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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation focuses on one of the most popular medieval Muslim figures in modern times, 

Ibn Kathǭr.  I argue that Ibn Kathǭrôs works reflect a critical theological struggle in the history of 

Islam between those who emphasized the original sources of the QurôǕn and prophetic practice 

(traditionalists) and those who insisted on the incorporation of scholastic theology and the 

accumulated experience of the community (Ashóarǭs).  Previous scholarship considers Ibn Kathǭr 

simply a student of the great traditionalist jurist and theologian Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328).  Ibn 

Taymiyya was the symbolic leader of the traditionalist movement and was imprisoned multiple 

times because of his attempts to challenge the established Ashóarǭ social order.  Ibn Kathǭrôs 

ardent support of Ibn Taymiyya led many Arabic biographers to subsume Ibn Kathǭr under the 

hagiography of Ibn Taymiyya.  Modern Western scholarship builds off the Arabic biographical 

literature to the point that Ibn Kathǭr is perceived as the mere ñspokespersonò for Ibn Taymiyya 

and his QurôǕnic exegesis a simple implementation of Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic. 

Yet, through examining Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual circle, major works, and QurôǕnic exegesis, this 

dissertation demonstrates that Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr represent two different types of 

traditionalism.  Ibn Taymiyya believed in an intellectualized traditionalism which delved deeply 

into philosophy and scholastic theology to argue for scriptureôs rationality.  Ibn Kathǭr, on the 

other hand, subscribed to a fideist traditionalism which was content with the superiority of the 
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transmitted sources and the use of rational tools to analyze scripture. Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic 

exegesis, his most famous work, was thus less a product of Ibn Taymiyya than that of his fideist 

traditionalism and his attempt to respond to the dominant Ashóarism. 
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Introduction : 

In the year 763/1362, a young student (shǕbb) from Iran arrived in MamlȊk Damascus 

alleging that he memorized word for word the prophetic report (adǭth) collections of al-BukhǕrǭ 

and Muslim, the QurôǕnic exegesis of al-Zamakhsharǭ, and other classic Islamic works.  This was 

a bold claim even in a scholarly culture that excelled at memorization.  To test his claim, a large 

group composed of commoners, notables and adǭth scholars gathered around the youth in the 

Umayyad mosque.  The young man began to recite from memory the beginning of ἧaỠǭỠ al-

BukhǕrǭ to the middle of the Chapter of Knowledge, two and half chapters into the text.  The 

crowd was so impressed that they agreed to meet the following day to have the youth complete 

the chapter.  On the second day, the audience had grown even larger, with the Chief Judge and 

even some of the cityôs notables joining the event.  Unfortunately, the youthôs memory began to 

fail him, and he skipped some adǭths and mispronounced words.  Nevertheless, he was heralded 

as a remarkable success.  Crowds gathered around him after his reading, with some even trying 

to kiss his hand.   To show their admiration, the cityôs elite and judges gifted the boy close to a 

thousand silver dirhams.   

One scholar, the great jurist, historian and adǭth scholar Ibn Kathǭr (d. 774/1373), had 

followed the boyôs reading with expert interest.  Recording the event in his history, he noted that 

the youth read well, except that he mispronounced some words, mixing them with his native 

Persian.  Nonetheless, Ibn Kathǭr was satisfied enough to give the young student a personal 

license (ijǕza).  Upon receiving this honor, the boy exclaimed, ñI left my country only with the 
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intention of meeting you so that you might grant me this license.  Your reputation (dhikruka) in 

our country is great.ò
1
 

Ibn Kathǭr cuts a modest figure on the Islamic intellectual landscape of the MamlȊk 

period.  Not as outspoken or controversial as Damascene compatriots like Ibn Taymiyya (d. 

728/1328), he is the detached recorder, not always seen as a participant in drama.  Yet, this story 

reminds us that Ibn Kathǭr was himself a highly respected scholar during his own lifetime, and 

his works spread throughout Muslim lands.  Even students from as far as Central Asia sought 

him out and asked for his stamp of approval.  Over the passage of time, however, Ibn Kathǭrôs 

persona became subsumed under the hagiography of the great jurist and theologian Ibn 

Taymiyya.  Even as Ibn Kathǭrôs many works were read, transcribed and circulated with 

consistency, he continued to be associated with Ibn Taymiyya, seen as his mouthpiece and not 

appreciated in his own right.  

This dissertation reconsiders the standard narrative of Ibn Kathǭr as a ñspokespersonò for 

Ibn Taymiyya and that his Exegesis (tafsǭr) is a product solely of his relationship with the great 

scholar.
 2
  While Ibn Taymiyya had a significant impact on Ibn Kathǭr, the latterôs Exegesis 

expressed a vision of Islamic theology that differed fundamentally from the formerôs.  Ibn 

Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr was more the product of a theological struggle between two contrasting visions of 

Islam.  One maintained the absolute primacy of scripture and revealed tradition over reason.  The 

other stressed the accumulated wisdom and intellectual contributions of the Muslim community, 

asserting that the QurôǕnic revelation should be mediated through rational means.  Ibn Kathǭr 

sought to tie his legal school (madhhab) to the original sources of the QurôǕn and Prophetic 

                                                 
1
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, eds. Alǭ Mu ammad Muóawwad and ó dil A mad óAbd al-MawjȊd, 15 vols. 

(Lebanon: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 2009), 14:286.  The story also alludes to the fact that Damascus was an 

important hub of scholarship where scholarsô works were frequently sent to other parts of the Muslim world.   
2
 Kristina Zahra Sands, Sufi Commentaries on the QurôǕn in Classical Islam (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), 

144. 
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practice but at the same time delicately negotiate his relationships with those who stressed the 

madhhabôs history and belief in rational disputation.  To provide context to my argument, I will 

provide a brief overview of Ibn Kathǭr within Western Scholarship, his role within the historic 

struggle between a scripture-based vision of Islam versus a more rational one and the role of his 

Exegesis within this ongoing debate.   

 

Ibn Kathǭr and his Tafsǭr in the Eyes of Western Scholarship:  

The most important Western scholar to work on Ibn Kathǭr is Henri Loaust who presents 

Ibn Kathǭr as a great historian and important adǭth scholar, but an uninteresting exegete.
3
  In his 

entry in the Encyclopaedia of Islam, Laoust begins by stating that Ibn Kathǭr was ñone of the 

best-known historians and traditionalists of Syriaò under the MamlȊks.  He proceeds to discuss 

his ShǕfióǭ training but then mentions that he ñnext fell strongly, and very early, under the 

influence of Ibn Taymiyya and his school.ò
4
  While Laoust notes Ibn Taymiyyaôs influence on 

Ibn Kathǭr, he does not overemphasize it, something that later scholars frequently do.   

After discussing Ibn Kathǭrôs relation with the MamlȊk state, Laoust comments on Ibn 

Kathǭrôs works and contends that ñby far the most important of Ibn Kathǭrôs works is his great 

history of Islam, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕyaéone of the principal historical works of the MamlȊk 

period.ò  Laoust adds that al-BidǕyaôs success is not only in its own content but that it was the 

basis of other historical works, such as Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭôs (d. 852/1449) InbǕԁ al-ghumr bi-

anbǕԁ al-Ԁumr.
5
   

                                                 
3
 See Laoustôs ñIbn Katir Historien,ò Arabica 2, no.1 (1955): 42-88.  Laoust has pioneered the Western study of 

traditionalism. 
4
 The use of the word ñschoolò here is not very clear, because it could be interpreted as a school of jurisprudence 

(madhhab) or movement.   
5
 Ibn ajar al-ᾶAsqalǕnǭ, InbǕԁ al-ghumr bi-anbǕԁ al-Ԁumr, ed. asan abashǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: Lajnat I yǕᾷ al-TurǕth 

al-IslǕmǭ, 1969), 1:39. 
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Laoust then moves to discuss Ibn Kathǭrôs contribution to adǭth which he remarks ñis 

also importantò and lists some of his most important adǭth works such as his summary of Ibn al-

alǕôs (d. 643/1245) introduction to adǭth.
6
  He finally mentions Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr 

dismissively: ñhis Tafsǭr, essentially a philological work, is very elementary and foreshadows, in 

its style that which al-SuyȊǭ would write later.ò
7
  These are the only comments of Laoust 

regarding the Tafsǭr suggesting that he did not look significantly at the text.
8
   

Laoustôs entry is significant because it represents the historical view that existed for most 

the 20
th
 century that Ibn Kathǭr was primarily a historian rather than an exegete.  The 

biographical sources frequently note that Ibn Kathǭr was a ñhistorianò (muôarrikh) before he was 

an ñexegeteò (mufassir).  However, once Ibn Kathǭrôs exegesis was abridged and made a 

standard part of many Islamic seminary curriculums, its popularity increased and its influence 

was impossible to ignore.
9
   

As Ibn Kathǭrôs exegesis became more widespread it generated a variety of reactions, the 

most influential being that of Norman Calder who argues that Ibn Kathǭr restricts the exegetical 

tradition to focus solely on adǭth to the exclusion of the polyvalent exegetical tradition of al-

abarǭ (d. 310/923) and al-Qur ubǭ (d. 671/1272).
10

  He further contends that Ibn Kathǭr acquires 

                                                 
6
 I will speak about Ibn Kathǭrôs summary of Ibn al- alǕôs Introduction to the Sciences of ởadǭth in Chapter Three.   

7
 H. Laoust, ñIbn Kathǭr,ò Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, 

E. Van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (Brill, 2012).   This article was originally published in 1968.   
8
 Or Laoust could have read the Tafsǭr but not found it very appealing.  However, even if one disagrees with Ibn 

Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic, his exegesis is essential in the history of his life and intellectual circle.   
9
 For on how Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr was revived see Walid Saleh, ñPreliminary Remarks on the Historiography of tafsǭr 

in Arabic: A History of the Book Approach,ò Journal of QurôǕnic Studies 12, no. 1-2 (2010): 28.  I hope to discuss 

the reception and gradual rise of Ibn Kathǭrôs popularity in future works.   
10

 Norman Calder, ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr: problems in the description of a genre, illustrated with 

reference to the story of Abraham,ò Approaches to the QurôǕn, eds. G.R. Hawting and A.A. Shareef (London: 

Routledge, 1993).  Jawid Mojaddedi and Andrew Rippen believe that this is Norman Calderôs ñmost influential 

article.ò  See their introduction to Interpretation and Jurisprudence in Medieval Islam, eds. Jawid Mojaddedi and 

Andrew Rippin (Aldershot [England]; Burlington, VT: Ashgate/Variorum, 2006), XII.  In another article, Rippin 

calls Calderôs article ñimpressiveò; ñQurôǕnic Studies, Part IV: Some Methodological Notes,ò Islamic Origins 

Reconsidered: John Wansbrough and the Study of Islam, ed. H. Berg (Berlin: Walter de Gryter, 1997).  Referencing 
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his ñfundamentalismò
11

 from his teacher Ibn Taymiyya in that they both circumvent the 

cumulative Islamic intellectual tradition in favor of its original sources.
12 

 Calder thus represents 

the prevailing view that Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr is simply one of adǭth and that it originates from his 

relationship with Ibn Taymiyya.  Throughout the article, Calderôs bias of favoring more rational 

and speculative exegetes is apparent.  For instance, he states ñThis grim theologian (Ibn Kathǭr) 

could hardly have found any pleasure in the exuberant uncertainties of Qurubǭ, or in the 

visionary intellectualism of RǕzǭ.ò
13

  For Calder, Ibn Kathǭr lacks ñliterary skillò and 

ñimagination.ò
14

  Nevertheless, while Calder is highly critical of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr, 

he raises important questions about Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with Ibn Taymiyya and how they 

both interacted with the exegetical tradition.
15

    

 

                                                                                                                                                             
this article, Sands states that the ñtask of identifying the formal characteristics of tafsǭr has been tackled with great 

skill by Calderò; Sands, 67. 
11

 As Ahmad Dallal explains, terms like fundamentalism can be ñattractive in many ways, primarily because it 

allows the student of modem Islam to analyze and understand a complex set of variables in the context of one 

coherent wholeò; Ahmad Dallal, ñThe Origins and Objectives of Islamic Revivalist Thought, 1750-1850,ò Journal 

of the American Oriental Society 113, no. 3 (Jul. - Sep., 1993), 342.   
12

 Calder also says that Ibn Kathǭr ñwas an expert on adǭth and a disciple of Ibn Taymiyya ï together adequate 

symbols of his intellectual affiliationò; Norman Calder, ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr,ò 121, 124.  Calder 

believes Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr are ñfundamentalistsò because they circumvent the intellectual tradition in 

favor of the original sources.  In another instance, Calder calls Ibn Taymiyya a salafǭ because, ñIn all movements 

designated, and especially in the works of Ibn Taymiyya and his followers, there was an attempt to reject tradition in 

favour of a return to earliest generations.ò  Calder is averse to ñfundamentalistsò and ñmodernistsò who he believes 

limit or reject tradition.  See his, ñHistory and Nostalgia: reflections on John Wansbroughôs The Sectarian Milieu,ò 

Islamic Origins Reconsidered: John Wansbrough and the Study of Islam, ed. Herbert Berg (Berlin: Walter de 

Gruyter, 1997), 19.  Calder would influence future scholars who highlight the impact of Ibn Taymiyya on Ibn 

Kathǭr.  See Roberto Tottoli, ñOrigin and Use of the Term Israôiliyyat in Muslim Literature,ò Arabica  46, no. 2 (1999): 

193-210. 
13

 Calder, ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr,ò124. 
14

 Calder concludes that ñIn Ibn Kathǭrôs view, God has considerably less literary skill than the average human 

being, and very little imaginationò; Calder, ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr,ò124. 
15

 Calderôs article represents the biases within the Western study of tafsǭr which is more inclined towards rational, 

legal and mystical commentaries.  Of the handful of monographs on tafsǭr, I am not aware of any on a traditionalist 

exegete.  See, for instance, Bruce Fudge, QurôǕnic Hermeneutics: al-ἱabrisǭ and The Craft of Commentary (New 

York: Routledge, 2011); Andrew J. Lane, A Traditional Muótazilite QurôǕn Commentary: the KashshǕf of JǕr AllǕh 

al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538/1144) (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006); Tariq Jaffer, ñFakr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 606/1210): 

Philosopher and Theologian as Exegete,ò (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 2005);  Gerhard Bowering, The 

Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: the QurôǕnic Hermeneutics of the ἧȊfǭ Sahl At-Tustarǭ (d. 283/896) 

(Berlin; New York: de Gruyter, 1980).  For sufi exegesis in general see Kristina Zahra Sands.     
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Connecting Ibn Kathǭr to Traditionalism (Ahl-Ỡadǭth):  

Despite the standard narrative, Ibn Kathǭrôs exegesis was less a product of his relationship 

with Ibn Taymiyya than a result of the larger struggle in the history of Islamic theology and 

hermeneutics between traditionalism and rationalism.
16

  As Christopher Melchert defines them, 

traditionalists were ñthose who would base their law and theology mainly on adǭth as opposed 

to rational speculation.ò
17

  The traditionalist deemed that religion should be based primarily on 

the QurôǕn and Prophetic practice (Sunna) and theological vision of the early Muslim 

community.  They insisted on the superiority of these original sources and that theology should 

not be mitigated by external means.
18

        

   In contrast, rationalists emphasized the importance of the rational sciences, such as 

philosophy, logic and scholastic theology, to better understand God and His message.  While 

they paid allegiance to scripture, they felt that the rational sciences helped give them greater 

insights into the QurôǕn and the essence of the Prophetôs teaching.  The rational sciences were 

not a hindrance, as the traditionalists claimed, but a useful tool to help elucidate divine truth.   

                                                 
16

 For more on the struggle between rationalists and traditionalists in Islam see Richard M. Frank, Texts and Studies 

on the Development and History of KalǕm, ed. Dimitri Gutas (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2008);  George F. 

Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985); 

George F. Hourani,  Islamic Rationalism: the Ethics of ԀAbd al-JabbǕr (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1971); Nimrod 

Hurvitz, Formation of Hanbalism: Piety into Power (New York: Routledge Curzon, 2002).  
17

 Christopher Melchert, ñEarly Renunciants as adǭth Transmitters,ò The Muslim World 92, no. 3-4 (2002): 407.  

As Jonathan Brown further explains, traditionalists believed that ña narcissistic indulgence of human reason would 

encourage the agendas of heresy and the temptation to stray from Godôs revealed path.  Only by clinging stubbornly 

to the ways of the Prophet and his righteous successors could they preserve the authenticity of their religionò; 

Jonathan Brown, The Canonization of al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim: the Formation and Function of the Sunnǭ ởadǭth 

Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 50.  For more on the definition of a ñtraditionalistò see George Makdisi, ñAshóarǭ and 

the Ashóarites in Islamic Religious History I,ò Studia Islamica 17, no. 2 (1962): 48.    
18

 It is important to note that traditionalists did not entirely reject the use of reason, rather reason would be an 

important tool to analyze reports and to expand the use of the law through analogy (qiyǕs).  A traditionalist (salafǭ) 

is furthermore not equivalent to a adǭth scholar (muỠaddith) who specializes adǭth.  A adǭth scholar could very 

well be a rationalist or traditionalist in creed even though many adǭth scholars were traditionalists.   For more, see 

George Makdisi, ñThe Juridical Theology of ShǕfióǭ: Origins and Significance of UἨȊl al-Fiqh,ò Studia Islamica 59, 

no. 1 (1984): 5-47. 
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While traditionalist and rationalist composed of opposing camps, there was a wide 

spectrum between them and at times great overlap.  Pure rationalists rejected scripture altogether 

while others incorporated it within their argumentation.  At the opposite extreme, strident 

traditionalists condemned all forms of rational argumentation, while others used the rational 

sciences to defend their traditionalist creeds.  Furthermore, even though they would not admit it, 

traditionalists and rationalists would frequently read one anotherôs works and incorporate the 

othersô arguments within their own writings.    

A key factor separating the two camps was the use of scholastic theology or kalǕm.  As 

Marshall Hodgson explains, rationalists felt compelled to create an ñoverall cosmology which 

they could claim as rational and with which they could claim that the QurôǕn was in harmony.ò
19

  

Rationalists wanted to present the religion as a rational system in order to defend the creed from 

its opponents.  This system was called kalǕm literally ñdiscussionò or ñdiscussion of points of 

religious belief on the basis of rational criteria.ò
20

  The entire enterprise assumed that revelation 

had a rational basis and that rational criteria could be used to prove the religionôs validity.  

Traditionalists were skeptical of kalǕm because it increased the role of óreasonô to the point that 

it became a criterion to judge scripture.
21

  For traditionalists, scripture should always play a 

superior role and not be subordinated to external methods.   

 The development of kalǕm led to the second contentious issue, the use of taôwǭl or the 

figurative interpretation.  In order to bring scripture into conformity with their rational systems, 

rationalists interpreted certain QurôǕnic words according to their derivative, figurative meaning 

instead of accepting the most apparent one.  Rationalists contended that their interpretations 

                                                 
19

 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, 3 vols. (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1974), 1:438. 
20

 Hodgson, 1:438.   
21

 Or, in the case of adǭths, reason became a means to authenticate scripture.   
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conformed to Arabic philology and to the understanding of the early Muslim community.  

Traditionalists countered by claiming that rationalists resorted to taôwǭl in order to fit scripture to 

their preconceived theologies.  Instead of deriving theology from scripture, as traditionalist 

claimed that they did, rationalists manipulated the text to justify their heretical doctrines.        

The difference in theology between the rationalists and traditionalists led to the formation 

of two distinct communities.
22

  The rationalists gave emphasis to the intellect and the rational 

sciences and were thus more inclined to hierarchy.
23

  They were open to work with state powers 

that often patronized their work and funded their madrasas.  The traditionalists, in contrast, 

stressed morality and ethics and upheld a more egalitarian view of society.
24

  They attempted to 

connect themselves to the grassroots and to seek employment within independent madrasas.  

Traditionalists were skeptical of government participation seeing it as comprising their 

intellectual independence and corrupting their piety and morality.  These two communities 

developed different cultures that translated into contrasting mannerisms, social habits and 

activities.
25

 

                                                 
22

 For more on traditionalist culture see Nimrod Hurvitz, ñBiographies and Mild Asceticism: A Study of Islamic 

Moral Imagination,ò Studia Islamica 85, no. 1 (1997): 41-65; Christopher Melchert, ñThe Piety of the adǭth Folk,ò 

International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 3 (2002): 425-43; Christopher Melchert, ñEarly Renunciants as 

adǭth Transmitters,ò The Muslim World 92, no. 3-4 (2002): 407-18; Christopher Melchert, ñExaggerated Fear in 

the Early Islamic Renunciant Tradition,ò Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 21, no. 3 (2011): 283-300. 
23

 For the hierarchical structures of Muslim rationalists see Louise Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in Islamic 

Thought (Cambridge [England]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 42- 65. 
24

 Melchert contrasts the structure of traditionalist communities to Sufi ones.  As he explains, traditionalist 

communities have ñmost of the earmarks of a contractual community, whose member-ship is voluntary and within 

which there is substantial equality. Voluntary membership and equality flow from a stress on morality, which 

continually makes the individual choose to do one thing and not another; it also tends to demand the same choices 

from all individuals. By contrast, mystics tend toward an organic conception of community, accepting hierarchy and 

specialization, for some will be found closer to God than othersò; Melchert,ñPiety of the adǭth Folk,ò 429. 
25

 For example, Melchert explains how traditionalists had a serious demeanor and did not approve of leaning: ñFor 

example, it was considered excellent manners among diverse parties not to lean. (What better illustration could be 

asked of Islamic dignity?) To start with the adǭth folk, A mad, although ill, sat up straight when someone 

mentioned the Khurasani traditionist Ibrahim ibn Tahman (d. 784- 85?)ò; Melchert, ñPiety of the adǭth Folk,ò 433. 
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These two different communities had many confrontations, the most famous ñthe miỠna,ò 

literally ñthe trial.ò  The rationalist camp, often associated with the ñMuótazilǭs,ò
26

 allied 

themselves with the Abbasid caliphs to impose their views on the populace, most notably that the 

QurôǕn was the created word of God as opposed to the ñspeech of Godò as the traditionalists 

maintained.  The rationalist contended that affirming that the QurôǕn was the uncreated ñspeech 

of Godò assumed that God had anthropomorphic qualities such as human speech.
27

  Human 

speech required organs, something which God did not have, so he created speech.  The 

Muótazilǭs, in particular, sought to affirm the absolute transcendence and unity of God and thus 

argued that the QurôǕn was ñcreatedò in that it was not ñnot createdò or co-eternal with God.
28

  

The traditionalists, led by the great Ibn anbal (d. 241/855),
29

 eventually defeated the rationalists 

and in the process defended scripture and stood up to government attempts to impose theology 

upon the community.
30

    

                                                 
26

 For more on Muótazilism see the work of George Hourani.  Melchert argues that ñthe inquisition is to be identified 

less with the Muótazila than with the nascent anafǭ school of lawò; Christopher Melchert, ñThe Adversaries of 

A mad b. anbal,ò Arabica 44, no. 2 (1997): 239.     
27

 Wilferd Madelung, ñThe Controversy on the Creation of the Koran,ò Orientalia Hispanica, ed. J. M. Barral 

(Lugduni Batavorum: Brill, 1974), 506.  For more discussion over the QurôǕnôs nature see M.W. Watt, ñEarly 

discussions about the Qurôan,ò Muslim World 40, no. 1 (1950): 27-40. 
28

 Wilferd Madelung expands on the Muótazilǭ position in comparison to the traditionalists: ñThey were, on the other 

hand, rigorously opposed to the admission of anything co-eternal with God.  They denied any independent existence 

to the essential attributes in God and strictly maintained the temporality of all attributes referring to his acts.  They 

held, moreover, that the acts of God cannot subsist in his unchangeable essence, but must be created elsewhere.  

Since in affirming that the Koran is created they were chiefly concerned with its temporality, they accused those 

denying its creation of asserting its eternity and of destroying Godôs unity by the admission of something co-eternal 

with him.  That this was the thrust of the attack of those upholding the creation of the Koran at this time is 

confirmed by the letters of the Caliph al-MaômȊn ordering the miỠna.  There the traditionalists are not charged with 

anthropomorphism and ascribing organs of speech to God.  They are polemically accused of putting God and the 

Koran on an equal level, of claiming that it is eternal and primordial, and that God has not created, originated 

(laméyuỠdithu), or produced it.  In denying the creation of the Koran, they have obliterated the distinction between 

God and all other things by his bringing them forth through his power and by his priority in time (al-taqaddum 

óalayhǕ bi-awwaliyyatih).  They are thus like the Christians who claim that Jesus was not created because he was the 

word of God.  This was a favorite argument of the Muótazilǭsò; Madelung, 516-17.  
29

 For more on Ibn anbal and the formation of the anbalǭ madhhab see Nimrod Hurvitz, The Formation of 

Hanbalism: Piety into Power (London; New York: Routledge Curzon, 2002); Christopher Melchert, AỠmad ibn 

ởanbal (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006). 
30

 M. Hinds, ñMi na,ò EI
2
. 
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However, the kalǕm methodology did not die with the Muótazilǭs but continued with the 

Ashóarǭs.
31

  The Ashóarǭs rejected the Muótazilǭ claim that God could not have the qualities of 

speech and hearing.
32

  Nevertheless, they agreed with the Muótazilǭs that God was not confined 

to a particular place and could not have the anthropomorphic attributes of having human limbs.  

They thus employed taôwǭl to interpret scripture figuratively relating to God mounting his throne 

and having hands and a face.  Even though the Ashóarǭs claimed to be traditionalists themselves 

and followers of Ibn anbal, many traditionalists argued that the Ashóarǭs were the Muótazilǭs in 

a different guise since they continued to employ the same rational tools of kalǕm and taôwǭl.    

The struggle between the traditionalists and Ashóarǭs escalated in the 7
th
/13

th
 century. 

Two groups of active and influential anbalǭ scholars, one fleeing from Mongol invasions in 

Baghdad and the other fleeing the Crusaders in Palestine, arrived in MamlȊk Damascus.
33

 The 

anbalǭs slowly began to question practices that they felt were heretical and in the process 

challenged the cityôs Ashóarǭ power structures.  The influx of these new immigrants changed the 

religious and social landscape of the city and thus caused resentment among the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ 

ruling elite.  As Michael Chamberlain explains, one ShǕfiᾶǭ madrasa endowment stipulated that 

ñno Jew, Christian, Magian, or anbalǭ enterò it.
34

  Another ShǕfiᾶǭ endowment made it a 

condition that no Jew, Christian or anbalǭ anthropomorphist (Ỡanbalǭ Ỡashwǭ) could enter into 

                                                 
31

 For more on the Ashóarǭs see Montgomery Watt, ñAshᾺariyya,ò EI
2
. 

32
 I speak more about the differences between the Ashóarǭs and Muótazilǭs in Chapter Three. 

33
 For more on the MamlȊks see Amalia Levanoni, ñThe MamlȊks in Egypt and Syria,ò The New Cambridge 

History of Islam, ed. Michael Cook, 4 vols. (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 2:237-284. 
34

 Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge; New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 169.  The full quote is:  ñanbalǭ positions on theological issues varied 

from those of others to the extent that conflict was latent in their relations.  On the issues of the created character of 

the QurôǕn, the visitation of tombs, and the divine attributes, the anbalǭs of Damascus espoused doctrines that were 

fundamentally incompatible with the beliefs of ShǕfióǭs and often the other madhhabs as well.  Examples of the 

suspect status of the anbalǭs appear frequently in the sources.  Some Damascenes rejected the claim of the 

anbalǭs to be Muslims.  One madrasa waqf specified that óno Jew, Christian, Magian, or anbalǭ enterô it.  ShǕfióǭs 

who controlled madrasas in at least one instance tried to keep anbalǭs from entering or benefiting from them.ò 



 

11 

 

 

its doors.
35

  The tension between ShǕfiᾶǭs and anbalǭs
36

  intensified to the point that a death 

warrant was issued for the great anbalǭ jurist Ibn QudǕma al-Maqdisǭ (d. 620/1223), who was 

able to escape to Egypt before the decree was able to be carried out.
37

   

The tension between the traditionalists and Ashóarǭs climaxed in the first half of the 

following century, especially with the rise of the anbalǭ Ibn Taymiyya.   Following the line of 

other anbalǭs, Ibn Taymiyyaôs family fled the Mongol invasions from arrǕn, Syria, when he 

was only seven years old
38

 and settled in Damascus.  Ibn Taymiyya would gain enormous 

popularity with the political leaders, traditionalist scholars and the masses,
39

 a confluence that 

Donald Little calls the ñIbn Taymiyya phenomenon.ò
40

 The ruling  Ashóarǭ elite began to feel 

ñthreatenedò
41

 by Ibn Taymiyyaôs increasing influence to the point that they began to question 

his ñpolitical ambitions.ò
42

  Ibn Taymiyya would be subsequently imprisoned six times between 

693/1294 and 728/1328 totaling over six years.
43

  Ibn Taymiyyaôs traditionalist supporters 

believed he was the new Ibn anbal, while his Ashóarǭ critics deemed him a heretic.      

                                                 
35

 anbalǭ Ashóarǭs could supposedly enter into the school; Abd al-QǕdir b. Muammad Al-Nuóaymǭ, al-DǕris fǭ 

tǕrǭkh al-madǕris, ed. Jaᾶfar al- asanǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-ThaqǕfa al-Dǭniyya, 1988), 1:267.         
36

 As Richard Bulliet explains, madhhabs often went beyond legal or theological schools but became political 

parties.  In speaking about the anafǭ/ShǕfióǭ divide in NishǕpȊr, he states, ñIn preview, that general terms of anafǭ 

and ShǕfióǭ have a consistent double meanings.  On the one hand, they denote modes of legal interpretation, as 

already explained, and, on the other, they stand for two political parties within the patriciate, vying for possession of 

key political posts within the city and ultimately for the city itself.  The term political party is intended here to 

denote a political action group bound together by an essentially political ideology, a vision of the right ordering of 

societyò; The Patricians of NishǕpȊr: a Study in Medieval Islamic Social History (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 

University Press, 1972), 38. 
37

 Chamberlain, 170.  
38

 It is not inconceivable that the traumatic events of his childhood affected Ibn Taymiyya for the rest of his life.  
39

 As Little says, Ibn Taymiyya was a ñvirtuous personality among the soldiers and the amǭrs, the merchants and 

nobles, and all the common people, who loved him because he always stood up for their welfare with his tongue and 

his penò; Littleôs ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?ò Studia Islamica 41, no. 1 (1975): 109. 
40

 Donald Little, ñThe Historical and Histographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn Taymiyya,ò International 

Journal of Middle East Studies 4, no. 3 (1973): 321.   
41

 Little, ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?ò 109.  
42

 Little, ñThe Historical and Histographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn Taymiyya,ò 322. 
43

 Little, ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?ò 109.  For more on the reasons that Ibn Taymiyya was 

imprisoned see Hasan Q. Murad, ñIbn Taymiya on Trial: A Narrative Account of his Mihan,ò Islamic Studies 18,  
(1979): 1-32 and Sherman Jackson, ñIbn Taymîyah on Trial in Damascus,ò The Journal of Semitic Studies 39, no. 1 

(Spring 1994): 41-85.   
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Yet, the traditionalist challenge to the Ashóarǭ orthodoxy was not limited to the anbalǭs 

but extended to a large group of traditionalists within the ShǕfiᾶǭ school, Ibn Kathǭr among them.  

As George Makdisi argues, that the biggest threat to Ashóarism lay not with Ibn Taymiyya and 

the anbalǭs but with ñShǕfióǭ traditionalists.ò
44

  Western scholars have mistakenly held that 

traditionalism was an insignificant minority and existed almost entirely in the anbalǭ school.  

Makdisi asserts that by focusing on the so-called anbalǭ traditionalist/ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ divide, 

scholars missed ñthat the great upheaval between Ashóarism and traditionalism was taking place 

within the ShǕfióite school itself.ò
45

  Contrary to the standard narrative, Ashóarism had not 

become the established orthodoxy by the 8
th
/14

th
 century, with a large contingent of ShǕfióǭs still 

maintaining a traditionalist creed.   

  These ShǕfióǭ traditionalists were caught in a difficult position - while they were 

traditionalist they belonged to the ShǕfióǭ legal school which had a historic relationship with 

Ashóarism.
46

  This ñpeculiar situationò led many ShǕfióǭ traditionalists to be less ñvocalò than 

anbalǭs against Ashóarism since anbalǭs had no such historic relationship with the theological 

school.
47

  ShǕfióǭ traditionalists still wanted to maintain their ties with ñShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭsò who 

they viewed as their colleagues and friends.
48

  ShǕfióǭ traditionalists further did not want to 

oppose the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs overtly since they controlled the key judicial positions and teaching 

posts.         

                                                 
44

 See also Makdisiôs ñAshóarǭ and the Ashóarites in Islamic Religious History II,ò Studia Islamica 18, no. 1 (1963): 

19-39. 
45

 Makdisi, ñPart II,ò 38.  
46

 For more on the historic relationship between ShǕfióism and Ashóarism see Felicitas Opwis, ñThe Role of the 

Biographer in Constructing Identity and Doctrine: Al-ᾺAbbǕdǭ and his KitǕb abaqǕt al-fuqahǕô al-shǕfióiyya, 

Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 11, no. 1 (2011):23-32. 
47

 Makdisi, ñPart II,ò 37. 
48

 The difference between the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs and ShǕfióǭ traditionalists will be explored in Chaptersô One and Two.   
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While Makdisiôs insights are invaluable in shedding light on the theological landscape of 

the beginning of the 8
th
/14

th
, he does not differentiate between the traditionalism of Ibn 

Taymiyya and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists.  Ibn Taymiyya belonged to an intellectualized 

traditionalism which saw reason and tradition as ñcomplementary.ò
49

  Ibn Taymiyya believed in 

a ñrationality based on revelation and tradition,ò
50

 one that sought to understand the rational 

nature of scripture.  He made this argument against Ashóarǭ claims that reason could at times 

ñtriumphò over scripture or necessitate its figurative interpretation.
51

  To prove his point, Ibn 

Taymiyya delved deeply into the works of kalǕm and philosophy, even debating the works of the 

great Muslim philosopher Ibn SǭnǕ (d. 1037).
52

  Throughout his writings, Ibn Taymiyya 

consistently argues that the traditionalist position is rationally superior to that of the philosophers 

and speculative theologians.         

Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists, on the other hand, upheld the ñtheology of the 

salaf,ò a ñmoral theologyò or ñtheology of praxisò that avoided speculation and disputation and 

focused on the more practical sciences of adǭth and law.
53

  Unlike Ibn Taymiyya who spent a 

large part of his career composing theological tracts, the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists developed the 

sciences of adǭth.  The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were more fideist than Ibn Taymiyya since they 

were content with affirming the superiority of scripture rather than arguing for its rationality.  

                                                 
49

 George Makdisi used the term ñintellectual traditionalismò but I choose the term ñintellectualized traditionalismò 

since many fideist traditionalists were also ñintellectualsò as well.  For more on the term intellectual traditionalism, 

see George Makdisi, Ibn ԀAqǭl: Religion and Culture in Classical Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

1997).   
50

 M. Sait Ozervarli, ñThe QurôǕnic Rational Theology of Ibn Taymiyya and his Criticism of the MutakallimȊn,ò in 

Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 

84.  
51

 I will speak in more detail about how Ibn Taymiyya refutes Ashóarǭ views of the QurôǕn in Chapter Four and Five.   
52

 Yahya Michot, ñA MamlȊk Theologianôs Commentary on Avicennaôs RisǕla AỈỠawiyya,ò Journal of Islamic 

Studies 14, no. 2 (2003): 149ï203; ñA MamlȊk Theologianôs Commentary on Avicennaôs RisǕla AỈỠawiyya, Part 

II. ,ò Journal of Islamic Studies 14, no. 3 (2003): 309-363. 
53

 George Makdisi, ñEthics in Islamic Traditionalist Doctrine,ò in Ethics in Islam, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian 

(Malibu, Calif.: Undena Publications, 1985), 47. 
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Unlike Ibn Taymiyya, they strategically choose not to engage kalǕm and philosophy, believing 

that the harms of such a task outweighed the potential benefits.      

The great ShǕfiᾶǭ tradionalist Shams al-Dǭn al-Dhahabǭ (d. 748/1348), who was one of the 

primary teachers of Ibn Kathǭr,
54

 captures the ñthe theology of the salafò in his work BayǕn zaghl 

al-óilm waôl-ἲalab, a piece of advice to a potential student on which sciences to study and which 

to avoid.  In his Chapter on Theology (uἨȊl al-dǭn), al-Dhahabǭ differentiates between two types 

of creeds, the theology of the early community (salaf) and that of the subsequent one (khalaf).  

Al -Dhahabǭ states that the theology of salaf is to believe in God, His revealed books, the 

Prophets, Angels, His divine characteristics and omnipotence.  The salaf further maintain that the 

QurôǕn is revelation, the word of God and wished Godôs pleasure on all of the Companions.  The 

theology of the khalaf, in contrast, incorporated the rational sciences, such as philosophy and 

logic, something that the salaf would disapprove of.  Al-Dhahabǭ moves to condemn the 

theology of the khalaf, explaining that the incorporation of the rational sciences created 

tremendous dissention within the community and bred diseases within the souls.  The theology 

of the khalaf is like a dangerous sword that excommunicates (yukaffir) and misguides.
55

       

Al -Dhahabǭ then transitions to shed light on the theological struggle of his day between 

the traditionalists and the Ashóarǭs.  Al-Dhahabǭ explains that the traditionalist theologian who 

stands by the literal meaning of scripture is considered by his enemy (i.e. Ashóarǭs) an 

anthropomorphist (mujassim
an

), ashwiyya
56

 and innovator (mubdió
an

).  Ashóarǭs accused 

traditionalists of anthropomorphism because they read verses relating to Godôs attributes 

literally, something which they believed that the early community had not done.  On the 

                                                 
54

 I speak more about Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with al-Dhahabǭ in Chapter One.   
55

 Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, BayǕn zaghl al-óilm waôl-ἲalab, ed. Muammad ZǕhid b. al- asan al-Kawtharǭ 

(Damascus: al-Qudsǭ, 1928), 22. 
56

 ashwiyya was a derogatory term referring to literalist anthropomorphists; Ed(s), ñashwiyya ( ashawiyya, 

ushwiyya, or Ahl al- ashw)ò, EI
2
.  
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contrary, those who engage in taôwǭl, presumably the Ashóarǭs, are considered by others (i.e. the 

traditionalists) to be Muótazilǭs, Jahmǭs,
57

 and misguided.
58

  The traditionalists charged the 

Ashóarǭs, like the Muótazilǭs and Jahmiyya before them, of prioritizing reason over revelation and 

denying many of Godôs characteristics and attributes.  Al -Dhahabǭ asserts that it is better to 

remain above these debates by maintaining oneôs moral integrity and well-being (al-salǕma 

waôl-óǕfiya awlǕ bika).  One should not get caught up within these theological arguments and 

lose oneôs self in the process.  

Al -Dhahabǭ then makes it a point to warn the student not to take the middle way that 

attempts to balance reason and revelation or the path of Ibn Taymiyya.  Al-Dhahabǭ explains to 

his student that even if one excels in the rational sciences while holding firm to the QurôǕn and 

Sunna in the hope of piecing together (laffaqa) reason and revelation, then one would not even 

come close to the level of the great Ibn Taymiyya.  For al-Dhahabǭ, Ibn Taymiyya was a brilliant 

scholar but it was not worth stooping down to the level of the rationalists and engaging in their 

games.  Al-Dhahabǭ knew Ibn Taymiyya before he attempted to reconcile the sciences, and he 

was a guiding light, leading people to the path of salaf.  But then Ibn Taymiyya became dark and 

gloomy to some; an anti-Christ, liar and disbeliever to his enemies; a brilliant, erudite scholar to 

a group of intellectuals; the standard bearer of Islam, the defender of the religion and the reviver 

of the Sunna towards his supporters.
59

   

                                                 
57

 I speak more about how the ñJahmiyyaò was a code word for Ashóarism in Chapter One.    
58

 Al -Dhahabǭ adds one more category of a theologian who affirms some of Godôs attributes but then figuratively 

interprets others.  To his opponents, he is considered to be contradicting himself.  While al-Dhahabǭ does not say so, 

this group is most likely the Ashóarǭs as well.     
59

 Bori translates this passage as the following: ñWar reigns among the theologians (uἨuliyya). They declare each 

other unbelievers or misguided.  The theologian who sticks to the plain meaning of the words and traditions is 

declared by his adversaries to be an anthropomorphist, a Ỡashwǭ, and an innovator.  In turn, the theologian who 

promotes [allegorical] interpretation will be declared by the others a Jahmǭ and a Muótazilǭ and to be in error.  [The 

theologian] who admits [the existence of] some [positive] attributes in God and rejects others and also permits 

[allegoric] interpretation in certain cases [and not in other cases] is called a person who contradicts himself.  It 

would be better to go slow.  You may excel in the basic principles [of religion] and its subordinated sciences 
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In sum, al-Dhahabǭ advises his student to stick to the theology of the salaf, which avoids 

disputation and dissention.  While Ibn Taymiyyaôs methodology of combining reason and 

revelation was attractive, it was also damaging and polarizing.  In al-Dhahabǭôs view, it was 

better to maintain the moral high ground of the early community (salaf) by remaining faithful to 

the original sources and not responding to oneôs opponents.  Delving into the theological struggle 

between the Ashóarǭs and traditionalism was not worth ones intellectual time, as Ibn Taymiyya 

had done, and it would be better to preoccupy oneself with more important questions.
60

   

The ñtheology of the salafò that al-Dhahabǭ outlines was not restricted to the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

traditionalists but extended to many anbalǭs such as the great Ibn Rajab al- anbalǭ (d. 

795/1392), the student of Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), who in turn was the primary 

student of Ibn Taymiyya.  In his work BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf óalǕ óilm al-khalaf, Ibn Rajab 

explains the importance of ñthe theology of the salafò over that of subsequent ones.
61

  Ibn Rajab 

                                                                                                                                                             
(tawǕbióuha), such as logic, wisdom (al-Ỡikma), philosophy, and opinions of the ancients, and the speculative ideas 

connected with [those] principles.  You may, further, hold to the QurôǕn, the Sunna and the basic principles of the 

early generations.  You may, moreover, combine the rational and traditional sciences (al-óaql waôl-naql).  Yet, I do 

not think that in this respect, you will reach the degree of Ibn Taymiyya.  Indeed, you will not even come near to it.  

And you have seen how he was degraded, abandoned and considered to be in error, to be an unbeliever, and to be a 

liar, rightly or wrongly.  Before he embarked upon this, he was brilliant and shining, with the mark of those early 

Muslims on his face.  Then, he was wronged and exposed [to disgrace].  His face was blackened (óalayhi quἲma) in 

the opinion of some people, he was an imposter, fraud, and unbeliever in the opinion of his enemies; and excellent, 

correct, and outstanding innovator (mubtadióan) in the opinion of many intelligent and excellent men; and the bearer 

of the banner of Islam, the guardian of the realm of religion, and the reviver of the Sunna in the opinion of the great 

majority of his followers; Caterina Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatu-hu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs Circleò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 38.  Bori translates here al-salǕma waôl-óǕfiya awlǕ bika as ñIt 

would be better to go slow.ò  My sense is that al-Dhahabǭ is arguing that it is better to say away from these debates 

and not get caught up in theological disputation.  Bori also translates laffaqa bayna al-óaql waôl-naql as ñcombining 

the rational and traditional sciences.ò  It is important to note here that laffaqa literally means to ñpiece togetherò 

which may better convey what al-Dhahabǭ is trying to say in that Ibn Taymiyya was not successfully able to 

ñcombineò them.  For al-Dhahabǭ, the traditionalist sciences were sufficient so there was no reason to try to 

reconcile them with the rational ones.   
60

 Thus, al-Dhahabǭ criticizes not only the rational sciences but the culture that it breeds and the intellectual 

questions that it takes up.   
61

 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf óalǕ óilm al-khalaf, ed. Muammad b. NǕir Ajamǭ (Beirut: DǕr al-BashǕôir al-

IslǕmiyya, 1995).  Many of themes found in BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf are also found in the end of Ibn Rajabôs al-

Radd ԀalǕ man ittabaԀa ghayr al-madhǕhib al-arbaԀa; Ibn Rajab, al-Radd ԀalǕ man ittabaԀa ghayr al-madhǕhib al-

arbaԀa, eds. IbrǕhǭm IsmǕᾶǭl al-QǕǭ, al-Sayyid ᾶIzzat al-Mursǭ and Muammad ᾶAwa  al-ManqȊsh (Cairo: DǕr al-

aramayn, 2000), 82-89.   
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structures the treatise around defining ñbeneficial knowledgeò and ñnon-beneficial knowledgeò 

based on several adǭths in which the Prophet prays for the former and seeks refuge from the 

latter.
62

  After discussing the relative importance of studying genealogy, astronomy,
63

 arithmetic, 

and grammar, Ibn Rajab begins to speak about the rational sciences.
64

  He condemns kalǕm and 

philosophy, arguing that intrinsic to the sciences are values that are contrary to Islam such as 

disputation (jadal), argumentation (khiἨǕm) and showing off (mirǕô).
65

  These sciences came 

after the early community and it has no origins in the QurôǕn and Sunna.  For instance, a adǭth 

states ñA guided people will not go astray unless [they engage in] the practice of disputation.ò
66

  

The Prophet warns here against needless speculation since it may take one away from salvation.  

Similarly, the QurôǕn condemns disputation in verse 43:58: ñThey only give you the example for 

the purpose of disputation (jadal
an
).ò

67
  A characteristic of the disbelievers is that they provoke 

the believers into debate, not for the purpose of seeking the truth but rather to ridicule.  

Excessive speculation is further denounced in verse 17:85: ñThey ask you about the soul.  Say 

that óthe soul is the affair of my Lord.ôò  The QurôǕn does not give the answer to the questionerôs 

inquiry and implies that one should avoid asking questions relating to metaphysics.   

For Ibn Rajab, the Muslim should not be concerned with disputation and speculation but 

rather with morality, ethics and spirituality.  As Ibn Rajab elucidates, the scholars of the salaf 
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 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 35-40. 
63

 Ibn Rajab differentiates between astronomy and astrology; Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 47. 
64

 Ibn Rajab begins by condemning excessive preoccupation with free will and predestination (qadr).  For the 

traditionalists, qadr was a ñsecretò that will never be fully be understood by human beings; Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl 
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qadr; MajmȊԀ fatǕwǕ Shaykh al-IslǕm AỠmad b. ἱaymiyya, ed. ᾶAbd al-Ra mǕn b. Muammad b. QǕsim al-ᾶǔimǭ, 

37 vols. (Beirut: MaǕbiᾶ DǕr al-ᾶArabiyya, 1977-78). 
65

 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 58. 
66

 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 58.  Ibn Kathǭr cites variations of this same adǭth in his commentary of verse 

43:58; IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm, 12 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat AwlǕd al-Shaykh li-TurǕth, 

2009), 10:5449. 
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 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 58. 
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used to say that ñif God wants good for his servant then he would open the door of action (óamal) 

and close the door of disputation (jadal).  If God wants evil for his servant he will close the door 

of action and open for him the door of disputation.ò  Disputation and speculation were the 

antithesis of striving towards a more moral and ethical life.
68

   Ibn Rajab further adds that 

showing off oneôs knowledge and speaking without certainty makes the heart hard and breeds 

rancor (Ỉaghan).  One should simply say that one does not know, as did Ibn anbal, rather than 

trying to conjure a response.   

Ibn Rajab also makes several statements that could be perceived as critiques of Ibn 

Taymiyya, such as advising his students not to write long explanations and to refute the 

scholastic theologians.  Ibn Rajab explains that the later generations (mutaôakhkhirǭn) thought 

that excessive speech, argumentation and enmity made one more knowledgeable, but this was 

not true.  Ibn Rajab gives the example that senior Companions such as AbȊ Bakr, óUmar, and 

óAlǭ spoke less than more junior ones like Ibn óAbbǕs but they were still considered more 

knowledgeable.  Similarly, the speech of Successors (tǕbióȊn) was more than that of the 

Companions but nonetheless the Companions were thought to be more knowledgeable.  As Ibn 

Rajab declares, ñknowledge is not many narrations or excessive speech, but a light thrown into 

the heart [by God] that allows the servant to understand truth and to distinguish between it and 

falsehood, and then to express that [truth] in concise expressions that relate (mȊἨila) to [higher] 

objectives.ò
69

  Ibn Rajab could very well be disapproving of Ibn Taymiyyaôs tangential prose and 

multivolume refutations.
70

   

                                                 
68

 I will speak further about Ibn Kathǭrôs ñmoral theologyò in Chapter Four.   
69

 Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 63. 
70

 Ibn Rajab also mentions that the founding ImǕms responded to their questioners with concise responses (wajǭz) 

and did not elongate their explanations (ishǕb);  For Ibn Rajab, verbose explanations and refutations were the style 

of the scholastic theologians, not that of the salaf; Ibn Rajab, BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, 60.   
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Towards the end of the treatise, Ibn Rajab is forthright about the signs of ñbeneficialò and 

ñnon-beneficialò knowledge:    

Among the signs of beneficial knowledge is that its possessor does not claim that he [is 

knowledgeable] and does not boast over anybody else, and he does not ascribe ignorance to other 

than him, except those who oppose the Sunna and its scholars.  He must speak [in disagreement] 

angry for the sake of God, not angry for himself or for the purpose of raising himself over anyone.  

As for the person who has unbeneficial knowledge, then he does not have any occupation except 

boasting about (takabbur) his knowledge over others, demonstrating (iὖhǕr) the extent of his 

knowledge, ascribing [his opponents] to ignorance, and highlight their shortcomings to raise 

himself over them ï This is the ugliest of qualities, the worst.
71

 

 

Ibn Rajab could once again be criticizing Ibn Taymiyya who was thought by some, such 

as al-Dhahabǭ, to be arrogant and polarizing.
72

 

Ibn Rajab additionally explains that the great Imams, such as Ibn al-MubǕrak (d. 

181/797), MǕlik, al-ShǕfiᾶǭ and Ibn anbal did not engage in kalǕm altogether and the discourse 

of the science is not found in their writings.
73

  Ibn Rajab relates that it is said that whoever enters 

into kalǕm will  be stained by its filth.  As Ibn anbal is reported to have stated, one who looks 

into the books of kalǕm only becomes a member of the Jahmiyya.
74

  While Ibn Rajabôs treatise is 

not a direct condemnation of Ibn Taymiyya, it nonetheless advises students to avoid Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs methodology of preoccupying oneself with the rational sciences.
75

   

Ibn Rajab expands his definition of the ñtheology of the salafò and critiques of kalǕm in 

his Radd óalǕ man ittabaóa ghayr al-madhǕhib al-arbaóa.  While the treatise focuses on the 
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necessity of following one of the four established Sunni madhhabs, Ibn Rajab touches upon 

theology in the last part of the treatise.  Similar to his BayǕn faỈl óilm al-salaf, Ibn Rajab advises 

the student to refrain from responding to the rationalists with their methodology (jins), such as 

employing analogies and rational argumentations.
76

  Ibn Rajab explains that the leading 

traditionalist, Ibn anbal, disliked such a tactic.
77

  Rather the traditionalist should respond with 

the transmitted sources - the QurôǕn, Sunna and the sayings of the early community - otherwise it 

was better to remain silent.
78

  The traditionalist, in Ibn Rajabôs belief, should not enter into the 

game of the rationalist but hold firm to the original sources.  To support his argument, Ibn Rajab 

cites the early adǭth scholar Ibn al-MubǕrak: ñAccording to us, it is not befitting for the 

followers of the Sunna (ahl al-Sunna) to refute the people of heretical inclinations (ahl al-

hawǕô), rather silence [is preferable].ò
79

  The QurôǕn and Prophetic tradition were adequate for 

the community and there was no reason to engage those who choose the rationalist path.
80

    

Ibn Rajab concludes the treatise stating that he knows that the people of disputation 

(jadal) will discuss and dissect his every word and ultimately reject them.  Yet, when the truth 

becomes evident, then it is incumbent on its followers to turn away from disputation, enmity, and 

dissention.  The path of Ibn anbal and his followers is sufficient for those who desire to be 

guided by God.   

                                                 
76

 Ibn Rajab, al-Radd, 88. 
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 Melchert explains that Ibn anbal condemned kalǕm, even if it was used to defend the Sunna: ñThere is one 
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vague, this agrees with Amadôs distrust of all kalǕm, even apologetic: with his excluding the practitioner of kalǕm 

from Ahl al-Sunna, and forbidding a follower to sit with practioners, even though they defend the Sunnaò; Melchert, 

ñThe Adversaries of Amad Ibn anbal,ò 243. 
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Thus, both al-Dhahabǭ and Ibn Rajab reject the intellectualized traditionalism of Ibn 

Taymiyya that went beyond the transmitted sources and delved into philosophy and kalǕm.  By 

engaging the speculative theologian (mutakallǭm), the traditionalist lost the moral high ground 

and was sucked into the culture of disputation, argumentation and dissention.  Instead of 

pondering how one could become more moral and spiritual, the theologian became preoccupied 

with proving their point and searching for others faults.  Ibn Taymiyya was a case point of why 

traditionalists should avoid kalǕm, since once the great scholar engaged the science he became 

critical and polarizing. 

