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Abstract: The Ghaylan ibn Muslim al-Dimashqi al-Qadari incident
represented a growing trend towards politicizing theological disputes during
the early Islamic history. The belief that man is absolutely free and possesses
the ability to act on his own is the central idea of his thought. Although he
received the whole concept from his predecessors, he advanced the idea to
new heights to such an extent that the credit of establishing and advancing the
Qadariyyah School is given to him. When applied to the then political reality
of the Umayyad domination, the notion of absolute human free will would
have had grave implications. The relations between Ghaylan and the ruling

political elite were unhealthy. Ghaylan, despite repeated warnings, refused to
relinquish his beliefs or to remain quiet and hence paid dearly with his life.

During the first century A.H., the Muslim community witnessed
conflicts of various kinds. One such conflict was in the form of an
intense theological dispute between the parties involved. Ghaylan ibn
Muslim al-Dimashqi al-Qadari (105 A.H./723 C.E.), a distinguished
theologian of the late first and early second century AH., was one of
those who took a leading part in theological disputes. His struggle
against the political and theological philosophy of the Umayyads is not
accurately documented. So persistent, daring and uncompromising
were Ghaylan’s assaults that the Umayyads eventually viewed him as a
potential threat to the stability of the regime and had him killed. This
article details this episode and documents the circumstances that led to
his death.
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Ghaylan’s Theological Views

Ghaylan is one of the greatest theologians in the Qadariyyah (those who
believe in human freedom of action) ranks. The founder of the Qadariyyah
school, however, is Matbad ibn Khalid al-Juhani (b. 80 A.H./699 C.E.)
who allegedly was influenced by an Iraqgi Christian, a convert to Islam who
subsequently reverted back to Christianity.' Ma‘bad was Ghaylan’s mentor
whose teachings about man’s free will—the doctrine that remained the focal

point and the symbol of the Qadariyyah school—was further developed by
Ghaylan.

Ghaylan and the Qadarites adhered to the following principles. First,
man is free and possesses capability to act. He is therefore the author of all
his actions, good or bad. On the Day of Judgment, Allah (SWT) will
reckon with him, rewarding him for his good actions and punishing him for
the bad ones. In their assertion of man’s free will, they went so far as to
deny that Allah (SWT) possesses any prior knowledge as to whether man
will be rightly guided or misguided in this world. Second, imdn is the
consequence of knowledge and comprehension, of devotion, of conformity
with what has been revealed from Allah (SWT) through the Prophet (SAS),
and hence is related to actions but not necessarily requiring it. Third, the
grave sinner remains Muslim, but Allah (SWT) will punish him accordingly
on the Judgment Day. Fourth, the attributes that pertain to Allah (SWT)
such as hand, sight and hearing are to be taken figuratively so that the
transcendence of Allah (SWT) may be preserved. Fifth, the leadership
(imamah) of the Muslims cannot be confined only to the clan of Quraysh;
any person who is capable regardless of his tribal pedigree, is qualified for
the post. The election and the appointment of the leader (imam) must be
rendered by the consensus of the entire community (wnmah).> Al-
Shahrastani summed up Ghaylan’s theological philosophy in three words:
al-qadr (assertion of human absolute freedom), al-irj@ (postponement of
ultimate judgment about the grave sinner)’ and al-khurigj (promoting revolt
against unjust rulers).*

Ghaylan and his mentor Ma‘bad regarded the Umayyads unfit to rule as
they had not been chosen by the consensus of the Muslims. Umayyads were
also opposed to the notion of free will as propagated by Ghaylan and
Ma‘bad. To make matters worse, some members of the ruling Umayyad
family, desperate to justify their despotic rule during critical moments,
displayed a considerable degrec of sympathy with the idea of jabr (belief
that men’s actions are pre-destined by divine power) as well as with the idea
of the immoderate exaltation of the position of the caliph.® In addition to the
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assertion of free will, Ma‘bad was also involved in an unsuccessful revolt
against the Umayyads led by <Abd al-Rahman ibn al-Ash‘as (85 A.H./704
C.E.)’ and as a result of which Matbad was finally killed by either al-Hajjaj
ibn Yasuf al-Thaqafi (95A.H./713 C.E.), or the caliph <Abd al-Malik ibn
Marvan (86 A.H./705 C.E.).

