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This article examines the Mu‘tazilite Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s views on the
denotation of miracles according to his own particular methodology.
Despite his acceptance of the celebrated method of the theologians in
the denotation of miracles with respect to the authenticity of prophets,
i.e., resorting to divine wisdom, Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar instead proposed
the issue within the structure of conventional denotation; thus, his so-
called “convention theory” distinguishes his endeavors from that of
others. His efforts suggest the rationality of miracles. Unlike other
Muslim theologians, he also argues that miracles not only vindicate the
authenticity of prophetic claims, but that its connotation also includes
the existence of God and the authenticity of the teachings of prophets.
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1) Introduction

The most important question concerning the issue of miracles in
Islamic tradition is whether miracles denote the authenticity of
prophets. The greatest amount of doubt about miracles comes from
this question. For if the logical relation between miracles and the
authenticity of prophets were denied, miracles would lose their
religious value and would become regarded as no more than strange
events that needed some sort of explanation.

Muslim theologians have primarily considered miracles to be signs
of the authenticity of the prophetic claim (See Sobhani, 1417, p. 93).
There is, nonetheless, a theoretical controversy among Muslim
scholars whether miracles could be interpreted as rational arguments
or persuasive evidences, which, at most, cause a kind of psychological
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inclination towards believing in prophetic claims. Though some
Muslim thinkers, such as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (al-Razi, pp. 41-53)
and Averroes (Ahmadi, 1378, pp. 378-379), have preferred the latter,
the majority of Muslim scholars adhere to the former and believe that
the occurrence of miracles logically entails the authenticity of the
agent’s prophetic claim. They typically have offered two main
arguments to show such a relation.® The first argument — which is
more celebrated — can be formulated as follows (Sobhani, 1417,
p. 95):

1. A just and wise God does not commit injustice and does not do
that which is contrary to His wisdom.

2. God wants people to be guided to the right path; He does not want
them to go astray.

3. Miracles are the evidence for the authenticity of the prophetic
claim.

4. If those who claim that they have a prophetic mission perform a
miracle, people will like and obey them.

5. Bestowing the power to make miracles upon false prophets is not
a wise act.

6. Thus, according to 4 and 5, bestowing the power of miracles to
false prophets is contrary to God’s wisdom and would therefore
mislead people.

7. God does not do what that is contrary to His wisdom and will
never mislead people.

Therefore, the result is that:

8. God will never bestow the power of miracles on false prophets;
thus anybody who claims that he has a prophetic mission — if he
performs a miracle — must genuinely be a prophet.

By making use of justice and wisdom, this argument shows that
giving the power of performing miracles to false prophets is a case of
urging people towards ignorance, which is against God’s aim for
creation, i.e., the guidance of people to the right path.

A second argument is offered by Allamah Tabatabai, which is
based upon the philosophical rule that “similar things are the same in
their possible and impossible attributes.” A brief account of the
argument is as follows: Prophets claim that they have a relation with
the Unseen, a relation which is rather odd and extraordinary. On the
other hand, they perform miracles which are odd and extraordinary
events. When we see that a person who claims that he has a Divine

3. Some have numbered these arguments as being limited to five, however they can still be
reduced to two main arguments (See Ahmadi, 1378, pp. 370-400).
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mission is able to perform something which is odd and extraordinary
(i.e., a miracle), then we can generalize from this fact and conclude
that he possesses an odd and extraordinary relation to God (i.e., he is
God’s messenger). Therefore, we should believe that he is correct in
his claim that he is a prophet (Tabatabai 1417, pp. 85-89).

Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s argument, which shows a logical relation
between miracles and prophetic claims is, to a great extent, similar to
the former argument. Its major difference comes from his different
account of the issue and his so-called “convention (al-muwdda‘a)
theory.” This theory can be seen in the works of other theologians;
however, it was Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar who together coined the term
and refined the theory. He has put this theory in the heart of his
explanation about miracles and makes use of it in all related aspects of
the issue, including the subject of the performer of miracles.

2) The convention theory

Before directly engaging in the “denotation of the miracles of
prophethood,” he gives a detailed discussion on the methodology of
the issue by showing how miracles imply prophethood.* According to
‘Abd al-Jabbar, a thing may denote another thing in three ways or
methods: a) accuracy and necessity; b) motives and free will; or c)
convention and purposes (‘Abd al-Jabbar, vol. 15, p. 152).

(1-2) The accuracy and necessity method

‘Abd al-Jabbar calls the first approach “the accuracy and necessity
method” (Tarigh al-Sihhah wa al-Wojub). The major feature of this
method is that if there were not a thing signified then no significant
would come to signify anything. As it were, the significant depends
entirely on what is signified; there would be no justification for the
significant had we failed to find what was signified or failed to realize
the manner of signification or if there was no signification at all. For
example, an action denotes that the doer is capable of the act, for were
the doer unable to perform the act, then no action might come from
him (ibid.). Hence, a masterpiece denotes the knowledge of its creator.
However, the manner of denotation is of much concern since this
relation can only be established in such a manner. A masterpiece
signifies that the knowledge of the creator comes from the mastery
observed in the work rather than the work itself. The rejection of the
knowledge of the creator merely implies the negation of the mastery

4. In his al-Mughni, vol. 15, p. 168 ff, Qadt ‘Abd al-Jabbar has written a separate chapter “on
how miracles imply prophecy.” Before that, however, on pp. 152-167 in the same book, he
has dealt with the methodology of the issue.








