Imam al-Dhahabi on Tafwid al-Ma'na and Its Opposition by Ibn
Taymiyya and His Cohort from Salafism

Imam Shamsud-Din al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348), distinguished for his
comprehensive mastery of hadith sciences and extensive command of
Islamic historical narratives, maintained fidelity to what he discerned as the
authentic early way of the Salaf (pious predecessors) concerning the divine
attributes (sifat) of Allah through his advocacy of tafwid al-ma‘na—the
consignment of the true meaning of the divine attributes to Allah's
knowledge exclusively. His voluminous biographical compilations and
systematic examination of early Islamic scholarship established him as an
authoritative transmitter of the theological positions maintained by the
earliest Muslim generations.

This methodological orientation, however, encountered substantial criticism
from his contemporary Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728 /1328), whom al-Dhahabi had
commended in some of his biographical works and later also critiqued. Ibn
Taymiyya's polemical engagement with tafwid al-ma‘'na, which he
characterized as constituting one of the most pernicious innovations in
Islamic theological discourse, marked a significant deviation from what al-
Dhahabi had identified through his historical research as the normative
position of the Salaf. Notwithstanding al-Dhahabi's meticulous
documentation of early Islamic theological discourse, Ibn Taymiyya's
oppositional stance toward tafwid al-ma‘na has achieved circulation through
contemporary ‘Salafi’ scholarship, whereby they have attempted to
marginalize alternative interpretations of the Salaf's approach to divine
attributes (sifat) that al-Dhahabi's historical investigations had substantiated.

The present article examines Ibn Taymiyya's position and its contemporary
advocates regarding their rejection of tafwid al-ma‘na, followed by selected
pronouncements from al-Dhahabi that demonstrate this approach's actual
conformity with the authentic Salafi position—as corroborated by other
scholars who maintained independence from uncritical adherence to Ibn
Taymiyya and his theological school.
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The verdicts of recent Salafi writers:

1) Ibn ‘Uthaymin (d. 2001 CE) from the Salafi sect stated in his Sharh al-
‘Aqida al-Wasitiyya (p. 93):
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“And in any case, there is no doubt that those who say that the doctrine of
Ahl al-Sunna is delegation [tafwid] are mistaken, because the doctrine of Ahl
al-Sunna is affirmation of the meaning [ithbat al-ma‘na] and delegation of
the modality [tafwid al-kayfiyya].
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And let it be known that the position of delegation [tafwid] - as Shaykh al-
Islam Ibn Taymiyya (1) said - is among the worst positions of the people of
innovation and deviation!
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When a person hears about delegation [tafwid], he says: "This is good, safer
than these and those. I don't adopt the doctrine of the Salaf, nor do I adopt
the doctrine of the people of interpretation [ta'wil]. I will take a middle path
and be safe from all of this and say: Allah knows best, and we don't know what
it means." But Shaykh al-Islam says: This is among the worst positions of the
people of innovation and deviation.”
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Footnote mentioned:
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(1) In "Dar' Ta‘arud al-‘Aql wa-1-Nagl" by Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya (1,/121).

Ibn “‘Uthaymin's characterization - "I don't adopt the doctrine of the Salaf, nor
do I adopt the doctrine of the people of interpretation [ta'wil]" - does not
accurately represent the historical practice of tafwid al-ma‘na and
constitutes an exaggerated reinterpretation promoted by contemporary
revisionists who identify themselves as Salafi in matters of creed.

The actual quote from the above work by Ibn Taymiyya was as follows:
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Meaning:

“Thus, it becomes clear that the position of the people of delegation
[tafwid], who claim they are following the Sunna and the Salaf, is among
the worst positions of the people of innovation and heresy.”

2) Ibn Jibrin (d. 2009) said:
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"The correct position is: abandoning interpretation [ta'wil], affirming the
reality [haqiqa] of the attributes (Sifat) that these texts convey, while

3|Page



delegating [tafwid] knowledge of the modalities [kayfiyyat] and essences
[mahiyyat], and believing that they do not imply comparing the Lord or any
of His attributes to created beings - so there is neither comparison nor
negation." End quote. "Fatawa Ibn Jibrin" (64,/41).

