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MIDEO 24 (2000)

THE NON-EXISTENT AND THE POSSIBLE
IN CLASSICAL ASHARITE TEACHING

by
Richard M. FRANK

That the topic of the non-existent and non-actual and of the possible as such em-
braces a number of by no means trivial philosophical issues and questions would
seem obvious enough. In studies of Ash‘arite theology, however, it has been men-
tioned, if at all, only in passing, and even then as if it were something that merits but
little consideration as a locus of metaphysical or theological thought. One reason for
which the matter has received so little attention has been that the great majority of
the published texts are rather elementary manuals that have but little to say concern-
ing the non-existent as such and in many cases not much either on the subject of the
possibles. The present study of what the Ash‘arites of the classical period had to say
on the topic may contribute to a better appreciation of several aspects of their teach-
ing.

According to the Asharites, “the existent is an entity that has actuality in being”
(al-mawjid ‘indand shay'un thibit: Sham (69), p. 610, 3); “it has actuality in being
and is neither non-actual nor non-existent” (al-thabitu l-ki'inu Il-ladhi laysa bi-
muntafin wa-la madiam: Muj, p. 27, 16). “Non-existence is an unqualified negative;
the non-existent is non-actual in every respect”. Accordingly, Ibn Firak says, “The

1. Al-adamu nafyun mahdun wal-ma'dimu muntafin min kulli wajh: Sham (69), p. 609, 19f.; cp. ibid.
(81), p. 22, 9. ‘Al-@dam’ occurs occasionally in its common lexical sense of being missing, not
present, lost, (cf. Ibn Sida and al-Jawhari, s.2.) as in the phrase “/i- zdami l-ikbtisisi fihi " in Gh, fol.
65v, sf. (cited below, n. 13) or when he speaks of @damu I-qudim in Sh.Ir, fol 71v, 17; and so also
“adamu wuqii'i l-shay’” occurs twice in Ikht, fol. 92r. So too, where Gh, fol. 67r, 5 reads intifii'u I-
nihaya, Sh.Ir (fol. 73t, 4) reads adamu [-nihaya. In their most proper use ‘al-adam’ is the contrary of
‘al-mawjad’ while ‘al-intifi’’ is the contrary of ‘al-thubit’ and are not synonymous, as ‘thabit’ may
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definition of being/entity is that which exists; the definition of non-existent is that
which is not a being” But what exactly does it mean to say that the non-existent is

not a being (laysa bi-shay’)?

[Al-Ash‘ari] held that the non-existent which was once existent and that which has
never existed have in common that they can be known and that they can be spoken of,
made the subject of a predication and referred to, and they are potential objects of
God’s power (yasibhu “an yu'lami wa-an yudhkard wa-yukhbara anhuma wa-tadulla |-
dalilatu alayhimi wa-tata allaqu bihima qudratu l-qadim). One says, thus, that [the
non-existent] is known, is spoken of; is the subject of a predication, is referred to, and
is a potential object of [God’s] power. He refused, however, to allow that it be de-
scribed by other names and descriptions, particularly when they are nouns that imply
the assertion of the actual existence of entities (zsma un tufidu ‘ithbata l-dhawa), i.e.,
such as ‘being’ (shay), for this is the most universal of positive nouns, just as ‘nothing’
(l@ shay) is the most universal of negative nouns.

Following the common doctrine of the school, al-Juwayni says, “Non-existence
(al-‘adam) is an unqualified negation and does not embrace any of the positive at-
tributes [of existent entities]” (nafyun mahdun ghayru mushtamilin ‘ala sifatin min
sifati I-ithbar)*. Since it is nothing at all, it has no essential attribute by which it can
be described (laysa bi-mawsifin fi nafsibi: Sham (69), p. 610, 3). Al-Ash‘ari held thus
that a non-existent may be described neither as an atom nor as an accident belonging

to a particular class’, for atoms and accidents are the primal classes into which are

be said of the actuality (and conversely ‘inzifi’” of the non-actuality) of something that is not an
entity, e.g., a state of affairs or, in al-Juwayni’s usage, of an ontologically distinct feature (hal) of a
being, while ‘mawjid’ is employed only of what are considered entities in the formal sense.

2. Haddu lshay'i huwa l-mawjidu; haddu I-ma'dimi huwa I-ladhi laysa bi-shay’ : Hudid, p. 20, #13f.
Al-Juwayni says (Sham (69), p. 124) that “the true meaning of ‘being’ (shay) is existent; every being
is existent and every existent is a being; what is not described as being a being is not described as
existent.” The Asharites’ formal use of ‘mawjizd,’ ‘shay’ ‘dhat’ and ‘thabir’ is discussed at length in
our “The Ash‘arite Ontology I,” pp. 164 ff.

