrate, the carrier and the 

supporter of motion. In the other models considered, the order and the nature of 

the relation between heat and motion appears to be different. So, we noticed that in 

(e) we have the idea of the motion of heat; in (c) both motion and light/brilliance 
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(fire or heat) are on the circumference of a circle with cold at the centre; in (d) both 

heat (fiery part) and motion stimulate what is at the centre, the cold.220   

Despite the difference in their field of application -(a) and (e) in the world of natures 

and (c) and (d) in the world of nature- what emerges from the different models is 

fairly consistent. On the one hand, we may assume the existence of heat and motion 

on the circumference of a circle and at the centre we find cold and rest. The pairs of 

opposites are heat/cold and motion/rest, these two are not equated as much as 

associated with each other. Heat is not motion but they come together in this 

scheme without being presented with a clear relation between them. This pair, 

however, appears to have the active nature that leads things to come to be, or 

stimulate their coming to be, as Jābir says in (d). On the other hand, the cold and 

rest, the subjects of the activity of the other two, represent according to the same 

model (d), that which is latent, or in other terms, the potential that is brought to be 

through the activity, or motion, of heat. 

 Model (d) makes the very important point that the opposing pairs are 

fundamentally attached to each other and that the end of one is the beginning of 

the other. The cold as the latent or the potential (what is at rest), is here associated 

with thought, whilst heat and motion are associated with activity. Creation, 

origination or the coming to be in the concrete world of nature, becomes the 

                                                        
220 Regarding heat and motion we find the following passage in ps-Apollonios (1979), p. 103:  

	�:�8 �1ل ا�:�8، -آ
$�ا ���ا وG�	�7 و;F� 8– اt آ3م �� �	��ث اول ان: و#��ل 7�� Rآ�ودل ا�� Rآ���	 ه!ا 1'	ن ا���ارة، ��7 

�. ا������R ا�=�4 �1 ا_�Lاء ه�� 	�� (p�# Rآ�ء ا��	ا��'�ن ; ��� ،	K5	�1 ن �1ل�'��	 ه� ا��L ا���آH�G R 1'	#) ا�
�د، ��7 

�. ا��3م $���– ادم ا$�	 روح ا���ارة� � وا�<6� ا���	K�� M1	 �� ا�L=�ج �7L �	ل �� �	_ ا���ارة H�G وM�p" �� �"FG ا�=�F" 4ل �

 .وا�W!اء



342 

 

perfect circular motion of heat in  its act of stimulating the latent and the potential 

that is an object of thought and is in a state of rest. 

Let us now add to this Jābirian scheme another principle which we had said was 

absent from (f). This principle is substance or more specifically hylȇ as it appears in 

model (c). In this particular case, the pure hylȇ, is said to accumulate on the surface 

or the circumference of the circle along with motion, light and brilliance. So, in this 

model, we would find on this circumference: heat, motion and hylȇ, or the active 

agents, and on the centre, we would find the opposing: cold, rest and potentials, 

which we had said are related or the objects of thought. This would allow us to go a 

step further and assume that in the same way that heat and motion may be related, 

hylȇ may also be related to them in their act of stimulating and bringing things 

forth to real existence from the latent and potential existence.  

This idea, or further elaboration on Jābir’s thoughts, may also be supported with 

model (b), where the combination Soul/Substance descends and acquires heat 

through the motive of desire. This results in what Jābir names an animated fire that 

is different from the one below in the concrete world, and it is through this fire that 

the world of generation and corruption comes to be. In this sense, Jābir’s hylȇ is not 

Aristotle’s matter, it is rather the active agent, the animated fire that causes things 

to come to be.221 This hylȇ is substance in the sense of Soul/Substance, it is the 

animated substance that is driven by desire to acquire heat to then become a 

                                                        
221 For an interesting comparison, see Gourinat (2009), who writes (p. 51): “according to Antiochus, 
the Old Academy acknowledged two ‘principles’, the one active, ‘force’, and the other passive, 
‘matter’, and those two principles combine in ‘body’. The active principle is also said to be god and 
the world-soul.”  
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creative animated fire that causes the world to be. This becoming of the concrete 

world is not from a pure no-thing, it is instead from what is base, low, cold, at rest 

and at the centre of the world, from the potentials which are the objects of thought. 

In the same way that the first substance is drawn to the second substance by desire, 

a desire to animate it, this second substance is similarly drawn by desire to animate 

what is base and a latent potential at the centre of the world of nature, which in 

turn is but an object of thought, presumably of the first substance. This may be the 

way to interpret the first is the last and the last is the first, or the idea that God is 

outside the world and in the centre of the world.    
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Conclusion  Conclusion  Conclusion  Conclusion      

The introduction to this chapter pointed to what this chapter is not. it neither 

attempts to prove the early existence of the author of the texts considered nor 

attempts to prove the unity of this author. It also shows no interest in 

demonstrating that Jābir is the same Latin author who went by the name Geber. All 

that could have been unified in our considerations are the themes and concerns of 

the texts that were explored in this chapter. 

It is difficult to state that there consistency in the texts that have been consulted 

and studied in this chapter. We came across the idea that the natures attack and act 

upon substance, and the alternative ideas that substance is the principle of those 

natures, that it must be active, and that it desires natures. In this or in any other 

representation of the relation between substance and natures one might find an 

indication of different authorship or at best a sense of development of ideas in the 

same historical author. Alternatively, one might choose to read Jābir in his own 

pragmatic way and suggest that these are reflections of the different stages or 

contexts the author or the authors wrote under. What might be seen as a 

discrepancy could simply be interpreted as the impracticality of using a particular 

model in contexts that are not served by it. This would reflect Jābir’s 

recommendation to find a convenient or supportive model in the works inherited 

from past generations. A philosophical, cosmological or geometric model is any 

model, that helps transmit the ideas that are known to practically lead to results in 

the concrete world of the laboratory. 
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In his cosmological text, Jābir attempts to represent the world in its entirety, all the 

way from the spiritual world of Intellect and Spirit down to the natural world of the 

elemental qualities and their combinations into the different existing animate and 

inanimate things of this same world. In such a model the higher natures of the 

spiritual substances are emphasised and the path drawn for us is the same as that of 

the descent from the higher realms to the lower ones. In this particular 

consideration, it makes sense in his model to refer to the activity of Soul/Substance 

in its act upon the four natures and to understand the science of balance as a 

measure of the desire of the Soul/Substance to these natures. On the other hand, 

when Jābir is under the context of attempting to imitate in his laboratory the 

workings of nature, in its production of the existents of this world, he would 

generally be emphasising the four natures as the principles of this world, as that 

which makes it what it is. This is the condition under which, and in agreement with 

Nomanul Haq’s opinion, substance becomes absent due to the lack of a specific 

quantifiable measure of its presence and affect.  

From a closely related perspective, it is also possible to see Jābir’s work in his 

laboratory as the act of imitating the action of the Eternal substance. God the 

creator acts upon the hylȇ through the qualifying four natures and so does the 

alchemist in the laboratory. The emphasis on the activity of the four natures is due 

to the fact that they are what the alchemist may control and manipulate through 

changing their balance and ratios in the compound, with the mind set on the idea of 

the return of things to a balanced perfect state. 
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One of the other themes that appeared as a potential contradiction is the nature of 

the elementary qualities. Nomanul Haq had put an emphasis on their concreteness 

which he based on the fact that they have a measurable and defined weight. We 

noted that this, however, ignores the idea that the measure of one nature is only 

expressed in relation to the other natures in a compound. Nomanul Haq’s weight 

ignores the relative nature of weight in Jābir’s jargon and fails to understand the 

arbitrariness of the unit of measure of such weight. Jābir’s science is a science of 

balance and not of weight, since one does not measure one element in isolation but 

an element in a relative relation with other completing natures and in their 

manifest existence in a compound, the only way they may be said to exist 

concretely. 

The relativity in measurement and balance, that each nature is to be measured in 

relation to other present natures in a compound, and in relation to the other 

existing compounds, is an indication of the centrality of the relational principle in 

the natures’ quantifiability. In this idea we may include the idea of active and 

passive natures, or the manifest and the hidden natures. All these point to the 

interconnectedness of the four natures which only become truly manifest once they 

enter into combination with at least one other nature. The process of quantifiability 

or measurability in terms of the similar other reflects the beginning of the 

combination process that leads up to the generation of the existents. 

These four natures, as principles of the concrete real world, are reduced in Jābir’s 

work to two main or principle natures. Those that Jābir refers to as the active ones, 

heat and cold, are set to be in opposition to each other. The other two natures 
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appear to be more of a product of this heat and cold. We found that in one 

particular geometrical model the circumference of the circle represented heat 

whilst the centre represented cold. The motion of this circumference around the 

centre led to the gradual production of the two other elementary qualities. Finally, 

out of the two active natures, we noticed that it was heat that appeared to have the 

more active nature as it is its motion around its negation, the point in the centre, 222 

that produces the rest of the elements and subsequently the existing things. This is 

a process that leads from four principles to two active principles, which is then 

expressed or reduced to the one and its negation. 

With the elementary qualities, we have the link to the higher intelligible world yet 

this transition could not be made possible, in Jābir’s work, without substance. This 

element is the one that appears to exist in the concrete as well as the intelligible 

worlds. It is presented as the different materials of the world that are transformed 

into the different objects (gold, wood, iron, etc.). It is that in which the four natures 

inhere since it is the substrate of the four natures, and it is in their combinations 

that the elementary bodies come to be. Substance is also said to be the principle of 

these four natures and in other texts to be subject to the act of the four natures. It is 

presented as the animated substance, or what we have called Soul/Substance, which 

is drawn to the four natures by its desire. It is also the hypostasised Aristotelian hylȇ 

found after the circle of Soul. And finally substance is used in association with the 

Eternal to refer to God the creator, to Allah. 

