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ABSTRACT: This paper examines 'IIm al-Kalam, an essential discipline within Islamic
theology focused on defending religious doctrines and elaborating beliefs through
reasoned argumentation. Originating in the early centuries of Islam to counter doctrinal
challenges, 'Ilm al-Kalam has since shaped Islamic intellectual history, primarily through
the rationalist Mu'tazila and traditionalist Ash'ariyya schools. These schools contributed
key theological concepts around divine unity, justice, and prophecy while addressing the
dynamic relationship between reason and revelation. This paper also explores Iim al-
Kalam's enduring relevance, highlighting its role in contemporary debates on rationality,
faith, and modern secular challenges. By tracing 'Illm al-Kalam's evolution, this study
offers insights into its impact on Islamic thought and its potential for addressing modern
theological questions.
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1. Introduction

I[slamic theology, known as 'Ilm al-Kalam (literally, "science of discourse"), refers to the
intellectual tradition within Islam that systematically discusses and defends core
religious beliefs using reasoned arguments (Al-Farabi, 1991). Emerging in response to
doctrinal disputes within the early Muslim community and critiques from external
religious traditions, Ilm al-Kalam provided a structured means of defending and
elucidating Islamic beliefs, shaping the foundational framework of Islamic thought (Nasr,
2006). The term kalam, meaning "word" or "discourse," underscores the field's emphasis
on dialogue, debate, and argumentation, enabling scholars to address theological
challenges in a structured manner.

The origins of 'IlIm al-Kalam trace back to the early centuries of Islam, when the Muslim
community encountered theological and philosophical challenges that demanded a
coherent intellectual response. Early Islamic thinkers faced the task of defending the
monotheistic principles of Islam, particularly regarding questions of divine unity
(tawhid), predestination, free will, and the nature of divine attributes. These issues
became pivotal in 'lIm al-Kalam's development, leading to the formation of distinct
schools of thought, primarily the Mu'tazila and Ash'ariyya (Ash'ari, 1980).

https://reviewofconphil.com 16



The Mu'tazila school, which emphasized rationalism and the compatibility of reason with
[slamic tenets, held that reason is indispensable for understanding divine justice and
human moral agency. In contrast, the Ash'ariyya school prioritized scriptural sources and
a more traditionalist approach, arguing for a balance between reason and revelation. This
paper will delve into the historical origins of 'Ilm al-Kalam, its primary schools and
doctrines, and its relevance to contemporary Islamic discourse, especially in navigating
the intersection between faith and reason in the modern world.

2. Theoretical Overview of the Main Concepts and Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach that combines primary theological texts with
contemporary scholarly analyses to provide a multifaceted exploration of 'llm al-Kalam.
The methodology focuses on tracing the historical evolution of 'Ilm al-Kalam, examining
the key doctrines of its primary schools, and analyzing its ongoing relevance in
contemporary Islamic thought. By integrating classical Islamic sources and modern
interpretations, this methodology contextualizes 'llm al-Kalam within both its historical
development and its impact on modern theological debates.

Primary Sources

Primary theological texts are crucial for understanding the foundational doctrines and
arguments developed within 'I[lm al-Kalam. Key sources from influential thinkers such as
Al-Farabi, Al-Ash'ari, and Al-Ghazali provide insights into the core principles and
methodologies of '[lm al-Kalam:

Al-Farabi’s Thsa' al-'Ulum, translated by Mahdi (1991), presents one of the earliest
classifications of sciences in the Islamic world, including 'llm al-Kalam. His work situates
kalam within the broader spectrum of Islamic knowledge, describing it as a discipline
concerned with theological disputes and the defense of religious doctrines (Al-Farabi,
1991; Netton, 1998). Al-Farabi’s perspective highlights the systematic approach of kalam
as a field that combines rational inquiry with scriptural interpretation.

