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ABSTRACT

This research studies the theological thoughts of Abii Ishaq al-Shirazi, a prominent
scholar of the fifth century hijri, with special reference to his work in this field,
namely, Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhab ahl al-Haqq. In order to make a critical analysis
of his thoughts, the researcher selects some key issues of Kitdb al-Isharah, such as, the
first obligation of the mukallaf, the Existence of Allah, His attributes, the relation of
the attributes with the essence of Allah, and the anthropomorphic verses and
traditions. The study reveals that al-Shirazi does not hold any odd or pioneer views in
theology. All the views he expresses in Kitdb al-Isharah are in conformity with the
views of the early generation of the Ash‘arite theology. There is a misunderstanding
between some scholars as to whether al-Shirazi is an adherent of the Salafism or
Ash‘arism. The study gives due consideration regarding this issue and eventually
arrives at a conclusion that he is an ardent follower of the Ash‘arite school based on
his two works in Theology, namely Kitab al-Isharah and ‘Agidat al-Salaf which
clearly assert this point. The fatwas he issued to explain his stand on Ash‘arism also
confirms his allegiance to the Ash‘arite School.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Theological disputes among Muslims had found its place in its early generations.
Starting from the question over the political authority, it passed through many issues,
such as the status of the grave sinner, the human free will and predestination, the
attributes of Allah, etc. In most cases the debates would end up in two extreme ends.

For instance, when the Kharijites considered action as part of belief and hence,
held that the grave sinner is an unbeliever,' the Murji’ites held an opposing view and
stressed that actions are not part of the belief, and neither the act of disobedience will
harm the right belief, nor will the act of obedience will benefit an infidel.”> The
Mu‘tazilites opposed to both these views and assumed that the grave sinner is neither
a Muslim in full status, nor an infidel in full status, but is fasig, who lies between
genuine belief and unbelief.?

The issues of human free will and predestination were other important matters
in which the early Muslims involved in hot debates. The Qadarites headed by Ma‘bad
al-Juhani (d. 80 A.H.), rejected the thesis of predestination (gadar) and vehemently
advocated for the ability of individuals to freely carry out and design their actions, and
hence, to be responsible for their own actions.® Later, the Mu‘tazilites adopted this
view and regarded it as one of their hallmarks. Even though Ma‘bad attempted

through his view to repudiate the claim of some rulers of Banii Umayyad who held

! Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-Nihal, ed. Ahmad Fahmi Muhammad,
(Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1413 A.H.), 1:107

*Ibid., 1:137.

? “Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi, al-Farq bayna al-Firaq, ed. Muhammad Muhy al-Din ‘Abd al-Majid,
(Bayrut: al-Maktabat al-‘Asriyyah, 1411 A.H.), 115; Al-Shahrastani, a/-Milal, 1:42.

* Majid Fakhry, Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Mysticism: A Short Introduction, (Oxford: One
World, 2000 C.E.), 14.



that all their actions are predestined by Allah, and used it to get an excuse for their
atrocities, he reached to the other end and denied any possibility of predestination.’
Opposed to the view of the Qadarites, the Jabarites (Determinists), headed by Jahm
ibn Safwan (d. 128 A.H.), maintained that man has no any capacity to design his
actions; he neither has the will, power nor choice. Allah creates in him all the actions
as He creates it in inanimate objects, and as we ascribe some actions to the inanimate
metaphorically, such as, a tree bears fruit, water flows, the actions also are ascribed to
man in that sense.’

In their approaches to the Qur’anic verses and prophetic traditions, the
community also had two diametrically opposed positions. On one side, some people
adopted the extreme literalism, and accepted the verses which seemingly established
human organs and actions to Allah, in their apparent meaning. They predicated Allah
with body, meat, blood and other human organs, and allowed the possibility of
touching God and shaking his hands, etc.” However, on the other side, the Mu‘tazilites
vehemently censured these kinds of arguments and approached such verses rationally.
They interpreted all such verses in a way which denies any kind of resemblance for
Allah with His creatures. Through their response, the Mu‘tazilites were rightly trying
to save the community from being trapped with the anthropomorphic (tashbih)®
beliefs. However, when they held this position they adopted extreme rationalistic

view, and their stand culminated in the rejection of the attributes of Allah. Their

> Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari, preface to Tayin Kadhib al-Muftari fima Nusiba ild al-Imam al-
Ash‘ari of Tbn ‘Asakir, (Dimashq: Matba“at al-Tawfiq, 1347 A.H.), 11.

