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Abstract

Towards the end of his al-Ghayth al-Musajjam fi Sharh Lamiyat al-‘Ajam, Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi
(d. 1363/764) aims a peculiar slight at his sometime teacher Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328/728), likening him
to two famous executed heretics, al-Suhrawardi (d. circa 1191/587) and Ibn al-Mugqaffa® (d. 759/142),
in their shared ‘lack of reason’. Though often cited as evidence that al-Safadi held his famous con-
temporary’s intelligence in low regard, the insult is more specifically aimed at his lack of discretion.
In this article, I examine how Ibn Taymiyya is portrayed across the Sharh and argue that, when paired
with insights from the book about al-Safadi’s own language-centred hermeneutics, we gain a num-
ber of interesting insights into this prolific historian and adib. The first is that he was closely familiar
with and even mimicked aspects of the culture of ‘esoteric disclosure’, including in his criticism of Ibn
Taymiyya and his indiscretion. Al-Safadi also emerges as something of an exemplar of what Thomas
Bauer has called Islam’s ‘cultural ambiguity’, whose final criticism of Ibn Taymiyya and of the heretics
to whom he is likened is not any specific one of their beliefs, but rather their inability to exercise
discretion in expressing them.
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Introduction

Towards the end of his al-Ghayth al-Musajjam fi Sharh Lamiyat al-‘Ajam, Khalil ibn Aybak al-
Safadi (d. 1363/764) appears to aim a now widely cited slight at his sometime teacher Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 1328/728), saying that he was ‘expansive in knowledge, but lacking in reason’.!
Many of Ibn Taymiyya’s detractors have quoted the comment without context; one even
misattributed it to Ibn Taymiyya’s arch-rival, Taqi al-Din al-Subki (d. 1355/ 756).% Elsewhere,
a modern admirer of Ibn Taymiyya, Abt Fadl Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Ahmad al-
Qinawi, quotes the passage in full, proceeding to compose an entire treatise to discredit al-
Safadibecause of this and other remarks in which al-Safadi seems to criticise Ibn Taymiyya’s
exegetical and reasoning capabilities.> However, neither allies nor critics of Ibn Taymiyya

! Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi, al-Ghayth al-Musajjam fi Sharh Lamiyat al-‘Ajam (Beirut, 1975), vol. i, p. 437.

2 Ahmad ibn Lw’lw’ ibn al-Nagib, Reliance of the Traveller: The Classic Manual of Islamic Sacred Law, (trans.) N. H. M.
Keller (Beltsville, MD, 1994), p. 1060.

3 Abii Fadl Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Ahmad al-Qiinawi, Mawgif Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi min Shaykh al-Islam
Abi al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim ibn Taymiyya (Riyadh, 2005), p. 54.
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have attempted to explain why this criticism appears where it does (ostensibly, in a literary
commentary), nor indeed attempted any detailed analysis of the highly peculiar passage in
question. That analysis is the subject of the present article.

For the purpose of this article, I have chosen to work backwards from the passage, mean-
ing that I have centred my analysis on other parts of the text in which Ibn Taymiyya’s
opinions on various matters are discussed, giving appropriate context and contrasting
these, where possible, with al-Safadi’s views (particularly his hermeneutics). The image
that emerges across these various discussions, commensurate with what we already know
about Ibn Taymiyya, is that he was opposed to esotericism, and that he was sceptical of
alchemy and of what he regarded as foreign sciences generally. It also seems clear that
al-Safadi does not necessarily hold Ibn Taymiyya’s reasoning capabilities in the highest
esteem, presenting three instances in which Ibn Taymiyya is silenced or chastened at the
end of an exegetical or theological dispute, including one with al-Safadi himself. However,
in his parting shot, al-Safadi seems simply to be suggesting, with some irony, that, regard-
less of what one’s views might be, the important thing is to exercise discretion in disclosing
them. This is in keeping with esoteric injunctions to secrecy, which I argue is one of the
latent themes in the Sharh, although, to be clear, this does not amount to my saying that
the entire text is one of coded, esoteric allusions. I would only suggest that, on the basis of
al-Safadi’s familiarity with esoteric themes of secrecy (demonstrated below), bearing them
in mind may occasionally reveal added layers of meaning in this and potentially other works
produced by him.

Nominally, the Sharh is a commentary on a poem by alchemist, poet, and slain heretic
al-Tughra’i (d. 1121/515). As al-Safadi tells us on the authority of Zengid and Ayyubid chron-
icler Imad al-Katib (d. 1201/597), al-Tughra’i was regarded as a brilliant mind and a gifted
poet by his contemporaries, and a respected companion of princes and sultans. According
to ‘Tmad al-Katib, after the death of Muhammad T (d. 1119/513), his son al-Mas‘td sought
al-Tughr2’1’s counsel and, during his brief success in the fraternal succession struggle, al-
Tughra’1 assumed the position of wazir. However when al-Mas‘d’s fates changed, so did
al-Tughra’’’s, and the new wazir had him executed, fearing that the widely revered scholar
and poet would later usurp him. Some accounts, as al-Safadi tells us, have it that al-Tughra’1
first went into exile before his eventual execution.* Modern commentators suggest that
Lamiyat al-‘Ajam was composed in the immediate aftermath of al-Tughra1’s ignominious
exit from Baghdad.” The poem’s themes include embitterment and alienation from one’s
peers, and the nobility of an itinerant lifestyle. Al-Safadi touches on these and other topics
explicitly dealt with in the text itself, although, in truth, the Sharh is far more than just a
commentary on the poem.

Through a series of apparent digressions, nested within discussions more typical of
a poetry commentary (grammar, lexicography, morphology, and analysis of the poem’s
intended meaning), al-Safadi covers an inexhaustible range of topics.® In the most cursory
sense, the poem follows a structure that is more or less typical of the genre. It opens with

* See also F. C. de Blois, ‘Al-Tughra’T’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), (ed.) P. Bearman
(Leiden, 2012).

5 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, pp. 12-20; for a modern translation of the poem, see J. N. Mattock, ‘Al-Tughra’T’s
“Lamiyyat al-‘Ajam™”, Journal of Arabic Literature 13 (1982), pp. 53-57. Unless otherwise stated, all translations here
are my own.

¢ The peculiar and digressive nature of this commentary and its reception among commentaries have received
excellent scholarly attention in recent years; see, for example, K. Tuttle, Expansion and Digression: A Study in Mamlitk
Literary Commentary (ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2013). The work also contains a detailed discussion of the
text’s genre; A. Talib, ‘Al-Safadi, his critics, and the drag of philological time’, Philological Encounters 4.1-2 (2019),
pp. 109-134; E. K. Rowson, ‘An Alexandrian age in fourteenth-century Damascus’, Mamliik Studies Review 7.1 (2003),
p. 108.
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a general discussion on adab and its merits, and then discusses the life and works of the
author in general, before turning to the poem verse by verse. After quoting each verse,
al-Safadi follows with a section on lugha (language), giving definitions and lexical informa-
tion; then i‘rab, the Arabic grammatical science of syntactical analysis; and finally manda or
meaning, an interpretation of the verse as a whole. However, even in the preambulatory
discussions, al-Safadi ranges across wide territory, for example going from a brief mention
of al-Tughra’T’s noted mastery of alchemy to a prolonged discussion of the art and different
opinions surrounding its viability.”

He justifies these digressions over the first few pages of the treatise, quoting various
authorities on the merits of wide learning, including a comment attributed to ninth-
century religious scholar Ibn Qutaybah (d. 889/276): ““He who wishes to be a scholar [alim]
let him pursue one art, but he who wishes to be an adib, let him widen his sciences” [...]
for this reason you do not find me standing on narrow footing in this commentary.® Al-
Safadi certainly makes good on this, producing a text that sits somewhere between an
encyclopaedia and a literary compendium, the likes of which he cites copiously, such as
al-Jahiz’s (d. 868/255) Kitab al-Hayawan.

I do not analyse the main passage in question simply to decode al-Safadi’s true feelings
towards Ibn Taymiyya, though that is one upshot of this article. The main reason for exam-
ining this passage, 1 argue, is that it gives us some insight into al-Safad1’s positions on three
topics of growing scholarly interest. The first is esotericism, in this case al-Safadi’s use of
esoteric motifs in his writing. Here, esotericism refers to an interrelated set of hermeneuti-
cal practices, and other scholarly and spiritual pursuits, that assume the existence of hidden
meaning (in the Qur’an and elsewhere) accessible only to a spiritual or intellectual elite, as
well as the methods by which these sometimes controversial pursuits were disclosed to
others.’

The second aspect of al-Safadr’s beliefs highlighted in my analysis is how his programme
as an adib seems to colour his own religious outlook. I argue that this manifests in at least
two ways: an emphasis on the grammatical aspect of exegetical disputes and what we might
call a pluralistic outlook, which extends to a general tolerance for those holding potentially
heterodox positions. The last section of this article expands on this point, arguing that the
passage is itself a criticism, not of any particular viewpoint held by Ibn Taymiyya or the
heretics to whom he is likened in the passage, but rather of their indiscretion. In sum, I
will argue that the correct reading of the passage is that al-Safadi, perhaps as an exten-
sion of his own adab-centred episteme and in keeping with contemporary forms of esoteric
secrecy, displays a wide tolerance to different views, but urges discretion in expressing
them.

The article may also interest those working on the study of heresy in Islam or, more
specifically, the portrayal of heretics—not only was al-Tughra’1 executed as a heretic, but
so too were the two figures to which Ibn Taymiyya is compared in the main passage under
examination.'® The study of heresy and its history in the Islamic world can also inform our

71 cover some aspects of this below, although I provide a more detailed treatment of his discussion on alchemy
and its relationship with contemporary alchemical writings in a separate article, currently under review.

8 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 11.

° For a sophisticated discussion on defining esotericism and occultism, see N. Gardiner, ‘Esotericist reading com-
munities, and the early circulation of the Sufi occultist Ahmad al-Biini’s works’, Arabica 64.3-4 (2017), especially
pp. 416-417; and N. Gardiner, ‘Stars and saints: the esotericist astrology of the Sufi occultist Ahmad al-Bant’, Magic,
Ritual, and Witchcraft 12.1 (2017), especially pp. 45-46.