While Ibn Kathǭr never critiques Ibn Taymiyya, he does disapprove of the intellectualized 

traditionalism of another great traditionalist scholar, Ibn azm (d. 456/1064).  In his entry on Ibn 

azm in al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr found it inconsistent that while Ibn azm did not use analogy in 

law, he frequently engaged in taôwǭl of QurôǕnic verses and adǭth in theology (uἨȊl).
81

  Ibn 

Kathǭr blames Ibn azmôs extensive early studies in logic (manἲiq) for betraying the original 

sources.
82

  Years later, towards the end of his life, Ibn Kathǭr records that he had an peculiar 

dream where he asked the great ShǕfiᾶǭ jurist al-Nawawǭ (d. 676/1277) why he did not include 

more of Ibn azmôs works in his Muhadhdhab, one of al-Nawawǭôs legal commentaries.
83

  Al -

Nawawǭ responded that he did not like Ibn azmôs works.  Ibn Kathǭr approved of al-Nawawǭôs 

response and added that Ibn azm tried (unsuccessfully) to combine two opposing elements: in 

                                                 
81

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:101.  Goldziher demonstrates that in law Ibn azm was a literalists but in interpreting 

the anthropomorphic traditions he engages in taôwǭl: ñWe have seen that in the explanation of the anthropomorphic 
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law he stuck with the literal while in theology he was figurative.
84

  Ibn Kathǭr then pointed to a 

barren piece of land and then exclaimed to al-Nawawǭ: ñThis is the land that Ibn azm 

cultivated.  Do you see any tree bearing fruit or anything to benefit from it?ò  Ibn Kathǭr notes 

that while he spoke to al-Nawawǭ he saw Ibn azm present, silent, not saying a word.
85

 

These entries make it clear that Ibn Kathǭr opposed Ibn azmôs intellectualized 

traditionalism, which heavily engaged philosophy and logic.  A close reading of Ibn Kathǭrôs 

works demonstrates that he did not occupy himself with the rational sciences and thus fit  the 

traditionalism of al-Dhahabǭ and Ibn Rajab, not that of Ibn Taymiyya.
86

  Similar to al-Dhahabǭ, 

Ibn Kathǭr focused his energy on the transmitted sources especially adǭth and history.  An 

examination of Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic exegesis further demonstrates that he chooses to present 

his views rather than be engrossed by the debates of his opponents.
87

      

 

Traditionalism and QurôǕnic Exegesis: 

While there have been excellent studies on traditionalism,
88

 there has been no work that 

studies how traditionalism carries into tafsǭr.  Similar dynamics between the traditionalists and 

rationalists discussed above appear in tafsǭr, most apparently in the famous division between 

tafsǭr biôl-maôthȊr and tafsǭr biôl-raôy.  Traditionalists believed that the QurôǕn was best 

understood through the traditions of the early community.  Rationalists, on the other hand, felt 

that while tradition was important, the QurôǕn could be understood through Arabic philology and 

rational methods of kalǕm.  To counter the rationalist claim, traditionalists created the division 
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between tafsǭr biôl-maôthȊr and tafsǭr biôl-raôy, one based on reliable traditions and the other 

based on simple ñopinion.ò  Walid Saleh captures the theological aim of this division: ñthis 

division of the tradition into two forms was meant to convey the notion that one part of the 

tradition was authority-based and hence authentic and reliable (tafsǭr bi-al-maôthȊr), and the 

other whimsical and capricious, using personal opinion as its guide and hence unreliable (tafsǭr 

bi-al-raôy).ò
89

   

Yet, what scholarship has neglected to show is how ñmost of the tafsǭr bi-al-maôthȊr is in 

reality a tafsǭr bi-al-raôy.ò
90

  Traditionalist exegetes articulated their opinion through adǭth and 

the early community.  As we will see, Ibn Kathǭr presents his views through adǭth, often 

choosing one variant over another or citing a particular adǭth to the exclusion of a second.
91

  

While Ibn Kathǭrôs lists of adǭths may appear arbitrary, they are actually meticulously 

constructed to portray the contrasting views within the adǭth tradition and his personal vision of 

Islam.    

By constructing an exegesis based on adǭth, Ibn Kathǭr had to balance between 

competing roles of a adǭth scholar (muỠaddith) and QurôǕnic exegete (mufassir).  The tension 

between these roles is best articulated by Marston Speight:  

The mufassir was concerned primarily, if not wholly, with the elucidation of the 

revealed text, for whatever purpose that might serve, and to achieve that end, he 

was open to several possible sources of information.  The muỠaddith, on the other 

hand, was concerned primarily with reporting the Sunna of Mu ammad, and 
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when the reports he brought involved the QurôǕnic text, his effort joined that of 

the mufassir.
92

   

 

Since the mufassirôs job was to explain the entire QurôǕn, he had to be open to a range of 

material that would provide greater understanding.  In contrast, the muỠaddith was primarily 

concerned with authenticity of Prophetic traditions and often discounted material that was not of 

prophetic value or did not reach their critical standards.  Ibn Kathǭr presents us with a unique 

case where the roles of the muỠaddith and mufassir combine.  Throughout this dissertation, we 

will see how Ibn Kathǭr negotiates between his roles as a muỠaddith and mufassir to present his 

theological views.
93

   

 

Thesis: 

I will begin by redefining Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists as independent 

scholars with their own intellectual projects.  The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists are frequently presented 

as ñdisciplesò of Ibn Taymiyya but a close look at the biographical sources demonstrates that the 

various members of the traditionalist movement drew from one another and had their own 

intellectual interests.  Ibn Kathǭr was within the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist contingent of the larger 

traditionalist movement and his primary teacher was the fellow ShǕfiᾶǭ al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) 

rather than Ibn Taymiyya.  

I will  then present the opposing pole within the ShǕfiᾺǭ school, the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

Ashóarǭs.  While contemporary scholarship focuses on the traditionalist movement, it overlooks 
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 For more on the difference between musnad and tafsǭr material see Jonathan Brown, ñEven if it is not True Itôs 

True: Using Unreliable ởadǭths in Sunni Islam,ò Islamic Law and Society 18, no.1 (2011): 6.   



 

25 

 

 

that the movement represented a political minority.
94

  Ashóarism dominated 8
th
/14

th
 Century 

MamlȊk Damascus in which all of the chief judges and directors of the major educational 

institutions had to ascribe to the Ashóarǭ creed.  Unlike Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim who 

attacked Ashóarǭ figures, Ibn Kathǭr fostered positive relations with many of his Ashóarǭ 

colleagues since they shared the similar ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab and were fair and righteous scholars.  

Ibn Kathǭr maintained these relations despite the fact that many of the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs wrote 

refutations of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim and worked to imprison them.   

Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with both the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs appear 

in his major works.  Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual project was to promote the pro-ijtihǕd traditionalist 

strain within the ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab.  Scholars frequently assume that Ibn Kathǭr was the 

ñspokespersonò for Ibn Taymiyya without examining Ibn Kathǭrôs various works.  An overview 

of his writings demonstrates that Ibn Kathǭr drew heavily upon previous ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists, 

particularly that of Ibn al- alǕ (d. 643/1245), al-Mizzǭ and al-BirzǕlǭ (d. 739/1339).  His major 

works must thus be seen as extension of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists before him rather than a 

product of his relationship with Ibn Taymiyya.    

Although scholars have noticed that Ibn Kathǭrôs writings are different from Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs, no one has suggested that this difference derives from their contrasting 

traditionalisms.  Ibn Taymiyya represented an intellectualized traditionalism which argued for 

the rational nature of scripture and maintained that reason and revelation were complimentary.  

Ibn Kathǭr, on the other hand, held a more fideist position which argued for the superiority of the 

tradition and reasonôs role in analyzing traditions.  Their different traditionalisms resulted in two 

different hermeneutical approaches and engagements with the QurôǕn.  Ibn Taymiyya harshly 
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evaluates rationalist exegetes such as al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 533/1144) and Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 

606/1209) because of their extensive use of kalǕm and their use of taôwǭl.  In contrast, Ibn Kathǭr 

largely ignores the rational sciences and focuses his attention to works of adǭth and history, 

connecting himself with the previous generation rather than critiquing his opponents.  Ibn Kathǭr, 

in fact, incorporates al-Zamakhsharǭ and al-RǕzǭ within his exegesis and praises their scholarship 

while presenting his objections.      

Ibn Kathǭrôs and Ibn Taymiyyaôs different traditionalisms appear in their contrasting 

QurôǕnic hermeneutic and exegetical writings.  Both exegetes argue that the best way to interpret 

the QurôǕn is through the textual sources, but their actual QurôǕnic hermeneutic is best discerned 

through a close examination of their exegetical writings.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs hermeneutic was to 

defend traditionalism from what he perceived as heretical ideologies, particular that of the 

dominant Ashóarism represented by Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ.  In contrast, Ibn Kathǭr built off 

previous traditionalist exegetes, such as that of al- abarǭ and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim al-RǕzǭ, and 

indirectly marginalized rational commentaries.  The difference between Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn 

Kathǭrôs hermeneutic and exegetical writings becomes clear when we examine the different ways 

that they interpret the story of Jonah.  While Ibn Taymiyya was inspired by a anbalǭ tradition 

that stressed Jonahôs sin and repentance, Ibn Kathǭr draws from an Ashóarǭ tradition that 

emphasized his worship and obedience.     

 

Theoretical Considerations: 

This dissertation will explore tafsǭr as a product of larger theological movements and 

struggles.  While the tafsǭr literature frequently presents itself as timeless elucidation of Godôs 

eternal word, the genre was intimately connected to their environmentsô and authorsô intellectual 
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projects.  I would thus like to explore QurôǕnic exegesis ñas part of the general intellectual 

climate in which tafsǭr was produced.ò
95

  Tafsǭrs should not simply be seen as a product of single 

author, but as representative of greater theological trends.  As Saleh explains, ñTafsǭr was part of 

an intellectual movement that was caught in fierce cultural wars.ò
96

  Various theological 

movements vied over power and authority throughout Islamic history and QurôǕnic commentary 

became an indispensable tool to promote their doctrines.
97

  In particular, Ibn Kathǭr was the only 

scholar within his intellectual circle to write a full commentary of the QurôǕn.  His exegesis thus 

presents us with a unique window into one of the most influential intellectual circles in Islamic 

history.     

I will  therefore not explore in great detail the ñcraft of commentaryò in its narrative 

structures, genre and so forth.
98

  While this approach is no doubt beneficial, my interests lie in 

explaining the various theological considerations that went into the composition of Ibn Kathǭrôs 

Tafsǭr.  It is with exploring the theological dynamics behind and within the text that I hope to 

provide a better understanding of the Tafsǭr that plays such a prominent role in how Muslims 

view the QurôǕn today.      
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 For a similar approach that seeks to understand Muótazilism through tafsǭr see Suleiman A. Mourad, ñThe 

Revealed Text and the Intended Subtext: Notes on the Hermeneutics of the QurôǕn in Muótazila Discourse as 

Reflected in the Tahdhǭb of al- Ǖkim al-Jishumǭ (d. 494/1101),ò in Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and 

Religion: Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas, eds. Felicitas Opwis and David Reisman (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2012), 

367-395.  Mourad also understands tafsǭr as part of theological struggles: ñA final point regarding al-Jishumǭô 

methodology and approach to tafsǭr is that he understands QurôǕnic exegesis to be a battlefield, where the exegete 

fights his opponents over their misinterpretation of scripture.  It is not a passive process in which the exegete simply 

proposes the meanings of the QurôǕnic verses.  Rather, it is an opportunity to validate oneôs position and point to the 

fallacies of oneôs opponents.ò  As he later states, ñTafsǭr is therefore used as a vehicle for legitimizing oneôs beliefs 

and delegitimizing those of oneôs opponentsò; Mourad, 385-6. 
98

 For an example of the ñcraft of commentaryò approach see Bruce Fudge.   
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Notes on Translation and Transliteration : 

All my QurôǕn translations will be drawing from M.A.S. Abdel Haleemôs translation of the 

QurôǕn.
99

  I at times made slight modifications to his translations to help elucidate certain points.    

In terms of transliteration, I follow the IJMES transliteration system.   
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 The QurôǕn, trans. M.A.S. Abdel Haleem (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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Chapter I 

Ibn Kathǭr as a ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist 

Introduction:  

 Most biographies neglect the various dynamics around Ibn Kathǭrôs life and subsume him 

under the great Ibn Taymiyya.
1
  Ibn Kathǭr is often portrayed as the ñspokespersonò

2
 for Ibn 

Taymiyya, one who promoted his work and implemented his theories.  Ibn Kathǭr is more 

accurately described as a ShǕfióǭ traditionalists
3
 or a group of ShǕfiᾶǭ adǭth scholars who 

maintained a traditionalist creed.
4
  While the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were supporters of Ibn 

Taymiyya, they were not simply his ñstudentsò as they are frequently portrayed in the literature.  

Rather they were independent scholars who subscribed to a different legal school (madhhab) 

than Ibn Taymiyya and maintained a more fiediest stance towards scripture.  Ibn Kathǭr was the 

most junior member within this group and was the primary student of its senior scholars, not Ibn 

Taymiyya.
5
  To best understand Ibn Kathǭrôs theological and social position, we will trace the 

different members of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and their relation with Ibn Kathǭr.   

   

   

                                                 
1
 Many of the Arabic works on Ibn Kathǭr accurately describe his relationship with his teachers.  See the important 

works on his Tafsǭr: óAdnǕn b. Mu ammad b. óAbd AllǕh al-Shalash, al-ImǕm Ibn Kathǭr wa-atharuhu fǭ óilm al-

Ỡadǭth riwǕya wa-dirǕya: maóa dirǕsa manhajiyya taἲbiqiyya óalǕ Tafsǭr al-QurǕn al-óaὖǭm  (Amman: DǕr al-Nafǭs, 

2005) and IsmǕᾶǭl SǕlim ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl, Ibn Kathǭr wa-manhajuhu fǭ al-Tafsǭr (Cairo: Maktabat al-Malik Fay al al-

IslǕmiyya, 1984).  Another important study that focuses on Ibn Kathǭrôs historical work al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya is 

M.R.K. Nadwi, al-ImǕm Ibn Kathǭr: Siratuhu, wa-muôallafǕtuhu, wa-manhajuhu fǭ KitǕb al-TǕrikh (Damascus: DǕr 

Ibn Kathǭr, 1999). 
2
 Kristin Zahra Sands, Sufi Commentaries on the Qurôan in Classical Islam (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), 

144.  As we will see, the idea of Ibn Kathǭr as the ñspokespersonò for Ibn Taymiyya originates within the Arabic 

biographical literature.   
3
 I will  be building off George Makdisiôs use of the terms ShǕfióǭ traditionalist and ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ.  For more, see 

the Introduction. 
4
 I define ñtraditionalismò in the Introduction.   

5
 This is similar to Walid Saleh outlying the ñNishǕpȊrǭ schoolò that al-Thaólabǭ and al-WǕidǭ were a part of.  See 

his, ñThe Last of the NishǕpȊrǭ School of Tafsǭr: Al-WǕidǭ and his Significance in the History of QurôǕnic 

Exegesis,ò Journal of the American Oriental Society 126, no. 2 (2006): 223-243.  
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Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists: 

While there is no work that examines Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual circle, there is the 

important work by Caterina Bori that examines Ibn Taymiyyaôs: ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu: 

Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyyaôs Circle.ò  Bori challenges the widely held 

notion that Ibn Taymiyyaôs circle was ña cohesive unit gravitating around its charismatic center, 

Ibn Taymiyya.ò
6
  Through a close reading of biographical sources, Bori demonstrates that there 

were differences of opinion that at times led to tension within the circle among both its anbalǭ 

and ShǕfiᾶǭ members.  Among the most important points of difference was theological debate of 

whether to stick to the transmitted sources or engage the rational sciences.   

The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were among the most powerful members of Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

circle.
7
  Traditionalist ShǕfiᾶǭs existed since the beginning of the ShǕfiᾶǭ school.  As Ahmed al-

Shamsy explains, some early traditionalist ShǕfiᾶǭs moved into the emerging anbalǭ school 

ñwhile others became ShǕfiᾶǭ and inaugurated an enduring tradition of scholarship within the 

school - a traditionalist strand of ShǕfióism - that combined ShǕfiᾶǭ jurisprudence with first-rate 

expertise in adǭth.ò
8
  This traditionalist strand of ShǕfióism would grow and wane throughout 

the schoolôs history but it had an especially strong period in the first half of the 8
th
/14

th
 century in 

                                                 
6
 Caterina Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatu-hu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyyaôs Circleò in 

Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 

23.  
7
 While there are many examples of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists as supporters of Ibn Taymiyya, the most evident is an 

appendix dated 756/1355 to a biographical work of Ibn Taymiyya which lists his supporters and opponents.  The 

anbalǭ scribe starts the list of Ibn Taymiyyaôs supporters with the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists: al-Dhahabǭ, al Mizzǭ, al-

BirzǕlǭ, and Ibn Kathǭr.  He then moves to mention other supporters, such as Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya.  The 

anbalǭ scribe may have put the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists first to argue that Ibn Taymiyya was endorsed by more 

ñmainstreamò scholars; the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were widely respected, even among the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs.  The list 

also demonstrates that Ibn Kathǭr was an important figure by 756/1355, otherwise the scribe would not have put him 

in the list (Ibn Kathǭr was nonetheless behind al-Dhahabǭ, al Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ).  More work needs to be done on 

what brought this group of Ibn Taymiyya supporters together; óUmar b. óAlǭ BazzǕr, al-AólǕm al-óaliyya fǭ manǕqib 

Shaykh al-IslǕm Ibn Taymiyya, ed. SalǕ al-Dǭn Munajjid (Beirut: DǕr al-KitǕb al-Jadǭd, 1976), 79.   For more 

discussion on the scribe see BazzǕr, 8. 
8
 Ahmed El-Shamsy, ñThe First ShǕfióǭ: The Traditionalist Legal Thought of AbȊ YaóqȊb al-Buwayǭ (d. 231/846),ò 

Islamic Law and Society 14, no. 3 (2007): 33.   
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Damascus.  The Damascene ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were influenced by the influx of anbalǭs into 

Damascus the century before who were escaping the Mongol invasions.
9
  The arrival of anbalǭs 

into the city created tensions within the majority ShǕfiᾶǭs who were torn into conflicting camps.   

The Damascus ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists identified with Ibn Taymiyya because they were 

also traditionalists and came from outside the political elite.  The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and Ibn 

Taymiyya both stressed transmitted sources and were critical of scholastic theology (kalǕm).  Ibn 

Taymiyya and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were additionally migrants to the city and political 

outsiders.  They did not come from established Damascus families, such as the al-Subkǭs,
10

 who 

were successfully able to transmit knowledge and political positions to their offspring.  Unlike 

the ruling ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs, none of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists became part of the structures of the 

state with all of them teaching in independent madrasas.    

Nonetheless, despite the similarities between Ibn Taymiyya and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists, 

there were some important differences in terms of madhhab affiliation and creed.  First and 

foremost the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were ShǕfiᾶǭs and not anbalǭs like Ibn Tayamiyya and Ibn al-

Qayyim.  By being ShǕfiᾶǭ, they had a different intellectual point of reference than their anbalǭ 

colleagues.  The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists identified with the eponym of their school Muammad 

Idris al-ShǕfiᾶǭ (d. 204/820) and saw themselves in the line of the great ShǕfiᾶǭs of the previous 

century, Ibn al- alǕ (d. 643/1245) and al-Nawawǭ (d. 676/1277).   Their identification with the 

ShǕfiᾶǭ school additionally made them loyal to many of their ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ colleagues who 

were part and parcel of the MamlȊk political system.   

A second important difference was that they were a group of adǭth scholars 

(muỠaddithȊn) who ignored speculative theology (kalǕm) and philosophy.  Unlike Ibn Taymiyya 

                                                 
9
 Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994), 169. 
10 

I will speak about the al-Subkǭs in the next Chapter. 
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who engaged extensively in the rational sciences in order to refute them, ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists 

shied away from the sciences and focused their time on the various branches of adǭth ï 

transmission, biographies and history.  While Ibn Taymiyya maintained an intellectualized 

traditionalism that engaged in kalǕm, the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist subscribed to a ñmoral theologyò 

which chose to focus on sciences that they believed had a concrete effect on the lives of 

believers.  These two different types of traditionalism caused ñtensionò between the groups that 

at times became embarrassingly public.
11

    

Because of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalistsô madhhab affiliation and more fiedeist stance 

towards the tradition, they cannot be described as simply ñstudentsò of Ibn Taymiyya.  While 

many of ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists drew from Ibn Taymiyya, they subscribed to a different form of 

traditionalism and developed their own intellectual projects.  Many of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists 

were around the same age as Ibn Taymiyya and they viewed him as a colleague and friend rather 

than a teacher.  Ibn Kathǭr was the most junior member of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and was a 

product of its senior scholars.  Thus to best understand Ibn Kathǭr we need to examine the 

dynamics of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and how he fit within them.       

 

Al-Mizzǭ (654-742/1256ï1341) ï The Quintessential adǭth Scholar 

The most influential member of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists was JamǕl al-Dǭn AbȊ ajjǕj 

YȊsuf al-Mizzǭ.  Similar to Ibn Taymiyya, al-Mizzǭ was not from the Damascus elite but rather 

came from the village al-Mizza on the outskirts of Damascus.  Al-Mizzǭ studied with great 

ShǕfióǭ adǭth scholars, such as al-Nawawǭ, but also studied with a large number of anbalǭs.
12

  

                                                 
11

 I will speak about the ñtensionsò within traditionalism below in the biography of al-Dhahabǭ.   
12

 Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1392) frequently mentions al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ and al-Dhahabǭ as those who studied with 

anbalǭ scholars.  See his KitǕb al-Dhayl ԀalǕ ἱabaqǕt al-ỠanǕbila, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Maᾶrifa, 1981), 2:300-

400.  In one instance, Ibn Rajab lists most of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists -ñAnd studied adǭth (samióa) from him 
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Through studying with an array of elite adǭth scholars, al-Mizzǭ would soon develop ñinto the 

greatest rijǕl expert the Muslim world had ever seen.ò
13

  Al -Mizzǭ had an extraordinary talent in 

biographies and transmission, leaving behind the monumental work Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl fǭ asmǕô 

al-rijǕl, ña biographic lexicon linking all the transmitters of the isnǕds occurring in the ósixô 

canonical collections as well as in some other minor tradition collections.ò
14

  Juynboll exclaims 

that ñit constitutes a milestone in the óilm al-rijǕl in that it is the first comprehensive lexicon that 

aims at being exhaustive, much more so than any of its predecessors.ò
15

  The popularity of the 

book is seen in its multiple abridgments which include those from al-Dhahabǭ (d. 748/1348), Ibn 

Kathǭr and Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ (d. 852/1449).
16

  

While Bori calls al-Mizzǭ one of Ibn Taymiyyaôs ñdisciplesò
17

 he is more accurately 

described as a close friend and colleague since they grew up with each other and shared many 

teachers.
18

  Al -Mizzǭ had tremendous respect for Ibn Taymiyya even going as far as to say 

ñsomebody like him has not been seen in 400 yearsò
19

 or since the era of the canonical adǭth 

scholars.  Yet, al-Mizzǭôs traditionalist leanings and relationship with Ibn Taymiyya led him to 

trouble with the ruling ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs.  In 705/1306, the mayor of Damascus (nǕôib al-salἲana) 

al-Afram was ordered to conduct a council on the orthodoxy of Ibn Taymiyyaôs theology.
20

  To 

                                                                                                                                                             
(A mad b. óAbd al-Ra mǕn) a large number of adǭth scholars and other (scholars), such as al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ, al-

Dhahabǭ, and our teacher Ibn al-Qayyimò; Ibn Rajab, 2:336.  Ibn Rajab does not mention Ibn Kathǭr most likely 

because he was too young to be associated with this teacher.   
13

 G. H. A. Juynboll, ñal- Mizzǭ , DjamǕl al-Dǭn AbȊôl- adjdjjǕdj YȊsuf b. al-Zakǭ ᾺAbd al-Ra mǕn b. YȊsuf al-

Kalbǭ al- u Ǖôǭ,ò Encyclopedia of Islam, Second Edition.  
14

 Juynboll, ñal-Mizzǭ,ò EI
2
. 

15
 Juynboll, ñal-Mizzǭ,ò EI

2
.   

16
 I will speak about Ibn Kathǭrôs abridgement of Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl in Chapter Three. 

17
 Bori, 39. 

18
 Ibn Rajab mentions that al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ and Ibn Taymiyya all studied with the same teacher; Ibn Rajab, 2:308, 

316. 
19

 Ibn Rajab, 2:393. 
20

 For more on the 705 AH council see Sherman Jackson, ñIbn Taym´yah on Trial in Damascus,ò The Journal of 

Semitic Studies 39, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 48; Ibn Rajab, 2:396; Caterina Bori, ñA New Source for the Biography of 

Ibn Taymiyya,ò Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 67, no. 3 (2004): 335.  

Jackson suggests that al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ and al-Dhahabǭ were not members of the Council that interrogated Ibn 
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the disappointment of the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs, the council concluded that Ibn Taymiyyaôs theology 

was acceptable and that it belonged to that of the pious ancestors (salaf).  Shortly afterwards, al-

Mizzǭ read a section of al-BukhǕrǭôs chapter of the Creation of Actions which refutes the 

heretical Jahmiyya, a sect which was accused of denying Godôs attributes through interpreting 

them figuratively.
21

  Many of the ShǕfióǭ scholars in the audience became upset because they 

believed that al-Mizzǭ was implicitly attacking them.
22

  Al -Afram was absent from the city at the 

time, so the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs complained to the chief judge Ibn arǕ (d. 723/1323) who reacted 

by imprisoning al-Mizzǭ.
23

  On hearing the news, Ibn Taymiyya went to the jail and released al-

Mizzǭ, demonstrating his close relationship with the great adǭth scholar and his immense 

political power.
24

  When al-Afram returned, he became upset and worried about the rising 

tensions within the city to the point that he decreed that if anybody discussed theology they 

would be killed.
25

 

The entire episode caused a tremendous amount of stress on the ShǕfiᾶǭs to the point that 

one of the examiners of the trial, al-ZamlakǕnǭ (d. 727/1327),
26

 accused the leading ShǕfiᾶǭ 

Ashóarǭ Ibn al-Wakǭl (d. 716/1317)
27

 of poor leadership.  Al-ZamlakǕnǭ remarked that the 

                                                                                                                                                             
Taymiyya because they were too young.  I would also add that the Council could be interpreted as a generational 

struggle between junior and senior scholars.  See Jackson, 44. 
21

 As Joseph Bell explains, the word ñJahmiyyaò was used as a common polemic against those who denied Godôs 

absolute power and divine characteristics and attributes: ñIt is true that the Hanbalite doctor ascribes many of these 

views to such groups as the Jahmites or the Qadarites, but long before his time these names had become little more 

than terms of abuse for those who denied the attributes of God or for those who advanced the doctrine of human free 

will respectivelyò; Joseph Norment Bell, Love Theory in Later ởanbalite Islam (Albany: State University of New 

York Press, 1979), 59.  
22

 A mad b. óAlǭ b. ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, al-Durar al-kǕmina fǭ aԀyǕn al-miԁa al-thǕmina, 4 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-

Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 1997), 4:283. 
23

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 4:283. 
24

 What is evident in the story is that Ibn Taymiyya did not seek anybodyôs permission in releasing al-Mizzǭ.  It 

seems that the guards acquiesced to Ibn Taymiyyaôs demand to free him.     
25

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 4:283. 
26

 I will speak about al-ZamlakǕnǭ in more detail in the next Chapter.   
27

 For more on Ibn al-Wakǭl see ᾶAbd al-QǕdir b. Muammad al-Nuᾶaymǭ, al-DǕris fǭ tǕrǭkh al-madǕris, ed. Jaᾶfar 

al- asanǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-ThaqǕfa al-Dǭniyya, 1988), 1:27; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, eds. Alǭ 
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problems ñthat occurred with the ShǕfióǭs was little until you became the head of them 

(raôǭsahum).ò
28

  The ShǕfiᾶǭ chief judge Ibn arǕ thought that al-ZamlakǕnǭ was implicitly 

criticizing him and resigned feeling that he now lacked confidence from the ShǕfiᾶǭ base.  Ibn 

arǕ nonetheless was returned to the chief justiceship by the powerful Cairo chief justice 

Shaykh al-Manbijǭ, a noted Ashóarǭ and Ibn al-óArabǭ (d. 638/1240) supporter.
29

   

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and al-Mizzǭôs close relationship continued even as Ibn Taymiyyaôs trials 

moved to Egypt.
30

  In a letter to his family, Ibn Taymiyya requests his relatives to seek al-

Mizzǭôs help to find a book that he wrote regarding churches in his library.
31

  Such a request 

demonstrates Ibn Taymiyyaôs trust in al-Mizzǭ and the collegial relationship that they 

maintained.  It further alludes to al-Mizzǭôs familiarity with Ibn Taymiyyaôs works and his 

personal spaces.   

A second problem arose in 718/1319 when al-Mizzǭ was nominated to chair the 

prestigious DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya.  The institute had been a ShǕfióǭ stronghold, with the 

great ShǕfióǭ jurists and adǭth scholars Ibn al- ala  and al-Nawawǭ holding the first posts.
32

  Ibn 

Taymiyya lobbied to have al-Mizzǭ as the director since he felt that he was the most qualified in 

                                                                                                                                                             
Mu ammad Muóawwad and ódil A mad óAbd al-MawjȊd, 15 vols. (Lebanon: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 2009), 

14:79. 
28

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 1:89. 
29

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:38.  Alexander Knysh speaks more about how Shaykh Nar al-Manbijǭ and Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs opponents worked to imprison him; Alexander Knysh, Ibn ԀArabǭ in the Later Islamic tradition: the 

Making of a Polemical Image in Medieval Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 92.  I will 

discuss Ibn Taymiyyaôs views of Ibn óArabǭôs thought in Chapter Four. 
30

 Ibn Taymiyya was in Egypt between the years 705-712 AH. 
31

 AbȊ ᾶAbd AllǕh b. ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, al-ԀUqȊd al-durriyya min manǕqib Shaykh al-IslǕm Ibn Taymiyya, ed. AbȊ 

Mu ᾶab alᾶat b. FuᾷǕd al- ulwǕnǭ (Cairo: al-FǕrȊq al- adǭtha), 223.  
32

 Ibn al- alǕ was the first to hold the post, while al-Nawawǭ was the fourth.  In the late 7
th
/13

th
 century, it did not 

seem difficult for even anbalǭs to teach at the institute; Ibn Rajab, 2:307, 321, 416, 418.  But this would change in 

the early 8
th
/14

th
 century with growing anti- anbalǭ sentiment culminating in the trials of Ibn Taymiyya.  For more 

on DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya see al-Nuóaymǭ, 1:19-47.  For more on the institutes directors see IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar b. 

Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt al- shǕfiԀiyya, ed. óAbd al-Hafǭ ManȊr, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-MadǕr al-IslǕmǭ, 2004), 2:814.  
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adǭth
33

 while many ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs argued that al-Mizzǭ did not live up to the endowerôs 

stipulation that the director must uphold the Ashóarǭ creed.
34

  To the dismay of his opponents, al-

Mizzǭ professed Ashóarism and was appointed as the director.
35

  In a display of protest, the cityôs 

elite boycotted the inaugural ceremony causing anger among traditionalists.
36

  Responding to al-

Mizzǭôs detractors, Ibn Taymiyya boldly claimed, ñthat since [DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyyaôs] 

founding, no one fulfilled the endower [of the instituteôs] conditions more than [al-Mizzǭ].ò
37

  

Al -Mizzǭ directed the institute for 23 years until his death (d. 742/1341) and was buried to the 

west of Ibn Taymiyyaôs grave.
38

 

 

                                                 
33

 Early on, Ibn Taymiyya had tremendous influence on the decision making process of who directed DǕr al- adǭth 

al-Ashrafiyya.  In 703/1303-4 the mayor accepted Ibn Taymiyyaôs suggestion on who should head the institute; Ibn 

Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:28.   
34

 Madrasa appointments represented intellectual trends and shifts in power within Damascus.  As Michael 

Chamberlain explains, ñRuling households also fit themselves in to existing practices of political domination and 

social control.  In spite of their political dominance in the city, NȊr al-Dǭn, the AyyȊbis, and the MamlȊks only 

occasionally introduced intrusive state agencies.  The dǭwǕns rarely penetrated or coordinated even the ruling elite, 

much less the lower orders.  Instead, rulers tried to gain control over the semi-autonomous (waὖǭfa, pl. WaὖǕôif or 

manἨab, pl. ManǕἨib) hitherto in the hands of the aóyǕn.  These included, in addition to the manἨabs of the shaykh 

(mashyakha) or a DǕr al- adǭth or the mudarris (lecturer) of a madrasa (place of reading or lecture), such offices as 

the various judges or qǕis, the market inspector or muỠtasib, the administrators of charitable foundations, the 

supervisor of the treasury, and the later included the administrator of the holy cities of the ijǕz.  Few of these 

offices in Syria were integrated into the dǭwǕns, through the heads of the dǭwǕns were also known as the holders of 

manἨabs and waὖǭfas.  The social power of the manἨab - holder was not derived from the impersonal authority of the 

office, but from the prestige of the office-holder.  When rulers made appointments to them it was not from within 

the bureaucracy but from among the civilian elites who had religious prestige or political capitalò; Chamberlain, 50. 
35

 AbȊ al-FallǕ ᾶAbd al- ayy b. al-ᾶImǕd, ShadharǕt al-dhahab fǭ akhbǕr man dhahab, 4 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-ǔfǕq 

al-Jadǭda, 1966), 4:136.  The DǕr al- adǭth was first applied to institutions reserved for the teaching of adǭths in 

Damascus in the sixth/ twelfth century and then spread across the Muslim world.  DǕr al- adǭth represented the 

increasingly specialized discipline of adǭth, that was more focused than mosque or madrasa studies.  Al-Mizzǭ, al-

BirzǕlǭ, al-Dhahabǭ, and Ibn Kathǭr all occupied directed DǕr al- adǭths demonstrating their devotion to the 

sciences.  For more on DǕr al- adǭth see Fuat Sezgin, ñDǕr al- adǭth,òEI
2
.  

36
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:87. 

37
 Ibn al-ᾶImǕd, 4:136.  Ibn Taymiyya makes this statement based on the endowerôs stipulation that if the institute 

had to choose between a scholar who specialized in transmission (riwǕya) and one who specialized in knowledge of 

adǭth material (dirǕya) then the institute should choose the specialist in transmission.  Ibn Taymiyya and the ShǕfióǭ 

Ashóarǭs were emphasizing different parts of the endowerôs stipulations, the former the requirement that the director 

had to be strong in riwǕya and the later in that he had to be an Ashóarǭ.  Ibn Taymiyya statement here leads to a 

footnote by the editor who says that Ibn Taymiyyaôs words were ñrecklessò since the Institute was housed by great 

scholars such as Ibn al- alǕh, AbȊ ShǕma al-Maqdasǭ, and al-Nawawǭ.  The footnote demonstrates that many of the 

debates of the 8
th
/14

th
 century Damascus still occur today.         

38
 Ibn al-óImǕd, 4:137.  There are no Western studies on al-Mizzǭ with his Tahdhǭb being only used as a reference 

work in adǭth authenticity.  More work needs to be done on al-Mizzǭôs influential role as a teacher as well as that of 

a writer.  



 

37 

 

 

Al-BirzǕlǭ: (667- 739/ 1267-1339) ï The Historian of Syria 

ᾺAlam al-Dǭn al-QǕsim al-BirzǕlǭ was the second of the great ShǕfióǭ traditionalists, a 

student of al-Mizzǭ
39

 and a colleague of Ibn Taymiyya.  Similar to Ibn Taymiyya and al-Mizzǭ, 

al-BirzǕlǭ did not belong to one of the established Damascus families with his grandfather 

settling in Syria in the beginning of the 7
th
/13

th
 century.   He taught at the prestigious NȊriyya 

madrasa and was particularly known for his strength in transmission (riwǕyat), with an 

exceptional grasp over the teachers of his contemporaries.
40

  Yet, unlike al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ 

traveled considerably, moving to alab and then journeying throughout the Muslim world.  He 

eventually passed away in the ijaz in a state of pilgrimage (iỠrǕm).
41

  Because of his travels, al-

BirzǕlǭôs impact on Damascus was considerably less than that of the others.   

Unlike al-Mizzǭ, who was interested in transmitters, al-BirzǕlǭ was attracted to another 

branch of adǭth science, biographies and history.  Al-BirzǕlǭ was known to have written a 

continuation (dhayl) of the biographical dictionary of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist AbȊ ShǕma (d. 

665/1268), which started in the year AbȊ ShǕma was killed
42

 or the year that al-BirzǕlǭ was 

born.
43

  Much of al-BirzǕlǭôs history has either been lost or is still in manuscript form,
44

 but 

nevertheless much of his writings are incorporated into other historical works.  Ibn Rajab al-

anbalǭ (d. 795/1392), for instance, extensively quotes al-BirzǕlǭ in his biographical dictionary 

                                                 
39

 Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm wa-wafayǕt al-mashǕhǭr waôl-aԀlǕm, 53 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-

KitǕb al-ᾶArabǭ, 1987), 53:385.  Al-Dhahabǭ mentions that al-BirzǕlǭ was trained by al-Mizzǭ. 
40

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:361.  Al-BirzǕli studied ἧaỠǭỠ al-BukhǕrǭ, JǕmió al-Tirmidhǭ, Sunan Ibn Majah, Musnad 

al-ShǕfiԀǭ, Musnad ImǕm AỠmad, and the Musnad al-ἱabarǕnǭ.  This list demonstrates al-BirzǕlǭôs expertise in 

adǭth and his familiarity with anbalǭ sources such as the Musnad of Ibn anbal.  I speak about the importance of 

the Musnad to Ibn Kathǭr in Chapter Three. 
41

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:361.   
42

 Ibn Kathǭr devotes a sizable biography to AbȊ ShǕma, mentioning that it was said that he had reached the level of 

ijtihǕd and highlighting that he was assassinated by his opponents; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya,13:251.  For more on AbȊ 

ShǕma see Konrad Hirschlerk, ñPre-eighteenth-century Traditions of Revivalism: Damascus in the Thirteenth 

Century,ò Bulletin of SOAS 68, no. 2 (2005):195ï214. 
43

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:360.   
44

 For more on the manuscript of BirzǕlǭôs history see Muriel Rouabah ñUne ®dition inattendue: le Ta'rǭk d'al-

BirzǕlǭ,ò Arabica 57, no. 2-3 (2010): 309-318.  I speak more about how Ibn Kathǭr draws from al-BirzǕlǭôs historical 

works in Chapter Three.     
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on anbalǭ scholars.
45

  Ibn Rajabôs use of al-BirzǕlǭ not only demonstrates al-BirzǕlǭôs great 

status as an historian but the connection between anbalǭ scholars and the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists.     

Al -BirzǕlǭôs close relationship with Ibn Taymiyya appears in his moving account of Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs funeral procession quoted in Ibn Kathǭrôs al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.
46

  After describing 

the tremendous event, al-BirzǕlǭ concludes the account by expressing that ñbetween [Ibn 

Taymiyya] and I there was a great love and companionship from a young age.ò
47

  Al -BirzǕlǭ had 

grown up with Ibn Taymiyya, was distraught with his death and felt deep remorse that he could 

not attend Ibn Taymiyyaôs funeral due to his travels.   

Al -BirzǕlǭôs own death caused al-Mizzǭ a tremendous amount of sadness.  As al-Dhahabǭ 

recounts, ña group of scholars felt sad with [al-BirzǕlǭôs] passing away, especially his companion 

and friend (rafǭquhu) AbȊ ajjǕj (al-Mizzǭ), our Shaykh.  He cried [thinking about] him more 

than once.  Each one of them would praise (yuóaὖὖim) the other and knew the others stature 

(faỈl).ò
 48

  Al -Mizzǭ would succeed al-BirzǕlǭ as the director of NȊriyya.
49

  

 

Al-Dhahabǭ (673/675-748, 1274-1348) ï The Historian of Islam 

Shams al-Dǭn AbȊ óAbd AllǕh al-Dhahabǭ represented the second generation of ShǕfiᾶǭ 

traditionalists.  Similar to the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists before him, al-Dhahabǭ studied with many 

anbalǭs, but also studied significantly under other ShǕfióǭ traditionalists such as al-BirzǕlǭ and 

al-Mizzǭ.  

                                                 
45

 See Ibn Rajabôs KitǕb al-Dhayl ԀalǕ ἱabaqǕt al-ỠanǕbila. 
46

 Ibn Kathǭr quotes al-BirzǕlǭôs entry of the funeral procession and prayer (janǕza) even though al-BirzǕlǭ was not 

present at the actual events.   
47

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:134.  Scholars have mistakenly attributed this statement to Ibn Kathǭr.  Ibn Kathǭr is 

quoting here from al-BirzǕlǭôs history.   
48

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:361. 
49

 Al -Nuóaymǭ, 1:113.   
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 Al -Dhahabǭ explains that it was al-BirzǕlǭ who first encouraged him to study adǭth.  As 

al-Dhahabǭ recounts, ñWhen [al-BirzǕlǭ] saw my handwriting he said óyour handwriting 

resembles the handwriting of the adǭth scholars (muỠaddithǭn).ô  His words left a mark on 

me.ò
50

  Al -BirzǕlǭôs interest in history is evident on al-Dhahabǭ who became one of the greatest 

historians of Islam.  Al-Dhahabǭ composed the monumental TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm, a history that 

begins with the genealogy of Muammad and ends in MamlȊk times,
51

 and the astounding Siyar 

aólǕm al-nubalǕô, an immense biographical dictionary that covers Muslim notables throughout 

Islamic history.
52

    

Al -Dhahabǭ eventually became a student of al-Mizzǭ and one of his most ardent admirers.  

Al-Dhahabǭ heaps lavish praise on al-Mizzǭ for being both a first-rate scholar and wonderful 

person.  Al-Dhahabǭ exclaims, ñhe was the great adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ) of the times, the adǭth 

scholar of Egypt and Syria,
53

 standard bearer of tradition, knower of the [different] types of 

reports, knower of our dilemmas (muóỈilǕtina), the clarifier of our difficulties.ò
54

 Al -Mizzǭ was 

an ñocean with no coastò
55

 because of his tremendous knowledge of transmitters, such as the 

generation in which they belonged to and their strength in transmission.  Al-Dhahabǭ spent some 

of his early education with al-Mizzǭ, studying a ǭ al-BukhǕrǭ with him among other works.
56

  

                                                 
50

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:361. Al-Dhahabǭ was born between 673-77 AH making him a good ten years younger 

than al-BirzǕlǭ. 
51

 Ibn Kathǭrôs al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya is more ambitious than al-Dhahabǭôs TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm since it attempts to 

capture the beginning of human history until his time.  I will speak more about al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya in Chapter 

Three.  More work needs to be done comparing the different historical works that were composed during the 

MamlȊk period.   
52

 Al -Dhahabǭ also summarized TǕrǭkh Baghdad and TǕrǭkh Damashq.   
53

 Egypt and Syria encompassed the domain of the MamlȊks. 
54

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:382.   
55

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:384. 
56

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:385. 
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Al -Dhahabǭôs respect and admiration of al-Mizzǭ led him to summarize his Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl fǭ 

asmǕô al-rijǕl, a book he says that every scholar needs.
57

   

But most importantly, al-Dhahabǭ was attracted to al-Mizzǭôs personal character believing 

him to be modest, forbearing and tolerant, yet extremely knowledgeable and wise:  ñ[al-Mizzǭ] 

spoke very little except when he was asked, then he would benefit, answer and accomplish.ò
58

  

Al -Mizzǭ was extremely good to his students and guests, feeding them to his own detriment.
59

  

He further upheld the character of the salaf in that he ñabstained in a quintessential manner from 

disputation (jadal).ò  Such a statement must be understood in opposition to Ibn Taymiyya, who 

engaged his adversaries.  For al-Dhahabǭ, the followers of the salaf were confident in their creed 

so it was beneath them to engage in the polemics of their opponents.
60

 

After al-Mizzǭ passed away, al-Dhahabǭ aspired to succeed him at DǕr al- adǭth al-

Ashrafiyya, but it was the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ Chief judge Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ (d. 756/1355) who 

secured the appointment.
61

  Similarly to al-Mizzǭ, al-Dhahabǭ faced the problem of convincing 

his colleagues that he lived up to the endowerôs stipulations that the director must be Ashóarǭ.
62

  

Al -Dhahabǭ was a friend of al-Subkǭ but being passed over for such an appointment could have 

caused him great disappointment.  DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya was the preeminent DǕr al-

adǭth in Damascus and it would have been a tremendous honor to succeed his teacher al-Mizzǭ.     

As he did with his other students, al-Mizzǭ most likely encouraged al-Dhahabǭ to become 

further acquainted with Ibn Taymiyya.
63

  Al -Dhahabǭ notes that ñthere was a definite 

                                                 
57

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:299.  Al-Dhahabǭ exclaims that ñwhoever looks at his book Tahdhǭb al-asmǕô knows his 

stature in memorization.ò 
58

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:384. 
59

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:384. 
60

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:384.  For more on al-Dhahabǭôs ñtheology of the salafò see the Introduction.   
61

 Bencheneb, ñDhahabǭ,ò EI
2
; al-Nuóaymǭ, 1:325.  I will speak about Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ in the next Chapter.  

62
 JalǕl al-Dǭn al-SuyȊǭ, Dhayl óalǕ ἱabaqǕt al-ỠuffǕὖ (Cairo: Wahba Book Shop, 1973), 522.  Al-SuyȊtǭ mentions 

that there was ñtalkò (mutakallam fǭ) or doubt about whether al-Dhahabǭ was an Ashóarǭ. 
63

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:385. 
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companionship (ἨuỠba) between Ibn Taymiyya and al-Mizzǭò which lead to ñstudying adǭth 

(samióa) together, discussion[s] and gathering[s], love and happiness,ò
64

  It was Ibn Taymiyya, 

al-Dhahabǭ explains, who lobbied al-Mizzǭ to secure the position at DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya, 

but the appointment was delayed because of al-Mizzǭôs questionable theology. 

Al -Dhahabǭ soon became an admirer of Ibn Taymiyya, taken aback with his command of 

the textual tradition.  Al-Dhahabǭ testified to Ibn Taymiyyaôs extraordinary memory and declared 

ñthat every adǭth that Ibn Taymiyya does not know is not a adǭth.ò
65

  

Yet, unlike al-Mizzǭ or al-BirzǕlǭ, al-Dhahabǭ was openly critical of Ibn Taymiyya 

believing him to be polemical and polarizing.  In his entry on Ibn Taymiyya in TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm, 

al-Dhahabǭ mentions that he was among those who loved Ibn Taymiyya but saw his flaws:
66

 ñI 

do not believe that he was sinless (had óiἨma), absolutely not (kallǕ), despite his vast knowledge, 

extreme courage, fluidity of his mind, his regard in the sanctities of religion, he was man among 

men.ò
67

  Al -Dhahabǭ felt that Ibn Taymiyya became excessively angry with his enemies causing 

them to become obstinate in their opposition.  If Ibn Taymiyya were gentle with his opponents, 

al-Dhahabǭ believed, he would be able to bring them over to his side.
 68

     

Al -Dhahabǭôs most critical writing of Ibn Taymiyya is found in al-NaἨǭỠa al-dhahabiyya, 

a piece of advice that al-Dhahabǭ allegedly provides Ibn Taymiyya.  In the treatise, al-Dhahabǭ is 

critical of Ibn Taymiyya ñspecifically against his pride, his obstinacy, intolerance, captiousness, 

and lack of tact.ò
69

 Donald Little argues that the advice is authentic based on the fact that it 
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 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:386. 
65

 Al -Dhahabǭ, ñA New Source,ò 332. 
66

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:261. 
67

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:261.  Little translates a similar phrase found in another one of al-Dhahabǭôs writings; 

Little, ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose,ò Studia Islamica 41, no. 1 (1975):104.   
68

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:261.  Part of al-Dhahabǭôs criticisms of Ibn Taymiyya may have had to do with the fact 

that he saw al-Mizzǭ as the ideal scholar - reserved, diplomatic, modest, subtle and discreet.  Al-Dhahabǭ does not 

use any of these attributes to describe Ibn Taymiyya but rather is critical of Ibn Taymiyyaôs polemical tone.   
69

 Little, ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose,ò 100. 
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harbors the critical tone of al-Dhahabǭôs other writings on Ibn Taymiyya.
70

  In the piece of 

advice, al-Dhahabǭ explains to Ibn Taymiyya that his engagement with philosophy led him to 

become exceedingly critical and obsessed with the mistakes of those before him.  For al-

Dhahabǭ, this was against the teaching of the Prophet Muammad who taught to speak only well 

of the predecessors and leave what does not concern oneself.
71

  As al-Dhahabǭ states, ñOh friend 

(rajal), you have swallowed the poison of the philosophers and their compositions repeatedly, 

and with the increased use of poison the body becomes addicted to it.ò
72

 Al -Dhahabǭ contends 

that Ibn Taymiyyaôs constant indulgences with the rational sciences made him leave aspects of 

the Sunna which advocated for the highest moral and ethical character.  Similar to other fiediest 

traditionalists, al-Dhahabǭ believed it was better to hold firm to the Sunna than to preoccupy 

oneself with kalǕm.
73

  But despite any differences that al-Dhahabǭ had with Ibn Taymiyya, he 

was one of his supporters, abridging Ibn Taymiyyaôs MinhǕj al-sunna and succeeding him at DǕr 

al- adǭth Sukriyya.
74
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 Little, ñDid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose,ò 100. 
71

 As Melchert explains, the traditionalists used the adǭth of leaving ñwhat does not concern himò as a critique of 

kalǕm; Christopher Melchert, ñThe Piety of the adǭth Folk,ò International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 3 

(2002): 433. 
72

 Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, BayǕn zaghl al-óilm waôl-ἲalab, ed. Muammad ZǕhid b. al- asan al-Kawtharǭ 

(Damascus: al-Qudsǭ, 1928), 33.  Al-NaἨǭỠa al-dhahabiyya is attached to the end of the treatise. 
73

 For more discussion on the authenticity of the treatise see Caterina Bori, Ibn Taymiyya: Una Vita Esemplare 

(Pisa: Istituti Editoriali e Poligrafici Internazionali, 2003),142-8, 191-4.     
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 Al -Nuóaymǭ, 1:78.  Al-Dhahabǭôs criticisms towards Ibn Taymiyya extend to his pupil Ibn al-Qayyim.  Al-

Dhahabǭ mentions in his al-Muójam al-mukhtaἨἨ, a biographical dictionary of his teachers and students, that Ibn al-

Qayyim studied with him and that he was involved in the spread of knowledge.  However, al-Dhahabǭ ends his entry 

saying ñbut he was self-satisfied with his opinion[s] and hasty in affairs (jarǭô óalǕ al-umȊr).  May God forgive 

himò; The entry is fascinating because it both affirms the connection between Ibn al-Qayyim and al-Dhahabǭ but 

then creates separation through the critical remark.  Al -Dhahabǭôs criticism of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim 

revolves around the personality traits of them being stubborn, arrogant and polarizing.  But the root of these 

criticisms may have been that Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim subscribed to a different form of traditionalism and 
took strong stances on issues that al-Dhahabǭ did not fully agree with; Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam 

al-mukhtaἨἨ (al- Ǖôif, Saudi Arabia: Maktabat al- iddǭq, 1988), 269. In the footnotes, the editors mention that in the 

manuscript that they edited al-Dhahabǭ says that Ibn al-Qayyim was ñsayyiô al-óaqlò or poor of mind.  They removed 

this phrase because later scholars quoting from al-Muôjam al-mukhtaἨἨ, such as Ibn Rajab, Ibn ajar, and al-

ShawkǕnǭ did not relay this phrase.  The editors explain that such a phrase would not be expected of al-Dhahabǭ after 

he praised Ibn al-Qayyim in the entry.  But a close reading of the entry demonstrates that al-Dhahabǭ does not praise 

Ibn al-Qayyim excessively, at least not to the extent that he does with other scholars within the dictionary, which 
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Western literature has difficulty categorizing al-Dhahabǭ, with some emphasizing his 

ShǕfióǭ identity while others his relationship with Ibn Taymiyya.  Drawing from the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

Ashóarǭ TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfióiyya al-kubrǕ,
75

 Bencheneb presents the ShǕfióǭ 

Ashóarǭ view of al-Dhahabǭ, a great adǭth scholar who had a problematic theology.
76

  He notes 

that al-Dhahabǭ studied with a wide range of teachers, amongst the most prominent of them was 

al-Mizzǭ.
77

  Bencheneb then mentions that al-Dhahabǭ was unable to succeed al-Mizzǭ as the 

director of DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya because of questionable issues regarding theology.
78

  

Bencheneb concludes the entry explaining that some of al-Dhahabǭôs own students were critical 

of al-Dhahabǭ for adopting anthropomorphist tendencies.
79

 What is fascinating about the entry is 

that it does not even mention Ibn Taymiyya and the fact that al-Dhahabǭ was one of his 

supporters.
80

   

The literature, on the other hand, highlights al-Dhahabǭôs tumultuous relationship with 

Ibn Taymiyya, once again furthering the trend that the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists are primarily known 

through their connection with the great scholar.  In her ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu,ò Bori 

devotes a section on al-Dhahabǭôs relationship with Ibn Taymiyya.  She explains that al-

Dhahabǭôs attitude towards ñIbn Taymiyya vacillates between unqualified praise of his intellect 

                                                                                                                                                             
gives the possibility that the phrase maybe authentic.  Other traditionalist scholars coming after al-Dhahabǭ, could 

have omitted the phrase because it conflicted with what they believed of Ibn al-Qayyim.  A more likely possibility is 

that the phrase was added by a scribe with negative feelings towards Ibn al-Qayyim.  It is not inconceivable that a 

ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ copied al-Dhahabǭôs works and that he slipped the phrase into the entry.  The phrase ñpoor of mindò 

does not fit with other criticisms of al-Dhahabǭ of Ibn al-Qayyim which focus on his stubbornness, not his lack of 

intellect.  Al-Dhahabǭ was similarly critical of Ibn Taymiyyaôs recalcitrance but never questioned his immense mind.               
75

 M Bencheneb, ñal- ahabǭ, Shams al-Dǭn AbȊ ᾺAbd AllǕh Muammad b. ᾺUthmǕn b. ǕymǕ b. ᾺAbd AllǕh al-

TurkumǕnǭ al-FǕriǭ al-Dimashǭ al-ShǕfiᾺǭ,ò EI
2
.  
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 The view of al-Dhahabǭ as a great adǭth scholar with a questionable creed is presented by the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ TǕj 

al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ who I discuss in the next Chapter.   
77
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Dhahabǭ.   
78

 Bencheneb mentions that al-Dhahabǭ had questionable views regarding canon law.  This is not entirely correct 
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 This ñstudentò is TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ. 
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and sharp criticism of his public conduct.ò
81

  Bori details how al-Dhahabǭ was frustrated with Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs difficult personality and inability to work with others.  In particular, she highlights 

how much of al-Dhahabǭôs criticisms were connected to Ibn Taymiyyaôs theology of combining 

reason and revelation in theological speculation.
82

   

Despite Boriôs strong insights, she continues the theme that the members of the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

traditionalists were simply students of Ibn Taymiyya.  She calls al-Dhahabǭ a ñdisciplineò of Ibn 

Taymiyya and in an earlier work, she describes al-Dhahabǭ as a ñclose pupilò of his ñmasterò Ibn 

Taymiyya.
83

  Al -Dhahabǭ was no doubt influenced by Ibn Taymiyya but he was primarily the 

student of al-Mizzǭ.  Unlike with Ibn Taymiyya, al-Dhahabǭ is never critical of al-Mizzǭ alluding 

to his comfort with the great adǭth scholarôs personality and traditionalism.  

Bencheneb and Bori present different sides of al-Dhahabǭ, one his problematic ShǕfióǭ 

allegiance and the other his uncomfortable relationship with Ibn Taymiyya.  More work needs to 

be done on the complexities of al-Dhahabǭôs ShǕfióǭ traditionalist identity.   

  

Ibn Kathǭr (700-774/1300-1373) - The Junior Scholar 

óImǕd al-Dǭn IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar b. Kathǭr represents the youngest of the Damascene ShǕfióǭ 

traditionalists.   Unlike the others who studied significantly with both ShǕfióǭ and anbalǭ 

scholars, Ibn Kathǭr studied primarily within ShǕfióǭ traditionalist circles.   

