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IsLamic theology emerged in a multi-religious environment in which a Muslim ruling
minority was struggling to assert itself, politically as well as religiously, amidst the indig-
enous populations of the Middle East. These populations spoke a variety of languages—
Aramaic/Syriac, Greek, Middle Persian, Coptic, Armenian, and Arabic, among
others—and followed a variety of religions.! Christians formed the majority or a signifi-
cant minority in Syria, Palestine, Iraq, Iran, Egypt, and North Africa, Zoroastrians were
prominent in Iraq and Iran, Mandeans were well represented in Iraq, Buddhists were
influential in Afghanistan and Central Asia, and Jewish, Manichean, and Pagan com-
munities maintained a significant presence throughout the Middle East (for Iraq see
Morony 1984). All these communities had, to varying extents, assimilated and carried
forth the Hellenic philosophical and scientific legacy and were engaged in centuries-
long inter-religious and intra-religious debates (Lim 1995; Walker 2006: 164-205).> It
was only natural that Muslim settlers came in close contact with these populations and
that their nascent religious beliefs were being articulated and took shape in an atmos-
phere of debate and polemic with them.

Unravelling the sources of Islamic theology has proved to be an intricate task,
complicated by the fact that we have diverse, yet far from complete information on
the indigenous populations’ religious beliefs and social life, imperfect understanding
of the interactions between non-Muslims and Muslims in the early Islamic period,
no established history of conversions to Islam, and fairly sketchy information, often
of questionable reliability, on the earliest (first/seventh-century) development of
Islamic theology itself. Disciplinary divisions within the modern academia between

! At the time of the Muslim conquests, Aramaic, with its most widely used dialect, Syriac, was
the lingua franca of the Middle East. Arabic was widely used outside the Arabian Peninsula, by both
urbanized Arabs (e.g. in al-Hira on the Euphrates) and Arab tribal populations—many of them
Christian—in Syria, Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq.

2 Tam grateful to the late Professor Patricia Crone for referring me to Lim’s book and for other helpful
suggestions. It was a rare privilege to get to meet her during my last visit to Princeton in May 2015.
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Islamicists in the strict sense on the one hand and scholars of late antiquity, Hellenic
philosophy, Greek, Syriac, and Arab Christianity, Sasanian Iran, Rabbinic Judaism,
and Manicheism (with their differing linguistic expertise) on the other have exacer-
bated the problem, making it difficult to arrive at a holistic account of the early devel-
opment of Muslim doctrine.

The present account of the origins of Islamic theology must begin with its foremost
researcher Josef van Ess, who stated his view, back in the 1970s, succinctly as follows:

Theology in Islam did not start as polemics against unbelievers. Even the kalam
style was not developed or taken over in order to refute non-Muslims, especially the
Manicheans, as one tended to believe when one saw the origin of kalam in the mis-
sionary activities of the Mu'tazila. Theology started as an inner-Islamic discussion
when, mainly through political development, the self-confident naivité of the early
days was gradually eroded. (van Ess 1975a: 101)

Especially in his early publications, van Ess’s view can thus be characterized as ‘inter-
nalist’ (but see van Ess 1970: 24). While certainly conscious of the non-Muslim con-
text and referencing it when appropriate, van Ess’s treatment of it nevertheless remains
minimal: Islamic theology is presented as having developed more or less independently
of foreign influences and as addressing concerns internal to the early Muslim com-
munity itself. In a series of publications from the 1970s and 1980s, van Ess embarked
on a quest for the ‘beginnings’ (‘Anfinge’) of Islamic theology, i.e. the earliest theologi-
cal documents from the first Islamic century. As part of his search, he unravelled and
published two anti-Qadarite texts (directed against the doctrine of gadar, human free
will) that he considered to be documents of pre-Mu tazilite Kalam (van Ess 1977). These
texts are attributed to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s grandson Hasan b. Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya
(d. between 99/718 and 101/720) and the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar II b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (r.
99/717-101/720). In addition, van Ess drew on another supposedly very early source,
the Qadarite Epistle to Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan attributed to the famous early
Muslim traditionist al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) and written in support of human
free will. If these texts are authentic and were indeed written in the first Islamic cen-
tury, as van Ess initially argued, this would make them the earliest Muslim theological
texts extant; however, his argumentation was subsequently subjected to harsh criticism
(Cook 1981: 107-58; Zimmermann 1984), causing van Ess to modify his original posi-
tion and admit that these texts are possibly inauthentic or at least that their authenticity
cannot be proven (van Ess 1991-7: i. 47, 134-5; ii. 47). As will be discussed herein, these
three texts are now generally considered to be pseudepigrapha, compiled later than their
claimed date.

The term kalam (literally, ‘speech’), mentioned several times above, has two distinct
meanings which ought to be clearly differentiated. First, it is a particular style of the-
ological argumentation which, to quote van Ess once again, ‘talks (kallama) with the
opponent by asking questions and reducing his position to meaningless alternatives’
(van Ess 1975a: 89; cf. van Ess 1976; van Ess 1982: 109; Frank 1992). Second (capitalized as
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‘Kalam’ in what follows), it is the kind of Islamic theology—in Arabic: ilm al-Kalam—
that habitually employs this style of argumentation, or at least is within the tradition
that does so. (It is a major task of the present volume to trace the historical development
of this tradition.) Though the term is often used generically for ‘Islamic theology’ tout
court, this usage might be misleading, because there are Islamic theologies (discourses
about the divine) distinct from, and in some cases critical of, Kalam (e.g. Hanbalite the-
ology, Isma‘ili theology, Sufi theology, Philosophical theology—i.e. the theological part
of metaphysics, often called ‘the divine science), al-ilm al-iladhi—and so on) and, more-
over, because Kalam covers both theological and non-theological areas of inquiry (e.g.
epistemology and physics).