10 A recent example of a dedicated monograph studying the portrayal of heresy is A. Khan, Heresy and the
Formation of Medieval Islamic Orthodoxy: The Making of Sunnism, from the Eighth to the Eleventh Century (Cambridge,
2023).
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understanding of the histories of science and philosophy, by shedding light on not just the
expressly legal, but also the social consequences of expressing heterodox views. In the his-
tory of European science, there already exist several such lines of research, winding their
way through the knots of heresy, the occult, superstition, and science. Far from the com-
monplaces once espoused about church authority wielding accusations of heresy to hamper
or divert scientific endeavour, recent work has shown that the relationships between secu-
lar authorities, the papacy, and scholarly conceptions of superstition are multilayered and
defy simple analysis.!* We are a little further from being able to carry out any such analy-
sis in the Islamic world, in part because our understanding of heterodoxy and orthodoxy
are often premised on anachronistic or inappropriate understandings of what these terms
mean in different parts of the Islamic world.**

I would add that this insight into al-Safadi will also aid those who, like most students
of the period, have at some stage made recourse to his colossal biographical dictionary,
Kitab al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat (The Complete Book of Necrologies), or his smaller work of the same
genre, focusing on contemporaries, A‘yan al-‘Asr wa A‘wan al-Nasr (The Notables of the Period
and the Aides of Victory). The former is the largest of its genre, containing over 140,000
entries.®* Anyone who has worked with the dictionaries will know it is no easy task. At
the most basic level, the sheer quantity of historical material involved can be overwhelm-
ing, from a period often described as seeing an ‘explosion’ of historical writing.** By now,
there is a mature tradition in scholarship on Mamluk historiography in trying to tame these
gargantuas, including so-called ‘quantitative’ approaches, as well as close textual compar-
ison to tease out original historical material (the dictionaries borrow copiously from one
another and from other historical works, past and contemporary).!® One important insight
that has arisen through these analyses is that these dictionaries cannot be considered
mere ‘repositories’ of biographical or historical data, but require a sophisticated toolkit—
anthropological, material, semiotic, and otherwise—in order to mine them for their deep
and curious historical insights.'® This article presents a modest contribution to developing
our toolkit, both by providing specific insight into an especially prolific biographer and adib;
and by demonstrating, using this case study of Ibn Taymiyya, the merits of an intertextual
and inter-genre approach to the dictionaries.

11 For example, the recent N. Tarrant, Defining Nature’s Limits: The Roman Inquisition and the Boundaries of Science
(Chicago, 2022).

12 A.Knysh, ““Orthodoxy” and “heresy” in medieval Islam: an essay in reassessment’, The Muslim World (Hartford)
83 (1993); S. Brentjes, ‘The prison of categories—“decline” and its company’, in Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture,
and Religion: Studies in Honour of Dmitri Gutas, (eds.) F. Opwis and D. Reisman (Leiden, 2012).

B3 R. Irwin, ‘Mamluk history and historians’, in Arabic Literature in the Post-Classical Period, (eds.) D. S. Richards
and R. Allen (Cambridge, 2006), p. 162.

14 ]J. Van Steenbergen, ‘History writing, adab, and intertextuality in late medieval Egypt and Syria: old and new
readings’, in New Readings in Arabic Historiography from Late Medieval Eqypt and Syria: Proceedings of the Themed Day
of the Fifth Conference of the School of Mamluk Studies, (eds.) J. Van Steenbergen and M. Termonia (Leiden, 2021),
p- 3; K. Hirschler, ‘Studying Mamluk historiography: from source-criticism to the cultural turn’, in Ubi Sumus? Quo
Vademus?, (ed.) S. Conermann (Bonn, 2013), p. 161; Irwin, ‘Mamluk history and historians’, p. 159.

15 As an example of close textual comparison, see D. P. Little, ‘An analysis of the relationship between four
Mamluk Chronicles 737-45, Journal of Semitic Studies 19 (1974); an example of the quantitative approach is C. F.
Petry, The Civilian Elite of Cairo in the Later Middle Ages (Princeton, 2014); see also U. Haarmann, Quellenstudien zur
frithen Mamlukenzeit (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1969).

16'S, Massoud, The Chronicles and Annalistic Sources of the Early Mamluk Circassian Period (Leiden, 2007), p. 195; F.
Malti-Douglas, ‘Dreams, the blind, and the semiotics of the biographical notice’, Studia Islamica 51 (1980), p. 137;
S. von Hees, ‘Mamlukology as historical anthropology: state of the art and future perspectives’, in Ubi Sumus? Quo
Vademus?, (ed.) Conermann.
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Esotericism and secrecy in the Sharh

The first part of my argument is that al-Safadi’s book should be examined in part through
an ‘esoteric’ lens, and I hope to justify this reading in the present section.'” In the Sharh, al-
Safadi utilises certain esoteric motifs that are common to a variety of Sufi religious writings
and the occult sciences. When I say that we should examine the text through an esoteric
lens, I mean that we should pay attention to these motifs and the hidden layer of mean-
ing they encode, and not treat them as passing and seemingly idiosyncratic remarks to be
explained away as mere eclecticism.

The specific motif that I focus on is that of silence or secrecy—the notion, frequent
among gnostic Islamic movements and occult scientists, that certain types of knowledge
must be hidden from public view, or passed on only to worthy initiates and truth seek-
ers. In recent years, there has been a growing tide of interest in the methods through
which thinkers who trafficked in this secret knowledge might have passed it on in their
writing.'® For example, in writing about the thirteenth-century Sufi and occultist al-Bani
(d. 1225/622), Noah Gardiner argues that, much like his better-known contemporary Tbn
‘Arabi (d. 1240/638), al-Blini employed unexplained technical language and dispersed some
of his theories across many texts in a highly elliptical fashion (tabdid al-ilm, or ‘dispersion
of knowledge’), as methods of restricting their disclosure to an intended and appropriately
primed readership."

The passages in which al-Safadi touches upon related topics in the Sharh suggest that he
was aware of these methods and the contexts in which they are typically invoked. Early in
the text, after his biographical discussion of al-Tughra’1, al-Safadi launches into a discussion
of alchemy. He first lists a few of al-Tughra’1’s best-known works in the field and then quotes
the following poem by the alchemist:*°

And as for the sciences, I have taken my fill,

and need not learn more.

And T have learned the secrets of all existence, [asrdr al-khaligati kulli-ha],
knowledge that has lit for me the beastly dark.

And have inherited from Hermes the secret of his wisdom,

wisdom as yet belief, transmitted in mystery [zanan fi al-ghuyiibi mutarjamal.
And I have possessed the key to treasures,

which unveiled to me the shrouded secret,

But for my concealment [tagiyya] I would have shown a miracle,

that would cure the blindness in people’s hearts.

Would that I could be generous and open with what I know,

but that reason precludes us from both.

171, Saif, ‘What is Islamic esotericism?’, Correspondences 7.1 (2019), provides a detailed overview of some diffi-
culties in demarcating the precise scope of Islamic esotericism—a term that she demonstrates is entangled with a
distinctly twentieth-century historiographic, political, and theological discourse. Importantly, I try not to take it
for granted that esotericism, Islamic or otherwise, is a stable category that would have been recognised immedi-
ately as a related bundle of positions by those I identify as participating in it. Nonetheless, part of what is important
to note in this account of al-Safadi’s is that many of those aspects that modern historians might broadly group
together under ‘esotericism’ he groups together himself (alchemy and figurative interpretation of the Qur’an
being the prime example discussed in this article).

18 0. Michaelis, ““Therefore I have removed the veil”: disclosure of secrets in eleventh-century Islam and the
literary character of Maimonides’s guide’, The Harvard Theological Review 113.3 (2020); S. Rassi, ‘Alchemy in an age
of disclosure: the case of an Arabic pseudo-Aristotelian treatise and its Syriac Christian “translator’, Asiatische
Studien 75.2 (2021).

1 Gardiner, ‘Esotericist reading communities’, pp. 412, 415-416.

2 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 20.
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Would that I not see a single idiot thriving in all the worlds,
and not a single savant persecuted!

But people are, when not oppressors, ignorants;

when can I finally bear to be generous, and speak?

The poem cited refers to a wide host of esoteric motifs, including the notion of a continual
wisdom first passed down to Hermes Trismegistus and its secretive transmission through-
out the ages. Al-Safadi’s quoting the poem establishes that he is at least familiar with the
language of esotericism.

The ensuing discussion gives us some appreciation of how deep this familiarity runs.
Al-Safadi opens a prolonged discussion surrounding the possibility of transmutation, begin-
ning with an unlikely character: Ibn Taymiyya. Al-Safadi tells us that Ibn Taymiyya denied
the possibility of transmutation, composing a treatise denouncing the subject.”* What fol-
lows is a long survey of opinions on the question of whether transmutation is possible,
including those of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209/606), Aristotle, and others he just vaguely
describes as the Tabitiyyiin, or natural philosophers.

What is striking here is that, halfway through, al-Safadi is waylaid by a discussion on
the esoteric reading practice of ta’wil. The discussion is striking for both its content and its
placement. Having fleshed out and refuted some of the most popular theoretical objections
to alchemy, al-Safadi relates an exchange with someone whom he describes as among the
extreme enthusiasts of transmutation (muwla‘in bihd). Al-Safadi quotes a poem that effec-
tively says there is no way to make gold from anything that is not already gold, denying
transmutation altogether. The alchemist responds by saying that the poem is right in that
it simply says what the alchemists already know: ‘that which can become gold in re [bi-I-fa‘l]
was already gold in potentia [bi-I-qiiwa].?* Al-Safadi takes violent objection to this interpre-
tation of the poem and describes it as a form of ta’wil, which he characterises as a type of
obfuscation, or ‘extracting the apparent [zdhir] utterance from the explicit and turning it
into what can only be understood by chance’.” Al-Safadi insists that the clear and obvi-
ous cannot be superseded by the muw’awwal—that which has been arrived at by ta’wil—and
says satirically that, if one wanted, ‘one could make the famous mu‘allaga [hanging poem]
of [Imru’] al-Qays an elegy for a cat, or an ode to an elephant’.?* Needless to say, of course,
the poem is neither.

The term ta’wil is highly loaded in confessional circles and assumed a high pitch of con-
troversy during al-Safadi’s time. Its literal meaning can be read as something like ‘returning
[something] to its origin or source’.”® In Qur’anic exegetical circles, it can mean to try to dis-
cern the original or most fundamental meaning behind a Qur’anic verse. However, through
various historical turns, it had for many of al-Safadi’s contemporaries assumed the mean-
ing of an esoteric interpretation of the Qur’an, as opposed to tafsir or ‘explanation’—the
tradition of Qur’anic exegesis that has come to dominate most of the Sunni mainstream
(although some would resist this dichotomy).?® Ta’wil, then, for many, is associated with
the batin or esoteric meaning of a verse, rather than its apparent or zahir meaning.

