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MARCO DEMICHELIS

The Mihna. Deconstruction and reconside-
ration of the Mu‘tazilite role in the “Inquisi-
tion”

1. Introduction. Surfacing of the doctrine of the Created
Quran, and wider theological context

This article begins by briefly setting out the main aspects of the
theological background to the Mihna, before going on to concen-
trate on the political features and to consider this topic in the light
of material published relatively recently, which may cast a new
light on its implementation. References to a wide range of lit-
erature, including contemporary and more recent sources, are
included.

Both primary and secondary sources' suggest that the first pro-
poser of the idea of the created Qur’an, was Ga‘d ibn Dirham, who
was executed by the Umayyad caliph Hisham (d. 743/125) for his

U Anmap IeN M. IeN HansaL, Kitab al-radd ‘ala l-Zanadiga wa I-Gahmiyya,
Cairo, Dar al-ma‘arif, 1973; ‘ABp AL-RauMAN DArimi, Kitab al-radd ‘ala Z-Gahmiyya,
ed. G. Vitestam, Lund - Leiden, E.J. Leiden, 1960; ‘ABD AL-RanmAN Darvi, Al-naqd
‘ala Bishr ibn al-Marisi, ed. M.H. al-Fiqi, Cairo, Maktabat al-nahda al-misriyya,
1939; MuHammap IBN AHMAD MaLaTi, Al-tanbih wa Il-radd ‘ala ahl al-ahwa’ wa
I-bid'ah, ed. S. Dedering, Istanbul, Maarif Matbaasi, 1936; ‘ABD AL-QAHIR BAGHDADI,
Farq bayna al-Firaq, ed. M. Badr, Cairo, Maktabat Dar al-‘uriiba, 1910; Hasan ‘ALl
Ien IsmA‘TL AS'ARI, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, ed. Ritter, Istanbul, 1929; ‘ABD AL-QAHIR
GurGAant, Al-Kamil fi Du‘afa’ al-Rijal, ed. Suhayl Zakkar, Riyad, Dar al-‘uliim, 1997;
M. IBN JARIR AL-ABARI, The History of al-Tabari, tr. C.E. Bosworth, Albany (NY), Suny
Press, XXXII, 1987; ‘AL IsN Ar-Hasan Ar-Mas'Upi, Murij al-Dhahab wa madadin
al-gawhar, tr. Barbier de Meynard et Pavet de Courteille, Les Praires d’Or, Paris,
Imprimerie Impériale, 1861-1877); AL-HavvaT AU Husavn, Kitab al-Intisar, tr. Nader,
Paris, Vrin, 1957; AHMAD IBN ‘ABD Ar-GaBBAR, Kitdb al-fadl al-i‘tizal wa tabaqat
al-mu'tazila, ed. Fu’ad Sayyid, Tunis, al-Dar al-tlnisiyya li-l-nasr, 1393/1974;
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heretical theology. Ibn Hatir, in al-Bidaya wa I-Nihaya, supported
the idea that those who deny ‘Allah’s attributes and say that the
Qur’an is created are disciples of Gahm ibn Sawfan, who, has in
turn been considered as a follower of Ga‘'d ibn Dirham and Bayan
ibn Sam‘an.2 It is difficult to justify inclusion of Ga‘d ibn Dirham
and Bayan ibn Sam‘n in the members of the Gahamiyya school,
as they probably lived before Gahm ibn Sawfan, the school’s
founder. Moreover, both of them resided in Iraq, while ibn Sawfan
spent most of his life in Hurasan. Bayan ibn Sam‘an, who was
probably of Yemenite origin, has been considered to be a member
of the Kaysaniyya, a proto-Shi‘ite messianic sect.? As for Ga‘'d ibn
Dirham, the information emerging from Vajda’s* analysis classifies
him as a Gahamite, but there are many doubts attached to this
classification. The elaboration of the idea of the creation of the
Qur’an follows an evolving path of theological analysis that starts
in the first half of the eighth century and begins its association
with the Mihna in the first half of the ninth. In addition to the
argument over the issue of the created Qur’an, other important
theological topics were subject to discussion at this time, and con-
tributing to the theology which was emerging and maturing over
this period. Arguments surrounding the most prominent of these
are summarised below and their brief analysis is particularly rel-
evant for the understanding of the theological roots of the created
Qur’an’s dogma.

1.1. AUTHORITY AND PREDESTINATION

The problem of authority and God’s will in the Qur’an (XVII, 23)
is emphasized through these words: «<And your Lord has decreed
(gadd) that you worship none but him», giving supreme authority
to ‘Allah, and using the word gadd for God’s command; however,

AHMAD IBN ‘ABD AL-GABBAR, al-Mughni ft abwab al-tawhid wa I-‘adl, ed. T. Husayn,
Cairo, Maktabat al-nahda al-misriyya, 1969.

2 Bayan ibn Sam‘an at-Tamimi, an Iraqi theologian on which we have little
information, was accused by the Umdyyad, governor of Iraq Halid ibn ‘Abdullah
al-Qasr1 (he was probably wali of Iragbetween 725 and 738) and executed through
crucifixion for having claimed to be 4 prophet. M.G.S. Hobgson, in Encyclopaedia
of Islam, 2ed. (1960-2005), I, pp. 1116-117;-6-V. Bayan ibn Sama.

3 M. Watrt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, Oxford, Oneworld, 1998,
pp. 54-55.

4 G. Vapa, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2ed., (1960-2005), III, pp. 748-749,
s.v. ‘Ga'd ibn Dirham'.
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M. DemichHeLis The Mihna 239

in XXXIII, 36, this authority to command mankind is also attrib-
uted to the joint command of God and the Prophet, with the same
verb gadd, meaning to command, order or decide: «It is not for
a believer, man or woman, when ‘Allah and his Messanger have
decreed a matter (qadd) that they should have any option in their
decision. And whoever disobeys ‘Allah and his Messanger, he has
indeed strayed in a plain error». In this second verse it is clear that
the power to decree also belongs to the Prophet Muhammad, as
apostle of God, who, although he is only a man, had this granted
to him by God himself; in addition, there are other verses which
emphasized the authority of the Prophet as Vicar of God on the
earth with absolute power: «He who obeys the Messenger has
indeed obeyed ‘Allah, but he who turns away, then we have not
sent you as a watcher over them (IV, 80)» and «Say: Obey ‘Allah and
obey the Messenger, but if you turn away, he is only responsible for
the duty placed on him and you for that placed on you. If you obey
him, you shall be on the right guidance. The Messenger’s duty
is only to convey (the message) in a clear way (XXIV, 54)». These
verses show that God and the Prophet have the power to set out
the right path for the Umma. However, other verses also indicate
a suggestion of human free will and the ability of the human to
act unconditionally: «In the right way have we guided him, be he
thankful or ungrateful (LXXVI, 3)» and «This is an admonition:
Whosoever will, let him take a (straight) Path to his Lord, but ye
will not, except as God wills; for God is full of knowledge and wis-
dom (LXXVI, 29-30)». This means that man may respond to God’s
guidance either with gratitude and obedience or with ingratitude
and unbelief; a human being has the power to choose God or to
reject him.

Ghaylan al-Dimashqt (a Qadarites author) tries to draw a dis-
tinction between God’s will and God’s pleasure. «And had ‘Allah

5 Al-AS‘ari in the Magalat al-Islamiyyin identifies the qgadariyya as a pre-
Mu'‘tazilite sect; the term gadar is also translated as fate and predestination,
while the verb gadara is transposed with the meaning of decrees, orders, whilst
also having the power of (gadara ‘ala); as M. Watts says, the Qadarites were,
like most theological schools, divided into different sects who proclaimed their
beliefs in a similar manner. The members of this sect were in sharp contrast
with the Umayyad Caliphate, which did not recognize their authenticity; they
claimed that if the caliph had not followed the dictates of the Qur’an, it was nec-
essary that this authority was ousted from power. M. SeaLe, Muslim Theology,
London, Luzac & Co, 1964, p. 38.
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willed, He could have gathered them together (all) unto true guid-
ance (VI, 35)» and «God elects for himself whom he pleases and
guides unto Himself who turns repentant (XLII, 12)».® However, if
these verses could be interpreted as signs of God’s pleasure and
not will, others are more focused on the strictness of God’s pre-
destination (XIII, 27; II, 24; XXXV, 8 etc.). Prof. Wensinck in Muslim
Creed argues: «These quotations show that the advocates of predes-
tination as well as those of free will could claim a scriptural basis
for their views. Yet, to all appearances, the main attitude of Islam
was in favour of predestination».” It is evident that the Qur’an,
on one hand, is the bearer of a message that empowers human
nature, whilst, on the other, proclaims the authority of ‘Allah over
his creature, limiting its scope for decision-making. We there-
fore briefly summarize that the Qur’an is able to emphasize the
predestination of God as symptomatic of that control on the crea-
ture that the deity hierarchically imposed as an expression of his
omnipotence; nevertheless, human free will, on the contrary, is
indicative indeed of the community and personal individualism
that ‘Allah grants to be a judge of righteousness when it will be
necessary (yawm al-din, the day of judgement).