Al-Ash'ari’'s Maqalat al-Islamiyyin serves as a foundational text in 'Ilm al-Kalam by
documenting various Islamic sects and their beliefs, showcasing his effort to address
theological diversity within Islam (Ash'ari, 1980). This work provides essential insights
into early theological debates and Al-Ash'ari’s eventual shift from the rationalist Mu'tazila
to a more balanced, traditionalist approach. By studying this text, the research gains a
nuanced understanding of the doctrinal shifts within kalam and the Ash'ariyya’s response
to rationalist interpretations.

Al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifa (2000), or The Incoherence of the Philosophers, critiques
the philosophers’ excessive reliance on rationalism and asserts the supremacy of
revelation. Al-Ghazali’s work serves as an essential counterpoint to the rationalism of the
Mu'tazila, emphasizing the limits of human reason in understanding divine matters. This
text is central to understanding the intellectual foundations of the Ash'ari school and the
broader traditionalist critique of philosophical reasoning in theological issues (Al-
Ghazali, 2000; Griffel, 2009).
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These primary sources establish the doctrinal positions of early theologians and highlight
the ways 'l[lm al-Kalam navigated the relationship between reason and revelation. By
examining these original texts, this study can accurately represent the theological
positions and arguments central to the rationalist and traditionalist schools within kalam.

Secondary Sources and Contemporary Analyses

To place these primary texts within the broader historical and intellectual context, this
study draws on the works of contemporary scholars who have analyzed 'llm al-Kalam’s
evolution and its ongoing relevance:

Peter Adamson’s Philosophy in the Islamic World (2016) provides a historical overview
of Islamic philosophical developments, including 'llm al-Kalam. Adamson’s analysis
contextualizes the emergence of kalam in relation to Greek philosophy, exploring how
I[slamic scholars adapted logical methods while maintaining distinct theological goals.
Adamson’s work is especially useful for understanding the Mu'tazila’s integration of
Aristotelian logic and the subsequent traditionalist reactions from the Ash'ariyya and
Hanbali scholars.

Frank Griffel’s Al-Ghazali's Philosophical Theology (2009) offers a detailed examination
of Al-Ghazali’s theological approach, emphasizing his synthesis of Sufi, theological, and
philosophical perspectives. Griffel’s analysis of Al-Ghazali’s critique of rationalism,
particularly in Tahafut al-Falasifa, helps clarify the theological boundaries established by
the Ash'ariyya, which aimed to preserve Islamic orthodoxy while selectively engaging
with rational methods.

Mohammed Arkoun’s The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought (2002) provides
a critical modern perspective on Islamic theology, advocating for a reformation of 'Ilm al-
Kalam that addresses contemporary social and intellectual challenges. Arkoun’s work is
instrumental in understanding how modern scholars reinterpret kalam to engage with
secularism, pluralism, and modern ethics. His call for a “new kalam” that integrates
humanistic and ethical concerns adds a contemporary dimension to this study,
emphasizing kalam’s adaptability in addressing current issues (Arkoun, 2002).

Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s Islamic Philosophy from Its Origin to the Present (2006) examines
the historical development of Islamic thought, focusing on the enduring relevance of
classical doctrines in modern contexts. Nasr advocates for a reformed 'I[lm al-Kalam that
harmonizes Islamic beliefs with modern scientific and philosophical advancements. His
perspective provides a valuable framework for understanding how Islamic theology can
respond to scientific progress while upholding the principles of faith (Nasr, 2006).

These secondary sources provide a multi-dimensional view of 'llm al-Kalam, illuminating
the historical, philosophical, and social dynamics that shaped its development. By
integrating these analyses, this study situates '[lm al-Kalam within a broader intellectual
tradition that balances continuity with adaptation.
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Analytical Approach

This study employs a comparative and thematic analysis to highlight the distinctions
between the Mu'tazila and Ash'ari schools of 'llm al-Kalam. By comparing their
approaches to divine unity, justice, and human agency, the research identifies key points
of convergence and divergence, emphasizing the theological and philosophical
implications of each position. For instance, the Mu'tazila’s rationalist interpretation of
divine justice is contrasted with the Ash'ariyya’s doctrine of bi la kayf (“without asking
how”) regarding divine attributes, illustrating the different ways each school navigates
the relationship between reason and revelation.

