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Abstract 

Author: Arzu Meral 

Title: An ontological inquiry in early Qur'an cornrnentaries 

Departrnent: The Institute of Islarnic Studies, Mc Gill University 

Degree: Master of Arts 

This study examines the influence of Qur'anic teachings on the developrnent of falsafa 

on the one hand, and the position of tafslrs in the intellectual history of Islam on the 

other. To do so, in the introduction it atternpts to situate the place of falsafa and its 

connections with kalam and tafslr, and to explain the approach that will be followed in 

this research. In the first part it treats sorne of the ontological vocabulary of the Qur'an, 

while in the second, it concentrates on the questions raised by the Qur'an about the 

ontological status of pre-existing things as weIl as on the notions of creation and 

existence. To this purpose it surveys sorne early tafslrs in order to see how the debate 

over these issues evolved therein and how philosophical discussions were appropriated 

and naturalized by the mufassinin. 
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Résumé 

Auteur: Arzu Meral 

Titre: Une enquête ontologique dans les commentaires Coraniques 

Département: Institut d'Études Islamiques, Université McGill 

Diplôme: Maîtrise des Arts 

Cette étude examine l'influence des enseignements coraniques sur le développement du 

falsafa, d'une part, et la position des tafslrs dans l'histoire intellectuelle de l'Islam, de 

l'autre. Dans ce but, elle tente dans l'introduction à situer le falsafa et ses liens au kalâin 

et au tafslr, et à expliquer l'approche qui sera suivie dans la recherche. Dans la première 

partie, elle traite du vocabulaire ontologique du Coran, tandis que dans la deuxième elle 

fixe son attention sur des questions soulevées par le Coran a l'égard de l'état ontologique 

des choses préexistantes, ainsi que sur les notions de la création et de l'existence. Pour 

cela elle étudie plusieurs anciens tafslrs afin de voir comment le débat sur ces questions 

s'est développé et comment les discussions philosophiques ont étés appropriés et 

naturalisés par les mufassiru-n. 
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Introduction 

The history of philosophy records man's search for knowledge by way of reason 

from antiquity to the present. Numerous studies have been devoted to the critical 

historiography of the history of philosophy,1 but few of them address falsafa 

(Islamic/ Arabie philosophy)2 and its role in the universal historie al development of 

philosophical thought. Unfortunately, even within the field of Islamic studies, there are 

few works devoted to a detailed scrutiny of the historiography of falsafa, 3 the kind of 

study that could bring out the variety and subtlety of Islamic thought in particular and of 

universal philosophical thought in general. The task is made even more difficult by the 

fact that much of this literature exists in manuscript only. It would seem, therefore, that 

further investigation is needed, involving the edition, translation and study of hundreds 

of texts, to situate the position of falsafa in the structure of Islamic thought in aIl its 

diversity, and as weIl as in the structure of world thought. The studies that have so far 

1 See, for example: The Historiography of the History of Philosophy: History and Theory, Beiheft 5, ed. J. 
A. Passmore, CS-Gravenhage: Mouton & Co., 1965); R. Rorty, J. B. Schneewind and Q. Skinner, 
Philosophy in History: Essays on the Historiography of Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984). 
2 In order to avoid the religious and national connotations of labels like Islamic or Arabie philosophy this 
study will employ the terms falsafa (philosophy) and fala-sifa (philosophers), as the y were used in the 
Islamie intellectual tradition. Strictly speaking, the term Islamic philosophy does not include important 
non-Muslim philosophers, like Maimonides, who wrote in Arabie; Arabie philosophy excludes non-Arabs 
who wrote in Arabie, as weil as sorne Muslims, like al-Farabi, Ibn Sina or the Ishraql philosophers like al
Suhrawardi. For the discussions about the usage of the se terms see, P. Morewedge, "Contemporary 
Scholarship On Near Eastern Philosophy," The Philosophical Forum 2/1 (1970): 122-140; D. Gutas, "The 
Study of Arabie Philosophy in the Twentieth Century: An Essay on the Historiography of Arabie 
Philosophy," British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 29, 1 (2002): 5-25. 
3 An invaluable resource is H. Daiber's Bibliography of Islamic Philosophy, 2 vols. (Leiden, Boston, 
Koln: Brill, 1999), and his article in the same work presents an informative survey of the studies on the 
history of falsafa. "What is the Meaning of and to What End Do We Study the History of Islamie 
Philosophy? The History of a Neglected Discipline," xi-xxxiii; see also Gutas, "The Study of Arabie 
Philosophy." 
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been undertaken concerning falsafa4 lack the approach which is weIl defined by H. 

Jones: 

It is, I believe, a profound truth, never laid sufficiently to heart by philosophical 
teachers and writer of text-books, that the only true method of instruction is that 
which follows the path of discovery. To understand a philosophical system we 
must retrace the steps of its construction, and company the mind of its author in 
its quest for the truth. And I think it is universally true that philosophers are 
driven to construct their systems by the pressure of particular problems. 

With Jones' statement in mind it is important to highlight the two extreme 

approaches described by I. A. Sabra in a 1987 article.6 Although he deals therein with 

the transmission of scientific knowledge from one culture to another, it is very 

applicable to the study offalsafa. According to Sabra, these two extreme approaches are 

reductionism and precursorism: "Reductionism is the view that the achievements of 

Islamic scientists were merely a reflection, sometimes faded, sometimes bright or more 

or less altered, of earlier (mostly Greek) examples. Precursorism is equally familiar: it 

reads the future into the past, with a sense of elation." Sabra attempts to shift the 

emphasis of the discussion from these two extreme approaches 7 to the idea of 

4 For an account of certain bibliographic information and sorne critical evaluation of studies undertaken on 
falsafa up until 1983, see, C. E. Butterworth, "The Study of Philosophy Today," in Arabie Philosophy and 
the West: Continuity and Interaction, ed. T. Druart (Washington D.C. : Georgetown University, Center for 
Contemporary Arab Studies, 1988): 55-140; also see, T. Druart, "Medieval Islamic Philosophy and 
Theology. Bibliographical Guide (1996-1998)," Mélanges Institut Dominicain d'Etudes Orientales 24 
(2000): 381-414. 
5 ln his introduction to A History of the Problems of Philosophy by P. Janet, G. Séailles, trans. A. 
Monahan (London: Macmillan and Co., 1902), xii. 
6 1. A. Sabra, "The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of Greek Science in Medieval Islam: A 
Preliminary Statement," History of Science 25 (1987): 223-243. Also see R. Wisnovsky's introduction to 
his book Avicenna's Metaphysics in Context, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2003),17. 
7 For an example of reductionism, see, for example, T. J. de Boer, The History of Philosophy in Islam, 
trans. by E. R. Jones (London: Luzac & Co., 1903),29; R. Walzer, Greek into Arabie: Essays on Islamic 
Philosophy, (Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1962), 35. O. Leaman's article also seems to be an example of 
reductionism in a broader sense that sees falsafa nothing else but a dispute over the values of religion and 
philosophy. "Does the Interpretation of Islamic Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?" International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 12 (1980): 525-538. Gutas, presenting three approaches, identified as: the orientalist, 
the mystical/illuminationist and the political, provides a detailed report with its valuable referenees. "The 
Study of Arabie Philosophy," (as n. 2). Cf. M. Mahdi, "Orientalism and the Study of Islamie Philosophy," 
Journal of Islamic Studies 1 (1990): 73-98; and "Islamic Philosophy in Contemporary Islamie Thought," 
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'contextualism; which is the interpretation of works in their proper context, as Jones 

emphasized in passage quoted above. 

By adopting Sabra's approach, this study attempts to understand falsafa in its 

intellectual and historical context. Like aIl other philosophical systems, falsafa grew 

within an intellectual and cultural milieu of which it was a part and to sorne degree in 

reaction to that milieu. The point to be stressed is the need for seeing falsafa in its 

historical setting and connections. There is, apparently, no doubt as to the debt owed by 

the early falasifa to Greek philosophy. Yet Greek thought informed the falasifa through 

many different channels (especially the ancient centers of Jundi-Shapur, Alexandria, 

Edessa, and Harran)8 and pIayed an important role in the transfer of various elements 

from Greek, Christian, Jewish, Babylonian, Egyptian, Indian, and Zoroastrian traditions. 

Thus the heritage from which the falasifa derived sorne of their ideas was not only an 

Islarnic one: man y different civilizations contributed in different ways. Nevertheless, it 

is also important to keep in mind that the teachings of the Qur' an, the hadiih (prophetie 

teachings/tradition), the writings of mutakallimu-n (theologians), and the su]is (mystics) 

were part of the milieu in which falsafa developed. Of particular interest here is the 

in God and Man in Contemporary Islamic Thought, ed. C. Malik (Beirut: American University of Beirut 
Centennial Publications, 1972): 99-111. Emphasis on the originality of falsafa is very much done by S. H. 
Nasr. While discussing the meaning and the role of the philosophy in Islam, Nasr points to a Qur'iinic 
term "~ikmah", by which according to himfalsafa unfolds itselfto us. Moreover, he considersfalsafa "a 
handmaid to illumination and gnosis, thus creating a bridge between the ri gour of logie and the ecstasy of 
spiritual union." "The Meaning and Role of Philosophy in Islam," Studia Islamica 37 (1973): 57-80. Also 
cf. his argument in which he defines falsafa as a "precisely prophetie philosophy." "The Pertinence of 
Studying Islamic Philosophy Today," in Islamic Life and Thought (London: George Allen & Unwin: 
1981), 150. In this sense cf. H. Corbin's introduction to History of Islamic Philosophy (London & New 
York: Kegan Paul International, 1993). P. Morewedge also argues in his article against the assumption that 
"Near Eastern philosophy is essentially Greek Philosophy, but modified by the Muslim culture, and that it 
did not continue to be productive or to grow after the death of Ibn Rushd." And he concludes that "the 
investigator who approaches Near Eastern philosophy free from the preconceptions to which we have 
objected will find himself richly rewarded by the discoveries he will make, discoveries which will prove 
the Near Eastern philosophy is far more than the reflection of Islamic theology and Greek c1assieal 
rhilosophy," "Contemporary Scholarship," 141 (as n.1). 

D. L. ü'Leary, How Greek Science Passed to the Arabs, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1949). 
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interrelationship between tafsrr (Qur'an commentary)9, kalam (lslamic theology), and 

falsafa. It is well known that while philosophical thought depends on reason, theological 

thought depends on revelation and tradition. However, by developing its own set of 

axioms and principles, ka/am soon became more philosophical. 

Although the tradition al approach has been to view kalam and falsafa as always 

in opposition, sorne scholars have recently argued that the relationship between kalam 

and falsafa is more complicated, and rather than being in opposition they mutually 

influenced each other. 1O But very few studies have been undertaken conceming the 

relationship between tafsrr and falsafa. 11 It is the aim of the present study to inquire 

whether Qur'anic teachings had an influence on the development of falsafa by studying 

certain verses and their interpretation in sorne early tafsrrs. 

Falsafa is based most of all on logic and metaphysics, which concems itself 

chiefly with the subject of wujûâ (being/existence), both in and of itself and in terms of 

its relation to mâhiyyah (essence). Since Plato and Aristotle, the debate over the 

concepts of being and existence has been one of the main themes of metaphysics. 

9 The word tafslr signifies the act of interpretation. Although the word is used for commentaries on Greek 
scientific/philosophical works, being equivalent to explanation, the most significant usage of the word, 
and the focus ofthis study is its reference to the science of the interpretation of the Qur' an, which is one of 
the most important part of the wider Islamic hermeneutics, see, J. M. Scarce, ''Tafs'ir,'' Encyclopedia of 
Islam, New Ed. v. 10, (Leiden: Brill,20oo): 83-88. The word tafslr appears once in the Qur'an (25:33) and 
commentators, such as al-Tabar'i, interpret it as the equivalent of taf~ü and bayan. Ta 'w17 is another term 
used in the sense of tafslr partcularly in early period of Islam. 
10 See, for example, J. Jolivet, "Aux Origines de l'Ontolgie d'Ibn Sina," in Études sur Avicenne, eds. J. 
Jolivet and R. Rashed, (Paris, 1984): 19-28; H. A. Wolfson, "The Kalam Problem of Non-existence and 
Saadia's Second Theory of Creation," Jewish Quarterly Review 36 (1946): 371-391; 1. R. Netton, Allah 
Transcendent: Studies in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Cosm%gy, 
(London & New York: Routledge, 1989); R. Wisnovsky, "Notes on Avicenna's Concept of Thingness 
(say'iyya)," Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 10 (2000): 181-221; and "One Aspect of the Avicennian 
Turn in Sunn'i Theology," Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 14 (2004): 65-100; F. Klein-Franke, "The Non
existent is a Thing," Le Muséon 104 (1994): 375-390; R. M. Frank, "Kalam and Philosophy," in Islamic 
Philosophical Theology, ed. P. Morewedge (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1979): 71-95. 
II Wisnovsky, "Notes on Avicenna's Concept of Thingness." Although S. H. Nasr does not argue the 
relationship between tafslr and fa lsafa , he indicates the role of Qur'anic teachings in the development of 
falsafa in his article, "Existence (wujull) and Quiddity (mâhiyyah) in Islamic Philosophy," International 
Philosophical Quarterly 29 (1989): 409-428. 
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Aristotle defined metaphysics as a science that investigates first principles and causes. 

He said it was the science of being in general, or being qua being. 12 Although the 

falasifa adopted Aristotle's definition of metaphysics as a starting point, they reached 

sorne different conclusions in their study of being. In fact, concepts are in constant need 

of clarification in terms of both giving meaning to our own lives, and in understanding 

others. In order to understand the content of falsafa it seems necessary to discover how 

certain concepts come into being and what they mean in terms of their origins. 

Turning to the term wujua, the teachings of the Qur'an about God as the creator 

of the world played a crucial role in the study of the term. The Qur' an states that "when 

He decrees a thing He needs only say: 'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakûn)" (36:82), and speaks 

repeatedly about the act of creation. Nevertheless, in dealing with other related verses, 

the study of shay' (thinglentity), which is decreed by God 'to be', becomes the first 

subject of examination. So, the present study will revolve around the answers to the 

questions: (l) How did the debate over the ontological status of pre-existing things play 

out in Qur'an commentaries? (2) How do things exist or come into being according to 

the mufassirun (Qur'an commentators)? The two questions are interdependent, because 

any claim we make about wujüd will depend on how we define shay'. Furthermore, in 

light of what the Qur'an says, it is necessary to grasp the ontological status of things in 

the state of pre-existence in order to explain their creation and existence. 

To explore these issues, the study is divided into two parts. Part 1 is a treatment 

of certain basic concepts in their linguistic aspects and mostly in their Qur'anic context, 

constituting a map of signification and providing us with the tools for dealing with the 

objectives of the study. These concepts are: amr, qa4a~ araaa, shay', khalq, kana, and 

12 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1.1, 982b, 9-10. 
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sorne related ones that are used in a metaphysical context. Although there are many 

other words that deserve to be examined in connection with the ones we have 

mentioned, limitations of space and time have made such a selection unavoidable. Part II 

on the other hand concentrates on the ontological status of pre-existing things, as weIl as 

certain related issues induding creation and coming into being, and surveys the early 

Qur'an commentaries on the relevant verses. 13 

The objective of the study is to cast sorne light on the role of the Qur'an in the 

development of philosophicaI discussions on the one hand, and how those problems 

were dealt in a religious genre on the other. The Qur'iin was one of the sources of 

philosophical discussions in the sense that sorne questions -- such as what it means to be 

a shay' or how creation operates -- were not explicit in the text; therefore, the activity of 

interpretation of the Qur' an was very important to aIl schools of Islamic thought, whose 

representatives were aIl familiar with the teachings of the Qur'an and the questions 

raised by the Qur'anic text itself. Tafszrs in general are an understudied resource of the 

inteIlectual history of Islam that does not advertise itself as philosophy or theology. Yet, 

the individuaI tafszrs demonstrate the appropriation and naturalization of philosophical 

arguments in a religious genre and contain evidence of how philosophicaI problems 

were dealt with in other sources. 

Since texts cannot speak for themselves and must be interpreted, herrneneutics 

cornes into play as an aid to understand the meanings in texts. Plato warns us against the 

daims of the written word and the difficulty of interpreting it, since, "when it has once 

been written down, every discourse roams about everywhere, reaching indiscriminately 

13 Basically; Q., 2:117; 3:47,59; 6:73; 16:40; 19:35; 36:82; 40:68 in connection with sorne related ones 
such as 6:19; 19:9,67; 28:88; 42:11. 
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those with understanding no less than those who have no business with it, and it does not 

know to whom it should speak and to whom it should not.,,14 Indeed, there are several 

theories about the interpretation of texts. For the purposes of this study, hermeneutics, 

defined as the theory/philosophy of the interpretation of meaning, is applied to: (1) the 

ascertaining of the meaning of a word, sentence, or a text; (2) the discovery of the 

teachings below the surface. 15 

The limitations of this study are clear: It would be best if we could study the 

related vocabulary of the Qur' an in aIl its usages, and extend our inquiry to the other 

early tajsfrs. On the other hand, it might be more illuminating to compare the findings of 

this study with sorne early philosophical texts, although it seems not to be feasible 

within the scope of this study. However, with all its limitations, it is hoped that this 

small study will revive interest in a neglected feature of Islamic thought. 

14 Plato, Phaedrus, 275e. 
15 1. Bleicher, Contemporary Hermeneutics: Hermeneutics as Method, Philosophy and Critique (London, 
Boston, Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), Il. For other meanings and the history of hermeneutics, 
see for example, D. E. Klemm, Hermeneutical Inquiry, 2 vols. AAR Studies in Religion 43/44; vol. 1 The 
Interpretation of Texts; vol.2 The Interpretation of Existence, (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1986); R. 
E. Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer 
(Evaston: Northwetsern University Press, 1969); W. G. Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics: 
Development and Significance (New York: Crossroad, 1991); G. L. Bruns, Hermenuetics Ancient and 
Modern (New Haven and London: New York University Press, 1992). 
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PARTI 

Ontological Vocabulary of the Qur'an 

The abstraction, inherent in the developrnent of 
language, has its dangers. It leads away frorn the 

realities of the irnrnediate world. Apart frorn a balanced 
ernphasis, it ends in the triviality of quick-witted 

people. And yet, for all its dangers, this abstraction 
is responsible for the final uprise of civilization.16 

The evolution of technical terrns in falsafa is partly trace able to the Qur' an, early 

kalâïn discussions, and Arabic translations frorn Greek in which terminology is not yet 

cornpletely technical. Our purpose in this part of the study is to analyze sorne of the 

ontological vocabulary of the Qur' an which seerns to have played a decisive role in 

forming the terminologies used by the mufassiru-n, the mutakallimun, and the falasifa. 

