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Abstract

With the commencement of the occultation of the Twelfth Imam a
a period of perplexity begins in the  community: on the 
one hand, the  community is faced with questions from within, and, 
on the other hand, the  are confronted with doubts and questions 
from other sects and schools, especially the  and the . It 
was in this intellectual milieu that the two schools of Qom and Baghdad 
shaped the two distinct  doctrinal systems based on scripturalism 
and rationalism. The crises of the period of perplexity led al-Shaykh al-

 and al-Shaykh al-  to employ their innovative thinking in 
their respective scripturalist and rationalist approaches so as to bring the 

 community out of this plight. The present article seeks to carry out a 
comparative study of the place of intellect in the doctrinal systems of the 
rationalist school of Baghdad and the scripturalist school of Qom, as well 
as the innovations brought about by al-Shaykh al-  and al-Shaykh 
al-  in presenting the role of reason. In examining this question, an 
attempt will be made to show that, due to the guiding teachings of the Ahl 
al-Bayt a the place of reason in  doctrines and the categorization 
of the two schools of Qom and Baghdad into scripturalist and rationalist 
1
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in the era of the Infallible’s occultation did not result in a deep fissure, 
as witnessed between the  and  theological schools. 
After the commencement of the age of occultation and the needs of  
communities in this era, al-Shaykh al-  and al-Shaykh al- , 
with their novel approaches in hadith studies and theology, elevated the 
role of reason in  teachings. The effects of this were subsequently 
transferred from  studies to theology and thereafter to jurisprudence 
and legal theory, and reason became the fourth principle in jurisprudence.

Keywords: The school of Qom, the school of Baghdad, scripturalism, rationalism, 
al-Shaykh al- , al-Shaykh al- , elevation of the role of reason.
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Introduction

One of the most important issues that has long challenged the scholars 
and academics of the Islamic world is the discussion pertaining to reason 
and scripture, which has led to the rise of several trends among  and 
Sunnis. In this regard, it should be noted that due to the original and pure 
teachings of the Ahl al-Bayt a the discourse on reason and scripture in 
the  world differs significantly from that of the . In the  
world, during the first three centuries, due to the presence of the infallible 
Imams, we do not see a deep rift on the issue of reason and scripture, but 
after the beginning of the period of occultation,  communities were 
faced with the crisis of the Imam’s absence, and on the other hand, waves 
of novel ideas entered the Islamic world from different cultures, and the 

 community had to answer the doubts and questions they raised. It 
was during this period that theology grew into a formal discipline, and its 
influence became apparent in other  sciences, especially jurisprudence. 
The most important debate in this period was the place of reason in the 

 intellectual system, which manifested itself in the form of the two 
trends of rationalism and scripturalism in the two schools of Baghdad and 
Qom respectively.

In connection with the scripturalist approach which was founded in 
Qom, one of the influential and important figures was that of al-Shaykh 
al- , who is known as the last leading luminary of the early school 
of Qom. In contrast, the school of Baghdad, with scholars such as al-

, al-Shaykh al- , and Sayyid , had a differing 
view on the place of reason in the  epistemological system. The 
present study seeks to carry out a comparative study to examine the place 
of reason in the teachings of the rationalist school of Baghdad and the 
scripturalist school of Qom in order to determine the novel contributions 
of al-Shaykh al-  and al-Shaykh al-  on the role of reason in 

 teachings during the age of occultation. We will show that unlike 
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with the Ahl al-Sunnah, the place of reason in  teachings has not gone 
to extremes. The initial answer to the present question is that the place 
of reason in  teachings and the categorization of the two schools of 
Qom and Baghdad into scripturalist and rationalist after the era of the 
occultation of the Infallible a did not result in any major rift as witnessed 
among the  theological schools of the  and the . 
After the commencement of the age of occultation and due to the needs of 

 societies that were felt in this era, al-Shaykh al-  and al-Shaykh 
al- , with their novel approaches in  studies and theology, 
expanded the role of reason in  teachings. The effects of this were 
subsequently transferred from  studies to theology and thereafter to 
jurisprudence and legal theory, and reason became the fourth evidence in 
jurisprudence.