3) ‘Abd al-Razzaq Afifi (d. 1994) said:
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"The doctrine of the Salaf is delegation [tafwid] regarding the modality
[kayfiyya] of the attributes, not regarding the meaning [ma‘na]." End quote.
"Fatawa ‘Abd al-Razzaq "Afif1" (p. 104).

4) salih al-Fawzan said:
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"The Salaf's doctrine was not delegation [tafwid]. Rather, their doctrine was
belief in these texts as they came, and affirming their meanings that they
indicate according to their reality [haqiqa] and linguistic usage, while
negating comparison from them, as Allah the Exalted said: 'There is nothing
like unto Him, and He is the All-Hearing, the All-Seeing' [al-Shura: 11]." End
quote. "Al-Muntaqa min Fatawa al-Fawzan" (25/1).
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5) Ibn Baz (d. 1999 CE) said:
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Imam Ahmad, may Allah have mercy on him, and other Imams of the Salaf
denounced the people of delegation [tafwid] and declared them innovators
because the implication of their doctrine is that Allah, glorified be He,
addressed His servants with what they cannot understand its meaning
[ma‘na] or comprehend His intended message, while Allah, glorified and
exalted, is far above that. The People of Sunna and the Community [Ahl al-
Sunnah wa-l-Jama ah] know His intended meaning [murad], glorified be He,
through His speech, and they describe Him according to what His names and
attributes require, while exonerating Him from everything that does not befit
Him, mighty and majestic. They have learned from His speech, glorified be
He, and from the speech of His Messenger, peace be upon him, that He,
glorified be He, is described with absolute perfection in everything He has
informed about Himself or what His Messenger, peace be upon him, has
informed about Him." End quote. "Majmu" Fatawa Ibn Baz" (3/55).

This assertion constitutes a misrepresentation of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal's
authentic theological position, as his purported claim regarding precise
knowledge of the intended meanings (ma‘ani) of divine attributes (sifat) does
not accurately reflect his documented stance. This interpretive discrepancy
is further evidenced by the documented inability of the late Muhammad
Nasir al-Din al-Albani (d. 1999) to articulate the specific meaning (ma‘na)
when respectfully challenged by Mawlana Hasan Jan (d. 2007), a Pakistani
scholar. Documentation of this theological exchange, including the relevant
quotation in Urdu with its English translation below, is available in the
following reference:
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https://web.archive.org/web/20111005040452/http://www.faroogia.com/node/655

Quote:

"Once regarding the ambiguous attributes [sifat mutashabiha], he began
saying, 'Their meanings are known and understood, and the modality is
unknown.' So I said, 'For example, I don't know the meaning of yad Allah [the
Hand of Allah]. I'm a non-Arab person. I know the meaning of yad al-insan
[human hand] and yad al-hayawan [animal hand], which refers to an organ
composed of flesh, bone, and skin, which also has hair and contains five
fingers and nails. However, the modality of each human hand differs from
another. So, this is the meaning of "hand" that I know. And I don't know the
meaning of yad Allah, so please write the meaning of yad Allah on the board
so I can understand.' But he wasn't prepared to write it. This shows that we
can provide literal meanings of the ambiguous attributes [sifat mutashabiha],
but we cannot explain or clarify them with meanings known in creation. If we
establish these attributes for Allah the Exalted with known meanings, this
necessitates corporealism, and through ignorance of modality, we cannot
escape from corporealism. Among humans, each person's modalities differ
from another, but they all share in bodily nature."

The following citation from Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal is presented by Imam
Ahmad ibn Hamdan al-Harrani al-Hanbali (d. 695/1295), a senior
contemporary of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), in his theological treatise
Nihayat al-Mubtadi'in fi Usul al-Din (The Ultimate Guide for Beginners in the
Fundamentals of Religion, p. 33). This position diverges significantly from Ibn
Taymiyya's theological advocacy:
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https://web.archive.org/web/20111005040452/http:/www.farooqia.com/node/655

“And Ahmad (ibn Hanbal) said: The hadiths concerning the divine attributes
[sifat] are to be accepted as they have come without investigating their
meanings [ma'ani]. They contradict what may come to mind upon hearing
them. We negate any anthropomorphism [tashbih] of Allah the Exalted when
mentioning them, while affirming the truthfulness of the Prophet, peace and
blessings be upon him, and having faith in them. And everything that can be
conceptualized or imagined is a form of modality and anthropomorphism
[tashbih], which is impossible.”

