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PREFACE

Rational speculative theology (kal�m) in early Islam was represented 
most distinctly by the theological school of  the Mu�tazila. Founded in 
Basra in the early 8th century, the school soon became predominant in 
theological scholarship and discourse and remained so, in spite of  the 
rise of  rival, less rationalist schools, until the early 11th century. The 
Mu�tazila held that the basic truths of  theology, such as the existence 
of  God and the nature of  His attributes and justice, are entirely subject 
to rational proof  without the bene�t of  scriptural revelation. Only after 
these basic truths have been established can the veracity of  scripture be 
proved by reason, and the primacy of  reason must also be maintained 
in the interpretation of  scripture.

Mu�tazil� theology naturally appealed to rationally inclined theo-
logians of  other scriptural religions and provided a suitable basis for 
inter-faith communication in the Islamic world. In Judaism Mu�tazil� 
thought was adopted to varying degrees from the 9th century on. In 
the 10th century the Basran school of  the Mu�tazila gained ascendancy 
over the school of  Baghdad and elaborated novel systematic thought 
based on the teaching �rst of  Ab� �Al� al-Jubb�	� (d. 916) and then of  his 
son Ab� H�shim al-Jubb�	� (d. 933), who often deviated to some extent 
from the views of  his father. The center of  the school now moved to 
the �Abb�sid capital Baghdad where Ab� �Abd All�h al-Ba�r� (d. 980) 
attracted a large following. Mu�tazil� scholarship was favoured by the 
B�yid authorities ruling in Iraq and western Persia. The B�yid vizier al-

��ib b. �Abb�d in particular in his religious policy promoted Mu�tazil� 
and Sh��� doctrine. When he appointed �Abd al-Jabb�r al-Asad�b�d�, 
the most gifted of  Ab� �Abd All�h al-Ba�r�’s pupils, chief  judge (q��� 
l-qu��t) in Rayy in 977, that city in western Persia became the �ourishing 
center of  Mu�tazil� scholarship.

Mu�tazil� in�uence on Jewish theologians also reached a peak during 
this century. Among the Rabbanite Jewish mainstream several heads 
of  the ancient Academies (Yeshivot) in Iraq adopted Mu�tazil� thought. 
One of  them, Samuel ben Hofni Gaon (d. 1013) had direct contacts 
with Ab� �Abd All�h al-Ba�r� in Baghdad. Even more evident was the 
impact of  Mu�tazil� theological and legal thought among the Karaites, 
a sect that had arisen in the 8th century in Persia and was �rst marked 
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viii preface

by strong ascetic tendencies, but now particularly inclined to rationalist 
religious thought. The Karaite Y�suf  al-Ba��r (d. ca. 1040) brought the 
theological teaching of  Q��� �Abd al-Jabb�r from Iraq to Jerusalem 
in Fatimid territory and adopted and defended it in his own writings, 
including his comprehensive summaries of  theology Kit�b al-Tamy�z and 
Kit�b al-Mu�taw�.

The Mu�tazil� world view and rational theology was at this time 
facing increasing competition and criticism from philosophy of  Greek 
origin, which claimed to provide the only scienti�c world view based on 
cogent logical demonstration independent of  religious beliefs. Study of  
the philosophical sciences was mostly shunned in religious scholarship, 
but was an integral part of  the education of  the medical profession. 
Among Q��� �Abd al-Jabb�r’s disciples in Rayy was for some time a 
young physician trained in the philosophical sciences, Abu l-�usayn 
al-Ba�r� (d. 1044), who challenged some of  his teaching in his lectures 
and went on to compose a massive critical review of  the arguments and 
proofs used in kal�m. Most of  �Abd al-Jabb�r’s students were scandalized 
by this criticism of  their teacher and accused Abu l-�usayn of  seeking 
to undermine essential school doctrine and concealing heretical 
philosophical views. His theological works were generally ignored 
among the Mu�tazila and handed down among students of  medicine. 
Only a century later his teaching was revived and espoused by the 
Mu�tazil� scholar Ma�m�d b. al-Mal��im� in Khorezm in Central Asia 
and gained recognition as a school of  Mu�tazil� theology.

The present study presents evidence that Abu l-�usayn’s theology 
was immediately registered and controversially debated in the Karaite 
community under the Fatimid caliphate. Y�suf  al-Ba��r explicitly de-
fended the views of  Q��� �Abd al-Jabb�r and vigorously attacked   Abu 
l-�usayn al-Ba�r� in a treatise, arguing that his views destroyed the 
rational proof  for the existence of  God. Abu l-�usayn’s teaching was 
upheld and advocated from the middle of  the 11th century, a half  
century before Ibn al-Mal��im�, by the Karaite Sahl b. al-Fa�l (Yashar 
ben Hesed) al-Tustar� in Egypt. Sahl al-Tustar� not only criticized the 
conceptual principles of  the school of  �Abd al-Jabb�r which had been 
upheld by Y�suf  al-Ba��r, but also refuted philosophical doctrine on 
existence, as entailed by Aristotle’s Metaphysics, on the basis of  Abu 
l-�usayn al-Ba�r�’s teaching.

The study is based on source material preserved in Genizahs and 
now dispersed in libraries around the world. Our thanks are due �rst to 
David Sklare of  the Ben Tzvi Institute and the Institute of  Micro�lmed 
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 preface ix

Hebrew Manuscripts at the Jewish National and University Library 
in Jerusalem for having drawn our attention to the extant fragment of  
Y�suf  al-Ba��r’s refutation of  Abu l-�usayn al-Ba�r�. We also wish to 
express our thanks to the authorities of  the Russian National Library, 
St. Petersburg, for granting us liberal access to the manuscripts of  the 
Firkovitch Collection for research and permitting the publication of  
facsimile editions of  manuscript material, and to the British Library, 
London, for permitting the use of  ms. Or 2572 and publication of  
facsimiles of  parts of  it here. We also thank the Fritz Thyssen Foundation 
for �nancially supporting this publication, as well as the Institute for 
Advanced Studies at the Hebrew University Jerusalem where part of  the 
research was carried out. Finally we would like to thank Guy Stroumsa 
and David Shulman for accepting the publication of  this study in the 
series Jerusalem Studies in Religion and Culture.
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INTRODUCTION

Mu�tazil� kal�m theology �ourished under the Sh��� reign of  the B�yids 
in Iraq and western Persia during the 4th/10th and early 5th/11th 
centuries. The B�yid vizier al-���ib b. �Abb�d in particular favoured 
and promoted Mu�tazil� and Sh��� teaching in his religious policy. In 
367/977 he appointed the Sh���� Ash�ar� convert to the Mu�tazila �Abd 
al-Jabb�r b. A�mad al-Asad�b�d� chief  judge (q��� l-qu��t) in Rayy 
where the latter taught until his death in 415/1024-25. Representing 
the Ba�ran school of  the Mu�tazila, also known as the Bahshamiyya, 
Q�	� �Abd al-Jabb�r was commonly recognized as the foremost 
kal�m theologian of  his time, attracting numerous gifted and devoted 
disciples. He and his pupils composed the authoritative works of  the 
later Mu�tazila.

Among �Abd al-Jabb�r’s students in Rayy was a physician originally 
from Ba�ra, Abu l-
usayn Mu�ammad b. �Al� b. al-�ayyib al-Ba�r� (d. 
436/1045). Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r� belonged to the 
anaf� legal school 
and was probably brought up on a Mu�tazil� creed. He then went to 
Baghdad to prepare for a medical career which involved him with the 
study of  the philosophical sciences. When he attached himself  as a 
student of  kal�m to Q�	� �Abd al-Jabb�r, he questioned and criticized 
some of  the views of  his teacher in his lectures. While �Abd al-Jabb�r 
seems to have received his critical comments with equanimity, most 
of  his other pupils were scandalized by Abu l-
usayn’s temerity and 
suspected his motives in criticizing their revered master. Writing two 
generations after Abu l-
usayn, al-
�kim al-Jusham� (d. 494/1101), 
the continuator of  Q�	� �Abd al-Jabb�r’s �abaq�t al-Mu�tazila, reports 
that Abu l-
usayn was ostracized by his Mu�tazil� colleagues for having 
soiled himself  by his involvement with philosophy and for employing 

improper arguments.1 He evidently soon returned to Baghdad where 
he set forth his opinions on theology and legal methodology in writing 
and teaching besides practicing medicine. While his views were generally 
ignored in the later Bahshamiyya school, he eventually came to be 
recognized as the founder of  the last school of  Mu�tazil� thought. 

1 Ibn al-Murta	�, �abaq�t al-Mu�tazila, ed. S. Diwald-Wilzer, Wiesbaden 1961, 
p. 119.
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2 introduction

The later Mu�tazil� sources provide little information about the speci�c 
points of  Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s criticism of  traditional Bahsham� 
doctrine that aroused such sharp reaction in the school. Some light is 
thrown on the early controversy, however, in a polemical refution of  
Abu l-
usayn’s proof  for the existence of  God by the contemporary 
Jewish Karaite theologian Ab� Ya�q�b Y�suf  al-Ba��r (d. ca. 431/1040).2 
Jewish theological and legal thought had long been open to in�uences 
of  Mu�tazil� kal�m. With the rise of  the Bahshamiyya school to public 
prominence in Baghdad in the 4th/10th century, some Jewish scholars 
in Iraq closely associated with its teaching. Among the Rabbanites, 
Samuel b. 
ofn� Gaon (d. 404/1013), head of  the Yeshivah of  Sura 
in Baghdad was perhaps the �rst to openly adopt Bahsham� kal�m in 
his writings.3 The Karaite Y�suf  al-Ba��r, a younger contemporary of  
Samuel b. 
ofn�, probably also acquired his knowledge of  Mu�tazil� 
kal�m in Iraq and brought it with him to Jerusalem,4 where he became 
the leading Karaite theologian and authoritative writer in the early 
decades of  the 5th/11th century. In any case, al-Ba��r is well known as 
a vigorous supporter of  the theological teaching of  Q�	� �Abd al-Jabb�r. 
It is from the Bahsham� perspective of  the disciples of  �Abd al-Jabb�r 
that he defends the traditional Mu�tazil� proof  for the existence of  God 
against the arguments of  Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�, highlighting the absurd 
consequences that, he asserts, follow from them.

Y�suf  al-Ba��r’s refutation is partly preserved in the Geniza fragment 
of  a manuscript in the Abraham Firkovitch collection in St. Petersburg 
(Russian National Library) edited and translated here.5 The manuscript 

2 See Z. Ankori, “Ibn al-H�t� and the Chronology of  Joseph al-Ba��r,” in Journal of  
Jewish Studies, VIII (1957), pp. 71–81.

3 See the study by David Sklare, Samel Ben �ofni and his Cultural World: Texts and 
Studies, Leiden 1996.

4 See David Sklare, “Y�suf  al-Ba��r: Theological Aspects of  his Halakhic Works”, 
in D. Frank (ed.), The Jews of  Medieval Islam: Community, Society, and Identity, Leiden 1995, 
p. 252, n. 12.

5 II Firk. Yevr.-Arab. I 3118. A micro�lm copy of  the manuscript is available at the 
Institute of  Micro�lmed Hebrew Manuscripts at the Jewish National and University 
Library in Jerusalem. The manuscript of  the fragment, written in Hebrew characters 
and transcribed here in Arabic letters, is generally clearly written and, as far as the text 
is preserved, well legible. There is evidence that the text was copied from an Arabic 
original. The faulty reading of  �ak�h� for kha		a
ah� (fol. 6a) thus is easily explained by 
the graphics of  an Arabic original. The text as transcribed from the micro�lm copy 
in Jerusalem has been found reliable on collation with the fragment preserved in St. 
Petersburg.
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 introduction 3

consists of  16 folios of  a treatise whose title is unknown. It probably 
comprised ten chapters ( fa�l) of  which the �rst four are lost except for 
a few words ending the fourth chapter. Chapter ten is incomplete at the 
end, and at least one folio is missing in chapter eight. The author of  
the treatise is not named in the extant text, but can be safely identi�ed, 
especially by his reference to his own Kit�b al-Tamy�z.6

The key issue in the dispute is set forth at the beginning of  chapter 
�ve which is entitled “Concerning the impossibility of  knowing the 
temporality of  the body and of  proving the existence of  the Creator 
while upholding the negation of  accidents, even though it has been 
reported of  some upholders of  that view that they maintain the eternity 
of  the body.” In the �rst four chapters, al-Ba��r apparently had presented 
four indications (dal�la) for the reality of  accidents (a�r��) as conceived 
by the kal�m theologians.7 Al-Ba��r goes on to summarize the traditional 
Mu�tazil� proof  for the existence of  God. He explains that the purpose 
in establishing the reality of  accidents is to prove the temporality of  the 
body, since bodies cannot exist without accidents, and the mind judges 
that whatever cannot exist without the presence of  something temporal 
must equally be temporal. The next step is to demonstrate that those 
accidents that are produced by us human beings are in need of  us for 
their origination (�ud�th). Similarly the body (which we are unable to 
produce) must be in need of  an agent for its origination. Al-Ba��r insists 
that whoever deviates from this proof  is unable to demonstrate the 
unicity and justice of  God. Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�, however, doubted 
these facts and composed a book entitled Ta�affu� al-adilla, the Scrutiny 

of  the Proofs,8 for which the kal�m theologians charged him with unbelief. 
He now claimed that even though the traditional proofs used by the 

6 Fol. 4b.
7 In the tenth chapter (fol. 16b) the author refers to the fourth indication mentioned 

in the book, which asserted the impossibility of  distinguishing between light and heavy 
bodies without acknowledging the reality of  accidents. In what remains of  the end of  
the fourth chapter there is word of  “the states of  heavy bodies.” The fourth indication 
thus was probably discussed in that chapter, while the other three indications may have 
been treated in the previous chapters.

