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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the significance of the Mu‘tazilite conception of al-tawhid. Tt
aims at exposing the efforts of the exponents of the Mu‘tazilite school in defending
the purity of the Islamic faith and to prevent it from being influenced by foreign
elements which can affect its purity and strike at the very root of the monotheistic
faith of Islam. Based on the historical analysis from available literatures, the study
attempts to interpret and reconstruct the available information to look at the whole
issue. Analysis of the Mu‘tazilite concept of al-tawhid is based mainly on the
exposition of the theory by leading Mu‘tazilite scholars. This thesis also analyzes the
place of the Mu‘tazilite views and method in later theological schools. Finally, it
exposes the relevance of the spirit of Mu‘tazilism to the so-called Neo-Mu'tazilite
modernists with special reference to Prof. Harun Nasution. This study finds that the
Mu‘tazilite school played a positive role in the development of Islamic thought and
the establishment of the true philosophy of religion. The development of the school
can be divided into two: first, when the school consisted of heterogeneous theologians
with various directions of thought, then, consisting of uniform ideas which provided
the school with a recognized doctrinal frame and united the ideas into an
amalgamation as what has been found in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s doctrines. This study also
finds that it is unfortunate that the Mu‘tazilites received two main negative
representations: the classical unfavourable image as displayed by books on sects and
doctrines mainly from Ash‘arite writers as people who utilized excessive human
reasoning in religious problems which was a continuation of hostility as a result of
Mu‘tazilite harsh enforcement of their doctrines through involvement in politics. The
modern image is created by the orientalists who were influenced by the European
philosophy of Enlightenment and Rationalism at the end of the 19" and early 20"
century. The wrong usage of Western terms has damaged the image of the
Mu‘tazilites who had an undeniable role in defending Islam. The contemporary
modern Muslim figure Harun Nasution, who claimed himself to be a Neo-Mu‘tazilite,
leaned more towards Western Liberalism than to the spirit of classical Mu‘tazilism.
indeed, this is another blow to the image of the Mu‘tazilites,

1l



Coedl jasls

Al Sl yio 8 5 BN (3 Wby Wbl s jie 5 gt ALY cdagaad Al ods
el y sk o8 b >3 Lo J1 3 gl ot 2 A ol el e Ll 5 v A1 3
Sl il s 3 Reyuall LY el Ol g Uazadly Sl a8 eyl Lzt ja .30 )
ik alae p YR i Wl b may coplll s Bl Ty DY) 3
i) L A @l OV, L jled ot ol Uilios y B Sl dgar M1 3 ] 20 )18
26 o e Ayl s eV o Yl (3 o o Biie 4 g gl
RS Rt gVl ety S ]S 450 DL o (GalS) e itk
b iy il o ST A ey pedl bl Wl 16w e ke B B g
el bia Je sy Labadl L ae SLadll Lo de g g 0 pedly g2 LS plniViy
il 8 e G e a4 pignsd Awbad ode 3 Ul dB ol M o
S it T i alt e 5 ,ela e VGl Gl ST Lat o Al 5 pall gy
OF 3y Wobin olty pladl ol Sl e )5 on Slined) RaSGH) Baslall (o guadd a3 L)
AW ey jasls g G Do e Bl o el S el LW sl
Sildann y G5 g W Y el " 09 S 080l L ) R 3, gl ¢ (L
Lo g3 o plbl o ol O 50y e el 00 2l 3" g, )W AR il
tS (3 izl y LYl Jaald Rallall G o B A psedlly " alie dn AL
sha Ji ade Sy b pr LY @ A S e Ayl oy OF) iaa e
Wy O Y) el Aadsr (3 el La gy B jdel) oghy pdd s e o B AN Olodianal)
pm b o cojbail ooy @ @Y S (3 el L Al Ll dd i e gl
oy Sl = Wl Lulll gl W= bl (&l e 3" sad T Sl
Ak T e g e apd LV 0 ey ol ol S e Sld) 3l s R

ey ety i)l e gmls s (lgnlen s Bt Yl SR gies o g LAY (3 Ll Al

iil



APPROVAL PAGE

The thesis of ‘Amilah binti Awang Abd Rahman has been examined and is approved

by the following;

‘Irfan Abd al-Hamid Fattah (supervisor)

="

Anis Malik Thoha (internal examiner)

Hasan Mahmiid ‘Abd al-Latif al-Shafi‘T (external examiner)

Ibrahim Abu Bakar (external examiner)

i)

Ibrahim M Zein (chairperson)

v



DECLARATION

I hereby declare that this thesis is the result of my own investigation, except where
otherwise stated. Other sources are acknowledged by footnotes giving explicit

references and a bibliography is appended.

