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Abstract

This article analyses the instrumental and
foundational roles of rational proof in Islam, as
reflected in Islamic theology and with special focus
on the thought of a renowned Muslim theologian of
later Ash‘arite school, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149—
1209). The priority of rational proof, the way he had
articulated it, lies in its two important roles in regard
to revelation: being the basis for the justification of
revelation (as/ al-nagl) as well as being an important
criterion in verifying the certainty of revelation.
While the first becomes clear via the role of reason in
proving the existence of God which forms the basis
of one’s belief in the Qur’an, the Divine Speech of
God, the second becomes evident in the importance
of the ten rational criteria in determining the truth
of a revealed text. The article contends that the
aforementioned priority as expounded by al-Razi is
still relevant and any attempt at relearning it shall
render one’s contemporary approach to revelation
more comprehensive and systematic.
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Introduction

As areligion that emphasises truth and certainty,' Islam views
the issue of the basis of true knowledge as fundamental.
Such concern can be seen, among others, in the inclusion
of various topics related to epistemology in the writings of
Muslim theologians (mutakallimiin) and jurists (usili) such as
the problem of certainty (yaqin), reasoning (razar), concept
and assent (tasawwur and lasdig), as well as proofs (daltl).* In
Islamic theology (kalam), such topics were discussed mainly as
preliminaries to the discussion on God—being the ultimate
question in theology—in refutation of philosophical ideologies
with sophistical leanings which, via epistemological door, had

1. The %ur an repeatedly stresses the importance of certainty (yaqm)
particularly in regard to eschatological matters ;for examprle wa b
al-akhirati hum yiqinin: al-Bagarah (2): 4; al-Nam he good
believers are also described by the Qur’an as those who are certain of
the signs of God referring to the creation (al-Naml (27): 3; al-Sajadah
32): 24). The Qur’anic term for those who have certainty is miginin
al-Sq adah (32):12, al-Anam (6): 75, al-Shu ara’(26): 24, al-Dukhan (442
7) ur an also states three levels of certainty, im al- yaqin (a

akat/zm 02): 5), ‘wn al-yaqin (al-Takathur (102): 7 and haqq al-yagin
(al-Waqi a}z (36): 95 al aggah (69): 51).

2. See, for example, the discussion on the nature of knowledge (hagigat
al-lm), classification of knowledge (agsam al-%lm) and proot (dalzl) n
Abii Bakr al-Baqillani, Kuab Tamhid al-Awa il wa Y&Zk/zzs al-Dala’l, ed.
Imad al-din Ahmadjaldar (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Kutub al- Thaqafah
1987); on reasoning (nach? in Abu al-Ma‘ali ali wayni, al-Shamil ﬁ
Usitl al-Din, ed. Ali Sami Nashshar (Alexandria: Al-Ma‘ arif, 1969);
the nature of knowledge ([ha iqat al 2lm) and categories of reasomng
S)hkam al-nazar) in Abu al-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni, Kitab al-Iishad (Beirut:

ar al-Kutub al-Timiyyah 1995} on‘all the above topics in Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi, Muhassa Afkar al-Mutagaddimin wa al-Muta akhkharin
min al- Ulama’wa al-Hukama’wa al-Mutakallimin (Cairo: Maktabat al-
Kulliyyat al- Azhariyyah, n.d); on the definition of knowledge (ta 77 al-
9lm), concept and assent (tasawwur and tasdig), and reasoning (al-nazar)
in Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani, Sharh al- Maqaszd ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman
‘Umayrah (Beirut: ‘Alam al- Kutub, 1989).
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intruded Islamic theology, thus creating doubts. In usil al-figh,
they served as an important introduction to the discussion on
the sources of Islamic jurisprudence.’

Of all such topics, the question of proof (dall) is more
significant due to it being a means to arrive at true and certain
knowledge. Generally, two kinds of proof are discussed, the
rational proofs and the textual ones. While the importance of
both kinds of proof in theological discussions is beyond
dispute, the contention, however, revolves around the question
of priority between the two in leading to the knowledge of
religious truth. For instance, which is prior when there i3
incongruence between the two proofs? Which of the two will
lead more towards certainty? What 1s the relation between
both proofs?

