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Ibn Taymiyya’s Commentary
on the Creed of al-Hallzj

Yahya Michot

The great Damascene theologian Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) is often presented
as an extremist, with many dire, radical positions attached to his name. In the
domain of politics, he is unjustly regarded by some as the spiritual ancestor of
the kind of extremism associated with Usama bin Ladin, the source of ‘a long
tradition of extreme intolerance within one stream of Islam’.! The situation is
not much better in regard to philosophy — being the author of the Refutation of
the Logicians (al-Radd ‘ala l-mantigiyyin), he is generally seen as an arch-enemy
of the faldsifa.” This image of him is likewise a grave distortion. Shams al-Din
al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) was closer to the truth when he accused Ibn Taymiyya
of having ‘repeatedly swallowed the poison of the philosophers and of their
works’.> One ought to remember too that he not only commented on Avicenna’s
Risala Adhawiyya, on Averroes and several other Muslim thinkers, but also on
the Abridgement (talkhis) of Aristotle’s Metaphysics by Thabit ibn Qurra.*

Quid about mysticism? Ibn Taymiyya surely wrote many fatwas and other
texts condemning the deviant or suspect ideas and practices of the Sufis of his
time. Nevertheless, rather than being an unconditional opponent of Sufism,
he used to show great respect for the early spiritual masters of Islam,’ was quite
probably himself a Qadiri,* and composed commentaries on various Sufi texts.”
Th. Michel has written a study of one of these commentaries, the sharh on
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilant’s Futith al-ghayb.® The present chapter has to do with Ibn
Taymiyya’s commentary on the Creed (‘agida) of the famous Sufi executed in
Baghdad in 309/922, al-Husayn ibn Mansiir al-Hallaj. My modest hope is that
it will show the theologian’s relation to Sufism to be far more complex than the
usual presentation of it. As, in his reading of al-Hallaj’s ‘Aqida, he brings in Ibn
‘ArabT’s ideas, the chapter should also provide a good illustration of the interac-
tion between kalam and tasawwnuf around 700/1300.

Ibn Taymiyya speaks of al-Hallaj in several works.® Louis Massignon in his
magnum opus'® analysed three important fatwas. Apart from these, the most
substantial text is the commentary on the ‘Agida, of which the French scholar
does not seem to have been aware. This commentary is part of the first volume
of the long Book of Rectitude (Kitab al-Istigama), which Ibn Taymiyya composed
in Egypt, perhaps while in jail or under house arrest, between 705/1305 and
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709/1309, probably 708/1308-709/1309." The work sets out to deal with
theology in the narrow sense of the word — the oneness of God and His attributes
— and to demonstrate the complete sufficiency of the scriptural and traditional
teachings on the fundamentals of the religion (usill al-din). As explained by Ibn
Taymiyya in his introduction, it is a ‘rule on the necessity of going straight, being
balanced, following the Scripture and the Sunna concerning the names of God
and His attributes, proclaiming His oneness in what one says and believes, and
the expounding that the Scripture and the Sunna contain the totality of the
[divine] guidance.””? In reality, it quickly develops into an analysis and discus-
sion of various parts of the famous Epistle (Risala) of Abi 1-Qasim al-Qushayri
(d. 465/1072), with special attention to what al-Qushayri says about the beliefs
and creeds of several Sufi shaykhs of the past, in correlation to various schools
of Kalam. One of those Sufi shaykhs is al-Hallaj. Al-Qushayri quotes his ‘Aqgida
in its entirety, and Ibn Taymiyya comments on it because he considers that
al-Qushayri misinterpreted it."

In order to appreciate properly what Ibn Taymiyya says of al-Hallgj in his
commentary on his Creed, a double introduction is necessary. The first will
briefly assess how he views the controversial shaykh in his three fatwas on him.
The second will address, on the basis of the same fatwas, the question of the
presence, according to him, of an incarnationist monism in al-Hallaj’s Sufism.

Ibn Taymiyya’s views on al-Hallaj in his fatwas can be set out as responsive
to four main questions: (1) Was the execution justified? (2) Was he a Friend of
God, i.e. a saint (wali)? (3) How should we understand his famous theopathic
exclamation And I-Hagq!? (4) Did he repent?