8 Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s K. Ta�affu� al-adilla is extensively quoted by Ibn al-Mal��im� 
in his K. al-Mu�tamad f� u��l al-d�n (ed. M. McDermott and W. Madelung, London 1991). 
Ibn al-Mal��im� states (p. 492) that Abu l-
usayn left it un�nished at his death. From 
al-Ba��r’s account it is evident that some version of  parts of  it was published early in 
Abu l-
usayn’s career. It is possible that later in his life he revised it and was hoping 
to complete it.
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4 introduction

theologians were false, there were others of  which they were unaware, 
and he composed a work (ta�n�f ) about his principles. This book is not 
named by al-Ba��r, but is most likely to be identi�ed as his K. Ghurar 

al-adilla, the Best of  Proofs. Al-Ba��r notes that he had refuted it and 
refers the reader repeatedly to this earlier Refutation (Naq�).9 He asserts 
that Abu l-
usayn’s new book was not based on his real principles. 
Rather, Abu l-
usayn in his expressions feigned agreement with the 
theologians and concealed his true views. Al-Ba��r promises to uncover 
these facts and to prove that Abu l-
usayn in reality obstructed the 
path to knowledge of  the existence of  the Creator.

Abu l-
usayn’s proof  for the existence of  the Creator is mentioned 
only summarily by al-Ba��r. Abu l-
usayn, he states, built his proof  on 
the contingency ( jaw�z) of  the body which occurs despite the possibility 
that it not occur. Its occurrence thus required an agent ( f��il).10 Al-
Ba��r objects with the question as to why the body should not occur by 
necessity (rather than the free choice of  the Creator), since Abu l-
usayn 
explained God’s power to act by His special essence (dh�t makh���a). 
He ignores Abu l-
usayn’s lengthy argument that the producer of  the 
body must indeed be a freely choosing agent rather than a necessitating 
cause.11 Al-Ba��r here evidently seeks to associate Abu l-
usayn with 
the Muslim philosophers, who also argued on the basis of  contingency 
for the existence of  a Necessary Being, but viewed this Necessary 
Being as a necessitating cause, not a freely choosing Creator. For them 
the material world, though not the individual bodies, was inevitably 
coeternal with God. Al-Ba��r presumably had them in mind when he 
noted in the title of  the �fth chapter that some deniers of  accidents 
upheld the eternity of  the body. He does not mention the contemporary 

 9 A fragment of  al-Ba��r’s Refutation has recently been found and identi�ed by Gregor 
Schwarb in RNL Firk. Yevr.-Arab. I 3100 (10 folios).

10 Fol. 3. Abu l-
usayn’s proof  is more fully described by Ibn al-Mal��im� in his 
K. al-Mu�tamad (esp. pp. 167-72). The signicant contribution made by Abu l-
usayn to 
the development of  the proof  of  the existence of  God in kal�m theology has not yet been 
appreciated in modern scholarship. In his book on the Proofs for Eternity, Creation and the 
Existence of  God in Medieval Islamic and Jewish Philosophy, H. Davidson does not mention 
him at all. He describes the Ash�ar� theologian al-Juwayn� as the major reviser of  the 
traditional kal�m proof. Al-Juwayn�’s proof, however, can be seen to depend directly 
on that of  Abu l-
usayn. See W. Madelung, “Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s proof  of  the 
existence of  God.” In: Arabic Theology, Arabic Philosophy, from the Many to the One. Essays 
in Celebration of  Richard M. Frank. Ed. James Montgomery. Leuven (forthcoming).

11 See Ibn al-Mal��im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 167–9.
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Avicenna, but must certainly have been aware of  his teaching. Abu 
l-
usayn was thoroughly familiar with contemporary philosophy and 
adopted philosophical concepts, such as contingency versus necessity, 
in his criticism of  the prevalent Ba�ran Mu�tazil� thought. He backed, 
however, the fundamentals of  Mu�tazil� theology and theodicy, including 
recognition of  both man and God as freely choosing agents.There is no 
reason to doubt his sincerity in upholding the Mu�tazil� position here 
against that of  the Neoplatonizing Muslim philosophers. His aim in 
criticising Mu�tazil� concepts and argumentation was not to discredit 
the Mu�tazila, but to make their fundamental creed more defensible 
on rational grounds.

Accidents as conceived by the Mu�tazil� theologians were certain 
categories of  immaterial beings, such as colours, sounds, pains and 
spatial states (akw�n), which normally could exist only inhering in a 
material substrate, a body. Although dependent in existence on the 
body, they possessed a separate reality, independent of  it. Y�suf  al-Ba��r 
insists that they, like bodies, are dhaw�t, individual essences or entities. 
As such they were, according to Mu�tazil� doctrine, stable (th�bit) and 
unchangeable in their state of  non-existence and could be known before 
their existence. For their origination or occurrence (�ud�th), the attribute 
of  existence (�ifat al-wuj�d) had to be added to their stable essence. Some 
accidents, especially the akw�n,12 i.e. motion and rest, composition and 
separation, can be given existence by human beings with their limited 
capacity (qudra). By analogy we can infer that all other accidents and 
bodies must be produced by a Creator with unlimited power. The basis 
for this analogy is, as al-Ba��r explains, our recognition that accidents 
and bodies all are different essences (dhaw�t mukhtalifa).

For Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�, on the other hand, these accidents were 
merely attributes (�if�t) and changeable characteristics (a�k�m) of  bodies, 
not independent essences. Existence was inseparable from essence, no 
attribute that could be added to a previously stable essence. Creation 
thus meant producing essences themselves. Humans were able to 
affect existing bodies, but not to produce them. There was thus little 
basis for an analogy between man’s freely choosing activity and God’s 
creation of  the world. Abu l-
usayn’s proof  of  the existence of  the 
Creator dispensed with the traditional analogy between the witnessed 

12 About the Bahsham� concept of  akw�n see R.M. Frank, Beings and Their Attributes, 
Albany 1978, pp. 95–104.
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6 introduction

world and the unseen (al-sh�hid wa l-gh�
ib). He deduced it directly 
from the contingency of  the world, i.e., the body’s inherent possibility 
to exist or not to exist which required an external agent to bring it 
into existence. 

Al-Ba��r contends that this argument is not valid on Abu l-
usayn’s 
principles. As he had already explained in his earlier Refutation (naq�) of  
Abu l-
usayn’s views, the occurrence of  a thing when it is possible for it 
not to occur requires the af�rmation of  an external speci�er (mukha��i�) 
only if  the circumstances are equal (wa l-��l w��ida). Thus when a body 
moves while it possible for it not to move, there must inevitably be a 
speci�er, who was identi�ed by the opponent as an agent. By equality 
of  circumstances in this case was meant the body’s occupation of  space 
(ta�ayyuz) and all other attributes. If  the circumstances were unequal, 
however, why should the thing not occur by a cause (�illa) rather than 
an agent?

Al-Ba��r acknowledges that he himself  had employed the same 
argument as Abu l-
usayn in his Kit�b al-Tamy�z to demonstrate that the 
body is in need of  an agent for its occurrence while it is possible for it 
not to occur, and the Q�	� al-Labb�d, a prominent disciple of  �Abd al-
Jabb�r, had also used this method. The argument from contingency was 
evidently still unfamiliar in kal�m theology for al-Ba��r and al-Labb�d 
�rst to use it. Al-Ba��r explains that its legitimate use here depended 
on af�rmation of  different essences such as sounds, pains, akw�n and 
composition of  which we know that we are able to produce them. 
The stability of  the essence in its state of  non-existence (kawn al-dh�t 
ma�d�matan) makes its occurrence possible while it was also possible for 
it to remain unchanged in that state. In its need for a speci�er, it thus 
parallels the occupation of  space by a substance ( jawhar) which makes 
motion and rest possible. Abu l-
usayn, however, asserts that essences 
are innovated (tajaddud) at the time of  their coming into existence. Their 
circumstances are thus unequal before and after origination, and the 
need for an agent cannot legitimately be claimed by him.

Al-Ba��r’s argumentation is tenuous here. The occupation of  space 
by the body is obviously a precondition for its movement, but without 
it a cause could not move it any more than a freely choosing agent. It 
could plausibly be argued that knowledge of  a thing is necessary before 
its production by an agent. The Mu�tazila responded to this necessity 
with their thesis that essences are stable in their state of  non-existence, a 
doctrine often denounced by their opponents as entailing the eternity of  
the world. Yet by his assertion that essences themselves are “innovated” 
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at the time of  their coming into existence, Abu l-
usayn surely did not 
deny the possibility of  foreknowledge of  them. His claim that creation 
of  the temporal world required an agent thus was as legitimate as that 
put forward now by al-Ba��r and the Q�	� al-Labb�d.

The remaining chapters elaborate on the unacceptable consequences 
of  Abu l-
usayn’s denial of  the reality of  accidents and his assertion 
that essences are produced by the Creator. Al-Ba��r’s arguments here 
re�ect the method of  ilz�m as commonly employed in kal�m debate, the 
deduction of  unintended and absurd conclusions from the principles 
of  the opponent. In chapter six he argues that an analogy between the 
human agent and the divine Creator is impossible for Abu l-
usayn 
since the human agent according to him is capable only of  producing 
attributes in existing essences, but not essences. There is thus no basis 
for comparing their acts. Moreover, any proof  of  causation (ta�l�l) 
requires recognition of  essences which are the cause of  attributes in 
other essences. Since Abu l-
usayn does not acknowledge such essences, 
he is unable to prove the need of  the body for a producer (mu�dith) on 
the basis of  causality.

In chapter seven al-Ba��r argues that Abu l-
usayn is unable to 
prove that only God can be the Creator of  bodies since he does not 
acknowledge any attribute of  power and the distinction between the 
essential attribute of  power in God and the accidental, limited power 
in man. For Abu l-
usayn God’s ability to act is entailed by His special 
essence and man’s by his physical structure (binya). Why should it not 
be possible for humans to have a structure enabling them to produce 
bodies including their own children? Why should snakes and lions not 
be produced by the devil and the world by an angel?

In chapter eight al-Ba��r seeks to demonstrate that the upholders of  
Abu l-
usayn’s views are compelled to admit the possibility that God 
turn Himself  into a sound, colour, taste or body, as the Nu�ayr�s claim, 
or that He may unite with a human body, as the Christians believe. 
When they witness someone performing miraculous acts, however 
harmful these may be, they cannot be sure that the person is not God 
who has transformed Himself  into this human shape. They are thus 
just like the Su�s and must accept that person’s claim of  deserving 
worship. All this follows from their view that essences can be produced 
by an agent. God thus must be able to change His own essence as He 
sees �t.

The ninth chapter asserts the inability of  the followers of  Abu 
l-
usayn to negate evil on the part of  God. Proof  that God does not 
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do any evil, al-Ba��r explains, depends on deduction of  a cause and 
extending (	ard) it to similar cases. In accordance with Mu�tazil� doctrine, 
he argues that among humans the reason for not committing evil is 
their knowledge of  the evil and self-suf�ciency (ghin�), i.e. lack of  need 
to derive bene�t from it. This cause can by analogy be extended to the 
unseen. Abu l-
usayn’s principles, however, do not allow the deduction 
of  causes and their extension by analogy. His followers thus must admit 
that there is nothing to prevent God from doing evil.

In chapter ten al-Ba��r argues that Abu l-
usayn is unable to prove the 
singleness of  God and must admit that He may have partners capable 
of  doing the same acts as He. The proof  for the singleness of  God, 
he af�rms, must be based on His being powerful and willing (mur�d), 
all other proofs are futile. Since Abu l-
usayn does not uphold God’s 
being willing, he is unable to argue that a single object of  capability 
cannot be shared by two powerful beings. The common proof  of  the 
singleness of  God by the mututal prevention (tam�nu�) of  two almighty 
beings is thus closed to him. He must even admit the possibility of  two 
eternal agents, one being light and the other darkness, as the dualists 
believe. A second proof, by the impossibility of  distinguishing between 
two eternal beings with the same attributes, is equally unavailable to him 
because of  his denial of  accidents. From all this, al-Ba��r concludes, it 
is evident that the followers of  Abu l-
usayn are unable to prove any 
point of  the sciences of  Unicity and Justice, the Mu�tazil� creed.

II

In the present treatise, Y�suf  al-Ba��r appears seriously concerned 
about the threat posed by Abu l-
usayn’s criticism to the principles of  
his Bahsham� theological thought. This concern evidently was not only 
momentary. Already earlier he had, as he mentions, written a Refutation 

(Naq�) of  the new doctrine put forward by the critic. He further refers 
to his Responsa to questions he had received from Tinn�s in Egypt in 
which he dealt with a point raised by the controversy around the new 
school of  thought.13 In his Kit�b al-Mu�taw�, a late sum of  his theology, 
he mentions the titles of  three treatises which also seem to be related 

13 Fol. 11b with n 22 (translation).
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to the controversy: A�w�l al-f��il, the Conditions of  the Agent; A�k�m al-

mu
aththir�t, the Characteristics of  Effectors; and Kit�b al-Istidl�l bi l-sh�hid 

�al� l-gh�
ib, On the Deduction of  Proofs [by Analogy] from the Witnessed World 
to the Unseen.14 These treatises are not mentioned in the present work 
and presumably were composed later. 

Al-Ba��r’s continuous concern with the controversy suggests that 
the impact of  Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s critical revision of  Bahsham� 
theological doctrine must have been considerable in the contemporary 
Karaite community. His Responsa to questions from Tinn�s indicate 
that there was an early interest in Abu l-
usayn’s teaching among the 
Karaites in Egypt. Such an interest can hardly have been aroused by 
the local Muslim scholarly environment there. Mu�tazil� kal�m was not 
taught under the F��imid reign. Abu l-
usayn’s theology presumably 
was brought to the Karaites in Egypt by Jews from Iraq, just as 
Bahsham� teaching was brought to F��imid Jerusalem by Y�suf  al-
Ba��r from there. In his Ghurar al-adilla, Abu l-
usayn mentions that he 
had contacts with Jews who informed him about questions relating to 
the Bible,15 and there must have been Jews who were interested in his 
teaching. Ibn al-Mal��im� quotes from the responsa of  Abu l-
usayn 
to an otherwise unknown D�w�d b. Sulaym�n (also b. Ab� Sahl) al-
Mi�r� Jaw�b�t mas�
il D�w�d al-Mi�r�.16 The name may indicate that the 
questioner was a Jew or, more likely, a Jewish convert to Islam. Coming 
from Egypt, he probably became a disciple of  Abu l-
usayn, posing 
questions to him, and perhaps returned to Egypt with the works of  
his teacher.

