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Abstract: Causality is one of the most important problems of philosophy. The
Ancient Greek philosophers focused on this issue within their studies of the
Philosophy of Nature. Investigating the ultimate cause behind the changes in the
cosmos, the philosophers maintained that there is a relationship between caus-
es and effects. Major theologies dealt with this issue in line with their teachings.
In Islamic tradition, both philosophers (Falâsifah) and theologians
(Mutakallimûn) took this question as an ontological problem. The purpose of
this study is to analyze the Ash’arite approach to the problem of causality.

Key Words: Causality, Ash’arism, the design of universe, theocentricism, the
atoms, temporarily-generation, Philosophy of Nature, teleology, mechanism. 

While Islamic theology or Kalâm deals with the issue of causality as an onto-
logical problem, philosophy takes it as a subject of ontology and of philosophy
of nature.1 From the beginning, the philosophers tried to explain such issues as
motion, generation, and corruption in the cosmos. The theory of causality that
examines the change in the universe and the relationship between causes and
effects is one of the basic problems of philosophy.2 One could’t argue that
philosophers who speculated about the universe, could’t stay aloof from the
problem of causality.3

Discussed in Islamic Philosophy under the name of “nazariyyah al-‘illah”, the
problem of causality revolves around the terms ‘illah (cause) and ma‘lûl
(effect). ‘Illah denotes cause and factor as ma‘lûl means the effect produced by
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cause and the object affected by cause*.4 Thus, the concept of causality signi-
fies the cause-effect relationship. This concept indicates both intellectual and
actual relation of continuity among things in Nature. Muslim philosophers
regarded relation between causes and effects as one of the major issues of
Metaphysics. For example, Ibn Rushd (1126–1198) holds that tracing things
back to the First Cause (al-‘Illah al-Ìlâ) and to the First Principle (al-Mabda’al-
Awwal)5 is a metaphysical quest. Cause and effect and the relationship between
the two are investigated from ontological and mechanical perspective.6
Studying the existence/creation with respect to God who is the First Cause and
First Principle and investigating how things bring about each other and how the
chain of causality goes back to the First Cause demonstrate that the matter of
causality is an ontological issue.7 Ibn Sînâ (980–1037) defines the science of
Metaphysics (Ilâhiyyât) as the study of the First and Ultimate Cause of things,
the Final Cause of all other causes and the Final Principle of all other principles,
who is God.8

The concept of causality suggests the idea of law and order. One can summarize
the Greek and Islamic implications of this term as follows: Every existent thing
in the universe has a cause; the same causes under the same conditions produce
the same effects; every effect depends on a cause; a cause brings forth the same
effect.9 The principle of causality, being known as ‘Illiyyah in Islamic
Philosophy and Kalâm, signifies the relationship between causes and effects.10
In addition, this term refers to the theory that the same causes necessarily pro-
duce the same effects. In his book in which he explained metaphysical terms,
Ibn Rushd used the word “idtirâr” in this sense. He defines the concept of
idtirâr as “the relation of a thing with that through which it can exist.” This def-
inition approaches the issue from a material viewpoint. Indicating that there is
the necessary interdependence among things, the concept of idtirâr depand on
the principle of causality. As an example for this concept, Ibn Rushd cites the
statement, “every organism with blood has to breathe.”11 Philosophers thought
that there is a relation of causality; things interact with each other through their
essential characteristics; certain causes produce certain effects and this is a nec-
essary operation. The principle of causality appears in different modes in mate-
rial and metaphysical realms. Some philosophers and theologians argue against
the materialistic concept of causality that causality is not an independent mate-
rial or metaphysical determinism but it depends on the power and will of God,
and is thus contingent.

The experimental concept of causality limits itself to the relations among things
and phenomena. Assumption that the causes of phenomena lie within the phys-
ical world not outside of it leads to determinism.12 The intensity of causality is
proportional to the way causality operates. A strict mode of causality may result
with a mechanist worldview, which in turn accords causality the status of deter-
minism. A perception of universe that acquires its rules, operation and design
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from the material causality inherent in things with no transcendent reference
leads to mechanism. It is common to trace materialism back to the atomism of
Democritus (460–370 BC) in the Ancient Greek thought since his atomism
entailed mechanism, which in turn brought forth a materialist perception of uni-
verse.13

Concept of causality is one of the crucial ideas of Plato teleological ontology.
[Plato (428–347 BC)] Basing the order of Nature on the Idea of Good and the
world of Ideas, Plato maintains that every being, living or dead, has a function
by its very nature. The being that fulfills its function is successful, qualified,
efficacious and virtuous. Plato’s definition of virtue depends upon the principle
of purposefulness. According to Plato, virtue appears with an organism’s or
being’s fulfillment of its due function.14 The conflict between the teleological
and mechanical doctrines is one of the most-debated issues in the Ancient Age. 