3. Muj, p. 252, 6ff. (where the editor’s change of kana to kanat in line 9 is unnecessary); cf. also ibid, p.
255, 4ff. and the discussion of the thesis, by some falsely attributed to al-Isfara’ini, according to
which the non-existent is not really known, Sham (69), pp. 137f. (where, as in Muj, p. 252, the
phrase ‘tadulla l-dalalatu alayhi’ is plainly employed in the sense of referring/signifying, not of dem-
onstrating). The non-existent’s being maqdir, thus, is different from its being known, even though
both God’s knowledge and his power are eternal. Involved here are a complex set of distinctions that
will be detailed below.

4. Sham (69), p. 259, 7f. (reading mushtamil with T against the mustamirr of the published text; T adds
mutadammin here following lam yakun in line 6 and contains the gala deleted by the editor in line
9). Attributes here are essential attributes.

5. Muj, p. 246, 8: kana yaqilu la yasibhu ‘an yisafa l-madamu bi-annahu lawnun wa-la bi- annahu
jawhar. The ‘neither... nor’ form of this sentence may seem curious. The sense is that there are two
basic classes of contingent beings, independnt entities and entities which must exist in a subject, and
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divided all contingent beings and what is not existent is not a being. A thing is /-
nafsihi/dhatibi an atom or an accident belonging to a particular class and its nafs/dhat
is its existence, which includes its being what it is (hagiqatu I-dhati l-wujad: Sham
(69), p. 129). “When a non-existent, then, is said to be known and referred to this is
not an assertion of its existence (7hbat), but on the contrary is the assertion of the
actual existence of the knowledge of the one who knows it and the statement of the
one who speaks of it” (Muj, pp. 254f.).

But what does it mean in this context to say that the non-existent is actually
known or may be known and that it can be referred to and that it is magqdir ‘alayhi ?
A non-existent that is known is not a being or an entity (laysa bi-shay’in wa-la dhar)
and the meaning of its being an object of a knowing is that the knowing has its non-
existence as object (ma nd taallugi I-ilmi bihi taalluqubu bi-ntifi’ihi: Gh, fol. 121, 8;
cp. Sham (69), p. 124, 4f., and Sh.Ir, fol. 431, 7ff.). Since one cannot speak of non-
existence as such and by itself save in abstraction, the non-existent is spoken of only
in terms of something thought or conceived in imagination. So al-Ansari says (S4.1r,
fol. 174v, 17ff.) that cognition has the non-existent as its object (yata allaqu I-ilmu
bihi) only through the positing of an existent being followed by the judgement that it
does not exist (al-qada’u bi-ntifi’ibi); this is altogether different from seeing some-
thing, for example, where the existence of the object is in fact observed (tzhgiqan,
not taqdiran). Elsewhere he cites his master where he says,

An unqualified negation is not knowable as anything in particular (a/-nafyu l-mutlaqu
la yu'lamu ‘ald l-ta'yin) so long as it is not ascribed to and joined with something that is
actual, as in the non-existence of an atom and the non-existence of a man. One posits
thus an atom or a man and then negates [the proposition] and knows its not being
actual (intifauhu). For this reason Abi Ishaq [al-Isfara’ini] and others say that the non-
existent is known only through positing an actual being (%l taqdiri shay’in thabit).
Non-existents are spoken of under several categories (zgsim): (1) the non-actuality in
being (in#ifa) of what was and is passed is known; (2) the non-actuality in being of
what shall be is known as one posits the actuality of an entity and then knows that it
does not exist; and (3) the non-actuality in being of what will not be of those beings
whose existence is possible, how it would be were it to be (ma la yakinu mimma jiza
‘an yakina “an law kina kayfa kana yakin); and (4) the non-actuality in being of those
things whose existence is impossible (74 yastahilu kawnuhu) is known®.

that neither can be affirmed of the non-existent, color standing for accidents in general. It is because
‘non-existent” is properly said only with reference to particulars (a single atom or the single instance
of a given class of accidents) that he speaks of atoms and colors.