Furthermore, the study examines the modern relevance of 'llm al-Kalam through a
thematic analysis of contemporary debates. This approach enables an exploration of how
modern scholars like Nasr and Arkoun reinterpret classical doctrines to address
contemporary issues such as secularism, pluralism, and scientific inquiry. By examining
these themes, the study assesses 'llm al-Kalam’s potential for offering solutions to
modern theological challenges while maintaining fidelity to Islamic tradition.

Methodological Limitations

This study acknowledges certain limitations inherent in the qualitative analysis of
historical texts. Given the wide temporal and geographical span of 'llm al-Kalam,
interpretations of its doctrines may vary based on regional contexts and historical
developments. Additionally, the reliance on translated texts may introduce subtle
variations in meaning, impacting the interpretation of theological concepts. Despite these
limitations, the combination of primary and secondary sources provides a
comprehensive understanding of 'llm al-Kalam, allowing for a nuanced exploration of its
doctrinal evolution and modern applications.

By synthesizing classical texts with contemporary scholarship, this methodology offers a
balanced approach to studying 'Ilm al-Kalam, presenting it as a dynamic discipline
capable of addressing both historical and modern intellectual challenges.

3. Discussion
Literature Review

The study of 'llm al-Kalam, often referred to as Islamic scholastic theology, is grounded
in early theological disputes and the intellectual exchanges that marked the formative
centuries of Islam. Kalam emerged as a response to doctrinal challenges within the
Muslim community, and its development reflects an ongoing dialogue between reason
and revelation. Scholars have examined 'Ilm al-Kalam from multiple perspectives, with a
focus on its rationalist and traditionalist interpretations, its impact on later Islamic
thought, and its relevance to contemporary issues.

Historical Foundations and Rationalist Approaches

Early works in 'Ilm al-Kalam trace back to Islamic encounters with Greek philosophy,
particularly during the Abbasid translation movement. Greek texts by philosophers such
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as Aristotle and Plato were translated into Arabic, introducing concepts that Muslim
theologians adapted to Islamic frameworks. Peter Adamson’s Philosophy in the Islamic
World (2016) contextualizes kalam as a response to Greek logic and metaphysics,
describing how theologians employed these methods to defend Islamic beliefs while
adapting them to fit Islamic theological aims. Adamson highlights the contributions of
rationalist theologians, particularly the Mu'tazila, who are often regarded as the first
formal school of kalam due to their use of reason to articulate Islamic doctrines.

The Mu'tazila school emphasized the compatibility of reason and revelation, advocating
for the use of rational inquiry to understand concepts such as divine justice and human
agency. Frank (1999) and Martin et al. (1997) document the Mu'tazila’s approach to
tawhid (divine unity) and 'adl (justice), two central tenets of their theology. The Mu'tazila
argued that God’s justice required human beings to have free will, a stance that positioned
them in opposition to deterministic views that ascribed all actions to divine decree. In
their interpretation, human moral responsibility was essential to divine justice, and God’s
actions were subject to rational principles of fairness (Martin, Woodward, & Atmaja,
1997). This rationalist approach positioned the Mu'tazila as defenders of Islamic
orthodoxy through logic, although it also led to tensions with traditionalists who viewed
their methods as an intrusion of foreign ideas.

Al-Farabi’s Thsa' al-'Ulum (1991), translated by Mahdi, provides an early classification of
the Islamic sciences, categorizing kalam as a science concerned with theological debates
and the defense of religious doctrines. Al-Farabi regarded kalam as essential for engaging
with and refuting opposing views, situating it within a broader intellectual framework
thatincorporated logical methods while remaining grounded in Islamic epistemology (Al-
Farabi, 1991; Netton, 1998). Al-Farabi’s perspective on kalam reflects the rationalist
orientation of the Mu'tazila, who saw reason as a means to support faith rather than as a
threat to it.