To put the question in other words, does the universe consist of the phenomena
taking place in accordance with the future purpose? Or do events follow each
other with no purpose or operate mechanichally in accordance with the princi-
ple of material causality? While the positive answer given to this succinctly
phrased question formed the doctrine of teleology or finalism15, the negative
answer constituted the doctrine of mechanism.16 The teleologists considered
Nature as an organic whole whereas the mechanists reject such concept of
wholeness. The Greek materialists have recourse to atomist theory in this con-
text. The inter-atomic interactions initiated material motion in the universe,
which in turn caused the circle of generation and corruption.17

The view that there is a necessary relation between causes and effects led to
understanding and discussing the principle of causality as determinism. The
idea that there is a causality principle in Nature and things possess a causal
potential and power is adopted. However, it is impossible to demonstrate this
claim by experiments. This is the base upon which the opponents of causality
rely. The idea that cause generates effect is a speculation that we reach only
through observations. Yet, there is no convincing evidence to demonstrate that
there is a necessary causal relation between two events. Oone of which is
thought to be cause and the other to be effect, is necessary. Thus, the argument
that a cause creates a certain effect cannot be empirically demonstrated. Only a
subjective (i‘tibârî) and imaginal relation can be established between the event
A and B.18 Therefore, natural sciences and notably Physics can speak of the
laws of Nature only in the modality of possibility, not of necessity.19

The proponents of causality tried to develop a loose and distant relationship
between the universe and God by dismissing the perception of universe that is
attached to God as with an umbilical cord. Their discussion centered on the
nature of the relationship between God and the universe.20 The question that
begs for an answer is whether God governs the universe with His absolute will
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in an unpredictable and causeless manner by making instantaneous and irre-
versible decisions or God governs the universe indirectly. By extension, is it
possible to think that God governs the universe through the laws that He deter-
mined? 

As is seen, the early debates over causality had a theological and metaphysical
character. The answers for such fundamental questions were approached from
looked for within metaphysical systems. Thus, a notion of causality belongs to
the domain of metaphysics. Therefore, God willed that there be a relation of
causality in the universe and arranged things in accordance with this rule. A the-
ological debate, which, in the beginning, concerned the question how God gov-
erns and puts the universe in order, evolved into a concept of self-sufficient uni-
verse deprived of transcendental roots, especially of God. It is clear that the
materialist perception of automatic Nature developed in an atheist direction by
severing Nature from its metaphysical roots.21

The debates over the concept of empty space (known in Islamic thought as
khalâ’) in the Ancient Greek philosophy of nature relate to the perception of
automatic Nature. Anaxagoras (500–428 BC) who was the first to speak of the
atoms in the Ancient Greek. He did not talk about the subject of void. However,
the later atomists insistently argued that there is void among the atoms. This
meant the rejection of the thesis that motion is governed by supernatural agents.
Though Anaxagoras did not make the mention about void, however he
explained motion with an external spiritual principle, i.e., mind or Nous.
Defining void as an empty place where the atoms move, the atomist philoso-
phers maintained that motion is an essential characteristic of things and
explained motion in mechanist terms.22 It is clear that no theology would accept
such a mechanist design of universe. Neither will religion be happy with a per-
ception of God who has a limited authority. The concept of Supreme God,
which marks the Abrahamic Scriptures, forms a strong reaction to such an
understanding of universe and God. God is active, and concerned with, and
interferes in the universe which He created. In addition, God takes sides moral-
ly. This perception of God disagrees with the god of philosophers who showed
his power in the beginning but then kept away from the universe. The Ancient
Greek thinkers’ perception of God occupies a central position in ontology. The
difference between the Greek and religious conceptions of God appears in the
daily usage of the word “God”. In everyday Greek, the term Theos, i.e. God,
referred to “the imposing and confirming powers.” Unlike Christians and
Muslims, the Greeks did not count divine predicates such as “God is good” or
“God is love” by relying on the existence of God. They regarded as God the nat-
ural and social powers which impressed them profoundly. While the Christian
says, “God is love”, the Ancient Greek tended to say, “Love is God”, intending
to express that love is a supreme power which exists before and after man. The
word “Theos” was used as an adjective and a quality in the Greek language. Any
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power that is active in the universe, unborn like us and continues to live even
after we die is God.23

