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It is perhaps paradoxical, following this epigraph by the Imami Shi‘i al-Sharif
al-Murtada (d. 1044), to invoke the tangential comments on Imami Shi“ism made by
al-Jahiz (d. 869), the great littérateur and also a sui generis Mu‘tazili theologian.?
Revelling as usual in scathing sarcasm, he remarked that the Rafidis had been nar-
rowing down the line of legitimate claimants to the Imama. This would eventually
lead them to argue that an incumbent Imam must live forever; for if the Imam lacked
issue and died or was killed by want of prudence, the consistency of their theory
would be undermined. The attack was a hypothetical scenario that Jahiz proposed to
cruelly mock a childless °Abbasid bureaucrat whose bad fortune had made him the
object of Abil “Uthman’s merciless satire.? In response, the bureaucrat argued that
Jahiz’s incredible gift for spreading pure falsehood must also indicate his absolute
inability to tell the truth; but these protests were in vain.*

His penchant for excessive polemics and hyperbole aside, Jahiz’s comments
reflect the harshness of the Imamis’ opponents in judging their beliefs in a reduction-
ist manner and caricaturing their standpoint. This was still material for complaint
even two centuries later, as echoed in the words of al-Sharif al-Murtada quoted at
the beginning. Jahiz’s elliptical remarks, however, are illuminating for what they
reveal: first, familiarity with the conditions under which the Imams were living;
second, awareness of developments in the Imami position over time; third, knowl-
edge of Imami investment in developing a coherent theory of the Imama; and fourth,
appreciation of the sensitivity of history for Imami beliefs, on which Jahiz based both
his negative judgement on their reasoning and his expectation of future refinements

[1]
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in the theory. Given Jahiz’s court connections as a friend of both the grand judge
Ahmad b. Abi Du’ad (d. 854) and the vizier Muhammad b. °Abd al-Malik al-Zayyat
(d. 847), these remarks reflect the strength of the interaction between Mu‘tazilism
and Imami Shi‘ism in high intellectual and political circles. It is also worth noting
that these remarks were made at a time when the Wagqifiyya had been, for around four
decades, awaiting the return of the Seventh Imam (in Imami reckoning, which will be
used throughout this book), Misa b. Ja‘far al-Kazim (d. 799), who they believed had
gone into hiding. The Imamis were not particularly impressed by such beliefs;> their
later authorities, however, argued that their rejection of these beliefs at the time was
not driven by the improbable age of the presumptive hidden Imam but by the fact that
his death had been proven beyond doubt.

The ambivalent relation between Imami Shi‘ism and Mu‘tazilism

This book examines the critical turn that shaped Imami Shiism in the tenth to elev-
enth centuries, particularly as seen in the work of the theologian, littérateur, jurist
and community leader Abt al-Qasim °Ali b. al-Husayn al-Musawi, better known
as al-Sharif al-Murtada. The book argues that the main tasks facing Imami theol-
ogy were the systematisation of its scattered responses to various challenges and
the preservation of established distinguishing beliefs. I show that both tasks were
largely accomplished in Murtada’s work, which reflects his deep engagement with
Mu‘tazilism. Nevertheless, this accomplishment came with a significant modifica-
tion of some ideological positions, which proved irreversible.

From a wider historical perspective, the relation between Imami Shi‘ism and
Mu‘tazilism has been subject to much debate since its early appearance in Islamic
polemical and heresiographical literature. The two schools of thought concur on key
questions, some of which stirred immense contention, such as the divine essence and
attributes, the origination of the Qur®an and the existence of free will as opposed
to determinism. Generally speaking, two theses have been proposed to explain this
concurrence.

According to the first thesis, it was the Imamis who appropriated Mu‘tazili posi-
tions on these questions; before that, they had been apathetic to these discussions,
ignorant of their true nature or adherents of different views on them. The proponents
of this understanding of the Imami—Mu°‘tazili relation are mainly preoccupied with
identifying the Imami individuals responsible for the adoption of the Mu‘tazili posi-
tions and determining the time period of this process. This view is dominant in tra-
ditional non-Imami heresiographies’ and in recent scholarship in both Arabic® and
Western languages.’

The common denominator among the proponents of the second thesis is the
independence of Imami positions from Mu‘tazilism, despite the substantive con-
currence.'® Some of these proponents further dispute the first thesis by proposing
alternative explanations of the roots of this phenomenon. They either point to early
traditions from the Imams that could serve as the theoretical basis of the Imami



Introduction [3

position on these questions without the need to invoke any factor external to the
Imami context,!! or rely on the considerably independent judgement of early Imami
theologians, with whom this trend started.'? Others go a step further to suggest that
it was the Mu‘tazilis who fell under the influence of Imami teachings, drawing on
the similarity between Imamism and Baghdadi Mu‘tazilism in contrast to Basran
Mu‘tazilism and relating it to the sizable Imami population in Baghdad compared
with Basra.!> Many proponents of this thesis are Imami scholars, whether writing
in the traditional mode or more recently in a scholarly fashion. In a tone akin to that
of the epigraph, they voice complaints against the first thesis, stressing that it issues
from rival accounts in traditional literature, which has also shaped the presentation
of Imamis in modern scholarship.'*

Analysing the ambivalent relation

A useful entry point into this debate is to follow a common practice of authors in
various disciplines of Islamic scholarship and Arabic literature: that is, to explain the
choice of title in the introduction.' In the particular case of the present monograph,
such explanation is not a mere bow to tradition; rather, it helps to address the rela-
tion between Imamism and Mu‘tazilism by clarifying the terms of the debate. Three
points need to be covered in this regard; first, the parties to this relation, Imamism
and Mu‘tazilism; second, its subject, theology; and third, its nature, influence.

Imamism and Mu‘tazilism

Shiism served as a most powerful stimulus for historical writing in Islam.'® The
concern with history that was prompted by the Shi‘i involvement in the political
controversy over the succession to the Prophet was paralleled by a kindred atten-
tion to the religious character of Shi‘ism, attested in beliefs, law and a specific
body of traditions. This complex character of Shiism, further complicated by the
fundamental changes that it underwent over time, caused much confusion regard-
ing its origins, development and internal dynamics.!'” Of the various Shii groups,
the Imamis had developed a distinct identity already by the early eighth century,
as evidenced by their legal practice.'® Nevertheless, the boundaries separating the
Imami community'® from the larger Muslim collective were perforated,? and tension
always existed between the needs to assert difference and to accept sameness.?!
Mu‘tazilism, on the contrary, ‘tended to become a tradition of socially and politi-
cally disembodied intellection’,?> representing an allegiance to abstract positions, a
specific method of argumentation about God’s attributes and an objectivist view of
moral theory. As such, it was not restricted to any religious community, and it was
accepted by many Shi‘is and Sunnis of different affiliations (Hanafi, Zaydi, Imami)
as well as by non-Muslims, as the Jewish tradition shows.? In fact, Mu‘tazilis never
developed a solid agreement on political matters.>* Mu“tazilism was, therefore, too
cold, no matter how heated the theoretical disputes, to make for a communal identity,
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inasmuch as the latter is intimately related to the realm of the concrete, that of the
particular and the historical.

Theology and doctrine

Mu‘tazilism and Imamism are thus incommensurable. The former has no veritable
communal identity, despite some ephemeral exceptions; the latter is a commu-
nity substantially defined by the legal and the historical specificities. The relation
between the two was thus bound to centre on the theoretical aspect, given the lack
of exclusively Mu‘tazili ritual practices and historical narrative and the presence
of specifically Imami beliefs. The theoretical aspect that constitutes the subject of
this relation is usually referred to as theology, although further qualifications are
necessary pertaining both to the form/matter distinction and to major subfields of
theology.

Concerning the form/matter distinction, the term theology, in this context, is a
translation of “ilm al-kalam. Although not an exact translation because of the lack
of an English equivalent, theology is the best possible rendering, for “ilm al-kalam
does serve an essential function as ‘the fundamental science of Islam’.2> However,
“tlm al-kalam is a composite concept, covering both a method of reasoning and the
content that this method treats. These correspond to the form and matter of “ilm
al-kalam, respectively. Going back to the problem of translation, ‘theology’ seems to
emphasise method more than content, form more than matter: it strongly indicates a
particular system or theory.2® Of course, method is not pure form, for it must at least
contain its basic premises and hold them as contents of belief. Nevertheless, there
are questions that are not integral to method as such but are rather views arrived at
through the application of a particular method. Moreover, theology cannot be defined
‘by [a] specific content of belief” but rather must be seen as

the product of a rational reflection, accompanied by premises of belief, on the content of
a given religious tradition, and on the instructions concerning salvific activity that are to
be deduced from that content, when the latter is legitimised by previous initiation and by
consent of leading supporters of a community of belief.?’

The content, which seems to be invariably the object of theological treatment, is
semantically similar to doctrine inasmuch as the latter is ‘that which is taught’.”
Therefore, doctrine is associated more with matter than with form; it ‘assumes a
community that defines itself through the establishment of orthodox thinking and
correct conduct. The authority of doctrine may be founded on charisma or on formal
policies’.? But this emphasis on content in the case of doctrine need not connote
rigidity and irrationality, for these pejorative features have been historically associ-
ated with dogma.*® The fact that doctrine implies reference to a community can also
distinguish it from theology, which seeks to explore ideas without necessarily com-
mitting to them.?' These distinctions between form and method, on the one hand, and
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matter and content, on the other, will prove useful in analysing the relation between
Imamism and Mu‘tazilism to the extent to which it concerns ‘ilm al-kalam.

Theologians (mutakallimiin) typically divide their subject matter into two major
subfields known as grand (jalil) theology and subtle or fine (daqiq, latif) theology.
The former subfield encompasses questions that belong to religion proper (such as
the attributes of God, determinism and prophethood), whereas the latter is mainly
concerned with questions of natural philosophy (such as atoms, accidents and
motion), although their significance for religious questions is never absent. In light
of their contents, and echoing the aforementioned form-matter compositeness of “ilm
al-kalam, the subfields are sometimes termed kalam al-din and kalam al-falsafa,
respectively.’? Discussions of subtle theology are thus better read in relation to inter-
ests that extend beyond the strictly religious questions; their importance lies in the
light they shed on the epistemology of theologians and the premises on which they
build their competing systems.?* Therefore, they usually take a back seat in defining
a group’s identity; a theologian would feel justified in considering them marginal to
the fundamentals of Islam.>* For religious purposes, subtle theology is significant
only inasmuch as it constitutes the fine print of theological manifestos: it is crucial
only if one intends to chase unlikely interpretations of the body text or unearth its
assumptions. For example, if one argues that language is divinely inspired, one must
postulate that God created in people a prior knowledge of language before He could
reveal His will, given that His will is known through His word. This, in turn, means
that God compelled people to understand His word, for they were not given enough
time to use their reason to understand it by learning language (which would have
created the possibility of mistakes). However, such compulsion would undermine
their freedom of choice, the essence of divine justice — which would be an invalid
conclusion. Therefore, language, according to this line of reasoning, must be a matter
of human convention, not divine inspiration.*

The foregoing discussion leaves open two questions concerning the subject of
relation, that is, whether it is about form or matter, and whether it falls under grand
or subtle theology. It suffices here to note that communal identity depends more on
matter than on form, and more on grand theology than on subtle theology. For dis-
embodied intellection, the situation is more complex: grand theology is also more
important than subtle theology, but the significance of matter is mostly dependent
on providing the indispensable premises that enable the form to remain systematic.
Thus, in the study of the relation between Imamism and Mu‘tazilism, grand theology
is the more central subject from the Mu‘tazili perspective, whereas doctrine is more
significant for Imamism.3¢

Influence

It is difficult to qualify a relation as influence when it comes to affiliation of ideas.
This difficulty is caused by methodological considerations, as well as by the connota-
tions of the term concerning the respective parties to this relation. Methodologically,
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no exact rules can be devised to establish the reality of influence with certainty. In
general, external and internal evidence is necessary. For external evidence, one has to
examine chronological developments and local concurrences to verify the possibility
of interaction between different authors and traditions credited with particular ideas.
As for internal evidence, one needs to study conceptual similarities and textual
affinities to exclude, to the extent possible, the likelihood of resemblances being
mere coincidences.’” But even when these considerations are properly addressed, the
question is not put to rest. For influence connotes having power over another; it thus
leaves an inescapable sense of imbalance in power which translates, intellectually,
into a claim of originality versus imitation, genuineness versus spuriousness. This
discomfort, naturally, is the problem of the presumptive influenced party; it breeds
what has been dubbed ‘anxiety of influence’. Nevertheless, influence need not be
construed as a monolithic category that necessitates the enslavement of the later to
the earlier. It can be analysed based on the many ways in which later authors and
traditions treat past material to formulate their specific contributions. These ways
can be conceived of as ‘revisionary ratios’ in that they reflect the creation of distinct
ideas that, nevertheless, are enriched by awareness of precedents.®

In the case of Imamism and Mu‘tazilism, the prevalent theory is the first thesis
outlined above. Given the connotations of influence, it generally puts Imamism in
the position of the passive party, ascribing agency and activity to Mu°‘tazilism. Even
if the methodological requirements of arguing for the reality of influence have been
secured, this theory leaves much to be said in terms of the revisionary ratios that may
qualify it. In addition, the foregoing distinctions concerning the subject of influence
are not adequately employed, although they might also be consulted in approaching
the question of influence at large.

Three masters on Imamism and Mu‘tazilism

Al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022), the senior religious authority of the Imami community
in Baghdad, was asked to author a book detailing the difference between Imamism
and Mu‘tazilism. His answer rested on defining Shi‘ism in light of a historical nar-
rative and applying a more restrictive theological measure for Imamism: only those
who accept “Ali as the Prophet’s immediate successor are Shi‘a; and only those who
accept the line of succession down to the Eighth Imam, °Alf al-Rida (d. 819), are
Imamis, as long as they also believe in the necessity of the Imama and the infallibility
of the Imam.*® By contrast, he defined Mu‘tazilism as belief in ‘the station between
the two stations’ (al-manzila bayn al-manzilatayn), even if accompanied by disagree-
ment with other Mu‘tazilis on other points.*® Mufid’s position thus maintained a static
view of the significance of the term and an unflattering one of its origin, for he took
the term to have originated in a dispute in the circle of Hasan al-Basri (d. 728) and still
considered it to denote anyone who concurred with the group on this single question.
This stance agreed only partly with the view of the leading Mu‘tazili theologian Abu
al-Qasim al-Ka®bi al-Balkhi (d. 931), who was keen to indicate, with cautious accept-
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ance, that the original meaning of the term had been supplanted by a broader signifi-
cance that made everyone who believed in divine unicity and justice a Mu‘tazili.*!
Mufid’s older contemporary, the leading scholar of Mu‘tazilism al-Qadi °Abd
al-Jabbar (d. 1024), attacked the Imamis for their views on the Imama while admit-
ting that they had recently elaborated a more cogent argument to support their claims.
While accusing the majority of Imamis of being extremists (ghular) in their beliefs
concerning the nature and status of the Imams,*? he also ascribed to many prominent
Imamis views that he found objectionable on fundamental religious questions, such
as anthropomorphism and determinism.** For his part, al-Sharif al-Murtada, Mufid’s
student, denied that earlier and contemporary Imamis really accepted these beliefs.
He presented their argument for the Imama differently, accusing °Abd al-Jabbar of
misunderstanding their positions or even mischaracterising them.*

These exchanges, which took place within a single generation, are telling: they
indicate that Imamism and Mu‘tazilism were being conceptually confused, at least
in some high circles, and that neither party was happy with this confusion. The
elaborateness of Mufid’s answer, a book entitled Awa’il al-magqalat, suggests the
dire need of Imamis to assert their separate identity in the face of accusations that
they were indistinct from Mu‘tazilis. In prioritising the historical over the concep-
tual and stressing grand over subtle theology in defining Shi‘ism, Mufid empha-
sised the primacy of the communal over the intellectual, of doctrine over theology
— though without dismissing the latter. *Abd al-Jabbar’s approach shows that even
for a scholar who had privileged library access and wide social exposure given
his status as the grand judge of Rayy, the Imami theory was still nebulous. ‘Abd
al-Jabbar was aware of changes that were making it more sophisticated, and he
thus felt obliged to dedicate a double-length volume of his summa, al-Mughni, to
arguing against Imamism. The tone of the youngest of the three scholars, al-Sharif
al-Murtada, betrays confidence that *Abd al-Jabbar’s understanding of the Imami
theory is outdated. His four-volume al-Shafi fi al-imama, intended as a refutation of
°Abd al-Jabbar’s criticism, leaves the impression that he aimed to show his oppo-
nent’s arguments to be more irrelevant than ineffectual. He further claimed that it
was common practice for everyone to employ arguments that were not perfectly
coherent, even on topics as sensitive as God’s unicity.* Students of both ¢Abd
al-Jabbar and al-Sharif al-Murtada continued this debate on behalf of their teachers,
and later generations kept it alive for centuries.*

The present study

Themes and emphasis

This book analyses individual key components of Murtada’s theological system in the
context of both Imamism and Mu‘tazilism. Such analysis allows for a broad understand-
ing of the consolidation of Imami identity when these components are presented in rela-
tion to each other, with emphasis on the interdependence of their theological functions.



8] Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

In addition, the book studies the intellectual-historical aspect of this turn, detecting the
major influences behind Murtada’s thought and tracing his legacy in the subsequent
tradition. It presents the intellectual context of his theology against the backdrop of
sociopolitical changes that proved beneficial to Imami Shi“ism, with Murtada’s status
as a senior political figure positioning him to benefit from these changes.

Therefore, the book occupies a station between two stations. It is not focused on
the social development of Imami identity in light of rituals and charisma;*’ nor is it
primarily concerned with critique and analysis of Mu‘tazili theology from a philo-
sophical standpoint from within or without the broader Islamic tradition.*® Rather,
it studies the specific formation of Imami identity reflected in Murtada’s theology in
the context of the inevitable encounter with Mu‘tazilism. This specific formation may
be described as a discourse, ‘a particular way of talking about and understanding the
world (or an aspect of the world)’.** The tension between discourse as a collective
body of knowledge and the individual as both an enactor and a subject of discourse
makes it especially difficult to read Murtada’s position. This difficulty is due to his
various functions as political actor, community leader, public intellectual and reli-
gious authority. The complexity is evident when discourse is analysed as a system
of statements, for it ‘is this character of an “ordered system” which is constitutive of
statements, rather than the intentionality of individuals in situations’.’ In this regard,
Murtada’s case reveals the paradox of privilege: inasmuch as it emphasises agencys, it
exposes the privileged to a torrent of influence that erodes individuality. The effect of
this paradox on this study is also paradoxical: it makes Murtada’s works more acces-
sible as a corpus, but not his ideas as their author. Following the analogy of discourse
as an image of reality, we can see this study as a picture of an image. As in photogra-
phy, pictures bring some things to the fore and keep others in the background: parts
of the picture are in high resolution, depicting their objects in extreme detail; others
are blurred, showing only the rough contours of that which is pictured. The former
parts, usually the concern of the photographer, are the distinctive features of the scene,
whereas the latter represent its well-known aspects. If discourse is defined simplisti-
cally as ‘a particular way of seeing’,’! then this monograph is one in a double sense: it
offers a particular way of seeing Murtada’s particular way of seeing Imami theology.

These considerations, in addition to restrictions of space, dictate the selection and
uneven treatment of various elements in Murtada’s theology and doctrines. Thus, only
theological themes that are either fundamental to his system (for example, epistemol-
ogy, divine attributes and the Imama) or doctrines characteristically related to Imami
identity (for example, the Imama — again — and divine pardon) are covered. Moreover,
particular attention is given to elements of his theology, whether doctrines or argu-
ments, that reveal his originality in relation to both Imami and Mu‘tazili traditions
(as in — once more — the Imama and his detailed theory on the inimitability of the
Qur°an). For the same considerations, as well as for reasons related to its reception in
the Imami tradition, his contribution to jurisprudence, though substantively important
and historically significant, is addressed only as far as it concerns theology; the reader
is referred to another venue for a more elaborate discussion of the matter.>
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Context and authors

Pursuant to the methodological considerations regarding the affiliation of ideas, this
book concentrates on the main theologians who are known to have interacted with
Murtada in both Imami and Mu°‘tazili contexts and whose extant works can serve
as material to verify affiliation and to analyse the nature of influence. Among the
Imamis, the work of Mufid is of utmost importance, as is that of Murtada’s most
famous student Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tusi (d. 1067), later known in the Imami
tradition as ‘Shaykh al-Ta’ifa’ (the Master of the [Imami] Community). Among
the Mu‘tazilis, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, the head of the Basran Mu‘tazila at the time, and
his circle of students constitute the axis of Murtada’s engagement with Mu‘tazili
thought: Ibn Mattawayh (fl. eleventh century),’®> Mankdim (d. 1034)** and Abi
Rashid al-Naysaburi (d. before 1076?)3 transmitted their teacher’s output, expound-
ing on many of his positions and modifying others. In addition to citing Imami and
Muc‘tazili figures of previous generations,>® Murtada either mentions these scholars’’
or is referenced by them.>® Despite the availability of ample and helpful secondary
literature on the teaching of °Abd al-Jabbar’s circle and on Mufid, the book also
draws on primary sources to highlight textual affinities on the level of details.

Outline of the book

This book consists of six chapters. Its ordering proved somewhat problematic, mainly
because of the atomistic nature of classical theological discussions in the Islamic tra-
dition and their thematic discontinuities, which forced me to systemise evidence and
not only to gather it.° Or, as Murtada himself noted in his largest work on theology,
the Dhakhira, these discussions are so intertwined (tadakhul) and mingled (tamazuj)
that eventually one needs to cover the relevant topics without investing too much
effort in fixing an order (wa-la i‘tibar bi-taqdim wa-ta’khir).%® A bird’s eye view of
the order of topics reveals that Chapter 1 provides the historical setting. Chapters 2,
3 and 4 investigate Murtada’s depiction of the universals of his thought, dissociated
from the particulars of history. Chapters 5 and 6, by contrast, centre on the histori-
cal experience as the concretisation of the universals; therefore, the introduction to
Chapter 5 serves as a theoretical prelude to both. What follows is a more detailed
description of the chapters’ contents.

Chapter 1 presents an overview of Murtada’s historical context and family back-
ground and a detailed account of his life. It traces his career as a politician, student,
teacher and religious authority. His biography is followed by a survey of his most
important writings, intended to acquaint readers with each work’s general objectives
and specific contribution. The last section of this chapter is dedicated to an exhaus-
tive annotated bibliography of Murtada.

Chapter 2 explains the conceptual framework of Murtada’s system by detailing
his views of God and the natural world. It presents a discussion of the major epis-
temological tools needed to construct an understanding of existence, followed by a
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study of the basic ontological claims that govern both divine and natural realms. The
last part of the chapter concentrates on God’s attributes, with emphasis on Murtada’s
efforts to create a coherent system to satisfy various conceptual requirements. His
agreement with Mu‘tazili theology is at a maximum here, although he still preserves
earlier Imami doctrines.

Chapter 3 examines Murtada’s moral theory and its compatibility with divine
justice. The first part of the chapter analyses the theoretical foundations of moral
judgements, investigating the nature of desert as a connection between acts and
consequences. The next part investigates God’s acts from the standpoint of justice,
whether He extends divine assistance or causes evil. The following section covers
the elaborate taxonomy of deserved treatments accruing from human worldly acts,
tracing the pervasive moral classification of otherworldly outcomes. The complex
question of divine pardon of sinners is given special attention. Finally, I analyse the
relationship between rational and revelational morality.

Chapter 4 investigates the position of human beings in this theological system.
Its point of departure is an elaborate discussion of the definition of the human being,
from which I develop an understanding of human agency in relation to God and the
world. I also highlight the importance of divine assistance as the bridge between
human autonomy and divine sovereignty. What follows is a lengthy description and
analysis of religious experience: its origins, justification, relevant parties, respon-
sibilities and characteristics. The concept of moral obligation is shown to be the
cornerstone of Murtada’s theory on religion.

Chapter 5 covers Murtada’s changes to the theology of the Imama, which proved
permanent. The chapter elucidates the theoretical aspects of the Imama, understood
as an expression of divine assistance: definition, justification, and charismatic quali-
fications. This analysis establishes the theory’s two core principles: the necessity of
the Imama and the infallibility of the Imam. Prophets being also Imames, the theoreti-
cal aspects that the two offices have in common allow this section of the chapter to
provide the broad framework to the next chapter also. The discussion then turns to an
examination of applications of the theory to particular Imams, introducing a sacred-
historical outlook. The next part treats two major challenges arising from inop-
portune historical developments: the Imami view of Muhammad’s companions and
the occultation of the Twelfth Imam. The chapter closes with a brief discussion of
miscellaneous controversial questions related to the ontological status of the Imams
and the metaphysical dimensions of the Imama.

Chapter 6 studies the notion of prophethood as the pinnacle of human perfec-
tion. In the theory section, emphasis is placed on prophethood as the channel of
divine assistance that communicates sacred laws, and on miracles in their relation
to Murtada’s occasionalist view on causality. In the application section, the focus is
on Murtada’s peculiar view, heretofore unstudied, on the miraculous nature of the
Qur’an. Next, I provide an exposé of his attempts to resolve contradictions between
theory and application in light of narratives concerning particular prophets, likewise
from a sacred-historical perspective. This exposé is followed by a discussion of the
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conflict between different religious laws, examined in light of the belief in the pro-
gressive revelation of God’s word. This chapter, like the preceding one, closes with
a brief discussion of miscellaneous controversial questions concerning the finality of
Muhammad’s prophethood and the nature of revelation.

The Conclusion brings together the individual conclusions of the previous chap-
ters. It seeks to read Murtada’s contributions in light of the different kinds of influ-
ence as a relation between Mu‘tazilism and Imamism.

Style and translation

Given the conceptual horizon and terminological pool of classical Islamic theology,
one is faced by the challenge of maintaining a balance between the original usage
of terms in these texts and the need to present them in an up-to-date manner. This
balancing act becomes more sensitive still when it involves translation. Through
one’s choice of specific styles and translations, one has to decide whether to invest
in making the texts relevant to current discussions on ontology and morality®' or to
strictly observe their fashion of presenting their topics, which is almost opaque to
modern sensibilities. My decision was made easier in this case by the book’s objec-
tive; for I do not treat Murtada’s theology as a closed holistic system that is analysed
to assess its interpretative power in comparison with his contemporaries or ours.
Rather, I explain his selected theological positions in the extent of detail needed to
show their interrelations within his system, their relations to the contributions of
the aforementioned scholars and their connections with his communal identity. The
peculiar kalam style of argument has, for the most part, been preserved, since it is
inseparable from the underlying logic. Nevertheless, full passages in which such
arguments are found have not been translated, given the twists and turns of their
phrasing. Only key expressions have been translated; in these cases, the original is
usually given in transliteration.

For the translation of technical theological terms, the disagreement of the schol-
arly community is indeed a form of grace. It provides many existing options to
choose from and facilitates the suggestion of new ones. Such cases of disagreement
are noted, as are the venues of alternative translations. But given that these are terms
of art, the quest for exact or near-exact equivalents is better replaced by consistent
common usage that can eventually effect the required semantic shift in the cor-
responding English terms. Nevertheless, it is important at this point to address one
critical term. Rationalism has a particularly interesting history in modern literature
on Islam, for it has been usually employed as a positive judgement and associated
with the Mu‘tazila, in both academic scholarship®? and the more general intellec-
tual reformist writings, whether in Sunni or Shi‘i milieus.®® In the present book,
‘rational’, ‘reason’ and ‘rationality’ are all intended as translations of the term ‘agl
and its derivatives in Murtada’s usage; they are characterisations issuing from within
his system. Only ‘rationalist’ and ‘rationalism’ are used as characterisations of his
system from without. But in either case, the terms do not indicate agreement with
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his definition of reason, let alone with the assumption that reason — whatever its
definition — is the foundation of religious experience, or even that it is better for
religiosity to be rationalist than otherwise.

Finally, a word on the usage of ‘doctrine’ and ‘theology’. In traditional circles
of Islamic education, it is often said of certain terms that they are different when
conjoined and synonymous when disjoined (idha ijtama‘a iftaraqa wa-idha iftaraqa
ijtama‘a), the proverbial example being miskin and fagir.®* A similar rule applies to
the usage of doctrine and theology throughout this book. In the default case, theol-
ogy is employed as a translation of kalam, that is, to cover both method and content.
But when contrasted with doctrine, it refers more specifically to method, whereas
doctrine indicates content; hence Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology.
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CHAPTER

1

LIFE AND WORKS

Historical setting

The arrival of the Shi‘i Buyids in Baghdad in 945 represented a historic turning point
for the Imami community; for although the new dynasty may have been originally
of another Shi‘i affiliation, the Buyids of Baghdad favoured the Imamis over other
Shi¢is.! The “Abbasid caliphate had been weakened by mercenaries and had lost
the iron grip under which Imamis had lived, but their participation in authority was
limited to a few notable families whose members held bureaucratic offices.”> The
death of the Eleventh Imam, Hasan al-°Askari, in 874 had left Imamis for the first
time without a present Imam, generating a major crisis that compelled the com-
munity to devise new forms of management to sustain itself. The effects of this
crisis, later known as the ‘Minor Occultation’ (al-ghayba al-sughra) and taken to
have ended in 941, were still very much in evidence when the Biiyids arrived. Their
advent and the ensuing improvement in the Imamis’ political position alleviated the
strain that the Imamis were experiencing. The Biiyids were to maintain control of
Baghdad for a long century, to be replaced by the Saljugs only in 1055.

The Buyid age was marked by tolerance and constituted a heyday of intellectual
activity. Termed both ‘the Shi®i century’3 and ‘the renaissance of Islam’,* the period
witnessed some of the greatest masters of philosophy, theology, language and lit-
erature of medieval Islam; these were the days of Ibn Sina (d. 1037), Qadi al-Qudat
°Abd al-Jabbar, Ibn Jinni (d. 1001), al-Tawhidi (d. 1023) and al-Mutanabbi (d. 965),
to name but a few. Probably owing to both their sectarian status as members of a
minority and their non-Arab origins, the Biyids showed exceptional acceptance of
religious and cultural diversity.> Accordingly, debates on various matters, including
doctrinal questions, were often held at the monarch’s court and in his presence.
Many members of the ruling elite were men of learning, especially the viziers, some
of whom, such as Ibn al-°Amid (d. 970)” and al-Sahib b. “Abbad (d. 995), were
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among the great belletrists of Islam.® These influential political figures, in turn, had
their own courts, where they hosted the leading intellectuals of the time, sometimes
in competition with their masters. The Biiyids also paid considerable attention to the
pre-Islamic Iranian heritage, reviving the Persian title Shahanshah and some aspects
of Sasanid rule while respecting the Islamic nature of government by nominally pre-
serving allegiance to the caliph.’

Alongside their support for the religious scholars of other Muslim communities,
the Buyids showed great respect for Imami scholars, who had never before won
government favour. The Biiyid age represented the first period in Islamic history
when not only were the Imamis free to practise publicly, but their religious leaders
also enjoyed the patronage of political authorities, be it in Rayy or in Baghdad.'®
Extant sources record famous debates between Imami scholars and other scholars
in the presence of Blyid princes in which they openly challenged other schools
and creeds.'! The relationship was a win-win situation: the Buiyids needed popular
support to balance the Sunni support for the caliph; the Imamis, now without their
Imam and therefore politically unthreatening, needed political cover.'? This situation
stands in sharp contrast, in retrospect, to the subsequent plight of the Imamis in the
aftermath of the Buyid downfall."?

On the economic level, however, Biiyid policies appear not to have been as suc-
cessful. Their reign witnessed drought and inflation, with poverty afflicting most of
the quarters of Baghdad for long periods despite the attempts of some rulers to intro-
duce reforms.'* The economic downturn was further exacerbated by the recurrent
wars between Biiyid princes, which brought disasters upon the populace, especially
in southern Iraq and southwestern Iran, where the battles between the Buyids of
Baghdad and those of Shiraz often took place."

Biiyid society was hierarchical and complex. It allowed individuals many opportu-
nities but at the same time exerted even greater demands on them. Relations were knit
into an intricate network of acquired loyalties that were founded on diverse grounds;
these grounds reflected the spirit in which the Buyids administered the empire, as
they mainly relied on people’s indebtedness to those who had helped them climb the
social ladder. Although inborn ‘merit’ retained some significance, many of the most
distinguished men of the age were self-made individuals whose success was owed
to their acquired loyalties. There were also ever-growing categories of loyalty based
on sectarian bonds, professions and regional affiliations — these being frequently
combined.'® Belief in the need to respect these loyalties went beyond merely social
aspects and found expression in theological convictions about the value of patrons and
beneficiaries in dictating the course of events for a moral purpose.'” The ‘ulama’ class
matured during this period, and the Buiyids showed them respect, not least because of
the scholars’ influence in a society whose majority did not share the Buyids’ beliefs.
The increasing numbers of the “Alid and ©Abbasid branches of the Banti Hashim made
them into a separate class, with an officially appointed syndic (naqib) for each line.'®
Given his status as a descendant of the Prophet and given the Shi‘i sympathies of the
new dynasty, the syndic of the °Alids was often extremely influential.
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Among the syndics of the Talibids, Abu Ahmad al-Husayn b. Miisa (d. 1009),
known as al-Tahir al-Awhad and Dhu al-Manaqib, played an important role in public
life over the half-century until his death. He combined religious prestige and politi-
cal stature, owing both to his lineage and to his connections — if these could ever be
separated. An °Alid, he was a scion of Miisa al-Kazim." In his days of success, he
acted as a peacemaker between the Bliyids of Baghdad and the Hamdanids of Mosul
in 969?° and 973.2! This prominence, however, did not mean he always enjoyed the
grace of the dynasty. The powerful Biiyid king °Adud al-Dawla (d. 983) confiscated
his property and exiled him to Fars in 979, where he was imprisoned.?> He was
restored to favour a few years later at the hands of Sharaf al-Dawla (d. 989), °Adud
al-Dawla’s son.?® In addition to these recurrent political engagements, he served as
the chief syndic of the Talibids for five terms.?* He was also in charge of the pilgrims
(amir al-hajj) and took responsibility for the department of grievances (wilayat
al-mazalim).? Given the original Zaydi affiliation of the Biiyids, Abt Ahmad’s posi-
tion must have been enhanced by his marriage to one of the descendants of the Zaydi
Imam al-Hasan al-Utriish (d. 917), the third ruler of the Zaydi dynasty of Tabaristan
and eastern Gilan (864—1126) under the title al-Nasir al-Kabir.?

The cultured public figure, a common Biiyid theme as attested by the examples
of individuals such as Ibn al-°Amid and al-Sahib b. “Abbad, was also represented
in Abli Ahmad’s life and career. But it is without doubt his two sons, whose rise
to prominence Abti Ahmad witnessed in his lifetime, who embody this theme in a
much more exemplary fashion. Although both shared their father’s involvement in
public matters and government work, they were also active in intellectual life and
made significant contributions to it; so much so that their primary historical image
is not that of politicians but of intellectuals, each in his own right. The younger
son, Muhammad (d. 1016), known as al-Sharif al-Radi,?” was a renowned poet who
is sometimes considered the most gifted poet in the entire history of the tribe of
Quraysh.? In the Imami tradition, however, he owes his fame to his compilation of
the sayings, sermons and letters of Ali b. Abi Talib. This collection, entitled Nahj
al-balagha, is highly regarded for its literary value, although its religious signifi-
cance and authenticity have long been called into question outside Imami circles.?
But it is the life and contributions of the older son, “Ali, that constitute the subject
of our study.*®

Biography

Abii al-Qasim “Ali b. al-Husayn al-Miusawi, better known as al-Sharif al-Murtada,
was born in July 965%! to a family of Basran descent.’? Although mainly known as
a scholar, Murtada was deeply engaged in political life from a young age, starting
in 990 when he and his brother Radi were appointed deputies to their father as chief
syndic before being dismissed along with him four years later.>® His circle of friends
and acquaintances included caliphs and Biyid kings in addition to other members
of the ruling elite. A few examples suffice to show the strength of these relations:
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he was entrusted with executing the marriage contract (‘aqd) of Musharrif al-Dawla
(d. 1025), the youngest son of Baha® al-Dawla (d. 1012), and the daughter of the
Kakuyid °Ala° al-Dawla (d. 1041) in 1024;** poems in his Diwan reflect his close
friendships with many viziers, especially Fakhr al-Mulk (d. 1016);* and he com-
posed a poem on behalf of the vizier Abu °Ali Hasan b. Hamad (d. 1037) in praise
of Baha® al-Dawla.’® However, Radi, who harboured ambitious political aspirations,
applied himself more vigorously to that domain and acquired most of the titles and
responsibilities of their father in 1012,%7 although Murtada — out of religious consid-
erations — had led the funeral prayer upon the father’s death.’® The death of Radi at
the age of forty-five was a severe emotional crisis for Murtada, but it left him the
syndic of the Talibids and the occupant of his brother’s social and political offices
for the three decades until the end of his own life.*® Later, the death of his teacher al-
Shaykh al-Mufid made Murtada also the leader of the Imami community in Baghdad.
Although Mufid was a more senior scholarly authority, Murtada’s family connec-
tions gave him enormous leverage, even during his master’s lifetime.*!

Despite his portrayal mainly as an intellectual, Murtada’s diplomatic skills appear
to have exceeded those of both his father and his brother. His father’s troubles with
the Buyids have already been noted; Radi, for his part, had strained relations with
the °Abbasid caliph al-Qadir (d. 1031), caused by both his personal ambitions*? and
his evident sympathy for the Fatimids in word and deed.* Murtada, by contrast,
maintained excellent relations with both the Blyids and the “Abbasids. He acted as a
broker between the Turkish mercenaries and the vizier Abu al-Qasim al-Maghribi in
1024, thus ending a crisis that was about to force the vizier out of office.** That same
year he was present when the mercenaries paid allegiance to Musharrif al-Dawla.*
In 1029, Murtada headed a delegation of the notables of Karkh, asking the caliph
for permission to resume Friday prayers in the Buratha mosque after they had been
suspended following sectarian strife.* The following year he helped mitigate ten-
sions by ordering the residents of Karkh to do away with mourning signs that stoked
sectarian conflict between Sunnis and Shiis around the day of °Ashitird.*’ He also
took part in the negotiations between the Biyid king Jalal al-Dawla (d. 1044) and
his Turkish generals in 1028.*® Murtada’s house was vandalised during the riots of
1025,% 1031°° and 1033.5! In the first instance, his house was set on fire and he had
to move to another house while Musharrif al-Dawla dispatched a group of his own
guards to prevent the looting of Murtada’s property.3? Also in the riots of 1026, the
whole quarter was pillaged and Murtada sought refuge in the caliphal palace. He
returned to his house after its renovation, with a caliphal decree that he be escorted
there by the generals of the army and the notables.” In 1031 Murtada attended a
ceremony in which a mutual oath of allegiance was sworn by the caliph and Jalal
al-Dawla.** In 1032 rebellious mercenaries forced Jalal al-Dawla to flee his palace;
the king moved his family members to Murtada’s residence on the other side of the
Tigris and joined them later. Murtada then acted as a broker between the two parties;
the success of the mission was announced when the king rode from this house of
Murtada to another.”® A similar incident took place in 1035, but this time Jalal
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al-Dawla stayed in Murtada’s house for a short while before leaving Baghdad for
Tikrit.>® Earlier that year Murtada had been given custody of the vizier Ibn Makiila
(d. 1038) following the latter’s arrest.’” In 1033, following the death of al-Burjumi,
the chief “ayyar in Baghdad,’® Murtada was commissioned with receiving repentant
“ayyariin in his house and granting them governmental pardon.>® Finally, Murtada’s
prominence is vividly illustrated by his role after the death of the caliph al-Qadir
when he was the first to pay allegiance to the new caliph, al-Qa’im (d. 1075),% an act
of immense symbolic importance in view of what it reveals about Murtada’s stand-
ing and its relation to the legitimacy of the new caliph.

Murtada’s titles are also indicative of his intimacy with senior politicians. In
a decree dated 1006, the Buyid king Baha® al-Dawla bestowed on him the title
‘al-Murtada Dhii al-Majdayn’, apparently alluding to both his noble ancestry and his
personal qualities; Radi was given the title ‘al-Radi Dhu al-Hasabayn’.%! Murtada
is also often called ‘al-Sayyid’, especially in the Imami tradition. One of the most
famous of his titles is ‘°Alam al-Huda’; although it was a common appellation for
him already in his lifetime,%? only late sources associate it with the story of a dream
that the vizier Muhammad b. Husayn b. “Abd al-Rahim (d. 1047) had in 1029 in
which °Ali b. Abi Talib referred to Murtada by this title.%

Murtada’s enormous wealth enabled him to allocate considerable resources to his
studies. His annual income was estimated at 24,000 dinars,’* apparently the revenue
of irrigated land on the banks of the Euphrates, as he was said to have owned eighty
farms between Baghdad and Karbala®.5> It was reported that his library contained
around 80,000 volumes, in addition to the many books that he presented to his
friends and students.%® The Dar al-°Ilm (Abode of Knowledge) was an institution
that he administered, dedicated to study and teaching.’ It was probably there and at
his house that he would receive his students and other scholars, convene meetings
(majalis) and hold debates (munazarat) between adherents of different schools.®
The stipends that he distributed to his students were quite generous; in addition,
he placed his vast library at their disposal and provided them with paper.®® Despite
this, it appears that he was known for broadmindedness more than for generosity.”
Among his close friends were intellectuals of varying sectarian and religious affili-
ations; being a descendant of the Prophet, the leader of a religious community and
a prominent Muslim scholar did not discourage him from eulogising the famous
Sabaean littérateur Abu Ishaq al-Sabi (d. 994), with whom he had a close friend-
ship.”! He is also reported to have maintained a friendship with the poet Abi al-°Ala”
al-Ma‘arri, famously accused of holding heretical views.”” The encounter between
Murtada and Ma“arri survives in many anecdotes, some portraying it in a negative
light, others in a positive one.” The fact remains that Ma“arrT’s references in poetry
to Murtada and his family members are highly positive.”* In terms of the ‘distinc-
tions of level’ that defined one’s position in the social hierarchy, it may be said that
Murtada in the second half of his life combined hasab (merit), nasab (lineage), lead-
ership among the ‘ulama’, riyasa (prominence) of a region, being one of the a°‘yan
and mastery in adab — all among the most celebrated values of Bilyid times.” Given
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his aristocratic lineage, Murtada’s status was even higher than that of patrician fami-
lies whose prestige and power derived from landholding, trade and/or religion;’® this
explains his enormous influence in Baghdad and beyond.

Murtada died on 19 October 1044 in Baghdad; his body was washed by the
famous biblio-biographer Abu al-°Abbas al-Najashi (d. 1058), his student Sallar
(Salar) al-Daylami (d. 1057?) and Abu Ya‘la al-Ja‘fari (d. 1071).”7 He was first
buried in his house, then most probably moved to Karbala to be buried next to
the Third Imam, Husayn b. Ali (d. 680).”® After him the office of syndic fell to
his nephew Abli Ahmad °Adnan b. Muhammad (d. 1057-8).” His line continued
through his son Muhammad, but it apparently came to an end with the genealogist
Abi al-Qasim °Ali b. Hasan in the early thirteenth century.®°

Given the favourable social setting, it was only natural that Murtada should have
had access to the prominent scholars of the time. It suffices here to list some of his
more famous teachers.’! Murtada studied language and rhetoric with the famous
poet Ibn Nubata al-Sa°di (d. 1014),3? poetry and adab with al-Marzubani (d. 994),%3
grammar with the grammarian and Mu‘tazili theologian al-Rummani (d. 994),34 and
hadith with Husayn b. °Ali Ibn Babawayh® and Mufid, with whom he also studied
theology and jurisprudence (usiil al-figh).® The studentship of Murtada and Radi
under Mufid is associated with an anecdote that shows the enormous influence of
their mother and her prestigious position.?” It is unclear whether he studied with
¢Abd al-Jabbar, but if he did, he must have done so only for a short period.® Most of
these figures had a strong influence on Murtada in their respective specialist fields, as
the examination later in this book of his views on various theological themes and of
his contribution to literature shows. This influence is evidenced either in the concur-
rence between his views and theirs or in his explicit reference to them in the course
of presenting his positions.

The list of Murtada’s students is indicative of the influence of his thought in
Imami Shi‘ism, even if those students did not fully endorse their teacher’s positions.
His most prominent student — also a younger colleague, for they both studied under
Mufid — was undisputedly Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tasi. Besides his major contri-
butions to Qur’anic exegesis and jurisprudence, Tusi is the author of two of the four
most authoritative collections of traditions for Imamis, namely, Tahdhib al-ahkam
and al-Istibsar fi ma ikhtalafa min al-akhbar.® Also among Murtada’s most promi-
nent students were Abi al-Salah al-Halabi (d. 1055),°° Aba al-Fath al-Karajiki (d.
1057),°! Sallar al-Daylami®? and Ibn al-Barr3j (d. 1088).%* This number of prominent
students, in addition to their diversity in terms of social status and geographical
origin, suggests that the Imami community in Murtada’s time had reached a point
at which it was able to produce a class ‘of people for whom religious learning was a
normal and highly respected aspect of life’.°* In addition to the strong bond between
masters and disciples in the traditional Islamic world of learning, Murtada’s finances
must have guaranteed him the ‘acquired loyalty’ of his students thanks to the concept
of due gratitude for benefit rendered (shukr al-ni‘ma).*>
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Oeuvre

Murtada was a prolific author whose oeuvre spanned many Islamic disciplines. This
comprehensiveness is attested by his substantial contributions in theology, jurispru-
dence, law and literature — both as a critic and as a poet. In addition, he appears to
have been interested in philosophy more than were other theologians of the age,”
although — like most of them — he was averse to it.*” His works in each of these fields
exerted quite different levels of influence on the later tradition. It may be said that his
literary works had the most favourable reception and his works on jurisprudence the
least favourable, his theological works being somewhere in between, as illustrated by
the following brief exposé of his contributions.

The littérateur

Murtada was known as a distinguished poet already during his lifetime.”® His poetry
is frequently compared with that of his brother, the judgement being unanimously in
favour of the latter;*® in an exaggeration typical of hagiographic accounts, it is said
that Murtada’s only shortcoming in poetry was being Rad1’s brother.!® As a critic,
his thematic anthologies of Arabic poetry and the comments scattered throughout his
works, especially in his Amali (Dictations), show a vast knowledge of the poetic tra-
dition and of both linguistic questions (the fields of nahw, sarf and gharib al-lugha)
and rhetorical ones (balagha). It is even said that no work by an Imami ever received
more praise from non-Imamis than did Murtada’s Amali.'' The work’s significance
is reflected in the fact that the vast majority of published Arabic literature on Murtada
is concerned exclusively or primarily with this aspect of his oeuvre.!?> The reason
may also be that his literary output could be considered unstained by his sectarian
affiliation, and it thus appealed more easily to diverse groups.

The jurist

Murtada’s contribution to jurisprudence, by contrast, was short-lived. Although he
appears to have dedicated much effort to the study of hadith,'® his approach was pri-
marily characterised by his rejection of non-prevalent traditions (akhbar al-ahad) as a
source of legal rulings.'® This position was probably the reason for the rejection of his
jurisprudential work by subsequent scholars, especially given Murtada’s extreme for-
mulation of this principle,'® which had been abandoned by most Mu‘tazilis even before
Murtada’s time.'% In fact, it was mostly the work of his student Tais1 that rendered
Murtada’s jurisprudential views on this question obsolete.'”” Murtada’s radical position
was, on the one hand, accurately seen as depriving jurists of one of the richest potential
sources of legal knowledge and, on the other, perceived as being overly hostile to tradi-
tionists (and traditionalists), whose work it would effectively have invalidated.'® Even
within the Imami juristic tradition, then, his contribution seems to have only barely
survived him, despite an abortive attempt to revive it more than a century later.'®
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The theologian

Murtada’s theology appears to have been his most influential contribution to the reli-
gious sciences. This significance is attested by the fact that many of his biographers
describe him as a theologian before listing his other scholarly activities.!'° Murtada
produced a theological system distinct from that of Mufid. His influence was tre-
mendous, as his system would come to constitute mainstream Imami theology — at
least until its Aristotelian turn at the hands of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 1274).!!! The
success of his system may be seen in the fact that it found currency beyond Imami
circles, in Zaydi'!? and Jewish!'® theological works.

Murtada remained solidly in the Imami camp theologically, but many of his
Sunni biographers described him either as a prominent and erudite Mu‘tazili (ra’s,
mutabahhir fi al-i‘tizal)''* or as pro-Mu‘tazili (yamil ila al-i‘tizal),'"” though also
noting his Imami convictions. Shii biographers often expressed dismay at this
assessment, ascribing it to Sunni unfamiliarity with Imami theology.!!® But this
leaves open the question why Mufid and Tus1 are usually not as readily qualified
as Mu‘tazilis in the same Sunni biographical dictionaries,''” nor are they listed in
Muc‘tazili biographical dictionaries whereas Murtada is.''® The answer to this ques-
tion may be found in a detailed comparison of the views of these three scholars.
Mufid’s views have been thoroughly documented and analysed in a separate study, '’
so the remaining task is to examine Murtada’s positions and compare them to Tasi’s
positions on the same questions. The latter’s theological contributions, however, are
relatively unknown; in addition, his thought probably underwent change as a result
of the influence of the prominent Mu‘tazili Abti al-Husayn al-Basri (d. 1044).!%0
With this caveat in mind, the challenge consists of scrutinising Murtada’s theology
in light of the inner Imami context and the broader Imami—Mu‘tazili framework.

Magna opera

For the purposes of this monograph, five books by Murtada represent his most sig-
nificant works: Ghurar al-fawa’id wa-durar al-qal@’id, better known as al-Amailr,
al-Dhakhira ft “ilm al-kalam and al-Mulakhkhas fi usil al-din, which are treated as
a single book for reasons explained below; al-Dhari‘a ila usil al-shari‘a; al-Shafi fi
al-imama; and Tanzih al-anbiya’ wa-I-a’imma. The reason for this selection is that
these works present the most reliable and comprehensive statements of Murtada’s
views on theology. His other works, consulted throughout this study, are also helpful,
but to a lesser extent. No survey of them is presented here because some of them are
of little or no relevance to theology. Of those that do deal with theology, many are
correspondences that have been lost completely or partially, represent earlier views
that Murtada later abandoned according to his own declarations, or constitute sum-
maries of positions presented in full detail in these five works, to which he himself
refers his readers for more extensive discussion.



241] Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

al-Amali

Although the Amali is not a work on theology or law per se but rather belongs to the
amali genre in Arabic literature, it is replete with theological discussions. The eighty
meetings, in addition to the sizable ‘Takmila’ (appendix), offer a wealth of informa-
tion on theology, language, rhetoric, poetry, biographies and miscellaneous adab
questions. The original text was completed on Tuesday, 29 August 1022,'?! and the
‘Takmila’ was added later. An old manuscript of the text was recently discovered,
which is probably based on a copy that Murtada himself had written.'??

Each meeting usually discusses the interpretation of a Qur’anic verse or a
Prophetic tradition that poses a challenge to Murtada’s theology, contains a rare
linguistic occurrence to be explained or presents an interesting stylistic case. In each
instance, Murtada lists different views on the question, especially from theologians
and linguists. Among theologians, his main sources are the Mu‘tazilis, with special
emphasis on the school’s classical figures, such as Ibrahim al-Nazzam (d. between
825 and 835), Abt al-Hudhayl (d. 8417?) and Jahiz; of the later period the most fre-
quently mentioned authority is Abii al-Qasim al-Balkhi. As for linguists, his teacher
Marzubani is quoted most frequently, alongside renowned authorities such as Abu
“Ubayd (d. 838). Murtada appears to disagree with them most of the time, providing
a vivid picture of scholarly debate as pursued during this period and of his independ-
ent scholarly personality in the maturity of his career.

Throughout these discussions, Murtada often digresses to cite lines of poetry that
support his interpretation. In the course of quoting poetry, he provides information
on the poet’s biography, his religious affiliation and how it manifests itself in his
output. Poems and proverbs on the same theme are also presented. It is not uncom-
mon for linguistic discussion to lead to an examination of different definitions of
theological concepts, from which Murtada then starts a new presentation of his views
in a similar vein.

The importance of the book may also be estimated statistically: it contains
interpretation of more than 140 Qur’anic verses, thirty hadiths, thirty-one prov-
erbs and 1,349 lines of poetry in addition to biographical information on sixty-five
individuals.'??

al-Dhakhira and al-Mulakhkhas

The Dhakhira is Murtada’s most comprehensive — and fortunately extant — work on
theology, and its structure reflects its peculiar compilation process. Initially, Murtada
had embarked on a detailed work on theology entitled al-Mulakhkhas fi usil al-din
but then decided to abandon the project sometime before 1026, as attested by the
bibliography of Murtada’s works in his licence (ijaza) for Muhammad al-Busrawi
(d. 1051).'>* By contrast, the Dhakhira was initially intended to be a succinct text on
theology.'?> But at some point in the process of writing, Murtada changed his plan
and undertook an exhaustive treatment of theological questions. The last passage
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in the Dhakhira justifies the change. He had started writing the Dhakhira while
writing the Mulakhkhas; having abandoned the latter, he decided to make up for it
in the rest of the Dhakhira, which explains the variance in style between the early
chapters and the later ones.'?® For present purposes, and following Murtada’s usage,
I deal with both as one work, although I cite them separately throughout the mono-
graph since each of the two books is published independently.

The work provides a systematic treatment of the main theological debates. Its
structure echoes that of Mu‘tazili works common at the time and is significantly
different from that of earlier works,'?” which suggests Murtada was more dependent
on his contemporaries than on previous works. The Mulakhkhas discusses onto-
logical questions related to subtle theology, God’s existence, His essence (dhat) and
attributes (sifar), divine justice (‘adl) and human acts (fi°l/). The Dhakhira contin-
ues this last theme, then proceeds to cover moral obligation (faklif), the obligated
party (mukallaf) and the human being (insan),'?® investigation (nazar), resurrection
(i‘ada), divine assistance (lutf),'*® humans’ best interest (al-aslah), pain (alam),
compensation (‘iwad), due term (ajal), provision (rizq), commodity prices (as‘ar),
reward and punishment (al-thawab wa-I-igab), prophethood (nubuwwa), the inimi-
tability (i‘jaz) of the Qur’an, the Imama, the threat of divine punishment (wa°‘id),
commanding the right and forbidding the wrong, and God’s names. On each of these
topics, especially towards the end, that is, in the Dhakhira, Murtada touches on
known views and offers his critique of them before stating his own position. Most
of the positions he enumerates are Mu‘tazili views, making the Dhakhira a source
on the Baghdadi—Basran Mu‘tazili debate as well as on the Imami positions.

The presentation of each chapter follows the standard organisation and method
of detailed theological works of the time: it begins with a definition of the chapter’s
topic, usually with an emphasis on language, and then provides the technical defi-
nitions given by various theologians. Concepts pertaining to the point in question
are also defined to familiarise the reader with its various aspects prior to the main
discussion. Possible objections and questions are answered in an attempt to exhaust
the question before moving on to another. Throughout the work, the main mode is
dialectic, following the traditional formula of theologians: ‘if it is said, we say’ (fa-in
qila qulna).

The main problem with the book is its corrupt text, which is probably due to
the lack of interest in Murtada’s theology following the turn towards philosophy in
Imami theology; with few readers, the few extant manuscripts, mostly incomplete,
were left in a bad condition. The problem is particularly acute in the case of the
Mulakhkhas, of which only one, incomplete manuscript survives. The significance
of the book for the broader Mu‘tazili movement can nevertheless be gleaned from
the fact that there are fragments of it written in Hebrew script that probably date to
the eleventh or twelfth century.'*
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al-Dhari‘a

In the introduction to the Dhari‘a, Murtada states that the book is unprecedented
because his views on jurisprudence are not fully shared by any author. The Dhari‘a
must be a compilation of Murtada’s lectures and his earlier shorter treatises on juris-
prudential questions; the material was combined into a book after Tusi compiled
his ‘Udda, which explains why some scholars consider T@isi’s work the first Imami
work on jurisprudence.'3! The Dhari‘a is a systematic work that argues against the
non-Imami understanding of the sources of the law and provides a jurisprudential
framework consistent with Imami doctrines. As such, the book is a lengthy polemic
that often enumerates the views of non-Imami jurists in great detail, probably mainly
responding to °Abd al-Jabbar’s ‘Umad.'* It was completed on Friday, 6 July 1039.'33

The book deals with issues such as the legal significance of the Qur°anic text, the
requirement of certainty in law, the types of reports, the probativeness of consensus
(ijma“), and the validity of analogical reasoning (giyas). For each of these, Murtada
names the proponents and opponents of the point of contention and then proceeds
to argue elaborately for his own perspective. Interestingly, it may be noted that a
Hanafi Mu‘tazili, Ibn Abi al-Hadid (d. 1258), authored a detailed commentary on the
Dhari‘a entitled I°tibar al-Dhari‘a.'** A few commentaries were likewise produced
by Imami scholars, including one by al-¢Allama al-Hilli (d. 1325).'%

al-Shafi f1 al-imama

Initially written as a refutation of “Abd al-Jabbar’s discussion of the Imama in his
Mughni, the text of the Shafi is many times longer than that of “Abd al-Jabbar’s
work, including as it does lengthy excerpts from the latter. As in the Dhakhira, the
later parts of the work are more detailed, since Murtada had originally intended to
write an abridged book but subsequently changed his mind.'3¢

Since the Shafi is a response, its structure is determined by that of the Mughni.
Murtada thus closely follows the arguments of “Abd al-Jabbar. Three major argu-
ments — rational, scriptural and historical — pervade the content. The foci of the
rational argument are the necessity of the Imama in any community at any time and
the qualifications of the Imam, such as infallibility (“isma), superior knowledge,
virtue and so on. The scriptural argument deals primarily with Qur’anic verses and
Prophetic traditions that Murtada takes to refer to “Ali’s right to succeed Muhammad
directly. The historical argument seeks to demonstrate the illegitimacy of the first
three caliphs by pointing out inconsistencies in the transition of power and flaws
in their administration, especially in attending to the religious obligations of the
caliphate. As for the caliphate of °Ali, Murtada is keen to reject the specific reasons
proposed by °Abd al-Jabbar for accepting “Ali’s status.

According to Murtada, “Abd al-Jabbar’s methodology suffers from an unfair,
inaccurate, uninformed'®’ or even impolite presentation of Imami views,!® although
Murtada’s own statements are not immune against the same attacks.'® Another
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problem, according to Murtada, is “Abd al-Jabbar’s use of sources, as he seems
either to misunderstand the authors’ intentions or, worse, to deliberately manipu-
late (tahrif) the quoted text.'*® Also, his terminology is imprecise.'*! Ironically, Ibn
Abi al-Hadid, studying the arguments of both sides, pointed out similar flaws in
Murtada’s handling of °Abd al-Jabbar’s positions.'4?

The Shafi is probably Murtada’s most substantial and far-reaching contribu-
tion to Imami theology, given the centrality of the Imama doctrine in the Imami
Weltanschauung. It survives also in Tts1’s recension, Talkhis al-Shafi. Tast’s exci-
sions are themselves very indicative of the aspects of Murtada’s theology that did
not stand the test of time in the tradition. Abu al-Husayn al-Basri is credited with a
refutation of the Shafi,'* which was in turn countered by Murtada’s student Sallar
al-Daylami'# and apparently partially by Karajiki.!*> In his Sharh Nahj al-balagha,
Ibn Abi al-Hadid preserved substantial parts of both °Abd al-Jabbar’s and Murtada’s
works, together with elaborate comments assessing their opposing arguments. Other
abridgements (mukhtasar) and supercommentaries (hashiya) of the book have also
been made, the latest in the eighteenth century.!#6

Tanzih al-anbiya®

Two aspects of infallibility are subjects of debate in Islamic theology: its definition
and the individuals supposed to be endowed with it. Defence of the infallibility of
prophets is a well-known genre in Islamic theology, regardless of sectarian affilia-
tion. Murtada’s Tanzih is among the early works of this genre, and it seems to have
influenced later scholarship on the question.'*’ In the book, Murtada presents a brief
statement of various positions on the issue followed by his own view, together with
a stringent refutation of possible objections — which in this case happen to be many;
Murtada’s position seems to have been singled out as extreme in the later tradition. 48

Murtada’s discussion on the infallibility of prophets concentrates almost exclu-
sively on explaining away the numerous Qur°anic verses that seem to contradict
his position. The Tanzih is thus a trove of Mu‘tazili views on Qur°anic exegesis
concerned with infallibility, especially the views of the two Jubba®is, Abi “Ali (d.
915-16) and his son Abtu Hashim (d. 933), and the commentary by Abt Muslim
Muhammad b. Bahr al-Isfahani (d. 934).'% Murtada’s discussion of the Imami
position of extending infallibility to the Imams is mostly historical; he discusses
certain incidents that could be construed as impinging on the infallibility of some
Imams. A particularly detailed discussion is dedicated to Nazzam’s critique of Imam
°Alr’s legal views, although it is not clear whether Murtada was relying directly on
Nazzam’s text or working on the basis of an intermediate one.

Given the Imami preoccupation with the question of infallibility in general and
the Imams’ infallibility in particular, Murtada’s work is considered an indispensable
reference for Imami doctrine.'>
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Sources and classification

In terms of form, Murtada’s works fall into several categories: books, some of which
he did not complete; responses (jawabat, ajwiba) to questions (masa’il) posed by
followers or students; short treatises; and meetings as well as commentaries on
poems and Qur°anic verses.

For compiling a bibliography of Murtada’s works, the responses are the most
problematic. Owing to the scattered nature of the extant collections of responses,
some of the responses have often been left out by uninterested copyists, compromis-
ing the collections’ integrity. Moreover, many of the responses have been taken out
of context and given titles based on the copyists’ personal discretion. In addition,
even Murtada’s earliest bibliographies mention that he answered more than 100
unconnected questions (masa’il mufradar) on miscellaneous topics.'3! This situation
has resulted in the same text often being published and discussed under different
titles, frequently unrelated to each other. The many sporadic extant responses may
thus be part of collections that have been lost, fully or partially; alternatively, they
may belong among the many loose questions he answered. Also, some of the lost
discussions may have been neglected because Murtada dealt with the same ques-
tion elsewhere, as he himself admits doing in the late Dhari‘a;'>? this replication is
reflected in the disarray of the surviving manuscripts.'>

The earliest and most reliable list of Murtada’s works appears in his licence
to Busrawi, which is dated September 1026 and explicitly permits Busrawi to
add Murtada’s later works.!>* In addition to Busrawi’s, the earliest and most reli-
able of Murtada’s bibliographies are those of Najashi and Tusi. Any work that
appears in these three sources is indicated by (B), (N) and (T), respectively. If a
work makes its first appearance in later sources, this is mentioned in the notes.
Of particular importance are the published collections of Murtada’s short works,
entitled Rasa’il al-Sharif al-Murtada (henceforth Rasa’il),'>> Masa’il al-Murtada
(henceforth Masa’il)"> and Mawsii‘at turath al-Sayyid al-Murtada (henceforth
Mawsii‘a).'>” The bibliography below lists the editions used in this monograph and
refers to other available editions in the endnotes. For ease of reference, the titles
used are the ones provided by the editors. In cases in which a different title appears
in the bibliographies of Murtada’s works or in other editions of the same work, I
point out the discrepancy. The titles of texts that are not published and that cannot
be confirmed extant are neither italicised nor placed between quotation marks, as
it is not possible to classify them as books or as shorter texts. The list is ordered
alphabetically.

Murtada’s bibliography

1. “°Adam wujib ghasl al-rijlayn f1 al-tahara’, in Rasa’il, 3:159-73.
2. ‘Ahkam ahl al-akhira’, in Rasa’il, 2:131-43.158
3. “Aja’ib al-aghlat. Attributed to Murtada in Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 2:216,



~N N L A~

oo

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

27.

Life and Works [29

15:218. The book has been published and is in fact al-Ta‘ajjub by Murtada’s
student Abii al-Fath al-Karajiki.'>°

. ‘Ajwibamin masa’il mutafarriqa fi al-hadith wa-ghayrihi’, in Rasa’il,3:121-51.
. ‘Ajwibat al-masa°il al-Qur°aniyya’, in Rasa’il, 3:83-120.'%

. ‘Alfaz al-talaq’, in Rasa’il, 4:321-2.'%! The text was written in February 1036.
. Amali al-Murtada: Ghurar al-fawa’id wa-durar al-qala’id. Edited by

Muhammad Aba al-Fadl Ibrahim. Cairo: Dar Ihya® al-Kutub al-°Arabiyya,
1954 (reprint, Qum: Dhawi al-Qurba, 2008).'62 (B, N, T)

. ‘Aqawil al-“arab fi al-jahiliyya’, in Rasa’il, 3:221-31.
. ‘Agsam al-manafi®’, in Masa’il, 118-21.1%3
. al-Ayat al-nasikha wa-l-mansitkha. Published as Murtada, al-Ayat al-nasikha

wa-I-mansiikha. Edited by °Ali Jihad al-Hassani. Beirut: Dar al-Balagh, 2000.
Sometimes referenced as Risalat al-Muhkam wa-I-mutashabih. This work is
not authentic, as a study of its content and chain of transmission has shown.!%*
‘Daf* shubha li-1-barahima fi ba°th al-anbiya®’, in Rasa’il, 4:346-9.163
‘al-Dalil ¢ala anna al-jawahir mudraka’, in Rasa’il, 4:346.16

‘al-Dalil ¢ala anna al-jawhar laysa bi-muhdath’, in Rasa’il, 4:342-3.167

‘Dawr al-°agl wa-l1-sam°® fi al-nawafil’, in Rasa’il, 4:345-6.1%8

al-Dhakhira fi “ilm al-kalam. Edited by Ahmad al-Husayni. Qum: Mu’assasat
al-Nashr al-Islami, 1990. (B, N, T)

al-Dhari‘a ila usiil al-shari‘a. Qum: Mu’assasat al-Imam al-Sadiq, 2009.'%
The final passage indicates the book was finished on Friday, 6 July 1039. (N, T)
Diwan al-Sharif al-Murtada. Edited by Rashid al-Saffar. Cairo: Dar Ihya®
al-Kutub al-¢Arabiyya, 1958 (reprint, Beirut: Dar al-Balagha, 1998).17° (B, T)
‘al-Farq bayn najis al-“ayn wa-najis al-hukm’, in Rasa’il, 4:328-9.'7!

al-Fusiil al-mukhtara. Edited by °Ali Mir Sharifi. Beirut: Dar al-Mufid, 1993.
The book was solicited from Murtada; it consists of selections from Mufid’s
al-“Uyiin wa-I-mahasin that Murtada completed during Mufid’s lifetime, as the
wording of the introduction indicates.

al-Hikayat. Edited by Muhammad Rida al-Husayni al-Jalali. Beirut: Dar
al-Mufid, 1993. This book seems to be originally part of al-Fusil al-mukhtara,
but it was printed separately because it has been referenced and collated in
different ways in the tradition.!”

