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In spite of the accelerated growth of the Islamic domains thatred under
Umayyad rule, by the mid 8 century the Umayyad Amirs (Governors) had fallen out
of favor with the masses due largely to governmental policies that gave ypofthe
Arabs over their newly conquered non-Arab/Muslim populace. Theregerther
among the non-Arab segments of the Dar al-Islam “aliendtimd resentment over
the rule of the Umayyad’'s that had become synonymous with poliabtism,
religious impropriety and oppression of the—ahl'l bayt, family of thepRet
Muhammad. Adding to this was the fact that many of the Umayyad rylestfied
their shortcomings by exclaiming that everything they did was the w@laaf, even if
their actions ran contrary to Islam’s religious prohibitiéns.

In response to the Umayyad’s theological fatalism there emheaggroup of
scholars lead by Hasan al-Basri who utterly refuted he id€zodfsanctioning “the
evil that men do.” Al-Basri argued that God, indeed, had pre-deterrtheef@dte of
mankind, however, He also gave man the limited free will to chbesgeen right
and wrong. The theologians who clung to this idea of God allowing neaalility to
choose became known @adariyya(believers in free will). This debate between the
fatalist Umayyad Caliphs and scholars who upheld the concept efWiite was the
first of several theological arguments centered on two key iquestl) who
possessed the authority to interpret revelation—The Caliph or theasgzh®hd 2)
what was the correct way for man to understand the nature of rigoithe divine, or
stated another way, could reason be used to understand scriptures scripture to
be understood by means of scripture alone?

The theological unrest and civil dissatisfaction that plaguethtbeyears of the
Umayyad dynasty led to a series of violent revolts throughout te aBislam,

! The Ummayyds were the second of four great Caliptmpires in Islam who ruled from 661-750AD.
Their name indicates that they were from tribe ofdyya, a group of Arab noblemen from the city of
Mecca. They were the first Islamic dynasty basetir@age. The first four Caliph’s, or successors to
Prophet Muhammad, were collectively known as thehiluun (Rightly Guided) Caliphs. These four
gnen were some of the Prophets closest companiahBeiween them they shared no blood relations.
Egger 87
% The phrase literally means “people of the house!’ @enotes specific members of Prophet
Muhammad’s family namely his daughter, Fatima,thesband and the Prophet’s cousin Ali ibn abi
Talib, and their two twin sons (the Prophets grand$ Hasan and Husayn. Anyone who descends
from Hasan and Husayn are also considered ahltl bay
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particularly among sectarian factions like the Shisupporters of the Prophet’s
descendents) and tiéhawarij® (extremist egalitarian rebels). It is out of this milieu
of social upheaval and political unrest that the Abbasids enfetd@like the
Umayyads the Abbasid’s claimed lineage from the familyhef Prophet and had
appropriated the cause of the Shi'a as a socio-political galvarfiaing. Thus, the
Abbasids believed that their blood relation to the Prophet of Islamneusssarily
God'’s divine will, legitimized them as the rightful heirs to Mustule.® Also, from
the very beginning the Abbasid saw themselves as not only the témpersa of the
Caiphate, but they believed themselves to be possessed of a paitisight that
gave them the authority to dictate and discuss matters abrebg well. (Site) There
“...active role in encouraging the development of a legal systeedlaslicitly upon
Islamic values®, may have endeared them to a Muslim society who had lived ander
kind of tyranny sanctioned by God.

The Dar al-Islam that the Abbasids inherited was not only predorynaon-
Arab by the time they had taken power, but by the n‘ﬂcb@wtury this non-Arab
population had managed to exert significant influence of over its Abbalgrs. The
huge swath of territory over which the Abbasid Caliph’s presided, nensidns,
Berbers, Sub-Saharan Africans, Turkic speaking Central Asians aptepeom Sind
the Hindu-Kush regions of South AsiaMuslim governors had as their subjects
Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians, Hindus and individuals who adhered toagnoér
pagan customs and traditions all subsumed under Islamic suzefdnoty.as one
might expect, the Abbasid capitol at Baghdad had become a cultunas, rend
“melting pot” of cultures and ideas from civilizations far oltlean the nascent yet
bourgeoning Islamic staté.

Under the Abbasids, there emerged a sea of social, political andatehanges
that would forever shape the contours of the Muslim world. From8theentury
onward Baghdad flowered as an epicenter of trade, intellectclhege, and Islamic
learning the influence of which could be seen in the opulent palba#souses,
mosques, market places and libraries that dotted the this bustlieofralis™?.
Traders, scholars, students-and those seeking stability and a eewlddded
Baghdad and by the™ocentury the Abbasid capitol had become “the centre of a
Muslim civilization and culture of very wide extefit” The influence of the myriad
cultures that comprised the new capitol could now been in the gowarnike

®> The Shi'a were “the party” of Ali ibn abi Talib drhis descendents. They believed that all sucassiv
Caliph’s after the Prophet Muhammad should be mesniiethe Prophet’s family, and since Ali was
the prophet’s cousin and companion, the Shi'alfelshould have been the first to succeed the Prophe
® The Khawarij were a group of rebels who emergaihdtthe reign of the fourth Rashiduun Caliph,
Ali ibn Abi Talib. During the battle of Siffin (65XD) the Muslim community was split between those
who sided with the Caliph Ali, and those who sideéth the heir-apparent to the Umayyad Caliphate,
Muaawiya bin Abu Sufyan. The two sides agreed taramstice but thereafter a third group emerged
from the side of Caliph Ali who rebelled and insithat Ali had no right to agree to a truce with
Muaawiya. They are called the Khawarij becausey'lb#"—kharaja, both sides and formed their
own.

