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Praise for The Closing of the Muslim Mind





“Bob Reilly’s analysis provides a new starting point for American engagement with the Muslim world—one in which the true enemy is recognized as being not a religion, a social class, or a single terrorist group, but rather a misguided interpretation of an ancient belief system.”


—Edwin Feulner, Ph.D., president of the Heritage Foundation


“This meticulously researched book provides the historical context that has given rise to violent Islamism, and explains why the ethos of multiculturalism in the West is a largely misguided response to this violence. A must-read for today’s national security leaders.”


—John M. Poindexter, Vice Admiral, U.S. Navy, National Security Advisor to President Reagan


“Reilly’s scholarly work is timely and relevant. The battle within Islam between reason and revelation is an old one, yet it continues with potentially appalling consequences. This book is a masterpiece—a must-read for those who want to understand the struggles within the Islamic world today and why the Muslim mind is closed.”


—Patrick Sookhdeo, director of the Institute for the Study of Islam and Christianity


“Somewhere, the Jewish sages said monotheism can become a form of idolatry. This has happened to Islam. But as Reilly says lucidly and persuasively in The Closing of the Muslim Mind, the most serious flaw in Sunni Islam is its erroneous conception of God. I urge especially every Jewish scholar—rabbis, theologians, philosophers, and political scientists—to place Reilly’s book on his or her must-read list. You will not only be enlightened, but you may also see how the West might prevent a new Dark Ages.”


—Paul Eidelberg, president of the Foundation for Constitutional Democracy (Jerusalem)


“Wars, terror, and expansion are caused and explained primarily by ideas. Economic or political explanations are only secondary. When religions rapidly expand by the success of arms, eventually they must explain themselves. Robert Reilly’s book grasps the connection between the political forms and actions of Islam over against its own ideas developed to justify what Islam invariably does when it obtains political power. This book is a major, much-needed philosophical explication of what is the present Muslim mind, where it came from, and where it leads.”


—James V. Schall, S.J., Georgetown University, author of The Life of the Mind


“For some fourteen hundred years, Islam has been both intent on making the West Islamic and also in deep turmoil about its own identity and incapacity to govern itself. In this short book, Reilly offers an intelligent person’s guide to both of these longtime struggles.”


—Michael Novak, American Enterprise Institute


“A penetrating and sympathetic exploration of how minds closed for centuries might be reopened—and thus recivilized. Required reading for anyone who wants to understand the gravity of the jihadist threat and the imperative of meeting it by deepening the West’s civilizational self-awareness.”


—George Weigel, Ethics and Public Policy Center, biographer of Pope John Paul II


“Reilly explains how Islam’s mainstream rejected reason and shows what happens to a civilization when it fails to give reason its due. Reilly’s point, like Pope Benedict XVI’s at Regensburg, applies to us as well as to Muslims: shortcutting reason for the sake of politically preferred conclusions closes minds and makes for lives nasty, brutish, and short. This book teaches and warns. Read it.”


—Angelo Codevilla, author of Advice for War Presidents


“I strongly recommend this book to anyone who wants to deeply understand the different ways of thinking within Islam and the phenomenon of radical Islam.”


—Tawfik Hamid, chair for the Study of Islamic Radicalism at the Potomac Institute for Policy Studies


“Robert Reilly has done everyone—students of civilization, researchers into contemporary Islamist ideology, the general reader—a massive service by compiling an authoritative account of the troubling trajectory that Islamic thought has taken in history, and the inevitable political and ideological implications of this course. His work is not only comprehensive in its vision but also succinct, well-written, and eminently readable, and it will do much to project the study and analysis of the rise of Islamist extremism onto its more deeply rooted causes. The Closing of the Muslim Mind should become a work of reference not only for students of philosophy and comparative theology but also required reading for all who seek answers to the conundrum of violence that claims religious faith for its motivation and support.”


—Stephen Ulph, senior fellow at the Jamestown Foundation
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To the courageous men and women throughout the Islamic world, here nameless for reasons of their own security, who are struggling for a reopening of the Muslim mind.










Foreword by Roger Scruton



The roots of Western civilization lie in the religion of Israel, the culture of Greece, and the law of Rome, and the resulting synthesis has flourished and decayed in a thousand ways during the two millennia that have followed the death of Christ. Whether expanding into new territories or retreating into cities, Western civilization has continually experimented with new institutions, new laws, new forms of political order, new scientific beliefs, and new practices in the arts. And this tradition of experiment led, in time, to the Enlightenment, to democracy, and to forms of social order in which free opinion and freedom of religion are guaranteed by the state.


Why did not something similar happen in the Islamic world? Why is it that this civilization, which sprang up with such an abundance of energy in the seventh century of our era, and which spread across North Africa and the Middle East to produce cities, universities, libraries, and a flourishing courtly culture which has left a permanent mark on the world, is now in so many places mute, violent, and resentful? Why does Islam today seem not merely to tolerate the violence of its fiercest advocates, but to condone and preach it? Why is it that Muslim minorities in Europe, who migrate in order to enjoy the benefits of a secular jurisdiction, call for another kind of law altogether, even though so few of them seem able to agree what that law says or who is entitled to pronounce it?


In this lucid and fascinating book, Robert Reilly sets out to answer those questions. His purpose is to show that Islamic civilization, which led to the urbane princedoms of Andalusia in the West, and to the mystical laughter of the Sufis in the East, underwent a moral and intellectual crisis in the ninth to the eleventh century of our era, when it turned its back on philosophy and took refuge in dogma. Several factors are responsible for this sudden ossification, but the principal one, in Reilly’s view, was the rise of the Ash‘arite sect in the tenth century and the defeat of the rival sect of the Mu‘tazilites. The Ash‘arites found a potent voice in the Imam al-Ghazali (d. 1111), a brilliant philosopher and theologian whose tormented spirit found refuge at the last in a mystical oneness with Allah. Human reason teaches us to question things, to discover things, and to make new laws for our better governance. Hence reason was—for al-Ghazali—the enemy of Islam, which requires absolute and unquestioning submission to the will of Allah. In his celebrated treatise The Incoherence of the Philosophers, al-Ghazali set out to show that reason, as enshrined in the writings of Plato, Aristotle, and their followers, leads to nothing save darkness and contradiction, and that the only light that shines in the mind of man is the light of revelation. Although al-Ghazali’s arguments are soundly refuted by Averroes (Ibn Rushd) in his The Incoherence of the Incoherence, Islam rushed to embrace the Ash‘arite doctrine, which made so much better sense of the ruling idea of submission. Averroes was sent from Andalusia into exile, and the voice of reason was heard no more in the courts of Sunni Muslim princes.


