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ABSTRACT 

 

As a religion which upholds divine transcendence as its fundamental element in 
arriving at divine knowledge, Islam is against any attempt to liken God with the 
characteristics of others particularly humans. The strong disavowal of 
anthropomorphism shown by Muslim theologians (the mutakallimūn) especially 
that against anthropomorphism brought by certain marginal schismatic sects 
throughout the history of Islamic thought has proved this uncompromising 
stance. This dissertation analyzes the refutations of one of the important later 
AshɈarite mutakallimūn, Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (1149-1209) against the literal 
views of the anthropomorphists who invested God with various anthropomorphic 
qualities. Advancing mostly philosophical and logical arguments, al-Rāzī, 
through one of his important theological works, Asās al-Taqdīs, set out to prove 
that the principle upon which the anthropomorphists maintained that God is a 
body and situated in a direction is unfounded and antithetical to the concept of 
divine transcendence. He argued that the anthropomorphic views which stem 
from the literalism and sensible-imaginal approach of some marginal Islamic sects 
have produced a description of God that completely shattered the principle of 
divine unity which is the foundation of Islamic understanding of God. Apart 
from providing an analysis of his arguments against anthropomorphism, this 
study also discusses al-Rāzī’s understanding on the nature of divine attributes 
and how divine transcendence based on his analysis of relevant material from the 
Qur’an and hadith transpire in his discussion of attributes. Since 
anthropomorphism also springs from the false understanding of the ambiguous 
verses of the Qur’an (mutashābihāt), this study examines al-Rāzī’s views of 
muḥkamāt and mutashābihāt and the role of ta’wīl (allegorical interpretation) as 
the appropriate device in understanding the meaning of those ambiguous verses. 
It also demonstrates how al-Rāzī, who believes that there should not be a 
contradiction between the Scripture and the established rational principle, applied 
ta’wīl in comprehending some of the verses of the Qur’an and the Prophetic 
traditions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The Qur’ān is replete with messages of the transcendence of God. Apart from 

emphasizing the unity of God (tawḥīd), many verses expound the absolute 

dissimilarity between God and His creatures.1 The mutakallimūn, concurring 

with this enormous stress laid by the Qur’ān, affirmed that divine transcendence 

(tanzīh) is one of the underlying principles in arriving at the understanding of 

God.  However, the Qur’ān, as well as the Prophetic traditions, also employ 

anthropomorphic (tashbīh) language in describing some of God’s qualities and 

actions. God, for example, is described as having ‘limbs’ such as hands,2 face3 and 

eyes.4  He is also described as sitting (on the Throne),5 descending (to the earthly 

heavens),6 forgetful,7 feeling angry8 and happy.9  Verses with these descriptions, 

known as those whose meanings are not clearly established (āyāt mutashābihāt), 

depict a somewhat different aspect of divine reality compared to the verses which 

emphasize the absolute uniqueness of God.   As far as the history of kalām is 

concerned, this contrasting description of God was not in the beginning felt as a 

tension or contradiction but later on, due to geographical expansion of Islamic 

territories and conversion of people from various religions into Islam, there 

                                                   
1 Such as the verse, “Nothing is like unto Him” (laysa ka mithlihi shay’), al-Shūrā 42:11, and 
“There is none like unto Him” (lam yakun lahū kufuwan aḥad), al-Ikhlāṣ 112:4. 
2 Al-Qur’ān, Ṣād 38:57, al-Fatḥ 48:10. 
3 Al-Qur’ān, al-Qaṣaṣ 28:88. 
4 Al-Qur'ān, Hūd 11:37, Ṭā Hā 20:39,  al-Ṭūr 52:38. 
5 Al-Qur’ān, Ṭā Hā 20:5. 
6 Based on a Hadith which says, “God waits until three quarters of night and He descends to the 
earthly heaven and says, “Is there any one who seek my pardon or make a prayer, until the 
dawn,” Ibn Khuzaymah, Kitāb al-Tawḥīd wa Ithbāt Ṣifāt al-Rabb (Bayrūt: Dār al-Kutub al-
ɈIlmiyyah, 1983), 126. 
7 Al-Qur’ān, al-Tawbah  9:67 
8 Al-Qur’ān, al-Nisā’ 4:93 
9 Ibn Majah, “Masājid”, no. 800, Sunan. Ed. Muḥammad Fuād ɈAbd  al-Bāqī (Bayrūt: al-
Maktabah al- ɈIlmiyyah, 1954), vol.1, 262. 
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emerged different sects which insisted on taking the literal meaning of the 

mutashābihāt.  They soon began attributing anthropomorphic qualities to God.  