6. Gh, fol. 13v, 8ff. (reading shay’in thabit for say’in wa-thibit in line 10); cf. also Sh.Ir, fol 73r, 6fF,
translated below, Sham (69), p. 138, 7f., and Muj, p. 252, 16ff. Al-Juwayni, op.cit., p. 138, 2ff. (where
with T read fi following tangasim in line 3, yu'lam for flm in line 4, and intifi'a for ntfy in line 6)
cites al-Isfara’ini as holding that the knowledge of non-existence necessarily has as its object the pos-
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By itself, ‘al-madim’ is meaningless; it refers to nothing whether past, possible, or
impossible. We have, therefore. to give it a referent, to “join it to something” of
which we know instances to exist, as in ‘the non-existence of an atom.” The ‘joining it
to’ the particular subject (yudafu ‘ilayhi) explicitly refers to the use of ‘of” to join
‘non-existence’ and ‘an atom”. “The non-existence of x* implies x does not exist.’
Knowledge of non-existence is always the actuality of a proposition presented in a
sentence whose subject term refers to the particular non-existent, a proposition, that
is, which presents a non-actual state of affairs as such. Al-Juwayni explains this by an
analogy:

When an individual knows that he doesn’t have a coat with him (znnabu laysa maahu
thawbun) his knowing is a fact which there is no way to reject, whence this knowledge must
have an object (ma lam) and it is impossible that the object of his kowledge be the actual pres-
ence of the coat (yastahilu “an yakina ma'limu Glmibi thubitu l-thawb)...; therefore the cog-
nition has as its object the fact of his not having a coat with him, for one distinguishes be-
tween his knowing that he has a coat with him and his knowing that he does not have a coat
with him. This shows that as its object the cognition is correlated to the non-actuality of his
having a coat with him®.

The basic thesis here involves the formal conception of predications. “Predicational
sentences (a/-khabar) are of two kinds, one of which is called an affirmation and the
other of which is called a negation. An affirmation is any predicational sentence that
implies the actual reality (thubiit) of what is presented (mukhbarubu) when it is true
and a fact (sidgan hagqan); a negation is any predicational sentence that implies the

non-actuality of what is presented when it is true and a fact™.

iting of a being and in the following discussion omits the fourth of the categories listed in G,
fol. 13v. The expression ‘kayfa kana yakin’ is common in Ash‘arite authors for ‘how it would be’
(e.g. Ta'wil, fol. 124v, 15ff. and Lata’if'3, p. 32, 9 and s, p. 301, 7f.).

7. With this contrast the statement (Gh, 431, 22f.) that the phrases ‘the existence of the atom’ and ‘the
Being of the accident’ simply join a being to its Self/existence (qawlu l-qa’ili wujadu l-jawhari wa-
dbatu I-aradi ‘idafatu I-shay’i il nafsibi). In the case of ‘adamu ljawhar,” however, there is no Self/
existence named or referred to; the mudaf ‘ilaybi signifies but a posited object.

8. Sham (69), p. 138, 12ff., adding man in line 12 following /i with K and T; also add @/z following /z-
dalla in line 15 with T. When he says “his knowing is a fact (ilmubu thabit) what is formally meant
is that the act of knowing is an actually existent accident the truth of whose content cannot be ques-
tioned since it is grounded in the perception of a present state of affairs.

9. Sham (69), p 183, 20ff., adding with T thubir after yatadammanu in line 21 (Klopfer here inserts
ithbat, which makes no sense) and wa-hagqan after sidgan in line 22.; cp. Ikbt, fol. 7ov, 15f. In the
usage of the grammarians ‘a/-khabar’ is ambivalent as it is commonly employed to mean the predi-
cate of a simple predicational sentence (sc., a sentence of the form mubtada’ -khabar or ism —
hadith). As a category of sentences, however, it means a statement, i.e., any sentence that in the
given context can be said to be true or false (cf, e.g., al-Mugtadab 3, p. 89 and al-Sihibi, pp. 179f.)
and this is followed by the Ash‘arites (e.g., 7am, p. 379, sf.). What is meant by ‘al-khabar’ in the
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With al-Juwayni's analogy of the coat the basic sense of “positing” (zagdir) is clear
enough. The analysis here follows that of the grammarians according to which a
negative statement is formed by adding the negative particle to an already given posi-
tive statement (cf. Ibn al-Sarraj, Usi/ 1, pp. 60f.). Accordingly, we have here the basic
sentence (a) that is an affirmation (7thbat) of the existence of a coat that the indi-
vidual has with him, whether on his back or on the adjacent seat in the car, and the
negative is then added to yield (b) ‘laysa ma't thawbun,” which we may take either
with ‘thawbun’ as the subject of ‘laysa’ and so “a coat is not in my immediate posses-
sion” or with ‘laysa’ having an implicit damiru [-sha’n: “it is not the case that I have a
coat with me” and the latter may be recast as ‘/a thawba ma7 : “there exists no coat of
which it is true that I have it with me.”