‘al-Hudud wa-l-haqa®iq’, in Rasa’il, 2:259-89. The text is inauthentic, as
indicated by a detailed analysis of its contents.!”3

‘Ibtal mudda‘i al-ru’ya’ [sic], in Masa’il, 115-17."74

‘Ibtal gawl inna al-shay® shay® li-nafsihi’, in Rasa’il, 4:343.'7

‘Idafat al-awlad ila al-jadd idafa haqiqgiyya’, in Rasa’il, 4:327-8.176

Inkah Amir al-Mu’minin ibnatahu min “Umar.'”’

‘Ingadh al-bashar min al-jabr wa-1-qadar’, in Rasa’il, 2:175-247.'78 Inauthentic,
as evidenced by a study of the text.!”

al-Intisar fi ma infaradat bihi al-Imamiyya. Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr
al-Islami, 1990. = Kitab al-Intisar li-ma ajma‘at “alayhi al-Imamiyya = Masa’il
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al-infiradat fi al-figh = Kitab Masa’il infiradat al-Imamiyya wa-ma zunna
infiraduha bihi. (B, N, T)

Irshad al-‘awamm. In his ‘al-Sharif al-Murtada’ Brockelmann mentions
this book as a work of Murtada’s, referring the reader to E. G. Browne, A
Year amongst the Persians, 554. But Browne ascribes the book to its author
Muhammad Karim Khan (d. 1871).!%°

‘Istihgadq madh al-bari “ala al-awsaf’, in Rasa’il, 4:331-5."8! The text was
written in December 1035.

‘Istimrar al-sawm ma® qasd al-munafi lahu’, in Rasa’il, 4:322-7.'3?

‘Jawab ahl al-Hijaz’. The text first appears in Majlisi, Bihar, 17:122-9, whose
author rules that it is most likely by Mufid. The original title of the text is
‘Jawab ahl al-Ha’ir’, as attested in its last paragraph. It is attributed to Murtada
or Mufid by Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 5:175-6, who eventually argues that it is
by neither because of its excessively harsh language concerning Sadiiq and
because of the fact that no such work is ascribed to either of them in earlier
sources. The author denies that the prophet might fall into inadvertence even
in minor matters; this position contradicts Murtada’s view but agrees with that
of Mufid. Also, the text is replete with second-person discourse, introduced by
‘O brother’ (ayyuha al-akh), which Murtada does not usually use even in cor-
respondence. In any case, the text has been edited and published as a work by
Mufid.'33

‘Jawab al-masa’il al-Tabbaniyyat’, in Rasa’il, 1:3-96.!8 These are answers by
Murtada to the questions of his student Aba Abdullah Muhammad b. “Abd al-
Malik al-Tabban (d. 1028). (B, N)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Dimashqiyya’ = ‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Nasiriyya’, in
Rasa’il, 3:135-9. Total number of responses unknown; at least one is extant.'®
B)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat al-thalitha’, in Rasa’il, 1:199-267. A total
of 110 responses, all extant. These are answers to questions that were received
in March 1029, as the opening passage indicates.'®¢ (T)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat al-thaniya’, in Rasa’il, 1:167-98. A total of
nine responses, as Murtada himself states, all extant.'3” (B, T)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Mayyafaraqiyyat’, in Rasa’il, 1:269-306.'%8 According
to Busrawt’s list, this collection contains 100 questions; Ibn Shahrashtb (d.
1192) states that it contains sixty-five.!8 The published edition includes sixty-
six questions, and later scholars confirm the published number.!”® The pub-
lished text concludes with a closing remark and does not seem to have been
interrupted. (B)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Misriyyat’, in Rasa’il, 4:15-35.1°! Responses to twenty-
two questions (6th—27th) remain extant out of an unknown total. The text does
not match any of the ‘al-Masa’il al-Misriyyat’ mentioned by Busrawi, Najashi
and Tast, either in terms of the number of questions or in terms of content. The
opening passage, which seems to be a later addition to the text, speaks about
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questions coming from al-Nil. This does not necessarily indicate Egyptian
provenance, as the term can also denote other places; in addition, the wording
does not seem to refer to a river but to a place,'? and thus it probably refers to
the town by the name of al-Nil that is located on the outskirts of Kiifa.!”3 The
first question concerns a position ascribed to the early Mu‘tazili Thumama b.
Ashras (d. 828).!%* The language and content are similar to those of Murtada’s
works; as such, this text may in fact be one of Murtada’s lost miscellaneous
responses.

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Rassiyya al-thaniya’, in Rasa’il, 2:381-91.

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Rassiyya al-ulla’, in Rasa’il, 2:313-79. These are
responses to questions posed by one al-Muhassin b. Muhammad b. al-Nasir
al-Husayni al-Rassi.!>> The text was completed on 21 October 1037.

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Raziyya’, in Rasa’il, 1:99-132. The published text
includes fifteen responses, which matches the figure mentioned by Bahr
al-°Ultim (d. 1797) and Agha Buzurg (d. 1970), but according to Ibn Shahrashiib
the collection contains only fourteen responses.!*®

‘Jawabat al-masa°il al-Sallariyya’. The text includes eight responses,'”’ and
it was written by Murtada as answers to questions posed by his student Sallar
al-Daylami. Six are extant (numbers 2nd—7th), and scattered excerpts of them
have been published. They treat the following topics: (2) the relationship
between power and its substrate, published in Mawsii‘a, 1:211-13; (3) the rela-
tionship between life and its substrate, in Mawsii‘a, 1:213; (4) the relationship
between the agent’s intention and his creation of accidents in a specific sub-
strate (mahall), in Mawsii‘a, 2:522-3; (5) astrological predictions, in Mawsii‘a,
1:469-73;198 (6) ‘Mas’ala fI al-manamat’, in Rasa’il, 2:7-14;'*° and (7) how
knowledge is generated by investigation, in Mawsii‘a, 1:496-8.2% The whole
text is being edited for publication.?’!

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tabariyya’. See Masa’il al-Nasiriyyat below.

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-thalitha’, in Rasa’il, 1:357—443. The
sources provide different accounts of the number of questions, but most likely
there are twenty-three.2? The collection published under this title is complete,
as evidenced by the text and by the reference to it in the collection published
as ‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-thaniya’. But this is not sufficient
evidence to establish that it has been correctly identified. See also ‘Jawabat
al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-thaniya’. (B)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-thaniya’, in Rasa’il, 1:307-56.2%3
These are twelve responses, a number corroborated by one source only; other
sources specify ten responses.?* They refer (p. 331) to the collection published
as ‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-thalitha’, which proves that they
were written later and, as such, are misidentified in the publication. The col-
lection nevertheless seems complete, so it cannot be the ‘Jawabat al-masa’il
al-Tarabulusiyyat al-rabi®a’, which is supposed to comprise twenty-five
responses. A possible solution to the problems posed by this collection and the



321]

45.

46.
47.

48.

49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

54.
55.

56.
57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

preceding one is to reverse their order. This way, the titles would reflect the
chronological order of the works’ writing as indicated by the references in the
text, and the number of responses in each collection would still correspond to
the respective number mentioned in the sources. The main challenge confront-
ing this solution is that it assumes that the mistake of one collection for the
other dates back to our earliest source and survived undetected in later works.
B,T)

‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Wasitiyyat’, in Rasa’il, 4:37-44.2% Originally contain-
ing 100 responses, of which eight (numbers Sth—12th) are extant. (B)

Jawaz al-wilaya min jihat al-zalimin. (B)

‘al-Jism lam yakun ka’in® bi-1-fa‘il’, in Rasa’il, 4:337-8.2% The text was
written in January 1036.

‘Jumal al-%ilm wa-l-°amal’, in Rasa’il, 3:5-81.297 The success of this short
work is evidenced by the fact that the Karaite theologian Sahl b. al-Fadl (fl.
second half of the eleventh century) was asked to model a book of his after
Murtada’s Kitab al-Jumal**® (B, N, T)

Kitab al-Barq.?” (B, T)

Kitab al-Figh al-malaki.?'°

Kitab al-Khilaf fi usal al-figh?'' = Masa’il al-khilaf fi usil al-figh. Incomplete.
(B,N,T)

Kitab al-Misbah fI al-figh. Incomplete.>'? (B, N, T)

Kitab al-Naqd “ala Ibn Jinni f1 al-hikaya wa-1-mahki. (T)

Kitab al-Wa‘id. (N)

Kitab f1 al-ta’kid = Mas’ala {1 al-ta°kid. Judging by the title and content, this
is probably the text published as ‘Mas’ala f1 wajh al-takrar fi al-ayatayn’ in
Rasa’il, 2:73-6.213 (B, N)

Kitab fi dalil al-khitab = Mas’ala f1 dalil al-khitab. (B, N)

Kitab Sharh Masa’il al-khilaf fi al-figh = al-Masa®il al-mustakhrajat.
Incomplete. Ttis1 mentions a Kitab Masa®il al-khilaf f1 al-figh, which is prob-
ably the same text, since the book and its autocommentary may count as one
item given TusT’s concern with large works. (B, N, T)

Kitab Taqrib al-ustil. Murtada wrote this book for a certain al-Aazz. The
title of the work and Busrawi’s phrasing (‘amilahu li-I-A‘azz) suggest that
it is preliminary and short. There is a catechism among Murtada’s published
works, which might itself be this text: ‘Muqaddima {1 al-ustl al-itiqadiyya’,
in Nafa’is al-makhtitat, 2:79-82. Edited by Muhammad Hasan Al Yasin.
Baghdad: Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, 1952. (B, N)

Kitab Tatabbu® al-abyat allati takallama “alayha Ibn Jinni f1 [abyat] al-ma‘ani
li-1-Mutanabbi.?'* (T)

‘Majmii‘a fi funtin min ‘ilm al-kalam’, in Nafa’is al-makhtitat, 5:61-90.
Edited by Muhammad Hasan Al Yasin. Baghdad: Matba®at al-Ma‘arif,
1952.

‘Man® kawn al-sifa bi-1-fa°il’, in Rasa’il, 4:341-2.215
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‘al-Man® min al-°amal bi-akhbar al-ahad’, in Rasa’il, 4:335-7.2'% The text was
written in January 1036.

‘Ma°na al-naf® fi al-darar’, in Rasa’il, 4:349-53.2"7

‘Ma‘na qawl al-Nabi man ajba fa-qad arba’, in Rasa’il, 4:353-4.218

al-Masa’il al-Badarayyat.”!° These are supposedly twenty-four responses; their
titles are given in Busrawi’s list. Three of them resemble extant discussions:
(5) ‘Ma yajib fihi al-khums’, a typical legal discussion that Murtada covers in
Intisar, 225-7; (12) ‘Wa-la yazaluna mukhtalifina illa man rahima rabbuka’,
found in Amali, 1:70-5; and (20) ‘Inni mukhallif** fikum ma in tamassaktum
bihima lan tadilla kitab Allah wa-‘itrat’, a classic of Shi‘i polemic, elaborately
covered in Shafi, 3:122-33. (B, N)

al-Masa’il al-Barmakiyya = al-Tusiyya. Supposedly five responses; incom-
plete. In ‘Jawabat al-masa®il al-Rassiyya al-ula’ (Rasa’il, 2:329), Murtada
refers to an argument that he advanced only in al-Barmakiyyat. The extant
works of his do not include a text in which such an argument is made. (B, T)
al-Masa’il al-Daylamiyya.??° (T)

al-Masa’il al-Halabiyya al-thalitha. Supposedly thirty-three responses. Tiisi
mentions the first and last questions from Aleppo, which could be a reference
to either ‘al-Masa’il al-Halabiyya al-thalitha’ or ‘al-thaniya’; the latter has been
chosen here (hence the next reference) to minimise conjecture, but he could
well have meant the ‘thalitha’ since it is much larger than the ‘thaniya’. (B)
al-Masa’il al-Halabiyya al-thaniya. Supposedly three responses. (B, T)
al-Masa’il al-Halabiyya al-uila. Supposedly three responses.??! (B, T)
al-Masa®il al-Jurjaniyya.?”?> Given that Jurjan was considered part of
Tabaristan,?? and in light of the discussion of Masa’il al-Nasiriyyat (see
below), it is likely that ‘al-Masa’il al-Jurjaniyya’ is the text published as
‘Jawabat al-masa®il al-Tabariyya’, in Rasa’il, 1:133—-66, for these are questions
that came from Tabaristan.??* (T)

al-Masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat = ‘al-Masa®il al-Mawsiliyyat al-iila’ and ‘Jawab ahl
al-Mawsil’.??> Supposedly three responses; all titles are given in the three early
bibliographies. These were written during the 9905?26 and were extremely elab-
orate.?”” Murtada’s later discussions of analogical reasoning (giyas)>*® and the
threat of divine punishment (wa‘id)*?° in major works of his must have relied
on these early texts, which in turn made them obsolete, whether he changed his
mind or not. The third question concerns pressure (i ‘timad), which — like most
subjects of subtle theology — was of little interest to the subsequent tradition.
(B,N, T)

al-Masa’il al-Misriyya al-thalitha. See ‘al-Masa’il al-Ramliyya’.

al-Masa’il al-Misriyya al-thaniya. Supposedly nine responses. Ttis1 mentions
the first and last questions from Egypt, which could be a reference to either
‘al-Masa’il al-Misriyya al-thalitha’ or ‘al-thaniya’; I have taken it to mean the
latter to minimise conjecture, especially given that the ‘thalitha’ were probably
known as ‘al-Ramliyya’. See ‘al-Masa®il al-Ramliyya’. (B, T)
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al-Masa®il al-Misriyyat al-uwal. Supposedly five responses; their titles are
given in Busraw’s list. 22 (B, N, T)

‘al-Masa®il al-Muhammadiyyat’. Four questions (numbers 1st, 2nd, 4th and
5th) are extant of the original five: (1) “Wa-la-qad bawwa’na li-Ibrahim’, in
Rasa’il, 3:117-20; (2) ‘Ma ma‘na an yuqal ‘inda istilam al-hajar amanati
addaytuha ... ila akhir al-kalam’ = ‘Mas’ala fi istilam al-hajar’, in Rasa’il,
3:273-7; (4) ‘Anbi’ini bi-asma® ha’ula®i’, in Rasa’il, 3:111-15; and (5)
‘Fa-talaqqa Adam min rabbihi kalimat’, in Rasa’il, 3:115-17. See also ‘The
third mas’ala of “al-Masa’il al-Muhammadiyyat™. (B, N)

Masa’il al-Nasiriyyat [sic]. Edited by Markaz al-Buhiith wa-1-Dirasat
al-‘Ilmiyya. Tehran: Rabitat al-Thaqafa wa-1-°Alaqat al-Islamiyya, 1997.
Although not mentioned in either version of Busraw1’s list under this name, this
collection is probably what he refers to as ‘al-Masa®il al-Tabariyya’. This thesis
is confirmed by a few observations. First, Murtada’s introduction to Masa’il
al-Nasiriyyat (p. 61) shows that the work was written as responses to ques-
tions. Second, a late Imami scholar states that these two titles refer to the same
work.?! Third, Busrawi’s list specifies that ‘al-Masa’il al-Tabariyya’ consists
of 207 questions, an unusually large figure that corresponds to the number con-
tained in Masa’il al-Nasiriyyat. Fourth, the interest in the details of al-Nasir’s
legal opinions indicates that the questions came from an area in which they
were prominent, which would justify calling them ‘al-Masa®il al-Tabariyya’.
Fifth, TasT qualifies Murtada’s ‘al-Masa’il al-Nasiriyya’ as a work on law. On
the other hand, Busrawi states that the item he calls ‘al-Masa’il al-Nasiriyya’
is also ‘al-Masa’il al-Dimashqiyya’; but the latter collection treats not law
but theology, judging by an extant question.?*? This discrepancy shows that
Busrawi and Tusi use ‘al-Masa®il al-Nasiriyya’ to refer to different works.
(B, T)

‘al-Masa®il al-Ramliyya’ = ‘al-Masa’il al-Misriyya al-thalitha’. Originally
seven responses; three are extant. The second is published, unidentified, in
Rasa’il, 3:150-1. The last two are identified and published in Rasa’il, 4:45-
50.23 The wording of Busrawi’s list indicates that ‘al-Masa’il al-Ramliyya’
is also known as ‘al-Masa®il al-Misriyya al-thalitha’. This is confirmed by
Bahr al-*Ulam?** and is further supported by the fact that Murtada’s promi-
nent Egyptian student, Karajiki, was a resident of Ramla,?®> which makes it
probable that the questions addressed to Murtada by the Egyptian Imami com-
munity came from Ramla. However, a comparison of the contents of the two
extant versions of ‘al-Masa’il al-Ramliyya’ with the references to this work
made by later scholars reveals that these scholars were actually referring to
‘al-Masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat al-thalitha’ under the title ‘al-Masa’il al-Misriyya
al-thalitha’.23¢ (B, N)

al-Masa’il al-Saydawiyya. It is not clear whether the title refers to the city in
modern-day Lebanon, to the clan of the Banii Asad with the same name®” or to
a person belonging to either who solicited answers from Murtada.?* (T)
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enteen responses; sixteen are extant. Scattered excerpts from most of them have
been published: (1) excerpts from a discussion concerning the necessity of des-
ignation (nass) as a means to identify the legitimate Imam, in Mawsii‘a, 1:342,
2:35, 66, 244, 3:3, 45, 468-73; (2) a discussion concerning the illegitimacy of
choosing the Imam by the community, in Mawsii‘a, 1:386—7; unless Murtada is
copying himself, the excerpts of the discussion concerning the means to identify
the Imam’s view, identified as part of ‘al-Masa’il al-Tarabulusiyya’ in Mawsii‘a,
1:104-7, 185-6 (where the text becomes corrupt), are in fact part of the published
‘Jawab al-masa’il al-Tabbaniyyat’, in Rasa’il, 1:11-26; (3) a discussion con-
cerning the legitimacy of the Imama of the less excellent (mafdiil), in Mawsii‘a,
1:368-9; (4) a discussion concerning the origination of atoms and bodies in
Mawsii‘a, 2:4-5;% (5) ‘al-Mas’ala al-khamisa li-1-Zaydiyya’, in Mawsii‘a,
1:52-3; (6) ‘al-Mas°ala al-sadisa fi al-‘isma’, in Mawsii‘a, 2:524-5;*° (7) a
commentary on a tradition from Imam Rida concerning prophetic miracles in
Mawsii‘a, 3:157-8; (8) ‘Mas’ala f1 al-dharr’, in Mawsii‘a, 1:33-5; (9) ‘al-Kalam
f1 al-akhbar al-warida ‘an madh ajnas min al-tayr wa-1-baha’im wa-l-ma°kulat
wa-l-aradin wa-dhamm ajnas minha’, in Mawsii‘a, 1:138-41;2*! (10) a detailed
discussion concerning the integrity of the text of the Qur°an in Mawsii‘a, 3:142—
55, 271-3; (11) ‘Khabar mu’akhat al-Nabi bayn Salman al-Farist wa-Abi Dharr
wa-ma qila fi dhalik’, in Amalr, 2:329-30, as part of the ‘Takmila’; (12) a discus-
sion concerning the human being (insan), in Mawsii‘a, 1:394-400; (14) a discus-
sion concerning the greatness of rewards for good deeds, in Mawsii‘a, 1:197,
3:235; and (15) a discussion concerning the status of whoever vilifies Ali, in
Mawsii‘a, 1:420. The whole extant text is being edited for publication.’*? (B, T)
Mas’ala “ala Yahya ayd™ f1 tabi‘at al-mumkin = al-Radd “alayhi fi mas’ala
sammaha tabi®at al-muslimin.>** Murtada provides a very short summary of the
content of the text in Mulakhkhas, 128-9. (B, N)

‘Mas’ala f1 al-‘amal ma® al-sultan’, in Rasa’il, 2:87-97.2* The text was
solicited by the vizier al-Maghribi in August 1024. (B, N)

‘Mas’ala f1 al-husn wa-1-qubh al-°aqli’, in Rasa’il, 3:175-80.

‘Mas’ala f1 al-ijma‘’, in Rasa’il, 3:199-205.

Mas?ala fi al-imama. (B)

‘Mas’ala f1 al-“isma’. See ‘al-Masa’il al-Tarabulusiyya al-ula’.

‘Mas’ala f1 al-istithna®’, in Rasa’il, 2:77-81.2%

‘Mas’ala {1 al-i°tirad “ala man yuthbitu huduth al-ajsam min al-jawahir’. See
‘al-Masa’il al-Tarabulusiyya al-ala’.

Mas’ala fI al-kurr.2*0 (B)

‘Mas’ala fi al-man® min tafdil al-mala°ika “ala al-anbiya®’, in Rasa’il, 2:167—
74 = Mas’ala “ala man taallaga bi-qawlihi ta‘ala wa-la-qad karramna bani
Adam al-aya °ala anna al-mala’ika afdal min al-anbiya® “alayhum al-salam?*’
= al-Kalam °ala man ta°allaga bi-qawlihi ta°ala wa-la-qad karramna bani Adam
wa-hamalnahum {1 al-barr wa-1-bahr. (B, N)
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‘Mas’ala f1 al-manamat’. See ‘Jawabat al-masa°il al-Sallariyya’.

‘Mas’ala fi al-mash ©ala al-khuffayn’, in Rasa’il, 3:181-5.24

Mas’ala fi al-radd ‘ala Yahya b. “Adi al-Nasrani fi ma yatanaha wa-la
yatanaha®* = al-Radd ©ala Yahya b. “Adi. Najashi does not give a full title, but
comparing his list to Busraw1’s establishes the identity of these two titles. The
work argues against the Christian philosopher Yahya b. °Adi (d. 975); Murtada
provides a brief summary of the content of the text in Mulakhkhas, 60-2. (B, N)
‘Mas’ala f1 al-ru’ya bi-l-absar’, in Masa’il, 111-14.2%°

Mas’ala f1 al-tawba. This is very similar to the discussion in Amali, 1:628-30.
(B, N)

Mas’ala fi dalil al-sifat.>>' (B)

‘Mas’ala {1 hukm al-ba° fi qawlihi ta“ala wa-imsahu bi-ru’tsikum’, in Rasa’il,
2:65-71.22

‘Mas’ala fi ibtal al-°amal bi-akhbar al-ahad’, in Rasa’il, 3:307-13.233
‘Mas’ala fi ‘illat imtina® °Ali an muharabat al-ghasibin li-haqqihi ba‘d
al-Rastl’, in Rasa’il, 3:315-21.

‘Mas’ala fi ‘illat khidhlan Ahl al-Bayt wa-°adam nusratihim’, in Rasa’il,
3:207-20.

‘Mas’ala fi “illat mubaya®at Amir al-Mu°minin Aba Bakr’, in Rasa’il, 3:241-7.
‘Mas’ala f1 irth al-awlad’, in Rasa’il, 3:255-66.

‘Mas’ala fi jawab al-shubuhat al-warida li-Khabar al-Ghadir’, in Rasa’il,
3:249-54.

Mas’ala fi kawnihi ‘alim®". (B, N)

‘Mas’ala f1 khalq al-af°al’, in Rasa’il, 3:187-97.

‘Mas’ala f1 man yatawalla ghasl al-imam’, in Rasa’il, 3:153-7.

‘Mas’ala fi mu®jizat al-anbiya®’, in Rasa’il, 4:277-99.%54

‘Mas’ala fi nafy al-hukm bi-°adam al-dalil “alayhi’, in Rasa’il, 2:99-104.2%
‘Mas’ala 1 nafy al-ru’ya’, in Rasa’il, 3:279-84.

‘Mas’ala fi nikah al-mut®a’, in Rasa’il, 4:301-6.2° The text was written in
November 1035. (B, N)

‘Mas’ala fi gawl al-Nabi niyyat al-mu°min khayr*" min ‘amalihi’, in Rasa’il,
3:233-9.2%7

Mas’ala f1 qawlihi ta®ala inna Allah 1a yaghfiru an yushraka bihi. (B)

‘Mas’ala fi tafdil al-anbiya® ¢ala al-mala’ika’, in Rasa’il, 2:153-65.2%8
‘Mas’ala f1 tahdid nisbat al-awlad ila al-aba®’, in Rasa’il, 4:328.

‘Mas’ala 1 tawarud al-adilla’. See ‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Sallariyya’.
‘Mas’ala fi wajh al-ilm bi-tanawul al-wa®id kaffat al-kuffar’, in Rasa’il,
2:83-6.2°

‘Mas’ala f1 wajh al-takrar f1 al-ayatayn’. See ‘Kitab f1 al-ta’kid’.

Mas’ala radda biha ayd*" “ala Yahya b. Adi fi i°tiradihi dalil al-muwahhidin fi
hudith al-ajsam. (B, N)

‘Mas’alat “adam takhti’at al-°amil bi-khabar al-wahid’, in Rasa’il, 3:267-72.
al-Miudih ‘an jihat i‘jaz al-Qur’an wa-huwa al-kitab al-ma‘raf bi-I-Sarfa.
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Edited by Muhammad Rida Ansari Qummi. Mashhad: Mujamma® al-Buhuth
al-Islamiyya, 2003. = Kitab al-Sarfa fi i‘jaz al-Qur’an. (B, N, T)
al-Mulakhkhas fi usil al-din. Edited by Muhammad Rida Ansari Qummi.
Tehran: Kitabkhana-yi Majlis-i Shura-yi Islami, 2000. (B, N, T)

‘Munazarat Abi al-°Ala® al-Ma‘arri’. Attributed to Murtada in Agha Buzurg,
Dhari‘a, 22:286. Its earliest appearance is in Tabrisi, Ihtijaj, 2:329-36. The
account is clearly legendary, written in a pedantic style full of allusions that
serve to show both men’s wit and Murtada’s superiority due to his religious
knowledge.

‘Munazarat al-khusum wa-kayfiyyat al-istidlal ‘alayhim’, in Rasa’il,
2:115-30.260

‘Mugaddima fi al-ustl al-i‘tigadiyya’, in Nafa’is al-makhtiatat, 2:79-82. See
‘Kitab Taqrib al-usal’.

al-Mugni‘ fi al-ghayba. Edited by Muhammad ° Ali al-Hakim. Qum: Mu’assasat
Al al-Bayt, 1995. (B, N, T)

Nadd al-idah. Attributed to Murtada in Brockelmann, GAL, SI: 706. No such
book is mentioned elsewhere as a work of Murtada. The book is probably Nadd
al-idah, a work on rijal by Muhammad b. Muhammad Muhsin b. Murtada
al-Kashani (d. early eighteenth century), also known as °Alam al-Huda.?®!
‘Naqd al-Naysabairi fi tagsimihi li-1-a°rad’, in Rasa’il, 4:307-15.292

‘al-Nazar qabl al-dilala’, in Rasa’il, 4:338-9.263

‘al-Nisba bayn al-af°al wa-ma huwa lutf™® minha’, in Rasa’il, 4:343-5.264
‘al-Risala al-bahira {1 al-‘itra al-tahira’, in Rasa’il, 2:249-57. The text appears
first in Tabrisi, Ihtijaj, 2:336—40. The beginning seems to be missing some
parts. The argumentative method in the first part of the extant text is similar
to Murtada’s method in his other works. The author also refers to ‘al-Masa’il
al-Tabbaniyyat’ and Kitab al-Intisar as his own works and relies on them in
his argument. Nevertheless, the writing style and argumentative method in
the second part are very different from Murtada’s, especially in the excessive
use of rhyming prose (saj¢) and the passionate tone that is uncharacteristic of
Murtada — for example, when he singles out the people of Khurasan as ‘known
for their deviation from this way’ (that is, Shi‘ism), yet paying enormous
respect at the shrine of the Eighth Imam, °Ali al-Rida. Unless Murtada decided
to write the text in a literary style that responds to the needs of a varied audi-
ence and goes beyond the usual standard in his theological works, there is the
possibility that the surviving text comprises some original arguments by him
and additional modification by a later author. This possibility is corroborated
by the fact that Tabrist seems to have copied it from the same source as the
aforementioned ‘Munazarat Abi al-°Ala® al-Ma‘arri’, whose style matches its
problematic content.

‘Risala f1 al-radd “ala ashab al-°adad’, in Rasa’il, 2:15-63 = Jawab al-Karajiki
fi fasad al-°adad. Though without specifying a particular text, TiisT mentions
that Murtada answered many questions on this theme.?s> (B, T)
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‘Risala fi ghaybat al-hujja’, in Rasa’il, 2:291-8.26

al-Shafi fi al-imama. Edited by °Abd al-Zahra® al-Husayni al-Khatib. Tehran:
Murassasat al-Sadiq, 1986. (B, N, T)

‘al-Shahab f1 al-shayb wa-l-shabab’, in Rasa’il, 4:141-275%7 = Kitab al-Shayb
wa-1-shabab. The book was completed in December 1030. (B, T)

‘Sharh al-Qasida al-Mudhahhaba’, in Rasa’il, 4:51-139 = Tafsir Qasidat al-
Sayyid al-Ba’iyya = Tafsir Qasidat al-Sayyid al-Himyari al-Mudhahhaba.
(B,T)

Sharh Jumal al-‘ilm wa-l-‘amal. Edited by Ya‘qub al-Ja‘fari al-Maraghi.
Tehran: Dar al-Uswa, 1998. There are doubts concerning the authenticity of
this autocommentary,?® but these do not suffice to discredit it as a source of
Murtada’s views.

‘Sighat al-bay®’, in Rasa’il, 4:319-21.2®° The text was written in November
1035.

‘al-Ta° f1 kalimat al-dhat laysat li-l-ta°nith’, in Rasa’il, 4:339-40.27°

‘Tafsir al-ayat al-mutashabiha min al-Qur°an’, in Rasa’il, 3:285-305.2"!
‘Tafsir al-Khutba al-Shigshiqiyya’, in Rasa’il, 2:105-14 = al-Khutba
al-Mugqammasa.”’? (B)

Tafsir al-Qasida al-Mimiyya min shi°rihi = Tafsir qasidatihi.?’? (B, N)

‘Tafsir gawlihi ta°ala laysa “ala alladhina aman@’, in Amalr, 2:312-16. (B, N)
‘Tafsir qawlihi ta°ala qul taalaw atlu ma harrama rabbukum’, published as part
of ‘Ajwibat al-masa’il al-Qur°aniyya’, in Rasa’il, 3:97-101.2"* (B)

Tafsir surat al-Hamd wa-mi°a wa-khams wa-“ishrin aya min siirat al-Baqara =
Tafsir surat al-Hamd wa-qit°a min stirat al-Baqgara. (B, N)

‘Takmilat Amali al-Murtada’, in Amali, 2:253-333.27

‘Tanajjus al-bi’r thumma ghawr ma°iha’, in Rasa’il, 4:329-31.776

Tanbih al-ghafilin ‘an fadl al-Talibiyyin. Murtada is mentioned, with hesita-
tion, as one of the possible authors in Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 4:446. The work
is in fact by al-Hakim al-Jishumi (d. 1101) and has been published.?””

Tanzih al-anbiya® wa-1-a’imma. Edited by Faris Hasstin Karim. Qum: Maktab
al-I°lam al-Islami, 2002278 = Kitab al-Tanzih. (B, N, T)

Tayf al-khayal. Edited by Hasan Kamil al-Sayrafi. Cairo: °Isa al-Babi al-Halabi,
1962 = Kitab al-Tayf wa-1-khayal. (B, T)

The third mas’ala of ‘al-Masa®il al-Muhammadiyyat’ = ‘Ma ruwiya “an al-Nabi
“alayhi wa-alihi al-salam inna al-qulub ajnad"" mujannada ... al-khabar’. (B, N)

Notes

. The particular Shi‘i community to which the Biiyids belonged has still not been fully

determined. It may be said, however, that those members of the family who were in
Baghdad showed a stronger inclination towards Imami Shi‘ism than did their rela-
tives elsewhere, and that the second- and third-generation Buyids gravitated towards
Imamism whereas the first-generation Buyids were Zaydis. Their profession of the
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Isma‘ili creed, a claim found only in Isma‘ili sources, must have been very circum-
scribed and shortlived, if it ever took place. See the discussion and summary of scholar-
ship in Ali, Imamite Rationalism, 50-1.

. For a succinct survey of the prominent Shi®i families and their respective relations, see

Newman, Formative Period, 19-26.

. Al-Qadi, ‘Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi’, passim, which describes the Shi‘i colour of the era

as seen by a Sunni intellectual.

. For a discussion of the appellation, see Kraemer, Humanism, 1-5.
. Kraemer, Humanism, 75-80.

Kraemer, Humanism, 275.

. Cahen, ‘Ibn al-‘Amid’, no. 1.
. See the two recently edited parts of treatises written by him in Madelung and Schmidtke,

al-Sahib; see Pomerantz, ‘Political biography’, for his public career.

. Madelung, ‘Assumption’, 181-3.
. For the distinctly favourable treatment of Imamis, see Busse, Chalif, 605-6.
11.

See, for example, the debate in the presence of Rukn al-Dawla (d. 976) between Sadiiq
and an individual who denied the existence of the Twelfth Imam; Sadiq, Kamal, 87-8.
Cahen, ‘Buwayhids’.

See, for example, Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 16:16; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:638; Dhahabi,
Siyar, 18:335.

Busse, Chalif, 607-8; Kraemer, Humanism, 46-52.

See, for example, Madelung, ‘Assumption’, 169, 173, 174, 175.

Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 79-96, 158-67.

See the reactions to cases of a prominent Mu‘tazili judge at the time in Bray, ‘Practical
Mu‘tazilism’, 119-21.

. On the responsibilities and authorities of the office, see Mawardi, Ahkam, 96-9; Abi

Ya‘la, Ahkam, 90-5; Havemann, ‘Nakib al-ashraf’.

For his lineage up to “Ali b. Abi Talib Ibn al-Farra®, see Najashi, Rijal, 270; Tusi,
Fihrist, 98.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 8:594.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 8:630.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 8:710; Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:32; Ibn “Inaba, ‘Umda, 204.
According to Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:50, this took place in 986 following Sharaf al-
Dawla’s entry to Baghdad. Ibn al-Jawzi presents two dates: 986, when everyone’s
property was restored (Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 14:317-18), and 987, when he mentions
the name of Abt Ahmad al-Misawi (Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 14:322). But the first
date is more probable given Abli Ahmad’s close association with Sharaf al-Dawla, who
released him from prison promptly and whom Abt Ahmad accompanied in his march to
Baghdad to unseat his brother Samsam al-Dawla (d. 988), who appears to have shared
his father’s dislike of Abii Ahmad; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:23.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 14:161, 205, 237, 268, 344, 15:43, 72; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil,
8:565-6, 710, 9:77-8, 105, 182, 219.

See Nielsen, ‘Mazalim’.
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On him, see Strothmann, ‘Hasan al-Utrtish’.

On him see Djebli, ‘al-Sharif al-Radi’.

Tha‘alibi, Yatima, 3:155.

The controversy existed already before the great commentary on Nahj al-balagha by Ibn
AbI al-Hadid was written; Djebli, ‘Encore’, 33-56.

This biography is based on the following sources: Tha‘alibi, Yatima, 5:69—72; Najashi,
Rijal, 270-1; Tusi, Fihrist, 98-101; Khatib Baghdadi, Tarikh, 11:401; Ibn Shahrashiib,
Ma“alim, 104-6; Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:294-300; Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-udaba’,
4:1728-33; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 3:313-16; Dhahabi, Siyar, 17:588-90; Safadi,
Wafi, 20:231-4; Afandi, Riyad, 4:14—65; Shirazi, Darajat, 458—66; Kh“ansari, Rawdat,
4:284-301; Amin, A “yan, 8:213-19.

Tusi, Fihrist, 100; Khatib Baghdadi, Tarikh, 11:401; Ibn Shahrashtub, Ma‘alim, 104.
Safadi, Waft, 13:49.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 9:23, 14:344; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:77-8, 105.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:341; see also Murtada’s Diwan, 2:298-300.

Diwan, 1:330-2, 508-10.

Diwan, 1:208-11.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:89; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:263.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:72; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:219.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:119; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:261-2; see Murtada’s Diwan,
1:577-81.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:294; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:263.

Madelung, ‘°Alam al-Hoda’.

Djebli, ‘al-Sharif al-Radi’; see also his poem upon Qadir’s ascension to power in Ibn Abi
al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:33-4.

He is credited with a poem praising the ‘“Alid’ (that is, Fatimid) caliph of Egypt, a
blatant challenge to the “Abbasid policy of not acknowledging the Fatimid claim of
°Alid ancestry. In addition, he refused to sign the document on this question promulgated
by Qadir in 1011; Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:117-19; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 8:24-5,
9:236; Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:37-9.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:335.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:163.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:200-1; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:393-4.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:204.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:190-1.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:171; see the related poem in Diwan, 1:190-3.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:214.

Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:438.

See the poem in Murtada’s Diwan, 2:170-3.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:175; see the poem in the Diwan, 1:505-6.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:227.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:235-6; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:431.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:253-5; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:446.
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Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:253.

The “ayyariin had more complex social functions than can be captured by a simple trans-
lation; see Tor, ‘““Ayyar’.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:241.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:217; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:417-18, with a few lines of
Murtada’s poem on the occasion.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:54; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:189, where he has the date as
1005; see Murtada’s poem thanking the king for the title in his Diwan, 1:403-6.

As in Tusi, Fihrist, 99.

Al-Shahid al-Awwal, Arba‘in, 51-2; Afandi, Riyad, 4:19-20; Kh“ansari, Rawdat,
4:285. In the earliest of these sources, al-Shahid al-Awwal Muhammad b. Makki
(d. 1385) reports that he copied this story from a personal record written by Saft al-Din
Muhammad b. Ma‘“add al-Misawi (d. 1223).

Yaqut, Mujam al-udaba’, 4:1731.

Afandi, Riyad, 4:30; Kh“ansari, Rawdat, 4:286.

Ibn ‘Inaba, ‘Umda, 206; Afandi, Riyad, 4:22; Kh%ansari, Rawdat, 4:286.

This institution was basically a library founded by the Biyid vizier Abu Nasr Sabur b.
Ardashir (d. 1025) either in 991 or 993; see Sourdel, ‘Dar al-‘Ilm’.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:294; Afandi, Riyad, 4:22.

Afandi, Riyad, 4:21, 30; KhYansari, Rawdat, 4:285.

Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:37-9; Ibn ‘Inaba, ‘Umda, 206; Afandi, Riyad, 4:21-2;
contrast with his poem in the Diwan, 2:89-91 (1st edn).

Diwan, 2:209-12; see de Blois, ‘Sabi*’, no. 7.

Smoor, ‘al-Ma‘arr1’.

Tabrisi, Ihtijaj, 2:326-9; Afandi, Riyad, 4:21. Madelung, ‘°Alam al-Hoda’, gives some
credit to the reports about an unfriendly encounter but maintains that those reports were
‘anecdotically transformed’.

Ma°‘arri, Saqt, 31-8.

Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 99-157.

See Bulliet, Patricians, 20-7, for what constituted a patriciate in Naysabtr during these
centuries.

First-person account in Najashi, Rijal, 271. See Afandi, Riyad, 4:14, for other dates.
Ibn ‘Inaba, ‘Umda, 206; Afandi, Riyad, 4:30; Kh“ansari, Rawdat, 4:286. Thus the
mausoleum in Baghdad near Kazim’s, commonly believed to be Murtada’s, is probably
someone else’s; see Mustafa Jawad’s introduction to Murtada’s Diwan, 28-32.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:292; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, 9:526.

Ibn ‘Inaba, ‘Umda, 206; the abovementioned Abi al-Qasim is credited with Diwan
al-nasab, infamous for doubting the ancestry of many proclaimed °Alids; Kohlberg,
Medieval Muslim Scholar, 145-6.

See the editors’ introductions to his Amali and Diwan for a more comprehensive list.
On him, see Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 3:190-3.

Sellheim, ‘al-Marzubani’.

Kulinich, ‘Beyond theology’; Flanagan, ‘al-Rummani’.
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Tusi, Rijal, 434; he is the brother of Sadiiq, on whom see Najashi, Rijal, 68; Khui,
Mu‘jam, 7:47-8.

On Mufid’s life, see McDermott, Theology, 8-22; see also Murtada’s eulogy of Mufid in
his Diwan, 2:438-40.

Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:41.

Jishumi, ‘Sharh’, 383, and Ibn al-Murtada, ‘Tabaqat’, 117 (the latter apparently copying
from the former), report that Murtada studied under °Abd al-Jabbar, Jishumi adding that
it was in Baghdad upon °Abd al-Jabbar’s return from pilgrimage; Madelung, ‘°Alam
al-Hoda’, dates the encounter to 999. If this is true, the brevity of the acquaintance
might have been the reason why other biographers of Murtada do not count “Abd
al-Jabbar among his teachers. Nonetheless, Murtada’s brother Radi was a student of
¢Abd al-Jabbar, as stated by Radi himself in his Majazat, 48, 180, 362. It is possible that
Jishumi is confusing the two brothers, since he fails to mention Radi, whose encounter
with “Abd al-Jabbar is documented. In addition, Murtada himself never alludes to such
a connection in the Dhakhira, where he engages explicitly with the Qadi’s views (the
Shafi was probably finished before their presumed meeting). Another explanation is that
Jishumt is trying to connect Murtada to the Mu‘tazili tradition as a student of a Mu‘tazili
master, since Murtada was more of a theologian than was Radi.

Amir-Moezzi, ‘al-Tas1’; Brown, Hadith, 131; Amin, A “yan, 9:159-67; Khii’1, Mu ‘jam,
16:257-62.

Ibn Shahrashiib, Ma‘alim, 66; Amin, A “yan, 3:634-5; Khi’1, Mu ‘jam, 4:283.

Ibn Shahrashiib, Ma‘alim, 53—4; Amin, A ‘yan, 9:400-1; Kht°1, Mu‘jam, 17:357-8.

Ibn Shahrashiib, Ma‘alim, 169-70; Amin, A ‘yan, 7:70-2; Kht’i, Mujam, 9:177.

Ibn Shahrashab, Ma‘alim, 115; Amin, A ‘yan, 8:18; Khu°1, Mu‘jam, 11:42-3.

As Bulliet, Conversion, 1367, notes in relation to various regions of the Muslim world.
Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 72-8.

McDermott, Theology, 376.

Madelung, ‘°Alam al-Hoda’.

As in the excerpts and comments in Tha‘alibi, Yatima, 5:69-72.

See Safadi, Wafi, 20:234; Ibn Hajar, Lisan, 5:141.

KhYansari, Rawdat, 4:300; Amin, A “yan, 8:217.

KhVYansari, Rawdat, 4:292.

In addition to editions of his works, see Ma‘tiiq, Sharif, 354-61.

Najashi, Rijal, 270.

Modarressi, Introduction, 43. The translation of akhbar al-ahad is problematic, as there
are different definitions of the term. In Murtada’s usage, it refers to all reports that are not
mutawatir; so he defines such traditions by negation. In any case, the translation depends
on that of rawatur, for which ‘prevalence’ has been selected here. Other possible transla-
tions include recurrence (Hallaq, Introduction, 17) and massive transmission (Brown,
Hadith, 104).

Calder, ‘Doubt’, 61; Madelung, ‘°Alam al-Hoda’.

Ansari and Schmidtke, ‘Mu‘tazili and Zaydi reception’, 93.

Modarressi, Introduction, 45.
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Calder, ‘Doubt’, 62, is inclined to see Tis1’s rejection of this principle as symptomatic
of a desire to expand and preserve the area of clerical authority.

Modarressi, Introduction, 46.

Najashi, Rijal, 270; Tusi, Fihrist, 99; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 3:313.

Madelung, ‘°Alam al-Hoda’.

See the references in Ansari and Schmidtke, ‘Mu‘tazilism’, 230-1.

Erder, ‘Karaites’, 786.

Dhahabi, Tarikh, 29:434; Dhahabi, Siyar, 17:589; Safadi, Waft, 20:231; Ibn Hajar, Lisan,
4:223.

Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 9:294.

Afandi, Riyad, 4:56; Amin, A “yan, 1:41.

For Sunni biographies of Mufid, see Khatib Baghdadi, Tartkh, 3:449-50; Ibn al-Jawzi,
Muntazam, 15:157; Ibn Hajar, Lisan, 5:368. The only exception is Dhahabi’s reference
to Mufid’s acceptance of Mu‘tazilism; Dhahabi, Siyar, 17:344. On TusT’s case, see
Dhahabi, Siyar, 18:334-5; Ibn Hajar, Lisan, 5:135.

As in Jishumi, ‘Sharh’, 383, and Ibn al-Murtada, ‘Tabaqat’, 117, both adding that
Murtada is an Imami.

McDermott, Theology.

Ansari and Schmidtke, ‘al-Shaykh al-Tast’, 483-8.

See the editor’s introduction to Amali, 18.

Ansari, ‘Nuskha-"1 kuhansal’.

Ma‘tuq, Sharif, 114-15.

On him, see Khatib Baghdadi, Tarikh, 3:355-6; Amin, A ‘yan, 9:404; Khii’1, Mu‘jam,
15:323.

See the last passage of Jumal al-“ilm wa-I-‘amal in Rasa’il, 3:81.

Dhakhira, 607. See a more detailed discussion about the relationship between the two
texts in Schmidtke, ‘Jewish reception’. Ansari, ‘Kitab-i al-Ta‘liq’, and Nazari, ‘Nikati’,
disagree on the exact structural connection between the two texts, depending on whether
the original Dhakhira begins with the section on investigation (Nazari’s position) or with
a section on divine unicity that was later elided upon Murtada’s suggestion (Ansari’s
position); see also Nazari, ‘Piyvast’. It seems that Murtada’s student Sallar al-Daylami
authored a completion (tatmim) of the Mulakhkhas; Schwarb, ‘Short communication’,
77n8.

See the editors’ introduction in Adang, Madelung and Schmidtke, Basran Mu‘tazilite
Theology, 7, for this change in structure.

In translating mukallaf and other terms that refer to the human being as agent, there
is a tension between the moral/legal and ontological/existential aspects; compare, for
example, Vasalou, Moral Agents, 50 (subject of the Law); Reinhart, Before Revelation,
12 (the one made-responsible); Austin, ‘Some key words’, 55-6 (slave preferred to
servant). Except in the more technical sections discussing parties to moral obligation, I
use the term ‘individual’ both for stylistic reasons and because it is more consistent with
the common Muslim view on responsibility.

See Heemskerk, Suffering, 149 for a discussion of the translation of lutf.
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Schwarb, ‘Short communication’, 76-7. See the helpful studies by Hamid Nazari where
he points out many problems in the current publications, eventually suggesting that a
new edition may be needed for both; Nazari, ‘Luziim’, and ‘Luziim (2)’, for Dhakhira
and Mulakhkhas, respectively.

In the introduction to his ‘Udda, 1:3—4, Tus1 states that Murtada has not written a work
on jurisprudence despite his treatment of its questions; however, he quotes Murtada’s
views on certain points in great detail, in wording that is identical to that of the Dhari‘a;
Tusi, ‘Udda, 2:455-62,470-81, 669-719. Tusi either refrains from specifying his source
for Murtada’s views or refers the reader to texts other than the Dhari‘a, although in other
cases he often mentions his sources for Murtada’s statements (as in ‘Udda, 1:82-8, and
Ghayba, 12, where he states that he is quoting the Dhakhira). Thus, Murtada’s juris-
prudential system was elaborated earlier than Tasi’s, although the latter’s ‘Udda was
put into circulation as an independent work before the Dhari‘a. Akhtar, ‘al-Tast’, 156
proposed the possibility that the Dharia was put together after Murtada’s death. In addi-
tion to being an unnecessary assumption, this hypothesis cannot account for the book’s
concluding paragraph, in which Murtada states that the book (kitab) was completed
(itmam) on the date provided; Dhari‘a, 561. In light of this statement, it makes more
sense to assume that the work was compiled in his lifetime, though after Tust’s ‘Udda.
This assumption explains why Bahr al-‘Ulum, Fawa’id, 3:144, still considers Murtada’s
work the earliest.

Murtada seems not to have been aware of Abu al-Husayn al-Basri’s al-Mu‘tamad fi
usil al-figh, although in their introductions to the Mu‘tamad and the Dhari‘a, respec-
tively, BasrT and Murtada express similar complaints about the methodology of “Abd
al-Jabbar’s ‘Umad (Murtada, however, refrains from mentioning names in this context);
Dhari‘a, 29-31; cf. Basti, Mu‘tamad, 1:7-8. A comparison of Murtada’s and Basri’s
discussions of the same topic supports the assumption that Murtada was not familiar
with BasrT’s work, as the former’s arguments do not generally correspond to the latter’s
positions. See, for example, the discussions on non-prevalent reports and analogical
reasoning in Dhari‘a, 366-86, 465-81; cf. Basri, Mu‘tamad, 2:583, 607, 724-53.
Dhari‘a, 561.

Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:18, 290, 20:34. Beyond his staunch Mu‘tazilism, Ibn Abi
al-Hadid’s affiliation is hard to determine, although his pro-°Alid proclivities are
explicit. Afsaruddin, Excellence, 78, describes him as ©Alid-Mu‘tazili; al-Qadi, ‘Early
Fatimid political document’, 89, considers him Shi‘i and Mu‘tazili.

Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 10:25.

Shafi, 1:33-4, 4:365-6.

Shafi, 1:43, 73, 86-7, 96-8, 137, 167-8, 179, 210, 215, 318, 3:72, 4:117; cf. “Abd
al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 20{1}:18, 31-5, 37-8, 56, 69-70, 75, 79, 91-2, 181, 336.

Shaft, 1:38, 90; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:13.

See, for example, Shafi, 1:90-6.

Shafi, 2:247, 321, 4:249, 256, 347; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:138-9, 155-6,
{2}:50, 89.

Shafi, 4:216, 236; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{2}:20-6, 45-7.
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See, for example, Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 12:204, 249, 17:186.

Ibn al-Murtada, Tabagat, 119.

Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 10:179-80.

Ansari and Schmidtke, ‘al-Shaykh al-Tus1’, 478.

Aghﬁ Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 4:423, 6:104-5, 15:49.

For example, the editor of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 1209) classic on the question,
‘Ismat al-anbiya’, expresses discomfort with the similarity between Razi’s work and
Murtada’s Tanzih; see Razi, ‘Isma, 34-5. See also the editor’s introduction to Tanzih
al-anbiya’ by Ibn Himyar (fl. twelfth century) for other books of this genre with a similar
title.

Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 17:162.

On him, see Zirikli, A “lam, 6:50; Sarmadi, ‘Abo Moslem Esfahani Mofasseri’; Rabbani,
‘Abo Moslem Esfahan1’. His commentary, Jami al-ta’wil li-muhkam al-tanzil, is lost,
but fragments from it were collected and published in 1921 in India.

The debate on infallibility in the 1990s gave rise to heated exchanges, and the various
sides appealed to Murtada’s position to defend their own. The contemporary Imami
scholar Ja“far Subhani singled out Murtada’s contribution to this discussion in the
Shi‘i tradition; Subhani, “Isma, 6, 35-6, 55-7. Another scholar, responding to confes-
sional enquiries on the question, referred community members to the Shafi and the
Tanzih; Gulpaygani, Risalatan, 114. See examples of the very detailed discussion in
Zayn al-°Abidin, Muraja‘at, 118, 178, 255 and 346.

Tasti, Fihrist, 100.

Dhari‘a, 31.

See Modarressi, Introduction, 101-2, for some of the manuscripts of the collected mis-
cellaneous responses.

The earliest appearance of this list is in Afandi, Riyad, 4:34-9, where the author claims
to be copying from a manuscript with both Busrawi’s and Murtada’s handwriting.
Another published version is based on Husayn Mahftuz’s copy of a manuscript; it appears
in Muhyt al-Din, Adab, 164n1, and is reprinted in the introduction to Murtada’s Diwan,
1:126-32. Mahfuz’s and Afandi’s versions are very similar, with minor differences
probably due to misreading. I usually prefer Afandi’s version in this bibliography, but I
note differences between the two. Whenever I cite Mahftiz’s and Afandi’s versions, I do
so in reference to their readings of this list.

Rasa’il al-Sharif al-Murtada. Edited by Ahmad al-Husayni. Qum: Dar al-Qur°an
al-Karim, 1985-90. Not to be confused with the earlier but shorter collection of Murtada’s
works under the same title and by the same editor: Rasa’il al-Sharif al-Murtada. Edited
by Ahmad al-Husayni. Najaf: Matba“at al-Adab, 1966. The latter is referred to below as
Rasa’il (1966). As with Dhakhira and Mulakhkhas, Nazari, ‘Nigarishi (3)’, points out
many of the deficiencies of the edited text, even offering a taxonomy of these mistakes.
Masa’il al-Murtada. Edited by Wafqan Khudayr Muhsin al-Ka‘bi. Beirut: Mu’assasat
al-Balagh, 2001.

Mawsii‘at turath al-Sayyid al-Murtada fi “ilm al-kalam wa-radd al-shubuhat. Najaf:
al-Markaz al-Islamf li-1-Dirasat al-Istratijiyya, 2015.
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Also published in Rasa’il (1966), 39-50.

For more on this misattribution, see the editor’s introduction to Karajiki, Ta‘ajjub,
19-21.

Probably the work referred to as ‘Masa’il ayat’ in Ibn Shahrashiib, Ma‘alim, 105.
Entitled ‘Ahkam al-talaq bi-lafz wahid’ in Masa’il, 33-5.

Also published as Amali al-Sayyid al-Murtada. Edited by Muhammad Badr al-Din
al-Na‘®sani al-Halabi. Cairo: Matba‘®at al-Sa‘ada, 1907.

Also in Amali, 1:72-4.

Abdulsater, ‘Resurgence’.

Part of the text, entitled ‘Fi al-jawahir al-mudraka’, is also found in Masa’il, 193-7.
Entitled ‘F1 anna al-jawahir mudraka’ in Masa’il, 81-3.

Entitled ‘al-Jawhar 1a yaktin muhdath® in Masa’il, 98.

Entitled ‘Ahkam al-nawafil’ in Masa’il, 63-5.

Previously published as al-Dhari‘a ila usil al-shari‘a. Edited by Abu al-Qasim Guijl.
Tehran: Tehran University Publications, 1967.

Also published as Diwan al-Sharif al-Murtada. Edited by Muhammad al-Ttnji. Beirut:
Dar al-Jil, 1997.

Entitled ‘al-Farq bayn najis al-°ayn wa-I-hukm’ in Masa’il, 59-60.

See the editor’s introduction, 32-6.

Abdulsater, Climax, 61-71.

Also in Amali, 1:61-3.

Entitled ‘Wasf al-shay” li-nafsihi’ in Masa’il, 201.

Entitled ‘Hukm wild al-bint min haythu al-siyada’ in Masa’il, 47-8.

The earliest source to mention this is Ibn Shahrashtib, Ma‘alim, 105. This is probably
what Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, 15:295-9, transmits under the same theme from Murtada.
Nevertheless, the text published as ‘Inkah Amir al-Mu’minin ibnatahu’ under ‘Ajwiba
min masa’il mutafarriqa f1 al-hadith wa-ghayrihi’ in Rasa’il, 3:148-50, is significantly
shorter than Ibn al-Jawzi’s and is probably one of the miscellaneous loose questions
answered by Murtada.

Also in the earlier collection, Rasa’il (1966), 51-124. Also under the same title in
the collection of treatises Rasa’il al-‘adl wa-I-tawhid. Edited by Muhammad °Amara.
Cairo: Dar al-Shurtq, 1988, 1:283-342.

Abdulsater, ‘Theological Treatise’.

Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 1:515.

Entitled ‘al-Qadim la yaf©al al-qabih’, in Masa’il, 122-7.

Entitled ‘al-°Azm €ala al-iftar ghayr muftir’, in Masa’il, 40-6.

Mufid, al-Shaykh Muhammad b. Muhammad. ‘Adam sahw al-Nabi. Edited by
Muhammad Rida Husayni Jalali. Beirut: Dar al-Mufid, 1993.

There is much confusion around this work. Mahfaz (d. 2009) states that it consists of
ten questions; according to Afandi (d. 1718) it consists of three. The published text has
ten sections (fuesil) that address the same argument, which supports Mahfiiz’s reading.
Murtada’s own references to his responses to al-Tabban match the published text in
terms of content; Intisar, 81; Rasa’il, 3:202. Nevertheless, Najashi, Rijal, 271, seems to
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hold that there are three responses, in agreement with Afandi’s version, and that they are
related to the king (sultan). However, caution is required, because Najashi’s wording is
slightly ambiguous: it leaves room for the possibility that he is referring to two separate
entries and not qualifying the first one, which is ‘al-Tabbaniyyat’. Following a certain
reading of Najashi’s remarks, Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 2:78-9, suggests that there are
two such answers by Murtada: the published one, named after al-Tabban and written
in ten sections; and a second one, which includes three questions and is possibly called
‘al-Masa’il al-Tubaniyyat’, after the city of Tuban (Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-buldan, 2:10).
Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 2:84, further calls it ‘al-As°ila al-Sultaniyya’, on the assump-
tion that the king of Tuban asked these questions of Murtada. The main question that
needs to be answered, in this case, is the reason for Tisi’s omission of the text pub-
lished as ‘Jawab al-masa’il al-Tabbaniyyat’ from his list, despite its size and impor-
tance. One possibility is that the discussion is also covered in the Dhari‘a, which he
mentions.

The identity of ‘Jawabat al-masa®il al-Dimashqiyya’ and ‘Jawabat al-masa’il
al-Nagsiriyya’ is stated in Busrawi’s list, on which Bahr al-°Ulim, Fawa’id, 3:148, is
probably basing his similar assertion while still being aware of another work entitled
‘al-Nasiriyyat’.

See also Aghﬁ Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 5:235. Bahr al-‘Ultim, Fawa’id, 3:145, 154-5, reverses
the order of ‘al-Masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat al-thaniya’ and ‘al-Masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat
al-thalitha’. Although it is difficult to determine their original order, it seems that Agha
Buzurg’s list is more in line with Murtada’s tone in Intisar, 81, 99 and 452, and the text
of the two questions, for the text of the shorter one does not invoke Murtada’s lengthy
argument against analogical reasoning and non-prevalent traditions, even when the occa-
sion arises; Rasa’il, 1:179. Thus, it is probable that the lengthy argument appearing in
the longer text was written later. TuisT’s silence on ‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Mawsiliyyat
al-thaniya’ may be due to his explicit commitment to larger works.

Intisar, 452.

See Modarressi, Introduction, 101, for the manuscripts.

Ibn Shahrashab, Ma‘alim, 105.

In the published text, the nineteenth and twentieth questions are exceedingly similar and
could be considered one question, which might explain the discrepancy in the count.
Bahr al-°Ulim, Fawa’id, 3:148-9, states that he has seen different manuscripts of this
work and they all contain sixty-six questions. Strangely, he notes that all of them are
questions on law, which does not correspond to the current collection. Cf. Agha Buzurg,
Dhari‘a, 5:238, who also states that there are sixty-six questions. Afand1’s version reads
mi’at mas’ala, whereas Mahfiiz’s reads mi’a. It is possible that the mi’at mas’ala in
Afand1’s version is a misreading of sitt wa-sittiin.

Entitled ‘Ajwibat al-masa°il al-Niliyyat’ in Masa’il, 132-53.

The editor of Masa’il takes the title to refer to a river in Raqqa with the name al-Nil.
Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-buldan, 5:334; cf. Murtada’s contemporary Muqaddisi, Ahsan, 123,
who calls it a city and the earlier view of Jahiz, ‘al-Awtan’, 142, who considers it a
village.
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The published text reads ‘qawluhu [zida] baha’uhu’, but it is most probably ‘qawl
Thumama’. See similar statements ascribed to Thumama (reading ‘Ashras’ for ‘Asrash’)
in Ibn al-°Arabi, ‘Awasim, 1:97; Jurjani, Sharh, 8:178.

Bahr al-‘Ultm, Fawa’id, 3:149-50.

Bahr al-‘Ultim, Fawa’id, 3:150; Aghﬁ Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 5:221; Ibn Shahrashub,
Ma‘alim, 105.

Ibn Tawas, Faraj, 43.

Also in Amali, 2:319-25, as part of the ‘Takmila’. Published as ‘al-Radd ‘ala
al-munajjimin’, in Rasa’il, 2:299-312. See Kohlberg, Medieval Muslim Scholar, 260
(no. 378), for other published editions of the text.

Also, under the same title, in Masa’il, 288-97; the text is also found in Amali, 2:325-8,
as part of the ‘“Takmila’, but without the opening sentence.

Published as ‘Mas’ala {1 tawarud al-adilla’, in Rasa’il, 2:145-52.

See Ansari, ‘Athar (2)’.

Mabhfuz states that the collection contains twenty-five questions, without any mention of
‘Jawabat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyyat al-rabia’. But according to Afandi’s version and
to Bahr al-‘Ulum, Fawa’id, 3:153, there are twenty-three questions.

Entitled ‘Ajwibat al-masa’il al-Tarabulusiyya al-thaniya’ in Masa’il, 220-87.

Bahr al-°Ultm, Fawa’id, 3:153, contrary to Mahftiz and Afandi.

Entitled ‘Ba‘d al-masa’il al-Wasitiyyat’ in Masa’il, 49-58.

Entitled ‘al-Jism ma® al-sifa’ in Masa’il, 128-9.

Also available as an earlier, separate publication by the same editor: Jumal al-“ilm wa-I-
amal. Edited by Ahmad al-Husayni. Najaf: Matba®at al-Adab, 1967.

Erder, ‘Karaites’, 786.

Afandi mentions this work as ‘al-Buriiq’. Ibn Shahrashtb, Ma‘alim, 105, is the earliest
to call it ‘al-Marmiiq fi awsaf al-buriiq’. Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 20:315, suggests also
‘al-Mawmilq {1 awsaf al-burliq’. But these titles do not seem to appear in other early
bibliographies. Given Afandl’s text and bearing in mind that some of Murtada’s works
came to be known already early on by a short title other than their original long one
(such as al-Sarfa), it can be assumed that the book’s title is actually that included in Ibn
Shahrashiib’s or Agha Buzurg’s list. The terms marmiiq and mawmiiq both appear in
Murtada’s writing and are plausible for the title, so it is hard to determine which of the
two possible readings is more probable.

The earliest source to mention this work is Ibn Shahrashtib, Ma‘alim, 105, who says it is
short. Interestingly, later scholars always cite the book on one specific question, namely,
whether Friday prayers can be held without the permission of the Imam. In these discus-
sions they seem not to have consulted the book itself but relied on the work of a much
later scholar, al-Shahid al-Thani (d. 1558); al-Shahid al-Thani, Rasa’il, 1:194; Khaju®1,
Rasa’il, 1:493; see also Jafarian, Davazdah, 245.

In Afandi it is ‘Kitab Masa®il al-khilaf fi al-ustl’, which — in light of Murtada’s
terminology — gives the impression that the book is on theology, although by Afandi’s
time zsil/ had come to mean primarily jurisprudence. Nevertheless, the readings of both
Najashi and Tiist support Mahfiiz’s reading, listed in the main as the first choice.
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Busrawt’s list, in addition to Tas1’s, affirm that Murtada did not complete this book. Bahr
al-‘Ultm, Fawa’id, 3:145, reports, disapprovingly, that someone claimed to have seen a
complete text of the work.

Included under the same title in Masa’il, 334-5, and in Amali, 2:258, as part of the
‘Takmila’.

Reading ‘abyat’ for ‘ithbat’.

Entitled ‘Kawn al-sifa bi-1-fa‘il’ in Masa’il, 191-2.

Entitled ‘Mas’ala f1 al-man® min al-‘amal bi-khabar al-wahid’ in Masa”il, 81-3.
Entitled ‘al-Alam wa-wajh al-husn fihi’ in Masa’il, 202-7.

Entitled ‘Ma‘na al-ijba® fi al-lugha’ in Masa’il, 331-3.

This is how the title appears in Mahfiiz’s edition. In Afandi’s, it reads al-mubadariyyat.
However, the reference is probably to Badaraya, which supports Mahfiiz’s reading;
Yaqut, Mu‘jam al-buldan, 1:317-18.

Ibn Shahrashub, Ma‘alim, 105 (and, copying him, Bahr al-‘Ulum, Fawa’id, 3:149),
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that the latter consists of fourteen questions on various subjects. Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a,
5:221 and 20:347, considers ‘al-Masa’il al-Daylamiyya’ and ‘al-Masa’il al-Raziyya’ to
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addition, in the context of praising Abu al-Salah al-Halabi, Afandi, Riyad, 4:17 reports
that Murtada, upon receiving questions from Aleppo, would refer people to the former.
Later sources (Bahr al-*Ulim, Fawa’id, 3:149; Agha Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 5:217, 20:342)
seem to copy Tusi.
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See the notes at http://www.hadithcongresses.ir/Article.aspx?1id=968.
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Rasa’il, 1:204.
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Afandi, Riyad, 4:17; see also the editor’s introduction to Karajiki, Ta ‘ajjub, 13.
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218-19.
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what Bahr al-‘Ulum, Fawa’id, 3:144, mentions as ‘Risala fi tariqat al-istidlal’.

Aghﬁ Buzurg, Dhari‘a, 24:186. On the author, see Amin, A “yan, 10:46; Amini, Ghadir,
11:362-3.
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Entitled ‘al-Kalam f1 al-a‘rad’ in Masa’il, 208-17, and ‘Tatimmat anwa® al-a°rad min
jam® Abit Rashid al-Naysabiir1’ in Ibn Shahrashub, Ma‘alim, 105-6.

Entitled ‘Awwal al-wajibat al-nazar’ in Masa’il, 130-1.

Entitled ‘al-Af‘al ma® al-lutf” in Masa’il, 199-200.

Bahr al-‘Ulum, Fawa’id, 3:146, confirms that Murtada was responding to material that
Karajiki had collected.

Entitled ‘Mas’ala f1 al-ghayba’ in Masa’il, 154-61; the same text, but missing the last
two sentences, is entitled ‘Mas’ala wajiza 1 al-ghayba’ in Nafa’is al-makhtitat, 4:9-13.
Edited by Muhammad Hasan Al Yasin. Baghdad: Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, 1955.

Also published separately as al-Sharif al-Murtada, al-Shahab fi al-shayb wa-I-shabab.
Beirut: Dar al-Ra’id al-°Arabi, 1982.

See Ansari, ‘Ta‘liq’.

Entitled ‘Hukm al-ijab wa-l-qubiil {1 al-mu®amalat’ in Masa’il, 30-2.