Answers to such questions are important not only in
relation to the historical discourse of different Muslim sects,
but also in tracing the contemporary problem of sectarianism
in the Muslim community caused by different interpretations
of religious texts. Be it under the banner of modernism vs.
traditionalism, or that of salafism vs. liberalism, the conflict is
mainly concerned with methodological difference between
strict textual approach and ultra-rational approach in
understanding the meaning of religious texts. Further analysis
of the issue would show that the fundamental root of the
debate could ultimately be traced to their respective stance
toward the rational and textual proofs.

With the above background, this essay will further
analyse the view of one of the renowned 13th century Muslim
theologians, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149-1209)* on the role of

3. See, for example, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Al-Mahsal f Tlm Usil al-Figh,
g(%, gahajébir al-Alwan, vol. 1 (Beirut: Mwassasat al-Risalah, 1992),
4. Among the important works that provide biographical information
on al-Razi are Salih Zarkan Fak}zjr al-Dm_al-Razt wa Ara’uha al-
Ralamiyyah wa al-Falsafiyyah (éairo: Dar al-Fikr, 1963); Yasin Ceylan,
Theology and Tafsir in thye Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razr (Kuala
Lumpur: ISTAC, 1996); Seyyed Hossein Nast, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,”
in A History of Muslim thlosoph ,ed. M. M. Sharif (Wieshaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1963), 642-56; T%Jny Street, “Concerning the Life and
Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1,” Islam: Essays on Scripture, Thought and

3
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rational proof. As an important Ash‘arite theologian after Abu
Hamid al-Ghazzali (d. 1111/505), al-Raz1 had placed more
emphasis on the instrumental role of rational proof as well as
its position as the basis for textual proofs. In the Islamic
intellectual tradition, he was seen as the champion of the
rational school in theology and /afsir as reflected among others
in continuous reference by modern Muslim intellectuals to his
work, al-Tafsir al-Kabir or Mafatih al-Ghayb as well as others.
Together with al-Ghazzali, al-Razi was regarded as being
among later scholars who brought reason closer to religion by
successfully combining the problems of philosophy and £alam,
hence offering a more systematic theology in Islam.”

The Meaning of Proof (Dal?l)

The term “dalil” literally means “that by which something 13
indicated” (ma yustadallu bihi).® Derived from the root word,
dalla, meaning “to point out,” dalil is by religious implication
close to the meaning of the term fadd—to guide.” Al-Razi
defines proof (daltl) as “something a correct reflection of which
may lead one to knowledge” (alladht yumkinu an yutawassalu b
sahih al-nazar fil ia al- %m).?

As stated earlier; two main kinds of proof are employed
by Muslim scholars partlcularly in arguing religious matters,
namely, rational proofs and textual proofs. The rational proof
(al-dalil al-‘aglyyyah) 1s the proof whose premises are based on
rational principles. Based on the way rational proof is employed
in the discipline of logic, it can be divided into three: syllogism

Sociely: A Festschrift in Honour of Anthon ohns, ed. Peter G, Riddell
& Tony Street SLelden Brill, 1997); C nawati, “Fakhr al-Din al-
Raz1,” 1n Encyclopedia of ]slam 2d. edmon vol. I, 751-5.

5. Ibn Khaldan, Mugaddimah (Beirut: Mu assasat al-‘Alam1 1 al-
Matbu‘ah, n. d) 466; Fazlur Rahman, Islam (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1979), 96.

6. ‘I%nll}/{gnzur Lzscm al-Arab, vol. 11 (Beirut: Dar al-Sadir,1994), 248 s.v.

7. Ibid.

8. Al-Razi, al-Mahsil, 88.
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(al-qiyasy—a kind of deductive reasoning which operates by
moving from general premises to specific conclusion; induction
(al-istigra’) which begins with specific premises and ends up
with general conclusion; and analogy (al-tamthil) which is a
comparison between two things to arrive at similar conclusion.
Textual proof (al-dalil al-nagliyyah), on the other hand, 1s proof
that is based on reports from religious textual sources, 1.., the
Qur’an and fadith that are transmitted from one person to
another.’ As far as their function in an argument is concerned,
the proofs employed are either purely rational (al-‘aglt al-
makhsis), or solely textual (al-naglt al-mahd), or a combination
of the two. However, in reality, as reflected in the dialectical
discussions among theologians, an argument is hardly
presented purely from textual basis. Therefore, most
theologians consider the third division (the combination
between rational and textual proof) as textual proof, too."