The question of ‘origins, discussed in this chapter, is, therefore, to a large extent the
question of the provenance of this particular type of argumentation, its extra-Islamic
models (if any), and its emergence and early use in an Islamic context. Secondly, it is also
the question of the origins of ‘ilm al-Kalam, i.e. the particular type of Islamic theology
that habitually employs kalam in the first sense, and of its most prominent themes (e.g.
human free will, gadar, vs. divine determinism, jabr).

The present chapter will accordingly contain three sections. The first section will
discuss the origins of kalam-style argumentation and of the term kalam. The second
will touch on the vexed question of the possible origins of Kalam theology (this time
from the point of view of its content, rather than argumentative technique), focusing
on the origins of the qadar debate (on which see also the next chapter). Finally, the
third section will briefly review the three texts, attributed to first/seventh and early
eighth-century authorities and used, as mentioned above, in van Ess’s reconstruction
of the beginnings of Kalam in the 1970s and 1980s, yet now generally believed to be
later fabrications.

I THE ORIGINS OF KALAM-STYLE
ARGUMENTATION AND OF THE TERM KALAM

It is undeniable that kalam-style argumentation has its deep roots in the religious debate
culture of the Middle East in the period prior to and shortly after the Muslim conquests.
The Middle East’s extraordinary religious diversity—with members of all religions
vying for ideological space and with the Christians divided, following the Councils of
Ephesus (431), Chalcedon (451), and Constantinople (681), into a number of rival fac-
tions (Griffith 2008: 129-40)—fomented debate as a primary means of gaining ideologi-
cal influence, vindicating one’s own beliefs, and refuting those of one’s rivals.

Muslims were drawn into these debates shortly after the conquests (Bertaina 2011),
while the Muslim tradition itself knows of even earlier examples, such as the religious
discussion reportedly held by a group of émigré Muslims with the Abyssinian emperor
(the Negus) or the disputation of the Prophet Muhammad with a delegation of the
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Christians of Najran (Mourad 2009: 63-6; Bertaina 2011: 115-20). Van Ess’s contention
that until the end of the Umayyad period ‘Muslims were still living among a Christian
majority, but in spite of this the religious contacts seem to have been weak’ (van Ess
1975a: 100) neglects the evidence for such interactions, surviving especially in Syriac
(Cook 1980: 41-2; Tannous 2008: 710-12; and more generally Hoyland 1997; Thomas
and Roggema 2009).

Though debate culture was ubiquitous in the Middle East in the period under discus-
sion (the Manicheans, for instance, were feared as formidable debaters; Lim 1995: 70—
108; Pedersen 2004), it seems possible to define the avenues by which it was assimilated
by early Muslim theologians somewhat more precisely. This requires focusing on some
specific features of the kalam style of argumentation and then tracing these features in
the Syriac disputation literature of the time. Much of this groundwork has been under-
taken by Michael Cook and Jack Tannous (Cook 1980; Tannous 2008), yielding interest-
ing results.

Cook pointed out that characteristic features of kalam argumentation are pre-
sent in seventh-century Syriac Christological disputations, notably in a Monothelete
(‘Maronite’) document (MS British Library, Add. 7192), containing two sets of
Christological queries, addressed to Dyothelete (‘Melkite’) opponents and dating to the
second half of the seventh century, thus excluding the possibility that these Syriac texts
were themselves influenced by Muslim Kalam.?

These Christological queries, which, as Cook shows, have some parallels in anti-
Chalcedonian Syriac material as well, invariably begin with a disjunctive question (‘Do
you believe X, yes or no?’ or ‘Do you believe X or Y’?) and then proceed methodically
to discuss each of the possibilities (‘If they say X, they should be asked ...; if they say Y,
they should be asked ... "), either refuting the opponent’s response or showing that it
in fact agrees with the questioner’s own position. As Cook shows, all this is strikingly
similar to the kind of argumentation characteristic of early Kalam texts, where patterns
of the same type (e.g. in qala... fa-yuqal lahu. .., ‘If he says X, it should be replied... ) are
standard.

In view of these striking structural parallels, Cook concluded that ‘[the kalam] genre
has the look of a product of the period of Christological schism.... [I]t presupposes in
general a situation in which almost everything is agreed and schism turns on the ener-
getic exploitation of doctrinal diacritics [as in Christological controversies]. ... What is
more, the genre could well be a rather late and specialized product of the continuing pro-
cess of Christological schism that characterizes sixth- and seventh-century Syria’ (Cook
1980: 40).* Cook further suggested that these patterns could have been adopted by the

3 The Chalcedonian camp split into Monotheletes/Maronites and Dyotheletes/Melkites in the
seventh century, after the monothelete compromise, initially promoted by the Byzantine emperors with
the aim of reconciling the Chalcedonian and the anti-Chalcedonian camps, failed, and the Council of
Constantinople in 681, mentioned above, ruled in favour of the Dyothelete position.