Entitled ‘Mas’alat al-ta® min qawlihi dhat al-qadim’ in Masa’il, 301-30, where the text
is mostly a commentary by the editor.

Mentioned by Bahr al-°Ulim, Fawa’id, 3:146, as ‘Risala mukhtasara fi mutashabihat
al-Fatiha wa-1-Huruf al-Muqatta“a’.

The earliest source to mention ‘al-Khutba al-Mugammasa’ is Ibn Shahrashuib, Ma ‘alim,
106. The opening passage of ‘Tafsir al-Khutba al-Shigshiqiyya’ makes it clear that these
two titles refer to the same text.
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al-suwwam), 3:264-8 (1st edn). The editor of Bahr al-*Ultm, Fawa’id, 3:147n2, speci-
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Also in Amalr, 2:297-300.

The earliest source to mention this is Ibn Shahrashtb, Ma‘alim, 105. It is also referenced
by Ibn Abi al-Hadid, Sharh, 1:305.

Entitled ‘Hukm ma® al-bi’r ba®d al-jafaf’ in Masa’il, 61-2.

Jishumi, al-Hakim al-Mubhassin b. Karama. Tanbih al-ghafilin ‘an fadl al-Talibiyyin.
Edited by Ibrahim al-Darsi. Sa‘da, Yemen: Markaz Ahl al-Bayt, 2000.

Published also as Tanzth al-anbiya’. Beirut: Dar al-Adwa®, 1989.



CHAPTER

2

GOD AND THE WORLD

To understand the conceptual framework of classical Muslim theologians, we must
be mindful of both God and the world. Although God, in His self-sufficiency, does
not depend on this world, the latter is the necessary point of departure for our
knowledge of Him, be it of His existence or His other attributes. But to perfect our
knowledge of the whole religious experience,' a return to the world is needed once
the reasoning about God has been completed; this reasoning allows us to understand
how He manages the affairs of this world, of paramount importance among them the
salvation of the human being.

With this consideration in mind, this chapter examines the major premises of
Murtada’s theological system. It opens with a brief inventory to take stock of his
terms, definitions and argumentative methods. This is followed by a discussion
of the proof for the existence of God, inseparable from subsequently learning of
His attributes and acts. These were topics of heated debate in Islamic history, and
the very involvement in such discussions brought the wrath of traditionalists upon
theologians, regardless of their affiliation.? But even among theologians themselves,
much ink was spilt on merciless accusations; a label no less grave than that of poly-
theism always loomed over the discussion of the relationship between divine essence
and attributes, given the danger of accepting real multiplicity in the divine;? talk of
God’s corporeality was closely associated with the slander of anthropomorphism,*
whereas that of His speech led to the famous inquisition (mihna) instituted by the
caliph al-Ma’miin.

In these discussions Murtada comes very close to the teachings of the Basran
Mu“tazili school, to the point of endorsing most of its positions. This agreement
is occasioned by the fact that these debates do not involve concepts that contra-
dict staple Imami doctrines — in contrast to discussions of divine justice (in con-
nection with which the Basran Mu‘tazili understanding of intercession can pose
a real problem), the Imama (on which both the historical/political and theological
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aspects of the common Mu°‘tazili position are incompatible with Imami doctrine)
and prophethood (regarding which the Mu‘tazili view of religious law may dispense
with the necessity of the Imama). Nevertheless, his agreement with the teachings of
the Basran Mu‘tazilis, in addition to his belief that the fundamentals of religion must
be acquired through the intellect and his dismissal of non-prevalent traditions, leaves
little room for the specificity of Imami doctrine in Murtada’s corpus. The need to
assert his distinct Imami identity is probably what gives rise to a paradoxical situa-
tion: although he rarely invokes authority in his theology, it is here — in discussions
that are usually least dependent on revelation — that he claims that the origins of
theological thinking about God’s unicity and justice are to be found in the words of
¢Ali and the other Imams. By firmly grounding the content of belief in the authority
of the Imams, Murtada is consolidating the connection between theology and doc-
trine: his choice of individuals and episodes is an unmistakable statement of iden-
tity. For although it is common for Mu‘tazilis to count some of the Imams among
their ranks,> Murtada goes on to include other Imams who are not usually claimed
by Mu‘tazilis. In addition, he relates an episode that is intended to show Kazim’s
miraculous knowledge, not only his adherence to precepts acceptable to and claimed
by Mu‘tazilis.®

Epistemological sketch: knowledge, investigation, reason and proofs

The major components of Murtada’s epistemology are knowledge (“ilm), investiga-
tion (nazar), reason (‘aql) and evidence (dilala, dalil). Although these components
do not operate on the same level of precedence, they are all united by the assump-
tion that the world can be fully explored using human epistemic tools. This section
presents a succinct treatment of these components, with particular emphasis on their
interconnections and synergy. As such, it will serve as a prelude to understanding
Murtada’s theological system.

Knowledge

The cornerstone of Murtada’s epistemology is the concept of knowledge, since it
functions as the constituent unit of reason (see below), the teleological product of
investigation and the criterion to test the validity of evidence. Knowledge is defined
as a conviction (i‘tigad) about something that entails authentic confidence (sukiin
al-nafs) in the soul of the knower and is congruous with the reality of the object of
conviction.” Thus the subjective aspect of knowledge — that is, the authentic confi-
dence of the knower — is considered, in no equivocal words, prior to the objective
aspect — that is, the correspondence of this conviction with external reality. This
definition has stirred much controversy in Muslim theology, since it seems to leave
unanswered the challenge posed by the cases of sceptics or mistaken individu-
als whose confidence in their conviction is no less authentic than that of knowing
individuals. °Abd al-Jabbar’s laborious attempts to address this problem eventually
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led him to adopt a ‘practical’ criterion whereby he compares the consequences of
actions undertaken by knowing agents with those done by other agents with whom
they share authentic confidence. As such, °Abd al-Jabbar’s solution amounts to an
implicit admission of the impossibility of contenting oneself with the subjective
criterion while also deeming a purely theoretical objective criterion implausible,
conclusions that make the practical alternative more attractive. This practical solu-
tion, investing in consequences, is also adopted by Murtada in his statement that a
knowing individual will act in full accordance with his knowledge, as in the case
of someone seeing a beast and avoiding it. Nevertheless, his extant corpus does
not betray equal awareness of the complexity of the problem as compared to “Abd
al-Jabbar, for he resorts to ad hominem attacks on his adversaries, accusing them of
dimwittedness (gillat al-fitna).}

There are two types of knowledge: necessary (dariir?) and acquired (muktasab).
Necessary knowledge is that which a knowing person cannot disavow. It is divided
into two main categories: that which occurs initially (ibtida’) and that which occurs
following its determinant (sabab). Examples of the first category are basic theoreti-
cal rules (such as the impossibility of being in two places at the same time and of
a middle ground between affirmation and negation — the excluded third according
to the philosophers). Examples of the second category are knowledge that must
(vajib) occur following its determinant (such as knowledge acquired through percep-
tion) and knowledge that occurs following its determinant due to a norm (fariquhu
al-‘ada), that is, not as an effect of the causal function of its determinant but as an
effect of God’s norm, whether this norm is uniform (as in knowledge that accrues
from hearing prevalent traditions, for those who deem such knowledge necessary)
or not (as in memorisation accruing from repeated study, which varies for different
people).” As will be seen throughout the discussion of Murtada’s various positions,
the concept of necessary knowledge is crucial for him as an argumentative tool. It
also provides a major insight into his view on causality, discussed later. At this point,
it may be noted that the distinction between what must occur following its determi-
nant and what occurs due to God’s norm — despite the existence of its determinant
— is critical for our understanding of the nature of connections between events, on the
one hand, and the limits of possibility and reasonability, on the other, in Murtada’s
thought. For the inevitability of knowledge acquired through perception is separated
from God’s norm in a manner strongly suggestive of an unbreakable connection
between the event of perception and the knowledge accruing from it, without any
hint of divine intervention to make it possible. By contrast, when God’s norm is
needed in addition to the determinant, the conclusion to be drawn is that Murtada
admits some sort of connection between the two consecutive events but stipulates
that divine intervention is necessary to allow the connection to take effect. The flip
side of this latter position is that divine intervention can also suspend this effect from
taking place. As Murtada eloquently puts it: “There is no inevitability in that which
is established through God’s norm’ (Ia@ wujiib fi ma tariquhu al-“ada)."°

Acquired knowledge, in turn, is knowledge that a knowing person can disavow
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by subjecting it to the challenge of a problematic question (shubha). It is also divided
into two categories: that which is generated (mutawallid) by investigation and that
which is not. An example of the latter category is retrieving knowledge that has been
established by investigation, whether one still remembers its details or just remem-
bers that one has studied it and acquired knowledge of it in the past (such as one’s
renewed knowledge of theological matters upon waking up from sleep, without
having to reconstruct the whole argument). Another example of this category is
matching a general principle to a particular case (such as knowing that injustice is
vile [gabth] and knowing an act to be unjust so as to judge it vile).!" As for the former
category, that of knowledge established through investigation, a definition of investi-
gation is required for any discussion of it.

Investigation is thinking (fikr) about whether or not the object of thought is
qualified by a certain attribute (hal al-manzir fihi ‘ala al-sifa aw laysa ‘alayha). For
investigation to work properly, the investigating person must be uncertain about the
answer to the question; this uncertainty may take the form of doubt (shakk), conjec-
ture (zann) or a present random conviction (fabkhit). Investigation depends on the
demonstrative power of evidence, and thus the investigating person must be aware
of the way in which evidence leads to its conclusions. Only then does investigation
generate knowledge. Once it does, it ceases to exist, as the investigating person no
longer has a motive to investigate.'? The connection between investigation and the
knowledge generated through it is both inevitable and exclusive: inevitable in that
knowledge must be generated from investigation once all conditions are met; exclu-
sive in that only knowledge, and no other type of conviction, is generated from it."?

Here one encounters a position on inevitability similar to that expressed in the
discussion of necessary knowledge. Upholding the power of investigation takes
Murtada as far as counting its outcomes among the inevitable effects that need not
depend on divine intervention. Moreover, any attempt to question this inevitability
amounts to distrusting generation (fawlid), which is an important explanation of cau-
sality; for knowledge proceeds from investigation by way of generation.'* Therefore,
the main difference between necessary and acquired knowledge is that the former is
not an act of the knower but is rather effected in him by other agents (as in God creat-
ing such knowledge in the knower’s mind), whereas the latter arises from the know-
er’s motives and purposes that make him investigate matters.'> As seen later, faults
in necessary knowledge lead the faulty out of the pale of rational beings (sing. ‘aqil),
especially when it comes to the basic theoretical rules of thought. But deficiencies in
acquired knowledge can always be mended by reconstructing the process of investi-
gation to generate knowledge, as long as necessary knowledge is not faulty.'6

Murtada’s sketch of necessary knowledge is similar to *Abd al-Jabbar’s, except
for the position on knowledge acquired through perception, which “Abd al-Jabbar
deems to be created initially by God, not following its determinant. But the conse-
quences of the disagreement are minimal, since °Abd al-Jabbar holds that this creation
is inevitable, basing his position on a foundational epistemic principle shared with
Murtada.!'” The element of inevitability therefore makes ¢ Abd al-Jabbar’s position on
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God’s initial creation of knowledge practically indistinct from Murtada’s belief in its
occurrence due to God’s norm. In the discussion of acquired knowledge Murtada is
in full agreement with °Abd al-Jabbar and his circle both in understanding investiga-
tion as the root cause of acquired knowledge and in allowing divine intervention to
replace acquired knowledge with necessary knowledge by creating such knowledge
in the mind of the agent. Mufid, by contrast, sides with the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis in
rejecting the second thesis regarding the replaceability of acquired with necessary
knowledge through divine power.'® Tusi, for his part, agrees with Murtada, at times
copying him verbatim in his own discussion on knowledge and its types.'”

Reason

Knowledge, in its function as the constituent unit in Murtada’s epistemology, pro-
vides the definition of reason inasmuch as the lack of necessary knowledge —
particularly the basic theoretical rules — renders a person irrational. Nevertheless,
reason is also defined in a more positive light based on the purpose of knowledge,
which justifies calling its possessor a rational being. Faithful to his teleological
approach to human experience, Murtada rules reason to comprise types of knowl-
edge whose goal is to help a person learn his religious duties and perform them
as ordained. Seen from this vantage point, reason is revealed as nothing more
than the toolbox required by humans to achieve the end of their journey as con-
ceived by Murtada and like-minded theologians. Therefore, the fundamentals of
reason include premises needed to construct arguments and establish evidence (for
example, the proposition that bodies can be either in motion or at rest), together
with the tools that can help in establishing the veracity of particular religious calls
(for example, recognising a true miracle) and the moral standards that function as
the justification of one’s calculated actions (for example, aspects of blameworthi-
ness and their fearful consequences). All of these features are required of an indi-
vidual if he is to be considered a rational being.?’ As such, rational beings constitute
a doubly imaginary group: on the one hand, the status of reason as moral arbiter was
far from unanimously acknowledged even within the Muslim community, and on
the other, the claim that its judgements are universal stemmed from its proponents’
exaggerated optimism concerning the limits of their own reasoning. Nevertheless,
these fundamentals fit perfectly within Murtada’s salvific model of the purpose of
human existence: the first set represents the most basic givens of human thinking;
the second is more pertinent to what is acquired through life experience; and the
third assumes that the human being’s most natural motive is avoiding harm. Reason
is thus taken in a purely utilitarian sense, which reveals the primacy of the theologi-
cal over the epistemological: what matters is its function in driving humankind to
its pre-planned goal, and not its status as humans’ distinct characteristic. This hier-
archy is neatly expressed when Murtada dismisses an ontological discussion for its
marginal relevance to theology proper (usil al-din).?!

The tension is obvious between the view of reason as a bulk of principles sub-
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sumed under necessary knowledge, on the one hand, and the urgent need to cater to
theological considerations, on the other. What heightens the tension is Murtada’s
inability, given his fundamental commitments, to degrade reason — already a slogan
used against traditionalists and Ash‘aris — to a position in which it would fall under
the absolute sway of revelation and lead to problematic positions on human rational-
ity and, consequently, human beings’ responsibility as moral agents. But if one is to
uphold reason in its minimal sense of accounting for both the basic rules of thought
and sense data, the problem arises from the superfluous inclusion of moral standards
— let alone requirements whose sole purpose is the eventual detection of miracles — in
the definition of reason. The need to elevate the conclusions of certain arguments to
the level of simple truths must also have dictated the inclusion of moral standards;
dissent on issues such as the need to reward those who do good is not tolerated as a
mistake that needs further investigation to be rectified, but rather is seen as a sign that
the dissenter is voicing a view contrary to what he already believes, making futile
any attempt to pursue the debate. This problematic situation is the price Murtada’s
theology has to pay to avoid the pitfalls of the position that would make reason fully
subordinate to revelation but render indefensible much of the moral justification of
religion and explanation of everyday experience. Moreover, as an Imami he was no
doubt more compelled to opt for this compromise than were °Abd al-Jabbar and his
circle: his doctrine still needed miracles to be possible after the Prophetic era for the
Imam to be recognised, and it rested on the Imam’s moral superiority as a rational
justification for his leadership of the community.

Murtada, Mufid, Tasi and “Abd al-Jabbar all agree on a certain teleological
approach to reason that makes reason aimed at supporting religious doctrines. The
difference between them concerns the question whether reason, unaided by revela-
tion, can be relied on to produce knowledge at any level. Mufid clearly expresses
doubts about reason’s independent ability, both about its given assumptions and
about its conclusions. But the disagreement is driven primarily by the paramount
consideration of establishing revelation as an indispensable source of knowledge, for
the absence of revelation is a purely hypothetical scenario in the first place.?> °Abd
al-Jabbar makes his position clear in explaining the Qur’anic declaration that God
perfected (akmala) religion, stating that revelation must follow knowledge estab-
lished by unaided reason.?® Tiis1 provides a lengthy discussion on the question of
what a person knows prior to any revelation, ruling that such a person is capable of
knowing God and affirming prophethood, thereby siding with Murtada.?*

Evidence

For investigation to generate knowledge, a road map is required, which is primarily a
prescription of the proper methods to apply in order to guard against wrong conclu-
sions. The Arabic terms dalil and dilala are frequently encountered in the discussion
of these proper methods, but far from being proofs of the sort used in Aristotelian
logic, they are more like evidence: they signify ‘sign’ or ‘indication’ as the means



58] Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

of transition (dalil, istidlal) from the investigation’s point of departure to the knowl-
edge generated in its conclusion.?

Two common situations require extreme caution in the use of evidence due to
their pervasive effect and usage in Murtada’s corpus. The first is when one affirms
(yuthbit) a judgement (hukm)?® about a particular essence; the second is when an
affirmed (thabit) judgement is applied to an unknown situation. The first is logi-
cally prior to the second, but the latter is more theologically relevant in the sense
that it features in most discussions pertinent to human knowledge of God. In both
situations, however, a foundational principle operates: ‘The way in which a certain
thing is affirmed must be the only method to affirm its states and attributes’ (kull
shay’ thabata min tariq fa-minhu tathbutu ahwaluhu wa-sifaruhu).”’ Accordingly, if
colours are to be affirmed relying on visual perception, any attribute of colours (for
example, intensity and resemblance to each other) must be likewise affirmed. Thus,
whether one is attempting to arrive at an affirmation of a judgement on a known
essence or to apply such an affirmation to an unknown essence, it is mandatory to
stick to the same method (tarig) that allowed one to learn whatever is known about
this essence in the first place. Bearing this in mind, we may now focus on the first of
the two situations, that is, when one affirms a judgement about a particular essence.

Any judgement, whether negative or affirmative, needs to be made by relying
on evidence.?® Murtada bases his refutation of affirmative judgements on dismissing
evidence. But with negative judgements his position is more problematic: if one is
to reject a negative based on its insufficient evidence, then the negative judgement
is not brought under the burden of proof; rather, the cornerstone of this position is
an argumentum ex silentio. However, there is more to be taken into consideration at
points at which this seems to be Murtada’s approach.

The abovementioned foundational principle rests on two underlying assumptions:
first, the limitedness of methods to know anything, and second, the impossibility of
the presumed object of knowledge existing without these methods conveying knowl-
edge about it. Thus in reality, Murtada’s approach is not an argumentum ex silentio;
rather, it is based on exhaustive division and elimination. The first assumption allows
one to establish that ‘evidence for such-and-such does not exist’; the second allows
the more critical transition to ‘such-and-such is shown not to exist’. The burden of
proof thus falls on both affirmative and negative judgements. The difference is that
for negative judgements, one only has to show that their object belongs to the second
assumption and to refute any evidence to the contrary. For affirmative judgements,
on the other hand, one must construct the evidence for their content. In both judge-
ments, if the content fails to pass the scrutiny of these two assumptions, it is not
simply dismissed because of insufficient evidence; rather, it is categorically negated
(gata‘na “ala intifa’ al-hukm).”

This approach — ‘the Method of Negation’ — is extremely influential in shaping
both Murtada’s ontology and his theology. The ontological significance is conspicu-
ously reflected in the sparseness of his ontology, which does not offer a populous list
of items but rather resorts to multiple configurations of them to explain the diversity
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of existence. As for the method’s theological importance, this appears forcefully in
the context of discussing the nature of the divine, where the Method of Negation
dictates the admissible attributes of God.>® In adopting this method, Murtada is being
faithful to the characteristic feature of Muslim theology, at least as criticised by phi-
losophers, namely, conflating the establishment of a true position with the refutation
of a false one.?!

Having treated the method that Murtada proposes for developing proper affir-
mations about known essences, we may now address the second situation, that is,
when an affirmed judgement is applied to an unknown situation. A ubiquitous form
of evidence in Murtada’s theology is evidencing from the known to the unknown
(al-istidlal bi-1-shahid “ala al-gha’ib).>> This move allows a smooth transition from
the application of an already affirmed judgement on that which is known to the
application of a similar judgement on that which is not known, therefore convey-
ing information about the latter. The utility of this form of evidence is owed mainly
to the endeavour of learning about God from what is known with certainty, that is,
necessary knowledge; but it also derives much of its appeal from its efficacy in non-
theological matters, where it proves useful. Therefore, the centrality of evidence —
together with the grave risk involved in its mistaken application in matters pertaining
to the divine — justifies Murtada’s exposition of its various elements and conditions.

The first element to be examined is the basis from which the evidence is adduced,
that is, the known. Although what is meant by the known mostly refers to sensory
experiences, the concept’s scope is wider than that. Not only does it encompass
knowledge obtained through both sense experience and abstract thinking, but it also
extends to include hypothetical scenarios as long as their presumed occurrence can
produce knowledge (yuthmiru “ilm®"), as long as such hypotheses do not entail an
absurdity, that is, they do not contradict the theoretical rules of thought. Therefore,
any essence, whether actually originated (fi°l) or hypothetical (yatagaddaru bi-taqdir
al-fi‘l), can function as evidence.’® The investment in these theoretical rules of
thought is most obvious in Murtada’s assertion that there are some acts that God
cannot do, not because of his lack of power, but due to their intrinsic impossibility.
Therefore, even God’s ability is bound to the possibilities of human understanding
in the sense that whatever humans cannot comprehend cannot possibly exist. The
inviolable line between doable (magqdiir) and impossible (mustahil) things is one on
which epistemology and ontology concur.** The locus of miracles is the doable, not
the impossible.?

The procedure of evidencing from the known to the unknown may take four
forms. First, it may depend on the way in which a certain qualification of an essence
is evidenced (for example, knowing that a human agent who can act is able allows
us to evidence that any agent who can act is able). Second, if the cause (“illa) of
some qualification is known, then it must be evidenced that the qualification exists
whenever that cause does (for example, if the cause of our acts’ dependency on us
is their origination, then whatever is originated depends on its originator). Third,
if certain characteristics are known to be concomitants of certain attributes, then
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the existence of these attributes is evidenced from that of the characteristics (for
example, a person’s being commanding is a concomitant of his being willing, from
which it is evidenced that God is willing since we know Him to be commanding).
Fourth, there is evidence based on a fortiori arguments (for example, if we know
certain acts to be good even when based on conjecture, then they must be good when
based on certitude).?°

Evidencing, therefore, is an exercise in explication, that is, seeking to understand
underlying causes. It operates on two levels: understanding the causes of events in the
ontological structure of the world, and understanding the connections between beliefs
in a manner that preserves the coherence of human knowledge. If we keep in mind that
investigation generates knowledge and that evidence is the tool of investigation par
excellence, it becomes easier to understand situations in which the failure to explain
is considered unacceptable. Within a framework that trusts a particular definition of
reason and pins salvific hopes on it, the inability to successfully resolve a problem
must be treated firmly lest it backfire on the whole edifice. Taken to its logical end,
the direst form of this scenario is one in which no causes or justifications can be found
to explain a particular phenomenon. The key to solving such situations is to allow
investigative reason to recline on the comfortable cushion of necessary knowledge:
‘Being necessary precludes justification/seeking a cause’ (al-wujith yamna‘u min
al-ta“lil),*” or, more modestly, ‘We should not abandon our necessary knowledge [...]
when we are ignorant of the cause [that leads to a situation that seemingly contradicts
this knowledge]” (wa-laysa yajibu idha lam na‘lam al-‘illa [...] an narji‘a ‘amma
‘alimnahu wa-tabayyannahu ‘ala al-dariira).*® This necessary knowledge assumes its
warranting role in two garbs: first, when investigation seeks to justify a phenomenon
where no specificity can be detected to set it apart from other similar phenomena (for
example, why a particular accident of green inheres in a tree and not another, similar
accident, although both of them would result in the same colour), and second, when
investigation may lead to contradiction, as in attempting to justify essential attributes
that cannot, by definition, be justified (for example, why black is black as opposed to
white). This corroborates the observation that the theologians employed necessary
knowledge as evidence in their profound quest for certainty, despite their fondness
for arguments.*® Therefore, whatever can exist is subject to investigation, justification
and ultimately knowledge. The line of distinction between what is possible and what
is reasonable — inasmuch as it can be investigated — fades.

Ontological sketch: entities, attributes and causality

Entities

Murtada’s world is not populated by numerous types of beings; as such, his ontology
proves ‘sparse’, like that of Basran Mu‘tazilis.** But from these few types, a complex
ontological system arises, which he then utilises heavily — in tandem with epistemo-
logical tools — to support his theological positions.
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Two types of essences (sing. dhat) make up the created world: atoms (sing.
Jjawhar) and accidents (sing. ‘arad). For Murtada, the different arrangements of and
interactions between these two types are sufficient to explain various phenomena. The
main difference between the two is that whereas atoms occupy space (mutahayyiz),
accidents inhere (fahillu) in atoms — except for the accident of annihilation (i “dam),
which destroys atoms. A body (jism) is an essence composed (mu’allaf) of atoms; it
has length (ziil), width (°ard) and depth (‘umg).*' These atoms are the substrates in
which accidents inhere — but that is not to say that accidents are not corporeal, since
accidents can only exist by inhering in atoms. Thus, every created thing is corporeal
in that it has a physical existence and must be bound to a particular location (jiha).

While this classification is based on the simple atom—accident juxtaposition,
Murtada’s terminology reflects different perspectives in considering these essences.
Complexity is encountered in reference to the origination (hudiith) of originated
essences that are termed ‘acts’ (sing. fi°l) inasmuch as they are caused by the acts
of other agents — a notable and confusing departure from the grammatical sense of
fi‘l.*> Complexity also arises in explaining the diversity caused by the inherence of
accidents in atoms. In the case of atoms being joined to each other, the term ‘body’
suffices to describe the product of such composition, and atoms seem to be construed
only in their function as constituent parts. But when accidents inhere in atoms they
have more complex functions and more diverse effects than do atoms in a body; the
attributes (sing. sifa) that qualify bodies usually depend on the inherence of acci-
dents. In the physical furniture of the world, a particular item, the entity (ma‘na),*
has proved very useful for theologians, for it is ‘something indefinable but individual
and perceptible’,* although it gave rise to confusion because of the Mu‘tazili ten-
dency to use it synonymously with ‘thing’ (shay”).*> Accident and entity are coex-
tensive but intensionally different: ‘accident’ is mostly employed as a classificatory
term denoting the ontological status of the essence as opposed to atoms, whereas
‘entity’ is more concerned with the function of the essence as a cause that allows the
predication of a contingent attribute of atoms.*®

Extant writings do not offer a justification for Murtada’s support of atomism,
which leaves open the question about theologians’ preference for it over other physi-
cal theories.*” However, it can be inferred that his atomism was ‘strong’ (seeing
atoms as indivisible parts of matter, space and motion), in the line of Abu ‘Al
al-Jubba°1, Mufid and °Abd al-Jabbar, as opposed to the ‘weak’ atomism (which saw
atoms as indivisible parts of material but not of space or motion) proposed by Aba
Hashim.*® But when it comes to classification of accidents, Murtada appears to have
sided with Abii Hashim, as is evident from his critique of Abii Rashid al-Naysaburi’s
taxonomy;* Tisi followed Murtada’s suit.’® Nevertheless, atomism was eventu-
ally abandoned in the Imami tradition, mainly thanks to the efforts of Nasir al-Din
al-Tasi.”!
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Attributes

Having established an inventory of basic ontological types, we can turn our attention
to how these types give rise to the diversity of beings in Murtada’s thought. Diversity
arises first and foremost from different qualifications of essences; nevertheless, a
problem on both terminological and conceptual levels is immediately encountered.
Murtada uses the term sifa — in the sense of ‘attribute’ — to denote all qualifications,
although many of the so-called attributes seem hardly to share a conceptual aspect
that would allow their subsumption under one such category. For example, the
attributes include contradictories such as existence (wujiid) and inexistence (‘adam),
pre-eternality (gidam) and origination (hudiith); qualifications of essences such as
able (gadir), knowing (“alim) and living (hayy); and qualifications related to doing
an act, such as being creating (khaliq) and rewarding (muthib). But a closer examina-
tion of what each of these attributes signifies, that is, their characterisation (hukm) of
the qualified essence, sheds more light on the differences between them and allows
a better grasp of their role within Murtada’s system, where they are far from mere
descriptions of an essence or its relation to its acts, as the word sifa might indicate.
Although still significant in ontology and cosmology, the complicated functions of
such attributes are best detected in theology proper — particularly the discussion on
divine essence and attributes.

On the most basic level, attributes can refer to what would be understood as the
essence’s identity with itself, as when an atom is qualified as being an atom (kawn
al-jawhar jawhar®"). This attribute is termed the ‘attribute of essence’ (sifat al-dhat)
and is the only attribute that unconditionally qualifies all essences — even inexistent
(sing. ma“diim) essences. The root of such interest in qualifying inexistent essences
is theological: they may thus be referred to as things (sing. shay’) and be objects of
God’s knowledge, which encompasses even inexistent beings. The remaining attrib-
utes, however, apply only to existent essences. Therefore, existence, though consid-
ered an attribute, is a condition for the actualisation of other attributes (musahhih),
even the most essential of them — only an existing atom can occupy space.’> On
this point Murtada is in agreement with the Basran Mu‘tazili position, as is TusT;>?
Mufid approaches the issue of how inexistent entities can be referenced on the level
of language, considering it a matter of metaphorical usage in speaking of inexistent
beings.>

Yet another level of qualification, also referred to by the term ‘attribute’, is that
corresponding to pre-eternality and origination. In contrast to other attributes, these
qualify not the essence but rather the existence of the attribute itself; a pre-eternal
essence is one whose existence never ceased to be, as opposed to an originated essence
whose existence has been preceded by inexistence. It is thus that pre-eternality and
origination are concomitants of the mode (kayfiyya) of the essence’s existence. These
modes are necessity (wujiib) and contingency (jawaz). Pre-eternality is a concomitant
of the first, since necessary existence must be pre-eternal; origination is a concomitant
of the second, since contingent existence must have a beginning in time.>
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The introduction of the theory of states (ahwal, sing. hal) by Abu Hashim in
relation to divine essence and attributes stirred great controversy in the theological
tradition. States, which proponents of the theory use instead of attributes in relation
to the divine, cause both conceptual and terminological problems.’® Conceptually,
the problem arises from the distinction between the referents of the terms ‘attribute’
and ‘state’. For example, when an agent is described as able, there is not necessarily
an accident of power inherent in the agent’s body by which the agent becomes able;
rather, a certain state of the agent’s essence justifies describing him as able. The term
‘attribute’ has broader significance: it functions as a description of the agent, whether
to denote his essence being in a certain state (in which case it covers the semantic
field of hal) or to convey that he is doing a certain act (which falls outside that field).
Hence, agency (filiyya) is not a state;’ for example, a striker is one who strikes,
and he can only be known as such following the knowledge that he did the act of
striking. On the level of terminology, defenders of this theory still prefer to use the
term sifa and corresponding substantive constructions more often than not, scarcely
alerting the reader to the terminological discrepancy. In addition to the controversy
surrounding the terminological legitimacy of the term hal, part of the problem is
stylistic; it would be awkward to use phrases such as ‘the able agent’s being able’
(kawn al-qadir qadir™) every time one wants to refer to this state,”® a reflection of
the fact that their position is better expressed in the form of ‘x-as-F’ and not ‘x is
F’.%° Instead, using a single word, ‘his power’ (qudratuhu), allows a much smoother
presentation, but at the same time it is more prone to obfuscation in that it leaves
little room to preserve the distinction between this word and kawnuhu gadir™ as it
does not clearly limit its referent to the essence being qualified. Thus, throughout
this chapter, the term ‘attribute’, although a translation of sifa, is used in its restricted
sense to denote a state of the essence, unless otherwise noted.

At this point we may touch on the debate about the place of kalam as an alter-
native to the system of Hellenistic philosophers within the Muslim tradition and
beyond.® At the core, this debate concerns the function of theology proper within
kalam: the more weight is given to theology, the more kalam looks like a primarily
apologetic discipline and, as such, a secondary one. A closer look at the considera-
tions driving the ontology of kalam provides helpful insight: the more complicated
discussions all branch out from theological concerns. The debate about the status
of inexistent beings is intimately related to divine knowledge; the discussion of the
modes of existence is implied by reflections on eternality; and the theory of states
is centred on the tension between simplicity and multiplicity. In succinct phrases,
Murtada affirms that all states of created beings are grounded in spatial extension,
directly or indirectly,®' and that the idea of an essence that is neither a body nor
an atom nor an accident is incomprehensible.®? This leaves little doubt about the
parameters of the ontology of kalam when the divine is not part of the discussion;
a more materialistic ontology can hardly be imagined. A middle-ground conclusion
thus suggests itself: subtle theology is mostly independent from theology proper,
although it is teleologically subservient to it. Nevertheless, the fact that the intricate
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theories of kalam ontology were dictated by theological considerations need not lead
to dismissing the kalam philosophical system on account of its apologetic nature,
since many of its ontological positions can be analysed independently of their theo-
logical origins.

Causality

Causality is one of the main points of contention between kalam and philosophy. The
general view is that most theologians rejected causality in the ontological structure
of the world and interpreted its regular occurrences as God’s norm (“ada). This posi-
tion on causality led to a kindred attitude towards necessity (dariira) when it comes
to the physical world. Occasionalism, therefore, was the dominant position among
the classical theologians, even before Ghazali’s famous elaboration of this position
against the philosophers.®

Murtada’s positions do not reveal dissent from the prevalent attitude of his fellow
theologians. Nevertheless, in a few places it is possible to detect a more nuanced
position, which allows for necessary connections between physical events without
explicitly grounding them in God’s norms. For him, there are two models of causal-
ity, the cause (“illa) and the determinant (sabab). The cause, which necessarily and
simultaneously causes its effect, is restricted to making an essence be qualified by
a state (awjab[at] li-ghayriha hal*"); for example, knowledge (“ilm) inherent in a
person’s heart/mind (galb) causes him to be knowing (“alim), that is, in a state of
knowingness. As such, the effect is not an ontological parameter but a conceptual
one.% This connection between the cause and its effect is discerned rationally, and
thus the cause is called a rational cause (illa ‘aqliyya). An essence, be it an atom
or an entity, cannot be caused by a cause. When it comes to legal matters, the term
‘legal cause’ (“illa shar‘iyya) is used only in a restricted sense to indicate a connec-
tion between a ruling and a context based on revelation and not on reason, although
it has no connotation of real causality or necessity.%

The model of causality defined with reference to the determinant is related to the
physical world; it deals with the ontological structure as well as conceptual catego-
ries. However, the determinant’s effect need not be simultaneous with it, and there
may be conditions that impede its functioning, including both accompanying condi-
tions and ones arising in the time lapse between the determinant and its presumed
effect. Thus, with generated acts that depend on a determinant, something might
occur that prevents the materialisation of the effect; for example, the accident of
knowledge may not be generated from investigation due to some preconceived false
conviction.%® This is why the determinant model is not considered a real necessity-
based (miijib haqiqi) model of causality. In sum, three main differences between
the cause and determinant models of causality can be identified. First, the former is
not concerned with the ontological structure of the world; second, only the former
functions unconditionally; and third, only in the former are the cause and the effect
simultaneous.®’
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Given the above, Murtada rejects necessary causality in the ontological structure
of the world, opting for the preposition ‘upon’ (“ind) instead of ‘by’ (bi-) in order
to steer clear of the strong causative connotations of the latter. Thus, God’s norm
explains the apparent effect of medications, magnets, impregnation and nourish-
ment.®® Nevertheless, there are some events that cannot but take place following
certain occurrences. In a digression, Murtada offers a peculiar conjunction: pro-
viding examples that, he says, must not be considered God’s norm lest norms and
inevitabilities be confused (khalt al-‘adat bi-lI-wajibat), he mentions that black and
white must be mutually exclusive, causes must necessitate their effects (fjab al-“illa
li-I-ma“liil) and life must be annulled when a person is beheaded.®® This last example
pertains to connections between physical occurrences, and it might at first seem that
Murtada is allowing for a sort of natural law that cannot be broken. But the expla-
nation is better sought within his epistemological framework, not his ontological
system.

It appears that the reason for this last reference is that it is something learnt from
evidence and — unlike norms — not from observation; since investigation generates
knowledge, the decapitated must die, or there can be no way to establish proper
evidence. This demonstration follows a discussion on life as an accident that can
inhere only in a substrate with a specific structure (binya makhsiisa) of a particular
composition. This inherence is the cause (“illa) for the being alive of the totality, as
opposed to the mere physical connections between different organs: hair and nails,
for example, are not alive despite their physical connection to the living body.”® Here
we again face the question of a cause functioning on the conceptual level, although
the strong connection with the physical world makes the necessity of the conceptual
cause trickle into the ontological structure in the form of inevitability. With behead-
ing, the substrate is no longer conducive to (yahtamilu) the inherence of life, since
the specific structure and its composition are both destroyed. If life, the accident,
can no longer inhere in the substrate, then it can no longer make it living, since
life’s function as a cause is impeded. There is no affirmation of necessary causal-
ity between natural phenomena, only between an existent cause and its conceptual
effect. Nevertheless, the belief in an inevitable connection — though not a causal
one in the technical sense — cannot be mistaken. Murtada’s position, just as when
he asserts a connection between agents and acts,”! is dictated by an epistemological
concern and not by a view on cosmology. The tendency to prioritise epistemology
might be understood in light of his keenness to close possible doors to scepticism
since the latter could undermine the connection between the conceptual and onto-
logical worlds, thereby threatening Murtada’s theological edifice.

Another problematic question arises in the discussion of contagion (‘adwa). To
be consistent with the rejection of necessary causality in the physical world and faith-
ful to some Prophetic traditions, Murtada — in agreement with many theologians at
the time — denies the reality (hagiga) of contagion.” Thus, it is not possible to claim
that contagion is God’s norm, nor a matter of causality in any perceivable manner.
To complicate matters even further, it is not possible to consider the sick infecting
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the healthy an act of God, since that would entail an admission of God’s respon-
sibility for evil. Finally, Murtada holds that objects of this world have no natures
(tiba®) acting as causes from which fixed effects could flow as if they were natural
laws,”® which appears to rule out all possible candidates for the agency of contagion.
Although Murtada claims that contagion does take place fortuitously (ittifag™), this
should not be taken as belief in randomness. It merely absolves the sick from blame
due to the absence of intention.

In this position on necessary causality, Murtada concurs with the Basran
Mu‘tazili school. The only occasions on which necessities are allowed in his system
are when they must be adopted to protect certain theoretical considerations, not as
a consequence of the natures of interacting objects; as such, they are inevitabilities
rather than necessities. This position is contrary to that of Mufid, who stood with the
Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis in allowing a certain unconditional necessary causality in the
ontological structure of the world and accepting that bodies have natures that make
them acquire certain depositions.”

After this brief inventory of Murtada’s terminological and conceptual frame-
work, it is time to consider how he utilises it in constructing his theological system.

Theological sketch: God’s existence, attributes and the theory of states

Arguments for the existence of God were a matter of contention in the Islamic
tradition: the need to intellectually prove His existence was frowned on by many
traditionalists who considered the belief in God an innate given of human nature,
as well as by mystics who preferred an experiential approach. Among the ranks of
theologians and philosophers, disagreements as to which argument is the strongest
resulted in the refinement, rejection and replacement of many of these arguments,
which fall into three main categories: cosmological, teleological and ontological.
The cosmological argument, together with its later revisions, grew to become an
article of faith in catechisms.”

Being first and foremost a theologian, Murtada proposes his own version of the
argument, which, unsurprisingly, is in line with the available cosmological argu-
ments. Murtada’s argument establishes the origination of existing bodies, which
necessitates the existence of an originator (muhdith) who, given the impossibility of
infinite regression, is pre-eternal (gadim). Although Murtada relies on the classical
cosmological argument, his work reveals awareness on his part of a problem that
later became the compelling reason for the introduction of the revised cosmological
argument in the kalam tradition, that is, the problem of infinite regression.

Succinctly put, the classical cosmological argument postulates that the origina-
tion of bodies is based on the existence of certain entities inhering in these bodies;
these entities are themselves originated, and bodies are permanently correlated with
them. The fact that bodies cannot be devoid of originated beings necessitates that
they also be originated. The entity that best serves the purpose of this argument is
spatial presence (kawn), since it inheres in bodies that must all occupy space and
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be in a location. The change of the body’s location indicates that spatial presence
is originated: it ceases to exist in the previous location, and a new entity of spatial
presence originates to inhere in the body as it comes to be in the new location.”
Having established the origination of bodies, the argument then proceeds to establish
the existence of an originator, following the premise that what is originated requires
an originator. This claim also has to start from entities — in the form of acts such as
writing and knitting — and then apply the same logic to bodies. These originated acts
depend on us because they must occur following our states and motives (dawa ‘1),
just as a starving individual who has unrestricted access to food will eat it without
fail. Since the acts are originated by their agents, origination must be the cause of
the acts’ dependency on their agents; this is because that whose existence comes into
being (yatajaddadu) following the agents’ motives and states is the acts’ origination.
Applying the same logic to bodies, it is reasoned that the origination of bodies neces-
sitates their dependency on an originator.”’

Once more, Murtada adopts ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s formulation of the argument
regarding the dependency of acts on their agents.” It should be noted, however,
that what this argument, usually presented as one for the ‘existence’ of God, actu-
ally establishes is the assertion (ithbar) of God, that is, the concept of such a being.
Since the inexistent is a thing in Murtada’s conceptual framework, God’s existence
is taken to be an attribute of His that can be evidenced only from the existence of
His object of power, that is, the created world. The full force of the argument for the
existence of God must therefore be recognised after God’s power as the Creator has
been established.”

Before addressing the more intricate problem of infinite regression, it is impor-
tant to consider what might seem a secondary debate pertinent to the argument for
the existence of God, since its importance is reflected within the moral restrictions of
the conceptual framework of kalam. This debate concerns the question whether the
knowledge that bodies are originated — which is the fourth principle in the classical
cosmological argument as phrased by Absi Hashim — is necessary or acquired knowl-
edge.?’ On the one hand, classifying it as necessary knowledge would render useless
the effort expended to prove it. In addition, it would lead to a problematic theological
position, since in the view of Basran Mu‘tazilis knowledge of God, which is a very
small step from the debate about the origination of bodies in the classical cosmo-
logical argument, cannot be necessary. On the other hand, considering such knowl-
edge acquired might start a harmful sequence of challenges that would, eventually,
bring into question the proposition itself, therefore undermining the whole argument.
Murtada’s position is that it is necessary knowledge as a universal statement (what-
ever does not precede the originated must also be originated) and acquired inasmuch
as it applies to particular bodies; this can be compared to the distinction between the
knowledge that injustice is vile (which is necessary knowledge) and the judgement of
a particular act as unjust (which is acquired). However, Murtada is keen to point out
that such knowledge, although acquired, is not established by evidence, since once
one observes bodies, this knowledge must emerge, even without any investigation;
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the point of the whole discussion regarding it is merely to alert (tanbih) individu-
als to its content. Therefore, no rational being who has knowledge of the bodies’
permanent correlation with spatial presence can be ignorant of their origination.?!
This solution seems more practical than consistent: it acknowledges the theological
rationale of investing in the discussion while still pre-empting the risk of bring-
ing such a crucial point into the unsafe arena of contention dominated by acquired
knowledge. Murtada is aware of the challenge represented by the example of Ibn
al-Rawandi (d. 860 or slightly after 912), who did accept the origination of entities
but nonetheless held that bodies, although never devoid of them, are pre-eternal; his
thesis, similar to that of the philosophers, is that entities have been correlating with
bodies since pre-eternity. Murtada’s response is that Ibn al-Rawandi’s divergence is
in fact due to his rejection of the proposition that entities are originated, although he
verbally concedes it. Again, this answer is identical to that of °Abd al-Jabbar,?? but
it misses Ibn al-Rawandi’s point, which is that an infinite series of originated entities
has been correlating with bodies since pre-eternity — a point that should be addressed
within the framework of the rejection of infinite regression.

The problem of the possibility of infinities was much debated in the Islamic
tradition, with positions varying between total rejection and total endorsement, in
addition to positions that distinguished between actual and temporal infinities. The
problem of actual and temporal infinities in the context of the argument for the exist-
ence of God is acutely felt in the cosmological component of Ibn Sina’s argument,
which, unlike the classical cosmological argument, allows an infinite regression of
originated beings but rejects the actual infinity of existents.?3

Murtada deals with the question in more than one place in his corpus, although
apparently without distinguishing actual and temporal infinities, which compromises
his treatment of the subject. Any originated being must be finite (mutanahi); other-
wise, its originator could not be done with originating it, since there would always
be something left to finish. Because all originated beings are finite, every one of
them must have both a beginning and an end (Ia@ budda min an yakiina lahu awwal
wa-akhir); otherwise, there would always be something in it whose existence is
yet to come, precluding that it be actualised and contradicting the definition of the
originated being. Therefore, Murtada’s concern in his treatment of the subject is
obviously with actual infinities, and his rejection of them is based on a definition of
finitude that requires the completion of the work of the originator, as attested in his
claim that ‘the existence of infinite known [things] is not possible’ (la yajizu wujid
ma la nihaya lahu min al-ma‘liim).3* In another place, Murtada does not establish
the necessity of originated beings having a beginning based on their finitude as con-
strued from their definition. Rather, he argues that doing an act infinitely necessitates
that at any point in time the agent has already done that act infinitely before any time
in which he does it, which is impossible; for example, if someone claims that he will
enter a house only after having entered an infinite number of houses, his statement
must become false the moment he enters a house. The impossibility is thus independ-
ent of past, present and future, all of which are mere descriptions of time (min awsaf
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al-zaman). Since an infinitely done act cannot exist, every originated being must be
finite and thus have a beginning.®

It seems that Murtada took finitude and the need to have a beginning to go hand
in hand with each other. True, he does make a distinction in the sense that the two
concepts are not used synonymously. However, he proposes that finitude neces-
sitates a beginning, precluding the possibility that something be finite but with no
such beginning. The root of the confusion lies in his practice of extending the ruling
of each particular case to include the collective of such cases, so if every originated
being is finite and has a beginning, the collective must share these characteristics — a
position whose weakness comes from its failure to address the scenario of an infinite
number of these finite beings. This position ignores precisely the challenge of infinite
regression; Murtada’s cornerstone in establishing the origination of the world is its
necessary finitude, that is, the impossibility of an actual infinity. When he proposes
the impossibility of doing an act infinitely, his preoccupation is not with the regres-
sive aspect of the problem (that of infinite regression), but with the actual aspect
(that there cannot be an actual infinity). Therefore, the other alternative (that there
be an infinite regression in time of finite originated beings) is ignored, as evident in
the inadequacy of his example of entering a house when it comes to dealing with the
regressive aspect of the act.

Murtada thus conflates the two distinct concepts of beginninglessness and infini-
tude together with their application to particulars and collectives, despite his pre-
sumed endorsement of the distinction.?® In his attempt to prove the impossibility of
infinite regression, Murtada is in fact dealing with the impossibility of actual infin-
ity. The same problem is encountered in his attempted answer to the objection that
bodies can be originated without the need to posit an originator.?” Murtada is equally
unwilling to engage with philosophical categories in his handling of the proposi-
tion that the world originates from primary matter (hayila), analysing it based on
the principles of Basran Mu‘tazili theology while protesting the incomprehensibil-
ity of philosophical discourse and the arrogance of philosophers.®® It is against the
inadequacy of such responses that Aba al-Husayn al-Basri first proposed his revised
argument, within which he offered another argument for the impossibility of infinite
regression.®

The Imami tradition before Murtada seems to have accepted the need to argue
for the existence of God, relying on the classical argument of kalam, as shown in the
work of Saduq.*® In Mufid’s extant work no argument for the existence of God sur-
vives, although there is good reason to assume that he did engage in this discussion.’!
In the later tradition, Tusi’s treatment of the discussion depends heavily on Murtada
— as he himself admits, adhering to the latter’s version of the argument.®> Whether
Murtada’s source was the Mu‘tazili teachings or the Imami tradition, his awareness
of the problem of infinite regression does not seem to have been shared by contem-
porary Imami theologians, despite his unsatisfactory handling of the question.
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Divine essence and attributes

In the reflection on divine essence and attributes, the core of the debate is the tension
between simplicity and multiplicity in the Godhead. The similarities between these
debates and earlier Christological debates present a challenge concerning the origins
of the discussion, although the problem can be expected to arise in any context
upholding the existence of a personal omnipotent God — even if the details of the
treatment reveal strong affinities.®® Nevertheless, from early times treatments of the
question were polarised around two positions. The first was the anti-Attributist posi-
tion spearheaded by the Mu‘tazilis: in its strongest form, it denied the ontological
reality of divine attributes, viewed them in absolute unity with the essence and con-
sidered the various scriptural descriptions of God to be mere words. The second was
the Attributist position represented by proto-Sunni traditionalists, which took these
scriptural descriptions to signify real, existing and pre-eternal attributes of God, such
as His knowledge, life and power. The proto-Sunni traditionalist position regarding
the reality of attributes was later adopted by the Ash‘aris, who also advanced specu-
lative arguments in support of their views, although disagreements as to the exact
understanding of the significance of each attribute persisted within the Attributist
camp, especially between Hanbalis and Ash®aris.**

Presentations of the Imami position seem to have been ambivalent from the
earliest times, as seen in heresiographical literature. Whereas many non-Imami her-
esiographies ascribe to early Imamis views that are either anthropomorphic or cor-
porealist,”> the mainstream view of later Imami theologians was to repudiate these
early individuals and denounce them as extremists or, failing this, to blame the
heresiographers for what the Imamis deemed an inaccurate presentation of their
views. Therefore, the Imami position gradually came to be expressed in strong anti-
Attributist terms, with dissident voices marginalised in the manner just described. An
exemplary case is that of Hisham b. al-Hakam (d. 795), whose views posed a par-
ticular challenge given both his prominence and his disagreement with other Imamis
on divine essence and attributes. While acknowledging the authenticity of some of
his reported views, later Imamis concentrated their efforts on interpreting them in a
manner that would place him within the pale of acceptable disagreement, that is, not
as expressions of divine corporeality or imperfect knowledge.

With time, both the Attributist and anti-Attributist positions — though still com-
manding numerous followers — were modified by some of their respective adherents.
The effect of such modifications was either to mellow down the strict conceptual-
ist understanding of attributes (in the case of later Mu‘tazilis) or to posit some sort
of priority for the divine essence over the attributes (in the case of later Ash‘aris).
Among the most important of these modifications was the theory of states, intro-
duced to the anti-Attributist camp as an attempt to solve the tension between unicity
and multiplicity in divine essence without totally sacrificing the reality of attributes
or compromising the simplicity of the divine. Although it was mocked by many,
even among the ranks of Mu‘tazilis, it seems to have gained majority acceptance
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among Basran Mu‘tazilis and even in a few non-Mu‘tazili, particularly Ash¢ari,
circles, after being reworked to fit within their doctrinal framework.%” The theory of
states thus achieved a dual purpose in discussing the divine essence: on the one hand,
it does not propose real diversity in the essence, but on the other, it precludes a purely
conceptualist understanding of attributes that reduces them to a condition of our
minds as we speak of God. Thus, when one speaks of God’s knowledge, the referent
is not an entity that — though eternal — is superadded to the divine essence, as is the
case in the Attributist position; nor is the referent the divine essence itself conceived
in its knowing capacity in the mind of the speaker, as argued in the original anti-
Attributist position. Rather, one refers to the divine essence in a state of knowledge;
that is, the divine essence can give rise to different states without this entailing the
existence of multiple entities in which these states are grounded. This phenomenon is
significant in that it reveals the debating parties’ awareness that the complexity of the
question called for more sophisticated answers than those available. Nevertheless,
the question had — for both parties — become more a matter of ideological indoctrina-
tion than a debate open to new possibilities.”®

Murtada’s thinking on the question betrays a line of development within the anti-
Attributist camp from upholding its original position to accepting the theory of states.
This development appears to have coincided with his passage from studentship under
Mufid to the formulation of his own, independent intellectual identity: in his early
reports of Mufid’s debates with non-Imamis, Murtada transmits acerbic comments
by Mufid to the effect that the theory of states is incomprehensible and even ‘worse’
(ironically, aswa’ hal®) than the Ash’ari Attributist position.”® Murtada’s silence
on this comment is characteristic of his attitude in the Hikayat, although many of
Mufid’s reported opinions contradict Murtada’s later views in matters of both subtle
and grand theology. In later works Murtada uses the term ‘state’ (hal) in the context
of discussing divine attributes in a manner that accords with Abi Hashim’s theory
and even explicitly argues against the view of the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis espoused by
Mufid.!%

As for the particulars of Murtada’s theory, the aforementioned epistemological
maxim, ‘The way in which a certain thing is affirmed must be the only method to
affirm its states and attributes’, is his starting point to argue that since God’s exist-
ence is affirmed through His acts, so must all the divine attributes be: the occurrence
of these acts indicates His being able (gadir), their design His being knowing (‘alim),
and their particular manner His being willing (murid) or averse (karih). His being
living (hayy) and existing (mawyjiid) are evidenced from the attributes as their nec-
essary prerequisites; His being perceiving (mudrik) is entailed by being living and
actualised by the presence of the object of perception. This rationale, combined with
his definition of states, leads Murtada to develop a conceptual apparatus in order to
classify God’s attributes. But his first task is to present an explanation of the mode in
which these attributes are predicated of God, since such an explanation can serve as
the basis for subsequent classification. Some attributes of God are pre-eternal, such
as His being able, knowing and living. Were He not deserving of these attributes by
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virtue of His self, the only alternative would be that He deserve them by virtue of
pre-eternal entities. But pre-eternal entities preclude any distinction between attrib-
utes that are deserved by virtue of His self and those deserved by virtue of entities;
they could also lead to positing multiple pre-eternal entities with — or within — God.
Therefore, these attributes must be predicated of God necessarily and pre-eternally
by virtue of His self.!%!

Based on the mode in which the attributes are predicated of God, one can clas-
sify divine attributes into five categories. First, there are attributes that do not cause
the agent to be in a state but are purely conveying his agency; an example is God’s
being provisioning (rdzig), which describes Him only upon His doing the act of pro-
viding for His living creation. These are the attributes of act (sifar al-fil). Second,
there are attributes that refer to the agent being in a state at all times; an example is
God’s being knowing, which is predicable of God since pre-eternity and is entailed
by God’s essence. These are the essential attributes (al-sifat al-nafsiyya, al-sifat
al-dhatiyya),'? and their distinctive sign (amara) is pre-eternality.'% Third, there are
attributes that also refer to the agent being in a state, but this state is not essential; it
is not pre-eternal and has some connection to a cause (“illa, ma‘na) other than God
Himself. An example of this type is His being willing: like in attributes of the first
category, an act of willing has been done, but unlike in them, there is also a state
of being willing that every agent knows of himself, independent of his knowledge
of doing the act of willing. Fourth, there are attributes that are neither essential nor
entailed by a cause (la li-I-nafs wa-la li-I-“ilal) but that do refer to a state of the
agent; an example is His being perceiving, which is a concomitant of His being
living, given the presence of perceived objects. Finally, there are attributes that are
mere negations, such as His being self-sufficient, which in fact is a negation of need.
These are the attributes of negation (sifat al-nafi).'** Thus, the states of God are His
being able, knowing, living, existing, pre-eternal, perceiving (including hearing and
seeing), and willing (and averse).'® Of those, only the first five are essential, given
their mode of predication of God.

Murtada’s treatment of the seven divine attributes that were most central to classi-
cal theological debates (able, living, knowing, hearing, seeing, willing and speaking)'%
differs from those of both Mufid (see below) and °Abd al-Jabbar. The latter, though
accepting the theory of states, considers only the first four attributes on Murtada’s list
to be essential. As for pre-eternality, Abd al-Jabbar subsumes it under the attribute of
existence and conflates the two, even when he discusses the former separately.'”” The
theory of states represents Murtada’s major disagreement with Mufid on the question
of divine attributes and essence. Mufid upholds the original anti-Attributist position:
his list of God’s essential attributes includes only power, life and knowledge. He
either assumes that two of Murtada’s list of five attributes are not attributes but rather
grounds for the actuality of attributes (as in existence) or a mode of existence (as in
pre-eternality), or, more likely, he relies on the fact that these two attributes (mawjiid
and gadim) do not appear in the Qur’an — giving rise to a new point of disagreement
concerning the use of language with respect to divine attributes. As for God’s being
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perceiving, Mufid’s position is probably dictated by his view that perception is sub-
sumed under knowledge, in agreement with Baghdadi Mu°‘tazilis.'® These positions,
he asserts, are a matter of unanimous agreement among the Imamis,'% which means
most likely that Murtada was responsible for introducing the theory of states into
Imami theology. As for Tusi, he seems to have hesitantly accepted the theory of states,
as attested by his tone in using the term,!'® which explains some indirect indications
that he later changed his position on the question.'!!

This general overview of Murtada’s positions on divine essence and attributes
is followed by separate discussions of three pertinent questions that have a special
place in Islamic history. God’s pre-eternality and will each merit a special discussion
given the complicated answers that the later tradition developed to the challenges
posited by them, especially in light of the rise of the philosophical tradition as a
rival and potential replacement of kalam. The issue of God’s being speaking can be
considered the question that signalled — mainly thanks to the inquisition — the birth
of the theological identity of proto-Sunni traditionalism. The era of debates on this
issue was later judged, in Sunni Islam, to represent the period of perseverance that
led to the triumph of orthodoxy over heterodoxy.

Pre-eternality

Being a direct concomitant of necessity when it comes to the divine, pre-eternality
qualifies other essential attributes. As such, pre-eternality is sometimes referred to
as the most peculiar (akhass) attribute of God, that is, the one by which He is dis-
tinguished from all beings; all other attributes (such as being knowing, living and
able) are more or less shared by other beings.!'? But in spite of — or due to — this
peculiarity, terminological and conceptual problems surrounded the usage of the
term pre-eternal (gadim).

Terminologically, the confusion caused by the term gadim grew as the argument
for the existence of God was increasingly challenged by the problem of infinite
regression, especially in the Attributist camp. The classical cosmological argument
does not work unless one takes ‘pre-eternal by virtue of its self’ (gadim li-nafsihi)
and ‘originated by virtue of its self” (muhdath li-nafsihi) to be contradictory rather
than contrary, since this is why the classical argument presumes that any being that
is not originated must be pre-eternal by virtue of its self. When it was argued that
originated beings cannot regress infinitely (despite the deficient handling of the
question), evidence was adduced of a pre-eternal being that would stop the regres-
sion; but any pre-eternal being that is not such by virtue of its self cannot bring the
regression to an end, since it also depends on another being, and thus the argument
falls apart. On the other hand, assuming that any of the pre-eternal attributes could
bring the sequence to an end would lead to the grave problem of equating each one
of them with God. Therefore, for Attributists, a new category had to be introduced
to avoid undermining the argument, namely, ‘pre-eternal by virtue of other-than-its-
self” (qadim li-ghayrihi), which, in the context of this argument, serves as ‘originated
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by virtue of its self’. This category allows for some dependency of attributes on the
divine essence, which alone stops the infinite regression. This solution was, however,
still found unsatisfactory, so the term ‘necessary existent’ (wajib al-wujiid) replaced
‘pre-eternal’ (gadim). The new term, free from its elaborate ontological distinctions,
had been circulating in Mu‘tazili circles for several decades before Ibn Sina’s usage
made it popular.''® Murtada’s usage of the term gadim does not reveal any awareness
on his part of the intricacies surrounding the question. This is consistent with the
absence of the term wajib al-wujiid from his discussion.

Conceptually, the peculiarity of God’s pre-eternality invited reflection on what
constitutes God’s Attribute of Essence, that is, His identity with His self. The most
obvious candidate was pre-eternality, given its metaphysical priority over other
attributes, and this position was adopted by some scholars based on a particular
reading of °Abd al-Jabbar’s position.''* However, since the Attribute of Essence
denotes God’s identity with His self, one expects it to be that which causes Him
to be necessarily qualified by all His essential attributes since pre-eternity. God’s
pre-eternality was accepted by these theologians, including °Abd al-Jabbar in the
relevant passage, as His most peculiar essential attribute, not in the sense of it being
His Attribute of Essence, but in the sense of it being the distinctive concomitant of
the Attribute of Essence — which is not enough to consider it the said attribute. The
distinction is made clear in contexts in which pre-eternality is counted among the
essential attributes by which a being differs from all others, a category that °Abd
al-Jabbar, as well as Murtada, discusses,'!” as well as in contexts in which pre-
eternality is explicitly judged as a mode of qualifying God’s existence.!!

This conception of God’s pre-eternality makes it possible to understand why
Murtada speaks of pre-eternality or that which undergirds it (ma tastanidu ilayhi) as
God’s most peculiar attribute.!'” This understanding may also be seen in Murtada’s
discussion of what each attribute of God signifies, in which he lists pre-eternality
among the attributes, stating that it means only that God cannot be described by any
of the attributes of originated beings, such as corporeality; thereafter, he dedicates
a separate article to the Attribute of Essence.!'® Murtada’s analogy of an atom’s
being an atom and God’s essential attributes must not be read to mean that any of the
essential attributes — including pre-eternality — is analogous to the atom’s attribute of
essence, unless one is willing to take every one of them as God’s Attribute of Essence
to complete the analogy, which is exactly what the theory of states was proposed to
avoid.''® Rather, the atom’s being an atom is invoked because it is the only attribute
that must be unconditionally predicated of the atom, since all its other attributes are
conditioned by existence, which does not apply to God who cannot cease to exist.

It may be said, therefore, that for someone like Murtada who holds the Attribute
of Essence to undergird all others, all the essential attributes are entailed by the
Attribute of Essence (mugqtada sifat al-nafs).'*® However, this position is bound by
the insistence on the functional utility of this attribute within the theological system:
there is no way to prove the existence of any attribute that has no consequence what-
soever for God’s acts and cannot be subsumed under any of the essential attributes,
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since its existence and inexistence would make no difference. In a passage strikingly
similar to °Abd al-Jabbar’s, Murtada argues that proposing the existence of such an
attribute would lead to absurdities (jahalat); thus the existence of divine quiddity
(mahiyya, ma’iyya), inscrutable and independent from His acts, must be rejected on a
conceptual basis, let alone for its inappropriate terminology.'?! Mufid’s extant works
do not contain a discussion of the Attribute of Essence. This absence must be due
to his strong anti-Attributist position, which dispenses with the distinction between
the essence and attributes altogether and makes the discussion of such an attribute
meaningless. ThsT’s position on the question agrees with that of Murtada.!??

Being willing

Based on a semantic discussion of will, in which he equates it with liking (mahabba),'>

Murtada argues that every person knows necessarily of himself that he has states of
being willing and averse that are distinct from his other states.!?* Although an agent
may do an act of willing, it is not his doing the act that makes him willing; rather,
the will itself is what necessitates the state of willing in him, even if this will were
created in him by other agents.'?® In addition to God’s acts that must concur with
His will, it is a matter of consensus that He has commanded, declared and prohibited
certain things,'?6 and these serve to establish willingness as one of His attributes.

The exact classification of His being willing proved extremely problematic: on
the one hand, the distinction between the state and the act of willing precluded
subsuming it under attributes of act, but on the other, it could not be considered an
essential attribute since God may or may not be willing. This led to the notorious and
much-criticised position of Basran Mu‘tazilis on God’s will, namely, the proposition
that it exists in no substrate (/a fi mahall). They must have been cornered to make this
claim based on an elimination informed by their understanding of human psychology
in relation to physiology that they then extrapolated to the divine using the technique
of evidencing from the known to the unknown. Murtada shares this position, while
clearly being aware of its weakness as attested by the excess of defensive remarks he
makes on it. God’s being willing is not an essential attribute, for He can be unwilling.
But the accident of God’s will cannot inhere in a body (jism), unlike that of human
will, which inheres in the heart/mind (galb). Since God is incorporeal, His will need
not be correlated with Him in such a manner, and it must thus remain without a
substrate.'?’ The outcome of this elimination is positing an incorporeal existent inde-
pendent of bodies and atoms, a claim that is totally at odds with Mu‘tazili atomist
physics, which has no place for incorporeal beings except for God, who is not an
accident. As such, God’s will is a unique being in Basran Mu‘tazili ontology, and its
function and place in the system were subject to many later alterations, probably on
account of the uncanniness of this position.

The unique nature of God’s being willing is best exemplified by its function as
the necessary connection between essential attributes and the attributes of act: God
must will every act of His, and at the same time, each act must be rooted in His being
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able and knowing. Murtada diverges here from Mufid’s teaching, since the latter opts
for the position that God’s will and His acts are one and the same for divine acts and
that God’s will is a mere metaphor for a command (amr) when it comes to His will
that people carry out prescribed acts. For Mufid, will is thus an attribute of act and
not one of essence, since his yardstick for the distinction between the two is whether
the attribute in question must always be predicable of God.'?® However, Murtada
is concerned with states and not essential attributes: although God does the act of
willing, He also has a state of being willing independent from this act.'?® Murtada’s
awareness of this situation is well illustrated in his Sharh Jumal, where he discusses
will and aversion in the context of essential attributes, that is, preceded by discussion
of His power, pre-eternality and perception and followed by discussion of the mode
of existence of each of these attributes. Nonetheless, he opens the section on will
and aversion with the pre-emptive phrase ‘although they are by virtue of an entity’
(wa-in kanata ‘an ‘illa) to distinguish them from essential attributes that share the
same context.'3® Mufid states that his view on will is that of all Imamis, except those
who have recently dissented.'®' Given that Mufid contrasts his position with that of
the Basran Mu‘tazilis, the last remark indicates that the dissent must have occurred
no more than one generation before Mufid’s writing his work; Murtada was thus
among the early exponents of this notion, which was later endorsed by Tiisi.'*? The
recent Imami scholar Muhammad Husayn Tabataba®t (d. 1981) comments that for
philosophers and most theologians, God’s will, when it comes to His own acts, is
an attribute of essence, but that some theologians (he singles out Mufid) judged it
an attribute of act.'>® This assertion, though late, further complicates the question
of how early Imami theologians’ presentation of the community’s views should be
handled, and it also indicates the course of development of the discussions of divine
will in the Imami tradition. This trajectory serves to situate the view of al-°Allama
al-Hilli, who, following the influence of Abu al-Husayn al-Basri, defines God’s
being willing as an attribute of essence subsumed under His being knowing, thus
dismissing the views of both Murtada and Mufid.'3* The transition from consider-
ing the attribute of will a pure attribute of act (as does Mufid) to a pure attribute of
essence (as does Hilli) must have been influenced by Murtada’s position, rooted in
the theory of states, that God both does the act of willing and has a state of being
willing.