The justification that there are two kinds of proofs 13
based mainly on the fact that epistemologically, knowledge of
realities in Islam is not acquired only through two channels,
the empirical as well as the rational. In fact, knowledge of
most of the religious matters, especially concerning
metaphysical and spiritual realities, 1s acquired through the
reports of the prophets who were supported by miracles (khabar
al-rasil al-mu ayyad bi al-mu jizah). Matters acquired from such
a channel, according to theologians, are considered to be true
and certain based on the well-adjudicated position of the
prophets." Hence, the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet,
being the two most fundamental sources of Islamic teachings,
are included under the third channel of knowledge.

However, the question remains as to how far reason has
a role, not only in understanding such reports, but also in

9. See Muhammad ‘Ali al-Tahanawt, Kashshaf Istilahat al-Funiin, vol. 2
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyyah,1998), 133.

10. Ihid.

11. Al-Taftazani, A Commentary on the Creed of Islam: Sa'd al-Din al-
Tafiazani on the Creed ?/ Nam al-Din al-Nasaft, with introduction and
notes by Earl Edgar Elder ﬂ(Tew York: Columbia University Press), 22.

(]
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serving as an important criterion in determining their truth.
Must their content, for instance, be scrutinised by rational
criteria? Such questions had been part of the concerns of
Muslim theologians, as can be discerned from the theologico-
epistemological discussions of such Ash‘arite theologians as al-
Ghazzali and al-Razi. Henceforth, the aforementioned
questions shall be the focus of our analysis and discussion.

Conflicts between Religious Texts and Rational Prin-
ciples as the Background Problem

The importance of this discussion could be better appreciated
if problems revolving around this issue 1s properly understood,
hence serving as a background in understanding the issue.
One of them pertains to occasions where there seems to be a
conflict between textual proofs and rational principles.”” For
instance, there are verses which allude to the so-called
anthropomorphic attributes of God—sometimes named as
sifat khabariyyah (attributes which are reported directly from
the Quran and fadiths)—which are found in verses whose
meanings are ambiguous (@yat mutashabihat). In such verses,
not only is God described with possession of “physical organs”
such as hand"” and face' but He is also said to perform such
physical acts as sitting on the Throne, speaking,” forgetting,'®
and plotting (makara)."” Several Prophetic traditions also report

12. Itis important to note that the issue of consistency is of high priority
in the kalam discussion. This is based on two important premises. First,
that there is no contradiction between reason and revelation since both
come from God; hence, any part of the revelation must be properl
analysed based on this principle. Secondly, the purpose of kalam itself
is to expound religious principles based on rational proofs.

13. Sad (38): 57; al-Fath (48): 10.

14, Al-Qasas (28): 88.

15. Al-Nisa“(4): 164.

16. Al-Tawbak (9): 67.

17. Alr Tmran (3): 54; al-Tarq (86):16.
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that God is angry,"® happy," and cheerful (tabashbasha),” as
well as has a form.” To affirm such verses at face value will
naturally lead to an epistemological problem; for, the
descriptions are seen as going against the principles of reason
which affirm that God must be different from created beings.
Being a transcendent and a one true God, He must be unique
and free from any resemblance with any other being. He
transcends every category and classification that human reason
can comprehend. In logical terms, God is described as without
genus or differentia, the two elements necessary for a definition
of any concept.”

Apart from their apparent contradiction with reason,
such verses also seem to be in opposition to the meaning of
clear verses (ayat muhkamat) which stress on the transcendence
of God, such as the affirmative, “Nothing is like unto Him”
(laysa ka mithlihi shay ), a verse which to the theologians is of
utmost significance as a definitive proof for His absolute
transcendence, particularly from any anthropomorphic
implications. When commenting on the aforementioned verse,
al-Raz1 remarked, “scholars of tawhid, ancient and recent,
argue on the basis of this verse, against the [errant] views that
portray [the essence of] God as corporeal (jism), composed of
organs and parts, and that He exists (hasilan) i place and

18. AL-Nisa“(4): 93.

19. Ibn Majah, “Bab Luzum al-Masajid wa Intizar al-Salah,” Sahih Sunan
Ibn Maah, vol. 1 (Riyad: Maktabat al-Tarbiyyah al-‘Arabi, 1988), 133.