Gaylan and ‘Umar ibn <Abd al-<Aziz

Little is known about Ghaylan, his life and his activities. However, his
close association with Ma‘bad who resided in Basrah, was noted. Until
“Umar ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz became the caliph, there is virtually no account
referring to Ghaylan, his movement or his thought. However, during
‘Umar’s rule, Ghaylan was very active promulgating his theological beliefs
and criticizing some of the policies of the Umayyads. According to some
sources, Ghaylan held the position of the secretary in <Umar’s
administration in Damascus.” According to other sources, Ghaylan held the

position as the supervisor of the state mint in Damascus.® Most likely, he
held both positions but at different times.

Gaylan’s activities has definitely something to do with the changes that
swept across the entire state in the wake of “Umar’s accession to the office
of Caliph. “Umar differed from his Umayyad predecessors in personal
character and behaviour, as well as in his overall policies. He was pious,
just and honourable. He took interests of the state very seriously and was
much concerned with the peaceful consolidation of the state rather than its
territorial expansion. Soon after his accession to office, he stopped all
frontier expeditions and recalled the Muslim army which was fighting at
Constantinople. Internal affairs became the main focus of his policies.
People were encouraged to devote themselves to religion, pursuit of
knowledge, trade and industry. The da‘wah efforts were redoubled, as a
result of which many non-Muslims entered the fold of Islam. He also
adopted a policy of reconciliation towards the opposition, the Khawarij and
the Shi’ites. Several reconciliatory measures toward the Mawali (clients)
Muslims were undertaken. They were exempted from both kharaj and
Jizyah and their names have been registered in the Register of the Pensions
of the Bayt al-Mal. All these and other Mawali rights had been
intermittently violated by previous Umayyad rulers.’

Unlike his Umayyad predecessors, ‘Umar allied himself with the
mainstream Muslim intellectuals, consulting them regularly on various
matters. Similarly, he did not harbour any tendency whatsoever towards
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any form of the idea of jabr (predestination), or the idea of the excessive
exaltation of the post of the caliph.'

‘Umar’s personality and his Islamic policies heralded ‘a new era in
Islamic history. His rule along with that of Sulayman ibn Abd al-Malik (99
A.H./717 C.E.) may be described as the post-al-Hajjaj period. Al-Hajjaj
ruled over Iraq for about twenty years (75 A.H./694 C.E.- 95 A .H./713
C.E.), and his cruelty and harshness were felt not only in Iraq but also in
other provinces, especially in those areas where the voices of the opposition
were strong. It is interesting to note that indications of conflict between al-
Haijjaj (over the philosophy of government) and “‘Umar—should “‘Umar ever
come to power—cropped up during the reign of al-Walid ibn <Abd al-
Malik (96 AH /715 C.E.) when ‘Umar was assigned to govern Hijaz, The
appointment of ‘Umar was a welcome change which was not liked by al-
Hajjaj. One of the chief reasons for al-Hajjaj’s displeasure was that Hijaz,
with “‘Umar in control, was increasingly becoming a safe haven for those
who were fleeing from the oppression of al-Hajjaj in Iraq. Al-Hajjaj saw in
‘Umar an obstacle to his policies and hence complained on several
occasions to the caliph asking him to remove ‘Umar from Hijaz. The caliph
complied and replaced “‘Umar with Khalid ibn <Abd Allah al-Qasri, one of
al-Hajjaj’s men. After the demise of al-Hajjaj and Umar’s accession four
years later, a number of radical changes took place. The reversal of the
policies introduced by al-Hajjaj was one of the charted objectives. !

It is highly probable that Ghaylan in the wake of the execution of his
mentor resolved to keep a low profile. He retreated from the public eye and
refused to have any interaction whatsoever with the Umayyads. However,
when “‘Umar came to power, Ghaylan felt free to propound his doctrine
without any fear of reprisal. Thus he wrote to “Umar complaining of the
deterioration of the state and urging him to initiate policies restoring
religious principles. He reminded ‘Umar of his responsibilities towards the
Muslims, something that often had been neglected and compromised by his
predecessors in favour of other personal and family matters. He advised
“Umgr to fully adhere to the commandments of the Qur’an and the Sunnah.
Ghaylan also emphasized that there could be only two types of leaders: the
just and upright ones—apparently alluding to the first four rightly guided
caliphs; and the unjust ones—obviously hinting at some of the Umayyad
rulers.'?