Whatever the role of  D�w�d b. Sulaym�n, it seems likely that the 
prominent Karaite Tustar� family of  eastern origin, who rose to social 
and political leadership in F��imid Egypt while maintaining close 
contacts in Baghdad, favoured Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s theological 
thought from an early date. A scholarly member of  this family belonging 
to the third generation after their migration to Fus��� in Egypt became 
an active supporter of  his kal�m teaching. Three large fragments from 

14 See Sklare, “Y�suf  al-Ba��r,” p. 256. The fact that al-Ba��r mentions his K. al-
Tamy�z, but not its expanded version K. al-Mu�taw�, makes it likely that it is a relatively 
early work. The K. al-Mu�taw� is known to have been composed before 412/1021.

15 See Sad�d al-D�n Ma�m�d al-
imma�� al-R�z�, al-Munqidh min al-taql�d, Qum 
1412/[1991], vol. 1, pp. 505–6.

16 The quotations are contained in an unpublished section of  Ibn al-Mal��im�’s 
K. al-Mu�tamad.
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different copies of  Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�’s Kit�b Ta�affu� al-adilla have 
been preserved in the Firkovitch collection.17 One of  them in Arabic 
script, containing the third part of  the work, bears a note in Hebrew 
that it is constituted as a pious endowment to Yashar (Sahl), son of  the 
“minister” 
esed (al-Fa	l) al-Tustar�, and to his descendants.18 A second 
one in Arabic script appears to be in the handwriting of  Abu l-
asan 
�Al� b. Sulaym�n al-Muqaddas�,19 a Karaite theologian originally from 
Jerusalem who became closely associated with Sahl b. al-Fa	l whom he 
adopted as his teacher. A third fragment, in Hebrew characters, cannot 
be dated, but may have been written about the same time.20 Sahl b. al-
Fa	l al-Tustar�, the leading Karaite theologian in Egypt in the second 
half  of  the 11th century, evidently was interested in promoting the 
study of  Abu l-
usayn’s thought in the Karaite community. 

Sahl al-Tustar�’s theology has not yet been studied in detail, and 
none of  his works has been published. Here brief  excerpts from three 
of  his partly extant works re�ecting his endorsement of  Abu l-
usayn’s 
theological views against the teaching of  the school of  Q�	� �Abd al-
Jabb�r are edited and translated.21

1. The �rst section of  Part Two of  al-Tustar�’s Maqdisiyy�t (or 
Muqaddasiyy�t) 

The Maqdisiyy�t evidently were responsa to theological questions posed by 
�Al� b. Sulaym�n al-Muqaddas�. Two incomplete manuscripts containing 
Part Two of  the text, one of  them written by �Al� b. Sulaym�n, have 

17 RNL II Firk. Evr. Arab. I 4814 in Hebrew characters, II Firk. Arab. 655 and  II 
Firk. Arab 103. See Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�, Ta�affu� al-adilla. The extant parts introduced 
and edited by Wilferd Madelung and Sabine Schmidtke, Wiesbaden 2006.

18 RNL II Firk. Arab. 655, f. 1a: ����� ���  ���	��
 �	� ��
 �� ��� �� ��� 
�����
 ���
 �
�� 
�� ���� 
� ����
 ����. On the Karaite Tustar� family in Egypt 
see especially M. Gil, The Tustar�s, Family and Sect, [in Hebrew] Tel-Aviv 1981. Ab� 
Na�r al-Fa	l b. Sahl al-Tustar� was not actually minister (waz�r), but as a favourite of  
the mother of  the caliph al-Mustan�ir and treasurer of  the caliph became a powerful 
rival of  the vizier Abu l-Barak�t al-Jarjar�
� who brought about his fall from favour. 
He was tortured to death in 440/1048–9.

19 RNL II Firk. Arab. 103.
20 RNL II Firk. Evr. Arab. I 4814. The manuscript was copied from an Arabic 

original of  a slightly different recension than II Firk. 103. On �Al� b. Sulaym�n see 
A. Ya. Borisov, “ The time and place of  the life of  the Karaite author �Al� b. Sulaym�n,” 
[in Russian], Palestinskiy Sbornik 9 (1962), pp. 109–14.

21 It may be noted that in his K. al-
m�
, an edition of  which is in preparation by 
Gregor Schwarb, al-Tustar� upholds the existence of  a human soul independent of  the 
body against the Mu�tazil� position of  Abu l-
usayn denying such a soul.
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come to light in the Firkovitch collection in St Petersburg.22 The 
�rst question in it deals with the claim of  unnamed opponents that 
whoever deviates from their method of  establishing proofs and drawing 
analogies (	ar�q al-ta�l�l wa l-muq�yasa) is unable to prove the existence of  
the Originator of  the world. Al-Tustar� responds that his proof  of  the 
temporality of  the world and the existence of  the Originator, perhaps 
set forth in the �rst part of  the Maqdisiyy�t, had already demonstrated 
the falseness of  their claim. He goes on to criticize the concepts and 
method of  argumentation of  the opponents at length, suggesting in 
the end that their doctrine in reality entailed the eternity of  the world 
and their inability to prove the existence of  the Originator. From his 
elaborations it is evident that the opponents are those who uphold the 
principles of  the school of  Q�	� �Abd al-Jabb�r. His arguments directly 
contradict those put forward by Y�suf  al-Ba��r in his refutation of  Abu 
l-
usayn al-Ba�r�.

2. Excerpt from al-Tustar�’s Kit�b al-Talw�� il� l-taw��d wa l-�adl, a sum-
mary of  his theology in accordance with the basic Mu�tazil� theses of  
God’s Unicity and Justice 

The excerpt is taken from a Karaite manuscript of  the British Library23 
containg several excerpts from the Kit�b al-Talw��. It deals with the 
question of  whether God effects existence (wuj�d) or essence and 
whether existence is additional (z�
id) to the reality of  things. Al-Tustar� 
adopts the position of  Abu l-
usayn al-Ba�r�, without naming him, 
that existence is nothing additional to the reality of  things that could 
be provided to stable (th�bit) essences as the Bahsham� Mu�tazila held. 
Existence is not a uniform matter, and God produces all temporal 
things themselves.

22 RNL II Firk. Arab. 119 was copied, according to a note on fol. 1a, by ��l� b. 
Shl�m� (�Al� b. Sulaym�n) in Dhu l-
ijja 448 (Febr.-March 1057) in Tinn�s. This 
copy is denoted as alif  in the text. The second manuscript, denoted as b�
, is II Firk. 
Arab. 100. A fragment originally part of  the latter manuscript is contained in II Firk. 
Arab. 158.

23 Or 2572, described in G. Margoliouth, Catalogue of  the Hebrew and Samaritan 
manuscripts in the British Museum, London 1899–1935, vol. 3, pp. 200–1, no. 996. The 
excerpt is on fol. 38a–41b.
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3. Excerpt from the Kit�b al-Ta�r�r li-kit�b Aris	� f�m� ba�d al-	ab��a, a 
critical commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics 

The excerpt is taken from the same Karaite manuscript of  the British 
Library as the previous text.24 It also refutes the view that existence is 
uniform in all existent things and that it is additional to essence de�ned 
as a stable reality. Here the thrust of  al-Tustar�’s criticism is against the 
philosophical doctrine of  Aristotle, whom he brie�y associated in the 
Talw�� text with the (Bahsham�) kal�m theologians, and he quotes directly 
from the �rst four sections of  Book Gamma of  Aristotle’s Metaphysics in 
order to refute his statements. He concludes with an af�rmation of  the 
Mu�tazil� thesis that the Maker of  the temporal world must be a single 
and eternal freely choosing Agent ( f��il w��id azal� mukht�r) rather than 
a necessitating cause of  an eternal world.

24 Or 2572, fol. 47b–52b.
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TRANSLATION

The �fth chapter concerning the impossibility of  knowing the temporality 
of  the body and proving the existence of  the Creator while upholding 
the negation of  accidents,1 even though it has been reported of  some 
upholders of  this view that they maintain the eternity of  the body

Know that the purpose in proving the existence of  accidents is to 
establish the temporality of  the body, since it is impossible for it to 
be separated from them and since they are temporal. For it is �rmly 
established in the mind that whatever cannot be devoid of  something 
originated must itself  be originated. Subsequently we explain that the 
ground why accidents produced by us need us is their temporality. If  
the body shares their origination it necessarily shares their need for a 
producer. Whoever deviates from that is unable to accomplish anything 
in regard to the doctrine of  Unicity and Justice. 

Know that Abu l-�usayn al-Ba�r�, when he doubted these matters 
and composed a book which he entitled Scrutiny of  the Proofs (Ta�affu� 
al-adilla), and then the kal�m theologians2 accused him of  unbelief, 
responded according to what has reached me: Even though the well-
known proofs are false, there are (other) proofs of  which you are not 
aware. He was then told: If  there were something you believe to be 
sound, you would present it and support it. Thus he needed to compose 
[a book on his] proximate principles, which I have refuted. Yet they were 
not founded on his basic system but are set forth in expressions as if  
he agreed with the theologians, so that the disagreement is hidden. In 
my view he is like someone who disguises himself  in that compilation. 
I shall explain, God willing, the soundness of  what I have mentioned 

1 By accidents (a�r�� ) the Bahshamiyya and al-Ba��r meant determinants (ma��n�), i.e. 
entitative beings or essences (dhaw�t) that normally inhere in bodies and are the cause 
of  attributes (�if�t) and characteristics (a�k�m) in them. The deniers of  accidents viewed 
these attributes and characteristics as nothing independent or additional to the body.

2 By mutakallim�n al-Ba��r means speci�cally the Mu�tazil� theologians, those who hold 
the Mu�tazil� doctrine of  al-taw��d wa-l-�adl. Ash�ar� and other determinist theologians 
are called by him mujbira.
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16 proof for the existence of god

that he obstructs the path to knowledge of  the proof  of  the existence 
of  the Creator.

The clari�cation of  this is that when he negates accidents and is 
unable to af�rm, on account of  their negation, what is speci�c to a 
substance because of  its essence—rather it seems from his position 
and the position of  his like that he holds that if  the temporality of  the 
body or the innovation (tajaddud ) of  its being an essence3 is af�rmed, 
this is due to an agent,—then it can be said to him: Why should it be 
innovated so that you can refer its being an essence as it is witnessed 
back to him? And why do you deny its being like this from eternity? 
If  he then says: If  this were the case, its transfer from the place in 
which it was from eternity would be impossible, he will be asked to 
verify his claim. There is no way for him to that, for our assertion that 
the attribute which is not innovated is necessary by [the body] itself  
and that it cannot depart from it results from our knowledge of  the 
proof  of  existence of  various essences that are distinguished from each 
other by an essential attribute. If  this is not viable according to his 
basic system, then what prevents the substance from occupying space 
eternally for no reason, being speci�ed by place also for no reason, and 
from departing from being in the place equally for no reason? Rather, 
it might depart from being an essence for no reason and might even 
depart from occupying space while its essence remained stable if  it had 
an attribute by its occupation of  space. However, it is evident from his 
position that since it is an essence because of  an agent, its being an 
essence is not distinct from its occupying space. This [distinction] is 
possible according to our position only insofar as it is an essence from 
eternity distinct from blackness, and then its occupation of  space which 
is conditional on its existence becomes innovated.4

3 For the Bahshamiyya and al-Ba��r essences are timelessly stable and thus cannot be 
innovated as essences, but are provided with existence in time by the agent originating 
them. While human agents can existentiate some categories of  accidents, God can 
existentiate bodies and all categories of  accidents. For Abu l-�usayn God is the sole 
Agent producing all things or essences themselves in time. Human agents can merly 
effect attributes and characteristics in existent bodies.

4 In Bahsham� doctrine, occupation of  space (ta�ayyuz) is an essential attribute of  
the body, but it is conditional on the body’s existence. In its state of  non-existence, the 
essence of  the body is stable (th�bit) but does not occupy space. Abu l-�usayn al-Ba�r� 
does not distinguish between essence and existence. In his view the essence has no 
stability before its innovation (tajaddud ).
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However, asserting the innovation of  the substance that transfers 
into places is of  no avail to him; rather, he is obliged to doubt the rest 
of  the earth as long as he does not know its transfer to be possible. 
So what assures him against that it has eternally been resting? This 
[consequence] does not apply to us, for bodies [in our view] are all of  
one kind; what is possible for some of  them is necessarily possible for the 
rest of  them, and discussion about necessity is like the discussion about 
possibility because they are alike by themselves. Thus it is necessary 
that the earth is resting because of  a rest produced in time, and it is 
necessary that the characteristic [of  the earth] be identical with the 
characteristic [of  other bodies] with regard to temporality. Therefore 
we say to him: If  bodies are moving, resting, joining and separating 
according to our motives,5 then whatever we do not know at all that it 
is moving according to the motives of  an agent, such as the movements 
of  the spheres, the waves of  the seas and the rest of  the earth, how do 
you deny that it is not due to an agent? Thus the rest of  the earth and 
the rotation of  the sphere may belong to what is necessary. Even the 
assertion of  a �fth nature is not impossible then as has been related 
of  some people. As long as he does not af�rm different causes whose 
effects differ according to their difference, it is not possible to extend 
any cause consistently; rather, it is impossible to prove whatever is not 
known compulsorily.

It is for this reason that he founded his case in the Book of  Scrutiny on 
raising doubts. This is the method of  those who assert the equivalence 
of  proofs. Yet how do they know their equivalence, on the basis of  a 
proof  or by necessity? Eventually, [knowledge] by necessity inevitably 
comes to naught, while it is impossible to establish a proof. Rather, 
we have already explained that attributes cannot serve as a proof  for 
the innovation of  the body if  we suppose that the body cannot be 
separated from them; for they cannot be non-existent then while the 
body is known to be quali�ed by them. Reason guarantees that whatever 
cannot be devoid of  something originated is itself  originated; but it does 
not conclude that the body is necessarily temporal when it cannot be 
devoid of  being either joined or separate. Do you not see that with 
regard to the temporality of  that we have recourse to the necessity of  
Zayd being temporal if  it cannot be separated from the temporality of  

5 The fact that bodies may move or rest according to our motives (daw��� ) proves 
that we are the agents of  their motion and rest.
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18 proof for the existence of god

�Umar? His transfer of  that to the attribute corresponds to someone 
af�rming it [the attribute] to be an essence.6 In that case he would only 
deviate nominally. Because of  that you will �nd his speech confused; 
sometimes he af�rms accidents, sometimes he negates them. Know 
also that even if  we accepted the soundness of  his argumentation for 
the innovation of  bodies, the proof  of  an agent would inevitably still 
be impossible for him. That is so because he does not af�rm grounds 
for judgements, nor does he even af�rm any effector but the agent.7 
That here is an af�rmation of  what he negates in meaning. We will 
explain the indication of  this and speak about it, although we already 
clari�ed that in the Refutation (al-Naq� ) of  him, except that here we 
shall mention an objection and shall reply to it, so that the opponent 
will cease to persist with it.