The assault on philosophy went hand-in-hand with an equally determined assault on law and jurisprudence (fiqh). The early Islamic jurists had sought to reconcile the Qur’an and the traditions with the demands of ordinary justice, and had developed a system of law which could be applied in the developing circumstances of social and commercial life. The interpretation of the law was subject to study and amendment by the individual effort (ijtihad) of the jurists, who were thereby able to adapt the brittle injunctions of the Holy Book to the reality of Muslim societies. In the tenth or eleventh century of our era it became accepted that “the gate of ijtihad is closed”—as al-Ghazali himself declared. Since then Sunni Islam has adopted the official position that no new interpretations of the law can be entertained, and that what seemed right in twelfth-century Cairo or Baghdad must seem right today. Should we be surprised, therefore, if nobody can find a clear way of reconciling the Shari‘a with the facts of modern life and government, or that a leading jurist from al-Azhar, the ancient university of Cairo, can rule that it is okay for a man and a woman who do not know each other to be alone together, provided he sucks her breasts?


Philosophy and dogma, civil law and divine law, are always hard to reconcile. But in the Islamic world the tension between them has taken on a special character, since it involves a conflict between two rival interpretations of the Qur’an. On one interpretation, that of the Mu‘tazilites, the Qur’an was created by God at the moment of its revelation. It therefore stands to be interpreted in terms of the circumstances in which it was revealed, and of God’s purpose in revealing it. On the Ash‘arite interpretation, the Qur’an is uncreated, being coeval with the Almighty, his eternal word that owes nothing to the contingencies of life in Muhammad’s war-torn Arabia. Reilly’s account of this dispute is particularly illuminating, since it suggests how very difficult it will be to secure, in our dealings with the self-appointed leaders of the Sunni community, the kind of flexible interpretations of the faith that would permit the growth of a real and lasting tolerance towards those who reject it.


Reilly’s brilliant account of the long-term effect of the “closing of the Muslim mind” makes sobering reading. Muslim societies, as he shows, have rarely adapted to the forms of modern politics, to the outlook of modern science, or to the demands of global migration. If Reilly is right—as he surely is—then the resentment that animates the Islamist terrorist is to be blamed not on our success, but rather on Muslim failure. This failure is not the inevitable result of Islam; rather, it is the effect of an act of cultural and intellectual suicide, which occurred eight centuries ago.


Reilly offers a cogent explanation not of what went wrong but of why it went wrong. He locates the source in a deformed theology gestated in the ninth and tenth centuries and in the dysfunctional culture that emerged from it. The Ash‘arite orthodoxy, he argues, has bequeathed to modern Islam the wrong concept of God.


Policy makers beware: unless you are ready to admit that you are facing an essentially theological problem in the Middle East, do not go about prescribing solutions, for you may actually make matters worse—particularly by creating the false impression that economic, sociological, or political programs can fix what is, in fact, a delusion of faith. They cannot. As Reilly persuasively argues, the problem has to be addressed at the level at which it exists. The great merit of this book is in clearly stating the terms of this profound theological problem, the crisis to which it has led, and, finally, the choices which are now starkly laid out before contemporary Muslims. As Reilly shows, there are Muslims who know the way out of the morass, but seldom are they able to find audiences or regimes that are willing to listen to and to protect them.


The outcome of the struggle within Islam today will have major consequences for all of us. In helping us to understand that struggle, this book serves a purpose for which we should all be profoundly grateful.










Introduction INTELLECTUAL SUICIDE





Dost thou not know that God has the power to will anything?


—Qur’an 2:106


Philosophy is a lie.1


—Abu Sa’id ibn-Dust (d. 1040)


Wherever I go in the Islamic world, it’s the same problem: cause and effect; cause and effect.2


—Fouad Ajami, 2005





This book is about one of the greatest intellectual dramas in human history. Its landscape is the Muslim mind. How man regards his powers of reason has been a decisive influence on the shape and destiny of civilizations, including the Islamic one. How could it be otherwise, when these rational powers affect how reality is perceived, how revelation is received, what can be known, and how to discern the meaning of the known? This is the story of how Islam grappled with the role of reason after its conquests exposed it to Hellenic thought and how the side of reason ultimately lost in the ensuing, deadly struggle.


It may seem outrageous to say in the title of this book that the Muslim mind has closed—that a whole civilization has mentally shut down and abandoned reason and philosophy. I do not mean that the minds of every individual Muslim are closed, or that there are not varieties of Islam in which the Muslim mind is still open. I do mean, however, that a large portion of mainstream Sunni Islam, the majority expression of the faith, has shut the door to reality in a profound way.I The evidence attesting to this embrace of unreality is unfortunately abundant and has been offered by Muslims themselves. This closure is especially true of, and due to, a particular current of Muslim theology, the Ash‘arite school of Islam, which predominates in the Arab Middle East (and is heavily present in other areas such as Pakistan and south Asia). As it has in the past, this part of the world plays the leading role in Islam today.


The great twentieth-century Muslim scholar Fazlur Rahman said, “A people that deprives itself of philosophy necessarily exposes itself to starvation in terms of fresh ideas—in fact, it commits intellectual suicide.”3 In his September 2006 Regensburg address, Pope Benedict XVI said something similar. He spoke of dehellenization—meaning the loss of reason, the gift of the Greeks—as one of the West’s main problems. Less well known is the dehellenization that has afflicted Islam—its denigration of and divorce from reason. (The pope alluded to this only briefly, though it became a source of major controversy.) The dehellenization of Islam is less well known because it was so thorough and effective that few are aware that there was a process of hellenization preceding it—especially during the ninth and tenth centuries. It was a pivotal period for Islam and the world. As the late King Hussein of Jordan said in his last interview, it was then, toward the end of this period, that the Muslim world took a decisive turn in the wrong direction.


This is an account of Sunni Islam’s intellectual suicide—in Fazlur Rahman’s meaning of the term—and the reasons for it. This book will relate not so much how it happened, but why it happened; not so much what went wrong, but why it went wrong. This book will detail the devastating consequences of Islam’s intellectual suicide, and how the Muslim mind might possibly be reopened (as suggested by Muslims themselves), an endeavor fraught with repercussions for the West, as well as for the Islamic world.