" The Abbasids were thé’3jreat Islamic dynasty who ruled from 750-1258Alke.the Ummayyads,
Abbasid rule was based on lineage, which in theseameant being a descendent of the Prphet
Muhammad.
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synthesis of Persian and Arab culture now dominated the Abbasid couarthatthe
ascension of a new Amir or the appointment of a Sultan (regionatrgoy®r Waizr
(minister), now resembled the coronations of the Pre-Islamicatfas kings” of
Persia more than it did the humble simplicity indicative of tlaadfer of power
amongst the Prophet and his compariibns

Early on the Amirs of the Abbasid Caliphate had been keextitace from their
newly conquered subjects, those skills most suited to knowledge acaqisitithat
was deemed useful within the realm of government and politics. s€kds of
religious plurality were sewn under th& Zbbasid Caliph beginning with Caliph al-
Mansur who ruled from 754-775AD Thus within the Abbasid Court it was quite
common to see Christians employed as “secretaries” “strilpdg/sicians” and
“interpreters” (Smith p.2). In fact it was during al-Mansuigmehat the Dar al-Islam
began to enter its intellectual peak, or what many historiahsheatlslamic Golden
Age” (site). Caliph al-Mansur’s zeal for philosophy and intelldguasuits was said
to be so acute that as a part of his peace treaties withytantihes emperors, he
would bestow lavish gifts upon the Christian emperor in exchange feekGr
philosophical text?

The third Abbasid Caliph, Abu Jafar Abdullah al-Mamun, who ruled the DBar a
Islam from 813-833AD, was also a fervent patron of the arts and umder
administration the building of Bayt al-Hikmah (“The house of Wisdomij—a
enormous library equipped with an astrological observatory, was ceinmes!™’
along with the largest translation project in human history. Caliphaanun had set
out to translate many of the Greek philosophical texts that hadameassed during
the time of his brother—the previous Caliph al-Mansur. As historianoGa#&/eit
explains, Caliph Mamun had managed to procure from these Byzamntiees
“...works on Plato, Aristotle Hippocrates, Galen, Euclid and Ptolemyhg Taliph

would then choose:
“...the most experienced translators and commissidgheth to translate these works to the
best of their ability. After the translating wasngoas perfectly as possible, the Caliph urged
his subjects to read the translations and encouttaga to study them. Consequently, the
scientific movement became stronger under thiscptinreign. Scholars held high rank, and
the caliph surrounded himself with learned menallegxperts, traditionalists, rationalist

theologians, lexicographers, annalists, metriciansl,genealogistsl.8
The language skills required to translate these works netedsiteat a person be
fluent in Greek, Syriac and Arabic—competencies that were predoimamong the
Caliph’s Christian subjects.

New knowledge flowed into the Dar al-Islam from every cornethefempire,
finding its niche within the scholarly circles in and around Baghdae intellectual
revolution Caliph al-Mamun had nurtured, flourished following the creatioBagt
al-Hikmah. As a result of his state sponsored patronage the P@esay movement
known as Shu’'ubiyya blossomed. This group was known for its affinity towheds
Abbasid Caliphate, anti-Arab sentiment, prodigious literary outputpandsophical
debates around religion. Poetry, prose, satire and literaturedrétaproper etiquette
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l<6http://WWW.1‘ordham.edu/haIsaII/med/Wiet.htmI>.
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(adab) flourished as a result of the Shu’ubiyyah movement. (Look at [Bpegéa of
Islam)

This patronage also extended towards other networks of intelleatoalsd Baghdad
particularly those “who had distinguished themselves in dialetitiputation and
debate” (Hurvitz 117) One such group who had earned the Caliphs clierdegyéhe
Mutazilah

Many historians consider the Mutazilah an outgrowth ofQaeariyyabased on
the connection between a student of Hasan al-Basri—Amr ibn “Ubaydfigires
prominently in the narrative surrounding Mutazilah origthsAmr was said to have
separated or withdrawr('itazala) from the circle of al-Basri after giving a
controversial answer on theology for which he was ridiculed. There isloubt
however that the Mutazilah were not only adherents to the doateeenill, but they
shared Caliph al-Mamun’s propensity for Greek philosophy andchasedredited for
“...bringing Greek conceptions into the discussions of Islamic dogmaisthia the
first elaboration of the discipline of Kalanf® During the ' century Muslim
theologians used the terkalanf? rather broadly to denote any manner of dialectic to
explain matters of religion: reason, analogy, speculative-thgolmp-Platonism and
Aristotelian logic.

During the reign of Caliph al-Mamun the Mutazilah were the ghans ofkalam
and set about establishing the parameters for what may hanetheedrst formal
Islamic school of theology. (Egger 154) The Mutazilah upheld five keciptes”,
two of which provided the foundation upon which their theological doctrine was
predicated. The first of those principles was the belief in @wvdri“oneness” of God.
The Mutazilah conception of monotheism differed from the popular notiowbida
that all observant Muslims recognized. The Mutazilah argued thatsG&9
attributes” as enumerated in the Quran, did not function in any “hymistay but
were merely a part of his essence. To consider God’s atsibatendependent of his
essence, according to the Mutazilah, was tantamount to disbelief.