Ghaylan also had several meetings with ‘Umar during which he made an
oblique reference to the notion of jabr by which many people were trying to
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exonerate themselves from their evil actions. This was expectedly followed
by his eloquent explanation and defense of his own idea . that man, as
contrary to the idea of jabr, is absolutely free and has inherent capabilities
to act. Each man is accordingly the author of all his actions and, therefore,
fully answerable to Allah (SWT) for his actions. "

“Umar, nonetheless, considered the idea of free will—as Ghaylan and his
supporters perceived it—as just another un-Islamic innovation that his
reformatory programmess ought to effectively deal with. The first step
‘Umar took was to debate the idea directly with Ghaylan in face-to-face
encounters. Probably, ‘Umar detected in Ghaylan the actual cause of the
“free will syndrome” of his time and thus resolved to treat him as such, not
paying much attention to those who ardently—sometimes blindly—followed
him. “Umar decided not to let Ghaylan mix freely with the people and
preach his ideas to them. Rather, he was in favour of keeping him near and
under constant control and surveillance. Ghaylan thus was asked to occupy
some positions in the central administration. ‘Umar also wrote to his
governors in the provinces urging them to stay away from the Qadarites and
their beliefs and assist the government in dealing with them.'*

Thus, ‘Umar engaged in debates in order to persuade Ghaylan to give up
his ideas. However, should the adherents of the Qadariyyah doctrine refuse
to budge, then ‘Umar was willing to deal with them as harshly as required.
Once a person asked him about his position on the Qadarites and he replied:
“First, I shall ask them to repent; if they comply, that is what we want. But
if they refuse, then to sword will they be brought.” Based on another
account, he added: “...I shall banish them from the Islamic land.”" He also
instructed ‘Udayy ibn Arta‘ah, his governor in Basrah, to do the same.'s
Interestingly, Umar is also reported to have prayed to Allah to do away
with Ghaylan, in case the latter does not give up his beliefs. After “‘Umar
had uttered the prayer, he asked Ghaylan, who was present, to say amin
(may it be so) apparently to let Ghaylan realize “Umar’s sincerity and
determination. "’

Several reports suggest that Ghaylan as a result of his debates with ‘Umar
almost gave up his doctrine. He is reported to have repented in the presence
of “Umar, proclaiming that he was truly blind, deaf and ignorant but he got
back his eyesight and his sense of hearing. He was deluded but has been
shown the right way; he was ignorant but has been enlightened.'® However,
Ghaylan’s subsequent behaviour shows that his repentance was rather short
lived. Ghaylan held ‘Umar in great awe and respected his knowledge, piety
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and just and peaceful policies. Ghaylan despite his extensive knowledge and
charisma, as well as utmost devotion to mysticism and prayers, was unable
to advance his arguments against those of “‘Umar." ‘Umar’s words, as
Ghaylan admitted afterwards, sounded to him as if he had been taught from
the heavens (through revelation).” In the course of his debates with
Ghaylan, “‘Umar realized that Ghaylan’s beliefs had been fairly shaken and
that he might be on the road to abandoning them and was on the “right”
path. Unfortunately, ‘Umar’s reign was so short that it impeded the
accomplishment of many programmes, one of which related to Ghaylan and
the rest of the Qadarites.

Immediately after ‘Umar died, old Umayyad policies resumed. Ghaylan,
who had restrained himself, hoping that ‘Umar will bring about a change in
society, started preaching his old beliefs thinking that with ‘Umar many of
his policies had been buried. Ghaylan saw in the new Umayyad rulers and
their policies a clear indication of the system reverting back to that which
preceded ‘Umar. Ibn Manziir, therefore, wrote: “Ghaylan was silent during
the reign of “‘Umar, but spoke (about gadr) during the reign of Yazid ibn
Abd al-Malik.”*!