1. Concepts

that it is synonymous with intelligence and rationality, and is the opposite 
of ignorance and foolishness. The meanings mentioned in Arabic lexicons 
for this word can be divided into two categories. The first category includes 

Accordingly, since the numerous derivatives that are mentioned in the 
lexicons are related to the two meanings mentioned above, these two 
can be considered the primary meanings of the word intellect, which is 
somehow concealed within each of its derivatives1

In philosophy, the word intellect is contrasted with the term empiricism, 
meaning that any matter which pertains to the fundamental realities of 

1.  Intellect has several lexical meanings that are sometimes used in the verbal and active sense 
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the universe can be explained by the intellect. Rationalism in theology 
stands opposed to blind faith, meaning that reason is considered to precede 
faith, and all religious principles and truths are established on the basis 
of reason, not on the basis of faith. Its third application is rationalism in 

the worldviews and approaches of eighteenth-century Enlightenment 
philosophers in whose estimation reasoning is opposed to faith, traditional 
authority, orthodoxy, and superstition, and is especially opposed to 
orthodox Christianity. Enlightenment thinkers were completely convinced 
of the capability and sufficiency of reason in all spheres of human life, 

 2003, 

2. Rationalism in Theology

gaps and the emergence of intellectual and doctrinal crises, and conflicts 
between cultures and civilizations, countless questions and doubts arose 
and targeted the hearts and minds of new believers. Questions pertaining to 

and Imamate - which in their essence are aimed at weakening and damaging 
faith and religious beliefs. 

It was with these questions in mind that theology developed as it passed 

by the fountain of philosophical intellection and based its theoretical 
principles and foundations upon the latter’s conclusions and discoveries, 
sought to consolidate and attain specific goals pertaining to the preservation 
of the eternal teachings of revelation and the elimination of doubts from it. 
This novel approach had the following important features:
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1. Establishing an epistemological framework independent of 
commonly accepted beliefs and preconceived notions of subjectivity;

and popular, widespread concepts among the general Muslims to rational 
axioms and established facts;

that imply the independent perception of reason and its power to understand 

arguments in the scholarly explanation of religious principles and praxis;

5. The efficacy of the deductive method in the reformation and guidance 
of believers and the elimination of doubts raised by the opponents or 
cynics, and as the approach best suited for those seeking answers to their 
questions;

the face of changing conditions and the emergence of new scientific and 
philosophical outlooks. However, despite all its features and merits, it has 

3. Rationalism in Jurisprudence

rational evidence as the rule of reason that leads to certitude regarding 
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which relies on the rational basis of good and evil and independently or 
co-dependently produces religious rulings in matters pertaining to civil 

When we discuss reason as an independent source, along with the three 
other sources in general jurisprudence, the discussion essentially covers 

rulings. In order to explain the criteria for religious rulings and laws it 
must be said that one of the universally accepted Islamic principles is that 

benefits and harms. These rationales are such that if the human intellect 

a particular case through narration, but the intellect realizes with certainty 
that there is a specific wisdom for it among other rationales, it will thereby 
discover what the Lawgiver’s ruling is. It is noteworthy that in some 
cases the intellect does not attain these criteria for rulings but sees that 
the Lawgiver has a specific ruling here, and thus it realizes that ruling is 
definitely in its best interest otherwise the Lawgiver would not have made 

reason. The meaning of reason in this case is mostly rational reasoning and 
not the intellect itself. This is why most of the jurists who propounded the 
issue of the intellect did not define it and instead focused on the question 
of rational reasoning. This is because the intellect, as the instrument of 
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comprehension, cannot itself be the source of a legal ruling; rather, through 
its findings and realization, it is propounded as an evidence and source of 

What is important in this article is that in jurisprudence, it is this very 

reason but believed that deriving the rules of religious law from intellectual 
induction does not afford certainty. Some of them even went as far as to 
question the authority of such legal rulings that are based solely on rational 

beings and is at par with and concurrent to the prophets and messengers 

them accountable through it.

5. Scripturalism

and refers to quoting any text that is rooted in revelation. In other words, 
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Believers in scripturalism either see no use for reason in understanding 

This approach encompasses several varying perspectives. Not paying 
serious attention to reason in exegesis, adhering to the apparent and literal 
meanings of religious texts and following them without question are not all 
practiced to an equal degree by every proponent of scripturalism; rather, 
we may classify the range of views that exist in this group into extremist 

the Infallibles

two groups was in the manner and extent of their use of reason in religious 
teachings, and therefore they can be considered the first representatives of 

Unlike with the Ahl al-Sunnah, until the third century AH there existed 

and the tradents. Of course, at times there were debates between 
theologians and the companions of Imams; however, nothing like the rift 

texts should be considered the reason for this. The existence of narrations 
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presentation of rational issues, they simultaneously restricted the scope of 
reason and warned believers against drawing the intellect beyond its limits 

From the third century, which coincides with the era of precautionary 

themselves from each other and eventually became two completely 

centuries, the two currents of rationalism and scripturalism became totally 
distinct and were on the verge of confrontation. The most prominent 

Commencement of the Era of the Occultation of the Infallible (a)

