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The present study is the first dedicated to the Dar’ ta arud
al-‘aql wa-I-naql (Refutation of the contradiction of reason
and revelation, ca. 1313-17, in ten volumes) by Ibn Taymi-
yya (1263-1328) examined in its breadth and unexpected
coherence [p. 4]. Even without embracing all the themes
addressed there (such as the nature of miracles, or the crite-
rion of truth of a rational demonstration), or taking into con-
sideration his other works, it aims to fully illustrate the phil-
osophical personality of the author, described as the Sunni
scholar of the greatest importance in terms of knowledge of
Greek thought after the end of the classical period of Arab
philosophy with Averroes [p. 9, 15, 151]. This statement may
come as a surprise, given the fame of Ibn Taymiyya as
a literal interpreter of the Koran, an exponent of the Han-
balite school, a reference point of not a few Muslim thinkers
of today whom one would be inclined to define as ‘funda-
mentalists’. But it is El-Tobgui’s persuasion that this usual
representation is partly due to detractors, partly to a lack of
historical insight into the life and production of the protago-
nist. The central theme of the Dar’ ta‘darud, developed in
thirty-eight arguments (out of forty-four overall, the other six
concerning other occurrences of the same problem), is the
discussion and contestation of the so-called universal rule

(al-ganiin al-kulli) enunciated by al-Razi for cases of conflict
between reason (‘agl) and revelation (nagl, or shar®). Accord-
ing to al-Razi any content of revelation that is in contrast
with reason should be understood in a figurative sense
(ta’wil) or its interpretation be suspended for too much dark-
ness (tafwid) [p. 6-8, 14, 77, 138, 148]. Against this criterion
and in particular against its application to the question of the
meaning of the attributes ascribed to God in the revealed
text, rejected as anthropomorphic by most philosophers and
by a number of exponents of rational theology (kalam), Ibn
Taymiyya endeavours to protect the current interpretation of
the Koran and to ban any form of doctrine of double truth
[p. 28]. For this purpose, instead of simply affirming the pri-
macy of revelation and its unfathomability for reason, Ibn
Taymiyya proceeds to question the very concept of reason
drawn by the Arab philosophers from the Greek tradition and
to claim the existence of a pure natural reason (al-ma qiil
al-sarth) completely compatible with revelation. This faculty
has its roots in our “original normative disposition” (English
paraphrase proposed by El-Tobgui for the Arabic term fitra,
used in the Dar’ ta‘arud) which allows us to discern the good
or bad foundation of the premises of any syllogism and that
only a sincere faith in revelation is able to keep intact
[p. 30n., 93, 147, 260-263]. In spite of any assurance to the
contrary, the assumption of the universal rule, precisely
because of the choice to make the correct interpretation of
revelation depend on reason, entails for Ibn Taymiyya the
danger of running into illicit innovations (bida"), even of
blaspheming the Prophet and above all implies the specious
admission that revelation itself is devoid of probative value
[p. 159, 164]. Misled by their false notion of human reason,
philosophers with their emulators among theologians tend to
give words a permanent meaning regardless of context
(siyaq, qard’in) and conventions (‘urf), and consequently to
complain in the case of divine attributes the improper assim-
ilation (tashbih) of the creator to creatures, without recogniz-
ing the possibility that certain terms, while meaning on the
textual level exactly what common sense suggests spontane-
ously (tabddur) to the reader, namely that God ‘exists’,
‘knows’, is endowed with ‘eyes’, ‘hands’, etc., have a differ-
ent and often unknown meaning on the ontological level with
reference to Him [p. 182, 196-197, 210-211, 284]. The very
predicate of the unity of God (tawhid), the fulcrum of the
Muslim faith, simply means that there are no other gods
besides the one God, not that God is a substance refractory
to any qualification in the manner of the Neoplatonic One
[p. 218-219]. The analogy (mathal, tashabuh) does not lie in
things (the hands of God and those of men, the unity of God
and that of mathematics), but in the meanings (the term
‘hand’ referring to God and men, the term ‘one’ referring to
God and the number thus named). In this way the interpreta-
tion of the sacred texts dating back to the Salaf, the compan-
ions and followers of Muhammad, is to be considered bind-
ing and this not because of who knows what Ibn Taymiyya’s
preconceived traditionalist orientation was, but simply
because it would be absurd for men living at a greater dis-
tance of time and space from the Prophet to pretend to under-
stand better than his first devotees the meaning of certain of
his words and actions which must have been much more
insightful and familiar to the latter [p. 91, 216-217, 225].

