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Date of Death 1064
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Biography
Ibn Ḥazm of Cordova, one of the best-known authors of al-Andalus, 

was famous as a theologian, philosopher, and jurist. He was prob-

ably descended from a Christian convert to Islam, and could trace 

his genealogy back to a Persian mawlā of Yazīd ibn Abī Sufyān. His 

father was vizier at the Umayyad court under the royal chamberlain 

al-Mansụ̄r ibn Abī ʿĀmir (d. 1002) and his son al-Muzạffar (d. 1008). 

He died when Ibn Ḥazm was 18 years old, during the political turmoil 

of the time.
As the son of an important official in the Umayyad court, Ibn Ḥazm 

was educated by leading scholars. In time, he followed his father in 
the service of the caliphs, and when he was 30 years old he became 
vizier to ʿAbd al-Raḥmān V (r. 1023-24). He experienced a succes-
sion of failures and successes in political life, including imprisonment. 
When the Umayyad caliphate fell in 1031, he retired from the public 
sphere and devoted himself to study and scholarship.

Ibn Ḥazm became the head of the literalist Ẓāhirī theological 
school around the year 1034, following the death of his master Ibn 
Muflit. He was one of the best known scholars of this school, whose 
exegetical methods brought him into violent disagreement with the 
most venerable Mālikī jurists. Efforts were made to silence him, and 
he was compelled to keep out of the way of the authorities. He died 
in seclusion in 1064.

Ibn Ḥazm’s most valuable work, and one of the most important 
religious works of Islam, is the Kitāb al-fisạl fī l-milal wa-l-ahwāʾ 
wa-l-niḥal (‘Judgement regarding the confessions, inclinations and 
sects’). Well-known among his other works are his Risāla fī faḍl al-
Andalus (‘Epistle on the excellence of al-Andalus’) and Naqt ̣al-ʿarūs 
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(‘The bride’s freckle’). Ṭawq al-ḥamāma (‘The ring of the dove’), his 
early work on love, is justly admired for its psychological and social 
 comments.

A much shorter predecessor of the Kitāb al-fisạl is Al-usụ̄l wa-l-
furūʿ (‘Principles and derivations’), a tract that anticipates the later 
work in outlook but contains passages that are not found in it (see 
Adang, ‘Some hitherto neglected biblical material’, pp. 17-18). Among 
these are quotations from the Old and New Testaments in support 
of the prophethood of Muḥammad, which are borrowed from Ibn 
Qutayba’s (q.v.) lost Aʿlām al-nubuwwa (Al-usụ̄l wa-l-furūʿ, ed. M.A. 
al-ʿIrāqī et al., 2 vols, Cairo, 1978, pp. 187-95; Beirut, 19842, pp. 49-54). 
Ibn Ḥazm argues that, despite other biblical passages being corrupt, 
these have been preserved by God to provide a testimony for Mus-
lims against the other religions. As Adang observes, it is maybe not 
surprising that these are missing from the Kitāb al-fisạl, given Ibn 
Ḥazm’s intention there to destroy any credibility of the scriptures of 
Judaism and Christianity.
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Ḥazm, London, 1990

A.G. Chejne, Ibn Hazm, Chicago, 1982
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Works on Christian-Muslim Relations

Kitāb izḥār tabdīl al-Yahūd wa-l-Nasạ̄rā 

li-l-Tawrāt wa-l-Injīl wa-bayān tanāquḍ mā 

bi-aydīhim min dhālika min mā lā yaḥtamil 

al-taʾwīl, ‘An exposure of the Jews and Christians’ 

alteration to the Torah and Gospel, and a 

demonstration of the contradiction in what they 

possess of this that will not permit metaphorical 

interpretation’

DATE Unknown; before 1064
ORIGINAL LANGUAGE Arabic

DESCRIPTION
This work no longer exists independently. It is generally thought to 
have been incorporated into the Fisạl (though see Pulcini, Exegesis, 
pp. 10-11, n. 8 for arguments against) where it provides detailed dem-
onstrations of textual differences between the Gospels and between 
them and the Torah (Fisạl ii, pp. 2-81).