Although the main interest of the mufassirun was not philosophical, it rnay still be 

instructive to see how they understood those concepts that have rnetaphysical aspects. Of 

the concepts exarnined here, sorne have a consistent rneaning throughout the Qur' an, 

while the others have different rneanings in certain passages; yet, they do not stand in 

isolation, but are closely interdependent and derive their rneanings both frorn their 

relations to each other and frorn the whole structure of the Qur' an. In fact, sorne verses 

rnay seern rneaningless if read in isolation frorn aIl its contexts. Nevertheless, we are 

never informed by the Qur'anic text of the exact rneaning of these concepts. The only 

16 A. N. Whitehead, Modes of Thought (New York: The Macmillian Company, 1938),55. 
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solution is to look at how the given concepts manifest their meanings throughout the 

whole of the Qur' an. Our task is to see if we can perhaps reconstruct them in such a way 

that the discourse of the mufassirun can be assessed. By doing so, we may gain sorne 

c1earer understanding of what the mufassirun thought about each concept. 

The focus of our inquiry is to ask how a word is used and what its equivalents are 

in the Qur'an. Rence this part deals mainly with the basic meanings of the concepts and 

their usage in the Qur' an and leaves the question of their role in constructing the 

meaning of the term wujüd, and how the y formed the point of departure for the 

speculations of the mufassirun, to the second part. Deciding on what concepts to 

investigate involved a choice: it may be that sorne other important concepts could shed 

light on the term. In fact, our examination of the concepts relevant to our topic is 

inevitably limited by the fact that the y by no means appear throughout the Qur'an. 

Concepts discussed here were chosen due to their usage as almost technical terms in 

theological discussions and their fundamental role in metaphysical arguments in Islamic 

thought in general. 

For the lexicographical meanings of the concepts studied herein three 

dictionaries are used comparatively, namely, Lisan al- 'Arab, Ta] al- 'Arus, and Lane's 

Arabic-English Lexicon;17 however, we should bear in mind that we do not have sources 

contemporary with the Qur' an that allow us to compare the precise meaning of each 

word, and that these lexicons belong to a comparatively late period and therefore reflect 

17 Ibn Man~ür, Lisan a/- 'A rab a/-Mu~ij, (Beirut: Dar al-Jil & Dar Lisan al- 'Arab, 1988); M. M. H. al
Zabldi, Ta] a/- 'Aru-s, (Kuwait: Matba'ah ijukümah al-Küwait); E. W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1863). 
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the notions of a more sophisticated time period.18 The translation of the Qur' an referred 

to throughout is that ofN. J. Dawood,19 while al-Mawrid al-Mufahras was used to locate 

the different appearances of the concepts in the Qur'an.20 The vocabulary that we will 

investigate might be grouped as shown in the following scheme: 

Amr 

bada' 
bara' 

~awwara 
-

sawwa 
fafara 

nasha'a 
ja'ala 

The term amr signifies command, instruction, task, order, bidding, injunction, 

decree, ordinance, or prescript. Its plural form, umu-r, can denote affair, business, matter, 

concern, state of a person or a thing, condition, case, accident, event or action. 

18 Being contaminated by later developments does not make these sources useless; rather this fact makes 
us cautious about not delimiting the meanings of concepts to the ones given by them on the one hand, and 
compels us to compare the given concepts within aIl their usages in the Qur'anic text itself on the other. 
19 N. J. Dawood, The Koran, (London: Penguin Books, 2003). 
20 R. al-Ba'labakki, al-Mawrid al-Mufahras li-Alfcii al-Qur'an al-Kar/m, (Beirut: Dar al- 'Ilm liI-MalaYln, 
1999). 
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Amr appears in many places in the Qur' an, mostly used in connection with Allah. 

For example, we have amr-Allah (will, decree, ordain, judgment, ways or command of 

God), amr-rabb (commandment, retribution, will or bidding of God), and lillah-al-amr 

(aIl things/affairs are subject to God's Will).21 Twice it is used in connection with 

Pharaoh, e.g., amr-fir'awn, (behestlorder of Pharaoh) (11:97), twice for authority, such 

as in the phrase u1u-l-amr (those who hold command or rule as weIl as learned men) 

(4:59; 4:83), once in connection with transgressors, i.e., amr-al-musrifln (bidding of 

transgressors) (26: 151), once in reference to the business of the Final Hour amr-al-sa-'ah 

(16:77), and once applied to the heavens (41:12). 

Also in the singular form, it is used in reference to the conduct of affairs (3: 159; 

24:62), events or news (4:83), case (5:52), command (7:54; 45:17; 65:12), ordaining 

(8:43; 27:33), predestined end (54:22), matter (22:67), state (50:5), bidding (11 :59), and 

decree (97:4).22 It is also used with the verbs su ch as qa4a- (to fulfill, do or make), 

dabbara (to ordain or govem), and 'azama (to decide) (47:21).23 Four of the verses that 

our study is concemed with include the concept of amr and the verb qa4a- together to 

signify the divine command?4 Throughout the Qur' an amr usually refers to different 

stages of the cosmic order, and the amr of God refers to the divine command of God. 

21 Q., amr-Allan: 4:47; 9:48,106; 11:43,73; 13:11; 16:]; 33:37, 38; 40:78; 49:9; 57:14; 65:5; amr-Rabb: 
7:77,150; 11:76, 101; 16:33; 17:85; 18:50; 19:64; 46:25; 65:8; tillan-al-amr: 13:31; 30:4; 82:19. 
22 See, amr with qadr and idhn which are related to the cosmic order: 7:54; 14:32-3; 16:12; 22:65; 30:25, 
46; 41:]2; 45:12; descent of amr happens in a different time-order: 16:77; 32:5; 54:50; 70:4; 97:4; amr 
and ru7J: 16:2; 17:85; 40:15; 42:52; 97:4; amr and nafs: 12:53, 18, 83; amr and angels: 2:210; 16:50; 
21:27; 66:6; 97:4; amr and Satan: 2:169, 268; 4:119; 7:12; 18:50; 24:21; amr and guidance: 45:17; amr 
and its subjects (thought, action, prayer, belief, reason): 2:93; Il :87; 39:64; 52:32; amr and political 
conduct: 3:21, 104; 4:59, 114; 9:71; 16:76; 19:55; 21:73; 32:24; acting against amr: 3:52, 154; 8:43; 
18:21; 20:62. To see amr and different contexts in which it appears, see, for example, ~. Kocaba~, The 
Word Constellation (Amr) in the Qur'an: Foundations of Scientific Thought in Islam (London: Fine Art 
Press, 1987); also, see his book, Islam 'da Bilginin Temelleri (Istanbul: Iz yaymclhk, 1997). 
23 See, for example, amr with qat/a: 6:8, 58; Il :44; 12:41; ] 4:22; 15:66; 19:39; 28:44; with dabbara: 10:3, 
31; 13:2; 32:5; sorne other verbs are: yursilu, yunzilu, yulql, aw~a: bâlighu, yurji'u, yufraqu, etc. 
24 Q., 3:47; 2:217; 19:35; 40:68. 
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Depending on the context, it also denotes God's guidance and grace or God's justice and 

damnation.25 

The word qa4â primarily means to finish, to bring a thing to a close. It also 

signifies to decree, to judge, to accomplish, to pay, to discharge, to fulfill, to perform, to 

relate and to explain. 

ln the Qur'an, the terms qa4a- (decision), mashf'a (will), irââa (will), and idhn 

(permission) of God are used synonymously (e.g., 3:47). Thus the term qa4ci, which is 

widely understood to mean destiny, is not used in the same sense in the Qur'an, instead, 

it refers to decision.26 In the following verses the verb qa4a- is used with God as the 

subject and means "to decree,,27: 

2:117 "Creator of the he avens and the earth! When He decrees (qa4â) a thing 
(amran), He need only say: 'Be: and it is." 

3:47 'Lord: she (Mary) said, 'how can 1 bear a child when no man has touched 
me?' He replied: 'Even thus. God creates whom He will. When He decrees 
(qa4a) a thing (amran) He need only say: 'Be: and it is. 

19:35 God forbid that He himself should beget a son! When He decrees (qa4a) a 
thing (amran) He need only say: 'Be: and it is. 

40:68 It is He who ordains life and death. If He decrees (qa4a) a thing (amran) 
He need only say: 'Be: and it is. 

25 J. M. S. Baljon, "The 'Amr of God' in the Koran," Acta Orienta lia 23-24 (1958-1959): 7-18. 
26 D. Rahbar, Gad of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qur'ân, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1960), 
chap. 9, and also see his app. 7 for a collection of Qur'anic contexts of the derivatives of qatftï. 
27 The other verses for qatfa: 2:200; 4:65, 103; 6:2; 12:68; 15:66; 17:4,23; 28:15, 28, 29,44; 33:14, 23, 36, 
37; 39:42; 41:12; 80:28. Cf. its passive usage qutfiya: 2:210; 6:8, 58; 10:11, 19,47,54; 11:44, 110; 12:41; 
14:22; 19:39; 22:10; 39:69, 75; 40:78; 4] :45; 42:14, 21; 46:29. 
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AralIa 

The verb is buiIt on the root r-w-d, and means to will, to wish or to desire. Araaa 

is frequently used in the Qur'an with God as the subject, and synonymously with sha'a 

(to will). The ma~dar of the verb, iraaa (will), has various technical meanings among 

theologians and philosophers;28 however, in the Qur'an the most frequently occurring 

derivatives of araaa are in the verb form either in the present or past tense (e.g. araaa, 

araaanf, araau~ aradnâhu )?9 In two of the verses anida is used with God as the subject 

and with the term shay' (thing) as the object of His decree or will: 

16:40 "When We decree (idha-aradnâhu) a thing, We need only say: 'Be,' and it 
is." 

36:82 "When He decrees a thing (idha- araaa shay'an), He need only say: 'Be,' 
and it is." 

We do not leam from these passages whether God actually has willed or not. Nor 

do we learn from the iraaa passages anything about the nature of God's iraaa. 

Furthermore the se passages sometimes convey the idea of God's power rather than His 

will. 

Shay' 

The term shay' cornes from the verb sha'a, which means to will, to wish or to 

desire. Shay' (pl. ashya-j means thing, entity or something. In general, it signifies what 

may be known and that whereof a thing may be predicated. It also denotes existence and 

is a name for anything that has been made to have being, whether an accident, an 

attribute, or a substance, and such that it may be known. According to al-I~fahanl, it 

28 Sorne of them have differentiated between God's mashf'a and irada, however, the Qur'anic conception 
of inida should be distinguished from its metaphysical interpretation in later Islamic thought. 
29 Cf. 2:26, 233; 5:17; 12:25; 13:11; 17:19, 103; 18:82; 25:62; 28:19; 33:17, 50; 39:4, 38; 48:11; 72:10; 
74:31. 
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denotes "whatever is caused to be or exist, whether sensibly, as materiaI substances, or 

ideally, as sayings.,,30 It is regarded also as the most generaI of general terms, equivalent 

to dhat, nais and 'ayn. 

In the Qur'an, the term, shay', refers for the most part to the objects of God's 

epithets. God has power over all things (qadfr), has knowledge of all things ('alfm), 

bears witness to all things (shahfd), controls all things (muqfm), keeps account of all 

things (lJasib), encompasses aIl things (mulJii), is the creator of aIl things (khâliq), is the 

guardian of aIl things (wakil), is the Lord of aIl things (rabb), encompasses with His 

mercy aIl things (wa-s'), watches over aIl things (lJafo), has power over aIl things 

(muqtadir), takes cognizance of aIl things (raqib), and observes all things (ba~fr).31 In 

the Qur'an, the epithets of God are consistently called God's most beautiful names, al-

asma' al-lJusna~32 and it was on these that the mutakallimun based their expositions 

about the divine essence (dhat) and its attributes (~ifat)?3 Although none of these 

passages refers to the total number of God's names, later writings identified ninety-nine 

of these. While a large number of them can be traced to the Qur' an, others were 

identified by theologians?4 The point here is that, rather than taking the se epithets as 

30 Quoted from E. W. Lane's "Arabic-English Lexicon." 
31 Q., qad[r: 2:20, 106, 109, 148,259,284; 3:26, 29,165,189; 5:17, 19,40, 120; 6:17; 8:41; 9:39; 11:4; 
16:77; 22:6; 24:25; 29:20; 30:50; 33:27; 35:1; 41:39; 42:9; 46:33; 48:21; 57:2; 59:6; 64:1; 65:12; 66:8; 
67:1; 'al[m: 2:29, 231, 282; 4:32,176; 5:97; 6:80, 101; 7:89; 8:75; 9:115; 20:98; 21:81; 24:35, 64; 29:62; 
33:40,54; 40:7; 42:12; 48:26; 49:16; 57:3; 58:7; 64:11; 65:12; shah[d: 4:33; 5:117; 22:17; 33:55; 34:47; 
41:53; 58:6; 85:9; muq[m: 4:85; lJasw: 4:86; mulJTt: 4:126; 41:54; khâliq: 6:101, 102; 7:185; 13:16; 16:48; 
25:2; 39:62; 40:62; 51:49; 54:49; wakil: 6:102; 11:12; 39:62; rabb: 6:164; was': 7:156; lJafi?,: 11:57; 
34:21; muqtadir: 18:45; raqw: 33:52; ba~[r: 67:19, etc. Wisnovsky, "Notes on Avicenna's Concept of 
Thingness," (as n.10). 
32 Q., 7:180; 17:110; 20:8; 59:22-4. 
33 G. Bowering, "God and His Attributes," Encyclopedia of the Qur'an, V. 2 (Leiden-Boston: Bri1l, 2002): 
316-331. 
34 J. W. Redhouse coUected a total of five hundred fifty-two such names: see his article "The Most 
Comely Names," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, London 12 (1880): 1-69. He concludes that 
"doubtless many and many others will be chanced upon, and there is every possibility that a thousand can 
be collected and surpassed." See, also, D. Gimaret, Les Noms Divins en Islam: Exégèse Lexicographique 
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doctrinal expressions of the nature of God, as did theologians, one can regard them as 

expressions in praise of God, and understand them in their context in the Qur' an. In this 

way we may recognize the significant difference that exists between Qur' anic and 

theological usage of these epithets?5 

Tuming to the term shay', two verses in which shay' refers to God became the 

subject of theological argument: 

42: Il "No thing can be compared with Him." (Laysa ka-mithlihi shay'un). 

6: 19 "Say: which thing is the greatest in terms of witnessing? Say: God is 
witness between you and me." (qui ayyu shay'in akbaru shahââatan, qui Allâhu 
shâhidun bayn[ wa baynaka). 

The question arising here centers on whether God is a thing. If things are other 

than God, then how should one interpret these verses? Furthermore, in 28:88 it is stated 

that "every thing will perish except His face" (kullu shay'in hâlikun illa- wajhuhu), just 

as in 55:27 we read that "aIl that lives on earth is doomed to die. But the face of your 

Lord will abide for ever, in aIl its majesty and glory (wa yabqa- wajhu rabbika dhu- al-

jala7 wa al-ikram)." In connection with these verses there are two other controversial 

passages: 

16:40 "When We decree a thing, We need only say: 'Be,' and it is." (innama
qawluna-li-shay'in idha-aradnâhu an naqu7a iahu kun-fa-yakun) 

36:82 "When He decrees a thing He need only say: 'Be,' and it is." (innama
amruhu idha-ara-da shay'an an yaqu7a lahu kun-fa-yakun) 

The debate over these two verses tends to focus on to whom God addresses the decree of 

kun (Be!). Are there things before existence? If there are, then does it cause a problem 

et Théologique, (Paris: Les Éditions du Cref, 1988), 51-84. For a cIassical commentary on these names, 
see D. Burrell and N. Daher's translation of al-Ghazali's Maq~ad al-Asna, The Ninety-nine Beautiful 
Names ofGod (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1992). 
35 Bowering, "God and His Attributes"; For sorne objections to the traditionallists of the most beautiful 
names of God, see, for example, Rahbar, "God of Justice," chap. 1. 
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with the precept of tawhfd (one-ness of GOd)?36 Obviously, the Qur'an does not 

explicitly answer these questions, but, theologians and philosophers did argue over the 

issue at length -- as we shaH demonstrate later when dealing with sorne of the early 

Qur' an commentaries in the second part of this study. The term shay' is also used in the 

sense of "nothing" by implication.37 

Since the term wajh is so essential to the definition of shay' (as mentioned 

above), we need to deal with the meaning of the term, which is usuaHy defined as the 

aspect of God that remains after aH created beings perish. The term wajh (pl. wujûh) 

normally signifies front, face, physiognomy, exterior, aspect, appearance, image, 

surface, layer, place of honor, beginning, intention, aim, tendency, thrift, reason, cause, 

respect, regard, essence, substance, or individuality. In the Qur'an, moreover, it is 

generally applied to the face(s) of human beings, but is also used to refer to the face of 

God eleven times.38 Depending on the context, the term is explained as countenance, 

essence, being, will, favor, honor or sake of God. References to the face of God also 

appear in descriptions of His glory and superiority?9 

Although the Qur'an does not speak about God as a composite entity, it 

explicitly describes Him as having face, eyes, hands and as sitting on a throne,40 aH of 

which attributes play a decisive roIe in discussions on the ambiguous verses of the 

Qur' an (mutashâbihat). Meanwhile, emphasizing that "there is nothing like Him" 

(42: Il), it excludes any similarity between God and human beings. When related to 

36 For a broader discussion of the subject, see, for example; Wisnovsky, "Notes on Avicenna's Concept of 
Thingness." 
37 Q., 19:9,67. 
38 Q., wajh-Allâh (face of God): 2:115,272; 30:38, 39; 76:9; wajh-rabb (face of the Lord): 13:22; 55:27; 
92:20; wajhuhu (His face): 6:52; 18:28; 28:88. 
39 J. M. S. Baljon, '''To Seek the Face of God' in Koran and Hadith," Acta Orientalia 21 (1953): 254-266. 
40 Q., see, for example of having face: 2: 115, 272; 6:52; 13:22; 18:28; having eyes: Il :37; 23:27; 54:48; 
54:14; 20:39; having hands: 3:73; 5:64; 48:10; 57:29; 5:64; 38:75. 
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human beings in the Qur'an, wajh generally denotes the self (nafs or dhdt),41 yet it does 

also have particular meanings when predicated of God, such as His favor, glory or 

superiority.42 The metaphor of the face of God emphasizes God's omnipresence and the 

desire of humans for God. 