* For a much older example of the kalam-style technique (in the second-century CE Marcionite
author Apelles) see Pedersen 2004: 222. I am grateful to Patricia Crone for bringing this passage to my
attention. The roots of this technique are thus considerably older than the Christological schism.
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Muslim community either as a result of Muslims participating in debates with Christians
and learning these disputation techniques from them or as a result of Christians, skilled
in these disputation techniques, converting to Islam—the two options being, in fact,
compatible rather than mutually exclusive (Cook 1980: 40-1).°

In an important recent article, Tannous has refined Cook’s findings by focusing
on the figure of George, the anti-Chalcedonian (‘Jacobite’) bishop of the Arab tribes
(d. 105/724). George’s first three Syriac letters, analysed by Tannous, are examples
of Jacobite polemic against the Chalcedonians. George’s letters similarly challenge
Chalcedonian positions with series of disjunctive questions (‘if you say X then ...; but
if not, then ..."), presenting the opponent with choices each of which is then shown to
be either unsatisfactory or identical to the questioner’s own view. Tannous also shows
how George’s arguments are modelled on, and in several cases repeat verbatim, Syriac
versions of Greek Christological aporiai (the so-called epaporémata) from the sixth
and seventh centuries (Tannous 2008: 685-707). Thus, while Cook identified only a
handful of Syriac documents featuring ‘kaldm-style’ argumentation, Tannous (drawing
on Uthemann 1981 and Grillmeier 1987: 82—7) was able to contextualize them further
as representative examples of a genre of intra-Christian disputation characteristic of
sixth- and seventh-century Syria, which moreover is well attested not only in Syriac,
but also in Greek.

Tannous’s findings are significant for yet another reason. George was bishop over
Arab Christian tribes. The tribes in question were, in Syriac terminology, the ‘Aqolayé
(i.e. Arab Christians originally from ‘Aqola, the region of Kafa in Iraq, but present in
Syria), the Tu‘ayé (a confederacy of pastoral Arabs, which, according to Morony, prob-
ably included the tribes of Bakr, Ijl, Namir, and Taghlib), and the Tantikayé (the Arabic
Banua Tanukh), all converted to Christianity by the Jacobite bishop Ahidemmeh in the
sixth century (Morony 1984: 374, 379; Tannous 2008: 709-12). As Tannous notes, it is
precisely these three Arab Christian tribes that are said to have attended one of the ear-
liest Christian—Muslim debates on record: the debate between the Jacobite Patriarch
John Sedra and the Hagarene (i.e. Muslim) emir in Syria (probably the governor of
Homs ‘Umayr ibn Sa‘d al-Ansari), which reportedly took place on Sunday, 9 May 644
(Hoyland 1997: 459-65; Penn 2008; Roggema 2009; Bertaina 2011: 87-94; the text of the
debate was probably written in the early second/eighth century, see Griffith 2008: 36,
77). Moreover, it is significant that even though the Disputation of Patriarch John and
the Emir does not use kalam-style argumentation, the author calls it a ‘conversation’
(mamlla), a Syriac term exactly equivalent to the Arabic term kalam.

Tannous therefore puts forward what may be termed an ‘Arab Christian hypoth-
esis. He argues that the Arab Christian (more specifically, it seems, Jacobite) milieu
in Syria and Iraq is the most plausible conduit for the transmission of the kalam-style

> Conversion would seem to be the more likely route (cf. van Ess 1970: 24). This is because no
actual debate would have proceeded according to the pattern If X, then...; if not, then ...’ (as in any
actual debate the opponent would have chosen only one of the two alternative responses), and hence
opportunities to learn the disjunctive argumentation technique merely from attending debates would
have been limited.
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disputation technique to the Muslim community, and more generally ‘for the assimila-
tion of Christian traditions, such as they were, into early Islam’ (Tannous 2008: 715).
Just as in George of the Arab Tribes one can observe kalam-style disputational patterns
‘moving’ from Greek Christological aporiai into Syriac, so also these same patterns
could have been easily transferred, via the Arab Christian tribes under George’s (and
his predecessors’) ecclesiastical authority, from Syriac into Christian Arabic and then
Muslim Arabic dialectical arsenal, gaining new prominence in what was soon to emerge
as Muslim Kalam. Tannous’s argument thus partially resolves the problem that Michael
Morony identified with Cookss article, namely that while providing Christian parallels
for kalam techniques, it ‘does not explain the circumstances that led some Muslims to
use such methods also’ (Morony 1984: 646). Studying the origins of kalam would thus be
coextensive with studying the history of Arab Christianity in the first/seventh century—
an area of research still insufficiently investigated by scholars, yet no doubt germane to
the study of early Islam.

The term kalam corresponds, originally, to the Syriac mamlla, meaning ‘speech; and
more specifically ‘conversation’ or ‘disputation’ (as in the heading of the Disputation of
Patriarch John and the Emir) and ultimately to the Greek terms dialexis, dialektos, or
dialektike, all meaning ‘disputation’ (van Ess 1966: 57-9; Cook 1980: 42; van Ess 1991-
7:1. 53; but cf. Pietruschka 2003:198-9).

It is a moot question how the term came to be identified with theological inquiry
as a field, i.e. ‘ilm al-Kalam, or, to put it another way, how theological inquiry in Islam
received a name that originally means ‘speech’ or ‘disputation. It is clear that though
etymologically related, the Greek terms dialexis and theologia are quite distinct. The
situation is different in Syriac, where the Greek stem leg-/log- (meaning ‘to speak’) was
habitually translated using forms of the equivalent Syriac root m-I-I. Hence ‘logic, for
instance, was always translated as m*liliiza, and the compound noun theologia had to be
translated periphrastically as m®mall°liir alahiita (‘speech [regarding] divinity’) or, less
commonly, mamlla alahaya (‘divine speecly’) (for the latter expression see Cook 1980: 42
n. 82; another example in Payne Smith 1879-1901: 197). Similarly, theologos was trans-
lated as m‘mallél alahayata, m°mallel ‘al alaha, or m°mallel alaha’it (‘one who speaks
divine things, ‘one who speaks about God;, or ‘one who speaks divinely’).® Thus in Syriac
(as opposed to Greek) dialexis and theologia already look quite similar: the former is
translated as mamlla, the latter (at least occasionally) as mamlla alahdya (the same
noun, with the adjective ‘divine’ added as a qualifier). Still, the fact is that we have no evi-
dence that the term mamilla, in and of itself, without the qualifier alahdaya, was ever used
in Syriac in the sense of ‘theology’; nor was the participle m°mallél (or the correspond-
ing agent noun m°mall’lana), on its own, used in the sense of ‘theologian’ Thus for the
Syriac mind, a translation of the Greek theologia would seem to have always required a
complement, corresponding to the Greek theo-. Consequently, we have no evidence that

¢ All these expressions are particularly common as an honorary epithet of Gregory of Nazianzus, the
“Theologian.
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dialexis and theologia were conflated in Syriac. So, if not in Syriac, how and where did
this conflation, evident in the Muslim term kalam, take place?