Thus we say, �rst, that he based his argument for the proof  of  the 
existence of  God on saying: the temporality of  the body belongs to what 
is contingent, for it occurred while it was possible for it not to occur; 
thus there must be an agent. Then it is to be said to him: Could it not 
occur while it was necessary for it to occur, for you also say that the 
act can occur from the Almighty for no intelligible reason but because 
He is a special essence? This shows that he sets forth grounds for it 
while denying them in meaning, because the act is possible. If  that 
happened without any ground, since he already denied the attribute 
of  being powerful and does not assert any attribute for Him at all,8 if  
he then were to assert that the act issued from Him for no reason and 

6 The argument here rests on whether attributes are caused by accidents with a 
separate identity or essence independent of  the body as the Bahshamiyya held, or are 
merely changeable characteristics of  it as Abu l-�usayn maintained. If  attributes are 
merely characteristics of  the body without separate identity, they cannot be used to 
prove the temporality of  the body. The temporality of  Zayd can be demonstrated only 
if  it depends on the temporality of  �Umar whose identity is separate from Zayd’s. If  
Abu l-�usayn attempts to prove it from the temporality of  an attribute, he can do so 
only if  he recognizes it as being an essence (dh�t) with a separate identity.

7 According to Bahsham� doctrine upheld by al-Ba��r, the effector (mu	aththir) of  
everything that occurs must be either a cause (�illa) or an agent ( f��il ). See also below 
fol. 14. Al-Ba��r consistently claims that Abu l-�usayn does not recognize causes and 
admits only the agent as an effector.

8 Al-Ba��r’s contention than Abu l-�usayn denied God’s attribute of  being powerful 
and all His other attributes is polemically derived from Abu l-�usayn’s explanation 
of  God’s power to act by His special essence rather than by a state of  being powerful 
as stipulated by the Bahshamiyya. Abu l-�usayn did not in fact deny God’s attribute 
of  being all-powerful.
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that there is no ground for it, as we say about blackness in its speci�city 
to its substrate, it would not make a difference. Similarly he says: 
The occurrence of  the act is necessary at this speci�c moment for no 
reason and that this belongs to the category of  what does not require 
provision of  a ground. If  he then said: This applies to you even more, 
for you af�rm that for some judgments grounds can be provided but 
not for others, so why should the act not be possible from Him for no 
intelligible reason; rather, why should the body not occur without an 
agent? Whatever you may answer, the same is my reply; he is then to 
be told: As for us, we take recourse to a basic principle, namely, that 
for whatever a ground can be provided and this provision of  a ground 
does not lead to falsity, must be explained by the ground. By contrast, 
anything whose provision with a ground would lead to falsity ought not 
be explained by a ground. The af�rmation of  these two divisions is 
inevitable, for their denial in every respect would invalidate deduction 
and it would be impossible to gain knowledge of  anything by it. The 
assertion of  grounds in all instances would lead to an in�nite regress 
of  grounds and grounds of  grounds. Moreover, it would be impossible 
to know that there are some judgments for which provision of  any 
ground is false. Thus he should be told: Is not the judgment of  the 
occurrence of  the body together with the speci�c moment in which it 
occurred like the judgment of  the act together with the Almighty, so 
that it occurred because of  the moment being special, as you say that 
concerning His act? 

What we have already explained in the Refutation is that the occurrence 
of  the thing while it was possible for it not to occur, necessarily requires 
the af�rmation of  a speci�er only when the circumstances are identical. 
As we said that when the body moves while it was possible for it not to 
move with the circumstances being identical, there must inevitably be a 
speci�er. Thus we af�rm movement in this manner, and the opponent 
af�rms its being thus because of  an agent. By the circumstances being 
identical we meant its occupation of  space and its other attributes, 
because it has no attribute but that it is inevitably sound for it to occur 
while [the body] moves and equally while it does not move. Thus there 
must inevitably be something external requiring that [motion or rest]. 
Therefore it is not sound to attribute its being moved to its occupation 
of  space and to assert its being caused by it. How can it then be claimed 
that when the body occurs while it was possible for it not to occur the 
circumstances were identical, so that a speci�er would be required who is 
the agent because of  the falsity of  its occurring on account of  a cause? 
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The absurdity of  his argumentation has thus become clear to you in 
regard to both aspects, namely whether he accepts the contingency of  
origination or he denies that.

Know further that we can prove the origination [of  the body] to 
be contingent in a way that he is unable to follow. For we say: If  its 
origination were of  the category of  what is necessary, its existence 
necessarily would not be more likely in some moments than in others. 
That implies the necessity of  its eternity. This is based on what we have 
said that if  its existence were necessary it would be so only because of  
what it is by its essence whose characteristics are the same at all times. 
Thus it is impossible for that to be innovated except on a condition, 
as we have said with regard to the occupation of  space that, since it is 
founded in the essence, it is not speci�ed by any moment rather than 
another, but by a condition, namely existence. However, anyone who 
negates accidents does not recognize a characteristic that is founded in 
the essence, and does not af�rm anything on that basis. That is known 
with regard to the position of  that man, as he denies states with regard 
to the Eternal One and as he af�rms the substance to be [substance] 
by an agent. Thus he does not attribute anything to what distinguishes 
one essence from another.

Know also that in the Book of  Distinction (Kit�b al-Tamy�z)9 we have 
argued that the body in its temporality needs an agent for its occurrence 
with the possibility that it does not occur, and that even the Q	
� al-
Labb	d10 argued by this method. The soundness of  that is founded 
on the af�rmation of  different essences such as sounds, pains, forms 
of  spatial presence (akw�n), and composition that we know prior to 
their existence, and whose origination on our part we know to be 
possible. Thus the essence’s being non-existent11 requires the feasibility 
of  its origination together with the possibility for it not to occur by 
its remaining non-existent as it was. Its being an essence, insofar as it 

 9 Al-Ba��r’s Kit�b al-Tamy�z is extant in manuscript. A partial critical edition of  the 
work has been prepared by Wolfgang von Abel (Y�suf  al-Ba��r, Das Buch der Unterscheidung. 
Arabisch—Deutsch, Freiburg 2005).

10 Ab� Mu�ammad �Abd All	h b. Sa��d al-Labb	d is described as the successor 
(khal�fa) of  Q	
� �Abd al-Jabb	r in teaching and as having survived him. Ibn al-Murta
	, 

abaq�t, p. 116. In his Kit�b al-Mu�taw� al-Ba��r refers to a commentary he wrote on 
al-Labb	d’s Kit�b al-u��l, probably a theological work, titled Shar� u��l al-Labb�d. See 
Sklare, „Y�suf  al-Ba��r,“ p. 256.

11 The stability of  the essence in the state of  non-existence is meant.
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renders possible its occurrence and that it does not occur, is like the 
occupation of  space which renders possible the motion of  the substance 
as well as the absence of  motion in its requirement of  a speci�er. If  
he maintains, however, that the essence being an essence is innovated 
after it had not been so, how can it be asserted that the innovation of  
its being an essence inevitably requires an agent when it was equally 
possible for it to occur or not to occur, yet the circumstances were 
not the same? Is it not the case that if  we knew the possibility for a 
body to move even though it did not move, while the circumstances 
were not identical insofar as that would not require the occupation of  
space that renders the alternatives feasible, there would be no reason 
for af�rming a speci�er and it would be impossible to af�rm anything 
requiring the motion? Your situation with regard to the innovation of  
the essence being an essence then is the same as this case with regard 
to [its] not requiring a speci�er. You cannot escape doubt on account 
of  our objection to your argumentation, according to your own method 
in the Scrutiny.

Know further that one of  the supporters of  his doctrine has argued 
against this coercive argument by saying, according to what has reached 
me: We may know Zayd’s act and its need for him without our knowing 
the being of  the act [while it is] non-existent. An answer to this was: 
We have not said with regard to the act which occurs in accordance 
with the intention of  Zayd that it is impossible for us to know its need 
for him, nor have we said that the knowledge of  this is founded upon 
knowledge that the essence [while] non-existent is knowable. Rather we 
have said: The act for which no agent is known by witnessing or the like 
of  it and it is impossible to know of  him except through the possibility 
of  the occurrence and the non-occurrence of  the act that leads to 
knowledge of  him even if  no intention of  his is known—how can we 
possibly know that the act requires an agent while we know neither 
that its occurrence and its non-occurrence are equally possible nor that 
the circumstances are identical? Rather, we are entitled to reprehend 
him who argues for this despite the impossibility for us to show that 
the circumstances are identical whether it occurs or does not, while his 
essence is not known. Thus we say to him: What indication is there 
in the possibility of  its [the body’s] occurrence and its non-occurrence 
for the af�rmation of  a speci�cator, when by necessity we summarily 
know that Zayd’s act is in need of  him and [when we know this] in 
detail by deduction on the basis of  its occurrence in accordance with 
his intention? Surely, the situation of  the body differs from that, since 
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it is not summarily known by necessity that [its occurrence] requires an 
agent, nor is its occurrence in accordance with his intention known by 
necessity, so that we could on that basis deduce its need [for an agent] 
and would gain knowledge in detail. The absurdity of  his argumentation 
is thus evident to you.

The sixth chapter concerning the impossibility of  proving the existence 
of  an agent making bodies by relating them to the attributes that are 
innovated by us for bodies

Know that we compare the body to what occurs on our part in the 
proof  of  the existence of  an agent by extending the cause of  the need 
[for an agent], namely the origination, according to what has been 
explained repeatedly. This man, however, does not argue on the basis 
of  this indication, for its principles are impossible according to his 
doctrine, and he declared them to be erroneous. Know further that 
this indication is not sound according to his basic system on account 
of  two aspects; therefore he left it for what we have previously shown 
to be false according to his basic system. One of  the two aspects is 
that it is possible for us to innovate some attributes of  bodies, but it is 
not possible for us to make an essence to be an essence; yet the body 
has become an essence according to his doctrine after it had not been 
an essence. The most that can thus be said in this regard is that the 
innovated attribute, not the essence after its becoming an essence, can 
be compared to the attributes. [Comparing the essence] is impossible, 
because it does not share any matter that could be a ground [for 
comparison], for we know by necessity in a summary manner that 
there is a difference between the innovation of  an essence being an 
essence and the innovation of  an attribute for a stable essence. For 
what relation is there between the two, given this obvious difference? 
If  he said: This is like someone who objects to your proof  by saying: 
The body is different from accidents, and this makes it impossible to 
compare the body to them; he would be told: The difference between 
what we say in reply to this objection and what you might perhaps 
reply to it is clear. For accidents are differing essences that share one 
attribute, namely the existence that he denies. When that is innovated 
in them like the innovation of  the existence of  the body, and we know 
that it is sound to explain the need by the innovation of  existence which 
the various accidents have in common and which the body shares with 
them, then we say: The difference between body and accidents does not 

Madelung_f3_13-36.indd   22 9/12/2006   4:20:45 PM



 translation 23

exceed the difference among accidents while their partnership in the 
cause [of  need] is present. However, attributes cannot be described as 
differing in reality.12 Thus when you assert attributes to be different in 
reality, you make them essences in meaning. The body cannot be said 
to be resembling attributes, nor to be different from them. Rather, we 
have already explained that the innovation of  an essence becoming an 
essence is different from the innovation of  an attribute. Thus the path 
of  analogy [between the two] is not sound.

The second aspect is that the principle of  asserting a cause requires 
the af�rmation of  essences that entail attributes for others. Whoever 
denies causes cannot possibly assert anything by way of  asserting a 
cause. That is elucidated by the fact that when we explain the need 
of  writing for a writer by its occurrence, this can be understood only 
by likening it with the knowledge that necessitates for the knower 
to become knowing and analogous causes. However, when it is not 
possible to prove the existence of  an effector by way of  necessitation, 
it is impossible that the occurrence is necessitating [the need]. And if  
it is said: It admits the need, [the answer is that] it is not necessary 
that what admits is inseparable from the admitted. What could then 
prevent the occurrence from being present and admitting the need but 
not necessitating it? This implies that the occurrence may be separated 
from the need for a producer. Why should the body occur then only 
by a producer? Yet the agent, in [the case] we have explained makes 
possible the innovated attributes of  bodies only, to the exclusion of  
that. Af�rmation of  something rendering possible apart from [the 
agent] thus depends on a proof. Yet [according to his doctrine] there 
is no proof  that the admission of  occurrence renders possible the need, 
and to dismiss that the [mere] admission and doubt are suf�cient. 
Because of  this we have said that the holder of  this doctrine is unable 
to assert the evilness of  a lie from which a bene�t is drawn since his 
explanation of  the evilness of  a lie without bene�t is not by a ground 
that can be extended speci�cally, while it is certain that bene�t is an 
aspect of  goodness of  the act in some respects.13 In that [doctrine is 

12 That attributes, unlike accidents, are merely descriptive and cannot be further 
described is part of  their common de�nition in kal�m. If  Abu l-�usayn describes them 
as differing in reality, he turns them into accidents.

13 The relevant Bahsham� doctrine is analysed by G.F. Hourani, Islamic Rationalism: 
The Ethics of  �Abd al-Jabb�r, Oxford 1971, pp. 90–97.
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also implied] the impossibility of  extending the judgement of  anything 
from the visible world to the unseen.

