
Personal identity across temporal gaps: an Islamic view of the problem

The topic I will be discussing in this paper concerns the efforts of medieval Muslim
theologians to establish claims of identity for human beings resurrected after a period
of non-existence. Medieval Islam had room for a fairly diverse range of views about
the nature of human beings, of resurrection and the afterlife in general, but whatsets
the stage for a problem familiar both in medieval Christianity and in contemporary
philosophyis a particular combination of views found among some, though by no
means all, medieval Muslim theologians. One was the view of human beings as
basically physical entities for whom death meant the cessation of existence with no
part of them to survive, and the other the belief that resurrection was preceded by a
temporal gapÐ a yawning temporal gap indeed, in which created being was
annihilated by God in order to be created anew afterwards.

Not everyone took the latter line, and in fact later Muslims tended to consider
the question an unsettled one. Nor did all Muslims take such an uncompromisingly
physical view of human beings, though the belief in a bodily resurrectionwas
considered a central article of faith by most. The ideas I will be talking aboutthough
are those of a school of theologians- called the MuÕtazila, and flourishing between
the 9th and 11th centuries AD- who put their names to both views, and who were
faced with the problem of explaining how a person who passed out of existence when
his body was destroyed first by death (understood as thescatteringof his atomic
constituents) and then by the great Annihilation (understood as the complete
destructionof the atomic constituents) could be the same as the one recreated by God
on the Day of Judgment.

A note is here in order about what exactly I shall be doing with these ideasÐ
merely describing, creatively appropriating, or something different. Perhaps this is not
a judgment that would apply to medieval philosophical views to an equal extent, but I
think that the angles of interest one brings to bear on these texts are rarely those which
one finds in the texts themselves. Questions which to us seem compelling often seem
to have no such hold on medieval sensibilities and their treatments ofquestions can
often seem to us downrightna•ve. Na•ve, not in the sense that the solutions are
technologically primitive but in what that partly revealsÐ that the problem was not
felt to be of such urgency that heavier technology had to be developed. So Ishould
say from the outset that issues about personal identity are not problematised for our
medieval Muslims as highly as they are for us today (perhaps this is not the case in
medieval ChristianityÐmaybe you can tell me more about that.) But what- you may
ask- is the value of making these views known if they can offer us little that would
help us meet our own needs? My sense is that the value lies in juxtaposing different
concepts ofneedand using this as part of an appraisal of our own intellectualends,
which is as important as our appraisal of the means to best meet them. Of course the
juxtaposition can only work if one can fit the shape of one concern into the shape of
the other to a certain extent, and this IÕll try to do. But the MuÕtaziliteworldview is
vastly distant from our ownÐ not only in terms of the different intellectual aims
which motivated them, but also in terms of their metaphysics and in their viewof
empirical facts. To think ofappropriating such views would be asking too much
perhaps; but it is their very distance that makes them so interesting to understand.

First, a general word about MuÕtazilite metaphysics and the conception of
human beings into which it translated. MuÕtazilite ontology was atomistic, and the