One of the earliest Hanbalis to mention the above methodology of Ahmad ibn
Hanbal was Abu 'Abdullah '‘Ubaydullah ibn Muhammad ibn Batta al-'Ukbari al-
Hanbali (d. 387 AH). He mentioned the following in his al-Ibana 'an Shart'at
al-Firqgah al-Najiyah wa Mujanabat al-Firaq al-Madhmuma (7/58) with
confirmation of tafwid al-ma‘na being from the actual words of Ibn Hanbal:
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“Abu 'Abdullah (Ahmad ibn Hanbal) said: We believe in the hadiths regarding
this matter, and we affirm them, and we pass them on as they have come
without asking how (bi-la kayf), and without giving them any meaning (wa
1a ma’na) except according to how the Exalted has described Himself. We ask
Allah for safety in this world and the hereafter, and we seek refuge in Allah
from error, doubt, and uncertainty. Indeed, He has power over all things.”

Some contemporary Salafis have attempted to weaken the above report while
other contemporaries have shown its authenticity and accuracy from Ibn
Hanbal. An article proving this is due to be added onto this website. There
are also a number of quotations from other Hanbali scholars in affirmation of
tafwid al-ma‘na that shall also be presented in due course on this website.
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After the preceding quotation from Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, it is necessary
to examine how Ibn '‘Uthaymin and his sect that have tried to hijack the name
of Ahlus-Sunna for themselves have adopted positions that contradict those
of Imam Ahmad by his claiming as follows:

1By 4 Ul 1 3yaf wgiand oy ol sy [YY: ] GEK 5agd :dlws dgd & JB &l uaf abo) o )

s aanlalll Cader o Al ) Con Jgd AT o § Jugld) J1—edt o alof gag— uT bl B By ¢ apdel
% S psam 58 oyl Y a0 WLl o (sl il 38 13) T pleyl oo 1ty OF iy Y 1Y i ala
Oy yagpdd] 0N ¢ s ad VLY Jo Viag (23 il &85 1B 4 Jodly coguara il ld: sl aysdi 2
A8 OF 831 pad igamndyy (49> iy gy h O3k o al) Oaady Yy (At U9 9y dolad-y il ol
JaRl) 255 £93) S ol gt S5 By e ST ((nl) u9d a1 ameg) Resdl Ol ) o Al ol
dsledly Ll Jal Cade 6l (w1 am dlgh U1 ga ia 3B-Y1g gt ol JIgT 5 e yaygdd Jal g8 OF (Jady
oS oz At Jaly i35 At Jal b cados los 1dag 213509 A03as 10lewd &l Jal 100k My« argid) g2
I o O 1 gl OF &g o Ot LBy gl Y ol Laly (AdSTN Ogo 5y Jugll e LI U3 130 Oglgs
o ab1 Y 5509 cagant e AT aLYB U a1 e

Meaning:

It is narrated from Imam Ahmad, may Allah have mercy on him, that he said
regarding the verse: "And your Lord has come" [al-Fajr:22], "And the command
of your Lord has come." Some have cited this in one of their books and stated:
The methodology of Imam Ahmad is delegation [tafwid], and that Imam
Ahmad - who is the leader of Ahl al-Sunna - resorted to interpretation [ta'wil]
in this verse. So, is this narration from Imam Ahmad authentic?

First: This must be established as authentic from Imam Ahmad.

Second: If it is presumed that he, may Allah have mercy on him, erred in this
matter - which he does not affirm in the generality of his statements - this
does not mean that he is infallible, and that his opinion must be accepted.
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Third: You mentioned that he delegates [yufawwid], and this statement in its
absolute form requires examination, because delegation [tafwid] is of two
types: delegation of meaning [tafwid al-ma'na] and delegation of modality
[tafwid al-kayfiyya].

The People of the Sunna and Community (Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama'a) delegate
the modality [kayfiyya], but they do not delegate the meaning [ma'na]. Rather,
they affirm it, establish it, explain it, and categorize it. So, whoever claims that
the People of the Sunna are those who advocate delegation [tafwid] (meaning
by this the delegation of meaning) has indeed lied about them.