Name: ‘Amilah binti Awang Abd Rahman

SIgNAtUIE. .. et ir e Date ..o



INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION OF FAIR USE
OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH

Copyright © 2003 by ‘Amilah binti Awang Abd Rahman. All are rights reserved.
THE MU‘TAZILITE CONCEPTION OF AL-TAWHID: A CRITICAL RE-
EVALUATION AND CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE.

No part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise without the prior written permission of the copyright holder
except as provided below.

1. Any material contained in or derived from this unpublished research may only be
used by others in their writing with due acknowledgement

2. IIUM or its library will have the right to make and transmit copies (print or
electronic) for institutional and academic purposes

3. The IIUM library will have the right to make, store in a retrieval system and

supply copies of this unpublished research if requested by other universities and
research libraries.

Affirmed by ‘Amilah binti Awang Abd Rahman

..........................................................................................

Signature Date

vi




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First of all, my thanks go to Allah for giving me the opportunity and strength in
completing this study.

It is a pleasure to express my utmost and profound gratitude to Prof. Dr. ‘Irfan ‘Abd
al-Hamid Fattah for his enlightening fatherly guidance, advice and help, and
invaluable time offered for the fulfilment of this thesis. My thanks also go to all the
examiners of my thesis, Prof Dr. Hasan Mahmiid al-Shafi‘i, President of International
Islamic University Islamabad, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ibrahim Abu Bakar and Dr. Anis
Malik Thoha, for their invaluable time for the assessment of the thesis and providing
me with suggestions.

My gratitude also goes to all my lecturers for invaluable input especially during the
coursework for this Ph.D. program. I am thankful also to Assoc. Prof. Dr. Mohamad
Som Sujimon, Dean of the Kulliyyah, Dr. Jamil Hashim and Dr Che Amnah Bahari,
for their assistance towards the completion of this thesis while being the Head of
Department. I am also thankful to Dr Ibrahim M Zein for his invaluable assistance
towards the accomplishment of this Ph.D.

My thanks also go the IIUM Research Centre for providing me with grants to go to
Yemen, Egypt and Indonesia to have a real look on related sources of this thesis. I am
also thankful to the staff of the Embassy of Malaysia in Sana‘a and Cairo for their
help during my visit to these foreign countries. My gratitude also goes to several
important persons who rendered to me their invaluable help while being in their
countries such as Qadi Isma‘il al-Akwa“, the Founder for Center of Manuscripts in
Sana‘a, Prof. Azyumardi Azra, Rector of UIN Jakarta, Prof. Salman Harun and
several others. I really appreciate the help of Malaysian students especially in Sana‘a
for assisting me to find the relevant places pertaining to my research. I am also
thankful to the libraries all over Malaysia, Cairo, Alexandria, Sana‘a and Jakarta
which provided the sources for this thesis.

My special gratitude goes to my lovely family, especially my parents Haji Awang Abd
Rahman bin Daud and Hajjah Anisah binti Dato’ Haji Abbas who have sacrificed
many things to me and hence inspire me to achieve success. Also to my brothers and

sisters Dr. Azubah, Dr. Alawiyah, Azizuddin, Alauddin, Aminuddin, Azmuddin,
Aziimah and Aliana.

Last but not least, my utmost appreciation to my beloved husband, who shared with
me the unstable life of being student with patience. My gratitude also for my beloved
off springs, Abbas Afify, Ammar and Aisyatul Humaira’ whom I have neglected some
of my task as a mother to finish this study.