1.2. GOD’S JUSTICE AND HUMAN FREEDOM

The concept of the Justice of God, which can be associated with
the doctrine of human responsibility, first emerged with Hawarij’s
expression of the opinion that as: «a righteous God demand-
ing righteousness from His creatures»® God must act for a pur-
pose. There are two important aspects to this notion of justice:
a Good (hasan) and Evil (sharr) as objective concepts of the world,
which precede the determination made by religious laws, and the
existence of a divine tendency to make every day better (al-aslah)
for man, because ‘Allah can not desire other than the Good. God
can not desire evil, and then order it; his will (Irdda) and his com-
mand (amr) are identical and not inconsistent. Looked at from

6 All Qur’an verses have been taken from the English translated version
of Rev. J.M. Rodwell, with an Introduc¢tion of Rev. G. Margoliouth, and from: The
Noble Quran: a Summarized Version of al-Tabari, al-Qurtubi and Ibn Kathir with
Comments from Sahth of al-Buhari, by Dr. M. Taqi ud-Din al-Hilali.

7 A.J. WensiNck, Muslim Creed: its Genesis and Historical Development, Lon-
don, Routledge, 1979, p. 51.

8 Wartt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, pp. 21-38.
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this standpoint, Evil is then an exclusively human creation. In the
Qur’an there are also many allusions to Heaven (Ganna) (II, 25,
82, 111; 111, 136, 195-198 etc.) and Hell (Gahim) (11, 39, 80-81; 111, 12,
24, 151 etc.), and God says that believers will be given the oppor-
tunity to dwell in Paradise, while the deniers of the faith will sink
to Hell. There are also verses within the Qur’an (II, 123; III, 106-
112, 130, 180, 185 etc.) that are related to Judgement Day (yawm
al-Din). A problem which emerges from this approach, which sees
God as the symbol and promoter of Justice, is that of predestina-
tion. Divine predestination would have the power to dominate
man, who would therefore be unable to choose to act by respecting
or denying the word of ‘Allah, because his future is already writ-
ten. The strength and frequency of references to heaven, hell and
doomsday within the Qur’an suggested strongly that man must be
free to act, and that there is a relationship between human free-
dom and God’s justice. Before the Mikhna is historically and theo-
logically evident that Mu‘tazilite theories concerning the relation-
ship between human free will and God’s justice, were particularly
rooted in a rationalist approach on Islamic thought which high-
lighted a leading human role to understand divine absolutism.

1.3. UNIQUENESS — ‘GOD IS ONE’

The Mu'tazilite concept of the uniqueness of God, the Tawhid,
was set out by al-’As‘ari in his Magalat al-Islamiyyin. In some of the
main passages of this work, he states that:

The Mu‘tazilites unanimously agreed that verily God is
One. There is nothing whatever likes unto Him, and He is
the One that hears and sees. He is neither a body, a phan-
tom, a person, a form, a piece of flesh, a quantity of blood, an
individual, a substance, nor an accident. [...] Nor does space
encompass Him or time pass by Him. Neither does He admit
of contact with, of retirement from, nor of penetration into
places. Neither can He be characterized with the attributes
of created beings indicative of their transitoriness, nor can
He be qualified as finite. [...] And He is unlimited and infi-
nite. And neither can measures fathom Him nor veils screen
Him, nor can the senses comprehend Him.?

o AL-AS‘Ari, Magalat al-Islamiyyin, pp. 155-156.
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According to the Mu'tazilite viewpoint, the concept of Eternal-
ity (al-khulid), which is attributed to God by virtue of himself,
refers to something which in its existence has neither beginning
nor end.

The Eternal, in this connection, must not only transcend any
need of an existing being in order to originate Him, but also
must be existing without any cause. This is because, if He
needs an existing being who will originate him, that origina-
tor definitely becomes more eternal than Him.

A belief which is generally held by Mu‘tazilism is that God
is Eternal: «Eternity is the peculiar attribute of the essence
of God. They then deny eternal attributes at all [...] because, if the
attributes share eternity, which is the peculiar attribute (of the
essence of God), it means that they share the Godhead with God»
Wasil ibn'Ata is reported by al-Shaharastant as affirming this argu-
ment: «He who posits a mana and attribute as eternal, posits two
gods».”? Although Wasil ibn ‘Ata denies the idea of assigning attri-
butes to God, as opposed to acknowledging a number of eternal
properties, the successors of this rationalist have regarded these
powers as attributable to the unity that is God. Abi al-Hudayl
considers God’s attributes to be identical with those of the divine
essence; Mu‘ammar b. ‘Abbad al-Sulami seeks to free the
essence of God from the multitude of individual approaches,
while Abu Hashim asserts that God possesses a knowledge that
is identical to his essence and that this does not exist separately
but concurrently with him. Omniscience ('ilm), Life (hayat), Power
(qudra), Will (irada) and Word (kalam) are all attributable to this
essence (dhat). Mu‘tazilites theologians, through the divine one-
ness theory, underscores as the absence of the attributes of God
do coincide in the divine essence, as reported above: the world
of God for mu‘tazilites is attributable to the essence of God and for
that reason to the same nature of ‘Allah.

1 Z. BN Stara, A Discussion on the-Goncept of Tawhid: the Viewpoint of the
Mu’tazilites, in «Hamdard Islamicus», XIX (1996), fasc. 1, p. 40.

" ‘ABp AL-KARIM SHAHARASTANI, Kitab al-Milal wa al-Nihal, tr. D. Gimaret,
G. Monnot, Paris, Unesco — Peters, 1986, p. 58.

2. SHAHARASTANTI, Kitab al-Milal, p. 61.
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1.4. THE NATURE OF Gop’s WORD

One question which occupied many theologians who were active
around the time that the Miina began was whether God can be the
author of a Word that man can directly hear and understand. This
question has implications for the idea of a created Qur’an, and for
the status of the Qur’an in time and eternity. Al-Gahm ibn Safwan
denied that God speaks and that spoke to Moses, suggesting that
‘Allah does not speak in the literary sense: «In order to communi-
cate he creates the sound of speech which can be heard. This sound
is figuratively called speech, although it is not genuine speech»*
God is seen as being totally different from his creation and not
describable using any of the attributes that apply to man, such as
speech. The Qur’an contains the statement: «We have made (jaala)
it an Arabic Qur’an (XLIII, 3)». The root (j7) of the verb jaala is
usually translated as to make, to put in place, to create. Ibn Hanbal
correctly pointed out that the verb jaala is also used in II, 124
concerning Ibrahim: «I shall make you (inni ja‘iluka) an Imam for
mankind». In this case we could not use the term create in place
of jaala, as the words promote, or advance are a more appropriate
translation in this context. The question of the created or uncre-
ated Qur’an was also based on the commonly accepted dogma
that everything besides God is created. Al-’AS‘ari, reporting on
a variety of information coming from Kufan traditionalist sources
on Abi Hanifa in his Kitab al-Ibana*, gives details confirming that
the founder of Hanafism supported the idea that the Qur'an was
created. Sufyan al-Thawri, Abii Hanifa’s chief rival in Kiifa at that
time, and Abu Yusuf, a student of Hanifa, argued that Abii Hanifa
supported this doctrine. Later authors such as al-Buhari and
Ahmad Ibn Hanbal kept silence over the role played by Abt Hanifa
in the development of this doctrine. However, it seems fairly cer-
tain that the first individuals who supported the doctrine of the
created Qur'an were the members of the Gahamiyya and of the
Hanafite Law school. The Mu‘tazila supported this Dogma, assert-

3 W. MaDpeLuNG, The Origins of the Controversy Concerning the Creation of
the Koran, in «Journal of the American Oriental Society», CXXVII (1977), fasc. 2,
p. 506.

" AL-’A3‘Ari, Kitab al-Ibana, Haydarabad, Da’irat al-ma‘arif al-‘utmaniyya,
1948, p. 29.
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ing that there is both the Kalam, the essence of God, and there is
also the Word of God as related to temporality and geography.