Thus, the unity and transcendence of God, which is the pristine pillar of Islamic 

theology, began to be challenged by these anthropomorphic interpretations. 

Although this challenge did not become a major threat to the mainstream Islamic 

theology, it compelled the mutakallimūn to provide a considerable amount of 

substantial and systematic arguments in refuting these ideas.    

 Apparently, there were many modes of interpretations in dealing with the 

anthropomorphic expressions in the Qur’ān ranging from crude emphasis of the 

literal meaning to the allegorical.10  At the two opposite extremes, there are the 

taɈṭīl (divesting God of all attributes) of the MuɈtazilah and the Jahmiyyah who 

categorically reject any anthropomorphic meanings regarding God’s attributes 

while at the same time, introducing allegorical interpretation (ta’wīl) of the 

mutashābihāt verses of the Qur’ān.  The meanings intended by God in these 

expressions, according to them, are conveyed metaphorically; God’s hand is His 

power, God’ eye is His essence, and so on.  On the other extreme, there were 

those who resolutely stuck to the literal meaning and insisted that there are no 

other meanings conveyed by these expressions beside the literal ones.  Taking 

God’s words as absolute and immutable, they confined themselves to accepting 

only the literal implications of the expressions.   The extreme among them went 

to the extent of affirming a physical size of God, that God, for example, is no 

larger than the Jabal Qubays in Mecca.11  They were called the mushabbihah, 

                                                   
10 R. Strothman, “Tashbīh,” EI, vol. 8, 685. Abrahamov identifies three different ways adopted by 
Muslim scholars in treating the anthropomorphic expressions. First, those who adopted the literal 
meanings of these expressions saying, for example, that God has a face, hands and that He sits on 
His throne.  Second, those who interpreted these expressions in a figurative way.  Thus, God’s 
hand implies His power and His sitting on the throne means His rule over the world.  Third, who 
accepted the sacred text as it is without trying to interpret its modality (kayfiyyah). Binyamin 
Abrahamov, “The Bilā Kayfa Doctrine and Its Foundations in Islamic Theology,” ARABICA, 
Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Tome XLII, No. 3 (Nov. 1995): 365. 
11 This is the view of Abū al-Hudhayl, one of the early MuɈtazilah. Maqālāt, vol.1, 281-282. 
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those who perform tashbīh, namely comparing and making God similar with His 

creation, especially man, by ascribing human characteristics to Him. 

Tashbīh emerged in various degrees as reflected in the different names 

and designations rendered by heresiographical scholars and mutakallimūn to 

those who uphold it.12 In general, they were called mushabbihah due to the fact 

that they made God similar to His creation by ascribing some of their 

characteristics to Him. This assimilation, however, varies depending upon the 

nature of the assimilation. Broadly classified, there were at least two forms of 

tashbīh prevalent in the history of Islamic thought.13  The first form is plain 

literalism wherein the literal meanings of the anthropomorphic expressions were 

upheld and metaphorical meanings were rejected. The theological implication of 

this position is the affirmation of God having all the anthropomorphic qualities 

including the ‘organs’ mentioned in the Qur’ān.  This view was held by the 

extreme segment of the Ḥanābilah whose anthropomorphic tendency was 

rejected even by other scholars from the same theological school.  It was 

evidenced, for example, in the criticism of Ibn al-Jawzī (d.1210), one of the 

prominent Ḥanābilah, against their views.14  The second form of 

anthropomorphism is what we term as ‘philosophical literalism,’ a literal approach 

that is further substantiated with rational and philosophical arguments.  This 

approach is best represented by the Karrāmiyyah and some ShiɈī individuals such 

as Hishām b. al-Ḥakam and Hishām b. Sālim al-Jawālīki who, although started 

from the literal understanding of the Scripture, were later on influenced by some 