In his acclaimed universal history, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya,
84

 Ibn Kathǭr relays that his 

family belonged to the Quraysh tribe and that his father was born and lived in the outskirts of 
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 Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu,ò 37. 
82

 Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu,ò 39.  I will speak of Ibn Taymiyyaôs attempt to reconcile reason and 
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 Caterina Bori, ñA New Source,ò 328.    
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Damascus.
85

  His dadôs early education consisted of studying poetry and anifǭ jurisprudence but 

he eventually became a ShǕfióǭ, solidifying his family as a ShǕfióǭ one.  His father would become 

a noted preacher (khaἲǭb) known for his eloquence, poetry and command over his audience.  His 

fatherôs oratory skills led him to be appointed as an official khaἲǭb in a small village.  It is there 

that he married Ibn Kathǭrôs mother who was his second wife.
86

  Ibn Kathǭrôs father passed away 

in 703/1303-4 when Ibn Kathǭr was only three.  As he recounts, ñI never met [my father] except 

as a dream.ò
87

  His father did not leave behind any works except some love poetry which Ibn 

Kathǭr quotes but feels the need to ask Godôs forgiveness for.
88

  

Ibn Kathǭr explains that he was named IsmǕóǭl after his older brother who died in a tragic 

accident of falling off a roof.  The older brother IsmǕóǭl was studying in Damascus at the time, 

and already finished much of his early education, which included memorizing the QurôǕn, 

studying introductory grammar, ShǕfióǭ jurisprudence, and the sciences of jurisprudence (uἨȊl al-

fiqh).   When he died, Ibn Kathǭrôs father was devastated and mourned over him with many 

verses of poetry.  Ibn Kathǭr was born shortly after IsmǕóǭl passed away and his father named 

him after his late brother.  Ibn Kathǭr explains that ñI was born to him after [the accident]; he 

named me IsmǕóǭl after him.  Thus the oldest of his children was IsmǕóǭl and the last and 
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  Ibn Kathǭr devotes a sizable biography to his father most likely because oneôs father dictated a scholarôs future 
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youngest of his children was IsmǕóǭl.ò
89

  Being named IsmǕóǭl set up important familial 

expectations for Ibn Kathǭr to live up to, most importantly continuing on the path of 

scholarship.
90

     

At the age of seven, Ibn Kathǭr and his family relocated to the religious and intellectual 

center of the region, Damascus.  The family was now supported by Ibn Kathǭrôs full brother, 

óAbd al-WahhǕb, who Ibn Kathǭr was extremely close to and started his early education with.  

Ibn Kathǭr thus did not have the benefit of growing up in an elite family, such as the óAsǕkirs or 

al-Subkǭs, with his family being political outsiders.
91

   

 Ibn Kathǭrôs tremendous rise would be predicated on his ability to become one of the 

most prominent students of al-Mizzǭ.
92

  Al -Dhahabǭ lists Ibn Kathǭr as one of the students trained 

by (takharraja min) al-Mizzǭ, a rigorous process that included the study of the Musnad of Ibn 

anbal, the six canonical adǭth collections (al-BukhǕrǭ, Muslim, AbȊ DawȊd, al-Tirmidhǭ, al-

NasǕôǭ and Ibn MǕjah), the adǭth  collection of al- abarǕnǭ, MǕlikôs Muwaἲἲaô and the Sunan of 

al-Bayhaqǭ.
93

  Ibn Kathǭr also studied al-Mizzǭôs monumental Tahdhǭb al-asmǕô which he later 

abridged.   Al-Mizzǭ became so impressed with Ibn Kathǭr that he allowed him to marry his 
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daughter Zaynab.
94

  Ibn Kathǭr became al-Mizzǭôs son-in-law and was incorporated into the 

family.
95

  

Ibn Kathǭr developed a tremendous respect for al-Mizzǭ believing him to be among the 

greatest adǭth scholars in the MamlȊk era.  In the year 718/1319, Ibn Kathǭr records that al-

Mizzǭ was appointed the directorship of DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya and then adds that none of 

the scholarly elite or city notables attended his inauguration.  In a state of frustration, Ibn Kathǭr 

states, similarly to Ibn Taymiyya, that ñno one before him was more deserving of directing [the] 

institute than him.ò
96

  This was a daring statement coming from a ShǕfiᾶǭ, since some of the most 

respected and influential ShǕfiᾶǭs, such as Ibn al- alǕ and al-Nawawǭ, held the initial 

directorships.  

Ibn Kathǭrôs reverence for al-Mizzǭôs scholarship continues in his biographical dictionary 

of ShǕfiᾶǭ jurists.
97

  At one point, Ibn Kathǭr goes through the list of all the directors of DǕr al-

adǭth al-Ashrafiyya and when he arrives to al-Mizzǭôs name he praises him as a leader (imǕm), 

adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ), proof (Ỡujja), great scholar (jahbadha), teacher of the adǭth scholars 

(shaykh al-muỠaddithǭn), and ocean of benefit.  He then prays for al-Mizzǭ to have a long life 

                                                 
94
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and die in a state of good deeds.
98

  Ibn Kathǭr provides none of these titles to any of the previous 

directors showing his tremendous respect for his teacher and mentor.
99

      

 Ibn Kathǭrôs deference to al-Mizzǭ is further demonstrated in his Tafsǭr where he 

references him 19 times, the most of all his teachers.  Ibn Kathǭr frequently uses verbs in the first 

person singular, such as ñI heardò (samiótu) him, ñI was listeningò (asmaóu) to him, and ñI 

presented to himò (óaraỈtu óalayhi) all indicating that Ibn Kathǭr interacted with al-Mizzǭ 

significantly and in a variety of settings.  Ibn Kathǭr, for instance, mentions in the commentary of 

36:69 that ñI asked (saôaltu) our teacher the great adǭth scholar AbȊ ajjǕj al-Mizzǭ about this 

adǭth
100

 and he said it is to be rejected (munkar).ò
101

  Here Ibn Kathǭr mentions that he 

personally asked al-Mizzǭ about this adǭth, which demonstrates that Ibn Kathǭr saw him as an 

important reference.  In verse 38:25, Ibn Kathǭr mentions that ñour teacher the great adǭth 

scholar AbȊ ajjǕj al-Mizzǭ reported to me (akhbaranǭ) while it was recited upon him and I was 

listening.ò
102

 The quotation alludes to an audition where a student was reading a adǭth to al-

Mizzǭ and Ibn Kathǭr was a participant observer.
103

    

We can also determine from the Tafsǭr that al-Mizzǭ was alive for much of the workôs 

composition giving him the opportunity to consult his teacher.  In his commentary of verse 

21:104, Ibn Kathǭr argues that a particular adǭth should be rejected ñeven if it is in Sunan of 

AbȊ DǕwȊdò
104

  since a group of adǭth scholars have made clear that the adǭth is forged, 

ñamong them is our teacher (shaykhunǕ), the great adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ al-kabǭr) AbȊ ajjǕj al-
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Mizzǭ, may God widen (fassaỠa) his age, delay his death (óajlihi) and give him an end in the best 

of his deeds.ò
105

  Ibn Kathǭr offers high praise for al-Mizzǭ, calling him ñour teacherò 

(shaykhunǕ) and declaring him a ñgreat adǭth scholarò (ỠǕfiὖ al-kabǭr).  He then prays for al-

Mizzǭ to have a long life and to die in a state of good deeds, which means that al-Mizzǭ must 

have been alive during Ibn Kathǭrôs commentary of 21:104, which is a little more than midway 

through the tafsǭr.
106

    

It is through Ibn Kathǭrôs association with al-Mizzǭ that Ibn Kathǭr became acquainted 

with al-BirzǕlǭ and al-Dhahabǭ.  It is unclear to what extent al-BirzǕlǭ taught Ibn Kathǭr but his 

influence upon him is tremendous with al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya being a continuation (dhayl) of al-

BirzǕlǭôs history.
107

  Ibn Kathǭr offers strong praise for al-BirzǕlǭ in al-BidǕya calling him a 

teacher (shaykh), leader (imǕm), great adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ) and ñthe historian of Syria.ò  He 

exclaims ñthat he had beautiful handwriting, beautiful character, he was well appreciated among 

the judges and teachers of the students of knowledge.  I heard Ibn Taymiyya say óthe 

transmission of al-BirzǕlǭ is like an engraving on stone.ô  His colleagues (aἨỠǕbuhu) from every 

group loved and honored him.ò
108

  Ibn Kathǭr was impressed with al-BirzǕlǭôs outstanding 

character which allowed him to be well-respected throughout the political and theological 

spectrum. 

Ibn Kathǭr had a more intimate connection with al-Dhahabǭ who was one of his primary 

teachers.  Al-Dhahabǭ mentions Ibn Kathǭr in his al-Muójam al-muktaἨἨ, noting that Ibn Kathǭr 

had an outstanding memory which allowed him to memorize many texts.  He then adds, as a 
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critical teacher, that he ñwould at times mix up (damaja) his readings.ò
109

 Ibn Kathǭrôs close 

relation to al-Dhahabǭ is seen in his Tafsǭr where he mentions him seven times praising him as 

our teacher (shaykunǕ) and as a great adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ).  He frequently uses the phrases ñhe 

reported to meò (akhbaranǭ) and ñrelated to meò (ỠakǕ lǭ), alluding to direct contact.  In his 

commentary of verse 4:31, which discusses major sins, Ibn Kathǭr even promotes al-Dhahabǭôs 

works by saying ñand people have composed many works on major sins (kabǕôir), among them 

is our teacher the adǭth scholar AbȊ óAbd AllǕh al-Dhahabǭ, whose work reached [the number 

of] 70 major sins.ò
110

   

Ibn Kathǭr succeeded al-Dhahabǭ as the teacher of adǭth at Umm SǕli
111

 and 

Ǖliiyya
112

 and was also passed over for the important post of director of DǕr al- adǭth al-

Ashrafiyya.  Ibn Kathǭr was appointed to the institute for only a couple of weeks
113

 before it was 

taken away from him and given to the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ.
114

  

Through his connection with the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists, Ibn Kathǭr was soon introduced to 

Ibn Taymiyya and became closely associated with him.  From an early period, anbalǭ and 

ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ sources overemphasize the influence of Ibn Taymiyya on Ibn Kathǭr.  For 

instance, in his entry on Ibn Kathǭr, Ibn al-óImǕd al- anbalǭ (d. 1089/1679) stresses Ibn Kathǭrôs 

relationship with Ibn Taymiyya and concludes stating that Ibn Kathǭr was buried ñnext to his 
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teacher (shaykihi) Ibn Taymiyya.ò
115

  Additionally, on a copy of Ibn Kathǭrôs Mawlad al-RusȊl 

AllǕh,
116

  the anbalǭ scribe introduces Ibn Kathǭr as a ñleaderò (imǕm), ñexceedingly 

knowledgeableò (óallama), ñShaykh al-IslǕmò
117

 but also as the ñstudent of Ibn Taymiyyaò 

(talmǭdh Ibn Taymiyya).
118

  anbalǭ scholars would no doubt want to emphasize the influence 

that the anbalǭ Ibn Taymiyya had on the ShǕfióǭ Ibn Kathǭr.  Similarly, in his biographical 

dictionary of Damascene madrasas, al-Nuóaymǭ (d. 927/1521) explains that Ibn Kathǭr ñtook a 

great deal from Ibn Taymiyyaò and also ends his entry noting that he was buried ñnext his 

teacher (shaykihi) Ibn Taymiyya.ò
119

  Some ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs sources wanted to stress Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs influence on Ibn Kathǭr to argue that he did not represent the mainstream ShǕfiᾶǭ 

tradition.    

This constant emphasis of Ibn Taymiyyaôs influence on Ibn Kathǭr has seeped into 

Western scholarship.  In her brief biographical summary of Ibn Kathǭr, Jane MacAullife remarks 

that, ñCertainly the most famous of Ibn Kathǭrôs teachers, and perhaps the one who influenced 

him the most, was the anbalǭ theologian and jurisconsult Ibn Taymiyyah.ò
120

  Norman Calder 

Calder also states that Ibn Kathǭr ñwas an expert on adǭth and a disciple of Ibn Taymiyya ï 

together adequate symbols of his intellectual affiliation.ò
121

  Yet, a brief survey of Ibn Kathǭrôs 
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references to Ibn Taymiyya
122

 demonstrates that while he was no doubt a supporter he was in no 

way a product of Ibn Taymiyya.
123

   

  For instance, in works written years after Ibn Taymiyyaôs death, Ibn Kathǭr continuously 

reveres Ibn Taymiyya by referencing his works and calling him ñour teacherò (shaykhunǕ) and 

ñexceedingly knowledgeableò (óallǕma).  In his IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth, Ibn Kathǭr cites Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs opinion that the community has reached consensus that the adǭths within al-

BukhǕrǭ and Muslim are authentic.
124

  Similarly, through the surviving chapters of Ibn Kathǭrôs 

KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, Ibn Kathǭr cites Ibn Taymiyyaôs fatwǕ that it is permissible for women 

who are planning on going to the public bath (ỠammǕm) to combine their prayers.
125

  In another 

instance, Ibn Kathǭr cites Ibn Taymiyyaôs agreement with Ibn anbal that the basmala should be 

recited out loud in audible prayers only in Medina.  The was to inform the cityôs inhabitants, who 

did not read the basmala at all during Ibn anbalôs time, that reading it was sanctioned by the 

sharǭóa.
126

  Ibn Kathǭr even cites an entire fatwǕ by Ibn Taymiyya that non-canonical readings of 

the QurôǕn are impermissible in prayer.
127
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Legal Thought,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Time, 191. 
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 IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr: al-shǕmil li-kutub al-adhǕn, al-masǕjid, istiqbǕl al-qibla, 

Ἠifat al-ἨalǕt, ed. NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlib, 3 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-NawǕdir, 2010), 3:29. 
127

 Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, 3:243. 
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In al-BidǕya waôl al-nihǕya, Ibn Kathǭr offers one of the best sources for the biographies 

of the famous scholar
128

 detailing his interactions with the Mongols, the important events 

surrounding his trials, his numerous imprisonments and many supporters.
129

  Ibn Kathǭr 

tremendous support and love for Ibn Taymiyya best appears in his obituary of the great scholar.  

After quoting al-BirzǕlǭôs entry on Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr recalls how he went to visit Ibn 

Taymiyya after he had died: ñI was among those who were present with our Shaykh the great 

adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ) Abǭ al- ajjǕj al-Mizzǭ, may God have mercy on his soul (raỠimahu AllǕh).  

I uncovered the face of the Shaykh (Ibn Taymiyya), gazed at him, and kissed him.ò
130

  Ibn Kathǭr 

continues by describing Ibn Taymiyyaôs face, ñhe was wearing a turban with a leather strap and 

that his hair had become whiter since the last time we saw him.ò
131

  Ibn Kathǭrôs narrative is 

telling because it demonstrates that Ibn Kathǭr was not in prison with Ibn Taymiyya, a claim that 

later biographical dictionaries make.  Nonetheless, Ibn Kathǭr was close enough to Ibn Taymiyya 

to visit him and among the few who was able to get close enough to kiss him.  Ibn Kathǭr then 

narrates that Ibn Taymiyyaôs brother Zayn al-Dǭn óAbd al-Ra mǕn (d. 747/1347) explained that 

since their imprisonment Ibn Taymiyya and himself had read the QurôǕn eighty times (khatma).  

They had started reading the QurôǕn for the eighty first time but they had only reached the verses 

at the end of chapter 54, ñThe righteous will live securely among Gardens and rivers, secure in 

the presence of an all-powerful Sovereign.ò
132

  The scholars present agreed to finish the last 

                                                 
128

 For more on Ibn Kathǭrôs discussion of Ibn Taymiyya in al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya see Laoust, ñLa biographie d'Ibn 

Taimǭya d'apr¯s Ibn Katǭr,ò Bulletin d'études Orientales 9, (1942): 115-162.   
129

 All of the works that touch upon on the life of Ibn Taymiyya draw heavily on al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.  See, for 

instance, Sherman Jackson, ñIbn Taymîyah on Trial in Damascusò; Caterina Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa- JamǕóatuhu: 

Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyyaôs Circle,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times; Donald Little, ñThe 

Historical and Historiographical Significance of the Detention of Ibn Taymiyya,ò International Journal of Middle 

East Studies 4, no. 3 (1973): 311-327. 
130

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:136. 
131

 Rather, as Ibn Kathǭr and other sources make clear, it was Ibn al-Qayyim who was imprisoned with Ibn 

Taymiyya; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:138. 
132

 Among the implications here is that Ibn Taymiyya was given the glad tiding of being in paradise with his Lord. 

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=intejmiddeaststu
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=intejmiddeaststu
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QurôǕn recitation and two of Ibn Taymiyyaôs favorite QurôǕn reciters began reading from the 

beginning of the 55
th
 chapter (SȊrǕ al-RaỠmǕn) to the end of the QurôǕn.  Ibn Kathǭr, only  in his 

late twenties at the time, interjects and notes, ñI was present, listening, and observing.ò
133

 

Ibn Kathǭr then explains that it was decided that they should perform the ritual cleaning 

(ghusl) of Ibn Taymiyya before his burial.  Ibn Taymiyya was carried to a mosque where only a 

select few were allowed to enter, among them was ñour teacher (shaykunǕ) al-Mizzǭ and a group 

of famous righteous and great [scholars], and people of knowledge and faith.ò
134

  Ibn Kathǭr was 

a junior scholar at the time and he was not among the handful of notables who were allowed to 

perform the ritual cleaning.   

Even though the account is about Ibn Taymiyya, it indirectly shows Ibn Kathǭrôs close 

relationship with al-Mizzǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr remembers the entire event in relation to al-Mizzǭ; Ibn 

Kathǭr visits Ibn Taymiyya with al-Mizzǭ and praises him throughout the entire entry as our 

teacher (shaykhunǕ) and as a great adǭth scholar (ỠǕfiὖ).
135

  Ibn Kathǭr further mentions that Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs ñhair had become whiter since the last time we saw him (fǕraqnǕhu).ò
136

  The use of 

ñweò indicates that Ibn Kathǭr and al-Mizzǭ must have seen Ibn Taymiyya sometime before his 

death together.  The picture that emerges is one of al-Mizzǭ and Ibn Kathǭr - father and son-in-

law, teacher and student - going out together on important occasions.   

After highlighting the number of people present at Ibn Taymiyyaôs funeral prayer and 

that he intended to write a biography of the great scholar,
137

 Ibn Kathǭr ends the entry declaring, 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:136. 
134

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:136. 
135

 Ibn Kathǭr then adds the phrase raỠimahu AllǕh or may God have mercy upon him, which indicates that Ibn 

Kathǭr wrote this account after al-Mizzǭ had died (d. 742/1341).  This information is helpful in dating al-BidǕya, 

since it indicates that Ibn Kathǭr wrote about events years after they occurred.  In this case, Ibn Kathǭr wrote this 

entry over 14 years after Ibn Taymiyyaôs death.   
136

 Emphasis is mine. 
137

 Ibn Kathǭr mentions that he planned to summarize the different works that he had written on Ibn Taymiyya.  But 

such a work, if ever written, does not survive; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:138. 
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ñ[Ibn Taymiyya] was among the great scholars (óulamǕô) who made mistakes and was correct, 

but his flaws in relation to his correctness, is like a dot in a tremendous ocean.ò
138

  Even if Ibn 

Taymiyya was sometimes wrong, Ibn Kathǭr believed, then he was still rewarded for his efforts 

through the adǭth, ñif a judge (ỠǕkim) rules (performs ijtihǕd) and is correct then he has two 

rewards and if he engages in ijtihǕd and makes a mistake then he has [only] one reward.ò
139

  This 

adǭth is similar to the famous story of ImǕm MǕlik where he points to the grave of the Prophet 

Mu ammad and states ñevery personôs words are taken and discarded except the possessor of 

this grave.ò
140

  For Ibn Kathǭr, Ibn Taymiyya made mistakes but he would eventually be 

forgiven.
141

 

Yet, even though Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes Ibn Taymiyyaôs positive attributes, his support 

for him was not always absolute.  At times, Ibn Kathǭr defends Ibn Taymiyya vigorously but in 

other instances is conspicuously silent.  Ibn Kathǭrôs ambivalent support maybe best seen in his 

description of the two issues for which Ibn Taymiyya was imprisoned for in Damascus, his views 

on divorce oaths
142

 and grave visitation.
143
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:137. 
139

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:138. 
140

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:138. 
141

 Ibn Kathǭrôs praise for Ibn Taymiyya follows into his admiration for Ibn al-Qayyim.  In al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr 

extolls his colleague (sǕỠibunǕ) Ibn al-Qayyim as a teacher (shaykh), leader (imǕm), and exceedingly 

knowledgeable (óallǕma).  Ibn Kathǭr explains that when Ibn Taymiyya returned from Egypt in 712/1313 Ibn al-

Qayyim ñstudied with him continuously (lǕzamahu) until the Shaykh (Ibn Taymiyya) died and [Ibn al-Qayyim] took 

from [Ibn Taymiyya] tremendous amount of knowledge (óilm
an

 jam
an
).ò  Unlike al-Dhahabǭ, Ibn Kathǭr did not think 

that Ibn al-Qayyim was stubborn or arrogant but rather had excellent character: ñHe had beautiful recitation and 

character, extremely loving, he did not envy anyone, did not wish them harm, did not try to find fault, and did not 

hate anyone.ò  Ibn al-Qayyimôs outstanding character led Ibn Kathǭr to cultivate a great friendship with him to the 

point that Ibn Kathǭr claimed, ñI was among the closest of people to him, [among] the most beloved to himò; Ibn 

Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:66, 230.  Caterina Bori translates lǕzama as ñconstant physical intimacy that carried with it 

close intellectual affiliationò; Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatu-hu,ò 31.   
142

 For more on Ibn Taymiyya and divorce oaths see Yossef Rapoport, Marriage, Money and Divorce in Medieval 

Islamic Society (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 89; Divorce oaths were frequently used in MamlȊk 

society as an instrument to have men fulfill various contracts.  Men testified that they would fulfill particular 

obligations or they would triply divorce their wives.  According to Islamic law, a man cannot marry his wife which 

he divorced three times unless she married and then divorced another man.  Ibn Taymiyya challenged these divorce 

oaths and thus the societal structures that kept them in place.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs main argument was that ñconditional 

divorces and oaths on pain of divorce form two distinct legal categories.  Divorce oaths should be equated with 



 

56 

 

 

Ibn Kathǭr goes out of his way in al-BidǕya to defend Ibn Taymiyyaôs views on grave 

visitation.  In the year 726/1326, Ibn Kathǭr responds to the ShǕfiᾶǭ judge who contended that Ibn 

Taymiyya believed that visiting the grave of the Prophet Muammad was a sin (maóἨiyya) by 

declaring, ñLook now at this deliberate distortion (taỠrǭf)  [of the opinion] of the Shaykh al-IslǕm 

(Ibn Taymiyya).ò
144

  Ibn Kathǭr explains that Ibn Taymiyya did not hold the opinion that visiting 

the grave of Muammad or any of the other prophets was a sin.  For Ibn Taymiyya, there are two 

types of grave visitation: the first is visiting the graves without the exclusive intention of doing 

so, such as visiting a particular city and then visiting the graves within that location.  The second 

was visiting of the graves with the exclusive intention of doing so, such as traveling to a place 

with the sole purpose of visiting a specific grave.
145

  Ibn Taymiyya did not prohibit the first type 

of visitation but rather encouraged it and believed it to be praiseworthy.
146

  Ibn Kathǭr ends the 

                                                                                                                                                             
oaths in the name of God, and therefore should have the same legal consequences.  Since an oath in the name of God 

required expiation, a violation of a divorce oath requires a similar act of atonement, not the actual dissolution of a 

marriageò; Rapoport, 96.  In other words, a man who violated his oath to triply divorce his wife did not have to 

divorce his wife but rather go through the process of expiation and atonement.  More works needs to be done on 

how Ibn Taymiyyaôs fatwǕ on divorce oaths challenged centuries of legal doctrine.   
143

 Ibn Kathǭr was a youth in Damascus during Ibn Taymiyyaôs final imprisonments so he describes these events 

from firsthand experience.  Ibn Kathǭr interacted with Ibn Taymiyya between the years 712-728 AH or when Ibn 

Kathǭr was 12-28.   
144

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:123.  Ibn Kathǭr may have copied parts of this defense of Ibn Taymiyya from Ibn óAbd 

al- Ǖdǭ who gives an almost identical rebuttal; Ibn ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 268. 
145

 Christopher S. Taylor argues that the heart of the debate regarding grave visitation was the proper etiquette of 

supplication.  He explains Ibn Taymiyyaôs position as follows: ñthat the only places Muslims are supposed to seek 

out with the intention of praying there are mosques and sites connected with the rituals of the hajj.  Accidental 

prayers uttered spontaneously while visiting or passing a grave are not a problem, but deliberately going to tombs in 

order to offer duóǕô is reprehensible.  As is frequently the case in Islamic jurisprudence, the intention of the believer 

is the decisive factor in distinguishing between lawful and forbidden actionsò; Christopher S. Taylor, In the Vicinity 

of the Righteous: ZiyǕra and the Veneration of Muslim Saints in Late Medieval Egypt (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1999), 

173. 
146

 In other words, if one visited Medina with the intention of visiting the Prophetôs mosque then it would be 

praiseworthy to visit the Prophetôs grave.  Taylor describes Ibn Taymiyyaôs view regarding visiting the Prophet 

Mu ammadôs grave as, ñAlthough Ibn Taymiyya did not assert that visits to the Prophetôs tomb were unacceptable, 

he did take a strong stand against making any grave, including that of the Prophet, the object of travel.  In defending 

this position, Ibn Taymiyya cites the custom of the Prophetôs companions who, the jurist tells us, never traveled to 

Medina for the sake of visiting Muammadôs grave.  While they were in Medina, Ibn Taymiyya relates, the 

companions never went to the house of óǔôisha, the Prophetôs wife, where he was buried for the purpose of greeting 

him.  Instead they greeted Muammad during their prayers as well as while entering and exiting his mosque.  As the 

Prophetôs mosque is one of three places to which Muslims pilgrimage is specifically permitted, from Ibn 
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defense quoting the QurôǕnic verse 26:227: ñAnd soon will the evildoers know what vicissitudes 

their affairs will take,ò implying that those who imprisoned Ibn Taymiyya were wrongdoers and 

that they will eventually be defeated.
147

   

However, Ibn Kathǭr does not show any support for Ibn Taymiyyaôs anomalous views on 

divorce oaths.
148

  Drawing from al-BirzǕlǭ, Ibn Kathǭr records that in the year 718/1318 the chief 

anbalǭ judge of Damascus suggested to Ibn Taymiyya that he should stop giving fatwǕs on 

divorce oaths, to which Ibn Kathǭr adds, ñSo the Shaykh (Ibn Taymiyya) accepted his advice and 

responded to what he suggested (mǕ ashǕra bihi) out of respect for him and a group of 

muftǭs.ò
149

  After mentioning that an official decree was issued preventing Ibn Taymiyya from 

issuing fatwǕs on divorce oaths, Ibn Kathǭr notes again that the anbalǭ judge and several 

prominent muftǭs met with Ibn Taymiyya to advise him to stop giving fatwǕs on the issue.  Here 

Ibn Kathǭr once again highlights that Ibn Taymiyya accepted their advice and is eager to note 

that Ibn Taymiyya stopped giving fatwǕs on the dissentious issue for the greater societal good.  

A little over a year later in Ramadan 719/ November 1319, Ibn Kathǭr simply records that a 

council convened to support the Sultanôs decree that Ibn Taymiyya should stop giving fatwǕs on 

divorce oaths.
150

  Several months later, in Rajab 720/August 1320, Ibn Kathǭr chronicles that 

another council was held in which it was determined that Ibn Taymiyya had not, in fact, stopped 

issuing fatwǕs on divorce oaths and that he should therefore be imprisoned.
151

  Ibn Kathǭr only 

adds that the various judges and muftǭs from the different madhhabs agreed on the issue and that 

                                                                                                                                                             
Taymiyyaôs position, if a believer undertakes travel in order to pray in the Prophetôs mosque, it is then acceptable to 

visit Mu ammadôs tomb and to greet himò; Taylor, 192.     
147

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:122-23.  For more on polemics directed at Ibn Taymiyya and his view on the visitation 

of the Prophetôs grave see El-Rouayheb, Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, 287. 
148

 Al -Dhahabǭ, similarly, does not endorse Ibn Taymiyyaôs views on divorce oaths; Bori, ñA New Source,ò 336. 
149

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:85.  Ibn Kathǭr copies this statement from al-BirzǕlǭ; óAlam al-Dǭn Muammad b. 

YȊsuf al-BirzǕlǭ, al-WafayǕt liôl-BirzǕlǭ, ed. AbȊ YayǕ óAbd AllǕh al-Kandarǭ (Kuwait: GharrǕs liôl-Nashr waôl-

Tawzǭô waôl-DióǕya waôl-IólǕn, 2005), 463.  ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ also speaks about this incident; ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 255. 
150

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:92. 
151

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:95. 
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Ibn Taymiyya was detained for five months and eighteen days.  The subject of divorce oaths 

appears thirty years later in Ibn Kathǭrôs account of the year 750/1349.  Here Ibn Kathǭr records 

that a truce (ἨulỠ) was reached between Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya on 

the dispute.
152

  Ibn Kathǭr is more concerned here that a truce was reached than the nature of the 

agreement.  The final time that Ibn Kathǭr mentions the issue is in the biography of Ibn al-

Qayyim al-Jawziyya, where he notes that ñthere were hostilities (fuἨȊl) that are too long to 

expand onò between Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya and Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ regarding divorce 

oaths.  In all the accounts of divorce oaths, Ibn Kathǭr never defends Ibn Taymiyya or Ibn al-

Qayyim al-Jawziyya but is rather on the side of reconciliation.  The permissibility of divorce 

oaths and the legality of a divorce resulting from such an oath were one of the topics on which 

the four Sunni madhhabs agreed.  Ibn Kathǭr leaned towards a unity of the madhhabs and the 

Empire rather than with the controversial stance of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim.         

In particular to Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr, it is evident that Ibn Taymiyya was not Ibn Kathǭrôs 

primary teacher sine he is only referenced by name six times, a third of al-Mizzǭôs.
153

  Ibn 

Taymiyya had an indirect influence on the Tafsǭr and most likely passed away before Ibn Kathǭr 

began writing.  In all the references that Ibn Kathǭr gives of Ibn Taymiyya, none of them have 

the phrase in the first person singular, such as ñI heard fromò or ñI presented to,ò but rather in the 

third person past such as ñIbn Taymiyya said.ò
154

  The first instance that Ibn Kathǭr quotes Ibn 

Taymiyya is in the tafsǭrôs introduction where he copies the last two chapters from Ibn 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:228.  Ibn al-Qayyim continued to issue fatwǕs on divorce oaths long after Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs death.   
153

 Al -Shalash, 483.  
154

 Ibn Kathǭr does use the first person in regards to Ibn Taymiyya in al-BidǕya.  As we recall, Ibn Kathǭr says ñI 

heard Ibn Taymiyya say that the transmission of al-BirzǕlǭ is like an engraving on stone.ò  This may allude to the 

fact that Ibn Kathǭr might have begun writing al-BidǕya when Ibn Taymiyya was still alive.   
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Taymiyyaôs ñIntroduction to the Science of Tafsǭr.ò
155

  The near word for word copying shows 

that Ibn Kathǭr was drawing from Ibn Taymiyyaôs written sources rather than oral ones.  In 

another instance, Ibn Kathǭr cites Ibn Taymiyya in his commentary of verse 4:24 regarding a 

tradition where the Caliph óAlǭ allegedly allowed a man to marry the daughter of his wife since 

the daughter did not grow up in the manôs house.
156

  Ibn Kathǭr has trouble with the tradition 

because it has a strong chain of transmission (isnǕd) to óAlǭ but its content goes against the 

consensus that a man is prohibited to marry his wifeôs daughter, regardless of whether she grew 

up in his house or not.  Ibn Kathǭr then refers to Ibn Taymiyya through al-Dhahabǭ, ñOur teacher 

(shaykhunǕ) the great adǭth scholar (hǕfiὖ) AbȊ óAbd AllǕh al-Dhahabǭ related (ỠakǕ) to me that 

he presented this [tradition] to Shaykh al-ImǕm Taqǭ al-Dǭn Ibn Taymiyya, may Godôs mercy be 

upon him (raỠimahu AllǕh), and it caused problems for him (istashkalahu), and he suspended 

judgment (tawaqqafa) on that [tradition], so God knows best.ò
157

  The quote is fascinating 

because it establishes Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with al-Dhahabǭ more than it does with Ibn 

Taymiyya, since it is al-Dhahabǭ who asks Ibn Taymiyya about the tradition and al-Dhahabǭ who 

relays the answer to Ibn Kathǭr.
158

  The quote also indicates that Ibn Taymiyya had passed away 

sometime before 4:24, which is one sixth of a way through the tafsǭr, since Ibn Kathǭr mentions 

ñmay God have mercy on his soulò after mentioning Ibn Taymiyyaôs name.
159
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 I will be discussing Ibn Taymiyyaôs Introduction to the Sciences of Tafsǭr in Chapter Four. 
156

 Ibn Kathǭr frequently discussed legal issues in his Tafsǭr.  The relationship between tafsǭr and law needs to be 

further explored.  One of the few scholars that discusses both is Norman Calder.  See his Interpretation and 

Jurisprudence in Medieval Islam, eds. Jawid Mojaddedi and Andrew Rippin (Aldershot [England]; Burlington, VT: 

Ashgate/Variorum, 2006).  
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 3:1310. 
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 It is evident that both al-Dhahabǭ and Ibn Kathǭr saw Ibn Taymiyya as a great adǭth scholar since they both refer 

to him here.  Al -Dhahabǭ does include Ibn Taymiyya in his biographical dictionary of adǭth scholars.  For more on 

his biographical dictionary of adǭth see ἱabaqǕt al-ỠuffǕὖ (Cairo: MaktabǕt Wahba, 1973). 
159

 Ibn Kathǭrôs references of al-Mizzǭ and Ibn Taymiyya overlap in that he viewed both scholars as authorities of 

adǭth.  However, Ibn Kathǭr also saw Ibn Taymiyya as an authority on the entire Islamic tradition by calling him 

ñShaykh al-Islamò; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 3:1465.  
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Conclusion: 

There is a constant attempt to present Ibn Kathǭr as a ñstudentò of Ibn Taymiyya when he 

is more accurately described as a ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist.  The ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists were a group of 

adǭth scholars who followed ShǕfiᾶǭ jurisprudence and focused on the transmitted sources.  

While they were supporters of Ibn Taymiyya, they subscribed to a different theology, a ñmoral 

theologyò which focused on sciences that they believed had tangible effects on the believerôs life 

and avoided speculative theology (kalǕm).  These different forms of traditionalisms at times led 

to public disagreements, most notably between Ibn Taymiyya and al-Dhahabǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr was 

thus not ñthe studentò of Ibn Taymiyya but rather the disciple of the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist al-

Mizzǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr was al-Mizzǭôs son-in-law and Ibn Kathǭrôs two most important works, al-

BidǕya waôl-nihǕya and his Tafsǭr, allude to close contact and affinity between the scholars.   

To better understand the struggles that the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist Ibn Kathǭr went through, 

we must now explore the other side of the equation that is neglected in the biographies of Ibn 

Kathǭr, his relationship with the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs.      
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Chapter II  

Moving Beyond Ibn Taymiyya: Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs 

The biographies of Ibn Kathǭr emphasize his relationship with Ibn Taymiyya, al-Mizzǭ 

and al-Dhahabǭ but do not explore his connections with the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs.
1
  By shedding light 

on the relationship between Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs, we better understand Ibn 

Kathǭrôs ñpeculiar situationò of being caught between two theological schools and avoid 

resorting to the erroneous impression that Ibn Taymiyya was Ibn Kathǭrôs primary influence.  

This chapter will explore how Ibn Kathǭr, claimed as ña zealous supporter of Ibn Taymiyya,ò
2
 

could have formed relationships with those who were systematically working to discredit Ibn 

Taymiyya.  While Ibn Kathǭr was no doubt an ardent supporter of Ibn Taymiyya, he was loyal to 

his ShǕfióǭ madhhab and viewed the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs as colleagues.  He further maintained strong 

traditionalist ethical and spiritual values of personal piety, fair and just rule, and the separation 

between the scholar and state.  Ibn Kathǭrôs connection with the ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab and 

commitment to traditionalist values made him form relationships beyond that of Ibn Taymiyya.     

  

                                                 
1
 The most comprehensive biography of Ibn Kathǭr in English is Erik S. Ohlanderôs ñIbn Kathǭr,ò in Essays in 

Arabic Literary Biography, eds. Joseph E. Lowry and Devin J. Stewart (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009).  The 

Arabic works that discuss his Tafsǭr include, AdnǕn b. Muammad b. óAbd AllǕh al-Shalash, al-ImǕm Ibn Kathǭr 

wa-atharuhu fǭ óilm al-Ỡadǭth riwǕya wa dirǕya: maóa dirǕsa manhajiyya taἲbǭqiyya óalǕ Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm 

(Amman: DǕr al-Nafǭs, 2005) and IsmǕᾶǭl SǕlim ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl, Ibn Kathǭr wa-manhajuhu fǭ al-Tafsǭr (Cairo: Maktabat 

al-Malik Fay al al-IslǕmiyya, 1984).  Another important study that focuses on Ibn Kathǭrôs historical work is al-

BidǕya waôl-nihǕya is M. R. K. Nadwi, al-ImǕm Ibn Kathǭr: siratuhu, wa-muôallafǕtuhu, wa-manhajuhu fǭ kitǕb al-

tǕrikh (Damascus: DǕr Ibn Kathǭr, 1999). 
2
 Caterina Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyyaôs Circle,ò in 

Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 

32.   
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The Ruling ShǕfiᾶǭ Elite: 

The ruling ShǕfiᾶǭ elite stood in contrast to the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists since they came from 

established scholarly families who were successfully able to pass down their wealth and cultural 

capital to their offspring.  They were almost always judges and Ashóarǭ which made them more 

inclined to kalǕm and philosophy.  They thus were alarmed with the growing traditionalist 

movement that challenged the religious and social order.  They began a well-orchestrated 

campaign to diminish Ibn Taymiyyaôs appeal by challenging many of his unorthodox views and 

controversial stances.  Yet, while the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs began to oppose Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr 

developed his own relationship with the great scholars.  To better understand Ibn Kathǭrôs 

theological and social position, we will survey Ibn Kathǭrôs and the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalistsô 

association with three of the most important ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs: al-ZamlakǕnǭ, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-

Subkǭ, and TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ. 

 

Al-ZamlakǕnǭ: (666/7-727/1267/8-1327) ï The Political Opportunist 

Throughout his life, Ibn Kathǭr maintained the traditionalist principle that scholars should 

be independent of government structures.
3
  By becoming part of the state, many traditionalists 

feared that they would lose their intellectual autonomy and simply become government mouth 

pieces rather than spokespersons for moral and ethical conduct and the rights of the people.
4
  

                                                 
3
 The great traditionalist Ibn anbal reportedly rejected being a judge, even after the encouragement of his teacher 

al-ShǕfiᾶǭ.  As Christopher Melchert explains, Ibn anbal had ñtwo powerful objections to being a qǕǭ.  First he 

would not wish to identify himself with the ruling power (in the early ninth century, qǕǭs were thought to judge as 

deputies of the caliph himself).  Second, he would not wish to renounce the prerogative of answering questions 

cautiously, to say óI donôt knowô or óI hope there is no harm in it,ô rather than having to make decisions with 

immediate and often irrevocable consequencesò; Christopher Melchert, AỠmad ibn ởanbal (Oxford: Oneworld, 

2006), 4. 
4
 In his biographical dictionary, Ibn Kathǭr consistently praises scholars who refused posts.  For instance, Ibn Kathǭr 

mentions that one ShǕfiᾶǭ scholar ñwas presented the supervisor of the treasury, prestigious directorships (mashyakat 

al-Shuyukh), and the chief judgeship but he refused [all of them] based on his asceticism (zuhd) and piety (warô)ò; 
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While there are many examples of Ibn Kathǭrôs distaste for scholars becoming part of the state, 

among the most overt comes in his chronicle of the year 717/1317.  Ibn Kathǭr notes that a 

MǕlikǭ judge was removed (óazala) from his judgeship twenty days before his death leading him 

to remark, ñthis is from his good that he did not die as a judge.ò
5
  Similar to the other ShǕfiᾶǭ 

traditionalists, Ibn Kathǭr lived his entire life within independent madrasas and never became a 

judge.         

Ibn Kathǭrôs belief that scholars should avoid government positions most likely led to his 

fall out with the great KamǕl al-Dǭn Muammad b. óAlǭ b. al-ZamlakǕnǭ.  Al-ZamlakǕnǭ was one 

of the most noted ShǕfióǭ jurists of his time, attaining several important government posts, most 

importantly the chief justice of Aleppo.  Al -ZamlakǕnǭ began his career close to the ShǕfióǭ 

traditionalists but ended up in the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ camp.  As Sherman Jackson explains, ñOverall, 

al-ZamlakǕnǭ appears to have had strong traditionalist leanings but to have also been bound by 

an intense loyalty to the ShǕfióǭ school, home of the leading Ashóarǭs.ò
6
  Ibn Kathǭr mentions al-

ZamlakǕnǭ in the entry on his father as one of his teachers (shaykhunǕ) and exceedingly 

knowledgeable (óallǕma).
7
  Al -ZamlakǕnǭ related to Ibn Kathǭr that the Great ShǕfióǭ scholars al-

Nawawǭ (d. 676/1277) and Ibn FirkǕ
8
 (d. 690/1291) respected his father and informed him on 

                                                                                                                                                             
IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar b. Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt al- shǕfiԀiyya, ed. óAbd al-Hafǭ ManȊr, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-MadǕr al-

IslǕmǭ, 2004), 2:838.  For Ibn Kathǭr, the traits of asceticism and piety were integral parts of saying no to prominent 

government positions.  In another instance, Ibn Kathǭr mentions that a scholar accepted the position of judgeship 

only on the condition that he would not take a salary, not accept any government intercessors and not change his 

civilian clothes.  It was said that he never smiled when he judged, showing his discomfort with the post itself; Ibn 

Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:463.   
5
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, eds. Alǭ Mu ammad Muóawwad and ódil A mad óAbd al-MawjȊd, 15 vols. 

(Lebanon: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 2009), 14:83.  Ibn Kathǭr also adds in his SharỠ al-tanbǭh that while it is 

acceptable to seek judgeship it is preferred not to pursue the position; Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh ilǕ maórifat adillat 

al-Tanbǭh, ed. Bahjat YȊsuf amad AbȊ al- ayyib, 2 vols. (Beirut: Muôassasat al-RisǕla, 1996), 2:390.   
6 
Sherman Jackson, ñIbn Taym´yah on Trial in Damascus,ò The Journal of Semitic Studies 39, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 

48. 
7
 Ibn Kathǭr also calls al-ZamlakǕnǭ one of his teachers in his biographical dictionary; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:814. 

8
 Ibn FirkǕ or TǕj al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ could also be considered a ShǕfióǭ traditionalist in that he devoted his life to 

teaching in the Damascus madrasas, did not take any public office, had a liking to Ibn Taymiyya and was more 
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the curriculum his older brother IsmǕóǭl studied in his formative education.
9
  In these early 

accounts, Ibn Kathǭr talks of al-ZamlakǕnǭ as a great scholar and family friend.   

Al -ZamlakǕnǭ played an instrumental role on the 705/1305 committee in acquitting Ibn 

Taymiyya of charges of heresy.
10

  Ibn Kathǭr relates that al-ZamlakǕnǭ examined Ibn Taymiyya 

without forgiveness (ghayr musǕmaỠa) but eventually accepted his creed.  Al-ZamlakǕnǭ would 

later be accused of being an Ibn Taymiyya supporter
11

 and even resigned from a position in 

709/1309 based on the same accusation.
12

  Ibn Taymiyya and al-ZamlakǕnǭ further held many of 

the same legal opinions against religious innovation such as forbidding the long-standing popular 

practice of illuminating the Umayyad mosque in the middle of the Islamic month of ShaóbǕn.
13

  

al-ZamlakǕnǭôs traditionalist leanings led him to praise Ibn Taymiyya in widely cited verses of 

poetry which extol Ibn Taymiyyaôs ñunrivaled learning and intelligence,ò
14

 but this was before 

al-ZamlakǕnǭ turned his back on Ibn Taymiyya and became one of his opponents.
15

  Al -

ZamlakǕnǭ eventually wrote refutations of Ibn Taymiyyaôs views on divorce oaths and grave 

visitation, leading to several promotions.
16

   

                                                                                                                                                             
inclined towards ijtihǕd.  Ibn FirkǕ was the teacher of al-BirzǕlǭ and also the student of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists 

Ibn al- alǕ and Ibn óAbd al-SalǕm al-Maqdisǭ; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:251, 325. 
9
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:32. 

10
 Jackson, 48. 

11
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:40. 

12
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:49. 

13
 Ibn Kathǭr mentions that he saw two fatwǕs in the handwriting of Ibn Taymiyya and al-ZamlakǕnǭ arguing against 

the practice of lighting the Umayyad Mosque in the middle of ShaóbǕn.  ShaóbǕn is the month before RamadǕn and 

the day was thought to be laylat al-barǕôa or ñthe night of deliverance,ò the night when the gates of hellfire were 

believed to be closed.  Even though many scholars were against the practice of lighting the mosque, Ibn Kathǭr 

mentions only Ibn Taymiyyaôs and al-ZamlakǕnǭôs fatwǕs suggesting their important stature as traditionalist jurists; 

Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:230.    
14

 Yossef Rapoport, Marriage, Money and Divorce in Medieval Islamic Society (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2005), 103. 
15

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, al-Durar al-kǕmina fǭ aóyǕn al-miôa al-thǕmina, ed. óAbd al-WǕrith Mu ammad óAlǭ, 4 

vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 1997), 1:91.  
16

 Jackson, 48. 
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Al -ZamlakǕnǭ was a good friend of Ibn Kathǭrôs teacher al-Dhahabǭ who respected al-

ZamlakǕnǭ tremendously.  In al-Muójam al-muktaἨἨ, al-Dhahabǭ relates that he studied with al-

ZamlakǕnǭ and praises him as one ñof the remaining mujtahids and among the smartest people of 

his time.ò
17

 In his TǕrikh al-IslǕm, al-Dhahabǭ admires al-ZamlakǕnǭôs looks, eloquence and 

intelligence and then adds that ñal-ZamlakǕnǭ wrote many beneficial things.ò
18

  What al-Dhahabǭ 

does not mention is that al-ZamlakǕnǭ wrote one of the most widely cited refutations of Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs views on divorce oaths.
19

   Such an omission is significant because other 

biographical accounts, such as those by Ibn Kathǭr and al-Subkǭ,
20

 always mention the work.  

Nevertheless, al-Dhahabǭ relays that he and al-ZamlakǕnǭ were extremely close, ñthere was 

affection (widd) and sincerity (ἨafǕô) between us.ò  Al-Dhahabǭ believed that his love for al-

ZamlakǕnǭ was echoed by the masses who ñwere excited to hear that al-ZamlakǕnǭ was seeking 

the judgeship of Damascusò but unfortunately al-ZamlakǕnǭ became sick on the way to Cairo and 

passed away.
21

  In the end, al-ZamlakǕnǭôs turn from a supporter to a critic of Ibn Taymiyya did 

not impede al-Dhahabǭôs relationship with or opinion of the prominent jurist.     

A contrasting account of al-ZamlakǕnǭ is provided by Ibn Kathǭr, one that begins with 

respect but ends in disappointment.  In al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr begins his entry praising al-

ZamlakǕnǭ as ñthe Shaykh of the ShǕfióǭs of Syria.ò
22

  Ibn Kathǭr was impressed with al-

ZamlakǕnǭôs classes exclaiming that he did not hear lessons better than his and that al-ZamlakǕnǭ 

                                                 
17

 Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam al-mukhtaἨἨ (al- Ǖôif, Saudi Arabia: Maktabat al- iddǭq, 1988), 

246. 
18

 Al -Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm wa-wafayǕt al-mashǕhǭr waôl-aԀlǕm, ed. ᾶUmar ᾶAbd al-SalǕm Tadmurǭ, 53 vols. 

(Beirut: DǕr al-KitǕb al-ᾶArabǭ, 1987), 53:385.   
19

 The issue of divorce oaths is discussed in the last Chapter. 
20

 These entries will be discussed below. 
21

 Al -Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam, 249. 
22

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:130. 
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was extremely organized, brilliant and eloquent.
23

  While Ibn Kathǭr praises al-ZamlakǕnǭ the 

teacher, he did not praise al-ZamlakǕnǭ the person in the same way.  Ibn Kathǭr considered al-

ZamlakǕnǭôs death before he attained the judgeship of Damascus to be a good thing since he 

suspected that al-ZamlakǕnǭ harbored intentions to use the post to harm Ibn Taymiyya.  Quoting 

the widely known adǭth ñactions are based on intentionsò
24

  Ibn Kathǭr stressed the last part, 

ñWhoeverôs migration is to benefit (yuἨǭb) from this world or to marry a woman then his 

migration is for that purpose,ò implying that there is no reward from God.  Ibn Kathǭr cleverly 

parallels the migration (hijra) mentioned in the adǭth, which was narrated in the context of 

migrating from Mecca to Medina, with the migration of al-ZamlakǕnǭ to Cairo.  Ibn Kathǭr 

concludes declaring, ñIt was of his ugly intention that if he returned to Syria with this post, then 

he would harm Ibn Taymiyya, so it was prayed against him that his hopes and desires would not 

come to surface.ò
25

  Such a poignantly critical remark is highly uncharacteristic of Ibn Kathǭr 

who is rarely attacks figures in his biographies.   

Ibn Kathǭrôs harshness seems to be rooted in that he felt al-ZamlakǕnǭôs quest for power 

led him to betray the traditionalist movement.   For instance, in the year 704/1305, Ibn Kathǭr 

notes that one of his ShǕfióǭ traditionalist teachers BurǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ
26

 (d. 729/1329)  

                                                 
23

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:130 .     
24

 The full adǭth reads: ñActions are but by intention and every man shall have but that which he intended.  Thus he 

whose migration was for AllǕh and his Messenger, his migration was for AllǕh and His Messenger, and he whose 

migration was to achieve some worldly benefit or to take some woman in marriage, his migration was for that for 

which he migratedò; Al-Nawawǭ, an-Nawawǭ's Forty ởadǭth: an Anthology of the Sayings of the Prophet 

Muhammad, trans.  Ezzeddin Ibrahim and Denys Johnson-Davies (Cambridge, UK: Islamic Texts Society, 1997), 

26. 
25

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:130.  Ibn Kathǭr uses this same adǭth in the opposite way to praise a ruler who 

attempted to liberate Jerusalem but died before he was able to carry out the mission.  As Ibn Kathǭr says ñActions 

are by intentions, and he received the reward of what he intendedò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:312. 
26

 Like his father Ibn FirkǕ, BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ could be put into the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist camp since Ibn 

Kathǭr observes that BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ ñwalked on the [same] path of his father.ò  Like the other ShǕfióǭ 

traditionalists, BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ was a supporter of Ibn Taymiyya, never joined the structures of the state and 

was more inclined towards ijtihǕd.  Ibn Kathǭr relates that, in a show of support, BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ and a group 

of ShǕfióǭ óulamǕô continuously visited Ibn Taymiyyaôs grave for three days; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:325, 14:137.  

Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ also highlights BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭôs relationship with Ibn Taymiyya ñdespite his 
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refused to become part of the structures of the state by turning down supervision of the treasury 

(bayt al-mǕl).
27

  When the same offer was given to al-ZamlakǕnǭ he accepted it.  Similarly, when 

BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ was offered the position of the chief judge of Syria in 724/1324 he 

refused in order to focus on his teaching.  Al-ZamlakǕnǭ traveled to Egypt to seek the same office 

before his death.  In his obituary of BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ, Ibn Kathǭr highlights how the great 

jurist was offered high positions but consistently turned them down: ñhe was offered the chief 

judgeship of Syria after Ibn arǕ
28

 and the governor (nǕôib al-ShǕm) and his assistants 

personally insisted, but he did not accept.  He was determined, he absolutely refused (imtanaóa 

ashadd al-imtinǕó).ò
29

  Ibn Kathǭr praised al-FazǕrǭôs principled stance by praying ñMay God 

reward his moral integrity and sense of honor (marȊôa).ò
30

  Ibn Kathǭrôs presentation of BurhǕn 

al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ represents his own vision of the ideal relationship between scholar and state.  

Ibn Kathǭr himself never became a judge and praises scholars who shied away from holding 

posts.   

 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ: (683-756/1284-1355) ï The Righteous Judge 

 While Ibn Kathǭr extols scholars for turning down judgeships, he nevertheless praised 

judges who were pious and used their positions to stand for justice and fight against state 

                                                                                                                                                             
differences with Shaykh Taqǭ al-Dǭn Ibn Taymiyya he did not disassociate [himself from him], and when he (Ibn 

Taymiyya) died he paid respect to him at his graveò; Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 1:36.  Laoust implies that Ibn Kathǭr 

changed courses by first studying with BurhǕn al-Dǭn and then moving to Ibn Taymiyya: ñhe had as his main 

teacher, in fiỮh, the ShǕfiᾺǭ BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ (d. 729), but next fell strongly, and very early, under the 

influence of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and his school.ò  Studying with BurhǕn al-Dǭn and Ibn Taymiyya may not 

have been mutually exclusive; Ibn Kathǭrôs studies with the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist BurhǕn al-Dǭn may have led him to 

Ibn Taymiyya; H Laoust, ñIbn Kathǭr , ᾺImǕd al-Dǭn IsmǕᾺǭl b. ᾺUmar b. Kathǭr,ò Encyclopedia of Islam, Second 

Edition, eds. P. Bearman , Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth , E. van Donzel and W.P. Heinrichs (Brill, 2010).  
27

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:34. 
28

 Jackson suggests that Ibn arǕ was a ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ based on his enmity of al-Mizzǭ and tense relationship with 

Ibn Taymiyya.  He also came from a well-established family; Jackson, 46.  For more Ibn arǕôs role in the 705 AH 

trial see Chapter One.  
29

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:144.   
30

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:110. 
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corruption.  Ibn Kathǭrôs belief in the righteous judge led him to support one of the most vocal 

critics of Ibn Taymiyya, the great ShǕfióǭ jurist Taqǭ al-Dǭn AbȊ al- asan ᾺAlǭ b. óAbd al-KǕfǭ al-

Subkǭ.  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ was from the illustrious al-Subkǭ family which ñflourished in 

MamlȊk times.ò
31

  He was among the most powerful ShǕfióǭ jurists of his generation, eventually 

securing the post of chief judge of Damascus.
32

   

Al -Subkǭôs wrote a series of refutations against Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim that led 

him to obtain several important promotions.  As Yousef Rapaport explains,  

[Al -Subkǭôs] refutations of Ibn Taymiyya paved his way to higher office: he was 

eventually appointed chief ShǕfióǭ Judge of Damascus in 739/1338, gradually acquiring 

several other offices in the city, many of which he was able to pass on to his sons.  