Speech

The question of the relation between the Qur°an as God’s speech and His essence pro-
vided theological justification for the inquisition, inasmuch as the caliph al-Ma’miin
insisted that the Qur°an, being other than God, must be created (makhliig). The
caliph’s policy is still much debated, with varying emphases on the political motive
(his concern with consolidating the caliph’s authority), intellectual considerations
(his inclination towards rationalism as opposed to traditionalism) and communal
affiliation (his preference for pro-¢Alid Shi¢i rhetoric).!* This episode was so critical
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in Islamic history that it has been argued that the subsequent decline of the Mu‘tazilis
was a consequence of their being blamed for it.'3¢ On the level of theology, responses
to the claim of the Qur°an’s createdness ranged from refusal to issue a judgement to
the counterclaim that the Qur°an is pre-eternal. Either way, the core of the problem
lies in deciding whether God’s speech is to be taken as an essential attribute or an
attribute of act, a decision that, in turn, is based on understanding the nature of
speech (kalam).

For Murtada, speech is an accident that must subsist in a body,'”’ that is, a sound
inhering in the substrate of air. Therefore, a speaking being is in reality one who
does speech (hagiqat al-mutakallim man fa‘ala al-kalam).'’® Based on the premise
that the only method to affirm God’s attributes is to examine His acts, it may be
said that no act can prove His being speaking through evidence, in contrast to His
being knowing, able and living. The most that can be evidenced from His acts is His
power to speak — speaking being a possible act — but not the actual occurrence of
His speech. Therefore, the only manner to affirm His being speaking is revelation.!'3

This rationale makes it clear that God’s being speaking can only be an attribute
of act. This conclusion leads to the judgement that the Qur°an, which is an instance
of this divine act, cannot be pre-eternal. Nevertheless, faithful to the Imami tradition,
Murtada avoids the term makhliig, since it has connotations related to fabrications
and falsehood, preferring instead to use the term ‘originated’ (muhdarh).'*® This
terminological difference is the only point of disagreement between Murtada — and
the Imami position in general — and mainstream Mu‘tazilis on this question.'*! It is
also one of the rare instances in which Murtada invokes authority, that of the Imams,
to defend a theological position while admitting that this position is conjectural and
uncertain. This acknowledged laxity is significant since it reveals Murtada’s keen-
ness to emphasise his Imami identity despite the intensely Mu‘tazili character of his
theology. His investment in stressing Imami identity is reflected in his abandonment
of the usual self-proclaimed standard of certitude in order to preserve the established
Imami position, though it was not exclusively Imami and is likely to have been
informed more by the Imamis’ need to distance themselves from Mu‘tazilis than by
serious theological considerations.!*?

137

Theoretical model

Murtada’s approach to the question of divine essence and attributes represents a
sketch of God’s image that merges Basran Mu‘tazili influence and the Imami tradi-
tion into one conceptual framework. This sketch has great potential to contribute
further insights into Murtada’s views, especially in light of the troubled methodo-
logical history of the kalam tradition. With this consideration in mind, it is useful
to attempt a more accurate sketch of Murtada’s positions, based on two major
questions that set the limits of possibility for his view of God’s attributes. The first
is the prescribed method that must be followed in investigating the divine essence
and attributes; the second is Murtada’s view of language, which defines the limits of
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propriety in speaking of God. Focusing on these two questions allows us to construct
a better understanding of Murtada’s overall theory by limiting the range of possibili-
ties within the methodological requirements expressed in the course of addressing
these questions.

Given the reasoning that God is known only through His acts, Murtada rules
categorically that the first attribute to be evidenced is God’s being able. His being
knowing may come immediately after, or it may be preceded by His existence, pre-
eternality and life. Evidencing to His being perceiving must in any case be preceded
by the knowledge of His being living, since the latter is its prerequisite. Evidence
of the Attribute of Essence may be produced only after at least one of the essen-
tial attributes has been established, together with its mode of existence. As for the
knowledge of God’s will and aversion, they must follow the evidence of His being
knowing. This is because they are based either on His commanding and forbidding
(which can be trusted only following belief in His being knowing, since only one
who knows the vileness of falsehood would refrain from lying) or on His being
willing to perform certain acts (whose wisdom can be construed from His being
knowing).!43 The only prerequisite for the validity of revelation as an argument in the
context of divine attributes is the impossibility of God’s committing a vile act, which
is a result of His being able and knowing. Once established, this precludes the possi-
bility that an impostor be allowed to produce miracles and thus guarantees the verac-
ity of prophets, which is necessary for the transmission of revelation to be reliable.!'**

Just as revelation is auxiliary as a method of knowing God, it is also marginalised
as a source of legitimacy for the manner of speaking about Him. If human reason
draws the road map to be followed in order to arrive at the knowledge of God, it is
equally human language that is used to refer to Him: unless prohibited, a term con-
sistent with the proper theological positions derived by rational arguments is predi-
cable of God.'™ This position is informed by the view that the origin of language is
not divine inspiration but human convention, which renders it a human prerogative
to decide on the use of language — even in divine matters.'4® Although this view on
language opens up enormous possibilities, Murtada’s sparse ontology resurfaces in
the guise of language usage that limits these possibilities: for him, all acceptable
predicates can be lumped under the five categories of attributes described earlier,
including attributes of acts, the essential attributes and those grounded in entities.
Therefore, each of these predicates denotes a particular case of one of the categories.
Predicates that have to do with sovereignty are all discussed within the context of His
being able; those related to wisdom are subsumed under His being knowing; and His
creation, reward and punishment are all acts that form the basis for calling Him the
Creator, the Rewarder and the Punisher.'%’

In this, Murtada is in agreement with the Basran Mu‘tazilis against Mufid, given
the latter’s greater admission of scriptural control into his theological apparatus.
Mufid states explicitly that the only source of legitimate names for God is the Qur’an
and the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams. To support his position, he appeals
to the convergence of traditions on this matter, also reporting that this was the view



God and the World [79

of the majority of Imamis, the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis, the majority of non-Shi‘is and
many Zaydis.'*® Here, too, TiisT’s position agrees with Murtada’s.!*

Conclusion

Content

On the level of basic assumptions, Murtada’s epistemology depends to a large extent
on the assumption that language is sufficient to cover the conceptual world. This
assumption explains why he deems it valid to reject propositions based on their
divergence from the standards of Arabic. The Method of Negation is a key feature
of Murtada’s system. Its cornerstone is the assumption that there are limited ways
for humans to understand the world, and this limitedness finds expression in the
impossibility of anything being proven or understood that cannot be covered by these
ways. On the level of argument, evidencing from the known to the unknown, a very
common technique in classical kalam, is ubiquitous in his works. This technique
harks back to the two previous assumptions: whereas language bounds human com-
prehension, which in turn limits the conceptual world, evidencing from the known
to the unknown serves to show that human understanding needs no radical change
to grasp the divine.

The theory of states in understanding the essence and attributes of God represents
Murtada’s struggle to reconcile certain of his positions with each other. Specifically,
its purpose is to reconcile his belief in the sufficiency of language and in the similar-
ity between the world and what relates to God, on the one hand, with the attempt to
speak of God in a manner that seems to have no clear equivalent in the known world,
nor can it be easily expressed in common language.

Context

In his entire theological corpus, it is in the discussion of the nature of the divine and
the world that Murtada comes closest to the Basran Mu‘tazilis and departs most from
Mufid. This constitutes the climax of his concurrence with Mu‘tazili thought, since
his works on this topic do not show any divergence that would set him outside the
pale of Mu‘tazilism.

Many points of disagreement between him and Mufid can be counted. In specu-
lating about the divine essence and attributes, most of the differences between the
two are due to Murtada’s belief in the theory of states, categorically rejected by
Mufid. From this disagreement follow their divergent views on divine will, percep-
tion and the Attribute of Essence. These conceptual disagreements lead to termi-
nological discrepancies, particularly regarding the legitimate attribution of divine
names. On all of these points, Tiist usually agrees with Murtada.

This assessment provides an appropriate angle from which to assess Murtada’s
influence in context: Mufid’s frequent references to the consensus of the Imamis
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and his remarks about recent dissident voices, coupled with Tusi’s almost whole-
sale support of those of Murtada’s views that diverge from those of Mufid, show
that Murtada must have been instrumental in bringing about a new phase in Imami
theology.
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CHAPTER

3

MORAL THEORY AND DIVINE JUSTICE

The significance of the controversy surrounding divine justice in the development of
Islamic theology cannot be overestimated. It split the community of theologians into
two rival camps, with the Mu‘tazilis being the most outspoken representatives of the
first and the Ash‘aris of the second.! The paramount theological importance of the
split is manifest in the fact that the groups of the first camp, including the Imamis
and the Zaydis, although also agreeing with each other on other theological matters
pertaining to divine essence and attributes, often styled themselves collectively as
the ‘upholders of justice’ (ahl al-“adl, al-“adliyya), not without a hint of pride.> The
importance of the issue may also be gauged by the relatively abundant space that
discussion of this precept occupies in their theological works;? the claim that the
study of all five precepts of Mu‘tazili doctrine may be called ‘the sciences of justice’
(‘ulam al-“adl);* and the tendency to reduce these precepts to only unicity and
justice, with the first including the discussion on divine attributes and the remaining
precepts going under justice.’

Both camps agreed that God is just, but they diverged over the definition of justice,
which led to a debate over the definition of the morality of acts and their conse-
quences. Thus, at the core of the discussion lie the respective moral theories adopted
by the two camps. The first camp, that containing the Mu‘tazilis, believed in rationally
comprehensible moral values, postulating the existence of objectively good and vile
acts whose nature is independent of their agent and which necessitate clearly defined
consequences. The other camp defended the thesis that acts are good or vile only as a
consequence of divine command; they are morally neutral in themselves.® But despite
the fact that this sharp polarisation was centred on the disputed status of objectivist
morality,” it is also important to note that vehement disputes were taking place within
each of these main camps. This fact is attested by the relatively meagre attention that
the Basran Mu‘tazilis gave to traditionalists and Ash‘aris compared to the elaborate-
ness of their arguments against the views of Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis.?

[87]
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While the theological bounds of Mu‘tazili moral theory are in line with the larger
Mu‘tazili project, stressing them risks underestimating the project’s worldly con-
cerns, which relate to the social aspect of moral theory.® Although the theological is
strongly present in the Mu‘tazilis’ moral discussions, we are left to wonder why this
obsession with God’s morality, so to speak, showed itself in this particular discourse
of theology. Also, their unwillingness to surrender their position despite all the
trouble, both theoretical and practical, resulting from sticking to this understanding
of His morality can hardly be explained by grounding it in the realm of pure theol-
ogy. At best, relegating the worldly dimension of their moral system to a secondary
position in comparison to theology begs the question of causality or merely changes
its perceived order; it relies on theology to justify a moral theory that is not neces-
sitated by any theology unless the latter is already undergirded by certain moral
presumptions. The picture, therefore, must be more complex. Given the Mu‘tazilis’
pre-modern framework, it would be a long shot to propose that theirs was strictly a
worldly perspective; but it is still unlikely that they were driven by detached specula-
tion about metaphysics, as the following examination of their moral theory reveals.
The two factors must have interacted, but the respective weights and assigned func-
tions of each in the theory remain to be established.

This chapter studies the main areas of Murtada’s moral theory. It starts by focus-
ing on the classification of acts before proceeding to analyse the grounds of moral
value, with special emphasis on the moral value of will. A discussion on the intricate
question of desert follows, focusing first on its causal power. The question of divine
assistance and corruption is then analysed inasmuch as it provides the assumptions
needed to explain the exact nature of each of the deserved treatments that are studied
later, that is, compensation, praise and reward, blame and punishment, and thanks-
giving. The chapter closes with a discussion of the relationship between rational
and revelational morality.!® As in the discussion on divine essence and attributes,
Murtada largely concurs with °Abd al-Jabbar’s circle on these issues. The question
of pardon, which constitutes his main disagreement with them, is treated in detail
given its crucial significance in highlighting his distinct Imami identity in the context
of moral thinking.

Moral theory

Classification of acts

The general agreement of Murtada’s moral theory with that of contemporary
Mu‘tazilis, particularly as reflected in Abd al-Jabbar’s work, is instrumental for
understanding the former. On the one hand, Murtada is immensely influenced by the
Mu‘tazilis’ prevalent discourse on moral theory, but on the other, his moral theory
is much more teleologically governed by theological considerations than theirs is, or
at least its presentation shows more sensitivity to these considerations. Although it
proposes a distinction between the moral value of acts and the desert (istihgaq) of
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the agents, the concern with the moral value of acts is restricted to their effect on the
agent’s desert. This is clearly reflected in Murtada’s taxonomy of acts on two levels.
First, any acts whose moral value has no bearing on desert are omitted; second, in
some cases the only distinction between categories of acts lies in their eventual oth-
erworldly consequences for the agent’s desert.

In his taxonomy, the first basic distinction Murtada makes is based on the assump-
tion that good and vile acts are not contradictories but contraries. This definition
allows for a third category, namely, that of morally irrelevant acts. In the absence
of both intent (gasd) and consequence, as in the case of speech uttered by sleeping
persons, acts cannot have any moral value.'' They are pure ontological essences, and
their only attribute is their origination (hudiith)."> Since purposelessness assumes
an agent’s intention, these acts cannot even be labelled purposeless — and thus vile.
Their agent is, a fortiori, neither praise- nor blameworthy. Once both intent and
consequence are present but the agent is compelled (mulja’) to act, he is still neither
praise- nor blameworthy (yakhruju min bab ma yustahaqqu bihi al-madh aw al-
dhamm)."® Compulsion is the state of an individual who has a single plausible option;
there are no conflicting considerations to weigh in making the decision to choose
an act. This can be due either to the implausibility of alternatives (for example, if
a potential assassin knows that an assassination plot cannot be carried out single-
handedly, he is compelled to refrain from undertaking it because of this knowledge,
regardless of the strength of his motives) or to the irresistibility of the motive to take
a particular course of action (for example, a person confronted by a lion will run
away even if offered a great reward to stay).'* The greater emphasis that Murtada
places on the intentionality of the act is seen in the different weights given to com-
pulsion and coercion (ikrah) in assessing the moral desert of the agent. A compelled
agent is less subject to moral accountability than a coerced one is," doubtless due
to the former’s lack of judgement, whereas the latter retains his judgement. But in
practice, coercion and compulsion are not mutually exclusive: the compelled person
has less ‘internal’ freedom of choice given his psychological state, while the coerced
has less ‘external’ freedom because of a present danger, which might lead to compul-
sion. However, Murtada’s clarity concerning the desert of the agent in these cases is
not matched by his position on the moral value of the act. Rather, he remains con-
spicuously silent on whether these kinds of acts are to be judged as vile or good. His
definition and exhaustive classification of types of acts lends itself easily to affirm-
ing the moral value of compelled acts, since he holds that their value is independent
of their agent,'® in agreement with the view common in Abd al-Jabbar’s circle.!”
Therefore, the reason for Murtada’s failure to address their moral value explicitly
must have been their lack of relevance for the larger theological framework. For
what ultimately matters is not the act’s moral value but its effect on the agent’s
desert, which is eventually translated into its otherworldly equivalent. The same
applies to acts that are, though committed unaware, consequential (harmful or ben-
eficial) to others, like a sleeping person’s slapping or tickling someone. Such acts do
have attributes beyond their mere origination and do affect others, but their agent’s
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lack of awareness makes him neither blame- nor praiseworthy. The moral value of
such acts, contrary to acts such as issuing orders or prohibitions, does not depend on
the agent’s intent, implying that the absence of such intent is inconsequential for our
judgement of the act.'® Here, too, Murtada is in agreement with °Abd al-Jabbar,'” as
is Tusi, who seems, however, to have held a different position earlier.?’ Pushed to its
logical conclusion, this position leaves us with acts of tangible consequences in the
form of harm or benefit. Therefore, it would be consistent with Murtada’s own clas-
sification to place these acts in the same category as compelled acts, despite his own
omission of them. Like the agents of compelled acts, the agents of such unintended
though consequential acts are neither blame- nor praiseworthy, but these acts are not
morally irrelevant.

It is only when the agent is unrestrained (mukhalla) and aware of the nature of his
acts that he is considered blame- and praiseworthy.?' Therefore, the two necessary
and sufficient conditions for blame- and praiseworthiness are unrestraint and aware-
ness; not meeting the former condition does not deprive the act of its moral value,
but it does spare the agent desert. The absence of the latter condition produces a more
complex situation, in which the nature of the act itself comes into play. If the moral
value of the act is dependent on the agent’s belief, then it cannot be judged due to the
absence of this necessary element. Otherwise, it may be judged based on its effect
on others.?> But Murtada’s looming theological considerations are evident in his
relatively dismissive attitude towards such acts: although they might be extremely
consequential, they do not merit a detailed discussion, since they lack a matching
entry under deserts that reflects the eventual status of the agent.

Translating the moral categories into legal ones provides an opportunity for
Murtada to further tailor these details to fit theological considerations. The cat-
egory of vile acts is monolithic, and it is subsumed in its entirety under the legally
prohibited (mahziir). Good acts, however, are much more diversified. They are
broadly divided into acts that are licit (mubah), recommended (nadb) and obligatory
(wajib). Although this division agrees with the general approach in Murtada’s time,
it diverges from it in two ways that are important for later theological elaborations of
agents’ deserts. First, Murtada avoids defining a licit act as one that can be equally
done and forgone, that is, as the exact equivalent of a plain-good act (hasan). Instead,
he restricts himself to the condition that the agent of such an act is neither blame- nor
praiseworthy. The value of this uncanny approach for theological considerations will
become clear in the later discussion of God’s treatment of sinners. Second, Murtada
devises a subcategory of recommended acts and separates it from other licit acts. The
agent of a recommended act whose benefit extends to others, described as initiated
benevolence and bounty (in‘am), merits not just praise but also gratitude expressed
in thanksgiving. This distinction is premised on the different deserts of these subcat-
egories, but it will also prove consequential in the justification of religious experi-
ence from a moral standpoint.?

The method of the mutakallimiin, largely reliant on evidencing from the known
to the unknown, must have made it necessary that such abstract categories of moral
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acts be grounded in tangible reality. In addition, the strong nexus between law and
theology would also have pushed in this direction. It is no surprise, therefore, that
Murtada stipulates that for each class of acts, a model must be (Ia budda) proposed
as the necessarily known archetype (asl) of the corresponding moral value:?* injus-
tice serves this role for vile acts; fairness (insaf) and gratitude for obligatory acts;
and intransitive self-benefit for plain-good acts.?> Given that the aspect of vileness
is the only one whose effect on the moral value of acts is unconditional, the fact
that Murtada finds injustice to be the necessarily known archetype of vileness sup-
ports the observation that ‘injustice might be identified as the master category of
[Mu‘tazili] ethics’.?6 It may also be added that benevolence is its good counterpart,
though subject to the conditions that govern good acts.

Vile acts

Vile acts are a sharply defined category of moral acts, since they all translate into
the category of the prohibited. In addition, they constitute an urgent requirement in
establishing moral theory for theological purposes, since Murtada’s overwhelming
concern is with injustice as a morally negative value that cannot characterise God’s
treatment of His creation.

Again, the cornerstone of Murtada’s position is the concept of necessary knowl-
edge. Despite its strongly subjective undertones, it is used to anchor many positions
in a manner that protects them from rigorous questioning. Therefore, according to
Murtada, the category of injustice is necessarily known to be vile, and so is every
unjust act once it is recognised as an instance of injustice. Even when he is willing to
consider the possibility of such knowledge being acquired, he remains resistant. In
cases such as encountering a person murdering another, the mental effort needed to
investigate the situation before arriving at a moral judgement affects the necessity of
our knowledge, but it does not suffice to move the judgement from the category of
necessary knowledge to that of evidenced (mustadall ‘alayhi) knowledge. At most,
it might ‘downgrade’ such knowledge from necessary to acquired, and Murtada
continues to insist that the process involved in reaching the moral judgement is
one of consideration (bi-i‘tibar wa-iktisab).?” He proposes this unmediated form of
acquired knowledge mainly to keep the function of evidencing from affecting the
workings of moral theory at this basic level. The underlying reason may well be the
fact that allowing evidence any role in discussing the ‘master category’ could under-
mine the pillars upon which the theological edifice stands. For if it relies heavily
on moving from the known to the unknown, and the known is no longer the site of
necessary knowledge, then the level of certainty — ‘authentic confidence’, to use the
Mu‘tazilis’ terminology — concerning God’s acts will drop drastically. This line of
reasoning explains why a similar insistence characterises Murtada’s discussion of
ingratitude (kufr al-ni‘ma), given its very crucial role in the justification of religious
experience.

Nevertheless, Murtada does not entirely dispense with evidencing in establishing
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the moral categories. It makes its most frequent occurrences in his discussion of
the moral value of lying (kadhib). But even within this limited scope, evidencing
does not reign supreme. Necessary knowledge gives rise to Murtada’s foundational
assumption regarding lying, namely, that inconsequential lies, intended neither to
deflect harm nor to incur benefit, are vile. The matter gets complicated in situations
in which a lie may lead to good consequences. Here evidence is needed to extrapo-
late from the known to the unknown. If inconsequential lies are vile not because
of their lack of consequences but because they are lies, then all lies must be vile.”
Therefore, evidencing ends up being a mere instrument to protect the foundational
assumption of necessary knowledge, not a way to develop new categories. This con-
clusion leaves no doubt about the nature of the deepest layers of Murtada’s moral
theory: they are first and foremost based on necessary knowledge, whose function is,
ultimately, to answer any objection by begging the question, leading to circular argu-
ments. In short, if the universal concept itself requires some analysis to be judged
vile, then the corresponding particular act will require more analysis to be character-
ised as such. This is the only role left for evidencing. If, however, the vileness of the
universal concept is necessary knowledge, then the ease of judging the particular act
will depend on the ease with which it can be matched with the relevant concept. Such
connections may be confined to necessary knowledge or may constitute an unmedi-
ated form of acquired knowledge.

Grounding moral judgement in necessary knowledge, however, does not fully
spare us the challenge of justifying such judgement; it remains at least to investigate
whether our knowledge is undergirded by an ontological cause. Similar acts can
be moral opposites, in the way that physical violence, for example, can range from
deserved punishment to aggression, prompting a need to explain the reasons behind
these opposite attributes (sifar) of otherwise identical occurrences that belong to the
same class (jins). The question, therefore, is what gives rise to these attributes, and
this question takes us back to the ontological discussion.

The attribute of vileness must be entailed by something (mugtadi) that makes the
vile act be judged differently from its good counterpart. The alternative models of
causality, that is, the determinant and cause models, suggest themselves as natural
candidates to explain the situation. However, the determinant model is not helpful
for a number of reasons. First, it is conditional, whereas the vileness of vile acts
cannot be altered by or be contingent on any other consideration. Second, it is not
instantaneous and therefore does not apply in this case, because the moral judgement
on the act is not temporally separate from its occurrence. And third, it is physical,
which gives rise to a host of uncanny propositions, including that the determinant
exists independently of the act itself or the other way around; it also involves pro-
posing an explanation of the nature of the special connection between the act and
this presumed determinant from within the array of possible relations in natural
philosophy. The cause model is also problematic, although to a lesser extent. Since
it is taken to be an entity (ma‘na) that allows an essence to be qualified by a state,
the cause model’s explanatory power is curtailed by the fact that the possible entities
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are restricted to a list that mostly includes perceived and cognitive elements, but not
judgements as such. But the cause model is very helpful otherwise: it is uncondi-
tional and instantaneous, and its effect is not physical. Thus, in proposing why vile
acts are such (al-wujith allati laha tagbuhu al-gaba’ih), Murtada avoids both models
of causality. Instead, he relies on what he terms ‘aspects’ (wujith) that seem to func-
tion like causes (yajri majra al-“illa),” but without the unnecessary burden of having
to populate the physical world with new entities. The unconditional effects of these
aspects are the desert of certain treatment by the moral agent.

But if these ‘aspects’ are not to be located among the furniture of the physical
world, what exactly are they? Indeed, the aspects shift the focus away from the
object of moral perception to its subject, adding much flexibility to Mu‘tazili moral
theory, while also increasing its vagueness.*® But again, necessary knowledge — now
in the guise of identity — provides the crucial justification for Murtada’s position.
What makes each of these vile acts acquire such an attribute is its identity with the
corresponding moral category. So the aspects turn out to be a list of self-identities:
the aspect of vileness in injustice is its being injustice (kawn al-zulm zulm®), the
aspect of vileness in lying is its being lying (kawn al-kadhib kadhib*"), and so on.
According to Murtada, any rational being would judge an act as vile simply upon
knowing it to be an instance of, say, injustice. The fact that the mere existence of
injustice is enough to cause a judgement of vileness proves that it explains the act’s
vileness.?! But this emphasis on the sufficiency of knowing the aspect of vileness or
goodness of the act can hardly be maintained, despite Murtada’s apparent investment
in it, as acts are rarely separated from their concrete consequences. The moment
other factors come into play, such as the act’s having good consequences, the judge-
ment of vileness is no longer certain. It is against this background that Murtada, in
discussing God’s motives for actions, states that it can only be assumed that He acts
based on the intrinsic value of the act, as He cannot enjoy any benefits.>? In addition
to implicitly affirming that consequences determine moral value for humans, this
statement indicates that the reason Murtada argues otherwise lies in his need to bind
God and humans by the same moral code to preserve his more theologically sensitive
position on human agency and responsibility.

The requirement that an agent know the exact aspect of vileness is aptly met this
way, but it is useful only with vile acts that are known by reason, that is, without the
word of revelation (sam°). In the case of those acts that cannot be judged by reason,
the requirement becomes a burden. Murtada’s way out of this conundrum reflects
the general spirit of like-minded theologians. For when it comes to vile acts that
cannot be judged by reason, it is assumed that revelation prohibits them because of
a hidden connection between them and rationally known aspects of vileness: reason
unveils the cause of vileness while revelation merely indicates the connection to such
a cause.*

Given the centrality of necessary knowledge in establishing this position, it is
unsurprising that the main challenge to it consists of questioning the claim that
rational beings necessarily know acts such as injustice to be vile. Murtada’s defence,
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beyond ad hominem arguments that cast doubt on the integrity of his adversaries,
is preoccupied with defending the claims of necessary knowledge by pushing the
debate to a different corner. The problem, he repeatedly states, lies not in whether
people consider such acts to be vile — since they do, as he volunteers to assert — but
rather in the misconception of believing an act’s moral value to be contingent on the
station of its agent — a claim whose correctness can only be known from evidence.>
Similarly, he covers the remaining opposing positions by exhaustive division and
elimination (al-sabr wa-I-tagsim) and using the Method of Negation.*> The precari-
ous efficacy of evidencing is most eloquently expressed in the fact that Murtada is
willing to invoke it only in the context of explaining a mistaken viewpoint.

Good acts

Murtada’s discussion on the way of knowing the goodness of acts — whether such
knowledge is necessary or acquired and how it relates to reason and revelation — is
identical to that on vile acts.® The main difference between good and vile acts
relates to the causal explanation of their respective moral values, for the problem of
justifying the goodness of acts is thornier than that of justifying their vileness. We
saw earlier that for Murtada, aspects of vileness function unconditionally, making
any proposed aspect of goodness in an act sterile once it conflicts with an aspect of
vileness. Thus, the problem lies in justifying how an aspect, whose causal power is
considered to resemble that of necessitating causes, can lose this power for external
reasons. This paradox is what made many Mu‘tazilis reject the position adopted by
the two Jubba’is. Later generations seem to have taken a detour: they defined good
acts by elimination, namely, as acts that have no aspect of vileness, and they stipu-
lated, in addition, that these acts still have a moral value, that is, that they serve an
end (to pre-empt the challenge of irrelevant acts).’’

Murtada treads a middle path: he proposes the existence of aspects of goodness,
but he nonetheless stresses that these can effect goodness only in the absence of any
aspects of vileness (bi-shart intifa’ wujith al-qubh). This way, he retains a positive
definition of goodness that does not work solely by elimination, while still dodging
the challenge of conflicting aspects at work. The reason elimination is insufficient
is that an aspect must have a special correlation (yakhussuhu) with the act in order
to qualify it; the absence of aspects, being mere negation, cannot bring about any
moral value since it lacks such a special correlation with the act. On the other hand,
proposing absence as a condition is not problematic since it does not work against
the causal connection but against its actualisation, just as it is said that a perceiving
being (mudrik) can perceive only given the absence of obstacles (bi-shart intifa’
al-mawani®). Murtada can thus speak of the imposition of moral obligation as an
act whose conditions of goodness have been perfected and met (takamalat shuriit
husnihi) and that becomes vile once any of these conditions is missing, as if what
matters more is the conditions and not, as with vile acts, the aspects.*® This approach
also underlies his justification of the goodness of bringing unbelievers under moral
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obligation, despite God’s foreknowledge of their failure to meet its requirements:
Murtada establishes the goodness of imposing moral obligation and then proceeds to
eliminate the possible aspects of vileness in this act.® But this is not to say that such
justification need be grand: the slightest purpose (adna gharad) suffices; it can be as
simple as entertaining one’s friends.*® This position speaks to a significant jurispru-
dential discussion on whether it is possible for God to delay the clarification of His
commands until individuals actually need to apply them. Contrary to °Abd al-Jabbar,
Murtada accepts this possibility, arguing that in addition to the absence of aspects
of vileness in such a case, there exists an aspect of goodness: individuals are able
to resolve to obey orders once they are clarified. This ability provides the aspect of
goodness needed to meet the requirement of the act’s serving an end, as opposed to
it being a purposeless, and thus vile, act.*!

The act of punishment exacted by God posed a peculiar challenge to moral clas-
sification, at least for those who upheld the position that reason does not rule it vile
of God to pardon transgressors, whether sinners or unbelievers. If divine punish-
ment is neither obligatory nor recommended nor vile, the only option left is that it is
plain-good, a category of licit acts whose doing and forgoing are morally identical.
However, God deserves praise for forgoing punishment. Based on the connotations
of the term ‘licit’, it may be argued that licitness cannot apply to God; for an act
becomes licit once the agent is informed of its permissibility.*> Thus punishment
goes under the category of plain-good in terms of meaning (lahu ma‘na al-mubah),
but without application of the term since it does not apply to God.** This mitigates
the terminological difficulty, already noted by ¢Abd al-Jabbar,* but leaves the act of
divine punishment itself immune to conceptual classification within the scheme. A
classical solution adopted by the Basran Mu‘tazilis was pragmatic: since pardoning
will not take place, such a counterfactual scenario is not one of concern, and God’s
act of punishment may still be subsumed under plain-good acts.* In addition to its
effective evasion of the problem, this answer served only those who deemed pardon-
ing counterfactual. Those who believed in the possibility of pardon, like Murtada,
had to carve out another solution. Just like the Mu‘tazili solution did little more than
explain away the conceptual difficulty, his answer is rather pre-emptive. He escapes
the problem by providing a definition of plain-good acts that is less restrictive in
the first place, since divine pardon will still meet the conditions of plain-good acts
without being burdened by some of the undesirable consequences of this designa-
tion. It should be recalled that Murtada was silent on the desert of blame and praise
for someone who forgoes a plain-good act, clearly pointing out the problems arising
from discussing such a person’s status. A creditor who accepts a debtor’s repay-
ment is doing a plain-good act; however, if he forgives him, he is praiseworthy. So
symmetry is not a condition in plain-good acts. A turn of the argument would have
taken the discussion in a different direction. If pardoning were considered an act and
punishment its forgoing, then pardoning would have been easily classified as a rec-
ommended act in the sense that performing it is praiseworthy and forgoing it neutral.
The problem, however, arises in the larger scheme of desert, since punishment is the



96 ] Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

normal counterpart of blame, which itself is deserved by vile acts. Pardon cannot be
justified as a more advanced consequence of another act because the only conceiv-
able counterpart of blame here would be repentance, but repentance — regardless of
the contentious issue of its necessitating power and the fact that it is to be performed
by the agent himself and not by others — can only be a resultant of prior vile acts,
thus reintroducing the same loop. Therefore, even though forgoing it earns the agent
praise, the act of pardoning still falls under the category of plain-good.*® The theo-
logian in Murtada overrides the jurist, for his grappling with the definition of licit
is inconsequential in jurisprudence. This is probably the reason the more juristically
inclined TusT still defines a plain-good act as one whose doing and forgoing are
neither praise- nor blameworthy.*’

Will: moral aspects

Will, being an independent act,*® is subject to the same logic in that it is judged as
good or vile. Nonetheless, its relationship to the act that follows it and to the thing
willed (murad) merits a more nuanced analysis of its moral value. Just as aspects of
vileness are unconditional once they are found in an act, they can be equally efficient
in affecting the will to do the act: willing a vile act is vile will. The analysis of aspects
of goodness in acts and their conditional effect can also be extrapolated to good
will: if the willed act is good, then the will itself is good as long as it is clear of any
aspect of vileness. One reason for this condition is the gap separating the conceptual
world of will from the physical world of action. For example, willing a good act from
someone who cannot do it is an instance of the vile obligation to do the impossible.*

The above concerns the static context, in which the will and the willed act are
not interacting but rather are locked in a relationship that allows a fixed judgement
on the moral value of each. The more complex discussion, however, has to do with
the dynamic context, that is, situations in which the will affects (tu’aththiru fi) the
moral value of the willed act. The hallmark of this category of acts is that they are
defined by the will, as opposed to acts that are immune to its effect. An example of
the former is paying one’s debt: what the creditor receives depends on the debtor’s
will; it may be the payment of a debt as well as a gift or a bribe. An example of the
latter is returning a deposit regardless of one’s will in returning it: the act can only be
a returning of a deposit by virtue of its mere occurrence, which depends only on the
earlier act of placing a deposit.™®

As a reminder of the centrality of the theory of states in his worldview, beyond
theology proper, Murtada notes that despite the reference to the will in this whole
discussion, what really (‘ala al-tahqiq) affects an act’s value is not the agent’s will
but his being willing (kawnuhu murid®). This state affects the act’s moral value
indirectly: it has no bearing on the act’s origination but rather on the aspects that
may or may not characterise it upon its occurrence. These aspects, in turn, are what
cause its moral value. Thus, a statement is a report only when the reporter wills it
to be one as opposed to another form of speech. The moral value of the statement is
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due to the aspect of goodness (truthfulness) or vileness (falsehood) that characterises
the report.’! However, the effect of the will on the moral value of the act is not a
one-way street: just as willing that which is vile is vile, a vile will makes the follow-
ing act vile, too. Therefore, if someone gives charity to earn good reputation, his vile
will deprives his charity of its aspect of goodness and makes it a vile act of pretense
(riva’), so the agent ends up with two vile acts.”” It follows that if he refrains from
giving charity for reasons other than moral ones, he is accountable only for his vile
will.

Desert

The problem of desert and its functioning in the Mu‘tazili moral system has been
studied in light of the relation between necessitating causes (“ilal) and deserved
treatments. Mu‘tazilis, despite their insistence on developing a nomological model,
did not allow necessary causation to be part of the theory. This inconsistency has
been explained in terms of the threat that causality would pose to the doctrine of
mutual cancellation (tahabut): the proposition that deserved treatments are neces-
sary effects of these causes cannot be reconciled with the belief that such treatments
do not materialise immediately — let alone that they may be cancelled by the agent’s
later acts. The Mu‘tazili solution to this dilemma is a complex matrix of causality:
aspects of the act’s moral value necessarily give rise to desert, thus satisfying the
nomological demands of the system; desert, however, brings about deserved treat-
ments only conditionally. In other words, such treatments are contingent upon the
agent’s subsequent behaviour.3® Thus, the problem is centred on the relation between
desert and deserved treatments.

But even if this explanation of the Mu‘tazili discomfort with necessary causation
is granted, it still falls short of explaining why someone who rejects mutual cancella-
tion (like Murtada) would not endorse necessary causation. In fact, his system makes
no exceptions when it comes to the necessitating power of desert: once a treatment —
be it reward or punishment — has been deserved, there is no rational cause that could
waive its delivery, regardless of the religious status of the agent. Exceptions are
made only in the case of punishment, whose desert and waiver alike are established
by word of revelation; they lack any necessitating power, and the latter is under-
stood as mere initiated benevolence. Were it not for revelation, unbelievers would
deserve both reward for their good acts and punishment for their vile ones, unbelief
included.’* Thus, there is no real necessary causation (“ilal haqigiyya) in Murtada’s
system.

The system’s incompatibility with necessary causation lies elsewhere. The
problem appears in a different light when we take Murtada’s definition of real
necessary causes into account. For him, a cause is an essence that causes another
essence to be in a state, so aspects of moral value fail to meet the definition on both
grounds: they are neither essences nor do they cause states in other essences. Their
only effect is a characterisation (hukm) of the act. The distinction is shown perfectly
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in Murtada’s own words: ‘Whenever we say about something that neither is an
essence nor necessitates a state but rather entails a characterisation that it is a cause,
we do so by way of alerting’ (wa-idha quina fi-ma laysa bi-dhat annahu “illa aw
[fi-ma) la yijibu hal™ wa-innama yaqtadi hukm® fa-‘ala tariq al-tanbih).>® This
definition may have been formulated to pre-empt theological challenges, working
with the assumption that ontology (and epistemology) was subservient to theology.
However, a proper theological explanation, independent from the belief in mutual
cancellation, is also possible. If moral obligation is the raison d’étre of the system,
then its preservation is an indispensable need; this, however, necessitates that reward
and moral obligation be separated by a veritable time gap. If no such gap exists, both
moral obligation and reward lose their meaning. On the one hand, reward, being
pure pleasure, cannot be mixed with moral obligation, which is always accompanied
by effort and hardship.’® On the other hand, moral obligation in the absence of such
effort would cease to be carried out by voluntary choice; it would become an instance
of compulsion, since the individual would reap the pleasant fruits of his acts as he is
doing them, and his irresistible motive for obedience would no longer be the good-
ness of the ordained acts. As a result, he would be deprived of the desert of reward,
which was the reason he was brought under moral obligation in the first place.’
Taken to its logical conclusion, therefore, real necessary causation between desert
and deserved treatments would annul moral obligation. Even though reasons that
relate to the doctrine of mutual cancellation can help to explain the Mu‘tazili reluc-
tance to accept the workings of necessary causation within their scheme of desert,
it is the graver threat that this causal model poses at a more fundamental level that
explains its rejection by theologians who were not preoccupied with this doctrine.

God as moral agent

Divine assistance and corruption

The significance of belief in divine assistance was noted by theologians who pointed
out the internal complications that arise from this position in the form of inconsist-
encies as well as the theological problems that it causes in connection with God’s
absolute freedom of action.’® For the Mu°‘tazilis, divine assistance is a form of divine
intervention that prepares the optimal physical and psychological conditions for
individuals to meet their moral obligations. As such, it must not be confused with
the more obvious requirement of divine justice, that is, that individuals be enabled
(tamkin) to meet their obligations.”® The absence of divine assistance would not
make an individual unable to fulfil his obligations, even if it would weaken his
motives and eventually cause him to decide unwisely. The twin concept of divine
assistance is corruption (mafsada, istifsad), that is, the existence of optimal condi-
tions for the individual to violate his moral obligations.®

Theologians who believed in the obligatoriness of divine assistance struggled
with providing a clear explanation of its function in religious experience, beyond
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the abstract concepts. The precise nature of divine assistance is visible in the context
of moral theory that classifies acts into ones whose moral value is known by reason
and ones whose value is known by revelation. Only the former are essentially
good or vile acts, constituting the dictates of rational moral obligation (al-taklif
al-‘aqli); the remaining acts, even if obligatory, are seen as means to increase one’s
chances of obeying the rationally based dictates. Therefore, ritual obligations such as
prayers and fasting, whose moral value is decided merely by word of revelation, are
good inasmuch as they serve this purpose. Divine assistance, therefore, consists of
strengthening the individual’s incentives to fulfil his moral obligations in every con-
ceivable manner, within the limits of freedom of choice. In addition, the Mu‘tazilis
view divine assistance in light of the position that the power to act must precede the
action itself, a position premised on both natural philosophy and the belief in human
responsibility. As such, it comes as no surprise that Murtada argues that divine assis-
tance must precede the act towards which it is supposed to motivate the agent,®' and
that it must be compatible (mundasib) with the act in order to take effect. Given the
ambiguity of this requirement, it is not imperative that the exact nature of the com-
patibility be known; similarly, an ill person takes medications and observes a diet
that help him overcome his pain and illness without requiring him to know the exact
dynamic at work.%? Therefore, most of the examples of this compatibility are expres-
sions of the need for a receptive psychological state, as in the affirmation that the
individual, upon frequently performing ritual obligations, becomes more aware of
the divine presence, which in turn facilitates the observance of rational obligations,
since both are acts of obedience to God.®

Such are the general contours of the concept. Nevertheless, disagreements were
vehement even among those who accepted the necessity of divine assistance. Most
salient is the debate about its locus, usually termed the question of best interest. In
agreement with °Abd al-Jabbar, Murtada points out the terminological aspect of the
debate: that it largely — though not solely — depends on the meaning of the terms
salah and wajib.% The central point of contention is whether God’s assistance is
meant to provide individuals with optimal conditions only for attaining the best
possible treatment in the hereafter, or whether His assistance must also cater to
their worldly best interest. Views on this question have been proverbially divided
between the Baghdadi and Basran schools of Mu‘tazilism: the former are said to
have believed that God is required to look also after people’s best worldly interest,
while the latter restricted the goal of divine assistance to the otherworldly realm.5°

The limits set by these theologians on God’s assistance reflect the extent of His
commitment to human affairs within their respective systems. But if the cornerstone
of human religious experience is the concept of moral obligation, and the telos of
moral obligation the attainment of eternal reward, one can see why the view ascribed
to the Basrans became the more prominent position. Murtada repeatedly defends this
understanding of God’s assistance, pointing, in addition to this theoretical considera-
tion, to the practical advantages that must have also helped its spread. He notes that
the evidencing from the known to the unknown is usually based on experiencing this
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world, and this experience does not support the assumption that God is doing His best
to maximise every individual’s worldly lot, for it is always possible for the fortunate
to ask for more and for the wretched to plead for less. The assumption would thus
compromise either God’s benevolence or His omnipotence.®’ In such contexts, the
advantage of emphasising the exclusively otherworldly purpose of God’s assistance
is evident, for in this world only a limited number of obligations can be ordained
because of physical constraints, whereas such constraints do not affect moral obli-
gations that have to do with mental acts (af‘al al-quliib).%® As for the shortcomings
of this world (the greatest challenge to the Baghdadi view), they can be rectified in
the hereafter by various forms of reward and compensation. This debate provided
an opportunity for the perennial practice of showing the grave consequences of any
theological disagreement: Jubba®1 ruled that the Baghdadi position is not unbelief in
itself, but it leads to unbelief in many ways.%° But although this discussion bred inter-
nal disagreement in some Mu‘tazili circles, it proved of much utility for Murtada’s
theology in light of his Imami convictions. For Murtada, God’s concern for people
functions as a justification for the existence of a divinely designated Imam whose
authority is the concrete representation of divine assistance within the Muslim com-
munity since it provides the optimal conditions for the community’s members to
meet their moral obligations.”

Another pertinent debate concerns the justification of God’s assistance. Although
both our proverbial groups believed that it is incumbent upon God to provide assis-
tance, the Baghdadi view was that this is a consequence of God’s generosity (jiid),
whereas the Basrans saw it as a consequence of His justice. To a great extent, the
debate is a matter of emphasis, in addition to depending on the definitions used for
key terms, as noted earlier. Both groups differentiate between enablement and assis-
tance: even if divine assistance were withheld, the individual would still be able to
observe his obligations. This is why the Baghdadis did not consider the provision of
assistance an act of divine justice. The Basrans looked at the situation from a dif-
ferent angle, more mindful of the evidencing from the known to the unknown. In
Murtada’s analogy, it would be vile of someone who has invited people to dinner to
refrain from smiling to them if he knew that they would eat his food only once he
had done the effortless act of smiling; in fact, it would be as vile as preventing them
from reaching the banquet by locking them out. In God’s omnipotence, all acts are
effortless, and it would thus be vile of Him not to provide the necessary motives for
His servants to access His rewards. Therefore, the provision of divine assistance is
obligatory and cannot, by definition, be an act of generosity; rather, it is an act of
justice.”!

The importance of divine assistance in Murtada’s theology shows in the fact
that its only limit is the freedom of the individual to make his own moral choices.
Divine assistance is a requirement on God and a right of the individual, who con-
tinues to enjoy it as long as it does not reach a level that renders him a mere instru-
ment of divine will. Short of this extreme, divine assistance overrides even the
jewel in the crown of Mu‘tazili theology, that is, moral obligation itself. Thus, if
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the divine assistance meant for one individual may involve the creation of a context
that would corrupt another individual and would therefore be detrimental to the lat-
ter’s otherworldly interest, the solution that Murtada expects God to use is not to
withhold divine assistance from the first individual but to annul his moral obligation
altogether.” Similarly, if the divine assistance of one individual depends on another
individual’s actions, God can impose moral obligation on the first individual only
if the second carries out the desired actions; otherwise, the moral obligation of the
first individual is void.”® Another case is that of an individual who has a chance of
meeting his moral obligations without the aid of divine assistance by enduring hard-
ship and consequently attaining higher rewards. Despite the temptation to sanction
the higher risk strategy, Murtada argues that it is incumbent on God to provide this
individual with divine assistance, even if it leads to less reward due to the absence of
hardship.™ The implicit reasoning is obvious: divine assistance is a right that cannot
be sacrificed for an unnecessary increase in reward; such an exchange would be an
act of injustice. On the other hand, in the case of an obligation that can be met in
either of two ways, God is not required to prescribe the easier way as long as He has
provided the necessary divine assistance; the individual carrying out the obligation
will be compensated for any unnecessary hardship in the hereafter.”” The most strik-
ing example appears in the context of his discussion of the limits of moral obligation
on sinners. In rejecting the possibility of God’s sending a prophet who would not
communicate the divine message, Murtada argues that such a scenario is impossible
because it would obstruct the delivery of divine assistance to its putative recipients.”®
It seems that the infallibility of the prophet, as necessary as it is in Murtada’s theol-
ogy, is subservient to the delivery of divine assistance; it is stipulated primarily to
ensure that the prophet infallibly fulfils his function of providing his subjects with
their respective lots of divine assistance.

So much for divine assistance. But what about the function of corruption?
Murtada’s main discussion of this topic concerns the misguidance that takes place in
this world due to the work of the Devil and through impostors, since such misguid-
ance can be depicted as acts of God intended to lead people astray before punishing
them in the hereafter. Murtada’s scheme has to handle a double problem here: on
the one hand, he needs to dissociate God from this misguidance; on the other, his
theory of divine assistance necessitates that God actually prevent it in cases in which
people would err only on its account. These assumptions undergird his denial that
the oracles (kuhhan) of pre-Islamic times foretold the future, since such predic-
tions would have been an instance of corruption that God would have prevented.”’
Murtada argues that no corruption is involved when the Devil leads people to sin,
since the Devil’s enticement is either a temptation intended to provide reward when
resisted, or inconsequential because everyone who acquiesces would have sinned
anyway.”® Even the acts of impostors, usually the example par excellence of causing
people to stray from the right path, can be explained away by blaming those who fail
to investigate properly in order to distinguish miracles from sorcery, as in the story
of the Samaritan and the golden calf.” The interplay of the moral forces of divine
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assistance and corruption is eloquently expressed in the case in which one person’s
assistance would constitute another’s corruption; as noted in this situation, Murtada
asserts, it would be vile to impose moral obligation on either of them, since it would
inevitably cause one of the two to fall short in his duty.?’ In short, the discourse on
divine assistance is a powerful expression of Murtada’s commitment to the Basran
Mu‘tazili moral theory of divine justice. The insistence on presenting divine assis-
tance as a right of the individual and not as an instance of divine generosity betrays
the Basran Mu‘tazili attitude that placed less stress than did the Baghdadi one on
humans’ dependence on divine initiative for their salvation.

Pain

Of the many objections against the evidence of God’s existence, it is the presence of
evil that enjoyed most acceptance as a moral argument challenging God’s omnipo-
tence and/or benevolence. Theodicy, the branch of theology aiming to vindicate
divine goodness, gains greater significance against the background of a rationally
defined morality that does not allow the mere possibility of capricious behaviour on
God’s part. Within the context of early Islamic theology, a recurrent locus of this issue
is the discussions of pain (alam) and suffering, broadly perceived as a form of harm
(darar, darr) affecting all of God’s sentient creatures and ranging from the concrete
effect of physical violence to all forms of psychological distress.?! In Murtada’s theol-
ogy, divine assistance is instrumental in addressing the problem of the moral value of
pain in a manner that serves the purposes of theodicy. This, however, is not to say that
he invokes divine assistance as the blanket response to this challenge. In fact, he keeps
it as the last recourse to handle instances of pain that cannot be justified based on the
dictates of moral theory within the limits of reason — specifically, pain that is an act of
God. Pain that humans inflict on each other does not pose a theological problem when
it can be blamed on its accountable agents. But since the evidencing from the known
to the unknown is the guiding principle in Murtada’s moral theory, he expends con-
siderable effort to circumscribe the realm of vile pain in human interactions in order
to bring it to a minimum whose divine counterpart is then the only category of pain
that needs justification. Accordingly, Murtada expands the category of just pain to
include all pain that is deserved, done by way of self-defence (‘ala sabil al-mudafa‘a)
or outweighed by consequences such as the incurrence of great benefit or avoidance
of even graver harm.?? In agreement with Abd al-Jabbar,3* Murtada displays an
evidently consequentialist tone: undeserved pain is considered harm only in view
of its eventual consequences, even if these are based on mere conjecture, and good
consequences can disqualify pain from being a form of harm.® The consequentialist
approach justifies many instances of undeserved pain in human transactions, allowing
the agent much freedom to inflict pain on himself or others for the sake of favourable
consequences, especially when his actions affect minors under his custody. The main
condition restricting the infliction of pain in these cases is the lack of means to achieve
the desired consequence in a painless manner.®
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This discussion provides a moral context for pain in the known realm of this
world, whereas evidencing to the unknown leads us to pain inflicted by God. Given
His omniscience, God does not inflict pain based on conjecture; given His omnipo-
tence, He does not inflict pain to deflect greater harm.%¢ This same reasoning does
not smoothly apply when dealing with God’s justice, since not all the pain He inflicts
is deserved. Traditionally, the pain suffered by children provided an obvious basis
for many Muslim theologians to argue that God’s acts can lead to undeserved pain;®’
alternatively, some groups, such as the Bakriyya, went as far as claiming that chil-
dren do not feel pain.®® Murtada, for his part, invokes divine assistance. It is easy to
argue that pain is inflicted only for desert in the hereafter or on deserving individuals
in this world.® But the conspicuous presence of pain affecting many undeserving
parties — oftentimes ones who are not even subject to moral obligation — calls for a
different explanation. Even the most elaborate works of Mu‘tazili theology seem not
to offer much clarification beyond the general reassurance that there must be divine
assistance latent in these instances of pain.”® The ubiquitous theological recourse to
the mysterious ways of the Lord finds expression in Murtada’s argument that God
acts for a certain consideration (i “tzibar). But given the relevant conditions governing
the goodness of inflicting pain, this consideration cannot be anything but the best
interest of humans in the hereafter, attested in Murtada’s usage of the term ‘inter-
est’ (maslaha) in the proverbial context for discussing theodicy, that is, the story
of Job.”! This interpretation is further supported by Murtada’s suggestion that the
divine consideration in such cases may also be a divine trial (imtihan).”> The circle
of justice, nevertheless, cannot be perfected unless the victim is compensated for the
undeserved pain. Thus, while God’s hidden consideration pre-empts the vileness of
purposelessness, the promise of otherworldly compensation neutralises the vileness
of injustice. The otherworldly nature of this consideration is what makes it qualify as
an instance of divine assistance.*?

A few awkward consequences follow from Murtada’s insistence that undeserved
pain inflicted by God must be taken exclusively as a form of assistance in otherworldly
matters.”* A classic case is when God inflicts pain on Zayd to protect him from an
injustice that ‘Amr would certainly have done unless Zayd were in pain. Initially,
this scenario was proposed to counter the original claim that God does not inflict
harm to deflect graver harm. But in light of the reasoning outlined above, Murtada
argues that the deflection of harm is not the reason God inflicts pain on Zayd. Rather,
the pain inflicted on Zayd is an instance of divine assistance for “Amr, as it spares the
latter of the vile act he is about to commit. As befitting divine assistance, it does not
affect his power to commit the vile act but only his motive to do s0.”> According to
this logic, then, the slightest otherworldly harm is worth deflecting from the person
bent on incurring it, even if the deflection requires inflicting immense worldly pain
on his presumed victim or any other creature, as long as it makes the person disin-
clined, or less inclined, to commit the vile act. Compensation in the hereafter will
take care of the resulting worldly inconveniences to others.®® Another consequence,
more related to divine omnipotence, results from the assumption that God is required
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to provide divine assistance to humanity. Thus, in this situation God could not have
provided His assistance except by inflicting pain on an undeserving individual and
relying on the infinite otherworldly assets to correct this wrong; He had no other
option to meet His moral requirement. This restrictive view of divine omnipotence is
still more accommodating than that of the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis, espoused by Mufid,
who went as far as to argue that it is unbecoming of God’s generosity to inflict pain
—even on animals — for purposes that He could have attained without it.’

Consequences as deserved treatments

Despite the elaborate hierarchy of deserved treatments, they serve a single purpose:
they are the currency by which Murtada tries to maintain a form of equilibrium in
his moral universe. In the following discussion, categories of treatment are dis-
cussed inasmuch as they are effective currencies; thus, compensation and thanksgiv-
ing are studied separately, whereas praise is grouped with blame and reward with
punishment.

Compensation

Although Murtada uses divine assistance to justify the existence of undeserved
pain, it does not suffice to vindicate the world of its negative mark. In a sense, the
moral equilibrium of the world cannot be restored as long as the outcome is unjustly
detrimental to some agents. This lack of equilibrium is pervasive: its scope extends
beyond the pale of believers to include unbelievers, children, animals and insane
individuals. In short, every sentient being able to feel pain can be party to this dis-
equilibrium, unless the situation is corrected by addressing grievances. It is here
that compensation proves most effective. As a category of deserved treatments, its
sole function is to address grievances without having to commit to other problem-
atic theological consequences, especially when dealing with subjects that are not to
be rewarded in the hereafter. Thus, the definition of compensation: benefit that is
both deserved and free of reverence. It differs from initiated benevolence by being
deserved and from reward by being free of reverence.’® The assumption, therefore,
is that the world needs to be kept at a deeper equilibrium than that established by
moral obligation. Even within the domain of morally obligated agents, punishment
or reward is an act of God that is independent of the consequences — even unintended
ones — of actions that might leave others in pain. Compensation is a more basic cat-
egory; its purpose is to establish fairness in various transactions before agents are
presented with their other deserved treatments, if any. The world is thus far from
being the most perfect world, and in fact some of its imperfections must wait till the
day of judgement to be fixed.

The master moral agent is God, responsible for correcting situations in which
His provision of divine assistance causes undeserved pain. The most common such
cases derive from His status as the source of divine assistance in the form of rev-
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elational moral obligation.”® For example, killing harmless animals is vile, but God
has allowed people to use certain animals for various purposes. This divine licence
causes pain to animals, and it is God’s responsibility to compensate them for it;
humans are left with the responsibility for compensating animals they abuse against
the word of revelation.!® But when it comes to slavery, Murtada is more careful: he
refrains from explicitly designating it as a vile act. He proceeds, however, to argue
that God must compensate slaves for their hardship because revelation, not reason,
is what makes slavery lawful.'®! This care shows that his awareness of the problem
goes beyond the merely legal aspect and is deeply grounded in the moral dimension
inspired by theology.

But even when all such cases are corrected, the world is still full of harms: humans
wronging each other, children dying of negligence, animals devouring other animals,
and so on. The moral equilibrium of the world thus needs much more calibration. In
addition to providing compensation for His own acts, God is presented in Murtada’s
work as the ‘master bookkeeper’'%> whose function is to check what agents owe each
other and then establish fairness by transferring credit from the wrongdoers to the
victims. But different agents have different accounts: believers have credit in their
reward and compensation accounts; the remaining sentient beings have credit only
in their compensation account. To make transfers meaningful and still allow non-
rational agents to be party to them, rewards and punishments are excluded from their
scope, in contrast to compensation accounts, which are replenished merely by the
agent’s endurance of undeserved pain and are thus shared by all agents.'®

The unsavoury consequences of sticking to this approach go well beyond the
development of an almost impossibly convoluted theological corpus to justify
the world’s endless train of pains and accidents. Two examples suffice to illustrate
the conceptual drawbacks involved and the unlikely strategies that they force theolo-
gians to resort to. The first is Murtada’s admission that he and likeminded theologians
were mocked for asserting that animals might be required to provide compensation
to each other or to humans. Despite this being a relatively secondary issue, it is one
of the rare instances on which Murtada invokes the authority of Prophetic tradi-
tions to support a theological viewpoint, which shows his unmistakably defensive
position.!™ This view was not new, since early Qadari theologians had adopted a
similar position.! Murtada’s investment in elaborating his theological system led
him further afield than Mufid; for despite the latter’s more frequent resort to tradi-
tions, he is silent on whether animals owe anyone anything, merely stating that God
will provide compensation for animals out of His generosity, not His justice.' The
other example is a more recurrent one. It concerns the case of a tyrant whose com-
pensation account cannot possibly cover all the harms he has caused. This particular
question perplexed generations of Mu‘tazili theologians, probably more inspired by
the behaviour of contemporary politicians than by the pure theological dilemma, in
a manner similar to the developments in Islamic law concerning the role of doubt,
which was expanded substantially by jurists to check the criminal excesses of politi-
cal authorities in applying capital punishment.'”” As Murtada is quick to note, it is
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untenable to hold that the tyrant’s account will eventually be filled by God to secure
sufficient credit for subsequent transfer to his victims. Nor is it acceptable to assume
that God will allow him to carry out his vile acts because He knows that the tyrant
will live long enough to secure sufficient credit. In both cases, the tyrant would be
governing God’s actions, necessitating that He give him either extra credit or a fixed
lifespan. This is one of the few instances in which Murtada disagrees with °Abd
al-Jabbar, although his proposed solution seems to save theological appearances
at the expense of the world of political experience. In his attempt to protect God’s
omnipotence from the inconveniences of past solutions to the dilemma, Murtada
proposes that God permits the tyrant to do injustice only when he has already accu-
mulated enough credit to make up for it. Thus, a tyrant will have undergone or will
be undergoing great pains, regardless of their origin, while wronging others. Given
the gravity of his crimes, it can only be God who is inflicting such pain on him; in
return, He is obligated to compensate him, and this compensation will later be given
to his victims.!% This argument pays little respect to the evidencing from the known
to the unknown, given the glaring lack of distress in most tyrants. More significantly
for theological considerations, it contains the implicit assumption that the alleged
distress is undeserved — hence God’s obligation to compensate the tyrant for it. The
need to defend God’s justice, it must be recalled, was the main driver for the whole
discourse on morality in Mu‘tazili circles; but pushed to its logical end, it leads to sit-
uations in which God’s treatment of individual humans is tailored to fit the theologi-
cal discourse on justice and provides no grounds for objecting to political injustice.

The rigid stance on the need to restore the world’s moral equilibrium extends to
the respective agents’ rights to waive compensation and to the duration of the com-
pensation. Because the hereafter is the abode of pure accountability in which God
takes care of the records, agents are not entitled to waive their rights; they are rather
like minor orphans who own money but are not authorised to use it except with the
permission of their custodian.!” As for the duration, it must be transient (mungqati®),
since unbelievers are also entitled to compensation. Their compensation, then, must
be provided in this world; otherwise, they must receive whatever compensation is
left in the hereafter before being punished.!'” The Basran insistence on justice also
leads Murtada to disagree with Mufid, who, laying more emphasis on the unbeliev-
ers’ total loss of standing before God, argues that God is not required to provide
compensation to them: the pain they suffer is part of the punishment they deserve.'!!
Furthermore, the moral equilibrium of the world decides who will be resurrected in
the hereafter. Unbelievers, animals and children who have not been fully compen-
sated will be brought back to life in the hereafter. The sole purpose of this resurrec-
tion is to restore their rights through delivering compensation, after which they may
be returned to dust except if they are awaiting other deserved treatments, as in the
case of unbelievers waiting for their punishment afterwards.''?

For Murtada, a major point of divergence from the positions of ‘Abd al-Jabbar
concerns the question of compensation for hypothetical harm. The latter endorses
Abii Hashim’s position to the effect that compensation is due for causing the loss
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of hypothetical benefits. The classic example is usurped property: upholders of this
position believe that the owner of such property must be compensated not only for
the value of his property but also for the revenues that it would have generated since
it was usurped.'’® A more otherworldly example is compensation due to the mur-
dered from the murderer, regarding which °Abd al-Jabbar and Abu Hashim argued
for the need to compensate the victim for the benefits that he would have enjoyed
had he been left to live.!'* Murtada’s position categorically denies the legitimacy
of compensation for such hypothetical losses, for the infinite possibilities of the
world prevent any reliable prediction of hypothetical developments. In addition,
such hypothetical considerations might be used to argue that the victim would have
suffered the loss anyway, which would absolve the perpetrator of actual — let alone
hypothetical — harm.'!>

These limits of compensation as a moral parameter are drawn by Murtada’s
uncompromising attitude on the inevitability and duration of compensation and
his unconditional refusal to countenance compensation for hypothetical losses. His
position is dictated by a minimalist stance: compensation, as a category, seems to
have been invented in the first place to avoid the many problematic situations that
arise from uncorrected injustices that cannot be addressed by the more charged cat-
egories of reward and punishment. Once these injustices are corrected, Murtada is
unwilling to go a single step further to elaborate the workings of compensation in
his moral universe. His admission of compensation in the hereafter is prompted by
the impossibility of meeting all its demands in this world: animals cannot take care
of their accounts; some human harms can be properly assessed only by God; for
others it may be beyond the agent’s capacity to appease the victim in a just manner;
and oftentimes the victim dies, ruling out the possibility of worldly compensation.
Even the sacred law, intended to preserve the dictates of rational moral obligation
in Murtada’s view, cannot help in certain cases. For example, since compensation
must be provided to the victim, blood money, payable to the victim’s next of kin, is
not considered compensation. Rather, it is rather a mere act of obedience to the law
(ta‘abbud), with compensation being deferred to the hereafter.!!®

Praise and blame

Necessary knowledge, repeatedly invoked as a means of developing moral judge-
ments on various acts, also underlies the scheme of deserved treatments that will be
meted out to moral agents. Thus, praise and blame, together with the more conse-
quential reward and punishment, can be deserved only when the agent is motivated
by his knowledge of the aspects of goodness and vileness in acts and chooses to act
accordingly.!'” Vile acts that are caused by the agent’s negligence are not excusable,
as they also reflect his failure to heed the obligation to learn about these aspects.'!8
Praise and blame are two social categories par excellence, in the sense that they
are predicated on the judgement of rational beings concerning the desert of the
agents. Although the theologians of Murtada’s time, regardless of their sectarian
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affiliations, discuss these rational beings as if they constitute an abstract category of
individuals, it is in fact the conventions of the theologians’ social context that dictate
the boundaries of these rational beings’ judgements. Aside from polemics, much
of the disagreement among theologians concerns divergent evaluations of what the
imaginary group of rational beings would say about a given situation. Going back
to praise and blame, the assumption is that these rational beings would agree that
the agent deserves praise or blame. Therefore, the ‘right’ to praise or blame is a
public one; each member of the imaginary group is equally entitled to practise it.'"”
The publicity, in turn, comes at a price: the theologians concur that both praise and
blame are immaterial (Ia yuhfalu bi-mithlihi),'®® in the sense that neither suffices
as a motive for action. The hierarchy of deserved treatments is well captured in a
passing comment by Murtada. In analysing why a blameworthy person should fear
the consequences of his acts, he says that the desert of blame indicates the desert of
punishment and vice versa (ahad al-istihgagayn amara li-l-istihgaq al-akhar).'*!
Naturally, a person undergoing unbearable punishment is unlikely to be concerned
about whether he is also worthy of blame; it is the blameworthy agent who should be
worried about whether the blame, which he knows is deserved, indicates more dire
consequences lying in store for him.

Reward and punishment

The more critical discussion concerns the deserts of reward and punishment, for the
eventual outcome of religious experience in the theologians’ view consists of being
destined to paradise or to hell, beyond sectarian affiliations or particular interpreta-
tions of what constitutes these destinations. Moreover, already early on belief in ‘the
promise and the threat’ (al-wa‘d wa-I-wa‘id) became a Mu‘tazili doctrine that was
subsequently elaborated by generations of theologians. The promise and the threat
were, of course, not conceived as matters of verbal articulation and social position,
but rather as divine expressions of what lies in the hereafter for moral agents. In
fact, Murtada’s definitions of reward and punishment — in agreement with many
Mu‘tazili positions — are tailored to avoid overlap with their worldly counterparts,
that is, praise and blame. Thus, in addition to the conditions for deserving praise and
blame, an agent deserves reward only if he has to endure hardship to meet his moral
obligations, and he deserves punishment only if his failure to meet his obligations
also causes him to lose benefits.!?? A straightforward implication is that God’s self-
sufficiency makes both definitions inapplicable to Him. But less expected results
also emerge from these tailored definitions. In the hadith corpus, reward is prom-
ised for acts that do not meet the requirement of involving hardship or unpleasant
experiences. Most theologians usually gave little attention to such instances, as the
authority of traditions never weighed heavily in their considerations. But Murtada’s
writings provide a bizarre case in which he decides to address a tradition that prom-
ises rewards for a Muslim who has sex with his wife. Without much explanation of
why this tradition should deserve to be treated independently instead of being dis-
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missed like countless others, Murtada proceeds to argue that the reward here is not
promised for the pleasure of intercourse but for the hardship of restricting oneself to
lawful sexual activity.!??

Nevertheless, the difference between these categories of deserved treatments
goes well beyond definitions. Even if every rational being is entitled to express praise
or blame, the same cannot be the case with reward and punishment. On the practical
level, it is not feasible to allow everyone to dispense rewards and punishments.'?*
Otherworldly considerations also weigh heavily against this possibility. Worldly
transactions are premised on agents’ responding to each other in a manner that brings
about deserved treatments based on the moral value of the acts that shape these
transactions, such as compensating for harms or providing benefits. In none of these
contexts do humans, let alone irrational agents, define the moral value of the acts in
question. For the many obligations introduced by God, it is His prerogative to mete
out the deserved treatments to their agents.'?> However, this means different things
in the cases of reward and punishment. Murtada’s position here concurs with the
Basran Mu“tazili position that once the individual’s desert of reward is established, it
is to be seen as a right of his that cannot be waived.'?® God’s prerogative is, therefore,
to provide reward but not to waive it, for the latter would be unjust. The question of
punishment, however, is much more complex.