philosophical ideas such as the idea of the eternity of the world.  Based on the 

                                                   
12 The mujassimah, for example, were called as such due to their ascription of body (jism) to God; 
the Hulūliyyah were so-called due to their subscription to the idea of divine incarnation (ḥulūl). 
Others, however, derived their names from their leaders such as the Karrāmiyyah, Hishāmiyyah, 
Bayāniyyah, and ɈAzāqirah. See Farq, 18-40; Maqālāt, vol.1, 281-290. 
13 These two forms of tashbīh are also al-Rāzī’s main object of criticism which will be analyzed 
later.  
14 Ibn al-Jawzī, DafɈ Shubah al-Tashbīh bi Akuff al-Tanzīh, ed. Ḥassān Saqqāf (Ammān: Dār al-
Imām al-Nawawī, 2000). 
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anthropomorphic qualities mentioned in the Qur’an, they try to justify their 

ascription of these qualities to God by applying the philosophical concepts of 

substance, accidents, atom and body.15   

The mushabbihah position, however, must be differentiated from the 

position of the early generations of the Muslims (al-salaf) who took a safe and 

precautious stand in approaching the problem of anthropomorphism.  Their 

position was often associated with Mālik ibn Anas’s saying that “God’s sitting on 

the Throne is known, but its modality is unknown, and belief in it is obligatory 

while inquiring about it is an innovation” (al-istiwā’ maɈqūl al-kayf majhūl al-

īmān bihī wājib wa al-su’āl Ɉanhu bidɈah).16  Later on, this principle was 

developed and known as bilā kayf (without modality) in which the 

anthropomorphic attributes are accepted without further inquiry regarding their 

modality.  Although the fine line dividing the salaf and the mushabbihah is 

sometimes regarded by their adversaries, the MuɈtazilah, as obscure, due to their 

rejection of allegorical interpretation (ta’wīl), one discernible difference, as 

pointed out by al-Rāzī, is that the salaf maintain that the meanings that are 

intended by God through these anthropomorphic expressions are not literal, 

hence the meanings must be entrusted to God (tafwīḍ maɈnāhā ilā Allāh).17  The 

mushabbihah, on the other hand, adhere and insist on the literal and 

anthropomorphic meanings and further support their position by their own 

rational construction. 

 

                                                   
15 For further views of the Karrāmiyyah and these individuals, see al-Farq,18-36; Milal, 88-96; 
W.M.Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: An Extended Survey (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1985), 79-81; A.S.Tritton, Muslim Theology (Bristol: The Royal Asiatic 
Society,1947), 74-78, 108-112.   
16 Milal, 65; al-Baghdādī, Uṣūl al-Dīn (Bayrūt: Dār al-Kutub al-ɈIlmiyyah, 1981), 113.  
17 Asās, 208. 
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AL-RĀĀĀĀZĪĪĪĪ AS A CHAMPION AGAINST ANTHROPOMORPHISM 

Among the mutakallimūn who had been actively involved in the polemic against 

anthropomorphism was Abū ɈAbd Allāh Muḥammad bin ɈUmar b. al-Ḥusayn, 

better known as Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī,18 one of the most important AshɈarite 

mutakallimūn of the twelfth century. As a staunch critic of the mushabbihah’ 

views especially those prevailing at his time, al-Rāzī took the task of defending 

the divine transcendence through his systematic refutation of the 

anthropomorphic ideas of the mushabbihah especially in his theological work 

Asās al-Taqdīs.  Born in Rayy, northern Persia in 1149, al-Rāzī (d.1209) was a 

famous mutakallim of the thirteenth century.  He was a celebrated scholar of his 

time,19 and was regarded as the reviver of Islam in the twelfth century.20  Both 

he and al-Ghazālī were esteemed as the founder of the new school in kalām 

which was mainly characterized by its maximal employment of logico-

philosophical tools in kalām. Although he was known mainly as a mutakallim, 

al-Rāzī’s brilliant and encyclopedic mind enabled him to write in many fields of 

knowledge such as philosophy, logic, fiqh, physics, medicine and astronomy. Ibn 

Khallikān rightly acknowledged al-Rāzī’s great intellectual ability when he 

remarked that the latter was the “greatest authority on the Greek sciences of his 