The dehellenization of Islam had its roots in a particular idea of God that took definitive shape in the ninth century, though a large portion of Islam had embraced a version of it far earlier. The struggle over reason involved a profound disagreement about who God is. Each side in the dispute had certain prerequisites for who God must be, originating in or confirmed by their distinct readings of the Qur’an. On one side was God’s will and power, and on the other his justice and rationality. The argument, precipitated and exacerbated by the encounter with Greek philosophy, took place over the status of reason in relation to God’s revelation and omnipotence. The questions involved: What has reason to do with man’s encounter with God? Is there any relationship between reason and revelation? Does reason have any standing to address God’s revelation, or must reason remain outside of it? And perhaps most importantly, can reason know the truth?


It is on account of certain theological notions that philosophy was ultimately found to be incompatible with Ash‘arite Islam (and that Islamic jurisprudence rose to be by far the most important discipline). How did such a conception of God develop, and why did it prevail? Muhammad was not a theologian. It was up to his followers to develop the notions of God contained both explicitly and implicitly in the Qur’an. They did so according to the needs that arose from various disputes within Islam and, also, as Islam encountered the ideas and religions of the civilizations it conquered.


The issues dealt with here are among the most difficult and profound with which the followers of any religion have had to wrestle. Every monotheistic religion has had to consider the same theological, philosophical, metaphysical, and epistemological problems that Islam has faced. This book shows how these perennial challenges were raised and treated in Sunni Islam, and how the outcomes of these considerations decisively influenced the shape of the Muslim world today. This may make for heavy slogging in places. However, the reader who does not make the effort to understand the struggle at the level at which it took place—and is still taking place—will be unable to grasp why the Sunni Islamic world has found itself in such a predicament, and whether it has the means within itself to find an opening back to reality.


There are two fundamental ways to close the mind. One is to deny reason’s capability of knowing anything. The other is to dismiss reality as unknowable. Reason cannot know, or there is nothing to be known. Either approach suffices in making reality irrelevant. In Sunni Islam, elements of both were employed in the Ash‘arite school. As a consequence, a fissure opened between man’s reason and reality—and, most importantly, between man’s reason and God. The fatal disconnect between the Creator and the mind of his creature is the source of Sunni Islam’s most profound woes. This bifurcation, located not in the Qur’an but in early Islamic theology, ultimately led to the closing of the Muslim mind.


The key contemporary question may be this: If one’s theological assumptions about reality are incorrect, can one recover from them if these assumptions have been dogmatized and made pillars of one’s faith? If one wishes, for instance, to admit to the reality of “cause and effect” in the natural order, there does not seem to be any obstacle in the Qur’an to doing so, even though the Qur’an explains events almost exclusively as the direct product of God’s actions. After all, the Old Testament tells much of its story with the same kind of emphasis on God acting directly on humanity and the world, but this did not prevent Jews, or the Christians after them, from embracing causality. It is Ash‘arite theology, as it developed in the ninth to twelfth centuries, which makes this a problem in Islam today, because its denial of causality became, broadly speaking, Sunni orthodoxy and a part of Arab culture. This is what led to Lebanese-American intellectual Fouad Ajami’s observation that “wherever I go in the Islamic world, it’s the same problem: cause and effect; cause and effect.” Is this dysfunctional view now sanctioned by consensus or ijma‘ making it hard if not impossible to reverse? Muhammad proclaimed that “my community will never agree upon an error,” meaning that something confirmed by that community, or umma, is taken to be infallible.


Much of this subject matter may seem remote from day-to-day concerns, and therefore easily dismissible. No doubt, the average Muslim may be as unaware of the teachings of medieval-era Islamic thinkers like al-Ashari and al-Ghazali as the average Christian is of the teachings of Augustine and Aquinas. If asked which Islamic theological school he belongs to, the Muslim man in the street may not know whether he is an Ash‘arite or a Maturidite, any more than the Christian would know if he is an Augustinian or a Thomist. This, however, does not mean that the respective Muslim and Christian are any less under the influence of the ideas of these thinkers. Despite such lack of awareness, philosophical, metaphysical, and theological issues ultimately determine how daily concerns are addressed; indeed, they even determine what these concerns are. What may seem abstruse theological points can have the most practical and devastating consequences.


The closure of the Muslim mind has created the crisis of which modern Islamist terrorism is only one manifestation. The problem is much broader and deeper. It enfolds Islam’s loss of science and of the prospect of indigenously developing democratic constitutional government. It is the key to unlocking such puzzles as why the Arab world stands near the bottom of every measure of human development; why scientific inquiry is nearly moribund in the Islamic world; why Spain translates more books in a single year than the entire Arab world has in the past thousand years; why some people in Saudi Arabia still refuse to believe man has been to the moon; and why some Muslim media present natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina as God’s direct retribution. Without understanding this story, we cannot grasp what is taking place in the Islamic world today, or the potential paths to recovery—paths many Muslims are pointing to with their rejection of the idea of God that produced this crisis in the first place.


The closing of the Muslim mind is the direct if somewhat distant antecedent of today’s radical Islamist ideology, and this ideology cannot be understood without divining its roots in that closing. The ideas animating terrorist acts from September 11, to the bombings in London, Madrid, and Mumbai, to the attempted airline bombing in Detroit on Christmas 2009, and beyond have been loudly proclaimed by their perpetrators and their many sympathizers in every form of media. We know what they think; they tell us every day. But questions arise concerning the provenance of their ideas, which they claim are Islamic. Are they something new or a resurgence of something from the past? How much of this is Islam and how much is Islamism? Is Islamism a deformation of Islam? If so, in what way and from where has it come? And why is Islam susceptible to this kind of deformation? The latter part of the book will address these questions.


The book’s approach will be to cite translated primary sources wherever possible and, within the necessary context, to let the texts speak for themselves. For those unfamiliar with the material, the quotations from some of the key Muslim theologians from the ninth to twelfth centuries will be surprising, even shocking. The radical voluntarism (God as pure will) and occasionalism (no cause and effect in the natural order) found in them were not seen to any significant extent in the West until Scottish philosopher David Hume began writing in the eighteenth century. By that time the recognition of reality had become firmly enough established to withstand the assault (until fairly recently, that is, when a form of voluntarism has also undermined reason in the West). Unfortunately, this was not true in Sunni Islam, where these views arrived so much earlier.