Shaykh al-Islam, may Allah have mercy on him, mentioned in his book (Dar"
Ta'arud al-'Aql wa al-Naqgl) that the position of the people of delegation
[tafwid] is among the worst positions of the people of innovation and
deviation.

This is what some people say that it is the methodology of Ahl al-Sunna wa
al-Jama'a, which is delegation [tafwid], and therefore they say: Ahl al-Sunna
are of two categories: those who delegate [mufawwida]. And those who
interpret [mu'awwila].

This is a grave error, for Ahl al-Sunna are both interpreters [mu'awwila] and
delegators [mufawwida]; however, they interpret [yu'awwilun] when evidence
indicates interpretation [ta'wil], and they delegate [yufawwidun] the modality
[kayfiyya], but as for the meaning [ma'na], they do not delegate it. The
summary of the answer to your question is that we say: If this is authentically
established from Imam Ahmad, then Imam Ahmad is not infallible, but I do
not think it is authentic. "Liqa' al-Bab al-Maftuh" (67/24).

Quotes from Imam al-Dhahabi:
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Let us now present exclusive quotations from the pen of Imam al-Dhahabi
that manifest theological positions not in conformity with the
methodological approaches of Ibn Taymiyya and contemporary Salafism, in
affirmation of tafwid al-ma‘na—the consignment of the true meaning of the
divine attributes to Allah's knowledge exclusively.

Al-Hafiz Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi (d. 748 /1348) has articulated his theological
positions regarding the concept of Tafwid al-Mama (delegation of the
meaning of Allah’s Sifat) and his preferred methodology in his biographical
compendium Siyar A‘lam al-Nubala’ as follows:

A) 8/105:
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“Our position regarding this and similar matters is: affirmation [al-igrar],
letting it pass as it came [al-imrar], and delegating its meaning [tafwid
ma nahu] to its Sacrosanct and Truthful Sayer."

B) Al-Dhahabi mentioned the following narration in his Siyar A'lam al-
Nubala’ (5/449):
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“Ibn al-Qasim narrated to us, saying: I asked Malik about those who narrate
the hadith which they report as: "Indeed Allah created Adam in His image
(stura)." He rejected this severely and forbade anyone from narrating it.”

Then after some discussion he said the following about the above
hadith(5,/550):
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“This authentic [hadith] is recorded in the two books of al-Bukhari and
Muslim. So, we believe in it, we delegate [nufawwid], we submit, and we do
not delve into what does not concern us, with our knowledge that Allah -
there is nothing like unto Him, and He is the All-Hearing, the All-Seeing.”

Al-Dhahabi also commented on the above narration in his Mizan al-I‘tidal
(2/420) by saying:
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“As for the meaning [ma‘na] of the hadith of the form [siira], we leave its
knowledge to Allah and His Messenger and remain silent as the Salaf
remained silent, while firmly asserting that Allah—there is nothing like unto
Him.”

C) Siyar A‘lam al-Nubala’ (14 /373-374):
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“I say: Whoever affirms this in verification of the Book of Allah and the hadiths
of the Messenger of Allah - may Allah bless him and grant him peace - and
believes in it while delegating its meaning [mufawwidan ma 'nahu] to Allah
and His Messenger, and does not delve into interpretation nor probe deeply,
then he is the true following Muslim. And whoever denies this but was
unaware of its establishment in the Book and the Sunna, is negligent, and
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Allah pardons him, since Allah has not obligated every Muslim to memorize
what has been reported regarding this. And whoever denies this after having
knowledge, follows a path other than that of the righteous predecessors [al-
Salaf al-salih], and indulges in speculation about the text, then his affair is left
to Allah. We seek refuge in Allah from misguidance and whims.”

D) Siyar A'lam al-Nubala’ 14 /374:
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“Ibn Khuzayma has great stature in the souls and reverence in the hearts, due
to his knowledge, religiosity, and following of the Sunna. His book on (Tawhid)
is a large volume, and in it he (figuratively) interpreted (Ta'wil) the hadith
regarding the image.
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So let there be excuse for one who interpreted [ta'awwala] some of the
attributes. As for the predecessors (Salaf), they did not delve into
interpretation [al-ta'wil], but rather believed, refrained [from speculation],
and delegated [fawwadii] the knowledge of that to Allah and His Messenger,
and if we were to disregard and declare innovation against everyone who
erred in his independent reasoning [ijtihadihi] - despite the soundness of his
faith and his striving to follow the truth - few of the Imams would remain
safe with us. May Allah have mercy on all of them by His favour and
generosity.”

