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Towards New Perspectives on Ethics in Islam:
Casuistry, Contingency, and Ambiguity*

FERIEL BOUHAFA (University of Cambridge)

An investigation into ethics and, more specifically, norm construction within any society
lends itself to navigating complex zones related to epistemology, ontology, psychology,
sociology, law, theology, and politics. The complexity of the study of ethics can be captured
from the branching of different approaches to erect moral theories in the modern context,
which ranges from realism, naturalism, cognitivism, emotivism, consequentialism,
deontology, virtue ethics, among others.! These wide-ranging approaches reflect the intricacy
in the actual process of norm construction, which is not easily perceptible and, as skeptics
would have it, remains somewhat elusive.? After all, the reflection on what is right and wrong,
its origins, and how to attain it in a given context puts the human intellectual capacity to the
test. Deciphering the footsteps of this process is a daunting task. The question becomes even
more complex in a religious context which, as Antanoccio (2005: 31) notes, “posits a
paradigmatic moment when moral truth is apprehended (e.g., when the moral law is revealed
to the community, or the sacred manifests itself in the natural order), this is only the beginning
of moral knowledge, not the end.” On this account, one could say moral truth is never a
settled enterprise as it revolves around the contingent character of human reality and needs
to be gauged through human experiences while safeguarding, somehow, a coherent
normative identity as well as the eternal claim to truth. A reality Muslim jurists, who played
a crucial role in shaping normative ethics in their society, admitted in light of the finite nature
of the revealed material in comparison to the infinite nature of human actions, as articulated
by the eleventh century jurist Jawayni.® Looking at the Islamic context, such challenges to
decipher ethics permeated some discussions across the different areas of knowledge

* 1 would like to thank Ayman SHIHADEH, Felicitas OPWIS, and Johannes STEPHAN for their helpful
comments.

1 For an overview of the different moral theories in ethics, see SKORUPSKI 2010 and LOVIN 2005: 5.

2 Here one can note that, in fact, in the modern context, moral realism lost its strong arguments by
considering the fallible character of human understanding. “Given these assumptions, much twentieth-
century moral theory was inhospitable to moral realism, and thus to religion as well. The traditional realist
claim that there are moral facts (or “correct answers to moral questions”) discoverable by human reason
was thought to violate the fact-value distinction, which defines “facts” as morally neutral. The perceived
failure of moral realism spurred the growth of antirealism in ethics.” ANTONACCIO 2005: 28.

3 On the infinite character of scriptures and infinite character of human actions, see Juwayni’s (1999: II,
743-44) discussion on the validity of legal analogy (giyas). See DAYEH 2019: 134, OpwIs 2010: 1-8.

Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies « 21 (2021) IslBh: 7-23
© Feriel Bouhafa, University of Cambridge, UK



Page | 8

Feriel Bouhafa

production in the domain of law, theology, philosophy, Sufism, hadith, Quran, and adab in
its broader sense.* Unfortunately, such a broad-ranging outlook remains masked by a
persisting view confining Islamic morality to literalism.® As a matter of fact, early attempts
to study ethics remained limited to either underpinning the deontological character of Islam,
which grounds morality in religious duties or evading it by identifying pockets of rationality
linked to some theological discourse that appealed to modern rational sensibilities like the
Mu‘tazilite school of theology.® Consequently, Islamic ethics as a defined field of study, like
Quranic studies, legal studies, and theological studies, to just name a few, remains at an
embryonic stage, meaning that clear conceptual questions and methods of Islamic ethics
await further articulation.”

Luckily, recent findings in the field of Islamic studies pave the ground for new readings
of the discourse on norms, especially in the field of law and theology. Significant
developments did not only challenge previous assumptions on the static and prescriptive
nature of the moral discourse in Islam but also managed to unpack the epistemological and
ontological perspectives in the discourse of theologians-cum-jurists to open new avenues to
decipher the dialectical, casuistic, and dynamic nature of legal discourse underlining its
probable epistemology as the basis to warrant the diversity of opinions in law. Instead of
dismissing law as the principal articulation of norm construction, new perspectives have
shown that, like other fields of knowledge production, the legal discourse operated under the
same episteme which valued ambiguity and diversity of opinions.® This perspective advanced

4 Adab is not limited to social etiquette but encompasses as well a philosophical sense to a habitus. See
Moo0sA 2005. Also, as MCGINNIS (2019: 77) points out, “Islamic ethics can be, and indeed is, as diverse
as the spectrum of ethical systems or the various interpretations of Islam itself.” In an earlier attempt to
define Muslim ethics, DONALDSON (1963: x) also admitted its expansive reach: “Muslim ethical
literature, therefore, covers an exceedingly wide field. The general moral character of the pre-Islamic
Arabs, the outstanding ethical teachings of the Qur’an itself, the portrayal of the Prophet as an example
for the personal conduct of his followers, the theological efforts to limit the doctrine of determinism so
as to provide for moral responsibility, the wholesome influence of Greek thought in the Muslim world,
the ready acceptance of the attempted Neo-Platonic reconciliation between religion and philosophy, the
Stoics’ illuminating conception of a universal law of nature, the valuable contributions that were made
by Christians ascetics and mystics, and the individual struggles o the Muslim mystics, or Sufis, to master
the inner life of man in relation to the will of his creator, all these subjections belong to the ethics of
Islam.”

5 Here I refer to the impact of orientalist discourse, which tended to define Islam as legalistic. For a detailed
discussion of this view, see section two in this piece.

6 The emphasis on the deontological character of the sacred of Islamic law and its lack of rationalism was
mostly underlined in early orientalism such as Weber, Hugronje, Goldziher, among others. See
JOHANSEN 1999: 43-72. The view that traces ‘rational objectivity’ in the Mu‘tazilite moral theory can be
found in HOURANI 1971 and 1985.

7 For some early studies on ethics in Islam one can mention ISUTZU 2002 and DRAZ 2008 FAKHRY
1991, HOURANI 1985, RAHMAN 1983, 1984 and DONALDSON 1963. Obviously the field of ethics in
recent years is thriving with the important contributions of SHIHADEH 2006 and 2016 and VASALOU 2008
and 2016, and REINHART 1983 and 1995. Still, I would like to note that ethics in the Western context of
the study of Islam has not been conceived of as a sub-discipline like Quranic studies, Hadith studies,
Islamic law, and Islamic theology and philosophy.

8 Here one can note Shahab AHMED’s (2016: 503) rejection of the emphasis of Islamic law or the figh-
jurisprudence as the articulation of what is Islamic for its failure to account for the non-prescriptive
visions of Islam such as Sufism. In this vein, he notes: “The story of the Qad1 of Hamadan tells us that
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by Bauer is helpful to reflect on Islamic ethics without singling out one approach or discipline
as the sole expression of ethics.? While obviously, ambiguity should not be taken literally to
mean hesitance in an adjudication that, as any legal process requires the stability of proofs, it
should instead be construed concerning the epistemology of the process of norm construction
and its procedures.' Such outlook invites us to develop new approaches to capture ethics not
simply as a definite value of Islam, but rather as a process that reflects the concerns of
scholars in their quest to deal with ethics and to find solutions when tackling meta-ethics,
normative ethics, and practical questions in their own society, as well as their limitations. In
this sense, ethics could be perceived as a challenge, quandary, aspiration, or path for Muslim
scholars to define and govern their society, relate to the divine, and attain worldly and other-
worldly gains. Like any human effort, this quandary, despite the religious context, is subject
to construction, reflection, ideals, trials, limitations, and failures. Such expression can be
discerned in the various fields of knowledge production in the Islamic tradition, a perspective
we hope to furnish in this special issue.

Considering the promising developments in Islamic studies today, one could argue that
we are now at a critical juncture, where a leap towards erecting a serious basis to the question
of ethics in Islam is possible. This was precisely the international conference’s aim in
Cambridge in July 2019 supported by the Faculty of Divinity, Center of Research in the Arts,
Social Sciences and Humanities (CRASSH), Arts and Humanities Research Council, and
Center for Islamic studies at Cambridge.!" Taking casuistry, contingency, and ambiguity as
the general framework to discuss ethics in the Islamic tradition, the conference invited
scholars to bring in new readings to the question engaging different disciplines: law,
philosophy, theology, Hadith, Sufism, Quran, and Adab. The fruit borne from this conference
is to be found in this special issue.

In what follows, I would like to briefly flesh out some of the early presumptions that
constrained the study of ethics then highlight the recent development in the broader field of
Islamic studies, which opens new avenues for further reflection on ethical thought. After
outlining the general framework of the conference, I shall finally provide a brief sketch of
the different contributions to this issue.

Brief overview of the study of Ethics

As 1 have already noted, the study of ethics in the Islamic tradition was impaired by
presumptions on the prescriptive nature of Islam. Deeming Islamic law as a moral code,
Orientalists did not only levy the charge of Islam’s fusion of morality and law but also curbed

the human and historical conversation about and conceptualization of law in societies of Muslims is much
broader in scope than we have become accustomed to think. That conversation, that hermeneutical
engagement is expressed not solely in figh discourses, but in the discourses of philosophy and Sufism,
and in the fiction of poetry and prose.” While he has a point, he seems to remain in a dichotomy between
what is literal and non-literal. If Islamic law adopts a formal nature, it does not mean that it is literal.
9 BAUER 2013.
10 On Islamic court evidence see JOHANSEN 2002 and BOUHAFA 2018.

11 Iwould like to also thank Baber JOHANSEN, Sophia VASALOU, Ahmed AL-RAHIM, Jeannie MILLER, and
Ali ZAHERINEZHAD for their participation at this event.

« 21 (2021) IBh: 7-23

Page |9



Page | 10

Feriel Bouhafa

any ethical reflection in the religious discourse on ethics.'? This verdict impinged on the
approaches to ethics in the field of law, theology, and philosophy.' Let me briefly sketch out
some of the early views on ethics in Islam and then highlight some of the new promising
developments in the field today.

Early orientalist scholarship characterized Islamic law as deontology.' Thus Islamic
morality was associated with definite moral standards, which stipulate the correct conduct.
This system of duties articulated in figh, associated with marriage, divorce, heritage,
almsgiving, and liturgical deeds, was deemed in Weberian parlance as lacking procedural
rationality or, more precisely, procedurally irrational. Putting an emphasis on the
encyclopedic casuistry of figh, orientalists like Schacht adopted the Weberian perspective to
underscore figh’s detachment from practical concerns.'® For Schacht, the alienation of legal
practice from the social and political life is linked to the tradition-bound feature of Islamic
law, which established a moral ideal rather than a rational system. In a similar vein,
Brunschvig and Gibb have deduced that the prescriptive nature of Qur’anic injunctions
inhibited Muslims from developing any ethical reflection and did not allow for a change in
social norms.'® Such a conclusion was also endorsed through the narrative of the closing gate
of jjtihad in Islamic law, also deemed by Schacht as indicative of an ankylose and the
immutable character of the law.'” Consequently, Islamic law as the main normative system
deemed out of touch with the contingencies of reality and therefore ethically at fault.” As a
matter of fact, such a perspective on the law has led the German philosopher Leo Strauss to
condemn both Islam and Judaism for their primitive idea of law as a total regimen of human
life, which, he assumes, inhibited Arabic philosophers from developing a natural law
theory." In contrast, he applauded the Christian theology of Aquinas for living up to the
Aristotelian legacy to develop a robust natural law theory through rational theology, unlike
Maimonides and Averroes, who seemed to fail on that front.?’ By the same token, Brunschvig
(1979: 9) underlined that:

In the absence of a notion of natural law and in the negation of ethical and rational
values that impose themselves upon God, or which God imposes on Himself, or which
may be inherent in Him, the revealed or inspired datum, a divine phenomenon, is a
priori exempt from the demands of rationality which rightly manifest themselves with
regard to human law.?'

12 This view of law which links morality to law was antagonistic to the positivist Austinian view of the law.
On this point, see HALLAQ 2009: 252-254.

13 JOHANSEN 1999: 45-72.

14 Ibid.

15 JOHANSEN 1999: 50-53.

16 See also SCHACHT 1964: 200 and GIBB 1962: 111.

17 SCHACHT 1977: 11, JACKSON 1996: 76.

18 For a critique of the thesis of the closing of the Gate of Ijtihad, see HALLAQ 1984 and JACKSON 1996.
19 STRAUSS 1995: 73 and 1953: 158.

20 STRAUSS 1953: 164.

21 For a similar position, see also CHEHATA 1973: 17 and ARNALDEZ 2002: 11.
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While the question of natural law is something debatable, considering the nebulous character
of the concept of natural law itself, which has a volatile genealogy, the characterization of
Islamic law as irrational and unyielding for any ethical reflection does not stand scrutiny.??
This characterization will be contested in this special issue, looking at how jurists
contemplated the relationship between law and ethics in norm construction.

In an attempt to counter this early narrative, some scholars like Hourani admitted that
although jurists made no room for a “rational method to follow except the method of analogy
with what is commanded,” theology offered a better alternative where a rational discourse on
ethics seems to have crystallized.?® Specifically, he underpinned the role of the Mu‘tazilites’
theologians in delineating the role of intuition to produce ethical knowledge independently
from the revelation against the subjectivist view of the Ash‘arites who held that moral values
could only be determined by the revelation. Despite its valuable contribution in portraying
moral theories in Islamic theology, this approach still adopted jarring characterizations,
pitting the rational approach of Mu‘tazilites against the literal approach of Ash‘arites. One of
the main problems with this characterization is that it viewed the Mu‘tazilites as the last
vestige to salvage Islam and instead condemned Islamic history with failure after the triumph
of Ash‘arites.?* This lends itself to an absurd view, which singles out a historical moment
when Muslims missed their chance.?® Furthermore, this view does no justice to the
complexity of ethical theories in Islam and the ontological and epistemological distinction
different theologians and philosophers make, which escape this restrictive spectrum of
objective vs. subjective. A number of the contributions in this issue will showcase the
shortcomings of such a perspective on the Ash‘arite ethical discourse.

22 See on the amorphous definition of natural law GOYARD-FABRE 2003. For a conception of natural justice
in Ibn Rushd’s thought, see BOUHAFA 2016.

23 HOURANI notes (1985: 62): “This was because the shari‘a, or scripture regarded as a code of law, gave
no unifying ethical principle to explain what is common to fasting, almsgiving, dealing just weight, etc.,
other than the fact of being commanded by God. Consequently, a Muslim seeking guidance for an Islamic
life on issues where the commands are not explicit or appear to conflict would find no rational method to
follow except the method of analogy with what is commanded, and this is exactly that givas, which was
recommended by the opponents of ra’y.” See OPWIS’s piece in this series which showcases how Muslim
scholars imbued the lla or ratio legis with ethical considerations.

24 In his article “Divine justice and human reason in Mu‘tazilite ethical theology,” HOURANI (1985: 81)
says: “Despite its great intellectual strength, the Mu‘tazilite theory of ethics was defeated in the public
forum of history, at any rate in the Sunnite countries, which eventually comprised the majority of Muslims
in the world. The defeat occurred by suppression, not so much in their earlier crisis when the caliph
Mutawakkil (847-861) turned against them, but more decisively through decrees of the caliph Qadir
in 1017 and 1041.”

25 Leveling criticism against this type of verdict, LEAMAN (2008: 85) notes that: “The development of
broadly Ash‘arite theories still continues today, something which commentators sometimes see as a
victory for an anti-rationalism which has retarded Islam’s development. This, however, is an entirely
misleading view. For one thing, even the critics of Kalam defended their arguments rationally. Even today
those who advocate a return to the salaf, to the ancestors, argue for this. They argue against alternative
views, and defend their approach to the understanding of the Quran, in such a way as to make it difficult
straightforwardly to identify one side o the debate as “rationalist” and the other as “traditionalist” or
“fundamentalist.” It might even be argued that it is those who are not normally seen as rationalists who
are in fact the most concerned with reason, since they are prepared to be critical of reason and argue (but
note the term here, argue) that we should acknowledge its severe limitations...”.

« 21 (2021) IBh: 7-23
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Similarly, a common perception held that although Muslim philosophers engaged with
Greek ethical works, they remained constrained within the authority of Islamic law and could
not proffer a substantial rational account of ethics beyond some adoption of aspect of Greek
aretaic theory couched in Islamic terminology.?® So philosophers’ engagement with ethics
was considered meager compared to other fields and was restricted to the discourse on the
refinement of character and purification of the soul drawing on galenic medical writings.?
While there is some truth to this conclusion, it still needs revision. Ethics permeates various
philosophical inquiry such as metaphysics through the view of good and evil in the universe,
which can be captured in Ibn Stna’s conception of God as the ultimate good (al-khayr al-
mahd) that emanates to the universe, and his attempt to resolve the problem of evil. Also, one
can note discussions of moral epistemology and precisely the issues of universal ethical
judgments perfusing a number of logical treatises, as well as the discussions on moral
psychology and the role of the different faculties in ethics and its function in generating virtue
in the writings of Farabi (d. 950), Ibn Stna (d.1037), and Ibn Rushd (d.1198) among others.
Finally, political philosophy also focuses on the ethical end of Happiness or Eudaimonism in
the city, especially in Farabi and Ibn Rushd, and to this one could add the role of ethics in
poetics as discerned in Ibn Rushd’s commentary to Aristotle’s poetics.?® More importantly,
this engagement with ethics cannot be perceived only from the perspective of Greek
reception, for philosophers were clearly not alienated from the discourse of their community.
Elaboration of this broad outlook requires another study, but it shall suffice here to say that
given that philosophers took the study of philosophy seriously, it is rather odd to assume that
their interest in ethics does not reflect their immediate vision of their own society or
community and the universe around them. Such assumption can be discerned in Fakhry’s
statement when he distinguishes philosophers from jurist and theologians, asserting that

The philosophers, whether Neo-Platonists, like Farabi (d.950), Aristotelians like Ibn
Rushd (d.1198), or platonists like Razi (d. ca 925) fall into a different category al-
together. Although they do not ignore or deliberately disavow the authority of the
Koran, their primary allegiance is to the canons of philosophical evidence, as
bequeathed by Greek philosophy. Their ethical discussions are sometimes
embellished by Koranic quotations, in the manner of other Muslim authors, but it is
primarily the dictates of syllogistic reasoning that determine the conclusions they
arrive at. (FAKHRY 1991: 2)

Here philosophers seem to be depicted in terms of allegiance to the Quran or Greek books.
Two presumptions loom behind this statement: first, it assumes that the Quran has a static
understanding of ethics that is already worked out, and philosophers use it to embellish their
views. Second, it presupposes that when the philosophers draw from the Greek discourse,
they do not engage with their normative context. What precludes us from thinking that

26 This is not to deny that the Muslim philosophers’ discourse draws on Greek ethical discussion. Plato’s
Republic, Aristotle’sNicomachean Ethics, and Galen’s treatises (On the Affections and Errors of the Soul
and On Ethics) all had an import on the ethical discourse in philosophy. MCGINNIS 2019: 83.

27 RENAN 1882:159.

28 See BOUHAFA in this special issue and MCGINNIS 2019. On the role of ethics in Ibn Rushd’s conception
of Poetics see VILCHEZ 2017: 329.

«21(2021) IBh: 7-23



Towards New Perspectives on Ethics in Islam: Casuistry, Contingency, and Ambiguity

philosophers sought to theorize about ethics in their own context through a productive
engagement with different writings of Plato, Aristotle, Galen, and some of the Neoplatonist
writings? In fact, one could argue that philosophers must have seen themselves as active
members in their society and tried to shape a conception of ethics both in their vision of their
community and the universe. This can be seen in Farab1’s attempts to explain the place
of figh in practical philosophy following the Aristotelian division of science (BOUHAFA
2019b, ZGHAL 1998: 187-188, ARFA-MENSIA 2017). Furthermore, considering the philo-
sophers’ interest in how to order both the universe and human communities as seen again in
Farab?’s philosophy both in the perfect state (4ra@” ahl al-madina), and the political regimes
(al-siydsa al-madaniyya) reflects such correlation between the eternal and the contingent,
something that also captivated the attention of Miskawayh (d. 1030), Raz1 (d. 925), Tawhid1
(d. 1023), and other figures. After all the task of ordering knowledge, the universe and society
occupied most philosophers as well as the rest of Muslim intelligentsia, including belle-
Letterist and theologians alike. In their contribution to this task, philosophers subscribed to
the Greek philosophical discourse but still theorized about their intellectual environment to
mark their own stamp.

In recent years, however, the fields of Islamic law, theology, and philosophy have
witnessed significant epistemological shifts. A complete overview of these developments is
beyond this introduction’s scope, but I shall limit myself to furnish a few examples. Taking
the case of Islamic jurisprudence, one could underline the important contribution of Baber
Johansen and Wael Hallaq, among many others, in disclosing the discursive and dynamic
character of jurisprudence through unpacking its probable epistemology, which allowed for
dissent in legal opinions. Seeking to capture this character of Islamic law, Johansen used the
notion of contingency to define Islamic legal doctrine:

The more the jurists underline the contingency of their own doctrines and decisions,
the more the elevated rank of the indisputable knowledge (‘ilm yaqin) conveyed by
the revealed texts becomes apparent. What lies beyond [the first field] are the figh
norms based on assumptions (al-fighiyydt al-zanniyya) for no categorical proof (dalil
qat) is available [for them]. The figh norms constitute a [licit] object of jjtihad. In
these norms, according to our judgment, there is no specific correct solution and no
sin is committed by the mujtahid, as long as he perfects his effort of norm production
through individual legal reasoning and as long as he is qualified [for ijfihad)].
(JOHANSEN 2013:41-42)

The jurists’ admission of the fallibility of their hermeneutical enterprise and the impossibility
to reach the divine intent with certainty is what allowed for the multiplicity of opinions in the
legal discourse. In so doing, this view discloses a dialectical and persuasive nature to the
process of norm construction. The jurists took such a process to ensure its stability to avoid
arbitrariness, especially considering its individual character as the jurist’s law. Overall, in
debunking Schacht’s claim that the religious law of Islam developed as an expression of a
religious ideal and not in connection with practice, scholars have shown the dialectical
correlation between theory and practice. Such endeavor was fulfilled by Hallaq’s revisionist
work of Schacht’s narrative of the emergence and development of Islamic law, which shows
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both a synchronic and diachronic development.?® Hallaq highlights how Islamic law is a
discursive tradition, which draws from an argumentative repertoire and developed an
institutional basis through mechanisms of legal change. In so doing, he showcases, unlike
Schacht’s conclusion, how the activity of ijtihad never ceased to exist. In this vein, Jackson’s
managed to demonstrate how legal change does not necessarily entail alteration of the
existing body of legal tradition but rather interpretive techniques and the erection of
exceptions to existing rules, a process he called “legal scaffolding” (SYED 2017: 9; JACKSON
1996: 96-102).%° The discussion of legal change in Opwis’ study also reveals how jurists
thought of ethical outcomes through the conception of objectives of the law. In so doing,
OPWIS (2011) underlines that in the absence of regulatory mechanisms like a constitutional
court, legal change in Islamic law is brought about by changes in the interpretation and
derivation of law. The main procedural means to generate legal change focused
on maslaha where Individual jurists were the agents of legal change.

A nuanced approach gained ground in the study of the ethical, theological, and philosophical
discourse with the contribution of a number of scholars such as Shihadeh, Vasalou, and, more
recently, Farahat. We witness a serious engagement with ethicist discourse, which draws on
certain moral theories to depict Islamic ethical discourse from the perspective of realist,
deontological theory, as well as divine command theory, consequentialist or emotivist theory.
This approach helps unpack essential distinctions that are made by theologian-cum-jurists.
In his piece, “Alchemy of domination,” Jackson has pointed out how Ash‘arites adopted an
emotivist position, which underlines the role of the appetitive self into the scope of ethical
judgment.®! Such perspective, he infers, led the jurists to stretch the domain of the revelation,
arguing that it covered all moral questions (JACKSON 1999: 187). SHIHADEH’s (2006: 51)
analysis of Raz1’s ethics shows how Ash‘arite disagreement with the Mu‘tazilite realist view
of the value of good and bad rests on their contention that moral language stems from agent-
relative, linked to pleasure and pain and perfection and imperfection of the individual. Such
emotivist position developed by Ghazali draws on moral psychology which rests on
“inclinations (mayl), that consist of estimation (wahm) and imagination (khayal), and stem
from the natural disposition (fab°) rather than reason” (SHIHADEH 2006: 55, 59). Along with
this emotivist tendency, Ash‘arites’ ethical theory adopted a consequentialist view, which
emerged with Ghazalt and crystalized with Razi to identify goodness and badness with
benefit and harm (SHIHADEH 2006: 57). Similarly, Vasalou’s study of Ibn Taymiyya adduces
a nuanced overview of the theory of ethics in Ash‘arism through tracing the role of reason
and the impact of Avicennian moral psychology in Ash‘arite relativist theory (VASALOU
2016: 9). More recently, FARAHAT (2019: 60) demonstrates how the limit of human reason
to attain universal ethics is premised on the rational basis of the Ash‘arites’ theistic ethics and
not irrationalism. In so doing, he ascribes to Ash‘arites a skeptical stance: “by emphasizing
the inevitable contingency of any individual normative judgment by contrast to factual
observations, which can be uniform if they satisfy certain conditions of objectivity. This

29 HALLAQ 1997 and 2005.
30 JACKSON 1996: 77-78.

31 Here one should recognise that HOURANI (1976: 69) was the first to attribute an emotivist view to Ghazalt.
See also SHIHADEH 2016 where he also shows how emotivism has roots in classical Ash‘arism.
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fundamental disagreement sets the stage for the different conceptions of divine revelation”
(FARAHAT 2019: 65).%

This shows that the undue emphasis on rationalism and scripturalism unmasked important
philosophical disagreement on theology, metaphysics, and epistemology among theologian-
cum-jurists. These studies, among others, have revitalized the field of ethics and opened the
door for further interest in the proliferation of other works. Here I would like to draw attention
to my approach to ethical discourse in Farabi and Ibn Rushd, which also unravel how
philosophers theorized about shari‘a through assessing its moral ontology and epistemology.
For example, I shall note my scrutiny of Ibn Rushd’s adoption of Aristotle’s written and
unwritten law as a corrective notion to rectify the laxity and harshness of the law. Herein, I
showcase how the Andalusian jurist gave this Aristotelian embryonic notion a more concrete
theoretical and practical basis in the court and legal theory of Islamic law. By rooting Ibn
Rushd’s conception in his Islamic legal epistemology, I depart from the previous assumptions
which alienated a philosopher and jurist such as Ibn Rushd from his normative context
(BOUHAFA 2019a).

At any rate, with these significant developments in the field, the Cambridge conference
“Casuistry, Contingency and Ambiguity: New Approaches to the Study of Ethics in the
Islamic Tradition” was timely to revisit some core questions and reflect further on these
recent evolutions. Few words are in order to explain the rationale behind the choice of such
a framework, which acknowledges the import of these three notions: casuistry, contingency,
and ambiguity.

Casuistry, contingency, and ambiguity

The conference adopted casuistry, contingency, and ambiguity as a general framework to
further reflect on the recent developments in the study of ethical discourse in Islam and bring
these perspectives to bear on the different disciplines within the Islamic tradition. To this
end, the contribution of scholars such as Johansen and Bauer in redefining the complexity of
the articulation of the normative discourse in Islam and Jonsin and Toulmin’s rehabilitation
of casuistry offered an auspicious theoretical framework.

Let me start by delineating the relevance of the term casuistry to Islamic discourse. As I
have noted earlier, the characterization of Islamic jurisprudence, figh, as casuistic, can be
traced back to the Weberian understanding of Islamic law. Also endorsed by Schacht, this
characterization carried negative connotations underlining the lack of deductive links within
the process of law finding and the priority given to circumstances over universal principles.*
More importantly, this casuistic process was deemed to develop in isolation from the social

32 FARAHAT (2019: 223) captures this point in the following statement: “The charges of traditionalism,
voluntarism, or arbitrariness that are commonly levelled against Islamic divine-command theories often
neglect some important aspects of it. The first important aspect that we sought to highlight is
epistemological skepticism, regarding both our ability to know moral values and our ability to understand
God’s designs. The second related aspect is a sharp metaphysical divide that places God far beyond our
worldly experiences. The third is an understanding of divine speech as an eternal attribute, and not an
action, and of divine commands as transcendent attributes of normative potential. Finally, we saw that
the practical norms generated by this system did not simply follow from God’s words (whichever way
we may wish to define “God’s words”), but were built through collective scholarly deliberation.”

33 For a perceptive summary of Schacht’s understanding of casuistry in Islamic law, see JOHANSEN 1995.
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practice. As JOHANSEN (1995) adduced, the problem is not so much in the casuistic view of
Islamic law, and it is rather in how casuistry has been construed. The casuistic aspect of
Islamic law is embedded in the nature of the work of the jurist whose task is to decide whether
new instances of laws can be regulated on the basis of the general rule or excluded from it
(DAYEH 2019: 134). JOHANSEN (1995: 135-136) defined it as follows: “it is a method that
acknowledges that the validity of legal concepts is confined to certain boundaries and that
one has to determine whether or not the individual case falls within these boundaries. Cases
are discussed in order to show the boundaries of the legal concept’s validity and the resistance
of the subject matter to its inclusion within the concept.” In this perceptive view, Johansen
captures the roots of Islamic law’s casuistic nature and argues how casuistry is linked to the
jurists’ attempt to answer practical problems, which debunks Schacht’s conclusion. The issue
with casuistry, albeit, is not limited to Islamic law but lies in the actual misconceptions of
casuistry, which has deeper historical roots. At the beginning of the 19th century, the charge
of particularism and casuistry was targeted at Jewish ethics, as articulated in August
ROHLING’s Der Talmud-Jude (1872). Going back even further to the 17th century, casuistry
was also put under attack in Pascal’s Provincial Letters (1656-7) and vigorously castigated
Jesuits’ abuse of casuistic reasoning in confessions. This genealogy might warrant the
negative overtones embedded in the definition of casuistry in the Oxford English dictionary,
which defines it as: “that part of ethics which resolves cases of conscience, applying the
general rules of religion and morality to particular instances in which circumstances alter
cases or in which there appears to be a conflict of duties” (TOULMIN and JONSIN 1998: 11) or
in Webster’s New World Dictionary (1996) which equates casuistry with “subtle, but false
reasoning, especially about moral issues; sophistry” (GINZBURG and BIASIROI 2019: xi). On
this account, JONSIN and TOULMIN (1988: 12-13) show how casuistry, deemed as the morality
of cases, continued to be disreputed by modern moral philosophers, and an emphasis was
placed on the necessity of universal principles to build moral judgments. The assault on
casuistry today is questioned, as attested in Toulmin and Jonsin’s attempt to rehabilitate
casuistry for a theory of ethics that is more in tune with the reality of moral practice. Rooting
our practical taxonomy in human reality especially in relation to behavior and norms, they
urged scholars to take advantage of the likenesses and differences in our realities as a basis
to grasp moral questions (JONSIN and TOULMIN 1988: 14). Also, the recent volume Historical
approach to casuistry displays a similar attitude through calling for the endorsement of
casuistry as a process “to mediate the intricate relationship between norms and exceptions”
(GINZBURG and BIASIROI 2019: xi). As a matter of fact, this volume incorporated two essays
addressing casuistry in Islamic law: “Many Roads to Justice: A Case of Adultery in
Sixteenth-Century Cairo” by Caterina BORI, and “Islamic Casuistry and Galenic Medicine:
Hashish, Coffee, and the Emergence of the Jurist-Physician” by Islam DAYEH, which
showcase how casuistry was rooted in the social and historical environment of Islamic legal
discourse and disclose the multilayered framework of legal argumentation. These
contributions confirm some of Johansen’s conclusions and obviously would fit neatly in the
perspective we hope to bring up here in tackling the normative discourse in Islam.

Be that as it may, this rehabilitation of casuistry could foster a departure from the locus
on moral certitude as the only basis for moral philosophy. This outlook has historical
precedence in Aristotelian thought:
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Aristotle, for instance, questioned whether moral understanding lends itself to
scientific systematization at all. Far from being based on general abstract principles
that can at one and the same time be universal, invariable, and known, with certainty
(he argued), ethics deals with a multitude of particular concrete situations, which are
themselves so variable that they resist all attempts to generalize about them in
universal terms. (JONSIN and TOULMIN 1988: 19)

Such a view is also endorsed by Aristotle’s commentator Ibn Rushd, who admits that
considering the contingent nature of the subject matter of ethics, which is the voluntary
actions, one cannot develop rigorous scrutiny to ethics akin to scientific investigation in
theoretical philosophy. He specifically admits that contingency does not only affect the
particulars in this science but also universals or principles.** Thus, Ibn Rushd concludes that
one can only aspire to outline some principles and not produce an exacting scientific scrutiny.
This feature of ethics resonates with an important analogy Ibn Rushd himself and other
philosophers, such as Farabi, often make, namely, to associate ethics or law to medicine (IBN
RUSHD 2016: 81).% This analogy highlights an important dilemma which is how we can tally
general principles with the particularity of specific decisions (JONSIN and TOULMIN 1988:
29). Ethical reflections cannot only focus on the general principles, which impose uniformity
on ethical cases; rather, the question is how to also discern subtle distinctions between
different particular cases. This view was articulated in Aristotle’s conception of phronesis or
practical reasoning and adopted in Arabic philosophy in relation to figh (BOUHAFA 2019b).
Dealing with a multitude of particular cases, figh is tantamount to practical reasoning, which
does not rely on theoretical principles through deduction but rather through delineating
boundaries of similarity and differences between the original and particular cases. Borrowing
Jonsin and Toulmin’s perspective, figh reasoning is more rooted in the substantive and
circumstantial ground than absolute deductive reasoning. This characteristic is the root of the
misconceptions against figh by orientalists.

Luckily, as I alluded earlier, the rehabilitation of casuistry seems to gain ground in the
study of Islamic norms linked to Johansen’s attempt to redefine casuistry to challenge
Schacht’s reading but also through his conceptualization of Islamic law in relation to the
notion of contingency, a feature that Bauer seems to associate to ambiguity. As I have also
noted earlier, the concept of contingency was used by Johansen to first debunk the
deontological charges against Islamic law and unravel the probabilistic epistemology of
Islamic law embedded in legal philosophy as well as in the judiciary in the doctrine of proof

34 Ibn Rushd in his Talkhis al-akldaq (the Middle Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics) states:
“Then we must agree that everything said about these things, is only said by way of outline and not of
scrutiny. I mean what pertains to most of it, as we said at the beginning of our discussion, is that scrutiny
in all discussed matters must follow the subject matter and the subject matter here is contingent. That is
because virtuous and beneficial voluntary matters have nothing fixed to one feature as it is the case for
matter productive of health, for it has nothing that stands on one action. Since this is in the case in the
principles of this science, I mean that it does not withstand scrutiny for it is changing, how much more
will this be for the particulars, I mean that it would not be adequate for close scrutiny” (IBN RUSHD 2016:
81; translation mine).

35 This analogy has roots in Plato and Aristotle, for more see GERBIER 2003.
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used by judges.* In his seminal work Die Kultur der Ambiguitdt, Thomas BAUER rooted this
feature in a tolerance of ambiguity in the Islamic process of knowledge production in
literature, the Quran’s canonization, and the emergence of law schools and collection of
Hadith report. Bauer borrows the concept “tolerance of ambiguity” from contemporary
psychology to define human capacity to accept cases where multiplicity of truth claims is
unresolved (BAUER 2013). On this account he argues that the diversity of opinions in
constructing normative views seems to be a feature one can trace in different attitudes to
knowledge in the Islamic context, such as for example the process of the canonization of the
Quran, which accepted different readings. Still, Bauer does not ignore that historical events
do not always allow for ambiguity but also alludes to attempts to disambiguate (GRIFFEL
2017: 18). Bauer links this tolerance of ambiguity to the importance of dissent or ikhtilaf as
a positive outcome expressed in the prominent hadith reported by the prophet, professing that
“dissent within my community is a blessing.” In Islamic law, this attitude is also captured in
the legal maxim which calls for averting the punishments in cases of uncertainty (Idra’i I-
hudiid bi-I-shubuhat). This maxim suggests that when in doubt, the legal penalties should be
suspended (FIERRO 2008).

Be that as it may, the question remains how can we discern the boundaries of ambiguity
of norms in a social-historical context? What prompts continuity or rupture? To put it in other
terms: How is this prerogative of ambiguity maintained or lost? To our purpose, these fresh
perspectives offer a productive framework to revisit certain hackneyed assumptions on
Islamic norms. Still, JONSIN and TOULMIN’s conception of casuistry reminds us of the
deficiency of our language in penetrating certain complex modes rooted in practice to reflect
on likeness and similarities of norms rather than uniform deduction. In fact, this special issue
is a step toward discerning the complexity of the moral discourse in legal argumentation, the
moral ontology and epistemology in philosophy and theology, as well as the argumentative
ground of storytelling or hermeneutics.

Summary of contributions

Looking at philosophy and theology in the classical and post-classical period, AKASOY,
GRIFFEL, SHIHADEH, and ERLWEIN’s articles as well as my own, disclose important nuances
in the ethical reflections in theology and philosophy, which gestures towards overcoming
strict jarring opposition between objectivism vs. subjectivism. My own piece investigates the
moral ontology and epistemology in Farabi, Ibn Sina, and Ibn Rushd, to showcase how, in
contrast to Mu‘tazilites, they rejected the intrinsic value of good and evil and rather adopted
a complex distinction between cosmic good and evil and experienced moral good and bad. I
also highlight the complexity of the philosophers’ moral epistemology, in which, although
they admit the probability of norms, still attach a dialectical conception to ethical reflection.
Focusing on the post-Avicennian context, GRIFFEL studies Raz1’s (d. 1230) a/-Nafs wa-I-rith
wa-sharh quwahuma to unravel its hybrid character which combines practical philosophy
and normative Islamic discourse a genre, he suggests, that resonates with Ghazali’s /hya’. In
so doing, Griffel concludes that unlike Raz1’s perception of the superiority of the theoretical
philosophy over revelation, he seems to value the practical dimension of the Islamic

36 For a discussion of the epistemology of the doctrine of evidence in Ibn Rushd, see BOUHAFA 2018.
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normative discourse over practical philosophy. Moving to theological discussions of moral
values, SHIHADEH revisits the development of the debate between Mu'‘tazilites and Ash‘arites
focusing on Malahim1 (d. 1141), Ghazali(d. 1111), and Razi, to underscore how the Ash‘arite
discourse evolved through drawing on the Avicennian argumentative arsenal of moral
psychology to challenge Mu‘tazilites’ realism. This discussion provides evidence that the
ascription of irrationalism to Ash‘arites’ ethical discourse is flawed. Finally, ERLWEIN tackles
Raz1’s Tafsir on the obligation of thanking one’s benefactor (wujiith shukr al-mun‘im),
focusing on the monotheistic implication of this premise to offer grounds on why God should
be worshipped alone. In so doing, she reveals how such a theological issue has an ethical
basis related to how humans come to know of the goodness of monotheism and the
repugnancy of polytheism. Going beyond the philosophical or theological contribution to
systematic ethics, Akasoy interrogates the question of ethics in the philosophical discourse
from a narratological perspective to highlight the role of biographical narrative in shaping
moral perceptions of the figure of Alexander the Great, depicted in the Quran as “the man
with the two horns.”

Taking Islamic jurisprudence as the discourse of norm construction, the different
contributions in this special issue investigate the process of law finding and its procedure to
discern the relationship between law and ethics. Building on JOHANSEN’s finding on the
psychological basis of ijtihdd, BOU AKL shows how Ghazalt grounds his radical infallibilism
in relation to jjtihad in the Ash‘arite ethical relativist theory. Discussing the process and
conditions of norm construction fulfilled by a mujtahid, he shows how Ghazali underlined
the presumptive character of law and the interpreter’s license to error and also admitted
how fab‘ comes to warrant ex post the mujtahid’s interpretation. Moving from the procedure
to the actual task of norm construction, OPWIS’ piece unravels how jurists imbued the ratio-
legis, Glla, with the ethical content of maslaha to showcase the link between law and ethics
in the process of legal change. In tracing the development of the conception of analogy in
legal theory among Ghazalt’s predecessors, Basr1 (d. 1044), Dabbisi (d. 1039) and Juwaynt,
she demonstrates how the emergence of the concept of maslaha later was only possible
through conceptual shifts in the ratio legis from being a sign for the ruling to conveying the
ethical content of the divine intention. Such correlation between law and ethics is also attested
in the ShiT legal discourse. Interrogating the rational and moral basis of legal norms on
postclassical Twelver Shi‘Tlegal theory, GLEAVE discloses how the Akhbaris, often perceived
as literalist, draw on Mu‘tazilite realist ontology and developed novel position on the rational
basis of the law while still holding fast to the divine ground of the link between actions and
consequences. Finally, FARAHAT moves to discuss the import of meta-ethical questions on
specific practical matters, such as Islamic commerce. In so doing, Farahat unravels the
diversity among different approaches on commercial gains between “anchoring moral value
in this world, attributing moral goodness to salvation in the next world, and finding a balance
between these two approaches.” Under this prism, he reveals how the Ash‘arite model proves
to be more permissive than the Mu‘tazilites.

In part three, this special issue brings valuable perspectives on ethics in a hermeneutical
sense by engaging the Hadith, Qur’an, and Adab. Focusing on two hadiths on ‘consult your
heart and consult your-self,” al-KHATIB puts forward some ground for the heart’s authority
as a potential for individual moral knowledge. Engaging the different debates over these
reports in legal and Sufi discussions, he discerns how the inward moral dimension was
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examined to test its normative and spiritual validity to warrant personal ijtihad. Moving to
Quranic hermeneutics, MOQBEL takes the concept of ambiguity or hermeneutics of polysemy
as a theoretical basis to define Razi’s exegetic theory. In so doing, he showcases how the
ambiguity rooted in the Quranic periscope 12:52-53 opened the possibility for different moral
discourses. On this account, he adduces how ambiguity serves to expand the scope of the
Quran and its ethical potential. Also, taking the perspective of readership, but this time in the
realm of adab text, KHANSA presents a compelling reading of the frame tales of Alf Layla to
root its hermeneutical framework in the Arabo-Islamic context. In so doing, she suggests
revisiting the frame tale as a device to locate a communal crisis on justice in rulership and
tries to unfold how the stories come to salvage the breach of authority by providing different
possibilities to adjudicate mercifully. Also advocating to ground adab in its Arabo-Islamic
context, AI-SHAAR invites us to reconsider the secular view of adab. Focusing on al-Tawhid1
the Belles-letterist from the Buyid court, AL-SHAAR contextualizes his writing in his
intellectual environment and underlines the interdisciplinary character of his work, to show
the complexity of his thought beyond the modern category of religion vs. philosophy.
Interrogating his conception of ethics and the role of knowledge in informing action, she
demonstrates how al-Tawhid1 is firmly rooted in Islamic culture and offered original insights
drawing from current philosophical discourses. Finally, tracing the import of the traditional
conception of adab and its ethical function in 19th century reformist discourse, RYLE-
HODGES showcases the role of adab in the modern context. Putting under scrutiny ‘Abduh’s
discourse in his state newspaper, he discusses ‘Abduh’s articulation of the ethics of
citizenship as a modern civic notion of adab.
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Abstract

Philosophical and theological ethics in the Islamic tradition tend to be appraised on the basis of a unilateral
perspective, which circumvents a moral rational approach to intuition. On this account, moral knowledge is
expected to rest on intuitive judgments, which are universally accessible to human beings. Looking at moral
ontology and epistemology in Arabic philosophy, I demonstrate that taking intuitionism as the only valid
rational discourse to ethics needs to be challenged. In fact, Arabic philosophers do not subscribe to a realist
view of the good and evil in relation to human actions, and rather admit a division between cosmic values in
metaphysics and moral values in ethics. In so doing, they show how metaphysics ascribes a substantial view
to good in existence and a negative theory to evil, while the science of ethics admits a teleological and relative
view of the good. Overall, the falasifa remain committed to Aristotle’s premise that ethics does not rely on
abstraction and emphasized the role of experience too. But, they seem to be also attentive to the dialectical
nature of Islamic jurisprudence in producing norms considering both principles of the law and its particular
application. This is also clear in their epistemology of ethical judgments such as the maxim justice is good.
While they ascribe a universal status to ethical maxims, they preclude from granting them an absolute status
over the authority of norms construction. Instead, philosophers attribute a dialectical role to ethical maxims
to guarantee both consensus over norms and the possibility to produce truthful opinions.

Keywords: Moral ontology and epistemology, The problem of evil, The nature of the good, Moral values,
al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd, Legal epistemology, Written and unwritten laws, Ethical maxims,
Widely-accepted premises (mashhirat), Reputable premises (mahmiidat).

Introduction

Philosophical and theological ethics in the Islamic tradition tend to be appraised on the basis
of a unilateral perspective, which circumvents a moral rational approach to intuition.” On this
account, moral knowledge is expected to rest on intuitive judgments, which are universally
accessible to human beings. As a matter of fact, discussion of ethics in Islamic thought
centered on the polarity between the Mu‘tazilite theologians, who held that the intellect is the
basis for reaching ethical propositions, and Ash‘arites who emphasized the role of the

I want to thank the blind reviewer as well as Ayman Shihadeh, Jawdat Jabbour, Richard Taylor, Tony
Street and Peter Terras for their helpful comments.

1 By intuition, I mean the view, which holds that moral propositions are self-evident and arrived at without
an argument required. In the context of Islamic theology, the Mu‘tazilite theologians held that
propositions such as ‘lying that does not lead to benefit is bad” are immediately perceptible to the intellect.
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revelation in ascribing moral values to human actions. Along this line, George Hourani, in
his various studies, attributes a rational objective view to the Mu‘tazilites for admitting the
capacity of the human intellect to make categorical ethical predicates and a theistic
subjectivist theory to the Ash‘arites for underlining the authority of the revelation (HOURANI
1960: 269).%2 Curiously, Hourani defines objectivism as: “any theory which affirms that value
has a real existence in particular things or acts, regardless of the wishes or opinions of any
judge or observer” (1960: 269), a view which he claims prevailed in Western thought before
the twentieth century going back to Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and Aquinas. With
the ascendancy of Ash‘arism in Sunni Islam, he concludes that objectivism in ethics was only
defended by Mu'‘tazilite theologians and Muslim philosophers (HOURANI 1960: 270-271 and
1985: 67).2 On this account, he seems to align the Mu‘tazilites and the Muslim philosophers’
approach to ethics, marking the imprint of Hellenistic philosophy on both intellectual trends
(1960: 270). These assumptions raise few objections. First, upholding the realist existence of
value as the only objective ethical theory is simplistic and lumps a variety of complex
historical reflections on ethics into one neat category and assumes that intuitionism is the
only valid ethical theory. Second, the philosophers’ ethical views, as I shall prove in this
piece, do not square evenly with the Mu‘tazilites’ realist ontology or epistemology. Third,
such outlook on the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites is premised on a facile binary between reason
vs. revelation without necessarily accounting for the epistemological and ontological basis
for the distinctions between their views.* To our purpose, Hourani then ignores how
philosophers distanced themselves from intuitionism in their discussions of the ontology of
the value of good and bad and their moral epistemology.

To flesh out this perspective, I shall interrogate Farabi, Ibn Stna, and Ibn Rushd’s moral
ontology of good and evil and their moral epistemology to showcase their commitment to a
practical and dialectical view of ethics, which distances them from moral intuitionism.® In
my scrutiny of their moral ontology, I first discern how the philosophers’ distinction between
the cosmic good and evil of metaphysics and the experienced moral good and bad of ethics
bears ramification on their ontology of values. While they seem to be in agreement on the
substantial goodness of creation and endorsed a negative view of evil, they deem moral
experienced good and evil as ends with a relative nature. This perspective shall also show

2 For a more nuanced view, see SHIHADEH (2016: 384), who frames this discussion in terms of the realist
view of Mu‘tazilites vs. an anti-realist position of the Ash‘arites. See also FARAHAT 2019. A number of
the articles such as Shihadeh’s, among others in this special issue, present new fresh perspectives to
challenge this dominant bias and offer more nuances on the Ash‘arite ethical theories.