Compared to Ibn Taymiyya, al-Subkǭ, as a ShǕfióǭ Egyptian who amassed official 

appointments, represents the opposite end of the social spectrum of MamlȊk óulamǕô.ò
33

   

 

Rapaportôs comparison of al-Subkǭ with Ibn Taymiyya is fitting since al-Subkǭ was invested in 

the MamlȊk establishment, was a member of the powerful Subkǭ family, and spent the last years 

of his life as the chief judge of Damascus.
34

  Ibn Taymiyya, on the other hand, was an immigrant 

to the city, a political activist and an outside critic who spent the last years of his life in jail. 

The common themes of al-Subkǭôs refutations are that Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn al-

Qayyimôs thought is ñunorthodoxò and that they represent a danger to the consensus of the 

community.  Al-Subkǭôs fear of the rising traditionalist movement appears in al-Sayf al-Ἠaqǭl fǭ 

radd óalǕ Ibn Zafǭl, a refutation of Ibn al-Qayyimôs traditionalist creed which was in turn derived 

                                                 
31
Joseph Schacht, ñal- Subkǭ,ò EI

2
.  

32
 But Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs tremendous legacy seems to be lost in modern times in which he is primarily known as 

the father of TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ or the one who refuted Ibn Taymiyya.  For instance, the editors of al-RasǕôil al-

subkiyya have an exceedingly brief three-page biography of al-Subkǭ followed by a sixty five page rebuttal of Ibn 

Taymiyya.  The editors are less interested in understanding who al-Subkǭ was then refuting the influential Ibn 

Taymiyya; Taqǭ al-Dǭn óAlǭ b. óAbd al-KǕfǭ al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya fi al-radd óalǕ Ibn Taymiyya wa-

tilmǭdhihi Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (Beirut: óǔlam al-Kutub, 1983), 9. 
33

 Rapaport, 101.  Rapaport goes on to explain that al-Subkǭ had several wives while Ibn Taymiyya was ñcelibate.ò   
34

 Al -Subkǭ resigned from the post a month before his passing in order to transfer it to his son TǕj al-Dǭn; Ibn Kathǭr, 

al-BidǕya, 14:216.      
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from Ibn Taymiyya.
35

  Al -Subkǭ wrote the treatise in 749/1348 when he was the chief judge of 

Damascus and the refutation thus expresses the dominant theology of the time and the threat that 

the ruling elite felt from the traditionalist movement.
36

  Al -Subkǭ ferociously attacks Ibn al-

Qayyim repeatedly throughout the treatise, asking God to curse him, calling him ignorant and 

accusing him of not understanding those who he is critiquing.  While the didactic poem is over 

six thousand verses long and covers a range of theological topics, al-Subkǭ focuses on the 

sections which he perceives are critiques of Ashóarǭs.  Al-Subkǭ is most critical of Ibn al-Qayyim 

when he believes that he is excommunicating (takfǭr) those outside his group and conflating 

Ashóarǭs with the Jahmiyyas.
37

  Al -Subkǭôs introduction to the refutation gives us an opportunity 

to see how he perceives the traditionalist movement and the danger he felt they posed to the 

social order.  

Al -Subkǭ begins by praising the traditional sciences such as QurôǕn, Sunna, fiqh, uἨȊl-al-

fiqh, and grammar but then quickly adds that one should avoid sciences of kalǕm and the Greek 

philosophy.
38

  Al -Subkǭ however moves to differentiate between the two: Greek philosophy uses 

only reason while the scholastic theologians (mutakallimȊn) attempt to combine reason and 

revelation.  Al-Subkǭ further divides the group which engages in both reason and revelation into 

three categories.  The first group allowed reason to dominate over revelation; they were the 

Muótazilǭs.  The second group allowed revelation to dominate over reason; they were the 

ashwiyya, a derogatory term referring to literalist anthropomorphists.
39

  The group that was 

                                                 
35

 Mu ammad Khalǭl HarrǕs comments on Ibn al-Qayyimôs poem, SharỠ al-qaἨǭda al-nȊniyya: al-musammǕ al-

kǕfiyya al-shǕfiyya fǭ al-intiἨǕr liôl-firqa al-nǕjiyya (Cairo: DǕr al-MinhǕj, 2003). 
36

 A year later, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and Ibn al-Qayyim reached a truce on divorce oaths; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 

14:228. 
37

 I define the Jahmiyya and explain how the label was a code word for the Ashóarǭs in Chapter One. 
38

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn Al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya, 83. 
39

 Ed(s), " ashwiyya ( ashawiyya, ushwiyya, or Ahl al- ashw), EI
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able to balance between the two was the Ashóarǭs, the theological school that al-Subkǭ will 

vigorously defend.   

Al -Subkǭ nevertheless emphasizes that the best path is that of the Companions and 

Successors who were able to stay on the innate unadulterated path (fiἲra salǭma).  This is 

supported by al-ShǕfióǭ (d. 204/820), the founder of al-Subkǭôs school of law, who encouraged 

studying fiqh over kalǕm since fiqh incorporated reason with revelation.  But unlike many of the 

traditionalists, al-Subkǭ did not think that kalǕm was totally worthless.
40

  Al -Subkǭ believed that 

if people had remained on the creed of the Companions and Successors then it would have been 

best to avoid kalǕm altogether.  Yet, intellectual challenges to the religion arose and kalǕm 

became a useful tool to refute the claims of the innovators and keep those with the correct creed 

on the right path.
41

  Al -Subkǭ sums up the section by endorsing the Ashóarǭs: ñThe Ashóarǭs are 

the moderates in [incorporating kalǕm and balancing between reason and revelation] and they are 

the majority of ShǕfióǭs, MǕlikǭs, anafǭs and the respected and erudite (fuỈalǕô) anbalǭs.ò
42

  In 

other words, the overwhelming majority of the Sunnis adhere to the Ashóarism except for some 

intransigent anbalǭs.      

Al -Subkǭ transitions to discuss the potential danger that each one of the rival sects poses 

to Ashóarism and the Muslim community.  As for the Muótazilǭs, al-Subkǭ dismisses their 

influence by explaining that they had control of a state in the beginning of the third/tenth century 

with the assistance of some Caliphs, but in the end they were defeated and God erased their evil.  

                                                 
40

 TǕj al-Dǭn AbȊ Nar ᾶAbd al-WahhǕb b. ᾶAlǭ b. ᾶAbd al-KǕfǭ al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfiԀiyya al-kubrǕ, eds. 

Ma mȊd Muammad al- anǕǭ and ᾶAbd al-FattǕ Mu ammad al- ilw, 10 vols. (Gǭza: Hajr, 1992), 10:139.  His 

son TǕj al-Dǭn would include ñmutakallimò as one of his titles along with exegete, jurist, and adǭth.  
41

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya, 84.  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ also says that logic ñis one of the best and 

most useful sciences for any kind of research.ò  He further condemns those, such as Ibn Taymiyya, who were critical 

of logicôs worth: ñAnybody who claims that logic is unbelief or something prohibited is a fool ignorant of the actual 

meaning of unbelief and of what is allowed and forbiddenò; Franz Rosenthal, The Classical Heritage in Islam, trans. 

Emile and Jenny Marmorstein (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, [1975]), 82. 
42

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya, 84. 



 

71 

 

 

The Muótazilǭs no longer posed a theological threat to the Muslim community.
43

  Al -Subkǭ also 

dismisses Greek philosophy by saying that the community knows its evil and deviances and stays 

away from their methods, once again alluding to the fact that the philosophers were not a danger 

to the MamlȊk social and theological order.     

Al -Subkǭ then focuses on the problem of his time, the ashwiyya, a code word for the 

traditionalists.
44

  The ashwiyya ascribe themselves to Ibn anbal but al-Subkǭ believed that Ibn 

anbal has nothing to do with their heresies.  Al-Subkǭ argues that the ashwiyya did not 

properly understand the words ascribed to Ibn anbal during his inquisition (miỠna) and falsely 

attributed their doctrines to him.
45

  The ashwiyya are further not only creating theological 

problems but starting social disturbances by creating alliances with members of the state, a 

possible reference to Ibn Taymiyyaôs relationship with particular rulers.
46

  The influence of the 

ashwiyya has grown to the point that they corrupted ñan aberrant, deviant group (shadhȊdh)
47

 

                                                 
43

 Al -Subkǭ further explains that the Ashóarǭs were the moderates because they are the ñdaughterò of a sound 

intellect and the primarily sources of the QurôǕn and Sunna.  This is in opposition to the Muótazlǭs who prioritized 

reason over revelation.   
44

 Khaled El-Rouayheb translates this passage as the following, ñAs for the ashwiyya, they are a despicable and 

ignorant lot who claim to belong to the school of Amad [ibn anbal]éThey have corrupted the creed of a few 

isolated ShǕfióǭs, especially some of the adǭth scholars among them who are lacking in reasonéThey were held in 

utmost contempt, and then towards the end of the seventh century [AH Thirteenth century AD] a man appeared who 

was diligent, intelligent and well-read and did not find a Shaykh to guide him, and he is of their creed and is brazen 

and dedicated to teaching his ideaséHe said that non-eternal attributes can subsist in God, and that God is ever 

acting and that an infinite chain of events is not impossible either in the past or the future.  He split the ranks and 

cast doubts on the creed of the Muslims and incited dissension amongst them.  He did not confine himself to creedal 

matters of theology, but transgressed the bounds and said that travelling to the visit the tomb of the Prophet is a 

sinéThe scholars agreed to imprison him for a long time, and the Sultan imprisoned him,éand he died in prison.  

Then some of his followers started to promulgate his ideas and teach them to people in secret while keeping quite in 

public, and great harm came from this.ò  I agree with El-Rouayheb that al-Subkǭôs portrayal of the anti-Ashóarǭs 

gives the impression that they were a political minority rather than the ñmain currentò; Khaled El-Rouayheb, ñFrom 

Ibn ajar al-Haytamǭ (d. 1566) to Khayr al-Dǭn al-AlȊsǭ (d. 1899): Changing Views of Ibn Taymiyya among non-

anbalǭ Sunni Scholars,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 296.    
45

 What is interesting here is that al-Subkǭ argues that he represents Ibn anbal better than the anbalǭ Ibn 

Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim. 
46

 Bori, 32. 
47

 El-Rouayheb translates shadhȊdh of ShǕfióǭs as ñisolated ShǕfióǭsò which fits within his larger argument that 

Ashóarism was the dominant theological school at the time compared to traditionalism.  I prefer to translate the 
phrase as ñaberrant ShǕfióǭsò because there were many prominent traditionalists within the ShǕfióǭ school but, for al-

Subkǭ, they did not represent true ShǕfióism.     
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of the ShǕfióǭs é in particular some of the adǭth scholars who have average intelligence 

(naqaἨat aqȊluhum) and [have allowed] those who misguided them to overcome their [intellects] 

to the point that they think what they say is adǭth.ò
48

  Al -Subkǭ is discussing the ShǕfióǭ 

traditionalists, many of whom where adǭth scholars and supporters of Ibn Taymiyya.  For al-

Subkǭ, the influence of the ashwiyya on fellow ShǕfióǭs was an anathema since the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

school was the home of Ashóarism.  Al-Subkǭ believed that contemporary ShǕfióǭs should take 

the same posture of the great ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ Ibn óAsǕkir (d. 571/1176) who refused to engage 

with the ashwiyya and prevented them from attending his circles.   

Al -Subkǭ then hones in on the modern leader of the ashwiyya: ñThen came in the end of 

the 7
th
 [/13

th
] century a man who was intelligent and well-read (iἲἲlǕó) but who did not find a 

teacher (shaykh) to guide him and he follows their (ashwiyya) madhhab.ò
49

  Here al-Subkǭ is 

referring to Ibn Taymiyya.  For al-Subkǭ, Ibn Taymiyya might have been smart and exposed to 

many ideas, but he did not have a teacher to explain to him his errors and keep him on the correct 

path.  Al-Subkǭ goes on to discuss the various aspects of Ibn Taymiyyaôs unorthodox thought 

such as his views on divorce oaths and that visiting the grave of the Prophet Muammad was ña 

sinò (maóἨiyya).
50

  For al-Subkǭ, Ibn Taymiyyaôs imprisonment was a good thing ñwhich was 

agreed upon by the scholarsò because he represented a danger to the community.  However, even 

after his death, his heresies continued with his students (aἨỠǕbihi).  Al-Subkǭ is referring to Ibn 

al-Qayyim who he accuses of spreading harm to the people by teaching his heretical creed.  Al-

                                                 
48

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya, 85.  Al-Subkǭ is referring to the fact that many adǭths portray an 

anthropomorphic understanding of God.   
49

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, al-RasǕôil al-subkiyya, 85. 
50

 This was a common polemic against Ibn Taymiyya in that he believed that visiting the grave of the Prophet 

Mu ammad was a sin (maóἨiyya).  I speak more in detail about Ibn Taymiyyaôs views on grave visitation in Chapter 

One. 
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Subkǭ spends the rest of the treatise refuting Ibn al-Qayyimôs theological poem al-KǕfiya al-

shǕfiyya fǭ intiἨǕr al-firqa al-nǕjiyya.   

What is evident from the refutation is that al-Subkǭ felt that Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-

Qayyim represented a dangerous sect which needed to be systematically refuted.  They did not 

simply pose a theological threat but a social one as their appeal extended to the masses, state, and 

even members of al-Subkǭôs own ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab.  Yet, it is important to emphasize that al-

Subkǭôs critique was not only directed towards Ibn Taymiyya but his student Ibn al-Qayyim.  Al -

Subkǭ wrote the treatise twenty years after Ibn Taymiyya had died and the traditionalist threat 

continued primarily with Ibn al-Qayyim, not any of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists.  While al-Subkǭ 

does mention some aberrant ShǕfióǭs he is primarily targeting what he sees as the root of the 

problem, Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim. 

Yet, despite al-Subkǭôs animosity towards Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim, he was 

skillfully able to maintain positive relations with the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists.
51

  Al -Subkǭôs son, TǕj 

al-Dǭn, recounts that his father always asked him at the end of the day who he studied with.
52

  It 

was only when TǕj al-Dǭn mentioned al-Mizzǭ that he nodded his head in approval and said ñyes, 

he is the Shaykh.ò
53

  It was Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ who led the funeral prayer of al-Mizzǭ and 

succeeded him at his teaching post at the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya.
54

   

                                                 
51

 Another example of the camaraderie between ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists and ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs is the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ibn RǕfióôs 

continuation of al-BirzǕlǭôs biographical dictionary.  Throughout his biographical dictionary, he says that al-Mizzǭ 

and al-Dhahabǭ were his teachers (shaykunǕ).  For one particular example where he mentions both of them as his 

teachers see Muammad b. RǕfió SallǕmǭ, al-WafayǕt: Dhayl óalǕ wafayǕt al-BirzǕlǭ, ed. ᾶAbd al-JabbǕr ZakkǕr, 2 

vols. (Damascus: al-Jumhuriyya al-óArabiyya al-SȊriyya, 1985), 1:165.  The fact that Ibn RǕfió, who was a student 

of Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, wrote a sequel to al-BirzǕlǭôs biographical dictionary demonstrates that there was 

congeniality between the two theological camps within the ShǕfióǭ school.   
52

 Similar to the question ñwhat did you do in school today.ò  TǕj al-Dǭn was 15 when al-Mizzǭ died demonstrating 

that students started their studies at a young age.   
53

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:399. 
54

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:191.  Unfortunately, al-Mizzǭ did not leave behind a biographical dictionary of his 

contemporaries and much of al-BirzǕlǭôs history is still in manuscript form so we do not have direct statements of 

their views of al-Subkǭ.   
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Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ also had a positive relationship based on mutual respect with al-

Dhahabǭ.  TǕj al-Dǭn explains that when the chair of the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya opened 

after al-Mizzǭôs death, al-Dhahabǭ was next in line to receive the appointment.
55

  However, many 

scholars protested arguing that the endowerôs stipulation required that the director be Ashóarǭ and 

that al-Dhahabǭ clearly did not fit the requirement.  Al-Mizzǭ was only appointed as the chair 

until he swore and wrote with his own handwriting that he was Ashóarǭ.  When Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-

Subkǭ was consulted about the directorship he suggested that al-Dhahabǭ was most qualified.  

But members of the ShǕfióǭ, anafǭ and MǕlikǭ madhhabs, all presumably Ashóarǭ, disagreed and 

suggested that Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ himself take the position.  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ reluctantly 

accepted the nomination, most likely to quell any dissention.
56

  Al -Dhahabǭôs respect for Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭ is seen in that he did not protest the appointment and was even present at Taqǭ al-

Dǭnôs inaugural address.
57

   

Al -Dhahabǭôs admiration for Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ is further evident in his al-Muójam al-

muktaἨἨ where he describes him as a judge, jurist, adǭth scholar, leader (imǕm), and exceedingly 

knowledgeable (óallǕma).  Al-Dhahabǭ goes on to mention Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs positive 

attributes such as that he was ñtruthful, reliable, good, humble and well-manneredò
58

 and that he 

served his office in Syria well.
59

  Al -Dhahabǭ notes that they studied with each other and that 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ wrote many ñexcellent compositions.ò
60

  It was further reported that several 

days before al-Dhahabǭôs death, he composed several lines of poetry which compared Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭôs knowledge in law, adǭth, argumentation and grammar with the greats in their 

                                                 
55

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:200. 
56

 What is evident here is that while the MamlȊk social order recognized difference in law, it found unity in a shared 

Ashóarǭ theology.  Al-Dhahabǭ represented a threat to this theological and political solidarity.   
57

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:201. 
58

 Al -Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam, 166. 
59

 Al -Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam, 166. 
60

 Al -Dhahabǭ, al-Muójam, 166. 
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respective fields.
61

  Al -Dhahabǭ ends the poem exclaiming that Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ will attain 

salvation by being given paradise.   

Despite al-Dhahabǭôs and Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs overall cordial relationship, there was at 

times tension.  Ibn ajar al-AsqalǕnǭ records that al-Dhahabǭ censured al-Subkǭ for making a 

negative remark about Ibn Taymiyya.  Al-Dhahabǭ responded to al-Subkǭ praising Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs knowledge, intelligence, sincerity and uniqueness.
62

  Al -Subkǭ also had reservations 

about al-Dhahabǭ, with him not totally being excited about his sonôs studies with the great 

scholar.
63

      

Nevertheless, what is fascinating about the overwhelming majority of the reports of al-

Dhahabǭ on Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ is that they are all positive, something that stands in contrast 

with his entries on Ibn Taymiyya.
64

  Al -Dhahabǭ could have very well been politically closer to 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ than he was with Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim.   As with al-ZamlakǕnǭ, 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs refutations of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim did not seriously impede 

al-Dhahabǭôs relationship with the great jurist. 

Unfortunately, no statements survive of Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs views of Ibn Kathǭr but 

his opinions of the great adǭth scholar can be deduced from other statements.  Taqǭ al-Dǭnôs son, 

TǕj al-Dǭn, relays that his father believed that he was suitable to succeed him at DǕr al- adǭth al-

Ashrafiyya and ñone absent from Damascus.ò
65

  The statement alludes to the fact that Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭ did not see other scholars in Damascus, such as Ibn Kathǭr, as his successor.  

Nonetheless, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ was able to earn the admiration of Ibn Kathǭr.  

Throughout al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr presents a picture of Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ as a popular, fair 
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 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 9:106. 
62

 Ibn ajar al-AsqalǕnǭ, 1:95. 
63

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:399. 
64

 See the Introduction and Chapter One for more on al-Dhahabǭôs views of Ibn Taymiyya.  
65

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:209. 
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and moral judge.  When Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ was appointed as the chief justice of Syria in 

739/1338-39, Ibn Kathǭr records that the masses were elated and went to receive him at the gates 

of Damascus because of his ñknowledge, [sound] religion, and trust (amǕna).ò
66

  Ibn Kathǭr 

agreed with the fellow ShǕfióǭ on many of his legal opinions such as his order for the prayer-

callers (muôadhdhins) to recite some prophetic supplications (adhkǕr) after the call to prayer 

(adhǕn)
67

 and killing of dogs if it was for the benefit of the community (maἨlaỠa).
68

 

Ibn Kathǭr was additionally impressed with al-Subkǭôs courage to stand up against the 

oppressive structures of the state.  In 743/1342, al-Subkǭ was charged with misappropriating 

funds for the orphans and a fatwǕ was circulating to censure him.  Ibn Kathǭr stresses how few 

scholars actually signed the fatwǕ and how he was asked to sign but refused.
69

  When Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭ was sent to Egypt to stand trial, Ibn Kathǭr notes how many of the scholars and 

notables went out to bid him farewell, giving the impression that many within Damascus society 

believed he was innocent.
70

   

In a similar incident a year later, Ibn Kathǭr records that the sultanôs council (dǭwǕn al-

sulἲǕn) asked al-Subkǭ for a loan from the account of those who were away from the city 

(ghiyǕb) in order to pay back its debtors.  Al-Subkǭ repeatedly refused to the point that the 

                                                 
66

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:183. 
67

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:192.  
68

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:192.  There seems to have been an overpopulation of dogs that were causing trouble to 

the cityôs inhabitants; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:223.  For more on maἨlaỠa see Felicitas Opwis, MaἨlaỠa and the 

Purpose of the Law: Islamic Discourse on Legal Change from the 4th/10th to 8th/14th Century (Leiden; Boston: 

Brill, 2010).  
69

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:202.  The fact that Ibn Kathǭr was asked to sign the fatwǕ demonstrates that he was 

considered to be a noted jurist at the age of 43.   
70

 In the same year, Ibn Kathǭr records that even though al-Subkǭ was assigned the Umayyad sermonship, the masses 

wanted to have their old khaἲǭb continue to give the sermons.  Through a series of protests, the masses were able to 

pressure al-Subkǭ to relinquish the post to their old khaἲǭb.  The protests were part of the masses fondness of their 

old khaἲǭb but also their dislike of al-Subkǭ.  Overall, Ibn Kathǭr maintains neutrality in narrating the incident and 

does not take sides with the protesters; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:203. 
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council forcibly took 50,000 dirhams from another fund devoted to the orphans.
71

  The incident 

caused such a commotion that Ibn Kathǭr chronicles that nothing similar to it ever occurred.
72

   

Ibn Kathǭr even seemed to have a personal relationship with Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ since 

Ibn Kathǭr recorded information from him in his biographical dictionary of ShǕfiᾶǭ scholars.
73

  

Ibn Kathǭr notes that the ñChief Justice Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ mentioned to me (dhakara lǭ)ò that 

the scholar óAbd al-Karǭm b. óAlǭ b. óUmar al-An Ǖrǭ (d. 703/1303) was highly skilled in 

QurôǕnic exegesis.
74

  The quote demonstrates that Ibn Kathǭr had personal communication with 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and that he trusted him as a reliable source.   

Al -Subkǭôs righteousness led Ibn Kathǭr to write a positive obituary about him, something 

that stands in contrast with that of al-ZamlakǕnǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr was impressed with how al-Subkǭ 

did not allow his seventeen years as a judge to prevent him from being prolific and composing 

many ñbeneficialò compositions.  Ibn Kathǭr ends the entry stating that it ñwas mentioned to me 

that he used to stand up [to pray] at night.  May God have mercy upon him.ò
75

  Ibn Kathǭrôs final 

statement demonstrates that he felt al-Subkǭ was a sincere and righteous person, even though he 

was a judge and may have differed politically and theologically with Ibn Kathǭr.
76

   

How could Ibn Kathǭr be so positive towards someone who vehemently attacked Ibn 

Taymiyya and his good friend Ibn al-Qayyim?  First, al-Subkǭ was a ShǕfióǭ like himself and he 

felt loyalty to the ShǕfióǭ judge, even though he did not have the greatest admiration for judges in 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:207. 
72

 Ibn Kathǭr is exaggerating here for affect.   
73

 I will speak about Ibn Kathǭrôs biographical dictionary of ShǕfiᾶǭ jurists in the next Chapter.   
74

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:858.  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ could judge óAbd al-Karǭmôs expertise on QurôǕnic exegesis 

because he was himself a QurôǕnic exegete.  I will speak more about Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs exegetical works in 

Chapter Five.   
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:247.  Al -Subkǭôs son, TǕj al-Dǭn, may have been the one who mentioned to Ibn Kathǭr 

his fatherôs night prayers, since he discusses them in his biographical dictionary; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 

10:205. 
76

 It should be added that Ibn Kathǭrôs obituary of Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ is not as long or lauding as the ones that he 

writes of Ibn Taymiyya and al-Mizzǭ but it is remarkably positive nonetheless.  
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general.  Ibn Kathǭr agrees with many of al-Subkǭôs legal opinions which were derived from their 

shared ShǕfióǭ school of the law.  Secondly, Ibn Kathǭr was not directly attacked by al-Subkǭ 

since al-Subkǭ focuses his criticism towards Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim, not Ibn Kathǭrôs 

primary teacher al-Mizzǭ.  Al-Subkǭ had the utmost respect for al-Mizzǭ and even encouraged his 

own son to study with him.  But most importantly, Ibn Kathǭr felt that al-Subkǭ was a sincere and 

righteous person whose morality was evident in his courage to stand up against the oppressive 

structures of the state.  Unlike with al-ZamlakǕnǭ, there is no sense that Ibn Kathǭr felt that al-

Subkǭ was compromising his principles for professional advancement.   

 

TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ (727-771-72/1327-1370) ï The Privileged Son 

If Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and Ibn Taymiyya represented opposite spectrums of the Mamluk 

óulamaô, than TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and Ibn Kathǭr represented competing sides of the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

madhhab.  While Ibn Kathǭr was the son of a preacher, came from the outskirts of Damascus and 

adopted the traditionalism of his teachers, TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ was the son of the chief ShǕfióǭ 

judge of Damascus,
77

 came from the established al-Subkǭ family, and was invested in ShǕfióǭ 

Ashóarism.  The two represented not only contrasting theological positions within the ShǕfióǭ 

madhhab but also social ones.  Despite their differences, Ibn Kathǭr felt that TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, 

similar to his father, was a sincere and righteous scholar which ultimately led Ibn Kathǭr to 

publically defend him of erroneous charges.    

                                                 
77
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TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ is best known for his didactic uἨȊl al-fiqh work Jamó al-jawǕmió, his 

MuԄǭd al-niԄam wa mubǭd al-niqam which details trades, professions and offices of the author's 

own time,
 78

 and most importantly his biographical dictionary of ShǕfióǭ scholars ἱabaqǕt al-

shǕfióiyya al-kubrǕ.  With TǕj al-Dǭn, the campaign against the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists entered a 

new phase.  Unlike the others, TǕj al-Dǭn never personally encountered Ibn Taymiyya, being 

only a year old when Ibn Taymiyya passed away.  TǕj al-Dǭn nevertheless became well 

acquainted with Ibn Taymiyya through his father and teachers, which included al-Mizzǭ and al-

Dhahabǭ.  Building on his fatherôs work, TǕj al-Dǭn began to criticize the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists, 

ñanbalǭ sympathizersò
79

 as he calls them, within his biographical dictionary.        

George Makdisi argues that TǕj al-Dǭnôs biographical dictionary was an attempt to define 

ShǕfióism as an Ashóarǭ theology that balanced between rationalism and traditionalism.
80

  TǕj al-

Dǭn thus found himself in opposition to the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists who gave ñhim the most 

troubleò since they sought to rethink ShǕfióismôs relationship with Ashóarism.  As Makdisi 

explains, these ShǕfióǭ traditionalists were ñintransigentò because they were ñtoo strongly anti-

Ashóarite to be won over the causeò and were actively bringing other ShǕfióǭs to traditionalism.  

TǕj al-Dǭn hoped to ñisolate the strong traditionalist elements within the Shafióǭte school, by 

creating a psychological barrier between them and the ShǕfióites who are yet uncommitted or still 

capable of changing camps.ò
81

 TǕj al-Dǭnôs biographical dictionary could be seen in the opposite 

spectrum of Ibn Kathǭrôs historical works - while Ibn Kathǭr mentions any association with Ibn 

Taymiyya as positive, TǕj al-Dǭn states that any link was entirely negative.  TǕj al-Dǭnôs ἱabaqǕt 
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al-shǕfióiyya al-kubrǕ was a response to Ibn Kathǭr and the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists who 

represented an alternative vision of ShǕfióism.
82

 

TǕj al-Dǭnôs intellectual project may best be seen in his biography of his father, Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭ.  TǕj al-Dǭn devotes over two hundred pages to his father and argues that he was the 

Shaykh al-IslǕm,
83

 a title used almost always by traditionalists to refer to Ibn Taymiyya.  With 

his fatherôs biography, TǕj al-Dǭn was trying to create an orthodox Shaykh al-IslǕm for other 

ShǕfióǭs to follow.  Aspects of al-Subkǭôs biography even follow closely to those written about 

Ibn Taymiyya.  For instance, TǕj al-Dǭn says that his father was so knowledgeable that whatever 

science Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ spoke about, it was thought that he was a specialist in that science.
84

  

A similar statement is said about Ibn Taymiyya by al-ZamlakǕnǭ.
85

  In discussing al-Subkǭôs 

funeral, TǕj al-Dǭn emphasizes the number of people present saying, ñWhoever was present at 

[Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs] funeral testified that they had not seen a bigger funeral procession 

(janǕza) than it.ò
86

  For TǕj al-Dǭn, the only funeral that historically equaled that of his fatherôs 

was that of Ibn anbal.
87

  Ibn Kathǭr makes the same analogy between Ibn anbalôs and Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs funeral procession in al-BidǕya.
88

  What differentiated these two Shaykhs al-IslǕm 

were their theological schools, Ashóarism and traditionalism.   

                                                 
82
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TǕj al-Dǭn further presents his father as a moral, righteous person who took courageous 

stands against corrupt governors.  He explains that Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ had a general disinterest 

of the world, and at first refused the post of chief judge of Damascus but on the insistence of the 

sultan, eventually accepted.
89

  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ wore modest clothes, ate sparingly and was 

exceedingly generous.
90

  He would be frequently seen riding a mule in the streets and upon 

seeing a random person walking, he would ask them if they needed a ride.  TǕj al-Dǭn found this 

astonishing in that ña chief (naqǭb) and a boyò were riding together throughout the city.
91

  Taqǭ 

al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ had numerous encounters with successive governors of Damascus, the majority 

of which he outlasted.  In one instance, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ reminds one especially corrupt 

governor, ArghȊn ShǕh, about the hereafter by grabbing and then admonishing him: ñO, leader 

(amǭr) I will die and you will die.ò
92

  TǕj al-Dǭn implies that because of ArghȊn ShǕhôs enmity 

towards his father that God punished ArghȊn through being assassinated.
93

      

 TǕj al-Dǭn does not lose any opportunity to highlight how his father successfully refuted 

Ibn Taymiyya.  TǕj al-Dǭn cites a biographical report where he exclaims that al-Subkǭ ñmade the 

path easier to visit the Prophetò with his refutations of Ibn Taymiyya.
94

  TǕj al-Dǭn is sure to 

mention that his father ñvisited the grave of Muafa (Mu ammad)ò when he went on Hajj in 

716/1317
95

 and on his return wrote his refutations of Ibn Taymiyya.
96

  In the section devoted to 

al-Subkǭôs works, TǕj al-Dǭn once again emphasizes that his father composed ñthe great 

refutationò (al-radd al-kabǭr) of Ibn Taymiyyaôs views on divorce oaths and then mentions that 
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he wrote another refutation of Ibn Taymiyyaôs views of grave visitation.
97

  Yet, despite the 

numerous refutations, TǕj al-Dǭn reports from ñnumerous reliable sourcesò that Ibn Taymiyya 

praised al-Subkǭôs work and that Ibn Taymiyya ñdid not praise anybody of his time (ahl al-óaἨr) 

like he did for [al-Subkǭ].ò
98

  TǕj al-Dǭn claims that even Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs rivals, such as 

Ibn Taymiyya, had the utmost respect for him.    

TǕj al-Dǭn had a more positive relationship to al-Dhahabǭ who was one of his primary 

teachers.  Much of TǕj al-Dǭnôs intellectual project was a response to his ShǕfióǭ traditionalist 

teacher al-Dhahabǭ, who he debates in his biographical dictionary.  As Makdisi explains, al-

Dhahabǭ was a formidable hurdle because he was a ñhighly respected Shafióite, and therefore a 

most redoubtable obstacle to the progress of Ashóarism within the Shafióite school.ò
99

  Al -

Dhahabǭ became a symbol because he was ñonly one Shafióite among many others in the 

powerful traditionalist movement within the Shafióite school of law.ò
100

   

Al -Dhahabǭ had an intense liking for his student TǕj al-Dǭn, preferring him over others 

and treating him like a son.  TǕj al-Dǭn quotes a statement from al-Dhahabǭ regarding his will, ñI 

have relinquished to my son óAbd al-WahhǕb (TǕj al-Dǭn) my directorship of al- Ǖhiriyya and I 

know that he is deserving of it, but [his] young age prevented me from completing the transfer to 

him.ò
101

  There were more senior scholars who would not have appreciated TǕj al-Dǭn, who was 

a mere twenty-one at the time,
102

 receiving the appointment over them.  The quote is valuable 

because it demonstrates that al-Dhahabǭ saw TǕj al-Dǭn as one his successors despite him being 

the son of the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭ Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and being a strident Ashóarǭ himself.       
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In his Muójam al-shayȊkh,
103

 TǕj al-Dǭn details that he studied with al-Dhahabǭ more than 

anybody else.
104

  He studies with al-Dhahabǭ included many of his historical works such al-

Dhahabǭôs al-Muójam al-muktaἨἨ (which in no doubt influenced the writing of his own), large 

parts of al-Dhahabǭôs Siyar aólǕm al-nubalǕô, and even received a license to transmit his TǕrǭkh 

al-IslǕm.  He also read large parts of adǭth collections such as the Musnad of ShǕfióǭ, Sunan of 

Ibn MǕjah and ἧaỠǭỠ al-BukhǕrǭ.
105

   

   In the ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfióiyya al-kubrǕ, TǕj al-Dǭn begins his entry on al-Dhahabǭ by 

praising him as one of his teachers (shaykhunǕ), the adǭth scholar of the age, one who had no 

peer, and one who was the ñgold of the age, figuratively and literally.ò
106

  Al -Dhahabǭ had a 

phenomenal ability in rijǕl criticism, ñAs if the umma was gathered in one plain, he looked at 

them and then they began to report on who was present.ò
107

 TǕj al-Dǭn explains that it was al-

Dhahabǭ who trained him and brought him up on the path of scholarship.  TǕj al-Dǭn was taken 

aback with al-Dhahabǭôs intense teaching and prolific writings, ñthe day and night tired, but his 

tongue and pen did not tire. The name [shams] was given to him, for he was similar to the sun 

except that he did not fade if it rained and did not recede if it became night.ò
108

  Yet, TǕj al-Dǭn 

could not help from pointing out al-Dhahabǭôs flaws in ñthat he leaned strongly toward the 

anbalǭs.ò
109

  TǕj al-Dǭn believed that al-Dhahabǭ did not treat the Ashóarǭs fairly in his 
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biographies leading him to state that al-Dhahabǭ ñfinished TǕrǭkh al-IslǕm even though there was 

bias (taóaἨἨub) in it.ò
110

    

But it is in the biography of al-Mizzǭ, which is towards the end of the dictionary, that we 

hear the most about TǕj al-Dǭnôs views of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists and Ibn Taymiyya.  TǕj al-

Dǭn begins the entry praising al-Mizzǭ profusely calling him the ñadǭth scholar of the time,ò  

ñone of kind in his age by consensusò
111

 and stating that ñthere was no one
112

 like him after Ibn 

óAsǕkir.ò
113

  TǕj al-Dǭn then quotes several statements of al-Dhahabǭ from TadhkirǕt al-ỠuffǕὖ 

and al-Muójam al-muktaἨἨ discussing al-Mizzǭôs knowledge of Arabic, fiqh, uἨȊl al-fiqh, the 

rational sciences and his expertise in narrators.  TǕj al-Dǭn takes issue with al-Dhahabǭôs view 

that al-Mizzǭ understood the rational sciences, in particular, his statement that al-Mizzǭ was 

aware of ñthe shortcomings of the rational sciences.ò
114

  TǕj al-Dǭn responds by saying, ñI do not 

think that our Shaykh al-Mizzǭ knew the rational sciences (maóqȊlǕt), let alone understood its 

shortcomings, so may God forgive our teacher al-Dhahabǭ.ò
115

 For TǕj al-Dǭn, al-Mizzǭ and al-

Dhahabǭ were great adǭth scholars but their knowledge did not extend to kalǕm and philosophy.    

TǕj al-Dǭn adds that he heard his teacher al-Dhahabǭ say that he saw no better adǭth 

scholar then al-Mizzǭ and he heard al-Dhahabǭ say, ñI did not see a better adǭth scholar than 

four: Ibn Daqǭq al-óǬd, al-DimyǕǭ, Ibn Taymiyya and al-Mizzǭ.ò
116

  Of those four scholars, TǕj 
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al-Dǭn only met al-Mizzǭ, whom he considered to be among the greatest adǭth scholars of his 

time along with al-Dhahabǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ and his father.  The latter three ñused to praise al-Mizzǭ, 

defer to him, study with him, and recognized his superiority [in adǭth studies].ò
117

  

After mentioning al-Dhahabǭôs relationship al-Mizzǭ, TǕj al-Dǭn begins to discuss al-

BirzǕlǭôs friendship with al-Mizzǭ.  Al-BirzǕlǭ praised al-Mizzǭ tremendously, which TǕj al-Dǭn 

felt was deserved, and their mutual respect led them to teach each otherôs students.   Al-BirzǕlǭ 

closeness to al-Mizzǭ is evident that he defended his appointment as the director of DǕr al- adǭth 

al-Ashrafiyya.  TǕj al-Dǭn relays an incident in which al-BirzǕlǭ had just arrived into Damascus 

when a beloved friend, Shaykh adr al-Dǭn SulaymǕn al-MǕlikǭ, visited him.  In the course of the 

visit, Shaykh adr al-Dǭn advised al-BirzǕlǭ that he should convince al-Mizzǭ to resign from his 

directorship of the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya.  Al-BirzǕlǭ exclaims that, ñMy skin began to 

tremble and my mind became absent and I said to myself, ó[al-Mizzǭ] is the leader of the adǭth 

scholars (imǕm al-muỠaddidhǭn).  By God, if al-DǕraqutnǭ
118

 lived then he would hesitate to 

teach in his place.ôò
119

  Al -BirzǕlǭ was so troubled by the suggestion that he could not respond to 

the Shaykh adr al-Dǭn and prevented guests from visiting him for an entire night.  He then 

concluded to himself ñthis city has a lot of fitna (kathǭrat al-fitan).ò
120

 The student then responds 

to al-BirzǕlǭ explaining that Shaykh adr al-Dǭn al-MǕlikǭ did not deny al-Mizzǭôs place in terms 

of adǭth but rather was concerned with the endowerôs condition which required the director to 

be Ashóarǭ.  When al-Mizzǭ was appointed director, he wrote with his own handwriting that he 

was Ashóarǭ but the people did not believe him.  Al-BirzǕlǭ replied that he knew what Shaykh 

adr al-Dǭn was implying, ñbut who has the audacity to say: óal-Mizzǭ is not befitting of DǕr al-
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adǭth [al-Ashrafiyya]?ô  By God, my limbs (ruknǭ) cannot bear these words.ò
121

  TǕj al-Dǭn 

ends this story with his own declaration: ñlook at the stature of al-Mizzǭ in his (al-BirzǕlǭôs) eyes 

(óindahu)!ò TǕj al-Dǭnôs narration of the story, gives the impression that he, and most likely his 

father, were not opposed to al-Mizzǭôs appointment.  While TǕj al-Dǭn recognized al-Mizzǭôs 

shortcomings in the rational sciences, he affirms his strength in adǭth studies, making him 

suitable for the directorship at the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya.    

TǕj al-Dǭn then transitions to provide valuable information on his personal interactions 

with al-Mizzǭ and al-Dhahabǭ.  TǕj al-Dǭn relates that he used to study with al-Dhahabǭ twice a 

day, once in the morning and then in the afternoon, but for al-Mizzǭ he only studied with him 

twice a week.
122

  TǕj al-Dǭn was more inclined to al-Dhahabǭ since he ñwas exceedingly nice and 

loving towards me.  Whoever knew my relationship with him [knew] that [al-Dhahabǭ] did not 

love anyone like he loved me.ò
123

  TǕj al-Dǭn was less than 15 at this time which meant, ñI was a 

boy (shǕbb) and that [his love] meant a tremendous amount to me.ò
124

  As for al-Mizzǭ, ñhe was 

gloomy (óabȊs) and intimidating (muhǭb),ò
125

 characteristics that were not appealing to a young 

student.  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ wanted things to be the other way around: ñMy father wished that 

the situation was reversed, I mean that I would accompany and study (lǕzama) with al-Mizzǭ 

more than al-Dhahabǭ, because of the tremendous [respect] that he had for [al-Mizzǭ).ò
126

 TǕj al-

Dǭn unfortunately does not go into why his father preferred al-Mizzǭ over al-Dhahabǭ but al-
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122

 Studying with al-Mizzǭ twice a week nevertheless allowed him to finish the adǭth collection al-Tirmidhǭ with 

him; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, al-Muójam, 511. 
123

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:398. 
124

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:398. 
125

 The fact that TǕj al-Dǭn highlights that he studied with both al-Mizzǭ and al-Dhahabǭ demonstrates that his 

reading audience would be familiar with the great adǭth scholars.  
126

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:398. 
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Mizzǭ was definitely the more senior scholar and he may have been less controversial than al-

Dhahabǭ who was a known critic of Ashóarism.   

TǕj al-Dǭn recounts that he used to review his daily lessons with his father: ñUsually, 

when I came back from [my studies] with a shaykh he would say ótell me (hǕti), what did you 

learn, what did you read, what did you hear?ò
127

  Taqǭ al-Dǭn was curious to know what the other 

scholars were teaching and what his son took away from his lessons.  TǕj al-Dǭn explains then, ñI 

would narrate to him my lesson with [the Shaykh]é.whenever I came from al-Dhahabǭ he would 

say óYou came from your Shaykh.ò When TǕj al-Dǭn mentioned that he came from al-Mizzǭ, he 

would say ñyou came from the Shaykh.ò
128

 TǕj al-Dǭn even recalls how his father said the word: 

ñHe would enunciate (yafἨaỠ) the word óal-Shaykhô and raise his voice.  I am certain that he used 

to do that to fix in my heart [al-Mizzǭôs] tremendous stature (óaὖamatuhu) and encourage me to 

study with him (mulǕzamatuhu).ò
129

   

TǕj al-Dǭnôs studies progressed to the point that when a teaching position opened up at 

the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya, his father nominated him for the post.  Being less than fifteen at 

the time, TǕj al-Dǭn was surprised by the move since he had never held a teaching position of the 

sorts, only being a teaching assistant with his father, and his father never put his children forward 

for a position until he felt that they were ready.  When TǕj al-Dǭn asked his father why he 

                                                 
127

 This verb samióa could also be referring to studying adǭth.  For more on how the word samióa is used in the 

science of adǭth see Ibn Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth: sharỠ ikhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth, ed. óAlǭ asan óAlǭ óAbd al-

amǭd, 2 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-MaóǕrif liôl-Nashr waôl-Tawzǭó, 1996), 1:228-46. 
128

 Bori calls al-Subkǭ a ñrivalò to al-Mizzǭ.  Al-Subkǭ and al-Mizzǭ could have vied over similar posts but I am 

inclined to view them as colleagues based on these statements in the ἱabaqǕt and other biographical dictionaries; 

Bori, Ibn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu, 39.   
129

 The verb lǕzama does no only connote studying but also accompanying.  Bori translates lǕzama as ñconstant 

physical intimacy that carried with it close intellectual affiliationò; Bori, Ibn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu, 31.   For 

more on relationship between teacher and student in medieval Islam see Jonathan Berkeyôs The Transmission of 

Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: a Social History of Islamic Education (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 

1992). 
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nominated him, he responded, ñIt is said that you are a jurist in the presence of al-Mizzǭ.ò
130

  

When these words reached al-Mizzǭ, he ordered to have TǕj al-Dǭnôs name written as one of the 

advanced teachers.  When al-Subkǭ heard the news he felt uneasy and retorted, ñNo by God, 

óAbd al-WahhǕb (TǕj al-Dǭn) is a boy (shǕbb) and he does not deserve this level right now.  

Write his name with the beginner [teachers].ò  Al-Dhahabǭ responded to al-Subkǭ, ñBy God, he is 

higher than that level, he is a good adǭth scholar.ò  TǕj al-Dǭn takes pride in this statement 

inserting into the story, ñThese are words of al-Dhahabǭ.ò  Al-Subkǭ found the entire discussion 

amusing: ñ[My] father laughed and said: ómaybe he is among the intermediate [teachers].ò
131

  

The anecdote highlights the collegial relationship between al-Subkǭ, al-Mizzǭ, and al-Dhahabǭ.
132

   

TǕj al-Dǭn sums up the section saying that this is what he knew of al-Mizzǭ, a great 

ShǕfióǭ Ỡadǭth scholar.  As for al-Dhahabǭôs claim that al-Mizzǭ knew the rational sciences, TǕj 

al-Dǭn argues that al-Dhahabǭ did not know the rational sciences himself so he would be unable 

to judge al-Mizzǭ in that regard, since it is only known by the specialist (ahlahu).   

After detailing the relationship between the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists, TǕj al-Dǭn cannot hide 

his displeasure of their inclination towards Ibn Taymiyya:  

There was closeness (rifqa) between al-Mizzǭ, al-Dhahabǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ, and many of their 

followers who were clearly negatively affected by AbȊ AbbǕs Ibn Taymiyya.  He carried 

them to the worst of matters that were not suitable.  He pulled them down when it would 

have been better for them to distance themselves from him.  He stopped them at the pits 

of hellfire, [so] it is hoped that God will save them (al-Mizzǭ, al-Dhahabǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ) from 

the hell fire and their Companions.ò
133

   

 

                                                 
130

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:399.  Al -Mizzǭ was said to have only studied jurisprudence for a short time; Al -

Dhahabǭ, TǕrǭkh, 53:383. 
131

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:399. 
132

 The collegial relationship between al-Subkǭ and al-Mizzǭ is further evident in that al-Mizzǭ visited al-Subkǭôs 

house; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:204. 
133

 The anecdote gives us a window into the MamlȊk culture of learning.  TǕj al-Dǭn had a close relationship with his 

father to the point that he felt comfortable reviewing his lessons with him and informing him who he studied with.  

Conversely, al-Subkǭ gave TǕj al-Dǭn the freedom to study with the scholars of his choice but nonetheless wanted to 

guide his studies and push him in the right direction.   
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Ibn Kathǭr could have been among the ñCompanionsò that TǕj al-Dǭn mentions.  TǕj al-Dǭn may 

have been hesitant to use Ibn Kathǭrôs name since he was a contemporary and also lived in 

Damascus.  

TǕj al-Dǭn closes the entry by listing Ibn Taymiyya, al-BirzǕlǭ, al-Dhahabǭ and his father 

as among the great scholars who studied with al-Mizzǭ and exclaims that his Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl 

was a book ñwhich nothing like it has ever been composed.ò  TǕj al-Dǭn notes that al-Mizzǭ died 

in the DǕr al- adǭth al-Ashrafiyya but, unlike Ibn Kathǭr, he does not mention that he was buried 

near Ibn Taymiyya.
134

   

TǕj al-Dǭnôs open criticism of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists marks an important shift in the 

Ashóarǭ campaign.  Traditionalism took a setback with the deaths of Ibn Tayimiyya and Ibn al-

Qayyim and it became easier to attack the theological school.  TǕj al-Dǭn began to compose his 

dictionary after the great figures of al-BirzǕlǭ, al-Mizzǭ, and al-Dhahabǭ had passed away and he 

felt more open to discuss their achievements and faults.
135

  Yet, the fact that he needed to warn 

other ShǕfióǭs of their ñanbalǭ leaningsò shows that while traditionalism had declined it had not 

disappeared.   

Throughout the biographical dictionary, TǕj al-Dǭn maintained that al-Mizzǭ, al-BirzǕlǭ 

and al-Dhahabǭ were great ShǕfióǭ adǭth scholars and even mentioned them, along with his 

father, as the greatest adǭth scholars (huffǕὖ) of his age.  Whether it was history with al-

Dhahabǭ, narrators with al-Mizzǭ, or contemporary biographies with al-BirzǕlǭ, the ShǕfióǭ 

traditionalists distinguished themselves by composing some of the most important works of 

adǭth and history in the MamlȊk era and attracted some of the best students, such as TǕj al-Dǭn.  

                                                 
134

 TǕj al-Dǭn supplements the entry by listing some answers that al-Mizzǭ gave to questions regarding narrators.   
135

 TǕj al-Dǭn was a mere 21 when the last of the three, al-Dhahabǭ, died.   
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The ShǕfióǭ traditionalists were colleagues of the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs who had great respect and 

admiration between them to the point that they publically praised and studied with one another.   

What separated the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists from the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs were their position on 

kalǕm.  TǕj al-Dǭn argues that his father was a specialist in kalǕm and that he studied the science 

with him.
136

  On the other hand, TǕj al-Dǭn goes out of his way to argue that al-Mizzǭ did not 

have knowledge of rational sciences and is critical of his teacher al-Dhahabǭ for not totally 

understanding it.  TǕj al-Dǭn was very much aware that the ShǕfióǭ traditionalistsô antagonism 

towards kalǕm attracted them to Ibn Taymiyya and anbalǭ scholars.  TǕj al-Dǭn felt that Ibn 

Taymiyya took the group to areas which were theological dangerous and could have 

excommunicated them from the community.  TǕj al-Dǭnôs criticisms of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalists 

was thus to encourage his readers to excel in adǭth but not to neglect the rational sciences and 

be drawn into anbalǭ traditionalism.   

TǕj al-Dǭn unfortunately does not mention Ibn Kathǭr in his biographical dictionary, most 

likely because he was too much of a contemporary.  Yet, there is evidence that suggests that TǕj 

al-Dǭn included information from Ibn Kathǭr in his work.  TǕj al-Dǭn notes that ñ[al-Mizzǭôs] 

students witnessedò that he would sometimes doze off while a student was reading to him.
137

  

However, if the student made a mistake, al-Mizzǭ would suddenly awaken ñas if somebody woke 

him upò and correct the student.  TǕj al-Dǭn could have received this information from Ibn Kathǭr 

because he mentions the same trait of al-Mizzǭ in his IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth.
138

     

                                                 
136

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:401. 
137

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:397. 
138

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth, 1:341.  Ibn Kathǭr adds that the student was amazed on how the sleepy al-Mizzǭ 

was more alert than himself and how al-Mizzǭ corrected him even though he did not have the text in his hand.  I will 

speak about IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth in Chapter Three.   
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Ibn Kathǭr does mention TǕj al-Dǭn several times in al-BidǕya praising him as 

exceedingly eloquent
139

 and noting that he was popular with the masses.
140

  Similar to his father, 

Ibn Kathǭr defended TǕj al-Dǭn against attacks of wrongdoing.  In the year 767/1365, the anbalǭ 

and MǕlikǭ judges brought up several accusations against TǕj al-Dǭn, who had by the time 

become the chief ShǕfióǭ judge, which Ibn Kathǭr says ñwere too reprehensible (munkar)ò to 

mention.  A council (majlis) of various judges and prominent scholars was set up to investigate 

the charges.  Ibn Kathǭr was one of those who were requested to attend the gathering, 

representing the important stature that he gained towards the end of his life.  Ibn Kathǭr explains 

that two opposing reports were composed - one critical of TǕj al-Dǭn and another that supported 

and praised him.  Ibn Kathǭr backed the pro-TǕj al-Dǭn report stating ñin [that document] was my 

handwriting that I had only seen good in [TǕj al-Din].ò
141

  What is evident in Ibn Kathǭrôs 

support is that even though he and TǕj al-Dǭn represented two different voices within the ShǕfióǭ 

school, he believed that TǕj al-Dǭn was a moral and righteous scholar and was innocent of the 

charges.  Ibn Kathǭrôs and others act of support was instrumental in concluding the sessions 

without any censure of TǕj al-Dǭn.
142

    

Ibn Kathǭrôs admiration and affinity towards TǕj al-Dǭn continues in his obituary of 

him
143

 where he states that TǕj al-Dǭn was among the elite scholars of Syria when he passed 

away.  Ibn Kathǭr believed that TǕj al-Dǭn faced trials and tribulations that no other judge faced 

                                                 
139

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:295. 
140 
Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:287.  

141 
Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:306.  

142
 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:306.  Ibn Kathǭr also shows respect towards the other son of Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, 

KamǕl al-Dǭn.  In KamǕl al-Dǭnôs obituary, Ibn Kathǭr explains that the masses mourned over him because of his 

forbearance, character, and selflessness.  Ibn Kathǭr even praises his judgeship:  ñHe did not wish evil (yataóaddǕ 

sharrahu) upon others, he used to rule well, fairlyò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:245. 
143

 This obituary is preserved by Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ in his entry on TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ in al-Durar al-kǕmina 

and is most likely an excerpt from al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.  The surviving editions that we have of al-BidǕya waôl-

nihǕya end in 767 AH but TǕj al-Dǭn died in 771 AH.  This means that there was an edition of al-BidǕya waôl-

nihǕya Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ had access to that is now lost; Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 2:260. 
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before.  But TǕj al-Dǭn was able to vindicate himself through his courage and rhetorical skills 

which left his opponents speechless.  TǕj al-Dǭnôs exemplary character was demonstrated when 

he returned to his post as chief judge he ñforgave and pardoned those who stood against him.ò
144

  

The entry shows that Ibn Kathǭr consistently sided with TǕj al-Dǭn against his opponents because 

he believed that TǕj al-Dǭn was a moral and righteous scholar.   

 

Conclusion: 

Contemporary biographies of Ibn Kathǭr emphasize his relationship with Ibn Taymiyya 

and his primary teachersô al-Mizzǭ and al-Dhahabǭ.  While these connections are essential for 

defining Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual development, exploring Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with the 

ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs is necessary to understand where Ibn Kathǭr fit within the political and 

theological spectrum of his time.  The ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs were part of the state establishment, often 

city or state Judges, and were ñconservativesò in the sense that they defended orthodoxy and the 

social institutions that preserved it.  While they were proponents of adǭth, they accepted kalǕm 

and allowed for the figurative interpretations of scripture.  Ibn Kathǭr maintained relations with 

the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs because they were ShǕfióǭs like himself and his respect for them made him 

defend them, as we see with the al-Subkǭs, from outside attacks.  But as we observe with al-

ZamlakǕnǭ, Ibn Kathǭr had a strong moral foundation which made him highly critical of ShǕfióǭs 

who he felt compromised their positions for political power.  Thus Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with 

the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs was not defined by Ibn Taymiyya but rather was intimately connected with 

Ibn Kathǭrôs allegiance to his madhhab and his traditionalists values.  While scholarsô stances 
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 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, 2:260. 
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towards Ibn Taymiyya were important for Ibn Kathǭr, it was not the only criteria in which he 

judged others and formed relationships.   