                                                        
222 Related to the idea of zero, nothingness, lack of tangibility, latency and potentiality. 
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Substance animated with Soul as principle, hylȇ and substrate, is qualified into the 

four natures through its descent, after its creation from nothing by the Eternal. The 

notion of desire and longing is the cause of the motion of descent and the 

materialisation process into this corporeal world. Desire leads to the existence of 

the things of the world that are said to necessarily exist through another, and their 

existence is but a reflection of the truly existing one. This same notion and motion 

in the reverse direction is what leads that which has become more dense and 

concrete to find its way back to the origin, to the Eternal one and the necessarily 

existing by itself.  

Jābir’s work, in its dispersed form, is unified in one particular sense; it is at least 

unified in the philosophical project it undertakes. It is an attempt at finding a 

meaning or an interpretation of the central Islamic concept of tawḥīd, a term that is 

frequently repeated in Jābir’s text and is directed against the dualist conception of 

the world. His particular understanding is based on a unifying process, on creation 

ex-nihilo and on the existence of one substance that undergoes different 

modifications through desire, motion and intensification. 

 

    

    



Synthesis and ConclusionSynthesis and ConclusionSynthesis and ConclusionSynthesis and Conclusion    

In the introduction and the appendix of this research, we set out an argument for 

Ringer’s sampling method from the field of cultural production, on the basis that 

works within a field are interrelated and refractive of each other. This is what 

permitted the selection of a wide range of texts from different schools of thought 

within the Islamic cultural field. The different chapters that we have presented do 

not discuss this methodology since this was the ground that established the 

selection of the texts, and not the analysis of the sampled texts themselves. 

In attempting to understand the thoughts of the different participators in the field, 

we did not need to assume that they were restricted to produce what complements 

or agrees with their own schools or the general intellectual field of the time. The 

initial task of this project was to free ourselves from the already established classes 

and divisions under which each author ought to fall under. However, this did not 

prevent us from assuming a unity in the cultural field as a whole. Following the 

sampling and selection process, each intellectual product was studied and analysed 

in isolation with the assumption that once this is achieved we might begin to see 

the unifying field as it is refracted by each position within it. In some sense, we 

expected the unity in the intellectual field to shine through the selected works 

following their separation into analysable parts which ultimately requires the whole 

to be understood correctly. We must emphasise that unity in the intellectual field 

does not mean unity of opinions, arguments, conclusions or methods, it rather 

means and suggests a process involving each of the different positions within the 

cultural field.  
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The best example that reflects what we mean by a unified intellectual field is our 

chapter on the Qurʾānic commentaries. The majority of authors we have sampled 

are deniers of the thingness of the non-existent; yet we were able to learn much 

about this idea through their own texts. The Muʿtazilī idea penetrates areas and 

positions within a field where it ought to be absent. The authors who are present in 

the same cultural field are not only forced to face the opposing views, to include the 

voice of the other, no matter how distorted, but they are also forced to vocalise and 

pronounce their rejection whilst permitting some of the meanings of the rejected 

pronouncement to become part of the personal discourse. Some of the other works 

discussed in this chapter transmit and criticise a particular discourse yet they allow 

that which is rejected to be expressed in different ways, or simply without creating 

a class to their shared meaning. They might consider the knowns to be the non-

existent and they might consider them to be things but they would not affirm the 

thingness of the non-existent as this statement belongs to another voice within the 

field from which a difference is to be established. 

The important restriction that we applied to our sampling method was the question 

of the nature of the relationship between the creator and the created. The idea of 

the thingness of the thing seemed to us from the very beginning to be the element 

that linked these two separate modes of being. This directed our interest toward 

texts that discussed this relationship, and reflected the process of establishing 

differences and similarities binding and separating these two modes of being. 

The different texts that have been considered are texts that deal with the question 

of creation and the nature of this act, whether this act is applied to something or 
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not, and if applied to something, what is its relation to the existent? The other 

relevant questions are related to the created, that is, if the world is created then 

there must exist in this created world an indication of the act and the cause that led 

to its existence, hence the questions of knowledge and the nature of the relation 

between cause and effect. The idea of creation naturally led to questions regarding 

the creator or creators that cause the things to originate. This is mostly apparent in 

the debates or arguments with naturalists, Christians or dualists as we noticed with 

al-Rassī and Jābir. 

Dualism and unity underlie all of the texts we have sampled. They are applied 

within the different texts in different ways, but they all interact to form new 

meanings. Dualism primarily appears in al-Rassī’s refutation of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s 

beliefs, and in Jābir’s critique of the idea of two principles of this world. Unity on 

the other hand appears in the arguments for one principle of this world which 

underlies the concept of tawḥīd that is central to Islamic belief and discourse. Unity, 

however, also appears in the ideas of the naturalists who do not seek a principle 

outside of the existent world itself. Finally, dualism itself becomes the underlying 

principle of al-Rassī’s own view of the transcendent God and the world.  This, for us, 

is a process of associating different meanings with specific terms, which reflects the 

active nature of the cultural field.  

The arguments against the other, and the different meanings associated with the 

same terms, still produce what we consider to be a unified intellectual field. The 

unity, which appears in the research as a whole, is a unity of differences containing 
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elements of the other. It is what produces a dynamic process of negating, acquiring 

and affirming something of the other within the cultural field. The synthesis of 

these differences is what is set out in the sections that follow, where each contains a 

theme that the different chapters contribute to. 

Knowledge 

The question of knowledge primarily appears in two chapters. In the field of kalām, 

our chapter on the Ibāḍī school distinguished between two types of knowledge, the 

instinctive and the acquired. The first is essentially the a-priori knowledge which 

allows for the possibility of human knowledge, whilst the second is what one 

acquires from the concrete and real world. It is this knowledge of the natural world 

that is set as essential in order to know God. Whatever is knowable of God is from 

his creation and is based on the principle that the maker of things is knowable from 

the things he made (i.e. argument from design). On the other hand, the theologians 

also apply the principle of tanzīh or de-anthropomorphism which sets God as the 

absolute transcendent and the radically different. What results from the knowledge 

of such a difference is essentially that the world is originated but since God is the 

radical other of what is originated He must be the eternal and the creator. This 

same idea appeared in Jābir’s text on the eternal, where he criticised the method of 

the Mutakallimūn. We noticed that his text contained contradictions since he 

initially started from the principle of tanzīh only to then find himself dealing with 

the question of cause and effect and the similarity between the two. This led him to 

establish the nature of the two, the creator and the created, through the principle of 

similitude. What becomes apparent in this case is that without similitude, there is in 
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a sense no knowledge. This, for us, is another example of a discourse denied yet 

applied nonetheless. 

There is another angle to knowledge that is found in Jābir’s work. He does not state 

that one must study nature in order to know God, as in the kalām case, since this 

does not appear to be his project. He still, however, alludes to the empirical nature 

of knowledge whilst dealing with the metaphysical. In constructing his particular 

view or model of the entire existence, the spiritual and the concrete, we discussed 

his approach in constructing different models. Apart from consulting the work of 

the ancient philosophers who do not seem to agree amongst themselves, he informs 

us that one is free to construct one’s own model as long as it is tested and is shown 

to work. Variation in structures of the universe is not a problem for Jābir as long as 

what is based on this construction of the universe -which ultimately is of nature and 

the world we live in- works in the laboratory. It is not very clear if Jābir is interested 

in knowing God for the sake of knowing Him or simply to know how the maker of 

the universe creates his work in order to be imitated and in order that the human 

being may also work on this same universe but more specifically, the natural world 

we live in. Alternatively, one may also think of Jābir’s work in the laboratory as an 

attempt to manipulate the existents of this natural world, in order to see how it 

came to be, to understand and know how its maker made it what it is. The first 

interpretation is a positive approach to the sciences where the scientist sees himself 

on a path to becoming a maker and a creator in the natural world. The second 

interpretation may be seen to be more passive since the scientist seeks to know in 

order to be closer, not in the sense of being like a god, but in the sense of having a 

truer knowledge which brings one close to what is knowable. 
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Before leaving this section, it is worth noting that the chapter on al-Rassī does 

reflect some interest in the natural world but only when an argument of an 

opponent was discredited through a reference to what is observed in the real world. 

This however does not go as far as constructing models of existence as is the case 

with Jābir’s cosmological and natural models and the Ibāḍī’s atomic structure of the 

existent. This reflects the two sides of the intellectual field that are part of its 

dynamic nature, a defensive apologetic nature and a progressive constructive 

nature.   

Changing States and atoms 

Changing states, or change in general, seems to be the essential and fundamental 

idea that underlies all the texts. It is at once the problem and the solution to the 

question of existence since change needs to be explained, why it is there rather than 

not, and how it occurs. At the same time, however, change in our texts implies a 

changing agent, which is generally assumed to be the creator of the changing world, 

the world of generation and corruption. 

The term ‘states’ is primarily used in al-Rassī’s arguments against the naturalist. 

This debate is essentially about change and the possible relation between states and 

principles. Change is also considered in this chapter from the point of view of 

latency, which ultimately meant that all things are all things or, in other terms, 

change is simply transformations within a single substance that contains all the 

possible existents. 
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In the case of al-Rassī, the discussion is mostly regarding the changing states and 

the negation of the eternity of an underlying substance and principle. The same 

concern is developed into the theory of atoms and their accidents as presented by 

Shaykh Bashīr from the Ibāḍī school. This theory reflects the same concerns with 

states and substances and presents a compact view and solution that answers the 

question of change at the most fundamental level of existence.  