6 Al-Baghdadi, al-Farq bayna al-Firaq, 211; Al-Shahrastani, al-Milal, 1:73.

7 Al-Shahrastani, al-Milal, 1:93, 94.

$ Anthropomorphism comes from the Greek anthrépos (human being) and morphé (form) which
denotes the description of non-material, spiritual, entities in physical, and specifically human, form.
The Encyclopedia of Religion, “Anthropomorphism”, ed. Mircea Eliade, (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1987 C.E.), 1: 316, 317. Tashbih is to take the position of anthropomorphism
and those who take this position are mushabbihah, i.c., anthropomorphists. For details on
mushabbihah, see: al-Shahrastani, al-Milal, 1:118-131; ‘Ali Sami al-Nashshar, Nash’at al-Fikr al-
Falsafi fi al-Islam, (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Ma’arif, 1397 A.H.), 1:285-306.



rational approach led them to deny the beatific vision of Allah in the hereafter, the
punishment in the grave, etc.’

As a result of these two opposing stance, the Islamic community were divided
into two extreme positions; first, a group represented by the adherents of Imam
Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241 A.H.) vehemently advocated for literalism and rejected any
use of Kaldm,' and considered the use of reason in the issues of faith as heresy and
innovation; second, a group represented by the Mu‘tazilites strongly argued for the
rationalistic approach. They gave high preference to reason as the sole criterion to
find the truth and reality. This was the condition of the theological atmosphere of the
Islamic community at the dawn of the fourth century of Hijrah."" Both positions were
not in their right place, rather a mediate position which gives the revelation the
importance as it deserves, without denying the role of reason, was inevitable.

In this context, the orthodox scholars raised and formulated a mediate position
betweenn these diametrically opposing views. This endeavour was headed by ‘Abd
Allah ibn Sa‘id ibn Kullab (d. 241 A.H.), Abi ‘Abd Allah Harith ibn Asad al-
Muhasibi (d. 241 A.H.), and Abi al-‘Abbas al-Qalanisi.'> The attempts of the above
mentioned scholars got a fresh impetus at the hands of Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘art (d.
324 A.H.) and were developed in to a systematic school when the latter deserted the

Mu‘tazilite guild and adhered to their group.

? Taqiyy al-Din Abi al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Magrizi, Kitdb al-Mawa’id wa al-I‘tibar bi Dhikr al-
Khutat wa al-Athar, ed. Khalil al-Mansir, (Bayriit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1418 A.H.), 4:190.

' “Ilm al-Kalam, which is usually translated as Theology, Speculative Theology or Scholastic
Theology, is the science which involves arguing with intellectual or rational proofs in defense of the
articles of faith and refuting the innovators who deviate in their beliefs from the ways of the early pious
generation (salaf) and the People of the tradition (ahl! al-sunnah). Ibn Khaldin, Muqgaddimat Ibn
Khaldin, ed. ‘Al1 ‘Abd al-Wahid, (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Nahdat al-Misriyyah, n.d.), 3:1069.

" Muhammad ‘Imarah, Tayyardt al-Fikr al-Islami, (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Shuriq, 2007 C.E.), 167-170.

2 Maziah Mustapha, the Sunni Position on Selected Issues in Kalam: A Comparison Between the Views
of al-Ash'ari and al-Bazdawi, (Ph.D. Thesis, International Islamic University Malaysia, 2005 C.E.), 2.



Al-Ash‘ari adopted a middle course between the views of the schools existed
during his time. This middle position is pervasive in his methodology as well as in all
his doctrinal views. He formed a symbiosis between the revelation and reason,
which were resting in two remote areas at the hands of the extreme rationalistic
position of the Mu‘tazilites and the extreme literalistic position of the Hanbalites. As
opposed to these views, al-Ash‘ari chose a middle path and taken both of them into
consideration. However, he gave priority to revelation than reason, and maintained
that the use of reason is permissible, but it must be abandoned if it is found against the
revelation." Through this approach he laid the foundation for a firm criterion to solve
the theological problems.

Through his theological doctrines al-Ash‘ari, did not innovate any views and
did not go against the Qur’an, Sunnah, Consensus of the community, and the views of
the pious early generation, rather all his views were in conformity with them. All the
tenets he explained were already there, but it had become obscure or was hidden amid
the tide of the heretical views. The only thing he did was that he formulated a
methodology in the line of the pious ancestors, which did not exist before. The
scholars of Ahl al-Sunnah before him were keeping themselves away from the hair
splitting discussions of theology, and preferred to follow revelation and teachings of
the Companions of the Prophet and their followers in issues of faith, and refrained
from going deeper into such issues.'* Through his efforts al-Ash‘ari cleaned the
theological atmosphere and separated the grains from the chaff. The high validity of
the methodology of al-Ash‘ari was that it was an amalgamation of various branches of

Islamic tradition, which, unfortunately, did not bind together in any theological

13 .