If the Word, the Logos of God is eternal, his revelation is exclu-
sively addressed to man to whom we can attribute many qualities,
but not perpetuity. As the Qur’an reached the Prophet in a spe-
cific historical age, how can a revelation that came in the seventh
century in Arabia be eternal? It is necessary to distinguish what is
this revelation and what is the Word of God. Since the revelation is
something purely physical, resulting from a required physicality,
the Qur’an, as revelation, can only be created, because what actu-
ally belongs to God is not in an exact location and, as maintained
previously, is eternal and is the expression of God’s essence. Three
main assumptions are finally necessary to better understand the
findings concerning the theological dogma of the created Koran:
firstly, on the one hand, the Qu’ran is a revealed Word for the
exclusive use of human beings, whilst on the other hand, man is
the only one able to actively seek to understand and interpret it
(even centuries after the death of the Prophet). Secondly, ‘Allah
is «the one and only, God, the eternal, absolute, he begetteth not,
nor is he begotten and there is not like unto him (CXII)», the Word
of God is God, the Will of God is God. Thirdly: the materializa-
tion of God’s word, the Qur’an as the Torah or the Gospels can
only be expressed and understood by humans through a book
(made of words), these books are not eternal but created, and even
if we consider the Koran as the speech of God, this speech can
only be comprehended by humans through words and sentences.
The Mu'tazilites supported the view that God created his speech
in an earthly substrate, believing that whilst God had made him-
self understandable to Moses from the tree, as to the prophet
Muhammad on the Hira’ mountain, we could not have said that
‘Allah spoke with both of them, because that would be to human-
ize the prerequisites of divinity.

Therefore, it is relevant to emphasize, as the dogma of the cre-
ated Qur’an is the evolution of‘a-theological analysis that before
reaching this assumption, had“been able to rationally deal with
human Free Will and God’s predestination, adl Allah and human
responsibility, the unity of God, its attributes and its essence.
In my opinion, it could have been impossible to discuss on the
creation of the World of God without a previous rational under-
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standing about who is uniquely granted to exegetically interpret
this Word, the relation between justice and religious moral values,
the Qur’an as essence of God and the Word as idiomatically struc-
tured to be understandable by humans.

2. Political aspects of the Mihna

Before considering the politics of the Mihna in detail, it is
worth noting that the main contemporary sources on the Mihna
are in many cases linked to the views of those who actually suf-
fered during this time. By way of example, the main texts on the
Mihna, in which the authors describe the events and the connec-
tion between the creation of the Qur’an and the Mihna and that we
have already highlight at the beginning of article are the Kitab al-
radd ‘ald I-Zanadiga wa I-Gahmiyya of M. Ibn Hanbal, al-radd ‘ala
I-Gahmiyya and al-naqd ‘ala Bishr ibn al-Marisi both of al-Darimy,
al-Tanbith wa I-radd ‘alad ahl al-ahwa’ wa l-bidah of al-Malati,
Magalat al-Islamiyyin of al-’As‘ari and Al-Kamil fi Du‘afa’ al-Rigal of
‘Abd al-Qahir al-Gurgani.

Also worthy of consideration are the historical texts of al-Tabarf,
al-Mas‘tdt and others, although these works do not fully set out
for us the political and theological reasons behind the “Inquisi-
tion”. All these sources mentioned above are linked to an analy-
sis that originates from those who suffered directly or indirectly
because of the Mihna or have sided with the groups who contested
al-Ma’'mun’s decision to purse it. It is important to underline the
fact that these sources show a real opposition to the Gahamite sect,
which were the first to propose the concept of a created Qur’an, in
advance on the Mu‘tazilite school. It is noteworthy that Mu‘tazilite
or pro-Mu‘tazilite sources of the ninth and tenth centuries make
very few mentions of the Mihna. The Kitab al-Intisar of al-Hayyat,
Kitab al-fadl al-i‘tizal wa tabaqat al-Mu'tazila or al-Mughni (as far
as we can know) of ‘Abd al-Gabbar and also al-Gahiz’s texts are
devoid of any reference to the Mihna. This aspect of many contem-
porary sources must be borne in mind as we go on to examine the
Mihna in terms of a political initiative promoted as a result of the
decision making and policy of al-Ma'min (r. 813/197-833/217), which
was subsequently endorsed by al-Mu‘tasim (r. 833/217 — 842/227)
and al-Wathiq (r. 842/227 — 847/232).
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For Qasim Zaman's, the Mihna was the move towards challeng-
ing the authority of the ‘Ulema and the caliph’s conflict with them
was provoked by his assertion of religious authority. To articu-
late views opposed to the caliph’s dogma would be to actively
express disagreement with the work of the highest authority of the
Umma. «The Mihna was the caliphate’s most daring attempt to
expand this symbolic religious leadership into a structured reli-
gious leadership that functioned as interpreters of Islamic Law».'°

Al-Ma'miun’s effort to centralize power is one of the last chal-
lenges intended to maintain religious and spiritual power in the
hands of a Caliphate that was a Halifa Allah, and Patricia Crone
and M. Hinds support this view.” However, al-Ma'miin’s political
and religious behaviour with reference to his caliphate’s authority
showed a different approach. We cannot forget that this caliph had
tried to restore a caliphal authority to Shi‘ism, «[...] by designat-
ing the eighth Imam of the (proto) Imami Shi‘ite as his successor,
and next by assuming for himself the prerogatives of this Imam,
displaying the religious authority which he had won thereby in
the institution of the Mihna».'® Tt is therefore necessary to con-
centrate attention on the caliph’s move towards reshaping the
Umma in semblance of the early Islamic community, first of all by
being united and secondly by reflecting the actions of the prophet
Muhammad. As expressed by P. Crone: «[...] Deputy of God (Halifa
Allah) is a title that implies a strong claim to religious authority».’
If we consider this term it is clear that as Deputy, as Vicar of God,
the Halifa had already achieved an authority that is both politi-
cal and religious. So why has al-Ma'min tried to improve his posi-
tion still further as the main guide of the Umma, if the concept
of Halifa Allah was already an expression of his position? Why
did al-Ma’miun also need to be addressed as Imam? The term
Imam was probably used for the first time as a definition of him-
self by the Umayyad Caliph Yazid I (680/60-683/63) and as Imam
al-muslimin wa-halifat rabb al-alamin, by ‘Abd al-Malik (685/65-

5 M. Qasmv ZamaN, Religion and Politics under the Early Abbasids, Leiden,
Brill, 1997, p. 106.

© T. EL -HiBr1, Reinterpreting Islamic”Historiography, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1999, p. 98.

7 P. CronNE, M. HinDs, God’s Caliph. Religious Authority in the First Centuries of
Islam, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. 13.

1 Crong, Hinps, God’s Caliph, p. 13.

9 Crong, Hinps, God'’s Caliph, p. 5.
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705/85) and Hisham (724/105-743/125); however, the definition
of Imam is that of somebody to be imitated, and applies regardless
of whether they are head of the state or not. A simple prayer leader
was an Imam: you stood behind him and did as he did in perform-
ing the ritual prayer. The first Imam was certainly the Prophet
Muhammad, as the first Muslim, the first repository of a divine
message, and the first able to show how to pray. After the death
of the Prophet (632/11), the Imamate passed to Abii Bakr. For
‘Uthman’s opponents, the third caliph (as Vicar of the Prophet and
follower of God) violated the law in a manner incompatible with
his status of Imam; it was therefore necessary for him to resign.

It is apparent that the concepts of Halifa and Imam in the
first period of the Umma were quite similar but also subtly dif-
ferent. The Halifa rasil Allah, and then Halifa Allah as Vicars
of the Prophet and of God, expressed a role that was political and
religious both in respect of Muhammad’s prophetic and politi-
cal duties and in accordance with the same divine message; «The
Imam performed two tasks indispensable for the achievement
of salvation. First and most fundamentally, he gave legal existence
to the Umma. Without him there was no caravan, only scattered
travellers; they became a community by their agreement to travel
under him. Hence one could not be a member of the Muslim com-
munity without declaring allegiance to its leader [...] the Prophet
is credited with the statement that «<he who dies without an Imam
dies a pagan death».°

Nobody could achieve salvation without an Imam |[...] Thus
we are told that when the Prophet died, the Muslims has-
tened to elect a new Imam because they did not want to spend
a single day without being part of a community (gamdaa).
[...] The second task of the Imam was to lead the way. He did
not simply cause the caravan to exist: he also guided it to its
right destination. An Imam was somebody to be imitated, as
the dictionaries say: the believer went where he went and
expected to prosper together with him in this world and the
next. A true Imam needed to be an Imam al-huda, an Imam
of guidance who could be trusted to show his followers the

2 AHwmabp IeN M. IsNn HansaL, Musnad, Egypt, Matba‘ah al-Maymaniyyah, 1895,
IV, p. 96.
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right paths. [...] Without him one would not know where to
g0‘21

The objectives of al-Ma'miin’s endeavours during the twenty
years of his caliphate can be understood as:

1. To reconcile the Umma by limiting the divisions
within it, reinforcing the role of those who would
achieve this result (al-Ma'miin and ‘Ali ar-Rida).
The failure of this goal is linked both to the fail-
ure of the majority of the ‘Abbasid family members
to accept the objective of achieving a real recon-
ciliation of the Umma (with the outbreak of a sec-
ond civil war in the ‘Abbasid period after the death
of al-Amin), and to the denial of adequate support
from the proto-Shi‘a sect to ‘Ali ar-Rida (only the
Zaydites really actively supported this initiative, and
after his murder moreover, the situation changed
further). It is prominent to underline that only
a few minority of the proto Shi‘a sects sustained
al-Ma’'miin’s tentative to improve the unity of the
Umma; it is therefore possible that this ‘Abbasid’s
caliph chose to give the inheritance to ‘AlT ar-Rida
for a mere political calculation; however, is it unde-
niable that al-Ma'miin took over political risks in
pursuing this attempt of unity, that no caliph, ear-
lier or later, would have never consider.