The voluntaristic and occasionalist character of Sunni Islam is hardly a recent discovery. St. John of Damascus, Maimonides, Hegel, and many others amply noted it. However, the reason many Westerners today remain perplexed by Muslim behavior is that they are unaware of the fundamental theological doctrines that animate it. I abundantly cite twentieth- century scholarship on these theological issues, both Western and Islamic, to affirm their essential importance as the formative influence on Sunni character. The abiding influence of these doctrines will be, for some, hard to believe or accept because they are so remote from the modern Western world. But they are largely responsible for the situation today and present a profound obstacle to the reform that many Muslims, as well as those in West, hope to see in a reopening of the Muslim mind. To many in the Sunni Muslim world, reality has become inaccessible because the views of certain theologians of the ninth to twelfth centuries prevailed. The reasons for this must be understood, so that hopes are not misplaced and the path to recovery runs true.


Many Muslims recognize this. In “Reinventing the Muslim Mind,” a contemporary Indian leader of reformist thought, Rashid Shaz, states: “Those eager to make a new beginning must accept beforehand that the traditional mind will lead them to nowhere. A new Muslim mind is the minimum to start with. Without reactivating our brains we would even fall short of realising in full the nature and magnitude of our malaise.”4


This book, then, is an effort to understand the journey that Sunni Islam took to “nowhere.” It may be the only way to make the journey back.




Overview and Apologia


I propose to sketch briefly the early Muslim world and its first theological controversy, then to introduce the first fully developed school of theology, the Mu‘tazilites, then their opponents, the Ash‘arites, and then the pivotal figure of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111). In the latter part of the book, I will suggest the profound consequences of the triumph of al-Ghazali and the Ash‘arites, including the extirpation of philosophy, and then trace the effects of this to modern-day behavior. This will include an examination of the susceptibility of Islam today to Islamism, which is driving Sunni Muslims back to nowhere. Throughout, I try to keep the crucial issue of the status of reason—and the effects of its decline—in the forefront.


Also, the purpose here is not to explicate the works of the great thinkers in Islamic philosophy. It would be an enormous task even to survey this subject matter, which has been well enough done in other places. Rather, I intend to suggest why these works, despite their brilliance, gained little if any purchase on the Sunni Muslim mind, then or now. We restrict ourselves to a broad outline of the major intellectual events in Sunni Muslim history that decisively formed today’s world. Some of the figures with whom we deal, such as Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, are still subjects of controversy as to what their real thinking might have been. Did they have esoteric teachings? The goal here is not to resolve such disputes but to point out the primary influence of their thinking as it has been generally felt and understood within Islam.


On a personal note, I would like to say that I am fully aware that I have embarked upon a difficult and sensitive subject. I will not be surprised by strong reactions to what is said here. I should like to be dissuaded of this book’s thesis, and to be convinced that the obstacles to reform are not as great as they seem. However, I am trying to understand the situation as it is and the reasons for it. I am simply offering the conclusions to which I have come after searching for years to make sense of what I have seen, experienced, and read. If there is a thesis that explains more of it than I have here, I welcome it. I reserve the right to learn more.







	
I. I do not include Shi‘a Islam in this book except tangentially, because it is different enough from Sunni Islam as to require a separate work. Also, my general theme would have to be treated in a very different manner, if at all, for the simple reason that Shi‘a Islam’s relationship to philosophy was and is entirely different, for reasons that will be alluded to in Chapter 2.













Chapter 1 THE OPENING: ISLAM DISCOVERS HELLENIC THOUGHT



One cannot address the closing of the Muslim mind unless one is aware of its opening. And concomitantly, one must know what it initially opened from and on to.


The opening should be seen against the background of pre-Islamic Arabia, a typical tribal society, immersed in polytheism (though a supreme deity, Allah, was vaguely acknowledged), pantheism, animism, fetishism, and superstition. The Ka’ba in Mecca contained a pantheon of some 360 tribal gods and goddesses in its precincts. Trading and raiding (razzias) were the principal livelihoods. As is typical of tribal societies, conflict was the norm—within certain traditional limits, such as the prohibition against fighting during the four “sacred months.” Force defined the status of relations between tribes, which were themselves defined by family or blood. Strength ruled with the sanction of custom. Arabia had some familiarity with Judaism (with a few resident Jewish tribes) and Christianity, but was thoroughly pagan.


Philosophy in the form of Greek thought had not penetrated the peninsula. At least, there seems to be no evidence of its having done so. Under this multiplicity of gods and without philosophy, it would not naturally have occurred to the warring tribes that they had something in common that was more important than themselves—that the differences among them, defined by bloodlines and different gods, could be superseded by a higher good. Monotheism was that higher good, as propounded by Muhammad starting around A.D. 610. The unity of Islam, based upon tawhid—the unity or unicity of Allah—stopped the near-constant tribal raiding through its teaching of profound equality among Muslims. Fellow Muslims became sacrosanct. As the Qur’an enjoined, “Hold fast, all of you together, to Allah’s rope, and do not separate. Remember Allah’s beneficence to you, for you were enemies but He composed your hearts so that by His favour you have become brothers” (3:103).


At the same time, Islam divinely sanctioned a kind of mega-tribal raiding of the rest of the non-Muslim world. “Allah has promised you much booty that you will take [in the future]… and other booty, over which ye have not yet had power: but God compassed them for you” (Qur’an 48:20–21). According to this new revelation, it was now only right and just that non-Muslims should be subdued and ruled by the true followers of God. How to conduct these raids and divide the booty from them is an important part of the Qur’an (Qur’an 8: The Spoils; 59:6 The Mustering). The first biographies of Muhammad were titled kitab al-meghazi, the Book of Raids.1


The early conquests were staggeringly successful and seemed to confirm the Qur’an’s claims. By A.D. 650, Muslims ruled Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt. Less than a century later, Islam spread from the fringes of China and India in the East to North Africa and Spain in the West. Early Islam’s energies were spent in absorbing its mandated conquests and in defining its creed, which was held to be superior to any earlier revelation of any other religion (Qur’an 9:33). Thus Islam was naturally suspicious of anything outside of itself. The Qur’an, it was thought, contained everything needed, and non-Qur’anic things were either against it or superfluous. The great fourteenth-century historian Ibn Khaldun wrote that, when the Muslims conquered Persia, general Sa’d bin Abi Waqqas petitioned Caliph Omar for permission to distribute the huge quantity of captured books and scientific papers as booty. Caliph Omar wrote back: “Throw them in the water. If what they contain is right guidance, God has given us better guidance. If it is error, God has protected us against it.”2


This intellectual quarantine could not, however, be maintained outside of Islam’s peninsular homeland. In the conquered Sassanid and Byzantine territories, Islam encountered civilizations superior to itself by any measure. When the capital of the Islamic empire moved from Medina to Damascus under the Umayyad dynasty (660–750), the Muslim rulers were surrounded by an alien culture. How should Islam react to what it now ruled? How much could it absorb and what should it reject, and why? What should its attitude be toward the beliefs and teachings of those whom it had conquered?