While in religion God is located at the heart of ontology, epistemology and
ethics, philosophy takes God only as a principle or arkhé referred to resolve
basic ontological problems. Philosophical quest attaches an inferior importance
to religious devotion.24 In other words, though both religious and philosophical
discourses employ the same term, they mean different senses by it. One sees as
solution what the other views as problem. This explains why theological sys-
tems take ontological problems in relation with God. While theology tries to
penetrate the reality of the universe by faith, philosophy endeavors to under-
stand the being through reason.25

The Ash’arite theologians developed a critique of the Mashshâî (Muslim
Peripatetic) philosophy and ontology.26 Placing the contingency of beings
against the necessity and absoluteness of God, the Ash’arite system cast a shad-
ow upon the status of beings and the nature and activity of things.27 This led to
deny any possibility of rationality in the universe. Thus, accepting a rational
essence and a fixed rational relation in the cosmos was thought to be detrimen-
tal to the perfection of God. The ontological contrast between God and the
world that dominates the Ash’arite theology is manifest in atomism. too. The
dichotomy of God who possesses an infinite power and will and the universe
with a limited, finite and created nature of universe constitutes the main charac-
teristics of the Ash’arite theology.28 Pitting God against the universe which He
created and gave a measure of independence is a metaphysical provocation
which has predictable results. Therefore, one may define the Ash’arite system
as the doctrine of divine will or voluntarism.29

The concept of divine will and wisdom is a key to solve any ontological and
epistemological problems within the Ash’arite School. As a result, there is no
recognized measure for the rational causality between things. The Ash’arite the-
ology does this by introduces into the field of philosophy the notion of God’s
continous intervention in the universe. God’s creation and governance is a one-
to-one and ceaseless relation. The Ash’arite theologians maintain that God has
not only showed His power and will in the first creation and the putting in order
of the universe but also exercises a continous power and authority over the uni-
verse.30 Thus, the will of God is not limited to the creation. Neither is His power
an instantenous effect that displays itself only in the act of creation. The divine
creation and governance is constantly in effect. This point of view renders
causality principle philosophically meaningless and theologically dangerous
because of its tendency to limit the authority of the Creator.31

Philosophers and theologians carved out a form of causality that is moderate
and consistent with religion. Unlike the Ash’arite theologians, the philosophers
and theologians who adopted a reconciliatory attitude did not take the issue of
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causality within the frame of the God-creature contrast. Rather, they discussed
the subject on the base of the “measure of effect’s need for cause.” This
approach helped re-locate the subject in its proper rational-philosophical con-
text and detach it from the context where it was regarded as “a matter of faith.” 

Ibn Rushd states that one who denies the impact of causes on effects denies the
reality of science, too. Science means to know things along with their causes.
Philosophy or wisdom is to investigate the hidden causes. In this respect, deny-
ing causes means denying science and philosophy as a whole. The Muslim
philosophers always discussed causality on a metaphysical plain. The causality
that appears in the contingent world owes its existence to God just like all other
contingent beings.32 For Ibn Sînâ, the investigation of causes is included in the
field of Metaphysics (Ilâhiyyât). He thinks that causes and related issues should
be examined from the perspective of Metaphysics. The examination of causes
should be continued up to the First Cause and Principle, which has no cause for
Its existence. Cause is the subject matter of ontology in this respect.33

In contrast to the common belief, the theologians whom the Ash’arite theolo-
gians fought did not follow a pure rational-philosophical method. The view that
the Mu’tazilite theologians are the unwavering followers of rationalism has
become so prevailing that they are thought to take no religious text into consid-
eration.34 This is an erroneous belief. Reading the writings of any Mu’tazilite
theologian is enough to show the falsity of this view. They relied upon the reli-
gious texts in their discussion of religious and philosophical subjects. But they
did not develop such a perilous dualism “either reason or scripture”, nor did
they prefer reason over the Scripture.35 Of course, they disagreed on some
points with the Ash’arites, notably on giving a broader authority to reason. They
also believed that God is the absolute actor in the universe and the creator of
every activity, every cause and effect. However, they thought that God performs
the acts of creation and governance through causes.36 With his concept of wis-
dom or purpose (hikmah), Imâm al-Mâturidî (d. 333/944) held that God acts in
accordance with a definite wisdom or purpose. The world moves towards a def-
inite purpose along the lines of purposeful and wise actions of God.37 However,
this religious and theocentric interpretation of causality was suspected and
refused by the Ash’arite School.38