time and surpassed all his contemporaries in theology, metaphysics and 

                                                   
18 Information regarding the life and works of al-Rāzī can be found in many sources some of 
which will be continuously mentioned in this introduction.  Among the important works that 
provide biographical information on al-Rāzī are Ṣālih Zarkān, Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī wa Ārā’uhū 
al-Kalamiyyah wa al-Falsafiyyah (Egypt: Darul Fikr, 1963); Yasin Ceylan, Theology and Tafsīr 
in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 1996); Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr, “Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī”, in M. M. Sharif, (ed.), A History of Muslim Philosophy, 
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1963), 642-656; Tony Street, ‘Concerning the Life and Works of 
Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’, Islam: Essays on Scripture, Thought and Society: A Festschrift in Honour 
of Anthony H. Johns, ed. Peter G. Riddell & Tony Street (Leiden: Brill, 1997); G. C. Anawati, 
“Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī,” EI2, vol. II, 751-755. 
19 Al-Rāzī was also known through other titles such as Imām al-Fakhr and Ibn al-Khaṭīb.  He 

 was born in a family of scholars and had his father Ḍiyā’ al-Dīn, a well-known scholar of Rayy 
as his first teacher.  Later on, he studied various disciplines in Rayy and Marāghah under 
Muḥammad al-Baghāwī and Majd al-Dīn al-Jīlī (who was also the teacher of Shihāb al-Dīn al-
Suhrāwardī) and Kamāl al-Dīn al-Simnānī. Theology, 1. 
20 Nasr, “Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī,” 642. 
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philosophy.”21  His analytical and philosophical mind can be seen, for example, 

through his critical commentaries on a number of Ibn Sīnā’s works such as al-

Ishārāt and ɈUyūn al-Ḥikmah.22  In kalām, he wrote many monumental works 

such as Muḥaṣṣal, ArbaɈīn fī Uṣūl al-Dīn, Maṭālib ɈĀliyah and Mabāḥith al-

Mashriqiyyah, which propound important aspects of kalām, putting him at par 

with his predecessors such as al-Baqillānī, al-Juwaynī and al-Ghazālī who had 

contributed to the refinement of the AshɈarite kalām.  Al-Rāzī’s independent 

approach is also apparent in his disagreements with his predecessors on a number 

of issues based on his own justified arguments.  His important contribution to 

the enrichment of later AshɈarite kalām is also evidenced by the influence of 

some of his theological ideas on later AshāɈrite mutakallimūn, such as ɈAlī al-

Jurjānī and SaɈd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī.23   Al-Rāzī was also known as a mufassir 

through his voluminous Qur’anic commentary, Tafsīr al-Kabīr, which is 

regarded as a systematic tafsīr due to the great emphasis he placed on describing 

the interconnections between the Qur’anic chapters and verses.  This is also 

associated with his belief in the unity of truth between philosophy and religion.24 

As far as anthropomorphism is concerned, al-Rāzī was strongly opposed 

by the mushabbihah especially the Karrāmiyyah.25 Equipped with strong logical 

and philosophical tools together with his courage and convincing eloquent 

oratory, he held debates with the leaders of the Karrāmiyyah and converted 

many of them into the fold of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-JamāɈah.26  At the same 

                                                   
21 Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt al-AɈyān, trans. MacGuckin De Slane (London: Johnson Reprint 
Corporation, 1843), vol. 2, 652.  
22Although critical of Ibn Sīnā, al-Rāzī was also influenced by many of Ibn Sīnā’s philosophical 
ideas. He was also influenced in physics by another scholar, Abū al-Barakāt al-Baghdādī.  
23 See Chapter Four, 168-169.  
24 Theology, 6. 
25 See information about Karrāmiyyah in Chapter One, 29, n.53. 
26 See the introduction of M. Saghir Hasan Ma’sumi, Imām Rāzī’s Ɉ Ilm al-Akhlāq, being an 
English translation of his Kitāb al-Nafs wa al-Rūḥ wa Sharḥ Quwāhumā with introduction and 
commentary (Islamabad: Islamic Research Institute, 1970), 6. 
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time, his continuous attacks on their views during his travel in many places,27 