The First Encounter


Islam encountered Greek thought in its new Byzantine and Sassanid possessions. Exactly how these early Hellenic influences reached into Islam is a matter of some conjecture. What is clear is that huge areas of what had been the Byzantine Empire were largely Christian, and in them Greek philosophical notions had long been employed in Christian apologetics. There were also centers of Hellenistic learning in Alexandria (which moved to Antioch, Syria, around A.D. 718) and Gondeshakpur, northeast of Basra, Iraq. The latter had been maintained by the Sassanids, who had employed mainly Christian (Nestorian) teachers. The body of what were called “the intellectual sciences” included logic and philosophy, as well as the natural, medical, engineering, and mathematical sciences. A good deal of Greek philosophical and scientific treatises had been translated into Syriac by Christian scholars. As these subjects were not familiar to Arab culture, the Arabs dubbed them “intruding sciences.”3 The initial Muslim interest in the Greek sciences was in practical matters such as medicine, mathematics, natural science, alchemy, and astrology.


Most learned men in these sciences, however, were also schooled in philosophy and theology, which meant that Muslim interest began to spill over into philosophical and theological issues. Muslims were also called upon to defend and advance their faith against Christians and others who used philosophical methods in their apologetics. Some Muslim converts in these new territories were already versed in Greek learning and prepared to deploy it on behalf of their new faith. Thus, by the late eighth and early ninth centuries, a new kind of discourse began to affect Islamic thought that had hitherto been largely doctrinal and jurisprudential. New words were created in Arabic to take in Greek concepts. Philosophy opened the Muslim mind in a way in which it had never been before in the spirit of free inquiry and speculative thought. It is at this juncture that the greatest intellectual drama of Islam took place.


After Islam encountered Hellenic thought, the most challenging issue it faced involved the status of reason. What is reason’s ability to apprehend reality? Can God be known rationally? How does the voice of reason comport with the claims of revelation as contained in the Qur’an? Does reason precede faith? Is revelation addressed to reason? Can reason comprehend moral principles outside of the Qur’an? What if something in the Qur’an appears to be unreasonable? Is it legitimate even to ask these questions? Is Islam compatible with anything other than itself? Was it capable of assimilating philosophy? If so, on what grounds?


A pitched battle took place over the answers to these questions, most particularly during the ninth and tenth centuries of the Abbasid caliphate. At stake were man’s free will, his ability to know through his reason, and the very nature of reality and of God. At the conclusion of this battle, the triumphant side gradually extirpated philosophy and dehellenized the Muslim world. This did not take place without a fight from those Muslim thinkers and their followers who precipitated the opening. In many ways, the struggle continues today.








The First Struggle: Qadar (Man’s Power to Act) versus Jabr (Fate/Compulsion)



The side in this emerging debate most easily recognizable to a Westerner was the Mu‘tazilite school, composed of the Muslim rationalist theologians who fought for the primacy of reason. Their appearance in the late eighth and early ninth centuries should be seen in the context of a preceding dispute within Islam about predestination and free will. This issue was, in fact, the source of the earliest theological debate in Islam. Some scholars say this dispute was completely native to Islam, while others, such as Duncan Macdonald, aver that “it is impossible to mistake the workings of the dialectic refinements of Greek theology as developed in the Byzantine and Syrian schools.”4 The pre-Mu‘tazilites were called Qadarites, or Qadariyya, after the Arabic word qadar, which can mean divine decree or predestination, or power. They stood for the opposite of pre-destination: man’s free will and consequent responsibility for his actions. Man has power (qadar) over his own actions. If men were not able to control their behavior, said the Qadarites, the moral obligation to do good and avoid evil, enjoined by the Qur’an, would be meaningless.


Contrary to this view, the Jabariyya (determinists; from jabr, meaning blind compulsion) embraced the doctrine that divine omnipotence requires the absolute determination of man’s actions by God. One of the names of God in the Qur’an is al-Jabbar, the Compeller (59:23), whose power cannot be resisted. God alone authors man’s every movement. To say otherwise ties God’s hands and limits his absolute freedom. One of the exponents of this view, Jahm bin Safwan (d. 745), argued that man’s actions are imputed to him only in the same way as one imputes “the bearing of fruit to the tree, flowing to the stream, motion to the stone, rising or setting to the sun—blooming and vegetating to the earth.”5 As Fazlur Rahman summed up the dispute, “In the eyes of the orthodox, this freedom for man was bondage for God.”6


As in the case of other theological issues within Islam, the Qur’an offers support for both positions. The disputants could each quote verses supporting their respective sides. British Islamic historian Alfred Guillaume claims, however, that things appear to favor the Jabariyya side, especially when the Hadith are considered. (The Hadith are the “traditions” that report various sayings and actions of Muhammad, which were first passed on orally before being written down in collections, six of which are accepted as genuine sources of revelation.) Guillaume states that “the orthodox party had the Qur’an on their side when they asserted that God’s predestination was absolute. This view is borne out by the chapter on predestination in the books of canonical tradition which do not contain a single saying of Muhammad’s which leaves freedom of action to man. Everything is predestined from the first and a man’s fate is fixed before he is born.”7


Here are several examples of such Hadith:


Hudhayfa bin Asid reported that the Prophet said, “Two angels visit every foetus in the womb upon the completion of forty or forty-five nights and say, ‘O Lord! Is it misguided or righteous?’ Then they write [the answer]. Then they ask, ‘O lord! Is it male or female?’ Then they write [the answer]. They also write its deed, wealth and means of livelihood, and death. Then they roll off the parchment to which nothing is added nor detracted afterwards.”8