20. “Tawbah,” in Sahth Muslim bi Sharht al-Nawaw?, vol. 17 (Beirut: Dar
al-Ma‘rifah,1998), 63.

21. “Verily God has created Adam according to His form” (Inna Allah
khalaga Adam ‘ala saratihi). Muslim, Sahth, no. 7092, vol.17, 175-6.

22. Fadlou Shehadi, Al-Ghazalt’s Unique and Unknowable God (Leiden: E. .
Brill, 1964), 40; Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver Leaman, eds., fHis-
tory of Islamic ﬁ/nlosofp/g, vol. 1 (London: Routledge, 1996), 241. Simi-
lar understanding of God was held by the Neo- fatonists who later
left a strong influence on Medieval, Islamic and Renaissance thought.
See Thomas Mautner, ed., Dictionary of Philosophy (London: Penguin
Books, 1997), 431, s.v. “God.”

23, Al-Shira (42): 11.
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direction.” Another emphatic verse that stresses the

uniqueness of God and the denial of any resemblance of
divine essence with other anthropomorphic qualities is in the
114th sirah  (chapter) of the Quran—al-Ikhlas—which
describes God as One and Unique, clearly contradicts the
Christian belief of God as the “father” with a “begotten-son,”
as well as utterly denies of God any likeness (kufiz) with others.”
Other verses known to go against anthropomorphic imports
include: “No vision can grasp Him;"® “They cannot
encompass Him with their knowledge;”” “Praise and Glory be
to Him, for He is above what they attribute to Him,”* and
“Glory be to Him! He 1s high above all that they say, Exalted
and Great.” While in the hadith, the emphasis on divine
transcendence 1s seen among others in the following /adith that
denies the fact that Prophet Muhammad was seeing Allah:

‘Aishah said: “If anyone tells you that Muhammad
has seen his Lord, he is a liar; for, Allah says, “No
vision can grasp Him” [al-An@n (6): 103]. And
if anyone tells you that Muhammad has seen the
Unseen (al-Ghayb), he is a liar; for, Allah says, “None
has the knowledge of the Unseen but Allah” [al-

Naml (27): 65].7%
Solution to the Conflicts

To analyse further the issue, first and foremost, it is important
to emphasise that scholars of Islam are in agreemant that there
should be no contradiction between reason and revelation in
Islam. This can be seen among others from the titles of books

24. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Al-Tafstr al-Kabir, vol. 9 (reprint, Beirut: Dar
Ihya’ al-Turath al- Arab1 1997), 582.

25. Al-Ikhias (112): 1-
26. Al-Anam (6): 103.
27. Ta Ha (20): 110.
28. Al-An@m (6): 100.
29. Al-Isra’(17): 43.

30. Al-Bukhari, “al-Tawhid,” Sahik, no. 7380, as found in al-Qastallani,
[rs%aé al-Sart i Sharh Sa/zz/z Bukhart (Belrut Dar al-Fikr, 1990], vol. 15,
P
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written by Muslim scholars such as Ibn Rushd’s (d. 1198) Fas/

al-Magal fr ma bayna al-Hikmah wa al-Shart ‘ah min al-Ittisal (On

the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy) and Ibn Taymiyyah’s

(d. 1328) Dar’ al-Ta‘@rud al-Aql wa al-Nagl (Repulsion of

Conflict between the Intellect and the Transmitted Text).
According to al-Razi, the principle of harmony between

reason and revelation is based on the following grounds:

1. Justasrevelation is a command from God, reason is also
a special gift by God to mankind. Reason is created by
God in man as the most important faculty through
which he can contemplate and weigh between right and
wrong. Both reason and revelation are therefore
complementary mediums for man to arrive at truth.
Quite a number of Qur’anic verses emphasise the use of
reason as an appropriate way of understanding the truth
such as, “Do they not reflect upon the Qur’an? If it had
been from [any] other than Allah, they would have
found within it much contradiction.”!; and “Then do
they not reflect upon the Qur’an, or are there locks upon
[their] heart?”*

2. The Qur’an itself made a self-proclamation that it is a
clear book (kitab mubin),*® it was revealed in a clear
Arabic tongue (bi lisan ‘arabiyyin mubin),** it is the book
that serve as an explanation of all things (tzbyanan b kull:
shay);® and it is the message to all mankind (balaghun i
al-nds).™

3. Since the Qur’an is a speech (kalam) whose very meaning
presupposes understanding (ifkam), the absence of the
rational understanding with regard to some of the verses
will therefore render the speech useless (abathan).”

