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Our understanding of Hanbalism has undergone something of a revolution over
the past half century thanks in part to the discovery and publication of new sources
(bearing on the history of the school) and, in part, to advances in scholarship (repre-
sented in the work of H. Laoust, G. Makdisi and others). In contrast to the older
view of Hanbalism, reflected in 19th century scholarship and based to a large extent
on non-Hanbali and frequently anti-Hanbali sources, the school that has emerged,
especially in the scholarship of the last several decades, is one characterized by signifi-
cant diversity and, moreover, a school that continued to evolve throughout the medi-
eval period. It is now clear that one of the hallmarks of medieval Hanbalism was pre-
cisely its diversity — including differences over a range of questions both juridical and
theological.

In the remainder of this paper, I would like to focus on a hitherto unpublished
work from the 12th century that not only confirms this diversity but suggests that
intellectual differences within the school may well have run deeper than anyone has
so far suspected. The work in question, Ibn al-Gawzi’s Kitab Abbar as-sifat’, is a
vigorous-critique of anthropomorphist tendencies within the Hanbali school, and an
equally vigorous defense of t2’wil (metaphorical exegesis)? as the most effective anti-
dote to these tendencies. Ibn al-Gawzi, the author of this work, was himself a Han-
bali>.

The only surviving copy of the work, which belongs to the Sehid Ali Pasha Col-
lection in Istanbul (MS. no. 1561), consists of 42 folios including a title page and a

! For the sake of economy, I shall henceforth refer to the work simply as Abbar. I am presently en-
gaged in preparing a critical edition of the Arabic text along with a translation and study of the work —
which I hope to publish in the near future. The occasional reference to paragraph numbers in the notes
that follow are to my critical edition of the Arabic text.

2 An admittedly loose rendering of the term. Among the terms used most commonly in Abbar to
refer to tropical language — i.e., the language for which ta'wil is appropriate — are magiz and istiira.

> He was born around 510 A.H. (A.D. 1116) and died on the 7th of Ramadin 597 (June 11, 1201).
A convenient listing of the chief sources on Tbn al-Gawzi’s life can be found in Kahhila, n.d.: V-VI. 157-
158. For a brief but valuable account of his life, see the article on him by Laoust 1972; as well as his re-
marks in Laoust 1959; for a more detailed treatment, see Ibn al-Gawzi, Qussis 15-38. Since the publica-
tion of these works a number of new studies on various facets of his life and work have appeared, among
them Misbih 17-39; and the important study by Hartmann 1986: 51-115. For a somewhat more popular
treatment, see the short but interesting work by <Al 1988.
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colophon®. From all appearances, the manuscript is complete, and the internal evi
dence points clearly to a Gawzian authorship®. Though I cannot get into a discussior
of the date of the work’s composition here, the internal evidence suggests that it wa:
written sometime between 570/1174 and 590/1193, i.e., sometime during the last 2(
years of Ibn al-Gawzi’s public life’.

It is difficult to classify the work in relation to the standard religious genres of the
time. On the one hand, it is an intensely polemical work directed against three fellow
Hanbalis: Ibn Hamid’, Abi Yala® and Ibn Zagini® — men whom Ibn al-Gawzi

* Though the name of the copyist is not given, the copy appears to have been made in Damascus,
and the copying, according to the colophon, was completed on the 17th of Ragab in 890 (July 30, 1485).
It is clear from the colophon that the genealogy of the manuscript consisted of several generations of
manuscripts and that the oldest copy in this series was made by a certain Nar ad-Din “Ali b. Gamil ad-
Din b. “Abdallah a$-83fici, a student of Sams ad-Din al-Muhaddit a¥-8ifici, both of Damascus and pos-
sibly younger contemporaries of Ibn al-Gawzi.

% As it turns out, Ahbar is a longer version of another of Tbn al-Gawzi’s work, his Daf*. For reasons
that are not entirely clear, Daf* has so far not attracted much attention from the scholarly communiry
either in the West or in the Muslim world despite its publication already in 1926.