3 Obviously, one needs to give credit to Hourani as he was responding to the orientalist assumption, which
underlined the anti-rational view of Islam altogether. But as the field moves away from these
assumptions, I think we also need to overcome the dichotomy of religion vs. rationality, often assumed
in the study of Islamic thought, which does not often do justice to the Ash‘arite complex intellectual
tradition by deeming it irrational.

4 On this point, see SHIHADEHs article “Psychology and ethical epistemology: an Ash‘ari Debate with
Mu‘tazili Ethical Realism, 11"-12"> in this special issue.

5 Here I should note that what I understand by ethics is meta-ethical theory linked to the question of good
and evil in the universe as well as normative ethics associated with the process of gauging the status of
human action, which in Muslim philosophers’ understanding is associated to the realm of juris-
prudence figh.
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some important nuances in their theodicy. In fact, Farabi and Ibn Sina uphold the goodness
of the universe by eliminating evil (for the first evil is non-existent and for the latter evil is a
privation) and deem experienced moral good and evil as teleological. Building on this
distinction, Ibn Rushd comes to assert that unlike the cosmic good as a principle of existence,
moral good is liable to the ambiguity of existence. This conclusion gestures towards rooting
experienced moral good in virtues in relation to the categories of relation, time, and place. In
so doing, philosophers, like Mu‘tazilites, distance evil from theodicy and affirm the goodness
of creation but reject the moral realism of Mu‘tazilites, which ascribes intrinsic moral
essences to actions. Likewise, my scrutiny of the philosophers’ moral epistemology shall
affirm their distance from Mu‘tazilites’ moral intuitionism. In denying the possibility of
departing from abstraction in ethics, philosophers postulate the need for lawgivers to legislate
laws that can serve as a barometer to moral values to fulfill the human ethos.® However, their
endorsement of the need for the lawgivers did not prevent them from acknowledging the
probable epistemology of norm construction in jurisprudence, the realm of gauging human
actions in the Islamic context. Also, in evaluating ethical judgments such as lying is bad,
often deemed self-evident by the Mu‘tazilites, philosophers admit their universally accepted
value. Still, they deny their intuitive nature, as they could be false and true. Such position
shall not, however, be taken to mean that these judgments hold a subjective or estimative
character.” In postulating a universal value to certain ethical judgments, philosophers remain
in line with their commitment to the practical and consensual aspects of ethics, prioritizing
practice and consensus over-abstraction, but still leaving the door open to reach out to truthful
propositions through a dialectical process. In so doing, philosophers draw from both
Aristotle’s emphasis on the necessity for practice in ethics as well as the epistemology of
Islamic jurisprudence, which rests on a dialectical interrelation between legal principles
(usul) and legal practice (furii®).

I. On the Ontology of Good and Evil

As I already noted, the discussion on the nature of good and evil in the Islamic intellectual
context has drawn ample attention to the theologians’ perspective on the problem of evil and
theodicy, specifically exploring the Mu‘tazilites’ realist moral ontology and the Ash‘arites’
divine command theory. In brief, the Mu‘tazilites insist that God is omnibenevolent and only
does good and therefore ascribe the responsibility for the existence of evil to human beings.
Under this prism, the Mu‘tazilites admit that good and evil are real attributes of human
actions, which are discernible by the human intellect.

To put it differently, the Mu‘tazilites ascribe an ontological reality to the properties of
acts and define their moral status as either good or bad on realist criteria. This view also

6  AsIshow in the second part of this article, I agree with WIRMER’s recent conclusion on the Aristotelian
basis of the Arabic philosophers’ approach to ethics which rejects abstraction as the starting point for
ethics. While Wirmer focuses on the discussion of habit Book X. 9, 1180b28-1181b1, I would add that
this view is more pronounced at the very beginning of the Nicomachean ethics as professed by Ibn Rushd.

7 To add some precision here, for Mu‘tazilites, lying that does not lead to a benefit is deemed as self-
evidently bad. Also, the badness of lying, in general, is arrived at through an inferential process.
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meant that God is subject to moral necessity prescribed by the intellect.® We have seen that
for Hourani this rational perspective places the Mu‘tazilites with the philosophers’s re-
flection.

In contrast, Shahristant (1931: 376-377) hints at some disagreement between the Muslim
philosophers’ and the Mu‘tazilites’ moral ontology. To grasp the basis of this disagreement,
we shall first construct the basis for the philosophers’s ontology of value of good and evil
both in the cosmic and experienced sense.® In discussing their conception of values in the
universe, I shall use the term cosmic and moral good and evil as my own terminology to flesh
out the differentiation they make between the ontological basis of good and evil in
metaphysics and in ethics.'

1. Farabr’s moral ontology

Farabi’s account on the nature of good and evil is found in his Fusil (Aphorism)." In this
treatise, he exposes his discussion on good and evil by first outlining some ontological
premises. So, before defining the essence of good and evil, he adumbrates the different
modalities of existence, which fall into three: (1) what cannot not exist, (2) what can exist,
(3) what can exist and not exist. To illustrate the variances between these different modalities,
he imparts some examples, which associate the first modality to the spiritual bodies, the
second to the heavenly bodies, and the third to matter. On this ground, he divides the universe
into a spiritual, heavenly, and material existence. This systematic exposition of the modalities
of existence is crucial to discern his definition of good and evil. In fact, the essence of these
modalities reflects the nature of existent things on the basis of their perfection. Such
perfection falls into a hierarchy of existent things where the first modality, ‘what cannot not
exist’ comes at the highest rank of perfection and on the opposite end of imperfections stands
the modality of ‘what can exist and not exist’. Then, Farabi moves to define defects (nugs)
in existence which include: (1) what has privation (‘adam) in its existence, (2) what needs
another essence for its existence, (3) what admits multiplicity in the one type, which means
that it is not sufficient by itself such as the example of a human being (4) everything that has
an opposite is defective for each party will seek to cancel the other. On this account, he draws

8 One should note here that the Mu‘tazilites do not carry a monolithic view. For more, see SHIHADEH 2016.
Also, unlike the Mu‘tazilites, the Ash‘arites adopt a skeptical view of the realist ontology and emphasize
that the only criteria to gauge the value of actions available to us is emotion.

9 Shahristani admits that Muslim philosophers also raise objections against the Ash‘arites’ denial that moral
knowledge is possible altogether. This article focuses on distinguishing the philosophers’ position from
what is often portrayed as the Mu‘tazilites’ objective approach in modern scholarship. Although I will
refer to some divergence from the Ash‘arites in the case of Ibn Rushd, I shall leave comparing the
philosophers to the Ash‘arites as well as a more systematic comparison between the Mu‘tazilites and the
philosophers to another occasion.

10 What I mean by ‘cosmic good and evil’ is how the philosophers define the presence of good and evil in
the universe. Also, I use th e term experienced moral good and evil to refer to the value of good and bad
used to gauge human actions.

11 While Ta7igat (The explanatory remarks) attributed to Farabi gives us clues on the problem of evil too
(FARABI 1952: 49), considering the Ta7igat’s disputable origin as discussed by MICHOT (1982), I shall
leave it aside in this discussion.
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two important inferences to which we shall come back to: what has no privation has no
contrary, and what is sufficient by itself also has no contrary (FARABI 1961: 58-59, Arabic
158). So having an opposite in existence is associated with bearing some defects in terms of
either privation or lack of sufficiency in one’s existence. Now Farabi is ready to define the
nature of evil based on these modalities of existence. Hence, he infers that evil comes to bear
one of the extremest imperfections of existence as it simply has no existence of any kind in
these worlds (ghayr mawjiid aslan) and is therefore linked to non-being: “Evil has no
existence altogether, nor is it in anything in these worlds, nor in general in anything of which
the existence is not by man’s will, but all these are good” (FARABI 1961: 59, Arabic 150)."?
Under this prism, Farabi seems to affirm the impossibility of the existence of evil as an ontic
entity which postulates that all existence is good. This also means that evil does not fulfill
any of the above conditions of deficiency in existence (privation, insufficiency to fulfill one’s
own existence, and multiplicity in existence), as it simply has no existence. The observation
he makes concerning privation here gives us an important hint to his perception of evil. When
he admits that what has no privation (‘adam) has no opposite, he seems to refer to evil. As
evil is non-existent and therefore does not even bear a deficient existence such as privation.
Evil then has no opposite and therefore cannot be the opposite of the good. This conclusion
will be further confirmed later.'
To get further cues on this point, we shall turn to Farabt’s Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madina al-
fadila (On the perfect state), which provides a clear outline of the hierarchical modality of
existence within his emanative scheme in the following passage:

The substance of the First is a substance from which every existent emanates, however
it may be, whether perfect or deficient. But the substance of the First is also such that
all the existents, when they emanate from it, are arranged in an order of rank, and that
every existent gets its allotted share of existence from it. It starts with the most perfect
existent and is followed by something a little less perfect than it. Afterwards it is
followed successively by more and more deficient existents until the final stage of
being is reached beyond which no existence whatsoever is possible, so that the
existents come to an end at the stage beyond which nothing exists at all, or rather,
beyond which there is that which cannot possibly exist. (FARABI 1985: 96)

For Farabi, the universe emanates from the first cause. He underlines that both perfect and
deficient existents all emanate from the substance of the first. Also, he admits that existent
beings vary in their rank (mutafadila). In fact, the first cause assigns to beings their order of
rank, which he premises on justice. Later, he adds that God is munificent (jawad) and
therefore does not ignore existent being below him and provides each existent being with its
due rank (FARABI 1985: 97). So, existent beings are ordered on the basis of perfection ranging
from the most perfect to the most deficient. As he notes, above the continuum of deficient
things declines till it reaches the final stage where no existence is possible. Considering his

12 This is based on DUNLOP’s translation with a slight alteration. Instead of rendering ghayr mawjiid aslan to
“absolute non-existence,” I opted for simply “has no existence altogether”.

13 Here, I thank Peter TERRAS for the fruitful discussion we had in relation to this passage. I should note
that Peter is also preparing a dissertation on the question of evil in Farabr’s thought entitled
“Dysdaimonia: Evil, Free Will, and Eschatology in al-Farabi.”
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definition of evil in the Fusiil, evil is outside of these worlds and must fall within the realm
where existence becomes impossible. This suggests that while existent beings, both perfect
and deficient, would fall under the remit of the good, evil as a non-existent entity is attached
to the stage that falls outside of existence. Such construal can be adduced in the following
statement in the Fusii/, where he admits that all that is necessitated from the first cause is
good:

As for the good in the worlds, it is the First Cause, and everything which is consequent
on it, and whose being is consequent on what is consequent/on it, to the end of the
chain of consequents, whatever it is. For all these are according to harmony and justice
with merit, and what comes to pass from merit and justice is altogether good. (FARABI
1961: 60, Arabic 150)

Here this association between the good in the worlds and the first cause (al-sabab al-awwal)
has major bearings, especially when considering his earlier comment that what is sufficient
in its own existence has no opposite: “What suffers from no lack has no contrary, and what
does not need anything at all save itself has no contrary” (FARABI 1961: 59, Arabic 158). This
relates to the first cause, who does not need anything and therefore would have no opposite.
Such statement entails that the good as the first cause has no opposite, and therefore evil
cannot be its opposite. As suggested earlier, Farab1’s appraisal of the non-existence of evil in
the three worlds led us to conclude that evil does not even fulfill the lowest criteria of
existence, which is privation (what has no privation, has no opposite) and therefore cannot
have an opposite, i.e., it cannot have good as its opposite. Under this configuration, we can
conclude that the good of the first cause has no opposite, and evil itself cannot even aspire to
have an opposite.

Furthermore, Farab1’s theory of evil as non-existent in the three worlds does not seem to
adhere to the Neoplatonic position, which attributes evil to matter upheld by Plotinus.'* For
Farabi, although matter is at the lowest rank of existence, it is still part of it, and as all
existence is good, matter would qualify as good. One should note, however that the negative
view on matter was also denied by Proclus, who in On the Existence of Evil upheld that
although matter comes at the lowest stage in the procession, it is produced by good and is not
evil (PROCLUS 2003: 79-88). This might suggest some correspondence between Farabi and
Proclus, especially when considering that another work of Proclus the Ten Questions
Concerning Providence was available in Arabic as known from the Fihrist of al-Nadim
(WALKENING 2020: 1078-1081). But, before making any firm conclusion, one would need a
complete comparison between both theories. Still, this affirms Janos’s observation that Farab1
was aware of some Neoplatonic sources.’ Be that as it may, I would like to draw attention
here to Farab1’s view of the gradation of perfection in the universe based on the concept of
merit (isti’hal), which would further illuminate our understanding of how evil cannot relate
to matter. As he notes in the above statement, merit also has major bearings on the existence
of good. Later on, he also admits that the non-existence of evil is contingent on the concept

14 This view was upheld by Plotinus in the Ennead 1.8 [51] that matter is the origin of all evil; it is evil as
such. For more on Plotinus’ doctrine of evil, see the introduction in OPSOMER and STEEL 2003: 1-54.

15 On the impact of the Neoplatonic corpus on Farabi, collectively known as Neoplatonica arabica, see
JANOS 2012.
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of merit. What is meant by merit here is that the universe is governed by justice, which gives
each existence its own deserve and basic rights, this holds for all the modalities of existence
including the lowest ones such as matter.'® For example, when he talks about form and matter
in relation to body, Farabi in his Mabadi’ arda’ ahl al-madina al-fadila asserts that each body
has an entitlement and merit (haqq and isti’hal) for its form and matter.'” This confirms that
matter falls within the domain of existence and therefore cannot be evil, which leads me to
question Fakhry’s remark that material existence is neutral. Instead, I would rather assert that
matter falls within the realm of the good and therefore is good."® At any rate, merit remains
central to understand the moral value Farabi ascribes to his cosmology, including the lower
beings such as matter. Therefore, the negative view of evil as non-existent is presented as an
outcome of a just yet hierarchical scheme of existence. On this account, merit takes an
important role in the Farabian hierarchy as it assigns existence to good and non-existence to
evil. So attributing a negative theory to evil is not sufficient without cosmological merit
assigned to existent and non-existent things. This explains his objection against those who
admitted that existence is good and non-existence is evil without considering the role of merit
(FARABI 1961: 60, Arabic 151)."°

To conclude, Farabi is adamant that evil has no existence in the three worlds: spiritual,
heavenly, and material (see also FAKHRY 2002: 97). Evil does not fulfill the least
imperfections in existence. So the good cannot have evil as its opposite, nor can evil have
any opposite altogether. Still, the existence of good and the non-existence of evil are not
unqualified; rather, they are predicated upon the cosmological merit in the universe. On this
basis, he then concludes that the only evil one can speak of, which is contrary to good, is the
one associated with voluntary actions to which we shall turn.

Let us refer to the rest of Farabi’s account in the Fusiil, where he outlines a conception of
evil in relation to human actions, which, he admits, can be of two sorts. The first is linked to
misery (shaqa’), the opposite of happiness (sa‘ada). “Misery is evil in the sense of the end
which is reached, beyond which there is no greater evil to be reached by misery” (FARABI
1961: 59, Arabic 151). This type of evil pertains to ends and therefore does not reflect a
conception of evil as an essence. Instead, he is cautious not to render evil as an entity that
cancels another that is happiness and underlines its relation to a telos. The second type of evil
is related to voluntary actions, which would itself lead to fulfilling misery. Another
significant point, which endorses this construal, is found in his assertion that good has two
types: a contrary, and another that does not. More importantly, Farab1 juxtaposes these two
types of evil to two types of good which share the same definition:

16 Here I want to think Jawdath Jabbour for his help to elucidate Farabi‘s position on matter. For the
neutrality of material entities, see also FAKHRY 2002: 97.

17 FARABI 1985: 145; GOODMAN 1999: 27. See also JABBOUR 2021.

18 FAKHRY (2002: 97) mentions: “In other words, al-Farabi appears to imply that, as such, material entities,
or the material world in general, are morally neutral.”

19 Here FAKHRY (1984: 145) suggests that Farabt has Plotinus in mind who upheld that good is existent and
evil is non-existent, without considering the merit of the prefect hierarchy of the universe emanating from
the first.
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Similarly, the opposite of these two evils is two goods, one of which is happiness (a),
which is good in the sense of the end beyond which there is no other end to be sought
by happiness. The second good (b) is everything which profits in any way in the
attainment of happiness. This is the good which is the opposite of evil. (FARABI 1961:
59, Arabic 151)

He associates both good and evil in relation to voluntary actions with an end and what fulfills
such ends, be it happiness or misery. This two-tiered division between ends and actions
themselves matches Farab1’s exposition of the good actions as a mean or an intermediate
between two extremes to fulfill virtues, something we shall come back to in the second
section (FARABI 1961: 34, Arabic 113). Good and evil in the realm of voluntary actions must
be understood in relation to ends and not as ontic essences. This leads him to object to those
who asserted that pleasure in all cases is good and pain is evil. He also adds that some people
presumed that the faculties of the soul such as the appetitive and psychological ones as well
as desires are responsible for evil, which is invalid. Rather, he avers that good and bad cannot
be attributed to the faculties or psychological states in an absolute sense. One should only
focus on the ends of actions, which fulfill the good or evil (FARABI 1961: 60-61, Arabic 151).

At this juncture, one can conclude that Farabi admits an absolute negative theory of evil
premised on the meritorious hierarchy of the universe. In other terms, Farabi’s cosmology
attributes the non-existence of evil to a universal justice. Simultaneously, moral good and
evil are not defined in ontic terms related to existence and non-existence rather on teleological
terms. Good and evil are understood in the ethical realm as ends to happiness or misery and
not as intrinsic essences. Such view fits well within his cosmology which rests on a perfect
hierarchical order of the universe (in his metaphysics) and the aim of ethics (in the practical
philosophy) linked to fulfill happiness through ends of actions. Such position left some
imprints on his successors such as Ibn Sina to whom we shall turn.

2. Ibn Sina’s moral ontology

Although Ibn Sina builds up somehow on Farabt’s negative theory of evil, he makes some
important departure from the latter and ascribes evil to the privation of matter. To this end,
his moral ontology makes some further development to fend the absence of evil from higher
existence and limit its manifestation as privation either by essence or by accident in the
sublunary world.

In his chapter of the Shifa’ (the metaphysics of the healing), “On providence, showing the
manner of the entry of evil in divine predetermination,” Ibn Sina starts with defining the
concept of providence (‘indya) through asserting that the actions of the first cause are not
dependent on the lower beings and therefore not motivated by fulfilling benefits to human
beings, as often admitted by the Mu‘tazilites’ doctrine that ascribes moral ends to God’s
actions (IBN SINA 2005: 339, SHIHADEH 2019: 62).2 Instead, Ibn Sina provides an alternative
understanding to providence. He underlines that one cannot deny when examining the
universe that things do not exist in vain and rest on some governance (tadbir). Ibn Stna’s

20 As SHIHADEH (2019: 64) explains for Ibn Sina, this governance meant that God acts is “by way of
munificence (jiid) (as opposed to the Mu‘tazili principle of beneficence), which is the provision of what
is proper to creatures not for a purpose.”
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providence is predicated upon God’s all-encompassing knowledge of Himself and, therefore,
the order of good in Him. In more precise terms, God intellects the order of the good in the
most possible way till it overflows to the universe (IBN SINA 2005: 339). So, God is himself
the cause of goodness and perfection in the most possible way in the universe and is also
content with how the good occurs in it. I shall note that Ibn Sina’s universe, like his
predecessor Farabi, is predicated on perfect hierarchical order, emanating from the first
cause, where each existent being is bound to reach its most possible perfection.?" In this
scheme, the sublunary world is placed at the lower rank for it is subject to matter and
potentiality but remains grounded in the realm of good emanating from the first cause. By
embedding goodness in the ontology of the universe, any possible acknowledgment of evil
cannot amount to more than privation. In this sense, attributing real existence to evil would
be an aberration, for existence itself is an absolute good (khayr mahd). Thus, Ibn Sina limits
the existence of evil as a privation to the sublunary sphere and associates its origin to matter.
He explains that given the material nature of the sublunary sphere liable to potentiality, it is
subject to evil associated to matter. In contrast, existent things that have fulfilled their perfect
existence are not subject to evil: “each thing that exists in its final perfection, having nothing
in it which is in potency, evil does not attach to it. Evil attaches only to that which has what
is potential in its nature-this by reason of matter” (IBN SINA 2005: 340). This conclusion is
obviously linked to the impact of matter as well as the remoteness of the sublunary world
from the first cause (MICHOT 1986: 59). Within this scheme, Ibn Stna comes to identify two
types of evil in the material world: natural evil and moral evil, which are both reduced to
privation, where evil can neither be substantial nor real.

To this effect, one can conclude that evil as a metaphysical entity is not a co-existent
principle of the good and does not even have an accidental existence in the upper sphere, and
is limited to the sublunary world in natural phenomenon and human actions. This shall not
imply that evil is an end for material existence since only good is the end of creation; rather
it is concomitant to the material condition of this world (STEEL 2002: 180). This conclusion
raises an objection on why evil is inevitable in providence as an attached material condition
to the creation of this world. Ibn Sina anticipates such objection and therefore affirms that
the overflow of good necessitates some evil to occur, but this is minor compared to the good
that exists.?? Still, the question remains: how does he understand the modality of natural and
moral evil?

Let us examine Ibn Sina’s definition of the modalities of evil occurring in the sublunary
world. First, Ibn Sina distinguishes between two modes of privation in evil either by essence
or by accident (IBN SINA 2005: 340-341). He associates evil in the sublunary world, which is

21 This emanationist cosmology is summarized here by GUTAS 2016: “According to the scientific view of
the universe in his day which he studied in the curriculum—Aristotelian sub-lunar world with Ptolemaic
cosmology and Neoplatonic emanationism in the supra-lunar—all intelligibles (all universal concepts
and the principles of all particulars, or as Avicenna says, ‘the forms of things as they are in themselves”)
were the eternal object of thought by the First principle, and then, in descending hierarchical order, by
the intellects of the celestial spheres emanating from the First and ending with the active intellect (al-‘ag!/
al-fa“al), the intellect of the terrestrial realm.”

22 For more see IBN SINA 2005: 342-343. For a critique of Ibn Stna’s position see SHAHRISTANT 1931: 267
and SHIHADEH 2019 on Raz1’s disagreement with Ibn Sina.
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a privation by essence, to a deficiency such as ignorance, weakness, and deformity in
physiognomy. This deficiency is associated with a given loss, such as the privation of
knowledge in the case of an ignorant person. He also adds that when it comes to this type of
evil, a person is not denied the perfection common to the species. Instead, he explains that
such loss springs from the inability of material substance to be fully receptive to perfection.
Here he notes the deformation that could happen to a horse or a human being during their
formation. As with regards to privation of evil by accident in the sublunary world, he
attributes it to things such as pain and distress premised on a loss and the conscious awareness
of the cause of such loss (ibid.; STEEL 2002: 174). Also, he links evil in privation by accident
to external things, which forms an obstacle causing deferral of perfection or opposition to
perfection. As a result, this evil renders perfection remote, as in the example of the cold
affecting plants at the time ripe for their perfection (IBN SINA 2005: 341). On this account,
one can discern that while evil by essence is a privation inhibiting the nature of things from
the perfection that belongs to their species, evil by accident is linked to an external cause
inhibiting things from reaching perfection. In both cases, evil is conceived not in a substantial
sense but in terms of a lack of perfection.

To further delineate the boundaries between these modalities, Ibn Sina asserts that
privation of evil comes in two modes related to our own apprehension of evil. The first mode
is associated with our apprehension of a given loss, such as the case of blindness entailing
the privation of sight. The second mode prompts both the apprehension of a given loss and
its cause. Take the example of someone who gets burnt by fire, which generates in him the
feeling of pain and the consciousness that the fire was the cause of his suffering. This
differentiates between the nature of evil, premised on privation, and the positive reality of
the experience of suffering. To further illustrate his point, Ibn Stna adds that the apprehension
of a given loss and the consciousness of the cause of such loss can either be separate or
connected to the being suffering from it. As for the case of a separation between the cause of
loss and the being suffering from it, he takes the example of clouds preventing the sun from
shining on plants and fulfilling their perfection. The cause of loss, which is the clouds, is
separate from the plants. To illustrate the connection between the cause of loss and the being
suffering from it, he takes the example of burning by heat. Herein, the cause of privation,
which is heat, is connected to the being suffering from it through pain. So evil is not
associated with fire itself which can also be the cause of good; rather it is in relation (bi-I-
qiyas) to a particular context where it causes privation. Such nuance is crucial for it implies
that while blindness in itself is privation by essence, the case of fire, or cloud is a relative
evil, for these can have both positive and negative outcomes. This confirms STEEL’s (2002:
176) interpretation that the distinction between the two modes of suffering evil comes to
clarify the difference between privation by essence and by accident. I shall add that the
significance of this distinction shall play an important role in experienced moral evil to which
we shall move on.

In the same chapter of the Shif@’, Ibn Sina explains moral evil associated with human
actions and thus admits that evil is spoken of in different ways:

Thus “evil” is said of the blameworthy acts, and “evil” is said of their principles in
moral dispositions. “Evil” is said of pains, distresses, and their like. “Evil” is [also]
said of the falling short by each thing of its perfection and of its loss of that which
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would naturally belong to it. It [looks] as if pains and distresses-even though their
meanings are existential, not privative-follow [from] privation and deficiency. Evil in
acts is also [evil] in relation to the one who loses his perfection by its reaching him,
as with injustice, or in relation to a perfection necessary in the religious regime, as
[when] adultery [takes place]. Similarly, moral dispositions are only evil by virtue [of
such acts] proceeding from them. And they are connected with depriving the soul of
perfection that ought to belong to it. (IBN SINA 2005: 343-344)%

In this outline, he ascribes evil to (1) blameworthy actions, (2) the effects of moral states or
dispositions, (3) pain and distress (4) imperfections such as vices, which hinder the
fulfillment of the perfection of things or the loss of its nature. So moral evil is first related to
what is reprehensible. In this context, reprehensible actions are associated with what the law
admits as reprehensible or prohibited by the lawgiver. The second dimension of moral evil is
linked to the psychological dispositions or the state of the soul, which leads to a blameworthy
act. This is grounded on the philosophers’ views of the relationship between laws and virtues,
as I shall later elucidate. His use of the psychology of the soul is also evident in the third type
of moral evil, which he associates to the soul’s accidents such as pain and distress. Again, he
claims that although we apprehend pain in real terms, it shall not lead us to conclude that this
evil is substantially real. Hence, he explains that this apprehension is accidental because of
the lack of good. Finally, evil is spoken of as an obstacle to fulfilling human nature and its
perfection. In this sense, evil is understood in teleological terms. Therefore, evil is relative to
ends in fulfilling perfection, such as the example of injustice or perfection prescribed by
shari‘a in the case of fornication. Reiterating Farab1’s criticism, Ibn Stna upheld that evil and
good cannot be associated with the faculties of the soul, for each faculty can be used for both
good or evil ends.?*

Moral evil is understood on teleological grounds and therefore is not deemed as an
intrinsic attribute to actions. And rather, it is understood in relative terms. This might also
explain why Ibn Sina was adamant to nuance the different modes of apprehending evil as
privation based on the loss or the cause of the loss. Here he reminds us that our existential
apprehension of pain shall not lead us to assume that evil associated with pain is substantially
real. Hence, he refuses to associate evil with the human act itself or to its psychological effect.
This refinement might prove significant to distinguish evil actions in the moral sense. Still,
such perspective on moral evil is not surprising as it dovetails with the philosophers’ view of
the relation between law and ethics, something we shall come back to. Be that as it may, Ibn
Stna remains consistent on the privation of evil both in the natural and moral sense. While he
admits a distinction between these two, they abide by similar modes embedded in the nature
of material existence and takes into account the relative aspect associated to accidental evil.

23 All the translations provided from the Shifa here are based on MARMURAs translation.

24 Here they both seem to draw somehow on Aristotle’s (1984: 1.1106a1-20) Nicomachean Ethics when he
cautions people from confusing virtues with emotions or faculties and explains that we are not praised or
blamed for an act because of the emotion we have or the faculties that produce these emotions. For the
Arabic translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, see ARISTOTLE 2005: 167. For a similar position, see
IBN RUSHD 2018: 88-89.
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Overall Ibn Sina’s position denies the real existence of evil as an essence in the universe.
Rather, evil is a privation that only occurs in the sublunary world and has no metaphysical
existence in the supra-lunar world. Still, unlike Farabi, he attributes evil to the privation of
matter. By delineating a distinction between cosmic morality, natural morality and
experienced morality, Ibn Sina also distances himself from the Mu‘tazilites view and rather
accepts that when it comes to human actions moral values are understood in relative sense
and do not pertain to intrinsic attributes.

3. Ibn Rushd’s moral ontology

Ibn Rushd’s stance on evil has already drawn some attention for scholars, especially his
statement in the commentary to Talkhis Jumhiriyyat Aflatin (Commentary to Plato’s Re-
public) and al-Kashf ‘an al-Mandahij al-adillah (Exposition of approaches to evidence)
targeted at theologians’ views on moral ontology. While this criticism of the theologians is
significant, a more revealing and unexplored take on the good is found in his Talkhis al-
akhldq (The Middle Commentary to Aristotle’s Ethics). Starting with the commentator’s
interpretation of the Stagirite’s account on the good in the Nicomachean Ethics and then
moving to his criticism of Muslim theologians, I shall strive to construct a coherent view on
his view on good and evil.

Ibn Rushd’s discussion of the good in Talkhis al-akhldq is focused on Aristotle’s critique
of Plato’s adoption of the theory of forms of the good, which stipulates a single idea of the
good that subsumes all the particulars.? In his rejection of the Platonist view on the universal
good as a single essence, Aristotle avers that goodness is not common, universal, and one:
“The good cannot be something universally present in all cases and single” (ARISTOTLE 1984:
1.1096a28).%¢ Specifically, Aristotle explains that the good cannot be single and present in all
cases, for it would fail to be predicated of the different categories. Ibn Rushd endorses the
Stagirite’s critique and rejects the theoretical framework of Plato’s theory of the good. Like
Aristotle, he upholds that the good cannot be one universal idea of the different goods. Ibn
Rushd maintains that the good can either be a substance or predicated upon the categories of
quality or relation.?” Also, he follows Aristotle’s lead and builds up his objection against Plato
on the basis of the ontological priority of substance over the categories, while bringing some
of his own views. Thus, he admits that the good as a substance, which he relates later to God
or the intellect, is anterior to the relative good associated to the virtues (IBN RUSHD 2018: 42).
While confirming the priority of substance over what is the category of relation, Ibn Rushd
also admits a distinction, which has no parallel in Aristotle, between what is inside the soul
and outside the soul. This might relate to a similar distinction between beings that he makes
in his Tafsir ma ba‘da al-tabi'a (Long Commentary to Aristotle’s Metaphysics), where he
adopts Alexander of Aphrodisias’ division of beings: being in accidents, being inside the
soul, and being outside the soul (IBN RUSHD 1986: 62, 1401). Here Ibn Rushd makes a
consequential observation when he notes that while being outside of the soul is the real being

25 1 will provide a more substantial account of Ibn Rushd’s criticism of Plato’s theory of the good in the
first chapter of my forthcoming book.

26 For more, see SHIELDS 2018: 129-148.
27 A similar view, which relates the good to the categories, is also found in MISKAWAYH 2011: 308.
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the two other types of being (in accidents and inside of the soul) are imperfect. On this
account, as indicated by CERAMI (2005: 554), he deduces that metaphysics needs to
investigate the principle of substance, for it is the principle of being which exists outside of
the soul. When he suggests, in Talkhis al-akhldq that good as a substance is prior to the
relative good because the latter only has an existence inside the soul implies that the good as
a substance has an existence outside of the soul. This ontological distinction between good
as a substance and good as predicated of a category does not only rest on the ontological
anteriority of the first over the latter but also a differentiation between what is perfect or has
an existence outside of the soul and what is imperfect and has an existence inside of the soul.
Further cues can also be drawn from his Risalat ma ba‘d al-tabi‘a (Epitome of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics), where he explains that since existence is spoken of concerning substance
(jawhar) in terms of anteriority and to the categories in terms of posteriority, one can
conclude that substance is the cause for the existence of the categories that is the first cause.?®
On this account, we can deduce on solid ground that the good as a substance is the cause for
the relative good. This first being which is the principle of existence is the first cause that is
God. To further illustrate his views, Ibn Rushd makes another consequential addition to
Aristotle’s critique of the Platonist idea of good, which continues in this passage:

And that is because the good is spoken of in substance as is the case for God and the
intellect which are both good and it is spoken of in terms of quality like virtues, in
quantity such as justice and in relation such as the beneficial and times such as the
right time and place like the house and so forth. It is done in most things that exist by
which I mean in relation to the ten categories. And when the good is equivalent to
what is existent and what is existent is spoken of across the ten categories in a
systematically ambiguous way, by which [ mean it is not said of one name that cannot
be universally present in the ten categories, then it is clear that it is not predicated
upon one universal good. (IBN RUSHD 2018: 42)%

While this passage continues to build on the ontological priority of substance over the
categories, one cannot help but notice Ibn Rushd‘s final remark on the ambiguity of existence,
which has no equivalent in Aristotle’s passage or the Arabic translation of the Ethics.*® The
statement first continues to draw on the distinction between the two types of the good: the
first is related to a substance such as God, and the second type of good is associated with the
modality of being of the ten categories. Put in light of the previous comments, the first good

28 IBN RUSHD 1994: 135.

29 Here is the equivalent passage in Aristotle’s Ethics (1984: 1. 1096a20-29), which shows that the reference
to the ambiguity of beings in Ibn Rushd’s iteration has no correspondence in the Stagirite’s rendition:*
But things are called good both in the category of substance and in that of quality and in that of relation,
and that which is per se. i.e., substance is prior in nature to the relative (for the latter is like an offshoot
and accident of what it is ); so that there could not be a common idea set over all the goods. Further, since
things are said to be good in as many ways as they are said to be (for things are called good both in the
category of substance, as God and reason, and in quality, e.g., the useful, and in time e.g., the right
opportunity, and in place, e.g., the right locality and the like), clearly the good cannot be something
universally present in all cases and single; for then it would not have been predicated in all the categories
but in one only.”

30 For the Arabic version of Nicomachean ethics, see ARISTOTLE 2005: 125.
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related to God is substantial, while the second good is relative. The relative good is then
associated with qualities such as virtues, quantity such as the measure of justice, and the
relational good like the beneficial. So far, he continues to adhere to Aristotle in associating
the existence of the good to the categories as a basis for rejecting the universal form of the
good. Still, he adds that if the name of the good is equated to being and being is spoken of in
an ambiguous way in relation to the ten categories, then it follows that the good cannot be
said of one name in which all the ten categories participate. To grasp this point, let us first
sketch out what does he mean by ambiguity or systematic equivocation (tashkik). Both Ibn
Rushd and Farabi define ambiguity or fashkik as an equivocation applied to two things in
relation to one shared thing or more without having a clear indication that the meaning in
either of them is posterior to the other (IBN RUSHD 1994: 60-59, FARABI 1986: 133).3' This
implies that ambiguity is associated with the lack of clear distinction between the posteriority
and anteriority in beings when it comes to the categories. In this case, it can be taken to mean
that good associated with existent things is also spoken of in an ambiguous sense and
therefore cannot be predicated upon one thing in which all the categories participate. To put
it in other terms, the ambiguity of being predicated on the categories implies that any
predicated good would also be prone to ambiguity. He also adds later that the good as a state
is only spoken of in relation to one category. This means that we cannot have one shared
category for all, and therefore there is no universal form of the good that exists outside of the
soul as Plato would have it. This point on the impossibility of having the good outside of the
soul explains why he situated the relative good inside of the soul earlier. Considering his
metaphysical principles on the first cause as a real being and the cause for the categories, Ibn
Rushd deems that attributing a universal form to good shared by all the categories would
trump the distinction between the first cause and the categories based on anteriority and
posteriority. Postulating that all the categories share the same nature would simply lead to
confusing them with the nature of the first cause. His objections to Plato carry a theological
dimension, which precludes any attempt to confuse God the principle of existence and the
ultimate good with other types of existence and ignoring the ambiguity associated to them.
Such theological implication caused him to also disagree with some Muslim theologians, to
which we turn.

In his Talkhis Jumhiriyyat Aflatin, ITbn Rushd also underlines that some have maintained
that God is the cause of good and evil. To this statement, he replies that “He neither does evil
at any time whatever nor is the cause of it” (IBN RUSHD 1974: 20). He deems that such view
absurd and amounting to a sophistical argument at best. He also notes that such an opinion
was held by some mutakallimiin by which he means here the Ash‘arite theologians. To give
some ground to his rejection of the Ash‘arites’ view, Ibn Rushd ascribes the existence of evil
to matter (IBN RUSHD 1974: 21). He champions the same position elsewhere in his al-
Kashf ‘an Manahij al-adillah, where he similarly expresses his dismay at the Ash‘arites’
arguments, holding that it is self-evident that justice is good, and injustice is evil, and rejects
associating injustice with God. Furthermore, he justifies the inevitability of evil to adduce
why God had to create evil in certain people. He explains that evil is required in God’s
creation, for its existence is due to the necessity of matter. As noted by Belo, in his Tahafut

31 See also WOLFSON 1938: 153.
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al-tahafut (the incoherence of incoherence), Ibn Rushd rehearses the same position also
championed by Ibn Sina, deeming evil as an accidental side effect of creation (IBN RUSHD
1954: 177; BELO 2007: 208). Considering the above insights in his Talkhis al-akhlag, we can
discern that he is doing more than just reproducing Ibn Sina or Aristotle’s views. Ibn Rushd’s
critique is premised on the confusion between God, the ultimate good, and defects in the
world such as matter. For Ibn Rushd, God is the ultimate good and cannot be confused with
other existent things or associated with any given defects such as evil or injustice. This
critique of Ash‘arism, should not however lead us to suppose, as Hourani did, that he is on
the Mu‘tazilites side either. As shown in his conception of human actions, he distances
himself from Mu‘tazilites’ moral ontology. By this, I mean Ibn Rushd does assert the relative
nature of the good and its susceptibility to ambiguity, which precludes any attempt to attach
intrinsic values to actions as admitted by the Mu‘tazilites.

To conclude, Ibn Rushd differentiates between the good associated with the principle of
substance such as God and moral good as a relative entity associated with virtues predicated
upon the category of quality, quantity, time, and place. In so doing, he infers that the good
cannot have a universal form shared by all the categories as Plato claimed, for it would disturb
an essential principle of his metaphysics: the ontological priority of the principle of
substance, the cause of the existence of all the categories. On this account, the experienced
good is subject to the ambiguity of existence and therefore cannot bear a universally shared
form outside of the soul. This also implies that the first good, which is God, is ontologically
anterior to the relative good. Accordingly, evil or injustice can in no way be attributed to
God, as the Ash‘arites suggested.

A few implications are to be drawn at this juncture. The Muslim philosophers’ ontology
of good and evil is diverse, and its nuances are undermined when reduced to an objectivist
or rationalist view akin to Mu‘tazilites. While some follow to some extent the Neoplatonic
tendency in associating the existence of evil to matter, their understanding of experienced
moral good also draws on Aristotle. In so doing, the philosophers do not seem to side with
the supposedly Mu‘tazilites’ moral ontology and somewhat distance themselves from a realist
ontology concerning human actions. Furthermore, the philosophers’ adoption of the
teleological value of good and evil is manifest. It anticipates their commitment to the
necessity for a science of ethics that puts under scrutiny the voluntary good and evil. As
clearly attested by the Andalusian commentator, while the metaphysical good linked to the
first cause is assigned to the theoretical science, the experienced moral good related to human
actions falls under the gambit of the science of ethics. For Ibn Rushd such distinction has
some ramification, when he acknowledges, in his Talkhis al-akhldg, that the good associated
with God falls under the purview of metaphysics, while the relative good related to voluntary
human actions is at the core of the science of ethics (IBN RUSHD 1994: 46). Further, such
distinction carries for the commentator crucial epistemological ramifications. Unlike
metaphysics, which uses demonstrative arguments, Ibn Rushd associates ethics to dialectical
arguments as already shown by Frédérique WOERTHER (2019: 227-235 and 2018: 118-134),
a point which will further be discussed in the next section.
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Il. Moral Epistemology: opinion, practice, and dialectics

While the philosophers’ take on moral ontology was conspicuous, their input on moral
epistemology is less obvious and needs some effort to reconstruct. One fruitful course I shall
undertake is to piece together some of the philosophers’ comments on grasping moral
knowledge. Building upon David WIRMER (2019: 208) recent findings, 1 argue that the
philosophers adhere to Aristotle’s claim in the Ethics that moral knowledge does not rely on
abstraction and instead depends on developing the human ethos. To this end, I shall
demonstrate how the falasifa agreed to assert laws as the basis of developing the human
ethos. If this is so, then the question that posits itself is what is the epistemic status of the
moral knowledge based on the law? Another helpful thread to discern the philosophers’
insights on moral epistemology is to take their dispersed statements on ethical maxims, such
as lying is bad.

1. Ethos, law, and emotions: a prelude to moral knowledge

As I have noted earlier in his Nihayat al-igdam (The end of steps in the science of theology),
Abd al-KarTm SHAHRISTANI (1931: 376) gives a neat summary of the philosophers’ views on
ethics, which again deserves further attention. To our end, he asserts that Muslim
philosophers admit that given the limitation of the human intellect to reach all intelligibles
(al-ma‘qulaf) and human beings’ incapacity to fulfill their universal well-being, lawgivers
are necessary to human existence. Such view on the necessity of laws is best captured in Ibn
Stna’s Shifa’, where he attests that justice requires a lawgiver: “law and justice necessarily
require a lawgiver and dispenser of justice” (IBN SINA 2005: 364). To take it a step further,
the claim on the essential nature of the law might suggest that such necessity requires an
unquestionable acceptance of laws. Farabi gives us further insight into this basis of
acceptance of the law. In Jawami nawamis Aflatin (Summary of Plato’s Book of Laws), he
interprets the first teacher Plato to say there is no way to know the essence of laws and their
virtuous nature only through experience (fadarrub) (FARABI 1998: 128). This suggests that
laws are a given, and one can only come to arrive to grasp their moral value through
experience. Similarly, upon commenting on Aristotle’s Ethics, Ibn Rushd echoes this view.
At the beginning of his commentary, the Andalusian scholar admits that Plato was right to
underline the need to proceed from things that are obvious to us and then seek to reach to
principles. Thus, he suggests that rather than starting from abstract principles, one should
build up from what is obvious or visible from experience to build towards principles. To
elucidate his point, Ibn Rushd takes the example of he who wants to learn the essence of
beautiful and just matters in the political context. In this case, Ibn Rushd underlines that one
should start with building his or her character towards justice. In so doing, he makes a
consequential statement, admitting that the beginning of moral knowledge of justice and
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beautiful actions is its manifestation in reality. He then concludes that the existence of justice
and beautiful things are the beginning of knowledge (IBN RUSHD 2018: 37-38).32

Such statement affirms WIRMER’s (2019: 208) recent conclusion that Arabic philosophers,
specifically Farabit follows Aristotle’s statement in book ten of the Ethics: “it makes no sense
to pretend one can teach the political art in an abstract way, as the sophists claim to do, rather
one has to practice it and accumulate experience.”* Still, one can say that while both Farabi
and Ibn Rushd must have been drawing on Aristotle, Farabi seems to believe that this is a
view held by Plato as well. More importantly, such construal is best evidenced in Ibn Rushd’s
conclusion that realizing one’s character in human actions and accumulation of these
experiences is the starting point towards knowledge.

To flesh out how one fulfills his human ethos through experience, I shall briefly look into
how the philosophers explained the role of the law in this equation. The answer can be found
first in Farab1’s definition of the role of the lawgiver. As I have argued elsewhere, for Farabi,
the lawgiver provides laws with ethical measures reflecting a defined emotive value and
amount of justice to serve as a barometer for fulfilling the human ethos. These measures,
which the philosophers associate to the mean between virtues and vices to avoid excess or
deficiency or, in Aristotelian parlance to mesotes, serve as a basis to gauge the good and evil
in relation to actions (IBN SINA 2005: 377-378, BOUHAFA 2019b). To understand how the
substantive ethical content of the law helps us be moral, the philosophers draw from
Aristotle’s aretaic theory and its moral psychology. In equating law with mesotes, Farabi
endorses Aristotle’s view on the role of emotion that is pain and pleasure, to serve as an
indicator to gauge actions.* This is not to say that pleasure and pain are the main aims of
ethics, rather it affirms how the application of the substantive ethical measure of the law
regulates the emotions of the soul (FARABI 2007: 113-114 and for the Arabic see FARABI
1952: 68-69). Farabi shows how emotions are needed to discern the type of inclination we
have towards particular actions and specifically in terms of pleasure and pain. To better
explain the role of emotion, Farabit divides pleasure to what is material (mahsiisa) and what
is perceived (mafhiima), which distinguishes between sensual and psychological pleasures
and what is immediate and posthumous pleasure (FARABI 1952: 50-51). Similarly, Ibn Sina
defines the basis of ethos with the law in association to pleasure and pain. Ibn Stna underlines
that the lawgiver seeks to attain justice through the means to regulate morals and habits.*
The aim of the law, he argues, is to control passions to incite human beings towards the
correct action of the soul and fulfill its purification to achieve its higher aim. Ibn Sina
associates the first aim of controlling passions and inciting people towards correct actions to

32 Ibn Rushd does not simply reiterate Aristotle’s view but also makes a significant addition. For the parallel
passage in Aristotle, see 1984: 1. 1095a30-1095b10, and for the Arabic version of Aristotle’s Ethics, see
ARISTOTLE 2015: 118.

33 As I have noted earlier, Wirmer focused on the discussion of habit Book X. 9, 1180b28-1181b1. Still,
one finds this position explicit at the very beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, a position endorsed by
and refined in IBN RUSHD 2018: 38.

34 In The Nicomachean Ethics, Book 11, Aristotle (1984: 1104b4-5.) says: “We must take as a sign of states
the pleasure or pain that supervenes on acts; for the man who abstains from bodily pleasures and delights
in this very fact is temperate.” For the Arabic version see, ARISTOTLE 2005: 160-161.

35 IBN SINA 2005: 377-378.
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worldly pleasure aimed at conserving the human body through procreation and the city’s
survival through courage. So, fulfilling the right amount of worldly pleasures preserves the
basis of human existence both at the individual and the city level. Thus he cautions us against
excess in pleasure to maintain human interest (IBN SINA 2005: 377-378). Ibn Rushd follows
the same lead in underlining how pleasure and pain serve as proofs for virtues:“And also
virtues are in actions and passions and every passion and action is followed by pleasure and
pain, for that reason virtue must be concerned with pleasure and pain, by that I mean that
they must follow what is needed” (IBN RUSHD 2018: 83).%6 He also adds that the point is not
to avoid all pain and pleasure or accept either; instead, one needs to measure their amount
and account for the objectives of the action. More importantly, he draws attention to the
significance of pain and pleasure to the lawgivers’s aim, which indicates their role in relation
to the law. Later on, Ibn Rushd showcases how the state of the soul of injustice is incurred
when people seek the wrong measure of pleasure or pain, abandon it or perform an act in the
wrong time or manner (IBN RUSHD 2018: 84). Similar views can be found in other writings
of Ibn Rushd, but this shall suffice to affirm his call to the practical realization of ethics as
the starting point to moral knowledge. Hence the indispensable role of law.

In a nutshell, this account provides enough evidence to adduce that moral knowledge has
to start from accumulating experience based on measures provided by lawgivers and not
abstract principles. This could serve to explain why Muslim philosophers took laws as a tool
to the realization of ethos. As suggested by Farabi the nature of law can only be known with
experience. This might also warrant for Ibn Rushd’s allusion that the essence of
Muhammad’s claim to prophecy is like the doctor’s case cannot be established on the rational
ground rather on practical ground. In the same way, healing is the basis for being a doctor;
laws are the basis for being a prophet (IBN RUSHD 1998: 177, BOUHAFA 2016: 217-218). Be
that as it may, since the law is the basis for moral knowledge, the question that remains is:
what is the epistemology of the law?