31. Al-Nisa’(4): 82.

32. Muhammad (47): 24.

33. Al-Ma’dah (5): 15.

34, Al-Shu‘ara’(26): 195.

35. Al-Nahl (16): 89.

36.  Lbrahim (14): 52.

37. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Asas al-Tagdis, ed. Ahmad Hiyazi al-Saga
(Beirut: Dar al-Jil), 200.

9
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All the above arguments not only imply that there is a
harmonious condition between reason and revelation but also
indicate that reason plays a significant role especially in
understanding the meaning of the revelation. Itis the necessary
framework through which human beings have to go to arrive
at a proper understanding of the Qur’an. Epistemologically,
reason is the first channel of knowledge that must be used in
order to justify the basis of the revelation. Further elaborations
on this matter would be the concern of our next section which
shall further analyse al-Razi’s explanation on the priority of
rational proofs in Islam and its epistemological relation with
the traditional proofs.

The Priority of Rational Proofs According to Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi

Generally, the position of al-Razi is based on the following two
grounds: firstly, that the justification of revelation is based
upon reason; and secondly, that the certainty of the traditional
proofs depends on rational verifications.

Justification of Revelation Based upon Reason

Al-Razi emphasised the priority of reason in his kalam and usal
al-figh works,” especially when discussing the way of
argumentatlon using the Quran and /fadith. Under the topic

“whether or not textual proofs yield certainty,” al-Razi pointed
out the crucial position of reason in contextualising certain
verses of the Quran. He argued that rational proofs are
necessary in any argument to such an extent that they must be

38. See Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Ma @lim fr Usil al-Din, annotated by Taha
Abd. Ra’uf Sa‘id SBelrut Dar al- tab al-Arabi, 1984), 21-2; idem,
al-Mabhstl, 365-418; idem, Muhassal Ajkar al-Mutagaddimin wa_al*
Muta akhkhirin min al- Ulama’ wa al-Hukama® wa al-Mutakallinin  (Gai-
ro: Matha‘ah Husainiyyah, 1905), 51-2; idem, Kitab al-Arba @ fi Usil
51119 am S‘Hgderabad atba at Majhs Da’irah al-Ma%rif al-Ut mani,
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the basis of the textual (transmitted) proofs (al-adillah al-
naqliyyah).”® According to him, “reason is the origin for
understanding a revealed text (as/ al-nagl).” Therefore, “if we
disprove reason, we have disproved the very tool in
understanding of a revealed text, and once we have disproved
its very tool, then we have also disproved the revealed text.”*

What does al-Razi mean by reason as the origin of a
revealed text? According to him, reason is the basis on which
the authority of revelation is established. This is because the
truth of revelation is based primarily on the truth of two
important premises which can only be proved through reason,
namely: the existence of God and the truth of the Prophet.
This Revelation, particularly al-Qur’an, which represents the
textual proof, is the manifestation of one of the attributes of
God, namely, the Divine speech (kalam Allah). Before it can be
attributed to God, He must first be proven to exist, for, only a
god that exists can be a subject of which speech is predicated."
Yet, the existence of God cannot be proven except through
reason.

Arguably, the existence of God could be proven through
the Quran. To this, al-Razi would reply that it was logically
false to justify the existence of God by His own speech since it
would lead to circularity (dawr); for, the truth of the speech of
God itself 1s ultimately dependant on His existence. Therefore,
the existence of God must first be established before any
reference can be made to one of His attributes. Therefore, this
argument clearly shows that reason must be the prior basis or
point of origin for the truth of revelation.