Ibid., 3, 4.
" Mustafa ‘Abd al-Raziq, Tamhid Ii tarikh al-falsafah al-Islamiyyah, (al-Qahirah: Maktabat al-
Thagafat al-Diniyyah, 1944 C.E.), 293; Zahid al-Kawthari, Preface to Tabyin, 13.



schools before him. Through his long association with the Mu‘tazilite school, he had
reached the peak of the rational methods. Upon coming out of the Mu‘tazilism, he
brought along that spirit with him. Together with this, he acquired the methodology
of al-Shafi‘i (d. 204 A.H.) in Usul al-Figh, the founder of the school of jurisprudence
to which he subscribed, and the theological thoughts of Ibn Kullab. With this he had
the spirit of the traditionalist scholars headed by Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Hence, the
methodology of al-Ash‘ari was developed out of the wonderful symbiosis of reason,
tradition, jurisprudence and theology.'®> Therefore, it could manifest the right path of
Islam.

Later, the mediate position of al-Ash‘ari recieved the intellectual support of
many great scholars, such as, Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Tayyib al-Baqillani (d. 402
A.H.), Abii Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Fiirak (d. 406 AH.), Abu Ishaq Ibrahim
ibn ‘Al al-Shirazi (d. 476 AH.), Imam al-Haramayn ‘Abd al-Malik al-Juwayni ( d.
478 AH.), Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505 A.H.), Abu al-Fath Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Shahrastani (d. 548 A.H.), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606 A.H.), etc; who
authored books, and debated according to his views,'® through which the school of al-
Ash‘arl spread in Iraq, Morocco, Egypt, and other parts of the Muslim world.
Eventually, it consolidated its position as the dominant school of Islamic Theology.

As al-Ash‘ari engaged in his theological discussions in Iraq, Abi Mansir al-
Maturidi (d. 333 A.H.), started conducting similar discussions in Samarqand. Like al-
Ash‘ari, al-Maturidi also developed a school in the line of ahl al-Sunnah wa al-
Jamd‘ah, however his dependence on reason was more than that of al-Ash‘ari. He

took a more mediate position between reason and revelation, and occupied a place

' ‘Imarah, Tayyarat al-Fikr, 170-171.
1 Al-Magrizi, al-Khutat, 4:192.



between Ash‘arism and Mu‘tazilism.!” He developed his doctrines based on the views
of Abu Hanifah (d. 150 A.H.), and therefore became established as the theological
school of the Hanafites.'"® Even though both schools were fighting for the same goal
from the same point of view, the relationship between them was not harmonious in the
beginning. Each group tried to invalidate the doctrines of the other. However, as time
passed, this alienation was replaced with reconciliation.'” Both schools held
differences of opinions in some issues; however, according to the scholars who made
comparative analysis between both schools most of the differences between them
were literal.?’

A period almost a century later to the historical attempt of al-Ash‘ari is the
main focus of the current research. The research concentrates on the fifth century Aijri
when the Ash‘arite School received high intellectual support from many great
scholars, who stamped their names in the history with grand contributions. This was
the time when ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi (d. 429 A.H.), Abu al-Qasim al-Qushayri
(d. 465 A.H.), Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi, Imam al-Haramayn, Abu Bakr al-Bayhaqi (d. 458
A.H.), al-Ghazali, etc. lived. By this time, the school had developed into a systematic
school in terms of theory, methodology and public support. The research specifically
focuses on the theological contributions of a prominent scholar of this time, Abu Ishaq
al-Shirazi.

Abt Ishaq al-Shirazi occupied a major position among the Ash’arite scholars.
He lived in a time when the Ash‘arite school and its adherents faced fierce challenges

from Hanbalites as well as from early ruling officials of the Seljuqid empire. In

17 zahid al-Kawthari, Preface to Tt abyin, 19; Maziah Mustapha, The Sunni Position, 4, 5.

18 Al-Maqrizi,al-Khutat, 4:193; Muhammad Abu Zahrah, Tarikh al-Madhahib al-Islamiyyah, (n.p: Dar
al-Fikr al-“Arabi, n.d.), 173-175.