Khalq 

The primary meaning of the verb is the act of measuring or determining the 

measure, proportion of a thing. It also signifies bringing a thing into existence according 

to a certain measure, originating or producing a new thing on à pattern that has not been 

previously employed, and the act of creation in its entirety. 

In the Qur' an the term khalaqa is used for the creation of the heavens and the 

earth and aIl that lies between them, i.e., of human beings, of Satan and the Jinn, in 

short, of every thing. 43 God's creative activity is expressed in a "spoken" command, 

whereby God calls things into being through His creative imperative. God creates what 

He wishes44 and gives existence by the divine command, "Be!" and it is. The Qur'an 

does not offer a story of creation; instead, creation is seen as a process happening at each 

and every moment rather than as one single event at the beginning of the universe.45 In 

relation to His creatures, God is called the creator (khâliq) (59:24), Who is ceaselessly 

engaged in perpetuaI creative activity (khallaq) (36:81). Although the root kh-l-q is 

41 Cf. Q., 2:112; 3:20; 4:125; 6:79; 10:105; 30:30, 43; 31:22; 39:24. 
42 Cf. Q., 2:272; 13:22; 55:26, 27; 28:88. See, also Bowering, "God and His Attributes." 
43 Q., creation of the heavens and the earth: 2:29,164; 3:190,191; 6:1,73; 7:54,185; 9:36; 10:3,6; Il:7; 
14:19, 32; 15:85; 16:3; 17:99; 18:51; 20:4; 21:]6, 33; 24:25; 25:59; 27:60; 29:44, 61; 30:8, 22; 31:10; 
32:4, 10; 36:81; 38:27; 39:5, 38; 40:57; 42:29; 43:9; 45:22; 46:3, 33; 50:38; 57:4; 64:3; 65:12; 67:3; 
71:15; creation of human beings: 2:228; 3:59; 4:1; 5:18; 6:2; 7:11; 15:26; 16:4; 17:61; 19:9,67; 21:37; 
22:5; 23:12, 14; 25:54; 30:20, 40, 54; 32:7; 35:11; 36:77; 37:11; 38:75; 39:6; 40:57, 67; 41:15; 55:3, 14; 
76:2; 80: 19; 90:4; 96:2; creation of Satan: 38:76; 7: 12; 15:33; 38:76; of jinn: 15:27; 55: 15; of every thing: 
6: 101; 25:2; 54:49. 
44 Q., 3:47; 5:17; 24:45; 28:68; 30:54; 39:4; 42:49. 
45 Q., 79:27, 33; 80:17, 42. See, D. C. Peterson, "Creation," Encyclopedia of the Qur'an, V.l (Leiden
Boston-K6In: Bri1l, 2001): 472-480. 
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employed most frequently to de scribe God's creative activity, there are sorne other 

identical terms which are used for creation in the Qur'an, namely, bada', bada', bara', 

~awwara, fa/ara, nasha', and ja 'aia. 46 

Bada' signifies to originate, to invent, to innovate, to make, or to produce. The 

fourth declension of the verb, abda 'a, which occurs four times in the Qur'an, denotes 

causing a thing to exist, or bringing something into existence. Badf' is the ma~dar of the 

fourth form and in the Qur'an God is twice called badf' (the Innovator, the Originator, or 

the Absolute Creator) of the heavens and the earth (badf'u al-sama-wat wa al- 'ar{!i) 

(2: 117; 6: 1Ol). In two other passages it is used in the sense of invention and innovation: 

46:9 "Say: '1 am no prodigy (bid'an) among the apostles; nor do 1 know what 
will be done with me or you. 1 follow only what is revealed to me, and my only 
dut Y is to give plain warning. '" 

57:27 "After them We sent other apostles, and after those Jesus son of a Mary. 
We gave him the Gospel, and put compassion and mercy in the hearts of his 
followers. As for monasticism, they instituted (ibtada 'uhâ) in themselves (for 
We have not enjoined in them), seeking thereby to please God; but they did not 
observe it faithfully. We rewarded only those who were true believers; for many 
of them were evil-doers." 

The verb bada' serves as an inceptive helping verb, and suggests the idea of a 

beginning. It is used in 7:29 (and elsewhere) as a synonym for khaIaqa, i.e., in the sense 

of "begin to create.,,47 

7:29 "Say: 'My Lord has ordered you to act justly. Tum to Him wherever you 
kneel in prayer and call on Him with true devotion. Even as He created (kama
bada'akum) you, so shall you retum.'" 

46 Cf. bana: 50:6; 91:5, raJa'a: 13:3-6, 10; 88:18-20, madda: 15:16-20; 50:7, na~aba: 88:19, JalJa: 91:6, 
etc. 
47 Cf. to 7:29; 10:4,34; 21:104; 27:64; 29:19, 20; 30:11, 27; 32:7; 85:13 (by implication). 
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Bara' likewise means "to create", and as a verb it appears once with God as the 

subject: 

57:22 "every misfortune that befalls the earth, or your own persons, is ordained 
before We bring it into being (nabraa'hâ) That is easy enough for God." 

It appears twice as ba-ri', the maker, the creator: 

2:54 "Moses said to his people: 'Y ou have wronged yourselves, my people, in 
worshipping the calf. Tum in penitence to your Creator (Bari'ikum) . .. " 

59:24 "He is God, the Creator, the Originator, the Modeller. .. " (huwa Allâhu al
khâliqu al-ba-ri'u al-mu~awwiru) 

Finally, it also appears in the sense of creature (al-bariyyah): 

98:6-7 "The unbelievers among the People of the Book and the pagans shall bum 
for ever in the fire of Hell. They are the vilest of all creatures (al-bariyyah). But 
of aIl creatures (al-bariyyah) those that embrace the Faith and do good works are 
the noblest." 

The verb ~awwara means to give shape, to mould, to polish, to stabilize or to 

proportion. It is employed in the Qur'an in both its verbal and noun forms: 

3:6 "It is He who shapes your bodies (yu~awwirukum) in your mothers' wombs 
as He pleases ... " 

7:11 "We created you and gave you form (~awwamâkum) ... " 

40:64; 64:3 " ... He has moulded (~awwarakum) your bodies into a comely shape 
( k) ,,48 
~uwara um ... 

It is used once as mu~awwir, "the shaper/form giver" (59:24) for GOd,49 while the 

ma~dar of the verb, ta~wfr, denotes the constitution of a shape or a composition. The 

Qur'an links the creative act to the informing act by the particle thumma. R. Amaldez 

points that since there is a relation of diminishing order between wa (and),ja (and then) 

48 Cf. 82:7. The term ~ura is used by the translators to express both Aristotle's term 'form' and Plato's 
eternal archetypes of which the things of this world are imperfect imitations. 
49 Cf. 7:11; 3:6. 
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and thumma (and afterwards), there is a certain distance between the act of creating 

(khalq) and the act of giving form (ta~wrr).50 

A similar word, sawwa~ i.e., to level, to smooth, is also linked to creation (khalq) 

by the particle fa in two verses: 

82:7 "Who created you and gave you due proportions and an upright form 
(alladhr khalaqaka fa-sawwâka fa- 'ada-Za-ka)." 

87:2 "Who has created aIl things and gave them due proportions (aliadhrkhaZaqa 
fa-sawwa)." 

The close relationship between ~awwara and sawwa indicates a kind of 

explanation of the etymological meaning of khalaqa.51 

Fa!ara, primarily, means to cleave, to part, to separate. It can also have the sense 

of to create. In the Qur' an it is used for the creation of the heavens and the earth, and for 

humans.52 

6:79 "1 will tum my face to Him who has created (ja/ara) the heavens and the 
earth, and will live a righteous life. 1 am no idolater." 

11 :51 "1 demand of you no recompense, my people, for none can reward me 
except my creator (ja/arani). Will you not understand?" 

It also appears in the form offa!ir (creator), used in reference to God. 

6: 14 "Say: 'Should 1 take any but God for my Defender? Creator (ja!ir) of the 
heavens and the earth, He gives nourishment to all and is nourished by none ... ,,53 

Nasha'a denotes to make grow, to produce, to cause, and to create. 

6:141 "It is He who brings gardens into being (ansha'a): creepers and upright 
trees, the palm and all manner of crops, olives, and pomegranates alike an 
different. .. " 

50 R. Arnaldez, "Khall}," in Encyclopedia of Islam, New ed., vol. IV (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978):980-988. 
51 Ibid. Cf. 79:27-33. 
52 Q., for the heavens and earth, see, 21:56; 67:3; for humans, see, 17:51; 20:72; 30:30; 36:22; 43:27. 
53 See, also, 35:11; 36:15; 42:1l. 
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13: 12 "It is He who makes the lightning flash upon you, inspiring you with fear 
and hope, and gathers up (yunshi'u) the heavy clouds." 

23: 19 "With it We caused (fa-ansha 'na) palm-groves and vineyards to spring up, 
yielding abundant fruit for your sustenance." 

56:72 "Observe the fire which you light. Is it you that create (ansha'tum) its 
wood or We (munshi'un)?" 

This verb conveys the idea that God created humankind from a single soul (wa-

huwa alladh[ ansha'akum min nafsin wa7}idatin) (6:98), or from the earth (ansha'akum 

min al-ar4).54 It is used to express the stages of creation and the last creation, 

resurrection, as weIl. 55 

The verb, ja tala means to make a thing, to prepare, to change a thing from its 

state or condition, to pronounce, to calI, to name, to make something known, plain or 

perspicuous, to reveal, to lay a thing down, to put, to set about, to begin, or to 

commence. 

ln the Qur'an ja 'ala is used to describe God's creation of the earth and sky, of 

the constellations, of darkness and light, of the sun and moon, of animaIs and all 

things.56 Indeed, it is very often used in precisely the same sense as khalaqa, for 

example: 

6: 1 "Praise be to God, who has created the heavens and the earth and ordained 
(ja 'ala) darkness and light. ... " 

6:96-7 "He kindles the light of dawn. He has ordained (ja'ala) the night for rest 
and the sun and the moon for reckoning .... It is He that has created (ja'ala) for 
you the stars ... " 

S4 Cf. 11:61; 53:32; 67:23. 
ss Cf. 23:14; 29:19-20; 36:77-9; 53:47; 56:62. For the usage of the verbs derivated from this root, see, for 
example, 6:6,133; 21:11; 23:14, 31,42,78; 28:45. 
56 Q., for earth and sky: 2:22; 20:53; 27:61; 43:10; 67:15, 23; 71:19; for the constellations: 6:97; 15:16 for 
sun and moon 10:5; 25:45; night and day: 10:67; 40:61; animaIs and aIl things: 21:30; 40:79; 43:10-2 etc. 
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25:61 "Blessed be He who decked (ja'ala) the sky with constellations and set 
(ja 'ala) in it a lamp and a shining moon." 

32:7-8 "He is the Mighty One, the Merciful, who exelled in the creation of aIl 
things. He first created man from clay, then made (ja 'ala) his offspring from a 
drop of humble fluid." 

40:64 "It is God who has made (ja 'ala) the earth a dwelling-place for you, and 
the sky a ceiling ... " 

As we will see in the following chapter, the mufassirün sometimes reduced more 

than a dozen words used for creation -- regardless of their different connotations -- to the 

word khalaqa. Thus, they explain physical, chemical or, metaphysical issues with the 

word they themselves define, mostly, according to their theological stance. 

Kana 

The verb kana cornes from the root k-w-n and signifies to be, to occur, to exist, to 

happen, to take place. In this sense kawn is synonymous with wujüd, lJusûl, thubut and 

istiqrè.57 Although kawn does not appear in the Qur'an, its derivatives are seen on 

almost every one of its pages. It is mostly used to indicate a relation between the subject 

and the predicate of a nominal sentence, which is called by grammarians the incomplete 

kana. It functions as a copula and does the work of is, of predication. It is also used to 

introduce tense to a nominal sentence, or as an auxiliary verb to help to make tense more 

specifie, or with qad for emphasis.58 In this sense kana with all its derivatives appears in 

the Qur'an more than 1300 times. Beyond the Qur'anic text, however, six different 

words were used in various forms to represent copula during the translation movement 

57 For the discussion of sorne of these concepts in the context of kala-m, see, for example, R. M. Frank, 
"The As'arite Ontology: 1 Primary Entities," Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 9 (1999): 163-231. 
58 F. Shehadi, Metaphysics in [slamic Philosophy (Delmar, New York: Caravan Books, 1982),4. 
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from Greek into Arabie. They were al-huwiyyah, al-aysiyyah, al-anniyyah, al-kaynunah, 

al-ithbâï and al-wujud.59 

Kana also has an existential meaning, which grammarians called the complete 

kana. In this sense it is used to express the existence of something or a fact, or to express 

being itself. There is no proper equivalent for kana as a complete verb. In the Qur' an we 

often find the complete kana in its imperative form, e.g., "'Be!' and it is" (Kun-fa-

yakun) (e.g., 36:82). 

The opposite of kana is laysa, which den otes negation. Laysa is a verb in the 

present tense having no other tense, or derivation. It is a negative copula, the equivalent 

of 'is not.' It is one of the sisters of kana and negatively expresses being and existence. 

It is actually composed of la- (no/not) and aysa (thing, entity, existent). Although in the 

Qur'an laysa is mostly used as an incomplete verb, in verse 42:12 (laysa ka mithlihi 

shay'un -there is no thing like Him-) it is used in an existentiaI sense.60 However, the 

Qur'anic context makes existential kana pertain only to creation, i.e., not including God 

himself. It is questionable, however, whether kana designates the concept of being per 

se. 

Although they are not in the Qur' an, the terms lJuduth and wujud are used in 

theological and philosophical texts (besides Qur' an commentaries) to express 

being/existence in the later period. We do not know exactly when these terms appeared 

59 S. M. Afnan, Philosophieal Terminology in Arabie and Persian (Leiden: Brill, 1964), 30. For the term 
"anniyyah," see, for example R. M. Franks's article in whieh after reporting the opinions of severa1 
seholars on the term, he aims to find in the early translations the source and the original meaning of the 
word al-anniyyah. "The Origin of the Arabie Philosophieal term anniyyah," Cahiers de Byrsa 6 (1956): 
181-201. 
60 Shehadi, 10. 
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first, but we need to understand what they mean to pursue our inquiry in the next 

chapter. 

l!uduïh is the ma~dar of lJadatha, which signifies to appear, to arise, to come 

into existence, to take place, to happen, to begin, to originate, or to exist for the first 

time. It is used in two technical senses: the first is lJuduth zamanz, which is a thing's 

being preceded by non-existence; and the second is lJuduth dhatz, which is a thing' s 

being dependent upon another for its existence. Thus, everything that cornes into 

existence through creation is called lJaâith or mulJdath, and its creator called mulJdith. 

Although the term lJuduth is not found in the Qur' ân, other words derived from 

the same root (e.g. lJadith) appear in thirty six verses; nevertheless, there they have the 

meaning of word, story, dream, tale or legend -- none of which relates to its technical 

meaning of creation. In five other verses, sorne derivatives of IJ-d-th are used in the 

sense of inventing or producing, which are close to the meaning of lJudtith as a term. But 

in only one ofthese verses is the act ofbringing into existence attributed to God (65:1). 

The term wujuâ cornes from the root w-j-d which means to find or to come to 

know about something. The present passive yu]adu and the past passive wujida lead to 

the nominal form mawjuâ, which means what is found or what exists, and the ma~dar 

wujüd denotes to be found, discovered, perceived and to be/exist. The latter is used as 

the abstract noun that represents existence. Besides its usage as in this sense, wujuâ and 

its derivatives are also used to represent the copula is, as mentioned above. 

Although the verbal form is used more than one hundred times in the Qur' ân, the 

noun wujuâ had its own evolution, developing into a technical term used in discussions 

of being/existence in a philosophical sense. There it has two basic meanings: "to be" and 
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"to find.,,61 Another form of the word, fjââ, denotes something existentiated, created or 

originated. The meaning of "not being in want or need" is expressed by another form, 

wa]id, while finding existence, or finding the reality that exists, is called wijdan. 

The opposite of wujûâ is 'adam, which means to be lost, to lack, not to exist. The 

ma~dar ma 'düm signifies non-existent or lost. M. AI-Alousi states that the term was first 

used in a technical sense by Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765): "Ja'far al-Sadiq held that God 

created the world out of nothing (min la shay'), and used the term 'adam as opposed to 

qidam.,,62 One does not find in the the Qur'an the word 'adam being used in verses 

related to the creation of the world; however, there is an implication of the meaning 

nothing (la shay'): "We created him when he was nothing before," (19:67), a verse that 

later became a yardstick for sorne mutakallimun in discussions of whether a non-existent 

is a thing or not. 