Traditionalist Responses and the Ash'ariyya

The rationalism of the Mu'tazila sparked a reaction among traditionalist scholars, most
notably Al-Ash'ari, who initially trained as a Mu'tazilite before breaking away to establish
his own school. Al-Ash'ari’'s work Magqalat al-Islamiyyin (1980) provides a
comprehensive survey of Islamic sects and their beliefs, documenting his shift towards a
theology that balanced rational inquiry with a firm commitment to scriptural authority.
This work is instrumental in understanding the development of the Ash'ariyya, a school
that sought to moderate the rationalist tendencies of the Mu'tazila by placing revelation
above reason (Ash'ari, 1980; Griffel, 2009).

Al-Ash'ari introduced the doctrine of bi la kayf (“without asking how”), which emphasized
that certain divine attributes must be accepted as described in the Quran without human
speculation about their nature. This approach represented a middle path that allowed the
Ash'ariyya to engage with rationalism selectively, using reason to defend orthodox beliefs
while upholding revelation as the ultimate source of knowledge (Makdisi, 2007). Griffel’s
Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology (2009) further explores the Ash'ariyya’s selective
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use of rationalism, focusing on Al-Ghazali’s critique of philosophers in The Incoherence
of the Philosophers. Al-Ghazali argued that human reason was limited in its capacity to
comprehend divine realities, advocating instead for a theology that respected both the
intellect and the mysteries of revelation (Griffel, 2009; Al-Ghazali, 2000).

Nasr (2006) describes the Ash'ariyya’s stance as a “middle way” between reason and
revelation, highlighting how this school’s approach allowed it to become the dominant
theological perspective in Sunni Islam. By affirming the role of reason within the bounds
set by revelation, the Ash'ariyya offered an intellectually satisfying yet theologically
conservative alternative to the Mu'tazila. This balance helped solidify the Ash'ariyya’s
place in Sunni orthodoxy, particularly in institutions of learning where 'Ilm al-Kalam
became integrated into religious education (Nasr, 2006).

Modern Perspectives on 'Ilm al-Kalam

The relevance of 'Ilm al-Kalam extends into modern Islamic thought, as contemporary
scholars explore its potential to address new intellectual challenges posed by secularism,
scientific inquiry, and global pluralism. Seyyed Hossein Nasr advocates for a reformed
'Ilm al-Kalam that embraces scientific advancements while preserving the integrity of
[slamic doctrines. In Islamic Philosophy from Its Origin to the Present (2006), Nasr
suggests that [slamic theology can engage constructively with modern science, proposing
that kalam can be a means of bridging faith and reason in ways that enhance both spiritual
and intellectual understanding. Nasr’s perspective highlights the adaptability of kalam,
showing how its traditional framework can accommodate contemporary knowledge
without compromising Islamic beliefs (Nasr, 2006).

Meanwhile, Mohammed Arkoun, in The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought
(2002), argues for an even more transformative approach to 'llm al-Kalam, calling for a
“new kalam” that incorporates ethical and social concerns alongside traditional theology.
Arkoun critiques the limitations of classical kalam, suggesting that Islamic theology
should address contemporary social justice issues and human rights. His approach
emphasizes the need for kalam to evolve to remain relevant in a world marked by secular
values and diverse religious perspectives (Arkoun, 2002).

The work of contemporary scholars such as Frank Griffel and Peter Adamson provides
further insights into how classical 'Ilm al-Kalam can be reinterpreted for modern
audiences. Griffel’s analysis of Al-Ghazali emphasizes the enduring significance of the
traditionalist critique of rationalism, particularly in debates about the limits of human
knowledge and the role of revelation in guiding ethical behavior (Griffel, 2009). Similarly,
Adamson’s exploration of the Mu'tazila offers a model for engaging rationalism within a
faith-based framework, which has resonated with scholars advocating for an Islamic
response to secularism (Adamson, 2016).