The second principle which formed the foundation of Mutazilah doctrire wa
‘adl—justice. The idea being that since God endowed man with fikeawd God
showed man all that is necessary to obey Him, the place mametain either
heaven or hell, must of necessity be an act of God’s justice. Theidyiatazilah
conception of justice insisted that God’s system of rewards and pienshimnged
on man’s actions alone. Therefore, God was “bound” to be just by punigteng
“sinner” and rewarding the obedi€t.

These two principles were so integral to the core of Mutazilatridecthat its
proponents began to refer to themselveardsal-tawhid wa al-‘adl—“the people of
monotheism and justice.” The ideas of monotheism and justice fomenige af
insistence on moral Puritanism that made the Mutazilah akin tditaearij in both
belief and controversy. However, the Mutazilah differed signiflgafiom the
Khawarij in the extent to which they deployed reason to arrivibier theological
conclusions. In addition to their complete rejection of the idea of Geaticg evil

2O Watt 47-52
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% Discuss what ‘ilm al-kalam is now

Z Watt outlines the five key principles of Mutazildbctrine as follows: 1) tawhid—monotheism
2)adl—justice 3) al wa'd wa’'l wa'id—the promise amtthreat (of punishment or paradise) 4) al-
manzilah bayna manzilatayn—the intermediate pos{ti@tween sinner and believer) and 5) al-amr
bi’l ma’ruf wa nayhi ana’l munkar—commanding the goand forbidding the evil.
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and man’s free-will, the Mutazilah understanding of the principlawhid led them

to believe that the Quran, as “God’s speech”, was an attributeod¥@ “created”
thing, and not “coeternal” with God’s essence. Therefore, accepgn@Qur’an as the
eternal, uncreated word of God would have completely undermined the Mdltazi
construction of tawhid and was thus unacceptable.

The works of Plato and Aristotle circulated widely throughout thépkate
during the 9' century, fueling the environment of debate around the place of reason in
Islamic theology. We also begin to see the usage of kalamtsapdrtisans taking
center stage at the Abbasid court at Baghdad; it's mosit payeon being none other
than Caliph al-Mamun himself.

Through their intellectual prowess, the Mutazilah had managed to tgeab
attention of Caliph al-Mamun and were thus welcome to join him ahdsa of
scholars to debate their ideas at his court. These scholarsframerea plethora of
ideological sects: MufP, Zaydi Shi'a, Mutazilah and Sunni’s or traditionalists. All
enjoyed the Caliph’s fiscal support, as well as, being appointed taronpositions
as judges and scholars endowed with the official sanction of Abbasid authority.

Caliph al-Mamun had spent practically his entire life studyheg sciences and
philosophy and erected institutions precisely for the preservatiomobf gursuits.
Scholars like Hurvitz and others suggest that as a result of his pension fibectng
endeavors” and perhaps with the support of scholars who shared hisctunddlle
proclivities’®, the Caliph became a staunch partisarkalém and had adopted the
Mutazilah view that the Qur'an was created.

During the last four months of his life he had indeed become comvihe¢ his
ideas and the intellectual culture he helped cféatad to be preserved—even if by
force. Thus in the year 833AD, and for reasons that are highly edelzahong
scholars and historians, Caliph al-Mamun set about instituting aypoficstate
sponsored interrogation, that quickly devolved into terrorism, known as the
inquisition, oral-mihna.

Caliph al-Mamun’s adoption of the view that the Qur'an wastecebecame the
litmus test by which loyalty to his ideas, and authority, wexged. The Caliph
insisted that all of the judges and scholars of repute adopt thetvat the Qur'an
was created or else face torture, imprisonment or death. Anyonedihaoot
acquiesce to the Caliph’s ideas was subject to persecution. (E2fg)eWWhat actually
provoked Caliph al-Mamun to institute thaihng has been highly debated by
historians. Scholars, like Egger argue, that; “Mutazilism appealédn (Caliph al-
Mamun) in part because he was a rationalist himself, and in patigethe doctrine
of the createdness of the Qur'an could more easily allovcdhph, like the Shi'ite
Imam, to interpret and expand on the Qur'an as he felt was necé8sary”

Egger’s ideas combine to form what historian Nimrod Hurvitz daks“single
person approach” in unraveling Caliph al-Mamun’s motivations for the mihna
Hurvitz argues that, until fairly recently, scholars have m@adeph al-Mamun the
center of the discussion around the mihna and have (inadvertently) igiared t
“historical context” out of which the policies of the mihna emdrgeasserting the

% The Murji-“those who postpone judgement” were e $eat emerged out of the conflict with the
khawarij during the Umayyad period. They believieatt'the punishment of sinners should be left ot
god and that we should postopone judgement of th&eale, Morris SMuslim theology: A Study of
origins with reference to Church Fathetsondon. Luzac and Company: (1964).
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*’ Nawas 698

% Egger 135



following: 1) “...al-Mamun was inspired by the Mutazilah and Shiaast 2) “...the
mihna occurred because the caliph wanted to establish himsk# asgreme arbiter
of spiritual matters®. According to Hurvitz, both of these narratives adopt the
“single person approach” while neglecting the perspectives of gubs#ars around
the Caliph and the debates that had taken place between them priamibrihe

Hurvitz asserts that the events of the mihna were not about who hpadvike to
interpret scripture. The Caliph, in his opinion, never makes the railpeasonal issue
between him and a particular group of ulema (schdfanspr was the mihna about
one specific doctrinal issue like the createdness of the QuranHuvitz themihna
was “...about themutakallimun’s(rationalists) right, better yet obligation, to debate
its createdness.” For him the issue “...was first and foremustitathe politics of
theology.”