The seventh chapter about that the holder of  this doctrine is forced to 
allow the possibility that the lion and snakes are made by Satan and 
that the world is made by an angel and what is connected with this

Know that we have already shown that the holder of  this doctrine is 
unable to prove the existence of  an agent in the unseen world. That 
makes it impossible to distinguish His action from the act of  others 
because that is like a branch [of  the previously mentioned impossibility]. 
We will argue about this by supposition in the manner in which the 
kal�m theologians have said to the determinists: Your doctrine makes 
it impossible to prove our being capable in addition to the capability, 
which is a basic principle in the discussion by its making feasible or 
necessitating [the act]. Then they explained the absurdity of  the �rst 
thesis and proceeded to demonstrate the absurdity entailed by the 
doctrine that capability is necessitating.14 Know also that the way to 
our knowledge that the capable from among us is not able to produce 
bodies is founded on the af�rmation of  an attribute for the capable 
among us and of  a capability which necessitates that and which with 
regard to the Almighty is necessary because of  His self.15 Yet this 
speaker has already denied the [capability] with regard to us and with 
regard to Him, be He praised. He said: The act is feasible from Him 
because He is a special essence, and it is feasible from us because of  
a physical structure.16 He is forced then to allow that the Eternal one 
create us in a physical structure such that we would be capable to make 
bodies, for he keeps repeating that the capability is different while its 

14 By determinists (mujbira) the Ash�ar�s are primarily meant. Because of  their doctrine 
that God wills and creates the acts of  men, they are unable to de�ne capability as 
implying a choice in the agent, whether he be man or God. Power and capability in 
their view necessitates the act rather then making it possible.

15 By attribute here is meant an accident additional to the essence. God’s power for 
the Mu�tazila is grounded in His essence and does not require an additional attribute 
as demanded by Ash�ar� theology.

16 About Abu l-�usayn’s doctrine concerning the attribute of  qudra, see Ibn al-
Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 184–9. By Abu l-�usayn’s “denial of  the attribute of  qudra” 
in God and man, al-Ba��r presumably means the denial of  the special state (��la) by 
which Bahsham� doctrine explained the attribute.
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characteristics are identical. Thus why should it not be possible to assert 
a capability through which the body can be made and whose difference 
to this [our] capability is no greater than the difference among [our 
present capabilities]? And so on to the rest of  what we mention that 
he cannot reasonably maintain what indeed he has already denied. On 
that basis we have said: Why does he not allow that God grant some 
bodies a structure by which it is possible to make the body an essence? 
Rather, it would not be impossible that the creation of  the child in the 
intestines is an act of  ours because of  the male organ having a special 
physical structure inside it and the vulva having a special attribute and 
a special structure, and that if  anyone does not produce offspring, it is 
because the site is not built in the special manner, in accordance with 
the doctrine of  the philosophers. Some shaykh among our companions 
who is skilled in Hebrew indeed used to declare God to be far above 
creating a child born out of  adultery, above discourse about worms 
growing out of  �lth, above creating vermin of  the earth, the rat from 
dirt and chickens from dung. This paves the way for the doctrine that 
acts occur by nature which does not think, and the like of  this suf�ces 
[to dismiss] the speaker.

The eighth chapter concerning the possibility of  corporealization and 
union for the Almighty and other falsehood which this thesis leads to 
according to their doctrine

Know that if  substance became an essence by an agent, it would be 
possible that He made it a sound, and that even we made it a sound 
despite the impossibility of  our making it an essence. The holder of  this 
doctrine thus cannot be sure that the Almighty will not turn Himself  
into a sound, a colour, a taste or a body, which is the doctrine speci�cally 
of  the Nu�ayr�s about the corporealization of  the Ma�n�.17 He is also 
forced to admit the doctrine of  union, for if  it were not possible for 
Him to turn His essence into a body, it would still be possible for Him 
to mix with bodies, like the doctrine of  the Christians and their likes 
who maintain incarnation, for this is reasonable and can be believed, 

17 Ma�n� (the Essence) in Nu�ayr� belief  is the highest aspect of  the divine trinity 
which has variously manifested itself  in history in biblical �gures from Abel to St. 
Peter and in �Al� b. Ab� 
	lib and the Imams descended from him. See. H. Halm in 
EI 2 s.v. „Nu�ayriyya“.
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and some people even believe it. We shall explain the absurdity to 
which the pursuit of  this leads after we explain that this necessarily 
applies to them but not to us. That is done by someone telling them: 
You have asserted that God Almighty is existent and you have asserted 
that each one of  us is produced. Why do you deny that He may have 
been occupying space from eternity just as He existed from eternity, 
while one of  you comes to occupy space after he has not, just as he 
becomes existent after he was not? We thus force upon you what you 
forced upon us according to your basic system, while you try to force 
upon us what you are forcing upon us on the basis of  creating some 
doubt without noting what we have noted in forcing you. The answer 
is that the escape [from any argument] must be based on the principles 
of  the holder of  the doctrine. We then, if  . . .18

. . . of  the object of  perception and the like rendering possible perception 
and His being perceiving because it goes back to His being alive which 
is necessary on account of  His attribute of  essence, it is inadmissible 
that He be not alive and it is impossible for Him not to be perceiving 
in the presence of  the object of  perception. It is equally impossible 
then that He be not knowing, for His being knowing is based on His 
attribute of  essence. Therefore it is necessary that He is knowing of  
all objects of  knowledge and thus ignorance is impossible [for Him].19 
What can necessitate then His being speci�ed by a place, so that it 
is impossible for Him to be elsewhere, when He is quali�ed by the 
characteristic of  a substance that requires its occupying space and when 
moreover its occupation of  space renders possible its being speci�ed 
by alternate places without distinction? If  it is impossible, however, to 
point to a reason for which He would be speci�ed by one place rather 
than another, the comparison and similitude which you presented in 
your question becomes void. If  he were to say: I escape from what you 
force upon me on my basic system. This is so because the agent must 
have an effect on others, but not on himself; therefore it is not possible 
for Him to make His essence occupy space; it would then be said to 
him: Escape on the basis of  systematic doctrine without a proof  for its 
soundness is inadmissible, especially as you base your case on doubts and 

18 A folio or some folios of  the manuscript are missing here.
19 See Frank, Beings and their Attributes, pp. 67–8.
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no proof  for that has been heard from you, for you deny the effectors 
which we af�rm. Rather, you [only] af�rm the agent to be an effector. 
It is impossible then for you to know that the agent cannot exert an 
effect upon himself  in the �rst place, as there is no proof  preventing 
that. Rather, when you assert an attribute for the knower among us, 
it must occur by an agent, so that I make myself  knowing and even 
believing, willing and guessing. However, in the discourse of  the man 
there have been indications that he denies the attribute of  knowing and 
instead asserts a connection between [the knower] and the object of  
his knowledge.20 We have already refuted this in the Refutation. When 
it is impossible to repudiate our being believing and perceiving, then 
whatever occurs of  that according to our motives must be produced by 
ourselves, either [such] that we originate the belief  that necessitates this, 
or [such] that we make ourselves believing as God makes us knowing, 
without producing a determinant,21 but [immediately] by the agent. 
This consideration invalidates your argument rejecting what we have 
forced upon you. 

If  he were to say: The agent can make the essence acquire an 
attribute only when the essence becomes an essence through him, and 
if  it is not possible for him to make his own essence an essence, he 
cannot make it a sound, a colour, or a body; it would be said to him: 
This invalidates your claim that we make bodies sounds and messages 
etc., as you were compelled to claim on account of  your negation of  
accidents. If  it is possible then that we make the enduring acquire an 
attribute despite the impossibility that we make it an essence, what 
could prevent Him from making His essence acquire [the attribute of ] 
occupying space so that He becomes a body united with something 
else? At least he must admit doubt in this matter. If  he then said: 
Surely, even though we make the essence acquire an attribute in the 
state of  its endurance, the soundness of  this is conditional on the 
innovation of  its being an essence by some agent, and if  the essence 

20 On Abu l-�usayn’s doctrine about the divine attribute of  knowledge, see Ibn 
al-Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 194–206. By Abu l-�usayn’s denial of  the attribute of  
knowing, al-Ba��r evidently means the denial of  a state (��la) which the Bahshamiyya 
af�rmed in the knower as the basis for the attribute of  knowledge. The Bahshamiyya 
considered the connection (ta�alluq) between the knower and the known as additional to 
this state. Abu l-�usayn viewed the connection itself  as knowledge, but did not object 
to the connection being called a state (al-Mu�tamad, pp. 200–1).

21 Determinant (ma�n�) is used here by al-Ba��r as an equivalent to accident, i.e. as 
a real being that produces an attribute.
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of  the Almighty is not innovated, it is not possible for Him to make it 
acquire an attribute; it would then be said to him: What is your proof  
for what you have claimed? Does not a claim’s lack of  proof  entail 
the evilness of  asserting it? If  he said: [I say it] because allowing this 
leads to the absurdity that you claim you will prove later on; it would 
then be said to him: Surely, you have maintained a position that paved 
the way against you for this compulsory argument which leads to the 
absurdity we shall mention afterwards. Thus you ought to abandon the 
�rst [claim] and uphold what we uphold, so that nothing will cling to 
you that leads to the absurdity. For we have explained that there are 
innovated attributes which you claim are due to an agent and which 
must go back to the agent when determinants (ma��n�) are negated, so 
that we make ourselves believing. Therefore you are obliged to allow that 
the Almighty may turn Himself  into a body and you may be questioned 
whether allowing this leads to absurdity. Thus he ought to deny that an 
essence becomes an essence through an agent, and similar [claims]. If  
he said: For an essence to become a sound it must occupy space, and 
I am not obliged to accept that the Almighty could turn His essence 
into a sound. For as it is impossible for a message to become a message 
without its becoming speech, so is it impossible [for Him] to become 
a sound without occupying space; it will then be said to him: We have 
already demonstrated that you are obliged to allow His making Himself  
occupy space, and this implies the possibility of  His making Himself  a 
speech or a pain. Moreover, it is only possible for attributes to require 
each other as a consequence of  essences requiring one another, but 
when there are no essences, no requirement is possible. An illustration 
of  this is that as capability requires life, it is necessary that what follows 
necessarily from it, namely that the capable is capable, requires him to 
be living as a consequence. If  this were not known with regard to the 
visible world, it could not be known with regard to the unseen world; 
rather, to believe and imagine this would necessarily be impossible. As 
for the requirement of  the message to consist of  sounds in order to be 
a message, this is so because it occurs with a speci�c aspect, such as 
precise execution or ugliness and the like that follow the occurrence. 

In regard to discussion of  the absurdity to which this thesis leads, 
it is that allowing that He make Himself  a body requires allowing 
that He make Himself  a human being, and even a body capable of  
harming us in doing that in view of  its goodness and its wisdom. We 
would then have no way to prevent Him from doing the like of  this, 
since He is a worshipped Lord and God who made Himself  a body 

Madelung_f3_13-36.indd   28 9/12/2006   4:20:47 PM



 translation 29

according to what He considered to be right. Or He could unite with 
a human being, as the Christians claim that the divine nature united 
with the human nature or that He inhered in it. If  He then said: I am 
entitled to being worshipped, we would have to admit that He may 
be truthful. Perhaps we would even presume this, seeing Him quali�ed 
with characteristics of  virtue such as knowledge, courage, generosity 
and nobility. If  miracles were found in His abode and in His house, 
He would be judged noble and great in our souls, as is the teaching 
of  the Su�s, and we would be obliged to endure patiently the harm 
in�icted by Him. All this is brought on by the claim that the essence is 
an essence because of  an agent. He [Abu l-�usayn] cannot even have 
any assurance against His ceasing to be an essence, since he does not 
know that there is an essence whose characteristic goes back to its being 
like that, so that it cannot depart from what it deserves because of  that, 
as the holder of  this doctrine does not have a proof  concerning the like 
of  it. I have already explained in [the Responsa to] the Questions from Tinn�s 
that the state of  essences, despite their variation, is uniform in regard 
to the impossibility of  their ceasing to be an essence, the impossibility 
of  their being innovated as an essence and the absurdity of  their being 
[essences] because of  an agent as you �nd there, God willing.22

The ninth chapter concerning that these people are unable to deny 
evil on the part of  the Almighty

Know that our proof  for this is not valid according to their basic system, 
insofar as it relies on deducing a cause and extending it consistently. 
We have already explained that their negation of  real necessitating 
causes requires the negation of  hypothetical ones, in accordance with 
our explanation in the proof  of  the existence of  the Originator, that 

22 The text of  al-Mas�	il al-Tinn�siyya does not seem to be extant, and the title is not 
mentioned elsewhere among the works of  al-Ba��r. Tinn�s in the eastern Nile delta was 
the home of  a small Jewish colony. There must have been Karaites among them who 
put questions to al-Ba��r as the leading theologian of  their community. The subject 
discussed thus may re�ect the early impact of  Abu l-�usayn’s teaching among the 
Karaite community which al-Ba��r sought to counter.—�Al� b. Sulaym	n al-Muqaddas�, 
presumably the scribe of  one of  the fragments of  Abu l-�usayn’s Ta�affu� al-adilla, is 
known to have been active in Tinn�s in the years between 436/1045 and 466/1073. 
See Borisov, “The time and place of  the life of  the Karaite author �Ali b. Sulaym	n,” 
pp. 111ff.
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we liken the dependence of  the need for an originator on origination 
to the dependence of  the attribute of  being knowing on knowledge, for 
the endurance of  an act negates its need for the agent, and the same 
applies to it when it is non-existent. The continuation of  the state of  
linkage of  the need to origination thus corresponds to the continuation 
of  the state of  linkage of  someone’s being knowing to the existence 
of  knowledge, and just as it must be his knowledge, the same is true 
in similar cases. However, if  there is no knowledge that could be the 
cause, nor anything else, what would necessitate origination to be a 
cause for the need? And what is there in the linkage of  one of  them 
to the other continuously that necessitates its comparison except what 
its need that is linked to its origination for the [originator] teaches us 
of  the necessity to apply that in other cases than knowledge? As for us, 
analogy is permissible to us only because we know that if  the knowledge 
that exists in my heart necessitates my being knowing, it does so by its 
essence. Whatever is similar then to it insofar as its essence is like its 
essence must necessitate what it necessitates. And whatever corresponds 
to it with regard to the dependance of  the need on origination must 
be judged by its judgment.

Perhaps they will say: Even if  knowledge is not established, we can 
suppose its stability and its being necessitating, and the rule of  the 
need together with origination corresponds to it. The reply to this is: 
Likening a thing to another and comparing them is sound when it is 
established and known. When it is merely hypothetical, the comparison 
is likewise so. However, as the basis is impossible, it is inevitable that 
what is compared to it and likened with it is also impossible. And what 
is like this, how can it be adduced as evidence? We only use hypothesis 
in what is a premise to the proof  in order to show that the con�rmation 
of  that would lead to absurdity and what we have supposed must be 
rejected because it leads to absurdity. The clari�cation of  this is that we 
say: If  He were a body, His composition would indicate the temporality 
of  the Almighty, and the absurdity of  this is an indication that He is not 
a body. Thus the premises of  proofs must be hypothetical, particularly 
when the intention in that is negation. In a similar way we negate a 
second god to the Almighty.