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract (English).......covveiniiiiiii i e il
ADBSIEACE (ATADIC) . 1ttt it eiiiit et iil
APPIoval Page......oeiviiiiiiiiiiiii e iv
Declaration Page........coovvieiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e \4
ACKNOWIEAZEMENTS. ....vvitiiiiiii i e vii
BN I NS 1010 | W X
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .....ciuiiiiiiitiiiiini e 1
Statement of the Problem.......c.oovviriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic 6
Research QUESHIONS. .....iveiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 9
MethOAOIOZY . ... vveenireneneiniiii e 9
Objectives of the Study......ccoviviiiiiiiiiiiiii 12
Significance of the Study..........cooviviviiiiii 12
Scope of the Study.......ovviviiiiiiiiiiiii e 15
Literature REVIEW. . ccoiuiiiiiiitertinnereeeneiiiineiii ittt 17
CHAPTER TWO: THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND FOR THE
EMERGENCE OF THE MU‘TAZILITE CONCEPT OF AL-TAWHID............. 26
A. The Internal and External Factors.........c.coocvveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinennns 31
a. The Impact of Internal Socio Religious Factor...................... 31
b. The Impact of External Foreign Factors..............coooo i 39
i Christianity......ccoveviiviiiiiiiiinicne s s neerensssnenneee. 40
i Judaism. ..o e 45
iii. Persian culture and religions...........ccovvvveiiiiennninneen 46
iv. Ancient Eastern Religions...................coo 47
v. Greek culture and philosophy... oo . 48
B. The Encounter of Major Concepts of the Problem of God .................. 51
a. The Anthropomorphic Trends  .....cooiviiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnenn. 51
i. Anthropomorphic trends in Islamic Thought....... ......... 55
b. The Christian Dogma of Trinity..........cccocvviiiiininiininninnn, 62
¢. Main Greek Philosophical Schools..........coeviiiiiiiiiiiiinin. 72
d. Several Islamic Trends........cccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiia 79
i Jahmiyyah....ooooiiiiiiiii 79
ii. Kullabiyyah.......cooooiiiiiiiiiiiii 85
CHAPTER THREE: THE EARLY MU‘TAZILITE THEOLOGIANS’
NOTION OF AL-TAWHID... " ..88
A. Preserving God’s Transcendence .............................................. 94
a. Interpreting the anthropomorphic phrases in the Qur’an........... 97
b. The problem of beatific vision of God..............cooiiiiiiil 103
B. Negating God’s Attributes as Eternal Entities Additional to
GOA’S ESSENCE. . .uiniiitiiiiiiieeieeierites e e e stessee et esstessaaesseessssesannans 105
a. Relationship between God’s attributes and His essence ............ 108
b. The Createdness of the QUr'an.........ccoceeviiiiiiiiiiiiiienieeannn.. 125
C. The Affirmation on the Attributes of God............c..ccooiiiiiiiiiie 132
a. Some exposition to the Mu‘tazilites’ meaning of God’s
AIIDULES. ... e 136

viil



CHAPTER FOUR: AN EXPOSITION TO AL-QADI ‘ABD AL-JABBAR’S

FINAL FORMULATION OF THE CONCEPT OF AL-TAWHID.........cccvvune.. 150
A. ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Life and Background...............c....oociiiiiii 150
B. “Abd al-Jabbar’s Notion of al-Tawhid............cccocvvviiiviiiiiiiininnn, 154

a. First step: the proof of the temporality of the world................. 158

b. Second step: the proof of the existence of one God................. 161

c¢. Third step: the explanation of God’s attributes...................... 164

d. Fourth step: the impossible qualities of God.......................e. 180

C. Mu‘tazilism after ‘Abd al-Jabbar...........ccoooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinniin 186

CHAPTER FIVE: THE PLACE OF THE MU‘TAZILITE SOLUTIONS

IN THE ASHARITE SCHOOL.....ccociiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinieaee 192
A. The Decline of Mu“tazilism. .......cooviviiieriieiiiiieinneieienenneenen 192
B.General Exposition to the Development of Asharism....................... 197
C. The Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite Viewson God..............coiiiiiiinne 206

CHAPTER SIX: CLASSICAL MU‘TAZILISM AND MODERN

RATTON ALLSM Lo i ettt ere e eseranaeaeseserassnnnnnanes 222
A. A General Account on the Relationship of Mu‘tazilism and Modern
Spirit of RationaliSm. .......ocoviiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 222
B. Harun’s Life, Education and Contribution............cccoeiienveiiinnennannn. 231
C. Harun’s Ideas of Modernism and Liberalism and its Relationship

to the Mu“tazilism. ....o.ouiiiiiniiiii e, 239

({03639 0 1) (0) .\ FE T PPN 265

BIBLIOGRAPHY ...ttt et rene st e et s e esaaanaeans 271

ix



TRANSLITERATION

Consonants
- b L t
& th 4 )
d j ¢ gh
z h - f
z kh 3 q
2 d | k
3 dh J 1
J r e m
2 z O n
% S s h
ok sh K W
U S ¢ a
U d ¢ y
Long Vowels Short Vowels
s =3 L =a
K =1 . =u
L§ =1 o= =1
Diphthongs
S--  =aw
gﬁ-;- = ay % in pause form = ah
$-=- =iyy (final form 1) 5 in construct form =at

}i = uww (final form 1)




The exceptions from following the system of translation occur in this thesis are on the
title of articles and books. In this case, the writer maintains the title as they appear in
the writings. This involves both English and Malay references. For example:-

Major Themes of the Qur’an and not Major Themes of the Qur’an

Menyeru Pemikiran Islam Mu’tazilah and not Mu‘tazilah.