1 Al-Magrizi, al-Khutat, 4:193.

20 73hid al-Kawthari, Preface to Tabyin, 19.



Baghdad, where al-Shirazi selected for his intellectual career, the Hanbalites severely
criticized the Ash‘arite School and considered them as heretics, and at times the
conflicts led to bloodsheds. The Hanbalites often denied the Ash‘rites entry into the
mosques. Almost at the same period Tughrelbeg, the Seljuqid emporer, officially
proclaimed to curse al-Ash‘ari during the Friday sermons, and compelled many
Ash‘arite scholars to leave their homelands. At this juncture al-Shirazi stood firm and
gave his mental, physical as well as intellectual support to the Ash‘arite theology and
its scholars. The antipathy of both groups against the Ash‘arites was mainly raised
out of misconceptions about the school. Therefore, to clarify the true doctrines of the
school and to refute the allegations, al-Shirazi issued fatwas, sent letters to rulers and
wrote books. His works, Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl al-Haqq and ‘Agidat al-
Salaf, were written with this purpose. The current research is a critical evaluation of
his theological thoughts based on his Kitab al-Isharah, which is considered among the

important sources on Ash’arism, written in its early period.

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Many researches and studies are available on the theological thoughts of the
prominent scholars of Ash‘arism, like al-Baqillani, al-Juwaini, and al-Ghazali who
lived before and in the time of al-Shirazi. However, there is no adequate study on the
views of al-Shirazi with respect to kalam based on his works in this field. As a notable
scholar in the Shafi‘ite Jurisprudence and the Ash‘arite Theology, he deserves greater
significance. This research is expected to fill this gap.

There are many scholars who opine that al-Shirazi belonged to the Salafite
school, not the Ash‘arites. There is a handful of statements in his books in Usul al-

Figh, which give an impression that he was not an Ash‘arite. Those scholars use these



statements to support their view. At the same time, his Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab

Ahl al-Haqgq, clearly states that he was an adherent of Ash‘arism.

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research seeks to answer the following questions:
1. Who is Abt Ishaq al-Shirazi?
2. What are the major contributions of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi?
3. Is Abt Ishaq al-Shirazi an Ash‘arite or a Salafite?
4. What is the theme of Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl al-Haqq?
5. What are the similarities and differences between this book and other

similar books in the Sunni Kalam?

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
This research is aimed at achieving the following objectives:
1. To carry out a study on life and contributions of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi.
2. To study the thoughts of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi in Kalam.
3. To carry out an in depth study on al-Shirazi’s Kitab al-Isharah ila
Madhhab Ahl al-Haqq.
4. To find out the similarities and differences of opinions between Abi Ishaq

al-Shirazi and other scholars of the Sunni Kalam.

1.4 SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH
This is a critical study on the thoughts of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi in Kalam, with special

reference to his Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl al-Hagqq.



Al-Shirazi was a prominent scholar who proved his scholarship in many disciplines
such as Figh, Usul al-Figh, Kalam and History. It is difficult, in such a study, to
cover all aspects of his thoughts and contributions. Therefore, this research will focus
on his views in Kalam. It will specifically refer to Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl

al-Haqq, which is the major work that explains his views in this field.

1.5 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH

This is an attempt to conduct a thorough study on the thoughts of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi
in Kalam. In spite of being a prominent figure in the Ash‘arite school of thought,
there is no extensive study of his thoughts in Kalam, by returning to his works in this
field. As one of the early scholars of the Ash‘arite School, he is an inevitable one for
the students of Islamic theological schools. Moreover, his Kitab al-Isharah is a
concise version of the Ash‘arite School which attempts to elaborate the real tenets of
the School without going into too much complexity.

At the same time, there are still misconceptions about the Ash‘arite school on
one hand and the stance of al-Shirazi towards it, on the other. While the majority of
Muslims and most of the prominent scholars who came after al-Ash‘ari adhere to this
school, many others considered it not to be a part of ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jamd‘ah.
So, it is significant to revisit the tenets of Ash‘arite school, and to find out as to
whether they held any views in contrary to the statutes of the Qur’an, the Sunnah, and
the views of the pious ancestors. Therefore, the researcher hopes, this research will be

significant, useful and relevant.