Summary of Key Debates and Contributions

The literature on 'llm al-Kalam reveals a rich tradition of theological inquiry, marked by
diverse approaches to integrating reason with revelation. The Mu'tazila and Ash'ariyya
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schools exemplify two distinct responses to questions of divine justice, human agency,
and the nature of God’s attributes. Scholars have extensively documented the rationalist
approach of the Mu'tazila, highlighting their use of Greek logic to defend Islamic beliefs
(Martin, Woodward, & Atmaja, 1997; Frank, 1999). In contrast, the Ash'ariyya’s selective
engagement with rationalism has been studied as a model for balancing intellectual
inquiry with theological conservatism (Nasr, 2006; Makdisi, 2007).

In the modern era, scholars such as Nasr and Arkoun have revisited 'Ilm al-Kalam to
address contemporary challenges, illustrating the field’s potential for adaptation. Nasr’s
call for a scientifically-informed kalam and Arkoun’s vision of a socially-engaged theology
reflect the dynamic nature of 'Ilm al-Kalam as a discipline that continues to evolve. By
examining these classical and modern perspectives, this literature review demonstrates
that 'Ilm al-Kalam remains a relevant and adaptable framework for engaging with both
historical and contemporary theological issues.

Historical Origins and Evolution of 'IIm al-Kalam

The origins of Ilm al-Kalam are deeply rooted in the early theological disputes and
intellectual exchanges that marked the formative centuries of Islam. Following the initial
spread of Islam, Muslims encountered diverse philosophical and religious traditions,
particularly through the translation movement during the Abbasid Caliphate, which
introduced works of Greek philosophy into the Islamic world. Texts by Aristotle, Plato,
and Plotinus, translated into Arabic, became sources of intellectual engagement for
Muslim scholars, offering complex frameworks for discussing metaphysics, ethics, and
cosmology (Wolfson, 1976).

This intellectual environment necessitated a structured response from Muslim
theologians who sought to defend Islamic doctrine in light of new ideas. 'Illm al-Kalam
thus emerged as a discipline that combined dialectical reasoning with a deep
commitment to Islamic principles. Its practitioners, known as mutakallimun, took on the
role of defending Islam against both internal divisions and external critiques, using logical
arguments to clarify theological beliefs and counter heretical views.

One of the early motivators for 'Ilm al-Kalam was the question of divine justice and human
free will. Early debates arose around whether human actions are predetermined by God
or if individuals possess free will to choose their paths. This issue became central as it
touched upon the nature of God’s omnipotence, the justice of divine rewards and
punishments, and the moral responsibility of human beings. Different factions, including
the Qadariyya, who supported human free will, and the Jabariyya, who leaned towards
determinism, spurred theological discourse that would eventually form the foundation of
'Ilm al-Kalam (Frank, 1999).

Furthermore, the influence of other monotheistic religions, especially Christianity and
Judaism, introduced additional theological challenges. Muslim scholars had to engage
with concepts such as the Trinity, the Incarnation, and original sin, all of which had
significant implications for the Islamic understanding of monotheism. To defend the
unique Islamic perspective on God’s absolute unity (tawhid), mutakallimun developed
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nuanced arguments that distinguished Islamic theology from these neighboring
traditions (Adamson, 2016).

Key Schools and Doctrines in 'Ilm al-Kalam
Mu'tazila

The Mu'tazila school is often regarded as the first formal school of 'IIm al-Kalam and is
distinguished by its strong emphasis on rationalism. Originating in Basra in the early 8th
century, the Mu'tazila were influenced by Greek philosophical ideas, which they
integrated into Islamic theology. They developed a rigorous intellectual framework that
addressed issues like divine unity, justice, and free will, structuring their beliefs around
five key principles:

Divine Unity (al-tawhid): For the Mu'tazila, the concept of tawhid went beyond merely
affirming God's oneness; it required a rejection of any anthropomorphic attributes. They
argued that attributes like "hand" or "face" should not be ascribed to God, as this would
imply a multiplicity within the divine essence. This strict interpretation led the Mu'tazila
to assert that the Quran, as the "word of God," was created rather than eternal. This
position was meant to avoid the notion of duality, as an eternal Quran would imply that
something other than God was uncreated, potentially challenging His absolute oneness
(Frank, 1999).