The more easily accepted idea that states, or accidents, change and that they do not 

move from one accident to another but rather occur in a substance or an underlying 

substrate, is supplemented in the atomic structure with the mutual 

interdependence of accidents and atoms. In the concrete world of nature, it is not 

only the accidents that need a substance to inhere in but the atoms also, in their 

coming to existence, depend on the accidents to gain corporeality. These atoms are 

real and concrete but they cannot exist in isolation, since, to exist for an atom 

necessarily means to be with another atom, in other terms, to exist as a composite. 

 In this model of the world, the foundation of existence is a basic singular and finite 

substance that is essentially dependent on the accident of contiguity, which permits 

formation, structure and multiplicity. The agent who changes the states in al-Rassī’s 

discourse is in Shaykh Bashīr’s atomic model considered the one who combines and 

joins the atoms in accordance with His will to form the different things of the 

natural world. In the discrete world built from atoms and accidents, change only 

comes from above. God is always emphasised in this model to be the one who 

changes the states of things, even if in some atomic models, the atoms are what 
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they are before their coming to be. Change in the end is emphasised to have a 

vertical cause. 

 If the natural world of the mutakallim is a world of atoms and accidents then the 

world of the alchemist is the world of the four natures (heat, cold, dryness and 

moistness). In the same way that God is seen in the prior model to act upon the 

accidents and the atoms to form all that exists, the God of the alchemist uses the 

four natures to form the natural world. The aim of the alchemist is to know how 

God forms the world using these natures in order that he too may form and 

transform. The two models appear to rely on two different traditions, the atomic on 

one side, and the Aristotelian and Neoplatonic or hylomorphic on the other.  

Jābir’s founding elements of the world are not simply the four natures, for 

ultimately these four natures come from his fifth nature or substance. The ground 

of the four natures is this substance, which Jābir regularly refers to as al-habāʾ or 

the motes that are seen through the sunlight. Al-habāʾ we noted was the Arabic 

translation for the term ‘motes’ as it appears in the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s 

De Anima when referring to Democritus’ atoms. Although the idea of motes ascribes 

visibility to substance, Jābir’s work suggests that this is only an indication of what 

atoms might look like since the visible world of nature becomes what it is in the 

composites of the five natures as each is simple and a principle.  

So, one of the alchemist’s models also includes an atomic ground that becomes 

manifest in association with the forming four natures similar to the accidents 

associated with the atom of the Mutakallimūn. In both models, the atoms may not 



357 

 

exist, in the sense of being perceived, in isolation as they are generally considered 

intelligible, or somehow exist between the intelligible and the sensible in Jābir’s 

case. On the other hand, we mentioned in a note that the Muʿtazila debated whether 

or not the atom is what it is prior to existence and we noticed how Jābir’s substance 

undergoes a process of change all the way from the intelligible realm down to the 

sensible world of nature. The two models of substance are therefore not the same 

but they certainly exhibit a great deal of similarity.  

With regard to change in the world, Jābir also emphasises, like the mutakallimūn, 

the vertical causal relation, however, he also greatly emphasises the horizontal 

nature of change. The possibility of such a change is simply the ground of the 

science of alchemy.  

The idea that there could be a similarity between kalām and hylomorphic atomism 

forces the question of the possibility of a link between the two, and if there is 

another source that could be added in response to the question of the origins of 

kalām atomism. The hint at a common source or influence comes from the 

geometrical representation of atoms. In Jābir’s work, we noted his emphasis on the 

circular geometry of the intelligible realm as well as the natural world. In the 

natural world we also noticed his criticism of the angular models of the four 

natures, which in turn led us to compare this idea with al-Kindī and his agreement 

on the circular or concentric model. However, this also led us to al-Kindī’s 

discussion of the geometrical shapes of the composite elements, earth, water, air 

and fire. Al-Kindī’s angular geometrical figures are Plato’s solids found in the 
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Timaeus that has exerted a great influence on the development of alchemy and was 

translated and summarised early on in the translation movement.1  

If the Islamic alchemists had found the Timaeus or its derivative alchemical works 

to be of great importance in their science, this in itself is still not an indication of 

any influence on the development of atomism in general let alone on kalām 

atomism. What does point to a possible link between the two traditions, however, is 

that the theologians’ discussions of the atom involve an analysis of the shape of an 

atom and the shape of the most basic body. We mentioned in a note that there were 

disagreements amongst the early atomist regarding the number of atoms required 

to form a body. Amongst the options that were considered and that eventually 

became the accepted model, is the idea that the most basic body is formed of six 

faces, which eventually was clearly stated to be a cube formed of six square atoms. 

Later theologians also inform us that there were disagreements on whether the 

atom is shaped at all and whether it resembles or is a circle, a square or a triangle. 

This for us reflects a discussion on the geometrical nature of the atom, if not its 

essence, particularly since what it is in itself is related to space occupation, or 

taḥayyuz. 

 It is not only the geometrical nature of the debate surrounding the atom itself that 

points to Plato’s solids but also the fact that the geometrical figure that is generally 

                                                        
1 For the relation between Timaeus’ solids and Arabic alchemy, see the relevant geometrical 
discussion in the alchemical text of K. al-Rawābīʿʿon Plato’s solids, ps-Plato, pp. 127-130. See also 
Jābir’s k. al-Ḥajar for his discussion of the opinions on what is the shape of the most fundamental 
element, Jābir ibn Ḥayyān, ‘K. al-Ḥajar’, in The Arabic Works of Jābir ibn Ḥayyān, (1928), pp. 13-42. 
There are two other important ideas that require futher investigations in this book. The first is a 
reference to the alchemical stone as that which is indivisible and has no parts (p. 18), and the second 
is a listing of five eternal principles: the first substance, hylȇ, form, time and space which seem 
remarkably similar to Abū Bakr al-Rāzī’s principles. 
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chosen to form the most basic body is the square that forms a cube which in turn is 

the shape of the element earth. That the smallest divisible body has the geometrical 

form of earth is not far from Jābir’s smallest particles of motes. The earthy and 

dusty nature of the basic particles of nature appears to be similar in both cases. 

Further to this, Jābir’s substance as primary matter is also called in some occasions 

al-ṭīna.2 In his note on this term, Kraus guides us to al-Maqdisī’s al-Badʾ wa-l-tārīkh 

where, prior to his discussion on the atom, he associates the term ṭīna with 

substance (jawhar), matter (mādda), hylê, the part (al-juzʾ) (presumably the 

indivisible part or the atom), the elemental qualities (al-ʿunṣur) and the elements 

(usṭuqs).3 The key text that actually links these ideas together is found in the 

following page where al-Maqdisī relates, regarding the atom and the early 

philosopher:  

The ancients are in disagreement regarding this subject, similar to the 
disagreement amongst the people of Islam, for some assume that one 
sees before the four elements (usṭuqsāt) other elements small in parts 
and indivisible. They are extremely small in size and from them is the 
composition of the elements (usṭuqsāt) from which the world is 
composed.4        

Later on, Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī informs us that the ancients disagreed on the shapes 

of these founding elements, which he calls (al-habāʾāt). The atoms are, therefore, 

also seen as the founding blocks of the elements similar to Platoʾs geometrical 

figures. The difference between the shapes of the founding elements is also found in 

al-Rawābīʿ of ps-Plato: 

                                                        
2 Kraus, p. 171, note 1. 
3 Al-Maqdisī (1899), v. 1, p. 39. 
4 Ibid., p. 41. Later on, al-Rāzī informs us that the ancients disagreed on the shapes of these founding 
elements, what he calls (al-habāʾāt) and he discusses the conical and the cubic. Ibn Sīnā & al-Rāzī 
(1980), v. 2, p. 181.   
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Aḥmad Said: Plato has found that the ancients advocated that the 
principles of things were intelligible principles. These are the reasons 
for the being of the sensible simple which is subject to composition. 
Some of the ancient say that the simple has the shape of a circle since 
its parts are similar. Plato is in disagreement with the ancients and he 
says: the circular shape is disjointed for the circumferences do not join 
in their entirety, if it is so then empty space will occur in it and that is 
not permissible in the simple. He also says that the simple is the 
intelligible element and he judges the intelligible element that does 
not accept division to be the simple. He also says that its indivisibility 
is not due to its smallness but due to its being one in essence.5    

This is the argument set against the idea that the founding parts of the simple 

elements, or al usṭuqsāt, are circles as this leads to the creation of empty space in 

the simple. This is why we are then told that the simples are formed of triangles or 

squares. 

 Finally, it is no surprise that the earthly nature of the simplest bodies in existence 

is also related to the Qurʾānic vision of creation from earth (turāb) in Q. 3:59; 13:5; 

18:37; 22:5; 30:20; 35:11; 40:67, as well as other verses which refer to clay and mud.  

This similarity between Jābir and the theologians with regard to the primary 

substance of existence or atoms is limited in many ways. For Jābir, the idea of atoms 

as indivisible parts is rarely used apart from the suggestive meaning of habāʾ. 

However, what is similar between him and the theologians is the need for a 

constitutive element to the usṭuqs or the simplest body in existence, and he also 

makes some references to the geometrical basis of the elements as is the case of ps-

Plato. It appears that the theologians use a geometrical unit of square as that which 

links the intelligible and the concrete since it is the sum of six such units that makes 

                                                        
5 Ps-Plato, p. 127. It is not known who is this Aḥmad, but for more information on the text see Thillet 
(2005). 
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up the most basic concrete body. For Jābir, on the other hand, what is important in 

his laboratory is that it is the sum of two natures that creates the most basic 

concrete composites (earth, fire, water and air), which in turn are the building 

blocks of the existents. These natures, like their counterparts in the atomic theory, 

are simple intelligibles in isolation, yet real and concrete in composition, which is 

what renders them the link between the intelligible and the sensible worlds. We 

should also remember at the end of this section that Jābir’s natures are always in 

substance or a modification of substance whilst the theologians’ atom is substance, 

yet in both cases it is at the level of combination with the accidents, the categories 

or natures, that the distinguished existents emerge. 