Abu Huraira reported Muhammad as saying: “Verily Allah has fixed the very portion of adultery which a man will indulge in and which he of necessity must commit.”9


A Hadith found in both Muslim and al-Bukhari (the two most authoritative sources of Hadith) has Moses, upon meeting Adam, asking him: “Are you the Adam, the father of all humanity, whom He created with His own hand.… Why did you get us and yourself expelled from the garden?” To this Adam replies, “Are you the Moses whom God chose for His messengership, distinguished him by speaking to him and wrote the Torah for him with His own hand? How long before my creation did you find the words pre-written: ‘Adam disobeyed His order and went astray (Qu’ran 20:121)?’ ” Moses then answers: “This was [pre-written] so much time before [your creation].”10 Thus does Adam confound Moses.


A Qur’anic verse supporting this orientation says: “So whoever Allah wants to guide—He expands his breast to [contain] Islam; and whoever He wants to misguide—He makes his breast tight and constricted as though he were climbing into the sky” (6:125). And “When you shot it was not you who shot but God” (8:17).


Counterpoised to these are other citations from the Qur’an that seem to confirm the Qadarite position and make clear that man can choose freely and will be held accountable on judgment day. For example, the Qadarites could quote: “Whosoever does an evil deed shall be recompensed only with the like of it, but whosoever does a righteous deed, be it male or female, believing shall enter Paradise, therein provided without reckoning” (40:40). Or, “Say, ‘The Truth is from your Lord.’ Let him who will, believe; and let him who will reject [it]” (18:29). Or, “Each soul earns but its own due” (6:164). Also: “And Allah created the heavens and the earth with truth, so that each soul might be recompensed according to what it has earned, with no one wronged” (45:22). There are many such verses that refer to man’s responsibility and accountability for his actions.


The conundrum created by these two conflicting positions seems to be contained within the same Qur’anic citation: “If Allah so willed, he could make you all one people. But He leaves straying whom He pleases, and He guides whom He pleases and you shall certainly be called to account for all your actions” (16:93).


The Qur’an’s ambiguity allowed room for this dispute and for political maneuver and advantage from it. Both the Qadarite and the Jabrite views had profound political implications. The Umayyad caliphs ruling in Damascus enjoyed the sanction provided by the Jabariyya doctrine because it excused them from responsibility for any unjust acts. How could they be blamed for their foreordained brutality? As such, out of piety, their subjects should accept, or at least ignore, their misdeeds (which included an attack on the Ka’ba). In order to secure his power, Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik brought one of his rivals, ‘Amr ibn Sa’id, into the palace under false pretenses, beheaded him, and then had his head tossed to his awaiting crowd of supporters with the announcement that “the Commander of the Faithful has killed your leader, as it was foreordained in God’s inalterable decree.”11 The erstwhile supporters of Ibn Sa’id then paid obeisance to the caliph.


Not all, however, were willing to abide by this interpretation. Hassan al-Basri (d. 728) was asked his opinion of “those kings [the Umayyad caliphs] who spill the blood of Muslims, appropriate their possessions, do what they please and say, ‘Our actions are indeed part of God’s fore-ordination.’ ” Al-Basri, whose student, Wasil ibn ‘Ata (d. 748), founded the Mu‘tazilite school, answered: “The enemies of God lie.”12 Allah, he said, quoting the Qur’an, was “no unjust dealer with His servants.” Allah is not the source of evil; men are—in their evil actions. This theological position was taken as a political attack. Two Qadarite theologians, Ma’bad al-Juhani (d. 699) and Ghailan al-Dimashqi (d. before 743), were executed by the Umayyads for their defense of free will, which was considered subversive and a direct challenge to the Umayyad theological rationalization of its atrocities.


In 750, the Abbasids overthrew the Umayyads, along with their doctrine of predestination. The Abbasids had cause to embrace the Mu‘tazilites, who succeeded to the Qadariyya position. The Mu‘tazilites agreed with the Qadariyya that, without man’s freedom, God’s justice is unintelligible. To be held justly accountable for his acts, man must be free. The political implications of this position favored the Abbasid attempt to rein in the power of the ulema (Islamic jurisprudential scholars), whose monopoly on the interpretation of the Qur’an gave them great influence. When he acceded to the throne, al-Ma’mun took the title of imam, and chose a Shi‘a as his successor. These actions clearly implied a claim on his part that he also had the authority to interpret Islamic scripture, and perhaps even to amend it. The Mu‘tazilite teaching that the freedom of man also meant the freedom to interpret sacred texts reinforced this claim from another direction.


The freedom to interpret revelation was based upon the Mu‘tazilite teaching, shocking to the traditionalists, that the Qur’an was created in time. The standard orthodox belief was that the Qur’an is uncreated and exits coeternally with Allah. If the Qur’an was created, it is subject to rational criteria. If it is subject to rational criteria, it is not the exclusive domain of the ulema. An uncreated Qur’an would not allow for this interpretive freedom. Caliph al-Ma’mun knew that the teaching of a created Qur’an and of man’s free will would enhance his authority and undermine that of the traditionalist ulema. Therefore, he sponsored the Mu‘tazilites. He also genuinely embraced their views because he was fascinated by philosophy.








The Second Struggle: ‘Aql (Reason) versus Naql (Traditional Faith)



The Mu‘tazilites, who created the first fully developed theological school in Islam, championed the primary role of reason; reason’s ability to know morality; the goodness and justice of God as required by reason; the unity of God; and the necessity of man’s free will. They represented the beginning of the hellenization of Islamic thought insofar as they employed Greek philosophical concepts and logic in their consideration of theological questions. They were rationalist theologians. Their new discipline became known as kalam, and its practitioners as mutakallimun (though this term is sometimes used to signify the opponents of the Mu‘tazilites). At a very basic Socratic and Aristotelian level, they embraced the propositions that the mind can know things, as distinct from having opinions about them; that objective reality exists; that there is some purpose implied in its construction; that this purpose has to do with what man calls “the good”; and that man’s soul is ordered to this “good,” which is universal.