Building on Tannouss Arab Christian hypothesis, one might propose the following.
It seems plausible that the simplification of terminology and the resulting conflation of
dialexis and theologia could have initially occurred in first/seventh-century Christian
Arabic discourse. Indeed, from the perspective of Arab Christian onlookers—the
‘Aqolaye, Tuayé, and Tanukaye, attending inter-religious debates with Muslims such as
the mamlla (disputation) between the Jacobite Patriarch and the Hagarene emir—theol-
ogy was done primarily by ‘spokesmen’ (to put it in Arabic, mutakallimiin; cf. van Ess
1991-7: i. 50) of the disputing parties. These spokesmen (Christian bishops and monks
on the one hand and Muslim officials on the other) acted as both disputants and theo-
logians, these two functions being inextricably linked. Here, for the first time, we have a
plausible milieu where the Arabic term kalam could have been used simultaneously for
disputation and theology, i.e. as a calque for the Syriac mamila both with and without
the qualifier alahaya. This terminology would presumably have been used during the
debates themselves by all Arabic-speakers in attendance, both Christians and Muslims.
Such debates therefore provide the perfect environment where the term kalam, with its
newly acquired dual meaning, could have been assimilated into Muslim discourse—
ultimately to stay there for good.”

Despite its heuristic value and intrinsic verisimilitude, Tannouss Arab Christian
hypothesis is in need of further testing and corroboration, given that the evidence pres-
ently supporting it is mostly circumstantial and comes from somewhat later (early sec-
ond/eighth-century rather than first/seventh-century) sources—George of the Arab
Tribes and the Disputation of Patriarch John and the Emir. Though highly suggestive, the
philological considerations outlined above are also ultimately inconclusive. Our knowl-
edge of the Arabic idiom of the Arab Christian tribes in first/seventh-century Syria and
Iraq is scarce, and so it is impossible to ascertain whether, as suggested here, they were
the ones who began using the term kalam (without a qualifier) in the dual sense of dis-
putation and theology.® Unfortunately, we cannot even be sure that debates of the kind
described in the Disputation of Patriarch John and the Emir were actually taking place
as early as the first Islamic century, and if they were, that Arab Christians would have
regularly been in attendance. Given that the actual text of the Disputation was probably

7 If the argument here put forward is sound, it would lend support to Shlomo Pines’s suggestion that
the term mutakallimiin originally referred to professional disputants, charged with the task of defending
Islam from arguments of non-Muslims, as well as heretical interpretations of Islam itself (Pines 1971; but
cf. van Ess 1975a: 104 n. 64; van Ess 1991-7: i. 49-50).

8 Later Christian Arabic sources are of little help, because when they use the terms kalam and
mutakallim (without a qualifier) for ‘theology’ and ‘theologian’ they do so under Muslim influence,
and moreover usually refer specifically to Muslim theologians (Pietruschka 2003). For Christian
theologians, a qualifier is typically used: thus, Gregory of Nazianzus is called in Christian Arabic sources
al-mutakallim ‘ala I-lahit (cf. Syr. m*mallél ‘al alaha), al-natiq bi-1-ilahiyyat, or natiq al-ilahiyyat (cf.

Syr. m*mallel alahayata), etc. Some Muslim sources also use al-mutakallim ‘ala I-lahit as an epithet of
Gregory of Nazianzus: see, e.g., the relevant chapters of Mubashshir ibn Fatik's Mukhtar al-hikam and al-
Shahrazur?’s Nuzhat al-arwah, dependent on the latter.
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written in the early second/eighth century, it is far from obvious that it can be trusted
to accurately reflect first/seventh-century social situation (Penn 2008; but see Tannous
2008: 711-12).

This section must therefore end on an inconclusive note. Further research is needed
to verify or disprove the Arab Christian hypothesis. Regardless of the actual outcome
of this research for the specific question of the origins of kalam, the role of Arabic-
speaking Christians in Christian-Muslim interactions in the first Islamic century (as
well as later) deserves careful consideration, and may produce important results for the
study of early Islam.

II ORIGINS OF THE QADAR DEBATE

The question of the origins of Kalam as a discipline—from the perspective of its content
rather than disputational form—is even more vexed than the question of the origins of
kalam-style argumentation. Here much of the older scholarship (beginning with von
Kremer 1873: 7-9) argued in favour of the Christian origin of the earliest controversy in
the history of Kalam: the qadar debate. (Other issues, such as the origins of Kalam atom-
ism, would have to be left outside the scope of this chapter.)