61 Nasr, "Existence (wuju{f) and Quiddity," (as n.ll); H. Landolt, "Wudjüd," in Encyclopedia of Islam, 
New ed., vol. XI, (Leiden: Brill, 2001): 216-18. 
62 H. M. E. Al-Alousi, The Problem of Creation in Islamic Thought: Qur'an, Hadith, Commenta ries, and 
Kalam, (Cambridge: The National Printing and Publishing Co., 1965), 161, also see his note 10. 
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PARTH 

Ontological Status of Pre-existing Things, Creation, and Existence 

Khalq( creation) 

A. An Outline orthe Questions Raised by the Our' an: 

There are sorne passages in the Qur' an that speak of how God creates things by 

His command 'Be!' (kun). When He decrees the existence of a thing, God commands it: 

"'Be!' and it is" (kunja-yakun). The creative command appears in eight different 

contexts. In three passages God's creative command is introduced to explain the origin 

of Jesus without need of a father (2:117; 3:47; 19:35), and in another passage the 

command is predicated of Adam and by implication of Jesus of both being created by 

God's command 'Be!' (3:59). In the other four passages the creative command is used to 

illustrate God's control over life and death, and especially to show that the resurrection 

is true and that God can resurrect human beings as He created them first (6:73; 16:40; 

36:82; 40:68). These kun-fa-yakun passages are as follows: 

26 



2: 117 "Creator of the heavens and the earth! When He decrees (qa4â) a thing 
(amran), He need only say 'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

3:47 "'Lord,' she said, 'how can 1 bear a child when no man has touched me?' 
He replied: 'Even thus. God creates whom He will. When He decrees (qaq,a) a 
thing (amran) He need only say: 'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

3:59 "Jesus is like Adam in the sight of God. He created (khalaqa) him from dust 
and then said to him: 'Be,' and he was (kun-fa-yakun)." 

6:73 "It was He who created the heavens and the earth in ail truth. On the day 
when He says: 'Be,' it shaH be (kun-fa-yakün). His word is the truth. AlI' 
sovereignty shaH be His on the day when the trumpet is sounded. He has 
knowledge of the unknown and the manifest. He aIone is wise and all-knowing." 

16:40 "When We decree a thing (idha- aradnâhu li-shay'in), We need only say: 
'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

19:35 "God forbid that He Himself should beget a son! When He decrees (qa4a) 
a thing (amran) He need only say 'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

36:82 "When He decrees a thing (idha- araaa shay'an) He need only say: 'Be,' 
and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

40:68 "It is He who ordains life and death. If He decrees (qaq,a) a thing (amran), 
He need only say 'Be,' and it is (kun-fa-yakun)." 

The verse 2: 117 objects to the idea that God has begotten a son. It is said that 

whatever is in the he avens and the earth is His, and that aIl is obedient to Him. He is the 

Creator of the heavens and the earth. When He wills to create a thing, He need only say 

'Be!' and it is. In the second kun-fa-yakun passage (3:47), Mary is surprised at God's 

promising her a child without a man having touched her. In response, she is toId that 

God can and does accomplish what He wills. The verse explains the origin of Jesus by 

God's creative command without need of a father, and the first sense of the passage is 

the idea that when God wills to do a thing, He has the power to fulfill His will, and He 

does carry it out. The next passage in the same su-ra (3:59) affirms the likeness between 

the creation of Adam and Jesus in that both were created by God's creative commando 
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Adam's creation, however, was different than that of Jesus. Because the verse states that 

God first created him (khalaqahu) and then commanded him to "be," this indicates that 

God animates things with His command rather than shaping or bringing them into 

existence from nothingness. On the other hand, Jesus' creation had nothing to do with 

dust or any other material. In 6:73, furthermore, it is said that God created the heavens 

and the earth with truth, and He will give His command on the Day and it will be -

meaning that the command in this passage refers to the resurrection. It obviously 

conveys the ide a that when God decides to gather His creatures, He has the power to do 

so. The next passage (16:40) is also about the resurrection. It answers objections to the 

resurrection by stating that it will be effected by means of the creative commando The 

other verse about the creation of Jesus without need of a father is 19:35, and again His 

creation or origination is explained by the creative commando In the next passage 

(36:82), the creation of the heavens and the earth is given to illustrate God's ability to 

fulfill the resurrection by His commando The last kun-fa-yakun passage (40:68) is about 

the creation ofhuman beings and God's absolute control over life and death. 

The first impression gained from these passages is the idea that God can do and 

does do what He wills, and there is no power above Him to stop Him accomplishing 

what He wills. On the other hand, they refer to God bringing things into existence by 

means of the imperative kun, which raises the question of who will receive the 

command, in other words: To whom does God address the command kun? Are they 

existent entities or non-existent? In which state are they: non-existence, existence or in 

God's knowledge? If we think that things are existent before God's command, this could 

be understood as positing that things are etemal, which contradicts the precept of tawlJfd. 

On the other hand, to think of a thing as non-existent might lead to the conclusion that 
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God has no knowledge of things before He called them into existence, which contradicts 

those verses that tell us God has the knowledge of things before the y happen to be. 

It is not clear in the Qur'an whether the word shay' refers to something non-

existent or existent. Given the passages in the Qur'an we cannot say that things are 

essences or permanent archetypes or realities subsisting as intelligibles in God's mind or 

knowledge. Neither do we have enough evidence to say that they are forms or divine 

names. The nature of things that are commanded to be is not explicit. They possess an 

ontological reality, yet this is not explained in the Qur'an. AI-Attas remarks that: "By 

virtue of their subsistence in a state of being non-existent, and of their potential role in 

the ontological evolvement to follow, the realities of things are also called 'possible 

things' (mumkinat).,,63 It might be said that they are in those passages in a state of non-

existence in the sense that their being has not yet happened to emerge into a state of 

concrete existence. To see what commentators say about the ontological status of shay', 

we will survey their interpretations of three related verses that indicate that God is a 

thing. These verses are as follows: 

6:19 "Say: 'What counts most in testimony? (ayyu shay'in akbaru shahaaatan)' 
Say: 'God is my witness and your witness. This Koran has been revealed to me 
that 1 may thereby warn you and aIl whom it may reach. Will you really testify 
there are other gods besides God?' Say: '1 will testify to no such thing!' Say: 'He 
is but one God. 1 disown the gods that you serve besides Him. ", 

28:88 "Invoke no other god together with God. There is no god but Him. All 
things shaIl perish except His face (Himself) (kullu shay'in hâlikun illa 
wajhuhu). His is the Judgment, and to Him shaIl you be recalled." 

42: Il "Creator of the heavens and the earth, He has given you spouses from 
among yourselves, and cattle male and female; by this means He multiplies His 
creatures. Nothing can be compared with Him (laysa ka-mithlihi shay'un). He 
alone is hears all and sees aIl." 

63 S. M. N. Al-Attas, Prolegomena ta the Metaphysics of Islam: An Exposition of the Fundamental 
Elements of the Worldview of Islam. (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 1995),251. 
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42: Il points to the fundamental doctrine of the Qur'an that the natures of God 

and the world are completely different.64 In Islamic theology, two terms are used to 

describe God, namely, tanzih and tashbih. Tanzih is an affirmation of Divine 

transcendence that is to assert God's essential and absolute incomparability with any 

created thing, or to emphasize that there is nothing similar to Him. The theologians often 

refer to the verse "laysa ka-mithlihi shay'un" in their explanation of the nature of God. 

Tashbih is on the contrary to liken God to created things. Sorne theologians, on the basis 

of other Qur'anic passages (e.g. God has hands, face, etc.) attribute human properties to 

God, which is an anthropomorphist approach. They hoId that God, for example, sees 

with His eyes or hears with His ears, etc. In fact, the passage (42: Il) is open to both 

interpretations, for the first part says that there is nothing like unto Him, while the 

second part describes God as All-hearing and All-seeing. However, both are a kind of 

deIimitation. In another verse the Qur'an says that "Exalted be your Lord, the Lord of 

Glory, standing above that with which they describe Him" (37:180). 

In the Qur'an we read that God occupies a position above everything else, and 

that the angels and the souls ascend to Him in a day which Iasts a thousand years or fi ft y 

thousand years in our reckoning (32:5; 70:4), that He possesses a throne that supports 

Him, and around which the angeIs move (39:75; 40:7; 69: 17), and that He mIes from His 

throne, His authority descending from he aven to earth (10:3; 32:5). 

In other passages, however, it is said that He is present everywhere (2: 115), that 

He is the light of Heavens and the earth (24:35), that He is the manifest and the hidden 

(57:3), and that He is God in heaven and God on earth (43:84), yet He is distinct from 

the other created things (42: Il). 

64 This is also seen in the refutation of the divine nature of Jesus. Cf. Q., 5:79; 19:36; 43:59-60. 
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The various passages in the Qur' an conceming the nature of God and the nature 

of the materiaI world had sorne influence on the question of whether the world was 

created out of matter or out of nothing.65 It seems that creation took place through the 

command of God, which indicates that God commanded something to be different from 

what it was before, and which suggests the idea of primary matter to which the 

command was addressed. We read in the Qur' an that the heavens and the earth and 

human beings were created out of something, yet it does not say whether that material, 

say water or smoke, were etemal or created. 

The concept of creation depends on a fundamental distinction between the 

Creator and His creatures. One of the most fundamental tenets of Islam is that the 

uni verse has been created by God. Other than God, who is unchangeable, incorruptible 

and all-sufficient, everything is contingent, created, and derivative; indeed, the whole 

universe is a theater of generation and corruption (kawn wa fasaâ). Creation is depicted 

in the Qur' an as a free act of single Supreme God. He is unlike the Aristotelian First 

Mover, for He is always engaged in perpetuaI creative activity (khalla-q). Neither can His 

creative activity be depicted in terms of the Platonic and Aristotelian dualism of form 

and matter nor in terms of the Plotinian metaphysics of emanation.66 

It is insisted in the Qur'an that creation reflects divine wisdom and purpose,67 

which also affirms God's peerless authority to command and to be worshipped.68 As the 

Creator of everything He has no partners, no helpers and no peers; thus, He is uni quel y 

65 AI-Alousi, 24-5 (as n.61). 
66 AI-Attas, 12. 
67 See, for example, 16:3; 51:56; 54:49. For God's purpose in creating, Cf. Q., 3:191; 6:102; 10:5; 11:7; 
13:2; 30:21; 36:22; 38:27; 51:56; 52:35; 67:2, etc. 
68 His being the creator is depicted as the main reason that He de serves worship, see, 2:21; 6:1; 11:61; 
14:10; 36:22, etc. 
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worth y of worship. Creation is the free origination of aIl from the one God, who has no 

competitor in originating the universe. It is stated in the Qur'an that God is the agent of 

His creation (10:12-4; 29:19, etc.), knowing aIl its details (5:97; 7:185; 57:41), and 

regulating it (17: 12, etc.). Everything takes place by reason of His foreknowledge and 

His book, in which everything is decreed (11:6; 23:62). God is the ordering principle of 

this uni verse (22:65), and it is He who preserves the he aven and earth from 

destruction.69 However, the Qur'an does not speak of how the world was created in a 

theological sense. It only tells us that God created the world, and the word "created" is 

not defined. We read that the act of creation was accompli shed by means of His power, 

will and particularly with His command 'Be!' without which the thing that is 

commanded would not be able to come into existence. The act of creation also involves 

the thing's capacity to respond His command becoming what it is commanded to be:70 

its hearing of the command, and its obedient acceptance of the command conceming its 

coming into being. 

Although creation ex nihilo (out of nothing) is not to be found in the Qur' an, it 

was clearly affirmed by the mutakallimun and was one of their consistent teachings 

(which gradually found its way into Qur'an commentaries). They propounded and 

argued for the idea that there is no pre-existing material or thing and! that things come to 

exist only by the word, creative power and will of God.71 

69 AI-Alousi, 25. 
70 AI-Attas, 330. 
71 Although it is thought that God's creating the uni verse is a common teaching ofChristians, the notion of 
creation out of absolute nothingness appears to have developed late in the history of Judaism and 
Christianity. It is also doubtful that a doctrine of creation out of absolute nothingness is to be found in 
either Old or New Testament. (Peterson, "Creation") To explain the origins of the doctrine of creation ex 
nihilo J. A. Goldstein proposes that Jews and Christians came to insist on it "because of their ever stronger 
adherence to the belief in bodily resurrection, especially in its most extreme form: viz., that the dead will 
be resurrected with the same bodies they had in life." "The Origins of Creation Ex Nihilo," Journal of 
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ln contrast to traditional understanding, a critical reading of the relevant passages 

in the Qur'an does not lead to the construction of a theory of creation from nothing 

(creation ex nihilio). Indeed, a survey of the verses in the Qur' an containing reference to 

creation and the words used for creation, does not (as we showed in the first chapter of 

this study) reveal that God creates from absolute nothingness. Moreover, the Qur'an 

does not offer a detailed theology of creation. It mostly uses the creative activity to 

refute polytheism and to prove God's power and wisdom.72 Only two passages in the 

Qur'an would seem to be susceptible to an interpretation indicative of creation ex nihilo, 

in which the term "nothing" is used to de scribe the previous condition of the creature. 

God is the one who can create what once was nothing and can produce a child in a 

barren woman and raise the dead at the end of the world. Those verses that mention 

"nothing" in connection with creation are: 

19:7-9 '''Rejoice Zacharias,' came the answer. 'You shaH be given a son, and his 
name shaH be John; a name no man has borne before him.' 'Lord,' said 
Zacharias, 'how shaH 1 have a son when my wife is barren, and 1 am well
advanced in years?' He replied: 'Thus did your Lord speak. That is easy for Me; 
even as 1 brought you into being when you were nothing before (min qablu wa 
lam takun shay'an)." 

Jewish Studies 35 (1984): 127-135. In response to Goldstein, D. Winston argues that the reason for their 
adherence to the doctrine of creation ex nihilo was the perception that pre-existent matter could readily be 
seen as equal in power to God, and thus, open the door to Gnostic dualism, rather than the need to 
establish the doctrine of resurrection. "Creation Ex Nihilo Revisited: A Reply to Jonathan Goldstein," 
Journal of Jewish Studies 37 (1986): 88-91. See, also, D. B. Burrell, Freedom and Creation in Three 
Traditions (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993). As for the origins of creation ex 
nihilo in Islamic thought, AI-Alousi states that we first find the doctrine of creation ex nihilo in the 
thought of Jahm Ibn Safwan (d. 128/745) and Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765). For the detailed discussion of 
the subject see his book "The Problem of Creation in lslamic Thought," 166 onwards. H. A. Wolfson 
states that "the verbal problem whether the non-existent is something or nothing started with what was 
then one of the most vital problems, namely whether the world was created out of an antemundane matter 
or out ofnothing." "Kalam Problem of Non-existence." (as n.l0) 
72 T. J. O'Shaughnessy, Creation and the Teaching of the Qur'an" (Rome: Biblical InstÎtute Press, 1985), 
1. Cf. Q., 3:49; 13:16; 22:73; 23:91; 25:3; 35:3; 46:4. Ibn Rushd also states that the Qur'an does not 
support the ide a of creation ex nihilo, on the contrary it teaches creation out of something. Fas/ al-Maqa7, 
with an introduction by Mu4ammad 'Abid al-Jabirl, (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wa4dah al- 'Arabiyyah, 
1997), 106. 
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19:66-7 '''What!' says man, 'When 1 am once dead, shaH 1 be raised to life? Does 
man forget that We created him when He was nothing before? (min qablu wa 
lam yaku shay' an)" 

Another verse is also sometimes taken as indicative of creation ex nihilo in 

connection with the se two: 

52:35 "Were they created out of the void (nothing) (khuliqa min ghayri shayin)? 
Or were the y their own creators?" 

ln this passage, however, min ghayri shay' does not mean creation from nothing. 

Besides, the answer to the question contained the phrase is expected to be negative.73 ln 

this context it is interpreted by the commentators as meaning without a creator or an end 

in view.74 

The story of the creation of man 75 starts with God' s informing the angels that He 

wou Id create man or a viceroy on the earth from clay. The angels objected that this 

creature would do evil and shed blood on the earth. God then asked the angels to recite 

the names of things to show they were speaking the truth, and they were unable to do so. 

Yet Adam was able to recite the names, for God had taught them to him. Then God 

ordered the angels to prostrate themselves before Adam and they did so, except Satan. 

He refused to prostrate because of having been created from fire and Adam from clay. 

Satan then was expeHed from heaven and he threatened to seduce all mankind. God then 

told Adam to dwell with his wife in paradise and not to eat of a certain tree, but Satan 

lured them and they ate it and became aware of their nakedness. When God asked them 

why the y had done so, they asked forgiveness and confessed their sin. God forgave them 

73 O'Shaughnessy, 5. 
74 See, for example, al-Bayqawl on 52:35, v.2, 290. 
75 The story occurs in several passages in the Qur'an, see, 2:30; 7:11; 15:28; 17:61; 18:50; 20:116; 38:71. 
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but ordered them to descend to the earth and decreed enemity between humankind and 

Satan. 

Leaving aside the story, the most common Qur'anic expression for creation is the 

verb khalaqa, and the particle min "out of/from" to introduce the material worked upon, 

which means to bring into existence from something that already existed in another form 

or condition. For instance, the Qur'an says that Satan and Jinn were created out of fire 

(na-r).76 As for human beings, the Qur'an uses a rich vocabulary that describes the 

material employed by God, such as arc! (earth) (20:55), turâb (dust) 77, {[n, 78 ~al~âl 

(clay), ma (water), 'alaq (out of clots), nu!fa (drop), or mimma- ya'lamun (they know 

what).79 hl fact, in sorne passages the Qur'an speaks of the creation of man without 

indicating any particular individual, while in others the Qur'an speaks of the creation of 

Adam, in which case we read that the creation was out of dust. The passages speak of 

the material out of which human beings were created as follows: 

Dust (turâb): 

3:59 "Jesus is like Adam in the sight of God. He created him from dust (min 
turâbin) and then said him: 'Be,' and he was." 

18:37 "His companion replie d, while still conversing with him: 'Have you no 
faith in Him who created you from dust (min turâbin), from a little germ, and 
fashioned you into a man?'" 

22:5 "You people! If you doubt the Resurrection remember that We first created 
you from du st (min turâbin), then ... " 

76 For Satan: 7:12; 38:76; for jinn: 15:27; 55:15. 
77 Turâb is also depicted as the form to which the dead body returns after its decomposition; see, for 
example, Q., 13:5; 17:49,98; 23:35,82; 27:67; 36:78; 37:16, 53; 50:3; 56:47; 71:11. See, also, H. Toelle, 
"Earth," in Encyclopedia of the Qur'a-n, v.2, (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004): 2-4. 
78 For the usage of the term in the Qur'an in a different context other than creation, see, for example, 
28:38. 
79 O'Shaughnessy classifies the relevant passages and finds sorne correlation between the time of their 
revelation and the material cited, and says that the passages seem to be cited to emphasize the final 
judgment'as proof of God'power. Chap. 2. 
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30:20 "By one of His signs He created you from dust (min tura"bin); and, behold, 
you became humans and multiplied throughout the earth." 