Most of the time, the debate about ‘the promise and the threat’ lacked symmetry;
it tended to be centred on the threat, as the promise was much less controversial. This
is hardly surprising, for the original debate concerned the status of grave sinners, not
devout believers. Even within the ranks of the theologians who shared the Mu‘tazili
view on the rational basis of morality, the issue of punishment was a key bone of
contention. This issue relates to many problematic questions about, inter alia, the
exact way to establish the agent’s desert of punishment, the expectations about its
eventual delivery and the moral value of pardoning deserving agents. The Mu‘tazili
formulation of the position, at least in the case of “Abd al-Jabbar and his circle,
emphasises that reason can establish the agent’s desert of both reward and punish-
ment. In fact, the two are inseparable: it cannot be rationally established that an
agent deserves reward for good deeds unless it is assumed that he deserves punish-
ment for behaving otherwise. If no punishment is threatened, an agent who decides
not to pursue the promised hefty reward can at best be blamed by rational beings,
but he does not deserve punishment by God.!?’ Ultimately, the controversy is not
about the desert of punishment but about its inevitability, that is, the possibility of
divine pardon. Consequently, it should not be problematic for someone who allows
this possibility to accept nonetheless that the desert of punishment is established by
reason, as long as it may be waived later by God, whose prerogative it is to punish.
Therefore, it is not clear why Murtada objects to this formulation, especially since he
had originally accepted it.'?® His articulation of his view draws heavily on conceiv-
ing the aspects of morality in acts as self-sufficient motives for the agent to take that
action that makes him deserve the proper treatment. These aspects also justify God’s
decision to bring the individual under specific moral obligations. Praise is deserved
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upon the performance of these acts, and reward makes up for the hardship suffered
by the agent in the process.'? In avoiding the term ‘compensation’ and using ‘in
return’ (bi-iza’), Murtada pays lip service to the oft-repeated position that compen-
sation credit cannot be exchanged for either reward or punishment. But the underly-
ing rationale shows that his theory involves a form of compensation that becomes
reward after being combined with praise. He uses the same rationale to argue that the
trials and tribulations (bala’) of believers in this world might contribute towards the
mitigation of their punishment in the hereafter. These trials, Murtada insists, do not
amount to punishment;'3° they are thus not deserved and they accordingly replenish
the sufferer’s compensation account. Once more, the exchangeability of compensa-
tion and punishment is implicitly admitted, this time under the label of purging one’s
sins (tamhis min al-dhuniib)."3' Compensation, even if disguised behind other labels
and presented in a different argumentative context, is the basic category of deserved
treatments that gives rise to the more theologically significant ones.

To justify a desert of reward, there is, then, no need for punishment as a necessary
incentive: the rational being, when informed by revelation about the obligatoriness
of an act, knows that it must contain an aspect of goodness that suffices to motivate
him to observe the obligation. This way, Murtada severs the conceptual connection
between the deserts of reward and punishment, making punishment much more dis-
pensable in his theological system. It is, in a sense, demoted from a dictate of rational
morality to a matter of consensus and the usually less celebrated revelational moral-
ity.!32 Murtada’s position is explicitly noted and addressed in the works of Mu‘tazili
theologians who insist on the insufficiency of aspects of goodness and vileness to
justify the imposition of moral obligation on individuals. These Mu‘tazilis propose
a more sophisticated scheme that does not restrict itself to the agent and the act but
extends its concern to the party that would bring the agent under the obligation to do
the act (7jab). For example, in the case of an individual who is bullied by a politician
to give up his wealth, the fact that it would be good of him to do so is separate from
the fact that it is vile of the politician to force it on him. Therefore, one should not
only consider the aspect of goodness in the act itself but also account for any aspects
of goodness in the imposition of the act. Succinctly put, the distinction is between the
aspect of obligatoriness (wajh al-wujiib) and the aspect of obligating (wajh al-ijab).
The Mu‘tazilis in question consider Murtada’s argument insufficient because it is
concerned only with the former. To address the latter, they argue that obeying God’s
imposition of moral obligation must be the only way to avoid deserved harm, that
is, punishment.!3 Murtada’s departure from the Mu‘tazili position betrays a less
consequentialist disposition on his part, although not a purely deontological one. His
belief in the sufficiency of knowing the moral aspects makes him less keen to des-
ignate the avoidance of harm as the individual’s sole purpose in every specific act.
This reluctance is in line with his earlier stipulation that the agent be motivated by his
knowledge of the moral value of the act and not by the need to avoid harm. But this is
not to say that such knowledge per se is the justification of moral value, whether on
the level of praise and blame or that of reward and punishment. Despite the apparent
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tension between consequentialist and deontological approaches, the consequential-
ist position still looms large in Murtada’s assumption that it is God’s word — with
the implicit threat of dire consequences — that conveys the moral knowledge to the
individuals in these cases.

Pardon

The desert of punishment, however, is no guarantee that punishment will inevitably
take place. It is God’s prerogative to pardon, as long as this does not lead to injustice,
just like it is the creditor’s right to forgive a debtor.!** It is here that one encounters
the theological relevance of the definition of licit acts mentioned earlier: although
meting out punishment is not blameworthy, it is praiseworthy to refrain from it. This
position leads to the debate about the inevitability of punishment of sinners, which
constitutes Murtada’s major disagreement with the Mu‘tazili position in its doctrinal
formulation. Unlike their Baghdadi fellows, the Basran Mu‘tazilis do not go so far as
to argue that reason necessitates that God punish sinners and unbelievers. For them,
reason stops at the desert of punishment. Beyond that point, revelation needs to be
consulted, and their reading of scripture leads them to conclude that God will punish
both sinners and unbelievers in order to preserve the credibility of His threat to do
$0.1%% Again, Murtada goes the extra mile. Just like he demoted the desert of punish-
ment from rational to revelational morality, he demotes the delivery of punishment
from an inevitable occurrence supported by categorical scriptural declarations to a
possible scenario challenged by other Qur°anic statements. His argument leaves the
door open to divine pardon for sinners, although the consensus of the community
prevents the same position on unbelievers.'3® Thus punishment, unlike reward, may
be waived by God in the hereafter, for this would not constitute injustice.

The Basran Mu‘tazilis, as early as Abu Hashim, argued that only punishment
can counterbalance the appeal of vile acts in a way that effectively deters humans
from giving in to temptation.'>” But this claim seems to miss a significant fact about
human nature, namely, the efficacy of fear in dictating a particular course of behav-
iour, even if such fear is a mere prospect, especially given the scale of the threat. It
is exactly this investment in fear that allows Murtada to argue that there is no need
for the individual to know that he deserves punishment for a given act or, even if he
knows it, to believe that it will be delivered without fail: his belief in the mere possi-
bility of being punished incites enough fear to deter him from committing the act.!3®
The Basran Mu‘tazilis were aware of this challenge, and their answer to it betrays
reserved willingness on their part to account for the efficacy of fear. “Abd al-Jabbar
argues that although belief in the possibility of punishment suffices to deter the indi-
vidual from falling into vile temptation, the belief is efficacious only if the individual
knows he would deserve punishment. He thus accepts justified fear — that is, fear of
the possibility of deserved punishment — but not delusional fear — that is, the fear of
an individual who is not sure whether he deserves to be punished in the first place.!'>
The context of this discussion is the question whether the desert of punishment is
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known by reason or by revelation. Therefore, the Basran Mu‘tazili view on the fear
of deserved punishment is not challenged by later Ash®ari positions that contend
that mere belief in the possibility of punishment provides a sufficient motive to meet
one’s moral obligations. The Ash®ari arguments forgo the whole question of desert,
insisting instead on the efficacy of the fear of punishment regardless of whether God
will in fact deliver His threat.'*” Murtada’s position falls between the two. Although
he rejects the position that the desert of punishment may be established rationally, he
agrees with the Basran Mu‘tazilis that revelation does establish the desert of punish-
ment. Nevertheless, his strong investment in the efficacy of fear brings him closer to
the later Ash®ari view.

The belief in mutual cancellation — that is, that the agent’s reward and punish-
ment cancel each other out — had become a Mu‘tazili doctrine long before Murtada’s
time, whereas the Imami doctrine necessitated the rejection of this view.'*! As usual
in cases of conflict, Murtada adheres unequivocally to the Imami position.'*?> But the
problem that arises from the rejection of mutual cancellation, as previously noted, is
how conflicting deserts affect the respective treatments of the agent. In the case of an
unbeliever who joins the community of faith, no problematic situation arises; revela-
tion promises such a person a fresh start, and he is left only with the desert of reward
caused by his new status as a believer.'*? The acute situation is that of an apostate,
subject to two conflicting positions: on the one hand, deserved reward cannot be
waived; but on the other, unbelievers are not entitled to reward. Even worse, this
same individual may eventually deserve both everlasting reward and everlasting
punishment. To pre-empt this conundrum, Murtada denies that unbelievers can do
any act of obedience, mental or bodily, for which they might deserve reward.'* But
this claim exacerbates the problem and pushes his position to an even more extreme
point, this time capitalising on knowledge as a motive required for the agent to be
rewarded. Given that we are not privy to the motives of unbelievers, we must rely
on our sure knowledge of their desert of punishment to judge their acts of charity
and worship as mere appearances for which no reward is deserved.'* This course
of argument eventually finds its expression in Murtada’s version of the doctrine
of perseverance (muwafat) regarding one’s final state of belief upon one’s death.
According to this doctrine, once a believer, always a believer — but not vice versa; if
a person seems to become an unbeliever later in life, this means he has never been a
believer in the first place.!4®

Repentance and intercession

In addition to mutual cancellation and the desert of punishment, Murtada develops a
different view from that of Basran Mu°‘tazilis on two other questions that pertain to
the necessitating power of desert; these are the questions of repentance (fawba) and
intercession (shafa‘a). °Abd al-Jabbar, following Abt Hashim, maintains a char-
acteristic assertive position concerning the causal power of desert, minimising the
margin of change left for other factors, including the word of revelation. Thus, when
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it comes to repentance, the Basran Mu‘tazilis, appealing to the judgement of the
imaginary group of rational beings, claim that one is obliged to accept the apology
of wrongdoers and to forgive past wrongs. This applies also to God, who does not
have the freedom to turn down repentant sinners, given the necessitating power of
desert.'¥” The same rationale applies with even greater force to intercession, since
acceptance of the possibility of intercession would conflict with the Mu‘tazili doc-
trine of the threat. If the unrepentant sinner’s desert of punishment were to be waived
through the intervention of an intermediary, then the latter would be overriding one
of the fundamentals of the Mu‘tazili moral universe.'*® In Imami circles, repentance
and intercession had been addressed by previous generations of scholars, though
apparently in a manner that relied heavily on scripture and traditions.'** While
adhering to these reported Imami positions, Murtada appeals to the imaginary group
of rational beings, this time to have them reject the earlier Mu‘tazili appeal: one is
not, in fact, obliged to forgive a wrongdoer. Theologically, this stance translates to
a more reserved position on the limits of reason: the repentant sinner is pardoned
not because he deserves it but because God has promised it, out of His benevolence.
Murtada thus dismisses the elaborate discussion on the limits and definition of
repentance, portraying it as inspired by the Mu‘tazili belief in the causal power of
repentance.'> In a telling formulation that echoes the underlying view on causality,
he states that punishment is annulled upon (“ind) repentance, not that repentance
annuls (fusqitu) punishment.'>! The narrower margin of reason is also reflected in
Murtada’s treatment of intercession, since he relies on the consensus of the com-
munity and the word of revelation to argue that sinners may be pardoned thanks to
the intercession of the Prophet and the Imams.'>? Mufid mentions that pious believ-
ers will intercede for their believing sinful friends,'>? but it is not clear whether this
claim is a matter of disagreement between the two scholars, as Murtada is silent on
the question. Whether on repentance or intercession, the implicit background of
Murtada’s argument, beyond the Imami position, is formed by his fundamental rejec-
tion of the Basran Mu‘tazili understanding of the desert of punishment. In rejecting
the rational argument for this desert and confining it to the domain of divine decision,
Murtada is able to use the same logic to waive it. This approach spares him the risk
of proposing further restrictions on God’s actions, a position to which the Basran
Mu‘tazilis are lured by their insistence on maximising the power of desert.

These are the limits of reason in Murtada’s scheme of otherworldly deserts. After
establishing the inevitability of reward and the possibility of pardon, he appeals
solely to revelation to answer questions about the hereafter. Only revelation conveys
the information that reward and punishment are everlasting (da’im), that the transient
(munqgati©) punishment of believers will take place before they receive their reward
and that reward must not be adulterated with any unpleasant experience, physical or
psychological.'>*

The Mu‘tazilis, in insisting on the deontological vileness of lies in contrast to
other, consequentialist justifications of vileness, were motivated by a consequentialist
concern, namely, protecting the reliability of the transmission of the divine message
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against falsehood, for they saw this as the only way God could be trusted to refrain
from approving an impostor’s message or worse, sending one.!>> Nevertheless, the
belief that God can do evil for a greater moral purpose leaves the problem unsolved
for practical purposes;'*® one can only imagine the Mu‘tazilis resorting, once more
triumphantly, to necessary knowledge and affirming that God’s omnipotence and
benevolence preclude the need for such a scenario. Thus, the price to pay was to
disallow His pardoning of grave sinners lest His word of threat be falsified, a reason-
able price considering that it took place at the expense of those already outside the
pale of concern.'>” Although the same logic applies to Murtada’s thought system, the
price he has to pay is even smaller than that required of his Mu‘tazili fellows. By
arguing that revelation does not even necessitate the punishment of sinners, Murtada
is left with unbelievers as the only scapegoat in his deontological position: protect-
ing God’s word against the accusation of falsehood prevents any possibility of God
pardoning unbelievers.!3® The coherence of the system is maintained at a minimum
price that is paid only in light of the system’s need to guard against falsehood, which
is seen as a source of logical inconsistency, not as a moral consideration.

Thanksgiving

Thanksgiving is the odd one out in the Mu‘tazili scheme of deserved treatments. It
reveals the tension caused by the Mu‘tazilis’ attempt to grant reason a paramount
role in establishing moral theory, while still arguing for the possibility of justify-
ing the particular human obligations toward God within the boundaries defined by
revelation. Thanksgiving consequently emerges as an extremely complex deserved
treatment in terms of three aspects: its scope, that is, the range of people who are eli-
gible to receive or provide thanksgiving; its relationship to human agency vis-a-vis
divine agency; and its relationship to the more concrete treatments, that is, reward
and punishment.

First, the definition of thanksgiving obviously places it very close to praise:
both reflect approval of the agent’s actions by rational beings.'>® What distinguishes
thanksgiving from both praise and blame is its ‘private’ character: whereas every
rational being is entitled to praise and blame respective deserving agents, thanksgiv-
ing must be done only by the party that benefitted from the agent’s benevolence.
Rational beings can approve of this benevolence, but their approval can only take
the form of praise. Thus, despite the similarity in the acts of praise and thanksgiv-
ing as general categories, their major distinction lies in their scope: praise is always
public, thanksgiving private. Even if every individual in a given community benefits
from a particular agent’s benevolence, the resultant desert is a collective of private
expressions of thanksgiving, with everyone doing his individual obligation rather
than exercising a public right. Therefore, thanksgiving can be construed as a form of
praise highly conditioned by the scope of the benefit distributed by the benevolent
agent. This is corroborated by the suggestion that in its specific form of thanking
the benefactor (shukr al-mun‘im), it was intimately related to the archaic cultural
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context of Arab tribal humanism, in which thanksgiving was considered a central
value in social interactions that depended on the generosity of the chieftain. On the
other hand, the negative Ash‘ari valuation of this position may well echo the more
sophisticated context of a majoritarian Muslim community less dependent on the
particular cultural values of any ethnic group and less interested in proving its intel-
lectual mettle before other traditions.'®

This observation leads to the second aspect of the complexity of thanksgiving
as a moral category. In contrast to praise and reward, which are seen as rights of
individuals, and to reward and punishment, which depend on God for their delivery,
thanksgiving is exclusively human.!s! God does not exercise it, for no one could pos-
sibly benefit Him. It is an obligation that humans have towards God because every
individual is a recipient of His benevolence. It is, therefore, the only universally par-
ticular moral obligation: it is shared by all, but for individual reasons.'¢? Praise, the
only possible human action before God, is too banal to qualify human obligations.
To make it more fitting for divine—human interaction, it must be upgraded to result
not just in another case of praiseworthiness, but in a more demanding moral claim by
God on humans. Thanksgiving fits the bill perfectly in this regard.

Third, praise and blame, despite their importance as detectors of moral value in
society, are mere preludes to the theologically more consequential reward and pun-
ishment. It is not possible to provide a parallel case when it comes to thanksgiving,
since there is nothing more that humans can provide to God. Thanksgiving must
therefore be reinforced in a manner that stresses its intrinsic value without reference
to subsequent treatments. This is probably what underlies the stipulation of numer-
ous conditions required to make an agent entitled to thanksgiving, which have the
effect of limiting this prerogative to very few agents. The concept also helps with the
argument for the moral foundation of worship in Mu‘tazili theology: it is the ultimate
form of thanksgiving to God for His omnibenevolence that cannot be shared by any
other.!63

The special nature of thanksgiving as a moral category is the price paid by
Murtada and like-minded theologians to preserve the position of reason in their
moral universe. The task would have been much easier if a new category of moral
obligation, expressed in worship, had been proposed to justify human obligation
before God. But the problem of sustaining the rational basis of morality would
remain if such a category could not be classified under the available options. What
Murtada and his fellows eventually did was to single out a specific case from among
the available ones, impose enough restrictions on it as to make it almost inapplicable
to human interaction and, for good measure, make sure that its occurrence in human
contexts will always be deficient. Thus, even if a human being shows the greatest
benevolence towards another, he will never be able to claim that he gave him life
or similar good gifts. This restrictive definition reserves for God the status of the
ultimate benevolent agent towards every individual, and the form of thanksgiv-
ing He deserves for His benevolence is worship. Murtada’s mathematical tone in
arguing that worship is indivisible (@ yajiizu fihi al-ingisam wa-l-tab“id)'** must be
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read in the context of an all-or-nothing scenario, in which no fraction of worship is
deserved by any other party: God deserves all of it, and no one else deserves any of
it. Nevertheless, it remains to justify the revealed law that defines acts of worship
within the restrictions of Murtada’s moral theory.

Rational and revelational morality

Acts whose moral value can be grasped by reason are referred to as rational moral
obligations. Given the Mu‘tazilis’ commitment to the position that all moral obliga-
tions can theoretically be accounted for by reason, they face the stumbling block of
explaining moral obligations that cannot be justified by reason alone, that is, the pre-
scriptions of the sacred law collectively referred to as revelational moral obligations.
Within the particular discussion of prescribed acts, revelational moral obligations
are used interchangeably with legal moral obligation(s) (al-taklif al-shart; al-takalif
al-shar‘iyya).'® In fact, objections to religion, usually ascribed to the Barahima — the
proverbial deniers of prophethood in Islamic tradition — seem to have focused on
questioning the latter, based on their belief in the self-sufficiency of human reason.'*®
The preferred objects of their mockery were the bodily postures in the ritual prayers
and the details of the pilgrimage to Mecca.'®” It is safe to assume that our imaginary
group of rational beings would be closer to the Barahima than to the Mu‘tazilis
in these matters. Paradoxically, it must have been not only the Barahima who felt
comfortable with this attack; upholders of divine command ethics among Muslim
theologians must have also savoured the moment.'®® Therefore, the attempts by pro-
ponents of objectivist moral theory to answer these objections are doubly apologetic.
In addition to bearing the burden of defending the criticised ritual practices, they
have to argue — pursuant to their own acclaimed rationality — that such practices can
be justified by recourse to reason. The proposed solution, on which Murtada is in full
agreement with the Basran Mu‘tazilis, sought to bestow meaning on these revela-
tional obligations by invoking divine assistance and appealing to God’s omniscience
while still maintaining that the moral value of acts cannot be established based on
divine command.

To begin with, an implicit hierarchy pervades Murtada’s theology with regard
to his scheme of moral obligation. The dictates of reason are always granted pride
of place, in terms of both their universality and their finality. All rational beings are
subject to rational moral obligation, and no rationally established moral value can
be transmuted — not even by God’s explicit command. The starkest example of this
can be seen in the long list of conditions required for His commanding an act to be
good, a list concluded by the bold verdict, ‘Even if He obligates us to be ungrateful
for His assistance, it does not become obligatory’.!® The dictates of revelational
moral obligation, therefore, must be made to fit within this scheme. On a more prac-
tical level, the conflict mostly concerns those prescriptions of sacred law that can be
construed as instances of self-harm, injustice or purposelessness. Thus, prayers and
fasting might be considered harmful for the individual, slaughtering animals and
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owning slaves unjust, and refraining from alcohol and adultery purposeless.!”® Since
it would be impossible, within the limits of Murtada’s moral theory, to approve of
such acts while conceding the negative moral judgement, the mystery of the Lord’s
ways proves an invaluable lifeline.

The answer works on two levels, although Murtada does not admit its complex-
ity. First, there is the generic level: the revealed prescriptions, at the end of the day,
are all details of a larger body of ordained beliefs and practices required by God.
Thanksgiving is deserved for great benefits, and worship is the ultimate form of
thanksgiving following ultimate benefits.'”! Thus a bird’s-eye view of the question
would show the bigger picture and convey the overall meaning of this body of pre-
scriptions. The more challenging problem lies in the second level, that is, the rational
justification of detailed prescriptions. Ultimately, the most contentious aspect is the
form (siira) of acts: even if the interlocutor concedes the need to thank the Creator,
why would the expression of gratitude be restricted to a particular form that is not, so
to speak, the most elegant? What benefit is there in starving oneself, or in suppress-
ing a harmless desire? Aware of the distinction between the act’s form and its aspect
of moral value, Murtada stresses the importance of taking the form into considera-
tion in judging the moral value of the act, while still admitting that the aspect of the
moral value is the more important consideration.!” The only way out of this dilemma
would be to assign particular meanings to each of these actions within the bounds
of rational morality. But the range of rationally defined moral values, no matter how
far one is willing to stretch it, is not infinite; it can accommodate only a well-defined
set of good and vile values and subsume particular instances under their respective
categories. With the prescriptions of sacred law, such sorting is not a straightforward
task, for a number of reasons. Not only is it difficult to pinpoint the prescriptions’
latent moral value; they are also not always universal — for example, not every
rational being is obligated to pray all the time. Here divine assistance and omnisci-
ence prove most useful. The prescriptions of revealed law are assigned a derivative
value; that is, their moral value comes from their serving as means for the observant
individual to better meet the dictates of rational moral obligations. As such, they are
merely instances of divine assistance, intended — like assistance is — to maximise the
individual’s chances of attaining reward in the hereafter.!”3

The benefits of this formulation, within Murtada’s framework, cannot be over-
stated. First, since God’s assistance is specific to each individual and given the
diversity of people’s needs, it is not required that divine assistance be uniform.!”
One person’s divine assistance can be another person’s corruption. Therefore, the
challenge posed by discrimination in the dictates of revelational moral obligation
is turned into an opportunity. In a broader context, this natural variation also helps
to justify the abrogation of the sacred laws of earlier religions, according to the
mainstream Muslim understanding of the relationship between Islamic and previous
revealed laws.!” The changes in divine laws are explained by the changing interests
of individuals and their respective lots of divine assistance. Second, Murtada is able
to pre-empt the problem of pinpointing the moral value of divinely prescribed acts:
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the finality of rational moral obligation is invoked to bestow meaning on the pre-
scriptions of the sacred law, even if their moral value is seen as merely instrumental.
No need, then, to identify new aspects of goodness or vileness; it suffices to refer
the seeker to the already known moral aspects, trusting that God would not have
prescribed the details of the sacred law were they not helpful for people in acting
in accordance with these aspects.'”® Third, his formulation allows Murtada to avoid
another problematic situation, one that is in fact the most detrimental to his theo-
logical system: accepting that these acts acquire moral value by being divinely pre-
scribed. Thus, he repeatedly states that divine injunctions only distinguish (tabyin),
disclose (tamyiz), order (tartib) or elaborate (tafsil) the rational moral value that
reason failed to grasp because of the inaccessibility of information,'”” and that
informing individuals of their obligation must not be confused with bringing them
under this obligation.!”® Revelation, therefore, does not establish the moral value of
acts; rather, it aids reason in fulfilling what properly belongs to its sphere of activity.

Thus, going back to the challenges of the Barahima, prayer would have indeed
been a vile instance of self-harm were it to be judged only by unaided reason. The
word of revelation does not change this rational judgement by altering the givens and
promising a good consequence for the act; rather, it corrects it by indicating the true
moral value of prayer.!” The promise of reward, therefore, must not be seen as a step
intended to change the act’s moral value, but as something that was there in the first
place but could not be detected by unaided reason. Thus, although the hidden con-
nection between the dictates of rational and revelational moral obligation is known
only to God, this connection is not a random matching of two types of injunctions,
but is governed by the consideration of maximising humans’ otherworldly interests.
This rationale is what underlies Murtada’s attempts to locate these connections,
while conceding the inadequacy of unaided reason to do s0.'% In either case, whether
the individual is observing rational or revelational moral obligation, he is effectively
obeying God’s judgement (hukm allah).'®' The main difference between the two
types of obligation is the more flexible range of possibilities in revelational moral
obligation. Thus, when Murtada emphasises the possibility that no sacred law had
been revealed,'®? the implicit implication is that there would not be any dictates of
revelational moral obligation either — an impossible scenario with respect to rational
moral obligation. The reason for this flexibility is itself the reason for the varying
obligations of individuals, namely, the different needs of different people. In the
hypothetical scenario of no revealed law, people may need no other means to fulfil
their moral obligations, and they may not need prescribed actions for this purpose. In
any case, the limits of reason, especially its moral knowledge, are fixed — even when
measured against the limits of divine power.
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Conclusion

Content

The gap between the moral value of acts and the desert of their agents is wide in
Murtada’s system,; this is reflected in the considerable variety of acts that are morally
significant but whose agents cannot be judged. The agent’s sanity and psychological
state are what sustains this gap, which opens the door for developing a concept of
responsibility as a function not only of action but also of awareness. Although reason
is ostensibly the main definer of the moral value, it is the imaginary group of rational
beings, believed to be universal but in fact a reflection of Murtada’s context, that is
charged with this role.

The yardstick of the value of acts is their consequences; the system can safely be
characterised as consequentialist. The only judgement that, at first glance, seems to
be deontological (namely, the vileness of lying) is in fact an instance of higher-order
consequentialism: its main function is to keep the transgressors of moral dictates
under the sway of future punishment. But even in this case, the vileness of lying can
be manipulated for the greater otherworldly benefit of the individuals concerned, and
therefore consequentialism still rules.'3?

Upholding the objective moral value of acts naturally leads to compromising God’s
omnipotence. In Murtada’s system, however, this compromise is weakened by his
refusal to venture into the realm of hypothetical cases with the certainty exhibited by
both Basran and Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis. Murtada rejects the theses that God is required
to take a person’s life or keep it, obligate him to a particular act, accept his repentance,
refrain from inflicting harm on him in the presence of harmless alternatives, exact
punishment from him or attend to his worldly interest. The wholesale rejection of all
these propositions preserves God’s omnipotence to a greater extent than is achieved in
Mufid’s and the Mu‘tazilis’ systems. Murtada’s reserved attitude extends to denial of
the results of speculation on the nature of deserved treatments, such as their duration
and purity. Since much of Murtada’s argument is dedicated to undermining the claim
that reason can decide on situations of the invisible realm, it might be said that the role
of reason in his moral discourse is largely confined to abstract discussions.

Context

Rejecting the doctrine of the promise and the threat is Murtada’s main departure
from Basran Mu‘tazilism on moral theory and divine agency. In addition to main-
taining the mainstream Imami position, Murtada’s view embodies an equilibrium
that allows it to avoid many practical communal problems. In addressing the issue
of sinning believers, of whom there was never a dearth, adhering to the doctrine of
the divine threat would create unnecessary tension in the community, with some
of its members judging others on behalf of God, whereas allowing the possibility of
pardon precludes such judgement.
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In most of the points on which Mufid and Murtada disagree, the disagreement

is due to the fact that the former concurs with the view of the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis
whereas Murtada prefers the Basran Mu‘tazili position. Examples of such points are
the questions of worldly best interest, compensation for unbelievers and animals, and
the nature of repentance. Tuisi sides with Murtada on most of these issues. Often, he
simply copies Murtada’s position verbatim, adding his own comments or modifica-
tions thereafter.

Notes

. Vasalou, Moral Agents, 4-8; Gimaret, ‘Mu‘tazila’.
. The full version of this self-proclaimed epithet is ‘upholders of justice and unicity’ (ahl

al-‘adl wa-l-tawhid). That the brief form retains only the aspect of justice confirms the
significance they placed on this precept; Gimaret, ‘Mu‘tazila’.

. For example, volumes 6—14 of the Mughni are dedicated to this discussion and its direct

ramifications; prophethood, although also pertaining to justice, is discussed in separate
volumes since it has to do with divine threat and not with the rationally comprehended
moral obligation; “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:461. In Murtada’s two full theological
works, the Mulakhkhas (together with the Dhakhira) and Sharh Jumal al-‘ilm wa-I-
‘amal, the discussion on justice takes up 427 out of about 970 pages and eighty-four out
of about 210 pages, respectively.

4. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 6{1}:51.

AN W

. Rasa’il, 1:165-6.
. The criticality of the moral value of acts is evident, for example, in the work of Juwayni

(d. 1085). He repeatedly states that rejecting objectivist moral theory suffices to refute the
Mu‘“tazili position on pain, compensation, divine assistance, worldly best interest, moral
obligation, punishment and reward. Still unsatisfied, he further asserts that upholding the
moral value of acts is the cornerstone of the rejection of prophethood by the Barahima
(on whom see below); Juwayni, Irshad, 279, 281, 286, 295, 296, 303. A succinct survey
of the development of this debate from an Imami perspective is found in Subhani, Risala,
3-139. The author, a contemporary scholar, argues that eleven key Imami doctrines have
their roots in the position taken on the moral value of acts, among them the eternal validity
of religious law, in addition to the points mentioned by Juwayni; Subhani, Risala, 86-98.

. The controversy to which the term refers is more concerned with the theory of ethical

knowledge than with the ontology of value; for the distinction, see Hourani, ‘Origins’,
84.

. As noted in Reinhart, Before Revelation, 145, 218n2.
. Asin Vasalou, Moral Agents, 22—6.
10.

The study of human agency, which usually develops into a discussion of free will,
is often lumped under the broader topic of justice. But this can be justified only after
establishing a moral-theoretical position that considers freedom of choice a prerequisite
for judging an agent’s act and holding him justly accountable. Human agency is thus
addressed in the following chapter on human religious experience.
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The other example provided in Mulakhkhas, 308 is that of the sleeping person’s moving
his limbs as long as it does not affect others. This last caveat is better read as an example
of an irrelevant act, not as a necessary and sufficient condition for such an act. For
a sleeping person harming himself would still be committing a vile act according to
Murtada. The gist of this example is, thus, the act’s status as inconsequential and not the
identity of whoever would have suffered its consequences otherwise.

Mulakhkhas, 306, 308; Dhari‘a, 391, 393; see the very similar wording in ‘Abd
al-Jabbar, Mughni, 6{1}:5-6.

Mulakhkhas, 306; Dhari‘a, 392; Shafi, 1:164; Rasa’il, 2:233, 4:332-3; a slightly
different formulation in Dhari‘a, 143.

Dhakhira, 124-5.

Dhakhira, 561-2.

Mulakhkhas, 318-19.

Mulakhkhas, 308-9.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 6{1}:11-12, 824, 87-8.

Tasi, Rasa’il, 85; the opposite can be construed from his ‘Udda, 1:25, which was written
earlier in his career, as suggested by the editor (pp. 75-7).

Mulakhkhas, 306, 309; Dhari‘a, 392.

Mulakhkhas, 475.

Mulakhkhas, 307; Dhari‘a, 392-3, 544, Dhakhira, 112, 278-9, 286, 295. The relevant
section in the Mulakhkhas manuscript begins by dividing good acts into five subcatego-
ries, but the text omits the fourth one without indicating a lacuna through empty space or
a marginal note, although it does skip a number in the sequence. The editor has sought
to fill the logical gap by inserting an introductory phrase for the fourth subcategory even
though its content is blank, causing some confusion; compare with the manuscript, 82a.
The view that there are only four categories of good acts is also supported by referring
to Tusi, Rasa’il, 85-7; idem, ‘Udda, 1:25-6. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 6{1}:7-8, appar-
ently subsumes Murtada’s third category under his second as a particular case of it, while
at the same time failing to mention thanksgiving among the deserts of this particular case
even when it is explicitly mentioned, as in Tusi’s Rasa’il.

Dhakhira, 130.

Dhari‘a, 546.

Vasalou, Moral Agents, 59.

Mulakhkhas, 309-10.

Mulakhkhas, 310.

Mulakhkhas, 310-11; the printed text is corrupt; see MS, 83.

Reinhart, Before Revelation, 150-1.

Mulakhkhas, 311.

Dhakhira, 135, similarly 142.

Mulakhkhas, 311-12.

Mulakhkhas, 313-14.

Mulakhkhas, 317-22.
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36.
37.
38.

39.
40.
41.

42.
43.
44.

45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.

65.

Mulakhkhas, 322—4; briefly in Dhari‘a, 547.

¢Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 6{1}:70-4, 11:84-5, 17:247; Vasalou, Moral Agents, 87-9.
Dhakhira, 290-1; on the difference between conditions and causes and their relations,
see Dhari‘a, 105-6; Rasa’il, 1:145.

Dhakhira, 127-31.

Dhakhira, 132.

Dhari‘a, 279-82. That the argument is against °Abd al-Jabbar’s position is attested by the
abovementioned examples; cf. “‘Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 17:52-3. Compare Dhakhira,
230, and °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:395, where the same example of purposelessness
is used: hiring someone to carry water from one river to another or from one side of the
sea to another.

Mulakhkhas, 307.

Dhakhira, 208; Dhari‘a, 544.

That °Abd al-Jabbar is mindful of the problems related to the application of the term
‘licit’ is clear when he states that God’s punishment is to Him what licit is to us (bi-
mangzilat al-mubah minna), or even more explicitly when he insists that what God does
is similar to licit (mithl al-mubah);  Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 11:68, 429, 14:71, 17:247.
Vasalou, Moral Agents, 89-91.

Dhakhira, 208; Dhari‘a, 544-5.

Tasi, Rasa’il, 85-7.

Mulakhkhas, 68.

Mulakhkhas, 347; Sharh Jumal, 88.

Mulakhkhas, 348, 373.

Mulakhkhas, 348.

Mulakhkhas, 348-9.

Vasalou, Moral Agents, 95-102.

Rasa’il, 2:375-6.

Rasa’il, 1:396-7; see also Mulakhkhas, 310-11.

Dhakhira, 142-3; Sharh Jumal, 104.

Dhakhira, 142-3; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 11:520-9.

See, for example, Juwayni, Irshad, 300-1.

Dhakhira, 186; Sharh Jumal, 107; also the commentary on Q3:8 in Amalt, 2:25-6.
Dhakhira, 133, 186.

Dhakhira, 187.

Dhakhira, 187; Rasa’il, 4:344-5.

Rasa’il, 4:343-5.

Dhakhira, 199-200; cf. Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:35-7, 45-56, where the phrasing is
very similar.

McDermott, Theology, 75, offers a problematic understanding of the concept of other-
worldly best interest based on a certain reading of a passage in °Abd al-Jabbar’s Mughni,
13:212. Instead of reading it to mean “When God imposes moral obligation, He must do
that to which nothing is superior in [helping the individual] choose what He has obli-
gated him to do’, McDermott reads it to mean ‘When God morally imposes the doing
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of a certain act, nothing more advantageous than that can be chosen’. An implication
of this reading is that McDermott sees “Abd al-Jabbar’s position as explaining away a
Muc‘tazili thesis full of difficulties. However, the alternative reading is more faithful to
°Abd al-Jabbar’s theology.

The discussion in “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:55-110, is primarily addressed to Balkhi,
who is presented as the representative of the Baghdadi viewpoint; Ibn Mattawayh,
Majmii©, 3:130-3; cf. Juwayni, Irshad, 287-8.

Dhakhira, 201-2; Sharh Jumal, 109-11; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:56-61; Ibn
Mattawayh, Majmii, 3:134-52.

Dhakhira, 206.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:140-1.

See Chapter 5 for a full discussion on the necessity of the Imama.

Dhakhira, 190-2; Sharh Jumal, 107-8. See Balkhi, ‘Uyin, 123-9, for the Baghdadi
construal of this as an act of generosity.

Dhakhira, 195-6.

Sharh Jumal, 107-8.

Dhakhira, 197-8.

Dhakhira, 197-8.

Dhakhira, 136.

Rasa’il, 1:415-18.

Dhakhira, 190.

Rasa’il, 1:420-2.

Dhakhira, 195-6.

Ormsby, Theodicy, 16-30.

Dhakhira, 215-17; cf. Heemskerk, Suffering, 126—41 for a discussion of justified pain in
°Abd al-Jabbar’s theology.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:293-8. Compare Dhakhira, 218-20, and Abd al-Jabbar,
Mughni, 13:228-9, for the parallel hesitation in reporting Abli Hashim’s position on why
pain is gabih.

Dhakhira, 218-20; Rasa’il, 4:349-50; Tanzih, 147-8.

Dhakhira, 221-8; cf. Heemskerk, Suffering, 155-6.

Dhakhira, 226; Sharh Jumal, 116-18.

Ormsby, Theodicy, 244-6.

Dhakhira, 232-3; on the Bakriyya, see van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 2:108-18.
Dhakhira, 226; Sharh Jumal, 111-13.

For example, Heemskerk, Suffering, 151, reports that °Abd al-Jabbar is not clear on how
pain would motivate the individual, and she therefore provides possible explanations of
his position.

Tanzih, 135. There is some confusion surrounding the translation of i ‘tibar. McDermott,
Theology, 184, opts for ‘lesson’, and Heemskerk, Suffering, 159, translates it as ‘giving a
warning’. But i‘tibar is used in a broader sense, usually to signify some hidden wisdom.
This meaning is best illustrated by Tiisi’s substitution of it for gharad hikmi, ‘purpose of
wisdom’; Tusi, Igtisad, 86.
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92. Amali, 1:29, 2:45-6; Tanzih, 111. See also Bray, ‘Practical Mu‘tazilism’, 125-6, for

93.

94.
95.
96.
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114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.

Taniikhi’s (d. 994) observations of such cases in real life, which concur with Murtada’s
theoretical analysis.

Dhakhira, 229-30. Murtada thus admits that his earlier statement (on p. 226) that God
inflicts pain for benefit, which is compensation, should not be taken literally; see also
Sharh Jumal, 111-12.

Dhakhira, 229-30; Sharh Jumal, 113-15.

Dhakhira, 227-8; cf. the very similar example in “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:370.
Dhakhira, 228-30; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:370, who agrees with Murtada.
Mufid, Awa’il, 108-9.

Dhakhira, 239; Sharh Jumal, 118, 134; a briefer form in Amali, 1:72.

Dhakhira, 242-3; Sharh Jumal, 119-21.

Dhakhira, 239-40; Sharh Jumal, 119-20; Rasa’il, 2:372-3.

Dhakhira, 241-2.

I borrow this apt term from Vasalou, Moral Agents, 81, who qualified an earlier render-
ing by Heemskerk, Suffering, 178.

Dhakhira, 250-2; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:545-6.

Dhakhira, 247-8; the tradition, labelled a famous report (khabar mashhiir) by Murtada’s
brother Radi, appears in the latter’s Majazat, 98-9. Compare with “Abd al-Jabbar,
Mughnit, 13: 503—4, for the very similar wording of the opponents’ attacks, following
the same example of how an animal might be required to provide compensation. See
Heemskerk, Suffering, 187-9, for the views of ¢Abd al-Jabbar and his circle.

See van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 2:53.

Mufid, Awa’il, 110.

Rabb, ‘Reasonable doubt’, 79-82.

Dhakhira, 243-5, 249; Sharh Jumal, 121-3; Amali, 1:37-8; ¢Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni,
13:472, 540-4.

Dhakhira, 253—4.

Dhakhira, 250-2; Rasa’il, 2:376.

Mufid, Awa’il, 109—10; McDermott, Theology, 184-5.

Dhakhira, 151-2; Amali, 1:68, 108—14, 2:240-1; Rasa’il, 1:423-31, 4:34.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 13:555-68.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnit, 13:547-55.

Dhakhira, 256-61.

Dhakhira, 245-7.

Dhakhira, 278, 286; Sharh Jumal, 134; cf. ¢ Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 11:506.

Dhakhira, 286; Sharh Jumal, 136-7.

Dhakhira, 297.

Dhakhira, 297; cf. Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii¢, 3:343; Mankdim, Sharh, 619.

Dhakhira, 176.

Dhakhira, 295-7; Sharh Jumal, 135-7; see also Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii©, 3:341.
Dhakhira, 279.

Dhakhira, 299.
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Dhakhira, 280; Sharh Jumal, 139; Amalr, 1:73.

Dhakhira, 302-3; Sharh Jumal, 145-6.

Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii®, 3:341-2; Mankdim, Sharh, 619-20.

Sharh Jumal, 140—1, where he admits the change in his opinion; see also Rasa’il, 1:148.
Dhakhira, 296; Tanzih, 90-1; Sharh Jumal, 140-1.

Dhakhira, 237.

Rasa’il, 1:131; Amali, 2:78-9.

Dhakhira, 298.

Ibn Mattawayh, Majmi‘, 3:342-3; Mankdim, Sharh, 620-1, where Murtada is men-
tioned for his rejection of rational justification of the desert of punishment and his
insistence on revelation instead.

Dhakhira, 313-14; Sharh Jumal, 145-6.

Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii, 3:412-13; Mankdim, Sharh, 651-63.

Dhakhira, 509-21; Sharh Jumal, 150-4.

Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii©, 3:343; Mankdim, Sharh, 620-1.

Dhakhira, 296-7; Sharh Jumal, 134-5. There is a similar statement concerning the influ-
ence of fear in Amali, 1:497, commenting on Q8:24.

Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii‘, 3:343; Mankdim, Sharh, 619-21.

Vasalou, Moral Agents, 82, provides an interesting reading of an argument proposed by
the Ash®ari theologian al-Iji (d. 1355): ‘But if the main concern was with motivation,
the only necessity that one could deduce from this argument [...] was that human beings
should believe in the occurrence of punishment. Once motives are past being affected
—once the utilitarian value of deterrence has lapsed — what reason remained for the actual
event of punishment to take place?” This reading of Iji’s argument questions the utility
of punishment at the time of its delivery — in line with Vasalou’s main thesis on desert
as a non-consequentialist ground of moral value. Elsewhere (Moral Agents, 217n40),
Vasalou states that Mankdim’s answer to this challenge is not persuasive. It must be
noted, however, that Mankdim’s answer addresses a different question from the problem
posed by Iji, as the former is discussing the desert of punishment and not belief in its
inevitable delivery.

For the earlier tradition, see Kulayni, Kafi, 2:276-8. See also Mufid, Awa’il, 82, for the
theological tradition of Murtada’s time; Mufid singles out the Bani Nawbakht as the
Imamis who accept mutual cancellation.

Dhakhira, 302-6; Sharh Jumal, 146-7; Amali, 2:304; Tanzth, 35-6; Rasa’il, 1:149.
Dhakhira, 521; Sharh Jumal, 158.

Dhakhira, 521-4; Sharh Jumal, 158-60.

Rasa’il, 1:162-3.

Dhakhira, 521-2; Sharh Jumal, 158-60. 1 am aware of the Christian connotations in
translating muwafat as ‘perseverance’, but the two terms both boil down to ‘enduring to
the end’ in faith; on the term’s varied connotations in Christian theology, see Marquardt,
‘Perseverance’. Murtada does not reject the possibility that unbelievers know God,
as long as they do not know Him in a manner that entails reward; Rasa’il, 2:329-30.
Earlier, he states explicitly that his rejection of the possibility of unbelievers’ arriving
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148.
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153.
154.
155.
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160.

at knowledge of God is driven by their unworthiness of reward, from which he reasons
backwards to preclude that such knowledge could have existed; Rasa’il, 1:163—4. This is
elaborated further in Tusi, Tibyan, 1:192-3, 314-15, 346, 2:15, 551. The problem is not
epistemic, then, as Kohlberg — following McDermott — proposes, but rather rooted in the
theological arithmetic of the consequences of moral acts; cf. Kohlberg, ‘Muwafat’, 54;
McDermott, Theology, 241.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 14:337—43; Ibn Mattawayh, Majmii¢, 3:392-3; Mankdim,
Sharh, 643-4.

Mankdim, Sharh, 687-9.

Mufid, Awa’il, 79-80, 85-8; in addition to stating the positions of the majority of
the Imamis, Mufid admits that the views he reports are those of Imami legal scholars
(fugaha’) and traditionalists, since he could not find any statements on the question by
Imami theologians.

Dhakhira, 316-21; Sharh Jumal, 148-9; Tanzih, 47-8; see Vasalou, Moral Agents,
39-56, for a general outline of the discussion and its legal undertones. McDermott,
Theology, 265, ascribes to Mufid the claim that all Mu‘tazilis believe in the neces-
sitating power of repentance, which McDermott rightly judges inaccurate given °Abd
al-Jabbar’s and Mankdim’s assertion (Sharh, 790) that the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis held that
punishment would be waived upon repentance by way of initiated benevolence. But it is
unlikely that Mufid makes such a mistake in presenting the teachings of the theological
school with which he was most acquainted, especially given the absence of any motive
on his part to deviate from them on this point. Apparently, the Baghdadis did believe in
the necessitating power of repentance, but they did so out of their belief in worldly best
interest, which necessitates that God is required to do something out of His benevolence.
For them, and also for Mufid, benevolence is a valid ground of obligatoriness (wujiib),
whereas the Basrans held obligatoriness and benevolence to be contradictory.

Tanzih, 141-2.

Rasa’il, 1:131; Diwan, 1:217, 489, 503, 2:155, 168-9.

Mufid, Awa’il, 79-80.

Dhakhira, 280-2, 299-300, 307; Rasa’il, 1:150; Sharh Jumal, 142-3, 149-50.
Compare this with the way in which a later Ash®ari uses the same principle to dis-
credit Mu‘tazili trust in prophethood. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209) argues that if
using equivocal speech is good, then God may be doing the same thing to us, without
lying; Reinhart, Before Revelation, 163. In a different context, an early Mu‘tazili author
addresses a similar question, arguing that the purpose of the Qur’an’s ambiguous verses
is to provoke people’s thought; cf. Adang, Madelung and Schmidtke, Basran Mu‘tazilite
Theology, 240.

El-Rouayheb, ‘Must God’, 412.

Vasalou, Moral Agents, 85-6.

Tanzth, 90-1.

See their definitions in Dhakhira, 276-7.

See Reinhart, Before Revelation, 108-20, for the particular social and cultural contexts,
in addition to the problems of translating the term; see also Hourani, ‘Origins’, 87. A
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classic Ash‘ari response to the Mu‘tazili justification of the moral value of gratitude is
presented in van den Bergh, ‘Ghazali’, 81-3.

See Zilio-Grandi, ‘Gratitude’, 60, for an insightful analysis of the exclusivity of
thanksgiving as a human virtue.

Amali, 1:49.

Sharh Jumal, 136.

Dhakhira, 108; cf. the very similar phrasing in °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 11:418.
Intisar, 355; Rasa’il, 1:81, 83, 2:317, 319; Amali, 1:305.

The identity of the Barahima is still much disputed, and with time, they became a
topos as people who denied prophethood, abrogation or the authority of divinely guided
humans; Stroumsa, Freethinkers, 145-62.

Baqillani, Tamhid, 137; Ion Mattawayh, Majmii¢, 3:447-8; Mankdim, Sharh, 563-5; cf.
Iji’s text in Jurjani, Sharh, 8:266-7.

Juwayni, Irshad, 262-3.

Dhari‘a, 144.

Dhari‘a, 78; Dhakhira, 239-40; Sharh, 119-20; Mulakhkhas, 320-1.

Dhakhira, 170-1.

Dhari‘a, 398-9.

Dhari‘a, 412; Rasa’il, 2:335, 4:344.

Dhari‘a, 397-8.

For abrogation, see Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER

4

HUMANS AND THE ORIGINS OF
RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

The question of divine justice, studied in the previous chapter, involves attempts to
understand God’s work in a manner that fits with human morality — some theologians
would say morality simpliciter. The general framework of moral theory, in addition
to elements specific to divine agency such as assistance and corruption, serves as a
prelude to the ultimate concern of theologians: the creatures’ destiny in their interac-
tion with the Creator.

This chapter investigates how Murtada’s theology makes sense of religious expe-
rience. It first covers his definition of the human being and touches on the history of
this sensitive debate in the Imami context, and then proceeds to his view on human
agency inasmuch as it affects human responsibility before God. The next section
analyses God’s general act of creation in light of the considerations that govern
moral theory, given that this act must be understood before the more specific ques-
tion of human experience can be addressed. This discussion is followed by an exami-
nation of Murtada’s view on the relationship between humans and God in the form
of moral obligation, covering the roots, duration and scope of moral obligation and
how it materialises in real life.

These were controversial topics in Islamic theology. Like the debate on divine
essence and attributes, the debate on human agency became a question of dogmatism
and group identity. The origins of the controversy need not be foreign to the concerns
of the Muslim community, although the avowed positions coincide neatly with the
then available views of major religions and intellectual movements.! Despite some
attempts to propose less polarising solutions, the major fault line dividing believers
in human agency, on the one hand, and those who ascribed human actions to God’s
work, on the other, was not overcome, as attested by the name calling practised by
the two camps: the former would refer to their adversaries as ‘determinists’ (mujbira;
mujabbira; jabriyya), whereas the latter would dub the former ‘deniers of God’s
decree’ (gadariyya) — although this term has a more complex history in that both
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groups tried to apply it polemically, but the latter group was more successful.> The
nature of moral obligation, particularly the obligation to do the impossible (al-taklif
bi-ma la yutaq), also prompted such name calling, with accusations ranging from
questioning God’s justice to denying His omnipotence, to use the polemical phras-
ing.? In this discussion, Murtada’s views are closest to those of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s
circle, and his wording is exceedingly similar to that of the Mughni. Like them,
Murtada does not evade the difficulties but engages with complications related to
the relationship between the agent’s psychological states and his actions,* although
whether they were successful in this regard remains an open question. His main
disagreement with °Abd al-Jabbar, reflecting the priority of his Imami identity, con-
cerns the importance of the presence of authority figures for moral obligation to be
fulfilled.

The human being

Definition

The essence or definition of the human being (mahiyyat insan),’ though seemingly a
question of subtle theology, is in fact intimately related to the main premise of grand
theology, that is, moral obligation, because the concern of theologians is to identify
the subject of moral obligation in every human being. They refer to this subject as the
living and/or active subject (al-hayy al-fa“‘al; al-dhat al-fa“‘ala).® Their concern,
therefore, is not an epistemic one centred on the classification of beings, but a theo-
logical one aimed at detecting the moral agent eligible for reward and punishment.
Moreover, theologians’ discussions of the question display a plethora of relevant
terms issuing from revelation: insan, rith, nafs, hayat, and — less commonly because
it is not Qur’anic — agl.” Thus, any attempt to address the question had to reckon
with the meanings of these terms and their relationship to the essence of the human
being.

The disagreement between Mufid and Murtada concerning the essence of the
human being merits close analysis. The reason for this is twofold. First, a comparison
of their respective positions reveals a change of approach in expressing Imami theo-
logical positions; specifically, their disagreement can be situated in the context of
the increasing marginalisation of traditions. Although both represent the rationalist
tendency within Imamism, the extent to which each is willing to sideline traditions
is rarely depicted as clearly as in this discussion. Second, the debate illustrates a
change related to the tension between the esoteric and exoteric dimensions of Imami
Shi‘ism; or, more accurately, between gnostic® and non-gnostic elements, though
this approach comes with its own problems.’ For the purposes of this discussion,
gnosticism denotes an emphasis on inner experiences, as opposed to the primary
preoccupation with the ritual and legal aspects of religion.!® The present discus-
sion shows that Mufid’s and Murtada’s positions illustrate the movement away
from gnosticism that the two scholars spearheaded. Despite McDermott’s excellent



130 ] Shi‘i Doctrine, Mu‘tazili Theology

presentation (consulted here) of Mufid’s view on the nature of man,!! it is necessary
to give additional attention to the internal development of Mufid’s thought in order to
place it in its Imami context, particularly in relationship to Murtada’s views.

A common feature of Mufid’s discussion of the human being is his invocation
of traditions, even when he also employs rational arguments.'?> This shows that
despite his investment in theologising Imami doctrine along rational lines, Mufid
is still careful to adduce evidence from the tradition in a manner that highlights the
continuity between his positions and those transmitted by traditionists, even when
he disagrees with the traditionalist interpretation of these traditions. This concern
for continuity is also evident when he states that his position is that of the rationalist
Imami theologians of the Banti Nawbakht and also — though his tone is hesitant here
— of Hisham b. al-Hakam.'® The early Mu‘tazili theologian Mu®ammar b. Abbad
al-Sulami (d. 830) supported the same view.'* Thus in his commentary on Sadtq’s
[‘tigadat, Mufid objects to the latter’s statement that rizh and nafs are synonymous,
listing the different meanings of each term as they appear in revelation and custom-
ary Arab usage. With some indecision, he concludes that the subject of moral obliga-
tion is the rith, which is what philosophers call simple substance (jawhar basir)."
This statement does not, however, match his more systematic theological terminol-
ogy: elsewhere, he defines the rith as a transient accident (‘arad la baqa’ lahu),
equating it with hayat.'® Mufid’s positions are to be seen in light of his answers to
specific questions that dictate his approach: whenever he is discussing the question
from a technical standpoint as a theologian, his position is that the riih is a transient
accident. The only occasions on which he is willing to take it to refer to the subject
of moral obligation or — more explicitly — to identify it with the human being are
when he has to engage with traditions.!” Only then does he take rith to refer to the
human being, since the theological definition is not compatible with how the riih is
described in the traditions; but even then he hints that this usage is not literal. It must
also be noted that in his works he shows a gradual acceptance of the term jawhar
basit used by philosophers. His earlier caution appears to disappear over time, as he
uses the term freely in his later works. The acceptance probably reflects simple con-
venience, since his definition of the human being lacked a technical term in the tax-
onomy of theologians: ‘the originated thing, which is self-subsisting and cannot be
characterised by the qualities of atoms and accidents’ (al-shay’ al-muhdath al-qga’im
bi-nafsihi al-kharij ‘an sifat al-jawahir wa-1-a‘rad).'8 In addition to the length and
awkwardness of such a reference, its lack of technicality, most evident in the use of
the word ‘thing’ (shay”),"® explains the appeal of jawhar basit. For Mufid, then, the
human being is indeed immaterial, whereas the riih is an accident created after the
creation of the human body to inhere therein.?’ Despite Mufid’s reliance on tradi-
tions, this position already differs from the gnostic understanding of rith presented
in earlier collections; for him, although the human being is not the human body,
nothing of the human being, let alone a primordial world, exists prior to the creation
of the human body. Nevertheless, there is also an unmistakable affinity between the
two views of the human being as essentially not belonging to the world of matter,
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whether the human being is believed to originate in a primordial event or to control
the human body without being identified with it.”!

Murtada’s treatment of the question departs from Mufid’s in its total disavowal
of traditions. Nowhere in his discussion does he quote traditions, and the only
time he addresses their relevance is when he dismisses a tradition as fabricated.??
Otherwise, Murtada is unequivocal in defining rith as a body made of air wavering
in the apertures of the living being (al-hawa’ al-mutaraddid fi makhariq al-hayy),”
almost akin to breath. Hayat, on the other hand, is the entitative accident inhering in
the body?* and causing this substrate to become a living being. Therefore, the rith is
not a living being, nor is there equivalence between rith and hayat, nor between riih
and the human being.? It should be recalled that in Mufid’s case, the equivalence
between rith and the human being was mostly driven by his need to interpret tradi-
tions, a need that does not arise in Murtada’s case given his approach. The human
being, for Murtada, is therefore the observed totality (al-jumla allati nushahiduha;
al-jumla al-mushahada)®® even when the person is dead;”” whoever proposes any
other definition, he claims, is breaking the rules of Arabic.?® Murtada’s engagement
with the terminology of philosophers is different from that of Mufid, showing a more
reserved attitude but still stopping short of outright rejection. He does not mention,
let alone endorse, the term jawhar basit in his discussion, but his remark on the
philosophers’ usage of the term nafs is far from negative; it shows that his reserva-
tion might be due to the term’s different meanings in customary Arab usage. Thus,
Murtada seems content to affirm that in the jargon of the philosophers, the term nafs
refers to the active living being (al-hayy al-fa““al), which is the subject of moral
obligation.”” But despite Murtada’s detailed arguments against other definitions of
the human being proposed by theologians, it is Mufid’s position that he treats most
extensively — though without mentioning his name. Murtada’s argument against this
position is based on his thoroughly materialist ontology and the method of exhaus-
tive division and elimination: if the human being is not identical to the human body,
nor is he related to it by inherence or other relations that bind atoms and accidents,
then there can be no reasonable way of proposing any relation between a particular
human being and his body. He uses the same logic to argue that the human being
cannot be restricted to any part of this totality, as perception, which presents itself
to the whole human being, depends on the coordination of the different organs and
capacities rather than on any single one of them.’® This view is the common one
among the Basran Mu‘tazilis.?' It is compatible with their reserved attitude towards
belief in realms unknowable to the world of senses and reason but accessible through
other faculties of the human being.* It is true that one can read in it a rejection of the
duality of the body and the soul; but grounding this position in the Basran Mu‘tazili
refusal to allow the inherence of divine power in human bodies is problematic.’?
Such reading reflects a strong emphasis on concerns that might not have been para-
mount in Mu‘tazili discourse — at least in these exact terms. The tension is probably
not between the divine and the human, but between an approach that leaves room
for the mysterious and one that looks at the world from the vantage point of moral
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obligation and that needs everything to be clear for religious experience to make
sense. The materialist drive towards this specific understanding of the human being
reflects a quest to do away with concepts that might be analytically useless and
harmful to the doctrine of moral obligation, as the responsible agent appears always
to function only through his body.

Contrary to Mufid’s view, Murtada’s view on the human being is not known to
have been supported by any early Imami authorities,** and Murtada does not claim
support for it in the collections of traditions either. The rationalist-led change in
Imami doctrine can be seen here on two fronts. First, Murtada’s dismissal of tradi-
tions constitutes a maximal departure from his predecessors. And second, if Mufid’s
view of the human being still preserved some affinity with earlier gnostic positions,
Murtada’s view no longer allows for it. His view of the human being is completely
materialist; there is nothing about the human being that does not belong in the world
of matter. Murtada’s position is a further step in the direction inaugurated by Mufid,
who had already rejected the pre-existence of human souls. If Mufid provided a more
worldly view of the human being than was available in the works of many earlier
Imamis, Murtada’s contribution can be seen as a more earthly view of Mufid’s
worldly definition of the human being. Therefore, in his discussion of transmutation
(maskh), Murtada is keen to stress that when a person is transmuted to an ape, he can
no longer be considered a human being. The change in form, that is, in the observed
and perceived totality, is not a mere change in appearance; the new creature is not a
human being in the image of an ape but rather an actual ape. The continuity between
what was formerly a human and what is currently an ape lies in that the living being
(al-hayy) is one and the same.® The continuity of identity must therefore be associ-
ated with the continuity of life, as no other aspect of the creature seems to endure
through transmutation. Ts1’s position is the same as that of Murtada, using the lat-
ter’s arguments verbatim.3

Agency

The question of human agency is among the earliest controversies in Islamic theol-
ogy in general. Differences among Imami positions concerning this question existed
from early times, but the rationalist tendency had clearly — though to varying extents
— avoided association with determinism. By Murtada’s time, the rejection of deter-
minism had more or less become the mainstream Imami position with Mufid’s
explicit elaboration of a position that affirms human agency: God enables humans
to act and alerts them to prohibited and lawful actions, but it is they who decide on
and carry out their actions.’” Murtada’s position is no different, and he emphasises
the concurrence between the Imamis and all the other groups that support the belief
in human agency (jami® tawa’if ahl al-“adl).®® In a lengthy tirade, he elaborates the
many consequences that would logically follow from the position that God wills or
effects all human acts, reproducing a classical list of accusations intended to point
out unpalatable and morally reprehensible situations. For example, the determinist
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position is portrayed as implying that God does not assist unbelievers in any way,
because He effected in them unbelief, which leads to eternal hellfire, regardless
of the transient benefits He may bestow on them in this world. Even worse, even
believers cannot be said to be recipients of God’s assistance, since it is not possible
to establish that any good done by God is done for good ends.*® These accusations
are produced against the background of objectivist morality. For all the outrage
expressed by Mu‘tazilis, their opponents were far from embarrassed; as Juwayni (d.
1085) put it, “That which they find outrageous is the literal statement of our view’
(hadha alladhi istankarithu nass madhhabina).*0

Murtada’s handling of traditions that fall in the middle between the determinists
and their opponents is similar to Mufid’s: he interprets these traditions in a manner
that commits them to the anti-determinist camp. For example, commenting on the
two famous traditions according to which ‘the acts of humans are created by way of
designing and not of making’ (af*al al-‘ibad makhliiga khalq taqdir la khalq takwin)
and ‘[the truth on the question of human agency] is neither determinism nor delega-
tion but something in between’ (la jabr wa-la tafwid bal amr™ bayn amrayn),*!
Murtada argues that the traditions convey that God’s influence on human acts does
not affect their creation (khalg). Rather, the traditions refer only to His guidance con-
cerning their moral value.*” However, he is characteristically unwilling to abide by
the terminological restrictions inferred from scriptural usage. Therefore, in addition
to arguing that human acts are solely effected and originated by humans themselves
(la fa“il laha wa-la muhdith siwahum),* he approves of ‘creation’ (khalg) as a proper
characterisation of the relationship between human agents and their acts.** This is
contrary to Mufid, who claims that all Muslims except the Basran Mu‘tazilis reject
the application of this term to human acts.*> Thus, Murtada was probably among the
first to diverge from the Imami consensus as reported by Mufid, and this position is
one more instance of his incorporation of Basran Mu‘tazili views into the develop-
ing rationalist tendency in Imami theology, if only on the level of terminology. The
divergence does not appear to have been widely accepted, as it broke with the textual
tradition; this is probably why Tiist avoids the discussion and refrains from charac-
terising human agency as an act of creation, despite his extensive usage of related
terms.* Nevertheless, Murtada’s detailed arguments for his position shed light on
the question of human agency within the broader framework of classical theology
from two perspectives.

First, they further reveal the versatility, even indispensability, of the concept of
necessary knowledge, as well as Murtada’s willingness to fully exploit its poten-
tial. Recall that he makes frequent appeal to necessary knowledge in the context of
establishing certain epistemic and moral positions, both of which are crucial to the
development of Murtada’s theological system, as in defending his definition of the
human being. The core of the debate on human agency is the question of depend-
ency (fa‘alluq), that is, whether and how acts depend on their apparent agents. Once
this dependency is established, Murtada proceeds to argue that acts depend on their
agents inasmuch as they are originated by them, and that it is not possible to conceive
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of the dependency in any other way. Throughout this discussion, Murtada repeat-
edly makes the claim that the dependency of acts on their human agents is a matter
of necessary knowledge: we are all aware that our actions follow our motives and
occur according to our power.*’ Put differently, our intentional acts are conditioned
by antecedent motives.*® To argue otherwise is simply to be in denial (mukabara); it
is to put on a pretence of ignorance (tajahul) in order to escape undesired theological
consequences.*® Murtada also turns to the considerations of moral theory to support
his argument: because these apparent agents are necessarily known to be blame- or
praiseworthy, acts must depend on them. It suffices to have a general knowledge
(“ala tariq al-jumla) of this proposition, since any objection to it is known by neces-
sity to be incoherent; there is no need to get into the details of this dependency, as
such details do not lie within the domain of necessary knowledge but rather are
acquired through investigation.’® Similarly, the moral position against the possibility
of obligation to do the impossible is the cornerstone of the argument that an agent’s
state of being able must precede his actual act, lest he be required to meet his moral
obligations while unable to do so.%! Therefore, the real argument in Murtada’s case
for the dependency of acts on agents in fact boils down to a reliance on phenomena>?
in the guise of necessary knowledge, whether when invoking self-reflection or when
appealing to the way in which rational beings advance their moral judgements.
Second, Murtada’s handling of the discussion on human agency indicates the
primacy of early positions over later developments in theology, even when continued
adherence to the former comes at a great cost to other important aspects of the system.
This is visible in the relation between the debate on human agency and the classical
theologians’ arguments for the existence of God. The classical cosmological argu-
ment rests on the premise that every originated being needs an originator, thereby
heavily relying on dependency as the relationship that binds acts to their agents. The
argument poses a challenge for theologians who are unwilling to accept this premise
because of its intimate connection to the anti-determinist position. As important as
proving the existence of God is, these theologians are prepared to develop another
argument for it to avoid having to accept the extremely sensitive premise concerning
the dependency of acts on their agents. This order of priorities can be seen in early
and contemporary Ashcari works.”® Both Murtada’s insistence on the cosmological
argument as the only argument for God’s existence®* and the early Ash‘ari theolo-
gians’ attempts to provide a different argument could be interpreted in light of each
party’s investment in early positions concerning human agency. Another indicator is
Murtada’s conclusive verdict at the end of his rebuttal of acquisitionism (al-gaw!l bi-
l-kasb), which itself betrays an interest in accepting some form of dependency, for it
served as ‘a metaphor for responsibility’.> Despite his formal critique of the position
as incomprehensible (ghayr ma°‘qiil), conceptually incoherent and terminologically
inaccurate,>® he closes his exposition with a reading of his adversaries’ intentions. He
insists that acquisitionism, even setting aside all critique of it, does not in fact help
one to escape the challenge of determinism that was the purpose (gharad) for which
acquisition was proposed in the first place.’” The effort he expends to argue against
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this position, therefore, is better seen as an act of scholastic debate necessitated by
the requirements of standardised polemics; in reality, he views the position from the
standpoint of a partisan guarding his dearly held slogans. This is reminiscent of °Abd
al-Jabbar’s statement that acquisitionism was developed merely to avoid Mu‘tazili
arguments against blunt determinism.>®

The Imami position, which decisively rejected determinism, seems to have also
moved away from the chiliastic aspirations of some members of the early Imami com-
munity, which was more tolerant of determinist beliefs. Political activism, therefore,
did not go hand in hand with theological speculation, although it is a common theme
to argue that the rejection of determinism coincided with the disavowal of quietism.
The historical records of many theologians, especially of the earliest periods, seem to
support the assumption that they belonged to opposition movements. Nevertheless,
while early positions gelled into unshakeable formulas in the metaphysical realm,
social reality had a different playbook, as a theologian-politician such as Murtada
must have noticed.”