. Justice (al-adl): The Mu'tazila viewed divine justice as central to understanding God's
relationship with humanity. They argued that God, being perfectly just, does not compel
human beings to act in ways that would lead to their damnation. Instead, humans have
free will, and thus moral responsibility for their actions. According to the Mu'tazila, God’s
justice implies that He only punishes individuals for sins they freely commit, reinforcing
the importance of human moral agency and rejecting deterministic interpretations of
divine sovereignty (Wolfson, 1976).

Promise and Threat (al-wa’d wa al-wa’id): This doctrine emphasizes that God’s
promises of reward and threats of punishment are binding. For the Mu'tazila, divine
justice requires strict adherence to these promises, meaning that God will neither forgive
serious sinners without repentance nor ignore the good deeds of the righteous. This
position created a tension with other schools, particularly the Ash'ariyya, who believed
in the possibility of intercession and divine grace for those who commit grave sins
(Makdisi, 2007).

The Intermediate State (al-manzila bayna manzilatayn): This concept, unique to the
Mu'tazila, posits that a Muslim who commits a major sin occupies a status between belief
and disbelief. Rather than being condemned outright, such individuals are considered
morally deficient but not beyond redemption. This doctrine was intended to provide a
nuanced view of the sinner’s status, avoiding both extremes of immediate
excommunication and automatic forgiveness (Adamson, 2016).

Enjoining Good and Forbidding Evil (al-amr bi al-ma'ruf wa al-nahy 'an al-munkar):
The Mu'tazila stressed the duty to promote justice and oppose injustice, even to the point
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of confronting rulers who strayed from Islamic principles. This principle reflects the
Mu'tazila's ethical rigor, advocating for active engagement in societal reform and moral
accountability, and often put them at odds with political authorities who saw their
activism as a threat (Frank, 1999).

The Mu'tazila's theological framework led to their endorsement by certain Abbasid
caliphs, notably during the period of the mihna (inquisition), where adherence to the
doctrine of a created Quran became a state-enforced creed. However, this association
with political power eventually contributed to the decline of Mu'tazilite influence, as
subsequent rulers distanced themselves from its rationalist approach (Nasr, 2006).

Ash'ariyya

The Ash'ariyya school, founded by Al-Ash'ari in the 10th century, arose as a response to
the perceived excesses of Mu'tazilite rationalism. Al-Ash'ari, initially a Mu'tazilite himself,
eventually rejected its emphasis on reason over revelation, advocating instead for a
theology that acknowledged the limits of human intellect in comprehending divine
realities. The Ash'ariyya maintained that while reason has a place in theology, it must
ultimately be subordinated to scriptural authority. This stance formed the basis of Ash'ari
thought and offered an alternative approach to the rationalism of the Mu'tazila (Al-
Ghazali, 2000).

Divine Attributes: In contrast to the Mu'tazila, the Ash'ariyya affirmed that God
possesses attributes such as knowledge, power, and will. However, they argued that these
attributes are beyond human comprehension, using the doctrine of bi la kayf ("without
asking how") to accept these attributes as described in the Quran without delving into
their nature. This approach allowed the Ash'ariyya to maintain a position of reverence
and humility regarding divine mysteries, thus preserving the transcendent nature of God
while affirming traditional Islamic teachings (Frank, 1999).

Human Free Will and Predestination: The Ash'ariyya adopted the doctrine of
“acquisition” (kasb), positing that while God is the ultimate creator of all actions, human
beings acquire these actions through their own volition. This concept balanced divine
sovereignty with human responsibility, allowing the Ash'ariyya to reconcile God’s
omnipotence with human moral agency. Al-Ash'ari’s doctrine of kasb was a response to
the Mu'tazila’s emphasis on free will, offering a middle ground that retained divine
omnipotence without reducing humans to passive agents (Adamson, 2016).

Intercession and Grace: The Ash'ariyya differed from the Mu'tazila regarding divine
grace and intercession. They believed that God, in His mercy, can forgive sinners or grant
them intercession through prophets and righteous individuals. This view reflects the
Ash'ariyya's emphasis on God’s compassion and the possibility of divine forgiveness,
contrasting with the Mu'tazila’s stricter interpretation of divine justice (Makdisi, 2007).