The Mamliik scholar knows that some people contest the legality of al-Hallsj’s
condemnation to death:

A group {of people] have said that [in being] killed he was the victim of an injustice
and that it was not permissible to kill him. They are hostile towards the Law and the
jurists because they killed al-Hallaj. Among them, there are some who are hostile to
the [whole] class of scholars and people of knowledge, and say: ‘It is they who killed
al-Hallaj.” These [individuals] are of the kind of those who say: ‘We have a Law
(sharia) and we have a reality (hagiga) that contradicts the Law.”*

Without mentioning ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani by name, Ibn Taymiyya alludes to
his position on the matter but does not accept it: “The most serious of those who
have a good opinion of [al-Hall3j] say that killing him was necessary in respect to
the outward [rules of the religion] (fi l-zdhir), the executioner being a jihad fighter
and the killed one a martyr. ... This is also an error.””® As for his own view, Ibn
Taymiyya states in Fatwa I that al-Hallaj was killed for heterodoxy (zandaga).®®
He was a sorcerer sometimes served by devils, experiencing satanic states and
performing fallacious tricks. There is no doubt that he was an impostor and he
had to be killed."” In Fatwa II, the theologian’s focus is different:
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Muslims only killed him for his doctrine of the indwelling (hulil) jof the divine
in humanity] and of their union (itthad), and for similar doctrines of the adepts
of heterodoxy (zandaga) and heresy (ilhad); notably his words ‘1 am the Real’ (ana
I-Hagq) and ‘God in heaven and God on earth’.'®

According to Ibn Taymiyya, al-Hallaj is not usually recognised as a wali by
sensible people. He was, instead, possessed by the devil and there is no historical

truth in the prodigious phenomena that are sometimes said to have occurred
when he died.”

Among the Friends of God who know al-Hallaj’s situation, there is none who vener-
ates him. This is why al-Qushayri did not mention him among the shaykhs [mentioned
in] his Epistle, although he does mention, among other of his words, things that he
finds beautiful. Shaykh Abai Ya'qub al-Nahrajtiri had married him to his daughter but,
when he discovered his heterodoxy, he took her back from him.%

He was not among the Friends of God, who fear Him. Rather, some of his worship,
exercises and spiritual struggles were satanic, some were psychic and some were
in conformity with the Shari‘a from some viewpoint, not from another. He was
confounding the truth with vain things.”!

For some people, it is God who was speaking through the mouth of al-Hallaj
when he uttered his famous ‘Ana -Hagq'. According to them,

he who proclaims the [divine] oneness is He whose oneness is proclaimed. He who
utters this proclamation of oneness by the tongue of the servant is the Real and
nobody proclaims His oneness but Himself. He who proclaims the [divine] oneness is
thus nobody else than Him whose oneness is proclaimed. They distinguish between
Pharaoh’s saying ‘I am your highest lord’ and al-Hallsj’s sayings ‘I am the Real’ and
‘Glory to Myself’. Pharaoh indeed said that, with himself testifying to it; he thus said
it of himself. As for the people experiencing extinction (fand’), they become absent
to themselves and he who speaks by their tongue is someone other than them.?

For Ibn Taymiyya, there is a very interesting debate here. For to claim, about
al-Hallaj’s And l-Haqg, ‘that it was God who was then speaking for (‘ala) a human
just as jinns speak by the tongue (‘ald lisan) of an epileptic, is clear unbelief.”
Who, then, was the speaker? For the Mamliik theologian, it could have been
al-Hallaj himself, supposing that he was then affected by a psychological disorder
of the type of Majnin’s absence to himself due to his excessive love for Layla.
His statement would then have to be excused. The problem is, however, that
al-Hallaj was not absent, as he wrote about his ecstasy.”* The speaker in fact
might then have been a demon possessing the Sufi. Ibn Taymiyya states that he
has himself witnessed many similar cases of possession, adding that the situation
is in no way like that of the Prophet receiving the revelation: Muhammad was
neither possessed, nor absent to himself like Majniin; he was not speaking like
Pharaoh and God was not speaking for him.
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Whoever says that God spoke by the tongue (‘ala lisan) of al-Hallaj, that the words
that were heard from al-Hallaj were words of God, and that it is God who, by his
tongue (‘ald lisani-hi), said ‘T am God’ (ana Allah) is an unbeliever — the Muslims are
agreed on that. God indeed does not indwell in humanity and does not speak by
the tongue (‘ald lisan) of a human but sends the Messengers with His words. [The
Messengers] then say on His behalf (‘alay-hi) what He ordered them to communicate
and He thus says, by the tongues ('ald alsina) of the Messengers, what He ordered
them to say.”