If this is Ibn Taymiyya’s perspective, it would be natural
to classify him on a philosophical level in the manner of an
empiricist and a nominalist [p. 236, 243]. However, this is



207 BIBLIOTHECA ORIENTALIS LXXIX N° 1-2, januari-april 2022 208

not, at least in full, the idea of El-Tobgui. Certainly there are
no entities known to us for Ibn Taymiyya that are different
from those which are the object of our external and internal
sensitive perceptions (including God and the soul); certainly
for him the attributes do not have a separate reality with
respect to the substance to which they belong and from
which they can be separated only by virtue of a process of
mental abstraction [p. 221, 247-248]. However, it is equally
certain that there exists for him an essential ontological real-
ity (haqgiga) which, in order to be unknown to man, is there-
fore not unknown to God. Alongside knowledge based on the
senses, on linguistic mastery and on rational inferences he
admits knowledge by mass transmission (tawatur) of infor-
mation that surpasses personal experience and abstract rea-
soning, but which cannot be reduced to illusion or deception.
This fourth and final variety of knowledge is the one that
integrates our limited sensitive knowledge of invisible reality
(ghayb) and draws its character of mass knowledge from its
conformity to the aforementioned original normative disposi-
tion in man [p. 188, 239-240, 267-268, 279-280, 284]. Our
notions of history, geography, medicine, etc. largely have
this origin, since no individual can be a witness to all the
facts that make up the content of these disciplines; but the
same is also true for theology, to the extent that truths obtain-
able by way of prophecy, and not always by reason, find
confirmation of their validity in the widespread adherence to
revelation and its immediate interpreters by the community
of believers (umma). In fact, the Enlightenment notion (so
El-Tobgui) that faith in revelation can be an obstacle to rea-
son and constitute a blunder must be considered completely
foreign to Ibn Taymiyya, as well as the opposite notion of
Pauline origin that faith must necessarily be the cause of
scandal for the reason [p. 24]. Revelation would not know
how to be heard if it were not announced to beings endowed
with reason, just as reason would remain a prisoner of human
finitude if it were not supported and corrected by revelation
[p- 298-299]. And here lies the difference between Ibn
Taymiyya’s position and that of his predecessors, such as
al-Ghazali, who in rejecting Greek wisdom ended up by
clinging to a kind of mystical private experience about the
authenticity of Muhammad’s prophecy, rather than to that
public knowledge that Koranic revelation, amply corrobo-
rated by reason, opens up to its adherents [p. 127, 146]. Ibn
Taymiyya is therefore best defined in the manner of a moder-
ate realist and an empiricist who does not, however, reduce
experience to the sphere of what is visible (shahid) alone
[p. 256n.].

The rigid literal interpreter of the Koran and the Sunna —
argues El-Tobgui — would be, in the eyes of Ibn Taymiyya,
the one who, ascribing to the words a unique meaning, pre-
tended to transfer it as it is in the expressions of the revealed
book and of the Tradition; but Ibn Taymiyya is careful not
to assume such a procedure as correct, since its presupposi-
tion is the false belief in the so-called essences intended as
a real counterpart of our concepts [p. 201]. And with this
move, the redemption of the learned Hanbalite theologian —
the opponent of the invading Mongols in Syria, victim of the
newborn Mamluk power in Egypt — from the accusation of
being nothing more than a grim defender of the Muslim tra-
dition threatened by both those great political and social
upheavals, can well be said to have been accomplished by
El-Tobgui and have superseded the negative judgment of the
philosophical originality of Ibn Taymiyya pronounced by

