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‘Aql and Authority in Islam
"What is Intelligence (‘Aql)?" 

“It is a fact with whose help one worships Allah, the Merciful, and attains paradise.”









--Hadith 3, 1:3
There is, and has been for some time (since 632 CE), a dispute in Islam about who has the proper authority to interpret Qur’an and guide the Ummah.  The factions that have manifested are each convinced that they are exclusively correct and many argue their positions persuasively.  While “authorities” claim concern for the Ummah as ultimate, it may be speculated (through the observation of actions and the divisiveness that results from those actions) that acknowledged veracity is far more significant to those who claim authority than is the vivacity of the Ummah.  Then again, the notion that the only fit leader for the Ummah is one who would not want the job provides an expressive context for examining authority.  If all of Islam were composed of Muslims, those who had truly submitted, every single one of them would be “qualified” to assume a role of authority, and not one of them would want to.  In fact, Islam is arranged in a manner most conducive to this state:
Islam [does not] ordain a class of professional interpreters of religion (in the form of a clergy), or suggest that only experts should interpret religion. To the contrary, the Qur’an repeatedly calls on all believers – women and men, educated or not, laypeople and experts – to reflect for themselves on its meanings in order to understand its ayah (literally, the “signs” of God). (Barlas 2002)
This feat of reflection and understanding cannot possibly be achieved without the application of ‘aql.  By extension, I feel it safe to say that ‘aql is the one thing that can create all Muslims as authorities of their religion; ironically, this “authority” is precisely what eliminates the need for any central, governing authority.  If every Muslim was rightly submitted to Allah and Allah was the only required governance, an external authority would not be necessary.
The first thing that Allah created was ‘Aql.  ‘Aql translates literally as intellect, but its literal translation barely scratches the surface of its meaning.  Allah made ‘aql, and then sent it to the rest of his creation, so that Creation might understand the work of Allah.  According to an hadith so well-known that citation for it is difficult to find, Allah was “a hidden treasure who loved to be known,” and so created Creation, that it might be the knower.  In order that creation might know Allah, Allah sent ‘aql, the tool for knowing Allah, the faculty of apprehension and comprehension without which Allah’s Creation could not know Allah.  ‘Aql is essential to understanding Islam.  It is essential to bringing the sacred text of Islam, the Qur’an, forward in time to remain a pertinent document, not rigidly locked into a seventh century CE interpretation.  The Qur’an created a new context for reality when it was revealed to Muhammad; it created a new framework for engaging with the world, one the world had not yet seen.  The key to engaging with this context is ‘aql.

‘Aql is more than intellect, far more than the rational mind as it thinks its way through the world.  'Aql is the first entity which emanates from the divinity as the first cause, or proceeds from it by means of intellectual creation. As first created entity 'aql is also called 'the representative' or 'the messenger' of Allah in this world.  'Aql as first creation also appears in the hadith: “The first thing created by God was the 'aql.”
  

Another instance of this idea is found in The Book of Intelligence and Ignorance, a widely-accepted collection of hadith dating to the early 900’s CE:

Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ya’qub has narrated from a number of our people of whom one is Muhammad ibn Yahya al-‘Attar who narrated from Ahmad ibn Muhammad from Hassan ibn Mahbub from 'Ala' ibn Razin from Muhammad ibn Muslim from abu Ja’far (a.s) who has said the following. 
     "When Allah, created Intelligence (‘Aql) He made it speak and then He said to it, ‘Come forward’. 

                   It came forward. He then said, "Go back." It went back. 

       Then Allah said, "I swear by My honor and glory that I have not created any creature more beloved to Me than you. I will not perfect you in anyone except those whom I love. I, however, will command only you to do things and prohibit only you from doing certain things. I will grant blessings (rewards) to you only and will subject only you to punishments" (Kulainy H1, 1:1).

This establishes ‘Aql not only as first created, but implies through primacy the significance of ‘aql to all of Creation.  Allah went so far as to make it “speak;” we can then assume that ‘aql has a voice of some sort, presumably one intelligible to those who listen and can hear.  The Qur’an begins with the command to read or recite; to recite is to speak.  The Qur’an was delivered in words, in voice that became words.  The ultimate authority of the Qur’an is founded on its ability to speak, a skill exhibited by the voice of the first creation: ‘aql.  All of insan is possessed of ‘aql, even if it’s hard to tell by observing evidence of its application, but the apparent lack of its use cannot be misconstrued as its absence.  ‘Aql is there, speaking, in every breath.  

Only those whom Allah loves will have their ‘aql perfected; this implies that ‘aql is necessary to the apprehension of Creation, and must be used in combination with the received love of Allah, which is granted to those who submit to the will of Allah.  Further implicit in this hadith is the notion that Allah has placed restrictions on only ‘aql, one created thing in all of Allah’s myriad creations.  Insan
 has no restrictions, but ‘aql does.  Presumably, if ‘aql had no constraints, the perception of Creation would be complete and instantaneous to all who used it (use being the prerequisite, for all insan has access to ‘aql), thereby subverting the need of insan to pursue Allah through the use of ‘aql.  
According to Islamic theologians, 'aql is a source of knowledge and, as such, is the antithesis of ignorance (Hussain 1993).  'Aql is thus a natural way of knowing, independently of the authority of a proscription or revelation, what is right and wrong.  In this sense, 'aql is 'wisdom'.  Those who claim authority within Islam also often claim that they are possessed of the knowledge of what is right and wrong for the Ummah.  This stance becomes more problematic if we toss in my (current) favorite paradox of ‘aql, expressed by Chittick thus: “The only fully adequate knowledge of the Real is admission of ignorance” (24).  The implications of this paradox are stunning, especially in terms of authority; to truly claim an understanding of the unity of Allah, one must resort, according to Chittick’s interpretation of Ibn al-‘Arabi, to the admission of ignorance.  ‘Aql must be used to arrive at the conclusion that, in relationship to Allah and the whole of Creation, a wise person can’t be anything but admittedly ignorant.  However, having once made this conclusion, can one be addressed as an authority?  Is it not ironic that, to be possessed of the true authority that only ‘aql can grant, that one must admit ignorance?  And who wants ignorant authorities?