Finally, as for ‘knowing whether, when he died, al-Hallgj repented, between
himself and God, or did not repent, this is a mystery (ghayb) of which God alone
has the knowledge’.6 Moreover, for [bn Taymiyya, it changes nothing about the
fact that he had to be put to death.

In the same Fatwa I1 in which he considers that ‘Muslims only killed [al-Hallaj}
for his doctrine of the indwelling (hulail) [of the divine in humanity] and of their
union (ittthad),” Ibn Taymiyya also writes that,

God and His Messenger have called the Nazarenes unbelievers and the Muslims are
agreed on their unbelief in regard to God and His Messenger. One of the gravest
things which [the Nazarenes] claim is the indwelling [of the divine in humanity] and
their union by the Messiah, the son of Mary. As for those who speak of indwelling and
union about someone else than the Messiah, as the exaggerators (ghaliya) do about
‘Alf [ibn Abi Talib], the Hallajiyya about al-Hallaj, the Hakimiyya about [the Fatimid
caliph] al-Hakim, etc., what they say is worse than the sayings of the Nazarenes, since
the Messiah, the son of Mary, is more eminent than all these. Those [people in fact]
belong to the genus of the followers of the Impostor (al-dajjal), who will claim to be
divine so that people follow him.”

The indwelling and union referred to so far or, in other terms, the ‘attribution of
some kind of divinity’®® are ‘bound’ (mugayyad), ‘particular’ (khdss) to individuals
(Jesus, ‘Ali, al-Hallaj, al-Hakim ...).” In Fatwa ITI, Ibn Taymiyya turns his atten-
tion also to the ‘general’ (‘amm), ‘absolute’ (mutlag) type of hulil and ittihad.

Those who report, from Abi Yazid al-Bistami and others, sayings relating to the
particular union [of the divine and the human)], the negating of their difference, and
excuse them about that, say that their reason was absent, so that they said: ‘l am the
Real’, ‘Glory to me’, and ‘There is nobody but God in this jubbah’. When, they say,
someone is strongly in love and his heart is weak, he becomes absent, by his beloved
one to his love, by what he finds to his finding [it], and by what he remembers to
his remembering, so that what was not fades away and that what has not ceased [to
be] remains. Someone, it is reported, threw himself in the water and his lover threw
himself [in it] after him. ‘Me, 1 fell’, he said, ‘why then did you fall, you? — ‘I was
absent, by you, to myself, [the lover] said, ‘and I thought that you were me.”

For Ibn Taymiyya,

a state like that one, wherein someone ceases to distinguish between the Lord and
the servant, as well as between what is commanded and what is prohibited, is neither
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knowledge, nor reality. It is rather, at the utmost, a defectiveness of his reason by
means of which one differentiates between this and that. At best then someone will
excuse him rather than consider that what he says is [some] real perception of the
truth.”!

That said,

a group of the Sufis who claim to really perceive the truth consider such [states] a real
perception of the truth (tahgiq) and a realisation of the [divine] oneness (tawhid). It is
notably what the author of The Stopping-places of the travellers (Manazl al-sa’irin),”* Ibn
al-‘Arif,”® and others did. [The situation is] similar to the [doctrine] of general union,
which a group [of thinkers] also considered a real perception of the truth (tahgiq)
and a realisation of the [divine] oneness (tawhid), for example Ibn ‘Arabi al-T3'1. A
group [of people] were of the opinion that al-Hallaj was one of these [Sufis]. They
subsequently formed two parties.

One party say that he fell in such a [state of] extinction. He was therefore excusable
in regard to the inward aspect {of things] (fi -bagin) but killing him was necessary in
regard to the outward [rules of the religion] (fi l-zahir). The executioner, they say, was
a jihad fighter and the killed one a martyr. They report about one of the shaykhs™ that
he used to say: ‘{Al-Hallaj} stumbled. If I had been his contemporary, I would have
taken his hand!’ They consider his state to be of the genus of the states of the people
who experience ecstasy and extinction.