Some of the titles even apply different transliteration which is maintained by the
writer. For example:-

Abu ‘I-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf and not Abu al-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf

Nihayatu ‘l-Iqdam fi ‘limi ‘1-Kalam and not Nihayat al-Iqgdam {1 ‘Ilm al-Kalam

Since the local usage is more important to be acknowledged, in the case of several

Malay names, though they are taken from Arabic word, transliteration is not applied.

For example:-

Harun in Harun Nasution and not Harin
Madjid in Nurcholish Madjid and not Majid
Rasyidi in H M Rasyidi and not Rashidi
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
The history of the Muslims has been affected by disintegration and disunity since as
early as just after the Prophet (P.B.U.H.) decease. This is supported by many writers,
either Muslims or non-Muslims, when they relate the history of the Muslims with the
famous Prophetic Tradition, “My community will be divided into seventy three sects
but only one of these will be saved, others will perish,” narrated by Aba Dawud, Ibn
Maijah, al-Tirmidhi and several others'. They tend to recall the indecent happenings

which remind Muslims of the hostility and enmity among them.

The conflict among Islamic theological schools is one feature which substitutes the
history of Muslims. The nature of the discussions which is dogmatic enhances more
antagonism and opposition to take place than other fields. The seriousness of the
conflict was up to the extent of blaming the oppositions as unbelievers. The main

reason for that was their failure to differentiate between Islam and Islamic thought.?

Method of studying the history of the Muslims should be changed to enhance towards

ummatic consciousness. The division of Muslims into schools should be perceived

! This Prophetic Tradition has been manipulated by many groups to show their particular
group is the best and to degrade others. This Prophetic Tradition also comes with several wordings. See
Sunan Abi Dawid, (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d), Tradition no. 4596, 4597, 4/197-198; Sunan Ibn Majah,
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d), Tradition no. 3991, 3992, 3993, 2/1322; Sunan al-Tirmidhi, (Beirut. Dar
Ihya’ al-Turith al-‘Arabi, n.d), Tradition no. 2640, 2641, 5/25. For a comprehensive explanation on the
issue see the editorial Introduction by Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari in Abi al-Muzaffar al-Isfarayini,
al-Tabsir fi al-Din wa Tamyiz al-Firqah al-Najiyah “an al-Firaq al-Halikin, (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-
Azhariyyah 1i al-Turath, 1999), pp. 3-8; also Muhammad Sayyid Ahmad al-Muyassar, Mugaddimah fi
al-Firaq al-Islamiyyah, (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahdah al-Misriyyah, 1997), pp. 35-57.

2 For the distinction between ‘Religion’ and ‘Religious Thought’ refer unpublished notes
prepared by Prof, ‘Irfin ‘Abd al-Hamid Fattah for Major Themes of World Religions for Ph.D. program
at the Department of Usuluddin, Kulliyyah of IRKHS, UM, p. 12.



positively by them. The Muslims should perceive the division into schools as
alternatives available for them. This is also as a result of invaluable efforts of the
classical scholars. It is indeed unfortunate that Muslims continuously highlight the
clashes among themselves in the past and present, and perceive the divisions
according to schools and sects as one obstacle for them to develop progressively. It is
not the time to declare the credibility of one’s school while blaming others for their

unacceptable doctrines without comprehending their circumstances and motives.

This thesis specifically examines on Mu‘tazilism which denotes “school of those who
separate themselves, who stand aside”. The history of the movement can be comprised
into three different phases: the incubation period before the third century; the
astonishing and heterogenous group propagating a variety of individuals sometimes
with contradictory ideas permeating the intellectual life at the ‘Abbasid court; and
finally, several centuries of scholastic systematization channeled into two branches of
Basrian and Baghdadian schools.” It had become dominant in the 3 A.H. and early
4™ A H. century. It persisted in certain areas until the Mongol invasion in the 7th A.H.

century. Then, the followers gradually decreased and the school formally disappeared.

The Mu‘tazilite’s basic teaching comprises of five usul (pillars or principles): al-
tawhid (God’s unity), al-‘adl al-llahi (justice of God), al-wa‘'d wa al-wa‘id (the
promise and the threat), al-manzilah bayna al-manzilatayn (the theory of intermediate
state for the grave sinful Muslim) and al-amr bi al-ma‘rif wa al-nahy ‘an al-munkar
(the obligation of every believer to command the good and forbid the evil).