To summarize, al-Juwayni’s example, the individual knows that he doesn’t have a
coat with him. This is to be taken, then, as something of which he is cognitively
aware and that he may then say to himself whether inwardly or aloud. Underlying
the sentence he says to himself is the proposition which comes to expression in the
sentence, already present as his immediate awareness of the fact, and the proposition
itself originates as a positing of a coat-with-me and its immediate negation. In his
awareness of the fact, the non-existent coat is known (i.e., its non-existence) and
in the formulated sentence is explicitly referred to by the the subject term. What is
involved here is an actual state of affairs involving a particular set of entities. The
presence of the posited coat, were it to exist — i.e., had the individual a coat with
him — would be an element in a hypothetically conceivable alternative to the actual
state of affairs, one whose actuality would involve a series (or several convergent se-
ries) of events that circumstantially could have occurred rather than those which did
in fact occur. The non-existence of these events (accidents) would be presenced in his
saying, for example, “I forgot to bring my coat.” Each event in the the hypothetical
series that would have led to the existence of the coat-with-me could, in al-Juwayn’s
terminology, have occurred 4/a [-sibhati wal-badal with respect to the ones in the se-
ries that did occur.

One aspect of the Ash‘arite conception of the non-existent is thus clear. As such,
the non-existent is known (4 lam) as the posited referent of a term in a proposition
that is presented as a negative predicational sentence. It is the subject of a predication
(mukhbarun ‘anhu) and so is referred to (madliilun ‘alayhi) in such a sentence. The
predication and the refering are both elements of the proposition. This is true of the

present context is a predicational sentence that is clear and unequivocal. Note that in the present
case, the author speaks not of al-mukhbaru ‘anhu (the referent of the subject term), but of what is
presented as the fact or state of affairs.
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logically impossible (al-mustahil) as well as of contingent entities that once existed
and those that have never existed. The latter, moreover, are potential objects of God’s
creative power (maqdirdt). Anything that is known is known in and by virtue of an
actually existent cognition and whatever is an object (or correlate), potential or ac-
tual, of God’s creative power is such by virtue of that power. ‘Magdir’ is equivocal in
that it is said both of a possible object of God’s power and of an actual object. In a
strict sense, however, there is no actual correlation between God’s power and its ob-
ject save at the moment the object comes to exist (al-qudratu sifatun laha
muta alliqun wa-huwa maqdiruba hila hudithihi: Ikbt., fol 1741, 14£)". The correla-
tion of [God’s] power to an object means simply the existence of the object through
it (ld mand li-ta‘allugi l-qudrati bil-magdiri “akthara min wujidi l-maqdiri biba:
Sham (69), p. 694, of.). What is magdiir as a possible entity, on the other hand, is no
more than a posited object of God’s power™.

It is clear in all this that of the predicates that may validly be said of the non-exist-
ent ‘known’ is primary. And it is also clear that, although al-Juwaynt’s example of the
non-existent views the question from the perspective of our human knowledge, the
most important question for the theologian is that of God’s knowledge. But in what
way does one speak, with reference to God’s knowledge, of the non-existent’s being
“the subject of a predicate” or of its being “referred t0”? And how too of His positing
something as existent. Our cognitions, in contrast to God’s knowledge, are contin-
gent beings (accidents) that succeed one another in time, each one being thus finite
as such and in itself (mutandfin fi nafsihi) and so also in its content (fz-lima tanaha fi
nafsibi tanaha fi ta allugihi bi-khilafi I-ilmi I-qadim)™. The most characteristic feature
of our cognitions is, moreover, that each has but a single, particular object®.

10. Thus hilu I-hudithi hilu ta‘allugi l-qudra: Sh.1Ir, fol. 126t f.

1. “Taallug’ is an ambivalent expression. In the case of existent objects one speaks of an actual correla-
tion between the knower’s knowing and the object that is known. In the case of the knowledge of
the non-existent, on the other hand, the 2 @//ug is the knowing itself (Sh.Jr; fol. 431, 7ff., where read
wal-ma'lam for wal-ma'dim in line 9). “‘arada l-mutahaqqiqiina bil-taallugi “anna I-'Glima ya'lamu
maluman...” (Ikht, fol. 70v, 3ff).