® He retired from public life in 590/1193, not willingly, of course, since in the summer of that year
he was arrested and taken to Wasit where he remained under house arrest until the month of Saban 595/
TJune 1199. If Abbar was indeed written during the twenty-year period I have suggested, I am inclined to-
ward 2 later rather than an earlier date, perhaps sometime in the 580s (i.e., between 1184 and 1193).

7 Hasan b. Himid b. “Al7 Abii *Abdallah al-Warraq (d. 403/1012), one of the most influential figures
within the Hanbali school of Bagdad during the first half of the Biiyid period. Among the more impor-
tant sources on Ibn Hamid and his influence within the Hanbali school, see Abu Ya‘la, Tabagat 11, 171-
177; al-Hatib, Tarih Bagdad VII, 303; Ibn al-“Imad, Sadarit 111, 166-67; Ibn Kair, Bidiaya XI, 373; Satti,
Mubtasar 26; Tbn Badran, Madpal 206; and Ibn al-Atir, Kamil IX, 242. For additional sources, see Sezgin
1967-84: 1, 515; Laoust 1972; and Makdisi 1963: 227-232.

¥ Muhammad b. al-Husayn b. Muhammad b. al-Farri’, known to his contemporaries as Abu Ya‘la
or simply the Qad, was born 380/990 and died in 458/14 August 1066. A man of immense learning and
a prolific writer, Abt Ya“la was a complex and controversial figure, Ibn al-Gawzi was not the first to ac-
cuse him of anthropomorphist sympathies. Ibn al-Atir reports that Abit Muhammad at-Tamimi, an im-
portant Hanbali of the period, was deeply offended by the views of Abu Ya‘la on the question of the sifat
(Kamil X. 52). Judging from references in medieval sources (cf. Kamil IX. 460), it is quite likely that the
work by Abt Yatla which occasioned the anthropomorphist charges brought against him was his Zbral
at-ta’wilit li-abbar as—sifat, sometimes referred to simply as Kitab as-sifat, and its shorter version Mubtasar
ibtal atta’wilat. Unfortunately, these works have not survived, but we do have fragments of them quored
in other works. Ibn Abi Yacla cites several lengthy passages from the Ibtal in Tabaqar (II, 211-212) as does
Ibn Taymiyya (e.g., ‘Agida, 454-455), and others. It seems likely that the unnamed work which Ibn al-
awzi has in mind in Abbar when he criticizes Abi Yali is the Jhal. — In addition to the references
cited above, see the notice in Abt Yatla, Tabagat I1, 193-230 (where Abu Yald is presented in a sympa-
thetic light); also Tbn al-Gawzi’s Muntazam VIII, 243-244; as well as his Manaqib, 520-521; al-Hatib,
Térih Bagdad 11, 256; Ton Katir, Bidaya X11, 101; Ibn al-Atir, Kamil X, 52; Ibn al-‘Imad, Sadarat 111, 306-
307: Brockelmann 1937-42: 1. 502; Suppl. 1. 686; Laoust 1972b: 765-766; Makdisi 1963: 232-234 (and
index); and, above all, Abii Ya‘la’s Mu‘tamad. For an interesting perspective on Abi Ya‘la and the intellec-
tual evolution of medieval Hanbalism, see Gimaret 1977: 157-178.
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regards as champions of anthropomorphism and whom he accuses of leading the
school away from its original teachings in the direction of an anthropomorphist out-
look™. The views of his opponents are detailed at length in the work and rebutted.
It is also clear, however, that in some respects Abbar is a kalam' style work, in the
sense that it accepts most, if not all, of the operative assumptions of the muiakalli-
min®. At the same time, Abbir was clearly not meant to be a manual on kalam
comparable to the Mu‘tamad of Aba Ya‘la, for example, or the works of the great
Afarite and Mu‘tazilite theologians of the 10th and 11th centuries, but it does assume
kalam as its frame of reference, and many of the arguments employed in the work
come straight out of medieval works on kalam®.

The main body of Abbar is divided into two major parts:

1) In the first part (consisting of 11 folios) Ibn al-Gawzi sets forth a theory of
knowledge (an epistemology) and lays out the general lines of his argument against
anthropomorphism (tashih/tagsim). He argues consistently in this part (as he does
throughout the work, in fact) that matters having to do with God’s existence
(wugid), his essence (dat) and his attributes (sifzz) must rest on peremptory evidence
(adilla gat‘iyya), of which there are two kinds:

(a) the evidence supplied by reason (‘2gl) and

(b) the evidence contained in revelation.