Creation and moral obligation

Creation

The universality and finality of Murtada’s moral theory, particularly regarding the
dictates of rational morality, extend beyond the realm of the created; they are also
expected to govern God’s actions, as in divine reward and punishment. Even God’s
original act of creation, usually the locus of ontological debates, is subjected to the
same moral treatment. It is therefore not a matter of concern in Murtada’s system
whether God’s relationship to the world is defined as an act of creation ex nihilo or
some variant of emanation; consistent with his habitual dismissal of philosophers, he
seems to take it for granted that God created the universe ex nihilo at a certain point
in time.®® Expressing his view in unequivocal terms that reflect the primacy of the
moral over the ontological in his theology, Murtada states that God’s act of creation
cannot have been an obligatory act, since that would mean that He would have fallen
short of His obligation before doing the act of creation.®! Since the act of creation
cannot have been purposeless, the discussion is bound to become a quest for God’s
purpose in creation. This purpose, in turn, provides the backdrop for analysing the
question of moral obligation, crucial in much of the theological literature of the time.
This approach gives the impression that Murtada’s concern was not with God’s
freedom to act in the ontological sense, as was customary in the classical discussion
between theologians and philosophers.5?

In addition to the scarcity of moral categories in Murtada’s system, some of them
are, by definition, inapplicable to God, such as acts that concern self-benefit and self-
harm. Murtada thus readily invokes exhaustive elimination as the main method for
identifying the divine purpose behind creation. Whereas benefit (naf*) is accepted as
the inevitable wisdom (hikma) of creation, the rest of the debate concerns identifying
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the party for whose benefit it was done. Just like Murtada’s discussion of divine
assistance sought to maximise such assistance within the limits of moral obligation,
his approach to the wisdom of creation reflects an effort to highlight God’s maximal
goodness by arguing that the act of creation is characterised by two aspects of good-
ness (wajhan). Thus, God’s act of creation is intended for the benefit of the created
being itself, but also for other creatures who might benefit from this created being.
The maximalist position also motivates Murtada’s enumeration of the potential ben-
efits made available by this act: it is an instance of initiated benevolence (tafaddul)
by God, as it grants all the enjoyment of an advantageous environment, rational
beings access to reward and, in case of pain, both rational and irrational beings a
right to compensation.5* Therefore, the benefits of initiated benevolence, reward and
compensation complement each other (tatakamalu), making the act of creation one
of supreme goodness in terms of the diversity of its benefits and the scope of its ben-
eficiaries. Murtada is in agreement with ®Abd al-Jabbar on this issue;* Tiisi follows
Murtada’s suit almost verbatim.%

Given the all-too-confident assertions of Murtada’s theory, his interest in the
wisdom of creation quickly develops into a detailed manual intended to prescribe the
order of creation that God must have followed for this act to fit the requirements of
morality. It is thus that Murtada argues, in agreement with Abt Hashim and “Abd
al-Jabbar,% that God’s first creation could not have been inanimate (jamdad), for this
would have been a purposeless act since inanimate beings cannot be benefitted nor
can they benefit themselves.’” Consequently, he argues, God’s first creation must
have been a desiring animate being, which was created together with its object
of desire, although the desired object may have been none other than the desiring
being itself. Purposelessness is therefore avoided, for life is a requisite for receiving
benefit, and the pleasure of satisfying its desire is the benefit that this being would
enjoy. Murtada’s view agrees with that of “Abd al-Jabbar®® but contradicts that of
Mufid, who, though restricting God’s creative activity to what benefits His creatures,
did not require a particular order for such activity to be wise.® Tusi, whose view
agrees with Mufid’s, implies that Murtada shared his position that God may have
first created inanimate beings since He knew that He would subsequently create
animate beings whose otherworldly benefit would lie in making use of the first,
inanimate created being.’® If, as is likely the case, Murtada changed his view to argue
that God must have first created an animate desiring being, this indicates a move
towards an increasingly restrictive understanding of God’s freedom to act within the
limits of moral theory in a fashion typical of Basran Mu‘tazili theology.”' Even the
position reported by Tusi, though still restrictive, is not satisfactory, since it leaves
an interval of time in which God’s creation would be judged purposeless. Given
the absence of beneficiaries in this interval and God’s power to do things differently,
such a scenario represents an unnecessary waste of divine power that cannot fit into
Murtada’s tight moral universe. If philosophers have been accused by theologians
of denying God’s freedom in the act of creation, Murtada’s system does not seem
to fully escape this accusation. God’s ontological freedom, in the sense of creating
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ex nihilo at any point He chooses, is preserved; but the restrictions on God’s moral
freedom are obvious.

The stage is now set to introduce the major relationship that binds all these ele-
ments in a universal interaction intended to explain the religious experience and to
demarcate the expectations of both the creator and the created. It is to this relation-
ship, that of moral obligation (faklif), that we now turn.

Moral obligation

Moral obligation is a major common theme in classical theological literature,’”> and
its particular significance in the worldview of the Mu‘tazilis cannot be overesti-
mated.” In the bulk of Murtadd’s discussion of the question he engages with the
various positions of the Mu‘tazilis, most often singling out the two Jubba®is and the
Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis, with sporadic mention of other names and groups.”™

Two key assumptions intersect to give rise to Murtada’s discourse on moral
obligation, which agrees with that of “Abd al-Jabbar. The first is the purposefulness
of divine action, already expressed in the grand narrative of creation. The second
is a bare admission of the fact that humans, more often than not, desire to do vile
things. It is hard to reconcile these two assumptions without introducing a bridging
concept to dovetail belief in God’s wisdom with His responsibility for our innate dis-
position to behave in a morally flawed manner. Again, Murtada turns the threat into
an opportunity by banking on the consequentialist undertones of his moral theory.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that he avoids common answers that assert that
God created people in order to test them (ikhtibar, ibtila®, imtihan), or that they
may worship Him, or in order to show His power and lordship,” since such views
would not fit into God’s wisdom as defined in his moral theory — what purpose could
there be in such a test? Instead, Murtada’s answer is restricted to the bright side of
things, with their not-so-bright side treated as a mere by-product: the wisdom of
creating humans with innate vile desires is to give them access to reward (al-ta‘rid
li-I-thawab).”® Since reward, by definition, entails both material benefits and — more
importantly in this context — reverence (tazim) for the deserving agent, it can be
earned only through suffering the hardship of resisting one’s vile desires, for such
reward cannot be deserved without hardship (lan yasihha istihgaq al-thawab illa
bi-ma ‘ala al-mukallaf ft filihi aw tarkihi mashaqqa).”” Punishment, on the other
hand, is just the unfortunate consequence of a differently intended scenario. Once
more, the imaginary group of rational beings is assumed to judge this context in a
society — like Murtada’s — in which forms of interaction and mobility are calibrated
through an elaborate complex of hierarchical interactions and expressions of respect
are not offered for free.”® It is, therefore, not surprising that Murtada draws on these
norms in his assessment of the value of acts in the currency of both material benefits
and social status.

On a more theoretical level, Murtada’s main interpretative investment is in the
liaison of desirability and vileness: through desire, God has created in humans the
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need (ahwaj) for vile acts. Unless He did that purposelessly or out of sheer malice, it
must be that such vile desires are intended to benefit their owners.” Although pleas-
ure is the typical benefit in Murtada’s scheme, the immutability of rationally defined
moral values precludes any positive judgement on the pleasure of satisfying these
desires. Thus moral obligation is basically defined in a way that reflects the incon-
venience of suppressing these desires, together with God’s active role in imposing
the obligation: moral obligation arises when one party wills from another something
that involves hardship and effort (iradat al-murid min ghayrihi ma fihi kulfa wa-
mashaqqa).?° The criticality of stressing the significance of divine will should be
seen against the background of the rejection of the ethics of divine command in
Murtada’s moral theory. Therefore, despite Murtada’s dispensation with God’s word
in judging rationally defined moral values, it seems that the consequentialist nature
of the theory makes it difficult to require the suppression of desires out of a pure
intellectual conviction concerning their vileness. Although it is God who creates in
individuals the necessary knowledge through which they grasp the value of acts, it
is God’s active intervention, through an act of the will, that is needed to justify the
inconvenience of human commitment to moral obligation. This rationale underlies
Murtada’s rejection of the equivalence between moral obligation and knowledge of
the value of acts, leading him instead to insist that moral obligation boils down to will
(al-marji® bihi ila al-irada),’' which alone distinguishes God’s imposition of moral
obligation on individuals from any other possible intention of His.3? Therefore, while
Murtada still vehemently rejects the ethics of divine command, he invokes God’s
action as a necessary element in legitimising human commitment to moral activity.
This view agrees with that of °Abd al-Jabbar®? but not with that of Ibn Mattawayh
and Mankdim, who argued that moral obligation is in fact defined as God’s inform-
ing (i“lam) humans of the beneficial and harmful consequences of specific actions.?*
The divergence of the latter scholars from °Abd al-Jabbar’s view might be due to the
influence of Abu al-Husayn al-Basr’s understanding of divine will and knowledge.
Contrary to °Abd al-Jabbar, who considered divine knowledge — but not divine will
— an essential attribute, Abu al-Husayn al-Basri subsumed divine will under divine
knowledge, while still considering the latter an essential attribute.

The contractual nature of moral obligation is most evident in the list of condi-
tions required of both the obligator (mukallif) and the obligated (mukallaf). The list
is a faithful reproduction of the conditions of moral acts, specifying the expecta-
tions on the respective parties: both must be aware of the exact act required and be
able to deliver their respective parts, be it the performance of the obligation or the
provision of the deserved treatment.®® Nevertheless, the unique character of moral
obligation is exemplified in two conditions that are divided between the obligator
and the obligated in a manner that reflects their specific roles in the contract. First,
since reward can be deserved only through the hardship suffered in abiding by the
dictates of moral obligation, the obligated must experience pleasure and pain. The
interplay of forbidden pleasure and agonising pain is supposed to produce the hard-
ship for which the individual is to be rewarded.?” As stated boldly by Ibn Mattawayh,
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had it not been for the prospect of reward, it would not have been possible for God to
create the sun in a manner that makes us disturbed by its heat (one cannot but think
of the climate in which the text was written at the time and global warming today).%8
Second, the dictates of rational moral obligation do not need justification since the
individual knows he is obligated to observe them. But the dictates of revelational
moral obligation pose a radical challenge, for they are carried out as acts of worship
(“ala jihat al-“ibada).®® Tt must be recalled that as a category of deserved treatment,
thanksgiving is defined by Murtada in a way that satisfies the requirements of his
theoretical model while still providing a justification for classifying worship under
it. The restrictions imposed by this definition on the desert of worship are transferred
into conditions on the bounty bestowed by the obligator. These conditions are all
met only in the case of God’s care for humans, for His bounty is qualitatively and
quantitatively ultimate (al-ghdya al-‘uzma fi al-manzila wa-I-kathra),® so much so
that Murtada expresses this theological point in poetry.’!

However, despite Murtada’s insistence on the potential of reward as the wisdom
of bringing humans under moral obligation, the limits of divine freedom in doing so
remain a thorny question. Within the parameters of his moral theory, it is definitely
more reasonable to portray God as a supreme benefactor whose bounty may some-
times be received with ingratitude than to present Him as a spiteful examiner bent
on demonstrating what He already knows. But the question persists why He instated
moral obligation in the first place that would lead many of His creation to unbear-
able suffering — even if as a by-product of the intended outcome. Murtada’s answer
reveals the paradox of divine freedom and rational morality, for he asserts repeat-
edly that the imposition of moral obligation by God is both obligatory and initiated
benevolence.®? This paradox is presented in light of God’s options before creation
and His lack of options following it. Thus, moral obligation as initiated benevolence
reflects the fact that God could have created humans without vile desires, in which
case they would also be deprived of the opportunity to attain great reward.®> But once
God created humans with such desires, it is incumbent upon Him to bring them under
moral obligation lest they be left to pursue their vile desires freely. The imposition
of moral obligation thus admits of no middle ground; it must be either vile or obliga-
tory (la wasita lahu bayna halatay al-wujiib wa-I-qubh),”* depending on whether
its conditions are met, but it is never a plain-good act that can be equally done or
neglected. God is never fully free to act once He has created humans the way He
has. This position, rather than his oft-repeated argument that each person’s destiny
is caused by his own actions, may constitute the deeper justification for Murtada’s
claim that it is equally good to bring believers and unbelievers under moral obliga-
tion.” He justifies his position by appealing to divine assistance: it is incumbent
on God, by way of justice, to enhance the individual’s motive to meet his moral
obligation by providing assistance towards that purpose.”® God, within these limits,
is much less free to act than are His creatures, who nonetheless need to live with
the dire consequences of their unchosen freedom. Despite the continuous resort to
reason and responsibility, there is not much room for individual choice in Murtada’s
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theory: it is almost impossible for God to withhold His assistance, even when it
leads to the eternal damnation of the assisted. In a turn of the argument that reveals
the sobering outcome of excessive investment in an intellectualist understanding of
morality, Murtada callously dismisses the conclusion that his position makes God
much less merciful than a father who refrains from assisting his son with money once
he realises that it might get his son into trouble. This father is not acting morally in
Murtada’s reckoning but is merely driven by a selfish dread of the grief that would
afflict him if his son were hurt.’

The preceding discussion concerns the theoretical underpinnings of moral obliga-
tion as the relationship that binds God and human beings. It remains to examine how
this theoretical construct materialises in concrete situations; that is, how the terms of
the grand moral contract apply in each individual’s personal history. Although either
of the two parties, the obligator or the obligated, may take the initiative to inau-
gurate moral obligation, both end up using the same trigger towards this purpose.
This trigger is the human fear of potential harm in both worldly and otherworldly
matters.”® Within Murtada’s consequentialist model, this drive translates into a moral
obligation to expend all effort to avoid harm, as long as one does not run into greater
harm thereby. The social context proves an extremely apt venue for inducing fear,
since a person who grows up among religious people will inevitably be reminded of
the eternal punishment that follows negligence of one’s obligations.”” Even in the
case of individuals who appear not to experience such fear, Murtada is unwilling to
allow for the possibility of a non-religious social context; instead, he prefers to argue
that such people have in fact committed a mistake in reasoning that makes them
ignore their fear, or they are distracted by other concerns.'® The only possibility
aside from social context that Murtada addresses is a Hayy b. Yagzan scenario,'?!
which he describes as the hypothetical case of a solitary individual (wa-innama
nafridu al-kalam fi munfarid ‘an al-nas). If outward signs or putting his reason to
proper use do not induce fear in this individual, it is then incumbent upon God to
intervene and to provide the individual with an alert (khatir) in the form of private
speech that only he can hear.'%? Reflection on the exact nature of God’s intervention
— be it a form of written discourse, a special sign or a timely idea that must occur
to the individual in question — is a consequence of understanding moral obligation
in terms of divine assistance that must be provided to everyone. This preoccupation
with the universal delivery of divine assistance proved a liability for the Mu‘tazilis,
inviting harsh criticism that ranged from portrayals of this position as belief in
private revelation'® to accusations of manipulating religion (tala‘ub bi-1-din) for the
purpose of protecting their initial claim about divine assistance.'%

Following the experience of fear, the individual’s first moral obligation is inves-
tigation in order to obtain knowledge of God (al-nazar fi tariqg ma“rifat allah). In the
most basic chronological sense, an individual comes under moral obligation upon
reaching maturity of intellect. Although this criterion shares the Stoic ideal of the
primacy of the intellect in human experience of the divine,'% in Murtada’s theology
its function is both more modest and more concrete: it marks the moment of realising
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the fear of potential harm that prompts one to think about God. This scenario applies
even to an individual who has no other moral obligation, that is, one who is not in
debt nor entrusted with any deposit nor a beneficiary of anyone’s favour — situations
in which he would be obligated to act accordingly.!% Therefore, whether socially
imparted or privately experienced, the fear of punishment is the moral justification
of religious experience. Paradoxically, this is the exact opposite of Murtada’s initial
justification of moral obligation. Whereas he argues at the abstract level that the
potential provision of reward is what legitimises the imposition of moral obligation,
when his discussion moves to the concrete level of individual cases, the bright side
of things is dimmed, and Murtada invokes fear as the true motive behind human
religious experience. This paradox of the theoretical and the practical is engendered
by the intersection of divine omnipotence and human helplessness: for maximum
efficacy, the best intentions of the strong must be met by the direst needs of the
weak, despite their common moral categories. The liaison of desirability and vile-
ness, again, poses the fundamental challenge in a way that leaves no doubt about the
consequentialist calculations involved: despite knowledge of the vileness of certain
desired acts, a person refrains from them only upon considering the possibility of a
creator who might punish him for them.'”” God’s presence adds nothing to human
moral knowledge on the level of rational moral obligations, but it does change the
rules of the game: instead of blameworthiness, which is immaterial, one has to
consider the scary prospect of punishment. Therefore, seeking knowledge of God
is a form of assistance only inasmuch as it confirms the deserts of punishment and
reward, and the whole roadmap leading up to this confirmation is a mere necessary
prelude.'%® Although the proper use of one’s reason should ideally lead to knowledge
about God’s existence, His attributes and divine justice, what ultimately matters is
the establishment of firm knowledge of the desert of punishment; having secured
this, one is given sufficient time to put the newly acquired knowledge to practice. The
impracticality of this approach is most evidently manifested in the thorny question
of the length of the period needed by each individual to acquire knowledge of God
and to apply it in the minimum measure required to justify the desert of reward or
punishment. Murtada’s discussion of the problem is lacking in clarity, as he contents
himself with generic claims about what a person should do while avoiding the more
intricate problem of developing a definite temporal demarcation of this period.!'®”
But the ambiguity regarding the inception of moral obligation is not repeated when
it comes to its termination. The need to provide the deserved treatment necessitates
that the moral obligation of each individual come to an end — whether by death or by
other means. In both cases — the inception and the termination of moral obligation
— the particular character of each individual is stressed to the maximum: reward and
punishment are individual just like fear, and there is no need for them to be meted
out simultaneously for all. The simultaneity of the end of the moral obligation of all
individuals on the Day of Judgement is learnt only from revelation. !

It is in this particular sense that Murtada argues that moral obligation is estab-
lished by reason only. At a later point, revelation complements what reason is unable
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to fully grasp because of a lack of available data, not because of any intrinsic weak-
ness. Knowing God, within the limits needed to justify moral obligation, is totally
possible without any resort to revelation. Even the dictates of revelation are brought
under the scrutiny of reason, for humans must be equipped with the means required
to verify the veracity of the transmitters of revelation in order to enable every indi-
vidual to arrive at the right conclusions and to endorse the proper creed.!'! It seems
that this question was a matter of controversy among Imamis. Some of them appar-
ently held that the basic knowledge of God depends on the Imam’s guidance, a claim
that Murtada rejects in no uncertain terms.''? For his part, Mufid also avoided blunt
dependency on the Imam’s guidance. In a succinct passage, he makes three points:
first, that reason needs revelation to allow the individual to acquire knowledge;
second, that reason is inseparable (la yanfakku) from revelation, which alerts rational
beings to the way of evidencing (yunabbihu al-‘aqil ‘ala kayfiyyat al-istidlal); and
third, that there must be a prophet at the inception of moral obligation (fi awwal
al-taklif)."3 This statement caused disagreement among subsequent scholars regard-
ing Mufid’s actual position. Some took the passage to indicate that he believed moral
obligation to need revelation to take effect,!'* whereas others argued that he upheld
the sufficiency of reason towards this end.'!> Part of the problem seems to be due
to the conflation, in Mufid’s terse passage, of two distinct discussions concerning
moral obligation: the respective roles of reason and revelation, on the one hand, and
the necessity of prophethood, on the other. Either way, Mufid is unwilling to allow
a total disconnect between reason and revelation. While still ascribing considerable
agency to reason, his wording leaves no doubt about the hierarchy involved. The
inevitable presence of prophets in his scheme may be explained in light of his argu-
ment for the necessity of the Imama, which relies on human inability to learn the
details of moral obligation through reason only. Murtada, on the other hand, arrives
at the same conclusion through a different route: even if humans knew all they need
to know, their inclination to ignore this knowledge would necessitate the presence
of an authority figure whose function would be to confirm the knowledge and make
them less inclined to ignore it. The agreement between the views of °Abd al-Jabbar
and Murtada concerning the primacy of reason is thus restricted to the theoretical
level of discussion;!'¢ their readings of the concrete workings of reason and rev-
elation in personal histories diverge, for Murtada is unwilling to allow even the
hypothetical possibility of the absence of prophethood.!'!” Murtada’s position assigns
more power to reason in establishing moral obligation than does Mufid’s position,
but both scholars ultimately work with the assumption that the presence of an author-
ity figure is inevitable, in contrast to “Abd al-Jabbar. For his part, Ttsi provides a
lengthy discussion on the question of what a person can be expected to know prior to
revelation, ruling that it suffices to know God and to affirm prophethood and thereby
siding by Murtada.''8

His contractual approach to moral obligation leads Murtada to reject the literal
understanding of certain traditions that had gained currency in the Imami milieu.
One such tradition states that an illegitimate child (walad al-zind) cannot be a
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believer and will eventually perish in hellfire. This statement constitutes a blatant
contradiction of Murtada’s claim that the reward of moral obligation is within the
reach of any rational being, in addition to contradicting the fact that the individual
in this case would be held accountable for a mistake committed by someone else.
Murtada questions the tradition’s authenticity, but he also attempts an interpretation
that would avoid its unmistakably deterministic undertone: whoever seems to be
both an illegitimate child and a believer must in fact be either a crypto-unbeliever or
a legitimate child.''® Thus, the apparent social stigma is no longer a cause for unjust
eternal punishment; rather, it is an indication of the individual’s true conviction or
of society’s erroneous perception. A similar, though more common, challenge arises
from traditions on the primordial existence of humans (dharr) and the imposition of
moral obligation at that time. For moral obligation to have taken effect then, humans
must have been rational beings; but since no one remembers being in such a con-
dition, these reports should be either completely rejected or interpreted to signify
God’s creating in individuals the power to reason to knowledge of Him.'?° This is
also the way in which Murtada understands the famous ‘covenant verse’ (Q7:172).!2!
Mufid seems more reluctant to dismiss entirely the traditions on the primordial exist-
ence of humans. Although he agrees with Murtada’s interpretation of the verse, he
still allows room for accepting traditions about humans in the primordial condition
as long as they do not include moral obligation or betray a belief in the transmi-
gration of souls.'??> TsT maintains a more lenient attitude towards traditions and
includes such reports in his works.'?* Therefore, just as Murtada’s view on the nature
of human beings represents a clearer departure than does Mufid’s from the earlier
gnostic strands within Imami Shi®ism, the two scholars’ divergence on understand-
ing these traditions is yet another example of Murtada’s further push in this direction,
which was not fully retained by Tusi.

Conclusion

Content

According to Murtada, the human being is matter in both body and spirit, for the
latter is just the air breathed by the living person. He allows no otherworldly connec-
tions as part of the human being and easily dispenses with such assumptions — usually
from traditions — on two counts. First, their epistemological basis is insufficient; and
second, they are functionally unnecessary, since they do not help to explain human
conduct as that of a morally obligated agent.

Underneath the layers of moral and theological speculation about gratitude and
the existence of a creator lies the nucleus of Murtada’s reading of religious experi-
ence. It is in fact psychological, anchored in fear as the deepest human motive that
pushes people into taking all possible precautions to avoid a probable just desert of
eternal punishment. Thus, observing the dictates of religion is, for Murtada, first and
foremost an act of prudence, not a manifestation of love or justice. The first moral
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obligation is that of investigation in order to arrive at knowledge of God, whence
follow the remaining religious teachings.

In its human dimension, the world is not the best possible world, but rather one
that is the outcome of free choices made by human agents. As such, we live among
probabilities and in anticipation of events of which we are mostly the makers.
Humans are solely responsible for their acts because they are absolutely free to do
them. Even God is required to create the world in a way that suits the schema of
moral obligation. Except for miracles, the extent of divine intervention is limited; it
does not go beyond governing the world through God’s norms or explaining what is
required of the individual. Any further intervention would infringe on the goodness
of moral obligation and thus alter the model of reward and punishment.

Context

Murtada’s view of the human being and of human agency is in full agreement with
Basran Mu‘tazilism. His disagreement with Mufid is strongest in the discussion
of the human being, for the latter maintains a more lenient attitude towards earlier
Imami traditions that include certain gnostic elements. The two scholars are in basic
agreement concerning the primacy of reason in establishing moral obligation, but
Mufid’s position seems more accommodating of authority, even at the inception of
religious experience, which reveals less confidence on his part in the sufficiency of
reason. Although Tiist agrees with Murtada on human agency, his view on the human
being falls somewhere between those of his two teachers.
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CHAPTER

5

THE IMAMA AND THE NEED FOR
MORAL LEADERSHIP

In the many schools of thought that defined Imami Shi‘ism throughout its history
of development and transformation, the question of the Imama represented a doctri-
nally solid distinction that, in addition to other legal points and social arrangements,
placed the Imami community apart from other groups. But the Imama debate is
primarily a response to historical circumstances, with theology being used to justify,
interpret and filter recorded accounts.

The interaction between historical narrative and religious dicta has long been
noted by scholars of Islamic history.! Whether one decides to read early reports as
unverifiable products of the sectarian milieu or as containing a kernel of historical
fact,? these reports seem to have become a matter of consensus by the time they
were included in the classical works of Islamic historiography.® Disagreement was
more about certain elements within them or about their interpretation; for a parabolic
reading of the material proved useful for both Shi®i and Sunni narratives.* Therefore,
it can be said that these classical works are similar in their formal and teleological
framework: they are both ‘sectarian’ and ‘non-sectarian’ inasmuch as readers are
willing to exploit their latent potential to promote a particular agenda. This complex-
ity underlies the assumption that ‘multiple orthodoxies’ are represented in Islamic
historiography.’

The intense historical component in the Imama theological debate reflects the
above observation. Nevertheless, it also allows us to consider the various theological
structures, superimposed on the body of acceptable reports, as a prism that analyses
the historiographical material into as many colours as the theologian needs in order
to present his narrative. This chapter and the following one, therefore, do not seek to
add a ‘dome’ of historical thought besides others (hadith, adab, hikma and siyasa);°
rather, they attempt to demonstrate how the handling of material originating from
various domes can prove a much more efficient strategy in the hands of theologi-
ans who are unwilling to break with the supernarratives set down in the plethora of
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acceptable reports. Instead of investing in a critical appraisal of the credibility of
eyewitnesses, transmitters or historians, theologians can appeal to the ‘quintessential
literary achievement of pre-modern Arabic prose’; that is, they rely on the contra-
dictory, complementary and concurring accounts to produce the desired chain of
associations in the reader’s mind.” Murtada, as will be seen, argues for an elaborate
theological narrative of Islamic history, immersed in Shi‘i — specifically Imami —
doctrinal assumptions, while relying exclusively on the standard histories that a non-
Shi‘i theologian — in this case his interlocutor °Abd al-Jabbar — would use.

Moreover, crafting such a narrative also betrays Murtada’s involvement with
the primary themes that occupied the Muslim tradition (prophecy, community,
hegemony and leadership) and their various functions (preparatory, inception and
boundary),® though in a much more explicit tone than one encounters in classical his-
toriographies. The reason is that consensus on these themes had already developed
by his time; a theologian would concern himself with the interpretative level only in
order to construct his narrative. Of these functions, the function of boundary is one
distinctly premised on interpretation. The boundaries are those of Muslim sectarian
communities and those of the Muslim community as a whole. Thus, the themes of
fitna and sirat al-khulafa’ — both under leadership — constitute the two dominant
questions in the debate about the historical actualisation of Imama theological theory
treated in the second half of this chapter, whereas the themes of nubuwwa and
Qur’an-related narratives dominate the corresponding section in the discussion of
prophethood in the next chapter.

Shi‘i efforts were dedicated to investigating historical accounts in order to
prove the Shi‘i view of the succession to the Prophet. This was done by relying
on a host of argumentative techniques including quoting sources, analysing their
context and discrediting inconvenient versions of events. Such strategies would
usually, especially after the elaboration of a theological system, be joined with a
methodic attempt to fit these certified accounts into a doctrinal structure that suited
the generic theory of Imama. The presence of historical accounts is less acutely
felt as one draws further from the crisis of Muhammad’s death; with later Imams,
relatively few reports are left to be analysed, and theology becomes almost the
sole tool for reading events.’ It can thus be proposed that ‘sacred’ history, which
goes hand in hand with what might — for the purpose of distinction — be called
‘ordinary’ history'® in interpreting recorded events, becomes the more prevalent
component of the Imami narrative over time, reaching its peak in the discussion
of occultation. Here, sacred history refers to an understanding of history that is
aware of divine intervention in the course of events, frequently inserting into them
theological or moral problems pertinent to the time of the writer.!! This approach
to the function of the Imama in history is exemplified in the works of some modern
scholars of Shi°ism. Building on the rich material of Imami accounts that emphasise
the ontological precedence of the Imams, this scholarly tradition provides a view
of the Imams as makers of history for whom real history is not the sociopolitical
course of events but the spiritual, esoteric developments of a transcendent realm. As
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such, it endorses a historical narrative that disavows historicist readings and allows
phenomenological ones, to varying extents.!?

The availability of an elaborate theological system, namely Mu‘tazilism, pro-
vided the Imami efforts with a precious resource to carry out the task of refining
their narrative into a multilayered approach that envisaged the requirements of both
history and theology. The main assumptions of Mu‘tazili theology, particularly in
relation to the interplay between divine assistance and human responsibility, fur-
nished the Imami approach with a fresh perspective. It allowed the Imamis to capi-
talise on the Mu‘tazili concern with moral rectitude to argue both for the importance
of the Imama and for the charismatic nature of the Imam. '

The main thesis of this chapter is that Murtada was greatly responsible for
the elaboration of a complex narrative of history woven into a mature theological
system. The two core assumptions that undergird his Imama doctrine are the neces-
sity of the Imama as a moral requirement in the community and the meaninglessness
of such necessity unless the Imam is infallible. This ‘dual core’ draws heavily on the
Mu‘tazili conceptions of reason and divine assistance, while aiming to stretch them
to fit identical — and already established — Imami doctrines. The Imam’s charisma,
ultimately, is more intimately related to infallibility than to any of his other traits,
and the Imami community’s charisma is derived from that of the Imam. Murtada’s
system also reflects an increasing awareness of the views of Islamic political phi-
losophy about the nature of government, which could explain some aspects of his
theoretical approach.

Both Murtada’s appraisal of his own work and the extant works of Imami litera-
ture on the question suggest that his efforts were unprecedented in exhaustiveness.'#
This chapter thus analyses how he was able to produce such a meticulous narrative
by investigating his epistemic tools and the possible influence he had on the over-
arching view of Islamic history from the vantage point of the Imama controversy.
The chapter starts by examining the theoretical aspect of his Imama doctrine, linking
it to its possible roots in the then existing Imami discourse, and proceeds to address
the application of this theory to various relevant episodes in Islamic history, attempt-
ing to situate Murtada’s views vis-a-vis the various readings of history within the
Imami corpus and the later scholarly tradition.

Murtada discusses the doctrine of the Imama and issues related to it in many of
his works. Undoubtedly, it is in the Shafi that he makes the most elaborate presenta-
tion of his views on the subject. But it is worth noting that he later changed some
of the views expressed in the Shafi, which was written before most of his other rel-
evant works. In addition to such modifications, in other works he either offers more
succinct versions of his theory on the Imama or dedicates a whole discussion to a
particular problem stemming from his overarching position, such as the question of
infallibility in his Tanzih or the issue of occultation in al-Mugni© fi al-ghayba.
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Theoretical model

Although supposedly an abstract framework intended to present the overall ‘philoso-
phy’ of the Imama doctrine, the Imama theory formulated by Murtada represents
a complex intersection and appropriation of several debates. With a career that
spanned five decades, Murtada must have been aware of the general discomfort
caused by the fragmentation of the Islamic polity, reflected in an almost unanimous'>
acceptance among theologians of the necessity of a leader for the community — the
Imam. Whether they argued that the Imama was necessitated by revelation — as did
most of them!'6 — or whether they held that it followed from the rational requirement
of maintaining social order to manage people’s worldly affairs — as did the Mu‘tazilis
of Baghdad headed by Balkhi'” — this consensus prepared fertile soil for the next
step, which Murtada undertook. Combining previous arguments and incorporating
the central Mu‘tazili doctrine of divine assistance as elaborated in the teachings of
°Abd al-Jabbar and his circle, he proposed that the Imama is a rational necessity
intended for the preservation of humans’ otherworldly interests. Similarly, his for-
mulation of the qualifications of the Imam, couched in the language of generic rules,
at times amounts to little more than a refinement of the early debates in the commu-
nity regarding the respective merits of °Ali and Abdi Bakr.'® Murtada’s main contri-
bution, however, lies in exploiting these trends maximally, attempting to present his
version of the Imama theory as one that satisfies the intellectual penchant for rational
justification, the ever-ready Mu‘tazili eagerness to invoke divine assistance and the
traditional Shi‘i concern with reports that support the Shi‘i view on the Imama.

The definition and necessity of the Imama

In addition to Murtada’s introduction of a definition of the Imama as a generic form
of leadership, his claim that its necessity can be established by reason and revelation
is tailored to meet the expectations of different trends. On the one hand, the appeal
to reason allows Murtada to present a heretofore sectarian view in a manner that not
only extends beyond the restrictions of the sectarian Imami — or even Shi‘i — param-
eters but purports to be universally valid as a position that is independent from any
particular religion. On the other hand, the argument from revelation remains faith-
ful to the expectations of Imami traditionalists and earlier theologians and the more
common view in the wider Muslim community, given the centrality of sacred law in
the functions of the Imam. In this blend of arguments for the necessity of the Imama,
Murtada is also echoing the Blyid zeitgeist: endorsing leadership in general is
equally accommodating — or not — of Biiyid kingship and of the ¢ Abbasid caliphate.

The Imama, the rational argument goes, concerns the most generic understand-
ing of leadership (ri’asa). Since it is self-evident for the imaginary group of rational
beings that the presence of a just leader is immensely helpful in bringing people
closer to moral rectitude, this presence constitutes divine assistance,! and it is
incumbent upon God to install Imams before the imposition of moral obligation,?°
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regardless of the number of these Imams or their exact qualifications, as Murtada
repeatedly asserts.?! This broad definition of the Imama includes prophethood, so
every prophet must also be an Imam;?? but if no sacred law is revealed, there may be
no prophets but only Imams.?

From a realistic standpoint, Murtada argues that no person with sound political
judgement, knowledge of history and familiarity with various literatures can consci-
entiously object to the usefulness of just leadership.2* Theological objections to his
position centre on the question whether the presence of a leader is a form of divine
assistance. This debate boils down to whether, as Murtada argues, the presence of
strong leaders brings about worldly and otherworldly benefits in the form of material
prosperity and moral rectitude? without infringing on individual freedom to pursue
their opposite.?® The cornerstone of his approach is capitalising on the complexi-
ties of the Mu‘tazili moral system. Since the moral theory admits of no difference
between divine and human morality, he exploits this lack of distinction to make it
incumbent upon God to provide leadership for humans from among their ranks, as
such leadership helps them in meeting their moral obligations. The other concern of
Mu‘tazili moral theory, that is, the freedom of agents, is addressed by highlighting
the human ability to reject this leadership.

These positions, while appearing to tally well with Mu‘tazili theology, are in
fact much needed within Murtada’s Imami framework. The failure of the Imams to
hold power can now be seen as a concomitant of divine justice, which does not force
people to accept their leadership. This failure can also reinforce the classic Imami
vision of the Muslim community as one whose actual history, because of its refusal
to endorse divinely designated leadership, diverges sharply from its intended one —
which is to be substituted with the sacred history of the Imama. Moreover, the theo-
retical assumption that the Imam — if holding the reins of power — would help people
observe their religious obligations and acquire worldly gains is also in harmony with
the Imami teleological narrative of sacred history culminating in a future utopia: the
Twelfth Imam, upon his return, shall provide both material and spiritual prosperity.?’
The objection that the Imam himself must be in need of an Imam is turned upside
down to support the Imami claim; for forms of divine assistance, even in Mu‘tazili
theology, are not uniform.?® Therefore, the Imam’s lack of such a need stands as
proof of his inherent superiority over others; it emphasises his unique charisma,
which in turn is expressed in his infallibility — which he shares with no others.

This approach thus strips the office of the Imam of much of the mystery that
usually surrounds the common Imami conception. Simultaneously, it makes the
Imama a basic need of human society if the latter is to be led towards its ultimate
good in terms of its members’ otherworldly states, even if it is assumed that no reli-
gion exists. The resemblance to the teachings of Islamic political philosophy in terms
of the moral significance of government is not hard to detect,” and it is very likely
that Murtada, being at the heart of intellectual activity and engaged in polemics with
philosophers,* was aware of these teachings. His appeal to adab and to hikma lit-
erature, citing ancient Arab and non-Arab sages on the need for government, reveals
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his willingness to employ various approaches to historical thought to corroborate his
theoretical structure instead of restricting himself to theology or to the more tradi-
tional forms of historical writing such as hadith historiography.

The crux of the revelational argument is that for the sacred law to be protected,
revealed teachings must be kept in the trust of an arbitrator who enjoys access to
exclusive knowledge. It is not clear whether Murtada, in declaring this view dis-
tinctly Imami,?! is aware of the very similar Isma‘ili view advanced in the works of
al-Qadi Abt Hanifa al-Nu®man b. Hayytin (d. 974).32 The argument rests on classify-
ing matters of religious disagreement into two types: rational and revelational. Of the
first type, it is possible to attain knowledge without the help of the Imam; his role is
auxiliary, since in these matters reason functions as the needed arbitrator, although
his authority makes him better suited than anyone else to the role.’* The second type
is, in turn, divided into two categories: revealed questions that have been reported
through prevalence (fawatur) and those that have not. The Imam is evidently needed
for matters of the second category to make up for the weakness in transmission, but
he is also needed with respect to the first, because it may happen that some reports
lose the quality of prevalence over time due to transmitters’ negligence.** Since there
is no way to establish that the community’s consensus is in itself probative,* there
needs to be an Imam to guard against potential errors — deliberate or otherwise.*® But
even if the probativeness of consensus is granted, such consensus will not materialise
in the majority of rulings, leaving people ignorant of their moral obligations unless
there is an Imam to instruct them.?” It is evident, therefore, why these arguments are
peculiarly Imami ones: they hinge on the claim that the Imam is infallible. Murtada
usually presents the time-honoured Imami argument after the rational one, often
ascribing it to fellow Imamis (ashabuna). He is, however, unmistakably in favour of
the rational argument, as he always gives it precedence and includes it alone in his
shorter catechisms and later works.®

The preference for preserving the moral authority of the Imam over his superior
knowledge is manifest in Murtada’s insistence that most people commit mistakes
knowingly. This makes fear of authority more needed than instruction, even if no
religious laws were revealed for individuals to learn and apply — which is possible.*°
As for Mufid, he appears to have undergone a change of mind: in early writings
he endorses the revelational argument based on safeguarding the law, although his
phrasing is ambiguous,*! but in the concluding chapter of a very late work he pre-
sents an argument similar to Murtada’s argument from reason.*> This shift suggests
that the teacher may have been influenced by the student on this specific question.

It is opportune to pause here and observe some of the strategic moves that
Murtada makes, which show that an intellectual debate, when infused with dogma-
tism, in fact bears more similarity to a game of chess than to a truth-seeking endeav-
our. Seemingly paradoxically for an Imami theologian, Murtada dedicates lengthy
sections of the Shafi to undermining the arguments for the necessity of the Imama
offered by his opponent. He does so in order to make sure that his understanding of
this necessity, inseparable from his Imama theory, is the only option left. Hence, the



The Imama and the Need for Moral Leadership [ 157

public utility of the Imama does not suffice to make it necessary;* the community’s
consensus on the matter is neither factual nor binding;* and the need to apply the
sacred law is meaningful only when an Imam is already installed.*’

Qualifications of the Imam

The qualifications of the Imam may be divided into two main categories. The first
includes necessary qualifications known by reason alone, such as infallibility, rec-
ognition by designation or miracle, political acumen and superiority in knowledge
relevant to leadership; these are unconditional requirements of the Imam. The second
category includes qualifications known by revelation but not required by reason,
such as being the most knowledgeable in religious matters, having the most religious
merit and being the most courageous.*® Thus, the qualifications dictated by reason
are in fact those more germane to authority than to knowledge, further highlighting
the significance of the hierarchical power structure in Murtada’s understanding of
the Muslim community. His concern is with the discontinuity between the Imam
and others, since most of these qualifications cannot be gained through the normal
progression of an individual but rather are due to superhuman intervention. It is not
mysterious, exclusive knowledge that makes the difference; rather, it is an inacces-
sible trait of personal moral superiority that legitimises the Imam’s occupation of his
authoritative position. Since Murtada views this authority as a rational component
of religion, his exploitation of Mu‘tazili teachings reaches a peak at this point, for
such components were considered the most unshakable tenets of Mu‘tazili theology,
which renders ironic their employment to establish the aspect of Murtada’s system
that is least acceptable for most Mu‘tazilis.

The dictates of reason are based on the stipulation of infallibility; other qualifi-
cations derive smoothly from the stipulation either to identify the infallible person
or to define the scope of this trait, once detected. Murtada’s discussion starts with a
definition of this crucial concept in his theory of the Imama: infallibility is the form
of divine assistance that, when bestowed upon an individual, causes him to choose
to avoid vile acts.*’ Therefore, it contains an element of choice, which makes it
praiseworthy given its relation to individual responsibility.*® Murtada is a proponent
of total infallibility, the position that Imams never commit any vile acts or mistakes
that would repulse (yunaffiru) people from following them.* This argument regard-
ing the infallibility of the Imam stems directly from the argument for the necessity of
the Imama. If the Imama is necessary to bring people closer to good deeds and deter
them from vile acts, then anyone who is prone to neglecting his duties or committing
vile acts is in need of an Imam. Unless the Imam is exempt from these tendencies,
there will be an infinite regression; so all that is needed to interrupt the chain is one
infallible Imam.>® Mufid, on the other hand, allows that prophets commit minor sins
that do not discredit them, as long as they do so only inadvertently and before their
prophethood. However, he holds that Muhammad did not commit any such acts,
quoting the Quran to support his position.>!
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The two poles of Murtada’s thought seem to be pulling in opposite directions. The
pole of Mu‘tazili rationalist discourse, particularly its moral aspect, underlies his keen-
ness to stress that infallibility is a matter of choice, as he wishes to indicate its praise-
worthiness to reflect moral value. The other pole — that of the Imami tradition — seems to
tug his position in a different direction. The assumption of the Imams’ total infallibility
can hardly be digested without allowing for a superhuman conception of the Imams,
which militates against the affirmation of infallibility as a matter of choice. Moreover,
Murtada makes no effort to explain how this qualification — ostensibly based on choice
— happens to be granted to a particular line of individuals while they are still minors in
some cases.’?> Claiming an extreme form of infallibility, even within the framework
of Mu‘tazili argumentation, must have been made easier by the Imam’s prolonged
absence than it would have been in his presence; this can be inferred from comparing
the Imami case with that of the Fatimids, whose caliph-Imams came under attack.>

The investment in infallibility gives rise to another necessary component of
Murtada’s theory. The indiscernibility of infallibility makes it impossible for people
to recognise the Imam by reason, and it precludes that he be chosen by the commu-
nity or inherit his position.>* This leaves only two ways for the Imam to be identified:
either through direct designation by the previous Imam or by the performance of a
miracle to confirm the veracity of his claim to the Imama. Both ways converge
at the same point: a miracle performed by an initial authority.’® Miracles are thus
an instrumental concept needed to recognise not the person of the Imam per se but
his infallibility, which serves to further highlight the centrality of this attribute in
Murtada’s system. The discussion is aimed at denying that it is possible for humans to
recognise, unaided, all the requirements of the Imama in one individual.’” Here, too,
Mu“tazili precepts are conveniently employed to support a distinctly non-Mu°‘tazili
position: people’s inability to detect infallibility in individuals is used to justify the
need for divine designation to avoid the injustice of God’s obligating people to do
something that surpasses their normal capacities, especially if it is required of them
often.”® Once the Imam’s infallibility is accepted as a requirement, the remaining
doctrinal articles follow suit. The unbridgeable gap between the community and the
Imam is, once more, not grounded in superior knowledge of religion on his part, even
if he possesses such knowledge.>® Rather, it is based on authoritative delegation, that
is, divine designation; reason can comprehend the justification of such delegation but
is never the means of choosing the right delegate.

The remaining qualifications are related to the needs of holding a position of
authority, but unlike infallibility, they are not impossible to detect. Since the inac-
cessibility of the Imam’s designation process has been established and the unbridge-
able hierarchical gap has been secured, these other requirements represent aspects of
the Imam’s persona that are — and must be — within the grasp of human reason, as
they are unmistakable signs of the divine wisdom in his entitlement to office. These
include political acumen (wujith al-siyasa wa-I-tadbir)® and reason,®' a pleasant
countenance® and superiority over all his subjects in anything pertinent to leader-
ship, with religious knowledge included for this reason.®?
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There are a few observations to make about the remaining qualifications, deemed
to be dictates of revelation. In significance, Murtada relegates them to a relatively
secondary position, since they depend on the actual occurrence of revelation in
history, a condition that is not considered necessary by Basran Mu‘tazilis. This
relegation reflects Murtada’s strong interest in developing an Imami theory of the
Imama that is as faithful as possible to the requirements of the rationalist tendency
that Murtada advocated, while still reaping all the fruits of classic Imami arguments
and teaching. Murtada’s theory is, therefore, old wine poured into new wineskins,
meant to get the most out of both.

In terms of particular qualifications, it is conspicuous that the list echoes what
is arguably the earliest debate on the respective excellence of ‘Ali and Abiu Bakr,
though without the traditional polemic.%* The Imami positions in that debate are
extracted and presented not as the outcomes of an ancient controversy, but as the
theoretical requirements of an Imam. The abstract, generic clothing should, there-
fore, not distract us from the roots of the question, which are much more personal
and particular. Instead of harking back to what had become an obsolete debate for
an already established community, Murtada develops its formed convictions in a
manner that matches the new intellectual apparatus.

Religious merit is gauged in terms of otherworldly rewards, knowledge of which
is God’s prerogative.® This position corroborates the view that the Imama is not
earned (mustahaqqa) and stresses its supernatural aspect.®® The continuity between
‘actual’ history and sacred history is best seen in this discussion, as the Imama, while
admittedly operating within the constraints of history and politics, is portrayed as
grounded in an unseen dimension of otherworldly credit. The hierarchy of authority
in this world thus reflects the hierarchy of merit in the other, at least at its highest
echelons. Superiority in religious knowledge is required only because the commu-
nity needs to be governed by religious law, not because such knowledge constitutes
an inherent component of leadership.%” Familiarity with other branches of knowledge
that are irrelevant to government is not required of the Imam: since the hierarchi-
cal authority needed to further community members’ rectitude is secured by the
Imam’s other qualifications, it is superfluous to expect more. This minimal — if strict
— theological requirement allows Murtada to dodge certain theological problems that
would accrue from excessive requirements on the Imam’s knowledge,®® and it is all
that is needed to sustain the grand framework and minimise its potential weaknesses.
It pre-empts possible theological interpretations of historical accounts, mostly from
the Prophet’s time, that do not neatly fit the presumed order of religious knowledge
and/or merit, as in the case of the Prophet’s appointment of ‘Amr b. al-°As and
Khalid b. al-Walid as leaders over Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.%® Courage is treated in
terms of military command, that is, leading an army in jihad. The word of revelation
stipulates that the Imam is obligated to carry out this duty, either in person or through
intermediary military commanders, since it would be vile to give precedence to the
less competent over the more competent in military leadership.”® Again, what matters
most is not whether the community should engage in jihad but the supremacy of the
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Imam as the leader, since allowing the Imam to be under anyone else’s authority
would undermine the hierarchical framework and possibly delegitimise jihad itself.

Finally, Murtada attributes the belief that there can be only one Imam at a time to
revelation and consensus, although he acknowledges that on the basis of reason only
it would have been possible for many Imams to exist simultaneously.”! In addition to
being faithful to the theoretical requirement of the need for leadership (which does
not lead to its singularity), Murtada is aware of the limits of his opponents’ ability to
push the position to an extreme: it is very unlikely that a party that rejects infallibility
in the first place propose a multitude of infallible authorities. The language in which
this expectation is couched, needless to say, is not that of a debater who knows the
limits of the game, but of an ostensibly dispassionate theologian: it is the consensus
of the community that dictates the singularity of infallible authority.

The test of history

Before analysing how Murtada’s theory applies in practice, it is imperative to rec-
ognise that the Imama controversy, more than any other sectarian debate, has been
shaped by historical circumstances and political considerations more than by pure
theology. Therefore, what I term the ‘test of history’, though purporting to move
from the abstract to the concrete, in fact shows how certain historical narratives
served as models to which the theories were later tailored. This process evokes
Aristotle’s famous comment that poetry, in the sense of the imaginative and fictional,
is more philosophical than is history, for the former speaks of universals whereas
the latter speaks of particulars.”? In Islamic debates on the Imama, theology serves
as the universal model whose particulars are depicted in history. Whether it shares
the beauty of poetry is questionable, but it definitely shares its inconsistency: the
handling of conflicting reports is subservient to the desired outcome; narrators’ reli-
ability is usually unquestioned unless their reports are inconvenient; and the same
author may resort to citing opposite accounts to serve his ends, depending on the
context. Murtada’s case proves no exception.

The Imama of ‘Alt

The theoretical aspects of the position, whether based on reason or on revelation, are
supposed to characterise all Imams. The main challenge, however, is establishing the
Imama of the first Imam °Ali b. Abi Talib; once that is secured, it is much easier to
establish the remaining particularities of the doctrine. The strategic advantage of the
discussion of °Ali’s Imama explains its disproportionate size in Murtada’s works.” It
also further shows the significance of history, as the debate centres mostly on histori-
cal accounts. The smoothness of the move from establishing °Ali’s Imama to affirm-
ing that of the remaining Imams sheds light on the intricate connection between
ordinary history and sacred history for the Imamis. The transition does not in fact
take place within a historical narrative, but from one narrative of ordinary history
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into another that serves as a threshold to enter a third narrative that is more theologi-
cal — that is to say, sacred — than historical. The ‘proper’ history of the community,
then, becomes not that of the great events affecting the grand sociopolitical structure
but rather that of the developments related to the succession of divinely designated
individuals in an unbreakable chain, regardless of the scale of these developments.
As such, a particular understanding of history becomes an article of faith, although
in Imami Shi‘ism, it is a result of the political failures rather than successes of the
Imams.™

Murtada’s arguments for ‘Ali’s Imama include revelational arguments in the
form of evidence from the tradition that shows “Ali’s designation by the Prophet.
This category of evidence is divided into two types: purely verbal evidence (gawl/)
and composite evidence, that is, consisting of both word and deed (fil).” Verbal
evidence also comprises two types: explicit (jalt) and implicit (khafi) designation.
Already in Murtada’s time, composite evidence had long lost its lustre, since it
belonged to the largely outdated genre of merits, and Murtada accordingly ignores
it.”® This section examines the rational arguments in detail, since these represent
Murtada’s novel contribution to the debate. Revelational arguments per se are treated
in only a cursory manner proportional to Murtada’s limited originality in handling
them. Instead of analysing the arguments, I emphasise their significance in view of
the context of the Imami discourse.

In addition to revelational arguments, Murtada offers three arguments for “Ali’s
succession to the Prophet that he characterises as rational. Nevertheless, the three
arguments can be seen as variations of a single argument that starts from the assump-
tion that the Imam must be infallible, whether the assumption is made explicit
(as in the first two arguments) or kept implicit (as in the last). Having established
this assumption, Murtada affirms Ali’s Imama through the following arguments:
(1) elimination leaves °Ali the only candidate whose fallibility is not a matter of
consensus and who therefore has the potential to be infallible;”” (2) the group that
stipulates that the Imam must be infallible takes only °Ali to be the Imam;’® and (3)
°Ali, who never made false claims, believed himself to be the rightful successor to
the Prophet.”

It is the claim that infallibility is a dictate of reason that allows Murtada to clas-
sify such arguments as rational. The first two arguments exclude the Zaydis, who
uphold the designation of “Ali but do not share the Imami view on infallibility.3°
Murtada’s concern is not with amassing support for his position but with making sure
that such support does not cost him more in the long run: accepting the Zaydi view
of designation would backfire against the necessity of infallibility and even against
the probativeness of consensus as he defines it, which is a precious tool for him in
various argumentative contexts. In addition to dismissing the Zaydi position, he dis-
misses that of any descendants of the Prophet who do not share his belief in “Alt’s
direct succession to Muhammad: he claims to have never met any such descendant
who did not share his view, and the very few amongst them reported to have devi-
ated from this position were either ignoramuses or opportunists whose opinions have
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no bearing on the consensus.®! But Murtada’s ad hominem attack on these Prophetic
descendants can hardly be accepted as genuine, especially given the breadth of
his social exposure. Aside from potential personal considerations, his unusually
harsh tone may be explained by his belief in the authority of the consensus of the
Prophet’s family, which means that any dissent within the family’s ranks threatens to
deprive him of a potent tool. It does, however, reveal an instance in which Murtada’s
extremely meticulous methodology and handling of written sources fail to meet the
easier task of admitting current facts, an inevitable consequence of the fervent argu-
mentation that had moved him to complain about °Abd al-Jabbar’s similar approach.
The third argument amounts to little more than begging the question; the opponents
are supposed to accept the Imami claim about the position of °Ali, who — accord-
ing to another Imami claim — could not have uttered falsehood. In his historical
documentation, Murtada’s method is selective both in the choice of sources and in
the interpretation of the texts therein, and it still leaves the argument wanting unless
°Ali’s authority is already conceded. Again, then, it is the pervasive view of the
Imam’s infallibility that constitutes the core of Murtada’s system, even in handling
historical sources after the theoretical foundations have been laid down.

In the practical equivalent of his strategy of refuting all arguments for the neces-
sity of the Imama except his own, Murtada produces lengthy responses against
legitimisations of Ali’s caliphate that are not based on Prophetic designation.’?
The primacy of maintaining the doctrinal structure, with the Imam’s infallibility
at its core, shows itself in Murtada’s readiness to sacrifice the support of whoever
arrives at the same conclusion following a different route, since accepting such
alternative routes would make establishing the remaining articles of Imami doctrine
more difficult. Murtada’s need to prevail in the argument is most manifest in his
outright endorsement of contradictory historical accounts — those reporting that
some Prophetic Companions were coerced into paying allegiance to “Ali,** and
those claiming that they did so willingly.3* With the first account, Murtada’s goal
is to highlight the irrelevance of the political process, since “Ali was made caliph
by Prophetic designation, whereas the second account serves to argue that since the
Companions broke the promises they made to °Alj, it is no wonder that they earlier
disobeyed the Prophet’s will regarding his succession. Such is the price of forcing
history into the straitjacket of sectarian narrative, required to satisfy the needs of a
theological system under construction.

In contrast to rational arguments, revelational arguments are the equivalent of
documents that a claimant produces to argue a case, in this case taking the form of
Prophetic traditions; and just like such documents, their value depends on their clarity
and authenticity. As for clarity, the explicit traditions are ones whose prima facie
(zahir) meaning can be immediately grasped by the audience. According to Murtada,
this type is almost exclusively transmitted by the Imamis, though some non-Shi‘i
traditionists have inadvertently reported elements of this type given their lack of
awareness of their connotations. Implicit traditions, on the other hand, are also com-
prehended by the audience, but we cannot be sure whether they are self-evident. This
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type is reported by Shi‘is and non-Shi‘is alike, the dispute being centred on their real
meaning.® The benefit of this classification of traditions is that it allows Murtada to
pre-empt objections to the Imami view, which affirms the immediate significance of
these reports for their audience.?® Murtada’s exposé is representative of the typical
Imami approach. The extent to which the Imami tradition owes these arguments to
him is not clear, however, given the scarcity of information in sources that predate
his teachers, but many of the arguments can be traced — in abridged or incomplete
formulations — to earlier theologians. Murtada’s strategy with regard to revelational
arguments rests on two pillars, prevalence and hermeneutics, that treat authentic-
ity and clarity, respectively. However, his focus differs depending on the type of
evidence: for explicit evidence, the focus is on prevalence; for implicit evidence, on
hermeneutics. Murtada gives two prime examples of explicit traditions: ‘[°Ali] is my
successor after me’ (hadha khalifati min ba“di) and ‘Greet [°Ali] as the commander
of the faithful’ (sallimii “alayhi bi-imrat al-mu’minin).?’ (° Abd al-Jabbar denounces
both as later fabrications.)®® Murtada’s core claim is that only the Imamis have
been sufficiently numerous to establish prevalence regarding the designation of their
Imam,* and that works compiled by early Imami scholars prove that this has been
their doctrine from the earliest times.”

This debate is significant in that it portrays the gradual theoretical maturation
and political ascendancy of the Imami community in Murtada’s time as well as
the resistivity to both by the established intellectual elite and the broader non-Shi‘i
political community, presumably represented by °Abd al-Jabbar. Murtada’s appeal
to sheer numbers, although in the theoretical context of prevalence, represents a
marked departure from a rooted Imami ethos, for it shows a growing confidence
in the size of a minority that had been forging connections with the Biyid court to
the point of being able to see its past in light of a prosperous present; the frequent
— even ubiquitous — discourse about the scarcity of believers must have been very
inopportune to invoke at this time.”! Moreover, the dismissal of the Bakriyya®? and
the °Abbasiyya, while not entirely based on their numerical insignificance, finds its
strongest support in numbers, which is also emblematic of an emerging different
ethos. Finally, “Abd al-Jabbar’s insistence — though not restricted to him — that the
texts were fabricated at a known point in time and Murtada’s response affirming both
their early provenance and their presence in the relevant old books compiled by the
Imamis can be read as a debate about the genuine intellectual tradition of the Imamis
against the derision depicting them as a less sophisticated group.”

Within the group of implicit traditions, prevalence is much easier to show on the
basis of only non-Shi‘i authorities. But since the texts are not explicit, the burden
of proof falls on the second pillar of Murtada’s strategy, hermeneutics. This group
includes more famous traditions; first and foremost, it is here that we find the two key
traditions of Ghadir Khumm®* and of al-manzila.®> Murtada appears to favour these
two traditions over all others, implicit and explicit, and dedicates enormous efforts to
expounding on every single detail relevant to them. He is, however, hardly original
in these efforts, as he simply reiterates previous positions more elaborately.”® But
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his preference for these texts, particularly the Ghadir Khumm tradition, reflects a
growing Imami tendency, while increasingly infusing the tradition with connotations
that were not previously associated with it.’

A conspicuous site of conflict between common historical reports and the sectar-
ian narrative needed to support the theoretical theological framework is the question
of °Al’s behaviour following the Prophet’s death. The opponents of the Imamis
emphasised that °Ali refrained from making any claims to succession and partici-
pated in the political process. He is also said to have maintained cordial personal
relations with the caliphs, in addition to leaving many of their rulings unaltered
once he assumed the caliphate, although these rulings contradict his own positions
as presented by the Imamis.’® The importance of these arguments can be seen in the
fact that responses to them take up considerable space, even in catechisms. Murtada
resorts to his favourite, twofold strategy: he does not concede his opponent’s claim
but then proceeds to show that even were it to be conceded, it is still inconsequential
for the discussion. So he reports several historical accounts, mostly from non-Shi‘i
sources,” that contradict the reports cited by his opponents.'® He is also willing
to engage in political analysis, arguing that the atmosphere of oppression did not
allow for overt opposition'?! and that flexibility was merely a means to an end — not
an admission of the government’s legitimacy.'%? In short, his justification of <Ali’s
behaviour rests on the somewhat paradoxical combination of cautionary prudence
(tagiyya) and self-sacrifice for the cause of Islam.!® The paramount concern of his
theological project disguises itself in what might be construed as a more realistic
reading of history but is in fact simply a more convenient tool for guarding the
temple of sectarian narrative and the theology that serves it. In rejecting the Imami
view that “Ali’s quietism was due to his prior knowledge of future developments
imparted to him by the Prophet,'®* Murtada does not contest the theological tech-
nicality of foreknowledge or the practical plausibility of the explanation. Since this
view has no bearing on his conception of the infallible Imam nor does it affect the
ease of defending the sectarian narrative, there is no need for him to burden himself
with the vulnerabilities of relying on supernatural elements to explain historical
developments. All that is necessary is denying that there has ever been consensus on
any of the first four caliphs, which is within the reach of realistic political analysis.
Realism, therefore, is a more prominent feature of Murtada’s argumentative strategy
than it is of his historical investigation.

The Imama of the twelve Imams

Although Murtada claims that prevalent reports exist regarding the explicit designa-
tion of every Imam!'% — and even the occultation of the Twelfth!% — from the Prophet
himself'"7 or from °Ali,'® it is infallibility that serves as his ultimate trump card to
prove their Imama.'® All other claimants, he argues, were either fallible (in the cases
of the Zaydiyya''® and Fathiyya''') or, when ‘legitimate’, dead (in the case of the
Nawisiyya''? and the Wagifiyya''?).
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The cornerstone of Murtada’s argument is not merely the belief in the Imam’s
infallibility, but the claim that it is only the Imamis who properly subscribe to this
belief. Confronted by those who share this belief but disagree on the identity of the
Imam, Murtada swiftly summons history to put the question to rest, not through a
theological formulation but by simply affirming the claimant’s death. This strategy is
deceptively efficient, as the case of the Isma‘ilis shows. The Isma‘ili claimant ruling
the Fatimid empire was certainly alive — his presence was felt more than that of the
Twelfth Imam. But the arcane nature of infallibility, being undetectable and elusive
— features that usually serve Murtada’s purposes well — complicated matters further.
The infallibility of the Isma‘ili Imam, upheld by his followers,'!* was not easily
undermined. Even accounts of sacred history, with the names of rightful Imams
foretold by their forebears, were shared by the Isma‘ilis, who had their own versions
of them.!"> This awkward situation is probably what forced Murtada to change his
response over time, resorting to ad hominem attacks!'® and eventually settling for
a simplistic formula that ignores the nuances of Isma‘ili Imama doctrine: Isma‘il
was fallible and died before his father, which delegitimises all subsequent Isma‘ili
claimants.!!’

It is here, in Murtada’s discussion of an Imama that has lost political power and
has gradually become a matter of communal/religious authority, that the tools of
political analysis take a back seat. Sacred history overrides ordinary history, and
teleological interpretations of developments suddenly prevail. This approach works
in two directions: the past can be invoked to interpret the present, and the present to
justify the past. In the former case, the disclosure of the Imams’ names at the outset
of Islamic history must be accepted as a compelling justification of their later legiti-
macy, even if no other arguments are invoked. In the latter — more curious — case, the
unfolding of ordinary history is imbued with a strong justificatory tone: the disap-
pearance of certain groups is framed as proof that they could not have been right.!'8 It
must be noted that believing in the influence of future events upon preceding events
is an unmistakable sign of subscribing to a narrative of sacred history.!'” Despite
Murtada’s resistance to the claim that the success of a doctrine proves it correctness
— much expected in a group that adopts a sacred-historical approach!?® — he accepts
the other side of the claim: failure proves incorrectness. However, Murtada’s appeal
to the power of the course of history, though implicit, has a triumphant tone that is
alien to the Imami spirit before the return of the Twelfth Imam.

This is also an apt occasion to examine Murtada’s narrative from the perspective
of the various readings, historicist and phenomenological, of Islamic history within
the Imami tradition. Despite his consistent investment in the political justification
of the Imama and his concern to avoid any gnostic claims regarding the Imams’
status, Murtada is far from accepting a historicist reading — although his approach
might seem particularly amenable to it. The unacceptability of the historicist reading
is revealed in Murtada’s attempt to answer the challenge of the Imams’ failure to
seize political power and their frequent persecution, which did not abate in spite of
their prayers and protest. He argues that the Imams cannot be makers of history, for
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they did not cause this persecution to happen or ask for it — a position that distances
Murtada from the gnostic reading in its extreme form. Nevertheless, to claim that
they were mere subjects of history — powerless individuals whose petitions were
ignored by God — would deprive them of all status. Thus, his dismissal of the gnostic
in discussing the human being is not matched in an equal measure when it comes to
the Imam, who, though fully human, is still involved in the workings of the unseen
world. Murtada’s suggested solution betrays his typical pattern of questioning the
basic claim: the Imams are too dear to God for their prayers to be left unanswered,
and too pious for them to ask for any worldly thing — whether the seizure of politi-
cal power or the cessation of persecution. Thus, they must have not really prayed
for either of these things; their ostensible petitions are either mere expressions of
humility before God or requests for benefits pertaining to their followers.!?! Such an
explanation falls largely within the scope of a phenomenological reading of history
inasmuch as it seeks to understand apparent events through recourse to the realm of
the unseen. Nevertheless, it is a long way from elaborating a whole narrative of suf-
fering and meaning; in this case, simply proposing that events took the course they
did for a concealed divine wisdom suffices to save the face of Murtada’s theological
edifice. This tension, together with the accompanying solution, supports the observa-
tion that the integration of historicist and phenomenological readings is fundamen-
tally problematic, particularly in the case of the Imama.'??

This observation leads to another aspect of Murtada’s theology that seems quite
unorthodox for an Imami theologian. Murtada holds that it is possible that even after
the Twelfth Imam returns and subsequently dies, people’s moral obligation will be
still in effect, in which case other Imams will be charged with preserving the religion.
This possibility does not invalidate the appellation ‘Twelvers’ (ithna ‘ashariyya),
since all that the title signifies is the belief in the twelve Imams, which would be
unaffected.'? The justification of this daring assertion lies in its insignificance for the
theoretical framework of Murtada’s Imama doctrine. Although the statement seems
to neither assert nor deny such a future scenario, the mere possibility stands in stark
contrast to Murtada’s usual militant attitude against anything that contradicts his
theological premises. It further highlights the fact that sacred history depends on its
events meeting the requirements of theology more than on their occurrence, whether
in the course of actual developments or in the pronouncements of traditions.