That themihnadid set in motion a debate around theological issues that became
the very touchstone for Islamic orthodoxy. Walter Patton, one of thiestacholars
to elucidate the history of thrmihnamakes no bones about the magnitude of issues at
stake when he writes: “The importance of them [theological quesstiaised] lies in
the fact that they settled the orthodox character of Islaralféollowing ages; and in
the preservation of orthodoxy lies the preservation of Islam itself,our
judgement.”? Ironically perhaps, Patton was considered by Hurvitz to be the
progenitor of the “single person approach” to the mihna, claiming that ausiropsy
followed Patton’s lead after his publication of théhnain 18973

For Hurvitz and others, at the heart of the issue of the mihna wesl¢hafkalam
within religious Islamic discourse, and the evidence suggests thathioéars who
engaged in these intellectual duals saw the mihna in the veng tehich Patton
suggests. The issue of whether or not to use rdasdhe purpose of understanding
the Quran and habitual practice of Prophet Muhammad —known colleciagely
sunnah reached an apex during thehnaand split the Muslim theologians into two
distinct camps.

There were thdutakallimun—hose who engaged kalam This was initially a
pejorative term used by the traditionist but was later reaxhcly Muslim
theologians to describe any scholar who deployed rational prootgniear any
myriad of philosophical techniques to explain matters of religionpRall-Mamun
and the vast majority of those scholars at the Abbasid court dusnceign were
consideredmutakallimun The head of these “partisans of dialiectfaias Ibn abi
Du’ad; a mutazilah scholar who was brought into the Abbasid court byhCal-
Mamun. Ibn abi Du'ad was also considered the first among thiphGacourtly
entourage to engage kalamduring debaté& Ibn abi Du’ad had managed to impress
the Caliph to such an extent that he was eventually appointed ‘jcicigé’—a
position from which he wielded tremendous powWer.

On the other side of the debate were itinghadduthuror “traditionists” camp.
This group of scholars that adhered to a literalist interpretagiothe Quran,
eschewingkalam while vehemently insisting that textual evidence from @he’an
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and sunnahalone, be used to explain matters of religion. fhehaddithunwere a
unique brand of scholars who gained prominence during thee®tury; their
specialty was indentifying, compiling, memorizing and transmittirgthousands of
Prophetic “narrations” or “traditions” known &swdith that circulated throughout the
Dar al-Island’.

Despite his philosophical bent, Caliph al-Mamun was no strangerditidrast
discourse, for he had received at least part of his IslamicaBdncunder Imam
Malik, one of the most celebrated jurists amdihaddithunof the &' century?®
Further, Caliph al-Mamun had a cadre of traditionists among hislcpatrons who
received judicial appointments and stipends for their ser¥icést, not all of the
muhaddithurwere accepting of the Caliphs favors and that at some poinaizid
began to view certain key individuals from among riinghaddithuras a threat to his
authority and ideas.

From the thorough empirical analysis of Nafffage know that of the hundreds
of scholars and judges targeted and interrogated duringiting forty of them were,
“highly esteemed for their intellects as well as for tiseicial status and influence—
indeed the “créme de la créme” of Baghdadi hadith-scholarstipThe most ardent
of the hadith scholars to reject the Caliph’s overtures was Ahmad ibn Hanbal

Ibn Hanbal's family was from the region of Khorosan, an area naamepassing
eastern Iran, Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries bagdeéenCaspian Sea.
Ion Hanbal’s parents migrated from Khorasan to Baghdad whiledsesull in his
mother’'s womb, and it was there in Baghdad, during the year 780ADipth Hanbal
was borrf? Ahmad quickly developed a reputation as a gifted student and became the
pupil of the most venerated jurist and muhaddith of the time—al-Shiafs. even
recorded that al-Shaf’i took Prophetic traditions from ibn Hanbal, aag nave
perhaps even acknowledged the latter’s superiority as a muh&tdith.

Ibn Hanbal did indeed become a celebrated traditionist whokn@sn for his
scrupulous piety, prodigious memory, “mild asceticisn?uh(d and “social
criticism™. It was as a result of these qualities that ibn Hanbal eanee®s$pect and
support of thousands of followers throughout the Dar al-Islam. Ibn Hardmkiso
assertive in his preaching and consciously sought out individuals whad dhigre
passion for religious devotion. With his vast knowledge and religious zeal ibn Hanbal
quickly galvanized around him a following of like-minded scholars andiples
dubbed theHanabila by his later studentsThe followers of ibn Hanbal not only
shared his passion for religious devotions, but meticulous piety bettemeery
bulwark by which an individual was inducted into his circle of discifies.