The complexities of Ibn Kathǭrôs ShǕfióǭ traditionalist identity are better seen in his major 

works.   
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Chapter III  

Making ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalism ShǕfiᾶǭ orthodoxy - Ibn Kathǭrôs Major Works 

Before delving into Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr, it is important to contextualize his exegesis 

within the authorôs larger intellectual project or broader intellectual goals and objectives.
1
  A 

brief survey of Ibn Kathǭrôs major works
2
 will also allow us to understand his peculiar situation 

as a ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist and recognize his legacy as more than a mere ñspokespersonò for Ibn 

Taymiyya.  Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual project was to promote a ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab which was 

traditionalist, pro-ijtihǕd and less in conflict with the anbalǭ school.  Fitting with his ñmoral 

theology,ò Ibn Kathǭr did not compose refutations but rather focused on developing the more 

practical sciences of law, history and adǭth.  A brief survey of Ibn Kathǭrôs major works 

demonstrates that he fell within the great line of ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists before him rather than that 

of Ibn Taymiyya.
3
 

 

History : 

Ibn Kathǭrôs historical works were in response to ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs who stressed their 

madhhabôs historic relationship with Ashóarism and that kalǕm was an accepted Islamic science. 

The ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ Ibn óAsǕkir (d. 571/1176), for instance, wrote the biographical dictionary 

Tabyǭn al-kadhab al-muftarǭ fǭ mǕ nusiba ilǕ al-ImǕm Abǭ al-ởasan al-Ashóarǭ to defend the 

ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭsô use of kalǕm leading TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ to argue that the work was required 

                                                 
1
 For more on the concept of the intellectual project see Ahmad Dallal, ñThe Origins and Objectives of Islamic 

Revivalist Thought, 1750-1850,ò Journal of the American Oriental Society 113, no. 3 (1993): 343.   
2
 For a complete listing of all Ibn Kathǭrôs works see óAdnǕn b. Muammad b. óAbd AllǕh al-Shalash, al-ImǕm Ibn 

Kathǭr wa atharuhu fǭ óilm al-Ỡadǭth riwǕya wa dirǕya: maóa dirǕsa manhajiyya taἲbǭqiyya óalǕ Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-

óaὖǭm (Amman: DǕr al-Nafǭs,  2005), 94, and the introduction to Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmió al-masǕnǭd waôl-sunan al-hǕdǭ li-

aqwam sunan, ed. óAbd al-MǕlik b. óAbd AllǕh b. Duhaysh (Beirut: DǕr al-Kha r, 1998), 1:29.  
3
 These categories are helpful in differentiating between Ibn Kathǭrôs works but many of his writings take on 

multiple genres.  His Tafsǭr, for instance, could be considered a work of adǭth.    
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reading for the ShǕfiᾶǭ jurists.
4
   As Sherman Jackson explains, Tabyǭn al-kadhab was the ñsingle 

most important work that had insulated Ashóarism within the ShǕfiᾶǭ school for over a century 

and a half.ò
5
  Ibn Kathǭr, in contrast, presents a pro-traditionalist version of Islamic history, 

emphasizing adǭth scholars over the contributions of philosophers and theologians.  In 

opposition to ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs, Ibn Kathǭr argued that the heart of the ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab was in 

fact traditionalism.  Ibn Kathǭr makes his case by contending that the eponym of the Ashóarǭ 

school, AbȊ al- asan al-Ashóarǭ (d. 324/935), actually died as a traditionalist and that a 

traditionalist strand can be traced in the ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab to al-ShǕfiᾶǭ (d. 204/820) himself.     

 

ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn
6
  

Ibn Kathǭrôs first major historical work was the ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn, a 

biographical dictionary of ShǕfiᾶǭ jurists starting from Muammad b. Idrǭs al-ShǕfiᾶǭ up to the 

year 700/1300.
7
  Sherman Jackson suggests that the work was composed to ñcounterò TǕj al-Dǭn 

al-Subkǭôs pro-Ashóarǭ biographical dictionary ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfióiyya al-kubrǕ.
8
  But a close 

examination of ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn indicates that Ibn Kathǭr wrote the work before 

that of TǕj al-Dǭnôs biographical dictionary.
 9
  TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, in fact, may have written 

ἱabaqǕt al- shǕfiԀiyya al-kubrǕ to counter Ibn Kathǭrôs biographical work.
10

    

                                                 
4
 George Makdisi, ñAshóarǭ and the Ashóarites in Islamic Religious History I,ò Studia Islamica 17, no. 2 (1962): 58. 

5
 Sherman Jackson, ñIbn Taymîyah on Trial in Damascus,ò The Journal of Semitic Studies 39, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 

53.  Makdisi also discusses this work in his ñAshóarǭ and the Ashóarites in Islamic Religious History I,ò 53-57.   
6
 IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar b. Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt al- shǕfiԀiyya, ed. óAbd al- afǭ ManȊr, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-MadǕr al-

IslǕmǭ, 2004).  Ibn Kathǭrôs biographical dictionary was referred to by later ShǕfióǭ scholars; Abd al-QǕdir b. 

Mu ammad Al-Nuóaymǭ, al-DǕris fǭ tǕrǭkh al-madǕris, ed. Jaᾶfar al- asanǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-ThaqǕfa al-

Dǭniyya, 1988), 1:219. 
7
 For an antecedent to Ibn Kathǭrôs biographical dictionary see Felicitas Opwis, ñThe Role of the Biographer in 

Constructing Identity and Doctrine: Al-ᾺAbbǕdǭ and his KitǕb abaqǕt al-fuqahǕô al-shǕfióiyya, Journal of Arabic 

and Islamic Studies 11, no. 1 (2011):1-35. 
8
 Jackson, 53. 

9
 Ibn Kathǭr most likely finished his biographical dictionary before TǕj al-Dǭnôs since the earliest of extant 

manuscript of Ibn Kathǭrôs ἱabaqǕt is dated 749/1348, when TǕj al-Dǭn was only 22; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:10.  The 
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The biographical dictionary involves Ibn Kathǭr in an ongoing ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists 

endeavor, as it constitutes a reformulation of Ibn al- alǕôs
11

 (d. 643/1245) and al-Nawawǭôs (d. 

676/1277)
12

 earlier biographical dictionary of the ShǕfiᾶǭ school.
 13

  Ibn Kathǭr explains that the 

reason for writing the dictionary was that Ibn al- alǕ and al-Nawawǭ had not sufficiently 

incorporated (yastawóib) the names of their contemporaries prompting him to rework the 

biographical dictionary.
14

   

Throughout his biographical dictionary, Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes the traditionalist and pro- 

ijtihǕd wing of the ShǕfiᾶǭ madhhab, one that favors adǭth over kalǕm and ijtihǕd over taqlǭd.
15

  

Ibn Kathǭr rethinks many of the major ShǕfiᾶǭ figures in relation to traditionalism and argues that 

                                                                                                                                                             
ἱabaqǕt was most likely one of Ibn Kathǭrôs early works since he does not refer in his ἱabaqǕt to any of his later 

works, such as al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.  However, in al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, Ibn Kathǭr constantly cites the ἱabaqǕt.    
10

 Makdisi presents the ἱabaqǕt al- shǕfiԀiyya al-kubrǕ as a counter to al-Dhahabǭ: ñFor Subkǭ, Dhahabǭ was 

traditionalism incarnate. In him, Subkǭ saw traditionalismôs stubborn resistance against, and crushing impact upon, 

the progress of Ashóarism.  Small wonder that al-Dhahabǭ should be al-Subkǭôs enemy.ò Makdisi makes this 

observation because TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ directly criticizes al-Dhahabǭ in his biographical dictionary; Makdisi, 70.  

While I agree that much of TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs criticisms are directed at al-Dhahabǭ, many may have also been 

leveled at Ibn Kathǭr.  TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ may have been hesitant to criticize directly Ibn Kathǭr as he was a 

contemporary who also lived in Damascus.  In his Introduction, TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ does mention Ibn al- alǕôs and 

al-Nawawǭôs biographical dictionary, which provides the basis for Ibn Kathǭr, but he does not explicitly mention Ibn 

Kathǭrôs; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfiԀiyya al-kubrǕ, eds. MamȊd Muammad al- anǕǭ and ᾶAbd al-

FattǕ Mu ammad al- ilw, 10 vols. (Giza: Hajr, 1992), 1:217. 
11

 For a biography of Ibn al- alǕ see Ibn al- alǕ, An Introduction to the Science of the ởadǭth, trans. Eerik 

Dickinson (Reading, UK: Garnet, c2005), xiv-xxiii.  
12

 Frank Griffel explains that Ibn al- alǕ and al-Nawawǭ ñregarded Aristotelian logic as a dangerous innovation 

that would lead students to become receptive to the heterodox thought of the falǕsifaò; Frank Griffel, Al-GhazǕlǭôs 

Philosophical Theology (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 81. 
13

 The fact that Ibn Kathǭr started the work early in his career is evident in that he prays for Maómar Sharaf al-Dǭn (d. 

738/1338) to have a long life, meaning that Ibn Kathǭr must have started the biographical dictionary before he 

passed away; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:833; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:181.  Additionally, there is evidence that Ibn 

Kathǭr sought to write a continuation (dhayl) of Ibn al- alǕôs biographical dictionary but then decided to rework the 

entire dictionary since Ibn Kathǭr begins with the later parts of the ἱabaqǕt and then returns to the beginning of the 

work.  While Ibn Kathǭr prays for Maómar Sharaf al-Dǭn (d. 738/1338) to have a long life towards the end of the 

dictionary, he says, ñmay God have mercy on his soulò on al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) (meaning that he had died) in the 

dictionaryôs early parts; ἱabaqǕt, 1:206, 211, 233.  Ibn Kathǭrôs methodology of both continuing and reworking a 

work is also evident in al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, in which Ibn Kathǭr continues al-BirzǕlǭôs TǕrǭkh Dimashq but 

amends earlier parts of the work.   
14

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:826.  Ibn al- alǕ and al-Nawawǭ probably did not conceive of writing a ἱabaqǕt work 

that incorporated their contemporaries.   
15

 As Felicitas Opwis explains, the author of a biographical dictionary is ñnot merely a compiler of pre-existing 

information. Instead, he has an important impact on shaping the identity, the doctrine, and the authority structures of 

the groupò; Opwis, 32. 
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even the most strident Ashóarǭs had traditionalist leanings.  In his entry of al-Ashóarǭ, the eponym 

of the Ashóarǭ school of theology, Ibn Kathǭr argues that al-Ashóarǭ died as a traditionalist.  Ibn 

Kathǭr explains that al-Ashóarǭ went through three phases in his life.
16

  At first, al-Ashóarǭ was a 

Muótazilǭ but he later denounced that schoolôs beliefs as heretical.  Al-Ashóarǭ then transitioned 

to affirming the essential attributes of God such as his life, knowledge, power, will, hearing, 

listening, seeing and speaking but interpreted figuratively other active attributes such as Godôs 

face, hands, and feet.  In his third and final stage, however, al-Ashóarǭ affirmed all of Godôs 

attributes and characteristics unequivocally (literally ówithout asking howô [ghayr takyǭf]) but 

also without anthropomorphizing God (tashbǭh).  In the end, al-Ashóarǭ took the path of the salaf 

which is encapsulated in his final work al-IbǕna.
17

  It is in al-IbǕna, Ibn Kathǭr argues, that later 

scholars such as al-BǕqillǕnǭ (d. 403/1013) and al-Juwaynǭ (d. 478/1085) ñleanedò towards in 

their own theological writings.  Ibn Kathǭr makes the traditionalist argument that the so-called 

ñAshóarǭsò of his day were actually subscribing to theological positions that al-Ashóarǭ and many 

of his followers had disavowed.  They should therefore follow the practice of the original 

ñAshóarǭs,ò the way of the salaf.
18

   

Ibn Kathǭr even argues that many of the ñconsummateò
19

 ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs had 

traditionalist inclinations, such as ImǕm al- aramayn al-Juwaynǭ.  Al-Juwaynǭ was expelled 

                                                 
16

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:205. 
17

 Ibn Kathǭr closes his entry relaying a tradition that presents al-Ashóarǭ as not a mere mutakallim but a jurist and 

adǭth scholar.  Ibn Kathǭr narrates that after al-Ashóarǭ won a theological debate with some Muótazalǭs, an observer 

to the debate states, ñWe have come to know that you are erudite in óilm al-kalǕm, but I want to ask you something 

on a relevant issue in fiqh.ò  Al-Ashóarǭ replies, ñAsk whatever you like.ò  The man says, ñWhat do [you] say 

regarding the prayer without [reciting sȊrat] al-fǕtiha?ò  Al-Ashóarǭ answers that such a prayer in unacceptable and 

then cites two adǭths with full chains of transmission to bolster his argument and silence the questioner.  The 

anecdote demonstrates that al-Ashóarǭ coupled any knowledge that he had of kalǕm with the more acceptable 

sciences of jurisprudence and adǭth; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:207. 
18

 Makdisi captures the traditionalist argument in his, ñAshóarǭ and the Ashóarites in Islamic Religious History I.ò 
19

 Jonathan Brown, The Canonization of al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim: the Formation and Function of the Sunnǭ ởadǭth 

Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 200. 
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from Nishapur during an anti-Ashóarǭ phase of the cityôs Seljuk ruler and only returned under 

Ni Ǖm al-Mulk, who favored the theological school.
20

  Al -Juwaynǭ wrote ña seminal work on 

Ashóarǭ theology entitled al-ShǕmil (the Comprehensive Book) as well as another book rebutting 

the Muótazilite school.ò
21

  Ibn Kathǭr presents several quotes in which al-Juwaynǭ distances 

himself from kalǕm and publically declares himself a traditionalist.  A contemporary jurist of al-

Juwaynǭ mentions that he entered the study circle of al-Juwaynǭ before his death (fǭ maraỈihi) 

and heard him declare, ñBear witness, I have recanted from every statement that conflicts with 

the salaf.ò
22

 Ibn Kathǭr then emphasizes how al-Juwaynǭ preferred tafwǭỈ over taôwǭl or leaving 

to God issues relating to his divine essence rather than interpreting them figuratively.
23

  Ibn 

Kathǭr quotes from al-Juwaynǭôs al-RisǕla al-niὖǕmiyya,
24

 a statement which supports tafwǭỈ, 

explaining that it is ñbetter not to delve into the figurative interpretation of difficult texts (taôwǭl 

al-mushkilǕt)ò such as the verses ñwhat I created with my two handsò (38:70), ñand your lordôs 

face will remainò (55:27), and ñ[the Ark] sailed (tajrǭ) under our eyesò (54:14) and adǭths that 

relate to Godôs descent in the last third of the night (nuzȊl).
25

 

                                                 
20

 C. Brockelmann, ñal- J╒uwaynǭ, Abuôl-MaᾺǕlǭ ᾺAbd al-Malik,ò Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. 

Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (Brill, 2011). 
21

 Brown, Canonization, 201. 
22

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:448. 
23

 Taôwǭl was not necessarily problematic unless it was perceived to contradict scripture or orthodox creeds: ñas long 

as taԃwǭl, as it developed separately from tafsǭr, did not contradict the obvious literal meaning of the urᾹǕn 

or adǭth, the growing Sunnǭ orthodoxy had no reason to deny it its right to exist. However, when it diverged widely 

from the traditional sources and various groups used it as a suitable device to justify their claims and doctrines by 

interpreting the urᾹǕnic verses, the situation was changed and taԃwǭl became a technical term for the allegorical, 

esoterical exposition of the urᾹǕn, especially with the ShǭᾺǭs and the Ȋfǭs, and formed a valuable and necessary 

supplement to the more external philological exegesis which now became distinguished as tafsǭrò; I. Poonawala, 

ñTaᾹwǭl,ò EI
2
. 

24
 This work has been published as al-óAqǭda al-niὖǕmiyya; óAbd al-Malik b. óAbd AllǕh al-Juwaynǭ, al-óAqǭda al-

niὖǕmǭyya fǭ al-arkǕn al-islǕmiyya, ed. Mu ammad ZǕhid Kawtharǭ (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya, 1992). 
25

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:449.  This quote from al-Juwaynǭ seems to have been popular within traditionalist circles 

since Ibn Taymiyya and al-Dhahabǭ both cite it; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ fatǕwǕ Shaykh al-IslǕm AỠmad b. 

ἱaymiyya, ed. ᾶAbd al-Ra mǕn b. Muammad b. QǕsim al-ᾶǔimǭ, 37 vol. (Beirut: MaǕbiᾶ DǕr al-ᾶArabiyya, 1977-

78), 5:101; Shams al-Dǭn Muammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, KitǕb al-óArsh, ed. Muammad b. Khalǭfa b. 

óAlǭ Tamǭmǭ, 2 vol. (Riyadh: AwǕô al-Salaf ,1999), 2:363. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr takes a similar approach with al-Juwaynǭôs student, the great AbȊ Ǖmid al-

GhazǕlǭ (d. 505/1111).  Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes al-GhazǕlǭôs studies in adǭth, mentioning that he 

studied the ἧaỠǭỠ al-BukhǕrǭ and parts of the Sunan of AbȊ DawȊd, even going as far as saying 

that ñif [al-GhazǕlǭ] had lived longer he could have excelled in adǭth.ò
26

  Ibn Kathǭr, 

nevertheless, acknowledges that al-GhazǕlǭ became an expert in kalǕm and that he composed 

many prominent works in the discipline.  But Ibn Kathǭr is quick to note that al-GhazǕlǭ 

ñrecanted all of that (kalǕm) at the end of his life, turning to adǭth and the study of ἧaỠǭỠ al-

BukhǕrǭ, such that it was said that he died with it (ἧaỠǭỠ al-BukhǕrǭ) on his chest.ò
27

  Rather than 

engage in polemics against al-GhazǕlǭ,
28

 Ibn Kathǭr sought to appropriate the influential scholar 

as a traditionalist who allegedly repented for his forays into kalǕm.
29

   

The legacy of al-Ashóarǭ once again appears in the entry of Ibn óAsǕkir, one of the most 

influence ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭs on Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual milieu.  Ibn Kathǭr praises Ibn óAsǕkirôs 

Tabyǭn al-kadhab al-muftarǭ fǭ mǕ nusiba ilǕ al-ImǕm Abǭ al-ởasan al-Ashóarǭ the book and 

emphasizes that Ibn óAsǕkir mentioned al-Ashóarǭôs traditionalist creed found in al-IbǕna after he 

                                                 
26

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:512. 
27

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:513.  In al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr also stresses that al-GhazǕlǭ renewed his interest in adǭth 

noting that, ñit is said that [al-GhazǕlǭ] leaned in the end of his life towards the transmission of adǭth (samǕó al-

Ỡadǭth) and the memorization of the ἧaỠǭỠayn (al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim)ò;  Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:190.  By 

arguing that al-GhazǕlǭ increased studying adǭths during the last years of his life, Ibn Kathǭr was drawing from 

other traditionalist historians such as óAbd al-GhǕfir al-FǕrisǭ.  For more on criticism and the rehabilitation of al- 

GhazǕlǭ see Brown, Canonization, 354-356.  For more on óAbd al-GhǕfirôs belief that al-GhazǕlǭ studied adǭth at 

the end of his life see Griffel, 56.  Frank Griffel argues that ñthere is little evidence for al-GhazǕlǭ becoming a 

traditionalist adǭth-scholar late in his lifeò; Griffel, 57.   
28

 Ibn Kathǭr thus took a more moderate approach to al-GhazǕlǭ than his teacher al-Dhahabǭ (d. 748/1348) who was 

considered one of ñal-GhazǕlǭôs most outspoken criticsò; Brown, Canonization, 355.  Other traditionalist scholars 

were much harsher in their criticism al-GhazǕlǭ, going to the point of burning his books because of their weak 

adǭths; Delfina Serrano Ruano, ñWhy Did the Scholars of al-Andalus Distrust al-GhazǕlǭ?ò Der Islam 83, no. 1 

(2006): 137.  For more on critiques of al-GhazǕlǭ see Kenneth Garden, ñAl-MǕzarǭ al-Dhakǭ: al-GhazǕlǭôs Maghribǭ 

Adversary in Nishapur, Journal of Islamic Studies 21, no. 1 (2010): 89ï107; Kenneth Garden, ñAl-GhazǕlǭôs 

Contested Revival: IỠyǕô óulȊm al-dǭn and its Critics in Khorasan and the Maghrib,ò (PhD diss., University of 

Chicago, 2005). 
29

 Ibn Kathǭr notes that the student and colleague of al-GhazǕlǭ, MǕlikǭ Jurist AbȊ Bakr Ibn óArabǭ (d. 543/1148), 

ñwas accused of the opinion[s] of the philosophers, and it is said that he entered into their innards (ajwǕfuhum) and 

he was not able to exitò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:251. 



 

100 

 

 

recanted his Muótazilǭ theology.
30

  Ibn Kathǭr once again sought to stress al-Ashóarǭôs final 

traditionalist stage found in al-IbǕna.
31

   

Throughout the dictionary, Ibn Kathǭr shows his hostility towards kalǕm which was a 

standard part of the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ curriculum of his day.
32

  In several instances, Ibn Kathǭr 

suggests that the science should be removed all together from ShǕfiᾶǭ study circles.  Quoting 

from the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist AbȊ ShǕma al-Maqdisǭ (d. 665/1268), Ibn Kathǭr notes that the 

scholar Zakǭ al-Dǭn AbȊ al- asan (d. 598/1202), ñused to prevent people from preoccupying 

themselves (ishtighǕl) with the books of logic and argumentation and banned their books in his 

teaching circle (majlis).ò
33

  Similarly, in the entry on Ibn al- alǕ, Ibn Kathǭr states, ñHe stayed 

steady on the path of the salafǭ creed.  He hated the ways of philosophy and logic and preached 

against it.
34

  He did not allow studying it in [his] city and the rulers obeyed him in that.ò
35

  The 

ShǕfiᾶǭ jurist apparently not only prevented kalǕm from being studied in his study circles but also 

recommended that it not be taught in his city.   

Yet, even though Ibn Kathǭr believed that kalǕm should be avoided, he did not leave out 

the possibility that someone could specialize in kalǕm but still maintain a traditionalist creed.  In 

his entry on óAbd al- amad b. al-Mura al (d. 691/1292), Ibn Kathǭr explains that he studied 

                                                 
30

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:646. It is interesting to note here that Ibn Kathǭr argues that the traditionalist creed is 

actually the ñmoderate one.ò  As we recall, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ argues that the Ashóarǭs are the moderates because 

they lay between the Muótazalǭs and ashwiyya.  See Chapter Twoôs section on Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ. 
31

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:646.  For more on the authenticity of the al-IbǕna see Richard Frank ñElements in the 

Development of The Teaching of Al-Ashóarǭ,ò in Early Islamic Theology: The Muótazilites and al-Ashóarǭ, ed. 

Dimitri Gutas (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2005-2008), 141-190.   
32

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ mentions that he studied the kalǕm works of Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, such as his al-Arbaóǭn and 

his MuỠaἨἨal; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:198.   
33

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:696. 
34

 Quoting from al-Dhahabǭôs Siyar al-nubalǕô, Eerik Dickinson notes that Ibn al- alǕ dismissed logic ñas pompous 

words which God has made superfluous for all sane peopleò; Dickinson, xxi.   
35

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:782.  Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes scholarly authority here in that the rulers obeyed the scholarsô 

position that kalǕm should not be taught in the study circles.   
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kalǕm and uἨȊl al-fiqh ñbut despite that he held on to the way of the righteous salaf.ò
36

 Another 

instance occurs in his biography of SaóǕda b. Jaófar al-Kawwi (d. 693/1294), in which he 

mentions that ñhe had a good insight[s] in the rational sciences (maóqȊlǕt) but despite that he had 

a sound belief in the way of the salaf.ò
37

  Ibn Kathǭr may have been open to the idea that kalǕm 

could be studied by traditionalist scholars as a communal obligation (farỈ kifǕya), rather than as 

a mandatory subject for every scholar.
38

     

In regards to ijtihǕd, Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes that al-ShǕfióǭ was an absolute mujtahid by 

spending half his entry discussing how his legal opinions were unique from the other madhhab 

founders.  Ibn Kathǭr highlights the quote from the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist AbȊ QǕsim al-DǕrikǭ (d. 

376/986-87), who declared that a adǭth from the Prophet ñis more preferable than taking from 

the madhhab of al-ShǕfióǭ or AbȊ anǭfa, for disagreeing with them is easier than disagreeing 

with the adǭth.ò
39

 Towards the end of the biographical dictionary, Ibn Kathǭr calls the father of 

his primary fiqh teacher BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ (d. 729/1329), Ibn FirkǕ (d. 690/1291), ñone of 

the mujtahids.ò
40

  Ibn Kathǭr makes sure to highlight that the mujtahid Ibn FirkǕ studied with 

the great ShǕfióǭ traditionalists before him such as Ibn al- alǕ and óIzz al-Dǭn Ibn óAbd al-

SalǕm (d. 660-1/1262.
41

  Ibn FirkǕ further taught many great pro-ijtihǕd jurists and, in 

                                                 
36

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:848. 
37

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:850. 
38

 For more on traditionalist scholars supporting the study of kalǕm as a farỈ kifǕya see Khaled El-Rouayheb, ñFrom 

Ibn ajar al-Haytamǭ (d. 1566) to Khayr al-Dǭn al-AlȊsǭ (d. 1899): Changing Views of Ibn Taymiyya among non-

anbalǭ Sunni Scholars,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), 303.    
39

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:306.  Ibn Kathǭr repeats this quote in al-BidǕya; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:327. 
40

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:830.  This is a unique statement for Ibn Kathǭr to make regarding ñpost-formativeò 

scholars.  I will discuss the issues of taqlǭd and ijtihǕd in the section dealing with Ibn Kathǭrôs works on 

jurisprudence.    
41

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:830.  Ibn Kathǭr refers to óIzz al-Dǭn óAbd al-SalǕm as ñShaykh óAbd al-SalǕm.ò  
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particular, transmitted his Muójam al-shuyȊkh to his son BurhǕn al-Dǭn, al-Mizzǭ and Ibn 

Taymiyya.
42

   

Ibn Kathǭrôs interest in reconciliation between the ShǕfióǭs and anbalǭs is also evident in 

that he includes Ibn anbal within the ShǕfióǭ biographical dictionary.  Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes 

the close relationship between al-ShǕfióǭ and Ibn anbal, highlighting that Ibn anbal studied 

with al-ShǕfióǭ in Baghdad.
43

  Ibn anbal was quoted as saying that ñon every [fiqh] issue on 

which I do not have evidence, I say what al-ShǕfióǭ said.ò
44

  Ibn Kathǭr presents the idea here that 

there are only a handful of issues that separate the two madhhabs and that Ibn anbal frequently 

deferred to al-ShǕfióǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr also mentions the famous quote attributed to al-ShǕfióǭ in 

which he praises Ibn anbalôs knowledge and piety: ñI left Bagdad and I did not leave behind 

anybody more knowledgeable in jurisprudence (afqah), more ascetic (azhad) and more pious 

(awraó) than Ibn anbal.ò
45

  According to this tradition, Ibn anbal was among the greatest 

successors to al-ShǕfióǭ rather than a rival.
46

  Ibn Kathǭr further emphasizes Ibn anbalôs 

devotion to al-ShǕfióǭ by quoting the statement of one of al-ShǕfióǭôs students, asan b. 

Mu ammad al-ZaófarǕnǭ, that ñI did not study a letter with al-ShǕfióǭ except that Amad was 

present, and I did not go to a study circle (majlis) [of al-ShǕfióǭ] except that I found Amad.ò
47

  

The quote gives the impression that Ibn anbal was a close disciple of al-ShǕfióǭ and that 

anbalism was a development of ShǕfióism.     

                                                 
42

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 2:830.  Ibn Kathǭr highly praises Ibn FirkǕ and gives a prayer for him, asking God to have 

mercy upon him, and lighten his grave.  Ibn Kathǭr must have acquired most of the information for this entry from 

Ibn FirkǕôs son BurhǕn al-Dǭn who was one of his primary fiqh teachers. 
43

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:117. 
44

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:117. 
45

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:117. TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ lists this same quote in his ἱabaqǕt; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 

2:27. 
46

 In contrast, the Ashóarǭ TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ mentions a debate where al-ShǕfiᾶǭ defeats Ibn anbal regarding Ibn 

anbalôs contention that the Muslim who abandons prayer is a disbeliever; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 2:61. 
47

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:119. 
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Ibn Kathǭr ends his entry on Ibn anbal by quoting a adǭth
48

 that Ibn Kathǭr studied with 

al-Mizzǭ
49

 in which MǕlik, al-ShǕfióǭ, and Ibn anbal are all in the chain of transmission in 

succession.  The adǭth demonstrates that the majority of eponyms of the Sunnǭ madhhabs were 

students of one another rather than opponents and that they were more interested in narrating 

adǭth than speculation.
50

  

 

 

Al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya 

Ibn Kathǭrôs second major historical work was al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.  While he 

composed the work throughout his life, early parts of the work, such as the section on stories of 

the prophets, may have overlapped with his composition of ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn.
51

  

Henri Laoust considers al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya to be Ibn Kathǭrôs ñmagnum opusò
52

 and ñby far 

                                                 
48

 This adǭth states: ñThe soul of a believer is a bird hanging in a tree of paradise until it is returned to its body on 

the Day of Resurrection.ò  Ibn Kathǭr frequently cites this adǭth throughout his biographical works. In particular, 

Ibn Kathǭr records that he conveyed this adǭth at the ceremony where he replaced al-Dhahabǭ as the chair of the 

Umm Ǖli madrasa.  Ibn Kathǭr may have decided to narrate this adǭth as a sign of unity after the death of the 

controversial al-Dhahabǭ; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:221.  While TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ lists several adǭths which 

contain MǕlik, al-ShǕfióǭ, and Ibn anbal in the isnǕds, he does not list this particular adǭth; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, 

ἱabaqǕt, 2:62. 
49

 Ibn Kathǭr further mentions here ñmay God have mercy on his soulò after al-Mizzǭôs name meaning that al-Mizzǭ 

had died (d. 742/1341) before Ibn Kathǭr had begun writing this early portion of the biographical dictionary.  See 

footnote 13 for a more thorough discussion on dating of the biographical dictionary. 
50

 There are five extant manuscripts of the biographical dictionary found in various locations: Chester Beatty 

Library, Tunis, Princeton, and Morocco; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:10.  The editor of another edition of the ἱabaqǕt, 

Anwar BǕz, identifies another manuscript in Mecca; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn, ed. Anwar BǕz 

(al-ManȊra: DǕr al-WafǕô, 2004), 5. The number and different locations of the manuscripts suggests that Ibn 

Kathǭrôs biographical dictionary was circulated in the pre-modern period and could have been an alternative to TǕj 

al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs pro-Ashóarǭ ἱabaqǕt.  This finding potentially questions the idea that Ashóarism was the only 

established orthodoxy after the 11
th
 century.  Khaled El-Rouayheb, for instance, supports Goldziher against Makdisi 

that Ashóarism became the dominant orthodoxy after the 5
th
/11

th
 century.  See his ñFrom Ibn ajar al-Haytamǭ (d. 

1566) to Khayr al-Dǭn al-AlȊsǭ (d. 1899): Changing Views of Ibn Taymiyya among non- anbalǭ Sunni Scholars,ò 

295.  More work needs to be done on the relationship between Ashóarism and traditionalism from the 11
th
 century 

until modern times.   
51

 Ibn Kathǭr frequently cites his biography of the Prophet (sǭra) and Stories of the Prophets in his Tafsǭr.  

Discussions surrounding the sources of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr will be discussed in the next Chapter.   
52

 Laoust, ñIbn Kathǭr,ò EI
2
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the most important of Ibn Kathǭrôs works.ò
53

  Laoust makes this observation based on the fact 

that al-BidǕya ñis one of the principal historical works of the MamlȊk periodò and its ability to 

influence later historical works such as those by Ibn Hijjǭ (d.816/1413), Ibn QǕǭ Shuhba (d. 

851/1348) and Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ (d. 852/1449).
54

  

The tremendous work spans 14 volumes and covers history from the creation of Adam 

until 773/1371-72.
55

  As Ibn Kathǭr explains in the Introduction,
56

 he wanted to write universal 

history that would cover creation, the lives of the prophets, the era of the Prophet Muammad,
57

 

the important events of Islamic history and Islamic eschatology.  He points out that his history 

will rely on the six canonical adǭth collections and ñtransmitted reports that are acceptable to 

the scholars who are the heirs of the prophets.ò
58

  Ibn Kathǭrôs training as a adǭth scholar is 

evident throughout the work as he sorts through traditions, selecting reports which he finds 

authentic and consistent with his traditionalist view of history.  

Similar to ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn, Ibn Kathǭr builds upon other traditionalist 

scholarsô works
59

 but reformulates their writings to fit his theology and presentation style.  For 

instance, when writing on the MamlȊk period, Ibn Kathǭr incorporates the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist 

                                                 
53

 Laoust,ñIbn Kathǭr,ò EI
2
. 

54
 Laoust also mentions that Ibn ajar ñcontinuedò many of Ibn Kathǭrôs works such as his commentary on ἧaỠǭỠ al-

BukhǕrǭ and his universal history; Laoust ñIbn Kathǭr,ò EI
2
.   

55
 Modern editions of al-BidǕya end in the year 767/1366 but Ibn ajar writes that his historical work InbǕԁ al-

ghumr is a dhayl to al-BidǕya and it starts in the year 773/1371; Ibn ajar al-ᾶAsqalǕnǭ, InbǕԁ al-ghumr bi-anbǕԁ al-

Ԁumr, ed. asan abashǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: [s.n.], 1969), 1:5.  
56

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 1:28. 
57

 Many of Ibn Kathǭrôs famous historical works are taken from al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya such his Stories of the 

Prophets, Characteristics of the Prophet and his Sǭra.    
58

 While Ibn Kathǭr says ñscholarsò here, he most likely means ñadǭth scholarsò since they would be able to 

determine which narrations are acceptable. 
59

 One of the most important traditionalist scholars that Ibn Kathǭr builds off is al- abarǭ (d. 310/923), which will be 

important in our discussion of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr. 
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AbȊ ShǕmaôs TǕrǭkh Dimashq and ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist al-BirzǕlǭôs continuation of it.  Ibn Kathǭr 

considered the last portion of al-BidǕya to be a continuation (dhayl) of al-BirzǕlǭôs work.
60

   

Unlike ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya presents a general 

traditionalist history that goes beyond madhhab affiliation.  Throughout the work, Ibn Kathǭr 

supports adǭth scholars and distances himself from scholastic theologians (mutakallimȊn), 

philosophers,
61

 monist Sufis
62

 and ImǕmǭ and IsmǕóǭlǭ Shióǭs.
63

   

Building on his ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn, Ibn Kathǭr continues to promote a pro-

ijtihǕd ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalism.  In his biography of al-ShǕfiᾶǭ, Ibn Kathǭr presents him as a 

member of the Ahl-Ỡadǭth, favoring traditions from the Prophet over his own opinion or kalǕm.
64

  

Ibn Kathǭr quotes al-ShǕfiᾶǭ declaring, ñIf you [find an] authentic adǭth from the messenger of 

God may peace and blessing be upon him, then take that opinion (qȊlȊ bihi) and leave my 

opinion (qawlǭ).ò  Ibn Kathǭr adds another tradition where al-ShǕfiᾶǭ instructs his students not to 

imitate him (lǕ tuqallidȊnǭ) but rather to follow the sayings of the Prophet.  Ibn Kathǭr then 

moves to attack kalǕm, quoting al-ShǕfiᾶǭ as saying, ñIf people knew that what is in kalǕm [is 

from their] whims then they would run away from it as they run away from a lion.ò
65

  Ibn Kathǭr 

bolsters this statement with a ruling from al-ShǕfiᾶǭ, ñmy judgement on the devotees of kalǕm is 

                                                 
60

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:182.  Ibn Kathǭr continues al-BirzǕlǭôs work after the year 738/1337-1338.  He also 

mentions that he finished using al-BirzǕlǭôs work in the year 751/1350 which means that Ibn Kathǭr frequently wrote 

about MamlȊk Damascus 10-15 years after the event occurred.  For instance, Ibn Kathǭr wrote his biography of Ibn 

Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) after al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) had passed away; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:136. 
61

 Ibn Kathǭr is critical of al-FǕrǕbǭ for holding the unorthodox view that resurrection will be spiritual rather than 

corporeal.  Ibn Kathǭr adds that, ñif he died with that (belief) then the curse of the Lord of all the worlds [be upon 

him].ò  Ibn Kathǭr closes the entry by stating, ñI did not see the adǭth master (ỠǕfiὖ) Ibn óAsǕkir mention him in his 

history because of his rottenness and ugliness.  And God knows bestò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:239.    
62 

For instance, in his biography of Muyǭ al-Dǭn Ibn óArabǭ (d 638/1240), Ibn Kathǭr mentions that Ibn óArabǭôs 

book FuἨuἨ al-hikam has ñmany things that are on their face value (ὖǕhiruhǕ) are clear unbeliefò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-

BidǕya, 14:158.     
63 
Ibn Kathǭr is critical of Fatimid rulers; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:305.  However, Ibn Kathǭr finds ñtruthò in 

Zaydism in that they do not speak ill of AbȊ Bakr and óUmar but he rejects their belief that óAlǭ is superior to the 

first two caliphs; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 9:342.   
64

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10:268.   
65 
Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
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that they should be hit with a palm leaf (jarǭd) and they should be paraded throughout the tribes 

(qabǕóil) and it should be called out against them, óThis is the reward of him who leaves the 

QurôǕn and Sunna and accepts kalǕm over them.ôò
66

  The devotees of kalǕm should not simply 

be avoided, but rather they should be publicly disciplined because they prioritize their reason 

over the original sources.   

Ibn Kathǭr transitions to demonstrate al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs preference for the specialists of adǭth 

by quoting several statements ascribed to al-ShǕfiᾶǭ from his student, the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist al-

Buwayǭ (d. 231/846).
67

  Al -ShǕfiᾶǭ is quoted as saying, ñStick with the companions of adǭth, 

because they are the people who are the most correct.ò
68

  This is in contrast to the devotees of 

kalǕm who are misguided.  Another statement of al-ShǕfiᾶǭ compares the adǭth scholars to the 

Prophetôs Companions: ñIf you see a man from the companions of adǭth it is as if you have seen 

a man from the Companions of the Prophet.ò
69

  The adǭth scholars relay and preserve traditions 

from the Prophet just as the Companions did.  Al-ShǕfiᾶǭ is even quoted as preferring adǭth 

scholars over jurists, ñmay God reward them (companions of adǭth), they have preserved for us 

the source (adǭth), so they are (more) virtuous than us.ò
70

  Here the adǭth scholars take 

preference over the jurists because of their noble tasks of preserving the teachings of the Prophet.  

Ibn Kathǭr sums up al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs position on kalǕm through several lines of al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs own 

poetry:  

ñAll the sciences except the QurôǕn are a preoccupation,  

 except adǭth and fiqh in religion,  

                                                 
66

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.  Ibn Taymiyya also cites this quotation from al-ShǕfióǭ; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ, 

5:119.  The fact that Ibn Kathǭr and Ibn Taymiyya both cite similar quotations from al-ShǕfióǭ demonstrates that 

traditionalists had common historical reference points.    
67

 See Ahmed El-Shamsy, ñThe First ShǕfióǭ: The Traditionalist Legal Thought of AbȊ YaóqȊb al-Buwayǭ (d. 

231/846),ò Islamic Law and Society 14, no. 3 (2007): 301-341.  
68

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
69

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
70

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
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The science that does not have óhe narrated to us,ô  

and similar [sayings] to the like, is [simply] whispers from Satan.ò
71

   

 

The line ñhe narrated to us, and similar [sayings] to the likeò refers to the methods of the adǭth 

scholars who deal with narrations.  Islamic sciences that are not based on scripture, such as 

kalǕm, are deemed satanic since they have the potential of leading the believer astray.   

Ibn Kathǭr concludes the section by narrating from al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs senior students that al-

ShǕfiᾶǭ held a traditionalist creed in which he read the QurôǕnic verses and adǭths that discuss 

the attributes of God ñas they were, without asking how (takyǭf), without anthropomorphizing 

God (tashbǭh), without stripping him of his attributes (taóἲǭl), and without distorting the divine 

texts (taỠrǭf).ò
72

  Unlike the ShǕfióǭ Ashóarǭs, Ibn Kathǭr did not believe that al-ShǕfiᾶǭ would 

have condoned kalǕm and engage in taôwǭl of scripture.
73

   

Similar to his ἱabaqǕt, Ibn Kathǭr emphasizes the close relationship between al-ShǕfióǭ 

and Ibn anbal.  After discussing Ibn anbalôs heroics in the miỠna, Ibn Kathǭr quotes al-

Bayhaqǭ (d. 458/1066) noting that Ibn anbal studied fiqh with al-ShǕfióǭ and when Ibn anbal 

died among his belongings were both the RisǕla that al-ShǕfiᾶǭ composed in Iraq and the version 

composed in Egypt (risǕlatay al-ShǕfiԀǭ al-qadǭma waôl-jadǭda).
74

  The implication here is that 

Ibn anbalôs interest in al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs fiqh reached the point that he was even aware of the 

developments in al-ShǕfiᾶǭôs thought and that he built off al-ShǕfiᾶǭ rather than opposed him.
 
 

Ibn Kathǭr continues to stress ijtihǕd and traditionalist theology in the post-ShǕfiᾶǭ era.  In 

his entry of Ibn Khuzayma (d. 311/923-4), Ibn Kathǭr stresses that ñhe was among the mujtahidǭn 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
72

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10: 269.   
73

 For a ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ view of al-ShǕfiᾶǭ, see Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, ManǕqib al-ImǕm al-ShǕfiԀǭ, ed. A mad ijǕzǭ 

al-SaqǕ (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyya al-Azhariyya, 1986).  
74

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 10:347.   
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in the religion of Islam.ò
75

  He then goes on to quote from al-ShirǕzǭôs ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfióiyya 

which cites Ibn Khuzayma declaring, ñI did not imitate (uqallid) anyone since I was twenty years 

(old).ò
76

  

Ibn Kathǭr further maintains that kalǕm was incompatible to the Islamic sciences.  Ibn 

Kathǭr notes in his entry of IsmǕóǭl b. Idrǭs al- ǕliqǕnǭ (d. 385/995) that ñhe used to love the 

sharǭóa sciences (óulȊm al-sharóiyya) and hate philosophy and what is similar to it from kalǕm 

and innovative opinions.ò
77

  Here Ibn Kathǭr contrasts the Islamic sciences with the rational ones 

and sees very little difference between philosophy and kalǕm.
78

  Ibn Kathǭr even goes as far in 

stating that kalǕm was not a science.  In his biography of the ShǕfiᾶǭ Ashóarǭ adr al-Dǭn b. al-

Wakǭl (d. 716/1317),
79

 Ibn Kathǭr mentions that adr al-Dǭn had attained a great amount of 

knowledge such as medicine, philosophy, and kalǕm.  Ibn Kathǭr then interjects and states ñand 

[kalǕm] is not a science (óilm).ò
80

 

It is also through al-BidǕya that we can trace the pro-ijtihǕd ShǕfiᾶǭ strain to which Ibn 

Kathǭr belonged.  Ibn Kathǭr studied fiqh with BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ,
81

 the son of the eminent 

Ibn FirkǕ.  Ibn FirkǕ opposed the call for taqlǭd and believed that ijtihǕd could occur within his 

times.  Ibn Kathǭr, for instance, relates that al-BirzǕlǭ reported to him that TǕj al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ 

                                                 
75

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:160. 
76

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:160.  
77

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:338.  
78

 This is different than Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ who sees kalǕm as separate from philosophy.  See the section on Taqǭ 

al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ in Chapter Two.   
79

 For more on Ibn al-Wakǭl see Chapter Two.   
80

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:79.  Ibn Kathǭrôs teacher al-Dhahabǭ also believed that logic was not an Islamic science:   

ñthe benefit of logic is little and its harm disastrous.  It is not one of the sciences of Islam.ò Al-Dhahabǭ goes on to 

instruct a potential student to flee from the science since it is full of jargon, leads to unnecessary disputation and 

does not benefit oneôs hereafter; Mu ammad b. A mad al-Dhahabǭ, BayǕn zaghl al-óilm waôl-ἲalab, ed. Mu ammad 

ZǕhid b. al- asan al-Kawtharǭ (Damascus: al-Qudsǭ, 1928), 24. 
81

 It was said that BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ liked Ibn Kathǭr a great deal and praised him considerably; Ibn ajar al-

ᾶAsqalǕnǭ, InbǕԁ al-ghumr, 1:39. 
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held that the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist AbȊ ShǕma al-Maqdisǭ had reached the level of a mujtahid.
82

  

In his biography of Ibn FirkǕ, Ibn Kathǭr mentions that Ibn FirkǕ and al-Nawawǭ were the 

ñshaykh[s] of the greatest of our shaykhs.ò  Ibn Kathǭr also notes that Ibn FirkǕ studied with Ibn 

óAbd al-SalǕm and taught many of Ibn Kathǭrôs ShǕfióǭ traditionalist teachers, such as al-BirzǕlǭ 

and BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ.
83

   

 

Jurisprudence: 

Ibn Kathǭrôs works on jurisprudence fall outside the trend of taqlǭd that was predominant 

at his time.  As Wael Hallaq explains, ñthe preoccupations of the authors are not with the textual 

attestations from the QurôǕn and the Sunna, but rather with authoritative principles that have 

dominated the school.ò
84

  Hallaq notes that in the ñpost-formative periodò or the era after Ibn al-

alǕ, jurists were not as concerned with ñvindicatingò the legal principles that had derived from 

the original sources but rather building the intellectual foundations of their legal schools.
85

  

However, a look at Ibn Kathǭrôs fiqh works suggests that taqlǭd was not the only legal norm after 

Ibn al- alǕ.  Drawing from his teacher BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ, Ibn Kathǭr was a strong 

proponent of the ShǕfióǭ madhhab but he felt that law must be taught in conjunction with the 

                                                 
82

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:251. 
83

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:325. 
84

 Wael B. Hallaq, Authority, Continuity, and Change in Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2005), 98.  For more on views on ijtihǕd and taqlǭd in his period see Norman Calder, ñAl-Nawawǭôs Typology of 

Muftǭs and Its Significance for a General Theory of Islamic Law,ò Islamic Law and Society 3, no. 2 (1996): 137-164 

and Wael B Hallaq, ñIftǕô and ijtihǕd in Sunni legal Theory: a Developmental Account,ò in Islamic Legal 

Interpretation Muftis and their Fatwas, eds. M. K. Masud, B. Messick, and D. Powers (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1996).   
85

 Hallaq, 103.  Nevertheless, Hallaq argues that ijtihǕd continued throughout Islamic history; Wael Hallaq, ñWas 

the Gate of IjtihǕd Closed?ò International Journal of Middle East Studies 16, no. 1 (March 1984): 3-41; Wael 

Hallaq, ñOn the Origins of the Controversy about the Existence of Mujtahids and the Gate of IjtihǕd,ò 

 Studia Islamica 63, no. 1 (1986), pp. 129-141. 
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original sources and that precedent should not be the dominant element in constructing law.
86

  

Ibn Kathǭr constantly demonstrates how the ShǕfióǭ madhhab has the best understanding of the 

QurôǕn and Sunna.  Yet, Ibn Kathǭr is very willing to abandon the madhhab positions if he feels 

that the QurôǕn and Sunna suggest otherwise.   

   

SharỠ al-Tanbǭh
87

 

Among Ibn Kathǭrôs early works
88

 is his SharỠ al-Tanbǭh, an explanation of the popular 

didactic law text of al-ShǭrǕzǭ (d. 476/1083) that was the mainstay beginning textbook in the 

ShǕfiᾶǭ school at Ibn Kathǭrôs time.
89

   Foregoing a traditional commentary, the SharỠ al-Tanbǭh 

lists evidences from the QurôǕn and Sunna regarding the various authoritative ShǕfióǭ positions 

found in the madhhab and provides a brief commentary.  Ibn Kathǭr explains in the introduction 

that he had been blessed to memorize the Tanbǭh and that ñI saw that the benefit [of the book] is 

not completed without the knowledge of its proof texts.ò
90

  Ibn Kathǭr argues that fiqh rulings 

should be studied along with the evidence on which rulings were based.  Like other didactic fiqh 

works, the Tanbǭh relays the authoritative ShǕfióǭ positions without delving into all of the reasons 

why the ShǕfióǭs had agreed upon the rulings.  Students would frequently memorize the text 

without necessarily knowing how its rulings were constructed.  Ibn Kathǭr believed that the 

                                                 
86

 Ibn Kathǭrôs legal approach is similar to the previous ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist AbȊ ShǕma al-Maqdisǭ.  See Konrad 

Hirschlerk, ñPre-eighteenth-century Traditions of Revivalism: Damascus in the Thirteenth Century,ò Bulletin of 

SOAS 68, no. 2 (2005):195ï214. 
87

 The editor Bahjat YȊsuf amad AbȊ al- ayyib calls this work IrshǕd al-faqǭh ilǕ maórifat adillat al-Tanbǭh based 

on how the work was later known by.  I prefer to call this work SharỠ al-Tanbǭh following what Ibn Kathǭr calls it in 

al-BidǕya; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:137.  While the work does provide evidences, it also gives a brief commentary 

of different aspects of the textbook; Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh ilǕ maórifat adillat al-Tanbǭh, ed. Bahjat YȊsuf 

amad AbȊ al- ayyib (Beirut: Muôassasat al-RisǕla, 1996). 
88

 Ibn ajar mentions that Ibn Kathǭr wrote the work at a young age (allafa fǭ Ἠughǭrihi ); Ibn ajar al-ᾶAsqalǕnǭ, 

InbǕԁ al-ghumr, 39.  
89

 There are many examples of ShǕfióǭ scholars studying the Tanbǭh.  Al-Nawawǭ, for instance, reportedly studied 

and memorized the Tanbǭh in an astonishing four and half months; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:278.  
90

 Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 21.  Ibn Kathǭr most likely studied the al-Tanbǭh with BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ. 
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evidence, particularly adǭth, were essential in understanding the basis of the madhhab.  Ibn 

Kathǭr primarily provides proof texts from the six canonical collections but also draws upon the 

Musnad of Ibn anbal
91

 and the Sunan of al-DǕraqunǭ.
92

      

   Ibn Kathǭrôs opposition to strict taqlǭd becomes apparent in his commentary of the 

famous adǭth of MuóǕdh b. Jabal in which the Prophet asks MuóǕdh before he sets out to Yemen 

on how he will judge.  MuóǕdh replies that he will judge by the QurôǕn.  If the holy Book 

contains no evidence on the issue, then he will judge according to the Prophetôs Sunna, and if 

there is nothing in the Sunna, MuóǕdh states, ñI will do ijtihǕd with my opinion.ò
93

  Ibn Kathǭr 

comments that ñthis adǭth is good and famous.  The imǕms of Islam have depended on it in 

affirming the uἨȊl [al-fiqh principle] of analogy (qiyǕs).ò
94

  But Ibn Kathǭr also derives another 

point from the adǭth: ñIt is not permissible for the judge to imitate other than himself in his 

ruling.ò
95

  Ibn Kathǭr makes this point because MuóǕdh did not say that after the QurôǕn and 

Sunna he will follow the sayings of the other imams; precedent is not one of the criteria that 

MuóǕdh gives as essential for a judge.  Ibn Kathǭr, nevertheless, follows this statement with a 
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 Ibn Kathǭrôs anbalǭ leanings appear in his frequent citations of the Musnad of Ibn anbal.  Ibn Kathǭr defends 

the Musnad from Ibn azmôs claim that the Musnad of AbȊ óAbd al-Ra mǕn al-AndalȊsǭ was superior to that of Ibn 

anbalôs.  Ibn Kathǭr states ñand in [my view] that [opinion] is questionable (naὖar).  The evident is that the Musnad 

of Ibn anbal is superior to the [Musnad of AbȊ óAbd al-Ra mǕn al-AndalȊsǭ] and more comprehensiveò; Ibn 

Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:62.  Ibn Kathǭr also mentions in his ἱabaqǕt that the Musnad of Ibn anbal, ñis among the 

greatest books of Islamò and that he received a license (ijǕza) to teach the entire work; Ibn Kathǭr, ἱabaqǕt, 1:117.  

For more on the Muslim discussion of the authenticity of Ibn anbalôs Musnad of see Jonathan Brown, ñDid the 

Prophet Say It or Not? The Literal, Historical, and Effective Truth of ởadǭths in Early Sunnism,ò Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 129, no. 2 (2009): 281.  For the more on the structure and content of the Musnad see 

Christopher Melchert, AỠmad ibn ởanbal (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006), 39-48. 
92

 Al-DǕraqunǭ lived at the tail end of the formative stage of adǭth scholarship but nevertheless felt that he had the 

ability to critique earlier adǭth collections.  Many traditionists found inspiration in al-DǕraqunǭ in that they too 

sought to critique adǭths found within the authoritative collections and authenticate adǭths found outside of the 

canonical books.  For more on al-DǕraqunǭ and his legacy in modern times see Jonathan Brown, ñCriticism of the 

Proto-ởadǭth Canon: al-DǕraqunǭôs Adjustment of al-BukhǕrǭôs and Muslimôs a ǭs,ò Oxford Journal of Islamic 
Studies 15, no. 1 (2004): 1-37; Brown, ñal-DǕraqunǭ,ò EI

3 
(forthcoming).  Ibn Kathǭr provides a generous biography 

of al-DǕraqunǭ in al-BidǕya and quotes from al- Ǖkim al-NaysǕbȊrǭ that ñal-DǕraqunǭ did not encounter anybody 

like himselfò; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:341. 
93

 Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh, 2:396. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh, 2:396. 
95

 Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh, 2:396. 
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tradition in which óUmar commands one of his judges to ñjudge by the Book (the QurôǕn), then 

the Sunna, then what is agreed upon by the people, and then ijtihǕd.ò
96

  In this last tradition, Ibn 

Kathǭr gives more leeway to judging based on the consensus of previous scholars but not 

necessarily to scholars who are authoritative in a particular madhhab.  Ibn Kathǭr thus believed in 

a madhhab that was not based simply on precedent but rather on the original sources of the 

QurôǕn and Sunna.
97

  

Ibn Kathǭrôs desire for a middle ground between the anbalǭs and ShǕfióǭs is evident in 

his discussion on the permissibility of chess.  anbalǭs prohibited the game while the ShǕfióǭs 

maintained it was permissible.
98

  Ibn Kathǭr takes an intermediate position noting that there are 

no authentic adǭths that forbid the game.  The Prophet could not have commented on the game 

since it was introduced into the Muslim community after his death.  Ibn Kathǭr nevertheless cites 

several traditions from óAlǭ and óǔôisha that either prohibit or disapprove of the game.
99

   

 

                                                 
96 
Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh, 2:396.  