35: 11 "God created you from dust (min tura"bin), then from a little germ. Into 
two sexes He divided you. No female conceives or gives birth without His 
knowledge. No man grows old or has his life cut short but in accordance with 
His decree. AH this is easy enough for God." 

40:67 "It was He who created you from dust (min tura"bin), then ... " 

Clay: 1- (J[n): 

6:2 "It is He who created you from clay (min t[nin) . .. " 

7: 12 "Why did you not prostrate yourself when 1 commanded you? He asked. '1 
am nobler than he.' Satan replied. 'You created me from fire but You created 
him from clay (min t[nin)." 

17:60-1 "When We said to the angels: 'Prostrate yourselves before Adam,' the y 
aIl prostrated themselves, except Satan, who replied: 'ShaH 1 bow to him You 
have made of clay (t[nan)?" 

23: 12 "We first created man from an essence of clay (min sulalatin min t[nin)." 

32:7 " ... He first created man from clay (min t[nin)." 

37: Il "Ask the unbelievers if they deem themselves of a nobler make than the 
rest of Our creation. Or coarse clay (min t[nin laZib)We created them." 

38:71 "Your Lord said to the angels: '1 am creating man from clay (min t[nin)'." 

38:76 "Satan replied: '1 am nobler than he. You created me from fire, but him 
from clay (min t[nin)'." 

15:26 "We created man from dry clay (min salsalin), from black moulded loam." 

15:28 "Your Lord said to the angels: '1 am creating man from dry clay (min 
salsalin), from black moulded loam." 

15:33 "He (Satan) replied: '1 will not bow to a mort al whom You created of dry 
clay (min salsalin), of black moulded loam'." 

55: 14 "He created man from potter's clay (min salsalin kal-faija-r)." 
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Water (ma-'): 

25:54 "It was He who created man from water (min al-ma-'l), and gave him 
kindred of blood and of marriage. All-powerful is yOUf Lord." 

77:20 "Did We not create you from a humble fluid (min ma-'in muhTn)?" 

86:6 "He is created from an ejaculated fluid (min ma-'in daTiqin). 

Out of clots ('alaq): 

96:2 "Created man from clots of blood. (' alaq)" 

A drop (nu.tfa): 

16:4 "He created man from a little germ (min nutfatin) yet he IS openly 
contentious." 

36:77 "Is man not aware that We created him from a little germ (min nutfatin)? 
Yet is he fragrantly contentious." 

53:45-6 "God created the sexes, the male and the female, from a drop of 
ejaculated semen. (min nutfatin)" 

75:37 "Was he not a drop of ejaculated semen (nutfatan min manivvin yumna..)?" 

76:2 "We have created man from the union of the two sexes (min nutfatin 
amsha7in), so we may put him to the pro of. We have endowed him with hearing 
and sight." 

80:18-19 "From what did God create him? From a little germ (min nutfatin) He 
created him and gave him due proportions." 

They know what (mimma-ya'laniun): 

70:39 "No! Let them remember of what We created them (mimma- va 'lamun)." 

From a single soul (min nafsin wa7Jidatin): 

4:1 "You people! Have fear of yOUf Lord, who created you from a single soul 
(min nafsin wa7Jidatin)." 

7:189 "It was He who created you from a single soul (min nafsin wa7Jidatin)." 
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39:6 "He created you from a single soul (min nafsin wa7Jidatin) then from that 
soul He created its spouse." 

Another verse (15:29) describes God's creative breathing into Adam (fa idha-

sawwaytuhu wa nafakhtu fihi min ru7Ji). The spirit breathed into the body also implies 

the soul' s pre-existence, which refers to a state of being that is not explicit in the 

Qur'an.80 

AlI these expressions refer to the different stages of the process of creation. The 

Qur' an affirms that human beings are created in stages (wa qad khalaqakum a.twa-ran) 

(71: 14), and refers to the process of creation in other verses. 

22:5-6 "You people! If you doubt the Resurrection remember that We first 
created you from dust, then from a living germ, then from a clot of blood, and 
then from a half-formed lump of flesh, so that We might manifest to you our 
power. We cause to remain in the womb whatever We please for an appointed 
term, and then We bring you forth as infants, that you may grow up and reach 
your prime. Sorne die young, and sorne live on to abject old age when aIl that 
they once knew they know no more. You sometimes see the earth dry and barren: 
but no sooner do We send the water down upon it than it begins to stir and sweIl, 
putting forth every kind of radiant bloom. That is because God is Truth: He 
resurrects the de ad and has power over aIl things." 

23:12-14 "We first created man from an essence of clay: then placed him, a 
living germ, in a secure enclosure. The germ We made a clot of blood, and the 
clot a lump of flesh. This We fashioned into bones, then clothed the bones with 
flesh, thus bringing forth another creation. Blessed be God, the noblest of 
creators. ,,81 

At every stage the creation occured from pre-existing materials. In the end, God 

summoned humanity to serve and worship Him on account of His role as the only 

Creator. Creative activity, as seen in the ab ove verses, is a sign of His Power, and the 

aim is to demonstrate His power by the sign of the creation of human beings. It does not 

seem possible therefore to construct a theory of creation ex nihilo on the basis of these 

80 Cf. 32:9 and for the creative breath into Mary in Jesus' case, see, 21 :91; 66:12. 
81 Cf. 3:]9; 18:37; 24:45; 35:Il; 39:6; 40:67; 55:11; 75:37-9. 
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verses. Nevertheless, the Qur' an does not provide us with an account of the whole 

proeess of creation from beginning to end, so that we are compelled to collect the 

scattered passages about creation to arrange a coherent seenario. In fact, this subjective 

arrangement may be what led Muslim scholars to different conclusions about the 

doctrine of creation in the Qur'an.82 The Qur'an states that God created he aven out of 

water and smoke. 

21:30 "Are the disbelievers unaware that the heavens and the earth were but one 
solid mass which We tore asunder, and that We made every living from water? 
Will they not have faith?" 

2:29 "He created for you aIl that the earth contain$; then, aseending to the sky, 
He fashioned it into seven heavens. He has knowledge of aIl things." 

41 :9-11 "Say: 'Do you indeed disbelieve in Him who created the earth in two 
days? And do you make other gods His equals? The Lord of the universe is He.' 
He set upon the earth mountains towering high above it, and in four days 
provided it with sustenance for all alike. Then, turning to the sky, which was but 
a cloud of vapour, He said to it and to the earth: 'Come willingly or perforee.' 
'We will come willingly,' they answered.,,83 

The universe is depicted in the Qur'an as having a single ruler who is not 

questioned about His works (21 :33), who is the sovereign of aIl sovereignty (3:26), who 

is the east and the west (2: 115). His throne is as vast as the heavens and the earth 

(2:255), and it is He who created the heavens and the earth and aIl that lies between 

them in six days, without tiring (50:38). The Qur'an states in several verses that the 

creation of the uni verse was completed in six days. According to the passages in the 

Qur' an, he aven and the earth were a mass that God separated, creating every living thing 

82 AI-Alousi states that "most of the theologians and the commentators think that the Qur'an teaches the 
idea of creation ex-nihilo, al-Farabi and Ibn Rushd consider that the Qur'an implies a creation out of 
matter and that time and matter existed before creation. Ibn Sina thinks that the Qur' an teaches something 
else, that is, creation from eternity, out of nothing, and not in time. Ibn Taymiya states that the Qur'an 
does not indicate that this world was created ex nihilo, but indicates that there was time and matter existed 
before this world was created." 1 1-12. 
83 For the creation in six days Cf. Q., 7:54; 10:3; II :7; 25:59; 32:4; 50:38; 57:4. 
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from water.84 God first created all that is on the earth and then created the seven 

heavens. The creation of the earth lasted two days each of which in our reckoning is a 

thousand years. 

22:47 "They bid you hasten the scourge. God will not fail His promise. Each day 
of your Lord's is like a thousand years in your reckoning." 

32:5 "He govems aIl, from heaven to earth. And aIl will ascend to Him in a 
single day, a day whose space is a thousand years by your reckoning." 

After the creation of the heaven and the earth God placed the mountains on the earth,85 

and placed the sun, the moon and the stars in the heavens,86 and then created day and 

night. 87 After the creation of the earth, God tumed to heaven which was still smoke 

(dukhâiz) and ordained the seven he avens in two days. He assigned to each its proper 

order and then mounted the throne, directing aIl things.88 

In the Qur'an God is the Creator of aIl things, but only of heavens, the earth, the 

sun, and the moon is He said to have created with the IJaqq.89 The word IJaqq, mainly, 

means justness, propriety, rightness, correctness, truth, reality, or the state of being 

confirmed as a truth or fact, being necessary, requisite, obligatory or due as opposed to 

bu.tlâiz. AI-IJaqq is alsQ one of the Divine names, and as an epithet it signifies just, 

proper, right, correct, or true; authentic, genuine, sound, valid, substantial, or real; 

established, or confirmed as truth or fact as opposed to ba!il. In the Qur'an, however, it 

is not restricted to the Divine name, for it may refer to justice, a right, a due, a just daim, 

84 Q., Il:7; 21:30; 42:9-12; 73:30. 
85 Q., 21:31; 27:61; 50:7; 77:72, etc. 
86 Q., 25:61-2; 50:5-6; 67:5. 
87 Q., 17:22; 21:33; 40:26. 
88 See, M. Jarrar, "Heaven and Sky," Encyclapedia afthe Qur'an, v.2, (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004): 410-
12. 
89 O'Shaughnessy, 35. See, also, Rahbar, App.l for the Qur'anic contexts of the word Ijaqq when it is not 
applied to God. (as n.25) 

40 



a dut Y or an obligation.9o Passages that associate al- lJaqq with the creation of the 

heavens and the earth are: 

14: 19 "Do you not see that God has created the heavens and the earth with truth 
(bi-I-lJaqq)? He can remove you if He wills and bring into being a new creation: 
that is no difficult thing for God." 

15:85 "It was but to reveal the Truth (illa-bi-I-lJaqq) that We created the heavens 
and the earth and aU that lies between the The hour of Doom is sure to come: 
bear with them nobly. Your Lord is the aU-knowing Creator." 

16:3 "He created the heavens and the earth to manifest the Turth (bi-I-lJaqq) ... " 

29:44 "God created the heavens and the earth to establish the Truth (bi-l
lJaqq) .. . " 

30:8 "Have they not pondered within their own minds that God created the 
heavens and the earth and ail that lies between them only for a worthy end (illa
bi-I-lJaqq), and for an appointed term? Yet many den y they will ever meet their 
Lord." 

39:5 "It was to reveal the Truth (bi-I-lJaqq) that He created the heavens and the 
earth ... " 

44:38-9 "It was not in jest that We created the heavens and the earth and all that 
lies between them. We created them to reveal the truth (illa- bi-I-lJaqq). But of 
this most men have no knowledge. The Day of Judgment is the appointed time 
for ail." 

45:22 "God created the heavens and the earth to manifest the truth (bi-I-lJaqq), 
and to recompense each soul according to its deeds. None shaH be wronged." 

46:3 "It was but to manifest the Truth (illa- bi-I-lJaqq) that We created the 
heavens and the earth and aU that lies between them ... " 

64:3 "He created the heavens and the earth to manifest the Truth (bi-l-lJaqq), and 
fashioned you into a comely shape. To Him shall you retum." 

90 Rahbar, 31. D. B. Macdonald, "I:Ia~," in Enccylopedia of Islam 2nd ed., revised by E. E. Calverley, vol. 
III (Leiden: EJ. Brill, London: Luzac & Co.:1971): 82-3. Calverley states that "the occasional explanation 
of the Divine name IJa** as "Creator" is based merely on its alliterative contrast with khal*, "creation"." 
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In the above passages the creative activity is also linked with a new creation, the final 

Hour, the encounter with the Lord, and the Day of Judgment. Sorne other passages that 

identify al-IJaqq with God's creative activity are:91 

3:59-60 "Jesus is like Adam in the sight of God. He created him from dust and 
then said to him: 'Be,' and he was. This is the truth (al-IJaqq) from your Lord: 
therefore do not doubt it." 

6:73 "11 was He who created the heavens and the earth in aIl truth (bi-I-IJaqq). On 
the day when He says: 'Be,' it shan be. His word is the truth (al-IJaqq). An 
sovereignty shaIl be His on the day when the trumpet is sounded. He has 
knowledge of the unknown and the manifest. He alone is wise and all-knowing." 

19:34-5 "Such was Jesus son of Mary. That is the whole truth (qawl al-IJaqq), 
which they still doubt. God forbid that He Himself should beget a son! When He 
decrees a thing He need only say: 'Be,' and it is." 

21: 16-8 "11 was not in sport that We created the he aven and the earth and an that 
lies between them. Had it been Our will to find a diversion, We could have found 
one near at hand. Indeed, We will hurl Truth (bi-I-IJaqq) at falsehood until Truth 
shall triumph and Falsehood be no more. Woe betide you, for an the falsehoods 
you have uttered." 

22:5-6 "You people! If you doubt the Resurrection remember that We first 
created you from dust, then ... That is because God is the Truth (al-IJaqq): He 
resurrects the dead and has power over an things.,,92 

34:48 "Say: 'My Lord hurls the truth (bi-I-IJaqq). He has knowledge of an that is 
hidden.' Say: 'Truth has come. Falsehood has vanished and shan retum no 
more.'" 

The first three passages are of significance, for they inc1ude both the word al-IJaqq 

and the creative command of God, kun. The IJaqq by which God creates things in this 

context might be interpreted as God's creative command.93 

91 O'Shaughnessy, 35. 
92 For the whole passage, see, p.38. 
93 O'Shaughnessy, Chap. III. 
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God's creative activity is therefore concentrated on bringing forth things that pre-

exist by His will and commando His creating is a single act accompli shed in the 

twinkling of an eye (54:50), but repeated in every moment. These creatures, unlike Him, 

are non-eternal and, being created, depend for the duration of their existence on His will. 

God creates once and does so again on the Day of Judgment,94 when human beings are 

recreated.95 God's first creation is used as a sign to point to the resurrection and as a 

proof of God's power to do it. The Qur'an tells us that the second creation is within 

God's power and will certainly come true, because God has already performed the more 

difficult one when He first created the world.96 

The teachings of the Qur'an about God's will, conimand and creative activity 

were of significance to the development of the term wujûâ both in and of itself and in 

terms of its relation to mâhiyyah. What aIl things share in common, so to speak, is wujua 

or existence, and that which differentiates them is mâhiyyah or essence. Although a full 

examination of the term wujûâ is beyond the scope of this study, we should, at least, 

review the importance of the term and its development in an Islamic milieu where even 

today it remains the very basis of most schools of Islamic thought. 

In fact, the problem of existence (wuju{J) , -- part of the heritage of Greek 

philosophy -- was the greatest problem that Muslim thinkers had to face. If one looks at 

the intellectual history of Islam one sees that it has looked at many different streams, 

integrated sorne of them and developed these to the full. It is true that the abundant 

philosophical literature of the Greeks gave Muslim thinkers extensive material and led 

94 Q., 10:4; 30: 11; 32: 10; 46:33-4, etc. 
95 Q., 13:5; 17:49-51; 32:10; 34:7, etc. 
96 Q., 6:95; 7:29, 57; 10:55-6; 13:5; 16:70; 17:49-51,98-9; 19:66-7; 20:55; 21:104; 22:5; 27:64; 29:19-20, 
120; 30:11,27: 31:28; 32:10; 36:76-8; 46:33; 50:2-11,15; 53:45-6; 75:37-40; 86:5-8. 
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them to approach metaphysical questions on an entirely new basis. However, man y 

problems were raised by the absorbtion of Greek philosophy. Thinking, after all, is 

restricted to sorne extent by the vocabulary and structure of the language in whieh we 

express our thoughts, and that was true for the thinkers who wrote in Arabic. First of all 

the translators had to create a technical terminology in Arabie for the new Greek 

concepts and subjects that would serve to interpret a monotheistic religion for which the 

doctrine of creation was, if not the first, one of the most important teachings of the 

The Arabie, for instance, has a pronoun that occupies the position of a copula 

and performs the role of linking a name with a predicative expression. However, Arabic 

has the verb kana whieh like 'einai' (to be) in Greek, can function as the verb of 

existence or as the copula. The Greek that Plato and Aristotle wrote does not possess 

separate words, as English does, for 'to exist' and 'to be' .98 The translators developed 

many terms to provide for the different usages of Greek 'einai', none of whieh was well 

defined.99 It was the term wujUd and its derivatives that later on hecame the technical 

equivalent for existence or being. The term wujûâ may be translated as existence, being, 

or sometimes reality, in English. Yet wujua cannot be rendered simply as existence, for 

97 G. Endress, "The Circle of al-Kindi: Early Arabie Translations From Greek and the Rise of Islamic 
Philosphy," in The Ancient Tradition in Christian and Islamic Hellenism, ed. G. Endress, R. Kruk 
(Leiden: Research School CNWS, 1997): 43-76. 
98 R. M. Dancy, "Aristotle and Existence," Synthese, 54 (1983): 409-442. The philosophers distinguish, at 
least, three senses of third person singular form of the verb 'to be', is: The 'is' of existence uses the 
existential quantifier. The 'is' of identity employs the predicate of identity. The 'is' of predication 
juxtaposes predicate symbol and proper name. For a thorough examination of the uses of the Greek 
synonym for 'to be', 'einai', see, C. H. Kahn, "The Greek verb 'to be' and the Concept of Being," 
Foundations of Language: International Journal of Language and Philosophy 2 (1966): 245-265; also see 
his article "On the Terminology for Copula and Existence," in Islamic Philosophy and the Classical 
Tradition, ed. by S. M. Stern, A. Hourani, and V. Brown (Columbia, South Carolina: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1973): 141-158. For existence, see, D. C. Williams, "Dispensing with Existence," The 
Journal of Philosophy 59 (1962): 748-763. 
99 Like anniyyah, huwiyyah, aysa, laysa, dhaï, etc. 
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depending on the context it may also refer to the Absolute Being, to a universal concept 

encompassing alllevels of reality, or to the reality of aIl things other than the Necessary 

Being. lOo 

In the first part of this study we discussed the etymological derivation of the term 

wujua, which is used in Arabie as a philosophie al term. AI-Ta4anawl writes that there 

are two different modes of existence in everything. One is real (al- 'ayni) or external (al-

khèifi) existence, and the other is mental (al-dhihnl) existence. 101 For ex ample , when 

we think of a person in our minds this person is said to exist by the mental mode of 

existence, but when we think of a concrete individual person, such as Zayd, the quiddity 

of that person exists in Zayd by the external mode of existence. 