Vindication of the Imams

Since the belief in infallibility is a core of his Imama doctrine, Murtada provides an
extremely elaborate defence of the Imams’ controversial acts. His extensive stock
of such acts draws entirely on historical accounts, as the acts are seen as taking
place in contexts in which the Imams were arguably expected to behave differently.
The objections apply to certain of the Imams’ legal views and many of their politi-
cal actions that seem contradictory. In general, Murtada’s solution to the problem
consists of producing explanations to support the Imams’ legal positions (in the
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case of °Ali),'?* analysing their motives to show the efficiency of their moves (for
¢Ali'> and Rida'?®) and — as the final and most reliable resort — appealing to the need
for cautionary prudence (applicable to most of the Imams in view of their quietist
attitude).'?” The defence is not particularly difficult, given both the consequentialist
moral theory to which Murtada subscribes — which extols the virtues of prudence
and avoiding self-harm — and the nature of political and legal disputes, which permit
a considerable polemical margin. Even if Murtada’s approach is deeply rooted in
established conclusions about the Imams’ necessarily right decisions, there is little
need to explain away inconsistencies by appealing to sacred-historical projections or
grand theological arguments — although he does mention the latter perfunctorily.'?8

But the battle of Karbala® can hardly be given the same treatment. In addition to
its sensitivity from the Imami theological and communal perspective, it is not easily
explainable in terms of cautionary prudence, nor does the tragic outcome allow for
a justification based on political expediency. Moreover, the incident does not seem
to tally particularly well with the moral requirements of consequentialism. Though
flooded with details intended to show Husayn’s initial prudence in planning and later
eagerness to escape the bloody outcome at almost any cost, Murtada’s interpretation
places the greatest weight in frequent mention of the battle’s consequences. The only
possible solution presented to the Imam was one that, in addition to taking his life,
would have also taken his dignity. He chose to die in honour instead of getting killed
in shame; choosing the lesser evil thus became an obligation on him. His course of
action did not contradict the need for self-preservation, let alone political expedi-
ency, and it also accords with the requirement of infallibility, since he picked the
only right alternative.!? As long as this requirement is satisfied, the portrayal of the
historical events can tolerate phrasing that might have been objectionable to many
other Imamis, as, for example, when Murtada describes Husayn and his folks as
having been deceived (yukhda‘u).° Mufid’s view is somewhat different: although
he does not affirm that Husayn had prior knowledge of his failure, he allows its pos-
sibility on the basis that God may have aimed to grant the Imam exceptional honour
in the hereafter for dying without resistance, in addition to the great divine assistance
given to people because of such a death.!3!

The defence of infallibility, once more, falls on the shoulders of the Mu‘tazili
system, without the need to rely on the Imam’s prior knowledge of unalterable devel-
opments or his willingness to be martyred. So long as the rational theological foun-
dations can be defended by kindred tools, the Imama doctrine need not be burdened
by revelational or legal — let alone metaphysical — aspects.

Inconvenient outcomes

The question of the Companions

It has been suggested that accounts of the first civil strife (fitna) can be used to
examine how historical narrative is shaped within religious rhetoric,'*? and that the
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fitna theme was inaugurated by the Shi‘is of Iraq.'®® Of all matters related to this
episode, the question of the character of the Companions has been one of the thorni-
est issues in the relations between the Imamis and non-Shi‘is. The main accusation
levelled against the Imamis concerns their belief that with a few exceptions, all of
the Companions were hypocrites who either revealed their true colours or apostatised
after the Prophet’s death. The reason for such a harsh judgement on the part of the
Imamis is the Companions’ rejection of Ali’s designation as the Prophet’s succes-
sor. In what might seem like a more nuanced presentation of the Imami position,
Murtada relies on the early Imami theologian Ibn Qiba (d. before 931), making the
controversial claim that Ibn Qiba’s view is the standard Imami belief while using it
for a different end than did Ibn Qiba. According to this view, the Companions can
be divided into three groups, two minorities and a majority. The first minority com-
prises those who were aware of the Prophet’s designation of °Ali but deliberately
ignored it. The second minority consists of those who remained faithful to “Ali and
passed the word to their associates. The majority of the Companions, however, had
no understanding of the state of affairs at the time and were thus simply misled.'3*

But this nuanced and more sophisticated analysis of the Companions does not
indicate milder theological consequences. This is to be expected given that the issue
touches on a sensitive theological theme, namely, disobedience to the infallible
Imam, as well as a more crucial emotional one related to the traditional Imami view.
The strict theological verdict is carefully formulated, in a manner that does not reveal
quarrelsome bitterness over a lost battle. Since denying the Imama, whether know-
ingly or otherwise, is tantamount to disbelief (kufr),'* and given Murtada’s defini-
tion of perseverance, the first minority and the majority are unbelievers, although on
different counts.'3® That Murtada’s nuanced categorisation of the Companions’ status
does not mitigate his theological view is also evident in his acceptance of certain
aspects of other Shi‘i narratives that are far less tolerant and cross the boundary from
historical/political analysis to grand conspiracy, for example when he endorses the
Shi‘i narrative about a conspiracy that took place before the death of the Prophet to
make sure that °Ali would be prevented from seizing power after him.'3” The need to
harmonise the historical accounts with the severe theological judgements becomes
more challenging in light of certain legal consequences of such judgements. Again,
the potent tools of theology are summoned to patch up an incoherent narrative: belief
and disbelief being inner states of a person, the behaviour of these Companions
guaranteed them the status of Muslims since people must base their interactions
on appearances and not attempt to peek into each other’s hearts.'3® In addition, it is
noteworthy that °Ali’s customs regarding his enemies show that some unbelievers
merit treatment different from that deserved by other unbelievers, with differences
among, for example, the People of the Book, apostates and infidels.'3® The reliance
on distinctions between different forms of disbelief, in addition to invoking the per-
severance doctrine, reveals an aspect of the sacred-historical approach, namely, its
placement of individual events belonging to ordinary history in a ‘definite connec-
tion not disclosed by history itself’.!40
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The awkward clash of sacred histories reaches a peak in Murtada’s handling
of the accounts of “Ali’s fight against the leading trio in the battle of the Camel:
°A’isha (d. 678), Talha (d. 656) and Zubayr (d. 656). The latter two are among the
ten who have been promised paradise according to non-Shii reports, and the first
is the Prophet’s beloved wife. The preservation of Murtada’s sectarian narrative
is relatively easy, as all that he needs to do is to challenge reports about the good
intentions of “Ali’s opponents at any point in the battle using quotations from major
mainstream historians.'*! Resting one’s head on the pillow of reports — regardless
what lies underneath — is always a better alternative than trying to invoke the distant
concepts of theology when historical accounts seem inconvenient.

This background of nuanced narrative undergirds the triumphal tone in which
Murtada declares °Abd al-Jabbar mistaken when he accuses the Imamis of believ-
ing in the Companions’ apostasy, hypocrisy and conscious disobedience to the
Prophet.!*> Though Murtada does not say it explicitly, °Abd al-Jabbar’s mistake lies
not in misidentifying the beliefs of his opponents but in failing to grasp the theoreti-
cal framework that encompasses their beliefs. Murtada’s objection, in the final analy-
sis, seems driven more by protest against a mischaracterisation of the Imami position
that makes it seem naive than by genuine rejection of °Abd al-Jabbar’s argument, as
the subsequent tradition makes clear: a cursory comparison of Murtada’s and Tas1’s
texts shows the latter to be less ambiguous in wording and attitude.'*3

The occultation of the Imam

Initially, the death of the apparently childless Hasan al-°Askari in 874 had left the
Imami community in shock. But the theological problem was restricted to the histori-
cal aspect of the Imama: the existence of a hidden heir was enough to solve the dif-
ficulty, and appeal to political threats justified his occultation. The office of the Safir,
an intermediary between the community and its hidden leader, was able to address
the problem till the end of the Minor Occultation in 941.'% But the passage of time
added new problems, pertinent to different aspects of the Imama doctrine. In terms of
political polemics, the Imam’s life was no longer in danger, as the Shi‘i Biiyids had
assumed power and the Imami community flourished in an unprecedented manner.
The challenge now was theological. It concerned two aspects: the Imam’s unusually
long life and the meaning of the Imama of a hidden person.

The difficulty of the situation lay in its evident incompatibility with a framework
that prided itself on an increasingly rationalist discourse compared both to its fore-
bears and to its critics. The argument from elimination — the same line of reasoning
used to defend the Imama of the other Imams — was theoretically feasible!* and
had been adopted earlier by Ibn Qiba and Abu Sahl al-Nawbakhti (d. 924),'46 but it
would still have left the Imamis in a precarious position given the combination of a
reassuring argument and an unconvincing reality.

Murtada’s attempted solution to these problems makes full use of his formidable
arsenal of intellectual weaponry. He capitalises on his novel justification for the
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necessity of the Imama, the unbridgeable gap between charismatic leadership and
the community, the requirements of sacred history and the Mu‘tazili moral system’s
conception of both divine assistance and human responsibility; to these he adds an
unusual emphasis on the priority of his smaller community over other Muslims. The
outcome is an answer whose originality is announced with unmistakable confidence.

Because the Imam was forced into hiding because of the community’s disloyalty,
its members’ inability to benefit from the divine assistance brought by his presence
is their own fault, for which they are blameworthy.'¥’ Since the Twelfth Imam’s
mission, which must be carried out by him alone,'*? is to effect change by force,'*
the majority of the community is bound to wait and be deprived of divine assistance
until obstacles have been removed — at a time unknown to us.'>° The blameworthi-
ness of the community holds even in the hypothetical case of their failing to observe
their obligations due to ignorance of the sacred law, for his inability to emerge from
hiding and provide instruction is caused by their shortcomings.””! The change in
Murtada’s thinking on the question reflects the increasing primacy of the charismatic
leader over the community, for he had initially argued that the Imam is bound to
emerge, even if it is not safe for him to do s0.!>? The gulf between the Imam and the
community and the irreplaceability of the former because of his function in sacred
history make him weightier than a community of Muslims who have erred and missed
out on their lot of divine assistance. This primacy is also expressed in Mufid’s works,
though based on a different justification.'>* Tusi, who notes the change in Murtada’s
views over time, still adheres to the latter’s earlier opinion.'>* But that is not to say
that the collective deprivation is universal to all Muslims; for if this were granted,
then the natural consequence would be that the Imam’s absence would be similar to
his inexistence — an admittedly tough challenge frequently raised by opponents.'>
The sectarian worldview, coupled with a definition of the Imama as mostly grounded
in otherworldly benefits, is maximally utile here. If the Imam cannot exercise his
political functions in occultation, then one might as well restrict these functions to
worldly matters: avenging enemies of the Imami community and restoring its rights
— both unessential to divine assistance.'>® But the core of Murtada’s theory, that is,
people’s moral rectitude as the raison d’étre of the necessity of the Imama, can still
be salvaged: those who believe in the hidden Imam, by dint of his inscrutability, are
more motivated to meet their obligations since they cannot be sure about escaping
the scrutiny of his stealthy supervision in any context,'>” even if some of them can
recognise him.'3® Murtada’s concern with the Imam’s occultation in connection with
his function, which is primarily otherworldly, betrays a sacred-historical approach
given his preoccupation not with the event but with the theological response to the
challenge posed by the event.!” That the community of believers benefits at the
expense of the larger community poses no challenge, as it tallies well with Murtada’s
theological foundations and reflects the Imami community’s rising fortunes and its
growing sectarian awareness, which had crystallised since the early ninth century!®?
although it had already been present in the early eighth century.!%!

The ©Alids were always resourceful in explaining their lack of good fortune,'®?
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and Murtada — or the Imami discourse he represents — is no exception in turning
threats into opportunities: the Imam’s absence, by an inversion of the opponents’
logic, is turned into a pretext for ubiquitous presence; he is more present in his
absence than he would have been in his presence. This answer also saves him the
trouble of justifying the Imam’s hiding: it allows Murtada to invoke the Imam’s
initial fear for his life'®® — no matter how insignificant it has become — while still
maintaining that the function of the Imama has not been impeded by that fear, there-
fore dodging any attempt to make this dysfunction a compelling cause for his reap-
pearance. Moreover, Murtada sidesteps the question of whether the Buyid dynasty
ought to be ranked among the enemies of the Imam, which must have been sensitive
and whose avoidance was probably aptly rewarded. His argument must have benefit-
ted from the diminished importance of the office of the caliphate that seems to have
accompanied the earlier peak of conversion to Islam.!%* As the community’s need
for the caliphate decreased, views like Murtada’s became less polarising, though not
necessarily more acceptable.

Not surprisingly, the Zaydis were extremely dismayed by Murtada’s explanation
and considered his position most antagonistic to the surviving °Alids, as it deprives
their claims to the Imama of all legitimacy regardless of how competent they may
be — a position that even Kharijis would not endorse.!6> Despite mentioning other
possible answers, Murtada insists on the novelty of his,'®® which cannot be divorced
from the novelty of the Imama being defined as an office whose necessity lies in oth-
erworldly considerations. Once again, Murtada has exploited the Mu‘tazili system,
particularly in its moral dimensions, to defend the most non-Mu‘tazili of doctrines,
at least in the polemical sense. Mufid, for his part, offers a different justification:
the absence of the Imam is to be seen in light of the Imamis’ best interest; because
of the greater difficulty involved in believing without seeing him, he is obliged to
hide himself so that they may earn more otherworldly rewards.'” Tsi, on the other
hand, relies almost verbatim on Murtada’s Mugni® in his discussion of occultation;
however, he chooses a position other than his teacher’s preferred one from the list of
possible answers suggested by Murtada. '8

The unusual longevity of the Imam’s life represented another challenge, all
the more so since it was used by Imami theologians before Murtada to reject the
claims of other groups.'®® Relying on ‘subtle theology’, the centrepiece of Murtada’s
defence is the natural possibility of long life. He argues that ageing and death are
not necessarily caused by the passing of time but rather by factors created by God,
who could also decree otherwise.!”® The appeal to the Quran and literary anecdotes
about the lives of ancient figures serves as a second line of defence,'”! and the por-
trayal of the Imam’s longevity as a miracle — in case the preceding arguments were
not compelling — serves as his last.'”> Here, too, he makes an attempt to capitalise
on aspects of Mu‘tazili theology, although the other lines of argument are clearer
regarding Murtada’s underlying strategy: his willingness to resort to miracles signals
the real significance of the debate more than his readiness to use theology, since the
sensitivity of the question allows for no margin of movement.
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Other controversial points

A survey of other miscellaneous points related to Murtada’s Imama doctrine reveals
the priorities of the theological system under construction. There is a clear disa-
vowal of views that seem to tarnish the desired image of an emerging orthodoxy
characterised by a strong rationalist colouring. Murtada’s dismissal of these views
is immensely helpful for him in his debate with °Abd al-Jabbar, who consistently
ascribes them to the Imamis. Such views, which Murtada usually renounces and
attributes to extremists who are less discriminating and sophisticated, affirm the
ontological significance of the Imams in justifying the creation of the cosmos,'”3
deny the Imams’ human nature!” or ascribe to them supernatural powers that serve
no clear theological purpose.'” Other contexts, though exceedingly similar, allow
for a metaphorical interpretation and are thus treated more leniently, since such
interpretations can neutralise their theologically problematic content — be it regard-
ing the ontological significance of the Imams!”® or their supernatural powers — while
still accommodating doubts about their authenticity.!”” But whenever the occasion
arises for a discussion that affects the belief in infallibility, Murtada’s approach
changes drastically, and his belief in the Imam’s exceptionalism brings him closer to
the gnostic views that he usually disavows. For example, a question that stirred much
controversy is the age at which Imams attain intellectual perfection, since some
Imams assumed office while still minors.!”® Murtada cannot permit a time lag before
the Imam becomes infallible, lest a crack appear in the wall of his theological edifice.
Therefore, he argues that a child may have fully developed intellectual capacities,
but even if this were not the case, the Imams would be an exception, their capacities
constituting a miracle proper to their status.!”

Conclusion

Content

In arguing that the Imama is a rational necessity as a means of providing divine assis-
tance, Murtada’s elaborate theory satisfies the requirements of both the Mu‘tazili
theological framework and Imami historical narratives. This hybrid system, never-
theless, is not meant as a reconciliation, but rather as an update of the Imami doc-
trine. It brings the doctrine of the Imama into the heart of the debate concerned with
divine assistance to the community.

Murtada’s paramount concern is with infallibility; accordingly, other views on
the Imams’ supernatural qualifications are often renounced not because they conflict
with rational methods — whether this is the case or not — but because they are an
unnecessary burden for his project. These qualifications do not have much influence
on his framework, which is most occupied with the dual core of the necessity of the
Imama and the infallibility of the Imam. This dual core provides the indispensable
basis for defining Shi‘i doctrine in contradistinction to non-Shi‘i teachings, and it
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further narrows the scope of debate by leaving only the Imamis and a few other Shi‘i
sects relevant to the discussion.

If the moral necessity of the Imama is the body that provides the doctrine of the
Imama with a solid texture, the infallibility of the Imam is the soul that permeates
this body. It functions as a frequent resort for Murtada to settle theological debates
and to demarcate the Imami community. This explains both Murtada’s willingness to
concede some aspects of the doctrine that are irrelevant to infallibility and his eager-
ness to reject arguments that might support his conclusions unless they are based on
infallibility.

Context

Murtada’s main debate on the theory of the Imama is with the Mu‘tazilis, since he
shares with them the theological underpinnings of the theory — namely, the concept
of God’s justice and its concomitant, divine assistance. With other groups, the dis-
cussion is less theoretical and more historical in nature.

Murtada follows much of what earlier generations of Imami theologians had to
say on the Imama. However, his contribution is unprecedented in scope, although
the main theological formulations of the doctrine had already been proposed by
scholars such as Ibn Qiba, the Imami Tabari (d. mid-tenth century) and especially
Mufid. The argument for the necessity of the Imama is Murtada’s major addition in
this regard, and it seems to have been accepted by Mufid, too, late in his life. In addi-
tion to this argument, another original contribution by Murtada is his justification
for the Imam’s hiding from his followers: his assertion that the essential function of
the Imama is enhanced by occultation. Unlike Mufid, Murtada strictly denies certain
Imami beliefs that require of the Imam knowledge of matters unrelated to religion.
Except for the argument on the necessity of the Imama, Murtada’s original contri-
butions were not endorsed by Tusi, who reverted to Mufid’s position or adopted a
position that Murtada held early on but abandoned later in his life, as in the question
of justifying the occultation of the Twelfth Imam.
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Dhakhira, 333-7; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:113-14.

Shaft, 2:59, 63, 4:5-6.

Shaft, 2:5-7, 4:6; Sharh Jumal, 200-1; Dhakhira, 432, 456-7; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar,
Mughnt, 20{1}:99-102.

Shafi, 2:7-8.

The printed text of Dhakhira, 429, reads ‘message’ (risala); however, ‘leadership’
(ri’asa) is the more probable reading and is also supported by the appearance of a similar
discussion, this time with ri’asa, later in the book; Dhakhira, 436n3.

Dhakhira, 436.

Dhakhira, 437.

Shaft, 2:42, 3:173; Sharh Jumal, 194-6; Dhakhira, 432-3.

Cf. Afsaruddin, Excellence, 80-98.

Shaft, 2:41-2; Sharh Jumal, 198; Dhakhira, 430, 434.

Shaft, 1:326-7, 3:68; also in Dhakhira, 325, in relation to prophethood.

Shafi, 2:14-19, 20-1; Dhakhira, 432-3; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 20{1}:103-4.
Dhakhira, 433-4; Rasa’il, 1:394-5; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 20{1}:106.

Shaft, 2:28-30, 52-3; Sharh Jumal, 197-8.

Dhakhira, 430, 436.

Dhakhira, 412-13, 430, 436; this is one point on which ‘Abd al-Jabbar misunderstood
the Imami position, according to Murtada; Shafi, 1:45-6; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni,
20{1}:21, 25, 27.

Carli, ‘Poetry’, 303.

For example, in the Dhakhira it occupies sixty-six (pp. 437-502) out of ninety-six pages
(pp- 409-594).

Compare with El-Hibri, Parable, vii, who views the centrality of history to faith as a
result of the successful political careers of the Prophet and his successors.

Shaft, 2:65, 3:82-3.

Dhakhira, 490-1.

Shafi, 2:207-9; Dhakhira, 437; abridged version in Shaft, 211-12; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar,
Mughni, 20{1}:131-2.

Dhakhira, 437-8.

Shaft, 2:187-9.

Shaft, 2:212; see Madelung, ‘Zaydiyya’.

Shaft, 3:126-7.

Shaft, 4:311; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:260-2.

Shaft, 2:135-6.
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Shafi, 4:311-14.

Shafi, 2:67-8; less elaborately in Rasa’il, 1:338-9. Murtada’s position on whether the
significance of explicit appointment is necessarily known to its direct audience seems to
differ a little in these two sources, with the first making clear his firm affirmative belief
and the second — a later text — betraying uncertainty about the question. Nonetheless,
at least some Imamis, as Murtada himself acknowledges, did hold this view; Shafi,
1:80.

Shaft, 2:93-107; cf. “Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:113-28, whose lengthy discussion
is entirely based on questioning the claim that explicit designation is known to Imamis
by necessity. Apparently, Abd al-Jabbar took this to be Ibn Qiba’s position, although
without naming him, as Murtada shows by pointing out the venue of the claim in the
beginning of Ibn Qiba’s Insaf, Shafi, 2:323-4.

Shafi, 2:67; Dhakhira, 463; the wording is slightly different in the two sources. For the
sources of these texts, see Mufid, Risala, 39; Tus1, Igtisad, 203.

¢Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:128.

Shaft, 2:107-25, 144-5; Dhakhira, 467-72; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:118-19,
188.

Shaft, 2:119-20; Dhakhira, 464, where Murtada asserts that the works of early Shi‘is
like Ibn Maytham do contain arguments of this type. Murtada almost certainly means
°Ali b. Isma‘il b. Shuayb b. Maytham, also known as al-Maythami (fl. first half of the
ninth century), considered by Tusi to have been the first Imami theologian and credited
with a book on the Imama entitled Kamil as well as with many debates with the leading
Mu‘tazilis of the time, such as Nazzam and Abi al-Hudhayl. On him, see Najashi, Rijal,
251; Tasi, Fihrist, 150; Kht*1, Mu‘jam, 12:299-300; for examples of his debates, see
Mufid, Fusil, 23, 24, 29, 58, 69, 76, 86. Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 2:428,
considers Maythami’s positions much closer to those of the Mu‘tazilis except when it
comes to his view of history.

Kulayni, Kaft, 2:242-4; Saduq, Kamal, 288.

The label ‘Bakriyya’ notwithstanding, Madelung, Succession, 54, argues that the belief
in Abli Bakr as the Prophet’s designated successor is likely to have been the official
view during his caliphate. This could possibly explain the early origins of the debate
among various parties inasmuch as it assumes designation as a common principle, not as
contrast between designation and consultation.

The tone of dismissal and sarcasm can easily be detected in the attacks on the Imamis,
although they were not alone as targets — traditionalists were usually also mocked; see,
for example, Jahiz, ‘Risalat al-°Uthmaniyya’, 24-5; Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 20{1}:14—
15; Tawhidi, Basa’ir, 4:233, 7:225, 247, 8:42, 158-9, 161-2; Tawhidi, Akhlag, 395.
The tradition and pertinent discussions have been studied exhaustively in the multivol-
ume work al-Ghadir by °Abd al-Husayn al-Amini (d. 1970). For the tradition, see, for
example, Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, 4:370; Tabarani, Mu ‘jam, 3:180, 5:166. Murtada, in his
discussion, seems to have taken the tradition to be non-prevalent but a matter of consen-
sus; Dhakhira, 443—-4.

See the text in Muslim, Sahth, 7:120, 121; Tirmidhi, Sunan, 5:304; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad,
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1:177, 182, 184, 185, 3:32, 338, 6:369, 6:438; Tabarani, Mu‘jam, 1:148, 2:247, 4:184,
5:203, 24:145, 146.

See, for example, the work by the Imami Tabari, Mustarshid, 470-4, 446-9; Mufid,
Irshad, 1:8, 156-8; Mufid, Ifsah, 33.

Dakake, Charismatic Community, 46-7.

Shafti, 3:260-73; Dhakhira, 474; Sharh Jumal, 214.

Murtada usually quotes Tabari (d. 923) (Shafi, 3:197, 4:206—-10) and Baladhuri (d. 8§92),
often pointing out the non-Shi‘i leanings of the latter and his credibility as a historian;
Shaft, 3:197, 240-1, 243, 4:114, 204-5, 210-11; see the editor’s notes providing the
parallel references in the original works.

Shafti, 2:148-9, 3:220-30; Dhakhira, 485-6; Sharh Jumal, 217.

Shaft, 2:149-54; Dhakhira, 486-7; Sharh Jumal, 215; Tanzih, 180-6.

Shafi, 2:154-6; Dhakhira, 476; Sharh Jumal, 217; Tanzih, 187.

Shafi, 3:237-47; Dhakhira, 476; Sharh Jumal, 214; Dhakhira, 474-8; Rasa’il, 1:290-1,
340-1, 346, 3:246; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnt, 20{1}:126.

Shafi, 3:247, 4:13; Sharh Jumal, 216; Rasa’il, 1:346.

Shafi, 1:717, 100, 3:145-6.

Dhakhira, 502-3.

Dhakhira, 502; less explicitly in Sharh Jumal, 225.

Shaft, 3:145.

Shaft, 3:146-8; Dhakhira, 503; Sharh Jumal, 219.

Dhakhira, 503; in the later Sharh Jumal, 222, Murtada dismisses the claim made by some
later Zaydis that Zayd was infallible. The particular Zaydi group meant by Murtada’s
statement is not clear. The common Zaydi doctrine is that the Imams are not infallible,
but some late Zaydis have conceded infallibility to the first three Imams, namely “Alj,
Hasan and Husayn; Madelung ‘Zaydiyya’; Madelung ““Isma’.

Sharh Jumal, 224; see Modarressi, Crisis, 59—60.

Dhakhira, 503; Sharh Jumal, 223; Mugni¢, 38-9; on the Nawisiyya, see Modarressi,
Crisis, 54-7, who doubts such a group ever existed.

Shafi, 3:146-8; Dhakhira, 503; Sharh Jumal, 225-6; Mugni®, 38-9; see Modarressi,
Crisis, 60-1.

Daftary, Isma‘ilis, 84, 137; also Madelung, ‘Imama’.

Al-Qadi al-Nu°man, Da‘a’im, 1:43.

Sharh Jumal, 225.

This argument appears only in his very late work Sharh Jumal, 224-5. It is not clear
why a discussion on Isma‘ilism is totally absent from the relevant section of Shafi. In his
later Dhakhira, 503, Murtada takes a more simplistic approach to the question: he lumps
Isma“ilis into the same category as the Wagqifiyya, Kaysaniyya and Nawisiyya, arguing
that they all uphold the Imama of a dead person; in doing so, Murtada is restricting his
attack to the so-called pure Isma‘ilis (al-khalisa), who believed Isma‘il to have gone
into concealment. Among the Isma‘ilis, the Mubarakiyya did not deny Isma‘il’s death
but rather maintained that the Imama was transferred from him to his son Muhammad —
therefore making the claim, in retrospect, that he had been the Imam even when Ja‘far
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was still alive; these Isma‘ilis represented the more common trend endorsed by the
Fatimids. The reason for Murtada’s adjustment of his argument is not clear; it is improb-
able that he was unaware of such basic details of Fatimid doctrine during the compilation
of Shafi and Dhakhira, especially given the fact that the distinction is made by Imami
heresiographers such as Nawbakhti (d. between 912 and 922) and Qummi (d. 914) —
sections of the former’s material being reported by Murtada himself in Mufid’s Fusil,
318ff.; on the schism, see Daftary, Isma‘ilis, 95-8.

See the example of the Wagqifiyya in Dhakhira, 503, and Sharh Jumal, 223, 226; the
wording in Shafi, 3:148, and Mugni©, 40, is slightly different, as he acknowledges the
existence of a few individuals who still upheld this doctrine.

Cullmann, Salvation, 167.

Cullmann, Salvation, 23.

Rasa’il, 3:217-20.

See Refudeen, ‘Phenomenology’, 71.

Rasa’il, 3:145-6; cf. Mufid, Irshad, 2:387, who is inclined to believe that the Mahdi
will die forty days before the end of time, and Tusi, Ghayba, 127, who stresses that the
number of Imams is fixed at twelve.

Tanzih, 309-22.

Tanzih, 278-9.

Tanzih, 342-3.

Tanzih, 283-91, 326-32, 341.

Tanzih, 266-7.

Tanzih, 335-41. The narrative is also found in Murtada’s poetry; Diwan, 2:313-14.
Diwan, 1:500.

Mufid, al-Masa’il al-“Ukbariyya, 70-2. McDermott’s reading of Mufid’s position is
thus incomplete; McDermott, Theology, 109.

El-Hibri, Parable, 5.

Donner, Narratives, 187.

Shafi, 2:126-30. He also mentions the two minorities in his Diwan, 1:483, and the theme
of envy and grudge is recurrent in his poetry; Diwan, 2:514.

Sharh Jumal, 235; Rasa’il, 1:283—4; also in Dhakhira, 495, where Murtada states that
erudite and fair members (al-muhassilin al-munsifin) of the Muslim community agree
unanimously that such deniers are transgressors and grave sinners (fasiq sahib kabira).
Dhakhira, 495, 535-6; Rasa’il, 1:336—43, 2:251.

Shaft, 2:173; cf. Kulayni, Kafi, 8:179-81; Qummi, Tafsir, 2:356; Saduq, Ma‘ant, 412.
Shafi, 2:139-40, 4:12-13; Rasa’il, 1:336-7; also in the context of justifying the marriage
of “Ali’s daughter to “Umar in Rasa’il, 1:290-1.

Dhakhira, 495-6; Sharh Jumal, 237-8.

Cullmann, Salvation, 139-40.

Shafi, 4:328-33, 341, 352-8; Dhakhira, 496-500; quoting Baladhuri (Shafi, 4:332-3,
334, 336-7, 357-8; Dhakhira, 497), Tabari (Shafi, 4:335-6, 355; Dhakhira, 499) and
Waqidi (Shafi, 4:329-31, 336, 352-5; Dhakhira, 498); see the editor’s notes in which he
provides the parallel references in the original works.
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Shaft, 2:130.

Compare Murtada’s text (Shaft, 2:28-30, 52-3; Sharh Jumal, 197-8) with TusT’s
(Talkhts, 1:235-7); compare also Shaft, 3:198, with Talkhis, 3:71, 195, 245-6, 4:34.
Abdulsater, ‘Dynamics’, passim.

Mugni©, 33-5; Rasa’il, 2:293-4.

Modarressi, Crisis, 125, 149-51, 188-9.

Mugni©, 58-9; Shafi, 1:51, 208, 210, 279-80, 3:150; Sharh Jumal, 2267, 231; Dhakhira,
416; Tanzih, 345-8; Rasa’il, 2:297-8.

Shaft, 1:147; Sharh Jumal, 228-9.

Mugni©, 54-5; Rasa’il, 2:296.

Rasa’il, 1:283.

Sharh Jumal, 233; Rasa’il, 1:312. However, he still believes that consensus confirms
that such a loss of legal knowledge has not taken place; Rasa’il, 1:313.

Mugni©, 59-60, 65; Shafi, 1:173, 193, 278, 285-6, 307, 4:105; Sharh Jumal, 232;
Dhakhira, 419; Tanzih, 349.

McDermott, Theology, 128.

Tusi, Talkhis, 4:211-13; Tusi, Ghayba, 96-17.

The question is presented in full detail in Dhakhira, 417-19.

Mugni©, 82-3; Dhakhira, 423. The expectation of the reappearance of the Mahdi can be
seen in Murtada’s poetry, in which he stresses the concept of revenge; Diwan, 1:182-3,
292-4, 2:24, 120.

Mugni©, 74-8, 87-9; Dhakhira, 419, 423-4; Rasa’il, 2:297. Arguing that the Imam’s
absence is not tantamount to non-existence, Mufid took a different course. For him, the
real religious benefit of the Imam’s existence is in the otherworldly rewards that believ-
ers attain by merely acknowledging his existence, upholding his Imama and awaiting his
return; McDermott, Theology, 128-9.

Mugni©, 55-6; Shafi, 1:149; Sharh Jumal, 230; Dhakhira, 423; Tanzih, 347; Rasa’il,
2:297.

Cullmann, Salvation, 306-7, in connection to the interval separating the resurrection of
Christ and the end of time.

Dakake, Charismatic Community, 126.

Haider, Origins, 249.

Lassner, Shaping, 243.

Mugni, 51; Shaft, 1:146; Sharh Jumal, 226-8; Dhakhira, 421; Tanzih, 344-5; Rasa’il,
2:295.

Bulliet, Conversion, 129.

See a fifth-century Zaydi refutation of Murtada’s argument as it appears in the Mugni©;
Ansari, ‘(2) Yak raddiy-i’.

Shafi, 1:148-9; Sharh Jumal, 229-30; Tanzih, 349-51. In these works Murtada does not
unequivocally adopt any of these arguments; he ascribes them to his coreligionists but
still refrains from presenting his preferred one, as he subsequently does in Mugni©.
Mufid, Fusil, 114; McDermott, Theology, 125-7.

Tusi, Ghayba, 85-7, 104-5.
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Abi Sahl al-Nawbakhti, ‘Kitab al-Tanbih’, partly preserved in Sadiiq, Kamal, 92-3.
Amalr, 1:272-3.

Amalr, 1:237-71; Sharh Jumal, 234.

Sharh Jumal, 234.

Thus Murtada categorically denies that any Imami at any point in time held the view,
quoted by “Abd al-Jabbar, that ‘Had it not been for the Imam, earth and heaven would
not have been stable nor would people’s deeds have been accepted’; Shafi, 1:42; cf. °Abd
al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:18. But it is worth noting that the view appears in common
collections of Imami traditions from before Murtada’s time, even in those compiled by
traditionalists later considered to be far from extremism; Kulayni, Kaff, 1:179; Ali b.
Babawayh, Imama, 30; Saduq, ‘Uyin, 1:246-7; Sadiq, “llal, 1:196-9.

For example, the view that the Imams are themselves angels, ascribed by Abd al-Jabbar
to Imamis and repudiated by Murtada; Shaft, 4:117-18. Some ghulat-type extremists did
consider the Imams prophets — that is, recipients of revelation — or angels; Modarressi,
Crisis, 25.

As in the belief of some Imamis that upon the death of the Imam, the prayer at his funeral
must be performed by the next Imam; Rasa’il, 3:155-7.

Rasa’il, 1:284-5.

Rasa’il, 1:280-1; 3:133-4.

On the historical context of this controversy, see Modarressi, Crisis, 32-3.

Shaft, 2:255-6.



CHAPTER

6

PROPHETHOOD AND THE VALUE OF
DIVINE GUIDANCE

When listing the precepts of religion, Murtada mentions three: divine unicity, divine
justice and prophethood (nubuwwa).! But he notes that although prophethood is a
precept (as!) of religion, theologians (namely the Mu°‘tazilis) usually do not enumer-
ate it among the five precepts because it is implicitly included in the precept of divine
justice. This classification he finds objectionable, saying that by the same token the
only precepts that should be explicitly mentioned are divine unicity and justice since
the other three Mu‘tazili precepts (the station between the two stations, the promise
and the threat, and enjoining the good and forbidding the wrong) may also go under
justice; this is not to mention the fact that for Imamis the list should also include the
Imama.? But despite this appreciation for prophethood, Murtada’s writings on it are
considerably less extensive than his writings on the Imama. The reason is probably the
relative lack of controversy surrounding prophethood, as much of the discussion on it
involved Muslim theologians answering the objections of non-Muslim theologians.
Since Murtada’s project is first and foremost directed at systematising and consolidat-
ing Imami Shi‘i teachings, it is natural that his investment in the question of prophet-
hood is on a different level than his investment in the Imama. After all, most of what he
would say agrees with the general contours of other theological schools; the real differ-
ence concerns aspects of their doctrine that could contradict Imami beliefs. However,
prophets being also Imams according to Murtada,® the works on the Imama may also
be considered works on prophethood. In this chapter, the focus is on the distinctive
features of prophethood; the features in common with the Imama are addressed in the
theoretical part of the chapter on the Imama. Some of these common points, however,
are most elaborately argued as part of the prophethood doctrine due to considerations
such as their Qur°anic basis (as in the question of comparing prophets and Imams to
angels) and their pertinence to prophethood in terms of the primary function of the
office (as in one of the two arguments for infallibility). Such points are thus given more
attention in this chapter despite not being related exclusively to prophethood.

[182]
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The conceptual similarity between Murtada’s view of the Imama and his view of
prophethood must not mask some critical differences. Most important is the over-
whelming character of the relationship between history and theology in each of the
two. His discussion of the Imama is heavily historiographical, building mostly on
themes and functions characteristic of Islamic historical writing. Prophethood, on the
other hand, is much less entangled in the web of history. There is not much historio-
graphical material to sift for the proper reports. This is because non-Muslims’ narra-
tives about their prophets are of little significance for Murtada’s framework, since he
does not consider them reliable in terms of transmission. The only way to establish
knowledge about these prophets is through Muhammad’s revelation concerning pre-
vious prophets. This immediately moves the discussion beyond the grip of historiog-
raphy; or, differently put, there is no ‘ordinary’ history but only sacred history in the
discussion of prophethood before Muhammad. The Prophet of Islam, however, pro-
vides ample material for historical thinking, although most of the debate is centred
on establishing the miraculous aspects of his message rather than on investigating
particular episodes. This approach, focused as it is on Muhammad and on making
the legitimacy of other prophets dependent on his, reflects the Muslims’ high confi-
dence in the course of history running in their favour. In the case of Murtada as an
Imami, the approach mirrors the attitude revealed in his discussion of the Imama, in
which he plainly appeals to numbers and continuous scholarly tradition to overcome
the objections made by smaller or less powerful communities; it thus also represents
the political ascendancy of the Imami community. In Murtada’s model of sacred
history, the meaning of the course of time is bestowed backwards: it is the story of
Muhammad that, by dint of its exclusivity as a reliable source of knowledge, gives
meaning to previous history through Abraham until Adam.*

Theoretical model

The definition and necessity of prophethood

Murtada provides no clear definition of prophethood in his works; however, it has
been noted that the Imama is the more general category under which he subsumes
prophethood. Therefore, I take the definition of the Imama as part of the definition
of prophethood, using the points of distinction between the two as differentiae to
arrive at a better understanding of the latter. For Murtada, the distinctive feature
of prophets is that they convey God’s message, having received it from Him either
directly or indirectly through a non-human intermediary, that is, an angel.’ It follows
that the Imams do not receive such revelation; therefore, they must rely on proph-
ets, who function as human intermediaries, to acquire divine knowledge. Despite
Murtada’s claim that his view of the relationship between the Imama and prophet-
hood is a known belief of the Imamis (ma riif*" min madhhabihim) and that prophets
are superior to Imams,® both were divisive questions in the Imami community. The
context of Murtada’s statement is apologetic, its goal being to escape the accusation
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made by “Abd al-Jabbar that Imamis elevate the Imams over prophets and prob-
ably the related Mu‘tazili argument aimed at embarrassing the Imamis (ilzam) by
cornering them into admitting that the Imams are also prophets.” Nevertheless, other
Imami authorities at the time do not confirm Murtada’s claims. On this question,
Murtada thus departs from both Mufid and Tusi, who accept that the Imams receive
divine inspiration from a non-human source while awake, with Mufid accusing the
Imamis who believed otherwise of having no knowledge of traditions — an accusa-
tion suggestive of Murtada’s regular dismissal of traditions in most of his theological
corpus.® Mufid’s position leans towards considering the Imams superior to all other
humans except Muhammad on account of traditions. He also rules that the only
reason the Imams are not referred to as prophets is the prohibition against such usage,
not any conceptual difference.’ TusI apparently follows Mufid’s suit in upholding
the superiority of the Imams over prophets, probably also because of his more lenient
attitude towards traditions, as he uncritically narrates traditions — many on Mufid’s
authority — reminiscent of this view.!? On the question of the nature of the difference
between the offices of the Imama and prophethood, Tuis1’s position seems to have
developed in a more complicated manner than those of his two teachers. Its general
thrust, however, is closer to Mufid’s position.'!

Prophethood, then, is most intimately related to the private experience of the
prophet; by itself, it is not necessarily connected to authority in society, for the soci-
etal responsibility of prophets derives from their simultaneous status as Imams.'?
But the inseparability of the two functions is what prevents the strongest form of
divine guidance, that is, revelation, from lapsing into the absurdity of a mere private
experience. The special vertical connection between God and an individual is always
given meaning through the horizontal connection between the individual and the
community. The sacred-historical outlook, felt most in Murtada’s Imama discussion,
governs his view of prophethood as well, even in a more rigid manner; the commu-
nity’s prefigured arrangement is founded not on divine assistance furtively present
in an infallible individual, but on unequivocal divine intervention meant to establish
social hierarchy. The need to braid prophethood and social responsibility together
must be the underlying reason for the argument that prophethood cannot be earned
but is rather a mission whose bearer is chosen by God. Such a view pre-empts the
hypothetical scenario of an individual attaining prophethood without being commis-
sioned with any social duty to help the members of the community fulfil their moral
obligations. '3

Murtada’s theology seems indifferent concerning the distinction between the two
terms ‘prophet’ (nabiyy, nabi’) and ‘messenger’ (rasil), though he still points out
the lexical distinction in that they both refer to a human individual chosen by God to
bear His message.'* His position on this distinction is thus close in eventual outcome
to that of “Abd al-Jabbar and his circle, who likewise deny it, although he does not
follow in their line of thought leading to that position. For them, ‘messengership’
refers to the individual’s burden, while ‘prophethood’ refers to the divine reward
honouring him for bearing that burden; therefore, the two concepts are inseparable in
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any individual, as are the terms.!> Once more, Murtada’s position on non-prevalent
traditions makes his views contrast with those of Mufid who, basing himself on tradi-
tions common in the Imami compendia, ruled that the difference between prophets
and messengers lies in the respective ways in which these individuals receive rev-
elation, eventually proposing that every messenger is a prophet but not vice versa.'®
Tasi’s view effectively agrees with Murtada’s.!”

Within the framework of fitting God’s acts into a presumed set of moral restric-
tions, the argument for the necessity of prophethood must present itself in a language
of moral justification other than that provided for the Imama. This requirement,
evidently needed to avoid a situation in which prophethood may become dispensa-
ble, also calls for a justification centred on the distinctive feature of prophethood as
opposed to the Imama. The latter is founded on people’s fear of authority, believed
to be a positive drive in the case of a just sovereign, not to mention that of an infal-
lible Imam. This formulation, though applicable to prophets in their capacity as
Imams, does not suffice to explain why an individual’s reception of revelation is
necessary for the community to move in the right moral direction. What is needed is
a formulation that dovetails the necessity of proper morality with the contingency of
revelation. Murtada locates such a formulation in proposing that fear alone, issuing
from the putative function of the Imama office, does not provide individuals with
the necessary knowledge to carry out their moral obligations. The absence of such
knowledge makes unjust all acts of divine punishment and reward; in addition, God’s
assistance, presumably incumbent on Him to provide, is consequently lacking. But if
reason is believed to be sufficient in developing moral judgement, in accordance with
Murtada’s view, the problem is complicated further. Any attempt to question the
autonomous moral powers of reason could well undermine the theological founda-
tions of divine justice, moral obligation and — in this particular case — the justification
of the Imama. As noted earlier, the classic solution to the problem, which Murtada
adopts, lies in proposing the existence of hidden connections between two types of
acts, those whose moral value is rationally recognisable and those whose moral value
is not rationally recognisable. Acts of the second type can, nevertheless, influence
an individual’s readiness to meet his moral obligations, represented by acts of the
first type. Murtada thus depicts God’s assistance as consisting of informing people
about the acts of the second type, guiding them in the direction that furthers the per-
formance of their obligations. Human reason is not privy to the hidden connections,
which makes it incumbent upon God to reveal sacred laws. If this knowledge is to
be imparted to humans without infringing on their ability to choose for themselves,
it can be done only through sending prophets to deliver its details. Thus, according
to Murtada, the commissioning of prophets by God is incumbent upon Him as long
as it is possible that certain acts can promote people’s inclination to meet their moral
obligations. This divine requirement does not depend on whether the people respond
favourably to the call of the prophets; it is also unrelated to the exact nature of the
prophets’ teachings, which may be a mere affirmation of rational moral judgement.'
The relation between reason and revelation is also seen in light of the hypothesis that
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revelation only exposes the details of rational judgement. Prophets are sent to relate
these details to us, but never to contradict reason. Murtada states this in response
to the Barahima’s classical objection that if prophets are sent to affirm reason, then
there is no need for them; if to contradict it, then their teachings are vile.!” The insuf-
ficiency of reason, therefore, is the theological justification of prophethood. This
insufficiency can be due to some individuals’ lack of rational power or to the intrinsic
inadequacy of rational proofs because of missing data. The role of prophets, as they
impart the word of revelation, is either to complement reason or to support it.

This position, though intended to justify the necessity of prophethood, fails to
conceal the veritable advantage enjoyed by the Imama in Murtada’s theology. The
rationale of both offices is predicated on the assumption that it is a divine require-
ment to maximise people’s opportunities to attain otherworldly reward. Moreover,
both, given the paramount importance of divine assistance, are derivative of a moral-
ity inspired by the Mu‘tazili understanding of divine assistance. Nevertheless, the
Imama is always necessary, as it is grounded in human nature; prophethood, on the
other hand, is contingent, for it may well be the case the God restrict moral obligation
only to the dictates of reason without requiring individuals to perform other acts. In
such circumstances, fear, the deep moral root of the Imama, would still be active, but
not so ignorance, the counterpart of fear for prophethood. This is why it is morally
conceivable that there be no prophets, whereas there must always be an Imam.° A
clear expression of this prioritisation is found in Murtada’s emphasis on the possibil-
ity of God sending a prophet who is not commissioned with delivering a sacred law,
since he would still have the mission of affirming the dictates of reason and calling
people to follow them.?! Murtada’s efforts to justify prophethood by relying on the
significance of revelatory knowledge comes to look more like an attempt to reckon
with the discrepancy in the historical functions of prophets and Imams, not like a
response to the broader contours of Murtada’s theology. Thus, hypothetically, what
remains of the prophetic office is the dimension grounded in the Imama. Though
compatible with the justification for the necessity of prophethood in the teachings
of °Abd al-Jabbar and his circle, Murtada’s position, as on many other occasions,
reflects the need to balance the imports of Mu‘tazili theology with the dictates of
the Imami tradition. Thus, the distinction between prophethood and the Imama
serves to satisfy two needs, namely, the need to carve a niche for revelational knowl-
edge without compromising the elevated status of reason within the framework of
Mu‘tazili theology, and the need to preserve the indispensable place of the Imama in
the traditional Imami worldview.

Qualifications of the prophets

As with the questions of the office’s definition and necessity, the inclusion of
prophethood within the Imama underpins the assumption that all qualifications of
Imams are shared by prophets. It must, nevertheless, be noted that the supreme stand-
ards of the Imama in Murtada’s thought — first and foremost, total infallibility — make
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it difficult for him to propose new qualifications for prophets that would set them
apart from Imams. Consequently, his discussion on the qualifications of prophets is
almost a repetition of his parallel discussion on the Imama. His main departure from
it consists not of proposing other qualifications but rather of occasionally arguing
for the same ones in a different manner; this applies equally to the dictates of reason
and to those of revelation. The qualifications pertinent to the hierarchical operation
of authority in the desired Muslim community, such as political acumen and moral
superiority, are thus assumed of prophets and Imams alike, as are qualifications
related to perfect knowledge of the sacred law and superiority in otherworldly merit.
Whether he is discussing prophethood or the Imama, belief in infallibility can
be considered the governing principle that drives Murtada’s view of God’s inter-
vention in guiding the administration of human society.?? His inclination to ground
this principle in a Mu‘tazili framework was probably inspired by the appeal of the
rationalist tendency and led to an elaboration of the Imama against the background
of a presumed human moral need to be brought under the authority of an infallible
sovereign. With prophethood, given its distinctive feature of the direct connection
between God and the prophet, infallibility is established on different grounds. The
starting point is not the moral shortcomings of the presumed followers of the prophet,
but the need to create the optimal conditions for them to respond positively to his
call. Thus, the cornerstone of Murtada’s argument is the unacceptability of repulsion
(tanfir): if the prophet were lacking in any aspect, people would be less inclined to
endorse his teachings, which would compromise the requirement of maximising
divine assistance. Prophets, being commissioned with calling people to the way of
God, should present the most attractive face in bringing people to the straight path.
A prophet’s audience will not be fully receptive to his call if they consider it possible
for him to commit vile acts or to show himself ignorant of his duties.?* The possibil-
ity of a prophet’s infidelity in conveying the divine message is a special case; such
infidelity would go beyond repulsiveness and amount to defeating the purpose of
prophethood, since it would make it impossible to believe him.?* The inadmissibility
of lying is, therefore, more epistemic than moral, as it undermines the credibility of
revelation as a source of knowledge. This argument for the infallibility of prophets is
probably what € Abd al-Jabbar has in mind when arguing against the Imami justifica-
tion of the necessary infallibility of the Imams;? it is Mufid’s only argument for the
infallibility of both prophets and Imams.?® Since ¢ Abd al-Jabbar’s attack is irrelevant
to Murtada’s position, it may have been directed at the Imami position known to
him from the works of Mufid and his teachers, whereas Murtada’s view was fash-
ioned precisely to neutralise these attacks while still casting this development as an
established position, thus attaining the dual purpose of escaping the challenge and
demonstrating, again, his opponent’s lack of acquaintance with the Imami position.
The distinctive feature of prophethood — that is, its connection with the divine
source of knowledge — makes the image of the prophet gravitate more towards that
of a master than towards that of a sovereign. He is a guide rather than a leader, and
the intuitive response to him is to apply his authoritative teachings, not to heed his
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authoritarian presence. In this, the Imam and the prophet are different; but again,
both offices are hybrid. Neither of the two offices is totally devoid of the primary
qualifications of the other. Thus, when the Imam is required to act as a source of
religious knowledge, the importance of avoiding any form of repulsiveness is high-
lighted as a requirement of infallibility.?’ In contrast to the case of the Imam, the
unbridgeable gap between the prophet and the community is premised more on the
epistemic than the moral.

The requirements of veracity

Classical Muslim theologians, regardless of their doctrinal school, seem to have
concurred on considering miracles the required proof for the veracity of claims to
prophethood. The predominance of this view is to be expected, given the polemi-
cal context in which much of Islamic theology developed, especially debates with
non-Muslims, whose claims appealed frequently to reports about miracles ascribed
to their revered figures.?® Murtada’s thought is no exception to the broader Muslim
context, nor is it an exception to the narrower Imami discourse, known for its liber-
ality when it comes to the miracles of the Imams.? Nevertheless, Murtada’s views
merit further study with respect to his philosophical understanding of the nature of
miracles, the emphasis he places on them as an absolute proof of prophethood and
the scope of the individuals who are expected to produce miracles.

Miracles must be effected by God; they also must break the norm in the eyes
of the people addressed by the prophet’s call.*® These two conditions depend on
Murtada’s view of the ontological structure of the world. While it allows some
degree of inevitability in the world in that events in the world may not contradict the
necessary principles of human reason, there is nothing that would preclude the occur-
rence of irregularities in it meant to serve as proofs for the veracity of claimants to
prophethood, such as the sun rising from the west, or a person displacing mountains.
Murtada’s concern is not with affirming the possibility of such things, because his
occasionalist view of the world removes this hurdle; rather, his goal is to restrict their
significance to the effect of divine intervention. The displacement of a mountain is
not the miracle; the miracle is, instead, God’s act of equipping the person with suf-
ficient power to carry it out.?! Moreover, the force of the miracle is further governed
by theological needs: since all that is needed is to command the assent of a particular
audience, the norm to be broken is only that known to the audience. Though Murtada
provides no specific examples, the mere statement that the established norm in a
certain country may be considered a breaking of the norm in another® suffices to
demarcate the horizon of expectations of the miraculous. Thus, any regular act could
have been miraculous had God decided that the norm be other than what it is,>3 and a
miracle ceases to be one if it takes place so often as to become a new norm.3*

Murtada’s stress, once again, is on the sound judgement of a particular audience,
not on the abstract conception of universal reason. The prophetic claimant does not
need to come up with unprecedented feats of superhuman magnitude, but only to
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demonstrate to his putative followers acts that go beyond their familiar abilities, so
long as these followers can protect themselves against all-too-human acts of decep-
tion and trickery. Therefore, in an act that breaks the norm, the ontologically miracu-
lous aspect of the act is the one closest to God, not the one most apparent to human
observers; but the theologically relevant aspect is the opposite, that is, the aspect that
the act’s human observers perceive. The full meaning of this distinction becomes
apparent only in the discussion of Murtada’s view of the inimitability of the Qur°an
later in this chapter.

The absolute necessity that each prophet prove himself by producing a miracle
is an issue on which Murtada’s views reflect the particulars of Imami apologetics. In
principle, he rules that the only way to ascertain the veracity of a claimant to prophet-
hood is a miracle; whoever does not produce one is an impostor.’ Nevertheless,
he elsewhere qualifies this statement in light of objections against the Imami belief
in Imams whose infallibility cannot be detected by reason and is not confirmed by
miracles. His cautious acceptance of reports ascribing miracles to the Imams not-
withstanding, the eventual formulation of his position ends up anchoring the entire
sequence of successive sacred individuals in a moment of divine intervention in
ordinary history. This is seen in his assertion that even if the Imams and prophets
did not themselves produce miracles, their designation can always be traced back
to someone who initially established his claim to such status through a miracle.’
The absoluteness of the requirement for miracles as proof of prophethood or of
other forms of special divine favour is thus preserved in principle even though it
need not be present in every single claim. The primacy of prevalence is encountered
once more, since prevalence allows one miracle to suffice to establish proper belief
in a line of individuals who would otherwise need enough miracles to match their
number. In the absence of prevalent reports, claimants must perform miracles to
prove their claims, and miracles can also be done by pious believers.?” This inclusive
view of the scope of miracles reveals Murtada’s need to accommodate the needs of
defending Imami theology but also his awareness of the richness of the Imami corpus
in such material. His main debate is with the Mu‘tazilis, who restrict the performance
of miracles to prophets; their position, from the perspective of what is relevant from
an Imami position, rests on the premise that the Imam is not infallible as a religious
authority, nor is he divinely designated.’® Although Murtada claims the Imamis are
in agreement only with the traditionalists (ashab al-hadith) in expanding the scope
of the individuals believed to have been granted miraculous powers,* it seems that
this characterisation is accurate only if one counts the Asharis among the ranks of
traditionalists.*"

Historical disclosure

Despite their almost universal acceptance of miracles as the indisputable proof
for the veracity of prophets, Muslim theologians were acutely aware of the diffi-
culty of applying this theoretical consideration to Muhammad’s career. The reason
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theologians faced this difficulty is related to the epistemic standards of knowledge
outlined earlier. For if a historical report is to generate certainty, it must be attested
to an extent that is not reached by most reports of miracles ascribed to Muhammad.
Although theologians claimed that many of these reports had attained the standard
of prevalence, a survey of the major theological writings of the time makes clear that
the Qur’an usually tops the list of Muhammad’s miracles. Murtada’s presentation
agrees with this general mood. The Qur’an is the most solid proof for Muhammad’s
prophethood because it is universally attested, in contrast to his other miracles,
whose occurrence may be disputed.*! Moreover, its chronological precedence over
the other miracles makes it the primary vehicle through which Muhammad himself
sought to validate his claim.*> Nevertheless, Murtada accepts many reports about
Muhammad’s other miracles, basing his position on prevalence and proceeding to
demonstrate that in most of these miracles — including Muhammad’s movement of
a tree, the moaning of a trunk and his splitting of the moon — there was no possibil-
ity of a trick or a visual illusion.*> But it is not easy to accept Murtada’s claim that
these miracles were treated by earlier generations of theologians as valid proofs for
Muhammad’s prophethood comparable to the Qur®an,* for the sources are replete
with the names of theologians, particularly Mu‘tazilis, who denied these miracles.*
The statement is therefore better taken as an extension of Murtada’s polemical atti-
tude than as an accurate representation of the state of theological discussions. The
keenness to carve out a protected domain of Muhammadan miracles appears also in
Murtada’s rejection of the claim that oracles can foretell the unseen. His rejection
does not rest on denying the human capacity to predict the future. Rather, his formu-
lation manifests the primacy of theology: given that Muhammad invoked discerning
the unseen as a miracle, and since miracles must break the norm, then such vision
must lie beyond the reach of humans.*® The other reason Murtada adduces to reject
this possibility is representative of another aspect of his epistemological framework,
namely, the inclination towards observation, even when he in fact bases his position
on scriptural proof texts: the misfortunes of astrologers (munajjimiin) and their false
predictions serve as empirical evidence of their ignorance of future developments.*’
This statement is also indicative of the popularity of astrologers within the high intel-
lectual and social circles to which Murtada belonged;® it influenced even the two
Jubba®1s, who seem to have laboured to reconcile their theoretical rejection of astrol-
ogy with a practical conviction in its benefits.** Jubbai’s work, though, seems to not
have been well received by some thelogians of the time who thought his refutation of
astrology was wrong-headed.”®

The Qur’an

The evidentiary value of the Qur’an in Murtada’s theological thought merits a sep-
arate discussion. For although the status of the Qur°an as the major miracle of
Muhammad is commonly affirmed by Muslim theologians, Murtada’s elaboration
of this position provides valuable insights into the debates about the Qur°an on three
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levels: the question of the integrity of the Qur°an in Imami literature, the various the-
ories of Qur°anic inimitability current in Murtada’s time and the detailed explanation
of Murtada’s theory of divine intervention intended to deter Arabs from successfully
answering the Qur’anic challenge, that is, the theory of sarfa.

Doubts concerning the integrity of the Qur’an have long been associated with
Imami thought in an almost exclusive manner, based on a specific appraisal of pre-
Biiyid sources.’! Murtada’s presentation of his position changes over time. In earlier
works, he does allow the hypothetical possibility that the Qur’an has been transmit-
ted inaccurately because of the believers’ weakness at the inception of the call to
faith; but he quickly adds that we know that this did not happen because in every
age God designates an authority to preserve the right faith. Murtada thus relies on
the infallibility of the Imam to protect the Qur®an’s integrity.>> However, in the late
Dhakhira, Murtada uses another argument to deny categorically any alteration of the
Qur’anic text. Being the foundation of the religion, the Qur°an has an advantage over
all other things that have been carefully reported; in addition, the meticulous work
of scholars, paying attention even to the most insignificant details of the text, makes
it impossible that the text be incomplete or altered.’® Already during the lifetime of
the Prophet, the text was compiled, its order was fixed and the Companions used to
verify their memorisation of it with the Prophet.* After his death, the Qur’an became
so prevalent that it was no longer possible to alter its word.>> The views of some
Imamis and superficial traditionalists (hashwiyya) who argue otherwise are inconse-
quential, argues Murtada, since they are based on weak traditions.

In his later formulation, reliance on the authority of an infallible individual is
still the cornerstone of Murtada’s defence of the integrity of the Qur’an, though it is
chronologically followed by prevalence as a flawless guarantee of sound transmis-
sion. The combination of infallible authority and prevalence fortifies the Qur’an
against both inadvertent and deliberate alterations. This way, Murtada no longer
needs to rely on the community to safeguard the Qur’an’s integrity, nor does he
give “Uthman any credit for compiling the codex. Rather, he circumvents the whole
controversy by basing his position on Prophetic authority and then on prevalence,
the latter not as a theological proposition but as an epistemic one, regardless of the
theological status of the individuals who constitute the chain of transmission. On the
level of doctrine, the sectarian advantage of this formulation is evident.

Murtada’s curt dismissal of different Imami positions on the question may not
reflect the true extent of the debate within the community. His position has been
considered by many non-Shi‘is the strongest Imami view in support of the Qur°an’s
integrity,>” probably due to their lack of familiarity with Imami literature but also due
to his exceptionally categorical wording. Mufid’s position on the question developed
differently, although he arrived at the same conclusion. Apparently, he initially held
that the “Uthmanic codex suffers from certain omissions, basing himself on numer-
ous reports in the tradition. Later, he modified his understanding of those traditions,
taking them to mean that the authentic interpretation of these verses, not their text,
has been lost. As for additions, the most that reason allows is the addition of a couple
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of letters to words, no more.’® Although Tiis1 adopts Murtada’s position on the ques-
tion, his wording is in fact closer to Mufid’s: he categorically denies any additions,
but his statements on potential omissions — although still unequivocal in rejecting
them — are less categorical.”

Inimitability

Beyond the diverse details of theologians’ explanations of the inimitability of the
Qur°an, the core of these explanations lies in the claim that the Qur’an was actually
presented as a challenge that Muhammad’s adversaries failed to meet. This claim is
the basic assumption that underpins the various theories of inimitability, which are
otherwise highly discordant. To establish the Qur°an as a miracle, it is enough for
Murtada to show that Muhammad challenged the Arabs to imitate it, that they could
not despite their eagerness to do so and that the nature of this inability contradicted the
norm (wajh khariq li-l-‘ada).® Murtada subsequently exploits this minimal position
to support doctrinal positions pertaining to other theological discussions. Although
Murtada categorically upholds the integrity of the Qur°an, the apologetic need to
defend Imami Shi‘ism against the ubiquitous accusation of believing otherwise must
be the drive behind his insistence on separating the integrity of the Qur’an from its
inimitability; the inability of the Arabs to meet Muhammad’s challenge suffices to
demonstrate his veracity, even if we did not have access to the actual text with which
he challenged them.®' The argumentative value of this qualification presents itself
when Murtada counters the anti-Imami polemic according to which one cannot accept
Muhammad’s prophethood without affirming the integrity of the Qur°an. Murtada’s
position also tallies well with his strong inclination to rely on history to corrobo-
rate doctrinal positions, since it contextualises the miraculous nature of the Qur’an
in Muhammad’s challenge and does not view the text’s current availability as a
valid proof. For later generations, the miracle of the Qur’an is no longer accessible,
although the text is; only reports about the miracle are transmitted, thus putting it on a
par with other miracles worked by Muhammad and previous prophets that are known
only through historical transmission. In addition, grounding the miracle in the moment
of confrontation between the Prophet and his adversaries is more compatible with the
view that the Qur°an is originated in time, for upholding the text’s pre-eternality
would elevate it above the flow of history and necessitate that its miraculous nature be
entrenched in its metaphysical superiority, not in the course of a contextual challenge.
However, although the Qur°an is not fixed in eternity, it is not fully subject to history;
the very fact that its revelation inaugurates the moment of faith suffices to show that it
functions as a powerful transformer of ordinary into sacred history. Initially, Murtada
argued — in harmony with this minimal position — that this feature of the Qur’an holds
regardless of the particularities of the Qur’an’s miraculous nature, even if the text sur-
vives intact.? In later works, however, he expresses a different view, stating that the
doctrine of sarfa is the only sound way to establish the Qur’an as a miracle and that it
is not enough to know only that the Qur°an has not been imitated.®
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The easier part of establishing the claim is affirming that Muhammad challenged
the Arabs with the Qur°an: it is necessary knowledge — that is, beyond prevalence —
to know that Muhammad claimed that God has revealed the Qur°an to him through
the angel Gabriel as a distinctive sign of prophethood.®* The contents of the Qur’an
confirm this claim, as the book is replete with verses calling on the Arabs to imitate
it or even to match any of its siiras.% The problem of showing that the Qur®an has
indeed not been imitated in response to that challenge (mu‘arada) is much more
complicated, as it inevitably involves relying on some form of ex silentio argument.
This is probably why this approach resembles an attempt to exhaust all possibili-
ties in order to eliminate them, as if to make sure that one’s opponent will run out
of objections. Although the starting point of Murtada’s argument is the claim that
the absence of any response to Muhammad’s challenge stands as proof that no
such thing ever existed, the argument soon evolves into an enquiry into why it is
impossible for such a response not to have been transmitted if it ever existed.® But
even if a response did not in fact exist, it remains to show that the Arabs were fully
motivated to answer the challenge; that is, their failure was not due to their negli-
gence of the Prophet’s threat to their established lifestyle, misunderstanding of what
exactly his challenge required of them, preference for warfare as a means to manage
the situation, erroneously believing their existing literature to be a match for the
Qur’an, or any other consideration that could have made them refrain from answer-
ing Muhammad’s challenge.’

Nevertheless, it is clear that the core of Murtada’s argument is a position on
prevalence that endows it with tremendous epistemic power. He uses the same argu-
ment for the integrity of the Qur°anic text — that is, the great care of consecutive
transmitters — also to argue for the absence of a response by the Arabs. Whatever
caused the Qur°an to be carefully transmitted must also apply to the hypothetical
response if it existed; even more so, in fact, since the response would constitute
a cogent argument against the Qur°an, which would thereby be invalidated.®® The
fact that Murtada uses the same argument for both crucial theological claims is a
clear indicator of the importance of sound transmission in his theology, which also
explains his extremely strict standards for the reliability of reports. Although this
argument reflects the limits of the theologians’ epistemological framework as pre-
sented in the Method of Negation, it simultaneously serves as the bridge that links
various aspects of Murtada’s system, ontological and theological.

Murtada follows the same approach of eliminating possible objections also in
his attempt to show that the absence of a response constitutes a miracle. Most of his
arguments for this point repeat those he discusses in analysing the lack of possible
motives to answer the challenge of the Qur®an on the part of the Arabs.® However,
in the context of defending the miracle of the Qur°an, Murtada expresses a view that
betrays the character of his investment in prophethood as a component of his theol-
ogy. Responding to the possible objection that the Arabs’ failure could simply be due
to Muhammad being the most eloquent among them, he stresses that the Prophet was
not the most eloquent of the Arabs; his words, as showcased in the hadith corpus, do
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not attest to superior eloquence, even when he tried his best.”® Given the tendency,
since early times, in many Imami circles to emphasise the perfection of infallible
individuals on all possible levels’! and the importance of eloquence as a praise-
worthy trait, this assertion is not insignificant. It strongly reflects the precedence of
Murtada’s dual core, that is, the necessity of the Imama and the infallibility of the
Imam, over other considerations that define the image of the perfect individual in
Imami theology. If the ultimate purpose of prophets, being also Imams, is to assume
communal leadership, it becomes much easier to abandon any beliefs that might not
support this conception of prophetic purpose, especially if it helps protect a more
important doctrine, that is, the inimitability of the Qur’an.