Tawḥīd   

In the theology of al-Qāsim al-Rassī, one finds few arguments against any 

multiplicity of principles. The beliefs of the Christians are compared to those of the 

star worshipers who consider God as their creator and the one who gave them the 

power to create the rest of the world. God the creator of gods, as represented by al-

Rassī, now appears to be similar to the Ismāʿīlī God who is a muʿill, or a creator of 

the Intellect who is the cause of the existence of the rest of the world. This, for al-

Rassī, is a way of evading the association of God with the relation of cause that 

essentially entails its effect. This, however, was not found to be a satisfactory 

answer to this problem, even in its different form presented by the Christian 

theologians. God is simply one and is in no need of intermediaries in His act of 

creation ex-nihilo.  
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The other locus for arguments against the multiplicity of principles is found in the 

refutation of the dualists. The argument in this section is essentially set in terms of 

the problem of the mixture of the two principles, the dark and the light. If the world 

is seen as the result of the mixture of light and darkness, this would mean for al-

Rassī their transformation, or at least gradation or tafāḍul, in the being of light and 

darkness, thus leading to the problematic idea that light would have darkness 

within it.  

Al-Rassī’s anti-dualist view, in which he rejects the idea of gradation in the pure 

light through a mixture with darkness, reflects in some sense his own view of 

tawḥīd through tanzīh. God may be compared with this pure light, which is neither 

linked nor mixed with darkness nor with the world of mixture, generation and 

corruption, our natural world. Under this representation, God is not differentiated, 

graded and mixed, but the created world may be so. Al-Rassī’s tawḥid appears, in 

this context, to be a form of revisionism within the dualism he attacks, where the 

pure light is absolutely separated from the world of mixture. 

Jābir also sets himself the task of arguing against a dualist view of existence and he 

uses Aristotle’s categories to achieve his aim. It is interesting that he chooses to 

argue against the idea of dual principles using categories that are used to classify 

the existents. What we presented in the relevant chapter was Jābir’s argument using 

the first category of substance with the aim to show that there is but one principle 

and that there is but one substance, this is what he calls tawḥīd.  Jābir’s anti dualism 

rejects the idea of a dual principle and substance. For him there is only one 

substance which is itself the principle. Although he does promote the principle of 
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tanzīh, his views on the nature of this principle and its relation to the world appears 

to stand in opposition to al-Rassī’s view. Jābir’s God is a cause, which means it is 

essentially tied to its effect, but more importantly, it is similar to it despite the 

variation in the degree of that which is similar. God and the world are in this 

particular order neither separated nor radically dissimilar. When discussing this 

particular cause and the world that is its effect, we found Jābir to be of the opinion 

that the essential attributes of God and the created are one in reality, it is existence 

or wujūd. The difference that is noted between the cause and its effect is only in 

degree or, as al-Rassī would think, in tafāḍul. In this order, God’s existence as the 

cause is better (afḍal) than the existence of the created, which as an effect is 

derivative in nature. Al-Rassī’s rejection of the dualism of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ on the 

ground of tafāḍul in light is here accepted and applied to the essential attribute of 

God, His wujūd.  

Both thinkers critique dual principles to the world, yet we find al-Rassī’s model of 

what there is to be dual in nature. He establishes an order that maintains a fissure 

between God, the pure light, and the world that is a mixture of light and darkness. 

Jābir’s project on the other hand, is not only anti dualist in terms of principles, but 

also anti-dualist in terms of what there is. For him, there is but one substance that 

accepts variation in degrees of being (tafāḍul). His project is to unify all the circles 

at the macro and micro levels of existence. Everything is in substance and 

everything is substance. God is outside the circles and is inside the smallest circle. 

This model is an extension of the Neoplatonic project but, in his case, the sensible 

world is not excluded from the hypostates. The natural world is not isolated from 

the intelligible world, it is instead an extension of it since it is where the 
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transformation from potentiality to actuality takes place. The difference between 

the sensible world and the intelligible world becomes, according to Jābir’s project, 

only a difference in the degree of being. 

The unity encountered in the Jābirian corpus could be said to have some similarity 

with the naturalist criticised by al-Rassī -who argued for the principle of tawḥid- yet 

it is still a statement of tawḥīd. Similarly, al-Rassī’s critique of dualism, in the name 

of this unity, produces his own form of dualism, where pure light is given its place 

of complete separation from the world. This is why we may think of the texts we 

have considered to be refutations of forms of dualism and unity and developments 

of new forms of dualism and unity. However, the new dualism, founded on the 

principle of tanzīh, must have faced some of the same arguments directed against 

the dualists. These are the arguments that challenge the nature of the relation 

between an absolute transcendent principle and the real world. This is where we 

start to see a shift, within the kalām discourse, that tries to bridge the fissure 

created by tanzīh. 

Creation and thubūt 

In the first chapter, al-Rassī classified two types of creations. The first of these is 

symbolised by Adam’s creation, which was without an existing prior model and 

from an already existing unformed matter, the nature of which seems unclassified 

and unrelated to the second type of creation. The second type is what we 

considered to be more of a transformative progressive kind where things emerge 

from an already existing model, the symbolic Adam who is also the pre-existing 
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matter from which new creations proceed. Interestingly, despite arguing for 

creation ex-nihilo, one finds no space for it in this classification or the ones that 

follow. 

The same idea of creation from something whilst affirming creation ex-nihilo 

appears in the Qurʾānic commentaries and in Jābir’s work. In the third chapter, we 

explored the different uses of the terms of creation in the Qurʾān as well as the 

commentators. These terms appear to be frequently used as reflective of the idea of 

transformation from one thing to another or as bestowing life onto something to 

render it a living thing. The act of creation is shown on many occasions to happen 

to something that is associated with the known that awaits the commanding kun to 

change its mode of being from potential to existent.  We used the term being to link 

the two ontological states, however, the mutakallimūn, particularly the Muʿtazila, 

were shown to have initially used the term shayʾ and then developed the ontological 

term thubūt or subsistence to convey the link between the two. A shayʾ is what has 

being as a potential or a known, as a distinguished thing that God commands to be 

and causes to exist, it then remains a distinguished thing that has existence. What 

remains in the two stages of being is subsistence and thingness which in turn 

applies to God’s mode of being with the addition that He is a muthbit and mushayyiʾ. 

In the case of the names and attributes of God, as well as the ontological nature of 

the non-existent thing, we have an attempt at defining a category that is between 

existence and absolute non-existence. This latter category (non-existence) was of 

no significance to the theologians since nothing is associated with it and nothing 

may be said of it. The non-existent things, however, which are God’s knowns, are of 
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great significance since they are distinguished things that require identification and 

classification. Both, the non-existent things and God’s attributes belong to the 

intelligible realm yet one of them becomes part of the sensible realm, the existent 

things, and the other causes this transformation. Thus, we consider the 

development of the idea of the thingness of the non-existent, and more specifically 

the concept of thubūt, to be a theological attempt at unifying the two worlds, the 

intelligible and the sensible in the sense that the existent is merely the subsistent in 

a state of existence, it is the same ‘thing’ at another degree of being.  This 

conception is also found to be of use in explaining the possibility of the Sufi journey 

of return through the different degrees of being.  

The different fields considered in this thesis, which are contained within the larger 

Islamic intellectual field of the time, reflect a movement that attempts to expand 

the meaning of tawḥīd. It moves from a critique of the dual or multiple principles to 

a unification of substance. In the period under consideration, this move or process 

is not sequential in nature but simultaneous. This, in some sense, reflects a 

difference between two trends, both are projects of unification yet they attempt to 

create a different structure of what there is. In kalām, God and the world remain at 

a distance despite relating what exists to what has being before existence. In this 

model, the discrete atom of the world, which is its foundation, accepts no 

intermixture with other atoms, and may also have being before existence where it 

remains discrete and different from the other similar. The relation between the 

world and God also reflects this strict division where there is no intermixture 

between things. This is a discrete hierarchical structure that maintains a distance 

between the principle and the world despite having the category of thubūt that 
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links the two modes of being, the sensible and the intelligible, or between existence 

and non-existence. However, even in this model, the fissure between God and the 

world is reduced by the Sufi interest in the return to the principle. Their return 

reflects a process of moving along stages or degrees of being which in the concrete 

world is reflected by the degrees of consciousness. There are clear foundations of 

the Sufi discourse in the kalām field as we noticed in the commentary tradition.  

The relation of the returning soul through stages of purification also reflects its link 

to the other project of unification exemplified in our case by Jābir. Tawḥīd in the 

alchemical sense is also hierarchical, yet in Jābir’s model we find no fissure as is the 

case in other Neoplatonic models. The concrete world changes through different 

continuous changes of ratios that relate the four natures, where everything may be 

transformed into another -after decomposition-. This ultimately reflects processes 

within a whole that is continuous and not discrete. 

We hope that, by starting from studies in the social sciences, we have given good 

reasons for assuming the existence of a large scale of interaction between the 

different fields of cultural production. This interaction between what was already 

present and the new ideas, creates an entangled field where it is impossible to 

isolate one text from the other, on the basis that one stands in opposition to the 

other, or that one is foreign to the other. Texts, in this thesis, have been understood 

through other texts, which appear to come from different traditions or different 

disciplines, and are generally assumed to be different and distant from each other. 

This, not only expands our understanding of influences but also, the level of 

infiltration of some ideas in the larger field of cultural production. We have also 
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shown that the argument against an other shapes the views of those on both sides 

of the opposition; this is why we assume that polemical works are also sources of 

influence on cultural developments. 