2. The epistemology of the law

Erecting the moral epistemology of law in philosophy is an arduous task that needs an
independent study. A comprehensive outlook would consider first the philosophers’
evaluation of Islamic moral knowledge, the basis of Islamic law. This task has first been
undertaken by AOUAD’s (2007: 1-88) comparative framework between Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ibn
Rushd and Ibn Tumlis. Also, BoU AKL (2015: 10-49) looked into Ibn Rushd’s view of
testimony that is transmitted through the Muslim community based on continuous
tradition fawatur. | have also, in a recent piece (2019a), revisited the question to look at how
Ibn Rushd evaluated both the continuous tradition tawatur as well as the solitary tradition
known as ahad.’” Based on these studies, one can conclude that philosophers, especially
Farabt and Ibn Rushd, relate the basis of Islamic knowledge in law, both fawatur and a@had,
to testimony (shahdda), which falls under the epistemological scope of the discourse of

36 For the English translation of Aristotle’s, see ARISTOTLE 1984: 11.1104b 4-24, and for the Arabic version
of the Nicomachean Ethics, see ARISTOTLE 2005: 160-162.

37 See also BLACK’s (2019: 103-110) account on testimonial knowledge.
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rhetoric, the realm of probable opinions in Arabic logic.*® Building on these findings, I will
limit myself to looking at some of the philosophers’ conceptions of legal argumentation.

While the most suggestive account on the status of the law can be found in Ibn Rushd’s,
one can still glean some significant perspective from Farabi first. Farabi, as I have discussed
elsewhere, makes a consequential comment on the status of the principles of laws brought by
the lawgiver when he admits that these principles are not to be taken as universals as they are
restricted to some conditions (BOUHAFA 2019b: 21-22). To illustrate this point in Kitab al-
milla, he distinguishes between the universal modality of the human being, which refers to
all human beings and the modality of the human being who is writing, which attaches the
condition of writing to a human being and therefore precludes its universal status as a
reference to all human beings.*® Likewise, the laws provide principles with conditions for
their application. Furthermore, in Kitab al-qiyas (Book on the Syllogism), Farab1 (1986: 54-
55) discusses the nature of legal reasoning. First, he claims that in law, inferential reasoning
relies on accepted premises based on the principles of jurisprudence such as Quran and
Hadith. Thus, he evokes the link between legal reasoning and rhetorical arguments, which
are probable premises accepted by people.*® Also, he notes that accepted opinions of the law
are either conveyed as an apodictic judgment such as “all wine is forbidden” or expressed in
a peremptory form such as a command, prohibition, urge, etc. As for peremptory forms, he
refers to a set of examples from the Quranic commands on calling for honouring contracts,
being just, and avoiding false testimony. Farabt avers that whether a command carries an
apodictic or peremptory tone still needs to be transformed into a resolute statement. As to
applying this principle to “all wine is forbidden,” he explains that this can only be generalized
to a statement in univocal cases but not in equivocal ones. For the latter cannot be considered
truly universal. This shows that legal inferences are also governed by semantic ambiguity
and admits that one cannot talk about a true universal principle in the case of equivocation.
To our end, this means that legal reasoning does not only rely on accepted probable premises;
it can only produce true principles when it is premised on univocal expression (FARABI 1986:
55). Obviously, the cases of univocal expressions are limited in Islamic law compared to
those bearing equivocal expressions, which means that for Farabi, a significant portion of the
principles in law cannot be deemed true principles.

This outlook on the probable nature of the law carries some resonance to Ibn Stna’s
allusive remarks in the al-Tabiiyyat min ‘uyin al-hikma (Elements of philosophy). In his
exposition of the two faculties of the rational soul, Ibn Sina distinguishes between the
practical faculty (al-‘aql al-‘amali), which is disposed towards actions and therefore focuses
on the body (what should be done or averted) and the theoretical faculty, specific to the soul
and oriented to the celestial realm reaching perfection through divine emanation (IBN SINA
n.d: 33-34). To this, he adds that while the theoretical intellect accepts the essence of

38 As noted by BLACK (2019: 103), Ibn Sina is different from Farabi, as he includes fawatur among the
sources of certainty and deems them as empiricals.

39 FARABI2001: 97.
40 As already mentioned by BOU AKL (2019: 56), Farabi admits that inferences are premised on combining
the universal with the particular. This combination affects three principles: the universal considered as

universal, a universal substituted for an intended particular, the particular substituted for the intended
universal, and the example. Obviously, here I limit myself to noting the first principle only.
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universal matters, the practical intellect, as a faculty, triggers the appetitive faculty (al-
quwwa-Il-shawgqiyya) to what is chosen from particulars for a presumptive aim (ghaya
maznina) (IBN SINA n.d.: 80). Referring to actions in terms of prohibition and commands, he
implies the adherence to law, which falls within the remit of the practical faculty. When Ibn
Stna links the aims of practical faculty to opinions, he alludes to the presumptive nature of
the law. Such perspective is confirmed when he ties the theoretical wisdom to the certain
demonstrative belief of beings (al-i‘tigad al-yaqint) and attests that the practical part does not
aim to fulfill belief based on the certainty of beings and rather aims for the correctness of
opinion (sikhat al-ra’y) in matters related to human actions to gain what is good.*' So the
goal of the practical faculty is not to effectuate belief but to ensure an opinion (ra’y) for the
aim of action (IBN SINA n.d.: 105).> This leads me to conclude that he also ascribes law to
the domain of presumptive opinion.

As both a philosopher and a jurist, Ibn Rushd’s vocation comes in handy to help us further
infer philosophy’s appraisal of the law. Some conclusions on the probable value of legal
reasoning have been made by BOoU AKL (2019) when he showcases Ibn Rushd’s refinement
of Farab1’s account on the link between legal reasoning and rhetorical syllogism. So, there is
no need to rehearse that Ibn Rushd is an agreement on the probable basis of legal reasoning
made by his predecessors, as clearly voiced in his decisive treatise when he admits that logical
syllogism is certain (yagini), legal syllogism is presumptive (zanni) (IBN RUSHD 2001: 9).
Instead, I would like to focus on some of his views in Talkhis jumhiriyyat Aflatin and his
legal treatise al-Darir? (the Abridgment of the principles of jurisprudence), where he
discusses the relation between principles and particulars in law and ethics. His statement in
the commentary echoes his insights in his legal treatise and therefore should both be looked
at simultaneously:

(1) “We say: This science, known as practical science, differs essentially from the
theoretical sciences. Now this is clear inasmuch as its subject differs from the subject
of each and every one of the theoretical sciences and its principles differ from their
principles. This is because the subject of this science is volitional things, the doing of
which is within our power, and the principle of these things is will and choice; just as
the principle of natural science is nature and its subject the natural things, and the
principle of the divine science is God (may he be exalted!) and its subject the divine
things. Furthermore, this science differs from the theoretical sciences in that their end
is knowledge alone; if there is anything of action in them it is by accident, as happens
in many of the matters that the mathematicians study. Now the end of this science is

41 Ibn Rushd has a similar point on the necessity of accepting probable evidence in jurisprudence to fulfil
good and justice. See BOUHAFA 2019a: 71.

42 This division also dovetails with his distinction between the material pleasure, which he associates with
the law, and immaterial pleasure as the ultimate aim and essence of the soul. This can be evidenced by
his statement that: “It was made clear that the only path to happiness (al-rihaniyya) is the intellect (al-
‘aql) as for physical happiness (al-sa‘ada al-badaniyya) that is only fulfilled by revelation and law.”
(IBN SINA n.d.: 115). This distinction between the material happiness defined by shari‘a and spiritual
happiness based on the intellect shows his commitment to an intellectual eschatology and associates the
moral basis of the law to materialism rather than intellectualism. This affirms Michot’s conclusion on the
dual destinies of human beings. For more, see MICHOT 1986: 49-54, IBN SINA 1984: 152, 154, and 130.
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action alone, even though its parts differ in their proximity to action. For of the general
rules [whose account] is supplied by this science, the more general is further removed
from action and the less general is nearer, just as in the art of medicine (IBN RUSHD
1974: 3-4).

(2) Either a knowledge whose aim is producing only belief in the soul, such as the
science of the origination of the world and the affirmation of the indivisibility of the
part, and similar things. Or knowledge, whose aim is action and this pertains to general
principles, which is remote in terms of its utility to action and what is particular and
closer in terms of its utility to action. Under the particular part is the science of the
status of prayer and alms giving and as well as particular precepts and laws and the
universal part is, for example, the science of principles on which these particulars are
built (IBN RUSHD 2016:119).4

In the first instance, Ibn Rushd introduces the distinction between practical and theoretical
sciences, admitting that their difference is premised on their subject matters and principles.
While the nature of practical matters is choice and deliberation, the principle of natural
sciences is nature, and for metaphysics is God. The distinction implies that the aim for
theoretical science is knowledge and practical philosophy is action. Herein, he makes an
important remark on the value of action when he notes that the different parts of this science
differ in their proximity to action. This allusion comes to assert some gradation, where certain
parts are closer to action than others. In the second statement, Ibn Rushd makes a similar
position on the division of sciences into three kinds; I shall focus on the two types that
concern us. First, he delineates theoretical knowledge as the type of knowledge that aims at
producing belief in the soul, (e.g. the science of origination of the world and the existence of
an indivisible part).* The second type, which has its aim as action, is jurisprudence. He again
reiterates that the particulars in this realm is closer to truth, as seen in the examples of ritual
norms of Islamic law such as prayer and almsgiving. This comes to assert that the particulars
of the law are closer to the aim of actions than principles, which are more distant. A similar
assertion is found in the Talkhis al-aklhaq, where he admits that one shall not limit oneself
to general definition but rather to particular matter: “For general inclusive statements about
actions are not very correct, while particulars are closer to the truth, because actions are
particular matters” (IBN RUSHD 2018: 96).4

While this fits well with his earlier assertion on the priority of experience over abstraction
in ethics, his example on the relation between principles of the law and particulars is
suggestive. Ibn Rushd seems to imply that one should not assume the superiority of principles
over particulars; on the contrary particulars can be superior when considering their proximity
to actions. This understanding could be informed by the division in Islamic legal philosophy
between the principles of the law and its branches, which, as Hallaq has shown, have a

43 This is my own translation. For the Arabic, see Bou Akl’s edition and commentary on this passage in
IBN RUSHD 2015: 118.

44 For more, see BEN AHMED 2010-2011: 48.

45 For corresponding passage in the Nicomachean Ethics, see ARISTOTLE 1984: 1107a28-33 and for the
Arabic version see ARISTOTLE 2005: 174.
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dialectical relation where they both inform one other.*® If this is true, Ibn Rushd would be
going beyond Farabi to assert that principles not only lack an absolute universal status, but
also have no full ascendancy over particulars.

In a nutshell, the philosophers’ insights on moral epistemology are complex. In admitting
a skeptical view on the human capacity to reach ethical principles on their own, they
underline the indispensable role of the lawgivers to provide principles to direct the human
ethos towards the good. Still these principles do not aspire to the certainty required in
theoretical knowledge considering their reliance on accepted premises. Also, their
application cannot be systematic and should consider some operations to deduce the
conditions of their application to particulars. Furthermore, Ibn Rushd echoes that principles
shall not take systematic priority over particulars, reflecting how jurisprudence rests on a
complex dialectic between principles and particulars.

3. The epistemic status of ethical judgments

Another significant discussion about moral epistemology is linked to the status of ethical
propositions that are deemed to be shared among people. The debate on the status of ethical
propositions such as ‘lying is bad and justice is good’ goes back to theologians’ discussions,
especially the Mu‘tazilites and Ash‘arites. The Mu‘tazilites insist that certain ethical
properties of acts are immediately perceptible to the intellect through intuition, such as lying
is bad, which they deem as a universal rational proposition. In contrast, the Ash‘arites
challenge the universality of propositions such as ‘lying is bad’, invoking the example of
lying to save the Prophet’s life.*” Although the theologians’ position is beyond the scope of
the study, one should note that the philosophers seem to align with the Ash‘arites in rejecting
the intuitive nature of ethical judgments but do not discount their intelligible nature. For the
philosophers this discussion of ethical propositions is the task of the logician to assess the
different premises used in logical discourse and the degree of assent or belief each proposition
produces. So, philosphers agree that ethical judgments or maxims such as lying is bad and
justice is good fall under logical premises known as widely accepted (mashhiirat) or reput-
able premises (mahmiidat). Here let me provide few examples from their various discussions
and draw some preliminary conclusions.

At the beginning of his Kitab al-burhan (Book of Demonstration), Farabi starts with the
status of certain propositions used in logic. He then outlines the different degrees of certainty
(yagin) possible in producing assent (fasdig) or belief in logic ranging from what is certain
to what is proximate to being certain and finally to opinion producing only contentment
(FARABI 1987: 20).* When considering the type of assent that produces approximate belief,
he refers to the widely accepted propositions (al-mashhirat). The truthfulness of the widely

46 On the complex relationship between the principles and substantive law, see HALLAQ 1994 and
AHMAD 2006.

47 For the English translation of Ghazali’s discussion of the epistemic status of reputable opinions, see
REINHART 1995: 88 and SHIHADEH’s article in this special issue too.

48 Farabi links contentment to a psychological process that ensues a state of tranquility of the soul (sukiin
al-nafs). For more, see BLACK 1990: 103-104.
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accepted proposition, he limns, is based on the testimony of all or most people.*® Still linking
these propositions to testimony relegates them to the status that is lower than total certainty.
Widely accepted propositions produce assent that is akin to contentment or persuasion but
still generate some objection in the soul (mu‘anada). In his Tanbih ‘ala sabil al-
sa‘ada (Directing Attention to the Way of Happiness), Farabi refers to the role of widely
accepted propositions taking the example of ethical maxims such as: thanking the benefactor
and justice is beautiful in the ethical realm of human actions (FARABI 1952: 73). This leads
us to conclude that although he admits that ethical judgments are widely accepted opinions
that can only produce contentment in the soul, he still underlines their practical function in
ethics. The implications of such inference will become more evident in Farab1’s successors.

One can find Ibn Sina’s evaluation of ethical judgments in various instances of his
writings. In the Shifa’, he outlines the different types of premises used in logic including the
widely accepted beliefs which, he admits, are of two kinds. The first type is meant for a
specific group (¢a@’ifa), and the second is shared by most people. To our purpose, he associates
the second type of beliefs to ethical propositions such as thanking the benefactor, justice is
good, and injustice is evil. He adds that these widely accepted beliefs are not related to first
nature (fitra) and can be true or false. Even when these propositions are true, they still stand
in need of proofs. To explain this point, he admits that while some of these propositions can
be true, a condition is attached to their veracity. Such condition, however, tends to be
invisible to most people. This implies that these propositions shall not be applied in universal
fashion even though they are deemed universal among the masses who are oblivious to the
condition required to their truthfulness (IBN SINA 1956: 66). Further, Ibn Stna admits the
beneficial role of ethical precepts, which stems from the belief they produce in the soul
without any opposition (IBN SINA 1956: 67). In precluding the occurrence of any opposition
within the soul, he justifies their epistemic stability in producing belief.

Ibn Sina reiterates similar views in a/-Najat (The Deliverance), al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat
(Pointers and Reminders), and Kitab al-nafs (De Anima).® In the Najat, he emphasizes how
the widely accepted beliefs produce assent based on notoriety as they are reputed premises
or opinions accepted based on the testimony of most people, such as justice is beautiful, or
the testimony of most scholars or virtuous people without any rejection of the masses. More
importantly, he asserts that these are neither linked to what is innately known (fitra) nor to
estimation (wahm), but they are rather established in the soul (mutaqarrira fi I-nafs).5" Still,
in admitting that these propositions are neither innate nor estimative, Ibn Sina is taking a
middle ground (IBN SINA 1986: 99-100). I mean here, he neither ascribes to these propositions
a self-evident intuitive character nor attributes to them an estimative nature, which would
affirm their subjective character. In fact, in his Kitab al-nafs, after he associates emotions to
the estimative faculty, he locates ethical judgments right in-between the practical and the
theoretical faculty of the soul (IBN SINA 1959: 46). Such a move is not arbitrary and might be
taken as a ground to differentiate estimation from ethical precepts. This might call for

49 For an extensive discussion of the relationship between testimony (shahada) and widely accepted
propositions (mashhirat), see Aouad’s introduction (2007: 1-88).

50 IBN SINA 1986: 99-100; 1959: 46-47; 1960: 350-353.

51 For a detailed discussion of the inconsistency of Ibn Sina on the role of estimation in ethical judgement
see BLACK 1993: 243 and her discussion of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique.
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nuancing VASALOU’s (2016: 63) reading of Ibn Sina’s account on ethical precepts. While she
admits that Ibn Stna affirms the practical value of ethical precepts, she argues that Ibn Sna
denies their epistemic value, as he associates them with the estimation he distrusts. However,
BLACK (1993: 244) does acknowledge that “Avicenna is unwilling to extend the concept of
estimative grasp of intentions, even if estimative instincts may contribute to the intellect’s
ability to inculcate these beliefs.” The question that remains is why Ibn Sina insists that
ethical precepts are not estimative wahmi, a point that is later endorsed by Ghazali, too, and
what this means for the epistemic value of ethical propositions. While I shall leave this
scrutiny for another occasion, it shall suffice for now to infer that Ibn Stna’s denial of the
self-evident nature of ethical precepts should not be taken as a straightforward denial of their
epistemic value.®? In so doing, he would have to also deny, for example, opinions based
on tawdatur also premised on testimony, which he treats as equivalent to empiricals.** Even
further, he would be denying the social function of logic altogether.

Looking back at his account in al-Najat, Ibn Sina attempts to link the origin of ethical
judgments to the desire for peace, conciliation and human ethics, and ancient laws which
were not abrogated to ensure stability, as well as multiple inductions (IBN SINA 1986: 100).%
Here Ibn Sina seeks to ground ethical precepts in a social and political context where human
beings discover certain instincts towards reconciliation and peace. He also associates these
judgments to the authority of ancient laws, which, although were abrogated, seem to leave
some residue of a universal basis. This might attests to the durability of certain ethical beliefs
in human existence. Finally, he also links ethical maxims to multiple inductions, suggesting
that these opinions have been tested repeatedly throughout history. These assertions, based
on some continuity in human experience, might explain why he upholds in his commentary
to the rhetoric that these beliefs are both believed and seen by people: “ya‘taqidiinaha wa-
yarawnaha” (IBN SINA 1954: 94). In other words, people do not simply reason these opinions;
rather they hold a strong belief in their soul without any opposition linked to some empirical
basis. Further, these opinions cannot be subjective as their authority does not come from each
individual on its own. Rather these judgments are formed by the whole community of
individuals who testified to certain basic principles of existence, such as the inclination
towards peace, the experience of morality in relation to human laws.

To conclude, while Ibn Sina is cautious about attributing ethical maxims to intuition, he
tries to ground them in something stable. Therefore, he resorts to habit, the natural need to
sociability and peace, and multiple inductions. In so doing, he remains consistent in denying
their origin to fitra or wahm. Instead, Ibn Sina attempts to associate these judgments to
contextual and experiential evidence, which comes to establish itself in the human soul,
specifically between the theoretical and practical faculty. In so doing, he cements the nature
of ethical judgments to the collective desire of stability associated with laws and ethics and
the sustainable impact of experience on the human soul. To gauge whether this outcome is
satisfactory deserves a more comprehensive study of Ibn Sina’s reflections in another

52 [ will expand further on this in my forthcoming book.
53 On Ibn Sta’s position on tawatur, see BLACK 2019: 103 and the introduction in AOUAD 2006.

54 Also, In Isharat, he links ethical judgments to divine laws, character or passions, and induction
(IBN SINA 1960: 133). IBN RUSHD (2002: 113) and Tt refer to these laws as unwritten laws. See Tus1’s
commentary in IBN SINA 1960: 351.
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occasion. To conclude, Ibn Sina is both reluctant to ascribe a self-evident character to ethical
propositions or deny their epistemic capacity for producing consensual position on ethics.

Endorsing the universal dimension of ethical judgments, Ibn Rushd, in line with his
predecessors, links their epistemic value to universal acceptance or to put it in his terms
nobility (sharaf).®® Ibn Rushd admits the universal nature of widely accepted premises,
insisting that they can both be true or false. Taking the social function of widely accepted
premises in the logical art of rhetoric for example, he claims that true premises can only be
used if they pass the test of reputability (wide acceptance among people). This asserts that in
a social context, logical propositions prioritize reputability over truthfulness. More
importantly, he provides us with a hierarchy among the widely accepted premises, which do
not rest on truth, but on what he calls nobility, referring to their reputable status among people
(IBN RUSHD 1977: 51-52, Arabic 158-159). In this hierarchy, he exalts the widely accepted
premises known as mahmiidat, such as thanking the benefactor and filial piety for their
esteemed status among all people, including the masses and the experts. These propositions,
he argues, bear a universal status that goes beyond cultural boundaries.

Ibn Rushd also notes that the mahmiidat are generic and can be used in both dialectical
and rhetorical arguments. Here, he explains that while the art of dialectic uses the mah-
miidat for their truthful nature, rhetoric uses them for their reputability. Such a view is linked
to rhetoric’s role in the social and political sphere, which appeals to reputable opinions. Still,
he adds that to persuade people based on mahmiidat, one needs to present a proposition on
the basis of the unexamined opinion or al-mashhir fi badi’ al-ra’y (AOUAD 1992: 145 and
BLACK 1990: 151). The unexamined opinion or al-mashhir fi badi’ al-ra’y al-mushtarak falls
within the widely accepted propositions but produces a belief, which immediately strikes a
person before even submitting it into scrutiny. “In other words, the unexamined opinion bears
an immediate effect on the person who is bound to its trust as soon as it happens” (BOUHAFA
2016:109). As shown by AOUAD and BLACK, this unexamined opinion rests on quasi-rational
or embryonic rationality shared by all human beings. Such quasi-rationality can be incorrect
but carries an essential value in its shared and immediate character in the political context.
As we shall see, Ibn Rushd values this consensual basis of the mahmiidat in the political
context. To grasp this role, we need to lend a close look at the notion he develops in his
commentaries to Aristotle’s Rhetoric the unwritten laws.

Building upon Aristotle, Ibn Rushd distinguishes between two types of laws: (1) The
written laws consisting of particular laws, which carry a finite ethical measure (a value of
good and bad) applicable to actions. (2) The unwritten laws are universal laws that carry
infinite ethical content (value of good and bad) beyond the limited measure of the written
laws. While the written laws play an important role in providing definite ethical measures to
gauge human actions, they often fall short of good and bad values because of the contingency
in voluntary actions. Thus, the unwritten laws serve as a ground to supplement the written
laws with a value of good and bad to mitigate the harshness or laxity of the finite measure of
the written laws and fulfil the intent of the lawgiver. To our purpose, Ibn Rushd specifically
links the origin of the unwritten laws to the mahmiidat such as thanking the benefactor and

55 This is also endorsed by TiisT when commenting on Ibn Stna’s Isharat (IBN SINA 1960: 343).
56 For a comparison between Ibn Sina and TasT see, IBN SINA 1960: 343.
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filial piety (IBN RUSHD 2002: 84-85).%" This link comes to establish the universal basis of the
unwritten laws. More importantly, he admits that the unwritten laws and, therefore the
reputable ethical precepts are in the nature of people, although we do not know how they are
originated. In addition, Ibn Rushd ascribes a persuasive role to ethical precepts in order to
guarantee the acceptance of legal judgments drawn based on the unwritten laws. On this
account, ethical precepts through the unwritten laws come to play a corrective ethical
function. To this end, Ibn Rushd cautions jurists to present arguments based on true reputable
judgment to people under the guise of the widely accepted unexamined opinion to guarantee
their acceptance. In so doing, Ibn Rushd admits that as people need to be convinced in legal
matters, the use of reputable opinions should be justified on the basis of unexamined opinions
shared by all human beings. Thus, the practical function of ethical precepts is grounded on a
communal epistemological value and draws on the most common denominator among people
while still being able to produce truthful judgments. This unravels the dialectical character
of reputable ethical opinions and their malleability in the realm of legal justice, as they can
both be true and accepted by the masses.

While the philosophers’ appraisal of ethical judgments denies their self-evident nature, I
shall emphasize that they are, with some different degrees, somewhat confident of the ethical
propositions’ robust epistemic status in ensuing belief within the soul. Still, these beliefs
remain only inside of the soul and have no extra-mental existence. For Ibn Sina while these
might be true and certain, they require proof.*® Ibn Rushd calls for using these premises as a
corrective basis to attain justice. Still attributing to ethical judgments a universal character
without committing to an intuitive basis is suggestive. In so doing, philosophers ascribe to
ethical precepts a relatively stable epistemic status and even the possibility of being true or
come close to the truth; they still remain within a dialectical scope, where the belief produced
here only bears an existence inside of the soul.

Conclusion

This study discloses the complexity of ethical reflection in Arabic philosophy. It showcases
how ascribing objectivity to rational ethics cannot be restricted to an intuitive perspective,
which asserts an intrinsic value to human actions. Looking at the philosophers’ moral
ontology, I unravel the importance of their distinction between values of good and evil linked
to metaphysics and the construction of norms in the realm of the science of ethics. As seen
with Ibn Rushd this also rests on an essential epistemological distinction, which associates
metaphysics with truth and ethics with dialectics. Such a perspective dovetails with the
epistemological discussions linked to morality and law in Arabic philosophy. As I noted, the
philosophers seem to be in line with Aristotle in denying the role of lofty abstract ideals in
grasping moral knowledge. Instead, they seem to underline the value of practice and
accumulating experience to realize the good in actions, which Ibn Rushd sets as the first step

57 On the unwritten laws, see AOUAD 2002 and BOUHAFA 2016 and 2019.

58 I shall provide a more extensive discussion of ethical judgment in my upcoming book, An Economy of
Contingency in Ethics, Law, and Truth: Averroes’s Moral Philosophy (Brill, forthcoming 2022).
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toward knowing the good. Thus, the law serves as a barometer to achieve ethical knowledge.
Despite its efficiency to bring human ethos, the law does not require the certainty sought in
theoretical knowledge and relies on probable reasoning akin to rhetorical argumentation.
Similarly, despite the philosophers’ acceptance of the universal basis of ethical judgments,
they seem to be apprehensive about asserting their intuitive character and opted for
maintaining a dialectical approach in the realm of norm construction. This reluctance might
be related to the epistemology of the law, especially the dialectical relation between
principles and practice, as seen in Ibn Rushd. Attributing a high moral ideal to ethical
judgments might break this dynamic. Higher principles cannot systematically overrule
practice or consensus, which seems to be fundamental for morality. In so doing, Arabic
philosophers might be urging us to revisit the veneration of theory vs. practice in the realm
of ethics.
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The Place of Virtue Ethics within the Post-Classical
Discourse on hikma: Fakhr al-Din al-Razr’s al-Nafs
wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma

FRANK GRIFFEL (Yale University)

Abstract

Preserved in what seems to be a unique manuscript at the Bodleian Library, al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh
quwahumda (The Soul and the Spirit together with an Explanation of Their Faculties) of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
(d. 606/1210) is a curious book. At the beginning, the author decribes the text as part of the philosophical
sciences (as opposed to the religious ones) and clarifies that it deals with /m al-akhlag, meaning Aristotelian
virtue ethics. The text is divided into two parts, the first explaining subjects of philosophical psychology, such
as the nature of the soul, its faculties, and its survival after the death of the body. The second part explains
how one can “treat” or “heal” the soul from certain negative character traits or vices. In both parts, the book
makes liberal use of quotations from the Qur’an, from prophetical hadith, and from sayings by other prophets
and sages. This is quite unlike any other “book on philosophy” that Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wrote.

The article explains the distinction between philosophical and non-philosophical books in Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi and what it means for a book to belong to the former group. Al-Razi’s works in the theoretical fields of
philosophy (logic, the natural sciences, metaphysics, and theology) do not use evidence derived from
revelation and hardly ever refer to it. The relationship between revelation and the practical disciplines of
philosophy (among them ethics), however, is different from the relation between revelation and theoretical
philosophy. This difference leads in Avicenna to an almost complete abandonment of the practical disciplines.
In authors who follow Avicenna in his Farabian approach to the relationship between philosophy and
revelation, it leads to hybrid works such as al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma that follow a philosophical
agenda but employ means and strategies that mimic and imitate revelation.

Keywords: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Avicenna, al-Ghazali, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, 7lm al-akhlaq, Ethics,
Practical philosophy, Psychology, Soul, Prophecy, Revelation.

Around the year 622/1225, the philosopher ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (d. 629/1231) wrote an
essay of cultural criticism where he voiced his dissatisfaction with the predominant directions
of intellectual life during his days. The text is known as the Kita@b al-Nasthatayn, or the Book
of the Two Pieces of Advice and ‘Abd al-Latif wrote it most probably in the Anatolian city of
Erzincan where he worked as a teacher in the ‘uliim al-awda’il, the rational sciences that the
Arabs had inherited from the Greeks. ‘Abd al-Latif’s two pieces of advice are actually just a
single one, spread out over two fields of knowledge. In medicine as well as in philosophy,
students of these two fields do well if they just stick to the Greek forefathers and disregard
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as much as possible the Arabic authors who have deviated from them. In medicine, students
should study the works of Galen and Hippocrates and in philosophy those of Aristotle and
Plato. Arabic authors are worthy of attention only insofar as they are faithful to the Greeks.
Al-Farabi (d. 339/950-951) was, in ‘Abd al-Latif’s opinion, such a faithful follower but
Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. 428/1037) was not. In fact, the second part of ‘Abd al-Latif’s book on
philosophy is a long diatribe and a polemic against Avicenna’s works, his philosophy, and
against his corrupting influence on many scholars, among them al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and
Ibn Sahlan al-Saw1 (d. after 536/1141; al-BAGHDADI 2017: 165-166). His most violent attacks
against Avicenna come at the end of his book when ‘Abd al-Latif touches on Avicenna’s
moral conduct. Those who know Avicenna well and who follow him, ‘Abd al-Latif says,
“report that he used to drink wine and indulge in fornication (vartakibu I-fawahish) and that
he would write his books only when drunk and intoxicated.” (al-BAGHDADI 2017: 168). Such
behavior is unworthy of a philosopher and it brought the whole field into disrepute. It is,
however, not just a coincidence but a consequence of the way Avicenna conducted the
philosophical sciences. Close to the end of his Book of the Two Pieces of Advice, ‘Abd al-
Latif takes the reader into his confidence and says:

I will tell you a secret so amazing and of so much benefit that had this book of mine
contained nothing but this alone, it would have been enough to lend honor [to it]. It is
the following: We have reported about the philosophers (hukama’) that they said
philosophy (hikma) ought not to be taught to anybody except to those who grew up
according to prophetic practice (sunna) and who are accustomed to acting according
to the religious law (shari‘a). I will tell you the reason for this. This is that the religious
law accustoms one to be bound by its fetters (quyiid) to the point that one stops at its
commandments and its prohibitions. But the fetters of philosophy are more numerous
and heavier, so that whoever is not accustomed to the fetters of the religious law
despite their lightness, how can he withstand the fetters of philosophy with all their
weight? (al-BAGHDADI 2017: 169-170; English translation adopted from MARTINI
BONADEO 2013: 192-193)

Avicenna could not even live up to the religious prohibition of drinking alcohol despite its
moral lightness. With regard to his sexual conduct, Avicenna’s promiscuity may not have
broken the religious law. ‘Abd al-Latif mentions that the Muslim religious law allows a man
to have sex with four wives and with as many beautiful concubines as he wishes. Philosophy,
however, prohibits frequent sexual activity because it weakens body and soul in their
attainment of the truth. Philosophy also prescribes a strict continence on eating and drinking
to avoid damage to body and soul and, so ‘Abd al-Latif says here at least implicitly, it
prohibits intoxication (al-BAGHDADI 2017: 170).

Avicenna violated the moral code of philosophy because he was one of those whom ‘Abd
al-Latif calls a “vain,” “worthless,” and a “false philosopher” (faylasif bahraj, batil, and ziir;
al-BAGHDADI 2017: 173). He focused only on the theoretical science and did not understand
that the true goal of philosophy and its ultimate purpose lies in the actions that it makes its
practitioners adopt. The false philosopher, so ‘Abd al-Latif, acquires some measure of the
theoretical sciences and believes that with it he has also acquired happiness (sa‘ada). Such
happiness, however, is only of the kind that the masses of the people deem desirable. He
neglects to habituate himself in doing truly virtuous acts. Instead, the vain philosopher
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follows his own appetites and inclinations. The true philosopher, however, follows the
example of Plato and al-Farabi and “their actions and their conduct in life are a witness to
their teachings. Their teachings are not empty of deeds so that one could think they are
fabrications and make-believe” (al-BAGHDADI 2017: 174).

Although ‘Abd al-Latif never says so explicitly, what he bemoans in Avicenna’s ceuvre
is that the latter, unlike Plato and al-Farabi, never wrote a book of ethics. Plato wrote the
Laws and the Republic, and he has much to say about ethical conduct. Al-Farabt wrote a
commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which is lost, and he has much to say about
the right conduct in many of his other books (see RUDOLPH 2017: 622-636). In all his
numerous philosophical encyclopedias, however, Avicenna never included a part that deals
with ethics. His most extensive philosophical work The Fulfillment (al-Shifa’) is divided into
four parts: logic, mathematic, natural sciences, and ilahiyyat, which is metaphysics and
philosophical theology. Practical philosophy is dealt with only at the very end, in the tenth
book of the llahiyyat (Metaphysics/Theology) that deals with the office of the prophet and
the ideal rules he should issue for a society. The same is true for other of Avicenna’s
philosophical compendia such as Pointers and Reminders (al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat), for
instance, which is divided into two major parts of which the second one covers subjects in
the natural sciences and in metaphysics and theology combined. Whereas in al-Shifa’,
prophecy is dealt with at two places, the end of the natural sciences and the end of
metaphysics, the particular arrangement of al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat allows Avicenna to
explain it at one place only, namely in the tenth and last namat on the secrets of the signs and
wonders (asrar al-ayat). Here in Isharat, however, he says nothing about the particular laws
and rules a prophet should issue for his society.

If we look at Yahya Mahdav1’s bibliography of works by Avicenna as well as Jules L.
Janssens’ resourceful Annotated Bibliography on Ibn Sina of 1991 with its two appendices
of 1999 and 2017 and go to the pages that cover Avicenna’s own texts on ethics, the result is
quite meager (MAHDAVI 1954, JANSSENS 1991: 71-72; JANSSENS 1999: 35-36; JANSSENS
2017:131-134). There is a Kitab al-Akhldq that belongs to Avicenna’s short epistles, included
in a small collection of nine texts, Tis rasa’il, printed first 1881 in Istanbul. That epistle has
merely five pages and not once—as Charles Butterworth notes in a programmatic article of
1987 about Islamic traditions of virtue ethics—does it mention “character traits” or “moral
habits” (akhldq; BUTTERWORTH 1987: 244-246). Rather it talks about virtues (fad@’il), which
are qualities of the soul that humans need to perfect. Here, Avicenna mentions four cardinal
virtues (usil), namely temperance (iffa), courage (shaja‘a), practical wisdom (hikma), and
justice (‘adala). The latter is the combination of the three earlier virtues (similar in IBN SINA,
al-Shifa’, al-llahiyyat, 378). These cardinal virtues Avicenna divides into twenty-three
branches and identifies a particular sphere of influence for each. On the five pages of his
Kitab al-Akhlagq, however, Avicenna has precious little to say how these virtues are acquired.
At the beginning of the treatise he says that the perfection of one’s theoretical faculties—
which lead to happiness in this world and the next—will somewhat include the perfection of
the four cardinal virtues. This seems to vindicate ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi’s criticism that
for Avicenna the key of all perfections lies in the acquisition of the theoretical sciences and
that he paid no attention to philosophical ethics.

That does not mean, however, that Avicenna had no ethical theory. As an Aristotelian he
subscribed to the position that the morally good is defined in terms of the Aristotelian notion
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of entelékheia (“realization of potentialities”). Whatever leads to the perfection of the
potentialities inherent in things and in society is good and whatever distracts from it is bad
(ERLWEIN 2019: 30-35, 50). Among the little we can say for certain about Avicenna’s
teachings on morality is the fact that he understood moral judgments not as principles that
are valid in all circumstances but rather as highly contextualized agreements among members
of a certain society. Here he followed earlier concepts of moral judgments in Arabic
philosophy by, for instance Miskawayh (d. 421/1030). In an exchange of opinions between
Miskawayh and his colleague and friend al-Tawhidi (d. between 400/1009 and 414/1023),
written around 365/975 in Rayy, the latter asks whether a divinely revealed law (shari‘a) can
possibly include rules that violate reason, such as animal sacrifice or the imposition of blood
money on the clan of a murderer? This is something like a trick-question, as the latter was
practiced among Muslims and is sanctioned by Islamic law. Al-Tawhidi hence truly asks
whether the Muslim revealed law violates reason (‘aq/)? Miskawayh answers that it does not.
Judgments of reason are permanent and never cease to be valid. Moral judgments, however,
change and are subject to context (qara@’in) and to circumstances (shurit). The two examples
are not judgments of reason, Miskawayh clarifies, as the common opinion on animal sacrifice
has changed over time. What was once acceptable is now considered cruel and harmful. This
shows, however, that these moral judgments do not represent knowledge based on reason but
mere opinion (al-TAWHIDI 2019, II: 210-219).

Avicenna voices a similar position in some of his textbooks on logic. There, he discusses
the epistemological grounding of certain kinds of premises that we employ in arguments.
One class of premises are so called “mashhirat,” meaning “generally accepted knowledge”
that is affirmed by an unspoken consensus of people within a community. For most people
the existence of China, for instance, is such a mashhiira, given that most people rely for this
piece of information on the testimony of the few who have traveled there. One can also say
that mashhiirat are merely hearsay, albeit one that is not challenged by opposing information
and hence usually reliable. For Avicenna, moral judgments belong to this class of mashhirat.
In a famous thought experiment in al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat (Pointers and Reminders),
Avicenna asks his readers to imagine a situation in which a human has never had any
associations in this world, no parents, no education, has never heard about others’ opinions
or religious convictions, and that this human is only left with sense perception and his two
faculties of reason and of estimation (wahm) (VASALOU 2016: 58-65). Would such a human
decide that theft, lying, or animal sacrifice is wrong? Avicenna denies that he would and says
that nothing of this is required by “pure reason” (‘aq! sadhiy).

If a human were to imagine himself as created at once with a complete intellect, having
received no education and not being under the power of psychological and moral
sentiments, he would not assert any such propositions. (IBN SINA 2002: 127; Engl.
trans. VASALOU 2016: 59)

Yet this human would affirm that the whole is greater than its parts, which is eternally true
and becomes an axiom (awwaliyya) of the philosophical sciences. Moral judgments,
however, are not eternally true and hence not the object of proper philosophical inquiry. For
any Aristotelian “knowledge” (epistémé, ilm) is only that what is universal and hence always
true (ADAMSON 2005).
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Moral judgments are affected by their context (gara’in) and the circumstances (shuriit).
That is one reason why in Avicenna they become closely associated with politics and—as we
will see—with religion. Charles Butterworth pointed out that Avicenna subordinated the
acquisition of the virtues to politics and from there to the most efficient and virtuous way a
human society can organize, namely to prophetic legislation (BUTTERWORTH 1987: 238).
That is why the tenth book of al-llahiyyat (Metaphysics/Theology) in Avicenna’s al-Shifa’,
says Butterworth, should be regarded as the place where he deals with ethics. Butterworth
has shown that here, Avicenna not only talks about laws and about rules but also—quite
abruptly as Butterworth notices—about character traits (akhlag) and about habits (‘adat;
BUTTERWORTH 1987: 238-242). He also speaks about virtues (fada’il) and thus connects his
ideas about prophecy and its content to the moral discourse that readers of philosophy have
been familiar with in the works of al-Farabi, for instance. In short, if the very last book in his
al-Shifa’ is the place where Avicenna explains his moral theory, it is one that is based on the
familiar Aristotelian themes of virtues and character traits that are acquired through
habituation. This habituation, however, is best achieved through prophetic legislation and by
revelation.

Avicenna, however, was not the first to bring revelation and prophetic legislation in such
a close relationship with philosophical ethics. Recently Feriel Bouhafa could show that
already al-Farabi tries to account for Islamic ethics within an Aristotelian division of
knowledge and he subsumes figh as a practical science. Religious ethics is for al-Farabi a
preparation for the philosophical one. For al-Farab1 philosophy and revelation are not two
parallel and distinct ways of acquiring truth and establishing the virtues. Rather, they are one
way where the religious is basic and propaedeutic and where philosophy represents the
demonstrative and indisputable pinnacle (BOUHAFA 2019). Yet only few people read books
on philosophical ethics, hence this discipline is in its efficiency for establishing virtues vastly
outperformed by revelation. The latter prescribes acts of external and internal worship that
lead to habituation and the establishment of virtues in the individual (GALSTON 1979: 568-
569). Given that revelation is widely followed whereas only few study philosophical ethics,
the latter stands for Avicenna in the long shadow of the former (KAYA 2014). Whereas al-
Farabt wrote important books on philosophical ethics, among them a lost commentary on
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (see RUDOLPH [et al.] (eds.) 2017: 180-182, 221-223, 403),
Avicenna’s particular adaptation of the Farabian position on the relationship between
practical philosophy and revelation leads to a neglect of philosophical ethics in his ceuvre, or
rather its reduction to the tenth book of al-Ilahiyyat on prophetic legislation.

Prophetic legislation, however, is geared toward the masses and not to the intellectual
elite. ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadt therefore has a point when he criticizes Avicenna—but not
al-Farabi—for neglecting the difference that characterizes the conduct of a philosopher
from that of those not committed to this field. Even today those of us who feel a commit-
ment to philosophy expect more from our peers in that field than the mere compliance with
the law or the fulfillment of moral expectations that society has agreed upon. While
Avicenna often refers to the philosophers as an elite in the theoretical sciences whose
method is superior to all other scholars who work in fields concerned with similar subjects,
there is no such sense of superiority when it comes to the practical sciences, at least
Avicenna nowhere writes about that.
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Avicenna’s reluctance to write about practical philosophy did not rule out an eagerness
to comment on how one should write about it if one were to do it. He includes practical
philosophy in his several divisions of the sciences. In his Agsam al-hikma (The Parts of
Philosophy), a text also known as Fi agsam al-‘ulim al-‘aqliyya (On the Division of the
Rational Sciences), Avicenna applies the traditional Greek division of practical philosophy
into three branches, namely ethics, household management, and the management of the city.
He introduces this division by saying that practical philosophy is divided into two parts, one
dealing with “a single individual” (shakhs wahid) the other with “shared participation” (al-
sharika). The latter is divided into two fields, one concerned with the household (manzil), the
other with the city (madina). So it is not, strictly speaking, a threefold division but two steps
of a twofold division. On the first branch that deals with individuals, Avicenna writes that
“through it one learns how the human’s character traits and the human’s actions should be so
that his [or her] life in this world and in the hereafter is happy (sa‘id) and this is what is
contained in Aristotle’s book FT [-akhldq (= Nicomachean Ethics)” (IBN SINA 2020: 12).
While this threefold division of practical philosophy goes back to older roots within the
philosophical tradition, there are at least two texts by Avicenna where he deviates from this
scheme or where he modifies it (KAYA 2014:274-277). The first is his Persian Daneshnameh-
vi ‘Ala@’t (Book of Knowledge for ‘Ala@’ al-Dawla) written for the court of the Kakiiyid ruler of
Isfahan, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla Muhammad (d. c. 433/1041), whom Avicenna served as vizier during
the last fourteen years of his life. In the introduction to the part on metaphysics in his
Daneshnameh, Avicenna produces a division of the sciences and here he divides “the field
of knoweldge of management of all people (%/m-i tadbir-i ‘@mm-i mardom) into two
branches, one discusses the divine laws or revelations (shara’i‘), the other discusses what
Avicenna calls siyasat and what I understand as the applied laws of the rulers. The only
clarification Avicenna gives is that the first is the root (as/) of this field of knowledge while
the latter represents the branch and what follows from it (shakh ve-khalifeh; IBN SINA 1952: 2).

While this brief comment by Avicenna is interesting, particularly when we consider the
emergence of a field of siyasa-studies during the Mamliak period and its proliferation in the
Ottoman one, another text of Avicenna has a more immediate effect and that is his division
of practical philosophy in one of his latest works, al-Mashrigiyyin (The Easterners). Of this
book, we only have the introduction, the logic, as well as parts of the natural sciences. In the
introduction Avicenna sets out a highly innovative division of philosophy that had a huge
impact on its study during the post-classical period (GUTAS 2014: 127, 137-144). Studies by
Heidrun Eichner and Jules L. Janssens have shown that the fourfold division of the theoretical
sciences into logic, the natural sciences, a universal science, and a science of divinity was
picked up by Avicenna’s students and applied in many subsequent philosophical summae of
philosophy and also of kalam (EICHNER 2007, EICHNER 2009: 9-11, 351-506; JANSSENS
2003). What is less known is that in his introduction to al-Mashrigiyyin, Avicenna divides
the practical sciences of philosophy also into four, and he points out that both the theoretical
sciences as well as the practical sciences have the same number. The four fields of study on
the practical side of philosophy are the three that we already know from Avicenna’s earlier
text Agsam al-hikma, which are here divided in the same manner, first by the criterium of
individual versus collective (musharaka) and second by the criterium of “partial collectivity”
(al-musharaka al-juz’iyya). This creates ethics (ilm al-akhlag), household management, and
universal collectivity (al-musharaka al-kulliyya), which is the study of associations on the

«21 (2021) IsiBh: 55-80



Fakhr al-Din al-Razr's al-Nafs wa-I-rih wa-sharh quwahuma

level of the city. Whereas the goal of ethics is the happiness of the individual in this world
and the next, the goal of the two disciplines that deal with collectives is the creation of “a
virtuous order” (nizam fadil; IBN SINA 1910: 7). All these three, for Avicenna in the
introduction to al-Mashrigiyyiin, are best served if they are governed by one rule that comes
from a single lawgiver who is a prophet. Out of this best arrangement (al-ahsan) generates a
fourth field of knowledge, which is the study of al-sina‘a al-shari‘a —literally “the art (or:
the craft) of prophetic legislation.” In the introduction to a/-Mashrigiyyiin Avicenna writes:

However, [when you examine it] you will see that it is best to treat the discipline of
ethics (al-akhlag), the discipline of household management, and the discipline of the
management of the city as a [field of knowledge] by itself, and to take the art (or:
craft, sina‘a) of prophetic legislation and what it should include as an independent
matter (amr mufirad). (IBN SINA 1910: 7-8)

It can be argued—and it has been argued by M. Ciineyt Kaya, for instance—that this new
field of practical philosophy, whose object is “art (or: craft) of prophetic legislation and what
it should be” (al-sind‘a al-shari‘a wa-ma yanbaghi an yakiina ‘alayhi) is precisely what
Avicenna writes about in the tenth book of al-Ilahiyyat (Metaphysics/Theology) of al-Shifa’,
where he lays out the characteristics of the best legislation that a prophet can bring (KAYA
2013: 212-215; 2014: 293). This seems to be the only sub-field of practical philosophy he
ever wrote about, because despite laying out the divisions of the practical fields of knowledge
in the introduction of al-Mashrigiyyin, he did not write about it in this book either. At the
end of the introduction, Avicenna promises to deal with practical knowledge, but “only to
the extent as it is needed for someone who seeks salvation” (IBN SINA 1910: 8). Given that
the latter parts of Avicenna’s book al-Mashrigiyyin are lost, we do not know what that means
and how much he really wrote about this subject.