2. To assume for himself the prerogatives of the Imam,
displaying the religious authority which he had won
thereby in the institution of the Mihna.

According to Van Ess,

Like his predecessors, al-Ma'miin considered himself the heir
to the Prophet. In addition, he liked to play the role of teacher,
of pastor keeping watch over his flock (ra‘iyya) — that is, over
the community of believers. The Risalat al-Hamis refers to
him as the people’s guide,-fmam al-huda, inspired by divine
instruction. That Risalat—er treatise, appeared at a timely
moment. It was composed in AH 198, hence shortly after

2 P. CronE, Medieval Islamic Political thought, Edinburgh, Edinburgh Univer-
sity Press, 2004, p. 22.
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the death of al-Ma’'miun’s brother al-Amin, and in the office
of al-Fadl ibn Sahl, who was al-Ma'miin’s vizier in Maryv,
Hurasan, where the caliph was residing at that time.>

It is certainly apparent that the Mihna is strictly connected
with the caliph’s effort to, firstly, bring together the Umma, and
secondly, to renew the coexistence between the Halifa and Imam
figures, as it was at the beginning of the Islamic era. In the view
supported by Patricia Crone, the guidance of Imam al-huda was
seen as primarily legal: he declared what was right and wrong, and
the coercion he would use to prevent people behaving in a manner
not appropriate to Islamic law was part of his guidance too.

This image of the Caliph-Imam presupposed a vigorous involve-
ment in both the political and the religious field, with the Caliph
persisting as the only authority able to conduct the Umma follow-
ing the Prophet’s path and teachings. However, this political-reli-
gious vision concerning authority was reconciled with the Zaydite
idea of Imam in which, as shown by Ahmad Mahmiid Subhi,* the
Imam who is able to meet the needs of the da‘wa, the propaganda
requirement, also has the necessary ability to reach the sources
of power and to convince the Umma, to be the fitting descen-
dent of the Prophet. In comparison with the proto-Imamite sect
linked to ‘Al1 ar-Rida, the Zaydites envisaged a much more active
figure of Imam, an individual who could be active both politi-
cally and religiously. Al-Ma'miin imagined that his qualifications
as a teacher placed him just below the Prophet, in the position
of a speaking heir of his message.

Another political aspect of the Mihna is related to clashes
between the different religious authorities that lived in the court
of Baghdad. The presence of several intellectuals from different
backgrounds at al-Ma’'miin’s court indicates that the caliph would
be encircled by an intelligentsia some of whom would not neces-
sarily be confined to a rationalist approach. Nimrod Hurvitz sup-
ports this view:

22 J, VaN Ess, The Flowering of Muslim Theology, Harvard, Harvard University
Press, 2006, p. 142.

23 AHMAD MaHMUOD SuBHi, Lécole Zaydite: ses mérites et ses faiblesses, al-
Madhhab al-Zaydi, tr. M. Borrmans, in «Etudes arabes dossiers. Textes sur le
Shiisme», Roma, Pontificio Istituto di Studi Arabi e di Islamistica, 1993, p. 45.

ASR_5_012_demichelis 249266 CULTURA - WETTEREN 28/08/2012 10:17:27



250 ANNALI DI SCIENZE RELIGIOSE N.S. 5 (2012)

[...] al-Ma'mun’s philanthropic activities covered the full
spectrum of Islamic intellectual currents [...] Two features
of al-Ma’'miin’s religious-political policy deserve emphasis.
First, al-Ma’'miin did not display political favouritism towards
any of the trends that made up the mutakallimiin milieu. He
helped all the members of this milieu by placing them in posi-
tions of intellectual influence and supporting them financially.
Whatever his personal beliefs may be, he chose counsellors
from different theological currents. If we want to reconstruct
how al-Ma’'miin envisioned the religio-political map, we ought
to ignore the theological nuances that distinguished one
mutakallimiin trend from another, because in a political sense
al-Ma’'miin did not have any preferences. Second, the signifi-
cant religion-cultural divide during al-Ma’'miin’s reign was
between the traditionalist and the mutakallimiin. At the out-
set, al-Ma'miin’s policy towards the traditionalists followed the
lines of previous caliphs, as he, like them, distributed finan-
cial aid to the traditionalists. However, when al-Ma’'miin real-
ized that the traditionalists accepted his financial support but
not his intellectual directives, he changed his policy. The fact
of the matter is that long before the Mihna, al-Ma’'mun failed
to attain control of the traditionalists and he was probably
aware of their independence and their success in winning the
support and admiration of the masses.?

The Mihna is also symbolic of the move towards eradication
from the community of the members who opposed the caliph and
the mutakallimiin’s theological point of view. Al-Ma'miin described
them not as the muhaddithiin, but as those who think they fol-
low the dictates of the Sunna. The caliph did not use the term
of ‘Ulema which refers to all scholars, but was referring to a spe-
cific group of the ‘Ulema, attacking them through the inquisition
and with the support of those who surrounded him, using intel-
ligence and rational argument. Some were more forceful than oth-
ers in pursuing the policy; al-Ma'miin, al-Mu‘tasim and al-Wathiq
were protagonists in the inquisition because they decided to act
forcefully as inquisitors. Nevertheless, they were actively helped by
some relevant protagonists of the court, the governor of Iraq, Ishaq
ibn Ibrahim, the Qudat (and after-al:Ma'miin, Qadi al-Qudat) A. ibn
Abi Du’ad, Su‘ayb ibn Sahl al<Razf,) Muhammad ibn Abi al-Layth
al-Asamm, and some others whe-will probably remain unknown.

2 N. Hurwitz, The Formation of Hanbalism: Piety into Power, Culture and
Civilization in the Middle East, New York, Routledge Curzon, 2002, p. 120.
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If we only imagine the figure of al-Ma'min as being that
of a caliph who sought exclusively to centralize his power, we are
wrong. As historically maintained by many authors such as Gabri-
elizs, Sourdel®*® and M. Watt*, al-Ma'min could delegate substantial
power to some trusted people, even at the risk of being deeply dis-
appointed. The experience with his first visir, al-Fadl ibn Sahl is well
known. The caliph, who had placed excessive trust in his vizier, in
spite of warnings from his top generals (Tahir ibn al-Husayn and
Harthama), had then to come to the realization that the decision
to designate ‘Al al-Rida as his successor had provoked a violent
and dangerous insurrection within the ‘Abbasid family, a devel-
opment with was at variance with the situation reported to him
by al-Fadl.?® With this in mind, we can not simplistically regard
al-Ma’'miin as one who sought to centralize power in his hands;
the Mihna still remained an initiative aimed at re-alignment and
strengthening of the political and religious structure of the caliph-
ate, encouraging a strict collaboration between the Halifa and the
entourage of the theological and juridical court. However, we can-
not deny that the power to dismiss a judge and to remove him
from his office was solely in the hands of the caliph.

As reported by M. Tillier in Les cadis d’Iraq et l'Etat abbasside
(132/750-334/945),* during the first half of the third century, the
pro-hanafite judges played a predominant role in Baghdad and for
the period of the Mihna, the theological opinion of the qudat had
a significant role in defining their function.

La position de force qu'occupaient déja les hanafites a Bagdad
favorisa leur maintien sur le devant de la scéne: comme le
montre N. Tsafrir, leur partage en plusieurs tendances théo-
logiques permit au pouvoir d’y choisir les cadis au gré de sa
politique.*® C’est pourquoi la fin de la mikna et I'instauration
d’une politique traditionaliste sous al-Mutawakkil et ses suc-

= F. GasrieLl, Al-Ma'mun e gli Alidi, Leipzig, E. Pfeiffer, 1929.

2% D. SourpiL, La politique réligieuse du Calife Abbasside Al-Ma'mun, in
«Revue des Etudes Islamiques», I (1976), pp. 27-46.

22 Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought.