2 Ibid, p. 20.

22 [bid, p. 24.

2 Ibid, p. 24.

24 bid, p. 24; interestingly, Bauer has quoted this exact phrase as an example of al-Safadi representing the ten-
dency of his era to cultivate but also appropriately ‘tame’ ambiguity, in T. Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity: An Alternative
History of Islam, (trans.) H. Biesterfeldt and T. Tunstall (New York, 2021), p. 81.

%1, Poonawala, ‘Ta’wil’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), (ed.) Bearman.

26 See Saif, ‘What is Islamic esotericism?’, pp. 17-18, for a discussion of one thinker who opposes the dichotomy
between tafsir and ta’wil; for one esoteric schema that ranks the different exegetical methods, see Gardiner,
‘Esotericist reading communities’, p. 420.
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For the second time, Ibn Taymiyya appears to be the prime antagonist in this discussion,
declaiming against the practice. Ibn Taymiyya was at odds with most of his contemporaries
over some doctrinal issue or another, although ta’wil in the sense of esoteric interpreta-
tion is arguably prime among his grievances. Two well-known examples can be used to
illustrate this. Ibn Taymiyya was a proponent of the controversial doctrine of tajsim or
anthropomorphism—his belief that Qur’anic references to God’s hands, speech, or throne
are to be interpreted literally was the subject of the trial that led to one of many impris-
onments.” Another example of his staunch zahirT attitude was his ire at the teachings of
the great Sufi and philosopher Ibn ‘Arabi—in fact, this was likely the true reason behind
this trial.?® Across his vast corpus, Ibn ‘Arabi offers many interpretations of Qur’anic verses
that did not quite tally with their widely accepted or apparent meanings, particularly in
his Fusis al-hikam, including the claim that victims of Noah’s flood did not actually drown,
but rather drowned in a sea of gnosis.”” Ibn Taymiyya denounced these and other views
as heresy, provoking the censure of powerful followers of Ibn ‘Arabi, including adviser to
Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad, Nasr al-Manbiji (d. 1319/719).*°

Al-Safadi, like all of his learned contemporaries, was perfectly aware of Ibn Taymiyya’s
views, including his dislike of Ibn ‘Arabi. In al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat, al-Safadi names Ibn ‘Arabi
as one of several major thinkers whom Ibn Taymiyya had publicly denounced or insulted.*
The anecdote he tells in the Sharh unpacks Ibn Taymiyya’s rejection of Ibn ‘Arabi in a little
more detail, cashing it out in terms of ta’wil:

I was told by some notables that Sheikh Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyya was very censorious
of Sheikh Muhyi al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi. Once it was said to Ibn Taymiyya ‘there is one who
takes everything that you deny and by way of ta’wil reconciles it to the clear [zahir]
edicts of the law. For a long time Ibn Taymiyya sought an audience with him though
he would not make himself present. Finally they crossed paths, and he [Ibn Taymiyya]
was told “that is he”. Ibn Taymiyya then asked him: “what do you think of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
saying ‘I have entered the sea of the prophets and stood on its shore?””

And so he replied, ‘He was correct, for the prophets stand on the shores to save those
at risk of drowning’

Ibn Taymiyya replied: ‘This seems unlikely [as an explanation]’
And so the man replied ‘Is it not likely? Or does it simply contradict your own desires
for its meaning?’ To which [Ibn Taymiyya] made no reply.**

Ibn Taymiyya is trying to criticise Ibn ‘Arabi by accusing him of major blasphemy—tannabi
(pretending to be a prophet). Ibn ‘Arabi’s unnamed follower clearly denies that any such
claim is made by Ibn “Arabi, offering an innocuous interpretation that simply casts Ibn
‘Arabi as a good Samaritan. Ibn Taymiyya is dissatisfied, claiming that the disciple is being
over-charitable and providing an improbable interpretation (performing the type of obfus-
cation with which al-Safadi had identified ta’wil in the preceding passage). The story ends

277, Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya, Makers of the Muslim World (London, 2019), pp. 23-26.

% Ibid, p. 24; D. P. Little, ‘The historical and historiographical significance of the detention of Ibn Taymiyya’,
International Journal of Middle East Studies 4.3 (1973), p. 319.

# Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya, p. 23.

30 This date is based on the year of death given in Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi, A‘yan al-‘asr wa-a‘wan al-nasr, (ed.) B.
Falih (Beirut, 1998), which is generally reliable for contemporaries; Hoover, Little, and others mention al-Manbiji’s
role in the prosecution of Ibn Taymiyya (see fn. 28).

31 Al-Safadi, Kitab al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat, (eds.) A. al-Arna’Gt and T. Mustafa (Beirut, 2000), vol. vii, p. 13.

32 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 24.
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with a chastened Ibn Taymiyya who can make no cogent response to the disciple when he
points out that there is nothing unlikely about this reading at all; it is simply Ibn Taymiyya
insisting on the reading that suits his own ends (of criticising Ibn ‘Arabi).

First, the appearance of this theological argument in the middle of a discussion on
alchemy is a well-documented form of tabdid al-Glm, seemingly innovated by the most
famous of the Muslim alchemists, Jabir ibn Hayyan, who mentions it in his Kitab al-Ahjar
(Book of Stones).*® 1t is highly improbable that al-Safadi, who references Jabir multiple times
in his discussion of alchemy (including directly after this passage), was unaware of this. And,
indeed, if this is a mere coincidence, then it would at least suggest that al-Safadi was mak-
ing the same connections as made by some alchemists, between controversial exegetical
practices and the pursuit of alchemy.

The second feature of this passage to point out is the apparent ambiguity shrouding al-
Safadi’s religious and philosophical discussions in the Sharh. When al-Safadi first mentions
ta’wil, he seemingly uses it negatively, as a way to reject someone’s interpretation of a poem,
in essence upholding the standard orthodox position that metaphorical or figurative inter-
pretation is legitimate but cannot supersede the apparent meaning of something (when
talking about Qur’anic exegesis). However, he then appears to be self-critical, by criticising
Ibn Taymiyya for accusing someone else of ta’wil, perhaps as a reminder that one should
be careful of wielding accusations of ta’wil too readily. It is also worth pointing out that
al-Safadi is decidedly lukewarm about alchemy itself—while he acknowledges that trans-
mutation is possible, he insists that it occurs under very particular conditions and is a very
rare skill that few have perfected (he questions whether al-Tughr2’1 himself ever did).**

At first blush, this ambiguity resembles the ‘cultural ambiguity’ that Thomas Bauer
has argued characterised much of the period’s literary and theological landscape.*® That
is, it exhibits a tendency by scholars throughout Islam to suspend judgement on matters
of potential controversy, or entertain seemingly contradictory notions as possibly true,
although with varying and ultimately unverifiable degrees of probability. In some sense,
this is correct. Bauer highlights that a primary feature of this ambiguity is an understand-
ing and appreciation of the polyvalence of language, and ta’wil is certainly a word that holds
many different and subtly related connotations. (As we see in the following section, al-
Safadi uses it in at least two different senses in this text.) That is, it would be rather crude to
suggest that al-Safadi is ‘for’ or ‘against’ ta’wil in every sense of that term, and his treatment
of it here confirms his appreciation of its complexities.

However, I would add that this ambiguity can also be read as another form of discretion.
Both alchemy and ta’wil (in the sense of highly figurative, or what we might cautiously dub
‘esoteric interpretation’ of the Qur’an) are among those topics for which discretion has been
urged by those engaging in them, My evidence that al-Safadi is exercising a form of esoteric
discretion is simply that he has already indicated to the knowing reader that he is aware
of some forms that this discretion takes, by playing on tabdid al-Glm when talking about
these two topics. The reason for emphasising this is not to suggest that al-Safadi himself
holds especially heterodox views. If he does, then I certainly do not detect as much in the
passages under analysis in this article. Rather, it is part of my main argument that parts of
the text can be read as an injunction to secrecy, regardless of the specifics of one’s views.

At this point, I should add that there are two places in which al-Safadi does seem to more
explicitly advocate secrecy. The first comes in his discussion under the verse ‘For I have no

3 S. N. Haq (trans. and comm.), Names, Natures, and Things: The Alchemist Jabir Ibn Hayyan and His Kitab al-Ahjar
(Book of Stones) (Dordrecht , 1994), p. 2.

3% Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, pp. 20-27; see p. 22 for his own passage on the conditions necessary for alchemy; see
p. 23 for his aspersions on al-TughraT’s success in transmutation, quoting a verse by the poet in which he seems
to lament his difficulties in doing so.

% Bauer, Culture of Ambiguity, Introduction.



Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 9

friend to whom I can complain of my sadness, and no boon companion with whom to resolve
my dispute’.*® Towards the end of the commentary specific to this verse, al-Safadi tells us
‘the reasonable one is he who suppresses his affairs, and does not complain to anyone’.*’
He then quotes several poems playing to the general theme that solitude in one’s suffering
is to be preferred, lest one’s confidence be betrayed by their peers.

The second, more explicit endorsement of secrecy contains the main passage under anal-
ysis in this article. Before turning to this in the penultimate section, I would first like to
emphasise the peculiarity of al-Safadi’s choice to involve Ibn Taymiyya in this way. It is clear
from the above that al-Safadi is mirroring a Jabirian form of disclosure—the sort of esoteric
practice that was complete anathema to Ibn Taymiyya, whose theological outlook empha-
sised the zdhir in its two interconnected senses: apparent meaning and transparency of
dissemination. This alone might not have warranted close attention, as it would be possible
to say that Ibn Taymiyya simply presented al-Safadi with an easy mascot for anti-alchemical
and anti-esoteric views.

But, taken together with his conspicuous appearance towards the end of the text, it
seems more likely that al-Safadi is using Ibn Taymiyya and his views as a foil to discuss
a bundle of interrelated topics—primarily secrecy and discretion, but also the wider ten-
sions around contrasting hermeneutics, in which Ibn Taymiyya becomes a figurehead of
zahirl thought. To appreciate the full significance of this and learn more about al-Safadi’s
own hermeneutics, we would do well to follow the remaining discussions of Ibn Taymiyya
in the Sharh. The first of these is embedded in a long discussion of ra’y, which itself provides
us with a glimpse into al-Safadi’s views and how they compare with those he imputes to Ibn
Taymiyya. The following section deals with this discussion of al-SafadI’s opinions, setting
us up to contrast them with his portrayal of Ibn Taymiyya’s views, which I discuss across
the two sections that follow.