Belief in the inimitability of the Qur°an was widespread to the point that Murtada
claims it a matter of consensus.” The earliest extant literature on the question, repre-
senting a variety of theories intended to explain and defend this belief, dates from the
period in which Murtada lived; it includes works by Rummani, Baqillani, Khattab1
(d. 998) and °Abd al-Jabbar.”> Murtada probably had direct contact with some of
them through the scholarly circles and court life of Baghdad. Given this circumstan-
tial advantage and Murtada’s immense interest in literature and rhetoric — in addition
to his capacity as theologian — it is natural that his discussion of the inimitability to
the Qur°an is quite elaborate, dealing at length with the various theories before offer-
ing his own. Nevertheless, it is perplexing that with the exception of “Abd al-Jabbar,
none of the abovementioned names appears in Murtada’s discussions, although his
answers are evidently directed against their positions. His standard practice is to refer
to earlier authorities who had proposed these theories, such as Nazzam and the two
Jubba’is, but it is hard to believe he was not aware of later contributions. The most
likely explanation is that he did not feel a need to tackle positions that he might have
seen as mere refinements of earlier, untenable positions. Before proceeding to elabo-
rate on his chosen theory, Murtada surveys different views on the exact nature of
the inimitability of the Qur’an. These views include the arguments that the Qur°an’s
eloquence is intrinsically miraculous and unattainable by humans, even the most elo-
quent of them; that its linguistic arrangement is distinct from all known styles — that
is, stylistically Other; that it foretells the unseen; that it is pre-eternal; and that it is
unusually consistent. Although the present study is concerned with the elaboration
of his theory of sarfa, it is nevertheless worthwhile to touch on his rejection of other
theories as this can shed light on the varied reception of the Qur°an at the time.

The most common of these views is the one based on the Qur°an’s superhuman
eloquence, which apparently still commands the largest following in the present
day.” Although the eloquence of the Qur’an does not seem to have been ques-
tioned, the contention was centred on whether this eloquence is superior to the
high literature of classical Arabic. Some proponents of this view indeed dedicated
copious discussions to comparing the Qur’an with excellent poetry, hoping to prove
its superiority.” But a literary critic such as Murtada is not content with this com-
parison; he resorts to his mastery of literature to rule — in an authoritative tone — that
no difference can be discerned between the most eloquent words and poems of the
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Arabs and some short siiras of the Qur’an.’”® Also common is the view that bases the
Qur’an’s inimitability on its foretelling the unseen, ascribed to many theologians,
most notably Nazzam.”” While accepting that the Qur°an does foretell future events
(which is itself a miracle), Murtada argues that the debate must be situated in the
context of investigating the evidentiary value of the Qur’an as a miracle meant to
establish Muhammad’s prophethood since the inception of his call. As such, this
miraculous aspect of the Qur°an does not satisfy the requirement on two levels: first,
only very few verses contain such predictions, although the whole text was produced
as a challenge; and second, even these verses can be considered miraculous only
after their predictions have materialised, which leaves Muhammad’s adversaries
justified in rejecting his claim during the interlude following their revelation.”®

The remaining three views are less common than these two; sometimes there is
no mention of any of their presumed proponents. The view arguing that the Qur°an’s
inimitability lies in its pre-eternality echoes the heated dispute over divine speech
and memories of the inquisition; argumentatively, it is hardly useful in the context
of proving Muhammad’s prophethood and is probably better situated in the context
of intra-Islamic sectarian polemics, since its function amounts to equating the denial
of the Qur’an’s pre-eternality with the failure to defend belief in Islam. As such,
Murtada’s dismissal of it in his writings stems from his position on divine attrib-
utes.”” The judgement that the Quran is miraculous on account of its unusual con-
sistency probably reflects a strong scripturalist inclination, since it probably relies
on a literal reading of Q4:82 (What, do they not ponder the Qur’an? If it had
been from other than God, surely they would have found in it much inconsistency).
Nevertheless, Murtada’s rejection is based on his belief that consistency — though a
virtue of the Qur°an — is plausible in any long text if the author is duly attentive and
careful, an additional consequence of rejecting claims concerning the Qur’an’s meta-
physical superiority.®® The last view, namely, that the arrangement of the Qur°an is
inimitable or stylistically Other, seems to have been unclear, even in Murtada’s time.
He ascribes it to Balkhi and a group of Mu‘tazilis. There has been some ambiguity
regarding Balkhi’s position, as he seems to have presented it in equivocal terms.
Murtada points out this difficulty, arguing that Balkhi probably meant something
else but expressed himself badly (as@’a al-‘ibara). But in any case, he concludes,
it is not possible to ground the inimitability of the Qur°an in its ontological struc-
ture, for it is made of letters whereas composition is only predicable of atoms (fa’lif
al-jawahir).8!

The theory of sarfa

A careful survey of the various theories on the inimitability of the Qur’an makes
it clear that a few authors combined two or more of them. But even scholars who
subscribed to one theory did not deem the views contradictory. Nevertheless, one
particular theory is often rejected uncompromisingly, sometimes being considered a
form of insolence in judging God’s word. This is the theory of sarfa, that is, divine
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deterrence of Muhammad’s adversaries and their Arab contemporaries from answer-
ing the challenge of the Qur°an. Although several explanations of this theory were
proposed, they all share the assumption that these Arabs would have answered the
challenge had it not been for this divine intervention; that is to say, it was not the
text itself that made them unable to respond but rather some external force, which
altered the setting of the putative challenge against their favour. The poignant reac-
tion against this theory was probably caused by its inevitable implication concerning
the Qur’anic text; namely, that it is not miraculous in itself.

The theory of sarfa is Murtada’s choice for explaining the miracle of the Qur°an,%
although he is keenly aware of the stigma that accompanies this belief and attempts
to respond to it.3* Although not the most common theory on the question, it did
enjoy the support of some prominent theologians from various theological schools
throughout Islamic history. Of those, the earliest mentioned is Nazzam; however,
the particularities of his theory are unclear and seem to have been lost as early as
Murtada’s time. The Mu‘tazili grammarian and theologian Rummanti is also reputed
to have supported this view, although his extant writings also reveal an inclination
towards other views, particularly the Qur’an’s superhuman eloquence. The famous
Zahir1 theologian and Murtada’s younger contemporary Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) also
adopted the belief in sarfa.’* But Murtada’s lengthy polemic on the question, the
Miidih, is the most comprehensive extant work in support of the doctrine.

I plan to discuss the probable reasons behind the rise of the theory of sarfa in a
separate study. Here it suffices to say that adherence to the theory was occasioned
by the concurrence of two positions: believing in the inimitability of the Qur°an and
admitting that its eloquence is not superior to that of many classical texts. Nazzam’s
position can serve as an indicator of how the discussion developed. He seems to have
argued that the Qur°an was not imitated because of divine intervention;* neverthe-
less, the proof (hujja) for Muhammad’s prophethood lies in the Qur®an’s foretelling
of the future.?” This position could well have developed into the theory of sarfa as
the two distinct — though related — concepts of inimitability and proof coalesced into
one, especially in light of the terminological kinship between the terms ijaz and
mu‘jiza, with the latter coming to mean a miracle, which, in turn, was made into the
sole proof for prophethood.

Since the sarfa theory did not gain wide acceptance, later references to it are
mostly made by its opponents. These references often present it in three different
formulations: God intervened to remove the Arabs’ motives to answer the challenge,
or to remove their power to meet it, or to remove the knowledge they needed to
produce an answer.®® Murtada’s presentation, nevertheless, seems to address only
the last formulation, which raises the question of whether the first two enjoyed any
actual currency; in addition to their absence from Murtada’s lengthy discussion,
they contradict the theoretical frameworks of theologians said to have subscribed
to them. For to argue that divine intervention affected the motives of Muhammad’s
adversaries amounts to a negation of the challenge itself; it portrays the Qur’an as
a text that merely managed to escape the attention of its presumed audience. The
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problem with proposing divine intervention that removed the adversaries’ power to
imitate the Qur°an lies in its deterministic undertones in a theology of human agency:
if God prevented people from meeting the challenge, this could be perceived as a vile
act inasmuch as it nullified these individuals’ power to act while still holding them
accountable.

The remaining formulation — divine intervention to remove the adversaries’
knowledge — survives such objections thanks to the view that knowledge is not
located within human power but rather is created in humans through God’s norma-
tive action. Given this view, the inimitability of the Qur’an can be proven through
four propositions: first, that the Arabs were challenged to imitate it in both eloquence
and linguistic arrangement;® second, that the composition of metrical poetry would
not have constituted an adequate response to the challenge; third, that the Qur°an
possesses a particular linguistic arrangement unlike any of theirs; and fourth, that
the Arabs would have produced a proper response had they not been deterred by
God.”® These propositions are attested in the Arab tradition, for a literary challenge
concerned both eloquence and linguistic arrangement: a poet who was challenged
was expected to produce a more eloquent poem of the same metre and rhyme. Since
many of the Qur°anic passages are not more eloquent than certain Arab sayings, the
fact that the Arabs did not invoke the latter demonstrates that they were mindful of
the relevance of the Qur’an’s linguistic arrangement to the challenge.”’ Now, the
thinking runs, anyone who is able to produce words following a certain linguistic
arrangement can do the same with any other linguistic arrangement; a poet can write
verse in any metre as long as he can do so in one.”?> Both eloquence and linguistic
arrangement were thus within the adversaries’ reach, yet they could not produce a
proper response. This phenomenon is to be explained by divine intervention only
with respect to their attempt to imitate the Qur’an, not in any other literary endeav-
our.” Their inability to imitate the Qur’an must have its roots in a lack of the knowl-
edge needed for that act; God broke the norm by removing this knowledge, which
otherwise remained available to them.’* This, for Murtada, is the meaning of the
Qur’an’s miraculous nature as a norm-breaking phenomenon.

Murtada’s theory of sarfa betrays many aspects of his understanding of the
Qur?an, both as a miracle and as the authoritative text of Islam. Since a miracle must
break the norm of the world, defining the Qur’an as a miracle inevitably raises the
question of which norm this miracle breaks. Murtada is clearly aware of the problem
caused by this situation: the claim that the eloquence of the Qur’an is norm-breaking
is controversial and will always be open to disputation, as eloquence is a highly sub-
jective quality of any speech/text. The need for objectivity drives Murtada to base his
argument on a less controversial claim, namely, the absence of any proper response
to the Qur’an. But the Arabs’ inability to produce such a response is in no way norm-
breaking, as it does not have to be justified by any intrinsic quality of the Qur°an, and
this again opens the door for subjectivity. A breaking of the norm is best demonstrated
by postulating that the Arabs did not lack the power to produce a response, yet they
failed to do so. This underlying logic holds together Murtada’s theory of the sarfa,
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whereas other theories suffer from either the subjectivity of their central claims (as in
the Qur°an’s superhuman eloquence) or the absence of the norm-breaking aspect (as
in the Arabs’ inability to produce a response). His willingness to preserve the belief
in the inimitability of the Qur°an without sacrificing major theological assumptions
leads Murtada to downplay any claims about the superiority of the Quran that serve
no purpose in establishing Muhammad’s prophethood. These considerations under-
lie the fact that he interprets a non-prevalent tradition from Rida in accordance with
his view on the sarfa while still adhering to the position that such traditions are not
binding.’> Moreover, he rejects all miraculous interpretations of the Prophetic tradi-
tion that states, ‘If the Qur’an were on an untanned hide and were then thrown into a
fire, it would not burn’, opting instead to take the tradition as a figure of speech meant
to show the Qur®an’s excellence.” Just like Murtada’s understanding of the Imam’s
occultation is based on a sacred-historical approach, his approach to the inimitabil-
ity to the Qur°an is sacred-historical since it is not concerned with actual events
but rather with the theological response to the challenge posed by the events.’” The
important event here is not one in history but one that takes place outside historical
time, analogously to the historical occurrence:*® it is not the Arabs’ failure to meet the
challenge that matters but the unseen divine intervention that causes it, whose result
can be detected by the audience of the prophetic message. Once more, Murtada’s
use of history centres on sacred-historical readings that help craft a theological
narrative.

The theory of sarfa has a variegated trajectory in Imami intellectual history. It is
a question on which Tusi departs from Murtada, and possibly from Mufid as well.
At some point, Mufid did support the sarfa theory, although his extant works do not
contain an elaborate presentation of this view.” But he also advances an alterna-
tive theory, namely the belief in the Qur’an’s superhuman eloquence, in some of
his works — although in ambiguous language.!? It is hard, however, to establish
which one was his final position. Nevertheless, judging by TusT’s language in his
later discussions, it is more likely that Mufid eventually abandoned the theory of the
sarfa, since Tiis ascribes it to Murtada only. TasI himself seems to have changed
his opinion on the question over time, or at least refrains from presenting his true
position out of respect for Murtada;'"! in later writings, he expressly adopts the posi-
tion that the Qur°an’s inimitability lies in both its (superhuman) eloquence and its
linguistic arrangement (al-nazgm wa-l-usliib ma* al-fasaha). Tusi answers Murtada’s
main objections to the theory of the Qur’an’s superhuman eloquence, but he none-
theless follows him faithfully in his arguments against other theories.!?> Murtada’s
student Abii al-Salah al-Halabi also followed his teacher on the issue of sarfa.'%

Vindication of the prophets

Murtada’s stringent view of the infallibility of prophets leads to a situation similar
to that encountered in his discussion of the Imama: the emergence of a host of prob-
lematic questions concerning the applicability of this view to relevant material. The
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main difference between the two situations lies in the nature of the material, which
in turn engenders different approaches. In the case of the Imams, most of the objec-
tions were based on historical reports and the Muslim legal corpus. By contrast,
the material about prophets derives from other sources, primarily exegetical lore.
Given Murtada’s strict standards of transmission and his drive to avoid much of
the problematic episodes related in extra-Qur’anic literature, it is natural for him to
dismiss episodes originating from this literature on account of its weak attestation,
without the need to engage with them further. However, Qur’anic passages on the
same topic pose a challenge of a different nature, since Murtada cannot resort to
questioning their authenticity. Therefore, he dedicates the bulk of his relevant work
to dealing with those Qur°anic passages. It can thus be said that whereas the historian
in Murtada takes charge of vindicating the Imams, it is the exegete in him that does
the same for prophets.

Most of the discussion is carried out in Tanzih al-anbiya’ wa-I-a’imma, in which
Murtada addresses problematic questions pertaining to thirteen prophets: Adam,
Noah, Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Job, Shu®ayb, Moses, David, Solomon, Jonah, Jesus
and Muhammad.'® A standard method, comprising four techniques, governs his
approach to each problematic passage. His aim is to protect the theological position
on infallibility without sacrificing larger epistemic assumptions about language and
prevalence. Thus, for any word or phrase that might be read to signify a violation of
divine law by a prophet, he provides examples from the Arabic literary tradition to
show the same word or phrase being used in a different sense.'® When this approach
is not applicable, he invokes syntax and grammar to offer an understanding other
than the problematic one.'® These two techniques are usually given precedence;
nevertheless, some passages do not lend themselves easily to either reading. In
such cases, other techniques need to be used, although they are less consistent with
Murtada’s position and can, therefore, be seen as instances in which the greater good
of defending infallibility trumps certain methodological concerns — though only
selectively. A good example is his incorporation of extra-Qur°anic details in order to
give problematic passages a context more in line with his theological framework.!?’
Finally, on occasion Murtada cites variant readings of a verse to support his desired
reading of it.'% In addition to this primarily exegetical exercise, he gives the same
treatment to certain traditions from the Prophet, especially when their authenticity is
not easily disputable.'®

Inconvenient outcomes

The question of abrogation

At the crossroads of ordinary and sacred history lies the question of abrogation
(naskh), that is, the question of how the law of Islam came to replace the laws of pre-
vious religions, particularly Judaism,''® and consequently how certain later rulings
override earlier rulings within Islamic law itself. The discussion of abrogation,
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common among various circles of Muslim theologians,'!! is intimately related to
sacred history, since it seeks to examine the procession of God’s work in the course
of time through the explanation of discrepancies between different religious laws.
Nevertheless, the fact that this procession is received in a sequence of events that
constitute the trajectory of human experience makes abrogation equally entangled in
ordinary history — at least to the extent that it justifies divergent divine laws in light
of worldly developments. These general considerations made the need to devise a
proper justification for abrogation ubiquitous in Islamic theology, regardless of sec-
tarian affiliation. The doctrinal relevance of this debate for the discussion on prophet-
hood stems from the assumption that Muhammad cannot be accepted as a prophet
unless abrogation is shown to be theologically legitimate. The inconvenience of
upholding abrogation as a theological position extends to encompass the theoretical
framework that defends belief in God’s omniscience as well as and the test of history
that seems not to conform easily to such a position — even if its theoretical underpin-
nings are granted.

On the theoretical level, allowing for different religious laws is suggestive of con-
tradiction in the Lawmaker’s judgement, which itself reveals a lack of knowledge on
His part. As much of Murtada’s discussion concerns legal matters, his analysis turns
into an attempt to dissect the multifarious aspects of rulings in order to locate dis-
similarities between cases that justify the difference in their respective rulings. Such
dissimilarities include the different timeframes and identities of the subjects of the
law.!12 Although this argument is intended to differentiate Muslim and Jewish law by
distinguishing their historical contexts, its consequences — even if unexploited — are
enormous for a worldview based on the finality of the divine word. For grounding
law itself in ordinary history elevates the latter into a position of precedence: not only
is the divine word to be seen as inextricably bound to human transient existence, it is
this existence that defines the contours of validity for it. When the human subjects of
the law cease to be, the law itself is suspended,; its later applicability depends not on
the previous ordainment but on a reinstatement identical to the original formulation
of the law. Laws follow goods/interests (al-shara’i¢ tabi‘a li-l-masalih);''> what is
good in a particular time period might be vile in another. The power of this position
is fully perceivable in Murtada’s likening the change of the law to the turn of indi-
vidual fortunes in life: for him, abrogation is on a par with the normal experience of
illness and health in the same individual.''* A change in the individual’s health does
not indicate ignorance on the part of God who established the norm of the world;
rather, it must be seen as a new state born out of a different set of conditions.

Nevertheless, this discussion does not suffice to establish that Muhammad’s
message, in its legal dimensions, replaces previous ones. The theoretical possibility
of abrogation is far from its actual realisation; the former is a question of theology,
the latter of history. This point brings Murtada’s discussion of abrogation very close
to that of the Imama, since moving from establishing the office’s necessity to arguing
for the Imama of particular individuals transformed the discussion into an exercise
in historical polemic in which epistemic positions on the validity of transmission
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concurred with theological assumptions about the teleological course of history and
continuous divine assistance. In a similar vein, the argument for Islam’s abrogating
previous laws needs to reckon with the claim, typically ascribed to Jewish polemi-
cists, that the law of Moses was made irreplaceable by divine decree. Here, too, the
construction of sacred history relies on short-circuiting the opponents’ claims by
appealing to the foundational epistemic assumption that discredits non-prevalent
reports while still employing the tools of ordinary historical analysis. Thus, the
unceasing persecution of the Jews makes it impossible for their reports to meet
the conditions of prevalence necessary for certain knowledge, particularly in terms
of continuous transmission since the time of Moses. This problem is reversed to
become a trump card for Murtada’s arguments that favour sacred history in the guise
of heeding the requirements of reliable reporting: the Qur°an is the only proof text
that can inform us about times as ancient as that of Moses, which makes belief in
his prophethood — as well as in that of other prophets — contingent on accepting the
word of the Qur®an.!!® The view of history then becomes compounded by a division
of labour: ordinary history takes care of the recent leg separating Muhammad from
later times, while sacred history is entrusted with engendering knowledge about the
older leg.

Although usually associated with discussions of the Imama, the controversial
belief in a change in the divine decision (bada’) is handled by Murtada in the
course of his discussion on prophethood. This choice is not a simple outcome of
formal considerations governing the presentation of his work; rather, it is part of his
overall project of distancing Imami theology from inconvenient positions prone to
stigmatisation. Typically, belief in bada’ is one of the criticisms levelled against the
Imamis by their opponents, although it was originally a Kaysani view adopted by
some Imamis. The first significant instance in Imami doctrine on which the apparent
change of divine decision was invoked occurred upon the death of Isma‘il, the son
of Sadiq who was believed to have been his designated successor. The death caused
an apparent change in the identity of the Imam and made resorting to a change in the
divine decision a convenient interpretation. A similar problem arose following the
death of Muhammad (d. 866), son of “Ali al-Hadi (d. 869).!1¢

The Imami theologians of the generation before Murtada had taken a number of
different approaches to deflect this critique by redefining the concept or by employ-
ing their linguistic skills to present a different semantic reading of the phrase bada
li-. Murtada, while not rejecting bada’ outright, questions its provenance in Imami
traditions and then tries to interpret it in a manner that makes it equivalent to abro-
gation as understood by the Mu‘tazilis. Eventually, he portrays the difference as a
purely semantic-terminological one, caused by the occurrence of the word bada’
in some traditions, which made use of the term acceptable to the Imamis.''” This
approach is likewise taken by both Mufid''® and Tasi, who suggests other possibili-
ties as well.!'” The core of Murtada’s theological position on abrogation thus lies
in his attempt to protect God’s will against change while arguing for Muhammad’s
prophethood. The debate, though theological, is heavily anchored in legal language,
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as the controversial change in divine decision is to be seen in the varying demands
of sacred laws. While agreeing in wording and structure with the Mu‘tazili position
reflected in the tradition of ®Abd al-Jabbar,'?° Murtada’s position capitalises on the
discussion to utilise it to sideline certain Imami viewpoints and to infuse Imami the-
ology with more common discourses in matters that are not relevant to the Imamis’
particular communal identity. The outcome is that the Qur®an’s central position is
reinforced; in addition to its being the major proof for Muhammad’s prophethood
and the most reliable legal and doctrinal source, Murtada portrays it as the indisput-
able judge on matters pertinent to the believers’ knowledge of past history. In both
of its natures, worldly (as a satisfactorily transmitted document) and sacred (as an
inimitable divine text), the Qur’an is the pole around which Murtada’s view of Islam
as a particular religious experience revolves.

Other controversial points

As in the discussion of the Imama, the needs of the theological system override
other considerations related to Murtada’s view of prophethood. At times, this leads
him to argue for positions that diverge from mainstream Imami views; nevertheless,
Murtada’s primary concern is with preserving a thoroughly rationalist colouring
and the belief in infallibility as the most crucial aspects of his theology of prophet-
hood. Another consideration is relieving the burden of frequent accusations against
Imami Shi‘ism that depict it in square opposition to many common views. One
controversial point raised in anti-Shi‘i polemics was the belief of some ghulat-type
extremists that several prophets had appeared after Muhammad; another was the
Isma‘ili view on the scope of the Imams’ legal authority. Murtada invokes con-
sensus to reject these views.!?! This choice of argumentative strategy is not simply
driven by the needs of polemics; it is also part of his larger project, in which stress-
ing the common ground between Imami and mainstream ‘orthodox’ views occupies
a paramount position.

A significant example is the question of Muhammad’s illiteracy, which for most
theologians was growing into an article of faith. The dogmatic position asserting
Muhammad’s illiteracy was informed by a particular understanding of the Qur’an
(Q29:48) and furthered by the utility of this position in arguing that the Qur°an
must have been a miracle, since an illiterate man could not have composed such a
sophisticated text.'?> Despite this argument, Murtada is not highly invested in taking
a position on the question: even when he argues that Muhammad was illiterate before
proclaiming his message, his reasoning is based on historical accounts and not on the
word of the Qur°an, which is not to be considered a proof unless one already believes
in Islam. Moreover, as a prophet, Muhammad did not need to master reading and
writing, since they are mere crafts; nor is there compelling evidence that he did,
which leaves uncertainty about the whole question the only legitimate position.!'??
The insignificance of the debate for Murtada’s system, in spite of its currency in
Islamic theology, is most evident in his dismissal of the question as irrelevant to the
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office of prophethood, in a manner similar to his treatment of questions related to the
extent of the Imams’ non-religious knowledge.

Another controversial issue that serves to clarify the priorities of Murtada’s
system is the question of dreams as a means of prophetic revelation (wahy). Like
the question of Muhammad’s illiteracy, revelatory dreams can be linked to Qur°anic
allusions and Prophetic traditions.'>* Nevertheless, they contradict Murtada’s posi-
tion on the necessary conditions for meaningful speech and action: since sleeping
individuals are unaware of their surroundings, they are not rational agents; their
beliefs and acts are thus inconsequential and cannot be considered a valid basis for
knowledge and moral obligation. The primacy of this epistemological position leads
Murtada to a bold assertion: a prophet must be told, in advance and while awake, that
his dream will be a form of revelation for it to be legitimately construed as such.'?
This stance is compatible with his uncompromising dismissal of the gnostic; the
relative leniency of Mufid and Tusi towards traditions seems to underlie their more
accommodating view of the dreams of prophets and Imams.'?

In the case of the Imams, Murtada’s need to protect the doctrine of infallibility
eventually led him to allow that Imams could possess perfect intellectual capacities
while still minors. When a similar problem arises in the context of Abraham’s reflec-
tions on the sun and the moon, which eventually lead him to knowledge of God,
Murtada’s defence is less dependent on ascribing to him miraculous intellectual
powers. In this case, Murtada argues that it suffices for the individual to know his
obligation at the time, since he still is in the period of investigation preceding certain
knowledge of God. All that need be observed during that period is the rational moral
obligations; Abraham’s infallibility remains intact and the term ‘believer’ (mu’min)
still applies to him, as it would to anyone else in a similar situation.'?” This justifica-
tion works differently in the case of the Imams because of the restrictions inherent
in the Qur’anic episode being discussed, since it does not leave room for Murtada to
dismiss the reports on Abraham’s condition, nor does it easily lend itself to claims of
miracles as is the case with the Imams. Such an apologetic should, nonetheless, be
seen as Murtada’s least desired explanation; although it theoretically preserves the
belief in infallibility, it brings the analysis to the verge of compromising the proph-
et’s authority at a certain stage of his life, thus risking contradicting a foundational
justification for the necessity of prophethood in Murtada’s theology.

Conclusion

Content

Prophethood is an office of a primarily epistemic function in Murtada’s system. Its
raison d’étre is the same as that of the Imama, namely, the need for an authority
to bring people closer to moral perfection in society. The main advantage of the
office of prophethood over that of the Imama lies in the way in which some proph-
ets receive their mission — that is, the direct connection with the divine realm. But
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this connection is fairly demystified in Murtada’s theology: it is driven by a need to
impart the word of God. The moment this task is fulfilled, the function of the prophet
is equivalent to that of the Imam in society.

For Murtada, the miraculous nature of the Qur°an is restricted to the inability of
the Arabs to answer Muhammad’s challenge to replicate it. In addition to denying
the Qur°an any intrinsic supernatural aspect, this position also makes the miracle a
function of Muhammad’s time. After the Prophet’s death, the Qur’an was no longer
in a position of challenge, since the window in which a response might be produced
closed with his death. Given Murtada’s view on the Qur°an’s miraculousness and
origination, the Qur°an is for him a text that is revealed in time and whose miracu-
lous aspect is also time-bound. In the broader Muslim context, such a view of the
Qur’anic text falls on the minimalist end of the spectrum of positions regarding the
Qur’an’s metaphysical status.

Context

Two points constitute Murtada’s main disagreement with the doctrine of prophet-
hood common in Basran Mu‘tazilism. First, Murtada does allow that miracles be
performed by other than prophets. Second, his theory of sarfa, though shared by
some Mu‘tazilis, conflicts with the belief in the Qur’an’s superhuman eloquence
taught in °Abd al-Jabbar’s circle.

Within the Imami context, Murtada’s sarfa theory is the only controversial one of
these two. Mufid’s view on the inimitability of the Qur°an changed over time, but his
eventual conviction was probably to believe in the Qur°an’s superhuman eloquence,
as did Tusi, who also abandoned belief in sarfa. Thus, only a few Imami theologians
shared Murtada’s view on sarfa.

In Murtada’s understanding of the relationship between prophethood, messenger-
ship and the Imama, the first two categories are identical and the third is a broader
category encompassing both. So prophets and messengers hold all three titles while the
Imams hold only one. Both Mufid and Tasi disagree with Murtada’s position, although
each of them holds a different view. Nevertheless, they both assert that the Imams are
superior to all humans except Muhammad, whereas Murtada believes that prophets are
superior to Imams. Murtada also differs from Ttsi and Mufid in his view that the Imams
did not receive divine knowledge without a human intermediary; Mufid and Tasi claim
otherwise. For later generations of Imami theologians, Murtada’s treatment of the infal-
libility of prophets became a standard position, both in content and in method. But on
the points of discrepancy between Murtada on the one hand and Ttis1 and Mufid on the
other, the subsequent Imami tradition usually favoured the latter position.
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On the one hand, TsT argues at length that the two titles are independent of each other,
describing the view that one of the two titles entails the other as ‘far from right’ (ba‘id
min al-sawab) though admitting that it enjoys the support of some Imamis. But on the
other hand, he accepts that the term ‘Imam’ applies partly to prophets in the sense that
they ought to be emulated by people, but not in the sense that they constitute authorities
over the community in the political sense — the two senses being intrinsic components
of the office of the Imama; Tusi, Rasa’il, 111-15. Coupled with the fact that the Imams’
word must be unconditionally obeyed as if it came from God, this position leads to the
conclusion that the above definition of prophethood applies to the Imams, too, one way
or another. TusT’s position in the Amali, 407-8, is thus almost irreconcilable with his
statement that the Imams are different from prophets in that the former rely on a human
intermediary (that is, the latter) to convey the word of God, unless this statement is quali-
fied further to apply only to a particular form of revelation that is restricted to prophets
and by which they convey the divine message; Tiisi, Rasa’il, 111. It is more likely,
however, that his position in the Amali is the later one given the fact that the material of
the book was recorded in meetings held during the last five years of his life; Ttsi, Amalr,
21-3.

Shaft, 3:40.

Dhakhira, 325-6.

Dhakhira, 322-3; also in Sharh Jumal, 169, and Amali 1:273-4, he uses the two terms
interchangeably, so the term ‘prophethood’ is used here as a translation of both nubuwwa
and risala as they appear in Murtada’s works.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 15:14-16, 244-5.

Mufid, Awa’il, 45; see, for example, Kulayni, Kafi, 1:176-7, for the relevant traditions.
Tasi, Igtisad, 151-2.

Dhakhira, 323—4; Rasa’il, 1:77; more succinctly in Sharh Jumal, 169-71; Amalt, 1:305.
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Dhakhira, 338; Rasa’il, 1:82, 122.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 20{1}:91-2.

McDermott, Theology, 107-8.

Shaft, 2:17-20; Rasa’il, 1:329-30.

Thomas, ‘Miracles’, 206-10.

See, for example, Himyari, Qurb, 331-40; Kulayni, Kafi, 1:230-56; Saduq, I‘tigadat,
94; Mufid, Awa’il, 68-9; cf. Ash®ari, Magalat, 50-1.

Dhakhira, 328.

Dhakhira, 328-9; Sharh Jumal, 173-4.

Dhakhira, 329.

Amali, 1:272-4; Rasa’il, 4:286

Shafi, 1:197-8.

Rasa’il, 2:102; Dhari‘a, 560.

Dhakhira, 335.

Dhakhira, 328; Shafi, 1:196; Sharh Jumal, 199.

°Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnit, 15:218-19, 247-56.

Dhakhira, 328.

See, for example, Ash®ari, Magalat, 296; Bagqillani, Kitab al-bayan, 48; Jawayni, Irshad,
316-21.

Midih, 278; Dhakhira, 360-1, 406; this may also be discerned from his position in
Dharta, 350-1.

Midih, 279; Dhakhira, 365.

Dhakhira, 407-8.

Dhakhira, 406-7.

As is allegedly the case with Nazzam and Balkhi; see Ibn Qutayba, Ta’wil, 70; Tusi,
Tibyan, 9:443.

Rasa’il, 1:418-19.

Rasa’il, 2:299-312; Mawsii‘a, 1:469-73; Amali, 2:319-25.

See Pingree, ‘Astrology’, 295-9.

See the two episodes in Tantkhi, Nishwar, 2:331-2.

See Najashi, Rijal, 63.

For a short survey of different views, see the editors’ introduction to Sayyari, Revelation,
24-30.

Shafi, 1:191-2, 286-17.

Dhakhira, 362.

Dhakhira, 363.

Interestingly, nowhere does he mention reports about “Ali being the first to compile a
copy of the Qur’an, despite their apparent convenience for him in establishing the integ-
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rity of the Qur’an based on infallible authority. This omission supports Modarressi’s
view regarding the non-Shi‘i provenance of these reports; see Modarressi, ‘Early
debates’, 17-22.

Dhakhira, 363; in the later Dhari‘a, Murtada gives examples of omissions while stress-
ing that they are all non-prevalent; Dhari‘a, 312.

Modarressi, ‘Early debates’, 34—5, 37-8. Murtada’s similar statements in al-Masa’il
al-Tarabulusiyyat’ are also quoted in Tabrisi, Majma®, 1:42—4. Paradoxically, Murtada’s
elaborateness and unequivocal statements may have been why Ibn Hazm considered him
and two of his students the only Imamis to uphold the integrity of the Qur°an; Ibn Hazm,
Fisal, 5:22.

Mufid, Awa’il, 80-2; see the lengthy discussion in McDermott, Theology, 92-9.

Tasi, Tibyan, 1:3.

Dhakhira, 360—1.

Dhakhira, 364; Shaft, 1:245.

Dhakhira, 361, 364; ambiguous, though similar, wording in Midih, 45.

Rasa’il, 2:324-5 (where he refers the reader to the Miidih to support this view, but the
wording therein is ambiguous and lends itself also to the alternative view described
above). This view is his later view, since it is part of ‘al-Masa®il al-Rassiyya’, in which
he mentions the Dhakhira; Rasa’il, 2:317.

Miidih, 275-6; Dhakhira, 364-5.

Miidih, 280-1; Dhakhira, 366.

Miudih, 288-9, 291-6; Dhakhira, 367, 368-9; Shafi, 1:192-3.

Miudih, 60-3, 287-90, 302—14; Dhakhira, 367-74; briefly in Sharh Jumal, 178-9; cf.
Jahiz, ‘Hujaj al-nubuwwa’, 273-80.

Dhakhira, 366-7; Sharh Jumal, 176-7; Midih, 286; a similar statement in Midih,
288.

Midih, 61-7.

Midih, 320; Dhakhira, 376-7. The most Murtada is willing to concede is that their
inability to answer the challenge made it seem as if the Prophet was more eloquent
(ka’annahu zad ‘alayhim bi-l-fasaha); see Nazari, ‘Nigarishi (3)’, 41, for the correct
text, which is missing from the published Rasa’il, 1:349.

Sadtq, Ma‘ant, 320. An early work also shares Sadtiq’s position, although its ascription
to Mufid is wrong; [Pseudo-]Mufid, Ikhtisas, 187. On the ascription, see the editor’s
introduction (Ikhtisas, 5); see also McDermott, Theology, 27-8; Modarressi, Crisis,
48n160.

Dhakhira, 364; cf. Baqillani, Tamhid, 132; °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 16:151; Abu Ya‘la
al-Farra®, Mu‘tamad, 157; Juwayni, Irshad, 345.

See the editors’ introduction to Rummani et al., Thalath rasa’il, 7-12.

Martin, ‘Inimitability’.

See Vasalou, ‘Miraculous eloquence’, 33-9.

Miidih, 42, 61; Dhakhira, 379-80.

For a short survey, see Badawi, Madhahib, 1:213-15.

Miidih, 117-24; Dhakhira, 402-3.
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Midih, 124-6; Dhakhira, 403-4.

Midih, 110-16; Dhakhira, 400-2.

Dhakhira, 378-9; Murtada, Sharh Jumal, 175.

Miidih, 67-78; Dhakhira, 382-3.

Martin, ‘Inimitability’; Badawi, Madhahib, 1:213-20; Ibn Hazm, Fisal, 3:15-18.
Dhakhira, 378; Midih, 10-15, 19-23.

Ash‘ari, Magalat, 225.

Khayyat, Intisar, 27-8.

See the elaborate discussion of the theory of sarfa in Ma‘rifat, Tamhid, 4:138-91.
Midih, 39. The above translation is the most generic English rendering of the Arabic
term nazm, because it does not lend itself easily to one translation; it could have been
also rendered ‘structure’ or ‘construction’ in other contexts, especially with “Abd
al-Qahir al-Jurjani’s (d. 1078) elaborate theory.

Midih, 35-6; Dhakhira, 380.

Miidih, 39-40.

Miidih, 42-50.

Dhakhira, 380-2.

Miidih, 35, 215; Dhakhira, 380-1.

Rasa’il, 1:347-9; see the tradition in Sadiq, “llal, 1: 121-2.

Amali, 1:406-10. On this particular tradition, see Zadeh, ‘Fire’, passim, esp. 56-60 for
Murtada’s views.

Cullmann, Salvation, 306-7.

Cullmann, Salvation, 141

Mufid, Awa’il, 63; McDermott, Theology, 87-8.

Mufid, al-Masa’il al-°Ukbariyya, 92-3; McDermott, Theology, 88. This ambiguity,
in addition to the loss of certain works of his, might be the reason behind the doubts
expressed by Miidih’s editor regarding Mufid’s position, although his change of position
seems to have been known to some Imami scholars; Miidih, 19-20.

Tusi, Igtisad, 173.

Tusi, Igtisad, 172-81; cf. Midih, 169-78; Dhakhira, 389-92.

Halabi, Tagrib, 156-9. That Rawandi (d. 1177-8) also supported this theory, as the
editor of the Midih states (Midih, 21), is uncertain, as his polemic lends itself to differ-
ent readings; Rawandi, Khara’ij, 3:981-1004.

Tanzih, 45-263; the identification of Shu“ayb with any Biblical figure is problematic; see
Tottoli, ‘Shu‘ayb’.

For example, when Murtada surveys and accepts all possible meanings of the verb
hamma only to exclude premeditation (‘azm) in explaining Joseph’s temptation with his
master’s wife (Q12:24) (Tanzih, 112-15); or when he proposes that the word ghulam (in
Q18:74) also means ‘man’ in the story of Moses and the pious servant of God (Tanzih,
177-8); or when he understands the verb naqdir as ‘to tighten, make narrow, constrict’
instead of ‘to be able’ in the story of Jonah (Q21:87) (Tanzih, 206-7).

For example, in the story of Adam (Q7:189-90), Murtada proposes that the dual form
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denotes two groups, not two individuals (Tanzih, 52-8); in interpreting Q6:76—7, he
argues that an affirmative may in fact be an interrogative (Tanzith, 68-70); and in the
context of Q11:74, he allows the past tense to denote the future (Tanzih, 96-7).

In the case of Abraham (Q6:76—7), Murtada mentions that Abraham had been hidden
in a cave since his birth (Tanzih, 67) and that when Abraham was ill, he gazed at the
sky to tell the exact time of his sickness (Q37:88-9) (Tanzih, 74—6). Murtada also
couples Abraham’s request for God to show him how the dead are resurrected (Q2:260)
with a parallel narrative intended to remove any doubt regarding Abraham’s faith in
God’s power (Tanzih, 81-2) and relates Abraham’s asking God to forgive his father’s
sins (Q9:114) to details pertaining to his father’s intentions (Tanzih, 88-91). Further,
Murtada argues that Joseph was not yet a prophet during his years of slavery to the
Pharaoh (Tanzih, 111); that Islamic marriage law justifies Shu‘ayb’s marrying off his
daughter to Moses (Q28:27) on conditions related to him and not to his daughter (Tanzih,
146); and that Moses asked to have a beatific vision (Q7:143) to show his people
how they erred in requesting such a vision (Tanzih, 162-9). The case of Job (Q38:41;
Q21:83-4) is an example of an opposite scenario, in which Murtada restricts himself to
the Qur°an to avoid the extra-Qur’anic details that would contradict his position (Tanzih,
185-6).

Examples include Abraham’s destruction of the idols (Q21:62-3) (Tanzih, 71-3); the
story of the poor people whose ship was punctured by the pious servant of God (Q18:79)
(Tanzth, 180); and the verse about the Prophet’s being astray (Q93:7), on which Murtada
quotes a variant reading while admitting it is a weak solution to the issue (Tanzih, 218).
As in Muhammad’s response to his uncle “Abbas in making certain legal exceptions
(Tanzih, 244-5) and in the tradition to the effect that a deceased person suffers because
of his family’s wailing (Tanzih, 249-51).

Dhari‘a, 308. However, the Barahima were also interested in this discussion; Stroumsa,
Freethinkers, 162.

Schmidtke and Adang, ‘Mu‘tazili discussions’, 709.

Dhakhira, 357-8; Dhari‘a, 304; slightly different wording in Rasa’il, 1:116-17.

Sharh Jumal, 185.

Dhakhira, 357.

Dhakhira, 358-60; Sharh Jumal, 181-8; Mugni®, 48-9; Rasa’il, 2:251.

For an overview, see Madelung, ‘Bada®’; see also Hakyemez, ‘Bada’, 34-5, for a list of
various Imami views on the question, although the article relies heavily on confessional
non-Imami sources.

Rasa’il, 1:116-19; Shafi, 1:87; contrary to McDermott, Theology, 392-3, who argues,
based on Murtada’s lukewarm acceptance of the term, that he disavows both the idea and
the term.

McDermott, Theology, 329-39.

Tasi, ‘Udda, 2:495-501; Madelung, ‘Bada®’.

See Schmidtke and Adang, ‘Mu‘tazili discussions’, 713-20, for a comparison of two
manuscript traditions based on the discussion of abrogation in Ibn Khallad’s Kitab
al-Usil; Murtada’s text agrees with the tradition preserved in Ziyadat Sharh al-Usil.
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Shafi, 3:127; cf. °Abd al-Jabbar, Mughnit, 20{1}:14. For the ghulat views in this regard,
see Tucker, Mahdis, 59, 78-80; for the Isma‘ili views, see Daftary, Isma‘ilis, 73, 89,
105, 139, 142.

Bagqillani, Insaf, 60; Baqillani, Tamhid, 168-9; Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni, 16:342, 181;
Juwayni, Irshad, 352-3.

Rasa’il, 1:104-8; although he does not name any of the Imamis who held the abovemen-
tioned position, the flow of argument in Murtada’s text is almost congruent with, and
meant to refute, Mufid’s arguments as they appear in Awa’il, 135-7.

Kinberg, ‘Dreams’.

Amalr, 2:325-8; Rasa’il, 2:12—13.

Mufid, Awa’il, 70; Mufid, Fusil, 128-30; Tusi, Amalr, 338.

Tanzih, 65-70; Dhakhira, 545.
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The archetypical rationalist of early Imamism, Hisham b. al-Hakam, was report-
edly challenged to an argumentative duel by his Mu‘tazili nemesis Abu al-Hudhayl
al-°Allaf under the condition that the loser accept the winner’s persuasion. ‘This is
not fair!” Hisham protested; ‘Let us debate under the condition that you accept my
persuasion if I win, and I turn to my Imam for assistance if I lose’.?

The story ends here. Despite — or because of — the fact that the sources do not
attempt to hypothesise regarding the events that followed, contemplating this anec-
dote is a most rewarding exercise. The anecdotal power of the story stems from the
room it leaves for readers to imagine what Hisham would have asked the Imam in
case of defeat. The abrupt silence that governs the reception of the story conceals the
attitudes of various trends within Imami Shi“ism towards rationalism in general and
the Imam’s relation to reason in particular. Hypothetically, there are at least three
possible scenarios. The first is the absolute ex cathedra scenario: Hisham would
appeal to the Imam to learn what he should do, and the Imam’s authority would
override any counterargument merely by virtue of his office. The second scenario
is the exact opposite of the first one: Hisham would check whether the Imam could
actually rise to the challenge; if he could not, Hisham would revise his commitment
to Imamism. The third possibility is a revamped ex cathedra scenario: Hisham would
solicit the Imam’s guidance, being absolutely certain that the latter could answer the
challenge and furthermore do so by addressing the argument in question and not
simply by invoking his authority.

With time, the second scenario ceased to be a possibility for the Imamis, even
hypothetically, although heresiographies preserve accounts of individuals who
reneged on their commitment to the Imams because of answers they deemed
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unsatisfactory.? The remaining two scenarios thus dominate the scene. Although it
ought to be kept in mind that traditionalism and rationalism were poles on a spectrum
that did not admit of a clean break between them, these two scenarios represent tradi-
tionalist and rationalist trends within the Imami community since the occultation of
the Imam. The first scenario defines the reception of the anecdote by traditionalists,
even mild ones such as Sadiiq. In his al-I‘tigadat fi din al-Imamiyya, he includes the
anecdote in a section dedicated to discrediting argument and disallowing disputa-
tion (al-nahy ‘an al-jadal). The only lawful arguments, he asserts, are those taken
from the Imams’ teachings.* This view also reflects, though potentially on different
premises, the emphasis in Imamism on the Imam’s esoteric knowledge and ‘hiero-
intelligence’ still favoured in many contemporary circles of Imami scholarship. The
third scenario would be endorsed by rationalist theologians in the Imami community,
for it satisfies both the belief in the Imam’s infallibility and the belief in the primacy
of reason in establishing one’s own convictions and in debating with representatives
of other communities. Nevertheless, the complexity of this scenario becomes evident
when considering how it would unfold for two major representatives of this trend,
Mufid and Murtada.

As Mufid would have seen it, when Hisham asks the Imam for a decisive argu-
ment to silence Abii al-Hudhayl, he shows himself a typical representative of human
reason. This view explains Mufid’s failure to comment on the anecdote in the course
of his elaborate objections to this section of Saduq’s [‘tigadat in his critical com-
mentary on the book.’ Elsewhere, Mufid states unequivocally that reason needs
revelation, which instructs the rational being how to make sense of evidence (ghayr
munfakk ‘an sam® yunabbihu al-‘aqil “ala kayfiyyat al-istidlal). This statement is
consistent with his initial view that the Imama is primarily necessitated by human
shortcomings in knowing and applying the law. Murtada repudiates this view of the
relation between reason and revelation, for it leads, in his view, to the unacceptable
conclusion that people who can reason correctly no longer need the Imam.” Given
Murtada’s confidence in the independent workings of reason, Abii al-Hudhayl’s
challenge, no matter how strong, must still be within Hisham’s ability to answer.
Hisham’s failure would thus indicate a mistake in reasoning that could have been
avoided without resort to the Imam. Therefore, Murtada would suggest a different
assessment of the situation: the Imam would still be expected to provide Hisham with
an argument by which the latter could defeat his adversary, but such guidance is not
what necessitates the Imama in the first place; the necessitating reason is, instead,
people’s moral rectitude.

The hypothetical disagreements between Mufid and Murtada regarding this anec-
dote notwithstanding, their positions and that of Sadiiq concur on two points: that the
Imam is the authority to which an Imami should turn when faced by a tough chal-
lenge, and that the Imam’s answer would be compelling. However, the three scholars
would disagree on the justification for each of these two points: why the Imam is
endowed with this authority, and how his answer is compelling. Of course, Mufid
and Murtada are much closer to each other than to Sadiiq. Seen from the perspective
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of the earlier distinction between method and content, this divergence serves to show
that there is no form without matter, just as there is no formless matter: the differ-
ence in method between the three scholars does lead to a difference in content, even
if minimal. Nevertheless, it should be noted that they ultimately agree on doctrines,
although they disagree on the underlying theology.

Theology, doctrine and influence

It is now possible to read Murtada’s contribution in the context of his scholarly inter-
action with both Imami and Basran Mu‘tazili teachings. For this purpose, one must
compare his views and positions with those of Mufid and of °Abd al-Jabbar’s circle
and then trace their reception by Tusi, proportionate to the limitations of current
knowledge of the latter’s theological writings. This approach gives rise to a fourfold
classification that elucidates Murtada’s position in light of the distinction between
theology and doctrine and its significance for the relation between Imamism and
Mu‘tazilism.

1. Points of unanimous concurrence

Points on which all of the scholars and groups considered here agree include
rejecting Attributist positions and accepting the origination of the Qur’an,
rational morality and free will. These are foundational points, a complex of
content and method that governs the remaining aspects of each scholar’s theo-
logical apparatus. Subscribing to them qualifies an individual for membership
among the ‘people of unity and justice’, since the terms of this epithet refer to
anti-Attributist positions (leading to the origination of the Qur°an) and rational
morality (leading to free will), respectively. The strategic advantage of Mufid’s
definition of Mu‘tazilism in terms of the belief in the ‘station between the two
stations’ becomes evident here, for within its framework Imamis qualify for
this self-congratulatory epithet without being subsumed under the Mu‘tazili
umbrella. Therefore, Murtada’s concurrence on these points does not indicate
any special affiliation with Mu‘tazilism as compared to his teacher.

2. Points of concurrence between Murtada, Mufid and Tiist not shared by ‘Abd
al-Jabbar’s circle
Points on which the three Imami scholars diverge from “Abd al-Jabbar’s circle
include the propositions that otherworldly intercession for sinners is possible,
that the Imama is rationally necessary, that the twelve Imams are infallible and
can perform miracles, that the first three caliphs were not legitimate and that
bada’ is tantamount to abrogation. Equally significantly, they include refusal to
refer to the Qur’an as ‘created’ as well as rejection of the doctrines of the threat,
the station between the two stations and mutual cancellation. This set of points is
significant primarily for Imami communal identity. Murtada conforms to the tra-
dition handed down by Mufid, and Tus1 does not dissent. These are mostly doc-
trinal points on which the Imamis were frequently attacked; the Imami scholars’
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conflict with °Abd al-Jabbar’s circle concerns not how these points are argued,
but their very content. In addition, the rejected points represent positions by
which Mu‘tazilis defined themselves, as if Murtada is stressing Imami identity
in contradistinction to Mu‘tazilism. His refusal to call the Qur°an ‘created’ and
willingness to use bada’ as a synonym of abrogation, both based on traditions
from the Imams, reinforce the boundaries of the community defined by charis-
matic authority.

3. Points of concurrence between Murtada and ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s circle not shared
by Mufid
Points on which Murtada sided with the Basran Mu‘tazilis against his teacher
include accepting the theory of states as well as the positions that unaided reason
suffices to know God, that divine attributes may be derived independently of rev-
elation, that the essence of the human being is the observed totality, that humans
‘create’ their acts, that God’s assistance is a concomitant of His justice rather
than His generosity, that such assistance is targeted only at people’s otherworldly
interests and that unbelievers are entitled to compensation in the hereafter. Taisi
concurs with Murtada on these points, with the exception of humans’ ‘creation’
of their acts. Murtada’s disagreement with earlier Imami scholars concerns mostly
positions for which these scholars did not invoke the authority of the Imams. The
theory of states keeps Murtada firmly in the anti-Attributist camp; but as it is an
admittedly late development, its possible conflict with traditions is not difficult to
explain away. Similarly, his view on the human being employs the terminology of
theologians and not the wording of traditions, just as Mufid admits in his own case.
Murtada’s acceptance of the term ‘create’ for human acts goes against Mufid’s
view, but the latter is based not on traditions but pietistic caution. The exception to
Murtada’s avoidance of overruling traditions is his view on the legitimate source
of divine attributes, since Mufid does invoke the authority of traditions for his
opposing position. Most of these discussions are too arcane to substantially change
the doctrines in question, although they affect the doctrines’ underlying rationale
by making them dependent on premises of Basran Mu‘tazili provenance.

4. Points on which Murtada agrees with neither Mufid nor Tiist nor ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s
circle
Points on which Murtada’s position stands alone include his theory of sarfa and
the claims that the Imam’s occultation makes the function of the Imama more
effective, that infallible individuals cannot fall into inadvertence and that the
Twelfth Imam may not be the last. This group of points constitutes Murtada’s
most distinctive contribution; their relevance to Imami doctrines and Mu‘tazili
theology varies. Thus, he defends the doctrine of the inimitability of the Qur°an,
a fairly mainstream Islamic view, through the theology of sarfa, an uncommon
theory shared by theologians of various schools. For the key Imami doctrine of
the occultation, he offers a novel justification that draws on the understanding
of divine assistance taught in Basran Mu‘tazili theology. He does the same for
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another sensitive Imami doctrine, the infallibility of the Imams, which he pushes
to an extreme. As for the aftermath of the Twelfth Imam’s death, his view,
though dissenting from Imami doctrine, is an expression of his beliefs concern-
ing future contingencies and not a statement of timeless necessities.

This summary shows that in relation to Imami doctrines, Murtada’s work retains
to a large extent the terms and ideas of his precursors within the rationalist trend.
Nevertheless, he employs these terms and ideas in ways that differ from theirs:
God’s unicity is now in harmony with states of the divine essence; moral obligation
is an expression of human reason free of the authority of revelation; the Imama is an
instance of divine justice, not generosity; the necessity of divine assistance lies in the
social need for harmony, not a need for the details of the law; and the occultation is a
result of divine assistance, not of political fear. Murtada’s creative work corresponds
to the revisionary ratio tessera, in which an author elaborates on a precursor’s work
as if to save it from being worn out because its argument did not go far enough.®

In relation to Mu‘tazili theology, Murtada’s work reveals a different kind of
influence. He is unwilling to follow Mu‘tazili arguments to the end of the line of
reasoning advanced by “Abd al-Jabbar and his circle, for they clearly lead to ‘wrong’
doctrines: God’s justice cannot override His mercy, His originated word cannot be
possibly described as fabricated, divine assistance cannot lead to the community
installing the Imam, and protecting the finality of Muhammad’s prophethood cannot
deprive believers of witnessing miracles. At some point, Murtada has to make a cor-
rective movement, a deviation from previous works in the direction of the ‘right’
doctrines, to avoid these outcomes. This approach corresponds to the revisionary
ratio clinamen, in which the author swerves away from his precursors to imply that
the precursors should have swerved in exactly the same direction.’

Divine assistance as a theology of history

It takes a theologian to transform the literary expression of history into a scholarly
theory.!® This is true of various political theories and models in Islam, but the theo-
logical dimension of this transformation rarely reveals itself as manifestly as it does
in the case of Shi‘ism in general and Murtada’s work in particular, although the latter
is far from being the first to theorise Imamism in this way.

At the heart of Mu‘tazilism lies the concept of divine assistance. This concept
is the main tool that Murtada uses to forge a theological discourse with profound
ramifications for the Imami understanding of the nature, origin and function of the
Imama. It should be remembered that for the Baghdadi Mu‘tazilis divine assistance
rested on the concept of humans’ best interest (al-aslah), leading to many compli-
cations that contradict the evidence of phenomena (al-shahid), for it is hard to see
how God’s assistance works in this poignantly imperfect world. The Imama, by
definition, is an inescapably political endeavour, at least in part. To conceive of it as
divine assistance in this sense should not come as a surprise, since the link between
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political activity and worldly interest is rather obvious. Nevertheless, this concep-
tion is problematic given the inconveniences it occasions in its Mu‘tazili context, let
alone the difficulties raised by the occultation of the presumptive senior politician in
the Imami case. For their part, the Basran Mu‘tazilis restrict divine assistance to the
realm of religion; many undeniable worldly imperfections can thus be construed as
divine assistance whose meaning will materialise in the hereafter. This Basran for-
mulation of the concept of divine assistance proves remarkably potent when Murtada
employs it for establishing a theory of the Imama. To see its full effect, it is worth
considering how the Basran Mu‘tazili theological system fundamentally depends on
it before proceeding to examine how it unfolds in the context of Murtada’s contribu-
tion to Imami discourse.

The Basran Mu‘tazilis justify moral obligation, the core of religious experience,
as an instance of divine assistance, which in turn is an expression of divine justice.
Because justice is immutably good and God is benevolent, divine assistance must
be maximally extended to all entitled beings, as long as their free will is not com-
promised. Thus, the purpose of divine assistance must be to bring people as close
as possible to freely observing their moral obligation. These conclusions, for the
Basran Mu‘tazilis, were consequences of indubitable rationality. Based on them,
they proceeded to argue that the Imam is necessary only because revelation ordained
the installation of an Imam for the Muslims; per se, the Imama has no connection
to moral obligation. But it is here that Murtada introduces his clinamen: if divine
assistance must be maximal, and the presence of a just authority brings people closer
to meeting their obligations than does his absence, then his presence constitutes
divine assistance. It is, therefore, an instance of justice, which makes it rationally
necessary. The Imam’s infallibility is now argued to be a consequence of the need to
maximise divine assistance, since subjects tend to imitate the example of their sover-
eign. Furthermore, because divine assistance is concerned with religious matters, the
Imama’s authority need not be confined to political reality for its function to be prop-
erly fulfilled, and his occultation thus becomes much less of a challenge. Therefore,
morality, the most distinctive domain of Mu°‘tazili rationalism,!! proves extremely
useful for the revamped theology of the Imama in Imamism. Murtada would surely
forgive the Biblical analogy, for it well describes his work: ‘Neither do people pour
new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst; the wine will run out
and the wineskins will be ruined’.'? Instead, he adopts the much safer approach of
pouring old Imami doctrines into new Mu‘tazili theology.

In light of Murtada’s conception of the Imama in terms of people’s otherworldly
best interest, the intimate connection between the Imama and historical narrative
leads inevitably to a sacred-historical outlook. The dual core of Murtada’s theology
— the necessity of the Imama and the infallibility of the Imam — sketches the trajec-
tory of the Muslim community in rigidly hierarchical terms. The Imam, on top, is
separated from the community by an unbridgeable, charismatic gap of divine des-
ignation; the Imami community, whose otherworldly interest is always secured by
the Imam’s perceived — though furtive — presence, follows him in the hierarchy; and
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at the bottom are the remaining members of the Muslim community, who have the
option of joining the privileged Imami circle. In the ideal case of the Imam’s being
in power, the regular operation of a hierarchical political structure ensures the proper
reception of divine assistance by as many individuals as possible within the norms
of ‘ordinary’ history. But the absence of the Imam makes the later events of ordinary
history insignificant to the religious conscience of the community, unless they are
connected to his occultation. This change reintroduces sacred history as the exclu-
sive explanation of the period of occultation, and it also equips Murtada’s narrative
with a potent interpretative tool to analyse problematic events of earlier periods in
retrospect. The case of the Wagqifiyya is particularly interesting, for their theologi-
cal apparatus was more immune than that of others to theoretical criticism from the
perspective of the Imam’s lineage and qualifications; in addition, Murtada’s family
history shows a streak of Wagqifism.'> Mufid’s earlier refutation of Wagifi claims
based on the death of Kazim does not solve the problem, for it seems to beg the
question in the eyes of those who believed him to have gone into hiding. Murtada,
on the other hand, relies on the concept of divine assistance in his refutation: since
the Wagqifiyya are almost extinct — as he asserts in a rather rhetorical manner — their
claims being true would mean that divine assistance was about to be withheld from
everyone, a possibility that conflicts with divine justice. Appeal to sacred history in
the guise of the necessities of rational morality is definitely more reassuring than
being captive to the contingencies of historiographical literature. Given the immense
benefits of the concept of divine assistance for Murtada’s theological system, one
wonders whether the concept is not itself an instance of such divine assistance in his
eyes.

Murtada’s employment of history can be viewed as an attempt to build an edifice
of theological historical writing that is distinct from the classical hadith, hikma and
adab domes of historical writing and at the same time inclusive of these domes.
As such, it utilises their methods and findings towards the consolidation of a more
comprehensive narrative whose paramount concern is theological. Nevertheless, this
concern justifies a highly selective approach to the methods and findings lest they
contradict Murtada’s sectarian agenda. These restrictions, applied both to the quali-
fications required of the Imam and the community’s obligations towards him, reflect
Murtada’s involvement with the themes of sirat al-khulafa’ and fitna. They thus
betray the intimate connection between historical writing and communal identity.

Such theoretical considerations shaped Murtada’s thinking on the Imama. But
the more concrete circumstances of his public life and personal experience are
equally important. He must have been aware of the flaws in government caused by
statesmen and politicians whose shortcomings were more moral than intellectual.
Many of them were highly cultured, and some were also Imamis.'* From Murtada’s
perspective, this fact might have proved that knowledge of the ‘right’ doctrines was
not sufficient and that the Imams’ role was thus primarily concerned with the moral
aspect, even if the epistemic aspect was a requisite. On a personal level, as a teenager
Murtada witnessed his father’s plight at the hands of °Adud al-Dawla,'> known for
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being both cultured and cruel.'® This experience must also have had an indelible
effect on his conviction regarding morality and its primacy in defining the ideal
sovereign, the Imam.

EE S

Abi Hayyan al-Tawhidi, a contemporary of Murtada, had much in common with
Jahiz, whom he considered his idol: encyclopedic outlook, lucid style, court connec-
tions (although with much less success, to put it mildly) and negativity towards the
Imamis. Added to his intimate association with pro-Imami circles in Biiyid palaces,
this personal bias makes him well positioned to provide a vivid description of how
the Imamis were perceived in the broader Islamic context. The image that emerges
is mixed: whereas he habitually mocks the traditions they transmit, he expresses
an attitude of disapproving respect towards some of their scholars, whom he knew
personally. He applauds Saduq for his vast knowledge'” and criticises his lack of dis-
crimination;'® he acknowledges the wit of the theologian Aba al-Jaysh al-Khurasani
(d. 978)" and attacks his views on the integrity of the Qur®an (though Tawhidi does
not present these views clearly);?® and he praises Mufid’s comportment, patience,
eloquence and skill in debate, while expressing suspicion about his intentions — also
without further explanation.?!

Though caution is necessary, these comments indicate that the Imami commu-
nity, in the generation before Murtada’s ascent to its leadership, had traditionalists
and theologians whose stature in their respective fields vis-a-vis their non-Imami
counterparts was recognised. Murtada’s career can, therefore, be read in light of
his contribution to Imami identity in a context of which the following remarks
are emblematic: intellectual calibre (Saduq), provocative opinions (Abi al-Jaysh)
and deep mistrust (Mufid). In its totality, Murtada’s corpus seems to address these
concerns in the course of presenting his specific formation of Imami identity, which
seems to corroborate the general observation that the occultation of the locus of
authority forced Imamis to define their tradition more precisely.?? Given that the
problem with identity was, to a large extent, one of boundaries, his activity may be
likened to repairing a fence — or the part of it to which he has access. He needed to
redefine the contours to make sure only eligible individuals were included, install the
fence firmly to prevent incursions that would make these boundaries inadequate, and
use a welcoming design that would not block the view from the outside in a manner
that would arouse other people’s suspicion.

To redefine the contours of Imami identity, Murtada repeatedly lampoons tradi-
tionalists, belittles their intellect and disavows their work, going as far as referring
to them as ‘those who affiliate themselves with our community’ (al-muntamin ila
ashabind),?® singling out Sadiq as the only acceptable Qummi traditionalist.>* In
a previous act of redefining boundaries, the Imamis had renounced the extremists
(ghulat) during the period of minor occultation, thus ridding themselves of a peren-
nial problem that had brought upon them political trouble and sectarian vilification.
Murtada’s insistence on excluding traditionalists represents a similar step, although
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not necessarily in the same direction: many Qummi traditionalists were in fact theo-
logically further from extremism than were many Baghdadi rationalists whose main
difference from the extremists was their avoidance of subversive activism and legal
antinomianism.

To install the fence firmly, Murtada stresses characteristic Imami doctrines and
practices to reinforce communal identity. He establishes these doctrines on the basis
of what he views as a more resilient theological structure than that of his ancestors,
that is, by incorporating a more rationalist theology. In addition, he asserts that the
probative consensus is in fact that of the Imamis, for it reflects the rulings of the
infallible Imam; the consensus of the Imamis thus overrides even the prima facie
reading of scripture.? This investment in the value of Imami identity as expressed
in communal agreement must have inspired confidence in the face of the exclusion
associated with accusations of breaking the consensus of the Muslim community.

For a welcoming design, Murtada invests in highlighting the similarities between
the Imamis and other theological and legal schools. In addition to blaming tradition-
alists for doubting the integrity of the Qur®an,? he plays a critical role in defending
its integrity within the Imami community, as can be discerned from TasT’s curiously
worded remarks that single him out for his cogent argument towards this purpose.?’
Moreover, his theoretical system, greatly resembling that of the Basran Mu‘tazilis,
must have made Imamism more familiar to the broader audience. In the field of law,
where Imamis had been accused of frequent dissent, Murtada dedicated consider-
able effort to showing that they actually concurred with other groups on many of the
controversial issues.

It is true that on the theoretical level, Murtada’s longest-surviving contribution
to Imami discourse was his theological system. Despite the many modifications it
underwent in later generations under the influence of the school of Abi al-Husayn
al-Basri, it continued to provide the basic structure of mainstream Imami theology
until the Aristotelian turn largely introduced by Nasir al-Din al-Tiisi. But from a
different perspective, Murtada’s most enduring contribution to Imami identity is
exemplified in his ability to utilise the unprecedented and powerful combination
of political connections, religious education, material wealth and social status to
irreversibly influence Imami historical memory. His network of students and con-
nections must have been part of the powerful social and religious elite within the
community that contributed greatly to both the survival of the Biiyid state and the
vitality of Imami intellectual life. The formation of such elites in various locales of
the Muslim world seems to have taken some two centuries following the severance
of the connection to the caliphate.?® In the case of the Imami community of Baghdad,
this process appears to have taken less time after the dissolution of °Abbasid power,
probably due to the favourable political situation created by the Biyids and the
earlier, though sporadic, Imami presence in high social circles. Five centuries later,
as Imami scholars inaugurated a new era of intense cooperation with the government
under the Safavids that proved much more enduring than their relationship with the
Biyids, they became embroiled in heated internal feuds concerning the lawfulness
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of such an endeavour. To justify his own view on the question, the leading propo-
nent of political involvement, al-Muhaqqiq al-Karaki (d. 1534), invoked Murtada’s
precedent as the first in his list of past authorities.?® This view eventually prevailed.

It is perhaps opportune to return to Jahiz, whose shadow loomed over Murtada’s
debate with the Mu‘tazilis, as slyly expressed by Ibn Abi al-Hadid.* In another rant,
Jahiz renounces the Rafidis on account of their dissident theological views, legal
practice, scholarly tradition and communal authority: their teachings regarding the
call to prayer (adhan), prayer, divorce, manumission, pilgrimage, scholars, Imam,
Qur’anic recitation (gira‘a), and other practices both lawful and prohibited are,
he claims, all unlike ‘ours’.! Murtada’s contribution, roughly two centuries after
these attacks, can be situated in the context of generations of Imami scholars whose
work attempted to soften this attitude within and beyond the Imami community, in
the face of both internal and external resistance. The claim of the Zaydi al-Hakim
al-Jishumi, quoted in the epigraph to the conclusion, was made within two genera-
tions of Murtada’s death. The message is curiously ambivalent: while acknowledg-
ing Murtada’s success in shaping later Imami theology, it doubts his claims about
earlier Imami doctrines — therefore agreeing with Jahiz’s earlier accusations and
Tawhidi’s recent suspicions. Whether Murtada’s discourse is more an adjustment to
dominant discourses or a correction of inaccurate portrayals is a separate question,
on which it might be good to consult his words quoted at the beginning of this book.
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