One problem in accurately ascertaining the thought of the losing side in Muslim theological debates is that the losers’ books were usually burnt. What information we have is from the heresiographies of the winning side, which state the positions of opponents only for the purposes of refutation (although this was often done with scrupulous fairness, as in the case of al-Ghazali’s writings). In the early 1950s, however, Egyptian scholars discovered a large amount of texts by the last great Mu‘tazilite theologian, ‘Abd al-Jabbar (c. 935–1025), in a mosque in Yemen. Thus, there is now a reliable reference by which to come to know the core Mu‘tazilite teachings: ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Book of the Five Fundamentals.


In general, members of the school adhered to five principles, which were clearly enunciated for the first time by Abu al-Hudhayl (d. 849), who helped to formalize Mu‘tazilite teachings in Basra, Iraq. These were: (1) tawhid, the unity of God; (2) divine justice; (3) the promise and the threat; (4) the intermediate position; and (5) the commanding of good and forbidding of evil. The first three principles are the most relevant to a consideration of the role of reason in respect to God. They are particularly significant in their differences with the staunch traditionalist positions of what were called ahl al-Hadith, the people of tradition. They also generated vehement opposition from the Ash‘arites, a school of theology developed in direct opposition to the Mu‘tazilites, which used the Mu‘tazilites’ own tools of Greek philosophy to try to destroy them.


The Mu‘tazilite concern with tawhid, or God’s unity, had to do with the multitude of attributes given to Allah by the traditionalists and the ontological status of those attributes. The Mu‘tazilites thought that these compromised God’s indivisible unity. The traditionalist insistence on the uncreatedness of the Qur’an, which made the Qur’an eternally coexistent with God, was another infraction of God’s unity from the Mu‘tazilite perspective.


The matter of divine justice goes to the heart of who God is and the nature of his relationship to man. It involves the very order and nature of creation as based on reason. The Mu‘tazilites held that man’s freedom is a matter of God’s justice, as is reason’s ability to apprehend an objective moral order. The “promise and the threat” is an extension of the issue of divine justice in that the Mu‘tazilites held that God is reasonably required to keep his word and reward good and punish evil, an obligation which their opponents insisted was an infringement of God’s freedom and omnipotence.







The Primacy of Reason


The Mu‘tazilites differed from their opponents in their teaching that God has endowed man with reason specifically so that he can come to know the moral order in creation and its Creator; that is what reason is for. Reason is central to man’s relationship to God. In the Fundamentals, ‘Abd al-Jabbar begins by positing the primary duty to reason: “If it is asked: What is the first duty that God imposes upon you? Say to him: Speculative reasoning which leads to knowledge of God, because He is not known intuitively or by the senses. Thus, He must be known by reflection and speculation.”13


Therefore, reason logically precedes revelation. Reason first needs to establish the existence of God before undertaking the question as to whether God has spoken to man. Natural theology must be antecedent to theology. Al-Jabbar says, “The stipulates of revelation concerning what [we should] say and do are no good until after there is knowledge of God,” which knowledge comes from reason. “Therefore,” he concludes, “it is incumbent on me to establish His existence and to know Him so that I can worship Him, give Him thanks and do what satisfies Him and avoid disobedience toward Him.”14


How does reason lead man to the conclusion of God’s existence? It is through his observation of the ordered universe that man first comes to know that God exists, says ‘Abd al-Jabbar. As he sees that nothing in the world is its own cause, but is caused by something else, man arrives at the contingent nature of creation. From there, man reasons to the necessity of a Creator, an uncaused cause; otherwise one is caught in an infinite regress of contingent things, a logical impossibility. (This was a familiar argument from both Greek philosophy and Christian apologetics.) It is through the observation of nature—the ways in which the world seems to move according to certain laws—that man comes to know God. God’s laws are the laws of nature (tab’), which are also manifested in divine law, the shari‘a.


The concept of an inherent nature in things (tab’) means that God, though he is the First Cause, acts indirectly through secondary causes, such as the physical law of gravity. In other words, God does not immediately and directly do everything. He does not make the rock fall; gravity does. God allows some autonomy in His creation, which has its own set of rules, according to how it was made. As Mu‘tazilite writer and theologian ‘Uthman al-Jahiz (776–869) stated, every material element has its own nature.15 God created each thing with a nature according to which it consistently behaves. The unsupported rock will always fall where there is gravitational pull. These laws of nature, then, are not an imposition of order from without by a commander-in-chief, but an expression of it from within the very essence of things, which have their own integrity. Creation is possessed of an intrinsic rationality from the Creator. That is why and how man is able to understand God’s reason as manifested in his creation. (This does not discount God’s ability to supersede natural laws in the case of a miracle.)


For scriptural support, the Mu‘tazilites could point to multiple invitations to natural theology in the Qur’an. For example, in Surah 15, “The Bee,” verses remarking upon natural wonders frequently end with, “Indeed in that is a sign for a people who give thought,” or “Indeed in that are signs for a people who reason.” Other Surahs further support the Mu‘tazilite position: “Then do they not look at the camels—how they are created? And at the sky—how it is raised? And at the mountains—how they are erected? And at the earth—how it is spread out?” (88:17–20). Also: “And it is He who gives life and causes death, and His is the alternation of the night and the day. Then will you not reason?” (23:80). Finally, and perhaps most famously, there is Surah 2, “The Cow,” 164: “Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alternation of the night and the day, and the [great] ships which sail through the sea with that which benefits people, and what Allah has sent down from the heavens of rain, giving life thereby to the earth after its lifelessness and dispersing therein every [kind of] moving creature, and [His] directing of the winds and the clouds controlled between the heaven and the earth are signs for a people who use reason.”







Reason and Reflection


It is, therefore, the exercise of reason that creates the opening to the possibility of revelation. In fact, man’s reason comprehends the need for such revelation when it sees that revelation is required by God’s justice to guide man rightly. For confirmation, the Mu‘tazilites could point to the Qur’an: “It is incumbent upon Allah to give right guidance” (16:9).


After determining that God exists, one can then reasonably ask whether God has spoken to man. Has revelation occurred? How would one know if it is genuine? Here, ‘Abd al-Jabbar goes even further in his claims for reason by stating that it is reason that authenticates revelation. ‘Abd al-Jabbar contends that “knowledge of God can only be gained by speculation with rational argument, because if we do not [first] know that He is truthful we will not know the authenticity of the Book, the Sunna and the communal consensus.”16 It is only logical then, since God is reason and reason comes from Him, that His revealed words in the Qur’an would be decipherable by man’s reason and congruent with what man knows through His creation.