97
 The editor Bahjat YȊsuf amad AbȊ al- ayyib notes that SharỠ al-Tanbǭh was copied in a anbalǭ madrasa 

demonstrating that from an early time many of Ibn Kathǭrôs works were appropriated by anbalǭ scholars.   
98

 In his Tafsǭr, Ibn Kathǭr mentions that óAbd AllǕh b. óUmar saw chess as worse than backgammon and that óAlǭ 

saw it as a type of gambling (maysara).  He then notes that MǕlik, AbȊ Hanǭfa and Ibn anbal prohibited chess 

while al-ShǕfiᾶǭ believed it to be only disliked; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm, 12 vol. (Cairo: Maktabat 

AwlǕd al-Shaykh liôl-TurǕth, 2009), 5:1907.  Ibn Taymiyya condemns chess in his fatǕwǕ and argues that many 

ShǕfióǭs in fact prohibit the game; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ , 32:216-246.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs disdain for chessôs ability 

to engross the believer and take him away from ritual worship led him to take direct action against the game.  On his 

way to afternoon prayer, Ibn Taymiyya reportedly saw a group of people playing chess and could not help himself 

from flipping over their chessboard; AbȊ ᾶAbd AllǕh b. óAbd al-HǕdǭ, al-ԀUqȊd al-durriyya min manǕqib Shaykh al-

IslǕm Ibn Taymiyya, ed. AbȊ Muᾶab alᾶat b. FuᾷǕd al- ulwǕnǭ (Cairo: al-FǕrȊq al- adǭtha), 226.  It was also 

reported that in one of his imprisonments, Ibn Taymiyya transformed the prison cells from that of playing chess and 

backgammon to that of prayer, worship and study; ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 210.  As Christopher Melchert explains, 

traditionalists were antagonistic to chess because it contradicted their view of life being that of seriousness: ñSingle-

minded devotion manifested itself in many ways - for example, in traditionalistsô hostility to chessò; Christopher 

Melchert, ñThe Piety of the adǭth Folk,ò International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 3 (2002): 428.  TǕj 

al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ mentions that his father held the opinion that it is impermissible for a follower of the ShǕfiᾶǭ school 

to play chess with somebody who believed it was prohibited.  In other words, it was not allowed for a ShǕfiᾶǭ to play 

chess with a anbalǭ; TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:258.  TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ also cites his fatherôs opinion on a 

ShǕfiᾶǭ playing chess with somebody who believed it to be prohibited in his compilation of his fatherôs fatǕwǕ; Taqǭ 

al-Dǭn Subkǭ, FatǕwǕ al-Subkǭ, ed. usǕm al-Dǭn Qudsǭ, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Jǭl, 1992), 2:635. 
99
Ibn Kathǭr, IrshǕd al-faqǭh, 2:319.         
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KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr  

The KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr fits into ñAỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth worksò or ñthe laws derived 

from adǭth.ò  As Jonathan Brown explains, ñAỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth worksò were ñbooks that listed 

adǭths regularly used in deriving Islamic law along with their matns and the collections in 

which they are found.  AỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth works also included discussions on the adǭthôs legal 

implication.ò
100

  Early AỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth works were didactic, such as the famous óUmdat al-

aỠkǕm of óAbd al-Ghanǭ al-Maqdisǭ (d. 600/1203), which consists of 500 legal adǭths that are 

found in the ἧaỠǭỠayn.
101

  óUmdat al-aỠkǕm simply lists authoritative adǭths associated with 

various rulings and provides minimal commentary.  In contrast to Maqdisǭôs work, Ibn Kathǭrôs 

KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr fits into the genre of AỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth that were ñreferences and 

teaching tools for Muslim scholars of religious law.ò
102

  The KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr is much 

more comprehensive than traditional AỠkǕm al-Ỡadǭth works, since it lists extensively adǭths 

associated with different rulings, compares them to authoritative positions within the madhhab 

and then presents the authorôs opinion.
103

 

The KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr was written towards the end of Ibn Kathǭrôs career and 

represents a development from his SharỠ al-Tanbǭh.
104

  Unlike the SharỠ al-Tanbǭh, which 
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 Jonathan A.C. Brown, ởadǭth: MuỠammadôs Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld, 

2009), 61.  
101

 Brown, ởadǭth, 61.  
102

 Brown, ởadǭth, 61. 
103

 IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr: al-shǕmil li-kutub al-adhǕn, al-masǕjid, istiqbǕl al-qibla, 

Ἠifat al-ἨalǕt, ed. NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlib (Beirut: DǕr al-NawǕdir, 2010).  There are discussions within the biographical 

literature on whether Ibn Kathǭr finished this work.  The best solution is offered by NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlib, the editor of 

KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, who proposes that Ibn Kathǭr drafted large parts of the work but only finished a complete 

draft (bayyaỈa) of three volumes.  NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlib explains that his view is corroborated by Ibn ajar al-

óAsqalǕnǭôs al-Majmaó al-muôassis, which mentions that only three volumes of KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr ever 

surfaced.  NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlib explains that the third volume is the only surviving manuscript, the one that he edited 

and published; Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, 1:34.  I am inclined to NȊr al-Dǭn Ǖlibôs opinion that Ibn 

Kathǭr never finished KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr as the work is extremely detailed.  Ibn Kathǭr most likely passed 

away before completing such a monumental task.  Other late works, such as JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, are also unfinished.   
104

 We can further determine that KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr is a late work because Ibn Kathǭr mentions ñMay God 

shower al-Mizzǭ with mercyò near the beginning of the text meaning that al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) had already passed 
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presents the proof texts to explain the authoritative ShǕfióǭ position, Ibn Kathǭr now presents the 

evidences first and then discusses how they accord with the authoritative ShǕfióǭ positions.  Ibn 

Kathǭr frequently goes into long discussions analyzing the various adǭths that went into 

constructing a ruling and then compares them to the opinions of al-Nawawǭ, al-RǕfióǭ 

(623/1226)
105

 and even the anbalǭ jurist Ibn QudǕma (d. 620/1223).
106

 Analyzing the sources 

often leads Ibn Kathǭr to the majority ShǕfióǭ position, but at times it leads him to take a minority 

position within the school.  Ibn Kathǭrôs confidence in engaging the primary sources shows that 

he increasingly saw himself as a mujtahid towards the end of his life.    

Ibn Kathǭrôs preference for ijtihǕd and his distaste for taqlǭd appear in his discussion on 

the prayer direction (qibla).  As Ahmed El-Shamsy explains, ñfiqh debates about locating the 

qibla were always loaded with the broader implications of the positions taken for the theoretical 

topics of ijtihǕd and taqlǭd.  Discussions on the qibla often mutated into theoretical arguments 

devoid of any apparent connection to the practical issue at hand.ò
107

  Ibn Kathǭr explains that if a 

trustworthy person (thiqa) relays from substantive knowledge then it is permissible to take from 

their word and pray.  However, if a trustworthy person relays from ijtihǕd then he should not be 

imitated (lam yuqallidhu), since ña mujtahid does not imitate another mujtahid in this 

(determining the prayer direction) or in another [issue of fiqh].ò
108

  Ibn Kathǭr clarifies his 

position by stating that there is consensus that if someone is in the land of Muslims then they 

                                                                                                                                                             
away. The only manuscript of the work mentions that it was copied in 770/1370-71, or towards the end of Ibn 

Kathǭrôs (d. 774/1373) life; Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, 1:49. 
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 Al-RǕfiᾺǭ had a high standing within the ShǕfiᾶǭ school, with al-Nawawǭôs famous legal text MinhǕj al-

ἲǕlibǭn being a compendium of al-RǕfiᾺǭôs al-MuỠarrar; A. Arioli, ñal-RǕfiᾺǭ,ò EI
2
. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr draws heavily from Ibn QudǕma for determining the prayer direction; Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-

kabǭr, 2:246.   
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  Ahmed El-Shamsy, ñRethinking Taqlǭd in the Early ShǕfióǭ School,ò Journal of the American Oriental Society 

128, no. 1 (2008):14.  El-Shamsy continues to explain that the ShǕfióǭ school ñconsisted of the adoption of the 

opinions of the founder and subsequent generations of school members as binding interpretations of the sources, but 

not as sources in themselves. A consistent distinction between school opinions and the sources was maintained, and 

the voluminous works of positive law always argued and defended the former explicitly in terms of the latter.ò 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, 2:221. 
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should pray in the existing prayer niche and not engage in ijtihǕd.  Nonetheless, there is 

disagreement on whether one should use the existing prayer niche but then adjust themselves to 

the right or the left if they feel the qibla is not entirely correct.
109

  Ibn Kathǭr leans towards 

adjustment except if it concerns mosques which great Companions established such as those in 

Kufa, Basra and Damascus.
110

   

Ibn Kathǭrôs presentation of how the prayer direction should be established is symbolic of 

his larger position on ijtihǕd and taqlǭd.  Ibn Kathǭrôs preference for following adǭth is evident 

in his statement that if a reliable person (thiqa)
111

 relays where the prayer direction is then he 

should be followed.  For Ibn Kathǭr, the problem arises when there is no authentic adǭth on a 

particular issue.  In this scenario, Ibn Kathǭr stresses that a mujtahid should perform his own 

ijtihǕd and not engage in taqlǭd of another person.  Ibn Kathǭr implements this principle 

throughout his legal discussions by personally analyzing the sources and then comparing them to 

authoritative opinions within the ShǕfióǭ school.  Ibn Kathǭr felt comfortable in ñadjustingò the 

authoritative ShǕfióǭ opinions or engaging in ijtihǕd within a madhhab if he felt the sources 

pointed otherwise.
112
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 El-Shamsy, 20.  As El-Shamsy further explains, ñthe admission of óslight adjustmentsô through ijtihǕd to the 

otherwise fixed qibla parallels the flexible boundaries that ShǕfióǭ scholars saw themselves as bound by in their 

engagement with the opinions of their school and its founder. The possibility of ijtihǕd remained open, but within 

limits: on topics that had already received treatment by previous scholars (analogous to existing prayer niches), 

ijtihǕd could not be undertaken from scratch, but rather had to take place within the space created by established 

school precedent.  Al-tayǕmun wa-1-tayǕsur is thus a metaphor for ijtihǕd fǭ al-madhhab as practiced by the jurists 

of the established ShǕfióǭ school at least until the seventh/thirteenth century.ò  Ibn Kathǭr was an eighth/fourteenth 

century scholar demonstrating that ijtihǕd within the madhhab did not totally disappear after the seventh/ thirteenth 

century.  See also Hallaq, ñWas the Gate of IjtihǕd Closed.ò       
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 Ibn Kathǭr digresses here into a special paragraph discussing the importance of Damascus.  Ibn Kathǭr highlights 

that great companions, such as Zubayr b. al-óAwwǕm, prayed in Damascene mosques.  Ibn Kathǭr had a special 

affinity towards Damascus since it was the city of his education and career.     
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 Ibn Kathǭr even uses the adǭth narrator grade of thiqa or trustworthy in this discussion.    
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 For a similar development in how fatǕwǕ turned into substantive law see Wael B. Hallaq, ñFrom FatwǕs to FurȊᾺ: 

Growth and Change in Islamic Substantive Law,ò Islamic Law and Society 1, no. 1 (1994): 29-65. 
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Ibn Kathǭrôs position on the prayer direction is not new, but it is unique for his eraôs 

ñpost-formativeò jurists who were expected to follow the authoritative opinions of the madhhab.  

TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ argues in his biography of his father, ñthat it is not permissible for any one 

[in the ShǕfiᾶǭ school] of our time to disagree with [Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ] because that person is a 

master-imǕm (imǕm muἲἲalliô) in deriving [opinions] from [the books of] al-RǕfióǭ, al-Nawawǭ, 

the texts of al-ShǕfióǭ and the sayings of [his] companions.ò
113

  For TǕj al-Dǭn, the ShǕfióǭ 

madhhab was built on the opinions of al-ShǕfióǭ, his Companions, al-RǕfióǭ, al-Nawawǭ, and his 

father Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ.  Since sorting through the writings of the early ShǕfióǭs was a 

challenging task, TǕj al-Dǭn suggested that lower grade ShǕfióǭs follow the opinions of his father 

who was able to reconcile the various opinions of the titans within the ShǕfiᾶǭ school.
114

  It is 

evident in the KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr that Ibn Kathǭr viewed himself as a mujtahid,
115

 one that 

bordered between an independent mujtahid and mujtahid within the ShǕfióǭ madhhab.   Ibn 
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 Ibn Kathǭrôs legal works never became mainstream and were cited sparingly by later figures.  Only one 

incomplete manuscript of KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr survives, dating from Ibn Kathǭrôs lifetime; Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-
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Ibn Kathǭrôs other works, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭrôs recent publication may have to do with the work being 

incomplete and designed for specialists.            
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 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs belief that ShǕfióǭ jurists should engage in taqlǭd of his father is part of the reason why he 

spent much of his time collecting his fatherôs opinions; Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, al-Durar al-kǕmina fǭ aóyǕn al-miôa 
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belief in taqlǭd of his father is further evident in that he cites a didactic poem which contains all of the legal opinions 
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compiled his fatherôs fatǕwǕ; Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, FatǕwǕ al-Subkǭ.     
115

 It is unclear whether TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ viewed Ibn Kathǭr as a mujtahid.  TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ would have most 

likely held that all ShǕfióǭ jurists, including Ibn Kathǭr, should engage in taqlǭd of foundational figures.   
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Kathǭr felt confident in directly engaging the primary sources and did not feel that he had to 

defer to Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ or any other scholar.
116

   

 In terms of Ibn Kathǭrôs desire to seek a middle ground between the ShǕfiᾶǭ and anbalǭ 

schools, Ibn Kathǭr argues that the ritual practices of both the ShǕfióǭ and anbalǭ schools are 

acceptable.  In his discussion on whether the basmala should be recited out loud in an audible 

prayer,  Ibn Kathǭr cites the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist AbȊ ShǕma who argues that one can choose 

between reciting the basmala out load, which is the majority ShǕfióǭ position, or reciting it 

quietly, the majority anbalǭ position.
117

  Ibn Kathǭr argues that both positions can be supported 

by authentic adǭths.
118

    

 

IjtihǕd fǭ ἲalab al-jihǕd
119

 

This short treatise was written towards the end of Ibn Kathǭrôs life
120

 at the request of the 

Damascus governor Sayf al-Dǭn Manjak in order to discuss the ñmerits of manning the military 

outposts (ribǕἲ) on the Syrian frontier.ò
121

  The treatise falls within the context of ñthe events 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-IjtihǕd fǭ ἲalab al-jihǕd, ed. ᾶAbd AllǕh ᾶAbd al-Ra ǭm ᾶUsaylǕn, (Riyadh: DǕr al-LiwǕᾷ, 

1982).  Erik Ohlander translates this work as, ñThe Book of Utmost Exertion in Pursuit of Jihadò; Erik S. Ohlander, 

ñIbn Kathǭr,ò in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography, eds. Joseph E. Lowry and Devin J. Stewart (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2009), 157.  
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 Ohlander, 157.  Ohlander says that ñthere is little doubt that this short treatise represents the final independent 

work produced by Ibn Kathǭr.ò   
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surrounding the sack of the Egyptian port city of Alexandria by the Crusaders in 767/1366.ò
122

  

The governor wanted Ibn Kathǭr to compile QurôǕnic verses, adǭths, and traditions on manning 

the frontier (murǕbaἲa), to encourage people to take up jihǕd and to defend the MamlȊk 

Empire.
123

  The treatise discusses the relevant QurôǕnic verses and adǭths
124

 that commend jihǕd 

and ribǕἲ, outlines the history of the military relationship between Muslims and Christians and 

then commands believers to protect the Empire.  The work nicely demonstrates Ibn Kathǭrôs 

expertise in fiqh, adǭth, history and tafsǭr.   

Similarly to the KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, the treatise focuses on QurôǕnic verses and 

adǭths rather than prominent figures within the madhhabs.  Ibn Kathǭrôs emphasis on the 

original sources is indicative of his methodology in the latter part of his life, when he 

increasingly saw himself as a mujtahid.  It also represents his audience who were primarily 

mujǕhidǭn who may have been more responsive to direct quotations from the QurôǕn and Sunna 

than citations from authoritative figures within the madhhabs.  For instance, when Ibn Kathǭr 

cites adǭths, he only cites the primary narrator rather than the entire chain of transmission, lists 

the most authoritative variant, and engages in minimal adǭth criticism.
125

 The short treatise 

could have been read to a group of soldiers as a source of motivation and inspiration.   
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over a hundred years earlier; Ohlander, 157.  The fact that the Damascus governor requested Ibn Kathǭr to write the 

treatise demonstrates the increasing importance of Ibn Kathǭr towards the end of his life and his influential role in 

Damascene politics.  For on Ibn Kathǭrôs relationship with various Mamluk rulers see Henri Laoust, ñIbn Katir 

Historien,ò Arabica 2, no.1 (1955): 42-88.   
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 Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-IjtihǕd, 61. 
124

 Ibn Kathǭr, KitǕb al-IjtihǕd, 70.  Ibn Kathǭr mentions that he uses weak adǭths in the treatise but that using weak 

adǭths is acceptable in encouraging righteous behavior.   For more on adǭth scholars using weak adǭths to 

promote righteous behavior see Jonathan Brown, ñEven if it is not True Itôs True: Using Unreliable adǭths in Sunni 

Islam,ò Islamic Law and Society 18, no.1 (2011): 1-52.   
125

 The fact that IjtihǕd fǭ ἲalab al-jihǕd engages in minimal adǭth criticism is similar to Ibn Kathǭrôs, Mawlid RasȊl 

AllǕh, ed. alǕ al-Dǭn Munajjid (Beirut: DǕr al-KitǕb al-Jadǭd).  Ibn Kathǭr wrote the work to be read out loud to 

lay audiences.  Ibn Kathǭr does not cite all of the isnǕds of the adǭths that he quotes, something that he does with 

his other works directed at specialists such as his Tafsǭr and JǕmió al-masǕnǭd.  For more on Ibn Kathǭrôs Mawlid see 

Marion Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad: Devotional Piety in Sunni Islam (London: Routledge, 2006), 54. 
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adǭth: 

By the 8
th
/14

th
 centuries, all of the major adǭth collections had been compiled, and 

adǭth scholars turned their attention to making the adǭth corpus more accessible, refining 

adǭth terminology and spreading the science to other fields.  Ibn Kathǭrôs adǭth works fit within 

this trend, focusing on composing abridgements, reference works and adǭth evaluations.
126

  Ibn 

Kathǭrôs adǭth works further attempt to push back against a traditionalist wave that sought to 

limit authentic adǭth to the canonical collections.  Ibn Kathǭr argues that authentic adǭth can be 

found outside of the canonical collections through independent evaluations of the adǭthôs chain 

of transmission (isnǕd) and text (matn).  

 

TuỠfat al-ἲǕlib li-mukhtaἨar Ibn al-ởǕjib
127

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs earliest adǭth work
128

 was most likely the adǭth evaluation (takhrǭj) of the 

popular uἨȊl al-fiqh text MukhtaἨar Ibn al-ởǕjib.
129

  The MukhtaἨar ibn al-ởǕjib was composed 

by the great MǕlikǭ scholar óUthmǕn b. óUmar or Ibn al- Ǖjib (d. 646/1249) who was a colleague 

                                                 
126

 Brown, ởadǭth, 112.  Brown calls this period one of ñconsolidation, commentary, and criticism.ò 
127

 Ibn Kathǭr, TuỠfat al-ἲǕlib bi-maórifat aỠǕdith mukhtaἨar Ibn al-ởǕjib, eds. óAbd al-Ghanǭ b. umayd b. 

Ma mȊd Kubaysǭ (Beirut: DǕr Ibn azm, 1996).  Brown mentions TuỠfa in his Introduction on ởadǭth; Brown, 

ởadǭth, 112.  Ohlander translates this work as, ñThe Studentôs Gift for Knowing the Prophetic Traditions Contained 

in the Compendium of Ibn al- Ǖjibò; Ohlander, 150. 
128

 An early date can be determined since the first surviving manuscript of the work is dated 744/1343-44 by a 

ShǕfióǭ scribe; Ibn Kathǭr, TuỠfa, 59.  We can also tell that the TuỠfa is an early work, as Ibn Kathǭr mentions the 

work in al-BidǕya in his biography of Ibn Ǖjib; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:178.  Other works that were written later 

in Ibn Kathǭrôs career, such as IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth, are not mentioned in al-BidǕya.  The takhrǭj also shows 

signs of a young scholar at work since he constantly refers to al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) and al-Dhahabǭ (d. 748/1348), 

who were most likely alive during the workôs composition; Ibn Kathǭr, TuỠfa; 144,145,178.  The TuỠfa could have 

been one of his earliest works since he discusses the issue of selling female slaves who have borne their master a 

child (umm al-walad) without referring to his early work on the subject Juzô fǭ bayô ummahǕt al-awlǕd, ed. óUmar b. 

SulaymǕn afyǕn (Beirut: Muaôssasat al-RisǕla, 2006); Ibn Kathǭr, TuỠfa, 144.  Ohlander also dates the work as 

early noting, ñIt was compiled fairly early in his careerò; Ohlander, 150.  Ibn Kathǭr most likely studied the text with 

his fiqh teacher BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ who was believed to have written a commentary on the MukhtaἨar; 

Ma mȊd b. óAbd al-Ra mǕn I bahǕnǭ, BayǕn al-MukhtaἨar: wa-huwa sharỠ MukhtaἨar Ibn al-ởǕjib fǭ uἨȊl al-

fiqh, ed. óAlǭ Jumóa Mu ammad, 2 vols. (Cairo: DǕr al-SalǕm, 2004), 1:26. 
129

 MukhtaἨar Ibn ởǕjab was a standard part of many madrasa curriculums; Al-Nuóaymǭ, al-DǕris fǭ tǕrǭkh al-

madǕris, 1:247.  For more on Ibn Ǖjab and the MukhtaἨar see MamȊd b. óAbd al-Ra mǕn I bahǕnǭ, 1:15-25. 
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of the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist óIzz al-Dǭn óAbd al-SalǕm.
130

  Ibn al- Ǖjib and óIzz al-Dǭn óAbd al-

SalǕm both protested the surrender of the Chateau de Beaufort fort to the Crusaders leading to 

their arrest and eventual expulsion from Damascus in 638/1240-41.
131

  In his MukhtaἨar, Ibn 

Ǖjib simply mentions adǭths in relation to its content, transmitter or legal implication.  A 

takhrǭj was an evaluation of the adǭths present in a particular text.  As Jonathan Brown explains, 

With the adǭth canon firmly established, adǭth critics turned their attention away 

from adǭth collections and towards the manner in which other areas of Islamic 

scholarship used adǭth.  In books of takhrǭj, a rash of which appeared during the 

1300s and 1400s, a adǭth scholar took a book from another genre and discussed 

the status of the adǭths it contained.  Since few books outside adǭth collections 

featured isnǕds when they quoted adǭths, takhrǭj books first provided all the 

adǭth collections that provided chains of transmission for a adǭth and then 

discussed its reliability.
132

   

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs takhrǭj gave scholars a reference work to see where a particular adǭth was found in 

authoritative collections, what their complete isnǕd was and their general grade.  Similar to 

SharỠ al-Tanbǭh, the work primarily references adǭths within the six canonical collections.
133

   

The work also represents Ibn Kathǭrôs larger theme that fiqh should be studied in conjunction 

with its proof texts.
134

   

 

Al-Takmǭl fǭ maórifat asmǕô al-thiqǕt waôl-ỈuóafǕô waôl-majǕhǭl 

This important work remains in manuscript form.
135

  The work is an abridgement of al-

Mizzǭôs Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl fǭ asmǕԃal-rijǕl
 136

 and also incorporates many of al-Dhahabǭôs 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:178. 
131

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:158. 
132

 Brown, ởadǭth, 112. 
133

 Later works, such as his Tafsǭr and JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, look at a larger range of collections.   
134

 TuỠfat al-tǕlib li-mukhtaἨar Ibn al-ởǕjib seems to be more popular than Ibn Kathǭrôs other fiqh works.  Ibn ajar 

al-óAsqalǕnǭ cites this text frequently in his own takhrǭj of Ibn al- Ǖjibôs work; Ibn Kathǭr, TuỠfa, 56.  There are also 

two complete extant manuscripts of the takhrǭj compared to a partial one of his KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr; Ibn Kathǭr, 

TuỠfa, 57. 
135

 Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, 1:49.   
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insights.  Ibn Kathǭr constantly refers his readers to the Takmǭl in his BidǕya for more extensive 

biographies of adǭth scholars and narrators.  The work most likely never gained wide readership 

because of more popular abridgements of al-Mizzǭôs Tahdhǭb, such as Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭôs 

Tahdhǭb al-Tahdhǭb.
137

 

 

IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth
138

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs second major adǭth work
139

 is his summary of Ibn al- alǕôs famous 

introduction to adǭth sciences the Muqaddima li-óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth.  Ibn Kathǭr was once again 

drawn to the ShǕfióǭ traditionalist Ibn al- alǕ, with the IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth being his second 

engagement with the scholarôs works.
140

  Ibn Kathǭr presents a faithful summary of Ibn al-

alǕôs Introduction but does make some important amendments to his adǭth methodology.
141

  

Ibn Kathǭr disagrees with Ibn al- alǕ regarding the definition of a ἨaỠǭỠ (authentic) adǭth.
142

  

Ibn al- alǕ argued that, ñIf we find some report in a adǭth notebook that seems to have a ἨaỠǭỠ 

isnǕd but is neither in the ἨaỠǭỠayn nor indicated as ἨaỠǭỠ in a book of the relied-upon, well-

                                                                                                                                                             
136

 JamǕl al-Dǭn YȊsuf al-Mizzǭ, Tahdhǭb al-kamǕl fǭ asmǕԁ al-rijǕl, ed. BashshǕr ᾶAwwǕd MaᾶrȊf (Beirut: 

Muôassasat al-RisǕla, 1984). 
137

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, Tahdhǭb al-tahdhǭb, ed.  Mu afǕ óAbd al-QǕdir óAtǕô (Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 

1994).   
138

 Ibn Kathǭrôs original work is named IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth but the original editor, the Egyptian scholar Amad 

ShǕkir (d. 1958), renamed the book al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth: sharỠ ikhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth in order to give the book a 

rhyming title; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth: sharỠ ikhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth, ed. óAlǭ asan óAlǭ óAbd al- amǭd, 2 

vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-MaóǕrif liôl-Nashr waôl-Tawzǭó, 1996), 1:63. 
139

 IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth was most likely written after his Tafsǭr and much of al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, since he 

does not mention the abridgement in either of the two works.  In his entry on Ibn al- alǕ in al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr 

notes that Ibn al- alǕ ñcomposed many beneficial books in the adǭth sciencesò which alludes to the idea that even 

though Ibn Kathǭr liked Ibn al- alǕôs adǭth works, he did not conceive of writing a summary of his Muqaddima at 

the time; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 13:170.  A later composition is further supported by a surviving manuscript of the 

work signed by Ibn Kathǭr himself that notes that he finished composing the text in 752/1351-2; Ibn Kathǭr, al-

BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth, 1:49.   
140

 Ibn Kathǭrôs first engagement of Ibn al- alǕôs work was ἱabaqǕt al-fuqahǕԁ al-shǕfiԀiyyǭn.  See above. 
141

 This demonstrates the importance of studying commentaries and abridgements since the commentator or abridger 

at times redirects the content of the work.  For more on the importance of studying commentaries see Mohammad 

Fadel, ñIbn ajarôs Hady al-sǕrǭ: A Medieval Interpretation of the Structure of al-BukhǕrǭôs al-JǕmiᾺ 

al- a ǭ: Introduction and Translation,ò Journal of Near Eastern Studies 5, no. 3 (1995): 161-197. 
142

 As we will see, Ibn Kathǭr uses much of the terminology standardized by Ibn al- alǕ throughout his Tafsǭr.   
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known scholars, we do not dare insist that it is authentic.ò
143

  Ibn al- alǕ was thus hesitant to 

declare adǭths not found within authoritative collections as authentic since the era of the great 

canonical adǭths scholars had passed and scribal error could have increased through the passage 

of time.
144

   

Ibn Kathǭr, on the other hand, fit within the scholarly tradition that maintained that there 

were many authentic adǭths that were not found in the canonical adǭth collections.  Through an 

independent evaluation of the adǭthôs matn and isnǕd, scholars could determine the different 

degrees of a adǭthôs authenticity.  Ibn Kathǭr did agree with Ibn al- alǕ that the collection a 

adǭth was found helped determine the adǭthôs authenticity but stressed that the process of 

adǭth criticism should continue.  For instance, in regards to the Musnad of Ibn anbal, Ibn 

Kathǭr argues that there are many adǭths within it that are equal in authenticity to the adǭths 

found in the six canonical collections.
145

  Similarly to his fiqh works, Ibn Kathǭr was inclined to a 

type of ijtihǕd within adǭth scholarship that rejected a strict taqlǭd of previous adǭth 

scholars.
146

    

 

JǕmió al-masǕnǭd
147

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs final major adǭth work
148

 JǕmió al-masǕnǭd fits into a type of ñmega 

collectionò
149

 that makes an effort to capture canonical and non-canonical adǭths into a single 
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 Brown, Canonization, 244. 
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 Brown, Canonization, 244. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth, 1:109. 
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 IkhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth has been incorporated in many modern University Islamic Studies curriculums; 

Mu ammad MuafǕ al-Zu aylǭ, Ibn Kathǭr al-Dimashqǭ: al-hǕfiὖ, al-mufassir, al-muôarrikh, al-faqǭh (Damascus: 

DǕr al-Qalam, 1995), 262. 
147

 Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmió al-masǕnid waôl-sunan al-hǕdǭ li-aqwam sunan, ed. óAbd al-Malik b. óAbd AllǕh Ibn Duhaysh 

(Beirut: DǕr al-Kha r, 1998).   
148

 The editor óAbd al-Malik b. óAbd AllǕh Ibn Duhaysh convincingly argues that the work was most likely one of 

Ibn Kathǭrôs later works since it is incomplete; Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, 1:40.  There are also other aspects of 

the work that allude to a later date.  First, Ibn Kathǭrôs son transmits the manuscript saying, ñI transmit this from my 
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work.   JǕmió al-masǕnid attempts to provide a brief biography of all the Companions
150

 who 

narrated adǭths and then lists the adǭths that they transmitted from the six canonical 

collections, the Musnad of Ibn anbal, AbȊ Bakr al-BazzǕr, AbȊ YaólǕ al-Maw ilǭ, and the al-

Muójam al-kabǭr of al- abarǕnǭ.
151

  In the JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, we see a development from the 

MukhtaἨar Ibn ởǕjib, which primarily deals with the six canonical collections, to a collection 

that incorporates non-canonical adǭth collections.  Ibn Kathǭr never finished the work, probably 

because of its enormous scope and the fact that he began it late in his career.   Like the KitǕb al-

AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, the work did not have a wide circulation; it was incomplete and designed for 

specialists. 

 

Contextualizing Ibn Kathǭrôs works within the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists:  

Ibn Kathǭrôs works clearly fit within the ShǕfióǭs traditionalist contingent of the 

traditionalist movement.  Ibn Kathǭrôs interests in history can be traced back to al-BirzǕlǭ and al-

Dhahabǭ who both wrote major historical works on Damascus and the history of Islam.  Ibn 

Kathǭrôs historical works, nevertheless, differed from these great historians in that his books 

focused more on the history of ShǕfióism.
152

  Ibn Kathǭrôs adǭth works are connected to his 

studies with famous adǭth scholars al-Mizzǭ and al-Dhahabǭ, who wrote standard reference 

                                                                                                                                                             
father, May God have mercy upon him, from his (own) handwritingò; Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmi óal-masǕnǭd, 1:55.  There is 

no other work of Ibn Kathǭr that I have seen that has one of his sons transmit the text suggesting that his sons were 

now older and scholars themselves.  Secondly, in the introduction, Ibn Kathǭr refers his readers to three other of his 

works - his Tafsǭr, KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr, and the Takmǭl; Ibn Kathǭr, JǕmió al-masǕnǭd, 1:60.  These works were 

all written in the middle to the late part of Ibn Kathǭrôs career suggesting that JǕmió al-masǕnǭd was one of his last 

major works.   
149

 Brown, ởadǭth, 59. 
150

 JǕmió al-masǕnǭd lists the Companions in alphabetical order instead of other musnads which cite certain 

Companions first.  For more on musnads see Brown, ởadǭth, 28. 
151

 Ibn Kathǭr uses this group of ten adǭth collections extensively in his Tafsǭr.   
152

 Ibn Kathǭr was the only ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist of his generation to produce a ShǕfiᾶǭ ἱabaqǕt work.  Al-BirzǕlǭ and 

al-Dhahabǭ produced general historical works that were not tied to madhhab affiliation but broader categories such 

as adǭth specialists, Damascene scholars, and Muslim notables.  The fact that Ibn Kathǭr was the only one to 

produce a ShǕfióǭ ἱabaqǕt work suggests that Ibn Kathǭr was more ñShǕfióǭò than the others. 
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works in the science.  Ibn Kathǭr frequently refers to these adǭth masters when he comes upon 

an unclear adǭth or unknown transmitter.  Ibn Kathǭrôs expertise in jurisprudence can be traced 

to his early studies with BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ.  The pro-ijtihǕd ShǕfióǭ madhhab that Ibn 

Kathǭr promotes drew from both BurhǕn al-Dǭn al-FazǕrǭ and his father Ibn FirkǕ.  While Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs influence is apparent, it does not dominate Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual project.  Ibn 

Kathǭr does not write an abridgement (mukhtaἨar), continuation (dhayl), or commentary (sharỠ) 

of any Ibn Taymiyyaôs works.  Furthermore Ibn Taymiyyaôs interests in theology, spirituality 

and anbalǭ fiqh do not appear in Ibn Kathǭrôs writings.     

 

Conclusion: 

A brief survey of Ibn Kathǭrôs major works demonstrates that his intellectual project was 

to promote a pro-ijtihǕd ShǕfióǭ traditionalist madhhab.  In his historical works, Ibn Kathǭr 

sought to emphasize the traditionalist strand within Islamic history and rethink the ShǕfióǭ 

schoolôs historic relationship with Ashóarism.  His jurisprudence works call for ijtihǕd that 

engages both the original sources and the authoritative opinions of the madhhab.  Ibn Kathǭr 

speaks out against taqlǭd yet cites opinions of foundational figures and builds off their views.  In 

the subject of adǭth, Ibn Kathǭr also maintains a type of ijtihǕd which argues that the process of 

adǭth criticism should continue since authentic adǭths were not only found in the canonical 

collections.  Throughout Ibn Kathǭrôs works, the influence of Ibn Taymiyya is present but 

indirect and does not drive Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual project.   Ibn Kathǭrôs major works are more 

in line with the great ShǕfióǭ traditionalists before him than that of the anbalǭ Ibn Taymiyya.
153

     

                                                 
153

 Ohlander makes a similar observation in that Ibn Kathǭr ñseems to have envisioned himself as following in the 

footsteps of a line of great óconservative-leaningô ShǕfióǭs to whom he saw himself as an heir: al-Bayhaqǭ (d. 1066), 

Ibn al- alǕ, al-Nawawǭ (d. 1277) and, of course, his teachers al-Dhahabǭ and al-Mizzǭò; Ohlander, 153. 
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We will now turn to the work that Ibn Taymiyya most likely had the greatest influence 

on, Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr.   
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Chapter IV  

Different Traditionalism s, Contrasting Approaches to the QurôǕn 

The strongest argument for the theory that Ibn Kathǭr was the ñspokespersonò for Ibn 

Taymiyya is that he copies the last two sections of Ibn Taymiyyaôs Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr 

in the introduction to his exegesis.
1
  Ibn Kathǭr himself suggests that his Tafsǭr is an 

implementation of Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic.  Yet, this chapter will argue that Ibn 

Kathǭr was not the spokesperson for Ibn Taymiyya because they both represented two different 

types of traditionalism.
2
  Ibn Taymiyya represented an intellectualized traditionalism which 

sought to argue for the rational basis of the transmitted sources.  Ibn Taymiyya believed that 

reason and revelation were complementary and was influenced by the great anbalǭ authorities 

before him such as QǕǭ AbȊ YaólǕ (d. 458/1066) and Ibn óAqǭl (d. 513/1119) who attempted to 

incorporate rationalism within traditionalism.
3
  Ibn Kathǭr, on the other hand, represented a 

fideist traditionalism that deferred to revelation and preferred not to delve into issues relating to 

                                                 
1
  For a lucid summary of Ibn Taymiyyaôs Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr treatise please see Walid Saleh, ñIbn 

Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics: An Analysis of an Introduction to the Foundations of QurôǕnic 

Exegesis,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University 

Press, 2010), 123-162.  I will be drawing on this article throughout this Chapter.    
2
 Scholars repeatedly emphasize the influence of Ibn Taymiyya on Ibn Kathǭr without highlighting the differences 

between them.  For instance, Richard Curtis states, ñIbn Taymiyah and his óaqǭdah óreligious perspectiveô were 

among the leading if not the most influential components of Ibn Kathǭrôs lifeò; Roy Young Muhammad Mukhtar 

Curtis, ñAuthentic Interpretation of Classical Islamic texts; an Analysis of the Introduction of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr al-

QurôǕn al-aὖǭm,ôò ( PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1989), 1.  Ibrahim Baraka also notes that Ibn Kathǭr follows 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic: ñHis student (talmǭdh) Ibn Kathǭr continued [Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic 

hermeneutic] in his Tafsǭr after (Ibn Taymiyya).  [Ibn Kathǭr] mentions [the QurôǕnic hermeneutic] in his 

introduction and stuck by it (iltazama bihi)ò; Ibrahim Baraka, Ibn Taymiyya wa-juhȊduhu fǭ al-tafsǭr (Beirut: al-

Maktaba al-Islamiyya, 1984), 131.  One of the translators of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr, Mu ammad Mahdǭ Sharǭf, also 

emphasizes Ibn Kathǭr as an extension of Ibn Taymiyya: ñIbn Kathǭr was from among the best disciples of the grand 

ImǕm Ibn Taymiyya.  He stuck to him for a long period, and graduated at his hands.  He used to strive in defense of 

his opinions and verdicts in many casesò; Ibn Kathǭr, The Exegesis of the Grand Holy Quran, trans. Mu ammad 

Mahdǭ Sharǭf, 4 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya), 1:4. 
3
 As George Makdisi says of Ibn óAqǭl, ñAs an intellectualist, he insisted on the use of reason and authority on an 

equal footing, maintaining reasonôs importance in search of the truth, boldly enumerating its rights, in the face of the 

fideism of fellow Traditionalistsò; Ibn ԀAqǭl: Religion and Culture in Classical Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 1997), 259.  Nevertheless, many traditionalists believed that Ibn óAqǭl had gone too far and 

engaged in taôwǭl.  See Ibn QudǕma, al-Radd óalǕ Ibn óAqǭl al-ởanbalǭ, eds. Al-Fa ǭl SulaymǕn Ibn SamǕn, 

 A mad Farǭd al-Mazǭdǭ and Ya yǕ MurǕd (Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 2004). 
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Godôs essence.  Ibn Kathǭr maintained a ñmoral theologyò or ñtheology of praxisò that engaged 

sciences which he believed had influence over righteous conduct rather than kalǕm which he 

thought to be fruitless speculation.  In this regard, Ibn Kathǭr was influenced by the great ShǕfiᾶǭ 

traditionalists such al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341) and Ibn al- alǕ (d. 643/1245).
4
  Ibn Taymiyyaôs and 

Ibn Kathǭrôs different traditionalisms overlap in that they both interpret the QurôǕn on its literal 

and not figurative level but their interpretations and engagement with the exegetical tradition 

differ based on their contrasting intellectual backgrounds.  Thus, while Ibn Kathǭr copies parts of 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs treatise in his Tafsǭr, he interprets it based on the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalist 

intellectual circle that he was a part of.   

 

Tension within the Traditionalist Movement: 

 In her insightful article ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatuhu,ò Caterina Bori keenly notices 

that there was a ñplurality of voicesò within the traditionalist movement that did not lead to 

universal support for Ibn Taymiyya.
5
  Among these differences was the theological debate over 

whether to engage in kalǕm or to focus solely on the transmitted sources.  Ibn Rajab al- anbalǭ 

(d. 795/1392) captures this debate in his biography of Ibn Taymiyya in his Dhayl óalǕ ἱabaqǕt 

al-ởanǕbila.  Ibn Rajab explains that many traditionalists did not approve of Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

forays into kalǕm: ñThere was a group of adǭth scholars and jurist, among the imǕms of adǭth, 

who loved the Shaykh and used to praise him (yuóaὖὖimȊnahu).  But they did not love [his] 

preoccupation with the specialists of kalǕm and philosophy.ò
6
  Ibn Rajab continues to explain 

                                                 
4
 I attempted to demonstrate this in Chapter Three.   

5
 Caterina Bori, ñIbn Taymiyya wa-JamǕóatu-hu: Authority, Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyyaôs Circleò in 

Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 23.   
6
 óAbd al-Ra mǕn b. A mad Ibn Rajab, KitǕb al-Dhayl ԀalǕ ἱabaqǕt al-ỠanǕbila, 2 vols. (Beirut, Lebanon: DǕr al-

Maᾶrifa, 1981), 2:394.  Bori also quotes this passage; Bori, 34.  She translates al-huffǕὖ as ñthe most learned among 

themò but I am inclined to translate the word as ñadǭth scholars.ò   
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that these traditionalist adǭth scholars and jurists preferred that Ibn Taymiyya take the road of 

al-ShǕfióǭ, Amad b. anbal, IsǕq b. RǕhawayh and others who did not engage in the rational 

sciences altogether.   

Ibn Kathǭr fit within the traditionalist group that chose not to engage in kalǕm and 

philosophy but rather focused on the transmitted sources, most notably adǭth.  While Ibn Kathǭr 

is never openly critical of Ibn Taymiyya in his writings, he most likely did not approve of Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs engagement with the rationalist sciences.  Ibn Kathǭr only quotes Ibn Taymiyya in 

law, adǭth and history, but never in theology.  The difference between Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn 

Kathǭrôs traditionalisms becomes clearer when we look more closely at their exegetical writings.    

 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs Contrasting Traditionalism s: 

While scholars have noticed the stark difference between Ibn Taymiyyiaôs and Ibn 

Kathǭrôs exegetical writings,
7
 there has been no work that traces these differences to the two 

exegetesô contrasting traditionalisms.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs engagement with kalǕm and philosophy 

turned many of his engagements with the QurôǕn into theological tracts in which he proves the 

irrationality of his opponents.  Ibn Taymiyya consistently argues that heretical sects are not 

faithful to the QurôǕnic text since they engage in taôwǭl.  In comparison, Ibn Kathǭrôs extensive 

studies in adǭth influenced his QurôǕnic commentary to be one that evaluated (takhrǭj) the 

exegetical tradition before him.  Ibn Kathǭr is not concerned with theological refutations as much 

with presenting authentic traditions that help elucidate the QurôǕn.        

                                                 
7
 For instance, IsmǕᾶǭl SǕlim ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl compares Ibn Kathǭrôs and Ibn Taymiyyaôs exegetical writing and 

expresses admiration for Ibn Kathǭrôs straightforward and concise writing style compared to Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

tangential prose, which discusses random topics and unnecessarily delves into kalǕm.  ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl even goes to the 

point of saying that he fears ñthat it could be said about [Ibn Taymiyyaôs] Tafsǭr what is said about al-RǕzǭôs: óin it is 

everything except tafsǭr.ò  ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl concludes his comparison by stating that Ibn Kathǭr implements Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic better than Ibn Taymiyya does; IsmǕᾶǭl SǕlim ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl, Ibn Kathǭr wa-

manhajuhu fǭ al-Tafsǭr (Cairo: Maktabat al-Malik Fay al al-IslǕmiyya, 1984), 268-276. 
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Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic revolved around his traditionalist belief that the 

literal meaning of the QurôǕn should be the source of theology.  A major theme of Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr is that an exegete has to be correct about the language of 

the QurôǕn (al-dalǭl) and its meaning (al-madlȊl).
8
  Ibn Taymiyya believed that many exegetes 

ñfoistedò their theology on the QurôǕn making it a justification for their views rather than the 

foundation.
9
  In his Muqaddima, Ibn Taymiyya attacks Shǭóǭ, Ȋfǭ and even Sunnǭ QurôǕnic 

interpretations that he did not believe corresponded to the QurôǕnic text.
10

   

 While Ibn Taymiyya affirms the validity of the transmitted sources he nevertheless 

advocated an intellectualized traditionalism which saw reason and tradition as ñcomplimentary.ò  

Ibn Taymiyya believed in a ñrationality based on revelation and tradition,ò
11

 one that sought to 

understand the rational nature of scripture.  In arguing that reason and tradition were 

ñcomplimentary,ò Ibn Taymiyya was debating against the philosophers, Muótazilǭs and 

particularly late Ashóarǭs who at times prioritized reason over revelation.
12

  Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

strong emphasis on rationality is one of the reasons why his exegesis frequently delves into deep 

theological and philosophical discussions.
13

  Ibn Taymiyya repeatedly argues that the 

traditionalist position is rationally superior to those who employ so-called ñrationalò methods.         

                                                 
8
 Saleh, ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 140. 

9
 Saleh, ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 140.   

10
 Among most the ñcolourfulò of these examples is a supposed Shǭóǭ interpretation of verse 2:67 ñGod commands 

you to slaughter a cow,ò which supposedly means to slaughter óǔôisha, the wife of Muammad.  I have not found a 

Shǭóǭ tafsǭr that interprets this verse in this manner.  The interpretation that ñGod commands you to slaughter a cowò 

being that of óǔôisha may have been a rare Shǭóǭ one that Ibn Taymiyya heard orally rather than read.  Nonetheless, 

the interpretation does play a useful Sunni polemical role in accusing Shǭóǭs of wanton taôwǭl; Saleh, ñRise of 

Radical Hermeneutics,ò 141. 
11

 M. Sait Ozervarli, ñThe QurôǕnic Rational Theology of Ibn Taymiyya and his Criticism of the MutakallimȊn,ò in 

Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 84.  Also see, Binyamin Abrahamov, ñIbn Taymiyya on the Agreement of Reason and 

Tradition,ò The Muslim World 82, no. 3-4 (1992):256-72.  
12

 This will be discussed further below. 
13

 Ibn ajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ notes that Ibn Taymiyya had a tremendous amount of knowledge (tawassuó) in both the 

transmitted and rational sciences (al-manqȊl waôl-maóqȊl);  Ibn Hajar al-óAsqalǕnǭ, al-Durar al-kǕmina fǭ aóyǕn al-

miôa al-thǕmina, ed. óAbd al-WǕrith Mu ammad óAlǭ, 4 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 1997), 1:88. 
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Ibn Taymiyyaôs belief that tradition and reason were complementary appears on the onset 

of his Muqaddima where he defines knowledge as ñthat which is truthfully transmitted from an 

infallible [individual] or a statement that can be defended by an accepted [logical] proof.ò
 14  

Knowledge can either be transmitted from a prophet
15

 or deduced through rational deductions.  

As a traditionalist, Ibn Taymiyya consistently affirms the validity of the transmitted sources but 

as an intellectualist he stresses that revelation was rational.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs stress on reason 

continues throughout the treatise as he consistently employs analogies.  For instance, one of the 

major arguments of his Muqaddima is that the QurôǕn should be interpreted through 

understanding, practice and interpretations of the early Muslim community.  The Companions 

had an essential exegetical role since the revelation was explained to them by the Prophet.  To 

support his thesis, Ibn Taymiyya presents the rational argument that it is not possible for 

someone to study medicine or arithmetic without the science being explained to them, so how 

could the words of God not been explained when its meaning is essential to a believerôs religion 

and salvation?
16

  Here Ibn Taymiyya argues against the dominant philological approach which 

holds that the QurôǕn should be interpreted primarily through the Arabic language.
17

    

To further support his belief that the Companionsô opinions and interpretations should be 

a source of exegesis, Ibn Taymiyya contends that the differences between the Companions 

interpretations are one of ñvariation of a themeò rather than that of substance.
18

  The QurôǕnic 

word dhikr, for example, could mean the QurôǕn, divine books or remembering God.
19

  For Ibn 

                                                 
14

 Saleh, ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 127. 
15

 The term maóἨȊm will be discussed further in the next Chapter. 
16

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn Amad b. ᾶAbd al- alǭm Ibn Taymǭyya, Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr, ed. ᾶAdnǕn ZarzȊq (Kuwait: 

DǕr al-QurᾷǕn al-Karǭm, 1972), 37. 
17

 For more on the argument that the QurôǕn should be interpreted primarily through the Arabic language see Saleh, 

ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 
18

 Saleh, ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 133. 
19

 Saleh, ñRise of Radical Hermeneutics,ò 133. 
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Taymiyya, all of these interpretations are correct because they are ñvariations of the same themeò 

of dhikr rather than mutually exclusive.  Ibn Taymiyya gives the logical example ñthat the sound 

mind (al-óaql al-salǭm)ò comprehends (yatafaἲἲan) variety just as it understands that a loaf is a 

type of bread.
20

  Similarly, many of the Companionsô interpretations were variations of QurôǕnic 

words.
21

   Ibn Taymiyya thus rejects Ashóarǭ claims that the Prophet did not explain the QurôǕn 

to the Companions and that their interpretations were not authoritative because they were 

contradictory.
22

      

In contrast, Ibn Kathǭr maintains a fideist traditionalism that held that religious 

knowledge should be based on scripture.  Reason plays a subordinate role to tradition but it 

nonetheless plays a role in analyzing traditions.  Ibn Kathǭrôs fideism is apparent in that he 

spends a far greater time than Ibn Taymiyya in sorting through reports, listing different variants 

and presenting his evaluation.  Even though Ibn Kathǭr was aware of theological and 

philosophical discussions, his ñtheology of the salafò led him largely to ignore theological 

debates undertaken by Ibn Taymiyya.
23

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs fideism appears in his interpretation of verse 7:12, in which God questions 

Satan why he did not prostrate to Adam: ñGod said: óWhat prevented you from bowing down as 

I commanded you?ô and He said, óI am better than him: You created me from fire and him from 

clay.ôò  Regarding Satanôs declaration ñyou created me from fire and him from clay,ò Ibn Kathǭr 

cites two statements from al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr, the first from the famous successor asan al-Barǭ 

                                                 
20

 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 44. 
21

 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 44.  Ibn Taymiyya also presents the adǭth scholarsô rationality that if  a report comes 

from multiple directions and it is evident that the various parties did not conspire, then the report should be accepted 

as certain knowledge; Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 62.   
22

 Didin Syafruddin, ñThe Principles of Ibn Taymiyyaôs QurôǕnic Interpretation,ôò (masterôs thesis, McGill 

University, 1994), 99.  The Ashóarǭ AbȊ Ǖmid al-GhazǕlǭ (d. 505/1111), for instance, notes that Ibn MasóȊdôs and 

Ibn óAbbǕsôs exegetical material did not come from the Prophet but were from their own opinions; AbȊ Ǖmid al-

GhazǕlǭ, IỠyǕԁ ԀulȊm al-dǭn, 4 vols. (Egypt: al-Maktaba al-TijǕriyya al-KubrǕ, [19--]), 1:290. 
23

 For more on the ñtheology of the salafò see the Introduction.   
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(d. 110/728) that Iblǭs ñperformed analogy (qǕsa)ò and he was the first to do so.
 24

 It would have 

been better for Satan to follow Godôs orders rather than to engage in theological speculation.  Ibn 

Kathǭr follows asan al-Barǭôs statement with the remark ñthe isnǕd is authentic,ò
25

 which 

means that Ibn Kathǭr determined that there is an unbroken chain of transmission from al- abarǭ 

to asan al-Barǭ.  Ibn Kathǭr also included the tradition because he believed that text of the 

tradition is theologically sound.  The second tradition is from the Successor Ibn Sǭrǭn (d. 

110/728) in which he explains, ñthe first one to perform analogy (qǕsa) is Iblǭs, the sun and 

moon would not have been worshiped if it was not through analogy (qiyǕs).ò
26

  According to this 

tradition, polytheism is a result of unnecessary use of reason in theological affairs.  Ibn Kathǭr 

once again mentions after the tradition that ñthe isnǕd is authentic.ò
27

  In both instances, Ibn 

Kathǭr voices his belief that qiyǕs had no place in theology by presenting authentic traditions 

from prominent Successors that state that Satan should have simply obeyed Godôs command.    

While Ibn Kathǭr did not go as far as Ibn Taymiyya in asserting that reason was equal to 

that of tradition, he nonetheless employs rational methods in evaluating traditions.  For instance, 

a long standing debate within the tafsǭr tradition was how to evaluate the ñoccasion of 

revelationò (asbǕb al-nuzȊl) literature.  Occasion of revelation traditions helped ñhistoricizeò the 

QurôǕn by providing context to when and why particular verses were revealed.
28

  Yet, the 

traditions were problematic because they did not always reach the standards of adǭth scholars 

such as having incomplete chains of transmission (isnǕd) and containing anachronisms.  They 

                                                 
24

 IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm, 12 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat AwlǕd al-Shaykh li-TurǕth, 

2009), 7:2215. 
25

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:2215. 
26

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:2215. 
27

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:2215. 
28

 Andrew Rippin, ñOccasions of Revelation,ò Encyclopaedia of the QurԃǕn, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Brill, 

2012).  For more on ñOccasions of Revelationò see Andrew Rippin, ñThe Function of asbǕb al-nuzȊl 

in QurôǕnic Exegesis,ò Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 51, (1988):1-20. 
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were further often multiple traditions associated with each verse that were inconsistent to the 

point of being contradictory.
29

       

  Ibn Taymiyya addresses the asbǕb al-nuzȊl in his Muqaddima arguing that they are 

important exegetical source since they provide the context of revelation.  Fitting with his overall 

theory of elevating the position of the early community, Ibn Taymiyya contends that asbǕb al-

nuzȊl reports should be considered at the same level of other adǭth rather than just simply 

ñexegetical traditions.ò
30

  Ibn Taymiyya even cites al-BukhǕrǭ as a scholar who considers asbǕb 

al-nuzȊl reports as ñmusnad traditionsò or those that can be traced back to the Prophet.
31

  In 

terms of the problem of numerous asbǕb al-nuzȊl traditions associated with a QurôǕnic verse, Ibn 

Taymiyya claims that the verses could have been revealed several times for different reasons.  