had also stirred great hostility among the Karrāmiyyah against him. They, in 

turn, leveled severe allegations against him, and even threatened his life.  Similar 

hostile attitude towards him was also shown by the Ḥanābilah and the IsmaɈilīs 

due to his bitter criticism against their doctrines.28  

Apart from his criticisms against the mushabbihah in his theological 

works, al-Rāzī composed a specific work, Asās al-Taqdīs29which was 

particularly intended to refute the two forms of tashbīh we mentioned above. In 

this work, he underlined the paramount importance of preserving the divine 

transcendence by advancing substantial rational and traditional proofs against the 

major premises underlying the views of the mushabbihah.  Arguing that God is 

an existent beyond the reach of human senses, al-Rāzī further drew attention to 

the stark differences between the transcendent understanding of God and the 

notion of body (jism) and direction (jihah), the two main qualities which were 

attributed to God by the mushabbihah.  He made use of the already established 

kalām discussion of body (jism), substance (jawhar) and accident (Ɉaraḍ) to show 

that God is essentially different from the characteristics of bodies. These bodies 

are homogeneous, located in a certain direction and in need of each other and all 

these are important indications of the physical nature of corporeal beings, which 

are utterly inappropriate to the divine nature.  In principle, al-Rāzī maintained 

that any attempt to locate God in a direction as attempted by the mushabbihah, 

                                                   
27 Al-Rāzī’s intellectual life was very much coloured by his travels into various places as well as 
having patronized by several rulers. After completed his studies in Rayy, he traveled to 
Khawarizm where he held debates with the MuɈtazilah.  He then moved to Transoxiana and was 
accepted at the Courts of the Ghūr rulers, Ghiyāth al-Dīn and Shihāb al-Dīn. After receiving 
antagonistic and hostile opposition from certain scholars, he left Ghūr to Ghaznah where he 
stayed for a while in the Court of Ghaznah.  He finally settled in Herat where he taught under 
the patronage of Khwarizm Shah ɈAlā’ al-Dīn until the end of his life.     
28 Ma’sumi, 11-14; Theology, 3. 
29 Ed. Aḥmad Ḥijāzī al-Saqā (Bayrūt: Dār al-Jīl, 1993).  
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would only end up attributing to God characteristics which are impossible to 

Him.   

God, al-Rāzī argued, is an existent beyond the grasp of human senses.  As 

a Supreme Being, He has neither any equal nor resemblance (naẓīr wa shabīh). 

The uniqueness of his existence is affirmed both by reason and the Scripture, 

hence, no physical principles can be applied to the existence of God.   Once the 

divine transcendence is upheld, it follows, epistemologically, that the 

anthropomorphic verses or expressions in the Scripture cannot be taken literally.  

In line with this position, al-Rāzī put forward an important epistemological 

principle that if there is any contradiction between the Scripture with the already 

established rational principle, the latter must be maintained. The acceptance of 

the former will only lead to the impingement upon the divine transcendence 

which has already been firmly established.  Furthermore, inconsistency in a 

scriptural message is unacceptable since it would denigrate its integrity as a 

divine message. As a way out, al-Rāzī maintained that the mutashābihāt verses 

must be dealt with in the strong precaution of preserving the divine 

transcendence by using the methodology of ta’wīl, an allegorical interpretation of 

a verse.  Nevertheless, ta’wīl must be based on the proper identification of the 

ambiguous verses (mutashābihāt) and appropriate assignment of their meanings 

based on the verses which have established meaning (muḥkamāt) and 

substantiated by conclusive proofs. Above all that, ta’wīl should only be carried 

out by qualified people.  Al-Rāzī admitted that tafwīd, namely to entrust the 

meaning of the mutashābihāt to God, as done by the salaf, is the safest way in 

dealing with anthropomorphic verses, yet this should not prevent those who are 

deeply rooted in knowledge and those who believe that the whole meaning of the 

Qur’ān is comprehensible from establishing the appropriate meaning of these 

verses.    
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OBJECTIVE OF THIS STUDY 

The subject we are dealing in this study can be briefly phrased as the problem of 

anthropomorphism (tashbīh). In particular, this study is an analysis, through one 

of al-Rāzī’s works, Asās al-Taqdīs, of a methodology in interpreting or 

understanding the meaning of the anthropomorphic expressions concerning 

certain qualities of God mentioned in the Scripture and in the Prophetic traditions 

with an underlying emphasis in preserving the divine transcendence.  In 

achieving this objective, this study aims, first, at examining al-Rāzī’s views on 

divine transcendence through his views on the divine attributes.   It also seeks to 

elaborate his defense of divine transcendence through his refutation, scripturally 

and rationally, of the views of the Mushabbihah regarding God. It then analyzes 

al-Rāzī’s method of interpreting the anthropomorphic verses. 