Concequently, the Mu‘tazilites are also known as ‘Ahl al-tawhid wa-al-‘Adl’ (the

* Joseph Van Ess, Mircea Eliade (edit.), “Mu‘tazilah”, in Encyclopedia of Religion (ER), (New
York: Macmillan, 1987), 7/20.



advocates of God’s Unity and Justice).

As the first formal school of dialectical theology®, Mu‘tazilism gets its image fully
based on historical speculation. Unfortunately, Mu‘tazilism has been a subject of
controversy since the early phase of its emergence and throughout the development of
Muslim thought. Most of the times, Mu‘tazilism has been treated as the main
opposition of Ash‘arism and has been the aim of attack and repudiation. In fact,
sometimes, it has been regarded as the main obstruction to the development of the
‘orthodox’ school. Mu‘tazilism which generally represents the rationalist approach in
Islamic theological system has been perceived to go beyond the limitation which
advocates of traditionalism and ‘orthodox’ could recognize as valid and therefore has

been regarded as a group out of ‘orthodox’ Islam.

The Mu‘tazilites have sometimes been referred to negatively as ‘free thinkers’ or
‘pure rationalists’ of Islam. The Mu‘tazilite image is nothing more than rational
inferences in Islamic doctrines. It seems to some people that the Mu‘tazilites have no
contribution other than to banish the image of Islamic teachings with their extreme
rational solutions. As a result, their explanation of Islamic concepts ends up with
unacceptable conclusions. They also came out with controversial views in flm al-
Kalam. This is because of their claim that reason, equal to, or sometimes prior to
revelation, is a source for acquiring true knowledge. They were not only content with
the declaration of the capacity of reason as a source of true knowledge, but put it on an

equal status with the Word of God as a guide to religion and almost neglect the role of

* Mu‘tazilism has been regarded as the first dogmatic theological school since it was the
earliest group who directly involved in setting dogma or controversial theological problem into a topic
for dialectical discussion and argument, offering speculative proofs for the positions it urged.



the Prophet’s Traditions.

On the other hand, some recent researches have shown that Mu‘tazilism pursued
untiring and successful struggle in defense of Islam against external dogmatic
challenges, i.e., of Zoroastrianism® , Manichaeism®, Gnosticism, Christianity, Judaism
and materialism as well as internal challenges including Jahmiyyah’,
anthropomorphistss, I:Iashwiyyah9 and others. The early Mu‘tazilite theologians were
frequently congratulated for introducing into Islam a certain number of Greek ideas
and Greek methods of reasoning and argumentation. They have also responsible in

putting forward the creed of Islam in a systematic doctrines.

Therefore, an unbiased and objective assessment is needed to look at the Mu‘tazilite’s
role and contribution with special reference to Islamic theology. Unbalanced
discussion on Mu‘tazilism is obvious even in the analysis on the meaning of the name
‘Mu‘tazilah’. One of the reasons is the lack of historical recollection which amply
demonstrates that no Mu‘tazilite author had any precise information about the original
meaning of the name ‘Mu‘tazilah’. As a result, available sources offer a number of
explanations only based on secondary guesses and even contradictory to each other.

On one side the term ‘Mu ‘tazilah’ is an ascription from others which denotes negative

* Zoroastrianism is originally a monotheistic belief but later became dualistic, founded by
Zoroaster, a 7th century BCE Iranian leader. See Gherardo Gnoli, “Zoroastrianism”, in Encyclopedia of
Religion, 15/579-590; “Zoroastrianism”, in The New Encyclopaedia of Britannica (EB), Macropaedia:
Ready Reference, (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica Inc., 1998), 12/935-936.

® Manichaeism is a dualistic religion founded by Mani, an Iranian leader in the 3rd century.
See Gherardo Gnoli, “Manichaeism: An Overview”, in ER, 9/161-170; “Manichaeism”, EB,
Macropaedia: Ready Reference, 7/776.

7 See pp. 76-80 of this thesis.

¥ See pp. 48-57 of this thesis.