28 AL-TaBARI, The History of al-Tabari, XXXII, pp. 78-83.

29 M. TiLLiEr, Les cadis d’Iraq et U'Etat abbasside (132/750-334/945), Damascus,
Ifpo, 2009, pp. 157-158.

3° N. Tsarrir, The History of an Islamic School of Law, Harvard, Harvard series
in Islamic Law, 2004, p. 47.
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cesseurs (a partir de 237/851)%" ne renversa pas l'orientation
juridique de la judicature. Les califes modifierent leur recru-
tement selon des critéres théologiques et méthodologiques:
la majorité des cadis nommés sur Madinat al-Mansiir apres
al-Mutawakkil compterent parmi les ashab al-hadit, alors
que le courant des ashab al-ra’y était majoritaire a la période
précédente, tandis qu’al-Muhtadi privilégia de nouveau un
hanafisme non traditionaliste.?* Cependant, ces variations se
produisirent principalement a l'intérieur du madhab hanafite
qui restait I’école de la majorité des cadis de Baghdad.»

It is therefore evident that, on one side, the caliph’s power
was still predominant in the process of selecting judges in the
first half of the ninth century, while on the other, even within
the Hanafi school, there were divisions between those who sup-
ported the Mihna and those who widely rejected it. It is feasible
that al-Ma’'miin’s attitude, previously more open toward those with
theological and legal skills within his court, was modified in the
later years by the emergence of a clearer purpose in the reinforce-
ment of his authority. The role of Qadr al-Qudat, (the chief of judges),
as expressed by I. Bligh Abramsky,?* reached the most significant
level of responsibility during the Mihna, due to the close and exclu-
sive partnership established with the caliph, and the political and
religious power that the gadi al-qudat achieved maintaining this
position. If this office was created by the caliph Hariin al-Rashid
(H. Abt Yusuf** was the first), a more fundamental advancement
of this process emerged in the second part of al-Ma'miin’s reign,
after the end of the civil war won against Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi.
The first relevant Qadr al-Qudat during al-Ma’'min’s reign was
Yahya ibn Aktham (a known pederast), a judge who was probably
born in Marv but who was culturally shaped in Basra. He was
almost certainly appointed as Qadr al-Qudat during the 826/210-

31 C. MEeLcHERT, Religious Policies of the Caliphs from Al-Mutawakkil to Al-
Mugqtadir, A.H. 232-295, in «Islamic Law and Society», III (1996), fasc. 3, p. 326.

32 MELCHERT, Religious Policies of the(Caliphs from Al-Mutawakkil, p. 337.

33 TILLIER, Les cadis d’'Iraq et 'Etat abbdsside (132/750-334/945), p. 158.

3¢ 1. BLiGH-ABRAMSKY, The Judiciary, as a|Governmental Administrative Tool in
Early Islam, in Journal of economic-and-social history of the Orient», XXXIV
(1992), p. 46.

35 H. Abu Yusuf (d. 798/181) was an eminent member of the Hanafite school,
some of his opinions differ from those of AbGi Hanifa, probably on the basis
of traditions not available to the earlier scholar.
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827/211 period. Al-Mas‘Qid1 in the Muriigs® wrote that the caliph and
Yahya ibn Aktham were inseparable, and Ibn Tayfiir*” nicknamed
ibn Aktham as the true visir of al-Ma’'miin, whilst Ibn al-Gawzi
observed that the Qadi was consistently sitting very close to the
caliph’s throne. When Yahya ibn Aktham was still a simple Qdadr
of Basra, al-Ma'miin asked him to organize some encounters with
the most highly accredited fuqaha’ and ahl al-ilm of the capi-
tal. M. Tillers supports the view that Yahya ibn Aktham became
qadi al-qudat at a time when the caliph was already reflecting on:

[...] Mu‘awiya, en 211/826; il I'était certainement en 212/827,
lorsqu’il proclama la supériorité de ‘AlT sur tout étre humain
apres le Prophete et adopta officiellement le dogme de la créa-
tion du Coran, et également en 215/830 ou 216/831, lorsqu’il
voulut autoriser le mariage temporaire.*

However, Yahya ibn Aktham was not theologically a sup-
porter of al-Ma'miin’s thought, and has been judged by al-Hatib,
Ibn Hallikan and F. Jad‘an?® to be a traditionalist and a supporter
of ahl al-sunna, a position that is certainly contrary to the dogma
of the created-Qur’an. The military involvement of al-Ma'min
against the Byzantines, which would further legitimize his role as
halifa, saw, up to 832/217, the presence of the gadr al-qudat. When
the caliph was in Egypt with the army, he suddenly accused ibn
Aktham of not being sufficiently trustworthy and sent him back
to Baghdad. In the letters written to the successor al-Mu‘tasim,
al-Ma’'miin justified this decision, accusing the previous gadi
al-qudat of being depraved and corrupted. The choice of Ahmad
b. Abi Du’ad as gadr al-qudat was probably suggested by al-Ma’'miin
to al-Mu‘tasim, and confirmed by the latter. Again, it is important
to focus on the close relationship between the neo- gadir and neo-
Caliph; the lack of knowledge of the Islamic religion on the part
of al-Mu’tasim (who had always been a soldier and not a scholar
of religious sciences), was compensated for by the supreme judge’s
high level of ability in rhetoric and dialectic, although, as reported

36 AL-Mas Upi, Murig al-dahab, voll. 111, p. 434.

37 IBN ‘ABI TAYFUR, Kitab Bagdad, ed. Muhammad Zahid b. al-Hasan al-Kawtarf,
Cairo, Maktab nasr al-taqafa al-islamiyya, 1949, p. 139.

3% TILLIER, Les cadis d'Iraq et 'Etat abbasside (132/750-334/945), p. 446.

39 Jap'AN, Fanmi, Al-Mihna. Bahth fi jadaliyyat al-dint wa-I-siyast fi l-islam,
Amman, Dar al-shuriiq, 1989, pp. 117-118.
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by Ibn al-Nadim,*° Abi Du’ad was not the author of essays on Islamic
Tradition or Kalam. His power and influence over al-Mu’tasim was
so great as to effect a change in the caliph’s opinion and the inter-
pretation of the halifa’s thought.”

Finally, during his mandate, stopped only after the rise of al-
Mutawakkil, AbT Du’ad worked to eliminate those who denigrated
and accused him of not being orthodox and being at variance with
Islam.

Bien plus, Ibn Ab1 Du’ad profita de son influence pour nuire
a ses ennemis: comme le pére du poete Sa‘id b. Humayd, un
important savant mu‘tazilite, manifestait son désaccord avec
le grand cadi sur certains points de doctrine, celui-ci 'accusa
publiquement d’étre un zindiq et un Su‘ubi, et al-Mu‘tasim le
fit emprisonner.*

With this and other examples, it emerges ever more clearly that
the deployment of the Mihna was basically a political decision
limited to a few actors in this historical period. However, we need
to be cautious before identifying Ibn Abi Du’ad as being one of the
main individuals responsible for the inquisition, as is reported
by many authors. We also need to exercise caution because it is
historically clear that the caliph al-Wathiq, like al-Ma’'miin and
more than al-Mu‘tasim was certainly a staunch supporter of the
created-Qur’'an. Unlike other gadi al-qudat, Tbn Abi Du’ad had
a deep understanding of Figh, even if linked to a system of con-
sensus based on sympathy and patronage, but he was probably not
an implacable opponent of ahl al-hadith; as reported by Tabar (1),
Jad‘an* and Patton*4. Ibn Abi Du’ad tried to save al-Huza‘l from the
hands of al-Wathiq, who killed him using the sword Samsama.

La place exceptionnelle qu'occupérent successivement Yahya
b. Aktham et Ahmad b. Abi Du’ad aupres de trois califes abbas-

* IBN AL-Napiym, Kitab al-Fihrist, ed. Yasuf ‘AlT Tawil, Beyrouth, Dar al-kutub
al-‘ilmiyya, 2002, p. 296.

“ TiLLIER, Les cadis d’'Iraq et I'Etat abbasside (132/750-334/945), p. 451.

2 AL-ISraHANI, Kitab al-agani, 25 yoll., Beyrouth, Dar Thya’ al-turat al-‘arabr;
W.P. HeinrIcHs, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2ed., 1960-2005), VIII, p. 856, s. v. Sa‘id
b. Humayd.