Apart from our emphasis on the dialectical nature of the cultural production of the 

period under consideration, and our exposition and analysis of dualism and unity in 

their Islamic and non-Islamic forms, we hope to have contributed in this research to 

a number of areas. One of these areas is the early development of kalām, 

particularly, to the study atomism, as we have interpreted an early Ibāḍī text that 

has largely been neglected in Islamic studies. With regard to atomism, we have 

suggested earlier sources for the development of this theory in the Islamic culture, 

which not only relates it to alchemy but also the Platonic solids. We believe that the 

exploration of a possible relation between kalām atomism and the Platonic solids 

should encourage further research in this area. 

In addition, we have followed the development of the concept of thubūt and its 

relation to thingness. This has been traced from its early appearances in kalām 

discussions on the nature of God, followed by its discussion in the Qurʾānic 

commentaries. We have also referred to the importance of these concepts as they 

became central in the philosophy of Ibn ʿArabī. 

We have also contributed to an exploration of the kalām field through an 

intertextual analysis of the Qurʾānic commentaries. This not only showed the 

centrality of the text of the Qurʾān to the development of kalām, but also the 
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existence of a space where opposition to the other becomes symbolised in the 

rejection of terms and not necessarily of ideas. 

Finally, we have given an exposition of the Jābirian philosophy of substance, which 

has not received much attention. The ideas that are related to this concept have 

been noted to be contradictory at times, however, our own reading of the corpus 

has shown an attempt at creating a unified substance with different intensities in 

being. We hope that this has contributed to studies on the early development of 

philosophy and its relation to the practical sciences in Islam. 

The method of sampling texts, from a specific period and with regard to a specific 

question, has allowed us to explore and present different relations and ideas within 

a specific culture. We believe that our work has confirmed some already established 

ideas regarding the Islamic cultural field and at the same time opened the space for 

investigations of other relations and interactions. This is why we believe that the 

material sampled in this research is still in its raw state and requires further studies 

and analysis that may yield further relations within the early Islamic cultural field.   
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IIII.... ApproApproApproApproaches in the study of the history of ideasaches in the study of the history of ideasaches in the study of the history of ideasaches in the study of the history of ideas1111    

In studies of the history of ideas, two main dichotomous trends may be discerned, one 

emphasises the subjective nature of the creator or the contributor to the sum of human 

knowledge, whilst the other greatly emphasises the contextual basis (social, economic, 

political. etc.) of the individual. In turn, these approaches are themselves part of the larger 

modern competing philosophical, political and aesthetical views on the subject and her 

role. In cases of extreme contextualism, the human subject is diminished to a point of no 

recognition where she is dominated by a complex web of social, economic and political 

relations that dictates how she ought to think and act. In such a view, typical of some 

simplified Marxist approaches, the ideas of individuals can only change when the complex 

network of objective relations is modified, thus reducing the human being to the status of a 

player of a role preordained for her by the objective reality which can ironically only exist 

through this being.2 The value judgement upon the intellectual product, and by association 

the intellectual, the artist or the writer, is based in this model on the best reflection of the 

                                                        
1 The general outline of this section is based on Skinnner (1969). 
2 Bennett writes: “if there is a common core to Marxist criticism it is the conviction that works of literature 
can be fully understood only if places in the context of the economic, social and political relationships in 
which they are produced.” Bennett (2003), p. 21. He also states that the main concern of the early Marxist’s 
criticism and analysis (1930-1960) “was with the social determination of the philosophical content of literary 
works.” (p. 30). Trotsky makes the link between art and the social in Literature and Revolution as follows: 
“The form of art is to a certain and very large degree, independent, but the artist who creates this form, and 
the spectator who is enjoying it, are not empty machines, one for creating form and the other for 
appreciating it. They are living people, with a crystallized psychology representing a certain unity, even if not 
entirely harmonious. This psychology is the result of social conditions. The creation and perception of art 
forms is one of the functions of this psychology.” Trotsky (1996), p. 52. Also, he points out that Marxism 
“emphasizes the all-determining significance of natural and economic conditions in the formation of folk-
lore” (ibid., p. 55). However, he does think that “It is unquestionably true that the need for art is not created 
by economic conditions” and that “[A] work of art should, in the first place, be judged by its own law, that is, 
by the law of art.” (Ibid., p. 56).  
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world outside, of the network of relations and the balances in the social, political and 

economic structures as is best suited to the domain of her speciality.3 

On the other hand, and in opposition to the over-determined human being, one finds 

schools that emphasise the importance of the subjective nature of a great  mind. These 

schools do not deny the existence of an objective world of relations, however, they do not 

go as far as granting this world the power to condition and determine the creative actor 

who contributes to human knowledge since, for them, this objective world is subjected to 

the will of the genius creator. To understand the creative act of an artist, for example, one 

merely needs to know the private life of the individual under consideration, relations with 

parents, siblings, friends, competitors, educators or anyone who could have had an 

intellectual influence. The biographical approach in the study of a human genius does 

indeed go beyond the very subjective or psychological world but only extends to the 

proximate and direct network of relations. In principle, it is primarily this proximate direct 

world, which comes in contact with the subject, that can be assigned or granted the 

influential role. 

One of the problematic issues in biographical histories is considering the body of works of 

an individual author to be a unified entity that may be studied, scrutinised and criticised 

                                                        
3 Bennett writes regarding the principle of reflection of the social context that preoccupied early Marxist 
analysis: “According to ‘reflection theory’, the crucial question refers not to the precise ways in which, in 
light of their formal properties, works of literature signify reality but rather to the extent of their 
correspondence to it.” Bennett (2003), p. 31. With regard to Lukacs revival of the Aristotalian idea of mimesis 
“[T]he necessary corollary of such concern was an attempt to rank literary forms according to the degree to 
which they corresponded to ‘the essence of things’ –in this case, the class struggle as ‘already known’ within 
the terms of Marxist theory.” (Ibid.) Lukacs writes: “ [T]he profundity of the great realist, the extent and the 
endurance of his success, depends in great measure on how clearly he perceives – as a creative writer- the 
true significance of whatever phenomenon he depicts.” Lukacs (2007), p. 33. Regarding the essence of things 
mentioned earlier: “[W]hat matters is that the slice of life shaped and depicted by the artist and re-
experienced by the reader should reveal the relations between appearance and essence without the need for 
any external commentary.” (Ibid., pp. 33-34)   
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according to this ‘unity’. This is generally justified by the singularity of its origin, the one 

author. A whole body of works is assumed to complement each other without contradiction 

because of the possible challenge this might cause to the singular origin. As Skinner points 

out, the task of a biographer in these cases is to “resolve antinomies”4 and to systematically 

unify a corpus of work. The singularity and the essentially unified author necessitate the 

construction of a general system of beliefs, which the author is assumed to hold, and which 

brings about the dissolution of contradictions in the body of works. In a sense, the 

biographer constructs an author capable of holding a consistent unified body of beliefs to 

which her corpus of work belongs.5 

The general division made between the subjective and objective views of the history of 

ideas comes in many diverse and evolving forms. Some of these are variations that come 

within a particular view, such as the objective approach of structuralism, and others are 

various combinations of the two.  

I.1 Centrality of ideas    

In the domain of the history of scientific and mathematical ideas, the general approach is 

to give ideas their own natural objective process of progression, where great individuals 

are the cause of the evolution or progress of particular ideas. This approach is also applied 

in works that seek to map out histories of particular ideas.6 Here, it is the idea which gains 

                                                        
4 Skinner (1996), p. 20. 
5 See Foucault (1981), pp. 48-78, for a discussion on this idea. There he states, concerning the concept of the 
author, which he considers to be “another principle of rarefaction of a discourse” the following:  “[T]he 
author is asked to account for the unity of the texts which are placed under his name. He is asked to reveal or 
at least carry authentification of the hidden meaning which traverses them. He is asked to connect them to 
his lived experiences, to the real history which saw their birth.” ( p. 58) 
6 See in this respect Lovejoy’s introduction to The Great Chain of Being where he proposes to approach 
philosophical systems by breaking “them up into their component elements, into what may be called their 
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the status of objective reality, it is then followed by the great authors who become 

landmarks in the movement of this idea. An objectified idea, in this particular approach, 

usually leads to a reification of concept and, due to the process of decontextualisation of 

the landmark, the author is rendered superfluous, since the meaning of her work can only 

be determined by future times when the unfolding idea becomes more knowable.7 

Ultimately, in this idealised world view, neither subject nor context (social, economic, 

political. etc.) can really be said to determine the movement of ideas in time and place.8        

I.2 Formalism and Structuralism    

Similarly, the Russian Formalists’ approach goes beyond the notion of a single idea that 

exists over a long historical period. It seeks to find fundamental ahistorical forms that are 

at the ground of the poetic and literary vision of the world. 9 These underlying universal 

forms, which act as constructing networks of relations, are to be uncovered or revealed to 

the Formalist through the process of intertextual analysis of texts.10 The resemblance 