Al-Dhahabi did know of evidence for performing interpretative exegesis
[Ta'wil] when necessary as he authenticated such a text in his Talkhis al-
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Mustadrak (see below). One may refer to the following article for analysis -
Ta'wil of ‘Saaq’ from Ibn Abbas:
https: / /archive.org /details /TawilOfTheSaagFromIbnAbbasra

Al-Bayhaqi (384-458 AH) mentioned in his al-Sunan al-Kubra (21/202) the
following which indicates proof for non-literal interpretation (ta'wil) when
the necessity arises:
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“21164 - Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Hafiz and Abu Sa‘id ibn Abi ‘Amr informed us,
saying: Abu al-‘Abbas narrated to us, Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar narrated to
us, Waki' narrated to us, from Usama ibn Zayd, from ‘Ikrima, from Ibn ‘Abbas
who said: "When one of you reads something from the Qur'an and does not
know its interpretation [tafsir], let him seek it in poetry, for it is the
register [diwan] of the Arabs." This is the authentic [Sahih] version, stopped
[at Ibn ‘Abbas].”

Al-Dhahabi mentioned this narration in his Al-Muhadhdhab fi Ikhtisar al-
Sunan al-Kabir (8,/4260, no. 16307) and did not oppose the grading of al-
Bayhaqi.

Al-Bayhagqi's teacher was Abu ‘Abdullah al-Hakim al-Naysaburi (d. 405 AH)
who mentioned the following lengthier version in his Mustadrak al-Hakim
(2/499-500):
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https://archive.org/details/TawilOfTheSaaqFromIbnAbbasra
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Meaning:

“3845- Abu Zakariyya al-'Anbari narrated to us, al-Hussain ibn Muhammad al-
Qabbani narrated to us, Sa'id ibn Yahya al-Umawi narrated to us, 'Abdullah
ibn al-Mubarak narrated to us, Usama ibn Zayd informed us, from 'Tkrima,
from Ibn 'Abbas, may Allah be pleased with them both, that he was asked
about the saying of the Mighty and Majestic: {On the Day when the shin [saq]
will be uncovered}. He said: "When something from the Qur'an is obscure to
you, then seek it in poetry, for it is the register of the Arabs [diwan al-'Arab].
Have you not heard the saying of the poet:

'Be patient 'Anaq, indeed it is an enduring evil... Your people have established
the striking of necks,

And the war has risen with us on a leg [saq] (meaning in severity)"
Ibn 'Abbas said: "This is a day of distress and severity."

This hadith has an authentic chain of transmission, and it is preferable to a
hadith reported from Ibn Mas'ud with an authentic (Sahih) chain of
transmission, which I do not permit myself to narrate in this context.”
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Al-Dhahabi said in his Talkhis al-Mustadrak (2/500) that the above narration
is Sahih (authentic), thus agreeing with al-Hakim's authentication.

Conclusion

The textual evidence examined in this study demonstrates that Imam al-
Dhahabi's theological methodology regarding the divine attributes
represents an authentic continuation of the approach established by Imam
Ahmad ibn Hanbal, particularly through his consistent implementation of
tafwid al-ma‘na. This methodological continuity stands in stark contrast to
the theological innovations introduced by Ibn Taymiyya and subsequently
amplified by contemporary Salafi writers, who have endeavoured to redefine
the classical Sunni approach by rejecting tafwid al-ma‘na despite substantial
textual evidence supporting its authenticity.

The pronounced divergence between al-Dhahabi's historically substantiated
theological framework and Ibn Taymiyya's revisionary approach highlights a
significant methodological rupture, thus necessitating a re-evaluation of
contemporary claims regarding the legitimate inheritors of the methodology
of the early Muslim authorities (Salaf).

Compiled by:

Abul Hasan Hussain Ahmed

www.darultahgig.com
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Monday 5-5-25/ 7" Dhu al-Qa’da, 1446 AH
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