12, Sh.dr, fol. 6sr, 13fF,, citing al-Ash‘ari and Abi Ishaq al-Isfara’ini.

13.  Akbagsu ilmind ta allugubhu bi-ma limin wihidin mu ayyanin li-khtisasibi bibi fa-la yastagimu dhalika
fi Filmi l-qadimi li-adami L-ikbtisasi fi haqqibi: ibid., fol. Gsv, sf., citing al-Ash‘ari. The “single ob-
ject” (ma'lium) here is obviously what is presented in a single true proposition, which may concern
but a single subject or many (a whole class or set of classes) or a complex state of affairs, etc. The
proposition’s being 7u ayyan is thus different from the non-existent’s being 7u ayyan. The meaning
of the phrase ‘/i-khtisasihi bihi’ here is simply that it has (its existence is to have) this and only this
object or proposition, be it a particular, general, or universal.
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God’s knowledge is not specifically determined to one object rather than another
(cf, e.g., Sham (69), p. 523, f. and Sh.Ir, loc. cit.). Because His knowledge in itself
and as such is not determined solely to any single object, He knows everything that
can be known (zbid., foll. 65v, 5 and 72v, 4f.)". There is no was or will be in God or
in His essential attributes. Though He knows every detail of the comings to be and
ceasings to be of contingent entities and of their interrelationships, God’s eternal
knowing is not subject to any change or alteration”. Eternal existence is not related
to time (al-wujiidu |- azaliyyu. .. ld yundsibu I-'azmina: Sh.Ir, fol. 711, 19), for “there is
no relationship (n7sba) between the Eternal and the contingent, either temporal or
local, for a finitude of the relata is the condition of the valid assertion of relations”
(Gh, fol. 19v, 23f; v. also ibid., fol. 32v, 14, cited below, n. 21). “Nothing that is infi-
nite in its essential Being is related to what is finite” (md la nihayata li-dhatibi la
yundsibu I-mutandhbi: ibid., fol. 20r, 3). It is for this reason that it is impossible that
God’s knowledge alter in accord with the temporal changes in contingent beings and
events'.

Time (al-waqt) is defined by Ibn Sida (s.2.) as “the measure of universal time (a/-
miqddru mina l-dahr) and is generally used of the past, though also of the future.”
Ibn Faris defines ‘waqt (Magqayis, s.v.) as “a time which is known” (al-zamanu [-
maliim) and ‘zaman’ (s.v.) as “a period of time, small or large” (huwa l-hinu qalilubhu
wa-kathiruhu)”. Al-Qushayri says (Risdla 2, pp. 21f.)

14. Thus al-Bagillani is cited (Gh, fol. 271, 19f.) as saying  zkhassu wasfi imi l-qadimi “annabu ali
sifatin tijibu lahu I-ipatata bi-jamii I-malamat ”; of. also ibid., ff. and fol. 56v, 14ff. Note that the
phrase © @/a sifa’ here may reflect al-Bagqillani’s recognition of ontologically distinct “states” (‘zbwiil)
that qualify the being of existent entities. This need not concern us here. Al-Faraki (fol. 22v, 1f.)
remarks that God’s knowledge is at the absolute term of perfection in the sense that its having any
limit is negated (f7 ghayati l-kamali bi-nafyi [-nibayiti ‘anhu).

1s.  Al-ma‘lumitu bil-‘idifati “ili I-ilmi l-qadimi kal-ma‘limi l-wibid. .. li yatajaddadu lahu palun wa-li
ta allugqun bi-idafatibi “ild [-matamat. Gh, fol. 64x, sf., citing al-Bagqillani; cf. also Sh.77, fol. 4st, uls.
and cp. al-Harasi, fol. 127r f. The expression that God knows all beings exactly as they are (2l ma
hiya ‘alayhifbihi) is often used in the sense that He knows all the temporal relations of their being
and not being; cf,, e.g., Sham (69), p. 520, 8ff.

16. Cf. Gh, fol. 56v, 3ff. and al-Mutawalli, p. 25, 6ff. and see generally frsh, pp. 96fF., Sh.I, fol. 7or ff,
and G, foll. 66r ff. The attempt to explain this in Sh.75, fol. 71v, 15ff. (cp. Irsh, p. 99, 1ff) by con-
trasting knowing and making true statements of fact which are not time dependent on sense percep-
tion is interesting and altogether valid as such, but nonetheless fails to solve the basic difficulty.
Though not strictly speaking a technical term, ‘7ddfa’ is used for relation (the relation of the objects
of God’s knowledge to His knowledge) in G, fol. 64r, sf., cited in the previous note, because in the
context ‘nasab/nisba’ would be altogether inappropriate and ‘2 2/lug’ is excluded primarily because
of its use in the second sentence, where no other expression would be correct.