Throughout his career Ahmad ibn Hanbal may have amassed as dvanyaaies
as he had students. He was never shy to speak out whenever heatfeftist
contemporaries had plunged into heretical innovation. The practiéalam was
simply one of the many practices for which ibn Hanbal had disddenrejected the
practice of ra’y (sound reasoning) and giyas (analogy) which cdusetb diverge
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from the teachings of his teacher, al-Shaf’i, and the other canscivabls of Islamic
jurisprudence who deploy if® Ibn Hanbal also disliked the Shi'a because they
slandered the four Rashiduun Caliphs who assumed power after Muhammad'’s death.

It seems that Caliph al-Mamun embodied myriad qualities that, agieally,
would have made him the object of ibn Hanbal's criticism. Aftérthe Abbasid
Caliphate was built on the back of Shi'a propaganda and the Caliph’s adoption
kalam, particularly the Mutazilah notion of that the Qur'an waatece made him no
ally of ibn Hanbal. However, as the history of the mihna demonstr@tliph al-
Mamun and the mutakallimun were the aggressors during the mihna landcIs
sources record a series of letters written by the Caliphstgdvernor at Baghdad,
Ishaq ibn Ibrahim, that clearly demonstrate that fact.

These letters were written over the course of four months and ateliraé-
Mamun’s theological position regarding the use of kalam, hisudd¢titowards the
muhaddithun (Sunnis), as well as, a series of ultimatums outliniactlgxvhat he
expected from those being interrogated. The following tract fraliplC al-Mamun’s
first letter articulates the rationale behind the interrogation:

‘I (The Commander of the faithful) realiz€dhat the broad mass and the overwhelming
concentration of the base elements of the ordinsgple and the lower strata of the
commonalty are those who, in all the regions and harizons of the world, have no
farsightedness, or vision, or faculty of reasorilygmeans of such evidential proofs as God
approves along the right way which He providesfagulty of seeking illumination by means
of the light of knowledge and God'’s decisive prodfhey are a people sunk in ignorance and
in blindness about God, plunged into error regaydire true nature of His religion and His
unity and faith in Him; too far off the right tradkom His clear marks for guidance and the
obligation of following in His way; a people whadlfahort of being able to grasp the reality of
God as He should be recognized, to acknowledgeéiimetly as He should be acknowledged
and to distinguish between Him and His creationisTi$ because of the feebleness of their
judgment, the deficiency of their intellects anéitHack of facility in reflecting upon things
and calling them to mind®

The Caliph sees his intervention, clearly, as one of necessitgtirom by a
preponderance of ignorance and ineptitude regarding the reality of Godhatthat
befallen the masses. The next passage below demonstratesatimer in which
Caliph al-Mamun interpreted verses of the Qur'an to explain efehd his view that

Qur'an was created by God and not the “eternal” speech of God:
‘All this arises from the fact that they consider perfectly equal God Himself and the Qur'an
which He has revealed. They have agreed with oie\and have asserted unequivocally that it is
eternal and primordial, not created nor originated invented in any way by God. Yet God has
said in the clear and unambiguous parts of His Beakich He has set forth as a healing for the
anguish in people’s breasts and as a mercy andageedfor the believers—"Indeed, We have
made it an Arabic Qur'an" (43:2). Now everythingigfhGod made He must have created. He has
also said, "Praise be to God who has created theehs and earth and has made the darkness and
the light" (6:1). He has further said, "In this wa)/e recount to you some of the stories of the
past" (20:99), and He gives the information th& th an account of events which He brought into
existence subsequently to those events happemidgyigh it He followed up the beginnings of the
events. He has also said, "Alif, [am, rd’. A bo@kose miraculous signs have been clearly set
forth and then made distinct, from One wise and-mébrmed" (11:1). Now everything which has
been clearly set forth and made distinct must rezaég have an agent who brings these actions to

“® Melchert 235-36

" Patton’s translation says “Commander of the faithivhich is a translation of the Arabic word
“Amir”.
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pass; God is the One who has clearly set forthRdisk and made it distinct, and He is its creator

and originator.49

The above citation shows the extent to which Caliph al-Mamun wabaawmith the
theological proofs used to defend the position of the created Qur'dviamiin also
includes within his letter some disparaging remarks aimed at thwds® claim to
follow the Sunna”—a reference to theihaddithunThe tract reads as follows:

"They consider themselves adherents of the Sunhareas in every section of the Book of
God there is an account related by Him which irdatks their words and gives the lie to their
claims, turning their sayings and their call to pidiineir professed beliefs back on themselves.
Despite all this, they go on to make an outwardasbbbeing people of the divine truth, the
real religion and community of Muslims, and asskat all other are people of false beliefs,
infidelity and schism. They raise themselves updmmately against the people with these
assertions, and thereby deliberately lead astrayighorant; to the point that a group of
adherents of the false way, who display submissiserio someone other than God and who
lead an ascetic life—but for another cause and hetttue faith—have inclined towards
agreement with them and accordance with their @ginions, thereby acquiring for
themselves glory in their eyes and securing fomdelves leadership and a reputation for
probity amongst them. These people have forsakerdittine truth for their own delusions
and have adopted for themselves a supporter far ¢neor to the exclusion of God. . . .”
These are the people whom "God has made deaf andlimaled their eyes. Do they not
consider the Qur’an, or are there locks on thearts€" (47:23-24) | consider that these people
are the worst of the Muslim community and the cbieds in error, the ones who are defective
in their belief in the divine unity and who have emperfect share in the faith. They are
vessels of ignorance, banners of mendaciousnestharidngue of Iblis, who speaks through
his companions and strikes terror linto the hedrtsi®oadversaries, the people of God’s own

religion.50

This last citation lists the demands and expectations the Caliph wishes te emforc
those being interrogated.