A second party is [formed by] those who accept as authentic the state of the people
experiencing extinction, as far as realising the oneness of Lordship is concerned, and
say that it is the ultimate [accessible point]. Al-Hallgj, they rather say, [attained] the
ultimate [degree] in real perception of the truth and realisation of oneness.*

Further on in the same Fatwa III, Ibn Taymiyya writes, in relation to ‘Abdullah
al-Ansari of Herat, that people,

say that {al-Hallgj] was killed for having divulged the secret of the realisation of
oneness (tawhid) and the real perception of the truth (tahgiq), which it was not fitting
for him to divulge. ... What these people really [mean by what they] say is similar to
what is [meant and] said by someone saying that what the Nazarenes say about the
Messiah is true, that it is also valid for others than him among the Prophets and the
Friends [of God] (wali) but that it is not possible to state it openly.*®

This is a trap into which many later Sufis fell and this is why al-Junayd, may God
have mercy upon him, refuted such people when he was asked about the realisation of
[divine] oneness. ‘It consists’, he said, ‘in differentiating between [what is] pre-eternal
and [what is] temporally originated’. Al-Junayd, the master of the [Sufif movement,
thus made it manifest that realising the divine oneness does not obtain except by
differentiating between the pre-eternal Lord and the temporally originated servant,
and not as said by these people who make this be that. These people are the adepts
of particular and bound (mugayyad) union and indwelling. As for those who speak
of general, absolute, indwelling and union, they are those who say that [God] is by
essence in every place, or that He is the existence of the creatures.”

Those who used to speak of indwelling and union, absolute or identifiable (mu'ayyan),
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were of the opinion that it was what al-Hallaj was saying and they therefore helped
the latter. This is why, according to the sect of Ibn Sab'in, among the victims of
injustice there is a group of people among whom one finds al-Hallaj.*®

In this Fatwa III, Ibn Taymiyya thus sees al-Hallaj as exploited by the parti-
sans of absolute monism and pantheism as well as by those who only speak of
particular and bound forms of indwelling and union, between God and some
humans. That being so, here, in contradistinction to what he does in Fatwa II,
the theologian does not affirm that al-Hallaj himself was speaking of indwelling
and union. So, in his opinion, did al-Hallsj really claim to be God, like Pharaoh
and al-Dajjal? Or was there smoke without a fire and did his disciples misbehave
in regard to him as the Christians in regard to Jesus, with the consequence that
it would be unjust to accuse him of the sins of his followers? At this stage of our
analysis, the divergences between the views found in these fatwas do not yet
allow a definitive conclusion, as the Mamlik theologian appears to answer both
questions positively. Although he generally leans towards calling al-Hallaj an
impostor,” he could surely have been less equivocal.

Reacting to a text of some length provides a good opportunity to express oneself
unambiguously. Therein lies the great interest and value of Ibn Taymiyya’s
commentary on the Creed of al-Halls;j.

Although Ibn Taymiyya writes once again that al-Hallaj ‘was killed for
heterodoxy (zandaga)’,® his presentation of the Sufi master is somehow less
hostile in this commentary than in his three fatwas.

This is the best thing said by someone coming to his help: he was a righteous man,
whose journey was authentic but who was so overwhelmed by his ecstasy (wajd) and
[mystical] state that he slipped in his statements and did not know anymore what he
was saying; now, things said by someone drunk will be kept secret and will not be
reported. The killed one was a martyr, and the [person] who killed him a jihad fighter
on the path of God. Leave aside what is said by anyone accusing him of extraordinary
actions and of mixing the truth with vain things. [In fact], none of the shaykhs of the
[Sufi] way — neither the first of them, nor the last of them — approves of al-Hallj in
everything he said. Rather, the community is agreed on the fact that he was either
mistaken, or disobedient, or a pervert, or [even] an unbeliever. Someone saying that
he was right in all these sayings that are reported from him is going astray or, even,
will be judged an unbeliever by the consensus of the Muslims. Now, if things are so,
how would it be permitted to set as a basis for the people [journeying on] the way of
God, words that are only reported from him?*

In Fatwa I1, Ibn Taymiyya calls al-JilanT’s opinion on al-Hallaj an ‘error’.* When
he quotes it in Fatwa I11, it is after stating that his execution was Legally neces-
sary.* Instead of doing the same in the present passage, he reproduces al-Jila-
ni’s comment that al-Hallaj was ‘a righteous man’. As for the consensus of the
community, which he now refers to, about the Sufi master, the least that can
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be said is that it does not amount to a universal, unconditional condemnation
of the latter.