There is an intellectual relationship between the Ash’arite view of substance-
accident and the Ash’arite objection to the theory of causality. The causal rela-
tionship is a bond established between the things that possess a stable existence
and nature. Yet the Ash’arite discourse denies this ability for things. There can
be no permanence and order in a universe composed of accidents. Accidents dis-
appear by their very nature and are created at every moment. Their existence is
transitory, not continous. Therefore, accidents cannot exercise influence over
each other. Thus, no permanent and self-repeating relation can be set up among
the transitory beings and disappearing things. In an ontology in which there is



JOURNAL OF ISLAMIC RESEARCH

Vol 2  No 2  December 2009   121

no room for the idea of interaction between accidents, the intellectual founda-
tion of causality disappears. One should remember that some Ash’arite theolo-
gians rejected even the idea of individual substance (al-jawhar al-fard). They
think that this idea is purely intellectual. In other words, the term “jawhar-i
fard” is developed by our mind and is true only for the mind. In this context,
they refer to the concepts of mental and external beings (al-mawjûd al-dhihnî
wa al-khârijî). Mental being is that which does not exist outside of, and is cre-
ated by, the mind such as numbers, universals, abstract concepts and terms.39

External being is that which exists whether the mind thinks it or not. For exam-
ple, the objects and organisms in Nature are external beings.40 Including the
concept of substance in the category of mental being41, the Ash’arite theolo-
gians argued that this concept is valid and true only for the mind. They also
claimed that matter and things are composed of the totality of accidents. If acci-
dents are eliminated one by one, the things that we regard as substance will also
disappear. Given the fact that the relation of causality can be established only
among the permanent substances and there is no being with this nature in the
universe, causality is bound to exist only in the mind. Therefore, argue the
Ash’arites, it is not possible to speak of a real existence of causality. Just as sub-
stance is a mental and nominal being, the causal relationship thought to exist
among the permanent substances has only a mental and nominal existence.42

This is also related to the theory of hudûth (the temporarily-origination of the
universe) developed by the Muslim theologians. If the existence of individual
substance is negated, everything in the universe is accident. The Arabic word
‘arâd, i.e., accident, denotes what disappears and changes at every moment.
Everything that disappears and changes is hâdith, i.e., temporarily-originated
and created by God. In fact, this view is close to the perspective of the theolo-
gians who accept the existence of substance. For accident is temporarily-origi-
nated, substance is also temporarily-originated. In other words, one cannot
speak of substance independent from accidents. Consequently, there is need for
an external cause who constantly creates accidents and beings, which are
thought to be substance, and saves them from disappearance and corruption.
This cause is God. The term tafwîd, meaning the constant creation and arrange-
ment of the universe by God, comes from this theory.43

What is then the source of the concept of order that we observe in the cosmos?
The Ash’arites answer is that the continous observation of the same natural phe-
nomena creates the illusion of causality in us. In opposition to the philosophers,
they maintain that there is no necessary causality in Nature, but a constant cre-
ation. That events as the effects of causes are the fantasy of imaginal faculty. In
fact, God governs and puts things in order as He likes as well as creates the
impression of causality in our minds out of grace. The continuity that we
observe regarding accidents is the result of the constant creation of accidents.44
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Moreover, rejecting the existence of causality in Nature, the theologians
opposed45 the philosophers’ definition of God as the First Cause (al-‘Illah al-
Ìlâ)46. Instead, they preferred to refer to God as al-Fâ‘il al-Mukhtâr, i.e., Freely-
Acting. Instead of the concept of cause, which is unaware of its existence and
effect on other things, they established the concept of God who is aware of
everything and separate from the universe but governs it with His will. The
Ash’arites denied causal power and efficiency for things and natural bond
among things, but they acknowledged a supernatural connexion continously
created by God. Accidents are not actors. They lack reason, sense, and percep-
tion. Therefore, we cannot attribute causal power to them. Given the fact that
even man who possesses the capacity of knowing and perceiving is deprived of
the ability to bring about such effects as burning, heating and nourishing, the
things which do not possess these abilities do lack causal power.47 The Ash’arite
philosophy of nature, which has a heavy ontological color, leads to the notion
of God as the only actual actor for the sake of man and things in the universe.
The Ash’arite theology is directed towards pantheism. The Ash’arite theolo-
gians put the world in a dubious position vis-à-vis God. That position pushes
our explanations of the being into agnosticism.