After the commencement of the era of occultation of the twelfth Imam 

who wrote his famous work  between 

in this regard and says that during his stay there, he saw that most of the 
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himself and one of the philosophers and logicians in Bukhara, which 
had cast doubts in his mind on the matter of the occultation. Following 

uncertainties by quoting the narrations and reports about the occultation, 
 

their conversation was that the protracted occultation of the Imam had led 

; 

The jurists and tradents of Qom often used the method of the Ahl al-

were generally content with following the text of narrations. However, the 
employment of rational proofs in their works demonstrates that they also 
used logical reasoning in some of their theological and juristic discussions. 

school, the presence of rational and lexical discussions that he quotes to 

of his use of rational reasoning in interpreting religious teachings albeit 
to a lower degree. At the same time, there were individuals in Qom who 
used reason to a greater extent in their scholarly discussions. This method 
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What can be mentioned as one of the strengths of the scripturalist 
school of Qom is their special attention to the reports and narrations which 

contribution of school of Qom can be considered assisting in the transition 

the complex issues that arose after the commencement of the age of 
occultation.

chapter or section titled  and he has not dealt with the subject 
of reason independently. He rejects disputation and condemns it, and even 

his attributes] and said that those theologians who engage in it are doomed 
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and when debating with opponents, one should likewise use these two 
revelatory sources. In other words, he believes that the only source of 
knowledge and the only source of evidence for proving religious issues 

be an independent source of religious rulings is that if the intellect were a 
source for the understanding of such rulings, there would be no need for 

rulings, he also opposes the use of rational arguments in matters of belief 

book 

abandoned in the desert and does not meet anyone and no one guides 
him, if he later arrives at knowledge of the existence of a Creator through 

not have said: 
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in his work , and even though reason is one of the ways of 
knowing the philosophy and secrets of religious injunctions, he has not 

he bases religious teachings on such singular narrations. This matter is 

,1 

In the introduction to 
that he narrates only those traditions based upon which he gives religious 

fatwa

his book  we come across narrators whose reliability has 
not been proven, but since their traditions are found in reliable works, they 

of reason in general, and in his books, discussions pertaining interpretation 
and exegesis that are based on reason are widely seen. What is important 
is the level of credibility given to reason and narration, and which one 
is given preference over the other in case of conflict between the two. 

clear from the study of his works that he chose the moderate and judicious 

1
practical injunctions with anything other than solitary reports.”
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admission of reason, such as in the explanation of the verse: 

as prophecy as the appropriate place of reason. In this regard, he says: 

guide the people].” The third category includes issues that al-Shaykh al-

independent source of knowledge and cites in this regard narrations that 
forbid disputation, he nevertheless does not completely reject the rational 
method and use of reason; rather, he explicates it through narrations and 

In their argumentation, explication and interpretation of religious 
teachings, the scholars of Baghdad employed more rational methods 
and as a result, the theological school of Baghdad became known as the 
rationalist school. The most important factors that caused the growth and 
development of the rational tendency among this group of scholars include 
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the Imams on the use of reason, which has been mentioned in countless 

in training their students to employ reason constitutes another proof for 
the rationalists.

The encounter of Muslims with other cultures and the proliferation and 
diversity of doubts coupled with the rational approaches of foreigners and 
their lack of belief in the Holy Book and prophetic traditions led Muslim 
scholars to employ rational methods in their debates. The debates of 

reason in the face of different cultures in matters of belief. The Nawbakht 
family, which presented generations of great scholars to the Islamic and 

peak, were also instrumental and played a major role in the spread of 

they were able to establish a complete system based on rational rules that 

important work written during this period is  which goes 

saw this book as being in complete accordance with the philosophical-

position of the intellect in understanding divine teachings like the 
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ability and capacity of the inference of reason in comparison to revelation 
to be minimal and believed that human beings need a messenger from 
whom to learn what is expected of them and if a messenger is not sent to 

of worship etc.]. Human intellect cannot guide a person in this regard, 
and such individuals will not be punished on the Day of Resurrection 

responsibility, although to understand the teachings of religion, one cannot 
do without reason.

to attain knowledge of the divine, but this does not mean that the evidence 
of the intellect cannot be cited, because any knowledge that is not based 

individual should seek the aid of his intellect to prove the existence of 

that this is proven by what is narrated. In explaining the divine qualities of 

attribution of the Pre-eternal Existent Lord with such qualities is due to 
what has been narrated, not by analogical reasoning or rational proof” 

narrations and text, he strongly defends debate and argumentation, and in 
his book 
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dividing disputation into disputation of truth and fallacious disputation, 

following, for indeed one who imitates blindly in religion is destroyed” 