                                                                                                                                                                            
unit-ideas.” Lovejoy (2001), p. 3. This unit-idea is “definite and explicit… it consists in a single specific 
proposition or ‘principle’ expressly enunciated [...]” (p. 14). More importantly “any unit-idea which the 
historian thus isolates he next seeks to trace through more than one – ultimately, indeed, through all – of the 
provinces of history in which it figures in any important degree, whether those provinces are called 
philosophy, science, literature, art, religion, or politics.” The workings of a particular idea or conception need 
“to be traced connectedly through all the phases of men’s reflective life in which those workings manifest 
themselves […]”  (p. 15) 
7 Skinnner (1996), p. 24. 
8 Ibid., pp. 10-16, 35. 
9 Bennett remarks that the shift in the historical perspective in later formalism “[…] led to a greater 
appreciation of the relevance of historical and sociological considerations to the concerns of literary 
scholarship.” Bennett (2003), p. 26. This historicity, however, was still considered within the literary field 
itself “where they were on perhaps more shaky ground was in their attempt to explain the dynamics of 
literary evolution as entirely the result of developmental tendencies at work within literature itself […] There 
is no doubt that, in part, these concessions were merely cynical responses to political necessity.” (Ibid., p. 27). 
Erlich also writes: “In this respect the Russian Formalist critic was not significantly different from his Marxist 
counterpart. Yet where to the latter, literary evolution was an epiphenomenon, a by-product or reflection of 
social change, to a Formalist, more exactly to an early Formalist, literary history was a self enclosed sequence, 
a succession of styles and genres, a process propelled by internal exigencies.” Erlich (1973), p. 633. Todorov 
summarises this: “Poetic language, on the other hand, finds its justification (and thus its entire value) in itself; 
it is its own end, and no longer a means.” Todorov (1988), p. 12.    
10 Bourdieu (2007c), p. 178. 
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between this approach and the previous one lies in the fact that it is the system of works, 

or the network of relations that exists between texts that is reified and granted an 

independent reality.11 The dynamics of this reality is found in the text itself and is 

independent of the historical agent.12 

Closely related to the formalist method one finds a type of structuralism which seeks to 

find unconscious historical forms that are supposed to determine the produced ‘type’ of 

work,13 be it literary, religious, mythic or other.14 In a particular phase in the history of 

structuralism, the historical time and location of the object of study were significant in 

determining the structuring structures guiding particular types of work. This is where Levi 

Strauss’ study of early mythology can be taken as an example. Initially, structuralists 

sought to find structures that were time specific rather than universal, ahistorical, and 

unconscious structures that determine all human thought and work, this is what came to 

be known as deep structures.15  

Tyson describes how the conceptual system has three properties: wholeness, 

transformation, and self regulation. Transformation in this scheme does allow for change 

but only in what the structure is applied to. The structure in this case is considered 

                                                        
11 Erlich writes: “[…] they were impervious to all theories locating the differentia in the poet rather than the 
poem, invoking a “faculty of mind” conductive to poetic creation.” Erlich (1973), p. 628, and “[f]or Jakobson, 
the central problem is not the interaction between the percipient subject and the object perceived, but the 
relationship between the “sign” and the “referent,” not the reader’s attitude toward reality but the poet’s 
attitude toward language.” (Ibid., p. 630). 
12 Bourdieu (2007c), pp. 179-180. 
13 The model and ground for the different application of the structuralist mode of analysis in structural 
linguistics is considered to have been developed by de Saussure, see Tyson (2006), p. 212. Bennett also writes 
in this respect: “for the structuralist usually maintains not merely that the various levels of human activity 
should be regarded as relatively autonomous. He also contends that, as there is present in each of these an 
order of culture, each should be viewed as being oraganised like a language.” Bennett (2003), p. 29. 
14 Tyson writes: “For structuralism sees itself as a human science whose effort is to  understand, in a 
systematic way, the fundamental structures that underlie all human experience and, therefore, all human 

behaviour and production.” Tyson (2006), pp. 209-210. 
15 Bourdieu (2007a), pp. 32-33 ; (2007c), p. 179. 
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dynamic only because it structures and is applied to new material. The self regulating 

property, however, “means that the transformations of which a structure is capable never 

lead beyond its own structural system.”16 

We may notice in the above short account of the different approaches to intellectual 

productions that they are reductionist in nature. The process of production is either 

reduced to the single author, the independent idea, or on a larger scale, to the economic 

historical structures or to the ahistorical structuring structures, which determine human 

behaviour. Absent, from these approaches, is the role of the person undertaking the act of 

analysing the process of cultural production, the person who undertake the act of reducing 

the cultural production process to either the subjective or the contextualist basis. This is 

where Foucault’s self reflective and structuralist approach comes into the picture.  

I.3 Foucault’s archaeology    

The next approach to cultural works, which is very closely related to the one adopted in 

this research, is Foucault’s archaeology. In this method, the particular author, artist, 

school, or any specific work in isolation, are not essentially significant. Foucault stresses 

the point that classifications of particular periods and subsequent emphasis on the 

inherited classes and categories established over long periods of time, prevent the 

researcher from identifying the significant elements that shape a particular culture within 

a specific historical phase and location.  

                                                        
16 Tyson (2006), p. 211. 
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Categories such as author, book, corpus and school restrict the outcome of a research 

precisely because they narrow down the boundaries of research and finalise, or limit, what 

is not limited. The significance and the meaning of a book, according to Foucault, cannot be 

found between its covers, in the biography or bibliography of an author. One must go 

beyond those traditional limits and boundaries to find meanings within a larger network of 

relations between the books, the paintings, the politics and the economy that existes at a 

particular time and location. To be more accurate on this point, it is not an objective 

network of relations that determines thought and knowledge, it is rather the 

archaeologist’s constructed set of rules that can explain how people of a particular place, 

period and discipline construed knowledge.17 These rules, which are projected onto the 

space under observation, reveal dominant structures that are not the outcome of a 

structuring of the relevant time and place, but are simply constructed by the historian to 

explain the conditions of the possibility of a particular discourse. 18 What is interesting is 

that these constructed rules are not unique in explaining and tying together the different 

enunciations of particular periods. Foucault allows the possibility of constructing different 

rules, depending on the delimiting of space of relations that requires understanding and 

explanations. Thus, it is not only time and location, which enter into the determination of 

rules, but also the domain set by the archaeologist. It is also very important to note that 

these rules do explain the different positions taken by those who belonged to the same 

place and period, but they do not aim to unravel unifying thoughts or beliefs that are 

characteristic of what is under consideration. In this regard, there is a distinction made 

between ‘general history’ which allows for the possibility of many histories and ‘total 

                                                        
17 Kennedy (1979), p. 270. 
18 Ibid., p. 271. 
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history’, which seeks to unearth the overriding principles upon which particular cultures 

or civilisation are founded, or simply the spirit of a particular civilisation. 

As for the question of the creative act of a writer, painter, philosopher or any other 

producer of a particular intellectual work, Foucault finds it unnecessary to resort to the 

construction of a subject in order to understand the structuring rules of a particular 

intellectual object. This is because the subject himself can enter into a particular discourse, 

or be allowed to adopt a particular discourse, only when the rules governing this or that 

discourse are followed. The ‘subject’, as Kennedy writes: 

 [...] is an empty function, a vacant place whose parameters are defined by the 
rules of discourse within which the statement is made. The statuses of possible 
speakers, the situations – institutional and contextual- within which he may 
speak, his possible attitudes towards his topic, are all determined outside 
him.19 

Although there is more emphasis on historical periods, locations and domains in Foucault’s 

method, one can at least find two main criticisms. The first of these is that the role of the 

subject is rendered completely insignificant, since it becomes a vacant notion that is 

structured according to rules projected by a future historian, and as such, the intellectual 

becomes a subject of a future function determined by a future subject who in turn awaits 

future constructions. The second criticism, contained also in the first, is that whilst 

acknowledging that the rules, or the structuring structures, are dependent on locations, 

periods, and domains, they are still considered, by Foucault, to be delimited by ideas, and 

not by the concrete conditions of what there is. In this regard, Bourdieu’s main criticism of 

Foucault is that he: 

                                                        
19 Ibid., p. 274. 
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[...] transfers into the ‘paradise of ideas’ […] the oppositions and antagonisms 
which are rooted in the relations between the producers and consumers of 
cultural works.20  

This is why we summarise in the next section some of the most important concepts and 

approaches developed by Bourdieu to account for the real context of the process of cultural 

production. The exposition of Bourdieu’s analysis of cultural  production should reflect his 

attempt at accounting for both, the structuring context and the subject’s disposition and 

role in the production  process. 

IIIIIIII.... BourdieuBourdieuBourdieuBourdieu    and cultural and cultural and cultural and cultural productionproductionproductionproduction    

To understand the grounds and principles for the methodological approach adopted in this 

research, it is necessary to give an exposition of Pierre Bourdieu’s approach in his analysis 

of cultural production. The word ‘approach’ is used to reflect Bourdieu’s rejection of the 

systematisation of his ‘method’.  

Fields    

In his critique of Foucault’s idealisation, Bourdieu is not afraid to ground cultural 

production on a social base whilst avoiding a reductionist approach, which negates the 

subject and explains all intellectual products only in relation to politics and/or economy. 

He develops two concepts, which are fundamentally interlinked, to describe how 

intellectual works -whether in the fields of art, poetry, science, philosophy or any other- 

can come to exist. The first of these concepts is the ‘field’.  It represents a specific social 

                                                        
20 Bourdieu (2007c), p. 179. 



379 

 

space that is governed by its own laws and is marked by different positions that are not 

directly dependent on economy and politics.21 Bourdieu defines ‘field’ as such:  

[...] a field is a separate social universe having its own laws of 
functioning independent of those of politics and the economy. The 
existence of the writer, as fact and as value, is inseparable from the 
existence of the literary field as an autonomous universe endowed with 
specific principles of evaluation of practices and works.22   

In dealing with the autonomous cultural field, it is possible to focus on particular small 

fields which exist within the larger intellectual field.  One may, in this case, only study the 

scientific field, the artistic field, the literary field or the philosophical field of a particular 

culture.23 All fields can be studied independently of the greater and more general cultural 

field since each one of them has its own autonomous laws of functioning, yet they each 

refract relations that exist beyond the boundaries of the particular field.24 One of the marks 

of the independence of a field is its specific ‘capital’, which expands and redefines the 

meaning and currency of power struggle.  