If one were to argue that the truth of the revelation
could be established through the reports coming from the true

39. Al-Razi, Maalim, 25; and idem, al-Mahsal, 390-1.
40. Idem, al-Mahsal, 406.

41. The Asharites regard the attribute of existence as the attribute which
is closely related to the essence (dhat) of God; hence, it 1s called the
personal attribute (al-sifat al-nafsi yah ). While the attribute of speech is
(énedof the addmonal attributes (ma @nz) which subsist in the essence of

0
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Prophet, al-Razi would reply that similarly, the veracity of the
Prophet must also be first verified by reason.

A proof based on the Qur’an and the tradition (al-
Sunnah) depends on the knowledge of the veracity
of the Prophet, and this knowledge [of the truth of
the Prophet| 1s not attained (/@ yustafad) by textual
proof, for that will lead to circularity; rather, it is
based on the rational proofs. And it is beyond doubt
that this [preliminary] premise [which 13 based on
the rational proof] is one of the important parts in

the validity of the textual proof.*

Such an argument is not new in Islamic theological
tradition. Earlier than al-Razi, al-Abu al-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni (d.
1085), one of the leading Ash‘arite theologians, had already
emphasised a similar principle. Al-Juwayni had argued that
any question of belief that comes prior to the belief in the
speech of God, the Qur’an, can only be understood or known
by reason:

As for what cannot be perceived except by reason,
all elements of faith originally depend on knowing
the Word of God, the Exalted, and on the necessity
of its having the quality of being true. The evidence
supplied by tradition 1s grounded in the speech of
God. Thus, prior to the affirmation of the speech,
what one must acknowledge cannot possibly be

grasped through tradition.*

This position is further strengthened by al-Ghazzali who held
that among theological knowledge knowable by reason without
needing evidence from the Shar (referring to revelation) are
the origination of the world, the existence of the Originator,
and His Power, Knowledge and Will. In his view, such

42, Al-Raz, Kitab al-Arban, 424.

43. Al juwa ni, Kitab al- I?s/zad translated by P. E. Walker (Reading:
Garnet %ubhshlng 195.
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important matters precede the knowledge of internal speech
(kalam al-nafs) which refers to the Qur’an; for, they cannot be
substantiated by the same kalam (the Qur’an) but instead by
reason.” Al-Razi, in this regard, extended the arguments of
his Ash‘arite predecessors in strengthening the position of
reason.

The aforementioned is also in line with another
epistemological discussion in Islamic theology concerning the
instrumental position of rational proof related to the
importance of thinking and reflection (nazar). Reason, as
argued by al-Razi, is the source of reflection (nazar), which 1s a
way to understanding divine matters. Al-Raz1 defined nazar as
“ordering of assents in order to arrive at other assents” ({artib
tasdigat li yatawassalu biha tasdigat akhar).® Nazar, according to
al-Razi, is necessary in religion since it is the only way for man
to arrive at the knowledge of the existence of God. He argued
that since the knowledge of the absolute God is necessary,
nazar, as the only way to the knowledge of Him, is also
necessary. This is based on the famous maxim known in usal
al-figh, namely, “that without which a necessary thing becomes
incomplete, 1s itself necessary” (ma (a yatimm al-wayb illa bihi fa
huwa wajib).*

It can thus be concluded that textual proofs, in the final
analysis, cannot continuously base themselves on similar
textual proofs, but must somehow be founded on rational
proofs. This 1s also based on the logical principle that a branch
cannot be stronger than the root. Since the rational
substantiation, compared with the traditional proofs, is prior
and 1s considered to be the principle, its position is more
fundamental in determining the strength of the argument.

44. Al-Ghazali, Al-Igtisad fi al-I%qad, partially translated into English
by ‘Abd Rahman Abu Zayd as AﬁG/zazali on Divine Predicates and
ﬁzeir Properties (New Delhi: Kitab Bhavan, 1994), 132. See also M.
A. R. Bisar, “Al-Juwayni and al-Ghazali as Theologians: With Special
Reference to al-Irshad and al-I%gad,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Edinburgh
University, 1953), 40-1.