A further problem was tied up with the conceptions of God inherent in the Greek 

and Hellenistic philosophie al traditions. These differed considerably from the 

conception depicted in the Qur' an, which played a crucial role in the development of the 

term wujua. There He is One God, living, powerful, knowing, willing, hearing, seeing, 

and etc. God's nature is depicted in the Qur'an as being completely different than that of 

created beings. Thus, the the ory of creation, which involves God's knowledge, will, and 

command, is another important Qur'anic teaching that exercised a tremendous influence 

on the formation of the term. 

Given the questions raised by the text of the Qur' an itself, our purpose in the 

following pages is to display the relationship between tafslrs and certain 

theological/philosophical arguments. In doing this we restrict ourselves to the c1assical 

100 Nasr, "Existence (wuju{f) and Quiddity (mâhiyyah)," (as n.ll) 
101 M. A. al- Taryanawl, "Wujiid," in Mawsu-'ah Kashshrij /:j/ilâlJiit al-Funun wa al- 'Ultim, v.2 (Beirut: 
Maktabah Lubnan, 1996): 1766-1770. 
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tafsrrs, attending to what the mufassirun say and appear to mean when interpreting the 

kunla-yakun and relevant verses. 

B. A Survey in A Religious Genre: 

In his study of the origins of grammatical studies in Islam, C. H. M. Versteegh 

states: "we are not saying that aIl Islamic disciplines have their origin in tafsrr; what we 

do maintain is that the first elements of scholarship for almost aIl disciplines, before they 

were established as disciplines sui generis are found in the early discussions about the 

revealed text.,,102 These discussions can partly be seen in the Qur'an commentaries, 

which reflect both the theological stance of the author and the counter arguments of the 

time period. 

According to Muslim tradition, the Prophet Mul).ammad was the first interpreter 

of the Qur'an. After his death, his foIlowers, Companions (~ahâba), transmitted and 

added to his interpretations, after which the successors (tavi'un) transmitted and added 

to this body of knowledge. The generations that foIlowed drew on their interpretations 

through authoritative chains of transmission (isnad). Although there are sorne questions 

about the beginning and early development of tafsrr, the formative period is understood 

to begin with early writings on the text of the Qur'an, and to extend to the introduction 

of philological and grammatical sciences and the science of the readings of the Qur' an 

(qira-'a) into the tafsrrs. 103 

102 C. H. M. Versteegh, Arabie Grammar and Qur' anie Exegesis in Early Islam (Leiden, New York, Koln: 
E. J. Brill, 1993), 92. In this regard, see also, H. Daiber, "The Qur'iin as Stimulus of Science in Early 
Islam," in Islamie Thought & Seientifie Creativity, 2/2 (1991): 29-42. 
103 C. Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'iin: Classical and Medieval," in Eneyclopedia of Qur'a-n, v. 2 (Leiden
Boston; Brill, 2002): 99-124; I. Cerrahoglu, Tefsir Tarihi 2 vols. (Ankara: Diyanet I~leri Ba~kanhgl, 
1988). 

46 



The main interest of the mufassirun was to explain the meaning of each word and 

each verse in an attempt to understand what God had meant. They discussed aImost aIl 

the aspects of the Qur'anic text, such as grammar, variant readings (qira-'at), the 

occasions of revelation, legal and religious issues, etc. And even though they showed no 

interest in the philosophical aspects of scriptural language, the mufassirün did engage 

with the metaphysical issues raised by the text. 

However, for the jurists, theologians and mufassirun, the text of the Qur' an was 

not only the subject of grammatical and linguistic studies. They did explain the difficult 

expressions of the Qur'an by appeaIing to the science of grammar, but for the most part 

they depended on tradition when interpreting the text. In fact, most early tafslrs were 

little more than compilations of traditions, with limited interpretation (based on 

theological, mystical or historical arguments) by the mufassirun themselves. I04 

By the late ninth century, the study of the Qur'anic text had reached a stage of 

doctrinal stabilization. The classicaI period of tafslr is often considered to begin with the 
, 

Jâini' al-BayanJfTafslr al-Qur'an of al-Tabar1 (d. 310/923), who saw his work as the 

summa of aIl previous commentaries on the Qur' an. The literature of the interpretation 

of the Qur'an grew steadily in the following centuries, yet al-rabar1's commentary 

remained a fundamental source, due especially to the fact that it was a repository of 

tradition. I05 As time went on the language of the mufassirun became more technical, as 

may be seen in the commentary of al-Râz1 which is saturated with theological and 

philosophicaI discussions in addition to arguments from the natural sciences, 

jurisprudence and grammar. In fact, sorne commentators grew far removed from the 

104 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
105 Ibid. 
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literaI meaning of the text, particularly when dealing with fundamental questions of 

theology, su ch as the creation of the world or the existence of GOd. 106 In the following 

pages we will survey sorne of the classical tafslrs and see how mufassirun interpreted 

these ambiguous passages and if they raised similar questions see how they answered 

them. The tafslrs used for this purpose are the following: 

_ Abü Ja'far Mu1}ammad ibn Jarïr al-Tabaii, (d. 310/923), Jami' al-BayanjfTafslr al

Qur'an, published in 30 volumes in Beirut, in 1986 (with (on the margins): Tafsïr 

Ghara'ib al-Qur'an wa Ragha'ib al-furqan by Ni~am al-Dïn al-I:Iasan ibn Mu1}ammad 

ibn I:Iusayn al-Qummï al-Nïsabürï). 

_ Abü al-Layth Na~r ibn Mu1}ammad ibn A1}mad Ibrahïm al-Samarqandi (d. 373/983), 

Ba/v al- 'Ulum, edited in 3 volumes by 'Alï Mu1}ammad Mu' awwaq, 'Adil A1}mad 'Abd 

al-Mawjüd, Zakarïya 'Abd al-Majïd al-Nütï, published in Beirut, in 1983. 

_ Abü al-I:Iasan 'Alï ibn Mu1}ammad ibn I:Iabïb al-Mawardi al-Ba~rï (d. 450/1058), al

Nukâï wa al- 'Uyun, edited in 6 volumes by al-Sayyid ibn 'Abd al-Maq~üd ibn 'Abd al

Ra1}ïm, published in Beirut, in 1992. 

_ Abü Ja'far Mu1}ammad Ibn al-I:Iasan al-TusI (d. 460/1067), al-Tibya-n fi Tafsïr al

Qur'an, edited in 10 volumes by Agha Buzurk al- Tihranï, published in Najaf, in 1963. 

_ al-I:Iusayn ibn Mas'üd al-Baghawl (d. 516/1122), Ma'âlim al-Tanzil, edited in 4 

volumes by Khalid 'Abd al-Ra1}man al-'Akk, published in Beirut, in 1986. 

_ Ma1}müd ibn 'Umar al-Zamakhsharl (d. 538/1144), al-Kashshal 'an lfaqa'iq al

Tanzil wa 'Uyun al-Aqawil jf Wujûh al-Ta'wil, edited in 4 volumes by A1}mad ibn al-

106 AI-Alousi, 82. 
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Munayyir al-Iskandar!, I:Iafi~ Ibn I:Iajar al-'Asqalan!, Mul;mrnmad 'Ilyan al-Marzuqi, and 

Mu1)ammad 'Ilyan al-Madhkür, published in Beirut, in 1947. 

_ Abu 'Ali al-Tabars! (d. 54811153), Majma' al-BayanjfTajsfr al-Qur'an, edited in 30 

volumes by A1)mad 'Arif al-Zin, published in Beirut, in 1957. 

_ Abü al-Faraj 'Abd al-Ra1)man ibn 'Ali al-Jawz! (d. 59711200), Zââ al-Ma~fr jf '!lm 

al-Tajsfr, published in 9 volumes in Beirut, in 1974. 

Fakhr al-Din Mu1)ammad ibn 'Umar al-Raz! (d. 60611210), al-Tafs'ïr al-Kablr, 

published in 32 volumes, in Beirut, in 1980. 

_ 'Abd Allah ibn A1)mad al-Nasafi (d. 71011310), Madèik al-Tanzil wa lfaqa'iq al-

Ta'wil, edited in 2 volumes by Zakarïya 'Umayrat, published in Beirut, in 1995. 

_ 'Abd Allah ibn 'Umar al-Baydaw! (d. 71611316), Anwa-r al-Tanzil wa Asra-r al-

Ta'wil, edited in 2 volumes by H. o. Fleischer, published in Osnabrück, in 1968. 

The first important commentary, in effect a repository of various early writings 

on the Qur'an, is the Jami'al-Bayan 'an Ta'wil al-Qur'an of Ibn Jar!r al-Tabar1 (d. 

310/923), who is perhaps more famous as a historian than as a mujassir. The 

commentary inc1udes theological, legal, grammatical, philological and rhetorical 

elements and also contains references to the variant readings of the Qur' an and poetic 

material. The most important feature of the work is the attention given to the isnââs or 

chains of authoritative transmission on which he depends when evaluating the 

statements of early authorities. For most verses of the Qur' an, after citing the various 
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opposing views, al-Tabar"i gives his own interpretation, and his reasons for it.107 In his 

comment on 2:117, for instance, al-Tabar"i reports from Abü Ja'far about the ontological 

status of pre-existing things: 

In which state (!Ja7) is the thing (amr) cornrnanded to'be'(kun)? Is it in its state of 

non-existence (!Ja7i 'adamihi) or in its state of existence (!Ja7i wujuaihi)? In the 

first case His command is not possible, for it is impossible to give an order while 

there is no (one) commanded (ma'mür). The command is impossible (ista!Ja7a) if 

there is no (one) commanded, just as the command is impossible without a 

commander; thus, the command from the commander is impossible if there is no 

(one) commanded. 

In the second case His command cannot happen to be (!Juduth), because it 

is already existent (!Ja-dith, mawjüd). It cannot be said "be existent" (kun 

mawjüdan) to an existent other than according to this meaning: the command of 

being itself (bi- !Juduthi aynihi). People before us discussed the meaning of this 

verse, and we report what was said about it: 

(1) Sorne of them said: This is information from God about His absolute 

(ma!Jtum) decree ... that when He decrees He fulfills (naffadha) His command 

(qa4a); thereby do His decrees corne to pass (ma4â) ... They interpreted this 

verse as particular (al-khu~u!f) but not general (al- 'umum). 

(2) The others said that the verse is general ('umum) in its exterior meaning 

(?,âhir). No one can interpret its interior meaning (baJin) without proof. God 

knows every existent (ka-'in) before its creation (kawn). If it is like this, then 

things that exist in His knowledge before they corne into being are not equal to 

the things that are existent. It could be said to them "be," and they can be 

commanded to corne out from the state of non-existence to the state of existence 

(wujuâ). Yet, their formation (ta~awwur), and knowledge of them in the state of 

non-existence (fT !Ja7 al- 'adam) belong to God. 

107 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an"; C. E. Bosworth, "al-Tabari," in Encyclopedia of Islam, New ed., v. 
10 (Leiden: Brill, 2000): 11-15. 
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(3) The others said ... the command is for death and life. If it is commanded to a 

dead person, it means "be alive"; if it is decreed to a living person, it means "be 

dead." 

(4) This is information from God about aIl that He creates (yunshi'uhu, 

yukawwinuhu). He decrees, and creates (qaq,a7lu wa khalaqahu wa ansha'ahu), 

and it is (kana wa wujida). There is no word here for the speakers of this idea 

other than existence (wujull) of the creature and happening (~uduth) of the 

decree. 

Abu Ja'far then says that the verse is not particular but general (al- 'aïnmun) and 

conc1udes that God creates things with His command, kun, simultaneously with His 

decree and that a thing does neither exist before His decree nor after His decree. In other 

words, the receiver of existence starts "to be" simultaneously with the giving of 

existence (God's creative command). After discussing sorne related questions, al-Tabar! 

interprets the verse as meaning that since God originated (ibtada 'a) the heavens and the 

earth without any a# (origin), He originated Jesus without a father. I08 

In his comment on 3:47 al-Tabar! interprets the phrase yakhluqu ma- yasha-'u, 

"He creates whatever He wills," as ya~na 'u ma-araaa, thereby reducing the meaning of 

khalaqa to ~ana 'a. 109 In his comment on 3:59 he presents a number of reports on the 

theological debate between the Prophet and the Christians of Najran conceming the 

person of Jesus. By reporting them al-Tabar! explains the occasion of revelation (asbâb 

al-nuzûl) for this verse, and conc1udes that God inforrned His prophet that His creation 

(takwfn) of things is effected by His wordlcommand, kun. Next he compares the 

creations of Adam and Jesus, and says that He created Adam when he was existent 

108 al-Tabar!, v. 2, 542-50. 
109 al-Tabar!, v. 6,420-21. 
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(ka-'in), and that what He created first did not have origin ('a,#), beginning (awwal), or 

lineage/species ('un~ur).110 In his comments on 19:35 al-Tabarl again says that God 

originates things by his command (yabtadi'u al-ashya' wa yakhtari'uha) and they are 

( 
• -...1 h -(J' h ) III mawJuuan, . a lt an . 

In his comment on 36:82 al-Tabarl reports from Qatada: "Has He, who created 

the heavens and the earth, no power to create others like them? He surely has. He is the 

creator, who continuously creates (khallaq) and is aIl-knowing ('alfm). And there is no 

thing in Arabie language lighter (akhaff) and easier (ahwan) than kun.,,112 AI-Taban 

emphasizes here God's power and His being All-sufficient to accomplish whatever He 

wills to fulfil. 

Conceming the verses that suggest that God is a thing, al-Tabarl interprets the 

shay' in one of these passages as witness. In his comment on 6: 19 he says that "He is the 

greatest of aIl things as a witness to your prophecy.,,113 

For him creation operates by the Divine command, yet he supports the idea that 

God creates from nothing; in other words, God brings things into existence from nothing 

by His commando He states that God created the heavens and the earth from nothing.114 

According to al-Tabarl, khalaqa means to bring something into existence out of nothing. 

For ex ample , he interprets verse 19:9 as "He made you a human being (bashar) before 

110 al-Tabari, V. 6,471-72. 
III al-Tabari, V. 16,64. 
112 al-Tabari, v. 23, 22. 
113 al-Tabari, v. 7, 103. 
114 See, for example his comment on 40:57, he says that the creation of the heavens and the earth from 
nothing (min ghayri shay') is greater than the creation ofhuman beings, v. 24, 50. 
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you were nothing.,,115 In his comment on 19:67 he writes that "Is He, who created you 

from nothing, not capable of giving life after your death?,,116 

The usage of the word badi' in connection with the creation of the he avens and 

the earth is significant, because he explains the meaning of the word as "originator," one 

who creates out of nothing. For example al-Taban writes on 6: 101 : 

... Badf' means originator (mubtadi', mulJdith) of the heavens and the earth after 

they were non-existent (ba 'd an-lam-takun), and he reports from Ibn Zayd: "It is 

He who originated the creation of them and created them when they were 

nothing before (wa-lam-yakun shay'an qablahu).117 

Thus, for him, things come into existence from nothing through God's creative 

commando As for the creation with lJaqq, al-Tabar! interprets the word lJaqq as God's 

wisdom, a definite purpose, justice or an end in view.1I8 In another passage he reports 

the views about creation with the lJaqq and indicates that the latter term also refers to 

God's word or command: 

Some said that the meaning of bi-al-lJaqq is it is He who created the heavens and 

the earth rightly and properly (lJaqqan wa ~awâban) not falsely or aimlessly 

(bafilan wa khataan) ... They said that He created the heavens and the earth and 

what is between them wisely (lJikmatan). The others said that the meaning of bi

al-lJaqq is that He created the heavens and the earth with His word and His 

utterance to them "Come forward both, willingly or unwillingly.,,119 They say 

that the lJaqq here means His word.120 

115 al-Tabar!, v. 16, 40. 
116 al-Tabar!, v. 15,80. 
117 al-Tabar!, v. 7,198; see also his comment on 2:117, v. 1,404. 
118 See, for example, al-Tabar!, on 44:39, v. 25,77, on 45:22, v. 25, 91, on 64:3, v. 28,78. 
119 This passage refers to another divine command given in 41: 11. 
120 al-Tabar!, on 6:73, v. 7,155-6. 
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Abü al-Lay th al-Samarqandi (d. 373/983), who was a IJanafite jurist and a 

theologian, relies largely on tradition in his commentary entitled BalJr al-' Ulum. l21 In 

his comment on 2: 117 he discusses the state of things that are commanded to be and 

presents three opinions about it: 

In which state does He decree it to be? Is it in the state of its non-existence or in 

its state of existence? If it is in its state of non-existence, it is not possible to 

command while there is no commanded, as it is impossible to be commanded in 

the absence of a commander. If it is in its state of existence, it is impossible to 

command it to be existent, because it is already existent (mawjüdun, lJa-dithun). 

On this subject there are three opinions: 

(1) It is information from God about His power of command over His existent 

creatures (khalqihi al-mawjûd), as in the verse an yakunu- qirââatan. This verse 

cannot be valid for the creation of the non-existents (ijââ al-ma 'dümâï). 

(2) God is all-knowing of what is existent before its existence. The things which 

did not exist are in His knowledge. Before their existence they are like the things 

existent, and the y can be said to be. Thus, God commands them to come out of 

the state of non-existence to the state of existence. However, their imagination 

and knowledge in the state of non-existence belongs to God. 