1.6 LITERATURE REVIEW

This research is mainly divided into two parts. The first is to carry out a thorough
study on the life and the thoughts of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi. The biography of al-
Shirazi had been mentioned by almost all Islamic encyclopedias on biographies of the
Muslim scholars. They present many details of his life. Despite these attempts, two
books on his life, as far as the researcher is concerned, were published in Arabic. The
first one is al-Imam al-Shirdzi: Haydtuhu wa Ard uhu al-Usiliyyah by Dr.Muhammed
Hasan Hiti. This book provides adequate information about his life. This book is
helpful to understand his life and views, and it also gives detailed description on his
position and influence during that time. Nevertheless, this book is insufficient to
understand his views in Kalam because it concentrates on his views in Usul al-Figh.
Even the name of Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl al-Haqq is not mentioned among
his works.

The second book on him is Al-Imam Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi Bayna al-"Ilm wa al-"Amal
wa al-Mu ‘taqad, by Zakariyyah ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Masri. The author gives much
space to elucidate the Kalami views of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi. He explains the different
views by the scholars regarding the stand of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi with respect to
Kalam, as to whether he belongs to Ash‘arism or Salafism. Finally he arrives at the
conclusion that al-Shirazi was a Salafite scholar. Here the researcher feels that, as it is
clear from ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Misrt1’s notes on Kitab al-Isharah ila Madhhab Ahl al-
Hagq while mentioning it among the works of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi, he did not see the
book. For Kitab al-Isharah gives strong and solid evidence on his attachment to the
Ash‘arism. Consequently, this study seems to be a speculative analysis on al-Shirazi’s

views in Kalam. Therefore, it is inadequate to understand his views.
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‘Abd al-Majid Turki, in his forwards to Sharh al-Luma‘ and Kitab al-Ma ‘unah
fi al-Jadal, two books written by al-Shirazi, gives a study on the life of the author. He
also makes a brief account of his doctrinal position. In his study of the life of al-
Shirazi, ‘Abd al-Majid Turki, mainly depends, among others, on George Makdisi’s,
Ibn ‘Aqil et la resurgence de [l’Islam traditionaliste au Xle siecle (Va siecle de
[’hégire), which is written in French. Despite these attempts, as the first head of the
Nizamiyyah Institute of Baghdad, al-Shirazi’s name repeatedly is found in many
books, while mentioning this institute.

The second part of the research is to make an analytical and critical analysis on
the thoughts of al-Shirazi in Kalam, with special reference to Kitab al-Isharah. This
book has been translated into French, decades ago, namely, La Profession de foi d’
Abu Ishaq al-Sirazi. It was edited and introduced by Marie Bernand. Muhammad al-
Sayyid al-Jalaynad has edited the original version of Kitab al-Isharah, in Arabic. In
his introduction to the work, al-Jalaynad gives a background study on the methods of
the early scholars (Salaf) with respect to Kalam. However, his introduction cannot be
considered as a study on the book as it is a defense from the Salafite point of view.

With regards to the discipline of Kalam, a wide range of collections are
available, both in Arabic and English, written by early and contemporary scholars.
Those collections will be useful and are referable for making an extensive and

meaningful study and critical evaluation on the book.

1.7 METHODOLOGY OF THE RESEARCH
Principally, this research relies upon qualitative method. The methodology is based

on library research. In order to accomplish the objectives of this research, the
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researcher utilizes principal approaches, namely, historical, analytical, textual and
comparative.

The first part of this research analyzes the life of Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi. This
part discusses his educational life, professional career, major contributions and social
and intellectual back ground of his time.

The second part is a study on the thoughts of al-Shirazi in Kalam with special
reference to Kitab al-Isharah. In this section, the researcher makes a study on the
views of al-Shirazi, and highlights those issues, which are controversial among
various schools in Kaldm. In order to make the research relevant, data is collected

from the early and contemporary Muslim and non-Muslim writings.

1.8 ORGANIZATION OF THE RESEARCH

The research is divided into five chapters. The First Chapter provides a general
background of research and includes the statement of the problem, research questions
and objectives, scope and significance of the research and a brief literature review.

The Second Chapter is a thorough analysis on the life and scholarship of Abu
Ishaq al-Shirazi. The research explores his Educational life, his position in the society
and his works. Thereupon the research attempts to understand the political, social,
economic, religious and intellectual conditions of his time.

The Third Chapter focuses on the theological position of al-Shirazi by focusing
on his Kitab al-Isharah. In the venture, the research first looks at the theological
position of al-Shirazi, as to whether he was a Salafite or an Ash‘arite. In order to
reach a meaningful conclusion to this long debated issue, the research explores his
stand in various instances related to this issue as well as his fatwds and theological

works. After this, the research gives a detailed description on the issues which led to
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