Verses could have multiple asbǕb al-nuzȊl traditions associated with them, because they were 

revealed in variety of contexts.
32

     

Ibn Kathǭr takes a more critical approach to asbǕb al-nuzȊl traditions and at times rejects 

them based on ñanachronism and logical inconsistency.ò
33

  For example, Ibn Kathǭr takes issue 

with traditions relayed by al- abarǭ and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim al-RǕzǭ (d. 327/938) that the verse 

26:224, ñonly those lost in error follow the poetsò was revealed concerning the poets of the 

An Ǖr such as asan b. ThǕbit and óAbd AllǕh b. al-RawǕa.  In the tradition, the Poets come 

crying to the Prophet because they believed the QurôǕn was chastising them.  The Prophet 

assures them by reciting the last verse of the sȊra, ñExcept those who believe and do righteous 

                                                 
29

 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò134. 
30

 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò135. 
31

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth: sharỠ ikhtiἨǕr óulȊm al-Ỡadǭth, ed. óAlǭ asan óAlǭ óAbd al- amǭd, 2 vols. 

(Riyadh: Maktabat al-MaóǕrif liôl-Nashr waôl-Tawzǭó, 1996), 1:144.  AbȊ Ǖmid al-GhazǕlǭ notes that only some of 

the QurôǕn has ñmusnadò traditions related to them; AbȊ Ǖmid al-GhazǕlǭ, 1:290.  
32

 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò135. 
33

 Jonathan A.C. Brown, ñHow We Know Early adǭth Critics Did Matn Criticism and Why Itôs So Hard to Find,ò 

Islamic Law and Society 15, no. 2 (2008): 183.  Ibn Kathǭr engages in matn criticism throughout his Tafsǭr. 
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deeds.ò  The Prophet Muammad explains that this last verse refers to them.  Ibn Kathǭr agrees 

that these poets are the righteous poets but asks: ñThis sȊra was revealed when the Prophet 

resided in Mecca (Makkiyya) so how could this verseôs reason of revelation be [related to] the 

poets of the AnǕr?ò
34

  Ibn Kathǭr concludes that these traditions are questionable since their 

chains are incomplete and they do not corroborate one another.
35

   

In verse 23:14, Ibn Kathǭr criticizes another of Ibn Abǭ Ǖtimôs traditions in which Zayd 

b. ThǕbit narrates that the Prophet was dictating to him the beginning of verse 23:14, which 

discusses how God created the various stages of the human being.  As he reached the end of the 

verse, the Companion MuóǕdh b. Jabal proclaimed ñGlory be to God, who is the best of 

creators.ò  The Prophet began to laugh, leading MuóǕdh to ask, ñWhat are you laughing about Oh 

Messenger of God?ò  The Prophet responded that what MuóǕdh had uttered was how the verse 

ended.
36

  Ibn Kathǭr first criticizes one of the adǭthôs narrators declaring that he is ñvery weakò 

(Ỉaóǭf jidd
an

).  He then adds that in this tradition there is a severe objection (nakǕra shadǭda), in 

that the sȊra is Makkiyya but that Zayd b. ThǕbit wrote the revelation in Medina and that MuóǕdh 

b. Jabal converted in Medina as well.  For Ibn Kathǭr, this tradition is questionable because of 

anachronisms.  He also may have had a theological objection to a Companion preempting the 

revelation.   

 

Interpreting Godôs Names and Attributes: 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs contrasting traditionalism may be best seen in the 

perennial challenge of interpreting Godôs names and attributes.  Ibn Taymiyya belonged to a 

tradition that affirmed (ithbǕt) the attributes of God believing that figurative interpretations 

                                                 
34

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 8:4382. 
35

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 8:4382. 
36

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:4034. 
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undermine the sharǭóa and lead to heretical theologies.  Ibn Taymiyya critiques a host of sects 

which he believed engaged in unnecessary taôwǭl of Godôs characteristics and in the process 

rejected Godôs true essence.  On the other hand, Ibn Kathǭrôs traditionalism consistently 

preferred to read ñoverò Godôs attributes without engaging in interpretation (imrǕr).  Unlike Ibn 

Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭrôs traditionalism contended that delving into the meaning of Godôs names 

and attributes was pointless speculation and did not warrant oneôs intellectual time.    

Ibn Taymiyyaôs position on the divine attributes stems from his criticism of the dominant 

Ashóarǭ position that did not locate God in a particular location (jiha).
37

  As the famous ShǕfiᾶǭ 

Ashóarǭ Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 606/1209) details in his interpretation of 7:54, it is impossible 

for God to mount his throne because that would entail that He has a body and is thus imperfect 

because He would be subjected to the conditions of time and space.
38

  The idea of God actually 

mounting his throne further led to the charge of anthropomorphism since the action of mounting 

and sitting is similar to those of humans.  Al-RǕzǭôs belief that it was rationally impossible for 

God to be a body led him to declare in his interpretation of verse 20:5 ([God] the Most Merciful, 

established on the throne [al-RaỠmǕn óalǕ al-óarsh istawǕ]): ñthe rule (qǕnȊn) is that it is 

necessary to take every word transmitted in the QurôǕn on its literal value (Ỡaqǭqatuhu) except if 

there is a certain rational indicate (dalǕla óaqliyya qaἲóiyya) that requires a departure from [the 

                                                 
37

 As Racha El Omari describes Ibn Taymiyyaôs intellectual and political environment: ñIbn Taymiyyaôs theological 

opponents included the Muótazilites, the Jahmites and the Twelver Shǭóa, to name but a few, but it was the 

Ashóarites who were his most immediate intellectual and political opponents.  Unlike the Muótazilites, whose 

doctrines represented a threat to Ibn Taymiyya only in so far as they survived among the Twelver Shǭóa, most 

importantly in the works of al- illǭ (d.726 /1325), the Ashóarites were the most vibrant, independent, and influential 

theological school in 13
th
 and 14

th
- century Egypt and Syria.  They included followers of the prominent late 

Ashóarite Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d.606/1209), as well as of the monist Ibn al-óArabǭ (d. 638/1240), and were among 

the members of the tribunal assigned to conduct the Damascus trail.  The most noteworthy of the Ashóarites on this 

tribunal was Najm al-Dǭn Ibn arǕ (d. 723/1323) who studied under MamȊd al-I fahǕnǭ (d. 688/1289), himself a 

student of Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ.  The Ashóarites were not only powerful opponents, but they also made equal claims 

to orthodoxy, namely to being themselves ahl al-sunnaò; Racha el Omari, ñThe óTheology of the Sunnaô and his 

Polemics with the Ashóarites,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 102.   
38

 Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, al-Tafsǭr al-kabǭr, 32 vols. (Cairo: al-Mabaóa al-Bahiyya al-Mi riyya, 1934-62), 14:96. 
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rule].ò
39

  The QurôǕn should be read literally except if there are particular verses that clearly 

contradict reason.
40

  Similar to Ashóarǭs before him, al-RǕzǭ believed that reason was not only an 

important criteria to accept scripture but also to evaluate it.
41

  

Ibn Taymiyya condemns the idea that reason could trump tradition, since it opened a 

dangerous window of taôwǭl in which QurôǕnic verses could be interpreted figuratively if they 

did not accord to oneôs definition of ñreason.ò
42

  The entire sharǭóa, which was based on the 

literal word of the QurôǕn, could potentially be undermined because increasingly more and more 

QurôǕnic verses could be interpreted contrary to their face value.    

Ibn Taymiyya expands on how heretical groups use taôwǭl to circumvent the sharǭóa in 

his al-RisǕla al-tadmariyya.  Ibn Taymiyya lists three groups in relation to how they interpret 

traditions relating to Godôs characteristics and the Day of Resurrection.  The first group is the 

salaf, who affirm both verses concerning resurrection and the characteristics of God while 

maintaining that he is distinct from creation.  The second group is that of ahl al-kalǕm, 

                                                 
39

 Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 22:7.  Nicholas Heer lays out al-RǕzǭôs full argument in his ñthe Priority of Reason in 

the Interpretation of Scripture: Ibn Taymiyyah and the mutakallimȊn,ò in Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of 

James A. Bellamy, ed. Mustansir Mir (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1993).   
40
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Johann Wolfgang Goethe University, 2000), 1:240.  For more on al-RǕzǭôs theological and ethical views see Ayman 

Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006). 
41

 For more on the ñqǕnȊn al-taôwǭlò see AbȊ Ǖmid Muammad b. Mu ammad al-GhazzǕlǭ al- Ȋsǭ, QǕnȊn al-

taԁwǭl, ed. Mu ammad ZǕhid b. al- asan al-Kawtharǭ (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya, 2006). 
42
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presumably the Ashóarǭs, who may affirm verses regarding the afterlife but then deny many of 

Godôs characteristics.
43

  The third group is composed of the philosophers, IsmǕóǭlǭs and others 

who deny both revelation concerning the hereafter and Godôs characteristics.  This last group 

concerns Ibn Taymiyya the most because their method leads to ñesoteric interpretations (taôwǭlǕt 

bǕἲiniyya) which contradict what Muslims know of the [the sharǭóa]ò such as Ỡajj being a travel 

to visit oneôs spiritual master rather than to Mecca.
44

  Yet, while Ibn Taymiyya is primarily 

against this last group, he understood that the Ashóarǭs employed the rational methods of taôwǭl 

and their methods could eventually lead them to deny other verses that set the moral and ethical 

underpinnings of the sharǭóa.
45

  

Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya contended that not locating God in a particular place could be 

exploited by monists Sufis, such as Ibn óArabǭ (d. 638/1240), who claimed that they had united 

with God (ittiỠǕd).
46

  Some of Ibn Taymiyyaôs greatest enemies, such as Shaykh Nar al-

Manbijǭ, were Ibn óArabǭ supporters and had enormous political influence.
47

  Ibn Taymiyya saw 

the danger in monism in that when someone claimed that God was within them, they were 

effectively transferring the authority of the sharǭóa and the scholars who upheld it to themselves.  

As Alexander Knysh summarizes, ñIbn Taymiyya bemoans the spread of the doctrine of 

oneness/monism (waỠda) and unificationism (ittiỠǕd) among his contemporaries, many of 
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 Ibn Taymiyya will ask in other instances why the Ashóarǭs choose to interpret verses relating to the hereafter 

literally and then interpret figuratively many of Godôs names and attributes.   
44

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ fatǕwǕ Shaykh al-IslǕm AỠmad b. ἱaymiyya, ed. ᾶAbd al-Ra mǕn b. Muammad b. QǕsim 

al-ᾶǔimǭ, 37 vols. (Beirut: MaǕbiᾶ DǕr al-ᾶArabiyya, 1977-78), 3:29. 
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 A mad b. óAbd al- alǭm Ibn Taymiyya, al-Tisóǭniyya, ed. Mu ammad b. IbrǕhǭm al-óAglan (Riyadh: Maktabat 

al-MaóǕrif  liôl-Nashr waôl-Tawzǭô, 1999), 1:193. 
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whom, in his view, are deluded by the smoothly speaking Sufi elders who claim to have received 

their knowledge directly from God.ò
48

  Ibn Taymiyya felt that when monist Sufis believed that 

their speech was divine then they would claim that their power was absolute.      

Ibn Taymiyya proposes his own solution to Godôs names and attributes, especially the 

difficult anthropomorphic ones: God does in fact mount his throne but his mounting is distinct 

from anything humans engage in.
49

  To argue his position, Ibn Taymiyya delves into philosophy 

and uses terminology that previous traditionalist did not use.  As Sherman Jackson explains, Ibn 

Taymiyya claimed that Godôs attributes were connotative (mutawǕἲiô) in that they have the 

ability to have ñseveral mutually distinct entities.ò
50

  Thus, God could mount on his throne or 

have a hand but that his mounting on the throne or his hand was not like anything analogous to 

human beings.
51

  Ibn Taymiyyaôs position differed from other traditionalists in that he argued 

that Godôs attributes had ñconcreteò instead of ñabstractò meanings.  God did in fact mount his 

throne or descend but these attributes existed in the believersô mind and did not extend to the 

outside world.
52

  Ibn Taymiyyaôs belief that Godôs attributes were connotative allowed him to 

read literally verses that Ashóarǭs found problematic.
53

  It also allowed Ibn Taymiyya to argue 
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 As Knysh later summarizes, ñIn a word, the crux of Ibn óArabǭôs teaching, as seen by Ibn Taymiyya, lies in its 

failure to distinguish between the Creator and his creatureò; Knysh, 101. 
49

 Ibn Taymiyyaôs interpretation no doubt drew charges of anthropomorphism.  Ibn ajar al-AsqalǕnǭ remarks that 
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50

 I have not seen Ibn Taymiyya use the term mutawǕἲiô in his early theological treatises such as al-Aqǭda al-

wǕἨiἲiyya and al-FatwǕ al-Ỡamawiyya al-kubrǕ.   
51
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Hoover, Ibn Taymiyyaôs Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 47. 
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 Jackson, 55.  Ibn Taymiyya makes this argument in the context of debating Greek logic and the philosophers of 

Aristotle, Plato and Ibn Sǭna; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 5:203.  
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 Ashóarǭs also claimed that they affirm scripture even though they interpreted certain verses figuratively.   
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that God was not only transcendent but immanent.
54

  By claiming that God actually descended 

from his throne (in the mind of the believer), Ibn Taymiyya could argue that God was close and 

accessible to his servant and therefore there was no need to seek intermediaries in the cult of 

saints that was rampant during his time.
55

    

However, even though Ibn Taymiyya advocated for the ñliteralò reading of 

anthropomorphic passages, he also believed that they should be read in their contexts.  In his al-

al-FatwǕ al-Ỡamawiyya al-kubrǕ, Ibn Taymiyya interprets the end of verse 54:4 ñ[God] is with 

you wherever you areò as God being knowledgeable over his servants actions, witnessing them, 

knowing their every deed.
56

  This interpretation fits with the beginning of the verse which 

discusses God creating the universe and knowing what occurs on earth and what descends from 

the sky.
57

  Ibn Taymiyya further narrates that in the 705 AH council
58

 he was asked by the 

Ashóarǭ examiners regarding verses that the salaf read figuratively such as 2:115, ñThe East and 

West belong to God: wherever you turn, there is the face of God (wajh AllǕh).ò
59

  The examiners 

relayed to Ibn Taymiyya that the Successor MujǕhid b. Jabr (d. 104/ 722) and al-ShǕfiᾶǭ 

interpreted ñthe face of Godò as ñthe direction to pray to God (qiblat AllǕh).ò  Ibn Taymiyya 
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 Jackson, 53.  As Jackson further explains, ñFor him (Ibn Taymiyya), right theological belief had at once to 
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agreed with the scholars and added that the ñface of Godò should be read in the context of the 

first part of the verse which discusses direction, the East and the West.
60

         

Ibn Kathǭr, in comparison, maintains a ñmoral theologyò or ñtheology of praxisò that was 

not interested in delving into the debates around Godôs attributes but rather focusing on divine 

responsibilities placed on the believer.  As opposed to Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr simply ñpasses 

overò anthropomorphic verses without engaging in philosophical discussions.  In verse 7:54, 

ñWho created the heavens and the earth in six days, and mounted the throne (istawǕô óalǕ al-

óarsh),ò Ibn Kathǭr begins his commentary by explaining that ñthe people on this issue (maqǕm) 

have many opinions and this is not the place to expand on them.ò
61

 Even though Ibn Kathǭr 

discusses theological material in his Tafsǭr, Ibn Kathǭr did not see his Tafsǭr as a theological 

treatise and seeks to avoid such discussions.  Ibn Kathǭr continues that, in interpreting this verse, 

he chooses to adhere to the theological school of the salaf, one that includes the traditionalists 

MǕlik b. Anas, al-AwzǕóǭ, al-ShǕfióǭ, Amad b. anbal, IsǕq b. RǕhaway and others,
62

 which is 

ñpassing over it (imrǕruhǕ) as it is (kamǕ jǕôat) without asking how (takyǭf), anthropomorphizing 

God (tashbǭh), or stripping Him of his attributes (taóἲǭl).ò
63

  Ibn Kathǭr stresses the importance of 

ñpassing overò (imrǕr) over that of affirmation (ithbǕt) of Ibn Taymiyya.
64

  While Ibn Taymiyya 

stresses affirming the literal meaning of Godôs attributes, Ibn Kathǭr is content with leaving their 

exact meaning to God.  Yet, even though Ibn Kathǭr says that he supports imrǕr, he is 
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 Ibn Kathǭr presents a similar interpretation that the ñface of Godò means the ñdirection to pray to Godò; Ibn 
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nonetheless hesitant to affirm the literal meaning of this verse, which would confine God to the 

throne: ñthe apparent and evident meaning of this verse, according to the anthropomorphist,
65

 is 

denied by God who is not similar to anything of his creation.ò
66

  Ibn Kathǭr backs up his 

argument by citing often quoted section of verse 42:11, ñand there is nothing like Him.ò  While 

Ibn Kathǭr affirms the text, he does not go as far as Ibn Taymiyya in claiming that God sits on his 

throne but his sitting is unlike anything of human beings.  Ibn Kathǭr closes his interpretation by 

situating himself squarely with the traditionalists such as the teacher of al-BukhǕrǭ, Naóǭm al-

ammǕd al-KhuzǕóǭ, who declares:  

whoever likens God to his creation has disbelieved.  And whoever rejects 

(jaỠada) how God has described himself has disbelieved. And whatever God and 

his messenger have described [God with] is not anthropomorphism.  And whoever 

affirms God [in terms of] what has been transmitted from him, of clear verses and 

authentic reports, on the way that they are deemed suitable by Godôs majesty, and 

refuses [to ascribe to] God imperfections - verily he has treaded the path of 

guidance.
67

   

 

Like many of the great adǭth scholars before him, Ibn Kathǭr takes the less controversial path of 

reading over anthropomorphic passages (imrǕr), without delving into their exact meanings.  

Thus, Ibn Kathǭr discusses in a paragraph an issue that Ibn Taymiyya spends tens of pages on 

and takes up in multiple works.
68

      

Ibn Kathǭrôs minimal comments on the divine attributes are thus more in line with a 

ñmoral theologyò or a ñtheology of praxis.ò  As Makdisi explains, ñWhereas the Rationalists 
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concentrated on philosophical theology, kalǕm, the Traditionalists concerned themselves with 

law; and law and legal theory, being normative, were closer to ethics.ò
69

  As discussed in the 

previous chapter, Ibn Kathǭr focuses most of his time on history and law, sciences he believed 

translated into righteous conduct.  Makdisi further elaborates that traditionalism ñshies away 

from speculation about God, considering it manôs fruitless attempt to acquire a knowledge that 

could never be adequate to its object.ò
70

  KalǕm was considered a waste of time since the 

mystery of Godôs essence would never be solved.  Ibn Kathǭrôs traditionalism is thus similar to 

traditionalists before him, such as Ibn QudǕma (d. 620/1223), who in his TaỠrǭm al-naὖar fǭ 

kutub ahl al-kalǕm states, ñWe have no need to know the meaning which God intended by His 

attributes; no course of action is intended by them, nor is there any obligation attached to them, 

except to believe them, and it is possible to believe them without the knowledge of the intended 

sense.  For indeed faith, with ignorance, is sound.ò
71

  Ibn QudǕma stresses that there is no moral 

ñobligationò attached to knowing Godôs essence and faith does not require knowing Godôs 

particulars.
72

  Ibn QudǕma later closes his book with a statement from MǕlik b. Anas, ñAs for 

[speculative] speech (kalǕm) in our religion, I dislike it.  The scholars of our city
73

 continue to 

abhor it, and I do not like speech (kalǕm) except when beneath it is action (óamal).ò
74

  MǕlik, as 
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well as other traditionalists, were not interested in theological speculation but rather law and 

praxis, which were tied to morality and ethics.      

 

Engagement with the Exegetical tradition: 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs different traditionalisms and madhhab affiliations 

influenced how they interacted with the exegetical tradition.
75

  Ibn Taymiyyaôs intellectualized 

traditionalism drove him to be more critical of scholars that practiced kalǕm and engaged in 

taôwǭl.  Ibn Taymiyya frequently refutes rational exegetes for not accepting scripture at face 

value and resorting to figurative interpretations.  In comparison, Ibn Kathǭr has a more moderate 

evaluation of rational exegetes, citing them in his Tafsǭr but also pointing out their flaws.  Ibn 

Kathǭrôs ShǕfiᾶǭ background further made him try to redeem fellows ShǕfiᾶǭ s who he felt 

overindulged in the rational sciences.    

Ibn Taymiyya takes aims at the exegetical tradition used by the dominant Ashóarǭ elite, 

which was more inclined to engage in rational and philological tafsǭr rather than that of adǭth.  

Ibn Taymiyya is critical of the foundational exegete al-Thaólabǭ (d. 427/1035) who, as Walid 

Saleh summarizes, ñwas a man of righteous conduct; unfortunately he collected anything and 

everything that came his way in previous tafsǭr works, just like a nocturnal wood gatherer (ỠǕἲib 

al-layl) unable to distinguish between the good and the bad.ò
76

  For Ibn Taymiyya, al-Thaólabǭôs 

Tafsǭr was problematic because it incorporated traditions that were unsound, especially those in 

relation to virtues of reading particular sȊras.  In terms of al-Thaólabǭôs students, al-WǕidǭ 

(d.469/1076), Ibn Taymiyya notes that he ñwas far more knowledgeable in philology than his 

teacher al-Thaólabǭ, but al-WǕidǭ was less sound in his theological outlook and more unlike the 
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salaf.ò
77

  Similar to his teacher, al-WǕidǭ cites problematic theological material into his Tafsǭr 

making it also unacceptable to traditionalist circles. 

But the harshest evaluation of the philological tafsǭrs goes to the Muótazilǭ al-

Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538/1144), whose al-KashshǕf was a standard work in the Ashóarǭ madrasa 

curriculum.
78

   Ibn Taymiyya believed that al-KashshǕf should be completely avoided because its 

readers would not be able to identify its heretical views.  As Saleh translates, ñSome of these 

exegetes have a nice turn of phrase, and are possessed of eloquence, and they insinuate their 

heretical views in their writing imperceptibly, such that most of the readers are unaware of this.  

An example of this is the author of al-KashshǕf (al-Zamakhsharǭ) and people of his ilk.ò
79

  Ibn 

Taymiyya was concerned that al-Zamakhsharǭôs ñeloquenceò would overtake his readers and 

they would unknowingly start advocating his heretical doctrines.  Ibn Taymiyya was further 

aware that the Ashóarǭs were attracted to Muótazilism, since they also employed rationalist 

methods such as engaging in taôwǭl of ñproblematicò verses.  In a telling section of the 

Muqaddima, Ibn Taymiyya mentions that ña group of ahl-kalǕm,ò by which he means the 

Ashóarǭs, share the basic rational methodology of the Muótazilǭs.  Even though Ibn Taymiyya 

believed that the Ashóarǭs were closer to the Sunna than the Muótazilǭs, he still maintains that 

they share in their heresies because they both foist a particular meaning on the text, a 

methodology which is not consistent with the salaf.
80
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 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ mentions that his father Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ taught al-KashshǕf; ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfiԀiyya al-

kubrǕ, eds. MamȊd Muammad al- anǕǭ and ᾶAbd al-FattǕ Mu ammad al- ilw, 10 vols. (Giza: Hajr, 1992), 

10:198.  Ibn Kathǭr also notes that the chief judge of Damascus between the years 727-729 AH, or the judge who 

supervised Ibn Taymiyyaôs final imprisonments, had a good knowledge (maórifa jayyida) of al-Zamakhsharǭôs al-

KashshǕf; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:145.  
79

 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò 141. 
80

 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 90.  Ibn Taymiyya repeats the idea that the Ashóarǭs are the best Muslim sect 

throughout his writings; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 3:103.  Ibn Taymiyya was thus more moderate than other anbalǭs, 

such as AbȊ Nar al-WǕôilǭ (d. 444/ 1052) who considered Ashóarǭs worse than Muótazilǭs because they claimed to 
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In terms of rationalist tafsǭrs, Ibn Taymiyya presents an entire chapter in his treatise 

attacking tafsǭr biôl-raôy, or interpretation based on personal opinion.  Reading between the lines, 

it can be assumed that Ibn Taymiyya was condemning Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ.  In this chapter, Ibn 

Taymiyya presents a host of traditions
81

 from the Prophet and Companions regarding being wary 

of interpreting the QurôǕn without sound knowledge or the transmitted sources.  Ibn Taymiyya 

was most likely referring to kalǕm theologians, such as al-RǕzǭ, who interpret the QurôǕn based 

on their ñopinionò rather than that of the authoritative sources of the QurôǕn and Sunna.   

Ibn Kathǭr, in contrast, presents a more moderate evaluation of the philological and 

rational exegetes, one that fits his ñpeculiar situationò of a traditionalist within the ShǕfiᾶǭ 

madhhab.  In his entry on al-Thaólabǭ in al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr notes that the fellow ShǕfiᾶǭ was a 

famous mufassir who wrote a ñgigantic tafsǭrò and a book on the Stories of the Prophet.
82

  Ibn 

Kathǭr had a more positive view of al-Thaóabǭôs knowledge of adǭth than Ibn Taymiyya by 

noting that al-Thaólabǭ ñknew a great amount of adǭth (kathǭr al-Ỡadǭth)ò and studied with a 

wide variety of adǭth scholars.
83

  Nevertheless, Ibn Kathǭr quickly adds that ñfound in his works 

are a lot of odd things (gharǕóib).ò
84

 Unfortunately, Ibn Kathǭr does not elaborate but we can 

only assume that he means unreliable adǭth.  Ibn Kathǭr returns to being positive and cites a 

tradition from al- Ǖkimôs History of Nishapur which praises al-Thaólabǭ as a trustworthy 

                                                                                                                                                             
be Sunnis; Jonathan Brown, Canonization of al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim: the Formation and Function of the Sunnǭ 

ởadǭth Canon (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 196-200.      
81

 The traditions in the last two chapters of the Muqaddima contain complete chains of transmissions, something that 

contrasts with the traditions in the first four chapters.  This suggests that the first four chapters could have been 

written while Ibn Taymiyya was in jail where he did not have access to his notes and the last two chapters written 

when he was released.  Another theory is that the two sections were written at different times and then combined 

together by himself, his students or later editors.  Saleh also notes the discrepancy in the first four chapters and the 

last two and argues that the Muqaddima can be divided into two parts; Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò 127.   
82

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:44. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:44.  For more on al-Thaólabǭ and adǭth see Saleh, Formation, 191.  
84

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:44.  Ibn Kathǭr could also be using the term gharǭb in the sense that al-Thaólabǭ cites 

adǭths that are not cited by others.  For more on how the term ñgharǭbò is used in the science of adǭth see Ibn 

Kathǭr, al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth, 2:460. 
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transmitter.
85

  Ibn Kathǭr ends the entry asking God to have mercy upon al-Thaólabǭ and notes 

that many people had positive dreams (manǕmǕt ἨǕliỠa) about him after his death, meaning that 

he was believed to be in paradise.       

Ibn Kathǭr only cites al-Thaólabǭ once in his Tafsǭr when critiquing a adǭth that al-

ThaᾺlabǭ includes in his introduction to sȊra YȊsuf.  The Prophet reportedly says, ñAny Muslim 

that recites sȊra YȊsuf or teaches it to his family, or slaves, then God will make easy for him the 

stupors of death and give him the ability not to envy any Muslim.ò
86

  Ibn Kathǭr rejects the 

tradition explaining that all of the transmissions are weak with some of the narrators unknown or 

known to have a bad reputation (matrȊk).  Thus, while Ibn Kathǭr did not necessarily endorse Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs evaluation of al-Thaólabǭ as a ñnocturnal woodcutter (ỠǕἲib al-layl),ò he would 

nonetheless agree that some of the traditions that al-Thaólabǭ relates in the beginning of sȊras are 

inauthentic.   

Ibn Kathǭr also had a more positive evaluation of al-Thaólabǭôs student, al-WǕidǭ.  In al-

BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr constructs a favorable entry of al-WǕidǭ with quotations from the historian 

Ibn KhallikǕn (d. 681/1282).  Ibn Kathǭr quotes from Ibn KhallikǕn that al-WǕidǭ wrote three 

tafsǭrs: al-Basǭ, al-Wasǭ, and al-Wajǭz.
87

  Ibn Kathǭr does not elaborate on these tafsǭrs which 

most likely means that he did not have much exposure to these works.  After noting that al-

GhazǕlǭ drew from al-WǕidǭ, Ibn Kathǭr lists some of al-WǕidǭôs most famous compositions 

such as his AsbǕb al-nuzȊl and his commentary on Godôs beautiful names.  But, as Ibn Kathǭr 

                                                 
85

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:44.  Despite highlighting al-Thaólabǭôs studies in adǭth, it is important to note that Ibn 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 6:2931. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:125.  For more on al-WǕidǭôs life and major works see Walid Saleh, ñThe Last of the 
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explains, al-WǕidǭ is most famous for his commentary on DǭwǕn al-Mutanabbǭ since ñthere is 

none like it despite the many commentaries on [the DǭwǕn].ò
88

  Ibn Kathǭr ends the entry with 

the quotation that al-WǕidǭôs writings were popular and, ñthat the people have come to 

consensus that [the works] are of good quality (Ỡasan), and that instructors reference [his works] 

in their lessons.ò
89

  Unlike Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr does not add any polemical notes but rather 

focuses on praising al-WǕidǭ.  Similarly to his teacher al-Thaólabǭ, Ibn Kathǭr quotes al-WǕidǭ 

once in his Tafsǭr, noting that ñóAlǭ b. Amad al-WǕidǭ in his famous Tafsǭrò says that al-SalǕ 

al-wusἲǕ is the óishǕô prayer.
90

  Despite praising al-WǕidǭôs Tafsǭr as famous, Ibn Kathǭr does 

not draw from it significantly confirming that his Tafsǭr did not build off al-Thaólabǭôs and al-

WǕidǭôs school of exegesis.
91

   

The most surprising difference between Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr comes in Ibn 

Kathǭrôs use al-Zamakhsharǭ and Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, two of the most popular exegetes in the 

MamlȊk period.   In a brief entry in al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr lists al-Zamakhsharǭôs Tafsǭr first of all 

of his works by mentioning that he was the author of al-KashshǕf and the grammar work MufἨal, 

among other ñbeneficial works.ò
92

  Ibn Kathǭr then remarks that al-Zamaksharǭ had some adǭth 

training, since he ñheard (samióa) adǭths transmitted.ò
93

  But like Ibn Taymiyya, he found al-

KashshǕf problematic because of its Muótazilǭ leanings which are ñexplicit in his Tafsǭr.ò
94
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 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:125.  
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 2:816. 
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 Al-Thaólabǭôs and al-WǕidǭôs ñNishapȊrǭ Schoolò contrasts greatly with the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists.  Al-WǕidǭ, 
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School of Tafsǭr.ò     
92

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 12:125. 
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al-BǕóith al-Ỡathǭth, 1:228 - 46.  
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themselves to al-Zamakhsharǭ.  As Andrew J. Lane explains, ñscholars, then, on the whole seem to have steered a 

middle course when it came to al-Zamakhsharǭ.  They had the highest praise for him as an upright human being and 



 

148 

 

 

Yet, Ibn Kathǭr does not subscribe to Ibn Taymiyyaôs position that al-Zamakhsharǭ 

should be completely avoided because readers would be unaware of his heretical views.  In fact, 

Ibn Kathǭr quotes al-Zamakhsharǭ several times
95

 in relation to QurôǕnic recitations (qirǕôǕt), 

additional exegetical information and Arabic grammar and language.  Ibn Kathǭr, for instance, 

notes that al-Zamakhsharǭ ñmentions in his KashshǕfò that the sȊra al-fǕtiỠa (opening) is also 

named the sȊra of prayer and treasure.
96

 A little later in verse 1:4, Ibn Kathǭr lists al-

Zamaksharǭôs preference for the QurôǕnic reading mulk over that of mǕlik.
97

  In verse 2:37, Ibn 

Kathǭr cites al-Zamakhsharǭ as one of the scholars who held that Satan spoke to Adam and Eve 

from the earth rather than in the Heavens.  Such an interpretation would solve the problem of 

how Satan could have encouraged them to eat from the forbidden tree after he was expelled from 

paradise.
98

   

Nonetheless, Ibn Kathǭr criticizes the Muótazilǭ al-Zamakhsharǭôs use of taôwǭl.  In verse 

2:7, ñGod sealed their hearts and their hearing, and on their eyes is a veil,ò Ibn Kathǭr explains 

that al-Zamakhsharǭ interprets the verse figuratively (taôawwala) because of his Muótazilǭ belief 

that God sealing a personôs heart would prevent him from being able to realize truth.  If God did 

not allow his servants the opportunity to realize the truth, then this would be a violation of justice 

and be reprehensible (qabǭỠ).  Ibn Kathǭr refutes this argument by explaining that sealing the 

                                                                                                                                                             
a scholar.  When it came to his Muótazilisms, most passed over it in silence; the few that did not, tended to be 

mitigated in their evaluation of him although his doctrine was in no way accepted.  Criticism of him was 
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disbelieverôs heart is an appropriate recompense for their disbelief, since they persisted in 

falsehood and intentionally left what was right.  As Ibn Kathǭr declares, ñThis is justice from 

[God], the most high, good (Ỡasan), not reprehensible (qabǭỠ).ò
99

  Thus, similar to Ibn 

Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr is concerned with al-Zamakhsharǭ promoting his heretical Muótazilism in 

his Tafsǭr.  But, nonetheless, Ibn Kathǭr feels al-KashshǕf is valuable enough to reference.
100 

Ibn Kathǭr is also critical of tafsǭr biôl ïraôy quoting in his introduction Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

chapter condemning the practice but avoids censuring the fellow ShǕfiᾶǭ Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ.  In 

his entry in al-BidǕya, Ibn Kathǭr identifies with al-RǕzǭ as an exegete and jurist highlighting that 

he wrote a gigantic (ỠǕfil) tafsǭr and over 200 fiqh works.  Ibn Kathǭr then adds that al-RǕzǭ had 

ñsome odd [opinions] that were not agreed upon and there are ascribed to him things that are 

peculiar (óajǭb).ò
101

  Ibn Kathǭr could be referring to al-RǕzǭôs endless indulgences with kalǕm.  

Nevertheless, Ibn Kathǭr redeems al-RǕzǭ by saying that in his will (waἨiyya) he denied the 

methodology of the theologians and returned to the way of the salaf.  Al-RǕzǭôs repentance is 

captured in several lines of poetry where he admits that the best way of knowledge is that of the 

adǭth scholars: ñI have not benefited in my scholarship my whole life, except when I gather in 

ówhat was said and they said (qǭla wa qǕlȊ).ò  The last line ñWhat is said and they saidò refers to 

the methods of the adǭth scholars who deal with narrations.
102

  Ibn Kathǭr concludes the entry 

with an alleged quote from al-RǕzǭ, ñI have tested the methods of the philosophers and I did not 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 1:143.  The scribe of the Azharǭ manuscript once again drops this quotation from al-
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100
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find it quenching a thirst, nor healing an ailment.ò
103

  Al -RǕzǭ
 
then continues to explain that he 

now affirms (al-ithbǕt) QurôǕnic verses such as 20:5 or the same verse in his Tafsǭr where he 

presents his reason over revelation principle.
104

 

Yet, while Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ represented the opposite spectrum of the al-ShǕfiᾶǭ 

school,
105

 Ibn Kathǭr quotes him multiple times.
106

  Ibn Kathǭr calls Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ a 

religious leader and great scholar (imǕm) and exceedingly knowledgeable (óallǕma) in his 

commentary of verse 2:23, ñIf you have doubts about the revelation We have sent down to Our 

servant then produce a single sȊra like it.ò  Ibn Kathǭr then cites al-RǕzǭ and this verse as part of 

his larger argument that both the long and short chapters are miraculous.
107

  Several verses later 

in 2:41-42, Ibn Kathǭr refers his readers to al-RǕzǭôs Tafsǭr by explaining that previous prophets 

foretold the coming of Muammad: ñAt this point [in his Tafsǭr], Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ lists many 

premonitions of the prophets, may peace be upon them, of the coming of Muammad, may peace 

and blessing be upon him.ò
108

  Ibn Kathǭr also supports al-RǕzǭôs effort to interpret the QurôǕn 

literally.  In his commentary of verse 2:74, ñFor there are rocks from which streams spring out, 

and some from which water comes when they split open, and others which fall down in awe of 

God,ò Ibn Kathǭr sides with the Ashóarǭs al-BǕqillǕnǭ (d. 403/1013) and al-RǕzǭ against the 

figurative interpretation that the last part of the verse ñother [rocks] which fall down in awe of 

Godò relates to snow falling from the sky.  As al-BǕqillǕnǭ and al-RǕzǭ both state, ñThis 
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104
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[interpretation] is departing from the literal meaning of the verse without any evidence.ò
109

  Ibn 

Kathǭr voices his agreement with the Ashóarǭ theologians who prefer the literal meaning of 

QurôǕnic verses to unnecessary taôwǭl.   

Nonetheless, Ibn Kathǭr is critical of al-RǕzǭ for quoting heretical opinions within his 

Tafsǭr.  Ibn Kathǭr disapproves of al-RǕzǭ for citing the idea that worship is more honorable than 

prophecy (al-risǕla) because worship goes from the creation to God (min al-khalq ilǕ al-Ỡaqq) 

and that prophecy goes from God to the creation (min al-Ỡaqq ilǕ al-khalq).
110

  Ibn Kathǭr 

rebuffs the idea that worship could somehow be superior to prophecy stating, ñthis saying is 

incorrect, and its reasoning is also weak, no substances [does this argument hold].ò
111

  Similar to 

Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr believed that exegetes should not simply quote inauthentic adǭths and 

heretical opinions without refuting them.
112

  

 

Traditionalist Exegetes: 

Ibn Taymiyya lists a variety of traditionalist exegetes in his treatise
113

 but only provides a 

positive evaluation of two exegetes who were popular during his time.  Ibn Taymiyya provides a 

lukewarm praise of al-Baghawǭ (d. 516/1122) whose Tafsǭr was an abridgement of al-Thaólabǭôs 

but was able to guard itself from fabricated adǭths and heretical opinions.
114

  The only tafsǭr that 

Ibn Taymiyya endorses is al- abarǭôs (d. 310/923) declaring that it is ñThe most exalted of the 

tafsǭr tradition and the greatest in worth.ò
115

  Yet, over four centuries had elapsed since al-
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abarǭôs time, and Ibn Taymiyya envisioned a more complete tafsǭr that incorporated the 

tremendous development of adǭth studies.
116

    

Ibn Kathǭr similarly does not identify with al-Baghawǭ and provides only a brief 

biography of the ShǕfiᾶǭ mentioning that he was a mufassir, a commentator on the Sunna, and a 

jurist.  Al-Baghawǭ also wrote adǭth works related to al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim and the adǭth 

categories of authentic (ἨaỠǭỠ) and good (Ỡasan).
117

  Al -Baghawǭ fit a similar profile to Ibn 

Kathǭr except that he had a more restrictive adǭth methodology.  In his IkhtiἨǕr al-óulȊm al-

Ỡadǭth, Ibn Kathǭr devotes a chapter to the terminology that al-Baghawǭ uses in defining an 

authentic adǭth.  Ibn Kathǭr explains that al-Baghawǭ advanced a theory that a ἨaỠǭỠ adǭth was 

one that was derived either by al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim.
118

  A Ỡasan adǭth is one found within the 

less canonical collections such as AbȊ DǕwȊd and al-Tirmidhǭ.  In other words, the source of the 

adǭth becomes an instrument to determine its reliability as opposed to its chain of transmission 

(isnǕd).
119

  Al -Baghawǭôs adǭth methodology is thus at odds with Ibn Kathǭrôs which allowed an 

authentic adǭth to be derived through independent evaluations of not only the six canonical 

collections but any of the great sunan collections.  Like al-Baghawǭ, Ibn Kathǭr had great 

reverence for the collections of al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim, often mentioning that a adǭth is agreed 

upon by the two scholars or that it was found in one of the collections.  However, Ibn Kathǭr did 
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authentic section consists only of reports from al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim, while the less reliable óỠisǕnô adǭths come 

from the collection of al-Tirmidhǭ, AbȊ DǕwȊd, al-NasǕôǭ and other respected compilers.  The reader thus relies on 

the source of adǭths to know their reliability.  Those coming from the a ǭayn are considered automatically 

authentic, whereas al-Baghawǭ states that he will alert the reader to any weaknesses in the adǭths in the good 

sectionò; Brown, Canonization, 246.   
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not limit an authentic adǭth to the ἧaỠǭỠayn (al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim) and most likely for this 

reason did not draw heavily from al-Baghawǭôs works.       

Ibn Kathǭr does occasionally cite al-Baghawǭ in his Tafsǭr.
120

  Ibn Kathǭr references al-

Baghawǭ to support his argument that it was Ishmael, not Isaac, who was supposed to be 

slaughtered by Abraham.
121

  Ibn Kathǭr also quotes an opinion from al-Baghawǭ that Satan 

uttered the ñSatanic verses,ò not the Prophet Muammad.
122

 

Ibn Kathǭr had a much stronger connection to al- abarǭ who fit a similar profile to 

himself since he was also a jurist, historian, and adǭth scholar.
123

 Ibn Kathǭr identified with al-

abarǭôs pro-ijtihǕd stances in jurisprudence
124

 and his inclusion of a wide range of traditions 

that were not confined to canonical collections.
125

  Ibn Kathǭr built upon al- abarǭôs 

methodology by evaluating his various traditions, corroborating them with other narrations, and 

critiquing their interpretation.
126

   

Ibn Kathǭrôs identification with al- abarǭ is evident in his generous entry on him in al-

BidǕya.
127

  Ibn Kathǭr exclaims that al- abarǭ wrote a tremendous (ỠǕfil) history and a tafsǭr 

ñwhich has nothing like it.ò
128

  Al - abarǭ further wrote beneficial fiqh works in both the 

                                                 
120

 SaóȊd b. óAbd AllǕh Fanisan notes that al-Baghawǭ is quoted 59 times in Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr; Fanisan, 1:129.       
121

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 9:5101. 
122

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:3998.  I will discuss the Satanic verses and the issue of infallibility (óiἨma) of the Prophets in 

the next Chapter.   
123

 SaóȊd b. óAbd AllǕh Fanisan notes that al- abarǭ is the most quoted exegete in Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr with 2039 

citations; Fanisan, 1:129.  It is my belief that Ibn Kathǭr modeled himself after al- abarǭ by emulating his immense 

contributions to history, tafsǭr and jurisprudence.   
124

 Al- abarǭôs teachings became a basis for a madhhab that does not survive; C.E Bosworth, ñal- abarǭ, AbȊ j╒afar 

Mu ammad b. j╒arǭr b. Yazǭd,ò Encyclopedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. 

Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (Brill, 2011).  
125

 A cursory reading of al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr demonstrates that adǭth collections were not as authoritative or canonical 

as they were in Ibn Kathǭrôs time.  For more on al- abarǭôs adǭth methodology see Brown, Canonization, 145.  
126

 I will speak in more detail on how Ibn Kathǭr engages al- abarǭôs exegesis in the next Chapter.   
127

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:156. 
128

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:156. 
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methodology of deriving law as well as its application.
129

  To emphasize al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr, Ibn 

Kathǭr quotes two statements
130

 from Khaǭb al-BagdǕdǭ (d. 463/1071) that ñit would be worth 

travelling to China just to look at Ibn Jarǭr al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr.ò
131

  The second records that an 

ImǕm AbȊ Bakr b. Khuzayma (d. 311/923) spent years reading the Tafsǭr of al- abarǭ and once 

he finished declared, ñThere is no one on the face of this earth (adǭm al-óarỈ) more 

knowledgeable than Ibn Jarǭr (al- abarǭ).ò
132

  

Ibn Kathǭr then criticizes lay anbalǭs and their ñmobò (raóǕóahum) for wronging al-

abarǭ by accusing him of being a Shǭóǭ and some, out of their ignorance, charging him with 

disbelief (ilỠǕd).
133

  Ibn Kathǭr declares that al- abarǭ is innocent of these accusations and that he 

was one of the ImǕms of Islam, combing knowledge and praxis, and following the QurôǕn and 

Sunna.
134

  Nevertheless, the anbalǭs prevented students from gathering around al- abarǭ and he 

was even buried in his house because they did not allow him to have a proper burial.
135

  The 

anbalǭs believed al- abarǭ to be a Shǭóǭ since he allegedly adopted several Shǭóǭ juridical 

positions, such as wiping the feet in ablution (wuỈȊô) instead of washing them.
 136

  Ibn Kathǭr 

vigorously defends al- abarǭ by stating that ñthose that have looked over his words in his Tafsǭr 

know that he requires washing the feet.ò
137

  Ibn Kathǭr explains that al- abarǭ requires one to 

wash his feet by rubbing it (dalk) but instead of using word for rubbing (dalk) he used the word 

                                                 
129

 Ibn Kathǭr does not include al- abarǭ in his biographical dictionary of ShǕfiᾶǭ jurists, but it is clear that he 

identifies with him tremendously within his Tafsǭr and al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya.    
130

 This quote is from the jurist AbȊ Ǖmid Amad b. Abǭ Ǖhir al-IsfarǕyǭnǭ. 
131

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:156. 
132

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:157.  These traditions on al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr are found in AbȊ Bakr A mad b. ᾶAlǭ al-

Khaǭb al-BaghdǕdǭ, TǕrǭkh BaghdǕd aw Madǭnat al-salǕm, 14 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-KhǕnjǭ, 1931), 2:163-64. 
133

 For more on the early anbalǭ stance towards al- abarǭ see Christopher Melchert, ñThe Adversaries of Ahmad b. 

Hanbal,ò Arabica 44, no. 2 (1997): 246-47. 
134

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:158. 
135

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:158. 
136

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:158.  Accusing Shǭóǭs of not washing their feet in ablution was a common Sunni 

polemic.  Ibn Taymiyya discusses this same issue in his refutation on Shióism MinhǕj al-sunna al-nabawiyya, ed. 

Mu ammad RashǕd SǕlim, 9 vols. (Riyadh: JǕmióat al-ImǕm Mu ammad b. SaóȊd al-IslǕmiyya, 1986), 4:170. 
137

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:158. 
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ñmasỠò which also connotes wiping: ñmany people did not understand what he intended and 

those who did understand transmitted from him that he requires washing with wiping (masỠ), 

which is rubbing (dalk).ò
138

  Ibn Kathǭr continues his defense of al- abarǭ in his Tafsǭr of verse 

5:6 by stating that those who did not reflect on his words misunderstood his position and ñthis 

issue confused [al- abarǭôs detractors] but [al- abarǭ] is excused.ò
139

  

Ibn Kathǭrôs strong defense of al- abarǭ is related to the fact that al- abarǭ is the most 

quoted exegete in Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr.  The frequency that Ibn Kathǭr cites al- abarǭ has led 

many scholars to view his Tafsǭr as a adǭth evaluation (takhrǭj) of al- abarǭ
140

 or as Saleh says 

ñturning al- abarǭ into a figure of the salaf.ò
141

  Much of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr is a takhrǭj with his 

methodology similar to his other takhrǭj works such as TuỠfat al-ἲǕlib li-muktaἨar ibn al-

ởǕjib.
142

 Yet, as we will see, Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr is closer to al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya in that it 

builds off previous works but also adds a great degree of originality.
143

     

 

 

 

                                                 
138

 Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 11:158.  What is fascinating here is that Ibn Kathǭr cites al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr to clarify one of 

al- abarǭôs legal positions.  For many medieval exegetes, tafsǭr was not understood simply as literature but also as 

law.  The most famous example of how tafsǭr and law overlap is that of al-QurȊbǭôs al-JǕmiԀ li-aỠkǕm al-QurԁǕn.  

While Ibn Kathǭr conceived of tafsǭr as a separate discipline from law, as shown in his frequent referral of his 

readers to his KitǕb al-AỠkǕm al-kabǭr when legal discussion become complex, he nevertheless conceptually viewed 

tafsǭr and law as overlapping.   
139

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 5:1709.  The accusation of being a Shǭóǭ was a serious charge within MamlȊk society since it 

was associated with the invading Mongols.  Ibn Kathǭr records in al-BidǕya that a man was executed in the year 

744/1343 for making pro-Shǭóǭ statements, such as accusing AbȊ Bakr and óUmar of disbelief, slandering the wives 

of the Prophet óǔôisha and af a, and believing that the Angel Gabriel should have been sent to óAlǭ instead of 

Mu ammad; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 14:208. 
140

 I believe the popularity of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr may have led to the idea that al- abarǭôs Tafsǭr was historically the 

most important QurôǕnic exegesis.  With the proliferation of Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr, scholars may have noticed how 

often Ibn Kathǭr quotes al- abarǭ and then assumed that al- abarǭ played a central role in the development of 

QurôǕnic exegesis.  For more on questioning the historic role of al- abarǭ see Saleh, Formation.  
141

 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò 153. 
142

 I speak about TuỠfat in Chapter Three.   
143

 Ibn Kathǭr wrote his Tafsǭr and al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya around the same time.   
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Conclusion: 

 Ibn Kathǭr cannot be described as the ñspokespersonò for Ibn Taymiyya because they 

each represented different forms of traditionalism.  Ibn Taymiyya believed in an intellectualized 

traditionalism which saw reason and revelation as ñcomplimentaryò and sought to prove the 

rationality of scripture.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs elevated view of reason led him into intense theological 

debates with various Islamic sects, especially that of the dominant Ashóarǭs.  Ibn Taymiyya 

criticized the Ashóarǭs for not affirming verses of God mounting his throne because of their 

rational concerns that God could not be a body.  Ibn Taymiyya held that not locating God within 

the heavens made it challenging for the believer to connect with God and allowed for the spread 

of monist Sufism and antinomianism.  Rather, Ibn Taymiyya argued that God did in fact mount 

his throne or had hands, but that these characteristics were not comparable to that of human 

beings.  In this way, Ibn Taymiyya felt that he was able to affirm the QurôǕnic text while 

avoiding charges of anthropomorphism.  Ibn Kathǭr, in contrast, represented a fideist 

traditionalism that deferred to revelation and drew from the great ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists before 

him.  Ibn Kathǭr upheld a ñmoral theologyò that deferred issues relating to Godôs essence and 

sought to focus on sciences that he believed had concrete effect on human action.   Ibn Kathǭrôs 

fiediesm led him to avoid speculative theology and focus on traditions which he believed had 

tangible implications for the believer.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs contrasting 

traditionalisms appear in their different engagements with the exegetical tradition.  While Ibn 

Taymiyya criticizes the exegesis of the Ashóarǭ elite, especially that of al-Zamaksharǭ and Fakr 

al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, Ibn Kathǭr incorporates them within his Tafsǭr.  Both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn 

Kathǭr endorse al- abarǭ, but Ibn Kathǭrôs identification with al- abarǭ is far greater because he 

was also a historian, exegete and jurist.   
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The differences between Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic becomes 

clearer when we look more closely at their exegetical writings.   
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Chapter V 

 

Jonah: A Sinless, Repentant or Obedient Prophet? 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs contrasting QurôǕnic hermeneutic and exegesis. 

  

Scholars frequently do not differentiate between Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic 

hermeneutic and exegetical writings.  In his influential article ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr,ò 

Norman Calder contends that Ibn Kathǭr acquires his ófundamentalismô from his teacher Ibn 

Taymiyya.
1
  Calder thus describes the prevailing view that Ibn Taymiyya was the teacher and 

original thinker and Ibn Kathǭr the student and implementer.  This chapter will argue that Ibn 

Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs hermeneutic and exegetical writings are in fact distinct from each 

other, constituting two different responses to the great exegete Ashóarǭ Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 

606/1209).  Ibn Taymiyyaôs hermeneutic and exegesis were based on his intellectualized 

traditionalism that sought to refute what he considered heretical ideologies, in particular the 

dominant Ashóarism represented by al-RǕzǭ.  In contrast, Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic and 

exegesis built on the traditionalist exegetes before him, such as al- abarǭ (d. 310/923), and 

functioned by marginalizing rationalist commentaries such as al-RǕzǭôs.      

                                                 
1
 Calder also says that Ibn Kathǭr ñwas an expert on adǭth and a disciple of Ibn Taymiyya ï together adequate 

symbols of his intellectual affiliationò; Norman Calder, ñTafsǭr from abarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr: problems in the 

description of a genre, illustrated with reference to the story of Abraham,ò Approaches to the QurôǕn, ed. G.R. 

Hawting and A.A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993): 121, 124. 
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Differentiating between Hermeneutic and Exegesis:
2
 

Both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr argue that the best way to interpret the QurôǕn is 

through the QurôǕn itself, and then through the traditions associated with the Prophet, the 

Companions, and the Successors.
3
  Ibn Taymiyya outlines this approach towards the end of his 

Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr, and Ibn Kathǭr copies these chapters into the introduction to his 

exegesis.  Yet, one must be careful in assuming that both of the scholars actually followed this 

hermeneutic in their Tafsǭrs.  As Walid Saleh observes, there is at times a ñdissonanceò between 

the aims laid out in the introduction and the actual exegesis that the exegete produce.  Speaking 

about al-Thaólabǭ (d. 427/1035), Saleh explains,  

The reason to this dissonance lies in the inescapability of the Islamic exegetical 

tradition.  Original and innovative as his works are, al-Thaólabǭ was confined by 

the heavy weight of the previous exegetical corpus which all exegetes were bound 

to revere and follow.  Thus the aims announced in the introduction, ambitious and 

audacious though they are, are tempered by the already-established course of the 

tradition.
4
    

 

Similar statements could be made about Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr.  Regardless of what they 

state as their hermeneutic, they both had to engage the exegetical tradition that they inherited.
5
  

Thus, to understand their QurôǕnic hermeneutics better, we need to take a closer look at Ibn 

                                                 
2
 Jame Dammen McAuliffe defines exegesis and hermeneutic: ñThe practice of interpretation was equated with what 

we now term óexegesisô, while the term óhermeneuticsô was used to denote the aims and criteria of that practiceò; 

Jame Dammen McAuliffe, ñQurôǕnic Hermeneutics: The Views of al- abarǭ and Ibn Kathǭr,ò Approaches to the 

History of the Interpretation of the QurԁǕn, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York, 1988):47.   
3
 This approach has been detailed by Walid Saleh, ñIbn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics: An 

Analysis of an Introduction to the Foundations of QurôǕnic Exegesis,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yossef 

Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 123-162.  Also, see Jame Dammen 

McAuliffe , ñQurôǕnic Hermeneutics: The Views of al- abarǭ and Ibn Kathǭr,ò 46-62. 
4
 Walid Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsǭr Tradition: the QurԁǕn Commentary of al-ThaԀlabǭ (d. 