This argument is based on a number of considerations. First, free will is a fundamental
tenet of Christianity (e.g. John of Damascus, Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, ch. 44),
while the predestinarian Muslims, it is assumed, inherited the fatalistic outlook of pre-
Islamic Pagan Arabs (on which see Ringgren 1955). Second, Muslim biographical sources
allege that Qadari leaders (Ma‘bad al-Juhani and Ghaylan al-Dimashqi, on whom see
the next chapter) had ties to Christianity (van Ess 1974: 61—7; Rubin 1999: 177-80).
Thus, the eminent legal scholar (and a persecutor of the Qadaris) al-Awza1 (d. 157/774)
claimed that Ma‘bad learned the Qadari creed from a Christian named Sawsar or Sdsan,
who converted to Islam and then reverted to Christianity (Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh, 48: 192
and 49: 319).” In yet another report, going back to Muslim ibn Yasar (d. 101/719) and
his students, Ma‘bad was said to ‘follow Christian teachings’ (yaqulu bi-qawl al-nasara,
Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh, 59: 322). Ghaylan al-Dimashqi is occasionally given the nisba

9 Instead of Stisan, other sources mention a certain Sasnoye (or Sastoye) ibn Yiinus (or Aba Ytinus)
al-Uswari from Basra, who is not said to be a former Christian. See al-Firyabi, Qadar, 205 [No. 347]
and 226 [No. 408]); Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 9: 264, who adds that this Sasnoye / Sastoye was the husband
of Umm Miisa (cf. van Ess 1978: 371b); and Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh, 59: 318-19, who adds that he was a
greengrocer (bagqal). The nisba al-Uswari indicates that he was one the asvaran / asawira, who were
Sasanian cavalrymen and their descendants in the Islamic period; see van Ess 1991-7: ii. 78—-84; Zakeri
1995. On this Sasnoye / Sastoye see further van Ess 1974: 61-4; Zakeri 1995: 325-6. As Kevin van Bladel
informs me, Stisan is probably the Middle Persian name Sosan(s), derived from the Avestan Sao$yant
(Justi 1895: 284a), the name of the future Zoroastrian saviour. It is therefore somewhat unexpected to
find a Christian bearing this name. On the name Sasnoye see Justi 1895: 291b. It is perhaps not altogether
impossible that Sasnoye and Stsan are one and the same individual.



ORIGINS OF KALAM 35

al-Qibti, which indicates that he was a mawla (a non-Arab affiliate of an Arab tribe) of
Coptic Christian origin. Some anti-Qadarite hadiths also allege that Qadari ideas are of
Christian provenance (e.g. Becker 1912: 186).1° Third, the Disputation between a Saracen
and a Christian, written in Greek and attributed to the famous Christian theologian
John of Damascus, a contemporary of Ghaylan and a fellow Damascene, discusses the
issue of human free will versus divine predestination (Sahas 1972: 103-12, 142-9)."! The
‘Saracen’ (Muslim) disputant in the dialogue argues for complete divine predestination,
including of human sins. Since the predestinarian position is identified as being char-
acteristic of Islam, it follows that the anti-predestinarian (Qadari) view must have been
imported from an outside source, i.e. presumably from the Christian tradition. It is also
assumed that the Disputation is a testimony to Christian-Muslim disputations in the
Umayyad period on the subject of free will and predestination, and moreover that these
disputations (which might have pre-dated John of Damascus) influenced the Qadari
position and triggered the gadar controversy within Islam (Becker 1912: 183-6).

Several problems with this argument have been identified. Similarities between
Christian and Qadari positions on free will and related subjects (e.g. that God is not the
cause of evil) do not, of course, prove dependence of the latter upon the former. The iso-
lated reports tying Ma‘bad and Ghaylan to Christianity are unverifiable and perhaps too
anecdotal in nature to prove anything. Moreover, they display an obvious agenda of dis-
crediting the Qadari position by portraying it as alien to Islam and may thus be untrust-
worthy.!? Finally, it is unlikely that the Disputation between a Saracen and a Christian is
a work of John of Damascus. It was probably authored by (or at least reflects the ideas
of) the early third/ninth-century Arabic-writing Christian theologian Theodore Abu
Qurra, who is known to have criticized Muslim (and Manichean) predestinarian views
in his other works (Griffith 1987a). Rather than triggering the qadar controversy within
Islam, the Disputation already reflects an advanced stage of that controversy. Moreover,
its author seems to have consciously appropriated Qadari arguments and terminology
to refute Muslim predestinarian beliefs. Thus, any similarities between the Disputation
and the Qadariyya are due to Qadari influence on the Disputation rather than the other
way round (Griffith 1987a: 82-91). It is, moreover, striking that the subject of free will
is relatively infrequently attested in Christian-Muslim disputations and Christian
polemical treatises in Syriac and Arabic directed against Islam (for some exceptions see

10 But cf. the famous hadith which compares the Qadariyya to the ‘Magians of this community’ (van
Ess 1975b: 137-48; cf. Stroumsa and Stroumsa 1988: 54-5).

I The Greek term for free will, to autexousion, is better translated as ‘sovereignty over oneself’ i.e.
the power to determine one’s own actions. In Syriac, this term is sometimes rendered as m°shall°tiit (or
shallitit) b-yara (thus in Jacob of Edessa, see Cook 1981: 149 and 217 n. 49). Cf. al-Ghazalf’s expression
la hukm lahu fi nafsihi (al-Ghazali, Ihya’, Book 35, shatr 1, bayan 2, 4: 345), which is used precisely in the
sense of ‘having no sovereignty over oneself; i.e. having no free will.

12 On the other hand, the biased nature of these reports does not necessarily make them factually
untrue. See also Tannous 2010: 555 n. 1344, who points out that it is, in fact, quite unusual for Islamic
heresiographers to characterize a teaching as being Christian in origin; Tannous thus tends to regard
these reports as credible.
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Griffith 1987a; Griffith 1987b; Griffith 1990). Thus, while it still remains a possibility that
Christian ideas could have influenced the Qadariyya (possibly, through Christian con-
verts to Islam ‘naively solving the theological problem posed by the ambiguity of the
[Qur’an] with [Christian] categories familiar to themselves'—van Ess 1978: 371b), this
cannot at present be positively proven.