43 Jap'AN Fanmi, Al-Mihna. Bahth-fi—jadaliyyat al-dint wa-l-siyast fi l-islam,
p. 107.

4 M.W. PartoN, Ahmed Ibn Hanbal and the Mihna: A Biography of the Imdam
Including an Account of the Mohammedan Inquisition called Mihna, 218-234 A.H.,
Leiden, Brill, 1987, pp. 117-118.
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sides semble donc liée a deux formes d’instrumentalisation
de la judicature supréme. Le premier apporta au regne d’al-
Ma’'miin la facade respectable nécessaire a la reconnaissance
de sa légitimité, préalable indispensable au renforcement de
son autorité. Le second joua un role inverse: al-Mu‘tasim, de
formation militaire, voulut compléter I'ceuvre d’al-Ma’'miin
par sa célebre réforme de I'armée. Son objectif final était
similaire — renforcer l'autorité califale —, et la mihna fut pour-
suivie. Mais étant lui-méme pietre théologien, al-Mu‘tasim
préposa a cette mission son principal conseiller, Ibn Abi
Du’ad. Donner au grand cadi un role de premier plan mettait
en outre le calife a I'abri d’attaques dogmatiques auxquelles
il aurait sans doute été en peine de répondre, contrairement
a Ibn Abt Du’ad.*

It is also significant to recall that during the second period
of al-Ma’'miin’s reign, during the al-Mu‘tasim and al-Wathiq caliph-
ates, the role of the gadr al-qudat was superior to that of the vistr,
as decided by Hartn al-Rashtd’s son and reported in the testament
left to his heir. It is relevant to stress this aspect, as, in the first
part of the ninth century, scholars of religious studies were close
to the acquisition of more political power than the members of the
caliphate’s administration and chancellery, through the Mihna.

I rather disagree with what M. Hinds argues in the Encyclopae-
dia of Islam*® concerning the inquisition, and, specifically, on the
profound influence of Mu‘tazilite thought on the Mihna. His entry
on this topic includes the following:

In addition, there is the striking association of many Mu‘tazilis
of the period with Hanaft figh (e.g. Watt, 286); and since the
Mu'tazilis never elaborated a system of legal doctrine of their
own, it can be concluded that such people found “hardline”
Hanaft figh perfectly congenial. In short, in the context of the
mihna, Mu'tazill interests overlapped considerably with
those of al-Ma’'miin, for all that they were not identical, and
this is reflected in al-Ma’'miin’s testamentary stipulation that
al-Mu‘tasim should make Ibn Ab1 Du’ad his closest confidant.+

First of all, it is prominent to underline that in the first half
of the ninth century the difference between the role played by

% TILLIER, Les cadis d’'Iraq et I’Etat abbasside (132/750-334/945), pp. 452-453.
4% M. Hinps, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2ed., 1960-2005), VII, p. 5, s. v. Mihna.
# Hinps, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, pp. 5-6, s. v. Mihna.
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fugaha’, qudat and mutakallimiin, specifically in al-Ma'min’s
court, is of significance.

The connection between hanafi scholars and Mu'‘tazilite theo-
logians is certain, but in this historical period there is not a mem-
ber of this juridical school that has never defined himself as
a Mu‘tazilite and a mutakallimiin of this sect that, as theologians,
has assumed the role of gadi. Did Ibn Abi Du’ad write anything
relevant during his entire life? This author is the only Mu‘tazilite
qadr in the first half of the ninth century, and nothing is reported
about his works. Within the Encyclopaedia of Islam is described as
a poet and a master of poetry of many Mu‘tazilite theologians.*®
The main question which still remains is why a caliph as intel-
ligent as al-Ma'miin and as historically recognized, deeply experi-
enced in theology and jurisprudence, chose as gadr for the mihna
such an insignificant expert? Why did the caliph not asked the
support of a more prominent mutakallim, such as al-Nazzam,
Abii al-Hudhayl, al-Gahiz or others? There are two main logic
answers: the first is that al-Ma'miin knew their appointments
would be refused. Thumama ibn Ashras, a Mu‘tazilite theologian
and a close friend of the caliph, had already refused to become
visir after the murder of al-Fadl ibn Sahl in 818/202; secondly, the
political Mu‘tazilite doctrine on free-will would prevented them
from being the main actors in a political inquisition, they were
theologians only. Both of these two aspects, in contrast with the
Gahmite authors, were usually rejected by al-Ma’'miin. As long as it
enabled them to actively participate in the meetings on theologi-
cal subjects sponsored by the caliph, no Mu‘tazilite author would
ever have declined this opportunity: being a part of a theologian
intelligentsia associated with the role of mecenate played by the
caliph was the specific function that they had achieved at court.
To become a member of the caliphate bureaucracy, occupied with
the enforcement of al-Ma’'miin’s position on juridical aspects, even
if well enrooted in Mu'tazilite and Gahmite attitudes, would be
a completely different proposition for them, and much less accept-
able.

What is lacking within theé4Hinds analysis, in my view, is
a reflection on the main political elaboration of Mu‘tazilite

# C. Perrat, KV. ZerTersteEN, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2ed., (1960-2005),
I, p. 271, s. v. Ahmad Ibn Abt Du'ad.
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authors such as al-Nazzam, Abi al-Hudhayl, al-Gahiz, and others
that remained indifferent to al-Ma’'miin’s policy of strongly pro-
moting the conciliation of the roles of the caliphate and imam-
ate. Mainstream political opinion of Mu’tazilites, in particular for
the mutakallimiin coming from Basra, was still inclined towards
a harijite idea of religious- political authority (ibadite and nagdite).
The second problem with earlier views is the opinion of the ratio-
nalist Mu'tazilites concerning free will, and the way in which this
view impinges upon their involvement in the Inquisition. It would
be difficult to argue that the Mu'tazilites, the leading advocates
of the role of human free will, not just in taking action, but also
in thinking, supported such an essentially political action as the
mihna, although they cannot themselves be considered as free-
thinkers. Abii Misa al-Murdar (d. 226/840), one of the main ascetic
figure of the Mu‘tazilite school is recognized also as an intolerant
supporter of an absolutist personal revelation of Islamic faith and
rational theology; the human being free will is a theological axiom
that focus the attention on the human power to act freely but
within a political system still based on an autocratic state central-
ism. The contrast between kalam supporters and muhaddithiin,
especially to those who did not recognize the weakness of some
traditions, is clear; however, even in the Buyid era (945-1055), when
the theological conflict between rationalist theologians and tra-
ditionalists surfaces again, the degree of conflict remained very
small. The dogma of the created Qur’an is still seen in this con-
text as a theological assumption that al-Ma'min tried to transform
into the basis of a political referendum on his position as caliph-
imam and his religious authority in the theological field.

It is prominent, as argued by F. Jad‘an and J.A. Nawas,* to
emphasize the limited function played by the Mu‘tazilites during
the mihna as advertisers and promoters of this exercise. The main
primary sources directly attacked the Gahamite sect and the
figure of Ibn Abi Du’ad, who we have considered earlier in this
text. There were no others involved who were from the group
of most prominent Mu'‘tazilite theologians, and the “dirty work”
was done mostly by qudat and by local governors. If the Mu‘tazila
can really be seen to be behind this Inquisition, it is only from

4 J.A. Nawas, A Re-Examination of Three Current Explanations for al-Ma'min's
Introduction of the Mihna, in «Int. J. of Middle East Studies», XXVI (1994), p. 623.
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the perspective of theological thought; politically and juridically,
the presence of members belonging to this school as inquisitors,
with exception of Ibn Abi Du’ad, is not noticed among the primary
sources here analyzed.

J.A. Nawas, in his closing paragraph of A re-examination of three
current explanations for al-Ma'miin’s introduction of the Mihna,
says:

The point at issue during the Mihna was therefore not a par-
ticular theological doctrine, but the authority of the caliph
versus the authority of those men who saw themselves and
not the caliph as the legitimate repository and authentic
transmitters of religious knowledge and tradition. Although
Mu'tazilism and Shi‘ism may have played a role in shaping
al-Ma'miin’s thought, as they did the thought of many men,
it is most unlikely that either or both had been the reason for
his actions.>

Finally it is important to try to focus not on the historicity of the
Mihna (about which we have sources and critical studies), nor on
the five letters written by al-Ma'miin to the governor of Baghdad,
Ishaq ibn Ibrahim, concerning the violent events which brought
some of the traditionalists to death, nor on al-Mu‘tastim and
al-Wathiq’s engagement and role in the Inquisition, but on what,
concerning the Mihna, has in the past been deliberately misrepre-
sented. M. Watt suggests:

Van Ess goes so far as to suggest that Bisr al-Marist was closer
to al-Ma’'miin than the Mu‘tazilites who are usually credited
with having influenced him to adopt the policy of the Mikna;
for Ibn Tayfur describes al-Ma'miin as a Dirarite, presumably
meaning among other thing he rejected the Mu‘tazilite doc-
trine of qadar or free will, and Bisr is known to have been
opposed to the Mu‘tazililtes on this point.=

We cannot support the proposition that Mu‘tazilite theological
thought has been fully adopted by al-Ma’'miin to fortify his caliph-
ate; of course, some axioms of rationalist thought lent themselves
well to the process of centralization of the caliph (Tawhid, Al-'amr
bil-ma'rif wal nahy ‘an al-muwnkar), but others (qadar and free
will), were positioned contrary te-his political purpose.

5° Nawas, A Re-Examination of Three Current Explanations, p. 624.
5t Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, p. 197.
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The Mihna, then, emerged as an inquisition likely to purge
those who opposed the Caliphate’s will on a subject that had been
firstly gahamite, qadarite and hanafite and secondly Mu‘tazilite.