‘Therefore, summon together all the judges.in ygphere of jurisdiction and read out to them this
letter from me to you. Begin by testing them out@arning what they say and by finding out from
them their beliefs about God’s.creating and.origiitathe _Qur’an in time. Inform them too that |
will not seek the assistance in any of my admiatste tasks of anyone whose religion, whose
sincerity of faith in God’s unity, and whose owtigimus beliefs are not deemed trustworthy, nor
will | place any reliance on such a man in the oesjbilities laid on me by God and in the affairs
of my subjects which have been entrusted to men,Tivben they have publicly declared that the
Qur'an is created and have shown full agreemertt wie concerning it and are on the road of
right guidance and salvation, order them to inigate closely the legal witnesses within their
sphere of jurisdiction and to question them abbeirtknowledge of the Qur'an. They are no
longer to recognize the validity of the testimorfyttiose failing to affirm or hold the view that the
Qur'an was created and originated in time, and tlaeg to prevent the admission and
countersigning of such testimony in the judge’s @moaort. Write me back what you learn from the
judges over the people within your administrativevince as to the results of their enquiries and
their ordering these processes to be set in mofiban keep a close oversight of them and search
out what they have been doing, to such a point@uat's decrees are only put into execution on
the testimony of people clear-sighted in religiom avholly sincere in belief in the divine unity.
Write me about what happens in regard to all thif, God wills.’ >

There was a second letter sent by Caliph al-Mamun intendedisgkgifor the

seven leading muhaddithun of Baghdad, which initially included AhmadéH#mbal.
However, sources allege that Ibn Hanbal’'s name was erasbd Mutazila and chief
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judge Ibn Abu Du'ad? These scholars were then summoned to Caliph al-Mamun
who was stationed at Raqgah (Syria) at the fiffidhey were made to profess, under
threat to their lives, that the Quran was created in fronhefQaliph himself. The
seven scholars were then sent back to Baghdad and further shameadgbynéee to
proclaim that the Quran was created in front of the most reée@ jurists and
muhaddithun of Baghdad.

There was a third letter written by Caliph al-Mamun wheradgn explains his
rationale and how he, “...the Commander of the Faithful has made plaimself by
reflection, and has situated intently by his thinking...” the needoree his policy
of interrogating given “...the great danger...”, “corruption” and “harm” to gligion
“...the sayings which Muslims are passing around among themsebwsg the
Quran...”™>. With each letter it seemed that the Caliph’s sensegefey increases;
according to many historians this has to do with the fact thatde®ss were not
popular with “the influential masse3>1n spite of this lack of popular support, the
Caliph persisted in his demands, and under his deputy Ishaq ibn Ibyathiamother
group of jurists and muhaddithun were summoned and questioned at Baghdad; this
time Ahmad ibn Hanbal was among them.

The following is a tract from the incident of the mihna as resmbtaly the Muslim
historian al-Tabari. After interrogating several other saisotever the createdness of
the Quran, Ishaq ibn Ibrahim turns to ibn Hanbal for questioning. Bétothe
exchange between the two of them:

‘He then came back to Ahmad ibn Hanbal and sahdrtg "What is your view concerning the
ur'an?"

Ehmad replied, "It is the word of God."

Ishaq said, "Is it created?"

Ahmad retorted, "It is the word of God; | cannotiadhy more to these words."

Ishag then put him to the test with the contenthefdocument. When he came to the words

"There is nothing like Him, and He is the hearimgl seeing one," he held back from the

phrase "whom nothing of His creation resembleswyraeaning or sense whatsoever." Ibn al-

Bakka’ al-Asghar interrupted him and said, "May Gént you righteousness! It speaks of ‘a

hearing one’ because of ears and ‘a seeing onauseof eyes!"

Ishaq said to Ahmad ibn Hanbal, "What do the wdéadsearing and seeing one’ mean?"

Ahmad replied, "God is even as He has describedselih

"But what does it mean?"

"I don’t know; He is even as He has described Hifmse

In regard to Ibn al-Bakka™ al-Akbar, he repliedttttze Qur'an was something made because

of God’s words, "Indeed, we have made it [ja’alradnu Arabic Qur'an” (43:2), and

something originated because of His words, "Nomtg@riginated (muhdath) warning has

come to them from their Lord" (21:2).

Ishaq said to him, "Is, then, what is made, creited
"Yes"

"So the Qur'an is created?"
"l don't say that it is created, but that it is sthing made."

Ishaq then wrote down what he had s&id.

The above mentioned citation is interesting because it demongtratesticence
with which Ahmad ibn Hanbal spoke on the issue of the Quran’s createdhikee
governor Ishaq, following the Caliph’s orders, reported the testimpagtlg as ibn
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Hanbal had stated it. His reply was, of course, completely sfesztry as far as
Caliph al-Mamun was concerned. This caused al-Mamun to proclainfpfAghmad
ibn Hanbal and what you write about him, tell him that | have understo®d t
significance of that view and his conduct regarding it, and frdndeduce as proven
his ignorance and defective intelligencg.”