Finally, something needs to be said regarding Cook’s intriguing suggestion that
Muslim predestinarianism ‘may represent a doctrinal fixation of... a thoroughly deter-
minist mood,, characteristic of the Late Antique and early Islamic Middle East (Cook
1981: 150-2, 156; cf. Morony 1984: 392-3, 424-9, 633—4; Tannous 2008: 713-15). This
observation raises the possibility that the gadar debate within Islam is, essentially, an
Islamization of older debates between champions of free will (Christians, Jews, and
Zoroastrians) and proponents of various forms of determinism—e.g. astral fatalism,
characteristic of Sasanian Iraq and hence often called ‘Chaldeanism’ (Syr. kaldayiita), the
alleged Manichean determinism (Stroumsa and Stroumsa 1988; Pedersen 2004: 171-6),
or the widespread belief, found in Christian circles, that every individual’s lifespan and
moment of death are predetermined by God (Cook 1981: 145-7; Munitiz 2001). The
Manichean challenge to early Islam may have been especially significant in both trigger-
ing and shaping the ‘structure’ of the gadar debate (Stroumsa and Stroumsa 1988: 51-8).

The Qur’anic emphasis on God’s all-pervasive determinative power provides a theis-
tic antidote to the non-theistic fatalism of pre-Islamic Pagan Arabs, which might itself
have been influenced by Sasanian ‘Chaldeanism’ (Morony 1984: 393, 427, 481, 483). In
providing this antidote, however, the Qur’an effectively replaces one type of determin-
ism by another, thus inviting the same kind of anti-predestinarian reaction in an Islamic
milieu. Similarly, by insisting that God is the creator of all things, the Qur’an implicitly
raises the perennial monotheistic problem of whether God is also responsible for evil
(on the Christian response, heavily influenced by the Platonic tradition and forged, in
part, in the course of anti-Manichean polemic, see e.g. John of Damascus, Exposition
of the Orthodox Faith, ch. 92, ‘On that God is not the cause of evils’). It is precisely this
question that was the bone of contention in the polemic between the Qadaris and the
predestinarians: the former refused to acknowledge God’s responsibility for evil (par-
ticularly human sinful actions), while the latter insisted that God is responsible for all
things, evil included.

If Cook’s theory is correct, one can expect that both Muslim Qadaris and Muslim pre-
destinarians would have used arguments originally employed in the older polemic over
determinism. There are some indications that this might indeed be the case. For exam-
ple, as Cook shows, the anti-Chalcedonian (‘Jacobite’) theologian Jacob of Edessa (d. 89/

13 Tannous cites evidence that George of the Arab Tribes engaged in a debate with Pagan Arabs
who were adherents of astral determinism. He calls these Arabs hanpé (Pagans), a term used by Syriac
Christian authors from the first/seventh century on also for the Muslims. The Syriac practice of referring
to Muslims as hanpé is not fully accounted for by the Muslim self-designation hanif; after all, one
also needs to explain why Syriac-speakers associated Muslims with Pagans. Could it be that from the
Syriac Christian perspective, Muslims were hanpé (Pagans), among other things, on account of their
predestinarian views?
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708), writing in Syriac, cites a number of verses, employed by his (presumably Christian)
determinist adversaries in support of their position. One of these verses is Psalm 58:
3, “The wicked are estranged from the womb (Syr. men karsa); they go astray from the
womb (Syr. men marb©a), speaking lies’ Jacob’s opponents presumably interpreted this
verse as meaning that one’s destiny in the afterlife is fixed (predetermined) already in
the mother’s womb (Cook 1981: 146).1* Similarly, in the Qadarite Epistle to Caliph ‘Abd
al-Malik b. Marwan (discussed in Section III below), (Pseudo)-Hasan al-Basri accuses
his predestinarian adversaries of misinterpreting the Qur’anic verse Among them there
are the damned and the felicitous’ (fa-minhum shaqi wa-sa id, Qur’an 11: 105) as teaching
that one’s destiny in the afterlife is fixed in the mother’s womb (f7 butin ummahatihim,
ed. Mourad 2006: 291 / trans. Rippin and Knappert 1986: 120-1; cf. Ibn Mas‘ad’s saying
‘Damned is he who was damned in his mother’s womb, on which see van Ess 1975b:
20-30). Significantly, however, unlike the biblical prooftext, the Qur’anic verse does not
mention womb at all, and the context patently speaks about the Day of Judgement rather
than the development of a foetus. The predestinarian exegesis of the Qur’anic verse is
therefore forced, and this, in Cook’s view, betrays the influence of the biblical context,
originally employed by Christian predestinarians and subsequently rather mechanically
transferred onto the Qur’anic verse in question (Cook 1981: 148).

Then there is the well-known predestinarian hadith, also transmitted on the authority
of Ibn Mas‘ad but distinct from the saying cited above. According to this hadith, while
the foetus is in the womb, an angel records its future source of livelihood (rizq), lifes-
pan (ajal), activity (‘amal), and whether the person will be ‘damned or felicitous’ (shagi
aw said) in the afterlife (van Ess 1977b: 1-20). As shown by Goldziher (1878: 353—4 n.
6) and Ringgren (1955: 119-20), this hadith has a fairly close Talmudic parallel (Niddah
16b), where Laylah, ‘the angel in charge of conception, takes a drop (i.e. of semen; cf.
the Qur’anic nutfa) and places it before God, and God declares its future, specifically
whether the person will be ‘mighty or weak, wise or foolish, rich or poor. The Talmudic
story emphasizes, however, that God does not predetermine whether the person will
be righteous or unrighteous, for as Rabbi Hanina bar Hamma (early third century cE)
put it, ‘everything is in the power of Heaven [i.e. predetermined by God] except fear of
Heaven’ (van Ess 1977b: 16; Cook 1981: 148). Here we have an example where the Muslim
predestinarian camp draws on an earlier tradition, attested in a Jewish source, which
however specifically rejects predestination of human actions.

