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Abstract
The Ash‘ar school is one of the most influential currents in the history of

Islamic theology. In response to the excessive rationalism of the Mu‘tazila and
the influence of Greek philosophy, it offered a distinctive approach to the
function of reason in understanding doctrinal matters. Nevertheless, the
historical trajectory of this school shows that "rationalism" in Ash‘art thought
is not a fixed phenomenon but rather a multi-stage process that, from the time
of Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT to later theologians, underwent structural and
epistemological evolution. The necessity of this research arises from the fact
that most existing studies treat Ash‘ari rationalism as a monolithic whole,
seldom analyzing its developmental process. In contrast, a careful
examination reveals that the Ash‘aris, in different phases, moved from al-
Ash‘arm’s minimal rationalism to al-Baqillant’s systematic rationalism, and
then to al-Juwayni’s philosophical-theological rationalism. The main
objective of this research is to explain the evolution of rationalism in the
Ash‘ar school, focusing on three pivotal theologians—Abu al-Hasan al-
Ash‘ari, al-Baqillani, and al-Juwayni. First, the principal works of each
theologian are subjected to content analysis. Then, to uncover the lines of
development, a systematic comparison is made of their argumentative
methods, rational positions, and epistemological structures. Furthermore, the
historical, cultural, and philosophical contexts influencing this evolution are
examined. The findings show that Ash‘arT rationalism followed a dynamic
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trajectory, explainable in three stages: limited rationalism, instrumental
rationalism, and structured rationalism, thereby transforming from a cautious
current regarding reason into a rational and philosophical theological school.

1. Introduction

The discussion of the place of reason in Ash‘arT theology is one of the most
fundamental debates in the history of Islamic thought, because the Ash‘ari
school stands between two great currents—Mu‘tazili rationalism and the
textualism of Ahl al-Hadith—and over more than five centuries underwent
significant transformations in its relation to reason, religious epistemology,
the logic of interpretation, and systematic theology. Examining the evolution
of reason in Ash‘ari thought not only familiarizes us with one of the most
important theological schools in the Islamic world, but also enables a more
precise understanding of the formation of Sunni theology, the epistemological
foundations of Shafi‘l jurisprudence, and the emergence of theological
pragmatism in the medieval Islamic period.

Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT (260-324 AH), after leaving Mu‘tazilism, not only
founded a new intellectual current but also sought to redefine the relationship
between reason and revelation in a completely different framework. On the
one hand, by denying the independence of reason in certain theological
domains (such as the inherent goodness and evil of acts, human free will, and
God’s attributes), he opposed Mu‘tazilt rational absolutism. On the other
hand, by accepting the necessity of reasoning and rational argumentation in
proving God’s existence, prophethood, the createdness of the world, and
refuting doubts, he distanced himself from the pure textualism of Ahl al-
Hadith. However, what complicates the issue is the internal evolution of the
Ash‘ari school: the early Ash‘ar1 considered reason limited and restricted; al-
Bagqillani expanded reason and strengthened its argumentative logic; al-
Ghazali crafted a new synthesis between mystical intuition, demonstrative
reason, and revealed law; and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, by incorporating
Peripatetic philosophy and detailed epistemological discussions, brought
rationalism to its peak.

The importance of this research can be explained from several angles. The
Ash‘aris have been one of the two main theological schools of Sunni Islam,
especially in the Arab world, Turkey, Iran, and Central Asia, and their
influence on Islamic thought has persisted for over a thousand years. Ash‘art
theology underpinned historical educational systems such as the Nizamiyya
schools, al-Azhar, and Ottoman madrasas; therefore, understanding the



Ash‘ari relationship with reason means understanding the epistemological
foundations of Islamic civilization. The evolution of reason within
Ash‘arism—from hadith-based simplicity to philosophical theology—is an
exceptional example of the dynamism of religious and rational traditions.

This article seeks to answer the following question: Given the place of reason
in the thought of prominent Ash‘ari theologians such as Abu al-Hasan al-
Ash‘ari, al-Bagqillani, and al-Juwayni, can we speak of a "process of
rationalization" in the Ash‘arT school? To this end, it examines the following
hypotheses: reason in the Ash‘arT school underwent an internal evolution,
moving from a restricted stage in al-Ash‘ari’s period to an expanded and
active stage in the period of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi; Ash‘ar rationalism is
neither a negation of Mu‘tazili reason nor an imitation of Ahl al-Hadith, but
an independent system with its own logic; the Ash‘ars never denied reason as
such, but rather sought to delimit its scope and regulate its relation to
revelation.

2. Methodology

This article employs a descriptive-critical analysis of the main works of
Ash‘ari theologians and a comparative study across different periods of
Ash‘arism to extract patterns of the evolution of reason, using a historical
approach and examining the social, political, and intellectual contexts that
played a role in this evolution.

3. Literature Review

The study of the evolution of rationalism in the Ash‘ar school is one of the
important topics in the history of Islamic theology, and numerous studies have
addressed it with historical, philosophical, and theological approaches.
However, most of these works have contented themselves with a general
description of Ash‘arT principles rather than analyzing the internal evolution
of rationalism.

Among classical works, Ibn Khaldiin’s *Mugaddimah* is one of the first
sources to note the "systematization of Ash‘ari theology" by al-Bagqillani (Ibn
Khaldan, 1982, p. 835). Ja‘far Subhani, in *Buhiith fi al-Milal wa al-Nihal*,
discusses the distinction between Mu‘tazilt and Ash‘arT rationalism and the
role of al-Ash‘arT in moderating the rationalist tendencies of his age (Subhant,
vol. 2, p. 15). Al-Ghazali and Karam al-Din ‘Izqdl, in their analyses of the
evolution of argumentative methods among Ash‘ari theologians, have
addressed their rationalism to a limited extent (‘Izqal, 1980, p. 4).



In the contemporary period, studies by Henry Corbin, Wilferd Madelung,
Franck Griffel, and Richard Frank have sought to examine the place of reason
in the evolution of theological schools, but their focus has been mainly on later
Ash‘aris (al-Ghazali and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi). Few studies have investigated
the evolution of rationalism across the three key phases—al-Ash‘ari, al-
Bagqillani, and al-Juwayni—even though these three stages constitute the most
fundamental layers of the evolution of reason in Ash‘arism.

The strengths of previous research include:

- Providing a general picture of al-Ash‘ari’s positions on issues such as
determinism, God’s attributes, and divine acts.

- Examining the connection between Ash‘art rationalism and contemporary
currents, such as the Mu‘tazila and the philosophers.

However, the weaknesses and gaps are also quite evident:

- Most studies have not identified al-Ash‘ar as the first stage and al-Juwayni
as the final stage of Ash‘arT rationalism.

- Insufficient attention has been paid to the precise methodologies of al-
Ash‘ari, al-Bagqillani, and al-Juwaynt and their systematic differences.

- Many contemporary works merely describe views and lack developmental
and historical analysis.

- The role of al-Bagqillani—the real turning point in As
h‘ar rationalism—has received little attention in Persian-language studies.

The position of the present research among these studies is that it analyzes the
three fundamental stages in the growth of Ash‘ari rationalism using a
developmental and comparative approach:

1. The foundational stage (al-Ash‘ari),
2. The systematization and instrumental rationalism stage (al-Bagqillani),
3. The methodical and structured rationalism stage (al-Juwayni).

Thus, this research fills the gap in previous studies and provides a precise,
historical picture of the changing place of reason in this school.
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