Of these two, the evidence of reason enjoys a privileged position: it is the necessary
starting-point for the establishment of God’s existence, and it must be one’s principal

? °Ali b. “Ubaydallah b. Nasr b. as-Sari Abi I-Hasan b. Zagani (d. 527/1132), one of the most in-
fluential members of the school during the latter part of the 5th century (Makdisi 1963: 227). For a fuller
account of this interesting figure, see especially the biographical notices on him in Ibn al-Gawzi, Munta-
zam X, 32; Ibn Ragab, Dayl I, 180-184; Ibn al-‘Imad, Sadarat IV, 80-81; Ibn Katir, Bidaya XII, 220; as-
Sart1, Mubtasar 32; Makdisi 1963: 265-267, where a full list of sources may be found. For an interesting
report on Ibn al-Gawzi’s early study of hadit under Ibn Zagini, see Ibn al-Gawzi’s Masyaba, 79-80 (cf.
his Managib 529).

1 The three Hanbalis singled out as the chief advocates of anthropomorphism within the school
were men who in many ways dominated 11th-century Hanbalism. They were the authors of numerous
works on law and theology, and it was precisely because they had aired their “anthropomorphist” views
in their writings that they were partly, if not largely, responsible in Ibn al-Gawzi’s view for the wide-
spread perception that Hanbalis were ipso facto anthropomorphists.

"1 A technical term used in medieval sources to refer to the kind of theology done by the professional
theologians (mutakallimin). Following]. van Essand A. I. Sabra, the term is commonly rendered “dialecti-
cal theology” since its literary form presupposed the give-and-take of academic disputation. See especially
van Ess 1976: 23-30; and Sabra 1994: 1-42.

2 He accepted their understanding of reason, their cosmology, their view of God and their style of

argumentation.

 These two features of the work (its polemical character and its kalim orientation) are blended in
such 2 way so as to produce an integrated perspective,
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guide in deciphering the meaning of scripture. Since the authority of revelation rests
on the prior establishment of God’s existence — through the proofs provided by
reason — it is only at a secondary stage that revelation comes into play. However,
even then the use of revelation in establishing the divine attributes is a complicated
and delicate matter, and ultimately depends on a correct “reading” of the text — or,
as we would say, on an adequate hermeneutic.

While the traditions of the Prophet (the badit) fall into the general category of
revelation (along with the Quran), they have to be used with greater care because one
cannot assume « priori that all hadits are authentic. A critical analysis of the hadit
is therefore inescapable. Ibn al-Gawzi’s general operating principle is that only
those traditions that rest on multiple authorities (i.e., those that are mutawatir) can
be used to establish a divine attribute®.

The other major issue taken up in part I is the question of taglid — which I shall
return to later in the paper.

2) The second part of Abbar, which consists of 31 folios and represents the main
body of the work, is devoted to an exegetical examination of a series of texts from
the Quran and the hadit which, according to Ibn al-Gawzi, had been used by his
fellow Hanbalis in defending their anthropomorphist views. It is in this part of the
work that he details the charges against his Hanbali colleagues. The two terms that
he uses to characterize their views are tafhih and tagsim. Although Ibn al-Gawzi
does sometimes differentiate between the two terms, he frequently uses them inter-
changeably'. As used in Abbar, they mean taking finite bodies and, in particular,
the human form (sizr4), as the basis for conceiving the divine attributes — in short,
conceiving the attributes in corporeal terms. In an effort to spell out the specifics of
the charge against the three Hanbalis, Ibn al-Gawzi quotes frequently, and some-
times at length, from their writings”. In the passages which he cites, his opponents
are portrayed as ascribing to God a human-like form (sitra) consisting of numerous
members: a face, eyes, a mouth, hands®, thighs, feet, a front, a back, etc., etc. More-
over, they claim that each of these members constitutes an attribute (sif) correspond-
ing to something specific and real in the being of God. Consistent with this line of

™ In general, it can be said, Ibn al-Gawzi’s analysis of the badit focused, primarily on the imad, but
he does not hesitate to scrutinize the matn when he believes it wananted. On the details of his approach
to problematic hadit, see especially his Mawdii‘at 1, 29-104; and Tlal.