To conclude: while there seems to be little evidence that Christian polemic against
Islam directly influenced the gadar controversy, as was suggested by older scholarship
(e.g. Becker 1912), the gadar controversy can be plausibly linked to (and seen as a contin-
uation of) older debates over various forms of determinism, current in the Late Antique
and early Islamic Middle East and often crossing religious boundaries, with Christians
and Manicheans being the most significant players. A comprehensive analysis of all

4 TInterestingly, the same verse is cited in the Disputation between a Saracen and a Christian, yet its
author (Theodore Abti Qurra?) takes the predestinarian sting out by claiming that the ‘womb’ is the
womb of baptism (Sahas 1972: 146-7)!
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types of polemic over determinism in the Late Antique and early Islamic Middle East in
comparison to the gadar controversy is still an important desideratum, which may shed
light on the emergence of this controversy within Islam.

III THREE ‘EARLY’ TEXTS ON QADAR,
ATTRIBUTED TO HASAN B. MUHAMMAD
B. AL-HANAFIYYA, ‘UMAR B. 'ABD AL-AZizZ,
AND AL-HASAN AL-BASRI

Finally, we need to consider the three documents drawn upon extensively by van Ess in
his reconstruction of the ‘beginnings’ of Islamic theology. Two of the three—(Pseudo)-
Hasan b. Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya’s Questions against the Qadarites (to use the con-
venient title proposed by Cook 1980: 32) and (Pseudo)- Umar b. al-‘Aziz’s Epistle—are
rare examples of predestinarian Kalam (cf. Cook 1981: 141-3), though only the former
uses the characteristic kalam disputation technique (“Tell us about ...; if they say X, say
to them ...; if they say Y, say to them ... ). These two documents are preserved in later
compilations—a refutation by the Zaydi imam al-Hadi ila I-haqq (d. 298/911) and Aba
Nu‘aym al-Isfahant’s (d. 430/1038) Hilyat al-awliya’respectively—and are edited, trans-
lated, and commented upon by van Ess (1977).

Van Ess considered both documents to be authentic and mounted arguments in
favour of their authenticity. He dated the Questions against the Qadarites to between
72/691 and 80/699, based on his analysis of Hasan b. Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya’s life
and the assumption that the Questions must pre-date the third document under dis-
cussion—the Qadarite Epistle attributed to al-Hasan al-Basri—since the author of the
Questions appears to be ‘not yet familiar’ with the latter’s ideas (van Ess 1977: 17-18).
For (Pseudo-)Umar’s Epistle, van Ess dismisses as ‘rather unlikely’ the possibility that
it might have been composed before ‘Umar’s accession to the caliphal throne. This
leaves him with the two and a half years of ‘Umar’s reign (99/717-101/720). The most
plausible date, according to van Ess, is 101/720, because of the possibility that a ‘vague
recollection’ of the Epistle survives in the legendary reports indicating that after inter-
rogating Ghaylan al-Dimashqi and shortly before his own death, ‘Umar dictated a let-
ter on gadar to the military provinces (ajnad), which, because of his death, was never
sent out (van Ess 1977: 131-2, 188, 199; cf. van Ess 1971-2). Van Ess’s arguments for the
early dating and authenticity of both documents were criticized and largely discredited
by Cook and Zimmermann (Cook 1981: 124-44; Zimmermann 1984). Cook concedes
that though inauthentic, the Questions is still an archaic text (no later than the mid-sec-
ond/eighth century—Cook 1980: 32-3), possibly originating from the Murji’ite milieu
in Kifa (Cook 1981: 144). (Pseudo)-Umar’s Epistle, likewise inauthentic and containing
interpolations of secondary material (Cook 1981: 124-9, 136), probably also originated
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in the second/eighth century and might likewise ‘at one time have been in Murji’ite
hands” (Cook 1981: 129-30, 144). By contrast, Zimmermann suggests ‘late second-cen-
tury Basra’ as the place where the search for the real author and addressees of the two
texts should begin (because of the concept of nafadh, ‘inescapable implementation’ of
God’s foreknowledge, common to both—Zimmermann 1984: 441). Thus, though both
Cook and Zimmermann reject van Ess’s arguments for the two documents’ authenticity,
they disagree on the likely milieu where they might have been produced. The question
therefore is in need of further study.

From the perspective of their content, both documents seek to discredit the Qadarite
worldview. The Questions does this by setting up a series of challenges to the Qadarite
opponents. These challenges are typically based on specific Qur'anic verses that speak
about God determining human actions, leading some people to guidance and others
to perdition (as well as to Hell and Paradise), inspiring faith in some and hardening the
hearts of others, foretelling (and consequently determining) future events, and so on (cf.
‘Verzeichnis der Koranverse’ in van Ess 1977: 259-63). (Pseudo)-Umar’s Epistle presents
the Qadarites as putting forward the claim that in virtue of their free will human beings
are able to act contrary to what God foreknows to be the case, thus ‘falsifying’ (radd, fol-
lowing the translation in Cook 1981: 126) and ‘going beyond’ (khuriij) God’s knowledge.
By refuting this claim, the author of the Epistle seeks to discredit his opponents’ initial
thesis that human beings have free will.