SIGNIFICANCE
The work is an eloquent illustration of Ibn Ḥazm’s passionate concern 
for the truth of his own faith, expressed in detailed arguments that 
in the terms they are set are extremely difficult to rebut. It displays 
unique knowledge of Christian scripture for a Muslim of the time, 
and unparalleled dexterity in using it to prove his point.

MANUSCRIPTS
Steinschneider, Apologetische Literatur, p. 22, mentions MS Berlin 

2217, 24
EDITIONS & TRANSLATIONS —
STUDIES

T. Pulcini, Exegesis as polemical discourse, Atlanta GA, 1998 (par-
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G. Haider Aasi, Muslim understanding of other religions. An ana-
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David Thomas

Kitāb al-fisạl fī l-milal wa-l-ahwāʾ wa-l-niḥal, 

‘Judgement regarding the confessions, 

inclinations and sects’

Date Unknown; before 1064
Original Language Arabic

Description

Ibn Ḥazm’s Kitāb al-fisạl is a work of Islamic theology, and has a 

structure that bears some resemblance to systematic theological works 

from about the same time, such as al-Bāqillānī’s Kitāb al-tamhīd (q.v.) 

and ʿAbd al-Jabbār’s Mughnī (q.v.). It also shares the same character-

istic of refuting views held both outside and within Islam that oppose 

the particular theological points it makes. Where it differs from these 

works is in the much greater emphasis it places on these opposing 

groups and refutations of them.
The work contains two main attacks on Christianity. The first 

occurs in the course of the argument that there is only one God (ed. 
1899-1903, i, pp. 48-63), and focuses on the Trinity and the differ-
ent Christologies of the sects. Here, some of Ibn Ḥazm’s logical argu-
ments against what he regards as the enormity of Christian claims are 
close to those of other polemicists in earlier times. But his other main 
attack is original, and demonstrates knowledge of Christianity that is 
rarely paralleled among Muslims of the time. This is against Chris-
tian scripture, and in particular the Gospels (ed. 1899-1903, ii, pp. 
2-81, though see also the wide-ranging arguments against the scrip-
tures of the Jews, Christians and others, i, pp. 98-223). It contains a 



142 ibn ḥazm

number of analyses of differing accounts in the synoptic Gospels of 
the same incident involving Jesus, and painstakingly identifies dis-
crepancies and small disagreements. These analyses reveal that Ibn 
Ḥazm undertook a minutely close reading of the texts, much more 
so than any Muslim – and many Christians – from the pre-modern 
period (the single exception possibly being al-Ghazālī, or the author 
of the Radd al-jamīl (q.v.) that is attributed to him). This dismember-
ment of the Gospel texts gives vivid substantiation to his contention 
that they have been corrupted throughout and are beyond salvaging, 
a view that gives greater intensity to what he has already implied with 
qualifications in his earlier Al-usụ̄l wa-l-furūʿ.

Significance

The Kitāb al-fisạl shows some continuity with trends in anti-Christian 

polemic argumentation from the eastern empire. But it also shows 

startling originality in its reading of the New Testament books, and 

its aggressive proof that they cannot be authentic because they repeat-

edly disagree with one another. This attention to detail singles out Ibn 

Ḥazm as possibly the most adamant proponent of the view that it was 

the actual text of Christian scripture that had been corrupted, rather 

than that it was wrongly interpreted by Christians, and that what it 

said about Jesus and early Christian history could not therefore be 

relied upon.
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For a list of MSS and their dates, see Ljamai, Ibn Ḥazm et la polémique 
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S.-M. Behloul, Ibn Ḥazms Evangelienkritik. Eine methodische Unter-

suchung, Leiden, 2002
Pulcini, Exegesis as polemical discourse
Adang, Muslim writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible, 64-66, 