Scripture and Rationalism: While the Ash'ariyya did not reject rationalism outright,
they maintained that reason must align with revelation. Al-Ash'ari argued that certain
truths are known only through scripture, and thus reason has limits when it comes to
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understanding divine matters. This selective rationalism enabled the Ash'ariyya to
engage with philosophical discourse while remaining rooted in the Quran and Hadith, a
stance that resonated with the broader Muslim community wary of Hellenistic influences
on Islamic theology (Wolfson, 1976).

The Ash'ariyya’s approach ultimately gained widespread acceptance within the Sunni
community, particularly after the works of scholars like Al-Ghazali, who further
synthesized Ash'ari thought with Sufi spirituality and ethical philosophy. The Ash'ariyya
became the dominant theological school in Sunni Islam, influencing institutions of
learning and shaping mainstream Islamic beliefs for centuries (Nasr, 2006).

Rational vs. Traditionalist Approaches

The tension between rationalist and traditionalist approaches within 'Ilm al-Kalam
underscores core debates about the role of reason in matters of faith and the
interpretation of divine revelation. The Mu'tazila school, noted for its rationalist
orientation, was among the first to integrate Greek logic and philosophy into Islamic
theology. By adopting logical methods rooted in Aristotelian thought, the Mu'tazila
developed a highly sophisticated theological framework that sought to make religious
doctrine comprehensible through rational analysis. Central to their approach was the
belief that reason could be employed to interpret theological issues, particularly around
divine justice and human agency, without contradicting Islamic principles (Frank, 1999).

The Mu'tazila’s reliance on rationalism, however, alienated traditionalists who viewed
such methods as a deviation from Islamic orthodoxy. Traditionalists argued that the use
of Greek logic introduced foreign elements into Islamic theology, potentially corrupting
its purity by prioritizing human reason over divine revelation. Critics such as Ibn Hanbal
contended that reason has inherent limitations when it comes to understanding God'’s
will, as divine matters ultimately transcend human comprehension (Adamson, 2016).
Thus, the traditionalist critique of Mu'tazilism was not merely about theological
differences but about the perceived threat that rationalism posed to the authenticity of
[slamic belief.

In contrast to the Mu'tazila, the Ash'ariyya school, founded by Al-Ash'ari, offered a
selective use of rationalism that prioritized scriptural authority. Al-Ash'ari initially
trained as a Mu'tazilite but later rejected its exclusive reliance on reason, choosing
instead to develop a theology that balanced rational discourse with faith-based doctrines.
The Ash'ariyya argued that while reason can be a valuable tool in theology, it must
ultimately be subordinate to revelation. Al-Ash'ari's doctrine of “acquisition” (kasb),
which posited that God creates human actions while individuals acquire responsibility
for them, exemplified his attempt to harmonize divine omnipotence with human
accountability without undermining God’s sovereignty (Ash’ari, 1980).

The Ash'ariyya’s approach allowed them to defend Islamic orthodoxy by using reason
strategically, emphasizing scriptural sources as the ultimate authority. This selective
rationalism was acceptable to many within the Sunni community, as it appeared less
influenced by Greek philosophy and more rooted in Islamic tradition (Makdisi, 2007).
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This perspective would come to dominate Sunni theology, especially after Al-Ghazali, a
prominent Ash'ari theologian, articulated the limitations of human reason in his work The
Incoherence of the Philosophers. In this text, Al-Ghazali criticized the philosophers for
overstepping the bounds of reason in matters of metaphysics, advocating for an
epistemological framework where reason operates within the boundaries set by divine
revelation (Al-Ghazali, 2000).

The rational-traditionalist divide within Ilm al-Kalam reveals broader questions about
the epistemological foundations of Islamic theology. Nasr (2006) describes the
Ash'ariyya’s stance as a “middle way,” emphasizing reason’s value while asserting that
true knowledge of God comes from divine revelation. Meanwhile, contemporary scholars
such as Adamson (2016) argue that this balance allowed the Ash'ariyya to respond
effectively to philosophical challenges without compromising core Islamic beliefs. The
debate over reason and revelation remains central in Islamic thought, as scholars today
continue to explore the boundaries of rational inquiry in theological matters.