The philosophers of Islam followed Aristotle and his Greek commentators in their accounts of 'aql (Hussain 1993).  'Aql is that part of the soul by which it 'thinks' or 'knows' and as such is the antithesis of perception. Mostly, however, 'aql is not regarded as a part of the soul at all, but as an incorporeal and incorruptible substance differing in kind from the soul.  'Aql is broadly divided into the theoretical and the practical intellect; the former apprehends universals, while the latter deliberates about the future actions and, through desire, moves the body to the attainment of the good. (Encyclopedia of Islam).

Without ‘aql, it is impossible to understand the relationship of the Creator to the created, much less comprehend the meaning and significance of events that occur within one’s reality.  In fact, without ‘aql, one might as well be dead.  ‘Aql and correct knowledge must go hand in hand: "[O]ne who has no reason secures no success. He who has no (correct) knowledge has no (correct) reasoning.  A person devoid of reason cannot be conceived of except as a corpse" (Kulainy H 9, 1:9).  To be truly alive to the wonder of Allah, one must avail oneself of ‘aql’s riches.
‘Aql exists at two levels. There is the level of reason and logic which is available as a tool for all insan, and there is the level of the universal intellect that few have reached.  “‘Aql is that which connects man to the truth; not the evolving truths of science, but the truth that flows from Allah” (Hussain 1993).  The Qur'an equates those who go astray with those who cannot (or will not) use their intellect - it uses the phrase 'wa la ya'qilun' (they do not use their intellect) or the phrase 'la yafaqahun' (they comprehend not).  Reason is an aspect or reflection of the universal intellect on the psyche of the individual. Reason on the level of individual consciousness is not, however, free of the passions or the ego. It can be an instrument or means to attaining the universal intellect or it can be a veil (when mixed with the passions) that hides one from the divine truths (Hussain 1993).  This may be seen as a restriction placed on the ‘aql in relationship to insan: apparently, the ‘aql is not allowed simply to reveal, but must be actively used by the individual, with deliberation and intent, in order to comprehend Creation.

In Islam, all of Creation is a manifestation of Allah.  In order to apprehend and comprehend this Creation as well what little may be apprehended of its Creator by insan, ‘aql must be brought to bear.  The Five Pillars of Islam require active application of ‘aql; without ‘aql, professions of faith, prayer, almsgiving, fasting and pilgrimage become rote activities.  Allah may have mandated these actions, but without ‘aql used to perceive a deeper significance and meaning, the Five Pillars can become little more than vehicles for bartering with Allah, perhaps so as to be spared eventual negative consequences.  ‘Aql renders the Five Pillars significant and meaningful as an expression of Muslim reality as opposed to merely performative exhibitions.

Is ‘aql alive and well?  Of course it is.  It thrives in fertile ground and lies dormant in fallow soil, attending on the mercy of Allah for the conditions of its sprouting to emerge.  It dances from shadow to shadow, hiding itself in poems, in words, in language, in suras, in song.  It whispers of tawhid and wujud, waiting to be heard.  It stands at the gates of ijtihad, a most respectful guest who waits to be received, even though it knows the gates that appear locked are merely closed.  It is in this paper, insh’allah, to the degree that this poor author is able to listen to and make sense of it.  It is in the reader of this paper, who, insh’allah, will have the good sense to listen to the voice of ‘aql, using its wisdom to decide right from wrong instead of taking this ignorant author’s word for anything.  It is in this poem of Rumi’s, that, today, I fancy might be the voice of ‘aql speaking to insan (regardless of the gendered “boy”):
I have come without a heart, without a soul;
Look at my color, read the lines on my face, O my boy!
No, I am wrong, I have not come at all, you came to me;
You came with me, hidden in my existence, O my boy!
Simile in the face of fire like a piece of gold;
And good fortune will smile at you. O my boy!

In the tavern of my heart there are thoughts
Fighting each other like drunks, O my boy!
Bear [with me] and listen to the clamor of the intoxicated;
Ah, the door broke! the doorman run away! O my boy!
I have come, and I have brought you a mirror;
Look at yourself, do not turn your face, O my boy!
My blasphemy is a mirror for your faith;
Behold the blasphemy that is faith! O my boy!
I cry out in silence;
I have come to be a silent speaker, O my boy!

(Divan 1098:1-8)

As to the rest of the significance of ‘aql to authority, I can only do as Ibn al-Arabi suggests, and claim ignorance.  Allah gave us reason for a reason, and one of those reasons is to realize how little it is that we can know, let alone how much less than that we do know.  From thence, perhaps, comes the only true authority of which insan is capable: I speak with authority when I say that ‘I know that I know that I do not know.’
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� Another hadith so ubiquitous and accepted that citation/attribution for it was not found.


� Arabic; transliterated: “humankind;” may also be translated as “time.”  I found this term vastly preferable to “man,” “mankind” or “humans” and so have used it throughout.