Capital    

For Bourdieu, all fields are social fields where individuals and groups struggle with each 

other to obtain and sustain particular forms of ‘capital’, which is a concept that Bourdieu 

employs and expands its signification beyond the standard economic boundaries. The 

forms of capital that individuals seek to accumulate in the different fields could be 

                                                        
21 In the case of a scientific field for example, Bourdieu writes: “the scientific field is a separate world, apart, 
where a most specific social logic is at work, affirming itself more and more to the degree that symbolic 
relations of power impose themselves that are irreducible to those that are current in the political field as 
well as to those instituted in the legal or theological field.” Bourdieu (1991), p. 6. 
22 Bourdieu (2007b), pp. 162-163. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Bourdieu points out that “One must contend against the idealist representation, which grants science the 
power to develop according to its own immanent logic.” Bourdieu (1991), p. 10.  
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economic, which has been the focus of much Marxist attention, or they could be cultural, 

symbolic or social. In each field, there is a struggle to accumulate specific capital that 

endows its possessors with the force to dictate and control rights of membership, that is, of 

who is allowed to participate in the struggle for power. Each field may have a dominant 

form of capital but it may not have a single type of capital. In the literary field, for example, 

it is possible to find different distributions of economic, cultural, social and symbolic 

capital.25  

If the concept of ‘capital’ helps one isolate a particular field to analyse it in terms of its own 

capital, then one should not forget that the positions occupied by those who are active in 

the struggle are also positions within a larger field, and are subject to other forces and 

powers.  

Positions    

What must be noted regarding the complex struggles between the different forces of a 

field, is that positions situated in the domain of a specific power struggle, reflect the 

conditions of the same power outside the specific field to which it pertains. If one studies 

the various forces that define the different positions within the artistic field, for example, 

then one should not assume that the specific forces (economic forces for example) are 

                                                        
25 Bourdieu describes the structure of any field as “the space of positions, is nothing other than the structure 
of the distribution of the capital of specific properties which governs success in the field and the winning of 
the external or specific profits (such as literary prestige) which are at stake in the field.” Bourdieu (2007a), p. 
30. He also writes in this regard that a field “is a veritable social universe where, in accordance with its 
particular laws, there accumulates a particular form of capital and where relations of force of a particular 
type are exerted. This universe is the place of entirely specific struggles, notably concerning the question of 
knowing who is part of the universe, who is a real writer and who is not.” Bourdieu (2007b), p.164. 
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isolated from the larger field of which they are a refraction, that is, from the economic 

distribution of power capital in society at large.26  

In the use of the term ‘autonomous field’, Bourdieu intends to show that one can find in 

this, or that, field its own logic which governs the relations between the different positions 

within it. These different positions may also be seen to have a history which can be 

followed and traced. However, the autonomous status of a field does not mean it is isolated 

from other power struggles outside the field itself, or the larger context of the field. 

Bourdieu writes:  

[T]his autonomous social universe functions somewhat like a prism which 
refracts every external determination: demographic, economic or political 
events are always retranslated according to the specific logic of the field, and it 
is by this intermediary that they act on the logic of the development of 
works.27 

With regard to what can be considered an influence on the production of work, one must 

note that there are objective conditions, real conditions in the real world which influence 

any work. These conditions and influences cannot, however, be reduced to simple 

economic conditions as is usually done in classical Marxism, which has tried to emphasise 

the reality of objective determining conditions that are also considered to be sufficient 

conditions. Bourdieu confirms the material (or objective) reality of influences but he also 

expands the domain to include other forces. More importantly for him, it is not possible to 

state that these conditions, in their manifestations as different power struggles, have a 

‘direct’ effect on the production of work. Influences, from the general conditions of the 

                                                        
26 Ringer (1990), p. 271. See also note 29. 
27 Bourdieu (2007b), p. 164. 
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world or society, are rather translated into the structure of a specific field through its own 

logic. 

Each emergent field is initially more dependent on the laws and forces governing the 

sphere from which its evolution is initiated. To begin with, the positions, which are to be 

occupied by agents, need to be created before any laws regulating their relations can gain 

regularity and relative stability. This reflects the high degree of struggles and momentum 

required at the moment of creation of any field. This explains why those who are 

considered the founders of a field have to struggle the most to initiate their new field. This 

is so, because they have to gain enough power to break previous relations and to force new 

ones within a stable older field. 

 Bourdieu notes that with time emergent fields gain more and more autonomy, relations 

between different positions become more stable, and those who occupy established 

positions have less to do in order to occupy them.28 It is thus very important in this 

approach to understand the emergence of particular positions within particular fields, and 

the significance of the positions themselves that are to be occupied by agents. In order to 

understand the work of a particular theologian from a particular period and place, for 

example, one must understand “the social conditions of the possibility of this social function, of 

this personage,”29 which creates the relational specific environment in which he emerges.     

                                                        
28 Bourdieu writes: “The more the autonomising process advances, the more possible it becomes to occupy the 
position of producer without having the properties – or not all of them, or not to the same degree – that had 
to be possessed to produce the position; the more, in other words, the newcomers who head for the “most 
‘autonomous’ positions can dispense with the more or less heroic sacrifices and breaks of the past.” Bourdieu 
(2007a), p. 63. 
29 Bourdieu (2007b), p. 163. 
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What may be gathered from this is that to study a specific field is to analyse the different 

positions within it and the relations which bind them together. The ‘and’ in the previous 

statement is not an optional one since every position can only be analysed and defined 

through its relations with other positions. If one is interested in studying a particular 

theologian, for example, then it is necessary to analyse the ‘position-taking’, or what the 

theologian takes as his position (views and opinions), in terms of the position occupied by 

him. That is, one must study his position within his theological school, which occupies a 

relational position with other schools in the cultural field. Every position is defined by the 

limitations it imposes on its occupants which are determined by the position’s relations 

with the other positions that constitute the field and its structure.30  

This position, however great its effect might be, “never operates mechanically, and 

relationships between positions and position-taking is mediated by the disposition of the agent.”31  

What has been termed ‘position-taking’ (prise de position) becomes nothing more than the 

manifestation through works, pronouncements, polemics, etc. of the position’s 

potentialities (possibilities)32 through those who occupy it, thus naturally linking every 

‘position-taking’ to every other one within the field.33 In the next section we look more at 

the question of subjective participation and whether or not it plays a part in causing 

change within fields. 

                                                        
30 Bourdieu (2007a), p. 30. 
31 Ibid., p. 62. 
32 Ibid., pp. 30-31, and Bourdieu (2007c), p. 177. 
33 Bourdieu writes: “This space of possible, which transcends individual agents, functions as a kind of system 
of common reference which causes contemporary directors, even when they do not consciously refer to each 
other, to be objectively situated in relation to others, to the extent that they are all interrelated as a function 
of the same system of intellectual co-ordinates and points of reference.” Bourdieu (2007c), pp. 176-177. 
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Dispositions 

If one stops at this stage, then it becomes difficult to avoid reproaching this method for 

reflecting a static view of the fields, as it is hard to see any source for change. This, 

however, is where the agents, the occupiers of positions in their relevant fields play the 

vitalising role. Every position, which is in a relational configuration with other positions, is 

seen to provide a set of potentials that are also relationally bound by a space of possibles. 

Since not all potentialities are realised or actualised at a particular time, it becomes up to 

the occupier, and in accordance with her dispositions, to bring to the surface, to the 

objective reality, that which has previously been hidden or merely a potential.34 In this 

configuration, the positions can remain the same while the ‘position-takings’ can change in 

accordance with the changes in potentialities which, in turn, change when new choices are 

simultaneously given to the various positions, in other terms, when major forces of change 

occur in a society.35   

With respect to the occupiers of positions, Bourdieu points to the great correspondence 

that exists between the ‘socially constituted dispositions’ of agents and the ‘socially 

instituted positions’ they occupy.36 These dispositions of agents, their likes and dislikes, 

ambitions, daring, modesty, disinterestedness, etc., which are in certain ways products of 

another history, another set of conditions, are not mechanically tied to the positions of the 

field. The concordance that exists between positions and dispositions not only leads one to 

the other but also helps the shaping of one by the other in a non-static relationship. This 

relation between post (objectivity) and agent (subjectivity) is that of correspondence and of 

                                                        
34 Bourdieu (1991), p. 11. 
35 Bourdieu (2007a), p. 31. 
36 Bourdieu (1991), p. 11. 
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a dynamic struggle between the two, or put differently, of a dialectical relation.37 What 

binds one to the other is the ability of the agent, who occupies a particular position, to be 

‘most attuned’ to the potentialities that have been actualised, or await actualisation 

through her specific dispositions.38 Not only is this relation dynamic but it also varies from 

one field to another and from one stage of the movement of a field to another.39 Bourdieu 

shows for example how the literary field is marked by more continuous struggles compared 

with the academic field, and how fields in their formative stages –as we have seen- are 

marked by stronger confrontations between positions and dispositions.40  

Through the idea of disposition, the totality of objective external constraints is reduced, 

changed and given momentum. This totality is reduced because it becomes one of the poles 

in the dual dialectical relationship between position and disposition, and changed in the 

sense that objective potentialities are brought to life, thus changing this external reality. 

Finally, it is given momentum in the sense that no movement is possible without this 

disposition of the agent who actualises potentials, which in turn become active in the field 

and result in stable advancements. But, if the concept of the subject’s disposition is a way of 

granting some form of a personal active role to the subject, does this mean that disposition 

can be free from any theoretical analysis and systemisation? 