15 Traditions that rest on a single authority (i.e., those labeled zhad) are systematically set aside.
'® Or, more precisely, he tends to assimilate tasbib to tagsim.

17 Unfortunately, he does not generally give the titles of the works of Hanbalis from which he
quotes. He does mention the Mu‘tamad of Abu Ya'la, but this is an exception. We are thus left to specu-
late as to which of their writings Ibn al-Gawzi has in mind.

18 Both of wich are “right” (yamin).
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reasoning, they maintain that God can both touch and be touched; that he occupies
particular places (amakin) at particular points in time, that his existence in space (ta-
bayyuz) is defined by a particular orientation (§iba), and finally, that God’s move-
ments are spatially defined, i.e., they entail movement (tabarraka) from one place to
another. Throughout Abbar, Ibn al-Gawzi argues that the anthropomorphism of his
opponents is problematic for a number of reasons which he details at some length.
But the two criticisms he reiterates most often against anthropomorphism is that

1) it relies on a literalistic method (z#hir) of interpreting scripture (i.e., its rests on
a flawed hermeneutic), and

2) it shows excessive and uncritical deference to the views of earlier authorities
(i.e., it rests on an appeal to tradition (i.e., tradition with a small “#”) — wiz., the
problem of taglid.

Let me expand briefly on these two criticisms and note the solutions proposed by

Ibn al-Gawzi:

1. Literalism (tafsir ‘ala z—zahir)

Anthropomorphic conceptions of God arise, in the first instance, because it is
naively assumed that scripture is to be taken in its literal sense, i.e., that the surface
meaning of the text is the real meaning. Hence, when the Quran refers to God’s
“hands” it must mean that God has hands. Likewise with the many other Quranic
attributions of bodily features to God. Why is it that a literalist method of interpreta-
tion seems to lead inevitably to the attribution of material, corporeal features to
God? Ibn al-Gawzi’s answer is straightforward: the reason it does is that it is based
on a materialist epistemology, i.e., it takes sense experience as its point of departure.
In one passage, Ibn al-Gawzi goes so far as to suggest that the epistemology of his
opponents is not fundamentally different from that of the Dabriyya (materialists)”.
Sense experience is inadequate as a basis for conceiving the divine attributes because
it is limited to the perception of bodies located in time and space, i.e., to finite
bodies.

Since reason (and revelation, rightly understood) demonstrates conclusively that
God is beyond time and space, literalism as an exegetical method must be abandoned.
On the basis of the arguments from contingency and design, Ibn al-Gawzi attempts
to show that reason is the only human faculty®™ that has the capacity to rise above
the world of finite bodies to a God who is the necessary cause of all that exists. To
the extent that revelation is concerned with a knowledge of God, it follows, there-

¥ They may draw different conclusions, but their starting point is the same.

20 Together with the imagination, perhaps, since Ibn al-Gawzi does refer occasionally to it, though
it is not clear that it is a distinct faculty separate from reason. More work needs to be done on this ques-
tion.
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fore, that reason must be one’s principal guide in deciphering the meaning of revela-
tion. Ibn al-Gawzi is able to show, at least to his own satisfaction, that if reason is
applied to Scripture properly, it necessarily leads to a “metaphorical” interpretation -
of those texts that appear to ascribe corporeality to God?. In Ahbar, Ibn al-Gawzi
applies ta"wil more or less across the board. Thus references to God’s “face” (wagh)
are to be taken as referring to his essence (his daz); his “hand” (yad) as referring to his
power (qudra); his, “eyes” (a%an) to his “knowledge” (ilm), his “side” (ganb) to his
authority/command (am7), etc?. The only scriptural texts pertaining to the divine
attributes that may be taken “as they stand”, without recourse to ta'wil, are those
that affirm the transcendence and oneness of God in clear, unequivocal terms —

verses like sira 42:11 (laysa ka-mitlibi say’un)®.