The Damascene theologian’s less negative appraisal of al-Hallaj proves even
more evident when, raising the question of the authenticity of his Creed, he
defends him against forgeries.

Are these words — and God knows better! — authentically reported from al-Hallj or
not! There is indeed, in the chain of those who transmitted them, someone whose
circumstances I do not know about. Moreover, I have seen many things attributed
to al-Hallj — works, apophthegms, letters ... — and which are lies, there is no doubt
about it. To be sure, in many of the sayings that are established to be from him, there
are things of corrupted nature and confusion. People have nevertheless made him
carry far more than his own load, since every individual wanting to bring in a new
kind of mystical formula (shath) and excess (t@mma) attributes it to al-Hallgj, as his
lideas constitute] a place more welcoming to such things than other [places].*

Promising though this other Taymiyyan approach may be, the following passage
of the theologian’s commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj will still come as a
total surprise for the reader of his fatwas:

So, if these words of al-Hallaj are authentic, their true meaning consists in a disavowal
{nafy) of the doctrine of union and indwelling into which a group of Sufis have fallen
— such ideas having also been attributed to al-Hallzj. These words will thus be, on the
part of al-Hallaj, a refutation of the adepts of union and indwelling; which is good,
and acceptable (hasan magbil). As for putting forward as their exegesis (tafsir) things
agreeing with the views of Aba 1-Qasim [al-Qushayri] on the [divine] attributes, this
does not suit these words.”

When, at the beginning of his Epistle, al-Qushayri surveys the theological
opinions of the great Sufi masters — al-Junayd, al-Shibli, Aba Talib al-Makki,
al-Hallaj and others - it is in order to demonstrate their orthodoxy, notably on
questions which opposed Kalam schools like the Mu'tazilis and the Ash‘aris: the
difference between pre-eternity and temporally originated existence, the divine
essence and attributes, etc. ‘Know’, al-Qushayri writes,

that the shaykhs of this way built the bases of their doctrine on just foundations as far
as the realisation of the divine oneness (tawhid) is concerned, and thereby protected
their beliefs from innovations. They adopted for religion what they found confessed
by the ancients and by the people of the Sunna: a realisation of the divine oneness
entailing neither assimilationism (tamthil) nor reductionism (ta'til). They knew what
the reality of the Pre-eternal is and realised what the characteristic of that which
exists ex nihilo is.*

According to Ibn Taymiyya, in the Creed of al-Hallaj there are of course
‘words that are vain and others that are equivocal, ambiguous; there are some for
which no true meaning can be found and which, furthermore, are confused; and
there are some whose meaning is of little interest.” That said, he acknowledges
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that, in this ‘Adida, ‘there are also things that are true’ (wa-fi-hi ma huwa haqq)."
For the Damascene theologian, however, al-Qushayri’s understanding of these
things as corresponding to his own theological beliefs is wrong as they do not
relate to the question of the divine attributes but to that of the indwelling of
the Creator in the creatures and of their union.

One passage suffices to illustrate Ibn Taymiyya’s perspective: his comment
on the second sentence of the Creed: ‘[As for] the [being] whose appearing is by
the body, the accident necessarily accompanies it ‘These words,” Ibn Taymiyya
writes,

imply the affirmation of the body, of a thing (shay’) that appears by the body, and of
an accident that necessarily accompanies it. Now, for those whose way Abi 1-Qasim
[al-Qushayri] supports and for the rest of the Kalam theologians, in the creation there
is nothing but bodies and accidents as the atom (jawhar fard) is a part of the body.
These words are thus not in agreement with such a [theory]. Moreover, it could in
itself be said that these [words] are a kind of mystical expression (shath), not a truth.
What is indeed this [being] whose appearing is by the body? If it is the body, it is
not right that the latter be called ‘the [being] whose appearing is by the body’. If it
is something other than it — this being conceded to him — what is necessitating the
evocation of that [other thing] in particular by speaking of it independently of the
body although the accident necessarily accompanies the body in a more obvious way
than it necessarily accompanies what is not a body? Moreover, when it is said that ‘the
accident necessarily accompanies it’, that is the way followed by some of the theologians
of modernist (muhdath) Kalam in order to demonstrate the temporal origination of
bodies by means of the fact that the accidents necessarily accompany them. In such
a way, there is however a confusion that we have mentioned elsewhere; it is not the
way of the shaykhs and of the knowers [of the truth] (‘arif).