-17. Sibawayh, in discussing the transitivity of verbs that govern a single object (I, p. 16, 4ff.), uses ‘wagt’
of place: yataadda “ili ma kana waqtan mina I-amakin. (This is cited by Ibn Sida when he defines
‘wagqt.’) Al-Sirafi, in his Commentary (ad. loc.), remarks that Stbawayh “calls it a wagr because the
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What time really is (baqiqatu l-waqt), according to the experts, is a posited event
(hadithun mutawahbham)®, whose coming to be is linked (#/liga) to a known event
(hadithun mutapaqqiq) and the known event is the time of the posited event; one says
‘I shall come to you on the first of the month’ and the first of the month is the [ap-
pointed] time of his coming (wagqtu I-ityan).... People often mean by ‘wagt the time
one is actually in (ma huwa fihi mina l-zaman). And there are those who say ‘wagt is
what is between two times (md bayna zamdnayn),’ sc., the past and the future.

Al-QushayrT’s “time” in the first definition he gives (that of the mubassiliin) is in

terms of an event, sc., the rising of the new moon, of whose occurrence one is cer-

tain, while the second is merely posited, since he cannot be wholly certain that some-

thing which prevents his coming at the appointed time will not occur. The Ash‘arites

thus define time formally as the coincidence of two events. Al-Juwayni, for example,

says (Sham (69), p. 620, 5) that “the experts hold that a being’s occurrence at a par-

ticular time (wuqi'u l-shay’i fi waqt) has no meaning beyond its coinciding with

some [other] being that comes to be” (mugiranatubu li-ba'di I-hawaidith).

Times (a/-wagqt) are not a real class of beings that of themselves have an essential nature
(jinsun mawjidun lahu paqiqatun fi nafsibi) like existent entities, as one says ‘the essen-
tial nature of the atom is such-and-such’.... “Time’ is merely an expression for the
coincidence of the occurrence of one being with that of another and of the coming to
be of one contingent entity with that of another contingent entity (igtiranu
mutajaddidin bi-mutajaddidin wa-padithin bi-padith: al-Harasi, fol. 21r, sff.; cf. also
ibid., fol. 178r, 8ff. and Gh, foll. 25v f. and 38r, 11f.)

Since atoms, once created, continue to exist, the “occurrence of a being” and its

“coming to be” are, in the present context, the coming to be (the creation: hudith =

ihdath) of accidents, and accordingly time may be defined as tagdiru mutajaddid

(Gh, fol. 25v, 15)". That is to say it is the determinaton (tzgdir), the specification of

18.

Arabs use ‘tawqit’ (to assign, determine a wagq#) in the sense of ‘tagdir’ (to determine, assign a meas-
ure) even when it is not a time.” It is interesting to note in connection with this the use of ‘hayyiz’
where he says (Idah, p. 87) of a verb (or nominal form of a verb) when it is used in subordination to
the main verb of the sentence or clause as a circumstantial element (bal), that it is what takes place
(al-mutakawwin) at the time intended by the main verb “when it has not passed over to the realm/
region (hayyiz) of the past and to having been terminated ('l hayyizi l-madi wal-ingita), nor is it in
the realm of what is expected and whose time (wagqt) has not yet come.” With this, cp. the same
extended use of ‘hayyiz” by al-Juwayni in his discussion of God’s knowledge of the non-existent that
will never come to exist, translated below.

Tawahhum’ is employed as an equivalent of ‘tagdir’ in Muj, p. 112, 2f., though of ‘takhayyul, ° ibid.,
p- 86, 15f. For the use of ‘wahm’ and ‘tawahhum’ in the sense of imagining in the sense of picturing
or positing in thought or reflection, cf., e.g., al-Isfara’ini, pp. 137, 19 and 22 and 140, 12ff. and the
citation n. 59 below.

One speaks thus of the continuance of the existence of atoms as opposed to tajaddudu I-arad (Sham
(69), 181, 18ff.); and so al-jawharu bigin gayru mutajaddid (ibid., p. 160, 3f.). Thus, for example, the
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the exact temporal location of the occurrence of a coming to be (cf. Zkhr, fol. 237r,
22ff.), sc., the coming to be of a complex set of accidents which constitute the event.
It is possible, thus, that either of two simultaneous events be taken as the time (wagq?)
of the other (Muj, p. 276, 19f., where read lahuma for laba in line 20). It should be
kept in mind, however, that like the single atom the single instant of time (wagz, hil,
etc.) — the coming to be and ceasing to be of a single accident — is not perceptible
as such (al-hdlu l-wahidatu ld tudrikuba fi ttiradi |- Gda)™.