Why is all this important if we want to understand the place of ethics within the post-
classical discourse on philosophy? First, I should clarify what I mean by “the post-classical
discourse on philosophy.” Over the past years I have been working on a book titled “The
Formation of Post-Classical Philosophy in Islam” that looks at the changes to the study of
philosophy in the Islamic east during the 6th/12th century (GRIFFEL 2021). The project is a
chronological continuation of my 2009 monograph on al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) and it began
with the question of whether my insights in that book about the teachings of al-Ghazali and
his closeness to the discourse of philosophy were shared by his most immediate readers in
the century after him (GRIFFEL 2009). The project, however, evolved and it became a study
on the emergence of a new kind of philosophy, as I would put it now, which exists in full
bloom in the ceuvre of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210) and many of his successors in the
centuries that follow after him. Among the many results that the study generates I will focus
here on just one, namely the distinction between two different genres of literary production
that we should both accept as part of what was philosophy in post-classical Islam: hikma and
kalam. From my reading of developments within the 6th/12th century, I conclude that authors
such as Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 wrote two different kinds of books that follow different rules of
rationalist engagement and that led to the development of two different genres. The genre of
al-Raz1’s kalam-books is well known and has been described and studied in quite a number
of works of the past two decades, among them, for instance, Ayman Shihadeh’s monograph
The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, as well as many of his articles. Here, I would
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also include other monographs on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi by Tariq Jaffer, Muammer Iskender-
oglu, and Yasin Celan, and even the very first monograph study on that thinker by Muham-
mad Salih al-Zarkan (JAFFER 2015, ISKENDEROGLU 2002, CELAN 1996, al-ZARKAN 1971).
These authors observed that al-Raz1’s teachings are heavily influenced by his detailed study
of Avicennan philosophy yet that he remains—despite noteworthy innovations—committed
to the doctrinal principles of Ash‘arite theology, most importantly its position that God is a
free actor who choses to create this world from a number of alternatives and who created it
in time.

Almost all secondary literature on al-Razi of a more recent date subscribes to what is
today the most widespread model of how falsafa and kalam reacted to one another in the
post-classical period. The reigning narrative was inspired by an article that A. 1. Sabra
published in 1987. In this article, Sabra suggests that during the course of Islamic history
what was initially regarded as Greek science had become fully Islamic. Whereas earlier
Western scholars from the generation of Ignac Goldziher on taught that the so-called ancient
sciences in Islam (‘uliim al-awa’il) were contested and finally disappeared, Sabra developed
a different explanation for why the Greek sciences and among them philosophy were from a
certain point in time no longer visible. According to him it is not the ancient sciences that
disappeared, rather what disappeared was their foreignness. The dichotomy between the
‘ulim al-aw@’il and “properly” Islamic sciences disappeared because the latter were
integrated into the former. For Sabra this happened in a two-step development of first
appropriating the Greek sciences in a process of translation and adaptation to a new cultural
context, characterized by the use of the Arabic language and a Muslim majority culture, and
secondly naturalizing them so that the Greek origins of these sciences were no longer visible.
Kalam hence became a thoroughly philosophical field that integrated much what was earlier
called falsafa.

I should stress that I do not dispute this now reigning narrative. I would just like to add
that it mostly applies to kalam. Post-classical authors such as Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 did one
thing in ka/am and something else within a second academic discourse, namely in his books
on hikma. Al-Razi himself identifies several of his works as “philosophical books” (kutub
hikmiyya). These are, first of all, his two summae of philosophy (hikma), al-Mabahith al-
mashrigiyya (The Eastern Investigations) and al-Mulakhkhas fi I-hikma wa-I-mantiq (The
Compendium on Philosophy and Logic) as well as his extensive commentary on Avicenna’s
al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat. In these three books and in a few shorter works al-Razi does
something quite different from what he does in his books of ka/@m and in his monumental
Qur’an commentary (fafsir). In hikma he reconstructs the philosophical system of Avicenna
on its own terms. That means that here, he accepts certain premises of Avicenna—premises
that are rejected in his works on kalam—and develops a philosophical system that although
not identical to that of Avicenna, is very similar to it. The most important premise accepted
in hikma but disputed in kalam is the universal applicability of the principle of sufficient
reason. Books of hikma argue that all beings and all events in creation have a sufficient
reason. In Arabic al-Razi expresses this by the need for “a preponderating factor” (murajjih)
that shifts the equal possibility of a thing’s or an event’s existence and non-extistence towards
existence. Every time a thing or an event comes into being, there must be preponderation
(tarjih) toward existence and that requires a preponderating factor (murajjih) or—in the
parlance of a Western philosopher such as G. W. Leibniz (d. 1716)—a sufficient reason
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(French: raison suffisante; German: zureichender Grund). In books of philosophy as well as
in kalam, all events require such a reason or cause and there can be only a single being that
is without such a cause, which is God. Yet whereas in kalam the requirement for a sufficient
reason ends once God’s free choosing will (irada) is reached, books of hikma continue to ask
for a sufficient reason even for God’s actions. Whereas in kalam, God’s will is the sufficient
reason of all events in the world, in philosophy there is a requirement for a cause for God’s
will and that leads into a fully determined universe and into a self-neccesitated God. Post-
classical books of philosophy (hikma) accept most implications that stem from a full embrace
of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR). These are necessitarianism, the existence of a
single self-necessitated Being, the world’s existence from pre-eternity, and this world as the
only possible one and the best possible (DELLA ROCCA 2010).

The God who is described in al-Raz1’s books of hikma is not a freely choosing actor but
a self-necessitated principle that acts out of the necessity of its essence. While al-Razi intro-
duces quite a number of important changes to the Avicennan system—changes that I cannot
go into here—the overall outlook of al-Raz1’s teachings in his books of /ikma is thoroughly
Avicennan. They describe a fully determined network of causes and effects that is governed
by a necessity that has its source in the essence of the Being Necessary by Virtue of Itself.

Books of hikma such as al-Razi’s al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya or al-Mulakhkhas fi I-
hikma wa-I-mantiq generated during the second half of the 6th/12th century from earlier
predecessors—one important predecessor is, for instance, al-Ghazalt’s Magasid al-faldasifa—
and created a new genre that will be productive for at least two centuries and studied until
the beginning of the colonial period in the 19th century. Important examples of the genre of
hikma are Athir al-Din al-AbharT’s (d. 663/1265) Hidayat al-hikma (Guide to Philosophy) or
Najm al-Din al-Katib1 al-Qazwin1’s (d. 675/1276 or 693/1294) Hikmat al-‘ayn (Philosophy
from the Source) as well as other, more voluminous books by these authors. Other important
authors were Sayf al-Din al-Amidi (d. 631/1233), Sirdj al-Din al-Urmawi1 (672/1283), or
Nasir al-Din al-TasT (d. 672/1274), all active during 7th/13th century. The authors of these
books are referred to as hukama’ (“philosophers”) but not as falasifa. Al-Ghazali’s
argumentative onslaught on falsafa and on Avicenna in his Tahdafut al-falasifa (Precipitance
of the Philosophers) led to a pejorative understanding of the label “falasifa.” From a certain
point on it is only used for Avicenna himself as well as for those of his students and followers
who did not react to al-Ghazalt’s attacks. Almost every author of books on hikma after the
mid-6th/12th century self-identifies as one of the hukama’ rather than one of the falasifa
(these words are hardly ever used in their singular forms).

I say almost all, because there were some exceptions. One was ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi,
with whom this article began. He rejected Avicenna’s philosophy from what might be called
the conservative point of view of pre-Avicennan Aristotelianism. He also rejected the
discourse of hikma. He wrote two bitter polemics against Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, for instance,
one on medicine and one on fafsir and he never ever mentions al-Razi’s works of philosophy
or his innovations therein. Based on ‘Abd al-Latif’s polemics against Avicenna’s neglect of
ethics we may assume that he thought the same fault persisted among his contemporaries
who followed Avicenna. And like in the case of Avicenna we must admit that ‘Abd al-Latif
makes a valid point. Fakhr al-Din’s reconstruction of Avicenna’s philosophical project in his
two philosophical summae al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya and al-Mulakhhas is limited to
theoretical philosophy and does not include practical.
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Al-Mabahith is the earlier of the two books and it is much longer than al-Mulakhkhas,
which had a greater impact on later generations of scholars. In the more advanced version in
al-Mulakhkhas, there is a part on logic, one on attributes that all beings have in common (the
so-called al-umiir al-‘amma), one on the natural sciences, and one on ilahiyyat, which here
stands for knowledge about God, meaning theology. The last part of the book draws
conclusions about God, his attributes, and his actions from reason alone, without assistance
from revelation. The very last subject treated in this book is the sending of prophets as part
of God’s actions. Such a chapter exists at least in the longer al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya; the
shorter al-Mulakhkhas concludes with a much briefer explanation of God’s actions. In the
chapter on prophecy in al-Mabdahith al-mashrigiyya the author very briefly touches on ethics.
He starts from the Aristotelian premise that humans are political animals by nature and in
need of regulations for their communal interactions (mu‘amaldat) that prevent oppression
(zulm) of some humans over others. This requires a human lawgiver who is singled out in a
number of aspects from other humans. The best lawgiver, so al-Razi in this philosophical
book, is a prophet whose rules are followed universally. Given that God’s providence strives
toward the best arrangement, prophecy is part of the order of the good (al-RAzI 1990: II, 555-
257). The very last sentence in al-Razi al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya explains, however, that
ethics is not part of this book:

As for the explanation of how worship and pious deeds have effects on the purification
of the souls as well as the details about this, that is connected to ethics (i/m al-akhlaq).
If God delays the appointed time of death (ajal), we will put together some orderly
writing (kalam muharrar) on these two fields of knowledge (fi hadhayn al-‘ilmayn)
and attach it to this book. (al-RAzI 1990: II, 557)

Similar words appear in the introduction of al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, where al-Razi
presents the table of contents of his book. Its last part, he says there, deals with the necessity
of prophecy and he adds that he will compose “some orderly writing” (kalam muharrar) on
the two fields of knowledge of akhlag and siyasa (al-RAz11990: 1, 93). Given that this earlier
passage mentions “two fields of knoweldge” (ilmayn) and clarifies that these are ethics and
the organization of societies (siyasa), it makes sense to assume that “these two fields of
knowledge” pointed at at the end of the book also refers to akhlag and siyasa.

Ethics and the organization of societies were hence part of al-Raz1’s philosophical project,
even if they were not included in al-Mabdahith nor in al-Mulakhkhas. He clarifies his
understanding of what ethics is in the text from al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya just quoted. It is
“how acts of worship and pious deeds [lead] to the purification of the souls.” Worship and
pious deeds are religious acts that follow the prescription of a prophet. Al-Razi’s
understanding of what ethics is, is premised on the fact that it is part of religion and the effects
of prophecy. This is not a fully-fledged philosophical inquiry into ethics that ‘Abd al-Latif
al-Baghdadi demands but rather a treatment of ethics under Avicenna’s Farabian premises.
The meaning of siydsa, however, is nowhere explained. Judged from its appearance in
Avicenna’s Danishnameh-yi ‘Ala’i‘, one must assume it refers to the non-religious juridical
process under the sole supervision of rulers. Here I mean the fazir punishment that Seljuq
rulers, for instance, executed without consulting legal experts in figh (LANGE 2008).

Did Fakhr al-Din ever write the kind of book he promises his readers at the beginning and
the end of al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya? There is at Oxford’s Bodleian Library a manuscript,
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Huntington 534 (Uri 456), that includes several texts by Avicenna, among them an important
copy of his Discussions (al-Mubdahathat) with his students as well as a copy of al-Najat (The
Salvation), followed by a text titled Kitab al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma (The Soul
and the Spirit together with an Explanation of Their Faculties) that is ascribed to Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi (foll. 257a-295b)." The colophon of Avicenna’s al-Mubahathat dates this copy
to 634/1237 and that at the end of his al-Najat even earlier to 466/1073. The different texts
of the book, however, circulated individually and were only bound together at some point in
time before Robert Huntington (1637-1701) bought this codex during his posting to Aleppo
and his travels in Syria, the Levante, and Egypt. The copy of al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh
quwahumd has no colophon but is by virtue of its paper and its handwriting far older than the
late 17th century.?

The Ottoman bibliographer of the 11th/17th century Katib Celebi indeed lists a Kitab fi
I-Nafs wa-I-rith of Fakhr al-Din in his catalogue of Arabic books and sciences. It appears in
the article on the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s De anima as one of that book’s
abbreviations and/or commentaries (KATIB CELEBI, ed. Fliigel 1835-1858: V, 165).® The text,
whose only known source is the manuscript in Oxford, has been first edited 1968 by
Muhammad Saghir Hasan al-Ma‘siimi in Islamabad (Pakistan). The text of this edition has
been re-printed at least twice: First in 1986 in an excerpted mass-market paper-back,
published in Damascus’ Halbtint quarter that includes chapters 1 to 4 and 11 and 12 of its
first part,* and second in 2013 edited by ‘Abdallah M. ‘A. Isma‘il in Cairo, who adds an
introduction and a great number of footnotes. Al-Ma‘simi, the fist editor of the text, also
translated it into English. This rendering, published around 1969 in Islamabad, is noteworthy
because it is the first proper translation of a book by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi into a Western
language and still a rare example of a text of post-classical philosophy in Islam that exists in
English.

While “Kitab fi I-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma” is on the title page of the
manuscript (fol. 257a), al-Ma‘simi chose a different title for his English translation, where
he calls the book “Imam Razi’s Ilm al-Akhldq.” He justifies this change by pointing to the
first words in the manuscript text after the amma ba‘du, which are: “this is a book in the
discipline (or: science) of ethics” (fa-hadha kitabun fi ‘ilm al-akhlaq, fol. 257b). Such a book
with the title “Kitab al-Akhlaq” is, so al-Ma‘simi, “mentioned by the biographers,” which
“clearly indicates that the present work supplies the text of Kitab al-Akhldaq” (al-MASUMI in
the introduction to his trans. of al-RAZI’s Imam Razi’s ‘Iim al-Akhlag, 25).

1 On this codex and its copy of Ibn STna’s al-Mubahathat, see REISMAN 2002: 92-94. Another possible MS
of al-Nafs wa-I-rith that was not available to me is MS Istanbul, Topkap1 Saray1 Miizesi Kiitliphanesi,
Emanet Hazinesi 1296 (see KARATAY 1962-1969: 11,130, no. 5069).

2 The paper is Oriental and my rough paleographic dating would put the handwriting anywhere between
the 8th/14th and the 10th/16th century (see also MA‘SUMI in the introduction to his trans. of al-RAZI,
Imam Razr’s ‘llm al-Akhlag, 25). An analysis of an owner’s note and two stamps on the front page might
lead to a more precise dating.

3 The whole section on iIm al-nafs and its related books is missing in Yaltkaya and Bilge’s more recent
edition of KATIB CELEBI 1941-43, 11, 1970.

4 The editor Sulayman Salim al-Bawwab ascribes the text on the title page to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, on p.
23 of his book, however, erroneously to Abti Bakr Muhammad b. Zakariyya’ al-Razi (d. 313/925 or
323/935).
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Indeed, al-Razi’s earliest biographer, his younger contemporary Yaqut (d. 626/1229),
includes “al-akhlag” within a list of al-Raz1’s works that he compiled most probably in Herat
with the help of the Imam’s sons and his students (YAQUT 1993: VI, 2589). Many of al-Raz1’s
later biographers copy that list of works. Another authoritative list of works by Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi was compiled by his admirer and doctrinal adversary Nasir al-Din al-TasT (d.
672/1274). 1t is currently available only in manuscripts. This list, which was written about a
generation after Yaqit’s, has no “al-akhlag” but rather a “mukhtasar al-akhlag,” i.e., an
“abbreviation of ‘the ethics’” (al-TUSI, Tafsil musannafat, no. 30; ALTAS 2013: 134). Finally,
in his late work on kalam, al-Matalib al-‘aliya, al-Razi mentions himself a “kitab al-akhlag.”
There, in the context of arguments that point to the survival of the soul after the death of the
body, al-Razt says that without the soul’s survival, humans would be condemned to a life of
suffering and tribulations and hence the act of humankind’s creation would be frivolous
(‘abath). God, however, does not act frivolously. This argument relies on the premise that
life in this world (as opposed to the afterlife) is nothing but misery. This was indeed al-Razi’s
pessimistic attitude toward life, as has been amply documented by Ayman Shihadeh (see
SHIHADEH 2006, 2019, and the discussion below). In al-Matalib al-‘Gliya, al-Razi comments
on this premise and says:

Estabishing the validity (faqrir) of this premise will come in the book of ethics (kitab
al-akhlaq) when [it deals] in detail with the blame of this bodily life. (al-RAZzI 1987,
VII: 127)

The quotation illustrates that “the writing of [or: on] ethics” (kitab al-akhldaq) was most
probably not the title of a distinct book by al-Razi, but merely the description of a particular
work or even just a chapter by virtue of its content. This remark comes from the end of his
life and can be dated to Rajab 605 / January 1209, when al-Razi was just six months away
from falling ill and suffering from the sickness that eventually struck him down (ALTAS 2013:
139). After this remark he continued to write the eighth and ninth parts of al-Matalib al-‘aliya
as well as his commentary on The Elements of Philosophy by Avicenna (Sharh ‘Uyin al-
hikma) (ALTAS 2013: 136-140). Shortly before, in 604/1208 he had written his Dhamm
ladhdhat al-dunya (The Censure of this World’s Pleasures), a relatively short book that does
deal with the miseries of this world (SHIHADEH 2006: 155). When al-Razi in the seventh book
of al-Matalib al-‘aliya writes that a certain explanation “will come” later (sa-ya’t), he most
likely means that it will come in a later part of that (unfinished) work. Or, given the subject
matter, he might mean that it “will come up” in Dhamm ladhdhat al-dunyd, which he has just
finished and thus recommends to his readers. It is highly unlikely, however, that this remark
in al-Matalib al-‘aliya refers to the text preserved in the Oxford manuscript. Although we are
unable to date that to any part of al-Razi’s life, the last months of his writing career in
606/1209 are so well documented that we can rule out its generation during that period.
This all points to the conclusion that al-Razi never truly wrote a particular book titled
“Book of (or: on) Ethics” (Kitab al-Akhldq). When Yaqut lists a work “al-akhlag” among his
writings, he most likely means “a book on ethics.” The same applies to Nasir al-Din al-TtsT’s
“mukhtasar al-akhlaq™ (“abbreviation on ethics”) where “al-akhldq” is not a book title but
rather a generic term for a certain genre of philosophical works that was triggered by
Aristotle’s book of that title. Thus “al-akhldaq” is similar to “al-burhan” or “al-qiyas.” The
latter two were initially the Arabic titles of the Analytica posteriora and the Analytica priora,
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i.e., certain works by Aristotle which are part of his Organon on logic. Soon, however, they
became descriptive names for the subject matter of those books. A mukhtasar al-burhan,
written in the 6th/12th century would not have been an abbreviation of Aristotle’s book al-
Burhan (Analytica posteria) but rather a mid-length work on the construction of demon-
strative arguments, which is the subject of Aristotle’s Analytica posteriora. Similarly, a
mukhtasar al-akhlag likely means a mid-length book on virtue ethics, which is the subject
matter of Aristotle’s Kitab al-Akhldaq (Nicomachean Ethics).’ These descriptions fit well to
al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma.

The Arabic “akhlaq” is a plural of the word “khulg,” which initially means “character
trait.” Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics was understood by its Arabic translators or its early
readers in Arabic as a book that deals with the development of virtous character traits through
habituation. Hence its adopted title al-Akhlag which soon after provides the name for the
genre of Arabic books that deals with virtue ethics. Al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh
quwahumd is indeed part of that genre. The book falls into two almost equal parts, the first
devoted to philosophical psychology while the second discusses how humans best use their
means to avoid bad character traits. The word “rizh” is understood as a synonym to “nafs,”
“soul” and not in its other philosophical and medical meaning as a “subtle body” (jism latif)
that permeated the human solid body (on that see GRIFFEL 2018). Hence, the first part is about
the soul and its faculties—as Katib Celebi has already informed us—whereas the second is
on akhlag, meaning “character traits.” The table of contents, which I attach in an English
translation as an appendix to this article, lists thirty-two chapters in the book. In part one, al-
Razi explains that the soul is an incorporeal substance (jawhar) and that it is the identity of
the human. The soul is attracted to a number of things, some of them bodily pleasures and
others spiritual or intellectual pleasures. The spiritual pleasures, so the thrust of the argument
in the first part of the book, are infinitely more pleasurable than the bodily ones because they
can last an eternity while bodily pleasures are always limited in time. This first part deals—
according to its title—with “the general method of this discipline” (al-usiil al-kulliyya li-
hadha I-ilm). What “this discipline” or better “this field of knowledge” is remains unclear in
the text. Only two fields can be meant: psychology (ilm al-nafs) or virtue ethics (ilm al-
akhldq). Given that the second part of the book is devoted to the latter, it is ethics that is most
likely meant here. The book overall deals with virtue ethics and the first part on psychology
is understood as propaedeutics to the second, more important one.

That the book is part of the genre of hikma is clarified right at the beginning. The first
words after the amma ba‘du have already been quoted. The full sentence says:

This is a book on ethics and it is arranged according to the demonstrative and
indisputable method and not according to the dialectical and persuasive style (al-RAZI,
al-Nafs wa-I-rith, ed. al-Ma‘stimi, 3).

Arabic philosophers in the tradition of al-Farabi distinguished philosophy from all other
sciences by its method. Philosophy employs demonstrative proofs that lead to indisputable
results. Demonstrative arguments are based on premises that are either themselves proven or

5 Katib Calebi’s characterization of al-Nafs wa-I-rith as an abbreviation and/or commentary (talkhis or
tafsir) of Aristotle’s De anima may be a reflection of al-TusT’s implicit characterization of the book as
“mukhtasar al-akhlaq.”
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accepted as axioms and self-evident truths. Religious sciences such as kalam or figh use
premises that are accepted from revelation. A science that uses sound arguments but is based
not on indubitable premises but rather on premises that are accepted (mutasallam) and widely
held (mashhiir) by its practicioners is according to Avicenna and Aristotle a dialectical
science (IBN SINA 1965: 34). Its results are not indubitable but persuasive to all its
practicioners. In this short sentence, al-Raz1 clarifies that al-Nafs wa-I-rith belongs to his
“philosophical books” (kutub hikmiyya) and not to his distinctly religious books in fields such
as kalam or figh.

But what an unusual philosophical book it is! In the first part al-Raz1 repeats much of
what belongs into philosophical psychology, yet he does so in ways that are drastically
different from others of his philosophical books such as al-Mabahith or al-Mulakhkhas. The
proof for the soul’s immateriality and substantiality, for instance, is stretched over two
chapters of which the latter is titled: “On indications received from the Divine Book, which
show that the soul is not something bodily.” We have already stressed than in his other
philosophical books, al-Razi does not admit evidence taken from revelation. A/-Nafs wa-I-
rith is full of references to revelation (Qur’an and hadith) and to the stories of the prophets
(gisas al-anbiya’) and it makes liberal use of narrative techniques that are not at all known
from demonstrative books but rather from those deemed dialectical. Here, the author refers
to revelation and to stories to make his readers adapt a certain course of action.

According to its title, the second part deals with “the treatment” (or: “cure”) of what is
connected to passions (fi ilaj ma yata‘allaqu bi-I-shahwa). It introduces certain vices, or
rather negative character traits, and explains how one can get rid of them. These negative
character traits are greed, miserliness, love of worldly position, love of praise, hatred of
criticism, and the desire to make people believe that one is pious and virtuous (SHIHADEH
2006: 124). Al-Raz1’s book explains why these character traits are negative and it develops
strategies of how one can shed them through habituation. The book closely resembles the
third part of al-Ghazalt’s Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din, meaning that part which is devoted to the things
that lead to perdition (muhlikat).

In fact, the third part of al-Ghazalt’s IThya’ ‘uliim al-din (books nos. 21-30) has a
surprisingly similar structure to al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith. It begins in book 21 with an
exposition of the human soul and a general explanation of human psychology, closely
following the teachings of Avicenna (JANSSENS 2011). Book 22 is equally part of human
psychology and explains how through training and habituation one can acquire good and shed
bad character traits. Books 22-30 deal with individual character traits and like al-Raz1’s book
focus on the negative ones. In al-Ghazali these are: a passion for food and sex (book 23), the
habit of bad language (24), anger, hatred, and envy (25), the miseries of this world (26),
avarice and love of material possessions (27), hypocrisy and the desire for fame (28),
presumption and pride (29), and finally following seductive illusions (30). There is some
overlap between al-Ghazalt’s program and al-Razi’s (desire for fame and praise and the
hypocrisy in making people believe that one is pious and virtuous) but al-Razi seems to
concentrate on precisely those vices that al-Ghazali does not deal with. The two cardinal
passions of the body (“al-shahwatayn’) in al-Ghazali, for instance, which are food and sex,
hardly appear in al-Razi. In fact, the second part of al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith discusses vices
that al-Ghazali says little or nothing about.
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Al-Ghazali is also the author this book most often engages with. He appears six times,
whereas Avicenna is referred to only once (al-RAZI, al-Nafs wa-I-rith, ed. al-Ma‘sumi, pp.
133, 147, 156, 163, 173, 189; Avicenna appears on p. 85). Al-Razi may have assumed that
his readers know al-Ghazalt’s Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din and he may have regarded his own book on
the vices as complementary reading material to al-Ghazali’s program in books 21-30. The
fact that al-Razi writes a complement to the third part of the /iya’ about “things that lead to
perdition” is telling and it is a strong indication for al-Raz1’s authorship. In his monograph
study of 2006, Ayman Shihadeh could show that al-Raz1 had a thoroughly pessimistic outlook
on this world. There are no real pleasures in this world, only pains. If something appears as
pleasureable it is just the mere absence of pain. That position is repeated a few times in this
book and so is al-Razi’s teaching that this world and its so-called pleasures deserve
condemnation (dhamm). If we follow al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahumada, then we should
not bother to strive and develop positive character traits through habituation. Unlike al-
Ghazali, who devoted the last quarter (books 31-40) of his /hya’ to the development of good
character traits, such as patience, gratitude, asceticism, sincerity, and self-examination, al-
Razi says next to nothing about those. The only thing that is worth striving for is the
avoidance—and the cure from—bad character traits.

Al-Raz1’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma is indeed most likely the kitab fi I-akhldaq
that al-Razi promises in two passages of his earliest philosophical work al-Mabahith al-
mashrigiyya. After a part of theoretical philosophy on the human soul, it deals with—and
here I quote again from al-Mabahith— "how acts of worship and pious deeds [lead] to the
purification of the souls.” At least it does explain how the habituation of worship and pious
deeds can help avoiding negative character traits. Worship (7bada) and pious deeds (ta‘at)
are prescribed by the revealed laws of the prophets. Al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith has the same
religious context as al-Ghazali’s Jhya’: Habituation, which is the key for any Aristotelian
theory of the acquisition of virtues, is prescribed in revelation. Hence, following the revealed
law (al-shari‘a) will lead to the development of the right kind of virtues. The book therefore
fits into the Farabian interpretation of philosophical ethics as Avicenna has produced it. Here,
prophetical legislation is considered vastly superior to whatever philosophers write in their
disciplines of practical philosophy. This superiority led Avicenna to abandon almost all parts
of practical philosophy with the exception of “the art or the craft of prophetic legislation” in
book 10 of al-llahiyyat in al-Shifa’. Unlike Avicenna, Fakhr al-Din al-Razt did not abandon
ethics completely. When he writes his book on ethics, however, he clings closely to prophetic
legislation and reproduces much of it. The result is the curious al-Nafs wa-I-rih wa-sharh
quwahumd, which is a philosophical book, yet one that actively employs strategies from
revelation.

The character of al-Nafs wa-I-rith as a hybrid book on philosophy (hikma) will become
clearer from a passage in al-Razi’s commentary to ‘Uyin al-hikma (The Elements of
Philosophy). Avicenna produced this work as an overview of the philosophical sciences
relatively early in his life (GUTAS 2014: 417-419). The book includes a classification of the
different disciplines of philosophy where Avicenna makes hints about their relationship to
revealed knowledge. This was certainly an attractive subject for al-Razi. Earlier, al-Ghazalt
had engaged in a polemic against Avicenna where he accused him and other philosophers
that much of what they teach in their books is taken from the revelation of early prophets
such as Moses and Jesus (Griffel 2009: 100). Here in “‘Uyin al-hikma, Avicenna seems to
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admit that. In this book Avicenna assumes a close connection between prophecy and both the
theoretical and practical disciplines of philosophy (on this passage and al-Razi’s comment-
ary, see also KAYA 2013: 217-220; 2014: 289-292).

The Elements of Philosophy predates The Easterners, and hence does not yet envision a
fourth part of the practical philosophical disciplines on prophetic legislation. In the intro-
duction to the second part of ‘Uyiin al-hikma on the natural sciences, Avicenna produces an
overview of all the philosophical disciplines and here comments on the three practical ones
(ethics, household management, and the management of cities). The practical disciplines of
philosophy are conceived to be parallel to the theoretical ones. Both have the same number
(here: three) and both are engaged with an inquiry about the “principles” (singl. mabda’) and
the “perfections” (singl. kamal) of these disciplines. The three theoretical parts of philosophy
are the natural sciences, mathematics, and metaphysics/ theology (ilahiyyat). Avicenna writes
that the principles of these theoretical sciences “are received from the masters of divine
religion by way of indication (tanbih).” They are left to be picked up freely by the rational
faculty which turns them into arguments that lead “to the acquisition of the rational sciences
and to their perfection.” (IBN SINA1996: 64; al-RAzI 1994: 11, 19.) Here in the theoretical
sciences, the “principles” are received from prophets as hints in their revelations, but the
proper acquisition and the perfection of these sciences are the work of the human capacity of
reason. The process is slightly different in the practical disciplines of philosophy. Here both
the principles and the perfections are available in revelation. Avicenna writes in ‘Uyin al-
hikma about the practical sciences:

The practical disciplines of philosophy are politics (hikma madaniyya), household
management (hikma manziliyya), and ethics (hikma khulgiyya). The principle (mab-
da’) of these three is received (mustafad) from the side of divine revelation (shari‘a)
and the perfections of their prescriptions become clear by virtue of divine revelation.
Afterwards, the theoretical faculty of humans administers them freely through the
understanding that some humans have about practical laws and about the application
of those laws to individuals. (IBN SINA 1996: 63; al-RAZI 1994: 11, 13-14)

So humans receive both the “principle” (singular) of the three practical disciplines of
philosophy as well as the “perfections of their prescriptions (or: limits, hudid)” (twice in
plural) from the mouth of a prophet but “afterwards” (ba‘da dhalika) administer the laws
(gawanin) freely and apply them to individual cases. Avicenna here describes a model of
legislation that follows from his “realistic” interpretation of the Farabian project of creating
a virtuous order (nizam fadil). Here, a philosopher-prophet-king sets the principles of the
laws through revelation, which are later implemented by the judgment (ijtihad) of jurists and
the competent governance of caliphs (GALSTON 1979: 571-574, 577). In his commentary on
this passage Fakhr al-Din al-Razi explains that each craft (sina‘a) has a “principle” as well
as a “perfection.” The principles as well as the perfections (both in plural) of the three
practical philosophical disciplines are received from divine revelation. In fact, given that all
ways of human acting are encompassed within these three practical disciplines of philosophy,
God sends prophets for the sole reason to teach humans “the principles of these three sciences
and their perfections.” Al-Razi continues:
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The prophets—peace be upon them—can only teach the principles of these sciences
and their perfections in a universal way. They say, for instance, that if someone wishes
to have such and such a virtue he must do such and such, and if someone wishes to
get rid of such and such a vice, he must do such an such. As for the application to the
circumstances of Zaid or ‘Amr, that is impossible (for the prophets) because detailed
rules for the circumstances of individuals cannot be determined (by prophets). Rather
the lawgiver (= prophet) must determine these laws and the rest of the people must
learn them. This only comes about through the theoretical faculty. The application of
these laws to the individual forms and their circumstances come about through the
practical faculty. (al-RAzI1 1994: 11, 14; compared with MS Yale, Landberg 74, fol. 54a)

Al-Razi also clarifies that by “prescriptions” or “limits” (hudiid) Avicenna means the
amounts or measures that the Shari‘a sets for certain acts of worship, for transactions, or for
marriages. Here, al-Razi means, for instance, the number five for the daily prayers or four for
the maximum number of wives a man can have. These limits “are only known by divine
revelation.”

This clarifies how both Avicenna and his commentator al-Razi understood divine
legislation (shari‘a) but it does not yet tell us much about the role that philosophical inquiry
plays in this process. Avicenna deals with that in the next passage. Politics and household
management teach how these kinds of human cooperations lead to benefit (maslaha). “As for
ethics,” Avicenna adds, “its utility is to teach the virtues and how they are acquired in order
that you purify the soul through them, and to teach the vices and show how to guard against
them in order to cleanse the soul from them.” (IBN SINA 1996: 63; al-RAZI 1994: 11, 15).

Al-Razi has little to add to those words, “since all this is well known and not in need of
commentary.” Philosophical ethics (al-hikma al-khulgiyya) consist of “an understanding of
the virtues and the vices” (ma rifat al-fada’il wa-I-radha’il) as well as the ways to acquire the
former and avoid the latter. That, however, means that philosophical ethics does something
quite similar or even identical to what prophetic legislation does. Al-Raz1 explains that in
addition to setting the limits for worship and for human transactions, the prophets teach the
ways of acquiring virtues and avoiding vices (“...if someone wishes to have such and such a
virtue he must do such and such...”). Unlike the “limits,” however, which can only be known
from revelation, the acquisition of virtues and avoidance of vices is known through revelation
and through philosophical ethics. The only difference between revelation and philosophy
seems to be rooted in the former’s strict universality. The prophet can only talk about the
acquisition of virtues in a universal way and in general laws whereas practical philosophy
also seems to be able to teach something about “the application of these laws to the individual
forms and their circumstances.” This seems to be the kind of things that are taught in siyasa
(politics).

That, however, remains unsaid and can only be deduced by implication. There is
something else that is odd about Avicenna’s and al-Razi’s philosophical presentation of
divine legislation. Al-Raz1 says that the prophets teach “only in a universal way” and bring
general laws (gawanin). Yet the Qur’an, like many other books of revelation, is not a book
of legislation. This presentation is eliptic insofar as it leaves out—for reasons that might be
rooted in the genre of this text—the role of figh. Only the study of Islamic jurisprudence
abstracts general rules and laws from revelation and also clarifies how those general rules are
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applied. Thus, if one looks at the process of revelation from the perspective of the acquisition
of virtues and avoidance of vices, al-Razi should have said that prophets reveal the text of
revelation and the discipline of figh extracts the entailed general rules from it. Like
philosophical ethics, figh is a discipline concerned with humans’ practical faculty and by
virtue of that also teaches the application of these laws to the individuals and their
circumstances.

This understanding creates in al-Raz1 a parallel structure of philosophy and the Islamic
religious sciences. Whereas kalam is the equivalent of the theoretical discipines of philo-
sophy (logic, natural sciences, and metaphysics), figh is the equivalent of the three practical
disciplines (ethics, household management, and politics). Unfortunately, he nowhere clearly
expresses this. It can be deduced, however, from the fact that both kalam and figh work from
premises that they receive from revelation. Not so the six philosophical disciplines, which
start from certain axioms (awwaliyyat) that are self-evident and whose truths cannot be
doubted. But whereas kalam comes to results that are different from the theoretical disciplines
of hikma, the results of both practical approaches—one based on revelation the other on
reason—are one and the same. In the practical disciplines, sikma is vastly overshadowed by
revelation because of the latter’s huge advantage in acceptance by the populace. Given that
both reason and revelation identify the same virtues and vices and teach similar, if not
identical strategies for acquiring or avoiding them, a detailed presentation of philosophical
ethics holds almost no merits.

These are, I believe, the development and the implicit reasoning that led to al-Raz1’s al-
Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma. First, as a book on philosophical ethics it explains many
things that belong to psychology, which is part of the theoretical philosophical sciences.
Unlike the practical philosophical sciences this has always been deemed a worthy subject of
philosophical presentation. Second, when in the last half the book truly deals with ethics,
which is a practical philosophical discipline, it keeps close contact to revelation and mirrors
its language and its persuasive strategies. Al-Ghazali developed that kind of book in his /hya’
‘uliim al-din, where he teaches Aristotelian virtue ethics in a language that takes its cues and
inspirations from revelation. Al-Ghazali keeps close contact not only to Muhammad’s
revelation (Qur’an and hadith), but also to that of Jesus and other prophets (on Jesus in the
Ihya’ see ASIN PALACIOS 1916-1929). Hence, al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-l-rith wa-sharh
quwahuma should be regarded as a book of philosophical ethics (akhlag), but one that is of
a hybrid character, where the argumentative presentation of virtue ethics is mixed with and
overshadowed by strategies of ethical perfection adapted from revelation.

Conclusion

The success of the Farabian approach to the relationship between reason and revelation first
among authors of the movement of falsafa—most prominently Avicenna—and later also
among philosophical authors of the post-classical period led either to a complete dis-
appearance of books on philosophical ethics or to the production of hybrids like al-Razi’s al-
Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahuma. At the heart of this development are a number of insights
about practical philosophy: Parallel to the two areas of theoretical and practical philosophy
there exists in revelation a second way of presenting philosophical truths. Whereas philo-
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sophy aims to employ demonstrative arguments, revelation is dominated by rhetorical and
poetical means of persuasion. While all this is well known and well analyzed with regard to
the theoretical sciences, the parallel character of philosophy and revelation also applies to
practical philosophy. Indeed here, there is a direct overlap. In the field of theoretical
philosophy, revelation only hints at the principles and leaves the task of producing proper
knowledge to philosophy. In the field of practical philosophy, however, revelation includes
both the (full) principles and the perfections, which creates an overlap between the two that
does not exist in the field of theoretical knowledge. Philosophy and revelation both teach the
causal connections between certain ways of habituating and the acquisition of virtues and
avoidance of vices. Whereas in its theoretical disciplines philosophy regards itself superior
to revelation, this relationship is turned into the opposite in practical philosophy. Books of
revelation—and the literature they trigger in fields such as figh, Sufism, etc.—are vastly
superior over any kind of presentation of practical philosophy. The ultimate goal of practical
philosophy is not the understanding of the causal connections between habituation and virtues
but the adaptation of the habituation and the resulting development of virtues among the
populace. In his treatise Agsam al-hikma, Avicenna writes:

In the theoretical part [of philosophy] the goal is the acquisition of indisputable
convictions about the circumstances of those things whose existence is not connected
to human action. Here, the intention is just the acquisition of an opinion (ra’y). (...)
In the practical part [of philosophy] the goal is not the acquisition of indisputable
convictions but perhaps the intention in it is the acquisition of a sound opinion with
regard to a certain matter that results in an attainment for the human so that he attains
what is good in it. The intention is not just the acquisition of an opinion but rather the
acquisition of an opinion in order to act. The goal of the theoretical [part of
philosophy] is the truth (al-haqq), the goal of the practical is the good (al-khayr) (IBN
SINA 2020: 11).

While there is nothing that beats philosophy in the achievement of its goal in the theoretical
part, the same is not true for the practical one. Practical philosophy aims at the widespread
performance of virtuous and good actions and here, revelation and religious books are greatly
superior to books of philosophy. Philosophers of the post-classical period in Islam express
this understanding in numerous comments (KAYA 2014: 286-289). This insight led to the
almost complete abandonment of books on practical philosophy among Avicenna and those
who followed him in this approach. Why write books on ethics, household management, or
even politics, if the stated aim of them is much more successfully achieved by books that
belong to the religious discourse?

What, however, about another task of ethical books, namely the explanation of why the
good is good? Whoever reads books on ethics might already be good and have already
developed virtuous character traits, but she might still need to learn why her dispositions are
good for her and for others. In the theological disourse of Islam the question of why the good
is good is referred to as fahsin wa-tagbih (“why good is good and bad is bad”). It plays an
important role in al-Razi’s works on kalam. There, he defends the Ash‘arite position that
good and bad are determined by what God recommends and prohibits in revelation against
the Mu‘tazilite objection that these attributes are inherently known with the performance of
the acts. In many of his works, most importantly his late work al-Matalib al-‘aliya—which
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is neither a work of hikma nor kalam—al-Razi defends a third position that good is what
leads to benefits and bad what leads to disadvantages both in this world and the next. He
integrates that into the Ash‘arite view that God’s recommendations and prohibitions lead to
reward and punishment in the next world. Ayman Shihadeh analyzed this latter approach and
showed that al-Raz1’s “teleological” ethics is heavily influenced by attitudes and teachings
in falsafa (SHIHADEH 2006).

Fakhr al-Din does not deal with this set of questions in al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh
quwahumad. According to its description at the end of al-Mabdahith al-mashrigiyya, this book
is about “how acts of worship and pious deeds [lead] to the purification of the souls.” There
is indeed little about this subject in al-Raz1’s philosophical writings. In his two philosophical
summae practical philosophy is barely touched upon. In al-Mabahith al-mashrigiyya, al-Razi
discusses an interesting distinction that sheds light on what he thought practical philosophy
is about. There, he says that “practical philosophy” (al-hikma al-‘amaliyya) refers as an equi-
vocation to two different subjects that have nothing in common with one another. The first is
knowledge about character traits, “how many there are, what they are, which are virtuous,
and which supportive, and how are they acquired without (even) intending it, and how are
they acquired if one intends it?” This kind of practical philosophy includes politics and
household management and is a counterpart to theoretical philosophy. Then there is a second
meaning to “practical philosophy”—or better: “practical wisdom” (al-hikma al-‘amaliyya) as
it was mentioned in Avicenna’s Kitab al-Akhldq. This refers to the virtuous character trait of
“wisdom” (hikma) itself. Al-Raz1 defines it as the disposition from which actions proceed
that are in the middle between the two vices of deception and ignorance. The latter kind of
practical philosophy, however, is just a habitus and it is not properly part of philosophy
(falsafa). Only practical philosophy in the first meaning is a science and it is dealt with in
books on ethics (fi kutub al-akhlag).®

This passage says nothing about how we determine what good actions and virtuous
character traits are. Evidently, al-Razi did not consider this a subject of books on ethics.
Earlier in this paper I referred to the fact that as an Aristotelian, Avicenna defines the morally
good in terms of of entelékheia (“realization of potentialities”). This we find discussed in the
chapter on “providence” (‘inaya) within the metaphysical section of Avicenna’s al-Shifa’
(IBN SINA, al-Shifa’, al-llahiyyat, 340-344; ERLWEIN 2019: 31-33). Al-Raz1 reports these
teaching faithfully in his two philosophical summae in the chapter about how evil enters God
creation (e.g., al-RAZI, al-Mabahith, 2:547-551). The sections, however, are short and in no
way equivalent to the space this subject takes up in books of kalam. The same applies to the
“teleological” aspect of Avicenna’s ethic, which is his opinion that the prescriptions of the
religious law should be put in ways that they maximize benefits in society. Avicenna deals
with this in the last three chapters of the last book of his metaphysics on prophetic legislation
(IBN SINA 2005: 367-378; ERLWEIN 2019: 49-50). In his philosophical books, al-Razi reports
these teachings in just a few sentences (al-RAzI 1990: II, 555-557). They still play an
important role in his understanding of the Avicennan philosophical project. This is evident
from the importance these teachings gain in al-Razi’s own “teleological” ethics in his more

6 al-RAZI 1990: I, 509-11. The text in the edition is corrupt and should be read together with the one in MS
Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Mq 13, foll. 148a-b, available through the catalogue <http://stabikat.
staatsbibliothek-berlin.de/>.
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religious books (SHIHADEH 2006: 109-129). Neither al-Razi nor Avicenna, however, discuss
the issue of why the good is good or why the virtues are virtuous and vices are vicious in a
separate chapter or even a separate treatise. These issues are merely touched upon—one
hesitates to say: clarified—in sections that deal with metaphysics and the theology of
falsafa/hikma. This lack of attention is puzzling and its proper discussion goes beyond the
scope of this paper. While noting this lacuna in both Avicenna’s and in al-Razi’s
philosophical writings, I have currently no explanation for it.

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s particular way of writing philosophical books on ethics follows
from his appropriation of Avicenna’s interpretation of the Farabian perspective about the
relationship between reason and revelation. Yet like Avicenna, he still seems to have had a
certain idea of a complete corpus of philosophical writings. In his different catalogues of the
philosophical disciplines in Agsam al-hikma, in ‘Uyin al-hikma, or in al-Mashrigiyyin,
Avicenna writes about the practical disciplines as if they were actually pursued. These texts
give the impression that one could find adequate and recent treatments of ethics, household
management, or politics within the philosophical sciences. Yet, when we look at Avicenna’s
philosophical encyclopedia al-Shifa’ or even at his larger ceuvre, we see that they do not exist.
When at the age of twenty-eight or thirty al-Razi wrote his first philosophical summa al-
Mabahith al-mashrigiyya he decided that he would produce a book on philosophical ethics
and promised it to his readers. What he produced, however, is not in any way comparable to
philosophical works on ethics that were written in Arabic before Avicenna. Al-‘AmirT (d.
381/992) and Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), for instance, had written extensive books on
philosophical ethics and even al-Farabi wrote his commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics. Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1’s book on ethics is quite different as it mimics and imitates the
persuasive strategies of revelation.

I have already mentioned that I believe al-Razi received his inspiration for this project
from al-Ghazali’s Thya’ ‘uliim al-din, which he read as a book of philosophy, or at least one
that achieves philosophical goals. The connection between al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-
sharh quwahuma and al-Ghazalt’s Thya’ allows for some conclusions about this new genre
of post-classical books on akhlag. These were written by scholars who were also authorities
in the Islamic sciences. Studies have shown that al-Ghazalt’s /hya’ is heavily influenced by
philosophical books on virtue ethics by Miskawayh and al-Raghib al-Isfahant (d. 422/1031)
(MADELUNG 1974, VASALOU 2021). At the same time, one must acknowledge that the lhya’
is a highly original book and that there is no predecessor of its kind in Islamic literature. It
has already been said that in its 21st book, for instance, it includes an introduction into
philosophical psychology just like the first part of al-Razi’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh
quwahumd. An expertise in philosophy alone, however, would not have been sufficient to
write these books. Their authors are also experts on the Qur’an, hadith, “the stories of the
prophets” (gisas al-anbiya’), and figh, for instance. Later generations of hadith-scholars
criticized al-Ghazalt for his loose and liberal attitude toward the sayings of Muhammad in
the Ihya’ and his inclusion of much fadith material that they regarded as spurious. These
critics, however, may have simply misunderstood the genre of this book. As a book on virtue
ethics it necessarily has a loose attitude to its sources. For the effect of making people become
virtuous, it is important to twist stories into the right direction. It is rather of little
concequence whether these stories are actually true. The best author of effective books of
akhlag is not the one who knows their philosophical content best, but rather the one who can
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best retell parabels and stories that make people adopt the virtues. If figh and akhldq were
two competing normative discourses in post-classical Islam and figh deemed superior to
akhldq for the acquisition of virtues, then it needed a good fagih to write efficient books on
akhldaq. Al1-Raz1’s al-Nafs wa-I-rith wa-sharh quwahumad is the kind of book that fits into the
narrow niche for philosophical ethics that the competition with religious books combined
with the realization of the latters’ superiority created. It is a philosophical book that looks
very much like a religious one. Hence, al-Razi and even al-Ghazali were authors of books on
philosophical ethics that Avicenna not only never wanted to write but also that he never could
have written.

Appendix: Table of Contents of Fakhr al-Din al-Razr’s
Kitab al-Nafs wa-I-rih wa-sharh quwahuma

First Part (gism): On the general method (al-usil al-kulliyya) that this field of knowledge

(ilm) has.
1st Chapter (fas/): Explaining the rank of the human among the different ranks of beings.
2nd Chapter: Presentation of that what has been said by another method, closer to

verification (fahqiq).
3rd Chapter: Explaining the ranks of the human spirits (arwah bashariyya).
4th Chapter: Researching the quiddity (mahiyya) of the soul’s substance (jawhar al-

nafs).