{Here is] one of the best manners to understand these words [of al-Hallj]: the
[person] who said them wanted to show the vanity of the doctrine of indwelling
(huliil), of union (ittthad), and of the godhead’s appearing in humanity (guhiir al-lahit
fi Lnasiit): [he meant] that the Lord, glorified is He, does not indwell in any of the
creatures and does not appear in any of the bodies [and] produced beings (magnii‘a), as
said by those who say that He appeared in the Messiah, in ‘Ali, in al-Hallgj, etc. (this
is what is said by those among them who are adepts of the identification (ta"yin) [of
the locus of indwelling] ), and as said by those who say similar things about the totality
of the produced beings (according to the doctrine of Ibn ‘Arab, Ibn Sab‘in and their
like). [If this is so], the words [of al-Halldj ‘God] made it necessary, for everything, to
originate temporally® mean that, for the [created beings], He made that a necessary
concomitant, inseparable from them, so that what is temporally originated does not
become pre-eternal. As for his words ‘the [being] whose appearing is by the body ...’,
they allude to any thing appearing by these bodies which would be deemed to be the
Real and to be appearing in the bodies. The accident would necessarily accompany
this [thing] appearing in the body just as it necessarily accompanies this body. The
[thing] appearing in the body would then be in the situation of the body itself, and
to make one of the two a Lord, a Creator, and the other a creature, would not be
worthier than the reverse.”
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This text and the rest of Ibn Taymiyya’s commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj are
amazing in more than one respect. This ‘Aqida indeed offers a striking example
of transcendentalism. Underlining the contingency, dependence, corporality,
disunity and existential weakness of the creatures, in space as well as in time, it
implicitly extols, by contrast, the greatness, the total otherness, and the unique-
ness of the pre-eternal God. Thereafter it develops into an explicitly negationist
theology, reducing God to an entirely immaterial and abstract reality, inter-
preting accordingly several Scriptural notions suggesting spatio-temporality and
perceptibility by the senses or the imagination, and thus reminding one far
more of Mu‘tazilism than of Hanbalism or Ash‘arism. It is the debates opposing
these early Kalam schools that are undoubtedly the immediate background and
context of al-Hallaj’s Creed, and Ibn Taymiyya is most probably mistaken when
he reads it as a deliberate refutation of the doctrine of indwelling and union.®

Even more surprising than such a misreading, and more important, is the fact
that Ibn Taymiyya now sees al-Hallaj as being opposed to huliil and ittihad, i.e. a
doctrine often attributed to the latter not only by his disciples, the Hallajiyya, by
unionists like Ibn “Arabi, Ibn Sab'in et alii, but also, sometimes, by the Mamlik
theologian himself! The contrast could therefore not be greater between such
an approach and what we now read in this commentary. Following the latter, to
call al-Hallaj a hulili or ittihadi should logically be nothing but defamation and
calumny. He should be cleared of the associationism of the Hallajiyya as much
as Jesus or ‘Alf are innocent of the sins of those who proclaim their divinity.
Later unionists cannot use him as their patron saint and he would have been an
adversary of Ibn ‘Arabi and his like. That has the consequence that two of the
four questions raised earlier need to be asked again: Why was he put to death?
And what was the real meaning of his Ana I-Hagq?

It would indeed be absurd to claim, simultaneously, that al-Hallaj was opposed
to the doctrine of indwelling and union and, as Ibn Taymiyya writes in Fatwa II,
that ‘Muslims only killed him for his doctrine of the indwelling (huliil) [of the
divine in humanity] and of their union (ittihad)’.>' So, the only reason for killing
him would have been his zandaqa, an accusation which the Damascene theolo-
gian maintains in his commentary, but this heterodoxy would not be much
more than a matter of sorcery, satanic states and fallacious tricks, as explained
in Fatwa I.