Let us return to our subject. We say: The knowing and self-suf�cient 
in the visible world does not choose evil.23 The indication for this is 

23 The explanation of  the Bahshamiyya as to why it is inconceivable that God does 
any evil is analysed by Hourani, Islamic Rationalism, pp. 97–102.
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that someone who is given the choice between [telling] a truth and a 
lie whereby his bene�t from each would be equal turns to the good. 
The reason for that is his knowledge of  the evilness and the lack of  
need (ghin�). Then we extend this reason to the unseen world, likening 
it to necessitating causes such as capability and knowledge. However, 
if  there are no causes upon investigation, it is impossible to liken and 
to compare. One might say to the holder of  this doctrine: Why do 
you deny that the state of  the Eternal is different than the state of  the 
temporal, since the latter’s acts follow his motives such as gaining bene�t 
or averting harm, and if  he does not bene�t from the like of  such an 
act he does not do it, while we do not know anything about the state 
of  the unseen world? Asserting a ground is not sound, for the effector 
can only be the agent or a cause. [According to his doctrine], however, 
[the cause] is not in reality such that it would be possible to liken it to 
something else, nor is what we are dealing with the effect of  an agent. 
So what would prevent Him from being a doer of  evil? [According to 
his doctrine], moreover, the Eternal is not quali�ed by a state, rather he 
asserts Him to be connected to objects of  knowledge and of  capability, 
even though the object of  capability is not a non-existent thing as we 
say. Rather, action is feasible for Him because of  His being a special 
essence. Likewise He is connected to the object of  His knowledge despite 
his [Abu l-�usayn’s] negation of  all states which we assert for the 
Almighty. Thus he has asserted Him to be a mere essence in a manner 
that when the essence does not know24 by a detailed knowledge that 
distinguishes objects of  knowledge, the knowledge remains summary. 
The Eternal thus cannot know in detail. So how [can he assert] that 
He is connected to all objects of  knowledge?

He cannot turn this [argument] back on us, because we assert His 
being alive that makes possible His knowing all objects of  knowledge 
by recourse to His attribute of  essence that makes possible His being 
knowing through His being living and that necessitates His being 
knowing without intermediary. Thus the attribute of  His self  validates 

24 The manuscript here reads na�lam for ta�lam. This reading would imply an 
unreasonable argument on the part of  al-Ba��r that since we do not have detailed 
knowledge of  God’s essence, God also could not have detailed knowledge of  all objects 
of  knowledge. Al-Ba��r’s argument is evidently rather that if  God were a bare essence 
without a state (��la) of  knowledge stipulated by Bahsham� doctrine, He could not have 
detailed knowledge of  all things.
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His being knowing and necessitates it in the mentioned manner. 
Therefore He necessarily knows all objects of  knowledge, since the 
rule of  His self  is the same with regard to everything, so that He is 
not more likely to know some things rather than others as the scholars 
of  the doctrine of  Unicity have explained. According to his doctrine, 
however, He has neither an attribute nor a state that is founded in 
the essence, or in a determinant or an agent. He thus af�rms Him in 
a manner that if  he negated Him, it would not make any difference. 
According to what we said, it is necessary to assert Him as being one 
and speci�ed by an attribute that no one shares with Him and by 
further attributes which no one else shares with Him in the manner 
of  deserving them. The knowledge of  that is based on the assertion of  
His attributes in a speci�c manner which the opponent cannot adopt. 
Thus how can he say: His knowledge of  the evilness of  evil and of  His 
self-suf�ciency prevents Him from that, either by way of  analogy or by 
an initial proof ? If  he said: [I prove it] by way of  analogy based on a 
known ground, then our demonstration of  the impossibility of  asserting 
a cause on the basis of  his doctrine prevents that. If  he said: [This is] 
by an initial proof, then that is inevitably lacking, for we cannot imagine 
it and it does not occur to our mind. Rather, we can only judge about 
the Almighty by the rule about one who is given the choice between 
telling a truth or a lie whose bene�t from either is equal, and explain 
the impossibility of  His doing [evil] by the reason mentioned, extending 
it to the unseen world. Whoever claims for that a proof  apart from 
analogy and extending the ground consistently is like one who asserts 
a proof  for the number of  stars in the sky, the measure of  the grains 
of  sand and the water of  the sea. 

The adherents of  this new doctrine sometimes pretend, where they 
are unable to proclaim disagreement, that there are proofs for that 
which the scholars of  the doctrine of  Unicity were unable to grasp. 
The holder of  the doctrine, however, ought to claim here a miraculous 
theory if  he grasped a matter they had not yet grasped. It was said 
to him, according to what has reached me: If  you had a proof  you 
would have followed up with it when you declared absurd the proofs 
of  the scholars. This inevitably indicates that he does not have a 
proof  except either [accepting] the accidents we mention and what is 
founded upon them, or the attributes you mention by approximation. 
These contain the possibility of  disagreement that is more serious than 
the disagreement regarding the proof  of  existence of  accidents, for 
falsehood cannot reach the level of  truth.
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The tenth chapter concerning his inability to prove that God is [a 
single] one. He rather invalidated this in his book insofar as the basis 
of  the argumentation for His being one depends on His being powerful 
and willing. In the Book on Prevention and Mutual Prevention (Kit�b al-Man� 
wa-l-tam�nu�)25 ten proofs for this have been mentioned, and we have 
added to them.

Know that if  he does not assert God Almighty to be either powerful or 
willing,26 all other arguments become null and void, and he is forced to 
allow that there may be other essences besides Him which are stable 
from eternity just like His stability, even if  he would not assert Him 
to be existent,27 yet action were feasible from Him. What can be said 
that he could argue is what we say that a single object of  capability 
cannot be an object of  capability for two powerful agents.28 If  there 
were, however, a second with Him, their object of  capability would be 
a single one. While he does not assert a powerful agent nor an object 
of  capability, he still asserts an act and an agent, so that he might say: 
The assertion of  a second with the Almighty would lead to the assertion 
of  a single act produced by two agents, and that is impossible. This is 

25 A Kit�b al-Man� wa-l-tam�nu� is mentioned among the works of  Q	
� �Abd al-Jabb	r. 
See Ibn al-Murta
	, 
abaq�t al-Mu�tazila, p. 113. This book is presumably meant by al-
Ba��r. A fragment of  this work has recently been found and identi�ed by Bruno Chiesa 
(RNL Firk. Yevr.-Arab. I 1033). A further fragment of  the same manuscript is extant 
in RNL Firk. Arab. 330. – The proof  for the singleness of  God by potential mutual 
prevention (tam�nu� ) between two almighty beings was widely employed in early kal�m 
theology by the Mu�tazila and the Ash�ar�s alike (see D. Gimaret, La doctrine d’al-Ash�ar�, 
Paris 1990, pp. 252–54) and was upheld by Q	
� �Abd al-Jabb	r. Abu l-�usayn al-Ba�r� 
and his school rejected it as invalid. See Ibn al-Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 506–38.

26 The proof  of  mutual prevention was commonly based on acceptance that God 
was both all-powerful and endowed with a will. If  there were a second god like Him, 
their con�icting wills would lead to mutual prevention, which meant a negation of  their 
being all-powerful. Abu l-�usayn did not in fact deny God’s being willing, but held 
His will to be identical with the motive (d�� � ) of  His act and argued that the motive of  
two omniscient and wise beings must inevitably be identical so that no con�ict could 
arise. See Ibn al-Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 420, 509–15.

27 Concerning Abu l-�usayn’s doctrine on existence see Ibn al-Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, 
pp. 254–60. His thesis that essence (dh�t) and existence are identical had been upheld 
among the Mu�tazila before him by Ab� Is�	q al-Na��b�. Al-Ba��r’s suggestion that he 
would not assert God to be existent is polemical distortion. See al-Mu�tamad, p. 261.

28 That a single object of  capability (maqd�r) cannot be shared by two powerful agents 
(q�dirayn) was upheld by many kal�m theologians including �Abd al-Jabb	r. It was denied 
by Abu l-�usayn. Ibn al-Mal	�im�, al-Mu�tamad, pp. 506, 524–25.
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among the strongest arguments he could argue with, and it is false.29 
Thus [it is] also if  he argued for the impossibility of  their differing 
from each other and of  distinguishing one of  them from the other, 
stating in the �rst proof  that the assertion of  the impossibility of  an act 
produced by two agents is founded on the impossibility of  an object of  
capability being the object of  two powerful [agents]. That is because 
it would be necessary, if  one of  the two intended that it occur, while 
the other did not want it, that it not occur. If  then a single object of  
capability for two powerful beings is impossible, the occurrence of  an 
act from two agents is impossible too. Yet, if  there is no object of  
capability given, what would prevent the possibility of  the occurrence 
of  an act from two agents? Rather, we do �nd something carried by 
two carriers and something moved by two movers, so how can he claim 
the impossibility of  an act produced by two agents? Moreover, what 
prevents the possibility that one of  them does something other than 
the other does, so that this does not lead to the af�rmation of  an act 
from two agents? According to our doctrine, the object of  capability of  
one of  the two must also be the object of  capability of  the other only 
because their being powerful is founded in the self, and that is alike 
because of  their sharing in the eternity that is founded in the essence. 
Thus there is no speci�city of  one of  them for a particular object of  
capability for which the other would not have any speci�city. However, 
when the agent’s being an agent is not founded in the essence, such 
that the two agents would [necessarily] share in [the act], but rather 
it is based on choice and motive, what would then prevent one of  the 
two from acting while the other is not acting at the same time? He is 
even forced to allow that one of  them is light and the other darkness 
and that they mingle according to the doctrine of  the Dualists, either 
by their corporealizing or by their being like that from eternity. Indeed, 
there is nothing to prevent mixture and union on the basis of  his 
doctrine, as has been explained before. Because of  the possibility of  
confusion entering into the like of  this, the scholars of  the thesis of  
Unicity have exerted themselves to prove the existence of  essences 

29 Al-Ba��r’s argument here is polemical speculation. Abu l-�usayn did not seek 
to assert that a single act cannot be shared by two agents. That a single maqd�r may 
be shared but not a single act ( ��l ) was the doctrine of  al-Ash�ar�. See Gimaret, La 
doctrine, p. 388.
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that are distinguished by themselves, and that mixture does not change 
the characteristic of  the essence, just as the joining of  accidents in a 
substrate does not change what they are by themselves. Thus light can 
neither effect nor act either alone or when mixed with anything else, 
and the same applies to darkness. They explained the impossibility of  
the occurrence of  an act except from a living powerful being by the 
characteristic of  his being powerful that action is feasible for him. Thus 
if  light were able to act, this would imply the feasibility to produce evil 
and good equally, and the same applies to darkness. They invalidated 
the doctrine [of  the dualists] that [light and darkness] are endowed with 
a nature, such that light produces good by its nature, while darkness 
produces evil by its nature. Rather, they asserted the Eternal to have 
the power of  doing evil as [He has] the power to do good, and that 
His abstention from that is for the reason mentioned in the preceding 
chapter. Whoever disregards what we have mentioned has no way to 
establish the thesis of  Unicity [of  God], and since it is impossible for 
him to know that, knowledge of  the thesis of  Justice which is based 
on it is impossible, too. Thus it is imperative to establish the principles 
correctly, so that the branches will be founded on them.

As for the second proof, namely the impossibility of  a distinction of  
one of  the eternals from the other, even though that is a clear proof, the 
negator of  accidents is unable to argue God’s being one by that.30 That 
is because he asserts the existence of  attributes with a kind of  mutual 
similarity for a single object in a way that it is impossible to distinguish 
the little from the much, as we have mentioned in the fourth indication 
in this book for the af�rmation of  accidents. We said: The doctrine 
of  the negation of  determinants leads to the impossibility of  mutual 
prevention and to the invalidation of  the distinction between the light 
and the heavy. So he said: I assert for the heavy numerous attributes 
which prevent transport of  the heavy. Then we said: Multiplicity of  
attributes is not reasonable but through multiplicity of  determinants, 
for attributes do not increase in reality except in consequence of  an 
increase of  the necessitating cause. Thus their modi�cation is not 
reasonable when there is no changeable necessitating cause either in 
reality or hypothetically. How then could the distinction come about? 

30 The second proof  for the singleness of  God, that two eternal essences with identical 
attributes cannot be distinguished, was sustained by Abu l-�usayn and his school. See 
Ma�m�d al-�imma��, al-Munqidh, vol. 1, pp. 132–35.
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If  the attributes, when their state is what we have mentioned, were a 
single attribute, it would not make any difference. If  that is his doctrine 
about the attributes of  the two eternals which mutually prevent each 
other and about the transport of  the heavy, then what prevents the 
assertion of  essences which are impossible to distinguish, so that their 
fewness cannot be distinguished from their numerousness? Rather, the 
permissibility is given and that is what was sought. Thus it has become 
clear to you that they are unable to prove anything in the sciences 
of  the doctrine of  Unicity as well as the doctrine of  Justice, because 
knowledge about Justice follows the knowledge that it is impossible for 
Him to do evil . . .
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TRANSLATION

You have asked about the reason for dismissing the method they employ 
in setting forth grounds and drawing analogies, and [you asked] to 
present examples which clarify this position. You have said: one always 
hears from them that whoever deviates from the method of  setting forth 
grounds and drawing analogies is unable to prove the existence of  the 
Originator of  the world and many other objects of  knowledge by way 
of  demonstration. Likewise, [they claim] that whoever does not af�rm 
entitative determinants (ma��n� ) is unable to prove things like that.

Reply

Know that our proof  of  the temporality of  the world and the existence 
of  its Originator, mighty and glorious is He, has indicated the falseness 
of  their claim mentioned by you that this is impossible for anyone 
who deviates from their method of  setting forth grounds and drawing 
analogies and of  af�rming the reality of  accidents (a�r�� ). It has, 
moreover, shown the falsity of  most of  their principles (u��l ), not to 
mention any need to build upon them. Thus, it is futile to discuss this 
with them. In regard to demonstrating the falseness of  the method of  
setting forth grounds employed by them, we have assumed that, when 
you asked us to demonstrate this, you were aiming at their method in 
proving the existence of  the Originator of  the world in order to relate 
this question to it. Therefore we shall discuss this and then follow it 
up with a brief  discussion of  what is sound and what is false in their 
method of  setting forth grounds, in order to answer your query in the 
most conclusive manner, and we seek help from God.