5th Chapter: On indications received from the Divine Book, which show that the soul
is not something bodily.

6th Chapter: On that “the heart” is something connected to the substance of the soul.

7th Chapter: Explaining the faculties of the soul (quwa [-nafs).

8th Chapter: Researching the different meanings that are connected to expressions and
words (nafs, ‘aql, rith, and galb).

9th Chapter: On the relation of these faculties with the substance of the soul.

10th Chapter:  Is the rational soul one species or multiple species?

11th Chapter:  Intellectual pleasures are nobler and more perfect than sensual ones.

12th Chapter:  Explaining what parts of the sensual pleasures belong to the condemned
(world) and [its] deficiencies.

Second Part: On the treatment of (or: cure from, /@) what is connected to passions.
1st Chapter: On the love of wealth (hubb al-mal).

2nd Chapter: How to employ wealth to acquire spiritual happiness (sa‘ada rihaniyya).
3rd Chapter: On greed and miserliness (hirs wa-bukhal).

4th Chapter: On the treatment of miserliness by way of practice (bi-tarig al-‘amal).
5th Chapter: On the true meaning (hagiga) of miserliness and munificience (jiid).

6th Chapter: On being generous (sakhiy).

7th Chapter: On worldly rank and position (al-kalam fi I-jah).

8th Chapter: Explaining true perfections and those that falsely (wahmi) appear as such.
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9th Chapter:

10th Chapter:
11th Chapter:
12th Chapter:
13th Chapter:
14th Chapter:

15th Chapter:
16th Chapter:
17th Chapter:
18th Chapter:

19th Chapter:
20th Chapter:

Fakhr al-Din al-Razr's al-Nafs wa-I-rih wa-sharh quwahuma

Is seeking popularity necessary, recommended, neutral, discouraged, or
forbidden?

The reason for why people love praise and hate condemnation.

On the treatment of (or: cure from) love of popularity.

About practical treatments (al-ilajat al-‘amaliyya).

Explaining the cure from feeling disgust for condemnation.

Explaining the differences in people regarding their reactions to praise
and condemnation.

About make-believe (riya’) and its properties.

Explaining latent make-believe (riya’ khafiy).

Explaining how make-believe is cancelled out and how it is not.
Explaining the degree to which one is permitted intending to openly show
pious deeds.

Explaining the degree to which one is permitted to conceal sins.
Explaining the non-performance of pious deeds in fear of make-believe.
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Psychology and Ethical Epistemology: An Ash‘ari
Debate with Mu‘tazili Ethical Realism, 11th-12th C.
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Abstract

We examine a hitherto unstudied debate, turning on the epistemology of value judgements, between Ash‘aris
and Basran Mu‘tazilis of the late eleventh and twelfth centuries. Al-Ghazali and al-Razi countered Mu‘tazili
ethical realism, here defended by al-Malahimi, by developing an emotive subjectivism underpinned by
increasingly sophisticated psychological accounts of ethical motivation. Value judgements, they maintained,
arise not from knowledge of some ethical attributes of acts themselves, but from subjective inclinations, which
are often elusive because they can be unconscious or indirect. We also argue against the widespread notion
that Ash‘aris espoused an anti-rationalist ethics, and we show that they were not only ethical rationalists, but
also the more innovative side in this debate.

Keywords: al-Ghazali, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Malahimi, Avicenna, Ash‘arism, Mu‘tazilism, Value theory,
Moral realism and anti-realism, Emotivism, Moral psychology, Rationalism, Intellect (‘ag/),
Estimation (wahm), Disposition (fab‘), Widely-accepted premises (mashhiira), Reputable
premises (mahmiida)

Introduction

Two main metaethical theories were advanced in medieval Islamic theology and juris-
prudence. The Basran Mu‘tazila upheld an ethical realism, according to which ethical value
is a real and intrinsic attribute of the evaluable act, and thus, like other attributes inhabiting
the external world, is necessarily knowable.! Value judgements passed on acts, as in ‘Charity
is good’ and ‘Murder is bad’, accordingly articulate knowledge of the external world.
Classical Ash‘aris responded with an anti-realist metaethics, on the back of which they
advocated a theological voluntarism. This anti-realism was coupled with an increasingly
sophisticated subjectivism, according to which ethical value is ordinarily tied to an act’s
subjective consequences for an agent, measured ultimately in terms of the agent’s emotive
states. This position eventually culminated in the rise of a consequentialist normative ethics.
A considerable amount of attention has been afforded to these theories in recent scholarship.
Most relevant to the present article is a 1976 study by George F. Hourani on al-Ghazalt’s (d.

1 The latter view follows from their general epistemological conviction that if something is real it must be
knowable to us (SHIHADEH 2013).
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505/1111) ethics of action and our own 2006 monograph on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d.
606/1210) ethical theory and more recent work on classical-Ash‘arT criticism of Mu‘tazilt
ethics (HOURANI 1976; SHIHADEH 2006; 2016: 396-40).2

One of the broad aims of the present article is to challenge the widespread notion that
Ash‘aris espouse an ‘anti-rationalist’ ethics.® This notion is in the first instance prompted by
their own self-description as opponents to the ethical theory of the Mu‘tazila, whose
conception of ethical value they characterise as rational (‘agli). It may seem fairly
uncontroversial hence to cast them, apparently by their own admission, as anti-rationalists.
The implication of invoking this rather nebulous dichotomy of rationalism and anti-
rationalism in this context is that the Mu‘tazila undertook comparatively sophisticated and
innovative theorisation in ethics, whereas Ash‘aris were simply opposed to any sort of
theorisation in this area on the grounds that it lay beyond human understanding. Against this
characterisation, the present article will argue that the ethical thought of Ash‘arTs is in no way
anti-rationalist, and that in the last phase of the debate between them and the Mu‘tazila they
in fact were theoretically and dialectically the more sophisticated, innovative and resourceful
side. This is to say that as well as gaining the political support that cemented their ascendancy
over their adversaries, Ash‘arTs also won the dialectical battle. Light will be shed on this
phase mainly through a hitherto unstudied debate between the two sides, involving the two
aforementioned Ash‘aris, al-Ghazali and al-Razi, as well as the intermediating Basran
Mu‘tazili Rukn al-Din al-Malahimi (d. 536/1141), a younger contemporary of al-Ghazali. Al-
Malahim1’s contribution to this debate occurs in his partially-extant theological work al-
Mu‘tamad fi usil al-din, the discussion on ethics in which became available in print only after
I published my book on al-Razi’s ethics.* He responds to al-Ghazali’s refutation of Mu‘tazili
ethical theory, and is in turn responded to by al-Razi.

The central problem in the debate is whether value judgements express knowledge of
mind-independent reality or are grounded in subjective inclination. The latter view was
associated in earlier kalam with what we may describe as a simple self-centred subjectivism,
according to which an act is good if it is pleasurable to the agent, bad if it results in pain.
While it was fairly easy for the ethical realists of classical kalam to counter this position, we
shall see that, partly under philosophical influence, al-Ghazali and al-Razi developed more
complex forms of subjectivism through innovative psychological accounts of motivation,
arguing that the self-centred motives that evoke value judgements could be unconscious or
indirect and could give rise to widely-accepted ethical rules, which are prima facie non-self-
centred. The two Ash‘ars approach the problem differently, with al-Ghazalt exhibiting the
influence of Avicenna’s (d. 428/1037) treatment of widely-accepted premises (mashhiirat)
and his faculty psychology, particularly the faculty of estimation—an aspect left out in

2 On Mu‘tazili ethics, see SHIHADEH 2016: 391-6 (on their theory of ethical value); VASALOU 2008;
HOURANTI 1971. See now also VASALOU 2016, on the ethical theory of Ibn Taymiyya and its earlier
background.

3 For instance, MADELUNG (2015: 28-9; cf. 26), where Ash‘arT theology as a whole is said to be
“predominantly anti-rationalist”. But see now BOUHAFA 2021 and SYED 2016, who challenge this notion,
albeit from an angle different from the one taken here.

4  The Mu‘tamad has been published in two editions, both incomplete: the first, edited by Wilferd
MADELUNG and Martin MCDERMOTT, appeared in 1991, and the second, edited by Madelung, appeared
in 2007. Only the latter edition contains the discussion on ethical value.
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Hourani’s article—and al-Razi shifting away from faculty psychology and into the domain
of social psychology. We shall also see how al-Malahimi, the pre-eminent Mu‘tazili at the
time, failed to keep up with his Ash‘arT adversaries.

Our starting point, however, will be the aforementioned pre-Ghazalian, classical-Ash‘ar
opposition to the purportedly ‘rationalist’ ethics of the Mu‘tazila. We shall argue that the term
‘aqlt refers here not to rationalism, but to realism, and that what classical Ash‘arTs advocated,
therefore, was not anti-rationalism, but ethical anti-realism and subjectivism. As a
consequence of a subsequent shift in the theological conception of ‘agl, al-Razi declares the
subjectivist account of ethical value to be just as rational as the realist one.

1. Classical-Ash-ar Ethical Anti-Realism and Conceptions
of Intellect (‘Aq/) and Disposition (Tab?)

The debate between the two sides centres, in the first place, on the nature and grounds of
ethical value.® The Basran Mu‘tazila champion a realist position, whose central tenet is that
ethical values are real attributes (sifa) of acts and hence inhabit the external world. They are
not caused by the essences of acts, but rather by act-configurations (wajh), which are specific
combinations of circumstances that may accompany certain types of acts (SHIHADEH 2016:
391-6). These circumstances can be specific aspects of the agent, the patient, or the wider
state of affairs. For instance, if (1) a series of speech acts have the form of a statement, and
(2) the speaker has the intention to convey a statement (and so, for example, is not speaking
in his sleep, or under compulsion), and (3) the statement does not correspond to a true state
of affairs and is hence false, then the speech acts will have the configuration that we normally
label as “a lie’. This configuration renders the speech act morally bad. As al-Malahim1 writes:

[Bad acts] are bad on account of configurations that characterise them when they
occur (wujith taga‘u ‘alayha), which is to say that when [an act] occurs it coincides
with specific circumstances (qarina) that can be either negations or affirmations. For
instance, when the occurrence of harm coincides with [a] it being undeserved, [5] it
preventing no [greater] harm, be it certain or probable, and [c] it [serving] no sound
purpose, it will be bad. [Our school members] express this by saying, “[This given
harmful act] is bad because it is wrongful (zu/m)”. Another example is when the
occurrence of a belief coincides with [the fact that] the object of the belief is contrary
to how it is believed to be. They refer to this as ‘misbelief’ (jahl), and assert, “[This

5 The central value judgements are ‘good’ (hasan), defined as that for the performance of which the agent
deserves no blame, and ‘bad’ (gabih), defined as that for the performance of which the agent deserves
blame. Three further judgements are subdivisions of the judgement ‘good’: ‘permissible’ (mubah, that
for neither the performance nor non-performance of which the agent deserves either praise or blame),
‘recommended’ (mandiib, that for the performance of which the agent deserves praise, but for the non-
performance of which deserves no blame), and ‘obligatory’ (wajib, that for the performance of which the
agent deserves praise, and for the non-performance of which deserves blame). These, al-Malahim1
explains, are the “principal judgements that apply to acts (al-usiil fi ahkam al-af‘al); and all other [ethical]
attributes of acts ultimately reduce to them” (2007: 831). For instance, ‘prohibited’ (mahziir, muharram)
reduces to ‘bad’.
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given belief] is bad because it is a misbelief”. They do the same with all other bad
acts. (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 851; cf. 2016: 168)

Connected to this ontological contention is an epistemological one, namely, that the ethical
attributes of acts are knowable to the mind without the aid of revelation or tradition. The
ethical attributes of certain types of act are self-evident, and hence known immediately
(dariri) to all sound-minded human beings, while the ethical attributes of other types of act
are not self-evident but can be acquired through inference (nazari).

Against this theory, classical Ash‘arts, as I showed elsewhere, counter with an anti-realist
position, arguing that when value expressions are encountered in ordinary language—that is,
not in the specialised, religious-conventional sense of being commanded or prohibited by
God—they are grounded not in the extra-mental reality of acts themselves, but in the
subjective experience of attraction and repulsion, which arise from the disposition (tab®) of
an individual in reaction to things.® According to al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085) and other school-
members, the lexical definition of ‘good’ is pleasurable and beneficial, that of ‘bad’ painful
and harmful (al-JUWAYNI 2010: II, 732). What classical Ash‘aris advance, therefore, is an
emotivist subjectivism, which they invoke by and large dialectically to refute the central
metaethical thesis of Mu‘tazili realism, and hence to present an account of value that is
confined to the metaethical plane and does not motivate a normative, or prescriptive ethics.
Their metaethical position was instead supplemented by the normative view that divine
command is the only non-subjective, and hence authoritative, source of value judgements.
An upshot of this view is that God’s own acts are not subject to ethical rules.

One aspect of this account that has so far eluded serious analysis is that classical Ash‘aris
situate their anti-realist ethics in direct opposition to the ‘rational’ conception of ethical value
(al-husn wa-l-qubh al-‘aqliyyan or tahsin al-‘aql wa-tagbihu-hu) of the Mu‘tazila. How
should we understand this ostensible opposition to rationalist ethics, especially when
classical Ash‘aris themselves make no appeal to revelation in their subjectivist ethics, which
hence appears just as deserving of the label ‘rational’? The first thing to note is that in this
classical-Ash‘arT formulation of the Mu‘tazili position, what the adjective ‘rational’ qualifies
is not their adversaries’ ethical theory (their gawl or madhhab), but ethical value: it is
goodness and badness that are rational, according to the Mu‘tazila, not the Mu‘tazilt theory
of goodness and badness. So in what sense is ethical value rational or non-rational? The
background to this question, which to my knowledge has hitherto remained unexplored,
should be sought in the classical-Ash‘arT conception of ‘intellect’, particularly in the mature
position of al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013).” To him, the expression ‘intellect’ (‘agl) refers, not to
a cognitive faculty (quwwa), but to a body of immediate knowledge-items (‘ulim dariariyya)
that differentiate rational beings from non-rational living beings, including humans of
unsound intellect, such as the insane and children, and non-human animals. To be of sound
intellect (‘@qil), or compos mentis—an important notion in Islamic law—one must be

constitutes the intellect firstly by eliminating two subdivisions of immediate knowledge that

6 SHIHADEH 2016: 399-401. Acts in classical kalam are, properly speaking, things, specifically accidents
(as understood in kalam atomism, of course).

7 A similar position is attributed to al-Ash‘arT. A full investigation of this conception goes well beyond our
present purview and will be undertaken in a future study.
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do not meet the criterion just identified. Sensory knowledge and introspective knowledge
(literally, knowledge of objects occurring within oneself, fi -nafs)—both types of subjective
immediate knowledge—are shared with humans of unsound intellect and animals, and hence
fall outside the scope of the intellect (al-BAQILLANI 1998: I, 197; 188-90). Introspective
knowledge includes, for example, knowledge of the pleasure, pain, desire, repulsion, motiv-
ation and will that occur within the knower, and even, according to al-Baqillani, one’s
knowledge of the existence of oneself. Three further subdivisions of immediate knowledge,
on the other hand, are not shared with humans of unsound intellect and animals, and hence
together define the scope of the intellect (al-BAQILLANT 1998: I, 196-7; 190-2; cf. 1957: 10-
11). The first, and most relevant here, is self-evident (badihi) knowledge, which includes
what we may describe as logical truths—for instance, a thing cannot simultaneously both
exist and not exist; two is more than one; and two contrary things cannot be co-located.® Al-
Bagillant delineates self-evident knowledge only through examples, but his successor al-
Juwayni limns it in more general terms as comprising the knowing of certain impossibilities
as impossible, and of certain possibles as possible (al-JUWAYNI 1996: 1, 112-13). Crucially,
al-JuwaynT does not include knowledge of all impossibilities and possibilities, because much
of this knowledge is inferential.

With this definition of intellect, immediate knowledge-items are described as rational, or
as deriving from the intellect (f7 I-‘aq/), only if they fall within the scope of the intellect just
described. Their objects are all extra-mental, necessary in themselves, and hence inalterable.®
So they will be recognised by all people of sound intellect as true. By contrast, sensory and
introspective knowledge is available only to the individual knower, be it a person or an
animal, and is as such subjective. What is more, it is unnecessary and alterable; for instance,
pain does not occur necessarily following injury, but is dependent on God’s will. So despite
being knowledge (/m) in the fullest sense, and certainly no less so than self-evident
knowledge, sensory and introspective knowledge is not ‘rational’ (‘agli), in the sense of
deriving from the intellect. Classical Ash‘aris characterise some of these internal objects of
introspective knowledge as being grounded in an individual’s disposition (fab°), which refers
to the extent to which one has desire (shahwa) for certain perceivable things or types of
things, and is hence predisposed to find pleasure in perceiving them, or repulsion (rafra,
nufur, nifar) from other things or types of things, and is hence predisposed to find pain in
perceiving them.”” So the disposition, as classical Ash‘aris insist against philosophical
accounts thereof, is not a thing in itself, but, as al-Ash‘arT puts it, the ordinary occurrence of
“certain accidents within certain bodies” (IBN FORAK 1987: 132; 279). By this occasionalist
account of the temperament, if one person (body A) has revulsion towards certain things he

8 The two other types of immediate knowledge that al-Baqillani considers to comprise the intellect are
knowledge of the normal course of events (‘@da), which God preserves (such as knowing that certain
things will inevitably, though not necessarily, burn when they come into contact with fire and the
meanings intended by a speaker), and knowledge of the objects of widely-transmitted reports (tawatur),
including past occurrences and remote places. The former type should be read against the backdrop of
classical-Ash‘ari occasionalism. These types of knowledge are of little relevance to our present purposes.

9 In this vein, [ previously translated the kalam term lla ‘aqliyya (which is contrasted with lla sam‘iyya)
as ‘real cause’, rather than ‘rational cause’ (SHIHADEH 2013: 204). The latter is a literal but erroneous
rendering; for despite being seemingly epistemological, the term is firmly grounded in ontology,
specifically in the notion that this type of cause lies in the reality (haqiqa, pl. haqd’iq) of things.

10 See the Mu‘tazili ‘ABD AL-JABBAR 1965: 17 ff.
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will be predisposed to become angry whenever he perceives them (revulsion and perception
being explained as accidents supervening upon his body); and if another person (body B) has
desire for certain things he will be predisposed to experience pleasure whenever he perceives
them, and so forth. Some of these predispositions may be common to all or most humans,
albeit to different degrees; others are specific to individuals. Some people, al-Ash‘arT re-
portedly observes, have a benevolent disposition, while others have a malevolent disposition
(IBN FORAK 1987: 132).

So when classical Ash‘aris reject the Mu‘tazili characterisation of goodness and badness
as rational, they only deny that they are extra-mentally real attributes of acts, that the ethical
attributes of some acts are self-evident, and consequently that those of others are inferred
from those known immediately. This stance does not equate to an outright denial of the
‘rationality’ of these concepts, in a fashion that would render them bereft of mentally
cognisable referents in the absence of revelation. All immediate knowledge-items are
cognisable in this way. When classical Ash‘aris then say that goodness and badness arise
from the disposition, they mean to ground ethical value in internal perceptions, particularly
in what we would call emotions. When an individual observes certain acts, this perception
may be followed by a sensation of pleasure or pain, or attraction or repulsion, which would
be knowable to him, and he may accordingly describe those acts as good or bad. This is an
emotive account of ethical value, not an anti-rational one.

2. Al-Ghazali: Value Judgement and the Errors of the Estimation

The classical-Ash‘arT emotive, anti-realist position is developed further by al-Ghazali under
the philosophical influence of Avicenna. His most extensive discussion occurs in his juristic
work, the Mustasfa; a slightly shorter version of the discussion is offered in the theological
work, the Igtisad (al-GHAZALIn.d.: 1, 177-94; 1962: 160-74). Al-Ghazali explains the widely-
accepted, conventional senses (al-istilah al-mashhiir al-‘Gmmi) of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in
ordinary language, respectively, as “agreement (wafaga) with the agent’s ends (gharad)” and
“disagreement (khalafa) with the agent’s ends”—in other words, convenience and incon-
venience to the agent.!" The same act, hence, can be good in relation to one person, and bad
in relation to another. These evaluations stem from the attraction (mayl) and repulsion (nafra)
that arise from the agent’s disposition in reaction to things and acts, and they are no different
than the attraction or repulsion that one may experience, say, when seeing attractive or
unattractive visual human forms.

Having introduced his subjectivist definitions of the central value terms, al-Ghazali
refutes three claims that he attributes to the Mu‘tazila, the first ontological, the second and
third epistemological: (1) that goodness and badness are essential attributes (wasf dhatr) of
acts; (2) that certain value judgements are self-evident knowledge-items; and (3) that all
sound-minded people agree on self-evident value judgements, which confirms their self-
evidence (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 182-3). By focusing on value judgements purported to be self-
evident to the exclusion of those inferred from them, al-Ghazalt follows in the footsteps of

11 AL-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 179-81; cf. HOURANI 1976; MARMURA 1969. Other studies have dealt with the
subject but not added much.
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his teacher al-Juwayni, who argues that once the falsity of the former is exposed, that of the
latter will automatically follow (al-JUWAYNI 1950: 259-60). Al-Ghazali refutes the first,
ontological claim with ease: the same act, he reasons, can be good in some cases, bad in
others—a case in point being inflicting harm on another human—and therefore can be
essentially neither good nor bad, because essential attributes are inalterable (al-GHAZALIn.d.:
I, 183). As we shall see in the next section, this is a strawman argument. The second,
epistemological claim is rejected on the grounds that the value judgements that the Mu‘tazila
claim to be self-evident are in fact not accepted by many non-Mu‘tazilis (al-GHAZALI n.d.: 1,
183-4).

Al-Ghazal1’s response to the third claim is the lengthiest and most important part of the
discussion. The problem he tackles is this. If value judgements, as he and other Ash‘aris
claim, are not grounded in reality, then why are they considered by all (or at least the vast
majority of) sound-minded people to be self-evident truths and epistemically on a par with
(genuine) self-evident truths? How could a false belief—for instance, that lying is
intrinsically bad—be apprehended as self-evident knowledge, not by a minority of misguided
individuals, but by all (or the overwhelming majority of) people? Al-Ghazali does not hesitate
to concede that people do in fact come to agree unanimously, or almost unanimously, on
untrue beliefs and even to construe them as self-evident knowledge. And like earlier Ash‘arTs,
he insists that widely-accepted value judgements are little more than social conventions (‘urf)
(SHIHADEH 2016: 399-400). However, al-Ghazalt goes further than earlier Ash‘aris by
offering an explanation of how these judgements become widely-accepted conventions, and
this he does by applying aspects of Avicenna’s treatment of widely-accepted premises
(mashhiurat) and his theory of the psychological faculty of estimation (wahm).

Al-Ghazal’s deep interest in Avicenna’s account of the causes of widely-accepted
premises is well-attested in another, logical work, Mi‘yar al-‘ilm, where this account is both
adapted and developed (al-GHAZALI 1961: 193-7; MARMURA 1969: 393-6). For Avicenna,
ethical premises, which he sometimes terms reputable (mahmiida) premises, are acquired, as
opposed to innate, widely-accepted premises.’? They derive from social conventions and
become deeply embedded (mutaqarrira) in individuals, so much so that ordinary people may
deem them epistemically equivalent to primary premises (IBN SINA 1938: 63). Avicenna does
not explain, in his discussion of reputable premises, how this embeddedness occurs, but he
indicates elsewhere that it happens through the psychological faculty of estimation becoming
conditioned to ethical conventions such that it issues emotive judgements on their objects
(BLACK 1993: 243-4). Several causes that give rise to these conventions are mentioned briefly
in the Najat, including the desire for peace-making and conciliation, and ancient laws (sunan
qadima) that survived from obsolete systems of belief and practice (IBN SINA 1938: 63).

12 IBN SINA 1882: 58-9; 1938: 63-4; 1956: 65-6. Innate (fitri) widely-accepted premises include primary
(awwalr) principles of reason and estimative premises, which should be identified more precisely as ‘pure
estimative’ premises (wahmiyyat sirfa). On reputable premises in general and the background to
Avicenna’s treatment thereof, see BLACK 1990: 95-101; AOUAD 1997. Rendering gadiyya mahmiida as
‘reputable premise’ captures the senses of being widely accepted and held in high esteem, which is how
this type of premise is characterised in Arabic logical sources. The term derives from the Greek endoxon,
which can be rendered as ‘reputable opinion’ (on the Greek background of the term, see CELLI 2018: 98-
100). The standard rendering of the Arabic term as ‘praiseworthy premise’ conveys a prescriptive sense,
absent in the Arabic expression, but not the sense of wide acceptance, and is therefore inadequate.
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Al-Ghazal1’s account of the causes of value judgements in the Mustasfa draws heavily on
Avicenna’s account and develops it in various ways, most importantly by laying emphasis
on the role of the estimation. Value judgements, he says, are reputable, widely-accepted pre-
mises (qadaya mahmiida mashhiira), which become widely-accepted in either of the
following two ways (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 186).

The first is that some judgements originate in the teachings of revelation (al-GHAZALI
n.d.: I, 184-5). The ethical rules stipulated by revealed religion are accepted by those among
their adherents who have direct access to those teachings, and they are then disseminated
more widely among those who follow them uncritically (taqlid). As al-Ghazali’s logical
works make clear, the former group receive those teachings in the form of premises accepted
on the basis of either wide transmission (fawatur) or authority (magbiildt), and therefore not
as reputable premises (al-GHAZALI 1925: 52; 1961: 197-8). So they are received as reputable
premises only by the class of ordinary people, in whom the ethical teachings of religion are
inculcated from childhood to the extent that they become dissociated from their religious
roots and viewed as self-evident truths (al-GHAZALI 1961: 196). Although Avicenna does not
count dominant living religions (such as Islam in Muslim-majority societies) among the
sources of widely-accepted premises, al-Ghazali clearly takes his cue from several elements
of the philosopher’s treatment of these premises, most probably including the reference to
ancient belief systems."

The second way is that many value judgements arise and become widely established
among people on account of the extent to which they further or hinder the ends (gharad)
of individuals. Which is to say that they are grounded in the subjective consequences of
acts. Ends here are understood to be the objects sought by an agent’s will (irada) for the
purpose of fulfilling a need of the agent. According to the Mu‘tazila, these are not only
conscious, which is to say that they are known to the agent (unlike desires [shahwa], whose
presence is often unknown to the agent [IBN MATTAWAYH 2009: II, 414]), but also
voluntary. And, of course, they refute the notion that value terms originate in the will of
any agent, be it directed at self-centred ends or otherwise (‘“ABD al-JABBAR 1962: 81 ff.).
As al-Ghazali notes, the Mu‘tazila would counter his explanation by adducing value
judgements that, they contend, do not arise from self-centred subjectivist considerations,
such as the obligations to tell the truth, to assist those in severe need and to keep secrets
and promises (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 185-6).

Yet he insists that even widely-accepted value judgements that appear not to be self-
centred stem from subjective ends, except that the subjective ends that underpin them are
very elusive (tadiqqu wa-takhfa) and can only be discerned by critical investigators
(muhaqqiq)—that is, those who are both highly learned and skilful in independent, critical
thinking to the extent that they are capable to navigate difficult problems and arrive at the

13 Al-Ghazalr’s view that revealed religions are a source for non-religious ethical maxims current among
ordinary people is complemented by his claim that the elite virtue ethics of the philosophers (al-falsafa
al-khulugiyya) has its origins in Sufism—presumably not only Islamic Sufism but also ethico-mystical
traditions in pre-Islamic revealed religions (1969: 24). Revelation is thus a major source for the non-
religious ethics of people of all educational strata.
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truth (haqq)." Most scholars fall below this rank (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 190; cf. 1925: 57). This
is to say that these value judgements are reputable premises, whose causes—namely, the
subjective ends of people—are not ordinarily known to those who uphold them, but can be
identified through in-depth investigation. Al-Ghazalt unpacks his claim along psychological
lines, setting out what he describes as three “sources of error (ghalat)”, through which value
judgements obtain in people’s minds and become misconstrued as self-evident truths about
the external world." All three stem from the pseudo-rational estimative faculty (wahm), a
component of Avicenna’s theory of the psychological faculties, which al-Ghazali adopted.®
He writes:

The psychological faculties of most people obey these false estimations, even when
they know their falsity. The acting and abstention from acting of most people are due
to these estimations; for estimation has a great hold on the soul."”

The role of the estimative faculty, which al-Ghazali does not spell out here, is that it issues
emotive judgements on objects in the external world, presenting them as though they were
self-evident objective truths apprehensible to reason, and that it is prone to error in its
judgements.

The first type of error is that evaluations that are subjective and relative are conceived as
objective and absolute. Individuals use the expression ‘bad’ for what is contrary to one’s own
personal ends even if it agrees with the ends of others, and ‘good’ for what agrees with one’s
personal ends even if it is contrary to the ends of others, but then project these evaluations
externally onto objects, thus perceiving them as non-sensible properties intrinsic to the
objects themselves. The relative goodness or badness of acts thereby becomes perceived as
absolute goodness or badness. When individuals commit this error, they pay no heed to how
an act affects others, or even neglect to consider how the same type of act affected them
personally on previous occasions in the past or may affect them in the future.

The second is that subjective considerations tend to give rise to simple universal rules
through a process of incomplete induction (cf. al-GHAZALI 1961: 196). If something is
disadvantageous most of the time, it will be judged by the estimation to be absolutely bad,
even if and when it is advantageous or imperative in a minority of cases. Individuals become
habituated to those rules and do so to the extent that they find in themselves the urge to adhere
to them and loathing towards breaking them. The rule becomes a subjective end in itself, such
that adhering to it is deemed to be in agreement with the agent’s ends and hence good, and
failing to do so is deemed to be in disagreement with his ends and hence bad. Al-Ghazal1
gives the example of the absolute badness of lying, which is inculcated in children to the
extent that it becomes deeply ingrained in them. To avoid undermining their abhorrence of
lying, children are not informed that in some instances lying is in fact good, such as lying to

14 Al-GHAZALI n.d.: 1, 185-6; cf. I, 190, where those scholars are described as having been afforded
knowledge of truth by God. It would obviously make little sense to translate muhaqqiq here as “verifier’,
as seems to be the trend these days.

15 Al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 187-90; 1962: 166-9. Al-Ghazali’s usage of the term ‘error’ in logical and
epistemological contexts is a philosophical influence.

16 On estimation in Avicenna and al-Ghazali, see, respectively: BLACK 1993, and GRIFFEL 2012.
17 Al-GHAZALIn.d.: I, 190, apparently echoing IBN SINA 1959: 167, 182-3.
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save the life of a virtuous person. This, however, explains how lying comes to be viewed as
bad by those in whom this view is inculcated, but leaves unexplained, in the framework of
al-Ghazali’s subjectivism, why such a view would be inculcated in the first place. (Al-RAZI,
as we shall see, addresses this question directly.) It is arguable that when parents and others
impress upon children the badness of lying, they do so to guard against the subjective
detriment that individuals expect from interacting with dishonest people, especially close
family members.

The third type of error is that if something restricted (khass), X, is always associated
(magrin) with something more general (‘amm), Y (‘Every X is a Y), the estimation will be
inclined, incorrectly, to convert (‘aks) this relation, thus yielding the conviction that Y is
invariably associated with X (‘Every Y is an X’). Through this false conversion, if X is
repulsive, Y becomes repulsive by association: as al-Ghazali writes, “all that is associated
with something pleasurable itself becomes pleasurable, and all that is associated with
something detestable itself becomes detestable™.'® Several examples are given. For instance,
if someone is bitten by a snake, he will be repulsed by any object whose shape and colour
resemble those of a snake, such as a patch-covered rope; so from ‘Every snake is a patch-
covered rope-like object’ and ‘Every snake is repulsive’, one deduces, ‘Every patch-covered
rope-like object is repulsive’. And if a common person is opposed to a school of thought on
account of certain doctrines of theirs, he will reject any doctrine attributed to them, even
though he may accept it if it is presented to him without it being attributed to that school.

Having set out these errors, al-Ghazali goes on to explain how seemingly non-self-centred
value judgements arise and how people become motivated to abide by them. He starts with
the purported obligation to save a person on the verge of death, if one is easily able to, which
the Mu‘tazila adduce as an example of a self-evident obligation (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 190-1).
Al-Ghazali responds by explaining this judgement in ways that map onto the three types of
error he has just set out. The imperative to provide assistance, he contends, originates above
all in the pain caused by the inborn disposition known as “tenderness associated to the genus”
(rigqat al-jinsiyya), which is triggered at the agent’s perception of the suffering of another
human, or sometimes a beast."® This, in other words, is the disposition of sympathy. When
an agent encounters a human on the verge of death, he imagines himself in that person’s place
and imagines other people refusing to assist and he finds their refusal reprehensible; he then
imagines the dying person having these same thoughts about him, and becomes distressed by
that. To alleviate the distress caused by these self-centred imaginations, the agent becomes
motivated to assist that person. Al-Ghazali here appears to apply the first type of error: the
agent does not recognise the self-centred end motivating his act, but in most cases will think
that the goodness of the act is intrinsic and absolute. But what if the agent feels no sympathy

18 Al-GHAZALIn.d.: I, 191. This echoes Avicenna’s remark that one may be disgusted by honey because of
its similarity to bile, which he attributes to the activity of the estimation (1959: 182).

19 Al-GHAZALIn.d.: I, 190; cf. 1961: 193-5. The term often appears as al-riqgga al-jinsiyya. The expression
Jins here is originally intended in the kalam sense of ‘class’, a reference to either humans or animals—
whence the expression abna’ jinsihi (‘members of his/its kind”). Al-Ghazali and later theologians may
have intended the philosophical sense of ‘genus’, which would be a reference to animals. In practice,
however, not all animals are objects of sympathy to the same degree. Humans tend to sympathise more
with horses than with mice, and much less or not at all with insects.
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for the dying beast or person he encounters? Al-Ghazali says that it is hard to imagine an
individual experiencing no sympathy whatsoever, but that even if this were granted another
motive would remain operative—namely, the expectation of praise from others for a
praiseworthy act. This would be an instance of the second type of error, whereby a widely-
accepted universal rule becomes ingrained in individuals through social habituation. If the
agent offers assistance but does not expect others to observe or know his praiseworthy act,
the act would then be motivated by the mental association between the act of assisting those
in dire need of help and praise. One is habituated to associate this sort of act with praise, and
thus comes to think that the act is praiseworthy in absolutely all instances, when in fact it
receives praise only in the presence of others who may praise it. Al-Ghazalt here explicitly
appeals to the third way in which estimation engenders value judgements.

Al-Ghazali, therefore, advances a subjectivist account of value, which develops the
classical Ash‘arT account under the influence of Avicenna’s logic and psychology to explain
the causes of widely-accepted and seemingly self-evident value judgements. But as in earlier
Ash‘arism, he goes no further than to offer a subjectivist metaethics meant only to support an
anti-realist stance in order to refute Mu‘tazilt realism, not as the groundwork for an alternative
ethical system.? What is radically new in his account—new, that is, in the context of kalam
metaethics—is that it recognises two types of ends that give rise to value judgements:
conscious ends and unconscious ends. The latter are not ordinarily detectable because of the
erroneous judgement of the estimation, which is twofold: it perceives the subjective con-
sequences of things as real and intrinsic to them, and it tends to generalise value judgements,
thus extending their scope. This position comes into direct conflict with classical-kalam
epistemology, as it undermines the principle of immediate knowledge ( i/m darir?). Much of
what appears to the overwhelming majority of sound-minded people to be immediately true
may turn out to be falsehood generated by the estimative faculty. For the Mu‘tazila, the notion
that God could equip humans with a mental faculty that distorts their perception and
understanding of reality would be an evil act on his behalf. While they accept that he creates
things both within and outside humans, such as desires, which motivate them to choose to
commit bad acts, he cannot create them with minds that could deceive them and at the same
time treat them as accountable for their choices. Therefore, the Mu‘tazila, as already noted,
recognise only conscious ends: an agent knows that a certain act (say, telling a lie) will benefit
her (by producing financial gain) and that the act is intrinsically bad, and then chooses either
to perform or not to perform it. If a sound-minded agent uses their mind, they will know if
an act is beneficial or harmful, or if it is good or bad, and will not confuse one type of
judgement for the other. It was common in earlier kalam for theologians to dismiss specific
views that their opponents claim to be immediately known as false; al-Ghazalt is the first
theologian to offer a robust explanation of their falsehood.

20 This is true of al-Ghazali’s ethics of action, as set out in his juristic and theological works, but not
necessarily of his virtue ethics, where, under philosophical influence, he assigns a normative function to
the practical intellect (al-‘aql al-‘amalr) (al-GHAZALIT 1964: 203ff.).
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3. Al-Malahimi: A Failed Defence of Ethical Realism

Al-Malahim1’s defence of the Mu‘tazili ethical theory against al-Ghazali’s attack occurs in
the discussion on “the judgements that apply to acts” (ahkam al-af‘al), that is, the value
judgements of ethically evaluable acts (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 830-54). The discussion is
motivated by three main objectives, each treated in one or more dedicated sections—namely,
(1) to determine the definitions, or realities (haqgiga), of these judgements, (2) to establish
that there are in fact acts in existence to which these judgements apply, and (3) to determine
the causes of these judgements. We are concerned here only with the last two.

To establish that ethically evaluable acts actually exist—the second objective—is to
affirm goodness and badness as actual attributes of acts, as opposed to mere fanciful
descriptions thereof, and moreover to affirm them as real attributes of acts as objects in the
external world. Al-Malahimi views the task as essentially effortless; for like earlier Mu‘tazila,
he maintains that some value judgements are known immediately (dariri). He opens the
section titled “Affirming (ithbat) good acts” as follows:

Know that all that is needed to affirm this is to draw attention (tanbih) [to the fact],
rather than to infer [it] (istidlal). For every sound-minded person knows that there are
some acts on account of which no blame is deserved, such as all that is beneficial,?'
causes no harm to anyone, and is characterised by none of the configurations of
badness. Therefore, [goodness] in general (‘ala I-jumla) is affirmed and established
through reason. (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 831)

The same point is made in a section titled “Affirming bad acts” (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 840-1;
845-6).22 Because the existence of bad acts is known immediately, it cannot be inferred from
evidence. All that one can do to confirm it is to “draw attention” to the immediate knowledge
that we already have of the badness of certain acts. Being self-evident, these value
judgements, al-Malahim1 submits, are agreed upon by all sound-minded people, including
Muslims and adherents to other belief systems. And it is impossible for any sound-minded
person not to recognise their truth, even if their thinking is misguided by some factor or other,
such as a misbelief obtained through specious reasoning or uncritical imitation of others. So
long as a mind remains sound, nothing could corrupt its ability to possess items of immediate
knowledge where it should have them. Denials of the truth of any such immediately-known
ethical facts are dismissed as disingenuous (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 845-6).

In the tradition of earlier Basran Mu‘tazili sources, al-Malahimi also refutes the counter-
thesis to ethical realism—that ethical value judgements of approval and disapproval
ordinarily passed on acts are subjective, and as such of the same order as aesthetic judgements
of approval and disapproval passed on visible forms (cf. “ABD al-JABBAR 1962: 19-21). This
anti-realist, subjectivist thesis is readily implied in the two central Arabic expressions
employed to denote ethical values, hasan (good) and gabih (bad), which are widely used to
mean, respectively, “beautiful, attractive” and “ugly, repulsive”. Al-Malahimi contends that
the two types of judgement are poles apart (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 841-2). Ethical judgements

21 Reading kull for akl.
22 Reading ma la yajidu for ma yajidu at 841, 1. 6.
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are rational: they are real, and as such apprehensible to the mind. However, when a person
finds a thing either pretty and desirable, or ugly and repulsive, the judgement will arise from
the person’s self (nafs) depending on the extent to which that thing is aligned with her desire
(shahwa) and repulsion (nafra). For this reason, the same thing may be attractive and
desirable to one person, and unattractive and undesirable to another person. Such differences
betray the subjective nature of these judgements, just as the (purported) agreement of all
sound-minded people on certain ethical value judgements confirms their objectivity and
truth.

This much was normally sufficient, in earlier Mu‘tazili sources, to eliminate the sub-
jectivist counter-thesis. Because of al-Ghazalt’s criticism, however, al-Malahim1 revisits this
counter-thesis in the next section, “That on account of which bad acts are bad,” in which the
causes of the ethical attributes of acts are determined. Half of the section is devoted to
responding to al-Ghazali, whom al-Malahim1 does not name, but clearly intends when he
refers to “one of the later ones among our adversaries, who had learned some of the teachings
of the philosophers” (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 846). Aside from implying that al-Ghazali had only
a mediocre grasp of philosophy, al-MalahimT highlights the philosophical influence on him
to score a polemical point, as philosophy was still widely seen as a heterodox system of
thought. He then starts by summarising some of the criticisms deployed in the Mustasfa
against the Mu‘tazilt theory of ethical value (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 846-8).

First, however, he complains that al-Ghazali misunderstands the Mu‘tazilt position. Al-
Ghazalt claims that the Mu‘tazila are ethical essentialists, as al-Malahim points out:

He reports that our school members hold things that they do not in fact say, believing
these to be their teachings—namely, that they hold that what is good and what is bad
are good or bad on account of their essence (/i-dhatihi). This betrays his ignorance of
the position of our school members. So, there is no point in reproducing those parts
of his discussion. [...] He then argues that good and bad [acts] are not good or bad on
account of their essence; but this is not what we actually hold. (al-MALAHIMI 2007:
846-7; cf. al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 178-9; 1, 182-3)

Al-Malahimi, of course, is correct. In the vein of most earlier Ashari treatments of the
subject, al-Ghazalt portrays the Mu‘tazila as espousing an essentialist theory of ethical value.
Claiming that they maintain that badness is an ‘essential attribute’ (wasf dhati) of the act, he
refutes this position simply by adducing acts that are good in some cases, but bad in others—
evidence that ethical value is not essential to acts (al-GHAZALI n.d.: I, 183). It is striking that
al-Ghazali misrepresents the Mu‘tazili view in this manner, considering that in his main work
on jurisprudence, the Burhan, his teacher al-Juwayni criticises fellow Ash‘aris and Shafi‘ls
for misunderstanding the Mu‘tazilt position in precisely this way:

Those who reported the position of [the Mu‘tazila] differed on [how to interpret] their
statement, ‘A thing is bad or good in itself (/i-‘aynihi)’. It has been reported that they
hold that the badness and goodness of acts® are among their attributes of essence. It
has also been reported that badness is an essential attribute, but not goodness, or vice
versa according to [Abi ‘Ali] al-Jubba’t [d. 303/915]. All of this betrays ignorance of

23 Reading al-maf‘lat for al-ma‘qilat.
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the position of [the Mu‘tazila] (jahl bi-madhhabihim). What they actually mean by
saying, ‘A thing is bad or good in itself’, is that [the badness or goodness of the act]
is apprehended by one’s mind, without needing to be informed [of these judgements]
by another. (al-JUWAYNI 1979: 1, 88-9)

In other words, ‘in itself” here means ‘intrinsically’, rather than ‘essentially’. Accordingly, in
his theological magnum opus, the Shamil, al-Juwayni provides a more accurate account of
the Basran Mu‘tazili theory of act-configurations.?* Al-Juwayni, after all, was closely familiar
with Mu‘tazili sources, particularly ‘Abd al-Jabbar.? Yet, with the political and intellectual
decline of Mu‘tazilism by the late fifth/eleventh century, al-Ghazali’s attention shifts towards
new and more urgent threats, specifically the philosophers and Isma‘lis. And it is for this
reason, it seems, that he shows little interest in offering an accurate account of the Mu ‘tazilt
theory.?

Al-MalahimT chooses to ignore al-Ghazal1’s off-target criticisms and instead focuses on
the subjectivist lexical definitions he gives for ‘goodness’ as ‘agreement with the agent’s
ends’, and ‘badness’ as ‘disagreement with the agent’s ends’, and his claim that value judge-
ments said to constitute immediate knowledge of the external world are often in fact figments
that originate in the estimation. In defence of Mu‘tazili realism, al-Malahim1 responds by
deploying three arguments.?” The first two seek to show that the consequences of acts on their
agents cannot account for widely-held value judgements, because the two are not always
correlated.

The first argument is that ethical value is not reducible to subjective ends, because some
acts are bad but not harmful. Al-Malahimi opines that we judge such acts to be bad on account
of their intrinsic badness, which is apprehensible to reason, but do not find them disagreeable
to our disposition (fab). He gives the examples of the mental act of adhering to a misbelief
(jahl), such as believing that the sky is below us and the earth above us, and purposeless acts
(‘abath), such as speaking to inanimate objects.?® Al-Malahimi invokes acts that are not
religiously prohibited to exclude the explanation that their badness originates in the teachings
of revelation. He then considers the possible rejoinder that seemingly harmless acts are often
in fact not so harmless, because they involve the expenditure of effort, and he counters that
even if we postulate that the performance of a purposeless act brings its agent a benefit that

24 Al-JUWAYNI 2010: II, 731 ff. In his shorter theological work, the /rshad (1950: 257 ft.), he does not
discuss act-configurations, but still avoids characterising the Mu‘tazili theory as essentialist.

25 As is clear from one telling reference he makes to ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Mughni (SHIHADEH 2013: 193).

26 Hourani explains al-Ghazali’s inaccurate account of the Mu‘tazili theory thus: “The absence of living
challengers was taking its toll on the level of argument of Sunnite theologians, as it had done already on
that of Ghazali’s predecessor Juwayni” (1976: 82; cf. 1975). However, as already noted, al-Juwayni is in
fact careful to provide an accurate account of the Mu‘tazili position, whereas al-Ghazali intentionally
misrepresents it. The latter’s motives lie in his conception of kalam as a pragmatic, dialectical art, a

subject that goes beyond the scope of the present study (SHIHADEH 2005: 142 ft.; 2015).
27 Al-MALAHIMI 2007: 848-9. He then attacks Ash‘ari divine command ethics (2007: 849-51).

28 AIl-MALAHIMI 2007: 848. On jahl in the sense of misbelief, see SHIHADEH 2013. For a discussion of the
Mu‘tazil position on the badness of purposeless acts, see LEAMAN 1980, although he assumes that ‘Abd
al-Jabbar was the first to hold that purposeless acts are bad. This in fact is a standard Mu‘tazil1 view,
which predates ‘Abd al-Jabbar.
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outweighs the minor effort expended, the act would still be bad (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 848-9).
This argument, however, fails two of al-Ghazal1’s tests. For, firstly, al-Malahim1 appears to
concede that simply by virtue of being acts, all purposeless acts involve an inconvenience to
the agent. So by al-Ghazali’s characterisation of the first type of error, they would be judged
bad on subjectivist grounds by their agent, whose estimative faculty may present their
badness as a property intrinsic to them. The second type of error would be to assert that
purposeless acts are universally bad, even when, as in the case postulated by al-Malahimi, an
agent occasionally gains a benefit greater than the effort expended in performing such an act.
By the same token, one may argue that adhering to a misbelief is often contrary to an agent’s
ends, because it may result in misguided action

In his second defence, al-Malahimi goes a step further, arguing that value judgements
often run counter to an agent’s self-centred, prudential inclination, because some harmful
acts are in fact good and obligatory (al-MALAHIMI 2007: 849). These include types of just
action, such as paying back a debt and treating adversaries fairly in debate, which tend to
involve burdensome inconvenience to their agent. If ethical value were correlated to an act’s
consequences, people would have agreed on the badness of these acts. Again, the argument
seems to miss its target, because these acts seem no different than the act of lying, which al-
Ghazalt considers under the second type of error. It is arguable that even though wrongful
acts are often beneficial to the wrongdoer, most instances of wrongful acts are harmful to the
community at large and for this reason are judged bad. This value judgement is accordingly
inculcated in individuals.