As for Ana I-Hagqq and similar theopathic formulae, it would also be absurd
. to think that al-Hallaj would have meant to express by them an experience of
indwelling and union, either delimited or absolute, since Ibn Taymiyya believes
that he wrote his 'Agida in refutation of such ideas. Such excessive ecstatic state-
ments would then have to be explained in one of the manners mentioned in the
Taymiyyan fatwas: as an imposture, as a phenomenon of satanic possession or,
somewhat less negatively, as a mental disorder due to a passionate love of God.
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In Fatwa I, Ton Taymiyya refers to his participation in the execution of a
wizard possessed by a demon in 715/1315.2 This fatwa is therefore posterior
not only to this date but to the commentary on al-Hallaj’s Creed. The absence
of any allusion to indwelling and unionism in this Fatwa I, and the fact that
the sole justification then offered for al-Hallaj’s execution relates to sorcery, fit
perfectly with this later date. As for Fatwa II, in which Ibn Taymiyya accuses
al-Hallaj of hulil and ittihad, it must logically represent an earlier stage of his
thought and be anterior to his commentary on the Sufi’s Creed, i.e., probably,
708/1308-709/1309. The date of Fatwa III is less clear. The complexity of the
passages in which Ibn Taymiyya then speaks of the charges of hulil and ittihad
sometimes retained against al-Hallaj — without sharing them explicitly himself —
seems to indicate a later date, either contemporary with or postetior to the
commentary on the Creed.

One could elaborate on the Damascene theologian’s misapprehensions in
his commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj. Far more useful here, however, is to
underline that, in relation to his Fatwa I and Fatwa I, this commentary demon-
strates a profound development of his thought on al-Hallaj, which thus proves
far more complex than has generally been assumed — notably by L. Massignon.”
Al-Hallzj is indeed now seen as opposed to the worst doctrine of fand' — i.e.,
neither the extinction of the servant’s will by his conforming to the divine
religious, ethical will, nor the fand’ al-shuhiid by his ceasing to contemplate
anything else than God, but the fana’ al-wujid which consists in ‘bearing witness
that there is nothing existing but God, that the existence of the Creator is the
existence of the created, and that there is thus no difference between the Lord
and the servant — this is the extinction of the adepts of straying and heresy, who
fall into the [doctrines of] indwelling and union’.* To oppose such doctrines
of indwelling, union and extinction must surely be credited to this Suft master
whom Ibn Taymiyya otherwise often accuses of being possessed by the devil or
psychologically weak in his ecstatic raptures!

That said, in relation to theological deontology, one should also give its full
importance to the statement by Ibn Taymiyya that it would be ‘better, more
rigorous and more useful’ to search for the truth by following another way than
al-Hallaj’s.”> Just as he refuses al-Razi’s kind of rationalism,*® he considers that
the fundamentals of the religion (usil al-din) cannot be defined on the basis of
the ecstatic experiences of Sufis like al-Hallaj or others. This rigorism surely did
not facilitate his relations with the Mamlik religious establishment and was in
fact already a lost cause in his time.

At the crossroads of Sufism and Kalam, Ibn Taymiyya’s commentary on the
‘Aqida of al-Hallaj confirms the necessity of an unpartitioned study of these
dimensions of classical Islamic thought. The Shaykh al-Islam’s refusal to follow
al-Qushayri’s reading of this Creed in relation to theological debates concerning
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the divine attributes, and his preference for an approach to that text as an
anti-huliihi and anti-itthddi manifesto, demonstrate how deeply marked, and
worried, he was by the spread of the theosophism of Ibn ‘Arabi, Ibn Sab‘in
and their like among his contemporaries. As for the real nature of the beliefs
of al-Hallaj himself, L. Massignon writes that the Creed commented on by Ibn
Taymiyya is ‘of the same type as the later hanbalite ‘agida.”” It does not seem,
however, that the Damascene theologian would have shared this opinion since,
in some parts of his commentary, he criticises al-Hallaj’s statements for contra-
dicting the Scriptures. For example, about the Sufi’s affirmation ‘No above
elevates Him," he writes: ‘If, thereby, [al-Hallaj] meant that God is not above the
creation, this is not true.’”*®

There is an al-Hallaj mystery and, when repeatedly asked to position himself
in regard to it, Ibn Taymiyya was eventually led to change some of his earlier
views. In doing so, he has not only demonstrated that he was more open minded
than some would be ready to think but — and this is just as interesting — he has
invited the historian of classical Islamic thought to readdress the questions of
the true nature of the Sufi master’s ecstatic experience and of the influence of
his theological views on later Islamic spirituality.
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