45. j}(l)—Rézi, Muhassal (published by Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyyah),

46. Ibid., 44. Cf. al-Juwayni, Kitab al-Iishad (published by Dar al-Kutub
al-Tlmiyyah), 7.

13
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Certainty of the Textual Proof Depends on Rational Verifications

The second reason why al-Razi regards rational proofs as prior
is that the textual proofs do not yield certainty (la tufidu al-
yaqin) unless they are verified by some rational criteria. This 1s
because textual proofs by their very nature undergo the process
of transmission which is based on some contextual conditions
that need to be verified before they can be regarded as certain.
The obscurity of these conditions, according to al-Razi, will
lead to a difficulty in understanding a given textual proof:

Textual proofs do not yield certainty [italics mine] since
they are based on the transmission of language (nag/
al-lughat), grammar (al-nahw wa tahrif), equivocation
(al-ushtwak),  metaphor  (al-m@gaz), conveyance
(al-naql), ~ concealment (al-idmar), ~priority and
posteriority (lagdim wa ta khir), specification ({akhsis),
abrogation (nasikh), and [rational] contradiction

(mu rid). All these are conjectural (zanniyyah).”

Such conditions or criteria, which al-Razi called “the

ten rational premises” (al-muqaddamat al- ‘asharah), were further
elaborated by him as the following:

l.

The knowledge of language (ma'fifat al-lughat) based
mostly on the solitary narrations (rwayat al-ahad) of
linguists who were not infallible from errors and
disagreements among one another. For example, the
views of linguists such as al-Asma‘T and al-Khalil who
were at times contested by others.

The correctness of the grammar and syntax (sithat al-
nahw wa lasrif) with various expressions (2 7abat) and
meanings which were also disputed among grammarians.
The grammarians in fact belonged to different schools

47.

Al-Razi, al-Mahsil, 390-1; see also idem, Ma @lim, 22; and idem, Kitab
al-Arba ‘i, 423-6.
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such as the Kufah and Basrah schools which were not in
agreement on many subjects of the Arabic language.
Equivocation in the meaning of words (al-ishtrak fi al-
lafz) whose presence renders the words intended by God
to mean differently from what we understand.
The qualification whether a word is literal (fagigah) or
metaphorical (m@az). If it is metaphorical, it will then
give rise to a number of possibilities of which one in
turn needs to determine the meaning that is really
intended. Elsewhere, al-Razi emphasises the importance
of determining whether a word is used in the literal
(lughawi) or technical (ma‘na al-mangul) sense. For
example, the word shar‘ bears different literal and
technical meanings.
Omussions and concealments (hadhf wa idmar) in the
verses are likely to cause confusion between denial and
affirmation and vice versa. Based on the discussion in
the field of balaghah, there are verses in the Qur'an
whose meanings are understood differently due to the
principles of omission and concealment. For example,
the negation “/a” in the first verse in Swah al-Qiyamah
“la ugsimu bt yawm al-giyamah” 1s omitted, hence the
meaning 1s understood in the positive sense (without
negation) “I do call to witness the resurrection day.”*
Priority and posteriority (tagdim wa takhir) with regard
to a narration or verse that will confuse the meaning,.
General statements (umimat) without any specific
meanings.
Abrogations of verses (nastkh wa mansikh). The
occurrence of abrogration in the verses of the Quran
will affect the strength of certain judgments.*
Contradictions in narrations (mu @rid sam ) which will
confuse the true meaning,
Rational contradictions (mu @rid ‘agli) with the apparent

48. Idem, Kitab al-Arbain, 425.
49. Idem, Al-Mahsil, 406.



TAFHIM Online © IKIM Press

Mohd Farid / TAFHIM 8 (2015): 1-18

meaning of the verse whose occurrence will necessitate

a metaphorical interpretation of the meaning of the
50

verse.’

Linguistically, such conditions, which surround the
derived meaning of any given textual proof, are pertinent in
determining the meaning of words.”" According to al-Raz,
since the meanings of textual proofs are based on language
which is conditioned by the ten contextual matters, the
meanings of textual proofs are regarded as conjectural
(maznin). Anything which depends on the conjectural 1s itself
conjectural (al-mawqaf ‘ala maznin maznan).”* Hence, to him,
arguments (dilalat) which are based solely on traditional
arguments cannot stand alone since it will not yield certainty.