Due to the interrelated subject matter of the study, this research dwells 

not only within the realm of kalām but also encroaches into another important 

field in Islam, namely, tafsir. Simply put, it begins with kalām but ends with 

tafsir.  Since the principle of divine transcendence is mostly elaborated in kalām, 

the theological discussions leading to its establishment is the main concern of this 

study, while the problem of understanding the anthropomorphic expressions 

through the discussion of muḥkamāt and mutashābihāt falls under the domain of 

tafsīr.    The selection of al-Rāzī as its intellectual figure and this topic in 

particular is, to us, duly fitting. For our scholar was well known as both a 

mutakallim and a mufassir.  In kalām, as mentioned before, he was an eminent 

and notable later AshɈarite scholar whose theological ideas have left repercussions 

in the theological discussion of the later mutakallimūn.  While in tafsir, his 

magnum opus, Tafsīr al-Kabīr, has been regarded as the greatest work both in 

volume and importance, encyclopedic in nature combining various disciplines in 
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one work.30  In addition, al-Rāzī’s mastery of language, philosophy, and kalām 

has great significance in his discussion concerning the way the anthropomorphic 

verses should be comprehended. 

 

PREVIOUS STUDIES AND THE SCOPE OF THIS STUDY 

To the best of our knowledge, there has been no specific study on al-Rāzī’s views 

regarding divine transcendence and anthropomorphism. Neither is there any 

particular analysis of al-Rāzī’s Kitāb Asās al-Taqdīs apart from al-Saqā’s 

comments as an appendix in his edition of this work.31 Nevertheless, within a 

more general and comprehensive study on al-Rāzī’s theological thought, this 

subject is included, for example, in Ṣālih Zarkān’s comprehensive study on al-

Rāzī’s theology, Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī wa Ārā’uhū al-Kalāmiyyah wa al-

Falsafiyyah.32  In this work, Zarkān deals with the divine transcendence under 

the subject of negative attributes (sifāt salbiyyah) which includes the 

purification of God from any physical qualities. Another similar work is that by 

Yasin Ceylan, Theology and Tafsīr in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī.33 

These two published works also prove to be invaluable to access al-Rāzī’s 

theological views as a whole. 

There are also several articles which partially discuss al-Rāzī’s view on 

some aspects of the problem of divine transcendence and anthropomorphism.  

                                                   
30 Also known as Mafātīḥ al-Ghayb, this Quranic commentary (32 vols., al-Qāhirah edition) is 
regarded as the most extensive exegesis based on individual opinion and reasoning (tafsīr bi al-
ra’y).  Its vast discussions cover various kinds of knowledge, including many views of different 
sects such as the MuɈtazilah, the philosophers, Karrāmiyyah.  The extensive nature of this work 
is evidenced, among others, in al-Rāzī’s discussion of Sūrat al-Fātiḥaḥ in which he said that from 
this particular chapter alone, 10,000 problems can be extracted.  As reported by al-Dhahabī, Abū 
Ḥayyān in his work Baḥr al-Muḥīṭ remarked that this work “has everything in it except tafsīr” 
(This statement is also attributed to Ibn Taymiyyah).   Al-Ḥusayn al-Dhahabī, al-Tafsīr wa al-
Mufassirūn (Al-Qāhirah: Dār al-Kutub al-Ḥadīthah,1986), vol.1, 289-296.       
31 See appendix in al-Rāzī, Asās al-Taqdīs, ed. Aḥmad Ḥijāzī al-Saqā (Bayrūt: Dār al-Jīl, 1993), 
229-245. 
32 Egypt: Darul Fikr, 1963. 
33 Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 1996. 
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Shalahudin Kafrawi has written an article Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī’s Sources of 

Ta’wīl: Between Revelation and Reason34 in which he focuses on the role of 

revelation and reason in his tafsīr.  Ta’wīl, as a manifestation of the central role 

of reason in the interpretation of revelation, dominates the whole article.   