Ta'wil, ra’y and language: Al-Safadi’s linguistic approach

So far, we have looked at parts of al-Safadi’s preambulatory discussions that touch upon
al-Tughra’’’s life and works, and much else besides. The present section will look at the
beginning of the discussion following the first verse of the poem: ‘the originality of my
thought [ra’y] has forged me against failure, and the beauty of my grace has adorned me
against iniquity*® The second word of the poem, ‘ra’y’, occasions the first major digression
in the heart of the commentary. Al-Safadi defines it as ‘deliberation on the principles of
things, surveying their limitations, and the knowledge of what it can lead to [ma tw’awwal
ilay-hi] from right and wrong’.* Ra’y, in its most mundane sense, can simply mean opinion,
but once again is a very loaded term in confessional spheres. As early as the eighth cen-
tury, ahl al-ra’y became a moniker for those who emphasised the application of reason (‘agl)
to arrive at legal dicta from scripture, as opposed to more textualist scholars such as Ibn
Taymiyya who emphasised the importance of hadith and sunna in interpreting the Qur’an,
often described as ahl al-sunna wa al-hadith. The latter form an overlapping but not coexten-
sive set with those who might be dubbed ahl al-zahir, which is to say people of the apparent,
obvious, or exoteric exegesis. Though al-Safadi does not cite him here, Ibn Taymiyya led
the charge during his time for complaining that the Ash‘ari mainstream, to which al-Safadi
belonged, relied too liberally on figurative interpretations of the Qur’an.*

3¢ Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 147.

37 Ibid, p. 159.

3 1bid, pp. 63-87.

% Ibid, p. 63.

%Y. M. Michot, ‘Philosophical exegesis in context: some views by Ibn Taymiyya’, The Muslim World (Hartford)
109.4 (2019).
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Al-Safadi gives a quick rundown of the main differences between ahl al-ra’y and ahl al-
zahir (or, as he says, ahl al-zahira).*! The former he describes as the people of ta’wil (here,
he likely means it in the general sense of figurative interpretation) and of giyds (reasoning
by analogy), citing Abd al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 936/234) and Abt Hanifa (d. 767/150) as the
main proponents of this.** He sets them up in opposition to ahl al-zahira, naming Ahmad
ibn Hanbal (d. 855/241) as their main champion. He then spends some time exploring the
differences between ahl al-ra’y and ahl al-zdhira, showing his usual familiarity with author-
ities on both sides, citing poetry and occasionally interjecting with his own (often snide)
commentary on specific verses or arguments. While al-Safadi does not let his own opinion
dominate the survey (explicitly), there are certain points at which he at least criticises the
ahl al-zahir, such as when he quotes a couplet by arch-zahiri Ibn Hazm (d. 1064/456) criti-
cising Abt Hanifa: ‘If you were she who lied when transmitting to me, then upon you is the
evil of Abl Hanifa and Zufar. They who leap to analogy in wayward rebellion, those who
would not hold to the [revealed] signs [athar] ** Al-Safadi describes this as an exaggeration
of ugliness, and affirms that neither Abi Hanifa nor his sometime student Zufar ibn Huthayl
(d. 775/158) could be described in these terms.

Perhaps a more subtle indication of al-Safadi’s own quite sophisticated hermeneutical
leanings becomes apparent in the analogy he draws between the great philologist al-Khalil
ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 786/170) and Abl Hanifa. Having explained that Abli Hanifa was
not against hadith, but simply sceptical of later authorities being cited with similar degrees
of authority to the hadith, al-Safadi tells us that

Abii Hanifa’s sayings are like al-Khalil ibn Ahmad [al-Farahidi] when he said of himself
that my likeness as a grammarian is that of the man who walks into a house and knows
the wisdom of the builder, and says that this vaulted space is for this reason, like this
adjective is for that reason—if he agrees with the builder’s wisdom, great, but if not,
he at least comes up with something acceptable to the reason.*

Let us for now note this apparent digression with care: as will become apparent, al-Safadi
is setting us up with an analogy between reasoning in language and reasoning in matters
of faith.

Next, al-Safadi elaborates some more on the divide between ahl al-ra’y and ahl al-zahir,
taking us into exegetical territory—one that divides them at a fundamental level. This con-
cerns the seventh verse of the third chapter of the Qur’an, Al ‘Tmran. This particular verse is
often used as the grounds for conferring exegetical, and hence spiritual, authority on those
who are ‘most firm in knowledge’.** Those favouring or allowing more esoteric readings of
the Qur'an—particularly those whose religious practices rely on a more formalised clerical
class, as might be said of different strands of Shia Islam, or those who believe in more ini-
tiatory progressions through faith, as do many esoteric Sufis—read the verse as saying that
the ta’wil (in the sense of discerning the fundamental meaning) of ambiguous verses is only

4 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 63.

“2 Ibid, p. 63.

3 1bid, p. 65.

4 Ibid, p. 63.

* The verse, in the translation of M. Pickthall: ‘He it is Who hath revealed unto thee (Muhammad) the Scripture
wherein are clear revelations—they are the substance of the Book—and others (which are) allegorical. But those in
whose hearts is doubt pursue, forsooth, that which is allegorical seeking (to cause) dissension by seeking to explain
it. None knoweth its explanation save Allah. And those who are of sound instruction say: We believe therein; the
whole is from our Lord; but only men of understanding really heed’; for a discussion of how notions of spiritual
authority manifest in the writing of Tbn ‘Arabi, see M. Chodkiewicz, Seal of the Saints: Prophethood and Sainthood in
the Doctrine of Ibn ‘Arabi (Cambridge, 1993), especially chs 2 and 3.
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known to God and those ‘most firm in knowledge’. Zahiris, atharis, and even much of what
can be considered the Sunni orthodoxy of the fourteenth century deny that those ‘most
firm in knowledge’ can know this meaning and say that this knowledge is known only to
God.

As al-Safadi quickly identifies, this hinges on a disagreement over the connective wa
(‘and’) and whether, in this instance, it is being used for ‘atf, which is to say a simple connec-
tive, or isti’ndf, linking separate or independent clauses. Here, al-Safadi stops short of giving
his own opinion, instead opting to cite the view of rational theologian Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,
summarising two of his main arguments that the verse is clearly to be read as excluding
all but God from access to this knowledge. Al-Safadi contrasts this with what he takes to
be al-Ash‘arT’s views that ‘either the apparent meaning of the Qur’an is returned to what
is true in reason, or it is accepted in its apparent meaning and ultimate knowledge of it is
left to God, and he does not use it for any rulings’.*® Al-Safadi also takes a quick jibe at the
arguments of the zahiris (for whom he uses the pejorative al-hashwiyya), emphasising that
al-Ash‘ari rejects ‘what the hashwiyya say about this’ (without specifying exactly what he
means).”’

On the whole, however, al-Safadi seems to leave us dangling in ambiguity, for, although
he clearly disparages the outright rejection of ta’wil by the zahiris, he does not directly ven-
ture an interpretation of the verse himself. That is, al-Safadi does not agree with the almost
blanket aversion in zahiri thought to the figurative interpretation of apparently ambiguous
verses. However, he does not himself explicitly articulate a clear heuristic for how these
verses are to be interpreted (nor indeed as to what constitutes an ambiguous verse). He
also steers clear of any suggestion that there are specific individuals who are more or less
well primed to perform ta’wil, as is suggested by some readings of the verse. Perhaps we
are to assume that he simply holds the same position as al-Ash¢ari, to whose credal school
he belonged and of whom he speaks with great respect—at least this much is suggested by
his opening reference to ta’wil, discussed in the previous section—though he does not make
this explicit.

In any case, al-Safadi does not leave us long to contemplate this, returning to his lugha
section to define the last few words in the verse, before moving on to i‘rab. It is here,  argue,
that al-Safadi resolves this ambiguity. Arriving at a tricky case ending, he cites the gram-
marians’ invocation of the term ma‘hawi (symbolic) to explain away or earth such errant
cases as this—when he interrupts himself with a milha (a sweet or pleasant little story).*
The milha proves to be a brief survey of opinion regarding the required ritual ablutions for
using a saucer previously used by a dog. He takes the story as an opportunity to analyse
the jurisprudence of Ibn Hazm, whose views on the matter he says are based on hadith ‘that
violate the general meaning of the Qur’an, and its general meaning takes precedence in
the works of many scholars’ (again, he does not explicitly tell us which side he stands on
here). However, the fairly dry legal discussion mostly serves as a foil for another compari-
son. According to al-Safadi, many a fagih, including Malik ibn Anas (d. 795/179), was wont to
say that stopping our attempts to understand the reason for a judgement at the appropri-
ate point is ta‘abbud (pious humility).* He likens this to the hakim (doctor, or philosopher,
lit. ‘wise one’) who, when asked to explain why magnets attract iron, ascribes this to the

46 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 65.

47 The term hashwiyya is sometimes used by Ash‘ari scholars and others to disparage (among others) Ibn
Taymiyya and his followers for their over-literal interpretations, particularly anthropomorphism. The exact origin
of the term is disputed, but some have suggested that it comes from the Arabic ‘to stuff’ or ‘to cram’.

8 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 67.

4 1bid, p. 67.
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khassiyya.”® This is a technical philosophical term that means something like a ‘species-
specific’ or ‘special’ property, often invoked to explain a specific phenomenon that does
not yield to further causal analysis (like magnetism).

Here, then, we can see the parallels al-Safadi is drawing so subtly for us in this discus-
sion of exegesis and reason: natural philosophy, faith, and language are all alike in having
explanatory dead ends. Each has a word to designate this—khdassiyya, ta‘abbud, and ma‘
nawi, respectively. But I would argue that there is something more specific at play. While
al-Safadi is articulating a view that is generally in line with the Ash‘ari outlook, which
broadly speaking is that rational discourse has its appropriate limits as it relates to scrip-
ture, we cannot escape his emphasis on the role of linguistic or grammatical analysis in
ascertaining these limits. We recall that al-Safadi nests this discourse in a lexical discus-
sion of the word ra’y, which quickly turns into a theological discussion. He first interjects in
his own voice to emphasise the parallels between ahl al-ra’y theologian Abl Hanifa and the
philologist al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi. This is the first instance in which he digresses
from the theological discussion to mention a parallel with language. He then turns again
to a theological discussion on the dividing line between zahiris and batinis, which he says
comes to nothing more than a disagreement over the word wa. Before finally completing his
lugha analysis and returning to irab, al-Safadi emphasises the parallel yet again, this time
also including natural philosophy. The point is that al-Safady, in line perhaps with his own
programme as an adib, repeatedly returns to language as a way of anchoring theological
disputes.