Of those scholars gathered during this particular round of questiammnhgiwo
refused to acknowledge that the Qur'an was created—Ahmad ibn Handal,lesser
known muhaddith, Muhammad ibn Nuh. They were placed in iron fetters antbsent
the garrison town of Tarsus where they were to remain, imprisonebthentrrival
of Caliph al-Mamun. Perhaps fortunately for the two of them, Caliy¥aahun died
before ever having reached them at TarSuster having been transported back and
forth between various towns throughout the Caliphate, ibn Nuh finally di¢ideat
town of Raqgqga, Syri& Now alone, ibn Hanbal performed the prayer of the dead over
his friend, and was again shipped off to Baghdad where he was, &hdgerhis
beliefs, beaten, often to the point of unconsciou$héBatton 111) and imprisonéd.
Ibon Hanbal was now the only man remaining from among those who were
interrogated that not only refused to profess that the Qur'an reaged, but he had
stood his ground and endured horrific conditions for his beliefs.

Through various political machinations and cunning, the mutazilah judge,bibn A
Du’ad was able to maintain his post for some time following CatipMamun’s
death in 833A5°. He also became the chief administrator of the mihna’s proggedin
and continued to viciously persecute the traditionist and Ibn Hanbal uhéer t
administrations of Caliph al-Mu'tasim (833-842AD) and al-Wathiq (84ZAD).
The story of ibn Hanbal’'s continued interrogation under ibn abi Du’ad is recorded in
text written by the famous scholar al-Jahiz of Baghdad.

Al-Jahiz was a Mutazili and literary polymath who wrote hundredsooks on
everything from zoology to philosophy. The following tract is frortext regarding
the createdness of the Qur'an and the history of the Islamic itquigritten after
the mihna in 869AD. The account below in an exchange between Abi Badtatbn
Hanbal during the latter’'s interrogation that took place in the pcesef Caliph al-
Mutasim in 834AD. In the comments by al-Jahiz one may notice rdaidisowards

the muhaddithun through by his insults of Ibn Hanbal. The passage reads as follows:
“The man’s stubborn refusal to acknowledge thehtmrhen it was before his eyes reached its
highest point when Ahmad ibn Abi Du’'ad (the Mu'tazihief gadi) asked him, "Is it true that a
thing must be either created or uncreated?"
"Yes."
"And the Qur’an is a thing?"
"Yes."
"Is it true that only God is uncreated?"
"Yes."
"So the Qur’an is created?"
"I am no dialectician," he replied at last. Thisswds way when dealing with questions; when he
reached an impasse, the point at which a singlel %vom him would have lost him the support of
his followers, he would reply, "I am no dialecticia He neither said at the outset that he was
unskilled in dialectic nor, having had his say ardved at a crux in the disputation, was he
willing to acknowledge the truth.
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At this point the caliph exclaimed contemptuous§hame on this man, who is ignorant at one
moment and obstinate the next!"

The moment when he had the effrontery to lie brgzemthe caliph and insult the community,
thus demonstrating his indifference and incurabhlélzornness, was when Ahmad ibn Abi Du’ad
asked him, "Do you consider God the lord of the’gng"

"If | had heard anyone say so, | would say so also.

"Have you never heard it in an oath or a questionthe lips of a stump orator, or in verses or
hadiths?"

The caliph saw that he was as untruthful as hesttdgsborn in the face of irrefutable arguments.
Ahmad ibn Abi Du’ad was too skilled at this sortdélectic, and other methods also, to suppose
that he could make these questions a main isstieihearing; he merely wished to bring out the
insolence of the man’s lies, just as he had exptlsedhamelessness of his obstinacy. It was at
this point that the caliph struck him.

He maintained on that day that the word of Godkis His learning: just as it is impossible to
accept that His learning is created, so it is imsfme to accept that His word is. Ahmad ibn Abi
Du’ad said to him, "Is it not true that God can stitie one verse for another, or withdraw this
Qur'an and put another in its place, seeing thattras is plainly written in the Qur'an?"
"Yes."

"And is the same thing possible with His learnit@gh God amend it, or put another in its place?"
"No."

"We have supported our argument by quoting propheéidiths, by reciting verses from the
Qur'an, and by showing you the rational proof tbetinguishes truth from falsehood; now it is
your turn to answer us in one of these three ways."

But he could make no reply.

Our friend said, "Mental reservation (tagiyya) srpissible only when a Muslim is in infidel
territory." If his statements about the creationtltd Qur'an are the result of his using mental
reservation, then he has practised it in the tegriof Islam, and has been dishonest with himself.
Conversely, if what he says is what he really thjrtken you no longer have anything in common
with him, and he is not one of yoﬁ‘f’”

Ahmad ibn Hanbal’'s unyielding criticism dfalam was demonstrated in his
“stubborness” and refusal to acquiesce to the Caliph’'s demands. Tdeshima the
focus of al-Mamun’s hostility and the primary-target of thémai which lasted for
some fifteen years. The mihna did finally come to an end inru@diph al-
Mutawwakil, two years into his reign in 234 A.H. (849AB)and with it began the
genesis of Sunni dominance of Baghdad until the coming of the Mongols in 1258AD.

Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s life and public persona are important to the yistahe
mihna, and the subsequent development of Sunnism (traditionalist Iskenlogy),
because they illustrate the power and influence wielded by sstadlais caliber, and
the difficult circumstances out of which they and their ideasrgede After the
mihna, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal became the epitome of an emerging cagrassf roots
religious scholars that were able to readily accommodateothenon person’s need
for pragmatic approaches to sacred law that addressed every aspectliobthei

| have identified Caliph al-Mamun and ibn Hanbal as being repreésentd
the two opposing sides in this debate in lieu of Hurvitz’s rejection of the Caliph verses
the ulema hypothesf§.Nawas is also in disagreement with Hurvitz and accepts what
essentially amounts to a “single person” or “caliphal authogpothesis”—the idea
being that in order to understand the Islamic inquisition one needsogniee that
“...the mihna (functioned) as an instrument which al-Mamun used to skxuttee
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in 622AD when the Prophet Muhammad and his compesmoigrated from the city of Mecca to
Medina, Arabia.
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generations of caliphs to come the total and unquestioned authority ++roatedrs
religious and secular. ®*

| agree with Nawas’s view that the muhaddithun represented tadegt
threat to the authority of Caliph al-Mamun, not simply because ofribée engaging
in kalam but by their creating an alternative source of religious aiyhtirat was
outside the control of the Caliph. They were able to accomplisietiiy taking on
the enormous task of collecting and codifying the thousands of Proptagtitons
that were circulating through-out the Dar al-Islam—throwing dwitsé¢ traditions
deemed spurious and preserving and transmitting those validatechasti@auand in
accordance with Quranic injunctiorf8The religious institutions that developed out
of this “daunting task” were the ‘ijjma—or a “scholarly consensfghe traditionist,
and the codex of ethical religious behavior for the four schools of $siamic law.
That these activities were happening out side of the Abbasid coed pus greatest
threat to Caliphal authority.

Hurvitz also notices that with the proliferation of hadith and thgal“ri
literature” connected to it—that is, the science of authenticétimgnen in the chains
of hadith transmitters, the mutakallimun suffered from having bebgeldd as
unreliable transmitter& This status of unreliability remained permanent in most
instances and was not simply confined to the realm of Prophatidians. The
mutakallimun were tagged, in Sunni circles, as unreliable transmittersddy rvery
branch of the sacred sciences of Islam: figh (jurisprudendsiy, fexplanation of the
Quran), and tassawuf (Islamic spirituality). The broad netwofkscholars and
adherents of the traditionists milieu were not only a thre&ailgphal authority, but
they were equally menacing to the partisans of reason and spextitetology who
sought refuge and favor at the court of al-Mamun and relished imighmersecution
of the traditionists.

| believe that the mihna was very much about the power struggledm®the
Abbasid Caliphate and muhaddithun like ibn Hanbal, who had amassed huge social
capitol amongst the masses by the time of the inquisition. Evevit admits that,
“Prior to the mihna, the anthropomorphists (literalist/traditionist) forgeahaks with
varying segments of the society and built a large body of fellswhat opposed
kalam. These networks of rabble and merchants led to the isolatiotimeof
mutakallimun.” Whether one labels them as “rabble”, or “scholars”, most his®rian
| think would agree that the traditionists won the political batit the ascension of
al-Mutwwakil, an alledged Shafi adher&nto the office of Caliph in 847AD and his
subsequent abolition of the mihna. Further, with the release, public tegnda
emergence of Ahamd ibn Hanbal as the living martyr of thenaithis nascent Sunni
body politic had a champion whose persecution during the mihna acaklénate
spread of Sunnism (traditionism) and in my opinion, anti-government/Abbasi
sentiment as well.

The mihna, like many ideological struggles or academic duals, avas
multifaceted conflict that was very much about the suprembajeas on one hand,
and the solidification of state power on the other. The mutakallimun thegeth of
government patronage assuming that with the apparatus of the stai thelm, they
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stood a better chance of having their ideas reign supreme throulgbdert al-1slam.
The letters of al-Mamun and the chronicle of events by al-Jdb@ raveal that
mutakallimun saw themselves as the intellectually superior gradp‘that...” they
were the most deserving “...to guide the commurity#lowever, this posture proved
to be a tactical error that only served to alienate them further fromabses

This alienation from the masses may have led to a miscalculation in Caliph al-
Mamun’s thinking. His first targeting the muhaddithun for his policyfated
ideological conversion, showed that he grossly underestimated the muhaddithun’
capacity to resist persecution. He also appeared to be ignoréwtvoentrenched
traditionist ideas had become amongst the masses. His polls@esveongfully
assumed that there was an intellectual void among the Islamic jadic that
needed to be filled, and that this intellectual vacuum needed thesiveer of the
Islamic state to fill it.

In light of the mihna, Ahmad ibn Hanbal and the muhaddithun represent the
kind of public intellectuals who were able to resist state coerbly generating a
profound base of public support for their ideas. The traditionist-Sunnis also
demonstrated that, regardless of how powerful and repressive thegofithe state
may be, “people power’” may be harnessed as a type of protectighefquublic
intellectual in times of academic, and even physical warfare.
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