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Abstract | This paper tackles the comlex issue of affirming the literal meaning of the
descriptive attributes of God (Al-Sifat al-khabariayah), and its
anthropomorphic and corporalist underpinnings that it entails. The study
focuses on the thought of Muqatil ibn Sulayman al-Balkhi al-Khurasani. First, it
explores how the Prophet Muhammad and his Companions approached the
issue of God’s attributes, in a manner that upheld the transcendence of God
(Tanzih). Then, it deals with the theological shift from the Tanzih to
anthropomorphism, through the literal reading of God’s attributes by Muqatil
Ibn Sulayman. At the end the paper discusses the reception of Mugqatil’s
anthropomorphism by Islamic scholars during the early centuries of Islam. It
uses the historical inductive methodology to tackle the early formation and
development of anthropomorphist approach of the descriptive attributes. The
paper reached several findings, among which is that the Prophet and his
companions consistently upheld the Tanzih of God, by interpreting any
attribute that may lead to anthropomorphism. It demonstrated that the
affirmative tendency of descriptive attributes emerged in Central Asia, namely
in Khorasan; it was influenced by a local religio-cultural reading of the Quranic
text and was significantly influenced by Eastern and monotheistic religious
traditions. Moreover, most scholars of early Islam recognized such an influence
in Mugqatil’s exegesis and blamed him for launching anthropomorphism in
Islam. The paper suggests further scrutiny of the foundational phase of the
literal understanding of God’s descriptive attributes in Islamic theology to
unveil other constituents of anthropomorphism and corporealism in Islamic
theology.

Keywords: Exegesis, Anthropomorphism, Corporealism, Descriptive
Attributes, Mugatil Ibn Sulayman.
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