(3) This is information from God and it is general about what He brings into 

existence (yulJdithu) and creates (yukawwinu). When He decrees its creation, it 

exists (kana wa wujida) ... 122 

In his comment on 3:59 al-Samarqandi starts by reporting on the discussion of 

the Christians of Najran with the Prophet. He then says '''created him from dust' (turâb) 

means gave him shape (.~awwarahu), and when He said him to be, he became a human 

being (basharan). The difference between the creations of the two is that God created 

121 GiIliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
122 al-Samarqandi, v. 1, 178-79. 
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Adam from dust but not Jesus, and the similarity is He created Jesus without father as 

He did create Adam without father and mother.,,123 

In his comment on 36:82 al-Samarqandi interprets the first part of the verse, 

innama-amruhu idha-anida shay' an, as the decree of resurrection, and the second part of 

it, an yaqu1a lahu kun-fa-yakun, as creation.124 

He interprets the face of God as referring to His power and the deeds do ne for 

His sake. On 28:88 he writes: "Every deed Camai) will perish, there is no reward 

(thawab) for it, except for ones that are done for the sake (wajh) of God. Everything is 

changeable other than His power/authority (mulkuhu), His mulk does neither change nor 

perish eternally.,,125 

According to al-Samarqandi the object of the command must be something 

contingent, existing in God's knowledge. God knows the thing that will come into being 

before it does so. No thing is existent before the Divine command, yet it is an object of 

God's knowledge before its coming into being. 

Abu al-I:Iasan al-Mawardi (d. 45011058), the great Shafi 'ite jurist of Baghdad, 

wrote an accurate and brief commentary entitled al-Nukât wa al- 'Uyün. On verse 6:73 

he reports two opinions about the creative command of God, kun-fa-yakun, i.e., that it is: 

"( 1) for the day of resurrection, (2) a decree that the heavens be a trumpet blown for the 

time of doomsday.,,126 On 36:82 al-Mawardi says that there are two aspects to the 

creative command: 

123 al-Samarqandi, v. l, 273. 
124 al-Samarqandi, v. 3, 107. 
125 al-Samarqandi, v. 2, 529. 
126 al-Mawardi, v. 2, 74. 
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(1) It means that He commands and it exists (ja-yu]adu). (2) Qatada says that: 

there is no thing lighter (akhafJ) and easier (ahwan) than the word kun in the 

Arabic language. God gave this as an ex ample of His swift decree. 127 

AI-Mawarm does not deal with the ontological status of things that are 

commanded to be. He explains the Divine command as God's creative activity which 

brings things into existence and as His act to accomplish resurrection. He also writes that 

God creates with His word IJaqq.128 

In his comment on 42: Il al-Mawarm says there are two aspects of the verse: (1) 

there is nothing like man and woman, (2) there is nothing Iike GOd. 129 For him the verse 

does not indicate that God is a thing; rather, it differentiates between God and aIl the 

other creatures. For the face of God aI-Mawarm provides six interpretations in his 

comment on 28:88: (1) "except for" Him (2) "except for" what is done for His sake, (3) 

"except for" His mulk, (4) "except for" the 'ulama~ since their knowledge is 

enduring/everlasting, (5) "except for" His Glory, and (6) "except for" His deed. 13o 

Abu Ja'far al-TüsI (d. 46011067), the author of al-Tibyan fi Taftïr al-Qur'an, 

was a Shl'ite and Mutazilite, and dealt in his commentary with the variant readings of 

the Qur' an, grammatical or philological explanations, and offered moderate points of 

view on passages of particular interest to the Shl'ites. 131 

In his comment on 2: 117, after arguing the philological points of the verse, he 

says that qa4a means khalaqa, IJakama or IJatama, and then interprets the meaning of 

127 al-Mawardi, v. 5, 34. 
128 al-Mawardi, on 44:39, v. 5, 256. 
129 al-Mawardi, v. 5, 194. 
130 al-Mawardi, v. 4, 273. 
J3J Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur' an." 
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"to decree a thing" as having two meanings: "(1) Idha- qa4a- amran: creates (khaZaqa) 

amr; (2) fulfilled, fini shed (lJakamallJatama) the amr." For the meaning of kun-fa-yaku-n 

he says: "(1) Easiness of the work (ji'Z) to God; (2) a sign to the angels that God says 

'know that 1 am creating an amr.'" After discussing sorne views he states that God 

creates things and the y exist (mulJdith), and that the verse denies that God has a son. 132 

On 36:82 he states that "the meaning of this verse is the information about the 

easiness of the act (ji'Z) for God. When he wills/decrees the act (ji'Z) of a thing, He does 

so by saying to a thing that it be in the present state (ji-Z-lJa7).,,!33 

As maintained by al-Tusl, the purpose of the Divine command is to show that 

God is the Creator of the heavens and the earth and aIl that lies between them. God 

creates things by His command and these things exist at the time the command is given, 

hence, they are not existent before the Divine commando According to al-Tusl, God is 

not a thing. In his comment on 6: 19 he says that: 

God cannot be defined (yuwa~~afu) as shay' (thing). Because if it is like this the 

verse does not make any sense. As in the case of a person who asks "which 

person is the most trustful?" and is told "Jibra'll," yet Jibra'll is not a person but 

an angel. "Ayyu shay'in akbaru shahââatan" is a complete sentence, and "quZ 

AllaH' is an inception (ibtida-) not an answer. Even if it was an answer the 

following part of the verse "shah[dun bayn[ wa baynakum" is not an inception 

and it does not have a meaning. 134 

J32 al-TüsI, V. 1,427-434. 
133 al-Tüsl, v. 8. 479. 
134 al-TüsI, v. 4, 99. 
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Ibn Mas'üd al-Baghawl (d. 51611122) was a traditionalist and a commentator of 

the Qur'an. His work, entitled Ma'âlim al-Tanzil, is a medium-seized commentary, most 

of whose material is drawn from the commentary of al-Tha'labl (42711035), the author 

of Qi~a~ al-Anbiya-' -- a specialist on the readings of the Qur' an, a traditionist, a 

commentator of the Qur'an, and a man of letters. However, al-Baghawl was criticized 

for drawing too much material from biblical and other legends. 135 

ln his comment on 3:59, after reporting on the discussion of the Christians of 

Najran with the Prophet, he says that the verse is about the creation of Jesus without a 

father (like Adam), and conc1udes that: "there is no bringing into existence (takwfn) after 

creation. Its meaning is that He created and informed you that: 1 said to him, be, and he 

was, without any arrangement (tartib) in the creation, as happens in birth (wilâda).,,136 

ln his comment on 6:73, al-Baghawl states that the verse refers to: (1) the 

creation of the heavens and the earth~ (2) doomsday with an indication of the speed of 

the process of resurrection and sa-'ah (hour).137 

According to al-Baghawl, in performing Jesus' origination without a father, God 

informs aIl His creatures that He is the One who is the Creator of everything and the one 

Who ordains life and death. He interprets kun-fa-yaktin as the creative activity of God in 

general and resurrection in particular. He does not go into metaphysical issues, such as 

the ontological status of pre-existing things: his main concem is to point to God's 

creative activity in general, and to the fact that the resurrection will come true. 

J35 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
136 al-Baghawl, v. 1,309. 
137 aI-Baghawl, v. 2,107. 
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Jar AŒïh al-Zamakhsharl (d. 538/1144), was a Mu'tazilite grammarian, 

commentator, man of letters, and author of al-Kashshal 'an l!aqa-'iq al-Tanzll wa 'Uyun-

al-Aqawll ft Wujûh al-Ta'wll, which has long been considered a model of Mu'tazilite 

exegesis. However, his reputation rests on his profound analyses in grarnmar, philology, 

rhetoric, and literary criticism, rather than his Mu 'tazilism.138 

In his comment on 2: 117, al-Zamakhsharl says that "whatever God decrees and 

wills to be, cornes into being (yatakawwanu), it cornes into existence (ta~ta al-wujüd) 

without hesitation.,,139 In his comment on 3:59, regarding the discussion between 

Byzantine Christian captives and their Muslim captor,140 he states that "Creation without 

a father or a mother (in Adam's case) is to find external existence which is out of 

continuaI habit (al- 'aaa mustamirra)." On 16:40 al-Zamakhshar"i says that: 

Kun-fa-yakun means ~uduth (coming into being)7 wujüd (existence). If We want 

the existence of a thing We say "U~duth!" (Corne into being!), and it does so 

(ya~duth) right after the command and does not stop ... The thing connot disobey 

Him, its existence in God's will (iraaa) cannot be stopped ... If to create every 

maqdur (creature) is very easy for God, then how can the resurrection escape His 

decree?141 

In his comment on 36:82 he argues the subject in more detail: 

"Innama amruhu: His business (sha'nuhu). Idha- araaa shay'an: when the 

Commander (da-'i) wisely calls/commands (da'âhu) its being (takwfnihi) there is 

no way to escape. An yaqu1a lahu kun: to compose/create (yukawwinahu) 

without hesitation. Fa-yakun: happens to be (ja-ya~duth). It means it is 

absolutely a being (ka-'in), and existent (mawjull). If you ask the truth about His 

138 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
139 al-Zamakhshan, .v. 1, 181. 
140 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 1,367. 
141 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 2, 606. 
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word kun-fa-yakun, you are told that: it is a figure of speech (majaz), because no 

thing can avoid it among beings (min al-mukawwanaï), and when the decree of 

the Commander cornes, it takes place.,,142 

On 40:68 he states that God creates without kulfat or other means, and says that 

the verse indicates God's power in giving life and death. 143 

In his comment on 6:19 he says that "the term shay' replaces witness."I44 

According to him wajhuhu in 28:88 means Himself (iyyâhuldhaï),145 and states that 

42: Il serves to negate the similarity of anything to God' s essence. 146 

For him, things are not existent before the Divine command,147 which indicates 

that when God decrees a thing it exists at the moment He wills for it. He also holds that 

the command and obedience are not to be taken literally, for they signify the 

instantaneous fulfillment of His decree. 

He defines the verb khalaqa as "to mold, to shape or to measure" in various 

passages,148 and interprets the dust as constituting the origin of each human being. For 

example he writes on 71: 14 that: 

... Created you in stages: first created you as dust then as sperm, then as clot, then 

as blod clot (mudgha), then as bones and muscles, and then created you 

(ansha'akum) with another creation ... 149 

142 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 4, 31. 
143 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 4,178. 
144 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 2, 11. 
145 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 3, 437. 
146 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 4, 213. 
147 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 3,7. 
148 See, for example, al-Zamakhshan, on 2:21, he says that khalaqa means ijtid al-shay' 'alti taqdTrin wa 
istawa- (to originate a thing according to a measure or to give shape), v. 1,91, on 3:59, v. 1,368. 
149 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 4, 618. 
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He explains the word lJaqq as "an intent," "a definite purpose," "wisdom" or 

"justice.,,150 He also writes in his comment on 4:171 " ... The Messiah, Jesus son of 

Mary, was no more than God's apostle and His word (kalimatuhu) which He cast into 

Mary: a spirit from Him ... " that kalimatuhu means God's word or command because 

God brought him into existence with His word and command.15I 

Abu 'Afi al-Tabars) (d. 548/1153), who had a Shi'ite and Mutazilite outlook 

owes a considerable debt to al-Tusi in his commentary entitled Tafslr al-Bayan. 152 On 

2:117 he states "it is said He decreed being of an amr [ ... ] and also said that it means 

lJakamailJatama." Then he reports three arguments about kunja-yakun, and after 

weighing them refutes the third one: "(1) Easiness of the work for God; (2) God informs 

the angels, (3) Sorne say that non-existent things are known to God, and that with His 

command they come into existence.,,153 In his comment on 3:47 al-Tabarsi writes: 

There are two opinions about the meaning of this verse: (1) That it informs (us) 

of the speed of God's will in everything that He wills to be without a fixed 

period of time, need (mu 'ana), difficulty (takalluj), cause and means. It is 

expressed with the word be, because there is nothing faster than the phrase kun

fa-yakun that penetrates man's imagination. (2) That it is a word that God wanted 

to make a sign for the angels. [ ... ]154 

On 3:59 he states that "although Adam's creation is stranger than Jesus' in that 

he was created without mother and father, why do you den y the creation of Jesus 

without a father?" He created (nasha'a) him with His command 'Be!' and he was a 

150 See, for example, al-Zamakhsharl, on 14:19, v. 2, 547, on 64:3, v. 4, 546. 
151 al-Zamakhsharl, v. 1,593. 
152 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
153 al-Tabars 1, v. 1,438. 
154 al-Tabarsl, v. 3, 83. 
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living human being (bashar).155 On 36:82 al-Tabars! says "This informs us of the 

coming to be (lJuduth) of something that God wills/decrees.,,156 

For the face of God, al-Tabars! (28:88) gives two possible meanings: (1) dhat, 

Himself, (2) a deed for His sake. 157 

Ibn al-Jawzl (d. 597/1200) was a Baghdadi I:Ianbalite traditionist, preacher, and 

man of letters. In his commentary, Zad al-Ma~fr il 'Ilm al-Tafsfr, he gives more attention 

to the Qur'anic readings and reduces the chains of transmission to the first figure. 158 On 

6:73 he presents three opinions as to the definition of kun-fa-yakun: 

(1) Doomsday, (2) what happens on doomsday, (3) the trumpet and what is 

mentioned indicating a trumpet. Rajaj said that doomsday is particular to the 

speed of creating a thing to indicate the speed of the act of resurrection. 159 

Ibn al-Jawz! asks in his comment on 16:40: "How a thing can be named a thing 

before its existence? The answer is that a thing is in God's knowledge before its 

creation.,,160 According to him, God creates things with His command, and those things 

are in His knowledge before they come into being or they exist simultaneously with the 

giving of existence (by God's creative command). The purpose of the kun-fa-yakun 

passages is to show that the resurrection will take place and that God has the power to 

do so, just as He created everything with His word or command at the beginning. 

155 al-Tabars), v. 3, 100. 
156 al-Tabars), v. 22,43-4. 
157 al-Tabars), v. 20, 330. 
158 GiIiiot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
159 al-Jawzl, v. 3, 68. 
160 al-Jawzl, v. 4, 447. 
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Fakhr al-Dïn al-Raz! (d. 606/1210), the Shafi'ite jurist and Ash'arite theologian, 

is an important representative of the commentators who was also mutakallim. The 

distinctive feature of his commentary, entitled al-Taftïr al-Kabïr, is its long 

philosophical and theological discussions on several matters. It certainly contains 

references to previous interpretations, after discussing which al-Raz! always conc1udes 

with his own. 161 

On 2: 117 he writes: "qa4ii means khalq, amr, lJukm, ikhbar, firâgh min al-

shay'." After discussing different aspects of the verse he reports four different 

interpretations and choses the first one as the best. These four opinions are: (1) the speed 

and power of God to create things, (2) a sign to angels, (3) particular to the created 

beings, (4) decree of death to alive ones and decree of life to dead ones. 162 

In his comment on 3:59 al-Raz! starts, like other commentators, by observing 

that the verse was revealed on the occasion of the delegation of Najran. He then presents 

sorne arguments and counter arguments. In the fourth one he says that "when God says 

'He created him from dust and told him to be and he is,' it entails that the creation of 

Adam precedes His command 'Be!' which is not possible." He then reports two different 

approaches to the phrase kun-fa-yakun: 

(1) Abu Muslim said that: We explained that creation is al-taqdfr and al-taswiya 

(to shape or to mould) and it refers to God's knowledge. Its how-ness (kayfiyya), 

its happening (wuqu-'ihi), and His will/decree for it to happen in a particular way 

Cala wajh makh~u~); and aIl this precedes the existence of Adam without 

beginning or end (taqdfman min al-azal ila- al-abad). Kun is an expression of 

coming into beinglexistence, so it has been proved (thabata) that the creation of 

Adam precedes God's word kun. 

161 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
162 al-RaZl, v. 4, 25-8. 
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(2) al-Qa<ft said "regarding the idea that God created Adam from dust (turâb), 

then declared him to be, which means gave him life, and that Adam was not 

existent when he was created from dust," this is weak because he not only 

consisted of body (jism), but rather had another special personality 

(huwiyyah) ... 163 

On 6:73 he says that the day here refers to doomsday, and that God is the creator 

of the world and everything in it. He is the creator of the doomsday and resurrection and 

He is the One who retums spirits to the bodies, by way of His decree kun-fa-yakun. 164 In 

his comment on 19:35 he writes that: 

Sorne people who interpret the verse on the basis of its outward meaning say that 

when God brings a thing into existence, He says kun. This is weak, because He 

either says to a thing kun before its existence, or in its state of existence. In the 

first case it means that God addresses a non-existent (al-ma'dum) and this is 

absurdo In the second case the thing is aIready existent by His power and will: 

what then is the meaning of His word kun? Sorne people thought that the 

meaning of the word kun is creation (al-takhlzq wa al-takwzn). To have power 

(al-qudrah) is something, to bring a thing into existence (al-takwzn) is another. .. 

kun indicates takwzn. 165 

On 36:82 al-Razl reports that: 

(l) The Mu 'tazila said that this verse indicates that al-ma 'dum (non-existent) is a 

thing. This is because He says kun-fa-yakun when He wills, and before the 

decree 'it is not.' So in this state it is a thing, since He said Innama-amruhu idha

arââa shay'an. The answer is: this is an explanation of the non-existence of the 

thing ('adam al-takhalluf al-shay') in connection with the decree of God. The 

word idha- is a concept (majhum) of instant and time; and the verse is an 

163 al-Raz!, V. 8, 76. 
164 al-Razl, V. 13,31. 
165 al-Raz!, v. 21, 218. 
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indication of the decree of a thing at the time of connection of the decree with the 

thing. There is no indication in the verse that it is a thing before the time He 

decrees. When His decree connects with a thing, the thing happens to be or is 

existent (mawju(J). Neither does He decree it in time nor does it happen in 

another time. Instead, it is at the time of connection with His decree. Therefore, 

the thing is existent, but not non-existent. It cannot be asked how He decrees 

existence when it is aIready existent, or if this is a creation (lja(J) for the existent. 

We say that this is the problem of intelligibles (ma 'quîâï) and we will answer it 

in its subject. Our aim is to cancel their affiliation with the literaI meaning of the 

word (Zaft). It became c1ear that He decrees what is a thing at the time He 

decrees it. There is nothing in the verse indicating that He decrees a thing which 

is existent before His decree. 