God’s being is not temporally related to the course of time (/i yundsibubu: al-
Harasi, fol. 221v, 15ff.), because, as we have seen, “what entails relationships (a/-
mugqtadi lil-'ansibi) are finite limits (a/-nihdydt) and that which has no finite limit in
its Being and its existence is not related (/7 yundsib) to that which has local and tem-
poral finite limits and that which has no locus (bayth) is not related to that which has

Moy &«

locus.” “It is impossible to talk of temporality in regard to the existence of the Eter-

nal...; for this reason one may not say that the existence of the Eternal is measured
by time (/2 yasibhu l-tawqitu bil-qadimi... fa-li-dhilika lam yajuz an yaqila qa’ilun
‘inna wujiida |-qadimi muwaqqat: Muj, p. 276, 13ff;; cf. also al-Mutawalli, p. 12,
1off.). Of necessity God transcends all times (wajaba ta'dlihi ani |- azmina: Gh, fol.
291, 20f.). To put it another way, “in the essential characteristic of His Being His rela-
tion to all times is a single relationship (nisbatuhu fi kbdssiyyati l-wujidi “ila kaffati I-
awqati nisbatun wahida: ibid., fol. 23r, 15). This, as we shall see, is very important for

cognitions of human beings do not continue to exist but come to exist instant upon instant (a/- 7lmu
l-hadithu li yabqgi bal yatajaddadu hilan ‘ali hal: Gh, fol. 68v, 15f.). Our impression that the black-
ness of a body continues is due to the successive coming to be of identical accidents in the subject
(li-tajaddudi “amthilihi: Muj, p. 242, 8fF).

20. Sh.Ir, fol. 1r, 1f. That is to say, that a human being perceive and distinguish the single instant as
such, would be a miracle. Al-Juwayni uses the expression ‘#tiradu I-Gda’ rather frequently (e.g.,
Sham (69), pp. 111, 6£,118., 217, 6, et alibi pass.), as an equivalent of ‘istimraru I-Gda,” ‘mustagirru |-
dda,’ ‘jaryu l-'dda,’ etc., which are rather more common in the writings of his predecessors. What-
ever the expression, what is meant is the normally invariant way that God chooses to order events in
the world, altered only in the case of miracles and wonders.

21. Gh, fol. 32v, 14f.; cf. also #bid., fol. 291, 20ff. and cp. 7bid., fol. 19v, 23 (where, instead of al-muqtads
one has al-musahhih) and Sham (69), p. 493, uff. (where with T read bil-nasab for kal-nasab in
line 11), citing al-Isfara’ini. Cp. Nizamiyya, p. 29, 13f., where ‘hayyiz’ instead of ‘hayth’; the al-ladhi
following a/- zzali in Saqa’s edition (p. 41, 9) is to be deleted. It is important to keep in mind that,
albeit we may employ the same English word for both, the relationships referred to and intended by
‘nasab’ and ‘mundsaba’ are altogether different from those referred to and intended by ‘ta%llug.’
The former are, as is clear enough from the texts just cited, essentially extrinsic to the things that are
judged to be related (mutandsib), while the actuality of the latter generally follows immediately from
the existence of a being that is formally termed the ground (%//) of that feature or description of the
particular muta alliq which is its malal. The word, as is to be expected, is not always used in this
formal sense (e.g., in Muj, pp. 28f., translated above), but it is never employed in the weak sense of
“nasab/mundsaba.’
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understanding God’s knowledge of the non-existent. His knowledge is a single, time-
less knowing of an infinity of particulars which He knows as such and in their every
detail: ilmun wihidun yata'allagu bi-ma li yatanihi fa-'inna l-rabba ta'dld ya'lamu
ma d yataniha ‘ald l-tafsil (Sham (81), pp. 31f.; cf. also Irsh, p. 98, iff. and Sh.Ir, fol.
74r, 14ff).