In both arguments, al-Malahimf fails to address and eliminate al-Ghazalt’s account of the
causation and epistemic status of value judgements. He highlights the philosophical influence
evident in his older contemporary’s refutation of Mu‘tazili ethics and provides an accurate
summary thereof, but nonetheless treats it as a much less sophisticated form of subjectivism
than it actually is. Al-Ghazali proposes that value judgements often derive from unconscious
ends, which he explains through the workings of the estimative faculty, whereas al-Malahimi,
deploying the outdated toolkit of earlier Mu‘tazilism, recognises only conscious ends. From
a dialectical standpoint, the outcome is a clear win for al-Ghazali.

Al-Malahim1 takes a different tack in his third argument, in which he defends the
rationality of value judgements. To the view that value judgements derive from the
disposition rather than from reason, he responds as follows:

Suppose an act is either entirely harmful or entirely beneficial to a sound-minded
person, [ 1] will he differentiate between the two? And if he does differentiate between
them, [2] will reason then dictate to him that he ought to obtain what is entirely
beneficial to him, and that if he benefits from that he will not deserve blame from
other sound-minded people [...]? As for what is entirely harmful to him—such as
striking or injuring his own body, or wasting his wealth for no purpose—will reason
dictate to him that he ought not do this, and that [if he were to do it] it would be right
for other sound-minded people to say to him, ‘Why did you do this!’?

If [our opponent] answers that reason dictates none of this to sound-minded people,
he will be speaking disingenuously and will be equating the behaviour of sound-
minded people who have no knowledge of revealed religions with the behaviour of
insane people who cannot differentiate between what they are entitled to do and what
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they are not entitled to do. However, if he answers that reason does indeed dictate this,
we will say to him: But this is exactly what we mean by ‘rational badness and
goodness’ (al-qubh wa-I-husn al-‘aqli). So, your claim that reason can make no
judgement of goodness or badness on acts before [the reception of] revelation is false.
(al-MALAHIMI 2007: 849)

Al-MalahimT says that the role of reason here is to recognise, first, the ethical value of an act
(the is) and, second, that it is imperative on the agent to perform it, or to refrain from it (the
ought). He argues that his adversaries will be forced to concede both of these functions of
reason. But his former, ontological claim is problematic. The examples given are acts whose
ethical value is ontologically ambiguous, because acts whose only consequence is to benefit
their agent, or to harm their agent (such as causing injury to oneself), and hence have no
direct impact on other living beings, are recognised by both realists and subjectivists as,
respectively, good and bad, although the two sides will differ on the precise referents of
‘good’ and ‘bad’ here and on the grounds of the goodness and badness of these acts. The
ethical rationalism of the Mu‘tazila does not consist of asserting the mere fact of the goodness
and badness of these and other acts, but also requires the recognition of the reality of goodness
and badness as attributes of acts and the causes of these attributes—both of which notions
are rejected by al-Malahim1’s adversaries. So his claim that this is exactly what the Mu‘tazila
mean by ‘rational badness and goodness’ is misleading, and seems to present the debate as
one between ethical cognitivism and non-cognitivism, rather than a debate between ethical
realism and anti-realism. What is more, Ash‘aris do not deny that the mind is able to
differentiate between harmful and beneficial things; they accept that internal sensations are
objects of knowledge—introspective knowledge—but deny that these cognitions derive from
reason. As for the latter, ought claim, al-Malahim1 expects Ash‘aris to agree that reason
provides the agent with the imperative to act or not to act, and others with the entitlement to
praise or to blame an agent for performing an act. However, they would simply deny this
claim; for although they appeal to subjectivism dialectically in a debate on metaethics, they
do not subscribe to a consequentialist normative ethics. Al-Juwayni maintains that the
imposition of obligations (faklif) on agents is not a function of reason, but the prerogative of
revelation (al-JUWAYNT 1950: 258).

Overall, al-Malahim1’s defence of ethical realism against al-Ghazalt’s philosophically-
influenced criticism shows that Mu‘tazilism at this crucial juncture was unable to keep up
with its adversaries. Although the decline of Mu‘tazilism in the fifth/eleventh century was to
a great extent the outcome of socio-political circumstances, what we see here is evidence that
the school was losing the intellectual battle as well. This observation is, of course, a historical
one and should not be taken to imply that the ethical realism taught by the Basran Mu‘tazila
was inevitably doomed to failure. Whether later, Zaydi Mu‘tazilism manages to catch up, so
to speak, and to put forth a more compelling response to neo-Ash‘ari ethical thinking remains
an open question, and certainly one worth pursuing.
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4. Al-Razi: From Subjectivism to Consequentialism

In the discussion on ethical value in his earlier theological work, Nihayat al-‘uqul fi dirayat
al-usil, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi offers two lines of refutation of the Mu‘tazili epistemological
claim that the ethical value of certain types of act is self-evident, which correspond to the
second and third tasks of al-Malahimi. The first is simply to show that purportedly self-
evident value judgements are not in fact self-evident (al-RAzI 2015: 111, 275-6). The second,
“more powerful” line goes a step further by acknowledging the prevalence of certain ethical
maxims among people, and then arguing that the nature and grounds of ethical value are not
what they are claimed to be in Mu‘tazili ethical realism (al-RAzI 2015: 111, 276-8; SHIHADEH
2006: Ch. 2). Al-Razi briefly proposes three alternative explanations for value judgements.
The first two ground value judgement in an individual’s emotive reactions to a thing or
occurrence. Some judgements, he first argues, are engendered by the emotive attraction and
repulsion that an act arouses in the disposition, such as the judgements that justice is good,
and wrongful action bad. Some are engendered by self-centred prudence, such as the
judgement that it is good to assist a suffering human or animal, which arises from the pain
experienced by a tender-hearted observer. His third explanation grounds some judgements in
their consequences for society, but is, in the final analysis, likewise subjectivist, as we shall
see shortly: some judgements, he says, are engendered by the consensus of people on rules
that guarantee the wellbeing of society, such as the principles that lying and wrongful action
are bad. The Mu‘tazila, al-Razi argues, fail to eliminate these alternative grounds of value
judgements when establishing their own, realist account. He immediately then considers the
possible response that these alternative explanations have in fact already been addressed by
al-Malahim1 in the Mu‘amad, and he paraphrases the latter’s first two responses to al-
Ghazali.

Al-Razi counters al-Malahimi’s first argument by expanding on his emotivist account of
value judgement. Al-Malahimi had argued that because some acts, such as purposeless acts,
are harmless but nonetheless bad, an act’s badness cannot be reduced to an emotive reaction
to its actual or expected consequences. This argument, al-Razi retorts, can go no further than
proving that the badness of (purportedly) harmless acts cannot be explained through their
consequences, and thus falls short of establishing the general proposition that the badness of
all bad acts cannot be thus explained, for which a further proof is needed (al-RAzI 2015: III,
278-9; 280-1). He contends that harmful action in fact is not the only trigger for emotive,
dispositional repulsion (nafra tabiiyya), because the latter is experienced at the perception
of things that are entirely harmless to the perceiver, such as people with bodily defects or
menial jobs. Indeed, the perceiver may benefit from the menial work of others, yet still
experience the same repulsion towards them. It is perfectly conceivable, therefore, for
purposeless action and holding a misbelief to be entirely harmless to their observers, and yet
arouse a similar emotive repulsion in them. Al-Malahimi fails to rule out this possibility when
he claims that the repulsion we experience towards bad acts derives from reason (nafra
‘aqliyya) rather than disposition, which is to say that it is grounded in our knowledge of the
external world, rather than in emotive repulsion.

In his response to al-Malahimi’s second argument, al-Razi elaborates on his third
explanation of value judgements, which grounds them in an act’s consequences for society,
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and he argues that it too reduces to subjectivism. Al-Malahim1 had observed that value
judgements often run counter to their subjective consequences, because we judge some acts
to be good even when they are harmful to us, or bad even when they are beneficial to us (al-
RAZzI 2015: 111, 279; 281-2). In response, al-Razi advances a more sophisticated account of
ethical motivation than the one refuted by al-Malahimi (cf. SHIHADEH 2006: 78 ff.). What the
latter attacks is a simple subjectivism, according to which the agent judges an act to be good
or bad depending on the benefit or harm he expects from it. So, because wrongful action
tends to be advantageous to its agent, those who commit such acts should, by this reasoning,
recognise them as good; however, all people actually recognise wrongful acts as bad.? Al-
Razi takes the view that because agents can only be motivated by self-centred interest, the
agent of a wrongful act will commit it only if he believes that it is beneficial and hence
subjectively good. What he concedes here is that such an agent would nonetheless accept the
general ethical maxim that wrongful action is bad, which seems to run counter to his
subjectivism. Al-Ghazali, as we have seen, explains such value judgements as mental errors
arising from the psychological faculty of estimation. Al-Razi does not appeal to faculty
psychology here, but instead offers an explanation that can be best described as an exercise
in social psychology. He argues that value judgements often arise out of a calculus that
involves not only the direct consequences of individual acts, but moreover the consequences
of the verbal act of assenting to ethical rules. The consequences that an act leads to (yu’addr
ila) can be either temporally immediate or anticipated in the future (halan aw ma’alan). Al-
Razi reasons that the act of assenting to certain ethical rules publicly is likely to result in
indirect, future consequences that are favourable to its agent, whereas denying them is likely
to result in adverse consequences for its agent by normalising types of action that are harmful
to him, and that people’s awareness of these anticipated consequences motivates them to
assent to those rules. For instance, if one proclaims (afta bi-) that wrongful action is good,
this assertion will consequently undermine the ethical rule that one ought to refrain from
wrong action and thereby render him susceptible to the wrongful action of others. This
subjectively adverse consequence thus motivates people, even those who commit wrongful
acts, to accept the badness of wrongful action. And because all sound-minded individuals
recognise that they have a stake in such value judgements, society at large will consent
(tawada ‘i) on them, thus giving rise to widely-accepted ethical rules. The same, al-Razi
remarks, applies to the widely-accepted maxims that filial piety, fairness, justice and keeping
promises are good and obligatory. There is evidence elsewhere in his works that this analysis
of ethical motivation should serve as the basis of a normative ethics; this would clearly yield
a form of rule-consequentialism as opposed to a simple act-consequentialism.

So, al-Razi identifies two origins for seemingly non-self-centred value judgements. The
first is that some arise out of emotive, dispositional attraction and repulsion, partly out of the
dispositional “tenderness associated to the genus” (al-rigga al-jinsiyya, as it occurs in al-
Razi’s works) (SHIHADEH 2006: 52; 78). This is a rather traditional explanation, which we
encounter in al-Ghazali and earlier Ash‘arT sources. The second is that judgements often

29 Reading yashtahira li-I-zalim (or li-I-zalama) and yashtahiru li-l-mazlim for tashtahira al-zalama and
shahara al-mazlim (at 279, 11. 7-8).
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originate from the self-centred subjective calculus just described. Some judgements—for
instance, ‘“Wrongful action is bad’—seem to arise out of the combination of both processes.

Al-Razi does not address al-Malahim1’s third argument—that even a subjectivist must
accept a rational conception of value and obligation—which, as noted, does not pose much
of a threat from a dialectical perspective. After all, al-Razi in the Nihayat al-‘uqil and later
works departs from earlier Ash‘arism by making precisely that same point—that his
subjectivist conception of ethical value is a rational one, in that the subjective goodness or
badness of acts is knowable through reason. This point is absent in an earlier theological work
of his (al-RAZz12007: 206 ft.), and it is most likely an influence first and foremost from the
third argument of al-Malahimi, whose works al-Razi starts to engage with very closely in the
Nihaya, particularly in the discussion on ethical value. Al-Raz1 may have been secondarily
influenced by a passage in al-Juwayn1’s later juristic work, the Burhan, in which he states
that reason requires the agent to pursue what is subjectively beneficial and to avoid what is
subjectively harmful (al-JUWAYNI 1979: 1, 91).% Unlike al-Razi, however, al-Juwayni’s view
is not articulated prominently and systematically, and hence had limited impact on later
sources.

Thus, in the Nihayat al-‘ugiil and mid-career works, al-Razi says that goodness and
badness, defined respectively as agreement or disagreement with the disposition, are rational
concepts (‘aqli), in that the agent apprehends the subjective value of an act through reason.
Defined, respectively, as ‘not deserving of punishment’ and ‘deserving of punishment’, they
are by contrast ‘religious’ (shar), because acts become punishable only through God’s
command, which is received through a divinely-revealed religion (al-RAzI 2015: II1, 247; cf.
SHIHADEH 2006: 56 ff.).>" That, in contrast to earlier Ash‘aris, al-Razi characterises intro-
spective knowledge of emotions as ‘aglr is not a trivial shift of usage, but reflects a departure
from the classical-Ash‘arT conception of intellect. Whereas ‘intellect’ (‘agl) was earlier
defined as a body of immediate knowledge correlated to facts about the external world, al-
Razi defines it as an innate capacity (ghariza) through which knowledge is gained (al-RAZzI
1991: 250-1). (The theological and philosophical background of this development goes
beyond the scope of the present study and will be investigated in a forthcoming study.) The
scope of ‘aql, thus conceived as the capacity for cognition, accordingly encompasses all
immediate and non-scriptural inferential knowledge, including introspective knowledge. An
agent will therefore be able to apprehend the pain (or pleasure) that an act causes him and
accordingly make a value judgement on the act in the form of a proposition—*That act is bad
(or good)’, where ‘bad’ and ‘good’ are defined respectively as a direct or indirect cause of
pain, or of pleasure.

This position represents only a minor departure from the position of al-Ghazali and earlier
Ash‘arts, as the role assigned to reason here is only to recognise the subjective value of an
act (the is), as opposed to establishing obligations—that is, acts that ought to be performed
or omitted. It is, nonetheless, an important development in that direction, because in later
works al-Razi goes further to deny the religious definition of ethical value terms, and to assert
that even religious obligations, established through divine command and prohibition, have a

30 As for why I do not consider al-Ghazali to be a significant influence on this point, see fn. 20 above.
31 Reading nadhhabu for dhahaba, at 1. 1.
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rational basis. It is reason that provides the agent with the obligation to adhere to the divine
law in order to avoid severe punishment in the hereafter. He accordingly declares his con-
ception of ethical value and obligation to be a rational one, although, being a consequent-
ialism, it is antithetical to Mu‘tazilt realism (al-RAZzI 1987: III, 289-90; cf. SHIHADEH 2006:
63 ff.). This is the first time in Ash‘arism that a rational conception of obligation is adopted
systematically as the main principle of normative ethics, and that a theory of divine command
ethics becomes subsumed within this rational framework.*?

Concluding Remark

To conclude, let us briefly revisit the point made at the start of this article concerning the
supposed anti-rationalism of Ash‘arl ethics. This characterisation belonged to the old
narrative, which depicted the classical period of Islamic thought as a period in which the
banner of rationalism was held aloft by philosophy and Mu‘tazilism, but was then superseded
by anti-rationalist theological currents spearheaded by Ash‘arism. We have shown that this
characterisation of Ash‘arl ethics is little more than a caricature: Ash‘aris were not only
ethical rationalists, but moreover, in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries, the more critical
and innovative ethical thinkers. This calls on us to reflect upon the way in which often murky
and heavily value-laden categories such as ‘rationalist’ and ‘anti-rationalist’ are employed
more widely in the field.

Bibliography / References

Sources

‘ABD AL-JABBAR al-Hamadhani. AI-Mughnt fi abwab al-tawhid wa-I-‘adl. Vol. 4: Ru’yat al-bart / ed.
Muhammad M. Hilmi and Abt 1-Wafa al-Ghinimi. Cairo 1965.

— . Al-Mughni fi abwab al-tawhid wa-I-‘adl. Vol. 6.1: al-Ta‘dil wa-I-tajwir / ed. Mahmiid M. Qasim.
Cairo 1962.

al-BAQILLANI, Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Tayyib. Kitab al-Tamhid / ed. Richard J. McCarthy. Beirut
1957.

— . Al-Taqrib wa-I-irshad / ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid ‘A. Abii Zunayd. 3 vols. Beirut 1998.

al-GHAZALI, Abl Hamid. Al-Igtisad fi l-itiqad / ed. Torahim A. Cubukgu and Hiiseyin Atay. Ankara 1962.
— . Mihakk al-nazar. Cairo 1925.

— . Mi%yar al-ilm / ed. Sulayman Dunya. Cairo 1961.

— . Mizan al-‘amal / ed. Sulayman Dunya. Cairo 1964.

— . Al-Mungqidh min al-dalal / ed. Farid Jabre. Beirut 1969.

— . Al-Mustasfa min ilm al-usil / ed. Hamza Z. Hafiz. 4 vols. Medina n.d.

32 On how this consequentialism is reflected in al-Razi’s account of the objectives (magdasid) of the divine
law and maslaha, see SHIHADEH 2006: 63 ff.

33 Iam grateful to Feriel BOUHAFA and Mairaj SYED for their comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
All shortcomings are my own.

«21(2021) IsRh: 81-102



Psychology and Ethical Epistemology

IBN FORAK, Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan. Mujarrad maqalat al-Shaykh Abr I-Hasan al-Ash‘ari /
ed. Daniel Gimaret. Beirut 1987.

IBN MATTAWAYH, al-Hasan ibn Ahmad. A/-Tadhkira fi ahkam al-jawahir wa-l-arad / ed. Daniel
Gimaret. 2 vols. Cairo 2009.

IBN SINA, al-Husayn ibn ‘Abdallah. Kitab al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat / ed. J. Forget. Leiden 1892.

— . 1938. Al-Najat. Cairo 1938.

— . AI-Shif@’, al-Nafs [Avicenna’s De Anima (Arabic Text), Being the Psychological Part of Kitab al-
Shifa’] / ed. Fazlur Rahman. London 1959.

— . AlI-Shif@’, al-Mantiq, V. al-Burhan / ed. Abu 1-‘Ula al-*Afifi. Cairo 1956.

al-JUWAYNI, Abt I-Ma‘ali ‘Abd al-Malik. Al-Burhan fi usil al-figh. 2 vols. / ed. “Abd al-‘Azim al-Dib.
Doha 1979.

— . Kitab al-Irshad / ed. Muhammad Misa and ‘Alf ‘Abd al-Hamid. Cairo 1950.

— . Al-Kamil fi ikhtisar al-Shamil [an abridgement of the Shamil by a certain Ibn al-Amir] / ed. Jamal
‘A. ‘Abd al-Mun‘im. 2 vols. Cairo 2010.

— . Kitab al-Talkhis fi usil al-figh / ed. ‘Abdallah J. al-Nibali and Shubbayr A. al-‘Umari. 3 vols. Beirut
1996.

al-MALAHIMI, Rukn al-Din. AI-Fa@’iq fi usil al-din / ed. Faysal B. “Awn. Cairo 2016.
— . Al-Mu‘tamad fi usil al-din / ed. Wilferd Madelung. Tehran 2007. (References are to this edition.)
— . Al-Mu‘tamad fi usil al-din / ed. Wilferd Madelung and Martin McDermott. London 1991.

al-RAzi, Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar. Al-Ishara fi usil al-kalam / ed. Muhammad S. al-‘Ayidi
and RabT* S. al-‘Ayidi. Amman 2007.

— . Al-Matalib al-‘aliya min al-%Glm al-ilahi / ed. Ahmad H. al-Saqqa. 8 vols in 5 (vol. 9 being an
independent text). Beirut 1987.

— . Muhassal afkar al-mutaqaddimin wa-l-muta’akhkhirin min al-hukama® wa-l-mutakallimin / ed.
Hiiseyin Atay. Cairo 1991.

— . Nihayat al-‘uqiil fi dirayat al-usiil / ed. Sad ‘A. Fuda. 5 vols. Beirut 2015.

Studies

Ao0UAD, Maroun. 1v997. “Définition du concept de loué selon le point de vue immédiat dans la
Rhétorique du Sifa . In: HASNAWI et al. (eds.) 1997: 409-51.

BLACK, Deborah. 1993. “Estimation (Wahm) in Avicenna: The Logical and Psychological
Dimensions.” Dialogue: Canadian Philosophical Review, 32: 219-58.

—.1990. Logic and Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in Medieval Arabic Philosophy. Leiden: Brill.

BOUHAFA, Feriel. 2021. “The Dialectics of Ethics: Moral Ontology and Epistemology in Islamic
Philosophy.” Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies, 21.1dBh: 25-54.

CELLI, Gaia. 2018. “Avicenna and Aristotle’s Rhetoric: Lexical Options.” In: WOERTHER (ed.) 2018:
89-115.

GRIFFEL, Frank. 2012. “Al-Ghazali’s Use of ‘Original Human Disposition’ (fitra) and Its Background
in the Teachings of al-Farabt and Avicenna.” The Muslim World, 102: 1-32.

— (ed.). 2015. Al-Ghazali’s Rationalism and Its Influence. Papers on the Occasion of the 900th
Anniversary of His Death in 1111. Vol. 2. Leiden: Brill.

HasNawl, Ahmad et al. (eds.). 1997. Perspectives arabes et médiévales sur la tradition scientifique et
philosophique grecque. Actes du Colloque de la SIHSPAI, 31 mars — 3 avril 1993. Leuven and Paris:
Peeters.

+21(2021) IsiBh: 81-102

Page | 101



Page | 102

Ayman Shihadeh

HouraNI, George F. 1976. “Ghazali on the Ethics of Action.” Journal of the American Oriental Society,
96: 69-88.

— . 1975. “JuwaynT’s Criticism of Mu‘tazilite Ethics.” Muslim World, 65: 161-73.
— . 1971. Islamic Rationalism: The Ethics of ‘Abd al-Jabbar. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

LEAMAN, Oliver. 1980. ““Abd al-Jabbar and the Concept of Uselessness.” Journal of the History of
Ideas, 41: 129-31.

MADELUNG, Wilferd. 2015. “Al-Ghazali’s Changing Attitude to Philosophy.” In: TAMER (ed.) 2015: 23-34.

MARMURA, Michael E. 1969. “Ghazali [sic.] on Ethical Premises.” The Philosophical Forum (New
Series), 1: 393-403.

SCHMIDTKE, Sabine (ed.). 2016. The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

SHIHADEH, Ayman. 2016. “Theories of Ethical Value in Kalam: A New Interpretation.” In: SCHMIDTKE
(ed.) 2016: 384-407.

—.2015. “Al-Ghazali and Kalam: The Conundrum of His Body-Soul Dualism.” In: GRIFFEL (ed.)
2015: 113-41.

—. 2013. “The Argument from Ignorance and Its Critics in Medieval Arabic Thought.” Arabic
Sciences and Philosophy, 23: 171-220.

— . 2006. The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Leiden: Brill.

—. 2005. “From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th/12th Century Developments in Muslim Philosophical
Theology.” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy, 15: 141-79.

SYED, Mairaj U. 2016. Coercion and Responsibility in Islam: A Study in Ethics and Law. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

TAMER, Georges. 2015. Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazali. Papers Collected on His
900th Anniversary. Vol. 1. Leiden and Boston, Brill.

VASALOU, Sophia. 2016. Ibn Taymiyya's Theological Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

— . 2008. Moral Agents and Their Deserts: The Character of Mu ‘tazilite Ethics. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

WOERTHER, Frederique. 2018. Commenting on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, from Antiquity to the Present.
Leiden and Boston: Brill.

© Ayman Shiahdeh, SOAS University of London, UK
<« a.shihadeh@soas.ac.uk »

«21(2021) IsRh: 81-102



The Moral Obligation to Worship God Alone:
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Analysis in the Tafsir

HANNAH C. ERLWEIN (Max Planck Institute for the History of
Science, Berlin)

Abstract

This article examines how, in his al-Tafsir al-kabir, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210) addresses the problem
of the obligation to thank the benefactor (wujith shukr al-mun im) within the context of the Quranic command
to worship God alone. The obligation to thank one’s benefactor was a contentious problem among classical
Islamic thinkers before Razi, and it was frequently discussed in figh and kalam works in the context of the
ontology and epistemology of moral values and legal norms. Razi’s analysis in the Tafsir, however, sheds
light on another way in which the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem was of relevance for classical Islamic
thinkers: it is used to frame the rationale for monotheism in terms of the gratitude God deserves for being
humans’ provider. This aspect of the “thanking one’s benefactor”’-problem has not been highlighted in the
secondary literature. This article discusses how Razi’s analysis of God’s sole deservedness of worship has
theological, legal, and ethical/moral implications. The theological implications are found in the questions it
raises about the notorious problem of causality. The legal implications become apparent in Razi’s interest in
the ratio legis of the Quranic command and in establishing that the obligation arises with God’s sovereign
decree. The ethical or moral implications, finally, are seen in his concern with how humans come to know of
the goodness of monotheism and the repugnancy of polytheism. The article contextualises Razi’s position in
the Tafsir against the background of the figh and kalam debates about the “thanking one’s benefactor”-
problem.

Keywords: Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Quranic commentary, The obligation of thanking one’s benefactor, Moral
values, Legal norms, Monotheism

Introduction

The problem of the obligation to thank one’s benefactor (wujub shukr al-mun‘im)
preoccupied generations of classical Islamic scholars. Both legal (figh) and theological
(kalam) works traditionally contain chapters dedicated to this problem. The interest in the
obligation to thank one’s benefactor emerged from a broader concern with the ontology and
epistemology of legal norms as well as moral values. The “thanking one’s benefactor”-
problem developed into something of a fopos for classical scholars when refuting their
opponents’ position and explicating their own.

In his famed Quranic commentary, al-Tafsir al-kabir (The Great Commentary), Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210) also displays a concern with the “thanking one’s benefactor”-
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problem—yet, his interest in this question falls within a different context, i.e., monotheism.
In commenting on the many Quranic verses that command monotheism, Razi makes use of
the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem in order to give an answer to the question why God
alone should be worshipped. The rationale he provides is that God is humans’ benefactor and
He is, consequently, deserving of gratitude in the form of worship. Razi’s analysis in the
Tafsir sheds light on one reason why the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem was of
importance to classical Islamic thinkers. This specific reason is not apparent in figh and kalam
works, which also discuss the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem. This article, therefore,
highlights an aspect of the problem, which has not been investigated in the secondary
literature.

To flesh this out, I will first outline how, in the Tafsir, Raz1’s approach to the problem of
why God alone should be worshipped has theological, legal, and ethical/moral implications.
In linking God’s sole deservedness of worship to His role as provider, Razi can be said to
treat this question as having theological implications, insofar as it raises questions about the
thorny issue of causation (i.e., do humans bring about their deeds, or is God the sole cause in
the cosmos?). Razi also treats this question as a /egal problem, and therefore makes an effort
to determine the ratio legis of the Quranic command to worship God alone and to establish
that the obligation arises with God’s sovereign decree. Finally, he is found to treat it as an
ethical problem, insofar as he is concerned with how humans come to know of the goodness
of monotheism and the repugnancy of polytheism. While his approach shall prove certain
overlap between the concerns associated with the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem in
kalam and figh works and his concerns associated with the question of why God alone should
be worshipped in the Tafsir, it is important to note that Razi comes to put forward different
positions. While in his legal analysis of the command to practice monotheism, Razi adheres
to the tradition of his school (i.e., the Ash‘aris), according to which obligations (such as the
obligation to thank one’s benefactor) arise from Revelation, in his discussion of the ethical
status of monotheism and polytheism, Razi puts forward a view in the Tafsir that follows
scholars in the later tradition, such as prominently Ghazali (d. 505/1111), who emphasised
that humans hold notions of moral values independent of Revelation. Razi for his part speaks
of reason’s (al-‘agl) ability to recognise that monotheism is morally good and polytheism
repugnant—insights which Revelation comes to confirm. This underscores how an ethical
problem, such as the obligation to thank one’s benefactor, takes some nuance based on its
impact on theological, legal and ethical matters.

1 Special mention should here be made of two studies that deal extensively with the “thanking one’s
benefactor”-problem, yet with different foci than the present article. Aron ZYSOW’s (2008) “Two
Theories of the Obligation to Obey God’s Commands” discusses the role of the “thanking one’s
benefactor”-problem in the context of the obligation on humans to obey God’s commands in the first
place (another fopos of the discussion). A. Kevin REINHART’s (1995) Before Revelation discusses the
“thanking one’s benefactor’-problem in the context of the question whether legal norms and moral
qualities exist before the advent of Revelation.
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Identifying the Rationale: God as Creator and Benefactor

In his commentary on Quranic verses that contain the command to worship God alone, Razi
displays a particular interest in identifying the reason why God alone should be deserving of
worship. His interest in the rationale behind the command is prompted by his observation
that the Quran itself frequently provides a rationale when it orders humans to worship God
alone. One such place is Razi’s commentary on Q. 6:102, which reads € This is God ... the
creator of all things, so worship Him... ¥.2 He writes:

God’s saying {the creator of all things, so (fz-) worship Him} proves that the
command to worship Him is based on His being creator of all things. [This is so]
because of [the particle] fa- which indicates a consequence (fa@’ al-ta‘qib) and ... a
causal connection (sababiyya). So, this implies that His being the creator of all things
is what necessitates that He is the object of worship. (al-RAzI 1981: XIII, 128)

In his analysis, Razi focuses on the role of the particle fa- which he describes as indicating
that the command to worship God is causally connected to the statement that God is the
creator of all things. Razi could have stopped at this observation, but in several instances in
the Tafsir we find him venturing into a theological investigation of the vexed question of
causality. This question arises for him precisely because it is God’s role as creator that is
invoked as the rationale for worship of Him. I have discussed this problem in detail elsewhere
(ERLWEIN 2019b), but here an indication of the direction of his investigation should be given:
if the rationale for the command to worship God is that God is described as creator, Razi
wonders whether this implies that humans, too, might be worshipped, if they are described
as creators of their actions? In an attempt to avoid this sacrilegious conclusion (resting on
analogical reasoning), Razi rejects the theological position espoused by his Mu‘tazili peers
that humans are in fact creators of their actions.’

A similar concern with both the rationale for monotheism and the problem of causality
(resulting from the rationale) characterises Razi’s commentary on Q. 7:59. The verse relates
how Noah admonished his people by saying € ... “My people, worship God: you have no god
other than Him. ...” ¥. Razi explains:

The prophet mentioned first € worship God% and second €you have no god (ilah)
other than God (4//ah) ¥, and the second clause is like the cause (ka-I-illa) of the first
clause, for if they do not have another god than Him, [it means that] all beneficial and
good things they have come from God, and ultimate giving of provisions necessitates
ultimate glorification (nihayat al-in‘am tijib nihayat al-ta‘zim). Worship of God is an
obligation only due to the knowledge (fa-innama wajabat ‘ibadat Allah li-ajl al-ilm)
that there is no god other than God. (al-RAzI 1981: X1V, 155-156)

2 All translations of Quranic verses are from HALEEM 2004 (with occasional modifications).

3 For studies on the Mu‘tazili and Ash‘arT positions on humans as agents, see GIMARET 1980; ABRAHA-
MOV 1989; FRANK 1966, 1983, and 2007. On analogical reasoning in law, see HASAN 1976 and 1986.
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The rationale here identified by Razi for God’s sole deservedness of worship is slightly
different* than the one at Q. 6:102: there it was God’s role as “creator of all things”, now it
is God’s unique description as “god”. He then explains this description as referring to God’s
role as giver of provisions and blessings. As in his previous analysis, Razi is once more
concerned with stressing that it is God alone, to the exclusion of other possible entities, who
is causally responsible for the existence of provisions. Yet, what makes this particular part of
his commentary interesting to us is also that it gives a first indication of how Razi connects
the question why God alone should be worshipped with the problem of the obligation to thank
one’s benefactor.

Legal Analysis: Ratio Legis and Command

Razi’s interest in the rationale behind the command to worship only God has a legal
dimension as well, insofar as he analyses the rationale in terms of the legal cause or ratio
legis of the command. This was the case in both aforementioned quotes (i.e., at Q. 6:102 and
Q. 7:59), but is most explicit in the latter. Commenting on Noah’s call to monotheism, as
related in the verse, Razi stated: “the prophet mentioned first § worship God$ and second
¢ you have no god (ilah) other than God (4/lah) %, and the second clause is like the cause (ka-
I-Yilla) of the first clause”. The term %/la, which was used in different disciplines to denote
differing conceptions of “cause”, is here used in the specific sense of the ratio legis.® Having
identified God’s role as benefactor as the ratio legis of the command to worship only God,
Razi explains that this implies that the obligation on humans depends on the attainment of
knowledge that God actually is their benefactor and god (i.e., “worship of God is an
obligation only due to the knowledge that there is no god other than God”). This idea is made
clearer in Raz1’s subsequent remark:

From this, another question branches out: before we know whether there is only one
god (ilah) or whether there are more than one, we cannot know whether our benefactor
(mun‘im) who gives us all kinds of blessings is this entity or that entity. As long as we
are ignorant about this ... worship [of any entity whatsoever] is not appropriate. This
entails that knowledge of the oneness [of the god, i.e., that only God is described as
“god”] is a condition (shart) for knowing that worship is appropriate. (al-RAZI 1981:
X1V, 156)

4 “Slightly different” since, for Razi, all blessings are certainly divine creation, but the reverse is not the
case, i.e., not all of creation is treated as provisions for humans. Provisions (ni‘ma) are defined as “the
benefit (manfa‘a) which is produced from the viewpoint of doing something generous (ifzsan) for another”
(al-RAZzI 1981: 111, 31), but it is also true that “humans [are] in this world in a state of happiness or pain”
(al-RAZI 1981: 1, 188).

5 The mutakallimiin, for instance, used %/la to refer to a cause by virtue of the essence, as distinguished
from the concept of the agent (f@%l) who is endowed with will and choice. This is different from the
conceptions of the legal cause or G/la as understood by most jurists. Compare OPWIS 2012, esp. the
section “Causality in Theology and Law” (397-405); SHEHABY 1982; ERLWEIN 2019a: 108, 146.
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The idea expressed here is that obedience to the command to worship God alone has to
be preceded by the intellectual understanding that it is God, none other, who provides for
humans. This is the “condition” attached to the obligation, and the condition is expressed in
the ratio legis. Consequently, in Razi’s view, obedience to the Quranic command does not
count for anything if it is enacted blindly and without any understanding. Razi’s position
bears an implicit rejection of the practice of faqlid, i.e., the blind following of authorities in
religious matters.® In other places in the Tafsir, Razi is more explicit about his rejection of
taqlid in connection with the sole worship of God. An example is his commentary on
Q. 2:133, which relates how the prophet Jacob, with death approaching, asks his sons: € ...
“What will you worship after [ am gone?” ... ¥. Contrary to the way other scholars understand
the verse, Razi reads Jacob’s question as an indication of the falseness of taglid:

Those who uphold faqlid say: “Jacob’s sons were content with taglid, and Jacob did
not reject it. This proves that faqlid is enough.” The Ismailis say: ... [Jacob’s sons]
did not say: ‘we worship the god who is proven by reason.” Rather, they said: ‘we
worship the god whom you worship and your fathers worshipped.” This proves that
the way to knowledge is instruction (ta‘lim) [by religious authorities, i.e., the
imam].” (al-RAzT 1981: 1V, 83)

Razi for his part is eager to deny that acting in obedience to the command to worship God
alone is valid if based on authority, without prior speculation about, and knowledge of, the
crucial ratio legis (i.e., the insight that God is to be described as humans’ god and provider).
He consequently stresses that the reply given by Jacob’s sons (“we worship your god and the
god of your fathers”) is intended as “we worship the god who is proven by your existence
and the existence of your fathers” (emphasis added), rather than indicating blind adherence
to the practice of their father. “This points to [the requirement of] reasoning, not faqlid”, Razi
emphatically concludes (al-RAzI 1981: 1V, 83). In the case of the command to practice
monotheism, the ratio legis is also a religious tenet, which is traditionally established in the
discipline of kala@m. In this, the specific ratio legis in question is distinguished from other
rationes legis, which are identified by the fugaha’ on the basis of the Quran and which are
not subject to rational investigation in kalam.

Another place where Razi analyses the rationale behind the command to worship God
alone in terms of the ratio legis is his commentary on Q. 19:36. The verse relates Jesus’s
words € “God is my lord and your lord, so worship Him ...” #. Razi explains the verse in the
following way:

When he said €“God is my lord (rabb) and your lord ...” ¥—that is: there is no lord
for created things other than God—he pointed to [God’s] oneness [in being the only
lord].

As for his saying €*... so (fa-) worship Him” ¥, it has already been established within
the context of the science of the principles of jurisprudence that coordination between
a ruling and the description, which is [characterised as] suitable, indicates a causal
connection (fartib al-hukm ‘ala al-wasf al-munasib ma‘shar bi’l-illiyya), and here the

6  For studies on faglid, see ABRAHAMOV 1993; FRANK 1989; SHIHADEH 2005.

* 21 (2021) IslBh: 103-120

Page | 107



Page | 108

Hannah C. Erlwein

command to worship [God alone] is in relative conjunction with the mention of the
description of God’s lordship (fa-hahuna al-amr bi’l-‘ibada waqa‘a murattaban ‘ala
dhikr wasf al-rubiibiyya). This proves that worshipping God is only obligatory for us
(innamd talzamund) because of His being our lord, and this proves that worshipping
God is obligatory only (innamd tajib) because of His being creation’s benefactor, both
in terms of the roots and the branches of provisions. (al-RAzI 1981: XXI, 220-221)

Razi here makes explicit reference to works on the principles of jurisprudence and indicates
that his present analysis of the ratio legis for the command to worship God alone follows the
more general explanations in these legal works. Turning to his most famous legal work, al-
Mahsil” Razi discusses in detail the legal cause or lla. For our purposes it should be noted
that, in the Mahsil, he stresses that every legal ruling (hukm) has—and indeed has to have—
a ratio legis, for otherwise the ruling would be arbitrary and mere folly (‘abath), and this is
below God. Furthermore, the ratio legis is to be derived from the Quran (i.e., the description
or al-wasf) and it is indicated by the particle fa-. This particle and its legal relevance are
precisely what Raz1 focused on in his analysis in the Tafsir, as we have seen. He adds that no
different, or additional, ratio legis than the one stated may be sought or postulated. The reason
for this is that it would entail that the ruling remains valid when the ratio legis is “non-
existent” (ma‘diim), i.e., in a situation where the additional ratio legis is not actually stated.
Since non-existent things cannot function as anything for Razi (this being essentially a
theological position), the ratio legis that is stated is the only one (al-RAzI 1997: V, 147).
Finally, Raz1 holds the view that the connection between the ratio legis and the ruling is
informed by “suitability” (munasaba). In the Mahsil he gives the following example: some
ShafiT jurists argued that selling wine is prohibited, in analogy to selling dogs, which they
considered prohibited. What connects the original and the derived case is the notion of
“uncleanness” (najas), which functions as the ratio legis for the verdict “prohibited” in both
cases. Razi is critical of this reasoning: uncleanness refers to a state in which prayer is
prohibited, so this state may be the ratio legis for the prohibition to continue one’s prayer,
but it is, consequently, not suitable as the ratio legis for the prohibition to sell dogs or wine
(al-RAZI 1997: V, 162-163).8

Razi’s discussion, in the Mahsiil, of the ratio legis, and especially the notion of suitability,
are relevant for situating the aforementioned quote from the Tafsir, i.e., “coordination
between a ruling and the description, which is [characterised as] suitable, indicates a causal
connection, and here the command to worship [God] is in relative conjunction with the
mention of the description of God’s lordship.” In line with his discussion in the Mahsil, in
the Tafsir Razi makes the point that the ratio legis of the command to practice monotheism—
i.e., God’s being humans’ benefactor—is characterised by suitability. (Here, it should not be

7 Shihadeh dates the Mahsil to 578/1180, which means that it was completed before Raz1 started writing
the Tafsir in around 595/1199 (SHIHADEH 2006: 7, 10).

8 Compare OPWIS 2012: 403-404. Kamali renders al-wagsf al-munasib “a proper attribute” and speaks of
“a proper and reasonable relationship” between ratio legis and legal verdict (KAMALI 2003: 191).
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forgotten that in this context Razi made explicit use of the term %//a.°) This is so since, for
him, worship means nothing else than showing gratitude for blessings one received,'® and
since God is humans’ sole benefactor, this divine characteristic is suitable as the ratio legis
for the command in question. Furthermore, Razi stresses, in line with his explanations in the
Mahsiil, that there cannot be another ratio legis and “worshipping God is only obligatory for
us because of His being our lord”.

Now, by describing the connection between the ratio legis and the legal verdict as
characterised by suitability, Razi rejects the idea that legal verdicts associated with actions
are arbitrary; that is to say, there is something about God (namely His role as benefactor), to
the exclusion of other entities, that “causes” the obligation to worship Him. Conversely, if an
entity does not have this characteristic, the command to worship can not apply. Yet, this is
not to say that, for Razi, the causal connection (i.e., sababiyya, illiyya) is characterised by
necessity. (This is the distinction made by scholars such as Ghazalt between legal causes and
rational causes.') God is not compelled in any way to command that He should be
worshipped exclusively, even if the fact remains that He is humans’ sole benefactor. Rather,
it is His sovereign decree to connect His role as benefactor as the ratio legis to the command
to practice monotheism.

This is made explicit by Razi in discussing the prohibition of associating other entities in
worship with God (shirk). His commentary on Q. 19:36, which relates Jesus’s command to
worship God alone, makes it clear that the rationale for the prohibition of polytheism is the
same as the rationale for the command to worship only God:

Abraham said, when he prohibited his father from worshipping idols: ¢ He said to his
father, “Father, why do you worship something that can neither hear nor see nor
benefit you in any way?”¥ (i.e., Q. 19:42)—that is: since they are of no benefit for
humans, their worship is not permissible (lam tajuz). Based on this verse it is
established that since God is His servants’ lord (rabb), His worship was made an
obligation (wujiba). (al-RAZI 1981: XXI, 221)

Yet, Razr also stresses that God could have commanded polytheism, if He had wanted so.
He is emphatic that “God’s rulings are not caused (mu‘allala) [by some extrinsic factor
compelling God] at all” and “God declares obligations and pronounces rulings as He wishes”
(al-RAzI 1981: VII, 143). This is made explicit in his commentary on Q. 46:3. In this passage
Razi is concerned with the prohibition of polytheism in the form of idolatry. He reiterates the
already familiar notion that God is humans’ benefactor, which is the rationale for His sole
deservedness of worship as He deserves gratitude. This leads him to conclude—putting the
words into a hypothetical interlocutor’s mouth—that “the only option that remains [for
idolaters] is to say: we do not worship the idols because they should be deserving of worship

9 Namely in his commentary on Q. 7:59 discussed above: “the prophet mentioned first {worship God} and
second {you have no god other than God}, and the second clause is like the cause (ka-/-Glla) of the first
clause.”

10 Compare statements such as “if you want to worship God, then thank Him. Thankfulness is the head of
worship” (al-RAZI 1981: V, 10), in explaining Q. 2:172, {...eat the good things We have provided for
you and be grateful to God, if it is Him that you worship}.

11 Al-GHAZALI 1993: V, 314-316: al-lla al-shar‘iyya and al-lla al-‘aqliyya.
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[since their inability to bestow blessings indicates that they are not], rather we only (innama)
worship them because the [true] god, the creator, the benefactor commanded (amara) us to
worship them” (emphasis added). Razi’s reply to the interlocutor’s suggestion—on behalf of
the practitioners of idolatry—is the following:

God [Himself] mentioned the reply to this: He said: €... “Bring me a previous
scripture or some vestige of divine knowledge...” ¥ (i.e., Q. 46:4). To explain this
reply: [as a general rule,] it cannot be known that this command [to worship idols]
has come unless from inspiration and the sending [of prophets]. We [consequently]
say: ... either the affirmation of this [command to worship idols] is based on the
inspiration Muhammad received—but this is known to be false! Or its affirmation
is found in one of the divine books that came down to previous prophets—but this
is also known to be false! [...] When all these options turn out to be false, it is
established that engaging in worshipping idols is a false practice and a corrupt
belief. (al-RAZI 1981: XXVIII, 4)

Razi’s reasoning implies this: in rejecting the idolaters’ position that God Himself
commanded polytheism, on the basis that God never uttered this command in any of His
Scriptures, Razi implicitly entertains the possibility that God could have commanded
polytheism. He does not reject this position as a matter of principle; only a glance at
Revelation can settle this question (“it cannot be known that this command [to worship idols]
has come unless from inspiration”). If God had commanded the practice of shirk, this might
in Raz1’s understanding have required a different ratio legis than the one put forward for its
prohibition, or it might have required a different approach to the connection between ruling
and ratio legis altogether. This leads to two crucial insights: first, for Razi, God connects
rationes legis and legal rulings freely as He wishes, even if the rulings and rationes legis
which He actually stipulates are characterised by suitability. And, secondly, knowledge of
obligations and prohibitions derives from divine Revelation and cannot be attained in its
absence.

To be sure, Razi is certainly not the only, much less the first scholar to apply the question
of the obligation to thank one’s benefactor to the question of why God alone is deserving of
worship. He himself notes in the Tafsir that “our companions” identified God’s description
as creator and benefactor as “the legal cause (sabab) for the obligation of worship” (al-RAZI
1981: 11, 95). The same notion can be found in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s (d. 415/1025) Sharh al-usiil
al-khamsa, who asks: “if they do not know that God is a benefactor in the first place, how
can they know ... of His deservedness of worship, which means [showing] absolute gratitude
[for blessings received]?” (‘“ABD al-JABBAR 1996: 83-84). However, it should be noted that
the reverse is not the case: traditionally, in works of figh and kalam, the “thanking one’s
benefactor”-problem was not discussed with a view to the command to practice monotheism.
Razi’s concern in the Tafsir with how the obligation of monotheism and the prohibition of
polytheism arise and are known, is, however, the same concern we find in figh and kalam
discussions of the “thanking one’s benefactor”-problem.

The many details of this discussion left aside, of interest to us is its general trajectory: on
the one hand, there were the Mu‘tazili scholars, who argued that certain obligations can be
known by reason. Examples are “returning something that was entrusted, fulfilling one’s
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religion, and thanking for blessings” (‘ABD al-JABBAR 1996: 70) as well as “worshipping
God” (‘ABD al-JABBAR 1965: XV, 27). These obligations are knowable by reason as they are
connected to moral qualities (i.e., goodness and reprehensibleness), which belong as real
attributes to the actions in question, and these are discernible by reason (‘ABD al-JABBAR
1965: XV, 19)."? On the other hand, there were the Ash‘ari scholars, who held the view that
reason has no access to knowledge of legal norms associated with actions (i.e., their being
prohibited, permitted, or commanded). Legal norms are not connected to moral qualities of
actions, which reason could somehow discern. They arise with God’s proclamation of them,
and consequently “a thing’s being obligatory, prohibited, or permitted is only established by
the revealed law.” This implies that “thanking the benefactor is not obligatory before the
arrival of the revealed law” (al-RAz12009: 239).1°

In the Tafsir, Razi addresses the same set of questions associated with the “thanking one’s
benefactor”-problem. It is worth taking his discussion into account as it sheds light on his
stance when it comes to the command to worship God alone. For instance, in commenting
on Q. 1:2, he states: “people disagree about whether the obligation to thank [one’s benefactor]
is established (wwjith al-shukr thabit) by reason or Revelation.” He continues that some
people—whom he leaved unidentified, but whose position is clearly that of the Ash‘aris—
argue that the obligation derives from Revelation. This is to say, they hold that, ontologically
speaking, this obligation arises with Revelation, and it is consequently knowable only
through Revelation. Their argument in defence of this position goes back, according to Razi’s
account, to Scripture itself, namely Q. 17:15 ... nor do We punish until We have sent a
messenger# (al-RAzI 1981: 1, 231). The proponents of the opposite view—evidently the
Mu‘tazilis—hold that the obligation to thank one’s benefactor “exists before and after the
advent of the law (shar?)”, and they quote Q. 1:2, €Praise belongs to God...%, as their
prooftext. The significance of this verse is its categorical ascription of praise to God. This
means, they argue, that “praise is His right (hagq) and is owed to Him absolutely”, and this
in turn entails “[His] deservedness (istihgdq) before the advent of the law” (al-RAZI 1981: 1,
232). Reason not only recognises that receiving blessings requires showing gratitude, but also
judges that God, who is proven to be humans’ benefactor, is consequently deserving of
gratitude. The Quran is seen to endorse what unaided reason already recognised, when it
declares gratitude to God an obligation. For Ash‘aris, no such obligation follows from
reason’s insight that God is humans’ benefactor. The latter position is precisely the one
championed by Razi in the Tafsir, as we have seen.