160-62
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Unknown title; Radd ʿalā risālat malik al-Rūm, 

‘Refutation of the Byzantine emperor’s letter’

DATE Unknown; before 1064
ORIGINAL LANGUAGE Arabic

DESCRIPTION

In 966 an anonymous Christian author wrote a polemical qasị̄da in 

Arabic on behalf of the Emperor Nicephorus Phocas to the Caliph 

al-Mutị̄ʿ (see CMR 2, ‘The representative of Nicephorus Phocas’). In 

this poem he recounted recent Byzantine victories against the Arabs, 
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threatened that the Byzantines would overrun other parts of the 

Abbasid empire, and predicted the overthrow of Islam and univer-

sal triumph of Christianity. In the very same year, the Muslim jurist 

al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī replied with an equally blunt qasị̄da (see CMR 2, 

‘Al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī’) in which he not only praised the superiority of 

Islam over Christianity but also protested at the ignoble conduct of 

the Byzantines in victory.
This was a good century before Ibn Ḥazm composed his own reply 

to the emperor’s letter. His reason for writing is not known, and he 
was far removed from the scene both in time and distance. He may 
have been spurred by news of victories by Byzantines or Muslims 
nearer his own time, though he may equally have written out of per-
sonal pique when he first became aware of the Christian poem. 

His reply in its surviving form comprises 137 verses, and it employs 
the same tạwīl meter as al-Shāshī’s poem and follows a similar struc-
ture (though there is no indication that Ibn Ḥazm knew of this earlier 
work; al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, ii, p. 184, confirms that he did not). After an 
introduction (vv. 1-9), it lists lands conquered by the Muslims, and 
emphasises their intention to defend what they hold and to extend the 
faith of Islam (vv. 10-99). Then it contrasts the teachings of Christian-
ity and Islam (vv. 100-35), referring to traditional Muslim accusations 
of Christian doctrinal incoherence and scriptural corruption – ‘How 
dare you brag of a Trinitarian faith?/ So removed from reason, so out 
of place./ Worshipping a being who has a worshipping face!/ Woe to 
you! Where is your sanity and brain?/ Your gospels are tampered with 
in every place./ And in them, words of truth are often slain’ (Hermes, 
‘Byzantines’, p. 56) – and to the prophethood of Muḥammad. It closes 
with a brief comment on the comparative merits of this and the 
Christian poem (vv. 136-37).

SIGNIFICANCE

The poem illustrates the resentment that Christian boasting could 

stir up among Muslims, and the points of irritation that could be 

calculated to provoke reactions. Unlike al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī’s reply, Ibn 

Ḥazm’s attained a reputation in later times: Ibn Kathir called it ‘the 

unmatched and triumphant Islamic masterpiece’ (Al-bidaya wa-l-

nihaya, Beirut, 1982, p. 260; cited in Hermes, ‘Byzantines’, p. 52). 
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MANUSCRIPTS —
EDITIONS & TRANSLATIONS

Qasị̄dat Imbarātụ̄r al-Rūm Niqfūr Fūqās fī hijāʾ al-Islām wa-
l-Muslimīn, wa-qasị̄datā al-Imāmayn al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī wa-Ibn 
Ḥazm al-Andalusī fī l-radd ʿalayh, ed. Sạlāḥ al-Dīn al-Munajjid, 
Beirut, 1982, pp. 41-58

Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyyāt al-kubrā, 6 vols, Cairo, 
1906, ii, pp. 184-89

STUDIES
N.F. Hermes, ‘The Byzantines in medieval Arabic poetry. Abu Firas’ 

Al-Rumiyyat and the poetic responses of al-Qaffal and Ibn Hazm 
to Nicephorus Phocas’ al-Qasida al-Arminiyya al-malʿuna (The 
Armenian cursed ode)’, BYZANTINA ΣΥΜΜΕΙΚΤΑ 19 (2009) 
35-61, pp. 55-56

David Thomas