? See pp. 56-58. of this thesis.



meaning of withdrawal from the majority of the community or from Ahl al-Sunnah wa
al-Jama‘ah mainly based on the event of Wasil’s withdrawal from al-Hasan al-Basri’s
circle'’. On another side, ‘Mu‘tazilah’ represents a group who withdrew themselves
from enmity conflict and disobedience.'' Another view is that the word Mu‘tazilah
returns to the pious root of the Mu‘tazilite leaders like Wasil, ‘Amr, Murdar'?, Ja‘far
ibn Mubashshir'® and Ja‘far ibn Harb'® who isolated themselves from mundane
affairs.'” The real reasons of the emergence of the Mu‘tazilite school have also been

doubted; either under-grounded by political reasons, purely religious piety or

' For example both al-Baghdadi and al-Shahrastani believe that the word ‘Mu‘tazilah’ is an
ascription by others to denote withdrawal from the views of majority of the community either from
their view on intermediate position for sinner Muslim or from the circle of al-Hasan al-Bagri. See al-
Baghdadi, al-Farq bayna al-Firaq, (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-‘Asriyyah, 1998), pp. 94, 98; al-
Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-Nihal, 7th ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1998), 1/55. A similar conclusion
also can be derived from the narrations of Ibn Qutaybah in his Kitab al-Ma“arif, (Cairo: Tharwat al-
‘Uqashah, 1962), p. 483; Ibn Nadim in his Fihrist, p. 30; and Ibn Khalikan in Wafayat al-A°yan,
(Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafah, n.d.), p. 209. See William Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of
Islamic Thought, (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1978), p. 210.

'" This was what the Mu‘tazilite claim from the historical events mainly based on political
interest between °‘Ali and Mu‘awiyah. For example, al-Nawbakhti referred Mu‘tazilah to political
position of some companions, including Sa‘d ibn Abl Waqqds, ‘Abd Alldh ibn ‘Umar, Usama ibn Zayd
who separated themselves from ‘Ali and they abstained from fighting either for or against him. For this,
see ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani, Fad! al-I‘tizdl wa Tabagat al-Mu‘tazilah, 2™ ed. (Tunis: al-Dar al-
Tinisiyyah li al-Nashr, 1986), pp. 22-23; Tbn al-Murtada, al-Munyatu wa al-Amal fi Sharh al-Milal wa
al-Nihal, (Beirut; Dar al-Nada, 1990), pp. 29, 128-130.

"> Abi Musa ‘Isi ibn Subayh al-Murdar (d. 840) was a pupil of Bishr ibn al-Mu'‘tamir.
Because of his asceticism, he was called ‘the monk of the Mu‘tazilites’. Al-Baghdadi, Farg, p. 102; al-
Shahrastani, Milal, 1/48.

" Ja‘far ibn Mubashshir (d. 848) was the pupil of Murdar. His practices of asceticism was in
similar way to Ja‘far ibn Harb and known as ‘two Ja‘far’. They refused all gifts of money from the
caliph and also appointments as gddi. Al-Baghdadi, Farqg, p. 152; al-Shahrastini, Milal, 1/41, 49; Ibn
al-Murtada, Munyah, p. 76.

" Ja‘far ibn Harb (d. 850) was mainly influenced by al-Murdir, and followed him in
asceticism to the extent of giving away all his possessions. Al-Baghdadi, Farg, pp. 153-155; al-
Shahrastani, Milal, 1/41, 49; Ibn al-Murtada, Munyah, pp. 73-76.

' For a comprehensive discussion on the view, see Zuhdi Jar Allah, al-Mu'tazilah, 6th ed.,
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-‘Arabiyyah li al-Dirasah wa al-Nashr, 1990), pp. 11; Muhammad Sailih
Muhammad al-Sayyid, Madkhal ild “llm al-Kalam, (Cairo: Dar Quba’, 2001), pp. 223-226; also the
Introduction written by Dr. Fu’ad Sayyid in ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani’s Fad! al-I‘tizal, pp. 12-35.
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theological interests."®

In Malaysia particularly, where inter school practices and studies are considered as
foreign, Mu‘tazilism has been considered as a topic out of discussion. Mu‘tazilism is
coupled with over rationalism and neglect of the revelation, thus a deviated school in
Islam. As a result, the invaluable spirit and legacy of the classical Mu‘tazilism, which

is important especially in the development of ‘Ilm al-Kaldm, is also neglected.

Statement of the Problem

This study extensively examines the Mu‘tazilite’s contribution to Islamic theology
with special reference to theological issues pertaining to the Mu‘tazilite conception of
al-tawhid as they were conceived and discussed by the leading thinkers of the Basrian
school of Mu‘tazilism in the classical period of its development. It specifically focuses
on its discussion on the attributes of God which reflects their conception of al-tawhid
which is the most important subject of discussion not only in Islam but in all revealed
monotheistic religions. The harsh conclusion on the Mu‘tazilism, which generally

described as negating the attributes of God, should be further clarified.