The foregoing provides us with an idea of al-Safadi’s linguistic bent, which, on the
whole, should not surprise us given what is already well known about him. Our main
contemporary source on his life—his friend, the noted jurisconsult Taj al-Din al-Subki (d.
1370/771)—describes him as the ‘adib of his time’, while later sources repeat a story of his
being banned by his father from seeking gainful employment before turning 20 years old
and so he turned to ‘the study of Arabic, the Qur’an, and fine writing’.>! Indeed, as a recent
survey of al-Safadr’s personal library would suggest, the bulk of his reading was philo-
logical and literary, at least early on in his career.>® Al-Safadl’s linguistic focus is evident
across his entire oeuvre, including such books as Jindn al-Jinds fi ‘llm al-Badi¢ (The Treasures
of Paronomasia in Rhetorical Science) and Tkhtira¢ al-Khura® (The Invention of Absurdity, a satiri-
cal poetry commentary on two nonsensical verses made up by al-Safadi). Indeed, the Sharh
itself puts forward a literary twist on the convention of devotions to God and affirming his
Oneness, praising ‘He who has opened the hearts of those who have taken up adab [sub-
han alladhi sharaha sadra man ta‘addab]’; the Prophet—often described as al-nabi al-ummi, the
unlettered Prophet—is praised as being the most linguistically gifted of those to ever speak
(afsaha natigin) and, indeed, his companions and successors are commended for ‘cleaving to
his adab’.

[ provide the above examination of al-Safadi’s focus on linguistic and grammatical anal-
ysis for two reasons: the first is to emphasise that al-Safadi clearly did have his own views
on acceptable exegetical practices, diffused through the Sharh, which emphasise the impor-
tance of a solid literary and grammatical foundation (and can therefore be contrasted with
views that emphasise the recourse to hadith, though he did not necessarily frame this as
a contradiction). The second reason is that, in the overall scheme of my argument, the

50 1bid, p. 67.

51 T3j al-Din al-Subki, Tabaqat al-shdfi‘tya al-kubra, (eds.) M. al-Tanahi and “A. al-Huli (Cairo, 1964), vol. x, pp. 5-19;
Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-Kamina fi A‘yan al-Mi’a al-Thamina, (eds.) F. Krenkow et al. (Hyderabad, 1972),
vol. ii, pp. 207-208; see also Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, al-Alam: Qamis Tardjim li-Ashhar al-Rijal wa-I-Nisa’ min al-‘Arab
wa-l-Musta‘ribin wa-l-Mustashrigin (Beirut, 2002), vol. ii, p. 315.

52 £, Franssen, ‘Al-Safadi: the scholar as a reader’, in Authors as Readers in the Mamliik Period and Beyond (Venice,
2022), p. 133.
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passages described above also provide some context for his subsequent mention of Ibn
Taymiyya. I turn to this and the remaining mentions of Ibn Taymiyya in the following
section.

Ibn Taymiyya as motif: Al-Safad’s portrayal of his anti-esotericism and
anti-rationalism

Following his irab section on the above-mentioned verse, al-Safadi returns to the discus-
sion of ra’y in his mana section. First, he tells us that the meaning of the verse is simply
self-praise of the author’s own discerning judgement.>® Then, al-Safadi embarks on various,
intertwined discussions: on those renowned among the Arabs for their wise judgement, that
great men such as ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib also praised good judgement, the centrality of judge-
ment or reason to being human, and of course variably serious poetry on the above.** On
the whole, al-Safadi does not interject much in his own voice throughout these discussions,
but his selection of poetry singularly in praise of ra’y (in various senses of that term) would
serve to confirm that he regarded ra’y as a positive thing.

Al-Safadi turns to another connected meaning of ra’y: counsel. Al-Safadi cites three
examples of famous kings seeking the counsel of wise men: Alexander seeking Aristotle’s
advice, Saladin’s son seeking the counsel of his father’s trusted and venerated adviser al-
Qadi al-Fadil (d. 1200/596), and the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’mtn (d. 833/218) seeking the
counsel of several wise men. He expands on this latter example, telling us that the caliph
sought advice on the question of importing books from Christian lands. According to al-
Safadi, al-Ma’mun had befriended a king of Cyprus after signing peace treaties with various
Christian powers. The king offered the caliph access to a store of ancient Greek books that
were hidden from most and contained, among other things, rare publications on alchemy.
The story goes that all al-Ma’miin’s advisers encouraged him to take these rare books, with
the exception of one bishop, who warned him that such books bring ruin upon a nation,
though al-Ma’miin ignored his advice.

This act of al-Ma’miin, according to al-Safadi, provoked the ire of Ibn Taymiyya.>®> He
tells us that Ibn Taymiyya complained that God was ‘not oblivious’ to this sin and would
serve him his comeuppance for encouraging the translation of Greek philosophical texts
in Islamic lands, including these alchemical works. Al-Safadi remarks that Ibn Taymiyya’s
complaint is misguided, for, among other things, he was not the first to let mass translation
occur, citing the important translation of Ibn al-Mugaffa® (d. 142/759) of Kalila wa Dimna
from Persian, itself from Sanskrit, and he even mentions that the Umayyad prince Khalid
ibn Yazid ibn Mu‘awiya (d. 704/85) was known to have translated a great many alchemical
works (a popular alchemical legend).>® What follows is a discussion of translation itself and
other diffuse digressions, including (I should mention for completeness) a brief mention
of a poem that al-Safadi claims to have heard Ibn Taymiyya recite, encouraging dissent
against rulers who accept the recommendations of questionable judgements. This was in
the context of a discussion on circular or tautologous arguments, in turn an extension of a
discussion on a dispute between al-Ash‘ari and unnamed Mu‘tazili theologians.*’

Ibn Taymiyya is widely understood to have had strong aversions to the Greek philo-
sophical tradition, culminating in his al-Radd ‘ala al-Mantigiyyin—a systematic attack on

53 Al-Safadi Sharh, vol. i, p. 74.

54 Ibid, pp. 74-76.

55 Ibid, p. 79.

%6 M. Dapsens, ‘The alchemical work of Khalid b. Yazid b. Mu‘awiya (d. c. 85/704)", Asiatische Studien 75.2 (2021),
p.327.

37 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 82.
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Aristotelian logic.”® More generally, he was wary of many of the foreign sciences and of the
non-religious sciences, although his attitudes varied with respect to the particular disci-
pline and its applications, and we should take care not to distort or caricature his sometimes
very well-elaborated positions on the relationship of reason with revelation.*® Nonetheless,
al-Safadi’s anecdote tells us that, at least in his eyes, Ibn Taymiyya’s aversion to Greek learn-
ing contained little nuance. Overall, this third anecdote about Ibn Taymiyya in the text
contributes to his image as a figurehead of zahiri and athari thought, with a strong aversion
to esotericism and speculative metaphysics, tinged with xenophobia. We might also detect
more than an undercurrent of disdain in al-Safadi’s portrayal.

The next mention of Ibn Taymiyya should serve to further strengthen this point. Here, al-
Safadi is commenting on the verse ‘And I fear not the white blade, for it aids me in glimpsing
through the gaps in the veil’.% This time, al-Safadi partakes in a long discussion of different
instances of wordplay and double meaning, sparked by the phrase ijtima‘ al-sakinayn—in the
grammatical context meaning two consecutive silent vowels or rests, but, as he shows us,
also meaning the meeting of two who inhabit the same place, precipitating the discussion of
double meaning. For example, a single tool can be the ‘sahm’ for one person, here meaning
the thing won by a successful strike of the arrow, but death (magtal) for the other.®! Al-Safadi
in fact berates his one-time friend Ibn Nubata (d. 1366/761) for not understanding that this
type of double meaning is only peculiar if we take a very literal zahiri reading, whereas, with
recourse to ta’wil, we can find the intended meaning.®*

Al-Safadi continues in this vein of double meaning and the necessity for ta’wil (here,
seemingly just careful grammatical analysis) until he digresses to tell us about a meeting
that took place between him and Ibn Taymiyya in Damascus in the year AH 717 or 718. Here,
he tells us that they engaged in three different disputes, after one of which Ibn Taymiyya
was impressed with him and invited him to join his lessons. The first is on the exegesis
of the controversial Al ‘Imran verse mentioned earlier, the second on the terms ‘possible’
and ‘necessary’ in rational theological discourse, and the third on the explanation of an
unclear verse regarding the story of Adam and Eve’s first conception. Al-Safadi also dis-
cusses all three in more extended detail in his two biographical notices of Ibn Taymiyya
but, for now, an overview of the two exchanges to which he devotes longer discussions in
the Sharh should suffice.®

In the first, al-Safadi asks Ibn Taymiyya what he thinks about the part of the verse say-
ing that some Qur’anic verses are clear ‘and others that are similar [mutashabihat]’, as ‘the
grammarians agree that the plural [of something] cannot be given an adjective that cannot
be applied to its singular form’.* The term is often translated as meaning metaphorical,

8 W. B. Hallaq (ed. and trans.), Ibn Taymiyya Against the Greek Logicians (Oxford, 1993), Introduction.

59 C. S. El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyyah on Reason and Revelation: A Study of Dar’ ta‘arud al-‘agl wa-I-nagl (Boston, 2020),
especially pp. 6-8.

€ Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 22.

51 Ibid, p. 23.

2 Ibid, p. 23; on their relationship, see T. Bauer, ‘Mamluk literature as a means of communication’, in Ubi Sumus?
Quo Vademus?, (ed.) Conermann, pp. 36-39.

63 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. ii, pp. 24-26; al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat, vol. vii, pp. 12-15; al-Safadi, A%yan, p. 238. In
the Appendix, I provide a full translation of the passage as it appears in the Sharh. Another interesting feature of
this discussion is that the only disputation or exchange in which Ibn Taymiyya appears in a reasonably good light is
passed over very briefly in the text under examination, though it is given more attention elsewhere. This is curious
and might suggest that, by the time he came to write the Sharh, al-Safadi had developed a more negative view of
his contemporary, or simply indicates that this text was meant for a crowd who was already likely more disposed
against him, as opposed to his tabagqat literature, which was intended for more general readership. However, it
would take closer analysis of the manuscripts upon which the edited versions were based and more careful dating
to substantiate this.