The texts we have examined thus far concerning the non-existent’s being known
are on the whole somewhat superficial. Viewed from one perspective the disputes
between the Ash‘arites and the Mu'tazilite school of al-Jubba’i concerning the non-
existent was, in large part, a polemic laden quarrel over terminology. The two schools
were in agreement that God’s knowledge is absolutely unlimited, that He knows all
that was or is and all that is to be and everything that was or is possible. There was
little call, therefore, for the Ash‘arites to take up the specific question of God’s
knowledge of the non-existent for its own sake in the common elementary hand-
books. The matter is, however, raised explicitly in G/ and also in Sh.1r where it forms
a part of the general discussion of the thesis of Jahm b. Safwan according to which
God has particular knowings that take place in time (uliamu I-lahi hadithah), that is,
according to al-Juwayni’s interpretation, they are temporally correlated to their cre-
ated objects®. Both works (G4, fol. 67r and Sh.Ir, fol. 73r) present an analysis of the
question by al-Juwayni which is of particular interest for our present inquiry. In Gh
(fol. 67r, 1ff.) the section begins by asserting that “the Muslims are agreed that the
objects of the Lord’s knowledge are infinite (ma lamatu l-rabbi la tataniha) and so
also each of His attributes that is related to correlated objects has an infinite number
of objects (kullu sifatin qadimatin lahi ta‘alluqun bi-muta‘allagin li nibayata <li>-
muta alligati tilka l-sifa) though this is said of Hearing and Seeing in a somewhat ex-
tended sense; our fellows have moreover asserted the position that there is an infinity
of things that God (the Exalted) knows about every object of His knowledge
(ma'lamaru I-lahi ta'dla fi kulli ma‘limin la tatanaha) and so point to the fact that an
infinity of positings is possible with respect to the reality of every object be it an
atom or an accident.” This is illustrated by the fact that for every atom there is no
conceivable moment of all time and no imaginable place (gu#r) in which its occur-
rence cannot be posited alternatively or successively in one or in another (z/z /-

22. Irsh, pp. 96ff. The phrase ‘uliamun haditha’ is used in describing Jahm’s concept of God’s knowl-
edge by al-Mutawalli (p. 24, 12ff.). What exactly he held is difficult to ascertain from the sources; see
the references in 7h..G. s, pp. 215f. and on Jahm generally v. ibid., 2, pp. 493fF.

23.  Cp. al-Baghdadi, Usal, p. 122, sff., where he says that God’s names are of two kinds (zaw'in), those
which are intransitive (lzzimun li yata'addi) and pertain to His Self, e.g., ‘being’ and ‘living,’ and
those which are transitive, such as ‘knows'..., having objects, what is known...” (omitting the suf-
fixed -hu on yata'adda in line 6).
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badal) and similarly no accident whose actual occurrence cannot be posited in any

atom given the absence of its contrary or of another of the same class as itself. To

this, an objection, explicitly attributed to no particular school or individual, is then

raised as to how each one of an infinity of discrete objects (ma limat) can be known

as a particular individual (mufassalun mu ayyan):

24.

25.

26.

If someone says, “What is the meaning of your thesis that the things God knows
(ma'lamaru [-lih) are infinite and whatever be the things God knows they are distin-
guished separately and as particulars (fa-huwa mufassalun muayyanun)?’ To join the
identification of particulars and the denial of finite limits (a/-tafsilu wa-ntifi'u [-nihiya)
is a joining of two contradictories since the denial of a finite limit (fz%nna nafya I-
nihdaya) implies a denial of any limitation and term (nafyu [-hasri wal-dabt), while
whatever is subject to a limit is finite (ma tatarraqa ‘ilaybi [-hasru fa-huwa mutanih)*.
The Master, the Imam [al-Juwayni] said in explaining this®:

A Those beings which [have come to] exist are individually distinguished and finite in
number (al-kd indtu mufassalatun munhasira).

B Those whose [eventual] existence is given in [God’s] knowledge are grouped together
with those that [have come to] exist (mulbagqun bil-ka'inat).

C Those which God knows do not [come to] exist and whose existence is logically im-
possible are not distinguishable as individuals (/7 yanfasil); their existence is not con-
ceivable?. The knowledge is a knowledge of their impossibility.

Sh.Ir, fol. 73r, 3ff. = Gh, fol. 67r, sf.; there are minor differences in the way several clauses are cast,
though the sense is everywhere equivalent; immediately before the fzinna nafya l-nihaya Sh.Ir has
the clause fainna ma li yatanahi li yanfasil, which is most likely a gloss. It is clear from this passage
that fagsala, yufassilu and ayyana, yuayyinu are used as equivalents and so that ‘mufassal’ = ‘munfasil’
= ‘muayyan’ as synonymous in the context. Similarly, fassala, yufassilu is used interchangeably w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>