Majid Fakhry in his successful History of Islamic Philosophy
(19832). Closer to the truth, in comparison, are the classical
studies by Henri Laoust (1939), recently integrated by Rich-
ard Martin and Mark Woodward (1997), Shahab Ahmed
(1998), Caterina Bori (2003), and Sait Ozervarli (2010)
[p. 12-13, 78-79n.]. The fascination of Ibn Taymiyya — sug-
gests El-Tobgui — is not due only to the repeatedly under-
lined affinity between his lived experience and that of the
members of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Muslim
societies hit by the impact of European modernity, but to the
originality of his philosophical response to the even more
ancient challenge represented in the Islamic world by the
diffusion and assimilation of Greek thought [p. 20, 31-32].
A challenge he successfully faced — El-Tobgui seems to con-
clude — so much so that his performance had to be a by no
means negligible cause of the gradual exhaustion of the Hel-
lenizing philosophical vein in late-medieval Arab culture.

This is a flattering and accurate portrait (albeit at the cost
of a few repetitions) of the content of the Dar’ ta‘arud,
which, however, suffers in part from the defect — almost
inevitable in the presence of such a great hermeneutic effort
— of a very close personal adherence of the interpreter to the
person and to the theses of the author examined. This adhe-
sion can be observed not only in El-Tobgui’s scrupulous care
to neutralize feared prejudices that the current reader could
nurture against the protagonist of his work (suffice it to men-
tion the studied emphasis, by El-Tobgui, of the presence of
women in the Koranic school of Ibn Taymiyya and his
funeral — as if to constitute a palpable denial of some crude
imputation of traditionalism inspired by superficial Western
ideas [p. 79, 85]), but above all in the undisputed re-
proposition of Ibn Taymiyya’s fundamental assumption that
the necessary premise from which to move in one’s confron-
tation with Greek culture and its Muslim admirers should be
the justifiable notion of the irrefutability of Koranic revela-
tion. An irrefutability proved by him through a sort of reduc-
tio ad absurdum, that is, arguing the impossibility of estab-
lishing that a scriptural proof can never be conclusive, and
consequently through the demonstration that the correct
interpretation of the sacred book cannot be entrusted to
the naked scrutiny by human reason as misconceived by the
Greeks and certain Arab followers of theirs [p. 153, 156-162,
170]. However normal this position of Ibn Taymiyya was
and also so natural that it was precisely on this ground that
he had to press his interlocutors, the fact remains that El-
Tobgui’s attempt to show at the bottom of the Dar’ ta‘arud
not primarily an appeal to the superiority of revelation over
reason, but rather a successful attempt to elaborate an effec-
tive alternative model of reason, reaches here the limit of its
persuasive capacity.

To complete the book, divided into two parts (Part 1. Rea-
son vs. Revelation?; Part I1. Ibn Taymiyya’s Reform of Lan-
guage, Ontology, and Epistemology) and six chapters pre-
ceded by an Introduction (Chap. 1. Reason and Revelation in
Islam before Ibn Taymiyya; Chap. 1I. Ibn Taymiyya: Life,
Times, and Intellectual Profile; Chap. Ill. On the Incoher-
ence of the Universal Rule and the Theoretical Impossibility
of a Contradiction between Reason and Revelation; Chap. IV.
Sahth al-Mangqiil, or What is Revelation?; Chap. V. Sarih
al-Ma'qiil, or What is Reason?; Chap. V1. Reason Reconsti-
tuted: The Divine Attributes and the Question of Contradic-
tion between Reason and Revelation), there are two Appen-
dices (A. Summary Outline of the Dar’ ta‘arud; B. Detailed
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Outline of the Dar’ ta‘arud), two Glossaries (Glossary of
Arabic Terms; Glossary of Proper Names), the Bibliography
and five Indexes (Index of Arabic Passages [from the Dar’
ta‘arud], Index of Hadith, Index of Peoples and Places, Index
of Qur anic Verses and Index of Subjects). This is enough to
demonstrate a documented and careful work, that whatever
the reader’s point of view, is destined to become a term of
reference for future studies on the subject.
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