¢ Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 24.
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allegorical, or unclear. Here, al-Safadi is challenging Ibn Taymiyya to tell him what the sin-
gular form of the word is, which he says is mutashabiha. Al-Safadi has begun a reductio ad
absurdum, pointing out that the word cannot have any meaning if just applied to one verse
of the Qur’an, as something cannot be similar to itself. He supplies another example of a
word that requires at least two subjects, also from a Qur’anic verse: fa-wajada ftha rajulayni
yagtatilani (in which he found two men fighting, 28:15), where yagqtatilani can only possibly
apply to two men. After discussing the two other disputes (where he is eventually seen to
lose patience with Ibn Taymiyya and therefore ‘did not like to prolong the discussion with
him’), al-Safadi points out his conversants’ initial mistake: that Arabs made much looser
recourse to the construction mufa‘ala, in theory used to indicate that two or more subjects
partook in a given verb, than Ibn Taymiyya seems to appreciate. For example, he mentions
‘aqabtu al-lis (1 punished the thief), which does not indicate that two people took part in
the act of punishing.®® The whole time, then, it is clear that al-Safadi already knew that
the answer to this question was simply to take a non-literal or less mechanical approach
to understanding that particular verb—it was a test, and al-Safadi found Ibn Taymiyya’s
linguistic capabilities lacking.

The second dispute revolves around three seemingly ambiguous verses from the Qur’an.
They seem to end with God berating those discussed in the verses regarding that which they
associate to be in partnership with God (‘amma yushrikin). The controversy turns on whom
the story addresses, as it seems upon one reading to suggest that God is chastising Adam
and Eve for falling into idolatry. The interpretation first offered by Ibn Taymiyya adopts this
line, saying that, on the basis of certain hadith, Satan had tricked Eve into thinking that her
unborn child might be a demon and would exit through her stomach or posterior. Having
successfully terrified the pregnant Eve, Satan then proceeds to trick her into thinking that
he had interceded to God on her behalf and, to show gratitude, the child should be named
‘Abd al-Harith (Servant of Harith, which Ibn Taymiyya tells us was Satan’s title among the
angels). The rather peculiar take is also mentioned in the famous exegetical work of his
student and devotee Ibn Kathir (d. 1373/774), although it is not regarded by him as the most
plausible interpretation.® Al-Safadi refutes this (and, later, another interpretation offered
by Ibn Taymiyya) on four counts, the first and last of which are grammatical or linguistic
in nature:

This is corrupt on many fronts. First, in the second verse, God said: ‘Exalted is God
above what they associate with Him, which indicates that the story applies to a plu-
rality, not just a pair. Second, there is no mention of Satan therein. Third, God taught
Adam all the names, so he must have known that al-Harith was a name for Satan.
Fourth, God said: ‘Do they associate with Him that which [ma] creates nothing and
are [themselves] created?’ [7:191], which indicates that idols are being referred to
because ma [what] is used for things without intellect, whereas if it referred to Satan,
man [who] would have been, as it is used for beings with intellect.””

Before drawing out my conclusions from this, I should briefly mention the penultimate con-
text in which Ibn Taymiyya appears in the text, under the verse ‘And nobility has spoken
truth to me, when she said that glory is in the journey’.®® The digression here comes in the
context of poems in which chess metaphors are used; he quotes Ibn Taymiyya as saying that

6 Ibid, p. 24.

% [bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, (trans.) M. H. Shams al-Din (Beirut, 1998), vol. iii, p. 475, accessed through
shamela.ws.

67 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. ii, pp. 24-25.

%8 Ibid, p. 85.
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‘players at dice are better than players of chess, for at least they admit to fate and predes-
tination, whereas the player of chess rejects this and, insofar as this is the case, is closer to
the Mu‘tazila’, whom Ibn Taymiyya particularly detested for their views on the relationship
of reason to revelation and their various theological doctrines.® It is hard to believe that
even the ever-polemical Ibn Taymiyya did in fact ever say this (al-Safadi’s source is ‘one
in whom he trusts’), but it serves to heighten this growing caricature of Ibn Taymiyya as
a cantankerous pietist. Shortly after, Ibn Taymiyya appears in a discussion on exponential
increase (the ‘grains on a chessboard’ thought experiment). Al-Safadi relates a conversation
between Ibn Taymiyya and a certain Mawla Rashid al-Din Yasuf ibn Abi al-Bayan.” The lat-
ter he identifies in A‘yan as a Jewish convert to Islam who was, among other things, a great
reader of Sufi poetry and a frequent interlocutor of Ibn Taymiyya.

In both accounts, al-Safadi tells us that Ibn Taymiyya once said to him that, according
to Ibn Hazm, ‘the first lie that the Jews ever told was that they entered Egypt in the time
of Yasuf with only 72 men and left as 600,000". The Jewish convert rejected this, reminding
him that the initial number only counted men, and also argued that Ibn Taymiyya betrayed
his poor understanding of how quickly doubling can increase numbers. Rashid al-Din also
had a ready answer when challenged as to how so many Israelites were fed and watered:
Moses had his staff with him, and could therefore strike a rock and provide water for them
all. Once again, the exchange ends with Ibn Taymiyya’s silence at having been effectively
refuted. And, once again, the small anecdote reveals another facet of Ibn Taymiyya’s par-
simonious exegetical framework—this time, his general aversion to earlier Islamic reliance
on biblical tradition or Isr@’iliyyat.”* And, of course, we have Ibn Taymiyya locked in yet
another unsuccessful dispute with a Sufi.

The main conclusion I would like to draw in this section is that al-Safadi uses Ibn
Taymiyya as the figurehead for a bundle of interrelated positions and attitudes: anti-
esoteric, anti-philosophical, and anti-Hellenic. Across his various appearances (mostly in
the context of exegetical or theological disputes, and particularly over the question of
ta’wil), he appears as stubbornly clinging onto various athari and zahiri positions, constantly
landing himself in argumentative dead ends, particularly when confronted by al-Safadi
himself. It is also difficult to avoid the conclusion that al-Safads is criticising Ibn Taymiyya
for his textualism, showing how frequently he is left silenced by his interlocutors—we might
add that, in the case of his dispute with al-Safadi, the latter is once again seen taking an
exegetical approach that is distinctly informed by grammatical or linguistic considerations,
over and above Ibn Taymiyya’s reliance on hadith and athari exegetical traditions. Again, this
is not to argue that Tbn Taymiyya is the main character or central fixture of the Sharh. (We
have similarly seen Tbn Hazm appear as a representative of zahiri thought.) However, I hope
that, in light of the above, we might appreciate the rather peculiar nature of Ibn Taymiyya’s
final appearance in the text.

Philosophers, poets, and puritans

Itis almost standard practice for students of Mamluk historiography to assess their subjects’
social and religious affiliations by studying their opinions of Ibn Taymiyya.” Ibn Taymiyya
and his various clashes with Mamluk authorities appear frequently in the chronicles of his
contemporaries, which allows us at least one yardstick against which to measure a given
chronicler’s interest in contemporary religious debates and to assess what their stances

% Ibid, p. 91.

70 Al-safadi, A%yan, vol. v, pp. 620-621; Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. ii, p. 94.

71 J. Hoover, ‘What would Ibn Taymiyyah make of intertextual study of the Qur'an? The challenge of the
Isra’iliyyat’, in The Qur'an’s Reformation of Judaism and Christianity, (ed.) H. M. Zellentin (London, 2019), pp. 25-30.

72 See Little, ‘Historical and historiographical significance’.
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might have been on the most pressing theological and jurisprudential issues of the day.
Using Ibn Taymiyya as one’s main point of orientation has its drawbacks, though. For one
thing, his positions are often extreme, and so disagreement with his positions is rife among
scholars of his day and might not provide us with the required nuance. There are many
things to disagree with when it comes to Ibn Taymiyya’s theological positions and so simply
knowing that a given writer or historian disliked the eminent cleric might not shed much
light on their views.

The more prevalent issue we encounter, however, is that a disproportionate number
of his contemporary chroniclers and biographers are known to have been students and
supporters of Ibn Taymiyya. Specifically, an influential group of chroniclers referred to
today as the ‘Syrian School” or ‘Damascus School’ of historians are thought to have been
allies or affiliates of Tbn Taymiyya. This includes the likes of al-Kutubi (d. 1362/764),
Ibn Kathir (encountered briefly above), as well as al-Birzali (d. 1340/739) and al-Dhahabi
(d. 1348/748).” Indeed, at least one historian has also described al-Safadi as part of the
‘circle’ around Ibn Taymiyya.”* This might, one would suppose, have generated a posi-
tively biased view of Ibn Taymiyya, certainly as regards his moral character and legendary
courage in challenging authority figures.

However, upon slightly closer examination, there is no such homogeneity among these
historians, much less with al-Safadi, who, as we have seen, appears to be almost completely
critical of Ibn Taymiyya (at least in the Sharh). In the present section, I will argue that, what-
ever the extent of his disagreement with Ibn Taymiyya over exegesis and related matters,
al-Safadi holds that his only unforgivable failing was his lack of discretion. I offer this in
support of the argument that al-Safadi is using Ibn Taymiyya (with some irony) as part of a
long-running motif that he weaves through the Sharh—that of esoteric secrecy.

Owing both to his considerable following of scholars and to his apparent popular appeal,
the historico-religious stakes of his portrayal are high (perhaps explaining the inflamed
tensions surrounding al-Safadi’s comments mentioned at the outset of this article). Tbn
Taymiyya continues to be one of the most divisive figures in Islam, although, despite his
contentious theological outlook, he is often painted as having commanded incredible popu-
lar appeal in his time—somewhat akin to that of his intellectual forebear Ahmad ibn Hanbal
(whom we encountered briefly as al-Safadi’s archetype of ahl al-hadith). Some reports cite
up to 60,000 attendees at Ibn Taymiyya’s funeral in 1328.” Indeed, both are painted by
many of their contemporaries as dedicated ascetics and defenders of the common man.”®
Al-Safadi plays to this theme as much as anyone in his notice on Ibn Taymiyya in al-Wafi bi-I-
Wafayat, retelling an abridged version of Ibn Taymiyya’s famous tirade against the extortive
and corrupt Mamluk general Qatlibak (fl. 1311/711).”” Or, perhaps less heroically, al-Safadi
relates a story of Ibn Taymiyya'’s sitting down, uncomplainingly, to eat a badly cooked gourd
pudding made by his mother, even after she had insisted that it was bitter and unfit for
consumption.”®

The portrait of the committed and humble man of the people has great polemic appeal.
In the case of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, progenitor of the eponymous school of Islamic jurispru-
dence, his supporters tend to tout the image of a popular preacher who stood up to the
challenges of Mu‘tazili theology. Characterised often as ‘rational’ theology, it was their

73 Irwin, ‘Mamluk history and historians’, especially pp. 160-162.

74 C. F. Petry, The Mamluk Sultanate: A History (Cambridge, 2022), pp. 212-213.

7> Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya, p. 39; Hoover cites al-Birzali, one of the prominent historians of the so-called Syrian
School, as his source.