3.The Mihna as Exotericism — a new point of view

We had to wait until 1981 before we could begin to consider the
Mihna as being not only a historical event with profound implica-
tions for the political and theological fields, but also as a develop-
ment with a substantial exoteric implication. W. Madelung, with
the article entitled New documents concerning al-Ma'min, al-Fadl
Ibn Sahl and ‘Ali al-Rida,* declared that the decision regarding the
choice of ‘Al1 al-Rida as heir of the caliph was probably also linked
to an exoteric inclination of the caliph.

It is now important to seek an understanding of whether the
inquisition can be seen as linked to an exoteric approach. We have
already mentioned the manifestation of the caliph’s authoritari-
anism with his adoption of the title leader of guidance and God’s
caliph, with his rise to the status of a major mecenate, a com-
mander in chief against the Byzantines and the man who would
be able to reunify the Umma. A few years after the caliph’s return
to Baghdad, al-Ma'miin began announcing his notorious religious
opinions. Hayrettin Yiicevoy gives this example:

In 827/212 al-Ma’'min proclaimed that no protection would be
given to anyone who mentioned Mu‘awiya favourably and pre-
ferred him to the other companions of the Prophet. [...] Fol-
lowing his proclamation regarding Mu‘awiya, al-Ma'miin took
yet another step and proclaimed ‘Ali the most virtuous of all
the companions of the Prophet Muhammad.s

Having thus shown his pro-Alid affiliation, al-Ma’'miin contin-
ued to further demonstrate his pro-Alid or rather pro-Imam policy
in the period from 827/212. Re-opening the case of judgement on
the Fadaks* palm grove resulted in the tolerance of temporary

52 W. MADELUNG, New documents concerning al-Ma'miin, al-Fadl Ibn Sahl and
‘Ali al-Ridd, in Studia Arabica et Islamica, Beirut, American University of Beirut,
1981, pp. 333-346.

53 H. Yucesoy, Messianic Belief & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, Colum-
bia, University of South Carolina Press, 2009, p. 129.

51 Fadak was a village situated thirty miles from Medina. There were water
wells and date palms there. After its conquest during the battle of Haybar, the
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marriage, mutah in 830/215, although most of the proto-Sunni
circle considered this to be fornication. Al-Ma'miin decided to add
a takbir to the format of the prayer when the troops performed
their regular prayer in Syria, and finally declared the dogma of the
created-Qur’ an, in the face of disagreement from the majority
of proto-Sht'’te sects.

Al-Ma’'miin’s political strategy to regain religious authority for
the caliphate is well described by Crone and Hinds and many
others; the caliph’s policy was political on one side, but the need
for maintenance of political leadership was closely related to the
playing of a prominent role in the religious side of public life too.
However, the determination of the nature of the Qur’an entailed
acceptance of the unity of God, tawhid, as the most fundamental
principle of the faith, in the face of opposition from an anthropo-
morphist tashbih.

Nevertheless, if analysis better understanding of Al-Ma'miin’s
strategy depends on both theological and political analysis, we
need to take into consideration the prophecies and exoteric mes-
sages which had been circulated in written form in many works
from ‘Abdallah ibn al-Mubarak, ‘Abdallah ibn Lahi‘a, Ibn Ab1
Shayba and Nu‘aym ibn Hammad by the early ninth century.
These prophecies concerned the Mahdji, the end of time, the yawm
al-Din, traditions attributed to the Prophet and subsequent apoca-
lyptic visions.

Nu‘aym ibn Hammad’s Kitab al-Fitan is a text in which the exo-
teric approach which engages the lower classes is not taken into
consideration, while, on the contrary, the apocalyptic analysis
of the learned religious class is presented. Antagonistic to Hanaf1
circles, Ibn Hammad was probably a Mu‘tazili before he adopted
a more traditionalist point of view, prior to his death during the
Mihna under the caliph al-Mu‘tasim.

According to Yucesoy,

Apocalyptic and historiographical sources pose problems
of both interpretation and perception, and, by their nature,
they can only offer an inmiage of historical reality. However,

entire oasis came under the control of the-Prophet’s family, however, during the
Abii Bakr and ‘Umar’s caliphates, Fadak was assigned to the Alids, causing a con-
flict that would not be easily resolved. After two centuries, and many changes
of ownership, al-Ma'miin gave back Fadak to the Alid, al-Mutawakkil, although
he regained control of the oasis for himself.
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while the historiography of the early ‘Abbasid period appears
chronologically further removed from the events, prophecies
seem to come out of the milieu itself. They are produced, cir-
culated and recorded in the same period in which events took
place.s

The first prophecies emerging during ‘Abbasid caliphate are
associated with millenarian anxiety related to the year 200/815.
Subsequent prophesies had sectarian and political associations
with the Sufyani®® and Shi‘a uprisings, and were often focused on
the role played in the Islamic umma by different clans. However, it
seems that the emergence of both millenarian and esoteric aspects
of prophesy are related to specific historical events.

Thus in a tradition concerning the rise of the Sufyani, illumi-
nating details about the uprising of Abu al-‘Amaytir appear:
Bugayya and ‘Abd al-Quddis narrated to us on the authority
of Abt Bakr from elderly individuals, saying the Sufyant will
come forth from the valley of Yabis. The governor of Syria will
come out against him to fight him, but as soon as he looks at
his banner, he (the governor) will be defeated. ‘Abd al-Quddis
said that the governor of Damascus will be a governor of the
‘Abbasids at the time.5

55 Yucesoy, Messianic Belief & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, p. 12.

8 «Sufyan» is a term that refers to a possible descendant of Abu Sufyan,
a tyrant who will arrive on Earth and will precede the coming of the Mahdi.
This dictator who will bring death to women and children will seek to exter-
minate all those who belong to the family of the Prophet. Only the Mahdi, who
reaches Earth, will send against him an army that will defeat him. This tra-
dition is related by some ahadith, as reported by Abl Hurairah; the Sufyan is
identified as a member of the family of Banti Umayya (H. LamMens, Le “Sofiani”.
Héros National des Arabes Syriens, in Etudes sur le siecle des Omayyades, Beirut,
Imprimeire Catholique, 1930, p. 396, emphasizes that the Sufyani was ‘Abdallah
bin Halid ibn Yazid bin Mu‘awiya, who expressed resentment of the Marwanid
usurpation of the caliphate, as a result of an internal clash within the Umayyad
family), who come to take revenge for wrongs suffered. However, it is very dif-
ficult to understand whether this player can be identified as a human being in
all respects or whether this is an apocalyptic figure like the Dajjal (the Beast).
W. MapELunG, The Sufyani Between Tradition and History, in «Studia Islamica»,
CXIII 1984), pp. 5-48.

57 N. IeN HammAD, Kitab al-Fitan, pp. 166-168. However, it is relevant to empha-
sise that this Sufyani would became an anti-Marwanid and subsequently an
anti-‘Abbasid figure within the pro-Umayyad supporters and advocates of a pos-
sible restoration. Only then, in the ‘Abbasid age, was he taken over by the Shi‘tes,
at first probably by the ‘Abbasids, who initially relied on Shi‘te backing, and was
transformed into an opponent of the Mahd1 resembling the Dajjal. R. HARTMANN,
Der Sufyani, in Studia Orientalia Ioanni Pedersen dicata, Copenhagen, Hauniae,
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Abi al-‘Amaytir did indeed revolt in Damascus; he defeated the
‘Abbasid governor and controlled Damascus and its surrounding
countryside for a brief time. What the prophecy does not tell — the
fall of the Sufyani - reveals the date of its composition as 811-
814 / 195-198, during which time his revolt was still successful».5®
It is unclear if this revolt, which occurred during the caliphate
of al-Am1n, was exoterically used later, during al-Ma'miin’s reign,
to make an enemy of the Sufyani (to support the anti-Umayyad
ideology and to propel the ‘Alid cause) or whether Abi al-‘Amaytir,
identifying himself as the Sufyani, did revive the Umayyad rule
with the local support of old Banii Umayya supporters. T. Nagel5®
considers that at the beginning, in the Umayyad period, the Sufyani
legends had not already acquired an eschatological significance;
we need to wait until the Abt al-‘Amaytir revolt, under al-Amin,
to provide a more religious-esoteric credential and qualify him as
an inheritor of Halid ibn Yazid. «A leading scholar in Damascus at
the time, Abli Mushir, who was later interrogated in the Mihna, not
only supported Abu al-‘Amaytir but also transmitted some of the
Sufyani prophecies that are still in existence today».% It is histori-
cally established® that during the triumphal march of Tahir ibn
al-Husayn (al-Ma'miin’s main general) to Baghdad, Al-Amin sought
military support from Syria, where the presence of pro-Umayyad
movements was still fostered. Hayrettin Yiicevoy reported that in
fact Abii al-‘Amaytir's movement disintegrated after al-Ma'miin’s
conquest of Baghdad, leaving an ideological legacy which was to
be far more significant than its political impact.