427/1035) (Boston: Brill, 2004), 77. 
5
 Saleh further explains that if scholars did not engage the tradition, then their work was ñdiscardedò:  

ñModifications and innovations could only succeed if they permitted a sense of continuity and harmony with the old 

way of doing exegesis.  One could not afford to completely break away from the tradition totally, for the tradition 

would have certainly retaliated.  To those adventurous scholars who did depart from the tradition, like the author of 

the British Library manuscript Or. 8049, the punishment came swiftly.  Their work was simply discardedò; Saleh, 

Formation, 101.   
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Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs exegetical writings in order ñdeduceò the rules implicit in their 

approach.
6
      

 

Defining Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic Hermeneutic:  

Ibn Taymiyyaôs hermeneutic was to defend his intellectualized traditionalism from what 

he perceived as deviant ideologies, particularly that of the dominant Ashóarism represented by 

Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ.
7
  Yet, many QurôǕnic scholars notice that Ibn Taymiyyaôs exegetical 

writing resembles al-RǕzǭôs, both in terms of style and content.
8
  Saleh, for instance, observes 

that ñIbn Taymiyyaôs approach can only be compared to the master whom he rarely mentions, al-

RǕzǭ.ò
9
  Such a comparison is apt because even as Ibn Taymiyya refutes al-RǕzǭ in many of his 

works, he adopts much of his kalǕm terminology and writing style.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs exegetical 

writing is full of logical proofs and analogies and resembles more the writing of a theologian 

than a adǭth scholar.  Many of Ibn Taymiyyaôs works are polemical and his exegetical writings 

carried out similar aims.
10

 Thus, Ibn Taymiyyaôs call to interpret the QurôǕn through the salaf, 

                                                 
6
 Saleh further expands on the importance of comparing a scholarôs hermeneutic with his actual Tafsǭr.  Speaking 

once again about al-Thaólabǭ, ñMoreover a theory of interpretation with no textual corollary, which al-Thaólabǭ 

presented in his introduction, is impossible to assess.  He never gives an example of how he intends to interpret a 

given verse.  The converse is also true in the body of his commentary.  He never explains how his theory is directing 

any particular explanation he is offering.  Thus we are left to deduce the rules that are implicit in his approachò; 

Saleh, Formation, 102.     
7
 In the 705 AH council set up to evaluate Ibn Taymiyyaôs creed, one of the chief Ashóarǭ examiners references 

Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ; AbȊ ᾶAbd AllǕh b. óAbd al-HǕdǭ, al-ԀUqȊd al-durriyya min manǕqib Shaykh al-IslǕm Ibn 

Taymiyya, ed. AbȊ Muᾶab alᾶat b. FuᾷǕd al- ulwǕnǭ (Cairo: al-FǕrȊq al- adǭtha), 189.  For more on the council 

see Chapter One and Two.   
8
 ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl even goes to the point of saying that he fears ñthat it could be said about [Ibn Taymiyyaôs] Tafsǭr what 

is said about al-RǕzǭôs Tafsǭr óin it is everything except tafsǭr.ò  See IsmǕᾶǭl SǕlim ᾶAbd al-ᾶǔl, Ibn Kathǭr wa-

manhajuhu fǭ al-Tafsǭr (Cairo: Maktabat al-Malik Fay al al-IslǕmiyya, 1984), 268-276. 
9
 Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò 161. 

10
 For Ibn Taymiyyaôs refutation of Christianity see Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologianôs Response to 

Christianity: Ibn Taymiyyaôs al-JawǕb al-ἨaỠǭỠ (Delmar, N.Y: Caravan Books, 1984) and David Thomas 

ñApologetic and Polemic in the Letter from Cyprus and Ibn Taymiyyaôs JawǕb al-ἨaỠǭỠ lǭ man baddala dǭn al-

MasǭỠ,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 247-265.  For his refutation of Muótazilism and Shióism see Ibn Taymiyya, 

MinhǕj al-sunna al-nabawiyya fǭ naqỈ kalǕm al-ShǭԀa waôl-Qadariyya (Riyadh: Maktabat al-RiyǕ al- adǭtha, 

1983).  This work has been discussed by Tariq al-Jamil, ñIbn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Mu ahhar al- illǭ:  Shǭóǭ 

Polemics and the Struggle for Religious Authority in Medieval Islam,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 229-246.  
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which he details in his Muqaddima, was not as much aimed at limiting QurôǕnic interpretation to 

the early generation as it was defending the theology that he believed that they represented.  For 

Ibn Taymiyya, anbalǭ theology was the creed of the early Muslim community.     

Ibn Kathǭrôs QurôǕnic hermeneutic, on the other hand, built off traditionalist exegetes 

before him, particularly that of al- abarǭ and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim al-RǕzǭ (d. 327/938).
11

  Fitting with 

his moral theology and larger intellectual project,
12

 Ibn Kathǭr sought to promote a pro-ijtihǕd 

ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalism in the line of other traditionalist scholars, such as Ibn al- alǕ (d. 

643/1245) and al-Mizzǭ (d. 742/1341).  Ibn Kathǭr valued and identified with al- abarǭ since the 

great tenth-century scholar promoted novel QurôǕnic interpretations by quoting a wide variety of 

traditions not confined to the mainstay adǭth collections.  Thus, Ibn Kathǭrôs view of 

interpreting the QurôǕn through the QurôǕn, the Sunna, the Companions, and Successors was 

mediated by his engagement with tradition-based exegetes before him. 

In particular, Ibn Kathǭrôs hermeneutic sought to evaluate (takhrǭj) the traditions cited by 

of Ibn Abǭ HǕtim al-RǕzǭ and al- abarǭ by cross referencing them within authoritative adǭth 

collections.  Ibn Kathǭr consistently prioritizes prophetic adǭths over Companion and Successor 

traditions and other interpretive tools such as philology.  Previous exegetes had drawn and 

reworked foundational exegeses such as that of al-Thaólabǭôs.  For instance, al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 

                                                                                                                                                             
For his refutation on Ashóarism see his Darô taóǕruỈ al-óaql waôl-naql, ed. óAbd al-Laǭf asan óAbd al-Ra mǕn 

(Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-óIlmiyya, 1997).  This work has been discussed by Racha el Omari in her, ñThe óTheology 

of the Sunnaô and his Polemics with the Ashóarites,ò in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, 101-119 and M. Sait Ozervarli 

in his, ñThe QurôǕnic Rational Theology of Ibn Taymiyya and his Criticism of the MutakallimȊn,ò in Ibn Taymiyya 

and his Times, 78-100.  Yahya Michot also discusses Darô taóǕruỈ in his ñA MamlȊk Theologianôs Commentary on 

Avicennaôs RisǕla AỈỠawiyya,ò Journal of Islamic Studies 14, no. 2 (2003): 149-203 and his ñA MamlȊk 

Theologianôs Commentary on Avicennaôs RisǕla AỈỠawiyya, Part II.ò Journal of Islamic Studies 14, no. 3 (2003): 

309-363.  Ibn Taymiyya also critiques Ashóarism in his al-Tisóǭniyya, ed. Mu ammad b. IbrǕhǭm al- óAglǕn, 2 vols. 

(Riya h: Maktabat al-MaóǕrif liôl-Nashr waôl-Tawzǭô, 1999) and BayǕn talbǭs al-jahmiyya fǭ taôsǭs bidaóihim al-

kalǕmiyya, 2 vols. (Mecca: Ma baóa al-HukȊma, 1971). 
11

 Al- abarǭ and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim al-RǕzǭ are the most quoted exegetes in Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr, with SaóȊd b. óAbd 

AllǕh FanǭsǕn recording that al- abarǭ is directly quoted 2039 times and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim 1744 times; SaóȊd b. óAbd 

AllǕh FanǭsǕn, MawǕrid al-ởǕfiὖ ibn Kathǭr fǭ tafsǭrihi (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Tawba, 2006), 129.  
12

 I attempt to define Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual project in Chapter Three.   
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538/1144) drew heavily on al-Thaólabǭ to construct his philology based tafsǭr while al-Qurubǭ 

(d. 671/1272) also pulled from al-Thaólabǭ but removed his pro-Shǭóǭ material.
13

  Ibn Taymiyya 

also notes that Baghawǭôs (d. 516/1122) exegesis was more or less an abridgement of al-

Thaólabǭôs.
14

  However, no scholar had reworked the exegesis of al- abarǭ and cross-referenced 

his traditions within authoritative adǭth collections.
15

   

Western scholars have been critical of Ibn Kathǭrôs approach dismissing it as simply lists 

of adǭths.
16

  Yet, what these scholars may not realize is that Ibn Kathǭrôs lists of adǭths are 

carefully crafted to present particular theological messages.  As Jane MacAullife clarifies, 

ñWhile the Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm contains much traditional material, it is not simply a 

collection uncritically accumulated.  Rather it is most thoughtfully ordered and evaluated.ò
17

  Ibn 

Kathǭr devotes a considerable amount of time in selecting adǭths that represent the range of the 

adǭth tradition and the theological message he wants to convey.
18

     

To elucidate the difference between Ibn Taymiyyaôs and Ibn Kathǭrôs hermeneutic, we 

will compare their exegetical writings regarding an important theological debate in 8
th
/14

th
 

century MamlȊk Damascus, the infallibility (óiἨma) of the prophets.  We will then demonstrate 

how their different definitions produce contrasting interpretations of the Prophet Jonah. 

          

                                                 
13

 Saleh, Formation, 209-15.  As Saleh says of al-Zamaksharǭôs engagement with al-Thaólabǭ, ñThe relationship is 

one of dialectical conversation, of adding, adapting, refuting and excising material from al-Thaólabǭ.ò 
14

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn Amad b. ᾶAbd al- alǭm Ibn Taymǭyya, Muqaddima fǭ uἨȊl al-tafsǭr, ed. ᾶAdnǕn ZarzȊq (Kuwait: 

DǕr al-QurᾷǕn al-Karǭm, 1972), 76. 
15

 This may be because al- abarǭ did not occupy such a central role in the history of tafsǭr.  For more on questioning 

the historic role of al- abarǭ see Saleh, Formation. 
16

 Calder, 129.   
17

 McAuliffe continues to state, ñAs such it bears fitting testimony to a period in Islamic history that was 

conservative in the positive sense of the term - an era that sought to identify and preserve the best of its received 

tradition, albeit an era that, in modern times, has often been dismissed as mechanical and uninspired, repetitive and 

routine, if not actually verging on decadence.ò  See her Qurôanic Christians: an Analysis of Classical and Modern 

Exegesis (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 76.     
18

 For more on how muỠaddiths articulate their legal opinions through adǭth see Christopher Melchertôs 

ñTraditionist-Jurisprudents and the Framing of Islamic Law,ò Islamic Law and Society 8, no. 3 (2001): 383-406. 
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Defining óiἨma of the Prophets: 

Both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr deal significantly with prophets within their writings 

but differ substantially regarding the concept of the óiἨma of the prophets.  To contextualize their 

positions, it is necessary to present some background regarding the dominant Ashóarǭ definition 

of óiἨma represented by Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ with which both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr had 

to contend.   

Al -RǕzǭ discusses óiἨma in a variety of works, but he most explicitly defines the term in 

his al-Arbaóǭn,
19

 or forty theological principles.  Al-Arbaóǭn was an important didactic text in 

MamlȊk Damascus.  The great Shafióǭ Ashóarǭ chief justice of Damascus Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ (d. 

756/1355), for example, taught the work to his son TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ (d. 771/1370) and his 

relative BahǕô al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ (d. 777/1375).
20

  Ibn Taymiyya even wrote a commentary on parts 

of the text and taught it to some of his students.
 21

  Many of the arguments in al-Arbaóǭn appear 

in al-RǕzǭôs tafsǭr, which was the most dominant exegesis of the era.
22

   Al -RǕzǭ devotes the 32nd 

principle to the óiἨma of the prophets
23

 and takes the position that it is not possible for the 

prophets to commit minor or major sins intentionally, but they are allowed to commit mistakes 

                                                 
19

 Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, al-Arbaóǭn fǭ uἨȊl al-dǭn, eds. A mad ijǕzǭ and Amad Saqqa (Cairo: Maktabat al-KulliyǕt 

al-Azhariyya, 1989).    
20

 TǕj al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt al-shǕfiԀiyya al-kubrǕ, eds. MamȊd Muammad al- anǕǭ and ᾶAbd al-FattǕ 

Mu ammad al- ilw, 10 vols. (Gǭza: Hajr, 1992), 10:198; ᾶAbd al-QǕdir b. Mu ammad al-Nuᾶaymǭ, al-DǕris fǭ 

tǕrǭkh al-madǕris, ed. Jaᾶfar al- asanǭ, 2 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-ThaqǕfa al-Dǭniyya, 1988), 1:38. 
21

 ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 37, 58, 256. 
22

 In his chapter on the science of tafsǭr, al-Dhahabǭ observes that in his day the QurôǕnic exegesis with the widest 

readership was Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭôs.  He then goes to criticize the Tafsǭr saying that the work contains theological 

problems and unnecessary speculation; Mu ammad b. Amad al-Dhahabǭ, BayǕn zaghl al-óilm waôl-ἲalab, ed. 

Mu ammad ZǕhid b. al- asan al-Kawtharǭ (Damascus: al-Qudsǭ, 1928), 19. 
23

 Al -RǕzǭôs chapter on the óiἨma of the prophets seems to be reworking of al-QǕǭ óIyǕdôs chapter ñRefutation of 

Those Who Allow [the prophets to commit] Minor Sins (ἨaghǕôir)ò; Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, KitǕb al-ShifǕô bi-taԀrǭf ỠuqȊq 

al-MuἨἲafǕ, ed. Saᾶǭd ᾶAbd al-FattǕ, 2 vols. (Egypt: HishǕm ᾶAlǭ Ǖfi, 1995), 2:231.  Al -RǕzǭôs chapter on the 

óiἨma has been published as a separate work; Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, óIἨma al-anbiyǕô, ed. Mu ammad ijǕzǭ (Cairo: 

Maktabat al-ThaqǕfa al-Dǭniyya, 1986).   
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unintentionally (sahȊ). 
24

  Prophets are essentially free of sin (dhanb), since they had to perform 

their mission of conveying their message which required them to be models of righteousness and 

moral conduct.  

After presenting his definition of óiἨma, al-RǕzǭ spends the rest of the chapter focusing on 

ambiguous issues (shubha) relating to the ñsinsò of the prophets.  He reinterprets QurôǕnic verses 

that highlight Prophetic imperfection by arguing that the ñsinsò of the prophets were actually 

leaving the preferable (tark al-afỈal) rather than engaging in acts of disobedience (maóἨiyya).
25

  

Throughout these entries, al-RǕzǭ is concerned with the prophetôs ability to deliver their message, 

so he takes the opinion that óiἨma is not necessary before prophecy
26

 and allows for transgression 

to occur before they are officially anointed as prophets.
27

      

In the next century, the Ashóarǭ Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ
28

 takes al-RǕzǭôs definition a step 

further and argues that prophets did not commit minor or major sins intentionally or 

unintentionally.
29

  In his commentary of Solomonôs prayer 38:36, ñOh my Lord, forgive me,ò 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ states, ñwhat we believe (nakhtǕr) is that the prophets, may peace be upon 

them, are protected from major and minor sins [which are committed] intentionally or 

                                                 
24

 Al -RǕzǭ, óIἨma, 40.  Al -RǕzǭ structures the chapter around presenting all of the views within Islamic theology 

regarding óiἨma, putting forward his own definition of óiἨma, outlining 15 arguments in favor of this principle, and 

then confronting ambiguous issues related to the óiἨma of the prophets.   
25

 Al -RǕzǭ does allow for minor sins (saghǕôir ) for prophets.  See his interpretation of verse 48:2.  Al-RǕzǭ, however, 

does not discuss in detail minor sins of the prophets in his discussion of óiἨma. 
26

 For instance, al-RǕzǭ argues that Adam committed the sin of eating from the forbidden tree before his Prophecy; 

Al -RǕzǭ, óIἨma, 50. 
27

 Al -RǕzǭ, óIἨma, 40.  Al- RǕzǭôs definition is thus slightly different than al-QǕǭ óIyǕdôs who believes that prophets 

are protected (maóἨȊm) from sin before their Prophecy; al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:171.  It is important to note that al-QǕǭ 

óIyǕd is primarily speaking about the Prophet Muammad in his work al-ShifǕô but generalizes Muammadôs sinless 

state before prophecy to the other prophets.  Al-RǕzǭ also argues that the Prophet Muammad was never a 

disbeliever (kǕfir), even before revelation.  See his commentary of verse 93:7.     
28

 For more on Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ and his relationship with the ShǕfiᾶǭ traditionalists see Chapter Three.  
29

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs definition of óiἨma is thus more in line with that of al-QǕǭ óIyǕd who argues that the 

prophets ñare free of every imperfection (óayib)ò; Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:219.  I could not find an instance where Taqǭ al-

Dǭn al-Subkǭ speaks about the state of prophets before their Prophecy.    
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unintentionally.ò
30

  As for Solomonôs prayer asking God ñto forgiveò him, Taqǭ al-Dǭn explains 

that this is part of the proper etiquette that the prophets use in addressing God, part of their 

humility or politeness.
31

  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs son, TǕj al-Dǭn, further added that his father did 

not believe that Jacob became blind.
32

  This was a related topic because, for Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-

Subkǭ, prophets were not only spiritually superior but also physically sound.
33

   

Drawing from an established anbalǭ tradition,
34

 Ibn Taymiyya takes aim at the above 

Ashóarǭ definitions of óiἨma arguing that they distort QurôǕnic verses that clearly state that the 

prophets sinned (dhanb).
35

  Ibn Taymiyya believed that, in this case, the Ashóarǭs distorted 

(taỠrǭf) the true meaning of the QurôǕn just as they distorted the meaning of Godôs names and 

attributes.
36

  As Ibn Taymiyya emphatically declares, ñThis opens the door for distortion of a 

word from its proper meaning (taỠrǭf al-kalim óan mawǕỈióihi).  One of them intends to praise 

the prophets, but he ends up denying them.  He wants to believe in them but he ends up 

disbelieving in them.ò
37

 Ibn Taymiyya felt that the Ashóarǭs
38

 imposed their view of the prophets 

                                                 
30

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn Subkǭ, FatǕwǕ al-Subkǭ, ed. usǕm al-Dǭn Qudsǭ, 2 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Jǭl, 1992), 2:106.  TǕj al-Dǭn 

al-Subkǭ repeats this opinion of óiἨma in his biography of his father; ἱabaqǕt, 10:295.  Unfortunately, only parts of 

Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭôs Tafsǭr are published so we are unable to make a full comparison between him and Ibn 

Taymiyya.  For more on his exegetical writings see Taqǭ al-Dǭn Subkǭ, FatawǕ al-Subkǭ, 2:1-125. 
31

 Taqǭ al-Dǭn Subkǭ, FatǕwǕ al-Subkǭ, 1:116. 
32

 Jacob was thought to have lost his sight out of his sorrow for missing Joseph (verse 12:84) but it was miraculous 

restored when his face touched Josephôs shirt (verse 12:94); Andrew Rippin, ñJacob,ò ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe 

Encyclopedia of the QurԃǕn (Brill, 2012). 
33

 TǕj al-Dǭn Subkǭ, ἱabaqǕt, 10:307.  Al-RǕzǭ maintains a similar interpretation that Jacob did not become literally 

blind contending that verse 12:94 ñand returned to him sight (baἨǭr)ò actually meant that Jacobôs sorrow ceased and 

his excitement began to increase since he would be soon reunited with Joseph.  Al -RǕzǭ notes that this interpretation 

is preferable to him since it removes any doubts of imperfection (nuqἨǕn) being associated to Jacob.  
34

 See Ibn QudǕma al-Maqdisǭ, KitǕb al-tawwǕbǭn, ed. George Makdisi (Damas; Institut français, 1961).  Ibn 

QudǕma structures the work by first discussing the repentance of the Angels and the prophets and then that of other 

creations (men and jin).  Ibn QudǕma shows no hesitation to include prophets in the category of those who sin and 

plead to God for forgiveness.   
35

 Ibn Taymiyya wrote a treatise on the óiἨma of the prophets which does not survive; ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 43. 
36

 In the Arabic text, Ibn Taymiyya uses the word Jahmiyya here as a code word for Ashóarǭs.   
37

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ fatǕwǕ Shaykh al-IslǕm AỠmad b. ἱaymiyya, ed. ᾶAbd al-Ra mǕn b. Muammad b. QǕsim 

al-ᾶǔimǭ, 37 vols. (Beirut: MaǕbiᾶ DǕr al-ᾶArabiyya, 1977-78), 10:295. 
38

 It is important to note that Ibn Taymiyya critiques two different forms of óiἨma, the Ashóarǭ óiἨma which he takes 

up primarily in this treatise and the óiἨma of the Shǭóǭs which he attacks in MinhǕj al-sunna.  For Ibn Taymiyya, the 
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on the QurôǕnic text and in the process rejected who the prophets really were.
39

  By foisting their 

rationality on the text, the Ashóarǭs were in effect denying part of revelation.   

In opposition to al-RǕzǭ and Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, Ibn Taymiyya defines óiἨma as that 

ñprophets were protected (maóἨȊm) from remaining, continuing or persisting in sin and error 

once they had committed it.ò
40

  Ibn Taymiyya believed that prophets could sin, but what made 

them different than others was that they were protected from persisting in sin.
41

  God would not 

allow his messengers, whom he trusted to convey his message, to continue to commit sins but 

would eventually correct their mistakes.  Ibn Taymiyya asserted that his definition of óiἨma was 

more consistent with QurôǕnic verses and adǭths in which the prophets admit their transgression 

(ὖulm) and ask for forgiveness.       

Ibn Taymiyya also directly refutes al-RǕzǭôs claim that the prophets should be free of sin 

because they are models of emulation by arguing that prophets should be followed only in the 

actions that they affirm.  This follows the uἨȊl al-fiqh principle that prophets should be obeyed in 

the actions that they consistently perform rather than those that were abrogated.  Ibn Taymiyya 

stresses that sins followed by sincere repentance (tawba) should not be frowned upon.  Rather, 

they should be seen as part of an individual believerôs spiritual development.  The prophets who 

repented after they sinned had advanced to a spiritual state superior than the one they occupied 

                                                                                                                                                             
óiἨma defined by the Shǭóǭs is more extreme and problematic but he his keen to highlight that the Ashóarǭ and Shǭóǭ 

definitions overlap.  
39

 Ibn Taymiyya repeats this claim that the Jahmiyya or Ashóarǭs distort QurôǕnic texts later in the treatise such as 

interpreting the verse 48:2 ñso God may forgive youò as not relating to the Prophet Muammad but to Adam and the 

Prophetôs umma; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:313.  Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd also mentions this interpretation in his al-ShifǕô; 

Al -QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:233.  Ibn Taymiyya additionally wrote on the issue of the status of a prophet before his prophecy; 

ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 61.  
40

 Shahab Ahmed, ñIbn Taymiyya and the Satanic Verses,ò Studia Islamica 87, no. 1 (1998): 86. 
41

 As Wilfred Madelung observes, ñScholars with traditionalist leanings were more reserved in affirming the 

sinlessness of the prophets, since this conflicted with a literal acceptance of passages in the urᾹǕn and ởadǭth.ò  

See W. Madelung, ñԄIἨma,ò Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, 

E. Van Donzel and W.P. Heinrichs (Brill, 2011).  
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before their mistake.
42

  In contrast to al-RǕzǭ, Ibn Taymiyya maintained that the prophetsô sinless 

state should not be a source of emulation as much as their sincere repentance and striving to 

become better believers.   

Ibn Taymiyyaôs and al-RǕzǭôs definition of óiἨma overlaps in that they both allow for 

prophets to commit sins and mistakes before Prophecy but do not allow prophets to engage in 

major sins after they began their prophethood.  However, they differ greatly in terms of emphasis 

ï al-RǕzǭ argues that prophets did not sin since that diminished their ability to convey their 

message and be models of righteousness, while Ibn Taymiyya stresses that they did sin so they 

could be examples of repentance.   

While al-RǕzǭôs and Ibn Taymiyyaôs definition of óiἨma overlap, it is Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-

Subkǭôs definition of óiἨma that is completely at odds with Ibn Taymiyyaôs.  While Ibn Taymiyya 

believed that prophets were protected (maóἨȊm) in conveying their message, Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-

Subkǭ held that the prophets were protected (maóἨȊm) in their essence.
43

  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ 

does not give any rational reason as to why prophets were maóἨȊm other than that they were 

prophets.
44

  Ibn Taymiyya may have been compelled to write on the óiἨma of the prophets 

because of prominent Ashóarǭs, such as Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, contending that prophets were 

essentially perfect.
45

     

                                                 
42

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ, 10:293. 
43

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ,10:289. 
44

 I have not found an instance were Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ explains why prophets were maóἨȊm. 
45

 The discussions over the definition of óiἨma was not a philosophical exercise but had real implications in MamlȊk 

society.  In MinhǕj, Ibn Taymiyya begins critiquing the Shǭóǭ definition of óiἨma but then subtly moves to 

condemning grave worship; MinhǕj, 2:440.  For Ibn Taymiyya, the issues of óiἨma and grave worship were 

intimately connected since he felt that those who held that humans were protected by God from sin were more likely 

to engage in practices of visiting tombs and seeking intercession.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs final imprisonment in which he 

passed away was a result of his view that it was prohibited to travel with the exclusive intention of visiting a tomb, 

even that of the Prophet Muammad.  Ibn Taymiyyaôs views of óiἨma could have very well cost him his life.  For 

more a more in depth discussion on Ibn Taymiyyaôs view of grave visitation see Chapter One.              
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Fitting with his ñmoral theology,ò Ibn Kathǭr never composed a tract on the theological 

issue of óóiἨma of the prophets.
46

  Nevertheless, Ibn Kathǭr does define óiἨma in his Tafsǭr, and 

his definition is closest to al-RǕzǭôs in that he believes that the prophets were essentially free of 

sin because they were constantly aided by God.
47

  In verses 21:78-80, the QurôǕn narrates that 

David and Solomon both judged on an agriculture dispute in which a shepherdôs cattle destroyed 

his neighborôs crop.  The QurôǕn then states that ñwe made Solomon understandò implying that 

Solomonôs judgment was more just than Davidôs.  After narrating the details of the story behind 

the verse and a adǭth regarding whether a judge who rules incorrectly will go to the hellfire, Ibn 

Kathǭr interjects and states, ñI hold (aqȊl) that the prophets are protected (maóἨumȊn) [and] aided 

by God, the most powerful and majestic, and there is no disagreement in this in terms of the true 

scholars (muỠaqqiqǭn) from the early scholars (salaf) to the later day ones (khalaf).ò
48

  Ibn Kathǭr 

then continues that ñfor other thanò the prophets there is the adǭth, ñIf a judge rules correctly 

then he is rewarded twice, but if he rules and is incorrect then he has one reward.ò
49

  Ibn Kathǭr 

argues that this adǭth refutes those who claim that if a judge rules incorrectly then he will go to 

the hellfire.  But citing this in adǭth in reference to ñother than the prophetsò suggests that Ibn 

Kathǭr believed that prophets do not make mistakes.
50

   

                                                 
46

 Unlike al-RǕzǭ and Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr did not write extensively on theology.  For more on Ibn Kathǭrôs 

ñmoral theologyò see Chapter Four.       
47

 Ibn Kathǭr is hesitant to say that the prophets engaged in repentance (tawba) since that implied that they had 

sinned.  
48

 IsmǕóǭl b. óUmar b. Kathǭr, Tafsǭr al-QurôǕn al-óaὖǭm, 12 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat AwlǕd al-Shaykh li-TurǕth, 

2009), 7:3866. 
49

 I have not found an instance where Ibn Kathǭr discusses whether prophets were protected from sin before their 

prophecy.  In his commentary of verse 93:7, which mentions that the Prophet went astray (ỈǕl) before his Prophecy, 

Ibn Kathǭr only comments that the Prophet was not theologically astray but rather lost his way when he was a child; 

Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 12:6649.  For more discussion on verse 93:7 see Walid Saleh, ñThe Last of the Nishapuri School 

of Tafsǭr: Al-WǕidǭ and his Significance in the History of QurǕnic Exegesis,ò Journal of the American Oriental 

Society 126, no. 2 (2006): 223-243.  Ibn Kathǭr also takes the position in his biography of the Prophet (sǭra) that the 

Prophet did not worship idols before his Prophecy; Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya, eds.  ᾶAlǭ Muammad 

Muᾶawwa and ᾶǔdil Amad ᾶAbd al-MawjȊd, 15 vols. (Beirut: DǕr al-Kutub al-ᾶIlmiyya, 2009), 2:311-312. 
50

 In his commentary of verse 66:10, Ibn Kathǭr even goes as far as saying that the wives of the Prophet are maóἨȊm 

from committing adultery even if they were disbelievers; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 11:6212.  We also see through his Tafsǭr 
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There is no doubt that Ibn Kathǭrôs intellectual milieu and relationship with his Ashóarǭ 

colleagues influenced his definition of óiἨma.  Ibn Kathǭr quotes Ashóarǭ sources in his 

discussions of óiἨma such as al-QǕi óIyǕôs (d. 544/1149) influential KitǕb al-ShifǕô fǭ ỠuqȊq al-

MuἨἲafǕ.  Ibn Kathǭr, for instance, cites al-QǕi óIyǕôs opinion that verse 3:39 did not mean that 

the Prophet John was impotent, as other exegetes claim, but rather protected (maóἨȊm) from 

committing adultery.
51

   Yet, what differentiates Ibn Kathǭr from al-RǕzǭ is that he does not make 

it a point to argue for the sinless nature of the prophets but rather presents narratives of the 

prophets as models of righteousness.  Unlike al-RǕzǭ and Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr is not 

interested in the questions of prophetic sin and does not get drawn into the theological debates of 

his opponents.  Rather, Ibn Kathǭr focuses on conveying what he believes is the true image of the 

prophets, one of righteousness and obedience.   

The scholarsô definitions of óiἨma were not only connected to their intellectual tradition 

but their social and political contexts.  Ibn Taymiyya was part of a anbalǭ minority that sought 

to rethink MamlȊk society.  By arguing that prophets made mistakes, Ibn Taymiyya could 

contend that the great Companions and authoritative scholars were also at times in error and that 

their opinions needed to be revised.
 52

  Taqǭ al-Dǭn al-Subkǭ, in contrast, was the chief judge of 

Damascus and he wanted to maintain the institutions that preserved ShǕfiᾶǭ orthodoxy.  Through 

                                                                                                                                                             
thatóiἨma is an important principle that differentiates Sunnis from other sects and religions.  Ibn Kathǭr affirms that 

the Sunnǭ principle that the Umma of the Prophet Mu ammad is protected (lahum óiἨma) from agreeing on error; Ibn 

Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 3:1534.  This makes Sunnis in conflict with extremist Shǭóǭs who maintain that their leader has to be 

maóἨȊm; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 1:211.  Christians, additionally, hold their leaders to have óiἨma and are thought to 

follow them in whatever they say; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 3:1622.  By maintaining that only the prophets are maóἨȊm, Ibn 

Kathǭr further marginalizes other types of knowledge, such as biblical traditions, since they do not come from a 

reliable source; Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:3851.   
51
Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 2:988. 

52
 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ, 10:294.  Ibn ajar al-ᾶAsqalǕnǭ records that the famous grammarian AbȊ HayyǕn (d. 

745/1344) recalls that when he was in a debate with Ibn Taymiyya on the Arabic language, he cited the acclaimed 

Arab grammarian Sǭbawayhǭ.  Ibn Taymiyya retorted that Sǭbawayhǭ ñwas not a prophet in grammar nor was he 

protected from error (maóἨȊm)ò but rather he made 80 mistakes in his grammar textbook al-KitǕb; Ibn ajar al-

ᾶAsqalǕnǭ, al-Durar al-kǕmina fǭ aԀyǕn al-miԁa al-thǕmina, ed. óAbd al-WǕrith Mu ammad óAlǭ, 4 vols. 

( ayderabad: Majlis DǕᾷirat al-MaᾶǕrif al-ᾶUthmǕnǭyah, [1929-32]), 1:153.  Walid Saleh also mentions this story; 

Saleh, ñRadical Hermeneutics,ò 123. 
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arguing for the potential perfection of man, al-Subkǭ could argue that scholars who upheld 

ShǕfiᾶism were divinely guided and protected.  Even though Ibn Kathǭr was part of a 

traditionalist political minority, he was nonetheless part of the majority ShǕfiᾶǭ school.  His views 

could also represent a desire to preserve the social order.          

     

Jonah: A Sinless, Repentant, or Obedient Prophet?   

 To illustrate how the Exegetes define óiἨma, we will examine how they apply their 

definitions to the Prophet Jonah.  The story of Jonah provides an ideal opportunity to see how the 

scholars deal with prophetic infallibility since he was one of the few prophets who was explicitly 

punished by God.   

   

Al-RǕzǭ: Jonah - A Sinless Prophet 

 Al -RǕzǭ structures his interpretation of the story of Jonah as a rebuttal of seven claims 

that Jonah was a sinful prophet.
53

  He emphasizes throughout his commentary that Jonah was 

most likely swallowed by the whale before his Prophecy, which would put the scope of 

transgression outside of his prophetic message.
54

  Nonetheless, al-RǕzǭ contends that any 

wrongdoing (ὖulm) that Jonah committed was not disobedience (maóἨiyya) but rather leaving 

what is preferable (tark al-afỈal).
55

    

                                                 
53

 Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ, al-Tafsǭr al-kabǭr, 32 vols. (Cairo: al-Mabaóa al-Bahiyya al-Mi riyya 1934-62), 25:200.  

Al -RǕzǭ later states that Jonah did not intentionally perform an act of is obedience (maóἨiyya).  See his commentary 

on verse 37:145. 
54

 Al -QǕǭ óIyǕd also suggests that Jonahôs transgression was before he was a Prophet; al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:164. 
55

 Al -RǕzǭ seems to be drawing from al-QǕǭ óIyǕdôs al-ShifǕô in his commentary of Jonah; al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:163-4, 

240-41. 
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  Al -RǕzǭ begins his refutation by putting forward seven claims that Jonah was a sinful 

prophet.
56

  He starts with the dispute on whether Jonah left his people upset at God, noting that 

the majority of early exegetes take this opinion, including the Companion óAbd AllǕh b. MasóȊd, 

óAbd AllǕh b. óAbbǕs and the Successors al- asan al-Barǭ.  He also adds that the later exegete 

al- abarǭ also adopts this opinion.
57

  If Jonah left upset with God, al-RǕzǭ asks, this would make 

his transgression amongst the greatest of sins since he directly disobeyed God.  Second, there is 

the problem of Jonah not believing that God was capable of punishing him which relates to the 

next part of verse 21:87, ñand he did not think that God was capable of (punishing) him (lan 

naqdira óalayhi).ò
58

 According to al-RǕzǭ, a prophet would not doubt the power and capability of 

God.  Third, Jonah was a wrongdoer (ὖǕlim) based on his plea to God in last part of 21:87, 

ñVerily I am among the wrong doers (ὖǕlimǭn).ò
59

  If Jonah committed ὖulm then he deserved the 

curse of God, which is deduced through a reading of verse 11:18, ñVerily the curse of God is 

upon the wrongdoersò (alǕ laónatu AllǕh óalǕ al-ὖǕlimǭn).
60

  

Fourth, if Jonah did not commit any sin then why did God punish him by having the 

whale swallow him?  God punished Jonah exactly because he committed a transgression.  Fifth, 

Jonah was ñblameworthyò (mulǭm) based on verse 37:142 ñthe whale swallowed him while he 

(Jonah) was blameworthy (mulǭm).ò  Jonah could not be blameworthy (mulǭm) if he did not 

commit any sin.  Sixth, God directly instructs the Prophet Muammad not to emulate Jonah in 

verse 68:48, ñDo not be like the Companion of the whale.ò  God provides this instruction to 

Mu ammad for the precise reason that Jonah was a sinful prophet.  Seventh, Jonah is not 

                                                 
56

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
57

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200.  Al - abarǭ does not argue that Jonah left upset at his lord but lists some narrations to this 

affect.     
58

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
59

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
60

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
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included in the select category of prophets who persevered (ȊlȊ al-óazmi min al-rusul) such as 

the Prophet Moses.  

Al -RǕzǭ refutes these claims arguing that Jonah was a sinless prophet and that any 

mistake he committed was not disobedience but rather leaving what was better.
61

  Al -RǕzǭ rejects 

the idea that Jonah left his people upset at his Lord since that implied him being ignorant of 

Godôs essence and neglectful of His role as a legislator.  Being upset with oneôs Lord is not 

befitting for a believer let alone a prophet of God.   For al-RǕzǭ, a prophet cannot disobey a 

divine command since several verses state that messengers must obey God, such as 33:36, ñIt is 

not fitting for a believing man or believing woman, when God and His Messenger judge on a 

matter, to have any decision in the matter.ò
62

  Instead al-RǕzǭ argues that Jonah must have been 

angry at something ñother than Godò such as his own people.  Al-RǕzǭ resorts to philology and 

argues that the verb (ghǕỈaba) could also imply that Jonah made his people angry when he 

departed from them.
63

  Drawing on al-Zamakhsharǭ, al-RǕzǭ supports this interpretation by citing 

a reading that Jonah left in a state of making others angry (mughỈib
an

) rather than being angry 

himself.     

But even then, some may protest, Jonah should not have given up on his people.  Jonah 

should have been more patient, a sense supported by 68:48: ñand do not be like the Companion 

of the whale (ἨǕỠib al-hȊt).ò  Al-RǕzǭ rhetorically asks, does this verse not suggest that Jonah 

engaged in something prohibited (maỠὖȊra)?  Al-RǕzǭ responds that Jonah was not explicitly 

commanded to stay with his people:  

God ordered [Jonah] to convey the message to [his people]; He did not order him 

to stay with them forever.  For the apparent meaning of [Godôs] order [to convey 

                                                 
61

 Al -RǕzǭ does not systematically refute all of the seven points but rather the ones that he feels are most 

problematic.   
62

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
63

 Al -QǕǭ óIyǕd makes a similar argument that Jonah left angry at his people, not his lord; Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:163-4. 
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the message] did not necessitate repetition and continuity.  Thus his leaving [his 

people] was not disobedience (maóἨiyya).  As for his anger, we do not concede 

that it was disobedience because [leaving the city] was not prohibited to him so he 

thought it was permissible.  Whereas he only [left the city] angry on the behalf of 

God the most high, pride for his religion, repulsed of disbelief (kufr) and his 

people.  It would have been more preferable for him to be patient and wait for 

permission from God, the most high, in abandoning them.  As for the verse, ñand 

do not be like the Companion of the whaleò it was as if God wanted for 

Mu ammad the most virtuous and highest of positions.
64

 

 

Al -RǕzǭ stresses that Jonahôs anger was not directed towards God, but rather his people.  Jonah 

performed his duty of conveying the message but was frustrated with the townôs disbelief 

causing him to depart prematurely.  By leaving early, Jonah did not commit an act of 

disobedience but left what was preferable (tark al-afỈal).  As for the verse ñand do not be like 

the Companion of the whale,ò God wanted the Prophet Muammad to have the highest stature 

and thus the verse is not a condemnation of Jonah.
65

   

 As for rebutting the second claim, that Jonah believed that God did not have the ability to 

punish him, al-RǕzǭ declares that, ñWe say that whoever believes God to be incapable (óajaza), is 

a disbeliever.  There is no disagreement that it is not permissible to ascribe that [belief] to any of 

the believers, so how about the prophets, may peace be upon them?  Thus, it is necessary to 

engage in taôwǭl.ò
66

  Al -RǕzǭ rejects the contention that Jonah believed that God was not capable 

of acting against him since this would mean that a prophet did not comprehend the nature of 

God.  Similar to al-RǕzǭôs interpretation of the anthropomorphic divine attributes,
67

 the literal 

meaning of verse 21:87 ñand he did not think that We were not capable of (punishing) him (lan 

naqdira óalayhi)ò
68

 is problematic so it is necessary to move to a secondary meaning through 
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 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
65

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
66

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
67

 I discuss al-RǕzǭôs interpretation of istawǕô óalǕ al-óarsh in Chapter Four. 
68

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
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taôwǭl.  Al-RǕzǭ cites several verses that allude to a different meaning of qadara such as verse 

30:37, ñGod expands his wealth to whoever he wills of his servants and restricts (yaqdir)ò and 

verse 65:7 ñwhosever wealth has been restricted (qudira).ò  Al-RǕzǭ explains that these verses all 

demonstrate that meaning of naqdir here means to restrict (nuỈayyiq) in that Jonah thought he 

had the choice to stay and continue to warn his people or the right to leave.
69

  Jonah did not 

believe that God would hold him accountable for leaving early even if it was better to remain and 

warn his people.
70

  

 Al -RǕzǭ then moves to the final issue of Jonah being a wrongdoer (ὖǕlim) based on the 

ending of the verse, ñVerily I am one of the wrong doers (ὖǕlimǭn).ò  Al-RǕzǭ contends that ñif 

we hold that this [prayer] was before revelation then there is no issue (fa lǕ kalǕm), but if we 

maintain that this was after [Prophecy] then it is necessary to engage in taôwǭl.ò
71

  Here, we see 

al-RǕzǭôs bias that Jonah was swallowed by the whale before his prophecy since a prophet could 

not engage in wrongdoing (ὖulm) for the reason that those who commit ὖulm deserve the curse of 

God.  Nonetheless, al-RǕzǭôs solution is that if Jonah was swallowed by the whale after his 

Prophecy, then he left what was preferable: ñthere is no doubt that [Jonah] abandoned (tǕrik) the 

most virtuous with the ability to attain the most virtuous (act), in that way it was injustice 

(ὖulm).ò
72

  Jonah did not commit ὖulm in the sense of committing a sin but rather leaving the 

superior act of staying and warning his people.  As for the claim that Jonah was swallowed by 

the whale as a punishment (óaqȊba) from God, al-RǕzǭ believes that prophets are not punished 

                                                 
69

 Al -QǕǭ óIyǕd makes a similar argument that naqdir here means nuỈayyiq; Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 2:163. 
70

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200.   
71

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200. 
72

 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200.  Al-RǕzǭ does use the words repentance (tawba) in reference to Jonah but does not 

emphasize the word.  Al-RǕzǭôs argumentation regarding ñὖulmò is similar to that of al-QǕǭ óIyǕd; Al-QǕǭ óIyǕd, 

2:241.  
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but rather put through a trial (miỠna).
73

  God punishes disbelievers but tests believers in order to 

enhance their spiritual state.
74

   

In sum, al-RǕzǭ presents Jonah as a sinless prophet, one that either committed his 

transgression before his prophecy or abandoned the preferable by leaving his people.  Al-RǕzǭ 

argues his points through the science of kalǕm which includes citing QurôǕnic verses, employing 

philology, using rational arguments and resorting to taôwǭl.  While al-RǕzǭ cites adǭths 

throughout his Tafsǭr, they are not given same priority as theological disputation or philology.         

 

Ibn Taymiyya: Jonah - A Prophet of Repentance  

Ibn Taymiyya discusses Jonah in a lengthy treatise entitled KalǕm óalǕ daówat DhȊ al-

NȊn
75

 devoted to his QurôǕnic prayer found in the last part of 21:87, ñThere is no god but You, 

glory be to You, verily I am one of the wrongdoers.ò
76

  While Ibn Taymiyya does not directly 
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 Al -RǕzǭ, Tafsǭr, 25:200.  Al-RǕzǭ does not address the seventh claim implicitly recognizing that Jonah was not one 

of the persevering Prophets (ȊlȊ al-óazmi min al-rusul).   
74

 Unfortunately, al-RǕzǭ does not expand on this point.   
75

 ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ specifically mentions KalǕm óalǕ daówat DhȊ al-NȊn as one of Ibn Taymiyyaôs many works; ᾶAbd 

al-HǕdǭ, 56.   
76

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊԀ, 10:238-335.  Shahab Ahmad looks at this same treatise in his influential and meticulous 

article ñIbn Taymiyyah and the Satanic Verses.ò  While the Satanic Verses is mentioned in the treatise, it is only 

directly dealt with in 2 pages of the 100 page fatwǕ.  Proving the validity  of the Satanic verses was not an end goal 

of Ibn Taymiyya as much as encouraging the believer to engage in repentance (tawba).  As Ahmad mentions, he had 

to óreconstructô the story of the satanic verses through Ibn Taymiyyaôs various writings because there is no single 

work dedicated to it.  Ibn Taymiyya, however, devoted many treatises and fatǕwa to the importance of tawba and its 

implications to the believer.  Thus, Ahmadôs final statement in his article should be modified, ñto the orthodoxy of 

Islamic modernity, the Satanic verses incident poses a fundamental problem; to Ibn Taymiyya it was a fundamental 

part of the solution.ò  For Ibn Taymiyya, it was not the satanic verses as such that was a ñfundamental part of the 

solutionò but rather the need for believers to realize their shortcomings and repent for their sins.  Ahmad further 

argues that ñFor Ibn Taymiyya, then, the Satanic verses incident constituted the prime example of the process of 

prophetic transgression and subsequent repentance.  For him this incident, more than any other, proves that there is 

no basis for objecting to the idea of a prophet who is susceptible to sin and errorò; Ahmad, 98.  I am inclined to 

believe that story of Jonah was Ibn Taymiyyaôs ñprime example of prophetic transgression and subsequent 

repentanceò since Ibn Taymiyyya devotes an entire treatise to Jonahôs call and cites the satanic verses as part of his 

larger argument that Jonah was a great prophet.  Nonetheless, Ibn Taymiyyaôs prime example of prophetic 

transgression is not as important as his larger belief in the imperfection of man and his need to consistently repent.        
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take up al-RǕzǭ in the treatise, Ibn Taymiyya shows great awareness of al-RǕzǭôs argumentation 

and refutes many of his points.
77

     

Ibn Taymiyya begins the treatise admiring the way in which Jonah praises God and 

disassociates Him of any negative qualities.  The treatise reaches its climax when it discusses the 

last part of Jonahôs prayer ñverily I am among the wrongdoers (ὖǕlimǭn).ò  Unlike al-RǕzǭ, who 

finds Jonahôs admission of ὖulm problematic, Ibn Tamiyya affirms Jonahôs prayer as one of 

repentance that should be followed by every believer.
78

  Ibn Taymiyya argues that through his 

prayer of repentance Jonah became a better person and that his station with God increased.
79

  Ibn 

Taymiyya justifies this argument through 68:48-50, ñBe patient with the decree of your Lord and 

do not be like the Companion of the whale (Jonah) when he called out in agony.  Had the Grace 

of his Lord not reached him, he would indeed have been cast off on the shore, in disgrace.  [But] 

his lord chose him and made him among the righteous.ò  Unlike al-RǕzǭ, who has trouble with 

the first section ñdo not be like the Companion of the whale,ò Ibn Taymiyya stresses how the 

verses end, ñGod chose Jonah and made him among the righteous.ò  Ibn Taymiyya points out 

that after his transgression and subsequent repentance God enhanced his spiritual state and made 

him among the elect.   

Ibn Taymiyya further argues that the QurôǕn states that when Jonah was swallowed by 

the whale he was mulǭm or blameworthy.
80

  But when he was ñthrown upon the shoreò God does 

                                                 
77

 Ibn Taymiyya may have been in jail during the composition of this treatise and not been able to access al-RǕzǭôs 

works.  Nevertheless, it is evident throughout the treatise that Ibn Taymiyya was well-aware of al-RǕzǭôs 

argumentation.   
78

 Ibn Taymiyya had an intellectual interest in prophetic wrongdoing (ὖulm).  ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ notes that Ibn Taymiyya 

wrote a treatise on the prayer that the Prophet Mu ammad taught AbȊ Bakr, ñOh my Lord, I have wronged 

(ὖalamtu) myself tremendously (ὖulm
an

 kathǭr
an 
)ò; ᾶAbd al-HǕdǭ, 69.    

79
 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:294.  Ibn Taymiyya does not focus on the first part of the verse and thus does not 

discuss the issues relating to the meaning of lan naqdira óalayhi.     
80

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:299. 
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not say he was mulǭm but rather saqǭm or sick.
81

  Ibn Taymiyya contends that Jonah was not 

mulǭm following his release from the whale because he had already repented through his prayer, 

ñThere is no god but You, glory be to You, verily I am one of the wrongdoers.ò  This prayer 

raised Jonahôs spiritual state and made him into a model of emulation.  For Ibn Taymiyya, Jonah 

should not be judged by his initial sin but by his final position;
82

 ñconsideration should go 

towards the completeness of the end not the deficiency in the beginning.ò
83

  

Ibn Taymiyya gives many examples of how imperfection should not be seen as a 

deficiency; among them is the rational example of human development.  Just as humans develop 

physically from a sperm, to a blood clot and so forth, humans develop spiritually.  It was wrong 

to judge a human through its early developmental stages; rather, one should judge a human when 

he has ñattained completeness.ò
84

   

Ibn Taymiyyaôs tremendous belief in repentance (tawba)
85

 leads him to assert that 

Jonahôs call of repentance was after he became a Prophet.
86

  Ibn Taymiyya rejects the idea that 

Jonahôs sin came before Prophethood, which implies that sin and prophecy are inconsistent.  Ibn 

Taymiyya dismisses this opinion declaring, ñ[We] do not need this (lǕ yaỠtǕj ilǕ hǕdhǕ).ò
87
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 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:299. 
82

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:299.   
83

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:304. 
84

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:300.  Ibn Taymiyya also gives the example of how the Companions are considered 

better than the Successors even though Companions were at one time disbelievers while the Successors were raised 

as Muslims.  Ibn Taymiyya argues that the person who experienced both good and evil is potentially better than the 

person who only knows good.  Since the later never experienced evil, he is not in a position to identify what is 

incorrect, and may inadvertently fall into it or not be able to stand up against it.   
85

 The Prophet Jonah fits within Ibn Taymiyyaôs larger belief in the concept of repentance (tawba).  See, for 

instance, Ibn Taymiyya, KitǕb al-Tawba, ed. AbȊ óAbd al-Ra mǕn FawǕz Amad Zamralǭ (Beirut; DǕr Ibn azm, 

2004). 
86

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:309. 
87

 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:309. 
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Instead, Ibn Taymiyya maintains that Jonahôs actions are in harmony with the other prophets 

who, ñdid not delay repentance (tawba), but hastened towards it.ò
88

    

Similar to al-RǕzǭ, Ibn Taymiyya uses QurôǕnic verses, rational arguments and philology 

to argue his positions.
89

  Yet, Ibn Taymiyya questions the reasoning that a Prophet could not be a 

wrongdoer (ὖǕlim) or be blameworthy (mulǭm).  He further rejects his use of taôwǭl, which for Ibn 

Taymiyya, implicitly accepts the notion that there is something ñproblematicò with the speech of 

God.  Rather, Ibn Taymiyya strives to affirm the QurôǕnic text and argue for its rational value.   

 

Ibn Kathǭr: Jonah - A Prophet of Obedience 

Unlike the theologians al-RǕzǭ or Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr does not structure his 

exegetical writings as a kalǕm style refutation.  Instead, Ibn Kathǭr presents tafsǭr as a type of 

adǭth evaluation (takhrǭj)
90

 that reworks the traditionalist exegetes before him, most notably al-

abarǭ and Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim al-RǕzǭ.
91

  Through his evaluations, Ibn Kathǭr uses traditions to 

construct a narrative of Jonah as a prophet of worship and obedience.
92

   

In contrast to al-RǕzǭ and Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathǭr views the story as one of worship in 

which Jonah was released from the whale because of his prior obedience.   He begins his 

commentary on 21:87 by giving a brief historical background to the story, such as mentioning 
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 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 10:309.  Ibn Taymiyya gives a long list of QurôǕnic prayers that the prophets used to seek 

forgiveness.  These Prophets include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David and Solomon; Ibn Taymiyya, MajmȊó, 

10:296.  
89

 Ibn Taymiyyaôs writing style is similar to al-RǕzǭôs except that al-RǕzǭ is more focused.  Ibn Taymiyya frequently 

goes off into tangents and then returns back to his original argument after several paragraphs or pages.  

Nevertheless, al-RǕzǭ and Ibn Taymiyya both employ kalǕm style refutations that seek to expose the irrationality of 

their opponents.  For complaints on Ibn Taymiyyaôs tangential prose see Ibrahim Baraka, Ibn Taymiyya wa-

juhȊduhu fǭ al-tafsǭr (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-Islamiyya, 1984), 112. 
90

 Ibn Kathǭr had written earlier takhrǭj works such as TuỠfat al-ἲǕlib li-mukhtaἨar Ibn ởǕjib.  Ibn Kathǭrôs expertise 

in adǭth appears throughout the Tafsǭr in that he uses specialized adǭth terminology and cites traditions outside of 

the canonical collections.  For more on Ibn Kathǭrôs adǭth works see Chapter Three.   
91

 In this way, Ibn Kathǭrôs Tafsǭr resembles al-BidǕya waôl-nihǕya in that he draws on a several key sources, 

abridges their writings and adds his own material.     
92

 Ibn Kathǭrôs use of traditions to argue his theological points demonstrates that ñmost of the tafsǭr biôl-maôthȊr is in 

reality a tafsǭr biôl-raôyò; Saleh, Formation, 16.   
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Jonahôs full name, the name of people he was sent to, and how he was thrown into the ocean.
93

  

Here we see Ibn Kathǭrôs expertise as an historian, something which is absent in al-RǕzǭ and Ibn 

Taymiyya.   

 Ibn Kathǭr then moves to comment on 21:87.  He cites only one of al- abarǭôs traditions 

in which Jonah left his people angry at them.
94

  Ibn Kathǭr thus omits several of al- abarǭôs 

traditions that report that Jonah abandoned his people because he was angry with God.
95

  Ibn 

Kathǭr, for instance, forgoes a biblically inspired tradition that Jonah became upset with God 

because God rescinded his promise to Jonah that he would punish his people.  The people of 

Nineveh eventually repented after Jonah had left the city, leading God to forgive them.  On 

hearing that God did not punish his people after his promise, Jonah became upset and declared 

ñby God I am never going to return to my people a liar.ò
96

  Ibn Kathǭr most likely did without 

these traditions because of theological issues of God not fulfilling his promise and a prophet 

showing his displeasure with God.    

Ibn Kathǭr transitions to interpret lan naqdira óalayhi and argues, similarly to al-RǕzǭ, 

that these words mean lan nuỈayyiqa (not to restrict).
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  To back up the opinion, he cites the 

Companions and Successors Ibn óAbbǕs, MujǕhid b. Jabr and ahhak b. MuzǕhim.
98

  Ibn Kathǭr 

records that al- abarǭ prefers this later opinion and gives evidence that naqdir means nuỈayyiq 

based on the verse 65:7, one of the verses that al-RǕzǭ also uses to support his argument.
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  While 

Ibn Kathǭrôs opinion here is similar to al-RǕzǭôs, Ibn Kathǭr situates the authority for the meaning 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:3880.  Ibn Kathǭr is explicit in his Stories of the Prophets that Jonah left upset at his people; 

Ibn Kathǭr, al-BidǕya, 1:275.   
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 AbȊ Jaᾶfar Muammad b. Jarǭr al- abarǭ, JǕmiԀ al-bayǕn fǭ tafsǭr al-QurԁǕn (Beirut: DǕr al-Maᾶrifa, 1972) 17:61. 
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 Al - abarǭ, 17:61.  See Book of Jonah 3:10 for the biblical roots of this tradition. 
97

 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:3880. 
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 Ibn Kathǭr, Tafsǭr, 7:3880.   
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