Unlike the followers of the scripturalist school of Qom who accepted 
solitary reports and deemed them valid even in creedal matters, al-Shaykh 

jurisprudential issues. In 

And I say, neither knowledge nor action is made incumbent by any 
of the solitary reports, and it is not permissible to believe with certitude, 
based on a single report, in any religious precept unless it is accompanied 

solitary reports, which in his opinion are not authoritative. Al-Shaykh al-

aspects of a religious matter into consideration, and to combine rational 

together as much as possible, and to reduce thereby the intensity of discord 
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instances criticized the thoughts and ideas of his teacher al-Shaykh al-

Critique of Literalism

, he writes:

They do not reflect upon the chains of transmission and do not separate the 
false from the true. They know not what grave difficulty shall beset them 

and its meanings are variant and contradictory. The reason for this is that 

those who looks at them meticulously and distinguishes between what is 
right and wrong in them before accepting only what is authoritative and 
correct. Indeed, one who acts upon variant speech in his creed and blindly 
follows narrators, his state of weakness is just as we have described. 
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In the scripturalist school, embarking on theological debate and 
argumentation is forbidden and to be avoided at all cost. In this regard, 

As for debating with the opponents using the words of Allah and those 

be understood from their statements, by one who is able to duly convey 
the same - that is generally permitted; but for one who cannot do so, it is 

In contrast, while defending the use of reason in matters of belief, al-

this and would, in every age, employ reasoning and observation. They 
would engage in the righteous disputation and would annihilate falsehood 
with proof and evidence. The Imams also used to laud them for this and 
express gratitude to them, and they voiced their admiration and praise for 

It is established that the prohibition of theological disputation by the 

theological argumentation to be good and did thus not learn its principles; 
hence, engaging in theological disputes would lead to the corruption of 
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to the prohibition of likening Him to His creatures and considering Him an 

and sanctifying, glorifying and denying any similitude to Him, is actually 

believed that  is only necessary when a person is certain that if he 

subject of  to be the result of not deliberating on the meaning of the 
narrations and not benefiting from the power of reason. He considers the 
problem of superficiality and a literalist approach to narrations as another 

approach to religion harms the person who adheres to it, and remaining on 

nafs

research. If he had sufficed with only mentioning the reports without 



Vol. 3 (2020), Issue 1 Journal of Al-Mus tafa International University

getting into their meanings, it would have been better for him than entering 

concerned with the soul and spirit, by individuals who are not well versed 
in theology to be a cause of going astray, and in this regard he strongly 

This is a belief that no intelligent person would accept. It is inappropriate 
for a person who is not aware of the facts of the matter to speak about these 

is the same as the definition given by those who believe in reincarnation 

The consequences of this statement are enormous for himself and for 

based on logic and reasoning, and he strongly criticizes the method of the 

:

too must knowledge of His Prophets and all that is unseen. Coercion is not 
permissible in knowing a thing, as we have mentioned, and this is the way 

If imitation in beliefs was valid, and argumentation and reflection was 
invalid, then it would not be limited to one group’s imitation of another. 
Therefore, any misguidance would be excused due to imitation, and those 
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who follow the heretics in religion would not be guilty. This is something 
that no one ascribes to, therefore, argumentation and deliberation is the 

condemn blind following in the foundational principles of religion and 

Beware of blind following, for indeed whoever imitates blindly in 
religion is destroyed. Allah, the Almighty, says: 

they did not pray to them or fast; rather, they made permissible for them 
what was forbidden and forbade for them what was permissible, and they 

Conclusion

scholars. In the study that has been carried out, the following are the more 
salient points that deserve attention:

1. 
: In summary, the 

definition is not specific to practical reason, it clearly defines theoretical 
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reason within the perceptions and ideals of practical reason, and he believes 

principles of religion to be rationally acquired, but at the same time he 
believes that the path to that knowledge is close by and an individual at any 
level, even without knowledge of theology or familiarity with the methods 

 

in the role of reason. In his treatise 
defined the intellect in a manner that clearly shows his moderate position: 

 

2. The Age of Occultation and Growth of Rationalism: As stated 

growth of rationalism. The absence of the Imam as the source and pillar 

the occultation, twelve rival groups emerged. This trend continued until 
the end of the fourth decade of the fourth century AH, which is called the 
period of perplexity. Perhaps the most important service rendered by the 
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their influence, but the new issues had created a transformation among the 

school of Baghdad and pursued a moderate approach between rationalism 

3. The Entry of Rationalism from Theology to Legal Theory: Before 

carrying out deliberation and presenting evidence. However, in this 

initial movements towards rationalism took place, so much so that these 
seedlings would later give rise to great changes in the methodology of 

 and 
 with his  gives the impression that in the first two books 

he acts as an 
, he follows the path of 

 is characterized by narration, not legal edicts 
fatwa

 and 

seen in the study of the role of the theorists of the school of Baghdad to 

the path of his teachers.
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