76 H. Laoust, ‘Ahmad b. Hanbal’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), (ed.) Bearman.

77 Al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-l-Wafayat, vol. vii, p. 12.

78 Ibid, p. 12; Little considers this story amid other pieces of evidence for Ibn Taymiyya’s potential insanity; D.
P. Little, ‘Did Ibn Taymiyya have a screw loose?’, Studia Islamica 41 (1975), p. 106.
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teaching of the Qur’an’s createdness, as opposed to its being the perfect, eternal word of
God, that landed them at the heart of the period of unrest known as the mihna, which ended
in the repeal of Mu‘tazili doctrines as the official state doctrine and the demise of Mu‘tazili
teachings across much of the Sunni world. The emphasis in Mu‘tazili thought on the use
of ‘agl or ra’y garnered them great favour with the political elite of the Abbasid empire at
one time, to the point that their doctrine of the createdness of the Qur’an became the offi-
cial state teaching under al-Ma’miin (who, as we know, was criticised by Ibn Taymiyya for
allowing the translation of Greek texts in the Islamic world). Ibn Hanbal’s continued teach-
ing against this doctrine ended in his imprisonment, marking a peak of violent oppression
in the mihna. Not long after al-Ma’miin’s death, the ugliness of the Abbasid state’s treat-
ment of Ibn Hanbal prompted the revocation of Mu‘tazili doctrines, leading to its eventual
demise in most of the Sunni world.

Centuries later, Ibn Taymiyya’s main opponents were not the Mu‘tazili scholars, whose
thought had faded into irrelevance among the learned Sunni elite. Instead, as we have
already seen, Ibn Taymiyya took issue with esoteric Sufism and ta’wil, as well as the
many heterodox groups dotted along the Syrian coast and the periphery of the Mamluk
dominions—Alawites (then Nusayris), Ismailis, and other Shia. Ibn Taymiyya wrote exten-
sive polemics against many of these groups, and even issued fatwas for jihad against the
religious minority groups of the Syrian coast (the contents of which still serve as the basis
for violence against religious minorities by militant groups today). We have also seen that
he was a similarly staunch opponent of the speculative or philosophical strands of Islamic
thought—those emphasising ra’y and ‘aql, which he often saw as smuggling in the blasphe-
mous doctrines of Greek philosophy. His aversion to the translation of Greek texts and the
Greek philosophical tradition, to the deployment of ra’y, and to esotericism are evident and
emphasised throughout the Sharh. Add to this, his wider aversion to those he accuses of cor-
rupting Islam with bid‘a and the external influences from other faiths, the final passage in
which Ibn Taymiyya appears is doubly striking.

The passage in question comes under the commentary upon the penultimate verse of
the poem, al-Tughra’t’s injunction ‘O exposer of secrets, be silent, for in silence is your
saviour from the fall’. Al-Safadi explains the verse as being a clear warning to keep one’s
secrets concealed, which, he quickly adds, must be followed by anyone ‘who desires their
wellbeing’.” Echoing his early discussions, al-Safadi takes up with zeal the merits of kit-
man (suppression of secrets) and the dangers of exposing secrets. He provides us with the
cautionary tale of al-Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191), the great philosopher and progenitor of
the ishragi school of Neoplatonist-inflected philosophy, with its introduction of the proto-
phenomenological notion of ‘knowledge by presence’.®® Al-Suhrawardi gains the moniker
of al-maqtil, the slain, for his infamous execution at the hands of Saladin, supposedly after
fellow scholars complained to the sultan that al-Suhrawardi was corrupting his son with
false beliefs.?!

There are several variations of al-Suhrawardi’s execution, with some accounts claim-
ing he was thrown from the city walls of Aleppo in his early thirties. Al-Safadi appears to
base most of his account on the writings of Ibn Khallikan (d. 1282/681), quoting large tracts
of his account verbatim. Ibn Khallikan’s account, it should be briefly noted, is itself based
on a wide array of sources, mostly sympathetic to al-Suhrawardi, including that of ear-
lier historian and theologian Saif al-Din al->Amidi (d. 1233/631), who was himself accused
of heresy.®? Ibn Khallikan’s and al-Safadi’s accounts both tell us that the philosopher was

7 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 426.

8], Kaukua, ‘Suhrawardr’s knowledge as presence in context’, Studia Orientalia Electronica 114 (2015), pp. 309-324.
81 A, Hartmann, ‘al-SuhrawardT’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), (ed.) Bearman.

82 Tbn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anba’ abna’ al-zaman, (ed.) L. ‘Abbas (Beirut, 1977), vol. vi, pp. 268-274.
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apparently gifted in the occult arts, specifically al-simiya’ (defined by a contemporary and
close correspondent of al-Safadi as ‘that of sorcery [sihr] which is not real’ and which ‘plays
on the senses’).®® Ibn Khallikan suspends judgement on the reason for his death (which he
says happened after a period of imprisonment). Al-Safadi, however, departs here from Tbn
Khallikan’s account to specify that al-Suhrawardi was killed after Saladin received word of
him polluting his son’s faith by showing him his tricks in al-simiya’.

We can see some parallels between the way al-Safadi presents al-Suhrawardi’s story and
the story he tells us about al-Tughra’1 in the opening pages of the text. In both cases, the
scholars were accused of being a mulhid (one of no faith), on which al-Safadi does not com-
ment. Inboth cases, al-Safadi chooses to relay accounts that emphasise their brilliance (and,
indeed, their faithfulness). And, in both cases, al-Safadi highlights that they showed unnec-
essary braggadocio and indiscretion, which did not help their case. On the latter, al-Safadi
criticises al-Tughra’i for a story he heard in which the poet, upon his exit from Baghdad, was
ambushed and, in his last words, recited a poem challenging them to strike at his heart and
find nothing there but ‘the beloved’s secret’.®* Al-Safadi thinks this is not so much ‘stead-
fastness of heart, but proof of madness’ (thabat janan, bal thubit junin). Al-Suhrawardi’s
death is underscored by a similar reprimand of indiscretion, bringing us finally to the main
subject of this article:

Whereas most people called [al-Suhrawardi] an atheist, one who believes in nothing,
what killed him was his lack of reason [‘agl] and excess of words [kalam].

It is said that al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, may God have mercy on him, met with ‘Abd Allah
ibn al-Muqaffa‘ one night. They talked until dawn and, once they separated, it was
asked of al-Khalil: ‘what did you think of him [Ibn al-Mugaffa‘]?’ He replied’ ‘T saw
a man whose knowledge [‘ilm] was greater than his mind [‘agl]’. And when [Ibn] al-
Mugaffa® was asked what he thought of al-Khalil, he said ‘I saw a man whose mind
[‘aql] was greater than his knowledge [¢ilm]".

And this was true as well of Ibn al-Mugqaffa, for he was slain by his lack of reason [‘aql]
and his excess of words, which led to his most wretched of deaths. He died the worst

of deaths.

And so I [al-Safadi] said, and so was the case with the Shaykh, the scholar [‘alim]
and the knowledgeable [al-‘allama] Imam Taqi al-Din Ahmad ibn Taymiyya, God rest
his soul, expansive [in his knowledge] as one can desire, and yet his mind [‘aql] was
lacking, it would get him into trouble and throw him into dire straits [...].%°

In light of the above discussion, it should be clear precisely why this is so striking.
Ibn Taymiyya would have baulked at this comparison, and al-Safadi no doubt under-
stood as much. We have seen that Ibn Taymiyya was averse to speculative metaphysics’
encroachment on Islam and to the excesses of certain Sufi thinkers. Al-Suhrawardi, whose
highly original philosophical system was also tinged with a ‘mystical type of knowledge’,
would have been a clear target for Ibn Taymiyya’s ire.*® Adding to this, of course, were

8 7.]J. Witkam (ed. and comm.), De egyptische arts Ibn al-Akfani (gest. 749/1348) en zijn indeling van de wetenschappen
(Leiden, 1989), p. 51 (in Arabic). The Dutch introduction to the book provides a detailed overview of the relationship
between al-Safadi and Ibn al-Akfani (d. 1349/749).

8 Al-safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 19.

8 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. ii, p. 436; indeed, the basis of the passage is also stitched together from different parts
of Ibn Khallikan’s biographical dictionary. Ibn Khallikan says that al>Amidi had met al-Suhrawardi and thought
of him as ‘great of knowledge but lacking ‘aql’; Khallikan, Wafayat al-a%yan, p. 272.

8 Kaukua, ‘Suhrawardi’s knowledge’, p. 309.
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the rumours, repeated by al-Safadi, that he met his demise after dabbling in the occult
arts.

The comparison to Ibn al-Mugqaffa® would be equally jarring to Ibn Taymiyya. He is best
known to posterity as the translator of Kalila wa Dimna, although many translations of Greek
and Syriac philosophical texts, including key parts of the Aristotelian Organon, have been
attributed to him. That is precisely the sort of translation activity that we saw Ibn Taymiyya
complaining about earlier in the text. And, indeed, we may also recall that, in his remark
on Ibn Taymiyya’s aversion to the translation movement, al-Safadi actually cites the trans-
lation of Kalila wa Dimna as one of the earliest, most significant instances of translation into
Arabic that Ibn Taymiyya failed to take account of. Kalila wa Dimna also appears earlier in
the text, during the discussion of alchemy and ta’wil, when al-Safadi remarks that some, in
their alchemical obsessions, believed that Kalila wa Dimna is a long, coded alchemical text
(although he dismisses this as nothing more than a result of their obsessive passion for the
art).%” This is all to say that al-Safadi was clearly aware of the various ways in which Ibn
Taymiyya would have objected to this comparison. Given Ibn Taymiyya’s well-established
suspicion of those who engaged in scholarly activity of this sort, it is also possible that
he would have accepted the vague reputation for syncretism that shrouded his reputation
after his death—including the ascription to him of blasphemous attempts to mimic Qur’anic
prose.® Indeed, by some accounts, the convert from Zoroastrianism is thought to have been
the first to have been formally accused and convicted of zandagqa, i.e. heresy, in the Islamic
world.