                                                        
37 King, A. (2000), p. 418. 
38 Bourdieu writes: “agents are not pure creators, who invent in a vacuum, ex-nihilo, but rather they are, so to 
speak, actualisers who translate into action socially instituted potentialities.” Bourdieu (1991), p. 10. 
39 Bourdieu (2007a), pp. 30-31.  
40 Ibid., pp. 62-63. 
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Habitus 

Bourdieu was very careful in his writings about the system of dispositions, the habitus, to 

point out that it is not an amalgam or sum of different individuals with separate 

dispositions, as he was interpreted by Anthony King in ‘Thinking Bourdieu against 

Bourdieu’.41 Bourdieu emphasised the social nature of these personal characteristics since 

they are all linked in a network of relations, as are the positions of the field. All personal 

‘improvisations’ that the different members of a field undertake are regulated 

improvisations which tend to reproduce their generative principle, that is, the structure 

within which those members improvise.42  

This leads us to Bourdieu’s conception of the habitus, which we have just related to 

dispositions. An explanation of this concept normally starts by quoting Bourdieu himself, 

who defines the habitus as a:   

 [S]ystem of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which 
generate and organise practices and representations that can be objectively 
adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or 
an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. 
Objectively “regulated” and “regular” without being in any way the product of 
obedience to rules, they can be collectively orchestrated without being the 
product of the organising action of a conductor.43 

Some of the key points that need to be extracted from this very concise and specific 

definition are first of all, the idea that habitus is a product of real existing conditions, 

specific to any society under consideration.  It is not a structure similar to Chomsky’s 

                                                        
 
42 Lamert (1990), p. 299. 
43 Bourdieu (1990), p. 53. 
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‘grammar’, which is a structuring structure of all languages.44 It is, simply, not the product 

of a singular element either specific to language, thought or mind. Habitus as a structuring 

structure is structured by a real set of objective relational conditions, be it material (literal 

sense), social, economic or intellectual, that are bound together in this structure. Also, this  

habitus neither acts nor causes through a commanding presence, known to members of a 

community and manifest in a set of regulating ‘revealed’ and ‘finalised’ laws.  

In King’s article, an attempt is made to find within Bourdieu’s work, elements which can 

give more freedom to the individual, the subject. There, a contrast is made between 

Bourdieu’s habitus and his ‘practical’ method. This is a critique of anthropologists who, in 

their creation of maps of cultures, translate the observed regularities into rules that are 

then projected as objective rules followed by the members of a community.45 King finds 

more freedom in Bourdieu’s practical approach where:  

[…] individuals are embedded in complex, constantly negotiated networks of 
relations with other individuals; isolated individuals do not stand before 
objective structures and rules which determine their actions but in networks 
of relations which they virtuosically manipulate.46  

 What is missed in this critique, where the virtuoso subject is emphasised, is that Bourdieu’s 

critique of the anthropologists is a critique of the fact that the rules, which they construct, 

are taken to be static, concrete and timeless. It is also a critique of their idea that acts of 

individuals within a community are achieved in accordance with, and through, conscious 

obedience to these constructed rules.47 This approach of the anthropologists, as it is 

                                                        
44 Campbell (2003), pp. 100-103. 

45 King, A. (2000), pp. 419-421. 
46 Ibid., p. 421. 
47 Ibid., p. 419. 
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represented by King, stand in opposition to Bourdieu’s more dynamic and dialectical field 

and habitus.48 

 The habitus is a reflection of the social preconscious that has the tendency to generate the 

beliefs that are consciously held by a community. It is what orients the acceptance or 

rejection, for example, of what constitutes true knowledge or even the object of knowledge 

and belief. Vandenberghe wisely points out that it is not possible to understand these laws 

in terms of Humean cause and effect, where a particular structure or set of rules 

necessitate specific effects. Rather, it is necessary to approach this matter from the point 

that these laws or structures -which are the product of real material conditions: social, 

economic, etc.- do not cause effects (conjunction of events) but are the ground that brings 

about certain ‘tendencies’.49 The habitus as a ‘theoretical operator’ gives coherence to the 

phenomenal happenings in the real world that are apparently not connected or related to 

each other. This habitus is in one part not made conscious to those who are part of it, but it 

is also, never made known in other than theoretical signs that are logically connected with 

each other and reflecting, through their link, the structuring structure by a law of 

analogy.50  

To summarise all the above and to put things in a more direct way, people in the real world 

are conditioned to follow certain laws and rules throughout their lives, and these are not 

made manifest to them. Generally, these hidden rules are only known once they are broken 

or cease to have a direct influence. Since these laws are not fixed, but rather are in a state 

of movement or flux, they are noticed after long periods of time or after fundamental 
                                                        
48 King’s vision goes against Bourdieu’s fundamental conception that the “field is not reducible to a 
population, i.e. a sum of individual agents, linked by simple relations of interaction.” Bourdieu (2007a), p. 35. 
49 Vandenberghe (1999), p. 36. 
50 Ibid., pp. 39, 49. 
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changes in society. However, even when they become known theoretically, they are not 

known in the way that they are in themselves but only through theoretical formulations 

which reflect them, that is, they are constructed. In some sense, this greatly resembles the 

idea of scientists knowing the rules or regularities of nature through mathematical 

formulations which, themselves, do not exist in nature.  

The exposition of Bourdieu’s ‘method’ does not mean that we have analysed our histrical 

texts according to his method and concepts. The above is the theoretical background that 

determined the way we selected our texts and the way we saw the relation between the 

texts before studying them. In some sense, it is the structure that determined the way we 

approached this study.  
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Glossary of Terms & Glossary of Terms & Glossary of Terms & Glossary of Terms & 
ExpressionsExpressionsExpressionsExpressions    

ʿadam: non-existence 

ʿāqil: intelligent, rational  

ʿayyana (v): 
substantiation 

Adraka (v): perceive 

aḥāṭ ʿilman: understand 

aḥāṭa (v): encompass 

aḥyā (v): bestowing life  

akwān: generated things  

āla: instrument 

ʿalaq: a clot (a lump) 

ʿaliqa (v): attach 

aqṭār: regions 

aṣl: principle 

athar: affect 

awjada (v): make existent 

awwal: original 

ʿayn: body, substance, 
entity 

ays: exists, is 

ʿazaba (v): absent (from 
mind) 

al-basīṭ: the simple 
(indivisible) 

baththa (v): disseminate 

bil fiʿl: in actuality 

baqāʾ: perdurance 

dabbara (v): direct  

dhāt: self, essence 

farʿ: branch 

faraḍa (v): ordains 

fasād: corruption 

fāsida: erroneous  

faṭara (v): separate from 
non-existence 

fiʿl: action 

Al-ghayb:  hidden, 
unseen, unperceived 

habāʾ: dust, motes, 
(atoms) 

ḥadd: delimit 

ḥalla (v): dwell 

ḥāmil: support 

ḥaṣala (v): have actuality 

hayʾa: shape 

ḥifẓ: preserve 

ḥiss: sensation 

ḥukm: judgement 

ibdāʿ: innovation 

ibtidāʾ: initial 

idrāk: intelligibility 

iḍṭirār: compulsion 

iftirāq: separation 

ikhbār: announcement 

ikhrāj: bring forth to 
existence  

ikhtaraʿa (v): invent   

ikhtilāf: disaccord  

iktasaba (v): acquire 

ʿilla: cause 

inniya: existence, 

(affirmation of being and 
existence) 

inqitāʿ: cessation 

iqtidār: capability 

irāda: will 

istiḥāla: transmutation 

iṣṭilām: eradication 

iʾtilāf: accord 

ittifāq: agreement 

iẓhār: making manifest  

jaram: mass 

jins: genus 

jawhar: substance 

jawhar fard: indivisible 
part, atom 

jawhar muqtaṣar: limited 
substance, atom 

kalām: utterance 

kawn: coming to be, 
generation  

khasīs: base 

khāṭir: mind 

khawāṣṣ: characteristics 

khazzān: repository 

khilāf: contrary 

kutum al-ʿAdam: under 
the concealment of non-
existence 

lays: does not exist, is not 

maḥmūl: attribute 

maḥw: effacement 

maʿlūm: known 

maʿnā: signified 

maqdūr: possible, (actual 
by an agent) 

al-maqūlāt: the 
categories 

marsūm: contrived 

mashīʾa: desire 

mayyit: inanimate 

miqdār: measure 

mithāl: equivalent, model 
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al-mīthāq: the covenant  

muʿayyan: determined 

muḥāl: impossible 

muḥdath: originated 

mujānasa: similitude 

mujāwara: contiguity 

mukallaf: subject of 
obligation 

mulḥid: naturalist 

mumāssa: contact 

munfarid: singularity 

mutaʿallaq: contingent, 
associate 

mutanāwal: at-hand 

mutawahham : 
imaginable  

naẓar: reflection 

nashʾa: formation   

nuṭfa: semen 

qaddar: determine 

qahr: subjugation 

qāʾim: subsist 

qawiyy: tough 

qawl:  speech 

qidam: eternity past  

qiyāss: syllogism 

qudra: power of 
autonomous action 

rasm: trace of thing 

ṣarrafa (v): govern 

ṣawwara (v): fashion, 
form 

shabah: similitude 

al-shahāda: Perceptible 
(tangible) 

shāhid: witness 

shahwa: desire 

shākala(v): correspond 

shawq: yearning 

shayʾiyyat al-Thubūt: 
subsistential thingness  

shayʾiyyat al-wujūd: 
existential thingness 

sirr: secret 

ṣura: form 

taḥaqqaqa (v): actualised 

taḥayyuz: spatial 
occupancy 

taḥlīl: decomposition 

takhaṣṣus: specification 

taklīf: commanding, 
God's imposition of 
obligations; divine law 

taʾlīf: composition 

tamayyuz: distinction, 
differentiation 

tanāsul: reproduction 

tanzīh:                                             
de-anthropomorphism 

tarkīb: composition 

tashabbatha (v): cling to 

tashbīh : 
anthropomorphism 

taʿtīl: ellipsis, (suspended 
qualification) 

tawassuʿ: expansion of 
the sense of a term 

tawlīd: generation 

tawq: longing 

thubūt: subsistence  

ʿunsur: element 

uqnūm: hypostasis 

wahm: intelligible 

wāqiʿ: actual, real 

yaḥul (v): inhere 

yanfak (v): detach, cease 
to be attached 

ẓahara (v): become 
manifest 

zindīq: Manicheans, 
(dualist) 
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