What is more, revelation only reveals; it does not make things good or bad by decree. God forbids murder because it is evil; it is not evil because He forbids it. Even if reason could not independently arrive at the content of revelation, it finds nothing in it that is not reasonable, and reason can nonetheless confirm the good in it. ‘Abd al-Jabbar states:




Revelation only uncovers about the character of these acts aspects whose evilness or goodness we should recognize if we knew them by reason; for if we had known by reason that prayer is of great benefit to us, leading us to choose our duty and to earn Reward thereby, we should have known its obligatory character [also] by reason. Therefore we say that revelation does not necessitate the evilness or goodness of anything, it only uncovers the character of the act by way of indication, just as reason does, and distinguishes between the command of the Exalted and that of another being by His Wisdom.17





It is only logical from this general orientation that the Mu‘tazilites would find the Qur’an open to rational interpretation. It must be, since the Qur’an itself admits to verses that are “univocal” and others that are “equivocal” (3:7). How is one to understand which are which, without reasoned interpretation? Revealed truths, according to ‘Abd al-Jabbar, cannot be in contradiction to the truths of reason. As the philosopher Averroes would later say, “The right does not contradict the right, but agrees with it and confirms it.”18 Therefore, says ‘Abd al-Jabbar, “It is obligatory for you to carry out what accords with reason.… Thus, judge that which accords with rational proof to be true, and bring that which contradicts [reason] into accord with it.”19 By this principle, advises ‘Abd al-Jabbar, “That which is transmitted in conflict with the Book and rational evidence we will interpret metaphorically in a sound manner, just as we interpret the Book of God in accord with rational proof, not with that which is in conflict with it.”20 By this means, the Mu‘tazilites overcame such obstacles as the anthropomorphisms in the Qur’an, which speaks of God’s “hands” (38:75), “eyes” (54:14), and “face” (55:27). The traditionalists were forced into a conundrum by their literal reading of these passages, which confounded the doctrine that God was an incorporeal spirit. In particular, they bitterly contested the Mu‘tazilite spiritual interpretation of the text in verse 75:23 that those in paradise will actually “see” God.21


According to the traditionalists, whatever inconsistencies may appear in the Qur’an must simply be accepted without questioning. Malik ibn Anas (715–795), founder of one of the four schools of Islamic jurisprudence, addressed the anthropomorphisms, which include Allah “sitting upon the throne” (7:54; 20:5), by purportedly saying: “The sitting is known, its modality is unknown. Belief in it is an obligation and raising questions regarding it is a heresy [bid‘ah].”22 This is the classic Hanbalite-Ash‘arite formula of bila kayfa wala tashbih (without inquiring how and without making comparison).


To the contrary, the Mu‘tazilites thought that the grand harmonization of man’s reason with the order in the world and with divine revelation must obtain because God is not only power; He is reason. Reason in man, says ‘Abd al-Jabbar, was the product of God’s “grace.” The Mu‘tazilites would have been in accord with Thomas Aquinas’s proposition that man can apprehend created things with his mind because they were first thought by God. God’s intelligibility is the cause of the intelligibility of creation. Averroes held this as well: “If we have knowledge of these possibles, then there is a condition in the possible existens [existing things] to which our knowledge pertains… and this is what the philosophers designate as nature. Likewise, the knowledge of God is through the existens, although [God’s knowledge] is their cause… and therefore it is necessary that the existens come about in accordance with His knowledge.”23 The Mu‘tazilites trusted that God is guided by the rationality of the universe He created. Their cosmology rested upon the trinity of God as reason, creation as a manifestation of that reason, and man’s gift of reason as the means by which to apprehend God through His creation and, then, through His revelation.


Thus for the Mu‘tazilites, as Richard Martin states in Defenders of Reason in Islam, “confidence in the rational and knowable nature of physical reality is based on theodicy: God would not deceive His creatures by creating an irrational universe.”24 In other words, not acting reasonably is contrary to God’s nature. (When Benedict XVI cited the Byzantine emperor Manuel II Paleologus as saying this very thing to a Persian in the late fourteenth century, many Muslims vehemently protested—it seems without realizing that this was once a respectable theological position within Islam.) If God is reason, then there exist standards of reasonableness. The Mu‘tazilites believed that God acts with purpose and his purposes are intelligible and benign. There certainly exist divine mysteries beyond man’s comprehension, but God would not go against reason in His revelation in such a way as to require man to deny His reason. His revelation is addressed to, and does not supplant, man’s reason. For the Mu‘tazilites, faith required an intellectual assent; as Ignaz Goldziher, author of Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, put it, “there could be no belief without the exercise of reason.”25


Father James Schall has pointed out the deep significance of this view in general:




The rational creature can only “participate” in the eternal law of God if that law is itself founded in Logos, in Word [or Reason]. If it is grounded merely in will, even if it is God’s will, as various theologies and philosophies are tempted to maintain, there can be no real “participation” in the eternal law by the human being. Why? Essentially, because there is nothing to participate in if what is grounded in and known only by will can, at any time, be the opposite of what it is at first thought to be.26





From al-Jabbar’s writings, it is clear that the Mu‘tazilites saw man as a full participant in the eternal law in this very way, just as their opponents explicitly did not.







The Objectivity of Morality: Knowing the Good


Man as a participant in the eternal law means that, quite apart from revelation, man has the ability to make moral discernments concerning good and evil, justice and injustice. Reason can distinguish between good and evil because the standard of good and evil exists objectively. The moral character of acts is intrinsic to them. Al-Shahrastani, an Ash‘arite opponent of the Mu‘tazilites, fairly characterized the Mu‘tazilite position regarding the imperatives issuing from moral reasoning as follows: “The adherents of justice [as the Mu‘tazilites were known] say: All objects of knowledge fall under the supervision of reason and receive their obligatory power from rational insight. Consequently, obligatory gratitude for divine bounty precedes the orders given by [divine] Law; and beauty and ugliness are qualities belonging intrinsically to what is beautiful and ugly.”27 Because good and evil are intrinsic to the nature of acts themselves, man can know their moral character through his reason alone. For the Mu‘tazilites, a purely rational ethics is possible, just as it was for the Greeks and for Aristotle in The Ethics.
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