Modern Debates and Relevance

In the contemporary context, 'llm al-Kalam remains relevant as Islamic scholars grapple
with modern issues such as secularism, pluralism, and scientific rationalism. The
increasing prevalence of secular and scientific worldviews poses new challenges for
[slamic theology, as traditional religious frameworks are confronted with questions
about faith, reason, and empirical knowledge. Modern thinkers like Seyyed Hossein Nasr
advocate for a reformed Ilm al-Kalam that embraces scientific insights while upholding
[slamic doctrines. Nasr argues that Islamic theology can integrate contemporary
knowledge in fields such as physics and cosmology, thereby enriching the spiritual and
intellectual dimensions of Islam without compromising its core beliefs (Nasr, 2006).

Conversely, other scholars argue that 'lIm al-Kalam must adapt more fundamentally to
address contemporary social and intellectual challenges. Mohammed Arkoun, for
instance, advocates for an “Islamic humanism” that revisits classical Islamic thought with
a critical, modern perspective. Arkoun contends that traditional Islamic theology often
neglects the social and humanistic dimensions of religion, and he calls for a
reinterpretation of 'Ilm al-Kalam that addresses ethical issues, social justice, and human
rights (Arkoun, 2002). Arkoun’s approach underscores a broader trend among
contemporary Islamic thinkers who seek to apply theological principles to address issues
relevant to the modern Muslim experience.

The role of rationality in faith is a recurring theme in modern Islamic thought, as scholars
debate whether 'Ilm al-Kalam should embrace contemporary philosophical
methodologies or remain grounded in traditional epistemological frameworks. Some
scholars advocate for a revival of Mu'tazilite rationalism, viewing its emphasis on reason
and ethics as compatible with modern values. Frank Griffel (2009) suggests that the
rationalist orientation of the Mu'tazila offers a model for engaging with modernity, as it
permits critical engagement with diverse philosophical ideas without abandoning Islamic
beliefs. This perspective, however, has its critics, who caution that adapting 'IlIm al-Kalam
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too closely to secular frameworks could dilute Islamic principles.

Adamson (2016) highlights the complexities of such an adaptation, noting that the
incorporation of Western philosophical frameworks into Islamic thought requires careful
consideration. He argues that while dialogue with secular philosophy can enrich 'lim al-
Kalam, it is essential to retain the unique theological foundations that distinguish Islamic
thought from purely secular ideologies. Thus, while some scholars advocate for a
synthesis of traditional 'lIm al-Kalam with modern philosophy, others emphasize the
importance of preserving a distinctly Islamic approach that respects the boundaries
between faith and secular rationalism.

These modern debates reflect the enduring dynamism of Iim al-Kalam, which continues
to evolve as it addresses contemporary intellectual and societal challenges. The
foundational issues of rationalism versus traditionalism within 'lIm al-Kalam are echoed
in these discussions, as Islamic theologians and scholars work to engage constructively
with modernity while preserving the integrity of Islamic belief. As demonstrated by
scholars like Nasr, Arkoun, and Adamson, 'Ilm al-Kalam remains a flexible and adaptive
field, capable of addressing both historical and modern theological questions within a
framework that upholds Islamic values.

Conclusion

'Ilm al-Kalam has profoundly shaped Islamic theology through its exploration of faith,
reason, and divine attributes. Its foundational debates on the balance between
rationalism and traditionalism continue to resonate in modern discourse, as scholars
assess how to approach faith in an era marked by scientific rationalism, pluralism, and
interfaith engagement. As this study illustrates, 'Ilm al-Kalam remains a dynamic field
that adapts to contemporary intellectual challenges while preserving its core
commitment to Islamic principles. The ongoing dialogue between rationalist and
traditionalist approaches within 'IIm al-Kalam reflects the richness of Islamic theology
and its capacity to engage thoughtfully with both tradition and modernity.
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