Ghaylan after ‘Umar’s death

Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (105 A.H./723 C.E.) the third son of the caliph
¢Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, became the caliph in accordance with the will
of his brother Sulayman. His rule was marred by inter tribal jealousies.
Several reasons are given for this, one of which is Yazid’s preference for
the Mudarites (one of the largest and most powerful tribes in ancient
Northern Arabia) and his merciless persecution of the Muhallabids
(Kinsmen and clients of al- Muhallab b. Abi Sufra famed for their numbers
and roles in early Islamic history). The two parties were at loggerhead with
each other even during the reign of Sulayman. Sulayman hated al-Hajjaj so

much that immediately after capturing power, he began to persecute al-
Hajjaj’s relatives.

Yazid ibn al-Muhallab remained the governor of Iraq until he was
imprisoned by <Umar for misappropriating public money. Then, fearing
Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik who replaced ‘Umar as the caliph, he somehow
escaped from the prison and fled to Iraq. In Basrah, the stronghold of the
Muhallabids, he incited people to rebel against the caliph. He misused
religion to rally behind him people by claiming that he was summoning
people to follow the Book of Allah (SWT) and the Sunnah of the Prophet
(SAS), and to take part in the jihad against the tyrants. Al-Hasan al-Basri
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(110 A.H./728 C.E.), the leading religious and intellectual personality in
Basrah during that time, spoke against him and urged people to stay away
from the rebellion, which eventually failed and the Muhallabids and the
other tribes that joined them suffered a humiliating defeat.?

Yazid faced difficulties because, among others, he was unable and
unwilling to follow ‘Umar’s footsteps. People were still yearning for “‘Umar
and his just rule. They scrutinized and appraised the conduct of the new
caliph and it was not difficult for them to see that Yazid’s character differed
from that of “‘Umar. Yazid allegedly had strong passions for worldly
splendours to the extent that state matters were sorely neglected. The
administration of the state was left in the hands of Mudarite administrators,
especially in the remote provinces.” Yazid is reported to have publicly
pledged to imitate “Umar and continue with the implementation of his
reformatory programmes. But after only forty days of following him, he
succumbed to the pressure of his real self. Soon afterward, he dismissed
many high-ranking officers appointed by ‘Umar.* Al-Ya‘qiibi, has stated
that Yazid had removed them all and appointed new ones.”> Yazid also
assembled forty scholars who proclaimed that the caliphs are exempted
from accountability and punishment.?® This signaled the revival of the old
Umayyad practice of the exaltation of the caliph’s position.

Ghaylan was adversely affected by the change following Yazid’s
accession to power. However, not much is-known about his life or activities
during this period—expanding four years—except that he disliked the
Umayyads and resumed preaching Qadariyyah doctrine. Ibn Manziir cites
an account in which it is alleged that Ghaylan has been vigorously
promulgating his idea of human freedom. Yazid at last apprehended him
and had him executed. However, ibn Manzir contends that Ghaylan was
killed by caliph Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik, Yazid’s brother and successor,
and not by Yazid as reported.”’ In all probability, the primary motive for
Ghaylan’s action of renouncing the Umayyads was ‘Umar’s early death
along with Yazid’s inability or unwillingness to step into his shoes.
Likewise, Yazid adopted a system of government which, from Ghaylan’s
perspective, was un-Islamic.

When Yazid died in the year 105 A.H./723 C.E., he was succeeded, in
accordance with his wish, by his brother Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik.
Hisham inherited a number of problems from his brother. He was well
aware that he had no choice but to go up against them as swiftly as possible,
and as resolutely and emphatically as he could. The resurgent threat of
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Ghaylan and his followers was one of the issues that the caliph resolved to
tackle foremost. By virtue of his uncompromising propagation of rebellion
against unjust rulers, and by virtue of his conviction that any capable
person, regardless of his tribal ancestry, is qualified for the post of the
caliph, and that the election and the appointment of the caliph must be
rendered by the consensus of the entire community (wmmah), Ghaylan
undeniably posed a serious threat to Hisham and his political undertakings.
Once, probably before his ascension to power, Hisham accused Ghaylan of
dishonouring and vilifying his Umayyad predecessors at which point he
pledged if he ever laid his hands on him, he would punish him
accordingly.?*