12 For a study of ethics in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s thought, see HOURANI 1971. Compare also Razi’s detailed
discussion of the arguments presented by the Mu‘tazilis in his al-Matalib al-‘aliya (1987: 111, 341-358).

13 For studies on traditional Ash‘ar divine command theory/divine voluntarism and the Mu‘tazili objectivist
position, see HOURANI 1985a, esp. Chapters “Ethical Presuppositions of the Qur’an” (23-48) and “Two
Theories of Value in Early Islam” (57-66), and 1985b; JACKSON 1999; VASALOU 2008; REINHART 1995,
esp. Part IV (125-175) on Mu‘tazili moral ontology and epistemology.
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Ethical Analysis: the Moral Quality of Monotheism

While Razi rejects the view that, in the absence of Revelation, humans can come to know of
the obligation to worship God alone, he holds a different view regarding the moral quality of
this action. In the Tafsir, he speaks of reason’s (al-‘aql) ability to recognise not only the fact
that God is humans’ benefactor, but also that He is deserving of worship (arguably an ethical
category), and that practicing monotheism is good and practicing polytheism is reprehensible.

God’s Deservedness of Worship

That reason has the ability to recognise the fact, as Raz1 has it, that God is humans’ benefactor
is a tenet we have come across before. In rejecting adherence to authorities (taqlid), Razi
assigned this task to reason. One rational argument he presents to prove the divine attributes
“creator” and “benefactor” takes the following form: all existents are either necessary or
possible. The necessarily existent refers to God, while the possibly existent describes all other
things. The possibly existent needs, in order to enter existence, one who tips the scales in
favour of existence (murajjil). This leads to the conclusion that all possible things exist by
God’s creation and that “all kinds of blessings that occur to humans only do so because of
God” (al-RAZI 1981: 1, 164)."

Now, besides the factual insight that God is humans’ benefactor, Razi ascribes to reason
the insight that this characterisation makes God deserving of worship.'® This can be inferred
from several statements in the Tafsir. For instance, in his commentary on Q. 1:2, Razi is
concerned with the statement that all praise belongs to God. He explains that one benefit
associated with this verse is that “just as much as His saying ¢ Praise belongs to God... ¥
proves that there is none who is to be praised except for God, reason (al-‘aql) proves the
same thing” (emphasis added). Razi then lists several points to be considered. One of them
is that every benefactor seeks, by the act of bestowing blessings on another, some gain for
himself. Through this personal gain, he is able to attain some degree of perfection. God,
however, is perfect in Himself and does not require anything in order to reach perfection. His
act of bestowing blessings on humans is, consequently, out of sheer generosity. One cannot
but conclude that this implies that “only He is deserving (yastahigq) of praise”. Another
consideration Razi puts forward is that all blessings, in being “existents”, are possible in
themselves. Their actualisation therefore depends on God’s creative act. Since the Quranic
term hamd in Q. 1:2 refers to nothing else than praise for the bestowal of blessings, Razi
concludes, “it is necessary to say that only God is deserving (yastahiqq) of praise”. The whole
discussion ends with Razi emphasising that “based on these reason-based proofs (barahin),
the correctness of His saying 4 Praise belongs to God # has been established” (al-RAzI 1981:
I, 226).

What is the significance of these considerations? It is that RazT is explicit in affirming
that the human faculty of reason is able to understand that God is deserving of praise. Reason
arrives at this insight through recognition that God is the cause of all blessings humans

14 On the notion of particularisation or “tipping the scales” (fakhsis) in kalam, see DAVIDSON 1968.

15 For a discussion of the concept of “deservedness” in Mu‘tazili ethics, see REINHART 1995: 153-155;
VASALOU 2008, Chapter 4 “The Basran Mu‘tazilite Approach to Desert” (67-115). Vasalou emphasises
(at 64-66) the moral dimension of the notion of deservedness, against Reinhart who denies this dimension.
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receive. Razr’s position implies that reason recognises some kind of link between the pro-
position that God is sole benefactor and the proposition that, as a consequence, He is deserv-
ing of praise. Importantly, this insight does, then, not depend on Revelation. When stating
that “based on these reason-based proofs, the correctness of His saying 4 Praise belongs to
God ¥ has been established” (see above), Razi uses an insight gained from reasoning to
vindicate the correctness of Scripture. This means that the recognition of God’s being
benefactor and His resultant deservedness of worship is independent from Revelation.

To be sure, what Razi does not explain is how precisely it is that there is a link between
an entity’s role as benefactor and this entity’s deservedness of praise, gratitude, and worship.
Some places in the Tafsir give the impression that Razi frames the link between being a
benefactor and deserving gratitude as resting on human convention, which then becomes a
paradigm for humans’ relationships with God. Consider the following example: listing the
various kinds of blessings God bestows on humans, Razi explains that the verse € How can
you disbelieve in God... ¥ (i.e., Q. 2:28) is a rebuke of those who fail to show gratitude to
God. That the verse has this intention becomes clear, Razi suggests, once it is taken into
consideration that “the more a father increases the blessings he bestows on his child by
educating him, teaching him, and so on—the more grave it is considered when the child
shows disobedience towards his father” (al-RAzI 1981: II, 163). Razi might here simply be
making a rhetorical point by invoking an experience and idea his audience would be familiar
with—or there is more to it and he might be employing the principle, frequently made use of
by the mutakallimiin, that the observable realm (al-shahid) reveals something about the
transcendent realm (al-gha’ib).'® This principle would imply that there is an analogy between
humans’ relations among each other and humans’ relations with God, insofar as gratitude is
presented as the appropriate reaction to having received blessings."” In any case, in the Tafsir,
Razi does not seem to be very concerned with explaining just how it is that bestowing
blessings and deservedness of gratitude are linked.

Goodness of Monotheism

In addition to reason’s ability to grasp that God is humans’ sole benefactor and, therefore,
deserving of praise, gratitude, and worship, Raz1 admits reason’s ability to discern the moral

16 For the principle that the gha’ib can be known on the basis of the shahid, see RUDOLPH 1997, Section
“Der Schlufl vom Sichtbaren auf das Unsichtbare” (295-298); Opwis 2019.

17 Zysow explains that the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis held the view that God imposes obligations (taklif) on
humans in order to bring about their well-being, in analogy to how loving parents impose obligations on
their children. Similarly, just as children owe their parents gratitude, so humans owe God gratitude
(Zysow 2008: 400). While there might be an analogy between the human and the divine realms regarding
the link between gratefulness and blessings, Razi is adamant that this kind of analogy does not exist in
another, related aspect: humans seek a personal gain and perfection through bestowing blessings on
others; God does not have this sort of motive as He is perfect in Himself (al-RAZI 1981: 1, 226). Note that
Juwayni, in his al-Burhan, already mentions the argument according to which God is owed gratitude in
analogy to the way things are in the sh@hid: “The opponent could say: the connection [between bestowing
benefits and deserving gratitude] is known by people possessed of reason in the shahid, and they assert
that gratitude is obligatory in the shahid, and they then make it an obligation also for the gha’ib—this,
however, is clearly false, for if what they say were granted to them, it would entail that the one who is
thanked derives some benefit, but the Lord is high above benefits and harms, as has become clear!” (al-
JUWAYNI 1978: 95-96).
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qualities of polytheism and monotheism: the former is evil, the latter is good. He deals with
this problem in his commentary on Q. 16:51-53. The verse reads:

¢ God said, “Do not take two gods”—for He is the only god—*I alone am the one that
you should hold in awe.” / Everything in the heavens and the earth belongs to Him...
Will you heed anyone other than God? / Whatever good things (ni‘ma) you possess
come from God... ¥

Razi begins with noting that the admonition £ “Do not take two gods (il@hayn)”¥ contains
the prohibition (nahy) of practicing shirk. Shirk is understood to refer to the conviction that
there are other entities besides God who share in His title of “god” (il@h) (al-RAZI 1981: XX,
49). This title entails a number of things for Razi; in the current context, however, what is at
stake is that this title refers to the already familiar notion of God’s role as humans’ benefactor.
With this definition in mind, Raz1 states a few pages later that the practice of “associating
other entities with God (ishtirak) means denying that provisions come from God [alone]” (al-
RAZI 1981: XX, 53). Consequently, we find Razi stating quite emphatically that “belief in
the existence of two deities (ilahayn) is a belief considered repugnant by reason (mustagbah

fiI-‘uguil)”. This is why “none from among those who possess reason (al-‘uqala’) believes in

the existence of two deities”. The Quranic admonition €“Do not take two gods”“}*, Razi
finally adds, “is intended to affirm its repugnancy and to declare reason correct when it
understands what is evil about it” (al-magqsiid min takrivihi ta’kid al-tanfir ‘anhu wa-takmil
wuqif al-‘aql ‘ala ma fihi min al-qubh) (al-RAZI 1981: XX, 49).

Now, the way by which reason hits upon the repugnancy and evilness of polytheism is
this: Razi adduces four rational arguments to make his point. It suffices to mention only one
of these reason-based arguments: if two entities are assumed to be deities, it means that each
of them is necessarily existent in itself and also shares with the other one the necessity of
existence. This implies that each would be composed of parts, but every such thing is possible
in terms of its existence. A contradiction arises. The necessarily existent can hence not be
more than one entity. This means that there is only one deity.

The way by which reason recognises, according to Razi, the repugnancy of polytheism
raises three interrelated questions: the first question is how Razi imagines that reason gets
from a factual insight based on the kind of rational arguments he adduces (i.e., there is only
one entity who is described as ‘god’, and that is God) to a moral insight (i.e., shirk and
polytheism are, consequently, evil and repugnant)? He does not say much. As opposed to his
Mu‘tazilt peers, Razi does not hold that the moral qualities associated with actions are real
attributes belonging to these actions, which reason is able to recognise. This is clear from all
his other works discussing the problem.

This leads to the second interrelated question: in what sense, then, is polytheism “evil”?
What is it about polytheism that reason grasps as “repugnant”? Razi’s Ash‘arT predecessors
held that, like legal norms, the moral qualities of actions are established by God’s utterance,
and they indicate whether God commands or prohibits an action. Juwayni (d. 478/1085), for
instance, stated categorically in his legal work, al-Burhan fi usiul al-figh, that “declaring
something evil or good belongs to the judgement of the revealed law (al-shari‘a). Both
notions refer to commands and prohibitions. Nothing that falls under God’s ruling is thus evil
in itself (bi-‘aynihi), just as nothing is good in itself” (al-JUWAYNT 1978: 87). Later Ash‘arl
scholars, most notably Ghazali, approached the issue of the moral values of actions somewhat
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differently. As Ayman Shihadeh explains, these scholars developed an interest in “ordinary
moral language” (SHIHADEH 2006: 53) and the question how it is that humans have notions
of morality without explicit recourse to Revelation.”® Following his school’s tradition,
Ghazalt declared in his legal work, al-Mustasfa min ‘ilm al-usil, that “reason cannot declare
anything good or evil ... as there is no judgement of actions before the arrival of the law” (al-
GHAZALI 1993: I, 177)—yet, he also discussed in some detail that humans have a natural
tendency to declare actions good or evil. He insisted, however, that it would be a mistake to
infer from this—as Mu‘tazilts do—that actions in themselves have moral qualities, which
human reason can discover. Rather, the moral qualities humans assign to actions indicate
nothing more than a personal inclination (gharad), resulting from the human tendency to
label as “good” what appears desirable or beneficial and as “evil” what appears undesirable
and harmful (al-GHAZALI 1993: 1, 184)."° This notion of moral value is, however, not relevant
for coming to know how God evaluates actions; only a glance at Revelation can settle this
question. Razi, for his part, follows the tradition of his predecessors, especially Ghazali, in
works other than the Tafsir. For one, he agrees that the terms “good” and “evil” are used
equivocally. The main interest of scholars is in “what is connected with what the lawgiver
has said”, which implies that “the goodness and evilness of things ... is only established by
the law”. Still, “good” and “evil” are also used to refer to (1) what conforms, or does not
conform, to a person’s objective (gharad); to (2) a perfection, such as knowledge, or im-
perfection, such as ignorance; to (3) whatever is permitted (mubah) (in the case of the label
“g00d”); and lastly to (4) what the law expresses praise or blame for (al-RAzI 2009: 226-
227).%

So, let us return to our question: in what sense, then, does reason come to recognise
polytheism as “evil”, as Razi holds in the Tafsir? The difficulty of answering this question
lies in the fact that Razi simply does not say much. Obviously, he cannot use the label “evil”
here in the sense that it is evil according to God, for his point is precisely that reason,
independent of Revelation, arrives at the insight of the repugnancy of polytheism. There is
no mention either of polytheism’s repugnancy insofar as it constitutes a lack of perfection
(for the practitioner of polytheism?), and the notion of permissibility (i.e., mubah) seems
irrelevant too. What, then, about the application of the label “evil” to what goes against
people’s objectives? Following Ghazali, in several of his works Razi links the notion of
people’s objectives to the notion of the attainment of benefits and the avoidance of harm,
both of which are “good”. Now, one could easily think that when Raz1 states in the Tafsir
that practicing shirk seems to be evil to him who ponders over it, he means to say that it

18 Jackson already spoke of a redirection of “ethical discourse away from ontology to psychology” under
Ghazali (JACKSON 1999: 190).

19 Compare also the section on Ghazali in REINHART 1995: 70-76. Makdisi already emphasised that to
identify the proponents of reason with the Mu‘tazilis and the proponents of Revelation with the Ash‘aris
is, in this context, too narrow and overlooks that certain traditionist scholars, such as Ibn Taymiyya (d.
728/1328), accorded to reason the ability to know of the moral qualities of certain actions, independent
of Revelation (MAKDISI 1983). For Ghazali’s use of the notion of a human disposition, see GRIFFEL 2012.
For the significance of this notion in Ibn Taymiyya’s thought, see VASALOU 2016.

20 Compare the Mahsiil where Raz1 mentions what agrees or does not agree with a person’s nature (tab‘); a
perfection or imperfection; and what is connected with praise or blame (al- RAZI 1997: 123-124).

* 21 (2021) IslBh: 103-120

Page | 115



Page | 116

Hannah C. Erlwein

seems to be evil insofar as it prevents people from attaining benefits. This is to say, if people
realise that God is humans’ true benefactor, they also realise that turning in worship and
gratitude to other entities (i.e., committing shirk) could lead to the disadvantageous situation
that God might inflict harm on them, in addition to the consideration that these other entities
are not able in the first place to bestow blessings on humans. In this sense, engaging in shirk
would run counter to the objective of attaining benefits, and it is understood to be evil in this
sense. Maybe this is what Raz1 has in mind—but he certainly does not spell it out in the
present context. Taking into account another place in the Tafsir, however, might help settling
this question. Raz1 takes Q. 2:158—which speaks about the hajj and umra—as an oppor-
tunity to divide God’s obligations on humans (fak/if) into three categories:

(1) “that which reason in itself judges to be good” (ma yahkum al-‘aql bi-husnihi fi
awwal al-amr), and here Razi explicitly mentions the “thanking one’s benefactor”-
problem: “if one is reasonable (‘agil), one knows that mentioning the benefactor in
praise and gratitude as well as persisting in thanking him is a good thing according to
reason (amr mustahsan fi I-‘uqil)”;

(2) “that which reason in itself judges to be evil, but it is acknowledged as good
because of the arrival of the law. ... It is evil according to reason because God does
not bestow a benefit by it and the servant suffers under it [such as pains]”;

(3) “something where neither good nor bad is found, rather it is considered to be free
from benefit and harm [such as walking between Safa and Marwa during the hajj]”.
(al-RAZ1 1981: 1V, 173-174)

What is important about this passage is that, in the Tafsir, too, Razi appears to link reason’s
judgment that something is good or evil, or not, to the attainment of benefits and harms.
Reason, then, judges thanking the benefactor as a good thing insofar as it is connected to the
attainment of benefits—on the part of humans, to be sure, not God, who is above this.?' We,
then, seem justified to read Raz1’s statement that reason knows shirk to be evil in light of
these explanations: polytheism is recognised as evil because it leads to some sort of dis-
advantage for humans.

This, however, seems to be at odds with certain other statements Razi makes: he argues
that humans cannot actually be sure, in the absence of Revelation’s statement, that showing
gratitude to God alone (i.e., avoidance of shirk) will result in the attainment of benefits. He
makes this point in the Mahsiil, in arguing against the Mu‘tazili position that reason can know
of the obligation to thank one’s benefactor. The details of his train of thought left aside, it is
important to note that he states that the individuals expressing their gratitude to God for
blessings they received from Him might in fact arouse God’s anger with this action. Thanking
the benefactor would in this case be harmful, he argues, and reason is consequently incapable
of deciding whether it is obligatory or not (assuming that reason could only declare obligatory
what is linked to the attainment of benefits) (al-RAZI 1997: 1, 148-150). If this is the case, i.c.,
that humans are unable to know whether practicing monotheism or polytheism will incur
God’s wrath or arouse His approval, it is questionable how considering benefit and harm

21 Compare n. 17.
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should allow reason to arrive at the insight that shirk is evil—on what basis should reason
decide this question if it cannot read God’s mind?

How is this apparent contradiction to be resolved? In my view, this cannot be resolved.
Razi cannot hold that reasonable people judge shirk to be evil insofar as it leads to
disadvantages for them, and at the same time argue that reasonable people must conclude that
they do not actually know whether God approves of their display of gratitude to Him alone
(i.e., monotheism), thus risking to experience harms.

This finally leads to the third interrelated question: is it, then, according to Razi proper
reason that recognises the repugnancy of polytheism? It is noteworthy that, in his
commentary on Q. 16:51-53, he spoke of “reason hitting upon that which is evil when it
comes to shirk” (wuqif al-‘aql ‘ala ma fihi min al-qubh; emphasis added), and that he
adduced four rational arguments in order to illustrate how reason arrives at this insight.
Similarly, in his commentary on Q. 2:158 (i.e., where he introduced the threefold division of
taklif), he spoke of “that which reason in itself judges to be good” (emphasis added), and
explicitly mentioned the goodness of thanking one’s benefactor. Yet, Sherman A. Jackson
has pointed out that “al-Razi, like al-Ghazali, held the appetitive self and not reason to be the
true repository of moral judgements” (JACKSON 1999: 194). Shihadeh explains that when
Razi speaks of the goodness and evilness of some action as being “rational” (‘aqli), he does
not mean that the human faculty of reason grasps some moral quality belonging to this action
(as Mu‘tazilis would argue); rather, he means that the ‘aq/ perceives pleasures and pains, and
his statement is intended “only in the sense of being based on internal perceptions, grasped
and reckoned by the mind, not in the sense of being rationally intuited” (SHIHADEH 2006: 67-
68). Before Razi, Ghazali already emphasised that it is not the human faculty of reason, but
human nature (al-tab‘) from which ideas of morality arise (al-GHAZALI 1993: 179-199). Since
Razi never explains how precisely the ‘ag/ gets from the factual insight about God’s being
humans’ sole benefactor to the ethical insight that polytheism is reprehensible, and since he
does not expound upon the way in which polytheism appears reprehensible to the ‘aq/, it also
remains somewhat unclear what role precisely reason and rational arguments, on the one
hand, and personal inclinations and feelings of pleasure and pain, on the other hand, play in
this.??

Revelation as Confirmation

Most humans, who follow reason where it leads them, will conclude, according to Razi, that
only God is to be worshipped. Revelation’s function, then, is simply to underscore this insight
already gained by reason. We found this idea expressed in Razi’s commentary on Q. 16:51-
53, where he stated that the Quranic proclamation ¢ “Do not take two gods” ¥ “is intended to
affirm the repugnancy of shirk and to declare reason correct (takmil wugqiif al-‘agl) when it
understands what is evil about it”. Through this proclamation, the Quran “intends to alert
(tanbih) to the fact that there is a contradiction between [the notions of] divinity and duality”
(al-RAZI 1981: XX, 49-50).

22 As an interesting historical note, Zysow notes that the Zaydt scholar, Hasan b. Husayn al-Hth1 (d. 1388/
1968-9), held the view that “[r]eason can discern that requiting a benefactor is right (hasan), but not that
it is an obligation” (ZYsow 2008: 404).
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The same idea was expressed in Razi’s commentary on Q. 2:158 above, where he
introduced the three classes of God’s obligations on humans. In the first class are those
actions which reason by itself judges to be good. The one example Razi explicitly mentioned
was thanking and praising one’s benefactor. He then added that this example is also alluded
to in Q. 2:152, éSo remember Me; I will remember you. Be thankful to me, and never
ungrateful . Razi here presents the Quran as matching reason’s moral assessment of the
action of thanking God in His role as benefactor (which means worship of God). This is at
variance with other actions and things, such as the experience of pain and poverty, which
humans tend to judge evil, but which Revelation declares to be good (as “the wisdom that is
in them becomes clear, i.e., that they are trials and tests” (al-RAzI 1981: IV, 174)).

In addition to the case of monotheism, there are other cases, too, according to Razi, where
Revelation comes to agree with the moral assessments already reached by reason. He puts
forward this view in discussing the dispute over whether the basmala is a verse belonging to
Siurat al-Fatiha, or whether it is prefixed to it. In his defence of the former position, Razi
adduces a whole arsenal of rational proofs. One of these rational proofs invokes the notion
that God, in being creator and eternal, is prior (sabig) to everything else in existence. Based
on this factual insight, it is “necessary in accordance with the judgement based on suitability
that is intellected by reason (bi-hukm al-mundasaba al-‘aqliyya)” that God is mentioned in
recitation before everything else. The idea Raz1 expresses is that a factual insight, based on
rational arguments, about God’s priority to everything else provides the scholar with a
suitable rationale for arriving at the judgement that the basmala must be the first verse of
Surat al-Fatiha. This judgement does not derive from Revelation but is made based on
rational considerations. Yet, Revelation endorses it, for Revelation would not come to reject
something reason judges to be the right thing and good: “if the view that He has to be
mentioned first is good according to reason (hasan fi I-‘ugiil), it is necessary that it is [also]
expressed by the law (mu‘tabar fi I-shar®), for Muhammad said: ‘That which the Muslims
consider good (hasan) is [also] good in God’s eyes.’” (al-RAzI 1981: I, 205). However, even
if in such cases as the goodness of monotheism Revelation matches reason’s insight, the
knowledge that this is the case is once more dependent on Revelation’s explicit endorsement
and cannot be attained in its absence (which is also why Razi refers to a Prophetic saying, a
form of revelation, to substantiate his point).
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Philosophy in the Narrative Mode:
Alexander the Great as an ethical character from
Roman to medieval Islamicate literature

ANNA AYSE AKASOY (The Graduate Center, City University of New York)

Abstract

Histories of Arabic and Islamic philosophy tend to focus on texts which are systematic in nature and
conventionally classified as philosophy or related scholarly disciplines. Philosophical principles, however,
are also defining features of texts associated with other genres. Within the larger field of philosophy, this
might be especially true of ethics and within the larger body of literature this might be especially the case for
stories. Indeed, it is sometimes argued that the very purpose of storytelling is to reinforce and disseminate
moral conventions. Likewise, the moral philosopher can be conceptualized as a homo narrans.

The aim of this contribution is to apply the approach to narratives as a mode of debating ethical or moral
principles to biographies of Alexander the Great. More than any other figure of the classical world, Alexander
was religiously validated in the Islamic tradition due to his quasi-prophetic status as the ‘man with the two
horns’ in the Qur’an. He appears prominently in the larger orbit of Arabic and Islamic philosophy as
interlocutor and disciple of Aristotle and is adduced anecdotally in philosophical literature as an example to
teach larger lessons of life. As a world conqueror, he provided an attractive model for those who sought to
reconcile philosophical insight with worldly ambition.

Focusing on biographies of Alexander, this article explores ethical principles which are inscribed in this
body of literature and thus reads the texts as a narrativized form of philosophy. The analysis is comparative
in two ways. Biographies of different periods and regions of the Islamicate world will be discussed, but
comparisons with pre-Islamic biographies of Alexander (notably Roman biographies and the Alexander
Romance) are included as well.

Keywords: Alexander the Great, Arabian Nights, Narrative literature, Situation ethics

Stories and Philosophy, Healers of the Soul

In an interview with the New York Times Book Review of November 3, 1957, the writer Karen
Blixen famously stated that “all sorrows can be borne if you put them into a story or tell a
story about them’. About two millennia earlier, Epicurus had made a similar promise on
behalf of philosophy which could serve as medicine for the soul, one of many to make such
a statement about the healing effect of thoughts. Contemporary philosophers remain
concerned with the healing of the soul or its secularized cousin, our psycho-emotional state.
For many, achieving such happiness is a thoroughly, even essentially ethical exercise since
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it involves interactions with others as well as an internal practice of moral integrity and
honesty. Such projects are often intertwined with the stories that we tell about ourselves and
about others. Hannah Arendt selected Blixen’s phrase as the epigraph for her chapter on
action in The Human Condition, a set of lectures published in 1958. But the parallels between
storytelling and philosophy extend beyond a common ambition of healing the human soul.
Both are used to capture the very essence of what it means to be human.

As homo sapiens, we are meant to be rational and logical and thus uniquely possess the
preconditions for the philosophical life. Storytelling too is sometimes seen as so essential to
human beings, whether in social configurations or the operations of our brains, that our
species has been described as homo narrans. We make sense out of our lived reality by telling
stories to ourselves and to others. Narratives establish biographical coherence, sequences of
events implying causality. Philosophy and storytelling both identify structure in reality. They
help us persuade others of the way we see the world. To some, this means imposing order
where there is none. Sartre famously contrasted a life lived and a life told. To others, the two
cannot be separated. When we think about ourselves in the world, it is always in narrative
terms.’

Ethics is infused with storytelling since so much of it concerns actions, especially inter-
actions between humans. Accounts of interactions between people have sparked ethical
debates and ethical deliberations often operate with narrative examples, fictional or
otherwise. Likewise, storytelling is infused with ethics. Anthropologists have even made the
case that one of the main purposes of storytelling is to perpetuate and negotiate moral
conventions or illustrate ethical principles (GOTTSCHALL 2012). Along similar lines, Hayden
White asked, ‘could we ever narrativize without moralizing?’? One of the moral dimensions
of historiography is constituted by virtue of the fact that historians narrate. This quality of
narrativity accounts for the moral responsibility attributed to both storytellers and their
audiences. The storyteller’s positionality has recently come under great scrutiny in public
controversies about literary representations of marginalized communities, but this is only one
of several ways in which storytelling is ethically charged. Conversely, reading fiction is
sometimes considered an exercise in empathy when we immerse ourselves in a story and
experience the world, however superficially, from somebody else’s point of view. This
relationship between ethics and storytelling is frequently discussed in terms of human
universals. If we accept these terms, we can assume that significant ways in which Muslims
ponder ethical issues are not specifically Islamic.

1 For examples see FISHER 1985 and NILES 1999. For the relationship between philosophy and storytelling
see CRAIG 2014 and MERETOJA 2017.

2 WHITE 1980: 27. For the purposes of the analysis in this contribution, the different modes of narrating
are secondary. Narrativity is used generically in contrast to the systematic presentations of typical
philosophical treatises.
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Literature and Philosophy: a Reshuffle of the Analytical
Toolbox

To connect literature and philosophy can be analytically fruitful in general and in specifically
Islamic or Islamicate contexts. It can yield a better understanding of texts in their historical
environments, result in a fuller acknowledgment of the meaning of texts and how that
meaning is communicated to and constituted by readers. Apart from being embedded in the
narrative turn in the humanities and social sciences, the present contribution on Alexander
stories is guided by a historical interest in the presence of philosophical ideas in medieval
Islamicate literature outside the field conventionally defined as falsafa. Scholarship on
Arabic-Islamic philosophy tends to focus on the great minds and the systematic elaborations
they produced on a range of problems conventionally recognized as philosophical in nature.
There are certainly good reasons for this tendency, but philosophical ideas also existed
outside of this corpus of philosophical texts. Authors classified as philosophers sometimes
contributed to other genres as well—the prolific Andalusis Ibn Hazm (994-1064) and Ibn
‘Arab1 (1165-1240) illustrate this well. Philosophical ideas circulated well beyond the
community of falasifa, as the example of Ibn Taymiyya’s (1263-1328) polemical works
shows. While many expressions of such ideas were philosophically insignificant, being
unoriginal, superficial, fragmentary or misinformed, they are still valuable for a historical
assessment. Part of the present endeavor is thus to gain a fuller picture of the presence of
philosophy in the premodern Islamicate world.

Furthermore, this contribution is related to an academic interest in the literary qualities of
medieval Arabic texts that had not been classified as ‘literature’, such as historiography and
scholarly works of adab in general.® Philosophical literature is usually not approached as
literature, the prevalent categories for interpretation rather being analytical-philosophical or
historical in nature. A rare exception is Ibn Tufayl’s (1110-1185) Hayy ibn Yaqzan, a text so
distinguished in its literary and narrative qualities that it falls easily and obviously into more
than one category. Common concepts of literary analysis, however, poetic aesthetics,
intertextuality, narrativity, plot and character, imagery and metaphor, can be applied to a
larger body of philosophical texts in order to understand their operation of persuasion and
argument in a more multi-facetted manner. The stories about Alexander the Great that are the
subject of the present article qualify in a more conventional fashion as ‘literature’. It is thus
rather by way of crossing in the opposite direction, that is, by reading literature as an
intellectual and philosophical exercise, that the following analysis seeks to shed light on
underexplored issues. When we recognize in literature arguments that pertain to philo-
sophical concerns and controversies we can appreciate these literary examples as
contributions to philosophical debates. But we can also apply concepts of philosophical
analysis such as virtue ethics or normative ethics in order to evaluate philosophical content
in literary sources. By expanding in such ways the pertinent body of source material we
typically gain a better impression of the diversity of discourses concerning an issue such as
ethics in the Islamic tradition.

3 For two examples of this scholarship see LEDER 1998 and BOULLATA 2000.
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Philosophy Emplotted: Islamicate Alexander Narratives as
a Case Study

Islamicate stories about Alexander the Great lend themselves to combined philosophical and
literary analysis since the protagonist of countless narratives and disciple of Aristotle is
almost uniquely connected to both storytelling and philosophy.* I am interested in the ways
philosophical concerns and principles are inscribed into these stories, how they are
narrativized or emplotted. Apart from looking for philosophical references, either by
technical terminology or by attribution and authority, I assume that the nature of the stories
has a philosophical quality, especially if we expand falsafa into a broader, diverse and
contemporary notion of philosophy. In the study of premodern Islamicate contexts,
philosophy is often coterminous with a very specific kind of philosophical project that
involved a specific set of problems and concerns, a canonized structure of subdisciplines,
concepts, doctrines, terms and authorities alongside a specific historical legacy. In
contemporary parlance, philosophy is a more diverse exercise. Philosophers might still be
committed to systematic thought, but we speak of feminist, Buddhist or materialist
philosophers without reservations emerging from the differences between them. They all
merit the label ‘philosopher’. Likewise, we speak of philosophy of history, philosophy of
science or philosophy of religion, expanding on the ambition of philosophy to provide higher-
level critical thought, but anchoring it in other disciplines or areas of human experience as
well. To employ such a more heterogenous understanding of philosophy to premodern
Islamicate texts has repercussions for the various subdisciplines of philosophy as well.
‘Ethics’ is thus not limited to technical Arabic terms such as akhldg, but involves a broader
set of philosophical problems. Even where philosophy is not discursively prefigured we can
ask philosophical questions.

The present project is literary and philosophical rather than philological and historical.®
It is decidedly not concerned with the diffusion, transmission and translation of texts across
premodern Eurasia. The approach is comparative and, to that end, as comprehensive as
possible. I am treating Alexander stories as an open corpus and Alexander the Great, to use
Diana Spencer’s phrase, as a meme (SPENCER 2009).5° What I am interested in is how
Alexander as a narrative character functions as a device for communicating and constructing
ethical meaning.” Narrative characters have a range of ways in which they fulfil such a
function. They can verbally articulate ethical principles in their speech (‘generosity is
commendable’) or explain them (‘generosity is good for social cohesion’). They can
exemplify them in action, e.g. by being courageous, or they can exemplify the opposite, be
cowardly. They can identify ethical dilemmas and provide solutions. As narrative characters,
they function in the context of plots. We can evaluate the principles they articulate or

4 For the following see for Arabic literature DOUFIKAR-AERTS 2010 and for Persian literature MAN-
TEGHI 2018.

5 For another component of this project see AKASOY 2021.
6 For aspects of this project see AKASOY 2016a and 2016b.

7 JANNIDIS 2009: 23. By ‘narrative character’ I mean a character that is the product of narration rather than
a descriptive set of attributes.
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exemplify as responses to situations and we can see the consequences of actions. They allow
us to think about ethical principles as situational ethics. Narrative characters can stand in for
the reader and deliver our response to situations or they can model statements for us if we
find ourselves in situations that resemble literary accounts. Our general assumption in the
case of premodern literature is that characters who exemplify moral principles are rewarded,
whereas moral weakness and depravity are punished. The difference between good and bad
is thus typically clear. This binary enjoys a lasting presence in modern literature. And yet,
there are examples of moral ambiguity too in premodern literature such as the successful
trickster. Either way, whether we find the outcome of stories morally satisfying or not, ethical
dimensions of narrative characters constitute invitations for the reader to consider ethical
problems on their own terms.

Furthermore, my assumption is that while ethics always has a philosophical dimension it
is not an exclusively philosophical subject. In our context, ethics as a dimension of narratives
also manifests itself as a religious concern. Indeed, in the Islamic tradition, as in many
religious traditions, storytelling is a prominent method of teaching and preaching.® Preachers
who expounded on Qur’anic narratives emulated Muhammad as the reciting storyteller of the
Qur’an, but their manner of exposition and the thematic frame of their sermon defined the
ethical content of the stories in a variety of ways.? The story of the ‘man with the two horns’
(Dht 1-Qarnayn), the Qur’anic Alexander, illustrates this well. The quasi-prophet figures
prominently in gisas al-anbiya’ (‘stories of the prophets’), the hagiographic tradition which
is in part Qur’anic exegesis, but incorporated material from a variety of sources. To provide
just one example, in a tradition attributed to Wahb ibn Munabbih, Dha 1-Qarnayn comes
across a morally exemplary community.’® He poses a series of questions to them—the
episode is reminiscent of Alexander’s encounter with the Indian Brahmins, an episode known
from antiquity (STONEMAN 1995). The community does not have any kings or any rich people
because they are all modest in their worldly ambitions. Their kindness and justice render
conflicts moot. Their ancestors have provided them with a model of piety. While Alexander
himself does not exemplify ethical principles beyond a desire for knowledge and perhaps
tolerance for a very different lifestyle, he allows storytellers to describe this kind of ideal
community as an imaginary frame to promote abstract principles, both philosophical and
religious. To introduce new characters to audiences, to validate and amplify their voices are
also ways in which narrative characters can play a role in communicating ethical meaning.
The example illustrates that the line between Islamicate and Islamic can be blurry. The
Qur’anic framing turns a non-Islamic Alexander into an Islamic character who coexisted with
less overtly religious or Islamic variants perhaps better described as Islamicate. If we assume
that they were read with a strong Qur’anic subtext, however, the label ‘Islamic’ appears more
suitable.

The entanglements of the Qur’anic narrative with separate and parallel stories has
significant implications for the constitution of Alexander as a narrative character. Given that
the Qur’an never identifies the ‘man with the two horns’ as Alexander, a certain ambiguity

8 In general for stories of the prophets in the context of preaching see BERKEY 2001: 40-41.
9 For a focus on liturgical preaching, but short considerations of homiletic storytelling see JONES 2010.
10 For a translation see WHEELER 2002: 235-236.
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attaches to this individual and stories originally connected with Alexander were later
associated with other historical figures. Over the course of his Islamic career, the quasi-
prophet morphed into more elaborate versions some of which will be addressed below.
Alexanders sparked other Alexanders, often as the protagonist of short anecdotes. This
constant and creative retelling alone challenges a general assumption of Islamic literalism.
These anecdotes extracted individual actions or statements from a larger biographical or
narrative context, although just how much readers connected the different elements of the
Alexander corpus remains uncertain. The degree of intertextuality implied by the author or
present in the reader’s mind thus emerges as another important variable in the construction
of ethical meaning. A higher level of intertextuality might go along with assumptions
regarding biographical cohesion where everything a person has said or done in their life
matters. Such biographical cohesion involves literary as well as philosophical issues. Is the
protagonist of two different anecdotes really the same character, and how much weight does
a single action have in one’s life? Here too we find some ambiguity and the contrast between
literalism and non-literalism does not capture differences in intertextual reading.

Just how much storytellers and audiences in the Islamicate world and beyond were aware
of the educational and reforming function of narratives is also obvious from the Arabian
Nights where Shahrazad uses stories to great psycho-emotional effect. Storytelling here is a
form of communication, negotiation and argument, but also of healing." The story of
Alexander is one of the many she tells murderous king Shahriyar, according to Yuriko
Yamanaka drawing on al-Ghazali’s Nasthat al-mulik (Y AMANAKA 2006). Incidentally, it is
a variation of the very story referred to above, but in Shahrazad’s version Alexander functions
as a more active interlocutor. The encounter begins in the same way, with Alexander
enquiring about the humble lifestyle of the people who, again, are wary of material
attachments and mindful of their mortality, a common theme in the Arabian Nights. Then,
however, Alexander is presented with two human skulls, one of an unjust king who has been
condemned to hellfire, the other of a just king who enjoys paradise. Alexander despairs, full
of uncertainty about his own status, and asks the local leader to join him as an advisor. The
man declines, explaining that because of Alexander’s wealth, all humankind are his enemy
(ARABIAN NIGHTS 2008: II, 325-326). Shahrazad may have borrowed this anecdote from
someone else, but within the logic of the Arabian Nights it made sense to tell this story to a
king who had brought great misfortune over his subjects. This example illustrates how ethical
meaning is created by context, the audiences of stories or the reader. The analytical appeal
of the Arabian Nights is that we can ask such questions at the level of the frame story where
Shahriyar is the audience, but also at the level of the audience of the Arabian Nights where
ever new audiences listen to Shahriyar listening to a story. As a king, Alexander serves more
obviously as a role model for Shahriyar, but he speaks potentially to all human audiences.

11 VAN LEEUVEN 2007. — See also the contribution by Enass Khansa in this issue.
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Comparative Perspectives: Roman and Medieval Islamicate
Alexanders

In contemporary research, the legendary Alexander of medieval times is often considered
separately from the historical Alexander who emerges from the earliest preserved literary
sources. For comparative purposes, however, it is worth reading a medieval Islamicate
Alexander alongside the much earlier Roman texts which date mostly to the earlier
Principate, from the mid-first to mid-second century CE. In what follows my example will
be primarily Plutarch (c.45-120)."? Philologically, the connection between Roman and
Islamicate biographies is tenuous at best—they ultimately all speak of the same man, of
course, but in between them stand the powerfully imaginative Alexander Romance of late
antique Alexandria, its Syriac Christian adaptations and much less well-preserved Middle
Persian material. Muslim authors did not mention many of the elements that are prominent
in Roman literature because they were simply unfamiliar with them. There was nothing
particularly Islamic about that reduction, although the result allowed for a greater harmony
between the Alexander stories and various religious messages embedded in them. Comparing
the traditions, however, serves to bring into sharper relief the distinctive features of each and
to facilitate the analysis of narrative means which constitute Alexander as an ethical
character. In which areas of human life, in which dilemmas, decisions, thoughts,
observations, achievements, failures and relationships in general does one emerge as an
ethical character, for example? And is there a hierarchy between them? Does generosity to
our friends compensate for stinginess to the unknown poor? Is it fine to tell petty lies to our
neighbors if, independent of this, we defend a just social order for our polity? Or is moral
excellence a holistic and comprehensive project which does not allow for such inconsistency?

Having benefitted from recent scholarship on Roman exempla literature I am following
the path of these classicists in focusing not only on texts, but on putative readers, leaving
authors and their patrons for another occasion. In this analysis, the putative reader describes
any person who reads the text. This analytical construct allows us to identify conflicts,
frictions and challenges implicit in the text that an alert reader might consider, although
expectations of consistency might admittedly vary across times and audiences. That the
putative reader is a construct in the singular should not distract from the fact that reader-
centric analyses often disclose ambiguities inherent in texts. But while we all know that two
different people can read the same text in very different ways, a certain overlap between the
putative and the present reader is impossible to avoid. Observations about auctorial intentions
in the sense of secret hints are not implied in this analysis, although this possibility is not
meant to be dismissed either. An author-centric approach would require a more extensive
engagement with the individual writers, their works and historical contexts, more than what
can be accomplished in a single article. Finally, a reader-centric approach allows us to
recognize how a text of non-Islamic origin can qualify as ‘Islamic’, that is, by virtue of having
a Muslim reader.

Before delving into legend, a reminder is in place of what are nowadays considered
historical facts. Alexander the Great was born in 356 BCE to king Philip of Macedon and his

12 For this literature see SPENCER 2002.
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wife Olympias. By the time Alexander died at the age of 32 in Babylon, presumably from
poisoning, he had taken his armies to modern-day Afghanistan, Pakistan and the Punjab. In
an effort to explain this feat in terms other than almost superhuman charisma, historians often
credit Philip with preparing Alexander’s success, notably by paving the way for uniting the
Greeks under Macedonian leadership and turning them against the Persian empire his son
was going to defeat.’® That Alexander went so far north and east of the Achaemenid empire
is to some measure what made him ‘great’, but it was also the source of conflicts with his
companions who had not expected to march that far for so long. Being used to the egalitarian
tradition of Macedonian kingship, they also resented Alexander for emulating the Persian
emperor. When he tried to introduce the Persian ritual of bowing to the king (proskynesis),
internal opposition became more vocal. Alexander’s response was swift and violent.
According to the accounts that have come down to us, there were several iconic
confrontational incidents and Alexander appears to have grown increasingly susceptible to
conspiracy theories. A prominent victim was his biographer Callisthenes who became
implicated in a conspiracy known as the pages’ revolt and died in jail. (The Alexander
Romance, a product of late antique Alexandria, has been inaccurately attributed to
Callisthenes and is known as book of ‘pseudo-Callisthenes’.)

Roman authors were very interested in these issues. They were familiar with the extensive
personnel that populated Alexander’s life. They understood conflicts between Macedonians
and Athenians. Against the backdrop of their own political debates, they were concerned
about leaders who knew no moderation, who led an excessive lifestyle and turned into tyrants.
Alexander, though admired for his strategic genius and military prowess, was a deeply
ambiguous figure. He illustrated as much what one should be beware of as he provided a
model for emulation, whether for one’s political leaders or for oneself. The Roman Alexander
demonstrates that literary characters can have complex ethical functions. As much as they
exemplified or even personified virtues, their weaknesses, failures and vices also offer
opportunities to communicate ethical lessons. Ethical complexity is what we tend to
appreciate in modern fiction as well, which is measured against empirical reality with its
moral dilemmas and irreconcilable tensions. Characters in premodern literature are for this
reason often not very engaging for modern readers. They strike us as flat with their simple
psycho-emotional, moral and personal profile. Paul Ricoeur conceptualized literature as the
laboratory of the imaginary in which we can test out ethical solutions.' To some extent,
Roman Alexander stories fulfill this function because they give us good and bad political
leadership in one and the same person. Diana Spencer speaks of a ‘seductive combination of
fascination and horror’ (SPENCER 2009: 251). This relationship between the good and the bad
is a critical aspect in any use of Alexander for ethical deliberations, or for any ethical
deliberations in general. Prominent premodern contributors to practical philosophy such as
al-Farabi presented their readers with clear ethical binaries, even if they were conceived as
ideals—the good polity on the one hand and the bad polity on the other. (In chapter fifteen
of his Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madina al-fadila, for example, al-Farabi distinguishes excellent

13 For a survey of select recent debates see ANSON 2013. For a survey of the later traditions in different
cultures see MOORE 2018.

14 RICEUR 1992: 164. ‘The thought experiments we conduct in the great laboratory of the imaginary are
also explorations in the realm of good and evil.’
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from ignorant and wicked cities.) The underlying structure of a virtue ethics which pits
virtues against vices likewise is based on the proposition of ethical dichotomies. To be sure,
since the Arabic translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, the idea of the golden mean and that
there can be too much of a good thing may have been familiar to philosophically informed
readers in the Islamicate world." The notion of excessive piety, as in excessive praying or
fasting among some ascetics, conveys a similar understanding that exaggeration in fulfilling
an obligation is negative. The stories around Alexander, however, allow us to see how such
principles are operationalized in imaginary practice and where ethical lines might become
blurry. They allow readers to contemplate how much of a given virtue is excessive in a
particular situation as well as the cost at which we may pursue another virtue. Indeed, a
complex narrative does not present virtues in isolation. The fact that Alexander the Great
remains to the present day an admired, but deeply ambiguous figure illustrates that to many,
his ethical qualities are rather kaleidoscopic and often situational.

In the Islamicate tradition, very generally speaking, Alexander assumed in many respects
a rather different guise than in ancient Rome.'® He remained ambiguous, but in different
ways. As alluded to above, it was through the Christian Syriac Alexander Legend that
Alexander found his way into the Qur’an as ‘the man with the two horns’. Theodor Noldeke
and more recently Kevin van Bladel have argued the case conclusively (NOLDEKE 1890; VAN
BLADEL 2007). The ‘man with the two horns’ is on a fairly generic divinely supported
mission, moves far across the world and has some kind of access to the upper spheres.
Predigested by the redactors of the late antique Alexander Romance and the Christian
narrator, who wrote during the time of Heraclius, himself a new Alexander, this Alexander
was much reduced in ethical complexity and ambiguity, especially as a political leader. The
Alexander Romance turned the conqueror into a figure of miraculous qualities, beginning
with the astrologically guided moment of his birth. The negative protagonists in this story
transformed as well. In addition to the conventional and historical antagonist of Alexander,
the Persian emperor Darius, there is now what the Alexander Romance presents as
Alexander’s actual father: Nectanebo, last pharaoh of Egypt. It is he who deceptively gained
access to Olympias, Alexander’s mother, by way of magical means. This genealogical
reworking is one of the main reasons why the origins of the Alexander Romance have been
located in Alexandria, but then again, Nectanebo is not an unambiguously positive character.
His ruse seems morally dubious, although Olympias is sometimes complicit (MULLER
2008)."” More doubt is cast on his occult inclinations when Nectanebo dies during an
astrological expedition as Alexander pushes him into a pit. He seemingly deserves this end.
Insofar as genealogy predetermines us, the Alexander of the Romance is thus the product of
an ambiguous union, even more so than the Roman Alexander.

Alexander’s antagonists involve a whole set of questions and variables which invite more
general observations about the significance of negative characters for the moral dimension
of narratives. Such antagonists fulfill an important instrumental function for the positive

15 For a brief survey see AKASOY 2012.

16 This observation is not necessarily limited to Islamicate Alexander versions but extends to medieval
Christian representations as well. Discussing these is beyond the scope of this discussion.

17 In ‘Umara’s Arabic biography of Alexander, preserved in a British Library manuscript, Olympias is
presented as an expert in astrology and philosophy. See Qissat al-Iskandar, Add. 5928.