2. Excessive Reliance on “Tradition” (taglid)

In the second place, Ibn al-Gawzi attributes the anthropomorphism of his oppo-
nents to taglid, that is, to an uncritical reliance on the views of the salsf. Although
Ibn al-Gawzi appears to allow for the use of a limited kind of taglid", when it
comes to matters such as the divine attributes, indeed, to all matters having to do
with God, taglid is to be rejected out of hand. “Taglid, he says, is not allowable in
matters having to do with the knowledge of God (ma‘rifat Allah)”. In support of
this position, he cites Ibn “Aqil* who maintained that in matters of faith “the only
thing to be followed is the evidence (dali])*”. Since the knowledge of God must
rest on peremptory evidence (adilla qat‘iyya) — by which he means the evidence pro-
vided by reason and revelation — it follows that the views of earlier authorities,
while not irrelevant, are of limited importance. He makes this point in an interesting
way in connection with an incident involving Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855). When
Ahmad was once criticized for taking a position different from that of Ibn Mubarak

4 R eason is critical to Ibn al-Gawzi for it is precisely reason that makes possible the break between
sense experience and the exegetical process.

2 In suggesting these equivalences, Ibn al-Gawzi is not saying anything new, of course. He is follow-
ing a path charted by Mu‘tazilite theologians as well as by some of the later A¥¢arite theologians like al-
Guwayni, ‘Abdalqahir al-Bagdidi and Ibn Firak.

B «There is nothing like him.” Cf. $.112:4.
™ Particularly in the area of applied jurisprudence.

5 The Arabic makes the point even clearer: [d yagizu at-taglidu fi ma'rifat Allah wa-d-dalil ‘ali
maé qulni al-Qur'an wa—n-nayl wa-l-mana (fol. Sb).

% The 11th century Hanbali theologian who in many ways was Ibn al-Gawzi’s principal mentor
in matters theological.

7 Presumably by “evidence”, Ibn “Aqil means the teaching of Scripture (nagl) and the conclusions
derived from reason (agl).
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(d. 119/737), he replied: “The views of Ibn Mubarak did not come down from
heaven”. But if zaglid is problematic because it weakens the influence of both reason
and revelation, it is flawed also because it introduces an element of subjectivity into
the quest for truth. Here Ibn al-Gawzi points to an unassailable fact: frequently the
salaf differed among themselves and sometimes individual salaf changed their views
on important questions. Thus, if one is to take the teaching of the salaf as one’s
guide, one must not only decide which of the salaf to follow, but which of the views
of individual salaf are to be taken as correct. In short, then, if taglid is to be prac-
ticed at all, it requires some kind of prior judgment.

Ibn al-Gawzi’s principal objection to taglid, however, is that it weakens the
faculty of reason and, in the end, confuses the issue: it makes human beings the
criterion of truth.

In concluding his discussion of taglid Ibn al-Gawzi argues that there is no escape
from having recourse to igtibad, that is, to independent judgment based on a personal
weighing of the evidence in the light of reason. He observes that this was the modus
operandi of the prophets and, in one passage, even suggests that prophets are superior
to others primarily because they used igtibad more rigorously and more consistent-
iy,

Although the zahir method of exegesis and taglid are different?”, their use leads
to similar results: zahir (by taking sense experience as its point of reference) and tag-
lid (by following the lead of tradition)” work together to diminish the role of
reason (‘gl). The Ibn al-Gawzi of Abbar is a rationalist to a very surprising degree
— certainly more so than we are accustomed to expecting from a Hanbali. While his
Hanbalism was questioned by some within the school®, he certainly regarded himself
as a Hanbali and, I believe, with some justification. He was a firm believer in the es-
sential correctness of Ahmad’s views (e.g., his Managqib, especially chapters 20-22) —
thoroughly convinced that Ahmad had avoided the anthropomorphist trap®”. Ibn

% Fol. ba (critical edition, par. 21) — Tbn al-Gawzi would have found absurd any suggestion that
the “gates of igtihid” had been closed.

? They entail two quite different operations and serve different purposes.
3% Which ultimately means allowing other human beings (respected to be sure) to decide the issue.

3! Aba |-Fadl al-“Alti (d. 634/1236) is perhaps the most notable example but there were certainly
others. al-°Alti’s challenge stands out, in part, because Ibn Ragab documents it at some length (see his
Dayl, 11. 2054£.).