Before elaborating the falsity of  what they mention in this regard, 
I say that their claim mentioned by you that we are unable to prove 
the existence of  the Originator and the like of  it without adopting the 
method followed by them, is contrary to fact. That is because by the 
[way] they follow it is not possible to reach what they want regardless 
of  whether their method is sound in some respect or not. For the 
[method of ] drawing analogies followed by them in the proof  for the 
existence of  the Originator of  the world—with its remoteness and 
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the impossibility of  deducing a proof  by it, except for someone who 
knows the subtle points of  kal�m theology and is completely trained in 
it, so that he knows the proof  for the attribute of  existence in detail 
while, for knowledge of  that, he needs knowledge of  nonexistent beings 
and their essential attributes and of  [the attributes] entailed by these; 
for detailed knowledge of  the attribute of  existence is acquired when 
it becomes known that this is the attribute with which no being can 
dispense for entailing what it entails by itself, since it has no reality 
but being a condition for that; yet the condition is only known to be 
a condition when it is known what entails it and what is entailed by it 
despite the dif�culty of  knowing that, for this is the utmost skilled minds 
can reach in this matter—yet despite this extreme dif�culty, their method 
is testimony for the correctness of  what we have discussed before.

We have said: he requires detailed knowledge regarding the attribute 
of  existence which they prattle about, because the argument [for the 
existence of  the Originator] is based on that our actions require us 
and that the reason for their requiring us is their origination. If  it is 
valid that origination is a cause then everything originated requires an 
originator. Origination is, however, existence from a beginning, it is 
not innovation (tajaddud ) of  any attribute that occurs. For in their view 
the attributes providing grounds (�if�t al-�ilal ) and others are innovated 
and their being due to an agent is inadmissable, let alone their being 
a ground for the need for him. Thus innovation is not the cause, the 
cause rather is this attribute when it is innovated, regardless of  whether 
the combination of  that is the cause or whether one of  the two is the 
cause while the other is the condition; and it is inadmissible to separate 
one of  the two from the other, otherwise the proof  is vitiated by what 
has been said before about the attributes providing grounds and others. 
Thus, as we have said, a detailed knowledge about the attribute of  
existence is inevitably needed. Everything we have previously said to 
be required in its proof  must then precede the knowledge of  the proof  
for the existence of  the Originator, nay, even the knowledge of  the 
origination of  the world. For, according to their doctrine, whoever seeks 
knowledge of  its origination must seek knowledge of  the innovation 
of  this attribute [of  existence], since the essence of  the world is not 
innovated according to them. It is known, however, that this can only 
be reached when the validity of  what they require for the proof  of  
the origination of  the world and the proof  for the existence of  its 
Originator has been established. For knowledge of  detailed discussion 
about the essential and entailed attributes, their conditions and related 
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matters is possible only after knowledge of  what precedes it. Then that 
is dispensible, however, for it is sought only for its sake.

Moreover, most of  this is based on the presumption that a being 
is not a being through an agent and there being no consideration for 
other attributes in whatever occurs, such as occupying space, despite 
the need to af�rm it as an attribute. The falsity of  all this has been 
previously explained by us. Yet their arguments in this context are 
specious points (shubah) which induce neither conviction nor surmise, 
let alone knowledge. Furthermore, they ground their premises on their 
conclusions, while their conclusions raise their premises, and their 
premises invalidate their conclusions. For they dismiss the knowledge 
that a being is in a position in space because of  the agent by considering 
the state of  someone capable of  speech and the like and arguing 
that he is able to produce anything additional to its existence only by 
his capacity to existentiate. Thus they make the basis in this that in 
which the need [for explanation] occurred. For we divert capability 
to existentiation only after recognizing the impossibility of  its being 
attached to speech itself  and similar known matters, so that, when 
this is impossible in regard to them, it is recognized that capability 
is attached to something else. Thus they made the path to the proof  
for existence additional to the motion itself, because the one capable 
of  speech is capable of  what is additional to its existence only after 
the capability to existentiate it. Yet existence has not been established 
either in it or in anything else. This is, however, what is sought in the 
proof, for what is wanted by it is that the capability of  the capable is 
not attached to the apparent states of  action, such as moving bodies 
and making them rest and producing sounds and the like, but rather 
is attached to another attribute that, when it occurs in the essences of  
these things, such as motion, rest, sound and others, it entails these 
things by attributes with which they are quali�ed. Thus they made the 
af�rmation of  this attribute the foundation of  the discussion, while it is 
what was sought by the demonstration, and they rendered the capability 
of  the capable for what it is apparently attached to uncertain, while this 
is what is known, in order to reach through it the unknown, so that it 
become established in the state of  the known. This is so because the 
one capable of  speech can be proved to be so only after proof  that he 
is capable of  moving his tongue and the like, for the only way to know 
his being capable of  his speech is the movement of  his tongue and his 
lips and his pressure by them. If  this is known at the beginning of  the 
demonstration, its result cannot be that he is incapable of  it, otherwise 
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its beginning would contradict its end. If  it is not known, however, its 
premises are invalid, let alone its result, since it is not established that he 
is capable of  speech, not to mention that through the modality of  his 
capability of  it one could arrive at the negation of  his being capable of  
motion. Rather, his being capable of  it is recognized when his capability 
of  moving is known, from which it results. Thus the beginning of  the 
demonstration contradicts its end, even though the modality of  the 
capability of  the capable is �rmly established, while they have turned it 
into a doubtful matter in order to remove it by the demonstration and 
to establish the unknown with the like of  its description of  occurring 
according to intentions and motives and the like, in spite of  the glare 
of  faultiness in this.

Thus it has become clear to you that by their craft it is impossible 
to reach anything they seek to prove, rather than by our doctrine. Our 
objective here is not to explain this, for we have already investigated 
it at length. Our intention is rather to point out that what they have 
said [about us] attaches only to them and properly applies only to their 
method. The amount we have mentioned about this is suf�cient, and 
we have already examined this in our discussion about the negation of  
accidents being entities. Later on we shall explain that from the course 
of  their talk there follows necessarily the eternity of  the world, besides 
the inability of  proving the existence of  its Originator.
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TRANSLATION

In respect to clari�cation of  His effectivity (ta� th�r), whether it is in 
a uniform manner as held by Aristotle and the theologians, namely 
existence, and whether it is something additional to the realities, or 
whether it is the realities themselves, we say that His effectiveness is the 
realities themselves, not existence that is lent as something additional 
to the realities. This is because existence is nothing additional to the 
realities, for if  it were something additional to realities, it would either 
be common to all realities, or it would be speci�c to only some realities. 
It cannot be speci�c to only some realities, for if  any stable thing (ba�� 
al-thaw	bit) required this existence in its stability, every stable thing would 
necessarily require it. And if  any stable thing did not need this existence 
in its stability, by necessity none of  them would need existence, since 
existence is not the effector of  the stability but rather the reality of  the 
stability, and realities do not differ from one thing to another.

If  then it is not speci�c to some realities, it must be common to 
[all of ] them. But the thing that is common is not additional to that 
to which it is common. Rather it means that the encompassed objects 
share in a single matter and a single reality, and sharing in a thing 
does not entail its being something additional to what shares in it, 
but rather it may be identical with it. For if  it were something other 
than it, they would either share in it or not. If  they shared in it, its 
existence would necessarily be additional to that in which they share 
likewise; this would lead to an in�nite regress and that is impossible. If  
then it is not additional to that in which they share, the characteristic 
(
ukm) of  everything that shares in it must be one and the same. Thus 
it follows that it cannot be additional. Moreover, if  existence were 
something additional to the realities and were common to all of  them, 
it would necessarily be additional to its essence, since this would be the 
af�rmation of  difference and its denial at the same time, and this is 
impossible. If  then existence is the essence of  itself  and its reality, and 
not additional to it, it follows that the existence of  all other realities 
is identical with their essence; for there is nothing that entails this in 
regard to existence, but not in regard to the other realities. Thus it 
follows that existence is not additional to the realities.
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What concerns the theologians in respect to this view is that it denies 
that the non-existent is a stable essence to which the agent connects and 
[af�rms] that his effect on it is not [giving it] existence; that is to say that 
the reality that is stable in the [state of ] non-existence cannot be the 
one that is innovated, for innovation (tajaddud ) requires the removal of  
stability prior to the innovation. And if  it were different from it, then the 
reality that is stable in the innovated would have to share in the essence 
of  the reality that is stable in the non-existent. Thus the reality that is 
innovated through existence would be composed of  these two, and this 
composition would be innovated. Prior to its stability, this composition 
would either have been feasible for it, or it would not have been feasible. 
If  it had not been feasible, the recipient of  this composition would 
have been unable to receive the composition eternally and it would 
then be impossible for it to transfer from impossibility of  reception to 
its feasibility while its reality in this respect did not change. It would 
follow that the innovated could never become innovated. But if  the 
recipient had been able to receive it before that and there was no limit 
to this, the innovated reality could have been eternal. We have already 
clari�ed the impossibility of  this; thus the recipient cannot be stable 
prior to the stability of  existence.

Moreover, if  the recipient were stable prior to the stability of  the 
innovated, it could not be what is in the mind regarding the innovated 
realities and their consequences, for proof  has already shown their 
temporality and the impossibility of  their eternity. But if  it were 
something else, the realities in the mind after the innovation would 
have to be two matters, one of  them what had been stable, the other 
what has been innovated. Yet it is known that realities and what is in 
the mind are not composite and that the mind grasps realities only 
as simple, not composite, and if  they were composite, it would be 
impossible for the agent to intend the stable reality to provide it with 
existence, but it would be necessary for him to intend the individual 
thing and that it be known to him so that he could intend it. It would 
thus be necessary that it be different from other individuals of  its kind, 
so that knowledge and intention could attach themselves to it speci�cally 
to the exclusion of  those others. Yet there is nothing in it to distinguish 
it from the remaining individuals of  its kind in its essence, its reality is 
uniform, and accidentals are not present in the state of  non-existence, 
so that they might be distinguished by them. It is known that the agent 
in the visible world does not know anything in that state so that he 
could intend it, and it cannot be said that this occurs by chance in 
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the absence of  intention; for the things that occur according to order 
are not accidental, and it is known that the agent does not aim at a 
class [of  actions] yet subsequently something else occurs. If  existence 
[only] were from him, it could not be that any class [of  actions] were 
impossible for any capable agent, for the object of  the capable agent 
would be existence, and this is uniform, and in a single kind [of  acts] 
some cannot be feasible while others are impossible. It could not be 
said that it is impossible for us to establish the attribute of  existence 
for one kind [of  acts] but not for another, for the agent would bring 
forth nothing but the attribute of  existence and its attachment to the 
essence, when the attachment is also uniform. It would follow that it 
be not impossible for us to bring forth substances, yet we know the 
opposite of  it.

If  existence were different, it would have to be either similar to the 
non-existent essences or different. If  it were similar to the non-existent 
essences, some of  the kind would have to be eternal, namely the non-
existent, and some would be temporal, and that is impossible. If  it 
were different from the non-existent essences, it could be attached to 
all non-existent essences; this would imply the feasibility of  all kinds 
[of  acts] on our part, and this is absurd.

If  it were said that not all non-existent essences accept all attributes 
of  existence, it is to be said that when the subject does not accept a 
predicate, it is either contrary to it or it contains something that is 
contrary to it. Yet the objects of  our capability are not contrary to 
substances, because we can act upon them, and there is nothing in 
them contrary to them. If  they contained anything contrary to them, 
the innovated thing would overcome it and thus negate it, and this 
would imply the feasibility of  [producing] substances on our part, but 
that is absurd.

If  it were said: The effect of  the agent in the visible world are 
attributes, not the attribute of  existence, the answer would be: This 
disagrees with the school doctrine that no agent causes any effect but 
the attribute of  existence.

If  it were said: This is known by a proof, not by self-evidence, it is to 
be said: Between the proof  and what is proved has to be a link for the 
proof  to prove it and it must precede knowledge of  what is proved and 
must differ from what is proved in some respect. Yet stability, insofar 
as it is stability of  these mental realities, does not prove the stability 
of  other realities, for there is no link between the innovated reality in 
the mind and the reality that is innovated only after the annihilation 
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of  the reality that is not innovated. Thus it is not possible to establish 
a proof  on the basis of  this innovated reality for that reality that is not 
innovated, and the negation, insofar as it is negation, does not prove 
stability, for [this would mean] that the thing proves its contrary, and 
this is absurd. And the composition of  stability and the thing does not 
prove another stability, for there is no link between the combination 
of  the two and that other stability. If  the composition of  stability and 
negation proved another stability, this would lead to an in�nite regress 
insofar as each stability would be added to this negation and would 
be taken as proof  for another, and that other would be added to this 
negation and would be taken as proof  for another. That would continue 
in�nitely, and this is absurd.

Moreover, stability and negation are not more likely to prove another 
stability than another negation. For stability together with what it 
indicates must have an aspect that it does not have with anything else 
and with its opposite. If  their combination then proves stability, it must 
also prove negation. Thus it would prove two opposites, and what proves 
two opposites is not a proof. Thus nothing remains with which a proof  
could be established, and it follows that there is no proof. And if  there 
is no proof  here and it is not known by self-evidence, knowledge of  
that is impossible, let alone that the like of  it is intelligible.

If  you consider what is being argued for that on the basis of  the 
connection of  the capable agent and the connection of  the knower, you 
will �nd that this does not go beyond what we have mentioned. For if  
the connection of  the knower and the capable agent were a connection 
to stable things that cannot be negated such as self-evident matters, this 
cannot be claimed here, since it would imply abandoning the school 
doctrine. For the capable agent, insofar as he is capable, cannot have a 
connection with stable things, since his connection with stable [things] 
would remove his effectivity and his being capable.

Also, what is proven must not contradict the �rmness of  its proof, 
for if  it contradicted its �rmness, it would contradict the �rmness of  
itself, for it is known through the proof. If  the proof  then were to be 
established on the basis of  connection, the connection, insofar as he 
is capable, must be a connection to negation, for the capable has no 
connection to the stable, because stability removes the connection of  
the capable.