(2) The Karâiniyyah said that God's will is created (mu~dathah) and that idha

araaa has two aspects: (1) Since He created time for the will, then time and 

everything that temporal is existent (~aaith). (2) God connected His will to His 

word be, and be is connected with the being (kawn) and its happening to be 

(wuqu-'uhu), because God says 'it is' with the partic1e fa, fa-ta'qlb. Yet, being 

(kawn) is existent; and what is before creation is connected to existent. 

Philosophers agreed with them in this problem from another aspect, and they said 

that His will is connected with His command (amr) and His command is 

connected with being; but His will is without beginning (qadfmah), and being 

(kawn) is qadfm, His creatures are qadfmah. The answer to the wrong doers 

(4aîlfn), who c1ings to the literaI meaning of the word (Zaft), is the meaning of 

idha- araaa from the aspect of language is: arada is a verb in past tense. When 

idha-cornes before past tense makes its meaning future. We say that the meaning 

of our word is, araaa-yurfdu, 'alima-ya'Zamu, which can be said to bring into 

existence. We say that the attribute of qadfm is for God. It is the will and this 

attribute that when connected with a thing, we say He willedldecreed or 

wills/decrees. Before the connection, we do not say arada, but we say He has 

iraaah, and with it He is the one who has will (murfd) ... iraaa is amrun thâbitun 
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and if connected with existence of a thing we say He willed/decreed existence of 

. '11 166 It, or Wl s ... 

In his comment on 40:68 he states that: 

(1) He does not get tired of and does not need anything to fulfill His power in the 

ka-'inâï and mu~dathâï. (2) States of transition in the creation of human being is a 

graduaI progress, but the connection of the jawhar of the human's spirit exists 

once. It is the creation of the spirit. (3) Creation of the first human being was 

with the command then it continued from human being to human being. 167 

According to al-Raz!, creation operates with the Divine commando By His decree 

God animates matter, as in the case of resurrection when He retums the spirits to the 

bodies. About the ontological status of things al-Raz! explicitly denies their being 

existent before God's creative command, and says that things exist simultaneously with 

God's commando They are like intelligibles that exist in God's knowledge. For him, to 

think of shay' as non-existent does not lead to the conclusion that God has no knowledge 

of things before their concrete existence. In other words, the coming into being of a 

thing does not indicate a change in God's knowledge. 168 

al-Raz! says that "the objective of verse 6: 19 may be either to point out that God 

is the witness of prophecy of Muhammad or is the witness of His one-ness.,,169 So, for 

him God is not a thing. He cites three opinions on 42: Il: (1) No thing from the aspect of 

its essence is equal to God's essence (dhâtiyyatihi); (2) there is nothing like Him in the 

way of exaggeration; (3) it is the negation of any similarity (mithl).17o 

166 al-RaZI, v. 26,110-1. 
167 al-RaZI, v. 27, 86. 
168 See, for example, al-Raz!, v. 6, 3-4. 
169 al-Raz!, v. 12, 175. 
170 al-Razl, v. 27,150-159. 
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In his comment on 19:67, by stating that '''Is He, who created you from nothing, 

not capable of giving life after your death?' ... This is the proof of resurrection, and the 

idea of 'non-existence is a thing' is a weak (q,a 'if) idea to infer from this verse.,,171 al-

Raz! sustains the doctrine of creation ex nihilo. 

Abu al-Barakat al-Nasafi (d. 710/1310) was a I:Ianafite jurist and theologian. His 

commentary, Madarik al-Tanzil wa lfaqa'iq al-Ta 'wil, may be considered in part a 

shortened version of those by al-Zamakhsharl and al-BaYQawl, while having an orthodox 

Sunni stance. 172 ln his comment on 2: 117 he writes: "qaq,â means IJakamalqaddara. This 

is majaz about the speed of creation.,,173 On 16:40 al-Nasafi states that it means IJudüth, 

wujua, the speed of creation (ijall), the easiness of every creation. 174 

He holds that the command is a metaphor and a symbol and that it explains the 

instantaneous fulfillment of God's will; in other words, it is a metaphor that signifies the 

immediacy of the fulfillment of God's will/decree. He creates things by His commando 

He does not speak of the ontoIogicaI status of pte-existing things; rather he explains the 

Divine command as an indicator of God's power, His creative activity and being All-

sufficient to accomplish whatever He wills. 

As for the word IJaqq, he interprets it as God's wisdom, a definite purpose or 

justice.175 According to him, creation with the IJaqq, thus, means that God creates with 

wisdom and with a purpose. 

171 al-Raz!, V. 21, 241. 
172 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
173 al-Nasafi, V. 1,78. 
174 al-Nasafi, V. 1,681. 
175 al-Nasafi, on 64:3, V. 2, 690. 
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Ibn 'Umar al-BayeJawl (d. 716/1316) was a Shafi'ite jurist and a theologian. In 

his work entitled Anwè al-Tanzil wa Asrar al-Ta'wil al-Bayqawl. to a great extent. 

follows al-Zamakhshad and treats variant readings and issues of grammar more than the 

latter did. However. being a Sunni mutakallim. he removes al-Zamakhsharl's Mu'tazilite 

views. His commentary has often been regarded as the most popular commentary of the 

Qur'an. Used for instruction in madrasas. it has been subject ofmany glosses.1 76 

In his comment on 6:73 he states that Day (al-yawm) refers to time when God 

creates things and brings them into existence. or it refers to the time when Doornsday 

happens. bringing dead ones together at the moment of resurrection. 177 

He writes on 19:9 that "you were a pure (~ir:f) non-existent. .. This is the proof 

that non-existent is not a thing:·178 He interprets the verb khalaqa as "to mold. to shape 

or to measure" in various passages.179 and says in others that khalaqa means to initiate 

what had no previous existence. and insists that khalaqa means to bring something into 

existence out of non-existence. For him God created the heavens and the earth from 

"nothing".180 

Conceming the creation of human beings al-Bayqawl states in his comment on 

71: 14 that the first of the stages is inorganic or dust and that the others are sperm. a 

blood clot and the other materials stated in the Qur·an. Like al-Zamakhshad. since the 

cornmon ancestor of the race was created out of it. he interprets dust (turâb) as the origin 

of each hurnan being: 

176 Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'an." 
177 al-Bayqawl, v. 2, 298. 
178 al-Bayqawl, v. 2, 577. 
179 al-Bayqawl, on 2:21, v. 1,33, on 3:59 he states that khalaqa means qallaba (gave shape), v. 1, 158. 
180 See, al-Bayqawl, on 40:57, v. 2, 214. 
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... created them first as elements, then as combinations (murakkabaï), as a 

mixture, then as a sperm, then as a clot, then as a blood clot (muçlgha), then as 

bones and muscles, and then originated them (ansha'ahum) with another 

creation. This means that God can repeat this another time.18I 

He interprets IJaqq as God's wisdom, a definite purpose, justice or an end in 

view. 182 In his comment on 6:73 he says that al- IJaqq is His word. 183 Thus, in addition 

to its meaning as wisdom, the word IJaqq also represents the word of God or His creative 

command. 184 

As seen above, sorne commentators do not deal with the question of the 

ontological status of pre-existing things while others, whether they agree with it or not, 

report the views held on the verse. The commentators surveyed here elaborated no 

formaI theory of the ontological status of things. That is to say, even though sorne of the 

explanations that are offered for shay' may be taken to suggest a restricted definition of 

what shay' is, no the ory is set forth and none can be posited on the evidence of the texts 

that we have examined. They merely reflect the theological or philosophical discussions 

of the time period rather than originating them. The gradual adaptation of the theological 

and philosophical terms and discussions by the mufassirun is an illustration of the 

mutual relationship between tafsir, kala-m, and fa lsafa , at least on the level of 

terminology. On the basis of our analyses of sorne passages of the tafsirs, we have tried 

181 al-Bayqawl, v. 2, 359. 
182 See, for example, al-Bayqawl, on 14:19, v. 1,489, on 44:39, v. 2, 247, on 45:22, v. 2, 251, on 64:3, v. 
2,336. 
183 al-Bayqawl, v. 1,296. 
184 O'Shaughnessy, 51. 
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to display how the mufassirun speak of creation and existence and what kind of 

existence they seem to recognize. 

They sometimes used different verses of the Qur' an to justify their own ideas by 

an interpretative reading of the text, and for this reason AI-Alousi says that the method 

of ta 'wil, metaphorical interpretation, was used by aIl schools. 185 For ex ample they 

interpreted the Divine command as being in favor of their doctrine of creation ex nihilo. 

According to the mufassirun, things arise from nothingness by God's creative commando 

It is questionable, however, whether the Qur'an does teach creation from nothing. To be 

created out of nothing is simply not to be created out of anything. If to be created is to be 

given existence, then to what existence is given if there is nothing there to give it to? To 

give existence to nothing is not to give existence to anything, and thus not to create at 

aIl. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the mufassirun interpret "when he was nothing" as 

"when he was absolutely non-existent," the verses mentioned do not speak clearly of 

creation from nothing. 186 In fact, they are open to another interpretation, as 

0' Shaughnessy rightly points out: "God molded the creature when it was nothing of 

what it is now (nihil sui), but was something entirely different in kind, like clay or 

dUSt.,,187 Furthermore we read in 13:5 that human beings will be dust once again at the 

final resurrection before the second creation.188 What is involved here is creation not 

from absolute but from relative non-existence, from a condition when the human body 

did not exist as such but existed only potentiaIly as dust or clay. The kun-fa-yakun 

185 AI-Alousi, 84. 
186 Arnaldez "Khalk." 
187 ü'Shaughnessy, 4. 
188 Cf. Q., 23:35,82; 27:67; 37:16, 53; 50:3; 56:47. 
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passages which we have examined aIso excIude the idea of creation ex nihilo, for in 

none of them is absoIute nothingness a necessary prerequisite for God's creative activity. 

Verse 3:59 is a significant passage which points to a characteristic of other kun-fa-yakun 

references. It affirms that God first created Jesus and then said to him 'Be!' and he was. 

In this passage God's command does not bring forth the thing; rather, the command 

vivifies the inanimate body of the first man which is produced from dust. Thus, it seems 

to be a pre-existing matter to which God addresses his commando 

Badi' is aIso of significance because the contexts in which this word is used, 

especiaIIy in connection with others that speak of the creation of the heavens and the 

earth, indicate that badi' means to create out of something. For exampIe, in 41: Il the 

Qur' an cIearly states that the heavens were created out of smoke. Furthermore, the 

passages that contain the verb khalaqa or its derivatives appear to, in effect, ruIe out 

creation ex nihilo, while the etymoIogicaI meaning of khalaqa denotes creation from 

something. The attempts of the mufassirun to interpret the word in favor of creation ex 

nihilo reflect the influences of the theological outlook of a comparatively later time 

period.189 The commentators tend to agree that the creation took place out of water, and 

that God created the water itself ex nihilo. Yet, they differ in which object was first 

created, sorne holding that it was the throne, and others that it was the water. 190 

In this chapter we have attempted to assemble the data that may tell us something 

about the questions raised by the Qur' anic text and the naturalization of the 

philosophical discussions elsewhere by the mufassirun. First we have looked at sorne 

controversiaI verses of the Qur'an and brought together the kun-fa-yakun passages and 

189 AI-Alousi, 22. 
190 AI-Alousi, 28. 
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the relevant verses about the creation of human beings and heavens and the earth. Then 

we tried to show that the teachings of the Qur'an about God and His creative act play a 

crucial role in the evolution of the term wujûa. Finally, we looked at the comments of 

the mufassirün on the relevant passages in order to see how they explain the ontological 

status of pre-existing things, how they speak of creation, and what they understand by 

creation with lJaqq. 
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Conclusion 

The present study makes no attempt to examine the ontological doctrine of the 

Qur'an in a philosophical sense, for no book of revelation can be reduced to a 

philosophical system. In other words, scriptures do not offer philosophy. Yet they have a 

dominant idea that explains the world of beings and that may give rise to the 

development of philosophical or theological systems. The aim of a critical analysis such 

as ours is to display the influence of the teachings of the Qur'an on the one hand, and 

how the mufassirun dealt with the passages that raise ontological questions on the other. 

If our analysis has been sometimes obscure it is because the Qur'an is not explicit on 

sorne issues and the mufassirun are not concemed with displaying a consistent 

ontological system. Moreover, we have not been able to examine an the relevant 

passages in the Qur'an or an the questions raised in and by the tafsrrs. Nevertheless, we 

hope that we have been able to present the place and raIe of the mufassirun and their 

efforts, and thereby the teachings of the Qur' an in the intellectual history of Islam. 

We shan now give a brief summary of the points raised in the present study. In 

the first part we tried to examine sorne of the ontological vocabulary of the Qur' an and 

to show that these concepts are of significance in terms of their being the crucial 

elements of Islamic metaphysics in general. Indeed, all the ontological questions tum on 

the se concepts. We confined ourselves only to their basic meanings and their usage in 

the Qur'an, and pointed out that the se concepts became comparatively more 

sophisticated over the course of time. This fact became clear when we investigated the 

meanings of sorne of the se concepts in the Qur' an commentaries. On the basis of our 

limited examination of certain specific concepts, we have seen that, although the task of 
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the commentators was to explain each word and phrase of the Qur' an, the y reduced the 

different meanings of different words to the one that best fit their theological stance, 

taking away from the more nuanced meanings of some of the most important terms. For 

example, it is with the development of kalam and falsafa that one finds extensive 

discussions about the act of creation from nothing, which does not occur in the Qur' an. 

In the second part, after identifying the relevant passages of the Qur' an, we 

reported the comments of the mufassirun on God's creative command, which is the 

pivotaI point of Qur'anic ontology, and discussed and analyzed these in some detail. 

Indeed, this command is depicted in the Qur' an as the very basis of the world' s 

existence. The entire ontological structure of the world turns upon it, and no part of this 

ontology is understandable without reference to the creative command of God, kun. So, 

by discussing some problems relating to this command we have tried to understand how 

mufassirun understood the ontological status of things and the Divine act of creation. 

Our conclusions can be classified under three headings: (1) the ontological status 

of things before they come into concrete existence; (2) creation ex nihilo or out of 

something; and (3) the role of the teachings of the Qur'an in the development of Islamic 

intellectual history, on the one hand, and the introduction and naturalization of 

philosophical discussions in the Qur' an commentaries, on the other. 

(1) The first object of God's command is the thing which with His command 

comes into existence. The things commanded may be said to be in a state of potentiality 

before the y come into existence. They are given concrete existence by the Divine 

commando What we learn about the state of things from the Qur' an is that, they 

ontologically speaking, occupy a position between God and the world of sensible things. 
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We can say that they are in a state of non-existence in the sense that the y are not 

endowed with concrete individual existence in this world. In other words, the y do have a 

particular existence, and so we cannot say that they are non-existent in an absolute 

sense. 191 

The mufassirun in general assert that God creates with His command and that 

things either exist in God's knowledge before they come into being or exist at the time 

the command is given by God. They say that things are not existent before God's 

creative command, and hold that command and obedience are metaphors signifying the 

immediacy of the fulfiIlment of God's will. However, the se things are, according to the 

mufassirün, in God's knowledge as intelligibles existing in the Divine consciousness. 

God knows each thing before it exists concretely, and on the basis of this knowledge 

God exercises His will and with the creative command bestows existence. 

(2) It seems that with the bestowal of existence, creation operates and aIl the 

events that occur in this world are dependent on what is decreed by God. OntologicaIly 

every thing exists by the creative command of God, and as concrete individu al things 

they are now qualified by existence. 

Since the mufassirun maintain that there is no pre-existing thing and that things 

come to exist only by the creative command of God, they assert that God creates from 

nothing. By assembling the relevant verses about the creation of human beings, the 

heavens and the earth, we have tried to show that, despite sorne arguments to the 

contrary, the Qur'an does not speak of creation ex nihilo, but of creation out of 

191 Thing or entity is an object that lacks spatiotemporal properties, but supposed to have being, to exist, or 
to subsist. They are sometimes collected un der the category of universals. Historically, entities are 
associated with Plato's on toI ogy of Ideas or Forms. For Plato, these are the abstract and only real entities, 
instantiated by spatiotemporal objects in the phenomenal world. Aristotle denied the independent existent 
of abstract entities, and redefined Forms as the seconday substances that inhere in primary substances. 
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something. By our examination of the word ~aqq and its usage in relation to creation we 

pointed to the fact, as the mufassirun themselves did, that God's creation through ~aqq 

is also indicative of His creative command, kun. Next we tried to show how creative 

command of God and the doctrine of creation depicted in the Qur' an had an important 

effect on the development of the term wujua, which denotes both particular existence 

and Pure Being. It is hardI y necessary to emphasize how important a role the concept of 

wujua has played in the intellectual tradition, which stretches from the early period of 

Islam through the c1assical period and down into modem thought. 

(3) FinaIly, it has been our intention to emphasize the fact that the Qur'anic text 

itself is one of the main sources of the philosophical discussions on the one hand, and to 

underline the position of tafslrs in the intellectual history of Islam and their mutual 

relationship with other disciplines, su ch as kala-m and falsafa, on the other. On the basis 

of the data we have examined, it seems that the teachings of the Qur' an had an important 

role in the formation of the ontological arguments of both kalam and falsafa schools. 

Indeed, the teachings of the Qur'an on creation play a crucial role in aIl areas of Islamic 

thought, such as, for example, in kalam, where they constitute the very starting-point of 

aIl discussion. In fact, the Qur'an and its commentaries were from the very beginning of 

central concem to the mutakallimun, while the language of the Qur' an had a deep 

influence on the formation and development of kalam, not to mention its importance to 

the grammatical and lexical structure of Arabic. Yet theological or philosophical 

discussions done elsewhere gradually infiltrated the tafslrs and they became naturalized 

in them. As we stated in the introduction, tafslrs are understudied resources for the 

intellectual history of Islam: they reflect the discussions of the time of their composition 
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and de serve to be scrutinized in order to see how those philosophical problems were 

dealt within a religious genre. 

The scope of the study is narrowly restricted to the questions which appeared 

most essential and which are treated most extensively in the texts themselves. Analysis 

of sorne aspects of the questions has not been attempted due to limitations of time and 

space. On many points, no doubt, the present study is too restricted and incomplete, and 

will have to be revised. Nevertheless, we hope that it represents a mode st contribution to 

a better understanding of the history of ideas in the structure of Islamic thought, and that 

it may serve to place the study of tafslrs in a different light. 
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