This study also searches for the background which stimulates the Mu‘tazilite’s
responses in its concept of al-tawhid. These external and internal challenges which
shaped the development of the ideas of the school should be analyzed. The aims and
reasons for the Mu‘tazilite stance can also be traced. Such challenges come to their

utmost importance when the polemic discussion and argumentation are represented as

' Irfan ‘Abd al-Hamid Fattih, Dirdsat fi al-Firaq wa al-"Aqa’id al-Islamiyyah, (‘Amman:
Dar al-Bashir, 1997), pp. 103-113.



the most important method in theological issues during their time, either among
theological schools in a particular religion or inter religions. The response to the
challenges can also be interpreted differently by different writers and, therefore needs

a precise answer.

In discussing the Mu‘tazilite conception of al-tawhid, several interrelated theological
and philosophical issues are involved. First, the Mu‘tazilite theory of God and His
attributes to defend the fundamental principle of Islam, al-fawhid. This is also related
to their solutions regarding Qur’anic expressions about God which sometimes are
seemingly anthropomorphic. Other issues are how they treated the Qur’an as created

words and their views on the beatific vision of God in the Hereafter.

The question of the unity of God with His numerous attributes was not as simple as it
seemed when it was discussed differently by the different exponents of the Mu‘tazilite
school which will be considered in this thesis. Several common grounds as well as
differences should also be highlighted. This divergence occured especially during the
early period of its development with its most characteristic feature of extreme
diversity of people and doctrines and added to it a collection of distinguished
individuals of colourful personalities rather than continuous and homogenous

formation of the school.

In addition, though the external and internal demands and challenges of time are
mostly highlighted, the question on the influence and originality of Mu‘tazilite
theology will also be tackled. Therefore, besides studying Mu‘tazilite as obvious

participation in the process of the hellenization of Arab- Islamic thought that started in

-



the 8™ C.E. century, a closer observation of its genuine contribution preceding any

conclusion would be taken.

After the Mu‘tazilite school was abandoned, its views and methods received serious
opposition and repudiation from the Ash‘arite school. An assessment on the real
conflict of the Mu‘tazilite and the Ash‘arite should be done to find the place of the
Mu‘tazilite views in the Ash‘arite school which has been considered as mainstream of

Islamic theology. Therefore, the real picture of the conflict can be clearly presented.

The question of the relevance between classical Mu‘tazilism and modern rationalism
is also discussed in this thesis. Instead of focusing specifically on the concept of al-
tawhid, the relevance is discussed generally as attempts for revivaling the Mu‘tazilite
spirit in this modern world. This is because modern scholars do not concentrate on the
discussion of attributes as the classical theologians did, since they find this as not
anymore relevant to the modern world. A case study of Prof. Dr. Harun Nasution in
the development of Islamic thought in Indonesia, a figure who clearly claimed to
revitalize the spirit of Mu‘tazilism in South East Asia, is taken for examination. An
assessment on this relation can also give clearer idea to identify the ultimate aim of
the Mu‘tazilites either it was purely rational as has been claimed by the modernists or
based on other reasons. General responses from the Muslims to the process of

modernization are also examined.



Research Questions

Based on the problems stated above, the study tries to answer the following questions:

1. What was the significance of the Mu‘tazilite concept of al-rawhid?

2. How far the Mu‘tazilite’s views and methods in their discussion on the issues
pertaining to their concept of al-tawhid were in line or against the Ash‘arite’s concept

of God which has been accepted as the mainstream of Islam?

3. How far is the relation between the Mu‘tazilites and the modern spirit of

rationalism?

Methodology

This thesis employs an analytical study on the available literatures of related subjects
to the Mu‘tazilite principle of al-tawhid and related development of the concept up to
the present days. A limited amount of information is also gained through interview
sessions. This is especially done pertaining to the contemporary developments related
with several relevant information of this study. Sessions of interviews were carried out
with Dr. Aiman Fu’ad Sayyid in Cairo, al-Qadi Isma‘il al-Akwa‘, the founder of
Centre for Manuscripts in Sana‘a, Prof. Abd Aziz Dahlan and Prof. Azyumardi Azra

in Jakarta and several others.

The primary pattern of this thesis is basically chronological. In the first part, the
challenges of the time on the concept of God which gave birth to the Mu‘tazilite

concept of al-tawhid either from internal or external challenges of Islam will be dealt.



Some issues in other religions and Greek philosophy as well as various sects in Islam

are discussed.