Al-Razr’s view on this matter had also influenced many
mutakallimin after him, especially in their treatment of the
issue of proofs. For example, in both al-Taftazant’s (d. 1390)
Sharl al-Maqasid and al-Jurjant’s (d. 1413) Sharh al-Mawagy,
two important works of later Ash‘arite alam, the ten conditions
discussed above were elaborated as being necessary conditions
that must be satisfied before any scriptural text can yield
certain knowledge.” They had classified the ten into three
general headings:

1. That the language of the text be known for certain,
which should encompass vocabulary (liighah), grammar
(nahw), and syntax (sarf);

2. That the intent (adah) of the speaker be verified; either
the text is devoid of changes in the meaning of words

50. Idem, Kutab al-Arba‘m, 424-6.

51. Ibid., 424. Fora lengthy linguistic discussions by al-Razi on words and
meaning, and their relate problems, see al-Razi, Al-Tafstr al-Kabir,
vol. 1, 29-50.

52. }}G}erél Ma@lim, 22; idem, al-Mahsal, 407; idem, Al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 1:

53. Quoted in Nicholas Heer, “The Priority of Reason in the Interpre-
tation of Scripture: Ibn Taymiyah and the Mutakalliman,” Luferary

Henitage of Glassical Islam, e ustansir Mir (Princeton: The Darwin
Press Inc., 1993), 181-3.
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(nagl), ambiguity (ishtirak), metaphor (maaz), ellipsis or
omission (idmar), limitation (lakhsis), and irregular
ordering of word (tagdim wa ta%hir); and

3. That rational counter-argument be not present which
conflicts with the meaning of the scriptural text. If such
conflicts do exist, the scriptural text must then be
interpreted allegorically.”*

Conclusion

From all the aforementioned, it 1s clear that al-Razi had
highlighted several important points concerning the priority
of rational proof in Islam. Firstly, from the epistemological
point of view and in comparison with the textual proof,
rational proof 1s not only prior but also foundational. Because
of their dependence on rational proofs, textual proofs need to
be intellectually assessed and cannot stand by themselves.

Secondly, the priority of rational proof over the textual
one lies more in its logic. In other words, textual proofs must
logically be preceded by rational proofs. Any Qur’anic text or
hadith first depends on the veracity of the Prophet as the
conveyer of the message, and the truthfulness of a Prophet, in
turn, 1s justified through rational proofs.”

Thirdly, rational criteria play an important role in
substantiating some major foundational aspects of religious
doctrines. Doctrines that come from textual proofs also must
not be in contradiction with the principle of reason.

The contemporary relevance of this discussion can be
seen 1n the context of the need for proper interpretation and

54. Ihid.

55. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Nihayal al-Ijaz l(/zi Dirdyat al-Ijaz, ed. Baki
Shaykh Amin (Beirut: Dar al-Tlm I al-Malaym, 1985), 133-42. The
mutakallimiin, according to al-Shahrastani, argued that 1t is possible for
God to send a Prophet because he has the power to choose a man to
communicate His will to mankind so that there is no impossibility in
Him doing so. They also argued for the possibility of miracles through

rational arguments.
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understanding of the Qur’an. In the contemporary discourse
of the holy text, groups with a strong tendency to affirm the
anthropomorph1c descriptions of God in a literal sense without
taking into consideration the contradiction that will take place
with other clear verses still exist. Such an extreme approach
ultimately leads to tgstm and tashbih, affirming physical
attributes to God which is in clear contradiction to the principle
of tawhid. Furthermore, such an understanding will create an
inconsistent understandmg of the Quran and /hadith. This
counters the core nature of the Quran which is clear (mubn)
and with neither doubt (/z rayba fihi) nor crookedness (ghayrn
dhi ‘wapin).

Generally, the issue bears a significant impact on the
way Islamic education in the Muslim world is currently being
structured and organised. The dismissive approach towards
rational proofs will cause certain countries to focus on religious
knowledge that is purely based on religious texts without taking
into consideration the rational explanation which is important
to the contemporary Muslim society. Similarly, disapproval of
rational disciplines such as logic, philosophy and kalam in
complementing the religious discourse will drag Muslims
further from the religious intellectual tradition that is required
in solving many contemporary problems such as human rights
issues and the relation between religion and science etc.