* 21 (2021) IslBh: 121-140

Page | 129



Page | 130

Anna Ayse Akasoy

characters as contrasts and opponents. Such is the case with Gog and Magog, the violent
tribes who were locked behind a wall by Alexander. A burden upon their neighbors and
representing the future mayhem at the end of times, they allow Alexander to appear as a brave
and effective, if only temporary, protector of civilization. Antagonists also provide readers
with a model what not to do or offer a contrast which allows them to appreciate others.
Against the imaginary backdrop of a femicidal Shahriyar, for example, one’s own ruler might
seem acceptable. At the same time, it is worth distinguishing the different contexts in which
antagonisms can emerge and characters are revealed as morally negative. They allow us to
see strategies how virtues can be operationalized in hostile interactions. They also allow us
to see where open conflict is warranted and where silent disapproval is preferred. Some of
Alexander’s conflicts were more specific than others. Gog and Magog are enemies of all
humankind, but to Persian or Indian readers, Alexander’s enmity may have made him more
rather than less ambiguous.

The version of Alexander’s exploits in the Qur’an is characteristically sparse in detail
which made the ‘man with the two horns’ a very adaptable character. Critically, among
commentators and other authors he was recognized as a figure of history. The scriptural
account allowed for multiple identifications that prevail until the present day. Elements of
the Alexander legend are sometimes inscribed into different ‘national’ myths, as already
happened in the Alexander Romance. Some Persian authors took the ‘man with the two horns’
to be the son of the Persian king, whereas South Arabian writers, notably Ibn Hisham (d. 828
or 833), claimed on onomastic grounds that Dhai I-Qarnayn was really a Himyarite (AKASOY
2009)." Like others, Ibn Hisham claimed the controversial character on religious grounds,
presenting him in his Book of Crowns as a monotheist who marches across the world with
his armies (IBN HISHAM 1979: 91-102)." As in the Alexander Romance and indeed the
classical tradition, the difference between insider and outsider is thus key to the function of
Alexander as an ethical character. It was presumably already the historical Alexander himself
who operated with such binaries, in particular the Greek ingroup and Persian outgroup. As
the embodiment of military power, Alexander’s authority is essentially violent. He lays siege
and breaches walls. In most ethical systems, violence is ambiguous, its moral qualities
depending on the circumstances under which it is perpetrated. An Alexander claimed and
embraced by way of ethno-genealogical or religious appropriation was violent on behalf of
the in-group. The ambiguity of ethics is thus partly resolved as a consequence of the
unambiguity of belonging. This accounts for the ambiguity of Alexander in the Persian
tradition where he belonged both to the ingroup and to the outgroup (YAMANAKA 1999).

18 Especially in Iran, Alexander did not fully become a positive Islamicized figure. The negative image as
Persia’s antagonist and destroyer of Persepolis endures, although recent scholarship has made a case that
it coexisted since pre-Islamic times with a positive image. To consider these narrative strands is beyond
the scope of this discussion. See also MANTEGHI 2018.

19 There was no agreement concerning the status of Dhii I-Qarnayn as a prophet. See WHEELER 2002: 227-
237 and THA'LABT 2002: 609.
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Plutarch and Nizami

As mentioned above, Alexander often appears as the protagonist of anecdotes. While these
clearly constitute a very important ethical function of this character, in what follows, one of
my main sources is going to be the first of Nizam1’s (1141-1209) two Alexander books, the
Sharafnameh.® This text is closer to the Roman tradition with its sustained biographical
narrative and emphasis on battles. It offers greater opportunities for comparison than the
second Alexander book, the Igbalnameh, which describes Alexander’s spiritual graduation
and death, but also contains a wealth of wisdom material.

Like Plutarch among the classical authors, Nizami covers the childhood years of the
future conqueror.?' It is worth dwelling on this for a moment. Early on in the text, readers
learn that even before he was born, Alexander was extraordinary. The Alexander Romance
makes the same point without discussing Alexander’s childhood in much detail. The
implications for Alexander as an ethical model are again ambiguous. For while he may be
gifted with exceptional ethical insight, his greatness may also excuse actions and attitudes
considered unethical for a more ordinary person. Moving from nature to nurture, Plutarch
and Nizami both describe Alexander’s education. These passages set up the reader’s
expectations as to what Alexander was trained to become and constitutes the transition from
external formation to agency. They describe the essence of Alexander’s character and provide
the backdrop against which we can understand all his subsequent behavior.

In Islamicate literature, Alexander was prominently known as a student. That he was the
disciple of Aristotle is the principal reason why readers may have associated him with
philosophy, notably as the addressee of pseudo-Aristotelian treatises such as The Secret of
Secrets. The connection with Aristotle was also made in classical literature and is presumably
historically factual, although not much is made of the connection in recent scholarship.
Plutarch dwelled more than other early biographers on Alexander’s youth. Having realized
that his son was headstrong, but susceptible to reason, Philip appointed Aristotle as his tutor
who, according to Plutarch, taught him ethics and politics, but also esoteric studies. Having
later learned that Aristotle had committed the latter to writing, Alexander complained, but
Aristotle responded that without proper initiation readers could not understand the
Metaphysics anyway. Plutarch also attributes Alexander’s interest in healing and medicine to
Aristotle. He thus invites the philosophically inclined reader to evaluate Alexander as a
master of such knowledge—this might be the strongest argument for reading Alexander in
the context of ‘philosophical ethics’. Nizami tells us that Alexander did not even roast a
chicken without consulting Aristotle.

But then, there is a twist in Plutarch. Aristotle, as it turns out, was related to Callisthenes,
whose opposition against Alexander inspired the conqueror’s hostility towards his former
tutor—so much so, Plutarch tells us, that rumors circulated according to which Aristotle
himself was behind the fatal poisoning of Alexander. A disciple-murdering Aristotle is out
of sync with the philosopher’s standing in the Islamic tradition. It is for two reasons at least

20 For a German translation, which has been mostly used for this discussion, see NIZAMI 1991.

21 The Alexander Romance keeps this chapter fairly short. Diodorus Siculus and Arrian only comment on
Alexander’s early years in passing. The first two books of Quintus Curtius Rufus’ History of Alexander
are lost.
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that such a scenario would have been alien to Muslim authors of Alexander stories. The first
reason is formal in nature. As indicated above, compared to the classical stories, the
Islamicate Alexander prosopography was dramatically deflated. Anybody who leaves
through Helmut Berve’s two-volume opus where any person with the slightest connection to
Alexander is listed, will find an ocean of names (BERVE 1926). Waldemar Heckel’s more
selective version still offers eight hundred biographies (HECKEL 2006). The list of names in
Islamicate Alexander biographies is comparatively short, and in these versions, the
connection to Callisthenes had disappeared. This is one of several episodes of internal
conflicts significant to the classical tradition which never made it into Islamicate accounts,
not having been taken into account by the redactors of the earlier Alexander Romance.
Furthermore, Aristotle poisoning Alexander made no sense against the cultural logic that
informed the stories. Alexander could not have turned into a tyrant deserving assassination
because his violence was ultimately too consistently and unambiguously religiously
validated. Shahrazad offers a good counterexample with the story of king Duban and the sage
Yunan. Yunan cured the king from an illness but fell victim to a conspiracy of the king’s
jealous vizier. Just before being executed, Yunan presented a book to king Duban who then
died from the poison on the pages. The posthumous triumph of the scholar is clearly
warranted by the gullible cruelty of the king, but Alexander constitutes a different and more
ambiguous type of ruler.

In addition to that, Aristotle personified philosophy more than for Roman authors who
knew many other philosophers too. A dramatic falling-out with Aristotle would have made
the association between Alexander and philosophy problematic. The world conqueror, to be
sure, is a man of extraordinary worldly ambition, but it does not seem to make him slip into
tyranny. In al-Kindt’s Means of Dispelling Sorrows, even Alexander’s excessive interest in
the material world is given a positive spin when on his deathbed he decides to go out with a
bang rather than a whimper (al-KINDI 2007: 27-28).%2 The conqueror wisely advises his
mother to found a city in his honor after his death and to invite only people who have not
suffered misfortunes to celebratory events. When nobody shows up, Alexander’s mother is
consoled by the fact that she is not alone in her sorrows. Elsewhere, such expressions of
excessive ambition were re-written. Al-Shahraziir (d. after 1288) records an anecdote in his
biographical collection Nuzhat al-arwah according to which Alexander forbade proskynesis
because only the divine Creator should be worshipped (DOUFIKAR-AERTS 2010: 119-120).
What made Alexander ambiguous for Romans was thus resolved in Islamicate adaptations
and some issues—such as the cultural foreignness of Persia—were never an issue in the first
place.

Epic and Dramatic Alexanders

In order to shed more light on Alexander as an ethical character, [ would like to return at this
point to Arendt’s notion of action in The Human Condition. Arendt distinguishes between

22 Most Arabic versions of the Alexander story even maintained that he died of natural causes. See
DOUFIKAR-AERTS 2003: 24.
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‘what” and ‘who’ somebody is. Speech and deeds underlie the ‘who’ and according to the
philosopher, among works of art, it is drama, or rather tragedy that allows the ‘who’ to be put
on display through the mimesis of action. To my mind, an ethical evaluation typically
requires knowledge of the ‘who’, hence my focus on narratives as accounts of actions,
although there are clearly limitations in the case of literary characters. Opinions are divided
about their ontological status and whether literary characters are words or individuals. Either
way, | would like to adapt Arendt’s observation for a distinction between dramatic and epic
as characteristics of narratives. The line between them is somewhat permeable. Brecht, after
all, speaks of epic theater, where drama allows the viewer to critique the machinations of
capitalism, and the novel is dramatic literature with the added benefit of introspection. Drama
I understand here as narratives focused on human action, epic on human history.

Alexander stories tend to have an epic flavor. Alexander is always larger than life. He
allows readers to locate themselves in deep time on the historical map of human culture. In
Nizami1’s Sharafnameh as well as Ferdowst’s (d. 1020) Shahnameh, Alexander’s conflict
with the Persian Darius is one that involves age-old human civilizations, a very common
notion to account for this confrontation, going back to Alexander’s own time. At the furthest
extend of his conquests, ‘India’ too signifies a civilization rather than Porus’s much smaller
kingdom, its strength and zoo-cultural alterity iconographically represented by elephants.
The descriptions of battles are also quite epic, including the involvement of the natural world
and prominent heroes, commonly understood as features of epic literature. Alexander’s
exploits evolve in a wide-ranging, malleable and potentially all-encompassing geography.
Empirically implausible, he can be everywhere. By Arendt’s standards, we may thus never
learn much about ‘who’ Alexander was as opposed to ‘what’ he was, namely, a world
conqueror rather than a world renouncer, to use a contrast often made in Buddhist contexts.
Furthermore, Arendt stipulates that the ‘who’ requires ‘human togetherness’, from which she
excludes conditions of war. These, she suggests, are overly determined by the dichotomy
between allies and enemies. Alexander, of course, is almost in a permanent state of war. His
wars prefigure our relationship to him: exceptions, notably in Zoroastrian Iran,
notwithstanding, we typically root for him, a partisanship which often complicates ethical
evaluations. This is even more so with the prosopographical deflation of the Islamicate
traditions—the less we know about the contentious interactions between Alexander and his
own followers, the harder it becomes to judge him as an ethical character. The amorphous
mass of supporters and soldiers makes it more difficult to recognize his qualities and flaws
as a political leader.

Despite these reservations, Alexander might function well and in a complex manner as
an ethical character precisely at the point where readers identify with him. In other words,
his nature as an ethical character gains substance and nuance in a reader-centric analysis
despite the reduction in moral complexity resulting from partisanship and despite
Alexander’s epic character as a ‘what’. Fotis Jannidis distinguishes three aspects of identi-
fication with a literary character: sympathy, empathy and attraction (JANNIDIS 2009: 24). But,
while one can think of examples of all three aspects in responses to Alexander stories, how
much can anybody actually ever identify with Alexander the Great? The demand of diverse
readers for equally diverse protagonists who allow for identification may be a distinct
phenomenon of twenty-first-century western societies, but the discrepancy in circumstances
between character and readers has relevance for much earlier periods as well. The moment
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where we learn about his unusual conception and childhood may be the moment where we
decide that too much separates us from Alexander. We may rather identify him with the
political and military leaders of our own time, especially if they publicly identified with
Alexander.”® As Teresa Morgan has pointed out, a critical crux of Roman popular moral
literature is its focus on great men. The rather ordinary readers thus need to carefully consider
individual circumstances in order to choose the right exemplum in the right way.?* In Arabic
philosophy, the Christian Yahya ibn ‘Ad1 (893-974) may very well have been mindful of the
conundrum ethical recommendations for rulers presented to the ‘average’ reader. He
prevented confusion by making explicit distinctions between socio-political strata,
explaining that certain moral obligations applied even more to rulers than to their subjects.?®
The underlying logic of mirrors for princes with their royal addressees is the same and it may
not surprise much that The Secret of Secrets constitutes pseudo-Aristotle’s advice to
Alexander in such a format. To what extent, one may then ask, should we or did readers of
the premodern Islamicate world separate Alexander as the distinguished recipient of this
advice from Alexander, the moral agent of his own biography? And what did either imply
for a more regular reader of Alexander stories?

Then again, considerable gaps in moral potential and perfection between model and
seeker need not be an obstacle. Among other individuals distinguished by religious and
political status, the Islamic tradition prescribed the emulation of none but the prophet
Muhammad. What Linda Jones refers to as ‘the compartmentalization of Muhammad’s
charisma’ resolved problems and risks involved in this emulation (JONES 2010: 21).
According to Sunni consensus, there could not be another prophet, after all, much less a
divine human. Such compartmentalization was socio-political and assigned different tasks to
different communities such as rulers and scholars. In a more general sense, it helped to
distinguish areas where emulation was possible and indeed required and others where that
was not the case. Likewise, for an even wider gap between model and seeker, key virtues
such as justice are divine qualities in the Islamic tradition which recognized, indeed stressed,
the difference between human and divine modes of justice.

Along somewhat similar lines, adducing Cicero’s distinction of four personae, Rebecca
Langlands illustrates how we can separate various aspects of a potential role model in Roman
exempla literature: their general humanity, their specific qualities, both given by nature, their
social role by circumstance and their chosen social role. It is probably fair to say that most of
us are pretty modest in comparison with these great men in several respects. Langlands
discusses another problem too, which is that the great men of Roman exempla literature tend
to break the rules. She adduces the concept of situation ethics to resolve this problem, where
again one has to take specific circumstances into account. Alexander clearly breaks the rules
in Nizam1’s biography when he is violent and decides to conquer the world despite advice
not to do so. As much as he might be perpetrating his violence on behalf of the ingroup, that
violence too has limitations. Islamic law, after all, has rules of war which regulated violence
(VANHULLEBUSCH 2015). Not everything was allowed. An elder sage tells Alexander that

23 For examples of such emulations see FUESS 2008 and BAGCI 1999.
24 For a discussion see LANGLANDS 2011.
25 See especially sections 5.18 to 5.25 on ‘the perfect king’ in IBN ‘ADI 2002.
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violence only begets violence. Alexander assents, but does not change his ways. His moral
high ground is thus mostly presupposed or asserted rather than demonstrated. It is only at the
end of the Sharafnameh and in the Igbalnameh that Alexander experiences moral graduation.

One might say that just as experts in Islamic law were able to apply principles to new
circumstances, to translate universal into particular and particular into universal, readers of
Alexander stories may have been able to tell when the breaking of the rules was
recommended to them as well, although it might be anybody’s guess what if anything a
sixteenth-century reader of Nizami would have made of the chronological gaps between
Alexander, Nizamt and himself. In contemporary depictions, Alexander serves as a repre-
sentative of history, his cultural alterity reflecting change over time. As such, he can facilitate
ethical deliberations based on such historical change and cultural difference. It can happen
that precisely because the people of his time were different from us in so many respects that
we can feel inspired or shamed when they embody values important to us in more impressive
ways than we do.

Alexander as a Device for Self-Contemplation

To be sure, Alexander has qualities we can try to embrace for ourselves and I find it plausible
to think that historical readers would have responded in similar ways. Nizam1 brings up the
mirror which was invented under Alexander. Because Alexander was the first to look into a
mirror, whenever we look into a mirror, we see some Alexander in ourselves. Alexander might
thus be best understood as an aspirational figure. Our Alexandrian reflection might be how we
want to see ourselves. Bravery is perhaps his most important quality, although throughout his
literary manifestations, he did not exactly represent the golden mean. During the Mallian
campaign in the Punjab, the classical tradition tells us, Alexander became so impatient during
a siege that he himself climbed the walls of a fortress before anybody else. The confrontation
ended with a Macedonian victory, but Alexander was severely injured. If Aristotle taught him
ethics, the lesson of avoiding excess was thus never learned.

Apart from representing Alexander as an ascetic ideal of bodily ethics, Nizami also
describes him as just and generous, although his justice is personalistic and depends on
labelling opponents as tyrants. This is a good illustration of Arendt’s reservations concerning
war. Alexander does not act under conditions of ‘human togetherness’, but in a binary world
of friends and foes. Curiously, another element of Aristotelian ethics never made it into
Islamicate Alexander biographies—friendship. Hephaistion, Alexander’s Patroclus, was
basically unfamiliar to Muslim readers, having barely made it into the Alexander Romance.
If Alexander has any friends in the Islamicate tradition, it appears to be the angel Raphael or
Aristotle. The two men tend to entertain a longer-lasting and more significant relationship
than in the classical tradition and presumably historically attested, involving more extensive
exchanges of letters. And yet, given that the two individuals in question find themselves on
different levels of hierarchies of knowledge or political and military authority, other terms
than ‘friends’ seem more appropriate to capture their connection, primarily teacher and
disciple, or king and advisor. They are a far cry from the emotional attachment to Hephaistion
or the close connection imagined by modern authors such as Annabel Lyon in her historical
novel The Golden Mean (2009). This observation leads to a more extensive set of questions

* 21 (2021) IslBh: 121-140

Page | 135



Page | 136

Anna Ayse Akasoy

about the areas of ethical life which are theorized in Arabic philosophical literature and those
which are narrativized. Not least due to their Aristotelian model, authors such as Miskawayh
(932-1030) wrote in systematic terms extensively about friendship. The concept of friendship
is certainly not absent from medieval Arabic literature, but examples of stories about
individuals we might primarily classify as friends, where friendship constitutes a prevalent
topic, seem altogether much rarer. Put differently, to conceptualize friendship and affirm its
value is one thing, to express and exemplify these thoughts imaginatively in form of a story
is another.

There are, however, other qualities of Alexander apart from these conventional classical
virtues which have ethical implications. What has been problematized in Roman literature as
excess can also be read as exploration of human limitations. If we think about self-
improvement, ethical or otherwise, we might think about our potential as well and
recognizing our potential means identifying limitations. Alexander certainly did. He went as
far as he could within the limitations imposed on him. That is true of the classical tradition
with its political, military and cultural framework. The limitations this Alexander explores
concern geography—how far can I go—as well as political and military leadership—how do
I secure the loyalty of my men and lead them to defeat our enemies—and cultural identity—
if I adopt Persian traditions of kingship, am I still Greek? In the Islamicate and medieval
European traditions, which seem more epic than drama, the framework becomes
cosmological and theological. Even more fundamental questions appear to be at stake.
Alexander is divinely sent, almost a force of nature, and explains why the world is as it is.
Alexander travels in a diving bell to the bottom of the sea and with a flying device into the
heavens, mapping and delineating the world accessible to humans. His story becomes
ontological and anthropological. He ventures into the land of darkness to find the source of
eternal life, but falls short. Curiously, much of Arendt’s Human Condition (1958) is
concerned with strikingly similar issues. Taking as her starting point the launch of the first
satellite in 1957 and still under the impression of the nuclear bombs, she contemplates the
potential of human endeavors to transcend the limitations of our condition, including
mortality. (The satellite in question was Sputnik, its surprising launch causing the ‘Sputnik
crisis’ in the West.) Just like the authors of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Arendt’s verdict
is one of deep skepticism and an emphasis on the political. Alexander stories can be usefully
read in this context; Adorno and Horkheimer included a lengthy section on the Odyssey in
their book, after all. It may have taken modernity to produce Sputnik, but Alexander too used
reason in order to transcend human limitations. In all these considerations, however, reason
is complicit in great violence insofar as these efforts were part and parcel of a life lived in
military campaigns.

Some time during World War II, the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971)
composed the serenity prayer. ‘God’, it says, ‘grant me the serenity to accept the things I
cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.’
Where we see our limitations determines the way we see ourselves, the way we see others
and our interactions with them. The wisdom of telling the difference between limitations we
should challenge and those we should accept is thus also ethically significant. Premodern
Muslim readers of Alexander stories may not have articulated it in such ways, but the
prominence of narrative elements concerned with human limitations suggests that this was
one of the major ethical components of such works. On the one hand, the medieval
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Alexander, Islamicate or European, seems even more distant from readers than the classical
Alexander was to Romans. He was further away in time and culture, but also enjoyed
miraculous or near-miraculous abilities. He was further removed from his own historical
environment too, especially for those unfamiliar with classical Graeco-Latin literature,
turning from an epic to an almost mythical character. The reduction of dramatis personae in
Alexander biographies is another aspect of this transformation. Alexander the archetype was
a ‘what’ rather than a ‘who’. At the same time, being removed in such a way from particular
circumstances opened up possibilities for Alexander as a universal aspect of humanity. While
Alexander as a historical individual, the ‘who’, was thus perhaps too poorly understood to
serve as a prism for ethical deliberations, what Alexander signified, the ‘what’, served this
function very well.

Conclusion

To conclude with a few thoughts about our own contemporary approaches to such stories, I
would like to return to Blixen’s statement that ‘all sorrows can be borne if you put them into
a story’. Alexander’s story must have involved fear—fear of the unknown, fear of defeat, of
pain, loss and death, of limitations he could not transcend. And yet, especially as postcolonial
readers, we might consider the price at which Alexander conquered his fears. A contemporary
philosophically engaged reading of both the historical Alexander and later adaptations of his
legend might pay closer attention to those who were vanquished, exploited and humiliated.
Identifying with Alexander the conqueror might be all too easy. His violence—Ilike a lot of
the violence that occurred in Islamic history—was culturally productive and it is these
cultural products that provide our daily bread as academics. Just as we have become critical
of empire in modern times, we might consider stories about Alexander with critical distance.
As readers of his many biographies and the many representations that cherish him for any
number of achievements, we might be careful when immersing ourselves in somebody else’s
life, but rather remain engaged in a dynamic project of ethical contemplation. Nizamt’s
pacifist elder who warns Alexander of the violent outcomes of violence may have already
served in the author’s own time as an alienating element for readers too easily swept up in
narratives of victory. This reading is admittedly indebted to Brecht’s use of such alienating
elements that take the audience out of the world of the play and allow them to consider the
critical implications of what they have seen. Reader-centric approaches explain another way
in which premodern texts too may have functioned as ethical texts by requiring a reader’s
distance and self-awareness, even though authors of course may not have formulated it in
such ways. In recent historical novels inspired by Alexander’s campaigns, efforts appear to
have been made to avoid a glorified image of violence. Steven Pressfield, for example,
presents the violence perpetrated by Alexander’s soldiers as traumatic even for the victors.
There are other values too that are associated with Alexander and might be critically
reconsidered. As scholars explore the connections between cultures in the premodern world
and acknowledge Alexander’s role as a catalyst for cross-cultural encounters, not unlike
Oliver Stone’s portrayal of Alexander as a hero of multiculturalism, the violent circumstances
of these changes deserve to be debated as well.
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There are thus several layers of ethical meaning in stories such as that of Alexander, both
classical and Islamicate. There is the way he appears anecdotally, as an illustration or even
personification of the principles of virtue ethics, mostly generosity, bravery and justice, but
also vices of excessive material attachment. There is the narrativization where we can see the
implication of ethical features play out in a sequence of events allowing us to imagine ethics
in the context of biography. But if we shift our attention from text to reader, other dimensions
too become obvious, especially for the Alexander of Islamicate literature who had become
so malleable. Readers can contemplate Alexander’s limitations and failures in their own
exercise of situation ethics, because that is typically what we do when we look in the mirror.
To recognize both the Alexandrian other and the Alexandrian self in ourselves may aid the
self-reflection required for ethical improvement. My assumptions about premodern readers
here are admittedly speculative, but there are enough grounds in premodern literature itself
to assume that premodern audiences too partly identified with Alexander and partly
considered his limitations and frustrations a lesson to endorse for themselves. And finally,
we can consider all this from a metalevel of an ongoing and open-ended philosophically
engaged reading. Alexander may have lost some of his ambiguity on his way from the
classical to the late antique tradition and regained some with Nizami, but in determining just
how ambiguous he ultimately is, the reader too has a role to play.
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Abstract

This study examines the issue of norm construction in al-Ghazali’s thought focusing on the grounds advanced
to support his radical infallibilist position. To fulfill such end, al-Ghazali, I explain, relies on two types of
arguments, the first one relates to the presumptive nature of legal texts in order to highlight their fundamental
indeterminacy and the second links to the interpreter to show the impossibility to fall into error. To buttress
these arguments, al-Ghazali both draws on epistemological principles and metaethical ones. As it will be
shown in the study, al-Ghazali ultimately explains the divergence in interpretation of norms using the concept
of tab“ (nature, disposition or appetitive self) drawing on his well-known relativist ethical theory concerning
norm evaluation and therefore brings in a unique way this typical feature of Asharism within his own radical
infallibilist theory of norm construction. The concept of fab“allows to bridge the gap between the ambiguity
in the revealed text and the mujtahid’s interpretation in the norm construction process, and ultimately serves
to justify ex post the choices made by the mujtahid. In doing so, al-Ghazali assigns to theology a critical role
in revealing the origin of the illusion of the jurists who naively think that licit and illicit are qualities of things
themselves.

Keywords: al-Ghazali, Usil al-figh, Metaethics, [jtihad, Tab*

Introduction

This study examines the issue of norm construction in al-Ghazali’s thought, based on the
chapter on ijtihad of his last summa of legal theory, al-Mustasfa min ilm al-usiil. The very
concept of ijtihad, containing the idea of “effort” (juhd), usually translated by “interpretative
effort”, refers to the process and conditions of norm construction accomplished by the
mujtahid. This process is defined in legal theory as the extraction of norms (ahkam) from
ambiguous texts. Islamic legal theorists thoroughly investigated this process and were
divided about its outcome whether, when carried out properly, it leads to one single good
solution or to diverging solutions that are equally good. For al-Ghazali, who defends the latter
position, when the meaning of a text is presumptive (zanni) and not clear and categorical
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(gat), there is no logical or semantic necessity linking this text to the produced norm. Hence,
the norm is a product of a non-necessary and presumptive sign (‘alama) which can lead to
two opposite solutions that are equally true. However, this does not mean that the mujtahid
during this process chooses randomly and for no good reason one solution over the other or
that he can change his mind whenever he wants. In fact, the absence of a determinate norm
in ambiguous propositions is not contradictory with the highly formalized character of the
process of ijtihad. The jurist examines the whole proofs in order to choose the one he
considers to be the best solution according to the prevalent presumption that “tips the scales”
in his mind.

In a seminal article devoted to ijtihad, Baber Johansen addresses this issue and his
reflection constitutes the starting point of the present study (JOHANSEN 2013). He presents
the position of three jurists (al-Ghazali, Ibn ‘Aqil and al-Sarakhst) and shows how they
legitimize the diversity of conclusions in the #jtihdd process. According to Johansen, it is the
notion of fa’ammul (contemplation) that “allows jurists not to rely solely on rational thought
in human interpretation and construction of norms.” Therefore, he highlights the non-
cognitive factors underlying such a concept, which as he admits evidently carries “psycho-
logical undertones” (JOHANSEN 2013: 132).

Building up on that idea, with which I fully agree, I intend to show in what follows the
central role played by the notion of fab‘ within al-Ghazalt’s system. I start by outlining the
radical infallibilism of al-Ghazalt and its difference with other wusili positions regarding
ijtihad, and then, I deal with the justification he gives of such a controverted position. As I
shall demonstrate his justification relies on two types of arguments, while the first one relates
to the presumptive nature of legal texts in order to highlight their fundamental indeterminacy,
the second one links to the interpreter through underlining the impossibility to fall into error.
These arguments involve some epistemological principles but also metaethical ones that lead
us to the last part of the study where I discuss the concept of fab (nature, disposition or
appetitive self). This concept gives us a fuller picture of the whole process. I show that al-
Ghazalt ultimately explains the divergence in interpretation using a concept that stems from
his well-known relativist ethical theory concerning norm evaluation, connecting in a unique
way this typical feature of Ash‘arism with his own theory of norm construction. The concept
of tab“allows to bridge the gap between a revealed ambiguous text and its use by the mujtahid
in the norm construction process, and ultimately serves to justify the choices made by the
mujtahid.

The radical infallibilism of al-Ghazali

In legal treatises, the sections devoted to the concept of itjihad deal with the epistemic, ethical
and institutional conditions stipulated for an individual to become a mujtahid, such as the
extension of norm construction (which texts does it concern) and the famous issue pertaining
to the possibility of error in the process of norm construction: can a mujtahid commit an error
when deploying his interpretative effort and would this error have any juridical/eschato-
logical consequences on him? This last issue is often referenced by using the following
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dictum, hal kull mujtahid musib “Is every mujtahid right?” or “does every mujtahid hit the
true answer?”, which generally constitutes the core of the sections devoted to ijtihad.’

Those who embrace the saying “kull mujtahid musib” are called, accordingly, musaw-
wiba, and their opponents, who refuse it, are the mukhatti’a or muhagqqiqa (BERNAND 1990).
However, behind this allegdedly clear opposition between what we shall call “infallibilists”
and “faillibilists” lies a profound ambiguity. In fact, kull mujtahid musib is an ambiguous
proposition that can be understood in two different ways. The first one admits the possibility
to hit the truth but denies any accusation of error in case one misses it: every mujtahid is right
means that no one will be blamed, punished or accused of sin if he commits error, since error
is human. This position is best illustrated by a well-known prophetic tradition: “If the judge
makes an interpretative effort and hits the truth, he will have a double reward; and if he misses
it, he will have a single reward.” This tradition identifies two levels of error. On the one hand,
the scientific or alethic level, that of error in itself (khata’), and on the other hand, the juridical
level, that of sin (ithm) or accusation of error (fakhti’a). This tradition establishes the
existence of a right and a wrong solution distinguished by the amount of the reward promised
to the jurist (a double or a single one), and on a juridical level, it denies the existence of any
sin or accusation of error for those who miss the truth, since they exerted all their effort in
interpreting the text. One can sense here the importance of the notion of effort (juhd) in the
lexical meaning of ijtihad and the particular role it plays in this endeavor: it justifies the
existence of a reward regardless of the result and makes the epistemic process in itself an
individual enterprise that should be rewarded. This divide between process and result is
illustrated by the distinctions made sometimes in the juristic literature between being right
“according to the jurists” / “according to God” (ZARKASHI 1992: IV, 251) or “according to
the act of jjtihad” / “according to the ruling itself” (al-BASRI 1965: 11, 949-952).

The second construal of kull mujtahid musib is that of al-Ghazali in the Mustasfa. If every
mujtahid is right, it is because, when it comes to presumptive juridical questions, there is no
pre-established truth to be found laying in the mind of the Legislator. Whatever the mujtahid
decides or chooses becomes the true answer. In this case, the very possibility of error is
excluded from the beginning, and a fortiori, any possible accusation of error, provided that
the interpretative process meets all the required conditions. Unlike the first understanding,
which requires from the mujtahid to find or extract the right solution, the latter entrusts the
mujtahid with the authority to assign a certain norm to a given act. Needless to say, even in
this latter case, ijtihdd is not a spontaneous mental action and is not within everybody’s reach:
it is a highly formalized process consisting in the exploration of all available proofs before
reaching any solution, and is mostly restricted to professional mujtahids who meet the
required conditions. Moreover, the reached solution is binding for the mujtahid and cannot
be easily replaced by its opposite (al-GHAZALI 1997: 11, 454).

To sum up, we have two different ways to embrace the saying kull mujtahid musib and
therefore two very different kinds of musawwiba: the first kind endorses what might be called

1 For the general and historical approach of the concept of ijtihad, see HALLAQ 2001, esp. chapters 1 and
2. For a thorough study of this question in particular, see ZYSOW 2013: 259-78. See also Bou AKL 2019,
where I discuss the whole debate, which also inspires this first section. For a full review of the literature
dealing with this issue and an outline of its main issues from a shafi‘ite perspective, see EISSA 2017:
chapter 5.
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legal determinacy (for they posit a pre-determined ruling for the mujtahid even if he is not
compelled to hit it) and the second one legal indeterminacy.? This ambiguity blurs the
aforementioned frontier between infallibilists and fallibilists, because the first kind of
infallibilism is very close to fallibilism, since they both espouse legal determinacy. By
opposition to these two, the second kind of infallibilism, called sometimes total infallibilists
(al-mu‘ammima fi I-taswib)?, is distinguished by an utter negation of any pre-existing ruling
for the mujtahid to hit. Al-Ghazali calls them muhaqqiqii al-musawwiba (true infallibilists)
and presents their position as follows:

[text 1] According to the true infallibilists, there is no determined ruling (la hukma
mu‘ayyan) to which presumption can lead concerning questions devoid of a clear text.
The ruling follows the presumption. For God, the ruling is what prevails in the opinion
of each mujtahid. This is our position. Al-Qadi [al-Baqillani] has embraced it*. (al-
GHAZALI 1997: 11, 409.3-5)

This total absence of determinate truth applies only to presumptive juridical matters (al-
zanniyyat), which constitute the domain of ijtihad (al-mujtahad fihi) delineated by al-
Ghazall. In contrast, juridical matters explicitly stated by the Legislator in unequivocal
sentences and producing certainty contain a determined ruling that can and should be reached.
Likewise, matters of legal theory itself, which are juridical principles (the validity of
consensus, the validity of analogy, and solitary reports, etc.), can also be reached and
established with certainty from the texts. A fortiori, matters of rational theology (existence
of God, creation of the world, and divine attributes, etc.) are predicated upon certainty
through the use of rational arguments, which leads to a determinate truth. In fact, the
objectivity of rational norms (ahkam ‘aqliyya) is attested by everyone except the sophists.
These three classes of categorical matters, i.e., gatiyyat (clear juridical texts, legal theory,
and rational theology) are clearly distinguished by al-Ghazalt (al-GHAZALT 1997: 11, 399-
400). They all contain a determinate ruling to reach. Within their realm, error is possible and
leads, when committed, to an accusation of error. The gravity of the accusation (fakfir or
simple tabdi‘) depends on the gravity of the matter involved (Idem).

On this account, only radical infallibilism can be linked to legal indeterminacy, in
opposition to legal determinacy. As we mentioned, this latter position is embraced, with
various degrees, by both moderate infallibilists and fallibilists. Although al-Ghazalt explicitly
speaks of the absence of a “determined ruling” (hukm mu‘ayyan) for presumptive matters, he
never makes it a concept or a label in itself, instead he adheres to the fallibilism/infallibilism

2 On this subject, see for instance the special issue of Droit et philosophie: Annuaire de I’Institut Michel
Villey, 2017, vol. 9-1 [Droit et Indétermination] dedicated to the issue in modern western systems of law,
with articles in French and English.

3 Coined by Ibn Taymiyya: 37, cited in ZysSow 2013: 261.

4 All translations are mine, unless specified otherwise. Al-Ghazali first embraced a moderate version of
infallibilism, that of his teacher al-Juwayni. Thus he says in the Mankhil: “Our position is that every
mujtahid is categorically correct in his practice [emphasis mine], and this is made necessary by a divine
obligation (fa-innahu wajaba bi-ijabi llah). However, it does not make any sense to hold infallibilism
(isabat kull wahid) in the sense of a negation of a determined quaesitum in the knowledge of God
concerning illicit and licit.” See al-GHAZALI 1970: 455.
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dichotomy that shapes the debate in Islamic legal literature. In that sense, this couple of
concepts cannot be totally reduced to that of legal determinacy/indeterminacy, which does
not appear as such in the texts.’

Al-Ghazal1’s position does not seem to go without perils. At the end of the chapter on
ijtihad he adds a whole section to clarify further his position:

The chapter in which we unveil this enigmatic question, added after the completion
of the book and the spread of its copies.® (al-GHAZALI 1997: 11, 437.2-3)

According to al-Ashqar, this appendix has been added after the spread of the objections
against al-Ghazali’s chapter on infallibilism (al-GHAZALI 1997: 11 437 note 1). This polemical
reception of Abli Hamid’s theory and his need to clarify his position to his readers shows its
originality. This position cannot be in anyway confused with the traditional moderate
infallibilism that states the existence, in the Legislator’s mind, of one solution to every
juridical problem.

After clarifying his position, al-Ghazali specifies in this addendum the types of textual
ambiguities that hide a real indetermination (like general terms or extraction of nexus) and
those that hint to an objective and determined truth (like the verification of nexus or the
extraction of the intended meaning).” He then summarizes his main ideas in ten points
translated in an appendix to this paper. I will not dwell here on the different types of
ambiguities that constitute the object of jjtihad and will rather limit myself to al-Ghazalt’s
justification of legal indeterminacy. But what one can keep in mind from these pages that
give us the final position of the author is that within the general realm of zanniyyat that
constitutes the object of ijtihdd, some exegetical criteria allow us to distinguish between
ambiguities masking a determined answer that can be unveiled by the mujtahid and others
that are genuinely indetermined, i. e. without any correspondence in the Legislator’s mind.

5 Eissa, who devotes a whole chapter to that issue in his monography (see note 3, supra), seems to be
confusing the two concepts. In fact, the debate in Islamic legal theory is always, ultimately, mujtahid-
oriented, even if one can clearly distinguish between determinist and indeterminist positions. For that
reason, Aron Zysow’s rendering of tahti’a and taswib by “fallibilism” and “infallibilism, despite all the
misunderstandings that it can generate (reported in EISSA 2017: 246-247), captures well the idea of error
(and lack thereof) that constantly sticks to the debate.

6 This addendum is composed of eight folios. It is absent from the first Biilaq edition of 1325 H [1907].
Al-Ashgar includes it in his edition on the base of manuscript Chester Beatty 3879, and Hafiz in his
later 2010 edition following two Cairote manuscripts.

7 This restriction of indeterminacy to only some kind of ambiguities is considered by al-Ashqar as a
retraction on the 9 out of 10 of the questions. One should note that al-Ashqar disagrees with al-Ghazalt’s
radical infallibilism and criticizes it in the notes of his edition. For him, there is always a good answer,
even in presumptive matter, that the mujtahid can hit and might miss. See for instance the long footnote
on p. 408-409 in which he cites the Hanbali position that he seems to embrace. On Hanbali fallibilism,
see BERNAND 1990.
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The justification: determinacy vs indeterminacy

In order to argue in favor of radical infallibilism or legal indeterminacy, al-Ghazalt uses two
kinds of arguments: one pertains to the texts (why are they indeterminate, why proofs do not
always lead to the same solution) and another to the interpreter (can he be obliged to hit a
given solution or miss it without being accused or can he be charged of something im-
possible). One can say that while the first type of arguments is directly commanded by the
dichotomy determinate/indeterminate, the second one fits more with that of fallibilism/in-
fallibilism. Nonetheless, both arguments pursue the same objective, that is establishing
radical infallibilism.

Let us begin with the first type of arguments, covered by the propositions 1 to 5 of the
appendix. Prop. 1 and 2 establish the relative contingency of legal signs and rationes legis
and oppose them to rational proofs. Prop. 3 negates the existence of any implicit ruling in
God’s mind. Prop. 4 pertains to metaethics and is based on the conclusions of the first section
of the Mustasfa. Prop. 5 establishes the instituted character of legal ruling—which derives
from prop. 4—and adds an important principle already established in the section on unit-
tradition (a@had) and legal analogy (giyas), that of the “displacement of certainty” according
to which only the master rule establishing the obligation to act has to be certain, while the
material itself can be presumptive. With this rupture between the presumption and the final
categorical ruling, al-Ghazali secures the possibility of always hitting the right answer. Let
us unfold this reasoning by using other texts from the Mustasfa.

Prop. 1: The presumptive (zanniyya) proofs, by opposition to the rational

ones, are relative (idafiyya) and not essential (haqiqiyya).
Al-Ghazali opposes presumptive proofs to rational ones (prop. 1) by drawing on a broad
epistemic hierarchy between dalil (proof) and amara (sign or indication, sometimes referred
to as ‘alama). While the former leads inevitably to a determined solution, the latter,
epistemically weaker, works differently:

[Text 2 a] Calling the signs proofs is a metaphor, for signs do not entail presumption
per se but vary according to [contingent] relations. When it does not provide
presumption to Zayd, it can provide it to Amr, and what provides a ruling to Zayd can
provide its opposite to Amr. Its effect on Zayd could vary in two different situations,
so it is not a path to knowledge. If it were a way, he would be disobedient not to hit
it. (al-GHAZALI 1997: 11, 432.4-7)

The difference between proofs and signs is no longer that of an epistemic strength, with
proofs being stronger indicators than signs. Their whole structure is different: while dalil
functions like a classical sign, pointing itself to its object, the object of amara is not
essentially linked to it and varies according to contingent relations. Unlike dalil which
constantly points to the same object, amara has different effects on different people (or on
the same person in two different situations), and its final object varies accordingly. Therefore,
amara per se is incomplete without an interpreter who ultimately gives it its object, through
the mediation of the effect it will have on him. We can say that while dalil has a dyadic
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structure and functions like natural signs, amara has a triadic structure that necessarily
includes the interpreter.

Prop. 2: The ratio legis is a relative sign (‘alama). Measuring can be a sign
(‘alama) erected by God for Abu Hanifa and edibility [another] sign
erected for al-Shafi.

Applied to usil al-figh, this relativity of presumptive proofs coincides with that of rationes
legis (prop. 2), the fundamental element of legal analogy, which constitutes an important part
of ijtihad. The main consequence of the relativity of signs and rationes legis, by opposition
to the “reality” (hagiga) or essentiality of proofs, is the variability of the solutions to which
they lead, illustrated by the canonical example of usury.

The same idea is thoroughly developed in the following passage:

[Text 3] If one objects: what is the ratio legis behind the illicitness of usury according
to God: is it edibility, measurability or the fact of being basic commodities? We say:
each one of the two, edibility or measurability is not apt in itself to be a ratio legis.
Saying it is a ratio legis means it is a sign (‘alama). For he who has the presumption
that measurability is a sign for illicitness, it is a sign, but not for he who has the
presumption that its sign is edibility. The ratio legis is not an essential qualification,
like eternity and createdness of the world, so that the knowledge of God should
correspond inevitably to one of the two qualifications. Rather, it is something
instituted, and institutions vary according to [contingent] relations. (al-GHAZALI 1997:
11 435.6-11)

The whole hermeneutical vision of a-Ghazali is embedded in this passage. While Abii Hanifa
deems measurability to be the real ratio legis, al-Shafi‘m admits edibility to be the one. For al-
Ghazalt both are correct. The qualifications of edibility and measurability cannot function
per se as rationes legis (la yasluhu an yakina Sillatan li-dhatihi). Unlike essential
qualifications, relative ones are instituted (amrun wad) and hence, one can add, they need
an institutor, which is in this case the interpreter. This presence of the interpreter, which is
necessary to ascribe to signs their ultimate objects, is couched in a theological fashion at the
end of the paragraph. More specifically, al-Ghazali underlined the absence of rationes legis
from God’s knowledge, which only contains essential qualifications. In sum, theological
truths are attainable by objective proofs, while juridical presumptive truths are subjective and
dependent upon the mujtahid’s choice.

Prop. 4: The licit and illicit are not qualities of things themselves (awsaf a‘yan).
Hence, it is not impossible that the same thing can be at the same time
licit and illicit for two different persons.

The instituted nature of ratio legis and its opposition to the essential nature of rational proofs
is based on a more general principle stated in prop. 4: licit and illicit, in general, are not
qualities of things themselves (awsaf a‘yan). This feature allows for variation and diversity,
1. e.: the same thing bearing two different qualities for two different persons.

In adopting the general principle of the instituted character of licit and illicit, al-Ghazalt
provides the ultimate founding principle for his radical infallibilism. Unlike the other
propositions, prop. 4 is not directly a hermeneutical principle but rather a metaethical one.
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For that reason, al-Ghazali addresses it in the beginning of the Mustasfa, in the section where
he outlines his ethical relativism.

The first part (qutb) of the book is dedicated to rulings (hukm, ahkam). It begins with a
theoretical discussion that corresponds to the theological chapters on the rational value of
good and bad (al-fahsin wa-al-taqbih). A similar discussion can be found in al-Ghazali’s
theological treatise al-Igtisad fi [-I‘tigad. However, the section of the Mustasfa proceeds
differently and is more directly hukm-oriented. Al-Ghazali begins by questioning the nature
of rulings: are they essential qualifications of the acts that can be defined without any legal
discourse or do they fully depend upon the legal discourse? For Mu‘tazilis, the revealed legal
rulings are in part the expression of rational ethical rulings attached essentially to acts
ascribing a moral value to them before Revelation. For al-Ghazali and Ash‘arTs, there is no
such rational ethical rulings preexisting to the revealed law, which is fully dependent upon
God’s Will.® He then draws the following consequence:

[Text 4] On this account, if Revelation had not come down no act would have been
distinguished from another other than by accord [with one’s objectives] or
contrariness [to them], which varies according to [contingent] relations. But these
usages [do not refer to] an attribute of essence. (al-GHAZALI 1997: 1, 112.2-4)°

Before Revelation, the ethical value of acts is solely defined by mundane ethics, following a
fundamental utilitarian principle anchored in human nature, that of seeking pleasure and the
aversion to pain: an action is deemed good when it complies with one’s objectives, and bad
when it opposes them. No other ethical principle interferes in guiding human actions.
Therefore, since human objectives are not the same for everybody, these values vary
accordingly and cannot be considered as fixed attributes of essence. As in text 2a, al-Ghazalt
opposes here attributes of essence (sifa li-I-dhat, li-dhatiha) to what is bi-al-iddfa or bi-al-
idafat, in a peculiar use of this expression, without any complement, to qualify what is
relative and non-essential.

For Mu‘tazilis, ethical values are essential attributes of acts (awsaf a‘yan, cf. prop. 4).
Therefore, licit and illicit are, in a large part, also essential attributes. For al-Ghazali, on the
contrary, both ethical (pre-revelational) and legal (post-revelational) rulings lack the feature
of essentiality: before Revelation, ethical values vary according to contingent relations, i. e.
our objectives, and after Revelation, legal rulings are instituted by God’s discourse.
Therefore, if the clear and categorical rulings of God’s discourse are fixed and do not vary,
it is not because they have essential relations with the acts they qualify, but because they have
been instituted by a clear and fixed discourse. Ontologically speaking, we may say that
although they are “eternal” or at least stable, they still lack the modality of necessity and are
only possible or contingent, which means that they could have been different.

8 The metaethical problem in Islamic theology has been well explored. For an introduction to the whole
question, see SHIHADEH 2016. For Ash‘arism and al-Ghazali in particular, see HOURANI 1976 and
VASALOU 2016. There is an English translation of this chapter of the Mustasfa in REINHART 1995: 87-
104. For an English translation of the metaethical section of the Igtisad, see ALADDIN 2013: 157 sq.

9 Translation by Kevin REINHART, with some modifications.
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Prop. 3: The distinction between what is a ruling in potentia and a ruling in actu.

The instituted character of all rulings is specifically visible when it comes to presumptive
ones. Unlike the non-essential nature of clear and categorical rulings, which do not have any
hermeneutical consequences, presumptive rulings allow diversity and variation. Also, while
the categorical rulings have been already instituted by God’s discourse, the presumptive ones
have not yet been. Prop. 3 establishes this specific point by dissociating rulings in potentia
from rulings in actu. The formulation of prop. 3 may be misleading, and should be
supplemented with another passage where al-Ghazali explicitly denies any existence for
potential rulings (al-GHAZALI 1997: 11, 430.3-15 and 433.8-11). The objective of such a
denial is to dismiss all determinate or quasi-determinate arguments drawing on the
preexistence in God’s mind of certain implicit rulings, as stated 