3 Consider, e.g., the following statement: “Nothing has been attributed to Ahmad in the sources that
even remotely smacks of anthropomorphism (tasbi#), for his position was that the traditions of the Proph-
et should be allowed to stand just as they are (without comment) (wa~lam yungal ‘an al-imam Ahmad
Say’un min at-tasbih wa~la yugaribuby wa-innama kana ya’murs bi-imvari l-ahadit kama ga'at [Abbar,
fol. 6a]). The problem, for Ibn al-Gawzi, was that Hanbalism had been diverted from its founding princi-
ples by those who came later and who had strayed from the original teachings of the school. Ibn al-Gawzi
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al-Gawzi accepted the authority of the Sunna, vigorously defended the doctrine of
the uncreated Quran, and, finally, in matters of jurisprudence (figh) atfirmed the prin-
ciples laid down by the school’s early formative thinkers®.

Whatever else one may say about Abbar, it provides substantive evidence that Ibn
al-Gawz1, far from being a die-hard traditionalist, was a vigorous proponent of the
principles of ta’wil and igtihad. Furthermore, the views advocated in Ahbar are not
those of an isolated, member of the Hanbali school. Contemporary sources make it
clear that Ibn al-Gawzi commanded a significant following within the school®, par-
ticularly during the last several decades of his public life — i.e., up until 590/1193%.
Through his efforts as an author, teacher and preacher, he provided a significant
voice for the more “progressive” elements within the school. But it is also clear that
the views expressed in Abbar made him a controversial figure among the more con-
servative elements of the school and it is not surprising that several Hanbalis played
a crucial role in eventually bringing about his banishment from Bagdad (590/1193).
The sharpness of the cleavage between these two wings of the school is expressed
rather graphically in a treatise written against Ibn al-Gawzi (and particularly against
views expressed in Abbar) by Aba 1-Fadl al-*Alti, a member of the traditionalist
wing of the school’. In this treatise”, al-*Alti accuses Ibn al-Gawzi, in effect, of
being a crypto-Mutazil i and charges that he and his followers had abandoned the
doctrines of the Fathers. However, despite the criticisms levelled against him and de-

saw himself as calling them back to the principles on which the school was founded.

3 Among the later varieties of Hanbalism, it was the strand represented by Ibn “Aqil that Ibn al-

Gawzi believed to be the most primitive and the truest. No other Hanbali is quoted with approval more
often in Abbar.

* Even those hostile to him acknowledge his influence within the school.
3 Precisely the period during which Abbir was written.

% Ibn Ragab gives his name as Ishiq b. Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Ginim Abi |-Fadl al-°Algi and
reports that he died in 634/1236 (EL Laoust and A. Hartmann read the nisha as al-*Ulti, though I have
found no evidence in support of this reading in the sources). In addition to the substantial notice devoted
to al-Alti in Ibn Ragab’s Dayl II, 205-211; see also ad-Dahabi, Tarih al-islim fol. 102a; al-Mundiri, Tak-
mila 111, 441; Tbn al--Tmid, Sadarat V, 163. Cf. also Laoust 1959: 120; Harcmann 1975: 192-193, also index
(under al-Ulti). The author of numerous polemical tracts (rasa il katira), he was known to his contempo-
raties as a staunch tradirionalist and an outspoken critic of tendencies he regarded as deviating from the
strict interpretation of Hanbalism.

%7 Preserved in Ibn Ragab’s Dayl II, 205-211. It is clear, however, that the text preserved by Ibn Ra-
#ab represents only part of a longer work. On the basis of references in the portions cited by Ibn Ragab
it is possible to conclude that al-*Alti’s Risils was written late in Ibn al-Gawzi’s career but sometime
prior to his banishment to Wasit in 590/1193. It seems most likely that he Riszla was composed sometime
between 585/1189 and 590/1193.
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spite the precedent set by Ibn “Aqil in the preceding century®, there is no evidence
that Ibn al-Gawzi ever recanted the views advocated in Abbar. From all that I can
tell, Abbar stands as Ibn al-Gawz’s final word on the problem of anthropomorphism
and the related issue of ta’wil.
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