The most appropriate way to demonstrate the Mu‘tazilite concept of al-fawhid is by
analyzing the views of the Mu‘tazilite leading scholars. The leading scholars of
Mu‘tazilism involved are Wasil ibn ‘Ata’, Abu al-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf, Ibradhim al-
Nazzam, Aba ‘Ali and Aba Hashim al-Jubba’i. This concept has gone through
refinements and amendments from time to time until it arrived to its most matured

form with the final formulation of the concept by ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani.

The study becomes more interesting by finding the points of agreement and
disagreement between the Mu‘tazilite and the Ash‘arite school. The Ash‘arites who
have been recognized by Muslims as the mainstream of Islamic theology, launched
serious attacks on the Mu‘tazilites. From one side, the Mu‘tazilites were the main
opponents of the Ash‘arites. From another point, however, undoubtedly the
Mu‘tazilites who came earlier, had some contributions towards the establishment of

the Ash‘arite school. An analytical study is done to study the relevance of the

Mu‘tazilites in other theological schools.

Finally, the relationship between classical Mu‘tazilism and modern rationalism is
discussed. The discussion examines the extent of relevance of the Mu‘tazilism general

attitudes to the modern rationalist movements with special reference to the thought of

Harun Nasution in Indonesia.

It is important to note that though the Mu‘tazilite concept of al-tawhid closely deals



with its discussion on God’s attributes, this study is not an extensive study of the
attributes. Moreover, it is difficult to produce a balanced discussion on the
Mu‘tazilites’ attributes of God due to the fragmentary of sources and references
available.'” This study also concentrates less on the philosophical discussion than
what the Mu‘tazilites used to delve themselves in, because the concept of al-tawhid,

for the purpose of this study, does not require such in-depth philosophical discussion.

The study of Mu‘tazilism has, heretofore been severely handicapped especially by the
almost complete lack of original material. This is due to the decline of the
Mu‘tazilite’s political fortunes and the intense resistance aroused by its doctrines
especially from the mainstream of Islam. However, the classical literatures available
from other schools of theology and sectarians will help the researcher in the
accumulation of information as well as reflection of their views towards the
Mu‘tazilite concept of al-tawhid. The recovery of some works of Mu‘tazilite’s
inspiration will also help this thesis to deal with and analyze their conception of al-
tawhid from the primary source. From the two-side information, it is hoped some
neutral conclusions can be extracted from the discussion. Information has to be
gleaned also from the descriptions of the contemporary writings especially on the

analytical researches on issues in theology.

' Pertaining to the sources, Joseff Van Ess wrote: “They (the sources) are mostly of a
doxographical or polemic in nature; they stress certain points and forget about others or take them for
granted. They want to show where a certain theologian differed from his colleagues or where he went
wrong, but they do not necessarily lead us to the nerve of the system. They shed light on the eccentric
fringe, but they give us almost no texts which deal with the center of his thought or which let him speak
for himself. And in any case, what we have are only fragments; we are usually not told how they fit
together.” See Joseff Van Ess, “Wrongdoing and Divine Omnipotence in the Theology of Abu Ishiq
An-Nazzam”, Divine Omniscience and Omnipotence in Medieval Philosophy: Islamic, Jewish and
Christian Perspectives, (Lancaster: D. Reidel, 1985), p. 53.
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Objectives of the Study

1. To find a considerable objective interpretation on Mu‘tazilism through its important

principle of al-tawhid and contemporary relevance.

2. To highlight the Mu‘tazilites’ aims in their principle of al-tawhid in encountering

the challenges of Christianity, Greek philosophy, dualist religions and others.

3. To present the views of the Mu‘tazilite scholars on the attributes of God and their
responses to defend the unity of God by exploring specific views on the matter and
how they gave influence to the formation of later theological schools on the

conception of God.

4. To explore the relevance of the Mu‘tazilite thinking either in theology or modern

Islamic movements.

Significance of the Study

The history of Islamic theology during the 2"Y/8th and 3'Y/9th century is primarily a
history of the Mu‘tazilites. Unfortunately, study by Muslims on the Mu‘tazilites has
been rudimentary. The reason for that are the difficulties faced by any researcher

which are best expressed by Van Ess:

Each of the phases presents its own problems for the researcher: the first is
badly documented and can only be reconstructed on the basis of later
reports, which are frequently distorted and tendentious; the second is
better attested but needs detailed monographical treatment; and the third
has only recently begun to attract scholarly attention.'®

'8 Joseph Van Ess, “Mu‘tazilah”, in ER, 7/20.
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