Here at last appears the unifying logic behind al-Safad’s leitmotif. Time and again, the
ever-polemical Ibn Taymiyya has appeared as an (often unsuccessful) agitator against var-
ious views or practices that he took to be heterodox (over-figurative exegesis, the practice
of alchemy, the integration of philosophy into Islamic learning, and so on). However, when
all is said and done, al-Safadi lands on a note of searing irony: that this trigger-happy here-
siarch met a similar fate to those alchemists, philosophers, syncretists, and heretics whom
he spent his life decrying. Their unifying sin: indiscretion.

Concluding remarks: requiem in a dream?

In this article, I have attempted to elaborate on what I argue is a pseudo-esoteric motif in
the al-Ghayth al-Musajjam fi Sharh Lamiyat al-‘Ajam by al-Safadi—a winding and digressive
commentary on a poem by famous alchemist and executed heretic al-Tughra’i. My main
argument is that al-Safadi uses parts of the text to advocate something like the Hermetic
secrecy of the alchemists, particularly apparent when he discusses alchemy, as well as in
the main passage discussed above. More specifically, I have argued that, despite having his
own, language-centred approach to theological and exegetical matters, in tension with the
crude zahirl and athari literalism that he imputes to Ibn Taymiyya, the main fault that al-
Safadi sees in his contemporary is his lack of discretion. On the whole, al-Safadi appears
to be quite permissive of different beliefs. In the case of the slain heretics he discusses, he
singles out their indiscretion for specific criticism, rather than any given belief.

I would suggest that al-Safad1’s adab-centred episteme is what facilitates this more per-
missive attitude. To borrow once again from Bauer’s idea of Islamic cultural ambiguity,
cultural and intellectual exchanges in pre-modern Islam were often characterised as hav-
ing a propensity to entertain ostensibly contradictory hermeneutics, and to suspend final
judgement on diffuse matters. Scholars of theology, law, and literature would avoid ascrib-
ing definitive truth values where possible, trafficking instead in a language of probability,

87 Al-Safadi, Sharh, vol. i, p. 24.
8 F, Gabrieli, ‘Ibn al-Mukaffa’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), (ed.) Bearman.
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pluralism, and quietism. This tendency is perhaps most evident among writers of poetry
and of literary commentary, who, since the early days of Islam, had developed a keen appre-
ciation for polysemy (and the concomitant epistemic pluralism this generates) and even
used this polysemy to cultivate a flourishing literature that emphasises and celebrates
it. Al-Safadi, for his part, is a clear and enthusiastic participant in this type of literature,
delighting in discussions of double meaning and the rich philological and morphological
considerations that underlie it (e.g. in his Jinan al-Jinds, and indeed as we saw briefly in the
Sharh).

Ibn Taymiyya is to some extent the representative of a religious and philosophical out-
look that tries to eradicate this ambiguity. As noted by al-Safadi, Ibn Taymiyya was ever
polemical, denouncing many of his peers and their religious beliefs and practices when they
fell beyond his narrowly defined sense of the zahir. Al-Safadi’s portrayal of Ibn Taymiyya
serves as a rebuke to this rigidity. Studying this portrayal of Ibn Taymiyya also furnishes us
with a useful case study in Mamluk historiography. As noted, Ibn Taymiyya serves as a his-
toriographic orientation point, given how frequently he appears in the biographical notices
and chronicles of his contemporaries, including al-Safadi’s.  mentioned briefly that both his
biographical notices of Ibn Taymiyya contain some version of their exchange. Those notices
were in fact somewhat better balanced than the version told in the Sharh and, elsewhere
in those notices, al-Safadi also stops to praise Ibn Taymiyya on many counts. However, the
image presented here is almost entirely negative (or, at any rate, unflattering). One tenta-
tive suggestion is that the Sharh was intended for a readership that was likely already more
disposed against Ibn Taymiyya, at least in that it did not sit in the same genre of tabagat that
some have suggested was dominated by various devotees of Ibn Taymiyya at this time (with
notable exceptions such as T3j al-Din al-Subki’s Tabagat al-shdfi‘iya al-kubra).® Or perhaps
the genre is simply one that carried fewer (or different) obligations and was regarded as
less of a record or memorialisation. Of course, there is also still the possibility that it is sim-
ply a matter of al-Safadr’s views evolving over time. Whatever the case, though, I hope that
this provides at least one insight into the uses of the Sharh and texts like it for the historian
interested in investigating the social relations of different prominent figures in the period.

Finally, we might draw out one apparent implication of al-Safadi’s weltanschauung: his
relative sympathy for heretics. Al-Safadi’s entire text is of course dedicated to the discus-
sion of a poem by someone executed as a heretic and yet at no point in his biographical
discussion does al-Safadi entertain the idea that al-Tughra’i was killed for holding false
beliefs. He is similarly circumspect when he talks about al-Suhrawardi and Ibn al-Muqaffa®.
Though it would take a more systematic study of his collected works to confirm this, it
seems to be a regular feature of his treatment of famous executed heretics. Indeed, al-
Safadi rarely uses words such as mulhid (atheist), zindiq (heretic), or kdfir (infidel) across
his oeuvre.*”

In some regard, this article is a work of mnemobhistory. In reaching through the many
veils of tense theological and heresiological discourse, it is at least as important to under-
stand how Muslim thinkers—theologians, writers, and philosophers—chose to remember
heretics. Arguably, we are left today with nothing but memory—portrayals marshalled and
weaponised to make heroes and villains, of faith and of reason, as suits creed, class, and
intellectual bent. Al-Safadi, like many of his peers, tells his own tale through his portraits
of others and, in remembering with kindness, censure, and humour, perhaps leaves us with
some idea of how he too would like to be remembered. I will end, then, on a kindred note,
with al-Safadi’s account of yet another executed heretic, this time in his Nakt al-Himyan fi
Nukt al-‘Umyan (Unravelling the Pursestrings in the Tales of the Blind):

% Trwin, ‘Mamluk history and historians’, p. 161.
° This is judging by searchable and digitised copies of his major biographical dictionaries, on shamela.ws.
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And I was told by Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn al-Mughayyir, I saw Ibn" Abd al-
Qaddds in a dream, smiling and so I asked him: ‘what did Allah do with you?” and he
said, ‘T was brought before a Lord from whom no secrets are to be withheld and he
greeted me with His mercy, telling me “I know you are innocent of the accusations

thrown at you™ [...].%*

Conflicts of interest. None.
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Passage I, p. 8.

Passage 2, pp. 1 1-12.
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Passage 3 (couplet), p. 16.

Passage 4, p. I7.
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Passage 5, p. 23 (extended with translation).
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°1 Mentioned in Malti-Douglas, ‘Dreams and the blind’, p. 137; Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi, Nakt al-Himyan fi Nukt
al-Umyan (Cairo, 2007), p. 150.
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And 1 asked the learned Sheikh Ibn Taymiyya (may God have mercy upon him) in the year 718 or 717 of the
Hijri calendar in Damascus (the [Divinely] Protected) and His saying ‘and others that are similar’ [3:7]. And so
said, what is known to the grammarians is that the plural cannot be described except by that which the singular
can be described. And he said, ‘and so it is’. And I said ‘what is the singular of ‘similar’ [mutashabihat] ?” And he said
‘mutashabiha’. And so I said ‘how can one verse be similar to itself? For similarity must occur between two things.
And such is the case in His saying ‘and herein he found two men fighting’ [28:15] how can one man be fighting
[doubled form] with himself?” And so he adjusted himself from replying to thanking me, and said ‘this is a good
mind, and if you were to study with me for a year you would benefit’.

In that same lesson, before this question, I had asked him about an issue concerning the necessary and the
possible, mentioning a problem that troubled my mind regarding their definitions according to the mutakalliman.
He removed my perturbation and explained what they had said.

And I asked him as well about the interpretation of the Exalted’s verse: ‘It is he who created you from a single
soul and made from it one pair’ until his saying ‘Exalted is God above what they associate with Him’. [7:189-190].
He answered with what the interpreters [mufassirin] had said, which is that it refers to Adam and Eve. When Eve
became pregnant, Satan came to her in the form of a man, and said, ‘I fear that this child in your womb may emerge
from your posterior or tear your stomach, and that it might be an animal or a monster.” And so she stayed worried
until he came upon her again and said ‘T have asked God to make it a well-formed human being, and if it is, name
him “Abd al-Harith’. The name of Satan among the angels was al-Harith. This is the meaning of the verse: ‘But
when He gave them a good [child], they attributed to Him partners concerning that which He had given them’
[7:190]. This is narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas (may God be pleased with him).

I said to him:

This is corrupt on many fronts. First, in the second verse, God said: ‘Exalted is God above what they associate with Him,
which indicates that the story applies to a plurality, not just a pair. Second, there is no mention of Satan therein. Third,
God taught Adam all the names, so he must have known that al-Harith was a name for Satan. Fourth, God said: ‘Do they
associate with Him that which [ma] creates nothing and are [themselves] created?’ [7:191], which indicates that idols are
being referred to because ma [what] is used for things without intellect, whereas if it referred to Satan, man [who] would
have been, as it is used for beings with intellect.

Shaykh Tagqi al-Din responded: ‘Some interpreters have argued that this story refers to Qusay [ibn Kilab], who
named his four sons ‘Abd Manaf, ‘Abd al-‘Uzza, ‘Abd Qusay, and ‘Abd al-Dar. The pronoun [suffix] in ‘associate’
[yushrikiin] refers to him and his descendants who name their children with these and similar names.*? I said:
‘This is also corrupt because God said: ‘He created you from one soul and made from it its mate’ [7:189] which only
applies to Adam, as God created Eve from his rib. He replied: ‘What is meant here is that his wife was from his own
kind, a Qurayshi Arab woman, so I did not prolong the discussion with him further’

As for the explanation regarding mutashabihat, it is that the Arabs used this form in expressions without intend-
ing reciprocity [mufd‘ala), as in their sayings: ‘1 matched [tabagtu] the shoe’, ‘I punished [‘agabtu] the thief’, ‘I
cleaved to [khamartu] love’. And if you were to say ‘the construction is upon the original sense of mufa‘ala’, then
the answer is that tashabuh [similarity] occurs only between two or more things. And if the similar things were

°2 0n Qusay and his sons, see Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi al-tarikh, (ed.) ‘Umar Tadmuri (Beirut, 1997), vol. i, p. 620,
accessed at shamela.ws.
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all assembled they would all be similar to each other. So it would not be correct to say there is tashabuh except in
the case of their all being assembled, describing the plurality with the plural [form], because then each one of its
particles would be similar to the other.

Passage 6, p. 28.
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Passage 7, p. 31.
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