Hisham was also facing an increasingly stiff opposition from different
quarters in the Khurasani region. The latest wave of discord was created by
the Abbasids who secretly, during the reign of ‘Umar, had embarked on a
well organized movement to topple the Umayyad government. This
movement, which subsequently erupted into a successful revolution, chose
Khurasan as its nucleus. The region’s diverse ethnic groups that
disapproved of the Umayyad style government have been principally
targeted by the °‘Abbasid propagandists. Ghaylan was also active in
Khurasan—yperhaps not by chance—preaching his doctrine and spurring the
anti-Umayyad sentiments. As a result, many of his followers were from the
Mawali (clients) ranks.” While once visiting Armenia, Ghaylan is reported
to have said about Hisham that Allah (SWT) never made him the caliph,
obviously hitting out against Hisham’s claim that the caliphate had been
given to the Umayyads in general and to himself in particular by Allah
(SW'I').30 :

Prior to the arrest of Ghaylan, Hisham dispatched his spies assigning
them to follow the former and gather the necessary evidence against him.
Finally, Hisham ordered Ghaylan’s arrest. Ghaylan’s close associates who
accompanied him to Armenia were also arrested. It is evident that Hisham
planned to execute them - as he had vowed earlier - but he needed sufficient
evidence and support from scholars and the public alike. Thus, Hisham
ordered al-Awza (157 A.H./773 C.E.), a celebrated Syrian scholar, to
conduct a debate with Ghaylan to refute his arguments and to defeat him.
Then, should he refuse to forsake his belief, he could be declared guilty of
heresy for which he could be put to death. That was what happened:
Ghaylan was apparently defeated, yet he refused to give up his belief. He
and his associates thereupon were pronounced apostates and executed.”!
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There are accounts in which other scholars, apart from al-Awza<, are
reported to have argued and debated with Ghaylan, some of them even
before the caliphate of Hisham. The most prominent of them were:
Maymiin ibn Mahran (117 A.H./735 C.E.),* Iyas ibn Muawiyah (122
A.H./740 C.E.), the judge of Basrah,” and Rabiah al-R@y (122 A.H./740
C.E.), also a judge.* It is probable that Hisham and other Umayyad rulers,
at different times, employed these loyal scholars for the same purpose,
which is an all-out attack on Ghaylin and the Qadariyyah theological
school. In this campaign many unscrupulous and uninvited individuals took
part who deliberately fabricated and forged many of the sayings of the
Prophet (SAS).* This included ahadith dealing with free-will and
predestination (gad@ wa qadar).

The execution of Ghaylan was approved by many scholars. The judge of
Damascus, Numayr ibn Aws al-Ash¢ari, is said to have contacted Hisham to
congratulate him on his decisive move against Ghaylan and to tell him that
Ghaylan’s death is one of Allah’s great victories for the Muslims.* Raj®
ibn Haywah is also reported to have written to Hisham supporting his action
saying that Ghaylan’s execution was better than the execution of two
thousand infidels.”” To provide further credence to caliph’s action, ‘Umar’s
righteousness and his immensely respected personality were utilized. It was
widely propagated that Ghaylan’s punishment was, in fact, Allah (SWT)’s
response to ‘Umar’s prayers.®® This propaganda was meant to serve two
objectives: first that Almighty Allah answered the prayer of the upright
“Umar and, second, that He (SWT) chose to punish the deluded heretic only
in the hands of another equally upright individual, i.e., caliph Hisham.

Conclusion

Ghaylan was one of the most active theologians of his time. He confronted
the Umayyads and preached his theological views boldly. He, however,
failed to gain acceptance among the public principally because of some
extremist heretical aspects of his doctrine, coupled with the nature of his
own personality which can be characterized as obstinate, hasty, impulsive
and un-compromising. Yet, it may be argued, that Ghaylan, together with
his adherents, paved the way for the emergence of Mu‘tazilah, which
subsequently absorbed and preached central Qadariyyah beliefs.

Arguably, the most damaging mistake committed by Ghaylan was to
naively launch attacks against the Umayyads, the legitimate political
authority of the majority of the Muslims, regardless of the serious errors
committed by them. Ghaylan apparently did not realize the heretical
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dimensions inherent in his thought and the dangers it posed to the general
public. He also did not realize that the public opinion would not be
responsive to such heretical preaching. The Umayyads knew exactly what
the public opinion was and hence capitalized on it to exonerate them from
what they did to Ghaylan and the rest of the Qadarites. For this reason,
perhaps, Ghaylan is known in the Muslim tradition as a heretic and caliph
Hisham as the one who struggled against heretics and apostates.
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