Let us now move on to the third document under consideration, the Qadarite Epistle
to Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, attributed to the famous early Muslim traditionist
al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728). Unlike the two texts just discussed, it is written in sup-
port of human free will and, were it authentic, would be the only surviving Qadarite
document. It is preserved in three seventh/fourteenth-eighth/fifteenth-century manu-
scripts, two of them in Istanbul and one in Tehran,” and in excerpts in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s
(d. 415/1024) Fadl al-itizal wa-tabaqat al-mutazila and some later sources dependent
on the latter. As shown by Mourad (2006: 186-7, 238-9), none of these sources repre-
sents the original version of the Qadarite Epistle, which must have been longer than any
of the surviving witnesses. Significantly, the excerpts in ‘Abd al-Jabbar only partially
overlap with the manuscripts and include material not preserved in any of them. Of the
three manuscripts, the Tehran copy, conveniently edited by Mourad along with ‘Abd al-
Jabbar’s excerpts (Mourad 2006: 284-302), seems to stand closest to the original version.
It therefore merits special attention.

Van Ess argued for the Qadarite Epistle’s authenticity and attempted to date it to between
75/694 (when al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf, at whose request it was allegedly written, became governor
of Iraq) and 80/699 (the date of Ibn al-Ash‘ath’s revolt) (van Ess 1977: 18, 27-9). This early
dating was discredited by Cook and Zimmermann, both of whom also offered arguments
against the document’s authenticity (Cook 1981: 117-23; Zimmermann 1984). Notably, van

15 Sabine Schmidtke kindly informs me that a fourth manuscript of the Qadarite Epistle has now been
discovered in a private library in Yemen.
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Ess’s contention that the Qadarite Epistle must be early and authentic because it does not
quote predestinarian hadith and hence pre-dates the period of genesis of such hadith is
refuted by Cook, who points out that the Qadarite Epistle deliberately refrains from rely-
ing on hadith rather than pre-dates its genesis and that, moreover, one of the excerpts pre-
served by ‘Abd al-Jabbar does in fact quote a predestinarian hadith and identifies it as such
(Cook 1981: 121; cf. Mourad 2006: 200-1, 300-1).1° It should also be noted that the Tehran
manuscript (unavailable to both van Ess and Cook) includes an important polemical pas-
sage against the ‘innovators’ who have introduced new teachings and perverted the religion
(ed. Mourad 2006: 284-5). It seems likely that these ‘innovators” (muhdithiin)—one of the
many terms used for the author’s opponents—are the predestinarian hadith transmitters
(muhaddithiin), and that the author might be deliberately exploiting the fact that the two
words are indistinguishable in the unvocalized Arabic script.

While accepting that al-Hasan was a firm believer in free will throughout his
life, Mourad argues conclusively that the Qadarite Epistle is a later forgery (Mourad
2006: 172, 175, 194-239). It includes several obvious anachronisms, such as the use of
the term al-salaf (‘predecessors’), developed in the late second/eighth and third/ninth
centuries as a collective designation of the first three generations of Muslims. Given
the remarkable similarities between the Qadarite Epistle and the third/ninth-century
Zaydi theology pointed out by Mourad (especially al-Qasim b. Ibrahim’s Refutation of
the Predestinarians), it seems unavoidable that there is a connection between the two.
Mourad argues plausibly that it is the Qadarite Epistle that is influenced by Zaydi theol-
ogy rather than the other way round. He suggests that the Qadarite Epistle was forged by
a Mu'tazili theologian in the late fourth/tenth century, influenced by Zaydi theology and
possibly a member of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s circle (Mourad 2006: 236-8).

Mourad’s late dating has the distinct advantage of explaining why there is no trace
of references to the Qadarite Epistle before the late fourth/tenth century. Nonetheless,
an earlier, third/ninth-century date contemporary with, or slightly later than, al-
Qasim b. Ibrahim would also seem consistent with the evidence at hand and perhaps,
in other respects, more plausible than the late fourth/tenth-century one. In his review
of Mourad’s book, Madelung argued that the Qadarite Epistle reflects the ‘asymmetri-
cal view’ on qadar, attributed to al-Hasan al-Basri (and the Qadariyya in general) by
early authorities—namely the position that only human sins, but not their praisewor-
thy actions, are excluded from divine predestination. This view, Madelung claims, must
have become obsolete by the time when Mourad claims the Qadarite Epistle was forged
(Madelung 2007: 159-60; cf. van Ess 1977: 28). Nevertheless, al-Qasim b. Ibrahim’s
Refutation also reflects this ‘asymmetrical view’, as duly noted by Mourad (2006: 232),
and so does (Theodore Abu Qurras?) Disputation between a Saracen and a Christian,
discussed in Section II above (Sahas 1972: 103-4, 142-3). This implies that this asym-
metrical view had not yet become obsolete, at least in some circles, in the third/ninth

16 Another possible allusion to a hadith is the phrase jarat (or jaffat) al-aqlam bi-ma and laq™" (ed.
Mourad 2006: 291); cf. the hadith recorded in al-Bukhari’s Sahih, Kitab al-nikah: ya Aba Hurayra, jaffa
I-qalam bi-ma anta laq™.
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century, and hence that this is a plausible date for when the Qadarite Epistle was forged.
The considerable parallelism between this document and the Disputation between a
Saracen and a Christian (Griffith 1987a: 90) is another argument in favour of an ear-
lier, third/ninth-century dating of the Qadarite Epistle.”” This issue is not taken up in
Mourad’s book and deserves to be explored further.

If all three texts are later forgeries, as seems highly probable, the unavoidable conclu-
sion is that we simply do not have Kalam documents from the first Islamic century. The
ever so elusive ‘Anfinge’ of Islamic theology recede into the ‘darkness of unknowing’
from which they once seemed to have emerged.
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