It is clear that the insurgence of an almost unknown pro-
Umayyad rebel was used politically to allow the emergence of mil-
lenarian visions which were already partly rooted in ‘Abbasid
thought (al-Manstr’s fear of the emergence of new conflicts with
pro-Umayyad sects was already manifested in the second half
of the eighth century). It is also noteworthy that al-Ma'miin’s pro-

1953, p- 146. Only this Shi‘te version of the Sufyani has been preserved, although
it does originate from Sunnite sources;

5 Yucesoy, Messianic Belief & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, p. 14.

5 T. NacGeL, Rechtleitung und Kalifat;’Bonn, Selbstverlag des Orientalischen
Seminars der Universitit, 1975, p. 257

b0 Yucesoy, Messianic Belief & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, p. 75.

o AL-TaBarl, The History of al-Tabar1, XXXI.

62 PM. Coss, White banners. Contention in Abbasid Syria (750-880), Albany,
Suny Press, 2001, pp. 60-62.
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alidism and pro-Imamism (for himself) were clear demonstrations
of an anti-Umayyad attitude.

The Mihna shows not only the power of a caliph who can decide
on religious dogma, but of an ‘Abbasid Halifa who, fighting the
Christian Byzantines in Syria, interrogates jurists, theologians and
ahl al-hadith members on the tawhid of God as a Mahdi during the
yawm al-Din, a further proof of al-Ma’'miin’s attempt to enhance
his primary role in the umma. According to Yiicesoy:

The correction and renovation of the faith to its pristine
state; hence the determination of what is Islamic and what is
not. [...] The secretary of al-Ma'miin, Ahmad ibn Yisuf says:
[People] follow his road of salvation, hadyihi, and in their reli-
gion is guided through a dark path by his light.®

Al-Ma'mun is the Halifa Allah, is the Imam al-huda, and in
fighting against the Sufyani, he also acquired the role of Mahds; he
has the authority to pursue the Inquisition.

The figure of the Mahdi, conceived in the first half of the ninth
century, could not be an expression of a Shiite Islamic eschatology
yet to come (because these ideas were still in formation), but the
coming of a figure who will restore faith to its original form and
eradicate moral corruption.

This authoritarianism follows five fundamental principles:

establishing God’s religion and guarding it faithfully; protect-
ing the heritage of prophethood of which they were inheritors;
preserving the tradition of knowledge, which God entrusted
to their keeping; acting justly with the government of their
subjects; and being diligent in obeying God’s will in their con-
duct towards those subjects.%

Al-Ma'min sees himself as being responsible for this salva-
tion and sees the Mihna as being the only way to induce religious
repentance. Even if the majority of proto-Shi‘te sects rejected the
figure of al-Ma'miin as Imam, it is clear that from the beginning
of his caliphate that the seventh ‘Abbasid ruler tried to obtain their
political and religious support.

4. Conclusion

% Yucesoy, Messianic Belief & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, p. 134.
% AL-TaBARI, The History of al-Tabari, XXXII, pp. 199-200.
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The Mihna ended under al-Mutawakkil, a prominent supporter
of Ibn Hanbal, although there is a possibility that, as reported by
C. Melchert, its cessation took place gradually over the period
from 848/234 to 852/237.

Al-Dhahabi states that al-Mutawakkil put an end to the Inqui-
sition fourteen years after al-Mu‘tasim renewed it, and two
historians of Egypt, al-Kindi and al-Musabbihi, state that the
Inquisition came to an end immediately on al-Mutawakkil’s
becoming caliph in 847/232. In Isfahan, the Hanafi jurispru-
dent Bakkar ibn al-Hasan was examined, refused to affirm the
Qur’an created, and was about to be expelled from the city
when news came of al-Wathiq’s death.%

However, we certainly know that Ibn Abi Du’ad was not removed
until 851/237, continuing to influence gadis. In 848-849/234, the
new caliph ordered a traditionalist, invited to Samarra, to relate
hadith against the Mu‘tazila and the Gahamiyya,® and it is prob-
ably from 849 onwards that al-Mutawakkil started to dismiss the
qadrs as closed and protected by Ibn Abi Du’ad. However, even
if we take into consideration the information emerging in the
C. Melchert article, some doubts remain: we know, for example,
that the HanafT gadi of the East side of Baghdad (protected by Ibn
Abi Du’ad), ‘Ubayd ‘Allah, was dismissed in 848/234, while in the
West side of Baghdad, al-Hasan ibn ‘Al ibn al-Ja‘d, appointed by
al-Wathiq, remained gadr until his death in 856/242, and in the
al-Sharqiya district ‘Abd Allah al-Halangi, even though appointed
by the preceding caliph (Melchert reports that this gadi was cer-
tainly supporters of the created Koran) was not dismissed.

There are similar examples in Kafa, where the gadis placed
under the previous caliphs were not exonerated until 850/235,
and in Damascus and Egypt, where al-Sukkari remained a judge
until 852/237 and Ibn Abi al-Layth, who had prosecuted the Inqui-
sition, was dismissed only in 850/235. It is therefore important to
support the idea that the Mihna did not end immediately, but, as
is said in Arabic, basura tadrjiyya, step by step. More evidently,
only after the dismissal of IbnrAbj,Du’ad and the choice of Yahya
ibn Akhtam (d. 857/242) did the\Inquisition officially come to an
end. This judge, who was a friend; was close to al-Ma'miin and

% MELCHERT, Religious policies of the Caliphs from Al-Mutawakkil, p. 320.
% M. Shamsuddin, The Reign of al-Mutawakkil, reports that the issue in the
Inquisition was Mu‘tazilism, not a brand of Hanafism.
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had been one of his important advisers, was approved by al-
Mutawakkil and ibn Hanbal despite both being well aware of his
known pederasty (demonstrating that the problem concerning
the Inquisition was political, not moral or theological). As sup-
ported by Melchert: «[...] Ahmad ibn Hanbal may have refused to
embrace the caliph in part because there were plainly limits to
his repudiation of the Inquisition.[...]»*” however, (the caliph) was
still so concerned to maintain caliphal authority, even though it
had been used to uphold the doctrine of a created Qur’an, that he
forbade the populace to gather in mourning. Al-Mutawakkil took
a different line to al-Ma’'miin, al-Mu‘tasim and al-Wathiq and did
gradually end the Inquisition, but like his predecessors he tried to
maintain a strict control of the caliph’s prerogatives; however, he
naively failed to understand that in limiting the political support
of the mutakallimiin, but not convincing A. ibn Hanbal and the
traditionalists to effectively support them, he would be left alone
to face the divisions within the court and the emirate, being over-
whelmed by them in 861/247.

Abstracts

The Mihna has usually been attributed to the Mu'tazilite theological
school as expression of something unusual, a bid‘ah (Islamic innovation)
related to a rationalist group of theologians that tried, in strict political
cooperation with al-Ma‘miin, to subvert the ‘Abbasid caliphate system.

The full support of relevant political and religious authorities, during the
Mihna, to the caliph’s purpose permitted at the ‘Abbasids to post-pone for
few decades, a period of decadence which started with the murderer of al-
Mutawakkil in 861/246.

It is significant to analyze the role played by the Mu‘tazilite school
during the Mihna, which if was theologically evident, it was also politically
non-existent; a reconsideration of the importance of this rationalist school
is necessary to make clearer who were the main persecutors during this
short inquisitorial period in early ‘Abbasid age.

La Mihna & stata attribuita alla scuola teologica Mu‘tazilita in quanto
espressione di qualche cosa di inusuale, una bid ah (innovazione nella fede
islamica) legata a un gruppo di teologi razionalisti che cercarono, in stretta
collaborazione con il califfo al-Ma‘miin, di sovvertire il dominio ‘Abbas-
side.

5 MELCHERT, Religious Policies of the Caliphs from Al-Mutawakkil, p. 321.
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1l totale sostegno di ragguardevoli autorita politiche e religiose, con-
cesso, durante la Mihna, all’autorita califfale, permise loro di post-porre
I'inizio di un periodo di decadenza che sarebbe cominciato con I'omicidio
di al- Mutawakkil nell’861/246.

E quindi significativo analizzare il ruolo assunto dalla scuola Mu'‘tazilita,
il quale, se e stato teologicamente evidente, non lo fu dal punto di vista
politico; riconsiderare I'importanza di questa scuola razionalista € neces-
sario per chiarire quali siano state le effettive autorita atte a perseguire
alcuni oppositori, in questo breve periodo d’'inquisizione durante il primo
secolo della storia ‘Abbasside.
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