Another article which investigates al-Rāzī’s view on ta’wīl and the relation 

between reason and revelation is written by Nicholas Heer, The Priority of 

Reason in the Interpretation of Scripture: Ibn Taymiyyah and The 

Mutakallimūn.35 Although the central focus of the article is the refutation of Ibn 

Taymiyyah of the views of AshɈarite mutakallimūn especially al-Rāzī, Heer 

began by discussing the view of al-Rāzī on the issue. The AshɈarites’ position 

with regard to the conflict between reason and scripture, according to Heer, is to 

invariably give priority to reason over scripture and al-Rāzī was among those 

who strongly emphasizes this principle.  Binyamin Abrahamov discusses the 

view of al-Rāzī on the transcendent aspect of divine essence and attributes in his 

article “Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī on the Knowability of God’s Essence and 

Attributes.”36  He argues that al-Rāzī, like al-Ghazālī, in his later works changed 

his mind concerning human’s knowledge of God’s essence and adopted the 

philosophical position that His essence cannot be known.  Another relevant 

article is Binyamin Abrahamov’s “The Bi-lā Kayfa Doctrine and Its Foundations 

in Islamic Theology” which elaborates the position of bilā kayf especially among 

the mutakallimūn.37 He maintains that the arguments based on the bilā kayfa 

doctrine had a dual function. One the one hand, they served as a weapon against 

anthropomorphism and against figurative interpretation, and on the other, they 

                                                   
34 In Islamic  Quarterly: A Review of Islamic Culture, vol. XLIII, no. 3 (Third Quarter, 1999). 
35 In Literary Heritage of Classical Islam:Arabic and Islamic Studie in Honour of James A. 
Bellamys, ed. Mustansir Mir (Princeton: The Darwin Press, Inc., 1993). 
36 ARABICA, Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Tome XLIX, no. 2 (2002).  
37 Ibid., Tome XLII, Fascicule 3 (Nov. 1995). 
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aimed at strengthening the thesis of the unknowability of God’s essence and 

attributes.38  

The subject of anthropomorphism alone has become the interest of several 

people.  R. Strothman wrote an article under the heading “tashbīh” in the First 

Encyclopedia of Islam in which he analysed the words relating to the issue such 

as tashbīh (likening God to His creatures), tamthīl (giving simile to God), ta’wīl 

(allegorical interpretation), tanzīh (keeping God pure) and taɈṭīl (divesting God of 

attributes).  Maintaining that the anthropomorphic verses in the Qur’an have 

been interpreted in various degrees, he also admitted the difficulties in 

approaching the question since none of the Muslim theologians openly declare 

that they are anthropomorphists but rather everyone asserts tanzīh as opposed to 

tashbīh.39 Nevertheless, the issue of anthropomorphism, according to him, hinges 

upon two extreme positions, namely, tashbīh, held by many groups such as the 

Karrāmiyyah and some of the Hanābilah, and taɈṭīl which is held by the 

Jahmiyyah and the MuɈtazilah. He analysed views of some theological figures 

who were involved in these polemics such as Jahm bin Ṣafwān, the earliest 

muɈaṭṭilah, Aḥmad ibn Hanbal, who introduced the bilā kayf method, and 

Hisham b. al-Ḥakam, a stark exemplar of the anthropomorphists.  Strothman, 

however, differentiates between tashbīh and tajsīm claiming that the latter is less 

severe since the mujassimah like Hisham b. al-Ḥakam usually add the phrase 

“not like our body” in their views when comparing God with human beings.40   

William Montgomery Watt wrote two articles entitled “Some Muslim 

Discussions of Anthropomorphism” and  “Created in His Image: A Study in 

Islamic Theology,” both found in his book, Early Islam.41  In the first article, 

Watt points out that   tashbīh was first raised by the MuɈtazilah and Jahmiyyah 

                                                   
38 Ibid., 378. 
39 Strothman, “Tashbīh”, EI, 685. 
40 Ibid., 687.  
41 Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990. 