Skepticism in the Ash’arite sense is quite different from the methodical skepti-
cism used to understand the real nature of things. Their skepticism necessarily
results with a strict fideism. They take a fideist stand even towards the nonreli-
gious, purely natural and philosophical matters. In discussing Ghazzâlî’s
(1058–1111) approach to the issue of causality, some researchers argue that he
put divine causality in the place of natural and necessary causality.48 In other
words, Ghazzâlî prefers vertical causality to the horizontal49. A similar evalua-
tion is done by philosophers. Classifying causality into two categories as empir-
ical and metaphysical, the exponents of this view maintain that every event,
every process and activity appears on the basis of material cause; everything is
determined by the conditions that generate it. The process which flows in accor-
dance with the law of necessity is determinism in the world of phenomena.
According to the metaphysical causality, God is the cause of the world. All the
activities in the universe are the outcome of His volitional acts. According to
this theory, the cause is not an event, fact or activity in the world of phenome-
na, but an active essence and metaphysical power, which is God. The reviewers
of the metaphysical causality state that empirical causality allows for no arbi-
trariness and freedom while metaphysical causality allows for a certain measure
of freedom. In other words, a power, an essence or ultimate cause freely creates
the effects.50

The theory of metaphysical causality attributes freedom and arbitrariness to
God. Defining God as the First Cause, this theory attaches the cause-effect rela-
tion among beings and facts to God with respect to the beginning. By thinking
the first forms, God determined things, qualities and their relations without
being compelled to follow any principle or law except His own will. The free-



dom included in the metaphysical causality finds a room here. As a divine qual-
ity, freedom characterizes the behavior of God in determining the being.
Therefore, this concept is related to God, not to the beings. After proceeding
from God, the beings act as God determined and predicted. However, if God
makes a new decision concerning the beings, the existential process may
change. This explains why the beings and causality are contingent. It is contra-
dictory to define God’s constant creation of causes and their effects, which are
accidents in Ash’arism, as a perpendicular causality. This is because the concept
of causality depends upon the idea of order. The concept of causality suggests
that things carry a potential of the horizontal interrelation. The attempt to estab-
lish causality as a perpendicular relation and divine activity is equal to abolish-
ing causality. 

On the other hand, theology rejects the notion of divine causality because the
latter suggests that God acts according to a law and cause. However, this con-
tradicts the concept of Freely-Acting God (Fâ‘il-i Mukhtâr). As it is impossible
to think that God acts according to cause, the theory of divine causality is incon-
sistent. The conception of transcendental God who does what He wishes as He
wishes without needing any cause or reason in creation and governance invali-
dates every form of causality and determinism. Such perception of God also
eliminates the concept of law which philosophers claim to exist in Nature and
history. The relationship between things and God, who is above all causes, laws
and order, shifts the attention radically to God and bases everything on an onto-
logical ground. In this case, no cause and causality can be defined as the acts of
God. On the contrary, one should speak of His authority over the universe. 

An ontological scheme which gives an upper hand to the conception of Freely-
Acting God over any sensible causality permeates the other units of epistemol-
ogy. In consequence, the paradigm of traditional Kalâm determined all the onto-
logical, epistemological, political and cultural systems of Muslims. The ques-
tion is not simply a particular understanding of the being, Nature, and history,
but a comprehensive weltanschauung that encompasses all social relations and
institutions. The shadow of the perpendicularly-established ontological system
falls onto the earth and acts as the source of horizontal systems. For example,
many Muslim intellectuals and researchers rightly have suggested that the tra-
ditional Kalamic worldview, which has an authoritarian character, accounts for
the authoritarian social practices in the Muslim world.

The problem of causality, which was somehow concluded by the traditional
Kalâm, went far beyond being a theological-intellectual question. It had a pro-
found impact on other important issues like the value and acts of man. The
debate, which started as a subject matter of the philosophy of nature, became a
metaphysical-ontological matter, and eventually evolved into a special concep-
tion of human being. In other words, the philosophy of human being and the
philosophy of nature were combined into a metaphysical system. 
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The place of the human being in the universe, his position and power vis-à-vis
God and his capacity of acting are the major topics of Metaphysics. Like the
theologians of other religions, Muslim theologians, in accordance with their
habits of thought and perception, understood such issues as man, Nature, the
universe and God as inseparable part of the same paradigm. Therefore, it is not
difficult to realize that their conception of the divine essence and attributes
shaped their perception of Nature and man. Metaphysical and theological mode
of thinking determined and interrelated all the elements of the system. It is an
essential characteristic of metaphysical thinking to unite the conceptions of
God, man and universe on the same semantic plain. Therefore, the study of any
classic topic of Kalâm requires taking into consideration the whole system.
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