If  the proof, however, were to be established on the basis of  the 
connection of  the knower, it would be possible to establish a proof  
only on the basis of  the connection of  knowledge implying negation. 
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For if  it connected to the stable things which, if  they were af�rmed, 
it would occur in their af�rmation, there would be no indication in 
that for the af�rmation of  anything else. If  there is, however, with the 
connection a negation, like the connection of  my knowledge to my 
writing prior to its occurrence, then it connects to it only from where 
it occurs, not from where it does not occur. For the intelligent knows 
that from himself, since there is nothing more evident to the intelligent 
than that to which his knowledge connects.

If  the connection of  the knowledge, however, is from where it occurs, 
then what occurs is not stable prior to its stability, and it does not 
indicate af�rmation of  anything but what occurs, for it does not have 
any link to it so that the af�rmation of  a thing would prove that.

Moreover, if  the knowledge which �rst arises with the af�rmation is 
the one by which proof  is sought for af�rmation of  the non-existent, like 
my knowledge about my non-existent writing which becomes innovated, 
if  the af�rmation in this knowledge proved stability, the negation in it 
would necessarily prove negation. For this knowledge is composed of  
two knowledges, namely a knowledge of  negation and a knowledge of  
stability. If  it were only one knowledge, there would be no difference 
between knowledge of  nothingness and knowledge of  the temporally 
originated. Yet this is absurd because of  the difference that is known 
between these two.

In regard to the capable agent, he also can connect only to what is 
negated, not to what is stable; otherwise he would not be capable in 
regard to it. And turning that negation into something stable would 
require denial of  the capable agent being capable in its regard, and 
denial of  what was to be proved by it. Thus there remains no aspect 
for deducing the proof; rather the proof  that has been shattered proves 
the opposite of  what they wanted to prove, namely the af�rmation of  
stable things in the state of  non-existence.

When we have clari�ed that there is no existence additional to the 
realities, it follows that His effectivity is [upon] the realities themselves; 
for if  His effectiveness were not [on] the realities, He would not have 
any effect.

Moreover, the intelligible realities that can be pointed to are invariably 
originated, and origination is what points to the af�rmation of  the 
capable agent. It follows that His effectivity consists in the originated 
things.
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TRANSLATION

From the Third Section of  the Book 

Revision of  the discourse on existence, whether it is a uniform matter in 
all existent beings and whether it is something additional to the essence 
being an essence and a stable reality or not? The discussion of  the �rst 
issue is subordinate to [the discussion of ] the second.

Thus we say regarding the �rst question, whether existence is an 
additional matter to the intelligible stable realities or whether it is not 
an additional matter that it cannot be an additional matter to them. 
For if  it were an additional matter to them, substance, which is one of  
the intelligibles, would have to be conceived as two matters—one its 
being a substance and the other what is conceived as existence. What 
is conceived as existence, however, would fall outside what was �rst 
stable in the mind, for what is �rst stable in regard to it is the stability 
which is not additional to the essence of  the stable thing, whereas what 
is asserted now is existence in a meaning which is additional to the 
essence being an essence and is not identical with the stability of  the 
essence. But there is no way to establish this.

Moreover, what the mind conceives as intelligible regarding absolute 
stability prevents this. And also because the existence that is additional 
to the essence being an essence either has prior to existence a meaning 
that is additional to its reality, or its existence is identical with its 
stability. If  the �rst is the case, then the same must be true in respect 
to its existence, and this leads to an in�nite regress, which is absurd. 
Thus its existence must be its stability. If  it is admissible, however, in 
respect to some intelligible realities that their existence and stability is 
not additional to their essence, it must be admissible in respect to the 
rest of  them, and it is impossible to say that existence is something 
additional to the realities and that it is not uniform in them, because 
it is not conceivable in regard to existence insofar as it is a reality.

If  then existence is not an additional matter to the essence being an 
essence, it necessarily follows that it is not uniform in all existents, for 
existents are things and realities which differ in themselves.

Moreover, if  existence were a single uniform determinant in all stable 
essences, it would be impossible for some of  it to be beginningless and 
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for some to be temporal; for, of  a single uniform reality, two contrary 
characteristics cannot be asserted, such as the presence of  causation of  
the temporal and elimination of  causation of  the eternal, for temporality 
and eternity are not an additional matter to existence. Thus if  one 
explained the cause of  one of  them, he would have explained the 
cause of  temporal existence, but not the eternal, although both were 
uniform.

Thus it is necessary that existence is not a uniform determinant, but 
differing, for explanation of  its cause to be possible. This is the answer 
to the two questions.

If  then it were said: if  existence is not an additional matter so as 
to be uniform and it is [identical with] the realities which differ in 
themselves, because the reality of  the substance is other than the reality 
of  the accident and differs from it by itself, how then can the mind 
grasp stability and existence as if  it were one uniform matter that is 
common to all realities? And if  it is not a uniform matter, how can 
the mind grasp the different matters as if  they were uniform? And 
if  it is a uniform matter in all realities it follows necessarily that it is 
an additional matter to them, because if  they, as speci�c realities, are 
different, and there is a uniform matter, namely existence, it necessarily 
is other than that in which they differ. In consequence to what has 
been said, [existence] must be an additional matter to the realities; it 
would then be said: The mind, even though it conceives stability and 
existence as if  it were one uniform thing, does not grasp it as something 
other than the realities. Rather it grasps it as if  it were identical with 
the realities, not additional to them. If  that is the case, it must grasp 
it as if  it were one from one aspect and different and contrasting from 
another. In respect to its grasping it as one thing, it is impossible for 
it to be a single uniform nature when it was supposed not to be an 
additional matter to the realities. In respect to grasping their stability 
as if  it were one thing in all the realities, this is stability outside the 
mind, meaning that the existence that occurs to the existents is outside 
the mind and different from them. Thus they considered existence and 
unity as one thing, so that it becomes a uniform matter.

If  these two statements, I mean the claim that existence is something 
single and uniform in all existents, and the claim that existence is not 
additional to the existents and realities, are contradictory—and we 
have already shown before in this book that existence is not a genus 
common to all existents and have clari�ed it now—it can neither be a 
general genus nor a uniform matter. And if  it is not like that, it follows 
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necessarily that the mind grasps the intelligibles insofar as their stability 
is outside the intellect as if  they were something uniform in stability 
outside the intellect because what is conceived of  stable essences and 
genera and what is stable outside the mind agrees in that respect. Thus 
the mind differs regarding the stability outside the mind insofar as it 
looks at them with respect to their coincidence with what is conceived 
of  the existent outside it as if  it were a common genus. Thus the 
difference between the two matters has become apparent and what is 
true of  the two positions.

In respect to the examples Aristotle provides in his proof  “that 
‘existent’ may not be said homonymously, but that it is like ‘health’ which 
is one single thing and one nature with regard to healthy matters and 
that everything healthy in them refers to healing and health. Among 
them is what preserves [it], what produces it or what indicates it, and 
there is what receives it,”1—this is not correct. For the things that are 
attributed to healing are not uniform with regard to healing. Rather 
they are uniform in being related to it, and the relation to it consists of  
relations that are different not uniform, as the healing which occurs in 
the things that preserve it only occurs within the human body. Among 
the matters that indicate healing are acts, temper, pulse, eating etc.; 
healing does not occur in any of  them, they rather indicate it. The 
indicator, however, is different from what is indicated by it. What 
produces health, such as drugs, does not contain health in itself, rather 
health occurs in the human body as a result of  it. Health is not found in 
any of  these things. Yet genera insofar as they are genera and uniform 
shared natures are found only in what participates in a single uniform 
existence, and if  health is found in that neither as a single existence nor 
uniformly, that does not constitute a genus of  it, nor is their relation 
to it a single relation. Even though, if  a relation occurs among things, 
that to which something is related does not occur in the thing related 
because of  the difference between what is related and that to which it 
is related. Thus if  their relation to health were on account of  health 
being the end they aim at, then uniformity of  acts with respect to the 
end they aim at does not require their uniformity in genus so that it 
were a matter common to them. Uniformity in end does not indicate 
uniformity in form, for form is other than end, and genera insofar as 
they are genera are not ends but forms. Thus there is no aspect left for 

1 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma. Chapter 2.
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Aristotle’s argumentation when he argued on the basis of  things that 
are attributed to a single matter. And it is not possible to interpret the 
statement of  Aristotle according to what some interpreter maintained 
that “existent” in some respects belongs to the univocal and in another 
to the equivocal because what he states here disagrees with what he 
states in the rest of  his books. For we have already explained that 
the existent is not a uniform nature in any respect. And if  it is not a 
[uniform] nature in any respect, it is impossible for it to be a univocal 
word predicated of  different matters for some reason. Nor is possible that 
it belongs to the derived words, because derived words agree in some 
meanings or in some of  a meaning, and this one [meaning] we are able 
to establish as indicating a mutual agreement on a meaning from the 
outset, and thus it goes back to something like the univocal. If, however, 
existence does not agree in some meaning or in some of  a meaning, it is 
impossible that it belong to derived words. In regard to that “existent” 
cannot belong to the differentiated nor to the associated words, this is 
clear because of  their sharing in name, whereas in the differentiated 
and the associated there is no participation in name. Thus the existent 
can only belong to the words that are equivocal in speech. Likewise is 
“the one”, for that by which we have ascertained the discussion about 
existence is exactly what clari�es that “one” is equivocal in name with 
regard to all existents, except that when these two meanings occur, an 
existent occurs. The existent, however, occurs in so far as the stability 
that corresponds to what is in the mind is innovated for it. As for the 
one, it is distinct from anything else by being that reality. If  we supposed 
these matters to be stable meanings they would be concomitants of  the 
realities and follow these, but they would not be genera for them, for 
genera are followed, they do not follow.

The discourse of  Aristotle contains many contradictions but we con-
�ne ourselves to only a few because our aim is not to investigate fully 
the contradictions but to examine the meanings that we need to discuss. 
Among them is that most of  his discourse indicates that the existent is 
something general and stable in itself. This is his statement that “the 
study [is concerned] with the ipseity in its essential being and with those 
things that belong to the ipseity by its essence and with the universality of  
the ipseity and with the elements of  the essence, and that the elements 
of  the ipseity are not by a kind of  accident but by essential being;”2 

2 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter One.
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“that [ipseity] may not be said by a kind of  homonymity;”3 and likewise 
numerous other statements [of  his] for which there is no proof.

This contradicts his statement that “some things are called an ipseity 
because they are substances and some because they are pains, for the 
genus is not predicated of  its species because of  its speci�c forms but 
because of  its generic forms, and their being substances and pains 
is because of  their being species not because they are existent, for 
being existent is a meaning that is common to things according to the 
established form of  their species.”4 And likewise his statement: “[some 
are called ipseity] because they negate one of  these accidents. This is 
so because ‘existent’ cannot be asserted to be existent if  it is a meaning 
conceived in the sense of  negation.”5 To these also belongs his saying: 
“If  the one and the ipseity are a single and they have a single nature;”6 
likewise his saying: “It is not that a single de�nition indicates both of  
them,”7 for this �rst statement indicates that the single existent is one 
thing, while the second indicates that the one and the existent are two 
things insofar as their respective de�nition is different. For if  the two 
existents were a uniform one additional to the essences and realities, 
it would be necessary for its de�nition to be likewise one. But if  its 
de�nition is other than the de�nition of  the existent it would follow 
necessarily—just as it is necessary from predicating [the term] existent 
of  all things—that it be a single uniform nature and that the existents 
likewise have a common uniform nature other than the existent being 
existent. If  then the one according to this statement is nothing but the 
existent being existent, it necessarily follows that existence is likewise 
not identical with the existents, rather that they are speci�c realities of  
which it is predicated. 

And whatever he adduced as proof  that the one does not indicate the 
realities can identically be used as proof  for the existent not being an 
additional matter to the essence. However, if  you return to sum up his 
position, this is nearly impossible, such that if  we explained it it would 
take long. I have alluded to this in regard to the interpretation of  his 
statement: “It is evident that the addition in these [cases] indicates a 

3 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
4 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
5 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
6 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
7 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
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single thing, and the one does not indicate anything but the ipseity.”8 
As for his statement: “It is evident that these substances have one 
substance that by necessity precedes them all in elevation,”9 if  the cause 
of  the things is a cause of  them in so far as they are existents, and 
the existent in so far as it is existent is predicated of  substances and 
accidents, then the causes of  the substances are not [causes] of  their 
being substances but of  their being existents, and their being existent 
is something additional to their being substances. How then can he 
explain the causes of  matters by anything but their being existent? And 
if  it is higher than their being substances insofar as they are substances, 
then substances in so far as they are substances have no precedence 
one over the other. But if  it is higher in so far as it is a cause, then 
cause is not elevated on account of  it being a cause, but it requires a 
mixture because of  which it is a cause rather than an effect, so that 
it has precedence. And the participation of  everything, I mean cause 
and effect, in existence does not give precedence to some over the 
other. Likewise it is impossible for past existents to be the cause of  the 
[present] existents because this would require that they be like them by 
their essences, for their essence is also existent, and it is impossible for 
the thing to be the cause of  itself. Moreover, they are uniform in his 
view in so far as none of  them, I mean cause and effect, has precedence. 
Thus there is no reason for it to become a cause and no reason for 
its being higher than the other. So what necessarily follows from his 
statement that the existent beings are not uniform in one matter, namely 
existence, is that they differ in their realities and essences, and that 
they must necessarily have an origin. We have already explained that 
it can only be the agent, and that it is not possible for it to be a cause 
of  them, for they are not uniform in a single matter because of  which 
they could be caused, rather they are different. It follows then that it 
is either different causes that cannot be explained by causes, but this 
is absurd for the difference necessitates explanation of  causes, or that 
they are from a single cause. But a single thing cannot be the cause 
of  different matters because of  the difference that must be in it and 
because of  its being more than one. Thus it cannot be a cause, and that 
which is not a cause is an agent. The agent can produce different effects, 

8 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
9 See Aristotle: Metaphysics Book Gamma, Chapter Two.
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contrary to the cause, because of  differing motives which consist of  his 
knowledge, and his knowledge may differ because of  the difference of  
the things with which it is connected. And the things may vary because 
of  their being different and they are the objects of  knowledge. Thus it 
is correct that the agent of  different matters must be one eternal freely 
choosing Agent, not a [necessitating] cause. 
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